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DEDICATION


To all those courageous souls


Who survived the devastation and chaos of war


Invited me into their lives


Shared their stories


Spoke occasionally of nightmares


not dissolved by the morning sun


And amazed me with their laughter


I dedicate this book with profound gratitude





FOREWORD


by James Garbarino, PhD


Loyola University Chicago


I MET Ken Miller more than twenty years ago, when he was just setting out on the intellectual and spiritual journey that has led him to write this book—struggling to make sense of what he heard and saw in Guatemala and in refugee camps in Mexico. I am pleased to see what he has made of these more than two decades of walking this walk, and talking this talk, but particularly listening to the stories of people who have lived through war and genocide. In this book he brings to the reader an intimate account of what he has heard, and seen, and felt, and understood from doing so.


In evocative and powerful prose, Ken captures the remarkable human capacity for resilience in the face of great adversity. He also writes with compassion about the lasting damage that war has on the human heart and mind, when the limits of resilience have been surpassed. This itself is an important point. Resilience is not a simple “trait” that you either have or don’t have. It is itself a story, a story of how one’s individual and social resources match up to the threats, challenges, and trauma of the environment that surrounds that individual. No one has absolute resilience; each of us has a breaking point. War Torn teaches us that.


It all begins with the stories. As Ken writes in the Introduction, “There is something profound about the seemingly simple act of sharing one’s stories with others who listen without judgment, or doubt, or fear of the discomfort that difficult stories may evoke. We unburden ourselves as the truth of our experience is known and documented. In the process, it loses its destructive power.” This is a book of remarkable stories, told by a gifted storyteller who has spent his professional life listening to people—children and adults—who have survived the horrors of war.


Ken Miller is a psychologist/therapist, a researcher, and a filmmaker, and he uses all three perspectives to capture one of the most important human rights issues we face as a global people: “The wounding and killing of civilians has become an essential ingredient in the conduct of war, a means of spreading terror and silencing opposition to those in power or fighting to attain it.” Across a wide range of socio-cultural contexts Ken has been there to help document, understand, and heal the fundamental traumas that arise from this “darker truth.” His stories come from and take the reader to Guatemala, Mexico, Bosnia, Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and Sri Lanka. I myself have been to many of these places (in part as the basis for the writing of my book No Place to Be a Child: Growing Up in a War Zone) and can attest to the fact that Ken is a trustworthy reporter of the many ways that war affects the inner and outer lives of people who, through no fault of their own, are suddenly caught in its destructive power.


Although the settings vary, there are important themes that run through the book: that we are as resilient as we are fragile; that healing often occurs in the absence of professional healers; and that the impact of war is far more complex than has been imagined by “Western” psychiatry and its related disciplines. For example, violence against women and children within their own families escalates markedly in times of war, as men struggle with their trauma, grief, and rage. Yet family violence is seldom mentioned in studies of war and mental health, an invisible source of trauma overshadowed by the more visible violence inflicted by soldiers and other armed combatants.


Ken also offers a well-grounded skepticism about some conventional approaches coming from mainstream mental health research and practice. One prominent example is the narrow focus on Post Traumatic Stress Disorder as an organizing framework for approaching those touched (and engulfed) by war. I share this skepticism, and wonder if a more respectful and accurate term might be Post Traumatic Stress Development. Such a shift in terminology would recognize better the fact that our focus should be on how people bring psychological, social, and cultural resources to bear on themselves and their communities after they have experienced the horrors of war.


What is more, we must always ask: “What if there is no ‘post’ at all, and the war becomes an ongoing fact of life? What then?” Indeed, understanding the psychological and social challenges of chronic stress and adversity is one of the important challenges facing those who work to support the resilience and healing of war-affected communities. As it is, I might add based upon my own work over the last twenty years, for those who live with the ongoing trauma of “urban war zones” in parts of American cities like Chicago, where some of the same dynamics between “soldiers” and “civilians” operate.


Stories of war and survival require cultural, social and psychological context if they are to illuminate meaning in a systematic way, a way that can inform social policy—“peace making”—and professional practice—“trauma-informed intervention.” In each country where he has worked, Ken has become a student of the culture, balancing his grounding in Western psychological science with a respect for diverse beliefs about the causes of suffering—from witchcraft to spirit possession and karma. His appreciation for Western approaches to psychological healing is always and everywhere balanced by an appreciation for the power of local healing rituals.


I applaud Ken Miller for listening so well, and in telling us what he has heard, for forcing us to confront our own demons, but also for seeing the angels of our better nature amidst the chaos and suffering of war zones. Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall find peace, and in so doing shall also find love among the human ruins of war. That message is strong in Ken’s work—or more properly in the “work” of those who have lived through war to tell the tales. I am glad Ken has been there to hear and appreciate and collect and make sense of those tales. War Torn is a tough book to read in many ways, but it is an essential journey for all of us. We owe it to the victims of war and to ourselves and fellow travelers on the human journey.


JAMES GARBARINO, PHD


Chicago, Illinois


March 30, 2016





INTRODUCTION


ON A bitterly cold and rainy night, in a muddy field in southern Turkey, a young Syrian journalist was running for his life.


Mustafa was twenty-nine, tall and slender, a gifted musician and self-taught journalist who began reporting on the war when it reached his home in the Kurdish region of northeastern Syria. With the help of a local smuggler, he’d slipped through a barbed wire fence, crossing into Turkey where he hoped to attend a journalism workshop I was co-leading for budding war correspondents. He was eager to hone his craft, to further develop the skills he needed to tell the world about the horrors unfolding in his beleaguered homeland.


