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Statement of Problem 

Despite all the achievements garnered by African Americans throughout history, Black people 

have long been excluded from knowledge production or, as Toni Morrison confirms, “were 

seldom invited to participate in the discourse even when [they] were its topic” (“Site of 

Memory” 91). Thus, writing about a “past that is not past . . . a past that cannot and should not 

be pacified in its presentation” (Sharpe 49) and providing alternative and renewed ways of 

representing the African American “unfolding experience” (O’Melly and Fabre 3), as 

understood and articulated by Black subjects themselves, have constituted the essence of a 

multitude of African American literary works in the afterlife of slavery. Turning to the past by 

many African American writers is driven, particularly, by a desire to provide a “resistant 

reading of dominant, culturally powerful historical narratives” (Davis 3) and “reconstruct 

collective identity by reshaping collective memory” (Eyerman, Cultural Trauma 59). To this 

end, memory and trauma studies, which had come to prominence by the late twentieth 

century, offer an interdisciplinary tool for literary production and criticism “capable of 

providing the kind of inward, authentically objective account of the past” (Misztal 3), 

especially in the context of minority and Diaspora writing. 

The utilization of cultural memory in African American literary texts is justified by its 

ability to reconstruct and reimagine the past “outside the venues of formal historical 

discourse” (Sturken 6) for “memory rather than history becomes a fruitful strategy for the 

recovery of the past” (22), as Melvin Dixon indicates. Due to its symbolic capacity to 

represent and reinterpret the past, cultural memory enables to renew and renegotiate the 

connections with culturally founding memories and “significant, nodal points” (Gilroy 198) in 

African American common history in light of present socio-cultural contexts.  

Trauma, on the other hand, both in its psychological and cultural dimensions, offers a 

relevant generative concept to explore the Black experience. The African American past “is 
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one undeniably littered with traumatic acts, laws, and legitimized behaviors: racially biased 

laws that relegated Blacks to the status of disposable bodies denied by White culture; the 

regulated, segregated spaces of Jim Crow; and brutal, repetitive acts of violence that include 

lynching, incest, rape, and murder” (Hinrichsen, “Trauma Studies” 605). Thus, the expressive 

representation of Black lives inherently requires the inclusion and the placement of Black 

historical traumas at the center of the memory work. However, the reproduction of Black 

traumatic events and experiences and the re-enactment of the violence associated with them in 

African American literary and cultural expression do not aim to reveal and re-emphasize the 

extent of their brutality as much as they seek to recreate authentic cultural narratives capable 

of generating emotional bonding and strengthening communal belonging. Therefore, the 

revisiting of historical traumatic experiences will not only “rip that veil drawn over 

‘proceedings too terrible to relate”’ (Morrison, “Site of Memory” 91), over “unspeakable 

thoughts, unspoken” (Morrison, Beloved 199), but will also help the process of working-

through and potentially working-over traumas as “[t]he proper mourning of the past can . . . 

serve in its recovery and possible containment” (Wilker 31).   

Both trauma and memory —as they recreate and reconfigure distinct accounts of t he 

past— prove essential for both individual and collective identity (re)construction. As “group 

identity is constructed from the stories a group tells about itself, prioritizing the inherited 

values, symbols and discourses garnered from collective memory” (Davis 5), a revocation and 

reinterpretation of African American memories of subjugation and victimization, as well as of 

cultural resistance and affirmation and communal survival, have become necessary for the 

African American community to understand present conditions and lay the ground for a 

rewarding future.  

The recent interest in memory and trauma to reimagine the past beyond and against 

what is deemed “official history” aims “to refigure culturally prevailing versions of memory” 
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(Neumann 335) by creating counter-memories and alternative stories meaningful to both 

individual and collective identities. In the African American context, memory and trauma 

studies, as two interrelated and intersecting theoretical concepts, allow the literary scholar to 

gain a deeper understanding of the Black experience and life, not as recorded in dominant 

historical narratives, but as lived, imagined, and represented in Black artistic expression.  

