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War trauma and self-help

Przemystaw Piotrowski, Stefan Florek, Bozena Gulla

Summary

This study is an attempt to analyze the frontline soldier Farouk’s drawings, inscriptions that accompany them
and his text entitled “In the time of war”, as a form of self-help. The material analyzed includes a series of sev-
en drawings and comments. In the analysis we combine two psychological approaches: the psychodynamic
and the cognitive-evolutionary one.

Farouk’s sketches have a surreal and/or more or less abstract character. They are a clear reflection of the sit-
uation in which the author feels caught or even trapped. Farouk’s drawings can be treated both as a response
to the extreme situation and as a specific attempt to deal with trauma of war.

We suggest that the level of abstraction of his drawings indicates the depth of trauma and decreases with the
return to mental health and ability to verbalize experiences. We think that enhancing patients to express their
traumatic experiences in the form of drawings with comments can be a useful tool of diagnosis and therapy. It

can be also a helpful way of autotherapy when the possibility of professionals’ assistance is limited.

trauma, war, coping, psychology, drawings

INTRODUCTION

There are many examples of the expression of
wartime experiences through art by people who
have an art education and fought on the fronts
of various wars, but aren’t outstanding artists
[1-3]. However, artistic statements of soldiers
who, without any previous art experience, cre-
ated works only for themselves seem to be quite
unique. Such unique character have creations by
Iraqi soldier Farouk.

It is difficult to assess how often soldiers en-
gage in this type of activity, but probably the
case of Farouk is not the completely isolated one.
Taking into account the fact that Farouk man-
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aged to return to a normal life, one can hope
that idiographic study of his drawings and
poem will allow to gain insight into the process
of self-coping with trauma and to draw conclu-
sions of a practical nature. Farouk’s drawings
have already been interpreted in psychodynam-
ic terms [4]. In this paper we try to point out,
from a broader cognitive perspective, certain
phenomena associated with them, which can be
important for the diagnosis and psychotherapy
of soldiers suffering from PTSD.

The material analyzed includes a series of sev-
en drawings with inscriptions and poem “In the
time of war” by an Iraqi named Farouk. Six of
these drawings were created by Farouk in 1982,
when he took part in the Iran-Iraq war as a sol-
dier. The seventh drawing is dated to March
1999, so it was made 17 years after “war” draw-
ings. The text “In the time of war” was created
on September 13, 2017.
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Farouk at the beginning of the 1980s studied
in Poland, where he met a Polish woman named
Halina. Their relationship, however, did not last
long. In 1982 martial law continued in Poland,
which was associated with a significant deteri-
oration of the living standard. Farouk decided
to go to Iraq for money, and then he wanted to
come back to Poland. It turned out, however,
that in Iraq he was drafted into the army and
never returned to Poland. Because Farouk’s son
married a Pole, when Farouk, currently a teach-
er, found his war drawings, he sent them, along
with the poem entitled “In the time of war”, to
his daughter-in-law.

An analysis of Farouk’s drawings requires
consideration of certain facts concerning the
Iraqgi-Iran war. The war lasted eight years from
September 1980 to August 1988 [5]. What is par-
ticularly important in the context of analyzing
Farouk’s drawings is that chemical weapons
were used and Iranians attacked using, among
others, the so called human waves, which led
to huge losses on their side [6]. During the so-
called Operation Ramadan al-Mubarak (which
lasted until August 3, 1982) Iran used human
waves five times, inter alia to “clear” Iraqi mine-
fields [7]. Iraq’s use of chemical weapons, in-
cluding CS gas [8, 9, 5], increased losses to the
Iranian army. It is quite obvious that the terri-
ble consequences of these accidents affected the
mental state not only of the attackers but also of
the defenders.

War trauma and possibilities of coping through art

Combat stress involves a huge amount of stress-
ors [10]. These are physical stressors — hunger
and dehydration, heat and cold, tiredness and
lack of sleep, dirt, mud, dust in the air, noise,
explosions, fumes, wounds, minor injuries and
diseases. Cognitive stressors are lack or ex-
cess of information, ambiguously formulated
tasks, difficulties in finding sense of action, of-
ten boredom and monotony. Emotional stress-
ors involve above all, killing people, loss of col-
leagues, a sense of helplessness. Social stressors
include lack of support, loneliness, lack of per-
sonal space and intimacy, exposure to constant
contact with others. Spiritual stressors are usual-
ly related to the breakdown of faith in God due
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to the horrors of war, the loss of a sense of se-
curity and faith in a just world. Combat stress is
a type of multiple and cumulative trauma (type
IT of trauma according to Solomon and Heide
[11]). War trauma, which overloads the adaptive
mechanism of soldiers can cause psychopatho-
logical consequences [12, 13] and in particular
can cause post-traumatic stress disorder.

