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1. Introduction 

Americans together with people from a variety of ethnic backgrounds all over the  

globe were in awe after the events of that infamous morning of Tuesday, 11 September 2001. 

The importance of these events and what it means for the nation, its people, and the world is 

yet unclear. There are many unanswered questions about those devastating attacks, questions 

that will most probably never be answered. In the wake of a collective trauma such as the 

catastrophe of 9/11, people are looking for possible ways to express their emotions and grief. 

Since the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center (WTC), there have been various 

attempts to understand and represent these events through a variety of art forms. People want 

to express the meaning of 9/11 for their own generation and for generations to come who will 

never be able to fully grasp the impact of that day. Or as Ann Keniston and Jeanne Follansbee 

Quinn put it in their book Literature after 9/11, we need “[…] to think about the meaning of 

9/11 for the generation growing up in the shadow of no towers and [about] what persists amid 

cataclysmic events.”
1
  

In other words, the terrorist attacks have created a world-wide need for narratives that  

could illustrate, explain, and clarify what happened that day. In his introduction to 110 stories. 

New York writes after September 11, Ulrich Baer speaks of “the need for narrative in the 

wake of a disaster.”
2
 In the immediate aftermath of the events, this need for narrative became 

clear as responses were produced at all levels of society by ordinary people. In his essay “In 

the Ruins of the Future” (2001), Don Delillo depicts the attacks of 9/11 as a narrative 

produced by the terrorists responsible for these events. He states that “[t]he narrative ends in 

rubble, and it is left to us to create the counter-narrative.”
3
 The abundance of photographs of 

                                                 
1
 Keniston, Ann, and Jeanne Follansbee Quinn. Acknowledgments. Literature after 9/11. New York: Taylor & 

Francis, 2008. 
2
 Baer, Ulrich. Introduction. 110 Stories. New York Writes After September 11. By Baer. New York: NY 

University Press, 2001: 1-9. 
3
 Delillo, Don. “In the Ruins of the Future: Reflections on Terror and Loss in the Shadow of September.” 

Harper‟s Magazine. December 2001: 34. 
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missing persons, the children‟s drawings, the street musicians playing melancholic songs, the 

letters and poems, the American flags that can be spotted on every corner of the city, etc. form 

all part of what could be called “our response” or as Delillo puts it “our counter-narrative” 

(Delillo 2001: 35). Nevertheless, these are all counter-narratives that come natural to people 

expressing their grief. People tell these stories to vent their feelings and to make sense of what 

has happened. The professional cultural worker, however, is left with bigger questions. 

After a collective trauma such as 9/11, people from all sorts of professions are left 

with the question of how to overcome the trauma and how to help traumatized people coming 

to terms with what has happened. Including writers, playwrights, journalists, and film 

directors try to provide comfort and they do this in very different ways. These cultural 

workers want to understand how this day has changed our society and what influence it has 

had underneath all the obvious results. In other words, the writer wants to give meaning to 

that day and indirectly to the literal and psychological void that the towers have left us with. 

Even the audience is expecting for artists and their work to help them understand the 

unspeakable and the incomprehensible by providing them with an appropriate and comforting 

answer to their silent questions. However, it is not easy to tell this story of trauma and grief. 

Artists, such as writers, need to articulate the trauma for themselves as well as for  

others. In times of trauma, however, narrative seems to be a problem rather than an answer. 

Language collapses and appears to be a weak medium to express feelings after trauma. This 

leads to a lot of painful silences and unease. Samuel Beckett once claimed that “every word is 

like an unnecessary stain on silence and nothingness.”
4
 There is this feeling that the pain 

cannot be communicated, but that, in spite of everything it must be communicated. 

Professional writers feel responsible for taking on this difficult task. Difficult because it is 

important that 9/11 is represented correctly, socially, politically, as well as economically in a 

                                                 
4
 Young, James E. “The Holocaust as Vicarious Past: Art Spiegelman‟s Maus and the Afterimages of History.” 

Witnessing the Disaster: Essays on Representation and the Holocaust. Ed. Michael Bernard-Donals and Richard 

Glejzer. Wisconsin: UW Press, 2003: 35. 
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moment when the catastrophic events are still very recent and all the effects might not yet be 

clear. As Martin Amis stated, “all writers on earth were reluctantly considering a change of 

occupation.”
5
 This, however, is an exaggeration, but it is nevertheless true that writers were 

wondering, in the aftermath of 9/11, what a novel could possibly offer to the mourning 

society. They felt as if the events of 9/11 were possibly too real for fiction. After all, how can 

fiction explore an event that itself seems to be taken out of a fictional world? Fiction is 

supposed to be a safe world for its readers. A world where they can escape the everyday 

terror. So writers are left to wonder what fiction and novels have to offer to this changed 

world and how they can address this changed world in their writing. Ann Keniston and Jeanne 

Follansbee Quinn claim that “[t]his struggle to speak about the meaning of 9/11 is reflected in 

the highly varied and ever-growing range of literary responses […].”
6
 

In spite of all these problems and questions, writers have responded to this need for  

narrative and this gave rise to a so-called post-9/11 literature. This literature includes a wide 

variety of genres. Indeed 9/11 has been the inspiration for numerous plays, poems, and 

novels. First and foremost appeared the personal commemorations; the posters located all 

around the city displaying anecdotes, poems, and other small texts. These personal 

reminiscences later inspired the New York Times to publish “Portraits of Grief” (2002), the 

collection of individual obituaries published in the year after the attacks. Moreover, prominent 

poets, such as Frank Bidart and C.K. Williams, felt inspired by the 9/11-attacks. Essays 

dealing with 9/11 were also amongst the earlier literary responses. For example Don 

DeLillo‟s much discussed essay “In the Ruins of the Future. Reflections on Terror and Loss in 

the Shadow of September”(2001) in which he discusses the literary response in terms of 

ethics. Even though the New York theatres suffered a great deal after 9/11 with many theatres 

                                                 
5
 Pankaj, Mishra. “The End of Innocence.‟” The Guardian. Saturday 19 May 2007.  

‹http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2007/may/19/fiction.martinamis›.  
6
 Keniston, Ann, and Jeanne Follansbee Quinn. Introduction. Literature after 9/11. New York: Taylor & Francis, 

2008: 2. 
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closing their doors for good, a number of plays dealing with these events came into existence. 

The play The Guys (2002) by Anne Nelson is one of the earliest theatrical responses to 9/11. 

This play conveys the difficulties of a New York fire captain, Nick, to write eulogies for his 

men who died in the WTC-towers. Desperately, he seeks the help of a young writer, Joan. 

Furthermore, 9/11 served as a source of inspiration for graphic novels and comic books, for 

example Art Spiegelman‟s 2004 graphic novel In the Shadow of No Towers. However, it took 

several years for the first real 9/11-novels to be published. 

This paper seeks to address the changes that 9/11 brought about for literature, as that  

day has also had an influence on the written word. Moreover, this paper will try to demon- 

strate that trauma is a prominent feature in novels dealing with the terrorist attacks of 9/11. In 

some novels the aspect of trauma can simply be noticed in the characters who often present 

several posttraumatic stress symptoms. For example in Ken Kalfus‟ A Disorder Peculiar to 

the Country (2006). In other novels, however, the traumatic nature of the events can be 

observed not only in the characters, but also in the formal structure of the novel. This is the 

case in Jonathan Safran Foer‟s second novel Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005).  In 

general this paper wants to demonstrate that writers and other cultural workers play an 

important role in the processing of a traumatic event and in the creation of narratives that 

represent the event.  

In the first chapter of this paper, the new trend in literature, often called post-9/11  

literature will be explained by means of an essay by Aleid Fokkema (2006). Furthermore, 

there will be an attempt to apply the different characteristics of post-9/11 literature that 

Fokkema distinguishes to several 9/11-novels. Moreover, this part of the paper will make an 

attempt at distinguishing the novels with a conventional approach and the more innovative or 

experimental novels dealing with 9/11. For example it can be said that Jonathan Safran Foer‟s 

Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005) is formally more innovative than for example 
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The Good Life (2006) by Jay McInerney. Ann Keniston and Jeanne Follansbee Quinn even 

make  distinction in time. They state that  

[…] the first novels about 9/11 featured formal innovations―self-reflexive meta-

narratives, disrupted temporality, multiple viewpoints. Later novels have tended to be 

more formally conservative, […] (Keniston and Follansbee Quinn 2008: 4). 

Another remarkable aspect of many novels dealing with the terrorist attacks of September 11, 

2001 is that many do not deal with the events directly. Instead 9/11 features as a background 

motive. For example in Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005) that tells the story of the 

nine-year old Oskar who lost his father in the 9/11-attacks. Foer does not describe the 

circumstances of that day nor what happened in the towers. Instead he focuses on the feelings 

of the victim‟s son and his grandparents who all seem to be traumatized by different 

catastrophic events. 9/11 also appears as a mere background in the play The Mercy Seat 

(2002) by Neal LaBute. This play is in the first place a love story, namely that of a woman, 

Abby Prescott, who is having an affair with one of her younger employees, Ben Harcourt. 

Abby and Ben, who both work in the WTC-towers, escaped death that day and Ben sees this 

as the perfect opportunity to leave his wife and children behind and to start a new life with his 

mistress. Ann Keniston and Jeanne Follansbee Quinn believe that literary works that do not 

explicitly deal with 9/11 do not mean to suggest that the events of that infamous day are 

irrelevant, but that in this way they want to indicate the difficulties of representing 9/11 and 

its impact (12). Literature‟s indirect character and the mere fact that literature combines real 

events with fiction might come to express just how complex 9/11 really is. After all, literature 

should not provide clear-cut answers, but instead make people aware of the fact that these 

problems exist and expose the readers to alternative ways of thinking. The central question in 

this chapter will be whether it is indeed possible to distinguish fixed characteristics for all 

these novels. 
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As mentioned before, one of the obvious characteristics of 9/11 literature is that  

trauma and the Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) seem to be a prominent feature. Acts of 

terrorism are known to cause a trauma in survivors, but also in people who were less directly 

exposed to the catastrophe. This was also the case after the disaster on September 11 and 

therefore it is such a striking feature in literature dealing with these events. Often the trauma 

is not only visible in the fictional characters, but it can also be observed in the chronology of 

the novel or in other formal aspects. This is for example the case in Foer‟s Extremely Loud 

and Incredibly Close (2005). Because trauma is such an important issue in the post-9/11 

world, the second chapter of this paper will provide a short history of PTSD and present the 

most common symptoms in adults, adolescents as well as children. However, it must be taken 

into account that the trauma that occurred abundantly after the events of 9/11, is of a slightly 

different type than the type of trauma that occurred after other mayor catastrophic events, 

such as the Holocaust. The threat of terrorism is a fairly new concept in the Western world 

and therefore traumatologists are left with the challenge to adapt their theories to this new 

form of trauma. As it is stated in the article Posttraumatic stress disorder and terrorism: 5 

years after 9/11 (2007):  

[t]errorist attacks such as those that occurred on 11 September raise questions 

regarding the preparedness of mental health services for such events, including the 

level of need in the community, appropriateness of interventions and the timing of 

their delivery.
7
    

In a third chapter, one of the post-9/11 novels in which trauma is ever present, namely  

Kalfus‟ A Disorder Peculiar to the Country (2006), will be discussed. This chapter will 

present the reader with a number of critical reflections on the novel. In the first place, this part 

of the paper will deal with a number of changes that the events of 9/11 caused on the public or 

                                                 
7
 Laugharne, Jonathan, Aleksandar Janca, and Thomas Widiger. “Posttraumatic stress disorder and terrorism: 5 

years after 9/11.” Current Opinion in Psychiatry 20 (2007): 36-41. 
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global level and on the private or domestic level. At the same time the mirroring between the 

events on international level and on domestic level will be explained with relation to the novel 

mentioned above as Kalfus makes a constant comparison between the effects of 9/11 and the 

falling apart of two main protagonists’ marriage. Secondly, this chapter will discuss the 

representation of trauma in Kalfus‟ novel. It can be argued that the characters in the novel all 

display some symptoms of PTSD to some extent. 

However, there are also 9/11-novels in which trauma is not only conveyed in the  

characters but also in the structure and the chronology of the novel. The fourth chapter of this 

paper will convey the elements of trauma present in the much discussed novel Extremely 

Loud and Incredibly Close (2005) by Jonathan Safran Foer. Contrary to Kalfus, Foer has 

opted for a more experimental form of the post-9/11 novel. Here, the traumatic effect is not 

only visible in the actions of the characters but it is also reflected in the form of the novel. 

Moreover, according to Sien Uytterschout and Kristiaan Versluys, it is not only possible to 

recognize Posttraumatic Stress Symptoms in the various characters, but also to establish a 

distinction between two different ways of reacting to and dealing with trauma, namely “acting 

out” or melancholia and “working through” or mourning. Furthermore, Foer brings together 

not one, but two tragic events in Western history, namely the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and the 

firebombing of Dresden during World War II. In general, one could say that Foer deals with 

the events of 9/11 like no other writer has done up to now. This chapter will thus convey the 

different aspects, such as typography and the insertion of photographs, that make this an 

unconventional novel. Furthermore, this chapter will also expose the trauma of and the 

consequences for the three main characters.  

Nevertheless, the need for narrative did not only give rise to novels, but also to various  

theatrical and cinematographic responses. The last chapter of this paper deals with how the 

theatrical world tried to deal with the events of 9/11. Next to an abundance of novels, 9/11 
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was also a source of inspiration for a number of plays. The main play discussed in this paper 

will be The Guys (2002) by Anne Nelson. The reason why this play will be the main focus in 

this chapter is because it deals with the importance of language in the mourning process. 

Moreover, it also underlines the role of the writer in times of a crisis. In that way it is closely 

linked with the overarching question of this paper which is what art, and writing in particular, 

can offer to a mourning community. The theatre explored in this chapter does not concern 

Broadway, where the events of 9/11 do not seem to have given rise to any important play 

dealing with the attacks. Instead the theatrical world dealt with here, will be that of the not-

for-profit theatre venues where 9/11 has led to the creation of plays such as The Mercy Seat 

(2002) by Neal LaBute and The Fallen 9/11 (2005) by Robert Marese. 

