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For Doreen Ruto Jemutai

After the 1998 bombing of the United States Embassy in Nairobi, Kenya, left Doreen a widow with two young sons, she embarked on a journey that included the Center for Justice and Peacebuilding at Eastern Mennonite University where she studied trauma, resilience, restorative justice, and peacebuilding on a Fulbright Student Scholarship.

Turning her pain and loss into a gift for others facing violence, she returned to her homeland Kenya where she founded Daima Initiatives for Peace and Development. Among her many accomplishments, she brought STAR (Strategies for Trauma Awareness and Resilience) trainings to hundreds, perhaps thousands in Kenya, Rwanda, the Somali region, and South Sudan.

Doreen’s sudden death on January 21, 2016, leaves a void in the STAR community and in the hearts of all who loved her. Rest in Peace, Doreen.
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Preface: STAR Beginnings

“You’ll retraumatize people if you talk

about that peace stuff.”

—Warning from a New York City focus group,

raw from 9/11,

reviewing the STAR curriculum prior

raw from 9/11,

to the first training

The core framework of this book comes from Strategies for Trauma Awareness and Resilience (STAR), a justice and conflict informed approach to addressing trauma, which emerged from the attacks of 9/11. As the rubble of the twin towers smoldered, Church World Service in NYC recognized the need for a response that went beyond material aid. They provided funding to the Center for Justice and Peacebuilding (CJP) at Eastern Mennonite University to develop and implement a training program for civil society leaders around the world whose communities were impacted by the attacks and the global aftermath they sensed would ensue.

Hired to direct this unformed initiative, and fresh from working with trauma as a psychotherapist in the Middle East and Africa, I couldn’t have landed in a better place. I had questions about the adequacy of a Western psychological paradigm in community trauma and in settings outside (and sometimes even inside) the Western world. I believed the emerging brain science, energy psychology, and body-based trauma approaches were relevant to the conflict and violence I’d witnessed. I sensed that finding nonviolent ways to work for security and justice was as much a trauma intervention as deep breathing and cognitive reframing. So was learning conflict transformation skills to address structural and relational issues at the root of violence and trauma. My thinking meshed with and complemented the experience and expertise of the CJP faculty and staff.

[image: image]

Together, we outlined the first version of a week-long training. We couldn’t find a theoretical framework to fit what we envisioned so we created our own by expanding and adapting a model that the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington, DC, developed in post-conflict work in the former Yugoslavia.1 Through the ups and downs of the collaborative process of creating an innovative, evidence-supported paradigm and training program, belief in the mission of STAR and the common good triumphed over individualism. None of us could have created this program by ourselves.

The STAR approach integrates concepts from traditionally separate fields of study and practice: interpersonal neurobiology, psychology, human security, restorative justice, conflict transformation, and faith/ spirituality. These disciplines we drew from are part of the field of peacebuilding. Human security expert Lisa Schirch defines peacebuilding as work “to prevent, reduce, transform, and help people recover from violence in all forms, even structural violence that has not yet led to civil unrest.”2


Traumagenic

Likely to cause trauma for the majority of those who are targeted, for perpetrators, and for witnesses.

—Hooker and Czajkowski, 2013



Obviously, the STAR approach goes beyond the traditional medical model of trauma which has largely focused on psychological understandings and mental health professionals treating individuals. We need psychiatrists and psychologists. But given the sheer number of people impacted by traumagenic3 systems and events, there is also an urgent need for trauma work to move out of quiet consulting rooms and into schools, public libraries, parks, mosques, temples, churches, gyms, and town halls. There is an urgent need for the general public to be trauma informed: educators, market vendors, humanitarian and development workers, clergy, factory workers, medical personnel, parents, government workers, welders, legislators, janitors, journalists, mayors, and soldiers. There is a need to expand our understanding of trauma treatment and interventions.

To this end, most participants in the STAR week-long trainings are not mental health professionals but people who rub shoulders daily with trauma-impacted individuals or groups in their families, organizations, or society. Often, they’ve experienced trauma themselves. The emphasis is on working in their communities, but many of the understandings, skills, and tools are readily adaptable and applicable to individuals. Indeed, the STAR approach is based on the importance of connecting personal understanding and healing from trauma with societal and structural responses that address the causes and consequences of conflict and violence.

STAR began as a two-year project for a post-9/11 world in a predominately white peace and justice-oriented Mennonite university in the United States and has been shaped over the years by thousands of training participants from around the world. The initial proposal for STAR included funding to bring at least four participants from violence affected countries to attend the monthly week-long workshops. They and participants from marginalized communities in the United Stated helped put the 9/11 events in perspective, raising hard questions about living under traumagenic systems and conditions day after day, year after year, and decade after decade.

Consequently, people across a wide intersectional spectrum of settings and identities have found the evidence-supported STAR framework can be meaningfully applied to their experience: historical harms,4 natural disasters,5 sexual and domestic violence,6 racial injustice healing initiatives,7 post-conflict settings,8 and more.

And despite our initial trepidation that we might retraumatize our training participants by talking about nonviolent responses to threat and harm, the opposite happened. Responses in the training sessions and post-training evaluations showed that expanding beyond traditional psychological trauma interventions to include processes and tools of justice, security, and conflict transformation struck a deep chord in many. In fact, “that peace stuff” was the most requested follow-up training topic by participants from New York City in the early years of the program.


