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Introduction 

Unsurprisingly, given that homosexuality was not decriminalized in Ireland until 

1993 (Walshe 117), definitions of the Irish family have been shaped by 

heteronormativity and chauvinism, with women being officially relegated by the 

1937 Irish Free State Constitution to the realm of the household and 

homosexuality being silenced. One of the first authors to openly challenge such 

dominant and discriminatory definitions of the Irish family was multi-award-

winning Irish author Colm Tóibín. Beginning his career in the 1990s, Tóibín 

experienced a period of profound legal changes in Ireland entailing, in addition to 

the depenalization of homosexuality in 1993, the removal of the ban on divorce in 

1996. These changes had a significant impact on Irish culture and on the genesis of 

what came to be known as post-nationalist Irish literature, of which Colm Tóibín is 

thought of as one of the most renowned exponents (Carregal-Romero 2). Many 

literary critics have praised Tóibín for his commitment, as an Irish writer, to the 

deconstruction of the predominant conception of the Irish heterosexual family. 

Indeed, although other authors such as Kate O’Brien and John Broderick have 

dealt in their literary oeuvre with homosexuality, it can be argued that the 

cornerstone of Tóibín’s fiction, which encompasses various topics such as the end 

of dictatorship in Argentina in The Story of the Night or the plight of Irish migrants 

in Brooklyn, has been to challenge traditional descriptions of the familial unit 

(Witchel). In fact, in several of his works, such as The Heather Blazing, Empty 

Family, Love in a Dark Time: Gay Lives from Wilde to Almodóvar, Tóibín has 

depicted heterosexual families as dysfunctional, and their members as incapable of 

developing emotional empathy, notwithstanding their physical proximity 

(Carregal-Romero 4). An example of Tóibín’s efforts to rearticulate the idea of 
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family is given in one of his most famous novels, The Blackwater Lightship, where 

for the first time in his fiction, the confrontation between traditional families and 

homosexuality is analysed and dissected in a “fully Irish setting” (Yebra, 

Transgenerational 123).  

Set in rural Ireland, where 27-year old AIDS-stricken Declan returns to die  

after years spent in Dublin, the novel centers upon Declan’s decision to spend the 

final months of his life surrounded by the women of his family, namely his 

grandmother Dora, his mother Lily and his sister Helen, and his gay friends, Paul 

and Larry, with whom he had spent a conspicuous yet unknown number of years. 

Even though Declan does not reveal much about his traumatic experience of being 

a gay man in Ireland in the early 1990s, through Paul’s and Larry’s oral stories, the 

reader gets a glimpse of the widespread discrimination toward homosexuality in 

Ireland, which brought about pervasive tension between homosexual and 

heterosexual people. At first sight, The Blackwater Lightship harks back to “the 

matrilineal tradition of Catholic Ireland” (Yebra, “Interstitial” 97) with women in 

charge of the domestic realm. However, the unfolding of the novel slowly reveals 

how complicated and distressing the relationships between the two different 

generations of Irish women presented in the novel actually are. For example, the 

rapport between Helen and Lily has turned awry since the death of Lily’s husband 

(Helen’s father), to the point that mother and daughter rarely meet in order to 

avoid possible conflicts due to bitter memories and resentments. This thesis argues 

that the harrowing and distressing relationship between Helen and her mother Lily 

can be likened to the tense and traumatic narratives uttered by the gay characters in 

the novel. These narratives substantiate Tóibín’s message, underscoring the 

traumatic experiences of two marginalised groups in Ireland, namely gay men and  
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women.  

Tóibín’s novel has been subject to a fair amount of decidedly positive  

literary criticism since it was published in 1999. Indeed, it was shortlisted for the 

Booker Prize and five years later adapted into a film. According to Rory 

Waterman, one of the secrets of Tóibín’s success is his ability to depict the whole 

range of “emotions uncertainties, frailties, exploitations, love, carelessness and all 

of the multifarious things that make us what we are”. Possibly, Tóibín’s concern 

with common sentiments and ordinary life is what has encouraged some 

researchers to analyse the novel from an existential standpoint, concluding that 

The Blackwater Lightship “lends itself to a close dialogue with [the ideas of 

existential philosophers such as] Martin Heidegger, Jean Sartre or Gabriel Marcel” 

(Lucuara 387). Other writers have decided to focus their research on the 

interweaving of homosexuality and AIDS, emphasizing “the emotional cost of 

illness” (Matthews 1) and that “the hero’s [Declan’s] disease is a necessary 

sacrifice for the family and Ireland as a whole to resurface” (Yebra, “Interstitial” 

96). The tension between modernity and tradition has also been pivotal in the 

research carried out by Matthew Ryan, who underscores how in The Blackwater 

Lightship “liberal modernity – a combination of sexual freedom, de-gendered self-

realisation and accessible communication technology” has to come to terms with 

“traditional social formations of reciprocal obligation between people and 

attachment to place” (29). Finally, Tóibín’s novel has also been scrutinized to 

underline the opposing roles of oral and written history in the text and how the 

former can lead to a different understanding of the Irish family (Persson). 

Undeniably, contradictions abound in the novel. However, Caruthian trauma 

theory has not yet been applied in order to account for such incongruities; for 
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example, why Declan, after having spent his whole life in Dublin detached from 

his family, eventually decided to go back to his grandmother’s house in the Irish 

countryside to die. Therefore, the usage of Caruthian Trauma is intended to shed 

some new light on Tóibín’s novel.  

