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Anna Menyhért

SAYING THE UNSAYABLE
Introduction

The following text is a translation of the introductory chapter of my book Saying the 
Unsayable: Trauma and Literature.1 Originally published in 2008 in Hungarian, it 
was recognized as the pioneering work that introduced trauma studies in literary theo-
ry in Hungary, initiating a novel discourse.2 Since its publication, it has remained inf-
luential and frequently cited. In this book I synthesized my thoughts about trauma, 
language, literature, and ideology for the first time. Since then, I have explored trau-
ma from various other perspectives, including women’s literary tradition, canonization 
and silence, trauma in the digital age, the transdisciplinarity of studying trauma, as 
well as trauma awareness in different societal domains such as education and health-
care, and trauma-informed policies.

I would like to dedicate the English version of this chapter to Ferenc Miszlivetz, exp-
ressing my gratitude for his inspiring and generous intellect, and his so very unique 
presence and leadership within the iASK community. 

Saying the Unsayable: Trauma and Literature looks at the relationship between trau-
ma and literature, studying how literary texts create stories about traumatic events 
and how they integrate and embrace traumatic rupture in language. Silence belongs 
to the concept of trauma on many levels, including the neurobiological and psy-
chological aspects as well as trauma’s connection with lacunae in cultural memory. 
Individual victims of trauma cannot speak about their experience, and collective 
traumas are surrounded by silence. Trauma theories think that recovery can follow 
the telling of trauma stories, both in the case of individuals and communities or 
societies. Yet telling trauma stories is not simple. Firstly, because traumatic memory 

1  Somogyi Gyula: Személyesség és kritika. [Personal Criticism]. Alföld, 2009/9, 114–117. 
2  Van Der Kolk, Bessel A. – Van Der Hart, Onno (1995): The Intrusive Past: The Flexibility of Me-

mory and the Engraving of Trauma. In Caruth, Cathy (ed.): Trauma. Explorations in Memory. The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore–London, 158–182.
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differs from normal memory in its mechanisms:3 it is not narrative, but fragmented, 
not controllable, but characterized by unexpected flashbacks, often accompanied by 
bodily symptoms deriving from body memory as well as by heightened emotional 
states; not easily shared with others, accompanied by shame, isolation,4 and breaks 
the continuity between past and present as a frozen moment. Secondly, because lis-
tening to a trauma story is difficult, painful, can be a minor trauma itself. The lis-
tener must be ready to take over the burden of the trauma from the speaker for the 
duration of listening. This is how the listener – as a witness – can help the speaker 
to create a coherent narrative of what he or she experienced. The trauma – now as 
a fracture that can be spoken about and narrated – can then be integrated into this 
narrative, and thus the gap between the past and the present can be bridged, conti-
nuity can be restored. The past regains its function and meaning as a determining 
antecedent for the present, and the present is again oriented towards the future.

Survivors of trauma need to reconnect with themselves (and with their commu-
nities), need to reacquaint themselves with themselves,5 seeing and accepting them-
selves as someone to whom a traumatic event had happened. This kind of thing of 
course often happens to people in the course of their lives too when average life 
events and experiences make us see and accept ourselves as slightly different again 
and again. However, due to trauma’s more profound impact6 it makes it impossible 
for the individual to fit it in their life story using their normally sufficient coping 
skills. More precisely, an experience will be traumatic for an individual if they can-
not cope with it using their usual coping strategies.

During the traumatic experience the existence and life of the individual is in 
danger. Because in that given moment they cannot act, cannot control the situa-
tion, they lose their personhood, lose their sense of themselves as a subject and feel 
that they have become an object.7 This is particularly evident in cases where trau-
ma stems from man-made violence, particularly within Western cultures. The rea-

3  Bal, Mieke: Introduction (1999). In Bal, Mieke – Crewe, Jonathan – Spitzer, Leo (ed.): Acts of 
Memory. Cultural Recall in the Present. Dartmouth College – University Press of New England, Han-
nover–London, vii–xvii; x. 

4  Brison, Susan J. (1999): Trauma Narratives and the Remaking of the Self. In Acts of Memory. 
39–54.

5  This is a key element in the definition of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), defined for the 
first time in DSM-III in 1980: “a psychologically traumatic event that is generally outside the range of 
usual human experience”. American Psychiatric Association (1980): Diagnostic and statistical manual 
of mental disorders: DSM-III. 3rd edition, American Psychiatric Publishing, Washington, D. C. 237.

