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摘要 

    本論文旨在探討石黑一雄《群山淡景》中的第一人稱敘述者悅子（Etusko）

如何以追憶分身的方式處理失去女兒慶子（Keiko）的創傷。本論文深受沈偉赳

（Sim Wai-chew）以及派翠（Mike Petry）所提及的悅子與幸子互為分身的概念

啟發，並試圖進一步勾勒出分身與創傷之間密不可分的連結。小說以敘述者悅子

敘事觀點為主軸，由悅子追憶昔日長崎的故友幸子（Sachiko）與悅子敘述在英

國的情境兩者形成回憶與現況雙層敘述的架構。巧合的是，當悅子追憶昔日故友

幸子與真理子（Mariko）之間的母女關係時，故友母女似乎與悅子慶子母女的過

往經驗有所重疊。為了進一步檢視小說裡回憶與現況中他人與自己的母女關係的

重覆交錯，本論文援引創傷理論深入剖析看似各自獨立的兩段母女關係，並試圖

證實兩者之重覆交錯實為敘述者悅子因受創傷之反覆回訪與離去之影響，因而橫

越回憶與現況的時空分界進而重現自己難以承受的創傷。 

    本論文分為五個章節。第一章回顧石黑一雄作品、作品評論與訪談，並從

中探究第一人稱的瑕疵記憶如何直接抑或間接呈現出創傷與分身的概念。論文

第二章試圖援引卡露思（Cathy Caruth）創傷的回訪與離去為理論架構理解《群

山淡景》中悅子失去女兒慶子的創傷。同時，本章亦審視范德寇克（van der 

Kolk）與范德哈特（van der Hart）提出的見解：創傷者易囿限創傷於過去的

框架之中，並試圖在創傷與現在的自己之間劃定界線。以上述兩理論為主軸，

本章旨在建構可理解小說中敘述者母親與亡者女兒之間的創傷連結之理論架

構。第三章接續探究敘述者如何透過分身處理創傷的母女關係。細察悅子與幸

子互為分身之際，我認為此分身不僅是兩者互為分身，更是敘述者悅子、回憶

層次中在長崎的悅子、與幸子三者互為分身的三角關係。透過此三角分身，可

窺見創傷敘述者從中重建毋受時空框架束縛的創傷記憶。承續第三章探究分身

與創傷之連結後，第四章審視一名多次出現在回憶中身分未曉的女人。細讀小

說中回憶層次裡的兩則溺斃的片段時，我發現此身分未曉之女人不僅指涉回憶

層次中真理子反覆提及看見此女人的現象，同時反映現況層次中敘述者悅子掛
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念縈繞她夢中的身分未曉的小女孩。雖然真理子與悅子的掛念分別顯現於回憶

與現況層次，兩個看似異質的掛念卻因平行出現在雙層敘述之中反倒顯露出母

女連結創傷的一致性。最後，本論文歸結出經由分身重現創傷回憶，敘述者得

以展現創傷者的能動性。因此，敘述者得以避免受已全然屏除創傷的現況框架

所困，或僅僅沉溺於創傷框架之中。超脫創傷與現狀兩層框架之外，敘述者得

以在創傷縈繞之際，仍可游移框架與框架之間、來去自如。如同無法受任一時

空框架羈絆的創傷一般，敘述者得以跳脫被動地受創傷反覆地來訪又離去所困，

進而確立創傷者面對創傷的能動性。 

 

關鍵字：石黑一雄、《群山淡景》、創傷、分身、能動性 
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Abstract 

In Kazuo Ishiguro’s A Pale View of Hills, I particularly focus on how trauma 

manifests itself in a cluster of parallels between the two traumatized mother-daughter 

relationships revealed in the novel. In this thesis, I hope to further investigate 

Wai-chew Sim’s and Mike Petry’s ideas of doppelgänger in the Etsuko-Sachiko 

parallel and then illustrate a significant relation between trauma and doppelgänger. 

The story is a two-layer story, and it consists of the inner and the outer layers. The 

inner layer contains Etsuko’s memory of Sachiko in Nagasaki; in the outer she is in 

Britain and narrates the memory. Coincidentally, the mother-daughter relationship 

between Etsuko and Keiko and that between Sachiko and Mariko remain parallel. On 

the basis of trauma, I analyze the parallels between the two ostensibly different 

mother-daughter relationships and find that the parallels suggest the traumatized 

narrator’s boundary-crossing re-creation of her unbearable experience, which 

demonstrates the disruptive power of the repetitious return and departure of trauma. 

My thesis consists of five chapters. In the first chapter, I provide an overview of 

how first-person narratives present flawed memories, which evoke a sense of trauma. 

In Chapter Two, I choose Cathy Caruth’s concept of the repetitious return and 

departure of trauma as well as van der Kolk and van der Hart’s viewpoint of the 

division between the realm of trauma and the realm of the current normal state as the 

methodology, through which I could structure my study of the traumatized 

mother-daughter relationship between the narrator and the deceased Keiko. In Chapter 

Three, I try to explore how the narrator approaches the traumatized mother-daughter 

relationship by means of the configuration of doppelgänger. In this doppelgänger 

triangle, we can see how the traumatized narrator’s re-creation of her traumatic 

memory cannot be temporally and spatially shackled. Then, Chapter Four focuses on 

the discussion of the unnamed woman. After exploring the two drowning scenes, I 
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find that the unnamed woman may implicate that Mariko’s obsession with this woman 

surreptitiously runs parallel to Etsuko the narrator’s obsession with an unnamed little 

girl in her dream. Mariko’s obsession with the woman is situated in Etsuko the 

narrator’s memory of Sachiko, and Etsuko the narrator’s obsession with the little girl 

is placed in the present. However, the boundary-crossing parallel between the two 

somehow makes the two obsessions porous and illuminates a certain homogeneous 

nature of the two traumatized mother-daughter relationships in the seemingly 

heterogeneous two obsessions. Finally, I conclude that by means of one’s 

boundary-crossing re-creation in the face of trauma, the traumatized narrator may 

show a gesture of a traumatized person’s agency. With this agency, the traumatized 

narrator prevents herself from being wholly engulfed by either the realm of trauma or 

the realm of the current normal state, and then keeps oscillating, wandering among 

different porous frameworks and finally survive. 

 

Key words: Kazuo Ishiguro, A Pale View of Hills, trauma, doppelgänger, agency 
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Chapter One 

Introduction: From Memory to Trauma 

 

In this thesis, treating Kazuo Ishiguro’s A Pale View of Hills published in 1982 

as a double-layer narrative, I try to investigate how trauma suffuses the two 

mother-daughter relationships in the novel in the light of the theories of trauma in 

Trauma and Unclaimed Experience. Etsuko, the protagonist and the story’s 

first-person narrator, recounts her story with a juxtaposition of her reminiscence of the 

past with the present and leaves a trace of her slip of tongue at the end of the novel. 

This explains why the novel consists of the fragmentary pieces of her recollection in 

Nagasaki and her present state in Britain. The end of the novel returns to the 

narrator’s British present. Etsuko tells her younger daughter Niki that her deceased 

elder daughter Keiko had a good time in the trip in Nagasaki. However, in the 

recollection, it seems that the name of Keiko is unwittingly replaced by Mariko. 

Hence, the description of this cable-car trip seems a repetition of her earlier 

recollection of her friend’s daughter Mariko’s happy cable-car trip in Nagasaki. The 

discrepancy between her words in the present and those in her recollection exhibits an 

overlap between Keiko and Mariko. The overlap between Keiko and Mariko may 

shed light on the parallels between Etsuko and Sachiko due to their mother-daughter 

relationships. More than a mistake, Etsuko’s slip of tongue not only demonstrates the 

unreliability of the first-person narration, but also suggests a certain truth unavailable 

for revelation. 

The unreliability of the first-person narration signifies that the language sifted 

by the first-person narrator seems still inaccurate, and beyond the language is a truth 

left absent. In a deconstructionist sense, truth cannot be accurately transcribed into 

language because a form of representation and what has been represented cannot be 
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solely referred to each other. In a Lacanian sense, the relations between signifiers and 

signifieds have their arbitrariness; therefore, signifiers and signifieds show no fixed 

interdependence, and so do the first-person narration and the truth. In light of Roland 

Barthes’s concept of the death of the author, the reader is able to read, interpret and 

decode the text from multifaceted perspectives without being dictated by any 

authenticities or authorities. 

To begin with, I wish to briefly introduce Kazuo Ishiguro and his first novel, A 

Pale View of Hills. Born in Nagasaki, Japan in 1954, Ishiguro moved to England at 

the age of five with his family. At first the Ishiguro family planned to go back to Japan 

after the end of his father’s research project at the National Institute of Oceanography. 

Yet, year by year, the endless deferral of going back to Japan turned out to be a 

permanent state--they were forced to permanently reside in England as immigrants 

due to the Second World War. The turbulence of the external international or social 

contexts not only affected the Ishiguro family’ plan of returning to their hometown but 

also more or less left a certain immense impact on his first novel. In the mid-1980s, 

under a photograph of Ishiguro in the British Council’s short leaflets which introduce 

British authors, a quote from him reads: “I consider myself an international writer.” 

His statement suggests that his career is free from national borders. Ishiguro’s A Pale 

View of Hills is his first novel first published in 1982, and it is likely to be placed 

within a historical context of the bombing of Nagasaki. The book won the 

1982 Winifred Holtby Memorial Prize and exhibits the writer’s talent of tackling the 

subtleness and complexity of his fictional figures’ expressivity and sensibility.  

The story of A Pale View of Hill presents a two-layer narrative, which includes 

an inner layer and an outer layer. The outer layer begins with the narrator’s younger 

daughter Niki’s visit and her elder daughter Keiko’s suicide in England, and then ends 

with her Niki’s leaving home and Keiko’s happiness in Nagasaki; the inner layer is 
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framed to contain the narrator’s recollection of her friendship with Sachiko in 

post-war Japan. It is said that Ishiguro’s Japanese background provides him with the 

edge in creating a novel full of Japaneseness, and the novel written in English indeed 

evinces an idiosyncrasy of “Japaneseness.” However, Ishiguro is not necessarily 

limited or categorized by any artificially built borders. Being an international writer, 

Ishiguro regards his bicultural stance as a vehicle to create a cultural framework in his 

novels: 

I was very aware that I had very little knowledge of modern Japan. But I 

was still writing books set in Japan, or supposedly set in Japan. My very 

lack of authority and lack of knowledge about Japan, I think, forced me 

into a position of using my imagination, and also of thinking of myself as 

a kind of homeless writer. I had no obvious social role, because I wasn’t a 

very English Englishman and I wasn’t a very Japanese Japanese either. 

(Oe and Ishiguro 58) 

Rather than being straightforwardly referred, the Japan portrayed in Ishiguro’s A Pale 

View of Hills is more like a spectacle created and designed. The Japan in the novel 

may function as a framework where individuals and collectivity profile themselves. In 

other words, the framework is employed to contain the trauma the traumatized 

narrator bears in the novel, to frame the world, and to frame one’s identity. Without a 

true experience to represent Japan, Ishiguro employs his imagination to create and 

design a fictional locus which “feels like” Japan rather than “is” Japan.  

While Ishiguro expresses his lack of authority in representing a “true” Japan, 

the question arising here may be: “who has the authority of claiming what Japan ‘is’?” 

The Japan narrated in Ishiguro’s novels may be said to be imagined and thus lack 

authenticity due to his British background. Nonetheless, it may truly illuminate how 

Japan impresses him. About how Ishiguro represents Japan in his work, Barry Lewis 



Ho 4 
 

demonstrates that 

[i]t does not represent a world; it is a world in itself. Moreover, it is a 

world remote from many of its readers, and therefore cannot easily be 

judged in terms of its representational faithfulness. As a series of pure 

signs, its importance lies not in what it means but in how it means. The 

setting interlocks with the characters, dialogue and plot to produce what 

Ishiguro would regard as a thematic coherence. Those themes—of home 

and homelessness, regret, misplaced loyalty, wasted lives, estranged 

relationships—could have been placed elsewhere in space or time. (26) 

Just as Lewis has pointed out, the Japan portrayed in A Pale View of Hills may be 

employed to represent other temporal or spatial realms as well. Viewing himself as a 

homeless writer, Ishiguro exempts himself from any national framework. The 

expectation enables him to oscillate between different frameworks without being 

confined by any of them. Kate Kellaway provides the perspective of looking at 

Ishiguro’s bicultural identity and his performance of being a homeless writer: 

“Ishiguro is a chameleon. He’s not quite at home anywhere, but can seem to be at ease 

everywhere. His placelessness gives him freedom and he has mastered the art of 

projection and protective coloration” (16). According to Kellaway, she agrees that the 

sense of being homeless, conversely, exempts him from being restricted to a certain 

framework. That is, feeling homeless brings Ishiguro the dynamic to cross boundaries 

among different nations and states, different political, cultural and social frameworks. 

Oscillating between many different frameworks, he feels at ease either within or 

without them.  

The sense of Japaneseness presented in Ishiguro’s A Pale View of Hills, akin to 

his cosmopolitanism which evades any confinement or acts of pinning himself down, 

is more a representation than an authentic reproduction of Japan. Here we have a 
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question again: can the sense of Japaneseness be equated with Japan itself? Lewis 

points out the problem of authenticity: 

How genuine, though, is its Japanese? The characters have Japanese 

names, observe Japanese customs and exist within a Japanese culture, but 

is this enough to establish its mimetic fidelity? Perhaps the text is 

disingenuous, and presents a picture of Japan bearing only a 

circumstantial relation to the actuality. Although sprinkled with apparently 

authentic historical snapshots, such as the kujibiki episode and Mrs 

Fujiwara’s complaint, it could be argued that A Pale View of Hills as a 

whole undermines its claims to authenticity. (22) 

Should the fictional figures with Japanese names and living in a framework which is 

named Japan definitely be Japanese? Names and frameworks can be constructed and 

deconstructed, and so can the fictional figures. Notwithstanding multiple authentic 

historical snapshots provided in the novel making the authenticity of Japaneseness 

seem plausible, those snapshots provide only fragmented pieces to emit an aura of 

Japaneseness rather than a whole picture.  

According to Lewis’s words, the Japaneseness suffusing the novel may be a 

certain representation along with a cluster of fragmented pieces of actuality. For 

example, the supposedly Japanese names in A Pale View of Hills are translated into 

Japanese in katakana instead of Kanji. Generally, the use of katakana will be taken to 

represent foreign words or borrowed terms, and this manifests that those Japanese 

names are translated, or represented, rather than authentic Japanese: 

Under normal circumstance, the translator would select kanji for each 

character, which would import information and codes not included in the 

original, instead of using katakana (a distinct syllabary used only for the 

representation of foreign load-words or borrowed terms or proper names), 
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the usual option for writing names in novels written in English. Ishiguro’s 

concern not to allow supplementary meanings to attach to the names of 

the characters (kanji are inherently allusive, each carrying particular 

symbolic or historical tones) underscores his ambition to keep the names 

“neutral,” indeed “foreign.” (Shibata and Sugano 25) 

Considering that the fictional characters’ names are translated into katakana instead of 

Kanji, I propose that we see the Japaneseness found in the novel as a constructed 

locus rather than an authenticity in the novel. Take the use of katakana for example. 

Keeping the framework neutral and even foreign makes the novel’s Japaneseness 

seem like a representation. Additionally, I propose that even though being placed 

within a certain framework, an individual could still possess personal sentiments 

beyond the border of that framework. In other words, even within a framework, one’s 

sentiments could still be neutral, or even stay foreign to it. Like katakana, which is 

used for foreign borrowed terms in the Japanese language, one’s internal feelings and 

thoughts may possibly appear foreign and neutral to the framework which nurtures 

and cultivates one. Metaphorically, similar to the coexistence of kanji and katakana, 

the framework of one’s life is constructed not only with one’s native language or 

culture but also with “foreignness” or “neutrality.” More often than not, a so-called 

authentic language pool may fail to fully represent one’s sentiments.  

A Pale View of Hills displays not so much a historical fact as a reconstructed 

novel fraught with a narrator’s internal sentiments. For instance, sprinkled with some 

scenes from a historical context, Etsuko’s narrative seems a blend of some historical 

facts and her personal sentiments rather than simply a record of post-war Japan:  

In those days, returning to the Nakagawa district still provoked in me 

mixed emotions of sadness and pleasure. It is a hilly area, and climbing 

again those steep narrow streets between the clusters of houses never 
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failed to fill me with a deep sense of loss. Though not a place I visited on 

casual impulse, I was unable to stay way for long.  

Calling on Mrs Fujiwara aroused in me much the same mixture of 

feelings; for she had been amongst my mother’s closest friends, a kindly 

woman with hair that was by then turning grey. Her noodle shop was 

situated in a busy sidestreet; it had a concrete forecourt under the cover of 

an extended roof and it was there her customers ate, at the wooden tables 

and benches. She did a lot of trade with office workers during their lunch 

breaks and on their way home, but at other times of the day the clientele 

became sparse. (PVH 23) 

Even though some part of the story seems to be accordant with the historical context 

of Nagasaki, the intermingling of factual and fictional elements still cast doubt on the 

novel’s authenticity. In addition to delineating the Nagasaki district and her mother’s 

friend Mrs. Fujiwara, Etsuko mentions her bittersweet emotions when she revisits the 

place after the bombing of Nagasaki. Michael R. Molino indicates that for Ishiguro 

“the interrelationship between individual and social is more psychological than 

political, less about the well-being of the larger society and more about the quiet, 

lonely misery of long-term trauma” (323). Namely, rather than laying stress on 

portraying the exterior impact of the overwhelming historical tragedy, the novel 

centers much more on the interior aspect related to the trauma after the overwhelming 

event. Albeit grounded in a historical, political, cultural or social context, I find that 

Etsuko’s memory may be constructed to contain the unclaimed experience, which is 

said to be her friend’s, turns out to a parallel to hers, or plausibly even hers. Possibly, 

Etsuko’s memory of Sachiko may unwittingly replace the narrator’s personal 

repressed unclaimed experience, and this replacement further manifests itself at the 

end of the story where the protagonist has a slip of tongue.  
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The slip of tongue, all of a sudden, signifies that the narrator mistakes her 

friend’s daughter, Mariko, for her deceased one, Keiko, or vice versa. The mismatch 

may not be simply a mistake. Rather, it may also suggest that her friend’s daughter in 

her memory may be a projection of her deceased daughter. Coincidentally, in the inner 

layer, Mariko also mistakes Etsuko for the woman whom Sachiko considers dead. The 

double mistakes made by Etsuko in the outer layer and by Mariko in the inner layer 

probably shed light on an unclaimed bond between Etsuko and Mariko. Rather than 

simply a mistake mismatching her re-creation of the bygone experience, Etsuko’s slip 

of tongue can be the key to a certain concealed or incomprehensible truth since it may 

divulge something left unsaid or unknown.  

To transform trauma into language, a traumatized person may have to reproduce 

the overwhelming event by developing a personal memory. Trauma obsesses one and 

drifts without being temporally and spatially confined. Consequently, trauma is not 

necessarily accordant or discordant with the language the traumatized person employs 

at a certain moment or space. Even though first-person narrations are unreliable, I still 

regard them as an emblem of showing an individual agency of revisiting the silhouette 

of trauma. Compared with the dominant collective narrative, first-personal narratives 

are comparably more malleable and porous. For the first-person narrators, memories 

function as the sources which enable them to build individual frameworks. Inevitably, 

memories mostly hinge on individuals’ present interior states. This may make them 

unreliable narrators since those narratives might have been either consciously or 

unconsciously sifted from the part of memory they are either consciously or 

unconsciously more inclined to reveal at present. As soon as the first-person narrators 

begin to be conscious that memories may be reproduced, they sense that their 

memories may be flawed.  

While the first-person narrators become aware of their flawed memories, the 
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deconstruction and the reconstruction of the frameworks of memories take place. A 

recurring succession of deconstruction and reconstruction, in a sense, presents the 

dynamic of trauma. In Etsuko’s narrative, she acknowledges that memory can be 

flawed: “[m]emory, I realize, can be an unreliable thing; often it is heavily coloured 

by the circumstances in which one remembers, and no doubt this applies to certain of 

the recollections I have gathered here” (PVH 156). According to what Etsuko has said, 

she tells the reader that her memory may be unreliable and wrong since it has been 

processed by her personal inclination or current circumstances. Her confession, on the 

one hand, indicates the unreliability of a first-person narrative. On the other hand, the 

unreliability the first-person narrative features, arguably, strengthens an individual 

agency of confronting trauma by means of the reproduction of memory. Regarding the 

stance of being a first-person narrator, in the following interview Ishiguro shares his 

idea as follows: 

[T[hings like memory, how one uses memory for one’s own purposes, 

one’s own ends, those things interest me more deeply. And so, for the 

time being, I’m going to stick with the first person, and develop the 

whole business about following somebody’s thoughts around, as they try 

to trip themselves up or to hide from themselves. (Mason 347) 

Ishiguro states that a first person’s manipulation of one’s memory and the first-person 

narrators’ mistakes both fascinate him. While the first-person narrators try to mark off 

their memories, some mistakes manifest themselves in the discrepancy between what 

the narrators recount and what the memories are. In addition, it is noteworthy that the 

first-person narrators hide from themselves as well. Like Etsuko, instead of 

recounting the memory of Keiko in Nagasaki, she reproduces the memory of Sachiko. 

