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The twentieth century saw a flowering of the American Southern
Renaissance which was nurtured by the disruptive memory of its
history. As participants in the unfolding history of the South, the
Southern writers were not only willing and active consumers of southern
collective memories, but also speakers for the traumatic past of the
region. This dissertation analyzes novels written by William Faulkner,
Thomas Wolfe, Allen Tate and Robert Penn Warren, focusing on their
representation and reconstruction of Southern traumatic memory;
moreover, the project emphasizes the function of traumatized fictional
characters, their testimony and their intergenerational transmission of
trauma memory. Traumatic memory plays an important role on two
levels in these writing: on the plane of motif the novel locates trauma
in terms of individual and collective memories, where trauma activates
the Southerners’ retrospection and interpretation of the past; while on
the plane of narrative form, trauma expresses conditions of
belatedness, repetition, dissociation and latency of characters’
psychological sufferings. The Southern writers rely on distinctive
techniques, such as flashback, duration of time and stream of
consciousness, to represent the traumatic memory and to demonstrate
the painstaking self-shaping of the south. In light of these common
characteristics, this body of work will be characterized as the fiction of
trauma in this dissertation. The Southern trauma novel demonstrates
how a traumatic event disrupts attachments between the self and others
by violating the social and traditional order. Such novels portray the
rupture of historical time, the dissociation of the self, the transmission

of trauma memory and discourse between generations, the unclaimed
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experience of traumatized characters, and accordingly the self- and
collective-reconfiguration of the region.

The search for the self has to take a backward glance. The
Southern writers anchored the individual experience within a larger
historical context, and, represented the formation, transmission and
reconstruction of the Southern traumatic memory. More importantly,
all these writers belonged to the third generation of the survivors in the
Civil War, and they recognized themselves as inheritors of a lingering
and difficult memory. From 1929 to 1946, the historical trauma
caused by the Civil War and Reconstruction was transmitted
intergenerationally, and it penetrated respectively into the Southern
collective memory, constituting the frame of individual, family and
cultural memory. Engaged in the repetition of these traumatic
memories, these writers attempted to reconstruct the history of the
South through the portrayal of typical traumatized characters. The
individual trauma of these characters is often connected to larger social
factors, to cultural memory and social ideologies. Although trauma
narrative explicitly involves only personal suffering or family tragedy,
the sub-text often suggests that these traumatized characters are an
“everyone” figure of the South. In this regard, the trauma novel raises
deep questions concerning the interplay of individual and society,
trauma and reality in the Southern historical context, and marks a
significant moment in the development of southern fiction.

This dissertation offers a close reading of some typical southern
trauma novels from 1929 to 1946, namely, The Sound and the Fury,
Look Homeward, Angel!, Absalom, Absalom!, The Fathers, and All

the King’s Men. During this time, these writers’ historical thought was
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changing, and their fictions were also phrased in relation to periods of
traumatic repetition, interpretation and reconstruction. As a distinct
sub-genre of fiction, these works offered the recognition of a tragic
history and then attempted to imagine healing and reconciliation. This
dissertation provides both a close reading of the novels and a broader
account of their collective development.

The dissertation is divided into seven chapters, respectively on
the introduction of trauma theory, the Southern social context of
trauma, and analysis of these novels. The introduction gives a literary
review of these writers and Southern literature, and defines the object,
methods, contents and value of this research. Because trauma theory
has different focuses, the first chapter sets out to explain the terms and
theoretical approach that the writer is going to use in this dissertation,
including such terms as belatedness, repetition, dissociation and
latency. The first chapter will compare difference and similarity among
collective memory, cultural memory and trauma memory. This chapter
also explains the social force of trauma, such as traumatic testimony
and the intergenerational transmission of trauma memory, in order to
provide a new perspective on the study of Southern fiction of trauma.

The second chapter surveys the context in which trauma novel
located. The Southern trauma novel was produced in the transitional
time between the disappearance of the Old South and the deterioration
of the new south. The economic failure of the New South Creed and
the political disempowerment generated a sense of loss among many in
the region. In the face of the social ecrisis of meinory, the Fugitives
developed into the Southern Agrarians, committed to the recovery of

the past both through contention with others and introspection within
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