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Abstract 
In this essay, the aim is to analyse the representation of collective and 

cultural trauma within the narrative of Tommy Orange’s novel There There, 

as well as how the novel is redressing the experience of traumatisation, 

leading a way towards healing. To do this, the essay will focus on six of the 

novel’s characters as well as the title, prologue and interlude. By using the 

concepts of colonial and transgenerational trauma as well as survivance to 

approach the novel, the essay will argue that, as it makes the trauma visible, 

the narrative shows that healing can still be possible after traumatisation. 
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1 Introduction 
“People are trapped in history and history is trapped in them” (James Baldwin, cited in 

Tommy Orange 157). 

There There (2018) is a novel written by Native American author Tommy Orange, who is a 

member of the Cheyenne and Arapaho nations. Across the text, the reader follows a number 

of different Native American characters in today’s Oakland, where all of them will attend the 

Big Oakland Powwow. The novel tells the story of how these characters’ lives interweave 

with one another. It is possible to argue that all of the characters within the novel are affected 

by collective and cultural trauma in some way or another. In this essay, the aim will be to 

analyse the representation of collective and cultural trauma within There There’s narrative, 

but also to investigate how the novel finds a way of redressing the experience of 

traumatisation, leading towards healing. To make this argument, I will focus on six of the 

novel’s characters as well as the novel’s title, prologue and interlude, where the literary 

analysis will show that the trauma is represented through the use of Native folklore and the 

supernatural, but also how the narrative can be seen as survivance in the way it re-centralises 

elements of indigenous knowledge. It will also become clear across the essay that there seems 

to be an ambivalent dynamic of, on the one hand traumatic narration, and on the other a sense 

that such narratives are nonetheless potentially restorative since they bring traumas into the 

domain of shared visibility.  

 In “Recapturing the Past”, the second introduction to her influential book Trauma: 

Explorations in Memory (1995), Cathy Caruth writes that “trauma is the confrontation with an 

event that, in its unexpectedness or horror, cannot be placed within the schemas of prior 

knowledge” (153). According to Caruth, trauma is an unexpected event which cannot be fully 

understood in the moment. However, across the essay, I will call this concept of trauma into 
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question, since the definition of trauma as an event does not agree with the traumatisation 

imposed by colonisation. Further on, Caruth mentions that even though a straightforward 

recollection of trauma is not possible, some sort of access is needed in order to communicate 

the trauma (Unclaimed Experience 5), and from there begin to heal. Here, one can argue that 

art – including literature – can provide different creative modes of representation to make the 

trauma accessible, thus participating in the healing process.  

On this note, Ann E. Kaplan writes in her book Trauma Culture: The Politics of 

Terror and Loss in Media and Literature (2005) that “if the wound of trauma remains open, 

its pain may be worked through in the process of its being ‘translated’ via art” (19). Here, 

Kaplan discusses the value of making sense out of trauma by using art in order to reach some 

sort of understanding. In There There, it is possible to argue that the collective trauma is being 

translated through the narrative in order to make the trauma recognisable. Specifically, 

Orange uses elements of Native folklore to translate the trauma. 

Collective trauma, as Kaplan defines it, is when a trauma affects a whole community’s 

narrative, which means that trauma can no longer only be found on an individual level (66). 

Because communities continue over time, collective trauma can also be transgenerational: 

unconsciously passed down through generations (Kaplan 106). Both of these concepts – 

collective and transgenerational trauma – can be connected to colonial trauma, and the 

experience of colonialism. Throughout the essay, all of these concepts of trauma will be 

unpacked. With colonisation, traumatisation takes place collectively at the level of 

communities, and the experience of trauma is often passed down through generations so that 

the past affects the present, even in the officially postcolonial age. In There There, the 

presence of colonial trauma is noticeable through both the representation of transgenerational 

and collective trauma, where the distant past seems to affect the characters in their present 

lives.   
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However, when analysing the representation of specifically colonial, collective and 

cultural trauma, it is important to address the tension between trauma theory and studies in 

indigenous literature. To be able to investigate how collective trauma is represented within the 

novel, one must first be aware of why and how trauma studies can be difficult to apply to 

indigenous literature. In Sonya Andermahr’s “’Decolonizing Trauma Studies: Trauma and 

Postcolonialism’” (2015) – the introduction to the special issue of Humanities entitled 

“Decolonizing Trauma Studies: Trauma and Postcolonialism” – the author writes that trauma 

studies was born out of a need to find some sort of response to suffering, but points out that “a 

narrowly Western canon of trauma literature has in effect emerged, one which privileges the 

suffering of white Europeans, and neglects the specificity of non-Western and minority 

cultural traumas” (500). Andermahr argues that trauma theory is lacking when it comes to 

analysing cultural traumas since it is a Western invention, and because of that tends to favour 

only white Europeans and their suffering. In other words, Andermahr means that trauma 

studies as such need to be decolonised in order to be used in the context of indigenous 

literature. The tension between trauma theory and studies in indigenous literature will be 

addressed further in the theory section of this essay, where I will discuss how these 

difficulties can be negotiated. Moreover, in the literary analysis, this point of view will be 

vital to keep in mind in order to fully understand and analyse the collective and cultural 

trauma represented in the novel and how trauma theory with support of postcolonial criticism 

can be applied, without re-imposing a Western model of knowledge. 

Because of this, the main theoretical approach that I will use in this essay is trauma 

theory with a focus on both colonial trauma and transgenerational trauma, where the latter 

will be highly useful when speaking of both collective and cultural trauma. Further on, the 

chosen theoretical approach will also be partly supported by a postcolonial critical approach 

in order to address the relation to indigenous literature. These two approaches will 
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complement each other in order to enrich both the theoretical section of the essay as well as 

the literary analysis. Together, they will both be useful for understanding the collective 

trauma within There There. 

