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Numerous autobiographical accounts focusing on the themes of mental illness, trauma, and
recovery appeared in the second half of the 20th century and in the 21st century. Novels written in
the wake of a personal crisis frequently have a convoluted literary and cultural status. They are not
just accounts of lived experience, but contain personal revelations and political declamations. In
this regard, Susanna Kaysen’s (1993/2000) Girl, Interrupted and Brent Runyon’s (2004) The Burn
Journals are important to the literature of mental health; they offer complex tales of mental turmoil,
hospitalization, and the painful experience of redefining oneself. The two books are confessional
but differ in format, voice, and storytelling style. Therefore, they offer different approaches to the
understanding of how trauma is recalled, narrated, and transformed into testimony.

The value of these memoirs (Kaysen, 1993/2000; Runyon, 2004) lies in their own truth as well
as the fact that they serve as witnesses to the events that transpired. This research paper considers
the books from the perspectives of theorists of trauma including Caruth (1996) and Felman and
Laub (1992), and places them in the context of the act of “witnessing”, which Felman and Laub
describe as a way of documenting events that cannot be assimilated into a normalizing narrative.
According to Caruth, trauma is characterized by the aspect of belatedness: it is an experience that
cannot be comprehended at the moment and comes back in disturbing pieces. Contemporary
research also supports this view, showing that memories usually have unique narrative
characteristics such as fragmentation, sensory intrusions, and disruption of time (Crespo &
Fernandez-Lansac, 2016). The narrative form of both The Burn Journals and Girl, Interrupted
showcase the temporal breaks that are a feature of traumatic memory.

At the same time, these books should be read within the contexts of the wider elements of
societal culture that precondition the experience and narration of mental illness. The measure of
mental health in American society lies within the boundaries of patriarchy: “The perspectives over
women are shaped by the pathologizing, marginalizing, villainizing them, and institutionalizing
the ones with mental illnesses in means of control and oppression” (Polat, 2025, p. 10). Kaysen’s
(1993/2000) memoir Girl, Interrupted can be seen as a critique of a psychiatric institution of the
1960s, or more accurately of the gendered pathologization of those women whose affective
expression and actions did not match the expectations of society.

Felman and Laub (1992) stated that testimony regarding trauma exists in a grey area between
history and memory, fact and interpretation. Accounts given by survivors do more than simply
narrate what has happened to them, they engage in a never-ending and always incomplete process
of making meaning out of what they are experiencing. By transforming personal hurt into public
writing, both of the memoirs provide an area for discussion, empathy, and cultural criticism. They
challenge readers to grapple with the ethical dilemmas of fitting themselves into trauma narratives
with such questions as: How do we make sense of the silences, gaps, and uncertainties involved in
the process of remembering? Who identifies with the central figures in such accounts? Are the
authors commodifying their own suffering?
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An interdisciplinary approach based on narrative psychology, trauma theory, and resilience
studies informs this research, which examines the multilayered interactions of narrative structure,
memory, and identity development. The fact that the narrative form is important in conveying the
experience of trauma is highlighted in Bruner’s (1990) suggestion in Acts of Meaning that humans
build their self-concept through a narrative. Thus, the narrative voice of both the works under study
is not a naked agent of the truth but is directly engaged in the process of meaning-making,
reconstructing the past and projecting the future. The self that is being disclosed in these memoirs
is not a persistent identity but a performative one that is constantly being negotiated in the process
of writing. It may thus be considered that narrative is a survival tool as well as a social commentary.
The perspective on healing in these memoirs is not in accordance with clinical ideas of remission
or a cure. The concept of ordinary magic put forward by Masten (2014), when adapted to
resilience, implies that there can be healing, usually in the form of a reentry into functional living,
that takes place through ordinary mechanisms of adaptation rather than through extraordinary
change.

This paper therefore aims to trace the way both pieces of writing negotiate the border zone
between autobiographical memory and trauma witnessing with particular emphasis on how the
narrative structure is simultaneously expressive and anti-repressive. The study aims to answer the
following questions: To what extent do these memoirs represent the latency and fragmentation of
traumatic memory? What formal strategies do they employ to invoke agency and challenge
medicalized accounts of recovery? Above all, how do they place the act of narration as both a
personal and a social one? That is, how does narrating not only help an individual evolve and deal
with their own trauma but also make it relatable to readers, giving them solace and letting them
see that they are not alone in their trauma and healing process?

