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|.Post-traumatic Stress Disorder in the Western World

Every era names, diagnoses, interprets and treats diseases and disorders by the
values and beliefs of its time. How we interpret our afflictions express how we interpret
our place in the cosmos. Like other conditions suffered over the millennia, Post-traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) has been called by other names and treated by other strategies in
different times and places. It has its own history of nomenclature, interpretation and
treatment in the western world.

Post-traumatic Stress Disorder is a new name for an ancient condition. The
American Psychiatric Association first entered it into our present system of diagnostic
categories in 1980. As set forth in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual PTSD is a
cluster of symptoms that first surface after traumatic events beyond the scope of normal
experience and include threats to one’s own or others’ lives and would cause such
responses in almost anyone. Symptoms may include substance abuse, memory loss,

sleep disorders, recurrent nightmares of traumatic events, psychic numbness, depression,



intrusive thoughts and memories, alienation and mistrust, startle response, flashbacks and
dissociative states during which traumatic events are relived as if they were actually
occurring, suicidal ideation, rage, and intimacy, sexuality, and employment difficulties.
Many symptoms may occur together and are experienced as out of the sufferer’s control.

PTSD is sometimes misdiagnosed as one or several of its component symptoms,
commonly as depression or substance abuse. This can occur without the practitioner
recognizing the entire holistic disorder. Such misdiagnosis can leave the patient feeling
misconstrued and disappointed, and may discourage cooperation in a healing regimen.
Several groups of trauma survivors, especially Vietnam War veterans, Holocaust
survivors, and women survivors of sexual assault, lobbied for many years to achieve
public and professional recognition of the complex set of symptoms they suffered. They
knew something was different and wrong in them long before it was officially
recognized.

Post-traumatic Stress Disorder was first diagnosed as “nostalgia” among Swiss
soldiers in 1648, by early German and French doctors as “homesickness.” The Spanish
called it “to be broken.” During the American Civil War, the same cluster of symptoms
was known as “Soldier’s Heart,” irritable heart, or nostalgia. More famously, during
World War | it was called shell shock and during World War 11 combat fatigue.*

During the Twentieth Century’s wars of mass slaughter, the disorder was
commonly treated as an acute breakdown, limited in time and scope and sometimes
blamed on character flaws, especially cowardice. Treatment of choice was to get the
afflicted combatant off the front lines and out of immediate danger, give him three square

meals a day and some bed rest, then return him to his unit as quickly as possible. This



regimen reduced the loss of large numbers of shocked and terrified troops while keeping
the front lines continuously supplied. It also discouraged soldiers from escaping combat
through psychological breakdown.

Military psychiatric strategies during modern mass warfare did little to heal the
chronically afflicted psyches of broken soldiers. Also, the masculine myth that during
combat only the weak or cowardly break down was maintained and reinforced. During
World War I, the British executed 306 soldiers who broke down during combat and
refused to return to the front lines. Relatives of one, Pvt. Harry Farr, sued for and finally
received his pardon due to shellshock -- in August, 2006, 90 years after his execution.
During the invasion of Sicily in World War 1, Gen. George Patton slapped, kicked,
threatened, and berated as cowards two American Gls who had been admitted to
evacuation hospitals with shellshock.

Yet consider: In World War I, United States forces suffered 116,516 deaths but
158,994 psychiatric losses. In World War 11 U.S. forces had 405,399 deaths but
1,393,000 debilitating psychiatric breakdowns. In the Korean War 33,629 men were
killed but 48,002 became psychiatric casualties. 3 Better known are the casualties from
the Vietnam War. Over 58,000 servicemen and women were Kkilled during that war. In
contrast, according to U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs statistics, post-traumatic
stress disorder has been diagnosed in at least 30% of those who served, with another 22%
experiencing partial PTSD, thus creating at least 1.3 million cases.* These statistics
demonstrate that in every modern war “the chances of becoming a psychiatric casualty —
of being debilitated for some period of time as a result of the stresses of military life —

were greater than the chances of being killed by enemy fire.””®



PTSD is exacerbated in intensity and frequency by the horrors of modern
technological warfare but does not originate in them. War and its terrors and losses
inevitably produce what we now know as PTSD. It is our human response to life-
threatening and devouring experiences.

In his Histories, the ancient Greek historian Herodotus documented instances that
sound like PTSD. He wrote of men who “shook and trembled both before and after
battle.” He reported that two soldiers of the three hundred Spartan warriors sent to meet
the Persian invasion at Thermopylae appeared before their doctor just before the battle
with identical eye inflammations and asked to remain in the rear. One eventually joined
the fight. The second did not, survived, and later hanged himself in disgrace. Such
responses occur in modern fighters — psychosomatic conditions develop to avoid combat
with severe depression and sometimes suicide following later.

Plutarch recorded that soldiers defending Syracuse against a Roman siege were
“stricken dumb with terror.” Such mutism, too, has been recorded in modern wars during
the twentieth century and to the present. During World War I, strong electric shock was
administered in attempts to propel the mute soldier out of his condition.

From North American plains native history, it is recorded that in a battle between
Sioux and Crow warriors a Crow chief lost his horse, used up his arrows, and was
cornered by enemies. When he saw that death was inevitable, “tears rolled down his
cheeks, and he wailed and cried like a woman.”® In that tradition, such breakdowns in
fear or grief were considered a collapse of the warrior’s identity and brought scorn and

abuse rather than mercy from enemies.



A compelling parallel between the ancient history of warfare and what we call
PTSD today was recorded by Homer in the Iliad and explicated in comparison to the
Vietnam War by Jonathan Shay.” Homer presented the Greek’s greatest warrior Achilles
as afflicted by the conditions suffered by modern soldiers.