Among the many books on trauma theory that have been published, one of  

the most influential has unquestioningly been Cathy Caruth’s Trauma: 

Explorations in Memory, in which the author defines trauma as “the confrontation 

with an event that in its unexpectedness or horror cannot be placed within the 

schemes of prior knowledge [...] and thus continually returns, in its exactness, at a 

later time” (Caruth, Trauma 153). Using as the starting point of her analysis the 

Freudian concept of Nachtraeglichkeit, interpreted as “a temporary latency period 

of amnesia, during which the source of the originating trauma is unavailable to the 

sufferer’s memory” (Gibbs 10), Caruth developed a three-pronged model of 

psychological trauma for literary studies. Such model is based on the victim’s 

inability to fathom the gravity of the event as it occurs, the resulting inaccessibility 

of the memory and the victim’s opposing necessity to overcome trauma by finding 

a way of expressing it (Koschorreck 3). Caruth likens trauma to a by-product of 

history, for “[t]he traumatized […] carry an impossible history within them, or 

they become themselves the symptom of a history that they cannot entirely 

possess” (Trauma 5). Hence, the traumatized individual is led by traumatic 

experiences towards a “crisis of truth” (Caruth, Trauma 6) stemming from the 

impossibility of fully understanding their own history. Such impossibility prevents 

the victim from creating a wholesome identity, for a part of their identity is always 

unavailable. In fact, since Caruth’s enunciation of her theory, “the unspeakable 

void became the dominant concept in criticism for imagining trauma’s function in  
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literature” (Balaev 1). Even though a victim’s response to trauma “depends on the  

particular situation, on an individual’s specific psychic history and formation, and  

on the context for the event” (Gibbs 12), Caruth and other critics in the field of 

trauma studies have argued that any trauma narrative is characterized by several 

features, many of which, it can be argued, are to be found in The Blackwater 

Lightship.   

Firstly, traumatic events, like Declan’s father’s death, are either depicted 

allegorically or indirectly explained to the reader, lending credence to the idea that 

trauma can never be appropriately fathomed or experienced (Versluys 14). 

Secondly, as evinced by the broken communication between Lily and Helen after 

the latter’s father’s death, not only do individual fail to recall trauma but  language 

is also a defective tool to describe traumatic experiences, which in turn forces 

characters into aphasia−silence−(Versluys 89; Gibbs 150). Finally, another way to 

focus on the irrepresentability of trauma is to foreground the absence of traumatic 

memories (Whitehead 9). For instance, no space is given in the novel to describe 

the moment Declan contracted the disease. Additionally, Helen’s ambiguous and 

blurry recollection of the past, especially the fact that she cannot bring to mind 

either the last time she saw her father or how much time Declan and herself spent 

alone at their grandmother’s house when their parents went to Dublin (Tóibín 35) 

is arguably the main culprit for the emotional chasm that opens between mother 

and daughter. In fact, towards the end of the novel Helen admits that she thought 

her father had been locked away by her mother (Tóibín 149). Helen’s resentment 

runs so deep that she has never allowed her mother Lily to see the two sons Helen 

has had with Hugh, her husband. As a result, there seems to be much 

understanding to be gained in applying Caruthian trauma theory to Tóibín’s  
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novel. 

This thesis will analyse the repression and silences of some of the main  

characters in Tóibín’s novel, namely Declan, Larry and Paul, and interpret them as 

a response to the characters’ impossibility to fathom the gravity of pervasive 

discrimination towards homosexuality in Ireland. Such discrimination, it will be 

argued, makes it impossible for the three Irish men to access the memory of their 

trauma. Subsequently, it will be asserted that Declan’s, Paul’s and Larry’s oral 

stories epitomize the inborn need of the human soul to overcome trauma by 

sharing one’s experience with other members of a community one would like to be 

part of. Additionally, investigating the broken relationship between Helen and her 

mother Lily under the lenses of Caruthian theory, this thesis will propose that not 

only homosexual men but also women belonging to seemingly traditional families 

have been subject to socially induced trauma. Therefore, it will be suggested that 

in The Blackwater Lightship oppressed characters such as women and gay men can 

repossess their narrative and overcome their traumatic experiences by telling their 

story, which, in turn, underscores the need for a more wholesome, broader 

definition of the Irish family.  

The first chapter will introduce why trauma theory was chosen as the  

theoretical background of the present thesis and that trauma will be interpreted as a 

“byproduct of history” (Caruth, Trauma 5). Subsequently, the opposing roles of 

oral and written history in Ireland will be elucidated and it will be highlighted how 

oral history can help marginalized people, such as gay men and women, to 

overcome trauma and bring about a more inclusive definition of Irish identity. The 

third chapter will apply Caruth’s three-pronged model to clarify the 

interrelationship between repression and silence, in terms of discrimination 
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towards homosexuality, but will also touch upon the silences and repressed 

feelings characterizing Helen’s relationship with her mother Lily. Finally, this 

thesis will examine how Tóibín’s fiction can help bridge the gap between the 

traditionally heterosexual nuclear family embedded in Irish culture and the need 

for a more inclusive definition of family where Catholicism and homosexuality are 

not mutually exclusive terms.  

Why Trauma Theory? 

While cultural trauma studies stemmed from Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis and 

relied on Holocaust studies (Gibbs 19), therefore dating its genesis back almost a 

century, the beginning of modern trauma studies can be traceable in the 1980s, 

when post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) was first recognised in veterans of the 

Vietnam war. Nonetheless, it was only in the following decade that trauma theory 

emerged when several studies aimed at elaborating “on the cultural and ethical 

implications of trauma [on society]” were developed (Whitehead 4). Taking into 

account that trauma affects not only the individual, but also the way a certain 

experience is perceived at a societal level, it seems sensible to concur with 

Dominik LaCapra’s claim (x) that it is impossible to write about history without 

including trauma. LaCapra’s theory of the interconnectedness of trauma and 

history has been buttressed by the soaring popularity of literary studies on trauma 

in the first decade of the 21st century, with many authors adopting Caruth’s 

definition of an unfathomable event whose memory “is inescapably bound to a 

referential return”, which haunts the victim (Unclaimed 7). In other words, the 

historical power of trauma resides in the “inherent forgetting that allows its 

representation” (Caruth, Unclaimed 8). If the depiction of traumatic experiences is 

postulated to be intertwined with history, it can be advanced that Tóibín’s 
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description of troubled heterosexual families may stem from his desire to 

