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Preface

There’s a contradiction at the heart of this book, which I must acknowledge up front. In writing about the culture of public storytelling around trauma and the dangers of oversharing, I inevitably divulge parts of my own personal story. In warning against the rush to public declaration, I unearth revelations of my own. This paradox has followed me throughout the writing process. If I argue that we need to think more critically about when, how, and why we tell our stories, what does it mean for me to set mine down on these pages? Having given it deep consideration, as well as seeking advice and guidance, I’ve reached the conclusion that the only way to make these arguments convincingly is to subject myself to the same standards and scrutiny I’d apply to anyone else who shares their experiences in a public way. This book isn’t just analysis of the ongoing cultural conversation around trauma, or the rise of lived experience advocacy – it attempts to embody those principles in practice. I become the case study, drawing the reader into the very narratives I also attempt to deconstruct. But unlike many personal stories of trauma told by survivors themselves, I don’t just have experience of sharing my adversity in a public way – I have experience of becoming a public figure who is repeatedly identified and framed by it. This book allows me to apply everything I’ve learned from being a public face of issues like poverty, addiction and trauma – issues of which I have first-hand experience – but instead of my story being extracted by a broadcaster or charity with their own agenda, well-meaning or otherwise, here I take complete control of my narrative. In doing so, I hope to highlight that while all personal experiences matter, and that anyone who shares them earnestly in the public square is undeniably brave, there is (or should be) a structured process to publicly airing adversity where duty of care is paramount to every other concern – a process I fear we have lost sight of in the race to be seen to ‘platform’ the ‘voiceless’. This is not an argument for silence, of course. It’s not a rejection of storytelling, nor a criticism of those who have found purpose or healing in sharing their pain. I have done it myself. I know the relief that comes with feeling heard and validated as well as the joy of learning how stories of our difficulties have inspired others to keep moving or stick around. But I also know the costs of becoming publicly identified with those difficulties. I have learned – sometimes painfully – that sharing doesn’t always bring clarity, that broadcasting trauma doesn’t necessarily lead to healing, and that the impact of telling one’s story is not always within the control of the storyteller. I wrote this book because I have lived through the cycle of disclosure and its aftermath. I’ve seen trauma storytelling become a commodity, a currency in advocacy, media, and activism. I’ve seen personal pain shaped, edited and packaged for consumption, often serving others more than the storyteller themselves. I’ve seen how public vulnerability can trap people in fixed identities, making it harder to grow beyond the story they’ve told.

I don’t claim to have the final word on this subject, but I do believe the conversation is necessary and that I am suitably placed to initiate it. My position in this conversation around trauma is unusual – I have a public platform, my work is recognised in fields where discussion and debate around trauma dominate, but unlike most people who tell their stories or, indeed, those organisations and enterprises that facilitate them, I don’t draw funding or a salary from an organisation or institution. I don’t have a boss and therefore enjoy the rare privilege and occasional burden of speaking freely while still making a living. I believe this means I have a responsibility to say what so many have been discussing privately for years. If we truly care about the wellbeing of those living with trauma, we must reconsider the wisdom of modelling a process that encourages impulsive, unstructured public exhibitionism. Disclosing our truths is an essential part of healing – but doing so publicly is not. This book is an invitation to think more critically about the culture of storytelling around trauma, to question how stories are elicited and consumed, and to reflect on what we owe ourselves and each other in the telling. So yes, there is a contradiction here, but one I accept now as unavoidable. Because to interrogate the nature of personal storytelling, one must tell a personal story. And this is mine.




Introduction

Trauma has become one of the most dominant cultural issues of our time. It is everywhere, it seems – shaping our institutions, politics and even the language we use to understand ourselves and our relationships. It has redefined how we tell our stories, how we seek validation, and how we make sense of suffering. But has our current way of engaging with trauma genuinely served us? Or has it also, in many cases, become something else entirely – a currency, a performance, a mechanism that traps people within the very pain they seek to escape? This book is not just an analysis of the ongoing conversation around trauma, nor is it simply a testimony of my traumatic experiences. It is an attempt at a commentary on what it means to be a ‘person with lived experience of trauma’ in a culture that increasingly demands ever more personal testimony from survivors. It examines how trauma narratives are shaped, packaged and consumed – how they are extracted for advocacy, activism and media, often benefiting institutions more than the people whose pain forms the basis of the story. It also considers the transactional nature of storytelling in this context. If personal accounts of trauma (or any other form of adversity for that matter) are to be more than just a way to lend authenticity to third parties eliciting it, then we must ask: how can it be used to affect real change rather than reinforcing the same power dynamics it seeks to challenge?