Achilles rages at incompetent and selfish commanders. He disagrees with the
reasons they fight and the ways they run the war. He hates his commander who took for
himself Achilles’ and others’ spoils. He wants to “frag” his general Agamemnon.

Achilles becomes withdrawn and depressed, refuses to fight or communicate and
is unreachable by his comrades. He has a “warrior-brother,” Patroclos, to whom he is
closer than anyone. To frighten the Trojans, Patroclos enters the battle in Achilles’ armor
and is killed. In response, Achilles ranges the battlefield like a rabid animal, slaughtering
numberless enemies, torturing and killing prisoners, committing atrocities against the
living and dead.

Achilles looses all gentle and humanizing feelings. He plunges into
unredeemable grief and only wants revenge through slaughter. Knowing he will be killed
if he remains in the battle, he chooses to fight until death rather than return to a placid
civilian life. Clearly, Achilles has an ancient version of what we now call PTSD.

Homer began the Iliad with “Sing, O goddess, the rage of Achilles...” In the
original, the Zliad’s first word is minim, meaning rage, wrath, or anger so extreme it
seems to be of the gods. Minim announces both the epic’s theme and the warrior’s
response. Whether in ancient or modern conflict, a warrior is especially prone to wrath
when his war’s causes and commanders may be unjust or questionable, its duration

unceasing and unendurable, and its losses disproportionate and excruciating. In August,



2006, Capt. Frank Hill, executive officer of a battlefield surgical team in Afghanistan,

reported, “3 more Americans killed here yesterday and 3 of their buddies who lived were

peppered with shrapnel... Medivac'd one, 2 others went back to war. Busy makes the

time go but adds a certain weight that leaves a mark.” What is that weight? One month

later, Capt. Hill wrote over the loss of 26 year old Jeremy Depotty:
It is a chaos, terrible and turbulent with no respite. But in center of all the
madness, there exists a momentary silence. When all the pinging alarms and
buzzing beepers cease and the squeak of blood soaked shoes on linoleum goes
still. That instant when there is nothing to do and nothing to say. No words to fill
mouths. No thought, no will, no desire. VVoid of any possible appropriate design to
impart. Empty of every possible accessory but the truth of the moment. The
inescapable, cutting, deliriously vacant truth, ever present and teasingly
intangible.

It was enough for Homer and the ancient Greek world to declare that their disordered

heroes were afflicted by minim, rage.

I1. Critique of the Western Model

As is true of all medical and health conditions, there are numerous cultural
assumptions hidden in our interpretations of the effects of war on participants. As history
unfolded, science developed and technology increased, the names of the war-induced
affliction, like war itself, became increasingly less humanistic and more clinical and

technical. Godlike Wrath evolved into PTSD.



A modern soldier does not serve at will but once mustered in is “government
property.” The welfare of the individual soldier is subordinate to the immediate and long-
term goals and missions of military and political authorities from front line to national
officers. During warfare, combatants must be kept on the line and their numbers
sustained. Treatments for breakdown during combat are oriented toward discouraging
other combatants from seeking escape through psychological distress and restoring the
afflicted soldier to the lines as soon as possible.

As a culture and civilization, we have inherited basic assumptions about manhood
and service as well. We believe that men, and now women, can and should be able to
“take it,” that is, tolerate the degree and intensity of fear, rage, loss, pain and suffering
experienced during war. Veterans, their officers, the general public, and health
practitioners may consciously or unconsciously assume cowardice, weakness, or other
negative character traits to be root causes of PTSD. Such judgments can further
traumatize or alienate someone already shaken to the foundations.

One prevailing belief is that the experience of war is not different in kind but only
in intensity from other civilian life experiences. Many veterans report that in
psychotherapy their counselors or therapists discouraged them from discussing war
experiences and their impact but only allowed the examination of childhood experiences.
This approach occurs to this day, as Shawn Nelson, combat veteran of the 1993 Somalia
incursion known popularly as “Black Hawk Down” reports:

| was frustrated with both individual and group therapies because neither the

counselor nor the doctor wanted to let me tell or even hear my story. | saw this

happen to other vet friends and they shared my sentiments about therapy as well.



We were all enraged that these people didn’t care. They wanted us to talk about
“where you are now” or “how you feel today,” not how we felt when we were
killing people or seeing our friends killed. This was absurd. | wanted to get the
shit off my chest and see if | could comprehend what I lived through and go back
and purge my knotted up feelings that I could not express at the moment when
two men are aiming their guns at each other. Whatever these professionals were
doing, it was not helping; it only made things worse.

Steering veterans away from discussing war in therapy may be due to the belief
that significant life-shaping experiences only occur during childhood and the adult
personality cannot be significantly altered by new experience. James Hillman has called
this “the developmental fallacy.” It may also be due to our classification of PTSD as an
anxiety disorder because a dominant strategy is to teach the afflicted to steer away from
stress triggers so that PTSD symptoms are not awakened. These therapeutic issues can
unwittingly deny the impact of war trauma and reinforce societal silence about war’s
conditions and aftermath. It keeps the war, as one combat vet said, “locked in my head.”

Trauma therapists understand that a life can be thrown off its trajectory at any
time by experiences of significant intensity, threat and strangeness. Yet some therapists
assume that they can generalize from the treatment of one type of trauma to all. They
may equate, for example, rape victims, car accident survivors and war veterans.
Focusing on the similar symptomatology of patients’ PTSD, they may not recognize the
special conditions experienced by one who was a sanctioned Killer many times over in a
combat zone. Nelson insists that “returning veterans are not exactly ‘primed’ to engage

in either conventional or new-age services... At best, they may ‘go through the motions.’



This is especially true for Kkillers. Therapists do not distinguish well enough between
veterans who killed and ‘office veterans’ who were not engaged in actual face-to-face
Killing.”