Though avoiding recollecting the memory of Keiko, Etsuko manifests a profound 

grief over Keiko’s death throughout the story of Sachiko. 
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The stories of Ishiguro’s other works, including An Artist of the Floating World, 

The Remains of the Day, When We Were Orphans, and Never Let Me Go are also told 

by first-person narrators. Generally, these novels present a form of double frameworks, 

the one is personal and the other is collective. Like Etsuko, situated in certain social, 

cultural, or political frameworks, other fictional narrators develop their individual 

ways of building a frame to profile the world and their individual identities. These 

first-person narratives thus serve as the focal perspectives throughout the novels, and 

highlight how the narrators personally live a life in the social and political contexts. 

While building their individual frameworks, the first-person narrators acknowledge 

that their memories might be flawed. Masuji Ono in An Artist of the Floating World 

remarks that his narrative “may not have been the precise words I used that afternoon” 

(72). The narrative, as Ono says, cannot be absolutely precise, and it functions as a 

representation of the feelings he longs to express. While sensing that his narrative 

may be flawed and more or less different from what is represented, Ono might be 

tackling his overwhelming trauma and evading it at the same time. Even though being 

aware of his flawed memory, Ono still keeps narrating it. Stevens, the first-person 

narrator of The Remains of the Day, punctuates his story with remarks in the novel 

that “when with the benefit of hindsight one begins to search one’s past for…‘turning 

points,’ one is apt to start seeing them everywhere” (175). According to Stevens’ 

words, apparently the retrospective narrative would be colored by a first-person 

narrator’s present circumstances, involving both internal and external factors. That is, 

the narrative is a blend of the past and the present rather than a pure past. Through 

Ono’s and Stevens’ words, I argue that they reveal a sense of trauma since they both 

return to the past to seek the pieces of memory they need at present to constitute the 

narratives they want. Similar to the first-person narrators mentioned above, Kathy, the 

first-person narrator in Never Let Me Go also assesses that “maybe I’m remembering 



Ho 11 
 

it wrong” (8). After Kathy expresses that her memory may be flawed, she does not 

stop narrating the story. Instead, she continues to delineate her memory of Hailsham 

and her life of being a clone. Kathy’s uncertainty of the accuracy of her remembering 

may conversely strengthen a first-person narrator’s agency. With this agency, like 

other human first-person narrators, she possesses flawed memory. Meanwhile, she 

provides a story and makes it the focal perspective. Listening to her account, the 

reader may find a trauma imbedded in the fact that even though she owns the 

individual agency of narrating her flawed memory, she is still treated as a clone. 

While the four Ishiguro’s first-person narrators acknowledge that their 

memories might be flawed, through the individual memories they produce a frame to 

profile the world and themselves. Besides, there are also many other collective 

memories, such as historical, international, national, cultural ones, can be flawed as 

well as long as they are deemed as the only focal sources of information. Different 

forms of flawed memories feature a boundary-crossing characteristic because they 

disrupt ossified forms of frameworks, which are thus exposed to multifarious 

perspectives of challenges. Arguably, flawed memories undermine the rigid link 

between memory and narrative, and then make not only individual but also collective 

frameworks porous. Since both individual and collective frameworks appear porous, 

the first-person narrators are able to create the re-creations of their own frameworks to 

strengthen their agency of challenging and questioning collective ones. In this way the 

first-person narrators are able to revisit the incomprehensible trauma which cannot be 

fully contained within collective frameworks. 

Etsuko, the first-person narrator in A Pale View of Hills, tells a two-layer story 

consisting of her memory and her present state. According to the narrator, she claims 

that her recollection of the past is propelled by the visit of her younger daughter, Niki, 

after the suicide of her elder daughter, Keiko. Because of Etsuko’s slip of tongue, I 
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contend that Mariko, who is said to be Sachiko’s daughter, may be the projection of 

Etsuko’s own deceased daughter, Keiko. Then, I would like to ask: if Mariko is 

referred to Keiko, who is Sachiko in the narrative? In Etsuko’s case, her flawed 

memory implies that even the protagonist whom the narrator sees as herself in the 

retrospective narrative cannot be directly referred to the narrator herself since 

memories may be flawed or reconstructed. As the first-person narrator, she is able to 

either consciously or unconsciously employs the pieces of memory she needs to 

construct her two-layer narrative. In other words, her stance of being the first-person 

narrator enables her to manipulate, either consciously or unconsciously, the signifiers 

to compose a certain structure or configuration where the signifieds may be present, 

or even absent. Hence, playing the role as the first-person, she provides her 

first-person viewpoints, reads her memory, and then represents it to the reader. The 

facets she chooses to read not only illustrate what is present, but also inspire one to 

wonder about something left absent. In the narrative consisting of Etsuko’s memory 

and her current life, the facets Etsuko selects to narrate in the two layers are different. 

However, those seeming differences in the two different layers conversely reveal 

multiple parallels between the figures and between the layers.   

Those parallels, involving both resemblances and differences, enable the reader 

to peep at the things left absent beyond what is present. After seeking the parallels, 

which illustrate not only resemblances but also differences between the memory and 

the current state, I assume that the parallels between them implicate a significance of 

trauma embedded in the narrative. The narrator’s slip of tongue revealing an overlap 

between Keiko in the outer layer and Mariko in the inner layer, particularly, triggers 

my interest in investigating it further. By probing into the overlap between Keiko and 

Mariko across the border of the two layers, I find that the overlap insidiously but 

powerfully resonates with several parallels among different fictional figures located in 
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different spatial and temporal realms. Temporally and spatially situated in different 

frameworks, Etsuko’s recollection of the past in Nagasaki and her portrayal of her 

present life in Britain still coincidentally correspond to each other through the 

parallels, including differences and resemblances of the two mother-daughter 

relationships. The cross-boundary parallels, I will propose, illustrate a silhouette of 

trauma. In this thesis, rather than attempting to give a definite answer to the reason 

causing Etsuko’s slip of tongue, I would like to read how trauma manifests itself in 

the multiple parallels between the two layers of the first-person narrator’s narrative.  

The parallels mentioned above exhibit not only certain resemblances, but also 

certain differences across the borders of the two layers--the memory and the present 

state. The boundary-crossing parallels exhibit the feature trauma involves--the return 

and the departure of trauma. Trauma, according to Caruth, “is not locatable in the 

simple violent or original event in an individual’s past, but rather in the way that its 

very unassimilated nature--the way it was precisely not known in the first 

instance--returns to haunt the survivor later on” (Unclaimed Experience 4). Trauma is 

not simply situated in the moment when a violent or original event takes place; 

instead, it returns to the survivor later and then leaves. Though surviving from certain 

violent or original events, the survivor will not fully exempt herself or himself from 

the event. Rather, trauma may return later. Its delayed and repetitious return and 

departure, without being temporally and spatially pinned down, mentally wound the 

survivor. Cynthia F. Wong considers the novel “a simple book on many levels,” and 

Etsuko’s story shows “the fragility of human life” against the multifarious 

overwhelming destructive forces (36-37). In A Pale View of Hills, the first-person 

narrative reveals Etsuko’s interior much more than the exterior circumstances. After 

experiencing the age of warfare, Etsuko talks about a human’s interior aspect of 

tackling warfare in her personal framework. Cynthia F. Wong regards that Etsuko’s 
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story sheds light on the fragile aspect of human life. However, I consider that in 

addition to reflecting the fragile state of humanity, her narrative of indirectly tackling 

her grief over Keiko’s death also demonstrates a resilient aspect of humanity. 

Sprinkled with grief over her daughter Keiko’s suicide, I will contend, her memory 

seems to retrospect not only the conflictive mother-daughter relationship between 

Sachiko and Mariko, but also the damaged mother-daughter relationship between 

herself and Keiko.  

Despite once bearing the misery of living in constant fear of war, Etsuko 

confronts it by means of a delayed personal re-creation of a double-layer framework. 

The double-layer framework, on the one hand, exhibits a demarcation made between 

the past suffering and the present ordinary life, so a survivor of warfare finds a shelter 

in the current normal life. On the other hand, though situating oneself in the current 

life, the survivor still cannot help but insidiously retrospect the past suffering by 

transforming it into the unclaimed experience, or the other’s experience. With respect 

to the double framework involving the memory and the present state, van der Kolk 

and van der Hart’s perspective offers a justifiable explanation of why a person has to 

construct the double frameworks: “[m]any traumatized persons, however, experience 

long periods of time in which they live, as it were, in two different worlds: the realm 

of the trauma and the realm of their current, ordinary life. Very often, it is impossible 

to bridge these worlds” (176). With a division of the two realms, one may temporally 

and spatially place certain traumatic events in the past, so that one will free oneself 

from ceaselessly sinking into the past sufferings. At the same time, dissociating the 

realm of the current life from the realm of trauma adumbrates the inconvenient 

existence of trauma in the present. Notwithstanding the dichotomy between the two 

realms, the survivor still has to bear the return and then the departure of trauma. In 

spite of being intentionally bridled within the realm of trauma, trauma crosses the line 
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to the realm of the present life, and thus compels one to face the inconvenient 

existence of trauma. 

Through the lens of Caruth’s concept of the return and the departure of trauma, 

I view Etsuko’s first-person fragmentary and discontinuous portrayal of the past and 

the present as the repetitious return and departure of trauma, which bear a striking 

resemblance to the visit and leaving of the narrator’s interlocutor, Niki. Delving into 

Niki’s visit and departure, the reader may find that they are accordant with Keiko’s 

suicide in Britain and Keiko’s happiness in Nagasaki. To be brief, Niki’s visit and 

Keiko’s suicide trigger Etsuko’s recollection; Niki’s leaving and Keiko’s happiness all 

together constitute an epilogue to Etsuko’s first-person narrative. Basing my emphasis 

upon a cluster of parallels mentioned above, I will argue that the prologue and the 

epilogue of Etsuko’s narrative echo Caruth’s perspective of the return and the 

departure of trauma. By revisiting and leaving the memory, Etsuko tries to get along 

with trauma and then survives. As for the returning and the departing nature of trauma, 

Caruth explains that its return and temporal delay lead to not only “a repeated 

suffering of the event,” but also “a continual leaving of its site” (Trauma 10). 

Trauma’s return and departure mottle Etsuko’s narrative and make it patched with the 

past and the present. This unchronologically patched fabric, thus, implicates a 

boundary-crossing phenomenon which may transcend the boundaries of time and 

space. Besides, its stitches reveal the porosity of the border between the two realms.  

The porosity of a border, possibly, is the key to survival. Etsuko’s flawed 

memory may be compared to a patched fabric, which seems like a traumatized 

survivor’s re-creation of the past suffusing the present, or vise versa. Through the 

re-creation, the traumatized person may survive from being fully and incessantly 

engulfed in the realm of trauma. The re-creation of the bygone event may be flawed, 

but the flawed memory still propels one into the oscillation between the trauma and 
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the current life. If one remains immersing oneself in a stagnant state of staying in the 

realm of trauma, one may lose the dynamic to cross the border between the realm of 

trauma and the realm of the current life. If Etsuko’s re-creation could be seen as a new 

framework to contain the return of her unclaimed trauma, her act of re-creation might 

reveal her aspiration to make the border porous and then cross it. The capability of 

oscillating between the trauma and the current life, thus, enables one to confront the 

return and departure of the trauma. Meanwhile, the act of oscillation signifies a 

traumatized person’s longing for survival. Albeit flawed, Etsuko’s attempt to contain a 

certain unclaimed trauma through her re-creation of the traumatic past, at the same 

time, brings about an agency belonging to her. With this agency, Etsuko indirectly 

confronts the return of her trauma and its leaving, and through this indirectness she 

may exorcise a certain unclaimed trauma imbedded in the repressed memory.  

The return and the departure of the unclaimed trauma may constitute Etsuko’s 

first-person two-layer narration, and the configuration of doppelgänger blurs the 

border between the two at the same instant. Sim Wai-chew in Globalization and 

Dislocation in the Novels of Kazuo Ishiguro and Cynthia F. Wong in Kazuo Ishiguro 

have discussed the significance of alternative selves when it comes to Etsuko and 

Sachiko. Lee Yu-cheng in “Reinventing the Past in Kazuo Ishiguro’s A Pale View of 

Hills” also suggests that to Etsuko “the Sachiko-Mariko episode serves well as a 

parallel of her own life” (24). However, the preceding discussion of Etsuko and 

Sachiko seem to miss out the discrepancy between the Etsuko narrated in the memory 

and the Etsuko narrating the memory in the present life. With an eye to telling the 

Etsuko narrated in the memory and the Etsuko narrating the memory apart, I will look 

at both the resemblances and differences between them in light of doppelgänger. On a 

basis of van der Kolk and van der Hart’s concept of the two different worlds, I suggest 

that Etsuko’s memory and her present life could be accordant with the realm of 
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trauma and the realm of current life respectively. However, several parallels can be 

found in the two mother-daughter relationships in the two realms. These parallels 

demonstrate the configuration of doppelgänger across the border between the two 

realms. The parallels, which consist of both resemblances and differences, configure a 

doppelgänger relation. Through the lens of trauma, the concept of doppelgänger may 

explicate the intricate parallels between the two mother-daughter relationships. 

Regarding the configuration of doppelgänger in Etsuko’s first-person narrative, Sim 

Wai-chew in Globalization and Dislocation in the Novels of Kazuo Ishiguro points out 

a doppelgänger tie between Sachiko and Etsuko on a basis of Robert Alter’s and Mike 

Petry’s interpretations of doppelgänger in “Playing host to the Doppelgänger” and 

Narratives of Memory and Identity respectively (56). Alter defines two types of 

doppelgänger, the split and the double. For Alter, the split presents a “self divided 

inwardly in a kind of moral meiosis” (1190). As for the double, it “encounters a 

disturbing mirror-image in the external world” and “draws on a background of 

folktales about confrontations with demonic figures who exercise a maddening ability 

to mime the self, generally as part of a scheme to destroy it” (Alter 1190). According 

to the concept mentioned above, it is probable that Sachiko may be a projection of an 

adverse image different from the Etsuko narrated in the inner layer. Additionally, it is 

also plausible that in the recollection Etsuko and Sachiko may appear as two splits 

and each of them presents some different parts of the narrator’s personality traits 

respectively.  

The Etsuko who befriends Sachiko in Nagasaki and the Etsuko who narrates her 

memory, I will argue, are temporally and spatially different to each other. Based his 

definition on Alter’s distinction between split and double, Petry defines “splits” and 

“doubles” as two different forms of doppelgänger: 

The term Doppelgänger, which has been applied to a variety of literary 
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works, actually brackets together two different figures, allied in nature but 

distinct in origin. We may conveniently call them splits and doubles. In 

the case of the former, the self is divided inwardly in a kind of moral 

meiosis, its mixed properties separated and polarized…. For the splits, it 

is ghastly difference rather than resemblance that is the key. In the more 

common case of the double proper, the self encounters a disturbing 

mirror-image in the external world. In the supernatural versions, this 

doubling of the self is affected by capricious fate or infernal powers; in 

the more psychological versions, it is a projection of the self, and as such 

begins to converse with split[s]. (56; italics in original) 

Regarding doppelgänger, Petry indicates two possibilities: the split is an inwardly 

divided self, and the double is an external mirror-image. With respect to the former 

one, Petry suggests that rather than the resemblance, the difference the splits perform 

would be more significant. When it comes to the latter, the doppelgänger is what the 

self projects in the external world. For Etsuko, the image of herself in the recollection 

and Sachiko seem like the splits who present separated and polarized features. 

However, those separated and polarized features shown by the Etsuko in the 

recollection and Sachiko sometimes could be indirectly found from the narrator. 

Different from splits, doubles appear separately and are able to converse with each 

other. The Etsuko narrated in the memory and Sachiko are more like doubles to each 

other since they may serve as disturbing mirror-images in each other’s external world. 

They are described as the different figures, but each of them could be a projection of 

each other. Looking at Etsuko narrated in the memory and Sachiko in the inner layer, I 

regard that rather than different individuals showing different characteristics, they are 

closely connected to each other since they are situated in the same fabric of the 

narrator’s memory. 
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Placed in the different pieces of fabric, Etsuko delineated in the memory layer 

and the Etsuko telling the story may be the doppelgänger to each other. I designate the 

narrator and the Etsuko in Nagasaki as “Etsuko the narrator” as “Etsuko in Nagasaki” 

respectively. In the novel, from the perspective of migration, Etsuko the narrator is 

more like Sachiko rather than Etsuko in Nagasaki. However, the image of the self 

Etsuko the narrator creates in her memory is differentiated from Sachiko. With both 

resemblances and differences among Etsuko the narrator, Etsuko in Nagasaki, and 

Sachiko, through the lens of the two forms of doppelgänger, I will investigate this 

dialectical triangle relation among the three. I mainly regard that Etsuko the narrator 

is located in the outer story and situated at one point of the triangle. At the other two 

points, the other two are placed in the inner story. Though at different points, this 

triangle constituted by the three figures traverses the outer and inner frameworks. 

Etsuko the narrator, Etsuko in Nagasaki, and Sachiko constitute a doppelgänger 

triangle across time and space, and this triangle implicates a tie linking them together.  

However, in addition to Etsuko the narrator, Etsuko in Nagasaki, and Sachiko, 

there is still one eerie figure having a bond with Mariko, but except Mariko no one 

can see her. The eerie figure is a woman would appear in front of Mariko during 

Sachiko’s absence. When the woman appears, she seems to repeat what Etsuko in 

Nagasaki has said to Mariko. If we probe into the narrator’s portrayal of the inner 

story, we find that the Etsuko in Nagasaki, Sachiko, and Mariko have conversed. But 

when Mariko says that the woman across the river shows up, only Mariko can see her 

appear and hear her speak. According to what Sachiko reveals, the woman is an 

insane mother who drowns her baby during the war, and the drowning scene is 

witnessed by Mariko. Following the insane woman’s drowning her baby in Tokyo, 

Sachiko drowns Mariko’s kittens in Nagasaki. To Mariko, the woman across the river 

serves as a significant role. Since the beginning of the inner story she appears more 
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than once in Mariko’s life. At last, the narrator’s recollection ends with Sachiko’s act 

of drowning Mariko’s kittens. The two drowning episodes in the inner layer lead to a 

baby’s and several kittens’ death. Then, the theme of death is related to not only 

Mariko’s obsession with the insane woman’s murder of her baby in the inner layer, 

but also Etsuko the narrator’s unclaimed obsession with Keiko’s suicide in the outer. 

In other words, Mariko’s obsession with the woman and Etsuko the narrator’s with 

Keiko respond to each other, and the lunatic woman’s murder of her baby and her 

suicide in the inner layer may implicate Keiko’s death in the outer layer. Through the 

configuration of the doppelgänger triangle across the two layers, I hope to explore 

how the two layers are constructed to contain Etsuko the narrator’s unclaimed 

obsession with Keiko’s death and their traumatized mother-daughter relationship. 

As the reader, inspired by the ambivalence of her slip of tongue which evinces a 

discrepancy between her narrative memory and the remarks she addresses Niki in the 

present, I would like to base my reading of the novel mainly on the multifarious 

perspectives of trauma, especially the return and the departure of trauma revealed in 

Trauma edited by Cathy Caruth, and in her noted research on trauma in Unclaimed 

Experience. Through the lens of trauma, this thesis will focus on how the traumatized 

mother-daughter connection between the narrator and the deceased Keiko manifests 

itself in the configuration of doppelgänger in Etsuko’s first-person narrative.  

My research on the pervasiveness of trauma in Kazuo Ishiguro’s A Pale View of 

Hills consists of five chapters. Chapter One commences with an introduction to the 

main ideas I select to structure the thesis. The introduction serves as a prelude to the 

following four chapters. Chapter Two vitally proceeds to investigate the return and the 

departure of trauma. It discusses how trauma obsesses one, and then drives one to 

make a division between the traumatized self in the past and the current normal life in 

the present. Following the survey of the return of and the departure of trauma in the 
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second chapter, in Chapter Three I aim to illustrate how the slip of tongue highlights 

several complicated parallels in the two-layer narrative, especially the Etsuko-Sachiko 

parallel. As a result of trauma, the Etsuko-Sachiko parallel, I will argue, demonstrates 

a doppelgänger triangle across different temporal and spatial realms. In Chapter Four, 

I will probe into a nameless, enigmatic female figure who is inseparable from the 

doppelgänger triangle. Hardly recognized by the narrator, the anonymous woman 

appears repeatedly in Etsuko’s recollection where her appearance is witnessed by 

Mariko beside the rivers in Tokyo and in Nagasaki respectively. Personally, I call her 

the woman across the river since her appearance is closely related to the two 

drowning scenes in the narrator’s recollection. Regarding the unnamed woman, I see 

her as the surplus of the silhouette of trauma that is not fully translated into language. 

