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Abstract 

This paper examines the representation of transgenerational trauma in Kamila Shamsie’s novel Burnt 

Shadows, focusing on how historical violence is inherited across generations through memory, silence, 

and unconscious repetition. Drawing on psychoanalytic trauma theory, particularly the works of Sigmund 

Freud, Cathy Caruth, and Marianne Hirsch, the study argues that trauma in Burnt Shadows is not confined 

to individual experience but functions as a collective and inherited psychic burden shaped by global 

histories such as the Hiroshima bombing, the Partition of India, and post-9/11 Islamophobia. Through the 

characters of Hiroko Tanaka, Sajjad Ashraf, and Raza Konrad Ashraf, Shamsie demonstrates how 

unresolved trauma resurfaces in bodily memory, displacement, and cyclical patterns of loss. The novel 

portrays memory as both a means of survival and a source of persistent suffering, revealing how silence 

and repression enable the unconscious transmission of trauma across generations. By situating personal 

narratives within broader postcolonial histories, Burnt Shadows highlights the enduring psychological 

consequences of imperial and colonial violence. 
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Introduction 

Trauma has emerged as a crucial concept in contemporary literary studies, particularly within postcolonial 

contexts where historical violence continues to shape individual and collective identities. Earlier literary 

representations often treated trauma as an individual psychological response to catastrophic events. 

However, recent interdisciplinary scholarship in trauma studies, psychoanalysis, and memory studies 

emphasizes trauma as a phenomenon that transcends temporal, spatial, and generational boundaries. This 

shift has led to the conceptualization of transgenerational trauma, wherein the psychological effects of 

violence are transmitted from one generation to another, often through indirect means such as silence, 

behavior, and cultural memory. 

Postcolonial societies remain especially vulnerable to transgenerational trauma due to histories of colonial 

exploitation, war, displacement, and political violence. These experiences frequently resist closure, as they 

are insufficiently mourned or acknowledged, resulting in unresolved psychic wounds. Literature becomes 

a crucial space where such unprocessed histories can be explored, articulated, and critically examined. 

Through narrative, authors expose the lingering psychological effects of historical violence and the ways 

in which trauma continues to shape identities long after the original events have passed. 

Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows offers a powerful fictional framework for examining transgenerational 

trauma within a global postcolonial context. The novel spans several decades and geographical locations, 
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beginning with the atomic bombing of Hiroshima in 1945, moving through the Partition of India in 1947, 

and culminating in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks in the United States. By connecting these 

disparate historical moments, Shamsie reveals a continuous pattern of violence and psychological rupture 

that transcends national borders. This paper argues that Burnt Shadows represents trauma not as a singular 

historical event but as an inherited memory that is passed down through generations, shaping postcolonial 

subjectivity through unconscious repetition, silence, and displacement. 

 

Trauma, Memory, and Psychoanalytic Theory 

Psychoanalytic theory provides a foundational framework for understanding trauma as a belated and 

disruptive experience. Sigmund Freud’s early work on trauma emphasizes the psyche’s inability to 

immediately process overwhelming events. Freud argues that traumatic experiences often return in the 

form of repetition compulsion, dreams, and symptoms rather than conscious recollection. Trauma, in this 

sense, is not fully experienced at the moment of occurrence but resurfaces later in distorted and indirect 

ways. 

Cathy Caruth builds upon Freud’s insights by conceptualizing trauma as an experience that is “unclaimed” 

at the moment of its occurrence. According to Caruth, trauma resists representation because it exceeds the 

limits of comprehension. It returns through intrusive memories, flashbacks, and narratives that attempt to 

articulate the unspeakable. Trauma narratives, therefore, are marked by fragmentation, silence, and 

repetition. 

Marianne Hirsch’s concept of postmemory further extends trauma theory into the realm of generational 

transmission. Postmemory describes the relationship that subsequent generations have with the traumatic 

experiences of their predecessors—experiences they did not directly witness but nonetheless inherit 

through stories, images, and familial behaviors. In postcolonial contexts, postmemory becomes a vital 

mechanism through which historical trauma is transmitted across generations, shaping identity formation 

and cultural memory. 

Together, these theoretical perspectives provide a lens through which Burnt Shadows can be read as a 

narrative of inherited trauma. Shamsie’s characters do not merely remember history; they embody it. Their 

lives are shaped by traumatic events that precede them, demonstrating how trauma operates as a psychic 

legacy rather than an isolated experience. 

 

Hiroshima as the Origin of Traumatic Memory 

The atomic bombing of Hiroshima constitutes the foundational trauma in Burnt Shadows. Hiroko Tanaka’s 

survival of the bombing marks the beginning of a transgenerational chain of trauma that extends across 

continents and generations. Hiroko’s physical scars, caused by the shadows of birds burned into her skin, 

serve as a powerful symbol of embodied memory. These scars represent trauma inscribed on the body, 

aligning with psychoanalytic interpretations of somatic memory, where the body becomes a site of 

unconscious remembrance. 

Hiroko’s trauma is characterized by silence and repression. She rarely articulates her experiences of 

Hiroshima, suggesting the unspeakable nature of extreme violence. Freud’s theory of repression is 

particularly relevant here, as Hiroko’s silence indicates an inability to integrate the traumatic event into 

conscious memory. Instead, trauma manifests through bodily symptoms and emotional detachment. The 

scars on her back function as a silent testimony to historical violence, communicating suffering without 

words. 
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Importantly, Hiroko’s trauma does not remain confined to her individual experience. Her scarred body 

becomes a living archive of collective trauma, silently transmitting memory to those around her. Through 

her relationships and movements across nations, Hiroko carries the memory of Hiroshima into new 

cultural and historical contexts. The trauma of nuclear violence thus initiates a transnational and 

transgenerational legacy that shapes the lives of subsequent characters in the novel. 

