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Abstract 

Troy in America: Soldier Suicide in American War Literature attempts to illuminate 

how a war mentality forces an acceptance of mortality that not only brings out the 

irrationality of life itself, but also makes suicide more thinkable. This dissertation is 

therefore about the different reasons soldiers and veterans depicted in literature choose 

to die by suicide, but also those who consider it and choose not to. Troy in America draws 

on examples of suicide found in Ancient Greek literature to contextualize similar genres 

of suicide depicted in American war literature. Four Ancient Greek warriors suffer from 

different forms of suicidal behavior: Achilles’s grief, Odysseus’s despair, Ajax’s honor, 

and Philoctetes’s pain. Each hero’s suicidality is characterized by unique features that 

forms a discrete archetype that endures and informs characters found in literature about 

the American Civil War to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.  

The authors of the texts analyzed in Troy in America appear to be in substantial 

agreement that the experience of combat can be so troubling that, for some of its 

participants and veterans, suicide seems to be an answer. For many survivors, the end of 

war does not mark the end of their suffering. War removes its participants from society 

in an effort to preserve it. War thus becomes, in effect, a trip to the Underworld; a 

liminal experience where the social order becomes available for inspection. As a result, 

coming home can be as difficult emotionally as combat. After experiencing the 
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irrationality of war and gaining insight into the irrationality of life, the warrior must 

change in order to return to society. But some do not change; instead, they choose to end 

their lives. 
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Dedication 

To Neoptolemus, who goes by many other names. 
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1. Introduction: Soldier Suicide and American War 
Literature 

1.1 My First Week in Combat: Accepting My Mortality 

It was Adam’s last week in Iraq. His fifteen-month deployment was almost over. 

Much of his unit had already departed, and he was scheduled to leave the patrol base 

later that day. Goodbye Iraq. No more 120-degree heat, no more food that tasted like 

cardboard, and no more roadside bombs during the daily patrols to Baghdad. He had 

survived several attacks, and in the last month alone he had somehow avoided an IED 

that killed four close friends. But this was the last time he would dwell on that painful 

memory. The quiet soldier from West Virginia would see no more ambushes nor face 

any more bombs.  

Adam packed up his bag and stepped outside for one last breath of that 

unforgettable smell of burning feces. Any time there was a slight southern breeze, the 

smoke from the nearby village’s smoldering sewage and trash fields would settle 

around the American patrol base. Adam walked over to a spot in the sun, where the 

hum of a nearby generator drowned out the sound of the morning mortar fire that 

usually came from just beyond the Tigris River. The eye-watering, nose-burning stench 

filtered in so many memories. He didn’t want to leave, or maybe he was afraid to. 

Whatever the case, he pressed the barrel of his weapon to his temple and gently 

squeezed the trigger. Adam fell to the ground, dead. 
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Adam killed himself during my first week in combat.1 My soldiers and I had 

arrived to replace Adam’s unit in November of 2006. I was there to swap out with one of 

Adam’s leaders, a West Point classmate named Erik. Up until the morning Adam killed 

himself, Erik had been talking nonstop, sharing bits of advice he had gleaned from his 

tour in combat. After Adam’s death, however, Erik went quiet. The soldier’s suicide 

registered in a way he would rather not talk about. As I walked with him to the airfield 

on the night of his departure, Erik finally opened up with one final thought. 

“Once you finally accept the fact that you’re never going home, it gets a lot easier 

to do your job,” he told me as we approached the flight line. Erik’s comment was full of 

irony, especially given that he was minutes away from going home and that Adam was 

noticeably absent from the formation. I remembered Erik’s dark sense of humor from 

our days as West Point classmates, but he had changed since then. His time in Iraq had 

made him earnest. He was being sincere. As soon as he stopped worrying about when or 

how he was going to die, he told me, he was finally able to focus on his job. I should do 

the same. That was his parting advice.  

As the helicopter propelled Erik and his soldiers skyward, I walked back to my 

tactical operations center (TOC), the communications hub of our unit, to prepare for my 

first-ever combat mission. That evening I would go on a reconnaissance patrol down a 

narrow dirt road that dipped south toward the gates of Baghdad. I was excited and 

 

1 Adam is not his real name. I have changed this soldier’s name and home state to protect his identity. 
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nervous, but I couldn’t shake the coldness of Erik’s advice. It doesn’t have to be that 

way, I remember thinking.  

Whatever naiveté I had about war ended that night. After the first half of the 

mission, which was relatively uneventful, I directed the patrol back to the TOC so I 

could coordinate logistical support for the next day’s operations. When I got out of the 

vehicle, a non-commissioned officer named Jeremy took the seat I had occupied. Jeremy 

rode off in the vehicle, and I turned and went into the TOC. Several minutes later, the 

platoon hit a deadly type of roadside bomb known as an explosively formed penetrator 

(EFP), which sent a molten-hot copper cone careening through the vehicle I had 

previously occupied. Jeremy was instantly killed. As I heard the reports of the attack 

coming in through the radio, I was in disbelief. I couldn’t help but think it should have 

been me instead of him. 

For weeks, I worried my next patrol would be my last, that I too would go home 

in a body bag. I couldn’t stop wondering about how I might die. Would it be from 

mortar fire or sniper fire? An EFP or a pressure-plate IED? My nervousness began to 

affect my behavior outside of missions. I tossed and turned in my sleep, I was aloof 

during conversations with friends, and I stopped reading and working out—two of the 

only things I could do to mentally escape the monotony of the deployment. What is 

more, I found it difficult to focus during missions. 



 

4 

Over the course of several weeks—during which time my soldiers and I indeed 

faced more IEDs, sniper fire, and mortar attacks—I began to grow less sensitive to my 

fears. I can’t point to a specific moment in time, but one day I remember feeling at ease. I 

had come to accept the notion that I may very well die during the deployment, and I 

was limited in my abilities to control the circumstances of my death. By that point in my 

life, I had formally studied military tactics and history for six years, but this was the first 

time war and death applied to me in a direct and personal way. I could read about how 

soldiers responded to fear in battle, but I did not feel that fear until I was in battle myself.  

Through this experience, I came to terms with my mortality in ways I had not 

anticipated. I did not want to die, but the ever-present danger of injury and death forced 

me to accept the fact that I would die, sooner or later. For some reason, accepting my 

mortality helped me quit worrying about when or how I would die and instead focus on 

the present. With all my senses engaged, I became more aware of my surroundings. I 

could think more clearly, and I was able to make more informed decisions in response to 

enemy attacks. I had reached the threshold Erik had told me about, and I finally 

understood exactly what he meant. The moment I accepted I was going to die, I was able 

to do my job and do it well.  

This realization gave me the occasion to think back to Adam, Erik, and my first 

week in combat. I wondered if Adam had adopted a similar fatalistic mindset and taken 

it too far. When Adam took his own life, had he simply played out the notion that he 
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would never return home? I also wondered why Erik hadn’t included a corollary to his 

advice—something like, Once you finally accept the fact that you’re never going home, 

it gets a lot easier to do your job, but never let any presumption about dying in war actually 

keep you from going home alive. Was there something about Adam’s actions that resonated 

with Erik’s own perceptions of death and war?  

Having been in combat for only a couple months at the time, I wondered if 

everyone who comes to terms with their own mortality at some point also considers 

ending their life. In a word, the answer is—no. Not every person who goes to war 

adopts a fatalistic mindset, nor does everyone who adopts such a mindset consider 

suicide. After fifteen months in Iraq, and another twelve in Afghanistan, I personally 

found each person responds to death and trauma in their own unique way.  

In October of 2009, for example, I was a commander in Afghanistan when 300 

Taliban fighters overran my troop’s outpost of fifty-three cavalry scouts. On that day, I 

faced death on an entirely different scale. Eight of my soldiers died and twenty-two 

were wounded during the eighteen-hour battle. I was at a different location when the 

attack began, and as I fought alongside a group of reinforcements to get to our besieged 

outpost, I personally counted over one hundred dead enemy bodies that we had killed. 

It was the longest day of my life, and it only prefaced a struggle that has lasted for years. 

After the battle, my soldiers and I searched for solace, but no one outside the 

troop could relate to our deep sense of pain. My personal healing came over time from 
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discussions within the unit and, more surprisingly, from experiences captured in 

literature. It wasn’t long before characters from the books I had read entered my 

conversations with soldiers to reveal deeper truths about how we felt and who we were. 

There was the team leader who seemed like Meursault, from Albert Camus’s The 

Stranger, because he felt it so absurd that his friends died in what he referred to as a 

“pointless” war. There was the sergeant who reminded me of Nick Adams, from Ernest 

Hemingway’s “Now I Lay Me,” because he was so shaken by the surprise attack that he 

could not sleep at night. There was the soldier who resembled Norman Bowker, from 

Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried, because his grief and isolation accompanied 

thoughts of suicide. Literature was not a panacea, but it did offer insights and 

perspectives into my soldiers’ fears, as well as my own. 

Over time, the process of talking, writing, and finding common experiences in 

literature helped me put my emotions into words. I shared our stories in the letters I 

wrote to the families of the fallen, in the award nominations to honor my soldiers’ 

actions, and during interviews with journalists and authors. It was through this process 

of storytelling that I started down a path to understand how the arts and humanities 

provide insights and reflect truths that may otherwise be out of reach. My experiences in 

Iraq and Afghanistan inspired me to pursue a life where I can better understand how 

literature gives voice to the human condition during times of trauma, and then use that 

knowledge to enable others to do the same. 
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While I have found my own cathartic outlet to process my experiences, a number 

of my military colleagues have not. By the time I started my doctoral studies in 2018, 

numerous friends and soldiers I know had suffered from suicidal ideations or even died 

by their own hands. While I have been writing this dissertation, three close associates 

have taken their lives—two of whom I served with in combat, and the third was a friend 

and classmate at West Point. The news always hits hard. And even though I reached a 

point in Iraq where I accepted I may not return home alive, I am still unable to reconcile 

why anyone would take his or her own life. Once again, I find myself turning to 

literature in search of solace, as well as for answers. Troy in America: Soldier Suicide in 

American War Literature is the result of that search. It explores how war appears to create 

a sense of fatalism among many of its participants and whether someone acting on that 

sense of fatalism through suicide is simply playing out the logic of that fatalistic 

mindset. It uses literature to shed light on what has so changed about some soldiers’ 

conceptions of life and death that they consider taking their own lives. 

Scholars have sought to understand soldier suicide for years. In his seminal 

work, Suicide: A Study in Sociology (1897), Emile Durkheim defined suicide as “all cases of 

death resulting directly or indirectly from a positive or negative act of the victim himself, which 

he knows will produce this result.”2 Durkheim theorized that suicide among some groups, 

 

2 Emile Durkheim, Suicide, A Study in Sociology, trans. John Spaulding and George Simpson (New York: The 

Free Press, 1966), 44. 
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such as soldiers, can be the result of social factors rather than simply individual 

conditions. He argued the army is uniquely susceptible to suicide because its members 

are trained to subordinate their own desires to the needs of the military by knowingly 

risking their lives in battle.3 Such training develops within some individual soldiers 

what Durkheim describes as a predisposition toward suicide in response to problems 

they face.4 

While Durkheim considered the military to be more prone to suicide than other 

groups, historically speaking, suicide rates in the U.S. military have been consistently 

lower than civilian rates when adjusted for age and sex.5 The downward trends among 

service members is, in part, a result of military entrance standards for physical and 

mental health and criminal history.6 A longitudinal study from 1819 to 2017 published 

by the American Medical Association determined suicides among active duty service 

members historically decreased during wartime—a trend that only recently reversed 

 

3 Durkheim, Suicide, 228, 234. 
4 Durkheim, Suicide, 217, 239. 
5 Carolyn A Reimann and Edward L Mazuchowski, “Suicide Rates Among Active Duty Service Members 

Compared with Civilian Counterparts, 2005–2014,” Military Medicine 183, no. suppl_1 (March 1, 2018): 396–

402, https://doi.org/10.1093/milmed/usx209, 396-397. Numerous articles published in the Journal of Military 

Medicine substantiate a lower rate of suicide within the military when adjusted for age and sex. Studies from 

Helmkamp (1980-1992), Sentell (1980-1992), Eaton (1990-200), and MSMR (1998-2011) substantiate a 

consistent trend that extends beyond 30 years. 
6 US Army, “Army Health Promotion, Risk Reduction and Suicide Prevention Report,” 2010, 

https://www.army.mil/article/42934/army_health_promotion_risk_reduction_and_suicide_prevention_repor

t, 14-17. According to a 2010 Army report, “Health Promotion, Risk Reduction, and Suicide Prevention,” the 

historically lower incidence of suicide within the military is in part because “military entrance standards 

ensure a healthy force.” Preexisting conditions like obesity, disease, and criminal history make it such that 

only one out of four young Americans (ages 17-24) are eligible to serve. Also, this time period accounts for 

“the Surge,” when the American military relaxed entrance standards to fulfill the demands to have more 

“boots on the ground” in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
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during the wars in Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq.7 In 2004, for example, the rate of 

military suicides began to increase from its pre-war numbers, and, in 2008, it outpaced 

the civilian rate at 20.2 versus 19.2 out of 100,000.8 By 2009, the number of soldiers who 

died by suicide began to outnumber those killed in action by the enemy.9  

It may seem intuitive that combat exposure informs the recent and 

uncharacteristically high rate of suicides in the Army, but Charles Hoge and Carl Castro 

conclude in their 2016 Journal of the American Medical Association article that “no study 

has definitively confirmed an independent association with deployment variables.”10 In 

fact, a 2010 study on suicide prevention determined deployments appear to decrease 

risk of suicide, and a 2016 report in JAMA Psychiatry concluded that 61% of soldiers who 

attempted suicide had never deployed.11 One explanation for the increased suicide rate 

is wartime burdens exact heavy demands for all military personnel, regardless of 

whether they’ve deployed.12  

 

7 Jeffrey Allen Smith et al., “A Historical Examination of Military Records of US Army Suicide, 1819 to 

2017,” JAMA Network Open 2, no. 12 (December 2, 2019): e1917448–e1917448, 

https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2019.17448, 5. 
8 US Army, “Army Health Promotion, Risk Reduction and Suicide Prevention Report,” 2010, 14. 
9 Charles W. Hoge and Carl A. Castro, “Preventing Suicides in US Service Members and Veterans: Concerns 

After a Decade of War,” JAMA 308, no. 7 (August 15, 2012): 671–72, https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2012.9955, 

671. 
10 Hoge and Castro, “Preventing Suicides in US Service Members and Veterans,” 671. 
11 US Army, “Army Health Promotion, Risk Reduction and Suicide Prevention Report,” 18. Robert J. Ursano 

et al., “Risk Factors, Methods, and Timing of Suicide Attempts Among US Army Soldiers,” JAMA Psychiatry 

73, no. 7 (July 1, 2016): 741-749, https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2016.0600, 743. 
12 “After Years of Failure to End the Crisis, Veteran Suicide Takes Center Stage on Capitol Hill - Veterans - 

Stripes.” Accessed September 3, 2020. https://www.stripes.com/news/veterans/after-years-of-failure-to-end-

the-crisis-veteran-suicide-takes-center-stage-on-capitol-hill-1.621428. Charles W. Hoge, Christopher G. 

Ivany, and Michael Schoenbaum, “Death by Suicide in US Military during the Afghanistan and Iraq Wars,” 



 

10 

As a combat veteran personally affected by soldier suicides, I often wonder how 

exposure to war might affect one’s perception of life and death. My experience suggests 

literary depictions can help shed light on this question. Indeed, examples of this 

phenomenon span American literature. In 1892, American Civil War veteran and writer 

Ambrose Bierce published In the Midst of Life: Tales of Soldiers and Civilians, in which 

more than half of his short stories about war portray main characters who exhibit 

suicidal behavior or die by suicide. Similarly, as of 2018, roughly half of the 

contemporary war novels about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, published by 

veterans of those wars, also feature characters who have suicidal thoughts or take their 

own lives.13 Troy in America attempts to illuminate how a war mentality forces an 

acceptance of mortality that not only brings out the irrationality of life itself, but also 

 

 

The Lancet Psychiatry 3, no. 11 (November 1, 2016): 1001–3, https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(16)30305-4, 

1002. In their 2016 Journal of the American Medical Association article, Charles Hoge, Christopher Ivany, and 

Michael Schoenbaum explain that the “global occupational strain related to these wars is the likely 

explanation for this rise in deaths by suicide” (1002). In other words, a soldier does not even have to deploy 

to combat to be affected by the “global occupational stressors” that in part lead to suicidal ideations or 

attempts. 
13 Stoney Portis, “Contemporary War Literature and Suicide” (American Civil-Military Relations, Durham, 

Duke University, 2019), 17. These numbers are based on an initial survey conducted in 2018 of literary 

novels and do not include short story collections, works of poetry, or genre fiction such as romance or 

science fiction. David Eisler, “The All-Volunteer Force and Contemporary American War Fiction,” 

Heidelberg Center for American Studies, HCA Graduate Blog, November 23, 2018, 

https://hcagrads.hypotheses.org/714. For this work, which was the basis of Eisler’s comments at the War, 

Literature, and the Arts Conference in 2018, as well as his doctoral dissertation at the Heidelberg Center for 

American Studies, Eisler catalogued 48 single-authored novels and short story collections published about 

the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. As time has passed and more titles have undoubtedly been published, this 

particular catalog warrants updates and continued research and attention. 
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makes suicide more thinkable. This dissertation is therefore about the different reasons 

soldiers and veterans choose to die by suicide, but also those who consider it and choose 

not to. 

1.2 Robert Jordan’s Suicide Debate: Pain, Uncertainty, and the 
Irrationality of Life 

In For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940), Robert Jordan demonstrates how danger and 

death in war can force a soldier to accept his mortality and so change his conception of 

life and death that he would consider dying by suicide to end his suffering. When the 

reader first meets Jordan, an American professor-turned-dynamiter fighting in the 

Spanish Civil War, he abhors suicide. Before the war, Jordan’s father had killed himself 

with his father’s (Jordan’s grandfather’s) Civil War Smith and Wesson revolver.14 Jordan 

does not explain why his father took his own life; rather, he simply refers to him as a 

“coward” for doing “a thing like that.”15 Jordan thinks to himself, “[Suicide] isn’t a good 

thing to do. I understand it, but I do not approve of it.”16 Surprisingly, by the end of the 

story, Jordan has a strong urge to take his own life. 

Jordan shares a resemblance with his author, Ernest Hemingway, whose father 

also shot himself with his father’s Civil War Smith and Wesson revolver.17 Prior to 

writing For Whom the Bell Tolls, Hemingway asserted in his memoir, “My father was a 

 

14 Ernest Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls (New York: Scribner, 2003), 337. 
15 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 338. 
16 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 338. 
17 James Mellow, Hemingway: A Life Without Consequences (Cambridge: Da Capo Press, 1992), 521. 
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coward. He shot himself without necessity.”18 Hemingway’s word choice, without 

necessity, suggests there could be conditions in which he would rationalize suicide, 

although he does not explain what those circumstances might be. However, five years 

later, and twenty-one years before he took his own life in 1961, Hemingway explored 

how one might justify suicide through Jordan’s wartime experiences. Indeed, 

Hemingway, a war veteran himself, wrote the novel while also covering the Spanish 

Civil War as a correspondent. For Whom the Bell Tolls portrays how pain and suffering 

can illuminate moments when, for Jordan as well as Hemingway, suicide could become 

necessary. 

Hemingway understood the fatalism of war. “As long as there is a war you 

always think perhaps you will be killed, so you have nothing to worry about,” he wrote 

in a letter while working on For Whom the Bell Tolls.19 The presence of danger and death 

in war suffuses the novel. In the intervening months between his first battles and the 

narrative present, Jordan had been exposed to one bloody skirmish after another. There 

were brutal fascist attacks that had killed his comrades, and Jordan himself had been 

bombed by planes, shelled by artillery, and exposed to machinegun fire in harsh 

mountain climates.20 In all that fighting, Jordan says, he learned “how to endure and 

 

18 Ernest Hemingway, Green Hills of Africa (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2015), 275. 
19 Ivan Kashkeen, “Alive in the Midst of Death: Ernest Hemingway,” in Ernest Hemingway : A Documentary 

Volume, ed. Carlos Baker (New York: Hill and Wang, 1961), 162–79, 

http://archive.org/details/dictionaryoflite00robe, 166. 
20 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 234-237. 
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how to suffer.”21 He also admits, “The things he had come to know in this war were not 

so simple.”22 One such topic that was not so simple is whether suicide should be 

permitted in the face of extreme physical pain. 

After being “badly wounded,” a Russian dynamiter named Kashkin asks Jordan 

to shoot him.23 Kashkin had been shot in the back by a fascist patrol. The bullet missed 

every bone but his shoulder blade, but he was still able to travel. After going “quite a 

long way,” he finally determined he could go no further. Death seemed to him 

preferable to being left behind and risking capture.24 Kashkin was a “good friend and 

comrade” for whom Jordan cared “very much,” so he reluctantly granted his request.25 

One could assume Kashkin’s physical and mental suffering and his fear of capture must 

have been overwhelming if he wanted to die instead, as well as if Jordan was willing to 

assist his suicide despite his disapproval of the act, but Hemingway critic Elizabetha 

Levin clarifies, “Kashkin’s fear of life became stronger than his fear of death.”26 Jordan 

may have pulled the trigger, but Kashkin wanted to die.  

Jordan determines Kashkin’s desire to die emerged from spending “too much 

time at the front.”27 The death and danger he had experienced in war had a deleterious 

 

21 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 236. 
22 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 236, 248. 
23 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 249. 
24 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 149. 
25 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 249. 
26 Elizabetha Levin, “In Their Time: The Riddle behind the Epistolary Friendship between Ernest 

Hemingway and Ivan Kashkin,” The Hemingway Review 32, no. 2 (March 22, 2013): 95–110, 101. 
27 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 250. 
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effect on him. The combat Kashkin had survived was so grievous that Jordan and the 

others, with characteristic Hemingway understatement, agreed it “was bad.28 Very bad.” 

Kashkin had seen so much “evil” that he grew “very tired and nervous and he imagined 

ugly things.”29 As a result, he did not just come to terms with his own mortality; he 

became so obsessed with death he regularly asked his comrades to kill him if he were 

wounded in an upcoming mission. “I don’t know how many times I have promised him 

to perform such an act,” Rafael admits when he learns Jordan had had to put Kashkin 

out of his misery.30 Indeed, his comrades Pilar, Pablo, and others had made the same 

promise.31 Kashkin had developed such a fatalistic mindset that when his premonitions 

of being wounded finally became reality, self-destruction was the only “solution” he 

could imagine. He did not want to go on: literally and figuratively. His death was 

therefore an unwillingness to continue to face the unknown in both senses.  

Jordan’s participation in Kashkin’s death might derive from a desire to end his 

friend’s suffering and keep him from being captured alive, but pulling the trigger places 

him as an actor in an act of self-destruction that shares many of the same qualities as 

suicide. Kashkin was not mortally wounded, and there is no evidence he would actually 

be captured; rather, he was responding to a fear of life that was greater than his fear of 

death. Kashkin’s death arguably falls within the parameters of Durkheim’s definition of 

 

28 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 250. 
29 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 250. 
30 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 249. 
31 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 21, 149. 
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suicide because it was the direct result of a positive act he initiated with the intent to 

produce his own demise. The event registers as a challenge to Jordan’s own thinking 

about death because it suggests a conditional approval of suicide as an alternative to 

inevitable suffering and the literal and figurative uncertainty of life. It also sets a 

precedent for Jordan’s response when he finds himself in a similar situation. 

Hemingway created the fictional Kashkin to honor the real Ivan Kashkin, a 

Russian literary critic and “epistolary friend” that Levin calls Hemingway’s “alter 

ego.”32 Hemingway and Kashkin were born two weeks apart, were both injured in war 

in 1918, and were both members of the “same core” of the lost generation.33 What is 

more, their words told the same stories, as Kashkin was the first and primary translator 

of Hemingway’s works into Russian. For a man who loathed many of his critics, 

Hemingway once wrote to Edmund Wilson that Kashkin was “the best critic I ever had,” 

and “he knew what I was trying to do better than I did.”34  

As early as 1935, Kashkin identified “a mental crisis” in Hemingway’s outlook. 

“Thoughts are beginning to obsess Hemingway,” he wrote in an article for International 

Literature.35 Kashkin believed the “unnatural and morbid element” of death found 

throughout Hemingway’s works was the result of “his own nightmares and mental 

 

32 Levin, “In Their Time,” 95, 105. 
33 Levin, “In Their Time,” 103. 
34 Levin, “In Their Time,” 97. 
35 Ivan Kashkin, “Ernest Hemingway: A Tragedy of Craftsmanship,” in Ernest Hemingway: A Documentary 

Volume, ed. Robert W. Trogdon (Detroit: Gale Research, 1999), 156–68, 

http://archive.org/details/dictionaryoflite00robe, 167. Levin, “In Their Time,” 167. 
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strain” on the topic, which he tried to expiate by writing about it over and over again.36 

In the sum of his works, wrote Kashkin, “Hemingway seems to recognize that ‘in the 

midst of life we are in death.’”37 This explains why death is such a preeminent topic that 

Hemingway’s characters wrestle with, including Robert Jordan. 

In his analysis of For Whom the Bell Tolls, Kashkin observes, “Hemingway does 

not see what he should save Jordan’s life for.”38 For Hemingway, Jordan had no clear 

place in life after war. This concerned Kashkin because, according to Levin, it 

demonstrated “Hemingway’s inability to see anything sacred in life.”39 Having been 

personally affected by the suicides of poets Harry Crosby and Hart Crane, Kashkin 

knew their death had a similar impact on Hemingway. Kashkin was worried 

Hemingway might follow their examples.40 Indeed, as a literary critic who argued 

Hemingway’s heroes “personif[y] the various stages in the biography of the author and 

of his generation,” Kashkin’s concern is particularly striking because Hemingway not 

only does not save Jordan’s life but also places him in a position where he strongly 

considers killing himself.41 

The central plot of For Whom the Bell Tolls revolves around Jordan’s mission to 

blow up a bridge during a complex attack in the middle of the day. With no cover from 

 

36 Kashkeen, “Alive in the Midst of Death,” 176, 177. 
37 Kashkeen, “Alive in the Midst of Death,” 162-163. 
38 Kashkeen, “Alive in the Midst of Death,” 170. 
39 Levin, “In Their Time,” 106. 
40 Levin, “In Their Time,” 106. 
41 Levin, “In Their Time,” 99, 106. 
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enemy fire or flying shrapnel, Jordan believes the operation is so dangerous he will die. 

He experiences it, that is, as a suicide mission. After methodically lacing the bridge with 

dynamite, he initiates the explosives on cue, which destroys the bridge and sends 

shrapnel in every direction.42 As Jordan recovers from the concussion of the blast, he is 

shocked to be alive. “He had accepted being killed so completely that all of this now 

seemed unreal,” explains the narrator.43 Everything Jordan sees is dead or dying: the 

bridge is destroyed, the sentry is dead; his comrade Anselmo is dead, Fernando is 

motionless, and the truck is stalled. Jordan is the only animate object in the scene.44 

Jordan’s aliveness seems “unreal” because he has already experienced a 

metaphorical death.45 By accepting the mission and following through with it, Jordan 

had concurrently accepted death as a necessary part of war. He reminds himself of this 

in the aftermath of the mission. “[You can only accept death] once you got rid of your 

own self, the always ridding of self that you had to do in war. Where there could be no 

self. Where yourself is only to be lost,” Jordan tells himself.46 In earlier passages, he 

asserts his life is “not anything” but an “instrument” that allows him to fulfill his duty.47 

His life during wartime has ceased to exist; instead, he is a body without a “self” that 

 

42 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 445. 
43 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 452. 
44 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 452. 
45 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 452. 
46 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 447. 
47 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 43. 
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acts as an instrument of war. He has already “rid” his body of his “self.”48 He might be 

breathing, but, like Kashkin, he believes it only a matter of time until his metaphorical 

death is consummated by his physical one. As he looks back at the blown bridge, he 

compares himself to a wounded rooster in a cockfight, “where nobody has seen the 

wound given and it doesn’t show and he is already going cold with it.”49 He may have 

survived the bridge explosion, but the fatalism he had adopted preceding, and now 

following, the mission is so strong he experiences himself as already dead, and his 

survival feels unreal.  

As Jordan flees the valley on horseback, Nationalist forces shoot at him and his 

horse, and the horse falls and crushes Jordan’s left leg. Gravely wounded, he convinces 

the remainder of his group, which had been at a different location during the mission, to 

leave so he does not encumber their retreat.50 Soon, the pain from his broken thigh bone, 

his internal hemorrhaging, and all the swelling from trying to move around becomes 

unbearable. The pain is so intense he nearly loses consciousness. It is in his final 

moments of sheer agony and anticipation of the fascist patrol’s finding and killing him, 

that Jordan’s internal monologue illuminates his struggle with suicidal thoughts as he 

straddles life and death: 

 

48 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 447. 
49 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 452. 
50 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 460. 
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I don’t want to do that business that my father did. I will do it all right 

but I’d much prefer not to have to. I’m against that. Don’t think about that. Don’t 

think at all. […]  

[…] Maybe I’ll just do it now. I guess I’m not awfully good at pain. 

Listen, if I do that now you wouldn’t misunderstand, would you? Who are you 

talking to? Nobody, he said. Grandfather, I guess. No. Nobody. Oh bloody it, I 

wish that they would come. 

[…] So why wouldn’t it be all right to just do it now and then the whole 

thing would be over with? Because oh, listen, yes, listen, let them come now. 

You’re not good at this, Jordan, he said. Not so good at this. And who is 

so good at this? I don’t know and I don’t really care right now. But you are not. 

That’s right. You’re not at all. Oh not at all, at all. I think it would be all right to 

do it now? Don’t you?  

No, it isn’t. Because there is something you can do yet. As long as you 

know what it is you have to do it. As long as you remember what it is you have 

to do it. As long as you remember what it is you have to wait for that. Come on. 

Let them come. Let them come. Let them come!51 

Jordan is clearly conflicted. He wants to end his life to end his physical and 

mental (anticipatory) torture, but he still has reservations about suicide. He is trying to 

convince himself his death is permissible, but he also knows a fascist patrol is nearby. If 

he can hang on long enough, he can open fire on the fascists, but his pain and fear are so 

overwhelming he fears he cannot wait any longer. He is doing everything he can to keep 

from shooting himself while also pining for the fascist patrol to “come now.”52 

 

51 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 469-470. 
52 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 470. 
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Hemingway scholar Alex Vernon notes that Jordan “pines to live and think in 

the moment” and uses his “narrative to shape his life. And his death.”53 Jordan’s 

verbalization of his internal debate about whether to die by suicide acts as a narrative 

that shapes his death and is informed by the sense of fatalism that extends from his 

wartime experiences. He had assisted Kashkin’s death. He had accepted he would die in 

war. He had “got rid of his own self.” He suffers from so much pain he wants to die to 

end his misery. He is in a similar position as Kashkin, but without an executioner. After 

having “lost” himself earlier in the battle, the ongoing dialog seems a debate between his 

idealist self and the pragmatic, suffering soldier that remains. The former self is bound 

to intangible principles; the new one is merely treating his body like a broken 

instrument.54 

 

53 Alex Vernon, Hemingway’s Second War: Bearing Witness to the Spanish Civil War (Iowa City: University of 

Iowa Press, 2011), xvii. 
54 Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, trans. Justin O’Brien (New York: Vintage Books, 

1991), 1. In The Myth of Sisyphus, Albert Camus questions whether life is worth living in an “irrational 

world” characterized by the “probability of suffering and the certainty of death” (Camus 1). He wonders if, 

in the face of inevitable suffering, someone could rationalize taking his or her own life as a way of rebelling 

against an absurd world. In the final pages of the book, Robert Jordan personifies Camus’s inquiry. The 

wartime world is nothing if not irrational. And Jordan knows he is about to die, whether by his own hand or 

a fascist soldier’s, and will continue on in agony until he dies. He is “not awfully good at pain,” and if he 

were to shoot himself now “then the whole thing would be over with” (For Whom… 470). Jordan could 

rationalize taking his own life because doing so will end his suffering and be an expression of his rebellion 

in a world where his wartime sacrifices appear to be in vain, particularly with Hemingway’s hindsight since 

he published the work after the end of the Spanish Civil War. For Camus, nothing better elucidates the 

absurdity of life and death, and the paradox of suicide, than the example of Sisyphus. That mythical figure 

exists in eternal punishment, where he continuously pushes a boulder up a mountain, only to watch it roll 

back down again. Sisyphus interests Camus at the point at which he pauses to return down the mountain, 

where he is “superior to his fate [and] stronger than the rock” (Camus 23). Upon returning to the rock, 

Sisyphus pushes into the rock to lift it, finding fulfillment in the struggle of his actions. “The struggle itself 

toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart,” Camus concludes. (Camus 24). In Camus’s reading of the 

absurd life through the example of Sisyphus, the struggle within life is what makes life worth living. It is 
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Jordan’s dialog also expresses his own internal conflict about how best to 

perform his duty, which itself is “not so simple.”55 Whereas in the previous mission his 

duty was straightforward—to knowingly risk his life to blow up a bridge—now his duty 

exists on both sides of his suicide debate. Martially, he is duty-bound to stay alive so he 

can inflict more casualties on the advancing enemy patrol, yet he is also duty-bound to 

kill himself to keep from divulging any information in the event that he is tortured. 

Personally, he is duty-bound to uphold his belief that he should not take his own life, 

yet he feels compelled to end his physical and mental torment by taking his own life in 

the face of imminent death. Each is a choice of necessity; each would at once perform 

and negate his duty. His choice to live or die by suicide is not only irreconcilable; it is 

paradoxical.  

The story’s ending is one of irresolution. In the final scene, the narrator explains, 

“Jordan’s luck held very good” as a fascist lieutenant approaches his location.56 Jordan 

takes aim at the lieutenant from behind a tree, and it is at this point that the story ends. 

Hemingway does not say whether the fascist troops kill Jordan, or if they take him alive, 

 

 

perhaps through a Sisyphean mindset that Jordan struggles to stay alive, even in the midst of overwhelming 

pain. He struggles to endure the pain so he can perform his duty as a soldier that fights against fascism—a 

cause for which he lives and is willing to die. In the final scene of the book, a fascist lieutenant approaches 

Jordan’s location on horseback as Jordan takes aim at him from behind a tree. We do not know precisely 

how Jordan dies, only that his death is imminent. That Jordan sincerely considers taking his own life in 

response to the anguish he feels reveals he, and perhaps his author, have found an instance of suicide that 

they could justify. 
55 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 248. 
56 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 471. 
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or if Jordan kills the lieutenant and then turns his gun on himself. As readers, we remain 

in Hemingway’s double bind of not knowing how Jordan dies. The book is a reflection 

of life. The wartime world is nothing if not irrational, and the irrationality and 

uncertainty of Jordan’s future is mirrored by the irresolution of the ending. Jordan’s 

consideration of suicide is an extreme expression of the complicated decisions people 

make every day, often without consciously thinking about them. Through his debate, 

Jordan expresses he is not willing to survive at all costs. In other words, there are things 

for which he is willing to knowingly give his life. 

1.3 Troy in America: Archetypes of Soldier Suicide From the 
Classics to the Contemporary 

Drawing on his experiences as a clinical psychiatrist who treats traumatized 

veterans who were exposed to combat, death, and moral injury during the Vietnam War, 

Jonathan Shay explains that soldiers, mythical and modern, have wrestled with a fear of 

death for as long as there have been accounts of war. “Danger of death and mutilation is 

the pervading medium of combat,” asserts Shay. “We must grasp what is at stake: lethal 

danger and the fear of it.”57 Shay uses the works of Homer to better understand his 

patients at the United States Department of Veterans’ Affairs outpatient clinic in Boston, 

and he argues literature illuminates the warrior mentality and effects of war on soldiers’ 

mental health. “The thrust of this work,” Shay writes in Achilles in Vietnam: Combat 

 

57 Jonathan Shay, Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character (New York: Scribner, 2003), 
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Trauma and the Undoing of Character, “is that the epic gives center stage to bitter 

experiences that actually do arise in war; further, […] Homer has seen things that we in 

psychiatry and psychology have more or less missed.”58 In the Iliad, Achilles models 

how the stress of prolonged combat can cause “lifelong disabling psychiatric 

symptoms.”59 In the Odyssey, the challenges Odysseus faces while trying to return home 

from Troy are “an allegory for real problems of combat veterans returning to civilian 

society.”60 While Shay does not explicitly focus on the topic of suicide, he offers a 

psychiatric reading of each character’s words and actions, which helps clarify the 

experiences and behaviors he has observed in many war veterans today. 

Despite his writing about mythical warriors that fought in an entirely different 

time, place, and culture, Homer’s depictions resonate strikingly with contemporary war 

veterans, as Shay observes, and can therefore offer insight into literature that depicts 

experiences of American soldiers who suffer from suicidal behavior.61 We think we’ve 

moved beyond the systems of grief and honor found in works of the Epic Cycle, but they 

have resurfaced in different forms and different cultures. Troy in America draws on 

examples of suicide found in Ancient Greek literature to contextualize similar genres of 

suicide depicted in American war literature. Four Ancient Greek warriors suffer from 

 

58 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, xiii. 
59 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, xiii. 
60 Jonathan Shay, Odysseus in America: Combat Trauma and the Trials of Homecoming (New York: Scribner, 

2002), 2. 
61 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam , 49-55. 
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different forms of suicidal behavior that emerge during and after a ten year stretch of 

war: Achilles’s grief, Odysseus’s despair, Ajax’s honor, and Philoctetes’s pain. Each 

hero’s suicidality is characterized by unique features that combine to form a discrete 

archetype that endures and informs characters found in literature about the American 

Civil War to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. But how do these archetypes emerge 

from fatalistic mindsets that originate in war, and what exactly do they clarify about 

modern depictions of suicidality among soldiers and veterans? Furthermore, what 

insights can modern portrayals provide back into the words and behaviors of these 

ancient heroes? The answers to these questions suggest at least some aspects of the 

experience of war are, in some senses, timeless, even though the circumstances and 

weapons change. Homer’s deep exploration offers insight even twenty-nine centuries 

after the epics.  

The relationship between suicide and the fatalism produced by war and its 

reflection of the irrationality of life has been observed by not only Durkheim, but by 

recent critics, such as Elizabeth Samet, who argues that years of shuttling between home 

and war and back again have created a generation of Afghanistan and Iraq war veterans 

who seem as adrift as Odysseus in their attempts to return home once and for all. Her 

work identifies the existence of an increasingly prominent third dimension between war 

and peace, where some veterans go when they cannot reconcile either war or returning 

home and unsettledness gives way to despair. And while Emile Durkheim’s work on 
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suicide has been challenged by more contemporary critics because it does not address 

the role of mental health in suicide, I return to it because his model for thinking about 

societal influences of soldier suicides elucidates the motivations some literary characters 

seem to have when they end their lives. 

The authors of the texts analyzed in Troy in America appear to be in substantial 

agreement that the experience of combat can be so troubling that, for some of its 

participants and veterans, suicide seems to be an answer. For many survivors, the end of 

war does not mark the end of their suffering. War removes its participants from society 

in an effort to preserve it. War thus becomes, in effect, a trip to the Underworld; a 

liminal experience where the social order becomes available for inspection. Whether by 

forcing one to come to terms with his or her mortality, or demonstrating how life is 

made up of what Albert Camus describes as “the probability of suffering and the 

certainty of death,” war imparts a flash of insight on the part of the warriors.62 As a 

result, coming home is as at least as difficult emotionally for some as combat because of 

that insight, as well as the ways in which war, which exists to defend society, can 

highlight the irrationality of what it’s defending. After experiencing the irrationality of 

war and gaining insight into the irrationality of life, the warrior must change in order to 

return to society. But some do not change; instead, they choose to end their lives. Those 

characters that consider suicide generally fall into one of the four genres of suicide that 

 

62 Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, 1. 
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emerged in classical literature, as identified above. These genres, in turn, act as a 

construct when thinking about soldier suicide in American war literature. 

This project is divided into three chapters and a coda—one section for each 

archetype of suicide, I have identified, coupled with literary analyses from across 

American war literature. Many of the authors of the texts discussed within participated 

in the very wars about which they wrote. While I do not presuppose war writers must 

be veterans to write truthfully about war, I attempt to answer the mandate of literary 

critic Malcolm Cowley, who wrote in his post-war literary history, “When we find [war 

novelists] in substantial agreement on a number of topics, we should listen attentively to 

what they say.”63 After listening attentively to what they say about war and suicide, I 

attempt to connect them to a greater corpus of work that shares common concerns from 

the ancient to the modern. 

In the first chapter I examine how Achilles becomes so overwhelmed by the news 

of Patroclus’s death that he nearly slices his own neck. While grieving, he suspends his 

social life in a symbolic suicidal gesture that keeps his body on the same “metaphysical 

plane” as Patroclus.64 In renouncing his homecoming, Achilles ensures his actions fulfill 

his own fate to die in Troy. The sum of his experiences demonstrates how losing a close 

friend in combat can incite intense feelings that make Achilles feel as though he is 

 

63 Malcolm Cowley, The Literary Situation (New York: Viking Press, 1958), 26. 
64 Robert Parker, Miasma: Pollution and Purification in Early Greek Religion (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 64. 
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“already dead.”65 Indeed, Achilles’s actions fulfill his destiny to die in war. Achilles’s 

suicide resonates with literary and cinematic depictions of soldiers and veterans that 

take their lives out of feelings of grief, self-blame, and survivor guilt that originate from 

the loss of a beloved comrade. In The Things They Carried, Tim O’Brien and Norman 

Bowker lose a close friend in battle and carry the guilt of that loss for years after the war. 

O’Brien feels like a part of him died in Vietnam, and Bowker’s grief is so strong that he 

takes his own life and consummates the feeling that “he got zapped over in that 

shithole.”66 In Michael Cimino’s film, The Deer Hunter, Russian roulette is a metaphor for 

the absurdity of death in war. One character is so moved after believing he lost his two 

best friends in Vietnam that he enters what Shay describes as “the berserk state” and 

acts without any human restraint, as though he is already dead.67 In this chapter I argue 

O’Brien’s and Cimino’s works share resonance with the story of Achilles because each 

portrays characters that lose a close comrade in a battle that they survive. The grief and 

survivor guilt they feel as a result manifests in varying forms of suicidality.  

In the second chapter, I analyze the Odyssey to elucidate how the trials of 

homecoming can motivate someone to consider suicide. Having survived ten years of 

war, Odysseus endures another ten years of trial and hardship as returns home. In war, 

he copes with the horror of combat by adopting a survival skill Jonathan Shay calls the 

 

65 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, 51. 
66 Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried (Boston: Mariner Books, 2009), 150-151. 
67 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, 77. 
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“destruction of time”—suppress thoughts about the future and focus only on “getting 

through now.”68 Odysseus’s trials show us how the end of the war is not the end of his 

suffering. When Odysseus approaches Ithaca a year after the war ended, the sight of his 

home country restores his hope for the future. However, when he is blown off course 

and forced to restart his return voyage, he considers killing himself to end his despair. 

Then, in the Underworld, Odysseus feels a new level of pain as he learns his wartime 

absence motivated his mother’s suicide. He lacks the language to communicate the 

anguish he feels, and his flashbacks and memories of the trauma he experiences only 

heighten his sense of loneliness. Finally, while on a raft in the middle of the ocean, 

Odysseus wishes he had died in Troy. Without the nautical tools to navigate home, he is 

hopelessly caught between war and home—an in-between space that is not unlike the 

same ground contemporary warriors must negotiate in order to return home from Iraq 

and Afghanistan. The sum of Odysseus’s trials illuminates his suicidal ideations, and 

they also inform reasons other combat veterans might choose to end their own lives, 

even after surviving prolonged combat. 

Odysseus’s suicidal thoughts and gestures illuminate the fatalistic logic found 

among some participants of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan depicted in contemporary 

American literature. Specifically, in Matthew Hefti’s A Hard and Heavy Thing (2016), 

Sergeant Levi Hartwig struggles through thoughts of suicide in much the same way as 
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Odysseus. Caught in a cycle of consecutive deployments overseas, Levi is constantly 

shuttling between war and home and feels hopelessly trapped in what Samet refers to as 

the “no man’s land” of today’s forever wars. Trapped between war and home, Levi finds 

himself adrift in a third dimension, which makes him feel as though he is already dead. 

He loses hope in the future, feels isolated and alone, and is caught in what the 

psychiatrist Judith Lewis Herman refers to as the “endless present.”69 The behaviors 

Levi inherits during his military service, which manifest as post-traumatic stress 

disorder, keep him trapped in the in-between space of no man’s land and—for many 

reasons similar to Odysseus—inform his desire to take his own life. 

The third chapter uses the story of Ajax, who killed himself as a point of honor, 

to discuss the role of society in what Durkheim categorizes as altruistic suicide. Ajax’s 

story elucidates how social values like kleos (fame, heroism) can motivate an individual 

to risk his or her own life in exchange for social status. Homeric warriors saw combat as 

an arena in which they could perform “especially courageous” feats to reaffirm their 

positions in society.70 Had Ajax died in combat, he most certainly would have been 

hailed a hero. That he died by suicide and was still hailed a hero demonstrates how, 

according to James Redfield, “the kleos of the hero is to some extent a compensation to 

 

69 Judith Lewis Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence from Domestic Abuse to Political Terror 
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him for his own destruction.”71 When Ajax takes his life to preserve his status, he is not 

merely playing out the fatalistic mentality of war, he is forcing it to its logical end: death 

for honor.  