There are proper border crossings between Syria and Turkey, but Mustafa had no way of reaching any of them safely—the journey would have taken him through territory controlled by ISIS, the Syrian government, or any of a host of radical militias. The risk of being captured or killed was just too high. So he’d opted for what seemed the safest route, the smuggler and the barbed wire fence.


He already had made nine attempts; each time, Turkish border guards had chased him back into Syria. This time, however, he’d hired a more expensive smuggler who supposedly knew the best crossing points. And when he dropped down over the fence onto Turkish soil, he felt hopeful.


“Run!” the smuggler urged before disappearing into the darkness. So Mustafa began running, his few belongings tucked in a small bag at his side. It was so dark he could barely make out the ground in front of him, and his feet sank into the muddy earth with each step.


“It was raining cats and dogs,” he later told me, as he described the terror of running blindly through the piercing rain, knowing he might be sighted by soldiers at any moment. “After five minutes,” he said, “I heard shooting in the sky. After the second shot, I decided to stop. There were two soldiers. They put a light on me. They surrounded me and were insulting me. Then they hit me in the face with their fists. They threw me on the ground, and they were kicking me. They hit me for about fifteen minutes. They were making exercise, like karate, kung fu. And every time I fell down, they said, ‘Stand up, stand up! We’re not through with you!’”


The beating continued for several minutes. Then the guards marched him at gunpoint to a small outpost not far from where he had crossed the border. One of the guards struck him repeatedly in the back with his gun.


“The guard kept yelling, ‘Keep going! Keep going!’ I said, ‘Please let me catch my breath.’ But he said no. He kept hitting my back with his Kalashnikov. I fell down four times, I think. The fifth time, I told him, ‘Kill me. I can’t move now. I can’t stand up.’ They waited for me for five minutes, then said “Let’s go!’”


At the outpost, the beating resumed, until one of the soldiers cocked his gun and aimed it at Mustafa’s head. “I can kill you,” he said, his finger on the trigger. Another soldier fired into the air, and Mustafa briefly thought he’d been shot. “I thought I was dead,” he said. “They were laughing, having fun. I wanted to die. I never had such an experience. I couldn’t do anything.”


Eventually, Mustafa was brought to another outpost, where the officer in charge stopped the violence and ordered the soldiers to return him to the Syrian side of the border. They drove him to the same barbed wire fence he had crossed only hours ago and watched, guns pointed, while he struggled to get across without shredding his skin on the barbs.


Back in Syria, covered in mud and his own blood, Mustafa contacted a friend who drove him home, where he spent the next two weeks healing his wounds. Then he got a phone call from relatives in Germany, with the name of a better smuggler. A bit more expensive, four hundred dollars, but this guy had a good reputation. The word was, he could be trusted.


I looked at Mustafa in disbelief. We were sitting in a dimly lit café in a small city in southern Turkey, not far from the Syrian border. It was late, and we were the only customers left in the place. We’d been talking for hours. “I can’t even imagine trying again after what you’d just been through,” I said.


He laughed and said, “My friends told me, ‘You are crazy!’ But I told them, ‘I’m not crazy. What am I doing here? I don’t care if I’m killed at the border. I’m already a dead man here. It’s so dangerous. All my friends are abroad, and my family is far away.’”


And so, on another cold and starless night, with the help of a better smuggler, Mustafa and a small group of fellow travelers waded across a small river into Turkey. A van was waiting to take them to a nearby bus station, where he boarded a bus bound for Istanbul. Two weeks later, he made his way south to attend the journalism workshop. That’s where we met.


I was leading a two-day session on armed conflict and mental health: how to interview survivors of atrocities without triggering post-traumatic reactions, and how to cope with the personal impact of reporting on stories of extraordinary violence and loss. I was struck by Mustafa’s warmth, his gentle eyes and soulful laugh, and the quiet sadness just beneath his smile. I was moved when he mentioned the arduous journey he’d made to get to the workshop, the risks he’d taken to create a better life for himself and document the plight of his people. At the end of the second day, I invited him to dinner. That’s how we ended up in the Turkish café, sipping tea while he shared stories of his life in Syria and the difficult escape that nearly got him killed.


A few days later, back home in Amsterdam, I received a text message from Mustafa. He wrote to say that after our conversation in the café, he was finally able to sleep again without difficulty because he’d been able to share some of his painful moments with me. He felt good again, and wanted me to know that. He was no longer haunted by memories of a brutal night in a dark and muddy field.


There is something profound about the seemingly simple act of sharing one’s stories with others who listen without judgment, or doubt, or fear of the discomfort that difficult stories may evoke. We unburden ourselves, as the truth of our experience is known and documented. In the process, it loses its destructive power. And as listeners, we may discover a deepened sense of shared humanity that transcends the differences that divide us from one another. Witnessing the effects of injustice and oppressive violence, we may even feel called to act against the destructive conflicts enveloping so much of our world. I hope the stories in this book, drawn from my experience in numerous communities affected by war and genocide, will help us develop the informed humanity so needed as a counter-force to the devastating inhumanity of our times.


A lot has been written about the trauma of war among those who wage it: the young men and women, and sometimes children, who return home battling with the ghosts of what they’ve seen and done, the violence inflicted by and upon them. This is a different sort of book. It’s about the impact of violence on the lives of people who are not part of the fighting, unarmed civilians who now comprise roughly 90 percent of modern warfare’s casualties.


