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Abstract 

This research paper explores the representation of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and 

psychological trauma in three major plays by Eugene O’Neill—The Hairy Ape, The Emperor Jones, 

and Anna Christie. Using the theory of trauma, criticism of psychoanalysis, and theory of 

performance, the study examines how O’Neill dramatizes internal psychological conflicts caused by 

industrial alienation, racial oppression, and gender-based exploitation. The characters Yank, Brutus 

Jones, and Anna Christopherson exhibit symptoms akin to PTSD, including flashbacks, identity 

dislocation, and emotional numbness. O’Neill utilizes both expressionist and realist theatrical forms 

to externalize the internal turmoil of his characters, thus offering a powerful critique of the 

sociopolitical structures that induce trauma. The comparative analysis reveals that while Yank and 

Jones succumb to their unresolved trauma, Anna’s trajectory moves toward narrative recovery and 

emotional reintegration. By portraying trauma not only as personal suffering but as a product of 

social, racial, and gendered hierarchies, O’Neill’s works prefigure contemporary understandings of 

complex PTSD and cultural trauma. This study positions O’Neill as a pioneering dramatist in the 

field of trauma aesthetics, whose plays remain relevant to modern psychological and socio-cultural 

discourses. 

Key Words: Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PSTD), American Drama, Psychological Conflict, 

theory of trauma, criticism of psychoanalysis, and theory of performance. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), first clinically recognized in veterans, has expanded into a broader category 

encompassing trauma from various sources: violence, abuse, systemic oppression, and existential crises. Defined by 

symptoms such as flashbacks, avoidance, hypervigilance, and emotional numbness (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013), PTSD disrupts the continuity of identity and memory. In literature and drama, trauma has become 

a vital lens for exploring the fractured human condition, particularly within the context of 20th-century modernism. 

Eugene O’Neill, the first American playwright to win the Nobel Prize in Literature, was deeply influenced by 

psychoanalysis, Nietzschean philosophy, and his own tumultuous life. His plays often depict characters burdened with 

internal turmoil, shaped by repressive memories, societal marginalization, and psychological disintegration. This 

paper investigates how O’Neill dramatizes PTSD and trauma-induced behaviors in The Hairy Ape, The Emperor 

Jones, and Anna Christie, thereby contributing to an early theatrical language for psychological suffering. 

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This research draws upon trauma theory, psychoanalytic criticism, and performance theory to explore how Eugene 

O’Neill portrays post-traumatic stress in his plays. By situating these frameworks within the context of early 20th- 

century American drama, this section provides critical tools for analysing the psychological and emotional states of 

O’Neill’s characters. 

2.1. Trauma Theory 

Key Scholars: Cathy Caruth, Judith Herman, Dominick LaCapra 
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Trauma theory emerged prominently in the 1990s and examines how experiences of extreme violence, fear, or loss 

disrupt normal consciousness and identity. It is particularly useful in analysing literature and drama because trauma 

is often expressed not directly, but through fragmented narratives, repetition, silence, or symbolic acts. 

Cathy Caruth argues that trauma is not fully experienced at the moment of its occurrence but returns later in the form 

of haunting repetition or flashbacks. This aligns with the structure of O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones, where Jones’s 

hallucinations and disjointed memories form the core of the dramatic experience. 

Judith Herman, in Trauma and Recovery, connects PTSD with societal denial and repression. In Anna Christie, Anna’s 

past as a prostitute is both hidden and gradually revealed, reflecting Herman’s theory that trauma survivors often 

struggle to reclaim coherent narratives of their lives. 

Dominick LaCapra differentiates between acting out (repetitive, unconscious reliving of trauma) and working through 

(conscious processing). This framework helps analyse Yank in The Hairy Ape, whose aggressive behavior can be seen 

as a form of "acting out" his psychological dislocation. 
2.2. Psychoanalytic Criticism 

Key Figures: Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, Ernest Jones 

Eugene O’Neill was heavily influenced by Freudian psychoanalysis, especially in portraying inner conflict, suppressed 

desires, and the unconscious mind. 

