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Our personal trajectory not always result of planned and logical choices neither 

ordained priorities and appeased principles. Some of our experiences present the 

potential to become personal landmarks due to singular and unexpected 

affecting, to an impact that reveals to be linked to our deep individuality, to the 

unique perspective that is built as subjectivity through experience on time and 

place. This affecting may be perceived as traumatic, a wound that disrupts its 

protective encasement and disturbs the functional homeostatic organization. This 

traumatic wound is taken here as metaphor and perspective to investigate what 

may hurt and, like inner tattoos, inscribe itself as traces and marks in groups and 

communities. Therefore, trauma and affecting may constitute research criteria, in 

contrast to a hypothetical scientific distance and detachment in relation to the 

object. Headed by such affecting, my research combines the concerns of a non-

fully experienced fiction writer, a descendant of migrants and a citizen from a 

peripherical ambivalent country. Is literature a proper tool to narrate the traumatic 

contemporary events as the migration crisis in Europe? Is it ethical to narrate in 

the name of voiceless people? Can language fully communicate the experience 

of traumatic quality, the scope of the unspeakable and inaccessible? How trauma 

may also be perceived as a narration mode? May literature also collaborate to 

produce traces of these events, a kind of anterograde memory that it may be 

considered to some extent also a testimonial act? 

Even if language and literature may be tools of fallibility, they face the task of 

narrating the trauma in an effort to overcome an assumed limitation of access 

and expression. The literary works chosen as objects in this research use 

different strategies and approaches, with greater distance or proximity to the 

events, a mixture of voices and, variable degrees of reality distortion such as 

recreation or invention, that may be perceived to some extent either as creative 



 
 

2 
 

or abusive. Subjectivity and authorship are inscribed in the books, revealed as 

narrative forms and procedures, strategies and choices. Literary narratives on 

traumatic events can be even seen as a kind of testimony – not of the victims but 

of individuals that react to the events that constitute part of a phenomenon 

unfolded in the present that affects national identities and values. 

During this research period some events had a singular personal impact, 

constituting wounds that instead of healing became a source of productive 

restlessness. As Alice’s hole to Wonderland, apparently non-significant events 

demanded investigation as worlds of disparate logics, and admirable but also 

incomprehensible characters; sceneries of alarming statistics and morally 

unacceptable numbers; landscapes of human catastrophes and perplexity, 

empathy and suffering. I consider that two events were catalysts and propellants 

of my research path: one was witnessing the arrival in Lampedusa of an Italian 

Army vessel with 600 migrants rescued from smaller boats in July 2015, and the 

other was visiting Płaszów, a former Nazi concentration camp near Krakow, in 

April 2016 during the period as a SPeCTReSS program secondee.  

Such events are of a very distinct nature, and beyond the personal impact 

caused, they both present a metonymic remission to overwhelming contexts of 

human suffering in wide proportions – past and present. The theoretical 

framework of cultural trauma studies is being used to approach and unfold 

meanings from the literary narratives on different phenomena, assuming them as 

traces of the events – Holocaust and “the refugee crisis in Europe”1, as retrograde 

and anterograde memory vestiges. The ongoing research work is then divided 

into two parts – Płaszów and Lampedusa, covering the theoretical-conceptual 

basis, some field work and analysis of the chosen literary works. 

Płaszów is located just over three kilometers from the center of Krakow and 

operated during the Nazi occupation in WWII from December 1942 to January 

1945, initially as a labor camp and later as a concentration camp. Headed by 

Amon Göth, one of the liquidators of the Warsaw Ghetto, Płaszów reached an 

amount of 25,000 inmates and was the site of mass execution of estimated 8,000 

                                                             
1 I have chosen to use the term as it was wide spread and used by the media to refer to the flows of 
migrants towards Europe that increased from 2013 on and reached its peak on the second semester 2015.  
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political and civil prisoners. The camp was best known for Steven Spielberg's 

"Schindler's List" (1993), based on the story of the German industrialist who 

saved about 1,100 Jews used as labor force in his factory. Unlike larger camps 

like Auschwitz and Birkenau, Płaszów is today within the perimeter of the second 

largest city in Poland, with no preserved structures neither a museological 

proposal. On a sunny day there are families with babies walking around, couples 

dating, people sunbathing and walking dogs. 