 

2 Theorising Trauma  

During the 16th and 17th century, America was colonised by Europeans, where the Europeans 

invaded the land belonging to indigenous people. During this time, the indigenous people 

were exposed to oppression and genocide, which came to affect the Native community and 

culture permanently. Irene Visser, to whose work I will return below, notes that this history 

has left a deep traumatic wound behind it (258). Consequently, in order to be able to 

understand colonial as well as collective, cultural and transgenerational trauma, which will 

each be unpacked in what follows, one must first be aware of the foundations in trauma 

theory. Accordingly, this theory section will begin by discussing the work of Cathy Caruth, as 

well as mentioning the classical Freudian definition of trauma. 

 

2.1 Classical Trauma Theory 

In the book Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History (1996), Caruth writes that 

the term ‘trauma’ originates from “the Greek trauma, or ‘wound’” (3), which initially 

indicated to a wound upon the physical body (3). Later, Caruth writes, the understanding of 

trauma was defined by Freud “as a wound inflicted not upon the body but upon the mind” (3), 

where the wound can be understood as caused by a sudden event: “the wound of the mind – 

the breach in the mind’s experience of time, self and the world – is not, like the wound of the 

body, a simple and healable event, but rather an event that… is experienced too soon, too 
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unexpectedly, to be fully known” (3-4). Here, trauma is understood as an injury caused upon 

the mind rather than upon the body, and that trauma itself often is defined as a sudden event 

too painful to understand. As mentioned in the introduction, one can argue that trauma can be 

seen as an event that, because of its incomprehensibility, cannot be fully understood by its 

subject. Additionally, Caruth also argues in her “Introduction”, the first of two in her book 

Explorations in Memory (1995), that trauma can be understood as a state of being “possessed 

by an image or event” (5), where the event as such cannot be fully understood at the given 

time and so possesses its subject by repeating itself (4-5). Because of its possession, trauma 

seems to come back, haunting the one affected. Caruth phrases this as follows: “The 

traumatized, we might say, carry an impossible history within them, or they become 

themselves the symptom of a history that they cannot entirely possess” (“Introduction” 5). 

The trauma can therefore be seen as something unrepresentable, since it cannot entirely be 

understood or comprehended; the wound is too sudden to be fully known. These definitions of 

trauma and its characteristics will in the following paragraph be discussed within the 

framework of trauma fiction, displaying how trauma as understood by Caruth can, despite its 

incomprehensibility, be identified and represented in fiction.  

In the book Trauma Fiction (2004) Anne Whitehead writes, “In testing formal 

boundaries, trauma fiction seeks to foreground the nature and limitations of narrative and to 

convey the damaging and distorting impact of the traumatic event” (82). In other words, 

trauma fiction strives towards the possibility of presenting the traumatisation and its aftermath 

by diverging from broadly realist narratological frameworks and, by doing so, also finding a 

way to make the unrepresentable nature of trauma representable. Further, Whitehead’s 

discussion of trauma fiction can be connected to Kaplan’s argument for translating trauma in 

order to reach understanding. Art, as Kaplan noted, can help with this (19). Trauma fiction 
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can thus be understood as fiction that seeks to represent and translate trauma in order to make 

it cognitisable.   

Highlighting the characteristics of trauma fiction, Whitehead mentions features such 

as “intertextuality, repetition and a dispersed or fragmented narrative voice” (84), even though 

at the same time the author is careful to point out that these features may not occur in all 

trauma fiction, since there cannot be one single way to narrate trauma (84). Later in the 

literary analysis, some of these features will appear in There There, where the narrative within 

the novel seems to use features such as a fragmented narrative voice to tell and represent the 

collective and cultural trauma, where the trauma is given some form of representation through 

being told in fragments from multiple perspectives, each character given their own chapter. 

Further on, Whitehead also argues that trauma fiction is closely tied up with postcolonial 

fiction “in its use of intertextuality to allow formerly silenced voices to tell their own story” 

(85). In other words, features such as intertextuality can help to represent colonial 

traumatisation, which also will be a valuable device to use later on in the literary analysis.  

Especially regarding Orange’s novel, the concept of Native survivance sheds light on 

the representation of colonial trauma, since creating a narrative to represent the experience of 

cultural and collective trauma can in many senses be seen as a practice of survivance. In the 

chapter “Aesthetics of Survivance: Literary Theory and Practice” from the book Survivance: 

Narratives of Native Presence (2008), Native scholar Gerald Vizenor defines survivance as 

“an active sense of presence over absence, deracination, and oblivion; survivance is the 

continuance of stories, not a mere reaction, however pertinent” (1). Survivance can be 

understood as stories that, through their very persistence in the face of colonial erasure, 

demonstrate that Native cultures and peoples are more than just victims or survivors. 

Summarising, Vizenor argues that “[s]urvivance stories are renunciations of… the legacy of 

victimry” (1). The concept of survivance will be valuable in the literary analysis of There 
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There since the narrative can be framed as an act of survivance in the way it is valorising 

Native experience, but also in the way the narrative seems to foreground how colonial 

violence is carried forward across generations and how people live with this violence. Further 

on, Vizenor also mentions the noticeable presence of metaphors such as animals in Native 

literature, where the metaphors themselves “create a sense of presence by imagination and 

natural reason, the very character and practice of survivance” (13). Here, one can argue that 

elements of indigenous culture, such as spiritual beliefs or folklore around animal figures, can 

be used to represent traumatisation and the colonial past. Specifically, the recourse to 

indigenous modes of storytelling might be seen as part of the rejection of realism that 

Whitehead mentions (82). In this view, these tales are an effort to find narrative paradigms 

capable of representing trauma, while at the same time keeping elements of indigenous 

culture alive. In the literary analysis, some of these metaphors will be explored in There 

There. Because of this, the following section will discuss the understanding of colonial trauma 

further, and why the definition of trauma being a sudden event, as earlier mentioned by 

Caruth, in relation to colonialism can be seen as problematic. 