Ajax’s suicide illuminates the fatalistic logic found among some participants of 

the American Civil War that are depicted in nineteenth-century American literature. 

Specifically, in Ambrose Bierce’s collection of short stories, In the Midst of Life: Tales of 

Soldiers and Civilians, more than half of his tales of soldiers portray main characters that 

die by suicide. It is no surprise that war fiction conveys death as a central theme, but it is 

noteworthy that Bierce uses the Civil War as the backdrop to a narrative that illustrates 

suicide as a courageous and permissible act. Bierce’s stories illuminate how societal 

values compelled his suicidal characters to take their own lives and how, through 

suicide, those soldiers played out the fatalistic mentality of war. Bierce’s model for this is 

the soldier who is dishonored by his actions, is shamed by society, and responds by 

taking his own life. The act of suicide counters the sense of shame by upholding the 

societal value in question (i.e.: courage, masculinity, duty, etc.), thereby enabling the 

moribund to recover the honor in question and solidify his reputation as a hero-warrior. 

Up until now, each Greek hero has experienced a form of voluntary death: 

Achilles fulfills his fate to die in war, Odysseus intentionally visits the Underworld, and 
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Ajax falls on his sword. I conclude with a coda that looks to Philoctetes as an example of 

soldiers who consider suicide but choose to live instead. Philoctetes shares some 

resonance with Ivan Kashkin and Robert Jordan in that he suffers from so much physical 

torment he begs Neoptolemus to kill him to end his misery. Indeed, Philoctetes is so 

overcome by pain that he loses consciousness and experiences a metaphorical death. The 

old Philoctetes who suffered years of agony on Lemnos is succeeded by a new 

Philoctetes that overcomes his pain and plays a crucial role in the Trojan War. But his 

metaphorical death on the island of Lemnos is indicative of the transitional nature of 

war, or, in the words of Robert Jordan, in “the always ridding of self that you had to do 

in war.”72 Philoctetes’s resurrection from Lemnos and return to the Achaeans is symbolic 

of how the knowledge gained in war requires its participants to becomes something 

new, to change, if they are to reenter society.  

When thinking about how one survives, it is difficult to overstate the significance 

of the role of Neoptolemus in Philoctetes’s life. In “Democratic Citizenship and the 

Narrative Imagination,” Martha Nussbaum discusses the use of public drama at Athens 

to make better citizens. While watching Sophocles’s Philoctetes, the spectators would 

have experienced the “politically and morally valuable result” of having sympathy for 

Philoctetes, as Neoptolemus did, rather than simply treating him as a means to end the 

 

72 Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 447. 
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Trojan War, as Odysseus was inclined to do.73 The audience would have been “invited 

by the play” to not only imagine the sort of painful and lonely existence that Philoctetes 

had lived, but also to direct their attention to his affliction, to focus on his suffering.74 In 

other words, the audience would have been made to be Neoptolemus. 

The role of Neoptolemus carries profound implications for society’s obligation to 

help veterans return home from war. Sometimes that role is filled by fellow soldiers; 

other times it is filled by family members, friends, and even complete strangers. In either 

case, Neoptolemus provides a model that demonstrates the power of presence, of 

understanding, and of acceptance. Importantly, Neoptolemus’s role is as relevant today 

as it was when performed in Athens over 2,400 years ago. In The Theatre of War: What 

Ancient Greek Tragedies Can Teach Us Today, Bryan Doerries argues tragedies such as 

Philoctetes can “bridge the ancient and contemporary worlds and perhaps provide relief 

to those who were suffering from timeless wounds.”75 By reading about Philoctetes’s 

pain, or seeing it performed on stage, today’s audience garners insight into how some 

veterans suffer, if even metaphorically, in the years after which they return from war. 

Similarly, narrative art has a similar role to play because, in the words of Nussbaum, it 

 

73 Martha Nussbaum, “Democratic Citizenship and the Narrative Imagination,” in Why Do We Educate?: 

Renewing the Conversation, ed. David L. Coulter and John R. Wiens (Hoboken, UNITED KINGDOM: John 

Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2008), http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/duke/detail.action?docID=428277, 

146. 
74 Nussbaum, “Democratic Citizenship and the Narrative Imagination,” 145. 
75 Bryan Doerries, The Theater of War: What Ancient Greek Tragedies Can Teach Us Today (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 2015), 62. 
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“has the power to make us see the lives of the different with more than a casual tourist’s 

interest.”76  

With Neoptolemus in mind, I conclude this project by reflecting on my own 

combat experiences and brushes with soldier suicide. I have personally found combat 

exposes the soldier to danger and death in such a palpable way that it compelled me, if 

temporarily, to suspend the possibility of a future outside of war. In Iraq I had accepted 

I was never going home. Through this perspective, Adam’s actual suicide and my 

fatalistic mindset were not all that dissimilar in that each of us disallowed ourselves a 

future existence beyond our last day in combat. Adam’s was of course literal, while mine 

was figurative. But the fatalistic similarities between my mentality and Adam’s resonate 

with a literary discourse that not only illuminates the plight of some warriors and 

veterans, but also provides clues to how some of those veterans may finally return 

home. 

I do not know why Adam took his life nearly fifteen years ago. I do not know 

why so many of my friends and soldiers have killed themselves, some while I was 

writing this dissertation. But I do know literature offers insights about those who suffer 

from war and contemplate suicide that may otherwise be inaccessible. I am also certain 

that, were it not for my own community of veterans and friends—those Neoptolemuses 

who stood by me during my own lonely moments of danger and heartache—I would 

 

76 Nussbaum, “Democratic Citizenship and the Narrative Imagination,” 147. 
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have endured far greater challenges during my own trials while returning home from 

war.
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2. Suicides of Grief, Self-Blame, and Survivor Guilt 

Despite being a heroic, mythical warrior who fought in an entirely different time, 

place, and culture, Achilles’s depiction illuminates the fatalistic logic found among 

American Vietnam War veterans.1 In Achilles in Vietnam, Shay argues, “the epic gives 

center stage to bitter experiences that actually do arise in war; further, […] Homer has 

seen things that we in psychiatry and psychology have more or less missed.”2 Shay 

contends Achilles’s story—including his loss of a beloved comrade; intense feelings of 

grief, self-blame, and survivor guilt; and psychological injuries and suicidal behavior—is 

“also the story of many combat veterans, both from Vietnam and from other long 

wars.”3 

Many reports have analyzed the rates of suicide among the Vietnam War veteran 

population. Increasing suicide rates among this population first emerged during the war 

itself. A longitudinal study published by the American Medical Association recently 

determined that, between 1819 and 2017, suicides among active duty service members 

historically decreased during wartime; however, this trend reversed for the first time 

during the Vietnam War.4 While the suicide rate was “10-15 per 100 000 service 

members” from 1945-1991, that rate steadily increased during the Vietnam War, starting 

 

1 From here on, I will simply refer to Vietnam War veterans as “Vietnam veterans,” or simply “veterans.” 
2 Jonathan Shay, Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character (New York: Scribner, 2003), 

xiii. 
3 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, xxi. 
4 This trend emerges, once again, during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, which I cover in subsequent 

chapters. 



 

36 

at 10 per 100,000 in 1965 and reaching a height of 18 per 100,000 in 1975.5 Suicide has 

remained a problem among veterans since the Vietnam War ended. “Vietnam veterans 

assert that twice as many of their brethren have died by suicide since the war than died 

at the hands of the enemy,” writes Shay, who, further, declares he has “no inclination to 

dispute this number, though accurately estimating suicides in this population is even 

more difficult than counting the homeless.”6 Indeed, many studies have sought to 

understand the suicide trend among Vietnam veterans. During a review of literature, 

Herbert Hendin and Ann Pollinger Haas analyzed “numerous reports” in and found 

that because of “a wide diversity of methods, measures, and sample selection criteria,” 

Vietnam veteran suicides rates range “between 11% and 65% higher than the rate for 

nonveterans of the same age.”7 Among the reports one thing is for certain: for some of 

these veterans, something about their experiences have so changed their conceptions of 

life and death that suicide seems to be an answer.8 

In a 1991 study published in the Journal of Psychiatry of Vietnam War veterans 

who saw combat and suffered from PTSD, Hendin and Haas determined guilt was a 

significant predictor of suicidality. Among the symptoms the authors accounted for, 

 

5 Jeffrey Allen Smith et al., “A Historical Examination of Military Records of US Army Suicide, 1819 to 

2017,” JAMA Network Open 2, no. 12 (December 2, 2019): e1917448–e1917448, 

https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2019.17448, 5. 
6 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, 179. 
7 Herbert Hendin and Ann Pollinger Haas, “Suicide and Guilt as Manifestations of PTSD in Vietnam 

Combat Veterans,” American Journal of Psychiatry 148, no. 5 (May 1991): 586–91, 

https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.148.5.586, 586. 
8 Hendin and Haas, “Suicide and Guilt...in Vietnam Combat Veterans,” 586. 
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“combat guilt was the most significant predictor of both suicide attempts and 

preoccupation with suicide.”9 Every person who attempted suicide suffered from 

combat guilt, compared to 48.5% of nonsuicidal veterans. Similarly, survivor guilt was 

another explanatory factor and was present in 73.7% of veterans who attempted suicide, 

compared to 36.4% of nonsuicidal veterans in the study.10 A study published in the 

Journal of Clinical Psychology found that suicidal Vietnam veterans with PTSD 

experienced survivor guilt “to a greater degree” than non-suicidal veterans.11 In a 2020 

study on complicated grief, which often “co-occurs” with PTSD and includes “intense 

yearning for the deceased, emotional pain, and preoccupation with thoughts about the 

death or the deceased,” analysands with complicated grief “were more likely to 

experience suicidal ideations” than those without.12 

While grief and guilt are just a couple of the myriad factors that explain the 

choice to take one’s own life, Achilles, and characters like him, can shed light on why 

and how this might be the case. While one might have difficulty accessing the story and 

interiority of Vietnam veterans suffering from thoughts of suicide, literature and film 

offer insight that, when considered through the lens of Shay’s psychological work on 

 

9 Hendin and Haas, “Suicide and Guilt...in Vietnam Combat Veterans,” 586. 
10 Hendin and Haas, “Suicide and Guilt...in Vietnam Combat Veterans,” 586. 
11 Lee Hyer et al., “Suicidal Behavior among Chronic Vietnam Theatre Veterans with PTSD,” Journal of 

Clinical Psychology 46, no. 6 (1990): 713–21, https://doi.org/10.1002/1097-4679(199011)46:6<713::AID-

JCLP2270460604>3.0.CO;2-7, 718. 
12 Naomi M. Simon et al., “Understanding the Impact of Complicated Grief on Combat Related 

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder, Guilt, Suicide, and Functional Impairment in a Clinical Trial of Post-9/11 

Service Members and Veterans,” Depression and Anxiety 37, no. 1 (2020): 63–72, 

https://doi.org/10.1002/da.22911, 64. 
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real life veterans, can elucidate that they, like Achilles, have been moved by intense 

feelings of grief, self-blame, and survivor guilt. That the Iliad resonates so strikingly with 

Shay’s observations of American Vietnam War veterans suggests it can also offer insight 

into contemporary American literature and film that depict soldiers and veterans of the 

Vietnam War who suffer from comparable forms of suicidality. 

2.1 The Fatalism of Achilles 

Sing, goddess, the anger of Peleus’ son Achilleus 

and its devastation, which put pains thousandfold upon the Achaians, 

hurled in their multitudes to the house of Hades strong souls 

of heroes, but gave their bodies to be the delicate feasting 

of dogs, of all birds, and the will of Zeus was accomplished 

since that time when first there stood in division of conflict 

Atreus’ son the lord of men and brilliant Achilleus.13 

The Iliad opens with a famous quarrel between Achilles and Agamemnon 

(Atreus’s son). The dispute occurs during a public assembly in the middle of the Trojan 

War, when Agamemnon, the Greek commander-in-chief, accepts he must give up his 

war prize and captive, Chryseis, in order to end a plague brought on by Apollo. When 

Achilles, “the best of the Achaians,” chides Agamemnon about his previous refusal to 

hand over Chryseis, as well as his ineptitude as a commander, Agamemnon responds by 

taking Achilles’s captive, Briseis, as compensation.14 Agamemnon’s actions are a 

“personal affront” to Achilles because they intentionally dishonor him and publicly 

 

13 Richmond Lattimore, trans., The Iliad of Homer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 1.1-7. All 

citations of the Iliad are Lattimore’s translation of Homer, unless otherwise noted. 
14 Iliad 1.412. 
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subordinate him to Agamemnon.15 Achilles grows so enraged that he nearly kills 

Agamemnon, but Athena intervenes just in time to talk him out of it. Instead, Achilles 

removes himself and his army from the war and swears a formal oath to never again 

help Agamemnon and the Achaeans, even when “in their numbers before man-

slaughtering Hector / they drop and die.”16 

Achilles’s actions set in motion a series of events that result in his choosing to 

willingly give up his own life. After he withdraws from the assembly, he asks his 

mother, a sea goddess named Thetis, to implore Zeus to restore his honor by helping the 

Trojans defeat the Greeks so Agamemnon will regret offending him. Thetis agrees to 

help her son, but laments, “[I]ndeed your lifetime is to be short, of no length. / Now it 

has befallen that your life must be brief and bitter / beyond all men’s.”17 Achilles has 

what Thetis describes to him as “two sorts of destiny toward the day of [his] death.”18 If 

he stays and fights in Troy, he will die in war but have everlasting glory. If he leaves the 

war and departs for home, he will live a long life but without glory. 

By Iliad 9, the tide of the war has turned toward the Trojans. With Zeus’s support 

on the battlefield and Achilles’s absence from it, the Trojans are on the cusp of routing 

the Argives. Agamemnon realizes his mistake in offending Achilles and becomes so 

concerned that he sends Odysseus, Phoenix, and Ajax as his ambassadors to apologize 

 

15 Stanley Lombardo, trans., Iliad, (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1997), 1.538. 
16 Iliad 1.241-242. 
17 Iliad 1.416-418. 
18 Iliad 9.411. 
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to Achilles and beg him to rejoin the war effort.19 But Achilles remains resolute, refusing 

to assist his old friends. When Odysseus attempts to persuade Achilles by explaining 

that Agamemnon is offering a bounty of gifts as recompense, Achilles retorts that 

possessions are easy to acquire, “but a man’s life cannot come back again.”20 Achilles 

knows if he rejoins the fight, it will cost him his life. He repeats to his comrades what his 

mother previously told him: “[I]f I stay here and fight beside the city of the Trojans, / my 

return home is gone, but my glory will be everlasting; / but if I return home to the 

beloved land of our fathers, / the excellence of my glory is gone, but there will be a long 

life / left for me, and my end in death will not come to me quickly.”21 In addition to 

maintaining his sworn oath against Agamemnon, Achilles provides this additional 

reason to not return to the war. He assures his comrades he intends to set sail for home, 

and he advises them to do the same.  

In truth, Achilles’s refusal to accept Agamemnon’s apology is more than a simple 

life-or-death rationale. It is a byproduct of atē, which James Redfield defines as “a kind 

of moral blindness or damaged deliberative capacity.”22 Achilles is so upset at being 

dishonored by Agamemnon that he rejects his apology and is willing to stand by while 

his fellow Greeks die an avoidable death. His intent to sail home the next day is what 

 

19 James M. Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad: The Tragedy of Hector (Durham: Duke University Press, 

1994), 97. Agamemnon admits his maltreatment of Achilles is the result of “savage atē.” But Achilles also 

succumbs to atē. 
20 Iliad 9.408. 
21 Iliad 9.412-416. 
22 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 97. 
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Redfield describes as “not a real choice,” for doing so would negate his original purpose 

of defending his honor and recovering his glory.23 Achilles’s actions are a result of a 

damaged deliberative capacity brought on by a level of arrogance and desire for honor 

that prevents him from upholding cultural norms. In Homeric culture, when a 

transgressor apologizes to the transgressed, the latter should accept the apology from 

the former. If he or she does not, as Achilles does not, the gods punish the transgressed 

by making him or her make a “disastrous mistake,” explains Malcolm Willcock.24 This is 

precisely what happens to Achilles as the story unfolds.  

Deeply troubled that the Greeks are on the verge of defeat and Achilles will not 

aid them, Patroclus, Achilles’s best friend and military deputy, implores Achilles to lend 

him his armor so he can enter the battle.25 By impersonating Achilles, Patroclus hopes to 

strike fear in the hearts of the Trojans, instill confidence in the Argives, and turn back 

the tide of the war. Achilles assents, and Patroclus becomes what Homer refers to as 

Achilles’s therapon, meaning his “ritual substitution” or “stand-in.”26 By donning 

Achilles’s armor and acting as his substitute, Patroclus becomes Achilles-like. Not only 

does the armor make him appear to be Achilles, but it also enables him to fight like 

 

23 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 106. 
24 Malcolm M. Willcock, A Companion to The Iliad, Illustrated Edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1976), 106. 
25 Iliad 17. 411. Patroclus feels guilty for the Greek casualties, and he is frustrated Achilles does not. 
26 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, 70. 
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Achilles. Achilles’s armor enables Patroclus to perform beyond his own capabilities on 

the battlefield.27 

As planned, Patroclus’s presence as Achilles weakens the Trojans and emboldens 

the Greeks. In the heat of battle, however, Apollo stuns Patroclus and knocks off his 

helmet, revealing his true identity. Having lost the full protection of Achilles’s armor as 

well as his reputation, Patroclus has also lost the ability to fight. Moments later, a Trojan 

spearman wounds him in the back, and then Hector kills him with a spear thrust 

through his belly.28 With Patroclus dead, Hector strips Achilles’s armor from Patroclus’s 

corpse and puts it on himself. Achilles’s decision to allow Patroclus to fight is thus a 

disastrous mistake because it results in Patroclus’s death and in turn motivates Achilles 

to return to the battlefield at the expense of his own life. Achilles’s atē plays a crucial role 

in fulfilling the opening lines to the epic—that is, “the will of Zeus was accomplished.”29 

In this case, Zeus’s will includes Achilles’s destiny to die in war. It is particularly tragic 

that Achilles knowingly enters this fate—a response that is at once fatalistic and suicidal. 

In his definitive work, Suicide: A Study in Sociology, Emile Durkheim defines 

suicide as “all cases of death resulting directly or indirectly from a positive or negative act of the 

 

27 George Devereux, “Achilles’ ‘Suicide’ in the Iliad,” Helios 6, no. 2 (1978), 5, 8. 
28 Iliad 16.373. 
29 Iliad 1.5. E. R. Dodd, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951), 2-4. I take 

this interpretation from E.R. Dodds’s The Greeks and the Irrational, where the author argues that 

Agamemnon’s atē—his misstep of dishonoring Achilles—delivers Zeus’s will. It being the case the Achilles 

was destined to die in war, which was brought on by his own atē, thus fulfills the same. 
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victim himself, which he knows will produce the result.”30 Achilles knows the act of 

reentering war will result in his death. It is a course of action he can avoid but 

deliberately does not. Achilles’s fatalistic decision therefore falls within the ambit of 

suicide, and Achilles’s literal and figurative suicidal episodes that follow confirm his 

intent to end his own life. 

2.1.1 The Grief of Achilles: Acting Out His Intent to Die 

Achilles’s subsequent suicidal behavior is informed by the grief he experiences 

when Patroclus dies in battle. The APA Dictionary of Psychology defines grief as “the 

anguish experienced after significant loss, usually the death of a beloved person. […] 

Intense grief can become life-threatening through disruption of the immune system, self-

neglect, and suicidal thoughts.”31 The latter two life-threatening byproducts of intense 

grief are especially relevant for Achilles because of his attachment to Patroclus. “We can 

never fathom the soldier’s grief if we do not know the human attachment which battle 

nourishes and then amputates,” attests Jonathan Shay, who offers a psychiatric reading 

of the Iliad in Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character.  

Achilles and Patroclus were far more than just friends or military associates. 

They were raised in the same house and treated as brothers.32 They survived ten years of 

war alongside one another, during which time Patroclus served as his deputy and 

 

30 Emile Durkheim, Suicide, A Study in Sociology, trans. John Spaulding and George Simpson (New York: The 

Free Press, 1966), 44. 
31 “Grief,” in APA Dictionary of Psychology, Online, accessed January 21, 2021, https://dictionary.apa.org/grief. 
32 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 10-11. Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, 215. 
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closest advisor. They even shared the same quarters while at Troy. While speaking to his 

mother, Achilles describes Patroclus as “my dear companion […] / whom I loved 

beyond all other companions, / as well as my own life.”33 When Patroclus dies, Achilles 

does not just lose a friend or colleague, he loses the one person he cares most about, 

including himself. 

When Achilles hears the news of Patroclus’s death, he becomes so overwhelmed 

by grief and heartache he nearly takes his own life right away. Homer tells us “the black 

cloud of sorrow closed on [him].”34 The “black death-spirit” delivers “black destruction” 

on the battlefield.35 Black is the color of the blood of corpses and the mortally wounded, 

the color of ashes, and the color of the earth that “closed [the dead] under.”36 The River 

Styx, which demarcates the Land of the Dead, is also black.37 Homer figures death and 

danger as black. Achilles’s mental anguish is therefore so great—so black—that the 

image of death closes in on him. This scene foreshadows Achilles’s death wish 

throughout the rest of the story. 

Overcome by grief, Achilles pours dirt on his head and face, rubs ashes on his 

body, pulls out his hair, and cries aloud. His behavior is what Redfield describes as “an 

 

33 Iliad 18.80-82. 
34 Iliad 18.22. 
35 Iliad 5.22, 653. 
36 Iliad 2.699), 10. 298, 15. 715, 18.583, 20. 470, 21.119. Hélène Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, trans. Nicholas 

Snead (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2017), 112. 
37 Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 111. 
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image of death’s defoulment.”38 By defiling himself with dirt and ashes, Achilles 

pollutes his body to mimic Patroclus’s corpse, which is currently in a state of decay and 

considered polluted, or “foul” (miaros), until it is incinerated and buried.39 “Between 

death and burning, the dead person is in a liminal condition,” Redfield explains; “he is 

neither alive nor properly dead.”40 Achilles, as the mourner, also finds himself split 

between the living world and the dead. In Miasma: Pollution and Purification in Early 

Greek Religion, Robert Parker labels Achilles’s self-pollution as a “transposition […] to a 

metaphysical plane.”41 By desecrating his own body, Achilles joins Patroclus in a liminal 

state between life and death. In other words, through his actions Achilles manifests his 

intent to die. His grief is so great that he becomes suicidal.  

In Nature and Culture in the Iliad, Redfield clarifies how Achilles’s behavior is 

typical of mourners in Ancient Greece. “The dead man is going on a journey, and the 

impulse of the mourners is to go with him; the most perfect mourning would be suicide, 

and this is treated as a real possibility.”42 Indeed, Achilles’s actions so trouble 

Antilochos, the Greek commander who delivers the news of Patroclus’s death and looks 

 

38 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 181. 
39 Robert Parker, Miasma: Pollution and Purification in Early Greek Religion (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 64. 
40 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 181. 
41 Parker, Miasma, 64. 
42 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 181. 



 

46 

on as the grieving hero defiles his body, that he clutches Achilles hands, “fearing [he] 

might cut his throat with the iron.”43  

Achilles is kept from killing himself in this moment, but the scene is the first of 

several where his actions demonstrate his intent to end his life. In The Tears of Achilles, 

Hélène Monsacré argues Achilles’s immediate response to learning of Patroclus’s death 

is “as if he were participating momentarily in the state of death,” which Achilles signals 

when he defiles himself in order to occupy the same metaphysical plane as Patroclus’s 

dead body.44 But Monsacré also notes that Achilles’s grief, and the grieving process that 

follows, “manifests as a slowing down of physical and social life.”45 Achilles’s 

occupation with grief is, itself, a form of death. In the days that follow, Achilles refuses 

to eat, sleep, bathe, or have sexual intercourse—all of which are actions through which 

Achilles ceases his social existence to mimic the dead and portray his own state of non-

being.46 His bereavement is a form of voluntary death through the suspension of life. 

In addition to his literal and figurative suicidal behavior, Achilles vocalizes his 

desire to die. “[T]here must be on your heart a numberless sorrow / for your son’s death, 

since you can never again receive him / won home again to his own country,” Achilles 

tells his mother.47 “[T]he spirit within does not drive me to go on living and be among 

 

43 Iliad 18.34. 
44 Hélène Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 133. 
45 Hélène Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 127. 
46 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 181. Hélène Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 133. 
47 Iliad 18.89-90. 
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men,” he continues.48 Achilles speaks of himself as though he at once wishes to die and 

is already dead. He is so set on dying that he is making preparations for what he knows 

is his forthcoming demise. “I must die soon,” he asserts.49 Throughout the remainder of 

the Iliad, Achilles continues to acknowledge, and even welcome, his own death. 

A contemporary explanation of grief makes sense of what Achilles does next. 

Yael Danieli, one of the founders of modern trauma studies, describes four “existential 

functions of [survivor] guilt”; those who emerge seek “to deny helplessness; to keep the 

dead alive by making them ever present in thought; to sustain loyalty to the dead; and 

to affirm that the world is still a just place where someone (even if only the guilt-ridden 

survivor alone) feels guilt at what was done.”50 For Shay Danieli’s delineations extend 

beyond those who have survived trauma and can be applied to those who grieve as 

well.51 Achilles manifests them. Having incurred a debt to Patroclus, he must pay by 

killing Hector, thereby ensuring he proves his loyalty as he keeps Patroclus at the 

forefront of his mind.52 

2.1.2 Achilles and Self-Blame: Suicide Disguised as Revenge 

Achilles’s heartache and rage compel him to avenge Patroclus by killing 

Hector—an act Achilles knows will seal his fate to die in war. Shortly after learning 

 

48 Iliad 18.90-91. 
49 Iliad 18.98. 
50 Jonathan Shay, Odysseus in America: Combat Trauma and the Trials of Homecoming (New York: Scribner, 

2002), 80. 
51 Shay, Odysseus in America, 80. 
52 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 29. 
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Patroclus’s death, Achilles asserts, “Now I shall go, to overtake that killer of a dear life, / 

Hector; then I will accept my own death, at / whatever time Zeus wishes to bring it 

about.”53 Indeed, Achilles does just that. But in killing Hector, Achilles also kills his 

metaphorical double in what George Devereux argues is a “vicarious suicide” through 

which he expiates his guilt and regret for his part in Patroclus’s death.54 

In “Achilles’ ‘Suicide’ in the Iliad,” Devereux contends Hector becomes Achilles’s 

double. Hector is Achilles’s warrior counterpart in the Trojan Army because he is feared 

among the Greeks and is responsible for killing Patroclus, but Hector also mirrors 

Achilles physically and psychologically. When Hector kills Patroclus and dons Achilles’s 

armor, not only does he look like Achilles because he is cloaked in his armor, but he also 

takes on a role similar to Patroclus by becoming Achilles’s substitute on the battlefield. 

Homer tells us, “The armor fitted to Hektor’s skin, and Ares the dangerous / war god 

entered him, so that the inward body was packed full / of force and fighting strength.”55 

Hector is thus made to “impersonate” Achilles physically and psychologically, for Zeus 

makes Hector’s body grow into Achilles’s armor and fills Hector with Achilles’s rage 

from Ares.56 When Achilles meets Hector on the battlefield, the enemy that stands before 

him looks, fights, and acts like himself. In effect, he fights his mirror image. 

 

53 Iliad 18.114-116. 
54 Devereux, “Achilles’ ‘Suicide’ in the Iliad,” 14. 
55 Iliad 17.209-212. Devereux, “Achilles’ ‘Suicide’ in the Iliad,” 8. 
56 Devereux, “Achilles’ ‘Suicide’ in the Iliad,” 8. 
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Achilles blames Hector for Patroclus’s death, but he also holds himself partly 

responsible for allowing his best friend to take his place in combat. “Self-blame seems 

almost universal after the death of a special comrade,” Shay explains, “regardless of the 

presence or absence of a ‘real’ basis for it.”57 Self-blame, or guilt, is “a self-conscious 

emotion characterized by a painful appraisal of having done (or thought) something that 

is wrong and often by a readiness to take action designed to undo or mitigate this 

wrong.”58 Achilles’s desire to act is magnified by the fact that he is complicit in 

Patroclus’s death, even if unintentionally. First, he could have accepted Agamemnon’s 

apology and rejoined the war effort, but his atē clouded his ability to reason. Second, 

having rejected the apology, Achilles brought on the disastrous mistake of allowing 

Patroclus—a talented warrior but undoubtedly inferior to Hector—to fight on his 

behalf.59 Third, his absence from the battlefield kept him from protecting Patroclus.60 

Achilles’s guilt is made all the more evident during his dream visions of Patroclus the 

night before the latter’s funeral. Achilles tries, again and again, to embrace his dead 

friend’s ghost, but each time the figure flutters away like vapor.61 Devereux suggests 

that, with every attempt, Patroclus’s “deterioration” from a life-like image to a shadow, 
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“reflects Achilles’s growing awareness of his own misconduct.”62 Achilles is “haunted by 

his guilt, [and] seeks a scapegoat upon whom to project his self-reproach.”63 

Significantly, his vengeance is motivated by the weight of his own guilt, as well. 

Therefore, there is no one more appropriate for Achilles to punish than Hector 

who is both the perpetrator of Patroclus’s death and, in effect, the double of Achilles, 

who indirectly caused it. When Achilles kills Hector, he reaps revenge for Patroclus’s 

death and atones his own feelings of guilt and remorse for exposing Patroclus to such 

grave danger in the first place. That Hector’s death once and for all seals Achilles’s fate 

to die in war enables Achilles to achieve total exoneration for Patroclus’s death. It is 

fitting that with his dying breath Hector warns Achilles, “Be careful now; for I might be 

made into the gods’ curse / upon you.”64 Hector dies at that very moment, but Achilles 

responds to him anyway—an act that gestures toward his continued existence within 

the liminal space that Patroclus and now Hector occupy. “I will take my own death at 

whatever time / Zeus and the rest of the immortals choose to accomplish it,” Achilles 

retorts.65 The image of Achilles welcoming his own death as he stands over the dead 

mirror image of himself consummates the sense of fatalism that has emanated from 

Achilles ever since he became aware of Patroclus’s death. In the words of Devereux, 
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Achilles’s killing of Hector and mistreatment of the corpse are “a suicide disguised as 

revenge.”66 

In this moment, Achilles has entered into what Shay refers to as the “berserk 

state,” which “comes from the Norse word for the frenzied warriors who went into 

battle naked, or at least without armor, in a godlike or god-possessed—but also 

beastlike—fury.”67 Having studied and treated a number of berserkers over the years, 

Shay asserts, “They neither expected to survive nor wanted to.”68 Achilles is well beyond 

caring about whether he lives or dies. In the midst of their rage, berserkers lose all 

“human restraint,” such as ethics or compassion or a desire to survive, and they 

frequently have a “manic obsession with revenge.”69 Having avenged Patroclus’s death 

by killing Hector, Achilles can now end his hostilities as he transitions to Patroclus’s 

funeral.70 But he does not stop there.  

He remains obsessed with revenge. Achilles cuts holes in Hector’s heels, threads 

rawhide through the holes, and attaches his body behind his chariot. In full view of 

Hector’s parents and wife, Achilles drags the dead body back to the Greek encampment, 

letting Hector’s head tumble in the dust behind him.71 This action is particularly 
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offensive because, in addition to killing Hector, Achilles “disfigures, dishonors, and 

defiles” him as he carries out what Redfield describes as an “antifuneral.”72 A funeral, 

which includes purifying the body by burning and burying it, enables the deceased to be 

“properly dead” and therefore fully cross into the afterlife.73 Through the antifuneral, 

however, Achilles further pollutes Hector’s corpse and intends to cut it up and feed it to 

dogs and birds, denying Hector the ability to be purified, buried, and fully transition to 

the Underworld. What is more, Achilles continues this behavior for twelve days—an 

amount of time that is so excessive it highlights his fixation on revenge. 

“If […] Achilles is not imagined as being in a near-psychotic state of paranoid 

rage and anxiety, his behavior is not comprehensible,”74 Devereux argues. Achilles is 

clearly going berserk as he acts in a manner that is beyond human restraint. He may 

have avenged Patroclus’s death, but he remains obsessed with revenge, exhibiting 

neither ethics nor compassion long after the first three days that include Patroclus’s 

funeral and funeral games. His treatment of Hector is so reprehensible that on two 

different occasions Homer describes it as “shameful,” and Apollo exclaims, “Achilles 

has destroyed pity, and there is not in him / any shame.”75 

“[I]n attacking Hector (clad in his former armor) with an almost insane fury and 

arrogance, Achilles attacks himself also because of his guilt over Patroclus’s doom,” 

 

72 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 161, 183. 
73 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 181. 
74 Devereux, “Achilles’ ‘Suicide’ in the Iliad,” 11. 
75 Iliad 22.395, 24.44-45. Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, 77. 



 

53 

Devereux explains.76 Once Hector is dead, Achilles remains in the berserk state and 

continues to desecrate his body until nothing is left but a tattered corpse—any 

resemblance to himself is gone. He thus killed Hector and annihilated his double. 

2.1.2 Achilles’s Survivor Guilt: Preparing for the Afterlife 

Even though Achilles avenges Patroclus’s death, he still cannot go home. He is, 

of course, fated to die in war. Beyond that, however, Achilles cannot return home 

because he cannot overcome his feelings of survivor guilt. Survivor guilt is “remorse or 

guilt for having survived a catastrophic event when others did not [….]. It is a common 

reaction stemming in part from a feeling of having failed to do enough to prevent the 

event or to save those who did not survive.”77 Shay refers to survivor guilt as the result 

of the “twinlike closeness” survivors shared with the person that died—as though “each 

was the other’s double.”78 Survivors often feel they could have, or should have, died 

instead of their comrade, which makes the survivor feel as though they are “already 

dead.”79 Indeed, Achilles exhibits similar behavior. It should have been his blood that 

spilled, not Patroclus’s. As a result, he renounces his homecoming out of solidarity for 

Patroclus and as a concession of his grief and guilt.80 
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At Patroclus’s funeral, Achilles hands over his life in a final, symbolic gesture by 

cutting off his hair and placing it in Patroclus’s hands, following a common ritual in 

which the mourner places a lock of hair in the deceased person’s hands before the body 

is burned on the pyre. As Redfield explains, “the hair […] is unique among body parts in 

that it grows and yet is inert and can be lost without pain or injury.” Additionally, hair 

continues to grow after the body dies. “Hair is thus part of us without quite being a part, 

and has a kind of life of its own; its life is a metonym of our life.”81 The ritual is a final 

farewell to the deceased. In giving a lock of hair, the mourner “asserts his solidarity with 

the dead,” which frees him to “turn back and reassert his solidarity with the living.”82 By 

sending a metonymic part of oneself to be incinerated, the survivor can experience the 

purification of the fire and exit the liminal space to reenter his or her life among the 

living. 

The cutting of the hair is a common ritual in Ancient Greece, but in this instance 

Achilles’s gesture takes a deeper meaning. Redfield notes Achilles’s actions are “more 

elaborate […] [than this] ordinary ritual of mourning” because of the significance of his 

hair.83 Achilles’s hair takes on an even greater, sacrificial value because it serves as an 

explicit substitute for his actual life. Before departing for Troy, Peleus, Achilles’s father, 
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vowed his son should not cut his hair until his return home from war.84 Only upon 

returning home alive, should he cut his hair and give it as sacrifice to the river 

Spercheus—an exchange of his metaphorical life for his actual one. Achilles knows he 

will not make that voyage or cross that river, declaring, instead, “Now, since I do not 

return to the beloved land of my fathers, / I would give my hair into the keeping of the 

hero Patroklos.”85 Rather than using the traditional hair-cutting ritual as a way to exit 

the liminal space his body still occupies, Achilles uses the act to die a symbolic death 

that presages his physical one. When Achilles cuts his hair, he knowingly removes the 

final symbol of his life, and his ability to return home, because he is now without the 

necessary sacrifice to cross the Spercheus. The act is indicative of the survivor guilt he 

feels. He crosses the point of no return, renouncing his homecoming through an act the 

precludes his ability to come home. “[H]e (metaphorically) dies with Patroclus,” writes 

Redfield, “just as he later expects (actually) to die at Troy and be buried with 

Patroclus.”86 

After cutting his hair, Achilles instructs the Achaean leaders to save Patroclus’s 

bones once they have been incinerated and place them in a golden jar until his own 

bones can be added on top of them. This way, he will accompany Patroclus to Hades.87 

He then tells them to build a “grave mound which is not very great / but such as will be 
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fitting” for his body as well, assuring them he will soon be gone.88 In their article in the 

Journal of Affective Orders, Laura Marie et al. analyze a number of predictive indicators of 

suicidality. On the continuum of suicide—from ideation to action—the authors argue, 

“plans and preparations represent a more concerning form of suicidal ideation due to 

implied intent and greater potential for behavioral expression.”89 At first look, Achilles’s 

preparations might seem to substantiate his intent to die, but they are in fact well 

beyond plans to take his life. His death is a foregone conclusion. He has already 

performed the actions that have catalyzed his own death. Instead, his instructions are 

funerary arrangements for a man that, as far as Achilles is concerned, is already dead. 

Achilles’s place on the suicide continuum is thus analogous to a suicide completion. His 

preparations merely corroborate his own sense of non-being. 

2.2 Grief, Guilt, and Suicide in Vietnam War Literature and Film 

2.2.1 Being “Already Dead” in The Things They Carried 

Achilles’s story illuminates how feelings of grief and guilt might incite suicidal 

behavior among soldiers and war veterans. Achilles becomes so overwhelmed by the 

news of Patroclus’s death that he nearly slices his own neck. While grieving, he 

voluntarily suspends his social life, which is a symbolic gesture toward being dead 

because he refuses to eat, sleep, bathe, or engage in sexual intercourse. Then, he 
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slaughters Hector in a “suicide disguised as revenge,” making Hector pay a blood price 

for killing Patroclus while also slaying his own double as atonement for his own feelings 

of guilt.90 As a final act of fatalism that ensures he will never return home, Achilles 

renounces his homecoming by cutting off his hair. The sum of Achilles’s experiences 

demonstrates how losing a close friend in combat can incite intense feelings of grief and 

guilt among warriors and veterans who carry out the fatalistic mentality of war by 

taking their own lives or continuing on in an existence as though they are already dead. 

 Indeed, Shay himself refers to excerpts from contemporary war literature to 

shed light on the Vietnam War experience, including the work of Tim O’Brien. O’Brien 

wrote much of his memoir, If I die in a Combat Zone, Box me Up and Ship Me Home, while 

serving as an infantry soldier during the Vietnam War. Among his earliest descriptions 

is how he was forced to come to terms with his own mortality as he flew into country.  

The plane slides down, and the mountains darken and take on a sinister 

cragginess. You see the outlines of crevices, and you consider whether, of all the 

places opening up below, you might finally walk to that spot and die. Or that 

spot, or that spot. In the far distance are green patches, the sea is below, a stretch 

of sand winds along the coast. Two hundred men draw their breath. You feel 

dread. But it is senseless to let it go too far, so you joke: There are only 365 days 

to go.91 

O’Brien is not alone in counting down the days until he escapes the war alive. 

Indeed, this fatalistic feeling of war was shared by others. Some combat participants 
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knew death was possible in every new moment that passed, as Vietnam War poet Larry 

Rottmann suggests in “Realization”: 

Before it hit me 

that I was to be here 

a whole year! 

365 days 

8,760 hours 

525,600 minutes 

31,536,000 seconds 

in which to die.92 

Rottmann captures in verse the same feelings O’Brien describes in his memoir. In 

a war with climbing casualty counts and where the enemy can hit you from any 

direction, it really does feel like one could die at any second. Such a feeling resonates 

with Achilles, who may be alive but knows he is doomed to die. While Achilles’s death 

does not occur in the Iliad but in the Aethiopis, Shay is quick to remind the reader, 

“Homer ends the Iliad with mourning, not reassurance."93 The reconciliation that occurs 

between Achilles and Hector’s father, Priam, is “between men who both know they are 

doomed.”94 Shay continues, “Neither the conclusion of the Iliad nor the healing achieved 

by severely injured combat veterans can be snugly characterized as ‘the triumph of the 

human spirit.’”95 Despite the intervening centuries, the Iliad remains a relevant 

touchstone because of how effectively Homer conveys the enormity and irrationality of 
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war. It is in Shay’s words, “a true war story,” and such a story, he explains, quoting the 

following excerpt from O’Brien’s fictional work, The Things They Carried, 

is never moral. It does not instruct, nor encourage virtue, nor suggest models of 

proper human behavior, nor restrain men from doing the things men have 

always done. If a story seems moral, do not believe it. If at the end of the war 

story you feel uplifted, or if you feel that some small bit of rectitude has been 

salvaged from the larger waste, then you have been made the victim of a very 

old and terrible lie. There is no rectitude whatsoever. There is no virtue. As a first 

rule of thumb, therefore, you can tell a true war story by its absolute and 

uncompromising allegiance to obscenity and evil.96 

The “obscenity and evil” of war does not end when the bullets stop flying.97 

“More than 250,000 Vietnam combat veterans currently meet the full DSM-III-R criteria 

for post-traumatic stress disorder,” asserts Shay.98 Some of them share a grim fate, 

which, like Achilles’s, manifests itself in suicidal behavior. One can gain better insight 

into the problem about which Shay writes by reading O’Brien’s rendering of this plight 

through his fiction. Interestingly, his fiction is informed by his lived experiences; a side-

by-side comparison between If I Die in a Combat Zone and The Things They Carried reveals 

the stories share many of the same events and insights, as well as O’Brien’s narrative 

voice. By retelling his memoir in fictional form, O’Brien conveys what Marilyn Wesley 

describes as “a polemic vision that insists on the problematic nature of the Vietnam 

experience.”99 O’Brien’s critique of the wartime experience is that no good comes from it, 
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ever. One of the key problems of that experience is how the trauma of war continues 

long after the soldiers have gone home. 

The notions of obscenity and evil are central to the portrayal of war and post-war 

environments in The Things They Carried. O’Brien’s use of those words above are a nod to 

the major event of the story—a Vietcong attack on the platoon’s bivouac site that results 

in the death of a beloved comrade. The platoon members do not realize until it is too late 

that their camp is in the middle of a sewage field. The soldiers call it a “shit field.”100 The 

locals refer to it as “evil ground”: obscenity and evil repeat itself by manifesting into 

their literal forms.101 O’Brien later insists the field “embodied all the waste that was 

Vietnam, all the vulgarity and horror.”102 War is a traumatic experience so evil that the 

terms he employs while describing it are themselves “bad” words—a “shit field” so 

obscene it is obscenity, so vulgar it is vulgarity. “The bad stuff never stops happening,” 

warns O’Brien, “it lives on in its own dimension, replaying itself over and over.”103  

O’Brien fulfills this forewarning by unraveling the story of the attack not in the 

literary present, but through the memories and flashbacks of a fellow veteran named 

Norman Bowker, who emerges in a chapter titled “Speaking of Courage.” “The war was 

over and there was no place in particular to go,” the narrator sets the post-war scene.104 
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Bowker is driving along a seven-mile loop around the lake in his hometown, making 

one revolution after another. It is the Fourth of July. 

“Want to hear about the Silver Star I almost won?” he asks his imaginary 

companion.105 He rehearses how he might tell the story if his dad or ex-girlfriend were in 

the passenger seat. But he is all alone. “How’d you like to hear about the war?” Bowker 

imagines asking the town while motoring through it. No answer. “The town could not 

talk and would not listen,” the narrator explains. “It had no memory, therefore no 

guilt.”106 The town is something of a foil for Bowker, whose memory carries his guilt. He 

needs to tell his story, to exorcise or at least understand it, but he is so haunted by the 

memories of the attack and his response during it that he cannot verbalize either. “He 

could not talk about it and never would,” the narrator explains.107 

If Bowker could talk about the war, he imagines, he would start by recounting 

the medals he won. There were seven of them, all for “common valor” that proved “he 

had been there as a real soldier and had done all the things soldiers do, and therefore it 

wasn’t such a big deal that he could not bring himself to be uncommonly brave.”108 But 

his story about how he “almost won” the Silver Star is not braggadocio, but rather a 

confession to an absent judge. 
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“You’ve got seven medals,” his dad might say. “You weren’t a coward either.”109 

“Well, maybe not. But I had the chance and I blew it,” he would explain.110 

Next, he would set the scene by describing the river, the Song Tra Bon, which in 

the rainy season becomes so swollen it spills over its banks and floods the adjacent fields 

and farmland. That is what happened the night of the attack. The rains came, the river 

rose, and the field upon which they camped turned into a mucky sludge of human 

excrement. 

“You really want to hear this?” Bowker asks the absent father in the empty 

passenger seat.111 The question evinces a feeling of trepidation and shame that links the 

actual event with his continued suffering. For a moment he tries not to think about the 

battle, continuing on in another revolution around the lake. He lets his mind wander 

before envisioning a new passenger, his ex-girlfriend from before the war.  