Statement of Thesis  

Although conventional historical records render the African American journey from Africa to 

the Americas and what came afterwards accessible to a certain extent, the “Black Atlantic 

culture” (Gilroy xi) and the “interior life” (Morrison 92) of the Black community remain “so 

little known” (Gilroy xi) and insufficiently represented. Cultural memory and trauma as 

mediated and represented in African American literature have the capacity to challenge the 

“silence in the archive” (Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts” 2) and the “symbolic annihilation 

and lack of representation” (Davis 7) of African Americans by countering narratives which 

“only recorded dominant voices or documents stressing the character of African subjects as 

objects” (Wilker 46). Thus, the proposed dissertation aims overall to examine the different 

aspects of African American cultural memory and trauma in the literature of Jesmyn Ward— 

a major female voice, who speaks about and for the “unfinished project of emancipation” 

(Sharpe 12), the “incomplete project of freedom” (Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts” 4) for 

Black lives. The dissertation will look at how past and more recent cultural memories and 

traumatic events are reconstructed and reinterpreted in Ward’s literary texts to provide a 

renewed paradigm of reading and understanding the Black experience and culture even today.     

 Jesmyn Ward, a prominent contemporary African American writer and two-time 

winner of the National Book Award for Fiction, offers a comprehensive approach through her 

overarching memory work to reexamine the complexities of the Black experience in the 
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interplay between the past and the present. I argue that in her revisionist fiction, Ward re-

enlivens African American “traumatic memory” and “narrative memory” (see Brogan 155) by 

revisiting a mostly forgotten and insufficiently known cultural history while showing how 

“inextricably interwoven the past is in the present” (Ward, The Fire This Time 2) and creating 

counter-memories and thus counter-narratives where “blackness marks simultaneously both 

the performance of the object and the performance of humanity” (Moten 2). Indeed, when 

asked in one of the interviews about why she writes, Ward answers: 

I think that part of what I am trying to do, especially now as I grow, as I evolve as a 

writer, is that I am trying to bring stories from that past, that violent past, forgotten 

stories, forgotten voices, forgotten people, back into the light, back into the 

conversation, back into the public memory, the public imagination, because I think 

that, unfortunately, there is a real concerted effort in this country to rewrite that 

history, to erase that history, to disavow that history, to say that all the violence and 

pain and trauma, to say that none of that has ever happened. (“Jesmyn Ward, ‘Sing, 

Unburied, Sing’”) 

In my argument, Ward employs mnemonic writing to artistically recycle African American 

cultural memories and traumas that are rooted in historical events and “publically verifiable 

fact[s]” (Morrison, “Site of Memory” 93) in order to challenge historical erasure and 

manipulation, to show how Black Americans continue to “wrestle with the specters of race 

and history in America, and how those specters are haunting now” (Ward, The Fire This Time 

8), and thereby and beyond that to re-assert, as she claims: “our existence, our experiences, 

our lives, through words” (Ward, The Fire This Time 9).  

Ward’s fiction is deeply rooted in the American South both as a geographical and 

cultural space that is shaped by the histories of the past and the enduring legacies of slavery 
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and other forms of racial violence. Though written in the twenty-first century, Ward’s 

narratives, through their continuous alternation between the past and the present and the 

resulting temporal disjunction, give the impression of being set in an older Southern context. 

Her representation of the South as a haunted space that ties the characters to a traumatic past 

and affects their present lives reinforces Faulkner’s statement that “the past is never dead. It’s 

not even past” (92). By “revisiting past places, emotions, and events” (Hinrichsen, Possessing 

the Past 215) and exploring “that body of reusable texts, images, and rituals” (Assmann, 

“Collective Memory and Cultural Identity” 132), Ward offers a vivid yet poignant picture of 

both Black suffering and Black struggle until today.    

