
3 WRITING SHAME 

Elspeth Probyn 

I first began to have sympathy for Charles Darwin when I read 

about the terrible toll his research and writing seem to have 

taken on his body. Apparendy he went through long bouts of 

illness during which he continually threw up, had diarrhea, 
and was forced to take to his bed. He believed in what we now 

call alternative therapies, especially hydrotherapy, which some
times worked for him. 

I thought about Darwin when, between waking and think

ing, I felt the presence of something dreadfully pressing. Ah 
yes, the book. And then I retched. This kept happening as I 

pondered my case. There was no great stress in my life. I was 

on research leave far away from the pressures of my job, and 

all I had to do was to write, rewrite, and rewrite a book. I tried 

to ignore this litde routine my body had set up. That didn't 

work; my body insisted I pay attention. I reviewed what was 

happening. I would go to bed and sleep soundly in a seemingly 

dreamless state. On waking I would notice that my hands and 

feet hurt. It became clear that during the night my body con

torted itself: my fists tightened, my feet tensed, and I ground 

my teeth. 
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I lectured my body sternly, but it wouldn't listen to reason. To my mind, it 

was just the pressure of a deadline that was making me ill. All I had to do was 

get the manuscript done before it finished me. A friend, worried about my 

deteriorating state of health, was unconvinced by my expedient logic. She 

has been researching violence, shame, and honor among young men.' She 

quickly pointed out what I should have known: shame is a painful thing to 

write about It gets into your body. It gets to you. 

Of course shame is a painful thing to write about an exposure of the 

intimacies of selves in public. But it wasn't quite the shame of exposure I was 

feeling. Something else was agitating me. It's possible that reading too much 

about affect leads to hypochondria. It certainly makes you more aware of the 

operation of different affects in the body. I decided from the outward signs 

that it wasn't exactly shame my body was exhibiting. What my doctor had 

termed fight or flight was closer to what Silvan Tomkins would call fear

terror (Sedgwick and Frank 1995b, 35). Yes, that was what I felt: the clenching 

of fists and jaw, the twisting and tensing of feet It dawned on me that I was 

experiencing the terror of not being equal to the interest of my subject. The 

idea that I would not interest readers triggered what seemed to be a mixture 

of fear and shame. 

There is a shame in being highly interested in something and unable to 
convey it to others, to evoke the same degree of interest in them and to 

convince them that it is warranted. The risk of writing is always that you will 

fail to interest or engage readers. Disappointment in yourself looms large 

when you can't quite get the words right or get the argument across. Simply 

put, it's the challenge of making the writing equal to the subject being 

written about The gulfbetween the two may bring on the feeling of being a 

sham or, as I'll argue here, a deeper shame. Lynn Barber, a journalist who has 

interviewed some of the great writers of our time, describes the former. 

Reftecting on her interview with the prolific essayist Christopher Hitchens, 

Barber finds an undertow: "Perhaps his sense of imposture is the one all 

writers have-that they care more about writing than they do about their 

subject" (2002, 10). 

By calling it imposture, Barber paints the problem in terms that threaten 

to slip from the fairly minor to the major. Imposture implies making it up, 

hiding behind a mask of competence. Etymologically shame comes from the 

Goth word Scham, which refers to covering the face. The crucial element 

that turns sham into shame is the level of interest and desire involved There 

is no shame in being a sham if you don't care what others think or if you 
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don't care what you think. But if you do, shame threatens. To care intensely 

about what you are writing places the body within the ambit of the shameful: 

sheer disappointment in the self amplifies to a painful leveL 

My argument here is about writing shame, a phrase I use to capture both 

the affective, bodily feeling of betraying interest, and also about how we 

might envision writing shame as part of an ethical practice. Shame forces us 

to reflect continually on the implications of our writing. The insights pro

vided by different kinds of writers will show that writing shame is a visceral 

reminder to be true to interest, to be honest about why or how certain things 

are of interest. The writers I focus on are from quite diJferent realms. They 
are a novelist, a witness and victim of atrocities, and a philosopher. There is, 

of course, a difference between the objectives of a fiction writer and those of 

an academic one. Crudely put, if you make things up, does it matter that you 

care more about your writing than your subject matter? Conversely, if you 

are an academic writer, why should you even care about writing rather than 
"ideas"? The insights of writers as diJferent as Stephen King, Primo Levi, 

and Gilles Deleuze make these distinctions disappear. Exemplary in writing 

about shame, they discuss the need for modesty, what we can learn about 

writing from the body in shame, and above all they provide lessons about 

writing without affectation. None of them escapes the toll writing takes on 

the body. In the most extreme case, Levi speaks of having to write the story 

of Auschwitz as a "violent impulse to the point of competing with ... 

elementary needs" (cited in Ginzburg 1992, 96 ).If the inclusion of Levi in the 

company of a popular American writer and a french philosopher is shock

ing, it needs to be remembered and celebrated that Levi's great passion was 

writing, a love he turned to as something separate from testifying. Levi was 

an example to all who aspire to write. 

Academic Anxieties 

Sometimes it seems that academics do not aspire to be writers. In fact the 

aspiration may be ridiculed in a society with a prevailing belief that aca
demics cannot write. Even within the humanities, the notion of the re

searcher as writer is still, or is once again, considered dubious. Of course, 

whole disciplines have had their "literary turns," and "poetics" is appended 

to everything from ethnography to history. But the question of writing per se 

has tended to be brushed aside in the guise of "writing up research:' While 

the pretense of academic writing as purely objective might be fading, there's 
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little thought about what will replace the dominant mode of "writing up." 