Freud’s theory of repression and the return of the repressed is evident in how O’Neill’s characters are haunted by their 

past (e.g., Anna’s shame, Jones’s guilt, Yank’s identity crisis). 
Lacan’s concept of the fragmented self and the "mirror stage" resonates with the characters’ struggle for identity and 

their disconnection from social systems. 

The unconscious mind, dreams, and symbolic landscapes used in these plays can also be read through Ernest Jones’s 

application of Freudian analysis to literature, particularly in expressionist drama. 
2.3. Expressionism and Performance Theory 

Key Scholars: Bertolt Brecht, Marvin Carlson, Stephen Bottoms 

O’Neill incorporated expressionist techniques—distorted settings, symbolic language, and surreal sequences—to 

externalize the inner trauma of his characters. 

Brecht’s theory of alienation (Verfremdungseffekt) is relevant in how O’Neill prevents the audience from passively 

empathizing with the characters and instead prompts critical reflection. This is evident in the stylized hallucinations 

in The Emperor Jones and the mechanistic portrayal of the ship’s engine room in The Hairy Ape. 

Marvin Carlson, in The Haunted Stage, discusses how performance recycles cultural memory. O’Neill’s plays draw 

on collective traumas—immigration, war, slavery, industrialization—which are "performed" through personal 

psychological drama. 

Stephen Bottoms highlights how theatre can embody trauma through physicality and non-verbal expression. This is 

especially visible in Yank’s increasingly animalistic behaviour, mirroring his psychological regression. 
2.4. Social and Cultural Trauma Studies 

Key Thinkers: Jeffrey C. Alexander, Kali Tal 

Trauma is not only psychological but also social and political. O’Neill’s characters are often products of broader 

societal trauma—racism, patriarchy, capitalism, and war. 

Jeffrey Alexander views trauma as a cultural process, shaped by narrative framing and collective memory. O’Neill’s 

works contribute to early 20th-century America’s cultural processing of rapid industrial change, immigration 

challenges, and racial tensions. 

Kali Tal focuses on silenced voices and the politicization of trauma. Anna Christie provides a feminist lens on trauma, 

as Anna struggles to find dignity and voice in a male-dominated world. 

This multifaceted theoretical framework drawing on trauma theory, psychoanalysis, expressionism, and cultural 

trauma equips us to examine how Eugene O’Neill dramatizes post-traumatic states not just as individual afflictions, 

but as reflections of larger societal crises. Through these lenses, his plays become not only theatrical works but also 

case studies in the emotional and psychological aftermath of trauma in the modern world. 

3. Analysis of The Hairy Ape 

3.1. Plot Summary and Context 

The Hairy Ape (1922) is one of Eugene O’Neill’s most renowned expressionist plays. It follows the psychological 

journey of Yank, a stoker on a transatlantic steamship. Proud of his brute strength and identification with industrial 

machinery, Yank believes he belongs to the engine room more than to society. However, when he is dismissed as a 

“filthy beast” by a rich woman named Mildred, his sense of self-worth crumbles. Yank embarks on a futile quest to 

find belonging in a society that continuously alienates him. Ultimately, he dies crushed in a cage at the zoo, 

symbolizing his total dehumanization. 

This play, written shortly after World War I and amid industrial expansion, mirrors the alienation of working-class 

individuals. Yank’s character becomes an archetype of the post-industrial trauma victim, suffering from both 

psychological fragmentation and societal rejection. 
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3.2. Yank’s Psychological Disintegration and PTSD Symptoms 

Yank’s emotional arc closely aligns with PTSD diagnostic patterns, even though the term did not exist when the play 

was written. His trauma is not from a battlefield but from psychological violence, systemic exploitation, and identity 

rupture—forms of what modern scholars call complex trauma or social trauma. 

Key Symptoms Reflected in Yank: 

Identity Crisis and Disassociation 

Mildred’s insult triggers a collapse of Yank’s self-concept. He begins to question his role in society: “I’m a busted 

Ingersoll, Dat’s what I am.” 

