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Abstract: 

In this thesis, a semi-autobiographical manga, Hadashi no Gen, written by Nakazawa Keiji, 

is analyzed through the lens of trauma theory. By using trauma theory, I hope to shed light 

on in what way trauma might affect narrative techniques and in what way the narrative 

techniques convey trauma and emotion to the reader. For the analysis “Trauma Fiction” by 

Anne Whitehead was chosen and categories based on her findings were made. The 

categories are: Intertextuality, repetition, dispersed and fragmented narrative voice, memory 

place, choiceless choice and fantastic. I discovered that all these themes, observed in other 

trauma fiction as well, are more or less used as a narrative tool in Hadashi no Gen.  Further 

I observed that by conveying traumatic events and emotions through a combination of 

images and language is a powerful tool and might even be more effective than standard 

prose text. 
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Introduction 

Even though today there are only few Japanese citizens left with first-hand experience of 

the war, many have knowledge of it and have formed their own opinion about it. But how 

is this impression formed? Ichiki Masashi, a professor of English and Multimedia Studies 

in Chikushi Jogakuen University in Japan, explains that our memory does not necessarily 

stem solely from what we experience but is rather made up of information from many 

different sources. According to Ichiki, there is an important significance of popular culture 

media in forming a sense of the past. Manga could be seen as a source for this – a channel 

that connects to the past and influences the readers’ perception of past events. Therefore, 

one could say that images of the war described in manga have had a large role in forming 

opinions of the war (35-36). 

In this thesis, I intend to analyze Hadashi no Gen, a semi-autobiographical manga written 

by Nakazawa Keiji (1973) that tells about a young boy Gen, Nakazawa’s alter ego, who 

experiences the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. Hadashi no Gen can be seen as one of the 

most influential works on the events surrounding the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. For a 

long time, the manga has been used for peace education and is therefore available in libraries 

and classrooms all over Japan. Hadashi no Gen was the first manga that found its way into 

school curriculums, even though there has been much dispute over if this is acceptable or 

not (Suga). As many Japanese children are experiencing Hadashi no Gen as their main 

representative work of A-bomb literature, this manga can be seen as an important source in 

forming a sense of the war. Therefore, I think it is important to explore how the bombing of 

Hiroshima is narrated in Hadashi no Gen. Even though Hadashi no Gen has been analyzed 

many times through the years, I still think there are some questions left unanswered in 

relation to narration, memory and trauma. So far, I only found one article about Hadashi no 

Gen related to trauma theory and wanting to know more about this topic I settled on trauma 

theory for my analysis of Hadashi no Gen. 

There has been plenteous of research concerning memory related to trauma. Memories can 

be seen as dynamic with both survival and self-representation as one of its functions, 

therefore it is not surprising that during memory retrieval people might reshape and 

reconstruct the past (Markowitsch and Staniloiu 117). With this in mind it is relevant to 

examine how trauma might shape memory as well as how past traumatic events are narrated. 

Anne Whitehead, a literary critic argues that trauma fiction characteristically resorts to 

certain narrative techniques, such as the presence of a dispersed or fragmented narrative 
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voice, that mimic the effects of trauma. When Whitehead is talking about fragmented 

narrative voice, she focuses on the narration, the story telling as a whole, and not on the 

dialog, language or specific words. Other narrative technics that tries to mirror the effects 

of trauma are repetition and intertextuality, intertextuality meaning the relationship between 

literary texts. In this thesis, I intend to examine how characteristics frequently seen in trauma 

fiction are present in Hadashi no Gen by doing an in-depth analysis of how Nakazawa Keiji 

narrates the events surrounding the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. By doing this analysis I 

hope to find out how experience is remembered and narrated in Hadashi no Gen. Further I 

want to examine what kind of characteristics frequently seen in trauma fiction can be found 

in Hadashi no Gen. 

As the main material Hadashi no Gen, a manga series of seven volumes, written by 

Nakazawa Keiji will be used. I am also utilizing “Hiroshima: The Autobiography of 

Barefoot Gen”, an autobiography written by the same author. 

Research questions 

The aim of this thesis is to explore if characteristics frequently seen in trauma fiction is 

present in Hadashi no Gen by doing an in-depth analysis of how Nakazawa Keiji narrates 

the events surrounding the bombing of Hiroshima. The research question are as follows: 

1. How is experience remembered and narrated in Hadashi no Gen? 

2. What kind of characteristics seen in trauma fiction can be found in 

Hadashi no Gen? 

Background 

The background part of this thesis mostly focuses on trauma studies, trauma fiction and 

image text, but also on genbaku bungaku and genbaku manga, the atomic bomb literature 

and atomic bomb manga as a genre. Throughout the thesis, these Japanese terms when 

talking about A-bomb manga and literature will be used. 

Genbaku bungaku 

Genbaku bungaku is a genre in Japanese literature, including diaries, autobiographies poetry, 

drama or fictional works describing the bombings of both Hiroshima and Nagasaki and their 

aftermath. Manga has also become a popular media, in which these events are described. 

The history of genbaku manga in Japan goes back to the immediate post-war period, even 
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though the actual term for this genre dates much later. According to Ichiki, the history of 

genbaku manga can be divided into four periods, whereas the first period (1945-1954) can 

be described as the emergence of the genbaku manga (37). At this time, insensitive or even 

comical use of A-bomb references was used, as for instance in Shabana Bontaro’s Pikadon 

Niisan, where the main character is named after the bomb. Historically the word ”pika”, an 

onomatopoeia meaning flashing light, refers to the atomic bombing of Hiroshima 

(Miyamoto 116). In the beginning this kind of insensitive and comical way of referring to 

the A-bomb was common but can easily be explained in that the public still was unaware of 

the proportions of the devastation the A-bomb really had done in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

According to Ichiki, the second period (1954-1973) has been described as the golden years 

of the genbaku manga, even though manga about the A-bomb was not yet recognized as a 

genre until much later. This period can also be seen as a big turn in the awareness of nuclear 

weapons and their effects and this is why in this period nuclear weapons are portrayed as a 

“social evil that threatens their daily life.” However, this image was soon to be replaced by 

manga tending to romanticize death and the A-bomb was rather used as means to further 

dramatize the story – in particular in so-called shōjo manga aimed for younger girls (Ichiki 

38-40).   

According to Kawaguchi Takayuki, the term genbaku bungaku, which includes manga, 

began to take form in post-war Japan but gained recognition as a genre as late as in the 

1970s (236). Ichiki describes the following years, the third period (1973-1999), as the birth 

of genbaku manga genre and years of silence. This is the period when the term genbaku 

manga was recognized as a genre. With Nakazawa Keiji’s Hadashi no Gen being published 

1973, this year can be seen as a turning point in the history of genbaku manga, defining 

what would become the genbaku manga genre. Hadashi no Gen distinguishes itself from 

previous genbaku manga. As an A-bomb survivor Nakazawa describes the events as he saw 

them without sugarcoating them as was common in shōjo manga at that time (41). Further, 

Nakazawa saw manga as an opportunity and means to teach the readers about the horrible 

effects of nuclear weapons. As Nakazawa expresses in an interview: “I’m a cartoonist, so 

cartoons are my only weapon” (Asai 9). 

Even though the third period can be seen as the birth of the genbaku manga genre, this 

period can also be seen as a silent period because genbaku manga published during this time 

decreased drastically. It could be argued that one of the main reasons for this decline was 

that genbaku manga was deemed as too politically and socially controversial, not fit for the 

entertainment industry. However, following the year 2000 that marked the 55th anniversary 
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of the atomic bombings, a dramatic increase in published genbaku manga can be observed. 

