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Trauma fiction is a genre that delves deep into the emotional and psychological aftereffects of a traumatic event. It explores the lasting impact that trauma can have on individuals, relationships, and even entire communities. This powerful genre often incorporates elements of suspense, mystery, and even horror to explore the dark corners of the
human psyche. Through compelling narratives and complex characters, trauma fiction challenges readers to confront their own fears and confront the reality of trauma head-on. Get ready to be captivated and unsettled as you journey into the depths of trauma fiction. Characteristic Value Psychological impact Trauma fiction explores the psychological
impact of traumatic events on individuals and their communities. It delves into characters' emotional responses, coping mechanisms, and long-term effects of trauma. Themes of suffering and loss Trauma fiction often revolves around themes of suffering, loss, and the struggle for survival. It examines how people navigate and make sense of tragic
experiences in their lives. Exploration of memory Trauma fiction frequently explores the way traumatic events are remembered, fragmented, and reconstructed by individuals. It delves into the role of memory in shaping our understanding of trauma and its ongoing impact. Narrative structure Trauma fiction may employ non-linear narrative
structures, fragmented storytelling, or multiple perspectives to reflect the disorienting nature of trauma and its effects on memory and perception. Symbolism and metaphor Trauma fiction often uses symbolism and metaphor to convey the hidden or subconscious emotions and experiences associated with trauma. These literary devices help deepen
the reader's understanding of the characters' internal struggles. Emotional intensity Trauma fiction tends to evoke strong emotional responses in readers, as it confronts difficult and painful subject matter. It aims to create empathy and understanding by immersing readers in the characters' emotional journeys. Social and cultural context Trauma
fiction often explores the social and cultural context in which traumatic events occur. It sheds light on larger societal issues, such as war, violence, discrimination, or historical traumas, and examines how these events affect individuals and communities. Healing and recovery Trauma fiction may also explore the themes of healing and recovery,
offering glimpses of hope and resilience amidst the darkness of trauma. It reflects the long and complex journey of individuals as they try to rebuild their lives after experiencing deep wounds. What is Trauma Fiction? Trauma fiction is a genre of literature that explores the psychological and emotional impact of traumatic experiences on individuals. It
delves into the inner workings of trauma, the aftermath of traumatic events, and the ways in which people cope with and recover from these experiences.The definition of trauma fiction encompasses a wide range of narratives that deal with various forms of trauma, including but not limited to physical, sexual, and emotional abuse; war and violence;
medical trauma; and natural disasters. It often examines the lasting effects of trauma on the individual's mental health, relationships, and overall well-being.One of the key characteristics of trauma fiction is its focus on the subjective experiences of the characters. It provides a deep understanding of their thoughts, feelings, and reactions in the face of
trauma. By delving into the inner world of the characters, trauma fiction offers a profound insight into the complexities of trauma and its effects on the human psyche.Another characteristic of trauma fiction is the exploration of memory and its role in the aftermath of trauma. Traumatic events can have a profound impact on an individual's memory
and perception of reality, often resulting in fragmented or distorted recollections. Trauma fiction skillfully captures these fragmented memories and highlights the ways in which they shape the characters' understanding of themselves and their past.In addition, trauma fiction often employs non-linear or fragmented narratives to mirror the disorienting
nature of trauma itself. It may jump back and forth in time, incorporating flashbacks or multiple perspectives to create a sense of fragmentation and confusion. This narrative style is a powerful tool for conveying the disordered and chaotic experience of trauma.Moreover, trauma fiction often explores the theme of survival and resilience in the face of
trauma. It depicts characters who struggle to heal, rebuild their lives, and find a sense of meaning or purpose after experiencing severe adversity. These stories can be inspiring and empowering as they show the human capacity for resilience and growth in the wake of trauma.Lastly, trauma fiction provides a platform for social commentary and
advocacy by shedding light on the often silenced or marginalized experiences of trauma survivors. It challenges societal norms and encourages empathy and understanding towards those who have experienced trauma.In conclusion, trauma fiction is a genre of literature that tackles the difficult subject of trauma and its effects on individuals. By
delving into the inner world of characters, exploring memory, employing non-linear narratives, and depicting themes of survival and resilience, trauma fiction offers a profound and empathetic portrayal of the human experience. It serves as a means of understanding, healing, and promoting social awareness about the impact of trauma.Examples of
Trauma Fiction Trauma fiction is a genre that delves into the exploration of traumatic experiences, offering readers and viewers an opportunity to empathize with and better understand the lasting effects of trauma on individuals. Novels, films, and TV shows that depict trauma can be powerful tools for addressing and raising awareness about
sensitive topics such as abuse, violence, war, and psychological disorders. In this blog post, we will highlight some examples of trauma fiction in both the literary and visual mediums.Novels that explore traumatic experiences:"The Color Purple" by Alice Walker: This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel showcases the traumatic experiences of African-
American women in the 1930s South. The protagonist, Celie, endures physical and emotional abuse, and the story offers a searing exploration of racism, sexism, and domestic violence."The Kite Runner" by Khaled Hosseini: Set in war-torn Afghanistan, this novel follows the protagonist, Amir, as he grapples with guilt and traumatic memories of his
childhood. The story provides an intimate look into the devastating effects of war, as well as exploring themes of childhood trauma and redemption."Room" by Emma Donoghue: This gripping novel tells the story of a young boy, Jack, who is held captive with his mother in a small room. The narrative explores the trauma of confinement and its
aftermath, offering a unique perspective on resilience and the power of love."Beloved" by Toni Morrison: This novel addresses the haunting effects of slavery and its impact on both individual lives and the collective memory of a community. Through vivid storytelling and supernatural elements, Morrison explores the psychological trauma experienced
by slaves and the lasting legacy of oppression.Films and TV shows that depict trauma:"Schindler's List" (film): Directed by Steven Spielberg, this iconic film tells the true story of Oskar Schindler, a German businessman who saved more than a thousand Jewish lives during the Holocaust. The movie depicts the horrors of the concentration camps and
the emotional trauma endured by the victims."Black Swan" (film): This psychological thriller explores the intense pressure and trauma experienced by a ballerina as she strives for perfection in her craft. The film delves into themes of obsession, self-harm, and the toll that psychological trauma can take on an individual."Breaking Bad" (TV show): This
