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CHAPTER 9
T'ransformation II: Learning to Feel

==

- Yoi when we came back, late, from the hyaointh garden,
Your arma full, and your hair wet, I could not

Spenk, and my eyes failed, I was neither

Living nor dead, and I knew nothing,

Louking into the heart of light, the silence. . . .

—T. S. Eliot

I feel like hiding out in my own head.

—Vietnam veteran

Once you were a strange, alien name. . . .
then you were a small, damp green
hostile land

where . . . I ... nearly died

Now you are . . . a part of me
—Jan Barry, “Viet Nam”




Mivonn Joun WAYNE-sM and maleness, the men have been
deeply preoceupied with love and intimacy——ultimately, with the
upaeity to feel. These struggles involved all of the veterans in
e vap proup. They were usually immediate, often traceable
vk 1o early childhood, and always related to Vietnam,

~ Wlhen exploring questions of intimacy, for instance, the men
dulkedl w great deal about how much they suffered when they lost
shse buddies, how the knowledge that “anybody might die”
Wil cause them to try to limit and routinize their friendships.
Yot the very nature of the combat situation made such restraint
,.s._.....-:._._. As one veteran explained:

how | wan cold, everyone was cold. We were all hungry together.
W were all weared shitless. When we were out of water, we were all

it ol water,

A contrast, there was something distant and isolated about life
tivillan America: “Here, everyone’s doing their own thing.”
e Is reminded of a passage from Al Quiet on the Western
ut, deseribing two men sitting by a fire, during a lull in the
Mg, preparing a stolen delicacy:

sl upponite one another, Kat and I, two soldiers in shabby coats,
Wi i poose in the middle of the night. We don’t talk much, but
Jlleve wo have a more complete communion with one another than

luvers have,
# Wie lwo men, two minute sparks of life; outside is the night

e elicle of death. We sit on the edge of it crouching in danger,
youse didps from our hands, in our hearts we are close 1o one
s, i the hour is like the room: flecked over with the lights
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and shadows of our feelings cast by a quiet fire. What does he know
of me or I of him? Formerly we should not have had a single
thought in common—now we sit with a goose between us and feel
in unison, and are so intimate that we do not even speak.!

Whatever its romantic excess, Remarque’s passage captures the
intensity of combat intimacy and its relationship to—I would
say, source in—the “circle of death” behind and around it.

But although the World War I soldiers of Remarque’s novel
experience great disillusionment and elements of absurdity and
guilt, one cannot detect in them the collusion in corruption we
have observed in Vietnam. There, even authentic intimacy and
love had to be in some degree contaminated by the counterfeil
universe, had to be a little distrusted. Just as men felt thal
“Whenever you tried to he human you got screwed,” so one of
them added: “If you got close you got burned.”*

Vietnam had absolutized (or totalized) the whole question of
intimacy for its Americun survivors. Having experienced a pai
ticularly poisonous version of the “end-of-the-world” image thal
characterizes extreme situntions, they distrusted, feared, anil
could not believe in, the renewed human ties they desperatoly
craved ax a paychological basis for reconstituting that world,"
The death-dominated imagery they retained had to do with s
integration, stasis, and separation.” The overall sense of disinte
gration (physical, paychic, moral) associated with the Vietnum
environment s internally maintained in approaching the envirai
ment back home, The stasis or cessation of feeling derived froim
extreme psychic numbing in Vietnam leaves one with an imays
of a world that neither lives nor moves. Vietnam’s extreme ole
ment of separation—from familiar landscapes of any kind nil
especially from purposeful or viable images and symbols—resilis
in an inability to find or catch hold of anything with which e

can authentically connect,

* Other World War I writings do suggest considerable inner corruption,
haps glossed over by Remarque's romanticism, but the circumstances of (hil
war, murderous as they were, permitted intimacy with relatively less contuml

