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Abstract 

This paper explores the concept of trauma with reference to Carol Shield’s Unless. It 

deals with how trauma affects people, what are its various symptoms, its meaning and its 

treatment. In nutshell it encompasses everything about trauma. In Unless, Norah, the 

protagonist Reta Winters’s daughter suffers from trauma. She watches a Saudi Arabian 

woman being set on fire in front of her eyes. Despite her attempt to save her she just ends up 

with some third degree burns on her wrist and woman dies in front of her eyes. Well this is 

revealed at the end of the novel but in the beginning we see how Norah acts weird by 

resorting to begging on a Toronto street corner, leaving her family and friends behind. Just to 

overcome her guilt she leaves all the comforts of life and tries to live on her own. But 

towards the end of the novel Norah is united with her family and we see her recovering from 

the trauma she had been in. 

     Therefore as the novel unfolds we see Norah suffering from various symptoms of trauma, 

how she lives with that traumatic incident engraved in her mind and then how eventually she 

recovers from this trauma of hers. So this paper explores the various trauma related 

happenings in Norah’s life and how this affects the life of her mother Reta Winters and her 

entire family. 
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Introduction 

TRAUMA, well in simple language trauma means a deeply disturbing experience.  

The traumatic event Norah suffers from  leaves her distressed to the extent that she resorts to 

begging on a Toronto street corner with goodness cardboard sign hanging across her chest. 

Various phrases in this novel show the trauma not only Norah but also her mother-Reta and 

other characters in the novel  go through. In the beginning of the novel Reta says: 

All my life I’ve heard people speak of finding themselves in acute pain, bankrupt in spirit and 

body, but I have never understood what they meant. To lose. To have lost. I believed these 

visitations of darkness lasted only few minutes or hours and that these saddened people, in 
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between bouts, were occupied, as well all were, with the useful monotony of happiness. 

(Shields, Unless 1) 

In these lines we can clearly see that Norah’s mother Reta had no idea of what being 

distressed or losing someone feels like unless she losses her own daughter. We can clearly 

see the pain Reta is feeling over the loss of her daughter. She is herself in a way traumatized. 

All of Reta’s friends advice her to “count her blessings” (Shields, Unless 1), so that she can 

move on in her life. But she believes that a “dramatic loss” (Shields, Unless 1 ) like hers 

cannot be fulfilled in any way. 

As we progress through the novel we see Reta express as to how she feels.  The 

statement written below show the turmoil she is mostly in 

Such feelings come easily to me these days. The string section comes on somewhere 

behind my eyes. There is a sense of buoyancy, as though I’m being carried along on a tidal 

wave of sensation, borne forward. Precious and precarious, a bending, subtle wand of desire 

making itself known. Followed by a tightening of the throat, moistening of eyes. (Shields, 

Unless 46) 

Above statement shows Reta’s emotions as she is in traumatized state of mind. She feels as 

though she is being carried away by a tidal wave or at times feels her throat tightening and 

eyes getting moistened. These things show as to how deeply she feels the loss of her 

daughter. She just cannot make herself to get past it or over it. Every time she thinks about 

the condition Norah might be in she feels these kinds of emotions come gushing through her. 

Reta has been a kind of person who has led a happy life without even a notion of 

tragedy. The statement below show these feelings of Reta: 

Two years ago I inhabited another kind of life in which I scarcely registered my 

notion of heartbreak. Hurt feelings, minor slights, minimal losses, small treacheries, even bad 

reviews-that’s what I thought sadness was made of: tragedy was someone not liking my 

books (Shields, Unless 79) 

In the above statement Reta talks about the fact that her life had no clue as to what tragedy 

was. For her minor losses, hurt feelings or bad reviews was what comprised sadness. 

Something so tragic had never happened in her life before. Now she feels stuck in her own 

life. Further in the lines below Reta talks more about her trauma, “All I wanted was 

everything. Instead I have come to rest on the lake bottom, stuck there in the thick mud, 

squirming, and longing to have my eyes taken away” (Shields, Unless 112) 
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Reta feels like she is resting in the bottom of the lake, trying to get out of the thick 

mud she has got herself into and wanting for her eyes to be taken away. These lines clearly 

show how traumatized Reta must be feeling if she is longing for her eyes to be taken away. 

