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"We live in the shadow of the real world.”
- Crazy Horse

In the midst of his Vienna practice, Sigmund Freud made a discovery that would haunt the field of
psychology for over a century. His patients, primarily women from respected families, were revealing
stories of childhood sexual abuse that challenged the very foundations of Victorian society. His 1896
paper "The Aetiology of Hysteria" stood poised to revolutionize our understanding of human suffering.
Yet in the face of social pressure, Freud retreated from these discoveries, recasting his patients’
memories as fantasies and developing instead his theory of the Oedipus complex. This retreat and
failure of courage would set a pattern that continues to shape our approach to trauma healing

today.

I. How Trauma Works: The Science of Injury

The reality Freud glimpsed but could not face extends far beyond the realm of memory and
psychology into the very physiology of human experience. When trauma occurs, it fundamentally
disrupts our brain's capacity for coherence—that essential state where neural systems work in

harmony to create an integrated sense of self and reality.

The trauma response begins with an overwhelming activation of the amygdala, triggering a cascade
of neurophysiological changes that create a persistent imbalance between our threat detection
systems and the prefrontal cortex's regulatory capabilities. This imbalance locks the autonomic
nervous system into a state of constant sympathetic activation—our “fight or flight" response
becomes our baseline state of being, profoundly undermining our capacity for what neuroscientists
call "embodied cognition,” that essential ability to process complex information through integrated

mind-body awareness.

This persistent activation unleashes a cascade of physiological disruptions throughout the body. The
immune system becomes compromised, leading to increased inflammation and vulnerability to
iliness. Hormonal systems fall out of balance, affecting everything from sleep to digestion. The
cardiovascular system remains under constant strain, while metabolic processes become disrupted,

often leading to a host of chronic health conditions. What begins as a neural injury ripples outward,
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eventually compromising nearly every system in the body and our fundamental capacity for
pattern recognition—the ability to make sense of our environment and respond appropriately to

emerging threats and opportunities.

Most profound is the loss of coherence—that fundamental capacity for different parts of our
brain and nervous system to work in harmony. Neural networks that normally coordinate
memory, emotion, and cognition become fragmented. The brain loses its ability to create a
seamless flow between past and present, between emotion and reason, between self and other.
This fragmentation manifests across all scales of experience: from our basic bodily sensations
to our sense of self across time, undermining what complexity theorists call “structural

integrity"—the capacity to maintain stable function under pressure.

In a healthy brain, coherence allows for smooth information processing across neural networks,
enabling us to integrate our experiences, emotions, and memories into a consistent sense of
self. Trauma profoundly disrupts this process. Our brain's natural information processing
systems become fragmented, creating a deep disconnect between emotional experiences and
rational understanding. Memory consolidation and retrieval become impaired, sensory
integration breaks down, and perhaps most challenging, our capacity for self-reflection and

narrative coherence—the very foundation of our sense of self—begins to erode.

This erosion of neural coherence progressively undermines an individual's capacity to navigate
the world. The ability to build genuine confidence through successful experiences deteriorates
as the brain struggles to integrate positive outcomes into a coherent self-narrative. Decision
making becomes increasingly difficult as the natural flow between emotional intuition and
rational analysis breaks down. Even more fundamentally, the capacity to discern truth from
falsehood becomes compromised as the brain loses its ability to effectively cross-reference

new information against lived experience.

When this trauma response becomes widespread in a society, the collective impact is
devastating. Just as individual trauma undermines personal coherence, societal trauma
disrupts our shared capacity for pattern recognition and reasonable discourse. People become
increasingly vulnerable to manipulation as their ability to discern truth erodes. The loss of
structural integrity at a societal level leads to the breakdown of essential institutions and social
bonds. What begins as individual neural fragmentation can cascade into a collective loss of
discernment, resilience, and agency—creating conditions where entire populations become

susceptible to control through fear and repeated lies.

Il. Society's Response: Recognition and Denial

Throughout the 20th century, this pattern of recognition followed by retreat has played out

repeatedly, creating an accumulating burden of unprocessed trauma that progressively
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undermines society's capacity for coherent function. Each major war brought its wave of
traumatized soldiers—shell shock in World War |, battle fatigue in World War Il, PTSD after
Vietnam—followed by periods of social amnesia where the reality of trauma was once again

pushed from public consciousness.

The challenge of trauma healing lies not just in its physiological complexity but in what it reveals
about human nature and society. To heal trauma is to confront the reality that humans can be
unspeakably cruel to one another, that families can be sites of violence rather than safety, and
that social institutions often protect perpetrators rather than victims. This is what Dr. Judith
Herman identified as the fundamental dialectic of trauma—the conflict between our desire to

deny painful reality and the will to confront it directly.

In the face of these challenging truths, our society continues to search for ways to heal trauma
without fully confronting its implications. The current enthusiasm for psychedelics as a trauma
treatment solution represents the latest iteration of this pattern. While psychedelics may offer
valuable therapeutic tools, the narrative of a 'silver bullet" solution reveals our ongoing

resistance to confronting trauma'’s full implications.

The physiological reality of trauma demands a more comprehensive approach. True healing
requires rebuilding our fundamental capacity for self-regulation and integration. This involves
committed work with practices that help us recruit disrupted capacity in our nervous system

and brain while rebuilding our immune system and the overall health in our bodies.

lll. The Present Crisis: Systemic Trauma

Today, we stand at a moment in history where the nature of trauma has transformed from an
individual or group phenomenon into a virtually universal experience, though one often too
pervasive to be easily recognized. Like fish unable to see the water they swim in, we find
ourselves immersed in a sea of systemic trauma that shapes our daily reality in ways both

subtle and profound.