In other words, this paper intends to show how post-9/11 literature display the 

element of trauma and how the writers of these works articulate what happened on that 

infamous day. Afterwards, it will become clear that cultural workers have fully grasped the 

opportunity to express these events and have done so in very different ways. The goal, 

however, was the same, namely to help people in their mourning process. This paper intends 

to clarify and investigate some aspects of the events of 9/11 as they are reflected in literature 

that originated after 9/11.  

 

2. Post-9/11 Literature 

9/11 not only had a great impact on people, it also brought about some changes in 

literature. As mentioned in the introduction, the initial incapability of responding to the 

tragedy in fiction nevertheless led to the creation of a true post-9/11 literature. The writers 

started a quest for an appropriate strategy to deal with these cataclysmic events in their 

novels. However, as a critical reader it is hard to be neutral on these post-9/11 novels. Many 

writers exploit the mass-murder of 9/11 or only use the event as a background motive. Few  
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literary works really try to grasp the still unclear essence and meaning of 9/11. the majority of 

the post-9/11 novels just incorporate 9/11 in order to explore and convey the effects of this 

dramatic event on the lives of the characters and their families and friends.  

This difference in approach can be seen in two of the many plays that came into 

existence shortly after the events. Anne Nelson‟s debut as a playwright The Guys (2002), that 

has been written in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, is a play in which the events of 9/11 take 

on a central role. The play tells the story of a New York fire captain‟s struggle to put his 

feelings into words when having to deliver eulogies for the funerals of the men he lost in the 

towers. In this difficult task he is assisted by a middle-aged writer and together they write the 

overwhelming number of eulogies that are needed. An entirely different approach can be 

found in Neal LaBute‟s play The Mercy Seat. LaBute‟s play is completely made up out of the 

quarrels between a man and his mistress, who is at the same time his boss. Here, 9/11 is 

merely a pretext for the man, Ben, to leave his wife and children behind and to convince his 

mistress to run away with him, letting everyone else in the assumption that they deceased in 

the attacks that day.  It can be argued that this is not a serious way of addressing the events. It 

can be seen as a way of avoiding the subject by neglecting its profound depth. Therefore 

many critics are of the opinion that a writer who really wants to deal with this subject needs to 

dare to think the unthinkable and the unspeakable.  

However, when looking at it from another angle, it could be said that this recurring 

vagueness concerning 9/11 in the post-9/11 literature might be literature‟s way of suggesting 

that it is simply impossible to know the exact circumstances of that day. On the other hand, it 

also has to be taken into account that people‟s expectations about the 9/11-literature are very 

high. In times of crisis one needs writers and artists in general to give meaning to these events 

and to provide the people with hope and possibly even happiness. To some extent readers 

expect artists to provide answers to their questions. Questions such as “who are responsible?”, 
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“why did this happen?”, and “how do we need to react?”. However, writing still remains an 

act of expressing oneself and even though writers should keep the expectations of their future 

readers in mind, they cannot please everyone. It is inevitably true that sometimes the result of 

their creative process will live up to a reader‟s expectations, while other times this will not be 

the case.  

As mentioned before, literature did not just stay the same as pre-9/11. It is often said  

that the world changed on that day, and this is also true for its literature. In her essay 

ʻ„Wakende doden, vallende lichamen. Het begin van post-9/11-literatuur‟  ̒ (2006) Aleid 

Fokkema mentions some of these changes. She states that around 2005 a new trend in 

literature originated which is often called post-9/11 literature. Many prominent authors, such 

as Jonathan Safran Foer (Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005)), Jay McInerney (The 

Good Life (2006)) and Ken Kalfus (A Disorder Peculiar to the Country (2006)), have felt the 

need to respond to these events with fiction. Fokkema reasons that it was predictable that 

people would write about the events of 11 September 2001, but that nobody could ever 

predict which form this writing would take and if the genre would be successful. Nowadays, it 

can already be noticed that this 9/11-literature will not take on one specific form. The events 

have given rise to poetry, essays, novels, graphic novels, and comic books. Even within one 

genre, for example the novel, there is no unity.  

Some authors opt for a conventional approach, for example Jay McInerney with his 

novel The Good Life (2006). This novel describes the lives of two Manhattan bourgeoisie 

couples, Corrine and Russell Calloway and Luke and Sasha McGavock. This is one of the 

novels in which 9/11 functions as a mere background. The novel‟s real subject is the 

adulterous affair that develops between Corrine and Luke after they end up working the 

nightshift in a soup kitchen in the area surrounding Ground Zero. Formally, this novel is fairly 

conventional and straightforward. There is an omniscient narrator and the narration alternates 
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between describing the happenings in the Calloway family and the McGavock‟s. The story 

unfolds more or less in a chronological manner, with the exception of a number of flashbacks. 

As a reader it is not hard to follow the story.  

Even though 9/11 is not the central focus in this novel, some characters do seem to be 

slightly traumatized. Luke escaped death in the towers that day and when he was wandering 

the streets covered in ash, he meets Corrine who offers him a helping hand. Luke was 

supposed to meet his friend, Guillermo, in the towers that day, but he could not make it and 

ever since he is haunted with survivor guilt: 

After the second tower came down, I went back. Because I thought he might be in 

there in that monstrous pile and it was my fault. I couldn‟t bring myself to leave. I just 

stood there on the edge […] (McInerney 2006: 76). 

Luke says that “[h]e knows he was lucky to be alive―but [that] he felt distinctly unworthy of 

this gift” (McInerney 2006: 79). A few lines further in the novel it becomes clear that Luke is 

traumatized by the events: 

He‟d been scared shitless most of the hours he‟d spent downtown and haunted by 

nightmares ever since, […] (McInerney 2006: 79). 

However, Luke is not the only character in the novel seemingly suffering from this traumatic 

event. Russell too seems to be having a hard time ever since 9/11. 

Russell retreated in confusion. […] He‟d been walking around in a daze the last week, 

with one of his best friends missing and presumed dead (McInerney 2006: 104). 

So, it can be said that Russell‟s traumatized condition derives from having lost a close friend 

in the attacks, but next to that he was also a witness to the events and this left a huge 

impression on him. 

[…] walking down Greenwich Street, glancing up to see the first plane a few hundred 

feet overhead just after he dropped the kids off at St. Luke‟s and then returning to the 
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loft, watching from their window the, as he put it, „not-quite-tiny-enough‟ figures 

jumping out of the tower eight blocks away, close enough to distinguish between men 

and women. That was what seemed to have upset him the most, […] (McInerney 

2006: 104). 

The adult women in the novel appear to be processing the events better, whereas 9/11 does 

seem to have affected the children. At one point in the novel Corrine says that she is 

struggling to deal with the kids‟ anxiety as well her husband‟s (McInerney 2006: 104). It also 

becomes clear in the novel that Corrine and Russell‟s six year old twins, Storey and Jeremy, 

are very concerned with the events of 9/11. At one point Storey is even trying to comfort her 

brother, who is scared to go to school, by saying “[d]on‟t worry Jeremy. The terrorists only 

attack skyscrapers. And our school is only three stories high” (McInerney 2006: 105). Sasha 

and Luke‟s daughter, Ashley, on the other hand, ends up in a rehab centre. Although the main 

reason why she ends up there, is because she was trying to follow the bad example set by her 

mother Sasha, it can also be argued that part of the reason for her bad behavior could be her 

anxiety about the possibility of having lost her father in the attacks of 9/11. As Sasha 

mentions to Luke: 

For God‟s sake, Luke. That girl spent all day Tuesday not knowing whether you were 

alive or dead. She was beside herself. She thought she‟d lost her father. Has it 

occurred to you that it was hard for us, too? She‟s traumatized. We all are. We were 

worried sick about you (McInerney 2006: 82). 

So, it can be said that even in novels only marginally dealing with the devastating attacks of 

9/11, such as The Good Life (2006), there are elements of trauma present. 

Whereas Jay McInerney is one of the authors presenting 9/11 in a more traditional  

form of the novel, other authors have chosen to explore the more unconventional and 

experimental forms of the novel. This is the case in Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close 
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(2005) by Jonathan Safran Foer. Foer‟s novel can be considered an inventive and playful 

approach to an obviously serious matter. Many critics have found Foer‟s approach to be 

inappropriate. There are a number of aspects which make the novel unconventional. To begin 

with, the novel provides the reader with different viewpoints. Three characters in the novel 

suffer of trauma, namely the young protagonist Oskar and his paternal grandparents. 

However, the nature of their trauma is different. Oskar suffers from the loss of his father due 

to the events of 9/11, while the grandparents are mainly traumatized by the bombings of 

Dresden in World War II. The story unfolds on the basis of these three narrators. The fact that 

the novel contains a great variety of perspectives together with the disrupted temporal 

structure make this novel fairly confusing for the reader. However, the shifts in time do have a 

purpose. They convey the character‟s traumatic mind while at the same time allow the readers 

and the narrators themselves to take distance from the traumatic events. This disrupted 

temporality becomes especially clear at the much discussed and criticized ending of the novel, 

where Oskar tries to reverse time by a flipbook allowing a falling man to move back upwards 

into the tower. At the end of the novel Oskar is imaging what would happen if he would 

succeed in moving time backwards. He says that “we would have been safe” (Foer 2005: 

326). However, Oskar is not the only character in the novel with ideas of time moving 

backwards. At one point in the novel his grandmother as well is dreaming of turning back 

time. 

In my dream, all of the collapsed ceilings re-formed above us. The fire went back into 

bombs, which rose up and into the bellies of the planes whose propellers turned 

backward, like the second hands of the clocks across Dresden, only faster (Foer 2005: 

306-7). 

Furthermore, Foer‟s novel also contains a lot of meta-language. For example, as a result of 

being traumatized the grandfather looses his speech and the grandmother tries to write her life 
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story in order to express herself, but the result are numerous blank pages. Oskar, on the other 

hand, seems to be obsessed with language. For example, he turns the final message that his 

father left on the answering machine into a Morse code and makes it into a bracelet for his 

mother, who fails to understand the meaning.  

Another unconventional aspect in Foer‟s novel are all the photographs. One fifth of the  

novel is made up out of these images. They could be interpreted as representing the images 

printed on the traumatic mind of the young Oskar. However, not all the pictures in the book 

are representational for Oskar. Some of the photographs are taken by his grandfather. By 

using these pictures Foer comes as close as possible to the characters‟ traumatic mind. The 

representation of trauma in Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005) will be further 

discussed later in this paper. The point here is that Foer‟s novel is an experimental approach 

to the events of 9/11.  

It can be determined by this brief discussion that there is no fixed form of the post- 

9/11 literature. Each writer tries to deal with the events in his or her own manner and writers 

all over the world have felt the need to write about these events. Fokkema claims that the 

main reason why there are so many novels written on this subject is that the symbolic 

meaning of 9/11 exceeds the events of that day (Fokkema 2005: 855). People all over the 

world feel closely associated with it. The fact that 9/11 has affected people all over the globe 

and that different ethnic backgrounds interpret the events of 9/11 in different ways can also be 

observed in the film 11”09‟01- 11 September (2002). The film producer, Alain Brigand has 

brought together eleven renowned film directors from very different ethnic and cultural 

backgrounds and asked each of them for their cinematographic interpretation of the terrorist 

attacks in New York City and its consequences. In this way the film as a whole conveys the 

impact of the events throughout the entire world evoking a range of different emotions. The 

only restriction the chosen filmmakers were bound to was the film‟s symbolical length of 
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eleven minutes, nine seconds, and one frame. Together these eleven diverse contributions 

show that filmmakers can react and reflect on the world surrounding them in a wide variety of 

ways.  

In spite of the wide range of approaches that novelists used to create their 9/11 novel,  

Fokkema claims that the books that have been published in the aftermath of 9/11 have a 

number of characteristics in common. First of all, Fokkema indicates that a prominent feature 

of the 9/11-literature as a genre is that in a period of chaos, fear, and destruction, people need 

something to hold on to and by telling stories they reaffirm the civilization that threatens to 

disappear. This might also be what Ulrich Baer is trying to convey in his introduction to 110 

Stories. New York writes after September 11 (2002) Baer states that 

Stories explore the possibilities of language in the face of gaping loss, and register that 

words might be all that‟s left for the task of finding meaning in―and beyond―the 

silent, howling void (Baer 2002: 2). 

Secondly, Fokkema believes that in many 9/11-novels the collapse of the towers is used as a 

metaphor for the end of civilization and the beginning of a new era. The literary response to 

9/11 tries to prove that in fact civilization is not lost. However, in Kalfus‟ novel A Disorder 

Peculiar to the Country the collapsing of the towers is rather used as a metaphor for the 

destruction of the marriage of Joyce and Marshall. At one point in the novel Joyce literally 

compares her marriage to a tower. 

“My marriage,” she said. The specter of her marriage rose up before her, a tower one 

hundred stories high. So high, you can‟t get over it. So low, you can‟t get under it 

(Kalfus 2006: 45). 

Furthermore, those novels try to provide an answer to the many questions that exist 

concerning 9/11, in particular to the question: which place will these events take up in our 

cultural memory? In relation to this aspect of the 9/11-literature according to Fokkema, it can 



 17 

be observed that in many 9/11-novels memory is an important element. For example, in 

Foer‟s Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005) the three narrators tell their story in 

retrospect. However, it is frequently conveyed in the novel that their memory fails or misleads 

them as a cause of their trauma. It is typical for people suffering from PTSD to suffer from 

gaps in their memory, problems with remembering facts, and fragmentation of their 

memories.
8
 In many novels the characters rely on their memory to remember their loved ones, 

to compose eulogies, to remember the traumatic experience, and to remember the happy pre-

9/11 life. Furthermore, the 9/11-literature is conceived of as a quest for the essence of 

civilization. These novels try to re(dis)cover civilization and the identity of the people of New 

York. Finally, they always contain an element of fear. Also in the novel by Ken Kalfus the 

characters frequently ask themselves the question if and where they can be safe. Especially 

Joyce feels insecure about the future after the anthrax scare in her office. Also in the novel by 

Jay McInerney, one of the characters, Corrine feels uncomfortable in trying to ease her 

children‟s minds while she feels increasingly unsafe herself. 

„There‟s nothing to worry about,‟ she said, feeling like a bald-faced liar. „It‟s all over 

now.‟ Never had she felt quite as dishonest as parent as in the last few days, trying to 

comfort her children, when she felt absolutely no comfort or security herself 

(McInerney 2006: 106). 

In general these novels provide proof of the idea that a story or a poem can be a memorial or a 

source of hope and power in hard times like these. They help to overcome, if that is even 

possible, and live with the trauma (Fokkema 2006: 855-9).
 