The gulf between research and writing is becoming especially fraught with 

the increase in academic studies about emotions and affects. 2 As Sedgwick 

and Frank point out, current treatises on affect tend to lack feeling. "Affect is 

treated as a unitary category, with a unitary history and unitary politics. 

There is no theoretical room for any difference between, say, being amused, 

being disgusted, being ashamed, and being enraged .... Genres are differen

tiated not in relation to the kind of affect they may evoke or generate but, far 
more simply, by the presence or absence of some rarified substance called 

Affect" (1995a, 17). 

An abstract way of approaching affect and emotion places the writing 

itself in an uninterested relation to affect. This is a contradiction in terms

affects are inherently interested. For Sedgwick and Frank, a distanced and 

general use of affect represents "a theoretical decision: as if what is presented 

could not finally be 'theory' if it made any definitional room at all for 

qualitative differences among affects" (1995a, 17). How can you represent a 

sense of emotional and affective intensity if the feeling in question is gener

alized in the amorphous category of Affect? 

An epistemological point hovers in the background: a precise emotion 

demands precise description. In other words, affects have specific effects; it 

makes no sense to talk about them outside this understanding. Precise de

scriptions of the affective-in my case, shame-can also affect other con

cepts: ideas such as the body and its relation to writing or rethinking an 

ethics of writing. A general gesture to Affect won't do the trick. If we want to 

invigorate our concepts, we need to follow through on what different affects 

do, at different levels. The point needs to be stressed: different affects make 
us feel, write, think, and act in different ways. Shame, for example, works 

over the body in certain ways. It does this experientially-the body feels very 

different in shame than in enjoyment-but it also reworks how we under
stand the body and its relation to other bodies or, for want of a better word, 

to the social. This matters at the level of theory. It matters in terms of what 

we want writing to do. 

Words and Things 

Like many, I became an academic mainly because the relation between words 

and things fascinates me. Words and things: many will recall Les mots et les 

choses, the French title for Michel Foucault's book The Order ofThings (1973). 
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It traces how "things," produced in relationship to different orders of knowl

edge, have been arranged over the centuries. It is also charged with an insis

tence that things don't have to be the way they are. Working as a waitress in 

Montreal, I read Foucault's book in a bar between shifts. To say that it opened 

new vistas is not overly dramatic. As I read I would look up, listen, and 

observe people's interactions. Sometimes you can catch a whole worldview 

from a snippet of bar talk. The relation between words and things is not just 

cerebral; it is, I think, at the very heart of what makes humans interesting. 

It's a strange segue from Foucault, one of the great philosophers of the 

twentieth century, to Stephen King. one of the most popular novelists. But 

they are both entranced by the relationship between words and things. King 

is, of course, most noted for his horror stories. He is prolific, with some 

thirty-nine novels to date, many of which have been made into films. Some

thing like three million people have read each of his novels. His wide appeal 

may be why King's writing is disdained by many. It's that old bugbear of 

commercial success: how could someone that popular be any good? King's 

meditation On Writing (woo) responds to this prejudice. In the genre of 
memoir but also marked with the precision of an instruction manual, it's a 

set of instructions for writing with a gripping narrative. 

King's depiction of writing and shame is instructive. In King's memory, it 

was a high school teacher who first made him aware that there might be 

something shameful about his writing. The teacher asked him why he wrote 

such junk: "I had no answer to give. I was ashamed. I have spent a good many 

years since-too many, I think-being ashamed about what I write" (46). 

King finally got over the shame she induced. But he remains very clear 

about writing he sees as shameful: writing that lacks honesty. Honesty for 

him includes the precise relationship between words and things; he is also 
concerned with the structural aspects of writing such as grammar and dia
logue. His rant about words makes poststructuralism seem pragmatic: "The 

word is only a representation of meaning; even at its best, writing almost 

always falls short of full meaning. Given that, why in God's name would you 

want to make things worse by choosing a word which is only cousin to the 

one you really wanted to use?" (130). 
If King is not above shaming his readers into being good writers-"it's 

writing, damn it, not washing the car or putting on eyeliner" (117)-it is 

because he is passionate about honest writing. Being honest about writing 

also means becoming an honest reader. King is scathing about "people who 

read very little (or not at all in some cases) [and then] presume to write and 
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expect people to like what they have written" (167). While academics read a 

lot, I sometimes wonder whether we read only for ideas, with a focus on 

what we're trying to write rather than on the writing that we're reading. King 

is very good at describing the effects of being read: waiting as his Ideal 

Reader (his wife) reads a draft, he says, "I try to watch her when she gets to a 

particular scene, hoping for at least a smile or-jackpot, babyl-that big, 

belly laugh with the hands up, waving in the air" (262). 

This framing of his nervous expectation explains what King means by 

honesty. Has he interested the reader in what he cares about so passionately? 

King is also up-front about the toll such interest takes: "You can approach 
the act of writing with nervousness, excitement, hopefulness, or even de

spair:' He concludes, "Come to it any way but lightly." He repeats in italics: 

"You must not come lightly to the blank page" (118). 

King's lessons have stayed with me. His arguments are challenging. For 

King, the goal of writing is a telepathic connection between reader and writer, 

whereby the reader "catches" the writer's interest. It's what you're trying to 

say to the reader, not how good you sound to yourself. It's about recognizing 

what you're trying to do to the reader (although, strangely enough, King 

doesn't talk about the effects of horror on the reader) and what writing does 

to the writer. Simply put, writing affects bodies. Writing takes its toll on the 

body that writes and the bodies that read or listen. 

