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Abstract 

“The Child as Progenitor” explores the impact of trauma on the Caribbean child. It deliberately turns 

away from extensive examples of heinous acts of abuse against children in favour of a focus on the 

violence of everyday existence and its deleterious impact as experienced in the (un)making of self. 

Through a reading of Olive Senior’s “Bright Thursdays”, this paper explores the child as caught up 

in a vortex of historical, communal and personal violations. It poses questions on the 

epistemological significance of psychic trauma in children, its impact on their world view and their 

internal sense of being in the world; as well as their meagre attempts to rescue a shattered self and 

a shattered world view in the aftermath of trauma.   
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Recent interest in the application of trauma theory to Caribbean literary and cultural 

representations reflects the ongoing impulse to tell and perchance to transcend the originary 

violations of Caribbean history and society which are rooted in genocide, enslavement, mass labour 

migrations, racism and persistent dehumanization of the person. These forces continue to govern 

the encounter between worlds as the machinations of a warmongering global capitalism run their 

course As these seeds of early technology-driven globalization produce their prolific and strange 

fruit in Caribbean societies today, they pose an ethical imperative of engagement and a compulsive 

impulse towards narrative as successive generations of creative writers and thinkers seek to order 

the chaos and to bear witness to the atrocities in an effort to exorcise the malign, unpropitiated 

duppy of history and perchance to redirect its vengeful energies.  

 

This essay zeroes in on the impact of trauma on Caribbean children. Childhood is celebrated 

globally as the locus of new beginnings. Its joys, powers and potencies seem boundless, as do its 

dependencies and vulnerabilities. It is the site at which human civilizations renew themselves; 

nascent possibilities bloom; lurking violations spread their tentacles anew. Scholarship on the 

impact of psychic trauma in childhood has lagged behind investigations of adult trauma. It is 

nevertheless emerging as significant because of the practical need to create interventions for 

children traumatized by numerous catalysts including the homicide of a parent, kidnapping, natural 

disaster, war, or divorce. Moreover, there is a growing recognition of the potential impact of early 

childhood trauma and its aftermath on the developmental stages and processes which children 

must negotiate to arrive at healthy adulthood.   

 

The child has consistently been figured in Caribbean fictions of development as a metaphor for the 

becoming of the new nations in the wake of colonization. The emergent subject emblematic of the 

emerging sensibility and personhood must struggle through the morass of racism, denigration, 

cultural loss, alienation from ancestral and natal social and physical landscapes, all of which fuse to 

create a sickness of sensibility which has now come to be widely associated with the colonial 

condition. Through a reading of Olive Senior’s “Bright Thursdays” which deals with the common 

social practice of child shifting, the essay locates a representative Caribbean child as caught up in 

the outworking of a vortex of historical, communal and personal violations. It poses questions on 

the process by which the violations that lie at the root of the Caribbean social order evolve, 

transmute and transmit themselves intergenerationally; the epistemological significance of psychic 

trauma in children given the vulnerabilities of the nascent subject in formation and its impact on 

their world view and sense of being; as well as their meagre attempts to rescue a shattered self and 

a shattered world view in the aftermath of trauma.   

 

The current Caribbean social scenario offers an astounding range of “trauma narratives” from 

which to draw for a study of this nature. One fascinating source is media discourse on the horrific 

range of crimes which are being perpetrated against children. Consider this case in point. Whereas 

in current reportage of crime against women in Trinidad and Tobago there is a clear trend towards 

lurid representation of beaten and damaged victims in distress (Morgan 2010), in the case of 

violence against children, it is as if this horror is too great for visual representation (Youssef 2010). 

Accompanying their reports of children who are unceremoniously gunned down in their 

innocence because they were living in or were proximate to neighbourhoods riddled with gang 

violence, newspapers consistently display scenes of either excessive grief at funerals juxtaposed by 

pictures of dead children with angelic faces surrounded by stuffed toys and flowers, or of happy, 
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smiling, physically healed children being cuddled by—apparently—the most loving of parents and 

caregivers. Salient questions emerge (or are being masked) about the psychic damage which is 

being done to these children, the nature of these representations and the role of the media in 

terms of bearing witness. Fictional examples abound with diverse nuances and significations: From 

the physically and verbally abused children of Naipaul’s A House for Mr Biswas, to the sexually 

abused and gagged Mala Ramchandin (Shani Mootoo’s Cereus Blooms at Night), to Dionne Brand’s 

raped child thereby transmuted into disturbed wife (‘Sans Souci”) and Harold Sonny Ladoo’s 

severely brutalized children adrift in a hostile post indentureship social and physical landscape (No 

Pain Like this Body) . 