highly acclaimed TV series follows the journey of a high school chemistry teacher turned methamphetamine manufacturer. The show delves into the protagonist's descent into violence and addiction, exploring the traumatic consequences of his decisions on himself and those around him."Big Little Lies" (TV show): Based on the novel by Liane
Moriarty, this TV series delves into the lives of a group of women in a small coastal town, exploring themes of domestic violence and trauma. The show sheds light on the long-lasting effects of abuse and the complexities of interpersonal relationships.These examples of trauma fiction in novels, films, and TV shows showcase the power of storytelling in
addressing and understanding difficult and sensitive issues. By delving into the experiences of characters affected by trauma, these narratives provide an opportunity for empathy, education, and reflection. When engaging with trauma fiction, it is important to approach these stories with sensitivity and self-care, as they may evoke strong
emotions.Impact of Trauma Fiction Trauma fiction, in the form of books, movies, or TV shows, captivates audiences with its raw portrayal of the human experience. The immersive nature of these narratives often elicit a wide range of emotional responses from readers and viewers. However, it is crucial to delve deeper and understand the potential
psychological effects that trauma fiction can have on individuals. In this article, we will explore both the emotional response and psychological impact of trauma fiction, shedding light on this underexplored aspect of the media.Emotional Response:1 Engaging with Empathy:Trauma fiction has the power to evoke intense emotional reactions, such as
empathy, sympathy, or even shock. By immersing readers and viewers in the world of trauma, these narratives allow them to connect with the characters on a deep emotional level, mirroring their struggles, fears, and emotions.2 Catharsis and Release:Experiencing the emotional turmoil depicted in trauma fiction can serve as a cathartic release for
some individuals. It provides a safe space to process their own emotions, triggering a surge of emotions that were previously repressed or unresolved.3 Emotional Exhaustion and Overwhelm:While trauma fiction can facilitate emotional release, it can also lead to emotional exhaustion or overwhelm. Repeated exposure to distressing content without
proper emotional regulation or balance may result in feelings of anxiety, sadness, or even post-traumatic stress-like symptoms.Psychological Effects:1 Empathy Development:The immersion in trauma fiction narratives can enhance individuals' ability to understand and empathize with others' traumatic experiences. By witnessing and connecting with
these characters, readers and viewers gain insights into the complexities of human suffering, ultimately fostering greater empathy and compassion.2 Vicarious Trauma:Exposure to trauma fiction can lead to the experience of vicarious trauma, which refers to the indirect psychological and emotional effects of witnessing trauma. The graphic depictions
and graphic content can trigger feelings of distress, making individuals susceptible to experiencing symptoms similar to those directly affected by trauma.3 Reality Monitoring Challenges:Intense engagement with trauma fiction may blur the lines between fiction and reality, resulting in difficulties distinguishing between imaginary events and real-life
experiences. This could potentially impact day-to-day functioning and relationships, requiring individual awareness and coping strategies to differentiate between the two.4 Desensitization and Sensitization:Repeated exposure to trauma fiction can desensitize individuals to its emotional impact, making them less emotionally responsive to real-life
traumatic events. On the other hand, it may sensitize them, heightening their sensitivity towards trauma triggers and leaving them more vulnerable to distress. It is essential to strike a balance to promote healthy emotional regulation.Trauma fiction has a profound impact on both the emotional response and psychological well-being of individuals who
engage with these narratives. While it can offer a space for emotional release, empathy development, and self-reflection, it also carries the potential for negative psychological effects. Being aware of these effects and implementing healthy coping mechanisms is crucial to ensure a balanced engagement with trauma fiction. By understanding the
intricate relationship between trauma fiction and its impact, readers and viewers can embark upon a journey of emotional exploration with a greater sense of self-awareness.Critiques and Controversies Surrounding Trauma Fiction Trauma fiction has gained significant popularity in recent years, exploring the effects of trauma on individuals and
society. While these narratives have the potential to raise awareness and facilitate healing, they also raise ethical concerns and risk misrepresenting trauma experiences. In this article, we will delve into these critiques and controversies surrounding trauma fiction, focusing on the ethical concerns in depicting trauma and the misrepresentation of
trauma experiences.Ethical Concerns in Depicting Trauma:Informed Consent:When portraying trauma, authors must consider obtaining informed consent from individuals who have experienced similar traumas. Without proper consent, authors risk retraumatization and violating the privacy and dignity of those affected. Empathy and sensitivity are
essential when handling such delicate subject matter.Exploitation vs. Empowerment:Trauma narratives should not exploit survivors for the sake of sensationalism. Instead, authors should strive to empower survivors by representing their experiences with authenticity and respect. It is crucial to strike a balance between shedding light on the issue and
using trauma for entertainment purposes.Responsibility and Impact:Authors have a responsibility to accurately portray the psychological, emotional, and physical consequences of trauma. Misrepresenting these experiences not only perpetuates harmful stereotypes but also discredits the lived experiences of survivors. Misleading depictions may
impact the way society perceives and responds to trauma, causing further harm to survivors seeking support or understanding.Misrepresentation of Trauma Experiences:Simplification and Stereotyping:One common criticism of trauma fiction is the tendency to oversimplify trauma experiences or rely on stereotypical portrayals. Trauma encompasses
a vast range of individual experiences, and reducing them to a handful of common symptoms or reactions can perpetuate misconceptions and fail to capture the complexity of trauma.Dramatization without Nuance:Trauma fiction sometimes sensationalizes traumatic events, focusing solely on the immediate impact rather than exploring the long-term
consequences. This approach can disregard the profound and lasting effects trauma has on survivors, overlooking their journey of healing, coping, and resilience.Lack of Diversity and Intersectionality:Trauma fiction often falls short in representing the diversity of trauma experiences across different genders, races, ages, sexual orientations, and
socioeconomic backgrounds. This lack of intersectionality not only erases the experiences of marginalized groups but also reinforces dominant narratives and perspectives.Addressing Ethical Concerns and Misrepresentation:Research and Interviews:Authors should conduct thorough research and engage in interviews with trauma survivors, mental
health professionals, and experts in the field. Such efforts allow for a deeper understanding of trauma experiences and ensure informed and accurate depictions.Sensitivity Readers:Including sensitivity readers from diverse backgrounds and with lived experiences of trauma can provide invaluable insights and help authors avoid misrepresentation.