As the survivors with first-hand experiences of the A-bomb grew older and fewer, the 

question of how to pass down the memory of these experiences became an issue. According 

to Ichiki, this can be seen as the fourth period in the history of genbaku manga. In 2004, 

Kōno Fumiyo publishes Yunagi no Machi, Sakura no Kuni, a manga about an A-bomb 

survivor 10 years after the bombings (42-43). In 2007 the same author publishes yet another 

manga series, Kono Sekai no Katasumi ni describing the life of a family living in Kure, a 

city close to Hiroshima. Both of these works describing the A-bomb from different 

perspectives gained much popularity and have even been made into anime movies. Ichiki 

also discusses another noteworthy manga, Kimi ga Kureta Taiyō by Matsuo Shiori. This 

manga came to be the first one published in a commercial manga magazine since Hadashi 

no Gen. However, in comparison to Nakazawa’s horrifying yet realistic descriptions, these 

new works portray the people affected by the A-bomb as beautiful and somewhat romantic 

(44). Once again, the genbaku manga genre is characterized by traits popular in shōjo manga. 

Image text 

When talking about manga, one cannot overlook the importance of pictures in relation to 

text, the so-called image text. In his paper, “The pedagogy of the image text: Nakazawa, 

Sebald and Spiegelman recount social traumas”, Adams Jeff is discussing that the 

emergence of the image text, such as graphic novels, comic books and illustrated novels, in 

the twentieth century has been accompanied by a pedagogic impulse – a desire to recount 

and to communicate traumatic events from the past to a contemporary audience. Adams is 

using the term image text primarily to represent the visual methods of the graphic novels of 

Spiegelman Art, Nakazawa Keiji, and the illustrated novels of W.G. Sebald, though this 

term could be applied to many other documentary graphic artists as well (35). Adams further 

argues that if these image texts can be said to contain a visual pedagogy of crisis, there are 

a number of methods that the artists use to emphasize the authenticity of their medium. The 

documentary image text mainly works through the sequential relationship between image 

and an associated text, framed by temporal juxtaposition which becomes narratives of the 

past located within the present (37). Juxtaposition meaning two things being seen or placed 

close together with contrasting effect.  

When it comes to trauma, as will be mention in the following chapter about trauma theory, 

there is a question about how to narrate something so horrible that not even words can fully 

convey it – the question about how to narrate the unutterable. Adams is arguing that through 

image text, artists such as Nakazawa have attempted to document traumatic events. One 
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reason for this might lie in the ambiguity that comes from the juxtaposition of image 

narrative with text narrative. Ambiguity on the other hand serve as a means for the artist 

trying to narrate the unutterable (37). 

Trauma theory 

In the field of literary trauma theory, trauma is identified as the overwhelming experience 

of catastrophic or sudden events in which the response to the event arise much later in the 

form of uncontrolled repetitive emergence of hallucinations and other intrusive 

phenomena. Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) on the other hand is defined as a 

disorder where recollection of traumatic memory suddenly appears in the form of 

unwanted nightmares and flashbacks (56). So, what is trauma theory one may ask? In order 

to understand why looking at Hadashi no Gen through the lens of trauma theory might be 

useful, let us have a look at trauma theory. 

According to Caruth Cathy, a professor in Department of English and Comparative 

Literature at Cornell University “the traumatic event is not experienced as it occurs, it is 

fully evident only in connection with another place, and in another time”. Because a 

traumatic event is so unbearable they often exist as memories that are not directly 

recognizable as the truth. Traumatic events are therefore not only best understood through 

acquiring facts, but through a process of trying to discover why understanding and memory 

fail when it comes to trauma. According to Caruth, literature might be a way to open up to 

on traumatic experience because it makes the reader listen to things told in an indirect and 

perhaps surprising way (8). 

Trauma study is a relatively new in the field of literary theory and dates back to 1990 in 

United States (Whitehead 4). Originally trauma studies emerged as a result of an urge to 

comprehend the impact of world-historical events such as the Holocaust. Today however, 

trauma studies have evolved and includes a vast array of social, personal and historical 

experiences. Even though there are various approaches today, there is one notion they all 

have in common and that is temporality of trauma. Temporality of trauma is the movement 

from the traumatic event to recovery and then to various forms of representation. At each 

stage, from the actual traumatic event to recovery, the acts of witnessing and giving 

testimony come into play. There are various theoretical approaches in trauma studies, but 

underlining them all, especially early on, is a psychoanalytic approach. In case of domestic 

and sexual trauma however, feminist and gender studies are applied more often. Entering 

the 1970s, two different kinds of development in trauma studies took place. A strand of 
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research focusing on personal trauma such as physical or mental abuse, incest and Post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) developed. At the same time research on world-historical 

events starting with the Holocaust but later on including war, genocide, and other natural 

and human calamities also developed further. According to Castle Gregory: 

 

the personal and the historical come together in a cleavage that is both the 

sign of an unhealable rift and of a suture that knits together the survivor-

witness and the discourse of the traumatic event. This complex double 

relation testifies to the unsayable quality of trauma, which seems to have its 

real existence outside the framework of a discourse. (209) 

 

Buelens et al. are touching the same subject and argue that issues of trauma theory are 

characterized by a combination of representations, the past, the self, the political and 

suffering (4).    

 

When talking about trauma theory one also has to talk about trauma fiction, but what is 

trauma fiction? One could say that trauma fiction focuses on the ways in which 

contemporary novelists explore trauma and incorporate its structures into their writing. 

According to Whitehead, the term trauma fiction is representing a paradox or even a 

contradiction. How can a traumatic experience which overwhelms the individual and that 

cannot be expressed in words or other representations be narrativised in fiction? Whitehead 

argues that fiction itself has changed by its encounter with trauma and that the impact of 

trauma can only justly be represented by simulating its forms and symptoms. Through 

literary techniques novelists have sought to represent trauma and to narrate the unnarratable 

(3-4). Whitehead is further discussing the boundaries between fact and fiction, claiming that 

any literary text can be classified as autobiographical if the author and the narrator-

protagonist coincide (30,32). 

 

According to Whitehead, the characteristics of trauma fiction is the same as in other novels: 

intertextuality, the narrator, plot and story. However, these characteristics are brought to 

their limit, taken literally, defamiliarized or used self-consciously. Trauma narrative 

techniques also include the presence of a dispersed or fragmented narrative voice and 

repetition that mimic the effects of trauma (3, 83). Markowitsch and Staniloiu argue that for 

a long time, people have been aware that memory may be subject to various biases and 

distortions and is therefore not reliable at all. The act of remembering can be viewed as an 

act of re-transcription, re-categorization and also to some degree imagination. It is known 



 

 9 

 

that after the retrieval memories enter a state of lability after which they are re-consolidated 

making them vulnerable to distortions or misinformation. Autobiographical writing and 

autobiographical fiction, where traumatic experiences are narrated, are influenced by many 

aspects, such as the cultural context, culturally and personally shaped models of trauma, 

degree of acculturation, personal experience and personality characteristics (Markowitsch 

and Staniloiu 117, 103-104). 

Traumatic events, such as the bombing of Hiroshima, produce deep and lasting changes in 

physiological arousal such as increases in blood pressure and rate of respiration, emotion, 

cognition, and memory. But in what way is trauma effecting how things are remembered? 

As many psychologists argue, trauma can lead to dissociative personality disorders and 

shattering of the self. How can a lost and indefinable state of existence be narratively 

represented? Traumatic events can, according to Markowitsch and Staniloiu, produce 

changes in capacity for self-consciousness, self-projection and personality. In the light of 

this it is not surprising that the notion of a shattered or fractured self after a traumatic event 

is a frequent concept in autobiographical fiction about trauma (109). As Ewald Hering 

wrote: “Memory connects innumerable single phenomena into a whole, and just as the body 

would be scattered like dust in countless atoms if the attraction of matter did not hold it 

together so consciousness – without the connecting power of memory – would fall apart in 

as many fragments as it contains moment” (qtd. in Markowitsch and Staniloiu 111).  