Placing these texts within the broader framework of trauma studies and memory studies, this
paper shows that memoir as a genre remains relevant in depicting the struggles of post-traumatic
selthood. Bryant et al.’s (2007) study of autobiographical memory in a trauma situation indicates
that “impaired retrieval of specific autobiographical memories is a risk factor for psychological
disturbance after trauma exposure” (p. 837). The testimonies provided by these narratives not only
reveal personal suffering but also invite social reflection on the cultural conditions that induce
mental illness and healing. They demonstrate in this way the curative possibility of literature: not
of curing trauma, but of a location where the self can be summoned, recreated, and perhaps even
returned to a fulfilling life. The advantages of the literary approach, according to LaCapra (2001),
is that literature can make inroads into trauma in a way that propositional, scientific, theoretical
discourse cannot.

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

In literature research, the autobiographical memoir and the trauma narrative require
multidisciplinary study utilizing psychology, literary theory, and sociology. In order to analyze
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Runyon’s (2004) The Burn Journals and Kaysen’s (1993/2000) Girl, Interrupted as testimonial
narrative and self-construction, this study unites four related theories: narrative psychology,
testimony and witnessing, trauma theory, and resilience studies. These theoretical areas, in
combination, suggest a model for analyzing how traumatic memory is represented, negotiated, and
revisited in narrative forms.

Trauma Theory: Unassimilable Past, Disruption, Belatedness

The traumatic experience resists being fully incorporated into awareness upon its occurrence.
Caruth (1996), in her seminal Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History,
distinguished between trauma and unexpected or overwhelming violent events. Trauma occurs
when these violent events are not adequately comprehended by the person undergoing them. They
may then recur in flashbacks and nightmares and other forms of repetitive experience. This delay,
or “belatedness”, as Caruth calls it, contributes to traumatic memory being disjointed and non-
sequential. The perception that traumatic memories tend to have peculiar narrative characteristics,
such as fragmentation, sensory intrusion, and time displacements, is justified by current studies
(Crespo & Fernandez-Lansac, 2016). The narrative structure of both The Burn Journals (Runyon,
2004) and Girl, Interrupted (Kaysen, 1993/2000) thus incorporates the temporal disjuncture that
is inherent to the traumatic memory. Runyon’s narrative is chronologically arranged but emotion-
laden, and punctuated by sudden bursts of sensory recollection, whereas Kaysen has segmented
her two-year hospitalization into a non-linear series of moments that would be too hard to mould
into a smoothly told history.

Herman (1992), in her book Trauma and Recovery, offered another way of understanding the
psychosocial process of recovery following trauma. Herman’s model of recovery has three phases:
the establishment of safety, restoration of the narrative of trauma, and restoration of contact with
the community. Both Runyon (2004) and Kaysen’s (1993/2000) narratives fit some details of this
model, though neither follows it in its linear form. Their refusal of any satisfying closure recalls
Herman’s caution that recovery is rarely clean or delimited, especially when trauma is enhanced
by societal stigma and by structural failures in mental health care.

Witnessing and Testimony: Ethics of Listening and Speaking

In Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis and History, Felman and
Laub (1992) did not define testimony simply as a form of survival strategy, but as a moral act as
well. When Laub (1992) used the term “bearing witness”, she was referring to a triangular
relationship between a survivor who suffered trauma, a listener who is told about it, and the
traumatic event itself. Situating the traumatic events in the communicable frame transforms the
relationship of the survivor to the trauma. This ethical dimension is the result of the nature of
trauma itself. Trauma experience is resistant to being integrated within normal memory; therefore,
as Caruth (1996) argued, the survivor is at risk of being left alone with an experience that they
cannot speak of and thus cannot share, mourn, or work through. Testimony is a way of refusing
that isolating silence. Moreover, it is a dialogic rather than monologic experience. Laub viewed
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the listener as a blank screen on which the survivor's memory is “written” for the first time, thereby
turning the listener from a passive recipient into one who carries a part of the weight of the event
so that it can be made bearable to talk about. The testimony, in this sense, also defies the closure
depicted in clinical or institutional stories in which an event's meaning is fixed from the outside
when a diagnosis or case file “closes” the story. Testimony leaves the story open to further
negotiation between listener and survivor, and thus moderates the institutions’ interpretive power.

The performative aspect of testimony was recognized by Felman (1992), who stated that the
narration of an event is not merely an account of what happened, but in a sense recreates the event
for the narrator. Kaysen (1993/2000) provides an enacted breakdown of psychiatric authority in
her memoir. By putting her experiences in the hospital in the context of her comments about her
diagnosis and medical record, she challenges the authority of clinical discourse, showing that she
is able to take interpretive control over her narrative life story. This is in line with Gilmore’s (2001)
view that autobiographical narrative can be utilized as a site of resisting hegemonic cultural
narratives of identity and experience.

Giving testimony raises issues of ethical representation. According to Laub (1991), “There are
never enough words or the right words, there is never enough time or the right time, and never
enough listening or the right listening to articulate the story that cannot be fully captured in
thought, memory and speech” (p. 77). Both Runyon and Kaysen give us only some of their
experiences, others are either half-stated or not stated at all. These omissions are not necessarily
intentional, but may arise from inability to speak about the trauma. Such silences disclose as much
as frank statements of confession. They identify the frontiers of what can be said and avoid the
danger of retraumatization and desecration of memory.

