Abstracts

Susan Brison: “Trauma, Embodied Selves, and Narrative Repair” 

Dori Laub quotes a Holocaust survivor who said: "'We wanted to survive so as to live one day after Hitler, in order to be able to tell our story.'" As Laub came to believe, after listening to many Holocaust testimonies and working as an analyst with survivors and their children, such victims of trauma "did not only need to survive in order to tell their story; they also needed to tell their story in order to survive." Telling their story, narrating their experiences of traumatic events, has long been considered—at least since Freud and Janet—to play a significant role in survivors' recovery from trauma. Despite many decades of clinical and theoretical work on the subject of trauma and narrative, why narratives play such an important role in surviving the aftermath of trauma remains somewhat of a mystery. And, although Laub and others seem to assume that the story one lives to tell and the story one tells to live are the same, typically they are not. This should not be surprising, for these narratives serve very different functions and are constrained by strikingly different requirements. 

Some trauma narratives, however, do facilitate recovery, at least when told in the right contexts to the right listeners. At the same time, however, both the experience of trauma and the study of trauma reveal that we are fundamentally embodied beings. Trauma theory stresses the physiological responses to—including somatic memories of—trauma, even as it stresses the role of narrative in reconstructing a traumatized self. Indeed, trauma draws attention to ways in which we are our bodies. 

Here’s the puzzle I’m grappling with: how can the construction of a narrative facilitate the repair of a shattered embodied self? Some questions I’m going to pose are: How can saying something (making up a narrative) about a physical thing transform it? What are the limits of narrative in reconstituting a traumatized self? And what might trauma survivors need, in order to rebuilt their selves, in addition to the process of narrative repair?

Rachel Rosenblum: “Postponing Trauma: The Dangers of Looking Back”
Surviving a major historical trauma has consequences that are difficult to live with. Survivors who remain silent are often condemned to a desiccated existence, a dried-out life, a death in life. Survivors who speak out run an even greater risk. Telling their ghastly tale may trigger somatic consequences, psychotic episodes, or even suicide. As to the psychoanalytic cure, the free association it requires carries its own danger: negative therapeutic reaction in sometimes extreme forms. Avoidance of horror may turn into avoidance of life itself. Awful as it may seem, this avoidance of life may represent a victory over a menacing chaos. Should we as analysts accept the risk of endangering such a victory, no matter how unsatisfactory?

The psychoanalytical injunction to speak out may trigger an upsurge of shame and terror. Is subjectivation always possible? This paper is about what happens when denial and splitting strategies are suspended, when crypts are opened. Is there an analytic poros allowing for a controlled return of affects? Is there a therapeutic solution to the problem of telling a wreckage without being caught in it? The dangers of telling will be discussed in regard to new analytic strategies and new interpretive registers. When the silent psychic sharing proves insufficient, some analysts go so far as to take part in the shame, share the grief, lend their own psyche, become a double of the analysand, accept the existence of sanctuaries. To what effect?
Robin May Schott: “The Concepts of Pain and Abjection in a Narrative of War Rape”
The 20th century is widely acknowledged to be the bloodiest century in history. With this recognition comes the appeal to understand the subjective and ethical meanings of violence. What concepts are used to understand the subjective meanings of violence and how can theorists and practitioners avoid inflicting further violence through their concepts?

In this talk I will explore the presuppositions of some prominent discourses on pain and abjection. Elaine Scarry’s book The Body in Pain has helped to bring pain into the purview of humanistic and political studies. But she has been criticized for retaining dualistic assumptions about mind and body that undercut her analysis of the social and institutional structures of pain. Is the concept of abjection, partly inspired by the anthropological work of Mary Douglas and further developed Julia Kristeva, better suited for understanding the social and inter-subjective dimensions of violence? How can one evaluate the concepts of pain and abjection in the context of a concrete narrative of war rape?

Arne Grøn: “A Life in Common? Selfhood, Emotion, Atrocity”
Atrocity affects humans in the core of their being. It affects them in their sense of being what they are: humans, themselves. How should we, in terms of selfhood, account for this possibility of being affected in our very sense of being what we are? 
In this paper I’ll review the idea that identity is a matter of self-understanding. I’ll do so in reading parts of Jean Améry’s essay on resentment, focusing on resentment, memory, temporality, and normativity. What is to be accounted for is not just the possibility to be affected in our sense of being what we are, but the possibility of not being affected. The paper will explore how the sense of a life in common is at stake in the question of being affected or not. The dialectics of recognition implied in this notion is in Améry’s essay brought to a critical point where a life in common is both reclaimed and questioned.
Arne Johan Vetlesen: "Atrocities – A Case of Suppressing Emotions or of Acting them Out?"

Thomas Brudholm: “On Hatred”
Phil Hutchinson: “Shame, Autonomy and Moral Appraisal”
In his book, Shame and Necessity, Bernard Williams (1994) argues that shame can be an autonomous emotion—that is to say, it can be experienced without the presence of an honour group/audience. In doing so, Williams takes himself to be arguing against those influenced by Immanuel Kant, who hold shame to be a necessarily heteronomous emotion—necessarily linked to the judgement of one’s honour group.

I agree with Williams’ conclusion but find his arguments weak, owing to their somewhat metaphorical nature. In this paper, I offer my own argument for the autonomy of shame, drawing on my notion of World-Taking Cognitivism, first essayed in Shame and Philosophy (2008). Drawing on an analysis of testimonies of perpetrators of extreme acts of violence, I argue that shame can be, and often is, an autonomous emotion. 

Having argued for the autonomy of shame, I draw some conclusions about shame’s role in the moral appraisal of the self.

Claudia Welz: “Shame and the Hiding Self”

This paper investigates the self-understanding implied in shame. Is Giorgio Agamben right in claiming that shame shows the simultaneous subjectification and de-subjectification of the self? I would like to question this ontological claim by re-reading the sources on which this claim is built: Emmanuel Levinas’ early work De l’évasion, Primo Levi’s description of ‘survivor shame’ and Robert Antelme’s account of the flush of a student who was picked out at random and shot by the SS during one of the death marches. What will come to the fore is the ethical significance of shame in the face of atrocities. It points to a normative notion of the self, whose integrity is endangered just as much by excessive shame as by the lack of shame.

The self in shame feels to be defective, degraded and diminished. It feels eyes upon itself and ends up observing itself as if it would see itself from outside. Yet, despite the devastating self-reflexivity, the ashamed self seeks to hide and to avoid the reflection that mirrors itself. This mode of manifesting and at the same time concealing oneself is to be distinguished from the mode of appearance of another feeling that also includes a negative self-assessment, namely guilt. Is it correct to claim that shame affects and pervades a person as a whole, while guilt is only directed to the deeds the person has done, and that for this reason, shame has an ‘egoistic drift,’ while guilt tends to lead into reparative action and is likely to foster other-oriented responses?

This evaluation of shame as a regressive and of guilt as a progressive emotion will be challenged in viewing both of them as experiences of conscience, of knowing-with-oneself, and in exploring the positive potential of shame in the context of love, the quality par excellence of being and feeling for and with another. Shamelessness – the transgression of boundaries – negatively points to what is at risk when one’s own feeling of shame does not tactfully protect and affirm the other’s dignity, fragility and finitude.
