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Recognizing war trauma in marginalized communities:

The case of Israeli POWs and their families
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University of Edinburgh and Tel Aviv University

January 10 2020

As part of my research1 on combat trauma in Israel, I went to visit a few times the 

Tel-Aviv branch of the IDF Disabled Veterans Organization, which was founded in 1949 in 

order to protect the rights and promote the rehabilitation of the IDF disabled veterans from 

the Israeli War of Independence and the wars after, and today counts 50,000 members. In one

of my meetings with the head of the organization, Mr. Haim Bar, he offered me to bring in 

for the next meeting Uri Ehrenfeld, an IDF paratrooper, who fought in the Yom-Kippur War 

for 180 hours and then was commanded by Moshe Dayan to surrender to the Egyptians. 

Ehrenfeld was kept and tortured in Abassya Prison next to Cairo for many months together 

with many other Israeli POWs. In 1998, together with other POWs, he founded “Awake at 

Night” – an organization that supports Israeli POWs and their families.      

I met Uri Ehrenfeld at the offices of the IDF Disabled Veterans’ Organization in Tel-

Aviv where he told me with tremendous pain and frustration about the difficulties POWs in 

Israel have experienced through the years. I was surprised about what he told me because I 

always thought – as many other Israelis – that although veterans who suffered from PTSD 

were neglected for many years by the local Defense Ministry, POWs, on the other hand, were

sacred within the Israeli culture and that the state of Israel has an unwritten agreement with 

every soldier and his parents who goes to war, it would do anything and everything in order 

to bring him back from captivity – alive or dead. Hence, I also assumed that POWs were 

treated far better than the “regular” soldiers, who returned home after the war and suffered 

from combat trauma, by the Israeli establishment. The encountering with Ehrenfeld and later 

with other Israeli POWs and their spouses proved me I was very wrong.

1 Since 2016 I have been conducting research with clinicians, experts, policy makers, as well veterans and their 
kin, on the recognition and treatment of service-related mental illness in Israel.  This research is part of the 
international research study, “The Afterlives of War: Combat Veterans Reintegration and Mental Health; an 
Anthropological Approach.”  This comparative study is led by the University of Edinburgh, with research being 
conducted in the US, UK, Israel and the Netherlands.  I’d like to thank the European Research Council for 
funding this research.  
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Prisoners of war had an ambiguous position within the Israeli culture from the start. 

The eternal ideal type of the Israeli prisoner of war was Uri Ilan, who was captured by the 

Syrians on December 1954 and committed suicide in captivity. He left a few notes he hid 

between his toes – on one of them he wrote: “we betrayed, I did not betray” (Cohen, 2014). 

For Ilan the betrayal already occurred when he and his comrades were not fighting until their 

bitter end and were captivated by the Syrian enemy. So according to the “security culture” 

which is dominant in Israeli culture, the betrayal occurs long before the POW is giving in 

military secrets to the enemy in the interrogations. And then what is left for him is to prove 

the non-betrayal, while his captivity (his surrender instead of death) can be understood as a 

protest against the state, who sent him to war.    

When captivity is over, new problems, and sometimes even bigger ones appear, in the

life of the soldier and his family (Solomon, 1989). The family has to cope with the return of 

the POWs that in many cases suffers from physical and mental injuries; the veteran has to 

find his place again within the new-old reality realizing that things have changed after he was

captured. The soldier and his family have to deal with the trauma that was caused by the war 

and captivity on a daily basis.    

In our talk, Ehrenfeld’s biggest accusation was against “the system,” namely he 

blamed the Israeli Ministry of Defense and the Rehabilitation Unit within the Ministry for 

avoiding the POWs’ needs for many decades. He told me painfully that he was treated like a 

criminal when he came back from imprisonment. As many other POWs immediately after his

return, he was taken to an interrogation facility next to Zichron Ya’akov and was interrogated

by the Israeli authorities to determine whether he gave in military secrets. Ahrenfeld 

described it as a humiliating moment where he felt that after all he went through the Israelis 

treat him as they did the Egyptians. And indeed this is a memory which was raised in many 

conversations I had with POWs and their spouses – the immediate stay in the Zichron 

Ya’akov facility. There was one exception: according to the interview I conducted, pilots 

were not taken to the facility for interrogations.2 Instead they were given a car for their 

personal use. Also, some of the POWs told me that after a day or two they walked away from

the facility and went home without any sanctions.        

This working paper aims to present the online activity of “Awake at Night” – the 

Israeli organization of Israeli prisoners of war. According to what is written on the 

organization’s website, the background of the foundation of the organization was a long 
2 Pilots are considered to be the elite in the IDF and this is the way they were treated prior to captivity, during 
captivity and after the liberation by the Israeli establishment. Moreover, because of their training they were 
much better prepared for captivity then soldiers who belonged to the “green” units. 



3

neglect by the Israeli state and the IDF of the post traumatic syndrome many of them have as 

a result of imprisonment. The POWs could not wait any longer for the help of the state and 

decided to help themselves. The organization deals with mutual help, the management of the 

support group, representation vis-à-vis the Ministry of Defense, and the development of new 

treatments. The organization locates and brings into the circle of treatment those who were 

neglected for years. It also collects and documents archival material on the heritage of its 

members that were previously unknown and presents studies and testimonies of Israeli 

POWs. 

The organization and especially Uri Ehrenfled exposed me to the existence of a group 

of wives of Israeli POWs which are also (indirect) victims to combat trauma and became the 

focus of a journal article I’m currently preparing. The women served for me as a mirror to the

phenomenon of PTSD among Israeli POWs and their coping with the injury and the medical 

and military establishment since they witnessed the whole journey of their husbands after 

their liberation from captivity.

