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83 5 Psychic trauma involves intense personal suffering, but it also involves
The O%gsccni{iz of Understanding: An Evening with Claude Lanzmann the recognition of realities that most of us have not begun to face. In the past

several years, public interest in the suffering entailed in trauma, as well as
professional research in the field, has grown considerably, and with the

o

CLAUDE LANZMANN

200 . . . . events in Bosnia-Herzegovina and the increasing violence in our own coun-

Conc;ming the Accounts Given by the Residents of Hiroshima : try, many people have recognized the urgency of learning more about the
GEORGES BATAILLE : traumatic reaction to violent events and about the means of helping to

22t alleviate suffering. These methods have provided significant intervention in

Traumatic Poetry: Charles Baudelaite and the Shock of Laughter - both individual and group trauma. But the study and treatment of trauma
KEVIN NEWMAREK continue to face a crucial problem at the heart of this unique and difficult

236 . : _5 7 phenomenon: the problem of how to help relieve suffering, and how to

; Not Over’: A C . understand the nature of the suffering, without eliminating the force and
isi : versation o ; _ _
The AIDS Crisis Is Not Over on truth of the reality that trauma survivors face and quite often try to transmit

with Gregg Bordowitz, Douglas Crimp, and Laura Pinsky : to us. To cure oneself—whether by drugs or the telling of one’s story or

/ CATHY CARUTH AND THOMAS KEENAN both—seems to many survivors to imply the giving-up of an important
256 reality, or the dilution of a special truth into the reassuring terms of therapy.

. Indeed, in Freud’s own early writings on trauma, the possibility of integtat-
ing the lost event into a series of associative memories, as part of the cure,
was seen precisely as a way to permit the event to be forgotten. The difficulty
of listening and responding to traumatic stories in a way that does not lose
their impact, that does not reduce them to clichés or turn them all into
versions of the same story, is a problem that remains central to the task of
therapists, literary critics, neurobiologists, and filmmakers alike. The unique
and continuing contribution of the essays in this volume—which were origi-
nally published in eatlier versions in two issues of American Imago that
appeared in 1991—is to ask how we can listen to trauma beyond its pathology
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INTRODUCTION

CATHY CARUTH

At the heart of this volume is the encounter with a peculiar kind of
historical phenomenon~-what has come to be called “Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder” (PTSD)—in which the overwhelming events of the past repeatedly
possess, in intrusive images and thoughts, the one who has lived through
them. This singular possession by the past, as we have seen in Part I, extends
beyond the bounds of a marginal pathology and has become a central charac-
teristic of the survivor experience of our time. Yet what is particularly striking
in this singular experience is that its insistent reenactments of the past do not
simpiy serve as testimony to an event, but may also, paradoxically enough,
bear wnness to a past that was never fuﬁy experienced as it occurred Trauma,
the force of an experxence “that is not yet fully owned The essays in Part
Il examine the implications of this paradoxxcal experience for the ways
we represent and communicate historical experience. The phenomenon of
trauma, as they siiggest, both urgently demands historical awareness and yet
denies our usual modes of access to it. How is it poss@b[cz __;_lf}g:y_ Fhus ask, to
gain access to a traumatic history? o R

eihiaps theé most smkmg feature of traumatic recollection is the fact
that it is not a simple memory. Beginning with the earliest wotk on trauma, a
perplexing contradiction has formed the basis of its many definitions and
descriptions: while the images of traumatic reenactment remain absolurely
accurate and precise, they are largely inaccessible to conscious recall and
control. It is this curious phenomenon ‘that challenged Freud in his con-
frontation with the “war neuroses” stemming from the First World War, The
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traurnatic reliving, like the nightmares of the accident victim, seemed like a ‘ repmduce it in exact detali—j-appears to be corfnected, in .traumamc experi-
waking memory, yet returned, repeatedly, only in the form of a drearn: . ence, precisely with the way it escapes full consciousness ai it occurs. :l’VIodern
o neurobiologxsts have in fact suggested that the unerring “engraving” on the

{Eeoplé] ch:.nk the Fa?t t?ag the traurgxat;c ;xpenen'ce is forgmg lt-self upon mind, the “etching into the brain” of an event in trauma may be assocsated 4
‘tne patient i1s a proof o € strengt H
pat proot ot e strengti of the expertence: the patient s, as with its elision of its normal encoding in memory. This strange connection—
one might say, fixated to his,trauma. . . . I am not aware, however, that . alread