“undermine the authority of sacred texts of Irish nationhood such as the 

Constitution and the dogmas of the Catholic Church” (Carregal-Romero 8), which 

have both created the illusion that fixed gender roles are inborn in any society and 

marginalized nonnormative groups. In fact, as observed by Brian Girvin, “one of 

the strengths of the Catholic church . . . had been its close identification with the 

majority of Irish people” (92). Unfortunately, the Church’s association with 

supposedly traditional Irish values was interwoven with bigoted prejudice against 

homosexual individuals who were not allowed to voice their opinion. Such 

discrimination created “a dissociation of affect [how and what people feel] and 

representation [the linguistic means used by individuals to express themselves]” 

(LaCapra 42) in the Irish gay community. In The Blackwater Lightship it is 

noticeable how characters who have been subject to societal discrimination, like 

Declan, Larry and Paul, fail to translate into words their sentiments. 

However, it must be acknowledged that not every negative event that is 

experienced at societal level turns into trauma. In fact, as suggested by J.C. 

Alexander in his discussion on the social process of cultural trauma, collective 

traumas actually occur when “social crises become cultural crises” (15). In other 

words, it is not enough for a certain group of individuals, for instance those with 

nonnormative sexuality, to experience discomfort and pain, but they have to regard 

their distress “as a fundamental threat to their sense of who they are, where they 

came from, and where they want to go” (Alexander 15). As will be subsequently 

explained, several marginalized characters in Tóibín’s novel regard their pain as a 

real threat to the repossession of their own identity. Consequently, the usage of 

trauma theory is a suitable tool to analyse their distress and emphasise how it is 
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only by sharing the harrowing experience that victims can overcome trauma. Since 

trauma is impinged upon the victim’s memory, or lack thereof, of the event, the 

following chapter will clarify the role of oral memories in subverting dichotomic 

oppositions between normal, heteronormative, and other, homosexual, advocating 

for a re-writing of Irish oral history.  

The Role of Oral Memories 

According to Guy Beiner, oral historical sources can be categorized into two 

groups: “oral history”, encompassing the recollection of past events and “oral 

tradition”, entailing knowledge handed over from one generation to another (10-

11). Beiner’s analysis, stemming from Elizabeth Tonkin’s argument that bias is not 

an oral teller’s flaw but rather part and parcel of any communication, leads him to 

claim that oral material possesses the unique “ability to focus on mentalities” (10-

11). Given that these mindsets are not individual but interwoven with a collective 

experience, oral history is “intimately bound with the changing values and 

institutions of a changing society” (Joyner 295). Its focus on societal changes 

enables oral history to reject historical standards and to advocate for a different, 

more holistic dialogue between “past and present, subjective and objective, poetic 

and political” (Samuel and Thompson 5). Through such dialogue, alternative oral 

histories of marginalized groups, unable to document in written form their story, 

are brought to light.  

Regarding the Irish locus, in his book, Sex, Nation and Dissent in Irish  

Writing, Éibhear Walshe (3) affirms that although there was a distinct homosexual 

presence in Ireland before independence, only after independence was 

homosexuality regarded as a real danger for Ireland. In fact, among the few 

English laws Ireland decided to keep there was the forbiddance of same-sex love 
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(Walshe 3). As a result of this, throughout most part of the 20th century, 

homosexuality has been perceived as a threat to the traditional, heteronormative 

way of life, imbued in the values of the Catholic Church (Persson 154). As argued 

by Tóibín himself in another of his works, Love in a Dark Time: Gay Lives from 

Wilde to Almodóvar, the judicial system and the church in Ireland contributed to 

the creation of homophobic sentiments which spread across any social layer of 

Irish society (267). Persson contends that whilst these homophobic feelings are 

plainly evident in The Blackwater Lightship, they are also openly challenged by 

private recollections of memories, or “oral histories” borrowing Beiner’s words, 

rejecting the historical narrative, the heterosexual standard (150). Therefore, 

“[o]ral historians [like Paul and Larry] need to re-assert the value of individual 

remembering, and the capacity of the conscious self to contest and critique cultural 

scripts and discourses” (Singh et al. 6).  For instance, as soon as Paul gets out of 

the car and walks into the house of Declan’s grandmother, Dora, where Declan has 

decided to spend the last days of his life, she refers to Paul in these terms: ‘when I 

saw you, I said to myself here’s another of them now […] it was the way he 

[Declan] walked or turned and I wondered what sort of life he was going to have 

now, what sort of person he could be” (Tóibín 87). Clearly, in patriarchal Ireland, 

being homosexual is perceived as different, being “the other”, and, as such, no 

public recognition of homosexuality should ever be permitted (Walshe 5). 

However, thanks to Larry, the reader is given a different depiction of the average 

Irish family when he mentions a family living in his same neighbourhood. This 

“terrific” family is made of “normal people” but all four boys have been dating 

Larry. To make things worse, “[t]wo of them are married, but that doesn’t seem to 

stop them” (Tóibín 90). Thus, the moral values the Irish Church should have  
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bestowed upon the customary Irish family turn out to be nothing more than a  

veneer of pretence.  