In wars fought today, the most common victim isn’t a soldier, but a child, a schoolteacher, a young mother, a grandparent. They’re rural villagers living on the front lines of civil war, city dwellers whose neighborhoods have become battlegrounds between opposing militias, refugees from ethnic cleansing in one country or another. It’s not always intentional. Civilians are often injured or killed accidentally, “collateral damage” in the sterile language of military-speak. But that reality masks a much darker truth: The wounding and killing of civilians has become an essential ingredient in the conduct of war, a means of spreading terror and silencing opposition to those in power or fighting to attain it. At its most extreme, it’s a defining element of genocide.


The Geneva Convention, ratified after World War II by nearly two hundred countries, expressly prohibits the intentional harming of non-combatant civilians in times of armed conflict. A cursory look at recent history reveals how little impact the accord has actually had: genocides in Cambodia, Guatemala, Rwanda, and Bosnia; the pervasive disfigurement, rape, and killing of villagers in Liberia, Congo, Sudan, Uganda and elsewhere in Africa; suicide bombings and massacres in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria; and so-called low-intensity warfare in Latin America, where governments used military and paramilitary forces (“death squads”) against their own populations to quell demands for social and economic justice.


In his recent book The Better Angels of our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined, psychologist Steven Pinker makes a compelling argument that fewer people are dying as a result of war now than at any point in human history. He goes farther, suggesting “… today we may be living in the most peaceable era in our species’ existence.” Pinker may well be right. The repressive military regimes of Latin America are largely gone. South Africa’s violent system of apartheid has been dismantled. Cambodia and Viet Nam have become popular tourist destinations, as has Rwanda, where genocide exploded with startling ferocity during six weeks in 1994. Perhaps, as Pinker suggests, there is reason to be hopeful.1


Leave the macro view behind, however, zoom in, and things begin to look different. In the nearly forty countries experiencing armed conflict today, the global decline in violence has little meaning. To people whose lives have been upended by the chaos and destruction of war, the larger march towards a more peaceful planet is hard to appreciate. Among the millions of refugees from Sudan and Syria, Afghanistan and Congo, the world surely doesn’t seem to be getting any safer. And for girls and women in every country where rape is a weapon of war, I doubt this seems like an especially “peaceable” time.


I’m a psychologist, and have spent much of the past twenty years working with communities affected by war. As a therapist, I’ve counseled refugees from Central America and the former Yugoslavia who were struggling with grief and trauma and the myriad challenges of adapting to life in exile. In Afghanistan and Sri Lanka, Iraq and Kosovo, Guatemala and Mexico, I’ve worked with local and international non-governmental organizations (NGOs), helping them develop tools to understand and address mental health needs in the war-affected communities they serve. As a researcher, I’ve explored some of the more powerful ways that political violence disrupts people’s lives and impacts their social and psychological well-being. And as a filmmaker, I’ve documented the fragile process of “mending one’s heart,” a phrase used by Sinhalese Sri Lankans to describe coming to terms with the painful impact of war on their lives.


The stories in this book are drawn from these diverse experiences. They’re all war stories of a sort, tales of people living in areas of violent conflict or who became refugees from such places. I realize it’s a dark topic. War is inherently destructive, and brings out the very worst in human behavior. No way around it: if you’re going to write about war, you’re going to tell some painful stories.


But look beyond the darkness and you’ll find something else, a kind of light that’s quite remarkable. It’s the courage and generosity, the warmth and unexpected laughter, the unwavering commitment to healing the wounds of war that I’ve found everywhere I’ve worked. It’s people living on the front lines of armed conflict, risking their own safety, helping survivors reassemble their lives in the aftermath of violence. In her novel Fugitive Pieces, Canadian poet and novelist Anne Michaels described war as “both the rotten part of the fruit that can’t be cut away and the fruit; that there’s nothing a man will not do to another, nothing a man will not do for another.”


The cruelty and destruction of armed conflict seem invariably to call forth their opposite, the best of what people are capable of. I think of an Iraqi colleague, an attorney who lives with his wife and children in Baghdad and represents survivors of torture in court. One day when we were having lunch, he talked about his life in the war-torn city.2


“Torturers in Iraq,” he said, “they’re very creative. The political parties all have their own militia, and every militia engages in torture. The work we do here is dangerous. And the situation in Baghdad, it’s also very dangerous. My wife and I, each morning, we have breakfast, say good-bye, and go to work. We’re never sure if either of us will make it home alive. Every morning we hear explosions, and so we never know. When we get home, we have dinner together, maybe we go out to a restaurant. This has become our ‘normal.’ But this is not normal.”


I asked him why his family didn’t leave, as so many Iraqis have. He laughed, and said simply, “This is my home. Iraq is my home.” And there was more: this was where he was needed, helping innocent people gain their freedom by offering evidence that they’d been tortured into confessing to crimes they hadn’t committed. Not many lawyers in Baghdad were willing to take on that sort of work, given the risks it entailed. There were death threats and reprisals, the system was arbitrary and corrupt, and success was infrequent at best. But for my colleague it was a labor of love, an expression of his commitment to justice in his embattled homeland. That’s the sort of light I mean. It’s inspiring, and I’ve encountered it everywhere my travels have taken me.