Sensitivity readers can offer feedback on cultural, emotional, and psychological nuances, ensuring that the narrative is respectful and authentic.Collaboration and Accountability:Authors can seek mentorship or collaborate with organizations and initiatives dedicated to supporting trauma survivors. By partnering with trauma-informed individuals and
communities, authors foster accountability and gain guidance to navigate ethical concerns.As trauma fiction continues to gain popularity, it is crucial for authors to remain conscious of the ethical concerns in depicting trauma and avoid misrepresenting these complex experiences. By obtaining informed consent, empowering survivors, accurately
portraying trauma, and addressing misrepresentation, authors can contribute to a more responsible and inclusive representation of trauma in fiction. This responsible approach benefits both survivors and society, fostering understanding, empathy, and healing.Frequently asked questions Trauma fiction is a genre of literature that explores and depicts
the psychological effects of trauma on individuals or communities. It often focuses on the aftermath of traumatic events, such as war, abuse, or violence, and seeks to examine the long-lasting impact on the characters' mental and emotional well-being. Some well-known examples of trauma fiction include "The Catcher in the Rye" by J.D. Salinger,
which explores the protagonist's struggle with the trauma of his brother's death; "The Bell Jar" by Sylvia Plath, which delves into the protagonist's descent into mental illness; and "The Kite Runner" by Khaled Hosseini, which follows a young boy's journey from Afghanistan to America and the lasting effects of a traumatic event from his past. Trauma
fiction differs from other genres primarily in its focus on the psychological impact of trauma and its exploration of characters' emotional and mental responses to traumatic events. It often delves deep into the inner thoughts and feelings of characters, portraying their struggles with flashbacks, nightmares, and other symptoms of trauma. Reading
trauma fiction can provide readers with a greater understanding and empathy for the effects of trauma on individuals and communities. It can help illuminate the complexities of the human experience and provide a space for healing and catharsis. Additionally, it can serve as a reminder of the universal nature of trauma and the resilience of the
human spirit. It is important to note that trauma fiction can be intense and emotionally challenging to read. It may contain graphic or triggering content that could potentially retraumatize individuals who have experienced similar trauma. It is advisable to approach trauma fiction with caution and to be aware of one's own triggers and emotional well-
being while reading. Trauma in storytelling is a powerful force that can shape a character’s life and experiences. Depending on the type of story you're telling, writing psychological trauma can be a key component to a compelling novel, adding depth and complexity to the background of any character when executed correctly. However, writing about
trauma can be challenging, and is not something to be taken lightly. You shouldn’t shy away from depicting it, but you need to be mindful and respectful of the right kind of representation, rather than simply including trauma for shock value. A character’s trauma should be a fundamental part of who they are, and be essential to how they develop as a
character. Not something you just include to shock your readers. In this post, let’s explore the definition of trauma, how it affects characters, and how you can effectively create and represent trauma in your own writing. We will also discuss techniques for accurately and respectfully describing manifestations of trauma. We’ll examine the types of
trauma and discuss techniques for achieving adequate representation, as well as talk through the advantages that these considerations can bring to your story. Trauma is a psychological and emotional response to a deeply distressing or disturbing experience. From a clinical perspective, trauma can have lasting effects on a person’s mental and
physical health, including symptoms such as anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). From a narrative perspective, trauma can serve as a powerful tool for storytelling, allowing writers to explore complex themes like loss, survival, and resilience. In addition to building sympathy between characters and readers, it can also give
characters specific quirks and behaviors in response to their trauma that can round them out as believable people. An example of this might be a character like Katniss Everdeen from Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games series, who is represented with PTSD after her experiences in the Games. She is easily startled, struggles to sleep, experiences
flashbacks, and is often overcome by strong feelings of guilt and depression. They are not the only elements of her character, but the strong representation of her trauma makes her a much more believable and well-rounded. When describing a character, it is easy to say: “Jack had vehophobia; a fear of driving after an accident on the highway”.
