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German 441/CLS 488: 
Trauma, Politics, and the Uses of Memory 

A course co-curated by Professor Anna Parkinson and Dr. Candice Jansen 

 

 
© Wangechi Mutu, “She’s Got the Whole World in Her Hands” (2015) 

 

  

Trauma Studies has become an integral interpretative paradigm for critical theorists, 
politicians, activists and the popular media alike, where it functions as a diagnostic 
tool that articulates specific relationships between violence, vulnerability, and late 
capitalist modernity. Initially embedded in a psychoanalytic framework, the 
paradigm of trauma attempted to capture the violence wrought by modernity, 
primarily in the context of twentieth century Western Europe. Seismic upheavals 
caused by forms of totalitarian government and Western colonial rule, and 
subsequent attempts of decolonization, ask us to rethink trauma as a decidedly 
international phenomena and a transmutable category that exceeds national 
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boundaries, even as it is at times mobilized by the nation state as cause for new acts 
of violence. 

       Critical approaches to trauma will be considered through a transnational 
approach to memory and politics, as we seek to understand the universalist appeal 
of—and arguments against-- this model of (de)subjectivity in cultural contexts that 
overlap, contrast, and challenge one another, even when ostensibly speaking the 
same critical language. We will examine a range of archives and media: film, 
testimonies, biography, novels, poetry, memorials, and photography. 

  

Schedule of Classes 

Week 1, Sept 16: Trauma: European and Anglo-American Frames of 
Reference 

• LaPlanche and J.B. Pontalis, “Trauma,” from The Language of 
Psychoanalysis. Trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith. New York: W.W. 
Norton & Co., 1973. 465-69. (C) 

• Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) (Online 
Access NU Search) 

• Dominick LaCapra, “Writing History, Writing Trauma,” Writing 
History, Writing Trauma. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2001. 1-42. (C) 

• Cathy Caruth, “Introduction,” Trauma: Explorations in Memory. Ed. 
and intro., Cathy Caruth. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1995. 3-12. (C) 

• Cathy Caruth, “Unclaimed Experience and the Possibility of 
History,” Yale French Studies 79 (1991): 181-192 (C) 

  

Week 2, Sept 23: Trauma and Witnessing: Truth and 
Reconciliation (TRC in South Africa) 

• Antjie Krog, “Ways of Knowing Mrs. Konile: TRC and the Problem 
of Translation.” Conditional Tense. Memory and Vocabulary after the 
South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission. London: Seagull 
Books, 2013. 39-88. (C) 
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• Pumla Gobodo-Makilizela, “The Language of Trauma.” A Human 
Being Died that Night: A South African Story of Forgiveness. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 2003. 79-103. (C) 

• Long Night’s Journey into Day. New York: Infobase, [2014], c2000. 
(94 minutes) (F/Accessible to stream online through NU Search) 

• Mahmood Mamdani, “Amnesty or Impunity? A Preliminary Critique 
of the Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South 
Africa (TRC).” diacritics3-4 (2002): 33-59. (C) 

  

Week 3, Sept 30: Trauma and Witnessing: The Era of the Witness and 
Performance of Memory 

• Annette Wieviorka, “The Advent of the Witness” and “The Era of the 
Witness.” The Era of the Witness. Trans. Jared Stark. Ithaca: Cornell 
UP, 2006. 6-95; 96-144. (Please purchase) 

• Jane Taylor, Ubu and the Truth Commission. Cape Town: U of Cape 
Town P, 1998. (Available online via NUSearch at HATHI Trust) 

• For the full performance of the Ubu play, please search on youtube 
(88 minutes) 

• Jill Bennett, “Chapter 5: Face-to-Face Encounters,” Empathic Vision: 
Affect, Trauma and Contemporary Art. Stanford: Stanford UP, 2005. 
103-123. 

• Sarah Nuttall, “Wound, Surface, Skin.” Cultural Studies3 (2013): 
418-437. 