This metaphor referring to a cheap, broken watch symbolizes a fractured identity, consistent with Cathy Caruth’s 

theory of trauma as a crisis of temporality and coherence. 

Repetition and Compulsion 

Yank obsessively revisits the insult, trying to understand why he was dehumanized. His repeated attempts to "belong" 

reflect Freud’s idea of “repetition compulsion”, where trauma forces one to relive a painful event in different settings. 

Alienation and Social Estrangement 

As he moves from the ship to the streets of New York to socialist meetings and finally to the zoo, Yank becomes more 

isolated. His journey is a psychic and spatial descent into non-belonging, resonating with Dominick LaCapra’s 

distinction between "acting out" and "working through" trauma. Yank never reaches resolution he only performs 

increasingly desperate attempts to connect. 
3.3. Industrialization and Existential PTSD 

O’Neill presents industrial capitalism not only as a backdrop but as a source of systemic trauma: 

Dehumanization of the Working Class 

The stokehole is portrayed as a hellish place—hot, dark, and mechanical. Yank takes pride in his work, believing he 

fuels the ship (and by extension, the world), but this pride is shattered when he realizes society sees him as subhuman. 

Mechanization and Loss of Subjectivity 

In line with Karl Marx’s theory of alienation, Yank’s labour disconnects him from his own humanity. He identifies 

with the machine more than with people: “Steel was me, and I owned de woild.” This fusion with steel suggests a 

disembodied state, a defence mechanism against trauma through object identification. 

Existential Displacement 

Yank’s breakdown reflects a modern existential crisis, aligning with Jean-Paul Sartre’s and Albert Camus’s ideas 

about absurdity and lack of meaning in modern life. Yank is not only physically displaced but ontologically lost. 

3. 4. Expressionist Techniques as Trauma Representation 

The Hairy Ape employs expressionist dramaturgy to mirror Yank’s fractured mental state: 

Distorted Settings 

The ship’s stokehole and New York streets are stylized and exaggerated, reflecting Yank’s inner chaos rather than 

objective reality. 

Monologues and Repetition 

Yank’s disjointed speech, often full of pauses and slang, expresses linguistic trauma—the inability to articulate pain 

coherently, a central concern in trauma theory (Caruth, Herman). 

Symbolic Use of the Ape 

The gorilla at the end represents a mirror of Yank’s psyche—raw, misunderstood, and caged by forces beyond 

comprehension. This is the climax of his trauma narrative: he identifies with an animal after being denied humanity 

by society. 
3.5. Sociopolitical Trauma and Class Consciousness 

Failure of Political Ideology 

When Yank visits a socialist meeting, he is rejected as too crude and unrefined. O’Neill suggests that even the 

structures claiming to uplift the working class may replicate elitist hierarchies. Yank’s trauma is not only psychological 

but ideological, caused by the invisibility of the working class within political discourse. 
Modern Class Conflict as Collective Trauma 

Using Jeffrey C. Alexander’s theory of cultural trauma, Yank’s story reflects how the working class, as a social group, 

experiences collective exclusion from national identity and dignity. 

3.6. Critical Perspectives on The Hairy Ape 

Brenda Murphy observes that Yank’s crisis is emblematic of post-war identity loss, not unlike the disillusionment 

faced by soldiers and workers alike. 

Stephen Bottoms sees Yank’s physical expressiveness as a theatrical embodiment of trauma—his actions speak what 

language cannot. 

Raymond Williams places The Hairy Ape within the modernist canon of dislocation, suggesting that Yank’s character 

reflects a culture unable to reconcile industrial progress with human values. 
In The Hairy Ape, Eugene O’Neill presents a harrowing portrait of a man traumatized not by war but by systemic 

industrial violence and social rejection. Through expressionist staging, fragmented language, and powerful 
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symbolism, O’Neill dramatizes the invisible trauma of modern laborers, making Yank’s journey a timeless exploration 

of post-traumatic alienation and existential despair. The play prefigures what we now recognize as complex PTSD, 

situating O’Neill as a pioneer in theatricalizing psychological suffering and class trauma. 