nation than did Vietnam.
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~ Toward potentially intimate relationships the men at first
, 72.::_.. it sonwe that any such promise of renewed life was coun-
~tlelt, This intense suspicion of counterfeit nurturance —a form
ul “lnted dependency” in which love and help are equally
~ Munply sought as a personal need and resented s a sign of
- Woikions also had direct origins in the counterfelt universe of
Vistum, There, as the men recalled all too readily, any form of
holp, nurturing, or love was equated not only with the weakness
ol the Blind-helpless giant but with the corruption of the exeeu-
i Huner vietim, To be sure, the men brought to Vietnam earlier
~Imapery of a similar kind involving suspicion and doubt concern-
~ W love and nurturing they craved. But that negative imagery,
n........: from all childhoods, ordinarily combines with alternative
~Wipes ol trust enabling one to respond to love and care with
e mixed capacities characteristic of all adult life. In Vietnam,
= huwover, the negative inclination—the image of the counterfeit
_, I likely to be aggravated to the point of dominating one’s

sibiee puychie life—which is why we can speak of the totalizing
wl vontlicts around intimacy, love, and nurturing.

Ao men revealed their sense of the importance of these issues
} W thele energetic criticism of one another for maneuvers of any

Kl that seemed to be flights from intimacy—whether these took
Wb fovm of shifting the discussion toward safely distant matters,
_,, Wlling shallow war stories, or suddenly shifting into revolutionary
~ lateihen or leaden silences. Adept as they were at exposing these
Wateuvers, none was free of profound individual conflict con-
Wning intimaey.

Assooluting Vietnam as they did with their parents’ generation,
ultimately with the whole of American society, their shared sense
Wi something like, “After Vietnam, what could you trust of
Syt Or as one of them actually said:

f

i

”Qez futnid out that your country—your parents, and the people you
Heved told you a whole pack of Iies.

A wun with unusually profound difficulties with intimaoy (ex-
Seling but touching upon those of the others), he seemed to
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lapse into puzzling understatement when he went on to conclude:
“People aren’t perfect” and “People are fallible.” But what he
really meant, as his subsequent behavior revealed, was that unless
people (and all relationships with them) were “perfect” they
were threatening, untrustworthy betrayers.

An engaging person with a certain talent for human relation-
ships, his pattern of keeping people at a considerable emotional
distance wan interrupted by his falling in love with an attractive
young marvied woman, He enthusiastically described to the
group their plans to save money in order to buy a Volkswagen
bus and drive around the country together. But at subsequent
meetings he seemed much less cortain and talked of going south
alone for a couple of months in order to earn the money for the
trip. He said also that he wanted to “test the relationship” in
various ways in order to find out “whether two people can really
get along when they are with each other twenty-four hours a
day.”

It was he who had the garhage-dump dream, and in it he was
expressing (in addition to the themes already described) his
fearful sense that all ¢laim to love and intimacy was counterfeit,
filthy, “garbage.” Others in the rap group pointed out that he wan
being hopelessly absolute ahout the relationship, that nobody
could stand anybody for twenty-four hours a day, that he was
“manipulating™ arcangements with the girl, “preparing a time
bomb™ and “setting things up for a break.” He denied none of
this, and was even willing to explore sources of his distrust, bl
nonetheless insisted upon doing things his way. He went furthe
and said, “If 1 can’t love her, then I don’t think I’ll be able to
love anyone.” And when one of the men gently commented,
“Most of us are afraid to love,” he answered with a poignanl
question, “How do you tell when you feel love?”

