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Abstract

This study provides a psychoanalytic exploration of trauma in Celeste Ng's Little Fires Everywhere, employing
psychoanalytic theory to interpret the characters' psychological experiences and the broader thematic implications
of the novel. Utilizing foundational concepts from Freud’s theories of repression and defense mechanisms (Freud,
1920), as well as Klein’s object relations theory (Klein, 1932) and Lacan’s notion of the mirror stage (Lacan, 1977),
the research delves into how trauma is portrayed through the characters’ behaviors and interactions. The analysis
reveals that the characters’ psychological distress is deeply intertwined with familial relationships and societal
expectations. The study finds that Elena Richardson’s controlling behavior and adherence to societal norms are
manifestations of her repressed anxieties and unresolved guilt. Her perfectionism and critical stance towards others
reflect deeper psychological conflicts rooted in past traumas. Conversely, Mia Warren’s art is interpreted as a form
of sublimation, redirecting repressed grief into creative expression, which aligns with Freud’s (1920) theory. Mia’s
reluctance to forge close relationships and her secretive nature are seen as mechanisms for managing her trauma,
illustrating the influence of early relational dynamics on psychological coping strategies. Furthermore, the research
highlights how the socio-economic divide between the Richardson and Warren families exacerbates psychological
distress, underscoring the interplay between personal trauma and broader social structures. The findings emphasize
that trauma in Little Fires Everywhere is not merely an individual experience but is also shaped by familial and
societal contexts. By integrating psychoanalytic concepts with literary analysis, this study contributes to a deeper
understanding of trauma representation in contemporary literature and offers insights relevant for both literary
scholarship and psychoanalytic practice.

KEYWOI’dS: Celeste Ng, Defense Mechanisms, Little Fires Everywhere, Mirror Stage, Psychoanalytic Theory,
Psychological Distress, Repression Trauma
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A Psychoanalytic Exploration of Trauma in Celeste Ng's “Little Fires Everywhere”

l. Introduction

Celeste Ng's Little Fires Everywhere is set in the meticulously planned suburban
community of Shaker Heights, Ohio. This community prides itself on its progressive
values and perfect appearance, yet beneath this surface lies a world of hidden tensions
and unspoken traumas. Ng's narrative juxtaposes the seemingly perfect lives of the
Richardson family with the transient, mysterious existence of Mia Warren and her
daughter; Pearl. The novel explores deep-seated issues of identity, race, class, and the
inherent conflicts that arise from these divisions.

The Richardson family epitomizes the success and stability valued by their
community. However, as the story unfolds, it becomes clear that each family member
harbors their own hidden struggles and traumas. Elena Richardson, the matriarch, clings
to a rigid sense of control and perfection, masking her underlying anxieties and
unresolved guilt. Her children, each dealing with their own challenges, reflect the
pressures of living up to their mother’s expectations and the societal norms of their
community.

In contrast, Mia Warren represents the antithesis of Shaker Heights’ conformity.
As an artist with a complex past, Mia embraces a life of impermanence and defiance
against societal expectations. Her daughter, Pearl, yearns for stability and acceptance,
caught between her mother’s unconventional lifestyle and the allure of the Richardson’s
seemingly perfect world. Thus, Celeste Ng's Little Fires Everywhere is a novel that
intricately weaves together the lives of two families in Shaker Heights, Ohio, revealing the
underlying tensions and secrets that shape their interactions. At its core, the novel
explores themes of identity, belonging, and the hidden traumas that influence the
characters' actions and decisions. The setting of Shaker Heights, with its veneer of
perfection and order; serves as a backdrop against which the characters' struggles with
personal and familial trauma unfold.

Thus, the purpose of this study is to delve into the portrayal of trauma in Little
Fires Everywhere, using psychoanalytic theory as a theoretical lens to interpret the
characters’ experiences. By examining the psychological depth of Ng's characters, this
research aims to uncover the underlying traumas that drive their actions and shape their
relationships. This study analyzes how Ng uses the dynamics between the Richardson
and Warren families to explore broader themes of identity, repression, and the impact
of unresolved trauma.