4. Analysis of The Emperor Jones 

4.1. Plot Summary and Context 

The Emperor Jones (1920) is a one-act play centered on Brutus Jones, a former Pullman porter and convicted murderer 

who declares himself emperor of a Caribbean island. Through manipulation and fear, he holds power over the native 

population. As a rebellion breaks out, Jones flees into the forest, where he is haunted by hallucinations from his past— 

scenes of enslavement, imprisonment, and ancestral trauma. By dawn, he is psychologically destroyed and ultimately 

shot by the rebels. 

Written during the Harlem Renaissance and after World War I, The Emperor Jones is one of the earliest American 

plays to feature a Black protagonist and explore themes of race, power, guilt, and psychological collapse. The play 

uses expressionist techniques to externalize Jones’s trauma, marking it as one of O’Neill’s most powerful 

psychological dramas. 

4.2. Brutus Jones and PTSD: A Psychological Deconstruction 

Although The Emperor Jones does not explicitly reference war trauma, it is saturated with PTSD symptoms, 

particularly flashbacks, hyperarousal, and hallucinations. 
Key PTSD Features in Jones’s Behaviour: 

Intrusive Flashbacks and Hallucinations. As Jones ventures deeper into the forest, he relives traumatic moments from 

his life: 

Being forced to labour on a chain gang 

Witnessing a slave auction 
Ancestral memories of racial oppression 

These episodes align with Cathy Caruth’s view of trauma as an unassimilated event that re-emerges involuntarily. The 

hallucinations do not follow a linear chronology; they are fragmented, emphasizing how trauma disrupts memory and 

identity. 

Heightened Fear and Paranoia 

Jones grows increasingly paranoid as he believes supernatural forces are after him. His repeated firing of a silver 

bullet—his symbolic last resort—signifies desperation. This behaviour reflects Judith Herman’s symptom cluster of 

hypervigilance, common in trauma survivors. 
Loss of Narrative Control 

As the play progresses, Jones loses control over his speech and coherence. His self-confidence and royal posturing 

give way to fragmented, fearful utterances. This aligns with LaCapra’s concept of “acting out”—Jones compulsively 

relives rather than processes his trauma. 
4.3. Postcolonial Trauma and Ancestral Memory 

Jones’s trauma is not only individual but intergenerational. His hallucinations link his personal guilt with the collective 

trauma of African slavery, thus expanding the scope of the play to a postcolonial trauma narrative. 

Transgenerational Trauma 

The hallucinations of a slave auction and tribal rituals suggest that Jones carries ancestral trauma within his 

unconscious—a concept supported by postcolonial scholars like Homi Bhabha and Michael Rothberg’s theory of 

multidirectional memory. 
Racialized Guilt and the “Burden of Representation” 

Jones’s power is built on mimicry of white imperial authority, but he ultimately internalizes the colonizer’s violence. 

His downfall can be read as the tragic result of racial imposture and historical guilt, themes explored by Frantz Fanon 

in Black Skin, White Masks. 
4.4. Psychoanalytic Reading: Repression and the Return of the Repressed 

Through a Freudian lens, Jones’s journey through the forest is a descent into the unconscious. Each hallucination 

functions as a repressed memory, now returning with increasing intensity. 

 

The Forest as the Unconscious 

The deeper Jones goes into the forest, the more he is overwhelmed by forgotten or suppressed events. The jungle 

setting becomes a metaphor for the unconscious mind. 
Silver Bullet as Symbol of Repression 

The silver bullet represents Jones’s false sense of control—a magical thinking mechanism akin to Freud’s defence 

mechanisms. When it fails, so does his illusion of invincibility. 