For a woman who has never been through much of hardship in her life, all this really might 

seem to be a big deal. 

Just the thought of her daughter going away gives Reta Winters a trauma. Imagining 

that her daughter wont be a part of her life anymore makes her wilt. The statement written 

below clearly show this Lost. A part of my consciousness opened like the separation of a 

cloud onto scenes of an abrupt absence. Sunlight fell with a thud on streets that Norah would 

never walk down, the stupid, dumb, dead sun. Her birthdays would go on without her, the 

first of May, ten years from now, or twenty. Somehow she had encountered a surfeit of what 

the world offered, and had taken an overdose she is not going to be able to survive. (Shields, 

Unless 133) 

Suddenly Reta comes to a realization that she would have to go on without her daughter. She 

finds it impossible to imagine a world without Norah. Just the thought of Norah enjoying her 

birthdays without her mother makes Reta numb. Now that Reta had realized as to what the 

world had to offer to her she feels that she wont be able to survive the trauma.  

Promise hostel is the place where Norah resides. Keeping her daughter’s well beings 

and comfort in mind she writes checks to that hotel but with tears in her eyes. 

 At the beginning of every month, now, I sit down at Tom’s desk and write out a cheque 

Promise Hostel in Toronto. I allow myself to weep a few moderate tears while I   fold the 

cheque and place it in an envelope, seal it, and write out the address on Bathrust Street. Still 

weeping as I affix a stamp; still weeping as I walk down the road to mailbox. (Shields, Unless 

191 ). While writing a cheque to the Promise Hostel all Reta does is weeps. She doesn’t know 

what can she do. She is definitely not happy letting her daughter live In that place but even 

the thought of it traumatizes her to the extent that keeps weeping in the process of writing the 

cheque. 

The statement written below that RetaWinters, Norah’s mother, wants her to feel at 

home and forget the trauma that she had been going through 

But its all right, Norah. We know now, Norah. You can put this behind you. You are allowed 

to forget. We’ll remember it for you, a memory of a memory We’ll do this gladly, unless we 

ask questions. (Shields, Unless 315 ) 
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Not only Reta, but also Norah’s entire family wants her to forget about the trauma she has 

been through. They want her to start afresh, putting all this behind her. Even if Norah wants it 

to be a memory; her family would remember it for her but they want to just want her to get 

past this horrifying memory. They know that someday, they would all be able to get past it 

UNLESS they keep asking questions about it. So they just let it be. 

Eventually in the novel Norah is seen recovering from her trauma. The lines below 

show this very vividly from the protagonist’s perspective that is Reta Winters, “ Day by day 

Norah is recovering at home. Awakening atom by atom and shyly planning her way on a 

conjectural map. It is a bliss to see.” (Shields, Unless 320 ) 

The novel has a happy ending as Norah eventually is seen recovering from her 

trauma. Her recovery is slow and steady but visible. It is a blissful thing for her family to see 

her like that especially her mother Reta Winters. 

In this novel an important problem that Norah was facing was coming face to face 

with the reality. She couldn’t accept the fact that she could not help to stop the death of the 

Saudi Arabian woman in front of her eyes. Bessel A Van Der Kolk talks about this fact of 

trauma in his book Traumatic Stress: The Effects of Overwhelming Experience on Mind, 

Body, and Society, “Unlike other forms of psychological disorders, the core issue in trauma 

is reality.”  

In this novel Norah, the daughter of protagonist Reta is going through trauma. The 

DISTRESSING incident that changed her life or put her in a trauma was watching a Saudi 

Arabian woman being set on right fire in front of her own eyes. She tired to save the life of 

that woman but her effort was futile, instead she ended up getting some third degree burns on 

her wrist. This incident left her traumatized to the extent that she started begging on a 

Toronto street corner with a with a sign of goodness hanging on her chest. She left her life, 

her family, friends, everyone and started living this life which made her family feel broken 

and helpless. 