The book’s structure mirrors a healing journey. It does not remain static in form but shifts as the reader moves through it, evolving alongside the argument. It begins in the familiar structure of non-fiction: presenting a thesis, defining key concepts and offering illustrative examples to build its case. But as the book progresses, so does it structure – echoing the non-linear nature of recovery. The analysis gives way to an immersive personal story, pulling the reader into the mechanics of autobiographical storytelling itself – how these narratives move, how they manipulate, and how they reflect the way the storyteller wishes to be seen. By the final section, the structure shifts again, taking a more critical view of my personal narrative, forcing me to hold myself accountable in a way few ever would in public. In an era of affirm-only approaches, where questioning dominant trauma narratives is often seen as invalidating them, this section may be uncomfortable. But if the insistence is that all stories matter and deserve to be heard, then surely that must include perspectives that challenge the prevailing orthodoxy. The first part of the book lays the groundwork. It explores trauma’s recent salience as a topic, and why personal testimony has been elevated as a form of cultural capital. It questions whether the pressure to share our wounds serves us – or if, in some cases, it exploits us. It asks whether we have lost sight of the risks that come with publicly sharing while examining the power of storytelling, both as a means of healing and as a force that, when wielded recklessly, can cause harm.

Part 2 turns this on its head by advancing the argument through a highly personal narrative – my narrative. As with all personal narratives, its fragmented and occasionally contradictory nature attempts to capture the role stories play in helping us make sense of chaos, but also how they may sacrifice nuance and complexity. If trauma shapes our worldview, it also shapes the stories we tell about ourselves. But are these stories always useful or even true? May they occasionally become self-fulfilling, reinforcing identities rooted in pain? This section explores whether public declaration of trauma, despite its intentions, sometimes achieves the opposite of what it claims – keeping people trapped in cycles of suffering rather than offering a path beyond them. It examines the toll of public visibility on those who share their traumatic experiences more widely than the average person, the expectations placed upon them as a result, and the pressures of performing pain for public consumption.

The final part of the book is about release. If suffering has become a defining part of who we are, how do we begin to move beyond it? Can we rewrite our story without feeling like we are betraying ourselves or the past? This section challenges the notion that our stories are our sole property, examines the role of identity (another hot topic) in keeping us locked in personas riddled with trauma, and whether over-identifying with victimhood is empowering or another form of psychological entrapment – a trauma response. It also asks the larger, more uncomfortable question: if trauma is in part a byproduct of systemic injustice, who is responsible for healing? In an age where political dysfunction, institutional neglect and a winner-takes-all culture war, where untreated trauma and victimhood so often bend the light of truth, how should the most vulnerable, left to fend for themselves, respond?

