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ABSTRACT 

 

In our contemporary cultural setting, the notion of “trauma” has been extended far 

beyond a clinical diagnosis and cultural trope into a signifier denoting a subjective reaction to 

experiences ranging from small grievances to large-scale tragedies. In a world where stories 

featuring traumatic subject matter have become part of our daily reading, is how we read, 

understand, and teach trauma still effective? This dissertation explores the ahistorical, subjective 

experience of trauma as represented in a selection of contemporary global literature, pushing 

back against canonical trauma literary theory posed by scholars such as Cathy Caruth and 

instead, suggests a new mode of reading traumatic representation. I argue that, by exploring both 

the wounded mind and the wounded body, with attention to the influence of the traumatic 

context and close-reading the nuance of the figurative language of representation, we have much 

new knowledge to gain. Additionally, as trauma narratives appear regularly in higher education 

as Common Reads and on literature class syllabi, this dissertation offers practical suggestions for 

a teaching of traumatic narratives which is sensitive to both the subject matter and the student 

audience.  

Chapter 1 begins by exploring contemporary, media-based accounts of trauma, 

highlighting the dangers of the fetishization and commodification of the traumatized body, 

particularly traumatized bodies of color, before discussing two examples of public trauma 

performance: Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo, a national protest against the “disappearing” 

of dissentients of Argentina’s “Dirty War” and Mattress Performance (Carry That Weight), a 

work of endurance performance art by former Columbia student Emma Sulkowicz. Chapter 2 

provides a comprehensive overview of the interdisciplinary study of trauma and the main 

arguments and criticisms of literary trauma theory, including the marginalization of non-Western 
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trauma, the prioritization of a Western understanding of trauma and recovery, the emphasizing of 

traumatic representation through a Modernist, fragmented approach, and the disregarding of the 

connections between Western and non-Western traumas. From this foundation, I pose my own 

approach for reading and teaching trauma narratives, suggesting that by close reading trauma in 

context, with the inclusion of the traumatized body, readers and students more effectively 

understand trauma and traumatic situations and therefore, are better prepared as global citizens. 

Chapters 3-5 then demonstrates my application of this lens to a selection of texts, exploring the 

trauma of both well-known novels and unknown novels and memoirs. Chapter 3 centers on war 

trauma in Hanan al-Shaykh's Beirut Blues (1992), Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost (2000) and 

Nora Okja Keller’s Fox Girl (2002) in an effort to extend war trauma discussions to the unheard 

voices of non-combatants. Chapter 4 explicates the notion of intergenerational trauma, time, and 

memory before offering a new and potentially fresh reading of Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1988), 

a novel heralded as the preeminent example of the trauma narrative genre, Junot Diaz’s The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007) and Terese Marie Mailhot’s Heart Berries: A Memoir 

(2018), concluding that intergenerational trauma manifests in different ways within different 

marginalized populations. In Chapter 5, I address the mind-body split heralded by canonical 

trauma theory, focusing on the body as a “text” of cultural trauma, and then apply the theory to 

critical readings of the traumatized and othered bodies of Edwidge Danicat’s Breath, Eyes, 

Memory (1994) and Fadia Faqir’s The Cry of the Dove (2007). In sum, I emphasized looking 

both looking at the trauma trope and beyond it. It is my hope that this evolved understanding will 

have broad applications for reading trauma narratives, as using this mode of inquiry will more 

fully achieve active witnessing, especially when reading non-Western literature. I conclude by 

offering a pragmatic, theoretical approach for teaching trauma narratives which connects trauma 



iv 

 

to historical or cultural context and therefore, offers a greater avenue for education about 

experiences which may be very different than one’s own experiences.   
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INTRODUCTION 

THE PERVASIVENESS OF TRAUMA 

 

 It was business as usual five minutes before the start of my spring 2018 English 101 class 

– some students were chatting while others were playing on their phones as I cued up the 

computer for today’s material. Suddenly, one of the phones slipped out of a student’s hand and 

shattered on the hard classroom floor. Silence ensued, broken only by the owner’s dramatic sigh: 

“I’m literally traumatized. I’ve only had this phone for a week.” 

 My intent in beginning with this anecdote is not to mock my student, but rather, highlight 

their statement as an exemplar of a trend occurring over the past 20-30 years: the signifier of 

“trauma,” in a cultural sense, has undergone substantial revisions in terms of both meaning and 

usage. Far from singularly referring to the aftermath of a life-shattering and horrific experience, 

“trauma” can now also be used to describe the mildly irritating or inconvenient events of daily 

life. This shift in language has also afforded a drastic increase in how often we talk about trauma; 

for example, in an August 4, 2019 Google news search, entering the word “trauma” yields over 

41 million hits in a .33 second search. The results share no discernible connection aside from the 

use of the actual word, but the dramatic number does suggest that culturally and collectively, we 

spend a lot of time talking about wounding and the traumatic aftermath. This observation is not 

necessarily new to scholars interested in trauma; in his 1998 Post-Traumatic Culture: Injury and 

Interpretation in the Nineties, Kirby Farrell wrote, “In contemporary culture…trauma is both a 

clinical syndrome and a cultural trope something like the Renaissance figure of the world as a 

stage: a strategic fiction that a complex, stressful society is using to account for a world that 

seems threateningly out of control” (2). However, in the 20 years since Farrell made this 

observation, I would argue that trauma has moved beyond even this initial assessment. “Trauma” 
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is still a clinical description, and remains a “cultural trope,” but more so, it has become an 

expansive signifier of the terrible, both the life-changing and the minor, on the collective and 

personal levels. We speak of soldiers returning traumatized from war, of New Yorkers 

traumatized after 9/11, of New Orleans residents traumatized after Katrina, of traumatized kids 

after a divorce, of students traumatized after school shootings, and now, of being traumatized 

after breaking a new cell phone, having a flat tire, or missing a train.  

Certain clinicians have suggested that this revision is indicative of a shift in the culture 

itself. In the May 1, 2013 edition of the popular online magazine Salon, Charles Barber, Lecturer 

in Psychiatry at Yale Medical School and director of The Connection Institute for Innovative 

Practice wrote: 

 Each American generation has its characteristic psychiatric diagnosis, and, 

typically, a drug or medication that represents the times….If this is so, the 

appropriate diagnosis of the last decade -- since Sept. 11, 2001, to be exact -- may 

be PTSD: post-traumatic stress disorder. Of course legions of American soldiers 

have received the diagnosis, and enormous resources, appropriately, have gone 

into its treatment. The Department of Veterans Affairs estimates that nearly 30 

percent of the more than 800,000 Iraq and Afghanistan War veterans treated in 

veterans' hospitals and clinics are diagnosed with PTSD. 

But in the past 10 years, even non-veterans have been engaged in an ongoing 

narrative of American trauma. After 9/11 came Katrina, then the economic 

meltdown and the recession that never seems to end. This past year saw Sandy 

followed by Newtown. Along the way there’s been the mass killings at Virginia 

Tech, at Northern Illinois University, and in a Colorado movie theater. There also 

seems to be a deepening sense that one can never fully escape from potential 

catastrophe, not on a Boston street on a promising spring day or in a Connecticut 

elementary school a few weeks before Christmas. 

  

In his summation of tragic events of the time period, Barber extends Farrell’s point of a 

“world out of control”: we are ever more acutely aware of danger; thus, the potential to 

experience a traumatic event – to enter into a traumatized state – remains a constant risk. 
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However, Barber is again referring to large-scale and life-changing events, while I would suggest 

that trauma is now so common to our lexicon, to say we are “traumatized” opens a range of 

interpretative possibilities – possibilities which may not be known unless further discussion 

clarifies to what we are exactly responding – what events? What happened? Was this a large-

scale event or minor inconvenience? How did the event – or series of events, in some cases – 

ultimately affect those who experienced it?  Barber’s statement also paints a picture of life in 

2019: the discourse of trauma has so ubiquitous, we cannot escape it.  

Higher Education: Trigger Warnings and Trauma 

 For students in higher education, this tension influences the educational experience, 

including both the way they interact with course material and the way they read and consume 

texts. From a broad standpoint, the spread of trauma culture has played a role in the “trigger 

warning” conversation. Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt discuss the rise of trigger warnings 

in connection with what they term “vindictive protectiveness,” a belief system in which students 

are shielded from potentially inflammatory, offensive, or “triggering” material. Specifically, they 

define “trigger warnings” as: 

…alerts that professors are expected to issue if something in a course might cause a 

strong emotional response. For example, some students have called for warnings that 

Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart describes racial violence and that F. Scott 

Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby portrays misogyny and physical abuse, so that students 

who have been previously victimized by racism or domestic violence can choose to avoid 

these works, which they believe might “trigger” a recurrence of past trauma. 

 These warnings are bemoaned by Lukianoff and Haidt, who systematically outline their 

perspective: first, that trigger warnings - initially posted on the Internet and intended to warn 

readers of “self-help and feminist forums” of graphic material, like explicit descriptions of sexual 

attacks, which may trigger panic attacks or flashbacks – are now utilized to avoid conversations 
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which may be uncomfortable. They cite examples of institutions where certain canonical works 

now require trigger warnings, including Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (at Rutgers, for 

“suicidal inclinations”) and Ovid’s Metamorphoses (at Columbia, for sexual assault). Second, 

they hint that avoiding uncomfortable conversations may be harmful in the long-term in that they 

perpetuate the trauma, citing a quote from psychiatrist Sarah Roff for The Chronicle of Higher 

Education: “One of my biggest concerns about trigger warnings…is that they will apply not just 

to those who have experienced trauma, but to all students, creating an atmosphere in which they 

are encouraged to believe that there is something dangerous or damaging about discussing 

difficult aspects of our history.” Likewise, they tie this suggestion to the idea that this kind of 

avoidance has long-term negative effects on students being able to handle themselves in the 

workplace. Third, they argue that trigger warnings contribute to “chilling effect on pedagogy” as 

instructors avoid placing challenging material on syllabus to circumvent upsetting “sensitive” 

students.  

 While Lukianoff and Haidt’s points about trigger warnings are provocative, they pose a 

clear polemic in their conclusion: trigger warnings are detrimental to critical thinking, and they 

desire a return to a time when universities where students should “thrive in a world of ideas” – 

both stimulating and challenging. More recent research has problematized the effectiveness of 

trigger warnings. Benjamin W.Bellet, Payton J. Jones. Richard J. McNally, when reviewing 

student reactions to Crime and Punishment, suggested that trigger warnings have little to no 

effect on an audience. Their findings were extended and ultimately verified by in a 2019 study 

by Mevagh, Deryn Strange, and Maryanne Garry1. Noted author Roxane Gay, in her anthology 

                                                           
1 See “Trigger Warnings Are Trivially Helpful at Reducing Negative Affect, Intrusive Thoughts, and Avoidance,” 

Clinical Psychological Science, vol. 7, issue 4, 2019.  
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Bad Feminist (2014), also questions the useful of trigger warnings, citing a number of problems: 

there is no standardized definition, they may inspire censorship, they may actually inhibit people 

from dealing with trauma and seeking help, and contrary to their actual purpose, they may 

actually provoke curiosity; she writes, “When I see the phrase, “trigger warning,” I am far more 

inclined to read whatever follows. I enjoy the taste of forbidden fruit, myself.” Trauma culture, it 

seems, has outlasted trigger warnings. In sum, it seems that when used in the higher education 

classroom, they are, at their best, generally perceived in a neutral fashion as something to note 

and move on, or they could have either the opposite effect  – such as instigating someone to 

actually read the triggering material – or worse, a negative consequence, such as the tailoring of 

classroom material, or, for students, the signal to avoid such material and in turn, effectively 

close off any possibilities for either learning or help.  

This is particularly prevalent when reviewing the types of literature still being commonly 

taught in literature classes or even across campuses. The aftermath of violence is still an oft-

occurring theme or plot point in much literature – literature which regularly appears on syllabi 

and in books chosen as campus common reads; for example, according to Nick Hazelrigg in a 

2019 Insider Higher Education article titled “What the Freshmen Are Reading,” a survey of 

common reads demonstrates how normalized trauma texts are, with students being asked to read 

books such as Angie Thomas’s The Hate U Give (2017), about a student witnessing the shooting 

of a Black friend by a white police officer (Texas Christian University) and Glimmer of Hope: 

How Tragedy Sparked a Movement (2018) which was written by the survivors of the Parkland 

shooting in Florida (Arcadia University). 

This evidence suggests two critical points and associated questions for additional 

research and consideration: first, we live in culture where trauma is normalized, even trivialized, 
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mocked, and dismissed as being “snowflakes,” and second, in higher education, even as 

professors include trigger warnings on syllabi, we encourage students to read literatures where 

violence and trauma are prevailing plot points. Thus, we must ask: how do we understand trauma 

in our current cultural context? Are we truly discussing trauma effectively? Are established 

modes of traumatic representation adequate in a traumatized world? How effective are scholar-

educators in helping students understand trauma narratives, the wounding or wounded, and the 

possibilities for interpretation in a global world?  

While the first two questions will be more extensively covered in the overall scope of this 

project, foundational to the third question is nearly a return to what Lukianoff and Haidt included 

in their trigger warning discussion: an understanding that literature promotes critical thinking, 

shapes understanding, and allows for deeper engagement, even with dark, frightening, or 

uncomfortable subject matter. Philosopher Martha Nussbaum, who has long argued for the 

importance of a liberal education, suggests that literature is a major part of developing one’s 

relationship to the world and to others. In her 1997 book Cultivating Humanity: A Classic 

Defense of Liberal Education, she argues that “citizens can’t think well on the basis of factual 

knowledge alone” and instead, must cultivate what she calls “the narrative imagination” (44). 

She defines this as “the ability to think what it might be like to be in the shoes of someone 

different from oneself; and to understand the emotions and wishes and desires that someone so 

placed might have, including the many ways in which social circumstances shape emotions and 

wishes and desires” (44). Later, in her book Not For Profit: Why Democracy Needs the 

Humanities (2010), she reiterates her ideas about literature almost word-for-word: “Citizens 

cannot relate well to the complex world around them by factual knowledge and logic alone. The 

third ability of the citizen, closely related to the first two, is what we can call the narrative 
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imagination. This means the ability to think what it might be like to be in the shoes of a person 

different from oneself, to be an intelligent reader of that person’s story, and to understand the 

emotions and wishes and desires that someone so placed might have.” 

Perhaps the most interesting evolution of Nussbaum’s statement is this idea of being an 

“intelligent reader,” someone who is able to “read between lines” of narratives and access a 

greater understanding of the language and the story. In trauma literature, scholars hold this 

notion in the highest esteem, urging readers of trauma literature to engage more fully with the 

story and the way it is told. Cathy Caruth, long-acknowledged as one of the major founders of a 

humanities-based trauma theory, noted in her Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and 

History (1996) that we must engage in a “new mode of reading and of listening” (8); in a 2004 

article titled “Troping Trauma: Conceiving of Experiences of Speechless Terror,” Rosemary 

Winslow argues, “to understand trauma narratives, then, we have to look inside, not just for facts 

of events but for the language that binds meaning and significance to them. We have to read their 

language more fully than we are used to doing” (607). Essentially, what both Caruth and 

Winslow are arguing for is a kind of a close reading – an attentiveness to how trauma is 

presented via the admittedly imperfect tools of language and story-telling.   

How do we then, read “their language more fully than we are used to doing?” And how 

do we, as educators, help students navigate troubling material? Caruth, Winslow, and others have 

offered a certain methodology – one which celebrates the modernist, fragmented style of the 

trauma trope which replicates the experience of the fragmented traumatic memories. The trauma 

trope is most likely familiar to many readers: generally, a character (usually the protagonist) is 

involved in a present activity when suddenly, a moment from the past superimposed itself over 

present circumstances via a visual or auditory hallucination. The trauma trope then, is 
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linguistically represented by a “break” in the narrative of the character’s present, an imposition 

of the past which may be illustrated through either first- or third-person narration or a change in 

dialogue. This approach, while valid, has more recently been challenged by trauma scholars 

because of its origins in Western psychology, most elaborately, by Stef Craps, who in his Post-

Colonial Witnessing: Trauma Out of Bounds (2012), outlined four major failings of canonical 

trauma theory in terms of their stated mission of cross-cultural ethical engagement: first, the 

marginalization of non-Western trauma; second, the universality of the definitions of trauma and 

recovery as developed by Western scholars; third, the modernist aesthetic, with its linguistic 

fragmentation, as the uniquely singular and optimal representation of trauma, and finally, a 

disregard for connections between First World and Third World traumas (2-6). Craps goes on to 

systematically challenge each of these criticisms in an effort to “reshape, resituate, and redirect” 

trauma studies, forming a theory which accounts for “the specific social and historical contexts 

in which trauma narratives are produced and received, and be open and attentive to the diverse 

strategies of representation and resistance in which these contexts invite or necessitate” (37-43). 

 So is there a more effective, or a more comprehensive, way to read trauma and 

understand these stories on both an individual and collective level? Is there a better way to help 

students understand trauma narratives, particularly when the characters, setting, and plot are 

completely or somewhat foreign to their own experiences, or they previously understood trauma 

through only media-based accounts? Further, how do we handle sensitive subject matter with 

students while not alienating them? This dissertation, titled “Tracing the Scars: Towards a New 

Reading of Trauma,” offers a more inclusive reading of literary trauma, one which both 

acknowledges the fragmented identities and speech patterns of the traumatized while 

simultaneously creating space for an extended recognition of trauma which may occur within 
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oppressive systems. This distinction is particularly important when the speaker is non-Western, 

utilizes a hyphenated identity, or is a person of color because existing within systemic oppression 

adds an additional layer to traumatic experiences. This alternative reading will allow for deeper 

understanding of trauma, one which remains attentive to the language of trauma but is willing to 

read beyond the trauma trope, considering the figurative language within context and exploring 

varied representations of trauma. It will also suggest a new avenue for effectively teaching 

literary trauma by approaching trauma narratives with a sensitivity towards traumatic 

representation through language, thus reading “more fully” and beyond the canonical trauma 

trope, with a greater grounding in cultural context surrounding the pre-trauma state. This more 

expansive theoretical approach to reading and teaching trauma narratives will promote critical 

thinking and understanding in an increasingly global world – the world in which we and our 

students are not only living, but even more so, a world where there is potential for positive 

change.  

 These readings occur over a series of five chapters. In the first chapter, I address the 

problematic nature of a culture steeped in trauma and outline several concerns associated with 

traumatic public discourse: notions of visibility and consumption, the proliferation of “trauma 

porn” and differences between traumatized white and non-white bodies, and the performative 

nature of trauma in cultural texts such as Argentina’s Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo (in 

English: Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo) and Mattress Performance (Carry That Weight), a work 

of endurance art performed by then-Columbia senior Emma Sulkowicz. Then, having unpacked 

this foundational understanding, I argue that literature, as opposed to media-based stories, 

affords readers an opportunity to participate more deeply with trauma narratives, allowing a 

more critically engaged understanding of experiences which may be different than one’s own. In 
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Chapter 2, I offer a comprehensive literature review untangling the complex history of trauma 

theory and exposing the historical roots of our contemporary understanding of trauma; this will 

include: first, a historical overview of trauma beginning from its origins in the psychoanalytical 

field, particularly with Freud, and the development of our current understanding of Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD); second, an explanation of the move into a humanities-based 

theory of trauma, including overview of key scholarship, and third, a discussion of more recent 

criticisms of canonical trauma theory. In reviewing previous scholarship, I aim to establish why 

it may require a revision for a 21st world before suggesting my alternative theory of reading 

trauma in literature. In Chapter 3, titled “War and Aftermath,” I address three novels which, 

though very different, are thematically linked by their plot point of war, its effects, and the 

subsequent ruin of both society and individuals. Beirut Blues (1995), the third novel by noted 

Middle Eastern author Hanan Al-Shaykh, is written in the epistolary style as a series of letters 

which reveal the protagonist, a young woman named Asmahan, struggling to come to terms with 

the ruins of a war-torn Beirut ravaged by the Lebanese Civil War. Though the epistolary style is 

reminiscent of trauma, I will also be looking at this novel for its leitmotif of shattering and 

fragments. The second novel, Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost (2000) is often examined in 

trauma scholarship for its depiction of trauma in the Sir Lankan civil war. Specifically, much has 

been written on the trauma  experienced by protagonist Anil Tissera, a former Sir Lankan turned 

Western forensic scientist and the characters she encounters on her return to her homeland as 

part of a United Nations human rights mission to examine war victims. The third novel is Nora 

Okja Keller’s Fox Girl (2002), a complex novel which tells the story of “throwaway” children 

who were products of the Korean War coming of age in a military camp in the 1960’s. 

Traumatized by their abandonment by their American solider fathers and alienated from Korean 
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society, the main characters – Hyun Jin, Sookie, and Lobetto – face a life of poverty and despair 

as they struggle to survive. Though these novels span both time and space, their differences will 

address the lingering effects of war in different cultures and particularly, its effects on non-

combatants, arguing that in order to more fully understand the large-scale event of war, we must 

also include these narratives and understand subsequent trauma – trauma which may be varied 

according to cultural context.  

 Chapter 4, titled “Family Sagas/Intergenerational Trauma,” examines three novels with 

multigenerational plotlines and intergenerational trauma, a term not often used in literary 

scholarship aside from M. Gerald Fromm’s Lost in Transmission: Studies of Trauma Across 

Generations (2012), which suggests that the trauma experienced by one generation falls “often 

on to and into the next generation as an affective sensitivity or chaotic urgency” (2). I begin with 

canonical trauma narrative Beloved (1987) by Toni Morrison, which chronicles the destructive 

legacy of slavery on one family, before moving to Junot Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao (2007), which tells the story of the de Leon family and how the re-occurring trauma 

of Trujillo’s dictatorship of the Dominican Republic ripples through generations, and finishing 

with Heart Berries: A Memoir (2018), a recently-published memoir from First Nation writer 

Terese Marie Mailhot which depicts the author’s struggles with her own family and the traumatic 

effects of violence against indigenous women. Though this chapter is unusual in its inclusion of 

two novels and a non-fiction memoir, what emerges is remarkably similar: collective trauma has 

long-standing effects on subsequent generations, which in turn, has ties to nation and subject-

hood, particularly when trauma is tied to the position of persons of color within larger systems 

built on the silencing of non-white bodies.   
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 Moving from systemically-based, collective trauma explored in Chapter 4 to the trauma 

resulting from personal or individualized experiences, Chapter 5 will deal with trauma, gender, 

and the othered body. Specifically, this chapter will be split into two sections: using Carine 

Mardorossian’s “Towards a New Feminist Theory of Rape” (2002) and responses to this article, 

the first reviews the evolving discussion of rape discourse and the position of the body within 

rape discourse and address an absence within trauma literature, namely, discussion of the body, 

the traumatized body, and the traumatized “othered” body. To illustrate this discussion, I turn 

specifically to gender-based violence and trauma in Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory 

(1994),which tells the story of Haitian-born Sophie Caco, a product of rape, and her mother, 

Martine, who try to escape their trauma through a move to the U.S., and in Fadia Faqir’s lesser-

known The Cry of the Dove (2007), in which a young Bedouin girl becomes pregnant out of 

wedlock and is spirited out of the Middle East to England for her own safety.  There, she must 

re-start her life tormented by the memories of her lost daughter and the family that not only had 

forsaken her but actually threated to kill her for destroying their honor. 

 Finally, I conclude with a short comment on the future of trauma theory studies within 

three different modes of inquiry: as a theory of study, as lens for teaching literature and critical 

thinking, and finally, as a lens for understanding the world around us. It should be noted: this is 

not an attempt at bringing the therapeutic approach of healing via trauma narrative into the 

classroom, but rather, a critical mode of inquiry as to how to both effectively read and teach 

trauma in our current cultural context. In a trauma-suffused world, I believe deeply in the 

importance of this work, not only as a scholar but as one who endeavors to impress upon others 

the importance of reading narratives, understanding narratives, writing narratives, and 

“cultivating empathy.”  
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To finish with another anecdote: it was spring of 2014 and I was teaching an Intro to 

Literature class at the University of Baltimore. The students, a diverse group who brought to the 

classroom a range of professional and personal experiences, were grappling with learning about 

memoirs and the conventions of this genre2. Our exemplar text was Mary Karr’s The Liars Club 

(1995), a gripping and troubling memoir of a childhood marked by, among other experiences, 

alcoholism, psychological abuse, and, in a section hardly lasting more than two pages, childhood 

sexual assault. Before introducing the text, I did include a trigger warning and offered an 

alternative memoir – but no students took me up on the offer. Towards the end of the unit, 

having read the memoir and discussed other material in a way which was open and sensitive, and 

now, with the students facing the task of composing their own memoirs, I challenged them to 

consider why we read such material, asking them to reflect on the possibilities gained when a 

trauma-based memoir is read and discussed in a fashion such as we had done. A moment of 

silence ensued, and then a student raised her hand.  

 “I like these stories because they let me see what happened to other people and what 

experiences they had. It’s like you get to live it with them. They also get me to think about my 

own experiences in a different way,” she said. Other students chimed in, noting their 

identification with figures in the text, or certain plot points. Still others cited additional examples 

of literature and how reading those stories allowed them a greater understanding of their own 

experiences or the experiences of others. Finally, several students talked about how narrative 

related to their career paths, of wanting to be lawyers or social workers in part, because they felt 

compelled to either prevent or empathize with those who had suffered. This was Nussbaum in 

                                                           
2 For the record, though not required by the University, I do include trigger warnings on my syllabus about the 

possibility of reading sensitive material. I also give a verbal warning before beginning such material, as was 

suggested to me by the department head at the time.  



xx 

 

action, a cultivation of empathetic imagination which allowed an enhanced relationship with the 

world around them, an understanding of how trauma can happen, inform narrative, and inform a 

reader’s experience. They were taking their places as “citizens of the world.”  
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CHAPTER 1 

TRAUMATIC DISCOURSE: PUBLIC, PERFORMANCE, COMMODIFICATION, AND 

SOCIAL CHANGE 

“I have lived a life of much trauma, but this past year was such an intensely 

condensed trauma it took everything I had to withstand the gale-force winds. The 

thing about wind, though, it passes and if you lean in, you’ll find you’re still there 

as it fades.” – Rose McGowan, #MeToo leader, on life after Harvey Weinstein, 

2018  

 

 In October 2017, accusations of rape and sexual harassment against Hollywood mogul 

Harvey Weinstein broke and created a ripple effect in which survivors of rape and sexual assault 

banded together in solidarity to raise awareness as part of the #MeToo movement, a social justice 

and empowerment effort for sexual assault survivors started in 2006 by Tarana Burke3. As the 

hashtag gained traction mostly through social media, more and more individuals who had 

experienced sexual assault spoke up and shared their stories and their trauma. McGowan’s 

metaphor of trauma as “wind” is an especially apt one, as it illustrates how traumatic stories not 

only shake survivors, but “blow” through our culture and influence our discourse with the force 

of a hurricane, touching multiple lives4. Of course, the #MeToo movement is only one instance 

of traumatic stories coming to light culturally. With this in mind, I had previously posed the 

question: how do we understand trauma in our current cultural context? Extending this, we may 

also ask: what problems are inherent in bearing witness publicly? Has trauma, or the trauma 

trope, in a quest to achieve greater recognition and understanding, become performative and 

                                                           
3 In an October 2018 New York Times interview with Aisha Harris, Burke has publicly stated she hopes to move past 

the sharing of traumatic stories and re-position the movement to encourage the sharing of stories of healing.  
4 In a graphic released by Temin and Company, a media-based organization who has been following and curating 

#MeToo content, public sexual assault accusations shot up remarkably during the Weinstein scandal: from eight in 

September 2017 to seventy-three in October 2017 before peaking at one hundred and three accusations in 

November 2017 (qtd. in Hod and Waxman).   
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therefore, easier to dismiss? More so, does the shock value of traumatic stories lend to 

commodification, pandering to greater public desires for more blood, guts, and gore? Finally, as 

this is the world our students inhabit, how do we help them to negotiate understanding these 

concepts, particularly as they enter the classroom with these experiences, either from a personal 

standpoint or a collective standpoint, and critically engage with course material?  

This chapter will address these questions while exploring in-depth public trauma 

discourse and trauma performance; first, I intend to briefly review the problems of the public 

trauma discourse by highlighting the complexities associated with witnessing, including trauma 

commodification, and how social currency is potentially gained through visibility, particularly in 

a digital environment. While connecting visibility with performance, I will explore two different 

examples, Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo, a Argentinian movement comprised 

of mothers of “disappeared” children, and Mattress Performance (Carry That Weight),a work of 

endurance performance art by Emma Sulkowicz during her senior thesis at Columbia University, 

as instances of performative trauma, and consider how aspects of performance are deliberately 

used in order to highlight individual trauma within larger systems which have systemically 

downplayed traumatic circumstances and effects. Of course, public displays of trauma are not 

literature, but “reading” these offers tremendous value; first, their understanding affords 

opportunities to grow as an informed and aware participant in a global world, perhaps even 

inspiring social change, and second, because they are opportunities to apply methods of critique, 

of reading trauma in context, to the world around us and gain deeper understanding. However, 

regardless if trauma is performed digitally or publically, there is an inherent limitation to 

“reading” these performances, as, being positioned as a witnessing audience, they do not entirely 

allow us to enter the language of trauma as literature does. We can watch, we can learn, and we 
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can empathize as, according to LaCapra, is our ethical duty, but we cannot enter the traumatic 

experience in the same way a trauma narrative affords; hence, this is how literature extends our 

understanding while avoiding the dangers of voyeurism and trivializing trauma.  

Performance, Witnessing and Commodification: Troubling Connections 

 Though in general, trauma is considered to be an individual experience, some critics have 

identified aspects of traumatic memory as having performative elements. In a 2011 special topics 

issue of Performance Research, Patrick Duggan and Mick Wallis read performative connections 

in some trauma theories; specifically, they argue that the intrusive and repetitive phenomena of 

traumatic memory, as explained by both Judith Herman and Dominic LaCapra, is akin to a 

performance of the original event. From this evidence, they write: 

We might identify two complementary aspects. First, in the trauma-symptom, the 

trauma-event performs itself as what we might term, following Schechner (1985: 

35–9), a ‘restored phenomenon’. Second, the survivor-sufferer performs the 

symptoms of their suffering, repeatedly and compulsively ‘acting out’ words, 

situations and action from the trauma-event. This repetitive performance is central 

to contemporary understandings of trauma. (5-6) 

  

From my perspective, the notion that traumatic memory has a performative aspect is 

interesting as connected to the repetitive nature of the act. Considering this, it does seem that 

there is a performative aspect, as in, the original act of wounding is being performed again and 

again. Traumatic memory then, is a forced performance, one in which the traumatized individual 

is an unwitting participant in the repetition; this harkens then to therapeutic approaches of 

crafting trauma narratives, which suggest that an individual gain agency by taking control of the 

narrative and re-work the performance, preferably with an active and invested witness – a 

position which is consistently central to a number of scholarly discussions regarding trauma. 



4 

 

Their last sentence – that understanding this is “central” to understanding trauma – places the 

onus of responsibility back on the listener or watcher. This sentiment echoes of what Caruth and 

Winslow argued for with a “fuller” understanding of trauma for the spectator/witness.  

Numerous theorists– including Dori Laub, Shoshana Felman, Marianne Hirsch, and 

LaCapra – have discussed the importance of testimony and witnessing – of the historical and 

ethical  importance of articulating trauma or a traumatic event to an involved and sympathetic 

listener. Though each articulates various viewpoints on this, collectively, they suggest that for 

the traumatized individual, to articulate their trauma is important in “working through” and 

integrating the memory to obtain what LaCapra calls “critical distance.” LaCapra more 

specifically explains this addressing the repetitive nature of trauma and allowing the traumatized 

to “work through” the traumatic historical experience in order to gain agency over the past and 

exist more fully in the present – to differentiate between the previous trauma and current 

circumstances. For the listener, it is part of their ethical obligation to “hear” the testimony and 

understand this as historically significant in terms of both an individual experience and part of a 

larger collective experience. Speaking as a historian, LaCapra is particularly invested in gaining 

a full picture of the past – one which both acknowledges the facts of an event as well as the 

emotional effects on the individuals who experienced – which, he claims, can be achieved 

through traumatic witnessing.  

However, many theorists who have explored witnessing have done so in relation to 

Holocaust studies, and I believe this is a key point in not dismissing their work, but in 

understanding some of their positions: implicit in their discussion is security in that the testifier 

has the ability to speak and will be listened to once the event is over – or even, that the event is 

actually over, because in the example of #MeToo, even as public accusations have dropped, the 
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“winds” of damage are still present. I do suggest some of their suggestions – particularly, the 

need for active witnessing– are important, and I would consider these perspectives a starting 

point, rather than an end point, when it comes to listening to trauma in our current cultural 

context, particularly in working with students and teaching trauma narratives. This circles back 

to the developing discussion of listening “more fully”; Duggan and Wallis suggested that a 

spectator to trauma must understand the repetitive nature of the trauma performance, but I would 

suggest that in order to “fully” understand public trauma discourse, we must also consider the 

context in which trauma is performed and look beyond the repetition for additional markers of 

trauma, including cultural signifiers, body language, and even silences.  

From here, a next logical step is addressing the multiple points of discussion associated 

with the problems of public traumatic discourse. As educators, it is especially important we are 

aware of these, because each is a potential barrier to both witnessing and being an active witness; 

students may be experiencing one or all of the barriers of desensitization or trivialization when 

reading narratives dealing with trauma or traumatic events. These problems contribute, overall, 

to how trauma is told, heard, and responded to while also playing a role in overall trauma 

fetishization and commodification5. In order to fully guide students through trauma narratives, 

we must first consider the position of students and how they may respond6. More so, I suggest 

that even as some of these mainstream images and stories wallpaper our lives, they are limited in 

being able to tell a comprehensive story of trauma, and it is part of an educator’s guidance to 

acknowledge limitations of desensitization, trivialization and guide students in more fully 

                                                           
5 It should be noted that many of these discussions are so recent or related to recent events that finding the 

terminology in vetted scholarship is impossible – it simply has not been published yet.  
6 In many ways, this references to the discussion of trigger warnings as explicated in the Introduction to this 

dissertation. This statement is premised on the idea that an instructor would be willing to continue with this 

unpredictable but necessary work and would not, in fact, opt to avoid these discussions because of the nature of 

the unpredictable response.    
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engaging with the narratives, their cultural context, the language, and what can be learned from 

these stories – in essence, to thoughtfully guide the experience and give students the tools in 

process and understand the trauma.  

First, what stories are told and retained in the larger public discourse? In a perfect world, 

any traumatized individual would have the option, if they desired, to project their story, but 

currently, there are still mitigating factors as to what kinds of traumatic stories are told and more 

importantly, how they are framed. Specifically, just as Carine Mardorossian discussed a “rape 

script” in “Towards a Feminist Theory of Rape,” I would suggest there is a prevailing narrative 

surrounding trauma; specifically, many trauma stories follow a four step narrative of “horrific 

experience or experiences-traumatic aftereffect-move towards healing-partially or fully healed 

now.” Far from posing that there is anything “wrong” with this narrative, I am actually 

suggesting this because traumatized individuals may feel pressured to neatly fit their stories into 

this structure in an effort to be heard; likewise, as an audience, we may carry an expectation of 

hearing this particular narrative and be unwilling to deviate from “hearing” or even “witnessing” 

trauma outside of this structure. This, of course, can be limiting, particularly if trauma has not 

been healed, or if it is still on-going, such in the case of domestic abuse. Reading trauma 

narratives may problematize this systematic approach – which is entirely necessary, as to 

pigeonhole the telling of traumatic stories into such a structure is to limit the possibilities of 

understanding gained by fully, actively, and attentively listening to the nuances of trauma.  

Also associated with traumatic performance is the identity/ethos of those traumatized 

individuals and assumptions about their ability to perform their trauma to a listening audience. 

This is not a new concern in trauma theory, as Judith Herman, in Trauma and Recovery (1992) 

argued that trauma survivors often attempt to testify to their experiences and because of the 
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trauma, the language is fragmented, rendering the testifier as unreliable. However, my interest is 

more in visibility: as in, what individuals are more likely to be heard and not dismissed because 

of factors such as gender, race, and other performative aspects of identity? In 1989, Kimberlé 

Crenshaw coined the term “intersectionality” to describe how overlapping circles of 

discrimination doubly marginalize some populations; for example, Black women are often 

doubly marginalized by virtue of their race and gender. Though initially created as a legal term, 

“intersectionality” quickly gained traction in other schools of study and in 2015, was added to 

the Oxford English Dictionary with the sociological definition of “The interconnected nature of 

social categorizations such as race, class, and gender, regarded as creating overlapping and 

interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage; a theoretical approach based on such a 

premise” (“Intersectionality”). I find this to be a useful term in considering whose stories of 

trauma are told in the public discourse, because social science research has demonstrated a 

significant racial bias in media coverage. While media racial bias is in itself a large discussion, 

my interest is specifically focused on areas which deal with framing traumatic narratives. One 

excellent example is known as “Missing White Woman Syndrome” or “Missing White Girl 

Syndrome,” a term which has provided generative in media studies when discussing racial bias 

in regards to traumatic story coverage. Introduced in 2007 by Sarah Stillman, the term 

accompanied Stillman’s exploration of media bias on a global level, arguing that throughout the 

Westernized world, missing white females garner greater attention in the media than other 

marginalized groups who, in fact, are statistically likely to experience much higher rates of 

violence across the gamut of violent crimes: physical assault, sexual assault, kidnapping, and 

murder. She concludes her article with a call for change: “What we need is a different way of 

constructing 'news' altogether, one that acknowledges the social roots of gender-based violence 
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and respects survivors' rights to speak for themselves in the mainstream media, whenever 

possible - not as tokens of suffering used to peddle newspapers, but as knowledge-bearers and 

agents of social change” (497). Thinking of the possibilities offered by literature, and conceding 

that certainly, novels are not mainstream media accounts, what I do suggest this that what trauma 

narrative novels do is indeed, bear “knowledge” to all aspects of the traumatic experience, 

whether that be sexual assault, surviving war, or negotiating the long-term challenges of 

systemic violence and oppression. Mainstream media trauma accounts offer us a snapshot, an 

immediate account of trauma which may be mediated by mode of performance. These accounts 

may often be first-hand experiences of trauma, such as in the #MeToo accounts, or they be 

recordings of violence and the aftermath. By contrast, trauma narratives create a fuller picture of 

the traumatic experience – the language affords a fuller understanding of what it means to be 

traumatized. Whether the author themselves as speaking – such as in a memoir – or the 

characters become mouthpieces – through language, through what is said and not said, a truer, 

more comprehensive picture of trauma is revealed. 

Unfortunately, even though the “Missing White Girl Syndrome” concept was generative, 

the change Stillman called for has not come, as evidenced by continued research on media racial 

bias and continued occurrences where an individual’s ability to fit into an accepted narrative 

determined their visibility, as opposed to the need for a story to be heard7. One such example 

                                                           
7More recently, in a 2016 study, sociologist Zachary Sommers attempts to establish empirically a disparity in 

coverage of missing persons cases along racial and gender lines. Sommers opens his article by juxtaposing media 

coverage of two missing persons cases, one of a teenage white female and one of a teenage black male who 

disappeared around the same time frame and from a similar location (277-278). Reviewing the coverage of each 

case, Sommers noted a tremendous disparity in the attention given to the individuals, as coverage of the missing 

teenage white female far outweighed the coverage of the missing teenage black male, which suggested a clear 

racial and gender bias in regards to this traumatic story. Though Sommers openly acknowledges some limitations 

in the ability to fully compare coverage of cases, he does conclude that overall, the disparity is large enough to be 

persuasively argued.  
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was the lack of interest in the murder of 18-year-old Nia Wilson, a Black woman stabbed to 

death in an unprovoked attack in Oakland, California in July 2018. Wilson’s case is especially 

interesting because while initially ignored by mainstream media, social media became another 

opportunity for users to testify on Wilson’s and her family’s behalf and to the larger problem of 

systemic violence against Black women8. In a Harper’s Bazaar article titled “When Feminism Is 

White Supremacy in Heels,” independent scholar/writer/activist Rachel Elizabeth Cargle 

remarked on the murder, comparing public awareness of it to the media coverage of white female 

deaths such as Laci Peterson and JonBenét Ramsey. She writes: 

How many more black women and girls must die before mainstream 

media considers it a worthy story to cover? How could they possibly take away 

her white male murderer so gently in handcuffs, while black men are thrown to 

the ground during traffic stops? Why aren’t the recorded wails of her mother and 

the tears of her father enough for the whole world to be demanding justice right 

now? And where are the voices of all my white feminist friends when a black 

woman had been tragically murdered? 

