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The Warrior’s Path: Moral Injury, War and Reclaiming the Soul

Discussion Guide for Vet-to-Vet Group with The White Donkey

The discussion group series is purposefully designed to provide you the time and support to
reflect on and discuss experiences with war and moral injury (of the characters or yourself
should you choose to). You will have the opportunity to develop your own stories, through
writing scenes or poems.

Location:

Schedule:

Day 1:

Theme:

Day 2:

Theme:

Day 3:

Theme:

Day 5:

Theme:

Military and Veterans Resource Center (MAVRC) UW-Milwaukee Student
Union, Room WG-99

5 discussions, 1x per week, 9o min, 30 min optional story creation
Thursdays 6-7:30pm Jan. 24-Feb. 21, 2019

The White Donkey by Maximilian Uriarte, pp. 1-92, and “A Break from the Bush”
by Yusef Komunyakaa Why does one join the military? What are some main
differences between civilian and military life?

Collectivism: becoming a member of the military

The White Donkey by Maximilian Uriarte, pp. 93-147, and “A Taste of
Afghanistan” by Rob Densmore and “For the Missing in Action” by John
Balaban. How do members of the military deal with the moral ambiguity of
killing in wartime? How do they deal with not knowing who the enemy really is?
Uncertainty and Ambiguity of War: the foreshadowing of moral injury

The White Donkey by Maximilian Uriarte, pp, 147-166 and “Death of the Ball
Turret Gunner” by Randall Jarrell How do you assess the level of danger in
wartime situations? What are causes of arguments with comrades? What
happens to your mind after a comrade dies in combat?

Mental Agility and the Reality of War: the onset of moral injury

The White Donkey by Maximilian Uriarte, pp.166-182 and “At Lowe’s Home
Improvement Center” by Brian Turner What is survivor’s guilt? Why does death
emphasize the need to know what one believes in or wants?

Survivor’s Guilt: the moral injury of a comrade’s death

The White Donkey by Maximilian Uriarte, pp.183-167) and “Therapy” by
D.A.Gray, “i should be sleep lord” by Toni Topps, "PTSD"” by Chantelle Bateman
Can moral injury be reconciled? Should it be?

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and Moral Injury: how to reconcile?




Discussion One, January 24, 2019—Notes for Discussion Leaders
Pages 1-92 of The White Donkey
Theme: Becoming a Soldier

e reasons for joining the military;
o differences between civilian and military life;
o the effect of living with constant danger as well as boredom

6:00-6:20—Paperwork and Introductions (ask how many could stay for 20-30 minutes after).
Depending on what they say, either go ahead with the Comparison/Experience Template at
7:30 or just give it out for “enrichment” —they can do whatever they want with it in the week to
come.)

6:20-7:00 (White Donkey)—Leader #1—full group discussion

e Begin by asking volunteer participants to take turns reading aloud these three
dialogues between Abe and Garcia:
o pp.6-7
o pp.38-39
o pp.48-49
o After each dialogue, ask the following questions:
= What does this dialogue help to reveal about the differences
between the two main characters?
= what does each character most want? why? what is standing in
their way (if anything)?
=  Personal Experience: What, if anything, do you see of yourself in
either Abe or Garcia?
=  Why did you join the military?

=  Ask for six volunteers to read for whole group the section where Abe and
Garcia go back to Abe’s home in Portland, Oregon (pp. 67-78—Abe, Garcia,
Kirsten, Sam, Jen, friend at Pancake House) BREAK INTO SMALL GROUPS

7:00-7:15 — (White Donkey) Leaders #1 and #2—two small group discussions on above
o Personal Experience: Do you recognize anything in common with what

you experienced when you went on leave?
o What did you experience as the biggest conflict between military and

civilian cultures?




e Look at the following pages: (61-65, p. 92)
o Might these scenes set up some aspect or incident of moral injury? why
do you think so? what do you think will come next?
o Personal Experience: How did you live with both constant danger and
constant boredom? Did you ever have a sense of what would happen

next?

7:15-7:30-- “Break from the Bush” —Leaders #1 and #2—two small group discussions

Use the handout with the poem “A Break from the Bush” as the basis for this
discussion as time allows. If time runs out, suggest that participants finish
reading through it and using it for an additional opportunity to reflect on their
own experience.



Poems and Prompts:

A Break from the Bush by Yusef Komunyakaa*

The South China Sea

drives in another herd.

The volleyball's a punching bag:
Clem's already lost a tooth

& Johnny's left eye is swollen shut.
Frozen airlifted steaks burn

on a wire grill, & miles away
machine guns can be heard.
Pretending we're somewhere else,
we play harder.