 [Extra reading: Bennett, Chp. 1: “On the Subject of Trauma.”)(Available 
online via NU Search at HATHI Trust] 

  

Week 4, Oct 7: Monuments and Memorialization: Land- and Timescapes 

• Nelly Richard, “Architectures, Stagings, and Narratives of the 
Past.” Eruptions of Memory: The Critique of Memory in Chile, 1990-
2015. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2019. 71-90. (C) 

• Macarena Gomez-Barris, “Searching For Villa Grimaldi: Memory’s 
Democratic Promise.” Where Memory Dwells: Culture and State 
Violence in Chile. Berkeley: U of C Press, 2009. 37-73. (C) 
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• Andreas Huyssen, “Memory Sites in an Expanded Field: The Memory 
Park in Buenos Aires.” Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the 
Politics of Memory. Stanford: Stanford UP, 2003. (C) 

• James Young, “The Countermonument: Memory Against Itself in 
Germany.” The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and 
Meanings. New Haven: Yale UP, 1993. 27-48. (C) 

[Short film through our library: Andreas Huyssen speaking about memory, 
trauma, history, and modernity: https://fod-infobase-
com.turing.library.northwestern.edu/p_ViewVideo.aspx?xtid=188666# ] 

  

Week 5, Oct 14: Ontological Exclusions: Flesh, Wounds, and Hauntings 

• Toni Morrison, Beloved. London: Chatto & Windus, 1987. (Please 
purchase) 

• Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American 
Grammar Book,” diacritics2 (1987): 64-81. (C) 

• Sadiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts.” small axe 26 (2008): 1-14. (C) 
• Alexander Weheliye, “Bare Life: The Flesh,” Habeas Viscus: Racializing 

Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black Feminist Theories of the Human. 
Durham: Duke UP, 2014. 33-45. 

[Paul Gilroy, “Masters, Mistresses, Slaves, and the Antinomies of 
Modernity,” The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1993. 41-71. (C)] 

  

Week 6, Oct. 21: Sounds of Post-colonial Rwanda on the Airwaves: Radio 
Hate (Radio Télévision Libre de Milles Collines), Theater and Film 

• Boubacar Boris Diop, Murambi, The Book of Bones. Trans. Fiona 
McLaughlin. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006. (Excerpts, 
TBD/online through NU Search—available via Hathi Trust) 

• Milo Rau, Hate Radio. A Production by the International Institute of 
Political Murder, et al. 2011/2012.(C) 

• Hate Radio, Press Kit. (C) 
• Darryl Li, “Echoes of Violence: Considerations on Radio and Genocide 

in Rwanda.” Journal of Genocide Research1 (2004): 2-27. (C) 
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• Eefje Blankevoort and Anoek Steketee: http://www.loveradio-
rwanda.org/episode/1/onair/about 

• Joanna Kos-Krauze and Krzysztof Krause (directors). The Birds are 
Singing in Kigali. 2017. (160 minutes) (F/C) 

[Nigel Eltringham, “Display, Concealment, and Culture: The Disposal of 
Bodies in the 1994 Rwandan Genocide. Eds. Jean-Marc Dreyfus and 
Élisabeth Anstett Human Remains and Mass Violence: Methodological 
Approaches. Manchester: Manchester UP, 2014. 161-180. (C)] 

 

Week 7, Oct 28: Trauma and Visuality: Image, Identification, and 
Identity 

• Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida (excerpts TBA) 
• Ingrid Masondo, “Unstable Forms: Photography, Race, and the 

Identity Document in South Africa.” Eds. Patricia Hayes and Gary 
Minkley, Ambivalent: Photography and Visibility in African History. 
Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2019. P. TBA (C) 

PAPER ABSTRACT WITH BIBLIOGRAPHY DUE TODAY, Oct. 
28th,  VIA EMAIL 

   

Week 8, Nov. 4: Trauma and Visuality: The Implications of the Moving 
Image  

• Susan Sontag, On Regarding the Pain of Others (excerpts TBA) 
• László Nemes, Son of Saul (F/C)  
• Georges Didi-Huberman, “Images in Spite of All” (CR) 

  

Week 9, Nov 11: The Avant-Garde of Trauma? Collaboration, Gender, 
Violence, and Aesthetics 

• Roberto Bolaño, Distant Star. Trans. Chris Andrews. New York: new 
Directions: 2004 [1996]. (Please purchase) 
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• Jean Franco, “Killers, Torturers, Sadists, and Collaborators. » Cruel 
Modernity. Durham : Duke UP, 2013. 93-119. (C) 

  

Week 10: Nov 18: The Future of Trauma? Migration, Postcolonialism, 
Speculations on History  

• Shailja Patel, Migritude (Please purchase). New York: Kaya Press, 
2010. 
• Didier Fassin and Richard Rechtman, “The Moral Economy of 

Trauma.” The Empire of Trauma: An Inquiry into the Condition of 
Victimhood. Trans. Rachel Gomme. Princeton: Princeton UP, 2009. 