An untreated post-traumatic stress disorder
can last until the end of life, and result in a per-
manent change of personality. Moreover, self-
aggressive or aggressive actions can be the con-
sequences of war trauma and post-traumatic
stress disorder. Ford [14] describes three stories
about veterans from Vietnam who, in connec-
tion to PTSD, murdered one or several people.
Another of them attempted a bank robbery and
taking hostages, which in fact was intended to
be a suicide by the police. All mentioned men
were considered to be non compos mentis perpe-
trators, and the context of the act evoked literal
or symbolic elements of their trauma.

It is worth mentioning that many methods are
used to treat the consequences of combat stress.
Apart from pharmacotherapy [15, 16], psycho-
therapeutic methods include exposure therapy
using virtual reality [17], peer support programs
[18, 19] and family support programs [20, 21].
Art therapy also brings very promising results
in the therapy of war trauma [4].

Drawing is the one of the oldest forms of hu-
man communication. Since prehistoric times,
paintings and signs have been expressing the
thoughts and experiences of their creators. Be-
fore the phonetic language was developed, peo-
ple tended to communicate by using pictorial
symbols — pictograms. Furthermore, in child-
hood development, scribbling and attempts to
express ourselves through drawing often ap-
pear earlier than development of speech [22] or
at least it appears earlier than complex speech
which enables the child to express complex con-
tent. In psychotherapy, drawing can be used as
a diagnostic tool, enabling the person to learn
about emotional conflicts, hidden motives and
subconscious needs. Moreover, it can have ther-
apeutic function, as it can allow expression of
feelings, help with communicating what is dif-
ficult to express in words, or gaining insight into
emotional problems of the individual. The draw-
ing can be treated as a projection technique by



14 Przemystaw Piotrowski et al.

which painful and difficult spheres can be acti-
vated and expressed in relatively safe manner.
In psychotherapy, it can be used to relieve fear,
tension, anger, grief or regret. It allows the in-
dividual to deal with these feelings, regain con-
trol over their mental experiences and strength-
en the sense of identity. However, it should be
noted that drawing, as a diagnostic tool, should
be used in conjunction with observation, com-
mentary during drawing and with other meth-
ods of psychological diagnosis.

Analysis of drawings and accompanying
inscriptions’

This study is an attempt to analyze the chang-
es in the content and form of the amateur draw-
ings of the frontline soldier’ to understand them
in the context of mental health recovery process.
Much is known about the effectiveness of for-
mal art therapy in the treatment of war veterans;
the Farouk case allows obtaining unique knowl-
edge of artistic expression (of a pictorial and ver-
bal nature) as a form of spontaneous self-help in
a situation of war trauma.

DRAWINGS ANALYSIS

Reneé¢ Klish in her book [2] grouped the works
of artists — soldiers thematically (inter alia
“A Soldier’s Life” including chapters “Camp
Life” and “On the Move”; “A Soldier’s Duty”;
“A Soldier’s Sacrifice” ). Farouk’s drawings are
difficult to assign to any category, because they
are too abstract. People who have experienced
traumatic experiences often have problems ver-
balizing them [4]. This phenomenon can be ex-
plained in at least two different ways: it can be
considered as the result of repression of especial-
ly threatening material, or it can be assumed as
the lack of adequate mental verbal representa-
tion of (or mental narration about) an extremely
unusual situation. For this reason some deeply
traumatized people are looking for other means
of expression than words, like music or draw-
ing. In this case insight into their mental state is
possible only indirectly by recognition of emo-

1

tional state of an author and, in case of draw-
ings, by deciphering symbolic meaning of their
components.

The shapes in Farouk’s drawings seem to re-
semble war machines. Man is only a small part
of this machine, necessary for its functioning but
hidden in its interior. Man turns on and operates
the machine, but doesn’t make decisions, be-
cause he acts on the basis of the orders received.
In this machine, his humanity is lost, he becomes
another element, a cog, an object. He loses his
subjectivity and individuality. In all Farouk’s
drawings one can notice a structure resembling
a spider web that can symbolize the situation of
deadly imprisonment. Distorted, sad or fright-
ened faces or eyes are woven into this web.