He was soon to prove the men right: before long the relation
ship dissolved. But he. went on insisting upon “complete inde
pendence—being able to get along without needing anyhody,"
His all-or-nothing approach to relationships—the totalism we
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poke of hoforewas discussed extensively both in connection
With the Vietnam experience and his own prychological develop-
Aent, He did not, during the six months or 5o | knew him, over-
Sine oither this totalism or his profound and generalized sense
ul distrust, But he did open himself a bit to his own feelings and
W plimmerings of insight; and the rest of the group seemed to
hene it groatly from what they learned about themselves through

Falling in love, or feeling oneself close to that state, could be
Sapeiinlly exeruciating—an exciting glimpse of a world beyond
withilrawal and numbing, but also a terrifying prospect, A typieal
foeling, when growing fond of a girl was “You’re getting close
Wileh out!™ The most extreme emotion of this kind expressed

H i fuoking, and a girl says I love you, then I want to kill her . . .
[ howuinn ) I you get close . . . you get hurt.

Live ot Intimacy, in other words, posed the threat of still another
o ol corruption and disillusionment, of still another ‘death.’*
I win much easier to avoid that risk and stay numb (remain in
u svenly deadened state)—T feel like hiding out in my own
hend " wan the way the same man expressed it.

Wt the men did of course fall in love. When that happened,
sapeciully i woon after returning from Vietnam, they would find
tismselves breaking off relationships because “I couldn’t go
tissgh with it or “I didn’t want to be tied down to anything.”
Whit they meant was that their psychological work as survivors
Was w0 demanding as to preclude, at least for a certain period of
Hine, sustained intimacy or long-range personal commitment.

“ 1046 pusatble that he and many others continue to associate the nakednons
Wl en with v images of grotesque bodily disintegration—as did Guy Sujer,
Wl sesiorien from the German Army experience of World War I11: “Au »
woihod flonl it beginning sexual encounter] I braced myself for 4
wbiadle, v ing countless wartime scenes, with smoking, atinking corpues
g ot thelr vitalw,
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That state was well described by the former naval NCO in re-
Sponse to pressures toward marriage coming from a girl he be.
came close to soon after his return:

Wl fiddolity, notably sexual fidelity*; the hunger for love and nur-
Webig and the sense of being chained by sustained intimacy in a
whonship; and the powerful influence of Vietriam corruptions
With their residual fear and guilt of great magnitude- -extend-

huokward and forward into old and anticipated corruptions
Wt toueh virtually all aspects of existence. This entire pattern
#l halding on and breaking off contained a continuing dialectic
Dwtweon persistent death imagery and imagery of life renewed,
St (e men came to realize that the equation was never simple:
’c_.:.i on could take the form either of revitalizing intimacy
f Iito tenowed ) or of numbed distance in proximity (n new
Cilonth ), and breaking off could be a pathetic need to rejoct the
—s::..:q one craved (a self-inflicted death) or a liberating opens
,__.a. AUl 1o deeper experience and greater self-knowledge (re-
ewwdl 1ife), Over the course of time most of the men increased
amn Gipacity for intimacy, but that dialectic would simply not
W0 away,

i
I'd say, I can’t make a decision—not for the rest of my life—in the w
shape P'm in now . . . [after] what I’ve gone through. . . . I said
I’'m going to need—this was a very prophetic thing I kept saying
last year—I’m going to need a year just to dry out after all this. |
somehow had the sense of just how much torment was going on even

though I didn’t seem to acknowledge i,

“Drying out” meant getting over one’s habituation (if not addic-
tion) to the disintegration, numbing, and separation of the Viet.
nam m:iwozEdeIm:o_zz:i. by implication, the attractions, or
at least escape elements, of that environment. Again his erotjc
impulses propelled him toward feeling. While still in Vietnam he
had been drawn to a woman there temporarily in a way thal
permitted him

to talk . . . and put down this upy business. Then I began to feel
better—not only because 1 had 4 friend and woman and we liked
each other very much and “pont @ great deal of time together but . |, |
because | was invested in nomething, somewhere, and there wus
something new about that,

