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Abstract. 
As a genre, apocalyptic fiction has experienced a boom in popularity in recent years. This essay 

focuses on representations of trauma theory in apocalyptic fiction, specifically in Emily St. 

John Mandel’s novel Station Eleven. Trauma theory has evolved and expanded rapidly since 

Freud’s original work, and applying it to apocalyptic fiction is an effective way to illuminate 

and extrapolate trauma theory’s more complex points. The trauma lens, in return, provides 

context and insight into the experiences of the characters that populate apocalyptic texts. 

Station Eleven covers a broad range of trauma-related experience, including multiple character 

viewpoints; simultaneous timelines of before, after, and long-after the end of civilization; and 

an ongoing debate on memory. Much of the conflict in the plot of Station Eleven mirrors the 

very conflict of the experience of trauma itself: it showcases the different approaches the 

human psyche may take in its attempt to absorb that which is unabsorbable. By exploring the 

relationship between trauma reactions, such as various coping mechanisms that arise, and 

apocalyptic fiction, it is possible to imagine how a decimated society of traumatized survivors 

rebuilds a world. 
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1. Introduction 
  

Apocalyptic literature is uniquely rife with significance toward examining trauma theory, as 

the works of this genre can be viewed from the trauma perspective on both a macro and micro 

scale. Apocalyptic fiction is the story of a world’s end—the trauma of disaster— told through 

the individual trials and miseries of specific characters. In this genre we also are given a 

kaleidoscope of lenses through which to look at trauma. Station Eleven in particular 

encompasses a wide range of trauma’s aspects: nostalgia and memory; coping mechanisms 

such as reframing; and finally, hope and recuperation.  For this essay, I will explore trauma 

theory in Emily St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven by discussing the role trauma plays in post-

apocalyptic fiction.  

 

2. Eschaton 
 

To understand what constitutes apocalypse fiction, James Berger (1999) offers a 

comprehensive definition in his book After the End: Representations of Post-apocalypse:  

 

“I intend the term apocalypse in 3 senses. First, it is the eschaton, the actual 

imagined end of the world...Second, apocalypse refers to catastrophes that 

resemble the imagined final ending, that can be interpreted as eschaton…[Third, 



 

the] apocalyptic event must in its destructive moment clarify and illuminate the 

true nature of what has been brought to an end” (p. 5).  

 

By this summation, the apocalypse may not be the actual ending of the world, and in fact Berger 

addresses the impossibility of writing such a story. He concludes, “every apocalyptic text 

presents the same paradox. The end is never the end” (p. 5). Typically, in apocalyptic fiction, 

it is not the world-ending moment that is written about, but the aftermath or the fallout of the 

apocalyptic event. Or, more accurately, the apocalyptic event is written about through the 

context of the aftermath rather than in real time, creating a “time loop” in which each “action 

before the apocalypse is simultaneously an action after the apocalypse” (p. 6). The result, as 

stated by Dennis Foster (2000), is “to collapse apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic writing into 

the same category, which effectively means that the representations are always after the fact” 

(p. 743). Hence, the term post- 

apocalyptic will most often be used in this essay, as trauma is a phenomenon which occurs 

after the apocalyptic event. 

Trauma theory has much in common with post-apocalyptic fiction in that the term trauma also 

tends to describe the aftermath of a traumatic event rather than the event itself. Irene Visser’s 

(2011) article on the relationship between trauma and postcolonial studies states that trauma 

“denotes the recurrences or repetition of the stressor event through memory, dreams, narrative 

and/or various symptoms known under the definition of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(PTSD)” (p.  272). An individual's trauma symptoms can surface moments or years after the 

initial experience, lying dormant at times and irregularly activated. Visser points out how the 

definition of trauma “has been expanded...to include secondary victims, witnesses and 

bystanders at an event, but also relatives, therapists, and friends of victims” (p. 272). This 

would suggest that trauma and its symptoms are contagious, and can affect someone exposed 

to a secondhand account of trauma with nearly equivalent strength.  