However, this is the antithesis of “show, don’t tell.” It doesn’t properly represent the character, nor respect their trauma. In order to properly write psychological trauma, your character needs to show readers how they deal with their experiences. Some common manifestations of trauma include: Flashbacks of the traumatic event Nightmares or sleep
paralysis Avoiding situations or objects related to trauma Social isolation Anxiety symptoms: excessive worry, trouble concentrating, tremors or excessive sweating, palpitations, rapid or difficulty breathing, etc Depression Irritability and irrationality, and even reacting with violence Insomnia Showing, not telling, builds a more three-dimensional
character, will be more interesting to readers, and better represent an experience that is fundamental to your character’s arc. A better way to build this sentence could be: “Jack’s heart raced as he approached the wheel of his car. His hands shook, as an unbidden memory crashed into his mind, clouding his vision.” When we narrate in this way, we
are stimulating the reader’s imagination so they ask key questions for the story: Why is he afraid? What is his memory? How will this affect his development as a character? And that is our goal; to make the reader care and want to discover what is behind those symptoms, not only to create a more interesting story, but to flesh out your characters,
make their experiences real, and do them justice. To achieve this, you must relate the experiences and manifestations of a character’s trauma to sensations and emotions that a reader can easily recognize, feel, or imagine. Otherwise, it can be very difficult for the reader to understand the process that the character is going through. Writing
psychological trauma can be challenging for any writer. Finding an appropriate way to describe the manifestations of trauma and the emotional implications is crucial to achieving the desired impact on readers, and being respectful of those who may have experienced trauma themselves. Care must be taken not to fall into clichés and stereotypes that
can dehumanize characters and minimize their trauma. The worst thing a writer can do is use trauma to create a caricature, instead of representing trauma as something complex and meaningful. Remember, your goal as a creative writer is not only to accurately depict trauma but also to convey the emotional impact and resilience of trauma
survivors. Approach this topic with empathy, respect, and a commitment to raising awareness about the importance of mental health and support. Here are some tips on how to properly research psychological trauma: Understand the fundamental concepts related to psychological trauma. Learn about the different types of trauma, such as acute
trauma, complex trauma, and developmental trauma. Familiarize yourself with the diagnostic criteria and symptoms associated with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other trauma-related disorders. Dive into academic and clinical literature to gain a deeper understanding of the type of trauma you would like to represent. Look for peer-
reviewed articles, research studies, and books written by experts in the field. This will provide you with a solid foundation of knowledge. Personal accounts and memoirs of individuals who have experienced trauma can provide valuable insights into the emotional and psychological aspects. Reading these accounts can help you understand the lived
experiences of trauma survivors. Do not seek out trauma survivors to interrogate them, however. There are plenty of people who have shared their stories already, and you don’t need to make someone relive their trauma for the sake of your story. Visit reputable online sources, like the websites of mental health organizations, government agencies,
and educational institutions. These sources often provide up-to-date information, statistics, and inclusive language guidelines. Explore how individuals cope with trauma through both healthy and unhealthy coping mechanisms. Understanding how trauma survivors adapt can add depth and authenticity to your characters, and ensure you’'re showing
accurate representation. Be mindful of common stereotypes and myths surrounding trauma. Challenge these misconceptions in your writing to create a more accurate and empathetic portrayal. Read reviews of other books with similar representations and see what they were praised and criticized for. This will show you how to represent trauma well,
and what to avoid in order to write proper representation. Recognize that the experience and expression of trauma can vary significantly across cultures and genders. Research how cultural and gender factors can influence trauma responses and recovery by not limiting your reading to only what is familiar. When conducting research and writing
about trauma, always prioritize sensitivity and ethical considerations. Respect the privacy and dignity of trauma survivors, and avoid exploiting their stories for dramatic effect. If you've done the research but want to do due diligence, consider working with beta readers or sensitivity readers who have personal or professional experience with trauma.
They can provide valuable feedback and help ensure that your portrayal is accurate and respectful. There are communities of survivors willing to put in the emotional labor for writers seeking proper representation, so make sure you reach out to those already willing to take on the task. The construction of your characters will depend on a deep
investigation and understanding of the type of trauma you want to represent in them. By studying trauma and its effects, you can create characters that are complex and realistic. In addition, understanding trauma allows you to create a coherent backstory for the character and accurately and respectfully describe their manifestations for the reader.
There are several aspects to consider that can only be achieved through research: Accurately and authentically portraying the experiences of characters who have experienced trauma. This helps create a credible and convincing narrative. Developing greater sensitivity and empathy towards those who have experienced trauma in real life, showing a
deeper understanding of the emotional complexities and consequences of trauma. Avoiding erroneous or simplistic generalizations, as each type of trauma can have unique effects and manifestations in individuals. Addressing deeper and more significant issues, such as resilience, personal overcoming, or the search for healing, or taking the opposite
path without losing depth and realism, with issues such as despair, resignation, and chronic depression. You’ve probably read a lot of books with characters who have experienced psychological trauma. These three common narratives, therefore, will probably be familiar to you! These are all experiences related to actions that the character performed
or situations they experienced. Direct trauma is often part of a character’s background and may have occurred before the story begins. This is often revealed throughout the narrative to generate tension and emotional depth in a character. It is the backstory that informs how a character interacts with the world around them. However, direct
traumatic experiences can also serve as the turning point or catalyst of the story. It is the event on which the story’s narrative hinges and the plot from that point forward will be about the fallout from that single event. Generational trauma is a concept that refers to the transmission of the emotional and psychological effects of trauma from one
generation to another. It is all about how the traumatic experiences of our ancestors can influence later generations, even if they have not directly experienced the trauma themselves. In a story, generational trauma can be used to explore themes such as emotional inheritance, a search for identity, the fight against the repetition of destructive
patterns, and intergenerational healing. By developing characters who have been impacted by generational trauma, you can show how their family’s past influences their present, how they face and overcome challenges, give in to self-destructive behaviors, and how they seek to break the cycle of pain and find healing. Vicarious trauma refers to the
emotional and psychological impact that an individual experiences when witnessing or hearing about another person’s trauma. This type of trauma can influence characters like mental health professionals, rescuers, law enforcement, social workers, journalists, parents, or anyone who finds themselves in situations where they are exposed to intense
trauma narratives. Exposure to the trauma of others creates a different form of psychological trauma. These kinds of narratives often deal with emotional wear-and-tear, the internal struggles characters face when dealing with their own emotional state and mental health, while also supporting those around them. In novels such as Ian McEwan'’s