~ Thewe conflicts gave poignant intensity to expressions of inti-
- ey within the group itself. During one meeting, after a veteran
bl spuken at length in pained tones of his inability to feel close
W wnyone and his fear of any kind of Intimacy, another man
F Hspunded by saying that he himself felt very close to the veteran
Sl hd wanted to touch him to show him that he did, but had
M ulte been able to do so. Then, as if to say, “Why not?” he
Wilked norows the room and embraced him. The two met in a
i b that was both manly and childlike. Both became tearful,
Ml several others were on the verge of tears. As the first veteran
WL un describing how his closest friend in Vietnam had heen

Upon roturning to the United States he became involved in 4
serion of soxual relationships, in which he groped toward a cleare
idea of authenticity and love, Throughout, the idea of sustaine
commitment, wil oapecially marriage, remained a threatening
source of confliot, Yot onch time he took steps to limit or end 4
relationship, he would experience a profound sense of loss, whicl
on one occasion left him close to an emotional breakdown.,

The general dilemma of these veterans had to do with (he
extraordinary intensity of hoth their need for and difficulty witly

S8 e the torm fidelity here to suggest more than loyalty, though loyalty
u I wan of gront importance. Also involved was authenticity—in sexual mat.
T istanee, the genuineness of an impulse to find a new partner at pre.

sustained mbs::o%. :....:rm:x off ~.m~mﬁo:m~lwm was as 1&:?; s ‘.jq the time that an existing relationship showed promise of deepening
3 0 3 i Wy Vlddelity thus involved being true to, having faith in, the ur nating
1L was PR fany occasions entire Tap groups wure e ol the new welf being formed. It included overcoming fears that one's

devoted to such &omc; related ;._anm as: the mobmwm_ wz.c_._::. il dostrnotiveness and death taint would not harm or contaminate others b
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“shot full of holes,” another man put his arm around him and Fransformation 11: Learning to Feel 275
the whole group moved, almost imperceptibly, into a tighter, pro- petting to be the kind of person I want to be-the kind of person
tective circle. I had the impression that the men had never fell Wk 1 didi't like the kind of person I was,

closer to one another, and rarely to anyone, than at that moment,

hen hie went on to express doubts about whether the relation-
._. vould last, the men did nothing to dispel these doubts;
sl they pointed out to him how much he had grown in his
.,.s.:.._.I lor authentic emotion, and emphasized that this personal
. tuwth would continue, whether in this or in other relationships.
I Wi the renssurance he sought, fearful as he was that this new
bupueity depended entirely upon another person. As the discus:
S continued, he became tearful, apparently overwhelmed by
Iis uwi revelations—and one of the other men embraced him
~ Wil kept his arm around his shoulders as the two sat down.
Juwnnid the end of the meeting he became more calm, told how
selieved e felt, and added that he wished the other two profes.
slonnls (who had had to leave a few moments before) had been
Were 1o see (and by implication share in) what had happened.

At a later meeting, the first veteran remembered experiencing
a certain amount of discomfort in the incident because of its
homosexual undertones. He had also clearly been pleased by it,
and afterward seemed much more at home in the group—to the
point of becoming, for a bit, one of the coordinators of the rap
group program. Overall, the men came to value this form of
hard-won intimacy, whatever ils erotic overtones. Their capacity
for it had much to do with the softening we have described in
their subversion of the John Wayne warrior ethos, as well as with
the pervasive spirit of youth culture. But to men who felt them.
selves to have returned from the land of the dead, that kind ol
simple expression of intimacy toward one another could be expe
rienced as a significant hreakthrough on the way to rebirth.

During that same carlier session, another veteran who rarely
opened himself to the group (though he was an articulate and
regular member) also spoke of his difficulty in establishing
intimacy or, for that matter, experiencing any kind of genuine
feeling, Another man then referred sympathetically to the strug
wle 1o el ‘

