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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 

illness. 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, 

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

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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immune system becomes compromised, leading to increased inflammation and vulnerability to 

illness. 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, 

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

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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