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Abstract

Langston Hughes’s Mulatto is a play that deals with the social life of the African Americans on a
Southern plantation in Georgia. The racial attitudes of the Southern white society are the main reason behind
traumatizing the central characters in the play. Recent studies demonstrate that racism meets the criteria for
trauma. This study will examine the play through the lens of Literary Trauma Theory. This theory is appeared in
the middle of 1990s, henceforth it has been developed by so many scholars, and the latest revision is made by
Joshua Pederson in 2014. By applying the latest version of trauma theory this study shows how slavery, its
aftermath or its legacy affected and haunted African Americans, and created trauma or historical trauma and
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) for the African Americans.
Keywords: African Americans, Southern plantation, racism, trauma theory.

1. Literature Review and a Brief Theoretical Background:

he characters within this play are victims of trauma, either they experience it first hand

or historically inherited from their ancestors. The purpose of this paper is to show how

Langston Hughes — as a vicarious and firsthand victim of trauma — represents trauma
in his work? And how the characters’ psyche responds when they are exposed to external
violent traumatic events? Then, how do they exhibit symptoms of trauma after their exposure
to direct or indirect stressors? How does literary trauma theory support us in interpreting the
play crammed with racism and its messed-up impacts?

Sir Maurice Bowra, British professor of Greek and Latin literature, who fought in the
trenches in the First World War, says: “Whatever you hear about the war, remember it was far
worse: inconceivably bloody—nobody who wasn’t there can imagine what it was like” (Stove,
2009; Field, 1991, pp. 236-237). Sir Bowra’s saying is concerned with the horror of the First
World War that lasted only four years. So, what about Langston Hughes, who spent his entire
lifetime — from birth to death — in Jim Crow, racial segregation and racial discrimination
battlefield? This playwright’s phantasmagoric depiction of African American life is not only
inspired by imagination, rather motivated from real experience. Is there any American author
other than African Americans able to authentically empathize and capture the pains of
emotional wounds or traumas of racism? African American artists, henceforth Harlem
Renaissance, have eloquently portrayed exceptional images of black characters searching for
an identity under the pressure of slavery’s ordeal or its aftermath. By applying the latest
version of literary trauma theory this study shows how slavery its aftermath or its legacy has
affected and haunted African Americans, and has created trauma and/or historical trauma and
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) for the African Americans.

As mentioned above, this study will attempt to analyze Langston Hughes’s Mulatto
through the lens of literary trauma theory. This theory originally emerged in the field of
literary criticism in 1996 with the publication of Cathy Caruths’s book Unclaimed
Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (1996). Caruth suggests that trauma cannot be
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remembered, represented nor described. In other words, victims of trauma suffer from
amnesia.

So many scholarly works are conducted in the light of literary trauma theory. Anne
Whitehead’s (2004) Trauma Fiction applies trauma theory to miscellaneous literary works. In
the introduction, Whitehead raises a question about the contradictory nature of literary trauma
theory via commenting on the title of her book, “The term ‘trauma fiction' represents a
paradox or contradiction: if trauma comprises an event or experience which overwhelms the
individual and resists language or representation, how then can it be narrativised in fiction”
(Whitehead, 2004, p. 3)? Lise De Mey’s (2012) MA thesis “The Representation of Trauma in
Shira Nayman’s Awake in the Dark and The Listener” deals with the survivors of the first-
hand and intergenerational trauma of Jewish Holocaust. A PhD dissertation titled “The
Application of Trauma Theory to the Post-World War | Writing of Ernest Hemingway,
Laurence Stallings and Harry Crosby” by Wael Juma Hafeez Salam (2016) at the University
of Texas deals with the victims of the First World War trauma through the lens of Caruth’s
theory.

After two decades from the outset of literary trauma theory, Michelle Balaev edited
and collected a group of contemporary academic articles and published them under the title
Contemporary Approaches in Literary Trauma Theory (2014). In chapter five interestingly,
Irene Visser’s “Trauma and Power in Postcolonial Literary Studies” shows the limitation of
trauma theory for postcolonial studies, and adapts the theory of ‘grid-group’ diagram in order
to interpret trauma in postcolonial criticism.

In a PhD study at the University of Manchester by Electra Georgiades (2014) under
the title “Trauma, Company and Witnessing in Samuel Beckett’s Post-War Drama, 1952-61”
relies on the first wave theorists of trauma as Cathy Caruth, Kai Erikson, Dori Laub, Bessel
A. van der Kolk and Onno van der Hart. These theorists claim that the victims of trauma
suffer from traumatic amnesia and are not able to remember nor to describe their past. But,
Georgiades after an extensive proves otherwise:

Though it has been argued that Beckett’s protagonists suffer from a ‘profound form
of amnesia,” ‘total amnesia,’ or that they are ‘bereft of [...] their memories,” a number
of references they make to their past suggest otherwise. We may approach such
episodes, episodes which depict the deliberate recollection of past events, as instances
of voluntary memory.

However, Joshua Pederson, who is a scholar at Boston University, depending on a
myriad of academic researches of Richard McNally’s research team at Harvard University’s
Department of Psychology, proposed an alternate model of literary trauma theory in 2014.
Pederson, unlike Caruth, suggests “that trauma victims can both remember and describe their
traumatic past in detail” (Pederson 2014, p. 338). Pederson’s theoretical framework is
comprised of three elements:

First, critics seeking to engage trauma in literature should turn their focus from gaps in the
text to the text itself.

The first wave of literary trauma theorists claim that trauma is unspeakable, thus they tend to
find gaps in the literary text to prove that trauma is indescribable. But according to Pederson
traumatic memory is both memorable and speakable and victims may construct reliable
narrative accounts.

Second, trauma theorists should seek out evidence of augmented narrative detail.

Traumatic events strengthen memory of the traumatic victims. “Traumatic memories, then,
are not elusive or absent; they are potentially more detailed and more powerful than normal
ones” (Pederson, 2014, p. 339). Critics instead of searching for gaps in the text should turn to
textual overflow with detailed description of the event. Additionally, traumatic memory is
often multisensory; victims may record not only visual cues, but aural, olfactory, tactile, and
gustatory ones as well. (2014, p. 339)
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Third, trauma theorists should focus on depictions of experiences that are temporally,
physically, or ontologically distorted.

Sometimes victims of trauma temporally suffer from peritruamtic experience or “dissociative
alterations in consciousness”. For example the victim may feel slowing down of time.
“Spaces may loom. The world may feel unreal, or the victim may slip outside his or her own
body. Pederson directs critics who are seeking trauma in the literature that they “should attune
themselves to evocations of confusion, shifts in place and time, out-of-body experiences, and
a general sense of unreality.” Pederson (2014) writes that “Trauma doesn’t efface memory,
but it may warp it, and textual depictions of such distortion may be helpful clues in
identifying its effects in literature” (P. 340).

This study, by adopting Pederson’s theoretical framework, will try to analyze the play
to demonstrate how the playwright reflects upon traumatized African American characters
and how he deals with trauma in this work, then how the three elements of Pederson’s new
literary trauma theory play out in the close reading of the text of the play.

What makes this study significant is that the old version of literary trauma theory has
been applied to various literary works, nonetheless, up to researcher’s humble knowledge,
such studies have hardly been conducted in African American drama. Another point that
makes this study significant is the use of the latest version of literary trauma theory, i.e.
Pederson’s theory that appeared recently in 2014. Additionally, this study breaks a fresh
ground by applying systematically Pederson’s new analysis method of literary trauma theory
to this play. In doing so, this study will enrich Pederson’s alternate literary theory of trauma.
Pederson himself applied his theory to three works of art. First, Alain Resnais’s drama film,
Hiroshima Mon Amour, Pederson offers “a critique of Caruth’s interpretation of Resnais’s ...
Hiroshima Mon Amour, and suggest[s] the film’s depiction of personal and historical loss
supports McNally’s theory of trauma, not her own” (Pederson, 2014, p. 340). The second
work is titled “Dulce et Decorum Est” by one of the FWW’s noticeable veteran poet, Wilfred
Owen. His poem is concerned with the memory of trauma. The third one is a novel by
Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005). Additionally, this paper
has benefited from another study by Pederson in the field of trauma entitled “Trauma and
Narrative” published as a chapter in a Trauma and Literature (2018) edited by J. Roger Kurtz.

2. Introduction: Mulatto’s Background

On 24 October 1935 Mulatto was first staged on Broadway at the Vanderbilt Theatre

in 1935, where it ran for more than a year before it ‘toured for two seasons’. For the next
twenty four years, it was the longest-running Broadway production by a black writer until
Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun in 1959” (Miller, 2011, p. 132; Sanders and
Johnston 2002, p. 17).
Mulatto: A Play of the Deep South is the first full-length play by Langston Hughes that
“concentrates on the unrelenting abuse that Southern blacks suffered at the hands of whites in
the first part of the twentieth century” (Bienvenu, 2008, p. 23). Scholars usually refer to it by
its short title Mulatto. Doris Abramson (1969) comments on Hughes’s Mulatto:

Langston Hughes himself acknowledged that “the problem of mixed blood in America

is . . . a minor problem. But a very dramatic one.” Writers before him and after him,

recognizing the dramatic value of the problem, have played upon both the fears and
the fascination engendered in American society by this subject. . . . the mulatto
thwarted in social progress because of Negro blood, became of the popular characters

of American fiction. (p. 70)

The play is also regarded as an anti-lynching work that discredits mass media for
distorting the facts. On this matter, Miller (2011) writes “the play is filled with references of
American lynching culture that serve as a counternarrative to the information published by the
newspapers” (132). Miller (2011) provides an example to support his statement “newspaper
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reported that the death of R. J. Tyrone on March 25, 1935, in Hattiesburg, Mississippi had
been ruled a ‘suicide’ by the local corner despite the fact that Tyron was found ‘shot to
pieces’ after being confronted by an angry white mob.” Within the play Robert shoots himself
before being caught by the lynching mob and officially his action in 1930s in Georgia was not
regarded as a posse felony (Miller, 2011, p. 132). In Cleveland the Karamu Theater “had
refused to perform Hughes’s Mulatto because it ended with a lynching” (Miller, 2011, p.
132).

Moreover, Hughes dramatizes and depicts the history of African American plantation
— social life — experiences, as the consequences of slavery. The play “concentrates on the
unrelenting abuse that Southern blacks suffered at the hands of whites in the first part of the
twentieth century” (Bienvenu 2008, 23). In addition to individual father-son conflict, the play
demonstrates the trauma of lynching that terrorized and haunted the African American
population. “The play also seeks to correct the dramatic representation of lynching” (Sanders
and Johnston, 2002, p. 17).