. . : . AN between the elision of memory and the precision of recall—was already cen-
patients suffermg from trawmatic neurosis are much occupied in their e

tral to Freuds work, and was even earlier, as van der Kolk and van der Hart

concemed with not chmkmg of it {Freud, 1920 13) : _ -suggest in this volume, an important focus in the writing of Pierre Janet. He
s _proposed that traumatic recall remaihs insistent-and-unchanged to the pre-
The traumgtxc nightmare, und:storted by repression or unconscious wish, . cise extent that it has never, m&?é"g‘iiﬁ’fﬁg;been fully integrated into

seems to point directly to an event, and yet, as Freud suggests, it occupies 2
space to which willed access is denied. Indeed, the vivid and precise rerurn of
the'event appears, as modern researchers point out, to be accompanied by an
amnesia for the past, a fact striking enough to be referred 1o by several major

understéﬁdiﬁﬁmaaﬂf“ ontation-with an event that, in its
unexpectedness or Emmace“d“‘ffhm chemes of prior
knowledge—that €annot, as George Bataillé 54y, become a matter of “intel-
ligence” ,_.and_x]m&conunualt;\c‘_rgg{{ns, ity exaceness, at a later time. Not

. N act
WWIICIS 453 pd radox; ‘ havmg been fully 1ntegrated as it occurred; thie eventcaniot become, as Janet f
There are a number of temporal paradoxes that occur in patients with ! says, a “narrative memory  that is intégrated ifto a complered 6ty of ¢

PTSD. . .. [One is thart] recall of the actual traumna may often be
impaired, whereas patients may reexperience aspects of the trauma in the .
form of intrusive thoughts, nightmares, or Bashbacks. {John Krystal, 1990,

past. “The history that a ﬂ@a}_c}_g tells—as psychiatey; psychoaralysis, and\
neurobxology equally suggest—:s, therefore; a history that literally /ms no_

6; emphasis added) ‘ ; preseﬁmMJiS_ precise images and enactments are not de
vrP;thclogies of memory are characteristic features of post-traumatic stress . 1n its repe; OSIHWWMSM “the trauma thus seems

disorder (PTSD). These range from amnesia for part, or all, of the = to ew.;qke the difficult truth of a history that is constituted by

traumatic events to frank dissociation, in which large realms of experi- X incom ibility of its occurrence.

ence or aspects of one’s identity are disowned. Such failures of recall can i For W;{gﬁgm& then, the truth of the event may reside not

paradoxically coexist with the opposite: intruding memories and unbid- i only in its brutal facts, but also in the way that their occurrence defies simple

den repetitive images of traumatic events. (Greenberg and van der Kolk,

: comprehension. The flashback or traumatic reenactment conveys, that is,
1987, 191; emphasis added)

“Goth zhe truth of an event, and the truth of its incomprebensibility. But this

! The Hashback, it seems, provides a form of recall that survives at the cost of creates a dilemma for hlStOf ical understandmg For on the one hand, as van

willed memory or of the very continuity of conscious thdught‘ While the ‘ der Kolk and van der Hart suggest, the amnesiac reenactment is a story that
.:. » - [{%] - “

traumatized are called upon to see and to relive the insistent reality of the is difficult to tell and to hear: “It is not addressed to anybody, the patient does

[ . s . T .
past, they recover a past that encounters consciousness only through the very L not respond to anybody: it is 2 SOhtf“Y activity.” The trauma thus requires
denial of active recollection, ' ! integration, both for the sake of testimony and for the sake of cure. But on
L The abliaty to recover the past is thus closely and paradOchai y tied up, 3 the other hand, the transformation of the traufiia iito a narrative mcmorg

e /in trauma, with the inability to have access to it. And this suggests that what 8 that allows thé StOl'Y to be verbalized and commumcated FCE: behm;gmte )

returns in the flashback is not simply an overwhelming experiénce that fias i into one’s own, and others knowiedge of the | past, may lose both the > prect-
M‘fmﬂma tracan-event that is ieself i sion and the force that characterizes traumatic recall Thus in the story of

' acterized Il
ﬂ’,\b\ ‘Janiet’s patient Iréne, her cure is cbaracrenzedﬂc fact that she can tell a

i an event .

constituted, in pa%wft“ fackof integFation into consciousness. Indeed; the
e W

literal registration of an evént—the capacity to continitially; in the flashbacl,

“slightly different story” to different people: the capacity to 1 membens a!sq

141
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city-to-elide-or-distort, and in other cases, as van der Kolk and van
der Hart show, may mean the capacity simply to forget. Yet beyond the loss
of precision there is another, more profound, disappearance: the loss, pre-
tcisely, of the event’s essential incomprehensibility, the force of its affrant to
understanding. It is this dilemma that underlies many survivors reluctance 0
translate their experience into speech:

People have said that only survivors themselves understand what
happened. I'll go a step further. We don'. . .. L know I don’. ...

S6 there is a dilemma. What do we do? Do we not talk abour it? Elie
Wiesel has said many times that silence is the only proper response but
then most of us, including him, feel that not to speak is impossible.

To speak is impossible, and not to speak is impossible. (Schreiber
1tz, 1990)

{ The dangcr of speech, of integration into the narration of memory, may lie
not in what it cannot understand, but in that it understands too much.
W ~only, as Kevin Newmark. 2y, 1 the artempt “to move
_ away from the experience of shock by remteggatmg _ggg_g,stable under-
X sa\miﬁig'ﬁ'ﬁ?., The possibility of integration into memory and the con-
sciousness of history thus raises the question, van der Kolk and van der Hart

ultimately observe, “whether it is not a sacrilege of the traurmatic.experience
Yo play with the reality of the pas?”