Ward is the author of three novels, one memoir, a self-help book, and the editor of a 

collection of essays. Out of her works, it is especially Ward’s two novels, Salvage the Bones 

(2011) and Sing, Unburied, Sing (2017), that lend themselves to the focus of my research, i.e., 

African American cultural memory and trauma. Through its use of magical realism, Sing, 

Unburied, Sing recreates stories about historical racial violence and discrimination (mainly 

slavery and Jim Crow/lynching) while connecting them to more subtle contemporary forms of 

racism, in particular the prison system and non-institutionalized racist ideologies that survive 

until today in the American South. However, besides recalling memories of subjection and 

dehumanization, the novel conveys memories of cultural resistance and communal love and 

bonding. Similarly, in Salvage the Bones, hurricane Katrina, as a cultural trauma that reveals 

America’s current racist and unjust socio-economic and political policies, brings forth the 

memory of past traumatic events, in particular the memory of the Middle Passage and 

enslavement. Yet, like Sing, Salvage the Bones tells also other stories of community resilience 

and survival. Thus, by offering a closer reading and representation of the African American 

experience, the two novels grant access to parts of “the interior life that was not written” and 
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leads to “the revelation of a kind of truth” (Morrison, “Site of Memory” 93) that remains 

quasi-absent in American dominant discourses of history. 

Theoretical Background 

The close reading of my texts will primarily be based on memory and trauma studies. 

However, due to the interdisciplinary nature of my research, the analytical framework will 

also integrate other theoretical strands, among them mainly Black feminist thought, Black 

masculinity studies, and ecocriticism/ecowomanism.  

The argumentation will be structured around some of the major premises and concepts 

established within memory and trauma studies. In addition to “individual memory,” the notion 

of “collective memory” as introduced by Maurice Halbwachs and “cultural memory” as 

further specified by the Assmanns prove essential in understanding the Black experience for 

the urge to retrospectively reconstruct their shared past in light of present socio-cultural 

frameworks. Cultural memory as a theoretical concept will be utilized to show how, by re-

establishing links with the past, African American cultural memories allow to reproduce 

cultural meanings (or counter-meanings) in relation to “stable, unchanging and continuous 

frames of reference” (Hall 223) that are constitutive for Black identity and culture.  

Cultural memory is embodied in “the concrete, in spaces, gestures, images, and 

objects” or, what Pierre Nora calls, “lieux de mémoire” (286) that serve as “mnemonic 

triggers” or “mnemonic aids” (Misztal 3). In the African American context, Toni Morrison 

specifies how her writing is often triggered by revisiting, envisioning, or coming across a site 

of memory (“Site of Memory” 91-92). Based on this notion of “lieux de mémoire,” I will 

explore the texture of Ward’s narratives as constructed around a number of sites of memory 

that the writer uses to recreate the past and reproduce counter-narratives.  

Dealing with African American memory certainly invokes the understanding of 

“memory as the recovery of trauma” (Misztal xi). As “rememory” (Morrison, Beloved 36), 
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trauma relates to “catastrophic experiences” (Caruth, Unclaimed Experience 5) that cannot be 

forgotten:   

Some things you forget. Other things you never do. But it’s not. Places, places are still 

there. If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place —the picture of it —stays, and not just 

in my rememory, but out there, in the world. What I remember is a picture floating around 

out there outside my head. I mean, even if I don’t think if, even if I die, the picture of what I 

did, or knew, or saw is still out there. Right in the place where it happened. (Morrison 36) 

Morrison’s interpretation corresponds to Cathy Caruth’s definition of being traumatized as “to 

be possessed by an image or an event” (Trauma: Explorations in Memory 5) that remains 

“unrepresentable and inaccessible” (Bronfen 36), especially in the case of individual traumas. 

While both originate from traumatic events, individual psychological traumas and collective, 

cultural traumas represent two different experiences. While individual traumas result from a 

direct experience of a painful event that is compared by Kai Erikson to a “blow to the psyche” 

(459), cultural trauma is defined as a “blow to the basic tissues of social life” (460). However, 

when “transformed and transvalued into a legitimating myth of origin” as a “founding 

trauma” (LaCapra, Writing History xii), cultural trauma may contribute to a sense of recovery 

by “repairing the tear in the social fabric” (Eyerman, Cultural Trauma 4) and “creating, 

constituting, a collective subject” (Eyerman, “The Past in the Present” 163). Thus, using this 

framework of individual and cultural trauma interwoven in the African American experience, 

I will examine Ward’s representation of Black “founding traumas” as defining traumatic 

memories, whose re-opening and narrativizing enhance “the processes of mourning and 

working-through” (Hinrichsen, Possessing the Past 214) and may eventually establish 

reconciliation and contribute to historical continuity.    

