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Research, Trauma and Recovery (Draft)

Many such as Budd Hall (2006) now argue that, as researchers, we should approach

our subjects humbly. That's also how I intend to approach you; with no claims of

knowing but with some simple thoughts to share in a simple form.

For the past year, I have been reading for a comp which has taken me through

literature on cultural production, alternative and arts based qualitative research methods,

and therapeutic theory and practice. I have been asking each discourse how it responds to

trauma. It may be a trick of my seeing, but they appear to do so in very similar ways.

I have come to three questions:

1. Are the current crises of truth and representation symptoms of trauma, writ 

large?

2. Is there significant overlap between trauma recovery, qualitative inquiry, and arts

based activism, in terms of both goals and process?

3. What would reframing our work as trauma recovery reveal and conceal?

For the next few minutes, I'd like to talk through these questions with you.

Trauma and the crises of truth and representation

Perhaps we should begin by defining trauma. Trauma is the state of recognition of

and surrender to unavoidable danger (Krystal, 1995), or of being rendered helpless by

overwhelming force (Herman, 1997). Much of trauma rests not in the events themselves,

nor in distortions of events, but rather in how they are received and stored in memory

(Caruth, 1995). Chronic trauma involves both prolonged danger, loss or injury and the

betrayal of trust  (Herman, 1997). Trauma is compounded by duration and moral,

physical, and psychological violation and may be individual as well as collective,

communal or intergenerational (Herman, 1997). Trauma entails a crisis of signification

and ideology caused by experience that cannot be mapped onto our version of reality.

Many Freudians argue that our experience of trauma is deferred or belated and

trauma memories are preserved perfectly  in the unconscious, from which they haunt us

(Caruth, 1995). Narrating and integrating these memories into consciousness both ends
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that haunting and corrupts those memories. This sets up an unfortunate dichotomy

between the reliable inaccessible memory of the unrecovered and unreliable accessible

memory of the recovered (Brison, 2002). Some thus contest ascribing absolute veracity to

trauma memory but agree that traumatic experience defies linguistic or symbolic

organization and is thus stored in somatosensory or iconic form (van der Kolk and van

der Hart, 1995). Recent studies of the brain have confirmed that how trauma memory is

stored and connected to our emotions and time sense differs from non traumatic memory

(Bremner, 2001).

Trauma produces a range of symptoms, many of which may sound personally or

culturally familiar. One common outcome is disconnection; this may manifest as a

feeling of separation, difference, not belonging, or outsiderness, and also as

disembodiment. If we were to look for this tendency in our society, I would point to our

valorization of the loner rebel and autonomous individuation; our discomfort with full

emotional engagement; our reliance on technologies which reduce engagement with the

present social and environmental context; our pursuit of extreme bodily experiences to

penetrate numbness; and the popularity of yoga and other practices intended to reconnect

us with our bodies.

At its most acute, disconnection manifests as psychic splitting or a divided self,

which, to me, is not that far from Cartesian dualism and our tendency to slice ourselves

into binaries like personal/private, masculine/feminine, and good/bad. The view of the

self as split into an assemblage of perhaps competing and intransigent parts is so

normative in our culture it has become 'common sense'. Our inner circus is only seen as

pathological when the ringmaster is weak or absent.

A third symptom of trauma is replication; that  is, an involuntary or unconscious

drive to repeat  similar experiences. This could be one way of understanding the fixation

in our entertainment on violence and loss; our tendency to sabotage our own happiness

through, for example, infidelity, materialism, and interpersonal violence; our support for

warmongering leaders who abuse both people and the planet; and perhaps even our

attachment to abusive economic structures and patterns of victimization.

Fourth, trauma may cause reduced initiative and affective range. This typically

manifests as passivity, withdrawal, constriction of fantasy or hope, and fear of emotions.
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If I may continue to play diagnostician, I might recognize this in the prevalence of

depression, denial, guilt and shame in our culture; our lack of sustained or substantive

action in the face of global and environmental disasters; and our reliance on escapist

opiates such as television, drugs, and alcohol.

Fifth in this provisional list is fearful hypervigilance. I might see this in our fixation

on and paranoid rhetoric about crime despite its statistical decline (at least in Canada), or

in the bursting prisons which supposedly make us feel safer; in the flight of the middle

class to the suburbs, gated communities, and alarmed SUVs; in our fear and, in many

cases, anticipation of assault or exploitation; and in our avoidance of strangers based on

our apparently inherent fear of the other (Smart, 1991).