 

Cargle goes on to express disappointment at the behavior of not only traditional media, 

but even how social media postings ignored this tragedy – or worse, individual users protested at 

being asked to use their platforms to highlight the murder and the continuing trauma of Black 

women’s murder rates. This particular examples raises several interesting points: first, stories of 

trauma to persons of color are less likely, over all, to receive attention and be heard in public 

discourse as a result of systemic racism which prioritizes stories of white trauma over stories of 

trauma from persons of color; second, social media now plays a role in traumatic testifying, even 

if that testimony is mediated by the different genres of various platforms, and third, social media 

                                                           
8 According to Doreen St. Félix in a later article about the case, the “C.D.C. has found that black women die by 

homicide at nearly three times the rate that white women do.” 
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may be an alternative form of witnessing many traumatic experiences, both individually and 

collectively.  

However, this is not to say that all stories of persons of color are lost, and this leads into 

the second problematic point associated with traumatic public discourse: often, there is a desire 

to fetishize and commodify certain traumatic narratives associated with certain kinds of bodies. 

With the rise of the #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter movements, so also has risen another 

phenomena, dubbed “trauma porn,” which, like the first point, also has ties to social media. 

Though the term is generally used in a variety of contexts, a concise and excellent definition of it 

was offered by Chloe Meley, who explained it as “a perverse fascination with other people’s 

misfortune; a phenomenon which has become increasingly pervasive in a digital era where pain 

is commodified, and upsetting portrayals of it stripped of their emotional impact as they sink into 

the depths of content overload.” Of course, this is not a new concept; Susan Sontag addressed 

this phenomena in 2003’s Regarding the Pain of Others with her discussion of war photographs. 

However, as Meley notes, the digital aspect of our world today adds an additional dimension as 

stories and images are clicked on and shared. Recently, the notion of “trauma porn” was brought 

up in regards to the #MeToo movement as activist and movement co-founder Tarana Burke 

actually warned women of the dangers of speaking out while facilitating at Women Deliver, the 

world’s largest conference on gender equality, held in Vancouver in June 2019. Burke 

commented, “What I have watched over the last two years is the world trade on the labor of 

survivors. They trot us out to tell these gory stories, and nobody takes into account what that 

does to us…We should be careful that people don’t turn our stories into fodder for their trauma 

porn” (as qtd. in Wulfhorst). Burke’s comment reveals the difficulty of telling one’s story at the 

public level: on one side, it promotes awareness and solidarity, but simultaneously, can force 
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labor on survivors to tell their stories – stories which may be used to dismiss, objectify, or 

tokenize them.  

This notion is similarly expressed in a current conversation regarding “black trauma 

porn” which is related specifically to images of violence being enacted against Black bodies. 

Kalli Jackson, writing for Women’s Media Center, offered the explanation of: “’Black trauma 

porn has been defined as “any type of media — be it written, photographed or filmed — which 

exploits traumatic moments of adversity to generate buzz, notoriety or social media attention.’ It 

has typically been used in the context of resharing and reposting videos of unarmed black people 

being shot and killed by the police.” Non-fictional examples of this could include the videoed 

murder of Nipsey Hussle or the footage of Eric Garner in a chokehold while in the custody of 

New York City Police - a display of force which resulted in his death. In these cases, these 

traumatic moments experienced by Black bodies are perhaps being shared in an effort to raise 

awareness about the trauma of systemic racism, but read in another way, their pain is also 

commodified for consumption and shared for social currency or even entertainment. Like 

survivor stories of the #MeToo movement, footage of Black bodies being assaulted and killed 

are testimony with cost – the individuals become tokenized in larger narratives and stories lost. 

Trauma narratives rectify these problems by resisting tokenized and emphasizing the larger, 

longer story of trauma in a way which also resists the gaining of social currency. This returns to 

Stillman’s point of being “knowledge-bearers”: trauma narratives can “bear” the knowledge of 

trauma and the traumatic experience in a way which emphasizes the survivor and their efforts to 

witness.   

Finally, my third point is also related to “trauma porn” and specifically, how it influences 

audiences through prolific sharing of traumatic moments. This proliferation of trauma can lead 
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an audience who is desensitized to traumatic moments9, or similarly, exhausted and unwilling 

engage with one more story of violence. Though these are two separate conditions, they have 

similar results: an audience unable to read the nuances of trauma narratives; therefore, survivors 

are further alienated and the potential for social change is lost. Much of the research associated 

with the effects of watching or engaging with trauma, usually known as “secondary trauma” or 

“vicarious trauma,” is associated with those in fields who directly deal with the traumatized: 

first-responders, police, social workers, and psychologists/physiatrists and who, by virtue of this 

exposure, experience a shift in their world view. However, there has been some justification in 

media studies for what happens when audiences engaged repeatedly with traumatic subject 

matter – or, rather, what does not happen when they engage with the material. E. Ann Kaplan, in 

Trauma Culture: The Politics of Terror and Loss in Media and Literature (2005), recounts an 

experience teaching a course titled “The Politics and Aesthetics of Crisis” in which traumatic 

images were displayed with mixed audience reaction. According to Kaplan, a journalism student 

presented research using a documentary on the war in Rwanda which featured a number of 

interviews with female survivors, who recounted the horrors living in the war zone (92). While 

Kaplan herself and, to her, the presenting student, were moved emotionally while watching the 

women’s plight, she noted that some of her students responded with anger over their perspective 

that the filmmaker exploited the women’s pain and suffering for sensationalist purposes (92). 

Ultimately, she concludes that this documentary, like many Holocaust films, is one which very 

much “sits at the border” between vicarious trauma and evoking an empathic response (92-93). 

Kaplan finishes her discussion by theorizing that some of her students may have responded in 

                                                           
9 I realize this is perilously close to the conversation regarding violence in the media, including television, film, and 

video games. However, I am opting to distinguish a difference between the fictionalized violence of these modes 

and instead, referencing the non-fictional accounts of violence in our culture.   
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such a way because they allowed a cinematic theoretical framework as a means of disengaging 

with the topic at hand, whereas she responded emotionally to the subject (93). Unfortunately, 

because this is anecdotal evidence, it is difficult to speculate on why the students opted for this 

response – was it because they were in a class setting and therefore, felt an expectation to bring a 

detached and scholarly view to the subject matter? Or were they desensitized to the trauma itself 

and instead, chose to focus on, in their perspective, the film maker’s sensationalizing of the pain? 

Regardless, this example demonstrates an inherent difficulty in understanding and theorizing an 

audience’s response to traumatic subject matter.  

In addition to desensitization, audiences repeatedly engaging with traumatic subject 

matter also run the risk of “compassion fatigue,” or “trauma fatigue,” which is closely related to 

“secondary trauma.” Compassion fatigue occurs after continuous identification with suffering 

and is often characterized by a numbness or feeling of indifference towards suffering because of 

repeated exposure. I designate the terms separately because there is a difference in levels of 

engagement when an individual is forced to interact with traumatized individuals by virtue of 

their position – such as in the case of social workers – and when a person is repeatedly choosing 

to be exposed to scenes of traumatic wounding, which can certainly happen if an individual is 

choosing to participate in viewing digital footage of wounding, such in the case of trauma porn. 

Sontag, in Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), comments on this experience: “Flooded with 

images of the sort that once used to shock and arouse indignation, we are losing our capacity to 

react. Compassion, stretched to its limits, is going numb. So runs the familiar diagnosis.” Of 

course, Sontag was writing in response specifically to images of war flooding our television 

screens on a nightly basis; today, we, collectively, are flooded with traumatic images on 

television, on our computers, and on our social media apps, and these images include a much 
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greater range of traumas than war photos. Indeed, this proliferation of images is so great, it has 

even given away to the “crisis actor” conspiracy theory, which posed the idea that the same 

crying woman appeared in photographs taken at multiple tragic sites of mass violence, including 

Sandy Hook, Aurora, Boston, Oregon, Paris, and Manchester and therefore, she was an actor 

paid by the government to fabricate grief over at potentially staged scenes of shootings or 

bombings. I mention this because it is an excellent example of an audience can be so far removed 

from a traumatic scene that they react with suspicion over the veracity of the occasion. 

Taken in sum, these three points demonstrate potential barriers to being able to actively 

witness trauma. For scholar-teachers who may be invested in teaching trauma literature, or who 

are invested in discussing related fields of ethics, media and digital media, history, or social 

justice, understanding these barriers is crucial to understanding why students may be resist to 

certain exemplars, such as seen in Kaplan’s example of the documentary about the war in 

Rwanda used in a classroom presentation. Likewise, for someone invested in supporting trauma 

survivors outside of the classroom, whether through professional efforts or personal belief 

systems, understanding these nuances is helpful in creating a forum where a trauma survivor 

could have support if they so desire. In this way, creating a new theory of reading trauma, with 

an understanding of global context and body inclusion, is helpful in the classroom and out of it. 

During a time when so many accuse the academy of being disconnected from the world, when 

literary theory is presented in such a way that has no larger application, this kind of reading is, in 

its broadest sense, about encouraging the reclaiming of value in listening to the stories of others, 

learning from them, and even including them in orchestrating, as Stillman proposed, social 

change.  
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Making Trauma Visible: Alternative Examples 

 With these problems outlined and explored, the next question is: in public discourse, how 

does an individual or group make their trauma visible? This is a particularly difficult question 

because in reading trauma contextually, problems arise with not only the audience, but the larger 

systems in which subjects operate. These systems could include both the state, such as in the case 

of state-sanctioned violence, or, to borrow a term from Louis Althusser, from ideological state 

apparatuses such as education, churches, and family. In this section, I’ll highlight two examples 

– one of a group and one of an individual – and how they attempted to make their trauma visible 

through public performance. Admittedly, for the first example of the Asociación Madres de 

Plaza de Mayo (in English: Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo), much of the digital discussion does 

not totally apply to the conditions of its original founding in 1977, though it should be noted that 

the group has fully moved into the digital age with a website (madres.org), and associated social 

media apps, including Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, and Twitter. However, this example is 

particularly notable for its global impact not only on human rights violations, but on the arts also, 

including several films, a documentary, a 2008 opera written and performed by students, staff, 

and faculty at Elizabethtown College, and several songs, including “Mothers of the Disappeared” 

by rock band U2, which appeared on their internationally famous 1987 album Joshua Tree. The 

second example is more contemporary: Mattress Performance (Carry That Weight), a 

performance piece by former Columbia student Emma Sulkowicz as their senior thesis project, 

which was conceived in response to their accusation of rape against a fellow student and 

Columbia’s response10. This project provoked notable controversy, both in terms of its inception 

                                                           
10 Please note: at the time of this writing, Sulkowicz preferred the pronoun “their.” However, in a 2019 interview 

for The Cut, she requested she/her pronouns. 
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during the #MeToo era but also as a contribution to the larger discussion of sexual assault on 

higher education campuses.  

In the broadest sense, both Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo and Mattress Performance 

(Carry That Weight) serve as performative examples of trauma within larger systems – in these 

cases, the Argentinean government and Columbia University – which contributed to the initial 

wounding and attempted to silence the trauma narrative, and as circumstances where participants 

were forced to find alternative methods of presenting their trauma and in essence, performing 

their stories through non-violent and public displays. However, the differences are more 

considerable in terms of the type of traumatic wounding, the historical context, the methodology 

of performance, and the public response. As I will further explicate, the Mothers, wounded by 

the government-sanctioned killings of their children, performed their trauma in a way they felt 

was safest, receiving at first, a negative response locally but later, a generally positive public 

response in the global sense. Comparatively, Sulkowicz, doubly traumatized by their assault and 

lack of response from the Columbia administration, publically performed their trauma, which 

very much received a mixed response. In this way through, the differences prove my initial 

point: reading these performances in context allows for an enhanced understanding of the trauma 

itself and social change made possible by the visibility. Unfortunately, because these are 

performances, they may not offer the nuanced reading of trauma which can be gained through a 

trauma narrative novel, but attentive witnessing to the performance does afford some access to a 

mitigated understanding of their trauma as well as demonstrates how public performance can 

enact varied responses from an audience.  

 

 



17 

 

The Mothers: “We were absolutely terrified” 

 In 1976, the government of Isabel Perón was overthrown in a series of military coups 

known as Operation Condor, which was later to be revealed aided and facilitated by the U.S. 

government. In its place, a military dictatorship known as the “Process of National 

Reorganization” took hold, and, dubbing its activities “The Dirty War,” began an era of state-

sanctioned torture, violence, and murder. Prevalent among its activities were the kidnapping and 

murder of any individual deemed to be a political dissenter; “Dirty War” officials effectively 

silenced at minimum, at least 30,000 people, though unofficial estimates put the count over 

double that number. Often, these “dissenters,” who became known as “the disappeared,” “the 

missing,” or “the desaparecidos,” were kidnapped, tortured, machine-gunned and buried in mass 

graves, or were flown on “death flights” where they were drugged, stripped, and thrown from 

planes into the sea (Blakemore). In a further act of erasure, many children during the time period 

were also kidnapped and either adopted out or sold on the black market, including the babies of 

pregnant mothers among the kidnapped, who were allowed to give birth prior to their murders 

(Blakemore). This large-scale example of state-sanctioned violence and continued silencing 

resulted in tremendous collective trauma to the Argentinian nation.  

 On Thursday, April 30th, 1977, fourteen Argentinian mothers gathered to march at the 

Plaza de Mayo as a non-violent protest against the prevailing government regime. The march 

became a weekly event, with the mothers adding performative gestures of carrying signs and 

photographs of the “disappeared” and wearing signature white headscarves. Unfortunately, early 

public reaction was unsupportive, and those involved faced community exile and eventually, 

violence. According to one of the original fourteen, Haydée Gastelú, now 88, whose son was one 

of the “disappeared,” “People were scared. If I talked about my kidnapped son at the hairdresser 



18 

 

or supermarket they would run away. Even listening was dangerous” (as qtd. in Goñi). Initially, 

the government tried to discredit the mothers by referring to them as “las locas,” the madwomen, 

and when these efforts failed, violence ensued. In December 1977, twelve members, including 

three group leaders, two French nuns, and seven supporters, were kidnapped, drugged, and 

thrown from one of the “Death Flights” (Goñi). However, the Mothers persevered, and to this 

day, still march, even as Argentine government returned to civilian control in 1983 and the 

original group split into two groups in 1986, one with greater political aims and the other still 

geared towards locating the remains of the “disappeared” (Goñi). Helpfully, with the rise of 

DNA evidence, more of the “disappeared” are being recovered through the testing of remains 

found in mass graves. Additionally, a sister group, Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo, has 

materialized with the aim of not only supporting the Mothers but also locating the children who 

were adopted out during the regime.  

 The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, as a performance of mother’s trauma, is a particularly 

interesting example when read in context, especially considering gender roles in the Argentinian 

context, which has, historically, been governed by Spanish law, based off Roman law, which 

considered the feminine gender as subjugated to the male gender. Extending the traditional role 

of wives and mothers in the home, the Mothers, through their mother-trauma, originated a 

successful grass-roots movement. Rachel Koepsel, reading the Mothers as an example of defying 

Argentinian gender roles and an example of feminine mobilization, suggests reading the 

individuals in the movement as a move from motherhood to political-subjects-in-action – a move 

which, she claims, was afforded by the concept of Marianismo, the “cult of feminine spiritual 

superiority and self-sacrifice that makes an ideal mother and wife in the Latin American 

tradition” (4). Of course, it could also be stated that for a mother to sacrifice for her child is part 
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of the universal concept of motherhood. For the Mothers to mobilize based on the notion of 

motherhood may very well be the reason why, as previously noted, their efforts were so 

successful at being witnessed internationally.  

 In terms of scholarship, the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo have received much attention 

in the fields of human rights and social justice. However, Diana Taylor, in her 2006 article 

“Trauma and Performance: Lessons from Latin America,” chose to focus on the performative 

nature of the weekly gatherings as a means of relieving despair through action designed for 

social change – very similar to the call to action Stillman discussed in connection with Missing 

White Girl Syndrome. Specifically, she argues, “Without pitting individualized experiences and 

treatments of trauma against collective ones, I propose here that trauma-driven performances 

offer victims, survivors, and human rights activists ways to address the society-wide 

repercussions of violent politics and also, indirectly, to relieve personal pain” and suggests that 

scene of the Mothers gathering weekly to walk the Plaza Mayo is an “emblematic” trauma-

driven performance (1674). Taylor utilizes the scholarship of Bessel van der Kolk to connect 

how trauma manifests through the body, particularly in terms of bodily symptoms, including a 

performative repetition of the wounding and an overwhelming feeling of hopelessness and 

helplessness. In taking action through a larger, performative social gesture, Taylor argues, the 

Mothers are fighting against the helplessness of the original trauma – the taking of their children 

– while working towards a “cure” via social justice. Her comment on these acts is particularly 

useful: “Acts - from the uncontrollable acting out to the therapeutic acting through to the 

political acting up - signal both the symptom and the ‘cure.’ Acknowledging their relatedness 

allows us to think of actions or performances that work simultaneously to mitigate the personal 

and collective effects of trauma even as they make their claims for social justice” (1676). From 
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this, we can read the Mother’s protest as both an “acting through” – via carrying photographs of 

their children and their signature white head scarves – and “acting up” in an effort to create a 

spectacle to affect social change. In this way, the marches – which continue to this day, even as 

some of still-living original participants are in their late 80’s– continue as bodies continue to be 

identified and official of “The Dirty War” continue to face legal action11. Indeed, in a 2017 The 

Guardian article, Uki Goñi highlights the Mother’s position on the most recent Argentinian 

government, which according to them, is slowing the trials on “The Dirty War” crimes and 

attempting to pose “alternative facts” and “revisionist history,” downplaying the suffering of the 

people. At the end of Taylor’s 2006 article, she notes that the Mothers are slowing down on 

some of their larger performances, including the annual Marchas de la Resistencia, a large-scale 

demonstration discontinued in 2006 (1677). However, as their weekly trauma performances of 

marches continue, it seems the Mothers feel committed to continuing to “act up” for social 

change.  

 To read the Mothers de la Plaza as an example of performative trauma is to understand 

both the possibilities of public performance as well as the limitations. On one hand, the Mothers 

did gain attention; the global public “witnessed” the trauma of the loss of their children through 

state-sanctioned violence. Their loss became a noted example of human rights violations which 

most likely would have gone unnoticed without their efforts. From a historical perspective, as 

LaCapra advocates for, the Mothers’ experience is a part of history. Though, without their 

individual stories, we are unable to know how much of their personal trauma has been alleviated, 

                                                           
11 According to Goñi, as of 2016, more than 1,000 participants have been tried, and over 700 sentenced for their 

roles in the torture and deaths of civilians.  



21 

 

their group performance invites viewers in to the overall collective trauma from Argentina’s 

Dirty War, and more specifically, presents a compelling public example of the Mothers’ trauma.  

Carry That Weight 

 This second example is, on the surface, much different than the Mothers of the Plaza de 

Mayo. As opposed to a collective effort rooted in history, this example is of a single individual, 

with ties to the contemporary conversation of campus sexual assault – which, according to 

RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network), is “pervasive,” as “11.2% of all students 

experience rape or sexual assault through physical force, violence, or incapacitation (among all 

graduate and undergraduate students)” (“Campus Sexual Assault”). Though it originated in 

private trauma, Emma Sulkowicz’s Mattress Performance: Carry That Weight serves as a public 

performance of trauma intended to further social change regarding campus sexual assault and 

rape culture in general.  

In September 2014, there was much cultural conversation regarding sexual assault on 

college campuses, as then-President Barack Obama and Vice President Joe Biden launched the 

“It’s On Us” campaign which, according to the mission statement, was intended “to combat 

college sexual assault by engaging young men and changing campus culture (“The Story”), an 

effort which followed Obama administration had forming the White House Task Force to Protect 

Students from Sexual Assault. That same month, Columbia senior Sulkowicz began carrying a 

50 pound, XL blue mattress around the campus as part of their senior thesis, Mattress 

Performance (Carry That Weight). According to Sulkowicz, in August 2012, on the first day of 

classes for their sophomore year, they were anally raped in their dorm room by a classmate, Paul 
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Nungesser12. Like many sexual assault survivors, they were reluctant to pursue it legally until 

they encountered other female students who made similar complaints against Nungesser, 

prompting Sulkowicz to file a complaint with the university eight months after the attack. After a 

disciplinary committee investigation, Columbia University ultimately found Nungesser not guilty 

of the attack. Though Sulkowicz attempted to appeal the decision with the university’s dean, 

Nungesser continued a program of study at Columbia. The trauma of the attack, coupled with 

Columbia’s decision not to pursue ramifications against the alleged rapist, prompted Sulkowicz 

to conceive of their senior project, where they would carry a mattress of the same make and 

model of Columbia dorm mattresses – and therefore, the site of the attack – whenever they were 

on campus until they either graduated or Nungesser was expelled. According to the project’s 

“Rules of Engagement,” they could not ask for help, but they were allowed to accept help if a 

bystander offered and therefore, become “part of the performance” (Smith). In keeping with the 

requirements of their senior project, Sulkowicz created a multi-modal history of the piece in 

addition to the performance, including a video of them moving a bed, an audio recording of a 

failed attempt at filing a police report, and a written record of the experience, including 

interactions with others both positive and negative. In a September 2, 2014 YouTube clip 

published by the Columbia Daily Spectator, Sulkowicz called her efforts “an endurance 

performance art piece” and commented, “I do think that nowadays art pieces can include 

whatever the artist desires and in this performance art piece it utilizes the elements of protest ...” 

Nine months later, the project ended on May 15, 2015, when Sulkowicz, aided by several other 

                                                           
12 According to police reports, she had had consensual intercourse with Nungesser twice before the assault 

(Smith).  
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female individuals, graduated from Columbia and carried the mattress with her on stage despite a 

request from Columbia not to have large objects present at graduation13.  

Mattress Performance: Carry That Weight sparked a global conversation and was the 

source of much praise and criticism. New York Times art critic Roberta Smith summarized the 

work as “…strict and lean, yet inclusive and open ended, symbolically laden yet drastically 

physical. All of this determines its striking quality as art, which in turn contributes substantially 

to its effectiveness as protest.” Performance artist and feminist icon Marina Abramović and 

politicians Hillary Rodham Clinton and Kirsten Gillibrand publically spoke in support of the 

performance, and Sulkowicz was nominated for several awards, including the National Women’s 

Organization’s Susan B. Anthony Award and Feminist Majority Foundation’s Ms. Wonder 

Award. Perhaps most notably on college campuses, students across the United States organized 

“Carry That Weight Together” National Day of Action on Oct. 29, 2014 as a show of solidarity 

through participation in the spectacle of trauma (Kaplan). Conversely, Sulkowicz received a 

great deal of criticism for the performance; in a 2015 Salon interview, feminist scholar and critic 

Camille Paglia referred to it as “a parody of the worst aspects of that kind of grievance-oriented 

feminism” and said she would evaluate the project with the letter grade of “D” (Daley). Others 

criticized Sulkowicz of slandering Nungesser and questioned their account of the assault; 

Nungesser himself attempted to file suit against Columbia for contributing to an atmosphere of 

harassment by allowing the project, but the lawsuit was dismissed. In a 2016 follow-up, youth 

media site The Tab surveyed 300 Columbia students as to the lasting impact of Mattress 

Performance: Carry That Weight; according to their findings, opinions were nearly-evenly split, 

                                                           
13 In numerous media outlets, it was reported that Columbia President Lee Bollinger did not shake Sulkowicz’s 

hand as they graduated; the university denied the snub, citing the mattress prevented contact (Roy).  
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with 40 percent of Columbia students citing the experience as being “negative” or “slightly 

negative” while 37 percent of students found it “positive” or “slightly positive” (Hegdahl)14. 

Likewise, some students reported feeling it contributed to the important conversation of the 

prevalence of campus sexual assault, while others felt that the public display could be damaging 

to other sexual assault survivors who may feel further silenced by the publicity surrounding the 

performance (Hegdahl). Still others, following a familiar rape script where a victim/survivor’s 

own character is queried, called into question Sulkowicz’s ethos, particularly with their 2015 

release of an eight minute video, directed by Ted Lawson and titled Ceci N’est Pas Un 

Viol (“This Is Not a Rape”), which featured violent sexual intercourse, some of which alludes to 

rape (Munro).  

Scholarly response to Sulkowicz’s performance trends more towards discussions of 

sexual assault and rape culture, particularly when tied to addressing concerns in higher 

education. Still, a select handful of scholars have opted to review the experience for the artistic 

aspect, especially in regards to the aesthetics of shock and violence, with lesser emphasis on the 

protest aspect – a direction Sulkowicz themselves has repeatedly requested15. Most pertinent to 

this discussion is Andrea Long Chu’s reading of the performance through affect theory; 

specifically, she argues that Mattress Performance is an emergent genre she wants to term 

“coincident report” which “finds subjects venturing into the fallout zone of an undetonated event 

to collect samples of the incident’s deformations (coincidences, flukes, misunderstandings) in 

hopes of finding something that will stick” as opposed to an “incident report,” which tracks the 

                                                           
14 The rest of the students indicated neutrality (Hegdahl). 
15For example, Anna Ioanes cites Mattress Performance: Carry That Weight as a recent example of feminist avant-

garde shock art, tracing its lineage back through other examples; in particular, Ioanes compares Kathy Acker’s 1979 

novel Blood and Guts in High School and musician/activist Kathleen Hanna’s music and writing from the 1990’s 
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facts of an experience; therefore, a “coincident report” is an incomplete review of an event which 

is entirely based on perceptions and feelings. Through this lens, she summarizes Sulkowicz’s 

efforts in saying, “Mattress Piece is a work of pure, almost formalist, endurance, an instruction 

manual for getting a handle on a collapsed event’s affective weight16.” 

Chu’s reading of Mattress Performance is an interesting one in terms of the mattress’s 

literal weight as a visual of the affective weight of a sexual assault, and even more so, the 

endurance required to carry the weight of the trauma. Certainly, if we are reading Mattress 

Performance within a global reading of trauma, the mattress – as the site of the assault – 

becomes the nuance we need to understand in connection with the context; this is not an ordinary 

mattress, but rather, a replica of the Columbia-issued dorm mattresses, so Sulkowicz is not just 

carrying a site of rape, but also carrying the weight of Columbia’s refusal to pursue 

consequences for their attacker. Likewise, the mattress becomes an extension of Sulkowicz’s 

body; if one of the “Rules of Engagement” are to only carry the mattress on campus, then as 

Sulkowicz retrieves the mattress upon campus entry, they literally and figuratively becomes a 

traumatized body existing within the apparatus of the university system, weighed down by the 

literal mattress as symbolic of the dual traumas of sexual assault and denial of their experience.  

Chu also offers an interesting discussion regarding public reception of Mattress 

Performance, and one that dovetails nicely with this discussion about public trauma discourse. 

Without, as I have, using media sources to specifically explore comments, she offers a general 

but apt comment that performances of trauma affect different responses from the public ranging 

                                                           
16 For an unexplained reason, Chu repeatedly refers to Sulkowicz’s work as Mattress Piece, not the correct name of 

Mattress Performance.  
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from feelings of tragedy and crisis to negative stances such as trickery or overindulgence. 

Specifically, she writes: 

  Trauma’s checks, in other words, may bounce as often as they clear. But 

the tricky thing about trauma is not deciding whether or not, for instance, 

Sulkowicz was actually raped—and I believe she was—so much as managing the 

affective double take that follows the traumatic disturbance. On the one hand, it’s 

a tragedy, a crisis, a national epidemic; congressmen are called, petitions are 

signed, feet are put down. On the other hand, it’s an embarrassment, it’s a hoax, 

it’s fake news, or at very least, it’s overwrought, desperate, petty, frivolous, 

infantile, and indulgent. She probably just wants the attention. This ambivalence I 

take to be integral to trauma’s affective structure. It’s what made it possible, for 

instance, for Sulkowicz’s Mattress Piece to register in the national consciousness 

as, simultaneously, raw and overdone.  

  

Chu’s comments, both on trauma’s affective responses and responses to Mattress 

Performance, read as an extension of my earlier points about the problems associated with 

trauma performance, particularly in connection with the discussion about the 

fetishizing/tokenizing of trauma narratives and traumatized bodies. If a subject is able to be 

heard by an audience – one not experiencing compassion fatigue – then they must risk an entire 

spectrum of responses: from the supportive and outraged to the opposite side, when it becomes 

“fake news” or “slander,” or is dismissed as attention-seeking behavior. Certainly, this has 

already been seen with the rise of the #MeToo narratives, as tide of public opinion slowly turned 

suspicious that individuals were reporting false assaults and therefore, further undermining 

survivors, or in The Tab’s survey of Columbia students two years after Mattress Performance 

ended, with nearly half the student body reporting negative aspects about the trauma 

performance and Sulkowicz themself. .  

Contrasting the two examples of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo and Emma 

Sulkowicz’s Mattress Performance, and their existence in the public sphere of discourse, we see 
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a field fraught with peril in many ways. There have been some success but also some failures, or, 

to borrow Chu’s metaphors, some of the trauma “checks” cleared, but many bounced, 

particularly when thinking about Stillman’s suggestion of “social change.” For the Mothers, by 

making their trauma visible, international attention was raised and the important work of 

beginning to use DNA evidence to locate family members began. Though their individual stories 

may not have been heard, the collective trauma of the “disappeared” during the Dirty War was 

received by witnesses. Comparatively, for Emma Sulkowicz, Mattress Performance was fruitful 

in the continuing conversation of campus sexual assault – one which inspired other students to 

participate, either by carrying Sulkowicz’s mattress itself, duplicating performances on their own 

campuses, or continuing discussion of consent, as well as the larger public discussion of campus 

rape, consent, and the legal process. Yet, the consequences loom large: some of the founding 

Mothers lost their lives, and both the Mothers and Sulkowicz suffered slander and ostracization 

from their respective communities, although in the longer view, the Mothers fared better with 

favorable public reception than Sulkowicz did, as both them and their art remains viewed with 

public suspicion.  

With this somewhat pessimistic turn in mind, for scholar-educators in literature, a natural 

question might first be: what can literature about trauma do that a public performance cannot? 

How does literature allow us to access experiences of trauma? These questions are especially 

important when considering several factors: first, a student audience may be struggling with their 

own trauma in their personal lives, which, when reading trauma in literature, may, in the worst 

possible case, alienate them, or in the best possible case, allow them to access the trauma and aid 

in the healing process; second, the audience may already be desensitized to them, or 

experiencing compassion fatigue, and third, they may be well-versed in tokenizing traumatized 
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bodies. However, while it appears these problems may be barriers, they may, in fact, be the very 

reasons why is it imperative that students interact with trauma narratives in the classroom: to 

learn how to process difficult subject matter in a productive fashion through dialogue with other 

witnesses using close reading strategies which address both the verbal and nonverbal aspects of 

the narratives or performance; in other words, to read trauma in a global fashion, in a way which 

allows us to empathetically, or at least critically, access the narratives of all in a way more 

productive than single-sided media accounts, short videos of violence, or teary photographs. 

Harsh material aside, these narratives are part of the global world, and chances are, a percentage 

of students may already be interacting with this material in the digital landscape. Why not give 

them tools to better understand trauma narratives? Through literature, traumatized bodies of 

color can gain visibility in a productive fashion as opposed to being commodified and tokenized, 

and no longer would narratives need to be reduced to a singular, recognizable structure, spoken 

only from the mouths of a “missing white girl.” In many ways, this ties directly with the larger 

stated mission of the humanities, in general. In her 2013 commencement speech at McGill 

University, Judith Butler commented: 

The humanities allow us to learn to read carefully, with appreciation and a 

critical eye; to find ourselves, unexpectedly, in the middle of the ancient texts we 

read, but also to find ways of living, thinking, acting, and reflecting that belong to 

times and spaces we have never known. The humanities give us a chance to read 

across languages and cultural differences in order to understand the vast range of 

perspectives in and on this world. How else can we imagine living together 

without this ability to see beyond where we are, to find ourselves linked with 

others we have never directly known, and to understand that, in some abiding and 

urgent sense, we share a world? 

 

Trauma narratives, then, present a piece of the “vast range of perspectives” in a “shared” 

world. For Butler, understanding these perspectives circle back to Sarah Stillman’s proposal of 
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social change through trauma narratives. However, the prevailing mode of literary trauma theory 

remains not only dated in its perspective, but perhaps inadequate to read trauma in our current 

cultural context. The next chapter will review the knotted history of trauma theory before posing 

an alternative mode of reading better equipped to handle the reading and teaching of trauma 

narratives. Through a better mode of reading, which designed to read trauma in context, to access 

the nuance of trauma across the globe, to more fully understand the scars of a traumatized body, 

we may be able to afford an opportunity where these stories can be heard, understood, and 

utilized in a way which inspires personal and collective change.  
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CHAPTER 2 

UNTANGLING THE TRAUMA KNOT: TRAUMA AS AN INTERDISCIPLINARY STUDY 

They fail on at least four counts: they marginalize or ignore traumatic 

experiences of non-Western or minority cultures, they tend to take for granted the 

universal validity of definitions of trauma and recovery that have developed out of 

the history of Western modernity, they often favor ) or even prescribe a modernist 

aesthetic of fragmentation and aporia as uniquely suited to the task of bearing 

witness to trauma, and they generally disregard the connections between 

metropolitan and non-Western or minority traumas. As a result of all of this, 

rather than promoting cross-cultural solidarity, trauma theory risks assisting in the 

perpetuation of the very beliefs, practices, and structures that maintain existing 

injustices and inequalities. (2) - Stef Craps 

 

As previously established, we live in a culture permeated by trauma: stories of survivors, 

videos of violence and post-violence, and pictures of scarred bodies, and yet, as pervasive as 

these narratives are, I would suggest that they are not as effective as literature in providing 

access to a fuller understanding of trauma and the traumatized experience – an understanding 

which is useful in a world where empathy and critical awareness are sometimes in short supply 

and trauma survivors are still viewed with suspicion, as in the case of Emma Sulkowicz, some of 

the voices of the #MeToo movement, and many others. If then, literature does provide us with a 

deeper understanding of trauma and the traumatized experience, are the currently established 

tools of critique effective in reading trauma now? In the broadest sense, trauma is a truly 

interdisciplinary field, as, outside of the medical meaning of trauma, scholarship ranges from 

psychology to sociology to literature to pedagogy. In this sense, trauma theory is very much like 

a stew: ingredients intermingled, infusing each other with distinctive flavors. To dissect the stew 

is to lose some of the richness, but yet, in questioning the effectiveness of trauma theory now, in 

the twenty-first century, it is imperative to understand how the flavors mingle. Though this 
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dissertation is ultimately intended to discuss trauma in literature, a brief history of the 

psychoanalytical origins of trauma is useful in demonstrating how much of the humanities-based 

trauma theory utilized psychological research on trauma, particularly in connection with the 

notions of “talk therapy,” “narrative cure,” and trauma’s distinct effects on memory, perception, 

and speech, especially the fragmentation of speech. The following chapter offers a brief 

overview of this history in an effort to first, establish the scholarly research on trauma and 

second, to illustrate what psychological concepts underpin canonical trauma theory and how 

trauma scholarship is much more like an intersecting web than a body of critical thinking which 

can be clearly traced in a linear fashion. This section will end by reviewing criticisms of 

canonical trauma theory before expounding on my own methodology of a global reading of 

trauma narratives, which offers a more comprehensive view of trauma to allow for deeper critical 

understanding.   

Psychanalytic Origins – a Brief History 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the origins of the word “trauma” is from the 

Greek τραῦμα, which means “wound.” The OED offers two definitions of trauma; one denotes is 

as “A wound, or external bodily injury in general; also the condition caused by this; traumatism” 

while the other reads, “A psychic injury, esp. one caused by emotional shock the memory of 

which is repressed and remains unhealed; an internal injury, esp. to the brain, which may result 

in a behavioural (sic) disorder of organic origin. Also, the state or condition so caused” 

(“trauma”). In reading these definitions, we can actually determine two separate discussions of 

trauma with a temporal underpinning: trauma is both the initial wounding of the “emotional 

shock” or “external bodily injury” and the aftermath, or the “condition caused” by the wounding. 

This distinction is important to note because it emphasizes the interchangeable nature of the 
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word “trauma” when used in different contexts. The OED’s examples of its use in different 

situations further underscores this interchangeable aspect; examples range from uses in medical 

literature, such as this statement from Kraines’s Therapy Neuroses & Psychoses, 

“Simple trauma to the brain does not produce psychotic symptoms,” to a quote from an October 

issue of the Daily Telegraph: “This is a sensible deal. It will mean that we do not have to go 

through the trauma of possible strike action” (“trauma”). The differences in these examples are 

striking; one speaks to trauma in the sense of a physical wounding while the other uses trauma in 

as a signifier to suggest the potential of future emotional or mental distress.  

 Why begin with the etymology of the word? I would argue that the beginning of the 

convoluted discussion of trauma, in a sense, begins in its multitude of definitions and usages 

within language. The concept of trauma transports across time and space, and there is value in 

understanding the number of possibilities when the very word is utilized in speech or written 

communication in contemporary culture. 

 However, at its very earliest usage17, trauma remained strictly within the medical realm18. 

While most trauma scholarship in humanities studies pinpoint Freud as the originator of trauma 

theory, they neglect Freud’s inspiration from the work of French doctor Jean-Martin Charcot, 

who is commonly known as the “father of neurology” and who, at the Salpêtrière hospital in 

Paris, studied a number of diseases, including multiple sclerosis, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, 

and Parkinson's disease (Ross 277). However, he also had a great interest in psychiatry, 

                                                           
17 The OED lists the first definition of trauma in English from Steven Blankaart’s Physical Dictionary (1684), a 

reference for those interested in anatomy or chemistry, as “a Wound from an external cause.” Later, it also 

appeared in Phillip’s New World of Words (1706) defined as simply “a Wound.”  
18 According to Roger Luckhurst in The Trauma Question (2008), the sole distinction from the medical field in these 

early definitions can be found in an 1895 edition of Popular Science Monthly which states, “We have named this 

psychical trauma, a morbid nervous condition” (2).  
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particularly hysteria. According to Richard Webster, Charcot was interested in “treating patients 

who were suffering from a variety of unexplained physical symptoms including paralysis, 

contractures (muscles which contract and cannot be relaxed), and seizures,” and those who were 

experiencing a posture known as arc-de-cercle, which involved arcing the body backwards to 

such an extent that the individual would only be resting on their heels and head. Through his 

work, Charcot determined that patients were suffering from an emotional response to a past 

traumatic incident (Webster). Specifically, Charcot contributed to literature on what was then 

known as “Railway Spine” or “Railway Brain,” a nineteenth century condition, later known as 

Erichsen’s disease, which was originated by the prevalence of railway collisions and 

characterized by the number of individuals coming forward afterwards claiming injury without 

any obvious sign of physical wound. Despite a number of doctors looking for a neurological or 

physiological connection, it was Charcot who suggested the cause was hysteria, or trauma. 

Katrien Librecht and Julien Quakelbeen noted that Charcot thought it was not that physical 

injury experience in the crash but rather, “the emotion, e.g. the fear experience at the time of the 

accident” (italics theirs) (372). Later on, Charcot also studied female hysteria at the Salpêtrière 

with a group of women who had suffered childhood sexual trauma and consequently, developed 

what we today call dissociative identity disorder (DID) (Ross 280-284). Unfortunately, 

according to Colin Ross, Charcot was quick to downplay the emotionally disturbed women as 

“dramatic,” dismissing their physical symptoms, including seizures, as “acting out,” and their 

childhood sexual abuse histories as “fantasy” (279-280). However, the sheer fact that he was 

open to studying their symptoms from a medical standpoint lent some credibility to conditions 

which had previously been silenced. Judith Lewis Herman noted “the asylum provided them [the 

women] greater safety and protection than they had ever known; for a selected group of women 
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who became Charcot’s star performers, the asylum also offered something closer to fame” (10). 

