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Napason Sawekwang : MAGICAL REALISM AND THE PRESENTATION OF TRAUMATIC
MEMORY IN CONTEMPORARY THAI NOVELS. Advisor: Asst. Prof. Kanya Wattanakun,
Ph.D.

This thesis aims at examining the representation of trauma via magical realist
narrative in three contemporary Thai novels, namely Siriworn Kaewkan’s A Weird World in The
History of Sadness. Revised edition (2012), Weeraporn Nitiprapa’s Phutthasakkarat Atsadong
kap  songcham  khong  songcham  khong  Maewkurapdam (2016) and  Anusorn

Tipayanon’s Wayang Amarit (2018).

The study found that magical realist narrative, which treats magical events as
ordinary occurrences, renders the intangible and subjective trauma presentable. Via this literary
technique, traumatic memories are turned into actual phenomena which are as real as
empirical reality. In a magical realist text, traumatic memories that cannot be told in a rational
manner are not reduced to individual’s delusion. Also, traumatic memories are likely to be
labeled as “unreal” since they defy the notion of “reality” espoused by realism. However, via
a magical realist narrative, their complexity and elusiveness can be conveyed in a manner void

of value judgment.

In addition, magical realist technique connotes that traumatic memories are real and
profoundly affects their victims as well as those related to the victims. As such, they cannot be
relegated to individual’s psychological symptoms that have nothing to do with the larger
society and its history. Magical realism emphasizes that traumatic memories are as vital as
empirical evidences to the formation of a well-rounded understanding of the past. It also
underscores the role of traumatic memories as the remaining evidences of atrocity in the past

and the long-lasting aftermath of history.
Field of Study: Comparative Literature Student's Signature .......ccccovcevriennne.
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“one of the main advantages of magical realism as a

literary mode lies in its extraordinary flexibility, in its capacity

to delineate, explore, and transgress boundaries. More than
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other modes, magical realism facilitates the fusion of possible

but irreconcilable worlds.” (Jon Thiem, 1995, p. 244)
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2 the ghost functions as an ontological link between the excessive reality of the text and the
often overlooked excesses of the readers' own reality. [...] Ghosts embody the fundamental

magical realist sense that reality always exceeds our capacities to describe or understand or
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prove and that the function of literature is to engage this excessive reality, to honor that which

we may grasp intuitively but never fully or finally define. (Zamora, 1995, pp. 497-498)
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13 (Cathy Caruth) defines trauma as “the response to an unexpected or overwhelming violent
event that are not fully grasped as they occur, but return later in repeated flashbacks,

nightmares, and other repetitive phenomena” 914l (Abdullah, 2020, p. 3)
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16 [Normal memory,] like all psychological phenomena, is an action; essentially it is the action of
telling a story . . . A situation has not been satisfactorily liquidated ... until we have achieved, not
merely an outward reaction through our movements, but also an inward reaction through the

words we address to ourselves, through the organization of the recital of the event to others and
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to ourselves, and through the putting of this recital in its place as one of the chapters in our
personal history. . speaking, then, one who retains a fixed idea of a happening cannot be said to
have a “memory" ... it is only for convenience that we speak of it as a "traumatic memory."

(Herman, 1942, p. 37).
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17 Traumatic memories have a number of unusual qualities. They are not encoded like the
ordinary memories of adults in a verbal, linear narrative that is assimilated into an ongoing life
story (Herman, 1942, p. 37)

8 Traumatic memories lack verbal narrative and context; rather, they are encoded in the form of

vivid sensations and images. (Herman, 1942, p. 38)
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¥ [..] in traumatic experiences entails an acknowledgement of the basic unreliability, but
nevertheless moral credibility, of human perception, although the events related may not be
historically 'true’, or 'real' in an everyday sense. Memory and the story 'told" by it thus acquires

more of an emotional than a factual truth. (Sturmer, 2014, p. 118)
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20 magical realist rendering of traumatic violence. Under conditions of overwhelming physical

violence, language fails; and when it eventually tries to recapture the missed referent, it
inevitably resorts to the traumatic imagination. (Arva Eugene L, 2011, p. end)

2 Establishing a nexus between magical realist writing (viewed primarily as a postmodermn literary
phenomenon) and trauma (understood as an individual and as an often invisible cultural

dominant) requires an interdisciplinary conceptual tool; the term that | propose, “traumatic
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imagination,” is intended to describe an empathy-driven consciousness that enables authors and
readers to act out and/or work through trauma by means of magical realist images. | posit that
the traumatic imagination is responsible for the production of many literary texts that struggle to
re-present the unpresentable and, ultimately, to reconstruct events whose forgetting has proved
just as unbearable as their remembering. The traumatic imagination is also the essential
consciousness of survival to which the psyche resorts when confronted with the impossibility of

remembering limit events and with the resulting compulsive repetition of images of violence and

loss. (Arva Eugene L, 2011, p. end)
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22\/olkan identifies five psychosomatic occurrences experienced by victims as a result
of communal trauma. First, the members of a victimised group suffer from a
common “sense of shame, humiliation, dehumanisation and guilt" (Volkan 2009, 14-
15); second, because of this humiliation, traumatised groups face difficulties in
expressing their feelings which tumn into a sense of frustration and anger (2009, 17);
third, "an identification with the oppressor" (2009, 17), fourth, "a shared difficulty or
even inability to mourn losses" (2009, 23). Volkan asserts, “Because of the
continuation of shame, humiliation, dehumanization, suilt, helpless rage and
identification with the oppressor, their mourning process becomes complicated and
unending" (2009, 23). The entire community suffers from a never-ending helplessness
and frustration. These four consequences of collective trauma result in the fifth, “the
transgenerational transmission of trauma" (Volkan 2009, 14— 15) 8141w (Abdullah,

2020, pp. 12-13)
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“..Magical realism is not the magic bullet of trauma therapy,
but rather a way of acknowledging the trauma induced by a violent
loss or an unbearable absence, and of learning how to live with it. [...]
engaging the past by telling its stories and by learning how to listen to
the other and to oneself. [...] As an act of telling, magical realist writing
may work as a means of both recovering and re- covering individual
and historical trauma by following, however, the same goals: first, to
acknowledge its devastating effects and to learn how to live with
them; and second, to move on, with a moral lesson learned, toward a
future that would preclude the repetition of horror.” (Arva, 2011, p.
end)
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