This book covers the STAR core concepts. But the experiential application exercises done in the trainings that can be used back home and the life-changing ah-ha moments can’t be conveyed in a book. Join us in-person for that! www.emu.edu/star



This is not a book of definitive answers and solutions. Rather, it is the framework, theories, and questions that emerged from using STAR in hundreds of trainings on six continents. Applying trauma and resilience principles and practices to our communities is a paradigm shift. No one book can cover all the implications: issues of ongoing trauma, abuse, and harm are noted, but many of the examples will focus on trauma caused by violence and sudden catastrophes. And a warning: since the topic is trauma, some of the examples may be triggering.

As you read, think about applications to your own life, your community, organization, people, and nation. Addressing trauma and breaking/preventing cycles of violence in turbulent times is complex. But change begins as we listen, observe, wonder, imagine, pray, experiment, and then share what we’re learning. This book comes to you in that spirit. Let’s begin!


1.

Introduction

“Hurt people hurt people.” (origin unknown)

“Transformed people transform people.”

—Richard Rohr, OFM

We live in challenging times. Measured by the number of people affected by violence, the last century may have been the most brutal in human history.1 Now, in the new millennium, conflict, division, inequality, nationalism, and terrorism continue to impact us and our planet. Hovering over all, climate crisis is a threatening omnipresent cloud, alarmingly visible to some and roundly ignored or denied by others.

As our global family struggles to find answers, little is said about the links between trauma and violence. Politicians, negotiators, peacebuilders, and the general public may be more aware of trauma than they were a decade ago, but many still think of it as something psychological that resilient people get over quickly. Mental health initiatives may be funded for short periods after earthquakes or school shootings, but they often are viewed as having little to do with realpolitik and reducing violence. Yet trauma and violence are integrally linked: Hurt people hurt people. Violence often leads to trauma, and in turn, unhealed trauma can lead to further division, violence, and loss of security.

Trauma and violence are integrally linked.

Trauma expert Bessel van der Kolk says trauma is arguably the number one public health issue in the United States, the greatest threat to national well-being.2 Trauma affects our very physiology, including our ability to engage in full and integrated brain processing. John Gottman, a researcher on predictors of marital relationship success or failure, has found that when our pulse rate increases as little as ten beats above our usual baseline, the rational part of our brain begins slipping out of gear.3 We then begin talking and behaving from the lower part of our brain, home of our automatic survival instincts.

If this physiological change occurs over who cleans up the kitchen, what happens in the body/brain when national leaders are challenged to respond to structural violence or terrorist attacks? What happens when people subjected to years of injustice and dignity violations are insulted once again? When groups are highly polarized? When negotiators sit around a bargaining table discussing disputed territory?

Being trauma-informed—having an awareness of what trauma is and how it impacts us physiologically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually—is an important factor in helping to explain a wide range of phenomena such as feelings of insecurity, loss of cultural identity, racism, polarization, climate inaction, and violence overall.

But understanding trauma holds the potential to do more than explain. When we go a step beyond awareness and learn to address current, transgenerational, and historical trauma, we tap into the potential to heal wounds and transform individuals, communities, and societies. We enhance our ability to think creatively, respond compassionately, and work collaboratively for the good of all. We connect to our innate resilience.

Indeed, disruptive, disorienting times have the potential to awaken the human spirit, even the global family, to a new level of consciousness. It doesn’t happen automatically, however. It requires that we learn to use our bodies in new ways, acknowledge our own history and that of “the other,” search honestly for root causes, and shift our thinking from national security to human security.

At its core, addressing trauma is bio-psycho-social-spiritual work of the deepest sort, calling forth nothing less than our noblest ideals and the faith, hope, love, and resilience of the human spirit.

These are bold assertions. But they are the big ideas of this Little Book.


To access the study guide for this book, go to skyhorsepublishing.com/go/9781680996036. Click on “More Details” and then scroll down to “Links.”




2.

Definition, Sources, and Types of Trauma

The trauma vignettes in this chapter and throughout the book may be difficult for some readers.

• The tranquility of Lam Cosmas’s youth in Northern Uganda was shattered in 1986 when rebels began raiding cattle and attacking unarmed civilians. Over the next several years, villages were attacked, crops burned, and men and women killed. Nighttime raids took boys as young as seven to be child soldiers and girls as young as nine to be “wives” to the rebels. The terrified villagers moved to urban centers in droves, where they lived in crowded camps for internally displaced persons that lacked the most basic amenities.1

• In the aftermath of Hurricane Maria, which devastated the island of Puerto Rico in 2017, Juan Reus’s father-in-law died in a nursing home that had lost power. Another friend died of a bacterial infection spread through floodwaters, and a third burned to death in a gas explosion. A combination of politics, poor preplanning, disorganized after-response, and the impact of rising temperatures from climate change combined to make the natural disaster catastrophic. “The hurricane,” Reus says, “hit us like an atomic bomb.”2

• Tamir Rice, a twelve-year-old African American boy, was killed by police in a Cleveland park in 2014 as he played with a toy gun. Data from 2015 to mid-2018 show African Americans are 54 percent more likely to be unarmed when killed by police compared to whites and that they are victims of the lethal use of force by police at nearly twice their rate in the general population.3
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