1.1 Significance of the Study

This research contributes to the broader discourse on trauma by applying
psychoanalytic theory to a modern text. It enhances the understanding of how trauma
is represented in literature and the implications for readers and scholars interested in
psychological and familial dynamics.The findings of this study have the potential to inform
both literary scholarship and clinical practice, offering new perspectives on the ways in
which contemporary fiction reflects and addresses psychological trauma.
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1.2 Statement of the Problem

While trauma has been extensively explored in historical and clinical settings,
there is a significant research gap in understanding its nuanced portrayal in contemporary
literature. Celeste Ng's Little Fires Everywhere intricately weaves trauma into its
narrative, yet there is limited scholarly analysis of how psychoanalytic theory can
illuminate the psychological depth and complexities of Ng's characters.This gap hinders
a comprehensive understanding of how trauma impacts individual behavior and
interpersonal relationships within the novel. If this issue is not addressed, several
consequences may arise. Firstly, the lack of exploration into trauma representation could
perpetuate misconceptions and stigmas associated with trauma and mental health issues,
impeding societal recognition and support for trauma survivors.Additionally, the intricate
ways trauma influences family dynamics and relationships might remain underexplored,
potentially leading to missed opportunities for understanding and addressing the
emotional and psychological complexities within familial interactions. Furthermore,
without a thorough psychoanalytic examination, the development of effective
therapeutic approaches and interventions for trauma survivors could be constrained, as
valuable insights from literature may be overlooked. Addressing this research gap is
crucial for gaining a more profound comprehension of trauma’s role in contemporary
fiction and its broader implications for society, family relations, and the well-being of
trauma survivors.

1.3 Research Objectives
|.  To analyze how Celeste Ng's portrayal of trauma reflects psychoanalytic
theories.
2. To examine the impact of family relationships on the characters’
psychological trauma.

1.4 Research Questions
. How does Celeste Ng depict trauma in Little Fires Everywhere through
her characters and narrative?
2. What role does family dynamics play in the manifestation and resolution
of trauma in the novel?

2. Literature Review

Literature offers a rich tapestry of trauma representations, spanning historical,
postcolonial, contemporary, and speculative genres. By examining these diverse
portrayals, scholars gain a deeper understanding of how trauma influences characters’
psyches, behaviors, and identities, as well as its broader implications for society.

2.1 Trauma in Literature

Trauma has long been a central theme in literary exploration, providing profound
insights into the human condition and the various ways individuals cope with extreme
distress. Traditionally, literature has depicted trauma through the lens of historical events
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such as wars, genocides, and natural disasters, examining how these experiences leave
indelible marks on individuals and communities. Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried
(1990) vividly portrays the psychological scars of the Vietham War, focusing on the
soldiers’ struggles with their memories and guilt. This portrayal not only highlights the
personal trauma experienced by the soldiers but also emphasizes the broader impact of
war on collective memory and identity.

In postcolonial literature, authors such as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and Salman
Rushdie explore how historical injustices and colonial oppression create lasting
psychological and social wounds. Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) delves into the
Nigerian Civil War, revealing how trauma impacts personal identities and familial
relationships. Similarly, Rushdie’s Midnight's Children (1981) captures the tumultuous
period of India’s independence, depicting the collective trauma of a nation through the
fragmented experiences of its characters.These works illustrate how trauma can shape
both individual and collective identities in postcolonial contexts.

Contemporary literature also engages with trauma, often focusing on personal
and domestic spheres rather than grand historical events. For example, in The Lovely
Bones (2002) by Alice Sebold, the trauma of a young girl's murder and her family's
subsequent grief are central to the narrative.The novel explores the pervasive impact of
trauma on both the victim and the surviving family members, shedding light on the long-
term psychological effects of violent crime.

Additionally, contemporary feminist literature frequently addresses trauma
through the lens of gender and identity. In The Bell Jar (1963) by Sylvia Plath, the
protagonist’s struggle with mental illness and societal expectations highlights the
intersection of trauma, gender; and self-perception. Similarly, in Beloved (1987) by Toni
Morrison, the haunting experiences of slavery and its aftermath are explored through
the character of Sethe, whose traumatic past shapes her present reality.