Body-Affects 

Writing is a corporeal activity. We work ideas through our bodies; we write 

through our bodies, hoping to get into the bodies of our readers. We study 

and write about society not as an abstraction but as composed of actual 

bodies in proximity to other bodies. This point is elaborated by Gilles De

leuze. His ideas about bodies shake up assumptions about their boundedness 
-what we take to be our own and how one body relates to others.Infiuenced 

by Spinoza, he argues that the body is not a unified entity but is composed of 

many moving elements. As Moira Gatens has argued, affect leads us to "ques

tion commonsense notions of the privacy or 'integrity' of bodies through 

exposing the breaches in the borders between self and other evidenced by the 

contagiousness of 'collective' affects" (2004, 115). Affect in this model does 

not impinge on the body from the outside, nor does it erupt from the inside. 

Deleuze's model makes such distinctions incomprehensible. Gatens sums it 

up as the body is "always already wholly implicated in its milieu" (2004,115). 
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In this model, the body is defined by kinetic and dynamic relations. It 

helps to picture the body as composed of thousands of bits all whizzing 
around. At the level of kinesis, "it is the relations of motion and rest, of 

speeds and slownesses between particles that define a body, the individuality 

of a body" (Deleuze 1992, 625). This recalls Brian Massumi's point about the 

ways in whim feelings are in motion with other feelings. Massumi finds 

evidence of this in scientific ideas about proprioception-the sensors that 

register the body's movements in relation to its own movement: "It moves as 
it feels and it finds itself moving" (2002, 1, emphasis added). 

Interest in the body's feelings and movements goes back to William James's 

theory of emotions (1884), which also emphasi2es the different feelings of dif

ferent emotions.' James's theory of how we feel goes like this: (a) I perceive a 

lion; (b) my body trembles; (c) I am afraid. In other words, the body perceives 

itself perceiving the trigger of emotion, which sets off movement (trembling), 

and then gets named as a cognitive state (fear). Or there is Deleuze's descrip

tion of this sequence: (a) the perception of a situation; (b) the modification of 

the body; (c) the emotion of consciousness or the mind (1997, 123). 

The other way Deleuze defines the movement of bodies is through their 

dynamic interactions with other bodies: "A body affects other bodies, or is 

aJfected by other bodies; it is this capacity for affecting and being affected 

that also defines a body in its individuality" (1992, 625). Thinking, writing, 

and reading are integral to our capacities to affect and to be affected. In 
Deleuze's terms this "is a complex relation of speed and slowness, in the 

body but also in thought, and it is a capacity for affecting and being affected, 

pertaining to the body or thought" (1992, 626). In everyday life we experi

ence this abstract thought in practice. William Connolly describes the rela

tionship between thinking, bodies, and sensibilities as "everyday tecl!niques, 

both gross and subtle, by whim thinking is altered in its direction, speed, 

intensity, or sensibility'' (2002, 100 ). He asks us to ponder how, say, listening 

to Mozart or "going dancing to music that inspires and energi2es" will 

change "the relays that connect word, gesture, memory, sound, rhythm, 

mobility, image, and thinking" (1oo-1o2). 

Shame and Glory 

Deleuze's ideas about the capacity of bodies to affect and to be affected are 

forcefully conveyed in his discussion ofT. E. Lawrence's depictions of shame 

and glory. Lawrence of Arabia was the heroic Englishman in the desert. He 
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was also the writer of the Seven Pillars of Wisdom (1926) and The Mint(1955), 
which recounted in part his misadventures and traumas, which included 

being raped The man and his writing were steeped in shame and honor. 

Deleuu is particularly interested in what he calls "the subjective disposi
tion" of Lawrence's writing. We could more simply say that Lawrence's 

writing was heavily autobiographical and psychological, but Deleuze shifts 

the meanings of those terms. He starts with an appreciation of Lawrence's 

skill as a portraitist, citing these descriptions: " 'Though usually merry, he 

had a quick vein of suffering in him'; 'his mind, like a pastoral landscape, had 
four comers to its view: cared-for, friendly, limited, displayed'; 'upon his 
coarse eyelashes the eyelids sagged down in tired folds, through which, from 

the overhead sun, a red Ught gUttered into his eye sockets and made them 

look like fiery pits in which the man was slowly burning'" (1997, n6). 

The deftness with which Lawrence paints characters is remarkable. As 

Deleuu puts it, "The finest writers have singular conditions of perception 

that allow them to draw on or shape aesthetic percepts like veritable visions" 

(n6). Deleuze elaborates this claim through the notion of a subjective char

acter or disposition. This is something quite beyond a personal identity. If 
we remember that for Deleuu there is no unified person as such, then the 

idea of an autobiographical or personal style of writing becomes impossible. 

Rather, the subjective for Deleuze is the affective assemblage of bodies of 

different orders and elements. "Lawrence's writing, his style, makes use of 

this ... the subjective disposition, that is to say, the force through which the 

inlages are projected is inseparably political, erotic, and artistic" (uS). 
In an echo of King's admonition about honesty, Deleuze also notes how 

true Lawrence's inlages are. "The inlages Lawrence projects into the real are 

not infiated inlages that would sin by false extension, but are valid solely 

through the pure intensity, whether dramatic or comic, that the writer is able 

to give to the event" (119). Lawrence doesn't portray just people in this way; 

he appUes the same intensity to abstractions and ideas-what Deleuze calls 
"entities." As part and parcel of Lawrence's subjective disposition, and in

deed perhaps of his honesty as a writer, he has "a gift for making entities 

Uve passionately in the desert, alongside people and things, in the jerking 

rhythm of a camel's gait" (119). 