Ego Disintegration 

As the hallucinations intensify, Jones loses the ability to distinguish between self and environment. His breakdown 

represents complete ego disintegration, a hallmark of traumatic psychosis in psychoanalytic theory. 
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4.5. Expressionist Techniques as Trauma Embodiment 

Like The Hairy Ape, this play uses expressionism to dramatize inner states of mind: 

Minimal Realism, Maximal Symbolism 

The jungle is not depicted realistically but through symbolic lighting, sound, and atmosphere. The drumbeats become 

louder and faster, representing Jones’s heartbeat and rising anxiety. 
Sound Design and Repetition 

The monotonous drumbeat reflects the repetitive rhythm of traumatic memory, which Caruth and Herman note as 

characteristic of PTSD sufferers. 

Progressive Regression 

Each hallucination shows Jones regressing further into earlier periods of Black suffering, culminating in a tribal 

sacrificial scene. This symbolic journey backward aligns with both ancestral trauma and Jungian archetypes of shadow 

confrontation. 
4.6. Critical Perspectives on The Emperor Jones 

Marvin Rosenberg sees the play as a study in psychological degradation, where Jones’s external power cannot shield 

him from internal collapse. 

Jeffrey H. Richards argues that O’Neill critiques racialized power dynamics by showing how Jones’s imitation of 

white imperialism ultimately destroys him. 
Stephen Bottoms highlights the bodily expression of trauma—Jones’s physical breakdown is a performance of 

psychological disintegration. 

Amritjit Singh and Daniel M. Scott III, in postcolonial readings, consider The Emperor Jones a critique of colonial 

mimicry and its psychological toll on Black identity. 

4.7. Cultural Trauma and American Identity 

O’Neill uses Jones’s journey to reflect the American national unconscious—a society built on slavery, racial violence, 

and economic exploitation. Jones is a tragic symbol of the American Dream gone wrong, rising from poverty through 

deception, only to fall due to unprocessed trauma. The play becomes a commentary on America’s refusal to confront 

its racial past, using theatrical form to expose suppressed cultural memories. 

In The Emperor Jones, Eugene O’Neill fuses trauma theory, racial identity, and expressionist aesthetics to portray the 

psychological and cultural disintegration of a man caught between personal ambition and collective memory. Through 

Brutus Jones, O’Neill reveals how unresolved historical trauma—especially of slavery and colonialism—haunts not 

just individuals but entire nations. The play is a pioneering exploration of racialized PTSD and stands as a powerful 

example of how early American drama could stage the invisible wounds of both the psyche and the social order. 

5. Analysis of Anna Christie 

5.1. Plot Summary and Context 

Anna Christie (1921) is a four-act realist play by Eugene O’Neill that tells the story of Anna Christopherson, a former 

prostitute who seeks reconciliation with her estranged father, Chris Christopherson, a Swedish coal barge captain. 

After years of abandonment and abuse in the city, Anna seeks refuge on her father’s barge. Her past is initially hidden 

from both her father and her romantic interest, Mat Burke, an Irish sailor. When Anna finally reveals her history of 

exploitation, both men respond with anger and rejection, forcing Anna into a moment of self-assertion and emotional 

reckoning. 

The play won O’Neill the Pulitzer Prize and is one of his earliest works to deeply engage with feminine trauma, 

emotional repression, and the search for identity. While it lacks the overt expressionist style of The Hairy Ape and 

The Emperor Jones, Anna Christie is no less psychological. It uses naturalism and symbolic language to dramatize the 

lingering effects of trauma, particularly in female characters. 

5.2. Anna's Trauma: A Feminist-Inflected Case of Complex PTSD 

Anna’s life history contains multiple layers of psychological trauma consistent with modern definitions of complex 

PTSD (C-PTSD)—a form of prolonged exposure to abuse, neglect, or abandonment. 

Key Symptoms and Experiences: 

Childhood Abandonment 

Anna was left with relatives on a farm in Minnesota, where she endured neglect and abuse, especially from a tyrannical 

aunt. This early trauma created a foundation for attachment difficulties and emotional numbing—hallmarks of 

developmental trauma, as described by Judith Herman. 
Sexual Exploitation and Shame 

Forced into sex work for survival, Anna’s trauma is gendered. The psychological cost of prostitution is shown not in 

dramatic scenes but in her defensive emotional reserve and identity concealment. According to Cathy Caruth, trauma 

is often rendered through absence—what remains unsaid or repressed. Anna’s initial silence is thus itself a symptom. 