Atonement and Kazuo Ishiguro’s A Pale View of Hills, we meet unreliable narrators with traumatic pasts. As these novels develop, it is revealed that the narrators exclude important facts, feelings, and descriptions of characters and circumstances. This leaves us, as readers, to wonder why the narrator does not accurately depict themselves nor the
world around them. Essentially, as we encounter unreliable narrators in fiction, we raise the questions of cause and effect. However, if we are busy questioning the cause and effect of unreliable narration and becoming frustrated by its lack of factuality, we may miss a new found understanding of the narrators’ trauma. This essay will argue the cause
of unreliable narration to be trauma, while the effects of said narration incorporate the reader into the narrative and reveal writing as a form of psychoanalytic abreaction, as the narrators reshape traumatic memory into narrative memory. In order to understand the effects of trauma on the narrators, we first need to understand the meaning of the
word itself. The word trauma is defined as “a deeply distressing or disturbing experience” (OED) or “emotional shock following a stressful event...which may lead to long-term neurosis” (OED). In Atonement, we can attribute “a deeply distressing experience” to Briony’s apparent witnessing of two sexual assaults, which set off the plot of the novel, or
the later death of her sister and Robbie. According to Clifford L. Broman, “events such as witnessing...rape...or sexual child abuse... are those generally considered to be traumatic” (Broman 351). Briony believed she had witnessed both the rape of her sister and of her cousin in the same day. Regardless of her intention when she accused Robbie, she
witnessed an event which no doubt had an impact on her psyche, because, by definition, it was traumatic. This traumatic event set off the entirety of the novel’s plot and ends with Robbie’s and Cecilia’s deaths. While we do not receive a full description of Briony’s feelings on their deaths, the book itself is a form of apology to and immortalization of
Cecilia and Robbie. The writing of the novel itself clearly conveys that their deaths were a “disturbing experience” (OED) for Briony, which becomes clear when she concludes “she would never undo the damage. She was unforgivable” (269). The guilt of her accusation and the lovers’ deaths disturb her so much she believes herself to be forever
unforgivable. Her guilt clearly illustrates the intense effect of their deaths and therefore adds to her experience of trauma. In regards to A Pale View of Hills, trauma may be understood through Etsuko losing her daughter, Keiko, to suicide. The novel contains brief mentions of Keiko, but Etsuko never includes her feelings on the matter. This aspect of
the book is summarized well as Etsuko informs us “although we never dwelt long on the subject of Keiko’s death, it was never far away, hovering over us whenever we talked” (Ishiguro 10). Through this description, it becomes clear that Keiko’s death is constantly on Etsuko’s mind, although she may not speak explicitly about it. In this, we come to
understand that the subject is too difficult, or too traumatic, for Etsuko to directly address. Then, as the novel develops, Etsuko continues to include shadows of Keiko’s death, such as her dreams about a girl hanging from a tree, which mirror how Keiko “had hung herself in her room” (Ishiguro 10). Clearly, her daughter’s death induced trauma and
continued to haunt Etsuko as she recounted the past and continued with her everyday life. She even directly states that “I have found myself continually bringing to mind that picture - of my daughter hanging in her room for days on end. The horror of that image has never diminished, but it has long ceased to be a morbid matter...” (Ishiguro 54).
While the vivid image of her dead daughter is always on her mind, she no longer associates it with fear or disturbing thoughts. In this reshaping of the image in Etsuko’s mind, we can begin to understand how a traumatic memory and the feelings associated with it may change as time passes. Etsuko remembers the scene differently than the original
morbidity. In this aspect of traumatic memory, we see how one carries around the memory of trauma in a way that may not match up to the original event. We may gain a deeper understanding of reshaped memory by looking back at the definition of trauma. Trauma is followed by “emotional shock” and potentially “long-term neurosis.” Although the
definition of neurosis does not include an extreme loss of touch with reality, it does include several other effects which may alter one’s perception of the world around him or her, such as anxiety, depression and obsessive behavior. In this alteration of an individual’s mental state, we can come to a closer understanding of why a description from a
trauma survivor may not be as accurate as a factual account. While Etsuko does not directly state her feelings on Keiko’s death, she is constantly thinking about it and therefore it must have some effect on her narration, as we can see when she tells us “It is possible that...things did not happen in quite the way they come back to me today” (Ishiguro
41). Similarly, Briony’s narration was sparked by the guilt of Cecilia and Robbie’s death and begins in a place of immature misunderstanding due to her witnessing of sexual acts, which would have an effect on her narration. Therefore, both of the novels show a correlation between a narrator’s trauma and her perception and memory of her
experiences. We then might understand these narratives through two different forms of memory: traumatic and narrative. “Traumatic memory” forms as the extended memory of trauma, the event itself (Van Der Kolk and Van Der Hart 163). Contrastingly, “narrative memory” is “adapted to present circumstances” (Van Der Kolk and Van Der Hart
163). If we take this difference into consideration when looking at our unreliable narrators, we can see that what they experienced in the past is different from what they illustrate for us. In A Pale View of Hills, we see that Etsuko’s narrative is in fact altered to fit present circumstances because her narrative stems from the guilt associated with Keiko
killing herself. In the narrative’s alteration, it becomes a narrative memory rather than a traumatic memory. Etsuko hints at this several times throughout the novel, and in the final lines of the book she states “Keiko was happy that day. We rode on the cable-cars” (Ishiguro 182). These two sentences disrupt our understanding of the novel as we were
initially told she spent this day with her friend Sachiko and Sachiko’s daughter Mariko. Of course, she may be simply mixing up her days, but this is not the only slip up in the novel. During a conversation between Etsuko and Mariko, Etsuko begins using the pronoun we instead of you in reference to Mariko and Sachiko. Etsuko tells Mariko “If you
don’t like it over there, we can always come back” (Ishiguro 173). The use of we does not make sense because Etsuko is not joining Mariko in her move to America. The word’s use suggests she is recalling a conversation with her own daughter, explaining that she will bring her back to Japan if she does not like England. Etsuko is either confusing her
own narrative with her friend’s, or Mariko and Sachiko are acting as substitutes for Keiko and Etsuko. Etsuko cannot accept the way she treated Keiko, as Keiko was deeply unhappy in England and Etsuko feels the move eventually led to her death. Thus, she replaces herself with Sachiko and her daughter with Mariko in order to avoid explicitly
explaining the relationship she had with her young daughter. In this substitution, we begin to see Etsuko’s unreliability. If we are to look at Etsuko’s narration through Booth’s model of unreliability, we would have to define her as either unreliable or fallible (Olson 96). As unreliable, Etsuko may be looked at as untrustworthy, as she “deviates from the
general normative standards implicit in the text” (Olson 96). When she speaks about Keiko being happy that day on the cable-cars, her description does not fit with what the rest of the novel tells us. We understand that day happened to Mariko, while Etsuko was still pregnant with Keiko. Therefore, Etsuko is intentionally not telling us the truth about
her experiences in Japan. Alternatively, if Etsuko is categorized as a fallible narrator, she would simply “make mistakes about how she perceives herself or her fictional world” (Olson 96). Thus, she would not be to blame as she simply made a few mistakes through faulty memory and perception. However, taking a closer look at Etsuko’s trauma and
her subsequent narrative, Booth’s model does not appear to encapsulate her type of narration. Instead, Etsuko takes the form of a third type of narrator, a combination of both unreliable and fallible. While Etsuko excludes the narrative of Keiko and herself, she does so because her trauma ultimately hinders her ability to give us an accurate account.
