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Amid the brutality and disorientation of the Vietnam War, American soldiers forged quiet codes 
of survival that transcended military protocol. In informal smoke circles, where marijuana use 
offered moments of psychological refuge, one gesture stood out: forearms crossed across the 
chest, signaling “King’s X”—a nonverbal plea to stop. More than a childhood truce repurposed, 
this gesture became an honored ethic among soldiers navigating both the chaos of war and the 
depths of their own unraveling minds. This paper explores “King’s X” as a boundary-setting 
signal within altered states, examining its function as both cultural artifact and psychological 
containment mechanism. Through the lens of Carl Jung’s concept of the shadow and collective 
unconscious, the ritualized pause becomes a symbol of self-preservation and consent in the face 
of unbearable archetypal emergence—unfiltered trauma, death premonitions, or overwhelming 
truths. By blending historical accounts with depth psychology and comparative ritual analysis, 
we uncover how the jungle space became Jungian: a mirror for the unconscious, where respect 
for unspoken limits preserved sanity. “King’s X” was more than a gesture—it was a shield against 
psychic collapse. It remains a powerful model for embodied ethics in altered states and liminal 
conditions. 
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Figure 1. A Vietnam War soldier silently invokes “King’s X” by crossing his forearms across his 
chest—an embodied plea to halt the flow of speech, emotion, or psychedelic unraveling within 
the smoke circle. Surrounded by comrades passing marijuana in a moment of altered 
consciousness, the gesture marks a boundary: a respected stop signal in a context of trust, 
trauma, and containment. It is a sacred pause in the jungle, and a shield against the rising 
shadow. 

 

1. Introduction: A Gesture in the Fire 

In the crucible of war, the smallest gestures can become the most powerful symbols. Amid the 
violence, confusion, and psychic overload of the Vietnam War, a simple crossing of the forearms 
across the chest—known as “King’s X”—emerged as a wordless cry for mercy, pause, or 
containment. It was not sanctioned by the military chain of command, nor taught in any training 
manual. It surfaced organically within the countercultural networks of soldiers who, in quiet 
jungle circles, passed joints between comrades and watched their mental states shift under the 
weight of cannabis, trauma, and truth. It was in those moments—when the buzz became too 
intense, when someone spoke a truth too raw, when a story drifted into unbearable territory—



3 
 

that “King’s X” appeared. And it was always respected. This paper explores that gesture not as a 
historical footnote, but as a moral technology of survival. 

1.1 Why King’s X Matters Today 

The modern world, like the Vietnam-era warzone, is increasingly filled with altered states—
whether induced by substances, algorithms, isolation, or unrelenting stress. Boundaries are 
blurred; consent is often assumed rather than given. In this context, “King’s X” offers a model of 
ethical clarity: a gesture with no ambiguity, rooted in mutual respect. As we re-enter an era of 
ritual revival—seen in the growth of psychedelics for therapy, the rise of embodied consent 
cultures, and renewed interest in nonverbal communication—the lessons of King’s X are more 
relevant than ever. It shows us that even in unregulated, chaotic environments, communities 
can create codes of respect and psychic safety that operate without hierarchy or enforcement. It 
is a silent ethic. A sacred “no.” 

1.2 War, Consciousness, and the Return of Ritual 

The soldiers who found themselves in Vietnam were not only fighting a foreign war—they were 
also immersed in the social upheavals of the 1960s: civil rights movements, psychedelic 
exploration, and cultural rebellion. Many brought that countercultural mindset with them, and 
others discovered it in the liminal spaces of war. Marijuana use, while officially forbidden, 
became a widespread practice—a form of resistance, communion, and anesthesia. Yet what’s 
most striking is how those smoking sessions became structured not by rules, but by rituals. 
King’s X functioned as an emergent rite, a moment of nonverbal consensus that something had 
gone too far. As modern societies revisit altered states for mental health and spiritual growth, 
the idea that ritual and boundary must accompany expansion is being rediscovered. The war 
zone—normally a space of dehumanization—became, for brief moments, a temple of 
containment. A fire that did not consume. 