As memories can be seen as dynamic with both survival and self-representation as one of 

its functions, it is not surprising that during memory retrieval, people might reshape and 

reconstruct the past to support current aspects of the self, such as individual’s goals, self-

image and systems of beliefs. Language can be seen as a means that allows a life narrative 

to unravel, be interpreted and reshaped. Connecting pieces of traumatic memory can also 

be seen as a way of dealing with the trauma and as a pathway towards healing. Therefore, 

trauma narratives can also be seen as not only representations of trauma but rather accounts 

of recovery, as a way of dealing with the effects of traumatic experience (Markowitsch and 

Staniloiu 117, 123). 

When talking about trauma and memory one cannot leave out the importance of cultural 

memory. Cultural memory meaning a form of collective memory, in the sense that it is 

shared by a number of people and that it conveys a cultural identity to these people. In recent 

years research on cultural memory has increased considerably. According to Markowitsch 

and Staniloiu, in some cultures, the focus has been on not forgetting, while in other cultures 

suppression or avoidance is a more common way of dealing with traumatic events. Some 
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cultures even encourage dissociation as a way of healing (121-122). In post-war Japan the 

focus has been on presenting Japan as a peaceful country, not forgetting what happened but 

avoiding subjects that might go against this peaceful image. Whitehead discusses that 

historians have been concerned with the effect of trauma on the collective construction of 

the past and the ways in which that past is remembered in the present. In particular, trauma 

fiction emerges out of three interrelated contexts: postmodernism, postcolonialism, and a 

postwar legacy or consciences (81). Cultural or collective memory is wrapped in political 

structures and therefore produces narratives which are used to support group interests. 

Further it is also known that the socially organized representations of the past influence the 

individual memory as the constructions of autobiographical memory are inevitably 

implicated in wider social frameworks of meaning. Memory of trauma might not only be 

based on own experiences but also on memories of others, and thus becomes a transmitted 

trauma. Trauma can also be passed down across generations (Whitehead 37-53). Coetzee 

and Rau are also touching the same topic claiming that memory of past time is lived in 

relation to others, whilst it is the individuals who do the remembering, the remembering 

often rises out of social contexts (3). 

Previous research 

As already mentioned in the introduction, Hadashi no Gen has been analyzed many times. 

But what kind of research has been done? Previous research on Hadashi no Gen has been 

focusing on depictions of the bombing of Hiroshima and also comparing it to other genbaku 

manga, but not so much on trauma theory and how this could be applied to the manga format.  

In his article, Kawaguchi is exploring the historical and social topology and significance of 

Hadashi no Gen as a work closely intertwined with genbaku bungaku. What he found out 

is that Hadashi no Gen represents a kind of resistance against turning genbaku bungaku into 

a genre and against A-bomb discourse as presented in Black Rain (243). What Nakazawa 

attempted to do, was to picture recollections of things and people which were excluded from 

the dominant narrative, such as the discrimination of Korean people and victims of the A-

bomb, hibakusha. Black Rain (Kuroi Ame), a novel written by the Japanese author Ibuse 

Masuji in 1965, is based on historical records of the devastation caused by the atomic bomb. 

Kawaguchi further argues that even though Hadashi no Gen can be seen as a kind of 

resistance against the discourse at that time, Hadashi no Gen can not have been entirely free 

form the field of literature but was rather leaning closely on the development of the generic 

awareness of genbaku bungaku (243). 
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Another article, “Embracing the Victimhood: A History of A-bomb Manga in Japan” by 

Ichiki, explore representations of the A-bomb and its victims in Japanese manga. Here 

Hadashi no Gen clearly stands out from mainstream manga concerning the A-bomb. In his 

article Ichiki finds out, through a discussion about genbaku otome1, that manga depicting 

the A-bomb has been more oriented towards individual stories rather than social issues. 

Rather than conveying an important social message, manga has been more interested in 

romances of beautiful characters – a theme that isn’t fit for the horrors of the A-bomb. In 

Hadashi no Gen however, Nakazawa depicts what he saw, and he is keener on educating 

the reader rather than making up a fairytale (41, 48).  

In the article search for this thesis, only one article about Hadashi no Gen related to trauma 

theory and Whitehead could be found. Namely, “Barefoot Gen and Hiroshima: Comic Strip 

Narratives of Trauma” by Chapman et al. In this article Chapman et al. examines 

representations of trauma depicted in the comic form through the lens of trauma theory. 

Chapman et al. shows how effectively comic strip narratives can represent trauma and the 

focus lie on Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Usefulness of the comic form as 

historical sources and as a record of traumatic personal testimony is also tested. Chapman 

et al. argue that even though novelists has sought to utilize post-modern techniques to 

represent trauma and to communicate emotions that can not be expressed through 

language and narrative, the visual medium of the graphic novel with its multipaneled 

sequential narrative can convey trauma and emotions effectively and in a powerful way 

(51). 

But why is this comic medium so much more powerful in conveying traumatic events and 

emotions? According to Chapman et al., this power lies in the combination of language 

and images on the page and the subconscious participation of the reader. By using 

imagination, the reader himself fills in the gaps in the narrative sequence or even creates 

a reality deriving out of an image with higher level of abstraction or somewhat conceptual. 

Emotions are then understood by the reader through a form of personification, where 

human attributes are assigned to the abstract image on the page. Chapman et al. further 

argue that the more abstract or simplistic an image is the more work the reader has to do 

in order to interpret the image, and the more powerful the emotional response is. In short, 

amplification through simplification can be seen as one of the reasons why comic strips 

are so effective in conveying trauma and emotion. In Hadashi no Gen the juxtaposition 

 
1 genbaku otome originally referred to young female A-bomb victims of Hiroshima (Ichiki 46).  



 

 12 

 

of simple drawing style mixed with serious content is shocking and the style emphasizes 

the impact of the images (52-53). 

In his article, Adams discusses the pedagogy of image text and learns that these image 

texts in the comic format, such as Hadashi no Gen by Nakazawa, represent a developing 

way of representing trauma and social chaos in a number of innovative ways. Through 

ambiguity in sequence and juxtaposition of image with narrative the image text can refer 

to moments of great importance and achieve authenticity (47). Even though there has not 

been a lot research about trauma theory and Hadashi no Gen, there has been some research 

on the comic format, trauma and history. In Hillary Chute’s article “Comics as Literature? 

Reading Graphic Narrative” she explores the ability of the comic format to spatially 

juxtapose past, present and future moments on the page. She further explores in what way 

contemporary comics approach devastating public histories. She found out that comics do 

not simply blend the visual and the verbal or use one simply to illustrate the other – but 

is rather inclined to present the two nonsynchronously so that the reader does not only 

have to fill in the gap between panels but also have to work with the back and forth reading 

in looking for meaning. Further she argues that the most important graphic narratives 

explore the conflicted boundaries of what can be uttered and what can be shown at the 

intersection of collective histories and life stories (452, 459). 

Method  

In the method part of this thesis the chosen method and material will be discussed. Moreover, 

a list of the categories chosen for the analysis will be presented and explained in detail. 

Material and method 

This thesis examines if narrative techniques found in Whitehead’s “Trauma Fiction” are 

used in Hadashi no Gen by doing an in-depth analysis of how Nakazawa narrates the events 

surrounding the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. Since Hadashi no Gen is a manga, I will 

also be examining if these techniques are applicable on the comic format. As the main 

material I will be using Hadashi no Gen, a manga series of seven volumes, written by 

Nakazawa Keiji. I am also utilizing “Hiroshima: The Autobiography of Barefoot Gen”, an 

autobiography written by the same author. By doing this I hope to see in what kinds of 

situations the story in the manga differs from what actually happened. I am well aware of 

that it is still Nakazawa’s subjective view on what happened, and that memory as was 

mentioned earlier might be affected and reshaped by trauma, but I am interested in what 

way Nakazawa has changed the story in the manga from what he remembers as well.  
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As theory I have chosen to use “Trauma Fiction” by Whitehead and make categories based 

on her findings. All of these might not be found in Hadashi no Gen, and since it is a comic 

and not a novel I will also be exploring what could be learned from applying this theory on 

the comic format. 