“Finally somebody figured it out,” Bowker would continue telling her the story. 

“What this was, it was a shit field. The village toilet. No indoor plumbing, right? So they 

used the field. I mean, we were camped in a goddman shit field.” 

“Stop it. I don’t like that word,” she would say.112 

“That’s what it was,” he would have responded. But she is only a figment.  
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He could not describe what happened next. Instead, the narrator—O’Brien 

himself—interjects with descriptions of the experience on Bowker’s behalf. 

Just after nightfall the Vietcong unleashed a barrage of mortar fire. “The noise 

was fierce. Heavy thunder, and mortar rounds, and people yelling,” the narrator 

remembers. Then enemy projectiles were exploding all around them. In what reads as a 

flashback, the reader begins to experience the scene through the soldier’s eyes: “Rain 

and slop and shrapnel, nowhere to run, and all they could do was worm down into the 

slime and cover up and wait. [...] The shells made deep slushy craters, opening up all 

those years of waste, centuries worth, and the smell came bubbling out of the earth.”113 

All of a sudden, Bowker hears a soldier screaming. He immediately recognizes the 

sound; it is one of his best friends, a Native American soldier named Kiowa. Bowker 

goes toward the screams, which quickly turn to gargling sounds. He has been hit. His 

eyes are wide open, and he is sinking down into the human excrement. 

Bowker rushes over and pulls at the body, but his strength is no match for the 

force of the sludge, which pulls Kiowa further under. Mortar shells plunge and explode 

at such a close distance that he submerges himself beneath the cesspool for cover. Then 

he comes up for air and looks up in the sky. The mortar flares seem oddly similar to the 

fireworks on the Fourth of July. Kiowa is almost completely under, so Bowker pulls 

hard on his boot, intent on not letting go. But instead of pulling his dead friend out, the 
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dead body and the sewage field pull him in. As he goes under, the feces seep into his 

mouth and nose and eyes, forcing him to abandon his friend and save himself. If Bowker 

would have fought harder to extract Kiowa—had he demonstrated the courage and 

valor to stay in the midst of the barrage to save his friend—he could have won the Silver 

Star. “The truth,” Bowker concludes in his would-be confession, “is I let the guy go.”114 

After a long bit of silence and on his twelfth revolution around the lake, the 

town’s fireworks light up the Fourth of July sky. Bowker pulls over, gets out of his car, 

and walks into the lake. He submerges himself under the water, opens his mouth “for 

the taste,” and then stands up and watches the fireworks exploding above him.115 It is in 

this moment that the past meets the narrative present. While reliving his story about the 

horrific attack in a sewage field, after which his life seems to spiral out of control, 

Norman Bowker has been concurrently circling the lake as though he were water 

flushing down a toilet. Now in the metaphorical muck, Bowker’s body acts as though it 

is reliving the events of 1968, not just through memory but through the sensory input of 

touch, sight, hearing, and taste. The parallel events—first during the war, when he 

comes up out of the cesspool for fresh air and sees the mortar flares in the sky, and then 

after the war, when he emerges from the lake and watches the fireworks above—fulfills 
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O’Brien’s earlier adumbration: “The bad stuff never stops happening: it lives on in its 

own dimension, replaying itself over and over.”116  

In the next chapter, which is an explanatory excursus simply titled “Notes,” 

O’Brien tells the rest of the story about Bowker. In 1975, O’Brien received a letter from 

his old war buddy, in which he “described the problem of finding a meaningful use for 

his life after the war.”117  

It’s almost like I got killed over in Nam…Hard to describe. That night when 

Kiowa got wasted, I sort of sank down into the sewage with him. […] What you 

should do, Tim, is write a story about a guy who feels like he got zapped over in 

that shithole. A guy who can’t get his act together and just drives around town 

all day and can’t think of any damn place to go and doesn’t know how to get 

there anyway. This guy wants to talk about it, but he can’t…If you want, you can 

use the stuff in this letter. […] I’d write it myself except I can’t find any words, if 

you know what I mean, and I can’t figure out what exactly to say. Something 

about the field that night. The way Kiowa just disappeared into the crud. You 

were there—you can tell it.118 

Norman Bowker—O’Brien’s fictionalized character in “Speaking of Courage,” as 

well as the “real” one who writes the letter in “Notes”—suffers from grief and survivor 

guilt. Unable or unwilling to hold a job, stay in school, or maintain meaningful 

relationships, Bowker experiences a grief, like Achilles’s, that “manifests as a slowing 

down of physical and social life.”119 Through his grief for Kiowa and the stress that 

continues to exist in the form of memory, he has no “meaningful use for his life.”120 Even 
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though he is home, he is unable, and perhaps unwilling, to transition back into society. 

The jobs and the schoolwork “seemed too abstract, too distant, with nothing real or 

tangible at stake.”121 The result is a refusal to participate in society, or, in other words, a 

renunciation of his homecoming.  

The feeling of “being already dead,” which Bowker demonstrates through his 

endless revolutions around the lake and describes in his letter, manifests in the form of 

suicide. In 1978, the real Norman Bowker hung himself in the locker room of the 

YMCA.122 Based on his letter to O’Brien, one could deduce that his death resulted, at 

least in part, from the psychological injuries he sustained in Vietnam, and his dire need 

to talk about them to someone. Bowker’s mother confirms this suspicion in a letter she 

wrote to O’Brien: “Norman was a quiet boy, […] and I don’t suppose he wanted to 

bother anybody.”123 

The “emotional core” of “Speaking of Courage,” as well as Bowker’s letter to 

O’Brien come from what O’Brien as writer describes as “the simple need to talk.”124 

Indeed, it is the sharing of the story that can help veterans heal from their psychological 

wounds. “Veterans need to voice their grief and love for their dead comrades if they are 

to heal,” Shay explains.125 During the Vietnam War, however, soldiers were frequently 
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denied the ability to mourn the dead. Instead, Shay notes, the deceased were usually 

immediately evacuated from the point of death by an external medical evacuation team 

that transported them to a Graves Registration unit. With little time to process the loss, 

several combat soldiers reported going right back to work.126 The same was true of 

Kiowa. After the attack ended, the men spread out and inched through the field, 

attempting to find Kiowa’s body by feeling their way through the muck with their feet. 

After finally locating his body and digging him out of the waste, they radioed a 

helicopter to retrieve his body so they could continue on the patrol.127 

Bowker’s inability to voice his grief after the war originates from his being 

unable to mourn Kiowa in the hours and days after the attack. There was simply no safe 

place to do this. The platoon continued on with patrols and firefights, unable to 

participate in what Shay calls the communalization of grief, “being able to safely tell the 

story to someone who is listening and who can be trusted to retell it truthfully to others 

in the community.”128 Unable to tell his story or to have someone listen to it, Bowker 

founders in his grief and survivor guilt. “Thwarted, uncommunalized grief is a major 

reason why there are so many severe, long-term psychological injuries from the Vietnam 

War.”129 For Bowker, unfortunately, his psychological injuries ended in suicide.  
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But Bowker is not the only subject of this story. The communalization of grief 

applies equally to O’Brien for whom his old war comrade is a narrative foil and a 

double. So does the story in “Speaking of Courage.” For example, the same multi-

colored “split-level” homes that line the lake along Bowker’s drive also appear in 

O’Brien’s hometown.130 Earlier in The Things They Carried, O’Brien writes about how he 

would borrow his dad’s car and “drive aimlessly around town, feeling sorry for 

himself.”131 In his memoir, O’Brien writes about those houses and that loop around the 

lake. He would take drives along that loop when he needed to be alone or wanted to talk 

about the war with friends. “The war and my person seemed like twins as I went around 

the town’s lake,” O’Brien recalls in If I Die in a Combat Zone. “Twins grafted together and 

forever together, as if a separation would kill them both.”132 In the end, however, both 

Bowker and O’Brien are able to separate themselves from the war, and their separation 

is also a distinction between them. Bowker’s separation comes from the actual suicide 

about which O’Brien writes; O’Brien’s comes from a metaphorical death that ultimately 

liberates him. 

In “Notes,” O’Brien confirms the Norman Bowker of “Speaking of Courage” is 

really a composite character inspired by Bowker’s letter but also informed by his own 

experiences. Importantly, he also clarifies the real Norman Bowker bore no 
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responsibility for the death of Kiowa. “Norman did not experience a failure of nerve that 

night,” he writes. “He did not freeze up or lose the Silver Star for valor. That part was 

my own.”133 In coming clean about the story, O’Brien unleashes the full power of what 

he means when he introduces the idea of a true war story. Bowker’s war story, both 

during the war and after it, is in many ways his own. “You start sometimes with an 

incident that truly happened, like that night in the shit field, and you carry it forward by 

inventing incidents that did not in fact occur but nonetheless help to clarify and 

explain,” O’Brien writes.134  

The literary device O’Brien is using is verisimilitude, which embodies a “likeness 

or resemblance to truth,” but is in fact not true.135 Verisimilitude gives a more complete 

meaning to O’Brien’s experience, and in the process even O’Brien admits it becomes 

difficult to parse what happened from what seemed to happen during the war. The 

same concept seems to apply post-war. Near the end of the book, O’Brien clarifies his 

purpose in telling the story this way: “I want you to feel what I felt. I want you to know 

why story-truth is truer sometimes than happening-truth.”136 O’Brien conveys Bowker’s 

own aimlessness and challenge transitioning from war by tapping his own lived 

experience. The attack in the sewage field did happen, and Kiowa did die. O’Brien later 
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confesses that he too had “gone under with Kiowa.”137 Bowker’s physical death gives 

force to a sense of survivor guilt that O’Brien himself experienced but could not validate 

when compared to Bowker’s own personal struggles. By combining the two into the 

same fictional character in “Speaking of Courage,” O’Brien creates a veteran archetype 

that exhibits the experience of war long after combat has ended in the form of 

psychological injuries that live on in their own dimension. 

In If I Die in a Combat Zone, O’Brien describes leaving Vietnam in a passage that 

evokes sensations similar to those he experienced when first arriving in a war zone. As 

the plane takes off and he looks out the window, he thinks about how he knows the 

land, where “the bad, dangerous parts are, and the sandy and safe places by the sea.”138 

Having survived the 365 days of his tour, O’Brien is leaving Vietnam alive. Oddly, 

however, while flying into his hometown in Minnesota, he recalls “looking down [out of 

the airplane], you can’t see a sign of life. […] [Y]ou fly into an empty, unknown, 

uncaring, unpurified, permanent stillness.”139 The death he avoided in Vietnam awaits 

him in Minnesota. This is the moment when the memoir, the “happening-truth,” ends 

and the fictional work of “story-truth” begins. The transition from war to post-war 

comes with the realization that the experience is not over. O’Brien may have counted 

down his time in Vietnam and avoided dying in war, but in many ways the counting 
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continues. The sewage field “carried consequences that lasted forever,” O’Brien observes 

while looking back on his time in Vietnam in The Things They Carried.140 “In a way, 

maybe, I’d gone under with Kiowa, and now after two decades I’d mostly worked my 

way out,” he writes.141 

2.2.2 The Deer Hunter: The Absurd Death and Coming to Terms With 
One’s Mortality 

The central metaphor in The Deer Hunter, Michael Cimino’s 1978 Vietnam War 

film, is war is as game of chance. In presenting a story in which American prisoners of 

war (POWs) are forced to play Russian roulette as a form of torture, Cimino highlights 

the absurdity of war and how the combat experience may seem random to its 

participants. The idea that war depends in part on luck is not new. In his 1832 work, 

Vom Kriege (On War), Prussian general and military theorist Carl von Clausewitz writes 

of war, “No other human activity is so continuously or universally bound up with 

chance. And through the element of chance, guesswork and luck come to play a great 

part in war.”142 Clausewitz was writing from the strategic perspective in which various 

principles and tactics can affect an army’s odds of winning or losing, but his 

commentary also illuminates the fatalistic feelings found within the individual 

experience that Cimino’s film portrays. The deadly game places its participants in a 
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liminal position between life and death—a position some of them cannot reconcile even 

after the war has ended.  

In the introductory battle scene, Mike (Robert DeNiro) is the only survivor of his 

Green Beret team. He is lying among a group of dead American soldiers while a 

Vietcong guerilla walks through the village behind him, indiscriminately killing women 

and children. Mike regains consciousness and begins firing on the enemy soldier. Just 

then, Nick (Christopher Walken) and Steve (John Savage) arrive by helicopter as part of 

a group of reinforcements. In a remarkable stroke of coincidence, the three lifelong 

friends reunite on the same battlefield overseas. As the camera pans out, several 

Vietcong appear in the background. Moments later, the American soldiers are overcome. 

In the next scene, Mike, Nick, and Steve are prisoners of war and are forced to 

play Russian roulette against each other. When Mike and Steve face off, Steve points the 

gun to his head and fires; the bullet glances off his head, badly wounding him. With 

Steve in a daze, the Vietcong throw him in a bamboo cage and send Mike back with 

Nick and the other prisoners. When Mike makes a plan for them to escape during their 

next round of Russian roulette, Nick asks what they are going to do about Steve. “Forget 

him. He ain’t gonna make it,” Mike asserts. 

“Forget him?” Nick retorts. “Who do you think you are? God?”  

“Look at him, he’s in a daze. He ain’t coming out of it. He’s in a dream,” Mike 

answers. 
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Mike explains their only chance of escape is to turn the gun on their captors. If he 

can talk the guards into putting three bullets into the cylinder, they will have enough 

ammunition to kill most of the guards and overtake the rest. Nick thinks it is a crazy 

idea, but when a guard comes to get more players, Mike pretends to fight with Nick, 

inciting the guard to pull both of them up to face off against each other. After Mike and 

Nick each takes a turn at Russian roulette with only one bullet in the six-shooter, Mike 

cajoles the guards into putting three bullets in the gun. Before he can successfully turn it 

on his captors, he must get them to lower their guards by convincing them they are 

continuing to play. Mike points the gun to his head and pulls the trigger, but amazingly 

the chamber is empty. When it is Nick’s turn, he freezes up and refuses to play. He is 

horrified at the fifty-fifty odds facing him, but Mike knows they are doomed to die if 

they do not play and escape.  

Mike and the guards begin hyping Nick up to get him to pull the trigger. “I’m 

gonna will us out of here!” Mike yells at Nick. “You’ve got an empty chamber in that 

gun!”143 To coerce Nick into pulling the trigger, the guards slap him, and Mike screams, 

“Go ahead, Nicky! Just do it. Do it. Do it! Do it!”144 Nick knows there is no better 

alternative, so he pulls the trigger and, amazingly, the hammer falls against the firing 

pin with an empty click. When Mike gets the gun again, he quickly turns it on his 
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captors, killing three guards in quick succession before taking one of their weapons to 

finish off the rest. With the guards dead, Nick remains in a crazed state, beating the dead 

Vietcong with such a focused intensity that Mike has to pull him off the dead guard so 

they can make their escape. On their way out of the camp, Mike and Nick grab Steve 

and start floating down the river in search of safety. A U.S. Army helicopter is patrolling 

the area and is able to extract them from the river they are floating down. Nick climbs 

aboard the helicopter, but Steve, who is hanging on to the landing skids, loses his grip 

and falls back into the river. Mike dives in the water after him. With the helicopter 

taking hostile fire, the scene ends with the helicopter being forced to abandon Mike and 

Steve. 

While there is no evidence of American POWs in Vietnam ever being forced to 

play Russian roulette, the film offers a thought-provoking metaphor about how war 

imposes soldiers to come to term with their own deaths.145 In Home From The War, Robert 

Jay Lifton reports that many veterans developed “death anxiety” from not being able to 

rationalize why some soldiers died and others lived.146 Some of those veterans recalled 

playing what Lifton describes as a “contemporary game of Russian roulette,” where 

someone pulls the pin from a grenade and the soldiers toss it back and forth until 
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someone throws it away before it explodes.147 “Such a game combines violent and 

suicidal impulses as a response to overwhelming fear of death. In them, the men are able 

to recreate in playful-fearful microcosm—and thereby mock—the threat of absurd death 

characterizing the larger war,” surmises Lifton.148 In this sense, the mockery is similar to 

dark humor, which real life American prisoners of War used as a means of “taking 

control of one's reaction when he could not have control of the situation.”149  

O’Brien writes about a similar occurrence in The Thing They Carried, where two 

soldiers toss a smoke grenade back and forth. While a smoke grenade is not deadly as a 

fragmentation grenade is, the heat from a smoke grenade can burn one’s hands and its 

smoke can sting the eyes and lungs. “Whoever chickened out was a yellow mother,” 

O’Brien writes.150 By exposing themselves to non-deadly sources of risk, the soldiers 

made a game that enabled them to confront their own fear. Ironically, even though they 

use a smoke grenade for the game of chicken, the game ends when one of them 

unwittingly steps on an enemy landmine while trying to catch the grenade. The soldier’s 

death becomes all the more absurd and reflects how the chaos of war extends even to a 

“silly game.”151  
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It is because of the chaos of war that Norman Bowker spends time after every 

mission playing checkers. He finds “something restful about it, something orderly and 

reassuring.”152 Juxtaposed against Bowker’s day-to-day experiences in combat, in which 

he believes survival depends on a finite amount of luck, checkers imposes a sense of 

order on both participants. It has a fixed set of rules and is played on a grid in which 

there are “no tunnels or mountains or jungles.”153 Checkers offers a break from a 

warzone where Bowker has difficulty making sense of who dies and why. The game 

also gives him and his opponent an opportunity to exercise choice and agency to 

improve the probability of winning—all of which are things that, for Bowker, seem 

absent from the battlefield. 

In The Deer Hunter, however, Russian roulette is not a game that enables its 

participants to mock death or calm down from combat. Instead, the deadly game 

magnifies the absurdity of being killed in action because it is an extension of the random 

violence the participants have witnessed on the battlefield. What is more, it forces Mike, 

Nick, and Steve to come to terms with their death in such an extreme way that in pulling 

the trigger they are also performing the very motions that could end their lives. For the 

split second between when they pull the trigger and when the hammer hits the firing 

pin, their lives hang in the balance. They are in a liminal space, neither dead nor alive. 
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This moment of non-being, when their lives are temporarily suspended between the 

living world and the dead, manifests itself in forms of grief, self-blame, and survival 

guilt that emerge in future, voluntary games of Russian roulette. O’Brien’s 

pronouncement that the “bad stuff” replays itself “over and over” proves true with 

Mike, Nick, and Steve, as well.154 

2.2.2.1 The Second Russian Roulette Scene: If War is a Joke, Then What is Life? 

The next scene opens with Nick at a military hospital in Saigon, where he sits on 

the railing on the edge of balcony, looking down on the courtyard below. In the 

courtyard, an American flag gently flaps in the breeze. Rows upon rows of full body 

bags are being loaded into coffins and awaiting transport home. Nick believes Steve and 

Mike are dead; indeed, the imagery of death all around him evokes the sense that his 

best friends could be among the body bags beneath him. Nick is in a liminal space. His 

physical positioning in the scene’s outset—not physically in the hospital but not quite 

outside it—projects the emotional condition in which he finds himself. All around him 

inside the hospital, the dead and dying lie in their beds. As the soldier-patients die, they 

are carried outside to the courtyard below Nick to await repatriation and burial. Nick’s 

health is reflected in his positioning on the railing, hanging between the worlds of the 

injured and the dead. His physical wounds appear to have healed, but his psychological 

wounds place him in a position where he seems not quite alive and not quite dead. 
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Contrasting details in the scene evoke contention among home, life, and death. 

Nick cannot even glance at the caskets in the courtyard without seeing the American 

flag waving in front of him. It is an ominous sign of his own fate, as well as, he believes, 

of Mike’s and Steve’s. He will not go home alive. When a doctor approaches him and 

begins asking questions to test his mental acuity, Nick has troubling remembering his 

parents’ names. When the doctor asks him his parents’ birthdays, he becomes 

overwhelmed by emotion and begins sobbing. His inability to speak only occurs when 

he is forced to conflate images of home and life. He cannot reconcile the two in the same 

thought without expressions of sadness because, for him, the concept of life is home, and 

home is no longer accessible. Finally, Nick constantly looks at a picture of Linda, his 

girlfriend back home, which he keeps in his wallet, but when he has the opportunity to 

phone her he is unable to bring himself to make the call. 

Nick blames himself for what he believes to be Mike’s and Steve’s deaths. After 

surviving a horrific experience in the POW camp, he watched his two best friends fall 

back into the river while he was taken to safety. He is reeling from the physical and 

psychological injuries he suffered, and his grief is so poignant he cannot speak about 

home or make any meaningful connection to it. Like some of the Vietnam veterans 

Lifton analyzes, Nick’s actions suggest he feels as though he “betrayed his buddies by 

letting them die while he stayed alive. […] [H]e becomes bound to an unconscious 

perception […] which makes him feel that his survival was made possible by others’ 
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deaths.”155 In other words, Nick has survival guilt, and his dissonance between 

surviving and going home keeps him in the in-between space of being alive but feeling 

as though he is already dead. 

When Nick is finally discharged from the hospital to be sent home, he spends 

what is supposed to be his final night in Vietnam by wandering the streets of Saigon. 

Late in the night, a singular gunshot draws him to a back alley, where he comes upon a 

pile of dead bodies. Inside a nearby room, locals are crowded around two men, betting 

on a game of Russian roulette. 

“You seem disturbed,” says a Frenchman named Julien, who is sitting outside 

the building. 

“People inside doing it for money?” Nick asks. 

“Sometimes a great deal of money.”156 

Nick is disturbed. He was forced to play Russian roulette at the POW camp. He 

used it to survive, not to play it as a game for money. But now, the men who play 

Russian roulette have literally made a game of it. The onlookers who are placing bets on 

the game are no different from the Vietcong guards, entertained by senseless violence 

and randomized death. When Julien asks Nick if he wants to play, he says no and turns 

away. The “playful-fearful microcosm” intended to mock the threat of the absurd death 
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in war supplants the war itself.157 Such a game negates Nick’s entire wartime experience, 

as well as Mike’s and Steve’s sacrifices. 

“Of what is there to be afraid of after this war? War is a joke. A silly thing,” 

Julien says, trying to persuade him indoors.  

“I’m going home, Ace.” Nick replies. “You got the wrong guy.”158 

But Julien persists and pulls Nick into the den just as one of the players points 

the gun to his head and pulls the trigger. The chamber is empty, and now it is the other 

player’s turn. Nick snaps and becomes so enraged that he picks up the revolver, checks 

to make sure it is loaded, buries the tip of the barrel into the other player’s temple, and 

pulls the trigger. The chamber is empty; no round fires. Then he turns the gun on 

himself and pulls the trigger again. The hammer falls with a metallic click. Once again, 

Nick finds himself in something akin to Shay’s berserk state. The actions he takes to get 

there are a renunciation of his homecoming. He will never leave Saigon alive.  

Furious, Nick throws the gun down and runs out of the room with the gamblers 

in hot pursuit behind him. Nick does not realize it, but Mike is also in the room, seated 

among the gamblers, watching the game. Neither a gambler nor a participant, Mike also 

occupies an in-between status in the room. Mike storms out after Nick as well, but 

before he can catch him, Julien picks Nick up in his car and speeds off. 
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“Listen, if you are very brave and lucky, then I can make you very very rich,” 

Julien tells Nick as he hands him a stack of bills and drives away.159 But Nick does not 

care about the money. He throws it out of the car to the crowd of people behind them.  

Once again, Nick’s actions place him in a liminal position. He is not a gambler on 

the perimeter of the room, nor is he a player seated at the table in the middle. He stands 

between the two groups. As he picks up the gun and pulls the trigger, he mimics his 

own suicide in a form of self-punishment for the guilt he feels for surviving when others 

died, and for being saved by a helicopter that abandoned his friends. Nick’s guilt, like 

Achilles’s, is “couched in terms of abandonment.”160 Even though he has no “real” basis 

for his self-blame, Nick’s death wish is a manifestation of the trauma he experienced and 

the grief and guilt he feels.161 

2.2.2.2 The Third Russian Roulette Scene: Coercive Communalization as Healing and 

Punishment 

Like Nick, Mike finds himself in a similar in-between state. He feels guilty for 

suggesting they abandon Steve, for forcing Nick to play Russian roulette with him, and 

for coming home alive when his friends did not. When Mike returns to his hometown 

after a number of years have passed, he is unable to resume life as he knew it. Mike’s 

grief manifests as a slowing down of his social life in which he distances himself from 

 

159 Cimino, The Deer Hunter, 1:50:16. 
160 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam , 69. 
161 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam , 73. 



 

82 

his old friends and old pastimes. Returning to his home where his friends are throwing 

him a welcome home party, he diverts his cab to drop him off at a nearby hotel. When 

he goes to his house the next day, he refuses to enter his own home until Linda, Nick’s 

old girlfriend and Mike longtime secret crush, invites him in. Mike and Nick had been 

roommates in the house, and Linda has been residing there since they left for Vietnam. 

He is now a guest in his own home. Later that night, when Linda seeks comfort in 

Mike’s arms, he refuses her, saying, “I can’t. Not here. I feel a lot of distance, and I feel 

far away.”162  

Mike’s “distance” comes in part from his refusal to fully integrate back home. 

Nick never called, wrote, or returned home since Mike saw him at the gambling den in 

Saigon, so Mike thinks Nick, along with Steve, is dead.163 He feels all alone. The only 

people who could truly understand his pain are dead, and he exacerbates this feeling by 

refusing to talk about his pain and the events that caused it. When anyone asks about his 

experiences, he refuses community by giving just enough of an answer to satisfy their 

questions, but without ever actually talking about how he truly feels. For example, when 

Linda asks him about his wounds, he responds with, “It was nothing. Just the usual 
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complications. That’s all.”164 When Stan (John Cazele) asks how it feels to be shot, Mike 

answers, “It don’t. It don’t hurt. If that’s what you wanna know.”165 

When Mike goes hunting with his old buddies, his pain and grief intensify 

through his actions. The last time he went hunting was with Nick before the war. Once a 

passionate hunter, he can no longer bring himself to kill the deer he is stalking. After his 

hunt, when Mike walks into the hunting cabin and sees Stan pointing a loaded revolver 

at Axel (Chuck Aspegren) in an act of machismo, Mike wrestles Stan to the ground and 

beats the gun out of his hand. Like Nick in Saigon, Mike is disturbed when he sees 

others treat life with such flippancy. His reaction is similar to Nick’s as well. 

“You wanna play games?” Mike chastises Stan while he unloads the revolver 

and reloads a single round. “All right, I’ll play your fuckin’ games.” Mike spins the 

cylinder before slapping it closed and pointing the gun between Stan’s eyes. “How do 

you feel now?” Mike asks Stan. He pulls the trigger, and the hammer falls with an 

empty click.166 

Mike’s actions are a form of self-flagellation. With the roles reversed, Mike 

becomes the lethal weapon and Stan assumes Mike’s place as the person who is forced 

to play Russian roulette. In this way, Mike recreates the game in which Stan takes Mike’s 

place, becoming his stand-in. Mike’s actions therefore are a form of punishment enacted 
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on himself by making him re-experience the pain and fear bound up in the horrific 

moments that catalyzed what he believes to be Nick’s and Steve’s deaths. Stan becomes 

the scapegoat upon which Mike projects his self-reproach. His actions are a kind of 

psychological suicide enacted vicariously through Stan, motivated by the weight of the 

guilt he feels. But this punishment is not enough to expiate his grief and guilt, nor help 

him reintegrate into society back home. 

Some survivors, Shay explains, are unable to speak about their experiences even 

though they want others to understand what they felt. As a result, they project their 

experiences on others. “I want you to feel what I felt,” writes O’Brien, who conveys the 

“truth” of his story by projecting it on Norman Bowker, a man who “could not talk 

about it and never would.”167 Some veterans that cannot use words at all make 

themselves heard through their actions, which Shay calls “coercive communalization.” 

In coercive communalization, survivors “recreate terror and helplessness” to make 

others “feel the fear and helplessness that the survivor felt.”168 By imposing a game of 

Russian roulette on Stan, Mike projects his own traumatic experience onto his friend. He 

forces Stan to feel what he felt while holding a gun to his own head in the Vietcong 

prison. By making his friends “feel the fear and helplessness” he felt, he is for the first 
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time giving a true answer to the questions his friends have previously asked.169 

Unfortunately, in doing so he pushes himself further outside his own community. 

Mike has not gone berserk in the precise way Shay describes, but he does 

manifest some resemblance to the mental state in that he acts without human restraint 

by exercising dominion over life and death. In fact, this is the second time such qualities 

have emerged. While he was in the Vietcong prison, Nick accuses Mike of acting like 

God when he proposes to abandon Steve by essentially pronouncing him as good as 

dead. Then, when they face the horrifying odds of three bullets loaded into the six-

shooter, Mike affirms, “I’m gonna will us out of here! You’ve got an empty chamber in 

that gun!”170 But when Mike brings this behavior home and exacts it on Stan through 

coercive communalization, he violates societal norms and “enter[s] into a forbidden 

realm of control over life and death, which separates [him] psychologically from the rest 

of [the group].”171 Where he had been given “sanction” to kill as a soldier in war, Mikes 

treatment of Stan is more akin to a murderer, who without sanction is cast out by being 

imprisoned or even punished with death.172 Mike’s actions in war set him apart as a 

hero, and his actions at the deer camp push him further apart as a criminal. 

Unsurprisingly, the behavior widens the gap between Mike and his old community of 
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hunting buddies.173 In the next scene, when the group returns from deer hunting, Mike 

exits his car alone and goes into his house while the others grab their gear and walk in 

the opposite direction. The move forces his old friends to temporarily sever ties with 

him, pushing him further into the liminal space between war and home. 

2.2.2.3 The Fourth Russian Roulette Scene: Self-Blame, Survivor Guilt, and Suicide 

When Mike learns that Nick is alive in Saigon, he flies back to Vietnam to bring 

him home. For an untold amount of time, Nick has been playing Russian roulette and is 

now famous for his ability to beat the odds and survive. But Mike soon learns Nick is 

irretrievable. Metaphorically speaking, Nick is already dead. Mike finds Nick in a drug-

induced daze. His eyes are drawn wide, he does not speak, and he has a pallor 

reminiscent of a corpse. When Mike tries to talk to him, Nick does not recognize Mike, 

remember anything about home, nor even recognize his own name. He has lost his 

grasp on his own identity, and though he looks like Nick, the Nick he knows is no 

longer accessible. Mike blocks Nick’s path to keep him from going into the gambling 

den behind him to play another round of Russian roulette. 

“Don’t you recognize me?” Mike persists. “Nicky, I love you. You’re my friend. 

What are you doing?”174  

 

173 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, 191. 
174 Cimino, The Deer Hunter, 2:45:41. 
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Nick’s only response is to spit in Mike’s face and wrestle himself free of Mike’s 

grasp. 

Rather than leaving, Mike cajoles his way to the Russian roulette table, so he can 

play against his best friend, giving him one last chance to reach through to Nick. In 

doing this, Mike shares some resemblance with Norman Bowker, who gets pulled into 

the muck by trying to pull his friend out of it. His actions are also reminiscent of 

Achilles’s, when he reconciles his grief over Patroclus by knowingly giving his life to do 

so. 

“We don’t have much time, Nick,” Mike says, while the referee loads the gun 

and places it in Nick’s hands. Nick continues to look off in the distance, speaking not a 

word.175 

“Don’t do it. Don’t do it,” Mike puts out his hands while Nick raises the gun to 

his head. He pulls the trigger and the hammer clicks.176 

Then the referee hands the gun to Mike, and Mike holds the gun up. “Is this 

what you want?” He asks Nick. “Is this what you want?” Pointing the gun to his head, 

Mike says, “I love you, Nick.” He squeezes the trigger and the hammer falls on another 

empty chamber.177 

 

175 Cimino, The Deer Hunter, 2:48:18. 
176 Cimino, The Deer Hunter, 2:48:26. 
177 Cimino, The Deer Hunter, 2:49:16. 
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As the referee resets the revolver, the camera flashes to Nick, whose disposition 

changes. The last time Nick saw Mike hold a gun to his head was when they were in the 

Vietcong prison. The image jars something in Nick that makes him appear to come to. 

He looks at Nick and purses his lips as though he wants to say something. 

Mike leans in. “Come on, Nicky. Come home. Just come home. Home. Talk to 

me. Nickolas, talk to me.” 

Nick grabs the gun from the referee, revealing deep bruises down his forearm 

from heroin injections that caused his veins to roll and blow. 

Alarmed by the bruises but encouraged by Nick’s changed disposition, Mike 

makes one final plea to Nick by recollecting their favorite pastime, deer hunting. What 

Nick loved most about deer hunting was being in nature among the trees and the 

mountains.  

“Do you remember all the different ways with the trees?” Mike asks. “Do you 

remember that? Do you remember? Huh? The mountains? Do you remember all that?”  

Nick connects with the memory and how he was the only person Mike would 

hunt with because they both believed a deer should be killed with one shot to minimize 

its suffering. 

“One shot,” Nick says as he smiles and looks at Mike. 

“One shot! One shot!” Mike responds. 
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Then, before Mike can delay him any further, Nick puts the gun to his head and 

pulls the trigger. The revolver fires the single shot, killing him as he falls into Mike’s 

arms.178 

Nick’s participation in the first game of Russian roulette as a prisoner of war is 

not suicidal behavior because he does not do it voluntarily. The Vietcong guards are 

going to kill him if he does not play. Playing is, ironically, his only chance of survival. In 

the final game in Saigon, however, Nick’s death is an act of suicide. Up until his final 

shot, Nick is inaccessible because of drugs and wartime trauma. He lacks the agency to 

make the decision to kill himself. However, when Mike brings Nick back to 

consciousness, Nick recovers an element of personal choice. He could not kill himself 

before, metaphorically speaking, because he was not consciously present and able to 

choose to do so. Now conscious, he performs a consciously suicidal act. 

While Mike’s behavior in the last game is suicidal, it is also an act of heroism. He 

knows he could die, yet he voluntarily risks his life to save Nick. Rather than merely an 

act of self-destruction, his actions are also a form of sacrifice in much the same way his 

playing Russian roulette is as a POW in the Vietcong prison. Playing Russian roulette 

affords him one final chance to bring Nick home alive. 

The final Russian roulette game mirrors the first in words and deeds, suggesting 

it also serves as Mike’s attempt to reconcile the traumatizing experiences he forced upon 

 

178 Cimino, The Deer Hunter, 2:50:36. 
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Nick by reversing the actions of their original game. In the POW camp, Mike goes first, 

then Nick, then Mike again. When Nick tries to stop playing in the middle of the game, 

the guards slap him and Mike eggs him on by screaming, “Go ahead, Nicky! Just do it. 

Do it. Do it! Do it!”179 Nick accepts his death and reluctantly pulls the trigger a final time, 

which sends him into a berserk state. Psychologically speaking, Nick is no longer 

himself. He is gone. 

In the final Russian roulette game in Saigon, the order and language is reversed. 

Nick goes first, then Mike. Rather than encouraging Nick to pull the trigger, Mike 

employs the same actions he used to coerce Nick to play during their first game, but this 

time to persuade him not to play. He slaps Nick to snap him out of his daze and 

implores him, “Don’t do it. Don’t do it. Don’t do it.”180 While Mike’s words and actions 

temporarily hype Nick up to take the final shot in the POW camp, the same actions 

momentarily calm Nick down before he takes the final shot in Saigon. For a brief 

moment, Mike even conjures the old Nick. When Nick pulls the trigger and kills himself 

in the final shot, the past meets the narrative present; Nick consummates the 

metaphorical death he experienced in the POW camp with his actual death. 

Having grieved the loss of his friend who is “already dead,” Mike acts on his 

guilt through what Danieli describes as its “four existential functions.”181 No longer can 

 

179 Cimino, The Deer Hunter, 1:25:26. 
180 Cimino, The Deer Hunter, 2:48:26. 
181 Shay, Odysseus in America, 80. 
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Mike remain stateside and grieve over Nick. He travels 12,000 miles to Vietnam to “deny 

helplessness,” and he risks his life to save him even if he is, mentally speaking, no longer 

there. Mike’s actions are not simply a figurative attempt to “keep the dead alive,” but 

they are also actions that, if momentarily, resurrect his dead friend. Nick uses the word 

“remember” no fewer than five times within the span of a few seconds, and indeed, for a 

split second, Nick does recollect a shred of memory from his former life. Mike’s suicidal 

behavior also enables him to carry out the ultimate form of loyalty to Nick by offering 

his own life to save him. He even asserts his solidarity with Nick, choosing to be with 

him instead of the living world. “Is this what you want?” Mike asks as he points the gun 

to his head. “I love you, Nick.”182 Mike pulls the trigger in exchange for more time with 

his friend. Rather than forcing someone else to “feel guilt at what was done,” Mike takes 

on that guilt by punishing himself.183 

By acting out his own death, and by watching Nick do the same, Mike exacts two 

types of punishment on himself. First, Mike blames himself for exposing Nick to the idea 

of Russian roulette, but he also suffers from survivor guilt the entire time he is home 

since Nick never made it back home. His participation in the game could be considered 

what Shay describes as a “guilty substitution,” where the guilt he feels animates as a 

form of self-flagellation in which he desires to exchange his life for the deceased’s.184 

 

182 Cimino, The Deer Hunter, 2:49:16. 
183 Shay, Odysseus in America, 80. 
184 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, 70. 
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Second, Mike’s participation in the game serves as a form of psychological suicide if 

Nick dies because the tables are turned, and now Nick occupies the role Mike previously 

held. Whereas in the POW camp Mike insisted on playing and Nick only played 

reluctantly, now in Saigon Nick insists and Mike only plays reluctantly. Perhaps 

coincidentally, Nick visibly appears as Mike did during the second Russian roulette 

scene by wearing similar clothes as Mike—a white, short-sleeve dress shirt, untucked 

over black slacks. They share a “twinlike closeness,” having together shared the same 

experiences and values.185 As his best friend who believes a deer must be killed with 

“one shot” to minimize suffering, Nick serves as Mike’s double and fires one shot, which 

ends his own pain but magnifies Mike’s. With Nick dead, Mike experiences the ultimate 

grief at having lost a beloved friend whose suffering was an extension of their time as 

POWs in the Vietnam War. 

2.3 The Boundlessness of War: Fatalism and Survivor Guilt 

Achilles’s story offers examples of how war can create a sense of fatalism among 

its participants in such a manner that it incites an expectation to die. When that sense of 

fatalism is realized through the death of a beloved comrade, rather than dying oneself, 

the effects can be equally detrimental to the survivor. The survivor can also die as a 

result. One need not be killed by an enemy’s arrow, or mortar round, or bullet to be a 

casualty of war. Like Achilles, Mike and Nick, and Tim O’Brien and Norman Bowker, 

 

185 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, 70. 
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experienced a form of death—some literal, others metaphorical—that manifested 

through feelings of grief, self-blame, and survivor guilt from the death of a beloved 

comrade. 

Robert Duncan, the Black Mountain poet who wrote protest poetry during the 

Vietnam War, once described the boundaries of war as “beyond our understanding.”186 

He argued the Vietnam War, with all its “brutalities of modern life,” was marked by a 

limitless circular voracity of “endless body counts, endless rhetoric, endless 

durations.”187 His conception of the enormity of war helps clarify the power of war’s 

grasp on its participants who, long after the war has ended, still feel the pain of loss they 

experienced in combat. Indeed, they can still die because of it. Literature about the 

Vietnam War contains characters who personify Duncan’s perspective of war, and such 

stories also illuminate Achilles’s experience. Achilles did not just die in war because of 

what happened during the ten years of the Trojan War. His fate extended far beyond the 

shores of Troy and the ten years in which the Greeks fought there. Just like Bowker and 

Nick seemed fated to die from war wounds that manifested long after they departed the 

battlefield, Achilles felt the fatalism of war long before he set foot on Troy. Such a 

concept should help revise a conventional understanding of war and its consequences, 

 

186 Robert Duncan, Bending the Bow (Cambridge: New Directions, 1963), i. 
187 James Mersmann, Out of the Vietnam Vortex: A Study of Poets and Poetry Against the War (Lawrence: 

University Press of Kansas, 1974), 185, 190. 
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which, for warriors, veterans, family members, and the societies that send them to battle, 

can have the power to destroy long after the last soldier is killed in action. 

 

 



 

95 

3. Odysseus in No Man’s Land: Suicides of Despair in 
Contemporary American War Literature 

3.1 The American Odyssey: Caught in No Man’s Land 

The Odyssey elucidates how the trials of homecoming can motivate someone to 

consider suicide. Having survived ten years of war, Odysseus endures another ten years 

as he tries to return home. At Troy, he copes with the horror of combat by adopting a 

survival skill Jonathan Shay calls the “destruction of time”—suppress thoughts about 

the future and focus only on “getting through now.”1 The end of the war is not the end of 

the story. When Odysseus approaches Ithaca a year after the war ended, the sight of his 

home country restores hope for the future. Yet when he is blown off course and forced 

to restart his return voyage, he considers killing himself to end his despair. Then, in the 

Underworld, Odysseus feels a new level of pain as he learns his wartime absence 

motivated his mother’s suicide. He lacks the language to communicate the anguish he 

feels, and his flashbacks and memories of his experiences only heighten his sense of 

loneliness. Finally, while on a raft in the middle of the ocean, Odysseus wishes he had 

died in Troy. Without the nautical tools to navigate home, he seems hopelessly caught 

between war and home. The sum of Odysseus trials demonstrate reasons one might 

consider ending his or her life, even after surviving prolonged combat. Indeed, his entire 

 

1 Jonathan Shay, Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character (New York: Scribner, 2003), 

176. 
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trial home is a liminal journey, one in which he refers to himself as “Noman.”2 However 

coincidental it may be that Odysseus refers to himself as “no man” while also occupying 

a sort of no man’s land—a space that belongs to neither friend nor foe, in which he is 

neither warrior nor veteran—the position in which he finds himself is metaphorically 

illustrative of the many challenges contemporary veterans face today. 

Odysseus’s experiences illuminate the fatalistic logic found among military 

veterans depicted in recent American war literature. The two cultures are undoubtedly 

different. Texts from Classical Greece represent a bygone value system from a Golden 

Age, where war and home were the two most “important arena[s] in which to perform 

or compete” because that is where Greeks earned their social status.3 Contemporary 

American literature, however, is contextualized within a different historical period. We 

do not know how the U.S. Wars in Afghanistan and Iraq will end, let alone the full 

effects they will have on society.4 Despite those differences, and many others, there is a 

resonance between Ancient Greek and contemporary American wars.  

Elizabeth Samet makes this case in No Man’s Land: Preparation for War and Peace in 

Post-9/11 America. Having taught future Army officers since before the inception of the 

wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, Samet likens her former students to “reluctant Odysseus,” 

 

2 Stanley Lombardo, trans., Odyssey (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2000), 9.364. 
3 Peter Jones, Homer’s Odyssey, A Companion to the Translation of Richmond Lattimore (Carbondale: Southern 

Illinois University Press, 1988), 3. James M. Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad: The Tragedy of Hector 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 1994), 99-100. 
4 From here on, I will refer to the U.S. War in Afghanistan and the Iraq War as the wars in Afghanistan and 

Iraq. 
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whose “hardest struggle comes after the battle has been won, the city sacked, the spoils 

taken, the dead buried, and the wounded there to remind us of a violent interlude we 

would sooner forget.”5 She employs the concept of no man’s land to unpack the 

unsettledness felt by veterans who have deployed from home to war, again and again, 

for the past nineteen years. Samet contends that soldiers often find themselves mentally 

and physically trapped between war and peace—in a figurative no man’s land. 

“[I]nstead of coming home,” she explains, “[soldiers today have] become war 

commuters, shuttling back and forth on serial deployments.”6 The image shares some 

resemblance with Odysseus in Odyssey 5, in which Homer’s doublets contextualize the 

suffering of a returning soldier caught between war and home. 

The phrase “no man’s land” originated in 1350 as nomanneslond, a legal term to 

describe the grounds north of London where executions took place.7 In modern times, 

however, the term usually brings forth images of that unoccupied ground that spanned 

the trench systems of opposing armies, stretching from Belgium, across France, to 

Switzerland during the First World War. It is a term with literal and figurative reference. 

