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Abstract: This study explores how Tahmima Anam and Kamila Shamsie reimagine female 

subjectivity through the intertwined trajectories of gender, trauma, and resistance in their 

fiction. Drawing on feminist and postcolonial theories , the research investigates how both 

authors construct   complex   female   protagonists    who   challenge   patriarchal    norms,   

negotiate sociocultural constraints, and assert agency through acts of memory, healing, and 

ideological transgression.Anam’s narratives foreground the scars of national violence, 

intergenerational memory, and the psychological burden carried by Bangladeshi women, 

while Shamsie’s fiction emphasizes displacement, cultural conflict, and the diasporic 

negotiation of identity. Together, their works offer a transformative literary space where 

marginalized women’s voices confront dominant narratives and articulate alternative modes 

of resistance and self-definition. 
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Introduction  

South Asian postcolonial literature often amplifies women’s voices as powerful instruments for 

narrating both individual and collective histories of trauma, survival, and identity. Writing the 

female self serves as an act of reclaiming agency while disrupting dominant patriarchal 

narratives that have historically silenced women. Fiction becomes a medium through which 

women writers, especially from Bangladesh, challenge political and social structures that shape 

and constrain their lives. Tahmima Anam’s Bengal Trilogy—A Golden Age, The Good Muslim, 

and The Bones of Grace—depicts persecution, remembrance, and struggle from the perspective 

of Bangladeshi women. Her novels offer reflective portrayals of female protagonists 

confronting personal trauma against the backdrop of nationwide upheaval. These narratives 

illustrate the ways gender and history intersect to shape women’s identities and processes of 

self-discovery. Narrative voice allows women’s self-questioning to extend into acts of 

resistance, experiences of displacement, and political engagement, revealing the complexity of 

their views and identities (Gunew). Anam’s feminine self emerges as a subjectivity continuously 

constructed through memory, loss, and defiance of social expectations, exploring the 

psychology of war and sacrifice through pain, violence, and emotional loss. 

Kamila Shamsie stands out among Pakistani novelists who employ fiction to explore gender 

alongside intersecting identities. Her works investigate how women protagonists navigate 

multiple geopolitical and cultural terrains, exposing the intricate layers of identity shaped by 
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ethnicity, nation, and belief systems. Burnt Shadows (2009) and Home Fire (2017) trace Hiroko 

Tanaka’s journey across nations scarred by trauma from Nagasaki and India, illustrating how 

women negotiate their sense of self in a contemporary world marked by surveillance, moral 

dilemmas, and threats of extremism. Both Anam and Shamsie engage deeply with postcolonial 

and feminist perspectives, transforming women’s interior experiences into arenas of survival 

and contestation. Trauma theory, particularly the work of Cathy Caruth, illuminates how these 

narratives convert muted suffering into acts of narration and defiance (Caruth). Concepts such 

as hybridity (Bhabha) and intersectionality (Crenshaw) further strengthen the portrayal of 

female subjectivities, moving beyond fixed identities and challenging essentialist or 

universalizing feminist frameworks.This research focuses on how Shamsie constructs the 

female self through her characters’ negotiation of gender roles, traumatic histories, and everyday 

resistance. Close readings of Kartography, Burnt Shadows, and Home Fire demonstrate how 

her narratives engage in feminist reimaginings of identity across Pakistani and diasporic 

contexts. The analysis situates Shamsie’s work within broader discussions in feminist literary 

criticism, postcolonial theory, and trauma studies, highlighting her contribution to the larger 

corpus of South Asian women writers. 

Critical Perspectives on South Asian Women’s Fiction 

Ruvani Ranasinha’s critical work on contemporary South Asian women writers highlights how 

feminist authors such as Monica Ali, Kamila Shamsie, and Tahmima Anam engage with 

questions of gender, secular identity, and women’s agency. Drawing on Ameena Hussein’s 

insights, Ranasinha examines texts including Shamsie’s Offence: The Muslim Case, Broken 

Verses, Burnt Shadows, and A God in Every Stone, situating women’s struggles at the 

intersection of political turmoil and religious contestation in Pakistan. She also contextualizes 

Anam’s A Golden Age and The Good Muslim within Bangladesh’s Liberation War, showing 

how the rise of Islamization and the consolidation of religious authority shaped the contours of 

gendered agency. 