Furthermore, rather than simply being contagious, Visser and Cathy Caruth, whose extensive 

work in trauma theory is highly valued, both suggest the possibility of heredity trauma. Just as 

there can be belated effects of individual trauma, Visser also describes how, from a postcolonial 

perspective, a culture can retain the effects of trauma generations after the original stressors 

occurred, even after its direct victims have all gone. The concept that trauma can mutate the 

expression of the genes and be passed on epigenetically has big implications for the way in 

which we read post-apocalyptic fiction. To this point, Visser refers to Freud’s view of 

generational trauma, stating  that his “hypothesis of the transgenerational transmission of 

traumatic primal scenes witnessed by early human beings and absorbed into the human psyche 

since the mythic dawn of time” (p. 273) is somewhat contradicted by the “homogenizing and 

dehistoricizing tendencies'' that literary trauma theory most often displays in its focus on 

individual trauma. Caruth, however, believes that a specific account of trauma can stand as a 

representative to the context and time in which it takes place. In her groundbreaking Unclaimed 

Experience, Caruth (2016) incorporates both historical and personal aspects of trauma analysis 

by stating that it “is only by reading the theory of individual trauma...that we can understand 

the full complexity of the problem of survival at the heart of the human experience” (p. 73). 

From the seat of historical trauma theory, it appears that it is imperative not to discount 

history’s role in any given personal account of trauma, and therefore epigenetic trauma bears 

greater con- 

sideration. Post-apocalyptic fiction is the ideal medium in which to do this, because the author 

can inhabit multiple viewpoints and reveal the personal accounts of a traumatic event by several 



 

members of the same community who have experienced it, thereby providing the historical and 

cultural context at any given point in time.  

 

3. Advantages of the post-apocalyptic genre 
 

One of the main functions of writing post-apocalyptic fiction is to highlight themes of 

and process mass cultural trauma. Fiction is a popular way to do this because it allows for 

moments of introspection and emotion, something often missing from the dry recitation of 

historical fact. To absorb the effects of trauma, one needs both the context of the full experience 

of the traumatic event in detail as well as the emotional impact that follows. As humans, we 

have an easier time making this connection when it is represented as a narrative with a story 

arc and fleshed out characters. For this reason, fiction serves as a more potent distillation of 

mass trauma than historical writing can achieve.  

As intrinsic as the relationship between personal and historical accounts of trauma is, 

another interpretation of macro versus micro traumas are those presented by Greg Forter 

(2007), whose theory of punctual traumas, “ historical events of such singularity, magnitude, 

and horror that they can be read as shocks that disable the psychic system” suggests that the 

world-ending event in post-apocalyptic fiction cannot be understood without the context of the 

smaller, everyday traumas that “are not punctual, that are more mundanely catastrophic than 

such spectacular instances of violence” which are “chronic and cumulative” (p. 260). While 

Forter is explicitly referring to patriarchal attitudes such as racism and sexism, this theory also 

relies on postcolonial interpretation, as does the post-apocalyptic genre itself. A character’s 

personal account of how an apocalypse occurs and is represented will inevitably contain 

comparison and contrast between the world pre- and post- the defining event, a summary in 

memoriam of the ways in which the world previously functioned in the time and place it 

inhabited up until the moments just before its collapse. In this snapshot, just as in real-world 

punctual traumas, characters’ experiences provide the context—to some extent—as to how 

they have arrived from that world into another one. Hence, only by gaining as many 

perspectives as are available can the true nature and implications of an apocalypse be grasped. 