Related to fearful vigilance is loss of or inability to trust, manifesting perhaps in our

view of power as inherently hierarchal and oppressive and in our skepticism and mistrust

in relation to others as well as social institutions or authorities. This includes loss of faith

in governments, as perhaps revealed by declining voter participation, and leads to

isolation and weakened social bonds (Erikson, 1995).

 This mistrust also shows up as loss of faith and/or rigid and elaborate piety, along

with a tendency to moral judgment. Lacking emotive faith and the ability to trust in the

benevolence of God as a source of much needed comfort, traumatized individuals will

often compensate with rigid piety and attachment to monumental and ecclesiastic edifices

(Krystal, 1995). This may account for both the decline in mainstream congregations and

the rapid rise of religious fundamentalism.

The last symptom I'll mention is cognitive constriction, which appears as dullness,

obtuseness, and the inability to function in social or familial roles. This is prevalent in our

culture in such extreme forms that it has become a form of pathetic spectacle on reality

TV programs.

Finally, some trauma theorists  - not entirely persuasively - also point toward post

traumatic growth; the acquisition of painful insight in the vein of 'what doesn't kill us

makes us stronger' (Neitzche, 1997/1889). This list of symptoms is based on Brison

(2002), Caruth (1995), and Herman (1997); but the speculation on its current social

manifestations is my own.
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So much for the cheery nature of trauma. Consider: The past century has seen two

world wars, the Holocaust, various genocides, Vietnam, Korea, countless civil and

guerrilla wars, massive famines, epidemics, industrial catastrophes and natural disasters,

all witnessed both directly and through the unprecedented rise of media technology by

billions of people. It has also offered us the gradually dawning realization of the horrific

and pervasive trauma of oppressive systems which manifest not only in forms such as

global capitalism, apartheid, colonialism, and domestic violence but also more

insidiously within our cultural and personal lives, on top of which is the still-resisted

recognition of how we have nearly destroyed the only habitable planet in the known

universe. Without recourse to hundredth-monkey arguments, I am willing to presume that

these events have, to at least some degree, traumatized a great number of people. As

O’Neill argues, “to extend the status of trauma to things like acculturation through mass

media is not to dilute any of these catastrophes, but rather to shift into an epistemology of

trauma and testimony.” Rather than presuming all traumas are equal, this shift

foregrounds “the incommensurability of experience, the radical particularity of the

individual” (O’Neill, 2004:163). A narrow reading of trauma based on standard medical

diagnostic tools attributes post-traumatic stress disorder to eight percent of the American

population (Bremner, 2001). As Arthur Frank (2002) argues, we live in a post-traumatic

culture.

Does this have any bearing on our current crisis of truth and representation? When I

hear Susan Brison (2002) call trauma an epistemological crisis of disillusionment, and

Kai Erikson (1995) note that it can destroy our faith in logic and reason, I think of the

postmodern turn, and its agonizing over epistemology, logic, and reason. While the

impact of modernity has been likened to the impact of an accident (Newmark, 1995),

postmodernity has been characterized as "more like a nervous breakdown than a

breakthrough" (Stronach and MacLure, 1997:21 in Sullivan, 2005:52). Although I'd like

to attribute my attraction to postmodernism to my discriminating theoretical palate, it

may just be that, as a traumatized person, the theory fits. Perhaps our collective trauma

has offered the social and cultural context in which the critical epiphanies and ethical

questions now troubling research methods could be asked. This does mean that
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postmodernity is pathological or wrong, any more than a Holocaust survivor is wrong to

conclude there was no God in Auschwitz. It does, however, offer a sense-making lens

that helps me understand where we are and how we got here, and possibly also suggests

how we might move on.

Trauma recovery, qualitative inquiry, and arts-based activism

This brings me to my second question: is there significant overlap between trauma

recovery, qualitative inquiry, and arts based activism, in terms of both goals and process?

This is a large and probably unanswerable question. I’ll take each aspect briefly in turn.