1.3 Introducing the Double Meaning: Jungle and Jung 

This paper moves between two jungles. The first is literal: the thick, oppressive forests of 
Vietnam, where sweat mingled with smoke and time dissolved into heat, fear, and monotony. 
The second is psychological: the jungle of the unconscious that Carl Jung so often described—
the tangled ecosystem of archetypes, fears, memories, and truths that surface in dreams, 
visions, and altered states. In those smoke circles, when reality began to blur and emotions rose 
to the surface, King’s X did more than interrupt a conversation. It acted as a boundary between 
the ego and the shadow. The jungle became Jungian—a place where one could suddenly fall 
into the depths of the psyche. But through the gesture, the group said: not now, not here. The 
paper that follows traces this sacred crossing—of arms, of thresholds, of minds—through war, 
ritual, and the ethics of containment. 
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2. The Ethnography of the Smoke Circle 

The Vietnam War was a conflict waged not only in jungles and rice paddies but also in the inner 
landscapes of the mind. For many American soldiers, marijuana became more than a 
substance—it was a tool, a ritual, and a medium for transforming the unbearable into 
something survivable. Within the informal practice of group cannabis use, a new kind of space 
emerged: the smoke circle, a loosely defined but highly structured arena of altered perception, 
quiet bonding, and psychological navigation. While officially taboo, these circles became 
common across units and encampments, persisting in defiance of military regulation and 
psychological collapse alike. To understand the significance of King’s X as a boundary-setting 
gesture, one must first understand the subtle social architecture of these smoke-fueled 
gatherings. They were not random or chaotic; they had an emergent order—an unwritten 
ethnography of presence, pacing, tone, and thresholds. 

2.1 How Marijuana Shaped Off-Duty Soldier Culture 

Marijuana use among American troops during the Vietnam War was both widespread and 
complex. It was not merely recreational; it was medicinal, spiritual, and often political. For many 
soldiers, marijuana offered temporary relief from the grinding fear, boredom, and alienation of 
a war with unclear objectives and distant stakes. Alcohol had long been the sanctioned 
substance of military decompression, but marijuana introduced something different: a shift in 
consciousness rather than a numbing of it. Its effects slowed time, deepened introspection, and 
often intensified emotional openness. These changes fostered conversations that would not 
occur in a sober or hierarchical environment—reflections on death, doubt, love, race, and the 
meaning of the war itself. In that way, cannabis created a cultural sublayer: a kind of dissident 
fellowship within the military ranks. Users began to recognize each other not only by scent or 
behavior but by shared cues, handoffs, and even unspoken trust. The “stoner” was no longer a 
marginal figure but often the most emotionally fluent or reliable member of a unit when it 
came to personal support. 

2.2 Formation of Ritual Space Under Fire 

The smoke circle was rarely planned—it emerged wherever safety, time, and social trust 
allowed. This could be a hooch after sundown, the jungle edge on patrol pause, or a bunkered 
tent behind the perimeter. Once formed, the circle became something other than military 
space. Inside it, language softened. Hierarchies blurred. Laughter and silence alternated without 
explanation. Soldiers passed joints or makeshift pipes with the kind of reverence usually 
reserved for communion. It was a liminal zone, where the ordinary rules of engagement were 
suspended. And like all ritual spaces, it had its own implicit codes. You didn’t talk over someone. 
You didn’t push too far. You didn’t bring rage into the ring unless it was softened by 
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vulnerability. The smoke circle was as much about containment as it was about release. It was 
here that King’s X found fertile ground—not just as a gesture, but as a pact. The moment 
someone crossed their forearms, conversation paused. It wasn’t questioned. The gesture 
reasserted the sacred perimeter of the circle: this far, no further. 

2.3 The Unspeakable: Things That Couldn’t Be Said Aloud 

Despite its openness, the smoke circle was also a place haunted by the unsayable. Certain 
truths—about fear, guilt, brutality, or collapse—hovered like shadows at the edge of 
consciousness. A soldier might begin to tell a story: about shooting a child by mistake, about 
fragging a commander, about hearing voices in the night. Sometimes the story would stall 
midway, the speaker drifting into silence. Other times, someone else in the circle would gently 
steer things away, sensing the edge of breakdown. In the most intense cases, when a soldier 
pushed past that invisible boundary—speaking truths too vivid, revealing thoughts too strange 
or sorrowful—the whole mood could tilt. It was then that someone might quietly cross their 
forearms. King’s X wasn’t just for the speaker; it was for the group. It was a moment of 
collective refusal to go over the edge. In a setting where military culture demanded toughness 
and silence, the smoke circle allowed feeling—but only to a point. King’s X was the safety valve. 
It let everyone know: we’re still here, we’re still in control, we still choose to protect one 
another from what we cannot yet face. 