Emotional Disconnection and Numbness 

Anna tells her father and Mat that she feels emotionally “dead inside,” expressing a detached state common in trauma 

victims: 
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“I ain't never had a home since I can remember—unless you call a home one place where you're kept locked up and 

worked to death.” 

Assertion of Identity 

Unlike Yank or Jones, Anna attempts to work through her trauma. Her decision to confront both men and declare her 

history is a radical act of reclaiming agency: 
“I’m not asking you to believe me. I’m telling you because it’s the truth and I want you to know it.” 

This moment of truth-telling is in line with Judith Herman’s recovery model, where survivors reclaim their narrative 

and confront denial. 

5.3. Gender, Patriarchy, and the Trauma of Double Standards 

Anna’s trauma is compounded by gendered expectations. Her father, who abandoned her, is appalled when her past is 

revealed. Mat, who professes love, withdraws affection upon hearing the truth. Their responses illustrate the social 

hypocrisy that punishes women for surviving trauma. 
Patriarchal Judgment as Re-Traumatization 

Rather than being supported, Anna is emotionally retraumatized when her past is exposed. This mirrors Kali Tal’s 

theory of secondary trauma, where survivors are wounded not only by the original event but by society’s rejection. 

Madonna-Whore Complex 

Mat’s rejection of Anna when she discloses her sexual history reflects what Freud termed the Madonna-whore 

dichotomy—a psychological phenomenon where men struggle to reconcile sexual desire with respect for women. 

O’Neill critiques this duality by showing how it denies women the right to complex, traumatic histories. 
Voice as Healing 

Anna’s monologue in Act III is a pivotal trauma narrative. By speaking her truth, she begins the process of integration, 

as theorized by trauma scholars like Dori Laub. Her voice disrupts the silence historically imposed on victimized 

women in drama. 
5.4. Alcoholism, Maritime Space, and Emotional Avoidance 

Anna’s father, Chris, uses alcohol and sea life as tools of emotional avoidance, which reflect intergenerational trauma: 

He believes the land is corrupt and the sea purifying, even though he has abandoned both familial and social 

responsibility. 

His idealization of the sea is symbolic of emotional distance, an attempt to escape guilt and accountability. 

In this way, the sea becomes a traumatic geography—a space where emotional truths are submerged rather than 

confronted. The barge is a liminal setting: not home, not land, not sea. It mirrors the transitory, unanchored emotional 

state of the characters. 
5.5. Realist Dramaturgy and Symbolism as Trauma Representation 

Though less overtly expressionist than The Emperor Jones, Anna Christie still uses symbolic structures and naturalistic 

dialogue to represent trauma: 
Fog as Metaphor 

The fog in the opening acts represents confusion, concealment, and emotional obscurity—especially regarding Anna’s 

identity. As the play progresses, the fog clears, symbolizing emotional revelation and clarity. 

Silences and Subtext 

Much of Anna’s trauma is conveyed through what she does not say, in line with trauma theory’s emphasis on narrative 

fragmentation and omission (Caruth, Laub). 

Physical Space as Emotional Landscape 
The claustrophobic barge and endless sea reflect Anna’s feeling of being trapped between her past and an uncertain 

future. 

5.6. Critical Perspectives on Anna Christie 

Brenda Murphy argues that the play critiques the romantic idealization of women by exposing the emotional violence 

of male entitlement. Elaine Showalter, from a feminist trauma perspective, views Anna as a prototype of the “wounded 

woman” whose voice resists cultural erasure. Stephen Black notes that O’Neill’s use of naturalism does not soften 

Anna’s suffering but instead lends it psychological realism and moral ambiguity. Judith Herman’s concept of trauma 

recovery (safety, remembrance, and reconnection) aligns well with Anna’s arc: she seeks physical safety, shares her 

story, and negotiates renewed relationships. 