In 1961 Hughes wrote about this play to an editor, “Mulatto might be left timeless,
since they still behave like that in the backwoods of Georgia. In the big towns, of course,
individual sit-ins like Bert’s have grown to mass-sit-ins. Otherwise, no difference” (Sanders
and Johnston 2002, p. 17). Apparently, Hughes was preoccupied with this subject matter; he
wrote a series of works holding the same theme and the same title. Mulatto is considered,
Nghana Lewis writes, “as an extended improvisation of the poem ‘Cross’ (1925) and short
story ‘Father and Son’ (1934) and serving the plot foundation of for the libretto The Barrier
(1954)”. In addition to these works, he wrote a poem under the same title “Mulatto” in
summer of 1926, that published in “the Saturday Review of Literature and in the collection
Fine Clothes to the Jew (1927)” (Tracy, 2004, p. 32). Hughes himself commented on this
poem that is about “white fathers and Negro mothers in the South” (Tracy, 2004, p. 33). The
following is an extract from the opening of the poem titled “Mulatoo”:

| am your son, white man!

Georgia dusk

And the turpentine woods.

One of the pillars of the temple fell.

You are my son!

Like Hell! (Bantum 2010, p. 13; emphasis original)

In the above conversational extract, a mulatto son from the South, Georgia, claims that he is a
son of a white man, however, the white man denies his paternity. “The dialogue is a demand
and a refusal to account for the black blood in white faces and for the white desire of dark
bodies (for work and for pleasure)” (Bantum 2010, p. 14). Many critics have “noted Hughes’s
personal investment in his narratives of father-son conflict, and the metaphorical relation of
miscegenated family and nation” (Sanders and Johnston 2002, p. 17). Likewise Hughes’s
first full-length play Mulatto: A Play of the Deep South expands the same theme and the same
setting under the same title. Sanders and Johnston (2002) describe this play as a . . . painful
and melodramatic depictions of father-son conflict, the power of class and whiteness, the
legacy of slavery, and the vicious oppression of African Americans in the South were all
preoccupations taken up in his earlier work™ (p.17).

Seemingly, Hughes used literature to purge his psyche from the haunting traumatic
events in his life. On the relation between literature and trauma Caruth (1996) puts forward,
“The relation between language and trauma is examined from a clinical perspective in
numerous discussions of language and trauma . . . Most of these discussions suggest that the
treatment of trauma requires the incorporation of trauma into a meaningful . . . story” (p. 117).
Accordingly, literature works as a catharsis to purge traumatized patients from repetitive
nightmares and flashbacks. Apparently, Hughes was obsessed by the emotional wounds of a
biracial character. This is the very reason behind numerous works depicting the conflict of a
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tragic mulatto character to be acknowledged as a son of a white man. Thus Hughes revisits his
traumatic wound over and over in repetitive works with the same subject matter. This
rewriting about the same traumatic wound or “re-visitation of the wound indicates that the
writers of such theme driven works, relying on Freud's theory of trauma revisited, are
bothered by their subject matter and that writing the stories down seems to, like therapy, rid
the creator of the wound, if only momentarily” (Waller 2009, p. 15).

Hughes from his early childhood was abandoned by his father. This overwhelmed
traumatic experience as mentioned above mirrored in many literary works. In his play Mulatto
many literary critics — as Arthur Davis (2000) —cite the autobiographical elements (Elam Jr.
and Elam 2009, p. 87), “which detail the racial conflict between a white plantation owner,
Colonel Thomas Norwood, and the mulatto son Robert, whom he refuses to recognize as his
own. Hughes’s own father rejected him, an event that deeply affected the course of his life
and the themes in his works” (Thomason, 2001, p.133).

According to McNally’s researches, traumatic experience is both memorable and speakable,
(Pederson 2014, p.338). Thus, Hughes may voice his ineffaceable experience of traumatic
memory in many literary works.

3. A Brief Summary of Hughes’s Mulatto:

Hughes’s play Mulatto sets in the Big House on a plantation in Polk County — Georgia
in 1930s. The play has an unchangeable classic setting.
Colonel Thomas Norwood, the white plantation owner, has four mulatto children — William,
Bertha, Robert (Bert) and Sallie — by his black housekeeper and mistress Cora Lewis.
Norwood repudiates his paternity to Cora’s children. However, the mulatto children, as Cora
requested from Norwood, are privileged to study at school.

Act I:

Norwood is irritated that Sallie Lewis has not departed yet to catch the train that will
take her to school semester. Sallie is the youngest biracial girl. Robert, who has recently
returned to the plantation after being away to study for six years, has to take Sallie to the train
station. But Robert (18 years), whom Cora calls Bert, drives to Polk County to get some radio
tubes without Norwood’s permission.

Norwood is angry with Robert’s behavior who acts like Norwood’s white son and
drives his truck without his permission. He tells Cora that he is no longer ready to send him
back to school. Sallie comes down upstairs to say goodbye to Norwood, she thanks him for
sending her to school. Robert returns from the county and picks up Sallie to the train station.
At the time of Robert’s arrival, Fred Higgins a county politician arrives. Higgins warns
Norwood about Robert’s misbehavior in the town. He informs Norwood that Robert argued
with a white woman in the post office because he wanted to get back his money after
receiving broken radio tubes. Higgins warns Norwood if he does not put an end to Robert’s
misconduct the white mob of the county will do that. Higgins’s speeches infuriate Norwood.
Norwood’s wife died thirty years ago. Higgins advises Norwood to marry a white woman
instead of having a mistress as Cora. He tells him for a plantation owner like him it is better to
live with a white woman. Up to Higgins’s opinion that only blacks in the Big House made
Norwood too soft with them. Later, Higgins and Norwood pay a visit to the cotton field.
Before leaving the Big House, Norwood tells Cora that he wants to talk to Robert.

Cora calls William, her elder son by Norwood, to show him Sallie’s handmade doily.
While Cora and William speak, Billy (5 years), William’s son, asks if Colonel Norwood is his
grandfather. Cora blames William, but William tells her that Bert informed not only Billy but
everybody on the plantation that Norwood is our father. Cora and William together mention
Robert’s past, when he was around seven, he called Norwood ‘papa’ in front of some white
guests and Norwood beat him mercilessly. Cora and William speak about Robert’s behavior.
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They say that if he does not stop acting like that, he will get himself and the rest of the blacks
on the plantation in trouble.

Robert after driving Sallie to the train station returns to the plantation. He calls himself
Mr. Norwood. Robert tells his mother and brother, since he is half white and half black, he is
going to act like his half white. After studying for six years Robert has found that not all the
African Americans (in other states) have to bow to white folks as the blacks do on the
plantation. Robert quarrels with William and calls him an obedient slave like Uncle Tom.
Cora sends William to the kitchen and starts to speak to Robert. She warns Robert that he will
hurt himself and all the African Americans if he is going to act like that. She advises him to
be respectful to Norwood and speak to him like a colored person. Robert says that he will not
work in the cotton field and Cora tells him we should do things that we do not like, such as
lying to Norwood that Sallie is studying typewriting at school not cooking and sewing as your
father thinks. When Norwood returns to the Big House, Cora tries to take Robert into the
kitchen, but Robert refuses to use the back door to go out, as Robert nears the front door,
Norwood enters. He orders Robert to use the back door, but Robert refuses to do so. Norwood
tries to beat Robert with his cane, but he is weak and the cane drops in his hand. Robert
proudly exits by the front door. Norwood trembles in the rage he puts his pistol down on the
table.

Act 11, Scene i:

Norwood asks Cora to see Robert to talk with him. Cora instructs Robert to agree with
Norwood and accept whatever he says. Robert agrees providing that Norwood does not
attempt to beat him. Norwood comes from the library to speak with Robert. He talks about
Robert’s problematic behavior and tells him to speak like a nigger. However, Robert refuses
to be a nigger, he says that he is the son of Colonel Norwood, and Norwood denies his
paternity saying that he is the son of Cora and he has no father. Norwood tells Robert to leave
the plantation by the back door and call Sam for him. But Robert replies that he is not his
servant to obey him, and he will leave by using the front door. Robert is about to leave,
Norwood springs between Robert and the front door with a pistol in his hand. Robert grasps
Norwood’s arm and twists it until the pistol drops from his hand. After disarming his father,
Robert hysterically chokes his father to death. Cora is terrified at the scene. She tells Robert to
run to the swamp since dogs cannot smell his traces. He takes his father’s pistol and exits
from the front door. Talbot and the Storekeeper come to the Big House to see Norwood. On
their way, they pass Robert. When they arrive on the scene of the event in the Big House, they
see Norwood’s corpse, they call the police to prepare a mob to chase and arrest Robert. The
men leave to pursuit Robert, and Cora addresses Norwood’s body to help his son Robert.
Cora, severely shocked by the event, shows some sort of insanity. She asserts that Norwood is
with the mob that is chasing Robert. Then she retreats to her room upstairs.

Act Il Scene ii:

The Undertaker sends Sam to get Cora down to give him some wine. Nevertheless,
when Cora comes, she refuses to take his order. She says that she will only take orders from
Colonel Norwood. Though the Undertaker asserts that Norwood’s corpse is inside his
ambulance, but Cora insists that Norwood is outside with the mob chasing Robert. The
undertaker tells his friend that Cora has gone crazy. Later Sam, Livonia and William
respectively leave her alone in the Big House. Cora tells William that she is waiting for
Robert to return. Then Cora in a soliloquy speaks and remembers her entire life from the first
night that she became Norwood’s wife when she was fifteen. Robert, amidst gunfire, returns
to the Big House. He runs to his mother’s bedroom upstairs and commits suicides by shooting
himself before the lynching mob can catch and hang him.
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4. The Legacy of Slavery as a Source of Trauma:

Hughes’s Mulatto is not a sheer product of imagination. Through his art he gives life
to some fictional characters to represent certain irrefutable historical aspects of the horrible
conditions of African Americans in the South. All the traumatic events in the play are the
outcome of racism. The racist stances of the South, based on the ‘one drop rule’, do not lend
countenance to a mulatto character to be integrated into their society. The ‘one drop rule'
Mmeans “that anyone with a visually discernable trace of African, or what used to be called
"Negro,' ancestry is, simply black” (Hollinger, 2005, p.18). The play “dramatizes the demand
for social and familial incorporation by Robert Lewis, who suffers a double exclusion: from
the white body politic and from the black community, by virtue of his claim to a white
heritage” (Soto, 2013, P. 263).

According to Nadra Kareem Nittle (2018), mulatto characters are tragic figures for
they find themselves prohibited from white society i.e. the privileges of whites. Distressed at
their fate as colored people, tragic mulattoes in literature often commit suicide. Tragic
Mulatto is one of the common themes in American fiction and drama, “it denotes a light-
colored, mixed-blood character (possessing in most cases a white father and a colored
mother), who suffers because of difficulties arising from his bi-racial background” (Davis,
2000, p. 317). Judith Butler (2011) suggests that “‘the tragic mulattoes of literary convention’
are also ‘the means through which the author demonstrates the psychological costs of racism
and sexism’” (p.129). Robert is a tragic mulatto character who is prohibited to act like his
white half and debarred from the rights available to whites; in other words, he is
underprivileged. By the end of the play, panic-stricken traumatized Robert, cornered by white
lynching mobs, is compelled to commit suicide.