 

3. The Gesture of King’s X 

The gesture of “King’s X,” with forearms crossed tightly across the chest, carries with it a 
peculiar history—part innocence, part desperation, part sacred invocation. To the casual 
observer, it may appear childlike, even theatrical. But within certain American subcultures, 
particularly among Vietnam-era soldiers in altered states, the gesture assumed the gravity of a 
ceremonial boundary. A body-signal that meant: enough. Too much. Stop. Though it originated 
far from the jungles of Southeast Asia, its meaning was sharpened in that crucible. When the 
mind was unraveling, when someone had said something too raw or too real, King’s X emerged 
like a flare in the night—a call for psychic containment, and a demand for communal restraint. 
To understand how this gesture traveled from playgrounds to warzones, from slang to sacred 
symbol, we must trace its evolution through American cultural currents. 

3.1 Playground Origins and American Subcultural Spread 

“King’s X” began as a children’s term—an informal truce or timeout in games of tag, hide-and-
seek, or backyard wrestling. It was a linguistic shield, invoked to pause action without ending it. 
No adult taught it; it passed between children with folkloric consistency, often accompanied by 
crossed fingers or hands raised in a defensive posture. What’s remarkable is how this fragment 



6 
 

of playground language survived into adolescence and adulthood, mutating as it entered 
different cultural spheres. Among teenagers in the 1950s and 60s, “King’s X” was occasionally 
used in sports, fights, or intense conversations as a way to de-escalate without losing face. With 
the rise of countercultural scenes in the 1960s—particularly in psychedelic, beatnik, and 
marijuana-using groups—the phrase (and eventually the gesture) was absorbed into a broader 
lexicon of informal ritual. By the time many of these young men found themselves conscripted 
and shipped to Vietnam, the gesture had already entered their nervous systems. What had once 
been a childhood pause button would soon become a spiritual stop sign in the battlefield of the 
mind. 

3.2 From Slang to Sacred Signal 

In the jungles of Vietnam, stripped of the everyday context in which it had been formed, “King’s 
X” acquired new weight. The gesture evolved from slang into something sacral—not because of 
any formal ritualization, but because of what it came to mean in moments of psychological 
crisis. Picture the scene: four or five soldiers in a circle, passing a joint, their surroundings 
dimmed by jungle shadows or the low red glow of dusk. One soldier begins to speak—a tale of 
violence, or perhaps a philosophical spiral, or a laugh that turns into a scream. The atmosphere 
shifts. And then, without raising his voice, one of the others slowly crosses his forearms across 
his chest. The circle quiets. No one mocks him. No one dares press further. In that moment, the 
gesture is no longer playful. It is sacred—a shared recognition that reality has become too much 
to bear. This silent symbol came to signify a communal ethic: that each man had the right to 
draw a line around his own mind, and that the others were bound to honor it. 

3.3 The Social Contract of the Crossed Forearms 

At its core, King’s X functioned as an informal social contract, forged in a space where no formal 
protections existed. It was understood without negotiation. No one explained it, but everyone 
respected it. The gesture was nonverbal consent withdrawal—a bodily expression of the limits 
of mental endurance. In the military context, where refusal could be seen as weakness and 
silence was often enforced by hierarchy, this act of self-limiting was radical. It said: I need a 
boundary, and I trust you to hold it with me. And it worked, not because of rules, but because of 
a shared understanding of fragility. 

That shared understanding extended beyond the individual. When one soldier raised King’s X, 
he was not only protecting himself; he was often protecting the group. A trip too deep could 
derail the emotional stability of everyone present. The gesture was, in this sense, both personal 
and priestly—it interrupted the flow to preserve the sanctity of the circle. In a war defined by 
fragmentation, trauma, and senseless orders, the crossed forearms became a rare signal of 
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sovereign will and mutual trust. It did not stop the war—but it could stop the spiral. And that, 
for those inside the circle, was everything. 