Chew and Asl challenge the monolithic portrayal of women as helpless victims in post-war 

Bangladesh through their study of The Good Muslim. Their research reveals that Anam’s 

female protagonists negotiate religious extremism, family separation, and violence in ways that 

render them resilient and adaptive, transforming ideological constraints into nuanced forms of 

agency. 

Ranasinha further explores the writings of Lahiri, Shamsie, and Anam to demonstrate how 

postcolonial urban spaces intersect with feminist geographies, highlighting the diverse and 

multi-faceted experiences of South Asian Muslim women in English literature. These 

narratives resist simplistic, universalizing portrayals often ascribed to them in global discourse. 

Maria Haque’s analysis of A Golden Age emphasizes the testimonies of women who lived 

through the 1971 Bangladesh Liberation War, portraying them as central to understanding the 

interplay between gender, personal experience, and collective memory. Similarly, Hannah 

Ming Yit Ho situates Anam’s female characters within transnational contexts, showing how 

displacement and political upheaval intensify women’s awareness of home, belonging, and 

identity. 

Ranasinha’s broader study of diasporic fiction from Pakistan and Bangladesh underscores the 

marginalization of women’s narratives in official accounts of the 1971 Liberation War, even 

amid the immense loss of life. Sakiba Ahmed, in her thesis on Anam’s Bengal Trilogy, 

highlights how nationalist narratives perpetuate sexism, economic prejudice, and ethnic 

exclusion, while Anam’s works—A Golden Age, The Good Muslim, and The Bones of 
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Grace—offer a counternarrative that amplifies marginalized voices. Hossain’s research further 

demonstrates how Anam documents women’s experiences before, during, and after the 

Liberation War, portraying the silent heroism of women who build families and contribute to 

nation-making under patriarchal dominance. 

This study employs feminist, postcolonial, and trauma theories to examine the construction of 

female subjectivity in the fiction of Tahmima Anam and Kamila Shamsie. The framework 

functions as a lens for analyzing narrative form, characterization, and ethical conflict rather 

than serving as an abstract overlay.Trauma theory illuminates how violent historical events 

shape identity beyond the immediate moment. Trauma extends beyond physical injury or 

isolated catastrophe, persisting through memory, silence, repetition, and fractured 

relationships. Female characters in these novels interpret, transmit, and negotiate trauma across 

generations, allowing it to shape choices, speech, and remembrance.Postcolonial theory 

clarifies how subjectivity develops within uneven power structures resulting from colonialism, 

nationalism, and global security regimes. Anam’s depiction of Bangladesh’s formation and 

aftermath situates women’s identities alongside the nation’s evolution. In Shamsie’s 

transnational settings, female characters navigate surveillance, racialization, and contested 

citizenship. Historical forces shape identity, while experiences remain intimate and 

personal.Intersectional feminist approaches emphasize the interaction of gender with religion, 

class, family, and geopolitics. Women in these narratives operate within structures imposed by 

patriarchy, ideological conflict, and cultural expectation. Yet agency emerges in subtle forms: 

moral refusal, caregiving as political labor, silence as dissent, migration as redefinition, and 

storytelling as reclamation.This framework rejects a fixed model of identity. Female 

subjectivity in these works is fluid and relational, constructed through dialogue with others, 

memory, and confrontation with political realities. The self remains dynamic, continually 

renegotiated, and responsive to the pressures of both personal and collective experience. 

 

Trauma and the Formation of Female Subjectivity 

Trauma in the fiction of Tahmima Anam and Kamila Shamsie functions as more than mere 

historical backdrop. It actively shapes female characters’ understanding of themselves and their 

moral positions within the world, becoming a structuring force that reorganizes relationships, 

language, and ethical decision-making. 

Rehana’s subjectivity in A Golden Age develops through the violence of the 1971 Liberation 

War. At the beginning, her identity is rooted primarily in domestic life, defined as a mother 

striving to regain custody of her children and restore stability. War, however, transforms the 

home into a political site. Rehana shelters freedom fighters, hides weapons, and risks exposure. 

These actions do not present grand ideological gestures but emerge from maternal attachment, 

shifting motherhood from private care toward national participation. 

Significance lies not only in Rehana’s deeds but also in how the narrative registers her interior 

conflict. Fear, hesitation, and longing complicate heroic representation. She does not assume 

the role of a symbolic “mother of the nation.” Instead, she negotiates between love for her 

children and the fear of losing them again. Trauma fractures certainty, producing ethical 

ambiguity where protection and danger intertwine. Her subjectivity emerges within this 

tension. 

