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Taking part in The Social Performance, Cultural Trauma and the Reestablishing of 

Solid Sovereignties (or SPECTRESS) project, during my secondment at the 

University of São Paulo, Brazil, in August and September 2017, I studied Brazilian 

novels dealing with cultural trauma, especially as an inherited, transgenerational 

burden related to forced mobility (migration) to the New World. 

In her 2000 book Brasil: mito fundador e sociedade autoritária (Brazil: 

foundational myth and authoritarian society) the Brazilian philosopher Marilena 

Chaui argues that in Brazilian society, which is still strongly hierarchical and, as 

she puts it, “vertical”, “social divisions are naturalized into inequalities presented 

as natural inferiorities” by means of  “practices which conceal the historical or 

material condition of exploration, discrimination and domination”. This 

“naturalization”, she argues, erases the historical origin of inequality and, thus, 

enables all forms of visible and invisible violence. Therefore, Brazilian history is 

full of unsolved traumatic experiences. Some of them, like the extermination of 

the indigenous tribes and the tragedy of slavery, are related to the country’s 

colonial past, while others, like the social inequality and exclusion, the stigma of 

the favelados, or slum dwellers, the tortures during the period of military 

dictatorship, are more recent. Some of them, such as stories about urban violence, 

have managed to attract international attention and have been transformed into 

successful cultural products, like Paulo Lins’ 1997 novel Cidade de Deus or two 

books on the Brazilian special squad BOPE, published in 2006 and 2010 as Elite 
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da tropa, all transformed into award-winning movies (City of God in 2002, as well 

as José Padilha’s Elite Squad in 2007 and Elite Squad: The Enemy Within in 2010).  

Some of these “local” wounds are still to be ad/dressed. For instance, while 

the first approaches to the problem of slavery can be detected already in the late 

19th century, for instance in the works of Bernardo Guimarães (A escrava Isaura, 

1975) and Castro Alves (O navio negreiro, 1880), a more inclusive exploration of 

other marginalized and traumatized subjectivities (like the indigenous people) 

started only in the 60s and the 70s, in the final years of the military dictatorship. 

Nevertheless, collective traumatic experiences transformed into cultural 

phenomena are still present in contemporary Brazilian fiction. In this brief report 

I will address two novels in which the process of identity building is related to 

traumatic experienced connected with forced migration. They tend to explore not 

the “local” traumas, associated with the country’s sociological, economic and 

cultural development, but the painful experiences “inherited” from the Old World 

through generations of migrants settling in Brazil in search of a better life. In this 

kind of “post-memory” writing, characters try to come to terms with their 

ancestors’ past that remains present as both a bond and an inter- or 

transgenerational burden. Nevertheless, instead of analysing examples in which 

exploring the forebears’ past is treated as a simple way of self-discovery through 

enabling or enacting that which stayed silenced throughout generations, 

reconnecting the past and the present, I have chosen to focus on two examples 

which give a slightly different insight – two novels by two successful young 

authors of Jewish origin that illustrate this particular problem: A chave de casa 

(literally: “a key to a house”) by Tatiana Salem Levy (born in 1979), published 

originally in 2007 (in English, translated by Alison Entrekin, in 2015 as The House 

in Smyrna), and Diário da queda by Michel Laub (born in 1973), published in Brazil 

in 2011 (and then translated by Margaret Jull Costa as Diary of the Fall). I would 

like to draw attention to the way in which the protagonists of both novels are 
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struggling to maintain and highlight their singularity as subjects by critically 

rejecting their respective transgenerational traumas. 

Tatiana Salem Levy's novel is a story of a young writer and journalist of 

Jewish origin who decides to go to Turkey to find her grandfather's family house. 

Even though she is presumed to look Turkish, she is not able to communicate in 

the language of her ancestors. She tries to recognise herself in a culture which is 

completely different from that of her own background, but at the same time 

constitutes the basis of her migrant, transnational identity as a granddaughter of 

a Turkish Jew, born in Portugal during the Brazilian military dictatorship, while her 

parents were living in exile. When the protagonist finally manages to find her 

relatives in Smyrna, she starts to understand that she no longer holds any signs 

of her cultural heritage: 

 

As [Raphael] drove, I studied his gestures, the outline of his face, the way he spoke. I thought that 

I could have been him, that it could have been me in his place. If I’d been born there I’d definitely 

be a real Jew – I’d speak their language, marry a Jew. If I’d been born there, I wouldn’t have found 

myself with my back against the wall. What, you don’t speak our language? I had been caught off 

guard. 