 

4. Consent Under Altered States 

Consent is often imagined as a verbal contract—clear, explicit, rational. But altered states 
challenge that model. In the smoke circles of Vietnam-era soldiers, marijuana changed not only 
perception but the very mechanics of communication. Attention narrowed and widened at 
once. Emotional thresholds softened. Thoughts arrived without warning. Under such conditions, 
consent could not depend on articulate explanation or debate. It had to be immediate, 
embodied, and unmistakable. King’s X answered that need. It was consent translated into 
gesture—a way to say “stop” when language itself had become unreliable. 

4.1 Psychedelic Sensitivity and the Collapse of Filters 

Cannabis, especially when combined with exhaustion, fear, and trauma, amplifies sensitivity. 
Soldiers often described heightened awareness, emotional transparency, and a thinning of the 
usual psychological filters that keep thoughts ordered and socially acceptable. Memories 
intruded. Guilt surfaced. Abstract ideas—death, fate, meaninglessness—loomed large and 
immediate. This collapse of filters could be illuminating, but it could also be dangerous. A single 
sentence could spiral into panic. A joke could land as an existential wound. In such states, the 
mind becomes porous, easily overwhelmed by internal or external stimuli. What made the 
smoke circle workable was not the absence of risk, but the presence of a mechanism to halt 
escalation. King’s X acknowledged the reality of heightened sensitivity and accepted it as 
legitimate. It recognized that the mind, like the body, has limits—and that those limits shift 
under altered consciousness. 

4.2 How King’s X Functioned as a “Stop” Code 

King’s X operated as a clean interrupt—a hard boundary that required no justification. Unlike 
verbal objections, which could be debated, misunderstood, or challenged, the gesture ended 
the moment. Conversation stopped. Laughter faded. The joint might be set down. The signal did 
not assign blame; it simply declared a threshold had been crossed. Importantly, the gesture 
could be used by anyone, at any time, for any reason. One did not need to explain whether the 
discomfort was fear, sadness, overload, or something ineffable. In a setting where cognitive load 
was already high, this simplicity mattered. King’s X was binary: crossed arms meant stop; 
uncrossed arms meant continue. That clarity made it effective. It transformed consent from a 
fragile negotiation into a shared reflex, preserving both individual safety and group coherence. 
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4.3 Communal Respect and Micro-Ethics of Containment 

What made King’s X remarkable was not the gesture itself, but the universal respect it 
commanded. No one tested it. No one mocked it. To violate King’s X was to violate the trust that 
held the circle together. This respect constituted a micro-ethic of containment—a small, 
situational moral system designed to prevent psychological harm. Containment did not mean 
suppression; it meant pacing. It allowed the group to explore altered states without being 
consumed by them. In a broader sense, this ethic ran counter to both military culture and 
stereotypical images of drug use. It showed that even in unregulated environments, people can 
self-organize around care, consent, and restraint. The smoke circle did not abolish danger, but it 
acknowledged vulnerability. King’s X was the signal that vulnerability had reached its limit—and 
that the group would respond not with force or ridicule, but with quiet protection. 

 

5. Jung in the Jungle: The Shadow Surfaces 

The jungle of Vietnam was not only a physical terrain—it was a psychic mirror. Deep within its 
foliage and ambiguity, American soldiers found themselves confronting not just the enemy, but 
their own repressed fears, moral conflicts, and buried emotions. Marijuana, in this context, 
became a tool of introspection, a catalyst for unexpected descent. As altered states dissolved 
the boundaries of self, collective shadows began to surface—emotional residues of death, guilt, 
helplessness, and surreal absurdity. In such settings, Carl Jung’s notion of the “shadow” 
becomes more than theory; it becomes visible. The smoke circle became a space where the 
unconscious rose unbidden, and where the gesture of King’s X did not just protect against 
external stimuli—it guarded against the psychological collapse that could arise when one looked 
too deeply, too quickly, into the mirror of war. 