First, how is trauma recovery understood? The bad news is, nobody seems sure that

it's even possible. Research into recovery began with Freud and Janet's study of hysterics

(generally the victims of childhood sexual abuse) but soon became driven by the

military's need to prolong the armed service of veterans (Herman, 1997). Many therapists

seem to more-or-less agree that recovery has to do with telling your story and being

listened to; that is, testimony and witnessing. Dori Laub (1995), for instance, argues that

we have to know our buried truths in order to live our lives, and we tell them through our

lives if words prove insufficient. Similarly, Sophie Levy (2002) suggests that recovery

entails making the past a scrapbook that can be safely opened. Recovery involves living

with unfulfilled hope but in connection with others, established by three means: first,

integrating repressed experience into conscious shared narrative told to a live attending

listener; second, adjusting identity and beliefs to accommodate integration of repressed

experience; and third, restoring communal ties through relationships of trust and intimacy

(Caruth, 1995). Feminist therapists have added a fourth item, activism, arguing that it

offers meaning in the trauma beyond personal suffering (Herman, 1997).

The recovery process is usually pursued through one-on-one or group work with an

expert intervener for a significant period of time. The expert's role is to listen, remember,

analyze, reframe, reflect, and create safe space for voicing testimony, while the client or

subject's role is to speak, express, be honest, thorough, frank, and vulnerable. The content

dwelt on is usually difficulties and problems, and repressed or marginalized experiences.

Often, the expert will be supported by conferring with peers about similar cases and will

be guided by disciplinary theories and tools. The expert's goal is both to help and to come
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to know or understand, while the subject's goal is generally to feel better.

So, next question: how is qualitative inquiry understood? This one is much messier

to parse out but at least some forms of research fieldwork bear a striking resemblance to

the therapy process described in the preceding paragraph. Like recovery work, qualitative

inquiry seeks to bring experience into conscious shared narrative and knowledge. This

often manifests as pursuing stories and storytelling. Furthermore, it increasingly seeks to

empower, educate, activate or conscientize subjects, which seems approximately equal to

the recovery goal of adjusting their identity and beliefs. Like recovery work, it seeks to

build community rapport and ties, particularly in participatory and action research.

Successful ethnographies may be seen as connecting private troubles to public issues;

evoking empathy, recognition, action, and sometimes healing; and enabling collective

identity and collective solutions (Banks and Banks, 1998). Both practices perceive and

interpret the others with whom they engage according to their expert epistemologies,

tending to see what they expect and to seek what they know how to find (Brooke, 1997;

Eisner, 1997).

There are also, of course, many differences; for instance, in who owns the narrative.

Therapists do publish case studies but rarely overtly engage others only in order to do so.

As such, the primary beneficiary appears to differ. However, some feminist and action

researchers also claim to work chiefly for participant benefit, and some therapists are

primary beneficiaries of their clients (who, after all, usually pay to be listened to).

The differences become even more blurry around autoethnography. While Ellis (1991)

argues that autoethnography differs from therapy, in that its intent is to describe rather

than to help or change, this distinction becomes moot if we understand describing as the

medium of help and change. Later, she notes that one of its objectives is "to get yourself

to the place where you can feel hope" and that it is akin to becoming one's own therapist

(in Flemons and Green, 2002:94).

While some forms of fieldwork may be similar to some forms of therapy, inquiry

differs in the emphasis on retelling stories in sites irrelevant to the testifier, such as

academic journals and conferences. The researcher thus both bears witness and ostensibly

testifies on behalf of those to whom she's borne witness. While therapists sometimes do

so - in court, for instance, or in peer consultations - they tend not to make a career out of
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it. Therapists testify on others behalf supposedly in order to improve their practice (or

fieldwork) but researchers do fieldwork supposedly in order to improve their testimony

on others' behalf. Even in autoethnography the self is usually scrutinizing, reporting on,

and studying itself as if it were an other; the self testifying is often  presented as if

separate from the self testified about.

There is further difference in accountability; therapists are apparently primarily

accountable to their clients (or subjects) while researchers are apparently primarily

accountable to their institutions and peers. It is interesting to note that in both cases

accountability flows to the source of money. Moreover, in therapy the client or subject

generally chooses the expert, whereas in research the expert usually chooses the

subject/client.