Unlike the other characters with names, the woman seems like a certain being who is 

not clearly represented and named. To figure out the woman’s inseparable relation to 

Etsuko and Sachiko, I will look at the two drowning episodes revealed in Etsuko’s 

recollection. Though only appearing in the recollection, the two drowning scenes bind 

the two pairs of mother-daughter relationships across time and space. Lastly, Chapter 

Five is an epilogue offered to conclude how the narrator’s re-creation of the traumatic 

experience by means of the configuration of doppelgänger suggests a gesture of 

agency towards the traumatized mother-daughter connection between the narrator and 

the deceased Keiko. Trauma tortures one severely. It also compels one to reflect on 

what has been left unsettled. One’s repeated re-creations of traumatic experiences, I 

will propose, demonstrate a gesture of agency belonging to the traumatized narrator. 

With a gesture of agency, trauma might turn out to be a certain dynamic enabling one 

to tackle the unsettled trauma and then survive. 
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Chapter Two 

A Survey of Trauma: The Return and the Departure of Trauma 

 

Etsuko’s slip of tongue reveals the significance of the parallel between the inner 

and outer layers. To investigate this parallel, I would like to read trauma pervading 

Etsuko’s narrative involving the inner and outer stories narrated by Etsuko in light of 

Cathy Caruth’s concept of the return and the departure of trauma. Then, I base my 

analysis on van der Kolk and van der Hart’s division of the realm of trauma and the 

realm of the current normal life. Before more thoroughly reading trauma Etsuko’s 

narrative in the third chapter and the forth chapter, in the second chapter I will provide 

a survey of the methodology related to trauma. Through the lens of trauma, I try to 

plumb into the unbearable trauma imbedded in Etsuko’s narrative, which contains 

multiple parallels between different characters in the inner layer and the outer layer. 

First, I will discuss the potential reasons for the repeated return and the departure of 

trauma, through which we may investigate the significance of a traumatized person’s 

unchronological delineation of the past, the present, and one’s re-creation of 

memories. With the re-creation of memories, trauma seems to enable a person to live 

across the realm of trauma and the realm of the current normal life. On a basis of van 

der Kolk and van der Hart’s concept, I further contend that one tends to create a 

framework built upon one’s memory, and then goes back and forth across one’s 

memory and current normal state. That is, the division of the two realms exempts one 

from keeping immersing oneself in trauma; at the same time, the return and the 

departure of trauma may disrupt the demarcation between the past and the present.  

But why can a traumatized person go back and forth across the border of the 

two realms by means of one’s re-creation of the traumatic past? I contend that this is 

due to the porosity of the framework containing one’s re-creation, which traverses the 
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border between the past and the present. Because the border between the past and 

present can be traversed, the demarcation between the self and the other will be 

blurred as well. Since trauma cannot be solely placed in the past, the other cannot be 

wholly designated as the other. Rather, the demarcation between the self and the other 

seems arbitrary, akin to the porous border between the past and the present. As a result, 

I try to further argue that the porosity undermines the demarcation between the self 

and the other. To sum up, in this chapter, firstly, I would like to investigate the return 

and the departure of trauma. Secondly, I will try to provide a survey of how the return 

and the departure of trauma demonstrate not only the division but also the oscillation 

between the two realms. I argue that it is possible for a traumatized person to 

approach trauma by division and oscillation. At last, I will conclude that with the 

porous framework of a traumatized person’s re-creation, which aims to contain trauma, 

the self shows a gesture of taking action to approach trauma; meanwhile, the self 

consoles oneself by re-creating a porous relation and link between the self and the 

other. 

Trauma, in Caruth’s words, “is not locatable in the simple violent or original 

event in an individual’s past, but rather in the way that its very unassimilated 

nature--the way it was precisely not known in the first instance--returns to haunt the 

survivor later on” (Unclaimed Experience 4). According to Caruth, trauma is a term 

explicating a belated circumstance where one is profoundly affected by a certain event 

which took place earlier. Instead of being located in the past, trauma returns without 

being temporally and spatially confined and then obsesses the traumatized survivor 

since the traumatizing event still remains incomprehensible. Regarding its delayed 

return, Caruth points out that “trauma is described as the response to an unexpected or 

overwhelming violent event or events that are not fully grasped as they occur, but 

return later in repeated flashbacks, nightmares, and other repetitive phenomena” 
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(Unclaimed Experience 91). If an event remains incomprehensible, it will not be 

simply situated in the past when and where it took place; rather, its unrecognized 

remarked impact on the survivor will haunt one and then compel one to approach the 

event by means of varied forms even though one is temporally and spatially far away 

from the event.  

In addition to the return of trauma, Caruth demonstrates that the return of 

trauma and its temporal delay lead not only to “a repeated suffering of the event,” but 

also “a continual leaving of its site” (Trauma 10). Namely, trauma not only returns, 

but also leaves. The incessant process of the return and the departure of trauma may 

allow a survivor to reconsider an incomprehensible event later at a moment and a 

place which are both already different from when and where the events occurred. 

Because of its repetitive return and leaving, “trauma opens up and challenges us to a 

new kind of listening, the witnessing, precisely, of impossibility” (Trauma 10). 

Though possibly trauma entails a further inconvenient or overwhelming suffering, it 

inspires and enables the traumatized one to create another different framework or 

configuration, beyond the existing or established temporal or spatial confinements, to 

reexamine the haunting incomprehensible once and again.  

Trauma, in terms of time, shows its arbitrariness. Lawrence L. Langer observes 

that for witnesses, trauma cannot be fully chronologized as a chronological history: 

Witnesses are both willing and reluctant to proceed with the chronology; 

they frequently hesitate because they know that their most complicated 

recollections are unrelated to time…. [Trauma] stops the chronological 

clock and fixes the moment permanently in memory imagination, 

immune to the vicissitudes of time. The unfolding story brings relief, 

while the unfolding plot induces pain. (Trauma 174-75) 

With Langer’s concept that trauma cannot be fully dominated by the linear time, 
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trauma transgresses any artificially established temporal frameworks and returns to 

one and then leaves repetitiously. As mentioned above, traumatized witnesses’ 

attitudes toward trauma are ambiguous. On the one hand, they are willing to believe 

that trauma should be located in the past when it took place; by believing that, they 

attempt to exempt themselves from suffering trauma in the present. On the other hand, 

those witnesses may be aware that the return and the departure of trauma blur the 

temporal demarcation. Trauma triggers a recollection of an overwhelming or 

unexpected event that once happened to a traumatized person, but the recollection is 

reconstructed instead of being chronological since it is recalled and reconstructed in 

the present. Therefore, the reconstructed unfolding recollection tells what is left 

present. At the same time, what is left present conversely insinuates what is still 

absent. The plots left present, thus, induce pain since the unfolding one may implicate 

what has been either consciously or unconsciously repressed, forgotten or transformed 

into the absent. With pain, trauma returns again, and traumatized survivors proceed to 

re-create a framework made from fragmented recollections to contain trauma.  

Because of its repetitious return, trauma shows its arbitrariness: time cannot 

wholly impose its sovereign power on a traumatized person. Particularly, Kai 

Erikson’s words demonstrate the arbitrariness of trauma: “[o]nce persons who have 

been visited by trauma begin to look around them, evidence that the world is a place 

of unremitting danger seems to appear everywhere” (195). After one becomes aware 

of the return of trauma, it imposes its pervasive influence on one. Even though a 

traumatized person attempts to place trauma at a particular moment and place, it will 

not be easily tamed; rather, trauma will return and leave anytime and anywhere. The 

traumatized one tries to perceive trauma by re-creating a possible scenario. Different 

from the original event, the scenario is the re-creation at the later moment and space. 

Through re-creation, one tries to contain trauma. With the traumatized one’s 
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re-creation of pieces of memories, trauma lives along the traumatized person’s life 

without being situated at a certain moment and space.  

Suffusing one’s life, trauma seems alive, and will return and leave. The return 

and the departure of trauma, thus, repetitiously trigger varied forms of re-creations. 

One’s re-creation of memory, arguably, configures a framework across time and space. 

According to Caruth, trauma manifests itself in its temporal and spatial dislocation of 

history: 

The history that a flashback tells--as psychiatry, psychoanalysis, and 

neurobiology equally suggest--is, therefore, a history that literally has no 

place, neither in the past, in which it was not fully experienced, nor in the 

present, in which its precise images and enactments are not fully 

understood. In its repeated imposition as both image and amnesia, the 

trauma thus seems to evoke the difficult truth of a history that is 

constituted by the very incomprehensibility of its occurrence. (Trauma 

153) 

The history a flashback tells cannot be precisely located at any temporal or spatial 

places; rather, a flashback tells of a trauma which cannot be absolutely and precisely 

placed because a flashback contains what has been not thoroughly understood not 

only in the past, but also in the present. Without being temporally and spatially 

shackled, trauma evokes fragmentary pieces of memory which are left scattered in 

varied temporal and spatial realms. In different realms, the fragmented pieces of the 

present remembering and the absence of forgetting compose a personal framework. 

Notwithstanding the incomprehensibility of the event, both image and amnesia help 

one construct a re-creation of a history told by one’s own, which functions as a 

channel enabling a traumatized one to revisit the incomprehensibility of a traumatic 

event’s occurrence. 
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The traumatized person’s re-creation of the history constructed by one’s own 

manifests itself in a first-person narration. The first-person narration comprises not 

only remembering but also forgetting since narration cannot be fully precise and 

completely mirror the truth. One’s narration, in fact, has been processed by the 

personal interior or the current circumstances. In addition to comprising the 

remembering, narration, at the same time, is constructed by forgetting, which leaves 

something absent. Hence, the first-person narrative, to some extent, demonstrates not 

only the present remembering but also the absence of forgetting. Then, the 

coexistence of the two literally opposite elements may insidiously imply a certain 

latent longing to go back to the incomprehensible past and then make a division 

between the past and the present. In the discussions by van der Kolk and van der Hart, 

they consider that the survivors of the Holocaust “keep dissociating the traumatic 

memory” with flashbacks and amnesia (168). Being overwhelmingly traumatized, the 

survivors need to exorcize the trauma by dissociating their traumatic memory from 

their current normal lives. The dissociation, to a certain degree, is an essential step for 

traumatized persons to create a division, by means of flashbacks and amnesia, 

between the past traumatic experience and the current ordinary life. With the 

dissociation, one may be freed from being incessantly tortured by traumatic 

experience. Robert Jay Lifton observes that “for life-enhancing purposes, as I think is 

true of people who undergo extreme trauma, as with Auschwitz survivors, as they say, 

‘I was a different person in Auschwitz’” (Trauma 137). In other words, the 

traumatized self may have been viewed as an incomprehensible story in the past and 

have been distanced from the self that lives at the present. To live a life onward, the 

traumatized one may tend to dissociate the past from the present. Van der Kolk and 

van der Hart find that “[m]any traumatized persons, however, experience long periods 

of time in which they live, as it were, in two different worlds: the realm of the trauma 
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and the realm of their current, ordinary life. Very often, it is impossible to bridge these 

worlds” (var der Kolk and van der Hart 176). The division of the realm of the trauma 

and the realm of the current ordinary life protects one’s present ordinary life from the 

ceaseless affliction of trauma. Thus, the division creates a distance between the 

trauma and the person, and the distance between the two realms helps one live a life 

without wholly sinking into the realm of trauma. However, I try to emphasize more 

that if the distance and the border between the two realms are not allowed to be 

traversed, one may lose the agency of constructing a re-creation to contain the 

temporally and spatially unshackled trauma. 

The trauma which cannot be absolutely temporally or spatially limited exerts its 

influence not only on an individual framework but also on a collective framework. To 

put it more specifically, a traumatized person’s psychological wound is inseparable 

from not only a personal framework but also a social or political framework. An 

individual trauma, as a matter of fact, insinuates an overwhelming violence inflicted 

and imposed by the external or the internal on the traumatized ones by certain 

apparatuses beyond individual frameworks. Apparatuses, in civilization, own the right 

of governing people, and they may be compared to a collectivity’s power of 

reinforcing a collective framework. According to Georges Bataille, the collective 

security seems more essential than its people’s life: 

Each civilized unit (thus, civilization) proclaims the primacy of its 

undertakings—by which it means to secure the future—over all 

considerations of feelings…. The need to make life secure wins out over 

the need to live. On one point only does the sensibility of feeling coincide 

with the rational interest of the State. The destruction of life does not just 

affect the moment of the individual’s death; it can bring disorder and 

depression to the collectivity as well. For the State, the constant ravage of 
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death is without importance: it is made up for by the birthrate. But the 

victims of wars, not to mention the fear of defeat, represent a reduction of 

active strength. (229) 

People’s sufferings, for collective apparatuses, may be less significant compared with 

the security of the collectivity in the future. It is not impossible that a state only cares 

about the increase or the reduction of the total number of its people since the total 

number demonstrates the prosperity or the depression of a collectivity. Very often, the 

individual victims’ internal feelings, such as fear or instinctual desire, are easily 

marginalized or overwhelmingly underestimated by the apparatuses. To be brief, 

apparatuses tend to take care of a political framework rather than an individual work. 

When the wholeness of a conventional political framework is endangered, the people 

living under the framework may be deployed to defend the political framework or 

invade other frameworks. Because of the defense and invasion, part of its people’s 

lives may be sacrificed to ensure its future security or to bear the aftermath.  

If people refuse to be docile, inevitably their disapproval will lead to a conflict 

between the individual and the collective. Van der Kolk and van der Hart once suggest 

that “psychoanalysis has, by highlighting the unavoidable conflicts between 

individual desires and the demands of a civilized society, held the torch for listening 

carefully to people’s internal transformations of external experience” (176). 

Psychoanalysis, according to van der Kolk and van der Hart’s viewpoint, may provide 

a certain angle from which we could try to plumb how an individual psychologically 

reacts in the face of external circumstances. Notwithstanding the conflict between 

individuality and collectivity, “individual desires” and “the demands of a civilized 

society” are still interrelated and inseparable (Van der Kolk and van der Hart 176). 

The border between individual desires and collective demands seems to be forever 

movable. To live up to civilization’s requirement, individuals have to repress 
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instinctual desires so as to fulfill it. However, individuals may find themselves 

unsatisfied when civilization’s requirement is discordant with individuals’ instinct or 

desires. Consequently, individuals may construct personal frameworks to contain 

forbidden or repressed desires under the demands of the collective framework.  

The construction of an individual framework therefore seems to be built in order 

to contain the trauma caused by overwhelming or unbearable conflicts. The trauma 

which cannot be simply placed inside an individual framework reveals a significance 

of one’s connection with many other individuals. The intersubjective relationships 

traverse individual frameworks and have a remarked influence on different individuals. 

For each individual living under a common and shared social, cultural or political 

context, the relationship linking them with other people indicates the fact that one’s 

framework is possibly affected by others. Influenced by many others, one’s framework 

may appear porous and flexible, and this enables one to live onward with others. 

However, when this correlative dependence or interplay alters, the inter-subjective 

relationships may reconfigure the bond among individual frameworks. Collective 

trauma, according to Erickson, highlights a reconfiguration of intersubjective 

relationships:  

By collective trauma, on the other hand, I mean a blow to the basic 

tissues of social life that damages the bonds attaching people together and 

impairs the prevailing sense of communality. The collective trauma works 

its way slowly and even insidiously into the awareness of those who 

suffer from it, so it does not have the quality of suddenness normally 

associated with “trauma.” But it is a form of shock all the time, a gradual 

realization that the community no longer exists as an effective source of 

support and that an important part of the self has disappeared…. “I” 

continue to exist, though damaged and maybe even permanently changed. 
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“You” continue to exist, though distant and hard to relate to. But “we” no 

longer exists as a connected pair or as linked cells in a larger communal 

body. (154) 

The relationship among “I,” “you,” and “we,” akin to trauma, is arbitrary. Erickson 

suggests that collective trauma affects one slowly and gradually when the bonds 

binding different individuals change, or crumble. “I,” “you,” and “we” present an 

intersubjective relationship where the three are interrelated since individuals’ 

frameworks somehow partially overlap other people’s under a common social, 

cultural or political framework. Erickson’s concept of collective trauma demonstrates 

that when the distinction among “I,” “you,” and “we” appears different from what it 

was under the original collective context, the alteration traumatizes one. Namely, the 

deconstruction of the significance embedded in the three established categories leads 

to trauma. Because of trauma, “I” is deconstructed and then reconfigured, and “you” 

has become distant and does not share a close relationship with “I” as it once did. 

Then, “we” does not exist as a source of supportive power or sentiments underlying 

many forms of shared intersubjective relationships any more. To be concise, when the 

frameworks of “I,” “you,” and “we” get deconstructed due to many other forces, the 

potential destruction may traumatize individuals or communities.  

More often than not, the possible deconstruction of the established categories 

evokes trauma. Conversely, it is also very likely that trauma triggers deconstruction of 

established frameworks. The destruction of previous frameworks and their potential 

destruction, most possibly, endanger an individual’s or a collectivity’s sense of 

security within an established framework. For instance, trauma reveals animal 

experience which derives from humans’ natural instinct and does not yet fully 

assimilate into human representation, such as language. However, the trauma which 

wounds the primal aspects of human instinctual nature compels one to take actions to 
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alter an individual established civilized framework to contain it. Translating animal 

experience into human representation, I will argue, is one of the actions. Take the 

atomic explosion in Hiroshima for example, Bataille proposes that the influence the 

atomic bomb exerts exhibits “[t]he dimensions of animal experience and human 

representation of the catastrophe…. Error is the human aspect in the description, 

while what stands out in it as true is what the memory of an animal would have 

retained.” (Trauma 225). Bataille’s words evince that the survivors’ animal experience 

brought by the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are not completely accordant 

with human representation. Inevitably, there is a gap between animal experience 

induced by and human representation of the catastrophe. Compared with human 

representation, animal experience is much more instinctual and primal. The bombings 

induce humans’ animal experience, which cannot be fully transformed into any forms 

of human representation. Compared with human representation which belongs to the 

civilized system, animal experience somehow reveals instinctual reactions both within 

and without the civilized system. Unlike humans’ spoken or written language, the 

animal experience is sensed and received by an animal instinct or somatic flesh. 

Different from animal experience, humans’ civilization has to be constructed with 

ideologies or varied forms of human representation.  

The instinctual reactions deriving from the sufferings are somehow closely 

related to animal experience, and cannot be precisely translated by means of human 

representation. Consequently, human representation may fail to fully represent the 

overwhelming sufferings one bears. Thus, the unassimilated sufferings may lead to a 

sense of insecurity. The sense of insecurity, on the one hand, may engulf the 

traumatized one and trap one in a stagnant state fraught with trauma. On the other 

hand, it is not impossible that it is the insecurity which compels one to take further 

actions to transform those sufferings into a dynamic of living onwards, which helps 



Ho 33 
 

one survive. Since human representation fails to help survivors fully perceive the 

overwhelming events, the incomprehensible events may return to those survivors later 

repetitiously. The sufferings caused by the overwhelming events do not merely torture 

a subject physically or mentally at a certain moment and place when and where they 

occur. Rather, they will return and leave repetitively, and obsess one without being 

temporally and spatially confined. Because of the return and the departure of trauma, 

the traumatized persons easily feel insecure since trauma cannot be fixed at a certain 

moment and space.  

Different from human representation, animal experience, akin to trauma, cannot 

be easily and precisely conveyed through any signs or symbols such as spoken and 

written language. Albeit imprecise, verbalizing or symbolizing trauma is still an act of 

softening the original unmitigated incomprehensibility. Moreover, it emerges as an act 

of bridging the incomprehensible trauma and the present self. There is no denying that 

trauma leaves a surplus of what cannot be symbolized and verbalized. However, 

language can serve as a vehicle through which one not only finds the insufficiency of 

acquired language but also produces another form of employing language. Van der 

Kolk and Ducey consider that “[a] sudden and passively endured trauma is relived 

repeatedly, until a person learns to remember simultaneously the affect and cognition 

associated with the trauma through access to language” (271). According to van der 

Kolk and Ducey, trauma returns repetitiously until one finds an appropriate way to get 

along with trauma by means of language. Different from primal emotions, language is 

artificially created. However, the language applied by one is still profoundly 

intertwined with one’s sentiments. If one employs language properly to make the 

trauma-related affect and cognition resonate with each other, one may partly succeed 

in translating animal experience from what remains incomprehensible to human 

representation.  
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The repetitious return of trauma does not simply serve as a traumatized person’s 

passive response to an overwhelming event; rather, it is possible that the return will 

turn out to be an active act of revisiting the incomprehensible. One’s act of translating 

trauma or animal experience into language demonstrates one’s agency of 

interpretation. For the sake of interpretation, traumatized persons have to return to 

what remains incomprehensible. Nevertheless, the interpretation of trauma takes time 

and efforts. More often than not, it is not easy to find appropriate existing language to 

represent it at once. Hence, the act of interpretation signifies a necessity of seeking 

and exploring multifaceted aspects of both trauma and language so as to find a proper 

way of presenting one’s interpretation. Then, what has been left without being 

translated through access to language right away or in time may still obsess one. This 

explains why trauma returns repetitiously:  

Traumatic memories are the unassimilated scraps of overwhelming 

experiences, which need to be integrated with existing mental schemes, 

and be transformed into narrative language. It appears that, in order for 

this to occur successfully, the traumatized person has to return to the 

memory often in order to complete it. (van der Kolk and van der Hart 

176)  

Van der Kolk and van der Hart point out that traumatic memories are the unclaimed 

experiences left not represented, not transformed into human representation. To 

transform and represent those unassimilated unbearable experiences into narrative 

language, the traumatized person has to return to the memories more than once to 

seek any possible proper forms of language to represent them. I consider that the 

process of transformation presents a traumatized person’s re-creation through which 

the person tries to revisit the incomprehensible so as to perceive and represent trauma. 