Historical photographs and first-person accounts depict a war-torn “waste ground,” 

 

5 Elizabeth Samet, No Man’s Land: Preparing for War and Peace in Post-9/11 America (New York: Farrar, Strauss, 

and Giroux, 2104), 10. 
6 Samet, No Man’s Land, 11. 
7 “No Man’s Land,” in Oxford English Dictionary, Online, accessed April 23, 2019, https://oed-

com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/256795?redirectedFrom=no+man%27s+land. 
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littered with dead bodies, twisted barbed wire fences, gnarled trees, and smog-like 

residue from poisonous gases.8  

Samet draws on the poetry of Edmund Blunden to describe how the wartime 

experience connects all wars, but notably the First World War and the wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq. For Blunden, the poet who led numerous missions in no man’s 

land while serving as a British officer on the western front, the territory was a “land of 

despair,” a “land of misery.”9 Blunden’s ability to find just the right word as a poet was 

coupled with his uncanny ability as a military officer to navigate through what he 

referred to as the “curiously unchartable complication” of the “perpetual tangle” of no 

man’s land.10 Blunden’s words and experience point to a critically relevant characteristic 

of the geospatial term that Samet co-opts to describe the disorienting and unsettling 

feeling that sometimes arises within the Afghanistan and Iraq wartime experience and 

memory. The experience is disorienting, particularly when the soldier feels as though he 

or she has never returned home for good, but instead commutes for a brief visit “over 

here” before returning “over there” in a time of perpetual conflict.11 Samet explains: 

The terms most often used to describe the current epoch—long war, era of 

persistent conflict, war without end—do not adequately suggest the effects of 

this ambiguous, indeterminate passage of a new generation of war commuters 

[…]. Adrift between war and peace, we have been living in an era for which we 

still have no satisfactory name. And in an archaic term inherited from the war 

 

8 Edmund Blunden, Undertones of War (New York: Doubleday, Doran & Company, Inc., 1929), 138. 
9 Blunden, Undertones of War, 138, 238. 
10 Blunden, Undertones of War, 121, 73. 
11 Samet, No Man’s Land, 17. 
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that was supposed to end them all, I have found what seems to me the most 

appropriate description for the space we have entered.12 

“No man’s land” helps articulate a different kind of battle ground, the space 

where modern soldiers feel the contention between war and peace, as many veterans 

have felt while fighting a war that made home feel like a temporary destination and war 

feel like a place they were made to endure. For example, the letters between Samet and 

her former student, Adam, a helicopter pilot and Army captain deployed to 

Afghanistan, illustrate the mental space in which soldiers must operate. During his third 

deployment in 2012, Adam wrote to his former professor, “This war has become more 

‘normal’ to me than life at home.” Months later, after returning home to the states, 

Adam continues, “Well, I’ve been home for just over a week now. It’s strange; I still 

don’t quite feel as though I’ve arrived.”13 Adam articulates an unanchored feeling that is 

emblematic of what other soldiers have come to feel. For many, as was the case with 

Adam, that feeling would linger as he again deployed to combat tours as the years came 

and went. This modern take on no man’s land speaks to the same contention of that in-

between space that is at times so disorienting that it becomes a land of despair. 

As America’s longest wars continue, we have only begun to see the challenges 

recent war veterans face as they attempt to return home. They must learn to turn off the 

feeling of perpetually preparing for war, being at war, or coming home from war. 

 

12 Samet, No Man’s Land, 13. 
13 Samet, No Man’s Land, 11. 
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Literature can provide a lens through which to view these challenges and see them more 

clearly. “In following Odysseus home to Ithaca,” Samet contends, “a soldier learns 

essential skills: how to differentiate false anchorages from true and how to navigate 

disordered space and measure disobedient time.”14 Such a skillset is not only useful but 

necessary for some, particularly those who, like Odysseus on the raft, find themselves 

caught in liminal space where they are neither at war nor at home—a place that seems to 

defy time, or heighten loneliness, or disorient and delay and frustrate. The metaphors 

serve as a forceful reminder of just how difficult the healing process can be, and they 

offer clues about how the experience of war and the trials of coming home could so 

change one’s conception of life and death that suicide would seem to be an answer. 

3.2 Odysseus’s Suicidality: We’re Never Going Home 

After fighting in the Trojan War for ten years, Odysseus and his army finally set 

sail for home. His journey back to Ithaca is an arduous one. During his first year at sea, 

he loses seventy-two men while sacking the city of Ismaros, his soldiers “forget the way 

home” after eating lotus fruit in the country of the Lotus Eaters, and he barely escapes 

the land of the Cyclopes after watching Polyphemus eat seven members of his crew.15 

Grieving and in shock, Odysseus and his soldiers arrive at the floating Aiolian Island, 

where Aiolos, the ruler of the winds, grants Odysseus safe passage home. Aiolos gives 

 

14 Samet, No Man’s Land, 42. 
15 Richmond Lattimore, trans., The Odyssey of Homer (New York: Harper Perennial, 2007), 9.60, 97, 390. All 

citations of the Odyssey are Lattimore’s translation of Homer, unless otherwise noted. 
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Odysseus a bag filled with all the blowing winds of the world, and he releases the west 

wind, which will “carry / the ships and the men aboard them on their way.”16 Wanting 

to make it to Ithaca as quickly as possible, Odysseus stays awake for nine days and 

nights, personally managing the sails filled by the west wind. Amazingly, on the tenth 

day Ithaca appears on the horizon. Odysseus is so close to home he can actually “see 

people tending fires” on “the land of our fathers.”17 Utterly exhausted and 

understandably relieved, Odysseus is overcome by “sweet sleep.”18 All his crew needs to 

do to complete the journey is steer the vessel to a nearby port. 

With Odysseus asleep and Ithaca in sight, his soldiers begin to wonder what 

treasures Odysseus has been hiding in the bag from Aiolos. The last thing they want is 

to return home empty handed while Odysseus keeps all the gold for himself. His men 

untie the bag to take stock of its contents, and the wild winds burst out into a storm that 

“swept them over the water / weeping, away from their own country.”19 When 

Odysseus wakes and sees what happened, he enters a state of deep despair. In an 

instant, he went from being so close to home he could see his countrymen along the 

shoreline to being blown so far off course he will spend another eight years trying to get 

back to Ithaca. In this moment of torment Odysseus, for the first time, seriously 

considers taking his own life: “Then I waking / pondered deeply in my own blameless 

 

16 Odyssey 10.26. 
17 Odyssey 10.29-30. 
18 Odyssey 10.31. 
19 Odyssey 10.49. 
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spirit, whether / to throw myself over the side and die in the open water, or wait it out in 

silence and be one of the living.”20 Having survived ten years at war, a deadly attack at 

sea, addicting drugs, and a man-eating cyclops, Odysseus understandably concludes, 

“homecoming seemed ours no longer.”21 

Nostos (νόστος), or “homecoming,” is a central theme in Homer’s Odyssey. In his 

analysis of Lattimore’s translation, Peter Jones explains, “The household—which, it 

must not be forgotten, was for Odysseus also a kingdom—was the centre of a Greek’s life. 

Outside the fields of battle, there was no more important arena in which to perform or 

compete.”22 Odysseus is associated with the theme of nostos in ways that set him apart 

from other Greeks in Homer’s works, even while they are at war. In Iliad 2, for example, 

the Greeks have been at war for nine years when Zeus sends Agamemnon a message 

that the time has finally come to take the city of Troy. Agamemnon gathers the Achaeans 

to get them ready for battle, but rather than inform them of his premonition, he tells 

them he is giving up and going home: “let us / run away with our ships to the beloved 

land of our fathers / since no longer now shall we capture Troy of the wide ways.”23 

 

20 Odyssey 10.49-52. This episode occurs within the first year of Odysseus’s voyage (his eleventh year away 

from home). According to analysis from Jones, Odysseus’s trip to the Underworld occurs in his thirteenth 

year away from home (Jones 102). The year before this, year twelve, he spent on Circe’s Island (10.469). 

Thus, his voyage from Aeolia to Ithaca occurred around year eleven (after this episode he still went to 

Telepylos). After Telepylos, Odysseus spends the bulk of his time—seven years—on Calypso’s Island 

(7.259). 
21 Odyssey 10.79. 
22 Jones, Homer’s Odyssey, 3. 
23 Richmond Lattimore, trans., The Iliad of Homer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 2. 139-141. All 

citations of the Iliad are Lattimore’s translation of Homer, unless otherwise noted. 
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Agamemnon’s speech is a trick. He does not actually intend to give up and send the 

Achaeans home. This is an absurd “trial” he devised to test the army’s morale and 

loyalty.24 Unsurprisingly, the Achaeans rush for the ships, “shouting to one another / to 

lay hold on the ships and drag them down to the bright sea.”25 Even the Greek 

commanders, who are aware that Agamemnon’s speech is a test, give way to the herd 

mentality and emotions of fleeing to join the mass of soldiers in their bid to return home.  

Amidst the mayhem, Odysseus is the only leader who refuses to go: “standing 

still; he had laid no hand upon his black, strong-benched / vessel, since disappointment 

touched his heart and his spirit.”26 Odysseus is sad and disappointed at the thought of 

leaving Troy because he does not want to forfeit the victory to the Trojans nor does he 

want the dead Achaeans to have died in vain. Just then, Athena arrives and urges 

Odysseus to intervene and stop the army from fleeing. “Will it be this way?” she asks. 

“[W]ould you thus leave to Priam and to the Trojans Helen / of Argos, to glory over, for 

whose sake many Achaians / lost their lives in Troy far from their own native 

country?”27 Even though Athena is a goddess, she cannot force Odysseus to take action. 

Malcolm Willcock explains Homer’s human characters “are not pawns in the hands of 

 

24 Iliad 2.73. 
25 Iliad 2.151-152. 
26 Iliad 2.170-171. 
27 Iliad 2.173-178. 
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these powerful gods. Athene can advise, but she does not compel.”28 So when Odysseus 

responds by running to the beachhead to implore the Greek kings and soldiers to turn 

away from the ships and form up at the assembly area, he does so of his own accord.  

Odysseus, alone, “mastered the army,” writes Stanley Lombardo in his more 

contemporary translation of the Iliad.29 Odysseus’s mastery comes from his ability to 

express his doubts as to whether they will ever return home while concurrently 

empathizing with the soldiers’ desires to do so. “We do not even know […] whether we 

sons of the Achaians shall win home well or badly,” Odysseus asserts to the crowd.30 

Robert Fagles translates a more nuanced version of Odysseus’s remarks: “We can have 

no idea […] whether Achaea’s sons will make it home unharmed / or slink back in 

disgrace.”31 Odysseus’s conception of how the war will end is marked by a sense of 

fatalism. To “win home well or badly” depends on whether the Greeks win or lose the 

war, but to “make it home unharmed / or slink back in disgrace” informs the physical 

condition of the soldiers and army when they return home.32 Odysseus’s assertion 

 

28 Malcolm M. Willcock, A Companion to The Iliad, Illustrated Edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1976), 8-9. 
29 Stanley Lombardo, trans., Iliad (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1997), 2.226. 
30 Iliad 2.252-253. 
31 Robert Fagles, trans., The Iliad (New York: Penguin Books, 1998), 2. 193-296. The benefit of Fagles’s 

translation is that its language and style are lauded for cohering to the poem’s overarching themes of 

“triumph and grief [that] compel our own humanity” (Fagles i). 
32 This is not the last time Odysseus influences the Greeks to stay and fight instead of go home. In Book 2 

Odysseus asserts, “let every man / stay here [in Troy], until we have taken the great citadel of Priam” (Iliad 

2.331-332). This is his requirement to be able to “win home.” But even when he fears “it be destiny to die 

here in Troy, far away from horse-pasturing Argos,” Odysseus stays and fights (Iliad 9.244-246). In Book 9 of 

the Iliad, for example, Odysseus is grievously wounded and cut off from the others, but determines “he 
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includes the likelihood that not everyone will return home, which is appropriate coming 

from a book whose moral is described by Hellenist Hélène Monsacré as “die in combat 

or return victorious.”33 

This is not to say Odysseus does not want to go. On the contrary, he defines 

himself in terms of his homeland in ways that no other Greek leader does. When the 

Achaeans are finally marshaled back in the assembly area, for example, a soldier named 

Thersites stands and ridicules Agamemnon for not allowing them to go home. “My 

good fools,” Thersites addresses his fellow warriors, “let us go back home in our ships, 

and leave [Agamemnon] here / by himself in Troy to mull his prizes of honor.”34 

Odysseus, once again, intervenes in the attempted homecoming, this time clubbing 

Thersites with a scepter as he speaks. “If once more I find you playing the fool,” 

Odysseus scolds Thersites, “[let] me never be called Telemachos’ father, / if I do not take 

you and strip away your personal clothing, / […] and send you thus bare and howling 

back to the fast ships.”35 

 

 

must by all means / stand his ground strongly, whether he be struck or strike down another” (Iliad 9.409-

410). Later that day, when Agamemnon suggests they give up their efforts and leave, Odysseus asserts, 

“[W]hat sort of words escaped your teeth’s barrier? / Ruinous! […] Now I utterly despise your heart for the 

thing you have spoken” (Iliad 14.83-84, 95). 
33 Hélène Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, trans. Nicholas Snead (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

2017), 95. 
34 Iliad 2.235-237. 
35 Iliad 2.252-264. 
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It is significant that Odysseus refers to himself as “Telemachos’ father,”36 a 

paedonymic derived from his son’s name, rather than “son of Laërtes,” a patronymic 

derived from his father’s.37 According to Willcock, “Odysseus is the only one in the Iliad 

who refers to himself in this oblique way, in relation to his son growing up at home.”38 

All other heroes refer to themselves, and each other, with either their given names or 

patronymics, the polite form of address. During Agamemnon’s review of the army, for 

example, Odysseus once again refers to himself as “father of Telemachos” even though 

Agamemnon continues to refer to him as “Son of Laërtes.”39 Odysseus’s paedonymic is a 

telling feature of the central character of the eponymous Odyssey because it conveys his 

identity of nostos, as well as what motivates him to return to Ithaca: his family. 

Odysseus empathizes with how much the Achaeans miss their homes and 

families. After the army fails Agamemnon’s “trial,” Odysseus explains to the 

commander-in-chief, 

In truth, it is a hard thing, to be grieved with desire for going. 

Any man who stays away one month from his wife 

with his intricate ship is impatient, one whom the storm winds 

of winter and the sea rising keep back. And for us now 

this is the ninth of the circling years that we wait here. Therefore 

I cannot find fault with the Achaians for their impatience 

beside the curved ships.40 

 

36 Iliad 2.260. 
37 Haft, Adele J. “‘The City-Sacker Odysseus’ in Iliad 2 and 10.” Transactions of the American Philological 

Association (1974-) 120 (1990): 37–56. https://doi.org/10.2307/283977, 51. 
38 Willcock, A Companion to The Iliad, 20. 
39 Iliad 4.358, 354. 
40 Iliad 2.291-297. 
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Coming from a man who identifies himself by the son he left at home rather than 

through his father’s royal bloodline, Odysseus’s speech is undoubtedly sincere. Jones 

explains, “Odysseus’s desire to return home requires no justification: it was taken for 

granted.”41 Not only did home provide social standing and power, but “Ancients Greeks 

placed an absolute value on a man’s loyalty to his own household.”42 That Odysseus 

sympathizes with the Achaeans’ desire to return home demonstrates his ability to 

balance his own emotions to return with his desire to stay and defeat Priam. Odysseus 

contends that even a month away, let alone nine years, would cause anyone to be 

“grieved with desire for going.”  

Odysseus’s description of the passage of time as “circling” is indicative of what 

the psychiatrist Judith Lewis Herman defines as “living in an endless present.”43 

Herman, who writes about how trauma distorted the perception of time among 

concentration camp prisoners, explains, “Thinking of the future stirs up such intense 

yearning and hope that prisoners find it unbearable; they quickly learn that these 

emotions make them vulnerable to disappointment and that disappointment will make 

them desperate. They therefore consciously narrow their attention, focusing on 

extremely limited goals. The future is reduced to a matter of hours or days.”44  

 

41 Jones, Homer’s Odyssey, 3. 
42 Jones, Homer’s Odyssey, 46. 
43 Judith Lewis Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence from Domestic Abuse to Political Terror 

(New York: Basic Books, 1997), 89. 
44 Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 89. 
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In Achilles in Vietnam, the psychiatrist Jonathan Shay argues that Herman’s 

analysis also applies to soldiers in prolonged wars. “For combat soldiers, the temporal 

horizon shrinks,” Shay writes. “Only getting through now has any existence. With this 

loss of a meaningful personal narrative that links past, present, and future comes a 

shrinkage of volition […] [and] suppression of thoughts of the future.”45 The Greeks 

have been caught off guard by Agamemnon’s trial, which has encouraged the soldiers to 

think about the future and believe in the possibility of going home. After turning them 

back from the ships, Odysseus astutely senses the need to address their, and perhaps his 

own, despair in abandoning the desire to go home in order to reenter combat. Odysseus 

recasts time to keep them from thinking about the future, as well as to make it easier to 

perceive. He describes their impatience and longing in the timeframe of “one month,” 

rather than nearly a decade: “Any man who stays away one month […] is impatient,” 

Odysseus relates. 

Agamemnon’s speech that follows Odysseus’s further erodes thoughts about the 

future for the soldiers, who are now fully reoriented from thinking about home to 

preparing for yet another battle. “[A]ll day long we may be in the division of hateful 

Ares. / There will not even for a small time be any respite.”46 Agamemnon’s juxtaposing 

of “all day long” and “a small time” breaks down a seemingly unendurable length of 

 

45 Shay, Achilles in Vietnam, 176. 
46 Iliad 2.385-386. 
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time into manageable chunks. Lombardo’s translation accounts for this shrinking 

temporal horizon in more definable units of time: “We’re going to fight all day and hate 

every minute.”47 The Greek perception of time is thus rendered in the form of Herman’s 

“endless present,” where the Achaean leaders and soldiers are away month after month 

while they fight minute by minute. The scene ends with Athena flying over the Greeks 

and consummating Odysseus’s fatalistic pronouncement that they may never win home, 

as she “stiffen[s] their hearts, so that for each of them / To die in battle was sweeter than 

going home.”48 In order to fulfill their roles as warrior-heroes, they must also learn to 

give up the idea that they will never return home. 

So when Odysseus sees Ithaca for the first time since leaving Troy, he is finally 

able to place hope in his future, in his imminent return home. Herman explains that, 

among concentration camp prisoners, “the future stirs up such intense yearning and 

hope that [they] find it unbearable.”49 Odysseus learned to cope with the enduring 

danger of war by living one moment at a time and suppressing thoughts about the 

future, but seeing Ithaca from a distance affords him his first opportunity to hope in 

over a decade. Nostos expands Odysseus’s temporal horizon and permits him to plan for 

the future: to think about reuniting with his family; reasserting his social status; and 

linking his past, present, and future with a meaningful personal narrative. So when his 

 

47 Stanley Lombardo, trans., Iliad (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1997), 2.414. 
48 Lombardo, Iliad 2.483-484. 
49 Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 89. 
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soldiers release the winds and deny him his homecoming, he is understandably filled 

with disappointment. Dashed feelings of yearning and hope give way to a heightened 

sense of despair—so heightened, in fact, that he seriously considers killing himself to 

end the pain. “Then I waking / pondered deeply […] whether / to throw myself over the 

side and die in the open water,” he remembers.50 Odysseus’s suicidal thoughts are not 

like Achilles’s, who takes his life out of feelings of grief and survivor guilt after losing 

Patroclus, nor are they like Ajax’s, who kills himself to recover his lost honor. Rather, 

Odysseus considers suicide as an alternative to end the pain and suffering he feels after 

reacquiring and then re-losing a sense of hope for the future. But after he touches that 

“talisman,” Odysseus continues to endure. 

A defining motif of the Odyssey is tláo (τλάω), which means to “endure”51 or 

“suffer.”52 Margalit Finkelberg notes, “Odysseus is the only Homeric hero who, in both 

the Iliad and the Odyssey, bears the epithet polutlas, ‘much enduring.’”53 Sheila 

Murnaghan explains, “The name Odysseus is connected (in the poetic tradition, if not in 

actual linguistic history) to a Greek verb, odussomai, which means ‘to suffer pain.’”54 His 

epithet and his name combine to give “pointed expression to his identity as a hero who 

 

50 Odyssey 10.49-52. 
51 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 305, 216. 
52 Tufts University, Perseus Digital Library, “Greek Word Study Tool,” accessed September 12, 2020, 

https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tlai%2Fhs&la=greek&can=tlai%2Fhs0&prior=e)/ti. 
53 Margalit Finkelberg, “Odysseus and the Genus ‘Hero,’” Greece & Rome 42, no. 1 (1995): 2. 
54 Sheila Murnaghan, “Introduction,” in Odyssey, by Homer, trans. Stanley Lombardo (Indianapolis: Hackett 

Publishing, 2000), xxvi. 
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both has to endure and can endure an exceptional measure of suffering.”55 In fact, the 

Odyssey opens with a divine meeting in which Zeus declares his “absolute purpose, / the 

homecoming of enduring Odysseus, that he shall come back.”56 When his soldiers release 

the wild winds, it is entirely within his character that Odysseus chooses to endure 

instead of throw himself overboard. “I endured it and waited,” Odysseus remembers, 

“and hiding my face I lay down in the ship, while all were carried on the evil blast of the 

storm wind / back to the Aiolian Island, with my friends grieving.”57  

Just because Odysseus decides to endure instead of die does not mean he is able 

to will himself into a positive mental state. In fact, Odysseus is in such dismay he begins 

to cry—a physical response to enduring what Monsacré describes as “the limits of 

human suffering.”58 In her analysis of the motif of tears in Homer’s works, Monsacré 

determines, “The sobs of Odysseus are a sign of the superposition of fabulous but 

terrible worlds, a ‘muddling’ in which mortal man has neither place nor possible 

response.”59 Sometimes he cries when he faces death delivered from the likes of 

Poseidon or Cyclops, but the death he faces in this episode on his ship is self-motivated. 

 

55 Murnaghan, “Introduction,” in Odyssey, xxvi. 
56 Odyssey 1.86-87. 
57 Odyssey 10.53-55. 
58 Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 95. 
59 Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 96. Monsacré continues, “During all his wanderings, his primary, 

inescapable adversary is death, against which he struggles desperately. One cannot fail to note that, when 

Odysseus falls prey to his tears, he is among non-humans, where the values of human society are not 

operative. The moral of the Iliad—die in combat or return victorious—is no longer in place in the 

supernatural worlds that Odysseus traverses. While he is, indeed, one of the victorious heroes of Troy, the 

terms of his return are clouded.” 
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His sobs confirm the world in which he lives and the emotional state in which he finds 

himself. The war has ended, but his suffering has not. He is not home, and he cannot 

permit himself to dream about the future. His tears express the agony of being 

physically lost and emotionally trapped between war and home, life and death. 

3.2.1 Being Already Dead: Odysseus’s Trip to the Underworld 

In Trauma and Recovery, Herman explains when survivors lose the will to live, 

they often describe themselves as “the living dead.”60 Odysseus shares some 

metaphorical resemblance with this psychological state during his next suicidal episode. 

After spending a year on Circe’s Island, Odysseus implores the goddess to deliver on 

her promise to help him return home.61 Circe agrees, but explains he must first “reach 

the house of Hades and of revered Persephone.”62 Odysseus breaks down upon hearing 

this news. “[T]he inward heart in me was broken,” he explains. “I sat down on the bed 

and cried, nor did the heart in me / wish to go on living any longer, nor to look at the 

sunlight.”63 Lombardo translates Odysseus’s feelings more succinctly: “I had no will to 

live, nor did I care.”64 Given that this psychological state is a “uniformly fatal condition,” 

 

60 Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 85. 
61 After being blown back from Ithacan shores, Odysseus and his army sail to Telepylos, where the man-

eating Laestrygonians kill several men and destroy eleven ships. Odysseus and his crew—in the only 

surviving ship—flee to Circe’s Island, where the seductress turns Odysseus’s men into swine. With the help 

of Hermes, Odysseus confronts Circe, resists her magical potions, and convinces her to reverse the spell on 

his men. With his crew restored to their human form, Odysseus and his soldiers spend a year on Circe’s 

Island, feasting on food and wine and “gather back again” their spirits (Odyssey 10.461). 
62 Odyssey 10.489-491. 
63 Odyssey 10.496-498. 
64 Lombardo, Odyssey 10.520. 
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it is perhaps fitting this feeling marks the beginning of his trip to the Underworld, “the 

dwelling place of souls, images of dead men”—literally among the living dead.65 

Odysseus’s tears corroborate his fatalistic mindset. He is famous for crying when 

he feels closest to death. He weeps aloud when he and his men are trapped by the man-

eating cyclops, he hides his face and grieves after nearly throwing himself overboard, 

and he melts into tears when he is forced to relive his combat experiences through 

flashbacks.66 Odysseus’s tears are not merely an outward expression of fear, despair, or 

sorrow; they constitute a life force leaving his body. He demonstrates this most clearly 

when he cries unceasingly as Calypso’s love captive on Ogygia. Lattimore translates this 

scene thus: “the sweet lifetime was draining out of him, as he wept for a way 

home[…].”67 Fagles, however, interprets this passage with emphasis on life, rather than 

lifetime, writing, “his sweet life flowing away / with the tears he wept[…].”68 Lombardo’s 

translation mirrors Fagles’s.69 The subtle differences in the translations originates in the 

meaning behind the Homeric epithet, αἰών (aiōn). Monsacré explains, “In Homer, aiōn 

can mean lifespan, vital force, and source of vitality all at the same time.”70 Thus, 

Odysseus is crying away while time passes by, but he is also crying away his life.  

 

65 Odyssey 24.14. 
66 Odyssey 9.294, 10.53, 8.522. 
67 Odyssey 5.152-153. 
68 Robert Fagles, trans., The Odyssey (New York: Penguin Books, 1996), 5.168-169. 
69 Lombardo, Odyssey, 5.152. Lombardo translates thus: “His life was draining away[…]." ⁠ 
70 Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 120. 
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“[I]t is difficult to dismiss, in the example of Odysseus, the idea that his life’s 

essence is escaping from his eyes,” Monsacré argues.71 This is because Homer’s 

metaphors account for a “biological conception of tears.”72 Tears are thought to be like 

blood or sperm in that they enable life, or “are alive.”73 When the “vital fluid” flows 

from the body, the person secreting it loses some of his or her life force, the source of 

vitality.74 Blood, sweat, and tears flow from living beings, but cease to flow from the 

dead. One way to distinguish between the living and the dead, therefore, is the latter are 

no longer “irrigated by vital fluid.”75 In other words, when Odysseus is crying he is 

growing closer to death—he is dying. Émile Benveniste takes this point further by 

arguing Odysseus’s tears “exhaust his will to live.”76 Odysseus’s crying depletes him of 

the vitality that is the source of his strength and willpower. The lower his vitality, the 

lower his will to live. So when Circe tells him he must go to the Underworld, it is 

understandable that he cries and loses the will to live because the former constitutes the 

latter.77 His tears cause his loss of vitality. In fact, when he and his crew embark on their 

journey to the Underworld at the beginning of Odyssey 9, they are “weeping big tears.”78 

 

71 Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 120. 
72 Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 119. 
73 Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 119. 
74 Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 119. 
75 Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 120. 
76 Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, 120. 
77 Odyssey 10.496-498. 
78 Odyssey 11.5. 
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Their tears are not only expressions of their inner turmoil, but they are also a mechanism 

that helps deliver them to the Land of the Dead. 

While Odysseus’s voyage to the Land of the Dead is not death by suicide in the 

traditional sense, he does depart the living world on his own accord. In his definitive 

work, Suicide: A Study in Sociology, Emile Durkheim defines suicide as “all cases of death 

resulting directly or indirectly from a positive or negative act of the victim himself, which he 

knows will produce the result.”79 In addition to his crying, which exhausts his will to live, 

Odysseus intentionally and voluntarily visits the Underworld. He could refuse Circe’s 

divine mandate, as he does to other gods elsewhere in the Odyssey, but he instead 

chooses to follow Circe’s instructions.80 He and his crew board their ship and sail it 

across the ocean to visit the Underworld. When they do make the trek, even Circe seems 

surprised that mortals would be so cavalier. “Ah my daring, reckless friends!” she 

exclaims upon their return. ”You who ventured down to the House of Death alive, / 

doomed to die twice over—others die just once.”81 Her statement is yet another 

acknowledgement that Odysseus willfully crossed the threshold from the living to the 

dead. 

 

79 Emile Durkheim, Suicide, A Study in Sociology, trans. John Spaulding and George Simpson (New York: The 

Free Press, 1966), 44. 
80 Odyssey 5.358. 
81 Fagles, The Odyssey 12.22-24. According to Jones, Fagles’s translation of “daring, reckless” is more accurate 

than Lattimore’s choice of “unhappy” (Jones 114). 
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When Odysseus first arrives at the land of Kimmerians, where he can access the 

realm of Hades, the place is shrouded under “fog and cloud [so] always a glum night is 

spread over wretched mortals.”82 The temporal freezing of this setting—a land on which 

the sun never rises—is reminiscent of Odysseus’s conception of time in combat and his 

surviving through “circling years” or “endless present.”83 This sets the stage for an 

Underworld that Murnaghan describes as “a place of relentless dreariness and gloom in 

which people continue on and on as lifeless ghosts, endlessly trapped in old worries and 

old grudges.”84 The ever-presence of dreariness and gloom accentuates the despair 

Odysseus feels and the lessons he learns during his time in the Underworld. 

The first ghost Odysseus encounters is Elpenor, a member of his crew who, 

unbeknownst to him, fell from Circe’s roof and broke his neck. “I ask that you remember 

me,” Elpenor implores Odysseus.85 The dead soldier does not want to be permanently 

left behind on Circe’s island, “unwept, unburied.”86 Odysseus must see to it that Elpenor 

is properly buried, so the ghost will be remembered, can rest in the afterlife, and will not 

become “the god’s curse upon [Odysseus].”87 Odysseus is quick to respond, “All this 

[…] I will do for you as you ask me.”88 While Odysseus did not cause Elpenor’s death, 

 

82 Odyssey 11.19. 
83 Iliad 2.295. Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 89. 
84 Murnaghan, “Introduction,” in Odyssey, xxv. 
85 Odyssey 11.71. 
86 Odyssey 11.72. 
87 Odyssey 11.73. 
88 Odyssey 11.80. 
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he takes responsibility for reconciling his relationship with his dead soldier by ensuring 

he gets a proper funeral. Indeed, when Odysseus finally departs from the Underworld, 

he returns to Circe’s island and buries and grieves his dead companion. 

After his encounter with Elpenor, Odysseus speaks with the ghost of Teiresias 

the Theban, a prophet who tells him how to make his way home to Ithaca.89 This is the 

sole reason Odysseus must visit the Underworld. After he speaks to Teiresias and fulfills 

the mandate for the trip, Odysseus could return to the land of the living, but he does not. 

He is stunned to see his mother, Anticleia, in the afterlife and decides to stay in Hades 

even longer.  

“What doom of death that lays men low has been your undoing?” Odysseus asks 

his mother.90 Anticleia’s response is as shocking as it is revealing: “Shining Odysseus, it 

was my longing for you […] that took the sweet spirit of life from me.”91 Shay explains 

the word, “longing,” is the same “longing” experienced by Achilles during his grieving 

of dead Patroclus—a feeling of grief that kept him from eating or drinking any food. 

Scholars therefore deduce Anticleia was so saddened by Odysseus’s absence that she 

starved herself to death.92 In addition to learning his mother killed herself, he also learns 

 

89 Odyssey 10.539-540. 
90 Odyssey 11.171. 
91 Odyssey 11.202-203. 
92 Shay, Odysseus in America, 83. 
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he is at fault for her protracted death. Odysseus is overcome with grief. “[T]he sorrow 

sharpened at the heart within me,” he later remembers.93  

He tries to embrace her, but each time he reaches for her, she “flutter[s] out of his 

hands like a shadow / or a dream.”94 “Mother, why will you not wait for me when I am 

trying / to hold you, so that even in Hades’ with our arms embracing / we can both take 

satisfaction in our dismal mourning?” he pleas.95 Odysseus has delivered numerous 

people to their deaths, but it is not until this encounter with his mother that he learns 

what Jones describes as the “true meaning” of death.96 Death is as painful for the 

survivor as it is permanent for the deceased. The “dismal mourning” he feels will 

neither bring her back to life, nor provide him any satisfaction.97 “The strengths of 

Odysseus’s feelings,” Jones submits, “is matched by its futility.”98 Odysseus feels pain in 

a way the reader has not observed until now. The full force of his mother’s death hits 

him all at once when he is unable to commiserate his grief and sorrow. Never again will 

he be able to hold or console his mother, nor will she be able to do the same for him. 

Shay compares “the poignancy and anguish of this scene […] to the experience of real 

combat veterans with PTSD,” noting “both the original traumas of war and the 

 

93 Odyssey 11.208. 
94 Odyssey 11.207-208. 
95 Odyssey 11.210-213. 
96 Jones, Homer’s Odyssey, A Companion, 103. 
97 Odyssey 11.212. 
98 Jones, Homer’s Odyssey, A Companion, 103. 
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wreckage caused by their psychological injuries have caused irretrievable losses of this 

magnitude.”99 

After Odysseus speaks to his mother in the Underworld, he speaks to several 

other ghosts, including Agamemnon, Achilles, and Ajax. Odysseus grieves and cries 

with Agamemnon when he recalls the story of how his wife and her lover murdered 

him upon his return home.  

Then, when Odysseus sees Achilles, who approaches him “full of lamentation,” 

he tries to console his old comrade.100 “Achilles, / no man before has been blessed more 

than you, nor ever / will be,” Odysseus declares. “Before, when you were alive, we 

Argives honored you / as we did the gods, and now in this place you have great 

authority / over the dead. Do not grieve, even in death, Achilleus.”101 

But Achilles is quick to rebut Odysseus’s misconception about life after death. 

“Don’t try to sell me on death, Odysseus,” he retorts. “I’d rather be a hired hand back up 

on earth, / Slaving away for some poor dirt farmer, / Than lord it over all these whitened 

dead.”102 Achilles’s agony and despair is so great in the afterlife that he would rather be 

among the lowest social order of the living. Odysseus’s attempt to console Achilles once 

 

99 Shay, Odysseus in America, 84. 
100 Odyssey 11.472. 
101 Odyssey 11.482-486. 
102 Lombardo, Odyssey 11.510-513. Lombardo’s translation here most succinctly captures that “Achilleus goes 

as low as he can in the social order of the free (he draws the line at slavery, of course)” (Jones 109). 
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again demonstrates his misunderstanding that he can comfort the dead or “take 

satisfaction in [his own] dismal mourning.”103  

When Achilles departs the scene, Odysseus sees Ajax standing at a distance. Ajax 

is still angry with Odysseus for swindling him out of Achilles’s armor. Odysseus speaks 

“words of conciliation,” but Ajax refuses to respond or even acknowledge Odysseus’s 

words.104 Instead, Ajax simply turns and walks away. Odysseus’s fourth failed attempt 

to comfort the dead reinforces the experience he has with his mother. In the 

Underworld, ghosts of the dead are perpetually “trapped in old worries and old 

grudges,” explains Murnaghan. Yet, Odysseus attempts, again and again, to console and 

reconcile the pain of his dead mother and comrades. In doing so, he demonstrates a 

sense of responsibility and even guilt for the deaths of Elpenor, Anticleia, Agamemnon, 

Achilles, and Ajax.105 By interacting with the dead in such a way, he acts as though he is 

one of them—as though he is already dead, himself caught in their old worries and 

grudges. This is one reason Shay considers Odysseus’s experience in the Underworld as 

“a metaphor for the pervasive presence of the dead in the inner worlds of some combat 

 

103 Odyssey 11.212. 
104 Odyssey 11.552. 
105 It is worth noting four of these five ghosts died by suicide, or were directly responsible for their own 

death. Elpenor drank so much wine that he “blundered” off of Circe’s palace, instead of using the ladder, 

and broke his neck during the fall (Odyssey 11.170). Anticleia starves herself to death. In the Iliad, Achilles 

knew he would die if he stayed to fight in the war, yet he stays anyways to avenge Patroclus’s death (Iliad 

18.90). Ajax falls on his sword after recovering from a mental breakdown during which time he slaughtered 

the herd of livestock that he thought were the Greek leaders (Ajax 365, 822). 
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veterans.”106 The encounters illustrate how survivors “carry the weight of friends’ deaths 

in war and after war, and the weight of all those irretrievable losses […] can never be 

brought back.”107 

3.2.2 Stuck in the Middle: Trials of Coming Home From War 

The next time Odysseus contemplates death is while clinging to a raft in the 

middle of the ocean. Odysseus has been at sea for seventeen days when Poseidon comes 

upon him. “Earthshaker” is still feeling vengeful toward Odysseus for blinding his 

cyclops son, so he relishes the opportunity to give him trouble during his “great trial of 

misery.”108 Poseidon “lets loose all the stormblasts / of all the winds together,” bringing 

on a squall so dark and treacherous that “night sprang from heaven.”109 

“My sheer destruction is certain,” Odysseus laments aloud. “Three and four 

times happy those Danaans were who died then / in wide Troy land, […] as I wish I too 

had died at that time and met my destiny.”110 At a height of anguish and despair, 

Odysseus wishes he were dead. He thinks back to one of the deadliest days of the war, 

 

106 Shay, Odysseus in America, 81. 
107 Shay, Odysseus in America, 76. 
108 Odyssey 5.289. 
109 Odyssey 5.294. 
110 Odyssey 5.305-308. There are some technical reasons that Odysseus wishes he were dead. Had he died 

with the rest of the heroes at Troy, he would have 1) been burned and buried and, therefore, able to pass 

into the Underworld, and 2) society would have honored him and bestowed kleos, contributing to his 

legend and immortality through the stories of men. Here, on a raft in the middle of the ocean, what he also 

fears about death—in addition to pain and suffering and not seeing his family again—is the loss of his 

status. A death at sea would be what Redfield describes as something akin to an “antifuneral” (Redfield 

183), which denies the dead the “ritual purification (catharsis)” that cleanses the “pollution (miasma)” from 

death in war (Dodd 35). Rather than focusing on these motivations for wishing death, the section looks at 

the desire as motivated through suffering. 
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when he and Ajax fought off “the greatest number of Trojans” to save “the body of 

perished Achilles.”111 While the full details of the story no longer exists, surviving 

fragments of the Aethiopis suggest that Ajax carried Achilles’s body off the battlefield 

while Odysseus “[drove] off the Trojans behind.”112 That Odysseus would refer to this 

day to illuminate his plight, instead of the Great Day of Battle, the twenty-four hour 

period of intense fighting that spans Iliad 8 to 18, is indicative of just how close Odysseus 

must have been to death on the day Achilles died. One can gain an understanding of his 

worst day by way of comparison. 

During the Great Day of Battle, the same day that Agamemnon and Diomedes 

are seriously wounded and Patroclus dies, Odysseus is cut off from the other Argives 

and surrounded by Trojans. Odysseus kills five men in close combat when another 

impels him with a spear, tearing his flesh off clear down to his ribs. He pulls the spear 

from his wound and “the blood sprang and his heart sickened.”113 Grievously wounded 

and filled with fear, Odysseus starts to give ground, but the Trojans close in on him. 

Homer likens him to an “antlered stag wounded / by a hunter’s arrow” being chased by 

“yellow jackals.” As the stag bleeds out, the jackals spring on him and “tear him to 

pieces.”114 Terrified that his “pitiless death day” has arrived, Odysseus cries out three 
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times for help with “as much voice as a man’s head could hold.”115 With no one coming 

to his aid, he responds to what he foresees as his inevitable demise by shifting into 

survival mode: “With Trojans all over him, Odysseus / Fell back on experience and 

instinct / To keep himself alive, shooting his spear out / Whenever one of his assailants 

got too close.”116 This is the only point in the Iliad the “wise much-devising Odysseus” is 

in such peril that is forced to rely on his instincts instead of his guile.117 Closer to death 

than ever before, Odysseus is at the height of his desperation. He is all alone, badly 

wounded, and his death is imminent.  

Having survived most of the ordeal on his own, Odysseus makes it out alive 

only because Ajax and Menelaus come to his rescue at the last minute. But had he given 

up before then he would have most certainly died. One can only imagine the 

psychological toll an experience of this magnitude could have. Odysseus’s isolation in 

combat is a unifying feature of the entire ordeal. When the event begins, he laments how 

he is all alone because Zeus “drove to flight the rest of the Danaäns.”118 At the height of 

his angst, he yells out three times, yet he still faces the crowd on his own. Finally, as his 

enemies close in on him to make the kill, he alone has to fend off his attackers with 

thrusts of his spear.  

 

115 Iliad 11.484, 462. 
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his spear” (Iliad 11.484). 
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In The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, Elaine Scarry asserts 

the experience of pain has a way of isolating the sufferer, in part, because it is difficult to 

express. The presence of physical pain, she explains, “does not simply resist language 

but actively destroys it,” regressing one’s communicative ability to “a state anterior to 

language,” like moans, groans, sobs and cries.119 This evokes images of Odysseus’s calls 

for help, which Menelaus hears not as words, but as a “war cry […] ringing about 

me.”120  

But when language is available, it remains ill-equipped to fully express the pain 

one feels in the moment. Scarry contends, “For the person whose pain it is, it is 

‘effortlessly’ grasped […], while for the person outside the sufferer’s body, what is 

‘effortless’ is not grasping it.”121 No matter how much one describes the pain caused by a 

spear thrust to the ribs, for example, it is difficult to fully understand how the sufferer 

feels. Virginia Woolf puts into words the shortcomings of language when she writes, 

“English […] can express the thoughts of Hamlet and the tragedy of Lear […], but let a 

sufferer try to describe a pain in his head to a doctor and language at once runs dry.”122 

Because pain is only truly felt by the person whose body contains it, and because 

language lacks the ability to fully account for it, the pain one feels is unsharable and 

therefore isolating. For Odysseus, this phenomena is complicated by the psychological 
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pain he feels after the battle, particularly since he actually is alone in his moment of 

trauma. 

If Odysseus proves anything in combat, it is that he refuses to give up even when 

he believes he will die. On the day Achilles died, when Odysseus faced the “greatest 

number of Trojans,” he knew his death was imminent. He feels a similar way as he 

clings to his raft in the middle of the squall. As he wishes aloud that he had died at Troy, 

a tidal wave crashes on top of him, knocking the steering oar loose from his hands and 

sending him overboard. The winds spin his raft in circles and break the makeshift mast 

that holds up his sail. The weight of Odysseus’s clothes and the “great rush of the 

water” keep him trapped under the surface, where he nearly drowns.123 After struggling 

to get back to the top, he spits out mouthfuls of saltwater and climbs back on his raft. 

Odysseus has no sail to propel him forward, no oar to steer his way, nor can he see the 

sun or stars in the sky to discern his orientation.124 All he can do is endure “as he drift[s] 

and suffer[s].”125 

Before Odysseus embarked on this final attempt home, he had spent seven years 

as Calypso’s love captive on Ogygia. Homer explains, “by nights he would lie beside her 

[…] against his will,” and by day he would sit along the seashore and “[weep] for a way 
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home.”126 When Calypso finally releases Odysseus—at the behest of Zeus—she warns 

him that he will have to endure much suffering: “[I]f you only knew in your own heart 

how many hardships / you were fated to undergo […], / you would stay here with me 

and be the lord of this household / and be an immortal.”127 Odysseus declines the offer of 

immortality, explaining, “[W]hat I want and all my days I pine for / is to go back to my 

house and see my day of homecoming.”128 Having turned down immortality and now 

wishing he were already dead, Odysseus is progressing quickly to a fatalist mindset. 

Will he choose to give up and die, or will he fight and live? 

As Odysseus huddles in the middle of his raft and “the winds tossed [it] on the 

great sea, now here, now there,” Ino, a sea goddess, takes pity on him.129 Handing 

Odysseus an immortal veil that will protect him from death, Ino instructs him to remove 

his clothes, tie the veil around his waist, and abandon his raft to swim for land.130 

Odysseus takes the veil, but does not trust the goddess, so he refuses to abandon his 

raft.131 Just then, a second huge wave comes crashing down on top of him, destroying his 

raft and sending timbers in every direction. For a second time, Odysseus climbs up out 

of the water, this time straddling a single beam. He quickly removes his clothes, dives 

into the water, and begins swimming for dry land.  
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After swimming for two days, Odysseus finally sees the land of the Phaeacians, 

which appears as a cliff face looming in the distance. Unfortunately, he is stuck, only 

able to look at the land he has longed to reach. “I see no way for me to get out of the 

gray sea water,” he exclaims.132 If he swims straight ahead, a wave will send him 

crashing against jagged rocks and cliff face; if he tries to swim along the water’s edge to 

find a beach, the strong ocean currents will sweep him back out to sea. When he 

survives a harrowing bid to make it to dry land, with the help of a river god, Odysseus 

finds himself caught in a similar dilemma: if he falls asleep he will be eaten by wild 

animals, and if he stays awake he will freeze to death. In the end, Odysseus buries 

himself “as when a man buries a burning log in a black ash heap.”133 The imagery in this 

final scene evokes a burial (and soon rebirth) of Odysseus. The pile of leaves in which he 

buries himself will conceal him from predators and insulate his body heat to protect him 

from the cold. Having survived his final trial with suicide, he buries himself not because 

he is dead, but to preserve his life. 

Jones calls attention to Homer’s use of “doublets” in Odyssey 5.134 For example, 

Odysseus is thrown overboard twice, climbs back onto his raft twice, is helped by two 

water gods, and is caught in two dilemmas (first in trying to get out of the ocean, second 

in how to survive the night). Bernard Fenik suggests the doublets help “the poet to keep 
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control over his material and gives him a framework within which he can flexibly 

explore the possibilities of irony, character-depiction and tension.”135 These doublets also 

portray the repetitive nature of Odysseus’s attempts to return home. In one single scene 

he endures the heartache of being caught between home and war, again and again—let 

alone within his ten year voyage. He is knocked from his raft and climbs back into it, 

only to be knocked from it again. He is filled with hope at the site of land after two days 

of swimming, only to affirm there is no safe way out of the water. When he finally 

makes it land, with divine intervention, his hopes are once again dashed when it seems 

that danger lurks in either option—get eaten as prey or freeze to death. The images 

portray the true level of his polutlas, that he is fated to endure pain and suffering while 

he pursues nostos. 