 

The essay deliberately turns away from numerous examples of heinous acts of abuse against 

children in favour of a focus on the violence of everyday existence and its deleterious impact as 

experienced in the (un)making of self. It focuses on a fictional evocation of the common practice of 

child shifting which emerges in this case as traumatizing catalyst with potentially disastrous 

outcomes. Contemporary child shifting in the Caribbean is an adaptation of the practice of shared 

and communal child rearing, a fundamental legacy of the ancestral cultures of both Africa and 

India which was transmuted in the Caribbean to deal with the exigencies of enforced and bonded 

labour scenarios. The enslaved and indentured were made to be first and foremost labourers, and 

their children were cogs for imperialist mills. Michelle Cliff in “The Land of Look Behind” mourns this 

condition in retrospect. Spurred by a touristic visit to a tiny watch house—a structure poised on the 

edge of the canefields in which older enslaved women, past their prime as field labourers, looked 

after the babies of young nursing field workers—Cliff’s disoriented and overwhelmed persona seeks 

to anchor herself by throwing into the pregnant, unspeakable void, a series of unanswerable 

questions which resonate with her sadness, anger and loss: 

 

 What did their voices sound like? 

What tongues? What words for day and night? 

Hunger? Milk? 

 

What songs devised to ease them? 

Was there time to speak? To sing 

......... 

To brings down Shango’s wrath 

 

How many gums daubed with rum to sooth the teething? 

Or bring on sleep? 

How many breasts bore scars? 

Not the sacred markings of the Carib 

But the mundane mark of the beast 

 (Creation Fire 68-69) 

 

Cliff’s lament speaks to the disruption of intimacies, loss of moorings in mothering, paternity, 

mother tongue, ancestral faiths. Her questions probe shadowy violations and attendant responses—

scars and even progeny of routine ritualized sexual violence and early recourse to rum as 

anaesthetic and opiate, impotence, and rage. The unanswered enquiries speak to the 
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unrepresentable nature of their suffering and the challenges of seeking in retrospect to voice the 

pain of the erased and silenced.  

 

The radical disruption of ancient childbearing practices spawned child shifting as one of its adaptive 

responses. Child shifting is the placing of children in the informal care of relatives or non-relatives. 

The informal arrangement may include the promise often far more so than the practice of financial 

support and the establishment of a set duration within which the child may be collected or “sent for 

from foreign” to be restored to parental care. Traditionally, this practice was ideologically 

undergirded by deeply held convictions of collective responsibility for child rearing and communal 

well-being which are losing currency today. The practice survives in contemporary times as a 

reaction to a complex of factors, including early childbearing by single mothers; male psychic and 

economic inability and/or reluctance to assume conjugal and paternal responsibility; marriage of a 

woman who was previously a single mother; and migration of one or both parents in the quest for 

a better life. The historical underpinnings of Caribbean society and its contemporary grim socio-

economic realities combine to create an overdetermined location for migration in the Caribbean 

imaginary. A 2009 UNICEF study on The Impact of Migration on Children in the Caribbean  

identifies children who have been left behind due to migration as being vulnerable to a range of 

Children’s Rights violations: “They face risks of abuse, including sexual abuse, and suffer from 

psychosocial problems and low educational accomplishments due to parental migration. Their 

psychosocial well-being is greatly impacted by feelings of abandonment, low self-esteem, anger, 

depression, material obsession and violence” (2).   

  

A substantial cross-section of Caribbean persons, including Olive Senior who engages this issue 

from a range of perspectives, have been brought up under informal child sharing arrangements. 