Despite the fact that human representation of traumatic memories only functions as a 
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representation rather than the traumatic memories themselves, the act of representing 

traumatic memories already demonstrates an active response to overwhelming 

experiences and an action of transforming them into the narrative language which 

could be contained within one’s re-creation. 

Despite the traumatized one’s aspiration to complete the interpretation of 

trauma by means of narrative language, the result of transference from trauma to 

language may more or less distort the incomprehensible truth. Caruth once suggests 

that “[t]he danger of speech, of integration into the narration of memory, may lie not 

in what it cannot understand, but in that it understands too much” (Trauma 154). That 

is, more often than not, one’s memory voiced by speech outweighs what it might be. 

One’s memory voiced at a specific moment and space has been integrated with one’s 

present interior and the present circumstances. About the distortion brought by the 

transference of traumatic memories, van der Kolk and van der Hart indicate that 

“[m]emories easily become inaccurate when new ideas and pieces of information are 

constantly combined with old knowledge to form flexible mental schemas” (171). 

With access to language, on the one hand, memory may lose its precision since the 

transference of trauma from the past to the present differs from what it originally was 

and is already tinged with the current internal and external circumstances; on the other 

hand, albeit inaccurate and imprecise, the re-creation of traumatic experience helps 

the survivors prevent the incessant infliction of trauma. If they long to create a 

framework to contain trauma and place it in the past, they will feel like living a 

normal life onward. However, to dissociate the past from the present will probably 

lead to a split between the traumatized self and the current self. 

Though the discrepancy between a traumatic event in the past and its 

representation in the present causes a split for the traumatized person, the 

transformation from trauma to language is still essential since it would be an action 
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mentally or physically done in the attempt to prevent a stagnant state. The stagnant 

state, possibly, may engulf the traumatized one and make one suffocate in the realm of 

trauma. To prevent being devoured by the realm of trauma, the traumatized person has 

to take actions. Otherwise, traumatic experiences will be excessively magnified or 

remain unclaimed. Van der Kolk and van der Hart suggest that “psychological and 

physical immobilization indeed is a central feature of the impairment of appropriate 

categorization of experience, and may be fundamental to the development of 

hypermnesia and dissociation” (175). A traumatized person’s psychological and 

physical immobilization reflects how one would either rigidify one’s mind and 

memory or dissociate oneself clearly and unambiguously from traumatic memories. 

Because of immobilization, one may be ceaselessly stuck in a certain complex and 

remain stagnant. If one is unable to make any differences by taking any actions, one’s 

traumatic experiences will remain unsettled for long, either excessively prominent or 

unclaimed. Even though hypermnesia and dissociation may also be regarded as the act 

of the reconstruction of traumatic memories, they somehow just reiterate or ignore 

certain part of the traumatic memories. That is, hypermnesia and dissociation seem to 

be the limited reactions and reveal a too exorbitantly and narrowly focused vision of 

trauma. If one deals with trauma only with a jaundiced view but without taking 

further actions, one may lose the capability of relocating memory, alleviating a sense 

of helplessness, and reconstructing one’s identity.  

Action, possibly, may be seen as a certain cure for the traumatized one to 

relocate the traumatic memories and avoid immersing oneself in a stagnant state. To 

try to approach the incomprehensible events happening in the past but still haunting 

one in the present, one may turn the trauma into “a narrative memory that allows the 

story to be verbalized and communicated, to be integrated into one’s own, and others’, 

knowledge of the past, may lose both the precision and the force that characterizes 
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traumatic recall” (Caruth, Trauma 153). The transformation from memories into 

narratives may not precisely represent trauma, but it illuminates the significance of 

psychologically and physically taking actions. By means of verbalization and 

communication, one may approach the individual and collective trauma. Though 

undeniably verbalization and communication cannot fully represent one’s traumatic 

memories, they enable traumatized persons to trace incomprehensible traumas.  

Taking actions such as verbalization and communication leads to a split 

between trauma and the representation of trauma because trauma cannot be fully 

transformed into language and temporally or spatially placed at a certain time or space. 

Nonetheless, taking actions enables one to reconstruct a re-creation where one could 

waver between the realm of trauma and the realm of the current normal state. If one’s 

re-creation aims to dissociate oneself from trauma only, this action simply illustrates 

the dissociation rather than an action of helping one escape a stagnant state. With both 

the re-creation of the traumatic memories and the volition to traverse the border 

between the realm of trauma and the realm of the present current life, one has a 

chance to relocate the traumatic memories and reflect on them. In the course of 

transformation from trauma to the representation of trauma, one goes back and forth 

across the memory and the present life. Despite the impreciseness the transformation 

results in, during the transformation, one is able to free oneself from the shackles of 

trauma and then oscillate between the two realms.  

The bifurcation caused by trauma and the representation of trauma enables one 

to reflect on the dialectics of the division and the oscillation between the realm of 

trauma and the realm of the current normal state. Through the bifurcation, a 

traumatized person shows a gesture of empathy toward the other since the oscillation 

exorcises the extreme differentiation between the two realms and thus illuminates the 

resemblance the one bears to the other. Since the repetitious return and the departure 
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of trauma undermine the bifurcation between the realm of trauma and the realm of the 

current normal state, it is justifiable that the demarcation between the self and the 

other blurs as well. While the other is designated as the other in a traumatized 

person’s re-creation of traumatic experience, the image of the other in the re-creation 

is reconstructed and thus may be further internalized by the person. Julia Kristeva 

once delineates that “[t]he foreigner is within us. And where we flee from or struggle 

against the foreigner, we are fighting our unconscious—that ‘improper’ facet of our 

impossible ‘own and proper’” (191). Similarly, while the traumatized person is named 

as the self in one’s re-creation, the distance between the self revealed in the 

re-creation and the traumatized person manifests itself in the fact that language cannot 

fully represent a certain concept; meanwhile, the self may be even foreign to the 

traumatized person since the image of the self is illustrated outside of the traumatized 

person.  

With the porosity of the border between the self and the other, one shows a 

gesture of empathy toward the other people who have been involved in one’s 

individual framework. A gesture of empathy toward other people, I will argue, might 

be the key to the ultimate tranquility for a traumatized person. In addition to revealing 

one’s individual trauma, one’s narrative illustrates the collective trauma as well. 

Caruth proposes that “trauma itself may provide the very link between cultures: not as 

a simple understanding of the pasts of others but rather, within the traumas of 

contemporary history, as our ability to listen through the departures we have all taken 

from ourselves” (Trauma 11). If one takes actions to revisit or listen to different facets 

of one’s unbearable trauma, possibly one not only cares about one’s personal 

framework but also the other people’s. Therefore, one is able to oscillate among one’s 

own and other people’s frameworks. Different from the oscillation, simply hearing of 

what happened to other people seems to merely detect other frameworks which are 
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completely not related to oneself. The oscillation among multifarious frameworks, 

most importantly, requires a certain intersubjective relationship binding one with the 

other people across multifarious borders.  

Following Caruth’s perspective of trauma which provides a link among cultures 

or individuals, I argue that this intersubjective perspective illustrates a gesture of 

empathy. With the intersubjective perspective, one may be more inclined to think 

about other frameworks by imagining others’ as one’s own, and vice versa. Across the 

borders among different frameworks, trauma arouses a certain link which evokes “the 

immanence of trauma”: 

But when we admit to the immanence of trauma in our lives, when we see 

it as something more likely to happen than not, we lose our cloak of 

invulnerability. A feminist analysis, illuminating the realities of women’s 

lives, turns a spotlight on the subtle manifestations of trauma, allows us to 

see the hidden sharp edges and secret leghold traps, whose scars we have 

borne or might find ourselves bearing. We are forced to acknowledge that 

we might be next. We cannot disidentify with those who have already 

been the victims of a traumatic stressor when we hold in consciousness 

our knowledge that only an accident may have spared us thus far. (Laura 

S. Brown 108) 

Laura S. Brown’s feminist analysis of trauma suggests that the immanence of trauma 

could be so pervasive that it blurs the demarcation between the self and the other. In 

other words, the immanence of trauma demonstrates the porosity of the 

intersubjective relations, and makes one have empathy with the others who have been 

traumatized. Seeing the traumatized victims, one may implicitly internalize the trauma 

they suffer or imagine that it is him or her who suffers. In short, the immanence of 

trauma, I will propose, may be a phenomenon implicating human beings’ gesture of 
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empathy since one may be possibly traumatized by the traumas other people bear or 

the things foreshadowing trauma. Brown’s concept of the immanence of trauma 

accords with Caruth’s viewpoint that trauma provides a link across the borders among 

cultures. Both concepts, indeed, exhibit the blurring and porosity of an ostensibly 

rigid border between individuals and other people. While the border between the self 

and the other blurs and appears porous, the immanence of trauma provides a mobile 

dynamic which propels one into the oscillation among different subjects’ individual 

frameworks. The oscillation from the self to the other or vice versa thus may suggest a 

gesture of empathy. 

Trauma, in addition to blurring the boundary between individuals and other 

people, offers a framework which allows reconfiguration. Brown further suggests that 

“a feminist analysis of the experience of psychic trauma requires that we change our 

vision of what is ‘human’ to a more inclusive image and will move us to a radical 

revisioning of our understanding of the human condition” (110). According to 

Brown’s concept, the significance of what is “human” should be deconstructed and 

then reconstructed. We should not merely agree with what has been defined as 

“human.” As long as one’s vision is alterable, a framework of being “human” ought to 

be flexible and changeable as well. Brown’s viewpoint of the feminist analysis of the 

experience of psychic trauma seems like a form of re-creation of a framework through 

which she looks into trauma. That is, Brown’s concept illustrates a significance of 

changeability of one’s vision, through which one re-creates a framework and then 

makes it porous while probing into trauma. 

In conclusion, Cathy’s viewpoint of the return and the departure of trauma and 

van der Kolk and van der Hart’s perspective of the division between the realm of 

trauma and the realm of current ordinary life suggest deconstruction and 

reconstruction in terms of trauma. In spite of the arbitrariness of trauma, traumatized 
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survivors are still inclined to draw a line between the traumatic experiences and the 

current lives in order to live a tranquil and satisfactory life onward. Thus, the division 

between the traumatic past and the current normal state is significant. However, if the 

border remains ossified and rigid, the traumatic past may be unambiguously 

unclaimed or excessively magnified. In other words, the traumatized survivors may 

just either clearly dissociate themselves from their traumatic experiences or 

excessively intensify the traumas. Though they attempt to locate trauma in a specific 

realm by either totally evading trauma or simply sinking into trauma, unfortunately 

trauma will cross the border of the realms, return, and leave. To approach trauma 

between the two realms, one may take action by setting up a channel through which 

trauma could be transferred. The transformation from memory to language, I will say, 

is a justifiable way for the traumatized persons to revisit memories back and forth so 

as to re-create the traumatic memories involving both the past and the present in the 

present. Meanwhile, the re-creation constructed in the present has been processed by 

means of deconstruction and reconfiguration to contain the unbridled trauma. A 

ceaseless succession of deconstruction and reconfiguration of one’s framework leaves 

the framework porous, and the blurring of one’s framework will evoke an 

intersubjective link binding different individual frameworks. With the intersubjective 

link, one may make the individual framework porous and link it with other people’s. 

In doing so, the intersubjectve link arouses a gesture of agency which extends one’s 

view and makes it replete with inclusive perspectives. Because of the gesture of 

agency, traumatized persons may not incessantly sink into trauma. Rather, they may 

get allayed and feel a sense of tranquility from a cluster of deconstruction and 

reconfiguration of one’s individual framework. 
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Chapter Three 

Etsuko and Sachiko: The Doppelgänger Triangle 

 

In A Pale View of Hills, Etsuko’s recurring flashbacks to her friendship with 

Sachiko in Nagasaki may be regarded as a “doppelgänger triangle,” and this chapter 

focuses on the intricate connection between the doppelgänger triangle and trauma. 

Though Etsuko claims that her flashback does not straightforwardly pertain to Keiko’s 

death, Etsuko’s slip of tongue at the end of the novel divulges not only the parallel 

between Keiko and Mariko but also the parallel between Etsuko and Sachiko at the 

same time. The parallels illustrate that Etsuko’s memory of Sachiko is possibly a kind 

of flashback to her own past. The flashback, when understood in the light of trauma, 

is a common phenomenon of the return of trauma. Besides, the parallels between 

Etsuko-Keiko in Britain and Sachiko-Mariko in Nagasaki might be regarded as the 

bifurcate phenomenon of trauma. Due to this nature, the subject is able to reflect upon 

itself and tries to approach the incomprehensible events which once happened to her 

by means of a re-creation of traumatic experience, where the split between Etsuko and 

Sachiko emerges. In seeking Etsuko the narrator’s slip of tongue, I will focus on a 

close reading of the parallel between Etsuko and Sachiko. The parallel between Keiko 

and Mariko revealed by the slip of tongue is the vehicle through which I try to explore 

the trauma imbedded in the narrative. The parallel between Etsuko and Sachiko, I will 

like to propose, is plural rather than singular. I consider that Etsuko the narrator is 

different from the Etsuko she mentions in her recollection since the image of the self 

could be viewed as a kind of re-creation built by means of the pieces of memories 

sifted by her present interior. Therefore, I would like to tell the narrator and the 

Etsuko in the recollection apart and call them Etsuko the narrator and Etsuko in 

Nagasaki respectively. With this division between the two Etsukos, the two plus 
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Sachiko make their relations look like a triangle. In this triangle, Etsuko the narrator is 

located at one of the points in the outer story, and Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko are 

the other two situated in the inner story. 

In exploring the triangle, I will explicate the relations among Etsuko the 

narrator, Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko in the light of Petry’s concept of 

doppelgänger. Specifically, I will regard that for Etsuko the narrator, Etsuko in 

Nagasaki and Sachiko could be categorized as inwardly divided splits. As for Etsuko 

in Nagasaki and Sachiko in the inner story, they may be thought of as the doubles to 

each other since each projects “a disturbing mirror-image in the external world” and 

could converse” with each other (Petry 56). The relations among Etsuko the narrator, 

Etsuko in Nagasaki, and Sachiko are connected as a triangle. Though the narrator and 

the other two are located in the present life and in the recollection respectively, these 

three are interrelated like a triangle temporally and spatially crossing different 

boundaries. Through the bifurcation, I argue that the traumatized narrator divides 

trauma and the current self into the realm of trauma and the realm of the current state. 

While the two realms are built, the doppelgänger triangle temporally and spatially 

crosses the border between the two realms. Both of the division and the triangle 

demonstrate the traumatized narrator’s act of taking action by means of her 

re-creation of the traumatic event. Her act of taking action, I will contend, signifies an 

aspiration to survive from her obsession with trauma. 

The following paragraphs will further investigate the multiple linkages among 

the three women. First, a brief survey of doppelgänger and how the bifurcation 

demonstrates trauma will be given. After the survey, I will examine the parallel 

between Etsuko and Sachiko in the inner story. Next, Etsuko the narrator’s 

boundary-crossing relations to Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko will be discussed. 

Lastly, I argue that Etsuko the narrator’s re-creation of her past experience reveals her 



Ho 44 
 

traumatized mother-daughter relationship with Keiko, together with her longing to 

survive from the repetitious return and departure of trauma. All in all, her re-creation 

illustrates the homogeneous and heterogeneous relations among the three, and a 

possibility that the narrator will not be easily limited or stuck within a certain 

framework where one profiles oneself and the external circumstances. Instead, her 

re-creation of the traumatic past frees the traumatized self to seek a proper way to 

mediate between the past traumatic experience and the current normal life. 

Etsuko the narrator, Etsuko in Nagasaki, and Sachiko situated in the outer and 

inner layers of the whole story present a configuration of doppelgänger. With respect 

to the concept of doppelgänger, Dimitris Vardoulakis proposes that “[t]he 

doppelgänger arises at the points where each inquiry reaches a limit” (5). Due to the 

work of trauma, a traumatized person may tend to shackle oneself in either the realm 

of trauma or the realm of the current ordinary life. However, if one psychologically 

aspires to perceive how an incomprehensible event traumatizes one, a traumatized 

person may encounter the problem of reaching a limit because the binary dichotomy 

between the realm of trauma and the realm of the current state provides limited room 

for a traumatized person to explore. Because the binary division of the two realms 

appears insufficient to satisfy the traumatized person’s desire, the configuration of 

doppelgänger may thus emerge in his or her narrative, where a traumatized person 

could find the place to think beyond the two realms. According to Caruth’s concept of 

trauma, the overwhelming event will return as a trauma which appears as a response 

to the incomprehensible event. If the event is still incomprehensible, it haunts the 

traumatized person and then repetitiously returns in different ways. Consequently, 

after looking at Vardoulakis’s concept of doppelgänger and Caruth’s of trauma, I 

argue that the return of trauma could be seen as the incentive to trigger the 

configuration of doppelgänger, which would arise when one’s longing for 
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comprehending trauma reaches a limit. In Etsuko the narrator’s case, I regard that the 

configuration of doppelgänger in her recollection may be seen as the repetitious 

flashback crossing the limit where the traumatized person somehow gets stuck.  

As for Etsuko’s narrative, Michael R. Molino considers it a manifestation of her 

trauma:  

As a result, the reader of Ishiguro’s novel faces the challenge of reading 

trauma, following Etsuko’s thoughts as she works through a trauma that 

began with an atomic denotation over Nagasaki and continued, 

suppressed but present, until Etsuko must face another trauma, her 

daughter Keiko’s suicide. (323) 

When tackling Keiko’s death, rather than straightforwardly expressing her sadness 

and pang, the narrator focuses on delineating a re-creation of her memory of Sachiko. 

The re-creation of her memory of Sachiko shows its interruptive power driving the 

traumatized narrator away from keeping stagnant in the trauma caused by Keiko’s 

death in the present. Instead, the power compels her to trace back the traumatic past. 

In brief, while bringing her away from remaining suffering, the power propels her 

toward trauma through the configuration of doppelgänger. Vardoulakis further 

suggests that “the doppelgänger is an interrogation of the limit and on the limit—its 

interruptive power consists in the necessity of the limit as well as its equally necessary 

delimitation or transgression” (10). In other words, the doppelgänger manifests itself 

in several parallels in Etsuko the narrator’s two-layer narration. Even though she 

attempts to divide her past and her present lives into the realm of trauma and the 

realm of the current normal life, the parallels still blur the division. At the same time, 

her slip of tongue, which highlights a cluster of parallels between Etsuko-Keiko and 

Sachiko-Mariko, embodies the significance of the interruptive power—transgression. 

The parallel between Etsuko and Sachiko in the inner story can be seen as the 
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narrator’s boundary-crossing re-creation of traumatic experience. In exploring the 

novel, Sim in Globalization and Dislocation in the Novels of Kazuo Ishiguro observes 

that Etsuko finds herself bound to Sachiko by an “eerie spell” when Mariko is found 

hurt by the river in the district where they inhibit (56): 

It is possible for that my memory of these events will have grown hazy 

with time, that things did not happen in quite the way they come back to 

me today. But I remember with some distinctness that eerie spell which 

seemed to bind the two of us as we stood there in the coming darkness 

looking towards that shape further down the back. Then the spell broke 

and we both began to run. As we came nearer, I saw Mariko lying curled 

on her side, knees hunched, her back towards us. (PVH 41). 

Strangely, the eerie spell binds Etsuko and Sachiko seems like the narrator’s trauma. 

Trauma evokes the eerie spell, which somehow blurs the demarcation between Etsuko 

in Nagasaki and Sachiko, and brings them to witness the wounded Mariko. The eerie 

spell reveals a bond, and the bond binding the two may imply that the two are 

doppelgänger to each other. The spell breaks and the bond turns into a split of the two 

just before they run towards the wounded Mariko. Because of the release of the spell, 

the split phenomenon goes on. In this case, trauma triggers the configuration of 

doppelgänger, and through the split, Etsuko in the outer layer could explore the 

trauma in the inner layer further, even though she once admits that memory is 

unreliable. 

As for the novel’s deployment of doppelgänger figuration, Sau-ling Cynthia 

Wong considers a doppelgänger “the Other who is also the I” (84). The complex 

between the other and the self occurs when one tries to categorize someone as the 

other, and vice versa. Nonetheless, the more someone is seen as the other, the deeper 

the other is anchored inside the self. The complicated liaison between self and other, 
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the dichotomy between the two may be too arbitrary. Like the eerie spell binding 

Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko in the inner layer, the ambiguous liaison between self 

and other echoes Etsuko the narrator’s flawed memory where the identity of the self 

may be displaced by that of the other. The displacement of the self’s identity by the 

other’s reveals a split between the self and the other; but meanwhile, it demonstrates 

the blurring between the two. Between the self and the other, a traumatized person’s 

re-creation of traumatic experience oscillates.  