Freud, Ross writes, was in attendance at many meetings where Charcot would exhibit his “star 

patients” and their hysterical symptoms (278); these events were also attended by many of the 

Parisian elite, including doctors, authors, actors, and political figures, demonstrating an early 

social interest in the spectacle of trauma (Herman 10).  

Charcot’s work deeply influenced Freud, who studied under him from October 1885 to 

February 1886 (Webster). Webster writes, “Freud was immensely impressed by Charcot’s work 

on traumatic hysteria and took from it the notion that one of the principle forms of neurosis came 

about when a traumatic experience led to the process of unconscious symptom-formation.” 

Indeed, Freud offered a eulogy at Charcot’s funeral, noting that Charcot’s work with hysterics 

restored “dignity to the topic…Charcot has thrown the whole weight of his author on the side of 

the genuineness and objectivity of hysterical phenomena” (Herman 10).  

As Freud formed his own theories on hysteria, he was also inspired by the 

psychoanalytical work of two other colleagues. The first was Pierre Janet, who pioneered the 

notion of two kinds of memory: the “traumatic memory,” which “merely and unconsciously 

repeats the past,” and “narrative memory,” which “narrates the past as past,” and proposed the 

notion of changing “traumatic memory” to “narrative memory” by means of a cathartic story-

telling (Leys 120) (italics hers). Janet tested his theory by treatment of patients such as “Marie,” 

who, through hypnosis, was able to recover traumatic memories and successfully integrate them; 

this case was of tremendous interest to Freud (Leys 121-122).  Freud was also influenced by his 

Austrian medical colleague Josef Breuer, who was treating the famous “Anna O.,” the 

pseudonym for Bertha Pappenheim, a young woman under the care of Breuer who was 

diagnosed with hysteria after exhibiting symptoms including but not limited to: paralysis, 
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hallucinations, mood swings, violent and destructive behavior, amnesia, and partial 

aphasia (Launer). After she was treated with what Breuer termed “the talking cure,” which 

entailed daily conversations between doctor and patient and the probing of various memories, 

usually through story-telling, Breuer and Freud jointly published their findings in Studies in 

Hysteria (1895).  

After the publication of Studies, Freud continued to develop various psychoanalytical 

theories, including his well-known discussions of dreams as wish-fulfillment and repressed 

sexuality. Late in his work, he published 1920’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle, a text which is 

hailed as a “landmark” in psychoanalytical studies because of how it revised his previous 

theories; in addition to his statements that behaviors are based on sexual drives and the pursuit of 

pleasure/avoiding pain, Freud added a competing instinctual drive – that of the death drive, or 

the urge to destroy and self-destruct. Much of this theory was influenced by his work with 

soldiers returning traumatized from World War I. As related to trauma, the second part of the 

text begins with a compelling discussion of Freud’s theories on trauma and his treatment of war 

veterans; he writes: 

The clinical picture of traumatic neurosis approaches that of hysteria in its 

wealth of similar motor symptoms, but usually surpasses it in its strongly marked 

signs of subjective suffering—in this resembling rather hypochondria or 

melancholia—and in the evidences of a far more comprehensive general 

weakening and shattering of the mental functions. Neither the war neuroses nor 

the traumatic neuroses of peace are as yet fully understood. With the war neuroses 

some light was contributed, but also on the other hand a certain confusion 

introduced, by the fact that the same type of malady could occasionally occur 

without the interposition of gross mechanical force. In the traumatic neuroses 

there are two outstanding features which might serve as clues for further 

reflection: first that the chief causal factor seemed to lie in the element of surprise, 

in the fright; and secondly that an injury or wound sustained at the same time 

generally tended to prevent the occurrence of the neurosis. 
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This initial discussion of trauma provides several provocative points related to the idea 

that trauma is something which happens in the mind, as evidenced by Freud’s comments on the 

“shattering of mental function,” that neurosis can occur “without the interposition of gross 

mechanical force,” and in his two points for further reflection on the element of “surprise” and 

that a bodily wounding may actually prevent a mental wounding. Freud refers back to his earlier 

work with dreams, suggesting that traumatic neurosis cannot neatly fit into normal dream 

criteria, and suggests that those suffering attempt to avoid dealing with trauma in their waking 

hours. Later, in Section III, this observation was further explained by Freud’s discussion of 

“repetition-compulsion,” in which a person who has experienced a traumatic incident is drawn to 

repeating the action over and over again. Freud briefly discusses the difficulty of treating these 

repressed memories by use of “transference,” in which actions are redirected to another person or 

situation, usually within a therapeutic setting. This painful action, although disliked by the 

sufferer, is avoidable, as they are driven by a compulsion to repeat it.   

We will return to a discussion of Freud later in this chapter; specifically, the sections of 

Beyond the Pleasure Principle which influenced Cathy Caruth’s Unclaimed Experience (1995), 

one of the most often referenced texts in a humanities-based discussion of trauma. However, 

first, as Freud was developing his theories in connection with WWI, it will also be useful to 

review a history of trauma as recognized by the larger psychological community, as Freud was 

not the only doctor interested in trauma as awareness of the condition increased in a post-WWI 

world.   

PTSD: A Short History 

According to Edgar Jones and Simon Wessley, “During the First World War the 

conscription of a mass civilian army, which was in turn subjected to the emotional pressures of 
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trench warfare, led to an epidemic of post-trauma illness, termed ‘shell-shock’” (217). Jones and 

Wessley recount that while “shell-shock” entered the popular lexicon (where, they claim, it 

remains thanks to its success as a literary trope), it was downplayed by the military and medical 

community, in part because initially, it was assumed that better training could prevent warfare 

trauma and, post-war, with a return to a reduced military force and a feeling of reluctance to 

engage in large-scale military operations, there was general desire to acknowledge the condition 

(217). In fact, in 1939, “both civil and military authorities outlawed the term…and announced 

that no war pensions would be awarded for psychiatric war injuries” (Jones and Wessley 218). 

“Shell shock” was no longer used; instead, soldiers were considered to be “exhausted” (Jones 

and Wessley 218). However, the aftermath of WWII demonstrated that authorities could no 

longer ignore post-war psychiatric issues. Nancy C. Andreasen, in Annals of the New York 

Academy of the Sciences, notes that “the diagnosis first appeared in the official nomenclature 

when Diagnostic and Statistical Manuel of Mental Disorders (DSM) was published in 1952 

under the name gross stress reaction” (italics mine). In 1968, the DSM-II termed it as “transient 

situational disturbance” (Jones and Wessley 218). However, in the 1970’s, a paradigm shift 

occurred as psychiatrists and psychologists were increasingly aware of the condition’s existence 

as more and more Vietnam War soldiers returned from the frontlines (Andreasen), allowing for a 

more thorough definition to be added to the DMS III, which referred to the condition as “Post-

Vietnam Syndrome” or “delayed-stress syndrome. Central to this shift was an understanding that 

this condition was no longer a short-lived experience but rather, a reoccurring condition (Jones 

and Wessley 218). Since then, the condition, now called Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, has had 

its criteria revised a number of times, including the most recent publication of the DMS V (2013), 

which lists Criterion A-H as diagnostic features (“PTSD: National Center for PTSD”). 
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According to Jones and Wessley, the condition remains a topic of fascination for the public; they 

write, “A change in societal values from groups to individuals, an increase in concern for the 

problems of victims and a media voracious for human-interest stories have all added to the 

popular acceptance of PTSD” (219). I would also suggest that in the 12 years since Jones and 

Wessley published their research, the public appetite for stories of individuals suffering from 

PTSD has only increased.  

 With high levels of interest in trauma and PTSD, psychological scholarship on the topic 

is extensive. However, in an effort to save time and space, and because ultimately, this 

dissertation is geared towards the topic of literary depictions of trauma, Judith Lewis Herman’s 

Trauma and Recovery: The aftermath of violence – from domestic abuse to political terror 

(1992) is a seminal text in trauma studies, not only in the psychological research of trauma, but 

also in humanities-based research which utilizes texts from the psychological field as part of 

their critical inquiry of works of literature. Published in 1992, Herman’s scholarship became a 

reference in trauma studies first, for its comprehensive and ground-breaking work in trauma not 

only from large-scale violence such as war, but more individual experiences such as child abuse, 

domestic abuse, rape, and incest. Additionally, she also created a framework which not only 

looked at trauma from an individual level, but also from a social and political context – not only 

what happens to social bonds in the aftermath of violence and horror, but the political nature of 

violence and an encouragement towards social action as recovery. Much like Charcot lent 

credibility to the suffering of the women hysterics, Herman successfully argued that trauma was 

no longer reserved for the war veteran (though she did not downplay the seriousness of this 

condition), but also could occur from an individual and singular experience. Her thorough 

discussion and multiple case studies foreground later humanities-based trauma scholarship, 
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which would argue that trauma is a common link between all humans, regardless of other aspects 

of identity. Herman writes:  

This is a book about restoring connections: between the public and private worlds, 

between the individual and the community, between men and women. It is a book 

about commonalities: between rape survivors and combat veterans, between 

battered women and political prisoners, between the survivors of vast 

concentration camps created by tyrants who rule nations and the survivors of 

small, hidden concentration camps created by tyrants who rule their home. (2)  

 

For our purposes, Herman’s comments on language and ties to literature prove to be an 

excellent starting point for using her psychological scholarship in literature. According to 

Herman, an aspect of trauma is tied to language – violent events tend to be “unspeakable” in the 

horror which ensues. This is an especially important point for those of us invested in language 

and representation – or what language cannot represent, in which case, we must consider what is 

said and remains unsaid – through figurative language or silences. She writes: 

The conflict between the will to deny horrible events and the will to 

proclaim them aloud is the central dialectic of psychological trauma. People who 

have survived atrocities often tell their stories in a highly emotional, 

contradictory, and fragmented manner which undermines their credibility and 

thereby serves the twin imperatives of truth-telling and secrecy. When the truth is 

finally recognized, survivors can begin their recovery. But far too often secrecy 

prevails, and the story of the traumatic event surfaces not as a verbal narrative but 

as a symptom. I’m intrigued by this trope of secrecy. (1-2) 

 

Likewise, she further explains how the traumatic memory remains unintegrated and 

unstable and therefore, resistant to a coherent narrative, borrowing the term “doublethink” from 

author George Orwell to describe the complicated alterations of traumatic memory and 

consciousness which requires an individual to hold two contradictory beliefs in their minds at the 

same time – present circumstances and the traumatic memory. According to Herman, traumatic 
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events produce “profound and lasting changes in psychological arousal, emotion, cognition, and 

memory” during which sufferers may experience intense emotion without a clear memory 

attached, or they may experience an intense memory but without “normal” accompanying 

emotion (34). She posits that there are three main symptoms of PTSD: 

A. Hyperarousal – a persistent expectation of danger; Herman writes that traumatized people 

have “an extreme startle response to unexpected stimuli, as well as an intense reaction to 

specific stimuli associated with the traumatic event” (36).  

B. Intrusion – an inescapable and intrusive memory of the traumatic event. According to 

Herman, “the traumatic moment becomes encoded into an abnormal form of memory, 

which breaks spontaneously into consciousness, both as flashbacks during waking states 

and as traumatic nightmares during sleep” (36). Likewise, these memories “lack verbal 

narrative and context; rather, they are encoded in the form of vivid sensations and 

images” (Herman 37). 

C. Constriction – a numbing of the senses or slowing down of time; Herman describes this 

as a “freezing,” or a “state of detached calm, in which terror, rage, and pain dissolve” 

(42).  

Interestingly, in her discussion of these concepts, Herman uses literary texts as multiple 

points of reference. For example, in the opening to this section, she references the 1929 

autobiography Goodbye to All That by poet Robert Graves, citing his account of being in the 

trenches of WWI: “I was still mentally and nervously organized for War. Shells used to come 

bursting on my bed at midnight, even though Nancy shared it with me; strangers would assume 

the faces of friends who had been killed” (qtd. in Herman 35). She also utilizes accounts from 

authors Doris Lessing (on experiences with her veteran father) and Tim O’Brien (on his Vietnam 
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combat experience) to further illustrate her point. From a literary standpoint, Herman’s 

discussion of fragmented language as well as the characteristics of PTSD are most useful when 

critically examining novels because scholars can then apply them to individual characters or 

sections of text. However, Herman’s work was always intended to be a psychological discussion 

for therapeutic purposes. 

Early Canonical Trauma Theory in the Humanities: the Trauma Knot 

 According to multiple scholars, including Roger Luckhurst, Irene Visser, Stef Craps, and 

Gerd Beulens, canonical trauma theory was conceptualized in the 1990’s through considerable 

efforts and the interactions of scholars such as Shoshana Felman, Dori Laub, Cathy Caruth, and 

Dominick LaCapra. In fact, many of the founding members of canonical trauma theory were 

featured in the Winter and Spring 1991 issues of American Imago with the theme 

“Psychoanalysis, Culture, and Trauma.” From there, many developed their essays into longer 

scholarly texts or published evolved versions in edited collections and effectively created the 

field of trauma scholarship. In the first chapter of Trauma Culture: The Politics of Terror and 

Loss in the Media and Literature, E. Ann Kaplan suggests that the timing of a humanist trauma 

theory formation can be attributed to several factors: first, both Felman and Caruth were Paul De 

Man’s students at Yale (Kaplan 34); second, both were present when Dori Laub and Geoffrey 

Hartman began to interview Holocaust survivors at Yale, marking a renewed interest in the 

sociopolitical meaning of World War II and personal suffering (Kaplan 35); third, an intellectual 

climate which, long characterized by an interest in poststructuralism, were taken with a theory 

which reintroduced “masked emotion and the body” (Kaplan 35) and finally, culturally, there 

were the “memory wars” associated with repressed memory, trauma, and child abuse. From a 

literary standpoint, I would add a fifth criteria: the increasing number of fictitious trauma 
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narratives19 and the rise of the “confessional memoir” in the 1990’s, such as Mary Karr’s The 

Liars Club (1995) and Frank McCourt’s Angela’s Ashes: A Memoir (1996), both tragicomedies 

of the respective authors’ childhoods, and Kathryn Harrison’s The Kiss (1997), about the 

author’s affair with her own father. In each of these texts, trauma is central to an understanding 

the growth of the author – out of trauma emerges greater perspective.  

In reviewing early trauma literature, several conclusions clearly emerge: first, much of 

early trauma scholarship was positioned in relation to Holocaust studies, and second, trauma 

theory seemed remain a mixed bag of psychoanalytical commentary, cultural commentary, and 

discussion of traumatic representation in either literature or film. This section intends to trace out 

the evolving conversation in trauma scholarship from its inception in the early to mid-1990s 

through more recent efforts, untangling the “knot” of trauma theory as a multi-faceted, multi-

disciplinary field20.  

Felman, a literary scholar from Yale, and Laub, a psychoanalyst, were among the first to 

jointly publish their efforts in a scholarly text: 1992’s Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in 

Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History. In the foreword, this text posed questions such as: 

“what is the relation between literature and testimony, between the writer and the witness? What 

is the relation between the act of witnessing and testifying, and the acts of writing and reading, 

particularly in our era?” (xiii). As part of their answer, Felman and Laub emphasized the 

importance of reading both the text and the context in order to gain insight into “the political, 

historical, and biographical realities with which the texts are dynamically involved and within 

                                                           
19 Luckhurst, in discussing this phenomena, writes, “Exemplars of the trauma novel cluster in the late 1980s and 

1990s, after the clinical elaboration of PTSD, but forming an intrinsic part of the public controversies around post-

traumatic sequelae, such as recovered memory, the politics of survival, or competing kinds of public 

memorialization of past violence” (87).  
20 This useful idea of a “knot” is first used by Luckhurst and will be discussed later in this chapter.  
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which their particular creative possibilities are themselves inscribed” (xv). In the following 

chapters, they explore and nuance concepts of listening to and witnessing trauma in a variety of 

ways; first, in exploring Holocaust memoirs in an academic setting, then within a therapeutic 

setting, and then within the critical writing of Paul de Man, the literary work of Albert Camus, 

and finally, in Claude Lanzmann’s Holocaust documentary Shoah (1985). Art and literature, they 

argue, are “a precocious mode of witnessing – of accessing reality – when all other modes are 

knowledge are precluded (xx).  

 Three years later, in 1995, Caruth served as the editor on an interdisciplinary collection of 

essays, Trauma: Explorations in Memory, which was created in an effort to address, according to 

Caruth’s preface, “the difficulty of listening and responding to traumatic stories in a way that 

does not lose their impact, that does not reduce them to clichés or turn them all into versions of 

the same story” – a concern which, claims Caruth claims, is central to the field of trauma, 

whether one is looking at it from a therapeutic view, a literary view, a film studies view, or a 

neurobiological view (vii). The number of different scholars contributing and variety of different 

fields represented is tremendous; the volume includes essays from Felman and Laub, Laura 

Brown, who wrote on trauma from a feminist perspective, Claude Lanzmann, with a commentary 

on film studies, Kai Erikson, who looked at trauma from a sociological viewpoint, Harold Bloom 

on Freud, Henry Krystal on aging and trauma, Van Der Kolk and Onno Can Der Hart on 

traumatic memory, and Caruth and Thomas Keenan on the AIDS crisis. According to Caruth, in 

her summation of the volume, “there is no single approach to listening to the many different 

traumatic experiences and histories we encounter, and that irreducible specificity of traumatic 

stories requires in its turn the varied responses – responses of knowing and of acting” from 

different fields (ix).  
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 Caruth herself expanded on the discussion of trauma from a literary perspective in her 

1996 Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History. In the first chapter, she suggests, 

in part, that her interest in trauma from a literary perspective was in effort to address concerns 

that years of post-structural criticism had led to “political and ethical paralysis” and that by 

analyzing trauma, we create not only a more ethical reading experience, but one that is deeply 

situated within the historical and political realm (11) She begins by offering a general definition 

of trauma: “trauma describes an overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events in 

which the response to the event occurs in the often delayed, uncontrollable repetitive appearance 

of hallucinations and other intrusive phenomena” (11). Her interest in trauma is not unpacking it 

through various case studies, but rather, to create a Freudian framework through which we can 

“begin to recognize the possibility of a history that is no longer straightforwardly referential (that 

is, no longer based on simple models of experience and reference)” (11). Ultimately, Caruth’s 

goal was to create an alternative view of history through the individual and collective experience 

of suffering as it continues to repeat and re-occur; i.e., a revision of historical knowledge.  

Though Caruth does engage with other texts, including the 1959 French film Hiroshima 

mon amour, notable for its use of flashbacks as fragmented memories interspersed through the 

film, and the critical writings of Lacan and De Man, the bulk of her discussion is in relation to 

multiple Freudian writings, including Beyond the Pleasure Principle and The Interpretation of 

Dreams. She begins her critical inquiry by looking at the third chapter of Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle, a chapter in which Freud reads the repetition of suffering in Tasso’s Gerusalemme 

Liberata; in her reading, Caruth emphasizes the idea of the “voice” that cries out “through the 

wound,” a voice which is not only a statement of the violent action but also a reference to a 

violent past that the hero, Tancred, is repeating (2). She writes that “literature, like 
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psychoanalysis, is interested in the complex relation between knowing and not knowing” (3). 

This inquiry, then, is an effort to “know” what is “unknown”; to explore how history or, at least, 

an alternative version of the truth about history, can emerge through the language and experience 

of trauma. Later in the text, Caruth discusses Freud’s Moses and Monotheism (1939) in an essay 

which was previously published in Yale French Studies (1991) and which has become one of the 

most referenced chapters of Unclaimed Experience. According to Caruth’s reading, Freud 

positions himself as a Jewish writer recapping “the very possibility of history in the nature of a 

traumatic departure” (14). She recaps the historical time frame during the composition of the text 

and discusses the notion of latency (italics hers) which is utilized by Freud to discuss aspects of 

trauma: that the “historical power” of trauma is that it not only re-occurs after an incident but the 

it also only occurs repression or forgetting (17). Trauma, then, does not easily conform to a 

linear progression; the past remains intermixed with the present and influential on the future.  

At the same time Caruth was publishing her trauma scholarship, other scholars were also 

formulating their own theories about trauma. In 1995, Kalí Tal published Worlds of Hurt: 

Reading the Literatures of Trauma, a study in which she uses the three separate circumstances of 

the Holocaust, the Vietnam War, and sexual violence against the female gender to explore how 

individual trauma is subjected to cultural interpretation; an act in which stories become codified 

and traumatic experiences become metonyms for the collection of symbols, and the literary and 

the cinematic conventions, associated with the event. Tal’s account was well-received for her 

useful discussion of the relationship of the reader/viewer/witness to narrative trauma because Tal 

clarifies and strengths the dynamics between traumatic events, survivor accounts, and the 

symbols and shared understandings which emerge from community interaction with such 

accounts. Unlike Caruth, who focuses on a singular listener or viewer, Tal directly places 
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traumatic narratives in conversation with larger communities. Likewise, that same year, Yale 

scholar Geoffrey Hartman, who served as the first director of the Fortunoff Video Archive for 

Holocaust Testimonies, published “On Traumatic Knowledge and Literary Studies,” an article in 

which he notes an interest in this new field and how to ‘read the wound’ with the aid of 

literature” (537). He writes: 

But I share with trauma studies a concern for the absences or 

intermittences in speech (or of conscious knowledge in speech); for the obliquity 

or residual muteness of "flowers of speech" and other euphemic modes; for the 

uncanny role of accidents; for the "ghosting" of the subject; for the connection of 

voice with identity (the "appeal" in cryptonymy, punning and specular names); for 

interpretation as a feast not a fast; and for literature as a testimonial act that 

transmits knowledge in a form that is not scientific and does not coincide with 

either a totally realistic (as if that were possible) or analytic form of 

representation. (552) 

 

 Like Caruth, Hartman is invested in how literature can allow us to “know” trauma, and 

how literature can “transmit” this knowing in a way a reader can understand through language, 

including gaps and silences, and euphemisms or figurative modes. Hartman’s comment on 

literature as a “testimonial act,” as a way of “transmitting knowledge,” is interesting when 

positioned against media-based accounts of trauma. Literature, according to Hartman, gives us a 

pathos-based form of traumatic narrative which is different than a more logos-based – and yet, is 

a much-needed angle to understanding trauma.  

A few years later, in 1998, Kirby Farrell published Post-traumatic Culture: Injury and 

Interpretation in the Nineties, a mix of cultural commentary, literary discussion, and film 

analysis, Farrell suggests that trauma is both a narrative trope and a tool during periods of 

cultural change and stress, comparing the Victorian era, which traumatic neurosis came into 

being, and the stresses of the 1990’s. Because of Farrell’s extensive research, it is almost difficult 
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to pin down his exact thesis; for example, his chapters cover varied materials such as childhood 

incest narratives, during which he discusses the young adult novel Uncle Vampire (1993) by 

Cynthia D. Grant, as an example of “childhood incest trauma” to the film Schindler’s List (1993) 

as an example of “economic trauma” to the “romantic trauma” of Prince of Tides (1991) as it 

pertained to contemporary narratives about the imbalance of power between the genders. 

Ultimately, Farrell by noting that trauma has been both a “source of mischief” (such as in the 

famous implanted memories and child satanic cult abuse scenarios) and “a useful if imperfect 

tool for thinking about violence, victimization, and cultural morale” (357).  

However, none of the additional scholarship provoked quite as much response as Caruth 

did, and numerous scholars positioned a critique of Caruth as a launch for their own theories. For 

example, in 2000, Ruth Leys published Trauma: A Genealogy, in which Leys criticized Caruth’s 

reading of Freud, dismissing it as incorrect while arguing that trauma studies oscillate between 

two paradigms; she refers the first as “mimetic theory,” which holds that “trauma, or the 

experience of the traumatized subject, can be understood as involving a kind of hypnotic 

imitation of identification in which, precisely because the victim cannot recall the original 

traumatogenic (sic) event, she is fated to act it out or in other ways imitate it” (314). Conversely, 

Leys argues the opposite side is “antimimetic theory,” which holds that: 

trauma is a purely external event that befalls a fully constituted subject 

whatever the damage to the latter’s psychical autonomy and integrity, there is in 

principle no problem of eventually remembering or other recovering the event, 

through in practice the process of bringing this about may be long and torturous. 

(315) 

  

Ley’s approach to trauma is much different than Caruth’s, who understands trauma more 

within a known/unknown binary. Likewise, Cornell scholar and historian Dominick LaCapra 
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also challenged Caruth in his 2001 collection of essays, Writing History, Writing Trauma. First, 

LaCapra accuses both Caruth and Shoshana Felman of obfuscating their theoretical discussions 

by use of “emulative writing”; specifically, he writes, “Emulative writing becomes especially 

open to question when it takes an unmodulated orphic, cryptic, indirect, allusive form that may 

render or transmit the disorientation of trauma but provide too little a basis for attempts to work 

through it even in symbolic terms” (loc. 1432). For LaCapra, important distinctions must be 

made when thinking about history, particularly traumatic history, and he explores these 

distinctions over five essays. One particularly important contribution is LaCapra’s discussion of 

the distinction between “absence” and “loss”; two terms he claims are often used 

interchangeably in historical trauma narratives in an ineffective manner. Absence, he argues, is 

situated on a transhistorical level and signifies an existential lack whereas “loss” is situated on 

the historical level to specific events of loss (loc. 742-745). He cites, among other examples, 

Christian stories of paradise as one example of the ambiguity of the terminology; when Paradise 

is “absent,” there is existential dread but when Paradise is “lost,” there is the possibility of 

restoration or return to “unity with the godhead” (loc. 755). He relates this distinction to how 

readers handle accounts of historical trauma and suggests that an unnecessary tension is added by 

not truly understanding how to “witness” historical trauma, another topic of great interest to him. 

He argues for the role of the historian to remain as a witness who hears the victim with empathy 

but with enough objectivity to avoid fetishizing either the victim or the event. Like Felman and 

Caruth, much of LaCapra’s work is developed in connection with Holocaust studies, including 

working with testimonies and survivor videos.  

 From the work of Felman, Caruth, and LaCapra, a line of critical inquiry grew, aided in 

part by continued interest in reading trauma narratives and by large scale collective traumas such 
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as Hurricane Katrina and, in particular, 9/11, an event which also sparked conversation in the 

trauma narrative field21. However, the field continued to remain as varied as it was when first 

originated. For example, in 2005, E. Ann Kaplan published Trauma Culture: The Politics of 

Terror and Loss in Media and Literature, she begin her inquiry with an account of the events of 

9/11 as scaffolding to her discussion of “individual” trauma and the “collective trauma” of a 

culture beset by a tragic circumstance. While like other trauma scholars, Kaplan also focuses her 

discussion on a variety of trauma-related topics, moving from neuroscience to World War II 

accounts, her last chapter uniquely offers the idea of “vicarious trauma,” or an empathetic 

“second wounding” in which a “reader or viewer of stories or films about traumatic situations 

may be constituted through vicarious or secondary trauma” (39). Though many scholars are 

concerned with the position of the listener/reader/viewer/witness (depending on the critical 

field), Kaplan was among the first of several in the humanities field to suggest the potential of 

the transmission of trauma from victim/survivor to someone else22.  

 Several years after Kaplan’s work, Roger Luckhurst published The Trauma Question 

(2008), one of the more inclusive and important pieces of trauma scholarship of the early 2000’s. 

The first part of the book is dedicated to a genealogy of trauma; as he writes: 

 It seems to me that the rise of the concept of trauma suggests itself as an 

exemplary conceptual knot whose successful permeation must be understand by 

the impressive range of elements that it ties together and which allows it to travel 

to such diverse places in the network of knowledge. Even more relevantly, I see 

trauma as one of those distinctive ‘hybrid assemblages’ that Latour suggests 

                                                           
21 According to Peter Ramadanovic, in a footnote in his article “The Time of Trauma: Rereading Unclaimed 

Experience and Testimony,” “Between 1959 and 2012 a total of 1,405 works with the term ‘trauma’ in the title 

were published, 1,232 of which were published after the year 1999 and therefore under the influence of 

Caruth’s Unclaimed Experience” (2). 
22 LaCapra briefly mentions this in historical studies, distinguishing between identification, which implies a 

collapsing of the barrier between a traumatized individual and their listener, and empathy, which implies a safe 

distance (21); additionally, multiple texts in the physiological field are concerned with the transmission of trauma 

between therapist-patient.  
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confront us in the contemporary world. Increasingly, we have to deal with 

‘tangled objects,’ imbroglios that mess up our fundamental categories of subject 

and object, human and non-human, society of nature. (14) 

  

Luckhurst’s suggestion of the “knot” of trauma is an apt one, and applies even more to 

trauma theory; as demonstrated in the previous pages of this chapter, unpacking trauma theory is 

exceeding difficult. Scholars “borrow” from multiple disciplines when thinking about trauma, 

regardless of if their focal point is the case history of a patient or the interpretation of a novel. 

However, as we will see in the last part of this chapter, this “borrowing” of concepts is fraught 

with peril when thinking about how many of the psychoanalytical concepts come from a solely 

Western view point, and how much of the literary theory was developed in conjunction with the 

Westernized Holocaust studies.  

 In the second half of The Trauma Question, Luckhurst confronts the discussion of 

traumatic representation through that he terms as “paired cultural forms:” fictional traumatic 

narratives and memoirs and visual representations of trauma in photographs and film (79). He 

writes, “Trauma, in effect, issues a challenge to the capacities of narrative knowledge. In its 

shock impact trauma is anti-narrative, but it also generates the manic production of retrospective 

narratives that seek to explicate the trauma” (79). In this discussion of explication, he highlights 

some of the familiar ways we engage with trauma in literature and film: a disruption of linear 

time vis-a-vie the “flashback,” the multiple personality, and recovered memories (80). Trauma, 

he says, “has become a paradigm because it has been turned into a repertoire of compelling 

stories about the enigmas of identity, memory, and selfhood that was saturated Western cultural 

life” (80). This paradigm is primarily supported through the trauma aesthetic, which is 

“uncompromisingly avant-garde: experimental, fragmented, refusing the consolations of 
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beautiful form, and suspicious of familiar representational and narrative conventions. Ultimately, 

fractured Modernist form mimics narrative possibility disarmed by trauma” (Luckhurst 81). 

Notable examples include W.G. Sebald’s non-chronologically plotted novels about the trauma of 

World War II, or the highly-stylized, surrealist films of David Lynch.  

 It is this fragmented aesthetic which is the main focus of much of literary trauma 

scholarship. Again and again in humanities trauma scholarship, theorists return to the use of 

fragmented, figurative language in pathos-based narratives as representative of trauma, drawing 

from Caruth’s paradox of trauma: “an overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events 

in which the response to the event occurs in the often delayed, uncontrolled repetitive appearance 

of hallucinations and other intrusive phenomena" (11), with an emphasis on “the structure of its 

experience or reception: the event is not assimilated or experienced fully at the time, but only 

belatedly, in its repeated possession of the one who experiences it” (4-5, emphasis in original). 

For example, later in this project, we will examine in detail Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved 

(1987), which Luckhurst, in The Trauma Question (2008), pinpoints as the preeminent exemplar 

of trauma narratives because of its non-linear narrative structure, its emphasis on haunting and 

ghosts, and the figurative language of the trauma trope. However, in an effort to illustrate the 

trauma trope aesthetic, I will include a very short example in this section. Towards the very 

beginning of the story, Sethe is in a field, with Here Boy “lapping in the puddle near her feet,” 

when she is overtaken by the past: “and suddenly there was Sweet Home rolling, rolling, rolling 

out before her eyes, and although there was not leaf on that farm that did not make her want to 

scream, it rolled itself out to her in shameless beauty” (Morrison 7). Though this example is only 

a few lines in length, we see a textbook example of canonical trauma theory; Sethe’s present 

circumstances of being in a field with a dog is suddenly overtaken as a traumatic memory arises 
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and imposes itself in a moment of horror. The field is gone, and the past traumatic memory of 

Sweet Home – where Sethe’s trauma was compounded during her experience there as a slave – is 

momentarily her present. Drawing on Luckhurst’s discussion of trauma as knowledge of identity, 

memory, and selfhood, Sethe’s character is quickly established as fragmented, which 

foreshadows the story: the trauma of the events at Sweet Home, which set in motion the events 

depicted in Beloved.  

Critiques and Criticisms 

 Despite a critical field which continues to utilize Caruth’s discussion of trauma as well as 

other scholarly inquiries which expanded upon her definition, pushback against canonical trauma 

theory began appearing at the beginning of the 2000’s. Among the criticisms was the focus on 

the Westernized framework of psychoanalysis, concentration on Western response to trauma, 

and emphasis on the Freudian “talk cure” as the primary means of “reading” literature; for 

example, literary critics continue to use Judith Herman’s Trauma and Recovery to examine 

silences and speech in literary texts, despite it being a text within the psychological field that 

includes case studies of patients, not application to literature. Second, there was criticism 

regarding Caruth’s statement that trauma would “provide the link between cultures” (11); the 

next generation of trauma scholars noted that humanities-based trauma theory was developed in 

connection with Western events, primarily the Holocaust but also the Western experience of the 

Vietnam War, but this methodology was often transported across metaphorical borders and used 

to discuss non-Western literature. Then there was a questioning of the nearly-universally 

accepted Modernist, fragmented trauma aesthetic. Though long-accepted as psychological 

symptoms of trauma, some critics questioned if this aesthetic was the most appropriate lens to 

use when examining fictional works of traumatic representation, as reading for the aesthetic 
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tends to limit the ability of critique; instead of inviting new questions, this methodology closes 

off possibilities. I would also actually extend this final notion even beyond fictional works to 

ask: is seeking the fragmented trauma trope effective in reading any kind of traumatic narrative 

in today’s world? Not necessarily.  

 Among the first to question canonical trauma theory was Claire Stocks in her article 

“Trauma theory and the singular self: rethinking extreme experiences in the light of cross 

cultural identity” (2007). She observes, “much of the canonical theoretical material on trauma 

tends to reinforce rather than challenge what tend to be specifically Western conceptions of the 

self” before discussing many of the theorists previously mentioned, including Herman, Caruth, 

and Tal, specifically in connection with Vietnam. For Stocks, the implication that trauma must 

be read with the assumption that a singular subject is the stable “I” which becomes the 

fragmented “I” post-traumatic event is troubling, especially in connection with post-colonial 

fragmented identities. After noting some of the generalizations in the theory, Stocks pinpoints 

the problem, writing, “It would be inaccurate to suggest that survivors of trauma have nothing in 

common with each other, but it seems that in order to comprehend fully the effects of trauma 

upon the individual subject some appreciation of historical, social and cultural specificity is 

essential” (77). Stocks extrapolates her theory of identity and selfhood not in connection with a 

literary text, but rather, Nicholas Abraham’s and Maria Torok’s psychoanalytical text The Shell 

and The Kernel (1994) and Malcolm Bull’s Seeing Things Hidden (1999), ultimately arguing that 

trauma theory in connection with the “I” identity must continue to evolve beyond previously 

accepted standards (89). 

 The next year, in 2008, the scholarly journal Studies in the Novel chose post-colonial 

trauma as the theme of their Spring/Summer edition, Volume 40. Edited by Stef Craps and Gert 
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Buelens, the issue featured a diverse group of voices united in the effort, as noted in the 

introduction, to address what Craps and Buelens saw as a major concern in trauma theory: by 

“ignoring or marginalizing non-Western traumatic events and histories and non-Western 

theoretical work, trauma studies may actually assist in the perpetuation of Eurocentric views and 

structures that maintain or widen the gap between the West and the rest of the world” (2). In 

doing so, the essays included sought to offer new perspectives on reading trauma in non-Western 

works from around the globe; for example, Ana Miller wrote on personal and collective trauma 

in Achmat Dangor’s Bitter Fruit (2001), a story of a family breakdown in post-apartheid South 

Africa, and Victoria Burrows addressed post-colonial trauma in Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost 

(2000). Burrows’ essay, in particular, offered not only offered a new perspective on Anil’s Ghost 

but provided a much-needed dialogue between post-colonial and trauma studies.  

 Later, in 2012, Craps continued his own efforts in expounding on a new theory of trauma 

by publishing Post-Colonial Witnessing: Trauma Out of Bounds. In this short collection of 

essays, Craps provides an extensive critique of the problems of canonical trauma theory, 

extrapolating how trauma theory has become universally accepted but remains culturally-

specific, i.e., developed through a lens which is both Western and male, and thus, fails at its 

mission of cross-cultural engagement. As soon as the second page of Post-Colonial Witnessing, 

Craps unpacks four major failings of canonical trauma theory:  

 They fail on at least four counts: they marginalize or ignore traumatic 

experiences of non-Western or minority cultures, they tend to take for granted the 

universal validity of definitions of trauma and recovery that have developed out of 

the history of Western modernity, they often favor or even prescribe a modernist 

aesthetic of fragmentation and aporia as uniquely suited to the task of bearing 

witness to trauma, and they generally disregard the connections between 

metropolitan and non-Western or minority traumas. As a result of all of this, 

rather than promoting cross-cultural solidarity, trauma theory risks assisting in the 
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perpetuation of the very beliefs, practices, and structures that maintain existing 

injustices and inequalities. (2) 

 In the following chapters, Craps systematically unpacks each of these accusations before 

applying his own evolved theory of reading trauma within context to a wide range of novels.  For 

example, he reads South African writer Sindiwe Magona’s Mother to Mother (1999) as a critique 

of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission as opposed to simply opposed to 

simply mapping Western conceptions onto a South African experience. Likewise, Craps reads 

David Dadydeen’s epic “Turner” (2002) and Fred D’Aguiar’s novel Feeding the Ghosts (1998) 

as texts which disrupt the popular narrative that the racist attitudes and practices of a singular 

event (in these cases, the Middle Passage) are over and we live in an enlightened society. Craps 

finishes his work with a plea: that we must foster an attunement to “previously unheard 

suffering” and account for a “broad range of traumatic histories” in an effort to not only address 

past and present injustices but actually adopt a trauma theory which is true to its ethical 

possibilities (127). 

 The publication of Post-Colonial Witnessing coincided with the hosting of an 

interdisciplinary conference on trauma, Interrogating Trauma in the Humanities, held in London 

in August 2012. Keynote speakers included Caruth, Tal, and Anne Whitehead. In his report on 

the event, published as the “A New Century of Trauma” (2012) in the open-access journal 

Alluvim, Lewis Ward noted that discussions focused on: 

the pros and cons of expanding interdisciplinarity, as seen in, for example, the 

emergence of the medical humanities; widespread fears over the normalization 

and over-politicization of trauma; and the continuing opposition between 

epistemological-linguistic approaches and what Tal calls “the reality of trauma”. 

All of these issues may impact on the study of contemporary literature, insofar as 

it continues to engage with trauma-related themes such as war, exile, memory and 

identity. 
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 Because of it being a report, Ward did not draw any new conclusions; rather, it was a 

merely an overview of the proceedings and some highlighting of upcoming texts within the field. 

However, it was interesting to note that since it was published in an online forum, Caruth 

actually responded to it, stating in the comment section on September 8, 2015:  

Thank you for attempting to help people begin to read in this field. However, I 

want to make it clear that nowhere do I say that one should not try to enter 

therapy for trauma! Nor do I sacralize it. All of my readings turn from a repetition 

of incomprehensible death to that of survival. LaCapra and others have seriously 

misread me. That the trauma is never a single thing in Freud–it is always a missed 

encounter with death and with survival–means that its truth can't be reduced to a 

single encounter or "fact." Of course much needs to be done in the work on 

trauma and it is welcomed; false debates, however, do not get us further along.  

 

One of the most provocative aspects of Caruth’s comment is her commitment to Freud; she 

remains a devoted student to the Western viewpoint of trauma as articulated by Freud. This is 

further evidenced in her 2013 collection of essays, Literature in the Ashes of History, a volume 

which was previewed by Ward in his report. While trauma plays a role in many of the essays, 

there remains a committed focus to either discussing Freud (as Caruth does, in the opening essay 

on Beyond the Pleasure Principle) or using a Freudian framework.  