The hypocrisy of Irish society is also twice emphasized by Paul’s   

recollection of his love story with Francois, his spouse. Firstly, as explained by  

Persson (165), while walking down the strand with Helen, Paul describes the 

narrow mindedness of Irish people, making jokes about Francois being gay, and 

contrasts it with the openness of Francois’ parents, who became the best friends of 

the young gay couple. Secondly, Persson (166) interprets the comparison between 

Paul and Francois’ love story and Helen and Hugh’s as Tóibín’s ruse to encourage 

the reader to reflect upon the absurdity that Paul and Francois’ marriage must be 

hidden only because of their nonnormative sexual orientation. Furthermore, Paul 

and Francois eventually find a priest who is willing to marry them, in spite of the 

Catholic Church’s long-held belief that marriage is an institution reserved for 

heterosexual families. Consequently, it can be claimed that Paul’s oral history, 

spurred by Helen’s recognition that she needed to let Paul speak without being too 

inquisitive, as if she were confessing him, for “a single question, phrased badly, 

could stop him now” (Tóibín 101), gives him the strength to cope with 

displacement. Given that even members of the Church disobey, albeit 

surreptitiously, its dogmata, Persson argues that Paul’s coming out story reveals 

the need for societal changes in Ireland (165-6).  

Moreover, Paul stands his ground when asked to leave by Lily, Declan’s  

mother, who could not accept that the most important member of the family during 

one of the several bouts of pain experienced by Declan was not his mom, but a gay 

friend of her son:  

‘Listen, Mrs Breen,’ Paul said, ‘I’m here as long as Declan is here and you 



12 
 

 
 

can take that as written in stone, and I’m here because he asked me to be  

here, and when he asked me to be here, he used words and phrases and 

sentences about you which were not edifying and which I “will not repeat. 

He is also concerned about you and loves you and wants your approval. He 

is also very sick. So, stop feeling sorry for yourself, Mrs Breen. Declan 

stays here, I stay here, Larry stays here. One of us goes, we all go, and if 

you don’t believe me, ask Declan. (Tóibín 136) 

Arguing vehemently with Lily and rebuking discrimination based on an 

exclusionary vision of the family, Paul’s suppressed voice is finally given a stage. 

Indeed, Persson contends that by challenging Lily in her mother’s house, Paul 

advocates for a dialogue between the traditional narrative of the Irish family, the 

heteronormative standard, and the alternative oral histories of marginalized 

individuals which disclose the need for societal changes in Ireland and indicate a 

“potentially different future, characterised by increasing openness” (164).  

Finally, although Declan’s story is not directly told to the reader, which  

Jennifer Jeffers (112) considers a flaw in Tóibín’s narrative, stating that “Tóibín 

has distanced Declan too much”, it seems sensible to agree with Persson’s 

interpretation (161) that the distance between Declan and the narrative is 

maintained by Tóibín to underscore how the main character in the novel is not 

Declan, but rather discrimination against marginalized people. Nonetheless, what 

Persson seems to have overlooked in his analysis is the considerable space given 

by Tóibín to the character of Helen and her dysfunctional relationship with her 

mother Lily, entailing repressed feelings and long silences. Taking into 

consideration that both gay men and women have been marginalized by Irish 

society, the following section will dissect, using the Caruthian concepts of the 
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unfathomability of trauma, the inaccessibility of its memory and the victim’s 

opposing need to share their narrative with others to overcome trauma,  Declan’s, 

Larry’s, Paul’s and Helen’s respective oral stories. Such an analysis will 

demonstrate how the defense mechanisms of repression and silence used by the 

aforementioned characters to cope with trauma lead them to a “crisis of truth” 

(Caruth, Trauma 6) and their only escape route resides in telling one’s story, 

openly defying the marginal roles bestowed upon women and gay men by 

traditional Irish history. Before continuing the analysis of the novel applying 

Caruth’s model of trauma, however, it is mandatory to mention how psychological 

studies have indicated that “amnesia, dissociation, silence or repression may be 

responses to trauma, but they are not exclusive responses” (Balaev 6).  

Repression and Silence 

The genesis of the concept of repressive memory can be attributed to Freud, who 

defined repression as a defensive process forcing the mind to forget events that 

cannot be acknowledged or tolerated by our psyche (“Repression” 147). According 

to Freud (“Notes” 166), repression does not entail the destruction of the repressed 

material, which can later reemerge in the conscious. Informed by Freud’s 

postulation of repression, Caruth, in her book Unclaimed Experience: Trauma 

Narrative and History, argues that the victim of trauma will be haunted by the 

repressed memory of the traumatic event unless they find a way to share their 

experience with others. Several critics have debated, without finding universal 

agreement, whether such repressive process occurs at the unconscious level, at the 

conscious level or both. However, such debate and its annexed complications can 

be circumvented by using Simon Boag’s postulation of repression as a mechanism 

that “prevents knowing (or acknowledging) that the repressed is known” (250). 
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The concept of repression, or “motivated [conscious or unconscious] ignoring”, as 

rendered by Boag (268), is intertwined with either the lack of willingness or 

inability to use language to describe traumatic experiences.  

As a result of silence, “the reader is left with only shattered glimpses of the  

traumatic act” (Blundell 17). These moments “offer the reader the opportunity to 

comprehend the experience of unspeakability itself”, which, in turn, generates 

empathy towards the victim (Blundell 17). Like repression, silence is a defense 

mechanism. Indeed, in her analysis of individuals traumatised by World War II, 

Maria Ritter insists that “silence in response to trauma constitutes a […] self-

imposed firewall to avoid total psychic fragmentation” (180). Considering that 

silence is a concept better conjugated in its plural form (Foucault 27), it eschews a 

universal definition. However, it is certainly worth investigating given its 

importance in the understanding of trauma (Ritter 178). In respect to this thesis, it 

is pivotal to highlight how silence is interwoven with traumatic experiences, in 

particular with what Caruth calls ‘a breach in the mind’s experience of time’ 

(Unclaimed 4). In other words, given the irrepresentability of trauma and the 

impossibility for the mind to assimilate the event, trauma leaves its victims 

speechless; therefore, a silenced trauma is never-ending. Nevertheless, as 

enunciated by Barry Stampfl “traumatization need not necessarily conclude in a 

state of involuntary, deeply conflicted silence” (16). Thus, it can be suggested that 

finding an audience to share one’s narrative with can help characters like Declan to 

overcome trauma. 