Narrative Psychology: Recreating Identity Through Story

Narrative psychology pays attention to how individuals utilize narrative as the means by which
they create and reconstruct themselves. In Acts of Meaning, Bruner (1990) discussed the way in
which human beings construct meaning in experience by means of story patterns, asserting that
the narratives we live are significant in our self-conception. McAdams (1997) went on with this
point in The Stories We Live By, referring to life stories as internalized and developing narratives
of the self that incorporate the reconstructed past, the perceived present, and an anticipated future.

The Burn Journals by Runyon (2004), in which he recounts his suicide attempt and his
recovery, can be understood as a performance of narrative identity construction. Likewise, the
memoir by Kaysen (1993/2000) does not follow a single story and a single piece of evidence: it is
a vehicle for the conscious composition of an identity under the impact of selective memory, irony,
and meta-discussion of the memoir genre. Bruner’s (1990) assertion that narrative is not so much
a depiction of life, but a life-making, is well evidenced in both books.

Interestingly, narrative psychology highlights the dialogic aspect that is inherent in identity
construction. The memoirs by Runyon and Kaysen are not an exception, and both will fall within
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the range of the target population of potential witnesses and judges, who are co-conspirators in the
meaning-making process. In engaging in meaning-making, a sense of community may be
developed. A community that is closely connected by their wounds may assist in the healing
process: “Trauma [can function] as a common bond across identity collectives” (Mullins, 2009,
p. 323).

Resilience Studies: More than Survival, More than Meaning-Making

The theory of trauma is concerned with the disorganizing impact of the traumatic experience.
Resilience research examines how individuals learn to adjust and flourish after a traumatic
situation. In her book Ordinary Magic: Resilience in Development, Masten (2014) brought forward
the concept of resilience as a normal human potential based on processes that are shared,
relationships that support, capacity for problem-solving, and reflective ability. Resilience is
presented in Runyon’s (2004) The Burn Journals as Runyon slowly resumes his normal life, going
back to school, meeting friends, and regaining his sense of humor despite his continuing
vulnerabilities.

The lack of research on post-traumatic growth in prior literature was addressed by Tedeschi
and Calhoun (1996), who named areas within which traumatized individuals can feel
improvement, such as increased appreciation of life, more fulfilling relationships, and
understanding their own strengths. Although Runyon (2004) and Kaysen (1993/2000) do not
present their experiences as ideal instances of personal development, both of them provide
instances of self-identification and self-realization, which hint at the possibility of resilience and
suffering at the same time. To Kaysen, resilience consists in rejection of the psychiatric worldview
and establishing a ground of her own; to Runyon, it is the narration of his experience despite
incomplete resolution. These writings serve as a reminder that resilience is not a destination but a
process of negotiation between past and present. It exists in conjunction with vulnerability. Three
concepts by Freud (1914/1995) might be helpful in this analysis as well: remembering, repeating,
and working through. In this case, “remembering” is a healthy process of having the capacity to
remember past events (pp. 147—148). The “repeating” is pathological, and is not actually about
learning what has been repressed or forgotten. Rather, the individual performs it. In so doing, the
patient subconsciously repeats an action that represents the repressed memory (p. 150). Lastly,
there is the “working through”, which involves overcoming the resistance to remembering

(p. 155).

Generalizing the Frameworks

These theoretical approaches support the main point of this study: Girl, Interrupted and The
Burn Journals should be read as complicated negotiations of narrative in which memoir,
testimony, and identity are interrelated in a manner that reveals and also responds to the
dissociations of the trauma. Trauma theory explains their structural and thematic discontinuity;
testimony studies, their performative and ethical dimensions; and narrative psychology, their
contribution to self-construction. Finally, the literature on resilience underscores the fact that
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recovery is a process that incorporates both meaning-making and symptom reduction. It is in terms
of these analytical frameworks that later sections of this paper will examine the multifaceted
dynamics involved in survivors reclaiming their voices and constructing themselves in
autobiographical narrative. This analysis places The Burn Journals and Girl, Interrupted not
merely as individual moves of recuperation, but as culturally and politically pertinent interventions
into the discourse of mental illness, recuperation, and the ethical question of witnessing.