Lee Otis, the point man,

high on Buddha grass,

buries himself up to his neck

in sand. "Can you see me now?
In this spot they gonna build

a Hilton. Invest in Paradise.

Bang, bozos! You're dead."
Frenchie's cassette player
unravels Hendrix's "Purple Haze."
Snake, 17, from Daytona,

sits at the water's edge,

the ash on his cigarette

pointing to the ground

like a crooked finger. CJ,

who in three days will trip

a fragmentation mine,

runs after the ball

into the whitecaps,

laughing

Copyright © 1993




*After graduating from Bogalusa's Central High School in 1965, Komunyakaa enlisted in
the United States Army to begin a tour of duty in Vietnam. As a correspondent for and later
editor of the military newspaper, The Southern Cross, Komunyakaa mastered a journalistic style
that he would use later to write poems about his time in war. He was awarded the Bronze Star
for his work with the paper.

After leaving the army in the early 1970s, Komunyakaa enrolled at the University of
Colorado, receiving a B.A. in 1975. While at Colorado, he discovered his nascent abilities as a
poet in a creative writing workshop. The workshop, notes the author, was the first chance he
had to write for himself. Even though he had long been an avid reader of poetry and a lover of
literature, his attempts to write creatively--mainly short stories--had been unsuccessful.

Inspired by his newfound love and talent, Komunyakaa went on to earn an M.A. from
Colorado State University in 1978. Meanwhile, he continued to practice his art, self-publishing
two limited editions, Dedications and Other Darkhorses (1977) and Lost in the Bonewheel

Factory (1979).

He left Colorado State to earn an M.F.A. from the University of California at Irvine in
1980. That same year, he joined the Provincetown Fine Arts Work Center, a closely knit
community of artists geared toward encouraging the self-conscious, individualistic writer. Being
in residence at the work center, the author felt, gave him an opportunity to develop his own
voice. There he gained a deeper understanding of himself as a writer and as a human being, an
acute awareness that he strives to express in his poetry. Komunyakaa says this of a poet’s quest-
-a search fulfilled for him by his unique workshop experience: "a sort of unearthing has to take
place; sometimes one has to remove layers of facades and superficialities. The writer has to get
down to the guts of the thing and rediscover the basic timbre of his or her existence."

Fourteen years after leaving Vietnam, Komunyakaa began recording his war experiences
in verse. The two collections that specifically chronicle those experiences, Toys in a Field (1987)
and Dien Cai Dau (1988), place him among the most notable of the soldier-poets. The latter
volume made the 1988 Young Adults/American Library Association "Best Books for Young
Adults" list. Several of the poems have been translated into a number of languages, and, in
1989, many were included in W. D. Ehrharts's anthology, Unaccustomed Mercy: Soldier-Poets of
the Vietnam War.




Points to Ponder; Reflect on/Share Your Own Experience

Read the poem aloud.
Who is the narrator of the poem? How do you know?
Where does the action of the poem take place? How do you know?

Do you think the poem captures the clash between normal/civilian life and
military/war life in the same way as in The White Donkey or not?

There are six other people described briefly in the poem.

o Clem/Johnny/Lee Otis/Frenchie/Snake/CJ
Which one is most like you or Abe (in The White Donkey) and why?
Look at these words and phrases in the poem handout:

herd, punching bag, swollen, airlifted, machine guns, bang, bozos! you re dead,
unravels, ash, crooked, fragmentation

Together or individually, what might they suggest about moral injury?

Read aloud the last five or six lines of the poem—How do they make you feel?

Prompts for the start of possible individual writing:

Three things you would tell people “back home” that they need to know
about soldiers in combat

Three pictures or images to describe your own “breaks” from active
combat during your service

Three things you might say to any medals you received as a result of your
service.




Discussion Two, January 31, 2019—Notes for Discussion Leaders
Pages 93-147 of The White Donkey
Theme: Coping with Uncertainty and Ambiguity

e the moral/religious ambiguity of killing in wartime;
¢ not knowing who the enemy really is;
e the foreshadowing of moral injury

6:00-6:15—Whole Group—Co-leaders:

Field questions or comments about the discussion/poem handout from last time:

Spend no more than fifteen minutes; if no one suggests anything, go with first two bullet
points if not already covered in last week’s discussion:

e How might the scenes on pp. 61-5, p. 92) be setting up some aspect or incident of
moral injury?

e What did flashbacks show about Abe’s character as well as conflict between military and
civilian cultures?