This book is not just for those immersed in discussion and debate about trauma. Nor is it just for activists, campaigners or professionals who navigate the politics of lived experience for a living. It is for anyone who has ever felt, even vaguely, that the story they tell themselves about who they are and why might be incomplete. It is for those who have a nagging sense that something doesn’t quite add up. At its core, this is a book about mental health. But not in the way we have come to expect. It does not offer platitudes about self-care or vague affirmations of self-worth. It is not a guide to healing or a manifesto for resilience. Instead, it is an invitation to be radically honest with ourselves – to hold our own narratives up to the light and ask: Is this story true? Not, is it comforting? Not, does it justify my pain? Not, does it make sense to others? But is it real? We live in an age where there is a great temptation to conceal the truths of who we are behind cultivated identities and political rhetoric. An age where trauma can be used as both a shield and a battering ram, politically. We align ourselves with movements, ideologies and communities that reflect back to us the parts of ourselves we find acceptable, editing out the contradictions, the uncertainties, the darker edges we’d rather not acknowledge. We build identities not just on what we believe, but on how we wish to be seen. And yet, for all the validation this performance brings, so many of us feel unmoored, increasingly disconnected from the core of ourselves. This book is not here to tell you what your story should be. It is not here to dictate how you should process pain or define your identity. What it does offer is a model for re-examining the narratives we cling to – especially those we have outgrown. It shows how stories shape our circumstances, our relationships, and even our sense of possibility. It asks whether we are truly living according to our own understanding of who we are, or if we have outsourced that understanding to the expectations of others. For those who have already sensed the disconnect, who feel that their current narrative no longer serves them, this book models how to perform a page-one rewrite. It is not an easy process. Letting go of an identity – especially one that has protected us, explained us, given us a sense of belonging – can feel like annihilation. But it is often the first step toward something more real, more expansive, and more deeply ours. If you have ever felt trapped by your own story, if you have ever questioned whether the way you present yourself aligns with what you know to be true, then this book is for you. Not to give you answers, but to help you ask the right questions.




Part 1



ESTABLISHING SAFETY AND BUILDING AWARENESS


‘The best minds in mental health aren’t the docs. They’re the trauma survivors who have had to figure out how to stay alive for years with virtually no help. Wanna learn how to psychologically survive under unfathomable stress? Talk to abuse survivors.’

Dr Glenn Patrick Doyle (2020)






CHAPTER 1

A Concept in Flux

What is trauma and where has the conversation gone wrong?