Close Reading and Textual Analysis

Voice and Agency

The voice in memoirs of suicide attempts is not merely a form of remembering, but a
proclamation of identity, an assertion of its own being, which has suffered attack by its own crisis.
The narration of The Burn Journals is characterized by the sincerity conveyed in the crude and
unrefined voice of Brent Runyon. The memoir begins with the day he attempted suicide, which
Runyon (2004) narrates as follows:

I bring my bathrobe into the shower, and I pour the gasoline all over it.... I light
the match. Nothing happens. I bring it closer to my wrist, and then it goes up, all
over me, eating through me everywhere. I can’t breathe. I'm screaming, “Craig!
Craig!” (p. 20)

The voice of Runyon (2004) is one of immediacy and bodily presence; the voice of Kaysen
(1993/2000) is one of reflection and interpretation. This is partly due to their ages and to the
situations of their narrative selves. Runyon is writing about his teenage self, whereas Kaysen is
writing with the objectivity of adulthood. Both, however, use their respective registers to reassert
narrative authority.

Griffiths’s (2009) study of traumatized individuals and their post-recovery processes in
Traumatic Possession: The Body and Memory in African American Women’s Writing and
Performance stated that testimony is reliant on the bond between the victim and the witness:

Memory emerges and reunites a body and a voice severed in trauma. These
fractured pieces of the survivor’s self come together in the reflection of the listener,
and memory comes into meaning through this bodily transaction, rather than simply
by creating a narrative in language. (p. 2)

The meaning is created by the interface of bodies when one is talking and the other is listening.

The problem of voice in both memoirs is that of audience placement. By maintaining a cautious
avoidance of melodrama, Runyon (2004) manages to earn the sympathy of his audience and so
leave the bare facts to do the talking. Kaysen (1993/2000) instead presents herself to the reader as
an amateur detective and often breaks the fourth wall to ask rhetorical questions about sanity,
freedom, and institutional authority. Both authors reject the role of a passive recipient of care.
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Runyon chooses to narrate his experience of suffering unapologetically and without embellishment
as part of his struggle against letting the story of how he survived be told by someone else. Kaysen,
by breaking down the vocabulary with which she describes her situation, is in control when it
comes to creating meaning. She examines and questions the medical or clinical terms used to
define her, instead of simply accepting that she is “crazy” or “mad”. In both cases, memoir
becomes the location of the narrative voice as witness and opposition, and the process of narration
takes the form of moral validation of the self’s continuance.

Fragmentation and Temporality

Trauma breaks the flow of narrative time. The narrative forms employed in both Kaysen’s
(1993/2000) Girl, Interrupted and Runyon’s (2004) The Burn Journals are not the linear
chronological structures typical of memoirs; instead, they try to match the breaks typical of
traumatic memories. Trauma is “experienced too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully known and is
therefore not available to consciousness until it imposes itself again, repeatedly, in the nightmares
and repetitive actions of the survivor” (Caruth, 1996, p. 4). This internal belatedness rules the
structural organization of both works, governing their temporally ordered structures. Thus, a
phenomenology of traumatic memory varies considerably from that of ordinary autobiographical
memory in a number of fundamental ways. In traumatic memories, there is a tendency for sensory
richness to increase with fragmentation, both on a contextual basis and over time (Crespo &
Fernandez-Lansac, 2016). This paradox that sensory remembering becomes richer while the
narrative becomes more disrupted is paralleled in the structural narrative techniques of both
Runyon and Kaysen. In Runyon’s memoir, moments of sharp sensory memory (e.g., the smell of
charred flesh and the feel of bandages) are placed into the context of a narrative that feels
emotionally detached due to its chronological arrangement. Kaysen’s narrative is more detached
still, with her vignette format reflecting the fact that traumatic memory cannot be arranged in a
well-ordered chronological format.

In The Burn Journals, Runyon (2004) employs an overall chronological structure from the day
he attempted suicide until his gradual physical and psychological healing. Nevertheless, in such a
format, time is flexible. The initial chapters follow the day of his self-burning in intense minute-
by-minute detail, but, once he has been hospitalized, the orderly progress of time is interrupted.
The days run together in a blur of medical encounters, physical therapy, dizziness, and agonizing
procedures. In her memoir, Kaysen (1993/2000) goes a step further in fragmenting the narrative.
Her memoir consists of brief independent chapters, some only a page long, that switch abruptly
among personal recollection, psychiatric records, character sketches, and theoretical descriptions
of mental illness.

These two stories represent variations in the technique of time disruption. Runyon’s (2004)
disruptions are often interwoven into his account of the drawn-out healing process. His chronology
tracks his progress towards recuperation, but is punctuated with moments of confusion and
apparent stasis. Kaysen’s (1993/2000) story, by contrast, does not offer an obvious arc. Again and
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again it returns to such fundamental questions as “What is sanity?” or “What is freedom?” as
though it were probing an open wound. Such a cyclic pattern reflects how memory often works in
victims of trauma.

Both books rely on flashbacks. In The Burn Journals, Runyon (2004) remembers the event of
his suicide attempt and incidents at school as flashbacks in the hospital. In Kaysen’s (1993/2000)
Girl, Interrupted, flashbacks of her time in hospital are frequently triggered as she reflects upon
her life outside the institution, a manifestation of the long-term psychological impact of her
hospitalisation.