Station Eleven marries these approaches very well, as it not only gives very personal 

accounts of the aftermath of its eschaton, but does so from enough and varied viewpoints that 

a bigger picture is present throughout the novel. Each character Mandel has us follow has a 

harrowing personal account of how their lives were disrupted by the Georgia Flu, and 

subsequently changed forever; however through these stories, it becomes clear that many of 

these are shared experiences, even between characters who have never met. Certain events that 

would be outstanding and unusual in today’s world become commonplace in Mandel’s post-

apocalyptic setting. For example, most characters have committed murder at some point, in 

self-defense or otherwise. Even though many of the characters have had to do this, it is 

Kirsten’s personal reflection on the experience that puts into perspective for the reader the 

harsher realities of the new world into which all of the survivors have been thrust. She thinks 

of what she wishes she could say to someone who has had to kill for the first time: “it is possible 

to survive this but not unaltered, and you will carry these men with you through all the nights 

of your life” (Mandel, 2014, p. 296). Because of the specificity and immediacy of the encounter 

that prompted this thought, Mandel manages to incite shock and sorrow on the part of the 

reader, and yet we’ve been given hints throughout the novel that this is hardly an isolated 

incident, simply part of survival in this world. 

 



 

4. The effects of trauma 
 

There are a plethora of symptoms associated with trauma, most of them contradictory. 

Some of these include memory loss, the subconscious repression of a horrifying incident; or 

repeated flashbacks, often experienced more as if the event is occurring again rather than as 

merely a dream or memory. Paraphrasing Freud’s original theory, Visser gives an overview of 

what trauma means relative to the overall self: “painful experiences that have not been fully 

integrated into the personality but have been repressed, remaining in the unconscious to 

resurface in the form of disturbing symptoms” (p. 273). The crux of this theory is predicated 

on the idea that, in order to experience the symptoms of trauma, one must, in some capacity, 

not remember its cause. Many trauma theorists back this idea. According to Caruth, the 

influence of traumatic amnesia is “not in the forgetting of a reality that can hence never be fully 

known, but in the inherent latency within the experience itself” (p. 31). The concept of 

“latency” is central to the experience of trauma; it is not absorbable or memorable in the 

moment that it occurs. Forter believes in trauma’s evasiveness as well: “traumas of this kind 

thus become accessible only in the mind’s recursive attempts to master what it has in some 

sense failed to do in the first instance” (p. 259). This would suggest that our reactions to trauma 

are unknowable to us, and as such cannot be integrated into the personality.  

Some critics of this idea, such as Joshua Pederson (2014), claim that “trauma is 

memorable and describable” (p. 334). While it is certainly true that, for some, memory is not 

lost or buried after a traumatic event, but recalled repetitively in detail, it can hardly be claimed 

that all minds process or react to trauma the same way, let alone sharpen memory in each case. 

There is a danger to accepting either extreme wholeheartedly, in that descriptions of clinical, 

diagnosable trauma vary greatly, resulting in both heightened and absent memories. In either 

case, the effects of trauma are still severe and long-lasting. Sufferers are permanently changed, 

despite their personal recall.  

 

5. Characters coping with trauma 
 

A key aspect of trauma theory in literature is that most of the plot and character 

development are representations of coping with trauma. There are several methods of coping 

with trauma that are explored in Station Eleven. Though far from a complete list, a few in 

particular can stand as a stage of progression through the aftermath of trauma, beginning with 

reframing, then reenactment, and finally, recuperation.  

The first of these coping mechanisms, reframing, refers to the mental gymnastics of 

convincing oneself that a time that has been lost was better than it truly was, namely, nostalgia. 

“We remember, somewhat impressionistically,” Margaret Leggatt (2018) says of nostalgia, 

“remembering is not always quite so neatly separated from the act of imagining...when it comes 

to nostalgia we remember only partially, inventing the rest as we go.” (p. 4). Yet, in those 

moments of remembering, the inflated sweetness of those memories is comforting in the short 

term. In Station Eleven, those memories are often the only comfort some characters, like Dieter, 

have. “How appropriate, then, that in Station Eleven...nostalgia is the disease that lingers after 

the virus—the Georgia Flu—has been eradicated” (p. 4). Paradoxically, reframing is not 

always constructive, as it can just as easily be anathema to easing the loss, rather exacerbating 

the feeling of longing. In the case of the Prophet, reframing can also be dangerous, as his 

paradigm shift involves the assumption that he has, through the collapse, inherited the divine 

right to choose who will and will not survive the Prophet’s own judgment. In order to cope, he 



 

needed to believe that he was spared for some divine reason in order to accept the chain of 

events from his father’s death to the collapse of civilization. However, if one can resist the 

temptations of reframing and move into the next stage, like Kirsten—who often cites memory 

as the true source of most other characters’ pain—then reenactment can begin. 