Narrative techniques   

Reading through “Trauma Fiction” several aspects concerning narrative techniques was 

found. I chose to focus on all the categories she mentions, since I deemed them appropriate 

and relevant for my study of Hadashi no Gen. The categories are as follows: 

1. Intertextuality 

2. Repetition  

3. Dispersed and fragmented narrative voice 

4. Memory place  

5. Choiceless choice 

6. Fantastic 

Whitehead is discussing narrative techniques that try to mirror the effects of trauma, namely 

intertextuality, repetition and a dispersed fragmented narrative voice as powerful tools in 

conveying trauma. Intertextual fiction can suggest that the past is not always fated to repeat 

itself, but that alternative futures can be considered and played out. On the other hand, 

intertextuality can create a sense of endless repetition. Further it can bring highlight to 

change and progression and allow the novelist to mirror the symptomatology of trauma by 

disrupting temporality or chronology (84, 90-93). Most of the times intertextuality refer to 

an outside reference, to a text by another author or a movie. According to Whitehead 

however, intertextuality does not necessarily refer to an external source of reference but can 

also function within a single body of work or collection of works. This means that the 

writer’s fiction can operate in a dialogue with each other, whether they are novels, plays, 

poems or critical essays. Intertextuality across an author’s works can form a sense of endless 

repetition. This can also be applied to reappearing images (93). 

Whitehead further argues that repetition mimics the effect of trauma since it indicates 

continuous return of the traumatic event and the disruption of narrative chronology or 

advancement. Repetition can be seen acting on all levels, language, imagery or plot. 

Repetition replays the past as if it was still fully present and therefore remains captured 

within the trauma’s paralyzing grip (85-86). One other thing Whitehead mentions is 

repetition-compulsion – to retrospectively build a defensive wall surrounding the psyche by 
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repeating the traumatic stimuli. By doing this one can achieve retrospective control even 

after the traumatic event (119, 122, 125). 

By using a dispersed and fragmented narrative voice, the writers of trauma fiction are trying 

to mimic the effects of trauma. Whitehead is explaining that in collapsing chronology and 

not being coherent, the writer seeks to reflect their own dramatic and fragmented experience 

of rupture (34). The use of reappearing traumatic flashbacks is for instance one way of 

disrupting the chronology of the narrative and therefore give a feeling of a dispersed and 

fragmented narrative voice. 

Whitehead is also discussing the relation between landscape, memory and identity. In 

trauma fiction it is common to convert a place into a “memory place” so that specific sites 

create a temporal consciousness (48-49). Further Whitehead is discussing transgenerational 

hunting, and by this she means that the trauma is connected with the place so that the trauma 

remains at the same sight it occurred (28-29). 

 

Moreover, Whitehead is explaining the notion of “choiceless choice” and “fantastic”.    

The term “choiceless choice” refers to making decisions among horrendous options that 

could not even be described as involving lesser evils – there just aren’t any good options. 

In trauma fiction this “choiceless choice” take the form of splitting or rupture of the self, 

evident in symptoms such as deafness or dissociation so that the victim does not have to 

deal with the horrendous situation (36). “Fantastic” on the other hand serves as an effect in 

trauma narrative that reflects the contradictory nature of the traumatic event – the hesitation 

between what is real and imagined (Whitehead 26). 

Material 

Before proceeding to the actual analysis, an introduction about the author and the manga in 

question is in order. Hadashi no Gen is a 7-volume manga written by Nakazawa Keiji, 

published in Weekly Shōnen Jump between 1973-1985. The author, Nakazawa Keiji, was 

an atomic bomb survivor in Hiroshima and Hadashi no Gen is based on his childhood 

experiences before and after the end of the war. This work is semi-autobiographical, 

describing through the eyes of the main character, Nakaoka Gen, how Nakazawa 

experienced the atomic bombing of Hiroshima in 1945. The manga is not only about the 

hardship Gen faces after the bombing of Hiroshima, but also about the hardship he 

experienced as a result of his father’s antiwar beliefs. The whole family was alienated and 

harassed constantly by their neighbors, police and school teachers because of these beliefs 
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which was not tolerated in Japan at that time. On August 6th, 1945, the father, elder sister 

and younger brother were all killed by the atomic bomb. 

Nakazawa Keiji (1939-2012) was six years old when the atomic bomb was dropped on his 

hometown Hiroshima. Even though Nakazawa was only 1,5 kilometers from ground zero 

he miraculously survived protected by a wall that surrounded his elementary school. He lost 

half of his family in the immediate aftermath of the blast, and later lost even more of his 

family and friends due to radiation sickness and years later to cancer and other 

complications. After growing up in postwar Hiroshima, Nakazawa moved to Tokyo in 1961 

in his pursuit to become a professional mangaka, cartoonist. He was able to fulfill this dream 

but did not want to have anything to do with the atomic bomb or Hiroshima, his manga was 

always about something else. However, following the death of his mother and the anger 

towards the atomic bomb who had destroyed his mother so completely that not even one 

bone survived the cremation, became stronger. The anger Nakazawa felt, made him want to 

share his story and he started turning his memories into short manga stories. In 1972 

Nakazawa’s one-shot manga Ore wa mita (I Saw It) was published in Shōnen Jump. After 

completing this work, Nakazawa began working on Hadashi no Gen that became a big hit. 

Nakazawa died on December 19, 2012 from lung cancer.    

In an interview Nakazawa explains that: 

After all, the overwhelming majority became aware of war and atomic 

bombing via Hadashi no Gen. In that sense – I don’t pride myself on it 

– but I’m a pioneer. Even though Hiroshima figures in Children’s 

literature, there’s nothing that takes it that far. I think manga offers the 

best access (Asai 9). 

Hadashi no Gen can in a sense be seen as educational – trying to explain what happened in 

great detail and with brutal realism. As mentioned earlier, even though there has been a lot 

controversy regarding if this manga should be included in elementary school curriculum or 

not, it has been used in peace education all over Japan. 

The story of Hadashi no Gen spans across seven volumes, starting off before the dropping 

of the atomic bomb. Gen and his little brother and father are in the field checking the growth 

of their wheat. Gen and his little brother are happy dreaming about bread that soon can be 

made of that wheat. The year is Shōwa 20 (1945) in April and the war with United States 

has been going on for years. Months later in the morning of August the 6th the bomb is 

dropped on Hiroshima. Gen is miraculously saved, heading back to the family house and 
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trying to save his father, little brother and sister from the burning house ruins without 

success. Both Gen and his mother desperately tries to save them but must flee from the 

flames and leave the rest of the family behind to die. Running away, Gen hears the screams 

of his little brother, asking for help. A bit later, in the ashes of what’s left of Hiroshima 

Gen’s mother give birth to a baby girl, Tomoko.  

In volume two, victims of the atomic bomb are gathering close to the Honkawa river, 

wanting water, many of them drown in the river. In the aftermath of the bomb Gen is 

struggling to find rice for his mother and baby sister. Gen, his mother and baby sister go to 

Eba to live with an old friend but are being harassed and treated as outcasts. People were 

afraid that radiation sickness was contagious, so victims of the A-bomb often became 

outcasts. Volume two ends around August the 15 with a radio broadcast from the emperor 

announcing that Japan has lost the war.  

In the beginning of volume three, the family gets evicted from their friend’s house and they 

move back to Hiroshima. School starts in the ruins of Hiroshima. On Shōwa 22 (1947), 

August the 6th the first Peace anniversary takes place and later in the volume baby Tomoko 

dies. In volume four the Emperor is visiting Hiroshima on December the 7th. Gen’s mother 

gets sick. In volume five mother returns from the hospital, but because of stomach cancer 

she has only a few months left to live. When her body is cremated there are no bones left 

for Gen to pick up. Four years have passed since the bombing of Hiroshima, but Gen and 

his family is still suffering its consequences. 