Temporal ellipsis is also used as a strategy by both authors. In her story, Kaysen (1993/2000)
does not recount all the shifts that are part of her history: some chapters of her story are separated
by years-long gaps. At the level of individual recovery scenes, the story’s before-and-after
structure is deceptively clean. Similarly, Runyon (2004) does not describe every detail of his time
in the hospital, which suggests that some of what he did experience is unmentionable or too painful
to describe. Neither author offers a continuous narrative that one is intended to follow in its entirety
from start to finish, or a clinical narrative in which the experience of the survivor is presented in a
linear and legible form without omissions. Kaysen and Runyon do not pretend to fill the reader in
on what happened during the missing years. By excluding some experiences, they retain control
over them, over what must be disclosed and what can remain unsaid. These fractured temporalities
should not be interpreted as a failure of storytelling, but as formal enactments of the survivor’s
reimagined time. Fragmentation should be seen both as a psychological state and as a literary tool
that invites the reader to experience the fragmented and interrupted knowledge of a trauma
survivor, not the illusion of total knowledge that a seamless story would provide.

Finally, the fragmentation and temporality of both The Burn Journals and Girl, Interrupted are
not mere stylistic features but part of the ethical depiction of trauma. The authors are unwilling to
adhere to linear narratives; they renounce the social conventions that expect a linear narrative of
recovery.

Silence and Resistance

In works documenting an attempted suicide, silence does not necessarily imply a lack of words.
It provides a charged, purposeful space whose function can be protective, defiant, or symptomatic
of the helplessness of trauma. Runyon’s (2004) The Burn Journals and Kaysen’s (1993/2000) Girl,
Interrupted both depict the use of silence as a survival mechanism, and as a form of
counternarrative to institutional and societal needs. Brent Runyon frequently states that he was
either unable or did not wish to justify why he attempted to commit suicide. When a physician at
the hospital asks him to explain, he thinks, “This man is questioning me. I don’t know. I don’t
know. Just fix it. Fix it.” (Runyon, 2004, p. 44). In another incident, a psychologist comes to
inquire about what occurred and how; Runyon says that rather than responding to the questions,
he opted to remain silent. It is one example of what trauma theorist Laub (1992) describes as a
“speechless act”, in which the consistent cause-and-effect account demanded by the medical world
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cannot be provided. Such denial is reflected in the way that Runyon has organized his memoir.
Information about his emotional state of mind is interrupted by sudden shifts to prosaic details: for
instance, he shifts from describing painful burn treatments to recounting the visits of friends
without a connecting analysis. This silence is an indication that there are things that cannot or will
not be said.

Girl, Interrupted by Susanna Kaysen (1993/2000) makes more conscious use of silence. In her
therapy, she tends to be non-compliant, deliberately confronting the power of her therapists by her
silence. Kaysen’s use of silence as an agency mechanism disrupts the usual form of the therapeutic
narrative. Her conscious refusals to respond are a break from the psychiatric tradition of attributing
all behavior to pathology alone. Rather, her refusals assert the existence of a space that is rightfully
hers.

In both memoirs, silence is an expression of an emotional experience that cannot be adequately
expressed through language. Runyon’s (2004) long, continuous descriptions of medical treatments,
which lack emotional content, can be seen as a kind of textual silence, a demonstration of the
aesthetic emptiness that can follow intense pain. Kaysen (1993/2000) is more hostile in her
silences. They often appear at points when dialogue would be expected, highlighting her
intentional omission of words. Silence protects Runyon against excessive exposure; to Kaysen,
conversely, it is an escape from being drowned in institutional discourses. These uses of silence
contradict the idea that the voice is essential to healing.

The memoirs also strike back at the cultural silencing of stories of suicide and psychiatric
confinement. Runyon describes awkward moments when friends and relatives avoided talking
about his suicide attempt, as though doing so might provoke a recurrence. Kaysen also discusses
the stigma that made her reluctant, even many years after her discharge, to discuss her stay in the
hospital. Social convention upholds such silences, both in the fear of being labelled as mentally 11l
and of social contagion.

The formal means used to convey silence in these works are omission and white space. Some
chapters in Girl, Interrupted (Kaysen, 1993/2000) have dramatic endings that leave deliberate gaps
in the narrative. Major happenings in The Burn Journals (Runyon, 2004) are presented without
lengthy rumination, giving the sense of an unobtrusive ellipsis in the story for the reader to fill in.
According to Felman (1992), such silences are in themselves a testimony, and accurately convey
the refusal of trauma to be articulated.