 

2.2 Colonial, cultural and collective trauma  

In the article “Decolonizing Trauma Theory: Retrospect and Prospects” (2015), Irene Visser 

writes about how traumatisation when caused by colonialism cannot be seen as a sudden 

event, since colonialism is anything but that: “The ‘sudden’ or unexpected aspect of trauma is 

not the prolonged, cumulative hurt of long years of repression that constitutes the trauma of 

colonialism, with its repeated and cumulative stressor events” (252).Visser argues that 

colonial trauma is not just a simple event; the trauma continues for years, both creating and 

ripping up the wound over and over again through repeated acts of material and cultural 

oppression. Further, in the article “Decolonizing Post-Colonial Studies and Paradigms of 
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Political-Economy: Transmodernity, Decolonial Thinking, and Global Coloniality” (2011), 

Ramón Grosfoguel, who writes from the perspective of decolonial thinking, points out that 

colonialism enabled a construction of “superior and inferior knowledge” (n.p.), where one can 

argue that trauma theory participates in the superior – the Western – paradigm of knowledge 

since it describes a Western model of the psyche. This leads to the possibility that trauma 

theory can be seen as epistemically colonising, since using it can be seen as colonising in 

itself, which agrees with Visser’s point that colonial trauma cannot be defined as a sudden 

event. 

Nancy Van Styvendale writes in her essay “The Trans/Historicity of Trauma in 

Jeannette Armstrong’s Slash and Sherman Alexie’s Indian Killer” (2008) that “the trauma of 

colonization is present not only in its psychic return but also in its continuation in everyday, 

material conditions” (220). Colonial trauma is woven into the subject’s everyday life, where 

the wound is all the time re-opened. In other words, it will be important to remember when 

diving into the novel There There not to interpret the representation of traumatisation as an 

isolated event. That said, however, it is also important that the trauma in the novel originates 

first and foremost from the wound caused by colonisation, which – even though it seeps into 

everyday reality – does entail violent acts of assault and seizure that can be interpreted as 

traumatising in the sense Caruth suggests.    

Moreover, Visser discusses how colonial trauma often is represented in postcolonial 

narratives: “Without negating the lasting, profound impact of trauma, postcolonial trauma 

narratives often also demonstrate that resilience and growth are possible in the aftermath of 

traumatic wounding” (255). It is possible to argue that postcolonial narratives that deal with 

colonial trauma often are, by representing colonial traumatisation, trying to find a way 

towards healing and growth, meaning that healing can still be possible. Here, the importance 

of trying to represent the unrepresentable once again becomes clear. Further, one can point 
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out that colonial trauma itself can be thought of as an umbrella term, in the sense that colonial 

trauma is a kind of collective trauma that involves both a cultural as well as a 

transgenerational aspect. In the two following paragraphs, both cultural and collective trauma 

will be discussed in more detail, whereas transgenerational trauma will be discussed on its 

own in the next section.  

In the chapter “Toward a Theory of Cultural Trauma” from the book Cultural Trauma 

and Collective Identity (2004), cultural trauma is described by Jeffrey C. Alexander as 

occurring “when members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a horrendous 

event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their memories 

forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways” (1). Also 

discussing cultural trauma, Kaplan argues further that even though cultural trauma may not be 

remembered in the same way as other types of traumatisation, the group or community 

affected by the trauma can nonetheless experience similar symptoms as found in individual 

traumatisation (68). Some of these symptoms appear in There There, where – as I will suggest 

– some of the characters experience traumatic symptoms that can be traced back to cultural 

and collective trauma. Consequently, one can point out that cultural trauma has a close 

relation to the concept of collective trauma, which will be discussed below.  

As mentioned in the introduction, Kaplan describes collective trauma as a trauma that 

affects a whole community’s or group’s narrative, where the trauma seems to change and 

affect a community’s narrative in its core (66). Moreover, in the chapter “Notes on Trauma 

and Community” from the book Trauma: Explorations in Memory (1995), Kai Erikson writes 

that “when the community is profoundly affected, one can speak of a damaged social 

organism in almost the same way that one would speak of a damaged body” (188). Here, 

Erikson means that a community can be seen as its own living being, where trauma can injure 

the community in the same way as it can cause physical damage onto a body. Further, Kaplan 
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also points out the importance of amnesia in relation to collective trauma and brings up the 

question of why communities, including nations or other groups, marked by collective 

traumatisation seem to forget: “Does an entire nation forget? Or only the perpetrators? … 

Groups that have been victimized in a nation don’t ‘forget’ – at least not in the same way as 

do the perpetrators” (66). Here, Kaplan suggests that collective trauma seems to be forgotten 

not by the group affected by the trauma, but more often by the ones responsible for the 

traumatisation in the first place. One example of this, which Kaplan also brings up, is the 

genocide of Native Americans, where the nation – being the US – seems not to want to 

remember what has happened and can therefore choose to simply forget, whereas the Native 

Americans cannot just forget (66-67). The traumatisation lives on with them, so that the past 

will continuously affect the present. 

It becomes clear that both cultural and collective trauma can be described as having 

the same features, since both of the concepts deal with collective traumatisation. The concepts 

interweave with one another, since when speaking of a group being collectively traumatised, 

one can at the same time also speak of the traumatisation as cultural: belonging to a group can 

involve both being a part of a culture – for example ethnic, religious or being a resident of a 

city – as well as being a part of a community. One could say that cultural trauma is a 

particular kind of collective trauma, in which the experience of traumatisation relates 

specifically to cultural practices and knowledge systems. Consequently, both collective and 

cultural trauma can, under certain conditions, be used in the same context, however the 

concepts in this essay have been discussed separately to some extent in an attempt to bring 

clarity. In the next section, the concept of transgenerational trauma will be discussed, showing 

how it is connected to colonial trauma as well as cultural and collective trauma, and why the 

concept can be useful for the upcoming literary analysis of the novel. 