Recent studies have expanded the scope of trauma literature to include diverse
perspectives and contexts. For instance, The Underground Railroad (2016) by Colson
Whitehead reimagines the historical trauma of slavery through a speculative lens,
exploring how the legacy of enslavement affects individuals and their quest for freedom.
Similarly, The Overstory (2018) by Richard Powers addresses environmental trauma and
its impact on human lives, illustrating how ecological destruction intertwines with
personal and collective experiences of grief and loss.

Previous studies on trauma in literature have often focused on historical events
such as wars, genocides, and natural disasters, examining how these events impact
characters’ psyches and behaviors. For instance, trauma in Holocaust literature, highlights
the enduring psychological scars left by such catastrophic events. Similarly, the
representation of trauma in postcolonial literature, reveals how historical injustices shape
characters’ identities and experiences.
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2.2 Psychoanalytic Theory

Psychoanalytic theory, with its focus on the unconscious mind and mechanisms
of defense, provides a rich framework for understanding trauma. Freud’s (1920) concept
of repression suggests that traumatic memories are often banished from conscious
awareness but continue to influence behavior and emotions. According to Freud, these
repressed memories are kept out of conscious awareness to protect the individual from
psychological distress, yet they can manifest in various ways, affecting behavior and
emotional responses.

Later psychoanalysts expanded on Freud’s theories, notably Melanie Klein (1932),
who introduced the concept of object relations. Klein’s theory emphasizes the impact
of early relationships on psychological development and responses to trauma.She argued
that internalized representations of early interactions with primary caregivers
significantly shape how individuals process and react to traumatic experiences
throughout their lives. Klein’s work highlights the importance of these early relationships
in understanding the development of psychological distress and trauma responses.

Jacques Lacan (1977) further developed psychoanalytic theory with his notion of
the mirror stage and the formation of the self. Lacan’s theory posits that the recognition
of one’s image in the mirror is a crucial moment in the development of self-identity. This
process of self-recognition involves a profound realization of one’s separation from
others, which Lacan (1977) argued is a fundamental aspect of human development.This
concept is particularly relevant for analyzing characters like Pearl in Celeste Ng's Little
Fires Everywhere (2017), who struggles with her sense of identity and belonging within
a fragmented family structure. Lacan’s ideas provide valuable insights into how trauma
and identity formation are interlinked, offering a deeper understanding of the
psychological complexities faced by characters in contemporary literature.

By applying these psychoanalytic concepts, scholars can gain a nuanced
perspective on how trauma impacts individuals and shapes their psychological and
emotional experiences. This theoretical framework helps in exploring the deeper
psychological dynamics at play in literary characters and narratives.

2.3 Contemporary Trauma Studies

Recent scholarship has increasingly focused on the representation of trauma in
contemporary literature, examining how modern novels utilize narrative techniques to
convey the fragmented and disruptive nature of traumatic experiences. For instance, in
her study of trauma in contemporary American fiction, Raitt (2015) highlights how
authors like Toni Morrison and Jonathan Safran Foer employ disjointed narratives and
multiple perspectives to illustrate the psychological impact of trauma. Morrison’s Beloved
(1987) and Foer’s Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005) both exemplify how
fragmented storytelling can mirror the disorienting effects of trauma on the individual
psyche.
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Despite this growing body of work, there remains a need for more focused
studies on specific contemporary texts to understand how they reflect and contribute
to ongoing discussions about trauma. Ng’s Little Fires Everywhere (2017) offers a rich
case for such an analysis. This study aims to fill this gap by providing a detailed
psychoanalytic examination of Ng's novel, exploring how the characters’ traumas are
depicted and how they navigate their psychological and emotional landscapes. By applying
psychoanalytic concepts to Ng's work, this research seeks to deepen the understanding
of trauma representation in contemporary literature and its implications for character
development and narrative structure.

2.4 Rationale

Understanding trauma through a psychoanalytic lens offers valuable insights into
characters' psychological landscapes and the thematic depth of novels. Psychoanalytic
theory, with its focus on the unconscious mind and defense mechanisms (Freud, 1920),
provides a framework for exploring how traumatic experiences influence behavior and
emotions. This approach is particularly significant for both literary analysis and
psychoanalytic practice, as it enables a nuanced perspective on trauma’s depiction in
contemporary literature.