The play is set in Georgia in 1930s when it was a leading state of lynching African
Americans. It is “filled with references to American lynching culture” (Miller, 2011, pp. 132-
133). Most probably Langston Hughes wrote this play Mulatto — the full title is Mulatto: A
Play of the Deep South — to wake up the world and notice that even in the 1930s the legacy of
slavery is a source of trauma i.e. or traces of slavery is prevailing in some spots of the Deep
South. Nghana Lewis (2012), in this regard, comments on the setting time of the play:
“Though events in the play take place after the Civil War [during the Depression Era of the
1930s], the dialogue among characters let us know that the setting remains regulated by the
racial, gender, and sexual mores or the antebellum South” (p. 279).

Na’im Akbar (2006) believes that “The 300-year captivity of Africans in America is
an indisputable fact which too many have sought to deny as relevant to anything more than an
event of the past”. Then he suggests that “the blemish of these inhumane conditions persists
as a kind of post-traumatic stress syndrome on the collective mind of Africans in America”
(20086, p. i).
Examining the text of the play, supported by the infamous history of the southern plantations,
will uncover that almost all the characters have witnessed traumatic events, in this case they
can be regarded as victims of trauma because up to DeGruy’s (2005, p. 118) list of the events
that cause trauma, “seeing another person injured or killed as result of accident or physical
violence causes mental and/or emotional trauma.” Or the characters are considered survivors
of firsthand traumatic conditions that they experience traumatic events first hand.
The first act of the play commences by depicting the setting time and place:

TIME: The present. An afternoon in early fall.

THE SETTING: The living room of the Big House on a plantation in

Georgia. (Hughes, 2002, p. 19)

The word ‘fall’ in the setting time, which means autumn season, carries a bad omen that
foreshadows fall(ing) of two men, father and son, by the end of the play. While the setting
place “the ‘Big House’ on a plantation in Georgia” immediately reminds African American
readers — even readers who are familiar with the history of North American slavery — the
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physical and psychological suffering of the African Americans during and even after
emancipation from slavery until the end of the World War I1.
The dominance of the ‘Big House’ on the plantation symbolizes the supremacy of the whites.
It implies a big power or a powerful person, in this case, the plantation owner, Colonel
Thomas Norwood, who rules the house and the plantation as well. Besides, the military word
‘colonel’ overtly indicates that Norwood is a tough person. When the curtain rises the opening
scene establishes the dominant power structure “by placing Colonel Norwood as the sole
visual and vocal occupier of the dramatic space” (Soto, 2013, p. 269).

A conscientious reader can observe some practices of the antebellum era in the South.
The ‘exploitation of black ladies for extramarital and premarital sex’, taking no direct
responsibility as a father for his born mulattos, the use of ‘coercive work’, restriction of
movement and ‘whipping by overseer’ as a punishment by the plantation owner for the
disobedient blacks are some clear indications in the play of the survival of slavery’s legacy.

Concerning ‘work’ Na’im Akbar (2006) remarks that “[d]uring slavery, work was
used as a punishment. . . .Work came to be despised as any punishment is despised. Work
became hated as does any activity which causes suffering and brings no reward for the doer.
Work became equated with slavery” (p. 5). Another noteworthy point can be observed from
Norwood’s speech in the coming extract; plantation owners are able to impose a restriction on
the blacks’ movement, i.e. the blacks are not free to go everywhere without plantation
owner’s permission, “he’ll stay on this plantation till I get ready to let him go”. Besides, the
use of ‘overseer’ [Talbot] to whip the unruly blacks is another noticeable hint of the remnants
of slavery. In the following extract, both punishments are uttered by Norwood when he
threatens Robert with working and whipping:

NORWOOD. . . . | don’t give a damn about him. There’s no nigger-child of mine,
yours, ours— no darkie—going to disobey me. | put him in that field to work,
and he’ll stay on this plantation till 1 get ready to let him go. I’ll tell Talbot to
use the whip on him, too, if he needs it. If it hadn’t been that he’s yours, he’d-a
had a taste of it the other day. Talbot’s damn good overseer, and no saucy, lazy
nigras stay on this plantation and get away with it. (Hughes, 2002, p. 20)

In so many other situations, Norwood mentions and praises the cruelty of his overseer, Talbot,
towards his black laborers.

NORWOQOD. . . . Robert’s just an impudent, hard-headed yellow young fool. I'm
gonna break his damn neck for him if he don’t watch out. Or else put Talbot on
him.

SALLIE: (Suddenly frightened) Please, sir, don’t put the overseer on Bert, Colonel
Tom. He was the smartest boy at school, Bert was. On the football team too.
Please, sir, Colonel Tom. Let brother work here in the house, or somewhere
else where Talbot can’t hit him. He ain’t used. . . .

NORWOOD: (Rising) Telling me what to do, heh? (Staring at her sternly) I’ll use the
back of my hand across your face if you don’t hush. (Hughes, 2002, p. 23)

It is obvious that Sallie is very well familiar with Talbot’s name. She is traumatized — pay
attention to the stage direction (Suddenly frightened) — by hearing that Talbot will punish his
brother. She knows Talbot’s cruelty; either she has witnessed him whipping others or heard
about it before. Most probably, previously Norwood ordered Talbot to punish some unruly
blacks in front of others, in order to horrify and teach the rest of the African Americans a
lesson of obedience on his plantation. Thus Norwood’s speech causes Sallie, who suffers as
the rest of the blacks from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), a state of psychological
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arousal, that activates her memory to “immediately access sights, sounds and smells related to
earlier traumatic events” (Erikson, E. cited in Caruth 1995, p. 174). This statement supports
Pederson’s second element of his theory, when he proposes that trauma causes memory
enhancement.

Talbot’s name makes Sallie lose her self-control, desperately she attempts to dissuade
Norwood.

Seemingly, the traumatized African Americans are not acting like freed men and women;
rather, they act as the antebellum slaves, and they accept Norwood’s brutality like their
ancestral slaves. They become inured to the hardship of the environment.

While the young ardent protagonist, Robert informs his mother, Cora, and his elder brother,
William, that he is no longer likely to serve in Norwood’s cotton fields nor to bow down to
white folks. Robert says that he stays on the plantation for “a while and teach some o’ you
darkies to think like men”. No one is able to prove it false that the blacks on the plantation, in
accordance to Robert’s speech, are not completely aware of their emancipation:

ROBERT. Oh, no? My stay down here’ll be short and sweet, boy, short and sweet.
The old man won’t send me away to school no more—so you think I’'m gonna
stay and work in the fields? Like fun! I might stay here awhile and teach some
o’ you darkies to think like men, maybe—{ill it gets too much for the old
Colonel—but no more bowing down to white folks for me.

CORA. Hush, son!

ROBERT. Certainly not right on my own old man’s plantation—Georgia or no
Georgia. (p. 32)

Robert shocks his mother by his speech. She is terrified that others might eavesdrop on them,
immediately warns him and says: “Hush, son”. She realizes the jeopardies of such speeches
and acts on the plantation. Then, Robert assures his mother that he knows that it is impossible
on Norwood’s plantation.

Moreover, Robert’s words evidently verify the continuation of the legacy of slavery on the
plantation. When Robert speaks to Cora and William, he refuses to act as a slave like the rest,
because of two reasons, firstly he is Norwood’s son, and secondly, he realizes that blacks
have greater freedom in the North. He taunts his brother, William, by telling him that slavery
is over but you are still an obedient slave like Uncle Tom!

ROBERT. . . . “(To Cora) ’Scuse me, ma. (Continuing)Back here in these woods
maybe Sam and Livonia and you and mama and ever’body’s got their places
fixed for ’em, but not me (Seriously) Nobody’s gonna fix a place for me. 'm
old man Norwood’s son. Nobody fixed a place for him. (Playfully again) Look
at me. I’'m a’fay boy. (Pretends to shake his hair back) See these grey eyes? |
got the right to everything everybody else has. (Punching his brother in the
belly) Don’t talk to me, old slavery-time Uncle Tom. (pp. 32-33)

The palpable effects and symptoms of historical trauma do not need spending much effort.
The impacts of cross generational trauma that originated in slavery, plus their firsthand
traumatic encounters made the black characters seem docile, dependent, detached and
estranged from the society.

However, it was not a sane act for African Americans to leave a plantation without having an
alternate work, since blacks were exposed to be jailed by the charge of vagrancy — “the
offense of a person not being able to prove at a given moment that he or she is employed”
(Blackmon 2009, p. i) —, then, Cohen (1976) writes, forced to “sign a voluntary labor contract
with his former employer or some other white who agreed to post bond” (p. 34). The laws of
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vagrancy ‘“enabled police to round up idle blacks in time of labor scarcity and also gave
employers coercive tool that might be used to keep worker on the job” (Cohen, 1976, p. 34).
Obviously, the above mentioned reasons in addition to other postbellum outrageous practices
urged New York Times journalist, Douglas Blackmon (2009) to entitle his book, Slavery by
Another Name: The Re-Enslavement of Black Americans from the Civil War to World War I1.
According to Blackmon, who agrees with Cohen, that slavery lasted seven decades after the
end of the Civil War. Therefore, it is no wonder that the blacks in real life at that time or the
fictional characters in the text of the play, as it mirrors the reality of the southern plantations
in 1930s, are haunted by the horrors and harshness of the surrounded environment that
repetitively caused trauma for them. Overtly, this is the very reason that Robert tells his elder
brother that “we’s all just old scared niggers on this plantation” (30). Thus the African
American characters are always under the threat of whites. Similarly, Higgins shows a bit of
the white plantation owners’ cruelty, when he advises Norwood to raise his brutality against
the niggers instead of raising his voice: “Best plantation manager I ever had never raised his
voice to a nigger—and they were scared to death of him” (27). Consequently, trauma is an
inevitable corollary of such beyond description ruthlessness.

This hideous milieu per se is sufficient to cause trauma for African Americans, to
teach them of their position in the society. For the most part, the African Americans accept
their lower position, because rejecting the status quo is not anodyne for them. Hence, Cora
approves the opinion of her elder son William, when he refers to blacks’ peripheral position in
the South:

WILLIAM. A nigger’s just got to know his place in de South, that’s all, ain’t he, ma?
CORA. Yes, son. That’s all, I reckon.