There is a vast continuum of exposure to and participation in violence. It
proceeds from civilians who have never experienced war to civilian survivors, from non-
combatant veterans stationed stateside to those behind the lines, then to personnel
supporting or exposed to combat and its losses, and finally to those who actually did the
fighting and killing. Veterans spontaneously organize themselves and the world
according to how deep in the danger and killing they were. They reserve greatest honor,
respect and concern for those on the ground in gravest danger. They differentiate people
into those who “get it” and those who don’t. To “get it” means to see through the eyes
and feel with the heart of one who has been in the kill-or-be-killed situation, who has
experienced all of life focused on a razorblade moment and been changed by it forever.

Another consequence of the modern interpretation of Post-traumatic Stress
Disorder may result from the goal and practices of transitioning the veteran from
combatant back to stable and participating community member. This ideal fails to
recognize several important dimensions of the war experience. It equates serving in
wartime with being a warrior. But, as we shall see, being a warrior entails far more than
experiencing and surviving combat. The transition goal also equates homecoming and
return with successful adaptation to life as defined by civilians in mainstream society. It
interprets PTSD according to its present classification as a stress and anxiety disorder.
That means we reduce the overwhelming and complex experience of war to a category of

severe stress. It means we measure veterans’ functioning against the civilian norm and
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classify and rate their degree of disability; that is, veterans are rated by the degree to
which they fail at normative functioning. This pathologizes the veteran. It fails to
recognize that the transformation of character due to violent war-time trauma is profound,
complete, and may be transformed again but cannot be undone.

Warriorhood, however, is a different and unique identity. Our modern
interpretation does not recognize, as traditional and archaic societies did, that after
profound non-normative life experiences, the survivor becomes something other than
what he or she was before. Nelson says, “I was past the point of frustration with the
V.A., with their ‘meds,” with their detached, obfuscating denial of the true problem that
combat veterans have to deal with. That problem is -- veterans have had their hearts and
souls torn apart from engaging in warfare under a set of false pretenses. | know this
is/'was MY particular problem. 1 truly believe this is what lies at the core of all American

veterans’ issues.”

I11. War, Warriorhood and PTSD from the Perspective of Shamanism

Shamanic perspectives on war, warriorhood, its wounding and recovery, and its
importance as a social role contrast sharply with our modernistic interpretations.
According to shamanism:
e the soul is a living experiential reality;
e there are invisible or spiritual dimensions of existence that are as real as

the visible, and we can access these dimensions;
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e our souls are connected in significant ways to nature, other human and
non-human beings and the dead:;

e all creatures and natural things and processes — animals, plants, stones,
clothing, colors, the weather — have spirits with which we can
communicate; these spirits are the sources of shamanic power;

e the themes and patterns of stories are built into the universe;

e our souls replicate these stories and have destinies and tasks to fulfill;

e the soul or some of its traits can become damaged, wounded, skewed, or
even lost;

e healing of both physical and psychological disorders must fundamentally
and ultimately occur in the soul;

e cultures foster the expression through story, role, ritual and practice the
eternal stories, roles, tasks, and influence of spirits, and the connection of
the human community with these spirits.

All these dimensions can be found in traditional societies’ practices, roles, training and
treatment of their warriors. They can help us understand the experience of war and offer
significant guidance in helping heal PTSD.

Let us begin with the experience of PTSD itself. Here is how Shawn Nelson
describes it from within:

A withered, numbing, dull-ache that is devoid of substance and hollow, leaving

me adrift in the ocean of life like an old wooden ship that has lost its rudder.

The core of PTSD is not a mental hindrance but a true rupture of the soul, often

hand-in-hand with a wounded heart.
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Even though my physical body survived the experience of war, my soul was
horribly mangled. This intangible wound in my core was so severe it left me
depleted of life force, to the point that the normal range of sensory experience was
so grossly impaired that I could not taste food. My two most prominent interfaces
with life were through the emotion of raging anger and the super-heightened

high of an adrenaline rush.

| was constricted into what | can only describe as a "dis-association capsule."

I could only analyze experiences as threatening or non-threatening. | felt no
emotion other than anger or rage. I also felt as if | was "bleeding" out of an
invisible wound and could not stop it. | was somehow aware of the sense that my
soul was ruptured or fragmented and | was slowly dying inside. | felt like a
zombie, like I was the living dead, a lost soul.

After seeking to discover what was wrong and how to go about fixing this, | was
of course diagnosed with chronic severe PTSD. Only years later did | realize that
what the doctors wanted me to believe was that PTSD was ‘incurable’ when my

experience told me it was actually a wound of the soul and heart.

In the war survivor’s experience, PTSD at its core is not merely a stress disorder but a

soul wound afflicting every aspect of inner life and outer functioning.

The role of warrior is one of the most universal in world cultures past and present.

There are rare exceptions of small societies without warriors that existed far apart from

others so that they experienced life without threat or conflict from human competitors,

Also, the values, practices, appearances, rituals, myths and uses of warriorhood have
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varied greatly between cultures and eras. Nonetheless, warriorhood itself is almost
universal to human experience. Jungian psychology posits the existence of archetypes in
the human psyche revealed in recurring patterns of story, thought, and behavior. War
appears to be an archetypal experience, the expression of cosmic strife in the human
dimension. Warrior is an archetype of both psyche and society.