There’s something else that makes the painful stories easier to bear. Tell enough war stories and you’ll discover, if you’ve stayed close to the truth, that you’ve actually told a few love stories along the way. Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference. For example, a mother, hiding in a forest, holds her hand gently over her baby’s mouth so he won’t cry as soldiers pass nearby. One sound and they’ll both be killed. She carries the child on her back for days, holding him close at night to keep him warm and ease his fear. He’s the reason she presses on, hungry, cold, and desperate, until they finally reach a refugee camp just across the border. There they find shelter, food, and a chance at survival.


War story or love story? It’s a matter of perspective. Focus on the violence that drove them into exile and you’ll see a story about the destructive nature of war. Tilt your head a bit, shift your focus to the woman’s arms wrapped gently around her cold and frightened child, and it becomes a tale about the power of a mother’s love in the face of great adversity. Both views are correct, of course. Had there been no war, the woman and her child wouldn’t have been hiding in the forest, fearing for their lives. Without the love that propelled her to carry her son to safety, it’s unlikely that either of them would have survived. Sometimes I have to remind myself to focus on the love in stories like this. It’s too easy to get drawn to the darkness, and that’s a recipe for despair.


Then there are the moments of laughter that come unexpectedly, like the day my Afghan research team successfully finished our first study of mental health in Kabul. It had been a challenging month, and my colleague Patricia Omidian and I wanted to celebrate the achievement. We’d cooked a big meal, handed out certificates to the surveyors, and were relaxing together sharing stories, laughter, and poignant moments from the experience. At one point Samad Kahn, our big bear of a team leader, saw the large bottle of Heineken beer in the corner of the kitchen and eyed it with visible interest. I noticed his gaze and said, “I don’t want to disrespect you, Samad Khan. I realize that as a Muslim you don’t drink. Otherwise, of course I’d offer you some beer.”


“Ah,” said Samad with a big smile, “the Koran says we can’t drink large amounts of alcohol, but small amounts are okay.”


“Really?” I asked dubiously.


“Really,” he said, holding out his cup. “Kam kam,” just a little bit. And so, small cup after small cup, we emptied that bottle, the laughter growing deeper with each small pour. I still have the photo: A large turbaned man with a great beard and intense eyes who’d survived twenty-five years of war and somehow retained his love for life. He’s laughing with his arm around me, a lightly bearded American in a shalwar kamiz, trying to make sense of the warmth and violence, the laughter and heartbreak of everyday life in that war-torn country.3


Woven into these stories is a reflection on that peculiar space where culture, armed conflict, and mental health intersect. It’s a place where Western psychiatry has often stumbled, where its assumptions of universal truth clash with the reality of cultural differences in how people experience, understand, and heal from war-related suffering. I’ve been struck by how often well-intentioned professionals from the West fly into war zones in the developing world, convinced of the urgency of documenting and treating Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). It’s all the rage now, PTSD, a big-ticket item among researchers, clinicians, funders, and journalists. It’s certainly real, though expressions of trauma vary from one culture to the next. Among survivors of certain experiences, such as torture and rape, the prevalence of PTSD is quite high.


But here’s the rub. We seldom ask whether PTSD, or individual trauma however expressed, is actually a priority in the communities we wish to help.


War disrupts people’s lives and affects their mental health in so many ways: It turns spouses into widows, and children into orphans. Heartbreak and grief are never far away when guns start firing or machetes flash. War destroys livelihoods and drives people from their homes. It leaves them impoverished, displaced, and struggling to survive in overcrowded refugee camps that are often dangerously close to ongoing violence. It separates families and divides communities. It increases family violence of all kinds, and creates whole classes of marginalized and ostracized people: street kids, people disabled by land mines, and survivors of sexual violence who carry shame, unwanted pregnancies, and the pain of rejection by their families. The sheer brutality of war, its relentless cruelty, can challenge deeply held beliefs about human nature and the benevolence of whatever deity one might believe in.


In the face of all that, I find it baffling to see how narrowly we in the West have constructed the psychological impact of war. In prioritizing the diagnosis and treatment of PTSD, we’ve forgotten to ask people what they are most concerned about, what weighs most heavily on their hearts. It’s my hope that the stories shared in these pages will provide a different lens, one that might expand our view beyond the important but overly narrow focus on individual trauma and its particular expression in PTSD.


A Partial View


One can only write about what one knows. My work has taken me to many places, but there are also areas of the world where I haven’t yet worked. Most prominently among these is Africa, where some of the most violent and protracted conflicts of the past fifty years have occurred. I can only acknowledge the gap, and offer my own particular glimpse into the complex face of war. I trust that many of the themes that run through this book will resonate with the experiences of war-affected communities generally, and that other writers will capture the distinctive features of armed conflict in other settings.


I’m also mindful that there’s an inherent risk in retelling stories gathered during a journey of twenty years. My recall of a particular scene or conversation is unavoidably filtered through the imperfections of my own memory. We unwittingly fill in the gaps where memory fails us, blurring ever so slightly the line between the real and the imagined. Much of what I’ve written is drawn from notes and letters written in the field, so I hope I’ve been true to what I experienced at the time. I’ve asked colleagues and friends to share their recall of specific events as a check on my own recollections, and have fact-checked dates and situations to the extent possible. Where I have unknowingly altered dates or events, this phrasing or that sentence, I don’t really think it matters in the end. If you take from this book a deeper understanding of how people are affected by the violence of war, and the many ways they reassemble their lives in its aftermath, I will have accomplished what I set out to do.