WILLIAM. And ma brother’s one damn fool nigger. Don’t seems like he knows
nothin’. He’s gonna ruin us all round here. Makin’ it bad for everybody.
CORA. Oh, Lawd, have mercy! (Beginning to cry) I don’t know what to do. De way
he’s acting to these white folks can’t go on. Way he’s acting to de Colonel

can’t last. Somethin’s gonna happen to ma chile. (p. 31)

William and Cora are not hallucinating, they speak out of their direct or vicarious traumatic
experience. They are not dissociated from the past events, i.e. they don’t suffer from amnesia.
Trauma, as Pederson proposes, strengthened their memory to remember the unpleasant
consequences of challenging the white folk, especially in Georgia. William says that blacks in
the South should know their lower rank. He complains about his younger brother’s behavior
towards Colonel Norwood. He expects ruinous consequences if Robert continues to challenge
the inferiority status of black folks. It is almost impossible for the African Americans to
acquire and grow self-esteem or healthy psyche in such a harsh condition. Cora also blames
Robert’s way of acting to white folks and her dream of bloody moon foreshadows a tragic end
of the play.

Certainly, this traumatic atmosphere creates a wide gap between black characters at
the foothill and whites at the peak of the society’s hierarchy. So, the feeling of being
detached, low self-esteem, self-hatred and detachment are beyond all disputes the expected
trauma symptoms of African Americans.

5. White Masters Undermine African American Family?
Take a female, run a series of tests on her to see if she will submit to your desires
willingly. Test her in every way because she is the most important factor of good
economics. If she shows any signs of resistance in submitting completely to your
will, do not hesitate to use the bullwhip on her to extract the last bit of bitch out of
her. Take care not to kill her, for in doing so, you spoil good economics. When in
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complete submission, she will train her off-spring in the early years to submit to
labor when they come of age.
Willie Lynch

The above extract is one of the sundry instructions of Willie Lynch’s letter to the white
masters in the antebellum era to teach them how to control their women slaves. So, up to
these instructions, no choice was left for the black women slaves except submitting to their
white masters’ desires. Certainly, many black ladies, who resisted their white masters, tasted
the ‘bullwhips’, taught and traumatized other ladies not to show “any signs of resistance in
submitting” to their white masters’ sexual desires. This evil technique urged some black
women slaves to use their bodies to shift their inferior social position they, “willingly became
the mistresses of White married men to elevate their social status, the majority of sexual
encounters between white men and African female slaves were nonconsensual, as Black
bodies were property, a commodity, expected to perform and serve at the master’s will”
(Chaney and Robertson, 2016, p. 130).

Norwood exploits young black ladies, — as the time of slavery in the antebellum era — Cora
and Livonia, for his own sexual desires and denies his paternity to his born children by Cora,
that causes the main conflict of the play. Norwood’s denial is not something unique. It was
something prevalent among white plantation owners and former slaveholders in the South.
Even his father used to have a black concubine, and he had three children by her i.e. Norwood
has three mulatto brothers.

Another indication in the play that informs the audience about this prevailing behavior is
Norwood’s friend Higgins. Likewise, Higgins when he was young during his twenties,
entertained himself with black ladies, and he left his mulatto children by black ladies.
Besides, he blames Norwood for living with a black lady as a substitute for his dead wife, and
advises him to marry a white one. Then indirectly addresses him that it is shame, for a white
plantation owner like Norwood, to live with a black woman or to have her inside his house,
because to a white southerner politician like Higgins blacks are not equals:

HIGGINS. (Lighting a cigar) You ought’ve married again, Tom—Dbrought a white
woman out here on this damn place o’ yours. A woman could help you run
things. Women have soft ways, but they can keep things humming. Nothing
but blacks in the house—a man gets soft like niggers are inside. (Puffing at
cigar) And living with a nigger woman! Of course, | know we all have ’em—I
didn’t know you could make use of a white girl till | was past twenty. Thought
too much o’ white women for that—>but I’ve given many a yellow gal a baby
in my time. (Long puff at cigar) But for a man’s own house you need a wife,
not a black woman.

NORWOOD. Reckon you’re right, Fred, but it’s too late to marry again now. (p.27)

Norwood, after the death of his white spouse, deals with Cora as his own wife for
thirty years, “I’m just poor Cora Lewis, Colonel Norwood. Little black Cora Lewis, Colonel
Norwood. I’m just fifteen years old. Thirty years ago . . . we laid down under the trees that
night”. Norwood has four mulatto children by her, but reluctant to take his responsibility as a
father and to accept her as a legitimate wife due to her skin color. So Cora acts as Norwood’s
concubine, i.e. she cohabits with Norwood as a secondary wife without having any legal
rights.

Now Cora’s age is forty-five. The setting time of the play is 1930s, thus her birthday can be
approximately calculated as 1885. So, her mother has experienced slavery first hand, in the
antebellum period. It means that, in accordance to DeGruy (2005), Cora’s mother was one of
the victims of trauma that suffered from PTSD. She had witnessed different types of traumatic
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events, as torturing family members or close relatives, separating family members, seeing
others injured or killed under the lashes of overseer etc.

Her mother knows that black families are exposed to be split by their masters. She has
knowledge about the insignificant role of a black husband/father. She knows that black
families are matriarchal, perhaps this is the very reason that neither Cora nor her mother
mention Cora’s father. Cora’s mother served at Norwood’s father house taking care of
children. Nevertheless, the reader knows from the characters’ list that Cora is a Negro
woman, not mulatto i.e. her father is a pure black, but she is uninformed about him. Probably
Norwood’s father separated Cora’s mother from her husband. Cora doesn’t mention her father
or her other family members at all. But from her speech with Norwood the audience know
that her mother served on the same plantation.

CORA. He [Robert] don’t mean nothin’—just smart and young and kinder careless,
Colonel Tom, like ma mother said you used to be when you was eighteen. (p.
21)

“One of the worst conditions that enslaved people had to live under was the constant threat of
sale. Even if their master was ‘benevolent,” slaves knew that a financial loss or another
personal crisis could lead them to the auction block”. And “as a form of punishment”
sometimes slaves were sold (“Conditions of antebellum slavery 1830 — 1860”). Thus, slave
families were always haunted and traumatized by the threat of separation. In an article, by
Tristan L. Tolman (2011) entitled “The Effects of Slavery and Emancipation on African-
American Families and Family History Research” writes in this regard: “Slave owners
regularly separated black family members from each other by sale” (p. 7). This separation of
family members is unquestionably the utmost painful trauma that slaves underwent/suffered
from. On the other hand, for slaves marriage was not a legal process in the antebellum South
(Tolman, 2011, p. 7). “Slaves could not legally marry, and slave parents had no legal claim to
their children. Husbands and wives could only live together or visit each other with their
masters’ consent” (Tolman, 2011, p.7). So, black husbands were not important family
members, and most slave families were matriarchal (Tolman, 2011, p. 7). The effects of this
traumatic policy passed down from one generation to another, even nowadays the black
matriarchy is a controversial issue.

The aforementioned information, about black families, is presented to comprehend Cora’s
mother reaction to Cora’s first sexual intercourse with Norwood. As it is mentioned in the
following extract, Cora spent her first honeymoon night “under the trees”. Later, Cora goes
back to her cabin, afraid of losing her virginity to Norwood:

CORA. ... Then I cried and cried and told ma mother about it, but she didn’t take it
hard like | thought she’d take it. She said fine white mens like de young
Colonel always took good care o’ their colored womens. She said it was better
than marryin’ some black field hand and workin’ all your life in de cotton and
cane. Better even than havin’ a job like ma had, takin’ care o’ de white
chilluns. Takin’ care 0’ you, Colonel Tom . .. (p. 48)

Chaney and Robertson (2016) hold Cora’s mother view about the relationship between
a white married man “who was often son of a Planter” and a black woman: “These consensual
relationships were formed in order to secure a comfortable life for the Black woman and her
biracial children. Historically, the paternity of the interracial child [mulatto] was not viewed
the same as that of a child born to White parents” (p. 5). Cora’s mother speaks out of her past
trauma experience. She knows that colored men suffer from abject poverty, cannot secure
minimal life needs nor accommodations for their families. They have a damaged personality;
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cannot stand on their dignity, even unable to protect their wives from the lust of white masters
and overseers. Concerning this issue, Charles I. Glicksberg (1956) in an article entitled
“Psychoanalysis and the Negro Problem” writes,

The Negro had no family life and could participate in American life only on the terms
dictated by his masters. The Negro father had no rights; the Negro family was often
appropriated by the whites for their sexual enjoyment. The white master, playing the
role of paternal protector, was the source of whatever status the Negro enjoyed. It is
therefore not surprising that the Negro in the course of time developed a seriously
damaged self-esteem. (p. 46)

Slaveholders, as it is mentioned in the previous chapter, got benefit from the malevolent
instructions of Willie Lynch who taught them long-term plans of family destruction by
destroying marriage, the primary pillar of the family foundation, among African Americans.
Akbar (2006) writes about the effects of family destruction:

Probably the most serious effect of all was the impact that slavery had on the African-
American family. The family is the very foundation of healthy, constructive, personal
and community life. Without a strong family, individual life and community life are
likely to become very unstable. The destruction or damage to the African-American
was accomplished by destroying marriage, fatherhood and Motherhood. (p. 19)

According to William Goodell (1853), slaves in the eye of slaveholders were just
things, not sentient human beings, and things cannot marry! Consequently they cannot have
the rights of husband and wife (p. 105). Thus for an antebellum slave woman or a postbellum
black woman to be a mistress of a slaveholder or a plantation owner was better than marrying
a slave or a black man with no bright future. Hence, some of the African American women
were able to lessen their traumatic atmosphere; at least they were capable of avoiding the
threat of family separation. Nevertheless, delivering of mulatto children was another
challenge that faced them.

In this play Hughes “draws attention to white male sexual desire as the root problem in rural
Georgia’s race relations” (Miller, 2011, p. 132).

Norwood has four living mulatto children — another died at birth — by Cora, his Negro
housekeeper and mistress. Here, the main conflict of a white father and a mulatto son ignite
the conflagration of the play that leads to a tragic end.

6. Father and Son Conflict:

Robert is eighteen years old, his nickname is Bert, the youngest mulatto son of

Norwood. Langston Hughes portrays him as “strong and well built; a light mulatto with ivory-
yellow skin and proud thin features like his father’s”. Hughes continues in his description of
Robert “as tall as the Colonel, with the same grey-blue eyes, but with curly black hair instead
of brown; of a fiery, impetuous temper— immature and wilful—resenting his blood and the
circumstances of his birth”.
He struggles for his rights to gain his real identity to be integrated into his father’s white
society. Because as a mulatto character he neither belongs to the blacks nor to the whites’
society. “Robert is confused about his identity as the son of his black mother, Cora, and the
white colonel Tom. Wanting the privileges afforded other white citizens but receiving the
same treatment as blacks” (Miller, 2011, p. 132).