Gustavson 

 
 

11 
2.3 Transgenerational trauma  

In his influential article “Notes on the Phantom: A Complement to Freud’s Metapsychology” 

(1987), Nicolas Abraham discusses the concept of transgenerational trauma and describes 

how this can be thought of as a phantom coming back to haunt the present, where trauma 

(here being the phantom) can be transmitted through generations, for example between parent 

and child: “The phantom is a formation of the unconscious that has never been conscious – 

for good reason. It passes – in a way yet to be determined – from the parent’s unconscious 

into the child’s” (289). The phantom is in other words a creation of the unconscious, where 

the phantom/trauma is not consciously transmitted by the parent to the child. Instead, the child 

inherits the symptoms of the wound – the trauma – from the parent, and with this also gains 

the unconscious wound itself. The phantom is thus a wound that continuously repeats itself by 

being passed on from one branch to another. Abraham writes that “[t]he phantom which 

returns to haunt bears witness to the existence of the dead buried within the other” (291). In 

other words, the phantom bears with it the history and fate of the past and therefore also the 

traumatisation, unconsciously transmitting it to the next generation in line. 

Here, it is possible to argue that the idea of the phantom as something that comes 

back, bearing witness, can be connected to the concept of colonial trauma: transgenerational 

trauma can be seen, in other words, as a way of understanding the presence of trauma in 

postcolonial contexts. Kaplan writes that the concept of transgenerational trauma becomes 

clear when speaking of indigenous people and their ancestors’ suffering, where one can mean 

that the traumatisation of the ancestors’ suffering comes back like a phantom, so that the 

trauma is passed down through the generations (106). Kaplan writes that “in transgenerational 

trauma subjects are haunted by tragedies affecting their parents, grandparents, or ancestors 

from far back without conscious knowledge” (106). In other words, the subjects themselves 
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are not fully aware of the presence of their transgenerational trauma, since the subject has not 

experienced the trauma themself. 

The concept of transgenerational trauma highlights once again the problem with 

seeing trauma as a sudden event. Indeed, Van Styvendale writes in her essay that 

transgenerational trauma in relation to Native Americans demonstrates how the definition of 

trauma being an event should be questioned, since it is clear that transgenerational trauma 

does not originate from one single, sudden event (206). Transgenerational trauma seems to be 

present in both the past and the present at the same time, where the traumatisation seems to 

travel through both time and generations, resulting in a situation in which traumatisation 

cannot be understood using the definition of a single event. Transgenerational trauma is 

connected to colonial trauma: colonial traumatisation is passed on through generations as, for 

example, a set of attitudes or behaviours, which first emerge in response to the violence of 

colonisation. 

The literary analysis in the following section will make recourse to each of the 

approaches to, and dimensions of, traumatisation discussed above. Classical trauma theory, as 

well as conceptions of colonial, cultural, collective and transgenerational trauma, will all be 

valuable in the literary analysis of the representation of cultural and collective trauma in 

There There. The understanding of collective trauma and its connections to transgenerational 

and colonial trauma as well as the characteristics of trauma fiction will contribute to and 

support the literary analysis, which now will begin in the section below.   
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3 Analysing Trauma 

3.1 Narrative mappings of trauma and its ambivalence  

In Tommy Orange’s There There, the reader follows 12 different characters, six of which are 

Dene Oxendene, Tony Loneman, Jacquie Red Feather, Orvil Red Feather, Opal Viola 

Victoria Bear Shield and Daniel Gonzales. Each character has their own chapter, each telling 

their own story of how it is being Native in today’s Oakland. I have chosen in the literary 

analysis to focus on these six characters because their narratives in particular shed light on 

cultural and collective trauma. The literary analysis will begin with analysing the prologue as 

well as the title of the novel, where both will serve as a good starting point. One can say that 

the prologue is narrated by Orange to awake the reader and set the framework for his 

forthcoming narrative; the title, ‘there there’, can be connected to the colonial trauma 

experienced by indigenous people.  

In the prologue, a narrative voice that appears to belong to Orange himself tells the 

reader some of the background history and treatment of Native Americans, and begins with 

bringing up the subject of the test pattern of a Native man’s head that was broadcasted in the 

US up to the 1970’s:  

If you left the TV on… you’d see that Indian, surrounded by circles that looked  

like sights through riflescopes. There was what looked like a bull’s eye in the  

middle of the screen… The Indian’s head was just above the bull’s eye, like all  

you’d need to do was nod up in agreement to set the sights on the target. This  

was just a test. (3-4)    

By bringing up the test pattern, Orange at once sets the scene for his narrative. In the first 

instance, he writes about the test-pattern to show how Native Americans were perceived by a 

colonising worldview. The head in the test pattern seems to be in the middle of a bull’s eye, 
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thus symbolising the violence targeted against Native Americans. The prologue continues by 

elaborating on this violent history as Orange writes about the massacres of Native Americans: 

“They’d told us to fly the American flag. We flew that and a white flag too…We stood under 

both flags as they came at us. They did more than kill us. They tore us up” (8). Orange 

stresses the notion that the colonisers did more than just kill; they tore indigenous people apart 

and with it their culture and way of living. The tearing apart caused a deep cultural trauma in 

the sense intended by Alexander, meaning that group consciousness will forever be marked 

by it (1). This also connects back to how Erikson discusses collective trauma, arguing that a 

community affected by trauma can be seen as its own living being, where the psychic wound 

of the trauma is inseparable from damage made upon a physical body (188). The massacres as 

told by Orange can be connected to the mundane image of the test pattern, which is used to 

show how colonial violence has been normalised and woven into the very fabric of society. In 

fact, one can argue that the literal violence of the colonial massacres is kept alive and 

replicated by even the ordinary features of late-twentieth-century North American society, 

where even the TV test pattern is a marker of colonial violence.  