A low winter sun struggles against the back of a pull-down blind, its glow a stark contrast to the cold grey hue washing the front room. As a broadcaster, interviewing people who’ve experienced great adversity, in the hope that their stories may humanise serious social issues like poverty, addiction or violence, is easily the most challenging part of the job. Today – about to begin filming such an interview for my BBC Two documentary film series, The State We’re In – is no exception. Across a coffee table in an Airbnb this brisk January morning in Merseyside sits a broken woman with an experience to share – the worst experience of her life. ‘Ava was an outgoing girl,’ Leeann White tells me, her voice already cracking. As we begin our slow, deliberate descent into her story of losing her daughter to a senseless act of violence, Leeann’s face tells a tale of its own. Before the next question passes my lips, I hesitate. While the specifics are paramount, and the story must be told in all its heart-wrenching detail, all I wish to obtain on the lower slopes of this climb is her trust. This isn’t the first time she’s told her story, and it won’t be the last. I’m one of countless broadcasters she’s encountered over the years since her life was torn apart. By now she’ll be thoroughly aware of the tricks of our trade and how to spot an ambulance-chasing hack a mile off. Aware her experiences with media will be varied in quality over the years, I’m keen to signal that today she’s in safe hands. As the obligatory small talk fades, any momentary silence between us seems to stretch for an eternity, and my next question feels like a careful step along a crumbling cliff edge. ‘Ava wanted to go travelling,’ she says, her eyes lighting the room for the briefest moment. ‘She wanted to be an air hostess and planned to move to LA.’ As we tread through the tragedy that has defined her life since 25 November 2021, I remain mindful of the unstable terrain. That evening, 12-year-old Ava White left her home to watch the Christmas lights with friends in Liverpool. Like any mother, Leeann was nervous but knew she couldn’t keep Ava at home for ever. ‘I’d just got home from work when my sister called,’ Leeann recalls. Her expression shifts from sombre to bewildered as she relives the moment. ‘“Ava’s been stabbed,” she told me. I can remember taking the phone away from my ear, then putting it back and saying, “You’ve made some kind of mistake.” But she hadn’t. She said, “No, you’d better get here now.”’ This is the moment Leeann’s old life as a doting mother of two young girls ceased to be. It’s the moment she found herself trapped in a purgatory between disbelief her daughter had been hurt and absolute certainty the situation was grave. This is the moment – the point of rupture – when the trauma, which Leeann has lived with every day since, began taking hold of her nervous system. She recounts the sequence of events leading up to Ava’s murder. Events I’m sure she’s turned over in her mind thousands of times. Ava and her friends were near the Royal Court Theatre in Liverpool city centre when a 14-year-old boy, accompanied by a group of friends, began recording them on his phone. Ava asked him to stop and delete the recording. A standoff ensued, with verbal barbs exchanged. The girls, unarmed, ran toward the group of boys to deter further harassment. In the chaos that followed, the boy produced a flick-knife and stabbed Ava in the neck. He and his friends rapidly fled the scene, later attempting to dispose of the murder weapon. ‘Don’t leave me,’ Ava reportedly pleaded with her friends as she lay fatally wounded, awaiting an ambulance. She was rushed to the hospital, but despite doctors’ best efforts, was pronounced dead at 10.16pm. As Leeann speaks, I lose track of the details, drawn instead to her face. Her expression, a hypnotic blend of rage and sadness. In her eyes, I see the same desolation parents display when cradling their dead children in images beamed from war zones. Leeann appears haunted not only by the tragic death of her child, but also by the reality she lives in a world where such cruelty is even a possibility. To be so violently disabused of the illusion that your children are safe would surely leave an indelible mark. It certainly has on Leeann. Despite the odds of such an event happening twice to one family, she gives the impression of a woman preparing for the worst. To my eyes, on this day, her peace of mind appears unrecoverable. Three years after Ava’s death, she remains psychologically tethered to the event. There are brief moments throughout our conversation, when Leeann’s nervous system seems to glitch, and she presents as though the tragedy occurred just hours ago. The impact on everyone connected to Ava has been catastrophic. ‘Our family’s been ripped apart,’ she says. ‘We were always a close family.’ Ava’s older sister remains by Leeann’s side, along with her sister June. But the once tight-knit family structure now lies in ruins. In her grief, Leeann has turned inward and away from many of her loved ones, including the kids. ‘I’ve got six sisters. We were always together. We can’t be like that anymore. I can’t have my nieces or nephews coming over because they’re all around Ava’s age. We don’t spend Christmas together. I can’t do anything anymore. I just like to be on my own.’ Leeann describes her retreat from her wider support network as if it were a choice she made herself when the truth may be that trauma has simply taken the wheel of her life; under the duress of its influence, nurturing relationships demand more than her nervous system will currently allow. Her trauma, activated naturally, appears to me unprocessed, effectively taking Leeann hostage in her own life. In her grief, she has adopted life-limiting beliefs about her capabilities which now manifest in conditions of greater isolation. This relational retreat likely feels to Leeann like a wise decision, comforting even, when in truth she may be creating conditions that prolong her suffering. As she shows me photographs of Ava taken on brighter days than this, I wonder how many times she has told her story and whether recounting it so readily hinders as much as it helps. Unlike many contributors I’ve had the honour of interviewing over the years for my documentary films, who have told their stories so often they develop a rehearsed rhythm, Leeann’s story feels raw, and agonisingly current. Like many who suffer such tragedy, Leeann hopes sharing her experience will help build awareness of the impact of knife crime and secure funding for blood-packs to be installed locally which may save lives in future. She is, however, clearly most animated by the prospect of a change in the law which would see harsher sentences for possession of knives. And why shouldn’t she be? The intense desire, bordering on compulsion, to advocate for change that might prevent others from suffering a similarly cruel fate, is a common response to a tragic event – the inciting incident that spurs many into lifelong campaigning. Stories like Leeann’s keep issues like knife crime prominent enough in the public mind, that they demand engagement from decision-makers and political leaders. The emotional weight of Ava’s shocking death, in this context, becomes the means by which wider awareness is raised and political pressure for meaningful change is applied. But an immense toll can be exacted from those who rise to any level of prominence as a result of telling their story of life-altering tragedy. As the conversation draws to a natural close, and I ponder whether I have conducted my interview in the safe and respectful manner I’d hoped, my heart breaks for Leeann and her family. The death of a child is every parent’s worst fear. For those who face this reality, the pain is incomprehensible. Leeann must endure a burden far beyond grief. She must walk among us – those for whom such loss is merely a fleeting thought – knowing that even the most empathetic listener could never fully grasp her anguish. To carry such a wound can be a solitary existence. Like armed service personnel who struggle to reintegrate into their community due to the scars they carry from war, parents who lose children may begin to feel like outsiders due to the severity of their pain – and the fact they see everyone else still going about their business unaware of just how cruel this world can be. For those untouched by such trauma, Leeann’s heartbreaking account of losing Ava, given so freely, is a wonderful gift, providing a rare and vital window into an unthinkable reality. The final mentions of Ava’s name bring tears once again to her tired, bloodshot eyes, pulling some dislocated part of her back into the nightmare. For viewers of the documentary film in which Leeann will be featured, her story will be framed as one of a decrepit criminal justice system, failing working-class communities and personal bravery in the face of unspeakable grief. But the story her eyes tell me throughout our encounter is something else entirely. In all my years of working on the front line as a broadcaster, journalist and community practitioner, Leeann White’s is the most severe case of untreated trauma I’ve ever encountered.

