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This paper examines trauma, racial memory, and immigrant life in Abdulrazak Gurnah’s postcolonial 

fiction, with particular attention to Paradise, Admiring Silence, By the Sea, Desertion, and Gravel 

Heart. It argues that Gurnah presents migration not merely as geographical relocation but as a 

psychological and historical condition shaped by colonial violence, exile, family rupture, racial 

exclusion, and the burden of memory. His displaced characters rarely express trauma through 

spectacular scenes of suffering; rather, their pain appears through silence, shame, bureaucratic 

vulnerability, broken kinship, and the difficult labour of narration. Drawing on postcolonial trauma 

theory, diaspora studies, and memory studies, especially the work of Fanon, Said, Bhabha, Brah, 

Gilroy, Visser, and Kurtz, the paper reads Gurnah’s fiction as a critique of Eurocentric models of 

trauma that privilege individual shock over collective historical injury. It concludes that Gurnah’s 

ethical achievement lies in his refusal to reduce immigrants and refugees to passive victims: through 

memory and storytelling, his characters recover fragile forms of agency, dignity, and belonging. 

Keywords: Abdulrazak Gurnah, migration, trauma, racial memory, diaspora, postcolonial fiction, 

ethical representation. 

 

Introduction 

Migration is one of the defining experiences of the modern world, but in postcolonial 

literature it cannot be understood only as movement from one nation to another. For the 

migrant, displacement often involves the loss of familiar languages, social codes, family 

structures, and inherited forms of belonging. Abdulrazak Gurnah’s fiction belongs centrally to 

this field because it treats migration as a historical and psychological condition rather than as 

a simple journey toward a new home. Born in Zanzibar and later settled in Britain, Gurnah 
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repeatedly returns to the afterlives of colonialism, showing how exile unsettles memory, 

identity, speech, and moral responsibility. 

This paper studies Gurnah’s treatment of trauma, racial memory, and immigrant life in 

Paradise, Admiring Silence, By the Sea, Desertion, and Gravel Heart. These novels differ in 

historical setting and narrative design, yet they share a sustained concern with people who live 

under the pressure of displacement. Yusuf in Paradise is caught within networks of debt, trade, 

and colonial encroachment; the unnamed narrator of Admiring Silence invents and withholds 

stories in Britain; Saleh Omar and Latif Mahmud in By the Sea carry the injuries of 

dispossession and asylum; Desertion explores colonial intimacy and inherited memory; and 

Gravel Heart turns the family secret into a structure of exile that follows Salim from Zanzibar 

to London (Gurnah, Paradise; Admiring Silence; By the Sea; Desertion; Gravel Heart). 

The central argument is that trauma in Gurnah’s fiction is historical, racial, and 

narratively mediated rather than merely private or clinical. It is often slow and cumulative: a 

burden produced by colonial rule, racial humiliation, legal vulnerability, and broken family 

histories. This argument follows Irene Visser’s claim that decolonizing trauma theory requires 

attention to culturally specific practices of suffering, memory, and recovery (250-65). Gurnah’s 

fiction performs such a decolonizing movement by showing that trauma may be carried through 

silence, narration, shame, and memory rather than through direct confession alone. 

Postcolonial Trauma, Diaspora, and Racial Memory 

Reading Gurnah requires a theoretical vocabulary that brings together trauma studies, 

postcolonial theory, and diaspora studies. Classical trauma theory often emphasizes the psychic 

effects of overwhelming events that return belatedly in memory, dream, or repetition. Such a 

model is useful but insufficient for postcolonial texts, where suffering is inseparable from 

colonial structures. Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks is important because it 

understands colonial trauma as a psychic wound produced through racialization. The colonized 

subject encounters the self through the hostile gaze of a world that marks the body as inferior 

(Fanon). Gurnah’s migrants inherit this condition in altered form: accent, race, paperwork, and 

origin determine how they are seen and how they must defend themselves. 