Senior, who speaks of a childhood spent shuttling between a dark-skinned village environment and 

a light-skinned socially privileged environment, has also engaged the underlying causal factors of 

child shifting from a sociological vantage point. In Working Miracles: Women’s Lives in the English 

Speaking Caribbean, Senior indicates that “only one-quarter of the region’s children are born into 

what conforms to the nuclear family.” The majority are raised in households defined as “a group of 

people residing under one roof and sharing at least one meal a day, who may or may not be 

family” (8). Some 50 percent of Caribbean households are headed by women. Drawing reference 

to Edith Clarke’s seminal 1950s study of Jamaican rural communities which was named after 

George Lamming’s famous allusion to my mother who fathered me (In the Castle of my Skin), 

Senior concludes: “The paradigm of absent father and omniscient mother is central to the ordering 

and psyche of the Caribbean family” (Working Miracles 8). Based on a 1970s survey by Roberts and 

Sinclair, Working Miracles estimates about 15 percent of the population under the age of 15 have 

been shifted. Senior’s “Country of the One Eye God” features a young male whose disappointed 

hopes year after year of his parents sending for him “in foreign” is in no small measure responsible 

for his descent into anger, aggression and criminal activity. As he threatens his grandmother with 

violence and perhaps murder to persuade her to part with her carefully accumulated burial money, 

he emerges as emblematic of a dangerous counterhegemonic masculinity which recognizes no call 

of duty to family and community, and certainly no allegiance or duty of care to an aging, 

disempowered matriarchy, whose herculean effort and authority has in the past kept blood and 

fictive kinship networks together in the face of extreme poverty and plague, disaster and most 

significantly, in this case, migration. (For a fuller discussion, see Morgan “Under Women’s Eyes”.)  
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This is not to imply that child shifting is always an unmitigated disaster. Senior, drawing reference to   

Erna Brodber ‘s research for the  Women in the Caribbean Project, cites Brodber’s appraisal that the 

region’s child-rearing practices and, especially, that of child shifting with its “lack of fixed emotional 

centres do encourage independence since they require adjustments of the emotional self and help 

to develop flexibility in dealing with the world. It develops in women emotional expansiveness as 

reflected in their ability to make room for children who are not their own” (Working Miracles 24). 

Arguably though, Senior posits that the said practices can “…also create feelings of anomie, of 

displacement, of anger, of worthlessness, of guilt which can consume a great deal of creative 

energy as children struggle to rebuild wounded psyches” (Senior, Working Miracles 24: 1986). The 

former scenario finds real-life expression in my own upbringing in my maternal grandfather’s family, 

in which the deaths of my mother and grandmother within one week of each other and the 

conspicuous absence of my father left me enriched with a great aunt as primary caregiver, a distant 

grandfather/provider and no fewer than six other mothers/aunts, each of whom brought value to 

a rich, though challenging and eclectic upbringing. The nature of the experience was such that I 

was amazed as an adult to be referred to as an orphan. Never once had I considered myself to have 

been orphaned. In fictional terms, Merle Hodge’s For the Life of Laetitia (1993) presents a best case 

example of child shifting, while Senior’s mild “Bright Thursdays” (1986) does not present such a 

happy outcome. For the close reading which follows, I deliberately select the relatively mild and 

innocuous upbringing experienced by Laura, the protagonist of “Bright Thursdays”, which 

exemplifies how complex can be the overlapping determinants of childhood trauma.  

 

The forces which threaten to overwhelm the protagonist of Olive Senior’s “Bright Thursdays” are 

embedded in overlapping spatio/geographical, cultural and personal histories. Born as the result of 

a casual sexual encounter between a black maid and a brown gentleman of means and social 

standing, Laura is groomed by her mother for elevation to the social stature of her father’s world. 

Socialized by her mother to believe that she is better than her restricted country world and her 

peers, the child finds herself shifted into the wealth and privilege of her father’s house where she 

occupies a liminal position hovering between bastard child of the house and informal unpaid child 

helper, whose business it is to dust the family photos, among which her image cannot be 

legitimately represented. 
i
  This script plays out the deeply entrenched historical practices of 

privileged males routinely using enslaved and other labouring women for sexual services; and the 

women in turn using the children of such unions as leverage for personal and/or intergenerational 

upward mobility. In the interest of upward mobility, Laura is shifted from her mother’s house into 

her father’s household and the care of her kindly, patrician grandparents. This paper reads this 

relatively benign scenario as the catalyst of deeply rooted childhood trauma. This brief text stands 

as emblematic of fictional evocations of child shifting specifically triggered by notions that the 

child’s socially desirable phenotype was evidence that she was destined for an exalted social 

position. The golden-skinned Hortense of Andrea Levy’s Small Island (2004) is another case in point.  