Declan’s Story 

To begin with, the reader is not told exactly how long Declan has been suffering 

 from AIDS, but it is revealed that although he “had it for a long time” he could  
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not bear telling his family (Tóibín 59). This is hardly surprising, considering that 

the AIDS epidemic has been used as a pretext to further regulate those who do not 

fit the heterosexual mould (Watney 172). The social stigma attached to AIDS, 

which was considered to be the disease of homosexual people, meant that “gay 

men diagnosed with HIV/AIDS would often draw care and support from members 

of the gay community rather than their biological relations” (Matthews 4). Hence, 

on the one hand, Lily’s shock at having been displaced from her traditional 

motherly role is fully understandable. For instance, not knowing how to treat 

AIDS symptoms, she is asked by Paul to leave the room when Declan suffers from 

a bout of diarrhea. Taking exception to Paul’s comments, Lily starts an argument 

with Paul feeling that she had been replaced by him as Declan’s maternal figure 

(Tóibín 134-136). Being enraged, Lily fails to realise that Declan may have felt 

“humiliated [by openly showing the uncontrollable symptoms of AIDS to his 

family] and needed privacy” and refuses to acknowledge that he wanted his 

friends, not his family, to be around in that critical moment (Tóibín 136). On the 

other hand, “family dynamics [especially those of dysfunctional families such as 

Declan’s] are forced to co-exist with homosexual and homosocial relations [like 

the friendship between Declan, Paul and Larry]” (Matthews 4). Sadly, it is only 

when Declan feels he is about to die that he finds the courage to gather his family 

together, hoping that at such time, his family members will be able to cast their 

differences aside and accept him as an AIDS-stricken gay man (Tóibín 60). 

However, Larry reveals to grandmother Dora that Declan had been tempted to 

open up to his family , especially his mother, about his personal trauma, AIDS, but 

just could not find the words: “[h]e drove to Wexford a few times, to his mother’s 

house, but it was always late and he never went in. I think he hoped she’d find him 
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there like you did. But he never saw her. And then he’d drive back to Dublin 

(Tóibín 87). Borrowing Caruth’s words, it could be argued that Declan’s trauma 

epitomises a byproduct of history. In other words, Declan has become the 

symptom of a history that he “cannot entirely possess” (Caruth, Trauma 5) because 

of judicial discrimination before 1993, which silenced him, and the perduring 

social stigma attached to gay sexuality in Ireland. Thus, Declan is led by social 

discrimination towards a “crisis of truth”, which Caruth defines as “the victim’s 

inability to comprehend trauma due to a latency period where the effects of trauma 

are not evident” (Caruth, Trauma 6). For Declan, this crisis is generated by his 

incapability to understand and (re)possess his own narrative as a gay man in 

Ireland in the early 1990s. Taking into consideration that trauma is bi-dimensional 

inasmuch as it affects both individuals and society as a whole, it can be argued that 

Declan’s trauma is not just merely personal but epitomizes the traumatic 

conditions people with nonnormative sexuality had to live under in Ireland at the 

end of the 20th century; in this sense, Declan’s trauma is historical.  

Furthermore, given Declan’s impossibility to fathom his own history, the  

paucity of information regarding Declan’s life as a homosexual man in Dublin, 

instead of being interpreted, as argued by Jeffers, as a flaw in Tóibín’s writing, 

may be regarded as the stratagem used by Tóibín to underline the inaccessibility of 

his memory, the second concept of Caruthian trauma. Indeed, considering the 

pervasive discrimination Declan must have been subject to in Ireland, it is 

unsurprising that Declan is either incapable or unwilling to recall the traumatic 

experiences he may have gone through. In fact, as argued by Martin Koshorrek in 

his analysis of networks of trauma in Colum McCann’s Let The Great World Spin, 

“an earmark of the inexpressibility of traumatic experience is the characters’ 
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struggle with language and impossibility to find the right words to describe their 

experiences” (6). Evidently, for most of his life Declan could not find a way to 

bring the subject of his homosexuality up to his family, nor were his family ready 

to accept it. For instance, as evinced by the following discussion between Helen 

and Lily about Declan’s sexuality, the mere utterance of the word “gay” represents 

an issue for Irish women: ‘[h]ow long have you known about Declan?’ her mother 

asked. ‘Since yesterday. I told you.’ ‘I mean, how long have you known that he 

had friends like Paul?’ ‘Like what?’ ‘You know like what.’ Her mother sounded 

irritated” (Tóibín 67). Another example of the unutterability of homosexuality is 

given by Dora, Declan’s grandmother, who constantly refers to gay people as 

“them”. Having spent most of her life in a country that criminalized 

homosexuality, Dora thinks that homosexuality is best left unspoken, and life will 

always be rife with problems for gay people (Tóibín 86). 

Finally, the third postulate of Caruthian trauma, the victim’s necessity to  

share their own experience with others to avoid being haunted by trauma, may be 

what encouraged Declan to finally open up to his biological family. To begin with, 

“individuals are able to cope with different stressors by discussing the events with 

members of their community and with people who have faced similar stressors in 

their life” (Daly and Barker 31). Hence, it can be argued that Declan had the 

opportunity to discuss his traumatic experience as a gay Irish man with members 

of the LGTB community, but not with his biological family, given the social 

stigma attached to homosexuality, and the fact that he is the only gay sibling. That 

may be the reason why Declan drove all the way to Wexford, hoping to suddenly 

meet his mother and that she would be able to accept him as a gay man. 