Further on, Orange writes about how the history of the ancestors lives on through the 

present community: 

But what we are is what our ancestors did. How they survived. We are the  

memories we don’t remember, which live in us… Feelings from memories that  

flare and bloom unexpectedly in our lives like blood through a blanket from a  

wound made by a bullet fired by a man shooting us in the back for our hair, for  

our heads, for a bounty, or just to get rid of us. (10) 

Orange writes about how the memories are still present within Native American communities 

today, even though they do not remember the memories themselves. This is a clear invocation 

of transgenerational trauma, which Abraham defines as a phantom that is passed down 
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through generations, bearing witness of the past (291). The phantom Orange writes about 

seems to live on in Native peoples’ lives, passing down the trauma of their ancestors, shaping 

Native communities into what they are today. Orange also writes that “[s]tray bullets and 

consequences are landing on our unsuspecting bodies even now” (10), meaning that the 

phantom is still affecting them today just as bullets hit their ancestors. Again, the significance 

of the test pattern comes back: the image can be seen as one of those stray bullets, 

symbolising how the trauma of colonisation is kept alive in present structures that normalise 

colonial worldviews and power relations. Thus, Orange’s prologue highlights colonial trauma 

as a kind of transgenerational as well as collective trauma, where the memories of the 

ancestors live on in Native communities of the present. One can point out that with the 

prologue, Orange offers his readers knowledge about Native American history by narrating 

this in his own words, pointing out aspects that will frame the upcoming narrative. Orange 

almost demands that his readers first understand what happened to Native Americans before 

jumping into the narrative itself, so that the prologue serves as a request to the reader to see 

the whole picture.  

When it comes to the meaning of the title ‘there there’, we need to turn to one of the 

first chapters in the novel, where we meet a character named Dene Oxendene, a young Native 

American documentary filmmaker living in Oakland. In his chapter, Dene talks to another 

man about Gertrude Stein’s famous use of the phrase ‘there there’ and its meaning: “she was 

talking about how the place where she’d grown up in Oakland had changed… that the there of 

her childhood, the there there, was gone” (38). ‘There there’ is in other words referring to 

something that once was: a place still here, but no longer the same as it was before. For Dene, 

the quote is important for a couple of reasons: “This there there. He hadn’t read Gertrude 

Stein beyond the quote. But for Native people in this country, all over the Americas, it’s been 

developed over, buried ancestral land, glass and concrete and wire and steel, unreturnable 
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covered memory. There is no there there” (39). For Dene, Stein’s quote symbolises how the 

land was taken from Native peoples, and thus how the ‘there there’ that his ancestors had is 

no longer here, and how Oakland has become the new ‘there there’, even though Oakland is 

not the real ‘there there’.  

In an interview with Gracie McKenzie for the website Bloomberg CityLab (2018), 

Orange himself speaks about Gertrude Stein and says that he was interested in “[t]he idea of 

having a place that is yours – land that you have a relationship to – then being removed and 

what it does to you, as a Native experience” (n.p.). The quote refers not only to the loss of the 

physical land, but also to the rootlessness that comes with it when you lose a place that is 

yours, and how the loss of that place includes both a lost community and a shattered culture. 

One can argue, then, that the use of Stein’s quote in the novel is as a type of intertextuality, 

but where the intertextuality in this case does not mean the same as giving space to former 

silenced voices as discussed by Whitehead (84-85), but instead is used as a way of defining 

and explaining a traumatic loss in someone’s else’s words, by putting them into another 

context. The quote embodies the presence of trauma within the novel as a sense of no longer 

having a place, a home. It is noteworthy, though, that characters like Dene seem to find 

comfort and support in the quote: the ‘there there’ matters more to him than to someone else 

who may not have the same history, the same bullets landing on them, as Dene has. From this, 

it becomes clear that the title of the novel seems to have an ambivalence to it, where ‘there 

there’ has a soothing significance in the sense of bringing comfort, but where it at the same 

time also symbolises the traumatic loss when the real ‘there there’ was taken away. So, on the 

one hand, the novel is about the traumatic loss, but on the other it is an attempt to tell the story 

of that loss and in doing so create a way towards healing. This ambivalent dynamic is visible 

throughout the narrative, as will become evident in what follows.  
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This leads us to the first chapter of the novel, where the reader meets Tony Loneman, 

a young man of Cheyenne descent. Tony is born with so-called foetal alcohol syndrome, 

which he himself refers to as “the Drome” (16). Tony lives with his grandmother Maxime, to 

whom he used to read Native American stories:  

Maxime makes me read her Indian stuff that I don’t always get. I like it, though,    

because when I do get it, I get it way down at that place where it hurts but feels  

better because you feel it, something you couldn’t feel before reading it, that  

makes you feel less alone, and like it’s not gonna hurt as much anymore. (Orange 20)  

Tony does not always understand the stories his grandmother wants him to read but when he 

does, he understands them fully and without any insecurities. The way Tony understands the 

stories once again recalls Abraham, and his discussion of transgenerational trauma as a 

phantom being passed on (291). The stories Tony tells are passed down from his grandmother 

and from ancestors before them, and all about places and events that Tony himself has not – 

respectively – been to or lived through, but still understands. Whitehead argues that trauma is 

often out of reach for characters in trauma fiction, and that “the haunting power of a traumatic 

past which can be readily identified by the attentive reader… remains beyond the reach… of 

the characters themselves” (85). As a reader, we can identify the underlying trauma within the 

passage, seeing how the stories Tony tells his grandmother somehow involve elements of 

trauma, but where Tony himself does not seem to understand why he is feeling the way he 

does. Kaplan writes that transgenerational trauma can in a sense be thought of as unconscious 

since it is passed on without the subject noticing it (106), which is in accordance with how 

Tony is experiencing the stories.   