We see that Norah acts self-destructive when she does things like resorting to begging 

on a Toronto street corner. She doesn’t cares about herself but keeps sitting in cold or any 

sort of weather in that corner. She leaves her family, friends, everyone. This is what she does 

to protect herself. To escape from the feeling of feeling threatened. Jon Kabat-Zinn throws 

some light on this in his book Full Catastrophe Living (Revised Edition): Using the Wisdom 

of Your Body and Mind to Face Stress, Pain, and Illness: 
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Feeling threatened can easily lead to feelings of anger and hostility and from there to outright 

aggressive behavior, driven by deep instincts to protect your position and maintain your sense 

of things being under control. When things do feel “under control,” we might feel content for 

a moment. But when they go out of control again, or even seem to be getting out of control, 

our deepest insecurities can erupt. At such times we might even act in ways that are self-

destructive and hurtful to others. And we will feel anything but content and at peace within 

ourselves. 

The various symptoms of trauma include stress, denial or disbelief, withdrawl from others, 

anger, irritability, guilt , shame ,mood swings, confusion and so on. 

In the novel Norah is seen going through almost all these symptoms. She is so 

stressed about the death of that Saudi Arabian woman that she losses weight and starts 

looking weak according to her mother and sisters. WITHDRAWING from others is the 

biggest symptom of trauma seen in Norah. She suddenly one day packs her bags and leaves 

her house, family, friends, boyfriend and everyone else in her life. She starts living alone and 

begging on a Toronto street corner. She is angry and irritated with everyone around her. She 

doesn’t likes her family or for that matter friends visiting her. If they do she use to get angry 

and act irritated, not at all pleased with their visit. Norah feels guilty over not being able to 

save the life of that woman. She blames herself for the death of that woman and eventually 

this guilt drown her to the extent that she resorts to begging. She wants to do anything to save 

herself from this GUILTY FEELING. 

In her book, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence - From Domestic 

Abuse to Political Terror, Judith Lewis Herman says that the biggest symptom of 

psychological trauma is, “The conflict between the will to deny horrible events and the will to 

proclaim them aloud is the central dialectic of psychological trauma.” In the novel Unless 

Norah is seen denying the fact that she is any kind of trauma. She refuses to face the reality. 

It was in this denial only that she resorts to begging on a Toronto street corner. It was only at 

the end of the novel that Norah finds the courage to tell about the horrific event that led her to 

a trauma to her mother otherwise she did not have the courage to proclaim it out loud. 

The treatment that works out for Norah to get out the trauma that she has been in was 

just talking it all out with her mother. Though she is not fully recovered even at the end of the 

novel but we see her taking baby steps towards her recovery. She at least comes back home 

and starts talking a little to her family. She is not going to attend college for some time but 

her mother hopes that eventually slowly after her complete recover she will. The novel ends 
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with her mother and family hoping for her to recover completely from this trauma some day 

and live a completely normal life. 

Though Norah was recovering from a trauma still her behavior showed  that she was 

still scared  about witnessing  something like that again. Watching a woman being set on fire 

changed her entire life. She went into a trauma, she had hard time coming out of. Judith 

Lewis Herman has talked about it in her book, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of 

Violence - From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror, “After a traumatic experience, the 

human system of self-preservation seems to go onto permanent alert, as if the danger might 

return at any moment.” 

 In this novel we see Norah recovering from her trauma towards the end of the novel. 

Talking out about the event to her mother helps her a lot in the process. In the premises of her 

home she feels safe like nothing can harm her any more. Like she wont have to witness 

anything so heartbreaking anymore. A group of psychologists namely Micheala Medelsohn, 

Judith Lewis Herman, Emily Schatzow, Melissa coco, DiyaKallivayalil, Jocelyn Lewitan talk 

about this concept in their book trauma recovery group : a guide for practitioners. 

Only when safety is established can recovery move to the next stage where the focus is on 

rememberance, integration and mourning. The healing work of this stage involves careful in 

depth exploration of the traumatic experience with the goal of intergrating memory, effect 

and cognition rather than simple facilitating catharsis. 

The treatment that works for Norah is exposure therapy in which she is made to 

remember the event that led to her trauma by her mother. While narrating it to her mother she 

recalls it all over again. In this therapy stress is laid on remembering the traumatic event 

rather than trying to forget it. The book trauma recovery group : a guide for practitioners by 

MichealaMedelsohn, Judith Lewis Herman, Emily Schatzow, Melissa coco, DiyaKallivayalil, 

Jocelyn Lewitan  has mentioned this therapy as an important treatment “Three commonly 

utilized approaches for treatment  are exposure therapy, anxiety management training and 

cognitive therapy. “ 
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