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Violence and the Remaking of a Self
By Susan J. Brison

On July 4, 1990, at 10:30 in the morning, I went for a walk along a

country road in a village outside Grenoble, France. It was a

gorgeous day, and I didn't envy my husband, Tom, who had to

stay inside and work on a manuscript with a French colleague. I

sang to myself as I set out, stopping along the way to pet a goat and

pick a few wild strawberries. About an hour and a half later, I was

lying face down in a muddy creek bed at the bottom of a dark

ravine, struggling to stay alive.

I had been grabbed from behind, pulled into the bushes, beaten,

and sexually assaulted. Helpless and entirely at my assailant's

mercy, I talked to him, trying to appeal to his humanity, and, when

that failed, addressing myself to his self-interest. He called me a

whore and told me to shut up. Although I had said I'd do whatever

he wanted, as the sexual assault began I instinctively fought back,

which so enraged my attacker that he strangled me until I lost

consciousness.

When I came to, I was being dragged by my feet down into the

ravine. I had often thought I was awake while dreaming, but now I

was awake and convinced I was having a nightmare. But it was no

dream. After ordering me to get on my hands and knees, the man

strangled me again. This time I was sure I was dying. But I revived,

just in time to see him lunging toward me with a rock. He smashed

it into my forehead, knocking me out. Eventually, after another

strangulation attempt, he left me for dead.

After I was rescued and taken to the Grenoble hospital, where I

spent the next 11 days, I was told repeatedly how "lucky" I was to

be alive, and for a short while I even believed this myself. At the

time, I did not yet know how trauma not only haunts the

conscious and unconscious mind but also remains in the body, in
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each of the senses, in the heart that races and the skin that crawls

whenever something resurrects the buried terror. I didn't know

that the worst -- the unimaginably painful aftermath of violence --

was yet to come.

For the first several months after my attack, I led a spectral

existence, not quite sure whether I had died and the world was

going on without me, or whether I was alive but in a totally alien

world. The line between life and death, once so clear and

sustaining, now seemed carelessly drawn and easily erased. I felt

as though I'd outlived myself, as if I'd stayed on a train one stop

past my destination.

My sense of unreality was fed by the massive denial of those

around me -- a reaction that is an almost universal response to

rape, I learned. Where the facts would appear to be

incontrovertible, denial takes the shape of attempts to explain the

assault in ways that leave the observers' worldview unscathed.

Even those who are able to acknowledge the existence of violence

try to protect themselves from the realization that the world in

which it occurs is their world. They cannot allow themselves to

imagine the victim's shattered life, or else their illusions about

their own safety and control over their lives might begin to

crumble.

The most well-meaning individuals, caught up in the myth of their

own immunity, can inadvertently add to the victim's suffering by

suggesting that the attack was avoidable or somehow her fault.

One victims'-assistance coordinator, whom I had phoned for legal

advice, stressed that she herself had never been a victim and said I

would benefit from the experience by learning not to be so trusting

of people and to take basic safety precautions, like not going out

alone late at night. She didn't pause long enough for me to point

out that I had been attacked suddenly, from behind, in broad

daylight.

I was initially reluctant to tell people (other than medical and legal

personnel) that I had been raped. I still wonder why I wanted the

sexual aspect of the assault -- so salient to me -- kept secret. I was

motivated in part by shame, I suppose, and I wanted to avoid
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being stereotyped as a victim. I did not want the academic work I

had already done on pornography and violence against women to

be dismissed as the ravings of a "hysterical rape victim." And I felt

that I had very little control over the meaning of the word "rape."

Using the term denied the particularity of what I had experienced

and invoked in other people whatever rape scenario they had

already constructed. I later identified myself publicly as a rape

survivor, having decided that it was ethically and politically

imperative for me to do so.

But my initial wariness about the use of the term was

understandable and, at times, reinforced by others' responses --

especially by the dismissive characterization of the rape by some

in the criminal-justice system. Before my assailant's trial, I heard

my lawyer conferring with another lawyer on the question of

victim's compensation from the state (to cover legal expenses and

unreimbursed medical bills). He said, without irony, that a certain

amount was typically awarded for "un viol gentil" ("a nice rape")

and somewhat more (which they would request on my behalf) for

"un viol méchant" ("a nasty rape").