However, the stories also make Tony feel better because he does not feel alone 

anymore. This shows that the stories, the representations of the phantom that is being passed 

down, can also offer a feeling of belonging: by hearing the stories, Tony starts to understand 
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more about himself and his heritage. The transgenerational and collective trauma seems to be 

anchored inside of Tony, where the phantom of his ancestors’ trauma lives on through him as 

pain, but it also creates some sort of comfort. Visser writes that postcolonial narratives 

dealing with trauma often shows “that resilience and growth are possible in the aftermath of 

traumatic wounding” (255), which one can say agrees with the narration of Tony and how he 

is feeling while reading the stories. In other words, even though narrating trauma is the same 

as narrating pain, when this pain is narrated it becomes visible and sharable, making it 

potentially restorative.   

 

3.2 Narrating colonial and transgenerational trauma  

In another chapter of the novel, we follow Jacquie Red Feather, a middle-aged woman of 

Cheyenne descent who works as a substance abuse counsellor and is half-sister to Opal. In 

one passage of the novel, Jacquie is attending a conference where she, in the middle of it, 

suddenly gets a flashback from when her daughter committed suicide by shooting herself in 

the head, and runs out from the conference room: “pink splotches bloomed there, behind her 

eyes, then slowly formed into images, then memories” (105). While sitting outside, the 

memories of her dead daughter emerge:  

The big hole. The shot between the eyes. Like a third eye, or an empty third-eye  

socket. The trickster spider, Veho, her mom used to tell her and Opal about, he  

was always stealing eyes to see better. Veho was the white man who came and  

made the old world watch with his eyes… See here, the way it’s gonna be  

is, first you’re gonna give me all your land, then your attention, until you forget  

how to give it. Until your eyes are drained and you can’t see behind you and  

there’s nothing ahead, and the needle… or the pipe is the only thing in sight that  

makes any sense. (Orange 106) 
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Flashbacks are a common trait in the experience of trauma, where Caruth argues that because 

trauma cannot be recalled in a straightforward way, the flashback is how the trauma 

“encounters consciousness only through the very denial of active recollection” (“Recapturing 

the Past” 152). This flashback takes Jacquie by surprise and comes out of nowhere, 

suggesting – in line with Caruth – that the trauma of her daughter’s death has not been fully 

processed by her mind, and therefore can assail her consciousness without warning.  

However, two kinds of trauma seem to be interwoven with each other in this passage. 

It is important that when Jacquie remembers the hole in her daughter’s head, she at the same 

time remembers the spider named Veho: the spider her mom taught her was a cipher for the 

white man. One can say that Jacquie’s personal trauma involving her daughter is at the same 

time connected to colonial trauma, where Jacquie almost immediately thinks of Veho when 

seeing the hole in her daughter’s head in front of her. The white man, which in this context 

symbolises the colonisation and the genocide of her ancestors, becomes embodied as Veho. 

Because of this, the figure of Veho can be seen as an act of interpreting colonial violence 

through indigenous knowledge, where the use of Veho re-centralises that knowledge. Further, 

this can be connected to how Grosfoguel argues that Western knowledge historically has been 

seen as the only knowledge able to gain universality, with the result that non-Western 

knowledge such as indigenous American knowledge has been seen as parochial and 

secondary by comparison (n.p.).   

 In the passage, Jacquie clearly sees Veho as the one responsible for the death of her 

daughter, and as a result the suicide should not be defined as a sudden event in the way Caruth 

defines trauma (Unclaimed Experience 4). The death of Jacquie’s daughter may be sudden, 

but the trauma experienced by her mother afterwards involves more than just the suicide 

itself. Earlier in the novel, we discover that Jacquie’s daughter was a substance abuser and 

also that Jacquie herself has been an alcoholic, but is now trying to become sober. Because of 
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this, the passage quoted above arguably showcases how Jacquie sees Veho as the reason 

behind not only her daughter’s death, but also her daughter’s, and her own, addiction. To 

Jacquie, it was the white man that made her daughter an addict, made her believe, as cited in 

the passage, that the only thing left was to reach out to the needle or the pipe when nothing 

else made any sense. Jacquie sees traces of the white man in her daughter when she sees the 

hole in her head, and the implication is clear: Veho was the one killing her in the end, and not 

the bullet itself. As Visser writes, trauma experienced by colonialism should not be defined as 

an isolated event, since the notion of the event is not the same as (or cannot capture) the 

continuous traumatic pain that is systematically generated by colonialism (252). Jacquie sees 

this continuous pain in her daughter and cannot escape the fact that Veho, the white man, is 

still haunting them. 

Along the same lines, in another chapter we follow Orvil Red Feather, a young boy of 

Cheyenne descent and one of Jacquie’s grandsons, who, along with his two brothers – 

Loother and Lony – is taken care of by Opal. Orvil has a lump in one of his legs, and one day 

it starts to itch. Subsequently, he finds out that the swelling seems to be filled with spider 

legs: “You remember that lump I got? I felt something poking out of it. So I pulled…one 

out…then went back in and got another one…I’m pretty sure they are spider legs” (125). 

After finding the spider legs, Orvil thinks they must have something to do with Native 

American history: “’Seems Indian’, Orvil says. ‘What?’ Loother says. ‘Spiders and shit’, 

Orvil says. ‘Definitely Indian’” (128).  

Vizenor writes that metaphors of animals common in indigenous culture often occur in 

Native literature and that these metaphors in turn can be seen as a “practice of survivance” 

(12), that keeps elements of indigenous culture alive. Further, Vizenor defines survivance as 

native stories that “are renunciations of dominance…and the legacy of victimry” (1). One 

could argue that the spider legs belong to Veho, since in another chapter we learn that Opal 
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herself found spider legs in her leg when she was as old as Orvil. This in itself is a clear 

moment of transgenerational trauma: the trauma of colonisation – symbolised by the spider as 

Veho – is passed down the family line. Because of this, the spider legs also participate in a 

narrative of survivance in that sense that the trauma is narrated using elements of indigenous 

culture and, constructed in this way, the traumatic narrative becomes a way to reclaim the 

representation of Native peoples’ experiences, thus taking a step towards redressing colonial 

trauma. Accordingly, the use of Veho can once again be seen as an act of interpreting colonial 

violence by re-centralise indigenous knowledge.    