5.1 Archetypes in Wartime: Fear, Brotherhood, Death 

Jungian archetypes—universal, inherited motifs in the collective unconscious—appear most 
vividly in extreme conditions. War, with its stripped-down binaries of life and death, tends to 
amplify these archetypes into lived realities. The warrior, trickster, orphan, savior, and shadow-
self all press forward. In the smoke circle, where normal ego defenses were loosened by 
marijuana and fatigue, these archetypes often surged into consciousness without context or 
filter. A soldier might suddenly see another as a prophetic figure, a devil, a dead friend. Paranoia 
could take on mythic dimension. Fear became existential. Death was not a statistic—it was a 
presence in the circle. Yet amid these eruptions, the archetype of brotherhood often emerged 
as an anchor. The group held each other not just physically, but psychically. This anchoring is 
what allowed King’s X to work: the gesture invoked a bond that transcended language, where 
the brother could draw a line against the abyss. 
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5.2 King’s X as a Boundary to the Unconscious 

In Jungian terms, the unconscious is not simply a repository of forgotten memories—it is a living 
system of images and drives that, when unmediated, can overwhelm the ego. In the jungle, 
marijuana removed the lid of ordinary awareness. For some, this brought peace or insight. For 
others, it brought waves of unintegrated material—visions, memories, archetypal confusions. 
King’s X functioned as a protective threshold. It was not just a signal to stop speech; it was a 
symbolic act of sealing a psychic rift. The gesture was simple, but its effect was profound: it re-
erected the barrier between the conscious and unconscious mind. It gave the speaker—or the 
listener—room to recover, to reassemble the self. In effect, King’s X was a hand-drawn line 
across the portal to the abyss. It allowed soldiers to flirt with the unconscious without drowning 
in it. 

5.3 Protecting the Circle from Breakdown 

Every smoke circle carried within it the potential for breakthrough or breakdown. When 
someone entered an altered state, their perception became both more sensitive and more 
volatile. One hallucinated word, a sudden tone shift, or a misplaced comment could tilt the 
atmosphere toward collapse. The risk was not physical so much as psychological: panic, 
derealization, emotional flooding. King’s X was a tool not only for individual protection but for 
group stabilization. It gave everyone a shared way to interrupt escalation. It preserved the 
integrity of the circle, reinforcing the unwritten rule: we go together, or not at all. In this way, 
King’s X was akin to a ritual guardian—a symbol of mutual care when the psyche was under 
duress. It didn’t prevent pain, but it created a frame within which pain could be paused, held, 
and eventually integrated. In a setting where commanders could order death but not deliver 
safety, the smoke circle and its gesture provided what the official system could not: psychic 
containment, communal regulation, and sacred interruption. 

 

6. Comparative Signals in Liminal States 

The King’s X gesture, though rooted in a uniquely American and Vietnam-era context, shares 
deep structural similarities with signals used across other altered, liminal, and high-intensity 
psychological environments. Whether among psychedelic explorers, survivors of trauma, ritual 
participants, or frontline medical personnel, there emerges a recurring need for clear, embodied 
ways of signaling overload, requesting containment, or pausing interpersonal flow. These 
gestures or cues tend to arise not from institutions but from experience. They are emergent, 
often silent, and almost always tied to an ethic of care. In this light, King’s X is not an isolated 
phenomenon but part of a broader cultural toolkit of nonverbal regulation—tools that appear 
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wherever normal verbal communication collapses under intensity or altered consciousness. 
Understanding King’s X in this comparative frame reveals its universality, and its importance. 

6.1 Trip-Sitting, Safe Words, and Nonverbal Cues 

In contemporary psychedelic therapy and underground trip-sitting communities, clear 
communication about thresholds and limits is essential. Here, participants often use safe 
words—pre-agreed verbal signals to indicate distress, danger, or a desire to stop. But many also 
rely on nonverbal cues: tapping the floor, making eye contact in a specific way, or placing a hand 
on the chest. These gestures function like King’s X in that they interrupt the flow without 
judgment. They serve as boundary-markers in a shared altered state where language may be 
difficult or disruptive. Importantly, they only work within a culture of respect and mutual 
attunement—just as King’s X only worked because it was honored without debate. Trip-sitters 
are trained to respond to subtle cues, just as Vietnam smoke circle participants intuitively 
watched one another for signs of overwhelm. In both cases, the ethical contract is clear: when 
the signal is given, everything pauses. No questions asked. 