If the eerie spell is viewed as trauma, through the eerie spell Etsuko the narrator 

structures a re-creation of traumatic experience. For Etsuko the narrator, the “eerie 

spell” evokes her unclaimed traumatic past which could only be patched with pieces 

of her flawed memory. The flawed memory seems to be familiar but tinged with 

certain incomprehensible strangeness. Trauma manifests itself in a resemblance 

between the two when both of them run toward the wounded Mariko. At the same 

time, the difference still exists while Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko are 

differentiated from each other. The difference helps the traumatized person make a 

division of the realm of trauma and the realm of the current ordinary life. In doing so, 

one could temporally and spatially distance oneself from trauma’s torture to seek the 

incomprehensible factor inducing the trauma. While the difference functions, the 

resemblance between the two figures blurs the division. 

Etsuko the narrator’s memory appears flawed due to her slip of tongue, but the 

slip of tongue at the same time suggests the porosity and flexibility of memory. Van 

der Kolk and van der Hart state “[m]emory is everything. Once flexibility is 

introduced, the traumatic memory starts losing its power over current experience. By 

imagining these alternative scenarios, many patients are able to soften the intrusive 

power of the original, unmitigated horror” (178). The porosity and flexibility of one’s 

flawed memory allow alternative scenarios of traumatic events. The alternative 
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scenarios may mitigate the overwhelming haunting horror and distance oneself from it. 

Thus, one constructs other alternative scenarios where the doppelgänger is activated. 

In doing so, the doppelgänger may create a distance between one’s current normal life 

and the traumatic experience and thus keeps one from directly bearing the unbearable 

trauma. Psychologically the distance makes the traumatized one temporally and 

spatially exempt from interior tumults.    

Etsuko the narrator’s flawed memory in a way can be thought of as this exempt 

space which is ostensibly exempt from Keiko’s death. Cynthia F. Wong’s suggests that 

the friendship between Etsuko and Sachiko is likely to be imagined and woven due to 

Keiko’s suicide: 

As the friendship between the two women unfolds from Etsuko’s memory, 

the reader begins to suspect that Sachiko may be a figment of Etsuko’s 

imagination and that the death of her own daughter Keiko may have 

inspired the creation of a fictive friendship from the past. Indeed, Etsuko 

herself seems to confuse her memories of Sachiko with characteristics 

that are her own. (30) 

Possibly, Etsuko the narrator’s mourning for Keiko may be transformed into her 

memory of Sachiko, which seems to function as an exempt space preventing her from 

wholly sinking into her grief over Keiko’s death. Furthermore, Wong proposes that 

“the relationships of people in Etsuko’s memory from the post-war period are fraught 

with meaning” and her recollection may be seen as a self-healing way vis-à-vis the 

traumatized self (31). Instead of being a stagnant traumatized self, Wong considers 

that through recollecting the time with Sachiko and Mariko on the surface of the 

narrative, Etsuko is “mourning her deceased daughter” (31).  

Etsuko the narrator’s slip of tongue reveals the overlap between Keiko and 

Mariko, which abruptly and powerfully traverses the border between Etsuko-Keiko 
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and Sachiko-Mariko. Sim contends that Etsuko stages “her ambivalence and guilt 

over Keiko’s death” through her portrayal of “Sachiko’s enthusiastic espousal of all 

things American” (59). In the outer framework, Etsuko the narrator’s narrative 

adumbrates her guilt over Keiko through a re-creation of the memory in the inner 

framework where Sachiko displays her enthusiastic espousal of American things. 

Psychologically, the distance between the inner and outer frameworks echoes the 

division between the realm of trauma and the realm of the current life. With this 

division and distance, she may mitigate her sorrow and imagine the overwhelming 

trauma of Keiko’s suicide afflicting her surreptitiously and profoundly. 

Though deceased and absent, Keiko’s death pervades the narrative. Since the 

beginning of the whole story, the reader is informed that Keiko has been deceased due 

to her suicide. It seems that Keiko’s death triggers the narrative and the configuration 

of doppelgänger. With an eye to plumbing how Etsuko the narrator tackles her grief 

over Keiko’s death, I will look into the doppelgänger triangle further. For the part of 

Etsuko the narrator, I argue that Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko are her interior splits 

since they are situated in the re-creation of the narrator’s memory. Different from my 

argument, Petry’s concept illustrates that “we can at no point be totally sure that 

Sachiko is a complete fantasy” and each could be also an independent figure rather 

than doppelgänger (56, italics original).  

It is not impossible that Sachiko will not be absolutely only a complete fantasy, 

but I would like to contend that in Etsuko the narrator’s narrative, the image of 

Sachiko in Etsuko the narrator’s recollection has been dismantled, re-created, and 

rebuilt through the narrator’s individual re-creation of her traumatic experience. 

Consequently, rather than a complete independent figure, the Sachiko in the narrative 

would be more likely a certain representation made by the narrator since the Sachiko 

mentioned in the narrative could be deployed and sculptured by the narrator. Lee 
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observes that Brian Shaffer suggests that the Sachiko-Mariko episode demonstrates 

Etsuko’s “past difficulties with Keiko” (25). Most importantly, Ishiguro in an 

interview by Gregory Mason once talks about the ambiguous relation between Etsuko 

and Sachiko: 

[B]ecause it’s really Etsuko talking about herself, and possibly that 

somebody else, Sachiko, existed or did not exist, the meanings that 

Etsuko imputes to the life of Sachiko are obviously the meanings that are 

relevant to her (Etsuko’s) own life. Whatever the facts were about what 

happened to Sachiko and her daughter, they are of interest to Etsuko now 

because she can use them to talk about herself. (Mason 337) 

Even if Sachiko is truly a person who does exist, the Sachiko reconstructed by the 

narrator in the inner story would not be exactly the same person any longer. The 

configuration of doppelgänger highlights the significance of re-creation which 

provides a traumatized person or a traumatized culture with an exempt space free of 

the unbearable events. In the exempt space the traumatized person or culture 

temporally and spatially not only evades overwhelming or unbearable events but also 

approaches them at the same time. 

Likewise, I will not think of the Etsuko described in the memory as the narrator 

herself either because the former has also been processed by the narrator’s present 

internal and external circumstances and then emerges in the latter’s recollection. 

Generally, I consider that the three figures are not totally independent. In the 

following discussion, I will expound the relation among the three in light of 

doppelgänger. The doppelgänger will be examined in the two aspects: the first is to 

explore the external double, which is seen as the mirror-image in Alter and Petry’s 

views, and the other aims to discuss the interior splits. 

In the inner story, I argue that Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko are doubles 



Ho 51 
 

since they can converse and seem like the opposite of each other. According to Alter, 

the double “encounters a disturbing mirror-image in the external world” and “draws 

on a background of folktales about confrontations with demonic figures who exercise 

a maddening ability to mime the self, generally as part of a scheme to destroy it” 

(1190). In Alter’s eyes, a double is a disturbing mirror-image the self has to confront 

and challenge. Take the storyline in A Pale View of Hills for example. In the case of 

migration in the inner layer, Sachiko seems like the opposite of Etsuko in Nagasaki. 

While Sachiko talks about the bright side of being in America, Etsuko in Nagasaki 

expresses that she has been satisfied with the current life: 

“Mariko will be fine in America, why won’t you believe that? It’s a 

better place for a child to grow up. And she’ll have far more opportunities 

there, life’s much better for a woman in America.” 

“I assure I’m happy for you. As for myself, I couldn’t be happier with 

things as they are. Jiro’s work is going so well, and now the child arriving 

just when we wanted it…” 

“She could become a business girl, a film actress even. America’s like 

that, Etsuko, so many things are possible. Frank says I could become a 

business woman too. Such things are possible there.”  

“I’m sure they are. It’s just that personally, I’m very happy with my 

life where I am.” (PVH 46) 

Compared with Sachiko’s strong preference for her American dream, Etsuko claims 

that she is pretty content with her present life in Japan. From this conversation, it can 

be known that they react differently to the idea about migration: a craving for a 

change and satisfaction with the status quo. While being vis-à-vis, the two women not 

only perform the difference, but implicate a possibility that one is the projection of a 

latent self to each other: 
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[A]s we know from psychotherapeutic experience, projection is an 

unconscious, automatic process whereby a content that is unconscious to 

the subject transfers itself to an object, so that it seems to belong to that 

object. The projection ceases the moment it becomes conscious, that is to 

say when it is seen as belonging to the subject. (Jung 60) 

According to Carl Gustav Jung in Two Essays on Analytical Psychology, a subject’s 

unconsciousness transfers itself to an object, so the object may be a projection or 

extension of the subject. In the story, Sachiko is possibly a certain representation of 

the unconscious part of the self transferred from the realm of trauma to the realm of 

the current normal life. That is, Sachiko may be compared to a projection which is 

unconscious to Etsuko the narrator and Etsuko in Nagasaki, and the projection will 

not cease until the two Etsukos view Sachiko as belonging to themselves. If Etsuko 

the narrator and Etsuko in Nagasaki do not see Sachiko as part of themselves, Sachiko 

would still remain a projection. As a reader, actually it is hard to know the answer to 

whether Etsuko the narrator and Etsuko in Nagasaki consciously view Sachiko as a 

projection since the answer mostly depends on the narrator’s personal decision. But 

what I could speculate here is that for Etsuko in Nagasaki in the narrative, when she 

feels somehow bound with Sachiko by a certain “eerie spell,” at that particular 

moment she may almost regard Sachiko as part of herself.  

Located in the inner story, Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko are the doubles to 

each other and show their opposite attitudes toward the external circumstances. The 

opposition of their perspectives turns out to be an enigmatic process of negotiating 

Etsuko the narrator’s interior conflicts in the outer framework. After Sachiko tells 

Etsuko in Nagasaki that she is about to go to America, Etsuko in Nagasaki expresses 

that she feels quite satisfied in staying Japan. However, an ambiguous discrepancy 

appears when in the inner layer Etsuko in Nagasaki expresses her satisfaction of 
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remaining all the same in Japan to Sachiko, in the outer Etsuko the narrator tells her 

story while being in Britain rather than Japan. The opposition of Etsuko in Nagasaki’s 

and Sachiko’s perspectives in the inner layer may embody the narrator’s interior 

conflicts in the outer. To reassure the link between the inner and the outer layers, I 

will investigate how the relation is constructed. For the narrator, the two figures in her 

memory may serve as her splits, expressing her interior conflicts respectively. Petry 

suggests that “[f]or the splits, it is ghastly difference rather than resemblance that is 

the key” (56). Thus, with an eye to probing into the interior splits, I will discuss both 

the difference and the resemblance the interior splits perform. 

I regard Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko as the interior splits of Etsuko the 

narrator across the border between the novel’s inner and outer layers. This 

boundary-crossing configuration of doppelgänger exhibits not only the difference but 

also the resemblance between Etsuko the narrator and her splits. Etsuko the narrator 

bears a resemblance to Etsuko in Nagasaki. In the inner framework, Etsuko the 

narrator delineates how the image of herself in Nagasaki internally disagrees with 

Sachiko’s espousal of all things American. Similarly, in the outer, Etsuko the narrator 

speaks for the Japanese culture in the face of her younger daughter Niki’s biased 

viewpoints: 

Perhaps I was unnecessarily curt with her that morning, but then it was 

presumptuous of Niki to suppose I would need reassuring on such matters. 

Besides, she has little idea of what actually occurred during those last 

days in Nagasaki. One supposes she has built up some sort of picture 

from what her father has told her. Such a picture, inevitably, would have 

its inaccuracies. (PVH 90) 

From the narration, Niki’s perception seems partial and prejudiced since Niki knows 

the culture simply through a picture and her father Sheringham’s articles about Japan. 
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In Etsuko the narrator’s eyes, for those who do not undergo “last days in Nagasaki,” 

the Japanese culture seems to be no more than an exotic picture painted in the colors 

chosen by its viewers (PVH 90). After criticizing the picture made by Sheringham, 

Etsuko the narrator does not forget to delineate the colors seen from her perspective 

on a basis of having been part of the exotic picture. For instance, she expresses the 

difference between her and her husband’s views on Jiro, a Japanese man, Etsuko the 

narrator’s ex-husband: 

For, in truth, despite all the impressive articles he wrote about Japan, my 

husband never understood the ways of our culture, even less a man like 

Jiro. I do not claim to recall Jiro with affection, but then he was never the 

oafish man my husband considered him to be. Jiro worked hard to do his 

part for the family and he expected me to do mine; in his own terms, he 

was a dutiful husband. And indeed, for the seven years he knew his 

daughter, he was a good father to her. Whatever else I convinced myself 

of during those final years, I never pretended Keiko would not miss him. 

(PVH 90) 

As for her husband’s comments on Jiro and Niki’s understanding of the culture, 

Etsuko the narrator refutes that as a matter of fact they judge Jiro like other viewers 

criticizing an exotic painting merely through the lens of foreign viewers’ criteria. 

According to Etsuko the narrator’s words, for her husband and their daughter Niki, 

Jiro and Keiko may be imagined as the epitome or extension of the exotic picture. 

Either once being or having been part of the exotic picture in the outsiders’ eyes, 

Etsuko the narrator seizes the opportunity to voice what the picture is for her as a 

first-person narrator. While voicing her ideas about Jiro, Etsuko the narrator depicts 

Keiko’s harmonious relation with him. For Etsuko the narrator, she may bear a sense 

of guilt since it is she who severs Keiko’s ties with and emotional bonds with Japan 
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and Jiro through migration. Both Japan and Jiro are likely to be seen as part of the 

exotic picture in foreigners’ eyes, but Etsuko is aware that for Keiko, the ties with 

them are real and fraught with affection. 

While Etsuko in Nagasaki expresses her stance which is rather different from 

Sachiko’s espousal of all things American, when it comes to migration, Etsuko the 

narrator surreptitiously bears the resemblance to Sachiko. In the inner layer, Etsuko in 

Nagasaki and Sachiko have almost opposite ideas. Though Etsuko in Nagasaki Etsuko 

the narrator share the same identity, compared with Etsuko in Nagasaki, Sachiko 

seems to be more like Etsuko the narrator because of the former’s longing to leave for 

America and the latter’s being in Britain. During Etsuko the narrator’s younger 

daughter Niki’s visit after Keiko’s suicide, Niki mentions that she has shared with her 

friend that she appreciates her mother’s courageous moving abroad: “‘I was telling 

her about you,’ Niki said. ‘About you and Dad and how you left Japan. She was really 

impressed. She appreciates what it must have been like, how it wasn’t quite as easy as 

it sounds’” (PVH 89). Niki’s words not only show how she agrees with her mother’s 

migration, but also illustrate a huge difference between the two Etsukos in the inner 

story: while Etsuko in Nagasaki expresses her satisfaction with her life in Japan, 

Etsuko the narrator in the outer layer lives in Britain. In the meantime, Niki’s remark 

reinforces the resemblance between Etsuko the narrator and Sachiko.  

In addition to the resemblance between Etsuko the narrator and Sachiko, Niki’s 

idea that a woman should live a life for herself demonstrates the difference between 

the two Etsukos in the two layers. Niki straightforwardly expresses that “‘[s]o many 

women,’ she said, ‘get stuck with kids and lousy husbands and they’re just miserable. 

But they can’t pluck up the courage to do a thing about it. They’ll just go on like that 

for the rest of their lives’” (PVH 89-90). Though Niki’s remark nettles Etsuko the 

narrator, somehow she cannot deny it since Niki may point out some similar 
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sentiments she has been reluctant to acknowledge. Following Niki’s words Etsuko the 

narrator replies: “I see. So you’re saying they should desert their children, are you, 

Niki?” (90). Etsuko in the outer layer disagrees with Niki, but Niki’s idea 

coincidentally echoes the image of herself in the inner layer. In the beginning of the 

inner story, Etsuko in Nagasaki feels that she wants to be left alone because she could 

not understand the women who occupy themselves with all things concerning their 

husbands and children:  

Now I do not doubt that amongst those women I lived with then, there 

were those who had suffered, those with sad and terrible memories. But 

to watch them each day, busily involved with their husbands and their 

children, I found this hard to believe--that their lives had ever held the 

tragedies and nightmares of wartime. It was never my intention to appear 

unfriendly, but it was probably true that I made no special effort to seem 

otherwise. For at that point in my life, I was still wishing to be left alone. 

(PVH 13) 

Etsuko in Nagasaki’s awareness of dealing with her trauma about the war highlights 

that a woman concerns herself with her individuality. Meanwhile, in a literal sense, 

Etsuko the narrator’s disagreement with Niki’s remark clashes with Etsuko in 

Nagasaki’s with many other women. The clash causes the interior split phenomenon, 

particularly Etsuko the narrator’s interior conflicts. With the unsettled interior 

conflicts between one and one’s interior splits, we could notice that both difference 

and resemblance are interwoven and shown in the flashbacks and flawed memories, 

both fragmented and overlapping.  

Though fragmented and overlapping, a narrative memory presents a 

traumatized person’s action of re-creating alternative traumatic scenarios through 

which one explores trauma at a distance with the traumatized self. Caruth notices that 
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“[t]he danger of speech, of integration into the narration of memory, may lie not in 

what it cannot understand, but in that it understands too much” (Trauma 

154). Situated in different spatial and temporal realms, one’s narration and one’s 

memory are inevitably different from each other. During the process where the 

memory has been translated into the narration, the narrator may attempt to seek varied 

forms of representation to translate memory into narration. After the process, one’s 

memory is narrated but somehow the narration invites distortion since memory cannot 

be wholly pinned down by means of any forms of representation. About the distortion 

brought by the translation, van der Kolk and van der Hart indicate that “[m]emories 

easily become inaccurate when new ideas and pieces of information are constantly 

combined with old knowledge to form flexible mental schemas” (171). With access to 

language, memory may not be represented with precision since it involves not only 

past experience but also present internal and external circumstances. Inevitably, 

because language grasped in the present may not be fully accordant with traumatic 

experiences, the transformation from memory to language leads to a split between the 

traumatized past and the current normal life. Like the split caused by transformation 

from memory to language, in Mei-hua Chen’s Traveling Further, Migrating More: 

Home Desiring and Home Making in Kazuo Ishiguro’s A Pale View of Hills, Chen’s 

concept exhibits the unreliability of memory:  

Memory is always in flux and depends on persistent re-articulations and 

re-enactments. Its contents are necessarily modified and invented as they 

are remembered. Shaped by the inevitable forces of amnesia and 

forgetting, memory is considered to be notoriously unreliable. (80) 

As Chen says, memory is in a constant state of flux and has been processed by a 

succession of deconstruction and reconstruction by means of language. Even though 

imprecise and unreliable, memory offers an exempt space which enables one to 
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re-create and reinvent traumatic scenarios to ostensibly depart from and insidiously 

approach one’s unbearable trauma at the same moment. Like the configuration of 

doppelgänger which undermines different forms of dichotomy, memory manifests 

itself in not only what has been remembered, but also what has been forgotten.  

Etsuko the narrator’s recollection illustrates the intricate link binding the 

individual and collective traumas, and then triggers the outer and inner layers where 

the configuration of doppelgänger appears. Etsuko the narrator’s trauma seems like a 

re-creation of her traumatic memory triggered by Keiko’s death, and Keiko’s suicide 

cannot be fully extricated from the context of the Second World War and the bombing 

of Nagasaki. Molino indicates that “Etsuko’s narrative vacillates between moments of 

individual traumatic memory—replete with dissociations, uncertainties, and blind 

spots—and moments when her recollections are integrated into a larger cultural 

memory” (323). Though the story is structured on a basis of a first-person narrative, it 

reveals not only the individual aspect but also the collective one. This intertwined 

relation between an individual aspect and a cultural context illustrates a difficulty in 

dichotomizing individuality and collectivity. Approaching trauma and then taking 

actions, in a way, provide a boundary-crossing dynamic for a traumatized person to 

oscillate between, or even beyond different frameworks. Leigh Gilmore observes the 

intricate link binding both the individual and the collective: 

Trauma is never exclusively personal; it always exists within complicated 

histories that combine harm and pleasure, along with less inflected 

dimensions of everyday life. Remembering trauma entails 

contextualizing it within history. Insofar as trauma can be defined as that 

which breaks the frame, rebuilding a frame to contain it is as fraught with 

difficulty as it is necessary. Placing a personal history of trauma within a 

collective history compels one to consider that cultural memory, like 
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personal memory, possesses “recovered” or “repressed” memories, and 

also body (or body politic) memories of minoritized trauma like racial 

and sexual violence. (31-32) 

As Gilmore says, trauma blurs the historical and collective frames, and it is essential 

to rebuild a frame to contain an individual trauma since it possibly evinces the unsaid 

or forgotten surplus left by a collective history. Therefore, the individual trauma 

contains a subversive power of dismantling the structures or frameworks constituted 

by collective ideologies or value systems. Additionally, different personal traumas and 

personal memories provide multifarious perspectives, which may be compared to a 

cacophony of voices under a mainstream power or governance. In the novel Etsuko 

the narrator does not describe the past during the wartime in a bitter way. Instead, 

Etsuko the narrator and the other fictional characters all talk about it in a tranquil way. 

However, this tranquility still cannot completely conceal the incomprehensible and 

unbearable painfulness and trauma which are profoundly embedded in the narrative.  