I find it curious how closely these areas of difference relate to areas of ethical

debate within qualitative inquiry over what is most pointedly dubbed the 'rape model'

(Reinharz, 1978) of research; that is, extractive, objectifying, masculinist, observational,

conventional social science practice. Many researchers are asking if it is ethical to harvest

testimony for our own benefit and if we use telling others' stories as a disguised form of

telling our own (Felman, 1992 in Bailey, 2000). Those troubled by these questions have

shortened or perhaps eliminated the distance between some forms of therapeutic and

research practice. Indeed, the relational paradigm or relational model, which began as a

theory and practice of feminist therapy, has recently been enthusiastically embraced by

scholars such as Gergen and Gergen (2002). It offers a framework in which Reinharz's

'lover model' of research, characterized by mutual concern, caring, and trust, mutual

investment and attachment, and painful parting, could finally be actualized (in Lincoln,

2006:127).

Now, just to mess up this tidy analysis a little, I'm going to throw arts based

activism into the mix. Like therapists and researchers, many artists - in community

theatre, cooperative mural or quilt projects, photography workshops, etc, as well as

professional practice - seek to give voice to the marginalized, oppressed and repressed, to

adjust identity and belief, and restore communal ties - that is, to do recovery work.

Theodor Adorno argues that poetry is impossible after Auschwitz but elsewhere notes

that it is only through art that testimony may be accomplished (in Felman, 1995). Not
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only trauma but many bodily and emotive experiences - sex, birth, being tickled - seem to

defy conventional textual representation. However, Brison (2002) argues that, in fact,

they defy listening rather than telling; the arts may thus work by disarming the listener.

While trauma narrative may be always to some extent literary (Caruth, 1995), I

have read nothing in social science or therapy texts which was as clear, well theorized,

ethical in its gaze, reflexive, evocative, and engaging as Art Speigelman's (1986) “Maus”,

a Holocaust story told by cartoon animals. Few images convey the reality of war as

effectively as Picasso's “Guernica,” and I have read nothing so far that represented abuse

as compellingly, persuasively, multiply and searchingly as contemporary Canadian

playwright Judith Thompson's  (2004) “Capture Me” (and this without even seeing it

performed!) The many gothic novels in Canadian literature and the magic realism in

much First Nations writing have arisen from and respond to trauma - which is pervasive

in colonial nations -  in aesthetic form (Wylie, 2006). Margaret Atwood frames Canadian

cultural production as rooted in traumatic confrontation with the other (Soderlind, 2006).

The apparently death-ridden disintegrative Gothic mode is seen as actually catalysing

regeneration (Northey, in Goldman and Saul, 2006); that is, as performing the function of

testimony. Often the traumatic past appears in the text as ghosts which, as in Anne Marie

Macdonald's “Fugitive Pieces,” haunt us, drawing us close in order to push us into this

world (Gubar, 2002). Judith Thompson points out that our culture exists through denial.

"Ultimately," she argues, "as a culture, we can stop these things if we experience them, if

we go through what other people have to go through" (in Wachtel, 2006:45). That is, if

we bear witness to testimony of trauma, remembering that the horrific - in fiction or non

fiction - can also enervate and overwhelm, if not served in spoonfuls.

It's worth noting that the artists I've discussed above produce work which mirrors

the effect of testimony even though they all operate in the professional stream. The

relationship between the arts and trauma recovery is even more pronounced in the work

of community or participatory arts-based activists, whose practice is driven by explicitly

liberatory and testimonial intent and process, and who appear to be doing much the same

things as many action and feminist researchers. Many researchers and therapists are

turning to the arts for their breadth and depth of vocabulary for expressing the emotional,

the bodily, the cognitive and the spiritual and their unsurpassed efficacy as change agents
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(Finley and Knowles, 1995). This turn is accelerated by the blurring of the lines between

fiction and non-fiction, theory and narrative (Banks and Banks, 1998). Unfortunately,

many seem to assume that the arts are another tool in their expressive kit without actually

putting in the time to build the tool or figure out how to use it (Piirto, 2002). The ensuing

debate over quality and qualifications does not seem to have resolved (see, for instance,

Finley, 2003; Piantanida, McMahon, and Garman, 2003; and Piirto, 2002).

It thus appears that some artists, therapists, and researchers share similar goals and

processes; that is, they seek to effect change through various testimonial strategies. The

theory and methods of the recovery paradigm may enrich those strategies, improve their

deployment, and bolster their rationale.