The American entertainment industry has given us countless images of decorated
and painted fighters galloping off on the “warpath.” A more accurate term would be
“warrior’s path.” In traditional cultures boys and men, through most of the life cycle,
studied, practiced, emulated and modeled a “warrior’s path.” In these societies a warrior
was not the same as a soldier, not merely a member of a huge, anonymous military
institution used for the violent execution of political purposes. Rather, warrior was one
of the foundational roles that kept societies whole and strong. Warriors were called upon
not fundamentally to destroy and Kill, but to preserve and protect their people, land,
homes and food supplies, and the highest values of their culture. Becoming and
remaining a warrior provided meaningful, disciplined and dignified shape to a man‘s life.

The warrior’s path gave males of traditional cultures a roadmap through life. It
was simultaneously a mythic and actual path. It included all the stages of the
monomythic journey as elucidated by Joseph Campbell -- departure, initiation and return.
The path included tradition, preparation, practice, testing, proving, status, costume,
companionship, purpose, service, challenge, and honor. Qualities of the warrior were
expressed and transmitted through myth, ritual and lifestyle.

These same traditional societies were rooted in shamanism — relationship and

communication with the invisible. Shamanism was involved in every aspect of the
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warrior’s life and path and supported experience of the monomythic stages. Shamanic
practices aided the preparation for war, initiation through actual combat, and the return,
healing and integration back into the community. Every aspect of the warrior’s life was
guided and supported by both socially maintained rituals and experiences of the invisible
or spirit world that are at the basis of shamanism.

Traditional cultures assumed that most boys would grow up to become warriors in
their tribe’s service. Warriorhood was the road to manhood. In some cultures, such as
North American plains people, this was so severe a requirement that a man could not
participate in many tribal activities demarking manhood unless he had achieved warrior
status. Myths and legends of the cultures, many of their ritual and shamanic practices,
and the activities and mentoring of the mature men, all trained the boy for warriorhood
and guided him toward his rite of passage through “first blood” and eventual initiation as
a recognized adult male warrior of his tribe. All along the “warrior’s path” shamanic
practices, such as a vision quest to achieve spiritual guidance and alliance with invisible
helpers and allies were common. No warrior would go off to war without his shield or
horse painted with a depiction of protective spirits, his clothing and amulet bag carrying
totems of these spirits, a vision of spiritual experience strong in his mind, a song received
during a dream upon his lips. In preparation for war and warriorhood, a boy first had to
seek and find such spiritual alliance and protection.

The shaman and the warrior both had guardian spirits. In some cultures, shamans
and other holy people accompanied the warriors to battle, praying and performing rituals
as the warriors fought. Sometimes individuals served as both shaman and warrior. Crazy

Horse was one. He went on seven vision quests during his lifetime, receiving different
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powers from each, some of which protected him in battle. Sitting Bull was another. He
used shamanic practices such as the Sun Dance or bleeding rituals to induce prophetic
visions about coming battles. Such practices affirmed that during times of threat the
spirit world was concerned about individuals and communities and would assist their
people. Such rituals, bringing visions from spirits back to the people, were of utmost
service. Further, in preparation for warfare and to keep his alliances strong, a warrior had
to renew his spiritual connections throughout his life.

The kinds and dimensions of shamanic experience during warfare itself were
countless. In combat a warrior might experience possession by animal spirits. These
could be spirits particular to an individual warrior that he previously contacted during
quests, rituals or dreams. They might appear as animal models, allies or helpers, as
personal or tribal ancestors, ghosts, culture heroes or divinities. Greek soldiers reported
that they saw Pan and other gods, Theseus and other ancient heroes on the battlefield at
Marathon. Sitting Bull stood his ground like a powerful bull buffalo. His name came
from an encounter with a sacred talking buffalo his father had while hunting. The name
was gifted to him by his father after his son’s first battle coup. And in his foxhole the
night before the Battle of the Bulge American veteran Mel Suhd dreamed of a Native
American warrior that would protect him and his company. His unit came through the
battle with inexplicably few losses.

The essence of shamanic practice is in possession by animal or otherworldly
spirits. In combat we may regress to and become possessed by our animal nature at its
most primitive. It is awakened by the intensity, altered state and life-threatening

conditions of the battlefield. Our word berserk comes from the Norse word for bearskin
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shirt, a shirt worn by warriors of the pagan northern European tradition. A warrior who
wore a bearskin shirt literally went berserk during combat, became possessed, “a wild
beast-warrior, irresistible and invulnerable.”® These warriors became “frantic as dogs or
wolves. .. bit their shields... slew men...but neither fire nor iron could hurt them.”®
Warriors from all times and places attest to their experiences during combat of losing
their civilizing inhibitions and becoming like animals. Among the Sioux, a man about to
attack another “was likely to give one or two ‘brave grunts,” or growls, like a wounded
bear about to charge... [to] convey... ferocity and brute courage.”® Veterans commonly
describe themselves as becoming beasts.!! Jonathan Shay believes that berserk “is the
most precise term available to describe” this particular kind of behavior.*? It is
characterized by beastliness, god-likeness, madness, fearlessness, the loss of mercy and
other feelings, the hunger for vengeance, ecstasy, a sense of immortality, recklessness,
insensitivity to pain, and other traits.®* Rene, a Vietnam combat veteran, described his
experience of hand-to-hand combat as “a cosmic battle between comic book
superheroes.” Some veterans even use the word to describe their mental condition during
combat. Shawn Nelson says, “I fired several therapists as I knew they could not handle
what | wanted to engage internally -- my beast, my berserker, the demon in my shadows
that was me.” In the history of military law, the berserk or bestial condition resulting
from combat has even been recognized as a valid defense against criminal behavior. In
eighteenth century England, Justice Tracy “announced what became known as The Wild
Beast Test: ‘To be exempted from punishment: it must be a man that is totally deprived
of his understanding and memory, and doth not know what he is doing, any more than an