The trauma woven in the narrative adumbrates both personal and collective 

histories, which are Keiko’s death and the bombing of Nagasaki respectively. 

Meanwhile, the narrator does not tell the reader the actual details or the detailed 

process of Keiko’s suicide and the atomic bombing. Cynthia F. Wong observes the 

absence of the actual delineation of the overwhelming events: 

Interestingly, the actual bombing is never once mentioned in the novel, 

although evidence of rebuilding and healing from that devastating event 

exists everywhere in the physical surroundings. The event is pointedly 

ignored, and only when Etsuko and her father-in-law, Ogata-San, are 

taking their walks in the city shows divided between areas that were hit 

by the bomb and those that remain unscathed. At one point they walk 

through the park commemorating the dead; like the memory of Keiko 
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that hovers over Etsuko and Niki, reminders of those who perished sadly 

compel the living onward. People’s psyches following the bombing and 

Japan’s eventual surrender are also revealed in the interactions, such as 

unspoken grudges and resentments, that they have with one another. 

Their attitudes from their words, gestures, or habits with one another; or, 

to explain it along the terms used to describe Etsuko’s consciousness, 

people allow imagination and illusion to hold off their grasp of the truth, 

which emerges inevitably despite such mental interventions. (33-34) 

In the narrative, the actual bombing of Nagasaki is pointedly left absent. Instead, it 

seems as if the memory of Sachiko appears as the central theme in Etsuko the 

narrator’s recollection. Throughout the memory, Etsuko the narrator portrays an 

uncertain clash in Sachiko’s relation to her family and relatives. Additionally, between 

Ogata-San and Jiro, she depicts a succession of disagreement about the ideas of 

westernization, Japanese heritage, etc. The memory of Sachiko thus may be regarded 

as an illusory re-creation which helps the narrator to delay the grasp of the truth that 

she has been deeply wounded by the war and Keiko’s suicide. Sachiko may not be 

totally a fantasy, but since the narrative is a reconstructed framework which is aimed 

at containing trauma, the Sachiko mentioned by Etsuko would be more a 

doppelgänger rather than a completely real person. Deployed in the framework, the 

Sachiko revealed in the recollection may be employed to contain the traumatic events, 

which are caused by the bombing and Keiko’s death, although these events are never 

directly mentioned.  

The bombing of Nagasaki caused a horrible catastrophe in the human history, 

but Etsuko the narrator portrays her personal psychological aspect much rather than 

the catastrophe. Bataille proposes that the influence the atomic bomb exerted on 

people exhibited “[t]he dimensions of animal experience and human representation of 
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the catastrophe…. Error is the human aspect in the description, while what stands out 

in it as true is what the memory of an animal would have retained.” (Trauma 225). 

Human representation seems a framework which is aimed at containing animal 

experience and that might be necessary since it serves as a medium to channel 

psychological sentiments to the human representation, such as language, painting, and 

so on. The absence of human representation, on the one hand, leaves no evidence 

enabling humans to trace and then construct historical scenarios. On the other hand, 

the absence leaves some room for humans to imagine and infer what has been left 

unrepresented. There is no denying that human representation is employed to convey 

and represent humans’ sufferings, but somehow it is not equal to the sufferings. Take 

Etsuko in Nagasaki in the inner layer for example. In the narrative, Etsuko in 

Nagasaki once describes a statue at the Peace Park: 

[T]he memorial itself--a massive white statue in memory of those killed 

by the atomic bomb—presiding over its domain. . . . The statue 

resembled some muscular Greek god, seated with both arms outstretched. 

With his right hand, he pointed to the sky from where the bomb had 

fallen; with his other arm—stretched out to his left—the figure was 

supposedly holding back the forces of evil. His eyes were closed in 

prayer. (PVH 137) 

The statue of the Greek God represents comfort and peace. His gesture signifies 

where the source of catastrophe was from and what the damage it caused. However, 

for Etsuko in Nagasaki, the statue fails to exorcise the suffering and painfulness she 

has undergone. About this statue she expresses that “[i]t was always my feeling that 

the statue had a rather cumbersome appearance, and I was never able to associate it 

with what had occurred that day the bomb had fallen, and those terrible days which 

followed” (PVH 137-38). Her personal feelings about the statue disclose the gap 
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between the catastrophic damage inflicted on her and the human representation. The 

Greek God statue was built to memorialize the victims who did not survive, but for 

the survivor like Etsuko in Nagasaki, this statue still cannot console her. 

In the inner layer of the story, Etsuko in Nagasaki little portrays the tragic 

warfare directly and specifically. Rather, she has been encouraged that the future will 

be bright and full of hope. Before Sachiko leaves for her uncle’s house after making 

sure that Frank has abandoned her, Etsuko in Nagasaki has a trip to Inasa with 

Sachiko and Mariko in Nagasaki. In the outer layer, Etsuko the narrator says that 

Keiko has a good time at the trip. According to her narration, Inasa is a hilly area 

overlooking the harbor of Nagasaki, and it is famous for its mountain scenery. During 

the trip, they take a cable car to the higher altitude of the mountain. Looking down at 

the area downhill, Etsuko tells Sachiko how she marvels at the scenery: 

“You wouldn’t think anything had ever happened here, would you? 

Everything looks so full of life. But all that area down there”–I waved my 

hand at the view below us--“all that area was so badly hit when the bomb 

fell. But look at it now…. But it’s s good to come out here. Today I’ve 

decided I’m going to be optimistic. I’m determined to have a happy future. 

Mrs Fujiwara always tells me how important it is to keep looking forward. 

And she’s right. If people didn’t do that, then all this”–I pointed again at 

the view–“all this would still be rubble.” (PVH 110-11) 

They revisit the area which has been seriously damaged by the atomic bomb. Instead 

of being stuck or trapped in the sufferings and grief, when seeing the ruins, they 

express their optimistic sentiments and decide to be optimistic towards the future. That 

is, their grief gives way to a hopeful future. The figures’ reactions of keeping looking 

forward bring about a transformation from grief to hope. For example, Mrs Fujiwara 

always encourages Etsuko in Nagasaki to be optimistic and look forward. This 
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transformation from grief to hopefulness, I will say, may implicate a necessity of 

rebuilding a framework to contain trauma. The reconstruction of the framework, in 

fact, highlights the significance of taking action in the face of trauma. Otherwise, one 

may only immerse oneself in trauma and thus remain trapped, stuck, and shackled in a 

stagnant state.  

Though the fictional characters take actions, in the inner layer of the novel the 

reader may find that actually taking action would still leave something unsettled. After 

the Inasa excursion, Etsuko, Sachiko and Mariko are going home by tram. While 

taking the tram, Etsuko notices Sachiko reacting strangely when she sees a woman in 

the carriage near the exit and looking at Mariko: 

The woman noticed Sachiko looking at her and turned away. The tram 

came to a stop, the doors opened and the woman stepped out.  

“Did you know that person?” I asked, quietly. 

Sachiko laughed a little. “No. I just made a mistake.” 

“You mistook her for someone else?” 

“Just for a moment. There wasn’t even a resemblance really.” She 

laughed again, then glanced outside to check where we were. (PVH 125) 

Mariko, the woman, Sachiko, and Etsuko in Nagasaki constitute an enigmatic link. 

While the woman takes a look at Mariko, her act grasps Sachiko’s attention. 

Meanwhile, noticing Sachiko’s enigmatic reaction as an outsider, Etsuko in Nagasaki 

feels bemused by Sachiko’s reaction. Sachiko’s mistake and Mariko’s confusion of the 

identity of the woman in the inner layer respond to Etsuko narrator’s confusion of the 

identity of Keiko and Mariko in the outer layer. Regarding the enigmatic confusions 

and mistakes, I consider that they suggest an interruptive boundary-crossing power of 

trauma across the border between the inner and outer layers.  

The insidious parallel between Sachiko and the narrator is further clear after 



Ho 64 
 

Etsuko the narrator shares the memory relating to the picture with Niki: “’[o]h, there 

was nothing special about it. I was just remembering it, that’s all. Keiko was happy 

that day. We rode on the cable-cars.’ I gave a laugh and turned to Niki. ‘No, there was 

nothing special about it. It’s just a happy memory, that’s all’” (PVH 182). What 

Etsuko the narrator says to Niki in the outer layer, surprisingly, divulges an insidious 

parallel between Mariko and Keiko. In the inner layer, Etsuko in Nagasaki has a trip 

in Inasa with Sachiko and Mariko. However, in the outer layer, Etsuko the narrator 

says that Keiko is happy at that time. Mariko in the inner layer, coincidentally, 

overlaps Keiko in the outer layer. The overlap thus illustrates the configuration of 

doppelgänger in the double-layer narrative.  

As for the silhouette of doppelgänger in the inner layer of the narrative, it seems 

that the figures’ actions more or less echo the configuration of doppelgänger. Cynthia 

F. Wong indicates that “[a]ll of the characters in their respective ways try to reinvent 

facts of their lives in the face of dreary reality; in this way, they are all engaged with 

producing alternate selves, or better shadows of their desolate selves” (36). The 

characters’ acts of reinventing alternative selves convey their volition of taking action 

in the face of trauma and seeking an exempt space where they may be temporarily and 

spatially free of trauma. Then, their volition propels them towards the future. Despite 

the fact that traumatic memories are fraught with horror and intricate sentiments, the 

future still carries hope and brightness. Like those characters, Etsuko the narrator also 

creates alternate selves, such as Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko, to reinvent different 

aspects of selves. Trauma thus triggers the reinvention of the alternative selves, 

through which the repetitious return and departure of trauma show trauma’s 

interruptive power of blurring temporal and spatial realms and preventing the 

traumatized self from being kept trapped in a stagnant state by means of the 

reinvention of alternative selves. The power of trauma suffusing the outer and inner 
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layers of Etsuko’s the narrative exerts its influence on the silhouette of doppelgänger. 

The doppelgänger, thus, illustrates the porosity of the frameworks which are 

employed to temporally or spatially evade and contain trauma at the same moment. 

Vardoulakis suggests that “[t]he canon of the doppelgänger does not have an end or a 

beginning because the doppelgänger does not have a measure—in the sense that the 

doppelgänger is that which interrupts the opposition between the measurable and the 

immeasurable” (10). Etsuko the narrator’s configuration of doppelgänger in the inner 

layer, indeed, dismantles the opposition between any forms of opposition, like the 

dichotomy between the realm of trauma and the realm of current state. Because of the 

interruptive power of doppelgänger, many different forms of borders become porous. 

The doppelgänger phenomenon appears not only in the inner layer but also in 

the outer. Keiko and Niki, for the narrator, seem to serve as her configuration of 

doppelgänger as well. Etsuko the narrator once mentions that she cannot deny the fact 

that Keiko misses her father Jiro, and it echoes her good relation with her 

father-in-law Ogata-San. Besides, Niki emphasizes a woman’s self-awareness, and it 

accords with Sachiko’s personal ideal dream of living an independent life and moving 

abroad. Sim contends that “the book’s opening pages establish the sisters as the 

synecdoches for Japan and Britain,” and considers Etsuko the narrator’s critique of 

Sheringham’s binary dichotomy between Keiko and Niki “an allusion to the historical 

trajectory shared by Japan and the metropolitan West” (61). Disagreeing with 

Etsuko’s husband Sheringham’s assessment that Keiko and Niki are “complete 

opposites,” Etsuko the narrator insists that her two daughters have “much in common, 

much more than my husband would ever admit it” (PVH 94). In Etsuko the narrator’s 

eyes, she regards that both of her daughters indeed resemble each other. The 

resemblance between Keiko and Niki implicates that in fact they resemble the 

different aspects of Etsuko the narrator. Furthermore, the resemblance between the 
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two daughters mentioned by the narrator herself strengthens the doppelgänger triangle 

among Etsuko the narrator in the outer layer, Etsuko in Nagasaki, and Sachiko in the 

inner one. Regarding Etsuko the narrator’s critique in the outer layer, the 

doppelgänger phenomenon not only implicates a traumatized person’s tackling the 

alternative and desolate selves, but also implies a traumatic culture’s reconstruction of 

its traumatic fragments caused by the bombing of Nagasaki.  

To sum up, the novel is interwoven by an outer layer and an inner layer, and the 

double-layer narrative contains a doppelgänger triangle linking Etsuko the narrator in 

the outer layer, Etsuko in Nagasaki, and Sachiko in the inner. The doppelgänger 

triangle spatially and temporally crosses the layers and then blurs the border. The 

inner layer may be viewed as a traumatized person’s re-creation of the traumatic 

memory. The outer layer, in particular, seems like the realm of the current normal 

state which is distinct from the realm of trauma. Meanwhile, the doppelgänger 

triangle compels the traumatized narrator to explore the overwhelming and 

incomprehensible event in a transformed traumatic scenario. That retrospection 

reveals the trauma. In the meantime, it evinces the traumatized narrator’s act of taking 

actions in the face of trauma.  
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Chapter Four 

The Woman across the River: The Doubleness of Two Drowning Episodes 

 

Following the discussion of Etsuko and Sachiko in light of doppelgänger, I 

proceed to investigate the significance of a cryptic figure--the woman across the river 

in Kazuo Ishiguro’s A Pale View of Hills. While looking at this woman further, three 

questions obsess me: why is the figure revealed in Etsuko the narrator’s narrative a 

woman rather than a man? Why does Mariko see an insane woman drown her baby 

instead of a lunatic man? And why is Sachiko not worried that drowning Mariko’s 

kittens would probably traumatize Mariko? With respect to the three questions 

mentioned above, I wish to provide some justifiable explication of the three in this 

chapter. First, I hypothesize a connection between the appearances of the anonymous 

woman and mother-daughter relationships in the outer and inner layers of Etsuko the 

narrator’s narrative. The two mother-daughter relationships in both layers illustrate a 

sense of doubleness due to the parallel between the two. Next, to search for the clues 

to affirm the connection, I will probe into the two drowning episodes done by the 

woman and Sachiko in the inner layer. Then, while looking at the two drowning 

events, I try to explore how the Etsuko-Keiko and the Sachiko-Mariko 

mother-daughter relationships resonate with each other across the border of the past 

experience in Nagasaki and the present life in London. Lastly, this chapter aims to 

indicate how a traumatized mother-daughter relationship manifests itself in a 

re-creation of another one. 

This chapter commences with a discussion of the connection between the 

unnamed woman and the impaired mother-daughter relationships, and I hypothesize 

that the appearances of former adumbrates the latter. The woman across the river once 

and again appears in Etsuko’s retrospection of her friendship with Sachiko. In the 
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inner layer of the narrative, when Etsuko in Nagasaki asks Sachiko about the eerie 

figure, Sachiko says that in fact both she and Mariko have witnessed an insane 

woman drowning her baby during the wartime when they are in Tokyo. Therefore, 

Sachiko suspects that the woman across the river Mariko keeps speaking of might be 

the insane woman Sachiko and Mariko both witness in Tokyo. According to Sachiko, 

Mariko sees a frightful scene at the age of five. Though Mariko has been temporally 

and spatially distant from the scene where the insane woman drowns her baby, the 

image of the woman still appears once and again. In the outer layer, Etsuko’s narrative 

starts with Niki’s visit after Keiko’s suicide. Throughout the outer layer, they rarely 

discuss Keiko’s death and admit the fact that they somehow feel uncomfortable with 

recalling the memory about her. In spite of the fact that Keiko is deceased and absent 

throughout the whole storyline, her absence still has a marked impact on the narrator 

and her narrative. Etsuko once confesses that “[p]erhaps it was not just the quiet that 

drove my daughter back to London. For although we never dwelt long on the subject 

of Keiko’s death, it was never far away, hovering over us whenever we talked” (PVH 

10). Notwithstanding little discussion of Keiko’s death, Etsuko the narrator reveals 

that for both Niki and her, Keiko’s death still haunts them and pervades their lives. 

Though being haunted by Keiko’s death, in the outer layer Etsuko the narrator 

attempts to focus on Niki’s visit rather than Keiko’s suicide, and claims that it is 

Niki’s visit which reminds her of the memory of Sachiko in Nagasaki: 

I have no great wish to dwell on Keiko now, it brings me little comfort. I 

only mention her here because those were the circumstances around 

Niki’s visit this April, and because it was during that visit I remembered 

Sachiko again after all this time. I never knew Sachiko well. In fact our 

friendship was no more than a matter of some several weeks one summer 

many years ago. (PVH 11) 
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In this passage, Etsuko the narrator expresses that she prefers to evade being mentally 

disturbed by Keiko’s suicide at present. Then, she begins immersing herself in 

recollecting the old time with an old acquaintance, Sachiko, along with Sachiko’s 

daughter, Mariko in Nagasaki in the inner layer story. The memory of Sachiko follows 

Etsuko the narrator’s mention of Keiko’s suicide, and that implies a certain 

connection between her recollection of Sachiko and Keiko. In a literal sense of her 

remarks, she evades the issue related to Keiko. However, throughout her recollection 

of Sachiko, Etsuko the narrator profiles a mother-daughter relationship between 

Sachiko and Mariko in the inner layer, and this may insidiously resonate with Etsuko 

the narrator’s with Keiko in the outer. 

It is not impossible that Etsuko the narrator’s recollection of Sachiko presented 

in the inner layer pertains to her longing to face and tackle her mother-daughter 

relationship with Keiko in the outer. In the inner framework built upon memory, there 

are three major figures: Etsuko in Nagasaki, Sachiko, and Mariko. When Etsuko in 

Nagasaki knows Sachiko and Mariko, she is expecting. When she bears a baby, 

especially women, like Sachiko and Mrs. Fujiwara, repeatedly encourage her that she 

would not fail in her motherhood. Sachiko compliments Etsuko more than once when 

she notices Etsuko’s careful concern for Mariko, “I’m sure you’ll make a splendid 

mother” (PVH 14, 15). In the inner layer, Etsuko’s repetitive mention of the other 

women’s encouragement of her motherhood may conversely make it seem like a 

negation of some worries, or certain discontents. The worries Etsuko the narrator 

harbors in the outer layer, most probably, might manifest themselves in the inner layer 

in the name of memory. In the inner layer, as a mother, Sachiko seems pretty careless 

and indifferent. Unlike Sachiko’s indifference toward Mariko who is depicted as 

being a bit uncivilized, Etsuko in Nagasaki serves as the role of a mediator who tries 

to understand and console Mariko. Particularly, in the inner layer, very often Mariko 
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cannot identify Etsuko in Nagasaki. Instead, Mariko constantly confuses Etsuko in 

Nagasaki with a woman who is said to live across the river: 

“Why don’t you take a kitten?” the child said. “The other woman said 

she’d take one.”  

“We’ll see, Mariko-San. Which other lady was this?”  

“The other woman. The woman from across the river. She said she’d 

take one.” “But I don’t think anymore lives over there, Mariko-San. It’s 

just trees and forest over there.”  

“She said she’d take me to her house. She lives across the river. I 

didn’t go with her.”  

I looked at the child for a second. Then a thought struck me and I 

laughed.  

“But that was me, Mariko-San. Don’t you remember? I asked you to 

come to my house while your mother was away in the town.” (PVH 18) 

The two figures’ conversation reveals that Mariko confuses the Etsuko inviting 

Mariko to her house with the woman living across the river. Mariko’s confusion of 

Etsuko in Nagasaki’s identity blurs the demarcation between Etsuko in Nagasaki and 

the woman. The woman’s presence overlaps Etsuko in Nagasaki, and she would 

appear during Sachiko’s absence. 

Mariko’s confusion of Etsuko in Nagasaki’s identity may suggest that the 

woman and Etsuko in Nagasaki in the inner layer may present the alternative selves of 

Etsuko the narrator in the outer. Additionally, the woman’s presence is closely related 

to Sachiko’s absence. As Mariko says, the woman appears when Sachiko is absent: 

Mariko looked up at me again. “Not you,” she said. “The other woman. 

The woman from across the river. She was here last night. While Mother 

was away.” 
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“Last night? While your mother was away?” 

“She said she’d take me to her house, but I didn’t go with her. Because 

it was dark. She said we could take the lantern with us”--she gestured 

towards a lantern hung on the wall–“but I didn’t go with her. Because it 

was dark.” (PVH 19) 

The woman’s appearance and Mariko’s confusion reveal not only the mysterious 

connection between Etsuko in Nagasaki and the woman, but also that between 

Sachiko and the woman. In other words, the enigmatic connection between Etsuko 

and Sachiko is further reinforced by the woman across the river. The woman’s 

appearance implicates the intricate mother-daughter relationships among Etsuko the 

narrator, Etsuko in Nagasaki, Sachiko, Keiko and Mariko in both layers of the 

narrative. 

     Etsuko the narrator’s slip of tongue at the end of the novel, which divulges an 

overlap between Keiko and Mariko, further strengthens the entangled 

mother-daughter relationships. The overlap between Keiko and Mariko crosses the 

border between inner and outer layers, and then illustrates a doppelgänger triangle 

among the Etsuko in the outer, the Etsuko in the inner and Sachiko. Previously, the 

third chapter indicates that Etsuko the narrator’s recollection may serve as a 

re-creation of the traumatic memory through which she tries to distance herself from 

the trauma on the one hand, but in the mean time revisits the unbearable or 

incomprehensible event on the other. In the light of the re-creation of traumatic 

experience, Etsuko the narrator’s delineation of the enigmatic woman across the river 

could be regarded as an act of approaching the incomprehensible traumatized 

Etsuko-Keiko and mother-daughter relationship through the Sachiko-Mariko 

mother-daughter connection. In order to look into the eerie woman’s appearance, I 

will investigate the two drowning episodes happening in the inner layer. Following 
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the two drowning episodes, I will examine the resemblance the inner layer bears to 

the outer so as to look at how the two drowning episodes in the inner layer mirror the 

traumatized mother-daughter relation in the outer. 