The void and the sense of absence of something that has been and/or should be 

there are disturbing and imposing, more in contrast to the green and supposedly 

pleasant surroundings. In this contradiction of site of memory without memory, 

Płaszów becomes a phantasmagoria of a past that has painfully inscribed itself 

and, in the negativity of the abandonment and the effort of fading, it just deepens 

its mark even more. 

Roma Sendyka2 refers to places like Płaszów and the district of Muranów, former 

site of the Warsaw Ghetto, as "non-places of memory" opposing Pierre Nora’s 

lieu de mémoire3 (1984). Such places may cause fascination but also repulsion, 

an impression of inadequacy, of topographical conflict that ends up creating a 

kind of affective aura: 

 “…the recurring impression of things not fitting, of topographical 
conflict, of a disparity between the viewer and the scene appears 
frequently in the accounts of those who visit the places I have 
termed elsewhere ‘non-sites of memory’. These abandoned, 
neglected locations, which nevertheless retain the right to 
commemoration, generate a particular kind of affective aura that 
eventually becomes their trademark.” (SENDYKA, 2016, p. 688) 

This ‘affecting’ proposes us a double phantasmagoria: the classic one, of the 

dead who return to haunt and torment the living, seeking justice or reparation, 

and the moral one, born of guilt and awareness, of shame and repentance before 

the irreversibility of events and their consequences. 

                                                             
2 SENDYKA, Roma. Sites That Haunt – Affects and Non-Sites of Memory. Traslated by J. Croft. East 
European Politics and Societies. London, Washington, vol. 30, n. 4, pp. 687-702, 2016.  
3 NORA, Pierre. Les Lieux de mémoire (dir.), Gallimard, Bibliothèque illustrée des histoires, Paris, 3 tomos: 
t. 1 La République (1 vol., 1984), t. 2 La Nation (3 vol., 1987), t. 3 Les France (3 vol., 1992).  
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In concentration camps, the presence of the dead is not fantasy or imagination, 

but facts, biologically and geologically verifiable. The materiality of the corpses is 

constituted by ashes from the crematoria and from the mass graves of the 

operational period of the camp, and after its liberation due to sanitary and health 

reasons. The dead could also haunt the devastated Warsaw when rubble 

containing countless bodies was used as rebuilding material. In Płaszów, the 

exuberance of the vegetation in such soil rich in organic matter can be disturbing 

by promoting an ambivalent presence and indirect visibility of the dead, combined 

with the lack of historical narrative and, above all, of responsibility. Płaszów’s 

ghosts - gypsies, Jews and/or Poles, could haunt us claiming due respect and 

funeral honors, but mainly remembrance instead of oblivion. 

Despite a large monument and other minor structures, the field in its present 

usage and condition attests and problematizes issues that still demand 

elaboration such as past in the present, mainstream narratives and sites of 

memory, the identity of post-Holocaust generations, the overlaid traumas of 

Holocaust and the Soviet period. The discussions about the future of the area 

point to the duality of feelings, visions and priorities: on the one hand, the willing 

to move forward due to the exhaustion caused by the burden of the traumatic 

past, on the other, the conflicting coexistence of different historical narratives and 

the claim for remembrance by survivors and primary witnesses, and the 

discomfort and recognition of the bystander position by Poles between 

collaborators and victims themselves. The chosen literary work to approach the 

issue is the fiction narrative "Malinski" (2000), by the Irish writer Síofra 

O'Donovan. The book addresses the expectations and reunion, after 49 years, of 

two brothers separated during the war. The youngest, Henryk Malinski, migrated 

with his mother to Ireland after a violent period as prisoners of a Nazi kapo. 