Postwar trauma assumes a different configuration in The Good Muslim. Maya’s activism and 

Sohail’s turn toward religious orthodoxy illustrate how disillusionment reshapes identity after 

war. Trauma manifests in Maya as restlessness and unresolved anger, refusing to romanticize 
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the past. Memory becomes confrontation rather than nostalgia. She resists narratives that 

sanctify martyrdom or silence suffering, positioning herself against both nationalist 

triumphalism and patriarchal religious authority. 

Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows extends trauma across generations and geographies. Hiroko’s 

scarred back, marked by shadows from the Hiroshima bombing, literalizes history inscribed on 

the female body. Trauma does not remain confined to one nation but travels from Japan to 

India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and the United States. The physical scar serves as a narrative 

device connecting global violence. Hiroko, however, refuses to remain defined by victimhood. 

Migration, cross-cultural relationships, and repeated acts of reconstructing belonging make her 

subjectivity mobile, shaped by survival and adaptation. 

Trauma emerges in Home Fire through surveillance and political suspicion in contemporary 

Britain. Airport interrogations highlight how the Muslim female body becomes a site of state 

scrutiny. The procedural and bureaucratic nature of these encounters intensifies their 

psychological impact. Identity reduces to questions of loyalty, yet internal reflection reveals 

fragmentation. British, Pakistani, Muslim, daughter, and sister identities intersect and coexist 

rather than exist in isolation. Trauma appears anticipatory and ongoing, arising from the 

constant possibility of suspicion. 

Across these texts, trauma does not silence women completely but transforms how they express 

themselves. Silence often functions strategically rather than passively. Rehana withholds fear 

from her children, Maya withholds forgiveness from nationalist myth, Hiroko withholds 

allegiance to any single nation, and Isma withholds emotional response during interrogation. 

Subjectivity forms through negotiation between what can be spoken and what must remain 

guarded. 

The cumulative effect demonstrates distinct patterns. Anam situates trauma within the birth 

and moral aftermath of a nation, whereas Shamsie places it across borders and global power 

structures. Female identity in both authors’ works does not collapse under violence but is 

reshaped through it. These characters emerge not as static victims of history but as interpreters, 

negotiators, and survivors, demonstrating resilience and ethical agency. 

Memory, Intergenerational Transmission, and Narrative Voice 

Trauma marks rupture, yet memory sustains its afterlife. Fiction by Tahmima Anam and 

Kamila Shamsie treats memory not as passive recollection but as an active force shaping how 

women narrate themselves and transmit identity across generations. 

A Golden Age situates memory within domestic objects and shared stories. Rehana’s house 

functions as an archive of war, a space that shelters yet preserves hidden histories. Her 

recollections do not emerge as grand speeches about nationalism; they appear through quiet 

reflections and moments of anxiety. Memory stabilizes her moral compass, guiding present 

decisions even when fear threatens to overwhelm her. Subjectivity forms through the ongoing 

dialogue between past and present. 

Memory assumes a more contested form in The Good Muslim. Maya and Sohail remember the 

Liberation War differently, and Maya treats memory as unfinished business, refusing closure. 

Visits to mass graves and engagement with marginalized communities transform remembrance 

into ethical obligation. History does not harden into myth under her watch. Through her actions, 

memory becomes a form of resistance against selective national storytelling. 

Shamsie complicates memory further in Burnt Shadows. Hiroko’s scar embodies memory, 

while the narrative structure conveys transmission across generations. Moving across decades 

and continents, the novel demonstrates how unresolved histories persist within new political 
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contexts. Relationships with younger characters reveal memory’s reach beyond biological 

inheritance, carried instead through narrative, intimacy, and migration. Refusing anchorage in 

a single national memory, Hiroko illustrates how memory can remain relational and mobile. 

Home Fire filters memory through contemporary political suspicion. The siblings’ father, 

associated with jihadist activity, becomes a haunting absence, shaping both state perception 

and self-perception. Aneeka’s attachment to her brother Parvaiz emerges from shared 

childhood experiences marked by stigma. Memory fosters solidarity, yet it also constrains 

possibilities, intensifying loyalty and prompting risky decisions. Female subjectivity derives 

not only from personal recollection but from narratives imposed through family and state. 