As usual, biracial characters especially in the past, detested their black half due to their
inferior status in society and favored their white part because of their superior position.
“Colonel Norwood’s brutal treatment of Bert as a racial inferior and his rejection of Bert as a
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son bring about the main conflicts that propel Bert toward destruction” (Bienvenu, 2008, p.
24).

After attending school, it seems that he has learnt a few of his rights. He acts as
Norwood’s son, but Norwood considers him no more than one of Cora’s nigger children.
Right from the opening scene of the play, the audience is informed through the first dialogue
that Norwood repudiates his paternity of his mulatto children. He refers to his seventeen-year-
old daughter, Sallie, while he addresses Cora, as “child of yours”:

NORWOOD. Cora! Oh, Coral
CORA. (Heard above) Yes, sir, Colonel Tom.
NORWOOD. I want to know if that child of yours means to leave here this afternoon?
(p. 19)
In so many other places, Norwood uses expressions like “your son”, “son of yours” . . . and so
forth. Nevertheless, while speaking to Cora, expressing his anger towards Robert, Norwood in
a slip of the tongue — ““child of mine . . . ours” — confesses his paternity:

NORWOOD. Yes, | know what you’re going to say. | don’t give a damn about him.
There’s no nigger-child of mine, yours, ours— no darkie—going to disobey
me. (p. 20)

Norwood, as he has been raised in a Sothern white discriminatory society, his racist stances
towards his biracial children are not an extraordinary attitude. “However much Norwood may
refuse to acknowledge this fact outwardly, it is still an operating factor in his treatment of
Bert. It may even account for Bert’s ‘exile’ having been academic rather than overtly
punitive” (Bienvenu, p. 32).

Robert drives Norwood’s truck without his permission. This behavior raises Norwood’s
anger. Robert by such performances wants to prove his personality. Driving the truck is an
indirect action to claim his right as Norwood’s son or he struggles for superiority to break the
chains of inferiority:

NORWOOD. Who gave him permission to be driving off in the middle of the
morning? | bought that Ford to be used when | gave orders for it to be used,
not . . . He’s no more than any other black buck on this plantation—due to
work like the rest of "em.

(p. 20)

In the above extract it is evident that Norwood denies his paternity to Cora’s child, Robert,
another time when he says, “He’s no more than any other black buck on this plantation”. Cora
reminds him indirectly that Robert is his own son. She says that my mother told me, you used
to be like Robert when you were young at the age of eighteen. Thus, she traces Robert’s
carless conducts to the genes that he received from Norwood. Consequently, [she wants to
convey to him] do not blame Robert for his behavior, but blame yourself. Nevertheless, this
reminder of paternity perplexes Norwood, from his answer, one can apprehend that Norwood
is inclined neither to admit nor to accept this fact:

CORA. (Sweetly) Go set down in de cool, then Colonel. *Tain’t good
for you to be goin’ on this way in de heat. I’ll talk to Robert maself soon’s he
comes in. He don’t mean nothin’—just smart and young and kinder careless,
Colonel Tom, like ma mother said you used to be when you was eighteen.
NORWOOD. Get on upstairs, Cora. Do | have to speak again? Get on! (p. 21)
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Whatever Norwood’s motivation — whether Cora’s influence or a hidden sense of
paternity — behind sending his mulatto children to school, but his purpose of sending Robert
to school is different from the rest. It is a sort of punishment. Robert is sent away to school in
Atlanta and is banished, even during the summer holidays, from the plantation for six years.
So, Norwood’s aim is to ruin Robert’s personality. “Many historians and slave narratives
report how young children were separated from their mothers because the mother's love might
cultivate some self-respect in the child” (Akbar, 2006, p. 14). Accordingly, Norwood
designed to “develop in [Robert’s character] a sense of helplessness” and “to teach [him] that
[he] should have no self-respect” (p. 14). Norwood “fails to break any remaining filial bonds
by imposing academic exile on the youth” (Bienvenu). Thus Norwood’s plan to efface his
paternity in Robert’s mind has no avail, conversely backfires on Norwood:

NORWOOD. . . . I’ve been damn fool enough to send him off to Atlanta for five or six
years, he thinks he has a right to privileges, acting as if he owned the place
since he’s been back here this summer. (p. 20)

Accordingly, Norwood regrets that he sent Robert to school, because now Bert is matured
enough — having received education for six years — to struggle for achieving Norwood’s
paternity, that is why he acts as the son of the plantation owner after returning to Big House;
in Norwood’s words he is “acting as if he owned the place since he’s been back here this
summer”. Robert’s comportments indicate that he is wise enough to discern his lower
position and fights for his dominance by breaking the strict black codes of behaviors.
“Norwood remains powerless to change Bert’s feelings of both kinship and whiteness
because, prior to the episode in the stables, the Colonel himself had been the one who,
through preferential treatment of his youngest son, had inadvertently encouraged such
sentiments” (Bienvenu). Cora hasn’t dared to teach her children “who they pappy were”. Cora
informs the audience through her conversation with William that other Norwood’s mulatto
children haven’t had the same demand of kinship from Norwood as their brother:

CORA. . .. Bert never has been like you was, and de girls, quiet and sensible like you
knowed you had to be. (p. 30)

On the one hand, they have not been the “favorite little colored child” of Norwood, i.e. they
haven’t received any special treatment of paternity, as Robert enjoyed till seven years old, nor
felt any sense of paternity from him. On the other hand, Robert after being away for six years
to study in Atlanta, is now prudent that he possesses the same features [the spit image] even
the similar temperaments, as Cora affirms, of his father “just smart and young and kinder
careless, Colonel Tom, like . . . you used to be when you was eighteen”. His elder brother
William has noticed family resemblance between Robert and Norwood:

WILLIAM. He’s sho’ growed more like de Colonel all de time, ain’t he? Till Bert
thinks he’s a real white man himself now. (p. 30)

He is no longer afraid, being out of Norwood’s control for a long period, to utter his kinship
rights. Robert doesn’t seem to have forgotten his childhood primary trauma, it might haunt
him repeatedly all the time as flashbacks, reveries, nightmare and so forth, boiling over and
over to erupt finally as a volcano of rage to devour his father’s and his own life as well.

7. Robert’s Childhood Trauma:
“I have learned now that while those who speak about one’s miseries usually hurt, those
who keep silence hurt more” C.S. Lewis
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This part will uncover the roots of Robert’s trauma. It demonstrates how his past
traumatic experience has shaped his present, and how Robert processes his past pains in the
present. Cora and William have recorded Bert’s childhood trauma. Since “traumatic memory
is often multisensory” (Pederson, 2014, p. 339); therefore, Cora and William as survivors of
trauma, while they witness Roberts traumatic event, their traumatic memory might have
recorded “not only visual cues, but aural, olfactory, tactile, and gustatory ones as well”
(Pederson, 2014, p. 339).

From the conversation between Cora and Willy in Act I, Cora briefly refers to an event that
Norwood has beaten Robert for calling him ‘papa’:

CORA. .. . He’s gonna show him what color he is. Like that time when he beat him
for callin’ him ‘papa’. He say he’s gwine to teach him his place . . . (p. 30)

Then in the second conversation in the same act, they speak in detail about this event. Hence,
the audience realize that Robert is a victim and suffers from an early childhood trauma. Their
dialogue dredges up details of Robert’s unhappy childhood. Billy, William’s five years child,
interrupts Cora and William’s talk by playing on Norwood’s favorite chair. Cora asks him to
vamoose Norwood’s favorite chair, but he faces her with a question, is Norwood his white
grandfather?

BILLY: I’'m playin’ horsie, grandma. (Jumps up in the chair) Horsie! Horsie!

CORA: Get! That’s de Colonel’s favorite chair. If he knows any little darkie’s been
jumpin’ on it, he raise sand. Get on now.

BILLY: Ole Colonel’s ma grandpa, ain’t he? Ain’t he ma white grandpa? (p. 29)

In the extract above Billy’s question “Ole Colonel’s ma grandpa, ain’t he? Ain’t he ma white
grandpa?” The visual image of Billy as a child and the aural expression “granpa” function as
cues that arouse/trigger Cora and William’s traumatic memory. Billy’s question instantly
reminds Cora and William Robert’s traumatic childhood experience.

When Robert was about seven years old, he was his white father’s favorite biracial son until a
traumatic event that overturned Robert’s relationship with his father. One day, while his white
father Colonel Norwood was showing off his horses to some white elite guests; Cora sends
Robert to inform Colonel Norwood that the food is ready. Robert, without a prior rehearsal,
only by instinct, calls him “papa” the food is ready. Norwood is infuriated upon hearing this
word and knocks him under the feet of the horses in front of the guests, and later on whips
Robert mercilessly in a way that Cora thought that he will kill him. Most probably the food
that Cora had prepared in that day, its smell and taste function as olfactory and gustatory cues
that promptly evoke Cora’s traumatic memory — to recall that day — on every occasion she
smells or tastes it.

Bienvenu (2008) illustrates the reason behind Robert’s [proclamation] calling “papa”, he
writes in this regard:

By the time of the important white guests’ visit to the stables, Bert felt secure enough
to proclaim publicly his relationship to the most prominent white man in the area,
while at the same time denying any ties to blacks—referring, for example, to his
mother as Cora instead of Ma. That Norwood publicly rejected the relationship and
replaced the preferential treatment with brutality at the very moment when Bert was
most sure about his identity accounts for both the trauma engendered by the episode
and the intense hurt and indignation Bert felt from then on. (p. 26)

241 Vol.23, No.1, 2019



2019 Jlu 1.5l3 ¢ 23 . Sy OSB3 0 diudly § 35515 61858

Up to DeGruy’s (2005, p. 118) list of the conditions that cause PTSD — A threat or harm to
one’s children, spouse or close relative; seeing another person injured or killed as result of
accident or physical violence; stressor is experienced with intense fear, terror and
helplessness; stressor and disorder is considered to be more serious and will last longer when
the stressor is of human design —, it can be concluded that both Cora and William suffer from
PTSD, because all the above conditions can be detected in Cora and William. “PTSD
sufferer[s] do not merely remember their trauma; they reexperience it as vivid sensory
recollections (flashbacks), nightmares, and intrusive thoughts” (McNally, 2012, p. 872).
When the above conditions of PTSD are applied to Norwood — Robert’s incident; it is a threat
to Cora’s child, and William’s little brother; they both see another person (Robert) physically
harmed as a result of physical violence; they experience the stressor or the event with intense
fear and terror; since the stressor and disorder is of human design (Norwood) so it is more
serious and will last longer. Cora and William, after a long period i.e. around eleven years,
describe every scene of the event thoroughly and do not show any signs of dissociation from
the event. As Pederson (2014) follows McNally’s (2005) claim that traumatic event is
memorable and speakable, both Cora and William can remember and describe this experience
accurately and mutually complete each other’s narration. Even they follow a linear order
while they recount the event.

