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❖ ABSTRACT

The Active Way of Trauma: Receiving the Return of the Past

Seoh, Gil-Wan

Trauma studies have provided useful models for dealing with the catastrophic 

and disastrous events that an individual and collective group experience. Most 

important of all, the perspective of post-structuralist trauma study, including Cathy 

Caruth, became a paradigmatic model and it has been applied to almost all contexts 

of life. The perspective of this study model, which is called an “event-based model 

of trauma,” focuses on the literal registration of the traumatic event and the accurate 

and immediate recall of the past. The person directly involved in the event becomes 

the passive bearer transmitting the truth of a traumatic event. From this perspective, 

the traumatic subject only undergoes and endures the event and cannot play an 

active role in constructing trauma and dealing with it. Eventually, the truth of 

trauma has to be obtained at the cost of the traumatic subject’s autonomy and 

the possibility of his/her agency.

The problem here is that the truth, which is reencountered through the literal 

return of the past, obtained at the cost of the subject’s autonomy, strikes a rather 

fatal blow to the person, than gives help for resolving many of matters surrounding 

traumatic experience and curing trauma. This suggests that the active way of 

dealing with trauma on the part of the traumatic subject, rather than the traumatic 

event itself, is demanded. Furthermore, because more recently, images of disastrous 

events were viewed “live” by audiences and an immediacy to the event is replicated 

in public discourse about them, the event becomes more immediately traumatic 

and there is a more strong presumption that people regard themselves as traumatic 

victims than before. This is the reason that we must explore an active way dealing 

with trauma on more human position at this time.

This essay aims to examine the limits of the paradigmatic model of trauma 

study, an “event-based model of trauma,” critically through a literary, theoretical 

text in which it reveals how the literal return of the traumatic past have a fatal 

effect on the victim; and hopes to suggest “the narrative memory” as a way to 



deal with trauma from a more humanistic perspective.
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