6:20-7:00 (White Donkey)—Leaders #1 and #2—small group discussions (pp. 93-147)

e Note that this section covers a time period of months—point out times marked before
scenes on pages 112, 122, 144.
o What to you were the most significant scenes in this section that might suggest
the onset of a moral injury?

LET PARTCIPANTS CHOOSE SCENES—YOU MAY HAVE TIME FOR ONLY TWO OR THREE (see
suggested scenes below*). Give time to read over the scene/read it aloud:

o What do we learn about the characters in the one you chose?
o How might it relate to the theme of “ambiguity and uncertainty”?

*Suggested scenes:

aftermath of Abe’s shooting at car (130-35)*
Garcia on killing (canteen)—135-6*

Iraqi policeman (144-7)*

checkpoint scene (96-9)

donkey (99-100), 106

fired on by sniper (117)

checkpoint and donkey (124-7)

animal on road, woman’s eyes—137-8

O 0 O O 0O 0 O O



Personal Experience:

o When did you ever experience a feeling of uncertainty about right and wrong when in
the service?
How did you cope with feelings of ambiguity about what you were doing?
Were your feelings different from those of any of your colleagues?

o Do you agree with the statement about decisions on p. 130?

7:00-7:30-- “A Taste of Afghanistan,” “For the Missing in Action,” and connections to WD so far:
Leaders #1 and #2—small group discussions

Use the handout with the poems “A Taste of Afghanistan” and “For the Missing in
Action” as the basis for this discussion as time allows. If time runs out, suggest that
participants finish reading through it and using it for an additional opportunity to reflect
on their own experience.



Poems and Prompts:
A Taste of Afghanistan by Rob Densmore (2009)

City sand has its own taste

Not the country’s dust,

But darker.

It’s stronger—bitter parts

Under infantry foot.

Under 500 years going and coming.
Kipling’s finest up and over—

Through the pass,

Through the places where soldiers stood
In stolid white snow.

Cemeteries in the pass where Alexander’s own
Fell on the square rocks.

Paved with smoothed over river rock,
This open grave—white, bare.

Kabul sand polishes everyone’s edges.
Tajiks sharp on the cusp

And Northern Alliance coming down
Hard in the fray.

They all want each other’s throats.
Their wives lost in the fight—

Save for pointed heels and

Gold bangled over fine red henna.

Eastern sand and southern sand,

Pakistan sand crooked as broken teeth,

Herati sand pure and rising to the top.

Nothing mixes and there is no space in between.
If God loved this place he doesn’t now.

If He breathed in the brass bullet casings

And the diesel air and spiteful prayers.

A place for lust and dirty children

And the things night can hide.




What things grown men can hide—

In the dark corners of their own children’s rooms.

In the big shadows of a capital with no master and no disciple.
No scope for all things to come together

The sand and the dust and the dirt that makes things grow—
When it is left alone.

But we’ve put our fingers in it

And the stirring and stamping won’t leave

Much for the growing.

Dust bowls and cyclone air will take the rest.

Every village is filled with it now—

Dust from our bombs and inside our APCs.

Dirt scrubbed from our rifle actions

And ground into our sweaty palms lie Mississippi silt.

And still nothing grows.

I’'ve taken a knee in seventeen villages--

On street corners and broken down roundabouts,
On highways and in shattered homes.

On helo pads and plywood chapel steps,

On the backs of dead men—

And screaming vile women.

They will, all of them, bend or break—
It is either them or me.

It’s either winning or losing

And putting in its place

What does not belong,

Sand of a different taste and hue

That cannot tell me it is sorry.

Rob Densmore first went to Afghanistan in 2004 with the US Navy. He returned in 2007 as a freelance
journalist particularly concerned about the effects of the turmoil on people. He then did a masters degree
in London in War and Psychiatry returning in 208 to conduct research on mental health in private security
contractors. His stories, interviews, and poems deal mostly with the content and historical perspective of
these trips but “with the human element in mind.” He is a theological advocate for veterans, civilians, and

those of various faith whose traditions are persecuted for their beliefs.




For the Missing in Action by John Balaban (1990)

Hazed with harvest dust and heat

the air swam with flying husks

as men whacked rice sheaves into bins

and all across the sunstruck fields

red flags hung from bamboo poles.

Beyond the last treeline on the horizon

beyond the coconut palms and eucalyptus

out in the moon zone puckered by bombs

the dead earth where no one ventures,

the boys found it, foolish boys

riding their buffaloes in craterlands

where at night bombs thump and ghosts howl.
A green patch on the raw earth.