I didn’t set out to write a memoir, yet my own story is inseparably linked to many of the experiences shared here. I am the storyteller, and it is through my eyes that you will encounter the many individuals who populate this book. Their stories emerged in the context of relationships built over time, through my immersion as a psychologist and fellow human being in a variety of war-affected communities. I trust that the elements of memoir in the book never overshadow the real protagonists: the remarkable people I have been privileged to know through my work, survivors of extraordinary events and circumstances.


Finally, a brief note about my use of names and other identifying information. In many instances, I’ve changed the names of the people who appear in book in order to protect their privacy and safety. In the chapter on my work as a therapist in the Bosnian Mental Health Program in Chicago, I’ve changed additional details to further conceal the identity of former clients.


KEN MILLER


Amsterdam, April 2016





PROLOGUE: BEGINNINGS


IT WAS love at first sight.


Not a woman, but a way of working, a kind of psychology I didn’t even know existed.


I was twenty-seven, a graduate student in clinical psychology at the University of Michigan, attending a presentation in the student union about an innovative mental health project in Guatemala. As an undergrad at Cornell University, I’d studied the politics of inequality and the psychology of social change movements, with a focus on Central America. So the topic of the evening’s talk interested me. But really, there was no way I could have anticipated the door I was about to walk through.


The speakers—a Uruguayan actor and an American psychologist—were describing an expressive arts intervention to help children in rural communities heal from the genocidal violence that had swept through Guatemala in the 1980s. They were integrating mental health and social justice, grounding their work in local cultural beliefs and practices, and empowering communities to address their own mental health needs. It was like an oasis for me: palm trees and fresh water. I drank it in.


For two years, I’d been feeling suffocated by the doctrinaire psychoanalytic emphasis of Michigan’s clinical program. To a lot of the faculty, psychoanalysis was a religion, with Freud as head of the church. They were true believers, and like true believers anywhere, they weren’t big on dissent. They also weren’t big on diversity. I remember a professor complaining that the incoming class looked frighteningly “like the Third World.” Another proclaimed, “I don’t talk about culture in my classes, and my students don’t want me to.”


A lot of us cringed when we heard that. We were a diverse group of students, and we did care about culture and gender and social class, and how these affected ideas about mental health and the process of healing. We had some progressive and open-minded allies in the faculty, but they were fighting a tough battle. The old guard was dug in deep, and their roots were planted firmly in the soil of early psychoanalytic scripture: infantile sexual and aggressive drives, defended against by complex unconscious processes that could only be deciphered through years of expensive treatment.


By the end of my second year, I was looking around for an exit.


Everything changed that night in the student union. I talked with the presenters late into the evening. By the time we said good-bye the next day, I’d signed on to volunteer on their project in Guatemala the following year. I’d help them evaluate the impact of their work while carving out a dissertation to finish my degree. All thoughts of dropping out of school had vanished.


That summer I traveled to Central America to study Spanish for eight weeks, in preparation for my work in Guatemala the following year. As I walked excitedly onto an Aviateca jet bound for Guatemala City, I had no way of knowing I was beginning a most extraordinary journey. No inkling that I was setting off on a path that would lead me to refugee camps in southern Mexico, to the front line of Sri Lanka’s civil war, to Afghanistan and Iraq, Bosnia and Kosovo, and to communities of refugees from these and other countries living in the United States. I’d meet some extraordinary people along the way, and come to care deeply about many of them. I’d hear stories of violence and loss that would haunt me long after the telling. I’d also witness remarkable healing in the wake of tragedy, and be amazed by people’s ability to laugh, to find humor, however dark, in the most dire circumstances. And there would be other stories, more sobering, as I encountered the vulnerabilities of the human psyche and the limits of resilience. I would come to know the imperfect healing that may be all we can ask for, the fragile scars that remain when the losses are too great or the terror too overwhelming, the unkind legacy of war’s destructive power.
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CHAPTER ONE


GUATEMALA



Talleres Creativos



I’D COME to Guatemala to evaluate a mental health intervention designed for indigenous children living in villages and towns throughout the highlands. Talleres Creativos Para Niños, or Creative Workshops for Children, incorporated a variety of healing arts modalities: techniques from art therapy and psychodrama, theater games, and playful movement-based activities. The aim was to create safe spaces in which kids who’d been silenced and traumatized by the genocide could rediscover their capacity for play and creative expression, and begin to heal from the trauma and loss they’d endured. The project would be implemented by providing a series of centralized trainings to schoolteachers, health workers, and other adults who would then conduct workshops with groups of children in their home communities.


I was to travel throughout the altiplano, the Guatemalan highlands that are home to most of the country’s Indian population, assess the extent to which people who’d been trained in the intervention were actually using it with groups of children, and find ways of measuring its impact on kids’ well-being. Several trainings had already been conducted over a period of about two years. A lot of time and energy had gone into those trainings, and expectations were high that the project was reaching a lot of kids. The international team that developed the project was giving conference presentations and writing articles and book chapters about the work, and the program was getting a lot of attention. Now they needed data to show it was having a positive impact.1


I had a partner in the evaluation, a Guatemalan psychologist named Martín who’d recently joined the rural health organization that was hosting the project. Martín was about ten years older than me and welcomed me warmly. He was the only full-time psychologist there, and seemed happy to have a colleague with whom to collaborate. We soon became friends, and shared many bumpy rides and long walks to remote villages and small towns in areas badly affected by the violence. Over a period of four months, we talked with a lot of people who’d been through the training, and got to know a great deal about the challenges they faced.