 

Childhood Trauma and the Unmaking of Self 

 

Extreme need and vulnerability can make the world a potentially risky place for children. Medical 

Researcher Bruce D Perry, in his study on “Trauma and Terror in Childhood: The Neuropsychiatric 

Impact of Childhood Trauma” indicates that whereas moderate and controlled levels of stress in 

childhood—when balanced by a safe and secure environment and the presence of loving 

caregivers—develops healthy resilience in children and readiness for the stresses of adulthood, 
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severe, prolonged and chronic stress is extremely dangerous for children. Defining stress as “any 

challenge or condition that forces the regulating physiological and neurophysiological systems to 

move outside of their normal activity”, he indicates that “severe, unpredictable, prolonged or 

chronic stress can cause the compensatory mechanism to become” over-activated, fatigued, and 

incapable of restoring the previous state of balance or equilibrium. An event becomes traumatic 

when it “overwhelms the organism and dramatically and negatively reorganizes the basal pattern 

of equilibrium” (1-2). Spencer Eth and Robert S Phynos in “Developmental Perspectives on Psychic 

Trauma in Childhood” examine 40 children—of preschool age, school age, and adolescence—who 

have witnessed the homicide of a parent. They cite the applicability of DSM III criteria of PTSD to 

children who have been physically abused, kidnapped and even bitten by a dog. Eth and Phynos 

conclude that the “symptoms, presentation and content of a post traumatic stress disorder may vary 

according to age” (37). Younger children because of their helplessness and dependence are more 

inclined to dissociative responses such as detachment, numbness and compliance; whereas older 

children are more inclined to hyperarousal responses such as hypervigilance, anxiety, hyper-

reactivity, flight and panic.  

 
Presentation of the symptoms and content of post traumatic stress disorder in children has also 

been shown to vary based on the duration of exposure to the catalyst. A single occurrence of even 

a severely traumatizing event is often forgotten by young children because the brain as it develops 

can dispose of the synaptic connections which are responsible for disturbing memory. In the case 

of multiple recurrences, an increased number of these synapses groove themselves into the brain 

even if they are not accessible as recoverable memory (Perry 2000). Traumas experienced in 

childhood set up a haunting presence which can in turn influence attitudes, world views, 

perceptions, thoughts, sensitivities and actions. Childhood traumas often intrude through some 

form of visualization and through cycles of repetition. They shape trauma-specific fears and 

anxieties, and alter world views and prospects in relation to the future. Traumatic memories even 

when occurring in detail are not reliable. They morph such that an early childhood trauma can 

overlay on fantasies; for example, an operating theatre experience with its stainless steel 

mechanistic paraphernalia can present as a memory of a space ship abduction (Perry 2000). 

 

Theorists have identified two distinct legacies of psychic trauma. Trauma does not only destroy the 

individual’s sense of well-being, trust, safety, self-esteem and purpose. The traumatized self is 

unmade, but so is the victim’s world view.
ii
 According to Karyn Freedman: “These are the twin sides 

of surviving sexual violence: a shattered self and a shattered world view. Whereas the former is a 

statement about ourselves, the latter is a statement about the world and our beliefs about it—the 

cognitive place” (Freedman 107). The traumatized person’s universe becomes hostile and 

indifferent, a terrifying entity in which the boundaries between a nightmarish, waking reality and a 

horrifically real, dreaming reality are blurred. The haunting belatedness of trauma makes nonsense 

of socially accepted boundaries, the spatiotemporal parameters and the security quotient which 

normatively order the world, as reflected in notions of past/present, here/there, threatening/non- 

threatening, waking/dreaming.  

 

The perspectives on childhood trauma summarized above provide an appropriate frame for 

reading the common and relatively benign childhood experience of Senior’s “Bright Thursdays”. 

The third person narrative voice tells of the child’s initial though naive sense of utter safety, security 

and belonging to her village deep in the Cockpit country, enclosed by. towering mountains which 
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represent to the burgeoning child’s consciousness a safe and hospitable womb for the nurturing of 

the nascent self.
iii
  The traumatizing catalysts are triggered, nevertheless, first in her mother’s house 

where, though habituated to and comfortable with its basic cultural practices, she is displaced early 

by difference occasioned by her racialized embodiment. 