 

Partition and the Reproduction of Trauma 

The Partition of India in 1947 represents another significant rupture in Burnt Shadows, reinforcing the 

cyclical and repetitive nature of trauma. Sajjad Ashraf’s displacement from Delhi following Partition 

exemplifies the psychic devastation caused by political violence and forced migration. Partition not only 

redraws national borders but also fractures identities, severing individuals from their homes, languages, 

and cultural histories. 

Sajjad’s experience of Partition trauma is marked by loss and silence. The sudden transformation from 

belonging to displacement creates a profound sense of alienation. Psychoanalytically, this loss can be 

understood as melancholic, in Freud’s sense, where the subject is unable to fully mourn what has been 

lost. Sajjad’s inability to articulate his grief results in unresolved mourning, which persists as an 

underlying psychic wound. 

This unresolved trauma is transmitted to the next generation through silence and behavior. The absence 

of open mourning creates gaps in familial memory, allowing trauma to be unconsciously inherited. 

Shamsie thus portrays Partition not merely as a historical event but as an ongoing psychological presence 

that continues to shape postcolonial identities. The repetition of displacement across generations 

underscores the persistence of trauma in postcolonial history. 

 

Migration, Exile, and Psychic Dislocation 

Migration and exile play a crucial role in the transmission of transgenerational trauma in Burnt Shadows. 

Characters frequently move across borders in search of safety, belonging, or survival, yet these movements 

often intensify feelings of alienation and loss. Migration becomes both a physical and psychological 

condition, reflecting the fractured identities produced by historical violence. 

From a psychoanalytic perspective, exile represents a form of psychic dislocation, where the loss of home 

destabilizes the self. The repeated experiences of migration in the novel mirror earlier traumas, reinforcing 

Freud’s concept of repetition compulsion. Characters unconsciously reenact patterns of displacement, 

suggesting that trauma remains unresolved and continues to shape life choices. 

Shamsie’s depiction of migration highlights the interconnectedness of personal and political histories. The 

characters’ movements across Japan, India, Pakistan, and the United States reflect broader patterns of 

postcolonial displacement. Through these narratives, Burnt Shadows illustrates how trauma transcends 

geographical boundaries, becoming a global phenomenon transmitted through generations. 

 

Post-9/11 Trauma and Generational Repetition 

The novel’s engagement with the aftermath of the September 11 attacks underscores the persistence of 

trauma in a globalized world. Raza Konrad Ashraf, as the inheritor of multiple histories of violence, 

embodies transgenerational trauma in its most complex form. Although he has not directly experienced 

Hiroshima or Partition, Raza bears the psychological consequences of these events through inherited fear, 

displacement, and vulnerability. 
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Raza’s experiences after 9/11 reflect Freud’s notion of repetition compulsion, wherein unresolved trauma 

resurfaces in new historical contexts. The suspicion, surveillance, and marginalization he faces replicate 

earlier forms of exclusion experienced by previous generations. Trauma is thus reactivated rather than 

resolved, demonstrating its cyclical nature. 

The post-9/11 section of the novel reveals how global politics perpetuate inherited trauma. Raza’s fate 

suggests that the legacy of historical violence cannot be easily escaped, as new forms of oppression 

reactivate earlier psychic wounds. Shamsie thereby critiques the illusion of progress, revealing the 

continuity of trauma across time. 

 

Silence and the Unconscious Transmission of Trauma 

Silence emerges as a central mechanism through which transgenerational trauma operates in Burnt 

Shadows. Characters often avoid narrating their pain, resulting in gaps within personal and collective 

memory. Psychoanalytic theorists Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok describe this phenomenon as 

haunting, where unspoken trauma manifests as a psychic presence within subsequent generations. 

In the novel, silence serves a dual function. On one hand, it protects individuals from reliving traumatic 

experiences; on the other, it prevents the working through of trauma, ensuring its persistence. The lack of 

articulation allows trauma to be transmitted unconsciously, shaping the emotional lives of descendants 

who inherit pain without fully understanding its origins. 

Shamsie’s emphasis on silence underscores the importance of narrative in addressing trauma. By exposing 

the consequences of repression, Burnt Shadows suggests that confronting historical violence through 

storytelling may offer a path toward understanding, though not necessarily resolution. 

 

Memory as Inheritance in Postcolonial Contexts 

Memory in Burnt Shadows functions as an inheritance that binds generations together. Unlike traditional 

forms of memory based on direct experience, transgenerational memory operates through affect, behavior, 

and silence. Hirsch’s concept of postmemory is particularly relevant here, as characters form their 

identities in relation to events they did not witness but nonetheless experience as deeply personal. 

The novel illustrates how postcolonial memory is shaped by global histories of violence. Hiroshima, 

Partition, and 9/11 are not isolated events but interconnected moments that produce a continuous legacy 

of trauma. Through its transnational narrative structure, Burnt Shadows reveals the shared psychological 

consequences of imperial and political violence. 

 

Conclusion 

Burnt Shadows offers a compelling exploration of transgenerational trauma by illustrating how historical 

violence is inherited through memory, silence, and unconscious repetition. By tracing interconnected 

histories of Hiroshima, Partition, and post-9/11 trauma, Kamila Shamsie demonstrates that trauma is not 

confined to the past but persists as a living psychic force shaping postcolonial identities. The novel reveals 

memory as both an inheritance and a burden, emphasizing the necessity of confronting historical trauma 

to break cycles of repetition. Through its global and intergenerational scope, Burnt Shadows contributes 

significantly to postcolonial trauma studies by foregrounding the enduring psychological consequences of 

imperial and political violence. 
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