 

As we can see, the language as a marker of identity defies her struggle to find her 

lost roots. During her journey, she tries to deal with a collective, transgenerational 

burden: 

 

I write with my hands tied. Here in the stationary solidity of my room, which I haven’t left for the 

longest time. I write without being able to write, and I write for this. At any rate, I wouldn’t know 

what to do with this body that has been unable to move ever since it came into the world. Because 

I was born old, in a wheelchair, with wizened legs, withered arms. I was born with the smell of 

damp earth, the stale gust of ancient times at my back. I am speaking of a weight [….] that isn’t 

entirely mine, since I was born with it, as if every time I say ‘me’ I am actually saying ‘us’. [...] As long 

as my muscles remain heavy and static, meaning slips away. (emphasis added) 

 

The idea of inherited trauma reappears in numerous passages form the book. The 

protagonist claims that “life never belongs to just one person", that she feels “as 

if [her] body weren’t [hers] alone”, like “something very old in [her] had begun to 
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be reborn"  and there is “the silence and solitude of an entire family in [her], of 

generations and generations". Is seems, therefore, that the main character’s 

illness, immobility and later journey and suffering come from an inherited trauma. 

What the readers start to understand, nevertheless, is quite the opposite. The 

storyteller admits in two very similar passages: 

 

I tell (make up) this story about my ancestors, this story of immigration and its losses, this story 

about the key to the house in Smyrna, about my hope of returning to the place that my forebears 

came from, but you and I (just the two of us) know that the real reason for my paralysis is 

something else. I tell (make up) this story to justify my immobility, to give the world and, in a way, 

myself, an answer, but you and I (just the two of us) know the truth. I wasn’t born like this. I wasn’t 

born in a wheelchair; I wasn’t born old. There is no gust of ancient times in my back. I became like 

this. I lost my movements one by one after you were gone. After I met death and it looked at me 

with its eyes of stone. It was death, your death, that slowly took away my movement, left me 

paralysed in this musty bed. (emphasis added)1 

 

The narrator and the narratee share the secret of the reason why the story is being 

told. It is a masochistic quest towards the origin of writing: "If my writing doesn’t 

bleed, it doesn’t exist. If it doesn’t rend the body, it doesn’t exist. I keep returning 

to pain, because it is what makes me write".  

Michel Laub’s novel is focused on three generations of men. The narrator 

is a broken subject, a divorced alcoholic feeling responsible for his schoolmate’s 

injury at a birthday party. Now he faces another challenge: he has to notify his 

father about the results of a medical examination indicating first symptoms of 

Alzheimer’s disease. His father’s own father, an Auschwitz survivor, committed 

suicide, causing serious psychological damage to his entire family. 

 Even though the grandfather’s trauma casts a long shadow over the next 

two generations, the narrator questions the idea of inherited trauma. He is much 

more concerned about his own experience than the transgenerational burden: 

 

                                                           
1 In the second passage the ending sentences are slightly different: “After I loved you, after I knew 

madness through love, our love. It was love (without boundaries) that slowly took away my 

movement, left me paralysed in this musty bed." 
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If, at the time, someone had asked my what affected me most deeply, seeing what happened to 

my classmate or the fact my grandfather had been imprisoned in Auschwitz, and by ‘affect’ I mean 

to experience something intensely as palpable and ever present, a memory that doesn’t even need 

to be evoked to appear, I would have had no hesitation in giving my answer. 

 

The narrator’s own guilt is presented as more intense and more influential in his 

everyday life than the abstract notion of genocide in a distant death camp in 

Europe, which for his father “was never a place, a historical fact or an ethnic 

debate, but a concept in which one believes or ceases to believe simply because 

one chooses to”.  

Laub’s novel poses more instigating problems associated with personal 

relationships with Auschwitz survivors. These are exemplified in two following 

fragments: 

 

Is it possible to hate an Auschwitz survivor in the way my father did? Is it permissible to feel such 

pure hatred, without any moment falling into the temptation of moderating that feeling because 

of Auschwitz, without feeling guilty for placing one’s own emotions above something like the 

memory of Auschwitz? 

 

Is it possible that one’s hatred of an Auschwitz survivor could indicate a kind of indifference 

towards Auschwitz, as if hating the survivor, which can sometimes amount to wishing him ill, 

meant that you were indifferent to and might even endorse any evil done to him, even if that evil 

was carried out in Auschwitz? 

 

The protagonist claims that his grandfather “had clung on to an excuse, made it 

his alibi, an aura that turned him into a kind of martyr, a saint, despite having 

ruined [his] father’s life” and that “it’s easier to blame Auschwitz than to submit 

oneself to a painful exercise [which is] seeing my grandfather not as a victim, but 

as a man and a husband, and a father, who should be judged just like any other 

man or husband or father”. 

 In both novels we can detect a very similar pattern. Transgenerational 

transfer of traumatic experience, which lies at the root of post-memory writing as 

it is known from European examples, seems to be blocked by the “naturalization”, 

or erasure of historical origin of trauma, as Chaui puts it. It leads to an idea of 

what Laub’s narrator calls “the non-viability of human experience”, and, in 
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consequence, to a particular concept of the subject as a “petrified cocoon”, in 

Salem-Levy’s storyteller’s words. The collective trauma, based on suffering and 

exile, is therefore being reduced to an individual experience. 