 In 2014, Buelens, along with fellow editors Sam Durrant and Robert Eaglestone, 

continued the work he began with the 2008 publication of Studies in Novel and published The 

Future of Trauma Theory: Contemporary Literary and Cultural Criticism. Similar to the 2008 

volume of Studies in Novel, The Future of Trauma Theory contains a diverse array of voices, 

divided into two sections: history and culture and politics and subjectivity. Interestingly, one of 

the contributors is Dominick LaCapra, who, with Robert Eaglestone, discusses how canonical 

trauma theory may still be productive in engaging with Holocaust reflections and analysis. 
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However, other contributions range from Craps looking at Aminatta Forna’s The Memory of 

Love (2010), set in a post-civil war Sierra Leone, Nouri Gana discussing colonial suffering and 

the Lebanese Civil War by looking at Elias Khoury’s City Gates (2007), and a contribution by 

Roger Luckhurst discussing trauma and science fiction. What emerges is what has already been 

previously referenced: trauma remains a complex subject not easily reduced to a single 

framework.  

Towards a Global Reading of Trauma 

 Since trauma may not be – or should not be - easily reduced, it is concerning that in the 

humanities, scholars continue to singularly reference the fragmented, Modernist aesthetic utilized 

by Caruth and her peers. This is even more concerning when considering our current context and 

the prevalence of trauma public discourse, which has often redirected the conversation to a 

commodification of trauma and the tokenization of traumatized bodies. In doing so, we risk 

effectively silencing voices and downplaying experiences. It is my suggestion that we extend our 

reading and teaching of trauma to be more expansive and inclusive of multiple traumas, multiple 

contexts, and multiple bodies in order to better understand the multiple meanings of these stories, 

and more broadly, to fully engage with what literature can do for understanding. First, we must 

consider the context of the initial wounding and the aftermath in an effort to more fully 

understand how trauma, in different contexts, takes on different meanings for both individuals 

and communities. For example, the trauma of sexual assault in Morrison’s Beloved (1987), in the 

context of American slavery, is much different than state-sanctioned sexual assault in Edwidge 

Danicat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994). Second, we need to amend the idea that trauma can only 

be understood as the aftermath of a singular event and instead, consider trauma as potentially a 

response to both the past finished and the past on-going, which is particularly useful in reading 
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the collective trauma of marginalized populations, such as the trauma of indigenous people in 

Terese Marie Mailhot’s Heartberries (2018). We must also attend more fully to the language of 

the traumatized than the singular fragmented trauma trope, such as in Junot Diaz’s The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), a novel which represents the trauma of the Dominican 

people oppressed under the Dictator Rafael Trujillo without the use of the trauma aesthetic. 

Finally, we must consider how trauma manifests and is represented in bodies, particularly bodies 

of color in larger, oppressive systems, such as the Arabic protagonist of Fadia Faqir’s The Cry of 

the Dove (2007), who finds herself traumatized after a forced emigration to England in order to a 

avoid a fatwa.  

The reminder of this project will extrapolate this theory more fully by reading a selection 

of the above-mentioned texts with a global lens of trauma. It is my hope that reading – and 

teaching these novels – with this mode of inquiry, we avoid the narrower focus of previous 

methods, creating an opportunity to ask more productive questions and engage with the novels in 

a way which fosters understanding, critical thinking, and even empathy. Our students then, as 

citizens of an increasingly-global world, will gain from not only reading these texts, but 

understanding them on this deeper level.  
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CHAPTER 3 

WAR AND THE AFTERMATH: RUINED AND RUINS 

The memory of war, however, like all memory, is mostly local. – Susan Sontag, 

Regarding the Pain of Others, 2003 

  

 The relentless rattle of gunfire. The peculiar silence after explosions. The visual of bodies 

blown to pieces. The aftermath: a lone soldier, home from battle and suffering from PTSD, who 

regularly has his (these soldiers are often identified as male) present reality ripped apart by sights 

and sounds of the aforementioned bodies and gunfire – until, amid personal strife, he is forced to 

seek therapeutic attention. Years of Hollywood blockbusters have created a student audience 

familiar with the sights and sounds of war, and the common narratives of post-war trauma, even 

if they have been privileged enough to remain a safe distance from the reality. However, in the 

unlikely event a student audience is not familiar with these narratives from the media, cinema, or 

literature, commonly-taught war literature, often found included on Intro to Literature or Special 

Topics courses, easily re-enforces these narratives to students. Lynne Hanley, in discussing 

collective cultural memory of war, notes that war literature in the academy remains “almost 

exclusively the product of white English and American men” (20). For example, in an informal 

survey of online sample syllabus tagged “War and Literature,” common readings typically 

include Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried (1990) and Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse 

Five (1969)23. While these are compelling reading, they also reflect a patriarchal view of war as a 

singularly male experience focused on combat and post-combat concerns. However, war is not a 

                                                           
23 In the nature of full disclosure, I often use a writing assignment associated with “The Things They Carried” as an 

opening diagnostic and icebreaker in both literature and composition classrooms in which I require the students 

read the associated short story and then compose a self-reflective essay on what they “carry,” literally and 

figuratively. However, I also include my own “What I Carry,” along with a student model, in order to add additional 

voices to the experience.  
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singular experience with a clearly defined and linear timeline, nor should the “lone soldier” 

narrative remain as singular way to represent the trauma of war, even if it is the most common. 

Conversely, war is experienced both on the frontlines and at home and has lingering effects not 

only on those involved in combat, but on those traditionally seen as non-combatants, who may 

experience different kinds of trauma both during and after strife. When we teach war as either a 

singular experience, or as a male experience, or both, what is lost is the additional voices of war 

– those who may have never fired a weapon but lived among the fighting, experienced daily 

fears of death, watched as familiar streets were ripped apart and social bonds were altered, and 

were left to pick up the pieces of a post-war world. These experiences of war are as equally 

important in a fuller understanding as dispatches from the frontlines. These narratives, though 

not traditional war narratives, also deserve to be understood as part of the larger conversation 

surrounding war literature and depictions of traumatic war experiences. 

This chapter will first briefly explain the connection between trauma and traditional war 

literature – which often recounts battle experiences or post-war narratives of soldiers fighting 

psychological battles after returning home- before explicating the long relationship between war 

and canonical trauma theory. It will then propose an alternative way to read war trauma 

narratives, especially non- combatant narratives which counter traditional war trauma narratives. 

To demonstrate this methodology, I will first untangle some of the origins of trauma theory as it 

was developed in relation to war, and then I will critically examine three novels: Hanan al-

Shaykh’s Beirut Blues (1995), the story of the Lebanese Civil War as told in the epistolary style 

by a young Lebanese woman; Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost (2000), a novel featuring 

protagonist Anil Tissera, a former Sir Lankan turned Western forensic scientist and the 

characters she encounters on her return to her homeland during the Sri Lankan Civil War; and 
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Nora Okja Keller’s Fox Girl (2002), a complex novel which tells the story of “throwaway” 

children who were products of the Korean War coming of age in a military camp in the 1960’s. 

On the surface, these novels appear unrelated, dealing with radically different war-torn or post-

war societies across the global, with different protagonists and plotlines. However, thematically, 

they remain similar, as each tell a story about the lingering effects of war both on individuals and 

on society collectively. Even more so, they represent a selection of literature which first, is not 

frequently read and second, not commonly categorized as “trauma literature” within the narrow 

confines of the genre definition.  By reading them more closely with a global theory of trauma 

which places emphasis on the language of trauma, spoken in context, and with attention to these 

bodies, these once-silenced stories – the unspoken causalities of war – are not only heard but 

even understood as part of the trauma of war. In teaching these texts, students may gain a greater 

understanding of the long-term and widespread effects of war across the world.  

Valor and Glory? Major Themes and Motivations of War Narratives 

 Catharine Savage Brosman argues that war remains perhaps the most universal of literary 

topics, noting that “no other literary rendering of human experience has exercised such an 

extensive influence on human behavior” (85). With a research question focused on “what does 

war literature do for the audience?” Brosman writes: 

Fiction, drama, and poetry concerning war tend toward recording not simply the 

causes and conduct of armed conflict or individual battles but the manner in 

which they are lived, felt, used, and transformed by participants. This subjective 

element is what readers seek in works in the imaginative mode, as opposed to 

histories; they bring a type of satisfaction different from that of simply knowing 

the facts and carry a mark of authenticity and truth that, paradoxically, more 

objective histories rarely attain. This authenticity and satisfaction come from a 

powerful appeal to readers' imaginations through identification with characters 

and their emotions and through literary language. (85-86) 



62 

 

 After establishing this connection to audience, Brosman neatly outlines what she 

identifies as the three main purposes of war literature to modern audiences: first, to establish a 

national pride and purpose and “inspire a bellicose spirit” (87); second, and completely opposite, 

to support pacifism by illustrating the painful realities of the military and the horrifying effects of 

the war on individuals and societies (89); and finally, “as a way of resolving, or attempting to 

resolve, war experiences whose recurring trauma must be relived, reexamined, and, through an 

apparent catharsis, accepted” (90). It is this third and final way, Brosman argues, that is most 

familiar to contemporary readers, and she cites examples from literary depictions of World War 

II and the Vietnam War, including texts from authors such as Randall Jarrell, Norman Mailer, 

Tim O'Brien, Walter McDonald, and G. C. Hendricks24. Certainly, these are names which often 

appear on syllabus. However, again, we see a focus on war as a singular and male experience; 

this theory is not entirely accurate for novels depicting the stores of those whose experiences 

were shaped by war but never experienced combat. Likewise, Brosman’s final point on trauma is 

underscored by an understanding of trauma which assumes that the trauma of war can be 

“reexamined” and “accepted.” Perhaps for someone returning from the battle field, this is a 

possible outcome25. However, can catharsis really be achieved, particularly for a non-combatant 

whose war-time trauma is more likely to be less the battlefield and more the total ruination of the 

home front, or a complete social rupture? If, as Brosman suggests in her second point, war 

literature is intended to show the horrifying effects of war on the individual and society, then we 

                                                           
24According to Brosman, “the rewriting of their experience did not mean only making art from life, as is the case 

for all literature based upon personal experience, but also reexamining personal and moral issues and sometimes 

attempting to exorcise demons of fear and guilt. Readers have come to expect this in their war literature, so much 

so that, especially in the case of post-Vietnam writing, it can be argued that reconstructions of the experiences of 

battle may serve as a collective catharsis, not just a personal one” (90). 

 
25 Although I would not suggest this is always the outcome; this guideline is too neat an explanation, and 

negotiating trauma is hardly ever a neat process.  
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must acknowledge that such effects may be long-standing and more widespread than initially 

conceived.  

War and Trauma 

Canonical trauma theory and war have a long history together; in the psychological field, 

the main tenets of trauma theory were developed in relation to experiences soldiers had when 

returning home from battle. According to Matthew J. Friedman, Senior Advisor and former 

Executive Director, National Center for PTSD, before the word “trauma” ever entered into 

common lexicon, war exposure was an area of interest in the medical community; as early as 

1761, Austrian physician Josef Leopold wrote about feelings of sadness, sleep issues, anxiety, 

and missing home among soldiers exposed to combat (Friedman). This was augmented by U.S. 

doctor Jacob Mendez Da Costa who studied Civil War soldiers who reported having a rapid 

pulse, irregular heartbeat, and feeling of anxiety (Friedman). By 1919, soldiers were returning 

home from World War I displaying signs of “shell shock” or war neuroses” (Friedman). Though 

not completely understood at the time, the condition was prevalent enough to enter the common 

lexicon and later, start appearing in literature.  

 One such example is the character of Septimus Smith from Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. 

Dalloway (1925). Indeed, some scholars suggest that long before the notion of “trauma 

literature” or “trauma narrative” was an identified category, Modernist writers such as Woolf 

were dedicated to depicting a post-war traumatized society. Their replication of trauma as 

fragmented, fleeting, overwhelming past memories imposing themselves over present realities 

was foundational in forming an accept theory of literary traumatic representation. Karen De 

Meester writes, “In fact, the modernist literary works written in the decade after World War I 

constitute a literature of trauma: their forms often replicate the damaged psyche of a trauma 
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survivor and their contents often portray his characteristic disorientation and despair” (649). In 

Mrs. Dalloway, Septimus is characterized as a typical young English man who was among the 

first to sign up to defend England in the war, survived, and returned a broken man. Unable to 

form a connection with his Italian wife Rezia or society at large, Septimus is repeatedly 

described as being “unable to feel” (Woolf loc 546). In addition to being plagued with feelings of 

disconnection and depression, Septimus is often assaulted with visions of his friend Evans, who 

was killed in the War: 

He sang. Evans answered from behind the tree. The dead were in Thessaly, Evans 

sang, among the orchids. There they waited till the War was over, and now the 

dead, now Evans himself — 

“For God’s sake don’t come!” Septimus cried out. For he could not look upon the 

dead. 

But the branches parted. A man in grey was actually walking towards them. It was 

Evans! But no mud was on him; no wounds; he was not changed. I must tell the 

whole world, Septimus cried, raising his hand (as the dead man in the grey suit 

came nearer), raising his hand like some colossal figure who has lamented the fate 

of man for ages in the desert alone with his hands pressed to his forehead, furrows 

of despair on his cheeks, and now sees light on the desert’s edge which broadens 

and strikes the iron-black figure (and Septimus half rose from his chair), and with 

legions of men prostrate behind him he, the giant mourner, receives for one 

moment on his face the whole — 

“But I am so unhappy, Septimus,” said Rezia trying to make him sit down. (loc 

2224) 

  

In this short passage from a park setting, Septimus “hears” Evans answering him and 

“sees” his dead friend walking towards in a clear example of past traumatic memory imposing 

over present reality. The fragmented language and auditory and visual hallucination is 

characteristic of traditional trauma representation as championed by Cathy Caruth and replicated 

by her successors.   
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 However, even as the definition of trauma has been developed in response to veterans, 

trauma is not a condition reserved solely for those who saw battle. By 1980, when the actual 

definition of PTSD was added to the DMS-III, the definition of trauma had been expanded to any 

experience beyond “normal” stress-inducing experiences of life (”PTSD”). According to 

Friedman: 

In its initial DSM-III formulation, a traumatic event was conceptualized as a 

catastrophic stressor that was outside the range of usual human experience. The 

framers of the original PTSD diagnosis had in mind events such as war, torture, 

rape, the Nazi Holocaust, the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 

natural disasters (such as earthquakes, hurricanes, and volcano eruptions), and 

human-made disasters (such as factory explosions, airplane crashes, and 

automobile accidents). They considered traumatic events to be clearly different 

from the very painful stressors that constitute the normal vicissitudes of life such 

as divorce, failure, rejection, serious illness, financial reverses, and the like. 

(“PTSD”) 

  

Since this initial definition, the definition of PTSD has been revised twice more26. The 

greatest changes to the PTSD criteria came in the current edition of the DSM-V when the 

American Psychiatric Association moved the condition from the category of “anxiety disorders” 

and into a new chapter titled “Trauma and Stress-or Related Disorders.” Additionally, they 

developed eight different criteria, further nuancing the condition to include greater discussion of 

the behaviors associated with PTSD and expanding it to include sexual assault and those who 

work in high-stress professions, such as police officers and EMTs (American Psychiatric 

Association). These more nuanced criteria are somewhat useful in supporting the need for a more 

                                                           
26According to Isaac R. Galatzer-Levy and Richard A. Bryant, the history of the diagnostic criteria is nearly as 

complex as the condition itself. They confirm Friedman’s perspective that the initial diagnosis was formed in 

response to a “catastrophic stressor” and highlight how, for the DMS-IV, a “more inclusive” criteria was developed; 

one which included “experiencing, witnessing, or otherwise being confronted with any event” relating to harm to 

self or others (653). 
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nuanced theory of trauma, regardless of field, and particularly in traumatic representation, 

because their addition to the DSM-V suggests a greater variety of trauma-inducing experiences.   

 In accepted trauma theory, much as been developed around the sole-combatant war 

narratives. For example, Dominick LaCapra (working from a historical perspective) and 

psychoanalyst Shoshanna Felman have both extended trauma theory by working with Holocaust 

survivors. In particular, the chapter titled “Education and Crisis” in Felman’s and Dori Laub’s 

Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History (1992) has gained 

considerable traction, being cited close to 800 times in fields as varied as psychology, literature, 

pedagogy, history, and political science2728. In the chapter, Felman recounts teaching a course 

themed on testimony which explored authors such as Camus, Dostoevsky, Freud, Mallarme, and 

Celan as well as screening two testimonial videotapes borrowed from the Video Archive for 

Holocaust Testimonies at Yale (40-41). She emphasizes the significance on listening to 

testimony and using art as testimony “both as the subject of…drama and as the medium 

of…literal transmission” (5)29. Felman spends much of the last part of this chapter discussing the 

“impact” of watching Holocaust testimonials on her students, an experience which, according to 

her, resulted in deep distress of the students, collectively. Reflecting on the reaction, Felman 

suggests that this is the burden of the witness and the power of testimony and, in particular, war 

testimony: to facilitate a survivor’s healing through a speech act intended to change the witness 

                                                           
27 According to both a Google Scholar search (783 results) and a JSTOR search (782 results) conducted on August 

28, 2018.  
28 It should also be noted that this essay was reprinted in Cathy Caruth’s multi-disciplinary collection Trauma: 

Explorations in Memory (1995). 
29Testimony, she claims, is, “a ‘discursive practice” and to “testify- to vow to tell, to promise and produce one’s 

own speech as material evidence for truth – is to accomplish a speech act, rather than simply formulate a 

statement. As a performative speech act, testimony in effect addresses what in history is action that exceeds any 

substantialized significance, and what in happenings is impact that dynamically explodes any conceptual 

reifications and any constitutive delimitations” (italics hers) (5). 
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through a reaction which in turn, educates the witness, inspires empathy, and facilitates a 

resolution. However, I ultimately disagree with Felman and her methods; first, from an 

educator’s perspective, I question her decision to present sensitive material without providing 

proper support for students. I suggest that teaching trauma requires an informed approach about 

both the material and class management: an educator should be prepared with not only an 

understanding of the types of trauma in a text, but also how to present the trauma with sensitivity 

and understanding. Did Felman provide a trigger warning? What was the scaffolding discussion 

which culminated in the viewing of the text? Were the students guided in their critical 

understanding? Unfortunately, the account does not provide these answers. Second, returning to 

the problems of witnessing I outlined in Chapter One of this project, I also question if the 

students were adequately equipped to handle the role of witness, or if they were already 

experiencing a kind of “compassion fatigue” or “burnout” which would not allow them the 

emotional stamina to process the sensitive material. Ultimately, I consider this example of what-

not-to-do when teaching trauma, and I re-emphasize the need for educators to not only of their 

own mode of inquiry, but use that mode to guide students to effective and critical understanding 

of the material. 

Less focused on individual witnessing and more interested in broader collective 

narratives, Kali Tal, in her Worlds of Hurt: Reading the Literatures of Trauma (1996), has 

developed other aspects of trauma theory by focusing on the cultural impact of the Holocaust and 

the Vietnam War30. As a cultural critic, Tal is more invested in producing a “cultural-political 

inquiry {which} moves back and forth between the effects of trauma upon individual survivors 

                                                           
30 It should be noted that Tal heavily criticizes Felman for the “hubris” in her approach to trauma testimony in 

“Education and Crisis,” suggesting that Felman’s approach is unrealistic and unethical.  
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and the manner in which that trauma is reflected and revised in the larger, collective political and 

cultural world (5)31. However, Tal’s interest remains in cultural criticism; even as she works with 

literature, her focus, rather than how trauma is represented, is on how literature serves as a 

symbol and what that means in the larger cultural commentary, as opposed to more recognizable 

approaches to literary analysis. For example, in the two chapters she dedicates to discussing the 

metonym of “Vietnam,” she focuses on Michael Herr’s New Journalism piece Dispatches 

(1977), the genre-bending work of Tim O’Brien, and Vietnam poet and memoirist W.D. Ehrhart 

without discussing the distinctions between genre and form or how these influence 

representation.  

While working with the concept of war and the literature of war, especially the accounts 

of Holocaust survivors, has proved fruitful for canonical trauma theorists, to exclude non-

combatant narratives from discussions of war literature is to do a grave disservice to those who 

deserve to hear their voices heard about their wartime or post-wartime experiences, particularly 

those who speak from the non-American position of an American-led initiative or those speaking 

of a war without U.S. involvement32. Primarily, these theorists remained constrained by several 

criteria: first, the concepts were developed predominantly in connection with large-scale 

Western-led wars such as the Holocaust, which may not transfer as smoothly in drawing 

                                                           
31In her chapters on both the Holocaust and Vietnam, she argues that these events have become a metonym which 

reflects a codified narrative about these events. She is specifically interested in reviewing how trauma narratives 

work in the larger culture; Tal concludes that for these two wars31, the larger cultural narrative is organized in 

three different ways: first, “mythologization,” during which war narratives enter into a set of common myths which 

can be controlled and predicted; second, “medicalization,” during which the trauma narrative is recast and those 

who suffer are said to be “ill” and must be “cured” by existing treatments, and third, “disappearance,” in which the 

voice of the sufferer disappears or is effectively silenced by loss of credibility (6). Tal extends her theory by looking 

at membership in different groups: those who have been traumatized by specific events (like a war) vs. those who 

have not been, and those who are traumatized by systemic oppression vs. groups who do not belong to such 

communities (8). 
32 If there really is such a thing!  
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conclusions from alternative narratives about the effects of war on individuals and society. 

Second, much of war trauma literature and theories of trauma developed in response to war are 

related primarily to narratives of combat – either during or post-combat – instead of those who 

feel the larger effects of living or having lived in a combat zone. Unfortunately, as large-scale 

events, wars affect a great deal more individuals than those who served in a military unit, and the 

effects can be long-lasting on individuals, societies, and landscapes. Additionally, while one 

mode of thinking tends to compare wars, we must question if comparing war trauma narratives is 

an effective way of understanding war itself; a narrative from a U.S. solider returning from 

Vietnam would be very different than say, a narrative about the war experience from a 

Vietnamese citizen or even a Vietnamese U.S. refugee. 

To formulate a new theory of trauma, we must consider how some additional critical 

approaches may be augmented to respond to these concerns in an effort to expand our 

understanding of these representations. First, we must be mindful in understanding our own 

biases when reading non-Western narratives. In Traces of War: Interpreting Ethics and Trauma 

in Twentieth-Century French Writing (2018), Colin Davis quotes Elie Wiesel in explicating the 

dangers of assuming the victim position:  

Who should speak for those who do not speak for themselves – the dead, 

the mute, the traumatized, those who cannot or will not tell their own stories, or 

those who have no story to tell? In his ‘Plaidoyer pour les morts’, Auschwitz 

survivor Elie Wiesel is adamant that no one has the right to speak in the place of 

the victims of atrocity: ‘Vouloir parler au nom des disparus […] c’est précisément 

les humilier. […] Laissez-les donc tranquilles’ (Le Chant des morts, p. 197). We 

cannot speak on their behalf, nor should we even try to understand them: Vous 

voulez comprendre? Il n’y a plus rien à comprendre. Vous voulez savoir? Il n’y a 

plus rien à savoir. Ce n’est pas en jouant avec les mots et avec les morts que vous 

allez comprendre et savoir. Au contraire. Les Anciens disaient: ‘Ceux qui savent 

ne parlent pas; ceux qui parlent ne savent pas’. (Le Chant des morts, p. 219) We 

should not have the arrogance to assume that we can share some part of what 

happened to the victims. And yet not to speak for those who have been silenced, 



70 

 

not to recall, not to study what happened to them in the hope of learning 

something from their stories, would be an act of barbarity in itself, hideously 

complicit with the forces which sought to eliminate them. As Wiesel puts it 

elsewhere [in French], ‘Oublier les morts, serait les trahir. Oublier les victimes 

serait se mettre du côté de leurs bourreaux’ (Discours d’Oslo, p. 27).  (11) 

 

 While Davis – and Wiesel – are primarily concerned with speaking on behalf of victims 

in general, I would argue that scholars need to be especially mindful when, in the “hope of 

learning something from their stories,” are working with non-Western narratives. One only needs 

to return to Edward Said’s 1978 concept of Orientalism as a biased mode of discourse which not 

only emphasizes an East/West division, but also infuses “Eastern” as a more primal, exotic, and 

“othered” space, to see the concerns in interpreting non-Western narratives. Likewise, scholars 

such as Gayatri Spivak in “Can the Subaltern Speak” and Chandra Tapade Mohanty in “Under 

Western Eyes” have further complicated this notion of “speaking”; when knowledge has 

originated from the bias of a white Western men speaking to other white Western men about the 

“other,” are we even able to accurately use these tools of the master’s house to understand other 

narratives, particularly those from feminine and veiled voices? While it would be wonderful to 

be able to say that many eyes have been opened to such biases and actively avoid them, one only 

needs to turn to recent media accounts of non-Western events and societies to understand such 

biases continue to exist. Even when conversations are couched in the idea of “helping” others, it 

cannot be ignored that such discussions are endowed with hues of Orientalism33 and Western 

hubris, and indeed, much of U.S. involvement in wars has been spurred by white savior-ism. To 

avoid this when it comes to reading trauma narratives, understanding the context of the 

representation, to allow for all the factors surrounding the telling, will allow for a deeper, more 

                                                           
33 For example, in Ethan Watters’s Crazy Like Us: The Globalization of the American Psyche (2010), Watters 

recounts humanitarian efforts in post-tsunami Sri Lanka, noting that Western-led efforts of hyperindividualism 

proved ineffective among survivors, as Sri Lankan culture places a greater emphasis on social relationships.  
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engaged witnessing. In this way, we can take Tal’s argument – to read trauma in context – and 

extend it beyond her argument based on Western events. 

 Second, if we are reading trauma in context, we must also acknowledge the specific 

contours of the original event. Much of trauma theory has been developed in regards to a 

singular, definable event, yet war is an on-going, large-scale occurrence which affects a number 

of individuals, not just those involved in combat. Sociologist Kai Erikson, in his article “Notes 

on Trauma and Community” (1995), broadens the definition of trauma by noting the difference 

between individual trauma, which follows the tradition definition of trauma, or a “blow to the 

psyche,”  and community trauma, which is a “blow to the basic tissues of social life that damages 

the bonds attaching people together and impairs the prevailing sense of community” (187); this 

“community trauma,” says Erikson, is much slower and more insidious than individual trauma in 

that the shock of change continues and broadens. He suggests that “sometimes the tissues of 

community can be damaged in much the same way as the tissues of the mind and body….but 

even when that does not happen, traumatic wounds inflicted on individuals can combine to create 

a mood, an ethos – a group culture – that is different from (and more than) the sum of the private 

wounds that make it up” (185)34.  

 Erikson’s theory of individual vs. community trauma as separate concepts which 

additionally, may inform each other, is useful when thinking about large-scale events, whether 

they are natural (like a flood) or technological (like Three Mile Island). His suggestion that these 

are distinctive traumas is especially useful in considering the sense of a shattered community 

when these events are finished and survivors are left amongst the ruins to clean up the rubble. 

                                                           
34To illustrate his point, Erikson draws on a number of community-based traumas: most prominently, a devastating 

flood in a Virginia mountain hollow named Buffalo Creek, and to a lesser extent, the disaster at Three Mile Island 

and the dismantling of an East Colorado housing development following an underground gas leak. 
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However, less useful is Erikson’s support, which is not only primarily drawn from Western 

events but more so, requires trauma-inducing circumstances to have a definable chronological 

sequencing. As history has proved, wars do not fall so tidily into a clear timeline. Ultimately, 

preserving this notion that war affects both the individual and the community at large is 

applicable to this project; we must acknowledge not only the individual’s trauma but also 

consider that, in the event of reading trauma in accounts of large-scale events, we must also 

consider the shattering of the community and corrosive effects of losing established bonds and 

customs in whatever context in which the event occurs. 

Additionally, a third concern regarding trauma scholarship, when used in examining war 

literature, is its emphasis on a time-bound experience without considering the long aftermath of 

war. Indeed, war often results in ruins: ruined landscapes, ruined bodies, and ruined minds. Ann 

Laura Stoler calls into question the notion of “ruin” in her 2008 article “Imperial Debris: 

Reflections on Ruins and Ruination.” Though Stoler does directly state that her interest is in “the 

enduring quality of imperial remains and what they render in impaired states” and not the more 

“immediate violence of Iraq and declared war zones,” her thorough discussion of “ruin” is useful 

in considering the “ruin” which results from war (194). Stoler notes as a noun, “ruins” carry the 

connotation of “enchanted, desolate places” but also argues that far from that Romantic, wistful 

reading, “ruins” are also “sites that condense alternative sense of history” (194). Still, Stoler 

places more emphasis on “ruin” as a verb; “to ruin” implies an “active process,” something 

which is engaged with “ongoing ruination” – processes “that bring ruin upon” (195). She ends 

her discussion with a final summation: “Ruination is an act perpetrated, a condition to which one 

is subject, and a cause of loss,” and highlights the temporality inherent in each condition of 

“ruin” (195); “ruin” can exist as both a past occurrence and an on-going, present process.  
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 Finally, the fourth point pertains to reading literary representations of war and in general, 

the broader problem of negotiating between literary theory and psychological and sociological 

research which occurs across trauma literary scholarship at large. While critics like Felman and 

Tal, even Erikson, are helpful, their perspectives are often from different fields, and to translate 

their research over to literary depictions of war is not always as seamless as literary scholars 

proclaim; indeed, this application, beyond the problems previously discussed, suggests that there 

is no difference between non-fictional data and stylized, fictional representations. Trauma 

theorists have a long history of using examples from literature without attention to the finer 

points of literary analysis, such as genre and language. For example, as previously noted, Tal, as 

a cultural critic, uses a memoir and a poetry collection to augment her discussion Vietnam, and 

while these are compelling examples, she does not denote the literary discussion of each genre. 

To address the more literary aspects of a war representation, one might need to consider the 

guidelines of language or the use of figurative language, or even how war becomes part of a plot 

or character development. A short story about war – for example, Tim O’Brien’s “The Things 

They Carried” – adheres to different genre constraints than Graham Greene’s The Quiet 

American (1955), even if they both speak about the Vietnam War.  

 To address this concern, what would a literary theory of trauma look like when reading 

war literature? How do we push back against the primary theory of Caruth and other theorists 

who have suggested that when reading literature, the “trauma trope,” discernable by the fragment 

nature of past memories breaking over present circumstances, is key in locating trauma in 

literature? To address this, I would suggest a broadening of Caruth’s research to a more evolved 

theory of literary trauma – one which accounts for reading trauma in a global context, which 

accounts for both traumatized bodies and minds, and one which allows for alternative 
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representations of trauma via stylized language. The advantage of broadening this theory allows 

us to read additional novels as exemplars of the trauma narrative genre, even if they do not easily 

fit into the mold set forth by Caruth, and in turn, afford us greater access to their voices and the 

stories they tell. Regarding the three novels in this section: each have a wartime or post-war 

setting, with traumatized characters, yet none can easily be read within the confines of the 

trauma trope as set forth by canonical trauma theory. The emphasis here is not to compare the 

novels, but to demonstrate how reading these novels with a broadened approach to the traumatic 

representation affords a different set of voices to be heard. In turn, not only do these voices join 

the larger conversation about war, but they also afford audiences the opportunity to gain a more 

nuanced understanding of trauma. 

Beirut Blues: A Life in Ruins 

 Published in 1995, Beirut Blues was the third novel by Lebanese writer Hanan al-Shaykh. 

The novel, which is written in the epistolary style by the protagonist Asmahan, is set during the 

Lebanese Civil War, which ran from 1975-1990 and, over the course of its 15 year duration, 

claimed nearly 200,000 lives and caused the emigration of nearly one million Lebanese citizens 

(Gaub). Though on the surface, the war began over a conflict between the Lebanese Phalanges 

Party, a Christian militia, and Palestinian militiamen, it quickly changed into fighting over the 

Lebanese state and its political system (Gaub). According to Florence Gaub, “though the 

Lebanese civil war is often portrayed as a Muslim-Christian conflict, its underlying causes were 

political and not religious in nature” which translated to a greater effect on citizens regardless of 

their religious beliefs (1). As a Lebanese journalist watching the events unfold, al-Shaykh has 

commented at length on the formidable effects of the war on her personally. In a biographical 

article on al-Shaykh previewing the publication of her sixth novel, Only in London (2001), Maya 
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Jaggi relates the following anecdote: “When the Lebanese civil war broke out in 1975, Hanan al-

Shaykh could see Beirut burning from her balcony. She became "obsessed with a sniper, that 

he'd kill me one day.” In desperation, she took the last plane out before the airport was closed, 

and came to London with her two small children, offering a reflection on her mental state: "I was 

so frightened; it was like a black, overwhelming shadow.” Al-Shaykh’s use of figurative 

language in this circumstance is compelling. The ominous implications of the all-encompassing 

black shadow in her simile indicate a looming, unknown, and unfocused force of destruction – 

much like the reality of what happens to a city when it becomes a warzone. This gestures 

towards further possibility that we must expand beyond the trauma trope of fragment language in 

order to understand and assimilate this experience – to be a witness – but still with the same 

dedication to reading the language – to be involved in active witnessing – urged by accepted 

trauma literary theory.  

 In scholarship, Beirut Blues has not garnered as much attention as al-Shaykh’s third 

novel, The Story of Zahra (1980), and of the limited scholarship, most scholars read the novel 

contextualized within discussions of the Arab feminine voice, self-hood, and nationhood. For 

example, Ann Marie Adams focuses on both The Story of Zahra and Beirut Blues, arguing, “al-

Shaykh's texts can be seen as an attempt to redress the gendered discourses that have under- 

girded national endeavors through an increasingly cartographic narrative strategy, a strategy that 

allows the author to "map" a new relationship between women and the nation” (202). Adams’s 

notion of “mapping” out Beirut is compelling in proving her overall argument that al-Shaykh 

creates female characters who respond to their nations and can either be destroyed by them 

(Zahra, protagonist of The Story of Zahra) or who can transcend them through narrated 

alternative “maps,” but in her inquiry, she downplays the possibilities of war as an influencing 
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force. This also closes off the possibility of “witnessing” the trauma of surviving in a war-torn 

landscape – something which features prominently in Beirut Blues – or the additional trauma of 

both a ruined society and ruined countryside. By contrast, focusing on a connection between 

trauma and genre, Walid El Hamamsy postulates that letter writing, as a permissibly “feminine” 

genre, creates a safe space for the female protagonists of Alice Walker’s The Color Purple and 

al-Shaykh’s Beirut Blues to process their traumas in a healthy way, thus achieving catharsis. In 

regards to the war setting of Beirut Blues, he reads the act of letter-writing as a way for Asmahan 

to feel “secure” and restore a sense of integrated and restored selfhood from the fragmented war-

torn self (165-166). Hamamsy’s argument is an excellent starting point for considering Beirut 

Blues as a trauma narrative, but in order to go further, we must bear witness to Asmahan’s 

language– the breaking of her silence – in order to gain in understanding and empathy for her 

experience as a woman living in war-torn Beirut and in turn, more fully understand and 

empathize with the position of a non-combatant suffering the ravages of war.  

 Asmahan’s perceptions unfold over a series of ten letters written to various audiences: to 

her childhood friend Hyatt, who emigrated to Belgium, to her grandmother, to blues singer Billie 

Holiday, to the war itself, and to “My Dear Beirut.” Throughout her letters, Asmahan hints at the 

trauma of living in a war-torn environment by describing her circumstances using figurative 

language. For example, in her second letter, to British humanitarian Jill Morrell35, Asmahan 

writes: 

In short, I’m a hostage just like your friend, lover, fiancé. What does it mean to be 

kidnapped? Being separated forcibly from your environment, family, friends, 

home, bed. So in some strange way I can persuade myself I’m worse off than 

                                                           
35 Morrell was thrust into the public eye when her then-partner, John McCarthy, was kidnapped in Beirut on April 

17, 1986 and held captive for five years until release in August 1991. Morrell began an organization, Friends of 

John McCarthy, as part of international efforts to free McCarthy. Later, the duo penned a memoir, Some Other 

Rainbow, about their shared experience.  



77 

 

them. They rode in a comfortable car which dropped them off by mistake in a city 

of horrors, but I was abducted to a city which resembled the one I’d lived in 

originally with its clear skies, changing clouds, and some small details of life, like 

thyme and sesame pastries and the black soot which always clings to the outer 

wall of the baker’s oven. For I’m still in my own place, but separated from it in a 

painful way; this is my city and I don’t recognize it. I’m a stranger here. (al-

Shakyh 34) 

 

 At first, Asmahan does not display the fragmented language of the trauma trope, nor does 

she suggest she is experiencing audio or visual hallucinations. Instead, she explicates the 

traumatic sensation of feeling unfamiliar with a familiar place – a “painful” sensation which she 

relates to being held “hostage” in her own home, her own “city.” She can still see the same “clear 

skies” and “changing clouds,” and yet, she is a “stranger” in her own home owing to the war 

raging around her. Asmahan is not only suffering the ravages of war, but she is adrift, suffering 

the ravages of one identity lost and another forced upon – a hostage.  

Following this explanation, Asmahan details the way Beirut has changed: from the 

destroyed buildings to the peeling paint to the stagnant water standing in the road, to the shops 

pasted over with Iranian signs in a language which, she claims, has “become a series of riddles, 

its letters mysterious symbols,” with meaning unknown (al-Shakyh 35). She notes, “I tried to use 

a map as the street names and the recognizable landmarks began to change hour by hour, even 

minute by minute. The world is trembling, breaking apart, turning upside down, and the people 

are being transformed” (al-Shakyh 35).  

 In this letter, Asmahan uses the metaphor of a kidnap victim to express the trauma of 

living in a war-torn Beirut. She is a hostage in her own homeland, which is changing by the hour 

due to destruction and rebuilding. Forced into being a stranger in a now-unfamiliar place, 

Asmahan, as the traumatized writer, is unable to express the depths of her trauma and must turn 
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to using figurative language in order to express to a multiple witnesses – Jill and her audience – 

the effect of war on civilian noncombatants. This experience takes its toll on Asmahan; in the 

same letter, she reports, “All the same, I’m always thinking about death. It’s there, and 

sometimes it’s coming towards me. I open my eyes or keep them closed, depending on whether 

I’m interested in seeing and eating and staying alive or indifference and without hope” (al-

Shaykh 38). Her last sentence is open to interpretation; in one perspective, the “it” of death is a 

bullet or bomb waiting to end her life, but from a figurative standpoint, personifying death as an 

“it” figuratively illustrates the trauma of trying to survive war. “It” is always circling, whether 

she is in the midst of fighting or walking down the streets during a cease-fire.   

 Though she does try to speak, Asmahan’s trauma renders her an unreliable speaker. 

While she uses the metaphor of being held hostage in Beirut while the war ranges on, she also 

reports that she may have experienced the actual act of being taken hostage: “Looking back, I 

think I was kidnapped twice” (al-Shaykh 39). She then details an incident when she was 

carjacked by a group of youths while bombs fell around her (al-Shaykh 40). She writes, “I know 

I’ll always be like a kidnap victim and the bitter memories will haunt me” (al-Shaykh 40). 

Though Asmahan’s narrative does not include the trauma trope of fragmented language or 

moments where she details the kidnapping experience overcoming a later circumstance, how she 

identifies herself – as a “kidnap victim” and references “bitter memories” haunting her – 

demonstrate a loss of reality, a denial of the experience, and gesture towards the subsequent 

trauma of this experience.  

 Throughout the letters, Asmahan also uses figurative language to describe the 

experiences of the world around her being destroyed both literally and in terms of the destruction 

of social bonds. For example, in another letter, she writes of watching a bombing: “The 
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collapsing buildings like spotted leopards crashing to the ground. Strange colors for which 

people had no names, as they stood watching overwhelmed by the spectacle of the 

dismemberment of what had constituted everyday life” (al-Shaykh 266). Elsewhere, she details 

the landscape of her daily life: “A building hung its head wearily, its water pipes like coiled 

black snakes. A lamppost leaned over as if it were trying to kiss the ground. Smoke continued to 

rise in the rise and hung there like a black cloud in spring” (al-Shaykh 63-64). In this landscape, 

pleasant memories of past Beirut intermingle with the ruins of present circumstances. Because 

Asmahan is writing from the ruins in an attempt to speak, the canonical trauma trope of the past 

invading the present does not work in reading this section. However, in re-reading this section, 

we can see that she is traumatized by the oppressive circumstances of a society literally ruined.  