Face is something uniquely human and per-
sonal [23], distinguishing a person from oth-
er primates and other people, it is also a com-
munication medium that gives the best insight
into the realm of emotions. The way Farouk de-
picts human faces can be interpreted as a man-
ifestation of negative affect and loss of human-
ity. The feeling of being lost is indicated by the
presence of question marks in many drawings.

It is also worth noting that in a few drawings
the arrangement of dashes, “filling” smaller el-
ements of the sketch, suggests bandaging. This
can be seen especially in Figure 1, on which in
this characteristic manner “hands” and “legs”
were marked. Such a way of drawing can be
considered a metaphor of injury or trauma.
The “bandaged” area includes a significant part
of the “figure”. If it is assumed that we are deal-
ing with a person who suffered injuries, the
“sick” condition seems to be serious, requiring
long-term convalescence.

TEXT ANALYSIS

In the analyzed drawings and the poem, as can
be expected, there are many words referring to
death, suffering and negative emotions. In the
first 101-words fragment of the poem (before the
word “alternative”), which is a record of war ex-
periences, nine words or phrases (war, absurd,
death, explosion, shooting, wild feelings, cursed
words, guns, damn) create an affectively nega-

Unfortunately, some inscriptions in Arabic could not be read; the others have been translated by Translation Street.
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tive climate. In addition, words such as tears,
black roads, wild language, police, cruelty, hell,
and flames appear in the drawings. However,
the author lacks words, and they don’t help him
deal with the trauma, what he openly admits
in the following fragment of his poem (see Ap-
pendix):

Sometimes you try to write about

what is going on

hoping the words live up to your

wild feelings

but the cursed words do not help you

any more

Every time words escape from you

and fade away

like the smoke of the dull guns fades

away

Due to the fact that one sentence — “a bubble

was born from glass falling into flames” - is re-
peated literally on three drawings (numbers: 1,
4 and 7), it seems to be the phrase of particu-
lar importance for the author. Its beginning sug-
gests that we are dealing with the emergence of
a new being or a new quality (“born”). At the
same time, the circumstances of “birth” are dra-
matic: falling glass and flames suggest the effects
of an explosion or shelling and are obviously as-
sociated with warfare. Blobs or blisters are also
objects that can swell. They gradually increase
their volume, usually due to gas or liquid ac-
cumulated inside them. Many diseases and in-
juries have, among their external symptoms,
the formation of bubbles or blisters. For exam-
ple, burns, insect bites or skin diseases. How-
ever, the bubble is also a kind of “packaging”,
a kind of “container” filled with substances that
we don’t deal with everyday (such as serum in
case of burns).

Dealing with war trauma as a process

Statements (both pictorial and verbal) by Farouk
indicate that he has tried for a long time to cope
with the stress of the war. It is significant that
his ability to “tame” the combat stress gradual-
ly increased. Initially, as the author of the draw-
ings wrote in the text “In the time of war”, “the
cursed words” did not help express his emotions
and war experiences. It was probably a new and
frustrating feeling for him. Thus the first part of
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the poem ends with the phrase “Damn. What is
the alternative?”. It seems that drawing was the
only possible form of expression for Farouk in
1982. Pictures 2 and 3 were probably created on
the battlefield (in July and August 2, 1982). It is
notable that the first one contains the signature
and date only. The picture dated 2.8.1982, en-
titled “Berber history”, contains only one sen-
tence, the supplication: “Glory be upon You, take
me away”. It can be said that this appeal indi-
cates the greatest intensity of stress. The author
begs for the possibility of finding himself away
from the battlefield, and the “vehicle” that is to
move him to a better world. In Figure 4, created
after the Ramadan al-Mubarak Operation, there
are many more additions. Whereas, sketch No.
7, dated 1999 and entitled “Stupid thoughts”, is
full of comments. In addition to those that re-
fer to the above-mentioned “bubble”, it's worth
paying attention to the fragment “I translate the
soul, I associate it with hope; how narrow life
would be if it were not for a scrap of hope”. It is
hard to resist the impression that over a dozen
years after the war, the author of these words is
still struggling with war memories. Perhaps he
is still trying to “explain” to himself the state of
his spirit during war events. These efforts are ac-
companied by hope. The word “hope” has been
mentioned twice in a short sentence, which in-
dicates a gradual “taming” of experiences and
a stance of looking into the future.