 

Fundamental to the psychic homelessness of the child is the ongoing centrality of race as a 

determinant of belonging and upward mobility in Caribbean society. The pain, torture and non-

belonging which Laura experiences is rooted in an historically based trauma of racism as it shapes 

the social practices of the time period of the narrative and as it is imprinted on a sensitive and 

vulnerable child. This feature of identity politics in the Caribbean, though clearly articulated in 

academic and popular culture discourses, remains paramount though heavily masked in the day-to-

day social relations. Race ideology was perpetrated within the colonial value system to secure the 

privilege of the dominant race and their access to a guaranteed pool of labouring bodies 

constructed as destined to occupy menial positions based on racialized embodiment. This 

entrenched ideology fuels the mother’s deep conviction that her daughter’s phenotypical features 

lift her out of the prescribed social location for black women as productive, reproductive and sex 

labourers and destine her for the pampered position enjoyed by “browning”, that is, high brown 

women in the exalted social echelons of her father’s house. For clearly a child with “such long, curly 

hair, with such a straight nose, with such soft skin (too bad it was so dark) was surely destined for a 

life of ease and comfort” (39). Senior’s narrative resonates an ongoing, real-world problematic. 

Notions of race-identified belonging are layered on and often masked as more socially acceptable 

class aspirations. Which mother is not to be commended for seeking to place her child on a 

pathway to mobility which leads her offspring away from her own disadvantageous social 

location? There is a similarly narrow line between isolating the child from her community and 

protecting her from its sexual predators and risky patterns of gender relations which could place 

her on the same slippery pathway traversed by the mother—early pregnancy, single parenting, 

financial insecurity, underdevelopment and back breaking labour to support her brood.
iv
  Racialized 

embodiment with its inherent practices of shaming and its attendant network of systemic inclusions 

and exclusions, when internalized creates an inescapable skin that does not fit—dis-ease. The 

external dis-placement and inability to find a space in which to thrive is a mere projection of the 

internal malaise.  

 

The story sets up the contrastive spatial frameworks. The child, seeking to negotiate a viable and 

nurturing selfhood, is poised between what is acceptable in her father’s house as opposed to in her 

mother’s house: 

 

But even though others kept pushing her, and she tried to ease, to work her way 

into that space too, she sometimes felt that Life had played tricks, and there was 

after all no space for her. For how else could she explain this discomfort, this pain 

it caused her in this her father’s house to confront even the slightest event. Such 

as sitting at table and eating a meal. 

In her mother’s house ….A meal was something as natural as breathing (37 my 

emphases). 

 

Spatial dichotomy between the father’s and the mother’s house is emblematic of the divergent 

worlds the child is expected to negotiate. She is to migrate from the casualness of the country 
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upbringing which is devoid of the extensive range of social prescriptions which grip the Jamaican 

upper strata—legacies of stringent colonial rituals with threats of discipline and judgement hanging 

over one’s head should one lapse at “Table Manners”  which are vital if one is “going to get 

somewhere” (38).  

 

The spatial dichotomy of the mother’s and father’s house with their divergent cultural traditions 

readily collapses at the level of ideals. Although the practices, the social graces and income levels 

may be different, the values of the respective houses are not. Both the mother and the paternal 

grandmother are intent that Laura should become upwardly mobile and they collude to impose a 

series of socializing practices that prove to be yet another traumatizing catalyst for the protagonist. 

Laura is psychically abused, first by her well-meaning mother’s insistence on her difference which 

becomes a basis for isolating her from the commonness of her environment. Subsequently, she is 

abused by her paternal grandmother’s efforts to clothe this difference in the appropriate social 

guise and to change her behaviours in order to ensure her access to a privileged social position.  

 

The task which the child confronts is an ongoing and contradictory (un)making of selves. Both 

caregivers—the mother and grandmother—tacitly agree that the child‘s racial embodiment, which 

variously positions her as privileged to the former and disadvantaged to the latter, establishes a 

platform for social engineering based on their divergent perceptions of her raced body. As the child 

is constrained to assume and strip off multiple modes of being, she experiences an increasing 

cognitive dissonance between her interior experiencing self and her emerging social selves in 

interface with her multiple world. Her natural exuberance and spontaneity are initially stamped out 

by her mother’s assertion that she is different and, hence, she is not to be what her immediate 

social environment would produce. Laura’s early response to the daily onslaught is silencing and 

numbing dissociation, which the mother misreads as even greater evidence of her “natural” 

refinement.  

 

In her father’s house, Laura then faces an even more stringent range of regulatory discourses and 

the requirement to adopt yet another range of dissimulating practices—societal norms, codes and 

injunctions to stage herself as an upwardly mobile, socially situated body which is migrating away 

from lower class habits and mentalities towards the fringe of a social class to which she can never 

fully belong. This requirement laid on the child to interpellate herself into an alternative mode of 

being, by appropriating layers of alienating social accretions, generates deep-rooted anxieties. The 

reality is that performing an upwardly mobile “non-niggery” identity both opens psychic fissures in 

the already damaged self, and moves her further away from a socially located, nurturing world and 

world view which could conceivably generate healing and coherence.  