 

Volume six starts off with Shōwa 25 (1950) June 25th and war in Korea has started. Even 

though Gen is only 13 years old he decides to manage by himself not to be a burden to his 

big brother who wants to get married. Volume seven starts with Gen putting his friend 

Natsue’s ashes in his family grave. Gen also learns how to draw. In 1953 Gen falls in love 

but the girl later dies of complications caused by radiation. Gen decides to pursue his dreams 

and the manga ends with him leaving for Tokyo.  

Analysis 

In the analysis part I’m analyzing Hadashi no Gen, connecting it to trauma theory and 

previous research findings. The analysis is based on the categories mentioned in the 

previous chapter: Intertextuality, repetition, dispersed and fragmented narrative voice, 

memory place, choiceless choice and fantastic.  
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Intertextuality 

In volume three Gen’s baby sister Tomoko dies of cancer caused by radiation. The image 

of Gen’s mother holding the skull of his baby sister after her body had been cremated is 

similar to Hamlet holding Yorick’s skull in his hands which can be interpreted as 

intertextuality. In their article, Chapman et al. also mention that the skull of Tomoko is 

reminiscent of Hamlet holding Yorick’s skull (62) but does not take the discussing any 

further. Intertextuality here could serve as reminder. A lot of people around Gen is dying 

because of complications due to radiation - no one is safe. The skull itself can be seen as a 

physical reminder of the finality of death and also as an omen of what’s to come. Once again 

Gen is reminded of how much the atomic bomb still is causing grief years after the bombing.  

In volume six, Gen is referring to Chaplin. Gen finds his former teacher, Ōta, drunk on the 

street. Gen follows him to a nearby bar where Ōta spills out his frustration with the 

establishment of Keisatsu Yobitai (National Police Reserve) that became a lightly armed 

national police force during the Allied occupation of Japan. Due to the demilitarization, 

Japan was not supposed to have an army. Ōta is angry because so many of his friends had 

suffered on the battlefield and in Hiroshima. At this point Gen is referring to Monsieur 

Verdoux, a Chaplin movie he just saw in the movie theatre. He tells Ōta that if you kill one 

person you get condemned but if you go to the battlefield as a soldier and kill a lot of people 

you become a hero. This statement is based on a speech from the movie: “One murder makes 

a villain, millions a hero. Numbers sanctify.” Gen however, thinks that all life is precious 

and using war in order to justify killing people is just wrong. Intertextuality here makes 

Gen’s argument stronger. Moreover, as a reader you get a sense of repetition and feel that 

history always is fated to repeat itself and that there is nothing stopping it. 

Some of the images in Hadashi no Gen are almost the same as in Ore wa Mita (I Saw It), a 

one-shot manga by Nakazawa, that first appeared in Shonen Jump in 1972, a year before 

Hadashi no Gen. Today Ore wa Mita is published in Heiwa no Kane series. The similarities 

are striking, and it is no surprise that Ore wa Mita is seen as a predecessor for Hadashi no 

Gen. In Ore wa Mita images such as seen Figure 1 is almost the same as an image from 

Hadashi no Gen, see Figure 2. Both these images describe the immediate aftermath of the 

bomb when Hiroshima has turned into a pile of rubble. As seen in this example, images 

used across many works by the same author could also be seen as a form of intertextuality. 
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Even though there are some examples of intertextuality as seen above, this is not a narrative 

technique that is utilized that often in Hadashi no Gen. However, at times during the story 

telling in Hadashi no Gen, intertextuality has a powerful impact on the story. Particularly 

the image of Gen’s mother holding the skull of his baby sister functions as a powerful 

reminder that life is fragile and that there is nothing that can take back what happened. This 

scene also gives a sense of repetition – that history is fated to repeat itself. As one powerful 

tool in narrating trauma, repetition will be discussed further in the next category. 

Repetition 

One reappearing image in Hadashi no Gen is the haunting image of people wounded by 

glass splinters and people walking with their hands elevated before them, skin hanging from 

their fingertips – almost as “walking dead” they are roaming the ruins of Hiroshima looking 

for water. Trauma theory claims that the victim of a traumatic event is compelled to replay 

the traumatic event in order to make sense of it. However, the repetitive appearance of 

hallucinations and flashbacks can also be seen as a delayed response to the traumatic event. 

These kinds of uncontrolled repetitive flashbacks can also be a sign of Post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD). In trauma theory flashbacks are very much central to the concept of trauma. 

In Hadashi no Gen there are countless flashbacks in all volumes and can therefore be seen 

as very essential to the narrative and communication of trauma and emotion. All in all, I 

counted 38 flashbacks in the volumes, some of them spanning over several pages while 

others are just one image that keep coming back. The most common flashback reappearing 

again and again, is a scene right after the bombing, where Gen and his mother tries to save 

the rest of the family (sister, little brother and father) from the burning rubble of what used 

to be their home. Chapman et al. also mention this scene as a good example of repetition in 

Figure 2. Hiroshima has turned to rubble (Nakazawa, Heiwa 

no Kane 13). 

Figure 2. Hiroshima has turned to rubble 

(Nakazawa, vol. 1, 261). 
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Hadashi no Gen (58). As this is the scene that keeps reappearing in flashbacks and dreams 

time after time, I found it to be one of the most representative examples of repetition. 

However, in real life Nakazawa did not experience this, but his mother did and her story 

and regret of not being able to save them was told to Nakazawa multiple times. Through 

Gen however, Nakazawa is able to place himself in the middle of the event – experiencing 

the same horrific scene as his mother did. 

Another scene that Nakazawa is drawing many times is his father talking about his antiwar 

beliefs and the wrongdoing against Korean people. This might not be a direct traumatic 

image that keeps playing in Gen’s head such as the “walking dead” or the family burning 

to death but is more used as a reminder about why war is wrong and that the Americans are 

not the only ones at fault for what happened, Japan is to blame as well. These kinds of 

reappearing scenes are a reminder of what Gen believes in. In a similar manner the 

symbolism of wheat is used throughout the story. The scene where Gen, his little brother 

and father is in the field hoping that their wheat will grow strong is the first scene in the 

manga. The father tells them that wheat grows sturdy roots that even if stepped on, even 

though the frost, wind and snow hit them, they still grow strong and tall. Gen too will grow 

like the wheat and withstand whatever is thrown at him. In the aftermath of the bomb, this 

scene is coming back to Gen time and again, reminding him of that he is strong, that not the 

atomic bomb, nor the complications afterwards can make him give up. In volume three 

wheat has started to grow in Hiroshima. Like the wheat from the ashes of Hiroshima, Gen 

will grow tall and strong. 

Dispersed and fragmented narrative voice 

As one effective technique in trying to convey trauma in trauma fiction is what Whitehead 

calls dispersed and fragmented narrative voice. In Hadashi no Gen a fragmented narrative 

voice can mainly be observed in the countless flashbacks throughout the series. Repeating 

horrifying images from the immediate aftermath of the atomic bomb where zombielike 

people with their skin hanging from their fingertips is one example of these constantly 

reappearing images that disrupts the chronology of the story and therefore is giving a feeling 

of a dispersed and fragmented narrative voice. 