Edward Said’s work is equally relevant because Gurnah contests imperial habits of 

representation. Orientalism and Culture and Imperialism show that empire works not only 

through military and economic power but also through the stories it tells about colonized 

peoples (Said, Orientalism; Culture). Gurnah responds by shifting narrative authority toward 
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those whom imperial discourse often silences: servants, traders, exiles, refugees, women, and 

children whose lives are made precarious by forces larger than themselves. His fiction does not 

merely add migrant stories to literature; it questions the moral authority of the narratives 

through which empire justified itself. 

Diaspora theory helps explain why Gurnah’s characters do not experience identity as a 

stable possession. Stuart Hall defines cultural identity as a process of becoming rather than a 

fixed essence (222-37). Bhabha’s concepts of hybridity and the third space illuminate migrant 

figures who occupy locations between cultures and languages without being fully accepted by 

any one of them (Bhabha). Avtar Brah’s concept of diaspora space is also useful because it 

identifies the migrant world as a place where histories of movement, race, belonging, and 

exclusion intersect (Brah). In this sense, both Zanzibar and Britain in Gurnah’s fiction are 

diaspora spaces: neither is pure, sealed, or historically innocent. 

Colonial Wounds and the Making of Displacement 

Paradise presents displacement before the formal language of the modern refugee 

appears. Yusuf, a young boy given to the merchant Aziz because of his father’s debt, enters a 

world structured by trade, dependency, and unequal power. His movement is not voluntary; it 

is produced by debt and by social arrangements that allow vulnerable bodies to be absorbed 

into commercial networks. The novel’s East African setting is already shaped by local 

hierarchies, Arab and Indian Ocean trade, German colonial expansion, and the disruptive 

arrival of European power. Yusuf’s innocence is damaged by historical arrangements that turn 

labour, loyalty, and even childhood into negotiable commodities (Gurnah, Paradise). 

The trauma of Paradise is quiet but pervasive. Yusuf does not possess the adult language 

needed to understand the forces acting upon him, and this limitation is central to the novel’s 

ethical form. Gurnah does not explain colonial violence from above; he lets readers encounter 

a beautiful but threatening world through a young consciousness that only gradually recognizes 

its lack of freedom. The novel therefore shows that displacement may begin before migration 

across national borders. One can be displaced within one’s own social world, family, language, 

and region. 

Desertion develops a related concern through the interweaving of love, racial boundary, 

colonial memory, and family history. The novel shows how intimate relationships are shaped 

by imperial structures that make certain forms of attachment socially dangerous. The past does 

not remain past; it returns through stories, omissions, and family myths. Hunsu’s study of 
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Desertion emphasizes the fictionalization of African experience and the role of narrative in 

reconstructing histories fragmented by colonial modernity (77-92). In this sense, Desertion 

demonstrates that trauma is not only what characters remember but also what families fail, 

refuse, or are unable to say. 

Silence, Shame, and the Immigrant Self 

Admiring Silence and By the Sea examine the immigrant’s life within Britain, where 

silence becomes both a symptom of trauma and a strategy of survival. The narrator of Admiring 

Silence constructs different versions of himself for different audiences. He withholds parts of 

his past not simply because he is deceptive, but because the migrant subject is often pressured 

to translate himself into acceptable forms. Assimilation, in the novel, demands narrative 

distortion: to belong, or even to be tolerated, the immigrant may need to tell stories that make 

the host society comfortable (Gurnah, Admiring Silence). 

By the Sea makes this problem still more visible through Saleh Omar, an asylum-seeker 

who arrives in Britain carrying a false passport, memories of dispossession, and a deliberate 

refusal to speak English at first. His silence is easily misread as helplessness, but the novel 

gradually reveals it as a tactic. Saleh’s quietness unsettles the bureaucratic system that expects 

the refugee to be transparent, grateful, and narratively available. The novel exposes the 

violence hidden within administrative demands for testimony: refugees are often required to 

narrate suffering in ways that are credible to institutions that already suspect them (Gurnah, By 

the Sea). 