Reframing research and activist art as a recovery practice

This brings us to my third and final question: what would reframing our work as

trauma recovery reveal and conceal?

There are a number of possible advantages for both researchers and activist artists

to at least temporarily pinning up our work within this frame. While I am not arguing that

the frame will necessarily fit, as Richardson (1997) suggests, there is much to be learned

by trying on unfamiliar metaphors.

First, this reframing may lead us to the very rich literature available on trauma

recovery for assistance with the ethical dilemmas we face. I find the feminist therapy

literature particularly pertinent and useful (such as Laura Brown, 1994). The feminist

therapy code of ethics (available on line) offers explicit guidelines on how to ethically

manage cultural diversities and oppressions, power differentials, overlapping

relationships, and accountability within the context of a practice which seeks both healing

and change (Feminist Therapy Institute, 2000). Within this discursive frame, for instance,

self care is an ethical obligation. Play, sleep, meditation, exercise, internal congruence,

and maintaining our physical, emotional, spiritual and mental health are thus seen as

indispensable prerequisites for and companions of ethical engagement with the other.

Secondly, we might consider adopting some of the tools of feminist therapists

such as the practice group, which offers safe, knowledgeable, and semi-obligatory

ongoing mentoring or peer-counseling which hones skills, helps solve problems, and
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reduces stress (Brown, 1994). This seems somewhat reminiscent of the safe collegial

community which Richardson (1997) was seeking, but which many of us never find

given our critical and competitive norms .

A third use for this reframing concerns its illumination of our stance toward the

other. The relational paradigm which some researchers seem inclined to borrow has been

well articulated and worked out in the therapy literature. Questions about developing and

maintaining mutual connection and resonance interpersonally and in groups, handling

power, boundaries, ideological difference, conflict and diversity, managing fear and

anger, sustaining the intensity of mutual empathy, and maintaining hope, humanity, and

role clarity are all thoroughly hashed out in this literature (see, for instance, Miller and

Stiver, 1997; Morrow and Hawxhurst, 1998; and Stocker, 2005). The relational paradigm

is supported both by Noddings' (1984) work on the ethic of care and by non-feminist

therapists such as Dori Laub (1995) who see relationship as our primary balm and source

of resilience. If the quality of our relationships is the source of healing, it seems

reasonable to be more attentive to their maintenance and growth, particularly if, as Jipson

and Paley suggest, our work does not start with theory, but with love (1997:221). This

may demand approaching the other with wonder, without seeking mastery (Sugars,

2006); refraining from subtly coercing testimony or seeing it as a source of either

entertainment or gratification (Burman,2001;Brown, 1994); clearly negotiating our

respective rights and obligations (Brown, 1997); and troubling the tidy binaries between

self/other, perpetrator/victim, powerful/powerless. As Lather and Smithies ask, "who is

this we/they? (1997:34)" Furthermore, questions of transference and countertransference

drawn from the therapy discourse may enrich our reflexive analysis.

A fourth possible benefit of this reframing concerns the view it offers of our

deconstructive practices. I feel deeply ambivalent about deconstruction; perhaps both

because reactive oppositional discourses are bound by that which they refute

(Richardson, 1997) and because I grew up in a house with one fixed truth and it lingers as

a structuring absence. Because we are often drawn to this work by our own unresolved

trauma and live within a traumatized and traumatogenic culture, we may respond to the

call to bear witness with despair. Recovery can seem impossible; as Amery says,

"whoever was tortured, stays tortured" (in Brison 1995:131). Indeed, there are
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quantitative and qualitative limits on our ability to grieve and recover from loss (Krystal,

1995), and trust can be broken beyond repair (Erikson, 1995). Recovery may mean

learning to live with a bleeding wound, living with but not submerged in loss (Simon,

Rosenburg and Eppert, 2000), and there may be no possibility for collective recovery

(Bold, Knowles and Leach, 2002).

In fact, collective recovery is sometimes seen as  an” amoral and amnesiac"

(Bhabha, 1995) betrayal of the past; monuments are condemned for offering consolation

and forgetting, and remembrance becomes a quasi-masochistic attachment to melancholy

(see Bold, Knowles and Leach, 2002; Simon, Rosenburg and Eppert, 2000). When we

derive hope from remembrance, we tend to do so through a moralizing pedagogy (Simon,

Rosenburg, and Eppert, 2000). Neither melancholic nor hopeful remembering seem to

effectively stave off repeated atrocity, although both strategies tend to be defended for

their future implications rather than their current impact on the traumatized. While

recovery may require giving up angry witnessing, thereby freeing yourself to mourn

(Krystal, 1995), much of our activism appears to depend upon the cultivation of angry

witnessing.