Ui mnny other occasions men moved their chairs closer to
~ smeone they saw to be suffering. Both nonverbally and with
winids, they tried to express their intimacy, sometimes to the
it ol speaking openly of their love for one another. These
lyslonl wnd verbal manifestations of love and intimacy would
wve been unremarkable had they occurred during Esalen-style
That's heing alive, man! Much better than being the robot I unul . Sointer groups, where they tend to be explicitly encouraged.
to be, Mt the tap group had no such tradition (even if one can say
Wit It wan affected by these experiential currents in American
“tulture in general). Our group was both more conservative and
W 4 Wiy more experimental, and such expressions of intimacy
Luiie wn one of the many surprises of our trial-and-error method.
Ahey wennt all the more for that, and for the expression of shared
i wndd glimpse beyond that pain that they represented. But
ese high moments were few; for some intimacy remained
'w:.:_ prasp; in none did distrust fully disappear.

This encouraged the first veteran to speak further of his shorl
comings, including a tendency to be dishonest—*I lie a lot™ 1u
tell stories around the office, often about the war, that simply
were not true. But he also spoke of having recently met a giil
he felt so drawn to that I had to tell her things about mysull
I never told anyone hefore,” When he told her of this tendeniy
to lie, she answered very simply that she preferred him the wiy
he is now rather than the way he used to be. To which he addul,
this time to the group: - Bhvupples with intimacy were part of a more general process
Wl lwining (or relearning) to feel. We observed the painful
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efforts these men made toward experiencing their own guilt.
They had to make similar efforts in connection with virtually
every other kind of feeling 15 well. On the most basic levels they
raised questions about whai ¢motions they actually experienced,
did not experience, or should experience—about when one
should laugh, when one could cry.

One veteran, who had experienced a severe breakdown and
had been recently discharged from a VA hospital, complained
on several occasions that “I can’t cry. I would like to cry.” Some
time later he announced triumphantly that, when moved by
friend’s description of having been greatly helped by an experi-
mental psychiatric program (which he himself was considering
entering), “I cried for the first time in four years.” Crying for
him was linked with hope, with the possibility of renewal.

The men also talked of their need to scream, to find ways to
be alone to give expression to that need. Or of their own and
others’ inability to laugh-the tendency (as one man commented
about someone else in the group) to “cackle” instead. They
pressed toward nothing less than a reeducation of the emotions

as suggested by the question that had been asked: “How do
you tell when you feol loye?”

They were alert 1o the dodges they all used to hide their feel-
ings, or hide the fact that they couldn’t feel. Thus, one told how

I becnme o fronk  because when | am a freak, I don’t have to sny

what | feel,

They spoke of various forms of dissembling—feigning indiffes
ence when actually they were deeply upset, or pretending to
feel what one did not; in either case, they were unable to make
appropriate (in their own eyes) connections between event il
feeling, and between feeling and expression.

The most politically and ethically conscientious among them
would raise questions about their right to pleasure. One, fos
instance, criticized his own tendency to be so totally absorhl
at rock concerts—so lost in ecstatic response to the musicthal
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-l thought about the war or responsibility of any kind dissolved.
Yot on the whole one could not describe them as un unusually
mseotio group. They could be lively and humorous, and quite
papible of enjoying their whiskey or dope. But their survivor
srugples with guilt and numbing prevented them from aceepting
fully the pleasure they pursued.

All this could lead to much confusion about ?..::xx. I'or
listance, the veteran-coordinator of the rap groups was much
sppreciated for his sensitive help to others (whether introducing
them to the group or referring them for individual therapy), hut
~ Wis sometimes criticized for avoiding his own feelings in the
~ pwocess, One of the men put it in the form of a challenge: “You
iwlped me—now I'd like to see you help yourself.” After some
~ shurply-worded interpretations both by professionals and vet-
~ wtann, he began to feel unappreciated and unjustly attacked. He
~wked angrily:

L hlnt, do I have to throw a fuckin’ fit for people to think I’m human?