This gift becomes pronounced in Lawrence's depiction of shame. In De

leuze's words: "Never before has shame been sung like this, in so proud and 

haughty a manner" (120). It's here that the writer, the writing, an idea, and 

bodies all meld Lawrence's shame is not the result of a sinlple psychological 
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quality that is to be explained by some aspect of his person, such as his 

putative homosexuality. Deleuze makes such characterizations of Lawrence's 

shame beside the point. Shame is a product of the machine of subjective 

disposition, which produces shame as both idea and affect. The subjective, in 

Lawrence's case, is deeply connected to the context in which he lives and 

writes. Deleuze describes some of the prompts to Lawrence's shame. He was 
an Englishman in the desert masquerading as an Arab. "Shame is first of all 
the shame of betraying the Arabs, since Lawrence never stops guaranteeing 

English promises that he knows perfectly well will not be kept" (120). 
InT. E. Lawrence: An Arab View(1966), Suleiman Mousa gives a historical 

account of Lawrence's shame. Mousa quickly sketches early conditions that 

may have produced Lawrence as prone to shame. Lawrence's father had four 

daughters with his first wife before eloping with the governess, Lawrence's 

mother. He not only left behind his first family, he also cut any links by 

changing his name from Chapman to Lawrence. T. E. Lawrence therefore 

grew up with the stigma that his mother was from another class, his father 

masqueraded under another name, and their offspring were illegitimate. 

Lawrence obtained a scholarship to Oxford by reason of his Welshness, 

another shameful little detail. He was born in Wales, where the family stayed 

only briefly, because his father needed somewhere cheap to live after he had 

run away with his mistress. 

After Lawrence attended the university, his interest in archaeology took 

him in 1910 to the Middle East, where he learned Arabic. Mousa's sources say 

he didn't speak Arabic terribly well, although he portrays himself as capable 

of passing as an Arab. Soon after his arrival he began to dress in Arab 

clothing. Mousa writes of that period: "One of the secrets of his later success 

was his ability to penetrate the inner self of the Arab individual" (1966, 5). 

When the First World War broke out, Lawrence found himself unhappily 

employed in the British Intelligence Service. When his request to transfer to 

the Arab Bureau was turned down, Lawrence resorted to intriguing tactics. 

Mousa reports that he approached his goal by "capitalizing on his superiors' 

mistakes, exposing their ignorance and inefficiency and even revealing their 

grammatical errors and ridiculing the style of their reports" ( 28 ). This gram
matical humiliation worked, and Lawrence was to be involved in the Arab 

Revolt, which was, of course, his stepping stone to fame. 

Mousa's summation of Lawrence's character was that he had two na

tures. "His "first" nature led him to brave the elements and to take troubles 

and difficulties in his stride, without fully satisfying his excessive ambition" 
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(278). This nature led to "his supplementary bragging, falsification and 

fabrication .... At the same time, his 'second' nature aroused the conscience 

of the educated man in him, who would act as auditor and judge" (278). As 
Mousa puts it, this combination makes for an uncomfortable feeling: "Deep 

within himself, Lawrence knew that the greater part of his fame was based on 

fraud" He was driven "in the hope of atoning for earlier mistakes, which 

haunted him in secret" (278). In this we hear clearly the passage from sham 

to shame. 

While Deleuze's account of Lawrence's character concurs with much of 

what Mousa wrote some thirty years earlier, his interests led him to consider 

what Lawrence's shame means for a philosophy of the body. Lawrence, 

writes Deleuze, "has shame because he thinks the mind, though distinct, is 

inseparable from the body." This has a particular meaning and implication. 
"The body is not even a means or a vehicle for the mind, but rather a 

'molecular sludge' that adheres to all the mind's actions" (1997, 123). In this 

we can't forget how proud Lawrence was of his physical strength, nor can we 

forget that he was tortured and belatedly admitted to having been raped by 

the bey in 1917. Deleuze sees in Lawrence's account a particular form of 

shame: "The mind depends on the body; shame would be nothing without 

this dependency, this attraction for the abject, this voyeurism of the body. 

Which means that the mind is ashamed of the body in a very special manner; 

in fact, it is ashamed for the body. It is as if it were saying to the body: You 

make me ashamed, You ought to be ashamed . .. 'A bodily weakness which 

made my animal self crawl away and hide until the shame was passed'" (123). 

This feeling of shame and its relation to the body may not be as unusual as 

Deleuze seems to think. In many accounts of rape or torture, the splitting off 

from the body is one way in which victims say they were able to endure the 

experience. Deleuze goes on to describe what may be happening in this 

splitting: "The mind begins by coldly and curiously regarding what the body 
does, it is first of all a witness; then it is affected, it becomes an impassioned 

witness, that is, it experiences for itself affects that are not simply effects 

of the body, but veritable critical entities that hover over the body and judge 

it" (124). 

It's a lovely description, but what are these ghostly hovering critical en

tities? Deleuze's argument is that emotions and affects are ideas. But they are 

not solely of the mind. They arise out of a violent collision of mind and 

body. As such they are not, properly speaking, of either; they are a particular 

combination of thought and body in which a distinction between the two is 
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no longer important In regard to writing, this is of crucial importance: the 

affects "are not only the eyes of the mind, but its Powers and its Words." In 

Deleuze's reading, Lawrence's depiction of shame is expressed at the Umit of 

the body and of language, and it makes language work differently. It is a 
shame that, as Deleuze says, is "consubstantial with being'' and reveals "an 

insolent beauty that shows . . . at what point 'the coming out of shame was 
easy: at least for a moment" (125). 