Not surprisingly, I felt that I was taken more seriously as a victim of

a near-fatal murder attempt. But that description of the assault

provided others with no explanation of what had happened. Later,

when people asked why this man had tried to kill me, I revealed

that the attack had begun as a sexual assault, and most people

were satisfied with that as an explanation. It made some kind of

sense to them. But it made no sense to me.

A few months after the assault, I sat down at my computer to write

about it for the first time, and all I could come up with was a list of

paradoxes. Just about everything had stopped making sense. I

thought it was quite possible that I was brain-damaged as a result

of the head injuries I had sustained. Or perhaps the heightened

lucidity I had experienced during the assault remained, giving me

a clearer, though profoundly disorienting, picture of the world. I

turned to philosophy for meaning and consolation and could find

neither. Had my reasoning broken down? Or was it the breakdown

of Reason? I couldn't explain what had happened to me. I was

attacked for no reason. I had ventured outside the human
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community, landed beyond the moral universe, beyond the realm

of predictable events and comprehensible actions, and I didn't

know how to get back.

As a philosopher, I was used to taking something apparently

obvious and familiar -- the nature of time, say, or the relation

between words and things -- and making it into something quite

puzzling. But now, when I was confronted with the utterly strange

and paradoxical, philosophy was, at least initially, of no use in

helping me to make sense of it. And it was hard for me, given my

philosophical background, to accept that knowledge isn't always

desirable, that the truth doesn't always set you free. Sometimes, it

fills you with incapacitating terror, and then uncontrollable rage.

I was surprised, perhaps naively, to find that there was virtually

nothing in the philosophical literature about sexual violence;

obviously, it raised numerous philosophical issues. The

disintegration of the self experienced by victims of violence

challenges our notions of personal identity over time, a major

preoccupation of metaphysics. A victim's seemingly justified

skepticism about everyone and everything is pertinent to

epistemology, especially if the goal of epistemology is, as Wilfrid

Sellars put it, that of feeling at home in the world. In aesthetics, as

well as in the philosophy of law, the discussion of sexual violence

in -- or as -- art could use the illumination provided by a victim's

perspective. Perhaps the most important questions that sexual

violence poses are in social, political, and legal philosophy. Insight

into those areas, as well, requires an understanding of what it's like

to be a victim of such violence.

It occurred to me that the fact that rape has not been considered a

properly philosophical subject -- unlike war, for example --

resulted not only from the paucity of women in the profession but

also from the disciplinary biases against thinking about the

"personal" or the particular, and against writing in the form of

narrative. (Of course, the avowedly personal experiences of men

have been neglected in philosophical analysis as well. The study of

the ethics of war, for example, has dealt with questions of strategy

and justice as viewed from the outside, not with the wartime

experiences of soldiers or with the aftermath of their trauma.) But
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first-person narratives, especially ones written by those with

perspectives previously excluded from the discipline, are essential

to philosophy. They are necessary for exposing previously hidden

biases in the discipline's subject matter and methodology, for

facilitating understanding of (or empathy with) those different

from ourselves, and for laying on the table our own biases as

scholars.

When I resumed teaching at Dartmouth, the first student who

came to my office told me that she had been raped. Since I had

spoken out publicly several months earlier about my assault, I

knew that I would be in contact with other survivors. I just didn't

realize that there would be so many -- not only students, but also

female colleagues and friends, who had never before told me that

they had been raped. I continued to teach my usual philosophy

courses, but, in some ways philosophy struck me as a luxury when

I knew, in a more visceral way than before, that people were being

brutally attacked and killed -- all the time. So I integrated my work

on trauma with my academic interests by teaching a course on

global violence against women. I was still somewhat afraid of what

would happen if I wrote about my assault, but I was much more

afraid of what would continue to happen if I, and others with

similar experiences, didn't make them public.