The institutional frameworks that once promised to protect and serve humanity have revealed
themselves as systems often perpetuating harm. Trust in these institutions has not merely
eroded; it has collapsed. This collapse wasn't sudden but rather a slow unraveling accelerated
by the covid era, which served as a stark revelation of existing systemic failures while creating
new ones. During this period, we witnessed one of the largest wealth transfers in human history
while enacting unprecedented restrictions on individual sovereignty, creating an almost
invisible but existential wave of economic and psychological suffering that continues to ripple

through society.
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Most critically, this systemic trauma has compromised our collective capacity for coherent
pattern recognition and appropriate response. When populations lose their ability to recognize
emerging patterns and maintain structural integrity under pressure, they become increasingly
vulnerable to manipulation and control. This vulnerability creates a wicked feedback loop:
traumatized populations cannot effectively advocate for or implement necessary systemic

changes, which in turn leads to further traumatization.

Our food system exemplifies this cycle. What was meant to nourish and sustain life has been
transformed into an industrial machine that delivers not just inadequate nutrition but actual
neurotoxins, heavy metals, and other contaminants that actively damage our neural and
physiological functioning. These toxins dramatically accelerate trauma’s effects on the brain
and nervous system, further compromising our ability to recognize patterns, maintain

coherence, and exercise discernment.

This toxic exposure, combined with chronic stress and trauma, creates a perfect storm of
neurological and physiological dysfunction. The brain's capacity for pattern recognition
becomes impaired, the nervous system's ability to maintain coherent function deteriorates, and
the immune system's regulatory capabilities break down. This cascading failure of our core
biological systems makes populations increasingly susceptible to fear-based manipulation and

less capable of engaging in the complex thinking required for social reform.

Perhaps most devastating is the impact on our children. We are witnessing unprecedented rates
of neurodivergence and developmental challenges, with autism spectrum disorders and
related conditions reaching levels that would have been unimaginable a generation ago. Rather
than prompting a fundamental reassessment of environmental and societal factors, this crisis
has largely been met with a push toward medication and management rather than

understanding and prevention.

The medicalization of human suffering has reached extraordinary proportions, with approximately
one-quarter of adults now dependent on psychiatric medications. In some states, we've crossed
a threshold where one in five children are prescribed powerful psychotropic drugs. This massive
experiment in chemical management of human experience occurs against a backdrop of
increasing social isolation and disconnection, further eroding our capacity for coherent collective

action.

Our media landscape, rather than serving as a window into reality, has become a maze of
distractions and diversions. Social media platforms, designed to capture and monetize human
attention, create endless loops of engagement that mimic the self-reinforcing cycles of trauma
response. Tools that could be connecting us and highlighting these systemic issues instead
fragment our attention and isolate us further, mirroring and reinforcing the impact that trauma

has on the brain and nervous system.
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The human cost of these systemic failures manifests in existential statistics of despair. Farmer
suicides, often invisible to urban populations, reveal the collapse of sustainable agriculture and
rural communities. Veteran suicide rates, along with those of the First Responder communities,
tell a story of moral injury and institutional abandonment that society seems unable or unwilling
to fully acknowledge. These deaths represent not just individual tragedies but indictments of

systems that have failed those who trusted in them.

IV. Healing Through Truth: The Path Before Us

We are in a reckoning of historic magnitude. The pattern that began with Freud's retreat from his
discoveries has come full circle. The individual traumas he saw in his Vienna practice have
evolved into systemic wounds that affect entire populations. Yet the fundamental dynamic
remains the same — the tension between facing reality and retreating into more comfortable

illusions.

Just as trauma creates specific patterns of dysregulation in individuals that can be understood
and healed, our collective trauma creates patterns that can be recognized and addressed. The
solution lies not in transformation but in the courage to face reality as it is. As Aristotle wrote,
truth requires the courage to face up to reality as opposed to succumbing to comforting

illusions.

This understanding brings us to a crucial insight: healing, both individual and collective, begins
with the willingness to see what is actually there. The physiological nature of trauma tells us that
healing is possible when we understand its mechanisms and support the body's natural
capacity for regulation and integration. Similarly, collective healing becomes possible when we
are willing to acknowledge the true nature and extent of the many violences in our society and

the wounds this violence creates.

Yet within this stark reality lies a profound possibility. When we face trauma directly -
understanding its physiological nature, its societal implications, and the concrete paths to
healing - we open the door to what we call post-traumatic growth. This is not a transformation
of reality but rather an expansion of our capacity to face it, understand it, and act effectively

within it.

This act of facing reality as it is, rather than retreating into comfortable illusions, builds a quality
of courage and wisdom that our ancestors understood well. They faced plagues, wars, famines,
and countless other traumas, yet they persisted in building, creating, and passing on life to
future generations. They did not do this through denial or transformation, but through the

courage to face reality and the wisdom to know that healing is possible.
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In this light, our current challenge presents an opportunity not for transformation but for
profound healing that honors both our ancestors’ sacrifices and our descendants’ future. When
we understand trauma’s mechanisms and its history we can develop practical skills for healing
and face our individual and collective wounds directly. In this way, we create something our

ancestors would recognize and our descendants would be proud to inherit.

Trauma undermines human potential while the healing of trauma brings a form of wisdom and

power that is mythical. The choice is ours.

What we can’t face
Looks for us anyways
-John Trudell
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