Finally, these memoirs redefine silence not as an absence but a presence, and sufficient in itself.
It is an articulate silence. It may be used for self-defence against intrusive investigation, for
defining the boundaries of language, or for questioning psychiatric authority. The reader is called
to listen in a different manner, not only by hearing what is spoken but by listening to the silences,
realizing that what is not said in a trauma narrative may be equally significant to what is said.
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Recovery and Narrative Ethics

At no point in either of these memoirs (Kaysen, 1993/2000; Runyon, 2004) is recovery shown
as a road to completeness. Rather, recovery becomes a cyclic and rather questionable process
wherein relapses are as unavoidable as victories. By reversing the standard narrative structure
(crisis, treatment, resolution), these memoirs are an expression of a new conceptualization of
resilience in post-suicidal narratives, an ongoing work of rediscovering agency and self.

In The Burn Journals by Brent Runyon (2004), recovery develops through the physical realities
of recuperating from third-degree burns: skin grafting operations, bodily therapy, and daily pain.
But the emotional healing that accompanies this physical healing is unseen and far less predictable.
At one point during his recovery Runyon says, with tentative hope, “I feel better. I always feel
better doing that breathing exercise. I shouldn’t have gotten so upset” (p. 364). The process of
resilience is shown here not as an act of magic, but as a gradual accumulation of small adaptive
moments. Runyon’s memoir demonstrates how resilience emerges in commonplace occurrences
such as returning to school, socializing with friends, and facing people confidently, moments that
are nonetheless accompanied by fear and uncertainty.

Susanna Kaysen (1993/2000) in Girl, Interrupted, questions the entire concept of recovery.
She does not agree that leaving a psychiatric ward is a finished journey with a clear endpoint. She
says derisively,

By Freud’s definition, I have achieved mental health. And my discharge sheet, at
line 41, Outcome with Regard to Mental Disorder, reads “Recovered”. Recovered.
Had my personality crossed over that border, whatever and wherever it was, to
resume life within the confines of the normal? Had I stopped arguing with my
personality and learned to straddle the line between sane and insane? (p. 186)

Here, recovery is constructed as something decided by society, something institutionally legitimate
but perhaps not a reflection of inherent change. Kaysen’s distrust of the psychiatric model is
consonant with feminist criticisms of mental health systems. What we accept as “healthy” and
“normal” in the matter of mental health in society is a kind of double standard, whose ethics is
masculine and follows a masculine standard of mental health that requires women to “adjust”
(Chesler, 1972/2018, p. 144). Thus, what we call “craziness” in women can sometimes be
acceptable in men.

Both Kaysen’s (1993/2000) and Runyon’s (2004) memoirs address the ethical issue of how to
recount personal trauma without exploitation. Gilmore (2001) cautioned that memoirs about
trauma are balanced on a thin line between testimony and commodification. Runyon has been able
to escape this pitfall by not trying to be too sensational but concentrating on his experience: for
instance, his description of his suicide attempt is a simple account of the burns and the treatment
ward. Kaysen is also against sensational revelation, and her suicide attempt is not the main point
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of her memoir but a component of a very tiresome journey of being in, and eventually out, of the
hospital.

Recovery might be narratively connected with authorship. Both Runyon (2004) and Kaysen
(1993/2000) saw writing as a process of making meaning, a process of refiguring their
disempowering experiences as a way of exploring self-definition. In one of his interviews with
Publishers Weekly (Comerford, 2004), Runyon mentioned that, “While I was writing ... it was
like I was setting things straight in my own mind” (para. 20). And it was while writing this book
years later that he felt “like I was thawing out all of those old frozen memories” (para. 11).
Similarly, for Kaysen, “Writing this book was not very difficult. It was like a movie playing out”
(May, 2024, para. 6).

Both memoirs avoid ending on a note of triumph. Runyon (2004) ends on a hopeful but
unresolved note, thus keeping the reader alert to the fact that psychological recovery is still in
progress. In a reflective monologue, Kaysen (1993/2000) concludes with problematizing the
concept of having moved on, asserting that the past is part of her present self. These conclusions
echo the open-endedness of testifying: the telling is a continuous process of survival (Felman &
Laub, 1992). Recovery in Kaysen’s Girl, Interrupted and Runyon’s The Burn Journals, therefore,
is a matter of having the power to write your own story rather than having it written by clinical or
institutional others. This narrative agency, anchored in moral self-representation and opposed to
simplistic recovery narratives, emerges as the most consistent indicator of resilience.

Raeder et al.’s (2023) research article, “Narrative-based autobiographical memory
interventions in PTSD: A meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials”, discusses the fact that
contemporary research in trauma psychology has increasingly recognized the therapeutic potential
of narrative-based interventions. Meta-analytic evidence suggests that narrative-based
autobiographical memory interventions can significantly reduce PTSD symptoms and improve
memory integration (Raeder et al., 2023). This observation is an empirical affirmation of a view
that Runyon (2004) and Kaysen (1993/2000) appear to share: that the process of narrating a story
about a traumatic experience may have a remedial role to play. It thus seems that the possibilities
of “writing mental health” are opened in both texts, implying that the process of healing in the
aftermath of trauma is directly interconnected with the narration of the experience.

