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Purpose and Research Questions

• This project aims to develop a theoretical and methodological 
framework for an interview-based study of transdisciplinary 
narratives in psychotherapeutic treatment for African American 
women who have survived and/or witnessed gender-based 
violence, domestic violence, and/or sexual violence.



Purpose and Research Questions

• My goal right now is to lay the groundwork for a narrative 
analysis of interviews with African American women in 
counseling or psychotherapy and with the psychotherapists 
working with them.

• So I’m working towards an interview protocol based in feminist 
interview methods, as well as qualitative coding schemas based 
in intersectional methods.



Purpose and Research Questions

• This project would best be served (I think) by a team of 
researchers that would include at least one other person 
(besides myself), at least one African American woman, and at 
least one licensed counsellor or psychotherapist.

• In other words: this needs to be an intersectional and 
interdisciplinary project, and what I have right now can only be a 
piece of it.



Purpose and Research Questions

• To what extent does the discipline of psychotherapy appropriate
and recontextualize (for its own purposes) its clients’ 
testimonies?

• Conversely: to what extent does the discipline of psychotherapy 
alter its own practices and theories based on its clients’ 
testimonies (and the knowledges they contain)?

• How might the disciplinary practices of clinical psychotherapy 
better integrate its own knowledges with the knowledges of its 
clients?



Purpose and Research Questions

• How might narrative testimony of historical trauma serve as a 
vehicle for both of these knowledges (lived and disciplinary)?

• To what extent does the history of racialized and gender-based 
violence in America complicate this process?



Q: what’s my relationship to this material?



Theoretical Background: Black Feminism

• Davis (1981): Systematized rape in the slave economy: “the 
right claimed by slaveowners and their agents over the bodies 
of female slaves was a direct expression of their presumed 
property rights over Black people as a whole” (175).

• Hine (1989): Internalized silencing: “rape and the threat of rape 
influenced the development of a culture of dissemblance among 
Black women” creating a “self-imposed invisibility” (912, 915).



Theoretical Background: Black Feminism

• Crenshaw (1991): Experiencing violence at the intersection of 
race and gender: “Because of their intersectional identity as 
both women and of color within discourses that are shaped to 
respond to one or the other, women of color are marginalized 
within both” (1244).

• Collins (2000): Ideologies of racism and sexuality: “Long-
standing ideas concerning the excessive sexual appetite of 
people of African descent conjured up in White imaginations 
generate gender-specific controlling images of the Black male 
rapist and the Black female jezebel” (129). 



Theoretical Background: Historical Trauma

• Laub (1992): Witnessing through speaking the unspeakable: 
“an event that could not and did not proceed through to its 
completion” so it “continues into the present and is current in 
every respect” (69).

• Caruth (1996): Experiencing history-in/as-trauma: Traumatic 
history “is not fully perceived as it occurs”—it “can be grasped 
only in the very inaccessibility of its occurrence” (18).



Theoretical Background: Historical Trauma

• Brave Heart (1999): Indigenous genocide and oppression as 
ongoing historical trauma: “cumulative and collective emotional 
and psychological injury both over the life span and across 
generations” (2).

• Million (2013, Therapeutic): Entanglement of trauma narratives 
with human rights and development narratives: “the 
international law that enables Indigenous trauma to appeal for 
justice is the same sphere in which we articulate political rights 
as polities with rights to self-determination” (3).



Theoretical Background: Trans-Atlantic 
Slavery as Historical Trauma
• Broussard (2013): African American women’s ongoing trauma: 

“Black women continue to suffer from trauma they endured as a 
result of the dynamics of the societal structure of their world
during and after slavery” (375).

• Sharpe (2016): The afterlives of slavery: “Living in the wake 
means living the history and present of terror, from slavery to 
the present, as the ground of our everyday Black existence” 
(15).



Trauma cannot be localized to one body, one 
type of body, or one moment as experienced 

by one body.



Trauma must be understood as routed 
through time and space towards or away from 

particular bodies.



Locating Racial Trauma in Psychotherapy

• Donovan and Williams (2002): Identity-based risks: “Remaining 
silent may hinder their recovery” yet disclosure “makes them 
more susceptible to being blamed, questioned, and 
stereotyped” (100).

• Carter (2007): Assessing race-based trauma: “Mental health 
standards are often applied in a color-blind, universal fashion 
that does not consider race. As such, these standards promote 
the interest of White society in sustaining a system of racial 
stratification and a denial of the mental health effects of racism” 
(81).



Methodology: Narrative in Psychotherapy

• Hydén (1995): Recovery is “linked to a life narrative” (76); but 
the “central element in this narrative of change and 
development through psychotherapy is largely a story of moral 
development” (88).