This is an immensely powerful description of the challenge of writing 

shame: shame is produced out of the dashing of mind and body, resulting in 

new acts of subjectivity consubstantial with the words in which they are 

expressed. Deleuze's idea of the subjective disposition allows us to under

stand something of the relationship between the writer, experience, ex
pression, affect, and its effects. Shame cannot be conceived of as an external 

object that could be dispassionately described, nor is it a purely personal 

feeling. Shame is subjective in the strong sense of bringing into being an 

entity or an idea through the specific explosion of mind, body, place, and 

history. 

Shame is the product of many forces. It is "a singular composition, an 

idiosyncrasy ... marking the unique chance that these entities had been 
retained and willed, that this combination had been thrown and not an

other" (Deleuze 1997, 120). As Deleuze says, one particular combination "is 

named Lawrence" (121). Lawrence as a subjective disposition that produced 
such a powerful expression of shanie is, in Deleuze's words, a "dice throw." 

Deleuze remarks that "Lawrence can say with Kafka: 'It was as if the shame of 

it must outlive him: Shame enlarges the man" (121). In making the man 

larger, shame does not necessarily make him easier to understand or more 
likable. From Mousa's account of Lawrence, the man was complex and 

probably hard to be around 

If writing shame doesn't necessarily make you a good person, why have I 

insisted that it may have an ethical implication in how we write? Deleuze sees 

in Lawrence's writing a shame that reconfigures how we think about it and 

about the body. In this sense, shame enlarges the man by opening up possi
bilities of how we conceive of the relationship between ideas and affects, or 

between thinking and feeling. It also provides an argument against consider

ing expressions of shame as merely a personal afiliction. While many have 

argued that shame is about self-evaluation or, more precisely, the evaluation 

of the self by the self, Deleuze's argument breaks with a tendency to concep

tualire shame in banal psychological terms as an interior quality. Shame in 
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Deleuze's description comes from a complex disposition: it combines the 

inherent and the lived experience of social structures-the biology and biog

raphy of a person. However, Deleuze goes further in radically depersonaliz

ing shame. Shame is an affect that crosses many different orders of bodies. In 
this way, Lawrence is not a mere cipher for the shame of what the English 

were doing to the Arabs, nor is he a personification of a shameful history. 

Rather, Deleuze seems to be arguing that a new idea of shame was produced 

out of the dice throw that is Lawrence. It is a shame that is intimately 

connected with the character of empire at the time: haughty and proud, and 

deeply filled with shame. 

Shame, Proximity, and Distance 

Recall the phrase from Ka1ka that Deleuze uses to describe Lawrence: "It was 

as if the shame of it must outlive him:' Deleuze concludes: "Shame enlarges 

the man" (1997, 121). As we've seen, shame arises from a collision of bodies, 

ideas, history, and place. But Lawrence as a writer is more than just a vehicle 

for a shameful moment in history: his writing of shame reworks its meaning 

and remakes the experience of shame into "an insolent beauty" (125). 
I now want to turn to Primo Levi, the writer who ensured that the shame 

of the Holocaust would outlive him. Ka1ka appears in one of Levi's remarks 

about writing contained in a recent collection of Levi's interviews. Having 

translated The Trial, Levi describes Kafka as possessing "an almost animales

que sensitivity, like snakes that know when earthquakes are coming" (2001, 

159). This description captures how the affects of writing can penetrate the 

body of the writer and the reader. Levi's perspicacity is not surprising: he is 

the writer most associated with making us feel that shame is intrinsic to both 

humanity and inhumanity. 
Levi the writer, like Lawrence before him, was a dice throw of history. An 

Italian Jew from Piedmont, he was arrested in 1943 for being involved in a 

partisan faction against the Fascists. He told the police that he was Jewish 

because he feared he would otherwise be executed as a partisan. His admis

sion Jed to his deportation in 1944 to Auschwitt-Monowitz. He managed to 

survive the Lager because of what he describes as a combination of chance 

circumstances. Having graduated in dlemistry before the war, he happened 

to end up in the Buna plant, which was part of Ausdlwitt and owned by the 

large dlemical company I. G. Farben. "And this was one of my great strokes 
of luck," he said later, "because I said I was a dlemist, without knowing that 
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we were labourers in a chemical factory" (Levi 2001, 212). Levi also attributes 

his survival to having learned some German while reading chemistry. One of 

the major themes that emerges in interviews with Levi is the necessity of 

being able to communicate. Most of the Italians who were deported with 

Levi died soon after their arrival at Auschwitz. because they could not under

stand the German or Polish orders. 
Levi comes to us, in his own words, as a chemist who was made into a 

writer by Auschwitz. Levi is often read as a witness or as a documentalist, 

which, of course, correctly describes his two first books, If This Is a Man 
(1958) and The Truce (1963). But he was also an extremely skilled writer who 

was proud of his craft and talked of it in precise ways. I want to consider first 

how his writing and testifying use shame to give us a map of humanity and 

inhumanity. Then I'll discuss his insights about writing, which constitute, I 
think, an undervalued resource. 