infant, than a brute, or a wild beast, such a one is never the object of punishment.’>14
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Possession during battle is not achieved by choice in a contained sacred ritual but
in battle under the most extreme and life-threatening conditions. Thus Mircea Eliade
considers this “a magico-religious experience that extends beyond the sphere of
shamanism.”® Yet we can conceive of this battlefield experience as a form of
spontaneous shamanic possession entailing its significant characteristics -- entering non-
normative experience that includes sensory bombardment, extreme threat, emotional and
physical ordeal and intensification of experience; descent into the Underworld; living
through a death and rebirth; being entered by spirits and powers beyond the human and
especially the bestial; enduring and mastering conditions that seem impossible to survive;
entering a permanent relationship to spirits of the living and the dead. Even the taking of
life in battle had shamanic dimensions. Traditional cultures believed that “the qualities of
a man killed entered into the slayer”® and a man became responsible for the soul of the
enemy he slew. Thus, through proper ritual a warrior slain as an adversary on the
battlefield could become a helping ally providing power from the spirit world.

Testimonies from ancient and modern fighters attest that those who were
possessed truly became as animals or beasts, the most savage and effective warriors
during combat. These fighters were transformed by their possession forever. Later they
could become animals as instinctual and spiritual powers flooded them during battle. In
contrast, warriors who did not become beasts or animals may have retained more
rationality or civilizing constraints or may not have achieved alliance with helping spirits.
These warriors were sometimes weak and more vulnerable. Thus, combat’s berserk state

can be understood to produce a full and life-transforming possession that is a necessary
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survival mechanism during battle but remains with the veteran and often surfaces in
troubling ways in later civilian life.

As shamanism supported the warrior’s preparation for and experience of battle, it
also supported his return. Traditional cultures knew that, just as the soul could be helped
in its alliances with spirits, it could also be harmed, damaged or lost from severe, life-
threatening conditions, and especially by the taking of life. These cultures went to great
lengths to provide shamanic, communal and spiritually based rituals for bringing their
warriors home and helping them heal.

Traditional cultures recognized that their warriors had become instruments of
death and destruction in their tribe’s service and had to be purified of death’s imprint
before returning to ordinary life. Such cleansing protected everyone — warriors, their
loved ones, and the entire tribe. The cleansing was often guided by shamans, and
particular shamans presided over “warrior medicine.” Among his many offices and
honors, for example, Sitting Bull served as Medicine Chief of the Hunkpapa Warrior
Society, responsible to oversee the spiritual lives and well-being of the society’s warriors.
Sitting Bull considered this to be the most important of all the offices he held.

Warriors’ return ceremonies of the Papago Indians explicitly addressed what we
know as PTSD. Young warriors who returned home after their first experiences of taking
life were put through a sixteen day ceremony. They were isolated from their tribe,
attended only by older experienced warriors, and were forbidden from touching or
feeding themselves or from having sexual intimacy. The beginning of the ritual was

marked by an interview with an elder who repeatedly asked the new “enemy slayer,”
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“Did you not want this experience? Then you must endure its many hardships.” The
ritual only proceeded when the new warrior answered, “Yes!”

Traditional cultures recognized that isolation, numbness, confusion, and other
emotional components of PTSD are normal responses to having killed. Steven Silver
summarizes the benefits of responding to PTSD in this way. The ritual, he writes,

explicitly embraces and approves the killer’s psychic numbing and prescribes a

way for dealing with it. The fear of intimacy... that is common in battle

survivors... is accepted and even enforced in tribal warfare as an appropriate
response to the experience of inflicting death in battle... Numbing is externalized
and formalized in a series of taboos; it is prescribed as a chosen response.*’
This ceremony demonstrates that PTSD can be treated as a communal condition rather
than an individual pathology, and that shamanic practices can be designed to “prescribe”
and encourage PTSD symptoms during the acute after-battle phase so that they do not
become chronic and pathologized.

Warrior medicine also included storytelling of war experiences through oratory,
song, dance, mime, artistry. It included the seeking of visions and participation in other
rituals meant to achieve spiritual help for extraordinary conditions. It included working
with spirits — the warrior’s protective spirits as well as the spirits of those slain. It
included initiation as a warrior into the social class of warriors, advancement up the ranks
of that class and service to other members and the tribe. And it included restitution in the
community as a warrior’s tribe accepted his stories as their sacred lore, honored him for
participation, and transferred responsibility from the individual to the group for the

deadly deeds done in its service.
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We can examine differing impacts on a traumatized soldier who seeks return
through both mainstream and traditional ways. Leslie Marmon Silko’s novel Ceremony
presents a fictionalized portrait of Tayo, a World War 11 veteran from Laguna Pueblo.*®
Tayo’s post-war disorder intensifies when he tries to use conventional psychiatric
methods. Returning in desperation to his tribe and its traditional medicine ways, Tayo
finally finds healing and belonging through spiritual ceremony and community.

This story was verified on Taos Pueblo in New Mexico. Attending the Eagle
Dance there, | watched one costumed dancer mime the movements of the great bird in
flight. Suddenly a single eagle feather fell from his headdress to the ground. The dance
halted. The ritual elder announced, “A fallen eagle feather is treated as a fallen warrior.”
The dancer performed special ceremonial movements to retrieve and replace the feather.
Then the dance continued.

Later this Eagle Dancer told me that he was a Viet Nam combat veteran. He
returned from war with severe PTSD, settled on the west coast, and tried to get help
through both inpatient and outpatient VVeterans Administration services. He deteriorated
into suicidal depression. Then he met an Eagle Dancer who told him, “I am a World War
IT veteran. The Eagle Path saved my life. Come dance with me.” The younger veteran
followed his elder until he too became a dancer and his soul was restored by the spirit of
the eagle. Now he is well and integrated into his community as an honored warrior and
medicine dancer.