 However, from early on, we can also see the trauma of a ruined society in terms of the 

tremendous losses Asmahan has sustained from family and friends emigrating – a constant theme 

throughout the book which is often coupled with images of fragmentation. For example, in the 

first letter, to her best friend Hyatt, who moved to Belgium, Asmahan reports of visiting a 

workshop where craftsmen are attempting to repair stained glass mosaics, which in this letter, 

become a metonymy for Beirut’s citizens. She is particularly moved by the image of a broken 

and discarded mosaic featuring three women: “The dealer grew tired of me squatting there, but I 

was concerned that the women would be destroyed, their goblets, faces, breasts, pulverized 

underfoot after surviving for centuries. Here they were, dying on a dirty ground, walked over by 

men in sneakers, in a room whose walls were regularly rattled by explosions” (al-Shaykh 27). 

This image is particularly compelling owing to the gendered and sexualized overtones: the 

women are fragmented, left on a “dirty” floor, where their “faces” and “breasts” are “walked 

over by men in sneakers.” With Asmahan’s attention so focused on the women, we understand a 
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larger concern for the traumatized female population of Beirut who have been left for violation 

amid the fighting and the “dirty” streets36. Continuing the metonymy of mosaics as Lebanese 

citizens, she breaks off into thinking about the millions who left Lebanon during the war: “I 

thought that it was a crime for them to adorn strange, foreign walls. From time to time I find 

myself criticizing everything that Lebanese expatriates do, and you’re one now. In an attempt to 

escape from the mosaics without buying one…” (al-Shaykh 27-28). In this metaphor, Asmahan 

reflects the overall trauma of the loss of society. Not only is her own life in fragments, but the 

elements of her world have been fragmented via loss of sustainable support systems – the 

“mosaics” who “adorn strange, foreign walls.”  

 In one of the last letters, she contemplates leaving the ruins of Beirut, noting that “For the 

first time, I seem to see Beirut as it really was: a ball inside a ball inside a ball. Dark halls and 

passages opening into one another endlessly” (al-Shaykh 359). Ultimately, she decides against 

leaving, knowing that she cannot escape the war because for too long, the trauma has been 

internalized. Moments before deciding that she will not emigrate and leave her homeland, she 

writes, “What is peace? I carry my way with me wherever I go. I can hear the bullets spraying 

around us now, although the sky is quiet…” (al-Shaykh 361). This final example is actually 

closer to the parameters of the traditional trauma trope in terms of the past imposing over the 

present. However, compared to the scope of examples which come from reading with an 

expanded version of trauma theory, with a focus on Asmahan’s voice speaking from the 

ruination of a permanently changed world, reading this novel more intently yields a better 

                                                           
36 According to Reham ElMorally, “In Lebanon, rape served an important role in the conflict as a ―weapon of war, 

or as a tangible military strategy” as the violation of women was often viewed culturally as a defilement of the 

overall society (146). 
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understanding of the trauma of the Lebanese Civil War, allowing the reader to be a better witness 

to a historical event of which they may have no frame of reference.  

Anil’s Ghost: Ruined Roots 

 Unlike Beirut Blues, Michael Ondaatje’s fourth book, Anil’s Ghost (2001) has been 

widely read and reviewed by scholars, perhaps because the protagonist is poised as a Western-

based subject. In the critically-acclaimed novel, protagonist Anil Tissera, a native Sri Lankan 

who has rejected her homeland for fifteen years to study as a forensic pathologist in the West, 

returns to her civil war-torn homeland as part of a Human Rights investigation into government-

sanctioned murders. On her arrival, she meets with archeologist Sarath, and together they locate 

the bones of a skeleton, nicknamed Sailor, who, though found in an ancient burial ground, 

appears to be someone recently murdered. Much of the plot is centered Anil’s attempts to 

positively identify Sailor as a civilian murdered by the government and avoid her own possible 

death at the hands of government officials determined to cover up state-sponsored violence.  

 Written in a global context and with state-sanctioned violence central to the plotline, it is 

no surprise that the majority of the existing scholarship on Anil’s Ghost deals with questions of 

either global identity or the representation of human rights. For example, Manav Ratti reads 

Anil’s journey of “becoming” as a way of her gaining “humility” and functioning as “an 

emissary of human rights” as her described efforts in exposing state-sanctioned violence allow 

readers access to an understanding of what human rights mean (127). Ratti’s article provides 

several interesting points for my own discussion of trauma, as he addresses the concepts of 

representation, ethics, and witnessing of a third world event. Specifically, he writes: 

How do we know Sri Lanka? Because such ethically-charged phenomena as 

violence and catastrophe are particularly resistant to representation, any effort at 
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representing them will always be haunted by a heightened, if indeed not anxious, 

self-consciousness riven by both aesthetic and ethical concerns. I shall express 

this twin (and twinned) problem of representation and ethics as the 

“semioethical.” The problem becomes contiguous with its own solution: any 

representation will be an auto-representation, an auto-critique, launched from the 

domain of the semioethical itself. (127) 

  

Furthering his discussion, Ratti utilizes Mieke Bal’s “Aestheticizing Catastrophe,” in 

which she argues that a catastrophe – and subsequent trauma – create an additional interest in a 

text, a desire to remove the public-private divide and commit to move towards a deeper 

understanding. Ratti’s interpretation of Bal’s research is particularly useful in suggesting why we 

read trauma literature – that to learn of trauma-inducing events already commands an additional 

level of attention beyond causal interest. However, it would be useful to actually define what 

“committed interest” is when reading trauma narratives. Rosemary Winslow argues that, when 

reading representations of trauma vis-à-vis the traditional “trauma trope,” in order to “understand 

trauma narratives, we have to look inside, not just for facts of events but for the language that 

binds meaning and significance to them. We have to read their language more fully than we are 

used to doing” (607). 

 We must ask: are scholars already reading the trauma of Anil’s Ghost for “meaning and 

significance?” What is our level of interest? Some scholars have committed to looking at Anil’s 

Ghost as a trauma narrative, although, like Ratti, most are situated within the discussion of 

human rights and representation, not the language of trauma. For example, Margaret Scanlan 

reviews the horrors of the Sri Lankan civil war before suggesting that the fragmented narrative 

structure of the novel, which forces the reader to piece together the events of the war, replicates 

terror of that event and the ensuing trauma. Similarly, Victoria Burrows, in her review of 

postcolonial trauma, relies on traditional trauma scholarship – in particular, Caruth –as part of 
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her discussion, but does note that trauma theory was developed from a Western space of 

whiteness and therefore, it may be somewhat ineffective in reading Anil’s Ghost. Rather, 

Burrows attempts to amalgamate trauma theory with postcolonial scholarship in order to argue 

“that Ondaatje's famously fragmentary and ambivalent narrative exposes the way in which the 

developed world turns away from the experience of trauma that so often blights the existence of 

many postcolonial subjects in different parts of the developing world” (162). Burrows suggest 

this is done through Anil is, at first, fully Westernized, unable to “see” the effects of the Sir 

Lankan war and only is Anil able to access the trauma through the postcolonial other through 

“traceable truths,” i.e. the skeleton of Sailor (Burrows 172).  

 Indeed, Sailor is a symbol of trauma, but I would actually expand on Burrows’ discussion 

and suggest that it is through the body of Sailor that Anil begins to witness the trauma of her 

native land and intuit the ruins of her homeland; i.e., embrace her ruined roots. Additionally, vis-

à-vis her perspective, the reading audience also witnesses the larger trauma of the civil war and 

state-sponsored violence with the additional appeal of experiencing it through a Western-based 

protagonist. I would also suggest that textual evidence supports that, instead of Anil being 

distanced by her scientific background, it allows her a different perspective on trauma; through 

the bones she works on, Anil reads trauma, which positions her uniquely to move from reading 

trauma clinically to witnessing it on a deeper level – an understanding of suffering.  

 In the early pages of the novel, a conversation between Anil and secondary character 

Sarath demonstrates the depth of the civil war’s impact: 

The bodies turn up weekly now. The height of the terror was ‘eighty-eight and 

‘eighty-nine, but of course it was going on long before that. Every side was killing 

and hiding the evidence. Every side (italics intended). This is an unofficial war, 

no one wants to alienate the foreign powers. So it’s secret gangs and squads…A 

couple of years ago people just started disappearing. Or bodies kept being found 
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burned beyond recognition. There’s no hope of affixing blame. And no one can 

tell who the victims are. (Ondaatje 17) 

  

Thus, from early on, atrocities are established; Anil “witnesses” the abstract horror of the 

war through the general overview of the atmosphere of mistrust and fear, the idea of nameless 

victims, burned bodies, and an inability to know the perpetrators or even understand the 

ideologies fueling the violence. However, as the plot moves forward and Sailor becomes a 

symbol of those unnamed victims, Anil herself undergoes transformation as her witnessing 

moves from the general descriptions to someone who is open to the suffering and has gained 

empathy for those who suffer.   

Burrows briefly quotes Anil’s revealed thinking after she “meets” Sailor for the first time. 

Looking at the skeleton, she thinks: “Who was he” This representative of all those lost voices. To 

give him a name would name the rest” (Ondaatje 56). However, what Burrows neglects to 

mention is the developing relationship between Anil and Sailor, and how she begins to “hear” his 

voice. Soon after acquiring Sailor, Anil dreams of him during a fever dream: 

 They taped down sheets from the Sunday Observer so the pages covered 

the floor. You have the felt pen? Yes. She began removing her clothes, her back to 

him, then lay down next to the skeleton of Sailor….He was using the felt marker to 

trace her shape. You will have to put your arms down for a moment. She could 

feel the pen move around her hands and alongside her waist, then down her legs, 

both sides, so he linked the blue outlines at the base of her heels.  

 She rose out of the outline, turned back and saw he had drawn outlines of 

the four skeletons as well. (Ondaatje 61-62) 

 

 Reading this through the lens of canonical trauma theory, Caruth and others would 

suggest this as a sign of trauma, as one of the intrusive ways trauma appears is through 

dreaming. However, to read this using an expanded definition of trauma is to access it on deeper 
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levels. Contextually, Anil is removed from her homeland; by placing her body around the 

skeletons, we can read this dream as the beginning of her accessing her ruined roots and 

witnessing the larger trauma of Sri Lankans killed. The skeletons and their outlines – along with 

hers among them – gesture towards a fellowship, a shared understanding. She is no longer the 

removed Western scientist with Sri Lankan roots – she is figuratively among her dead, yet alive 

to her roots for the perhaps the first time since coming to the West.  

 As Sailor’s story unfolds in the ruins of the Sri Lankan landscape, Anil and Sarath work 

to discover Sailor’s identity; their process includes contracting a painter, Ananda, to reconstruct 

Sailor’s head. As a secondary character attached to Sailor, Ananda brings his own trauma to the 

narrative: he self-medicates through alcohol after the abduction of his wife, whose story, 

revealed in italicized inserts, is of being taken while walking to school and seeing the heads of 

children marking her path (174-175). Ananda reconstructs Sailor’s head and despite her time 

with the bones, Anil is affected by the sight: 

 But what affected her – who felt she knew every physical aspect about Sailor, 

who had been alongside him now in his posthumous life as they traveled across 

the country, who had slept in a chair all night while he lay on the table in the 

Bandarawela rest house, who know every mark of trauma from his childhood – 

was that this head was not just how someone possibly looked, it was a specific 

person. It revealed a distinct personality, as real as the head of Sarath. As if she 

was finally meeting a person who had been described to her in letters, or someone 

she had once lifted up as a child who was now an adult. (Ondaatje 184-185) 

 

 In final sentences of this section, Anil returns to an unknown past – Sailor’s past and the 

past of many Sri Lankans killed during the war - to explain the trauma of seeing the 

reconstruction of Sailor for the first time. No longer is this a skeleton and she a scientist; rather, 

this is an individual with a personality, and more so, an individual whom Anil identities as 
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having personal ties with because of her own once-denied Sri Lankan roots: descriptions from a 

letter, or a now-grown child she once lifted into the air.  

 In one of the concluding sections of the book, Anil faces government officials to give her 

report. Sarath, who is listening to her, notes a significant statement: “Then he heard her say, ‘I 

think you murdered hundreds of us.’ Hundreds of us. Sarath thought to himself. Fifteen years 

away and she is finally us” (italics intended) (Ondaatje 272). This change in pronoun is 

significant; Anil is no longer the detached Westernized scientist but someone who has grown 

into witnessing the atrocities on a more significant level.  

 Reading Anil’s Ghost with an expanded definition of trauma yields a deeper 

understanding than the canonical approach offers. Certainly, some aspects remain: for example, 

Anil’s nightmare of Sailor, which harkens to the trauma trope of traditional trauma theory. 

However, Anil’s language is not fragmented; on the contrary, for much of novel, she remains 

safely within the Westernized speech of the science community. However, as the novel 

progresses, Anil moves from detached viewer to embracing her own ruined roots in her 

homeland. While the novel also details other acts of violence associated with state-sanctioned 

violence, the central narrative is Anil’s – of understanding the trauma of the Sri Lankan civil war 

at a deeper, more significant level – one which puts a face and gives a name and backstory to the 

symbol of Sailor. Through Sailor, Anil not only re-embraces her roots, she also witnesses the 

trauma of the Sri Lankan civil war on a more personal level, understanding it as part of her own 

long-denied ties with the community. As Anil moves towards this embrace, the reading audience, 

witnessing vis-à-vis Anil, is afforded a fuller understanding of the dark history of this civil war 

and the ruination of the country and society. Teaching Anil’s Ghost as a trauma narrative affords 

multiple opportunities for students to critically engage: an understanding of Sri Lankan society, 
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of the crippling effects of civil war and state-sanctioned violence on not only those physically 

harmed, but those who experience the effects second-hand, and of how the denial or 

acknowledgement of roots can continue to affect an individual.  

Fox Girl: The Trauma of Hybridity 

 Like Beirut Blues, Nora Okja Keller’s second novel, Fox Girl (2002), has not inspired 

much critical commentary. Indeed, Allison Layfield notes that when Keller’s first novel, Comfort 

Woman (1997), has unequivocally been better received by readers both popularly and in 

scholarship, drawing comparisons between the two novels by analyzing the data of MLA-listed 

scholarship, Amazon reader reviews, and achievements awarded37. She notes that this 

discrepancy is “surprising” owing to the similarity in both novels’ subject matter: the sexual 

exploitation of Korean women. Layfield suggests this discrepancy can be attributed to three key 

factors: first, publication timing, as Comfort Woman was published during a time when 

historically, silenced tales of “comfort women” were coming to the forefront of public 

knowledge for the first time (67); second, that the plot of Comfort Woman aligns more deeply 

with reader expectations of a mother-daughter narrative in Asian American literature (68-69); 

and third, that certain aspects of Fox Girl’s narrative – the difficulty about reading about teenage 

sex work, the breakdown of traditional family values, the portrayal of the United States as an 

oppressor vs. a savoir – make the novel unpalatable for readers (70-71). This reception would 

have been additionally heightened by publishing context; in a post-9/11 world, Americans were 

not entirely ready to read an anti-American narrative.  

                                                           
37Specifically, at the time of the article’s publication, she notes that Comfort Woman has been addressed a great 

deal more often for mainstream media reviews, has received almost double the number of entries on MLA, and on 

Amazon.com, has garnered thirty-three reviews compared to Fox Girl’s thirteen (66). Additionally, Layfield also 

notes that Comfort Woman was the recipient of a number of honors and awards; Fox Girl was not (67). 
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 When Fox Girl is discussed in scholarship, it is most often discussed in connection with 

Comfort Woman and their shared theme of female sexual exploitation38. For example, both 

novels feature as part of the discussion of historical research in Grace M. Cho’s Haunting the 

Korea Diaspora (2008), contextualized within a discussion of the “Forgotten War” and the 

horrors which resulted, both on individuals and society at large. In additional scholarship, Cho 

specifically addresses the trauma of the “Forgotten War” and in particular, focuses on the 

experience of the yanggongju, translated literally as “Western princess” but emerging in 

discourse as “Yankee whore” or “GI bride,” and the ensuing aftermath of this “monstrous” 

hybrid society (310). While Cho’s article is an excellent historical discussion, it should be noted 

that, like other canonical trauma texts, she spends an extensive amount of time on the historical 

research and limits her reading of Fox Girl to historical accuracy, not literary analysis.  

 Certainly, Fox Girl, like Comfort Woman, is not an easy novel to read. However, there is 

merit in reading it through an evolved lens of trauma theory for several reasons: first, the literary 

merits of the novel itself are notable, second, it does display multiple levels of trauma which are 

worth exploring in terms of mental and bodily harm, and third, the novel offers a unique 

perspective on post-war life and what I am terming the “trauma of miscegenation,” which 

evolves from an understanding of a society’s emphasis on genetic purity and the trauma of social 

rejection for those outside this narrow scope. The plot of the novel follows protagonist Hyun Jin 

as she is banished from her family home and joins her friends, Sookie and Lobetto known as the 

“throwaway children” of mixed races, in “Americatown,” a slum which caters to the neighboring 

                                                           
38 Certainly, this makes sense, as the novels were intended to be the first two novels of trilogy linked 

chronologically, with the same theme of sexual exploitation. In interviews, Keller has noted her desire to “give 

voice” to exploited Korean women and particularly “comfort women” (Layfield 67). The third novel was never 

finished.  
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military base. Becoming a sex worker to support herself, she gains notoriety in the bar scene, 

enduring a number of sexual traumas, until she and her adopted niece/daughter are able to escape 

to Hawaii as an indentured sex worker – a position Hyun Jin holds until she eventually leaves 

sex work entirely through the efforts of a friendly neighbor.  

 The novel begins with a dream: Hyun Jin informs the reader: “I dream of her still” 

(Keller 1). The “her” in question is Sookie, Hyun Jin’s best friend and later, it is revealed, her 

half-sister. In the dreams, Hyun Jin reports that when she calls out to her, she is “voiceless as if 

underwater,” and Sookie’s mouth opens, showing fanged teeth ready to bite (Keller 1-2). 

Certainly, canonical trauma theory would interpret this as a sign of trauma related to Sookie’s 

and Hyun Jin’s relationship, and this interpretation does have some merit owing to the 

complicated relationship between the two characters as it unfolds over the novel. From the 

standpoint of figurative language, I would suggest that Hyun Jin is voiceless from the trauma 

while Sookie, emblematic of her former life, is ready to cause harm. However, this interpretation 

is problematic without understanding the complex context of the history between the two women 

which unfolds through the novel.  

 Central to Fox Girl – and the focus of much of the existing scholarship on the novel – is 

sexual trauma. After Hyun Jin is banished from her home, she turns to sex work to support 

herself and for her first experience, is brutally raped by a group of American GIs. During the 

rape, Hyun Jin reports disassociating from her body during the rape: 

And I have given up trying to hold on my body, the body that disgusted me with 

its crying and mess and pain.  

I finally understood what Sookie told me about letting the real self fly 

away.  

From far away, the real me watched them open the shell of my body, 

ramming and ripping into every opening they could. I watched them spread the 
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legs open, splitting the inner lips wide enough to fit two of the men at the same 

time. I watched them bite at the breasts and poji till they drew blood, and saw 

them shoot themselves into and over the belly, take breaks, then come at it again. 

(Keller 154) 

 

 This scene is horrific and difficult to read. Through Hyun Jin’s eyes, we watch the assault 

of the “shell” of her body, as her mind has already dissociated in order to protect herself. After 

this experience, Hyun Jin reports not being able to “stand the feel” of her own skin, and post-

rape, takes a wire brush to her own vagina (156). However, while most scholarship focuses on 

the explicit sexual trauma of the novel, Hyun Jin does not experience the fragmented trauma 

trope of the first brutal rape. Instead, the experience manifests in her body – or rather, in the 

alienation Hyun Jin feels from her body, her “shell.” For example, when talking to Lobetto about 

the rape and taking on additional sex work, Hyun Jin notes that “I felt dizzy, out of breath. 

Speaking used up too much of the air in the tent,’ indicating a sense of anxiety and silencing – 

she is unable to find her voice (Keller 159). Later, narrating her experiences working among the 

GIs in Americatown, Hyun Jin refers to herself as “animal hunted for meat” and as “the GIs’ life-

size doll, always smiling, always bendable, always able” (Keller 189-192). No longer an 

individual, she is consumable, inanimate, and ultimately, disposable by the American GIs, 

emphasizing the larger systems surrounding American presence within Korea. However, 

understanding this traumatic representation of Hyun Jin’s loss of corporeal subjectivity requires 

more attentive reading, as the trauma is much more implied within the contextualized language 

than the more-easily identifiable trauma trope.  

Also present is the trauma associated with the loss of family and social position. At one 

point, Hyun Jin learns she is pregnant and subsequently loses the baby. From there, Hyun Jin 

retreats into herself, hugging her body to protect the baby that “wasn’t there,” and interacting 
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with a phantom child. For example, when Lobetto tries to interact with her, she reports, “With 

each of his visits, I could feel the baby shrivel into herself, becoming a black dot that would 

disappear if I blinked. It took a lot of concentration to coax her to emerge again…I was coaxing 

my child back to life, nudging the nub of her body to sprout arms and legs, fingers and toes…” 

(Keller 172). Later, talking with Sookie, Hyun Jin experiences an auditory hallucination, 

thinking she hears “the wail of a child” (178). Reading this trauma of this loss in context and 

with an understanding of the body, Hyun Jin is reliving and revising the experience of losing the 

child – from the visual experience of the blood of the miscarriage returning into her body and re-

forming into the body of a living child to actually hearing a child cry. In this plot point, Lobetto, 

unable to rouse Hyun Jin from her trauma, calls Sookie for help, who convinces Hyun Jin to 

return to sex work. However, real healing does not occur until Sookie, also later pregnant, 

produces a mixed-race baby – a tweggis, or mix of American and Korean – which Hyun Jin 

adopts as her own child (196). Determined to save this child, Hyun Jin becomes more and more 

active in the sex trade, plotting an escape for her and the child.  

 This notion of tweggis, of hybridity, is also key to understanding an additional layer of 

trauma in the novel – trauma which could only be read by understanding the context of the 

situation. A leitmotif throughout the novel is pure bloodlines, and different characters repeat the 

line, “Blood will tell.” In the context of this novel, part of the trauma is tied to the total rejection 

of the children characters because they are no longer considered pure Korean; of the three, only 

Hyun Jin’s lineage is traceable, and late in the novel, we learn that she is not the product of her 

parents but rather, a result of a transaction between Sookie’s mother, Duk Hee, and Hyun Jin’s 

father after he and his wife were unable to conceive. As “throwaway children,” they are 

considered unacceptable by “pure” Koreans in the town – including Hyun Jin’s father’s wife – 
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and yet, they are often rejected by their American GI fathers, who usually leave without word or 

plan to send for their offspring. Repeatedly through the novel, we see scenes of rejection – from 

Lobetto’s constant readings of the single letter his father send him from America to Hyun Jin 

trying to shop for food and being rejected by the woman who runs the fish stand – which 

demonstrate and compound the trauma of a torn society post-war.  

 Likewise, throughout the novel, a duality is set through scenes where Korean and 

American goods and ideas are positioned against each other, with a clear preference for America, 

furthering emphasizing a divide in the community. For example, early on, Sookie and Hyun Jin 

explore a collection of American food and goods hoarded by Duk Hee from the American GIs 

who patronize her services. Sookie introduces Hyun Jin to Ho Hos, but Hyun Jin spits out the 

cake, calling it “dirt.” Sookie laughs, replying, “It’s a delicacy; you have to learn to like it. 

Really, really, it’s American so you know it’s good” (Keller 11). This brief dialogue illustrates 

the position of the characters: in this hybrid world, American goods are preferable over Korean 

delicacies; they are “good,” which indicates a sub-text that Korean food is “bad” or inferior to 

what the West offers. Likewise, when Sookie says, “you have to learn to like it,” she is gesturing 

towards life in this hybrid society: Hyun Jin must “learn to like” what the West has to offer 

because it is “better,” despite Hyun Jin’s distaste for the treat. As the novel progresses and Hyun 

Jin and Sookie immerse themselves in American Town and life as a sex workers with the 

American GIs, the hybrid society is emphasized against their separation from “pure” Korean 

daily life.  This duality, when read in context, highlights the trauma of a post-war society where 

hybridity is very much a burden.  

While it would be easy to focus solely on the sexual trauma of Fox Girl, a much more 

comprehensive understanding lies when reading for multiple levels of trauma in the novel, 
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especially regards to the trauma of post-war life in the ruination of society and family as depicted 

by American influence in Korea on the landscape, the economic systems and prioritizing of 

American goods, but more so, on the characters and society. Admittedly, this would be a 

challenging novel to teach, as the graphic and brutal depictions of sexual violence are difficult to 

read – and yet, more concerning is denying that sexual violence is a tool of war and oppression, 

even long after a war is finished. When the multiple traumas of Fox Girl are read and understood 

within the context of the post-war Korean landscape, what emerges – besides an unflattering 

picture of American involvement – is Hyun Jin’s voice and body as an unacknowledged casualty 

of war.  

Conclusion 

 On the surface, Beirut Blues, Anil’s Ghost, and Fox Girl are tremendously different 

novels – written by different authors, with different plots, and from a variety of settings. 

However, what remains the same is that thematically, each demonstrate the trauma of war and 

the effects of war on non-combatants and societies. Using the canonical lens of trauma theory, 

with its emphasis on a linguistic trope of fragmented memory imposing itself on present 

circumstances, would not effectively allow us to examine these novels for all the varying ways 

war-related trauma is depicted; nor, from this perspective, would we even be able to place these 

novels within the genre of “trauma narratives.” However, by using the evolved lens of trauma 

theory, by reading the events of the plot within the context of their wars, by reading more deeply 

into the language we can achieve a greater understanding of what is at stake when a country 

experiences war – especially for its non-combatants – and what happens to society both during 

war and post-war. Admittedly, these are challenging novels; facing the effects of war, the details 

of violence and rape, can be harrowing. Still, I believe in the importance of both teaching these 
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narratives and helping students to effectively witness and process the trauma of war from these 

perspectives by helping them read within context and creating a space for them to process such 

material in way in which they are safe and supported. First, these stories contribute additional 

weight and depth to the experience of war, which expands our understanding beyond the 

battlefield as the last gun fires and highlights the widespread and long-term effects on war, 

particularly on non-combatants. We can begin to hear the silenced voices of some of war’s 

saddest causalities, particularly women and children, who are often left out of traditional war 

narratives. If we are to believe Brosman’s point that war narratives are read, in part, to support 

pacifism, then students need to understand all of the effects of war, not just on those who have 

seen combat, but others who are affected: non-combatants who endure the war, and those who 

live in the ruins – literal or figurative - afterwards. However, understanding these narratives 

requires a way to help students process the trauma of war, lest we have the same experience as 

Felman did when her students experienced distress watching the Holocaust narratives. By using 

an evolved theory of trauma, helping students understand larger contexts and figurative 

language, we create an opportunity where students, more engaged as critical thinkers with the 

concept of the effects of war on society, may be agents of change.  
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CHAPTER 4 

INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA 

“The past isn't dead. It isn't even past.” – William Faulkner, 1951  

They fuck you up, your mum and dad.    

    They may not mean to, but they do.    

They fill you with the faults they had 

    And add some extra, just for you. 

 

But they were fucked up in their turn 

    By fools in old-style hats and coats,    

Who half the time were soppy-stern 

    And half at one another’s throats. 

 

Man hands on misery to man. 

    It deepens like a coastal shelf. 

Get out as early as you can, 

    And don’t have any kids yourself. – “This Be the Verse,” Philip Larkin, 1971 

 

 Of the twelve lines of “This Be the Verse” (1971), by English poet Philip Larkin, the 

most often quoted line is the rather shocking opening declaration: “They fuck you up, your mum 

and dad.” With the mood set, the lyric continues on the same dark theme – that “man hands on 

misery to man,” suggesting that, despite best efforts, generation after generation compounds 

experiences. Though scholars often interpret this lyric in a straightforward fashion as a 

highlighting of an inevitable part of parenthood, it is interesting to speculate: what if it were not 

“faults” being handed down, but trauma? Returning to the lyric with this in mind, we can read 
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the first two stanzas as highlighting the passing of trauma from generation to generation – the 

“misery” of memories fragmented from trauma or infused by past violence and suffering, of 

views shaped by losses both individual and collective, or total erasure through genocide or other 

forms of state-sanctioned violence. Certainly, these are possibilities scholars and authors alike 

must grapple with when coming to terms with the past – or coming to terms with having no past 

at all. Carl Sagan once commented that in order to understand the present, we need to “know” 

the past, but violence and subsequent trauma may present barriers to “knowing” and ultimately, 

understanding.  

 The purpose of this chapter is first, to address currently existing scholarship on the 

related fields of intergenerational trauma and post-memory before extrapolating how literary 

accounts of intergenerational trauma may be read within a global theory of trauma. To 

demonstrate what this accomplishes, I will be critically reading three novels: Toni Morrison’s 

Beloved (1987), as a seminal text of the “trauma narrative” genre, Junot Diaz’s The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), which is both a multigenerational saga of a fictional 

Dominican family who struggled under the rule of dictator Rafael Trujillo and a Bildungsroman 

of the protagonist, Oscar De León, and Terese Marie Mailhot’s Heart Berries (2018), a memoir 

of an Indigenous woman’s struggle with mental illness and her own traumatic origins. Though 

varied in their stories, I suggest that each are accounts of how a previous generation’s trauma is 

passed down to a younger generation, influencing their outlook and shaping their experiences. 

By examining each of these texts for representations of intergenerational trauma, I intend to 

accomplish a tripartite purpose.  I aim first to demonstrate that it is feasible and engaging to read 

texts in this fashion, to uncover how the past, as Faulkner says, “isn’t dead.” Second, I will 

highlight how trauma is transmitted and discuss how trauma changes and manifests in 
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subsequent generations; and third, I will suggest that to perform this type of reading and to 

engage with this material – these stories and artifacts of dark pasts – is to allow for a greater 

awareness, heightened critical thinking, and increased engagement not only with these texts, but 

the world, creating an understanding of the larger, historically-based systems in which 

marginalized populations continue to operate – the “isms” of our world.. By reading the language 

and these experiences and encouraging students to do so, we increase engagement and awareness 

of a global world which still carries the scars of the past – scars which may be fresh enough to 

bleed on a regular basis – or even, in how intergenerational trauma is affecting certain 

populations currently – populations of which our students may be members. This is the 

“understanding” that Sagan gestures towards in his pithy, oft-mentioned quote: an enhanced 

“knowing” of the past. 

Intergenerational Trauma: Definitions and Background 

“Intergenerational trauma,” “transgenerational trauma,” “historical trauma” – each of 

these terms are part of the larger lexicon which addresses the overarching idea that trauma from 

one generation can transmit to the next generation. A concept more often explored in psychiatry 

or sociology than literature, much of the scholarship has developed in relation to reviewing 

trends in marginalized populations. For example, in the late 1980’s and through the 1990’s, 

Native American social worker Dr. Maria Yellowhorse-Braveheart pioneered the field of 

historical trauma, defined as “cumulative emotional and psychological wounding over the 

lifespan and across generations, emanating from massive group trauma.” While Yellowhorse-

Braveheart was specifically focused on how the traumatic history of Native Americans informed 

the documented problems of alcoholism, sexual abuse, and crime in later generations, her 

definition has proved generative in trauma studies. More recently, in a 2008 study looking at 
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American Indian/Native Alaskan community, Teresa Evans-Campbell offered the updated 

definition of the field: 

Historical trauma, the term used most often by scholars of AIAN trauma, 

is conceptualized as a collective complex trauma inflicted on a group of people 

who share a specific group identity or affiliation—ethnicity, nationality, and 

religious affiliation. It is the legacy of numerous traumatic events a community 

experiences over generations and encompasses the psychological and social 

responses to such events. (320) 

 

 Unfortunately, though the definitions offered by Yellowhorse-Braveheart and Campbell-

Evans have considerable promise for wide application, scholarship on historical or 

intergenerational trauma is noticeably less than scholarship on other forms of trauma. The 

reasons for this may vary: much of trauma scholarship emphasizes the individual, not the 

community, and generally, when discussing collective trauma, it is done in relation to a single 

large-scale event which rips the fabric of the community, such as Kai Erikson did when looking 

at the collective trauma after the 1972 Buffalo Creek flood in West Virginia. However, I suspect 

another contributing factor: because the notions of “intergenerational trauma” or “historical 

trauma” have primarily been developed by discussing the trauma of marginalized groups, such as 

Native Americans, interest has been scant. To be fair, in 2012, M. Gerald Fromm did publish 

Lost in Transmission: Studies of Trauma Across Generations, a collection of essays which 

examined implications of past traumas on present generations. However, all of the essays 

focused on the experiences of Holocaust survivors and their children, effectively erasing 

previous scholarship done on intergenerational trauma and marginalized populations.  

 Fromm’s collection of essays does include a provocative discussion by Dori Laub 

highlighting a clinical grouping of symptoms displayed by the children of Holocaust survivors. 

According to Laub, these include: 
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1. The unspoken, unmentionable “Secret” of life in the camps  

2. The quest for safety, risk aversion  

3. Generalized distrust and insecurity – particularly of the government 

4. The edge of life or death 

5. Disturbances and disavowal of affect 

6. Paranoid ideation of persecution  

7. Marked ambivalence toward parents and grandparents 

8. Ambivalence regarding Jewish identity  

9. Chronic depression and sadness (Locs 1171-1185) 

 

Clearly, some of Laub’s clinical symptoms are applicable only in regards to the children 

of Holocaust survivors; i.e. “ambivalence towards Jewish identity.” However, would these same 

symptoms apply to generations of a non-Western trauma? Perhaps some criteria might, such as 

the “unmentionable” secret of an experience or a “generalized distrust and insecurity” in regards 

to authority or government. And yet, making these generalizations is problematic on multiple 

levels for survivors and their children across the world and can be extended to literary 

interpretation. For example, each text in this chapter represents generations born into legacies of 

oppression, silencing, and suffering caused in part by larger social systems. Likewise, these 

legacies are not of a single event like the Holocaust, but rather, continuous, systematic 

mechanisms.  

Unfortunately, in the “stew” of a humanities-based trauma theory, lenses of reading 

intergenerational trauma or understanding legacies of silence and oppression have also not 

garnered much attention, and of those who do use such terminology, many are still predicated on 

the foundation laid out by Western psychology, Caruth, and her contemporaries. In a review of 
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general scholarship, the only scholar who deviated from this was Irene S. Vernon in her article, 

“We Were Those Who Walked out of Bullets and Hunger: Representation of Trauma and 

Healing in ‘Solar Storms,’” an exploration of the trauma in Linda Hogan’s 1994 novel Solar 

Storms, which tells the story of three generations of Native American women as their land and 

culture is slowly destroyed. Though Vernon does open her article with a quote from Kali Tal and 

Caruth about the importance of trauma literature – “the need to tell and retell the story of the 

traumatic experience, to make it ‘real’ to both the victim and to the community” and to narrate “a 

reality of truth which is not otherwise available” – she quickly moves into utilizing sociological 

research on the Native American people. In fact, the research she cites suggests that as trauma 

passes through generations, it becomes “more severe with each passing” (35)39. However, while 

Vernon does craft a provocative argument using the notion of intergenerational trauma, she 

limits her reading to Hogan’s novel, which does not allow her to extend the discussion to Native 

American beyond the reservation.  

If intergenerational trauma has not gained traction in the humanities, a related field has: 

the idea of “post-memory,” which was introduced by Marianne Hirsh in 1992. According to 

Hirsh: 

 “Postmemory” describes the relationship that the “generation after” bears 

to the personal, collective, and cultural trauma of those who came before-to 

experiences they “remember” only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors 

among which they grew up. But these experiences were transmitted to them so 

deeply and affectively as to seem to constitute memories in their own right…It is 

to be shaped, however indirectly, by traumatic fragments of events that still defy 

                                                           
39Similar to Laub’s work on the children of Holocaust survivors, Vernon cites a 2000 study from Gayla Margolin and 

Elana B. Gordis as to another grouping of clinical symptoms which are passed, including “violent behavior, a sense 

of hopelessness” and “unresolved grief” – symptoms which are found among younger generations as 

intergenerational trauma affects “their view of the world, themselves, the meaning of life, future, their 

expectations, and their moral development” (35). Establishing these symptoms, Vernon reads Hogan’s novel with 

how these manifest in the second and third generations of characters present in the novel. 
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narrative reconstruction and exceed comprehension. These events happened in the 

past, but their effects continue into the present. 

 

Similar to the concepts of intergenerational or historical trauma, post-memory studies 

focus on the “hinge” or “1.5” generation which come after the shattering of a previous 

generations. Likewise much of canonical trauma theory, this was developed in relation to 

Holocaust studies; in several scholarly texts, Hirsh has written of her personal connection to the 

subject as the daughter of Holocaust survivors40. She does, in the third chapter of Writing and 

Visual Culture After the Holocaust, contrast her own notion of post-memory with Toni 

Morrison’s concept of “rememory” in Beloved, but the majority of her work remains connected 

to Holocaust studies, which limits her observations to the traumatic effects of a singular event. 

Far from a criticism, this only serves as an observation of how much of canonical trauma theory 

is developed with a primarily Western lens, and Hirsh does acknowledge this, as well as a call to 

action for increased understanding of trauma, in her 2014 Presidential Address at the MLA 

convention: 

They’ve offered a lens through which to recognize forgotten or disposable 

lives and stories, and also to acknowledge injury and injustice and their afterlives 

for subsequent generations. The concept of trauma in its psychoanalytic, social, 

and embodied resonances certainly illuminates our present moment and the 

effects of the multiplying historical catastrophes we have witnessed since the 

Second World War. Trauma offers new conceptions of time, in that it always 

occurs in the present, as a form of perpetual return. It offers new epistemologies 

in the ideas of unknowability, unspeakability, and aporia—ideas hotly 

contested…If I am bringing the notion of vulnerability and, specifically, 

vulnerable times to the study of trauma and memory, it is in response to a 

different concern—a frustration with the unforgiving temporality of trauma and 

                                                           
40 For example, in the introduction to Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (2012), she writes, “I felt the 

need for a term that would describe the quality of my own relationship to my parents’ daily stories of danger and 

survival during the Second World War in Romanian Cernăuţi and the ways in which their accounts dominated my 

postwar childhood in Bucharest. As I was reading and viewing the work of second- generation writers and artists, 

and as I was talking to fellow children of survivors, I came to see that all of us share certain qualities and symptoms 

that make us a postgeneration” (4). 
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catastrophe, the inexorable repetition of the past in the present and future in which 

injury cannot be healed or repaired but lives on, shattering worlds in its wake. I 

have been trying to think about how the retrospective glance of trauma might be 

expanded and redirected to open alternative temporalities that are more porous 

and future- oriented and that galvanize a sense of urgency about the need for 

change, now. 

  

Though perhaps Hirsh’s “need for change” is in regards to an overall change to the world 

in its understanding of trauma, one beginning of this change could be not only to acknowledge 

the problems of accepted theories of looking at trauma in general, and for the humanities, at 

trauma literature specifically, and move beyond the problem into developing a method, as I am 

attempting, of understanding trauma in its context, with layers of nuance and an awareness of the 

body, long neglected in trauma’s mind-body split, as a site of wounding and scarification. 

Beloved: Sixty Million and more 

Perhaps the most well-known novel in this scholarly inquiry, Toni Morrison’s Beloved 

(1987) has been affirmed by popular audiences, critics, and scholars alike. Reflecting this, 

Elizabeth Ann Beaulieu noted that a “virtual industry of Beloved (and by extension, Morrisonian) 

scholarship has evolved” (qtd. in Bast 1069). Forian Bast writes, “A staggering amount of 

research has been conducted on Toni Morrison's 1987 novel Beloved….While the text's thematic 

and formal range has elicited an exceptionally heterogeneous body of scholarship, most 

researchers - within their respective theoretical approaches - have focused or at least touched on 

the text's portrayal of physical and emotional trauma and the characters' struggles to survive it” 

(1069). Indeed, in 2008’s The Trauma Question, Roger Luckhurst confirmed Beloved’s position 

in the trauma narrative genre, referring to the novel as “a formative text in literary trauma 

studies” and “paradigmatic” for three reasons: the “disarticulation of linear narrative, its 
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figuration of trauma in the ghost, and its closing reflections on the transgenerational transmission 

and the complex accommodations communities need to make with such traumatic history” (90-

91). Interestingly, though Luckhurst persuasively develops each of his main points, he pays the 

least amount of attention to his third discussion: the transgenerational transmission of trauma. 