The impossibility of a comprehensible story, however, does not neces-
sarzly mean the dema! of a transm;ss;ble truth. “T have precxseiy begun with
Holocaust testimonies, Shoah. “1 have made this very impossibility my poine
of departure” (Lanzmann, 1990b, 295). How does one precisely begin with
impossibility? Challenging our usual expectations of what it means to.tell, to
listen, and to gain access to the past, Lanzmann stuggests that historical truth
may be transmitted in some cases through the refusal of a cereain framework:
of understanding, a refusal chat is also a creative act of listening. In her
introduction to Lanzmann’s address before the Western New England Insti-
tute for Psychoanalysis that appears in this issue, Shoshana Felman quotes
his own eloquent statement of this refusal:

It is enough to formulate the question in simplistic terms—Why have the
Jews been killed?—for the question to reveal right away its obscenity,
There is an absolute obscenity in the very project of understanding. Not

I€4
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to understand was my iron law during all the eleven years of the produc-

tion of Shoab. 1 had clung to this refusal of understanding as the only

possible ethical and at the same time the only possible operative atitude.
- (Lanzmann, 19902, 279)

The making of Shoah, Lanzmann suggests, proceeds, precisely, from what it
does not understand. The act of refusal, here, is therefore not a denial of a
knowledge of the past, but rathera way of gaining acoess 10 2 knowledge that
has not yetattained the form of “narrative memory.” In its active resistance to
the platicudes of knowledge, this refusal opens up the space for a testimony
that can speak beyond what is already understood. Indeed, Shoah, Lanzmann
suggests, was created not simply through the positive and straightforward
acquisition of facts—although the details of each person’s story do indeed
form its very core—but also through the process of discovering the ways in
which understanding breaks down:

1 was like someone who is net very gifted in dancing, who rakes lessons as
I did 20 years ago, and then tries and doesnt succeed. There was an
absolute discrepancy between the book-knowledge that I had acquired
and whar these people told me. [ didn’t understand anything anymore.
{Lanzmann, 1990b, 294)

The refusal of undcrstandmg, then, is also a fundamentally creative act:
“this blindness was for me,” Lanzmann writes, “the vital condition of cre-
ation” (Lanzmann 1990a, 279). What is created does not grow out of 2
knowledge already accumulated but, as Lanzmann suggests, is intricately
bound up with the act of listening itself, In his appearance before the West-
ern New England Institute for Psychoanalysis, Lanzmann enacts a kind of
refusal and creation by turning what was intended to have been the discus-
sion of a Ailm on a Nazi’s inner development into the event of his own refusal
to watch the film and his explanation of why such a refusal 1ok place. It is
precisely in the struggle to make sense of this refusal that the possibility of 2
truly pedagogical encounter emerges, an encounter that, by breaking with
traditional modes of understanding, creates new ways of gaining access to a
historical catastrophe for those who attempt to witness it from afar.

Lanzmann thus provides, in Shoah and somewhat differently in his own
appearance before the psychoanalysts, the possibility of a speech that is not
simply the vehicle of understanding, butalso the locus of what canhot yet be
understood. It is, as Shoshana Felman says of Celan’s poetry in her essay in
Part 1, “the event of creating an address for the specificity of a historical
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experience that annihilated any possibility of address.” It is thus also, in
itself, a project that discovers the paradoxical foundation of address as the
transmisston of a gap:

Berween all these conditjons [unemployment in Germany, the Nazi soul,
and so on] and the gassing of three-thousand persons, men, women,
children, in a gas chamber, all rogether, there is an unbreachable discrep-
ancy. It is simply not possible to engender one out of the other. There is
no solation of continuity between the two; there is rather a gap, an abyss,
and thig abyss will never be bridged. (“The Obsceniry of Understanding”)

It is ultimately in the ways in which it exceeds simple understanding that the
eventful speech of this address—an address that takes place in all the strug-
gles to communicate traumatic experience-~opens up the possibility of what
could be called a tru[y historical transmission.
13

The attempt © gain access to a traumatic history, then, is also the
project of listening beyond the pathology of individual _suffering, to the
reality of a history that in its crises can only be perceived in unassimilable
forms. This history may speak through the individual or through the com-
munity, which in its own suffering, as Kai Erikson makes clear, may not only
be the site of its disruption but the locus of a “wisdom all its own.” Each of
the essays in this volume engages, from different perspectives, in the difficulc
task of this h1stoncal listening. And they help us to recognize that this task
may take place not only in relation to a traumatic past not yet acknowledged,
but, as Gregg Bordowitz, Douglas Crimp and Laura Pinsky forcefully re-
mind us, in relation to an address that attempts to speak out from a crisis
that is not yet over.
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