6.2 The Peace Sign and Other Embodied Refusals 

Another gesture that emerged and circulated widely during the Vietnam era was the peace 
sign—two fingers raised in a V, sometimes a simple greeting, other times a potent rejection of 
violence and complicity. Like King’s X, the peace sign was a bodily refusal, a statement that 
words alone could not always express. It was simple, repeatable, and symbolic. In both cases, 
the body became a language—one not authorized by power structures, but created and 
enforced by shared values. Similarly, gestures like crossed arms, raised palms, or closed eyes 
with an open hand have appeared in protests, sacred ceremonies, and moments of 
vulnerability. These are embodied brakes, nonverbal ethics of refusal and reprieve. They signal 
boundaries in a way that is felt more than argued. And critically, they shift the dynamic from 
argument to recognition: one sees the gesture, and one knows what it means. 

6.3 Cross-Cultural Analogs in Trauma Environments 

Cultures around the world, particularly those with deep histories of trauma, war, or spiritual 
initiation, have developed similar gestures and practices to preserve psychic stability. In certain 
Indigenous healing ceremonies, participants are given symbolic objects (like feathers or beads) 
to hold or raise if the ritual becomes too intense. In traditional Japanese culture, a bowed head 
with one hand raised vertically can signal respectful refusal or plea. Among some African 
spiritual communities, rhythmic hand gestures or removal from the dance circle can signal a 
need for reintegration. Even in modern medical trauma care, nonverbal “stop” gestures—such 
as patients raising a hand or averting their gaze—are increasingly being recognized as legitimate 
communication. These analogs point to a deep truth: when the psyche is overwhelmed, the 
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body speaks first. In every trauma-informed setting, the clearest and most respected boundaries 
are often those that emerge from gesture, not speech. 

Seen in this context, King’s X was not an anomaly. It was an instance of something universal: the 
human need to communicate overwhelm and reclaim agency without having to explain. In 
liminal states—whether brought on by war, grief, ecstasy, or intoxication—the body becomes 
the last line of defense, and the first voice of truth. 

 

7. Decline, Silence, and Lessons Lost 

The gesture of King’s X, once immediate and unspoken among soldiers in Vietnam, has largely 
faded from collective memory. Unlike the peace sign or the raised fist—gestures that became 
global icons—King’s X remained embedded in a very specific context: the smoke circle, the 
altered state, the wartime brotherhood. When the war ended and soldiers returned home, they 
entered a society ill-equipped to understand what they had endured or the codes they had 
created. The gesture, like so much else from that psychic frontier, dissolved into silence. But 
within that fading is a deeper story—not just of memory lost, but of ethical insight overlooked. 
As contemporary cultures struggle with boundaries, consent, and overstimulation, the quiet 
ethic embedded in King’s X deserves resurrection. 

7.1 Why King’s X Faded 

King’s X was a product of convergence—of war, marijuana, altered consciousness, and youth 
subculture. When those elements drifted apart, the conditions that gave the gesture its 
meaning were lost. The post-war years brought a push toward normalization, suppression of 
trauma, and societal forgetting. Veterans returned to families, jobs, or addiction—often without 
language for what they had experienced. The military had no place for their improvised ethics, 
and the broader culture rarely asked. Without context, King’s X became once again a childhood 
relic—its deeper significance erased by time and stigma. Even within later psychedelic or 
therapeutic communities, the gesture didn’t resurface, perhaps because it belonged so 
specifically to that moment: a jungle, a joint, and a brotherhood suspended between life and 
death. 

7.2 Veterans Remembering the Gesture 

For those who lived it, however, King’s X remains etched in the body. In interviews, memoirs, 
and rare oral histories, Vietnam veterans occasionally mention the gesture with reverence. 
Some describe moments when it “saved the circle,” when things got too dark or someone 
started to unravel. Others recall giving or receiving the signal and feeling, perhaps for the first 
time in months, that their boundary was respected. In these memories, King’s X is not just a 
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hand sign—it is an emotional anchor. It represents a moment when the chaos paused, when 
someone listened, when the soul was allowed to back away from the edge. Veterans rarely 
speak of this gesture publicly, perhaps sensing its fragility—how easily it could be misread by 
those who never had to use it. But in the fragments where it appears, King’s X is described not 
nostalgically, but sacredly. 