*

Trauma is the imprint of overwhelming distress – an event, series of events or relentless strain that shatters a person’s sense of safety, leaving behind a raw and open wound. It lingers in the body, rewires the brain and reshapes perception, distorting past, present and future in its wake. This working definition won’t satisfy everyone but sets the table for our discussion by underscoring a central challenge in any conversation about trauma: even among professionals, the term is inherently unstable. In contemporary culture, ‘trauma’ carries multiple meanings, ranging from a clinical descriptor of profound psychological distress to a colloquial shorthand for minor inconveniences – such as a bad commute, an unsettling film, or a contentious online exchange. Hollywood actors speak of the ‘trauma’ of bad reviews, illustrating how the term has expanded far beyond its original context. Historically, ‘trauma’ comes from the Greek word for wound and initially just described physical injuries. It wasn’t until the late nineteenth century that its meaning expanded to include psychological symptoms, as psychotherapy began to take shape. The industrial violence of the twentieth century, marked by world wars, the Holocaust, and conflicts in Vietnam and the Gulf, highlighted the psychological scars left on survivors. Media advances normalised trauma-related terms like ‘shell shock’, and in 1980, PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) was officially recognised by the American Psychiatric Association. Parallel to widening clinical investigation, public interest in trauma has also intensified. This interest, however, is less about understanding war veterans or genocide survivors and more about individuals seeking explanations for their own feelings of insecurity, exhaustion and relational difficulties. Many hope that naming their pain as ‘trauma’ will bring clarity and relief. For some, it undoubtedly does. However, others are discovering trauma is a little more complicated than perhaps they assumed.

Just ten years ago, it would have been difficult to get the average person engaged in a conversation about the most basic principles around this concept. Today, trauma is everywhere, and everyone has it. Across the Western world, millions are framing their lives through the lens of trauma – a concept which has undeniable cultural salience. Vox magazine described trauma as ‘the word of the decade’ in a 2022 article which, among other things, pondered whether the term’s inevitable semantic journey from clinical label to colloquial mainstay may soon render it meaningless. Trauma shapes public debates on education, criminal justice and healthcare. It’s cited as a root cause of addiction, mental health issues and relationship breakdowns. It permeates media – from music and television to films and books like this one. An entire subgenre has emerged, populated daily by content creators discussing their ‘trauma bonds’, ‘trauma responses’ and ‘trauma-informed approaches’. A quick search for ‘trauma’ online reveals countless intersecting frameworks, discussions and debates, all sharing the same fundamental flaw: each treats its definition of trauma – and the solutions flowing from it – as settled science rather than contestable claims. Whichever rabbit hole you descend, the moment you interact with this content, the algorithm floods your feed with more of the same. Meanwhile, the individuals and companies producing it are incentivised by the mechanics of tech platforms to prioritise frequency and style over substance. To remain visible in a hyper-competitive marketplace, where people searching for relief are bombarded by misapplied terminology, faux-medical jargon and relentless calls to action, creators often resort to bite-sized novelty and superficial explanations. As a result, much of the online content becomes entertaining digital comfort-food, masquerading as reliable advice, leaving those seeking answers with little more than the fragmented simulation of therapeutic guidance. This trend deeply concerns me.