Shamanic cultures recognized the need for a “warrior medicine” oriented toward
the special needs of warriors throughout their life cycle and as a strategy for healing what

we know as PTSD. It was facilitated by experienced shamanic practitioners to help tend
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the lifelong needs of warriors. Warriors were supported, recognized, honored by and
integrated into their communities through both shamanic and communal events. In
shamanic cultures, the healing of PTSD and veterans’ reintegration are not “in the
veteran’s head” but include experienced warriors, special priests of warriors, the rest of
one’s tribe, the forces of nature, and shamanic activities that evoke helpful spirits and

address conditions of the warrior’s soul.

IV: Shamanism in Warfare and Its Healing

It is sometimes only upon embarking on a spiritual path, only by taking up the
practices of shamanism that warriors have used throughout the ages, that the battle-fled
soul begins to return. As a combat infantryman during World War 11, Canadian writer
Farley Mowat survived the long and brutal march of combat from the invasion of Italy
through the capture of Germany. Immediately after “the mad, nightmare creation... the
sick and corroding fear... the senseless slaughter,” his sanity-saving recourse was to
retreat into the deep arctic “where the echoes of war had never been heard... with the
picture of the deer held firmly in my mind as a spiritual talisman.”*°

Reid Mackey, a helicopter crew chief in Viet Nam combat, adopted Native
American spirituality long before engaging in psychotherapy in order to restore his
connection to nature and spirit as well as some organization and integrity to his war-
shattered condition. Mackey reports:

After Nam, in my first psych. class, Prof. Steven Larsen introduced me to Black

Elk Speaks. My rotor blades pulled me along a fight path that felt right, good,
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and whole. Mother Earth, Father Sky, the Four Directions gave me direction,

focus and meaning beyond physics and into the Soul. | found me in me and

me in the cosmos. As the Native Americans say, We are all relations.

Mackey does not say life is easy on the shamanic path, or that his PTSD never threatens.
Rather, shamanism gives him firmament when he feels the old darkness of war erupting:
Oh Great Mystery, help me here! | have walked through the valley of the

Shadow. But the shadow was me. Can you believe it? The shadow is of its

Creator. We are all shadows, aren’t we?

Shawn Nelson reports years of failed therapy, overdosing and over-reliance on
medication to control symptoms, crippling depression and alienation. Finally “my first
experience where | truly felt the presence of the great originating Mystery, our Creator
was during my very first sweat lodge. Only during and after that lodge did I rediscover
that | now had a reason to live. | could feel a small pulse inside me, even if I really did
not know its exact purpose. | declared my intention to forge a new path, to journey
towards resolution of PTSD and turn the ‘steering-wheel’ of my life over to Great Spirit,
or God.”

Understanding and utilizing the shamanic path can reconnect the traumatized soul
with nature, spirit, and divinity, reveal, interpret and affirm formative combat experiences
that are otherwise inexplicable and remain hidden, and offer a time-honored roadmap for
the soul’s return from war. Nelson continues:

| found myself participating in Native American sweat lodge ceremonies

consistently. I had moved beyond religion and churches into a direct relationship

with our Creator, Great Spirit, True Source. | had explored the realm of
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shamanism, looking into the teachings of several indigenous shamans from
different cultures where there was no difference or separation in any aspect of
one’s life. The ceremonies, rituals and the medicines they used, which came from
plants that occurred naturally in nature, were all a way of life where everything
was connected and made up a harmonious ‘whole life’ that was balanced. This
made sense to me. | understood it somehow.

It was here, in the realm of traditional shamanism, that I made the connection with
my own soul. In my particular story, it occurred as | journeyed down the path

of two traditions: The first, Native American traditional medicine and the second,

Peruvian shamanism.

The world is exploding around you. Time does not exist. Your friends and
adversaries are straining beyond strength and endurance to kill or be killed. Your heart
and senses are on overload. All rationality has evaporated. You exist on adrenalin,
training, instinct. This is the combat experience and it occurs in an altered state.

Even in today’s secular and mass-army warfare, soldiers may experience
shamanic occurrences during this altered state. Some experiences of modern combat are
so strange that they are only comprehensible from a shamanic perspective. Often
veterans will only speak of them when they are confident that their healer is familiar with
such experiences and the spiritual traditions that host them.

Spirit animals are sometimes discovered and used in modern combat. One
combat infantryman in Viet Nam found a canine-like skull in the jungle.?’ Alone in the

green darkness, he extracted several teeth from its lower jaw and added them to the
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protective necklace he wore that included a crucifix and peace symbol. He thought of
the teeth as wolf’s teeth and reports that during combat “I called the energy of the animal
to be with me.” As a result he became a fierce and effective warrior. He once stood up
in the middle of an ambush, screamed, “Nobody lives forever!” and led his comrades
through a blizzard of fire to safety. By donning the animal’s parts, calling upon its spirit,
declaring his vision of life’s brevity, and acting fearlessly, he replicated the traditional

warrior’s shamanic initiation.

The spirits of slain enemies and civilians may also be encountered during and
after warfare, and can help explain and relieve some of the most troubling PTSD
symptoms. Robert Cagle, a combat infantryman in Viet Nam, killed a Viet Cong soldier
attacking him during a nighttime firefight. When dawn broke, he discovered that the
body just yards from his foxhole was a 14 year old boy’s. From that moment on, Bob
had nightmares of the boy, seeing him in many guises.