In Hadashi no Gen the dispersed and fragmented narrative voice is not seen in the language 

or dialogues as one could expect, but in the sequential relationship between image and 

associated text, framed by temporal juxtaposition which becomes narratives of the past 

located within the present. One example of this can be found in volume three. In this volume 
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baby sister Tomoko dies due to cancer caused by the radiation. While her casket is set on 

fire on the beach the flames after the dropping of the atomic bomb fills Gen’s mind. While 

still in the present he is immediately taken back in time – it becomes a narrative of the past 

located within the present. In the first image, upper right corner, Gen is sitting on the ground 

watching the flames eat away at his baby sister (see Figure 3). The image is simple and at 

one glance it is not possible to know what is burning – the reader himself has to fill in the 

gap. Ambiguity here serves as a means for the artist in trying to narrate something that 

cannot be explained with words. Feelings that might be impossible to convey to reader 

might be conveyed easier through images. 

A dispersed and fragmented narrative voice can also be observed in the narration 

surrounding the immediate aftermath of the bomb in volume one. In the image shown below 

(see Figure 4) it is difficult to see what is happening due to the flames and rubble from the 

city. As a reader you understand that it is Hiroshima burning because of the context but 

taken out of its context it suddenly becomes very fragmented. You see something that 

resembles people, but they do not look like people anymore, their skin is melting, their eyes 

are only black holes so that they look more like monsters than people. In the background 

you can see one building burning and, in the foreground, an electrical pole. These things are 

all that is left that slightly reminds the reader that this is in a fact still a city and not hell. 

Figure 4. Gen is remembering Tomoko (Nakazawa vol. 3, 

308). 

Figure 4. Hiroshima is burning (Nakazawa vol. 1, 277). 
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Memory place 

Iconic places of Hiroshima are frequently shown in Hadashi no Gen. Starting with the 

second page of the first volume, Nakazawa is explaining that it is war, and in the background 

the reader can see Genbaku dōmu, which was one of the few buildings that did not get 

totally destroyed by the atomic bomb. Anyone who knows about the bombing of Hiroshima 

will know what is going to happen to this building and the whole city as the bomb is dropped. 

Today this building serves as a reminder of war and many tourists flock around it every 

year. In trauma fiction it is common to convert a certain place into a “memory place” and 

that this creates a temporal consciousness. In the whole series Genbaku dōmu appears 29 

times in different contexts, which points out that this building really is an important memory 

place and relevant for the narrative. On page 298-299 in the first volume an image of Gen 

with what is left of Hiroshima is shown background with their names spelled out (see Figure 

5), which shows that Nakazawa really want to underline their importance. Shown to the left 

corner is Genbaku dōmu and in the middle Aioi bridge above which the bomb exploded, in 

the right upper corner Honkawa elementary school is shown. 

Figure 5. Hiroshima after the atomic bomb (Nakazawa vol. 1, 298-299). 
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As seen in the image above, Honkawa river floats through Hiroshima. This river is in many 

ways important for the story and as a memory place. In the immediate aftermath of the bomb 

people tried to seek shelter from the fire and the heat in the water but most of them died and 

ended up on the bottom of the river. Similar to Genbaku dōmu this river and the Aioi bridge 

crossing is used as a reminder of what happened throughout the story. Even after the city 

has been built up again, the river and within the river the bones of people who died remains 

almost the same. It has become a memory place for Gen (Nakazawa) that grew up close to 

this river as well as for other victims of the bomb and later generations. 

On a more personal level for Gen, is the ruins of the family house that keeps reappearing 

throughout the manga. Gen is taken back time and again to these ruins in flashbacks and 

dreams. Not only is this place a common flashback, but in volume two Gen also visits this 

place in order to dig up the bones of his family. There is almost nothing left, but after digging 

for a while, Gen finds his father, little brother and sister burned to the bone. Sometimes this 

house is appearing in flashbacks from before the bombing as a happy memory where Gen 

is playing with his siblings or getting scolded by their father. As a reader you understand 

that the family house, even after it is gone, is an important memory place for Gen.  

Choiceless choice 

In the first volume Gen and his mother is faced with a horrible choice – to either leave the 

rest of the family behind or die themselves. Gen and his mother are trying to save their 

family including father, little brother and sister who all are trapped in the ruins of what is 

left of their house. The flames are getting closer and the little brother screams that it is hot. 

There is nothing Gen and his mother can do to save them. When the flames reach the house, 

the mother goes mad screaming that everybody is burning and laughing hysterically at the 

same time. Meanwhile, Gen tries to convince her that they have to leave the family behind 

and save themselves. This could be interpreted as “choiceless choice”, having to make 

decisions among horrendous options which might result in splitting or rupture of the self, 

evident in symptoms such as dissociation as shown in the example above where Gen’s 

mother keeps laughing hysterically and is not responsive at all. According to Nakazawa’s 

biography, he himself was not present during this event but has recreated it in his manga 

based on his mother’s story (62-63). In reality Nakazawa did not even have the choice to 

either stay or flee because he was not there. So, why did Nakazawa want to place himself 

through Gen right at the moment when his family burns to death? Maybe the story his 

mother told him again and again came alive in his head – almost as if he actually was there 

himself. 
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Other examples that can be found of “choiceless choice” throughout the series has mostly 

to do with killing people or getting killed. In the beginning of volume two Gen meets a boy 

who at first glans looks exactly like Gen’s dead little brother. It turns out this boy is called 

Ryuuta, left alone after the atomic bomb and together with other homeless children he has 

resorted to stealing in order to live. Even though he quits stealing and becomes a part of 

Gen’s family, he later becomes part of the yakuza, the Japanese mafia. In volume three 

Ryuuta and Gen are getting their hands on milk powder for the weak baby sister Tomoko 

but get cheated. They try getting back the milk, but without success. Gen is getting hit by 

the people who took their milk powder, while Ryuuta runs to fetch a gun he had hidden. 

Coming back, he kills two people with that gun. It is either letting Tomoko die of 

malnutrition or kill the people standing in the way. He also has to protect Gen who is being 

beaten bloody. There is no good choice. After this incident Ryuuta joins the yakuza and gets 

protection from them. In volume four Gen’s mother gets seriously ill and in order to get 

her to the hospital for treatments Ryuuta steals money and once again he has to kill in order 

to protect his loved ones. In the aftermath of the atomic bomb, people did horrible things in 

order to survive, and the examples above show how in some cases there just weren’t any 

good options to choose from. By including many scenes were even though all the options 

are as bad a choice has to be made, Nakazawa has created a feeling of choiceless choice in 

Hadashi no Gen. The appearance of scenes like the ones mentioned above are not as 

common in the story as for example reappearing flashbacks, but it still occurs on a regular 

basis and it is evident that this is important in conveying the trauma. 

Fantastic 

Another theme I found throughout all the volumes of the manga is what Whitehead calls 

“Fantastic” – the hesitation between what is real and imagined. On page 300 in the first 

volume Gen is sitting in the ruins close to the Genbaku dōmu, when suddenly his sister is 

touching his back. He turns around and he sees his dad, sister and little brother alive and 

smiling. Soon Gen wakes up and the reader knows that it was all a dream. Gen however, 

knowing that it was a dream, is still convinced that his father, sister and little brother are 

alive and will come back. He starts laughing hysterically. His mom then takes him back to 

the reality and he sees his father, sister and little brother being trapped in the remains of 

their house, burning to death before his eye. This not only show the hesitation between what 

is real and imagined but also repetition, which has been discussed earlier in the repetition 

chapter. This scene, where most of the family gets burned to death, is shown many times 

throughout the entire series. 
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In volume two Gen is digging up the skulls of his family from the ruins of their home. By 

doing this he sees them one by one again well and alive. In this scene it is clear that it is not 

real, and that Gen is seeing them in his head. The difference from the scenes where you 

actually do not know what is real or not is quite big and you do not feel hesitation at all. In 

Gen’s vision, his father is telling him that even stepped on you get stronger – growing strong 

like a wheat. The symbolism of the wheat withstanding anything is a returning theme 

throughout the series and is clearly helping Gen through life in aftermath Hiroshima. 