5.7. Anna’s Resolution: Toward Integration, Not Redemption 

Unlike Yank or Jones, Anna does not die or disintegrate. Her story ends on a tentative note of hope and emotional 

reintegration. While Mat’s and Chris’s acceptance is ambiguous, Anna’s own self-acceptance marks a psychological 

victory. She does not erase her trauma, but confronts and integrates it into her identity. 

This represents a working-through process that scholars like LaCapra and Herman define as crucial to healing. O’Neill 

thus gives us a rare portrayal of a trauma survivor in early 20th-century drama who asserts agency, reclaims narrative 

power, and insists on dignity. 

In Anna Christie, Eugene O’Neill presents a complex, gendered portrait of trauma rooted in abandonment, 

exploitation, and social judgment. Through Anna, O’Neill dramatizes the struggle for voice, dignity, and reconciliation 
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in the face of emotional wounds. The play challenges patriarchal double standards, interrogates the romantic myths of 

female purity, and reveals how trauma can be both hidden and healed. It stands as a pivotal work in American drama 

for its early depiction of feminine psychological trauma and the possibility of recovery. 

6. Comparative Discussion 

Eugene O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape, The Emperor Jones, and Anna Christie each dramatize trauma from a distinct 

perspective industrial, racial, and gendered—yet they converge on a shared preoccupation: the psychological 

breakdown of individuals marginalized by modern society. This comparative discussion explores how O’Neill’s 

characters exhibit symptoms of PTSD and complex trauma, while also examining differences in how trauma is 

constructed, experienced, and resolved. 

6.1. Common Themes: Alienation, Identity Crisis, and the Search for Belonging 

All three protagonists—Yank, Brutus Jones, and Anna Christopherson—struggle with profound identity dislocation 

and the desire to belong: Yank, a stoker, equates identity with physical labor and power. When that identity is rejected, 

he spirals into existential confusion and social disintegration. Jones, a self-proclaimed emperor, masks deep 

psychological scars with arrogance. His traumatic past resurfaces through hallucinations, stripping away his self- 

image until he is left defenseless and alone. Anna, shaped by abandonment and exploitation, seeks familial and 

romantic acceptance. Her trauma is internalized and gendered, and her struggle is toward emotional articulation and 

relational integration. Despite their varied contexts, all three characters suffer from isolation and the loss of a coherent 

self, a key concern in trauma theory (Caruth, LaCapra). 
6.2. Trauma as a Product of Sociocultural Forces 

O’Neill’s protagonists do not merely experience personal trauma—they are representatives of larger sociopolitical 

traumas: In The Hairy Ape, trauma is rooted in industrial alienation. O’Neill critiques the dehumanizing effects of 

mechanization and capitalism. In The Emperor Jones, trauma is historical and racial. Jones’s breakdown enacts the 

intergenerational trauma of slavery and colonial violence. In Anna Christie, trauma is familial and gendered. Anna’s 

experience exemplifies the double standards and re-traumatization faced by women in patriarchal structures. 

These plays collectively suggest that trauma is not solely an interior experience but deeply embedded in class, race, 

and gender hierarchies—a key insight from cultural trauma studies (Alexander, Tal). 

6.3. Dramatic Techniques: Realism vs. Expressionism as Vehicles for Trauma 

Table 1: O’Neill employs different dramaturgical strategies to portray trauma, aligning form with psychological 

content: 

Play Dramatic Style Function in Trauma Representation 

The Hairy 

Ape 
Expressionism 

Externalizes Yank’s internal crisis through exaggerated settings, 
symbols, and monologues. 

The Emperor 

Jones 

Expressionism & 

Symbolism 

Uses hallucinations, drumbeats, and distorted time to portray fragmented 

memory and ancestral trauma. 

Anna Christie 
Realism with 

Symbolism 

Depicts trauma through silence, subtext, and metaphor (e.g., fog), 

showing the long-term effects of emotional and sexual abuse. 

This range demonstrates O’Neill’s innovative use of form to mirror content, a technique aligned with trauma theory’s 
emphasis on non-linear, fragmented narration (Caruth, Laub). 