Along the way, we learned some powerful lessons about the difficulties of developing effective mental health programs in remote, war-affected areas. Most importantly, and to our surprise, we discovered that after two years and all those trainings, not a single workshop with children had been conducted in any of the communities we visited. There was simply no impact to evaluate. Something had clearly gone wrong.



[image: images] Democracy and Death Squads


PRIOR TO starting in Guatemala, I’d read a lot about the politics and history of the country, the genocide against the indigenous Mayan population, and the terrible poverty. Two hundred thousand people were killed in the years of the counterinsurgency, culminating in a scorched-earth campaign by the army in which more than six hundred Indian villages were razed, their inhabitants killed or driven into exile. Three hundred thousand Guatemalans fled north to Mexico or the United States, while a similar number became internally displaced within the country.


And that was just the war.


If you looked at the structural violence of everyday life, you saw a different kind of devastation: Eighty percent of rural children were malnourished, and the effects of extreme poverty were reflected in every indicator of health and development. Hunger was pervasive, access to medical care minimal, and rates of maternal and child mortality were among the highest in the hemisphere. The wealthy of Guatemala enjoyed the lowest tax burden in Central America, and they seemed to have no qualms about using violence to silence any demands for social and economic change.2 Violence meant the army, the police, and a host of paramilitary forces that were readily available to protect the interests of the country’s economic elite.


It had been this way for centuries, with a ten-year break known as the Guatemalan Spring. The “Spring” began in 1944 with the election of a reform-minded social democrat, Juan Jose Arévalo. It came to a violent end a decade later when the American CIA overthrew Arévalo’s democratically elected successor, Jacobo Árbenz. Árbenz had begun purchasing and redistributing idle land from large land-holders. Over a million impoverished Guatemalans received land under the Árbenz program.


The American-owned United Fruit Company, by far the largest landholder in Guatemala, didn’t take kindly to the redistribution of its unused land. United Fruit insisted it needed all of its idle land, 85 percent of its total holdings, as a reserve in case of a bad crop. This meant that millions of rural Guatemalans endured chronic hunger while vast tracts of arable land went unused.


United Fruit was well-connected back in Washington, and made known its displeasure regarding Árbenz and the land redistribution program. Two brothers, John Foster Dulles and Allan Dulles, used their influence as US Secretary of State and Director of the CIA to organize a military coup that put an end to the agrarian reform and other progressive changes of the Arévalo-Árbenz era. The Dulles brothers packaged and sold the coup as a defense of America’s democratic ideals from the spread of communism.


The Dulles boys loved that lie; it played well in Washington and with the press, and it shifted attention away from the corporate interests behind the coup.3 The CIA handpicked a military successor to Árbenz, and drew up a death list of thousands of actual and suspected Árbenz supporters. They provided training and arms to the Guatemalan army and its paramilitary death squads, and set the country on a course that would eventually lead to civil war and the attempted genocide of the Mayan population.


It was hard to see the connection to any sort of American ideals.



[image: images] Frozen Grief


MY COLLEAGUE Martín was intense and animated. He was a great storyteller, always pausing just long enough at key moments to build the suspense, then finishing with an ending that left you laughing, or in tears, or simply bewildered by the crazy things that happened in this country.


He came in one morning, dressed in his usual jeans and button-down shirt, looking agitated.


“Man,” he said, “you won’t believe this one, Ken.”


“Go on.”


He’d just heard about a woman, I’ll call her Maria, maybe fifty years old, a Mayan Indian who lived in a small village near Lake Atitlan. The deepest lake in Central America, Atitlan is ringed by steep mountains that were thought to be home to armed guerillas during the war. That made the villages surrounding the lake hot targets for the army, whose strategy was to terrorize the villagers into submission and destroy any real or potential support they might be inclined to offer the guerrillas.


Maria’s teenage son had disappeared during the height of the army’s scorched-earth campaign. Soldiers took him away at gunpoint one night, along with several other young men from the community. Neither he nor any of the others abducted that night were ever seen or heard from again.


“That was ten years ago,” Martín said.


He paused for a moment, collecting his thoughts, and then said, “The thing is, every week she cleans his room. Dusts it, wipes it down, sweeps it, keeps everything just as it was the day he was taken away. Just in case, you know, he comes back.


“Ten years, man,” he continued. “And she’s still waiting for him to come home.”


“That’s a long time,” I said. “No way that kid’s still alive.”


“Right. No way.” Martín paused a moment.


“Imagine that,” he said. “Ten years and she’s still waiting.”


I saw the sadness in his face. We both knew what Maria couldn’t bear to admit: her son was never coming back. He’d probably been dead for most of the past decade.


It’s a familiar story, lived out by thousands of families. People didn’t just disappear in Guatemala, they got disappeared. It’s something you did to someone, a transitive verb. El fue desaparecido, someone might say, “He was disappeared.” There’s no corresponding verb for reappearing, because people rarely reappeared. Sure, sometimes the disappeared did show up again, usually as a corpse on the side of a road, bearing signs of torture. But there was no need to invent a word for that.


Mostly, though, the disappeared remained that way.


That left families in a terrible state. What Maria was going through, cleaning her son’s room, holding on to hope despite the almost certain reality that he was no longer alive—it’s a familiar syndrome in Latin America. Argentines lived through it so often that psychoanalyst Maria Langer coined the term “frozen grief” to describe the syndrome she saw among families of the disappeared.4 It’s the painful uncertainty of not knowing a loved one’s fate, the anguish and guilt if they give up hope and finally let go. It can feel like an abandonment. You don’t want to imagine your child or parent or cousin being tortured in some dark and lonely prison cell, but you also can’t let go of the possibility that they might still be alive and could somehow find their way home.