Essentially, he briefly discusses the two daughters in the novel, tying each of their experiences to 

the notion of melancholia. He notes that Beloved’s return allows for an erasure of memory into a 

form of melancholia for Sethe, while Denver, who suffers from deaf-mutism brought on by the 

trauma of her mother’s crimes, is trapped in the melancholic world of 124 until she escapes, 

returning to rescue Sethe in a moment of hope (95). Much of his reading remains in line with 

similar scholarly conclusions regarding Denver as a symbol of hope towards the end of the 

novel.  

Though this “industry” of scholarship on Beloved make a complete and comprehensive 

reading of Beloved scholarship near impossible, Luckhurst’s last point gestures towards a still-

developing way of examining the novel41. Speaking generally, many scholars seem to 

presuppose the transmission of intergenerational trauma; I would speculate key aspects of the 

novel support an assumption of intergenerational trauma; in particular, the epigraph of “60 

million and more” and the multi-generational family of characters afford several assumptions: 

that we are reading about how the legacy of slavery and lost Black individuals continue to affect 

Black persons. However, I suggest that much is to be gained by moving away from these 

assumptions and clearly tracing out the intergenerational transmission of trauma and, to use the 

term Morrison establishes in her novel, how “re-memory” continues to affect subsequent 

                                                           
41 In The Trauma Question, published in 2008, Luckhurst notes there’s “at least” five hundred scholarly articles on 

Beloved; in June 2019, a search on JSTOR reveals 5,408 articles tagged with the keywords of “Beloved” and “Toni 

Morrison,” while Google Scholar, using the same key words, offers 23,400 results.  
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generations – a term which, by her definition, means remembering a memory. With a focus on 

the female characters, this section will discuss how the “re-memory” of slavery and in particular, 

the trauma of the Middle Passage, was transmitted to subsequent generations, illuminating the 

nuances of intergenerational trauma transmission and highlighting the importance of reading 

trauma within context.  

Set in Cincinnati, Ohio, the events of Beloved take place between the years 1873-1874, 

nine years after the end of the Civil War. The plot shifts between the events of the present, where 

Sethe and eighteen-year-old daughter Denver reside in 124, which is haunted by the baby ghost 

of Sethe’s first daughter, and events of twenty years before, including Sethe and Paul D’s 

experience of slavery at Sweet Home, their attempts to escape, and Sethe’s choice to kill her 

baby daughter Beloved rather allow her to be taken into slavery; these past traumatic experiences 

continue to affect Sethe and Paul D. throughout the novel.   

The first hint of trauma begins in the textual apparatus with the epigraph of “60 million 

and more,” referring to the number of Africans killed during the Middle Passage. Tellingly, the 

language of “and more” could be interpreted in two ways: first, that it is difficult to know the 

actual number of individuals killed, and second, that the trauma of the Middle Passage does not 

end with the 60 million, but rather, continues to affect all of those whose lives were influenced 

by the slave trade. From there, the novel begins with its famous opening lines: “124 was spiteful. 

Full of a baby’s venom” (Morrison 3). Initially, we learn that Sethe and daughter Denver are the 

only remaining “victims” to the baby ghost, as Sethe’s sons had run away and her mother-in-law, 

Baby Suggs, is dying. However, as the story unfolds, the reader quickly learns that the baby’s 

ghost is only a small part of the larger legacy of slavery which haunts the family.  
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As the plot of the narrative occurs in a non-chronological fashion, it is helpful to analysis 

the trauma beginning with its origin: the Middle Passage referred to in the epigraph. Several 

times throughout Beloved, the trauma of the Middle Passage is referred to or illustrated. Most 

prominently, scholars refer to Chapter 22, or Beloved’s “section,” where, in fragmented 

language, she replicates the experience of the Middle Passage for the reader; for example:                        

All of it is now   it is always now    there will never be a time when I am not crouching 

and watching others who are crouching too   the man on my face is dead   his face is not mine   

his mouth smells sweet but his eyes are locked   some who eat nasty themselves   I do not eat   

the men without skin bring us their morning water to drink   we have none   at night I cannot see 

the dead man on my face    daylight comes through the cracks…. (Morrison 210).  

Using stream-of-consciousness, Beloved recounts the experience of the Middle Passage: 

of “crouching” among dead men, of drinking the urine of their white captors, or the “men 

without skin.” Later, Beloved refers to the experience of seeing others yoked – “if I had the teeth 

of the man who died on my face I would bite the circle around her neck   bite it away” and of 

watching dead bodies thrown into the sea – “They are not crouching now….they are floating on 

the water” (Morrison 212). By using the stream-of-consciousness style and fragmented figurative 

language, Morrison re-creates the traumatic legacy of the Middle Passage.  

However, while many scholars focus on this section, there are other hints throughout 

Beloved of how the trauma of the Middle Passage could continue to influence subsequent 

generations, including instances of rape and infanticide. For example, early in the novel, 

Beloved, Sethe and Denver are discussing Sethe’s mother, who was part of the many enslaved 

and transported to America. Sethe, in a moment of “rememory,” recalls a conversation between 

her and another slave woman, Nan, who had been on the same ship as her mother:  
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What Nan told her she had forgotten, along with the language she told it 

in. The same language her ma’am spoke, and which would never come 

back….She told Sethe that her mother and Nan were together from the sea. Both 

were taken up many times by the crew. “She threw them all away but you. The 

one from the crew she threw away on the island. The others from more whites she 

also threw away. Without names, she threw them. You she gave the name of the 

black man. She put her arms around him. The others she did not put her arms 

around. Never. Never. Telling you. I am telling you, small girl Sethe.” (Morrison 

62) 

 

 Though this description of the feminine experience of the Middle Passage is less often 

mentioned in scholarship, much can be learned from a deeper analysis. This “rememory” of is 

compelling for both what is spoken and what is not spoken. Sethe is unable to recall the 

“language” of either Nan or her mother; as trauma has a silencing effect, Sethe’s loss of the 

language further alienates her from her roots in the African language. Likewise, the women in 

the rememory were not raped but rather, they were “taken up” multiple times by the white crew. 

For Sethe’s mother, the aftermath of rape involved killing the children of her rapists, however, 

she lets Sethe live, suggesting she was a product of consensual sex: “You she gave the name of 

the black man. She put her arms around him. The others she did not put her arms around.” Thus, 

this section suggests to be a Black female during the Middle Passage not only means sexual 

assault, rape, but also the trauma of birthing a rapist’s baby; these combined traumas rendered 

Nan – and later, in her rememory, Sethe – unable to fully articulate the experiences, only able to 

suggest them in evasive and figurative language.  

 Conflated, these experiences of the Middle Passage begin the trauma for many Black 

people captured into slavery – trauma which was later only compounded by the experiences 

during their times of enslavement. Multiple instances in Beloved highlight how both the first 

generation of the family – Sethe’s mother and Baby Suggs – experience additional traumatic 

experiences. For example, in the opening pages of the novel, Baby Suggs, commenting on the 
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child’s ghost haunting 124, says, “Not a house in the country ain’t packed to its rafters with some 

dead Negro’s grief” before commenting on how she birthed eight children, only to lose all of 

them: “Four taken, four chased” (Morrison 5). Nan and Sethe’s mother both bear marks of 

violence: Nan is missing half an arm and Sethe’s mother was branded with a circle and cross 

(Morrison 60-62). While the focus of the novel is the second generation of women – Sethe – 

these physical markers suggest that additional and unspeakable violence was expected by the 

women of the previous generation.  

 It is during Sethe’s generation – and through Sethe’s traumatic experiences – that 

Morrison illustrates the horrors of slavery. Within the opening pages of the novel, Sethe’s 

internal dialogue suggests trauma through the fragmented speech as a previous memory imposes 

itself over her present circumstances in a visual hallucination: “Then something. The plash of 

water, the sight of her shoes and stockings awry on the path where she had flung them; or Here 

Boy lapping in the puddle near her feet, and suddenly there was Sweet Home, rolling, rolling, 

rolling out before her eyes…Boys hanging from the most beautiful sycamores in the world” 

(Morrison 6). At Sweet Home, Sethe experienced multiple traumas which marked both her body 

and mind. Physically, she is described as a beautiful woman with a “tree” on her back – the 

trauma of slavery made visible via the scarification from repeated whipping on her body. Over 

the course of Beloved, Sethe’s additional trauma is revealed: sold into slavery at the age of 

fourteen to the Garner’s, Sethe is treated well until the arrival of the schoolmaster after Mr. 

Garner’s death; the schoolmaster beats her and ultimately, after she attempts to escape Sweet 

Home with her children and returns for husband Halle, encourages his boys to rape her and “steal 

her milk.” When Sethe again retreats to safety, the schoolmaster attempts to reclaim her and her 

children; Sethe takes her children to the shed and kills her daughter with a handsaw, which leads 
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her to being ostracized by the surrounding community. In the years after the murder, Sethe 

attempts to deny her experiences: “To Sethe, the future was a matter of keeping the past at bay” 

(Morrison 41). Unfortunately, Sethe was not successful in denying her individual trauma, as 

evidenced by her memories of Sweet Home, which constantly haunt her throughout the text 

through first, her memories and second, through the character of Beloved. Many scholars read 

Beloved as Sethe’s individual trauma-made-visible, and as Sethe’s obsession with her/the trauma 

grows, Sethe physically and mentally declines: “Denver saw the flesh between her mother’s 

forefinger and thumb fade. Saw Sethe’s eyes bright but dead, alert but vacant, paying attention to 

everything about Beloved…” (Morrison 243). This total deterioration continues through nearly 

the end of the novel, when the Black community, rallied by Denver, arrives at 124 to cast out the 

haunt. Embraced by her community, Sethe again sees the school teacher: “And above them all, 

rising from his place with a whip in his hand, the man without skin, looking. He is looking at 

her” (Morrison 262). One popular interpretation suggests that through the efforts of the 

community in casting out Beloved, the memory of the infanticide is fully integrated and Sethe’s 

trauma is healed. However, in this interpretation, what remains neglected is looking at the 

possibility of Beloved as representative of trauma related to the legacy of the Middle Passage – 

an interpretation worth exploring owing to Beloved’s fragmented sections of the Middle Passage 

rememory. If we read Beloved as Middle-Passage-made visible, then the scene is opened to 

multiple interpretations, with one possibility that Beloved’s casting out represents a collective 

healing of the traumatized Black community42. However, I find this interpretation a bit lacking in 

awareness of the nuances of intergenerational trauma and how it continues to affect generations. 

                                                           
42 There is ample evidence throughout Beloved to point to a collective trauma: for example, the secondary 

character of Ella, who was held captive as a sex slave by two white men who raped her, or Stamp Paid, whose 

limited back story includes tremendous amounts of violence and murder enacted against the Black slave 

community.  
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After all, can a singular event – even one as impactful as a community coming together – heal 

the multiple traumas inherent in the legacy of the Middle Passage and slavery? Likewise, this 

interpretation does not support the final chapter of the novel, told through Paul D’s character. 

When he arrives back at 124, he sense a change about the house – something is gone, there is “a 

bleak and minus nothing” (Morrison 270). He finds Sethe in bed; she reports feeling tired and, in 

her internal dialogue, mourning the loss of her identity: “There’s nothing to rub now and no 

reason to” (Morrison 772). Is the absence of trauma a “bleak and minus nothing?” I do not think 

so. Rather, I would suggest that this ending suggests a partial reconciliation with the trauma of 

the past. While Sethe may have been somewhat freed of Beloved through the efforts of the 

community, she, Paul, and the other members of the Black community still must contend with 

their traumatic legacy. They must continue to content with, on a daily basis, a world of 

oppressive systems and systemic racism and a legacy of the many lost.  

 Turning to the final generation represented in Beloved, many scholars read the character 

of Denver as a symbol of hope. After all, unlike Sethe, she proves herself strong enough to resist 

Beloved, opting to leave 124 to obtain a new residence and means of employment, only returning 

with the community to save her mother. Denver’s character is perhaps one of the most dynamic 

of the novel; she transforms from a scared and ostracized child to a self-confident young woman. 

In the beginning of Beloved, Denver is eighteen years old, yet her identity is presented as much 

younger than her years. Much of her character is in relation to Sethe - she is the recipient of 

Sethe’s rememories - and later, Beloved. Denver is presented essentially as having a fundamental 

lack of connection and identity. For example, in a scene where she and Beloved are outside, 

Denver is presented as having a purpose now that Beloved has arrived, and despite the problems 

Beloved has brought to 124, Denver thinks, “…anything is better than the original hunger – the 
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time when, after a year of the wonderful little i, sentences rolling out like pie dough, and the 

company of other children, there was no sound coming though” (Morrison 121). Going into the 

shed for cider, she “feels like an ice cake torn away from the solid surface of the stream, floating 

in darkness…” (Morrison 123). In this darkness, Denver can feel her “thickness thinning, 

dissolving into nothing”; this is the nothingness of her brothers leaving, Baby Suggs dying, the 

fear of her mother leaving (Morrison 123). Part of traumatic effect is a fragmented identity, and 

as the youngest generation in the novel, Denver’s identity was formed only in regards to loss: not 

only the loss of family, but from an intergenerational view, the additional loss of the 60 million 

and more. Likewise, Denver understands that her own existence is fraught with peril, that her 

mother is capable of infanticide – an action spurred by Sethe’s trauma from the violence she 

experienced while a slave. In a short chapter featuring Denver’s first-person narrative, she tells 

the reader: “Beloved is my sister. I swallowed her blood right along with my mother’s milk,” a 

frightening image which is both literal and figurative (Morrison 205); she literally swallowed 

blood while being nursed, and yet, reading this image on a figurative level, the taking of the 

blood-milk mix can be interpreted as to the legacy of trauma Denver is born into: the blood of 

Black individuals who perished directly related to the slave trade and slavery practices. Later, 

Denver further indicates trauma related to Sethe; in the same section, she says, “She cut my head 

off every night” (Morrison 206). With this statement, we can understand Denver is not being 

literal, as Sethe did not directly enact physical violence on this daughter. However, we can read 

this figuratively as the lingering trauma over Sethe’s murder of Beloved – an action itself 

inspired by the larger, communal trauma of the legacy of the Middle Passage and slavery.  

However, as noted, Denver’s transformation adds a note of hope to the novel. It is 

through her efforts, by first leaving 124 and then rallying the community to banish Beloved that 
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Sethe is somewhat “saved,” and Denver herself is changed physically and mentally. In the final 

chapter, when Paul D. meets her again while leaving work, he is struck by the physical changes: 

“Her smile, no longer the sneer he remembered, had welcome in it and strong traces of Sethe’s 

mouth” (Morrison 266). More so, Denver no longer seems fragmented, taking her identity only 

in relation to others. While talking with Paul D. about Beloved, he says to her, “Well, if you 

want my opinion…” to which Denver replies, “I don’t…I have my own” (Morrison 267). Unlike 

the Denver of the beginning of the novel, this Denver is mature and secure in her own identity, 

finishing the novel on a positive note for the subsequent generations. However, to read this 

change as a complete healing to a legacy of trauma seems foolhardy, as Denver is still 

negotiating with a legacy marked by violence, death, and suffering. I would suggest that we must 

read the end of Beloved as partial reconciliation of trauma, but not total. With the partial healing 

from Beloved’s banishment and Sethe’s re-integration into the community, Denver is able to live 

her own life. Likewise, this reading is supported by the final scene of the novel, during a 

conversation between Sethe and Paul D. Sethe reports that Beloved was her “best thing,” a 

statement to which Paul D. corrects her: “You your best thing, Sethe. You are” (Morrison 272-

273). The novel concludes on a brief moment of dialogue from Sethe: “Me? Me?” (Morrison 

273). Like Denver, Sethe seems partially healed in her statement of “Me,” suggesting that she is 

identifying with a full personhood, and yet, unlike Denver, the legacy of trauma ran much 

deeper, and Sethe’s healing is much less complete.  

As a much-examined novel, it is hard to imagine adding anything new to the body of 

critical work performed on Beloved. And yet, reading the novel as I have done, with an 

awareness of intergenerational trauma and attention to the nuances of how it passes through the 

generations in the novel, adds an additional layer to the novel which has perhaps remained 
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somewhat underdeveloped, as many critics read Beloved with the assumption of trauma through 

all generations of characters. By beginning with the epigraph of “60 million and more” and 

looking at the characters of Beloved as a singular story of the “and more” generation, there is a 

strengthened and enhanced connection between the horrors of the Middle Passage, the legacy of 

the violence and suffering of slavery, and lingering traces of trauma in generations 

chronologically removed from these events. Likewise, in creating these connections and 

considering them on a larger scale as readers, teachers, and scholars of multicultural, African-

American/Black, and global literatures, there is potential for new and fresh understandings of 

how traumatic legacies linger.  

Junot Diaz: Collective and Individual Traumas 

In 2007, Dominican author Junot Diaz published The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, 

a novel which is first, a coming-of-age tale of protagonist Oscar De Leon, an overweight and 

socially inept nerd from New Jersey who is obsessed with science fiction and fantasy narratives, 

and second, a intertwined saga of the De Leon family at large – a family which, as the narrator 

tells us from the first page, is under a curse, referred to as “the fukú.” While the story unfolds 

through multi-vocal narration, the bulk of the telling belongs to the character of Yunior, the 

central character of Diaz’s first publication: a 1996 collection of short stories titled Drown. 

Yunior is a young Dominican-American man and family friend who refers to himself 

occasionally as “The Watcher” and who traces the De Leon fukú from its origins in the 

Dominican Republic under the regime of the notorious dictator Rafael Trujillo, or el Jefe. Since 

its publication, the novel has been critically and popularly celebrated; it appeared on numerous 

best-seller lists and was deemed the Best Novel of the Year by New York magazine and a Times 

Top 10 Novel of the Year (Grossman). Further, Oscar Wao was nominated and awarded multiple 
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critical distinctions, including but not limited to the both the 2008 National Book Critics Book 

Award and the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. In many of the distinctions, critics reference the 

traumatic history of Trujllio’s Dominican Republic as it is depicted in the novel. 

Oscar Wao has often been examined in scholarship for its unique narrative style, its 

heavy reliance on pop culture references – heavy enough to inspire websites which annotate the 

references – and its depiction of postcolonial culture with a special focus on both the masculine 

identity and the Dominican masculine identity. In reviewing the representations of trauma in the 

novel, most scholars collectively agree: Oscar Wao is heavily influenced by the historical trauma 

resulting from the regime of Trujillo, a dark period of history deeply influential overall in 

Caribbean literature, as evidenced by the number of authors – including Edwidge Danticat, Julia 

Alverez, and Mario Vargas Llosa – who have crafted stories either directly involving the dictator 

as a character or narrating experiences during the regime. Trujillo’s myth remains pervasive; 

Caminero Santangelo and Roy C. Boland Osegueda suggest, “the continued production and 

global circulation of literary narratives about Trujillo have served the function of constructing his 

thirty-one years in power as a cultural trauma” (as qtd. in Gantz 126). Like many of the 

narratives, Oscar Wao is a novel which attempts to shine a light on atrocities of the Trujillo 

regime, and demonstrate how that dark history has effects on subsequent generations of those 

with Dominican roots.  

Junot Diaz himself has often remarked on trauma as motivation behind his novel and 

short stories collections – not only 1996’s Drown but his later collection, This is How You Lose 

Her, published in 2012 and also critically-acclaimed. Specifically, Diaz has repeatedly 

referenced in interviews the traumatic history of the Dominican people and his attempts to bear 
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witness to it in fiction. In a 2007 interview with author Edwidge Danicat for BOMB magazine, 

Diaz talks about the fukú as the bane of the Dominican people:  

For me, though, the real issue in the book is not whether or not one can vanquish 

the fukú—but whether or not one can even see it. Acknowledge its existence at a 

collective level. To be a true witness to who we are as a people and to what has 

happened to us. That is the essential challenge for the Caribbean nations—who… 

have been annihilated by history and yet who’ve managed to put themselves 

together in an amazing way.  

  

Interestingly, the way Diaz talks about the fukú is strikingly similar to traditional 

definitions of Freudian trauma and the un-integrated memory. Yet Diaz is talking about 

something beyond individual trauma, a collective trauma which affects the Dominican people as 

a whole. In a 2012 Salon interview, Diaz references the burden of the Trujillo regime as one 

which all Dominican people must carry: “Yunior is one of Trujillo’s Children. All of us 

Dominicans are. We are as haunted by him as we are by our own selves. Of course most of us 

don’t even know who Trujillo is but ignorance doesn’t stop history from working on us.” Diaz’s 

self-reflective comment on what is means to be a Dominican is compelling in terms 

intergenerational trauma; for him, to be Dominican means to accept the dark legacy of Trujillo, 

to be one of his “Children.” Additionally, Diaz suggests that one need not be well-versed in the 

historical facts of Trujillo. “History,” or Trujillo’s legacy of trauma, will still “work on” the 

Dominican people; intergenerational trauma is inescapable.   

  The legacy of haunting which Diaz is referring to is also tied directly with sexual abuse 

common during the Trujillo period; in a Boston Review interview, he speaks of both Oscar and 

Yunior as victims not only of their own trauma-inducing circumstances, but also as victims of 

trauma from past generations: 
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In the same way that there is intergenerational transfer of trauma from mothers 

who are rape victims to their daughters, there is also intergenerational transfer of 

rape trauma between mothers and their sons…..For me, the family fukú is rape. 

The rape culture of the European colonization of the New World—which 

becomes the rape culture of the Trujillato (Trujillo just took that very old record 

and remixed it)—is the rape culture that stops the family from achieving 

decolonial intimacy, from achieving decolonial love. 

  

Diaz explicates how this “decolonial intimacy” has direct effects on subsequent 

generations in connection with his characters from Oscar Wao: Oscar, who has no luck with the 

ladies in direct opposition towards the stereotypical notion of the “Latin lover” to Yunior, who 

has been victimized in childhood and as an adult, and who is unable to form an intimate, 

monogamous relationship even as he craves this connection. Unfortunately, in the past two years, 

additional developments point to Diaz’s close connection with the experience of rape. On April 

16th, 2018, Diaz published a compelling and provocative essay in The New Yorker titled “The 

Silence: The Legacy of Childhood Trauma.” In the essay, Diaz asserts he was repeatedly raped 

by an “adult he trusted” and forever traumatized; he writes, “And always I was afraid – afraid 

that the rape had ‘ruined me’; afraid I would be ‘found out’…’Real’ Dominican men, after all, 

aren’t raped” (“The Silence”). Going further, Diaz details “the mask” he felt compelled to wear 

in order to hide his trauma. However, it continued to surface: 

The mask had exploded into fragments, but I kept trying to wear the pieces as if 

nothing had happened. It would have been comedic if it hadn’t been so tragic. I 

tried to use sex to fill the hole I’d just blown through my heart, but it didn’t work. 

Didn’t stop me from trying. 

I lost weeks, I lost months, I lost years (two). And then one day I woke up and 

literally couldn’t move from bed. An archipelago of grief was on me, a wine-dark 

sea of pain. In a drunken fit I tried to jump from my friend’s rooftop apartment in 

the D.R. He grabbed me before I could get my foot on a nearby stool and didn’t 

let go until I stopped shaking. (“The Silence”) 
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 Ultimately, Diaz reports that he sought treatment in therapy and has made strides towards 

integrating the trauma of his rape, with lingering clinical symptoms of nightmares and an 

aversion towards claiming the labels of “rape victim” or “rape survivor: “…I’ve sometimes 

commented on the intergenerational trauma that systemic sexual violence has inflicted on 

African diasporic communities, on my community. But have I ever actually come out and side 

that I was a victim of sexual violence? I’ve said elusive things here and there but nothing 

actionable, no definitive statements” (“The Silence”). By nature of his own comments, Diaz has 

been fortunate to have had access to resources to integrate his own personal trauma, and yet, his 

statement also proves that the process of healing is hardly linear or definable.  

 Why acknowledge this biographical context? For several reasons: first, from a practical 

standpoint, it is highly likely now that in order to teach Diaz, one must acknowledge the messy 

discussion of Diaz’s background and actions in order to hear both the voices of Diaz himself and 

his victims – the “hurt” he caused which he writes of in “The Silence.” However, this may be a 

useful discussion, as it emphasizes two key points: the dangers of buried trauma and the 

possibility that someone may be both a victim and victimizer. Though it is difficult to think 

about the effects of trauma and what may happen to a victim or survivor – that someone once 

abused may become the abuser – understanding this possibility adds an additional layer towards 

understanding a global theory of trauma; it at once affirms the need to understand the context of 

representation while disrupting the more popular narrative of a victim/survivor who experiences 

trauma, undertakes treatment, finds a voice, tells their story, and heals.  

From Diaz’s own statements augmented with scholarly views of trauma as a literary 

trope, we can then re-contextualize Oscar Wao as Diaz’s attempt to tell the story of the history of 

his people in an attempt to draw attention to the historical trauma of the Dominican people 
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through the persona of a fictional narrator in a pathos-based appeal. While some critics have 

suggested Yunior himself is a “dictator-narrator” who mediates the story of the De Leon family, 

his character can also be interpreted as someone who has broken through the trauma at least 

enough to tell the story of the Trujillo regime for those still cannot. An audience who is reading 

in this fashion would not only be able to understand the horrors of the Trujillo regime, but also 

sociological problems of the younger generation of characters as manifestations of past trauma. 

The novel itself unfolds in a fragmented, non-chorological order – a structure not unlike the 

structure of a Freudian memory of trauma. For the sake of explication, I will trace 

chronologically the movement of trauma across generations beginning with its origin in the 

novel – the Trujillo regime, which is situated in the novel in Part II, Chapter 5 and tells the story 

of Abelard, the grandfather of the De Leon clan and a “brilliant” surgeon in the Dominican 

Republic during the Trujillo regime – one who had direct contact with the military leader at the 

time. In the novel, the figure of Trujillo himself becomes a synecdoche threaded throughout the 

story, representative of the trauma of his regime, and figurative language is employed to re-

enforce the silencing and oppression of living within a dictatorship. However, it should be noted 

that aside from Abelard, no family member has direct experience with Trujillo, so although he 

appears to be an apparition “haunting” the family, it is actually the intergenerational passing of 

being haunted by a traumatic past. 

This section, narrated by Yunior, begins with the statement, “When the family talks about 

it at all – which is like never – they always begin in the same place: with Abelard and the Bad 

Things he said about Trujillo” (The Brief Wondrous Life 211). In the novel, speech and silencing 

plays a large role; as Yunior notes, the silencing of the family is complete after the violence 

enacted by Abelard’s speech act. Over the course of this section, Yunior explains that Jackie, 
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Abelard’s oldest daughter, matured in 1945 and because of her innocent, “doe-eyed” beauty, 

attracted the attention of Trujillo, who requested Abelard produce his daughter for Trujillo’s 

sexual pleasure. Abelard opts to protect his daughter and as a result, is arrested for “slander” and 

is dragged away by the Secret Police to the Santiago Prison, where he is tortured and ultimately, 

dies. Here, Yunior explains, the fukú begins, as the rest of the family never recovers from 

Abelard’s arrest and death, and many die in strange and horrific ways (The Brief Wondrous Life 

248-253). However, it should be noted an alternative version of the reason for the arrest exists: 

Abelard, also an author of four books, was supposedly writing a book about the supernatural 

origins and “Dark Power” of Trujillo (The Brief Wondrous Life 245). If this is true, an additional 

level of silencing is present; Trujillo is ensuring that his narrative remains intact while counter-

narratives are silenced.  

The only survivor of the family is Beli, Abelard’s third and youngest daughter, born 

several months after his arrest. After the suicide of her mother, Beli, still a baby, is sent as a 

foster child to Outer Azua, where she is abused and tortured until her aunt, La Inca, rescues her 

as a nine-year-old. According to Yunior, “Of those nine years (and of the Burning) Beli did not 

speak…It says a lot about Beli that for forty years she never leaked one word about that period of 

her life: not to her madre, not to her friends, not to her lovers, not to the Gangster, not to her 

husband. And certainly not to her beloved children, Oscar and Lola.” (The Brief Wondrous Life 

257). The story of Beli had been previously explained in the novel in Part I, Chapter 3; raised by 

La Inca, Beli was a wild girl who, as a teenager, pursued an abusive relationship with an older 

Dominican man known only as “The Gangster,” a top associate of Trujillo and the dictator’s 

brother-in-law. After becoming pregnant by The Gangster, Trujillo associates kidnap Beli and 
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torture her, leaving her for dead in one of the Dominican Republic’s famed cane fields. Beli 

survives, and for her own protection, is sent to the U.S. by La Inca.  

During her life, Beli is very much influenced by the regime of Trujillo and thus, is 

traumatized on multiple levels; as a young teenager, she watches as a classmate and teacher go 

missing from her school after speaking ill of El Jefe. Later, just prior to being kidnapped, Beli is 

driving past a house when she saw something out of the ordinary: “our girl could have sworn that 

a man sitting in a rocking chair in front of one of the hovels had no face and he waved at her as 

she passed” (The Brief Wondrous Life 135). This experience could be interpreted in several 

different ways: first, as a warning of what is to come, or second, using established trauma theory, 

as a hallucination of past trauma, as the figure of El Jefe is not experienced by other people in the 

car. However, this second explanation does not entirely track, as Beli lived through the Trujillo 

regime but did not experience Trujillo, the man, himself. Using an expanded theory of trauma, an 

alternative explanation could be this is a representative of the regime watching her, ensuring 

silence.   

Post-kidnapping, Yunior reports Beli experiences extensive physical and mental trauma. 

She awakens to feel her arm “like it had been pinched off at the elbow by a grindstone, her head 

crowned in a burning hoop of brass, her lung like the exploded carcass of a piñata” (The Brief 

Wondrous Life 153). In addition to her physical injuries, Beli’s mind has been wounded: she is a 

“woman possessed” who wails and experiences “gusts of rabia,” or rage, so fierce she flails, 

spits, and curses (The Brief Wondrous Life 153). Likewise, broken sleep and dreams depict a 

deep trauma: “That night, Beli drifts on a vast ocean of loneliness, buffeted by squalls of 

despair…she dreamt that she had truly and permanently died and she and her child shared a 

coffin” (The Brief Wondrous Life 154). During this scene, Diaz uses figurative language to 
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illustrate Beli’s reaction to pain and trauma; unable to speak of her experiences, her physical and 

mental state is represented by using large-scale and violent weather terms, such as “gusts” and 

“squalls,” indicative of the encompassing trauma she is experiencing. Diaz also juxtaposes this 

section with the date of Trujillo’s assassination, furthering the psychic connection between Beli 

and the dictator.  

After coming to the United States, Beli is unable to speak of her experiences; she can 

only reference them in metaphors: “At the end of her life, when she was being eaten alive by 

cancer, Beli would talk about how trapped they all felt. It was like being at the bottom of an 

ocean, she said. There was no light and a whole ocean crushing down on you” (The Brief 

Wondrous Life 80-81). This report, via Yunior, is telling of trauma not only for Beli, but for all 

Dominican people, characterized by Beli’s use of “we” and the ambiguous metaphor of a 

crushing ocean for oppressive circumstances. Beli, in attempting to break her long silence 

remained unable to fully articulate her experiences. Rather, she attempts to convey the trauma of 

the regime via figurative language: “trapped”; “no light”; and “a whole ocean crushing.” 

According to Lola, unable to articulate her trauma, Beli instead resorts to anger; in Lola’s 

description of her mother, “My mother was one of the tallest women in Paterson, and her anger 

was just as tall. It pinchered you in its long arms, and if you showed any weakness you were 

finished” (The Brief Wondrous Life 54). By Lola’s report, Beli was physically abusive to not 

only her children, but to others around her; she would “slap grown men, push white police 

officers onto their asses, curse a whole group of bochincheras” (The Brief Wondrous Life59). At 

the end of her life, even while dying, Lola notes that Beli only speaks in death threats, suggesting 

that her anger remains constant (The Brief Wondrous Life 3).  By using an extended theory of 

trauma in which we attend to the language more fully, and understanding contextually the 
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immense power and extensive reach of the Trujillo regime, we can understand more fully the 

trauma experienced by Beli as someone still haunted by the experience. In being silenced by the 

trauma under Trujillo’s regime, and without an opportunity to process, Beli remains suffocated, 

“trapped,” with anger as the only way to represent her experiences.    

In Abelard’s and Beli’s narrative, we have a fictional account of the horrors experienced 

during the Trujillo regime; a fictional account which is nonetheless portrayed as fact through the 

use of footnotes by the narrator, much like the structure of a non-fiction academic paper. Abelard 

never does speak in his section; his story is recounted only second-hand by Yunior. Beli’s 

narrative is characterized by mostly silence on her part, with occasional outbursts of anger. 

Unable to deal with past trauma, she instead visits it on the next generation – her children, Lola 

and Oscar.  

Born in New Jersey, Oscar and Lola appear to have escaped the immediate terror of the 

Trujillo regime. However, the fukú curse remains. Lola is a rebellious girl who tries to run away 

and escape her own family, while Oscar self-medicates via food and escapes into a fantasy life 

via books; his story is characterized by excessive daydreams he has of himself rescuing women 

from bad situations and being a hero. He also dreams of what he calls The No Face Man – Beli’s 

trauma passed to her children in the trope of El Jefe. In many ways, the sexual abuse – the legacy 

of the Trujillo regime and the family fukú – continuously haunts Lola and Oscar. Ultimately, it 

proves too much for Oscar; in a move not unlike his mother’s story, he falls in love with an older 

prostitute during a summer visit to the DR and is killed by her policeman boyfriend, his body left 

in the cane fields that years before, his mother stumbled out of.  
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Lola does manage to escape, although not unscathed; first, she is sexually abused by an 

older neighbor in a situation which afterwards, according to her narrative, her mother told her “to 

shut my mouth and stop crying, and I did exactly that, I shut my mouth and clenched my legs 

and within a year, I couldn’t have told you what that neighbor looked like, or even his name” 

(The Brief Wondrous Life56). More so, Lola reports being a victim of her mother’s wrath and her 

ideas about how a Dominican daughter should behave. Lola reports, “You don’t know the hold 

our mothers have on us, even the ones that are never around” (The Brief Wondrous Life55). 

However, what Lola may not have understood was the level of Beli’s trauma until after she, in an 

attempt to escape her mother, runs away and, after being located, is sent back to the Dominican 

Republic to live with La Inca, where, in the narrative, both the reader and she begin to learn of 

the Trujillo regime and her Beli’s experiences during it.  

However, at the end of the book, we finally have the third generation of the De Leon 

family: Lola’s daughter, Isis, who, as Yunior reports, wears around her neck three azabaches to 

ward off evil (The Brief Wondrous Life329). Yunior, in his account of the child, fears the day 

when, “for the first time she will hear the word fukú. And she will have a dream of the No Face 

Man” (The Brief Wondrous Life329). However, as the Watcher, Yunior hopes the curse can be 

broken via the power of narrative; he has been collecting the story of the De Leon family, 

preparing for the day when the third generation is ready to hear the sad history of her family. 

This final revelation casts the novel in a new light; we can possibly read it as the story being told 

to Isis – a symbol of hope for the family – in that by constructing this historical narrative, she 

will be able to avoid the fukú, or the trauma, which has been passed down through generations. 

Like Lola learning of her mother’s history and beginning to understand Beli, Isis will have the 

benefit of the full history of the De Leon family, like Denver in Beloved, be able to gain a 
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measure of peace in understanding the legacy of suffering. However, it is unlikely Isis will fully 

be able to escape the dark history of Trujillo; this legacy remains constant. It is possible though, 

in understanding history, subsequent generations may have a deeper awareness of past trauma as 

it continues to manifest.    

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao has long been read and acknowledged as a trauma 

narrative – the scholarship on this point is clear. However, the question remains: is established 

trauma scholarship, which generally focuses on singular events re-manifesting themselves as past 

memories over present circumstances, an accurate way to examine all of the trauma within the 

novel, particularly as it affects the later generations of Lola and Oscar? Not especially, or rather, 

what this approach does not allow for is the consideration that Lola and Oscar could be affected 

by the legacy of the Dominican people and specifically, the violence and silencing of the Trujillo 

regime. By using an alternative theory of trauma, and reading depictions of trauma within the 

context of the Trujillo experience, readers can understand the later manifestations of silencing 

and the sociological problems experienced by the younger generation as part of a continued 

pattern of intergenerational trauma, with previous events continuing to haunt newer generations. 

Likewise, an engaged and critical reader may achieve a deeper understanding of the horrors of 

dictatorship and how those horrors affect subsequent generations.  

Heart Berries: Here is the Wound 

 In the year since its February 2018 publication, Heart Berries: A Memoir, written by First 

Nation Canadian writer Terese Marie Mailhot, has garnered a great deal of attention, with many 

citing the “raw” power of the language and “freshness” of Mailhot’s voice. Likewise, the memoir 

has earned a number of accolades in the publishing community, including a 2019 Whiting Award 
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for Nonfiction and the inaugural Spalding Prize for the Promotion of Justice and Peace in 

Literature, presented by Kentucky’s Spalding University. As an indigenous woman writer who 

was mentored by literary celebrities such as Sherman Alexie (who authored the memoir’s 

introduction) and Roxane Gay, Mailhot has been hailed by the New York Times as part of a 

“wave” of young indigenous writers who are attempting to create a space for their own self-

definitions (Sehgal). In particular, Heart Berries has been applauded for its commitment to 

revealing the intergenerational trauma experienced by indigenous women.  

Unfolding over a series of essays, the story begins with the author writing from a 

behavioral health unit where she has voluntarily committed herself. The essays document a 

variety of painful experiences, including childhood neglect and sexual abuse, troubled 

relationships, struggles with motherhood and personal identity, and multiple mental health 

diagnoses. While some of these experiences are more on the individual level of trauma, the focus 

of this exploration will be twofold: first, how Mailhot discusses intergenerational trauma, 

specifically from her position as an indigenous woman who has internalized the larger struggle 

of past generations, and second, considering that many of the more individual traumas Mailhot 

depicts could also be considered as related to the larger struggle of intergenerational trauma 

experienced by indigenous peoples.  

 As a new publication, scholarship on this memoir is nonexistent. However, as press on 

the memoir has been considerable, Mailhot has given a number of interviews discussing the 

memoir. A repetitious theme throughout the varying interviews is her awareness of her position 

as an indigenous woman and her desire to address the trauma within this population of 

marginalized peoples. For example, in the Afterword to the text, which is a published interview 

between Mailhot and Inupiaq poet Joan Naviyuk Kane, Mailhot commented on the 
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“maltreatment” of Native stories and a practice in the publishing world to force Native voices 

into a false narrative about Indigenous people as people “of the earth” and of a particular 

spiritual approach (126). Likewise, in a February 11, 2018 interview with Lulu Garcia-Navarro 

of NPR, Mailhot spoke of her position and “duty” as an American Indian woman writer:  

I think it's to reach our potentials as artists first and foremost. I think — 

you know, my work speaks to issues like murdered, missing indigenous women, 

and it's also giving humanity to experiences that women have where I'm from. 

You know, I wish I could walk into a library and see a book by someone from my 

experience, and I think that's important. But I also think we're cultivating art, and 

I think we owe that to ourselves right now, and we should be thinking what's ours. 

It's such a joy for me – I know it's so wrought with heavy material and content, 

but to me there's nothing better than creating art. 