6.4. Modes of Response to Trauma: Disintegration vs. Integration 

Each character responds differently to trauma, revealing O’Neill’s nuanced approach to psychological realism: Yank 

never achieves narrative resolution. His trauma remains unprocessed, and he dies in symbolic entrapment—aligning 

with LaCapra’s “acting out”. Jones experiences a hallucinatory return of the repressed but fails to integrate these 

visions into coherent meaning. His death suggests ego disintegration and defeat by unresolved ancestral memory. 

Anna, in contrast, actively attempts to reclaim agency. Her trauma narrative, although met with resistance, allows for 

potential healing and the possibility of relational reintegration. This contrast reveals that O’Neill explores both the 

destructive power of trauma (Yank and Jones) and its possibility for transformation (Anna), prefiguring modern 

understandings of post-traumatic growth. 

6.5. Critical and Theoretical Convergences 

Scholars have noted O’Neill’s pioneering role in theatricalizing trauma long before the term “PTSD” was formalized: 

Stephen Bottoms and Brenda Murphy discuss how O’Neill uses the stage to visually and bodily embody trauma, not 

just narrate it. Judith Herman’s three stages of trauma recovery (safety, remembrance, reconnection) are visible in 

Anna’s arc but notably absent in Yank and Jones, highlighting the importance of relational support and narrative 

control. Postcolonial trauma theory (Fanon, Bhabha) and feminist trauma theory (Showalter, Tal) illuminate how race 

and gender mediate trauma’s expression and societal interpretation. 

6.6. The Human Condition in Modern America 

Finally, these plays are united in their exploration of the modern American psyche, fractured by alienation, ambition, 

inequality, and loss: Yank embodies the working-class casualty of industrial modernity. Jones enacts the racial trauma 

buried in America’s colonial past. Anna represents the female survivor of social hypocrisy and emotional repression. 
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O’Neill’s genius lies in locating trauma not only in warfare or catastrophe, but in everyday systems of oppression and 

denial—making his work enduringly relevant. 

Through the psychological collapse and emotional struggles of Yank, Brutus Jones, and Anna Christopherson, Eugene 

O’Neill provides a triptych of trauma in modern America—each figure wounded by history, society, and personal 

memory. His innovative theatrical forms—ranging from expressionist distortion to realistic subtext—allow trauma to 

be felt, not just seen. Together, these works offer a rich terrain for examining how drama becomes a site for staging 

invisible wounds, long before trauma had clinical vocabulary. O’Neill emerges not only as a dramatist of suffering, 

but as a forerunner of trauma aesthetics, exposing the fractures beneath the American dream. 

7. CONCLUSION 

 

Eugene O’Neill’s theatrical world is one populated by characters haunted by the ghosts of their past, fractured by 

alienation, and struggling against oppressive social systems. In The Hairy Ape, The Emperor Jones, and Anna Christie, 

O’Neill does not merely depict trauma—he embodies it through form, voice, and stagecraft. Yank’s industrial 

dehumanization, Jones’s racialized hallucinations, and Anna’s internalized shame represent distinct yet interlinked 

manifestations of psychological suffering that modern trauma theory helps illuminate. These characters reflect the 

broader cultural and historical contexts of early 20th-century America: capitalist alienation, the legacy of slavery, and 

patriarchal moral codes. 

By using expressionist distortion and realist nuance, O’Neill dramatizes both the silent and the explosive symptoms 

of trauma. Importantly, his characters differ in how they confront their wounds: Yank and Jones disintegrate under 

the weight of their unprocessed pain, while Anna, through articulation and defiance, opens a path toward narrative 

agency and potential healing. O’Neill’s work thus spans the continuum from traumatic collapse to tentative recovery. 

In foregrounding the psychic cost of modernity, O’Neill prefigures a genre of drama that blends the personal with the 

political, and the psychological with the theatrical. His legacy lies in staging trauma not only as an individual affliction 

but as a mirror of the societal ruptures that define the modern world. 
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