So people hold on, in a perpetual state of hope, even as they know, somewhere just below consciousness, that they’re holding on to an illusion. As a result, they never really grieve. Healing gets put on hold indefinitely. A body would provide closure, however painful it might be. Whatever signs of violence it might bear, a corpse would end the uncertainty and help people move on with their lives. But it doesn’t happen that way with disappearances; that’s their particularly cruel legacy. You don’t get to know.


Martín had heard stories like this before, hundreds of them. He lived through the worst years of the war, never left the country like a lot of his peers did. Just kept his head down at the university where he was finishing his degree, and hoped he wouldn’t get targeted by the army like so many of his classmates and professors. He knew the stories, but for whatever reason, Maria’s experience, the way she still cleaned her son’s room in anticipation of his possible return, really got to him.


“He’s never coming back, you know,” Martín said.


“Right. I know. He’s not. There’s no way.”


“And she can’t see that,” he continued. “Can’t allow herself to see that.” He shook his head, as if trying to clear the story from his mind, then poured himself some coffee and sat down at his desk.


Morning in Guatemala.



[image: images] Chimaltenango


AFTER TWO months on my own, I was joined by my girlfriend Debbie Billings. Debbie was a grad student in sociology at the University of Michigan. Although our offices were in adjacent buildings there in Ann Arbor, we’d never crossed paths until the day we met at a psychology conference in Boston (just after I got back from studying Spanish in Nicaragua and Guatemala). Debbie was smart, funny, and effortlessly beautiful, her curly brown hair usually tied in one of her many colorful scarves. By a wonderful coincidence, we were both planning to spend the following year in the highlands of Guatemala. While I wanted to explore the impact of state terror on the mental health of children, Debbie planned to study how Mayan women had preserved indigenous identity and traditions despite centuries of discrimination and violence. She would be helping a non-profit group that assisted Indian communities in marketing their wares internationally at fair-trade prices.


Nearly a year after we’d met, while Debbie was finishing up her exams in Ann Arbor, I found us a small house in the highland town of Chimaltenango. It’s not a particularly pretty place, and at the time it was home to a massive army base; but it was centrally located for travel throughout the country. More importantly, it was near where we’d both be volunteering. Our house was on a dirt road in a residential neighborhood just off the Pan-American Highway. The electricity was spotty, but it worked well enough to run a tiny fridge and a small two-burner stove.


We had a working toilet out back, and a space where we bathed with warm water heated on the stove. The yard was just large enough to plant a small garden and build a pen for the baby chicks I’d bought at the market. The aluminum roof turned the house into an oven by late morning, but we were rarely home during the day. At night, when the mountain air turned chilly, we warmed ourselves under thick woolen blankets. It was a simple place, decorated with colorful Indian weavings, and it soon came to feel like home.


Sometimes during dinner, recorded Pentecostal sermons were broadcast throughout the neighborhood, the volume so high it became impossible to hold a conversation. The town, like the country as a whole, was deeply split between Catholics and Evangelicals of various denominations. Walking to the corner bakery, we’d hear people speaking in tongues through the open doors of a local church. And on any given day we’d see well-groomed American Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses going door to door in conservative suits and dresses, their expensive clothes a stark contrast to the poverty of the town.


The religious split in Guatemala was mirrored in a particularly ironic twist. Efrain Rios-Montt was one of two generals who, as president, oversaw the genocide against the Mayan population in the 1980s. He was also a minister in the American-based Pentecostal Church of the Word. His younger brother Mario, a Catholic bishop, headed up the Catholic Church’s human rights office, known by its Spanish acronym ODHAG. In that capacity, he helped document the atrocities of the genocide and contributed to his brother’s eventual conviction on crimes against humanity.



[image: images] Just Another Day on the Road to Huehue


I BOARDED a bus one morning for the northwestern city of Huehuetenango. Huehue is also a province, and it was decimated by the counterinsurgency in the early 1980s. Village after village was burned to the ground. Guerrilla forces found refuge in the region’s heavily forested mountains, and sought support from local campesinos (peasant farmers). The military high command figured if they razed enough villages, there’d be no one left to support the guerrillas. It was “Drain the sea to catch the fish,” a tactic borrowed from the Americans’ playbook in Viet Nam.


An hour south of the city, we reached an army checkpoint. As the driver pulled the bus over to the side of the road, all conversation stopped. A pervasive sense of fear was tangible as people sat in quiet anticipation. The soldiers were mostly kids, heavily armed teenagers who exuded the arrogance of absolute power. Two of them boarded the bus and walked slowly down the aisle, looking suspiciously at every passenger. One pointed to a young Indian man, whose somber expression remained unchanged as he accompanied the soldiers off the bus. Most of the passengers were Indians, and they seemed scared, though not surprised, staring straight ahead or down at the floor. I sensed their vulnerability, the tenuousness of their lives under the army’s omnipresent control. I wondered about the man who’d been taken off the bus: Would he be tortured and killed in some clandestine prison? Or had he been taken away for military service? Indian youth were routinely abducted to serve in the army, though that typically occurred on market days when people gathered to buy and sell their wares.