Western trauma culture, preoccupied with attachment styles, personal boundaries and individual resilience, often ignores widespread traumatic experiences rooted in systemic inequalities. It demands we focus narrowly on ourselves, our perceived pain, and the ‘movies’ playing in our minds. The rise of an unregulated online mental health marketplace amid such stark social and economic decline should alarm us all. I now have mixed feelings about the topic’s rapid popularisation, despite initial enthusiasm. Even Bessel van der Kolk, whose book The Body Keeps the Score became a go-to bible for the trauma-curious during the Covid pandemic, has voiced concerns about the increasingly broad application of the term. In a June 2024 interview with Time magazine, van der Kolk remarked: ‘People are inflating the whole trauma notion and now apply it to everything. When somebody breaks up with you in a love relationship, that’s part of life, but that is not a trauma.’ Naturally, van der Kolk also has his fair share of detractors who dispute his conclusions, dismiss his fanbase and detest his influence. What cannot be disputed is that trauma is the latest term to suffer the dreaded ‘concept creep’. Concept creep refers to the gradual broadening of the definitions of concepts – particularly those related to harm, mental health and social issues – to include a wider range of phenomena over time. This term, coined by psychologist Nick Haslam, describes how ideas like ‘trauma’, ‘abuse’, ‘bullying’ and ‘addiction’ have expanded to encompass milder, less severe or different experiences than they historically did. It is of course a feature of progress that definitions and labels change, and terms are expanded to encompass new developments. And it’s also the case that those of a more conservative disposition may resist this as a matter of instinct – not always for sound reasons. However, the rapid commercialisation of trauma – powered by social media influencers and online therapy – is a fairly novel and radical force. A marketplace that is reshaping the mental health space faster than we can safely regulate it, rife with perverse incentives much like those found in private healthcare systems, should alarm all of us. In these highly competitive commercial conditions, trauma is too often reduced to bite-sized maxims and mental health minutiae. While the increasing openness about trauma is welcome, it has been accompanied by a parallel explosion of disinformation. This commodification of trauma, which is now as much about identity as it is about health, empowers individuals to self-diagnose or diagnose others without oversight. It encourages the drawing of conclusions as to how trauma may co-occur with other conditions like ADHD and personality disorders. And it welcomes us to view almost every aspect of our lives, from family dynamics to romantic intimacy and even our political beliefs, through a trauma lens. Central to this poorly lit hall of smoke and mirrors is the powerful and misguided notion that telling your story in a public way is an essential part of any healing journey.

The Trauma Industrial Complex is the system in which the very real and urgent issue of mass unacknowledged, untreated trauma is commodified, medicalised and repackaged for profit, validation and influence. It extends beyond clinical care into self-help industries, social media, civic society and corporate wellness, where trauma narratives are amplified, exploited and even monetised. Genuine suffering is often flattened into marketable content, while trauma discourse expands to encompass everyday struggles, blurring the line between distress and disorder. As public services collapse, individuals turn to online diagnoses, influencers and expensive pseudo-therapies, creating a cycle where trauma becomes both a personal brand and an economic driver, rather than a wound to be meaningfully healed. In my view, the most profound effect of this eruption in trauma-related discussion is the powerful, but deeply misguided idea it often models, that publicly sharing pain is how you recover. People with experience of great adversity will increasingly put themselves forward to disclose the painful details of their wounds in the public domain. And often, they will be invited to do this before it has been determined – by either the storyteller or the facilitator of the story – whether broadcasting it in a rowdy and unforgiving public square is either useful or safe. While there is much to dissect in this brave new world of trauma, this book will focus mainly on that particular facet of this Trauma Industrial Complex – the notion of cathartically sharing one’s ‘story’ – the consequences of which remain inadequately explored.