Memoir as Liminal Space

The life stories recounted in both Kaysen’s (1993/2000) Girl, Interrupted and Runyon’s (2004)
The Burn Journals are not nostalgic, but instead occur in a transitional place, where the self is
maintained and reconstructed, and the writer's past and present selves coexist in an uneasy relation.
In a post-suicidal memoir, this anthropological definition of liminality is based on the controversy
around rites of passage. The anthropologist and folklorist Arnold van Gennep (1909/1960)
introduced the overarching tripartite structure of the rites of passage in Les rites de passage,
applying the term “liminal” to the intermediary state between two rites of passage, when an

114



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2026) 17(1-2): 103—120

individual has given up his previous role in the community but has not yet been confirmed into the
next role. Turner (1969) expanded this concept in The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure
by deeply analyzing the psychological and social behavior of the individuals who are trapped in
this liminal state. Here, the in-between is no longer a stage within a ritual that will soon resolve. It
is more like a continuous negotiation between shards of the self than an achievable destination.
Liminality, in the sense of being not quite who you are nor quite who you are becoming, is a central
aspect of both memoirs, one that is expressed both in the way they are written and in what they
portray.

Runyon (2004) starts his book with the background of his suicide attempt, immediately
confronting the reader with issues of life and death. In the chapters describing his stay in the
hospital, he uses first-person present-tense narration that denies the comfort that would be afforded
by being socially detached. His stay in the hospital is transformed into a lengthy liminal phase
characterized by therapeutic procedures, solitude, and his slow readmission into regular life. Upon
returning to school, he is still in a transitional condition: “I’m going to walk into school and I'm
going to be a different person and they’re all going to see that I’'m a different person” (Runyon,
2004, p. 373). In this case, the memoir documents that the survival of the body does not necessarily
prevent an identity crisis, but rather may initiate a prolonged negotiation process with the self: “I
hope no one picks on me or says anything to me. I hope no one notices me and the way I look....
I’m going to be okay” (Runyon, 2004, p. 373).

The psychiatric ward of Kaysen’s (1993/2000) Girl, Interrupted is described as separate from
the “outside” world:

For many of us, the hospital was as much a refuge as it was a prison. Though we
were cut off from the world and all the trouble we enjoyed stirring up out there, we
were also cut off from the demands and expectations that had driven us crazy.

(p. 114)

And the ward is not mere incarceration: it is a land of suspension where the signs between sanity
and insanity, patient and person are unclear. This liminal quality is technically emphasized by the
disjointed structure of the memoir, as it switches between detailed accounts of life in the hospital
and reflective passages, written years later. The fractured self is echoed in the double temporal
perspective: the inmate of the events of the institution, and the writer working out the meaning of
it later.

The meaning of a traumatic experience is not present during the crisis itself, but can be
accessible in the post-crisis phase, as described by Caruth (1996). In the case of Runyon (2004),
narrating the story many years later was a form of returning to the hospital environment to reassess
its significance for him. To Kaysen (1993/2000), writing the memoir was a form of returning to
the institutional environment that had played a part in making her who she eventually became.
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To both Runyon (2004) and Kaysen (1993/2000), the power of memoir lay in its ability to
inhabit the “in-betweenness” without attempting to force a resolution. In the liminal space of a
post-suicidal memoir trauma can be redefined without the need to destroy it altogether. It is a space
characterized by the conflict between speech and silence, and by a self that is in a continuous state
of becoming. The Burn Journals and Girl, Interrupted therefore respond to the “autobiographical
demand” (Gilmore, 2001) to describe oneself in a way that is socially acceptable, but they also
undermine such demands by accepting ambiguity.

Discussion

Although Runyon (2004) and Kaysen’s (1993/2000) works are based in distinct individual and
cultural contexts, both dismantled the discourses of trauma, survival, and identity. As shown in
this paper, both The Burn Journals and Girl, Interrupted undermine the typical healing discourse.
They demonstrate that healing does not equate to a restoration of mental balance but is a continuous
and interactive process. They contribute to a broader trend of trauma fiction that resists closure.