 

However, one could argue that even though many novels that came into existence after  

9/11 definitely belongs to the category of post-9/11 literature, they do not fully coincide with 

it as many of those novels do not present all the characteristics described above. Ken Kalfus, 

                                                 
8
 Bremner, Douglas J. “The Lasting Effects of Psychological Trauma on Memory and the Hippocampus.” 3 July 

1999. ‹http://www.lawandpsychiatry.com/html/hippocampus.htm›. 
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for example, approaches the events of 9/11 in a different manner, namely with a great deal of 

sarcasm that might not be fully appropriate for the subject he is dealing with. One way to 

interpret this omnipresent sarcasm is that it is his way of indicating that it is in fact very 

difficult and maybe even impossible to capture all the elements of such an event into one 

novel. This could also be what Ulrich Baer means in his introduction to the book 110 Stories: 

New York writes after September 11 (2002) when he states that: 

They [the writers] are intimately familiar with the necessity of approaching an event 

from angles that are not merely uncomfortable but painful to contemplate, and of 

struggling to find the words for an experience so complex that it mocks the black and 

white simplicity of printed paper (Baer 2002: 2). 

At the same time, however, Baer emphasizes the comforting role of literature and writers in 

the wake of a disaster such as 9/11. He states that “[w]hile writers don‟t provide relief in 

terms of food and shelter, they help to account for loss and make survival meaningful” (Baer 

2002: 1-2). It can be said that Kalfus, along with many other writers, wants to offer his novel 

as a comfort to the people but that at the same time he wants to indicate that no single story 

can ever contain every aspect of the events of 11 September 2001. 

 

3. Trauma and Posttraumatic Stress Disorder 

In order to fully understand the post-9/11 literature it is necessary to take a closer look  

on trauma and the Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). Trauma and PTSD are a central 

focus to most of these 9/11 novels but also in theatre and film this aspect can be found.  

The events of 9/11 confront traumatologists with new challenges as these  

catastrophic events are of a different type than any prior events, such as the Holocaust or the 

World Wars. The constant threat of terrorist attacks evokes the idea of a type of trauma about 

which little is known as it is relatively new to developed countries in which terrorism is not a 
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daily reality. It should be taken for granted that the current knowledge about trauma needs to 

be expanded in order to be able to react as quickly and efficiently as possible to the 

widespread threat of terrorist attacks and its often dramatic consequences.
9
 Posttraumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD) is a psychiatric disorder which often has serious emotional 

consequences. It can develop after any traumatic and/or life-threatening event. PTSD first 

gained official recognition in relation to military combat, especially following the war in 

Vietnam as many returning war veterans suffered or are still suffering from this mental 

illness. PTSD has been described by many different names over the years, among other things 

ʻʻsoldier‟s heart‟ʻ after the American Civil War, „ʻcombat fatigue‟ʻ after World War I, 

ʻ„gross stress reaction‟ʻ after World War II, and ʻ„post-Vietnam syndrome‟ʻ after the war 

in Vietnam. It has also been named ʻ„battle fatigue‟ʻ and ʻ„shell shock‟ʻ.
10

 It was not until 

1980, however, that the anxiety disorder was officially named Posttraumatic Stress Disorder 

or PTSD. Ever since, research in this field has grown exponentially (Gentry 2002: 41). 

Military combat is indeed the most common cause of PTSD in men. However, it can be the 

result of exposure to a variety of terrifying events in which one suffered from or was 

threatened with great physical harm.
11

 Nowadays, terrorist attacks as a cause of PTSD are 

becoming increasingly important. PTSD can affect people who personally experienced one or 

multiple traumatic events, as well as those who have witnessed a loved one undergo such a 

terrifying event. It can even affect those who were there after the events took place, for 

example emergency workers, police and firefighters. Whether one develops PTSD depends on 

several factors. To begin with, the severity and the duration of the trauma matters. 

Furthermore, people suffering from depression or other mental disorders prior to the event are 
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put at higher risk for developing PTSD. Moreover, people who are a victim of previous 

trauma are also at greater risk. In addition to those risk factors, children and adolescents 

suffering from violence at home, are more likely to develop PTSD after a catastrophic event 

than other people.
12

 Some people recover rather quickly from it, while in others this disorder 

becomes chronic. PTSD can hit female as well as male persons and adults as well as children. 

This mental illness can cause a wide range of consequences on the relationships, families and 

functioning of those people suffering from this disorder.
 13

 As J. Eric Gentry argues in his 

essay “Compassion Fatigue: A Crucible of Transformation” (2002), this anxiety disorder 

includes symptoms such as intrusive thoughts, nightmares, avoidance and hyper-arousal, as 

well as changes in the victims‟ relationships to their selves, their families, friends and 

communities (Gentry 2002: 41). Other common problems are drinking and/or drug problems, 

employment problems and physical symptoms.
14

 However, the physical symptoms are often 

secondary to the psychic symptoms caused by PTSD. Generally, the signs and symptoms of 

PTSD are reduced to three groups. Firstly, people suffering from this disorder are inclined to 

re-experience the trauma in the form of for example flashback and nightmares. These can be 

realistic to that extent that the patient may believe that he or she is actually re-living the 

trauma over and over again. This re-experiencing may be accompanied by exactly the same 

emotions and physical activities- for example sweating, shaking, and pain- as when they were 

actually experiencing the event. A second group of symptoms deals with the avoidance of 

anything that is a reminder of the trauma, such as certain places and people. Patients generally 

try to keep their mind off the trauma by engaging thoroughly in a hobby or work. This may 

also bring forth a general numbing of emotional awareness and reactions in people who try to 
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deal with the pain and the trauma by not feeling anything at all anymore. And finally, it is 

common that those people suffer from chronic physical uneasiness, for example increased 

sleep problems, anger, blackouts, concentration problems, and hypervigilance to threat. 

Hypervigilance implies difficulties to feel at ease and to relax because these people are always 

alert and on the look-out for danger.
15

   

In children and adolescents, trauma takes on a slightly different from. Nowadays  

children are constantly confronted with terror, trauma and its consequences. For example, 

violence on television or at home can affect children mentally as it is hard for them to process 

what is happening. Little is known about the effects of terrorism on that specific age group of 

society, especially concerning children and adolescents in developed or industrialized 

countries, such as the United States of America, who are not faced with acts of terrorism on a 

regular basis.
16

 The events that cause PTSD in children are more or less the same as in adults. 

Of course children do not react in a uniform manner to traumatic events and certainly, in some 

ways, differently than adults. For the purpose of this paper only the age groups to which the 

children present in the novel, film, and play belong will be discussed. Parents of one to two 

year old toddlers have reported recurring problems with their children‟s sleep and irritability. 

Moreover, aggressive play as well as regressive behaviors were observed in these children. 

Finally, loud noises would cause these toddlers to freeze and cry while searching for a 

familiar caring hand. In the three and four year old youngsters remarkable behavior changes 

were noted. To begin with, the children were reported to experience difficulties during nap 

and meal times and they were far more demanding concerning help in their activities. 

Furthermore, regressive behavior concerning toilet training and speech were noted in some of 
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these children. In their play, re-enactment of the event was very common. All of these very 

young children required the close proximity of the parents more than before the trauma.
17

 

 

4. Representation of the Effects of 9/11 in A Disorder Peculiar to the Country 

(2006) by Ken Kalfus 

4.1. Effects on the public and private life 

To begin with it is an undeniable fact that the world has indeed changed after the  

tragic events of 11 September 2001, often in unexpected ways. 9/11 marks a turning point in 

history. The impact of the attacks can be felt in many areas of public and private life. The 

consequences on both levels are also described in A Disorder Peculiar to the Country (2006). 

Kalfus makes a constant comparison between on the one hand the general effects of 9/11 and 

on the other hand the falling apart of the main protagonists‟ marriage. First of all it can be said 

that 9/11 itself and the ensuing War on Terror has been with a lot of incomprehension. In the 

novel, this is reflected in the fact that the couple, Joyce and Marshall, ask themselves the 

question how things between them have gotten up to the point where they are now; in a 

divorce. To the same extent that people around the globe do not understand why America has 

been attacked, the couple does not understand what it is that went wrong that brought them in 

this constant state of war and hatred against each other.  

In some of these hours, on some of these days, he was so consumed by grief he could 

barely take another step forward. He would stand on a randomly selected street corner 

and think of Joyce and how thoroughly their lives had been ruined. What had he done 

to her? Why did he deserve this? Why did she hate him so (Kalfus 2006: 46)? 

A second and very obvious comparison is made between the children‟s games and the attacks 

on the WTC-towers. The children constantly play a game called „9/11‟. In this game they 
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pretend to jump from the burning towers together holding hands. They also draw pictures of 

burning buildings. This is of course a clear re-enactment of the people jumping out of the 

towers to escape the flames.  

The psychologists had asked the girl to draw pictures of her family. In each one she 

had placed her family near or around the burning World Trade Center (Kalfus 2006: 

74). 

Moreover, at some point in the novel Marshall imitates the abundant examples of suicide 

attacks that emerged after 9/11. He tries to make a bomb that has to be connected to his body. 

However, the instructions he encounters on the internet appear to be in Arabic. When he 

thinks he succeeded in doing so, he comes out of his room, pronounces the words „God is 

great‟ and pushes the button (Kalfus 2006: 188). The words he uttered are exactly the same 

words that a young Palestinian boy shouted in Arabic before blowing himself up in a crowded 

pizzeria in Tel Aviv. 

Yesterday, seven time zones ahead, a Palestinian youth dressed as an orthodox Jew 

had rushed past a guard into a Tel Aviv corner pizzeria, cried out in Arabic, „God is 

great!‟ and blown himself up along with nearly everyone inside (Kalfus 2006: 179). 

The difference between Marshall and the Palestinian boy, however, is that the latter succeeds 

in his intentions, whereas Marshall ironically does not (Kalfus 2006: 189). Another 

comparison is made when Marshall accompanies Victor‟s teacher, Naomi, and her friends to a 

party. There, Naomi‟s boyfriend, Nick, makes a young black boy take off his clothes and be 

touched sexually against his will and hence publicly humiliated . Furthermore, Nick covers 

the boy‟s head with a bag (Kalfus 2006: 215). This can be seen as a clear mirroring of the 

disgraceful or outrageous events happening in the Abu Ghraib prison in Baghdad at that time. 

But it also mirrors the hatred and intolerance that originated after 9/11 towards other 

ethnicities than one‟s own.  
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The boy resisted again and Nick repeated the command, his voice bearing down. […] 

After a moment the boy complied, almost tripping when he pulled off the briefs and 

igniting a burst of titters in the audience. The black youth was entirely naked now, 

surrounded by white people (Kalfus 2006: 214). 

Kalfus‟ constant comparison between the effects of 9/11 in the world and the life of the 

couple in his novel, becomes very clear-cut when Joyce compares Marshall to Bin Laden.  

JOYCE: […] Look, call me at work. I can‟t talk. Osama‟s holed up in Tora Bora. 

[…] Joyce called him Osama? He loved that―[…] (Kalfus 2006: 76). 

Near the end of the novel he is also compared to Saddam Hussein. At the time when Marshall 

finally moves out of the apartment, Joyce and the children are watching Saddam Hussein‟s 

statue being pulled down on television. Marshall gets angry when he thinks that this might all 

be part of Joyce‟s plan to humiliate him even more. 

„I‟m not Saddam Hussein,‟ Marshall declared. „If that‟s what you think.‟ He could 

only see the backs of their heads. Joyce made no movement or sound to acknowledge 

that she heard him. „That‟s what you think!‟ he cried. „You think it‟s symbolic, don‟t 

you? Another evil person removed! Am I right? Tell me, am I right?‟ (Kalfus 2006: 

224). 

Furthermore, Kalfus deals with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or debate which has already 

briefly been mentioned in relation to Neal‟s bachelor party. But there are other passages in the 

novel that also deal with the conflict between Israel and Palestine. This dispute is in origin a 

conflict between two groups of people, i.e. the people from Israel and the people from 

Palestine, over land. It can be said that Joyce and Marshall also fight over property. They both 

want to win the battle of their divorce and end up keeping the apartment. At several instances 

in the novel they are in fact compared to two different tribes fighting. 
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Feelings between Joyce and Marshall acquired something historic, tribal and ethnic, 

and when they watched news of wars on TV, reports from the Balkans or the West 

Bank, they would think, yes, yes, yes, that‟s how I feel about you (Kalfus 2006: 7). 

Another and final comparison established by Kalfus has to do with the Posttraumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD). After the traumatic events of 9/11 a considerable increase of this anxiety 

disorder has been noted. The characters of the novel may also be considered to suffer from 

trauma and a number of PTSD symptoms.  

 

4.2. Representation of Trauma in A Disorder Peculiar to the Country (2006) by Ken 

Kalfus 

A Disorder Peculiar to the Country (2006) is set against the background of the  

happenings of 11 September 2001. In the immediate aftermath of these events, many 

survivors were diagnosed with the Posttraumatic Stress Disorder. As PTSD is a prominent 

feature of life after 9/11, it is also incorporated in novels dealing with the events of that day, 

such as the novel by Ken Kalfus. It can be argued that the characters of Kalfus‟ novel also 

display some symptoms of PTSD. The following paragraph will deal with the trauma from 

which each individual character is suffering, and which symptoms of PTSD they display. To 

begin with, the parents - Joyce and Marshall - as well as the children, Viola and Victor, can be 

considered to suffer from a double trauma. Joyce and Marshall Harriman both experience the 

horror of 9/11 in real time. As opposed to the millions of people all over the world who 

witnessed the attacks on television, Joyce witnesses the attacks on the WTC-towers from the 

rooftop of her office building, and Marshall is inside the buildings when the planes hit the 

towers. He tries to help a man named Lloyd to survive the attacks and be reunited with his 

family. But in the end he loses him anyway. Marshall cannot stop thinking about him 

throughout the novel and it is clear that this will cause a permanent scar on his soul. 
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Moreover, Marshall and Joyce are at that time in the midst of their divorce. The events of 9/11 

turn this divorce into a real war between them.  