Only upon returning to Viet Nam with me did Bob affirm the shamanic
dimensions of his experience. His return to the sacred ground of combat itself began to
transform the ways he carried his war experience. He did not just dream but actually saw
the souls of the dead:

What really bothered me most were not the flashbacks of war or its horrors that

kept coming to my mind in dreams, but the fact that | could see the legions of

fallen soldiers, both American and Vietnamese, walking across those vast rice

paddies, all with their arms extended as if asking for help, help to get home. I

could not take my eyes off the fields.
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Bob visited his battle site and Viet Cong cemeteries, praying for the boy. He took
a stone from the site to carry as a sacred amulet in memory of the boy. Then we drove to
Nui Ba Den near the Cambodian border. Bob says, “The idea and concept of warrior
spirituality began, for me, with that ride to Lady Black Mountain on that sunny day in
May, 2001.” He explains his spiritual transformation and healing through the practice of

warrior medicine in the Vietnamese tradition:

As Doc and | ascended the mountain we were both taken with the beauty of the
scenery and thoughts of the war. When we reached the path that led to a Buddhist
temple, we took off our shoes in preparation to enter. Doc went inside, but |
turned around and walked back to a stone wall where | could again see the vast
rice fields. I was mesmerized by the beauty and sad at the thought of war’s
destruction of such a beautiful land and people. Something had pulled me back to
that wall and as | stared into the land and sky a boy appeared before me, a small
boy about 14 years old. His arms were extended as if asking for help, his palms
were up and a smile was upon his face. He was asking for special prayers to be
said for him so that his soul could rest. Doc came up in back of me and asked
what | was doing. | tried to explain to him that | was talking to a young warrior |
had killed many years ago. The boy and | were talking through our souls. That is
the only way | can explain it. Our souls touched and we understood one another.
Doc hurried to get a Buddhist priest who was near by and ask for a confirmation
of spirits around us. After telling Doc that indeed there were spirits there the
priest began to pray special prayers for the boy. We joined him in prayer, lit joss

sticks to help carry our prayers to heaven and | found a new peace in my life.
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In contrast to modernistic clinical interpretations of his PTSD symptoms, Bob
accepted Vietnamese and other traditional cultures’ beliefs that when people are killed by
violence and not given proper ceremonial burial, their souls can become lost and
wandering. Koreans, for example, report that “restless spirits abide... in a landscape not
found on any map.... The souls of those who died unjust deaths wander there in search of
peace, crying for the injustice, the han, to be set aright.”?! In Viet Nam wandering souls
are called co hon. When loved ones’ bodies are lost during war or other catastrophes,
families help their souls find repose by building empty tombs called ma gio, windy
tombs:

Alive our souls

need a house to be home.

Dead our souls

need a tomb for deep rest.

Without a house

we are homeless.

Without a tomb

we wander without return.??

Viet Nam has a national holiday, The Day of Wandering Souls, when all over the country
people tend the windy tombs and neglected graves so that wandering souls may find
peace. And in Viet Nam, reconciliation groups have built windy tombs for an American
MIA and for slain Vietnamese children, helping surviving vets and family members find

peace with their losses.
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Studying and practicing such dimensions of Vietnamese Buddhist spirituality
affirmed what Bob knew from experience -- that killers have an intimate and permanent
connection with and responsibility for those they killed. He came to believe that his
nightmares and day visions were not idiosyncratic pathological symptoms but rather the
slain boy-soldier’s soul trying to reach him. Now, as in the shamanic warrior tradition,
Bob embraces the boy-warrior as his spiritual ally and helper. And from the time of his
vision and ceremony to the present, Bob’s nightmares and ghostly visions ceased, joy
entered his heart; he felt the boy’s spirit to be at rest and his own spirit as strong as two

people’s and at peace.

Dr. John Fisher was a radio operator on forced reconnaissance teams in Viet Nam
jungles. Inexplicably, and to his shock and despair, several times he was the only
survivor of these squads to return from their missions. The concepts of warriorhood from
shamanism aided him in understanding his disturbing and transformational combat
experiences. Dr. Fisher reports,

As a young draftee, barely 20 years of age, | did not want to serve in the military,

and furthermore, did not even understand the war. A “civil war” in a strange

country in Southeast Asia ... what was that all about and why me? | lost
innocence on the front lines within two weeks in country. Moreover, when the
guns began to fire, something strange happened. | never knew what it was until |
got it back. My soul had become estranged ... separating from my body and mind.

Fear had penetrated throughout my DNA in 1968 creating a barrier against my

very own soul.
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Dr. Fisher worked hard for his healing, including traveling back to Viet Nam:

For the past ten years, | had diligently worked on healing my emotional wounds

from war -- from many counseling sessions, to writing books, even traveling

twice back to the land of my nightmares. Regardless of my efforts, there always
seemed to be something missing—AOL (absent without leave)—from my
healing. | had read many self-help books on the subject, but none more powerful
than War and the Soul. The title scared me ... could this be the missing link?

In February, 2006, John and | traveled to Greece specifically to study the ancient
citizen-warrior tradition, explore its spiritual components, and participate in shamanic
healing ceremonies. These included prayer and meditation in a warrior’s cemetery
outside the ancient city walls of Athens, entering into a universal fear and grief for the
losses from all wars, and calling the warriors of all times and places to support and
witness his transformation. John declared that the visit to this cemetery was more
demanding and grief-wracked than his visit to The Wall in Washington D.C.

John was certainly not the only veteran to feel saturated by innumerable deaths, to
experience what Robert Jay Lifton calls “death immersion,” one of the survivor’s most
debilitating conditions.?® Stateside, | have conducted Memorial Day watch fires for
veterans of numerous wars. In these rituals, we remove ourselves from the crowds and
noise of parades and fireworks. We ritually construct a sacred fire. We call and speak to
the spirits of our war-lost friends and former enemies alike. Veterans cry out names long
clasped in silent anguish. They ask for the light of the fire to guide these spirits home.