Mariko’s obsession with the woman in the inner layer, most possibly, 

corresponds to Etsuko the narrator’s unclaimed obsession with Keiko’s death in the 

outer layer. On the basis of the parallel between their obsessions, I argue that the 

temporally and spatially boundary-crossing parallel demonstrates the return of the 

traumatized mother-daughter relation. Regarding the woman across the river, Sachiko 

explicates that there is one both Sachiko and Mariko have seen in the wartime in 

Tokyo. Sachiko says that when Mariko is at the age of five she witnesses a lunatic 

woman drowning her baby in a river. At first, after witnessing the tragedy, Mariko 

seems not to react immediately but just remains silent. However, later Mariko 

repeatedly mentions that there is a woman approaching her. To inquire about Mariko’s 

odd reactions further, Etsuko asks Sachiko about Mariko’s obsession with the woman: 

“This woman Mariko talks about. Are you still certain she’s 

imaginary?”  

Sachiko sighed. “She’s not entirely imaginary, I suppose,” she said. 

“She’s just someone Mariko saw once. Once, when she was much 

younger.”  

“But do you think she could have been here tonight, this woman?”  

Sachiko gave a laugh. “No, Etsuko, that’s quite impossible. In any 

case, that woman’s dead. Believe me, Etsuko, all this about a woman, 

it’s just a little game Mariko likes to play when she means to be difficult. 

I’ve grown quite used to these little games of hers.”  

“But why should she tell stories like that?”  

“Why?” Sachiko shrugged. “It’s just what children like to do. Once 
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you become a mother, Etsuko, you’ll need to get used to such things.” 

(PVH 43) 

Sachiko claims that the woman has been dead; nonetheless, the absence of the woman 

still exerts a considerable influence on Mariko repetitively. The repetitious appearance 

of the enigmatic woman, for Mariko, may embody the return of trauma which 

compels her to return to the incomprehensible traumatic experience once and again. 

Sachiko mentions that the woman is “not entirely imaginary,” and this half real and 

half imaginary figure may imply that the border between the reality and imagination 

blurs (PVH 43). If the repetitious appearance of the woman across the river is seen as 

the repeated return of trauma, the woman may function as a projection of Mariko’s 

re-creation of a certain traumatic experience. Surreptitiously, Mariko’s re-creation of 

the image of the woman in the inner layer runs parallel to Etsuko the narrator’s 

re-creation of Sachiko in the outer.  

Regarding the parallel between Mariko’s re-creation and Etsuko the narrator’s, 

if Mariko’s re-creation of the image of the woman is aimed at containing her trauma 

of seeing the woman murder her baby, I argue that Etsuko the narrator’s may be 

structured to contain her trauma of losing Keiko. To approach the incomprehensible 

overwhelming event in the re-creation structured to represent the traumatic past, in the 

outer layer Etsuko the narrator employs Etsuko in Nagasaki in the inner layer as an 

observer or listener. Rather than being the first person narrating what happens during 

the war, Etsuko in Nagasaki seems like an outsider, listening to Sachiko’s portrayal of 

the war. In the inner framework of the novel, Sachiko shares with Etsuko in Nagasaki 

the hard time she and Mariko once have and depicts how the insane woman in Tokyo 

murders her baby during the war: 

“I know it was a terrible thing that happened here in Nagasaki,” she 

said, finally. “But it was bad in Tokyo too. Week after week it went on, it 
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was very bad. Towards the end we were all living in tunnels and derelict 

buildings and there was nothing but rubble. Everyone who lived in Tokyo 

saw unpleasant things. And Mariko did too.” She continued to gaze at the 

back of her hands.” 

“Yes,” I said. “It must have been very difficult time.”  

“This woman. This woman you’ve heard Mariko talk about. That was 

something Mariko saw in Tokyo. She saw other things in Tokyo, some 

terrible things, but she’s always remembered that woman.” She turned 

over her hands and looked at the palms looking from one to the other as if 

to compare them. (PVH 73-74) 

The conversation between Sachiko and Etsuko focuses on how Sachiko sketches the 

hard time during the war. According Sachiko’s viewpoint, the woman’s drowning her 

baby impresses itself on Mariko’s mind the most. Additionally, Etsuko in Nagasaki’s 

particular delineation of Sachiko’ gazing at and comparing her hands may suggest that 

the difference between herself and the woman may be just like her two hands, which 

are not only different but also similar. Caruth points out the perspective of how 

trauma manifests itself in actions and language: 

[T]rauma seems to be much more than a pathology, or the simple illness 

of a wounded psyche: it is always the story of a wound that cries out, that 

addresses us in the attempt to tell us of a reality or a truth that is not 

otherwise available. This truth, in its delayed appearance and its belated 

address, cannot be linked only to what is known, but also to what remains 

unknown in our very actions and our language. (Unclaimed Experience 

4) 

Caruth indicates that what we do and what we say may unwittingly profile the 

unknown old wound. The wound demonstrates a truth which involves not only what is 
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present, but also what is absent in one’s consciousness. Actions and language cannot 

fully represent the aching wound, but in one’s gestures and speech the wound may 

manifest itself. On the basis of Caruth’s concept, Sachiko’s act of looking at her hands 

may signify that her trauma is crying out. Because trauma can never be temporally 

and spatially pinned down at a certain time and a certain space due to its repetitious 

return and departure, trauma manifests itself, but only part of itself, in one’s actions 

and language. 

As an observer and listener, Etsuko in Nagasaki listens to Sachiko sketching the 

woman’s murder of her baby and her suicide in the context of turmoil and war. 

Mariko’s obsession of the woman has been recollected through the two layers, 

Sachiko’s recollection of the woman in the inner layer and Etsuko the narrator’s of 

Sachiko in the outer. In the inner layer, Sachiko tells the story of the woman and 

Etsuko in Nagasaki listens to it. In the outer layer, the story unfolds by means of 

Etsuko the narrator’s recollection of Sachiko. After the story of the woman is revealed 

through the two layers of recollection, Etsuko the narrator’s slip of tongue 

demonstrates an overlap between Keiko and Mariko. Considering that one’s 

first-person memory may be flawed, it is not impossible that both Sachiko’s memory 

and the narrator’s might be unreliable.  

Albeit unreliable, like Etsuko the narrator’s slip of tongue which reveals not 

only a mistake but also a truth left unknown and unsaid, Sachiko’s recollection of the 

woman may be seen as “a wound that cries out” (Caruth, Unclaimed Experience 4). In 

Sachiko’s recollection, she considers that it is the woman Mariko has seen in Tokyo 

who haunts Mariko incessantly: 

“And this woman,” I said, “She was killed in an air-raid?” 

“She killed herself. They said she cut her throat. I never knew her. You 

see, Mariko went running off one morning. I can’t remember why, 
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perhaps she was upset about something. Anyway she went running off 

out into the streets, so I went chasing after her. It was very early, there 

was nobody about. Mariko ran down an alleyway, and I followed after her. 

There was a canal at the end and the woman was kneeling there, up to her 

elbows in water. A young woman, very thin. I knew something was 

wrong as soon as I saw her. You see, Etsuko, she turned round and smiled 

at Mariko. I knew something was wrong and Mariko must have done too 

because she stopped running. At first I thought the woman was blind, she 

had that kind of look, her eyes didn’t seem to actually see anything. Well, 

she brought her arms out of the canal and showed us what she’d been 

holding under the water. It was a baby. I took hold of Mariko then and we 

came out of the alley.” (PVH 74) 

The insane woman described by Sachiko implicates a connection between the woman 

across the river in the inner layer and a damaged mother-daughter relationship in the 

outer. In the inner layer, Sachiko mentions the suicide of the woman and the woman’s 

murder of her baby. Both the woman’s suicide and the death of the baby mentioned in 

the inner layer, surreptitiously, mirrors Keiko’s suicide in the outer. The woman’s 

murder of her baby embodies an overwhelmingly damaged relationship between the 

woman and her child, and that may allude to the traumatized mother-daughter 

connection between Etsuko the narrator and Keiko.  

The image of the woman haunts Mariko and returns to her across time and 

space. Though the woman is said to commit suicide, Sachiko considers that her image 

still haunts Mariko: 

Yes. Actually, for a long time I thought she hadn’t understood what she’d 

seen. She didn’t talk about it afterwards. She didn’t even seem 

particularly upset at the time. She didn’t start talking about it until a 
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month or so later. We were sleeping in this old building then. I woke up 

in the night and saw Mariko sitting up, staring at the doorway. There 

wasn’t a door, it was just this doorway, and Mariko was sitting up looking 

at it. I was quite alarmed. You see, there was nothing to stop anyone 

walking into the building. I asked Mariko what was wrong and she said a 

woman had been standing there watching us. I asked what sort of woman 

and Mariko said it was the one we’d seen that morning. Watching us from 

the doorway. I got up and looked around but there wasn’t anyone there. 

It’s quite possible, of course, that some woman was standing there. There 

was nothing to stop anyone stepping inside. (PVH 74-75) 

At first, Sachiko thinks that Mariko may not understand what she has witnessed 

because she does not manifest her feelings immediately. Mariko’s belated response to 

the woman’s murder is that the woman would appear after they see the woman drown 

her baby. When Mariko says that the woman appears, a sense of insecurity haunts 

both Sachiko and Mariko since there is no door to prevent other people from entering 

the old building. Metaphorically, the building without a door may allude to the 

porosity of a certain old constructed framework. Even though one attempts to place 

trauma outside the framework to make the framework secure, trauma returns and 

leaves without being temporally and spatially limited. Sachiko’s recollection of the 

woman’s murder of her baby during the war evinces that the sense of insecurity 

derives from the war. The war’s catastrophic power not only physically but also 

psychologically traumatizes people.  

The two drowning episodes revealed in the inner story in the context of the war 

traumatize Mariko. Mariko’s obsession with the woman cannot be easily severed from 

the context of the war and makes her see the woman repetitiously. Attempting to 

temporarily settle the enigma of Mariko’s obsession with the woman, which cannot be 
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fully transformed into language or any human representation, both Etsuko in Nagasaki 

and Sachiko in the inner layer seem to reach a consensus that Mariko’s obsession of 

the woman is illusory and insignificant: 

“I see. And Mariko mistook her for the woman you’d seen.” 

“I expect that’s what happened. In any case, that’s when it started, 

Mariko’s obsession with that woman. I thought she’d grown out of it, but 

just recently it’s started again. If she starts to talk about it tonight, please 

don’t pay her any attention.” 

“Yes, I see.” 

“You know how it is with children,” said Sachiko. “They play at 

make-believe and they get confused where their fantasies begin and end.” 

“Yes, I suppose it’s nothing unusual really.” 

“You see, Etsuko, things were very difficult when Mariko was born.” 

“Yes, they must have been,” I said. “I’m very fortunate, I know.” 

“Things were very difficult. Perhaps it was foolish to have married 

when I did. After all, everyone could see a war was coming. But then 

again, Etsuko, no one knew what war was really like, not in those days. I 

married into a highly respected family. I never thought a war could 

change things so much.” (PVH 75) 

Sachiko tells Etsuko in Nagasaki that for both Sachiko and Mariko, their lives are 

greatly influenced and changed due to the war. Listening to Sachiko’s recollection of 

the woman and the war, Etsuko in Nagasaki does not say a single word concerning 

how the war has affected her own life. She just listens. Her careful observation of 

Sachiko’s acts somehow insidiously conveys her unclaimed trauma. Instead of telling 

the frightful and tragic story during the war, Etsuko the narrator portrays how Etsuko 

in Nagasaki and Sachiko serve as a listener and a speaker, to re-create the 
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incomprehensible traumatic experience. This indirect information may imply that 

Sachiko’s story functions as a projection which is transformed from Etsuko the 

narrator’s personal story. With the second-hand information from Sachiko, Etsuko in 

Nagasaki knows about the woman’s incomprehensible appearance and her impact on 

Mariko. However, in their conversation, apparently both Etsuko in Nagasaki and 

Sachiko choose to ignore Mariko’s obsession with the woman. Rather than paying 

further careful attention to it, they are inclined to evade the repetitious return of 

Mariko’s trauma.  

Mariko’s trauma of witnessing the woman’s murder in the inner layer echoes 

the traumatized mother-daughter relation between Etsuko the narrator and Keiko in 

the outer. Mariko’s trauma of seeing the insane woman drown her baby in the wartime 

returns to Mariko once and again, but the two adults in the inner framework seem to 

prefer to leave it sinking into oblivion. The inner layer is temporally situated in the 

past and spatially placed in Nagasaki. In the outer layer, Etsuko the narrator’s 

unclaimed trauma of losing a daughter in Britain many years after the war drives her 

to remember and forget this traumatic event in the two layers simultaneously. In the 

inner framework, Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko are prone to evade Mariko’s 

trauma, and they seem to succeed in doing so; nevertheless, in the outer layer, 

Etsuko’s recollection of Sachiko suggests that Etsuko the narrator seems to be still 

unable to fully exempt herself from the trauma induced by the war and Keiko’s death. 

The woman’s repeated appearances seen by Mariko later after the war may not only 

illustrate Mariko’s trauma of the war and the woman, but also Etsuko the narrator’s of 

the war and Keiko’s suicide. Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko’s preference of ignoring 

Mariko’s trauma in the inner layer runs parallel with Etsuko the narrator’s intention to 

avoid mentioning Keiko’s death in the outer. Etsuko the narrator’s attempt to evade 

Keiko’s death in the outer layer turns out to be an act of remembering Keiko in her 
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recollection of Sachiko. Likewise, in the inner layer Etsuko in Nagasaki and Sachiko’s 

preference of ignoring the repetitious return of Mariko’s obsession with the woman 

turns out to be Etsuko the narrator’s repetitious mention of Mariko’s enigmatic 

reaction. 

Like the repeated return of Mariko’s trauma of the lunatic woman, Etsuko the 

narrator’s trauma of losing Keiko incessantly haunts her. Trauma seems to be 

intentionally placed in the inner framework, but Etsuko the narrator’s act of 

remembering and forgetting in her two-layer narrative demonstrates that trauma will 

not be shackled within any borders. For Etsuko the narrator, the memory section 

functions as a framework where she deals with the absent presence of Keiko. Rather 

than an absence, Keiko’s death, akin to the image of the woman haunting Mariko once 

and again, seems like much more a presence suffusing Etsuko the narrator’s narrative. 

In the outer layer, according to the narrative, Keiko has been dead. Nonetheless, in the 

inner framework built up with pieces of Etsuko the narrator’s memory of Sachiko, 

Keiko seems to be still alive in the name of Mariko. In the outer layer, Etsuko and 

Niki once take a walk near their house and meet a neighbor, Mrs. Waters. After 

Etsuko the narrator exchanges a few words of greeting with Mrs. Waters, Niki asks 

Etsuko the narrator about the way how she talks with Mrs. Waters: 

Then Niki said: “It was odd just now, with Mrs Waters. It was almost 

like you enjoyed it.” 

“Enjoyed what?” 

“Pretending Keiko was alive.”  

“I don’t enjoy deceiving people.” Perhaps I snapped a little, for Niki 

looked startled. 

“No, I suppose not,” she said, lamely. (PVH 52) 

Niki notices how Etsuko the narrator tackles Keiko’s death. That is, Etsuko the 
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narrator’s memory of Keiko does not become part of the past. Rather, it is alive with 

her. Keiko is deceased, but Mariko has been living in her memory. Etsuko the narrator 

tries to remember Keiko and portrays her feelings about Keiko’s room: “it had been 

Keiko’s fanatically guarded domain for so long, a strange spell seemed to linger there 

even now, six years after she had left it--a spell that had grown all the stranger now 

that Keiko was dead” (PVH 53). Dead though Keiko is, the narrator’s obsession with 

Keiko is still living. Like the obsession, the eerie spell seems living and it suffuses 

Keiko’s room. Metaphorically, the spell may be compared to the trauma living in 

Etsuko the narrator’s interior. Notwithstanding the absence of Keiko, Etsuko the 

narrator’s trauma of losing Keiko is still alive. 

The trauma pervading memory is temporally and spatially free of any limits, 

and its repetitious return drives one to revisit incomprehensible events. Etsuko the 

narrator’s concern is not only entangled with Keiko’s room in her house. Furthermore, 

she imagines how Keiko is found dead in Keiko’s room in Manchester: 

I never saw Keiko’s room in Manchester, the room in which she died. It 

may seem morbid of a mother to have such thoughts, but on hearing of 

her suicide, the first thought that ran through my mind–before I registered 

even the shock–was to wonder how long she had been there like that 

before they had found her. She had lived amidst her own family without 

being seen for days on end; little hope she would be discovered quickly in 

a strange city where no one knew her. Later, the coroner said she had 

been there “for several days”. It was the landlady who had opened the 

door, thinking Keiko had left without paying the rent. (PVH 54) 

For Etsuko the narrator, apparently her trauma of losing her daughter is still alive, 

akin to Mariko’s obsession with the woman’s repetitious appearance in the inner layer. 

Temporally and spatially distanced from Keiko’s death, Etsuko the narrator cannot 
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witness the tragedy in the first instance. Rather, she could just employ her imagination 

to re-create the scene. Not witnessing Keiko’s death in the first instance, Etsuko the 

narrator somehow feels that Keiko’s death is still incomprehensible and haunts her. 

The trauma of losing her daughter cannot be temporally and spatially pinned down at 

a certain moment and a certain place: 

I have found myself continually bringing to mind that picture--of my 

daughter hanging in her room for days on end. The horror of that image 

has never diminished, but it has long ceased to be a morbid matter; as 

with a wound on one’s own body, it is possible to develop an intimacy 

with the most disturbing of things. (PVH 54) 

Physically Etsuko the narrator is not by her deceased daughter’s side, but 

psychologically she tries to approach Keiko’s suicide by means of imagination. 

Tackling Keiko’s death brings Etsuko the narrator closer to the overwhelming horror. 

Nevertheless, she could only get along with it because it is never easy to fully 

extricate herself from her trauma of losing Keiko. Etsuko the narrator compares the 

haunting image of Keiko’s suicide to “a wound on one’s own body,” and the bodily 

wound may embody the trauma in one’s mind (PVH 54). Like how one deals with a 

wound and sees it heal and leave a scar on one’s body, a traumatized person has to 

approach trauma since it is already part of oneself. Similar to a wound which becomes 

part of one’s body, trauma is part of one’s psyche. To get free from the infliction of 

trauma, Etsuko the narrator learns to get along with it and turn it into part of her flesh 

and mind. Keiko’s death may be compared to a wound on the narrator’s mind. 

Through Etsuko the narrator’s acts of remembering and forgetting in the two layers, 

together with her slip of tongue in the outer, we may detect that what “the story of a 

wound cries out” and “addresses us” might be the truth that is inaccessible (Caruth, 

Unclaimed Experience 4). The horror of the image inescapably becomes part of her 
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traumatic memory and part of her life, akin to the bodily wound. Therefore, the 

traumatized narrator tries to internalize the horror and then encounters it. 

Internalized as part of one’s flesh and mind, memory and trauma are living. 

Memory and trauma keep transforming like living organisms, akin to one’s thoughts 

which keep changing as well. Etsuko the narrator is somehow aware that her dream 

about a little girl is not merely about the little girl she once sees, but carries more than 

what she could directly recognize and know: 

The fact that I mentioned my dream to Niki, that first time I had it, 

indicates perhaps that I had doubts even then as to its innocence. I must 

have suspected from the start–without fully knowing why–that the dream 

had to do not so much with the little girl we had watched, but with my 

having remembered Sachiko two days previously. (PVH 55) 

As mentioned before, Etsuko the narrator says that her dream about a little girl may be 

closely related to her memory of Sachiko. In the very beginning of the two-layer story, 

the narrator says that after Keiko’s suicide, Niki’s visit triggers Etsuko the narrator’s 

recollection of Sachiko, and later it is mentioned that her recollection of Sachiko is 

correlated with her dream of the little girl. The arbitrariness revealed in Etsuko the 

narrator’s narrative may illustrate “a reality or a truth that is not otherwise available” 

so it “cries out” in different forms (Unclaimed Experience 4).  

Notwithstanding the arbitrariness, I consider that Etsuko the narrator’s 

recollection of Sachiko and her dream about the little girl illustrate the different 

dimensions of the re-creation of her traumatic memory, which is aimed at containing 

her traumatic obsession with Keiko’s death. For the sake of avoiding confronting the 

trauma of losing Keiko too directly, Etsuko the narrator tries to probe into what the 

dream addresses her. Here Caruth’s concept of trauma offers an illuminating 

explanation of the connection between the traumatic event and the return of trauma: 
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The repetitions of the traumatic event–which remain unavailable to 

consciousness but intrude repeatedly on sight–thus suggest a larger 

relation to the event that extends beyond what can simply be seen or what 

can be known, and is inextricably tied up with the belatedness and 

incomprehensibility that remain at the heart of this repetitive seeing. 