In the spring of 1982, Printo Levi returned to Auschwitz. as a tourist (his 
own term). His presence among a group of Italian students and professors as 

well as other camp survivors must have made it a remarkable tour. As Levi 

later recounts, an Italian interviewer points out the incongruity of the signs 

of normality in the town of Auschwitz. He says to Levi, "It seems today we'll 

eat in a restaurant at Auschwitz." Levi responds in that unique mixture of 

common sense and exquisite clarity that marks his writing: "Yes, this is 

almost comical that there would be a restaurant at Auschwitz.. I don't know 

what I'll eat It seems to me almost profane, something absurd. On the other 
hand we must remember that Auschwitz. was, is, a city where there are 

restaurants, theatres, even a nightclub probably. They have some in Poland 

too. There are children, schools, back then as now, alongside Auschwitz.-a 

concept by now; Auschwitz. is the lAger-this other Auschwitz. of the living 
exists" (Sorgente di vita 2001).• 

The mind expands before the enormity of the scene. Levi, the man who 

wrote so carefully of his experiences in the camp, is back in its grip. But 

there, surrounded by a past that his writing makes part of our present, he 

calmly remarks that Auschwitz. is a place where people live, and they must 
have restaurants, nightclubs, schools. The mundane fact of Auschwitz. as a 

place where people live, eat, shop, and dance is still hard to countenance. 
Levi's Auschwitz., the place of horror, has grown into "our" Auschwitz., the 

source of shame that haunts our consciousness. 

Levi's writing challenges any departmentalization or ownership of shame. 

It is not a personal capacity that is possessed by only some individuals. We 



84 Elspeth Probyn 

must dearly acknowledge that the trauma of the camps and of the Holocaust 

belongs more closely to some: to the survivors and their relations, to Jewish 

people in general, to Gypsies, homosexuals, Communists, and intellectuals. 
How dose we can get to Auschwitz is dependent on writers like Levi, but we 

do not all have equal rights to that proximity. Levi's writing makes one 

viscerally aware of distinctions in proximity-and getting too close can be a 

source of shame. Satoshi Ukai (2001) argues that there is a distinction be

tween the shame of being human and shame as human. The former refers to 

an abstract idea about the shameful nature of humanity; the latter positions 

shame as inherent to us as human beings. Levi doesn't seem to subscribe to 

such hard and fast distinctions. He speaks about the gray zone, or the 

plurality and shades of shame. Deleuze describes this as "the shame of there 

being men who became Nazis; the shame of being unable, not seeing how to 

stop it; the shame of having compromised with it" (cited in Ukai 2001, 23). 

Levi's writing continually avoids grandiose ideas. His desire for precision 

is played out in his descriptions of the everyday activities and aspirations of 

humankind. The honesty of his writing shames any attempt to make abstract 

remarks about shame. His modest voice warns against turning shame, the 

experience of the Holocaust, or any aspect of human behavior into an 

abstract point of theory. Levi is a figure that cannot be appropriated; at the 

same tinle he doesn't license us to stand in awe before him. The pragmatic 

and practical tone of his comments on writing clearly demonstrates his 
purpose: to put descriptions of shame-but equally of joy and hope-to 

work in furthering an appreciation of what humans can do, for bad or 

for good 

The first memoir of Levi's experiences in Auschwitz,lfThis ls a Man, was 

written soon after he returned to T\trin after the war and was originally 

published in 1958; the second, The Truce, was published in 1963. At the end of 

The Truce Levi recalls a dream that he continued to have following his 

release. It is a nightmare of the darkest hues, which rips the reader's breath. 

It is a dream within a dream, varied in detail, one in substance. I am 

sitting at a table with my family, or with friends, or at work, or in the 

green countryside; in short, in a peaceful relaxed environment, appar

endy without tension or affiiction; yet I feel a deep and subde anguish, the 

definite sensation of an inlpending threat. And in fact, as the dream 

proceeds, slowly or brutally, each time in a different way, everything 

collapses and disintegrates around me, the scenery, the walls, the people, 

while the anguish becomes more intense and more precise. Now every-
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thing has changed to chaos; I am alone in the centre of a grey and turbid 

nothing, and now I know what this thing means, and I also know that I 

have always known it; I am in the Lager once more, and nothing is true 

outside the Lager. All the rest was a brief pause, a deception of the senses, 
a dream; my family, nature in dower, my home. Now this inner dream, 
this dream of peace, is over, and in the outer dream, which continues, 

gelid, a well-known voice resounds: a single word, not imperious, but 
brief and subdued. It is the dawn command of Auschwitz, a foreign word, 

feared and expected: get up, "Wstawach :• ( 1979, 380) 

The geography of affect that Levi creates in his description moves from 

out to in, and the freedom of the outside is always enfolded in the terror of 

the camp. Contrary to Levi's description of the ways in which Auschwitz 

coexists with reality-it is a place where people ate and drank and worked 

and continue to do so-here in his dream reality is always pushed away and 

tom apart by the outer dream, the reality of the lAger. The dream of the 

"present" fails before the dream of the past 

Years later, after Levi's reported suicide in Aprilt987, debate raged about 

why, or indeed whether, Levi had killed himself. The question was fueled by 

the circumstances of his death. He fell from his apartment staircase and to all 
knowledge did not leave a note. The desire to find Levi's death accidental is 

understandable. But it may also stem from a need to assuage our collective 

shame and guilt. Jorge Sempnin, a survivor of Buchenwald, attests to the 

high cost of writing about the experience of the camps, arguing that the 

writing is not cathartic for the writer but instead reconnects him or her with 

the horror of the camps (1984). 