Narrative voice underscores the construction of these memories. Anam’s prose lingers within 

interior consciousness, emphasizing reflection and emotional nuance, while Shamsie 

frequently shifts focalization across perspectives and geographies. This stylistic difference 

matters: Anam highlights the intimacy of national memory, whereas Shamsie emphasizes the 

instability of global belonging. Voice, in both cases, shapes the articulation of female 

subjectivity. 

Across these novels, memory functions neither as purely restorative nor entirely destructive. It 

remains dynamic, binding women to family and nation while equipping them to question 

inherited narratives. Remembering becomes an act of interpretation, allowing women to claim 

authority over stories that might otherwise erase or simplify them. 

Resistance in Anam’s and Shamsie’s novels rarely appears as dramatic or declarative. Ethical 

decision-making embeds resistance, emerging in moments when women choose action despite 

uncertainty. Agency does not assume total freedom; it develops within constraints. 

Rehana’s resistance in A Golden Age rests on maternal love rather than nationalist ideology. 

Protecting young men fighting for independence, she risks her home and safety, framing moral 

choice as necessity rather than heroic spectacle. Her subjectivity shifts from anxious widow to 

active historical participant, though fear and vulnerability remain, preventing simplistic notions 

of empowerment. 

Maya’s resistance in The Good Muslim manifests through refusal. Rejecting religious 

orthodoxy and challenging her brother’s moral authority, she extends agency outward into 

public life through activism among the rural poor. Isolation marks this agency, and the novel 

portrays resistance as ongoing struggle rather than resolution. 

Shamsie presents global configurations of agency in Burnt Shadows. Hiroko refuses national 

categorization, crossing borders, forming cross-cultural relationships, and repeatedly 

reconstructing belonging. Her refusal to anchor herself in a single national identity constitutes 

a subtle challenge to rigid geopolitical binaries. Confronted with suspicion and displacement, 

she chooses connection over withdrawal, transforming mobility itself into a form of resistance 

against historical determinism. 

Resistance in Home Fire assumes a sharper political edge. Aneeka publicly demands her 

brother’s burial rights, confronting state authority. Contrasting with Isma’s cautious 

negotiation within power structures, Aneeka embraces visible dissent. Love for her brother 

drives her ethical action, while state rigidity reveals the limited space for Muslim female 

agency within securitized politics. The novel, however, affirms the legitimacy of her ethical 

claim despite tragic outcomes. 

Agency across these texts is relational, emerging from love, loyalty, grief, and moral 

conviction. Women do not act in isolation; choices intersect with family bonds and historical 

pressures. Actions redefine these bonds: Rehana reshapes motherhood, Maya redefines postwar 
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citizenship, Hiroko reimagines belonging across borders, and Aneeka asserts moral obligation 

against state authority. 

A rejection of passive femininity unites these portrayals. Resistance—quiet or confrontational, 

domestic or public—remains deliberate. Female subjectivity develops through ethical 

positioning within systems seeking to constrain it. The novels suggest that agency does not 

require total victory but demands insistence on moral self-definition, even amid loss. 

 

Conclusion 

Tahmima Anam and Kamila Shamsie examine female identity with remarkable depth, portraying 

it through experiences of relocation, resistance, and suffering. Their fictions center women’s 

voices and experiences, demonstrating how memory, grieving, and agency function as forms of 

resistance. Shamsie’s diaspora women endure profound geopolitical pain while sustaining their 

resilience through language, silence, and emotional fortitude, whereas Anam’s Bangladeshi 

heroines grapple with personal loss alongside the burdens of a fractured nation. Engaging with 

feminist and postcolonial literature requires viewing women as active participants in political 

struggle and historical memory, rather than as passive observers. This study highlights literature’s 

power to recover and articulate voices long silenced. Characters in Anam and Shamsie transcend 

the divide between personal and political, illustrating how individual quests for justice, freedom, 

and identity intertwine with broader experiences of loss, pain, and love. Future research on fiction 

can explore the ways women’s inner lives are depicted and how these narratives grant agency to 

confront cultural, social, and political oppression. Two central discourses emerge from this 

investigation of postcolonial communities: the intersectionality of gender and the power of 

storytelling as a form of resistance. Women writers envision a future guided by empathy while 

remaining resolute in challenging systemic injustices. 
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