 This resistance of integration seems analogous to those who resist integration in

their research, seeking instead to disrupt, interrupt, subvert, and trouble narratives as an

end in itself,  finding meaning in disrupting meaning and opening questions but making

no moves toward answering them. I think of Lather's construction of her role in

“Troubling the Angels,” to "explore, expand, disintegrate, provoke intellectual discomfort

and disagreement" vs. Smithies - the therapist’s - goals to "synthesize, clarify, inform,

support, stabilize" (1997:218). The deconstructive approach is seen as inherently helpful

as it opens the door to change by exposing norms as malleable rather than fixed (Lather

and Smithies, 19997; Blumenfeld-Jones and Barone, 1997). However, in my experience,

having your truths subverted and certainties deconstructed is anything but empowering,

causing anxiety, insecurity and paralysis, and watching others go through neurotic self-

interrogation without resolution eventually gets tiresome. I seem not to be alone in my

ambivalence; Keisinger advocates spotlighting "life's messes, complications, ambiguities,

and dilemmas", not giving answers, but rather leaving us with "a whole lot of questions"

(1998: 134); but four years later she argues that in order for our stories to 'work' they
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must offer integration of events into “a coherent, intelligible, and meaningful story”

(2002: 107).

While I borrow from postmodern methods and agree with those feminists who

endorse its liberatory aspects, sometimes the postmodern stance feels like one of despair,

which we may impose on others as more insightful or evolved than hope. I wonder by

what right we do so, to what effect, and if in so doing, we speak from our damaged trust.

On the other hand, Speigleman (1986) points out that the denial of the randomness of our

experience offers an illusion of control which both gives us credit for surviving and thus

blames those who didn't for dying; so the imposition of metanarratives of meaning can

also be harmful. Are some illusions - such as safety, or control of the body - useful?

Perhaps we must find a way to speak of them in less absolutist terms.

This is not to say that despair is wrong or trust is warranted. Indeed, Krystal (1995)

points out that despair may be unavoidable, given our limited ability to absorb loss, and

that we may thus require some degree of ongoing denial, repression and idealization.

Brison (2002) sees recovery in letting go of the illusion of a coherent past, controllable

present, predictable future, and coherent self - which lends credence to the crafting of

open and multivocal postmodern texts . I agree with Law’s (2004) argument that neither

apparent coherence nor non-coherence are inherently good; it depends upon their uses.

The recovery frame may be helpful for the many researchers who aspire to produce

work which is 'useful' without being able to clearly articulate what use, to whom, and

within what construct. On the other hand, trauma and loss may also, in confronting us

with meaninglessness, undermine the belief in meaning on which faith in usefulness rests.

The final and perhaps most significant insight to be gained from this reframing lies

in considering research as a practice of bearing witness to testimony. Shoshana Felman

describes testimony as "composed of bits and pieces of a memory that has been

overwhelmed by occurrences that have not settled into understanding or remembrance,

acts that cannot be construed as knowledge nor assimilated into full cognition, events in

excess of our frames of reference" (1995:16). Eli Weisel (1977) famously called

testimony the characteristic genre of our time (in Felman, 1995).

Bearing witness to testimony entails offering "fairness, compassion, and the

willingness to share the guilty knowledge of what happens to people in extremity"
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(Herman, 1997). It also requires us to refrain from imposing healing or curative narrative

forms, giving up on the story we want to hear and making space for the story that must be

heard (Flemons and Green, 2002). Bearing witness is a responsibility; which Felman

(1995) argues may be unique, noninterchangeable, and involuntary. The impossibility or

refusal of witnessing by both observers and victims of the Holocaust is, according to

Laub (1995), its true atrocity, but it derives from the limits of our cognitive capacity

rather than simple ill will. 