In the following excerpt, Cora’s first speech, in the stage direction (Musing sadly in a
low voice). She is pondering sadly, so it is straightforward evidence that Cora is able to
remember the event and speaks about it. As Pederson (2014) proposes that “Traumatic
memories, then, are not elusive or absent; they are potentially more detailed and more
powerful than normal ones” (p. 339), the audience can notice Cora’s traumatic memory is
active and powerful and that she relives or re-experiences her trauma that causes her sadness:

CORA. No, he ain’t. (Musing sadly in a low voice) Time Bert was
"bout seven, warn’t it? Just a little bigger’n yo’ Billy.

WILLIAM. Yes.

CORA. Went runnin’ up to Colonel Tom out in de horse stables when
de Colonel was showin’ off his horses—I 'members so well—to fine white
company from in town. Lawd, that boy’s always been foolish! He went runnin’
up and grabbed a-holt de Colonel and yelled right in front o’ de white folks’
faces, “O, papa, Cora say de dinner’s ready, papa!” Ain’t never called him
papa before, and 1 don’t know where he got it from. And Colonel Tom
knocked him right backwards under de horse’s feet.

WILLIAM. And when de company were gone, he beat that boy unmerciful.

CORA. | thought sho he were gonna kill ma chile that day. And he were mad at me,
too, for months. Said I was teachin’ you chilluns who they pappy were. Up till
then Bert been his favorite little colored chile round here. (pp. 29-30)

Cora states that until this incident Robert has been Norwood’s favorite colored child;
subsequently, he has hated him and has not wanted to see him anymore.

Coming back to Robert’s childhood trauma, Elin Hordvik (1999) writes
“psychological trauma is caused by an extreme event that occurs unexpectedly and suddenly,
is life-threatening or is perceived to be so, and has an intense impact on the senses of the
person involved” (p. 23). Using the verbatim words of this definition, Robert’s trauma is
caused by his childhood extreme event, when innocently guiding by his instincts calls
Norwood, father, unexpectedly and suddenly Norwood has “knocked him right backwards
under de horse’s feet”. For Robert this overwhelming event is life-threatening, because his
father is about to kill him, additionally, what makes the situation worse, as an innocent little
child, he does not understand nor know what his misconduct is, nor the reason behind his
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father’s reaction. Robert faces an incomprehensible situational irony, while Robert depends
on his father to be his caregiver and his proctor physically and emotionally, for an unknown
reason he faces the opposite, injured physically and emotionally under the mercy of his
father’s bullwhip!

This shocking event renders the speechless audience to sympathize deeply with little
Robert. Here, the playwright, due to the limit space of dramaturgical response as well as the
absence of omniscient narrator as in fiction, leaves Robert’s childhood traumatic exposure to
be tranquilly contemplated by the audience. In a long narrative work as the novel, the narrator
is in need of many unceasing pages to depict the pains of unseen scenes of Robert’s emotional
wounds. Cora as a mother feels Robert’s pains, she knows that he has never forgotten this
traumatic experience, she states that “he growed up with de beatin’ in his heart”. Van der
Kolk (2000) research shows that “some memories seem to become fixed in the mind, and
remain unaltered by the passage of time . . . Traumatic scenes were re-experienced over years
and decades, seemingly without modification” (p.237). Besides, for the most part, Robert is
almost all the time depicted indirectly through other characters’ speeches. However, he refers
to his childhood trauma directly — once throughout the play — when he addresses his father:

ROBERT: (Boyishly) I used to like you, when I first knew you were my father, when |
was a little kid, before that time you beat me under the feet of the horses.
(Slowly) I liked you until then. (p. 40)

His behavior in the town and on the plantation expresses his psychological status, calling
himself Mr. Norwood and acting as Norwood’s son are clear indications that show Robert’s
obsession with his childhood trauma.

At this painful event Robert as a survivor suffers from trauma physically and
psychologically, “the body is only concerned to deal with the immediacy” (Dugan and Walls,
2011, p. 5). Tamara Felisa (2013) writes that “the body experiences trauma at the time of the
event, but the mind processes it only afterward, when the body is absent”.

Probably, after a short period Robert has forgotten his physical pains, however his

unresolved psychological pains remain to grow up with him to be revisited and repeated by
him. Dominic LaCapra (2014), a trauma theorist, covertly identifies a performative element:
trauma sufferers “have a tendency to relive the past, to be haunted by ghosts or even to exist
in the present as if one were still in the past, with no distance from it” (pp. 142-143). So,
Robert in this case never forgets and is haunted by his past traumatic experience. To lessen
his devastating burden, he is in need of speaking about it, “the overwhelming need to speak
about (testify) and in some way ‘relive’ these events in order to comprehend them, and so
attempt to heal the wounds” (Herman, 2001, p. 1). In so many places, Robert directly and
indirectly, through other characters accounts, speaks to others and claims that he is Mr.
Norwood or Norwood’s son.
Robert while studying at Atlanta, is able to run away and not to return to the Big House, but
as he is a victim of trauma, revisits his wounds. Duggan and Wallis (2011) propose in this
regard, “the survivor-sufferer performs the symptoms of their suffering, repeatedly and
compulsively ‘acting out” words, situations and action from the trauma-event. This repetitive
performance is central to contemporary understandings of trauma”. When Robert claims in
front of others on the plantation and the town that he is Norwood’s son, it seems to be a kind
of rehearsal to prepare himself for confronting Norwood, to revisit his mind/emotional
wounds and repeat the same action of his childhood, to tell him another time ‘papa’. Pederson
(2018) writes “traumatic repetition has narrative ramifications. Victims do not merely relive
or reexperience their traumas; they retell them, too” (p. 104).

Stephen K. Levine (2009) in Trauma, Tragedy, Therapy: The Arts and Human
Suffering, suggests “What makes trauma a mimetic problem is that trauma victims tend to

243 | Vol.23, No.1, 2019



2019 Jlu 1.5l3 ¢ 23 . Sy OSB3 0 diudly § 35515 61858

‘repeat’ the original wound, whether in the form of nightmares, flashbacks, obsessive
thoughts and images or other symptoms” (p.55). Pederson (2018) in his latest article “Trauma
and Narrative” suggests that victims talking about their traumatic event have a therapeutic
role, he writes, “that the stories we tell about the catastrophes that beset us — both individual
and collective — can be crucial tools for recovery” (p. 97).

Before Robert meets Norwood, Cora advises him not to aggravate Norwood anymore.
She is very frightened of Robert’s behavior. But Robert, while speaking to his mother,
deliberately raises his voice, though his mother tells him to lower his voice because Norwood
will hear him in the library, but it seems that Robert intentionally and indirectly warns
Norwood not to beat him, in other words, not to repeat the traumatic event again and not to
worsen the situation:

CORA. . .. And don’t aggravate him no mo’ fo’ God’s sake. *Gree to whatever he
say. I’s scared fo’ you, chile, de way you been actin’. . .

ROBERT. All right, ma. (Voice rising) But he better not start to hit me again.

CORA. Sh-s-s. He’ll hear you. He’s right in here. (p. 37)

But Norwood in his first speech after coming out in the library — which is the very symbol of
culture, knowledge and science — assures him that he will not hit him next time, nonetheless,
he might kill him. Then, Norwood tells him “I want you to talk right”, which means to speak
like a nigger. But Robert denies to be a nigger, he says “I’m your son”:

NORWOOD. I don’t want to have to beat you another time as | did when you were a
child. The next time | might not be able to control myself. | might kill you if |
touched you again. . . . Now, I’m going to let you talk to me, but | want you to
talk right.

ROBERT. (Still standing) What do you mean, talk right.

NORWOOD. | mean talk like a nigger should to a white man.

ROBERT. Oh! But I’m not a nigger, Mr. Norwood, I’m your son. (P. 39)

As pointed out before, Robert suffers from early childhood trauma; in other words, he

suffers from PTSD. Some of the main symptoms of PTSD are: Intense psychological distress
at exposure to internal or external cues that symbolize or resemble an aspect of the traumatic
event; Physiological reactivity on exposure to internal or external cues; Feeling of detachment
or estrangement from others; Irritability or outbursts of anger.
These symptoms can easily be detected in Robert’s character. Now, his father exposes Robert
to a similar aspect of his childhood traumatic event. Norwood another time, threatens Robert
to kill him and repudiates his paternity. Besides, Norwood, by his racist stances, insults
Robert and his mother immorally reiterates that his mother is a common woman and he is a
bastard boy, “Nigger women don’t know the fathers. You’re a bastard” and his siblings, in the
same way, are bastards:

NORWOOD: I’m talking about Cora, yes. Her children are bastards.
ROBERT: (Quickly) And you’re their father. (Angrily) How come I look like you, if
you’re not my father? (P. 39)

Their bitter disputation exacerbates the tense relationship between Norwood and Robert.
Robert is affronted to a greater extent specifically when Norwood demonstrates his
immorality that he sleeps with his mother and he can do nothing about it. He shows Cora only
as his sexpot. Here Robert reveals his indignant hatred of the entire white race:
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Robert. . . . But my mother sleeps with you.

NORWOOD: You don’t like it?

ROBERT: No, I don’t like it.

NORWOOD: What can you do about it?

ROBERT: (After a pause) 1’d like to kill all the white men in the world.
NORWOQOD: (Starting) Niggers like you are hung to trees.

ROBERT: I’m not a nigger. (p. 39)

Apparently, in the dialogue above Robert has an ironic stance; on the one hand, he
demonstrates his detest to white race, in contrast denies being a nigger person. Here,
Norwood cunningly targets Robert’s paramount weak spot. He knows that the white society
by disintegrating Robert has cornered and damaged him psychologically, as if he were
abandoned alone in no-man’s-land between the two belligerent races.

NORWOOD. You don’t like your own race? (ROBERT is silent) Yet you don’t like
white folks either? (p. 39)

Robert, as shown in the stage direction, appears to be silent which indicates his inability to
deny his inner psychological schism, in addition to his indirect approval to Norwood’s
speech, function as a confession to his bitter conflict. Nevertheless, Robert attributes his inner
conflict to his first childhood traumatic event:

NORWOOD: You evidently don’t like me.

ROBERT: (Boyishly) I used to like you, when I first knew you were my father, when |
was a little kid, before that time you beat me under the feet of the horses.
(Slowly) I liked you until then.