Later he said he had felt himself goaded into anger, and that
the group more or less required and demanded anger from him—
which in a way some of its members had in their effort to jar him
it of his intellectual armor. The group then heatedly debated
whether this tendency in him should be viewed as a significant
prubilem for him to overcome, or whether it was simply (as one
ul the men put it) “George’s style.” Undoubtedly both views
wore true, and (again the mediator) I said so. I also emphasized,
winl others readily took up, the theme of emotional complexity:
that focusing on other’s feelings could be in part a way of avoid-
g, In part a path toward, one’s own; and that combining that
fovun with sensitive and needed help was an ethical act that
suntributed to the emotional capacities of all concerned.

Some of the men seek a double liberation from the reluted
sutvapments of the warrior ethos and suppressed sexuality, One
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veteran, for instance, described in an interview a sustained rela-
tionship with a girl soon after his return from Vietnam, in which
both discovered their bodies and explored ways of living that
might free them of oppressive conventions. But the relationship
collapsed under the pressure of her fear of pregnancy and the
effective opposition of her mother—leaving the veteran much
more capable of intimacy than he had been and generally wiser,
but also puzzled about his inaccurate perceptions of both the
girl’s and her mother’s feclings. He came to recognize the con-
nection between sensitive resppnse Lo others’ emotions and get-
ting in closer touch with his own.

Months later, his exposure to the rap group seemed to release
emotions of every kind:

That first session when | went down there, I almost couldn’t drive
back to New Jersey. Every song that came on the radio, you know,

now I feel it. . .. If I hear . . . about something beautiful, I just
want to ery . . . because [1] get so sensitized that I can’t even func.
tion. . .

He was deseribing the lifting of psychic numbing: the uneven
process of gaining acoess to previously blocked feelings around
lows, denth, and the possibility of joyous life. This formulative
struggle of the survivorin this case a struggle for feeling re
lated to form  has many parallels with what Freud called the
“work of mourning,” But it is a more generalized process ol
resymbolization, involving the entire psyche and the inner images
and forms built up (and broken down) over a lifetime.

The same veteran went on to tell how he would sometimes
recall pleasant childhood memories (“Howdy Doody and kids
and things”), only to be caught up short: “I [would] remember
. . . what we’ve done [in Vietnam].” As he explained further:

So it’s very difficult to deal with . . . and yet . . . I feel a lot betto
about it. . . . 'm looking inside myself. 'm able to get deeper inside
myself and deal with it, which is ultimately what I want to do. . |
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b

0 provess ol getting “deeper inside” onesell meant achieving
Wit unly the capacity to feel but the right to feel as well, Tt had
~ W nelude the kind of animating confrontation with puilt we have
- Jviously described. The process also required a vision of expe-
Henvos worth feeling. Hence the same veteran (like many others)
placed great stress upon involving himself with groups (the rap
~ o, VVAW, youth culture) in which

—”..:.._.. [are] not pressuring me or saying, “You're a war criminal,”
I .
W just maying “Life is really great when we treat each other as
Woman belngs,”

Wit liis words seem to have double meaning: his need for freedom
fom prossures toward self-lacerating guilt; but also his retained
. ﬁ::. ("You're a war criminal” may be partly his own inner

wlgment) along with his ambivalence about pursuing questions
sround guilt and the war in general. :

UOvercoming psychic numbing meant transforming a ‘dead
' . . . .
sll” fnto one infused with life. Until they can begin to do that
ey find themselves in that survivor state of death in life that

I8 1ot quite the one or the other—a state movingly described by
LN Bliot: .

Yol when we came back, late, from the hyacinth garden,
Your arms full, and your hair wet, I could not
Speak, and my eyes filled, I was neither
Living nor dead, and I knew nothing,
Louking into the heart of light, the silence.®. . .

A1 ot spoke for an entire epoch, as we have come to believe,
e we know that this group of men has had to struggle not only
,.,t:_. the numbing of Vietnam but with the everyday absence of
Soeling that, midst our large and small dislocations, forms the
Dnln for wo many lives. That is, to overcome their war-linked
mibitig, the antiwar veterans have had to go far in transcending
urdinary kind as well.
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