There was no way to know his fate. The only certainty was that, in one instant, the course of his life had changed in a frightening way over which he had absolutely no control. A few minutes later, the soldiers waved the bus on, and the journey north continued in silence.
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AN ACQUAINTANCE of mine named Mario came by the house in Chimaltenango one evening. That was unusual. Although we were friendly and he lived just a few streets away with his wife and kids, we seldom saw each other outside of the occasional work-related event. So when he knocked on our front door, I guessed something was wrong.


Mario had been a great help to me when I’d first arrived. He’d taken the time to familiarize me with the cultural and political landscape of life in the altiplano. He’d been involved in a rural health project for a couple years, and knew a lot about the challenges of working in remote communities where the army monitored daily life with a close and suspicious eye. Every village supposedly had its oreja, an “ear” or informer who reported back to the local commander about anything unusual.


An Indian himself, Mario understood the fears and concerns of the indigenous villagers. He also knew the risks of mental health work in rural Guatemala: it could get you into trouble quickly, even get you killed. There was a perverse sort of logic to it. Most of the trauma and depression, the real despair you found in any Indian village, was the result of atrocities committed by the army, and the extreme poverty the army helped maintain. But that sort of analysis was dangerous. Publically linking poor mental health to the military’s violence and the oppressive conditions of everyday life landed one squarely in the category of subversivo. Once you went down that road, all bets were off. From the government’s point of view, you’d cast your allegiance with the wrong side.


They killed Barbara Ford, an American nun who developed an innovative and far-reaching mental health program for Mayan communities in the Quiche, where some of the worst violence occurred. And they murdered Guatemalan Bishop Juan José Gerardi two days after he presented a report documenting human rights abuses by the military and their devastating impact on the mental health of Indian communities.5 Clearly, the government had no qualms about assassinating high-profile individuals or Americans if they crossed the line and linked psychological distress to state terror and extreme poverty. So for lay mental health workers like Mario, who were mostly impoverished Indians or Ladinos6 with no political clout whatsoever, there was a powerful sense of vulnerability in simply doing their jobs.


Anyway, back to Mario standing outside our house in Chimaltenango. When I opened our heavy metal door, I was startled by his expression. He looked scared. He was usually playful and had a warm, contagious laugh. Not now, though. He was sweating and visibly agitated. I invited him in, got him a glass of water, and we sat down at the simple pine table I’d picked up in the market. He tapped his fingers nervously on the table, then placed his hands on his legs, as if to calm himself.


“Man, I don’t know what to do,” he said.


“What’s happened?”


He lowered his voice, and leaned over the table. “They left a note for me last night, they put it under the door. It said ‘You have 48 hours to leave the country or we’ll kill you.’”


He gazed down at the floor, shaking his head. Then he looked up and asked, “What am I going to do? Where am I going to go? I have my wife and my kids. How are we supposed to just leave?”


I had no answer. I don’t think Mario really expected one. This was how it played out in Guatemala. Sometimes they gave you advance notice, a day or two to pack up and leave. If they really wanted to kill you, there wasn’t any notice at all. But if you did get a warning, it was for real. They never fucked around, didn’t make empty threats. There was a kind of purity to the evil, an absolute lack of moral hesitation. Mario was right to be scared. I’m sure he was already planning his family’s route north to Mexico.


“They” could be a lot of different groups—the national police, military intelligence, paramilitary groups under orders from on high. In the end they all served the same masters, the economic and military elites that ruled the country. Some groups were particularly scary, like the G2, and the Kaibiles. The G2 was a branch of military intelligence, and they specialized in abduction, torture, and execution. The Kaibiles were a different breed of animal, an elite killing force that moved through the highlands and the Petén (the panhandle of Guatemala that juts north between Mexico and Belize) wiping out entire villages by day and feasting on the village livestock by night.


One day in December of 1982, Kaibiles entered the village of Dos Erres and slaughtered three hundred people, more than a hundred of them children under fourteen. They began by throwing the babies into a well, and then the full-scale slaughter began. Guns, machetes, grenades, they went all out on that small community of unarmed villagers. They called themselves “killing machines,” and they were. A former cook for the Kaibiles used a more clinical term: he called them psychopaths.7


As an elite force, the Kaibiles were relatively small in number, so some of the mass killings in the military’s scorched-earth campaign had to be committed by ordinary soldiers. The regular troops were a mix of Ladinos and young Indian men, kidnapped from their villages and indoctrinated to hate their own people, taught to view Indians as subversive enemies of the country. They were forced to torture and kill, and pumped full of a newfound sense of power. They lacked the status of the elite Kaibiles, but they could be just as brutal.


In the small plantation village of San Francisco, in July of 1982, soldiers killed at least 370 people in a single day.8 It was routine for them to rape the women before killing them, to smash babies against trees or bayonet them in front of their parents. San Francisco was no exception. There were only a few survivors. One was a man who’d been sent to fetch a cow for the soldiers to eat. He saw what was about to go down and escaped to a neighboring village; his wife and children, however, were left behind. They all died that day. Another man lay atop a pile of corpses in the courthouse, unharmed but so covered in blood that the soldiers mistook him for dead. It was dark by then, and when the courthouse was lit on fire, he and another survivor slipped out a window while the killers relaxed after their arduous day’s work. The way I heard the story, in a refugee camp in Mexico, was that the first man out the window landed a bit too loudly and his feet made a sound when they hit the ground. A soldier looked up, saw the movement, and shot him. The second man, the one who’d been covered in blood, waited for a moment, then removed his sandals, slipped quietly out the window, and disappeared into the night. He eventually made it across the border into Mexico and found his way to one of the refugee camps there.9
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