Nevertheless, having been forced to be silent about his sexuality for several years, 
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Declan would probably have felt a loss for words with his mother, in the same way 

he could not disclose his ailment to his grandmother Dora when the latter found 

him walking on the strand (Tóibín 87). Significatively, Declan drove back home 

multiple times, lending credence to Caruth’s postulations of the necessity to 

overcome trauma by telling one’s story and of the traumatic experience haunting 

the victim who has repressed their feelings. Sexual discrimination against 

individuals with a nonnormative sexuality brought about frustration and repression 

not only to Declan, but to other members of the Irish gay community too, such as 

his friend Larry.  

Larry’s Story 

Prompted by Helen questioning him whether his parents knew he was gay, Larry 

narrates how he felt when his sexuality was disclosed. He recalls being a member 

of gay groups in Dublin and being excited when invited to have tea with the then 

President of Ireland Mary Robinson. However, the excitement quickly tapered off 

when Larry discovered that the event was going to be broadcast (Tóibín 88). Even 

though Larry admired Mary Robinson, the president who oversaw the legalisation 

of homosexuality in Ireland, he could not help but feel agitated by the presence of 

the cameras: “I looked around and asked myself if maybe one other person felt like 

I did, but I think I was the only one who wanted to hide. We stood in a row to be 

photographed and filmed. Everybody smiled and was very relaxed. I think even I 

might have smiled. But I wasn’t very relaxed”. (Tóibín 88). As in Declan’s case, 

the discrimination against homosexuality made it impossible for Larry to possess 

his own narrative; hence, instead of relishing in such a historical moment, Larry 

was terrified by his family discovering his sexuality. Moreover, the unutterability 

of the traumatic experience, which according to Caruthian trauma makes the 
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traumatic memory inaccessible to its victim, is manifest in Larry’s case as well. 

Indeed, he soon realized that he may have been able to tell his mom but certainly 

could not have revealed his sexuality to his father (Tóibín 89). Having experienced 

discrimination and not having been able to voice his opinion, to create his own 

narrative, Larry could not find the right words to describe how he felt and who he 

was, not even to his family. Larry’s silence recalls what Lewis describes as the 

traumatized individual’s belief that no words will ever be able to “convey meaning 

to the listener” (303). 

Nevertheless, in spite of his predicament, Larry is depicted as a funnier,  

less serious figure than Declan’s other friend, Paul. For instance, he does not seem 

to take the discriminatory comments made by Lily and Dora to heart, to the point 

of volunteering to be the architect modernizing Dora’s house, and with it its 

owner’s old-fashioned ideas about family. Using Caruthian trauma it can be 

contended that Larry’s lighthearted attitude stems from having told his stories 

many times (Tóibín 88), which allowed Larry to retake possession of his own 

narrative as a gay Irish man and, consequently, overcome the traumatic experience 

of being discriminated against. In fact, he seems nonplussed by the fact that some 

of the men he had sex with were members of apparently traditional families, such 

as his current boyfriend’s brothers who, being married, could not reveal their own 

sexual identity because of societal pressure. Hypocritical attitudes and 

discrimination against homosexual individuals are also at the forefront of Paul’s 

narrative.  

Paul’s Story 

Paul is originally depicted in the novel as a knowledgeable, even-tempered  

individual whose self-control makes him appear almost unemotional. For instance,  
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the first conversation he has with Helen is quite dry insofar as he seems to measure 

carefully every single word he utters while driving Helen to the hospital (Tóibín 

21-22). However, as the novel unfolds, Helen and Paul become closer, to the point 

that he decides to tell Helen his story. Recollecting his encounter with whom came 

to be his spouse, a French boy named Francois, Paul confides to Helen how 

difficult it was for the pair to spend some time with their peers in Ireland. In detail, 

coming from a different, more open-minded culture, Francois had told everyone 

that he was gay and wanted to date Paul. As a response to this, Paul’s peers call the 

pair “queer” and make fun of their sexuality (Tóibín 100). Paul mentions how “this 

sniping and sneering and cheap stupidity” is what made him decide to leave 

Ireland (Tóibín 112) and go to work for the European Commission. In other words, 

Paul’s decision to leave his country can be interpreted as an attempt to choose 

anew the community he wants to be part of and gain some agency in his life, 

leaving discrimination far behind. In fact, like Declan and Larry, Paul is not 

immune to experiencing a “crisis of truth”, stemming from the silencing and 

discrimination of homosexuality in Ireland. Having to publicly repress his 

sexuality affected Paul’s identity. Indeed, to consciously acknowledge that his 

sexuality was indeed nonnormative, Paul had to write down on a piece of paper 

that he was gay before Francois came back to Ireland (Tóibín 99). Paul’s desire to 

seek some sort of written confirmation of his sexuality is reminiscent of what 

Jonathan D. Lewis defines as the trauma victims’ uncertainty about “the reality of 

their own experiences” (303). Having been silenced and discriminated for decades, 

homosexual individuals like Paul find it hard to believe in and express their own 

emotions, sentiments.  

However, upon realizing that social stigma was not going to change the  
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way he felt about “blokes in [his] class”, Paul finally decided to look for a partner  

who was his age and gay too because “it was less drastic than some of the other  

options” (Tóibín 99). Arguably, Tóibín’s message in this last line is that several 

gay Irish men were led by social discrimination to the verge of suicide. Luckily, 

Paul decided not to take his own life, perhaps encouraged by a previous encounter 

with some French students who came to Ireland to study English, and realised that 

another perspective on homosexuality was possible: “[t]he way all of us- I mean 

the Irish boys - the way we dealt with each other puzzled the French people, but I 

didn’t realise that until much later. We were all surprised at how they shook hands 

with each other and kissed each other, and they were amazed at how we slagged 

each other off all the time” (Tóibín 99). Undoubtedly, discrimination against 

homosexuality deeply affected the social behaviour of Irish boys, to the point that 

showing any kind of affection between boys was out of question and any weakness 

led to being lampooned for days. Hence, using Caruth’s terminology, Paul was not 

able to fathom the gravity of the event, being forced by the discriminatory Irish 

society to behave in a supposedly manly way, until he met people from a different 

culture. In fact, by talking to Francois and spending time with his family Paul was 

able to retrieve his memory of the traumatic event, what living as a gay adolescent 

in pre-1993 Ireland meant: 