For instance, Freud’s (1920) concept of repression and Lacan’s (1977) ideas on
self-identity and the mirror stage offer critical insights into how trauma shapes
characters’ identities and relationships. By applying these theoretical concepts, scholars
can uncover the ways in which trauma impacts narrative structure and character
development, providing a deeper understanding of the psychological dimensions within
literary works.

This study is significant for its contribution to broader discussions about mental
health and emotional well-being in society. By examining how trauma affects characters
in Little Fires Everywhere (Ng, 2017), the research not only enhances literary analysis
but also informs psychoanalytic practice and societal conversations about mental health.
Understanding the portrayal of trauma in contemporary literature can lead to more
empathetic and informed discussions about the psychological challenges faced by
individuals, ultimately contributing to improved support and interventions for those
affected by trauma.

Understanding trauma through a psychoanalytic lens provides deep insights into
characters’ psychological landscapes and thematic elements in contemporary literature.
This approach enhances literary analysis and contributes to broader discussions on
mental health, offering a nuanced perspective on how trauma shapes identities and
relationships in novels like Little Fires Everywhere (Ng, 2017).

3.Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research approach, utilizing psychoanalytic theory
to analyze the portrayal of trauma in Little Fires Everywhere. Qualitative research is
particularly suited for this type of literary analysis as it allows for an in-depth exploration
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of characters, themes, and narrative structures. The approach is interpretative, focusing
on understanding the subjective experiences and psychological complexities of the
characters as depicted in the text. Qualitative research in literary studies emphasizes the
importance of context, meaning, and interpretation, which are crucial for analyzing the
nuanced portrayal of trauma in Ng's novel. The analysis focuses on character
development, narrative structure,and thematic elements related to trauma.The research
involves a close reading of the novel, identifying and interpreting passages that highlight
psychological distress and family dynamics.

3.1 Theoretical Framework

Psychoanalytic theory, particularly concepts introduced by Freud (1920) and later
developed by psychoanalysts such as Melanie Klein (1932) and Jacques Lacan (1977),
serves as the foundation for this analysis. Freud’s (1920) theory of repression is central
to understanding how traumatic memories are often pushed out of conscious awareness
yet continue to influence behavior and emotions unconsciously. According to Freud,
repressed memories can manifest in various ways, affecting an individual’s actions and
emotional responses despite being hidden from conscious thought.

Building on Freud’s ideas, Klein (1932) introduced object relations theory, which
highlights the significance of early relationships in shaping an individual’s psychological
development and responses to trauma. Klein’s work underscores how the internalized
representations of early interactions with primary caregivers influence how individuals
process and react to trauma throughout their lives. This perspective is crucial for
analyzing the psychological dynamics of characters who have experienced trauma in Ng's
Little Fires Everywhere (2017).

Lacan (1977) further expanded psychoanalytic theory with his concept of the
mirror stage, which describes the developmental moment when an individual first
recognizes their own image in a mirror. This recognition is integral to the formation of
self-identity. Lacan’s (1977) ideas provide valuable insights into how trauma disrupts
identity formation and contributes to characters’ struggles with self-coherence and
interpersonal relationships. By applying these psychoanalytic concepts, the analysis aims
to explore how Ng's characters navigate their psychological and emotional landscapes
shaped by trauma.

In applying these psychoanalytic concepts to Little Fires Everywhere, this study
examines how the characters' repressed traumas and unresolved conflicts shape their
interactions and behaviors. By analyzing key passages and scenes, the research uncovers
the psychological underpinnings of the characters' actions and the ways in which their
traumas manifest in their relationships.