 

 Instead of positioning herself as an individual, Mailhot demonstrates that she speaks an 

alternative narrative for larger population who may not be able to speak for themselves: the lost 

voices of the murdered, missing, or simply silenced voices of indigenous women. Interestingly, 

though text itself utilizes the popular marketing term of “memoir,” the subject matter and 

Mailhot’s own comments position the text closer to the practice of “life-writing.” It is worth 

unpacking these distinctions, as they bear directly on the discussion of self-representation and 

self-reflection in relation to memory and more specifically, traumatic memory. In Reading 

Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives (2010), authors Sidonie Smith and Julia 

Watson explore the differences between marketing designations of life-writing such as 

“autobiography” (an exploration of an individual’s perceptions), “memoir” (a space of 

intersection between individuality, history, cultural formations), and life-writing. They note: 

When life narrators write to chronicle an event, to explore a certain time 

period, or to enshrine a community, they are making “history” in a sense. But they 

are also performing several rhetorical acts: justifying their own perceptions, 

upholding their reputations, disputing the accounts of others, settling scores, 

conveying cultural information, and inventing desirable futures, among others. 
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The complexity of autobiographical texts requires reading practices that engage 

the narrative tropes, sociocultural contexts, rhetorical aims, and narrative shifts 

within the historical or chronological trajectory of the text. To reduce 

autobiographical narration to facticity is to strip it of the densities of rhetorical, 

literary, ethical, political, and cultural dimensions. (13) 

 

Thus, far from a reporting of facts, life-writing – including memoirs – not only remains 

aware of its position within the cultural, ethical, and political landscape, but structures stories 

along rhetorical modes of story-telling, including literary conventions such as plot, setting, and 

character. However, as Smith and Watson note, there is a still an implicit understanding on the 

part of readers: this story is a mediated version of the truth, both enhanced and hampered by the 

features of memory. The politics of remembering, they write, is central to the understanding of 

knowledge about the past; these nonfictional and self-referential narratives “signal and invite 

reading in terms of larger cultural issues and may also be productively read against the 

ideological grain” (25). However, with traumatic memory, which, by its nature is additionally 

mediated by the wounding or wounding(s), remembering is somewhat problematic. In their 

section on traumatic memory, Smith and Watson first explore the effects on the individual, 

noting that life writing can be used as a therapeutic tool for writers, who achieve catharsis 

through the acting of writing out the trauma or by reworking the trauma into a narrative of 

empowering survival (28). However, in terms of larger-scale or ongoing traumas, we again see 

the concern with cultural and social contexts, and how the authors position themselves within 

these conditions:  

They tell stories of self, family, or community that illuminate the legacies 

of larger historical formations, such as processes of racialization, which emerged 

out of and secured specific conditions of oppression, colonialism, and 

neocolonialism. Registering the effects of racialization as lived historical legacy 

in the present, they relocate trauma in everyday life and relations. Such narratives 

of legacy, lived both as personal history and collective history, often encompass 
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multigenerational family history….Intergenerational life writing of this kind 

captures the ways in which generations carry different histories and explores 

those histories of everyday trauma that are embodied in the next generations. It 

also offers stories that position those who have suffered not only as victims of 

violent events but as survivors with imagination, energy, and resilience. The 

traumas of everyday life are thus remembered as collective and systemic. (29-30) 

 

With Mailhot’s own interest in being a voice for the lost, we can read Heart Berries as 

her attempt to not only illuminate the “traumas of everyday” life but also Mailhot herself as 

someone who, through her narrative talents, is addressing her position with “imagination, energy, 

and resilience.” Indeed, in the Afterword, Mailhot commented on this need to read her story as 

one which is not only contextualized within the state of the world, but one which addresses the 

world by experimenting with form and language (126). In her story, we can understand the 

realities of the effects of intergenerational trauma as it affects and influences Mailhot’s 

experiences. By using an expanded lens of trauma and considering Mailhot’s representations of 

trauma within the context of the indigenous female experience, we stand to enhance our 

understanding of these lost voices. 

The memoir begins with an essay titled “Indian Condition” which recounts fragments of 

Mailhot’s experiences as an Indian female along with pinpointing the moment when the need to 

tell her story became “a means of survival”: after leaving the reservation, having just lost custody 

of her oldest child to her ex-husband and birthing her second son, and arriving a place where she 

could “bury my grief” (6). Echoing the interview included as textual apparatus, Mailhot repeats 

the word “maltreated”:  “My story was maltreated. The words were too wrong and ugly to speak. 

I tried to tell someone my story, but he thought it was a hustle. He marked it as solicitation. The 

man took me shopping with his pity. I was silenced by charity – like so many Indians. I kept my 
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hand out. My story became my hustle” (3). During the building of this “story,” Mailhot 

references intergenerational trauma by commenting on the experience of Indian women – those 

who are “forgotten so well they forget themselves” (4) - particularly her own experience 

conflated with her grandmother’s experience as representative of the legacy of the Indian 

woman:  

….It’s an Indian condition to be proud of survival but reluctant to call it 

resilience. Resilience seems ascribed to a human conditioning in white 

people…The Indian condition is my grandmother. She was a nursery teacher. 

There are stories that she brought children to our kitchen, gave them laxatives, 

and then put newspaper on the ground. She squatted before them and made faces 

to illustrate how hard they should push. She dewormed children this way, and she 

learned that in a residential school – where parasites and nuns and priests 

contaminated generations of our people. Indians froze trying to run away, and 

many starved. Nuns and priests ran out of places to put bones, so they built us into 

the walls of the new boarding school. (7) 

 

 Early on, Mailhot both directly and figuratively speaks of the trauma and being voice-less 

and forgotten through her description of the “Indian condition.” It is “survival,” not “resilience” 

which allows her to speak in spite of a legacy of being oppressed. It is being able to articulate the 

legacy of the “contaminated” – those who ran away and starved and remained missing and 

nameless, and those who died and were used as building materials. Still, Mailhot notes the 

difficultly in assuming this responsibility; the notion of the “mistreated story” becomes a theme 

repeated throughout the chapter. She muses on how even the idea of “story” can become 

convoluted when dealing with a birthright of silence: “I learned how story was always meant to 

be for Indian women: immediate and necessary and fearless, like all good lies” (5). She “learns 

how to make a honey reduction of the ugly sentences,” yet, her “voice cracks” (6). Often, 

traumatized speakers find it difficult to “speak” their experiences, and through the intersectional 

violence experienced by women of color, their “story” must either be a lie, or reduced to a 
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“honey reduction” in order to be available for consumption by a greater audience. Thus, Mailhot 

gestures towards a double loss: first, by the legacy of silencing and then, by an unwillingness to 

hear a story unless it follows the circumscribed popular narrative of a traumatized Indian woman.  

 With this as a foundational essay, Mailhot unfolds her tale over the rest of the memoir, 

with the majority of the essays addressed her to lover and later husband, Casey, and dealing with 

both her immediate situation in the behavioral health unit and her position as an Indian woman 

carrying the trauma of the lost. Often, this appears as the leitmotif of Indian bodies and Indian 

bones – or rather, the loss of bones, implying the loss of ancestral roots. She notes, “The gravity 

of Indian women’s situations, and the weight of our bodies, are too much” (30), suggesting that 

to carry the weight of what it means to have a silenced Indian female body, is “too heavy,” and 

yet, she must continue to carry on. Part of this heaviness is the loss of bones, which become 

figurative language for loss of roots. At one point, she writes she “woke up as the bones of my 

ancestors locked in government buildings,” desiring nothing more than the “eyes of her 

grandmother…smiling at my misguided heart” (18). Bones appear again in speaking of 

Mailhot’s mother: “She taught me I didn’t own things. I really liked the idea of possession. We 

don’t own our mothers. We don’t own our bodies or our land – maybe I’m unsure. Our 

grandmothers have been uprooted and shelved in boxes, placed on slabs of plastic, packed neatly 

in rooms, or turned into artifact – all after proper burials. Indians aren’t always allowed to rest in 

peace. I want to be buried in a bone garden with my ancestors someday. I’d like to belong to 

that” (72). Through using the images of bodies and bones, and more specifically, by implying the 

weight of the silence which comes through the loss of bones, Mailhot uses figurative language to 

illuminate the trauma of the Indian female identity. Contrary to Indian culture and its emphasis 

on ancestry, Mailhot’s ancestors – particularly the females – are lost, distributed among white 
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culture for display: they are in boxes, on plastic slabs, or are artifacts, which implies they have 

both been re-packaged for capitalistic consumption and their individual stories swallowed up by 

a larger popular narrative. Unlike traditional trauma theory, Mailhot does not suggest she 

“flashes back” to the image of bones or an experience of bones overtakes her present 

circumstances; rather, she carries the “weight” and the trauma of those lost bodies and bones as 

part of who she really is. In this way, Mailhot not only participants in life-writing, but offers a 

different perspective of those whose lives are part of a larger historical narrative and the effect on 

their ancestors.  

Likewise, Mailhot also recounts experiences of pain and an inability to heal through 

Western-prescribed methods of treating trauma. She reports about being unable to connect 

during a group session where the counselor suggests self-forgiveness: “In white culture, 

forgiveness is synonymous with letting go. In my culture, I believe we carry pain until we can 

reconcile it through ceremony. Pain is not framed like a problem with a solution” (28). Later, she 

writes to Carey, “You are so inefficient with pain – I realized you never had to cultivate it the 

way I did. The way Indian women do…My people cultivated pain. In the way that god cultivated 

his garden with the foresight that he could not contain or protect the life within it. Humanity was 

born of pain” (118). She muses on the legacy passed to her and Casey’s children: “Our boys, 

their compassion to will away inherited sorrow, it’s what makes them good and mine and Indian” 

(119). In framing her experience with pain as an Indigenous woman/person vs. the white pain 

experience, Mailhot suggests that for Indigenous people, the experience of the pain “we carry” – 

i.e. trauma – will not respond to conventional Western methods of either representation or 

reconciliation. Instead, in keeping with an Indigenous experience, she must reconcile her pain 

“through ceremony” in keeping with her roots. Even her children, who as the next generation, 
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will still inherit sorrow of intergenerational trauma, as “Indians” will use their compassion to 

further reconcile what is both passed down and what is lost.  

In addition to her own experiences with the trauma of lost voices, Mailhot displays the 

legacy of oppressive systems, which can themselves cause trauma, by recounting the experiences 

of her parents. Her father, an artist who was beaten to death at the Thunderbird Hotel over either 

a “cigarette or a prostitute” (81) struggled with substance abuse, physically and sexually abusing 

Mailhot as a child, forcing her to take showers with him, an experience which she first denies, 

and then later, while in a coffee shop remember, noting, “…I couldn’t catch my breath and 

doubled over in pain. I remembered a man in the shower” (108). Yet, Mailhot reveals the 

complicated nature of family relationships when musing over stories of her father, noting “I 

don’t write this to put him to rest but to resurrect him as a man, when public record portrays him 

as a drunk, a monster, and a transient” (87), suggesting that her father, too, was victimized by a 

legacy which includes not only a dark past, but suggests the nuances of the individual vs. the 

stereotype. Mailhot’s mother, according to Mailhot, “made a name as an angry Indian woman 

who could consent and disallow things. Indian women are usually discouraged from that basic 

agency” (31). To characterize her mother, Mailhot narrates an experience when her mother, a 

social worker and activist/outreach worker who would write to inmates in prison, became first 

friends, and then fell in love, with Salvador Agron, an inmate convicted of killing two innocent 

teenagers, bystanders to gang violence. Immortalized in pop culture by in several artistic 

mediums, including a play, The Capeman, by Paul Simon, Agron’s story became well-known – 

but Mailhot’s mother’s position in it was reduced to her being an “Indian hippie chick,” a “prison 

groupie,” or worse, a namely woman more characterized by her psychical attributes (her breasts) 

than her rehabilitation efforts (Mailhot 37-38). In response, Mailhot notes her mother cried, and 
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that “the pain was a process to understanding. Men were born to hurt my mother in the flesh and 

the text, and she was my savoir” (38). Mailhot returns to this story-within-a-story at the end of 

her memoir, beginning her final chapter by directly addressing her mother with a series of 

questions: “What of the body, Wahzinak? What of your skin – that pine, and then the winter 

willow beneath” (120), and then later, “What of your mother’s body, Wahzinak? Her olive seed 

and the red hill earth beneath. How many times did she told you back from the other side of the 

door?” (123). In the final words of the memoir, Mailhot turns to herself as the most recent in the 

line of Indian women in her family: “I lament and lament the beginning until the end, where your 

red hands are waiting. Did you foreordain heaven before you died? Was I there on your chest, or 

did you hold me from the door” (124).  As Mailhot finished by evoking the line of Indian women 

before her, we can understand the passing of intergenerational trauma through each generation. 

By centering her narrative on the body of the Indigenous female – her grandmother’s, her 

mother’s, and her own -  and conflating their bodies with images of the earth – the pine, the olive 

seed – Mailhot establishes how trauma continues to define and re-define subsequent generations. 

Though this may not be consider “trauma” in non-canonical reading, Mailhot’s use of figurative 

language coupled with her centering of the Indigenous body can be read as a way to access the 

trauma of the lost and silenced voices of Indigenous women.  

Heart Berries is a memoir infused with multiple traumas: the trauma of molestation, the 

trauma of childhood abuse, the trauma of painful relationships, and the trauma of silencing and 

obliteration through generations, of trauma passed on. And yet, its depictions of trauma would 

not neatly fit within the guidelines expressed by traditionally-accepted notions of trauma within 

trauma scholarship. Mailhot does not indicate flashbacks to a singular event; rather, she writes of 

oppression, of being silenced, of suffering from mental illness, of struggling herself and 
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watching the struggles of her matriarchal figures. To read this memoir using the limited lens of 

canonical trauma theory is to miss the nuance of Mailhot’s language and technique in attempting 

to shine light on her own experience and the experiences of members of her ancestral roots. In 

short, it is to participate in the type of silencing which trauma theory pushes against in an attempt 

to hear the voices of survivors. Hence, reading this memoir with an extended version of trauma, 

of listening beyond the trope, and considering the figurative language and the bodies, is to 

enhance our understanding of this long-silenced population. In establishing this expanded 

theoretical perspective, scholars, students, and readers stand to gain an enhanced understanding 

of Mailhot, but also the plight of Indigeous women, whose suffering and trauma continued to be 

silenced and whitewashed to this very day.  Likewise, this perspective could also allow for 

additional critical scholarship and teaching on other non-fictional memoirs, also.  

Conclusion 

 Far from a singular experience easily characterized in a trope, trauma appears in many 

forms and in many ways. This chapter has illustrated how trauma, passed through generations, 

can continue to influence and affect subsequent generations by first, reviewing the limited 

amount of scholarship on intergenerational trauma and discussing the broader context of 

postmemory in the humanities field and then, applying it to Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Junot 

Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao and Therese Marie Mailhot’s Heart Berries. It 

would be easy to dismiss comparisons between these texts: one is the fictional story of a single 

Black family affected by the trauma of the slave trade and slavery, one is a fictional, multivocal 

narrative about a Dominican family written by a Dominican-American male, while the other is a 

collection of non-fiction essays, characterized as a memoir, written by an Indigenous female. 

However, what draws them together is their individual representations of the broader experience 
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of the different kinds of intergenerational trauma. Though in their respective texts, we 

understand these are representations of the experiences of intergenerational trauma in different 

populations, as the stories of each illustrate how earlier, unresolved trauma continues to 

influence younger generations; in the case of these texts, the Middle Passage and slavery as it 

affects Sethe and her family, Trujillo’s regime influencing the youngest generations of the De 

Leon family, and for Mailhot, her experience as the most recent of a long line of silenced or 

reduced Indigenous women.  

 None of these texts proves an easy read, and yet, they each offer something important to 

scholarship and to students in the way they open the possibility for dialogue about trauma in 

marginalized communities. To dismiss these texts, or to ignore the traumatic influence inherent 

in each, is to lose an opportunity for a deeper, more comprehensive understanding of their 

stories. Likewise, each of these texts, fictional or not, has origins in non-fictional history – 

legacies which continue to affect very real populations. With this historical context, we can even 

read the fictional stories of Morrison and Diaz as a kind of life-writing: fictional representations 

representative of the non-fictional experiences of the Black and Dominican populations. For 

Black people, the suffering of the Middle Passage and slavery remains a continuous and 

conscious experience, for the Dominican people, it means the horror of the Trujillo regime 

continues, and the silencing of the lost voices of Indigenous women remains a firm practice in 

our current culture. If trauma theory proposes to be an “ethical” theory, then reading these texts 

with an expanded understanding of trauma, of attending to the nuances of the figurative 

language, of moving away from Western understanding and embracing a global reading, and of 

attending to the position of generations of bodies within larger systems is to gain a greater 

understanding of these stories in a global world. For educators, the opportunity to enhance 
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critical thinking and understanding is one not to be missed. Further, these texts present 

opportunities for an educator to introduce unique voices in the classroom – voices which less-

represented in the traditional canon, and voices which are very much a part of the world students 

are entering. If higher education is to be a space of diversity, as so many institutions strive for, 

then why not include a diverse group of texts? These voices, these bodies – they are part of what 

it means to be present in a global world.    
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CHAPTER 5 

THE TRAUMATIZED MIND-BODY SPLIT 

“Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls; the most massive characters 

are seared with scars.”—Kahlil Gibran 

 

 Beginning with the earliest history of trauma theory, through Freud and the formation of 

canonical trauma theory, a common theme/focus prevails: the privileging of a wounded mind 

only, with an emphasis on fragmented memories and an accompanying effect of silencing, or, at 

the very least, an inability to articulate experiences through language. However useful this 

scholarship has been, a theory of trauma which focuses solely on the mind loses an important 

part of the equation: that of the traumatized body. Though admittedly, not all trauma includes a 

physiological component – for example, those who may have witnessed the events of 9/11 

without being in physical proximity to either the sites of the plane crashes or the falling of the 

Twin Towers may still have been traumatized from the sight – but a large majority of traumatic 

memories begin with an initial wounding of the physical body, and then, to echo Gibran, 

subsequent “scarification” where the wound never fully heals in the body. To ignore the position 

of the body in trauma is a grave injustice to those who have been wounded; it is a turning away 

from the scars. This chapter intends to first, briefly review what limited amount of scholarship 

has been performed in regards to reading the traumatized body before exploring possibilities 

offered by a progressive reading of trauma; an updated lens which has expanded to include 

connections to the context of the initial wounding and how the body figures as of site of both 

wounding and traumatic expression. In order to do so, I will first, in connection with highlighting 

mind/body connections, close read the victim statement written by young woman known only by 
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a serious of pseudonyms: the “Stanford rape victim,” “the Stanford Victim,” or “Emily Doe”43; 

and second, turning to literary interpretation and representation, examine manifestations in the 

body in two novels: Edwidge Danticat’s 1994 novel Breath, Eyes, Memory, and Fadia Faqir’s 

2007 novel, Cry of the Dove44. In doing so, I will demonstrate why exploring the embodiment of 

trauma, and why including understanding the physicality of the traumatized body – including 

wounded bodies and raped bodies – and reading these bodies within the varying contexts of 

cultural, racial, ethnic, gender, and sexual differences is not only crucial to developing the next 

iteration of trauma scholarship, but more so, a necessary step in enlarging a student’s 

understanding of global stories, the positions of bodies as subjects in larger systems, how 

different bodies are measured with value in those systems, and how the traumatized body is often 

viewed as “damaged goods” or worse, as invisible.  

 

“You don’t know me, but you’ve been inside me”: The Body and Wound in Scholarship and 

Practice 

While the position of the body is a well-known discussion point in post-modern studies, 

connections with the body is less-often discussed in canonical trauma theory45. Though my focus 

                                                           
43 At the time of this writing, Emily Doe’s name was not public knowledge. However, in October, 2019, Chanel 

Miller came forward as Emily Doe in anticipation of her memoir, Know My Name.  
44 UK title: My Name is Salma.  
45According to Brenda Longfellow, in post-modernism, the body looms large, in a figurative sense; specifically, she 

writes, “Postmodernism, both as cultural practice and critical discourse does seem to be characterized by an 

enduring obsession with the body” (180). However, whether one is reading the body as a surface on which larger 

power structures are enacted or one is considering the role the body plays in performance, we do need to consider 

if post-modernism is effectively critiquing the body. In Carine M. Mardorossian’s “Towards a New Feminist Theory 

of Rape” (2002), she quotes Susan Bordo’s “pointed critique” of [Judith] Butler’s Gender Trouble as a succinct 

summation of the problems of post-modern bodily critiques: “Many postmodern readings of the body become lost 

in the fascinating, ingenious (and often, prematurely celebratory) routes that imagination, intellect, and political 

fervor can take when looking at bodily ‘texts’ without attention to the concrete contexts—social, political, cultural, 

and practical—in which they are embedded. And so they need to be reminded of the materiality of the body” 

(1997, 185) (755). With these problems raised, it is unclear if post-modern theorists, even those well-versed in 

reading the body, could accurately read the traumatized body in a nuanced fashion. However, simultaneously, 

trauma studies, in general, with the pervasive psychoanalytical focus on the mind, may also resist attempts at 

including the body within interpretations of traumatic accounts. 
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is more geared towards the position of the body in trauma studies, how bodily wounding 

interacts with wounding of the mind, and how trauma is additionally expressed through the body, 

understanding the limited amount of traumatic memory-body scholarship is useful as to the 

importance of developing a mode of reading which includes the body. In the broader 

interdisciplinary field of trauma studies, one such text arguing for traumatic memory-body 

integration is well-known: Bessel van der Kolk’s The Body Keeps Score: Brain, Mind, and Body 

in the Healing of Trauma (2014). A Dutch psychiatrist, van der Kolk has invested the entirety of 

his professional life studying trauma, including the establishment of The Trauma Center in 1982, 

and later, in 2018, the Trauma Research Foundation46. Van der Kolk’s research is most notable 

for his stance on incorporating both the physical experience of trauma as well as the mental 

experience; he notes, “We have discovered that helping victims of trauma find the words to 

describe what has happened to them is profoundly meaningful, but usually it is not enough. The 

act of telling the story doesn’t necessarily alter the automatic physical and hormonal responses of 

bodies that remain hypervigilant, prepared to be assaulted or violated at any time” (21). In The 

Body Keeps Score, van der Kolk details a number of case studies where traumatized individuals 

report feeling a number of physical symptoms: sweating, shaking, disconnection from the body, 

asthma attacks, migraines, hypersensitivity, choking, and more. He also notes that some 

traumatized individuals resort to physically harming themselves, including picking or cutting. 

Though my own focus is on reading and understanding the nuances of traumatic representation, 

                                                           
46 It should be noted that van der Kolk is not without his controversies. In a May 22, 2014 New York Times 

Magazine article titled “A Revolutionary Approach to Treating PTSD,” journalist Jeneen Interlandi details most of 

them, including van der Kolk’s involvement in the “repressed memory” scandal of the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, 

in which many parents, priests, and childcare workers were accused of sexual abuse, with the primary evidence 

being that of children having “repressed memories” – memories which were later proven to be implanted by 

suggestive questioning. Van der Kolk has also received criticism for “oversimplifying” the way the brain processes 

trauma (Interlandi). Most recently, in 2018, he was removed from his position at The Trauma Center amid 

accusations of bullying insubordinates, especially female individuals – a charge he has staunchly denied.   
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van der Kolk’s approach to understanding trauma through both mind and body representation is a 

useful one in beginning to consider how to read the position the body in accounts of wounding 

and traumatic bodily response, with an expanded lens which includes not only the mental 

response to trauma, but also the physical details of the traumatized body – an effective opening 

discussion to develop a fuller reading of the traumatized body in traumatic representations. 

For example, the body and the physical experience of the aftermath of rape is prevalent in 

the account of the brutal rape of a young woman whose identity remains unknown; she is 

referred to sometimes as the “Stanford victim,” the “Stanford rape victim,” “Emily Doe,” or, by 

her own words, as the “intoxicated, unconscious woman.”47 After being raped one January night 

in 2015 by former Stanford student Brock Turner, she became known to the public due to the 

polarizing effects of the legal case and sentencing; Turner, who was a young white male from a 

well-to-do family and a Stanford swimmer who once planned on swimming in the Olympics, 

was found guilty of three counts of sexual assault but only sentenced to six months in the county 

jail and probation (“Here is the Powerful Letter”). During the trial, Turner’s status, particularly 

as a champion swimmer, was repeatedly brought up as a reason for a not-guilty verdict, or at the 

very least, a reduced sentence – quite the fallacy in the face of the nature of the sexual assault 

and rape. Unwilling to remain silent in the face of the injustice of Turner’s light sentence, the 

woman released her victim statement, originally read during the trial, to BuzzFeed News in an 

attempt to shine a light on the reality of what rape victims face in terms of post-assault treatment. 

Though not a fictional document or novel, her statement powerfully addresses the bodily 

                                                           
47 At the time of this writing, this is how the individual was represented. In September 2019, Chanel Miller came 

forward publicly as Emily Doe as part of reclaiming her experience and in preparation for the release of her 

memoir, Know My Name: A Memoir, published September 25, 2019.  
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experience of the aftermath of rape and the associated trauma. Repeated throughout the letter is 

the victim noting that words were impossible; instead, she uses bodily sensations to describe the 

attack and her post-attack trauma.  

 The letter begins with the emotional statement, “You don’t know me, but you’ve been 

inside me, and that’s why we’re here today (“Here is the Powerful Letter”). From there, the 

woman details her experience waking up in the hospital after the attack and more specifically, 

the inability of language to articulate how she felt: she notes she doesn’t “have words” for 

reaching for her underwear and discovering them missing, and she notes the sensation of pine 

needles in her hair. She comments, “My brain was talking my gut into not collapsing. Because 

my gut was saying, help me, help me” (“Here is the Powerful Letter”). Continuing, she details 

the invasive experience of the post-rape medical exam: the poking, the prodding, and the 

smearing of blue paint on her vagina to check for abrasions. Showering after the experience, the 

woman recounts, “I stood there examining my body beneath the stream of water and decided, I 

don’t want my body anymore. I was terrified of it, I didn’t know what had been in it, if it had 

been contaminated, who had touched it. I wanted to take off my body like a jacket and leave it at 

the hospital with everything else” (“Here is the Powerful Letter”). Much like van der Kolk had 

noted in The Body Keeps Score, the woman is de-personalized and disconnected from her body; 

she is no longer “she” in terms of both a mind and a body, but rather, her body is an “it.” More 

so, this body is not a friendly “it,” but rather, one which had been “contaminated” and “touched.” 

In a compelling use of figurative language, she wishes to peel her body “like a jacket” and 

discard it. In her testimony, her body becomes a stand-in for the trauma she experienced – 

trauma that, during that time, her mind is unwilling or unable to remember or process. 
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 After the rape, the woman reports feeling extreme isolation and disconnection from 

normally bodily functions, including an inability to eat or sleep. She also reports learning of the 

details of the attack from the news and for the first time, the issue of consent – a fact which 

would play a large role in the ensuing trial: 

One more time, in public news, I learned that my ass and vagina were completely 

exposed outside, my breasts had been groped, fingers had been jabbed inside me 

along with pine needles and debris, my bare skin and head had been rubbing 

against the ground behind a dumpster, while an erect freshman was humping my 

half naked, unconscious body. But I don’t remember, so how do I prove I didn’t 

like it. (“Here is the Powerful Letter”) 

 Like many traumatized victims, the woman repeatedly notes having no memory of the 

incident, which contributed to her being re-traumatized through the experience of a trial. Much 

of her being cross-examined by Turner’s defense attorney also includes an emphasis on her body 

– her physical state at the time in terms of food, water, and alcohol consumption, her clothing, 

and her sexual history. In short, they follow a well-known script of victim-blaming which 

focuses solely on the raped and traumatized female body48. Towards the end of the statement, the 

woman expresses regret at both how during the trial and the media coverage of the event, 

Turner’s swimming times were repeatedly brought up – suggesting that a white, male, athletic 

body is much more valuable than a raped female body49.  

                                                           
48Mardorossian, in her efforts to re-form a theory of understanding rape, denotes, “The assumption that rape is 

successful because of women’s passive compliance with a sexual and linguistic script is problematic on two counts: 

first, because it implies that women who get raped do not in fact strategize prior to the rape and therefore that 

their rape necessarily signifies their submission to the role of victim; second, because focusing on women’s 

reaction or lack thereof during an attack necessarily takes the focus off the rapist and places it—along with the 

“responsibility” for the outcome of this scripted interaction—on women and women alone” (753).  

 
49Regretfully, Turner was only sentenced to six months in jail and served three for “good behavior.” 
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 I believe this example proves an excellent point: for traumatized victims, who may or 

may not be able to recover memories of wounding, the body is centered as a place of exposition 

and understanding. Echoing Foucault, the body becomes the “text” to read and understand the 

initial wound as well as the traumatic aftermath. Likewise, as discussed in Chapter 1, in media 

studies, traumatized bodies are central to the representation of an event; we see bodies being 

beaten, we see law enforcement efforts as they unfold, we see the crying witnesses, and we see 

the aftermath of violence in the testimony of survivors, with the added gravitas of their physical 

being as prevalent as their verbal account of the experience. By comparison, it seems unusual 

how in literary trauma studies, representations of trauma in the body are de-emphasized over 

linguistic constructions of traumatic memory, which creates a division between the mental and 

physical experiences of wounding and later, trauma. However, this remains the primary mode of 

thinking. 

A notable exception is literary scholar Lisa Woolfork, who has long argued against the 

“mind-body split” of trauma theory. In her 2009 Embodying American Slavery in Contemporary 

Culture, she presents what she terms “bodily epistemology” which is intended to challenge 

current trauma theory by considering the “corporeal dimensions of traumatic experience" (2). 

Her primary focus is on American slavery novels and discussing the position of the wounded 

black body as a public display of trauma in direct juxtaposition to the idea that trauma is a 

private experience. However, a considerable amount of her scholarship is directed towards the 

shortcomings of canonical trauma theory as proposed first by Freud and later, by Caruth and 

successors; Woolfork notes that “current trauma theory, though neither overtly nor intentionally 

racist, implicitly reinforces the mind-body split in its elaboration of the paradox of trauma” (6). 

Woolfork suggests that it is, in part, a Western, patriarchal privileging of the mind, a mode of 
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thinking which suggests that while bodily wounds, as egregious as they might be, will heal, 

while mental wounds offer a complex and fertile ground for exploration (6). Woolfork’s 

discussion of the mind-body split is quite compelling; she is unafraid to expose the implicit bias 

in canonical trauma theory while also advocating for a more inclusive reading which identifies 

the position of marginalized and traumatized bodies. Though she focuses specifically on trauma 

and the African-American body, her argument could be extended to include other ethnicities, or 

physical states, such as the traumatized disabled body, or even trauma as it directly relates to 

biological sex or gender performance. If we can acknowledge that different identities experience 

different kinds of trauma as related to their bodies, or that the bodily experience of trauma may 

vary according to the initial experience of wounding, we open possibilities for more nuanced 

readings of trauma and a greater understanding of the many stories which include physical 

wounding and/or the aftermath of wounding.  

To demonstrate what we gain in understanding reading the context of trauma and 

considering the traumatized body, the following sections will discuss how the Haitian novelist 

Edwidge Danticat depicts the trauma of rape and sexual assault as experienced by protagonists 

Martine and daughter Sophie in the novel Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994), and how the immigrant 

body, the trauma associated with the loss of a child, and the trauma of exile interact and inform 

Fadia Faqir’s 2007 novel The Cry of the Dove. Much as I did in critically examining the Stanford 

rape survivor letter, reading trauma in connection with the body in these novels reveals just how 

prominently the body figures when discussing traumatic memory. More so, reading the trauma in 

the novels in context reveals a deep complexity associated with different kinds of trauma. 

Likewise, reading these traumas in context allows greater connections to larger conversations; in 

the case of these novels, reading the trauma in context reveals additional conversations to 
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discussions of gender, purity, the influence of history and politics on the body as a subject, and 

body policing in culture. Though different kinds of trauma informs the plots of Breath, Eyes, 

Memory and The Cry of the Dove, the novels both demonstrate how the body is a site that 

violence and trauma is both enacted on and then continues to be enacted through, with variations 

associated with an understanding in the context of the initial wounding and how that wounding 

continues to compound through time.  

“I live both every day”: Trauma in Breath, Eyes, Memory 

Like Morrison’s Beloved, Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory is a novel often examined in 

scholarship for its depictions of sexual and intergenerational trauma and mother-daughter 

relationships. Written in 1994, the novel, split into two sections, tells two intertwined stories: 

first of Haitian mother Martine, who was raped in the cane fields by a faceless man, a Tonton 

Macoute, an officer of the Haitian paramilitary during the 1957-1986 Duvalier regime, a truth 

which Martine eventually tells her daughter Sophie at the end of Section One: “The details are 

too much…But it happened like this. A man grabbed me from the side of the road, pulled me 

into the cane field, and put you in my body. I was still a young girl then, just barely older than 

you (Danicat 61). She eventually flees to the US to escape her trauma, and Sophie, as a pre-teen, 

joins her mother after living in Haiti for the majority of her childhood. Sophie’s transition to her 

mother’s American home is fraught with tension; Martine, as a result of her own experiences, 

focuses on making sure Sophie is “good,” i.e. not interested in the male gender. Later, directly in 

connection with the idea of being “good,” Sophie herself experiences sexual trauma; first, when 

she is 18, she meets and falls in love with a man named Joseph, and her mother, fearing the loss 

of Sophie, forces her into  having her virginity “tested”: “She took my hand with surprised 
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gentleness, and led me upstairs to my bedroom. There, she made me lie on my bed and she tested 

me (Danicat 84) (italics hers). Later, desperate to escape her mother’s overly-protective eye and 

enter into a marriage, Sophie enacts a violent self-inflicted wounding designed to break her own 

hymen: “My flesh ripped apart as I pressed the pestle into it. I could see the blood slowly 

dripping onto the bed sheet” (Danicat 88). Unfortunately, after she marries Joseph and produces 

a daughter, Sophie finds that, due to her own sexual trauma, she is incapable of enjoying sexual 

experiences and experiences other form of bodily dysfunction. While Martine is unable to heal 

from her trauma and ultimately, commits suicide, Sophie both attempts Western-style therapeutic 

interventions and later, returns to Haiti, to her mother’s family and the site of her mother’s rape 

to break the cycle of trauma and heal from the past.  

Also like Beloved, there is a tremendous scope of scholarship examining the novel’s 

sexual trauma. While some remain dedicated to readings using canonical trauma theory, others 

have begun the important work of reading Danticat within a more evolved and globalized 

context. For example, Lucia M. Suarez grounds her discussion of the novel in a larger cultural 

discussion of the prevalence of rape in Haiti, Haiti’s cultural history of sexual violence, and the 

hidden nature of the epidemic, arguing that novels like Breath, Eyes, Memory “play a critical role 

in exposing the violence of rape and its repercussions” (111). Cherie Meacham notes that 

Danticat “offers a view of trauma as a dominant motif of Haitian experience…that defines rather 

defies culture and identity” (122). Most recently, in Spring 2016, Angela Watkins, drawing from 

Suarez and other scholars, argues that the novel reveals the normalizing of rape in Haiti, the 

difficulty expressing such violent experiences, and the possibility of healing through story, 

departing from other inquiries by suggesting that Martine and Sophie do find resolution to their 

trauma – Martine through suicide and Sophie through story-telling (109). When conflated, these 
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readings gesture towards one thing: the importance of reading the plot – and specifically, the 

trauma – of Breath, Eyes, Memory within its context of Haitian life and the Haitian diaspora; it 

seems as though it is impossible to disconnect Haiti from its history of sexual violence against 

women.  

With this in mind, we must understand the depth of Martine’s trauma and its origins 

within the context of Haitian culture; while most scholars point directly to the rape itself as 

traumatizing, Martine, in a statement to Sophie, acknowledges two: both the “testing” of her 

virginity by Grandmѐ Ifѐ and her rape. She comments, “I realize standing here that the two 

greatest pains of my life are very much related. The good thing about my being raped was that it 

made the testing stop. The testing and the rape. I live both every day” (Danticat 170). In an effort 

to understand the complexity of these topics, it would be useful to consider each of these 

experiences separately. “Virginity testing,” which is the practice of testing a female to determine 

if she has had vaginal intercourse, has, for a long time, been a world-wide practice50. In Breath, 

Eyes, Memory, it is directly acknowledged to be performed by mothers on their daughters as a 

way of making sure that the daughter is intact and therefore “pure,” which, in Haitian culture, is 

tied to family honor. Early in the novel, after Sophie’s arrival in the United States, Martine 

articulates the practice:  

When I was a girl, my mother used to test us to see if we were virgins. She 

would put her finger in our very private parts and see if it would go inside. Your 

Tante Atie hated it. She used to scream like a pig in a slaughterhouse. The way 

                                                           
50 In October 2018, the United Nations, along with the World Health Organization, U.N. Women and U.N. Human 

Rights, called for an end to the practice, calling them “medically unnecessary” and “painful, humiliating and 

traumatic.”  
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my mother was raised, a mother is supposed to do that to her daughter until the 

daughter is married. It is her responsibility to keep her pure. (Danticat 60-61)  

In a later section, Grandma Ife, in a conversation with Sophie about the practice of 

testing, confirms this, stating that “disgrace” is worse than death and it is a mother’s duty to keep 

her child “clean”: “From the time a girl begins to menstruate to the time you turn her over to her 

husband, the mother is responsible for her purity. If I give a soiled daughter to her husband, he 

can shame my family, speak evil of me, even bring her back to me” (Danticat 156). In 

considering these two statements, we also must unpack what is means to be “pure” and “soiled” 

in this particular cultural context. Clare Counihan argues that, in the novel, “testing” is “an 

attempt to document Haiti’s violent history, particularly in regards to rape as a political tool and 

a national obsession with women’s bodies and purity (39). With this reading, we understand the 

reduction of women to just their bodies – bodies which, in a system which values feminine 

purity, can be doubly traumatized through both the physical violation and loss of a cultural value. 

While canonical trauma theory may be adequate in reading the trauma of rape, I would suggest 

that it is of utmost importance to understand the multiple levels of trauma associated with rape in 

Haiti. Similarly, Pin-chia Feng reads the practice in Breath, Eyes, Memory as part of Haitian 

colonial history in which mothers, paradoxically, carry out the oppressive tradition as a way of 

upholding long-held, patriarchal notions of purity, leaving daughters scarred physically and 

psychologically – daughters who then mature and continue the cycle (743-744). I tend to agree 

with both Counihan and Feng; notions of “purity” and “soiling” in the Haitian context have 

much more to do with family honor than an actual individual, and I suggest that trauma can 

occur on multiple levels associated with the practice: both in terms of the physical violation of 

the daughter’s body by the mother, and again at the idea of losing stature within the community 

by being found as “impure.” Though Breath, Eyes, Memory does not directly depict Martine or 
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her sister Atie’s experiences in testing, as it is recounted only in memory, both Martine’s and 

Grandma Ife’s statements confirm the practice and justification on its position in a culture of 

purity; likewise, from Martine’s statement, that her experience of being subjected to motherly 

testing, this violation of the body and of the mother-daughter relationship, only stopped after her 

violent rape. Thus, we can understand Martine’s trauma is tied in with her cultural heritage and 

political position as a subject, but more so, as a female Haitian body which, having been 

violated, is therefore worthless in this larger political system.  

Understanding this adherence to purity also lends to a deeper understanding of rape as a 

weapon of violence against Haitian women, particularly virgins. In the novel, Martine does not 

detail her rape; she has been silenced through not only the violence, but the disgrace. Rather, to 

Sophie, who is the embodiment of the rape, she claims “the details are too much…a man grabbed 

me from the side of the road, pulled me into a cane field, and put you in my body” (Danticat 61). 

A more comprehensive story is related by Sophie later during a return visit to Haiti. The section 

begins with an explanation of who the Tonton Macoute are in Haitian culture: they are the 

“bogeyman” (sic) who keeps scraps of dismembered children to eat as snacks (Danticat 138). In 

describing them, Sophie does not shy away from their legacy of rape. Instead, she describes a 

common encounter with them: “When they entered a house, they asked to be fed, demanded the 

woman of the house, and forced her into her own bed. Then all you heard was screams until it 

was her daughter’s turn. If a mother refused, they would make her sleep with her son and brother 

or even her own father” (Danticat 139). According to Sophie, Martine was raped by a stranger, a 

potential Tonton Macoute, who dragged her into the cane fields (Danticat 139). Afterwards, she 

is unable to sleep, terrified he would appear to kill her or the fetus; when she did sleep, she 

would bite “off pieces of her own flesh when she had nightmares” (Danticat 139). Suicidal, 
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Martine is exiled – first to work for a rich family, and later, to the United States. Understanding 

the context of the situation allows for a better understanding of exactly why we have a second-

hand account of this rape, rather than seeing Martine, at no point in the story, directly tell her 

own detailed account of the attack. Rape victims, in general, are often silenced. However, an 

additional layer is added because the rape occurs during the Duvalier regime, a time in Haitian 

history of endemic terror and extreme brutality, including the use of state-sanctioned rape as a 

tool of silencing. According to the 1994 document “Rape in Haiti: A Weapon of Terror,” 

“documenting rape by police and soldiers is especially difficult, given the climate of fear and 

repression under which most women’s rights activists operate, and given the rape victims’ fear of 

reprisal, which has long prevented them from reporting rape” (as qtd. in Suarez 116). Therefore, 

it is unsurprising that Martine does not speak of her own rape and the traumatic aftermath; 

doubly victimized by the attack and a Haitian acquiesce of rape as a weapon, she is silenced on 

multiple levels.  

