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Confession, Attestation, and the 
Transgressive Self in Autobiographical, Fictional, and Cinematic Narratives


Course Description 

What does it mean to tell the truth about something we have done wrong? Does confessing an action amount to taking responsibility for it? Can we sincerely give an account of our past while misunderstanding the person we once were—or the person we have become? And what happens when others challenge the story we tell about ourselves?
This seminar explores these questions through literary and cinematic narratives of transgression, confession, guilt, self-knowledge, and responsibility. We will consider different ways in which characters conceal, disclose, justify, fictionalize, or attempt to come to terms with morally troubling actions, and ask what it might mean genuinely to acknowledge an action as one’s own.
The course places contemporary works in conversation with a longer tradition of thinking about confession and the self, beginning with selections from St. Augustine and Jean-Jacques Rousseau moving to modern discussions by Paul de Man, Paul Ricoeur, Michel Foucault, and Judith Butler. A central concept will be Ricoeur’s idea of attestation: the ways in which we affirm who we are, acknowledge what we have done, and assume responsibility for our actions. The theoretical readings will help us distinguish between factual truth, sincerity, confession, self-knowledge, acknowledgment, and responsibility—and to consider why these do not always coincide.
The novels to be discussed include include Julian Barnes’s The Sense of an Ending (2011), Paul Auster’s Invisible (2009), Bret Easton Ellis’s Less Than Zero (1985) and its sequel, Imperial Bedrooms (2010), and the films Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989) by Woody Allen, Death and the Maiden (1994) by Roman Polanski, and Locke (2013) by Steven Knight. Across these very different narratives, the course will return to a deceptively simple question: what does it really mean to own up to what we have done?