The children, Viola and Victor, also suffer from a double trauma. To begin with, they 

suffer enormously from their parents‟ divorce. They are the innocent victims of their parents‟ 

terrorizing acts. They notice that their parents no longer act as they used to do and certainly 

not like other couples on TV; they do not cuddle or kiss each other and they barely speak to 

one another. When Joyce and Marshall finally decide to explain their situation to the children, 

the four-year-old Viola, who has been trying to see the bigger picture (Kalfus 2006: 133), 

suddenly realizes that this is the answer to many of her questions and she blames herself for 

having been so ignorant.  

For several minutes then, she stopped understanding what was being said. Her parents 

were talking at the same time, rushing out the words and damming them up and then 

yelling again to contradict each other. […] This went on for several minutes until she 

heard a single word that cut through the mists, a word she could comprehend 

immediately and completely. The word was this: divorce (Kalfus 2006: 143-4). 

Despite her age, she understands very well what this means for her. She will become “the kid 

with the divorced parents”.  

Viola knew what it meant: people talking about your parents being divorced; you were 

the kid with the divorced parents; divorce, divorce, divorce—as if you were a divorce 

yourself, which perhaps you were (Kalfus 2006: 144). 

Even though her brother Victor is a lot younger than she is, he is still able to feel the tension 

around him and surely he would suffer from this divorce as much as Viola would. The idea 

that the tension surrounding Victor affects him can be seen in his (mis)behavior.  

From once being no more than an annoyance, his misbehavior had grown in ambition 

until it was a danger to them all. He threw to the floor every glass, jar, and dish he 
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could get his hands on. He spilled cleaning fluids from containers under the kitchen 

sink. He wasted expensive paper, scribbling (Kalfus 2006: 134). 

The second trauma from which these children suffer is, as is the case for their parents, the 

terrorist attacks on their nation. Even though the children do not witness the attacks live, they 

are in the same room when their parents are watching the news and the many reports on the 

attacks on television. It can be argued that the adults transmit their pain, fear, and suffering 

onto the children. As mentioned before, children are highly susceptible to violence on 

television or at home. Arguably, the Harriman children are exposed to both types of violence.  

All members of the Harriman family display several symptoms of PTSD. First of all 

Marshall, the father, has some physical symptoms. He has a rash on the right side of his body 

and the doctor is unable to really clarify the cause of his condition. 

„Do you think the rash has something to do with [9/11]?‟ 

The doctor rubbed his face thoughtfully. „All sorts of debris products were put in the 

air when the towers came down: asbestos, PCBs, dioxin,…Toxic material, or 

something you may be allergic to. Perhaps it‟s an infection. I‟ll write you a 

prescription for an antibiotic. Come back in a week. Give it air and don‟t let it chafe. If 

it gets worse, call me. Here‟s my service number‟
 
(Kalfus 2006: 57-8). 

The rash, however, does not disappear so it might be considered a symptom of Posttraumatic 

Stress. But physical symptoms are often considered as secondary to the psychic symptoms 

caused by PTSD. Moreover, Marshall has problems concentrating while at work. He is 

constantly distracted (Kalfus 2006: 163). This symptom can be categorized under „hyper-

arousal‟ as described by J. Eric Gentry (2002). Concentration problems are also very common 

in people suffering from PTSD. Both Marshall and Joyce have been experiencing some 

changes in their relationships with their friends and family. For Marshall this becomes clear in 

the novel when Joyce‟s future brother-in-law, Neal, invites Marshall to his bachelor party, in 
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spite of his marital problems. Marshall constantly tries to sabotage the gathering by attacking 

other people verbally and hence emotionally. Neal and his family are Jewish and Marshall 

discriminates against them in public. 

Joel‟s smile was rock hard. „Spoken like a true anti-Semite‟  

„What do you think makes people anti-Semites?‟ Marshall blurted, or, rather, 

pretended to blurt. He answered himself in a low, even voice, his mouth tight. „It‟s the 

way every dissent from Israeli policy provokes an accusation of anti-Semitism. It‟s the 

fact that we‟re not permitted to talk about Israel in this country, even though it‟s our 

number one foreign problem. […]‟
 
(Kalfus 2006: 99-100) 

Furthermore, he presents some behavior problems. For example, when Naomi, Victor‟s 

teacher, and a number of other female youngsters invite him to a party he is glad to accept this 

tempting offer. However, after a while he realizes that it is no place for him to be and he 

returns home. But he doubts whether what he calls home is still worth going back to. 

One could also argue that Marshall has a drinking problem. Once in a while, when he cannot 

cope with the pressure of the divorce and the constant fighting with Joyce, he seeks comfort in 

a bar and consequently in alcohol (Kalfus 2006: 202-3). Moreover, Marshall re-experiences 

his personal story of 9/11 on several occasions, for example when he is at the party with 

Naomi and he tries to prevent a black youth from being humiliated and abused. 

Marshall‟s few words of protest had sapped his spirit. It had been childish to think 

they would have made any difference. He sensed the other guest‟s enduring animosity. 

He wondered what fantasies of self-righteousness and power had motivated him. The 

gesture had been as ridiculous as the one he made on September 11, when he had gone 

back for Lloyd. Why had he done that? What good had it done? He regretted that too 

(Kalfus 2006: 217). 
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It becomes obvious that Marshall has still not come to terms with what happened to him on 

September 11, more particularly with the fact that he failed to rescue Lloyd. Finally, Marshall 

also tries to deny the fact that he is indeed traumatized when he is at Neal‟s bachelor party 

and the other men find out that he is a survivor of 9/11. 

The men snickered, all except Marshall. Neal noticed that he held back. He explained, 

„Marshall worked at the World Trade Center.‟ They looked appalled. Joel said quickly, 

„sorry.‟ Marshall laughed and waved away the apology. „No, no, don‟t worry, I‟m not 

traumatized or anything like that‟ (Kalfus 2006: 95). 

Joyce is in need of affection as she cannot find comfort with her husband anymore.  

And so she tries to lure her best friend‟s husband, Roger, into having sexual intercourse with 

her and she succeeds.  

She wasn‟t going to wait for something to go wrong. She reached up to kiss him. His 

lips were warm, as soft as she thought they would be, yet they responded to her kiss 

with solemn insistence. He had wanted her to kiss him all this time
 
 (Kalfus 2006: 85). 

In addition to this need for affection, however, another reason for doing this might be to get 

even with Marshall. She even deliberately spills semen on Marshall‟s bedspread (Kalfus 

2006: 88). This might imply that she wants him to find out about her affair with Roger. 

Moreover, she also attempts to seduce an FBI agent. She sends him e-mails when she has 

locked herself in the bathroom thinking that her husband is a dangerous criminal. 

agent robbins, i‟m glad that worked out. nice to meet you. by the way, do you ever see 

your potential felony witnesses socially? :)
 
 (Kalfus 2006: 55). 

She desperately wants to feel attractive and beautiful again. She needs men to reaffirm that 

she is not a lost case. Joyce may be said to experience what Marshall Berman calls “sexual 

healing” in his essay ʻ„When bad buildings happen to good people‟  ̒(2001).
18
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but especially Joyce has a constant feeling of danger as a consequence of  the trauma and a 

symptom of PTSD. For example, when her office building has to be evacuated because a 

letter possibly containing anthrax has arrived there (Kalfus 2006: 24-9). Even when the FBI 

states that it was in fact a hoax, she still feels very insecure about the future. Moreover, she 

becomes suspicious and thinks of the possibility that the culprit might be her husband. But the 

FBI discovers that it was a hoax as the letter only contained talc. However, when she happens 

to see the handwriting on the letter she is convinced of her husband‟s guilt and she informs 

the police (Kalfus 2006: 30-45). And to make things even worse she also discovers a bottle of 

baby powder in her bathroom. She panics and locks herself in the bathroom (Kalfus 2006: 48-

9).  

It has been indicated before that children are also susceptible to PTSD. Posttraumatic 

Stress Disorder symptoms in children triggered by terrorism are frequent and abundant. 

Although children of all ages can have PTSD, the symptoms will differ depending on the age 

group of the child. Victor and Viola are respectively two and four years old, which means that 

they belong to the group “infant and preschool children”, as established by J. Eric Gentry 

(2002: 105-109). A major symptom that both Viola and Victor display is the reenactment of 

their trauma, as the children‟s playtime consists of drawing pictures of burning buildings and 

jumping off porches holding hands in a game called “9/11”. 

„The World Trade Center was on fire and we had to jump off together! But he let go 

off my hand!‟
 
[…] 

Joel half turned in the driver‟s seat, wincing. „The porch was the World Trade Center? 

That was your game?‟ Joyce held the girl more closely to her. The kids had been 

jumping for hours today and the day before, hundreds of leaps from the side of the 

porch. And every time it had been like new, with the towers still standing, spewing 
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flame and black smoke. Viola whimpered , „We were playing 9/11‟ (Kalfus 2006: 

114-5). 

Another symptom of PTSD in Viola is that she is still having trouble with toilet training. 

This a sign of regressive behavior which is common as a symptom of trauma and PTSD in 

children. 

„Poop!‟ she announced. It ran wet down her legs. The girl was already four; Joyce 

swore bitterly (Kalfus 2006: 8). 

A clear sign of PTSD in Victor is aggressive play, as this is a common symptom for children 

of his age group. At one point in the novel he discovers a rubber band and he learns how to 

work with it. After a while he starts hurting his sister with it. In the end, he uses the rubber 

band to shoot a little toy plane to a vase in the room.  

The roaring of the atmosphere subsided to silence and then the rubber band made a 

new sound, a charged, humming, deep-bellied twang. From Victor‟s hand sprang the 

little pressed-tin airplane that had come with a board game they had never learned to 

play. The plane swiftly gained altitude as it crossed the living room. It flew steadily, 

without tumbling. The three of them watched it arc a few inches beneath the ceiling. 

The flight ended, bull‟s-eye, in the princess vase‟s midsection (Kalfus 2006:  141). 

This can be seen as a symptom of re-enactment as well as the vase could represent one of the 

WTC-towers and the toy plane one of the planes that crashed into the towers on September 

11. The symptoms of PTSD displayed by each of the characters in the novel are not as clear-

cut as in theory. Taking into account that people do not always display all of the possible 

symptoms of this anxiety disorder at the same time, they can still be said to represent reality, 

however.  

As described above, trauma can have many consequences on people‟s lives. In  
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the aftermath of traumatic events - in this particular case the events of 9/11 - many theories 

came into being to attempt to explain their psychological impact. Many writers, such as Ken 

Kalfus, have felt inspired by the fact that so many people suffered from posttraumatic stress 

symptoms after the events of 9/11. Also in the novel Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close 

(2005) by Jonathan Safran Foer, trauma takes on a central role. Whereas Kalfus has written a 

fairly conventional novel dealing with the terrorist attacks, Foer has chosen for a highly 

experimental format. Both authors have been criticized for dealing with the sensitive events of 

9/11 in an inappropriate manner. Kalfus was criticized for using too much sarcasm in his 

novel and Foer for the experimental form of his novel. Both want to indicate that it is 

impossible to represent all the aspects of 9/11 in one novel. In Foer‟s novel trauma is dealt 

with in a more direct way. The trauma of the characters is present in the content (their stories) 

as well as in the formal features of the novel (typography, use of photography, etc.). 

 

5. The Representation of Trauma in Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005) by 

Jonathan Safran Foer 

Foer‟s famous second novel is one of the first American novels to deal with the  

terrorist attacks of 9/11. Other novels by American authors that came into existence in the 

early aftermath of the events of 9/11 include After (2004) by Claire Tristram, Between Two 

Rivers (2004) by Nicolas Rinaldi, and The Writing on the Wall (2005) by Lynne Sharon 

Schwartz. Nevertheless, most of the American 9/11-novels only originated later. For example, 

Terrorist (2006) by John Updike, A Disorder Peculiar to the Country (2006) by Ken Kalfus, 

and The Falling Man (2007) by Don Delillo. Foer‟s novel deals very prominently with 

trauma. Not only the trauma inflicted by the September 11 terror, but also the traumatic 

effects of World War II, the bombings of Dresden in particular, are of a major concern in this 

novel. In that way, Foer brings together two traumatic experiences of contemporary Western 
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history. The subject of trauma appears to be a recurrent element in Foer‟s novels. In his debut 

Everything is Illuminated (2002) Foer deals with the Holocaust. Here, as in his second novel 

further discussed in this part of the paper, Foer adopts a playful approach to a sensitive subject 

matter. His first novel tells the story of a young American Jew, bearing the same name as Foer 

himself, who undertakes a journey to the Ukraine in order to find Augustine, the woman who 

saved his grandfather from the Nazis during World War II. However, Foer is not 

unacquainted with the topic of the Holocaust. He comes from a family of Jews and his 

grandparents are survivors of the Holocaust, which makes Foer himself a third generation 

survivor.  

Safran Foer‟s fascination with trauma and loss in his writings might be explained 

by a childhood trauma. At the age of nine Foer was enrolled in a summer class together with 

his best friend, Stewart Ugelow. One day, in chemistry class, the teacher shows the students 

how to make sparklers. Unfortunately, things get out of hand and when Foer returns from the 

bathroom he is blown back into the hallway by an explosion.
19

 Foer has not talked nor written 

about this incident until recently, but the experience surely influenced his writing. For 

example, Philippe Codde argues in his essay “Philomela Revisited: Traumatic Iconicity in 

Jonathan Safran Foer's Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close” (2007) that what Foer witnessed 

as a child, possibly influenced the representation of the bombing of Dresden in his novel 

Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005).
20

 

We ran out of the cellar, which was flooded with yellow-gray smoke, we didn‟t 

recognize anything, […], people were screaming, […], I grabbed the doorknob and it 

took the skin off my hand, I saw the muscles of my palm, red and pulsing, why did I 

grab it with my other hand (Foer 2005: 211)? 
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Also in the following fragment, the influence of the explosion during his childhood can be 

observed: 

When I became conscious again, I realized I wasn‟t standing. I had been thrown into a 

different room. […]. I looked outside the window and saw one of my neighbours 

standing almost naked. His skin was peeling off all over his body. It was hanging from 

his fingertips (Foer 2005: 187). 

Even though Foer has not lost his father in the terrorist attacks of 9/11, he has been 

traumatized as a child and therefore I believe that his traumatic experience has influenced the 

representation of the traumatized minds of the characters in his novel. After the attacks on the 

World Trade Center (WTC), undoubtedly many people were traumatized. Numerous writers 

who dealt with the attacks in their novels have included characters presenting various 

posttraumatic stress symptoms. In my opinion, a writer who has been traumatized him-or 

herself, is more capable of correctly representing the traumatic mind of the characters. In that 

way, Foer‟s novel (rather than Kalfus‟) could be considered trustworthy.  