Bearing witness to others depends on an inner bearing witness; Eppert (2000) calls

us to an ethical listening which dwells on how we impose meaning on testimony, in

which we maintain alterity rather than identification. LaCapra (in Gubar, 2002) calls this

a position of empathic unsettlement, in which you put yourself in the others' position

while recognizing its difference and not taking the others' place. Their caution may be

informed by the Freudian notion that identification with the lost object leads to

melancholy (rather than healthy mourning) (Britzman, 2000). Bearing witness may thus

resemble Nodding's description of a mode of care in which we receive without

evaluation, not attempting to transform but rather allowing ourselves to be transformed

(in McIntyre, 2004). As Todorov notes, recognizing the other as other permits loving

them better (in Conquorgood, 2003). Failing to do so robs the subject of what Adorno

calls happiness, that is, “the ability of the world to speak back to us” (in Salverson,

2000:69).

The difficulty of witnessing is that trauma is contagious (Herman, 1997). Doing it

well requires allowing oneself to be vicariously traumatized. As Ruth Behar (1996) notes,

anthropology that doesn't break your heart isn't worth doing (which may be good reason

to become a carpenter). Witnessing well may also welcome vulnerable testimony, and

Hahn (2005) asks if we bear some responsibility for the emotional storms thereby

unleashed. The witness commits to speak to, not of, the other (Salverson, 2000), which

departs from the conventional research orientation. Nonetheless, Richardson (1997) has

suggested that interviews be re-signed as witnessing testimony, in which we walk with

rather than studying others.

Testimony in some sociological circles may raise the issue of Rigoberta Mechu's

controversial testimonio and the furor over its accuracy . As Brison (2002) rightly notes,
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if all testimony is taken as fact, none is. However, the testimonial frame requires

considering the performative functions of our representations as much as or more than

their constative functions (O'Neill, 2004). According to Laub (1995), the experience of

giving testimony is more important than the facts or narrative revealed, as it reconstitutes

the ability to bear witness to yourself. Our attachment to facticity is also compromised by

the need to make room for the spiritual and supernatural within our conceptions of

validity (Goldman and Saul, 2006; Haugo, 1995). Whether or not testimony is 'true' may

thus be a relatively unimportant or unanswerable question.

Conclusion

When researchers and artists ask what is true, and how do I represent experience,

they are asking the questions that haunt the traumatized. I have suggested in this paper

that they may then do well to borrow from trauma recovery strategies. I am neither a

sociologist, nor a psychologist, nor a therapist, and my grasp of the various discourses is

partial. While I have found strong similarities between research, therapy, and arts-based

activism I know that I have pulled together only tiny matching corners of three very large

and often very disparate cloths; but on these three corners I can pitch my tent. It will not

suit all inquiries or inquirers. However, if as Eisner (1997) argues, we increasingly see

our task as producing empathy for those we study, the recovery discourse may offer us

tools and guidance for successfully and ethically doing so.

I would like to leave you with some questions. First, how do we represent trauma

without reinscribing it? That is, how can remembering not succumb to repetition

compulsion? Canadian filmmaker Atom Egoyan finds the answer in commemoration

which connects people to each other and to their past (Tschofen, 2002). This seems

similar to Richardson’s call for “collective stories” (1997:14). However, does focusing on

trauma or the negative limit our ability to imagine positive futures? I ask this in light of

Ludema, Coopperrider and Barrett's (2006) work on the power of the unconditional

positive question.

Second, many of those in the trauma, therapy, and arts discourses appear to posit

the existence of Truth - a true self, if not a true story (tellable or otherwise). As there
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seems no way to prove or disprove this claim, I am left wondering if it is useful. The

answer, for many if not most people, seem to be yes. It troubles me that, as Richardson

(1997) notes, those who deny the reality of essential truths tend to be the privileged.

Instead of pursuing such truths, we may imagine ourselves seeking the safer and more

sophisticated countermemory or counterdiscourse. But do they really function

interchangeably?

One last question: If personal and cultural trauma are so pervasive, at what point

does it simply become the human condition? Furthermore, I am inclined to believe that

despite our historic and current horrors, our species is probably closer to justice and

equity than it has been in the past. If so, this brackets the argument that we are also

somehow currently more traumatized. I would like to think this derives from the growth

of the circle of those others whom we are willing to recognize as human.

In all of the above, I may well be wrong, but as a somewhat traumatized artist,

researcher, and activist, I feel that these roles and identities are fed from the same stream,

like horses hitched side by side, pulling the plow of recovery .
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