‘When we got together,’ Paul went on, ‘Francois’ parents were just 

unbelievable. They bought a big double bed for us and put it in Francois’ 

room. I don’t think he had a single moment’s problem with them about 

being gay. We saw them often. We usually stayed with them on a Saturday 

night, or saw them on Sunday. They were our best friends. (Tóibín 102) 

Francois’ parents showed Paul that there is nothing inherently wrong in being in a  
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homosexual relationship and that individual sexuality should not be the cause of  

either familial or societal discrimination.  

Finally, analyzing Paul’s decision to open up to Helen about his difficult 

relationship with Francois under the lenses of Caruthian trauma, it can be claimed 

that Paul needed to find a way to tell his story, a narrative that would have been 

silenced in pre-1993 Ireland. At first, Paul reminisces how liberated he felt while 

spending time with Francois’ family in France, where boys were allowed to “strip 

off in front of each other” without having to fear being denigrated and how that 

time was “pure happiness” (Tóibín 101). Nonetheless, after the sudden death of 

Francois’ young parents, the relationship turned sour because of Francois’ fear of 

being left alone and, arguably, only the intervention of an open-minded priest who 

decided to take exception to the precepts of the Catholic Church and marry the 

young gay couple saved the relationship from breaking apart. Unfortunately, 

despite the priest’s brave deed, decades of state-driven discrimination could not be 

obliterated overnight by the repudiation of a law. In fact, instead of congratulating 

Paul on his marriage and praising the daring priest for the outstanding courage he 

demonstrated by marrying a gay couple, Helen enquires whether the Pope heard of 

the presence of a priest acting against the old fashioned principles of the Catholic 

Church (Tóibín 106), which angers Paul. Consequently, on the one hand Paul’s 

desire to disclose his secret marriage with Francois to another member of the Irish 

community can be interpreted as a way to overcome discrimination and silencing. 

On the other hand, if even teachers like Helen are not ready to welcome the 

prospective changes within Irish society brought about by the decriminalization of 

gayness, the novel suggests that the outlook for Ireland is rather bleak. 

Additionally, to further buttress the belief that there is nothing inherently superior 
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about traditional Irish families, and that the dominant role granted by the Catholic 

Church to heteronormative families in Irish culture is unwarranted, Tóibín makes 

Helen describe the broken relationship she has had with her mother Lily in the last 

ten years. By investigating this strained, fragile rapport, it is noticeable how 

despite holding old fashioned beliefs about same-sex relationship, Helen “inherits” 

trauma from unwritten familial rules and obligations women must abide to in Irish 

society. Hence, while Declan, Larry and Paul’s traumas are social, Helen’s 

traumatic experience is, albeit representative of the situation affecting Irish 

women, therefore also socially determined, confined to the realm of the household. 

Helen’s story 

Undoubtedly, tensions between Helen and her mother Lily abound in the novel. 

Nevertheless, they all seem to originate in a specific moment in the text, that is 

Helen’s father’s death. LaCapra (49) claims that absence and loss should not be 

conflated. In fact, whilst the former acts at a transhistorical level and “does not 

imply tenses”, the latter entails a chronological dimension and is connected to 

specific events; thus, it can be “reactivated, reconfigured, and transformed in the 

present or future” (LaCapra 49). Although the reader is never provided with its 

exact date, the death of Helen’s father is doubtlessly a specific traumatic event, 

which resulted in Helen’s misperception of the past “in terms of sheer absence or a 

haunting presence” (LaCapra 49). In fact, “when absence is narrativised, it is 

perhaps necessarily identified with loss” (LaCapra 49). Thus, it can be argued that 

the death of her father led Helen to act the event out and to blurry the distinction 

between her past and present. For example, while attending Hugh’s father’s 

funeral, Helen wonders if having had the possibility of grieving her father’s loss 

would have made the event less traumatic (Tóibín 133). Recollecting Caruth’s 
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words, Helen has become “the symptom of a history that [she] cannot entirely 

possess” (Trauma 5) because she only has an obfuscated recollection of the 

traumatic experience of losing her father; hence, the lack of a clear memory haunts 

Helen and causes hostility towards her mother, who decided to keep Helen and 

Declan away from their dying father: 

There was a scene especially which haunted her which remained strange   

beyond her understanding … that day when she [Lily] came from Dublin  

with her husband’s body […] her mother had seemed regal, remote, the last 

person a little girl would want to hug or seek comfort from. […] Those 

days after her father’s death were dream-days, as though captured on badly 

processed film … her mother was at the centre of the strangeness, utterly 

placid … her daughter watched her from the bottom of the stairs”. (Tóibín 

215) 

To avoid dealing with a painful loss, Helen disassociates herself from her father by 

referring to him as her mother’s husband. According to Jean-Michael Ganteau and 

Susana Onega (5), such distancing is typical of trauma narrative and underscores 

how trauma can never be understood by its victims. In fact, the victim’s memories 

of the traumatic event are either blurred or missing (Ganteau and Onega 10).  For 

instance, Helen’s last memory of her father is when she was told that her parents 

had to go to Dublin for some tests. However, “[s]he knew she must have seen him 

later that evening and perhaps the next day, but she had no memory, absolutely 

none, of seeing him again” (Tóibín 35). Helen’s blurry memory leads her to a 

“crisis of truth” where the distinction between past and present, real and imagined 

becomes unrecognizable and her identity gets fractured by the  

impossibility of knowing her own story.  
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Helen’s traumatic recollection of her father’s death epitomizes what  