It's a strange and uncomfortable debate that seems to turn on whether it 

was the original experiences or the representation of them that resulted, or 
not, in Levi's suicide. But if writers commit suicide because of their writing, 

surely we, the bystanders of history, are more fully implicated in their an

guish and death. This understanding would charge our reading of their 

work. The shame in reading about the atrocities committed by humans on 

humans would be amplified by and combined with guilt and even disgust; 

readers might have to turn away. Would we turn away from Levi if this were 

the case? I hope not. 
Marco Belpoliti, the editor who collected Levi's interviews, argues that in 

Levi's writing "there is a distance between the narrator and the listener; the 

narrator, of course, counsels his interlocutor, but there is always a certain 

distance between them" (2001, xix). This observation connects with the 
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more theoretical points made by Dominick LaCapra about the necessity of 

not getting too close to, or overidentifying with, the writings of survivors. 

Was Levi helping us, his readers, in this exigency? For LaCapra, being too 

close leads to "acting out:' an "unchecked identification:' a confusion of self 

and other, whereby the experience of the other becomes incorporated in the 

self. Against this he advocates "the goal of a critically controlled dialogic 

exchange with the past" (2ooo, 67 ). 

The dialogic exchange is guided by the questions: "What is the other 

saying or doing? How do l-or we-respond to it?" (LaCapra 2ooo, 67). 

These reminders are important even if the metaphor of dialogue can be 

mindlessly abstract-! may "dialogue" with the past, but how can it "dia

logue" with me? Strictly speaking, of course, it can't. Yet shame and other 

affects can seem to get into our bodies, altering our understanding of our 
selves and our relation to the past. In Deleuze's description of Lawrence's 

writing of shame, the body and mind react so as to reorder the subjective. Or 

in La Capra's terms, "empathy should be understood in terms of an affective 

relation, rapport, or bond with the other recognized as other" (212). The 

unifying point seems to be that strong affect radically disturbs different 

relations of proximity: to our selves, bodies, pasts. 

Listening to Levi Write 

Levi himself made a distinction between what he called his autobiographical 

writings about the camp and his later "real" writing. Of the first, he talked 

about the absolute necessity to bear witness: "I came back from the camp 

with a narrative impulse that was pathological" (2001, 129). The rawness and 
indeed the embodiment of trauma, "the unhealing wound, in life and in 

memory, is what produces the need for the word, for dear communication" 

(Levi cited in Belpoliti 2001, xx). 

Levi repeats again and again the need for communication and the high 
price of not being understood. "A book," he says, "has to be a telephone that 
works" (cited in Belpoliti 2001, xix). This is, as we've seen, a pragmatic 

consideration painfully learned from his experience in the camp, where not 

being understood meant a quick death. It also became part of Levi's philoso

phy of writing as a craft. Writing is a tool or a technology that, like the 
telephone, has to work. When asked whether he suffered because of "what 

[he was) writing about or for the writing itself:' Levi replies, "No, not for 

what I'm writing about. I sometimes feel the inadequacy of the medium. 
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Ineffability, it's called, and it's a beautiful word. Our language is human, 

born to describe things at a human level" (2001, 173). 

Levi continually emphasizes the difference between the type of writing he 

did as a witness and his writing when, as he put it, he became a writer. But as 

in his other "paranoiac split" (being a chemist and being a writer), the two 

sides fed each other. In response to whether he would have become a writer if 
not for Auschwitz, Levi replies, "Without knowing 'what to say: without 'the 

content: there is no story" (cited in Belpoliti 2001, xxi). Having become a 

writer rather than remaining a witness, he also speaks of the shame of 
writing. He calls himself a "counterfeiter" in reference to stories that were 

not based in his experiences of the camp. But he also defends this choice: 

"Was I supposed to be a survivor for my entire life? Let's be clear, I am a 

survivor, but I don't want to write only about Auschwitz" (Levi 2001, 94). 
However, the worries remained: of "feeling false:' of writing "not to 

record facts but for pleasure or edification" (133). In another interview he is 

explicit about "abstaining from embellishment, from extras added in just to 

make the writing look good." More emphatically, he states, "I don't write for 

myself, or if I do, I tear it up, destroy what I've written. I think it's wrong to 

write for oneself' (172). After more questions he returns to say, "There is 

only one risk, of writing badly:' which he qualifies as writing that is useless. 

Evoking his technical job, he describes how writing is close to manual labor: 

"You make a plan, at least mentally, an outline, a design, and then you try to 

make a product as close as possible to the plan" (172). 

Whether in writing or in providing testiniony, Levi's passion for his 

metier as a chemist continually informed his experience ofbeing a writer. He 

was a great believer in biology as a science and also as a force in life. Of his 
stories and the hope they carried, he says, "I am built that way: I like to 

tell people stories:' Of his optiniism: "This attitude of mine comes from 

my roots and isn't thought out or deliberated: it's a constitutional opti
mism." Such an attitude is also "a duty": it is a "disservice to the reader or 

humanity . .. to inject doses of pessimism" (130 ). 

Driven by biology, reworked through biography, and fueled by his love of 

chemistry, Levi's writing is marked with precision; as he puts it, writing is "a 

high precision work'' (168). Precision manifests itself in the "almost juridical 

form" of his testiniony in the first books, and it is always there in his 
arguments and his descriptions about the singularity of existence, displayed 

perhaps most obviously in his novel The Periodic Table (1975). Levi's descrip

tion of his own survival and that of others is anchored in his sense of the 
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singular and extraordinary throw of the dice: "All of us survivors are, by 

definition, exceptions, because in the Lager you were destined to die. If you 

did not die it was through some miraculous stroke of luck; you were an 

exception, a singularity not generic, totally specific" (2001, 122). 