3.2 Data Collection
The primary data for this study comprises the text of Little Fires Everywhere by
Celeste Ng (2017).To investigate the portrayal of trauma and the dynamics of character
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relationships, specific passages are selected for detailed analysis. This selection involves a
meticulous close reading of the novel to identify key scenes and dialogues that vividly
illustrate the psychological and emotional experiences of the characters.The focus is on
passages that expose the characters' encounters with trauma and the subsequent effects
on their behavior and interactions. Key scenes include Elena's confrontations with Mia,
Lexie's decision-making process regarding her pregnancy, and Pearl's interactions with
the Richardson children. These selected passages are then analyzed through the lens of
psychoanalytic theory, paying particular attention to key concepts such as repression,
defense mechanisms, and the unconscious mind, as originally formulated by Freud (1920)
and expanded by later theorists like Klein (1932) and Lacan (1977).

In addition to the primary text, secondary data includes scholarly articles and
books on psychoanalytic theory and trauma in literature, such as those by Cathy Caruth
and Dori Laub, offer insights into the mechanisms of trauma and memory.These sources
provide the theoretical framework necessary for the analysis and help contextualize the
findings within the broader field of trauma studies.The secondary literature supports the
interpretations of the novel by offering established theoretical perspectives and previous
research findings. By integrating these secondary sources, the study situates its analysis
within the existing scholarly discourse, enhancing the depth and rigor of the examination
of trauma in Ng's work.

4. Data Analysis & Findings

The data analysis involves a thorough examination of selected passages from Little
Fires Everywhere (Ng, 2017), applying psychoanalytic concepts to interpret the
characters' psychological experiences. This process begins with identifying instances of
repression, a key concept in Freud's (1920) psychoanalytic theory, where traumatic
memories are pushed out of conscious awareness but continue to affect behavior and
emotions unconsciously. By analyzing how these repressed memories manifest in the
characters' actions and emotional responses, the study aims to uncover the underlying
psychological dynamics at play.

The analysis also focuses on the characters' defense mechanisms, another
significant aspect of psychoanalytic theory. Freud (1920) and subsequent theorists, such
as Anna Freud (1936), have detailed various defense mechanisms, including denial,
projection, and displacement, which individuals use to protect themselves from
distressing emotions and memories. By examining how these mechanisms operate
within the novel, the study explores how characters cope with and manage their trauma,
revealing the ways in which these defenses shape their interactions and psychological
states.

Furthermore, the influence of family dynamics is considered, drawing on Klein's
(1932) object relations theory, which emphasizes the impact of early relationships on
psychological development and responses to trauma. The analysis explores how the
relationships between characters in Ng's novel contribute to their psychological states
and the ways in which familial interactions either exacerbate or alleviate their trauma.
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This aspect of the analysis provides insight into how family dynamics influence the
characters' emotional and psychological landscapes.

Additionally, the broader narrative structure and themes of the novel are
examined to understand how trauma is depicted within the story and how it influences
the characters' development and interactions. This includes analyzing how the novel’s
structure, such as its use of multiple perspectives and non-linear storytelling, mirrors the
fragmented nature of traumatic experiences and their impact on the characters’ lives.

Overall, the data analysis integrates these psychoanalytic concepts with a detailed
examination of the text, aiming to provide a comprehensive interpretation of how
trauma is represented and its effects on the characters in Little Fires Everywhere.

Data analysis provides the following findings.

4. Trauma Representation

Ng's characters exhibit various forms of trauma, including repressed memories
and emotional disturbances. For example, the character of Elena Richardson experiences
a profound sense of loss and guilt, which manifests in her controlling behavior and
strained relationships. Elena's obsession with maintaining order and perfection in her
family and community can be seen as a defense mechanism, a way of coping with the
unresolved traumas of her past.

In Little Fires Everywhere (Ng,2017),the representation of trauma is multifaceted,
with characters exhibiting various forms of psychological disturbance, including
repressed memories and emotional disturbances. Elena Richardson, for example,
embodies a profound sense of loss and guilt, which significantly impacts her behavior and
relationships. Her controlling behavior and stringent standards for perfection can be
interpreted through the lens of Freud’s (1920) theory of repression, where unresolved
traumas are pushed out of conscious awareness but continue to influence actions and
emotions. Elena's obsession with maintaining order in her family and community
functions as a defense mechanism, an attempt to control her environment in response
to her own internal anxieties and unresolved issues. Her rigid adherence to societal
norms and harsh judgments of those who deviate from them reveal an underlying fear
of losing control and confronting her vulnerabilities.