7.3 Reclaiming the Ethics of Boundary Today 

In an age of digital overwhelm, psychological burnout, and rising interest in altered states—from 
psychedelic therapy to immersive tech—the lessons of King’s X could not be more relevant. We 
now find ourselves in new forms of liminal space: mental health crises, algorithmic echo 
chambers, emotional flashpoints online and off. Yet our culture often lacks the tools to say stop 
without confrontation, or to withdraw consent nonverbally and immediately. Reviving the spirit 
of King’s X doesn’t mean reviving the exact gesture—it means restoring the ethic behind it: a 
socially honored boundary, enacted without judgment, honored without debate. Whether in 
therapeutic settings, artistic collectives, online communities, or everyday relationships, the 
ability to signal “enough” in real time could be the difference between harm and healing. King’s 
X shows us that in the most altered, fragile, and dangerous environments, respect still finds a 
way. It comes not as a speech—but as a crossing of arms, a stillness, a trust. It’s time we listen 
again. 

 

8. Conclusion: A Sacred No 

In the midst of a war defined by chaos, confusion, and unspeakable violence, the simplest 
gesture became the most profound: two forearms crossed across the chest, silently declaring 
“stop.” It was called King’s X—a holdover from childhood games, transformed in the fires of 
Vietnam into a ritual boundary, a nonverbal ethic, a sacred no. This paper has explored how 
that gesture functioned as more than slang or habit: it was a moral technology born of 
necessity, a way to contain the rising tide of trauma, overwhelm, and psychic unraveling. In a 
setting where official authority often failed to protect the human spirit, King’s X emerged from 
below—as a grassroots practice of consent, care, and containment. And though it faded with 
the war, its deeper meaning remains. In an age grappling once again with altered states, blurred 
boundaries, and emotional saturation, the lessons of King’s X are not nostalgic—they are 
urgently contemporary. 

8.1 King’s X as Moral Technology 

We often associate technology with machines, but moral technologies are older and quieter: 
ways of organizing human behavior to preserve dignity and prevent harm. King’s X was exactly 
that. It allowed soldiers to explore vulnerability without slipping into collapse. It gave each 
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member of the smoke circle a tool to pause collective intensity without fear of shame or 
resistance. It functioned without enforcement, yet commanded respect. In this sense, it was a 
kind of embodied protocol, emerging not from institutional authority but from mutual 
recognition. As modern culture explores new frontiers in consciousness—whether through 
psychedelics, digital immersion, or trauma recovery—King’s X stands as a prototype of ethical 
design: intuitive, minimal, effective. 

8.2 When to Stop, and Why It Matters 

Our current era valorizes endurance. Keep scrolling. Keep going. Push through. But wisdom lies 
not only in expansion—it lies in knowing when to stop. The soldiers who used King’s X weren’t 
weak. They had seen death, carried weapons, followed orders. And yet, in the most intimate 
moments, they granted each other the right to pull back from the edge. That is a rare strength. 
To say “no more for now” is not retreat; it is a declaration of self-stewardship. Today, as people 
navigate intensities of all kinds—social, psychological, chemical, informational—the absence of 
a graceful stop gesture is increasingly dangerous. We need more than rules. We need rituals. 
And King’s X is a reminder that rituals don’t have to be elaborate. Sometimes, they are just two 
crossed arms—and everything that they mean. 