Opal Viola Victoria Bear Shield is a middle-aged woman of Cheyenne descent and 

half-sister to Jacquie. When she finds out that Orvil has found spider legs in his leg she is not 

surprised: “she wasn’t surprised, not as much as she would have been had this not happened 

to her” (163). She thinks back on what her mother used to say about spiders: “Her mom said 

spiders carry miles of web in their bodies, miles of story, miles of potential home and trap. 

She said that’s what we are. Home and trap” (163). Opal also remembers the word Veho: “It 

means spider and trickster and white man” (169). Indigenous people carry around miles of 

story, where their story can be both home and trap at the same time – a home in the sense that 

knowledge of your past can bring you comfort, and a trap in the sense that knowledge of your 

past could just as easily break you because that past is violent. Again, the ambivalent dynamic 

that comes from the pain of narrating trauma becomes clear: the pain of such narration will at 

the same time make healing possible by being narrated. Further, Whitehead writes that 

authors in trauma fiction often use the supernatural in order to represent trauma (84), and the 

discovery of the spider legs can thus be seen as an example of that strategy at work. Both the 

spider legs themselves, and the discovery of them, are clearly supernatural in that sense that 

they break the commonly accepted order of things. Since trauma cannot be represented in a 

straightforward way (Caruth, Unclaimed Experience 5), the use of the supernatural can be 
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seen as a way to represent the trauma despite its incomprehensibility, where the spider legs in 

this context makes the trauma accessible. Further, this can be seen as an example of 

survivance in that sense that the supernatural in this narrative draws on Native folklore, 

illustrating that even in a narrative that is based on colonial violence enacted on Native 

cultures, it is at the same time showcasing and performing the persistence of Native cultures.  

    

3.3 Narrating traumatic realities in the interest of healing 

Because it entails 12 different characters – who all narrate different experiences of collective 

trauma – the narrative is fragmented, and this fragmentation showcases how widespread the 

trauma is (Whitehead 88). One can argue that the fragmentary composition is a way of trying 

to narrate the trauma of colonisation: this is too widespread for any single perspective to 

capture, but it might be captured in bringing multiple different (incomplete) perspectives 

together. As one can see in the sections above, Tony and Jacquie’s experiences are not 

narrated in the same way, but they both witness collective and cultural trauma. The same goes 

for Orvil and Opal: they both find spider legs, which invoke the folkloric figure of Veho, the 

white man. Further, not only is a fragmented narrative voice a way of representing the 

different shapes of trauma, but also a way of representing healing. Whitehead writes that 

“[t]he multiplicity of testimonial voices suggests that recovery is based on a community of 

witnesses” (88), meaning that a fragmented narrative voice – such as the one in There There – 

can, by giving place for voices to witness, show that recovery is possible.  

However, the fragmentation of the narrative is not only visible in the use of different 

voices, but also in the way Orange in the middle of the novel interrupts the narrative with an 

interlude. In the interlude, Orange writes about powwows and how they are a place for 

members of the Native American community to reconnect: “We made powwows because we 

needed a place to be together. Something intertribal, something old” (135); the powwow, in 
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other words, is a form of safe space. Implicitly suggesting why the powwow is necessary, 

Orange further speaks about how the perpetrators and benefactors of colonisation have made a 

wound that will never heal: “The wound that was made when white people came and took 

all…has never healed. An unattended wound gets infected. Becomes a new kind of wound 

like the history of what actually happened became a new kind of history” (137). The wound 

made by white people may – on this account – never fully heal because as Orange highlights, 

the wound in question has been overlooked by history. This connects to Kaplan’s discussion 

of amnesia: how some communities (including nations), and often the perpetrators, seem to 

forget what really happened in a history of violence (66). White people left the wound they 

made unattended and walked away, forgetting what they had done. Orange writes: “If you 

were fortunate enough to be born into a family whose ancestors directly benefited from 

genocide… maybe you think the more you don’t know, the more innocent you can stay” 

(139), which affirms that perpetrators often chose to forget.  

In his interlude, just as in the prologue, Orange once again impels his readers to see 

the whole picture, requesting awareness. By suddenly interrupting the narrative the author 

reminds the reader of the framework surrounding his novel. The interlude serves as a 

reminder of how the unattended wound still affects indigenous people today, but Orange at 

the same time insists that the reader should not see Native peoples as broken: “don’t make the 

mistake of calling us resilient. To not have been destroyed…to have survived, is no badge of 

honor” (137). Survivance is thus again invoked; as Vizenor argues, stories that deal with 

survivance are repudiations of “the legacy of victimry” (1), and this mirrors Orange’s point. 

His Native characters should not be seen as victims or broken, since their survivance is not an 

achievement to celebrate but evidence that Native culture and community has never been 

destroyed. The use of Native folklore and metaphors in the narration of transgenerational 

trauma attests to this point, as I have shown. Folklore re-centralises indigenous knowledge as 
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it gives representable shape to traumatic experience, and thus has the effect also of 

decolonising trauma theory at the same time, reclaiming the narrative of healing from 

Western paradigms of knowledge. To a white reader, the interlude may feel like an urgent 

request to wake up and to face the course of history, where Orange’s words seem to 

sometimes speak directly to the white man – to us reading the novel in the global north – 

asking for our attention.   

At the end of the interlude, Orange writes, “A stray bullet, like a stray dog, might… 

bite anyone anywhere, just because its teeth were made to bite… a bullet is made to eat 

through as much as it can” (141). Just as Orange wrote in the prologue that bullets are still 

landing on Native peoples today, he once again mentions how bullets will continue to hit 

them anywhere, where the aim of the bullet is maximal destruction. One can say that the 

colonial and the collective trauma will continue to hit indigenous communities like bullets, 

where we once again are reminded that trauma when rooted in colonialism should not be seen 

as a sudden event since it continues over time (Andermahr 501). This can still be seen in the 

present-day US, where the structural vulnerability of the Native community is an effect of 

ongoing coloniality and normalised racism, both of which exemplify the bullets that will 

continue to land on Native peoples (Visser 258).  