Contrary to Kalfus‟s novel, in this case the traumatic aspect is not only present in 

the characters but it can also be derived from the formal structure of the novel. As Michum 

Huehls claims in “Foer, Spiegelman, and 9/11‟s Timely Traumas” (2008): 

the trauma of 9/11 becomes a distinctively textual trauma, enacted and also resolved 

through practices that exceed both the conventionally chronological and the 

conventionally literary.
21

 

It can be argued that Foer wants to represent trauma as it occurs in the non-fictional world. 

Traumatic events leave people traumatized, but as the ethical world collapses so does the 

language. Trauma causes conventional sentence structures and grammatical conventions to 
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disappear. In that way Foer portrays the trauma more in depth than Kalfus did. However, the 

question remains which of these two strategies is more appropriate.  

This part of the paper intents to uncover the different ways in which trauma is 

incorporated in Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005). This second novel by Jonathan 

Safran Foer, tells the story of the nine-year old Oskar Schell who acts more like an adult than 

a child and who lost his father, Thomas Schell, in the terror attacks of September 11, 2001. 

Two years after 9/11 and his father‟s death, Oskar by chance comes across a blue vase on the 

highest shelf of the closet in his parent‟s bedroom. By accidently breaking the vase, an 

envelop containing a key is revealed. On the envelop the word „Black‟ is written. Thinking 

that this is a last clue that his father left behind as part of a game they used to play, Oskar 

decides to embark on a quest visiting every person with the name Black living in the five 

boroughs of New York City. By doing so, he hopes to find a lock matching the key and in that 

way gaining some sort of closure. Oskar is the main narrator of the novel and his story deals 

with the people he meets on his quest for the lock while at the same time he narrates the 

happy times pre-9/11. Oskar‟s narration alternates with the stories of his paternal grandmother 

and grandfather. Through letters directed to Oskar‟s father and to Oskar himself we get to 

know the stories of the grandparent‟s childhood, the nature of their trauma, and how their 

relationship developed.  

As is the case with Safran Foer‟s first novel, the question could be raised whether 

these traumatized narrators can be considered to be reliable or not. The principal narrator, 

Oskar, could definitely be analyzed as an unreliable narrator. To convey Oskar‟s story Foer 

uses a first-person narration. The narrator provides the reader with a limited view of these 

tragic events by presenting them through a whole range of filters. This limited view does not 

only derive from Oskar‟s young age, or the fact that he is utterly influenced by the Manhattan 

life (by being a vegan etc.), but mainly because he is traumatized. He tends to retreat in the 
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comfort zone of his imagination by inventing the strangest objects. For example, ways in 

which his father might have perished and possible ways to turn back time. It is not impossible 

that he might have omitted crucial details. For example, the book begins with a scene of the 

family riding to the cemetery in a limousine. Oskar only narrates how much he enjoyed this 

ride in a limousine (Foer 2005: 3-8). However, as the story unfolds, the reader is informed 

through one of the letters written by his grandmother that he was a „wounded animal‟ that day 

(Foer 2005: 232). The two narrators in the parallel stories on the other hand, can be 

considered to be even more vague than Oskar as a narrator. They have never been able to 

overcome the trauma of their youth and more than once the reader is left confused by their 

stories. 

First of all, however, it is necessary to investigate the nature of the character‟s trauma  

and the different ways in which they try to deal with it. The different characters are linked 

with each other through family ties, but also through the horror and suffering that they have 

witnessed and experienced and the resulting trauma that they are left with. It can be argued 

that the three parallel narrators in this novel all display certain posttraumatic stress symptoms. 

Foer‟s novel has often been discussed in terms of trauma. For example, Sien Uytterschout and 

Kristaan Versluys apply Dominick LaCapra‟s interpretation of the Freudian terms „acting out‟ 

or melancholia and „working through‟ or mourning to the characters of Foer‟s novel in their 

article “Melancholy and Mourning in Jonathan Safran Foer‟s Extremely Loud and Incredibly 

Close” (2008). In short, they say that 

[w]hereas melancholy (or „acting out‟) entails a complete repression of all trauma-

related memory, mourning (or „working through‟) is an endeavour to remember the 

traumatic event and fit it into a coherent whole.
22
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They claim that the protagonist‟s paternal grandfather‟s way of reacting to and dealing with 

his trauma is that of melancholy. Whereas, the protagonist‟s paternal grandmother tends to 

„work through‟ her trauma. The protagonist himself, on the other hand, appears to combine 

both ways of reacting to and dealing with his traumatic past.  

In general, the novel is not so much concerned with the political and cultural contexts  

that caused these traumas. As Rachel Rubinstein mentions in her review of the novel for The 

Jewish Reader, “[t]his is an approach that is purely focused on the individual, the aesthetic, 

and the imaginative”.
23

 Even though Oskar asks himself a lot of questions concerning the 

death of his father, he does not go in for the political circumstances causing the event, nor is 

he concerned with the identities of the guilty terrorists, the culture of the Middle East, or the 

actions of the Bush administration in the aftermath of the disaster. As many other 9/11-novels 

the main concern here is trauma. In particular this novel focuses on family history and the 

nature and result of the traumatized experiences that many of the family members have gone 

through. However, even though 9/11 is used as a mere backdrop in this story it can be said 

that the events are not exploited either. Some critics have argued that many writers have 

exploited the events of 9/11 in their novels. It is often said that in many novels 9/11 appears to 

be exchangeable with any other trauma. However, I do not believe this is the case in Foer‟s 

novel. Even though, 9/11 is used as a backdrop to this story, it is present in many details. 

Therefore, Foer could not simply have written the same story with regard to any other trauma, 

such as the tsunami or a plane crash. The central focus is the grief of one family and their 

attempt to overcome it. In what follows, Oskar and his paternal grandparents will be discussed 

in terms of which posttraumatic symptoms they display and how they react to and deal with 

their trauma. 
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5.1. Oskar 

The nine year old protagonist of the novel is on the one hand still a child, but on the  

other hand he tends to behave like an adult - to the extent that some critics have claimed that 

Foer has created an utterly unrealistic protagonist for his novel. For example, Michiko 

Kakutani of the New York Times claims that Oskar „comes across as an entirely synthetic 

creation.‟
24

 Oskar‟s lingering between adult-and childhood can also be seen in his 

posttraumatic stress symptoms in which typical symptoms for children are combined with 

adult traumatic behaviour. Oskar becomes traumatized after losing his father in the terrorist 

attacks on the World Trade Center (WTC) on September 11, 2001. He finds out what has 

happened shortly after being let out early from school that infamous day and when he 

discovers the phone messages his dad left on the answering machine (Foer 2005: 14). Up to 

that moment he says “I wasn‟t even a little bit panicky, because both Mom and Dad worked in 

midtown, and grandma didn‟t work, obviously, so everyone I loved was safe” (Foer 2005: 

14). After he has listened to all the messages on the machine, the phone rings again. But 

Oskar was too afraid to pick up the phone. The reader, however, only finds this out at the end 

of the novel, when Oskar finally finds the courage to tell his story to a total stranger. He says 

“I just couldn‟t pick up the phone. I just couldn‟t do it. It rang and rang, and I couldn‟t move. 

I wanted to pick it up, but I couldn‟t” (Foer 2005: 301). Consequently, Oskar feels 

increasingly guilty about not picking up the phone when his father needed him.  

He cannot leave this traumatic betrayal behind him. In his struggle to deal with it, he 

turns his father‟s last message into a Morse code and then turns that Morse code into a bead 

bracelet for his mum who unfortunately fails to understand the message.  

As for the bracelet Mom wore to the funeral, what I did was I converted Dad‟s last 

voice message into Morse code, and I used sky-blue beads for silence, maroon beads 
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for breaks between letters, violet beads for breaks between words, and long and short 

pieces of string between the beads for long and short beeps, […] (Foer 2005: 35). 

In total his father left six messages on the answering machine, including the one where Oskar 

was already in the apartment. These messages pop up in the novel without being 

contextualized. This could also be interpreted as a sign of the nature of trauma that can 

resurface at any given moment without being announced, for example in the nightmares of the 

survivors. As Cathy Caruth puts it: “trauma 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―[…]―returns to haunt the survivor later on.”
25

 Oskar as well is haunted by his 

trauma. He is always struggling to fall asleep, and when he finally does he is having 

nightmares.  

After the traumatizing event Oskar repeatedly “wears heavy boots”, which is his 

expression for feeling weary and depressed. During the novel, Oskar is confronted with 

various persons or experiences that make his boot heavier. Even his own grandmother, 

without knowing it, often makes him feel depressed. As a result of her trauma she as well is 

plagued by nightmares and because of the two-way radios Oskar is aware of this. He says, “It 

gave me heavy boots that she had nightmares, because I didn‟t know what she was dreaming 

about and there was nothing I could do to help her” (Foer 2005: 104). As mentioned before, 

he feels extremely guilty for not picking up the phone that day and in order to punish himself 

for this traumatic betrayal and to keep his mind off the emotional pain he is feeling, Oskar 

keeps giving himself bruises. At one point he is sure that his mother has found out about his 

bruises and he does not understand why she does not interrogate him about them. He wants 

her to feel sorry for him and to comfort him, but at the same time he is always pushing her 
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further away from him emotionally. However, it becomes clear that all he actually wants is for 

her to understand how much he suffers from losing his father. He says: 

I guess I fell asleep on the floor when I woke up, mom was pulling my shirt off to help 

me get into my pjs, which means she must have seen all my bruises. I counted them 

last night in the mirror and there were forty-one. Some of them have gotten big, but 

most of them are small. I don‟t put them there for her but still I want her to ask me 

how I got them (even though she probably knows), and to feel sorry for me (because 

she should realize how hard things are for me), and to feel terrible (because at least 

some of it is her fault), and to promise me that she won‟t die and leave me alone. But 

she didn‟t say anything. I couldn‟t even see the look in her eyes when she saw the 

bruises, […] (Foer 2005: 172-3). 

In general, the reader is given an image of Oskar as a particularly sad person. On 

several occasions throughout the novel, Oskar explicitly expresses his sadness. Which at the 

same time can be considered the times at which he mentions to be “wearing heavy boots”. 

However, this is probably a state of mind that emerged after the death of his father in the 

attacks of 9/11 and consequently it can be said that Oskar has not always been an unhappy 

child. As was mentioned before, one way to escape his emotional pain, Oskar inflicts bruises 

upon himself. Another way in which he tries to ease his mind is to constantly invent things. 

The novel even starts with a series of Oskar‟s inventions. 

What about a teakettle? What if the spout opened and closed when the steam came out, 

so it would become a mouth, and it could whistle pretty melodies, or do Shakespeare, 

or just crack up with me? I could invent a teakettle that reads in Dad‟s voice, so I 

could fall asleep, […] (Foer 2005: 1). 

Furthermore, he starts to write letters after the death of his father. Some of those are directed 

to people he knows, such as his French teacher, while others are addressed to famous persons, 
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such as Stephen Hawking. He says “[a] few weeks after the worst day, I started writing lots of 

letters. I don‟t know why, but it was the only thing that made my boots lighter” (Foer 2005: 

11). 

Yet another way to keep his mind from wandering off to dark corners, is to embark on 

a quest for the lock to which he holds the key. Even though he might not realize that himself 

at the time, it is the quest that keeps him from being constantly sad. During the novel Oskar 

seems to be living on hope. With this quest for the lock matching the mysterious key, he 

actually hopes to find out something about his father‟s past. He initially believes that the key 

is a last clue that his father left behind as part of the treasure hunting game that father and son 

used to play. Oskar hopes to meet someone who knew his father and who can tell him 

something important about his father. When in the end it turns out that this person had no 

relationship with his father whatsoever, Oskar is deeply disappointed. However, this person 

does play an important role in the processing of Oskar‟s traumatic betrayal as this is the first 

time he talks about what happened on what he calls “the worst day”. Oskar feels guilty for not 

having been able to tell his mother about the messages that his father left behind on the 

answering machine. He even bought the exact same phone so he could keep the one 

containing the messages of his father. When he is overwhelmed by a feeling of sadness he 

listens to his father‟s voice on the answering machine. Oskar is looking for forgiveness and he 

gets it from a total stranger. 

I asked him, „Do you forgive me?‟ 

„Do I forgive you?‟ 

„Yeah.‟ 

„For not being able to pick up?‟ 

„For not being able to tell anyone.‟ 

He said „I do‟ (Foer 2005: 302).  
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Before meeting this stranger, Oskar found himself unable of expressing his feelings 

concerning 9/11, the death of his father, and his traumatic betrayal. As his grandparents, 

Oskar searches for alternative ways of communicating, such as the bead chain he gives to his 

mother. However, these alternative ways of communication all hopelessly fail. As was 

mentioned in the introduction, it is true that language appears to be a weak medium to express 

feelings after trauma. Words appear to be incapable of filling the void that traumatized people 

are left with. In this novel Oskar and his grandfather even literally try to fill a void, namely 

Oskar‟s father‟s empty coffin, with words, the letters that his grandfather wrote to his son 

throughout the years (Foer 2005: 316-322). However, Oskar‟s initial incapability of not being 

able to talk about 9/11 or about his traumatic betrayal takes a turn when meeting this total 

stranger. Even though, Oskar has been meeting numerous strangers on his search for the lock 

matching his key, he pours his heart out to this particular stranger. Strangely enough, this 

person had been looking for the key while Oskar had been looking for the lock. At one point 

in the novel, this stranger says “[t]hen we‟ve been looking for each other” (Foer 2006: 295). 

The reason why Oskar decides to pour his heart out to this particular stranger is that in some 

way this person is not a total stranger. There appears to be an instant connection between 

Oskar and this Mr. Black. Both have lost their father and Mr. Black has also briefly met 

Oskar‟s Father. Oskar appears to trust this person because of these facts and finds himself 

capable of finally talking about his trauma. He also finds the courage to pour his heart out to 

this mother and to his great surprise she appears to have been in the known all this time. 

Finally, mother and son are able to talk to each other about what happened (Foer 2005: 322-

5).  