8.3 A Gesture Worth Remembering—and Reviving 

It is easy to let gestures disappear. They belong to the body, and when the body forgets, so does 
the culture. But King’s X deserves remembering. Not because it was clever or exotic, but 
because it was human. It reflected a deeper code of care that surfaced under pressure, 
improvised by young men in war who had no language for what they were going through. In 
remembering King’s X, we remember that ethical insight often comes not from theory, but from 
survival. And in reviving it—or something like it—we restore the possibility that even in the 
most ungoverned spaces, dignity can be preserved. We make room again for the sacred no. Not 
to reject the world, but to pause just long enough to stay inside it—with each other, with 
ourselves, intact. 
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9. References 

This section gathers the theoretical, historical, and ethnographic sources that inform the 
narrative of King’s X in the Jungle and the Jungian Shadow. While the King’s X gesture itself 
remains under-documented in formal literature, its echoes can be triangulated across oral 
histories, psychological frameworks, ritual studies, and emerging scholarship on embodied 
consent. What follows is a curated synthesis of the intellectual and testimonial foundations 
supporting the expanded view of King’s X as both cultural artifact and moral technology. 

9.1 Oral Histories and Veteran Memoirs 
Firsthand accounts from Vietnam veterans form the emotional and factual backbone of this 
paper. Though King’s X is rarely mentioned explicitly in published sources, its function and ethos 
are reflected in narratives that describe marijuana use, group dynamics, and emotional 
regulation in off-duty spaces. Sources include: 

• Nam: The Vietnam War in the Words of the Men and Women Who Fought It by Mark 
Baker 

• Bloods: An Oral History of the Vietnam War by Black Veterans by Wallace Terry 

• Personal interviews and archived letters held in university oral history projects such as 
the Veterans History Project (Library of Congress) 

These texts reveal the fragility of informal ethics under pressure—and the power of micro-
gestures in holding communities together during mental unraveling. 

9.2 Jungian Theory and Symbolic Anthropology 
Carl Jung’s concepts of the shadow, archetypes, and the collective unconscious provide the 
paper’s psychological architecture. The smoke circle becomes a portal where submerged forces 
rise and require containment—paralleling Jung’s warnings about direct confrontation with the 
unconscious without symbolic framing. Relevant sources include: 

• Modern Man in Search of a Soul by C.G. Jung 

• The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious (Collected Works Vol. 9, Part 1) 

• Symbols of Transformation and Psychology and Alchemy, where ritual acts are shown to 
mirror the psyche’s need for limits 

• Victor Turner’s The Ritual Process and Mary Douglas’s Purity and Danger, which 
illuminate the social necessity of liminality and symbolic thresholds 
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9.3 Studies on Drug Use and Group Ritual 
Psychoactive use in group settings—particularly marijuana, LSD, and psilocybin—has been 
widely studied in both underground and clinical contexts. These sources contextualize the 
altered-state dynamics of the Vietnam-era smoke circle: 

• Charles Tart’s Altered States of Consciousness 

• Ronald Siegel’s Intoxication: The Universal Drive for Mind-Altering Substances 

• Erika Dyck’s historical work on psychedelic medicine and cultural rituals 

• Contemporary research from the Johns Hopkins Center for Psychedelic and 
Consciousness Research, especially regarding boundary dissolution, emotional 
sensitivity, and the need for containment in psychedelic experiences 

9.4 Embodied Consent and Nonverbal Communication 
This section is informed by emerging interdisciplinary work on how consent is communicated 
somatically and nonverbally, especially in settings of heightened emotional intensity or altered 
cognition: 

• The Body Keeps the Score by Bessel van der Kolk 

• Consent as Felt Sense: Nonverbal Communication in Therapeutic and Intimate Contexts 
(various journal articles in trauma-informed therapy literature) 

• Studies in performance theory, dance therapy, and somatic psychology that treat gesture 
as communicative boundary-making 

• Research in disability studies and neurodivergence that recognizes nonverbal signaling 
as central to dignity and inclusion 

9.5 Wartime Culture and Psychological Resilience 
The broader context of wartime ethics, resilience under trauma, and the informal codes that 
emerge under duress is captured in both military sociology and cultural psychology: 

• Achilles in Vietnam by Jonathan Shay, which links Homeric themes to Vietnam combat 
trauma 

• War and the Soul by Edward Tick 

• The Things They Carried by Tim O’Brien, a fictionalized but emotionally accurate 
portrayal of narrative breakdown and containment 

• Scholarly treatments of soldier bonding, moral injury, and informal regulation (e.g., 
journals like Armed Forces & Society, Military Psychology) 
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• Reports from the RAND Corporation and U.S. Army War College on soldier mental health 
and drug use during and after Vietnam 
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