A similar framework of comparisons illuminates Odysseus’s relationship with 

suicide. When Odysseus first considers suicide after the wild winds blow him back from 

Ithaca’s shores during the first year at sea, he “pondered deeply […] whether / to throw 

[him]self over the side and die in the open water.”136 But instead of jumping in the water, 

his response is passive: he lies down, cries, and lets the wind carry them where they 

may. Odysseus finds himself in a similar situation during his tenth year at sea. He has 

lost all control of his vessel and he wishes to die, but when he is actually thrown 
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overboard and nearly drowns, he makes the active choice to fight back. He does not 

“relinquish autonomy” as he did during his first brush with suicide.137  

Herman explains, “The survivors of extreme situations often remember a turning 

point, at which they felt tempted to enter this terminal state but made an active choice to 

fight for life.”138 Odysseus makes that turning point here and demonstrates the same 

perseverance that he did on the Great Day of Battle. He strives to rise to the surface even 

though he is choking on water. He swims for two days even though he prefers to stay 

with his raft. He finds an alternative between breakers and swells, predators and 

hypothermia. And he endures through it all after seventeen days at sea and nearly ten 

years since he departed for home. That he buries himself after all this because he wants 

to live, rather than because he has died, symbolizes the rebirth of a man who, upon 

reaching the Phaeacian shore is, for the first time, truly on his way home.  

Similarly, the knowledge Odysseus gains from the Underworld, combined with 

his refusal of Calypso’s offer of immortality, illuminate just how much he wants to come 

home. For example, his conversation with Achilles clarifies just how miserable the 

afterlife is, for he argues that life in virtually any capacity is preferable to death. Yet, 

Odysseus still wishes he were already dead. In fact, while Odysseus wishes for death he 

specifically refers to the day Achilles died—an apparently traumatic day during his 
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wartime experience.139 Odysseus and Ajax narrowly escaped death on that day while 

they recovered Achilles’s corpse. As they ran to the ships with Achilles’s body, the 

Trojan Army was close behind, throwing "bronze-headed / weapons upon [him].”140 It is 

telling that he uses one of the saddest and most painful days of his wartime experience 

to contextualize the suffering he endures on the raft, ten years later. But that he specially 

references the day Achilles went to the Underworld, where Odysseus recently visited 

him, stands in stark contrast with the fact that he just turned down an offer of 

immortality. 

Achilles would rather be alive and belong to the lowest order of society than lord 

over the dead. Odysseus knows this and still turns down an offer to be lord of Calypso’s 

house and never experience death. He knows with certainty that his life will end in 

death, and he will suffer along the way. It seems ironic that he wishes for death so soon 

after turning down the option for immortality. But by choosing to live a mortal life filled 

with human suffering, he gets a chance to return home, which he cherishes above all 

things. Odysseus’s pursuit of nostos is unsurprising considering he is a man who defines 

himself by the family he left behind, and the suffering he is willing to endure to get to 

them. While writing on the pain of Odysseus, Murnaghan concludes, “As a mortal, 
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Odysseus is not only consigned to human suffering but also committed to human goals, 

to pursuing the consolations that human beings find for the brevity and difficulty of 

their lives in their relations with one another and in the prospect of glory.”141 

Immortality might mean eternal life, but for Odysseus everlasting life may as well be the 

Underworld because it would be devoid of those relationships and the glory that 

homecoming provides. By choosing mortality, Odysseus accepts he will suffer, but he 

also chooses to come home. 

3.2.3 The Communalization of Grief: Odysseus Tells His Story 

The Odyssey is told from the perspective of an omniscient narrator, which enables 

Odysseus to tell of his own trials in what Jones refers to as an “autobiographical 

flashback.”142 By delivering his story through his own eyes, Odysseus “bring[s] the past 

directly into the present,” giving the story “more immediate relevance” through the 

“narrative present.”143 This motif is useful for thinking about the pain Odysseus feels as 

a survivor, when he re-experiences his trauma while listening to his story, as well as 

telling it himself. Odysseus is brought to tears when hears the Phaeacian bard, 

Demodocus, sing about his own combat experiences in Troy. He covers his head as he 

sobs and moans.144 

So the famous singer sang his tale, but Odysseus 
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melted, and from under his eyes the tears ran down, drenching  

his cheeks. As a woman weeps, lying over the body 

of her dead husband, who fell fighting for her city and people 

as he tried to beat off the pitiless day from city and children; 

she sees him dying and gasping for breath, and winding her body  

about him she cries high and shrill […]. 

Such were the pitiful tears Odysseus shed from under 

his brows, but they went unnoticed by all others, 

but Alkinoös alone understood what he did and noticed, 

since he was sitting next him and hear him groaning heavily.145 

People who experience trauma-related states of consciousness, such as military 

veterans who suffer from posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), do not just remember 

their moments of trauma. They relive them. In a 2014 article in the European Journal of 

Psychotraumatology, Chris Brewin explains, “One of the most characteristic features of 

[PTSD] is the involuntary intrusion of vivid and detailed images in which the traumatic 

scenes are re-experienced as though they were occurring in the present.”146 Odysseus is 

able to eventually recall and remember his story, but his groaning and sobs during 

Demodocus’s recounting evinces how pain from the past is brought to bear in the 

present. Herman elucidates this notion when she writes about how “traumatized people 

relive in their bodies the moments of terror that they cannot describe in words.”147 

Odysseus’s pain resists what Scarry calls “verbal objectification,” and it therefore 
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isolates him.148 While he does his best to remember and tell his story, he cannot express 

the pain he feels when he relives those moments. 

Later that evening, Odysseus is pressed to tell the story from his perspective—a 

story we soon find out includes his near-suicide off the coast of Ithaca, as well as his visit 

with his mother in the Underworld. “[Y]ou have a mind to draw out of me / My pain 

and sorrow, and make me feel it again,” Odysseus explains as a prelude to the story.149 

This admission illuminates the emotions he felt earlier that night as he relived his own 

experiences while listening to Demodocus. Up until now, Odysseus has been unable to 

express the stress and pain he endures, except in the form of sobs and moans. Now, he is 

finally able to share his story and his pain.  

According to Shay, ancient warrior societies had “communal rites of purification 

of the returning fighter after the battle.”150 For the Ancient Greeks, this purification 

occurred through “Athenian tragic theatre,” where such storytelling provided 

“katharsis" through a form of “mental clarification, removing obstacles to 

understanding, the psychological equivalent of producing clear water from muddy.”151 

When Odysseus is able to tell his story, he initiates a similar process of purification that 

enables his hosts to hear, believe, and remember all he has endured for the last two 

decades. Shay maintains, “when trauma survivors hear that enough of the truth of their 
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experience has been understood, remembered, and retold […] then the circle of 

communalization is complete.”152 In the midst of his trauma, Odysseus can barely 

understand, let alone explain, his pain. Up until now, much of his communication has 

come in the form of groans, moans, and sobs. But when he is finally able to put his pain 

into words and share his story—first with the Phaeacians and later to Penelope—he 

experiences the catharsis that communalizes his grief and enables his healing. This is 

also when he finally returns home. 

3.3 Suicide and Literature Among Veterans of Iraq and 
Afghanistan 

The suicide rate in the U.S. military has historically decreased during wartime, 

but the opposite is true for the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.153 In 2004, the rate of 

military suicides began to increase above historic averages, and in 2008, it began 

outpacing the civilian rate.154 By 2009, the number of service members who died by 

suicide began outnumbering those killed in action.155 The problem with suicide becomes 

even more alarming when military veterans are taken into account. More than 6,000 

military veterans kill themselves each year, which is double the rate for nonveteran 
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suicides in the U.S. The number of veterans between the ages of eighteen and thirty-

four—an age range that has deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan—is roughly four times 

the national average.156 Statistics such as these are complicated by the fact that twenty 

military veterans take their lives every day, even though many never deployed to 

combat. One explanation for this is wartime burdens exact heavy demands for all 

military personnel, regardless of whether they’ve deployed.157 

In No Man’s Land, Samet does not directly associate the figurative conception of 

no man’s land with the problem of suicide; however, her work identifies the existence of 

an increasingly prominent third dimension, where some veterans go when they cannot 

reconcile either war or returning home and unsettledness gives way to despair. As of 

2018, at least sixty-four war novels about Iraq and Afghanistan have been published, 

and military veterans have authored twenty-four of those works.158 It is not surprising 

many of the Afghanistan and Iraq war novels evoke a deployment construct similar to 
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Samet’s, with characters shifting back and forth from moments at home to moments at 

war. However, one distinguishing feature is the prominence of anxiety and despair. This 

is unsurprising, if not understandable, given the topic, but what is revelatory is that 

roughly half of these texts feature characters who wrestle with suicide or suicidal 

thoughts. 

Odysseus’s suicidal thoughts and gestures illuminate the fatalistic logic found 

among some participants of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan depicted in contemporary 

American literature. Specifically, in Matthew Hefti’s A Hard and Heavy Thing (2016), 

Sergeant Levi Hartwig struggles through thoughts of suicide in much the same way as 

Odysseus. Caught in a cycle of consecutive deployments overseas, Levi is constantly 

shuttling between war and home and feels hopelessly trapped in what Elizabeth Samet 

refers to as the “no man’s land” of today’s forever wars. Trapped between war and 

home, Levi finds himself adrift in a third dimension, which makes him feel as though he 

is already dead. Levi loses hope in the future, feels isolated and alone, and is caught in 

what the psychiatrist Judith Lewis Herman refers to as the “endless present.”159 The 

behaviors Levi inherits during his military service, which manifest into post-traumatic 

stress disorder, keep him trapped in the in-between space of no man’s land and—for 

many reasons similar to Odysseus—inform his desire to take his own life. 
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3.3.1 A Hard and Heavy Thing: No Man’s Land and the Destruction of 
Time 

In Matthew Hefti’s A Hard and Heavy Thing, Levi Hartwig finds himself caught in 

Samet’s figurative no man’s land. After nearly a decade of military service that includes 

a total of four combat tours to Iraq and Afghanistan, Levi explains he is “tired from all 

the fighting and leaving and returning. All the fighting, leaving, and returning. The 

fighting, leaving and returning, and fighting.”160 Constantly shuttling between home and 

war, Levi’s description of back to back deployments is reminiscent of Odysseus’s 

“circling years.”161 He is fighting in what seems an unending war. It also illustrates his 

feeling of being trapped, like Odysseus, between war and peace. When he finally returns 

home for good, he is unable to shed the fatalistic mindset he adopted in combat. 

Frustrated that “he was not ready to return to the world he had left,” Levi decides to end 

his life.162  

As Levi sits on the edge of the Mississippi River, “longing to ease himself into the 

river’s dark currents,” he pens a suicide note in the adumbration of the book that 

doubles as his memoir. Written in the third person, the story contains retrospective, first 

person interjections through which Levi, as author, provides additional commentary 

that illuminate how his multiple deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as his 

trials of coming home, propel him to take his own life. For example, Levi is taking 
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college classes on September 11, 2001, when terrorists fly planes into the World Trade 

Center in New York City. While viewing footage and pictures of the “parallel lines” of 

skyscrapers split by “a jagged and diagonal swath of flame,” Levi is drawn to an object 

falling outside the building.163 He writes about how that image remains fixed in his 

mind, and how the details have grown more vivid after a decade of serving in the 

military. 

It was the shape of a falling man, clothes rumpled by the wind, spread against 

the sky, suspended in the lower left image and backdropped by those perfect 

lines that ran parallel to gravity. The only image that spoke to him personally 

was the photograph of someone in such deep despair that jumping remained the 

only option. 

[Now, so many years later, that picture still haunts me, but now the man has one 

bootless foot covered in a green sock. His pants are unbloused, and he stays like 

that, weightless in front of the smoke and flames, never falling further than that 

single moment in time].164 

The unbracketed sentences account for Levi’s contemporaneous feelings in the 

immediate aftermath of the attacks—the raw emotions that prompt him and his best 

friend, Nick, to join the Army to “do something important, something bigger than 

[themselves].”165 In the bracketed interjection that follows, however, Levi explains how 

he reenvisions the image from 9/11 by transposing it with a memory from his most 

harrowing day in Iraq. The once-blurred shape of the man falling from the World Trade 

Center tower is now sharp and detailed in his mind’s eye. The vision is no longer a 
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random person, but a fellow soldier, suspended in air, whose bootless foot is covered by 

an Army-issued sock. Levi’s conflation of the two images informs his own feelings of 

“deep despair,” as well as how combat has so changed his conception of life and death 

that suicide seems to be an answer. 

The latter image comes from an event Levi witnesses first hand on May 15, 2005. 

By this point in the deployment, he and his platoon have lost a number of comrades to 

enemy sniper fire and roadside bombs. Facing death on a daily basis, they adopt a dark 

sense of humor to cope with the stressors of war. “You know what we’re doing here?” 

Nick sardonically asks as he drives the Humvee down a road in Iraq. “Nothing. We’re 

just driving around waiting to die. Just driving around waiting for someone to key a 

radio so some artillery round can take my legs off.”166 When Tom Hooper, the soldier 

manning the machine gun in the turret of Nick’s Humvee, tells him to shut up, Nick 

persists. 

 “Back in those days,” Levi remembers while referring to himself in the third 

person, “when so many of them were dying, they often joked about death as they tried 

to convince themselves it was nothing.”167 Dark humor has long been a coping 

mechanism in times of adversity, including among soldiers facing prolonged combat 
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and the likelihood of death.168 Just before the deadly Battle of Pickett’s Mill, for example, 

Civil War veteran Ambrose Bierce recalled “laughing with others at an idle jest, 

observing that ‘men awaiting death on a battlefield laugh easily, though not 

infectiously.’”169 In her work comparing survival lessons from U.S. prisoners of war 

(POW), Linda Henman concludes, employing dark humor is “a way of taking control of 

one's reaction when he could not have control of the situation.”170 While they were not 

POWs, Nick and Levi’s joking about dying in war is their way of exercising agency in a 

situation where they have little to no control. All they can do is laugh at death as they 

“driv[e] around waiting to get blown up.”171 

When the patrol is forced to stop because of a traffic jam, the platoon’s 

interpreter, Jalaladin, mockingly sings the show tune “Tomorrow” from the Broadway 

musical “Annie.” This scene, in which Nick becomes infuriated, is full of irony. First, 

Nick’s nickname is “Annie”—short for his last name, Anhalt. The reference to the play is 

therefore a personal dig at the driver who is counting down the minutes until he can 

return to the safety of their forward operating base (FOB). The song emphasizes the 

notion that the impatient Nick will not make it back to the FOB as soon as he wants, and 

he may not even make it back today. 

 

168 Linda D. Henman, “Humor as a Coping Mechanism: Lessons from POWs,” HUMOR 14, no. 1 (June 5, 

2001): 83-88. 
169 Sharon Talley, Ambrose Bierce and the Dance of Death (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2009), 99. 
170 Henman, “Humor as a Coping Mechanism,” 88. 
171 Hefti, A Hard and Heavy Thing, 113. 



 

141 

Second, Jalaladin’s singing is an attempt to make light of the compounding 

danger of their situation. Slower movement prohibits them from being able to “outrun 

the blasts” of improvised explosive devices (IEDs), and the crowd brought on by the 

traffic jam exposes them to greater risks of being attacked. As they sit, the platoon grows 

paranoid that enemy insurgents are all around them. “A man on a roof with a cell phone 

[who is alerting the IED trigger man that the Americans are en route]. A kid with his 

hands stuffed in his armpits, hiding grenades.”172 Singing such an ebullient song 

heightens, rather than counters, their increasingly grim circumstances. The song 

illustrates the tension they all feel but do not want to talk about.  

Third, Jalaladin’s choice of music is a song of hope, which espouses “Just thinkin’ 

about / Tomorrow / Clears away the cobwebs / And the sorrow / ’Til there’s none!”173 

But the world the soldiers occupy is characterized by deep sorrow from losing friends as 

well as a sense of hopelessness they feel while aimlessly driving around, trying to avoid, 

or outrun, IEDs. What’s more, they do not perceive tomorrow as “only a day away”; 

rather, they are living a life that Levi describes as “the monomania of the present, and 

the frightening black hole of the future.”174 There is no tomorrow. There is only the 

“endless present” of today.175 They are so focused on “getting through now” they cannot 
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allow themselves to think about what the future may bring.176 The scene is reminiscent 

of Iliad 2, when Odysseus implores the Greek Army to abandon thoughts of returning 

home and Agamemnon proclaims, “We’re going to fight all day and hate every 

minute.”177  

The dark humor and fatalist chatter foreshadow the traumatic events soon to 

unfold. The platoon grows tired of waiting in the traffic jam and turns around to 

continue their mission via another route. Moments later, Nick’s Humvee is hit by an 

IED. Nick suffers a concussion, but, fortunately, he and his crew can still function. Levi 

walks up to Nick, concerned about his friend. “You doing okay, buddy? […] How do 

you feel? Amped? Nauseous? Vertiginous?” 

“Vertiginous?” Nick asks, as Levi places a cigarette into Nick’s mouth. 

“Like, are you dizzy? Bell rung too hard?” 

Nick says he is fine, but as Levi walks away Nick’s hands are shaking, his head 

spinning, and he is repeating the words to himself, “Vertiginous, vertiginous, 

vertiginous.”178 

In the aftermath of getting hit, members of Levi’s squad manage to catch the 

Iraqi insurgents they believe planted and detonated the IED. Shaken by the blast and 

furious they could have died, one of the soldiers begins beating the two suspects in their 
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custody. Levi intervenes, breaks up the group, and hands over the detainees to another 

crew of soldiers for safekeeping. When the platoon leader arrives on scene, Levi has a 

tough decision to make. He can report his soldiers’ detainee mistreatment, which will 

bring about punishments and erode the confidence the soldiers have in their leaders and 

the trust they feel for one another, or he can keep quiet about the incident, which will 

preserve the loyalty and trust within the unit but break the rules. As the leader in 

charge, Levi searches for the “right” decision.179 On one hand, the Army has taught him 

“[g]ood NCOs didn’t stand for that kind of lapse in standards,” but on the other hand, 

“good NCOs covered for their guys. They took the fall and kept their mouths shut to 

cover for the failures of their men.”180  

Levi is deliberating what to do when his platoon leader asks his advice about 

which route they should take home. Their preferred route is blocked, leaving them two 

alternatives. The first option will take them by way of a FOB Balad, a huge logistical 

support area where the soldiers can get a good meal and they can drop off the detainees. 

The drawback is this route will put them back at their barracks late at night, giving them 

less than four hours of sleep before the next day’s missions. The second option will only 

take ninety minutes to traverse, but it is a seldom-used route and is more likely to have 

IEDs. It is within this moment that Levi decides not to tell his platoon leader about the 
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detainee abuse. Levi votes for the shorter route because he wants to get his soldiers 

much-needed rest, get Nick checked out by a doctor, and keep anyone from finding out 

about the detainees. By keeping the prisoners a couple days before transferring them to 

FOB Balad, he will give their cuts and bruises time to heal so no one will suspect a thing. 

Levi suggests to his boss the main reason they should go via the shorter route is for 

sleep and to get Nick checked out, but he keeps quiet about the detainees. The platoon 

leader agrees with Levi, and they begin heading west toward their barracks. 

In the next chapter, titled “If I Never See the Sun Again, It Will Still Be Too 

Soon,” the patrol drives into the setting sun when they are hit by a second roadside 

bomb. Just as the sun meets the horizon, a catastrophic IED “burst in front of them.”181 

Levi watches in horror as Nick’s Humvee flips on its side and explodes into flames, 

killing two crew members, trapping Nick inside, and ejecting a soldier skyward. This is 

the moment where he first experiences the event he eventually conflates with the 

memory from 9/11. 

After Levi saw his best friend’s Humvee disappear into a cloud of fire, dust, and 

gravel, both time and sound stopped, which left Tom Hooper flying through the 

air, suspended against a backdrop of smoke and flames, weightless and serene. 

His unclouded DCU-patterned pants were rumpled by the wind; his limbs were 

spread against the sky, one foot bootless but still covered by a green sock. Levi 

stared in wonder at his friend, who was not flying, but was simply the subject of 

a photograph, oblivious to his surroundings, or to gravity.182 
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Levi’s mind captures the image like a still photograph. Then his Humvee comes 

to a screeching halt, briefly restoring time and sound just long enough for Levi to watch 

Tom Hooper fall from the sky and hit the ground, dead. Levi jumps from his vehicle and 

runs toward the carnage while enemy insurgents fire munitions at the group of soldiers. 

His perception of time and space are once again distorted, as enemy rocket propelled 

grenades and machine-gun fire move so slowly he can actually register their blast waves 

ringing through the air. In spite of being under heavy fire, he continues running toward 

the casualties. “Because time does not exist in combat[…],” Levi explains, “he was able 

to take the time to see that Tom Hooper’s eyes were wide open, his mouth was wide 

open, and he was dead.”183 Hooper’s facial features are frozen in time, forever 

expressing the look of dismay and pain of the final moment before his death. 

Next, Levi comes upon a soldier named Gassner, who is grievously wounded 

from the blast. He has lost a leg and blood is pouring from the wound. Still under fire, 

Levi drags Gassner to the giant crater formed by the IED blast, and as he moved he 

“watch[ed] the bone and shredded skin and muscle scrape against the gravel.”184 Now in 

the ditch, Levi sees an enemy fighter running toward their direction, so he picks up his 

rifle and fires at the combatant, but misses. Calming himself down, he takes aim and 

pulls the trigger so slowly he is “surprised by the shot.” The round hits the enemy 
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fighter like a “jab to the nose” and leaves a “gaping hole in the back of his head.”185 With 

Gassner still bleeding and screaming, Levi places a tourniquet over his “mangled flesh,” 

which already feels “cold and lifeless.”186 The soldier screams in pain as the tourniquet 

stops the bleeding. 

While Levi is saving the wounded and fighting the enemy, Nick is still alive in 

the burning vehicle. His femur is broken, he has several compound fractures, and he is 

trapped under the weight of equipment that has fallen on top of him. The flames spread 

from the engine block to Nick’s legs and then his arms. The smoke damage is so great he 

has difficulty breathing, and the fire has caused so much pain he is temporarily blinded. 

During this time, “Nick gave up on rescue and simply prayed for death […] [a]s each 

second of the blinding, bleeding, blistering pain of hellfire stretched into what felt like 

years.”187 

Having treated Gassner, Levi runs to Nick’s Humvee. He chokes on smoke and 

the “overwhelming smell of burnt barbecue,” as he climbs up on the driver’s side and 

peers down inside.188 Remembering the scene, Levi later writes, “Although each detail 

entrenched itself indelibly in his mind, as if he had spent hours staring at a picture of the 

scene, the time Levi spent surveying the inside of the Humvee could not have taken 
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more than a second.”189 In the front was Nick, pinned by debris and barely alive. In the 

back was Jalaladin and another soldier named Weber. Weber was the newest member of 

the team and had never said a word, so they had aptly nicknamed him “The Mute.”190 

The Mute was huddled beneath Jalaladin and “stared up without blinking, his mouth 

agape, his flesh a sickly gray.”191 They were both dead.  

Levi jumps down into the cab of the truck, clears the equipment trapping Nick, 

and starts struggling to pull his friend up and out of the burning vehicle. “Fighting back 

tears,” Levi makes every effort to lift Nick’s dead weight while in the confined space of 

the smoking, burning Humvee cab, but the challenge is too great.192 He gags and coughs 

as he locks his arms round Nick’s hamstrings and feels “the charred edge of pants, the 

heat of bare peeling skin, and the slickness of blood and other fluids.”193 Finally, another 

soldier comes to his assistance and, together, they lift Nick from the burning vehicle. 

After pulling Nick from the Humvee, Levi clears a nearby field of enemy 

combatants to ensure an inbound medical evacuation helicopter can safely land to pull 

the wounded from the battlefield. As the battle ends, Levi thinks about how in an 

instant—“in one apocalyptic trumpet blast, in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye”—so 
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many soldiers had been killed or wounded.194 Yet, the battle had somehow moved 

slowly, lasting in some cases, for what seemed like years. Then, Levi stops to look at his 

watch. A mere twelve minutes had passed since the IED exploded.195 

Levi’s combat experience illustrates precisely what Elizabeth Samet characterizes 

as “disordered space” and “disobedient time.”196 In the frame of twelve minutes, the 

enemy’s rocket propelled grenades move so slowly he can sense their shock waves, yet 

his bullets move so quickly that the blast from his own carbine surprises him. Hooper is 

dead, though his wide eyes and mouth make him seem alive. Gassner is living, though 

his flesh is “cold and lifeless.”197 Some moments seem to last for hours or even years 

when they in fact span a matter of seconds—as when Levi gazes upon Nick’s burning 

body or while Nick endures the “pain of hellfire.”198 And a single moment in time—Tom 

Hooper flying through the air—is imprinted so indelibly in Levi’s mind that it 

represents the entire twelve minutes of this horrific event and characterizes his military 

experience since the day he saw the image of the man falling from the World Trade 

Center on September 11, 2001.199 

With the battle over, Levi is in shock. He falls down on all fours and goes into fit 

a coughing. When he finally stops, he sits down on the ground, leans back, and closes 
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his eyes. When he opens his eyes and looks at Nick’s Humvee, still smoldering, his 

hands begin to shake and he starts chewing on one of his finger nails. Then, a fellow 

soldier named White approaches Levi and gently persuades him to stop. White opens a 

bottle of water and pours it over Levi’s hands, telling him to rub them together. After 

watching the dried blood trickle away from his hands, Levi looks down and sees he is 

covered in his friends’ blood. “‘Guess I can’t dry my hands on my pants, huh?’ he said, 

trying to force a laugh.”200  

Levi’s attempt at dark humor is now so out of place that it doesn’t register a 

response. His laugh is neither easy, nor infectious because, rather than “awaiting death 

on a battlefield,” Levi is reeling from it.201 His forced laugh punctuates his inability to 

control his own bodily functions following an event that epitomizes just how little 

control he and his teammates have. He cannot stop thinking about the fact that his best 

friend is dying, and that Jalaladin, Weber, and Hooper are dead. He takes deep breaths 

to calm his nerves, but he is consumed by a dizzy and nauseous feeling as his voice 

quivers and his hands shake. He is still in shock.  

To keep Levi from “getting too deep into himself,” White stays close to him and 

tries to strike up a conversation. “What do you do in civilian life?” White asks.202 
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Letting out a “single bitter laugh,” Levi shakes his head and answers, “I don’t 

have a civilian life. I dropped out of college and joined the active duty army in a fit of 

stupidity after 9/11 so I could go to Afghanistan. […] And here we are. In Iraq.”203 

3.3.2 Trauma and Memory: Levi’s PTSD and Encounters With the 
Dead 

Levi’s response to the battle provides clues to why his memory of Tom Hooper 

flying through the air subsumes the mental image of the man jumping from the World 

Trade Center on 9/11. It also informs his feelings of despair and his decision to take his 

own life. Individuals create meaning from their life experiences, especially when those 

experiences have high emotional impact and personal significance, as is the case for 

Levi’s memories of 9/11 and Iraq.  

The recollection of the World Trade Center attack is what psychologists define as 

a flashbulb memory (FBM), which is a memory of “the circumstances in which one first 

learned of a very surprising and consequential (or emotionally arousing) event.”204 

Flashbulb memories are almost always public events that are transmitted via mass 

media, such as the assassination of John F. Kennedy, the explosion of the Space Shuttle 

Challenger, or the attacks on September 11, 2001. Recollections of such events are called 

flashbulb memories because the surprising and consequential nature of the event is 
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likened to being surprised by the flash of a camera, which at once records a snapshot of 

the event that one can later recall in vivid detail. People can usually remember where 

they were, what they were doing, or who they were with.205 Researchers describe such 

memories as being “burned into the brain” and “frozen in time.”206 Psychologist David 

Pillemer explains, “Memories of hearing the news become an integral part of a person’s 

autobiographical narrative, marking critical intersections between an individual’s life 

and the rest of humanity.”207 For Levi, this is what 9/11 produces. Every time he thinks 

about 9/11, he sees the image of the man falling from the World Trade Center tower—

“someone in such deep despair that jumping remained the only option.”208 What is 

more, the image motivates Levi and Nick to join the Army, where they deploy to fight in 

wars that are waged as society’s response to the terrorist attacks. 

In “‘Hearing the news’ versus ‘being there’: Comparing flashbulb memories and 

recall of first-hand experiences,” Pillemer differentiates how and why first-hand 

experiences usually leave a more lasting impression than flashbulb memories. People 

are typically “passive recipient[s]” in a flashbulb memory, whereas they are “active 
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participant[s]” in memories of first-hand experiences.209 Rather than seeing or hearing 

the news, as Levi does for the attacks on September 11, 2001, their “personal details are 

the story,” as is the case for Levi in Iraq on May 15, 2005.210 That he experiences the 

trauma of war first-hand ensures his memory of the May 15 event is far stronger than his 

recollection from September 11. 

During his research, Pillemer found that flashbulb memories can actually be 

“more vulnerable to distortion and decay than memories of first-hand encounters.”211 

First-hand events have greater impact because they directly affect the participant, 

whereas when someone sees or hears the news, even for flashbulb events, there is little 

consequence for his or her day-to-day life.212 There is a biological explanation for this, as 

“vivid and long-lasting memories of dangerous and unsettling events would have 

survival value because they guide present activities away from similar sources of 

trouble.”213 Levi may sympathize with the jumper on 9/11, but the event itself has little 

impact on his daily life as a college student. Memories of his battle in Iraq, however, 

contain useful information that directly affects his survival in combat. For example, 

during future missions he may choose to avoid less-trafficked routes like the one he 

opted for on May 15 because they can be more dangerous than main supply routes, 
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which have a higher volume of traffic and therefore give insurgents less time to bury 

roadside bombs like the one that detonated on Nick’s Humvee.  

A key facet to memory formation comes through the act of rehearsal. Rehearsals 

are a “central variable” for encoding memories, and they can take on many forms, like 

sharing stories about the event, remembering or reliving the memory, or even viewing 

images and footage of the event through mass media.214 When people rehearse 

memories, whether FBMs or first-hand experiences, those memories become more vivid, 

elaborate, and long lasting.215 Pillemer contends, “[I]n most cases connections between 

specific memory content and personal well-being will be stronger for first-hand events, 

and this may increase the frequency and purposefulness of rehearsal, and thus 

elaborateness and persistence of memories.”216 Rehearsals, in part, explain how it is that 

Levi’s memory of Tom Hooper takes the place of the World Trade Center jumper. Levi 

encodes the May 15 attack in such a manner that he thinks about it, as demonstrated in 

his memoir, in far greater frequency and detail than the events on 9/11. His memory of 

Iraq persists while his memory of the 9/11 jumper begins to distort and decay. 

Emotions can play an important role in how and why one might rehearse 

memories of an important personal event. In “Emotional memory and memory for 

emotions,” Robyn Fivush et. al. suggest that, in the midst of a stressful experience, 
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“attention is not just focused on external events, but also turns inward, to assess and 

evaluate one’s own emotional reactions.”217 Emotions can drive the type of reaction and 

significance of the event, as well as how someone interprets, understands, and makes 

meaning from it.218 That Levi ultimately envisions the jumper from 9/11 and Tom 

Hooper as the same person, filled with “deep despair,” indicates the emotional charge 

with which he instills the memories of combat. The emotions he feels drive how he 

rehearses and makes meaning from the event. This explains why, upon looking back on 

his military service, he asserts that, like the 9/11 jumper, one thing he lacks is “hope.”219 

3.3.2.1 Flashbulb Memories and Memory Formation 

In “Flashbulb, personal, and event memories in clinical populations,” Andrew 

Budson and Carl Gold assert that people who suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) “experience memories that are too vivid or recurrent.”220 Psychologist Richard 

McNally describes the “hallmark characteristic” of PTSD as “the recurrent, involuntary 

recollection of the trauma in the form of intrusive thoughts, nightmares, and vivid 

sensory memories (‘flashbacks’).”221 In other words, people who suffer from nightmares 

and flashbacks can have more instances in which they rehearse memories of traumatic 

first-hand experiences, sometimes involuntarily, as Levi does. Levi exhibits behavior 
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that aligns with McNally’s description of PTSD, and he articulates those symptoms in 

his memoir when he writes, years later, “Since the day in question, [he] had mulled the 

events over in his head every night as he tried to sleep, during every conversation’s lull, 

during every shower, every workout, and every meal.”222 He also suffers from 

flashbacks and nightmares, isolates himself from fellow soldiers, and has difficulty 

controlling his emotions. 

Levi’s nightmares begin as soon as he returns to the forward operating base after 

the battle. Exhausted, Levi falls asleep in his barracks room without issue. His rest is 

peaceful until the face of Private First Class Weber, “The Mute,” flashes before his eyes. 

The image is a haunting recollection from the battle: “His mouth hung open, revealing a 

bloated and deep purple tongue. His eyes stared through Levi, open wide.”223 Levi 

describes how the scene renders Weber as “The Mute now forever mute.”224 Even 

though Weber is dead and cannot speak, Levi is troubled by how his “lifeless eyes could 

register emotion” and how the look on his face “begged an answer for the eternal 

question: Why?”225 This is a cognitive, involuntary rehearsal that leaves the image of 

Weber “etched in [Levi’s] memory.”226 It also leaves him searching for answers that only 

compound his guilt and frustration. 
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Levi wakes from the nightmare in a “violent, febrile shock.”227 His clothes and 

sleeping bag are soaked with sweat. He changes clothes, turns his sleeping bag inside 

out, and settles down for a second attempt at sleep. As he lies there, Levi cannot help but 

replay the battle in his mind. He sees Nick burning in the Humvee, Gassner bleeding 

from his leg wound, and “Tom Hooper’s silhouette, suspended indefinitely against the 

cloud of smoke and flames, his one arm acting as a useless wing that would never 

succeed in keeping him from falling and landing and dying.”228 The vision of Tom 

Hooper, suspended in the air, has left an obvious imprint on Levi’s mind’s eye. The 

memory of the attack haunts him in the present moment, filling him with despair and 

regret. Levi thus rehearses the memory, voluntarily and involuntarily, multiple times in 

less than twelve hours since the attack occurred. 

Levi’s nightmare is reminiscent of Odysseus’s trip to the Underworld, where 

Odysseus’s fellow soldiers lament their deaths and relive the memories of their final 

moments on earth. Shay argues, “Odysseus’ encounter with dead comrades in Hades 

can be seen as a metaphor for the pervasive presence of the dead in the inner worlds of 

some combat veterans. They are truly ‘haunted.’”229 When Odysseus sees his dead 

comrades, he breaks down into tears and tries to console them.230 His tears express his 
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deep sadness for the dead Agamemnon, but nothing compares to the “thronging 

sorrow” he feels when he sees his dead mother, Anticleia.231 After a painful scene in 

which Odysseus learns he is responsible for his mother’s suicide, he is tormented by the 

fact that he cannot console her, nor be consoled himself. All he can do is accept the pain 

he feels while the sorrow “sharpen[s] at the heart within [him].”232 It is perhaps 

coincidence that Levi locates the sorrow he feels as a “hard and heavy thing in his 

chest.”233 The similarities in the location of Odysseus’s and Levi’s pain reflect a common 

point of reference within each of the narratives. In fact, Shay argues the scene between 

Odysseus and Anticleia “is true to the experience of real combat veterans with PTSD” 

and “can be taken and a metaphor for all such irretrievable losses that veterans must 

now face […].”234 Odysseus’s feelings of pain and loss thus inform Levi’s experiences on 

a daily basis, for every night Levi goes to sleep the images return.235 

It is another remarkable concurrence of events that, like Weber with Levi, the 

dead that haunt Odysseus are also mute, at least until they drink the blood sacrifice.236 

Hefti’s depiction indeed provides a linkage back to Homer’s portrayal of such 

encounters with the dead, but his work is not the first in American war literature to do 

that. Drum-Taps, Walt Whitman’s 1865 collection of poetry from the American Civil War, 
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includes numerous allusions to the Iliad and Odyssey. It even includes a poem that 

features “an American Homer, endowing the Revolution with the status of national 

myth.”237 In “Hymn of dead soldiers,” the poet visits with “phantoms” of companions 

who are “voiceless” with “silent eyes.”238 Whitman’s visit with the dead, which 

reenvisions a version of Odysseus’s trip to the Underworld, provides the poet not only 

an opportunity to grieve, but also the chance to reflect on the deep sense of loss.239 In 

Lawrence Kramer’s analysis of the text, he concludes that, for Whitman, silence 

“becomes the medium of internalized remembrance.”240 The poet urges his dead 

comrades to “desert me not, while I live.”241 They may be quiet and unseen, but their 

presentness ensures his perspective of life remains inundated with memories of the past. 

While silence sometimes connotes peace or tranquility, as in a moment of silence, 

other forms of silence can be troubling, as when Levi dreams of Weber. Levi finds the 

silent image of “the Mute” so haunting that it is “etched in his memory,” even after he 

wakes from the dream.242 The effect of Levi’s encounter with his dead comrades is not 

unlike Odysseus’s. For example, Elpenor asks Odysseus to “remember me,” and 
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Odysseus does remember him, even after he departs the Underworld.243 But while 

Odysseus’s meeting with the dead occurs only once—in Odyssey 11—Levi’s nightmares 

recur again and again. In fact, Levi refers to them as “the ghosts that still haunted [him] 

months and even years after they left [Iraq].”244 Like Whitman, they live on with him 

forever. McNally clarifies that when survivors experience such “sensory ‘snapshots’ of a 

horrific accident,” they are not “merely remembering it.” Instead, the sufferer relives the 

moment “with all its original intensity.”245 Herman takes this notion further, explaining 

that such recurrent episodes frustrate the temporal perspective of the survivor: “They 

cannot resume the normal course of their lives, for the trauma repeatedly interrupts.”246 

In other words, Levi’s nightmares and flashbacks trap him in another form of the 

“endless present.”247 

Another way Levi’s post-traumatic stress repeatedly interrupts his life is by how 

he blames himself for the deaths and injuries of his friends. Levi acts heroically in the 

heat of the battle, but he feels at fault for recommending a route that led to so much 

death and destruction. As Levi reflects on the battle, he concludes, “The compounding 

of his tiny mistakes and missteps and failures in leadership had led to a devastating 
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tragedy he could never undo, and he would carry that with him always.”248 While he may 

be justified in his assessment that the route he chose was a deadly one, he also takes on 

the blame of the enemy who planted the IED, the trigger man who detonated it, his 

military leadership that assigned them the mission, and even Nick’s crew, who might 

have missed crucial clues that an IED was buried beneath them. By taking on the blame, 

he shares a common feature of other veterans from past wars. 

On the day he left for Iraq, for example, Levi’s Vietnam War veteran father told 

him with great sadness, “Mundum portamus.”249 The phrase is Latin for “We carry the 

world,” and it is indicative of Levi’s father’s perspective of war.250 When his father tells 

him this, Levi is not yet aware that his dad suffered visible and invisible wounds in 

Vietnam. He had “taken a bullet for [his] country” and believed he hadn’t done 

“anything worth anything” during the war.251 Like many other Vietnam War veterans, 

Levi’s father returned home to find little to no help with the problems he faced, like 

post-traumatic stress and reintegration. Shay reminds us that many Vietnam War 

veterans were personally blamed for losing the war, and many others still blame 

themselves for the deaths of comrades, even when they bear no responsibility.252 
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Mundum portamus encapsulates the blame many Vietnam Veterans felt, including Levi’s 

father. It is a weight so heavy that it feels like they are carrying the world. Indeed, Levi 

and his father seem to share this in common.  

Looking back on the day of the battle, Levi writes, “They carried the world, and 

it was heavy, and they didn’t know what to do with it.”253 The “world” Levi carries 

encompasses the moral dilemma of whether to tell his superiors about his soldiers’ 

transgressions, as well as the grief from losing so many soldiers during the attack. Levi’s 

response to the feelings of guilt and blame he carries manifests changes in his behavior, 

such as episodes of uncontrollable crying and even those times he fights back his tears.  

According to the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders, people with PTSD exhibit “Negative alterations in cognitions 

and mood associated with the traumatic event,” which can be evidenced by “Persistent, 

distorted cognitions about the cause or consequences of the traumatic event(s) that lead 

the individual to blame himself […],” as well as a “Persistent negative emotional state 

(e.g., fear, horror, anger, guilt, or shame).”254 Both of these criteria apply to Levi. In fact, 

years later, Levi still suffers from nightmares and self-blame. He admits, “[The attack] 

 

253 Hefti, A Hard and Heavy Thing, 145. 
254 Center for Substance Abuse Treatment (US), “Exhibit 1.3-4, DSM-5 Diagnostic Criteria for PTSD,” Text 

(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (US), 2014), 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK207191/. 



 

162 

may not legally or even rationally be his fault, but he nevertheless bore a certain moral 

responsibility for what happened.”255 

From the moment of the attack to the day he decides to take his own life, Levi 

internalizes the guilt he feels. When he returns to the FOB on the night of the battle, he 

approaches the lieutenant, but before he can speak he gets choked up because “he didn’t 

know how to offer comfort for something that had been all his fault.”256 His voice starts 

to crack, so he takes several deep breaths to keep himself from crying. He barely 

maintains control of his emotions. When he finally returns to his barracks room, alone, 

he breaks down into a fit of sobs. While crying is a common symptom of grief and 

depression following a traumatic event, Levi’s tears are also an expression of his self-

blame. He cannot even allow himself to cry without feeling guilty. “Crying for dead 

people is selfish. I’m selfish. Crying is selfish. And weak. Crying is weak. There are dead 

people and you’re being selfish and weak,” he tells himself.257  

When Levi hears a knock on his door, he quickly dries his eyes to hide the fact 

that he has been crying. It is his lieutenant, who has come to take Levi to their 

commanding officer. The lieutenant colonel wants to nominate Levi for a valorous 

award, though he never explicitly tells Levi. “I heard what you did out there,” the 

commander continues. “We’ll have to go through the steps, make sure everything is 
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investigated, and we’ll see what higher says. […] But I want you to know you’ll get what 

you deserve.”258 Levi walks away, unsure of whether the vague comment is a 

commendation for his actions during the attack, or a veiled threat to punish him for his 

behavior leading up to it. The commander’s comment exacerbates Levi’s feelings of self-

blame. Levi is so shaken he “lock[s] himself away in his own cage of guilt and regret.”259 

Months later, Levi is surprised to learn he is being awarded the silver star, the 

nation’s third highest award for valor. He is flown home for two weeks of R&R (rest and 

recuperation) and to be the guest of honor at his award ceremony. During the ceremony, 

Levi is made to hear his own story all over again as his commanding officer reads his 

award citation, which details his actions during those twelve minutes of hell. Levi 

acquires some fame as the local press “ate up the juicy and violent narrative as a great 

hometown-hero feel-good piece.”260 General officers and politicians line up to honor 

Levi and shake his hand, showing their gratitude for his “service and bravery.”261 Levi, 

however, is dismayed by how the attendees are “throwing a party to celebrate the worst 

day of his life.”262 Unable to share in their pleasure, all Levi can do is give a “forced smile 

[that] felt to him like the grimace before the tears.”263 
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Shay determines that, unlike American military culture in Vietnam, which 

“regarded tears as […] demeaning, the sign of a weakling, a loser,” Homeric society 

“valued tears as intrinsic to the dignity of war heroes.”264 Levi’s opinion of crying 

coheres to the Vietnam War narrative about which Shay writes, but his tears are also an 

expression of grief that shares points of contact with Odysseus. In The Tears of Achilles, 

Hélène Monsacré notes that, in the Odyssey, “[t]ears are at times forbidden and at times 

allowed.”265 This explains why Odysseus sometimes covers his head when he cries or is 

about to cry. While in Phaeacia, Odysseus’s last stop before finally returning home to 

Ithaca, Odysseus begins to weep when Demodocus, the bard, sings about the Trojan 

War. Odysseus covers his head so his hosts cannot see him crying, “shamed for tears 

running down his face before the Phaiakians.”266 

Monsacré explains that Demodocus’s songs “illustrate perfectly the two 

functions of the epic: to sing of warriors made famous for eternity by great deeds of war, 

and to entertain aristocrats at banquet in a prosperous society at peace.”267 This is part of 

the reason Odysseus covers his face. He is embarrassed about crying during an event 

that is supposed to be entertaining. Once again, the combat veteran is at a party where 

the guests cannot understand his loneliness and pain. The Phaeacians are celebrating the 

worst moments of Odysseus’s life. Like Levi’s citation at his award ceremony, 
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Demodocus’s song concurrently affirms Odysseus’s heroism and conjures painful 

memories that bring him to tears. 

Later that night, while Demodocus sings about the fall of Troy, Odysseus weeps 

so hard that Homer compares him to Andromache, who “cries high and shrill” as she 

watches her husband, Hector, “dying and gasping for breath268.” Odysseus’s tears 

connect him back to Troy. By comparing Odysseus to Andromache, Homer gives the 

reader a sense of the grief and pain Odysseus feels while listening to a story about his 

own actions during the Trojan War. Importantly, the simile concurrently places 

Odysseus within the story being told, actively grieving for the comrades he lost in the 

moments of their death. Monsacré explains, “he relives at this moment the siege of Troy 

and the suffering of war.”269 Odysseus is not merely grieving the memory of the dead; he 

is crying on the battlefield as he watches a mortally wounded friend dying and gasping 

for breath. He is having a flashback, experiencing the event as though he is reliving it in 

the present.  