275-284. 
• Sarah Nuttall, “Upsurge.” Eds. Jay Pather and Catherine Boulle. Acts 

of Transgression: Contemporary Live Art in South Africa. 
Johannesburg: Wits UP, 2019. 41-59. (C) 

• Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History.” Trans. 
Harry Zohn. Ed. and Intro Hannah Arendt. Illuminations. New York: 
Schocken, 1968. 253-264. (Online: Available at HATHI Trust 
through NUSearch) 

  

**FINAL PAPER: DUE MONDAY, DECEMBER  1ST BY 8PM VIA EMAIL 

  

Course Objectives 

• Evaluation and critique of prominent critical theories of trauma and 
memory. 

• Articulation of theoretical concepts as they are performed in different 
media. 

• Interpretation of the geopolitical and aesthetic relationship between 
theory and international memory studies. 

• Formulation of an abstract, collation of a bibliography, presentation of 
your research, discussion of ideas with peers, and the production of 
either a short independent research paper on a subject of your choice 
or an annotated bibliography (15 books/articles/films, etc.—only 5 
can be taken from class . 
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Course requirements 

Attendance of all class sessions, as well as attentive, lively participation is 
mandatory. Please carefully prepare all readings for the class before each 
meeting. Each Monday evening by 11pm, students should submit via email a 
1-2 page response paper on the readings for the week. Use this paper to 
explore ideas related to the course’s central themes and the way in which an 
article/play/film engages with these concepts; be sure to formulate any 
critical or open questions you might have of the texts/other media that you 
think will add to our discussion. In addition to completing these papers, 
participating in class discussion and facilitating discussion through a 10-15 
minute presentation once during the quarter, students are expected to spend 
the quarter working on an individual research project evaluating and 
analyzing a central issue or key theme/s of the course.  

  

Assessment 

            Attendance and participation                                                   10% 
            Class presentation/leading discussion                                      10% 
            Response Papers                                                                       20% 
            Abstract/Paper proposal (1-2 pages)                                        10% 
            Final paper (7 pages) OR Annotated Bibliography                  50% 
  

Presentation  

Each student will select one class session in which they are responsible for 
introducing the reading material and facilitating discussion (10-15 
minutes). Exhaustive coverage of the day’s reading is not expected, rather 
the presenter may choose to touch on the main arguments in the reading 
and/or discuss an aspect of the primary texts for that class; she or he may 
choose to relate two texts for that day to each other; or, alternatively, he or 
she may discuss the day’s reading in relation to texts we have already read. 
Students should focus on reflecting on, analyzing, and posing questions to 
one or more aspect(s) of their chosen text(s) such that they ideally motivate 
the day’s discussion.  
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Independent research projects 

The primary goal of the seminar is that students work towards a paper 
similar in approach and format to an article that would be published in a 
scholarly journal.  This project will be completed in two stages, with the 
following requirements: 

• An abstract/paper proposal (1-2 pages), due Wednesday, October 
28th, outlining the preliminary area of enquiry for your final 
paper.  Your abstract should include a bibliography of at least eight 
secondary sources in addition to the primary texts or other artifacts 
you wish to analyze. In assembling your bibliography, you should use 
all available databases (see course bibliography) as well as consult 
with me.  Abstracts and bibliographies will be shared with the class. 

• A final paper (7 pages) that represents original research and that 
includes the standard apparatus positioning your work in relation to 
other important research on the topic (footnotes, bibliography, etc.; 
consult here a recent edition of either the MLA Handbook or 
the Chicago Manual of Style).  In terms of format, you should aim to 
produce an essay that looks like a (mini) publication in an appropriate 
scholarly journal.   

  OR 

• An annotated Bibliography.  

Final papers/Annotated Bibliographies are due Monday, December 1st, 
by 8pm, and should be submitted via email. 

Bibliography 

As graduate students, you are expected to read extensively on your own.  As 
you begin to think about your papers, you will need to build a bibliography. 
The following databases are a good place to start searching:  
 

• MLA International Bibliography  
• WorldCat (accessible by clicking on “Electronic Sources” on the 

library home page) 