 Post-apocalyptic fiction often has a tendency to represent harsh, meager lives, bleak 

realities, and emaciated settings. As a coping mechanism, reenactment is particularly 

fascinating because, though it can somewhat border on nostalgia, it is a lucid yet immersive 

form of appreciation. Rather than longing for “the good old days”, a brief period of acting out 

the more positive memories of another time can be therapeutic. Primarily, in Mandel’s hands, 

it is an act of homage, aiming to immortalize what is deemed special.  

Station Eleven “juxtaposes its sense of inevitable doom with a resolute hope in the 

persistence of human culture—embodied, in the novel, by a traveling troupe of Shakespearean 

actors” (Vermeulen, 2018, p. 4). The Traveling Symphony does literally reenact Shakespeare’s 

plays in an effort to carry some of what was best about the old world into the new. Their motto, 

“survival is insufficient”, is a nod to the beauty and culture that once existed and to the fact 

that survivors deserve to have some of that beauty make it through the apocalypse with them. 

Not all forms of reenactment in Station Eleven are healthy coping mechanisms, however. For 

example, the Prophet’s crazed violence “offers an unpleasant re-enactment of the religious 

fanaticism that has punctuated human history” (Leggatt, p. 2). His obsession with clinging to 

a religious explanation for the collapse is an attempt to come to terms with his own trauma, but 

in this method of coping, what he actually begins to reenact is Forter’s punctual traumas, in 

the form of taking control of entire populations of survivors and inflicting new traumas on 

them.  

Vermeulen also notes how Station Eleven “shows how the prospect of finitude enriches 

human life, and how forms of life are as persistent as they are discontinuous” (p. 9). 

Reenactment precludes the assumption that an era is past, and often reinterpreted through the 

lens of the current time, since for an act to be repeated it requires a distinct end. Yet, those 

recreations can never be exactly what it was in the original instance. The novel opens with this 

concept; the production of King Lear starring Arthur Leander is notably adapted to include 

remnants of the past on the edges of the stage, in the form of actors playing younger versions 

of the characters in the background. This can be seen as a direct correlation to the time-hopping 

structure of the novel itself, always keeping the pre-Flu world in the reader’s periphery. In this 

way, though each of those moments has already come and gone by the time the present timeline 

begins, they inform and alter the way the present scenes are absorbed. In a seemingly 

unremarkable moment in one such scene, after Kirsten and August get separated from the 

troupe, they find clothes in an abandoned house that they deem useful for their performances. 

It is implied that, when they’ve been reunited with the Symphony, that they will wear these 

new costumes, thereby creating two new incarnations of prior acts: that their performances will 

be somewhat altered from now on; and that the clothes now have new wearers and new 

purposes then they had had before the collapse. Reenactment always involves evolution, 

reinterpretation, and reinvention, just as rebuilding human civilization will. 

  The final stage of trauma is hope or recuperation. I say recuperation rather than 

recovery because the latter delineates connotations of a return to the former condition, as it 

was. It has been established in trauma theory that any trauma that has been suffered cannot 

hope to be fully recognized by either memory or consciousness, making recovery an 

impossibility. Recuperation, however, refers to a period of time spent in rest, a sort of limbo, 

before restoring full health and potential. Therefore, recuperation can offer a fresh start rather 



 

than a reversion, with the ability to break free from the bad patterns which have defined our 

history. 