The embedding within this passage incorporates numerous shifts in perspective 

and locates Odysseus in varying positions. The structure of the story within a story 

within a story is aptly described by French literary theorist Gérard Genette as “comme 

tournoyante” (“as if swirling”)⁠ and acts as a figurative double to the whirlpool 
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Charybdis, which also disorients Odysseus and further delays his nostos.270 Monsacré 

continues, “His tears are as much a sign of his current plunge back into the world of 

warrior’s exploits as of his setting aside this heroic world of men, specifically because it 

fails to return the victor to his homeland.”271 In other words, his tears are not only an 

expression of the grief he feels as he flashes back to the “suffering of war,” they are also 

a sign that, for as long as he is trapped in the recollection of war, he cannot go home. 

Odysseus’s tears, and his attempts to hide them, thus illuminate Levi’s. They symbolize 

the tremendous grief he carries as he relives the memories that cause it, all while being 

trapped in the experience of war and unable to return home. 

3.3.3 Stuck in the Middle: Fatalism in No Man’s Land 

“War teaches us that it is somehow unwise and irresponsible to look too far into 

the future,” Samet asserts.272 She reaches for the musings of A.J. Liebling, who spent 

extensive time with combat soldiers in Europe as the World War Two war 

correspondent for the New Yorker. Liebling once observed, “[In war] you never had to 

think about the future, because you didn’t know if you would have one.”273 But even 

though some soldiers adopt fatalistic mindsets as survival mechanisms while enduring 

prolonged combat, Samet contends, “it is impossible to sustain such a perspective if we 
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hope to endure no man’s land that follows.”274 Between war and home, fatalistic 

mentalities can frustrate the process of homecoming. This is precisely what happens to 

Levi. 

Levi enters what Samet describes as no man’s land when he departs Iraq for the 

first time. At first, he is excited to return to normal life—to gorge on junk food; look at 

pretty girls at the mall; and “lose [himself] in the total capitalism and consumerism of it 

all, the pure greediness, the pure indulgence, the pure American-ness of it all.”275 On his 

first day back, however, he quickly realizes, “after where we’d been, after what we’d 

seen, home would never be home again.”276 Home has not changed; rather, he has. After 

a year in combat, where his daily routine centered on surviving instead of consuming, 

Levi finds it difficult to simply go back to his old way of life, to a world of “Cinnabons, 

Starbucks, Brooks Brothers, and Brookstones.”277 Now home, Levi cannot stop thinking 

of combat. He spends his second day in bed, and the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth days 

on his computer looking at “war porn”—news updates on the war and videos of 

soldiers conducting missions in Iraq.278 Levi’s body may be stateside, but his thoughts 

are still consumed by war. 

 

274 Samet, No Man’s Land, 94. 
275 Hefti, A Hard and Heavy Thing, 202. 
276 Hefti, A Hard and Heavy Thing, 206. 
277 Hefti, A Hard and Heavy Thing, 202. 
278 Hefti, A Hard and Heavy Thing, 206. 



 

168 

Shay looks to Odysseus to better understand how prolonged combat affects 

soldiers in a way that illuminates how Iraq changed Levi. With the war over, Odysseus 

and his soldiers depart for home. On their way, they stop at the island city of Ismaros. 

While retelling the story to the Phaeacians, Odysseus candidly boasts, “I sacked their 

city and killed their people.”279 Odysseus and his men attack and raid as though they are 

still at war, even though Troy is far behind them. “[H]aving left the war zone 

physically,” Shay explains, “[veterans] may simply remain in combat mode.”280 This is 

the mode that Odysseus adopts through his return to Ithaca. 

While Levi’s actions are not yet violent, he is still in “combat mode.” He exhibits 

the unsettledness of being in a combat zone one day and back home the next. The 

“American-ness” he so longed for offers him no comfort because he has changed. After 

spending so much time in an austere environment where the most sought-after luxury 

was not getting blown up, Levi finds the consumerism and indulgences of home 

alienating. Like one of the many real life Iraq War veterans that Samet interviews for No 

Man’s Land, for Levi, “war had become more ‘normal’ […] than life at home.”281 By 

week’s end, Levi visits a military recruiting station, waives his mandatory time off for 

having just returned from deployment, and joins an active duty Army unit heading for 

Afghanistan. Levi is clearly not ready for, nor desires, a homecoming. Instead, he enters 
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a figurative no man’s land as a “war commuter, shuttling back and forth on serial 

deployments.”282 During the next few “circling years,” Levi shuttles from home to war 

and back, going to Iraq and Afghanistan twice, while suppressing the nightmares, 

memories, and guilt he feels from the May 15 attack.283  

Samet likens the experience of living through no man’s land to “war vertigo,” 

where interpositions of war and home, violence and peace, leave the participant feeling 

dislocated and disoriented.284 Samet writes about her personal experiences with war 

vertigo when she learned of the death of Lieutenant Chris Goeke, her former student 

who was killed in action in Afghanistan. As a civilian college professor at the United 

States Military Academy, Samet experienced recurrent images of a “phantom” 

lieutenant that “sometimes awakened [her] in the night because he looked so much like 

Chris.”285 It was in these moments, Samet writes, “that I felt most powerfully my own 

dislocation[…].”286 What Samet describes as “the sensation produced by the collision of 

tranquil scenes with war’s annihilating force” left her feeling dizzy, confused, and 

questioning her understanding of the war’s impacts on her students as well as society.287 

The writings of Edith Wharton provided Samet the clarity and insight to better 

understand her own war vertigo. In Fighting France, in which Wharton details her visits 
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to the Western Front during World War One, the author describes what she felt after 

departing the front lines. Just out of the range of German artillery fire, Wharton and her 

group stop for a picnic in a scene in which she juxtaposes an idyllic landscape “swept by 

a great mountain breeze full of scent of thyme and myrtle” with the “pressure of the 

encircling line of death” of the trenches that lay behind her. “It is not in the mud and the 

jokes and every-day activities of the trenches that one most feels the damnable insanity 

of war,” Wharton continues, “it is where it lurks like a mythical monster in scenes to 

which the mind has always turned for rest.”288 The unanticipated presence of death and 

violence in what should be a setting of peace is not only out of place, but all the more 

striking. This is where Wharton finds the “mythical monster” of war most maddening 

because it “lurks” in a place that should be one of respite. Similarly, Samet also senses 

her feelings of dislocation “most powerfully” when she sees the image of her dead 

student in her sleep.289 

Levi experiences a similar type of war vertigo—a feeling of dislocation from 

nightmares and flashbacks layered on top of his continual turning from war to home to 

war again. In this sense he is like Odysseus, “swirling” through layers of grief and regret 

that affix him firmly within traumatic memories of the past.290 It is coincidence that Levi 

references vertigo when he asks Nick if he feels vertiginous after he is hit by the first 
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IED, but when Nick, still reeling from the blast, repeats the words, “Vertiginous, 

vertiginous, vertiginous,” the notion takes on a figurative quality that foreshadows the 

disorienting experiences through which Levi suffers, whether from post-traumatic stress 

or back-to-back combat tours, and thus aligns with Samet’s understanding of war 

vertigo. Indeed, while Levi continues to be haunted by memories of Weber’s gaze, 

Hooper suspended in air, and Nick burning alive, he also faces new traumatic events. It 

is during a moment of rest following one of these events that the “annihilating force” of 

war finally manifests in the form of suicide.291 

On his last mission in Afghanistan, Levi’s patrol is once again attacked. The unit 

takes heavy enemy fire, and several soldiers die. When the platoon responds by going 

on a retribution mission to “raze villages” and “scorch the earth,” Levi lies and tells his 

new platoon leader he is sick.292 In truth, he is exhausted and does not want to 

participate in an operation that is sure to bring more nightmares and feelings of guilt. 

Retelling the event in his book, Levi writes, 

 “I was just so tired. So they went out and I was alone. Like a big coward. 

I was the only one in our little [barracks room] for hours. I cleaned my weapons. 

I cleaned my pistol. That nine mil looked so attractive.” 

 His voice grew soft. “And I was so tired. So tired.” […] 

 “I picked it up,” he said. “I was just curious is all. I even cleared it two, 

three, four times. I swear I cleared it. I stood up and looked in the mirror. 

Curious is all. I put it to my head.” 
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 […] “I put it to my temple, like this. I wondered how easy it would be to 

pull the trigger. I tried squeezing and I closed my eyes and I began to squeeze, 

but I couldn’t. I opened my eyes again and saw the placid look on my face and 

the void in my own eyes and I saw the pistol against my head. What difference 

does it make? I thought. You’re already dead. Have been dead for quite some 

time. I was going to pull the trigger for real then. I don’t know. Just to see if I 

could. To see what it would feel like.”293 

Exhausted, Levi stays back from a mission in his barracks room—the only place 

that offers a sense of safety, security, and the ability to rest—yet it is here that the 

compounding forces of his fatalistic mindset, PTSD, and repetitive combat deployments 

manifest into war vertigo. While the aforementioned wartime experiences do not 

necessarily catalyze suicidality, the full panoply of Levi’s experiences make him feel as 

though he is “already dead.”294 The “mythical monster” emerges within him as he raises 

the pistol to his head. As Levi looks in the mirror, the void he sees in his own eyes is 

reminiscent of Weber’s “unblinking gaze” or Tom Hooper’s “wide open” eyes as he lay 

dead on the battlefield.295 The void represents Levi’s own lifelessness and symbolizes 

what he means when he later describes life as “the maddening immutability of the past, 

the monomania of the present, and the frightening black hole of the future.”296 Levi’s 

“maddening” and “monomania[cal]” characterizations of life complement Wharton’s 

“damnable insanity of war.”297 Both writers employ terms that allude to the poor mental 

state of the participant and materialize in an episode of war vertigo that, for Levi, 
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includes his suicidal ideation. Levi’s response to the suicidal rehearsal, his “placid” 

gesture, insinuates his belief that death is a panacea for his mental anguish. The void he 

sees and the black hole he feels both signify his fatalist perspective that he is “already 

dead,” thus making his actual suicide all the more logical.298 The dead have no future, 

and his death would consummate the feelings of fatalism through which he has suffered 

since May 15, 2005.299 

Just before he pulls the trigger, however, an unanticipated visitor walks into 

Levi’s barracks. It is a captain whose patrol stopped at Levi’s outpost because their 

Humvee broke down and they are looking for help. Levi does not explain how the scene 

unfolds, but he does say the captain attested to walking in on Levi with a gun to his 

head and a magazine full of ammunition. Levi’s leaders are responsible for getting him 

the help he needs, but, unfortunately, Levi’s “help” comes in the form of a video 

teleconference with a patronizing psychologist over a spotty internet connection. 

Frustrated that the psychologist does not believe he unloaded the weapon before 

holding it at his head, Levi throws the computer monitor against the wall. His leaders 

respond by sending him stateside and processing him out of the Army. 
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On numerous occasions, during war and after his return home, Levi refers to 

himself as being “already dead.”300 Shay reminds us he commonly hears the phrase, “I 

died in Vietnam,” from his patients in the Department of Veterans Affairs Outpatient 

Clinic in Boston.301 The feeling of being already dead usually catalyzed in the aftermath 

of an attack or battle in which a comrade was killed. Psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton 

concurs. In his study on returning Vietnam War veterans, Home From War, Lifton 

explains one of the chief “transgressions” experienced by Vietnam War veterans is 

“simply remaining alive while a buddy dies.”302 He describes one veteran who carried 

the corpse of his friend out of an ambush that killed the rest of his unit. Throughout the 

painful and arduous experience, the veteran explained he was “wishing for my death – I 

wanted to die.”303 The survivor later maintained he had become a ghost, referring to 

himself as “the worst ghost they ever had out there.”304 Lifton argues such a “ghost 

metaphor” “evokes the principle of the ‘homeless dead’ found in primitive and folk 

cultures—spirits or ghosts of people who die suddenly, through suicide or violence, 

while on a journey far from home […]. The homeless or living dead are said to be 

condemned to a miserable transitional existence, and are considered dangerous to the 
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living.”305 Levi, like Lifton’s survivor, finds himself condemned to his own miserable 

transitional existence as one of the “homeless dead.”306 

Levi’s “miserable transitional existence” begins when he is kicked out of the 

Army and finds he has no home to return to.307 When Levi’s superior escorts him off 

base and out of the Army, he is physically casting him out of society. “No longer was he 

accepted,” Levi writes about himself. “No longer was he part of that communal 

brotherhood.”308 Levi is being expelled from his community, and based on his attempt to 

return home after his first deployment, he knows “home would never be home again.”309 

This fact becomes even more apparent when Levi arrives at his childhood home for a 

welcome-home party, where his parents present him with a welcome-home gift: his 

silver star medal and citation framed and matted for him to hang up for all to see. His 
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parents have good intentions, but the gift further dissociates Levi from his family and 

friends. To him, it feels like they are, once again, celebrating the worst day of his life and 

honoring a memory he would rather forget. The gift infuriates him, so he lashes out at 

his family and quickly leaves his home. When he returns to his house, days later, he 

“thought it strange that he should feel like an intruder.”310  

Samet writes, “[Homecoming] demands the capacity to reconcile past and 

present and to navigate a future of yet invisible contours; the ability to weave new 

stories when the old ones no longer hold.”311 Levi, however, is still consumed by 

thoughts of war and still trapped in no man’s land. Over the course of the next year, he 

remains adrift between war and peace, no longer being at war and unable to reintegrate 

back home. He has no job, is not enrolled in college classes, and has no plan for the 

future. “Now that [he] had returned home,” Levi writes about himself, “he felt as lost as 

ever.”312 He is not a contributing member of the society in which he lives, nor is he part 

of the community of soldiers with whom he identifies. Feeling like he was “killed in 

action,” Levi continues to suffer from nightmares, laments decisions he made in combat, 

and blames himself for the deaths and injuries of his friends.313 He also pushes away the 

two people who try to offer him love and support, his father and Nick.  
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Herman observes that sometimes a patient “has the fantasy that she is already 

among the dead, because her capacity for love has been destroyed.” She continues, 

“What sustains the patient through this descent into despair is the smallest evidence of 

an ability to form loving connections.”314 In Principles of Dynamic Psychiatry, Jules 

Masserman similarly contends that people must believe they are not alone in order to be 

able to survive psychologically traumatic events.315 Levi’s isolation and feelings of 

loneliness make him more susceptible to thoughts of suicide.316 Fed up with feelings of 

loneliness and hopelessness, Levi decides to take his life by “eas[ing] himself into those 

cool waters [of the Mississippi River] and embrac[ing] the end on his own terms.”317 

3.3.4 Coming Home: The Communalization of Trauma 

A survival mechanism some soldiers adopt during prolonged combat is the 

“destruction of time,” where soldiers focus solely on the present and lose “a meaningful 

personal narrative that links past, present, and future.”318 There is consonance between 

this notion about which Shay writes and Samet’s assertion that homecoming “demands 

the capacity to reconcile past and present and to navigate a future of yet invisible 

contours.”319 One must restore the personal narrative lost during prolonged trauma or 
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risk not being able to fully heal from his or her experiences. One way to restore this 

narrative, Shay argues, is through a form of purification he calls “the circle of 

communalization of trauma,” where the survivor is “permitted and empowered to voice 

his or her experience[…] [and] the listener(s) must be allowed to listen, believe, and 

remember […] and repeat what they have heard to others.”320 When this happens—

when a soldier is able to tell his or her own story and know someone else understands 

it—the “circle of communalization” is complete.321  

The communalization of grief “is essential to the healing of trauma,” Shay 

writes.322 By putting emotions into words, by telling their story, survivors can identify 

and objectify their emotional pain. While Scarry’s work largely focuses on physical pain, 

she explains, “Psychological suffering, though often difficult for any one person to 

express, does have referential content, is susceptible to verbal objectification, and is so 

habitually depicted in art that […] there is virtually no piece of literature that is not 

about suffering, no piece of literature that does not stand ready to assist us.”323 The 

objectification of one’s experiences, as well as the threading of the narrative that links 

past, present, and future, can assist understanding and healing. The process of writing 

or verbalizing traumatic experience can provide catharsis, which Shay summarizes, in 

part, as a form of “mental clarification, removing obstacles to understanding, the 
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psychological equivalent of producing clear water from muddy.”324 Such verbal 

objectification provides the “mental clarification” that assists understanding, as well as 

healing because doing so makes it sharable. 

By sharing the experience or burden of pain with a community, with “socially 

connected others,” survivors understand they are not alone in their grief. In other 

words, the burden of trauma is distributed among a community so the individual 

survivor does not have to bear it alone. Scholars agree this connectedness enables 

healing.325 Homer provides a model for the communalization of grief when Odysseus 

first recalls his story to the Phaeacians, and, more importantly, shares it with Penelope. 

When telling his story to the Phaeacians in Odyssey 9, Odysseus verbalizes his 

“mournful sufferings.”326 After he shares his trials with Penelope in Odyssey 23, “sweet 

sleep / came to relax his limbs and slip the cares from his spirit.”327 The process of 

vocalizing his pain and sharing it with socially connected others is thus one of catharsis 

because it clarifies Odysseus’s experiences to himself, enables him to share it with 

Penelope, and allows him to release the cares that built up inside him since his journey 

began. Furthermore, in turning it into a narrative, he imposes order and meaning on it, 

getting control back. 
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Shay affirms his psychiatric studies of the Odyssey “are about the arts, especially 

the narrative arts, as social responses to trauma.”328 The arts, he argues, create the 

“supportive social movements” that allow survivors to remember, tell, share, and heal.329 

In this since, the power of the narrative is quite literally a healing one. This is precisely 

how Levi eventually overcomes his desire to die—by sharing his story through the 

narrative arts.  

Levi had always wanted to be a writer, and during an argument with Nick, Nick 

challenges him to write the book he has been talking about writing ever since he 

returned home from war. Still wanting to die, Levi resolves to write the book before he 

takes his own life. He muses on this decision in his memoir: 

He could not make sense of all that had happened, but he had to explain it 

somehow. He owed his friend that much. So he left the river for home, where he 

wrote and remembered. He wrote in such a way to ignore his ego, a task that still 

remained difficult despite his narrative tricks. 

[I did exactly what you told me to do, Nick. Didn’t you tell me to just write the 

stupid book already? And that even doing the worst thing on the planet had to 

count for something? Well I can’t think of anything worse than what I’m about to 

do, which is why I think you deserve an explanation. And maybe after you read 

it you’ll realize why I don’t have the hope that you have. The truth is: We begin 

and end alone.]330 

While in Iraq, Levi learned to “carry the world,” mundum portamus, but now that 

he is home he must share the weight of that burden in order to fully reintegrate into 
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society.331 To his own surprise, when Levi puts his grief and self-blame into words, he 

begins to experience the catharsis about which Shay writes. “He had to explain things, 

had to make sense of everything, had to get it all off his chest,” Levi writes about 

himself. “He put into words what he couldn’t think about at the river, what he couldn’t 

explain to his dad, and what he couldn’t express aloud since he’d come home.”332 By 

putting his emotions into words, Levi objectifies his suffering. He converts his torment 

into a sharable medium. In the process, he also begins to heal.  

When Levi prints off his story and stacks the pages in a pile, the “hard and heavy 

thing” he felt in his chest while in Iraq was now in the grip of his hands.333 “It was hard 

and it was heavy and it was just as he had feared,” describes Levi. Looking at the stack 

of papers, Levi knows it is “nothing but words” if he does not share it with someone 

else.334 He drives to Nick’s house and leaves the story on his best friend’s doorstep. 

When he shares his story with Nick, and ostensibly with the community that reads his 

book, he is distributing the burden he has felt since May 15, 2005. This sets the stage for 

him to overcome his feelings of being already dead and instead rethread the narrative 

that links his past with his future.  

In the concluding scene of the book, which occurs during a local 4th of July 

celebration, Nick reads the manuscript and goes looking for Levi. Nick finds him at the 
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edge of the river. “I can’t take it any further. Not alone,” Levi tells him as he seems on 

the verge of taking his own life.335  

“This isn’t some story,” Nick tells him. “This is your life. You don’t get to choose 

when it ends.” 

“And then? And now? What am I supposed to do?” Levi asks. 

“Walk with me,” Nick responds.336 

With that, Levi and Nick walk together, out of no man’s land and into their town 

and community. The circle of communalization is complete. 
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4. Ajax, Ambrose Bierce, and Suicides of Honor in 
American War Literature 

4.1 Ajax’s Suicide: A Suicide of Honor 

When Odysseus visits the Underworld in Odyssey 11, he speaks with the ghosts 

of several comrades, including Achilles and Agamemnon. Some of them seek updates 

about family members that are still in the land of the living, while others share arcane 

knowledge about the afterlife. But only one spirit refuses to interact with Odysseus. 

Odysseus recounts how Telamonian Ajax “stood off at a distance from me, angry still 

over that decision / I won against him, when beside the ships we disputed / our cases for 

the arms of Achilleus.”1 Odysseus implores Ajax to forget his rage: “could you then 

never / even in death forget you anger against me, because of / that cursed armor?”2 

Instead of responding, Ajax simply turns and walks away. He is enraged with Odysseus, 

even in the afterlife, because he holds Odysseus partly responsible for the events leading 

to his suicide. 

The two warriors hadn’t always been enemies. In fact, they had teamed up for a 

number of important missions during the Trojan War, like the Embassy to Achilles in 

the Iliad to implore him to rejoin the battle and the rescue of Achilles’s lifeless body in 

the Aethiopis. In the Chrestomathia of Proclus, the Greek poet recounts how, in the midst 

 

1 Richmond Lattimore, trans., The Odyssey of Homer (New York: Harper Perennial, 2007), 11.543-546. All 

citations of the Odyssey are Lattimore’s translation of Homer, unless otherwise noted. Robert Fagles 
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of the great struggle for Achilles’s corpse, Ajax risks his life to recover Achilles’s dead 

body and carry it to the Argive ships; however, according to an onlooker of the battle, 

this was something that “great Odysseus cared not to do.”3 Ajax was perhaps the only 

Greek warrior who had the strength and courage to carry the dead weight of Achilles off 

the battlefield. It was for heroic deeds like this that he earned his reputation for being 

one of the greatest, second only to Achilles. In fact, even Odysseus sings about how Ajax 

was a “bulwark” who “for beauty and for achievement surpassed / all the Danaans.”4 

As Sheila Murnaghan explains, the culture portrayed in the Iliad is characterized 

by “an aristocratic, warrior society, centered on battlefield achievement and its 

rewards,” where heroes reaffirm their high status through “public actions and especially 

courageous performance in combat.”5 Time and again, the poems of the Epic Cycle 

recount how Ajax affirms his position of prominence through acts of valor. Odysseus is 

a different story. He is a formidable warrior, but he usually affirms his position through 

feats of strategy and cunning, such as the Trojan Horse mission that enables the Greek 

Army to penetrate Troy’s walls. So when the Achaeans hold Achilles’s funeral games 

and Pallas Athena offers up the dead hero’s armor as the grand prize, Ajax is right to 

expect he will win the distinction over Odysseus. Customarily, the golden armor should 

 

3 Hugh Evelyn-White, trans., Hesiod, the Homeric Hymns, and Homerica (New York: G. P. Putnam, 1920), 513. 
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have gone to the best of the Danaans as “a war-prize to the bravest.”6 According to the 

value systems of the Ancient Greeks, the recipient should have been Ajax. Instead, each 

man was given the opportunity to state his case as to why he deserved the arms of 

Achilles.7 Ajax, who was not gifted in speech, was no match for Odysseus, who was 

among the most gifted. Robert Fagles’s translation of the Odyssey tells us that Odysseus 

“pressed”8 Athena for the prize, and the Little Iliad explains that Odysseus gained them 

“by the contriving of Athena.”9 In short, the goddess coerced the sons of Atreus—

Agamemnon and Menelaus, the two senior commanders of the Greek Army—to award 

the armor to Odysseus instead of Ajax. 

When it comes to Homer’s heroes, their status is informed by how famous they 

are. In fact, the Greek phrase, klea andron, which translates to “fames of men,” is also the 

“epic phrase for heroic story.”10 Heroes of the Epic Cycle strive for kleos, or “fame,” 

because it is a “type of social identity” while they are alive, and it “survives in the 

memory of men” after their death.11 Because Ajax is mortal and cannot live forever, the 

next best thing is to become so famous that the memory of him lives on. One of the most 

common ways warriors in Homer’s works gain kleos is by performing feats of heroism or 
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valor. Given the fact that Homer’s heroes have been fighting for ten years in the Trojan 

War, it is no surprise that “they must overcome mercy and terror and learn to value 

their honor above their own lives or another’s.”12 This is precisely why Ajax is happy 

when he is chosen to face Hector in man-to-man combat in Iliad 7. When Ajax is selected 

for the duel, Homer tells us “his heart was gladdened.”13 If he kills Hector, he will be 

responsible for ending the Trojan War, and will earn the kleos that comes with such a 

feat.  

Kleos is not only an intangible form of social capital; it also comes in the form of 

material objects like booty and war trophies. In his anthropological reading of Homer, 

Nature and Culture in the Iliad, James Redfield explains, “the prize itself may have a kleos 

and confer a kleos, and a man is famous both for what he is and for what he has.”14 This 

is particularly true of “especially famous armor” that is acquired on the battlefield.15 For 

example, in the Iliad Hector strips Patroclus’s dead body “the beautiful armor of 

blameless / Achilleus,” which was a gift from the gods to Achilles’s father, Peleus.16 The 

armor is valuable not only because it is made of bronze, but even more so because of its 

history. It was crafted by the gods and passed down from Peleus to Achilles, who then 

loaned it to Patroclus. It was also proof of Hector’s courage on the battlefield because he 
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took it from Patroclus’s dead body after he faced him and killed him. The armor was a 

veritable cache of kleos. Hector handed the armor over to the Trojans to take back to the 

city where it would “be his great glory.”17 In Stanley Lombardo’s translation of the text, 

which is lauded for its performative value, Hector takes Patroclus’s armor so he could 

“glory in it.”18 The denominalization of the word glory signifies the armor’s 

simultaneous effect on Hector: The Trojan general at once possesses its material worth 

and benefits from its social value. 

Redfield clarifies the concept of kleos by comparing it with two other terms that 

can also be translated as “fame”—kudos and timē. Kudos is a kind of “star quality or 

charisma” that a successful person possesses.19 It is similar to kleos in that both are “free 

goods” that can make the hero seem larger than life for having a reputation that 

precedes him.20 The terms differ in how each type of fame can be acquired: individuals 

acquire kudos for themselves, but only society can confer kleos on men. Kleos, in this 

sense, is the external merit that society rewards the individual successes, or kudos, of the 

warrior.21  

 

17 Iliad 17.131. 
18 Stanley Lombardo, trans., Iliad (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1997), 17.129. 
19 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 33. 
20 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 34. 
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Timē, on the other hand, references a man’s “status and is a valuation of one’s 

honor in relation to” others.22 Where kleos can be thought of as the description of a man 

(i.e.: Odysseus is known for his craftiness, Ajax is known for his stature, etc.), timē is an 

“index of his place in a zero-sum system.”23 In a society that prizes fame and honor, 

Achilles’s second set of armor—the one that Odysseus wins over Ajax—is perhaps the 

most famous and valuable of all war trophies because of the kleos associated with it. 

Pindar describes it as the “greatest prize” of honor.24 Importantly, the armor is also an 

artifact of timē, for there is only one set and it can only be awarded to one person. When 

Hector takes the armor Achilles loaned to Patroclus, he basks in the glory that is rightly 

his. But when Odysseus manipulates his way into the armor Achilles died wearing, he 

denies Ajax the most significant social and material reward any Achaean could ever 

possess. This isn’t just a mere slight; it is one of the biggest insults Ajax could possibly 

experience. That he fumes about it, even during Odysseus’s visit to the Underworld, 

suggests as much. 

Ajax is clearly wronged during this exchange. Even the poets who retell the 

stories of the Epic Cycle disapprove of Odysseus’s actions, and this is particularly 

evident in how they differentiate the two warriors. For example, in Isthmian 4, Pindar, 

who lived from 518-438 BC, writes of the conflict between Odysseus and Ajax to explain 

 

22 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 33. 
23 Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad, 33. 
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how “the skill of inferior men can overtake / and bring down a stronger man.”25 In 

Nemean 8, the lyric poet describes Ajax as “a man whose tongue / is speechless but heart 

is bold,” while he refers to Odysseus as “the shifty falsehood” and his act as a “hateful 

deception.”26 In Sophocles’s Greek tragedy, a “distraught and frenzied” Ajax complains 

that Odysseus is a “man of most dishonest mind” who “filched” the war trophy that was 

rightfully his.27 Odysseus’s actions were not only chicanery, they also took from Ajax the 

public recognition that would have reaffirmed his position in Homeric society. Ajax is 

filled with chagrin for being swindled by someone that even Achilles once described as a 

man who “hides one thing in the depths of his heart, and speaks forth another.”28 

In Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character, psychologist 

Jonathan Shay asserts, “Homer emphasizes two common events of heavy, continuous 

combat: betrayal of ‘what’s right’ by a commander, and the onset of the berserk state” in 

the soldier.29 Shay uses the colloquial phrase of “what’s right” as a substitute for the 

Greek thémis, which he sums up as the “moral order, convention, normative 

expectations, ethics, and commonly understood social values” of the warrior society.30 

When leaders violate “what’s right,” the affected subordinate sometimes enters the 
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berserk state. According to Shay, “Berserk comes from the Norse word for the frenzied 

warrior who went into battle naked, or at least without armor, in a godlike or god-

possessed – but also beastlike – fury.”31 When a soldier is subjected to hard combat, 

denied “what’s right,” and enters the psychological state of “berserk,” he or she acts 

without restraint and has a complete disregard for customs, ethics, and life.32 Often, “the 

events that drive soldiers berserk are betrayal, insult, or humiliation by a leader.”33 

Shay’s analysis centers on Achilles, but it clearly applies to Ajax, as well. When 

Agamemnon and Menelaus deny Ajax the armor of Achilles, they betray normative 

expectations and humiliate Ajax. When they instead award the prize to Odysseus, they 

add insult to injury.  

On the night following the adjudgment of Achilles arms, Ajax grows so enraged 

at the injustice that he sets out on a killing spree, intent on slaughtering the leaders of 

the Greek Army—notably including Agamemnon, Menelaus, and Odysseus. He is in a 

berserk state. But just when he makes it to Agamemnon’s tent, Athena intervenes. The 

motif is a familiar one in the stories of the Epic Cycle. In Iliad 1, for example, 

Agamemnon offends Achilles by taking his war trophy and captive, Briseis, whom 

Achilles had earned in battle. Enraged at the offense, Achilles draws his sword to kill 

Agamemnon, but Athena shows up just in time to reason with Achilles that it would be 
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better for him to “abuse him with words” instead.34 But rather than reasoning with 

Telamonian Ajax as she did with Achilles, Pallas Athena sends Ajax into a fit of 

delusional “madness.”35 He goes temporarily insane and slaughters the Greek’s herd of 

livestock, which he thinks are the leaders of the Achaean Army that have wronged 

him.36 Perhaps temporary insanity is the Greek’s best understanding of what Shay now 

pathologies as the psychological condition of the berserk state. The surviving Greek epic 

fragments from the Little Iliad contextualize only a small portion of Ajax’s response, 

including his suicide that followed, but Sophocles—writing some 200 years later—

detailed the account in the eponymous Greek tragedy, the Ajax (441 BC).  

It is in Ajax’s moment of “diseased delusions” that Sophocles begins the work.37 

The introductory scene is a gory one. The floor of Ajax’s tent is covered in blood from 

the bulls and sheep that he “hacked asunder.”38 He just beheaded a ram that he thought 

was Agamemnon and mounted another ram to a pole, which he thought to be his 

“sweetest prisoner,” Odysseus.39 Tecmessa, Ajax’s wife, is so concerned that she runs to 

the chorus of Salaminian sailors for help and reports that Ajax had lashed the supposed-

Odysseus with a whip and “mid the blows, poured forth such awful curses / As no man, 
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but some demon, must have taught him.”40 In his “beastlike fury,” Ajax “lacks all 

mental, ethical, and social restraint.”41  

This is quite the fall from grace, for he has gone from being one of the most 

revered warriors of Homeric society to being portrayed as less than human. When 

Tecmessa and the Salaminian sailors arrive at Ajax’s tent, they find him sitting 

“dejectedly” in the middle of the gruesome place.42 John Moore, the translator of the 

work, explains that this scene is “more than a powerful coup de théâtre; it is a fearful and 

summary image of total degradation not merely of heroic, but of all human, value.”43 

Ajax has lost his sanity and has found his place among the animals he slaughtered and 

mutilated. What is more, he transgressed two inviolable mores: he attempted to 

assassinate the supreme military leaders of the army (which warrants the death penalty), 

and, in doing so, he embarrassed himself and dishonored his status as a king and 

warrior.  

Ajax’s fall illustrates the stark transition from kleos to duskleia, or “negative 

kleos.”44 While fame is gained through positive acts of heroism, infamy is gained through 

negative ones. Ajax’s actions threaten to counteract all that he has fought for during his 

ten years at war. Such failures bring a penthos, which Redfield describes as “an inward 
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turning, self-regarding feeling; the man who experiences failure feels himself 

diminished and draws into himself.”45 When Ajax emerges from his “troubling flood”46 

of madness, he experiences penthos because he knows his actions bring about duskleia.47 

One can chart Ajax’s realization, his “inward turning” moment when he “feels himself 

diminished” as a result of the reversal of his reputation as a hero.48 

When Ajax finally recovers from his killing spree and realizes what he has done, 

he laments to his fellow mariners, “For God’s sake, help me die!”49 He doesn’t even need 

to ask what happened, for he is aware of his actions and their consequences. Ajax might 

have recovered his sanity, but he has lost his reputation: “Here I am, the bold the 

valiant, / Unflinching in the shock of war, / A terrible threat to unsuspecting beasts. / Oh! 

what a mockery I have come to! What indignity!”50 For a man who has spent most of the 

last decade risking his life to enjoy the honor and rewards of victory in battle and 

earning a reputation that will outlast his mortal life, it is not surprising that he might 

rather die than live on in disgrace. 

Redfield explains that because heroes must consistently face death in great and 

courageous ways, “the kleos of the hero is to some extent a compensation to him for his 
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own destruction.”51 This notion is intrinsic to Ajax’s identity, for time and again he 

risked his life for fame and status. Ajax does not want to kill himself, but the agony of his 

present situation makes death the most desirable choice. He considers running from his 

misfortunes, but it would be too embarrassing for him to return home “naked, armed 

with no glory.”52 Then he wonders if he could die by suicide mission. “Shall I make a 

rush against the walls of Troy / Join with them all in single combat, do / some notable 

exploit, and find my death in it?” he ponders.53 But dying in combat would please 

Agamemnon and Menelaus because it would advance their cause, and Ajax wants to do 

anything but please them. Ajax concludes that a “nobleman” must “nobly live or nobly 

die,” and since he could not live with the nobility of kleos, he had to nobly die by 

suicide.54 

Resolved to take his own life, Ajax becomes calm: “My mood, which just before 

was strong and rigid, / No dipped sword more so, now has lost its edge.”55 John Moore 

argues that Ajax knows he must perform his suicide “composedly” in order for it to save 

something of himself.56 Ajax tells Tecmessa, “I’m going to the bathing place / And 

meadows by the sea, to cleanse my stains.”57 Ajax’s statement is a double-entendre that 
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springs from a place of “inward turning” penthos, for while he deliberately intends to 

calm Tecmessa, he concurrently signals his resolve to end his life.58 His suicide will 

“cleanse his stains.” It is a form of purification that will recover his kleos and save his 

reputation. While he intends to calm Tecmessa, he reveals that he, too, has a sense of 

calmness about his decision. “I, though wretched now, have found my safety,” he tells 

Tecmessa.59 And with that, he departs. 

In the next scene, Ajax is near an empty seashore, and he has fixed his sword in 

the “hostile ground of Troy” with the blade pointing skyward.60 In the death speech that 

follows, Ajax reminds us that the sword is a gift from his “bitterest foe,”61 Hector, who 

gave it to him after their “soul devouring” duel in Iliad 7.62 He refers to the sword as “my 

slayer” and asserts it will “help me soon and kindly to my death.”63 By associating the 

details of his death in terms of war—“hostile ground,” “Troy,” “bitterest foe,” “Hector,” 

“my slayer”—Ajax characterizes his death as something akin to a combat casualty. His 

suicide becomes a proxy for dying in battle. In doing this, he attempts to make his 

voluntary death a heroic performance, one that will restore his lost honor by 

highlighting his reputation as a warrior instead of as an animal-slaughtering madman. 

With this, Ajax falls on his sword and collapses to the ground. 
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4.1.1 Ajax’s Altruistic Suicide 

As an individual, Ajax may have been predisposed to taking his own life, but the 

social conditions of Homeric society had a role in his death as well. In Suicide: A Study in 

Sociology, Emile Durkheim explains how suicide can be the result of social factors rather 

than only individual conditions. Upon looking at individual actions en masse, Durkheim 

found patterns from which he concluded that extra-social factors, like psychological 

conditions or the physical environment, fail to explain differences in suicide rates from 

one society to the next. He posited that social causes, like social integration and social 

regulation, produce different types and rates of suicides.64 Social integration is the 

degree to which members of a society are bound together. Social regulation is the control 

that societal values and norms have over its individuals.65 

When social integration is low, individuals detach from society and move 

toward a life of “excessive individualism.”66 Durkheim refers to this state as egoism, 

where “the individual ego asserts itself to excess in the face of the social ego and at its 

expense.”67 But such conditions are “suicidogenic” because “man cannot live without 

attachment to some object which transcends and survives him.”68 When someone loses 

his basis for existence—when he determines that his “efforts will finally end in 
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nothingness”—death becomes preferable to the trials of life.69 Durkheim calls this egoistic 

suicide.  

Ajax’s excessive individuation at first gives his suicide an egoistic quality. When 

Ajax loses his kleos—his basis for existence—he responds by choosing voluntary death 

over a life filled with shame. He values kleos more than life itself. But Ajax’s belief 

system had differed from society’s for some time. One can see the manifestation of his 

individuation in how he eschews religion. When Ajax first left the island of Salamis, his 

father—a legendary warrior in his own right—advised him to “Resolve to win, but 

always with God’s help.”70 Ajax’s response illustrated his own self-confidence within a 

society that placed its fate in the hands of the gods: “Father, with God’s help even a 

worthless man / Could triumph. I propose, without the help, / To win my prize and 

fame.”71 Later in the war, Athena came to his support, but he dismissed her and told her 

to “Go stand beside the other Greeks; help them.”72 

In The Greeks and the Irrational, E.R. Dodd writes of “the doctrine of man’s 

helpless dependence on an arbitrary Power.”73 Homeric culture was deeply rooted in the 

religious. The Greeks believed the gods controlled the fulfillment of all that is. “To speak 
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lightly of a god, to neglect his cult, to maltreat his priest, all these understandably make 

him angry.”74 That Ajax dismisses his father’s advice and Athena’s help was a form of 

defiance and sacrilege, but it also constituted his individualism. His refusal to accept 

help from the gods distanced him from society and earned him Athena’s wrath, which 

was, in part, the cause for his madness and subsequent suicide. Durkheim explains that 

“religion protects man against the desire for self-destruction” not because of any moral 

argument it may preach, but because religion, itself, is a form of society.75  

It is perhaps counterintuitive, then, that Ajax denies help from the gods so that 

he might gain more kleos and an even greater status within society. In refusing Athena’s 

assistance, Ajax would gain kleos of godly proportions, for he will have accomplished by 

himself what others could only do through the aid of Apollo or Athena or some other 

god. His ultimate goal of fame is made relevant because that is what society values most. 

Furthermore, the event that catalyzed his berserk state—the adjudgment of Achilles’s 

arms—was characterized by his perception that the Achaeans denied him the kleos he 

rightly deserved. For this reason, it is worth considering the social pressures that 

compelled him to seek a voluntary death. For even though many of his actions seem 

highly individuated, he also has a strong record of acting as part of the society around 

him.  
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Durkheim describes altruism as a state where “the ego is not its own property, 

where it is blended with something not itself, where the goal of conduct is exterior to 

itself, that is, in one of the groups in which it participates.”76 In such groups, social 

integration is high and, as a result, there is “insufficient individuation.”77 When suicide 

occurs in societies that are made up of members who act in the interest of the group, 

rather than their own self-interest, Durkheim calls this altruistic suicide.  

Durkheim argues that the army is uniquely susceptible to altruistic suicide 

because its members are trained to subordinate their own desires to the needs of the 

military.78 Soldiers wear the same uniform, move in unison by marching in formation, 

and even adopt the same manner of speech through military jargon and commands. 

Individual members assimilate into one cohesive unit. They reach a “state of 

impersonality,” where their sense of individualism is no longer required. The result is a 

society whose members will obey orders without a justification and are willing to 

sacrifice themselves for the group in the heat of battle.79 

From a theoretical standpoint, the concept of altruistic suicide remains a 

compelling lens through which to analyze Ajax’s role in Homeric society and his 

decision to take his life when he finds himself outside of it. To understand how Ajax 

could reach the point of wanting to take his life, we must first account for his perspective 
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on the role of the individual within society. He is a leader in the Achaean Army, a 

position that differentiates him from the greater mass of soldiers but also requires him to 

ensure unit cohesion because doing so increases the army’s combat effectiveness. In this 

sense, Ajax and the Greek leaders must internalize the need for high social integration 

more than any other soldier. Consider how, according to James Redfield, the “Homeric 

community consists, in effect, of those who are ready to die for one another; the 

perimeter of each community is a potential battlefield.”80 The literal representation of the 

perimeter of the community is the Greek wall that encircles the Achaeans. It stands 

between them and their enemies, but it also signifies the very community that leaders 

like Ajax are bound to defend. The Greeks construct the wall after a particularly tough 

day of fighting that ends with the Trojans poised to raze the Achaean ships. The scene in 

which the Greeks construct the wall sets the stage for the “Great Day of Battle” that 

follows, the twenty-four hour period of intense fighting that spans from Iliad 8 to 18.81 

The wall encompasses Ajax’s society and symbolizes the degree to which the 

Achaeans are bound together. During the Great Day of Battle, Ajax understands that the 

Greek Army’s survival depends not on individual heroics, but on the capabilities of the 

army as a whole. Their commitment to one another is integral to their cohesiveness and 

effectiveness in combat. This is no more evident than when they defend the wall. For 
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example, when Hector leads a fierce assault on the center of the perimeter, Ajax calls for 

all hands to reinforce it: 

Dear friends, you who are pre-eminent among the Argives, you who 

are of middle estate, you who are of low account, since 

all of us are not alike in battle, this is work for all now,  

and you yourselves can see it. Now let no man let himself 

be turned back upon the ships for the sound of their blustering 

but keep forever forward calling out courage to each other.82  

Ajax’s insistence that everyone perform his duty articulates how every individual 

is expected to subordinate his own desires for the defense of the whole. It does not 

matter how capable Ajax and the other heroes are; they, alone, cannot succeed. All 

soldiers must do their part to keep the Trojans from breaking through the wall that 

protects them. 

The idea of the wall is also a trope that accounts for Ajax’s desire to fulfill his 

commitment to his comrades. Ajax is the only Achaean to whom Homer consistently 

refers to as a wall. This is perhaps a descriptor for his giant stature—Homer frequently 

calls him “Great Ajax” (to distinguish him from the “lesser Ajax,” the swift runner and 

son of Oïleus)—but it also speaks to the protection he provides the troops around him.83 

While fighting Hector, Ajax appears as “gigantic, the wall of the Achaeans.”84 When 

Odysseus is injured and swarmed by a crowd of Trojans, Ajax bravely “came near him, 
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carrying like a wall his shield.”85 And when Hector tries to take the corpse of Patroclus, 

Ajax “stood before him like a city wall.”86 The wall is a literal reference to a defensive 

technology that keeps enemies out and protects allies within, but it is also a figurative 

reference that conveys Ajax’s virtue as a soldier whose position and actions help 

constitute and preserve the group. 

Ajax also uses the concept of the wall as a tactic in combat, where he once again 

demonstrates that the individual fighters must work together in order to survive. This is 

most evident when the Trojans are bearing down on Ajax and Menelaus, and Ajax 

realizes that his death is imminent. “Menelaus, dear friend,” Ajax says in the midst of 

the onslaught, “I no longer have hope / that even you and I can win back out of the 

fighting. […] [F]or you and me sheer death is emerging.”87 Remarkably, even though 

Ajax believes he faces certain death, he refuses to leave a fallen comrade. Instead of 

retreating, he assembles a squad of fighters to make a wall of shields to preserve 

Patroclus’s body and save the group. In fact, Homer provides commentary on how the 

group’s cohesion—and Ajax’s insistence on it—was a critical factor in their success: 

for they, standing about Patroklos, 

fenced him behind their shields on all sides, and held their spears out-thrust. 