An now they’ve led the farmers here,

the kerchiefed women in baggy pants,

the men with sickles and flails, children

herding ducks with switches—all

staring from a crater berm; silent.

In that dead place the weeds had formed a man
where someone died and fertilized the earth, with flesh
and blood, with tears, with longing for loved ones.
No scrap remained; not even a buckle

survived the monsoons, just a green creature,

a viny man, supine, with posies for eyes,
butterflies for buttons, a lily for a tongue.

Now when huddled asleep together

the farmers hear a rustly footfall

as the leaf-man rises and stumbles to them.

As a conscientious objector to the Vietnam War, Balaban traveled to Vietnam with the International Volunteer
Services to teach at Can Tho University. He was injured during the Tet Offensive and evacuated, only to return to
serve on the Committee of Responsibility’s group to Save War-Burned and War-Injured Children until 1969. In 1971,
he received a grant from the NEH to return to Vietnam to record oral poetry known as ca dao.




Points to Ponder: Reflect on/ Share Your Own Experience

e Have someone read the poems aloud. Have the group choose one of the poems to
discuss together.

e What are some of the strongest words or images in the poem?—uwrite down on
whiteboard if available. Together, what feelings does the poem give you?

“A Taste”: bitter, cemeteries, open grave, wives lost, crooked as broken
teeth, spiteful prayers, lust, dirty children, cyclone, bombs, rifle, sweaty,
broken down, shattered, dead men, vile women.

“For the Missing”: whacked, puckered by bombs, dead earth, bombs thump,
ghosts howl, sickles and flails, dead place, someone died, tears, stumbles.

e Where does the poem take place? did you ever feel that the land you were
fighting in was itself dead or alive?

“A Taste”: Different places in Afghanistan. How does the changing land/sand
become a character? How would you describe the different kinds of sand as
characters?

why can’t anything good grow? (4! stanza)

“For the Missing”: Probably Vietnam. How does the land become a character?
does the poem talk about renewal or death?

e What parts of the poems might relate to The White Donkey?

“A Taste”: Kill or be killed (last stanza).
“For the Missing”: ??

e What does either poem and the WD passage with the Iraqi policeman (pp. 144-47)
suggest about soldiers being in a foreign land with so much history they can’t
relate to? What effects does this have on a soldier? \What effect did it have on
you?

Prompts for the start of your own poem or piece of writing

» If the land where I fought could speak, it would say........

> An “omen” or feeling I experienced before something good or bad
happened where I fought was....

> | believe that it is/is not possible for renewal to happen (in the soldier
or in the land) after a war because......




Discussion Three, February 7, 2019—Notes for Discussion Leaders

Pages 147-166 of The White Donkey

Theme: Mental Agility and the Reality of War: Onset of Moral Injury

e assessing danger in wartime situations;

e the cause of arguments/fights with comrades;

e the beginning of moral injury: one’s mental state when a friend dies in
war

6:00-6:15—Whole Group—Co-leaders:

Field questions or comments about the poem handout/writing opportunities from last time:

Spend no more than fifteen minutes; if no one suggests anything, go on to below.

6:15-7:00 (White Donkey)— Leaders #1 and #2—small group discussions (pp. 147-166)

Review pp. 110-111. What is special about the MRAP which they are to drive? Is there
an assumption of safety for everyone in it?
In pp. 148-151, Abe is made Vehicle Commander for the day, he is accosted by local
children, and he is endangered by “friendly fire” —what effect do all of these things
seem to have upon him?
o have you ever experienced extreme danger in a war situation in which you
thought you were relatively safe? describe the effect on your mental state

Have two volunteers read the argument scene with Garcia/Abe (pp. 152-3)

o Does the scene show any change in the relationship between the two? If so,
what do you think might be causing the change?

o what was the worst fight you ever had with a comrade? what do you think
caused it?

Read the scene on pp. 154-155. Why are the men singing?

o Do you think this scene implies that the men were somehow responsible for
what happens next with the IED? why or why not? what combination of
circumstances do you think caused Garcia’s death?

o did you ever experience the death of a friend in war? who/what did you think
was to blame?

Review individually pp. 156-166

o How well do you think these pages capture the experience of an attack?

o What do you think the White Donkey represents?

o During your experience in the military, have you ever had an experience of
anything “unreal” like the white donkey?

13



7:00-7:30-- “The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner” and connections to WD so far:
Leaders #1 and #2—small group discussions

Use the handout with the poem “The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner” as the basis for
this discussion as time allows. If time runs out, suggest that participants finish reading
through it and using it for an additional opportunity to reflect on their own experience.
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