As a female writer, Ward’s fiction entails addressing the Black female experience. 

Thus, relying both on memory/trauma studies and Black feminist scholarship, I will analyze 
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the resounding effects of past collective and individual memories and traumas on Black 

female subjectivity, in particular Black motherhood as a major focus in Ward’s novels. To do 

so, Hortense J. Spillers’s notion of the “mother and mother dispossessed” (80) and Christina 

Sharpe’s similar concepts of the “non/former/un mother” (58) or the “non/being of the 

mother” (59) will be employed to examine the intergenerational and historical Black familial 

formation and the racial construction of Black womanhood and motherhood as a traumatic 

experience of “Black un/mothers grieving Black un/children” (Sharpe 58). Insights from other 

Black feminist scholars (mainly Saidiya Hartman, Patricia Hill Collins, and bell hooks) will 

also be used to study the motherhood/mothering experience of Ward’s female characters as 

they either embrace or renounce their mother status.  

The Black male experience is another primary focus in Ward’s fiction. Thus, 

combining the memory and trauma theoretical framework with Black masculinity studies, I 

will explain how, similarly to the Black female, the contemporary Black male subject 

occupies in her works “a violent space haunted by a brutal past rife with 

underground/underocean black corpses of history” (12), or what Houston Baker calls the 

“Blue Man,” who embodies a “racial memory mythically codified for childhood warning, 

self-definition, and defense” (11). This combined approach will show how the traumatic 

history of the Black male subordination and dehumanization shape the contemporary images 

of Black manhood and affect Black male subject formation. The analysis will also rely on bell 

hooks’s study on Black masculinity, We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity (2004), in 

which she also traces the historical and social construction of hegemonic notions of Black 

masculinity as they condition the current understanding of the precarious experiences of the 

Black male as a father, brother, son, husband, lover, and so on. The concepts will serve to 

analyze how and in what ways Ward’s male characters achieve or fail to achieve their own 
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subjectivity as they struggle with the memories and legacies of both collective and individual 

traumatic experiences.      

Reading African American cultural memory and trauma inherently entails studying the 

symbiotic yet ambivalent relationship between people of African descent and nature. Thus, an 

ecocritical/ecowomanist analysis of African American cultural memory, or what is referred to 

as “eco-memory” (see Melanie L. Harris 27), will enable me to examine this relationship in 

Ward’s representation of Black memory. The ecocritical/ecowomanist approach will explore 

African American eco-memory as it “refers to the collective and individual memory of the 

earth and relationship to and with the earth” and “is passed down through different 

generations and considered as part of family and communal legacy and intellectual heritage” 

(Harris 28). In particular, eco-memory has two essential yet contradictory implications that 

reflect, to use Kimberly N. Ruffin’s expression, an “ecological burden-and-beauty paradox” 

(2), i.e., both images of beauty and terror. The first implication relates to “environmental 

othering” (Ruffin 2) and the inherent historical “connection between racial and environmental 

injustice” (Harris 7), which itself intersects with other levels of oppression and renders 

“antiblackness as total climate” (Sharpe 23). The second implication concerns the spiritual 

and cultural dimension of eco-memory as “reflective of an African indigenous cosmology that 

embraces interdependence with nature and a reverence of earth” (Harris 56), offering thus a 

sense of ancestral connection and belonging and inducing a process of “self-recovery from 

white supremacy and self- determination” (Harris 29). Indeed, Ward’s fiction yields itself to 

these two oppositional readings of African American eco-memory. Thus, the 

ecocritical/ecowomanist approach will be used to discuss Ward’s treatment of, on the one 

hand, environmental injustice and structural racism, especially in her post-Katrina novel 

Salvage the Bones, and, on the other hand, the notion of eco-memory as a form of counter-

memory that confirms the African American environmental history and reveals a distinctive 
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African American cultural identity and spiritual experience which finds roots in Black 

people’s African heritage. 