 

Rendered increasingly incapable of speech by intense shyness and desire for the erasure of her 

unwholesome accent, skin colour and even her presence, Laura herself becomes a mousy, silent, 

haunting ghost in her father’s house. Labelled as Bertram’s stray shot by family members in the 

know, traumatized by her inability to find a place and an acceptable presence, she in turn embodies 

trauma’s belated intrusive ghastly presence which disorients and disturbs the consciousness of 

those around her. To her kindly, old, patrician grandparents, she represents the intrusion of the 

insidious and shaming blackness in the bloodlines which the family has laboured for generations to 

nullify and erase. She represents shadowy lineages of miscegenation which lurk in the background 

of practically every Caribbean family and is particularly problematic for those who self-identify as 
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Euro-Creoles and whose self-valuation and societal standing hinges on an assumed “purity of blood 

lines” garnered through proximity to uplifting white ancestors and distance from denigrating black 

ones. The reader is disallowed access to her father’s consciousness, but one can only assume that 

she haunts the father too, as tangible evidence of his subset of entrenched patterns of 

unquenchable interracial desires, shady acts and shameless parental neglect. Most of all, Laura 

haunts herself as an unwholesome, unwelcome, dark, shaming presence which she would rather 

not have to come to terms with and of which she cannot rid herself.  

 

Laura’s quest then is for a narrative—a story to tell herself about the selves she is becoming. She 

longs to speak her pain and to call forth a language which would facilitate healing. In keeping with 

Eth and Phynos’s finding of children manifesting age-specific responses to trauma, Laura resorts to 

fantasies which alter the outcome of the trauma, which is precisely the response that the 

researchers attribute to school-age children. Fantasy becomes the psychic flight response for young 

children whose physical vulnerability, small size and impotence militate against fight. When her 

father returns to the family home with his American wife, Laura reverts to the fairy tale paradigm 

imbibed from the mother—that tough, resilient, self-reliant woman who paradoxically retains an 

enduring faith in the culturally sanctioned fantasy fiction of rescue, namely, a knight in shining 

armour will turn up and rescue his damsels in distress from the ignominy of poverty, drudgery, low 

self-esteem, and rejection. Above all, the child longs to be recognized by her father: “For all the 

woman’s attentions, it was the man that she wanted to attend her, acknowledge her, love her” 

(52). The quest for a place in the father’s house is supplanted by a quest for a place in the father’s 

heart, which would settle once and for all questions of ancestry, lineage and patriarchal favour and 

protection. In response to the father’s coldness and evasion, she fabricates a romantic plot—an 

elaborate secret plan for a sudden meeting and a melting in love and acceptance, within a perfect 

setting and a perfect moment. The brusque, decisive rejection of the father when he calls her a 

“bloody little bastard” puts a stop to all such fantasies. 

 

Senior’s narrative is linked to yet another narrative of homecoming, welcome, rescue and salvation. 

The network of dominant motifs of “Bright Thursdays” links it to the promise of Jesus the Christ: “In 

my father’s house there are many mansions. I go to prepare a place for you and when I come again 

I will receive you unto myself that where I am there you will be also” (John 14:2). Laura’s longing 

for the father is paralleled to the promise of the divine embrace. If he receives her unto himself, he 

would thereby deliver her and secure her place eternally in this her father’s house. Laura’s 

traumatized state comes to the fore in a mild form of agoraphobia—in this case a fear of open 

spaces which leads to her fear of bright Thursdays. Even prior to the return of the earthly father, 

Laura develops a fear of clouds which rises to fever pitch on bright Thursdays when her customary 

school transport—the bus—groaning under the weight of market vendors regularly breaks down. 