Similarly, MiaVWarren's character is shaped by past traumas that profoundly affect
her current actions and relationships. Mia’s choice to keep her past a secret and her
reluctance to form close bonds can be understood through psychoanalytic concepts
related to trauma and defense mechanisms. Her trauma, specifically the loss of her child,
leads to a form of emotional isolation and a guarded approach to intimacy.According to
Klein’s (1932) object relations theory, such secrecy and emotional distance can be seen
as a protective measure against the pain of unresolved grief. Mia’s art becomes a crucial
outlet for expressing her repressed emotions and coping with her loss, aligning with the
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idea that artistic creation can serve as a therapeutic process and a means of reclaiming
one’s identity.

Pearl Warren’s experiences also illustrate the impact of trauma on identity
formation. Living with her mother’s secrets and enduring the instability of a transient
lifestyle contribute to Pearl's search for identity and belonging. The trauma of her
mother’s unresolved issues and the impact of their unstable living conditions are
reflected in Pearl’s interactions with the Richardson family and her relationship with Trip
Richardson. Pearl’s yearning for stability and acceptance highlights how her trauma is
intricately linked to her sense of self and her desire for a more secure and accepted
identity. Her realization that her own identity is deeply entwined with her mother’s past
further compounds her psychological distress, illustrating the complex interplay between
personal and familial trauma.

Thus, Ng’s portrayal of these characters provides a nuanced exploration of how
trauma manifests and influences behavior; relationships, and identity. By applying
psychoanalytic concepts to the analysis of these characters, the study illuminates the
ways in which trauma shapes their experiences and interactions within the narrative.

4.2 Psychoanalytic Interpretation

The novel’s depiction of trauma aligns with psychoanalytic theories of repression
and the unconscious mind. Characters such as MiaWarren and her daughter Pearl reveal
the impact of unresolved trauma on their behaviors and relationships. Mia's decision to
keep her past a secret and her reluctance to form close relationships can be understood
as a response to the trauma of losing her child. Pearl's search for identity and belonging
is also influenced by her mother's unresolved traumas and the secrets that define their
lives.

The depiction of trauma in Little Fires Everywhere (Ng, 2017) aligns closely with
psychoanalytic theories, particularly those related to repression and the unconscious
mind. Freud’s (1920) theory of repression and his exploration of the unconscious provide
a framework for understanding how trauma affects the characters’ behaviors and
relationships. In the novel, characters such as Mia and Elena exemplify the impact of
unresolved trauma through their actions and interactions.

Mia Warren’s art, for example, can be interpreted through the lens of Freud’s
(1920) concept of sublimation. Sublimation refers to the process by which repressed
emotions or desires are redirected into socially acceptable and creative activities. Mia's
art serves as a means of channeling her repressed grief and unresolved emotions into
creative expression, thereby providing a therapeutic outlet for her trauma. This alignment
with Freud’s theory highlights how Mia uses art not only as a form of self-expression but
also as a coping mechanism to manage her internal distress.

In contrast, Elena Richardson’s controlling nature and rigid adherence to societal
norms can be understood as manifestations of her repressed anxieties and unresolved
guilt. Freud (1920) suggests that repressed feelings often resurface in the form of various
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defense mechanisms, and Elena’s obsessive need for control and her harsh judgment of
others reflect her internal conflicts and fears. Her interactions with Mia, particularly her
critical stance towards Mia’s unconventional lifestyle, reveal how Elena’s unresolved issues
with her own past and her repressed anxieties drive her judgmental behavior. This
tension between Elena and Mia highlights how different coping mechanisms for trauma
can clash, creating additional psychological distress and exacerbating the characters'
struggles.

The dynamic between Elena and Mia serves as a focal point for examining how
divergent approaches to coping with trauma can lead to conflict and further
psychological turmoil. Elena’s need for order and control contrasts sharply with Mia’s
more fluid and expressive approach to dealing with her trauma, illustrating the
complexities of how individuals manage their unresolved issues.The novel’s exploration
of these contrasting coping mechanisms underscores the broader implications of
psychoanalytic theory in understanding the interplay between trauma, behavior; and
interpersonal relationships.