(Unclaimed Experience 91-92) 

Considering that a traumatic event may be too unbearable or too incomprehensible, it 

triggers the repetitious return of trauma and thus provides a traumatized person a 

chance to revisit and retrace what still remains incomprehensible indirectly once and 

again. In the inner layer where the narrator’s memory is placed, Etsuko the narrator’s 

overwhelming and incomprehensible trauma of losing Keiko might be transformed 

into the two drowning episodes. 

In the narrator’s two-layer narrative, the two drowning episodes in the inner 

layer present a riddling doubleness of the traumatized mother-daughter connection. 

According to Sachiko’s recollection, the first is an insane woman’s drowning her baby. 

The woman’s act of drowning her baby in the river traumatizes Mariko, and the 

overwhelming and unbearable traumatic event triggers the return of Mariko’s trauma. 

Mariko’s trauma takes the form of the belatedness, and it returns repetitiously. From 

time to time, Mariko mistakes Etsuko in Nagasaki for the woman across the river. 

Mariko’s confusion of their identities, ambiguously, blurs the distinction between the 

woman across the river and Etsuko in Nagasaki. Then, the second drowning scene is 

Sachiko’s drowning the kittens Mariko has. It is impossible that Sachiko does not 

know how Mariko cares about those kittens. However, Sachiko still ruthlessly drowns 

them in the river. Sachiko’s drowning the kittens in the river bears a resemblance to 

the lunatic woman’s drowning her baby in the canal. Both of them seem like the 

different forms of projection, mirroring the suffocated mother-daughter connection 
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between Etsuko the narrator and Keiko. 

With Mariko’s confusion in the inner framework and Etsuko the narrator’s slip 

of tongue in the outer structure, I would propose that the two address the reader a 

damaged mother-daughter relationship. In the inner layer, once at Sachiko’s residence, 

Mariko goes outside at night and Etsuko in Nagasaki follows her due to her worries 

about Mariko. Then, Mariko notices something tangling on Etsuko’s foot and their 

conversation begins as follows: 

“What’s that?” she asked. 

“Nothing. It just tangled on to my foot when I was walking.” 

“What is it though?” 

“Nothing, just a piece of old rope. Why are you out here?” 

“Do you want to take a kitten?” (83) 

The rope on Etsuko’s foot metaphorically implicates a mother-daughter relation which 

could not be easily severed on the one hand. On the other hand, the rope may possibly 

imply death since one could use it to hang oneself. As for the rope, I argue that it 

demonstrates two concepts: mother-daughter connection and death. The rope revealed 

in the inner story adumbrates the damaged mother-daughter relationship between 

Etsuko the narrator and Keiko in the outer layer, where Keiko hangs herself in 

Manchester. In addition to the rope, the image of death takes the form of Mariko’s 

concern about the kittens. Potentially, Mariko’s act of worrying about the kittens 

implies an act of asking for help not only for the kittens, but also for herself. If her 

imploration is refused, those kittens would be deserted, or even drowned, and so 

would she. To prevent the kittens from being abandoned, Mariko asks Etsuko in 

Nagasaki to have a kitten many times. However, though often showing the careful 

concern for Mariko, Etsuko in Nagasaki does not actually help her have any kittens at 

last.  
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Following Mariko’s question about the rope on Etsuko’s foot and her concern 

about the kittens, Etsuko the narrator stops depicting the memory in Nagasaki and 

starts to delineate the present in London where she regrets how she dealt with Keiko 

in the past: 

I felt only regret now for those attitudes I displayed towards Keiko. In this 

country, after all, it is not unexpected that a young woman of that age 

should wish to leave home. All I succeeded in doing, it would seem, was 

to ensure that when she finally left–now almost six years ago–she did so 

severing all her ties with me. But then I never imagined she could so 

quickly vanish beyond my reach; all I saw was that my daughter, unhappy 

as she was at home, would find the world outside too much for her. It was 

for her own protection I opposed her so vehemently. (88) 

The ties between Etsuko the narrator and Keiko in the outer framework, 

surreptitiously, correspond to the rope tangled on Etsuko’s foot, noticed by Mariko in 

the inner layer. Etsuko the narrator’s aspiration to remain the ties with Keiko in the 

outer runs parallel with Etsuko’s looking for Mariko outside the house at night, with 

an old rope strangely tangling on her foot in the inner. However, the old rope on 

Etsuko in Nagasaki’s foot may suggest Etsuko the narrator and Keiko’s 

mother-daughter connection which finally suffocates Keiko.  

Etsuko the narrator’s ties with Keiko, like the rope on Etsuko’s foot in the inner 

layer, signify not only the mother-daughter relationship between Etsuko the narrator 

and Keiko, but also suffocation. Even though Keiko is dead, the ties with Keiko still 

ceaselessly obsess her. To cope with the ties, Etsuko the narrator at last plucks up her 

courage to enter Keiko’s room in her house and imagines Keiko’s another private 

room the narrator never visits in Manchester: 

I lay under the covers looking in turn at those objects visible in the pale 



Ho 87 
 

light. After several minutes, I felt somewhat calmer and closed my eyes 

again. I did not sleep, however. I thought of the landlady–Keiko’s 

landlady–and how she had finally opened the door of that room in 

Manchester. (PVH 88) 

The narrator’s act of entering Keiko’s room and looking at Keiko’s objects, in a sense, 

reveals a certain gesture of taking action in the face of her trauma about Keiko. 

Besides, though temporally and spatially distanced from her daughter’s room in 

Manchester, Etsuko the narrator could build a re-creation of how Keiko’s landlady 

enters Keiko’s room. Her taking action of entering Keiko’s room and imagining her 

room in Manchester illustrates how Etsuko the narrator tries to face Keiko’s death 

directly by trying to imagine and confront the horror she has attempted to evade or 

repress before. If she keeps remaining evading or repressing a horror which has been 

implanted as part of flesh and mind, the evasion or repression may anchor the horror 

more deeply inside the traumatized person’s mind.   

Etsuko the narrator’s two-layer story is composed of a re-creation of traumatic 

memory and her present state, and the two layers mirror each other once and again. In 

addition to facing the horror which has been evaded and repressed by entering 

Keiko’s room and looking at her objects, Etsuko the narrator shows a gesture of 

empathy for Keiko by delineating Mariko’s obsession with the image of the woman. 

Etsuko the narrator’s re-creation of the traumatic memory not only helps her 

dissociate the current state from the realm of trauma in order to propel her life 

onwards, but also convey a gesture of empathy for Keiko in her re-creation of the 

traumatic past. What she has done to Keiko may be transformed into Sachiko’s 

attitudes towards Mariko. For instance, both Etsuko the narrator and Sachiko keep 

stressing that they have been concerned about their daughters’ interests the most. Take 

Etsuko the narrator for example: 
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But such things are long in the past now and I have no wish to ponder 

them yet again. My motives for leaving Japan were justifiable, and I 

know I always kept Keiko’s interests very much at heart. There is nothing 

to be gained in going over such matters again. (91) 

However, Keiko’s suicide seems a bit contradictive to the narrator’s claim that she 

cares about Keiko’s interests the most. To put it more directly, the tragic result reveals 

the painfulness Keiko suffers. Projected through Mariko’s disagreement with 

Sachiko’s intention to leave for America, Keiko’s painfulness is conveyed through 

Sachiko’s determination against her daughter Mariko’s inclination. In the inner layer, 

Sachiko often tells Etsuko that she is going to go to America with Frank, who 

promises to take her and Mariko to America. However, Frank breaks his promise 

more than once and squanders all the money earned and given by Sachiko. Sachiko 

knows him well, but she still remains insisting on moving overseas no matter how 

Mariko disproves of Frank and her decision. Though Sachiko keeps claiming that all 

she does is for Mariko, her murder of Mariko’s kittens implicates what she chooses to 

do is indeed against Mariko’s will.  

Etsuko the narrator’s interpretation of her dream here and her delineation of 

Keiko’s happiness at the end of the narrative bolster my argument for the connection 

between Etsuko the narrator’s obsession with the image of the little girl and Mariko’s 

with the image of the woman. Etsuko the narrator’s dream about a little girl obsesses 

her, and she tries to approach this incomprehensible dream once and again. Following 

thinking that her dream is not really about the little girl she and Niki have watched 

once somewhere in Britain but her remembering Sachiko, she finds the dream 

containing much more than the image which is made present. Etsuko the narrator tells 

Niki that her dream about a girl on a swing signifies more than it looks like: 

“In fact, I realized something else this morning,” I said. “Something 
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else about the dream.” 

My daughter did not seem to hear. 

“You see,” I said, “the little girl isn’t on a swing at all. It seemed like 

that at first. But it’s not a swing she’s on.” (PVH 96) 

Etsuko the narrator tells Niki that she seems to realize that the little girl in her dream 

is not on a swing; but what is she on? Chapter 6 of the novel ends with Etsuko’s 

realizing something else in her dream, and then chapter 7 vitally comprises of the 

Inasa trip in the inner layer which is founded on Etsuko the narrator’s memory of 

Sachiko. In the inner layer, during the Inasa trip, Etsuko in Nagasaki, Sachiko, and 

Mariko take a cable car uphill. However, in the outer layer, when Etsuko the narrator 

tells Niki the day trip in Nagasaki, she says that “Keiko was happy that day. We rode 

on the cable-cars” (PVH 182). Manifestly, the cable-car trip with Keiko in the outer 

layer overlaps that with Mariko’s in the inner. Basing my argument on this overlap 

between Keiko and Mariko, I argue that the little girl in the dream may thus mirror the 

image of Keiko or Mariko sitting in the cable car. The overlap between Keiko’s 

cable-car trip and Mariko’s in the two layers strengthens the connection between 

Etsuko the narrator’s obsession with the little girl and Mariko’s with the woman, and 

demonstrates the doppelgänger configuration in her narrative. 

With regard to the connection between Etsuko the narrator’s obsession and 

Mariko’s obsession, if the little girl is the transformed image of Keiko or Mariko, the 

woman may be a transformed image of Etsuko the narrator. To deal with the 

traumatized mother-daughter relationship which is not easily temporally and spatially 

severed, Etsuko the narrator re-creates her traumatic experience in the name of her 

remembering Sachiko. Through different forms of expression, one may employ 

multifarious forms as the vehicles to probe into the unrepresented, or the reality and 

the truth unavailable for comprehension. In the outer layer, Etsuko the narrator’s 



Ho 90 
 

obsession with a dream where a little girl sits on a swing mirrors Mariko’s obsession 

with the repeated appearances of the eerie woman across the river in the inner layer. 

Meanwhile, the two drowning scenes in the inner layer mirror each other as well. 

Etsuko in Nagasaki’s witnessing Sachiko’s drowning Mariko’s kittens in Tokyo, 

coincidentally, bears a striking resemblance to Sachiko’s seeing the woman’s 

drowning her baby in Tokyo. Additionally, Etsuko the narrator’s dream about a little 

girl on a swing particularly mirrors the overlap of the cable-car scenes between Keiko 

and Mariko in both layers. Those multiple layers of parallels mirroring each other 

signify Etsuko the narrator’s re-creation of her traumatic experience to contain the 

repetitious return of the trauma of losing Keiko.  

With a view to getting along with trauma, repeated re-creations of the traumatic 

memory may help the traumatized narrator undergo the hardship of dealing with 

trauma’s repetitious return. At the end of the story, Etsuko the narrator possesses an 

idea of selling the house which has been fraught with her past and present memories. 

Chen’s study offers an insight into this idea: 

The ghostlike presence of her elder daughter, Keiko, haunts the house so 

that she tends to sell the house on the excuse that the house is too big for 

her alone. The truth is the suicide of Keiko seems to be so unbearable 

that it disturbs her sense of appropriation and peacefulness in the house; 

therefore, she has to set herself on the road again. (Chen 87) 

Her intention of selling the house implicates that Keiko’s death suffusing the house 

may engulf her if she does not take any action to tackle them. The complicated 

sentiments pervading the house, metaphorically, may be compared to the box where 

kittens are put and then drown in the river by Sachiko. To prevent being fully 

engulfed by the unbearable sentiment and to go beyond the boundary of her 

re-creation of traumatic experience, Etsuko the narrator decides to take action to begin 
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wandering and oscillating again.  

In A Pale View of Hills, Etsuko the narrator’s delineation of the two drowning 

scenes implicates her gesture of approaching her traumatized mother-daughter 

relationship with Keiko. By entering her room to re-imagine what happened in the 

room in Manchester where Keiko committed suicide, she may retrace their 

traumatized mother-daughter relationship. Etsuko the narrator’s two-layer narrative 

starts with Niki’s visit and ends with Niki’s leaving, which suggests the return and 

departure of her trauma. Carrying the traumatic memory about Keiko who does not 

survive, Etsuko the narrator takes action to tackle it; meanwhile, her taking action 

demonstrates a gesture of agency the traumatized narrator possesses by revisiting and 

leaving the traumatic memory, and propels her forward. 
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion: From Trauma to a Gesture of Agency 

 

     Throughout the thesis, I provide a further discussion of Sim’s and Lee’s ideas of 

Etsuko-Sachiko doppelgänger through which I mainly investigate the two 

mother-daughter relationships in Ishiguro’s A Pale View of Hills in the light of trauma. 

In my thesis, I read Etsuko the narrator’s first-person narrative as a fabric stitched 

with the repetitious return and the departure of trauma. Traveling along the stitches, I 

find not only the disruptive power of trauma but also the traumatized narrator’s 

gesture of agency. In the preceding chapters, I describe Etsuko the narrator’s narrative 

as a re-creation of her traumatic experience across the border between the past and the 

present and the demarcation between the self and the other. With the re-creation, I 

argue that the porosity of the borders sheds light on not only the disruptive dynamic 

of trauma but also the traumatized person’s personal agency of approaching trauma. 

In investigating the porosity of trauma, I provide a survey of the transformation from 

the haunting trauma to a gesture of agency both within and without the 

boundary-crossing realm of re-creation. 

In the first chapter, I provide a brief introduction of Ishiguro’s narrative style 

and discuss how it inspires me to discuss the transformation from memory to trauma. 

With respect to the novel, the Japanese framework written in English by Ishiguro 

exhibits the dialectics of representation. Representation suggests a succession of 

deconstruction and reconstruction since it is built by a cluster of scraps of not only 

individual but also collective ideologies like memory, language, culture, etc. 

Moreover, the deconstruction and reconstruction illuminate the porosity of an 

artificially established framework. The porosity of a framework signifies that a 

framework may be flawed. Artificially constructed by a first-person narrator, like a 
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flawed framework, the transformation from narrative to memory would be flawed. 

Albeit flawed, with porosity, a framework remains resilient and alterable. Therefore, a 

porous framework blurs any forms of demarcation or differentiation. Then, it enables 

an individual or a collectivity to stay open-minded, approach change or challenge 

harmoniously, and thus survive. 

Next, I see the first-person narrative in A Pale View of Hills as a story about 

survival in the light of trauma; hence, in the second chapter I provide a survey of 

trauma, on the basis of which I structure a methodology through which I delve into 

the first-person narrative and argue that it is a story about survival. Mostly I discuss 

Caruth’s concept of the return and the departure of trauma, together with van der Kolk 

and van der Hart’s perspective of the division of the realm of trauma and the realm of 

the current normal life. With those insightful perspectives, I consider that a 

traumatized narrator’s flawed narrative memory is a re-creation of traumatic 

experience. One’s re-creation thus seems like the boundary-crossing fabric stitched 

with the return and the departure of trauma. Though the traumatized person may 

attempt to divide the fabric into the realm of trauma and the realm of the current 

normal state in order to live a life onwards, the re-creation already manifests itself as a 

temporally and spatially boundary-crossing fabric. If one completely severs the fabric 

of re-creation by dividing it into the realm of trauma and the realm of the current 

normal state, one may be trapped in a stagnant state where a certain part of the self is 

alienated and thus regarded as the other. In other words, if one intends to 

unambiguously dissociate the present from the past, the interwoven link between the 

present and the present may be negated as irrelevant; therefore, some part of the self is 

seen as the other and then repressed into the frame of the other. If certain part of the 

self is negated as irrelevant, one may lose the chance to look into different facets of 

oneself, which are ostensibly named as the other. Without the porous border between 
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the self and the other, one may find it hard to approach trauma and transform it into a 

dynamic of surviving it. 

The third chapter focuses on how Etsuko the narrator survive from her trauma 

of Keiko’s suicide by re-creating a parallel between the two mother-daughter 

relationships. In the two-layer narrative which consists of Etsuko the narrator’s 

recollection of Sachiko in Nagasaki and her present life in Britain, a cluster of 

parallels between Etsuko-Keiko and Sachiko-Mariko relationships evince the 

configuration of doppelgänger, the doppelgänger triangle. On the basis of Caruth’s 

concept of the return and the departure of trauma, along with van der Kolk and van 

der Hart’s perspective of the division of the realm of trauma and the realm of the 

current normal state, I regard the configuration of doppelgänger as the traumatized 

narrator’s gesture of taking action. Through taking the action, the traumatized narrator 

confronts the overwhelming and unbearable events, the war and Keiko’s death. The 

overwhelming event remains incomprehensible and seems to belong to the bygone. 

However, the return and the departure of trauma disrupt the border between the past 

and the present. Thus, trauma seems like a disruptive dynamic, with which the 

traumatized narrator traverses the past and the present and then build a re-creation of 

the traumatic experience. The re-creation belongs to neither the past nor the present. 

Rather, like the return and the departure of trauma, the traumatized narrator’s 

re-creation cannot be easily placed in the past or the present. Instead, the re-creation 

appears to be mobile and oscillates between different temporal and spatial realms. In 

the first-person narrative, Etsuko the narrator oscillates between the Etsuko-Keiko and 

Sachiko-Mariko episodes; at the same time, she insidiously revisits and leaves the 

incomprehensible overwhelming event. In the doppelgänger triangle, ostensibly 

talking about the other, in fact she looks at herself. 

The forth chapter proceeds to examine the traumatized mother-daughter 



Ho 95 
 

relationship between Etsuko and Keiko by means of the eerie delineation of the 

unnamed woman. The unnamed woman is not directly relevant to the Etsuko-Keiko 

or Sachiko-Mariko mother-daughter relationships, but the delineation of the woman 

profoundly profiles the twotraumatized mother-daughter connections. In particular, 

the two drowning scenes are done by the woman and Sachiko and both witnessed by 

Mariko. Coincidentally, the two drowning scenes are done by the women with 

motherhood, and then the connection between murder and motherhood seems to be 

once and again reinforced in Mariko’s mind. While the connection between murder 

and motherhood manifests itself in Mariko’s witnessing the two drowning scenes in 

Japan, Keiko’s hanging herself in Britain surreptitiously echoes the connection. The 

woman across the river without being named may thus be the negated, alienated, or 

repressed part of Etsuko the narrator. The woman is designated as the other, but the 

parallel between Mariko’s obsession with the woman and Etsuko the narrator’s with a 

little girl in her dream sheds light on the traumatized mother-daughter relationship the 

self bears,. 

Lastly, after the discussion of the configuration of doppelgänger triangle and the 

doubleness of two drowning scenes in the light of trauma, generally I see the narrative 

as a survivor’s taking action of approaching trauma. In the thesis, I provide a focused 

analysis of trauma and hope to explicate the idea of doppelgänger in the 

Etsuko-Sachiko relation in Ishiguro’s A Pale View of Hills further by means of the 

doppelgänger triangle. Mostly this thesis focuses on how the traumatized narrator’s 

framework gets porous, transforms itself to a more adaptable one, and finally survives. 

In other words, my discussion provides the focused analysis of how an individual 

copes with multifaceted aspects of the self and the other and ultimately finds the 

border between them blurs. After the border between individuals’ trauma and other 

people’s blurs, one may find heterogeneity inside unity, or vice versa. All in all, this 
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thesis provides an examination of heterogeneity inside an individual by illustrating 

how different figures present homogeneity, and how the traumatized narrator is found 

heterogeneous by means of the configuration of doppelgänger triangle and the 

doubleness of two drowning scenes in the light of trauma. Then, hopefully the 

connection between doppelgänger and trauma will be further researched to bolster the 

concept that if the border between homogeneity and heterogeneity remains porous, the 

traumatized may survive.  

After the survey of trauma, plus the silhouette of doppelgänger in A Pale View 

of Hills, the thesis aims to conclude that the configuration of doppelgänger helps the 

traumatized narrator to approach the unbearable traumatized mother-daughter 

relationship with the deceased Keiko. Through Etsuko the narrator’s return to the past 

and the configuration of doppelgänger, it is valid to consider that “we can assume that 

the process of excavation will help she find peace with her former self—and the once 

repressed memories of her past” (Lee 29). Lastly, I reaffirm that the silhouette of 

doppelgänger, therefore, may either appear, or be applied, as the healing cure, for or 

by not only the traumatized narrator but also any traumatized individuals, to contain 

trauma and console the traumatized self by oscillating among different individual or 

collective frameworks and then re-creating a porous one to contain trauma.  
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