Apart from his incapability to talk about his experiences and ways to avoid thinking  

 about “the worst day” too much, such as the quest, Oskar also presents other posttraumatic 

stress symptoms. To begin with, it can be said that he is extremely afraid of vehicles and 
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buildings of which he thinks that they could be the subject of future terrorist attacks. For 

example, he prefers to walk when visiting all the people with the name “Black” in New York 

City, instead of taking a cab or making use of other forms of public transportation (Foer 2005: 

194). Also skyscrapers and other high buildings cause him to get panic attacks. For example, 

when he and Mr. Black discover that one of the Blacks that they need to pay a visit appears to 

be living in the Empire State Building, he initially refuses to go in.  

I told Mr. Black that I was panicky, and he said it was OK to be panicky. I told him I 

felt like I couldn‟t do it, and he said it was OK to feel like I couldn‟t do it. I told him it 

was the thing I was most afraid of. He said he could understand why. I wanted him to 

disagree with me, but he wouldn‟t, so I had no way to argue. I told him I would wait 

for him in the lobby, and he said, „Fine.‟ „OK, OK,‟ I said, „I‟ll go‟ (Foer 2005: 244).  

This anxiety of his could be interpreted as what is called “hypervigilance” in the introduction 

to trauma in this paper. Another source of panic for Oskar is the idea of dying. Throughout the 

novel it becomes clear that he thinks a lot about dying ever since he lost his father. For 

example, he imagines the different ways in which his father might have died. The fact that he 

does not know the exact circumstances make him depressed. At one point in the novel he 

searches the internet for pictures of falling men and imagines one of them to be his father. 

Furthermore, he is also concerned with his own death. This becomes clear one evening when 

his mother comes to tuck him in. 

She said, „you‟re not going to die any time soon. You have a long, long life ahead of 

you.‟ I told her „As you know, I‟m extremely brave, but I can‟t spend eternity in a 

small underground place. […]‟ […] „Do we have to talk about this?‟ „Yes.‟ „Now?‟ 

„Yes.‟ „Why?‟ „Because what if I die tomorrow?‟ „You‟re not going to die tomorrow.‟ 

„Dad didn‟t think he was going to die the next day (Foer 2005: 169).‟  
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Moreover, the young traumatized protagonist of the novel displays outbursts of anger. Some 

of those are real, for example the ones directed to his mother or his psychiatrist. In the course 

of the novel it becomes clear that he blames his mother for not having been there that 

notorious day when he got home from school. 

„Where were you?‟ „Where was I when?‟ „That day!‟ „What day?‟ „The day!‟ „What 

do you mean?‟ „Where were you?‟ „I was at work.‟ „Why weren‟t you at home?‟ (…) 

„I wish I had been, but it wasn‟t possible.‟ „You should have made it possible (Foer 

2005: 169).‟  

Whereas other outbursts are figments of his imagination or inner forms of rage which he does 

not allow to come to the surface. The most significant one of those happens when he 

participates in a school performance of the play Hamlet. In this case his anger is directed at 

the school bully, Jimmy Snyder, who earlier in the novel had made fun of his grandmother. 

But at the same time he lets out his anger towards other people in his live by attacking Jimmy 

Snyder in his imagination. 

I keep smashing the skull against his skull, which is also RON‟s skull (for letting 

MOM get on with life) and MOM‟s skull (for getting on with life) and DAD‟s skull 

(for dying) and GRANDMA‟s skull (for embarrassing me so much) and DR. FEIN‟s 

skull (for asking if any good could come out of DAD‟s death) and the skulls of 

everyone else I know (Foer 2005: 146). 

Afterwards he says that “[i]t would have been great” (Foer 2005: 147). 

Overall, it becomes clear that Oskar is a very troubled young man who is struggling to  

survive in a world without his father. However, he is not the only traumatized character in the 

novel. As said in the introduction to this part, his paternal grandparents also suffer 

enormously from their traumatic past. However, as opposed to his grandparents Oskar will not 

be completely destroyed by his grief. He will be able to love life again as opposed to his 
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grandparents who seem to be stuck in the past and find themselves unable to live. 

Nevertheless, the grandparent‟s central trauma is not the terrorist attacks of 9/11, but the 

bombings of Dresden during World War II.  

 

5.2. Grandfather 

The reader gets to know Oskar‟s grandfather through the letters he sends (entitled  

„Why I‟m not where you are‟) to his at-that-time-still-unborn son, Oskar‟s father, Thomas 

Schell. The grandfather, also bearing the name of Thomas Schell, is a survivor of the 

firebombing of Dresden. Some time before the bombing, Thomas‟ girlfriend, Anna, tells him 

that she is pregnant with his child. Unfortunately, Anna, together with many others of 

Thomas‟s loved ones, is killed in the bombings. As a result of the traumatic experience he has 

suffered, Thomas is rendered mute. Symbolically, the first word he loses is „Anna‟. It 

happened when he had already emigrated to America. He says  

I tried to tell the waiter, […] but I couldn‟t finish the sentence, her name wouldn‟t 

come, I tried again, it wouldn‟t come, she was locked inside me, how strange, I 

thought, how frustrating, how pathetic, how sad, […] (Foer 2005:16).  

In the end he loses his speech completely. There are two possible ways of interpreting this 

loss of speech. First of all, it is possible that he was rendered mute by the impact of the 

trauma. However, it can also be argued that he lost his will to speak as he has lost his will to 

live after the traumatic experience. In order to compensate for this loss of speech, the 

grandfather, as Oskar, embarks on finding alternative ways of communicating. So here again, 

it becomes clear that language (literally) collapses in the wake of trauma. For example, when 

the grandfather wants to call Oskar‟s grandmother he types a code instead of talking. 

However, as was the case with Oskar‟s mother who failed to understand the message behind 

the bead chain, the grandmother equally does not understand what is going on (Foer 2005: 
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269-272). The fact that Thomas has lost his speech, makes it impossible for him to talk about 

his trauma. He finds himself incapable of venting his feelings which appear to be locked up 

inside of him. He communicates by writing on pages in a notebook, inventing his own sign 

language, and by the tattoos “Yes” and “No” on his respectively left and right hand.  

As Sien Uytterschout and Kristiaan Versluys also indicated, Thomas Schell sr. is  

tortured by what they call “the paradox of survival” (Uytterschout and Versluys 2008: 218).
26

 

The fact that he survived the bombings while Anna and his unborn child perished, has been 

haunting him ever since. He finds himself at the paradoxical boundary between what Cathy 

Caruth calls a “crisis of death” and a “crisis of survival”. She asks herself the following 

question: “[i]s trauma the encounter with death, or the ongoing experience of having survived 

it” (Caruth 1996: 7? This contradictory experience is exactly what makes it so hard to grasp 

the nature of one‟s trauma. Cathy Caruth goes on to state that “the trauma consists not only in 

having confronted death but in having survived, precisely, without knowing it” (Caruth 1996: 

64). That is what traumatized people, such as the character of Thomas Schell sr. in this novel, 

have to deal with. He is unable to let go of Anna and this is one of the reasons why he agrees 

to marry Anna‟s sister. She, however, is very much aware of the fact that Thomas uses her as 

a memorial candle for her sister. For example, when he asks her to pose for him, she says 

“[a]fter only a few sessions it became clear that he was sculpting Anna. He was trying to 

remake the girl he knew seven years ago. He looked at me as he sculpted, but he saw her” 

(Foer 2005: 83). But in the end, he finds himself incapable of living this way and he feels 

obliged to leave his wife and unborn child behind. It could be argued that in that way, he 

reproduces the nature of his trauma. One could say that because he was not able to save Anna 

and his unborn child in the past, he feels like he cannot stay with his wife and unborn child 

now either. He is continually haunted by the past and is unable to let go or forget. 
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Consequently, Sien Uytterschout and Kristiaan Versluys claim that this character is suffering 

from survivor guilt. He feels unworthy of having survived while Anna has not and therefore 

he is unable to live in the present but at the same he cannot let go of the ghosts of his past. He 

is stuck between the past and the present and cannot escape. Moreover, he is unable or 

unwilling to talk about his traumatic experience which leads to an impossibility of coming to 

terms with the past (Uytterschout and Versluys 2008: 218). At one point the grandmother 

even says that “he did not admit to being who he was” (Foer 2005: 81). Therefore, 

Uytterschout and Versluys conclude that “[h]is behaviour can be characterised as the process 

of „acting out‟ or melancholia” (Uytterschout and Versluys 2008: 219).  

In order to fill the void that words cannot fill and to keep acting out the losses they 

have suffered, Thomas and Oskar‟s grandmother go on creating Nothing and Something 

Places in their apartment as well as establishing many other rules. A Nothing Place is a well-

defined space or a room where they can go to and temporarily disappear or cease to exist. 

Eventually, the Nothing Places outnumber the Something Places. They even decide to 

indicate these places on the blueprint of their apartment so that there can be no confusion. 

They pretend to believe that in that way they can live in peace. However, Thomas says “I 

knew, in the most protected part of my heart, the truth” (Foer 2005: 110-1). In fact, they both 

realize that they were looking for ways to deal with the horror of their pasts, but there was no 

escaping from it. 

 

5.3. Grandmother 

Oskar‟s grandmother (whose name remains unknown) is one of the parallel narrators  

next to Oskar in the novel. She tells her story in the form of letters directed to her grandson, 

Oskar, entitled “My feelings”. Just like Oskar‟s grandfather, his grandmother too, is burdened 

by the traumatic experience of the firebombing of Dresden. Because she does not have any 
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visible traumatic symptoms, at first sight she appears to be dealing with her trauma better than 

Thomas Schell sr. is. She does not lose her speech as her husband did, she does not engage in 

the invention of alternative ways of communicating, nor does she suffer from hypervigilance. 

At some moments in the novel, however, it becomes clear that she is in fact struggling with 

her traumatic past. For example, when she confronts Thomas when he is trying to leave her 

she admits that she is suffering as well. 

„Why are you leaving me? 

He wrote, I do not know how to live. 

I do not know either, but I am trying. 

I do not know how to try (Foer 2005: 181).‟ 

I believe that she is in fact suffering from a double, maybe even a triple, trauma. On top of her 

childhood trauma, she is deserted by her husband when pregnant with his child who she later 

loses in the Twin Towers disaster. Even though she does not often show her feelings 

concerning this loss while being awake, she is haunted by it in her dreams. The reader gets to 

know this mainly through Oskar‟s account. However, near the end of the novel she says “I 

had been dreaming about where I came from” (Foer 2005: 306). As Oskar, she also dreams 

about turning back time. For example at one point she says  

In my dream, all of the collapsed ceilings re-formed above us. The fire went back into 

the bombs, which rose up and into the bellies of planes whose propellers turned 

backward, like the second hands of the clocks across Dresden, only faster (Foer 2005: 

306-7). 

Contrarily, to Thomas Schell sr.‟s inability or unwillingness to talk about the events 

of the past, Oskar‟s grandmother does feel the need to narrate the story of her childhood and 

she does so in the letters directed to her grandson. Moreover, when living together, Thomas 

Schell sr. encourages his wife to write down her life story. He says “[i]t was my suggestion, 
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and at the time I thought it was a very good one, I thought maybe if she could express herself 

rather than suffer herself, if she had a way to relieve the burden, […]” (Foer 2005: 119). 

Ironically, he sets up the typewriter in a Nothing Place. She agrees with this proposition but 

when afterwards handing over the pages to Thomas they appear to be blank. Here, amongst 

many other moments in the novel, it becomes clear that the grandmother is in fact not coping 

as well with her traumatic past as she seems to be at first sight. Later she says “I went to the 

guest room and pretended to write. I hit the space bar again and again and again. My life story 

was spaces” (Foer 2005: 176). Furthermore, at one point in the novel, it is revealed that she 

had suicidal thoughts after meeting Thomas for the first time again in America. This is 

probably because the past resurfaced again and came to haunt her thoughts. She says 

I started to walk off. I was going to walk to the Hudson River and keep walking. I 

would carry the biggest stone I could bear and let my lungs fill with water (Foer 2005: 

82). 

Thomas saves her by urging her to come back and they start a life together. However, she 

says, “[w]e never talked about the past” (Foer 2005: 83). I adhere to the believe that she 

presents this suicidal behaviour again after she lost her son in the World Trade Center (WTC). 

Some time after the events of 9/11, Oskar notices that his grandmother is crossing the street 

carrying an enormous rock. But this time she never gave it to him as she normally does with 

pretty rocks she encounters (Foer 2006: 104). As she tried to commit suicide before  by 

walking in a river with a huge rock, it is possible that she was planning on trying it again this 

time.   

Sien Uytterschout and Kristiaan Versluys consequently claim that the grandmother, 

as the grandfather, suffers from the survival‟s paradox (Uytterschout and Versluys 2008: 

220). Cathy Caruth says that “traumatic disorder is indeed the apparent struggle to die” 

(Caruth 1996: 63). Hence, she states that this explains the fact that so many trauma survivors 
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only commit suicide when being in a state of complete safety (Caruth 1996: 63). Moreover, 

Sien Uytterschout and Kristiaan Versluys also believe that the grandmother is troubled with 

survivor guilt. They provide the example of letters that she had left behind in her bedroom and 

about which she wonders whether they helped to make her childhood house burn down faster. 

They also claim that she is plagued by feelings of unworthiness for having survived 

(Uytterschout and Versluys 2008: 220). It could be argued that her feelings of unworthiness 

and her survivor guilt in general are aggravated by Thomas Schell sr. by wanting her to be her 

sister, Anna. Furthermore, she constantly complains of  having “crummy eyes” and she uses 

that as an excuse for all sorts of things. Near the end of the novel, however, she admits that 

her eyesight is not as bad as she pretended it to be, but that she used it to get Thomas Schell 

sr.‟s attention. She is struggling to fill this void inside of her, as the two other traumatized 

characters in this novel are also desperately trying to do. At one point she says “[o]ne morning 

I awoke and I understood the hole in the middle of me. […] I needed a child” (Foer 2005: 

177). Even though she knew this would drive Thomas away, she made this happen because 

“[i]t was out of need” (Foer 2005: 177). 

In general, it seems that she is dealing with her past better than Oskar‟s grandfather.  

In her struggle to survive (emotionally and physically) and to fill the void inside of her, she 

decides to get pregnant. She is desperately looking for ways to make the present more 

bearable.  

In Foer‟s novel the trauma caused by the 9/11 terror (and in this case also  

World War II) is not only present in the characters, but also the form of the novel testifies to 

the traumatic impact of the events on the characters‟ minds. Foer‟s novel has been greatly 

criticized because of its playful and perhaps even inappropriate form. 