Thus, by applying psychoanalytic concepts to the analysis of these characters, the
study provides a deeper understanding of how trauma shapes their experiences and
interactions, offering insights into the ways in which repressed emotions and
unconscious conflicts manifest in their lives.

4.3 Family Dynamics

The Richardson family’s dynamics are central to understanding the trauma
depicted in the novel. The novel illustrates how familial expectations and conflicts
contribute to the characters’ psychological distress, particularly through the lens of
intergenerational trauma and familial repression. For instance, Lexie Richardson's
struggles with her identity and her relationships are influenced by her mother's
perfectionism and the unspoken traumas within the family. The tensions between the
Richardsons and the Warrens also highlight the broader social and cultural factors that
shape their experiences of trauma.

The dynamics within the Richardson family are crucial for understanding the
portrayal of trauma in Little Fires Everywhere (Ng, 2017).The novel demonstrates how
familial expectations and conflicts contribute significantly to the characters’ psychological
distress, particularly through the concepts of intergenerational trauma and familial
repression. Intergenerational trauma refers to the transmission of trauma effects from
one generation to the next, often manifesting in behavioral and emotional patterns

(Volkan, 2004).

For example, Lexie Richardson’s struggles with her identity and relationships are
deeply influenced by her mother Elena’s perfectionism and the underlying, unspoken
traumas within the family. Elena’s (1920) perfectionistic tendencies and high expectations
reflect her own unresolved issues and repressed anxieties, which are passed down to
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Lexie. Freud’s (1920) theory of repression and defense mechanisms is evident in how
Elena’s unspoken traumas shape her parenting style and, consequently, Lexie’s emotional
experiences. Lexie’s decision to have an abortion and her subsequent emotional turmoil
are indicative of the intense pressures and societal expectations imposed on her by her
family. Her internal conflict and distress highlight the impact of these familial pressures,
demonstrating how the psychological burdens of one generation can affect the next.

The tensions between the Richardsons and the Warrens further illustrate
broader social and cultural conflicts. The socioeconomic divide between the privileged
Richardson family and the more precarious existence of Mia and Pearl Warren
accentuates the characters’ traumas and psychological distress. According to Bourdieu
(1984), social and economic inequalities perpetuate psychological distress by reinforcing
societal hierarchies and contributing to feelings of inadequacy and exclusion.The novel’s
portrayal of this divide underscores how societal structures and expectations can
exacerbate psychological issues, reflecting the broader implications of social and
economic disparities on individual and familial trauma.

The contrasting positions of the two families also highlight how social status and
economic stability influence individuals’ experiences of trauma.The Richardsons’ relative
affluence and social status create a backdrop of privilege and control, while the Warrens’
instability and lower socioeconomic position contribute to their experiences of
marginalization and struggle.This contrast serves to amplify the psychological impacts of
trauma and underscores the ways in which societal and familial structures perpetuate
and exacerbate psychological distress.

By examining these family dynamics and socio-economic contrasts, the study thus,
reveals how both intergenerational trauma and societal structures play a critical role in
shaping characters' psychological experiences and interactions. This analysis enhances
the understanding of how familial and social contexts contribute to the complexities of
trauma representation in Ng's novel.

4.4 Discussion

Celeste Ng's Little Fires Everywhere intricately portrays trauma through its
multifaceted characters and their interactions, offering a profound exploration of
psychological distress via a psychoanalytic lens.The application of Freud's (1920) theories
of repression and defense mechanisms provides a valuable framework for understanding
how trauma affects characters’ behaviors and relationships. Elena Richardson’s obsessive
control and stringent adherence to societal norms can be seen as manifestations of her
repressed anxieties and unresolved guilt. Her critical stance toward Mia Warren and her
perfectionistic tendencies are indicative of deeper psychological conflicts and a defense
mechanism against confronting her vulnerabilities. This aligns with Freud's (1920) concept
of how repressed emotions can resurface in various forms, impacting behavior and
interpersonal dynamics.
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Similarly, Mia Warren’s artistic expression can be interpreted through the lens of
sublimation, a concept introduced by Freud (1920). Mia’s art serves as a therapeutic
outlet for her repressed grief and unresolved trauma, illustrating how creative activities
can redirect emotional energy into productive channels. This perspective is supported
by Klein’s (1932) object relations theory, which emphasizes the role of early relationships
in shaping psychological responses and coping mechanisms. Mia’s reluctance to form
close relationships and her decision to keep her past a secret reflect her attempts to
manage her trauma through the lens of repressed memories and emotional barriers.