Marianne Hirsch defines as “postmemory”, “the personal, collective, and cultural  

trauma [handed over by previous generations to younger ones] by means of the 

stories, images, and behaviors among which they grew up”. Focusing on family 

memories, Michael Boss argues that such “memories are particularly important for 

an individual’s memories […] since these memories […] have been constructed 

from the stories that he or she has been told later in life” (24-5). According to 

Yebra (“Transgenerational” 132), such inheritance of traumatic memories is 

customary with different generations of Irish women and clearly noticeable in The 

Blackwater Lightship. For example, it can be argued that Helen’s blurry 

recollection of the past stems from the cultural trauma she inherited from her 

mother. In fact, taking away her sick husband to Dublin, without explaining to her 

kids what was happening, as a last resort effort to save his life and showing, 

apparently, no emotions during her husband’s funeral, Lily acted following the 

societal conventions of Irish society. However, it also traumatized Helen who 

could not understand her mother’s behaviour and felt deprived of the possibility of 

mourning her father’s death. Being bestowed the role of guardians of the hearth by 

the 1937 Constitution, women like Lily feel ashamed, inadequate and helpless 

when facing a tragic event like the death of a family member:  

Coming home like that from Dublin and your father so young, and 

everybody looking and watching, there was a sort of shame about it […] it 

felt like shame […] because I knew when it was all over and the people 

went away I would be alone, I’d be sleeping alone, I’d be alone at night 

[…] and I couldn’t manage, you know I couldn’t manage. (Tóibín148-9) 

Feeling desperate and embarrassed, Lily did what everyone advised her to do  
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(Tóibín 140), she distanced herself from the rest of her family, which, in turn, 

opened an emotional chasm between herself and her daughter. In fact, after her 

father’s death, Helen felt her mother was never on her side and did not trust her 

again anymore (Tóibín 128).  

However, upon entering her grandmother’s house, Helen realises that “she  

felt, despite herself, almost relieved” (Tóibín 65). Possibly, Helen felt relieved  

because she understood that, despite her “unspoken emotions […] they [herself  

and Lily] were once more a unit” (Tóibín). Accordingly, her desire to be reunited 

with her family, although not as strong as Declan’s, who had an “inexhaustible 

need for his mother’s attention and approval” (Tóibín 56), is, arguably, what 

encourages her to end decades of fraught, strained silence with her mom. In fact, 

she eventually admits to Paul that she consciously omitted some details from her 

narrative: “there are other things I left out that are harder to understand, and maybe 

I should try. I feel bad because you were so honest and open with me.’ (Tóibín 

113). Supported by Paul’s understanding, Helen finally acknowledges how she felt 

when her father died: 

When my father died, half my world collapsed, but I did not know this had  

happened. … Maybe the damage was already done, but I got no comfort or  

consolation from them [her grandmother and mother] […] My mother 

 taught me never to trust anyone’s love [and] I associated love with loss. … 

The only way I could live with Hugh and bring up my children was to keep  

my mother and grandmother away from me. (Tóibín 113) 

Helen buried a part of herself, her relationship with her mother and grandmother, 

to numb herself from feeling angered at the way trauma had been handed over to 

her by her family. Evidently, to keep seeing her mother would have meant 
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constantly associating “love with loss” and being reminded of the inaccessibility of 

her trauma. Nevertheless, she eventually understood that the only way to overcome 

trauma was to utter her full narrative, rife with fermented resentment. Being able 

to finally give free reign to her pent-up emotions and listening to her mom 

admitting that she felt equally powerless when her husband died, Helen 

understands that the relationship can’t “keep on like this” (Tóibín 129) and that by 

recovering the relationship with her mom, she will be able to reclaim a part of 

herself that she felt she had to hide.  

Conclusion 

Having been written by one of the first writers to openly oppose the dominant 

heterosexual definition of the Irish family, The Blackwater Lightship has been 

subject to a great deal of analysis, especially concerning how Tóibín’s work 

underscored state-driven discrimination against individuals with a nonnormative 

sexuality. While the centrality of homosexuality in Tóibín’s novel cannot be 

denied, the application of Caruthian trauma theory allowed the present research to 

emphasise how not only gay men, but also women have been discriminated 

against, and consequently traumatized, by societal rules and expectations in 

Ireland. In fact, the analysis of Declan’s, Larry’s, Paul’s and Helen’s stories 

through the lenses of Caruthian theory foregrounded the similarities between their 

traumatic experiences consisting in their impossibility to fathom the gravity of the 

event, the subsequent inaccessibility of the traumatic memory and the afore-

mentioned characters’ need to tell their story to overcome trauma. On the one 

hand, by telling their stories, Declan, Larry and Paul managed to come to terms 

with their sexuality, to accept it, and understand how sexual discrimination was 

unwarranted and only typical of the Irish locus. In other words, they repossessed 
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their narrative that had been silenced by the bigotry and narrow-mindedness of the 

Catholic Church, the Irish government and its citizens. On the other hand, 

encouraged by Paul’s support, Helen also succeeds in reclaiming her full narrative. 

Indeed, voicing her pain and discomfort to Lily and listening to her mother’s 

dejected recollection of her husband’s death enables Helen to realise the need to 

make amends with her mother, exhuming parts of herself she had buried deep 

inside her soul. Moreover, the stories told by the foregoing characters allow Tóibín 

to stress the role of oral history in challenging the dominant narrative of a 

seemingly happy traditional family, which proves to be nothing more than a 

socially contrived artifice. Hence, while not casting aside either Declan’s 

dysfunctional genetic family, or his long-term gay friends, Tóibín advocates for a 

more wholesome, inclusive definition of the Irish family where Catholicism, a 

cornerstone of Irish society, and homosexuality are not mutually exclusive ends of 

a binary. 
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