Later in volume two Gen is paid to take care of Seiji, an artist who was badly hurt in the 

blast of the atomic bomb. Maggots have infested his wounds and not even his own family 

wants to have anything to do with him in fear of getting radiation sickness. At that time 

many people believed that radiation sickness was a sickness that could transfer from person 

to person, and many victims of the atomic bomb, hibakusha, were despised and excluded 

from society. Everyday Gen takes care of Seiji, cleaning his wounds and keeping him 

company. Soon however, Seiji dies due to radiation sickness. After the funeral of Seiji, Gen 

and Ryuuta is on their way home, when suddenly Seiji appears before them well and alive. 

Seiji thanks the boys and says he must go on a long journey, so he cannot finish the painting. 

He entrusts the task to Gen instead. Gen wakes up and realizes that it was all a dream and 

falls asleep again. That night Seiji visits him time and again in dreams asking for help. After 

waking up repeatedly Gen decides to go to the house where Seiji is kept in a casket. When 

he arrives, he finds out that Seiji climbed out of the casket to be with his family – wanting 

to hear some last nice words from the family that kept rejecting and despising him, but they 

refuse. Seiji then dies again, and Gen is furious. This is an example of when the dream at 

least partly turned out to be true, even though there are some mysticism to it all.  

Another example of a dream turned out to be true can be found in volume four. Gen has a 

dream about Ryuuta and his friends being shot by the yakuza for causing trouble with them. 

A friend called Donguri gets shot and as they are fleeing the scene, Gen wakes up. Waking 

up Gen decides to have Ryuuta quit being a yakuza. He sets out to search for him. Upon 

finding Ryuuta he notices that his dream was true, because on the floor lies Donguri dead 

from the shot Gen saw in his dream. This is a good example of a dream that first thought to 

be just dream, actually turned out to be true. 

 

It is not only through dreams fantastic can be observed. As one reappearing image in 

Hadashi no Gen is what I earlier called the “walking dead” (see Figure 3 in the left upper 

corner). At times these dying people with skin hanging from their fingertips are portrayed 

as quite big and monster like, sometimes they walk around the ruins of Hiroshima as tall as 



 

 25 

 

buildings. This gives a sense of fantastic where the line between what is real and what is 

imagined suddenly disappears. Surely in the mind of Gen (Nakazawa) this scene was so 

frightening that the walking dead got bigger proportions than in reality, so that in the manga 

they almost fill the whole picture. 

Discussion 

As shown in the previous chapter, the categories chosen from Whitehead’s “Trauma Fiction” 

were all more or less present in Hadashi no Gen. The chosen categories are as follows: 1. 

Intertextuality, 2. Repetition, 3. Dispersed and fragmented narrative voice, 4. Memory place, 

5. Choiceless choice, and 6. Fantastic. 

Even though intertextuality was not used that often in Hadashi no Gen, when used it served 

as an effective narrative technique that gave the reader a sense of repetition. Especially, it 

functions as a powerful reminder that there is nothing that can take back what happened, 

and that history always is fated to repeat itself as in the example with Gen’s mother holding 

the skull of baby Tomoko. According to Whitehead, intertextuality in trauma fiction mainly 

serve as a means to give a feeling of repetition. As seen in Hadashi no Gen, intertextuality 

does not always necessarily mean a reference to works by others, but intertextuality across 

an author’s own works can form a sense of endless repetition (93). As Nakazawa is using 

images from Ore wa Mita, he creates a sense of repetition within his own work which I 

found intriguing. 

Finding intertextuality in Hadashi no Gen turned out to be the most difficult part of the 

analysis. The examples I found is strongly based on my own knowledge, so there might be 

more examples to be found that I did not know how to look for. However, the point with 

the analysis was to show that narrative techniques commonly used in trauma fiction can be 

found in Hadashi no Gen, intertextuality being one of them. Is intertextuality used in 

Hadashi no Gen more often than in other literature than that of trauma literature one might 

ask. In the scope of this thesis, this is not a question I would be able to answer, but it would 

be interesting to carry out further research about intertextuality in Hadashi no Gen. Further, 

it might also be difficult to say, what the author’s intention has been in referring to another 

text, and if it in fact did have the intended impact on the reader, especially when the work 

is translated. 

Even though I could not find that many examples of intertextuality in Hadashi no Gen, other 

forms of repetition are constantly used throughout the series. There are countless flashbacks 

in all the volumes and these can be seen as very essential to the narrative and communication 
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of emotion. According to Whitehead, writers of trauma fiction attempt to mirror the effects 

of the most interfering symptoms caused by the trauma (84). One central symptom is 

flashbacks from the traumatic event. By showing the same images repeatedly, either in form 

of flashbacks or dreams, Nakazawa creates an endless sense of repetition. In some cases, 

the flashbacks are so intrusive that they interfere with the present and even collapses 

chronology. Instead of having a written description of the repeating trauma or flashback, 

the same images emerge from the pages and you get a picture of how it must be for 

Nakazawa to see these scenes over and over again in his head. It is as Whitehead explains, 

repetition replays the past as if it was still fully present (85-86). Reading through all the 

countless pages with reappearing flashbacks, you get the feeling that the past is always there, 

interfering with the present and there is no way escaping it – not even in your dreams for 

they too are infested by flashbacks. Here the comic format functions very well in conveying 

that the past is always there, interfering with the present. Chapman et al. argues that instead 

of being confined to using language, metaphors and symbols to represent the flashbacks and 

dreams as in the traditional prose narrative, traumatic flashbacks might even be easier to 

represent in the comic form (51-52).  

Flashbacks can also in a way serve as a means to connect pieces of traumatic memory as a 

way of dealing with the trauma and as a pathway towards healing. By repeating traumatic 

scenes from his childhood again and again, Nakazawa can perhaps come to terms with the 

past. As Markowitsch and Staniloiu argue it is not surprising that during memory retrieval, 

people might reconstruct and reshape the past to support a current image of the self, such as 

individual’s goals, self-image and systems of beliefs. Connecting pieces of traumatic 

memory can also be seen as a way of dealing with the trauma and as a pathway towards 

healing. Therefore, trauma narratives can also be seen as not only representations of trauma 

but rather accounts of recovery, as a way of dealing with the effects of traumatic experience 

(117, 123). By repeating the same scene time and again, Nakazawa can perhaps come to 

terms with the fact that he was not present when most of his family burned to death in the 

immediate aftermath of the bombing and that even if he would have been at the scene there 

was nothing he could possibly have done to save them. 

Dispersed and fragmented narrative voice turned out to be difficult to find just through 

Whitehead’s findings. In the comic format of Hadashi no Gen, I found that a dispersed and 

fragmented narrative voice is mostly conveyed through the images and that the comic 

medium might even be better in conveying this to the reader than standard text. According 

to Adams, one reason for this might lie in the ambiguity that comes from the juxtaposition 

of image narrative with text narrative. Ambiguity can be a powerful tool for the artist trying 
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to narrate the unutterable (37). Chapman et al. also argue that the comics medium is 

conveying traumatic events and emotions through a combination of images and language 

and also through the subconscious participation by the reader. Chapman et al. also discuss 

that in trying to represent trauma and convey feelings that defies normal language and 

narrative, the visual medium of comics with their multi-panel sequential narrative can 

convey these concepts effectively and powerfully (51-52).  

Reading Hadashi no Gen you see that the traumatic events Nakazawa witnessed as a boy 

are passed on to the reader not only through the illustrations but the narration and the 

characters’ speech. The comic medium is effectively conveying traumatic events and 

emotions through the subconscious participation by the reader by using imagination. As 

the reader himself fills in the gaps in the narrative sequence or even creates a reality 

deriving out of an abstract image, emotions are then understood by the reader through a 

form of personification, where human attributes are assigned to the abstract image on the 

page (Chapman et al. 52-53). As in the above example with Gen’s and his baby sister getting 

eaten by the flames, the reader fills in the gap in the narrative sequence. The burning casket 

take the form of baby sister Tomoko, and it is evident that this image makes it possible to 

narrate things that written text cannot convey. 