In Levi's account of surviving the Holocaust, we see that one of the 

striking aspects is the seeming lack of affect with which he takes us through 

the experiences of the camp. The scarce mention of affect or emotion sug

gests that being captured within the closed space of camp did not allow for 

that degree of reflexivity. levi shows the suppression of emotion in a realm 

where people are stripped of their humanity. For instance, no mention of 

shame is made in his account of being inside. This becomes all the more 

shocking when at the beginning of The Truce and at the moment of their 
liberation, Levi writes of the shame that filled the survivors when the Rus

sians soldiers entered the camp. «They did not greet us, nor did they smile; 

they seemed oppressed not only by compassion but by a confused restraint, 

which sealed their lips and bound their eyes to the funereal scene" ( 1979, 188 ). 

Levi goes on to describe the awareness in hindsight of the shame the 

inmates had felt at each tum of the camp's outrages. From the shame these 

inmates of the Lager felt at their own bodies exposed in the gaze of the other, 

levi describes the different aspects of shame: what "the just man experiences 
at another man's crime; the feeling of guilt that such a crinle should exist, 

that it should have been introduced irrevocably into the world of things that 

exist, and that his will for good should have proved too weak or null, and 
should not have availed in defense" (188). 

Listen again to how Levi describes those eyes that will induce shame in 

individuals who thought they had nothing left to be ashamed of, men and 

women who thought they were no longer human. The soldiers bow their 
heads in shame, sowing the seeds of shame in the inmates. Levi shows how 

shame is contagious. As he recounts the near farce ofhis long and constantly 

backtracked route home to Thrin, he comes upon many who are described 

in shame. The Ukrainian women who, through a mixture of Nazi propa

ganda and hardship, had nonetheless «assented" of their own "free will" to 

leave their homeland and work for the Germans: «In Germany they had 

found bread, barbed wire, hard work, German order, servitude and shame; 

now under the weight of their shame they were being repatriated, without 

joy, without hope" (293). For Levi, shame in its shades of gray is plural The 

experiences of shame are also what remind him of his humanity. 

Levi speaks frequently about how the camps turned bini into a writer. He 
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also is clear about how they turned him into a Jew. As he puts it, "Before 

Hitler I was a middle-class Italian boy" (2001, 262). His experiences of the 

Holocaust made that identity impossible to maintain. After the war he inte

grated parts of his identity as Piedmontese with parts of Jewish tradition. 

One of the aspects of Jewish culture he came to value most was "the Tal

mudic tradition of impassioned but precise argument" (1979, 262). Of the 

many aspects of Levi that inspire, his way of combining passion and preci

sion stands as a model of what we might hope for in writing. The passion 

that animates Levi's writing is like a slow burn. The lack of affect in his 

examples is also, at times, very precise-a lacuna of feeling that structures the 

text He makes us feel the emptiness of that affectless state, how inhuman it 

is. When he turns to describing the slow return of humanity following the 

liberation, we see the diJferent emotions that emerge as from a deep freeu. 

Levi's passion combined with precision powerfully challenges the current 

practice of writing about affects and emotion in a generali2ed and abstract 

way. This tendency uncouples writing from the real effects that affects suciJ 

as shame produce in the world and for the world. Writing is interested; it 

is deeply embedded in contexts, politics, and bodies. Of course, the ways 
in which shame is written need to be carefully handled by the writer and 

the reader. 

So what might a shame-induced ethics of writing entail? The specter of 

not interesting readers and the constant worry about adequately conveying 

the interest of our ciJosen topics should send a shiver down the spines of all 

writers. The blush of having failed to connect with readers should compel 

any writer to return to the page with renewed desire to do better-to get 

better-at this task of communicating that some of us take on. As Levi puts 

it, writing is like a telephone that works. 

In DeleU2e's description of writing shame, the stakes are high. The writer 

is more than a cipher conveying shameful moments. The body of the writer 

becomes the battleground where ideas and experiences collide, sometimes to 

produce new visions of life. This somewhat heroic description is tempered 

by King's prosaic argument about writing honestly. Finding the words to 

pitciJ ideas to your reader seems a long way from philosophy. But his insis

tence that writing is a serious activity that makes ideas and stories matter is 
not so different from DeleU2e's insistence that ideas have to be generative. 

Ideas and writing about shame seek to generate new ways of thinking about 

how we are related to history and how we wish to live in the present. This is 
the legacy that Levi has bequeathed to us: the gift of shame. It is an uneasy 
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task, this writing shame. How could it be otherwise when it involves a body 

grappling with interests, hoping to engage others? 

Notes 

My thanks go to Jeannre Martin for her encouragement and ideas. Martin bas 
presented fascinating research on bow young men, mainly of Lebanese badcground, 

negotiate notions of honor and shame in Australia. See Martin 2000. I also want to 

thank Jane Simon and Clifton Evers for their help in this project. 
2 Kathleen Woodward addresses the problems academics face when dealing with the 

affective: "the stringent rules of emotionless rationality, especiaUy in regards to 

research and writing" (1996, 760). 
3 For an extended discussion of James's theory of emotion, see Redding 1999, and 

Barbalet 1998. 

4 This quotation comes from a television interview conducted by Daniel Toaff and 

Emanuele Ascarelli, whkb was carried out on the journey to Auschwitz. in 1982 and 

later broadcast on Italian TV (25 January 2001). A diJferent translation of the same 

interview is published in Levi's The Voire of Memory, under the title "Return to 
Auschwitt:' The only real difference between the two is that in the book Levi is 

translated as saying, "I don't know if I will eat" ( 2001, 213), which is rather different 

from "I don't know what I'll eat." 
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