Proposed Structure and Tentative Division of Chapters:  

Introduction  

The introduction will contextualize the research focus by explaining the connection between 

memory and trauma studies, on the one hand, and Black studies, on the other. In particular, it 

will highlight how memory and trauma are used in Black literary expressions to provide a 

kind of counter-memory, an “inward, authentically objective account of the past” (Misztal 3). 

The introduction will also establish Ward’s importance as a contemporary African American 

writer in conveying the Black experience and life through the lenses of trauma and memory in 

her revisionist fiction.  

Chapter 1: Theorizing Memory and Trauma  

The chapter will outline the methodology and theoretical background of the dissertation. It 

will be divided into three subchapters. 

Cultural Memory and Trauma: Notions and Intersections 

The subchapter will introduce the general theoretical framework of the dissertation. It will 

include definitions of key notions within memory and trauma studies that will be utilized 

throughout the dissertation, such as collective/individual memory, cultural memory, and 

trauma and will expound remembering processes and dynamics. The subchapter will also 

investigate the intersections between memory and trauma, as well as their relation to identity, 

culture, power, and history and will elaborate on the dichotomy of remembering and 

forgetting as they collide or complement each other.  
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African American Counter-memory and Cultural Authentication 

Based on the foregoing analysis, the following subchapter will theorize about African 

American cultural memory and trauma. It will study the intersection of memory and trauma in 

the Black experience and highlight the major dynamics and processes of remembering in the 

African American context. It will also show how the reimagination and reinterpretation of 

past founding memories and traumas provide a framework of oppositionality (counter-

memory) to dominant American narratives and of authentication of the African American self 

and identity.      

Memory/Trauma, Literature, and Ward   

The subsequent subchapter will explore the relationship between memory/trauma and 

literature. It will discuss the use of memory in literature and the use of literature as “a medium 

that simultaneously builds and observes memory” (Terry 476) and as an act of witness “to the 

crisis within history which precisely cannot be articulated, witnessed in the given categories 

of history itself” (Felman and Laub xviii). In particular, the subchapter will argue how by 

producing counter-memories and weaving counter-narratives, literary texts have the power to 

challenge historical manipulation or erasure and reconstruct cultural histories and identities. 

At a more specific level, this part will investigate Ward’s mnemonic writing in view of the 

Black literary tradition of remembering. It will highlight the different aspects of Ward’s 

memory work, i.e., the mnemonic tropes and techniques she uses to recreate African 

American memories and articulate her understanding of the Black experience and life. 

Chapter 2: Cultural Memory as Cultural Haunting  

The chapter will focus on Jesmyn Ward’s novel Sing, Unburied, Sing and the use of the 

metaphor of haunting to recall a traumatic past and tell untold stories. Using Kathleen 

Brogan’s concept of “cultural haunting” (151) and Avery Gordon’s “theory of memory as 
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haunting” (xi), the chapter will analyze how the ghost in Sing, Unburied, Sing serves—both 

as a literal and figurative element— to “recover and make social use of a poorly documented, 

partially erased cultural history” (Brogan 150). I argue that by using the ghost to investigate 

old histories and highlight how the violent past continues to haunt the present, Ward aims “to 

make visible what has been invisible, what has been forgotten, unknown, or repressed” 

(Hinrichsen, Possessing the Past 219) and thus provide counter-narratives that act like 

cultural memorials to forgotten stories and people in American history. By exploring the 

South as “a site of cultural and psychological conflict” (Hinrichsen, “Trauma Studies” 219) 

and reenacting and reworking its traumatic histories through the trope of haunting, Ward 

contributes to a process of healing and working through past injuries and traumas. Thus, this 

chapter will analyze two major cultural memories conjured up by the ghost in Sing, Unburied, 

Sing, namely the memory of slavery and the memory of Jim Crow/Lynching, that convey 

collective experiences of suffering, but of resistance too.  