On January 1982 there was a state decision that Israel would compensate POWs for 

mental problems but the IDF did not begin fulfilling this promise until 2005.  The sruggle for 

recognition began at the end of the 1990s, when the mental state of Israeli POWs was brought

to public consciousness as a result of a study published in 1995 by Dr. Yuval Neriah and 

Prof. Behave Solomon about the suffering of POWs from the Yom-Kippur War. In 1996 

there was a discussion in the Israeli parliament and Yoav Ben-Dov’s film on the state of 

POWs who returned from captivity in Syria brings about the problem of POWs on the 

national agenda, which shifted the awareness of many POWs and the general public.

However, it took another 10 years for “Awake at Night” to put all these decisions into a legal 

framework after an intensive fight and public campaign. The victory involved different kinds 

of recognition: of the debt of the state to the POWs; of the uniqueness of the POW because of

their imprisonment and captivity; and of the particular problems medical and emotional 

aspects experienced by POWs. 

This change enabled the Israeli POWs to receive material compensation as well as 

psychological treatment and to start putting their mental difficulties into an explanatory 

framework. According to the interviews I conducted with POWs and their spouses, it seems 

that it was only at the end of the 1990s when Israeli POWs could identify and define their 

personal difficulties as post-traumatic-stress disorder. They had to overcome all the myths 

around Jewish fighters through history, which crystalized the “correct” masculinity and 

prevented the self and public acknowledgment in the POWs suffering.  
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The mental injuries of Israeli POWs who returned home involved issues of 

masculinity and stigma. As shown by Stana, Flynn and Almeida (2017), who examined social

online support for combat veterans who suffer from PTSD, seeking support for mental 

problems is even more stigmatized in the military context than within the general population. 

The main reason is the perception and understanding of masculinity. According to cultural 

expectations combat soldiers are invulnerable, heroic and stoic, while being mentally fragile 

deviates from the traditional conceptualization of masculinity (Ibid). And indeed also in the 

case of Israel, it was a long process until a new social understanding emerged which could 

encompass both the heroism of the POWs and their mental injuries and emotional scars. 

The “Awake at Night” Israeli organization, which already by its name hints to the 

difficulties of its members to fall asleep at night because of their traumatic memories, helps 

the POWs and their families in two ways. First, and the most important, assistance and 

support is the actual recognition of suffering.  It affirms that suffering is common to other 

veterans and is not awkward, strange or unique. It was thanks to the public struggle of the 

organization that this legislation was enacted. This late understanding - 20 years after the war 

-  was very helpful for this group to start a process of self-acceptance and to claim material 

compensation. Second, the organization also helps with the technical support to the POWs 

and their families that assists them in the process of rehabilitation, which is still meaningful a 

few decades after their liberation. The organization initiates support groups for the POWs that

meet on a regular basis, support groups for the wives of the POWs, and social activities such 

as going back to former battlefields as part of the coping process with the trauma. And as 

mentioned above, the organization’s biggest achievement was the legislation which 

acknowledged the PTSD of POWs and made them eligible for compensations.  

 Social support is defined as “verbal and nonverbal communication between recipients

and providers that reduces uncertainty about the situation, the self, the other, or the 

relationship, and functions to enhance a perception of personal control in one’s experience” 

(Albrecht & Adelman in: Stana, et at, 2017). Hence, social support includes many types of 

recognizing that a person is valued by a group to which he or she belongs. Awake at Night 

provides exactly such social support to its members since its formal establishment and even 

prior to that. This support has usually a positive influence on the coping of the POWs with 

the traumatic events of captivity. The social support and the belonging to this group 

contributes to the reduction of feelings of shame and loneliness of its members because it 

makes it clear that what they experience and suffer from is something that other POWs 

undergo. It allows them to understand that what they experience is the consequence of their 
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captivity and not a sign of individual weakness. The organization also empowers the 

members because it manages to help POWs to get more rights and treatment. The 

empowerment is brought also by the publicity of the problem and the recruitment of public 

figures and scientists such as Prof. Behave Solomon to promote the needs of the Israeli 

POWS in state committees and the general public.     

Stana, Flynn and Almeida (2017) argue that these support groups might be one of the 

few venues of support available for military personnel who suffer from PTSD. This is despite

the growing public awareness and even acceptance of combat trauma in the United States – 

especially after the military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. They found out that, as in 

other online support groups, the circulation of information and advice is critical. This type of 

support was more common than emotional supported offered by forum members. Emotional 

support in the forum was more common among female participants who besides one 

identified themselves as spouses or partners of male combat veterans diagnosed with PTSD. 

The online support forum of Awake at Night was established in 2016 but very few members 

have participated it. The majority of the online activity moved very quickly to Facebook 

which is only open for POWs and their family members and therefore could not have been 

analyzed by me. However, from the talks I had with the members, it is clear that the forum on

Facebook is an essential tool for social support, allowing for the ventilation of feelings and 

distress and providing a means for mutual help and support. 

Much clinical research and health promotion stresses the importance of self-stigma 

and poor attitudes towards treatment in creating barriers to mental health care (see Edmonds 

2016).  This approach can make the mentally ill veteran into the main obstacle to his 

rehabilitation, thereby shifting attention away from the importance of institutions, moral 

communities, and politics in determining who is deserving of care and recognition. Falling in 

captivity became rare in the chronic wars of Israel (although the last Lebanese War was 

triggered by the kidnapping of three IDF soldiers at the border between Israel and Southern 

Lebanon). Nevertheless, I believe that the story of Israeli POWs and “Awake at Night” 

illustrates the crucial role that cultural constructs of masculinity and heroism, as well as state 

and societal recognition of veterans, play in illness and help-seeking, and therefore is an 

important story to be told. 
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