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Ackilles in Vietnam and the Humanities Classrocm

by James A. Ualter, Sinclair Community College

If we fail tc see that we live in the same world that
Homer lived in, then we not anly misunderstand Homer, we
misunderstand curselves. The past is cur definition. We may
strive, with good reasan, to escape it, or to escape what is
bad in it, but we will escape it only adding something better
to at.

If, as I believe, cne «f the functions of tradition is
to convey a sense of our perennial nature and of the
necesssities and values that are the foundaticns of our l:ife,
tnen it fellows that, without a live tradition, we arsg
necessarily the prey of fashion; we have no choice but to
emulate 1n the arts of ’practical men’ of cammerce and
industry whose mode «f life is distraction of spirit and
whose livelihs 15 the cutdating of fads.

—Wend=1ll EBerry, “The Specizlization
0f Poetry,” ZTANDING EY WORDE

In 1234, Atheneum gublished without a great deal <f fanfare

an unusual book enmtitled ATHILLES IN VIETNAM: COMBAT TRAUMA AND

THE UNDCINS OF CHARACTER. Its auther 13 an unusual man by the

name af Johathan Shay who holds both the M.D. and the Fh D

cr

who warks for the Beston Department of Yeterans Affairs
Qutpatient Clinic as « psychiartrist, who teaches at Tui

Medical School, who trains staff for the New England Thelter

for Homeless Yeterans, and, finally, who, 1n his spare tiae,

<

cotmunscates with his fellow classical scholars on the classics
1scwssion list o the Internedl The oot has already beon

2, T thirl, can st te purchassd from the

-
e

z IntalcGuR ret 1n 1ts Deaed oshelfliYe, whiih
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Walter——Achilles in Vietnanm

& fascivating baook L. o modern psychiatry and the
archetypes of human struggle. And on top of that it says
something that is directly meaningful to the way many of us
live our lives. Remarkakble.”

* ——Rabert Olen Suliter, Pulitzer FPrize winner

"ohows Row war can ruin and persist and writes with love
and respect for his patients whose full recovery is =till
uncertain. CHILLES IN VIETNAM rattles the heart but bestows
Fiope

—-Glaria Emerscon, Naticnal Book award winner

"Groun loyalty and support were vit o individuals in
bmth groups Cat Troy and in YVistnamd, while the majar
difference invalved grisf work and the image of the enemy.

This iz =z profoundly human book and & =trong, rea listic
argument against modern warfars.”

—=Wn. Beatty, in Eﬁﬁ%l Et April 1, 1334

"Shay iz eccentric in the best sense af that vioard, and
His ideas are thought-provoking and f meightful

~=W. D, Efnrkart, in Ya @ Rev, Aut

>

Well, just how eccentri. is Dr. Shay? You'll have to decide
far yourszlf. He tells us that "& number of y2ars ago I was

styuck by Lthe

in

imilarity of their Cthe Vielnam vateransl war
swpariances to Homasr's account af Achilles in the ILIAD.

The epic gives center stage to bitter expariences that actually
de arise in war! further. . Homer has ssen things that we in

csvchiartry and psychalaogy have more or less mizsed. . .. "

R - T - . e - S = =Ff [Op [t
CATHILLESZ IN VIETMAM «ill. Timce a1l further guotes of O SRy
are from this book, only pages numbers will be given. )

Thay realized, being foth 2 medical doctor and a scholar,

zither woerld i Asw e Fad s oceredibiiits groblem 1n orying o

SEEoCiate AN 010 DilEu ST L DD sEnd <14 otk opEvohological

mecin ez Braught s By on owae Salv 4% waass ald St then, we

Fave all espertenced Tuch & cozdimiliny o lan Looaoure C 13 Evanidn
Q srdEzans L] b0 c e inc s oy oAt amel e xl s 2 Lptaats T the

ERIC
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His saluticn, as z<plained in his book, Was to "present the ILIAD
- as the tragedy of Achilles. T will not glarify Vistnam combat

veterans Che writesl by linking them to & prestigious 'classic’

ner attempt o justify study of the ILIAD BY making 1t sexy,
exciting, modern, or 'relevant  Heomer's poem dogs not mean

whiatever I want it to mean.” !