NORWOOD: (A little pleased) So you did, heh? (Fingering his pistol) A pickaninny
calling me “papa”. I should’ve broken your young neck for you that first time.
I should’ve broken your head for you today, too—since I didn’t then. (p. 39)

Here, Norwood instead of exploiting this point — when Robert states that he liked him until he
has beaten him — to alleviate the tension in order to reconcile with Robert, intensifies the
wrangle further by his racist expressions, “A pickaninny calling me “papa”. I should’ve
broken your young neck for you that first time”. It looks that Robert senses the futility of their
argument, therefore attempts to leave the Big House and challenges his father by using the
front door, but Norwood, by thwarting Robert from accessing the front door with his pistol in
hand, deteriorates the situation further. Because for Norwood, the front door symbolizes
acceding to power and superiority of the white race. Robert, as a biracial character, is in
“liminal status, in transition between black and white” (Soto, 2000, p. 267). If he passes the
front door, in the presence of Norwood, it implies Norwood’s confession of Robert’s
superiority and his passing to whiteness. Therefore, his father hinders him from accessing the
front door and another time calls him ‘bastard’. Both Negros and whites are calling him
‘bastard’, this word functions as an aural cue to his childhood traumatic memory — when
Norwood prevented Robert to call him ‘papa’ —, it reminds him his father’s denial of
paternity. Robert might excuse others to call him ‘bastard’, but he cannot accept it from his
father.

ROBERT. I’ve heard that before. I’ve heard it from Negroes, and I’ve heard it from
white folks, and now I hear it from you. (p. 39)
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Hence, Norwood’s immorality adds the salt into Robert’s traumatic wounds by reiterating
“You black bastard” that leads Robert to strangle his father in an outburst of anger, and
hysterically laughs while chocking Norwood.

ROBERT. (Laughing) Why don’t you shoot, papa? (Louder) Why don’t you shoot?

NORWOQOD. (Gasping) ... black ... hand...onme...you...

ROBERT. (Hysterically, as he takes his father by the throat) Why don’t you shoot,
papa? (NORWOOD'’s hands claw the air helplessly. ROBERT chokes the
struggling white man until his body grows limp) Why don’t you shoot?
(Laughing) Why don’t you? Huh? Why? (p. 40)

Robert, after killing Norwood, loses his liminal status, since he lost his white father, thus, he
is no more able to attribute whiteness to himself. What he possesses now is merely a black
mother and is obliged to identify himself with her as a black person. Here Robert celebrates
his [new color] blackness on the corpse of Norwood.

Thus, Norwood’s violence against Robert and denial of his paternity implanted
aggressive behavior and a sense of inferiority in Robert’s personality that rendered the idea of
revenge and anxiety to be part of Robert’s character from his early childhood i.e. he deprived
of identity from early childhood.

8. Cora’s Preternatural Memory and Peritraumatic Dissociation:
“Emotional stress enhances memory for the central features of the stressful experience.
Stress does not impair memory; it strengthens it”  McNally

As pointed out before, Cora suffers from PTSD, since eleven years ago, her child has
been punished mercilessly and was about to be killed by Norwood before her very eyes. After
this seminal traumatic event i.e. witnessing Norwood’s brutality, for Cora, Norwood is no
more alive, but a living-dead person:

CORA. . . . After you beat that chile, then you died, Colonel Norwood. You died here
in this house, and you been living dead a long time. You lived dead. . . . (p. 49)

Now, before Norwood’s meeting with Robert, she is “scared to death” that Norwood might
repeat the same action by punishing Robert another time. She is terrified, because she thinks
if Norwood will not take a sane decision “white folks’ll kill [Robert]”, here she makes a
reference to the southern posse. The conditional phrase “Colonel Tom has to take him in
hand, or these white folks’ll kill him”, presupposes that Cora is well acquainted with the
white society in the South. Unquestionably, she knows the lethal consequences of a lynching
mob, if Norwood does not resolve Robert’s juvenile delinquency calmly and sanely.

CORA. I’s scared to death for de boy, Willie. . . . He’s gonna show him what color he
is. Like that time when he beat him for callin” him ‘papa’. He say he’s gwine
to teach him his place and make de boy know where he belongs. Seems like
me nor you can’t show him. Colonel Tom has to take him in hand, or these
white folks’1l kill him around here and then—Oh, my God! (pp. 30-31)

This quote serves as a self-fulfilling prophecy, for the white folks by the end of the play chase
Robert to lynch him, but Robert hinders their wish by committing suicide before their hand
can reach him. On the other hand, Cora’s speech alludes to her eavesdropping on Norwood
and Higgins in the previous scene, when the latter has made references to the lynching mob in
respective speeches to warn Norwood about Robert’s misbehavior:
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HIGGINS. Warn’t lookin’ at it that way, Tom. I was thinking how weak the doors to
that jail is. They’ve broke ’em down and lynched four niggers to my memory
since it’s been built. After what happened this morning, you better keep that
yellow fool [Robert] out 0’ town from now on. It might not be safe for him
around there—today, nor no other time. (p. 25)

It is evident from Higgins speech that the justice establishment in the South is a ramshackle
system, and the lynching mob is the dominant power that is able to execute niggers without
getting a fair trial at any time; even the authorities cannot protect blacks.

Cora is not only traumatized in her waking hours, but in her sleep as well. Her
nightmare, though it functions as a prophecy, is evidence that traumatic conditions occupied
her mind entirely. Concerning survivor’s dream Phil Jones (2015) writes: “A dream of
someone who has experienced trauma is seen as something that reflects and tells about the
trauma . . . that may not be a straightforward realistic depiction of an event or experience, but
which still reflect the trauma through metaphors and symbols” (p.6). Cora’s horrendous
dream of the “moon all red with blood”, symbolizes Robert’s death. Besides, the moon with
blood stands as a metaphor for Robert’s fate, since there is a comparison between moon and
Robert, both of them have a high or heavenly place, the moon in heaven and Robert in the
upper room. She has seen “a path o’ livin’ blood cross [the] hous”. As the bloody moon is in a
high position in the sky, likewise, Robert commits suicide upstairs in the Big House and his
bloody corpse is in a higher place.

CORA. Oh, Lawd, have mercy! (Beginning to cry) I don’t know what to do. De way
he’s acting to these white folks can’t go on. Way he’s acting to de Colonel
can’t last. Somethin’s gonna happen to ma chile. I had a bad dream last night,
too, and I looked out and seed de moon all red with blood. I seed a path o’

livin’ blood cross this house, I tell you, in my sleep. Oh, Lawd have mercy!
(Sobbing). . . (p. 31)

After Robert chokes his father, Hughes writes in the stage direction: “(He opens the door and
the sunset streams in like a river of blood)”. The river of blood is the realization of Cora’s
dream when she saw the path of living blood across the house. On the other hand, the sunset
symbolizes the ruin and the end of the Big House as well as Norwood’s power.

While the white folks are pursuing Robert, Langston Hughes through Cora’s soliloquy
precisely depicts and attacks the white folks lynching practice who kill poor innocent blacks
“with their hounds and their ropes and their guns and everything they uses to kill po’ colored
folks” without a fair trial.

Following Norwood’s death, Sybil R. Ricks (1981) writes “Cora eulogizes [him] . . .

addresses him as if he were still alive. Ambivalent and somewhat mad, she accuses Norwood
of being out with the mob hunting Bert. She does not believe that the Colonel is actually
dead” (p. 102). The audience feel that the overwhelming traumatic situation distorted Cora’s
mental state, when she, in apostrophic expression, addresses Norwood’s corpse repeatedly as
if he were alive.
Here Pederson’s (2014) third element of his revised literary trauma theory is applicable to
Cora’s case, when he proposes that “trauma theorists should focus on depictions of
experiences that are temporally, physically, or ontologically distorted” (p. 339). Notably
Cora’s consciousness is distorted by trauma, for Cora Norwood’s death is unreal. Scholars
suggest that her case is an example of “‘peritraumatic dissociation,” or what McNally (2003)
in Remembering describes [her case] as “dissociative alterations in consciousness (. . .
everything seeming unreal)” (p. 182).
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Cora’s “peritraumatic dissociation” or “dissociative alteration in consciousness” is evident
from her frequent desperate plea from Norwood’s corpse for helping Robert:

Cora. . . . Colonel Tom, you hear me? Our boy, out there runnin’. (Fiercely) You said
he was ma boy— ma bastard boy. I heard you . . . but he’s yours too—out
yonder in de dark runnin’—runnin’ from yo’ people. (Pleadingly) Why don’t
you get up and stop ’em? He’s your boy. His eyes is grey—Ilike your eyes.
He’s tall like you’s tall. He’s proud like you’s proud. . . . (Demandingly) Why
don’t you get up from there and stop ’em, Colonel Tom? . . . Don’t you put
your white hands on him. You’s beat him enough, and cussed him enough. . . .
| calls you to help me now, and you just lays there. I calls you for to wake up,
and you just lays there. Whenever you called me, in de night, | woke up. When
you called fo’ me to love you, I always reached out ma arms fo’ you. I bored
you five chilluns and now one of em out yonder in de dark runnin’ from yo’
people. . . . (Accusingly) He’s runnin’ from you, too. . . . But he is your’n,
Colonel Tom, (Sadly) and he’s runnin’ from you. You’s out yonder in de dark
(She points toward the door) runnin’ our chile, with de hounds, and de gun in
yo’ hand, and Talbot’s followin’ hind you with a rope to hang Robert with.
(Confidently) I been sleepin’ with you too long, Colonel Tom, not to know that
this ain’t you layin’ down there with yo’ eyes shut on de floor. You can’t fool
me—you ain’t never been so still like this before—you’s out yonder runnin’
ma boy. (Scornfully) Colonel Thomas Norwood, runnin” ma boy through de
fields in de dark, runnin’ ma poor little helpless Bert, through de fields in de
dark to lynch him. . . . Damn you, Colonel Norwood! (Backing slowly up the
stairs, staring at the rigid body below her) Damn you, Tom Norwood! God
damn you! (pp. 42-43)

In the excerpt above, the spectators sense Cora’s obsession with the word (runin’), she repeats
it fifteen times. It is noticeable that Robert’s “running” from the bloodthirsty posse and the
bloodhounds is the only glimpse of hope that she possesses in this gloomy night. And she
obsessively reiterates that she will make a place under her bed to hide Robert to protect him
from the lynching mob. By dint of her past experience as a survivor of historical trauma and
PTSD in addition to her present severely traumatic surroundings she realizes that the
consequences of Norwood’s death inevitably means the lynching of Robert either by hanging
him or burning him alive. The sound of the lynching mob and howling hounds are aural cues
to Cora’s traumatic memory it “might remind [her] of a past memory of bloodhounds hot on
the trail of a potential victim” (Miller, 2011, p. 133). The white sadist Undertaker “(Looking
up and grinning at Cora)” rudely addresses her about Robert’s fate, he wonders which option
does Cora prefer, whether burning or hanging?