For Aias ranged their whole extent with his numerous orders,  

and would not let any man give back from the body, nor let one 

go out and fight by himself far in front of the other Achaians, 
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but made them stand hard and fast about him and fight at close quarters. 

Such were the orders of gigantic Aias. The ground ran 

with red blood, the dead men dropped one after another 

from the ranks alike of Trojans and their mighty companions 

and Danaäns also, since these fought not without bloodletting, 

but far fewer of them went down, since they remembered 

always to stand massed and beat sudden death from each other.88 

Ajax’s courage, stature, and battlefield proficiency combine to make him a 

consummate warrior who is not only a singularly lethal fighter, but also one who 

demonstrates how the whole of the army is stronger than the sum of its parts. What is 

more, by protecting the bodies of the dead, he contributes to his community on an 

additional level. His actions deny the Trojans the ability to desecrate Patroclus’s corpse 

and enable the Greeks to give the dead hero a proper burial. Redfield explains that 

funeral ceremonies were a “social occasion through which the community, wounded 

and disordered by the loss of one of its heroes, reasserts its structure and vitality.”89 

Thus, Ajax’s willingness to risk his life in combat served not only to save his comrades 

and himself, but also to allow the community as a whole to heal from the losses it 

suffered. By protecting Patroclus’s dead body in the Iliad, and later recovering Achilles’s 

corpse in the Chrestomathia, Ajax repeatedly enables the Greeks to preserve the strength 

and well-being of the army. In short, he acts in accordance with altruistic principles. 

When Ajax emerges from his deranged killing spree after Achilles’s funeral 

games, he immediately knows his actions have placed him outside the society for which 
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he fights. He could no longer participate in the community that once offered him 

protection, purpose, and position. “Where shall a man flee? / Where shall I turn for 

refuge?” Ajax laments to the chorus.90 His actions may have been motivated by 

Odysseus’s slight, but they were nevertheless criminal in nature. He intended to kill the 

senior commanders of the Greek Army, and by acting on this intent he made himself an 

outcast. In Home From War, Robert Jay Lifton explains that when soldiers kill, they take 

on “a quality of being a little more (and perhaps a little less) than human.”91 But when 

someone kills when he doesn’t have permission—as was the case with Ajax and his 

intent to kill Odysseus, Agamemnon, and Menelaus—he is cast out of society. People 

like Ajax thus take on a state of “homeless or living dead,” where they are “condemned 

to a miserable transitional existence, and are considered dangerous to be living.”92 A 

man without a community becomes “either a beast or a god,” neither of which belong as 

a member of humanity.93 This state of not belonging makes his suicide not only 

plausible, but perhaps preferable, especially if the act can recover his lost dignity and 

help him regain his place among the living, even if in the afterlife. 

In this sense, the honor that binds Homeric society is the means through which 

social regulation occurs. Only society can confer the kleos that Ajax desires, so if he 
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wants to regain the status he lost then he must respond in a way that society approves.94 

After ten years of fighting alongside the Achaeans in the pursuit of kleos, to be ostracized 

from his community and live in the shadow of duskleia would feel too much like defeat. 

Instead, Ajax chooses to “nobly die.”95 Durkheim characterizes such deaths through the 

example of Nicolas-Joseph Beaurepaire, the French commandant who killed himself 

instead of surrendering to the Prussians at the first Battle of Verdun (1792), to illustrate 

how “soldiers who have preferred death to the humiliation of defeat […] yielded to 

altruistic motives.”96 Instead of signing the capitulation of Verdun, Beaurepaire is 

reported to have offered these final words before shooting himself in the head: 

“Gentlemen, I have sworn to surrender only a lifeless corpse to the enemies of my 

country. Survive your infamy, if you can; as for myself, faithful to my oath, these are my 

last words, — I die free; and I bequeath my blood as opprobrium to cowards, and an 

example to the brave.”97 With these words, Beaurepaire ensured his final act was taken 

as a refusal to live on in “infamy” and a desire to recover any lost honor from being 

defeated by being an “example to the brave.” With that, he killed himself, subordinating 

his own life to honor the ideals of his oath. Durkheim explains that, with regards to 

altruistic suicide, “What is done in one case to escape the stigma of insult is done in the 
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other to win esteem.”98 Ajax’s reasons for killing himself are comparable to 

Beaurepaire’s in that both refuse to live in infamy and both act to preserve their honor 

that was threatened by the conditions of the moment. Put another way, Ajax kills 

himself for a social status that he loves more than himself, and this is the essence of 

altruistic suicide.99 

4.1.2 Did Ajax’s Suicide Restore His Kleos? 

The Greek response to Ajax’s death determined whether his suicide restored his 

kleos. In Miasma: Pollution and Purification in Early Greek Religion, Robert Parker explains, 

“A man’s status is never so clearly revealed as at his passing.”100 Parker argues that 

Ancient Greek society, as a general rule, had a “moral revulsion against suicide that 

caused punitive measures to be taken against the corpse.”101 But in “Attitudes Toward 

Suicide in Ancient Greece,” Elise P. Garrison disputes Parker’s conclusion. After 

reviewing the available literary, cultural, and historical evidence, Garrison found that 

the Ancient Greek response to suicide was far more nuanced than Parker’s initial 

treatment. Suicides that were completed out of “cowardice or laziness” were 

condemned, but “suicide to restore one’s honor [was] embraced approvingly.”102 In 
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either perspective, Parker’s or Garrison’s, there is no doubt that how Ajax’s 

contemporaries responded to his death would be a bellwether of his status. It is no 

surprise that a debate on this very topic almost immediately took place after he fell on 

the sword. 

The Little Iliad summarizes one of the earlier accounts of Achaeans punishing 

Ajax for his death. His body was not cremated, as were the bodies of the other Epic 

Cycle heroes; instead he was buried in a coffin because of “the king’s anger.”103 

Agamemnon was furious with Ajax for attempting to slaughter the Greek leaders, so he 

responded by denying him the full burial rites that others, such as Patroclus and 

Achilles, received. The ancient Greeks believed that when the dead are denied funeral 

rites, their souls are not able to fully transition into the afterlife.104 105 For example, after 

Patroclus’s death in the Iliad, Achilles is in so much grief that he prolongs his friend’s 

burial. That is, until Achilles is visited by the “ghost of unhappy Patroklos,” who 

lamented how he could not “pass through the gates of Hades“ until he received his “rite 

of burning.”106 We see a similar request from the ghost of Elpenor, who visits Odysseus 

in the Underworld and begs Odysseus, “do not go and leave me behind unwept, 
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unburied.”107 An improper or incomplete funeral could likewise jeopardize Ajax’s fate in 

the afterlife. 

That Ajax’s corpse is buried without cremation is equally complicating. His 

inhumation arguably allows him to transition into the afterlife, but doing so without 

cremation leaves the body unpurified. This is significant since, according to E. R. Dodd, 

the “correlate to the universal fear of pollution (miasma) [is] the universal craving for 

ritual purification (catharsis).”108 It would be natural for Ajax’s family to want to purify 

his death through burning. James Redfield explains, “Between death and burning, the 

dead person is in a liminal condition; he is neither alive nor properly dead.”109 The 

corpse is in a state of decay, and burning it is the ceremonial process that purifies it.110 

Because Ajax’s corpse was not burned before burial, one could interpret that it remains 

in a liminal state. This speaks to how the act of suicide complicates the perception of 

whether Ajax is to be remembered as a hero, a coward, or something in-between.111 

By retelling Ajax’s story in the form of tragedy, Sophocles not only portrayed 

Ajax’s interiority throughout the dilemma, but he also challenged the debate of whether 

his status after death should be characterized by honor or cowardice. In the scenes 
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immediately following Ajax’s death in Sophocles’s Ajax, it appears as though the 

warrior has recovered his dignity. Tecmessa laments, “Even your enemies, I think, might 

weep for you.”112 The Chorus of sailors describe Ajax’s passing as “a noble grief” and the 

people closest to him deflect the fact that he died by his own hand.113 Teucer, Ajax’s 

brother, asserts, “do you see how in time Hector, though dead, / Was to destroy you?”114 

Teucer goes on to blame Ajax’s death on Athena, Fury, and Aidoneus, suggesting his 

brother’s death was “the gods’ contrivance” rather than of his own volition.115 In making 

the case that Ajax is not responsible for his own death, Teucer preempts others from 

interpreting Ajax’s suicide as cowardly and therefore undeserving of funeral rites.116 

Ajax’s punishment, and the type of burial he should receive, quickly become a 

point of contention. When Menelaus arrives on scene, he demands to Teucer, “You 

there! I tell you not to lift that corpse / Nor bury it.”117 According to “High Command’s 

decree,” Ajax will not be buried because he plotted a “murderous blow at the whole 

army.”118 Rather than honoring Ajax as a war hero, Menelaus wants him to be labeled as 

a traitor.119 Ajax’s killing spree, as well as his suicide, were extreme acts of defiance, and 

Menelaus wants to ensure he is punished appropriately. “Maybe we couldn’t rule him 
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while he lived,” Menelaus asserts to Teucer, “But now he is dead, we most assuredly 

will.”120 To refuse Ajax a funeral would once and for all dissociate him from the rest of 

the Achaeans and deny him the kleos for which he gave his life. For the moment, Ajax’s 

status is in peril. 

Fortunately for Ajax and his family, Odysseus intervenes and implores 

Agamemnon, “Don’t cast out this brave man’s body / Unburied.”121 Odysseus continues, 

“In spite of [Ajax’s] enmity, I cannot wish / To pay him with dishonor, or refuse / To 

recognize in him the bravest man / Of all that came to Troy, except Achilles.”122 

Agamemnon is taken aback by Odysseus’s response. “Think what a man you’re 

interceding for!” Agamemnon exclaims. Odysseus remains resolute. His justification for 

honoring Ajax is based on his reputation, not his crimes: “But he was noble. […] His 

greatness weighs more than my hate with me.”123 In the Iliad, time and again heroes 

threaten to deny their foes a funeral and instead feed their remains to the dogs. Redfield 

explains that, because of this, where funerals were once the “common share of the 

dead,” Homeric society made them “the special privilege of the victor.”124 Odysseus’s 

defense of Ajax, and Agamemnon’s approval of his burial—no matter how reluctant he 

was—allows Ajax to receive something of a victory. The fact that Agamemnon allows 
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Ajax to be buried, and that Odysseus eulogizes him before he is buried, ensures his 

memory will be characterized by his greatness instead of his madness. As Teucer leads 

the burial preparations, he declares to all, “No nobler one has ever been than he: / I 

speak of Ajax, while he lived.”125 

In Poeticas, Aristotle explained that tragedy was a “mimesis of an action which is 

elevated, complete, and of magnitude; in language embellished by distinct forms in its 

sections; employing the mode of enactment, not narrative; and through pity and fear 

accomplishing the catharsis of such emotion.”126 In this sense, Sophocles’s tragedy 

offered a forum for the discussion of the moral implications of honor and suicide in 

general and Ajax’s status in particular. If Aristotle is correct, then Sophocles’s enactment 

of Ajax’s fall would have purged from society (Sophocles’s audience, in this case) the 

moral implications of Ajax’s actions and his death. In so doing, Moore argues that Ajax’s 

transformation through the play allowed him to recover his “heroic strength and human 

relatedness.”127 The result was that Sophocles’s portrayal of, and exposure to, suicide 

was an attempt to heal society from the implications of his fall from grace. 

Sophocles’s account wasn’t the only one to reinterpret Ajax’s actions, death, and 

status. In Lucian of Samosata’s True Story (c. 170AD), Rhadamanthus, the ruler of 

Elysium and judge of the dead, determines Ajax should receive the “hellebore 
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treatment” (a contemporary medicine to treat bouts of insanity), and “when he had 

recovered his wits, he should have a place at the table of the heroes.”128 In Heroicus (c. 

219AD), Philostratus of Athens tells how “Menestheus delivered over [Ajax] the oration 

in which the Athenians customarily honor those who have fallen in war.”129 This 

effectively gave him a warrior’s burial, in spite of the fact that they viewed it as 

“unholy” to burn the body of a suicide.130 Perhaps Pindar’s assessment is most apropos 

to the role of every poet when he brings Ajax’s status after death back to Homer’s telling 

of it: “But Homer, to be sure, has made [Ajax] honored among mankind, who set 

straight / his entire achievement and declared it with his staff / of divine verses for 

future men to enjoy. / For that thing goes forth with immortal voice / if someone says it 

well, and over the all-fruitful earth and through the sea has gone / the radiance of noble 

deeds forever undimmed.”131 

4.2 Suicide in Nineteenth Century American War Literature 

Ajax’s story elucidates how social values like kleos can motivate an individual to 

risk his or her own life in exchange for social status. Homeric warriors saw combat as an 

arena in which they could perform “especially courageous” feats to reaffirm their 
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positions in society or earn new ones.132 Had Ajax died in combat, he most certainly 

would have been hailed a hero. But that he died by suicide and was still hailed a hero 

demonstrates how, according to James Redfield, “the kleos of the hero is to some extent a 

compensation to him for his own destruction.”133 When Ajax takes his life to preserve his 

status, he is not merely playing out the fatalistic mentality of war, he is forcing it to its 

logical end: death for honor.  

Ajax’s suicide illuminates the fatalistic logic found among Civil War soldiers in 

nineteenth-century American literature. The two cultures are undoubtedly different. 

Texts from Classical Greece represent a value system from a heroic culture, where 

having a name that transcends is of value. Nineteenth-century American literature is 

contextualized within a specific historical period, when one’s reputation correlated to 

one’s social status. Despite those differences, and many others, there is a resonance. 

Ambrose Bierce, for example, depicts numerous soldiers who kill themselves because 

they would rather die than live a life of shame. In “One Officer, One Man,” Captain 

Anderton Graffenreid mimics “the wisdom of the ancients” by stabbing himself in the 

chest to preserve his honor.134 In “Killed at Resaca,” Lieutenant Herman Brayle pursues 

one suicidal mission after another to prove his courage to people back home. In “An 

Affair of Outposts,” a cuckold named Armisted would rather die than live with the 
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shame of having a cheating wife. Bierce’s characters echo prevailing sentiments of death 

and honor in Victorian America, and in a way that is similar to Ajax. 

“Death before dishonor” was a maxim shared by soldiers throughout the time 

period. In his historical study of more than 25,000 personal letters and diaries from 

Union and Confederate troops, James McPherson claims the phrase occurs “more times 

than one can count. And they really seem to have meant it.”135 McPherson argues that 

most Civil War soldiers would have rather died than suffer dishonor and be forced to 

live in disgrace. In an 1861 letter to his sister, Sergeant Hugh Honnell wrote, “Life is 

sweet but I would alwa[y]s prefer a honorable death to a disgraceful and shameful 

life.”136 Later that year, when the daughter of Captain Tristim Skinner asked him to seek 

shelter in the midst of battle, he admonished her by asserting, “I would rather be hung 

on a tree than dodge behind it.”137 Writing to his wife in 1863, Private Harvey Hightower 

determined, “I had rather dye on the battle field than to disgrace my self & the hole 

family [sic].”138 For a war that saw an estimated 620,000 deaths and countless more 

wounded, the probability of death (roughly 22.5%) was not to be taken lightly.139 That 

soldiers would so readily accept death over dishonor speaks to the immense internal 
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and social pressures they must have felt to act in accordance with contemporary 

expectations. 

Durkheim explains that altruistic suicide occurs when “the weight of society” 

leads someone to destroy himself or herself.140 This weight of society manifested in the 

belief that death was preferable to dishonor. In For Cause and Comrades: Why Men Fought 

in the Civil War, McPherson finds that soldiers most often volunteered to fight out of a 

deep sense of honor. Victorian America correlated the concept of honor to “one’s public 

reputation, one’s image in the eyes of his peers.”141 In other words, the things they 

fought for resonate with the things Ajax fought for: reputation. Many men chose to 

enlist to avoid the dishonor that would accompany such a decision and thereby disgrace 

their reputations and subject them to public shame.142 

When soldiers mobilized to the war front, society’s norms and expectations 

accompanied them. Many military units were made up of soldiers from the same 

hometowns, and the cohesion and pride found among some units made them an 

extension of, if not replacement for, families back home. This group of men with whom 

each soldier interacted and relied upon became “the primary group that enforce[d] peer 

pressure against cowardice.”143 To let down this “band of brothers” in battle endangered 

the lives of comrades that would, in response, ostracize the individual from the very 

 

140 Durkheim, Suicide, 219. 
141 McPherson, For Cause and Comrades, 23. 
142 McPherson, For Cause and Comrades, 23. 
143 McPherson, For Cause and Comrades, 85. 



 

216 

group that constituted his identity—a powerful combination that McPherson surmises 

to be “quite literally a fate worse than death.”144 On top of letting down their friends and 

families, malingerers that ran from the front lines or refused to fight—also known as 

“shirkers,” “skulkers,” men who “play off” or show the “white feather”—were punished 

through courts-martial, hard labor, public whippings, and even death by firing squad.145 

But simply being labeled a coward would have been enough of a punishment to impede 

some soldiers from returning home from war. The words of Army Surgeon R. Curtis 

Edgerton in a letter to his wife echo the sentiments of numerous soldiers: “I know you 

would rather see my body dead, with honor, than alive with disgrace attached.”146 

4.2.1 The “Good Death” 

In This Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil War, Drew Gilpin Faust 

describes the Civil War as a “military adventure undertaken as an occasion for heroics 

and glory [that] turned into a costly struggle of suffering and loss.”147 Soldiers “needed 

to be both willing and ready to die,” and they prepared for their death by turning to 

“the resources of their culture, codes of masculinity, patriotism, and religion.”148 One 

such resource that Faust features in her work is the tradition of ars moriendi (Latin: Art of 

Dying), or the “Good Death,” which informed how the moribund were to face the final 
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moments of their life. Mid-nineteenth-century Americans were expected to meet death 

calmly, bravely, and in a manner that demonstrated their religious conviction. While ars 

moriendi originated within the Christian tradition of “dying well” in Europe during the 

Middle Ages, by the 1860s the concept extended throughout secular belief systems in the 

United States. One could find discussion on “life’s meaning and life’s appropriate end” 

in newspaper articles, medical journals, popular literature, and even in the stories and 

poetry about the Civil War.149 In 1860s-America, how one died had “transcendent 

importance” because it was seen as the moment that “epitomized a life already led.”150 

In short, a Good Death not only offered a glimpse into the plausibility of the Christian’s 

eternal salvation, but it also crystallized the reputation of soldiers who died in war.151  

The Civil War challenged the possibility of the Good Death for many soldiers 

because the likelihood of being killed or wounded incited a pervasive fear among its 

participants that they might act cowardly in the heat of battle.152 A sudden death in 

combat, or one that was characterized by cowardice, was antithetical to a Good Death, 

which called for the Victorian American soldier to die “like a man” or to be “conscious 

of his death … and not afraid but willing to die.”153 “Because the conventions of 

masculinity equated admission of fear with cowardice,” explains McPherson, “many 
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soldiers were reluctant to confess what they surely all felt.”154 As a result, there is 

minimal discussion about experiencing fear in the letters McPherson reviews for his 

book. However, war literature provides clues to the innate sense of fear and desperation 

that many soldiers must have felt. In fact, thirty years after the close of the Civil War, 

many veterans lauded Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage (1895) for its 

“validity.”155 

As a new enlistee, Henry Fleming, the novel’s protagonist, agonizes over 

whether he will run from battle or be “a man of traditional courage.”156 During his first 

test of combat, Fleming shirks his duty and flees the front lines. He soon comes upon a 

gaggle of wounded soldiers and, questioning his own actions, “wished that he, too, had 

a wound, a red badge of courage” that would excuse and explain his absence from the 

fight.157 Having run from battle, he had “doomed himself to isolation” and would have 

to “wear the sore badge of dishonor through his life.”158 Fleming ultimately returns to 

his outfit and pretends a non-combat wound is a war injury to keep them from being 

suspicious about his whereabouts during the fight. In a succeeding battle scene, Fleming 

finds that he is so enveloped by the fatalism of war that he not only develops a 
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willingness to lose his life in battle, but he openly hopes to die.159 The story culminates 

when he risks his life in a suicidal charge during a fictionalized account of the Battle of 

Chancellorsville.160 While Fleming survives the assault, his understanding of war and 

honor undergo a conversion, as Crane tells us that his protagonist “had been to touch 

the great death, and found that, after all, it was but the great death.”161  

Having found the ability to stay and fight, Crane’s Fleming embodied the 

transformation that many Civil War participants experienced when they overcame their 

fears and fought in combat—actions that enabled them to avoid a bad death and die 

“well” should their time be up. There were, however, some soldiers who marched to 

battle as unsure as Fleming had, but responded differently in the face of such horror. In 

The Union Soldier in Battle: Enduring the Ordeal of Combat, Earl Hess surmises that, 

although it must have been rare, “a tragic and extreme way for a soldier to escape the 

horrors of the battlefield was suicide.”162 Suicide would have been a viable option to 

someone who was equally concerned about performing honorably in combat and dying 

within the parameters of ars moriendi. To act cowardly and survive would subject the 

soldier to corporal punishment, ostracization, and a life of disgrace; to act cowardly and 

die would color his final moments as dishonorable and thereby negate the Good Death. 
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Within this dichotomy, the ultimate expression of fatalism emerged as an alternative 

that, according to Dianne Miller Sommerville in her historical recounting of suicide and 

suffering during the Civil War era, “preserved honor and replaced a coward’s death 

with that of a hero.”163 

4.3 Ambrose Bierce and Literature of Suicide 

Between June 1861 and August 1865, Union Army surgeons reported 268 

wartime suicides (the Confederate Army did not keep such records).164 Statistics were 

imperfect due to a lack of granular reporting criteria and conflicting social mores, but 

Army psychiatrist and historian Colonel R. Gregory Lande notes that “it was fairly well 

known that military service increased the risk of suicide.”165 Civil War participants were 

susceptible to the same factors that influenced suicides among the civilian populace 

(e.g.: depression, substance abuse, financial troubles, relationship woes), but, unlike 

many of their civilian counterparts, soldiers also “confronted death on a daily basis, 

contended with unbelievable brutality, suffered the loss of comrades-in-arms, [and] 

experienced panic-stricken moments that tested their courage.”166 The occupational 

hazards common among soldiers, combined with the expectation to perform honorably 
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in the face of mortal danger, exacerbated a suicide rate within the military that was 

already on the rise in the civilian population. Literature reflected those compounding 

stressors. While Stephen Crane incorporated into his war novel much of “the horror 

omnipresent in everyday life,” it was Ambrose Bierce—Crane’s “immediate 

inspiration”—that juxtaposed “the atrocities of human experience in war and peace” to 

convey “what war demands from the individual soul.”167 

Ambrose Bierce saw all forms of death during the Civil War. Enlisting as a 

soldier in the Ninth Regiment of the Indiana Volunteers in 1861, Bierce quickly earned a 

commission as a second lieutenant in the infantry and fought in the Union Army for 

nearly four years.168 Heralded by Drew Gilpin Faust as “the most significant and prolific 

American writer actually to fight in the Civil War,” Bierce endured a wartime experience 

that included suffering multiple injuries, grieving the loss of fallen comrades, and 

risking his own life numerous times.169 His personal combat trauma, as well as the 

frequent “visions of the dead and dying” that plagued him for the rest of his life, found 

their way into his short stories, which often portrayed characters who died by their own 

hand.170 
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In Bierce’s first major collection of short stories, In the Midst of Life: Tales of 

Soldiers and Civilians (1892), more than half of his tales of soldiers portray main 

characters who die by suicide. It is no surprise that war fiction conveys death as a central 

theme, but it is noteworthy that Bierce uses the Civil War as the backdrop to a narratives 

that depict suicide as a courageous and permissible act. Bierce’s stories illuminate how 

societal values compelled his suicidal characters to take their own lives and how, 

through suicide, those soldiers played out the fatalistic mentality of war. Bierce’s model 

for this is the soldier who performs dishonorably, is shamed by society, and responds by 

taking his own life. The act of suicide counters the sense of shame by upholding the 

societal value in question (i.e.: courage, masculinity, duty, etc.), thereby enabling the 

moribund to recover the honor in question and solidify his reputation as a hero-warrior. 

4.3.1 “One Officer, One Man” 

“One Officer, One Man” begins en medias res. Captain Anderton Graffenreid is 

standing in the front rank of his company, moments before a Confederate force opens 

fire on his unit from the woodline. Staring into the open and empty battlefield in front of 

him, Graffenreid is oddly at ease. He cannot imagine a more peaceful landscape; his 

soldiers, however, know they are standing “face to face” with death.171 “The men who 

do not fight are never ready,” the narrator decrees in a statement that clarifies an 
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important distinction between Graffenreid and his men.172 The captain has never seen 

combat, but the soldiers have. By beginning the story here, rather than two years earlier, 

Bierce distinguished the difference between the officer and his soldiers. But it is only 

when Bierce flashes back to explain Graffenreid’s misplaced calmness that we truly 

appreciate that the captain is motivated by two guiding values: to fulfill his duty and to 

serve honorably. 

For the first two years of the war, Captain Graffenreid served as an 

administrative officer to his state governor. He had protested when he was first 

detached from his regiment, but he followed his orders out of a sense of duty. While he 

waited in “silent devotion” to be sent back to his regiment, he declined numerous 

opportunities for promotion.173 Higher ranks only became available when the officers 

who held them died, and Graffenreid believed that “war’s rewards belonged of right to 

those who bore the storm and stress of battle.”174 Despite Graffenreid’s devotion to duty, 

the soldiers and officers of his regiment considered him a shirker. While he had been 

working in the safety and comfort of the state capitol, they had been fighting and dying 

on the front lines. 

Historically speaking, it was fairly common for soldiers to trade out relatively 

safe jobs in the rear to rejoin their units in the front to avoid being labeled a skulker. In 
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the words of a brigade clerk who eagerly rejoined his comrades in the fight, it was better 

to have “the chanch to com back to the company… [than] to go home with the name of a 

couhard [sic].”175 Bierce amplifies this sentiment in his fiction. When Graffenreid finally 

deploys to the front lines to take command of a company, he is “buoyant” and considers 

battle an opportunity to “prove himself a soldier and a hero [and] vindicate his right to 

the respect of his men and the companionship of his brother officers.”176 His eagerness to 

prove himself in battle is precipitated by the fact that he feels a deep need to be accepted 

by the community of soldiers that surround him. As a result, Graffenreid has what 

military historian Richard Holmes notes in Acts of War: The Behavior of Men in Battle as 

the “desire not to deviate from the standards expected of him by his leaders and 

comrades.”177  

But when the battle begins, a volley of cannon fire startles Graffenreid, causing 

him to jump and throw his hands in the air. The veteran troops behind him mockingly 

laugh, and Graffenreid grows flush with “a fever of shame.”178 As he waits for the order 

to move his company forward, he trembles and the sword in his hand shakes. He 

worries that his soldiers can see the physical manifestations of his angst, and this 

concerns him more than anything. “Was it fear?” the narrator asks. “He feared it was.”179  
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Studies have shown that, in the moments leading up to a soldier’s first battle, the 

fear of acting cowardly far outweighs the fear of death or injury.180 Such is the case for 

Graffenreid. When the first shot of combat rings out, Graffenreid feels what Holmes 

describes as the “struggle between the demands of the instinct [to run for safety] and the 

dictates of the conscience [to perform courageously].”181 Graffenreid’s fear of danger, 

and anxiety that he will act like a coward, intensifies as he and his soldiers are forced to 

sit still amidst the incoming enemy fire—a terrifying experience. 

Civil War soldiers agreed that battlefield fear and tensions were at their height 

during the moments immediately preceding the actual fighting.182 The same was true for 

the soldiers in “One Officer, One Man,” except that Graffenreid’s fear and tension were 

compounded by his need to perform in the way society and his soldiers expected. The 

cannon and musket shots begin to pick up, and the man standing next to him is hit by a 

sharpshooter and falls to the ground, dead. The soldiers throw themselves on the 

ground to reduce the odds of getting hit. The sound of battle builds from a murmur to a 

roar, but the Confederates suddenly shift fire to the corps’s right flank. Graffenreid and 

his men stand back up and get ready to fight, but the captain cannot maintain his 

composure. He “panted like a dog” and “forgot to breathe until reminded by vertigo.”183 

His condition worsens until he reaches an unanticipated moment of clarity. He looks 
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down and sees his saber, which, “foreshortened to his view” reminds him of “the short 

heavy blade of the ancient Roman.”184 The narrator explains, “the fancy was full of 

suggestion, malign, fateful, heroic!”185 Graffenreid suddenly grows calm, and then he 

plunges the sword into his chest, instantly killing himself.  

Graffenreid’s death may at first appear to be the culmination of his cowardice, 

but Bierce’s use of Roman imagery suggests he intends the captain’s suicide to be 

viewed as honorable. In 1893, Bierce wrote “Taking Oneself Off,” an essay that 

incorporates Roman history to argue that suicide is “always courageous”:  

[T]here is rather too little than too much suicide in the world […]. This 

view is but a return to the wisdom of the ancients, in whose splendid 

civilization suicide had as honorable place as any other courageous, 

reasonable and unselfish act. Antony, Brutus, Cato, Seneca—these were 

not of the kind of men to do deeds of cowardice and folly.186 

Mark Antony, the Roman triumvir and general, stabbed himself in the stomach 

as an act of honor and despair, for he had just been defeated by Octavian and was 

subsequently informed that his wife, Cleopatra, had killed herself.187 Marcus Janius 

Brutus, the statesman who led the assassination of Julius Caesar, impaled himself on his 

sword after losing the Second Battle of Philippi, but died believing he was “leaving 
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behind him a reputation for virtue.”188 Cato the Younger, the Roman senator and stoic 

follower, ran a sword through his stomach and pulled out his entrails because, in his 

own words, he was “unwilling to be under obligations to the tyrant” Julius Caesar.189 

Seneca the Younger, the stoic philosopher and advisor that Nero ordered to kill himself, 

had a painfully protracted death—first he cut the veins on his arms and legs to 

exsanguinate, then he drank poison because the bloodletting was too slow, and finally 

he died by asphyxiation in the bathtub.190 In his Epistulae Morales ad Lucilium, Seneca 

wrote, “He who dies just because he is in pain is a weakling, a coward; but he who lives 

merely to brave out this pain, is a fool.”191 Seneca withstood a tortuously painful death, 

even though he claimed innocence in the Pisonian conspiracy, because he knew he knew 

that life was no longer an option. In the process he became a model of the stoic suicide. 

The Romans modeled for Bierce why suicide should be considered justifiable, 

courageous, and virtuous, and frame the space within which Graffenreid takes his own 

life. The captain “showed the white feather,” and in doing so he damaged his already 

questionable reputation. Suicide offered an alternative to sidestep the Confederate threat 

in front of him and disapproval from his unit behind him. Rather than survive the battle 
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and risk a life of alienation and humiliation—as Seneca would say, rather than living 

“merely to brave out this pain”—Graffenreid mimics the Roman deaths of military 

commanders like Antony, Brutus, and Cato by running himself through with his sword. 

In doing so, he attempts to recover his reputation and die well. 

“One Officer, One Man” demonstrates the pressure some men felt to fulfill their 

martial duty and to respond in a violent and decisive way when their reputations were 

threatened. This challenge didn’t only exist in fiction. The Richmond Daily Dispatch 

reported on the 1861 death of Charles Robinson, who was ridiculed by his company-

mates for being a coward. Robinson reportedly insisted “he would show them how a 

‘Roman’ would die” just before he stabbed himself in the neck with a knife.192 His 

pursuit of a Roman death was not unlike Graffenreid’s: malign, fateful, heroic! In 1899, 

Bierce wrote “Modern Warfare,” an essay that critiqued the advancement of military 

technology and argued “the value of [the saber and the bayonet] is a moral one.”193 The 

moral behind Robinson’s and Graffenreid’s weapons included the fact that it was 

technology that was virtually unchanged since the time of the ancients and wielding 

them in battle required the soldier to expose himself to mortal danger, a modicum of 

courage even for a soldier that died by suicide.  
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Diane Miller Sommerville explains that the education of elite young men in the 

nineteenth-century incorporated classical literature and history, which characterized 

suicide as heroic in the minds of officers like Robinson and the fictional Graffenreid.194 

Roman military leaders and stoic thinkers, as we have already seen, viewed suicide as a 

brave and virtuous choice. In a work contemporaneous with Bierce’s writings, Suicide: 

Studies on its philosophy, causes, and prevention (1882), James J. O’Dea argues that 

education has the ability to tempt people toward suicide.195 He even references how 

“Cato approved of suicide as a means of escaping personal humiliation, and of 

enhancing personal dignity.”196 But such views contended with the prevailing Judeo-

Christian perspective that considered suicide a “form of murder” that was not only 

“cowardly,” but “disgraceful in itself and injurious to society.”197 Graffenreid’s Roman 

“fancy,” and Robinson’s, demonstrates their beliefs were in line with the former instead 

of the latter. 

Graffenreid's death is an altruistic suicide because of his association with society 

around him. Throughout his time in the Civil War, his “principle of action,” in the 

words of Durkheim, “is external to himself.”198 He obeyed the orders of the governor 
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like a “good soldier.”199 He “firmly refused promotion” out of a “devotion to principle 

[and] to duty.”200 He fought out of a motivation to be a member of the community—to 

“prove himself a soldier and a hero” and gain “his right to the respect of his men and 

the companionship of his brother officers.”201 When his actions in battle seem to alienate 

him from the military community and threaten the honor that accompanies the Victorian 

American soldier, Graffenreid acts in a manner that is similar to Durkheim’s 

Beaurepaire, who “preferred death to humiliation” and killed himself to “prevent 

disgrace.”202 In this way, like Ajax, Graffenreid takes his like to preserve his reputation, 

thus playing out the fatalistic mentality of war by exchanging his life for honor and 

social status. 

Graffenreid takes his life in a Biercean world where “a social prestige thus 

attaches to suicide.”203 Society privileges death over cowardice. The same was true of 

Ajax. Both soldiers were motivated to risk their lives in battle to gain status and 

reputation. Both men killed themselves as a point of honor to avoid losing the social 

prestige they sought. But to the nineteenth-century American readers that read Bierce’s 

short stories, Graffenreid’s status after his death would have been a contested issue. 

Attempting suicide was a felony offense in many states, punishable by up to two years 
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in prison and a $1,000.00 fine ($30,000.00 when adjusted for inflation).204 Many people 

thought the act to be dishonorable. O’Dea refers to it numerous times as a “moral 

crime.”205 It was to this group of dissenters that Bierce argued in his essays and 

demonstrated through his short stories that suicide was not only a human right, but a 

duty for those who were socially alienated and disgraced.206 While Bierce made these 

arguments, he concurrently challenged the efficacy of social values by creating stories 

that positioned concepts of duty and honor as catalysts for tragedy. 

4.3.2 “Killed at Resaca” 

In “Killed at Resaca,” Bierce describes Lieutenant Herman Brayle in terms 

reminiscent of Greek descriptions of Ajax. He is “the best soldier” and has “the bravest 

heart that ever beat.”207 More than six feet tall and of “splendid proportions,” Brayle’s 

singular flaw is he is “vain of his courage,” which is to say that he has complete 

disregard for the mortal dangers of combat.208 Brayle sits high on his horse in the midst 

of incoming fire, while his counterparts hug the earth to reduce their silhouette. He 

exposes himself to incoming artillery rounds in the same location that a dead officer had 

just been hit and killed. He walks out into the middle of a contested battlefield when 

others seek cover and protection. Time and again Brayle is wounded, but he always 
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returns to duty and never changes his irrational behavior. Finally, in the midst of the 

pitted Battle of Resaca, the general asks Brayle to deliver a message to a colonel on the 

opposite side of their formation. Instead of moving through the woods to the rear of the 

regiment—which would have put him safely behind the line of fire—he walks in front of 

it, straight through the middle of the battlefield, where he is gunned down near a gully.  

No one could ever reason with Brayle, nor could they understand why he acted 

in such a ludicrous way, until the story’s end. The narrator, a compatriot of Brayle’s, 

finds among his belongings a letter from the dead soldier’s “Darling,” a woman named 

Marian Mendenhall. It read: 

Mr. Winters, whom I shall always hate for it, has been telling that at some battle 

in Virginia, where he got his hurt, you were seen crouching behind a tree. I think 

he wants to injure you in my regard, which he knows the story would do if I 

believed it. I could bear to hear of my soldier lover’s death, but not of his 

cowardice.209 

In light of the letter, as well as the prevailing sentiment that death is preferable to 

dishonor, Brayle’s bizarre behavior begins to make sense. His death wish was an 

attempt to recover his reputation. Marian’s letter is a form of social regulation that 

ensures the soldier adheres to the values of his community. The correspondence acts as 

an extension of the rumors circulating about him back home, as well as a remonstration 

of his pusillanimous behavior in Virginia. What is more, the letter is a death sentence, as 

Marian can bear to hear of his death, but not his cowardice. The only way Brayle can 
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negate the rumors and restore his position is by dying. If he returns alive, he will have to 

fess up to his “cowardice” from earlier in the war. Bierce thus illustrates a character that 

responds to societal expectations by wantonly exposing himself to mortal danger in 

what Durkheim would characterize as an altruistic suicide. 

Around the same time Bierce wrote “Killed at Resaca,” he was also publishing 

cynical definitions in weekly newspaper columns that eventually composed The Devil’s 

Dictionary (1909). In it, Bierce defined “Rumor” as “a favorite weapon of the assassins of 

character” and included the following poem to characterize the term: “Sharp, irresistible 

by mail or shield, / By guard unparried as by flight unstayed, / O serviceable Rumor, let 

me wield / Against my enemy no other blade. / […] So shall I slay the wretch without a 

blow, / Spare me to celebrate his overthrow, / And nurse my valor for another foe.”210 

The poem ruminates on how rumors attack character through a vitriol that even the stoic 

Brayle could not overthrow. 

Bierce substantiates his distaste for rumors through the story of Herman Brayle, 

a story that also serves as a rebuke of a society that would employ such rumors to attack 

the honor of soldiers who endured the horrors of combat. Soldiers like Bierce, who 

survived multiple battles, came to appreciate how fear was always present in the Civil 

War.211 In For Cause and Comrades, McPherson recounts a letter from one North Carolina 
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captain that reflected on a battle in a way that is reminiscent of Brayle. “I am not as 

brave as I thought I was,” asserted the captain. “I never wanted out of a place as bad in 

my life.”212 This reflection was an inflection point that many soldiers arrived at after 

having fought in numerous battles. It was only then that many of them were willing to 

admit their fears. Perhaps this is because, as Crane describes in The Red Badge of Courage, 

they “had been to touch the great death, and found that, after all, it was but the great 

death.”213 The glory of war faded as soldiers suffered through fear, injuries, and the 

death of comrades. Unfortunately for Brayle, his own death was the only means by 

which he could overcome the rumor and shame of his actions. 

Bierce saw plenty of horror during the war. He even fought in the Battle of 

Resaca. He would have been critical of Mr. Winters for attacking the character of a 

fellow soldier that took cover from enemy fire and of Marian for propagating the rumor 

without fully appreciating the intense fear Brayle must have felt. In Bierce’s own words, 

he hoped his writing would “cultivate a taste for distasteful truths [and] endeavor to see 

things as they are, not as they ought to be.”214 The power of his fiction is that it critiques 

the very real social pressures that motivated soldiers to risk their lives. It challenges the 

notion that war is full of glory and honor by casting it as horrific and full of needless 

sacrifice. 
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Faust explains that it was customary for surviving companions of deceased Civil 

War soldiers to write their relatives to offer sympathy and deliver news of how they 

died. “News of the Good Death constituted the ultimate solace,” Faust writes.215 

“Narratives of dying well may have served as a kind of life-line between the new world 

of battle and the old world at home.”216 So when the narrator, Brayle’s friend and 

Bierce’s autobiographical double, sets out to return the blood-stained letter to Marian a 

year after the war ended, contemporary readers might have assumed he was going to 

give condolences and to verify for Marian that Brayle died a Good Death. But anyone 

familiar with Bierce’s writings and his desire to “cultivate a taste for distasteful truths” 

would not have been surprised that he instead intended to tell her that she was 

responsible for his death.217 

Upon “mechanically” receiving the letter from the narrator, Marian is revolted at 

the site of Brayle’s bloodstains. “‘This stain,’ she said, ‘is it—surely it is not—.’”  

Standing up to intervene, the narrator asserts, “pardon me, but that is the blood 

of the truest and bravest heart that ever beat.”218 

In her analysis of an 1864 letter from a bloodied and dying soldier to his family, 

Faust explains that “the stained paper makes his wounds seem almost tangible.”219 The 
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bloodstain is further proof that he died heroically in battle. But instead of appreciating 

Brayle’s bloodstained letter as proof of his heroism or of his Good Death, Marian is 

sickened by it and throws the letter on the blazing coals in a nearby fireplace. “Ugh! I 

cannot bear the site of blood,” she said. “How did he die?” 

It is in this moment that the narrator begins sees her as a “detestable creature.”220 

Her letter is responsible for the death of his friend, yet she cannot even stand the site of 

the blood stains. By throwing away the letter, she destroys the paper that makes his 

wound almost tangible. Rather than tell her that Brayle had acted with more courage 

than any soldier he had ever seen in one of the most fear-inducing experiences of his 

life—which would have validated Brayle’s heroism and her status since she is associated 

with him—the narrator explains, “[Brayle] was bitten by a snake.”221  

Soldiers “dreaded” dying from noncombat-related sources like illness, or in this 

case, snake bites, because, in the words of one Civil War soldier, it provided “all the 

evils of combat with none of its honors.”222 Even though the narrator denies Marian the 

honor of Brayle’s battlefield death, Bierce honors the soldier’s death while concurrently 

criticizing a society that did not experience war but nevertheless enforced a code of 

honor on soldiers who fought in it—soldiers like Brayle. 
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In his essay, “Taking Oneself Off,” Bierce argues that suicide should be 

considered a courageous act. “We honor the valiant soldier,” he writes, “[not] for 

obedience to duty,” but “because he faced without flinching the risk of that supreme 

disaster, or what we feel to be such—death.”223 Near the end of his essay, Bierce lists a 

handful of “justifications” that people could use to rationalize “removing themselves,” 

which includes if someone has “disgraced himself.”224 Bierce’s essay illuminates Brayle’s 

actions and intent. While one can only speculate on the reasons Brayle joined the war in 

the first place, it is clear that he plays out the fatalistic mentality of war by forcing his 

death to preserve his honor. Brayle had “disgraced himself” while fighting in an earlier 

battle, and he dies “without flinching” and proves himself a “valiant soldier” who, in 

the words of his fellow officers, was “the bravest heart that ever beat.” 

4.3.3 “An Affair of Outposts” 

“An Affair of the Outposts” tells the story of a cuckold named Armisted, who is 

filled with shame and grief because his wife is cheating on him with an unknown suitor. 

Armisted actually sympathizes with the Confederate cause, but he seeks a commission 

from his governor (of a Union State) because it is the quickest way to get him onto a 

battlefield where he can end his misery in a way that preserves his honor. When the 

governor, unaware of his true motivations, refuses his request, Armisted persists that he 
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can be an effective officer for the North, even if his heart is allied with the South. “A 

great military authority has given a simple recipe for being a good soldier,” Armisted 

explains. “Try always to get yourself killed.”225 It is at this point that the governor 

understands that Armisted wants to die to relieve himself of the embarrassment and 

anxiety that accompanies his position as the husband of an unfaithful wife. 

“There is a simple and franker way to do that,” the governor replies, implying 

that Armisted could just shoot himself.  

“In my family, […] we do not do that—no Armisted has ever done that,” 

Armisted retorts. By dying in war, he can end his life and preserve his family name.226 

The governor grants Armisted a captain’s commission in the Tenth Infantry, and sends 

him on his way.  

Later in the story, the governor is visiting a battlefield where he finds Armisted 

still alive. War has aged him: his brown hair has turned gray, his skin is weatherworn, 

and his face is scarred from saber blows and bullet holes. Like Herman Brayle, Armisted 

has tried to die in battle, but he continues to survive, earning the respect of his superiors 

and subordinates along the way. When Confederate skirmishers suddenly attack the 

group of soldiers and civilians, the captain and his men fight to defend the governor. In 

the heat of the battle, the governor is injured and Armisted dies in hand-to-hand 
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combat, saving the governor from being killed. In a typical Biercean twist, the story ends 

with the governor reading a letter that falls out of Armisted’s pocket. It was a confession 

from the captain’s wife, identifying the governor as her suitor. Armisted knew the 

suitor’s identity all along. 

“An Affair of Outposts” is yet another example of how death is more desirable 

than dishonor, so much so that Bierce’s archetype would rather cease living than face the 

public shame and anxiety of having an unfaithful wife. The story also depicts how a 

soldier can kill himself in a way that maintains his honor. Armisted does not pull the 

trigger of the gun that shoots him, but he still fulfills his death wish amongst a society 

that would judge him for his wife’s infidelity and disapprove of him taking his own life.  

Importantly, Bierce once again attacks society by punctuating his story with the 

revelation that Armisted is delivered to his death through the hands of his governor, 

who not only granted him his commission but also made him a cuckold in the first place. 