Runyon (2004) and Kaysen’s (1993/2000) memoirs challenge the psychiatric discourse of
dominance, which tends to see healing as a one-way, quantifiable, process. Instead, they introduce
the idea of resilience as an ongoing process of encountering the self. Both memoirs depicted the
hospital as a place of transition that is neither completely destructive nor completely salvific.
Runyon’s hospitalization is a lifesaver; however, it does not meet his deeper emotional needs. In
her descriptions of the ward, Kaysen emphasizes its transitionality, it is a waystation rather than a
destination. Her demand to clarify her diagnosis, “What does borderline personality mean,
anyhow?” reveals it as gendered and socially constructed (p. 183). Ussher (2011) described the
diagnosis as follows:

“As the outspoken, difficult woman of the sixteenth century was castigated as a
witch, and the same woman in the nineteenth century a hysteric, in the late twentieth
and twenty-first centuries, she is described as “borderline”. All are stigmatising
labels. All are irrevocably tied to what it means to be “woman”, at a particular point
in history.” (p. 81)

Both Runyon (2004) and Kaysen’s (1993/2000) memoirs separate clinical recovery
(institutional discharge) from narrative resilience (meaning-making in the form of a story). The
phrase, “I was here”, by Runyon (p. 374) does not suggest a definitive conclusion, but Kaysen’s
phrase, “I got better ... I wasn’t convinced I was crazy, though I feared I was” proclaims Kaysen
as self-determined in her recovery (p. 193). They both concur with McAdams’s (1997) idea of
narrative identity as describing an individual who forms a life narrative that is neither fixed nor
definite.

Silence can be interpreted as agency. The blank spaces in Runyon’s narrative, where the
suffering is too unbearable to speak of, and Kaysen’s insubstantial, fragmented drawings, meet
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two of the three parts of Gilmore’s (2001) autobiographical demand, but not that of full confession.
This is a reproof of voyeurism and a defence of their autonomy. Each employs the fractured form
structurally: Runyon by musings about episodic hospital milestones, and Kaysen through non-
linear vignettes. Thus they demonstrate Caruth’s (1996) theory that trauma refuses to fit into an
orderly temporal form.

Runyon and Kaysen’s memoirs also serve as vehicles for testimony. According to Laub’s
(1992) theoretical model, testimony is a form of dialogue between the survivor and the listener,
who is “the blank screen on which the event comes to be inscribed for the first time” (p. 57). The
story Runyon tells is so vivid that it begs for participation on an empathetic level, especially for
teenagers. Conversely, the sarcastic and ironic tone used by Kaysen calls for a critical analysis of
psychiatric control. Through describing the progression to overcoming individual suffering and
trauma, both texts contribute to broader cultural arguments about mental health without idealizing
resilience. Survival is shown to be cyclic, uncertain, and requiring constant negotiation. The
resilience theory developed by Bonanno (2009) revolves around flexibility as opposed to
invincibility, an attitude reflected in these books. They do not provide narrative closure, placing
the reader in the liminal area where meaning is provisional and the self is being constructed.

Lastly, both the works have reshaped mental illness literature by rejecting the conventional
form of recovery stories. Their perspectives transcend avowedly inspirational stories with their
multidimensional descriptions of survival as an active and continually developing phenomenon.
In his study about community and genre, Jones (2013) described autobiographical testimony as
establishing a kind of community between author and reader, who share the responsibility of being
witness to the traumatic experience. This aspect of community is evident when Kaysen recalls
hearing things from her readers like, “Nobody else has ever said these things”, “I feel like I’'m not
alone”, or “You wrote this book for me” (Merrigan, 2018).

Conclusion

This study has explored the ways in which The Burn Journals by Brent Runyon (2004) and
Girl, Interrupted by Susanna Kaysen (1993/2000) narrate the experience of healing after a suicide
attempt. In contrast to classic recovery stories, in these two memoirs recovery is a dynamic and
continuous process as opposed to a restoration of balance.

The use of a plain, declarative voice by Runyon (2004) to narrate the story conveys the concept
of pain, and silence is used to imply the unspeakable. Throughout her disjointed episodes, Kaysen
(1993/2000) shows that her diagnosis was gendered and socially constructed, thus challenging the
authority of psychiatric diagnosis in general. In both memoirs, discharge by the hospital signifies
not an authorized recovery but a reclaiming of narrative authority.

Three techniques — disjunction in time, fragmentation, and selective silence — formally
model the impact of trauma on memory and identity. Such methods make it difficult to achieve the
closure that is characteristic of traditional memoir. Silence here serves as an empty gap, which is
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its own kind of testimony. It tempts readers to witness, to fill in for themselves any gaps in the
narrative, and not to expect that a definitive conclusion will be provided. In this way, both memoirs
move beyond the individual revelations and are drawn into wider cultural discussions of the subject
of mental illness and the stigma that surrounds it.

These memoirs recontextualize the problem of resilience, showing it as an action that is guided
by vulnerability, adaptability, and continued self-definition, not through glorifying the will to
survive. Their power resides in their open-endedness and their presentation of the idea that
recovery is not a destination but an open-ended negotiation between the past and the present.
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