The aim of recuperation, and it could be said, of Station Eleven, is not to exonerate or 

replicate the world that has come and gone. A key aspect of recuperation is not to go back to a 

pre-traumatized state, but to incorporate the experience into the new reality that has been 

created and to move on. Mark West (2018) argues that Station Eleven falls short of this notion, 

claiming that the novel is “nostalgic…[seeking] to shore up the remnants of the past against 

further destruction...through reconstructing the old” (p. 2). However, the presence of nostalgia 

in this novel is not merely an admiration for a time past, but a tool for Mandel to reflect on 

memory. Mandel says in a 2015 interview, “I’m interested in its unreliability...and in the 

possibility of memory becoming a burden”. Thus, nostalgia in this novel is more a commentary 

on the way we cope with loss and view our future. 

 Station Eleven, a novel bursting with hope, leans heavily into the concept of 

recuperation over recovery. A recurring debate between the characters is whether they should 

even teach anything about the old world to the generation who will not remember it for 

themselves. One of the ways that this plays out in the novel in the mirrored world in Miranda’s 

comic books, in which “the divide between those who live on the islands above and those who 

live in the Undersea reflects the debate taking place in the larger narrative” (Leggatt, p. 6). 

Many of the characters point out the futility of passing on outdated knowledge, some saying 

that it will only cause pain that new generations need not know. Others emphasize the 

importance of looking ahead and moving on. In the final third of the novel, Daria states, “‘I 

think I’d want my kid to know. All that knowledge, all the things we had.’” (Mandel, p. 269); 

and later on, “‘I suppose the question is, does knowing make [the children] more or less 

happy?’” (p. 270). Of course, much of the novel romanticizes things that used to exist, such as 

the internet and refrigerators, with characters desperately pursuing these phantoms in order to 

bring them back. Yet, Mandel also shows the sheer possibility of a world stripped down to its 

bare essentials, one that gives its survivors a chance to eradicate what made the previous world 

corrupt, a chance to right its wrongs and learn from the mistakes. Mandel shows us much of 

what happens more than a decade after the apocalypse because it is a decision-making sweet 

spot, where there are enough people who remember their old lives to identify and warn against 

its dangers, yet also those young enough to start fresh without the burden of nostalgia and 

metaphysical ennui. 

  

6. Conclusion 
 

Trauma symptoms, coping mechanisms, and hope and recuperation, then, all combine 

to become the main themes in post-apocalyptic fiction. To say that post-apocalyptic texts are 

nostalgic in essence, or that they are allegorical critiques of modern societal symptoms, is 

accurate, to an extent, but much like historical texts, this summary lacks the emotional and 

symbolic inputs necessary to give full-range analysis of the subject. In short, without the 

interpretation that trauma theory can offer, post-apocalyptic writing would be taken at face 

value, and would not have the legs to carry the genre into the popularity it now enjoys.  

It is important to keep sight of trauma theory in post-apocalyptic fiction because it has 

the unique ability to expand and deepen a reader’s understanding of a character’s experiences 

in such a desolate genre. In addition, post-apocalyptic fiction informs our understanding of 

comparable points in history, thereby giving society a way to connect with the emotions of real 

people who lived through traumatic events in our actual world. The post-apocalyptic genre has 



 

reached a peak point; its relatability has skyrocketed, and therefore so have its variations. 

Continuing to examine these texts through the lens of trauma theory can offer a rapid expansion 

of the way in which we view both trauma and apocalypse representations, as one feeds into 

another so potently. Since even Caruth’s works have influenced the field of trauma studies, 

scholars like Visser have been stretching the theory to incorporate effects of mass trauma, even 

attempting to form a solid relationship between it and postcolonial studies, effectively 

broadening the historical influence on trauma and vice versa. Post-apocalyptic fiction is 

becoming increasingly capable of and skilled at carrying the hefty weight of these feats, as it 

also attempts to stretch its boundaries, much as Station Eleven does, by moving further into 

territories of climate, natural, epidemic, and systemic disasters and the imagined ways in which 

they can permanently shape the world after it has ended. 
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