Thus, her employment of Sachiko in the place of herself conveys her unreliability as she intentionally uses substitutes. Therefore, Booth’s model is not complete in that it does not account for Etsuko’s narration being intentionally unreliable as it is rooted deeper in her trauma, a type of fallibility, which blocks her from fully accepting the relationship
she created with her daughter. The use of Sachiko and Mariko in the place of Etsuko and Keiko therefore expands Booth’s model, as the narrative is unreliable in terms of working through Etsuko’s past trauma, which has made her fallible. The use of Sachiko and Mariko as substitutes for Etsuko and Keiko is more easily identified as Van Der Kolk and
Van Der Hart apply narrative and traumatic memories to a study performed by Janet at the Salpetriere in which a young woman lost her mother and was unable to recall any memory of it until she underwent hypnosis. The authors explain that everyday, the woman, Iréne, would perform the same actions she did the night of her mother’s death, taking
hours to complete them. After hypnosis, however, Iréne was finally able to tell the story of the night her mother died, and it took her less than a minute. Janet used this difference to explain traumatic memory versus narrative memory by stating: ... in contrast to narrative memory, which is a social act, traumatic memory is inflexible and invariable.
Traumatic memory has no special component; it is not addressed to anybody, the patient does not respond to anybody; it is a solitary activity. In contrast, ordinary memory fundamentally serves a social function, illustrated by Iréne’s telling people about the death of her mother as an appeal for help and reconnection. (Van Der Kolk and Van Der Hart
163) In short, traumatic memory is a private recollection of a traumatic event, while narrative memory mirrors storytelling as it is used as a social act. In this instance of recovered memory and accepted truth, we see a major difference between traumatic and narrative memory. We are told that the narrative memory serves a social function as it is a
means of reconnection (Van Der Kolk and Van Der Hart 163). If this is true, that means there must be an audience on the other side of the narrative, much like the reader of a novel. In understanding traumatic memory as internal and narrative memory as requiring an audience, we can further understand the difference between Etsuko’s experiences
and her shared narrative. She may describe Sachiko in the place of herself in order to form a narrative memory of her past, one that she can share with an audience. Still, it may be argued that Etsuko’s narrative qualifies as traumatic memory because she is not speaking to anyone. However, there is still an audience on the other side: the readers. The
story is being told, which directly conveys that it is a narrative memory because as a traumatic memory, it would exist privately in Etsuko’s mind and actions. The events and characters she illustrates for us (Sachiko and Mariko) are her narrative memory while the events she experienced with Keiko are her traumatic memory and are therefore
private. Contrastingly, Briony puts a twist on traumatic and narrative memory as her narration only comes in the form of an actual memory in a small part of Atonement. The majority of her narrative is completely fabricated. However, we are not given this information until the final section of the book when Briony reaches out for reconnection (Van
Der Kolk and Van Der Hart 163) as she states her novel is “a final act of kindness...to let my lovers live” (McEwan 351). As she matures and comes to understand the seriousness of framing Robbie as a rapist, Briony writes her book as a form of apology, a search for redemption, literally, an atonement. If we are to place Briony in Booth’s model of
unreliability, we would find the same answer we found with Etsuko: she is a mesh of unreliable and fallible. While Briony intentionally fabricates a narrative for her reader, it is sparked by her immense guilt for the lives she stole. Thus, her guilt plays into her fallibility, while her choice to create a false narrative paints her as unreliable. In this
combination of unreliability and fallibility, we see that Booth’s model of narration is not enough to encapsulate narrators with past trauma. Etsuko and Briony are similar in that their narratives work to paint a feeling of what they experienced, but are not accurate in their portrayal of characters and events. The difference between Etsuko and Briony is
that Etsuko cannot explicitly state what she has done, what she has fabricated. The trauma of her daughter’s death and the guilt of Keiko’s suicide are too much to fully accept. Contrastingly, Briony owns up to everything in the last section of the novel, explaining everything that was fabricated and stating that as the novelist, “There is nothing outside
her...No atonement for God” (McEwan 350-351). Simply, she messed up and she wrote an “attempt was all” (McEwan 351). If this were the case, she might as well have written a happy love story, excluding herself from the narrative altogether. By including herself in the narrative she is inherently seeking some sort of judgement or reconnection.