Chapter 3: Gendered Memory 

The chapter will focus on the intersections of memory/trauma and female and male 

subjectivity. Combining memory and trauma studies with both Black feminist thinking and 

Black masculinity studies, the chapter will examine how personal and collective memories 

and traumas either enhance or hinder the construction of Black male and female identities. It 

will also argue that through her countering portrayal of female and male characters, Ward 

questions and eventually deconstructs the historical, social, and cultural constructions of 

gender roles in the Black community. The chapter will be divided into two subchapters. 

Memory and Black Female Subjectivity 

The subchapter will discuss the role of memory and trauma in Black female identity 

construction in Sing, Unburied, Sing and Salvage the Bones. As mentioned in the theoretical 
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part, this subchapter will examine —based on Spillers’s concept of the “mother and mother 

dispossessed” (80) and Sharpe’s notion of “non/former/un mother” (59) — how the historical 

racial construction of Black motherhood as a negation, together with personal and 

intergenerational traumas experienced by Black women, affect maternal identities and shape 

the contemporary image of Black motherhood as a traumatic and complicated experience. I 

argue that Black motherhood represents a complex process due to the intersection of personal 

and collective traumas that make Black women to either embrace or reject their motherhood 

status.  

Memory and Black Male Subjectivity 

The subchapter will focus on how memory and trauma influence the construction of the Black 

male subjectivity. Similar to the female characters, most of the male characters in Ward’s 

novels struggle with familial and communal traumas, the persisting legacies of racial violence 

and generational poverty, and negative hegemonic notions of Black masculinity. Ward 

deconstructs these stereotypes by diversifying Black masculinity to also include further or 

different layers in conceptualizing it and thus problematizing the role and place of the Black 

male in the family and the community. Thus through her counter-discursive portrayal of the 

Black male as a caring and responsible person or one capable of change amid all the traumas 

and racial and economic constraints, Ward subverts dominant and mainstream stereotypes 

about Black men and revises socially inherited and constructed notions about Black 

masculinity and gender roles. 

Chapter 4: Eco-memory: An Eco-critical Perspective 

This chapter will provide an ecocritical and ecowomanist reading of African American 

cultural memory and trauma in Ward’s fiction and will be divided into two subchapters. 
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Memory and the Southern Landscape  

The subchapter will look at the environmentally related African American cultural memories. 

It will explain how personal and cultural memories and traumas intersect with nature in the 

American South to shape the Black southern communal consciousness and collective 

experience. The subchapter will also investigate, through an ecocritical/ecowomanist 

perspective, the major mnemonic tropes used by Ward to explore the symbiotic relationship 

between African Americans and nature and to re-enliven the Black spiritual experience by re-

establishing connections with an African heritage, namely religious cosmology 

(Christianity/voodoo/animism) and spiritual and mystical healing, including herbal 

medication.  

Water and African American Memory  

The subchapter will be dedicated to an ecocritical reading of waterbodies in Sing, Unburied, 

Sing and Salvage the Bones. The two novels abound with water imagery and different 

watercourses: swamps, ocean, river, lakes, and floods. I argue that waterbodies, floods in 

particular, as emotional, “spatialized sites of memory” (Wardi 7) signify, as Morrison claims, 

“remembering . . . the route back to our ancestors” (99) and evoke a “transatlantic memory” 

(Wardi 7) that brings forth memories of other past violent events. This part will provide a 

specific reading of hurricane Katrina as a “cultural trauma” which “tore at the threads of 

collective identity” (Eyerman, Is This America 6), and as a “weather event” that conveys a 

general “anti-Black climate” (Sharpe 15) and reveals a rhetoric of environmental and 

structural racism.     

Conclusions 

The conclusion will summarize and restate the main notions and arguments developed in the 

dissertation. It will re-highlight the major tropes and techniques that Ward utilizes to re-
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member and explore the Black experience, creating thus counter-memories and counter-

narratives about the Black past as it connects to the present.  

Implementation Plan 

Unit Length Months required  Completed by  

Introduction  10 pages  2 months April 2022 

Chapter 1  40 pages 4 months  December 2020 

Chapter 2 40 pages 4 months April 2021 

Chapter 3 40 pages 4 months August 2021 

Chapter 4 40 pages 4 months December 2021 

Conclusion  10 pages  2 months February 2022 

Total  180 20 months  
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