At the end of the novel, all of the characters attend the Big Oakland Powwow. Tony 

together with some other Native men try to rob the powwow, and start shooting each other but 

also end up killing innocent others. Orvil is there to dance and is one of the people hit, but 

before that, he meets other dancers who tell him that “dance is your prayer” (231), and that 

the feathers of his regalia symbolises “a flutter of echoes centuries old” (233). One could say 

that the powwow represents not only a place to reconnect but also a place of healing, where 

the dance serves as a prayer and an expression of reclaiming one’s place. The way the feathers 
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seem to echo the past connects with transgenerational as well as collective trauma, but the 

past in this context seems to be represented more as a part of healing than as an open wound.   

However, because of the robbery, the powwow turns into something much darker. The 

character Daniel Gonzales, a young Native man, and the one responsible for making the guns 

Tony and the others use, writes in an email to his brother before the robbery: “So let them rob 

a powwow. Whatever. Dad never told us anything about being Indian. What’s that got to do 

with us?” (194). By not being aware of his culture and community, Daniel does not 

understand why it would be wrong to rob a place like the powwow. One could argue that by 

robbing the powwow, it is like the trauma is repeating itself, where the men unconsciously 

repeat the trauma their ancestors lived through by accidentally shooting people like 

themselves. As Caruth writes, “[T]he experience of trauma repeats itself…through the 

unknowing acts of the survivor and against his very will” (Unclaimed Experience 2). By 

robbing the powwow, a safe space for and by people like themselves, the men unknowingly 

infect the wound of their ancestors once again. Because they had their culture ripped apart by 

colonialism, which created a cultural trauma among their people, men like Daniel are left with 

an unconscious scar of not feeling like they belong anywhere. As a result, they do not care 

about the powwow – they do not feel like they belong there, since they have never learned 

what it means to be Native. One can argue that just as Veho was the one killing Jacquie’s 

daughter, colonisation is the underlying reason for why the men rob the powwow, turning a 

place of healing into a place of fear.  

During the robbery, Tony will also be hit. Unlike the other men, Tony has learned 

from his grandmother Maxime what it means to be Native, but choses despite that to take part 

in the robbery. On the last page of the novel, he lays on the ground, dying, but feels 

nonetheless like he has an anchor inside of him: “There is an anchor, something he’s been 

rooted to all this time” (290), making him feel that he is a part of something bigger than 
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himself. The anchor he feels is the anchor of his ancestors, representing that he is never alone, 

not even in death. He feels light when he dies: “Tony needs to be light now. Let the wind sing 

through the holes in him” (290), where the anchor of his ancestors brings him comfort, 

stillness and peace. 

 

4 Conclusion 

In conclusion, the aim for this essay was to analyse the representation of collective and 

cultural trauma within There There’s narrative, but also to investigate how the novel seems to 

find a way of redressing the experience of traumatisation, leading a way towards healing. To 

do this, I have focused on six of the novel’s characters as well as on the novel’s title, prologue 

and interlude. It has become clear that all of the chosen elements as well as the six characters 

of the narrative are representing collective and cultural trauma, and – further – also redressing 

the experience of trauma in the interest of healing. In the literary analysis, it has become clear 

that the collective and cultural trauma is embodied as Veho, a word meaning spider and white 

man. Specifically, the use of Veho can be connected to Native folklore and to the supernatural 

as a way to represent trauma. Veho is found both in the death of Jacquie’s daughter and in the 

spider legs found by Orvil and Opal, where Veho because of this can be seen as a clear sign of 

colonial trauma as well as transgenerational trauma. Further, the literary analysis has shown 

that the use of Veho can be connected to the concept of survivance, since Veho can be seen as 

a way in which indigenous knowledge is re-centralised. Because of this, one suggestion for 

future research could be to investigate the narrative in the light of survivance more fully, 

exploring how the narrative may be analysed along the framework of survivance alone and 

not necessarily along the lines of trauma theory.    
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Moreover, it has become clear that the narrative seems to be built on fragmentation, 

which is one of the characteristics of trauma fiction: both in the use of many different 

characters, but also in the way the interlude interrupts the narrative in the middle of the novel. 

Both the prologue and the interlude seem to serve as a way to frame the narrative, where 

Orange himself describes the history and treatment of indigenous people in his own words, 

requesting the reader to see the whole picture. The literary analysis shows that both the 

prologue and the interlude are vital parts of the representation of collective and cultural 

trauma since they both showcase the traumatic experiences of indigenous people and how 

those experiences still affect the Native community.  

 Further, the literary analysis has shown that across the narrative, there seems to be an 

ambivalent dynamic of, on the one hand traumatic narration, and a sense that such painful 

narratives are nonetheless potentially restorative since they bring traumas into the domain of 

shared visibility. This ambivalence has become clear in the interpretation of the title ‘there 

there’, where ‘there there’ serves as both a representation of colonial trauma, symbolising the 

rootlessness that comes with having your land taken away from you, but also a kind of 

comfort, where ‘there there’ has a soothing significance. This ambivalence is also found in 

Veho as being both home and trap, where the knowledge of the past may comfort you as well 

as break you. Because of this ambivalent dynamic, the narrative seems to lead a way towards 

healing, where the narrative has shown that sharing and narrating trauma may be, in spite of 

the pain, also restorative. This becomes clear both in the way Tony interprets his 

grandmother’s stories but also in his death, where he feels an anchor inside of him. In There 

There, the narrative is marked by a traumatic wound, but also marked by the notion that 

despite that, healing is still possible.  
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