The meeting between Saleh Omar and Latif Mahmud turns private memory into a 

contested field of property, betrayal, family history, and exile. Each man carries a version of 

the past, and neither version is complete. Shoumi M. Datta’s discussion of Gurnah’s ethic of 

community is relevant here, for By the Sea imagines identity not as isolated self-possession but 

as a fragile negotiation among people whose histories are entangled across the Indian Ocean 

world (Datta). Trauma appears not as a single wound but as a dispute over memory and 

responsibility. 

Memory, Storytelling, and Ethical Representation 

Gurnah’s fiction repeatedly suggests that healing, if it is possible at all, does not occur 

through forgetting. Migrant characters cannot simply abandon the past in order to become new 

subjects in the present. Memory remains painful, but it also provides the material from which 

identity can be reconstructed. Storytelling is therefore central to Gurnah’s work. Characters 
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narrate not to achieve complete closure but to make fragments bearable. Their stories are 

hesitant and incomplete because the histories they carry are themselves broken. 

Gravel Heart extends this concern into the space of family secrecy and post-

revolutionary displacement. Salim’s migration to London appears to promise freedom, but 

distance intensifies rather than removes the burden of the past. Niyi O. Fadare reads the novel 

in relation to post-revolution crisis and the quest for self-identity, emphasizing how political 

disorder and personal shame converge in Salim’s formation (101-18). The hidden story of his 

parents’ relationship produces a delayed understanding of the forces that shaped his life. 

Narrative does not cure trauma, but it gives the wounded subject a language through which to 

live with it. 

One of Gurnah’s most important contributions to migrant fiction is his attention to 

everyday survival. Many migration narratives focus on dramatic crossings or visible crisis; 

Gurnah is equally interested in paperwork, housing, work, weather, loneliness, language, and 

the fatigue of being misunderstood. This ordinary register is ethically important because it 

restores thickness to immigrant life. Migrants are not only figures of crisis; they are people 

who cook, wait, remember, desire, lie, protect themselves, and endure. This ethical realism also 

connects with O’Brien and Charura’s argument for culturally informed approaches to refugee 

trauma that recognize embodied and socially mediated suffering (1612-24). 

Ethical representation requires resisting the temptation to make the migrant exemplary. 

Gurnah’s characters are not pure symbols of innocent suffering. They can be evasive, proud, 

compromised, wounded, humorous, and self-protective. J. Roger Kurtz’s work on trauma and 

the African moral imagination helps clarify this dimension, for African trauma narratives often 

move beyond individual pathology to examine the moral and communal conditions in which 

suffering occurs (421-37). Gurnah’s fiction asks what readers owe to displaced people: patience 

with silence, suspicion toward official histories, sensitivity to racial memory, and respect for 

narratives that do not deliver easy closure. 

Conclusion 

Abdulrazak Gurnah’s postcolonial fiction offers a powerful account of trauma, racial 

memory, and immigrant life. Across Paradise, Admiring Silence, By the Sea, Desertion, and 

Gravel Heart, migration appears not simply as relocation but as a condition of historical and 

psychological unsettledness. His characters carry colonial histories, family secrets, racial 

humiliations, and the everyday pressures of survival in unfamiliar spaces. Their trauma is not 
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always dramatic; often it is quiet, cumulative, and embedded in silence, shame, bureaucracy, 

and the difficult labour of remembering. 

This paper has argued that Gurnah’s achievement lies in his decolonized representation 

of trauma. He challenges models that treat suffering as purely individual by showing that 

migrant trauma is shaped by colonial history, racial memory, diaspora, and the unequal 

conditions under which stories are heard. At the same time, he refuses to portray immigrants 

as passive victims. Through storytelling, memory, concealment, and partial confession, his 

characters negotiate fractured identities and create fragile forms of agency. In an age marked 

by refugee crises and racial nationalism, Gurnah’s novels defend migrant dignity by making 

visible the silent burdens that official narratives too often fail to recognize. 
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