It was one thing to have decided to speak and write about my rape,

but another to find the voice with which to do it. Even after my

fractured trachea had healed, I frequently had trouble speaking. I

lost my voice, literally, when I lost my ability to continue my life's

narrative, when things stopped making sense. I was never entirely

mute, but I often had bouts of what a friend labeled "fractured

speech," during which I stuttered and stammered, unable to string

together a simple sentence without the words scattering like a

broken necklace. During the assault itself, my heightened lucidity

had seemed to be accompanied by an unusual linguistic fluency --

in French, no less. But being able to speak quickly and (so it

seemed to me) precisely in a foreign language when I felt I had to

in order to survive was followed by episodes, spread over several

years, when I couldn't, for the life of me, speak intelligibly even in

my mother tongue.
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For about a year after the assault, I rarely, if ever, spoke in

smoothly flowing sentences. I could sing, though, after about six

months, and, like aphasics who cannot say a word but can sing

verse after verse, I never stumbled over the lyrics. I recall spending

the hour's drive home from the weekly meetings of my support

group of rape survivors singing every spiritual I'd ever heard. It

was a comfort and a release. Mainly, it was something I could do,

loudly, openly (by myself in a closed car), and easily, accompanied

by unstoppable tears.

Even after I regained my ability to speak, more or less reliably, in

English, I was unable to speak, without debilitating difficulty, in

French. Before my ill-fated trip in the summer of 1990, I'd never

have passed for a native speaker, but I'd visited France many times

and spent several summers there. I came of age there,

intellectually, immersing myself in the late 1970s in research on

French feminism, which had led to my interviewing Simone de

Beauvoir (in Rome) one summer. Now, more than 10 years after

the assault, I still almost never speak French, even in Francophone

company, in which I often find myself, given my husband's

interests.

After regaining my voice, I sometimes lost it again -- once for an

entire week after my brother committed suicide on Christmas Eve,

1995. Although I'd managed to keep my speech impairment

hidden from my colleagues and students for five and a half years, I

found that I had to ask a colleague to take over a class I'd been

scheduled to teach the day after the funeral. I feared that I'd suffer

a linguistic breakdown in front of a lecture hall full of students.

I lost my voice again, intermittently, during my tenure review,

about a year after my brother's death. And, although I could still

write (and type) during this time, I can see now that my writing

about violence had become increasingly hesitant and guarded, as I

hid behind academic jargon and excessive citations of others'

work. Not only had my brother's suicide caused me to doubt

whether I, who had, after all, survived, was entitled to talk about

the trauma I'd endured, but now I could not silence the

internalized voices of those who had warned me not to publish my

work on sexual violence before getting tenure. In spite of the warm
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reception my writing on the subject was receiving in the larger

academic community -- from feminist philosophers and legal

theorists, people in women's studies, and scholars from various

disciplines who were interested in trauma -- I stopped writing in

the personal voice and slipped back into the universal mode,

thinking that only writing about trauma in general was important

enough to justify the academic risks I was taking. And I took fewer

and fewer risks.

After getting tenure, I was given sanctuary, for nearly two years, at

the Institute for Advanced Study, in Princeton. There I gradually

came to feel safe enough to write, once again, in my own voice,

about what I considered to be philosophically important. It helped

to be surrounded by a diverse group of scholars who, to my initial

amazement and eternal gratitude, simply assumed that whatever I

was working on must be of sufficient intellectual interest to be

worth bothering about.

My linguistic disability never resurfaced in my many conversations

at the institute, although it returned later, after a particularly

stressful incident at Dartmouth. That episode, more than eight

and a half years after the assault, forced me to accept that I have

what may well be a permanent neurological glitch resulting from

my brain's having been stunned into unconsciousness four times

during the attack. Although I had spoken out as a rape survivor at a

Take Back the Night rally nine months after the event, it took me

nearly nine years to acknowledge, even to myself, that the assault

had left me neurologically disabled -- very minimally, to be sure, in

a way that I could easily compensate for, by avoiding extremely

stressful situations, but disabled nonetheless.