 

 



 51 

5.4. Form 

Formally, Foer‟s novel deviates greatly from regular contemporary novels. Foer has  

opted for an experimental form to write a novel dealing with two sensitive subject matters of 

the twentieth Century, namely the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and the bombing of Dresden (and 

partly Hiroshima). Foer‟s playful approach to these global tragedies of loss and death has 

generally provoked two contradictory reactions. On the one hand, there are those who applaud 

the novelist‟s creativity and artistic capacities. In his review of Foer‟s second novel for the 

New York Times, Walter Kirn, who is a writer himself, suggests that 

[N]o traditional story could put forward the tritenesses that Foer reshuffles, folds, cuts 

into strips, seals in seven separate envelopes and then, astonishingly, makes whole, 

causing the audience to ooh and aah over notions that used to make it groan.
27

 

On the other hand, others find the novel‟s form inappropriate for such a subject matter and 

wonder whether it is too early to write about the Twin Towers disaster, especially in such a 

provocative manner. For example, Michiko Kakutani, who also wrote a review of Foer‟s 

novel for the New York Times, believes that  

Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close tends to be at its most powerful when Mr. Foer 

abandons his willful use of experimental techniques and simply writes in an earnest, 

straightforward manner, using his copious gifts of language to limn his characters' 

state of mind.
28

 

In general, many people ask themselves the question whether it is justified to write fiction 

about an event that itself defies reality. The main question in this part will be whether this 

multimedia novel is an appropriate way to represent the events of the cataclysmic morning of 

9/11.  
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The writing style that Jonathan Safran Foer uses to construct his post-9/11 novel 

includes various narrative techniques that could remind the reader of techniques often used by 

postmodernist writers. To begin with this is a multi-voiced narrative, representing the voice of 

Oskar and his grandparents. Furthermore, the novel includes various blank pages, letters, and 

business cards. Moreover, some pages are filled with numbers whereas on other pages the 

sentences are typed so close together that the text becomes illegible. One of the most 

controversial aspects of Foer‟s novel are the photographs. The novel includes images of 

everything, from doorknobs and people‟s heads to a man falling from the World Trade 

Center. It can be argued that in this case some of these techniques are used to reinforce and 

explain the trauma of the three narrators in the novel. In what follows some of these aspects 

will be discussed in further detail.  

 

5.4.1. Multiple viewpoints and Fractured Structure 

Foer‟s novel includes the story of three traumatized characters, namely Oskar and his  

paternal grandmother and grandfather. Oskar‟s narration takes up over half of the novel and it 

is narrated in a style that could be considered quite similar to the one of a personal journal or a 

diary. The alternating narratives told by his grandparents are presented in the form of letters. 

Often, however, these narratives contradict one another. For example, the situation mentioned 

earlier of the ride in the limousine to the cemetery about which Oskar only mentions how 

much fun he had, whereas his grandmother does mention how much he actually suffered 

(Foer 2005: 232).  

The fact that there are multiple viewpoints and that they seem to be contradictory 

reinforces the idea that there is no single truth. Hereby, Safran Foer might want to indicate the 

fact that there is no single truth about the events of 9/11 either. It is up to the people, in this 

case the readers, to establish and construct an acceptable truth for themselves. That is also 
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what Oskar is trying to do. He desperately wants to know how his father died. It is the only 

way he will ever find peace and get over the loss of his father. But this is a mystery that 

cannot be solved, and it is up to him to accept one possibility or another. The quest for the 

lock does not reveal the secrets that he had hoped for. In fact, it can be said that the key 

symbolizes all sorts of activities aimed at unlocking the past. It is my understanding that Foer 

hereby wants to indicate that it is useless to search for a singular and universal meaning in the 

events of 9/11 because it does not exist.  

The non-linear structure of the novel partly derives from the above mentioned multiple 

viewpoints. The novel appears to be a puzzle and it is up to the reader to put it together. The 

stories told by the three narrators unwind in pieces. The novel contains an abundance of 

flashbacks, both in  the grandparents‟ stories, who narrate their pre-traumatic life, as in 

Oskar‟s story, who often remembers the happy times in his pre-traumatic world. Mitchum 

Huehls introduces Freud‟s concept of Nachträglichkeit in his essay “Foer, Spiegelman, and 

9/11‟s Timely Traumas” (2008) “to describe the specifically temporal nature of trauma”.
29

 

Huehls claims that “to prevent the skewed time of trauma from dominating [his] interactions 

with the world […] [the] protagonist must identify new temporal forms―[…]― that will 

move him beyond 9/11‟s temporally traumatic effects” (Huehls 42). This explains the 

constant flashbacks of the characters. In fact, Oskar‟s way of dealing with his father‟s loss is 

to try and reverse time. This is most obvious in the last few pages of the novel containing the 

famous flipbook of a falling man flying back up into the towers. In general the images 

included in the novel help Oskar to hold on to the reality of the present. 

 

5.4.2. The photographs 

Perhaps the most controversial aspect of Foer‟s novel are the inserted photographs. 
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Cathy Caruth states “to be traumatized is precisely to be possessed by an image or event”.
30

 

This is explicitly the case in this novel where two of the three narrators, namely Oskar and his 

grandfather, include pictures in their narration. Mitchum Huehls argues in his essay that 

“[w]hile Oskar‟s pictures aim at a deeper truth, the grandfather‟s pictures have no meaning 

beyond the object they represent” (Huehls 2008: 48). In my opinion this is not the case. I 

believe that the grandfather‟s pictures have a deeper meaning as well. By taking these 

pictures, he wants to hold on to the present. During the Dresden bombings, Thomas Schell sr. 

has lost everything he once loved. Now he takes pictures of everything in his apartment so 

that even if he would lose everything he cares about again, he would still have the pictures. 

However, he does not take a picture of his wife or his grandson. Possibly because he refuses 

to love again in the human sense of the word. That would also explain why keeps on 

abandoning his wife. Huehls further argues that both Oskar and his grandfather unsuccessfully 

try to heal their traumas through these photographs (Huehls 48). By taking these photographs 

both of these characters want to claim knowledge and facts. The photographs represent their 

difficulties to hold on to the present and to deal with the unknown aspects of their past. As 

Mitchem Huehls mentions “Oskar (…) stabilizes his relationship to his world with 

representational photography” (Huehls 48). It could be argued that the young boy is trying to 

find order again in a world of chaos. This feeling of chaos is then translated into the novel by 

the insertion of those pictures which at first sight do not have any meaning until the narration 

attributes meaning to them. At other times, Foer provides the reader with pictures where 

words can be considered unnecessary. For example, when Oskar is flipping through his 

scrapbook he comes across all the photographs that he has already collected. Instead of 

narrating what the photographs represent, they are simply shown to the reader who is left to 
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interpret these subtle hints. These images provide the attentive reader with a deeper 

understanding of the story and Oskar‟s world.  

Oskar takes pictures of things he sees or uses pictures that he comes across online or in 

books and pastes them in his scrapbook entitled “Stuff That Happened To Me”. This visual 

medium integrated in Foer‟s novel allows the reader to enter Oskar‟s world, while at the same 

time it contributes to the complexity of the novel. The photographs encourage the reader to 

participate in the creative process of the novel and to see the events through Oskar‟s eyes. For 

example, when Oskar is at a store he looks at some pages where people can test pens on and 

these test pages are included in the novel (Foer 2005: 45-9). Many critics have argued that 

these picture are superfluous, that they function as a distraction, and that they might as well 

have been left out. However, one could also say that these photographs are a clue to the 

readers, just like Oskar‟s father left clues for his son. The photographs address the reader to 

use these pictures as a guideline in order to make more sense of the novel and of the way in 

which Oskar views the world. The reader is in that way challenged to analyze the information 

provided in another way than they analyze the words. These photographs are dispersed 

throughout the entire novel and most of them form part of the notebook, entitled „Stuff that 

happened to me‟, that Oskar keeps. Grandfather and grandchild both try to heal their traumas 

by these pictures. However, whereas Oskar turns out to be more or less successful in dealing 

with his trauma, the grandfather is not. The flipbook created by Oskar at the end of the novel 

constitutes an unrealistic but hopeful message. It indicates that he knows that he has to accept 

reality and that, even though he would want to, he cannot turn back time. 

 

5.4.3. The Flipbook 

The falling man is one of the many upsetting images of September 11, 2001. However, 
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it is one that seems to have had an enormous impact. This specific image has been the object 

of many works of art, and it has also found its way into the post-9/11 literature. Some people 

even argue that the images of the falling people represent the collective trauma of that 

infamous day. In Foer‟s novel, the falling people appear to be crucial in the young 

protagonist‟s search of how his father died. Various pages of the novel consist of images of a 

falling man in different stages of his decent. At the end of the novel, these images are turned 

into the central symbolical element. 

 The flipbook created at the end of the novel turned into the most controversial and  

discussed aspect of Foer‟s novel. Through this flipbook Oskar is trying to turn back time and 

therefore he inserts the pictures of a falling man, who he imagines to possibly be his father, in 

reverse order so that it seems as if the man is flying back up into the building and is safe 

again. As Laura Frost mentions in her essay “Still Life” “the falling people area fundamental 

part of Oskar‟s quest to determine how his father died―and specifically to find out if he was 

among them”.
31

 However, Oskar‟s clinging to the photographs of the falling man do not help 

him to understand what has happened to his father. Oskar lost the only chance he had to know 

the way in which his father died when he did not pick up the phone on that infamous morning. 

Maybe that is part of the reason why he is so obsessed with the way his father died. 

Nevertheless, these pictures do seem to give him hope. In the end, Oskar understands and 

accepts that he will never know the exact circumstances of his father‟s death. Instead of 

further investigating the matter, Oskar allows his story to end with this puerile fantasy of his, 

another invention. It might indicate that he gives up on his impossible search for the truth and 

accepts his traumatic betrayal.  
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5.4.4. The Blank Pages Representing the Void 

The void that many traumatized people are left with, takes up a central role in this 

novel. It is present in the content as well as in the structure of the novel. The novel contains 

several blank pages and pages only containing a single sentence or word. The pages 

containing only one sentence or one word portray the pages in the grandfather‟s notebook, 

who writes down what he cannot say anymore as a result of his loss of speech. In that way it 

becomes easier for the reader to identify with and understand the traumatized mind of the 

character. It is Foer‟s way to visualize a trauma that by its nature cannot be represented. The 

same technique is applied when the grandmother is writing the story of her life. The result of 

this effort are blank pages and these are included in the novel. Because of this strategy, the 

reader is allowed to become a part of the narrator‟s world, to see the events through his or her 

eyes. Furthermore, some of the characters also directly or indirectly mention the void that 

they identify themselves with. For example, at one point in the novel Oskar says that the 

secret of the phone “was a hole in the middle of me that every happy thing fell into” (Foer 

2005: 71). Oskar is trying to fill this hole by secure knowledge. He seems to be more 

traumatized by the unknown circumstances of his father‟s death than by the death itself. 

Therefore, and not only to find the matching lock, he embarks on this quest. As Mitchum 

Huehls states “the more he knows about the event, the more secure he will feel in his post-

9/11 world” (Huehls 2008: 47). Also his grandfather refers to this void by saying “I was left 

with the shell of me” (Foer 2005: 113). Ironically, his last name is also “Shell”. Near the end 

of the novel, Oskar and his grandfather even literally try to fill the void, caused respectively 

by his father and son, by filling his coffin with the letters that Oskar‟s grandfather had written 

to the boy‟s father (Foer 2005: 316-322).  
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5.4.5 Conclusion 

In her article “Unlocking Jonathan Safran Foer and Extremely Loud and Incredibly 

Close”, Candace Letizia argues that Foer‟s mixed-media style is a matter of personal 

preference of the reader. She also claims that older readers might feel alienated when reading 

this novel, while readers of a younger generation might find it more accessible and find it to 

strengthen their emotional connection with the story and its characters. In general, she says 

that “the mixed media may be an aspect that adds to a reader’s experience or takes away from 

it, but much of that depends on the reader’s own personal experiences”.
32

 In my opinion, the 

different media included in Foer’s novel definitely provide the reader with a better 

understanding of the traumatized minds of the characters. The connection between the verbal 

and the visual is exactly what gives this novel a surplus value. Foer makes a plea for the 

power of language and alternative narratives in the wake of disaster. He wants to indicate that 

language is more than just words. Feelings and thoughts can be communicated in other, 

possibly more effective, ways as well. In the aftermath of 9/11 this is exactly what all people 

were trying to do: communicate their feelings in all possible ways. 

The overall effect of Foer’s collage writing style and experimental typography is at  

first sight one of chaos. The reader is thrown into the world of the three main characters and is 

almost forced to imagine oneself in the their situation. In that way the reader is invited to see 

the events through the eyes of the novel’s characters. Foer, as many other novelist writing 

about the events of 9/11, wants to tell a story dealing with the effects of 9/11 on the lives of 

these imaginary characters. By using this mixed-media style, Foer takes the reading 

experience to a whole other level. The reader does no longer only have to rely on his or her 
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own imagination, but is taken by the hand and shown what the characters experiences 

visually.  

Foer is a writer who writes with his heart. He does not seem to care about rejection or  

bad reviews. He says  

[y]ou can really only fall back on yourself and your sense of what's good, and what's 

good writing. […] If people agree with you that's really wonderful, and you're very 

lucky. [...] And if they don't, it doesn't mean you're wrong.
33

  

In that way, Foer’s innovative writing style can be seen as a characteristic of Foer’s personal 

writing. I believe that his style is effective because the different unusual devices add to the 

story. Foer is trying to show us Oskar’s world and he does so by using all possible tools he 

has. He is not afraid to push the boundaries of the novel and to create something new and 

original. He fully grasps the ability of art and writing to make people aware of the world’s 

problems. In this case the attacks of 9/11 and its consequences. At the same time this novel 

presents the struggle of art itself to maintain itself in times of crisis. The novel shows the 

effort of the author to create a new and more complete type of novel. In that way, I believe 

one should admire Foer for having the courage to take the novel and the institution of writing 

to a whole other level. In comparison to other writers, such as Ken Kalfus, I believe that 

Foer’s 9/11-novel inclines more to what the people need in this post-9/11 world. It provides 

the reader with a more intense reading experience and allows the reader to identify itself more 

with the characters.  