Another returning theme in Hadashi no Gen is iconic places of Hiroshima. The building 

shown most throughout the series is Genbaku dōmu. Whitehead argues that in trauma fiction 

it is common to convert a certain place into a “memory place” and that this creates a 

temporal consciousness (48-49). Throughout the manga, Genbaku dōmu keeps appearing, 

and the importance of the relation between landscape, memory and identity becomes clear. 

A connection between trauma and place where the trauma remains at the site of the 

occurrence can also be observed. This is what Whitehead calls transgenerational hunting 

(28-29). So, the place becomes not only a memory place for the one who experienced the 

trauma, but for generations to come. This might be one reason why these iconic places such 

as the Genbaku dōmu or the Aioi bridge is shown in Hadashi no Gen repeatedly. One other 

reason for only a few places being shown is that not many buildings survived the blast of 

the atomic bomb, but those who did have become important symbols for both victims of the 

bomb and later generations. 

In the aftermath of the atomic bomb, people did horrible things in order to survive, and the 

examples discussed in the analysis chapter show how in some cases there just were not any 

good choices. In Hadashi no Nakazawa has created a feeling of choiceless choice by 

including many scenes were even though all the options are as bad a choice has to be made. 
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Scenes including the notion of choiceless choice are not as common in Hadashi no Gen as 

for example reappearing flashbacks, but still occurs on a regular basis and it is evident that 

this is important in conveying trauma to the reader. According to Whitehead, choiceless 

choice refers to making decisions among horrendous options and that it take the form of 

splitting or rupture of the self, evident in symptoms such as deafness or dissociation (36). 

In Hadashi no Gen I could only find one scene where these symptoms could clearly be 

observed – in the scene were Gen’s mother goes mad laughing as she is watching their 

family burn to death. She does not respond at all even though Gen is trying to bring her back 

to her senses. As already mentioned in the analysis, in reality Nakazawa did not even have 

the choice to either stay or flee because he was not there when most of his family burned to 

death in the aftermath of the atomic bomb. So, why did Nakazawa want to place himself 

through Gen right at the moment when his family burns to death one might ask. Maybe the 

story his mother told him time and again came alive in his head – almost as if he actually 

was there himself and became a transmitted trauma. According to Whitehead, memory of 

trauma might not only be based on own experiences but also on memories of others, and 

thus becomes a transmitted trauma. Trauma can also be passed down across generations 

(Whitehead 37-53). As mentioned earlier in the repetition chapter, it could also be a way to 

walk towards healing and accepting what has happened (Markowitsch and Staniloiu 117, 

123).      

Another narrative technique that is used almost as often as flashbacks is what Whitehead 

calls fantastic. According to Whitehead, fantastic serves as an effect in trauma narrative that 

reflects the contradictory nature of the traumatic event – the hesitation between what is real 

and what is imagined (25-26). The fantastic can be seen located in the period of hesitation, 

and once one answer or the other is chosen the fantastic disappears. In Hadashi no Gen this 

technique is mostly used in form of dreams that either the reader nor the character having 

the dream know if it is real or not. What is interesting is the mixing of dreams that turn out 

to be true and dreams that are nothing but dreams. This can be observed in the example with 

Seiji waking up from the dead while father, sister and little brother turned out to still be 

dead even if Gen saw them alive in his dream. As a result of this, the reader has a hard time 

figuring out if it is real or not. Reading Hadashi no Gen, I found myself in this fantastic 

zone, the period of hesitation, quite a lot of times. 

Since Chapman et al. also discusses Hadashi no Gen from a trauma theory point of view in 

their article I think it is important to show in which way my findings differ from theirs. 

Surely there are some findings that are close to same, but on the other hand I focused more 

on things I thought they had left out or not discussed at all, such as fantastic or choiceless 
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choice, which is a very central concept to trauma fiction. Even though some of the examples 

are the same, I have tried to focus on different examples of intertextuality, repetition and 

dispersed and fragmented narrative voice from the ones discussed by Chapman et al. Even 

though we both mention the Hamlet example, I have tried to extend the discussion to what 

this might mean for the narration and what it conveys to the reader. 

In the article by Chapman et al. the effectiveness of comic strip narratives in representing 

trauma is in focus. I have to some degree included to the comic format discussion, but 

mainly in the “dispersed and fragmented narrative voice” analysis part. Otherwise the focus 

has been on the narrative as a whole through the categories chosen from Trauma Fiction, 

and not focusing on the images so much. It would though, be interesting to find the theme 

dispersed and fragmented narrative voice in the text and story as well and not only in the 

images. This could be an interesting aspect to research further. However, I agree with 

Chapman et al. that juxtaposition in Hadashi no Gen of simple drawing style mixed with 

serious content is shocking and the style emphasizes the impact of the images. Further I 

also noticed that the more abstract an image is the more work the reader has to do in order 

to interpret the image, and the more powerful the emotional response is.  

Another thing central to the article by Chapman et al. is a discussion about the importance 

of the sequential comic art form as a subject worthy of inter-disciplinary academic study 

beyond Spiegelman’s Maus. My thesis however, is an in-depth analysis focusing only on 

Hadashi no Gen, not comparing it to other comics. This allows me to concentrate on 

examples on a deeper level, showing which themes found in other trauma fiction is present 

in Hadashi no Gen and to what extent.  

Throughout the working process I found multiple weak points in the chosen method. Firstly, 

I was unsure how to implement Whitehead’s findings on the comic format. However, 

reading Whitehead multiple times, I noticed that she had included not a comic but an 

example of an illustrated novel by W.G. Sebald which made me think that this theory might 

be applicable after all. The article by Chapman et al. also strengthened this belief. By 

choosing the categories to focus my analysis on the method became much clearer. Due to 

the comic format and the Japanese language I left out aspects concerning language use and 

focused mainly on the story telling as a whole. The weakest part in my analysis is the 

intertextuality part since I felt I did not have the right tools or knowledge to recognize 

references to other literary texts. 
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For further research it would be interesting to focus more on the images as a powerful tool 

in representing trauma and see how trauma theory could be applied to this. Moreover, a 

study comparing other genbaku manga, exploring if similar narrative techniques are used 

could bring some new light as well. 

Conclusion 

If trauma destroys the concept of space and time and instead repeatedly returns in the form 

of intrusive images and compulsive behavior and therefore is recreated rather than 

remembered – then how can it be testified, expressed and read? In Hadashi no Gen 

Nakazawa has in many ways mirrored the symptoms of trauma in the way he narrates the 

happenings surrounding the bombing of Hiroshima. In this thesis my aim has been to answer 

the following research questions:  

1. How is experience remembered and narrated in Hadashi no Gen? 

2. What kind of characteristics seen in trauma fiction can be found in 

Hadashi no Gen? 

In order to answer these both questions, I made categories from Whitehead’s book about 

trauma fiction and analyzed Hadashi no Gen based on these. All the categories chosen were 

more or less present in Hadashi no Gen but some of the categories stood out more and had 

a bigger impact on the perception of the traumatic event. I found repetition in the form of 

flashbacks and dreams to be the most powerful narrative technique in conveying both 

trauma and emotions connected to the traumatic event. 

One other important theme is the dispersed and fragmented narrative voice. I was not able 

to get results from a purely textual analysis alone, but needed to look at the comic format in 

order to make sense of it. However, what I found out is that by conveying traumatic events 

and emotions through a combination of images and language is a power tool and might even 

be more effective than standard prose text. In Hadashi no Gen I found that with pictures it 

is possible to narrate things that written text cannot convey. These findings shed light on 

the effectiveness of comic format as well as other narrative techniques in conveying trauma, 

but further research is needed to see if this is the case for other comics about traumatic 

events. 
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