These traumas follow Martine to the U.S., complicating the common narrative of an 

immigrant shedding the past in favor of an American identity and demonstrating how the past 

has the ability to reach forward into the future, and even into the U.S. as refuge, though the novel 

only hints at the difficulty of assimilation, with a greater focus on family and mother-daughter 

relationships. When Sophie arrives from Haiti, on her first night, we learn Martine has been 

suffering from flashbacks and nightmares, seeing “horrible visions in my sleep” (Danticat 48). 

Sophie, hearing her screaming, awakens her from her nightmare. Shortly after Sophie’s arrival, 

towards the end of Part I, when Martine first relays how Sophie is the product of rape, we begin 

to understand how Sophie is an embodiment of the rape itself: Martine tells her that in looking at 

her face, she “sees” her unknown and faceless rapist: “A child out of wedlock always looks like 
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its father” (Danticat 61). From here, Sophie begins alienation from her mother; she is aware she 

is tainted blood, and her very face is a perpetual physical reminder. Indeed, much associated with 

trauma and children in the novel has to do with faces; for example, later in the novel, Martine 

becomes pregnant and experiences an auditory hallucination of the fetus speaking to her: “It has 

a man’s voice….everywhere I go, I hear it. I hear him saying things to me. You tintin, malprop. 

He calls me a filthy whore” (Danticat 217). However, speaking to Sophie, she notes she “will 

never look into its face” and questions, “what if there is something left in me and when the child 

comes out it has that other face?” (Danticat 217). Unfortunately, the unintegrated trauma, which 

is then complicated by the pregnancy, overtakes Martine and she commits suicide by stabbing 

herself in the stomach with a rusty knife (Danticat 224). According to her lover Marc, her final 

words are regarding her unwillingness to carry the baby, or rather, the potential the unborn child 

has to have “that other face.” Traumatized, Martine still believes she is disgraced; the blood of 

her rapist continues in her own body – a body which is still, to Martine, doubly tainted because 

of the physical attack and loss of purity.  

Much of the Part II of the novel deals with Sophie’s trauma, beginning with her own 

experience with “testing,” which was initiated when Sophie returned home from a secret visit 

with her then-boyfriend Joseph. During the experience, Sophie attempts to distract herself with 

prayer and pleasant memories. Meanwhile, her mother tells her the story of the Marassas, who 

were “the same person, duplicated in two,” which is doubling (Danticat 84). Despite Martine’s 

opening of the Marassas as lovers, Martine complicates the mother-daughter relationship by 

saying, “The love between a mother and a daughter is deeper than the sea….You and I we (sic) 

could be like the Marassas. You are giving up a lifetime with me” (Danticat 85). Sophie, 

traumatized by her first experience of testing, cannot reply, but only close her legs and think of 
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her Tante Atie and the story of her aunt screaming while being tested (Danticat 85). In a 1996 

interview, Danticat herself has discussed her purpose for including Sophie’s doubling during 

testing:  

Sophie is saying, "I'll gain strength. This is my body, but I will go 

somewhere else. The core of me is somewhere else." In her case, she thinks of 

pleasant things-she imagines being in Haiti. Sophie also thinks of doubling as an 

explanation for cruelty. How could these people who have wives and children 

they play with murder people? But with doubling they could have these two 

selves: the kind-hearted person and the evil side. Doubling acknowledges that 

people make separations within themselves to allow very painful experiences, but 

also the separation allows people to do very cruel things. (Shea 385) 

Danticat’s explanation is interesting in terms of how, during this painful tradition, Sophie 

“doubles” to pleasant memories in Haiti to escape – although Haiti’s system is also a source of 

her pain. Likewise, her comment on the dual nature of people might also offer a cultural 

explanation: mothers must test their daughters out of love, despite knowing the pain of the 

experience. Regardless, this discussion exposes the complexities of reading trauma contextually. 

Canonical trauma theory rests on the assumption that trauma results from a singular horrific 

event. In the example of Martine’s and Sophie’s trauma, Haiti – with its cultural ties to notions 

of purity, to rape as a political tool – is equally a source of pain and joy. This also parallels with 

the mother-daughter relationship of Breath, Eyes, Memory: Martine and Sophie are inexplicably 

connected culturally and bodily.  

Returning to the novel, the testing continues for the next five weeks. Like Martine’s 

minimal comment on the rape, Sophie does not directly speak of the trauma of being tested, but 

rather, right before her self-mutilation, notes “feeling alone and lost, like there was no reason for 

me to live” (Danticat 87). She goes into the kitchen for the mortar and pestle, which she and her 
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mother use to crush up spices for Haitian cooking. Then, just before using the pestle to have her 

“flesh ripped apart,” Danticat inserts a short folktale about a woman who suffered from perpetual 

bleeding and who, to stop the gushing, opted for transformation into a butterfly. Feng reads this 

insertion as comment on how bodily transformation relates to freedom, and that Sophie’s 

“attempt to demolish her own corporeality to set up a boundary between the demanding mother 

and her withering selfhood” (745). Certainly, the broken bonds between mother and daughter are 

demonstrated in a corporeal sense: “My body was quivering when my mother walked into my 

room to test me. My legs were limp when she drew them aside. I ached so hard I could hardly 

move. Finally I failed the test” (Danticat 88). Understanding this experience in context, we know 

that Sophie, by eradicating her hymen, literally fails the test in a bodily experience, but also 

pseudo-“fails” her mother and culture in remaining pure and obedient. The physical tissue is 

symbolic of her purity, regardless of the fact that her wound was self-inflicted.  

Unfortunately, while she may have been freed from her mother, Sophie is unable to move 

past the trauma of her past – both her mother’s and her own experience in being tested, which 

results in trauma manifesting in various ways both mental and physical. In her narrative, Sophie 

reports feeling suicidal and having nightmares like her mother: “Her nightmares had somehow 

become my own, so much that I would wake up some mornings wondering if we hadn’t both 

spent the night dreaming about the same thing: a man with no face, pounding life into a helpless 

young girl” (Danticat 193). However, unlike her mother, Sophie’s trauma also manifests in her 

body as she suffers from sexual dysfunction and bulimia – a diagnosis that causes her mother to 

accuse her of becoming “very American” in one of the novel’s few comments on the 

immigration experience (Danticat 179). Unable to either enjoy intercourse with her husband or 

eat a meal without purging it, we can understand Sophie’s trauma through her prevalent and 
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continuing bodily issues. Like Martine, Sophie’s trauma is closely linked to her mother and the 

Haitian tradition of testing; however, unlike Martine, Sophie opts for healing through the 

Western “talk cure” of therapy and through a number of symbolic rituals designed to “free” 

herself from the trauma. For example, she participates in a sexual phobia group which, during 

one meeting, encourages her to participate in a ritualistic burning of the name of her abuser – her 

mother. According to Sophie, this action affords her the opportunity to view the “testing” in a 

different light: “I knew my hurt and hers were links in a long chain and if she hurt me, it was 

because she was hurt, too” (Danticat 203). Likewise, in the last pages of the novel, after her 

mother’s funeral in Haiti, Sophie runs into the cane fields, beating a stalk, causing her palm to 

bleed (Danticat 233). By returning to the site of her conception and fighting the cane until she 

herself is bleeding, Sophie attempts to break the cycle of harm perpetuated on the Haitian women 

of her family. If Sophie’s trauma began first, with her mother’s own experience of testing and the 

rape in the cane fields, then later, her own experience with the tradition of testing and with the 

blood of self-mutilation, this final bleeding suggests a rejection of the culture and a reclaiming of 

the body through blood.  

Reading Sophie’s trauma in the body brings an additional dimension to the novel, as we 

can see multiple opportunities to read trauma endured by Haitian women. Beyond the tool of 

state-sanctioned rape and Martine’s resulting trauma, we can also understand the trauma which 

results from the patriarchal tradition of virginity testing under the guise of “purity,” which for 

Sophie, lead to additional trauma manifested specifically through the body – her inability to 

partake in sexual intercourse and food. Though certainly, Breath, Eyes, Memory has some 

hallmarks of commonly-accepted trauma theory, such as nightmares, the physical manifestations 

of trauma cannot be ignored, especially when read in terms of the Haitian emphasis on the body 
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and purity. Of course, this gestures towards reading the novel as a historical and cultural 

commentary: a kind of life-writing. Yes, Danticat herself has often explained close connections 

between her own experiences as a child in Haiti, her desire to understand Haitian history and 

culture, and how both of these interests influence her fiction. In a length 2003 interview with 

Bonnie Lyons, Danicat explains how Breath, Eyes, Memory began as a memoir:  

The book started out as an essay for a newspaper called New Youth 

Connections that was doing an issue on immigration and asked me to write about 

my first day here in the United States. I tried to remember and evoke that as much 

as possible. I came here when I was twelve and was writing this essay when I was 

eighteen…And at some point I started writing about a little girl who comes to 

New York to be reunited with her mother and later returns to her village in Haiti 

as a woman with her baby daughter. (Lyons 185)  

 Danticat finishes her comment by noting the possibilities of inclusion which open up 

when one writes in fiction. Therefore, we further understand the necessity of reading this novel 

in context and specifically, of understanding the position of the Haitian female body as a subject 

positioned in a legacy of trauma. If Breath, Eyes, Memory began as a tale of a Haitian mother 

and daughter reuniting in America, Danicat skillfully weaves in the tragic history of the 

Duvalier’s regime as a nod to the broader story of the overall trauma of the Haitian people, and 

more specifically, of Haitian women whose bodies became pawns in a political game. For 

Martine, a representative of the Duvalier regime, there was combined traumas which take on 

additional meaning when read in a cultural context: first the testing and later, the rape of the 

body. For Sophie, a female body of the subsequent generation, the trauma occurs in multiple 

ways: alienation from her raped mother’s body, the experience of testing, and her own self-

mutilation as her only means of rejecting this legacy. Regardless of the traumatic memories from 
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these experiences, we cannot ignore the prominent position of the body as both a site of 

wounding and as a means of expression.  

“They Should Cut Me Into Pieces”: Trauma in Fadia Faqir’s The Cry of the Dove 

  

Like Breath, Eyes, Memory, Fadia Faqir’s The Cry of Dove also offers a compelling 

opportunity for interpretation in terms of trauma theory. Also known by its UK title of My Name 

is Salma, the novel was published in 2007 and tells the tale of Salma, a Bedouin tribal girl who, 

after becoming pregnant out of wedlock, has a fatwa placed on her by her family – a sentence 

which her brother is determined to carry out. In order to escape certain death, she is first 

imprisoned in her own unnamed country in the Levant, where she gives birth to a baby girl, and 

then spirited out of the region to England, where she must rebuild her life far away from her 

native home and family. During her time in England, Salma secures employment, seeks 

education, and marries and births a son – and yet, she is unable to forget the daughter left behind 

in her home country. Unable to recover from the trauma of losing her child, and coupled with the 

trauma of losing her family through shame-based actions, and the trauma  of attempting to 

assimilate, she attempts a trip home – with tragic results: she learns that her brother had drowned 

her daughter and her father died of grief. The novel ends with Salma, hearing her mother arguing 

with someone about family honor, faces her brother one last time and feels a “cold pain pierce 

through my forehead, there between my eyes, and then like blood in water it spread out” (Faqir 

279).  

Though she has gained recognition as an emergent British Arab author and a human 

rights scholar, with specific focuses on intra-family femicide and the feminine role and position 
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in Arab and Muslim contexts, Faqir’s own fiction has been discussed infrequently in scholarship. 

This may have something to do more with a Western preference for a particular narrative when 

the author or protagonist is of Arab descent; as opposed to the popular figure of the “oppressed, 

veiled weeping woman,” Faqir has long expressed interests in providing “Arab women’s 

alternative stories” which  “create a different language where the patriarch is lampooned and 

ridiculed, and where women’s daily experiences and oral culture are placed at the centre (sic) of 

the discourse,” as evidenced both by common themes in her fiction and in her position as the 

editor of the Garnet Arab Women Writers series (Moore 246). When any of her four novels have 

been reviewed, much of the commentary is influenced by her own identity as a British Arab 

female writer; i.e., transnational readings and feminine viewpoints.  Faqir was born in Jordan, 

where she completed her undergrad degree and worked as a journalist before immigrating to 

England, where she finished her advanced degrees and became an independent scholar as well as 

a fiction writer.  

This biographical background is key for several reasons: first, Faqir is truly writing from 

a global position and in fact, has publically commented that she does not consider herself to be 

an “Arab voice” speaking on “Arab issues” from the outside, but rather, as someone who 

understands the nuances of a larger, global “web” (“You Arrive” 4). Additionally, as someone 

who is immersed in Western culture, Faqir does understand the Westernized definition and 

representations of trauma. In a 2011 interview with Lindsay Moore, Faqir commented as such on 

the trauma present in The Cry of the Dove:  

Salma [in My Name is Salma] has a duality of vision. The narrative keeps 

jumping between the past and the present. She is shackled by her past. The human 

mind works randomly; it free-associates. If you want to represent thought process, 

your form can never be entirely linear….I wanted to emphasize the rupture, the 

loss of her daughter and the tug of her past. I wanted the reader to immerse him or 
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herself in her immigrant experience, but simultaneously to recognize the past 

trauma seeping through the present narrative. (“You Arrive” 4) 

 

 With Faqir’s global background and associated interest in representations of memory and 

trauma, it makes sense that traumatic representation in the novel is varied. For example, she 

experiences visual hallucinations of her past life, including seeing family members and Hamden, 

father of her child, as present, but most prominent through the novel is the “dark figure” of 

Mahmound, her brother, who often appears to her while carrying a rifle. For example, while 

living in a hostel, Salma sees a part of brown feet in leather sandals underneath a figure hiding in 

the curtains – a figure which, after telling her roommate and best friend Parvin, is determined to 

not be real (Faqir 91)51. In another particularly compelling scene, Salma is on her lunch break 

reading a book when suddenly, time fractures and the past trauma of her brother hunting her to 

kill her forces itself over the present via the apparition of a  dark figure appearing to intently 

stalk her: “As for the lone assassin, he followed me back to work. His leather sandals worn out, 

his feet covered with desert dust, his yellow toenails long, chipped, and lined with grime and his 

rifle slung on his right shoulder, he kept pace with me until I arrived at Lord’s Tailors” (Faqir 

120). Salma also experiences auditory hallucinations; throughout the novel, she often hears a 

child softly crying when no children are present and connects the experience to her own lost 

child crying for her – one of the last sounds she heard after giving birth and having her child 

                                                           
51 It should be noted that for the characters in the book, this is the only type of trauma which is acknowledged; 

twice in the novel, Salma attempts to seek treatment for her trauma from a medical professional. On the first visit, 

she is dismissed, and on the second visit, she is prescribed medication only because Parvin insists, telling the 

doctor that she suffers from “palpitations, night sweats, little sleep….Miss Ashe imagines men with rifles follow her 

around Exeter” (Faqir 140). I find this notable because similar to the discussion in this section, other characters are 

only able to recognize trauma primarily through manifestations of traumatic memory, i.e., the men with rifles; the 

bodily experiences are secondary towards recognizing trauma. It should also be noted that characters are only 

aware of one aspect of Salma’s trauma and at no point address the loss of her daughter. In fact, towards the end of 

the novel, when Salma decides to return to look for her child, Parvin notes a deterioration in her physical 

appearance before asking “have you started seeing the men with rifles again?” (Faqir 265).  
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forcibly removed from her. With these fragments of the past forcing them themselves over 

Salma’s present, we see evidence of the canonical trauma trope – the sudden temporal split as 

past trauma invades the present time.  

 However, to read the novel with only this type of representation in mind is to miss other 

possibilities for a deeper understanding. Specifically, we must also consider Salma’s traumatized 

body and its position as what the trauma has been enacted upon in addition to her mind. 

Interestingly, like the characters of Breath, Eyes, Memory, much of Salma’s corporeal experience 

is influenced by a cultural understanding of purity; by engaging in sexual intercourse before 

marriage and birthing a child out of wedlock, she has brought shame into her family – shame 

which manifests in bodily trauma. Likewise, the trauma is compounded through the loss of her 

child and her experiences as an immigrant in England, of being brown-skinned in a white-

dominated land, and additional manifestations of physical trauma, including hair loss, open 

sores, occur directly related to these experiences.  

 As noted, much of trauma in the novel stems from Salma’s loss of her daughter, and more 

specifically, the loss of the experience of nursing immediately after birth; as we learn part way 

through The Cry of the Dove, after Salma gave birth in the prison, assisted by other female 

inmates, one of them paid the warden to remove the newborn immediately because she felt to 

create a motherly bond through nursing would ultimately be more harmful to Salma (Faqir 133). 

Therefore, a number of times when Salma “hears” her daughter crying, the trauma is 

accompanied by physical sensations, including the hardening of her nipples. For example, one 

evening, while walking home from a job interview, Salma “hears” the child: 

When I walked out of the hotel my burning face was hit by a gentle cold breeze. 

She was out there whimpering for me, crying, looking for a foothold. I knew that 

wind. A sudden chill ran through me so I bent forward as if winded and hugged 
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my erect nipples. The muscles where my ribs meet between my breasts were 

inflated then collapsed as if I had sunk inwards. Before I had the chance to look at 

her face she was taken away by the warden to one of the homes for illegitimate 

children. I lay on the ground bleeding like a lamb slaughtered for the grand Eid 

festival…” (Faqir 126)  

  

In the rest of the lengthy scene, Salma reports being washed by the other inmates, who 

pray over her to be blessed “with the gift of forgetfulness” while in the distance, a shot rings out, 

signifying, according to Salma, the shooting of a young woman released from prison that day by 

her brother for the shame brought on their family (Faqir 126). Though certainly, the 

hallucinations are reminiscent of canonical trauma theory, what also must be acknowledged is 

Salma’s corporeal experience of the trauma: her nipples becoming erect, and how her muscles 

“inflate” and then “collapse” as Salma physically responds to the traumatic flashback of birth, 

loss, the after-birth experience in the prison, and the sound of the shooting.  Later in the novel, 

while having lunch, Salma experiences a similar flashback, with similar accompanying physical 

responses: “She was out there crying, looking for a foothold. I knew that wind. A sudden chill 

ran through me so I bent forward as if winded and hugged my erect nipples. The muscles where 

my ribs meet between my breasts were inflated then collapsed as if I had sunk inwards. I was 

drowning” (Faqir 209). The repetition of this idea of “drowning” continues as Salma uses 

figurative language to describe the trauma escalating until finally, she opts to return to her 

country to retrieve her daughter, with deadly consequences.  

However, the loss of her daughter is not the only trauma Salma experiences. She is 

additionally traumatized by the loss of her family in regards to her bringing “shame” on herself 

through the illegitimate pregnancy, and the forced exiled to England, where she struggles to 

assimilate. Much of the novel is dominated by the leitmotifs of skin and cleansing; Salma often 
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refers to herself as “damaged” or “wounded,” and additionally, she experiences accompanying 

symptoms in her body. When she first arrives in England, her skin erupts in open sores and she 

begins losing her hair. She spends copious amounts of time trying to cleanse her body, which she 

views as a physical site of deep shame and her dark past; there are repetitive and detailed scenes 

of washing and bathing as a method for cleansing shame. Salma carries an extreme hatred for 

herself for her past; at one point, she thinks, “They should cut me into pieces and leave each at 

the top of a different hill for birds of prey” (Faqir 87). Believing herself to be shamed by her 

actions, she often spends her evenings dressing provocatively and seeking degrading treatment, 

going to out “with the hopes of meeting an Arab here, who would report me to the police or kill 

me instantly” (Faqir 21). Her shame, she believe, is beyond redemption unless her body is killed 

by someone from her own culture.  

 Similarly, shame and purity of the body are also integral to Salma’s identity – an identity 

which is traumatized by her own forced emigration to white and Christian England, while she 

herself is dark-skinned and Muslim. Within the first few pages of the novel, Salma remarks of 

her desire to clean the rooming house she lives in, particularly the toilet, because she is 

“goddamn Muslim and had to be pure and clean” (Faqir 10). She also becomes obsessed with 

reading popular women’s magazines, fawning over the photos of “white English roses” and 

desiring for her own skin to be whitened, to become “Sally” – the name she was given when she 

arrived in England. At one point, she ponders meeting “a…white Englishman, who was dying to 

meet an exotic woman like me with dark eyes, skin, hair, and deeds. I would rub my olive skin 

against him and – puff – like magic, I would turn white” (40). She speaks of “shedding” her own 
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identity and becoming someone who “never had a bite of the forbidden apple” (Faqir 46)52. 

Thus, not only is Salma unable to over the trauma over losing her daughter, family, and culture, 

but her sense of self is equally lost in this whitewashed world she enters.  

 Unfortunately, Salma is unable to process the trauma, and at the end of the novel, 

repeated visual and auditory hallucinations of Layla, her daughter, move her to attempt to return 

home – even after achieving a measure of success in employment, starting an education, 

marrying, and bearing a son. Unlike traditional trauma stories where a survivor is able to process 

their trauma and overcome it, Salma is offered no such opportunity, and hers becomes a tale of 

warning for what may happen when the trauma – all trauma - becomes too much. In considering 

this, it opens up additional possibilities for interpretation; while we can understand this novel in 

connection with Faqir’s biography as a global scholar invested in traumatic representation, we 

can also read The Cry of the Dove as an allegorical tale of warning based on Faqir’s own 

scholarly interests in intrafemicide53and exploring Arab women’s stories. Like with Danticat and 

Breath, Eyes, Memory, Faqir’s comments and scholarship suggest The Cry of the Dove can be a 

vehicle to explore trauma, to consider possibilities, to highlight stories which otherwise go 

unread and experiences which are not part of the common narrative. Certainly, this is not a new 

idea, but when specifically exploring trauma, to focus only on accepted markers of memory 

                                                           
52In one particularly arresting scene, Salma goes to the doctor to request having her nipples cut out. It is unclear 

from this scene if it is directly related to trauma with her daughter or in an attempt to assimilate. When asked by 

the doctor about motivation, Salma answers, “You cannot see other women’s nibbles (sic). Me always dark and 

out. Slice them. Better that way.” The doctor suggests psychiatric treatment, which Salma refuses (Faqir 134). I 

tend to argue her motive is more geared towards assimilation, as earlier in the book, Salma again refers to being 

nipple-less as part of being white: she desires to be a “nipple-less blond bombshell” and believes, with the surgery, 

“Puff, my sinful past would disappear, a surgeon would slice away part of my mind and my ugly nipples! I would 

turn white…” (Faqir 89-90).  
53 See “Intrafamily femicide in defence of honour: the case of Jordan” in Third World Quarterly, Vol. 22, No. 1, 

2001, pp. 65-82 and “Arab Democracy Minus Women: Gender, Democracy and Citizenship in Jordan” in Asian 

Women, Vol. 11, 2000, pp. 61-89 
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discounts additional expressions of trauma in the body – expressions which point to a deeper 

wound than one originally considered. Like Martine, Salma’s wounding and subsequent trauma 

is directly connected to a larger cultural system, and as a result of the trauma, both are physically 

displaced from their motherlands. Each experiences nightmares associated with their wounding – 

a traumatic symptom easily recognized within canonical trauma theory – but memory of 

wounding also plays out on their female bodies – bodies which experienced the trauma because 

of their very positions within larger systems. Neither is able to fully escape her trauma, and their 

narratives end with a final, violent confrontation which is depicted through a corporeal 

experience: Martine by stabbing herself to death and Salma, with her last sensation being the 

feeling of a bullet entering her skull. Sophie, by comparison, escapes her trauma in the cane 

fields, the stalks tearing the flesh of her hands until they bleed. 

Conclusion 

 At first glance, Breath, Eyes, Memory and The Cry of the Dove appear somewhat 

different aside from each being a story featuring female protagonists. Yet, looking at them more 

closely and considering them as exemplars of the trauma narrative genre, what emerges is a 

remarkable similarity: each deal with stories regarding trauma, the body, cultural definitions of 

purity and tradition, the effects on subjects who are born into these systems, and the dangers of 

what happens when trauma is not acknowledged. More broadly, from these interpretations, it is 

clear that to consider trauma in literature without attending the position of the traumatized body 

is to lose a potential discussion rich for exploration. As noted, the body remains a site where 

trauma is both enacted on – in the initial wounding – and enacted though as the traumatic 

memory corporeally expresses itself. In Breath, Eyes, Memory, we have two female bodies who 

are wounded in service to a larger cultural tradition, with one succumbing to the trauma and one 
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who attempts treatment in an effort to break the cycle. Comparatively, in The Cry of the Dove, 

Salma, like Martine, experiences extreme trauma related to purity beliefs, child bearing and loss, 

and assimilation, and we see manifestations of this trauma appear through bodily representation 

alongside linguistic description. Also like Martine, failure to acknowledge this trauma results in 

Salma’s death which, although not technically suicide, could be considered suicide by tradition 

or belief system.  

 This final comment on belief systems and their role in these trauma narratives is an 

interesting point, and one which bears exploring. At the end of section on The Cry of the Dove, I 

suggested that we could read the novel as a warning to those who did not treat traumatic 

memory, and a similar warning could be read through Martine’s suicide and Sophie’s attempts at 

healing. However, for my interests, from a scholarly perspective, reading these novels with an 

expanded attention to the trauma represented, with an understanding of context and a specific 

focus on corporeal expression, carries similar weight as to answering why the canonical trauma 

theory lens must be expanded in order to read more fully narratives such as these. In both Breath, 

Eyes, Memory and The Cry of the Dove, bodies – particularly female bodies – are positioned both 

as sites of wounding within larger systems, bear markers of subsequent trauma, and serve as 

emblems of the ultimate sacrifice. The bodies of Martine and Salma point towards a larger 

narrative of feminine subjects – a narrative in which such bodies, particularly those which are 

soiled and therefore diminished in value - are tools to be used and discarded without much caring 

within larger systems which value feminine purity over the pain of individual women. Circling 

back to the “Stanford victim,” the mention of Turner’s swim times during his court trial gestures 

towards this trend continuing today: what is a raped female body compared to an athletic male 

body who can produce Olympic-speed swim times? Though not explicitly tied to purity, each of 
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these female bodies are positioned within patriarchal systems willing to discard female bodies in 

favor of male pursuits.  

Likewise, for those who teach this literature, bringing this understanding to students is to 

encourage a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of the stories which dominate the 

world – the stories of #MeToo in the media, or even the stories they face every day, owing to the 

current rape crisis in our culture – and as noted, more so on college campuses. In this way, this 

affords us additional opportunities when faced with attempting to understand a non-fictional 

account of rape and bodily harm, such as seen in “Here is the Powerful Letter.” It encourages our 

ability to listen, to understand, and to be an agent of change in regards to the valuation of bodies. 

Additionally, of special interests to scholars, in our current academic climate, where Title IX 

conversations remain a part of regular discourse, and where sexual violence on campus statistics, 

although debated54, remain at an alarming high, understanding different representations of 

trauma can useful in shedding light on the complexities associated with these issues and in turn, 

better serve those who may have these experiences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
54 See Evan Gerstmann’s “The Stat That 1 In 5 College Women Are Sexually Assaulted Doesn't Mean What You 

Think It Means,” Forbes.com, 27 Jan. 2019.  
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CONCLUSION 

THE FUTURE OF TRAUMA AND THE LITERARY CLASSROOM 

 

The scope of this project was immense, and yet, offered a succinct summary of the 

evolving traits of the instability of trauma, combined with a broad range of literature, which 

reflects the enormity of the globalized, trauma-based discussion in our culture. I began by 

addressing trauma-based public discourse, fully explicating the number of issues associated with 

widespread discussions of trauma in the media, including stories prioritizing traumatized white 

bodies over traumatized bodies of color, stories in which trauma becomes “trauma porn,” 

designed to sensationalized and titillate, and finally, stories in which the trauma of persons of 

color are tokenized and fetishized and therefore, their trauma reduced. This understanding is 

particularly important by how those discussions affect first, the ability of the survivor to tell their 

story and remain credible, and second, the ability of an audience, especially a student audience, 

to adequately witness and understand a trauma narrative, as the proliferation of these stories may 

lead to desensitization or even compassion fatigue. Likewise, this overview is foundational to the 

larger discussion of reading and teaching trauma because without this critical understanding, it 

would be easy to mishandle the discussion of these stories and their subject matter, which need 

to be addressed with sensitivity. Chapter 1 concluded with two examples of public displays of 

performative trauma: Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo, a national protest against the 

“disappearing” of dissentients of Argentina’s “Dirty War” and Mattress Performance (Carry 

That Weight), a work of endurance performance art by former Columbia student Emma 

Sulkowicz. Extrapolating the circumstances surrounding the motives of each performance and 

exploring audience response to each is illuminating and illustrates how reading trauma in context 

allows for additional depth and nuance; in these examples, trauma and response is mitigated by 
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gender and social systems. For the Mothers, their public performance of a weekly silent march 

for the state-sanctioned murders of their children has direct ties to notions of gender and mother-

hood which, despite some initial public outcry and violence, is the reason that their trauma 

performance has been heralded on an international stage. By contrast, Emma Sulkowicz’s 

Mattress Performance, as a protest against the lack of official response to their rape accusations, 

has generated more negative responses than positive overall, with many reacting to the trauma or 

Emma themselves with suspicion and derision. This negativity gestures towards an unfortunate 

trend in our society: sexual assault survivors must work twice as hard to prove their trauma, and 

too often, their own ethos affects their ability to be heard. Clarifying the ties between trauma 

performance, gender, and social systems would be useful for students in unpacking their own 

experiences with trauma or witnessing trauma, particularly in regards to the media-based 

accounts which wallpaper their lives. However, more so, establishing this mode of reading 

trauma in context is essential when introducing literary trauma narratives, because it would 

reduce some of the problematic aspects of the prevailing mode of literary trauma theory, which I 

address in Chapter 2.   

Chapter 2 began with a quote by Stef Craps neatly outlining the four major failings of 

canonical trauma theory in literature – namely, the marginalization of non-Western trauma, the 

assumption of the universality of the traumatic experience, the insistence on the fragmented, 

Modernist “trauma trope,” and the disregarding of the connections between metropolitan and 

minority traumas. However, in order to effectively understand how Craps arrived at these 

accusations, I needed to untangle the interdisciplinary “knot” of trauma theory, beginning with 

its origins in the psychoanalytical field and tracing out how the theory grows and extends in not 

only the field of psychology, but in the associated fields of cultural studies, sociology, history, 
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and literature. Looking specifically at a humanities-based approach to trauma, I reviewed main 

tenets of canonical trauma therapy as posed by scholars such as Cathy Caruth, Dominick 

LaCapra, Kali Tal, Roger Luckhurst and Shoshana Felman – tenets which are still in circulation 

and application today as new scholars critique trauma narratives. These tenants – particularly the 

fragmented language of the trauma trope – are what Craps deems as failures. However, while 

certainly I agree with Craps’s criticisms, the one caveat I posit is that in terms of literary 

representation, the reason the trauma trope has prevailed is because it does work with one kind of 

traumatic representation – trauma does fragment memories and haunt dreams, and so, it does not 

surprise me that so many literary scholars focus on looking for this kind of representation in the 

language of trauma narratives. However, I agree with Craps in that this singular focus is highly 

ineffective; to insist upon it is to dismiss other possibilities of representations, particularly in 

non-Western literature. This, then, is the motivation of this project: to pose my own theory of 

reading trauma, one which acknowledges the possibilities of canonical trauma, with its emphasis 

on fragmented memories and language, while extending it to look for other possibilities in 

representations of the subjective experience: to read trauma in a larger context, to look for how 

figurative language as another way to articulate trauma, to include readings of the traumatized 

body as well as the traumatized mind, mending the mind-body split inherent in trauma theory. In 

sum, I emphasized looking both looking at the trauma trope and beyond it. It is my hope that this 

evolved understanding will have broad applications for reading trauma narratives, as using this 

mode of inquiry will more fully achieve active witnessing, especially when reading non-Western 

literature. This mode will also continue to have future applications in the broadest sense, as the 

tide of trauma narratives does not seem to be waning at any point in the near future. Indeed, even 

as I’m finishing this project, new stories are appearing every day; for example, in September 
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2019, the New York Times published an article on treating children who were sexually abused 

and exploited digitally via the sharing of child pornography and the trauma of navigating those 

images for the rest of their lives, and an October 2019 New York Times Magazine article 

discussed treating the trauma of Yazidi children and how therapeutic approaches must be 

reconfigured for this population. Granted, these again are media-based examples, but they 

exemplify my opening point of trauma as an evolving discussion. However, I also argue that 

literature can more fully articulate trauma than media-based representations, and in the literary 

world, new trauma narratives appear regularly. For example, as I’m concluding this project, new 

narratives containing instances of trauma have debuted, including Ocean Vuong’s On Earth, 

We’re Briefly Gorgeous, published June 4th, 2019, which plots the trauma of a mother and son in 

the years following the Vietnam War, and Carmen Maria Machado’s In The Dream House, 

published November 5th, 2019, a memoir recounting the trauma of domestic violence in a queer 

relationship. In pathos-based narratives, traumatized voices can finally speak more completely 

without the fear of being reduced, tokenized, or fetishized. Through either non-fictional or 

fictional accounts, trauma narratives can help us – and our students – achieve greater 

understanding and increased critical thinking in a global world.  

Chapters 3-5 then demonstrated my application of this lens to a selection of texts. 

Collectively, the project as a whole functions to systematically address the criticisms levied at 

canonical trauma theory, but extended one additional step in actually posing a method of reading 

beyond the reductive trauma trope and understanding non-Western or marginalized trauma texts 

for their own merits: this project explored established trauma narratives, but also other, lesser-

known texts which have not been considered as trauma narratives, insisting on reading the 

trauma in each. For example, I positioned established texts like Beloved against texts like the 
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lessor-known Heart Berries: A Memoir, and suggested that each has something to say regarding 

trauma. More so, reading trauma in context, attending to nuances, allows us to both note 

similarities but also acknowledge differences in traumatic representation and trauma itself, hence 

encouraging a fuller understanding of what it may mean to understand varieties of trauma and 

traumatic manifestation. If, as trauma theory often poses, we must read “more deeply,” this 

project offered a practical way for scholars and educators to read “more deeply.”  

Singularly, each chapter sought to further develop the application by focusing on 

common themes which appear in trauma narratives and, from an educational position, on 

syllabus which include trauma narratives. In Chapter 3, which centers on war, I read trauma in 

three different novels: Hanan al-Shaykh's Beirut Blues (1992), Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost 

(2000) and Nora Okja Keller’s Fox Girl (2002) while concluding two important points: first, that 

war narratives and representations of war experience exist beyond the popular “lone soldier” 

narrative and extend to include the trauma of non-combatants, and that in reading these 

narratives, we more fully understand the traumatic effects of war on individuals and society, and 

how the trauma of war may vary according to varied instances of violence. Chapter 4 explicated 

the notion of intergenerational trauma, time, and memory before offering a new and potentially 

fresh reading of Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1988), a novel heralded as the preeminent example of 

the trauma narrative genre, Junot Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007) and 

Terese Marie Mailhot’s Heart Berries: A Memoir (2018), concluding that intergenerational 

trauma manifests in different ways within different marginalized populations. In Chapter 5, I 

addressed the mind-body split heralded by canonical trauma theory, focusing on the body as a 

site of trauma and arguing that in order to fully understand trauma, we must both consider 

manifestations of trauma in the mind and the body. I then applied the theory to critical readings 
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of the traumatized and othered bodies of Edwidge Danicat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994) and 

Fadia Faqir’s The Cry of the Dove (2007), offering readings of trauma in these novels which take 

into consideration how trauma, when read in cultural context, affects bodies, and how bodies can 

be become “texts” to be read as sites of cultural trauma. In this way, Chapters 3-5 have been 

multi-purposeful, first in rising awareness of these texts and the possibilities they offer, and 

second, by suggesting a theoretical approach for teaching all of these texts included in a way 

which connects trauma to historical or cultural context and therefore, offers a greater avenue for 

education about experiences which may be very different than one’s own experiences.  

Admittedly, some of these are not easy texts to read; the rape scenes of Fox Girl and 

Beloved, the possibility of state-sanctioned violence as seen in Anil’s Ghost and Breath, Eyes, 

Memory, and the collective trauma of the Indigenous people as seen in Heart Berries – all 

situations which are difficult to engage, to read, to think about, and to understand. However, to 

ignore these voices, to silence them forever, is to ignore the reality of our world. With the 

exception of Heart Berries, these books are fictional, yet all have ties to real historical events and 

circumstances. To disengage from these narratives is to lose the understanding of these events or 

circumstances and the people who survived them, with lingering traumatic effects – an 

understanding afforded by the vehicle of fiction. While historical or media-based accounts 

certainly tell a certain kind of story, fiction allows us – and our students - to access these 

experiences from across time and the globe in a deeper, more compelling fashion. Because these 

texts have so much to offer us and our students, it falls on us, as scholar-educators, to teach these 

texts with a sensitivity to both the subject matter and to students.  

What might that look like? Having taught trauma-based narratives, I can offer some 

practical suggestions for application. First, an educator must understand the subject matter they 
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are about to present, with an awareness of the need for sensitivity. Prior to beginning a trauma 

narrative, I recommend including specific trigger warnings associated with the material and 

statement on encouraging students to privately connection with the educator for an alternative 

assignment if they feel they are unable to proceed. I also suggest the educator first establish their 

position as a mandatory reporter, letting students know that they are obligated to report instances 

of abuse, and also be prepared with a list of resources, including the campus Title IX coordinator 

and counseling services. Rather than a burden, this is a wonderful opportunity to connect the 

students with meaningful campus services. During the reading of the text, the educator must be 

prepared to guide the conversation and address obliviousness with sensitivity; rather than a 

dismissal, questions or comments become opportunities to explore why a student may have a 

certain reaction or belief system in place and thus, encourages critical thinking. I also suggest 

writing-based assignments, such as weekly journals, as a way for students to process their 

reactions through the use of writing as a mode of analysis. Students may have the option of 

presenting these as discussion points during classroom conversations. Above all, students should 

feel supported through their discussions. The subjectivity of the traumatic experience does mean 

that teaching trauma narratives is a bit like “dancing through the mine-field,” but when done with 

best practices in mind, there is the potential for tremendous growth in critical thinking.  

As evidenced by the number of trauma-based stories still growing, both in media-based 

accounts and literature, we clearly have yet to grow tired of hearing about the aftermath of 

violence, of terrible events, of life-affecting incidents. This could be part of the sensationalism 

around trauma, and the desire to fetishize and commodify traumatized bodies. This could also be 

us, as readers, satisfying our own needs to understand these stories from the safe distance 

provided by narratives. However, “safe distances” do not allow for the greatest degree of 
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understanding, nor does it allow us – or our students – to become agents of change, attune to the 

changing global world and understanding of suffering, particularly when the suffering is 

associated with marginalized populations. It is my hope that with this alternative lens for reading 

trauma, for understanding traumatic context, with an attentiveness towards traumatized bodies, 

that we and our students grow as critical thinkers and, to borrow Nussbaum’s terminology, as 

“citizens of the world.” In the introduction, I recounted the Spring 2014 teaching of a trauma 

narrative/confessional memoir: Mary Karr’s The Liar’s Club (1995). My students reflected on 

reading the memoir in a variety of ways: their own experiences with troubled pasts, their 

identification with certain plot points, or their own aspirational selves as individuals who could, 

through various professions, work to prevent or heal the trauma Karr wrote about. Their 

imagination fired, they had become “citizens of the world.” Perhaps, as we continue to have 

these conversations with students, or as we teach trauma narratives, others will also heed that call 

and in some way, become an agent of change.  
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