People ask me if I'm recovered now, and I reply that it depends on

what that means. If they mean, Am I back to where I was before

the attack? I have to say no, and I never will be. I am not the same

person who set off, singing, on that sunny Fourth of July in the

French countryside. I left her in a rocky creek bed at the bottom of

a ravine. I had to in order to survive. The trauma has changed me

forever, and if I insist too often that my friends and family

acknowledge it, that's because I'm afraid they don't know who I

am.
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But if recovery means being able to incorporate this awful

knowledge of trauma and its aftermath into my life and carry on,

then, yes, I'm recovered. I don't wake each day with a start,

thinking: "This can't have happened to me!" It happened. I have

no guarantee that it won't happen again. I don't expect to be able

to transcend or redeem the trauma, or to solve the dilemmas of

survival. I think the goal of recovery is simply to endure. That is

hard enough, especially when sometimes it seems as if the only

way to regain control over one's life is to end it.

A few months after my assault, I drove by myself for several hours

to visit my friend Margot. Though driving felt like a much safer

mode of transportation than walking, I worried throughout the

journey, not only about the trajectory of every oncoming vehicle

but also about my car breaking down, leaving me at the mercy of

potentially murderous passersby. I wished I'd had a gun so that I

could shoot myself rather than be forced to live through another

assault. Later in my recovery, as depression gave way to rage, such

suicidal thoughts were quickly quelled by a stubborn refusal to

finish my assailant's job for him. I also learned, after martial-arts

training, that I was capable, morally as well as physically, of killing

in self-defense -- an option that made the possibility of another

life-threatening attack one I could live with.

Some rape survivors have remarked on the sense of moral loss

they experienced when they realized that they could kill their

assailants, but I think that this thought can be seen as a salutary

character change in those whom society does not encourage to

value their own lives enough. And, far from jeopardizing their

connections with a community, this newfound ability to defend

themselves -- and to consider themselves worth fighting for --

enables rape survivors to move once more among others, free of

debilitating fears. It gave me the courage to bring a child into the

world, in spite of the realization that doing so would, far from

making me immortal, make me twice as mortal, doubling my

chances of having my life destroyed by a speeding truck.

But many trauma survivors who endured much worse than I did,

and for much longer, found, often years later, that it was

impossible to go on. It is not a moral failing to leave a world that

Violence and the Remaking of a Self - The Chronicle Review - ... http://chronicle.com/article/Violencethe-Remaking-of-a/8258

8 of 10 8/18/13 12:51 PM



has become morally unacceptable. I wonder how some people can

ask of battered women, Why didn't they leave? while saying of

those driven to suicide by the brutal and inescapable aftermath of

trauma, Why didn't they stay? Jean Améry wrote, "Whoever was

tortured, stays tortured," and that may explain why he, Primo Levi,

Paul Celan, and other Holocaust survivors took their own lives

decades after their physical torture ended, as if such an

explanation were needed.

Those who have survived trauma understand the pull of that

solution to their daily Beckettian dilemma -- "I can't go on, I must

go on" -- for on some days the conclusion "I'll go on" can be

reached by neither faith nor reason. How does one go on with a

shattered self, with no guarantee of recovery, believing that one

will always stay tortured and never feel at home in the world? One

hopes for a bearable future, in spite of all the inductive evidence to

the contrary. After all, the loss of faith in induction following an

unpredictable trauma has a reassuring side: Since inferences from

the past can no longer be relied upon to predict the future, there's

no more reason to think that tomorrow will bring agony than to

think that it won't. So one makes a wager, in which nothing is

certain and the odds change daily, and sets about willing to believe

that life, for all its unfathomable horror, still holds some

undiscovered pleasures. And one remakes oneself by finding

meaning in a life of caring for and being sustained by others.

While I used to have to will myself out of bed each day, I now wake

gladly to feed my son, whose birth gave me reason not to have

died. Having him has forced me to rebuild my trust in the world, to

try to believe that the world is a good enough place in which to

raise him. He is so trusting that, before he learned to walk, he

would stand with outstretched arms, wobbling, until he fell, stiff-

limbed, forward, backward, certain the universe would catch him.

So far it has, and when I tell myself it always will, the part of me

that he's become believes it.

Susan J. Brison is an associate professor of philosophy at

Dartmouth College and a visiting associate professor of

philosophy at Princeton University. She is the author of Aftermath:

Violence and the Remaking of a Self, being published this month
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