Afterwards they report significant release from death immersion.
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From the Athens cemetery John and our group proceeded to the ancient city gate
and stood on the spot where Pericles delivered his famous Funeral Oration of 431 BCE.
In the presence of companion travelers, Greek citizens, and the felt presence of ancient
spirits, we recited parts of the speech that affirm the eternal life-preserving values and
duties of warriors. Others recited to Dr. Fisher, then he gave his own oration. He says,

I was reunited with my soul once lost in battle. The spirits were called in by a

shamanic practitioner and my human barriers broke down. | was neutralized to

become the “hallow bone.” I was then open to receive my soul lost for nearly 38

years. Poems, speeches, prayers and ritual proceedings by my fellow pilgrims

helped me to find what was absent from my process.

Later during our journey, Dr. Fisher participated in the ancient healing practice,
also with roots in shamanism, of Asklepian dream incubation. During this ritual, a
supplicant fasts and prays for a healing dream. He is then “incubated.” With ritual and
community support, he separates from the ordinary world and enters a sacred dream
chamber where he sleeps as his soul calls for a healing dream.?* Dr. Fisher reports that
that incubation marked the night his nightmares of combat permanently ended. He
reports these results of his shamanic healing of PTSD:

How do I know my soul is back? I feel like a kid again. Like the kid | was before

having to go to war. My intuition is stronger and | appreciate and love myself

again, something I can hardly remember feeling before. My emotional mind
seems to be free as a bird in the sky. Furthermore, 1 am no longer a disgruntled

Vietnam Veteran, but rather a proud warrior united with the warrior spirit of all

times and places, whose service was in the Vietnam War.
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Bob Cagle, John Fisher, Shawn Nelson, all combat veterans, now consider
themselves not traumatized or disabled veterans of their particular conflicts, but returned
warriors. Through shamanic study and practices, they have evolved spiritual warrior
identities of honor, dignity, and purpose. Such an identity melts or dissolves what we call
PTSD as the soul returns and is reclaimed, the experiences of war and return are made
sacred through spiritual interpretation and practice, and the new warrior identity is
embraced and enlarged as a permanent, necessary and purposeful life transformation.
Shawn Nelson summarizes his warrior identity:

My ultimate purpose is to serve humanity as an instrument for our Creator. The

duty inherently contained within this is staying connected to the will of

our Creator, ensuring that my ego or other self-serving interests do not interfere.

My personal experience has led me to believe that PTSD, the disorder of soul and

spirit, can ultimately be resolved. Though initially the journey to resolution

should begin and be oriented in conventional medicine and psychotherapy, I also
believe that we will all find that the journey will, at the end, be oriented in the
realm of nature and the shaman.
And Bob Cagle affirms the necessity of a shamanic path for healing PTSD: “My
experience on Lady Black Mountain, combined with many more, has reinforced the
warrior spirit in me. If it were not for spirituality I could not heal because the wounds of

war are in the soul much more than the body.”
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V. Conclusions

The soul is our center, our true self, the experiential source of our inner life.
War’s purpose is to defeat another people, tribe or nation that has been politically defined
as an enemy by damaging or destroying as much of the other’s life as possible. The soul
that participates in warfare, whether as combatant or civilian, perpetrator or victim, is
inevitably wounded, its traits skewed, harmed, disordered or distorted. The soul of both
survivors and those killed may become lost in war.

Before war, our veterans and survivors were ordinary men and women developing
along conventional trajectories defined by the people, places, times, and values in which
they grew. They may not have ever considered matters of soul.

War tour them open. War made them raw. War, if it did not destroy them,
reduced them to the primitive and immersed them in the primordial and instinctual. War
exposed naked soul in naked existence blasted from within and without by energies of
cosmic dimension. This naked exposure plunged participants into a spirit world during
which they were torn open, civilization fell away, and they entered altered states of
consciousness. During these they may have “become” animals or beasts or have had
spontaneous shamanic experiences.

If we talk with veterans about how to treat, fix, or control their PTSD symptoms
or if we apply conventional standards of physical or mental health, they may judge us as
people who “don’t get it.” They may refuse our guidance on the healing path or rebel

against or quit the healing relationship or regimen we offer. Veterans have died to their
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civilian identities and been reborn as something else. When we strain to return them to
the conventional, they feel pathologized and their alienation is reinforced.

But we can understand and can facilitate their transformation to warriors. Rather
than couple as a broken veteran with a counselor we can work together as a wounded
warrior with a shaman. In these roles, we can speak with veterans about what happened
to their souls, about the moral, spiritual and shamanic dimensions of their experiences.
We can discuss the things they witnessed that no one should ever see and the things they
did that no one should ever do. We can share the decisions they made that brought life or
death. We can contemplate the hair-trigger of time and fate on which they dwelled. We
can exhume the images of themselves that war fostered and they cannot accept or forgive.
We can help pull them out of the moral quicksand that still threatens to drown and
suffocate them. We can talk with them about the eternal trials and wounds of the soul.
We can search with them for those unexpected visitations of spirit that occur only when
we are most severely broken. We can enter into the dark, other-worldly reality in which
they dwell and walk with them there. We can seek spiritual aid through guidance, stories
and rituals modeled on the ancient warrior tradition and matched to the realities of that
other-worldliness. We can create reconciliation and restoration practices that directly
redress the wounds against life that oppress the veteran. Then they may open the door to
the Underworld and allow us to become their traveling companions. Then the spirits that
were loosed during war — whether of the survivor or the slain — may find peace, meaning,
and lifelong alliance. Then the veteran may make the return journey home and the healer

too will be transformed.
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I gratefully acknowledge and salute the veterans who shared their experiences reported herein. Whenever a
full name is given, it is a real name used with permission by a veteran who wishes to offer public testimony
to his and others’ shamanic combat and healing experiences.
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