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In Between Hope and Despair, Roger Simon, Sharon
Rosenberg, and Claudia Eppert bring together a collection of profoundly thoughtful essays on the challenges
facing, and posed by, the acts of memory with which we
confront historical trauma. It is mandatory reading for
those teachers, scholars, artists, and therapists who ﬁnd
themselves dissatisﬁed by the glib, emblematic, heroic,
or narrowly utilitarian discourses in which such trauma
so oen becomes enshrouded. e historical episodes
canvassed by these authors are quite diverse, and their
approaches are, if anything, even more diverse. Rinaldo
Walco, for example, analyzes narratives by contemporary American descendants of the survivors of the Middle Passage, while Rachel N. Baum targets the speciﬁcally second-generation character of recent literary responses to the Holocaust. Julia Salverson presents theatrical pieces about landmines, Rosenberg oﬀers a reinterpretation of a public monument, Mario Di Paolantonio confronts the juridical discourse of national reconciliation, and Jody Ranck critiques the trauma services
oﬀered by humanitarian aid agencies in Rwanda. While
it is convenient to treat them as addressing particular historical episodes, in no case do the standard calendars of
events associated with these episodes take center stage.
Instead, these essays seek to engage critically, oen psychoanalytically, with the proximal or distal mnemonic aftershocks of the events, hoping to encourage what the
editors call “ethical learning.”
It is to the credit of the compilers that a strong, coherent theme can be found running through this text,
a theme that presents itself to the reader not as an afterthought, but with mounting clarity as each article is
assimilated. is is a book about problems of identity,
of a personal identity threatened, undermined, and ultimately reconstituted by what one contributor, Deborah Britzman, has called “diﬃcult knowledge.”[1] Knowledge of loss, one’s own or another’s, destabilizes the ego
in a process described in Freud’s seminal essay “Mourning and Melancholia.”[2] is instability can lead to the

essentially narcissistic phenomenon of melancholia, in
which the subject dwells on the loss of self, substituting this loss for the loss of something external to it, and
thus shielding itself from the contingencies of the external other. In mourning, by contrast, the other is acknowledged, and with it the externality of loss. Mourning can
be worked through. e mourning subject engages with
the world, and with the loss inherent to it, in a way the
melancholic subject cannot. As Simon, Rosenberg, and
Eppert suggest in their introduction, “perhaps what all
of the chapters ﬁnally move toward is a critical and riskladen learning that seeks to accomplish a shi of one’s
ego boundaries, that displaces engagements with the past
and contemporary relations with others out of the narrow, inescapably violent and violative conﬁnes of the ’I,’
to a receptivity to others…. Remembrance is … a means
for ethical learning” (p. 8).
Much aention is thus devoted to identifying and critiquing aempts at remembrance that fail, in this sense,
to further ethical learning. Analyzing a student performance of a play on land mines in Bosnia, Julia Salverson
ﬁnds that the actors “were not seeing themselves in the
picture; and, consequently … we as audience members
were neither asked nor able to implicate ourselves … we
… were looking out at some exoticized and deliberately
tragic other” (p. 59). In her re-reading of a Vancouver
memorial to the victims of the 1989 Montreal Massacre,
Sharon Rosenberg complains that “remembrance has become aached to strategic eﬀorts to intervene in politics
of the now … what is foreclosed in this ’strategic remembrance practice’ … is the possibility of encountering and
facing the very shock of the murders” (p. 77). In diﬀerent ways, both Rachel N. Baum and Andrea Liss problematize the stewardship of memory by those born aer
the Holocaust, with Liss worrying about “the silence that
the law of the voice of the legitimate witness would impose on the voice of the post-Auschwitz generation as
’inauthentic”’ (p. 119). And Rinaldo Walco reveals the
inadequacies of an afrocentrism in which aention to the
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heroism of Middle Passage survivors masks the identities experience of others” (p. 29). Britzman also describes
and needs of contemporary African Americans.
Meyer Levin’s “fall” into melancholia as a kind of “accie strategic, the emblematic, and the heroic all come dent” (p. 35). Taking such quotations out of context, one
together in what Jody Ranck calls the “humanist meta- might think that a much broader class of historical traunarrative of moral progress” (p. 187). Prospects for eth- mas was at issue, including not only genocide and mass
ical learning could not look more bleak than when, “af- murder, but natural disasters as well: all cause suﬀerter ﬁy years of ’Never Again,”’ the Rwandan genocide ing on a massive scale, suﬀering whose signiﬁcance must
“is allowed to take place under the watchful eyes of the be discovered. But the distinction between actions and
’humanitarians”’ (pp. 188-189). In a way, the failure is events is helpful here. Natural disasters are mere events,
compounded by the trauma services oﬀered to Rwandan not actions–no one is responsible for them. Intrinsic to
survivors, in which the aempt to address their suﬀering the traumatic character of mass murder, however, is the
within the bounds of a medical discourse runs the risk of fact that murder is a deliberate act, and as such is perpetrated by agents who, like all other agents, can only be
deﬂecting the moral questions.
described in the language of (instrumental) rationality.