Furthermore, Armisted’s governor has no real appreciation for, or experience with, the 

horrors of war—something he has in common with Brayle’s Marian. They both pass 

judgment on the self-sacrificing soldiers without fully understanding the trials and pain 

of fighting day in and day out. For example, when the governor arrives at the front lines 

to visit Armisted, Bierce goes to great lengths to describe how out of place he is. The 

governor and his staff were “showily horsed, faultlessly betailored and bravely silk-

hatted,” while the “bedraggled soldiers” were in the trenches and surrounded by the 
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“austerities of the trade.”227 Standing alongside Armisted in the heat of the battle, the 

governor was shocked by the absence of “the pomp of war” and that there was “no hint 

of glory.”228 “‘Ugh!’ [the governor] grunted, shuddering—‘this is beastly! Where is the 

charm of it all? Where are the elevated sentiments, the devotion, the heroism…’”229 

Meanwhile, Armisted responds with mechanical decision, repelling the attack and 

saving the governor. In doing so, the courageous captain reverses roles with the 

governor, reconciling his own honor by dying while exposing the governor as the 

“betrayer”—a conclusion that is heightened by the paradox that the soldier sought out 

his own death.230 

Interestingly, Bierce once again writes from a position of experience, with deeply 

painful and personal memories from war and home. Just two years before he published 

“An Affair of Outposts,” Ambrose’s oldest son, Raymond Day Bierce, shot himself in the 

head when his fiancée eloped with his best friend.231 The local papers announced the 

affair with taunting headlines, like “With a Handsomer Man! Course of True Love Runs 

Amuck.” They even identified the jilted lover as “the son of the famous satirical writer 

on the San Francisco Examiner.”232 
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Day Bierce was at the center of local gossip throughout town, and the rejection, 

shame, and heartache he must have felt compelled him, like Armisted, to die instead of 

endure the pain. Four days later, Day Bierce shot the newlyweds and then turned his 

gun on himself. The Daily Alta California asserted the murder-suicide as “the sequel of 

the somewhat sensational elopement,” noting that the “rejected lover” had eyes that 

were “bereft of their former glow.”233 The day after his son’s death, Ambrose is reported 

to have bent over his son’s dead body and whispered, “You are a noble soul, Day. You 

did just right.”234 This is not to say the elder Bierce was happy about Day’s death, but 

according to biographer Paul Fatout, he “approved of the actions.”235 Even still, the loss 

of his son sent him into a “dark and cold […] realm of shadows” for several weeks, 

during which time he carried around the same revolver Day used to killed himself.236 

Another of Bierce’s biographers, Roy Morris, Jr., argues that Bierce “probably gave some 

thought to putting [the pistol] to similar use himself.”237 It is therefore understandable 

how Bierce could rationalize that suicide was a defensible act and portray it as such in 

his fiction. Lieutenant Brayle and Captain Armisted are just two manifestations that help 

him illustrate that conviction. 

 

233 “Awful Tragedy,” Daily Alta California, July 27, 1889. 
234 Morris, Ambrose Bierce: Alone…, 207. 
235 Fatout, Ambrose Bierce: The Devil’s Lexicographer, 175. 
236 Carey McWilliams, Ambrose Bierce: A Biography (New York: Albert & Charles Boni, 1929), 194. 
237 Fatout, Ambrose Bierce: The Devil’s Lexicographer, 208. 



 

242 

4.3.4 “One of the Missing” 

Not all of Bierce’s soldier-suicides die honorable deaths. In the moments before 

he shoots himself, Private Jerome Searing might be as “composed” as Graffenreid, 

Brayle, and Armisted, but unlike them, Bierce tells us, “he could not die like a hero.”238 

This is because Searing acts in a way Bierce finds reprehensible, so he punishes the 

soldier by denying him a “Good Death” through suicide.  

In “One of the Missing,” Searing is the commanding general’s “orderly,” a 

position that “perform[s] services for which no provision is made in orders and army 

regulations.”239 In short, Searing operates in a gray area, running errands for the general 

that are outside the purview of conventional troops. But Searing isn’t just any typical 

orderly; he is a scout Bierce characterizes as “an incomparable marksman, young, hardy, 

intelligent and insensible to fear.”240 When the commanding general wants to 

circumvent “customary channels” to gather intelligence on the enemy following the 

Battle of Kennesaw Mountain, his orderly is the obvious choice. The general sends 

Searing on a reconnaissance mission with a clear purpose: “to get as near the enemy’s 

lines as possible and learn all that he could.”241  
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With “extraordinary daring” and “sharp eyes,” Searing seems the quintessential 

scout.242 He makes his way through the forward edge of General Sherman’s Army, and 

as he passes the picket line—the final outpost of troops who guard the division—one of 

the men says, “That is the last of him. […] I wish I had his rifle; those [Confederates] will 

hurt some of us with it.”243 The Rebel army’s last known location is just beyond the 

picket line.  

Searing hugs the ground and stealthily creeps along. It is not long until he comes 

upon an enemy rifle pit, but to his surprise the battle position is empty. The opposing 

force has fallen back. Searing begins to move more rapidly, entering into a no man’s 

land of sorts, where a dilapidated shack stands apart from a cluster of buildings on a 

deserted homestead. From this building, he is able to observe far out over the low 

ground beneath Kennesaw Mountain, where he spots the rear echelon of the 

Confederate Army nearly a half-mile away. The force is in retreat. 

“Searing had now learned all that he could hope to know,” the narrator asserts. 

“It was his duty to return to his own command with all possible speed and report his 

discovery.”244 But that is not what happens. The gray column of troops, looming in the 

distance, is too much of a temptation for the scout. He peers through the globe sight of 

his rifle, pulls back the hammer, sets the hair-trigger, and takes aim at the formation 
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with the “hope of making a widow or an orphan or a childless mother,—perhaps all 

three.”245  

Searing’s actions violate three different codes of soldierly conduct. First, he is 

disobeying a lawful command of his superior officer—an offense that can be punished 

by death.246 Searing was not instructed to engage or provoke the enemy, for doing so 

could expose himself and negate his ability to return with the information that is more 

valuable than a dead enemy soldier. The narrator even assures us that the death of a 

single rebel will “not affect the duration and result of the war.”247 Furthermore, Searing’s 

actions could alert the Confederates not only to his location, but to the disposition and 

intentions of his entire division.  

Second, he is disregarding U.S. Army regulations and articles of war that govern 

reconnaissance missions. According to the Revised United States Army Regulations of 1861, 

which would have dictated Searing’s actions at the time, while conducting 

reconnaissance missions, scouts must “avoid fighting; and see, if possible, without being 

seen.”248 Fighting is entirely avoidable for Searing; he has accomplished his 

reconnaissance objective, which the manual describes as, to “observe the ground in 

front, and to discover whether the advanced guards of the enemy have been increased 
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or put in motion.”249 There is no condition that should make this mission an offensive 

one.  

Third, Searing is violating a code of ethics by sniping at soldiers from a distance 

instead of facing them head on. While Confederate and Union armies employed 

sharpshooters during the Civil War, many soldiers felt that the act of sniping 

unsuspecting men “could not easily be rationalized as an act of self-defense.”250 “For 

many soldiers,” Faust argues, “the horror of killing was exemplified by sharpshooters, 

whose work appeared simply to be ‘cold blooded murder.’”251 When a group of Union 

sharpshooters were captured in 1864, for example, the local Petersburg newspaper 

argued that they should be executed: “in our estimation they are nothing but murderers 

creeping up & shooting men in cold blood & should receive the fate of murderers.”252 

Bierce agreed with this sentiment. In “One of the Missing,” Bierce, as narrator, 

describes Searing’s act as “murder.”253 Marksmen relied on mechanical devices to enable 

them to make such far-reaching shots. Searing’s globe sight and hair-trigger are two 

such devices that allow him to kill soldiers at a distance. In “Modern Warfare,” Bierce 
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argued that such devices “tend to make cowards of those whom they protect,” and that 

the people who rely on them suffer from a loss of courage.254 

Bierce’s position is undoubtedly informed by his own wartime experiences. As a 

lieutenant, Bierce nearly died when he was shot in the head by a sharpshooter during 

the Battle of Kennesaw Mountain—the same battle that serves as the backdrop for “One 

of the Missing.” According to Morris, “The bullet struck him in the left temple, 

fracturing the temporal bone, and burrowed around the side of his skull to a point 

behind the left ear.”255 Amazingly, Bierce held on for two days, in and out of 

unconsciousness while traveling to Chattanooga by train, where the bullet could be 

surgically extracted. Of his memories during that time, most prominent were “how the 

cold moonlight had bothered him […], penetrating his closed eyelids and making his 

head throb ceaselessly.”256 Though he was lucky to survive the ordeal, Bierce spent 

several weeks recovering from the wound and “remained prone to splitting headaches 

and fainting spells at the least physical exertion.”257 Psychologists and literary scholars 

have argued that Bierce’s wartime experiences in general, and his injury during the 
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Battle of Kennesaw Mountain in particular, caused a traumatic brain injury and post-

traumatic stress disorder that plagued him for the rest of his life.258 

So when Searing intends to send an “ounce and a quarter of lead hissing into [the 

crowd of unsuspecting Confederates],” it is no surprise that Bierce intervenes. “It was 

decreed from the beginning of time that Private Searing was not to murder anybody that 

bright summer morning,” the narrator explains.259 At the precise moment that Searing is 

aiming his weapon at the mass of rebels, a Confederate artillery officer, two miles away, 

decides to sight in his canon with some target practice. He aims the cannon at a nearby 

hilltop and fires, but the shot flies high of its intended target, and strikes the building in 

which Searing is hiding.260 The shack collapses around Searing and, when the dust 

settles, the Union scout is pinned between two beams in a pile of rubble. 

Searing is not seriously injured from the blast, but he does suffer a “frightfully 

sudden shock to his nervous system” when a piece of shrapnel hits him in the head and 

knocks him out. As he regains consciousness, he struggles against the heavy wooden 

beams that restrict his movement. It is then that he hears the “articulate words,” “Jerome 

Searing, you are caught like a rat in a trap—in a trap, trap, trap”261 This is Bierce’s voice, 

 

258 See Talley, Ambrose Bierce and the Dance of Death, as well as Kyle Keeler, “‘I Thought This Is a Bad Dream 

and Tried to Cry Out’: Sleep as Trauma in the Fiction of Ambrose Bierce,” The Midwest Quarterly 60, no. 4 

(2019): 451–469. 
259 Bierce, Complete Short Stories, 266. 
260 Bierce, Complete Short Stories, 267. 
261 Bierce, Complete Short Stories, 268. 
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speaking directly to the soldier. By making Searing the rat, Bierce lowers his status to the 

dregs of society.  

In his 1898 text, Fantastic Fables, Bierce tells the story of “The Sagacious Rat,” who 

shrewdly sacrifices his friend to a cat so he can get to a nearby corn-bin without 

endangering himself.262 This anecdote is telling of Searing, who seems to have no moral 

compass. Firing at soldiers as far as a half-mile away, Civil War snipers killed their 

enemies without exposing themselves to danger. Clad in green camouflage, Union 

marksmen were referred to by their Confederate prey as “snakes in the grass.”263 But 

even that moniker is too honorable for Searing; instead, he is made to be the rat, which is 

not only emblematic of the same kind of chicanery as Ajax’s Odysseus, but is also the 

prey of the snake. 

Having been on the receiving end of a sharpshooter’s bullet, Bierce had suffered 

through the torment Searing intended to inflict on an unsuspecting rebel. He makes 

Searing feel that pain in a description that mirrors the trauma Bierce felt after being shot 

in the head. Searing becomes “conscious of an insufferable light” and feels “incessantly 

the poignant pain in his forehead—the prophecy and menace of the bullet.” “The 

tension of nerve and brain was too severe; nature came to his relief with intervals of 

unconsciousness.”264 

 

262 Ambrose Bierce, Fantastic Fables (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1898), 48-49. 
263 Faust, This Republic of Suffering, 42. 
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It is in this moment of physical torment that Searing realizes he is staring down 

the barrel of his own gun. When the building imploded, falling wooded planks knocked 

the rifle from his hands, flipping it on end. The rifle, now protruding from the debris, is 

still cocked and is pointing directly at his forehead, or so he thinks. Little does Searing 

know, his Springfield Model 1861 actually discharged when it was knocked from his 

hands. 

Between his intense pain and the thoughts of his rifle pointing dead center of his 

forehead, Searing begins to suffer from a slowly-building fear that accompanies his 

predicament. He is stuck in the rubble. The cramped space under the scorching Georgia 

sun is stifling. If he calls out for help, he will alert the rebels to his position. His heart is 

pounding and his lacerated hand begins to pulsate and throb. Rats begin to crawl 

around Searing, and he realizes it will not be long before they will “attack his face, gnaw 

away his nose, cut his throat.”265  

Searing is a brave soldier and has proven himself in combat, but as the pressure 

from his predicament intensifies, he becomes stupefied by fear. He cannot think of 

family or home, or glory. All he can think about is his demise.266 The soldier begins to 

sweat, starts to tremble, and screams in fear. The narrator mocks Searing as he marks his 

 

265 Bierce, Complete Short Stories, 271. 
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downfall: “Jerome Searing, the man of courage, the formidable enemy, the strong, 

resolute warrior, was as pale as a ghost.”267  

Searing resolves to take his own life to end the torment. He would rather die 

than continue suffering in such fear. In an effort to “meet his fate more manly,” he 

decides he will die “game,”268 a contemporaneous phrase that means “to meet death 

resolutely.”269 In short, Searing intends to die a “Good Death,” even if it is not the death 

of a hero. After making that resolution, he suddenly grows calm. He begins sifting the 

boards around his feet to get one of them to drop on the hair trigger of his rifle to cause 

it fire. At the precise moment that he thrusts a board against the trigger, Searing dies. 

However, his rifle does not fire. Instead of dying from a .58 caliber mini ball ripping 

through his head, he actually scares himself to death. Bierce thus denies him his own 

agency in his attempted suicide. 

When Ajax finds himself on the same level as the beasts he is slaughtering, he 

realizes the only way he can recover his humanity and his reputation is through suicide. 

When Searing finds himself in his “rathood,” however, he is unable to recover the 

agency necessary to do what Ajax and the other soldier-suicides in Bierce’s work have 

done.270 This is because, in Bierce’s eyes, Searing’s cowardice is unredeemable. In 

 

267 Bierce, Complete Short Stories, 272. 
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269 “Game,” in Oxford English Dictionary, Online, accessed June 15, 2020, https://oed-
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“Modern Warfare,” Bierce railed against the technological advancements that enabled 

snipers to kill others from a position that nearly eliminated all other risks of being a 

soldier. “I should not like to say that this is an age of human cowardice,” Bierce 

continued. “A modern battle is a quarrel of skulkers trying to have all the killing done a 

long way from their persons.”271 What distinguishes Searing from Graffenreid, Brayle, 

and Armisted is not that he has to kill, “for it is the business of a soldier to kill [and be 

killed].”272 Rather, he kills wantonly, for the purpose of killing rather than to advance the 

war effort, and he does so without exposing himself to harm, an act Bierce finds far less 

forgivable than wanting to fulfill societal expectations of honor. 

Faust explains the tradition of ars moriendi taught that a soldier’s death “defin[ed] 

them for eternity.”273 The “Good Death” resonated with Civil War soldiers in a culture 

that subscribed to the idea that death was preferable to dishonor. A “Good Death” 

meant that a soldier was prepared to die “like a man” or be “conscious of his death … 

and not afraid but willing to die.”274 Even though Searing resolved to “meet his fate 

more manly” and prepared himself “to expect the shot,” Bierce ultimately denied him 

such agency.275 Not only did Searing not pull the trigger of his gun, but he also 

coincidentally died in a moment and in a manner he did not anticipate. Bierce thereby 
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exposes his supposed hero as the coward he truly was, refusing to allow him to die in a 

way that was honorable or that could recover his reputation. 

4.4 Ready for the “Good Death” 

Ajax determines that if he cannot “nobly live,” then he must “nobly die.”276 When 

Ajax finally resolves to kill himself—in what Redfield might describe as his moment of 

“inward turning” penthos—a sense of calmness comes over him.277 His mood goes from 

being “hard and rigid” to one that has “lost its edge.”278 He must perform his suicide 

“composedly” in order for his death to save something of himself, and in doing so his 

death becomes a noble one.279 In a 2014 article in the Journal of Affective Disorders, 

researchers found that roughly 15% of suicidal patients “gain comfort or relief from their 

suicidal cognitions” and that “suicidal imagery represented an escape route, or a 

release.”280 

Bierce’s characters have a sense of calmness about them for similar reasons. The 

traditions of ars moriendi required the dying to be “well-prepared” and “ready,” “not 

afraid but willing to die.”281 The stoic disposition was evidence that their death was a 
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noble one.282 Armisted’s penthos mirrors Ajax’s, for the Civil War officer would rather be 

dead than live a life of embarrassment. When he tells his governor of his “wish to be 

dead,” he does so “tranquilly” and “calmly.”283 In battle, during a “moment of imminent 

peril,” Armisted issues orders in a “tranquilizing chant,” which penetrate the din and 

“float above it like the melody of a soaring bird.”284 Armisted is clearly at ease with 

dying in what the governor later describes as “the horrors of peace.”285 This is because 

Armisted joins the war effort to die in a way to restore his honor. By carrying out the 

fatalistic mentality of war, the captain’s motivation to go to war and reason for killing 

himself are one and the same.  

Herman Brayle, too, conveyed a sense of calmness about his decision to take his 

own life in “Killed at Resaca.” The narrator tells us “he did not once take cover,” and he 

remained still in a “storm of bullets and grape.”286 At Resaca he was cool and collected 

the entire time. He “cantered lightly” into the “crackling conflagration“ of the battlefield, 

purposely exposing himself to enemy fire.287 Even as he rode into what he surely knew 

was his death, he remained poised. He sat erect in his saddle, held the reins loosely in 

his left hand, and his right hand hung “carelessly at his side.”288 If Brayle was surprised 
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or scared, he did not reveal it through his facial expressions or body language. In dying 

this way, he not only exhibited courage as he died, but he was so fearless that the 

opposing Army honored him with a “dirge” of fifes and drums. The fighters on both 

sides of the battlefield ceased firing, removed their headgear, and “honored the fallen 

brave.”289 

In “One Officer, One Man,” Anderton Graffenreid was shaken by fear and angst, 

but he grew calm when he saw his sword as a “Roman fancy.”290 Graffenried’s 

physiological reactions match Harvard Medical School’s description of the “fight-or-

flight” response, where a person faces a dangerous situation: the heart beats faster, 

breathing quickens, muscles tense up, and the person starts sweating.291 Normally the 

physiological stress response subsides only when the immediate threat is gone, but 

Graffenreid interestingly grows calm at the height of the mayhem, the precise moment 

of tension between the demand to run and the dictate to perform. This is not because he 

freezes, as some do in the moment of the fight-or-flight response, but because he has 

found an acceptable way to respond to both options, and that produces a calming effect. 

His sword symbolizes an escape from the ridicule he will most certainly face. 

In her historical critique of suicide and suffering during the Civil War era, 

Aberration of MIND, Dianne Miller Sommerville argues that the war ushered in “a more 
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tolerant, sympathetic attitude toward those who died by their own hands.”292 For 

example, when General Philip St. George Cooke shot himself after returning home from 

the First Battle of Bull Run, the Richmond Enquirer described him as a “martyr to his 

patriotism as if he had fallen in the field of battle.”293 When Captain Christopher Fisher, 

“a man of high social position,” took his own life after he let down his troops in battle, 

the newspaper lauded his bravery and reported he “was greatly beloved by his 

company.”294 In short, some began to treat suicides as war casualties, thus expanding the 

notion of the Good Death to include “self-murder, at least when committed by men in 

uniform.”295  

When used as a lens to view-nineteenth century American war literature, Ajax 

clarifies how the desire to gain honor and protect one’s reputation could, like Ajax, not 

only be a catalyst to go to war, but also a rationale to die by suicide. Studying Ajax 

deepens our understanding of how some suicides can be reactions to social forces and 

social values. When Bierce’s characters take their lives to preserve his statuses, they are 

playing out the fatalistic mentality of war by forcing it to its logical end: death over 

dishonor. 

In taking their own lives, Armisted, Brayle, and Graffenreid were able to recover 

something of their previous reputation. The honor afforded to them after their death 
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was a form of compensation for their own destruction.296 Each of these soldiers’ suicides 

were the ultimate expression of fatalistic mentality of war that “preserved honor and 

replaced a coward’s death with that of a hero.”297 
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5. Conclusion: The Pain of Philoctetes and the Decision 
to Live 

When the Achaeans stop at the island of Lemnos en route to Troy, Philoctetes, a 

skilled archer who wields the bow of Heracles, unintentionally treads on an unmarked 

shrine of a god and is bitten by a snake. The wound festers and causes Philoctetes so 

much pain he screams in torment before finally losing consciousness.1 Rather than 

providing aid or comfort, Odysseus and the other generals depart for Troy while 

Philoctetes sleeps, abandoning him in his suffering.2 Nine years pass, during which time 

the Achaeans wage war in Troy and Philoctetes remains marooned on the island. With 

Achilles and Hector dead and the war continuing on, Odysseus captures a Trojan seer 

who foretells the only way they will defeat the Trojans is with the bow of Heracles, 

which is still in the hands of Philoctetes.3 Odysseus sails back to Lemnos to trick 

Philoctetes into handing over the bow. The Little Iliad recounts the details of Philoctetes’s 

story, but only fragments of that text survive today. Sophocles’s Philoctetes (409 BC), 

however, offers a glimpse into Philoctetes’s hardships by portraying how he overcame 

his pain and finally rejoined the Achaeans in Troy. 

 

1 Hugh Evelyn-White, trans., Hesiod, the Homeric Hymns, and Homerica (New York: G. P. Putnam, 1920), 495. 

Sophocles, “Philoctetes,” in The Complete Greek Tragedies, Volume II, ed. Richmond Lattimore and David 

Grene, trans. David Grene (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 406–66, 418. All citations of 

Philoctetes are Grene’s translation, unless otherwise noted. 
2 Richmond Lattimore, trans., The Iliad of Homer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 2.718-725. All 

citations of the Iliad are Lattimore’s translation of Homer, unless otherwise noted. Philoctetes 418.  
3 Evelyn-White, Hesiod, the Homeric Hymns, and Homerica, 511. 
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In Sophocles’s tragedy, Neoptolemus, the son of Achilles, accompanies Odysseus 

to Lemnos. Neoptolemus has only recently joined the war effort after learning of his 

father’s death, and Odysseus intends to use him to get Heracles’s bow. Odysseus 

believes Philoctetes will kill him since he marooned him nine years earlier, but 

Philoctetes does not know Neoptolemus, who had been a young child when the Greeks 

first set out for Troy. Odysseus convinces Neoptolemus to lie to Philoctetes and pretend 

he is returning home from Troy after being offended by Odysseus, Agamemnon, and 

Menelaus. Once Neoptolemus tricks Philoctetes into trusting him, he is to take 

Heracles’s bow and rejoin Odysseus on the ship, where they will once again abandon 

Philoctetes for Troy. Neoptolemus reluctantly agrees to Odysseus’s plan and goes off 

alone to find him. 

When Neoptolemus meets Philoctetes and deceives him with his made-up story, 

Philoctetes empathizes with the feigned hatred for Odysseus and becomes overjoyed 

when he believes Neoptolemus will take him home to Oeta.4 As the two prepare to head 

to the ships, Neoptolemus sees Heracles’s bow and asks Philoctetes if he can touch it. 

Philoctetes agrees, but, just then, a bout of pain seizes him. “What is it?” Neoptolemus 

asks.5 

 

4 David Grene, “Introduction to Philoctetes,” in The Complete Greek Tragedies, Volume II, ed. Richmond 

Lattimore and David Grene (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 402–5, 419, 427. 
5 Philoctetes 733. 
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“I am lost, boy. I am being eaten up. Oh!” Philoctetes cries as he writhes in 

physical torment. “By God, if you have a sword, ready to hand, use it! / Strike the end of 

my foot. Strike it off, I tell you, now. / Do not spare my life. Quick, boy, quick.”6  

“You most unhappy man,” Neoptolemus responds. “[Y]ou that have endured all 

agonies, lived through them, shall I take hold of you?”7 

“Not that above everything,” Philoctetes responds. “But take this bow, / as you 

asked to do just now, until the pain / […] grows less.”8 Philoctetes hands his bow to 

Neoptolemus for safekeeping, explaining he will lose consciousness at the culmination 

of the seizure. As the pain surges with murderous intensity, Philoctetes once again begs 

Neoptolemus to put him out of his misery: 

Death, death, how is it that I can call on you, 

always, day in, day out, and you cannot come to me? 

Boy, my good boy, take up this body of mine 

and burn it on what they call the Lemnian fire. 

I had the resolution once to do this for another, 

the son of Zeus, and so obtained the arms 

That you now hold.9 

Philoctetes’s request to die indicates the magnitude of his pain. In asking 

Neoptolemus to throw his body on the fire, he is signaling his agony is worse than being 

burned to death. Philoctetes’s reference that he “had the resolution to do this for 

 

6 Philoctetes 747-750. 
7 Philoctetes 759-761. 
8 Philoctetes 762-763. 
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another, / the son of Zeus,” invokes the death of Heracles.10 In Greek mythology, 

Heracles is poisoned with the blood of the Centaur Nessus, which he had killed with his 

own poison-tipped arrows. The poisonous blood makes him feel like his skin is on fire—

a feeling so insufferable he would rather be burned alive. But Heracles is physically 

unable to kill himself; someone else must do it for him. Philoctetes is the only person 

willing to light the fire that kills his mentor and puts him out of his misery. In thanks, 

Heracles bequeaths Philoctetes his bow, and, along with it, the curse of “sorrow” it 

brings. Like Heracles, Philoctetes is unable take his own life while suffering similar 

pain.11 

As Philoctetes had anticipated, the pain becomes so overwhelming he passes out. 

But rather than kill or abandon Philoctetes, Neoptolemus stays by his side. Witnessing 

Philoctetes’s suffering makes Neoptolemus realize how cruel Odysseus and the others 

were to have abandoned him. “I have been in pain for you; I have been / in sorrow for 

your pain,” Neoptolemus asserts just before Philoctetes falls to the ground.12 “A kind 

compassion, / a terrible compassion, has come upon me, / for him. I have felt for him all 

the time,” he muses aloud after Philoctetes finally comes to.13 By choosing not to desert 

 

10 Philoctetes 801. 
11 Edith Hamilton, Mythology: Timeless Tales of Gods and Heroes (New York: Grand Central Publishing, 2011), 
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Philoctetes, Neoptolemus rectifies Odysseus’s injustice and, in doing so, befriends a man 

that is otherwise outcast from society. 

When Philoctetes recovers, Neoptolemus confesses his plans and urges 

Philoctetes to come with them to Troy. Shocked and dismayed, Philoctetes refuses. 

Then, in direct conflict with Odysseus, Neoptolemus returns the bow to Philoctetes to 

“undo the wrong [he has] done.”14 By returning the bow, Neoptolemus elevates 

Philoctetes above himself, his father, and the entire Achaean Army. Neoptolemus is 

destined to be Troy’s “conqueror,” but he can only do so if the Achaeans wield the bow 

of Heracles.15 Giving back the bow ensures Philoctetes’s survival, but it concurrently 

puts at risk Neoptolemus’s own glory, negates his ability to avenge his father’s death, 

and prolongs the Trojan War indefinitely. Neoptolemus’s actions are performed out of 

sincere compassion and self-sacrifice, and they restore Philoctetes’s membership in 

society, should he choose to rejoin it. 

For a second time, this time with the bow back in his hands, Philoctetes refuses to 

come to Troy and help end the war. “It is not the sting of wrongs past,” Philoctetes 

explains, “but what I must look for in wrongs to come.”16 Philoctetes contends he has a 

greater fear of the unknowable future than of his current pitiable existence. Having been 

wounded by a god for an unintentional mistake, and deserted by the very allies whose 

 

14 Philoctetes 1224. 
15 Philoctetes 114. 
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presence would have been his sole source of comfort, Philoctetes’s aversion toward 

trusting others or placing hope in the future is understandable. His experience suggests 

to him that life is absurd, and his recalcitrance corroborates his earlier assertion that his 

“mind is set on death,” rather than life.17 Sophocles critic David Grene describes 

Philoctetes’s stance as “irreconcilable with the vital principle which in anyone’s life 

involves change and risk.”18 By intentionally avoiding the risk and uncertainty of the 

unknown future, Philoctetes denies himself a life outside of his present torment—an 

existence in which he will continue to straddle life and death. 

In the final scene of the tragedy, the ghost of Heracles appears to Philoctetes and 

Neoptolemus and demands they sail together to Troy. Heracles explains Philoctetes will 

only be healed of his affliction when he places trust in Neoptolemus and the others, and 

Neoptolemus will only be able to conquer Troy if he and Philoctetes act “like twin lions 

hunting together.”19 Heracles’s divine mandate thus specifies friendship and community 

as fundamental ingredients to not only win in war, but also to survive it. With this 

knowledge, Philoctetes can overcome his suffering and Neoptolemus can reconcile his 

grief, both of which are required before they can leave the war and finally return home. 

Enlightened, Philoctetes agrees to join Neoptolemus. In the last lines of the tragedy, 
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Philoctetes bids farewell to Lemnos, and then they all pray for the gods to bring them 

safely home.20 

5.1 Philoctetes as a Metaphor for Surviving Death 

Philoctetes’s story illuminates how suffering physical and mental hardships can 

make some soldiers and veterans desire death instead of facing life’s uncertainties. 

Indeed, twice Philoctetes begs Neoptolemus to kill him, and twice Philoctetes refuses the 

opportunity to leave the island to begin his life anew. In the end, however, Philoctetes 

does not die. He leaves Lemnos and, eventually, returns home a healed man. Philoctetes 

offers two metaphors for thinking about the experience of war and how to return from 

it. First, Philoctetes’s time on Lemnos is reminiscent of the metaphorical death some 

warriors experience in war literature. Second, Neoptolemus’s actions offer an example of 

how society can respond to soldiers and veterans who continue to suffer from visible 

and invisible wounds. 

Philoctetes’s time on Lemnos is a liminal experience that exemplifies the 

irrationality of life. His affliction gives him insight into the absurdity of his condition. 

His wound is punishment for a crime he did not consciously commit, and despite being 

a respected prince and revered archer, he is abandoned by his allies on an island where 

 

20 Philoctetes 1359. Upon returning to the Achaean Army, Philoctetes is healed of his affliction and he, 
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he cannot fight and will not heal.21 He suffers for no reason, and his survival originates 

not from feelings of humanity, but because of the weapon he possesses. What is more, 

his time on Lemnos also suggests a metaphorical death. Indeed, Philoctetes describes 

himself to Neoptolemus as being already dead, and he tells Odysseus he is “a dead man 

among the living.”22 In the midst of his seizure his pain is so great it consumes his 

consciousness. “There is no I, only it,” he screams to Neoptolemus, just before he passes 

out.23  

When Philoctetes finally does leave Lemnos, he has changed. The experience has 

transformed him. He leaves behind “the stings of wrongs past” and embraces the 

uncertainty of “the wrongs to come.”24 With the “Philoctetes of the island,” writes 

Grene, “are buried all the years of wrong and of suffering and also the meaning that 

they had rendered to his agony.”25 He leaves Lemnos a different person from his pre-

war self, one who has experienced the irrationality of life during war and returns home 

in spite of it. Philoctetes’s metaphorical death, and his symbolic transformation, is a 

paradigm for the soldier in contemporary American literature who goes off to war, faces 

his or her mortality, and transforms because of it. 

 

21 Grene, “Introduction to Philoctetes,” 402. 
22 Philoctetes 435, 444, 448. 
23 Bryan Doerries, Play Reading: Sophocles’s Philoctetes (New York: Philoctetes Center, 2007), 

http://philoctetes.org/Past_Programs/Sophocless_iPhiloctetes_i. This is a contemporary translation, focused 

on Philoctetes’s pain, performed for at The Weill Medical College of Medicine of Cornell University as part 

of a program sponsored by The Philoctetes Center in New York. 
24 Philoctetes 1358-1359. 
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Philoctetes shares some resemblance to Robert Jordan in For Whom the Bell Tolls. 

Both men kill their predecessors to put them out of their misery. Both men view death as 

a desirable alternative to their physical and psychological suffering. Both men die a 

metaphorical death. Hemingway tells us Jordan did not survive the suicide mission at 

the bridge: his aliveness following the mission was “unreal.”26 Jordan might seem to be 

alive, but he likens himself to a wounded rooster in a cockfight, “where nobody has seen 

the wound given and it doesn’t show and he is already going cold with it.”27 He 

elaborates on this concept in metaphysical terms, acknowledging “the always ridding of 

self that you had to do in war.”28 Jordan’s perspective enlightens the transitional 

experience of war because it makes him something different from his pre-war self. 

While summarizing the transitional nature of war of Vietnam War veterans 

featured in Odysseus in America, Shay writes, “[They looked] very much like the young 

men who had gone.… But they had not come back the same men. Something had altered 

in them.”⁠29 American literature is replete with examples of soldiers who, like Philoctetes 

and Jordan, adopt fatalistic mindsets and straddle life and death as they consider 

whether to act on their mortality by taking their lives. Some choose suicide; others 

return home as changed men and women. In The Things They Carried, Tim O’Brien 

 

26 Ernest Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls (New York: Scribner, 2003), 452. 
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explains a part of him had “gone under with Kiowa,” while Norman Bowker hangs 

himself to reconcile the feeling of being “killed over in Nam.”30 In The Deer Hunter, Nick 

is so disturbed from his torture that he kills himself in the final game of Russian roulette, 

and Mike is so tormented by the absurdity of his experience that he is unable to return to 

his old friends, his old hobbies, and his old way of life. In A Hard and Heavy Thing, Levi 

physically survives numerous deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan only to realize that, 

metaphorically, he “had been killed in action, and [he] couldn’t even pinpoint when it 

happened.”31 In Phantoms of a Blood-Stained Period, Ambrose Bierce concludes, “When I 

ask myself what happened to Ambrose Bierce the youth, who fought at Chickamauga, I 

am bound to answer that he is dead.”32 Drew Gilpin Faust’s axiom about Bierce best 

summarizes the totality of the experiences found throughout the literature in Troy in 

America: “The line between battle’s survivors and battle’s dead is blurred […].”33 This 

blurring is a result of the transition warriors must make in order to exit the liminal 

experience of war. No one returns home unchanged. 

5.2 Neoptolemus and the Role of Community 

Philoctetes’s salvation is rendered through Neoptolemus’s compassion. When 

Philoctetes loses consciousness and is at his most vulnerable moment in the story, 

 

30 Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried (Boston: Mariner Books, 2009), 178, 150. 
31 Matthew Hefti, A Hard and Heavy Thing (Blue Ash: Tyrus Books, 2016), 221. 
32 Ambrose Bierce, Phantoms of a Blood-Stained Period: The Complete Civil War Writings of Ambrose Bierce, ed. 

Russell Duncan and David Klooster (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2002), 21. Drew Gilpin 

Faust, This Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil War (New York: Vintage Books, 2008), 199. 
33 Faust, This Republic of Suffering, 199. 
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Neoptolemus does not abandon him. Instead, he stays by his side and becomes his 

friend. He seeks to reconcile the wrongs of those who deserted him for no other reason 

than because he feels morally bound to do so. When Philoctetes refuses, for the second 

time, to return to Troy, Neoptolemus accepts his decision and agrees to take him home 

instead. “[C]ome now,” he assents to Philoctetes; “kiss the ground farewell, and come 

with me.”34 In his willingness to abandon the Greek effort in Troy, he proves he is 

prepared to live in shame and under constant threat of attack in order to uphold his own 

sense of honor—a code of ethics that requires him to be there for a person in need.35 

Only after Neoptolemus has proven his loyalty to Philoctetes does Heracles appear and 

prophesy that they must return to Troy and rely on each other if they are to survive and 

overcome the challenges that lie in front of them. It is only then that Philoctetes can 

actually depart Lemnos and begin his homecoming. 

Neoptolemus is a critical persona for Philoctetes, as well as for Sophocles’s 

audience. In “Democratic Citizenship and the Narrative Imagination,” Martha 

Nussbaum explains the primary purpose of Sophocles’s tragedies was the cultivation of 

citizenship in Athens. The work would have given center stage to Philoctetes’s 

suffering36, forcing the spectators to “see the lives of the different with more than a 

 

34 Philoctetes 1407. 
35 Philoctetes 454-457. 
36 Martha Nussbaum, “Democratic Citizenship and the Narrative Imagination,” in Why Do We Educate?: 

Renewing the Conversation, ed. David L. Coulter and John R. Wiens (Hoboken, United Kingom: John Wiley & 

Sons, Incorporated, 2008), http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/duke/detail.action?docID=428277, 145. 
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casual tourist’s interest—with involvement and sympathetic understanding, with anger 

at our society’s refusals of visibility.”37 Sophocles’s audience would have experienced 

the “politically and morally valuable result” of having sympathy for Philoctetes, as 

Neoptolemus did, rather than viewing him as means to end the Trojan War, as Odysseus 

had intended.38 In a society in which military service was a mandatory part of 

citizenship, Philoctetes provided lessons for Athenians who were surrounded by fellow 

veterans, many of whom likely suffered physical or mental afflictions. 

Sophocles’s Philoctetes is as relevant today as it was in Athens over 2,400 years 

ago, although perhaps in somewhat different ways. In The Theatre of War: What Ancient 

Greek Tragedies Can Teach Us Today, Bryan Doerries argues Sophocles’s tragedies can 

“bridge the ancient and contemporary worlds and perhaps provide relief to those who 

were suffering from timeless wounds.”39 By reading about Philoctetes’s chronic pain, or 

seeing it performed on stage, today’s audience garners insights into how some veterans 

suffer, even if metaphorically, from their wartime injuries. Doerries argument is 

particularly relevant given modern medicine’s ability to “prolong the agony and 

isolation of wounded soldiers,” which has created a “vast subclass of profoundly injured 

veterans” who in previous wars would not have survived.40 If Doerries is correct in his 

 

37 Nussbaum, “Democratic Citizenship and the Narrative Imagination,” 147. 
38 Nussbaum, “Democratic Citizenship and the Narrative Imagination,” 146. 
39 Bryan Doerries, The Theater of War: What Ancient Greek Tragedies Can Teach Us Today (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 2015), 62. 
40 Doerries, The Theater of War, 65. 
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assertion above, then it also makes the role of Neoptolemus as important as ever, 

particularly as soldier and veteran suicide rates remain uncharacteristically high.41 

5.3 Philoctetes in Other Forms: Reflecting on My Own War Story 

In the summer of 2020, ten years after I returned home from Afghanistan, a film 

about my deployment was released nationwide in theaters and through video on 

demand. Based on Jake Tapper’s 2012 book of the same name, The Outpost portrays the 

Battle of Kamdesh, an eighteen-hour battle in which more than three hundred Taliban 

fighters attempted to overrun the remote mountain outpost held by my U.S. Army troop 

of seventy-six cavalry scouts. While reflecting on the battle and the way it was depicted 

on film, I determined that understandable discrepancies emerge when a nonfiction book 

covering four years is compressed into a two-hour Hollywood production. But I also 

reasoned the movie is as honest as any war story because it captures the essence of the 

soldiers’ sacrifices, as well as the love we feel and the sorrow we share.42 

While the film is based on a true story, there is one character who is entirely 

fabricated. His name is Private Zorias Yunger (Alfie Stewart). Midway through the 

story, Yunger is walking closely behind Captain Robert Yllescas (Milo Gibson), when a 

 

41 US Army, “Army Health Promotion, Risk Reduction and Suicide Prevention Report,” 2010, 14. Kesling, 

Ben. “More Young Veterans Committing Suicide, VA Data Show.” Wall Street Journal, September 26, 2018, 

sec. US. https://www.wsj.com/articles/more-young-veterans-committing-suicide-va-data-shows-1537970087. 

“After Years of Failure to End the Crisis, Veteran Suicide Takes Center Stage on Capitol Hill - Veterans - 

Stripes.” Accessed September 3, 2020. https://www.stripes.com/news/veterans/after-years-of-failure-to-end-

the-crisis-veteran-suicide-takes-center-stage-on-capitol-hill-1.621428. 
42 Stoney Portis, “I Watched My War Story Become a Movie,” The New York Times, July 3, 2020, sec. 

Magazine, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/03/magazine/the-outpost-afghanistan-movie.html. 
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bomb detonates underneath Yllescas, killing him instantly.43 Yunger narrowly escapes 

the explosion alive, but he is understandably shaken by the event. Later that night, when 

Sergeant Clint Romesha (Scott Eastwood) hears Yunger talking erratically to himself in 

the platoon barracks, he walks down the hall to see if he is okay. Younger is not okay. 

Romesha finds him seated on his bunkbed, pointing his loaded M4 carbine at his head.  

“Yunger, you okay?” Romesha asks as he slowly approaches the soldier. 

“He just blew him up, man. I think I had like a piece of his brain in my mouth,” 

Yunger laments without making eye contact. 

“Yeah. Yeah, I know man. That was— it was bad,” Romesha responds in a calm 

voice as he begins to disarm the M4 that is still in Yunger’s grasp. 

“I feel so fucked up, Sergeant, man. I feel so fucked up,” Yunger persists. 

“I know. I know what you’re going through, OK?” Romesha reassures him. “The 

same thing happened to me in Iraq.”44 

The scene abruptly ends when Romesha’s platoon leader walks in and tells him 

to take the troubled soldier to the aid station. He knows Yunger must be evacuated, and 

a helicopter is already en route to fly out the body of their deceased captain.  

There was no “real life” Yunger; he did not exist in name or deed. But he served 

an important function in the film. Embodying a character who is forced to come to terms 

 

43 Rod Lurie, The Outpost, DVD, War (Screen Media Films, 2020), 00:43:55. 
44 Lurie, The Outpost, 00:46:13. 
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with the fatalism of war and his mortality as a warrior helps The Outpost convey the pain 

and suffering many soldiers, myself included, endured after the battle and into the 

present moment. Tim O’Brien similarly incorporates verisimilitude to convey feelings 

that may otherwise be inaccessible in accounts that consist solely of facts. “You start 

sometimes with an incident that truly happened,” O’Brien writes in The Things They 

Carried, “and you carry it forward by inventing incidents that did not in fact occur but 

nonetheless help to clarify and explain.”45 Verisimilitude applies similarly to The 

Outpost, where the story of Yunger contains elements of true events, such as the targeted 

killing of Robert Yllescas, but then invents incidents, such as Yunger and his suicidal 

ideation, to help clarify and explain what other soldiers were feeling at the time. 

The emotions Yunger demonstrates by nearly taking his life conveys an element 

of truth that The Outpost could not otherwise depict because of the time constraints of 

the film. It could not portray the months after the battle in which a traumatized sergeant 

suffered from suicidal ideations, or the isolation and depression of the veteran who was 

kicked out of the Army and suffered from posttraumatic stress, or the deep sense of 

sadness and angst shared by all of my soldiers who survived that battle. In this sense, 

Yunger is something of a stand-in for all of us—a rendering of the very real emotions 

that many soldiers and veterans continue to experience today. 

 

45 O’Brien, The Things They Carried, 152. 
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We do not know what happens to Yunger, only that he is evacuated to the rear 

where he can ideally receive therapy from behavioral health specialists available in 

military hospitals in Kabul. But we do know that in Yunger’s moment of torment and 

vulnerability, he may not have survived had Romesha simply ignored him. With his 

words and through his actions, Romesha stays by Yunger’s side, assuring him, “I know 

what you’re going through.” As I think back to those veterans who have suffered 

through their own broodings, their own frustrations, and their own physical and mental 

angst, Romesha’s response to Yunger is not unlike Neoptolemus’s to Philoctetes. 

It would be dangerously reductionist to simplify the plight of suicide victims 

into a concern about community or suffering or honor, but I do believe Neoptolemus 

and Romesha illustrate how we might be able to help veterans overcome their heartache 

and finally return home. Indeed, Jonathan Shay’s chief recommendation from his work 

with military veterans is what he calls the “communalization of trauma—being able to 

safely tell the story to someone who is listening and who can be trusted to retell it 

truthfully to others in the community.”46 Did the soldiers I know who died by suicide 

have a community, a Neoptolemus or Romesha, of sorts, willing to communalize their 

grief during their darkest hours? I don’t know. 

 

46 Jonathan Shay, Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character (New York: Scribner, 2003), 

4. 
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I have been fortunate to stay in touch with many of the men and women with 

whom I’ve served. Inevitably, however, most of us grow apart. We move on to new 

units or leave the service altogether to start new chapters of our lives. The military is an 

expansive organization that does not sponsor formal reunions or support groups. Those 

kinds of events typically occur at the grassroots level long after the tours of service end. 

But if there is one thing we can learn from the literary portrayals in Troy in America, it is 

that we can and should have a role in helping soldiers come home. It would be easy to 

set warriors apart or pathologize the veteran experience instead of understanding their 

plight as part of the human experience. Veterans are not sick because they grieve, 

despair, desire honor, or seek an escape from physical or mental suffering. Rather, their 

responses are deeply human. The more we can understand and accept that, the better 

we stand as a community to welcome them home. 
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