6  Van Alphen, Ernst (1999): Symptoms of Discursivity. Experience, Memory, and Trauma. In: Acts 
of Memory. 24–38; 30.

7  Vas József Pál (2004): A  trauma feldolgozása hipnoanalízissel. [Trauma-processing Through 
Hypnoanalysis.] Lege Artis Medicinae, 2004/12, 898–903: http://www.lam.hu/folyo iratok/lam/0412/15.
htm
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son behind this is that the concept of the integrity of the self in Western cultures 
is tied to the ability to act and to take responsibility for one’s actions. As a result of 
trauma, the illusion of safety and security is lost,8 together with the naïve belief in 
the controllability of life. The cover that in normal life hides the ever-present, but 
sub-conscious, latent “death anxiety” (Irvin Yalom9) disappears. Recovery, through 
creating a narrative and sharing the trauma story with others in a testimony in-
cludes the trust that it is possible to continue life despite its unpredictability, or, to 
be precise, acknowledging life’s unpredictability. In post-traumatic growth10 indi-
viduals gain a deeper appreciation for life’s joys after experiencing the fear of death 
and threat.11A trauma thus is a life event which causes an injury to the psyche, and 
which rips the victim out of time, out of the continuity of their life, and, on the other 
hand out of language, as its main characteristic is that it is un-sayable. The healing 
of trauma is also fundamentally related to language and communication, as it hap-
pens through speaking, communicating with others.

In the context of literature, we can put this the following way: a trauma becomes 
sayable in the literary sense if a suitable literary language is created. This language 
will not cover up the trauma, will not be silent about it, but will bring the rupture 
to the fore, and will show that a pre-traumatic language is incapable of telling the 
trauma. At the same time, it will also demonstrate that the rupture, or its trace, will 
have to be seen and be perceptible in the new language, because this is the only way 
for past and present to reconnect through the recognized and acknowledged trau-
matic fracture. This new language cannot be naïve, unsuspecting, or unaware: it is a 
language that incorporates doubt and mistrust, preserves the memory of disruption 
and anxiety, accepts the knowledge about the lack of control, yet it still calls and ad-
dresses the other as a yet-even-then way of speaking up.

The twentieth century is often called the century of trauma, and testimony is con-
sidered the literary genre of trauma.12 The collective traumas of the twentieth cen-
tury, among them World Wars I and II, the Holocaust, and dictatorships resulted 
in an increase in the literary representations of trauma. This is relevant not only 
on the level of themes and topics, but also for understanding how literary language 
has changed in the second half of the twentieth century in Western cultures. This 

8  Yalom, Irvin D. (1998): The Yalom Reader. Szerk. Ben Yalom, Basic Books, New York, 183–265.
9  Tedeschi, R. G. – Calhoun, L. G. (1995): Trauma and Transformation: Growing in the Aftermath of 

Suffering. SAGE Publications, Newbury Park.
10  Lewis Herman, Judith (1992): Trauma and Recovery: From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror. 

Pandora, London.
11  Felman, Shoshana – Laub, Dori (1992): Testimony. Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanaly-

sis, and History. Routledge, London, 5. 
12  Beney Zsuzsa (2001): József Attila személyessége. [Attila József ’s Subjectivity]. In Kabdebó Lóránt 

– Kulcsár Szabó Ernő – Kulcsár-Szabó Zoltán – Menyhért Anna (szerk.): Újraolvasó. Tanulmányok Jó-
zsef Attiláról. [Re-Reader. Attila József-Studies]. Anonymus, Budapest, 11–14. 
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change, on the other hand, was preceded and in a way prepared by the experience of 
rupture by Modernity in the first half of the twentieth century. Modernity’s fracture 
experience includes the perception of the disintegration of a classical, unambiguous 
world that used to operate according to rules, the sense of uncertainty of traditional 
roles and values, and the notion of the uncontrollable character of language. I think 
that the fluctuation along the opposition of personal and impersonal13 in twenti-
eth-century poetry and theory of poetry also belongs here, as well as the change 
observable in the relationship of the ‘I’ and the other.

Trauma narratives are often more personal than an average literary text, they are 
charged emotionally at a higher level, or, in other cases, they seem dispassionate, 
aloof, and distant. Specific trauma genres include, besides testimony, memoir, auto-
biography, diary, and life-writing. In such texts there are no strong positive heroes, 
the characters are struggling, suffering people, children. These texts deal with topics 
that seem marginal from the point of view of ‘great’ national canons. Nor does their 
style conform to the expectations of canonized classical literature: the narratives are 
fragmented, their approach is digressive, built on silences and lacunae, the narra-
tors are rambling. The case is slightly different when canonized authors resort to 
such narrative forms because owing to their position of authority, their works can 
canonize unconventional forms. Trauma novels or trauma poetry that fit traditional 
literary norms are a different case too. But in all instances trauma texts are essential-
ly dialogic, because, just as a listener is needed to create the story of the trauma in 
psychotherapy or when recording a Holocaust video testimony (Dori Laub14), trau-
ma texts need their reader especially strongly. 