Here, too, the depths of her fear are related to submerged historical violations. A child of the 

Cockpit country, Laura has grown up sheltered, protected, cradled by towering mountains in 

spaces. These are the “mossy coverts dim and cool” which Erna Brodber has numbered among her 

many kumblas—safe and protective environments which nevertheless have the potential to become 

stultifying. It is these mountains that originally sheltered the maroons—aggressive, autonomous, 

communities of runaway slaves. To travel to her father’s house, Laura must leave this nurturing 

womb of space, traverse through the primary site of enforced labour and cultural denigration to a 

house set high on a hill, a fitting location for those who fancy themselves masters of all they survey:  
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They were hemmed in by the mountains on all sides and Laura liked it, because all her life was 

spent in a space that was enclosed and infinite, protecting her from what dangers she did even not 

know....it had begun to travel through the endless canefields, she had begun to feel afraid. For 

suddenly the skies opened up so wide all around her; the sun beat down and there was the endless 

noisy clacking of the train wheels. She felt naked and anxious, as if suddenly exposed and there 

was nowhere to hide” (45).  

 

The fear that creeps into her, for reasons which she cannot access is a visceral response to the 

oppressions which she has never experienced, meted out in that place which she has never seen. 

The fear is stirred by submerged fragments of ancestral memory which latch on to her as she leaves 

the site of resistance in the sheltering Cockpit country and traverses the site of oppression—

canefields watered with the sweat, tears and blood of her ancestors. She takes up residence in a site 

of ascendancy into which she cannot fit and which serves to foreground her liminality straddling 

two worlds, which have both been rendered alien and alienating. Psychically naked on the open 

plain and exposed to the fat cumulous clouds, she fantasizes that God himself is looking upon her 

in judgement while riding on the fat clouds, which she has always associated with the second 

coming of Jesus.  

 

Laura’s traumatized sensibility delivers her into the grip of an emotional response which is 

unrelated both to her cognitive state and to the external reality. The external reality is that she is 

safe. She is accustomed to walking long distances. She feels envious of the freedom and 

camaraderie enjoyed by the children who dawdle and play in the dust as they walk to school daily. 

Indeed, her coping strategies impair the development of social functionality among her peers.  It 

presages long-term ill adjustment. Her irrational fear response is related to the fragile and tenuous 

sense of being in a hostile universe which is frowning in judgement at her dark and shameful 

embodiment. Freedman argues that in dealing with traumatized persons it is not germane to seek 

to persuade them of the irrationality of their response: “It is as though there is a traumatized part of 

our body that stored the experience of the trauma, and when something triggers that part, 

because it is not itself a cognitive place no form of rational persuasion can effectively mitigate it” 

(Freedman 110).  

 

What, then, is the nature of the resolution implied in the final passage of the narrative when the 

father erupts:  

 

“Oh for chrissake. Why don’t you stop fussing so much about the bloody little 

bastard” …..Laura heard no more for after one long moment when her heart 

somersaulted once there was no more time for hearing anything else for her feet 

of their own volition had set off at a run down the road and by the time she got 

to the school gate she had made herself an orphan and there were no more 

clouds (53). 

 

Despite the presence of parents and grandparents, we are told that she has in that run made 

herself an orphan and her fear of the clouds has been resolved. Laura’s dawdling was associated 

with flight and fantasy responses. Her sudden bolt into no more clouds reflects a shift into 

hyperarousal and fight responses. Hyperarousal, devoid of recognizable cognitive stimuli, can 

haunt victims of trauma for decades. On one level, the final line of the narrative does bring 
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resolution. The cognitive dissonance is resolved. Laura no longer believes in or expects to find a 

nurturing, sheltering, protective world and family within which she will be loved into wholeness 

and security. Her cognitive perception is now aligned with her experiential existence. The lack of 

dissonance brings her closer to the truth of her reality but does not in any way relieve her psychic 

distress. Orphaned, she is thrown back on her flimsy, underdeveloped impotence to make her way 

in the world. In fact, it creates another dissonance given the great fortune of her grandparents’ 

patronage which would ensure her upward mobility. Externally, she is an intelligent, well-educated, 

child brimming over with “broughtupcy” which is her passport to higher social echelons. Internally 

she is bruised, broken, rejected, terrorized, fearful and—barring drastic intervention—bound to a 

long future of psychic unease and unbelonging. Before the coming of the father, Laura begins with 

a shattered self, but in the wake of his coming and rejection, she is also burdened with a shattered 

world view. 