While Briony may state that she is beyond redemption, her very presence in the novel provides the reader with the power to judge her. By understanding this, we have the chance to see what else is going on in the novel. We have a distressing experience of our own when we find out the majority of the narrative has been a fabrication. Throughout the
course of the novel, we have become a part of the story. We follow Robbie to war, we work with Briony in the hospital, and we come to know the characters and events through our reading. This is why the reveal of falsity at the end of the book and the deaths of Robbie and Cecilia affect us so much. We are a part of the story and we have been lied to,
because most of it did not happen. Our frustration invites us into the novel to judge Briony. As readers of Atonement, we get to decide whether or not Briony has atoned for her crime of stealing away Robbie and Cecilia’s love story. McEwan pulls the reader into the narrative by placing the power of judgment into their hands. We can understand our
incorporation as readers because the narrators “are owning up to us; and that act of confession casts us in the corresponding role of the confidant” (Ryan 213). In short, the author “compels our identification with his estranged soliloquists” (Ryan 213). As a narrator confesses to us, we become her confidant. Once we hear a narrative, we become
complicit in its on-goings. In this, we see how we may be invited into the on-goings of a narrative as well as how sharing one’s narrative may act as therapeutic. If an individual undergoes a traumatic event, they must reshape that event into a narrative memory in order to reach reconnection with someone outside of his or herself. By sharing a story
with another individual or audience, the narrator no longer experiences her trauma alone, as the reader understands the feeling of trauma as well, which also helps readers understand the combination of unreliability and fallibility (Olson 96). Briony can push off some of her guilt and potentially be forgiven. Meanwhile, Etsuko can reach out for
empathy and feel less alone. The reader then understands the narrators’ past experiences and why they can be categorized as fallible. It is also helpful for narrators to be unreliable because they hold full jurisdiction of the audience’s knowledge since they can shape the reader’s reaction. In fact, Briony explicitly expresses her desire for control over
her stories. In the opening chapters of the novel, Briony realizes she would like to become a novelist because that way she will have more control over her audience’s experience. Or as she thinks of it, “a story was a form of telepathy...she was able to send thoughts and feelings from her mind to her reader’s” (McEwan, 35). In short, Briony wishes to
be in complete control of the story her readers absorb to the point where it is almost telepathic. She even goes so far as to create a life for Robbie and Cecilia within the pages of her novel, a life that she stole from them, all in the attempt to incorporate the reader so much that he or she can only experience one version of the story. Furthermore, we
are also told “only when a story was finished, all fates resolved...could she...take the finished work to show to her mother, or father” (McEwan 6). Briony can only share her stories with others once all is said and done in completion. This allows us to gain a deeper insight into the story as a whole because we know it is very well polished. We are given
exactly what she deems fit for us to know. It also shows us that we cannot see any difference in the novel before and after her witnessing the two sexual acts because she is writing retrospectively; the damage has been done before the novel even starts. On top of all of that, we do not find out she is the narrator until the final pages of the novel when
she informs us she has made up most of the story. This fabrication is the most obvious source of unreliability, and the most clear instance of incorporating the reader into the novel, as we are left with the power to judge Briony. This incorporation of the reader in the narrative is not limited to Atonement. There are traces of the same technique in A
Pale View of Hills as Etsuko portrays Sachiko and Mariko instead of herself and Keiko. In fact, both authors employ this unreliability in order to control their audiences’ experience of trauma. Greg Forter sheds light on said effect as he states Critics deploying the category of trauma have stressed in particular the power of texts that seek less to
represent traumatizing events -- since representation risks, on this view, betraying and bewildering, imperfectly representational character of traumatic memory --- than to transmit directly to the reader the experience of traumatic disruption. (Forter 260) In other words, explicitly and chronologically laying out the events of a trauma may not be
successful in conveying the feeling of the specific trauma. Rather, the reader would just get the facts, or something more similar to a traumatic memory, which we have learned is largely a private one. In order for a narrative to evoke the same feelings in a reader that the victim of a trauma underwent, the narrative must be “adapted to present
circumstances” (Van der Kolk and Van Der Hart 163), like in narrative memory. As we learned, narrative memory is a social function which has been altered in order to reach out for reconnection. This alteration of trauma into narrative manifests in the form of unreliability in order to convey the feeling of trauma rather than its chronological facts. By
the author forming unreliability and employing techniques such as a disrupted timeline (a non-chronological recount of events) and inaccurate facts, the reader can more easily understand what the narrator felt at the time of trauma and why they are fallible (Olson 96). This idea may allow us to see many things in unreliable narrators that we may not
have before. In Ishiguro’s A Pale View of Hills, the disruptive trauma of Etsuko’s past comes into her present as we read a disrupted timeline which underlines the fact that the trauma is always with her. The disrupted timeline takes shape when a narrative from Etsuko’s past interrupts her present circumstances. As Etsuko’s mind races with
memories and jumps from past to present, the readers also feel the abrupt shifts in her mind from past to present. The disrupted timeline simply allows readers to crawl into that feeling and understand what it is like to be in her head after the death of her daughter. Cathy Caruth explains this phenomenon by stating that “trauma is best conveyed
‘directly’ -- since attempts to thematize and make it comprehensible betray its essence as unassimilable shock -- then the best kind of text is one that actually induces trauma in its readers” (Forter 262). In short, to explain trauma step by step would devolve it. Readers would not be able to understand the full effects of trauma through a
straightforward explanation. Thus, novels like A Pale View of Hills and Atonement work to induce the feeling of trauma within the readers. So perhaps Briony was somewhat correct when she aimed to directly transmit certain feelings to her audience. She would not do so by giving a factual account, but rather by telling a story that provokes a certain
feeling. Through this technique, we come to understand the mental states of unreliable narrators as their narration is employed by the author in order to convey the feeling of trauma in the narrator and invoke that same effect in the reader. Feeling the effects of trauma is just another effect of being incorporated into the narrative of a story. We are