UNDERTAKER. . . . They’ll probably hang him up to that tree down here by the
Colonel’s gate—’cause they tell me he strutted out the front gate past that tree
after the murder. Or maybe they’ll burn him. How’ll you like him swinging
there roasted in the morning when you wake up, girlie? (p. 45)

Cora, while her younger son is between the fangs of death, is abandoned alone in the Big
House by her fellow black servants Sam, Levonia, and even her own elder son William. The
traumatic condition has compelled everybody to run in fear for his or her life except Cora.
Cora respectively tells Sam, Livonia and William that Colonel Tom is alive. They realize that
Cora is shocked by the overwhelming event and not fully conscious. Another example of
peritraumatic dissociation is evident when the Undertaker — ambulance driver — asks Cora for
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a bottle of whiskey, she refuses to take orders from anyone other than Norwood. Because for
Cora Norwood’s death is unreal. Though the Undertaker states twice that Norwood’s corpse is
inside his ambulance, Cora insists that Norwood is out “with de mob”.

UNDERTAKER: Don’t get smart now. Maybe you think there’s nobody to boss you
now. We gonna have a little drink before we go. Get out a bottle of rye.

CORA: | takes ma orders from Colonel Norwood, sir.

UNDERTAKER: Well, you’ll take no more orders from him. He’s dead out there in
my wagon—so get along and get the bottle.

CORA: He’s out yonder with de mob, not in your wagon.

UNDERTAKER: I tell you he’s in my wagon!

CORA: He’s out there with de mob.

UNDERTAKER: God damn! (To his partner outside) I believe this black woman’s
gone crazy in here. (p. 45)

Though the traumatic event has distorted her consciousness, it has not affected her memory;
in other words, she is not amnestic. Her memory is perfectly vivid and working well. In this
unbearable atmosphere, Cora recalls her heyday times when she was young which is so
painful to her. Through her performance, she draws the audience’s attention to make a
comparison between her happy times in the past and her grievous present. In this direction
Dante writes in Canto V of the Inferno: ‘There is no greater sorrow than to recall, in
wretchedness, the happy time’.

CORA. . . . (She goes to the window, returns, sits down, and begins to speak as if
remembering a far-off dream) Colonel Thomas Norwood; I’m just poor Cora
Lewis, Colonel Norwood. Little black Cora Lewis, Colonel Norwood. I’m just
fifteen years old. Thirty years ago, you put your hands on me to feel my
breasts, and you say, “you’re a pretty little piece of flesh, ain’t you? Black and
sweet, ain’t you?” And I lift up ma face, and you pull me to you, and we laid
down under the trees that night, and I wonder if your wife’ll know when you
go back up the road into the big house. And I wonder if my mama’ll know it,
when | go back to our cabin. Mama said she nursed you when you was a baby,
just like she nursed me. And I loved you in the dark, down there under that tree
by de gate, afraid of you and proud of you, feelin’ your grey eyes lookin’ at me
in de dark. (p. 48)

Pederson (2014) proposes that “Traumatic memories . . . are not elusive or absent; they are
potentially more detailed and more powerful than normal ones” (p. 339). Cora in a soliloquy,
which is the longest speech in the play — approximately two pages — uncovers almost all the
significant aspects of her life. The stage direction evidently, in the extract above,
demonstrates that the recent traumatic event has enhanced Cora’s memory. She recalls thirty
years ago, when she was young. She summarizes her biography for the audience, occasionally
she uses apostrophe when she addresses Norwood. “She traces her life with him from that
first night to the present” (Ricks, 1981, p.10).

9. Cora’s Memory and Hidden Aspects of Norwood’s Character:

Cora’s traumatic memory reveals some hidden aspects of Norwood’s character. She
recalls lynching two African Americans —she even remembers the name of one of them ‘Luke
Jordon’ — in the past that Norwood participated in. What makes the audience open-mouthed is
that Norwood in essence is a kind person:
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CORA: All de niggers runnin’ from you tonight. Po’ Colonel Tom, you’ too old now
to be out with de mob. You got no business goin’, but you had to go, | reckon.
I “members that time they hung Luke Jordon, you sent yo’ dogs out to hunt
him. Then next day you killed all de dogs. You were kinder soft-hearted. Said
you didn’t like that kind o’ sport. Told me in bed one night you could hear
them dogs howlin’ in yo’ sleep. But de time they burnt de court house when
that po’ little cullud boy was locked up in it cause they said he hugged a white
girl, you was with ’em agin. Said you had to go help ’em. Now you’s out
chasin’ ma boy. (p. 45-46)

Cora unexpectedly describes Norwood as “kinder soft-hearted”. Norwood has opened his
heart to Cora. He has felt remorse for taking part with his dogs in chasing and lynching of
Luke Jordon. The next day he has killed his dogs. It seems that the event has caused trauma
for Norwood. One night in bed he reveals to Cora that he “could hear them dogs howlin’” in
his sleep, in other words, he suffers from nightmares. Norwood might have recorded his
traumatic experience through aural imagery (Pederson, 2014, p.339), because in his dream,
the howling dogs remind him of the event. Phil Jones (2015) writes that “dreaming and the
dream can repeat and deepen the trauma in that its images and emotional process can take the
individual back to the trauma” (p. 6). Thus, Norwood himself is another character in the play
who is a victim of trauma and suffers from PTSD. “In the act of dreaming [Norwood] is seen
to repeat and re-articulate the trauma in ways that are overt and covert, expressed and
suppressed within images” (Jones, 2015, p. 6). However, after the first traumatic event
Norwood involves in lynching another colored boy. It appears that Cora might have asked
him ‘why’? [Due to her inferior status probably she dares not show complaint] Or she may
have blamed him just by performing facial expression or showing a gesture. In other words,
she may have blamed Norwood for hurting himself by joining the lynching mob. Norwood
answers her that he “had to go help ‘em.” Here Norwood implicitly utters that it is not his
wish to be with them, but the situation is beyond his control and he cannot resist the pressures
of his social environment. Cora provides the audience with these examples to illustrate and
prove Norwood’s kindness; he does not act in accordance with his natural instincts, but he has
to obey his white society’s culture.

In the extract above, Cora, as she feels Norwood alive in her peritraumatic
dissociation, sympathizes with Norwood though he chases her son, Robert. She addresses him
“Po’ Colonel Tom, you’ too old now to be out with de mob. You got no business goin’, but
you had to go, I reckon.” She knows Norwood is not interested in joining the lynching mob,
but he cannot act against the white society. The white surroundings turned him into a tough
person or the societal pressure rendered him to act like a cruel character. So, Norwood is a
victim of his white’s social and cultural milieu. Norwood is not a unique person who cannot
disobey his environment; most people are acting out in conformity with the norms of society.

All in all, the entire tragic incidents in the play are consequences of Norwood’s
responding to the white surroundings. When Robert calls him “papa”, he feels defamed in the
presence of his elite white guests, this is the very rationale of reacting severely against Robert.
Likewise, the final traumatic event of his death and Robert’s suicide is a response to Higgins
and Polk County’s white society’s complaints. Higgins directly warns Norwood to put an end
to Robert’s behaviors, if not the white mob will discipline Robert. Norwood feels
embarrassed in front of Higgins, promises to solve this issue by himself. Then instead of
taking “him in hand” and instructing him, Norwood takes a pistol in hand and insults him.
That leads to the final disaster.
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10. The Significance of Robert’s Suicide:

Noteworthy, Langston Hughes was able to end Robert’s life outside in the field either

by suicide or at the hand of the lynching mob. However, he insists to drive Robert to the Big
House and prepares the audience for this occasion by urging Cora to utter wholeheartedly
many times that Robert will come back home, even William is “(Bewildered by his mother’s
sureness)”’.
In the final scene Robert returns to his mother bedroom and commits suicide with his father’s
pistol. The bed symbolizes his mother’s body or her sexual organs, whereas the pistol is a
phallic symbol that stands for his father’s sexual organs. Robert, before committing suicide,
might have lain on or sit on the bed and pointed the pistol towards himself, thus he locates
himself between his father’s phallus and his mother’s body to represent that he is an outcome
of their sexual intercourse. Thus, Robert returns to the first step of mixing black and white
races. The first shot has caused his creation while the second one causes an honorable death,
as the white mob is not able to hang or burn him. By this action Robert wishes his final
requiem mass to be: “From Bed I Came, and To Bed I Shall Return.”

Conclusion:

The central African American characters in the play, Robert, Cora, William and even

the white antagonist Norwood himself suffer from trauma. The white society’s racial attitudes
are behind their victimization. The symptoms of PTSD can be detected in the course of their
performance in the play. Through the lens of Pederson’s trauma theory, we have seen that
trauma is both memorable and describable by the characters. Furthermore, the characters who
have been exposed to traumatic events do not suffer from traumatic amnesia as suggested by
the first wave of literary trauma theorists. Adversely, trauma strengthens the memory of
traumatized characters. They can accurately recall and depict the precise details of what has
happened to them. Noteworthily, almost all the significant backgrounds of the plays are
recited by a female character, Cora, who is a victim of trauma. Her traumatic memory is a
substantial source to provide the audience/reader with indispensable information about some
past events.
As Pederson proposes, the main characters demonstrate that their memory is multisensory i.e.
they have used more than one sense — visual and aural are the most prominent senses — to
record their traumatic experience. A visual and/or aural cue activates their traumatic memory;
it reminds them of their past firsthand and vicarious exposure/experience. Cora suffers from
peritraumatic dissociation or dissociative alterations in consciousness; she takes the death of
Norwood as unreal.

The play functions as a repository of historical events in the South that assists the
American audience to better understand the roots of the racial crisis. It presents the racial
conundrum in a familial context. Hughes addresses the American audience that racism only
causes a rift between blacks and whites in their coexistence. Additionally, he advises
American people that we are one nation or one family members, as the play implies, we can
solve the problem of race among ourselves without involving a third party. The white
society’s mentality has built a horrendous environment for African Americans in which they
cannot disentangle themselves from its traumatic effects, whenever they attempt to step on the
promenade, they find themselves sunken in a new quagmire.

Langston Hughes through Mulatto intends to communicate a message to the white
society. The Thirteenth Amendment after the end of the Civil War in 1865 has ended chattel
slavery in America, but its legacy is still lingering especially in the South. Racial
discrimination in addition to lynching mobs as a substitute to the justice system has stained
America’s reputation. It created a traumatic atmosphere for African Americans that
engendered innumerable realistic and fictional tragic stories; the reality of the South
originated the play. Hughes satirizes the white race’s self-aggrandizement that they hamper

251 | Vol.23, No.1, 2019



2019 Jlu 1.5l3 ¢ 23 . Sy OSB3 0 diudly § 35515 61858

miscegenation marriage, however, the existence of a biracial generation is an undeniable
evidence of matrimonial relations between the races. Thus, Mulatto as an upshot of mixing
black and white blood symbolizes a bridge between the two races. Murdering mixed-race
character signifies the white races’ proscription against blood-relations with African
Americans and indicates collapse of all the bridges of communication and rapprochement
between the two races.
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