 

Senior’s “Bright Thursdays” does a significant service in turning a sustained focus on the impact of 

the absentee father on the making of the nascent female self. This is the flip side of the cultural 

significance of the widely acclaimed and ideologically saturated Caribbean mother women and the 

corresponding imperative of the women writers of the Caribbean to offer a literary genuflection to 

the mammoth works of maternal sacrifice that were necessary to deliver the new nations of the 

Caribbean to where they are today. The required tribute has been reflected in the towering 

representations of Merle Hodge’s Crick Crack Monkey and For the Life of Laetitia as well as Lorna 

Goodison’s I am Becoming my Mother. The conversely terrible mother emerges as a murderer of 

her homosexual son in Patricia Powell’s A Small Gathering of Bones and both the nurturing earth 

mother and the terrible mother manage an uneasy marriage in Kincaid’s fiction.v  Female-authored 

fictions are only now beginning to deal with the impact of the denial of paternity and /or the 

absentee father on the sensibility of the young girl. Stacyann Chin’s The Other Side of Paradise is a 

case in point.  

  

“The Child as Progenitor” has identified “Bright Thursdays” as a trauma narrative in the full 

knowledge that trauma narratives by definition speak to experiential states which cannot be fully 

mediated through discourses. Indeed we search for clues as to where we leave Laura at the end of 

the text—what narrative can she conceivably invent in order to survive? What resource can she 

draw upon in order to construct a coherent mode of being in order to face a now recognizably 

hostile and inimical world.  

 

Of significance to this enquiry into the material and psychic location of children in the Caribbean 

are the following assertions. The child is dependent on family, community and society for projecting 

a valid sense of being in the world. The psychological fitness and well-being of the child pivots on 

the health, balance and well-being of the community from which he/she emerged and in relation 

to which he/she is being socialised. The historical traumas rooted at the inception of modern 

Caribbean society have imparted transgenerational legacies which impact the wholeness and well- 

being of children down to the present time; epistemic violence generated by race, gender and class 

politics as the triangulated locus for fixing the value of the human person has not been adequately 

dismantled. Indeed, these forces remain firmly entrenched in the value systems, hopes and 

aspirations of many families and communities. Race plays a pivotal role in this regard. At the 

cognitive level, the assumption of valuing the human person based on race has been effectively 

exposed for the irrational and foolish fiction that it is; at the psychic level it is so deeply ingrained 
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into the collective psyche that it retains a compelling grip on the social order. Like a collective 

haunting, it lurks, often unnamed, to crop up repeatedly to shatter the self and the world view of 

young persons from generation to generation. Trauma, notwithstanding the tangibility and 

enormity of its external catalyst, assaults and undermines the subjectivity of the child from within. 

This reading demonstrates how the child in the Caribbean can be routinely assaulted by 

ungraspable violations from within, which undermine at a tender age his or her potential to 

construct an internally consistent narrative of self. 
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i
 This complex short narrative finds its echo in a range of Caribbean women’s texts in which 

traumatizing catalysts rooted in racism and the vestiges of a denigrating colonial-values system 

propel the ejection of young girls out of the nurturing womb of their childhood environments into 

spaces in which they simply cannot fit. 

 
ii
 World view is the cognitive location out of which the human person seeks to address 

fundamental life questions: Who am I? Why am I here? What is the purpose for my life? What gives 

me significance? 

 
iii This natal place, the Cockpit country of Jamaica, is characterised by Erna Brodber in Jane and 

Louisa as mossy coverts, dim and cool—one of a multiplicity of womb-like kumblas which variously 

lend protection and nurturance to the young girls, but should they remain in it for too long, it 

suffocates their potential for growth.  

 
iv In Kincaid’s Annie John, this looming threat propels Annie Senior to socialize her daughter into a 

restrictive “young ladyness” and to protect her at all cost from the attention of “wharf rat” boys.  

 
v In “Fashioning Women for Brave New Worlds” I argue:  

 Hodge is representative of the emergent Afrocentric Caribbean female writers of the 1970s, who in 

the battle against erasure and in the response to the imperative of recuperation of so-called 

“reluctant matriarchs” asserted the visibility and vocality of a powerful matrilineage rooted in a 

distinctly Caribbean Afrocentrism rather than Africa. Hodge’s representation of the Caribbean 

mother/woman is fundamentally an idealized, near deified, though often contradictory, external 

portrayal of foremothers—a literary genuflection in tribute to the amazing survival strategies exerted 

by lower strata Afro-Caribbean mothers.…Yet this literary phenomenon is a distinctly New World 

creation, related to the nationalist quest for a Caribbean motherland to honour, within which to 

root and sprout a Caribbean female subjectivity. The excavation/recovery/recuperation/inscription 

of a matrilineage ensures, in turn, the inheritance of a true true name for the literary daughters. 

http://www.feministafrica.org/2level.html. Accessed July 2011. 

 


