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Title: The Specter of Memory and Ethical Choice in When the World Was Green

Abstract: When the World Was Green is one of Sam Shepard’s representative 

works in the late period, throughout which the specter of memory is foregrounded. 

In the play, the two anonymous protagonists recall their traumatic events through 

and the healing of traumas through ethical choices. While the deliberate 

arrangement of voluntary memory exposes American government’s manipulation 

of Native Americans’ collective memory by the strategy of “organized forgetting”, 

the spontaneous manifestation of the impaired involuntary memory highlights 

the symptoms and causes of trauma, revealing “the invisible part of things”. It 

is noteworthy that the employment of ceremony in the play not only helps to 

foreground the two protagonists’ ethical consciousness and ethical choice, but also 
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helps to display Shepard’s deep concerns over how to deal with traumatic memory 

and how to build an “ethical community”.
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