included in McEwan’s Atonement as we are given the final say as to whether or not Briony has atoned for her life-altering lie. In these ways, the reader becomes an active participant in the fictional narratives, not only because readers are complicit and given the power to judge, but also because they have to continuously distinguish between the truth
and fabrications created by the narrator. Meanwhile, readers come to understand the cause of unreliability as trauma and are therefore able to expand Booth’s model of narration. In regards to both novels, the authors employ unreliable narrators as a technique to communicate the feeling of trauma because “unreliable narration...is a mode of indirect
communication” (Phelan 224). Regardless of the cause or effect of unreliable narration, it is a form of communication. In the case of Briony, she conveys the story of a disillusioned, and largely unlikeable, young girl in order to atone for her mistakes. She alters past events in order to create a world where she did not mess up so badly. However, she
paints herself in a quite unflattering light, in order for the reader to support Robbie and Cecilia, because she was “not so self-serving as to let them forgive [her]” (McEwan 351). This acts as a further step towards atoning as she recognizes and paints herself as the bad guy, again, mirroring her theory of directly transmitting feelings to the reader. By
making herself unlikeable, the reader feels trauma through the experiences of Robbie and Cecilia, as years of their life together are ripped away from them and we are left feeling like a victim of Briony’s theft as well. Through experiencing the feelings provoked by a narrator’s trauma, we begin to see the writing of fiction through unreliable narration
as not only a cause and effect, but also a form of treatment for trauma. Once we understand the toll a traumatic experience takes on an individual, we can gain a deeper understanding of the need for and process of fiction. It is as if we are given the tools to psychoanalyze the constructed narrators’ fallibility through the authors’ techniques of
unreliable narration. In order to psychoanalyze our narrators, one must understand Freud’s definition of psychoanalysis. From Greg Forter’s piece, we learn that psychoanalysis was founded as a treatment that “sought precisely...to facilitate the naming and integration of trauma into the patient’s self-understanding” (Forter 263). According to Freud,
“to cure such patients, it thus becomes necessary to help them recall and put into words (“abreact”) what up till now has dwelt in them as a kind of internal, unassimilated alterity” (Forter 263). The process of psychoanalysis is dependent on a patient's ability to abreact her experience in order to incorporate it into her present state. It sounds like
writing; work through an experience and incorporate it into understanding of self by putting it into words. For example, in A Pale View of Hills Etsuko literally replaces herself with another person in order to explain her relationship with her daughter. This dissociation from everything she experienced in Japan conveys a deep rooted inability to
explicitly accept the integration of trauma into her self-understanding (Forter 263). As she tells her story, she does alter it for current circumstances, which makes it closer to narrative memory, but she does not include her feelings, which makes her story significantly less personal. This idea recalls Van der Kolk and Van der Hart’s writing on Janet.
After Iréne was finally able to tell the story of her mother’s death, in which she explained how it made her feel, Janet explained Iréne’s “memory was now accompanied by feelings” and therefore “it had become complete” (Van der Kolk and Van der Hart 162). Drawing from this statement, we see that, not only does a storyteller need to tell her story to
others, she also needs to include the internal experience of the event or incident to fully feel and subsequently overcome the harsh impacts of her traumas. Etsuko did not incorporate her feelings, nor did she explicitly integrate her trauma into her self understanding, because reality remained dissociated. Etsuko told her story, but she did not convey
nor come to understand her own feelings about her experiences and thus continues in her fallibility as she could not accept reality. While the narrative may have been successful in inducing the feeling of trauma in its readers, Etsuko as a narrator is unable to accept and overcome her experiences and therefore remains a victim to her trauma. In
contrast, Briony incorporates her feelings into the narrative and she integrates her experiences of trauma into her self-understanding. Briony consistently incorporates personal feelings and thoughts throughout the novel. In this, we see her narrative becoming complete as she conveys and accepts emotions. Additionally, she owns up to her actions in
the end of the novel. She explains everything she did and accepts what she has done. By doing so, she follows the guidelines of overcoming trauma and continues to incorporate the reader into the novel. Meanwhile, Etsuko fails to illustrate reality and thus distances the reader by causing us to question everything we have read. In the case of Briony,
we experience trauma, but we are ultimately left with a decision: did she atone or not? Because Briony accepted the reality of the trauma she experienced and invoked, the novel is clarified. Contrastingly, Etsuko leaves us flustered and confused. Thus, Briony succeeded in finding a sense of peace by the end of her novel, while Etsuko leaves us in the
past, just as she remains. This allows us to see that although the novels end differently for the narrators, we as the readers still experience an understanding of their trauma (their cause of fallibility) through their unreliable narration. While unreliable narration may prove to be frustrating or confusing as a reader, it is important to consider its origin
and its purpose. In the case of McEwan’s Atonement and Ishiguro’s A Pale View of Hills, the narrators’ unreliability stems from their past traumas, which induce a form of fallibility. Ultimately, while Etsuko is unable to fully form a narrative memory and gain a sense of self acceptance, both narrators are successful in incorporating and conveying the



feeling of their traumatic memories through distorted narratives. These traumas cause unreliability as the narrators’ accounts work to illustrate traumatic memory in the altered form of narrative memory. While this alteration may seem like a fabrication, it is in fact working more complexly as it induces a stronger understanding of the narrators’
traumas or the reader. To gain this understanding, we cannot limit the narrators to Booth’s binary of unreliable and fallible narration. Instead, we must understand that their fallible nature stems from trauma and plays into an inability to be reliable. Through false accounts and distorted timelines, we come to understand the narrators’ experiences of
trauma as readers feel the inability to both make sense of and accept reality. Thus, readers come to a deeper understanding of unreliable narration through trauma, rather than meet the unreliability with frustration and endless questions. Ultimately, by understanding trauma as the spark of fallibility and unreliable narration, the reader can recognize

her own empathy for the narrator as traumatic memory is abreacted into the narrative memory and the narrator works through her trauma. Ask the publishers to restore access to 500,000+ books.