Za ke "brought [the vets’ gtoriesl together with the ILIAD
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underztanding of both, increasing the readar’'s capacity to be
disturbed by the ILIAD vather than softening the blows of the

vetaran's stories.”

iy His ” claim throughout this Dook 18

that the [LIAD can be legitimately read

b

s x temt concerning the

Fuman esperience of cambat. ¥ (372 The noint is the tawmt must De
true to the uperience; they must i1luminate exch other. And in
fringing the two togsther, Shay found that veterans and

Aemvetsrans could alss be brought together ty means of what 1S

Intarestingly =snough b xl=zo found Lhat nothing he found was

antirzly new ‘imilo--which is guite the same idea, [ believe, we
want cur students to ses as they cImpare their worlds with thes
worlde of athers Coperiznce verifies the tewt and the text, 110
g, validstes the 2aperisncs This relztionship between the
beot nnd real =.opectlancz, 2% owE a1l hnow, 13 tre key Lo Towning
- ' - 1 - -
RERT = :.'_"‘l‘l“l.|l_¢
The main madiczl moiat of ATHILLES Tl UIETHAM iz to SrovE the
Aezed For i oturhed cabacsaz fm e abDle LT omave rezyp tereibd oz v
1
Q baprifying & paEc1lenceE arremtad Dy tine cociaty 11 Wi ot by qow
Lpwme— s = tachee bzl hazonnt wiwe oz bezen sole b ot thoes
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cansaguences of the vaterans’ zxperiences ivn fighting a war we,
by and large, Aol not want to acknowledge. Shzy tells us that

Phealing from traums depends Gpon communalization of R

It

trauma——being asble safely to tell the story o somedns who 1S

listening and who can be trusted to retall it truthfully to

-~

=thers in th

m

e commumity . (40 My wary lay definiticn of
communalization® is that L means to take = unigque or private
gexperience and have 1t zcczpted Cov legitimatized) by the larger
public.  The public’s response  is nob bo condenn nor Lo praise,
necesarily, the private act, but te mear it oand to say that that
act was indeed & wvery human sct. YHomer helps s o hear what
many veterans heave been trying dezperately to tell us about going
o invididual theough & work of art-—which is
tigs educaticn.
Jietnam is compared snd contrasted with the ILIAD, in
discussing such areas as how war destrays the brustworthy social

crder of the mind, the grisef at the death of & cspecial comrads,

. . . . o o .y
communalizatian of grlgf, the soldier’s rTagE and g32ing —arssrhk,
Fonering and dishonoring te eaemy, def crivation of Pomcr,

zyffzring by civilianz, luck and destiviy, the Gresk gods and the

renws s that B2 T manne of thisz Tl AN = crvine=s uz tha
Pamas iz oz acubte onzscvas o the czookolagy of soldiers. Qur
) o s SR . oL g =
B ';.-_'L:-“E': lE‘.t 1o 1 g w"__“:_*_t 1 - STyl =d bEa wE STl bro. L2 U wLui o=
- - - - bt o b _— = 1 » )z
Lo J..__l“_:-: () ENT= P I e I _-'I)
- - - . X - - ~ 4 = L)
Dioe Aomteent cultorz. Dowzaaer. memd wlwae s mebar 1t SRE
i L= L - oo~ . _r
S T AR A EReiy ST R A= S HENE al TI N T R .- g Ee | S =Y SR
- |, e c oyt
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Gr=ek gods. He points
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eneny and our understanding ot th

- mut that many times the tensions in our culture are due tao the

n

contrasts betwesn the Bible and Greew thought )

Debased images of the enemy are Very ald in our
culture, dating from the Bible.

By contrast, the LIAD emphatically portrays the enemy
as wortky of respect, even honor. 1oz

And.

As products of & biblical culture, mast vaeterans

; ie pebler ta strive to be libke God Lthan to want
Heowever, all of our virtuss come from NOT
being gods: Generosity is meaningless to & god. ') Ccuourals
is mezningless to & god. ... Our virtues and cur dignity
arise fraom our moertality, cur Fumanity——and not from any
sucrcess in being God [oyr god- —-1likal. (35-2&°7

i
-3

(The whole point of Fumanism, afterall, i Aot tobe like the

Since we tend to see cur owWn civilisatice as being acvanoed,

cmer's, marticularly iz emphasis on
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the gods.  Howsver, Thay oalieves irat if we =ee Homer’s gods all
Lngether 25 & metaphor for terrifying social power, &s symbols of

inetituticons that acguire tremendous power, such as armies and

‘

in

th fitution ~f war itself, we can then take Haomer!
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wop ld more z2ricusly (L5002
Like Homeric gods, power-holders in armies can crexte
cituzticns that destroy good character and drive mortals m&o.
= the gods simgly &8 power. whether bebizaving
Fep hRumans the mogt dangerous p”WHP_“dﬂu akb
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In Vietnam man died
officers in control of f
extracticon, of resupply,
reconnaissance patraols.