The family dynamics within the Richardson household further illuminate the
complexities of trauma, highlighting the effects of intergenerational trauma and familial
repression. Elena's perfectionism and the high expectations she imposes on her children,
such as Lexie, create a backdrop of psychological strain. Lexie's emotional turmoil and
decision to undergo an abortion underscore the pressures exerted by familial and
societal expectations, demonstrating how unresolved traumas and rigid family roles can
impact individual psychological health. This dynamic is compounded by the socio-
economic divide between the Richardsons and the Warrens, which exacerbates the
characters’ psychological distress and highlights the influence of social and economic
factors on trauma (Bourdieu, 1984).

The novel's exploration of trauma through these characters and their interactions
underscores the interplay between personal and social dimensions of psychological
distress. The contrast between the Richardsons’ privileged status and the Warrens’
precarious existence amplifies the impact of trauma, revealing how societal structures
and expectations perpetuate psychological challenges. By integrating psychoanalytic
concepts with literary analysis, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of how
trauma is depicted and experienced in contemporary literature, offering insights that are
relevant for both literary scholarship and clinical practice. The nuanced portrayal of
trauma in Ng's novel emphasizes the importance of considering both individual
experiences and broader societal contexts in addressing psychological distress and
promoting mental well-being.

5. Conclusion

This study illuminates the intricate portrayal of trauma in Celeste Ng’s Little Fires
Everywhere (2017), demonstrating how psychoanalytic theory deepens the
understanding of the novel’s psychological complexities. By applying foundational
psychoanalytic concepts such as repression (Freud, 1920), sublimation (Freud, 1920),and
object relations theory (Klein, 1932), the research uncovers the profound ways in which
trauma shapes the characters’ behaviors, relationships, and identities.

The findings underscore the pivotal role of family dynamics in shaping individual
experiences of trauma. The intergenerational transmission of trauma and the impact of
familial repression are central to understanding the characters’ psychological states and
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interactions. For instance, Elena Richardson’s perfectionism and Lexie’s emotional
turmoil reflect broader patterns of family influence and unresolved psychological
conflicts. Similarly, the socio-economic divide between the Richardson and Warren
families amplifies the psychological distress experienced by both families, highlighting the
intersection of personal and social dimensions of trauma (Bourdieu, 1984).

This research contributes significantly to both literary and psychoanalytic
scholarship by integrating psychoanalytic theory with contemporary literature. It
enhances ongoing discussions about trauma and mental health by demonstrating how
fiction can reflect and address these issues. The novel's exploration of trauma offers a
nuanced perspective on the complexities of psychological distress, emphasizing that
trauma is not merely an individual experience but also a social and cultural phenomenon.

Thus, this study highlights the intricate portrayal of trauma in Celeste Ng's Little
Fires Everywhere, demonstrating how psychoanalytic theory enhances the
understanding of the novel's psychological depth. The findings underscore the
importance of family dynamics in shaping trauma and offer valuable insights for both
literary and psychoanalytic scholarship. By applying psychoanalytic concepts to
contemporary literature, this research contributes to ongoing discussions about trauma,
mental health,and the ways in which fiction reflects and addresses psychological distress.
6. Suggestions for Future Research

The implications for literary analysis and clinical practice are profound.The study
highlights the necessity of a holistic approach to understanding trauma, one that
considers both personal experiences and broader societal influences. This
comprehensive perspective is crucial for developing effective strategies for addressing
trauma in both literary and therapeutic contexts. By revealing how trauma is intricately
woven into the fabric of familial relationships and societal expectations, Ng's novel
provides valuable insights into the multifaceted nature of psychological distress and
underscores the need for an integrated approach to understanding and treating trauma.
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