This paper comes out of discussions of issues addressed in meetings with combat veterans in the Stress Disorder Treatment Unit at North Chicago VAMC.       

               Fighting the Last War: On Courage and Wisdom 

The Short Version:

The main psychological challenge while in combat is to, minute by minute, find courage to overcome fear and pain. The main challenge of civilian life is to find wisdom to define and meet long term goals. Knowing this is a big step toward overcoming the problems which come with mistaking civilian challenges for combat challenges.   

The Long Version, including two stories: 
When a war is not won, it is sometimes said of the strategist and commanders that they were fighting the last, that is, the previous war. There is some truth to this, not only in the business of war, but for life in general. All of us tend to try to be on guard to prevent recurrences of past problems, and apply the lessons of the past. While this is often sensible, it may distract from some aspects of current threats, and the different solutions they require. For combat veterans the costs of excess attention to the past can be more of a problem than for other people. This is because the severity and intensity of the past threat is so profound, so much about life and death, and the habits are so ingrained, that current civilian threats are sometimes reacted to as if they were the old combat problems, which can lead to dangerously destructive, and regretted, actions.

The psychological problem of war is mostly that of finding courage to control fear and pain in combat. Most people have to change profoundly to do this. When people who have been through such experiences return to less physically dangerous and challenging civilian life, they are in danger of continuing to act as if finding or maintaining physical courage is the challenge, and the combat behavior is still maintained to face this challenge. This can be through avoidance of risks (which can mean getting away from people in general) or embracing risks to maintain the edge. However, physical courage is not the primary challenge in civilian life. In civilian life the greatest challenge is finding wisdom. 

One aspect of this problem is that the courage challenge is so engrained both by military training and experience. Another is that the subjects which veterans much show wisdom about after combat include facing memories of horrors of life which most people never encounter, as well as the kinds of losses, deaths of loved one, and physical impairment which most people face when older, and with more time to make sense out of their experiences.  

Below is an example of a situation encountered by two veterans, and a discussion of the relationship between understanding the world primarily as a test of courage vs a test of wisdom. 

A Vietnam War veteran, let’s call him Bob, and a veteran of the Persian Gulf wars, Leo, took a trip to a grand museum. Bob was wearing gear which identified him as a Vietnam War veteran. Some fool approached them and began to insult Bob about the outcome of the war. Leo was even more outraged than Bob, and had to be restrained from physically attacking the fool. Amazingly the fool returned, resumed his insults, and then ran away. Leo headed off trying to find him to do something which would lead to much greater and more regrettable problems than enduring the insult, as emotionally painful as that was. Fortunately, as he could later acknowledge, Leo didn’t find him. That was the story told in our group discussion at North Chicago VA Medical Center on the Monday following the event.
Here is the analysis which came out of the group discussion.

1. Wisdom requires consideration of long term goals, of benefits and costs. Wisdom does not just mean putting up with stuff, and/or running away. Discretion is not the better part of valor, it is the better part of wisdom.
 Perhaps, one way to make the relationship clearer is that in the military, in combat, you have already made the decision to follow orders, the test is then whether or not you can find the courage to do so. In civilian life, you have to continually decide what does and doesn’t make sense. As I write this I am aware that this is not an all or nothing proposition, sometimes wisdom must be shown in combat and sometime courage, even physical courage, must be shown in civilian life. What we are addressing here is the general situation, not every possible example.   

2. Some readers of this will be familiar with the Reinhold Niebuhr serenity prayer
 which claims, wisdom is knowing the difference between when courage is required and when acceptance is required. While the serenity prayer can be profoundly useful, in this situation there is something needed other than deciding between traditionally defined courage to change the situation or acceptance that the painful insult must be passively accepted. What is needed is the rethinking of the situation so that it is between other choices. 

3. Here is one possible rethinking of Leo’s reaction. If this is a test of Leo’s courage, that means the insult is an attack, like an attack in war, and the buddy must be defended to the death.  But wisdom may tell us this is not war, and the insult is the prattling of a fool, or it is the anger of a person so profoundly injured himself that he needs to try to hurt someone else to divert himself from his own pain. If this is the case what is the best response to the fool? What is the goal? If it is to change him so he doesn’t do it again, then, perhaps, a beating will do that. If so, is it worth it? Is it worth accidently killing him? Is it worth going to jail?  Is the goal to have the buddy’s feeling protected? Will attacking the fool and going to jail leave the buddy more comforted or less comforted? What does your wisdom say? 
An example of a famous warrior’s effort to cope with the questions

Of course, combat isn’t purely about physical courage, nor is civilian life purely about wisdom. The following passage is from Soldier’s Heart, by  Elizabeth D Samet  (2007, New York: Picador pp 201-202,)  a book describing her experience teaching literature at West Point. It shows how deeply ingrained the question of physical courage is in soldiers. Samet quotes and comments on a passage from the memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant (1885/1999, Personal Memoirs, New York: Penguin. p132) It should be mentioned that Grant had, in previous combat, already displayed exemplary physical courage.  It would have seemed that he no longer needed to pass the test, nonetheless- 

“At the beginning of the Civil War, however, Grant had his first real command, and he lacked a knowledge and maturity commensurate with his newly increased responsibilities. Tracking Colonel Thomas Harris in the vicinity of Florida, Missouri, he face and failed one of his first tests of combat leadership:

As we approached the brow of the hill from which it was expected we could see Harris’ camp, and possible face his men ready formed to meet us, my heart kept getting higher and higher until it felt to me as though it was in my throat. I would have given anything to be back in Illinois but I had not the moral courage to halt and consider what to do; I kept right on. When we reached a point from which the valley below was in full view I halted. The place from where Harris had been encamped a few days before was still there and the marks of a recent encampment were plainly visible, but the troops were gone. My heart resumed its place. It occurred to me at once that Harris had been as much afraid of me as I had been of him. This view of the question I had never taken before; but it was one I never forgot afterward. 

In this passage and the episodes that follow, one can see the unknown become known, the terror subsiding…as Grant realizes the he and his enemy shared the very same fears. Yet it is important to note that it was not the enemy but his own men that frightened Grant at this stage. His admission ‘I had not the moral courage to halt’ suggests the he was worried as new commander that his men would think him a physical coward.”

Grant was not moving from combat to civilian life, but rather to the challenges of command.   However, still had to go from the challenge of physical courage to that of, what we have been calling in this paper, wisdom, as he moved into command. Grant reports in his memoirs that he learned from this experience. May we all.

Howard Lipke, PhD
8/26/09
� When Shakespeare wrote “The better part of valor is discretion…” (Henry IV part I, act V scene 4) he put it in the mouth of his great coward, Falstaff.


� Which starts: “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference.”
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