Such criticism is surely worthwhile in its own right.
We recall Kant’s argument for the impossibility of
In my own experience teaching an advanced undergrada diabolical will and Hannah Arendt’s analysis of evil’s
uate philosophy course on the ethical interpretation of
banality.[3] Some argue that it is unintelligible to supgenocide, I have been struck by the desperation with
pose that we do evil because it is evil; instead, we do
which even the best students search for silver linings,
evil because we mistakenly think it is good. e misconstructing redemptive ﬁctions as morally inert as they
take is one that even decent people (in Himmler’s phrase,
are hopeful. is book is a repository of pedagogical
“anstÃ¤ndige Menschen”) can make, especially when sitstrategies with which to reveal the limitations of such
uated in a bureaucratic context in which responsibility
constructions.
is distributed to the point of individual deniability. EmOne also wants ethical learning to transcend the pathizing with victims, being wounded by their wounds,
purely critical. e contributors to this volume oﬀer a is painful, but the ethical challenge is more pointed when
range of positive proposals. Walco, in his reading of we force ourselves to question either our own decency or
Paule Marshall’s Praisesong for e Widow, ﬁnds hope in its moral worth. Doing so involves engaging not only
the protagonist’s ability to come to terms with the Amer- with the victims, but also with the perpetrators. And
ican constitution of her body, acknowledging in the pro- such engagement is, indeed, “risk-laden” (p. 8). e edicess both the horrors of the Middle Passage and the oth- tors are right that ethical learning is dangerous, but even
erness of her African ancestors. Rosenberg, for her part, the nature of the danger is sometimes hidden. It is diﬃsuggests that a monument originating in a movement to- cult for the individual to confront his or her limitations,
ward narrowly strategic remembrance can nonetheless or to recognize the degree to which individual moral conbe “re-read” in ways that both challenge and extend the stitution is a function of a larger social context. It is even
original strategic agenda. In diﬀering ways, both au- more threatening to realize that no individual moral conthors’ suggestions aim at allowing us to mourn the other, stitution is immune to the potential for evil. To lose conrather than dwelling on some lost aspect of self, while ﬁdence in the inviolability of our own moral integrity, as
still implicating ourselves.
we must if ethical learning is to take place, is dangerous
But this is extremely diﬃcult to do. ere is an indeed.
apparent contradiction between the need to mourn the
Still, the fact that a danger is hidden does not preother and the call for ethical engagement with the other, vent us from ﬂeeing from it. at ethical learning inand the authors are not to be blamed if they cannot al- volves confronting the ﬂaws inherent in our own agency
ways successfully balance the two. I suggest their eﬀorts is witnessed by our tremendous psychic resistance to it.
are oen complicated by the discourse of victimhood in Rosenberg recounts how a memorial inscription to the
which they are entrenched. Searching for a “psychic lo- memory “of all the women who have been murdered by
cus” for the remembrance of historical trauma, Roger I. men” awoke ﬁercely defensive responses by men who
Simon asks, “how might the memories of others be ’re- “felt aacked” despite their own innocence (p. 81). For all
membered’ as a wound that wounds me” (p. 13)? Sim- that the memorial is, in Rosenberg’s phrase, “strategic”;
ilarly, Britzman asserts that, in pursuit of ethical learn- it poses a potentially constructive challenge to the ethiing, “our pedagogical eﬀorts must … begin with a study cal self-understanding of innocent, decent men–though
of the diﬃculty of making signiﬁcance from the painful there is no challenge from which one may not choose to
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turn aside. (Also see Di Paolantonio’s contribution [p.
160]). In Ranck’s essay we see perhaps the most direct
challenge posed in this book to the reader who wishes to
see him- or herself as a decent, humane person. It is not
that the humanitarian aid oﬀered to the Rwandans is not
genuinely humane. It is rather precisely its humaneness
that insulates us, the benefactors, from knowledge of our
own complicity. (For a similar analysis of the insulating
function of humanism, see Jonathan Dollimore, Sex, Literature and Censureship.)[4]

rians and literary scholars, even those who have scaled
the heights of contemporary theory, may not be familiar
enough with Freud for the arguments to be immediately
transparent. ose familiar with psychoanalytic theories
may also have this diﬃculty, along with others. I believe
they should all give it a try. ere is a great deal to be
learned, not only in the arguments themselves, but also in
connections between sources and theoretical approaches
not oen linked.
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