I will discuss trauma transfer in my book several times, referring to the idea ac-
cording to which trauma can be transmitted by reading (Shoshana Felman15). The 
reader of trauma texts can experience the trauma they are reading about to some 
extent. Following this logic, we can consider interpretations and analyses of trauma 
texts16 testimonies, texts about trauma transfer and vicarious traumatization, which 
mediate and convey trauma for readers, and, at the same time, serve as a proof 
that it is possible to interpret and understand trauma. This is why the second main 
theme in my book is the search for a reading mode fitting to read trauma, which I 
named personal reading. Personal reading enables the reader to interpret trauma 
literature within the framework literary studies. I drew on related research fields to 
create this concept, including cultural anthropology, psychology, feminist criticism, 
personal criticism, new historicism. This kind of reading is more personal and thus 

13  Felman, Shoshana – Laub, Dori: Testimony.
14  Felman, Shoshana – Laub, Dori: Testimony. 1–56.
15  Bal, Mieke: Introduction. x.
16  Rosenthal, Gabriele (1991): German War Memories: Narrability and the Biographical and Social 

Functions of Remembering. Oral History, 1991/Autumn, 19: 2, 34–41. 
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it requires a more personal language than it is usual in literary studies. Both person-
al and impersonal scientific language that is considered objective, neutral, and im-
partial are cultural constructs, which are created during reading and writing and as 
modi operandi. It means that a personal approach will not necessarily be presented 
by a personal style, or gestures in my analyses, but more as a dialogic mode created 
in the emotional space of reading and writing, manifesting as an openness towards 
the other, and as an increased emotional burden-baring capacity.

Besides the themes of how literary texts write about trauma, and the concept of 
personal reading, the third theme of the book is the relationship of trauma and ide-
ology, yet again in the context of language. Ideology in this sense is linked to silence 
about societal traumas, to institutionalized collective forgetting dictated by power. 
Whilst individuals are looking for words to speak about traumatic experiences,17 
ideology – the ideology of totalitarian dictatorship – strives to keep quite the fact 
that certain events or experiences might have a traumatizing effect. Moreover, ideol-
ogy in fact covers up the very fact of silencing, replacing it with itself. This can pri-
marily happen because collective traumas (similarly to individual traumas) destroy 
the ability of communities to integrate their past into meaningful narratives, and so 
to make it part of history.18

Ideology enters this hiatus, replacing trauma-processing and the making of trau-
ma narratives with false interpretations, tabooing and silencing. This tertiary trau-
matization first of all has an unsettling, destabilizing effect, which will seemingly 
be resolved through the false sense of security provided by ideology, as ideology 
gradually begins to dominate both thinking and language. In this sense ideology is a 
linguistic experience as well. Totalitarian dictatorship creates a linguistic paradigm 
which sucks in the individual, as in a whirlpool, through its tools and methods such 
as disguise, brainwashing, lying (both in the moral sense of the act and as a rhetori-
cal trope and linguistic element), the gradual elimination of resistance, habituation, 
and the institutionalization of violence, until the individual recognizes the ideology 
as their own and thus keeps it fed and alive.

The language of ideology presents the other as one’s own, and thus deprives the 
individual of the chance to create their own identity, and the community of creating 
dialogues, and constructing narratives valid for its members. Imre Kertész called 
“stubbornness” the resistance to such an oppressive linguistic influence in his novel 
Fateless (analyzed in chapter three).19 Understanding stubbornness, the main pro-
tagonist, Holocaust survivor teenage boy Gyurka Köves learns that it is necessary to 

17  Rüsen, Jörn (2004): Trauma és gyász a történelmi gondolkodásban. [Trauma and Mourning in 
Historical Thinking.] Transl. Karádi Éva, Lettre, 54, 2004/Autumn: http://www.c3.hu/scripta/lettre/
lettre54/rusen.htm 

18  Kertész Imre (2002): Sorstalanság. [Fateless.] Magvető, Budapest, 285.
19  Kapitány–Kapitány (2018: 331) ezt tartja Hankiss alaptézisének.
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constantly question his assumptions. He also realizes that through linguistic resist-
ance to ideology he can find a language that is personal, which incorporates trauma 
history, but which he nevertheless accepts is not necessarily reliable. The personal 
nature of trauma literature and personal reading are, in a certain sense, expressions 
of such a stubbornness, of the stubborn hope that against all odds speaking and 
writing will address the other. The fact that someone can listen to or read a story 
is proof that the story is no longer unspeakable. Without the confirmation of the 
other, the listener, the reader, the trauma cannot be sayable. Reading trauma litera-
ture and writing about it is therefore both an opportunity and a way to heal collec-
tive memory, in fact, the only means for generations after major collective traumas 
to create their own stories. Because just as an individual’s trauma can be resolved 
through the language and the other, collective trauma, the trauma of the language, 
can be resolved through speakers.