Of course, the most comprehensive statement
by Farouk was formulated by him 35 years af-
ter the war in 2017. It is a dramatic and mov-
ing pronouncement, which testifies to the au-
thor’s insight into his own psychological mech-
anisms. The author says that for years he did not
remember the drawings that were waiting to be
discovered in the library. Drawings, like mem-
ories, have “disappeared from consciousness”
for several decades. For a psychologist, taking
into account the context of events, it is obvious
that it was the result of suppression of threat-
ening material. However, Farouk himself seems
to be aware of this mechanism for forgetting of
removing war events from his episodic memo-
ry. What's more, he formulated an accurate in-
sight that smaller and larger “wars” are still tak-
ing place in his mind. Particularly noteworthy
in the context of the effectiveness of self-thera-
py is the fact that Farouk himself admitted that
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he didn’t win any of them, because he didn’t
tell anyone about his traumatic experiences for
a very long time.

The process of Farouk’s struggle with war
trauma can be analyzed in the frames of many
psychological theories; we will use some ideas
of a quite new cognitive-evolutionary approach.
According to the cognitive-evolutionary ap-
proach, a man is recognized as a biological sys-
tem, whose actions are directed toward achiev-
ing an essential goal, which is maximizing his
inclusive fitness [24] by survival and reproduc-
tion. In “normal”, peaceful conditions this goal
is achieved usually by the cooperation with oth-
ers, which is accompanied by appropriate men-
tal schemata and other representations includ-
ing the subjective narratives concerning peace-
ful “self” and the peaceful world. War, however,
changes almost everything and makes it neces-
sary to establish new goals, new mental schema-
ta of action and narratives concerning the “hos-
tile” self and the hostile world.

But before a new mental order is achieved and
adequate narratives constructed, there is chaos in
internal representations which can lead to prob-
lems with verbalization of current situation and
depersonalization. In such a situation, the cur-
rent narrative, which is verbal, is not adequate
to describe and explain war experiences, and
more primitive visual representations of reality,
at different level of concreteness, are only possi-
ble ones. In a sense, from cognitive-evolutionary
perspective, it is a step back (regression or infan-
tilization) to the older both ontogenetically and
phylogenetically forms of mental representation.

In the sketches, created probably on the front
(No. 2 and 3) there are very few figurative el-
ements. The mental chaos makes verbal state-
ments impossible. The commentary “Love, glo-
ry, take me to you” appears on drawing no. 3,
which can be interpreted as a manifestation the
highest level of stress and the desire — almost
childish — to “escape” to the world of love. Figu-
rative elements appear gradually (eg. in the form
of boats and trees) on subsequent, later draw-
ings. As time goes on, the author also begins to
describe war reality with the help of words. This
can be interpreted as an attempt to rebuild a co-
herent personal narrative.

As studies show, the possibilities of coping
with combat stress and its consequences increase

if the individual receives social support [25-27].
In the case of Farouk, as he wrote himself, shar-
ing his own experiences with combat compan-
ions was impossible. Because “words left him”
the only option to externalize internal states
was drawing. After the war, author forgot the
sketches he made, probably due to the repres-
sion mechanism observed in many war veter-
ans. It must have been 35 years since 1982, be-
fore Farouk managed to open and share draw-
ings with others. Apparently until then, “touch-
ing the trauma bubble” was too painful for him.

CONCLUSIONS

The analysis of amateur creativity of war veter-
ans can be valuable for several reasons. First of
all, it is an example of narrative approach in psy-
chology which, in our opinion, is hastily mar-
ginalized, as not fully scientific. Neo-positivist
reductionism in psychological methodology re-
sults, inter alia, in losing insight into first-per-
son, subjective perspective of perceiving and ex-
periencing phenomena. This perspective is cru-
cial in psychotherapy. Fortunately, during the
last three decades, the narrative trend is more
and more visible in the research of psychologists
[28-34].

Second, the analysis of works such as draw-
ings or poems seems to be helpful for diagnosis
and therapy. Especially because in cases of peo-
ple who experienced trauma, a verbalization of
experiences is difficult. Therefore, an analysis of
artistic expressions may constitute the first stage
of contact between therapist and patient. Based
on the Farouks’ case, it can be concluded that
encouraging people who have a problem with
speaking about their traumas, to express them-
selves by drawing or painting can be helpful. Re-
search shows that for many veterans, the possi-
bility of expression through creativity is very im-
portant and promotes recovery.