• Lewis (2011): Narrative integration across different practices: 
“All therapies start by listening to the stories clients tell and then 
using ‘therapeutic narratives’ to help clients gain a new 
perspective on their situation and new tools for coping with their 
problems” (52).



Methodology: Narrative in Psychotherapy

• Harvey et al (2000): Recovery through re-making one’s 
narrative identity: each survivor “searches for ways to change 
the meaning of the past, to alter its hold on her current life in the 
service of marking out a different future course” (301).

• Kallivayalil et al (2013): Using narrative to assess recovery: 
“greater story coherence” and “a more observational or 
reflective stance” as treatment goals (270-271).



Methodology: Boundary Objects

• Star and Griesemer (1989): Collaborative activity without 
motivational consensus: “Boundary objects are objects which 
are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the 
constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust 
enough to maintain a common identity across sites….They 
have different meanings in different social worlds but their 
structure is common enough to more than one world to make 
them recognizable, a means of translation” (393).



Methodology: Boundary Objects

• Berkenkotter (2001): Genre and recontextualization: Genre 
systems like the DSM “are an essential part of the 
communicative economies” that “establishes continuity of 
information crossing professional boundaries” (339); “the action 
and events within the client’s narratives are recontextualized
through the highly nominalized grammar/lexicon of the 
therapist’s representation” in assessment notes (342).



Methodology: Boundary Objects

• Berkenkotter (2008): Potential imbalance between therapeutic 
purposes and institutional purposes: “The resulting written 
narrative supports a billable diagnosis, thereby fulfilling its 
institutional purpose. It fails, however, to serve another 
important purpose for many therapists, which is helping the 
therapist guide the therapy process by providing a record of the 
client’s perspective of his or her lifeworld” (146).



Can we understand trauma testimony and 
trauma narratives as boundary objects?



Methodology: Transdisciplinary Narratives

• King (2004): Pastpresents: “the past and the present cannot be 
purified each from the other” (459); moments of “pastpresents
invite forms of identification and disidentification: communities 
brought together and also pushed apart as the ‘us’ moves 
around” (471).

• Transdisciplinary narratives are networked across space and 
time and among actors of differing and contradictory knowledge 
worlds.



Methodology: Transdisciplinary Narratives

• King (2011): Flexible knowledges traveling across boundaries: 
“Knowledges cannot be just separate territories with their 
unchallenged experts”—rather we should “compare and value 
new knowledges” so that we “do not simply consume 
knowledges but rather use them, use them in ways that both 
remake and newly make them” (17).

• Tracking how knowledges serve differing and contradictory 
purposes can help us see the mattering of different bodies and 
worlds.



Can we follow trauma more closely if we 
understand its pastpresents as networked 

through multiple/flexible knowledge worlds?



If we follow trauma this way, can we see its 
effects on ecologies and collectivities of 

bodies and lives any more clearly?



Transdisciplinary Trauma Narratives

• Sharpe (2016): “The methods most available to us sometimes, 
oftentimes, force us into positions that run counter to what we 
know. That is, our knowledge, of slavery and Black being in 
slavery, is gained from our studies, yes, but also in excess of 
those studies; it is gained through the kinds of knowledge from 
and of the everyday, from what Dionne Brand calls ‘sitting in the 
room of history.’ We are expected to disregard, jettison, 
abandon, and measure those ways of knowing and to enact 
epistemic violence that we know to be violence against others 
and ourselves” (12-13).



Transdisciplinary Trauma Narratives

• Million (2013, “Trauma”): “Humans have a range of responses 
to social violence, the complexities of which are flattened by the 
received trauma narrative, now a master narrative with scientific 
security and international social-justice carte blanche. Thus, 
other experiences and responses to social violence, particularly 
non-Western ones, are more often silenced in trauma’s logic” 
(171).



Transdisciplinary Trauma Narratives

• Denham (2008): Transmission of resilience strategies through 
narratives: “the trauma was framed and integrated into both 
their family foundation and individual identity, which is 
inextricably linked to the larger family identity of those living and 
past. Specifically, the way narratives are constructed and told, 
in addition to their contents or meaning, communicate specific 
resilience strategies” (393).



Further Questions and Possibilities

• What does this work look like if we think comparatively, across 
national-historical contexts?

• How might we include and/or acknowledge other forms of 
gendered violence in this framework?

• What possibilities or problems are foreclosed by using 
frameworks and theories of trauma?

• What other methodologies might we use to gain insight into 
marginalized people’s experiences with the psychotherapeutic 
discipline, other than interview-based methods?
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