Stanislav, the elder brother, remained in Poland with some support of relatives 

and fully lived the period under Soviet influence. The reunion takes place in 1991, 

period of the “Polish transformation” towards the capitalist democratic system, 

and the integration to European Union in 2004. In “Malinski”, the author chooses 

not to mention the transformation nor the political scenario with the election of the 

charismatic Solidarity Party leader, Lech Wałęsa. The narrative perspective 

follows Stanislav, getting the reader closer to the ordinary everyday life: his 
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complains and shame on the long queues for basics, the service shortages and 

the poor housing conditions. According to him, Henryk is the other, unlikely to 

really understand the local miseries as he was raised along with their mother and 

comes from an almost idyllic and fairy-tale land, Ireland.  

The conflict in “Malinski” between these two identities tore apart by the war can 

be seen as a metaphor of Poland in its current struggle with past and traumas, 

the ghost of repetition of massacres and violent occupations, the almost 

impossible conciliation and healing of deep wounds, the contradiction between 

Polish diasporic and combatant identities. As for Stanislav and Henryk, the 

accountability is a hard task: there is no single truth, their feelings of shame and 

guilt are mixed and ambiguous, there is no consolation or reparation for their deep 

sorrow. In the book, the author uses mechanisms of the psychoanalytical trauma 

not on the level of the psychological construction of the characters, but as formal 

narrative procedures: silence, synthesis, denial and repetition. The core of the 

trauma and the truth about the events are not fully revealed to the readers. More 

than writing about trauma, the author uses elements of trauma to create a kind of 

traumatic mode to narrate the story.  

As an essential aim, I purpose to investigate the hypothesis of literary narratives 

on cultural trauma events may configure ambivalent instruments of, on the one 

hand, awareness and mobilization, but on the other, also appeasement and 

apathy, contributing to a position of bystanding/standing by, especially in relation 

to contemporary events. In its plot, “Malinski” presents this sort of numbing 

caused by an overwhelming past, the exhaustion due to the useless effort to fully 

understand what happened and why. But this numbing of the characters is also 

a narrative procedure that chooses to mention the Holocaust and the Soviet 

period only very briefly and indirectly. According to this perspective, the trauma 

may still affect the following generations in the present, inscribing itself, impairing 

the position of empathy and solidarity, of awareness and reflection. In the case 

of Poland and the Holocaust, the role of bystanding/standing by is uncomfortable 

and inconvenient as it weakens the dominant narrative of Poles as WWII victims 

or heroes4. On the one hand, plunders and pogroms are not acceptable as part 

                                                             
4 In relation to this discussion, Jan T. Gross plays a major role. In his books “Neighbours” (Princenton 
University Press and Arrow/Random House, 2003) and “Fear – Anti-Semitism in Poland after Auschwitz” 
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of the ideological and political discourse of the ruling PiS5 party, but on the other, 

they reinforce the perception that everything must be done to avoid Poles to be 

taken to extreme conditions. This scenario of fear and threat deepens the gap 

between “us” – the homogeneous Catholic White, and the “others” – particularly 

Muslims and migrants, and increases the support to the right-wing and 

conservative trends as it echoes the haunting traumatic situation of vulnerable 

Poland abandoned by the rest of Europe while facing a two-front invasion during 

WWII. The ghost of the past perpetrators – Russia and Germany, is evident in 

the never-ending investigation of the Smoleńsk case, and the tension towards 

Donald Tusk, former Prime Minister of Poland and the current President of the 

European Council. The WWII traumas in Poland have constituted a net of 

intertwined layers with varying degrees of awareness and elaboration - alive and 

painful until these days, also an imperative background for the challenging effort 

of understanding the complex contemporary panorama. 

                                                             
(Random House, 2007) Gross writes about plunders and pogroms perpetrated by the local community – 
Jedwabne and Kielce, the last one after the end of the war.   
5 Prawo i Sprawiedliwość („Law and Justice”), right-wing party leaded by Jarosław Kaczyński, twin brother 
of the former Prime Minister, Lech Kaczyński that died in a plane crash in Smoleńsk, Russia, in 2010. The 
staff was on the way to the commemoration regarding the 70th anniversary of the Katyń massacre, when 
22,000 Polish officers were killed by Soviet forces in April and May 1940. 