Participants of war experience deep trauma,
which they try to deal with in various ways.
The trauma - if they don’t receive profession-
al help - can leave long-term consequences in
the form of postraumatic stress disorder. PTSD
syndrome is associated with serious emotional
tensions, anxiety and depression. It can be also
the cause of personality changes and aggressive
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behavior [14]. This behavior is in many cases
unreasonable, directed at random people, with
a high level of brutalization. War trauma is ex-
perienced in an extremely painful way - in iso-
lation, because in the face of the direct threat of
death everyone is lonely. It consists not only of
the threat of death, but also of witnessing the
death of other people, injuries, fatigue, depri-
vation of many needs, the necessity of strict ex-
ecution of orders, the feeling of being part of
ruthless war machine, the obligation to kill en-
emies. To rebuild the mental balannce after the
trauma of war, it is necessary to regain auton-
omy, the ability to decide about oneself, man-
age one’s life, live according to professed val-
ues, which after traumatic experiences require
reconstruction and new hierarchy. Questions
about identity arise, and the term “who I am”
after the war experience — during which the sol-
dier was brave and cowardly, heroic and des-
picable, bestial and friendly - takes on a funda-
mental meaning.

Even if amateur creativity of traumatized peo-
ple, “taming bubble of trauma”, is not the opti-
mal strategy to achieve full recovery, it is un-
doubtedly valuable for researchers in under-
standing the coping process. We suggest — on the
basis of Farouk’s case and on the literature con-
cerning coping with war trauma — that the lev-
el of abstractness of drawings may indicate the
depth of trauma and that the recovery process
is also accompanied by an increase in the ability
to verbalize traumatic experiences. The process
of verbalization is necessary to reconstruct and
adjust to reality internal narratives concerning
self and the world.

In our opinion enhancing patients to express
their traumatic experiences in the form of draw-
ings with comments, can be a useful tool of diag-
nosis and therapy. We think, given into account
the limitations on patient-therapist contact time,
that creating “drawings with inscripitons” can
be also the useful form of autotherapy.

The fact that soldiers like Farouk find means
of expression to relieve painful experiences tes-
tifies to human resilience, but it does not replace
professional psychological and psychiatric assis-
tance available to veterans.
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Appendix

Figure 3. 2.08.1982

Figure 1. Mosul, 26.06.1982

Figure 2. July 1982
Figure 4. 14.08.1982
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Figure 7. March 1999

Figure 5. 18.08.1982

“In the time of war” by Farouk (2017; an orig-
inal version — Arabic)
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“In the time of war” by Farouk (2017; transla-
tion into English):

In the time of war

where time is zero

where the existence fades

The vision is centered on one point

The breath is quickening senselessly

waiting for the unfavorable absurd event between life
and death

where feelings freeze and emotions fade

With each new explosion

And every expected shooting.

Sometimes you try to write about what is going on
hoping the words live up to your wild feelings

but the cursed words do not help you any more
Every time words escape from you and fade away like
the smoke of the dull guns fades away

Damn

What is the alternative?

I remembered

I have had a drawing experience some years ago

I thought at that time that it was just scribbling
That was a short experience in which I tried to draw
and color my feelings

So instead of the words that left me

I begin to paint
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These drawings impressed some my colleagues in bat-
tlefield, were most of them had an excellent experi-
ence in drawing.

Years passed and 1 completely forgot these papers and
it disappeared from my memory, but somewhere they
were

Secured

Stabled

Forgotten

But suddenly

When 1 was looking for something in my old library
I found these pieces

I discovered that I had found a part of my memory
that I thought I had lost at some point somewhere
In this paintings

I always remember

That inside of me there was a lot of wars

Many wars

I did not win any of them because I did not share to
any of them

Small wars

Great wars

Long wars

Short wars

The Eastern Front War with Iran

The Northern Front war of Poland,

where is Halina and me trying to farewell her but
hoping for another new meeting when the time for
returning to my country has come

And of course, the last war was the war in which my
small family was left in Baghdad while I had to join
military service.

I do not remember how long I took in making these
paintings

But a few days ago

And immediately after having them, after I flashed
back a lot of memories, after I enjoyed it a little and
took my share of it

I introduced them to my best friend Alaa whom who
had no idea about them and saw it for the first time,
he was surprised a lot and liked it, appreciate it

In the meantime I decided to send it to Ania, and so
Idid.

I thought I would let you give those drawings a prop-
er title, something like

Farouk ...,the war.... and the north,

or

Farouk small wars