In other wards, these man =su
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prasume beczuse they were personally
1d4. (1542

from the distraction of higher

ire support, of felicopter

~f backup companies for

1803

ffared just as th Greeks suffer from

o

the gods’ inconsistency, unrelisbility, inattentiveness, aind

Sut the Greeks, as Shay points out, mad

z dis thevapy of
raint
know n thex

)
¢ poli
soldisre to provide comm
'..
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Ny mads u

CThe &thenians communa
warriors
theater.
zome way to rastore bhemn

1

in rEcurring pa
.. .The soldier

movral principle
betrayal, grisf, guilt,
speculated thzt t

principal means o

sacizal sphere ms Citizen.

Shay belisves that whizt

culture i3 a therapy undeert

tee wibhout heviog LT
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iz [& sense of commonly accented
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Regspect also mezns

cefraining from judgment. .. :
Trauma

marrative imparts knowledge to tine CHmmunl*“ that
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narrative , not Eenurdl. The friends who dizd
in Vietnam ends in gsneral but carticular buran
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arrative can transform invaluntary
fraumatic events ints memory of the evan
feestablishing authority over memary
rememnber rather than celive and resnaci-
We must 211 strive to be & trustwor
victims of abws f 7 I like bt Lo
Fad someth aind when b

centerpisce of =g L1 T itizens in a de

Trawim & that our owWn good
vilnarable =t bzd moral luck.

Traums narrative confronts the mormal sdult with the
fragility of bhe bkoay Thece storizs Liing mortality into
view

Yo need s modern eguivalent af Gthenizs tragedy.
Trageo,; Drings Ws Lo cherizh oour movrtality, to savar and
gmbrace 1t Tragedy :nclineés us ta orefsr xttachment ta
fr:aila mertals whom we love. . .oand o refuse promised

iz talz by clgz-1Ean

far all ci

LTI | was & communal Howswver, we
realize that as far as ihe totald coptilaticn, citizenszhip was &
rmimme ity of 21l tihe poeople T§ we are Lo have = cozmrmLingl
ooperience that would De iruly communal wod peachk 211 our
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At within the school,

thus

dco0 Rumanize the Flumanitiss.

i

taach=rs. Sometinmegs we are
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n to listen to our students.

ten. . our mode of list "ing

1]

sarting. . (40 Mig 13
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o dizpense
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icated students even to
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in class, gradually
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in working too closely with a savere problen. We are teachers,
not healsrs.

To use Shay's methodoslgy in the classraoom, we need tao follow

I Frezent a problem
~—cne merceived by students to be experienced by or
experience—akle to students :
11. Understand the pecple with the problen

——use Narrative

Shay = casse the veterans. theiy own accounts,
Tim O'Erien, THE THINGZ
THEY CARRIED
[LIAD

‘__]_
1]

III. OQOpen up t=

from the tes
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Lezuss arising from the class and

In using this methodology we must always keep in mind the

fxllowing ~oints: 19 7 . narrative enakbles the
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rebuild the ruins of character?”
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=) isk cammunalizatics, & community of listeners, and ) the

point of humanities sducaticn is the creation of such
communities.: As Shay says

g

Witk what ipd of Fuman beings dm owe want Lo suU
t Tive among
=

curselves for our own §flourishing?  IF we W
zquals with styength and zcandor, among
Curipides zavys, 'frees and gensrous eves,  Lhe
af trauma carn form a salid basis for & =cience of huma:
, of course, N3 ccientific masis for
surrounded by free equals rather than by

ccwerlng Siaves Wren Lincoln weate, "As I owould ot be @
clzve, 5o 1 would not be a master,” he did not o claim any
rabicnal compulsion for what &2 weowld Aot e Thiz owiszion od
w ogood 1ife fon & humsn being iz an ethiczl crsice and cannot
= I+ can oniy be called Fopbh by oo ELLIL0N,
, and weloocning appeal CEn
sz Atkens Bod iis tReaber ., ows Can wss ENE s B LeE
Flassrocon bo sstablizh e perieaces of communalizal 1o,
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the desiging of the humanities curviculum o empha

acgquizition of mtant (bnown 2z bibtting) of ten dons through

chromological oo gntaticns has zhut down or Blocked off the
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being the humarnities—--should emphasize the
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= -maerlances Lo L2 materizl and thus creat
euperience =0 at the Feart of the

the humanities.

m

the

i Mietnam

communal lzation
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