Besides writers of novels, many other cultural workers have also tried to express their  

feelings concerning the events of that infamous morning. Filmmakers, playwrights, and other 

artists have also struggled to represent the events of 9/11 in an as correct as possible manner. 

Acclaimed journalist and teacher Anne Nelson agreed to write a play based on a real 

                                                 
33

 Zborovsky, Leana. “Foer‟s writing illuminates.” The Eagle. 25 April 2005. ‹ 

http://media.www.theeagleonline.com/media/storage/paper666/news/2005/04/25/TheScene/Foers.Writing.Illumi

nates-935871.shtml›.  



 60 

experience. In her play The Guys (2002) she stresses the importance of words, writing, and 

the writer in times of crisis. In general, artists as well as ordinary people are trying to 

contribute something valuable to the mourning society and give their interpretation of that 

day. 

 

6. The Response of the American Theatre to 9/11: The Guys by Anne Nelson 

Following the attacks of 9/11 there was an abundance of reactions coming from 

all possible areas of public life. Including the art of the theatre has provided the society with a 

response to the terrorist attacks. However, in the immediate aftermath of the events, the 

theatre was left with a number of questions. As a result of the atmosphere of fear that was 

created after 9/11, tourists and American visitors did not find their way to the theatre 

anymore. The theatre community moreover had to deal with logistical and financial problems. 

Finally, playwrights, as other writers, were searching for a correct way to represent the events 

of that day. However, in spite of a difficult post-9/11 period the American theatres have 

produced a number of 9/11-plays. These plays dealing with 9/11 want to help the mourning 

community to process what has happened. They provide an alternative way of 

commemorating or processing the events to the shocking images found in newspapers and on 

television. The latter only shock people repeatedly by overwhelming them with images of 

horror and pain. In that way traumatized people get even more traumatized. The theatre 

experience, on the other hand, gives the society a possibility of joined grief. They tend to give 

people hope and allow them to express their emotions of pain and grief. The goal of the 

theatre is to articulate the voices of individuals for an entire community so that the audience 

can identify itself with the theatrical events and characters. Anne Nelson tries to explain the 

therapeutic function of the theatre by saying that  
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both theatre and psychology [trace] their vocabulary back to the Greeks: Drama and 

psyche to start with, but also catharsis, crisis, and therapy. A play couldn‟t cure 

anyone. But it could bring people together in a dedicated space and allow them to 

experience emotion together.
34

 

Even though she has always had an interest for the theatre, The Guys (2002) is Anne  

Nelson‟s first play. During her career, Anne Nelson has been a reporter and war 

correspondent. Currently, she is the director of the International Programs for the Graduate 

School of Journalism. As a writer and a New Yorker, she felt the need to respond to the 

tragedy. At one point in the aftermath of the events, Nelson came into contact with a fire 

captain who needed her expertise to write eulogies for the men he lost. At a benefit dinner she 

meets the artistic director of the Flea Theatre, Jim Simpson, who asks her to write a play 

about the events of 9/11. When she told him about her experience with the fire captain, he 

encouraged her to communicate that in a play.
35

 After a week this chain of unlikely events 

gave rise to the play The Guys (2002). Anne Nelson says “I hadn‟t written a play before, but I 

was motivated to capture what I had observed and experienced through my conversations with 

the captain”.
36

 However, the plays that came into being after 9/11, do not approach the events 

of 9/11 in a uniform manner. Some of the 9/11-plays are merely set against the backdrop of 

the events of 9/11 or use 9/11 as a pretext to tell another story. Whereas other plays, such as 

Anne Nelson‟s The Guys (2002), intend to reflect on the relevance of art and writing in 

particular in times of national crisis. 

The two plays of interest in this part of the paper are The Mercy Seat (2003) by Neal  

LaBute and the above mentioned The Guys (2002) by Anne Nelson. Apart from dealing with 

the same subject and the fact that both are two-person plays, these two plays do not have 
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much in common. To begin with, The Mercy Seat (2003) does not, even though it is a comic 

play, provide the spectator with a comforting message. In that way it may be painful for 

people who experienced the horror of that day to watch the play. Even for outsiders who were 

not involved in the catastrophic events in any direct or indirect way, the play might be 

repulsive. It tells the story of Ben, a man who works at the World Trade Center (WTC) but 

who was not at his office on that infamous morning. Instead he was with his mistress, Abby, 

who at the same time is his boss. Ben lets his family believe that he was killed in the attacks 

and contemplates running away with his lover to start a new life elsewhere. It is obvious that 

the events of 9/11 are no more than a mere background in this story.  

The Guys (2002) by Anne Nelson on the other hand is a simple and straightforward  

play dealing with the events of 9/11 in a more realistic way. The play tells the true story of a 

fire captain, Nick, who is struggling to write eulogies for the men he lost in the attacks. He is 

terrified that he will not do justice to their memories. Therefore, he contacts Joan, a writer, to 

help him to find the right words. This clearly proves the importance of words and the 

relevance of writers in a post-catastrophe world. In fact, in the novel Joan even says “[w]hen 

was the last time I heard someone say they needed  a writer?” (Nelson 2002: 7). However, 

there is also a downside to this reliance on craftsmen, namely that writers tend to force their 

words upon individuals with thoughts and feelings of their own. For example, Nick explicitly 

mentions that he wants to depict his men as they really were and not in the heroic manner that 

they are constantly presented on television and in newspapers. He says “I keep hearing all 

these speeches from politicians on TV. The pictures in the papers. Hero this, hero that. I don‟t 

even recognize them” (Nelson 2002: 12). Even though they try to depict the men in a realistic 

way, the result of Nick and Joan‟s effort are heroic narratives. It is Joan who composes the 

eulogies on the basis of Nick‟s stories. Often, she leaves out the less heroic parts of his 

narrative. Even though she claims “[t]hey‟re your words. I just put them in order” (Nelson 
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2002: 17), the outcome might not exactly be what Nick had in mind. In the movie made of 

this play it becomes even more obvious that the words uttered by Nick at the memorial 

service are not his words. At the end of the film, when Nick is performing the eulogies the 

camera is directed at Joan who mouths the words as he speaks them. As A.O. Scott mentions 

in his article “Film Festival Reviews; Writing 9/11 Eulogies Links Two Disparate New 

Yorkers”: “Whatever this moment is intended to convey, it has an unfortunate overtone of 

self-congratulatory vanity, which extends from Joan to the movie itself. It's called ''The 

Guys,'' but in the end it's all about her.”
37

 

To compose the eulogies, Nick and Joan rely on the genre of the anecdote. In  

definition “an anecdote” is “a short account of a particular incident or event of an interesting 

or amusing nature, often biographical.”
38

 Even though the anecdote is narrative in form, it has 

a particularly human character. That is probably why it is often the basis for the writing of 

eulogies. These short stories containing an event out of the deceased person‟s life intend to 

account “for feelings of overwhelming loss while defining the specificity of the victim.”
39

 

Nancy K. Miller argues in her essay “Portraits of Grief” that the anecdote constitutes a 

paradox, namely “the loss is so great that the only way to bring it to language is to think 

small, cutting it down in size. You accede the big through the little.”
40

 However, the danger in 

this process resides in the fact that often these short narratives are too heroic. In trying to 

contain the loved one‟s personality in a single anecdote, the focus is often on the good 

qualities of the deceased loved one only. In that way it is not a realistic representation of the 

victim‟s character. This is the crucial mistake that Nick and Joan also make in this play. Even 
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though, when brainstorming Nick often reveals some of the men‟s flaws, they are hardly ever 

integrated in the eulogy. 

In general, this play is a good example of the important role of the writer in society.  

However, it also comes to show the danger that the reliance on professional writers brings 

about. Often one cannot recognize his or her own story anymore. It is still important for 

people to vent their feelings in their own personal way. Even if those stories include 

hesitation, silences, and corrections. They are often more human than the fabrications of 

writers. Narrative plays an important role in the processing of a traumatic experience, but 

“narrative” includes both personal and professional stories. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Eight years after the 9/11-events the effects are still omnipresent in the global society. 

It can be said that 11 September 2001 has not yet become merely a part of history but that it is 

still very relevant up to this day. Therefore, many cultural workers are struggling to make art 

out of these events without misrepresenting them. 9/11 is still a sensitive subject and many 

people feel personally attacked when the events are exploited or represented in a controversial 

manner. The question is often raised whether it is too early to write about or make art out of 

these events. In my opinion, this is a useless question. People were not wondering whether it 

was too early in the immediate aftermath for journalists to exploit the events either. I tend to 

agree with Jonathan Safran Foer‟s opinion on this matter. In an interview with Gabe Hudson 

of The Village Voice, Foer says: 

It troubles me when people ask if it's too early to make art pertaining to September 11. 

No one asked, in the moments after the attacks, if it was too early for Tom Brokaw to 

report it. Do we trust Tom Brokaw more than we trust, say, Philip Roth? His wisdom, 

his morality, his vision? I don't. I appreciate that Tom Brokaw and Philip Roth do 

http://www.villagevoice.com/related/to/Tom+Brokaw
http://www.villagevoice.com/related/to/Philip+Roth
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entirely different things, both necessary. I wouldn't want Roth giving me my 

information about what happened on a given day in Baghdad, and I wouldn't want 

Brokaw giving me my information about what it felt like. Journalists traffic in 

biography. Artists traffic in empathy. We need both. So why do people continually 

question what's the appropriate terrain for art? Why do people wonder what's "OK" to 

make art about, as if creating art out of tragedy weren't an inherently good thing? Too 

many people are too suspicious of art. Too many people hate art.
41

 

Many people tend to deny that they need help to get through the tragic experience. Too often 

what is said in newspapers and on television is considered as the absolute truth and fiction as 

a make-believe world full of lies. As Foer suggests: we need both. On the one hand, it is 

important that the people are correctly informed about the events going on in the world. On 

the other hand, art is a useful tool in the process of healing. The common goal of many of the 

cultural workers dealing with 9/11 is to somehow provide comfort. The ways in which they 

try to do this, however, differs greatly. According to Fokkema, however, it is possible to 

distinguish some similarities amongst novelists. Nevertheless, most of the 9/11-novels do not 

present all the characteristics of the post-9/11 literature distinguished by Fokkema. Each 

novelist approaches the events differently and many want to draw the attention to the fact that 

it is impossible to incorporate all the aspects of the events in one novel. The two writers 

central to this paper, namely Ken Kalfus and Jonathan Safran Foer, have also tried to show 

the impossibility of capturing all aspects of the events in one novel and the fact that there is 

no single truth available concerning the events of 9/11. 

Ken Kalfus has approached the events of 9/11 with a great deal of sarcasm in his novel 

A Disorder Peculiar to the Country (2006). It is hard to try and understand a writer‟s brain. 

One can only guess what Kalfus‟ intentions were by using sarcasm to write about such a 
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terrible event. Nevertheless, as was mentioned before one possible way of clarifying his way 

of dealing with this subject is that he is in fact mocking the idea that one can grasp an event of 

such a big scope into one novel. Furthermore, Kalfus constantly compares the general effect 

of 9/11 and the life of the protagonists, Joyce and Marshall. To sum up it can be said that that 

day has had four major effects on the public level, i.e. the global War on Terror, economical 

problems, the Israel-Palestine debate, and anxiety. In addition to these effects, 9/11 also 

affected the private or domestic level. The two main effects that can be felt in this area are the 

widespread fear and the heightened rate of people suffering from the Posttraumatic Stress 

Disorder or PTSD. Kalfus has tried to incorporate all these effects in his novel. After having 

pointed out what trauma and PTSD are in general and more specifically how it is represented 

in children and adolescents, it became clear that many of the characters in Kalfus‟ novel are 

traumatized. Moreover, it has been indicated what the cause of the trauma is in each member 

of the Harriman family and how they try to deal with it. As has been said, both the parents and 

the children suffer from a double trauma, being the divorce and the terrorist attacks on their 

nation. They all display different symptoms of PTSD, including drinking problems, 

relationship problems, regressive behavior, and aggressive play. It has furthermore been made 

clear that the psychological impact of that day is hard to grasp and to explain. This could also 

be one of the reasons why trauma and its consequences are often described in novel, essays, 

and literature in general. It is a way towards understanding.  

Also in the discussion of Jonathan Safran Foer‟s novel Extremely Loud and Incredibly  

Close (2005), it has been pointed out that the three main characters are suffering from a 

trauma. On top of the 9/11-trauma, also the trauma concerning the bombing of Dresden is 

addressed in this novel. As opposed to Ken Kalfus, Foer has not addressed the effects of 9/11 

in the public sphere. This can be explained by the fact that the main protagonist in Foer‟s 

novel is a nine-year old boy who is not concerned with the political and economical problems 



 67 

caused by the attacks of 9/11. The main focus here is the trauma of Oskar and his paternal 

grandparents. It has been pointed out that each of the three narrators display different 

posttraumatic stress symptoms. Moreover, they all try to deal with their trauma in different 

ways. In the end, however, Oskar appears to be the only one with hope of a better future. His 

grandparents seem to be stuck in the past and seem to be unable to move on. In this case, the 

trauma of the characters cannot only be observed in the content of the novel but also in the 

formal structure. 

The experimental form of Foer‟s novel has caused much controversy. Many critics  

claimed that the form of the novel was inappropriate for dealing with this sensitive subject 

matter. However, I believe that the different media that Foer uses in his novel greatly attribute 

to the story. Foer has grasped the opportunity to create something new and original to offer to 

the mourning society. I believe that he is one of the writers who fully understands his 

important role in times of crisis. Another writer, a playwright in this case, who seems to be 

aware of the fact that writers have an important task to fulfill in the post-9/11 world, is Anne 

Nelson. 

In her debut as a playwright, The Guys (2002), she stresses the importance of the  

writer and the power of language in the mourning process. However, this play also indicates a 

dangerous aspect of the reliance on writers, namely that the writer‟s words are often not one‟s 

own words anymore. It is still important to tell your own story in your own words. Even if 

that story will include gaps, hesitations, and silences. 

In general, it can be said that narrative plays an important role in a grieving society.  

It helps people to reflect upon their experience and to look at it from a different angle. 

Moreover, it can often be considered a source of comfort. Furthermore, art often provides 

people with a sense of community and togetherness. Nevertheless, the ultimate right play or 
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novel does not exist. Much depends on personal preference. Artists can only try to give their 

interpretation of an event and it is up to the people to select one point of view or another.  
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