Many of you will be familiar with the ongoing conversation about trauma I describe and are likely no strangers to other forms of media that centre first-hand accounts of adversity. In recent years we’ve seen a rise in gritty depictions of trauma in television shows and memoirs, but where is the narrative about the toll this public exhibitionism takes on the storyteller? That’s the story I’m here to tell. Culture is awash with personal testimony of trauma, but one story we haven’t heard in any great detail yet – perhaps the only one – is the story about what it’s like to be that person, whose experience is sought-after by media, charities, decision-makers and consumers. I’m one of those people – a so-called lived experience campaigner. My story of childhood trauma, poverty and addiction is really rather ordinary where I come from, though the way I tell it isn’t. For much of my life, I have used that story to highlight the plight of those who have suffered trauma caused by societal dysfunction. I’ve shared my experiences to capture the attention of decision-makers. And I’ve upcycled it to create my best attempts at art. But one day, my story escaped the confines of conference halls and community centres and began appearing in the national press, eventually making its way around the globe, translated into numerous languages. While this is the dream for any writer, and the aspiration for many creatives and campaigners, there came unforeseen consequences of this prominence. Consequences I’m certain many others in my line of work have experienced, though perhaps feel apprehensive to disclose. It is therefore my sincere hope, that as well as offering a brief, albeit unacademic critique of the Trauma Industrial Complex, and guidance on navigating the rapacious cultural demand for highly personal, autobiographical storytelling, this book will also attempt to tell the story of how I – someone who became internationally noted for publicly broadcasting my adversities – might do some things differently if I could go back.


‘The process of constructing a narrative of the trauma is not only a means of integrating it into one’s life, but of regaining control, reestablishing the self that was shattered.’

Susan Brison, Aftermath: Violence and the Remaking of a Self (2002)






CHAPTER 2

The Rise of Catharsis Culture

How did trauma narratives come to dominate and why are we so compelled to share our wounds in public?

My journey as a poverty poster-boy began in 2001. Like many who find themselves in this unlikely position, it was not something I had planned – I was too busy surviving. The sudden death of my alcoholic mother aggravated a long-running rupture in the family household which left me estranged from relatives and within a few years, homeless and on the brink of alcoholism myself. Hip-hop music became my outlet, and I began performing locally under the name Loki – a moniker borrowed from the shape-shifting, home-wrecking Norse god of mischief that I first discovered in the film Dogma. What felt like a world away from the housing estate I grew up in, open-mic nights and rap battles became my new stomping grounds. Using autobiographical rhymes to vent my adolescent fury over dusty boom-bap drumbeats, I forged a whole new persona that many who knew me from before would have found unrecognisable had they encountered me. Like many in my generation – a reluctant millennial – I came of age at the dawn of the twenty-first century, a time of digital revolution. In this rare cultural sweet spot, information was becoming more accessible, yet the internet hadn’t fully infiltrated our lives. It was a simpler, less-informed era, where traditional media had the final say on what was true, who was good or bad, and what was considered cool. The family doctor was still the authority on what ailed you, and pop stars, not podcasts, ruled the airwaves. Back then, the biggest artists sang, shouted and rapped about their personal struggles. Unlike the cryptic angst of Nirvana – where fans speculated on the meaning behind songs like ‘Something in the Way’ – the pop stars of my day were far more direct and literal. Queens gangster rapper 50 Cent made his name recounting a tale of being shot nine times. Kanye West climbed the charts with his story of surviving a near-fatal car crash that left his jaw wired shut. The most impactful artist by quite some distance, however, was Eminem, whose raw accounts of trailer-park poverty, familial dysfunction and child neglect at the hands of his pill-popping, alcoholic mother dominated airwaves and headsets worldwide. Rightly criticised for his rampant misogyny and homophobia, Eminem also spoke very directly to adolescent males like me who had been let down badly by their mothers – a finer point many commentators of the day missed when attempting to contextualise his popularity. While distinct from every other charting artist of the day, Eminem mainstreamed a trend in music which is now commonplace: publicly airing trauma no matter the cost. These artists weren’t trying to change the world like Public Enemy or wax philosophical about modernity like Radiohead. Instead, they focused on themselves, offering shockingly detailed accounts of their adversities. By venting their frustrations, heartaches and traumas in their music, they modelled a form of self-expression for troubled teens like me, who were searching desperately for identity. This confessional style of storytelling was part of a broader cultural shift. The 2000s were a
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