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Abstract: The article concentrates on how collective memory and trauma intersect in postcolonial diasporic 

literature using psychoanalytical approach. The paper discusses how the literature represents the trauma, 

which in the majority of the cases is founded on colonial violence and displacement, in such works as The 

God of Small Things and White Teeth. Psychoanalytic concepts like repression, transference and the return 

of the repressed are used to explain the unconscious processes that have led to the characters reaction to 

the traumatic experiences. The paper reviews how these processes are manifested in the identities of the 

characters, their behaviors and relationships, revealing the psychological trauma of colonial pasts. Further, 

the paper determines the role of collective memory in the postcolonial diasporic discourses, which implies 

that collective memory of past traumas impacts individual and community identity. The interpretation 

shows that though trauma is a very personal experience, it is a common experience and it is passed across 

generations and is reflected in the cultural discourse. The findings reveal that psychoanalytic approaches 

are priceless tools in the study of the emotional and psychological nature of postcolonial experiences, as 

they show the picture of how the trauma and memory negotiation process takes place in the community of 

diasporas. The paper concludes with recommendations to the future research including the implementation 

of trauma theory on more recent forms of displacement and how trauma interacts with other identity 

markers like race, gender, and class. 
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Introduction 

Trauma may be considered as the psychological and emotional impacts of extremely shocking and 

distressing experiences in literature, and it typically impacts the psyche of an individual or group (in the 

long term) (Maheshwari, 2025). Collective memory, however, is the communal memory and understanding 

of the past events within a community that influences the identity and culture. These ideas frequently 

overlap in postcolonial situations, as societies have to struggle with the continued impact of colonialism 

and displacement, which affects their common memory and identity. 

Psychoanalytic theories of trauma and in particular Freudian theories have paid attention to 

unconscious mechanisms in expressing trauma (Jamal, 2012). Theories of repression, transference and the 

return of the repressed can be applied to illuminate the process of internalizing traumatic experiences that 

are suppressed and how the experiences are expressed in the future with impacts on identity and behaviour 

(Tang, 2021). These psychoanalytic concepts are applied to characters and stories within the framework of 

literature, to discuss how trauma is reflected on, and how it affects individual and group memory (Khoma, 

2024). 

Postcolonial diasporic literature refers to literature produced by writers of, or in relation to, formerly 

colonized lands and deals with the issues of migration, displacement, identity and the complex heritage of 
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colonialism (Afzal & Maqsood, 2026). Diasporic writers are likely to struggle over trauma of cultural 

displacement and the need to preserve and negotiate a sense of self in a new or fractured space (Mohanram, 

2011). The writings normally discuss how trauma and collective memory have been passed down through 

generations which is an aspect of the formation of diasporic identities (Hout, 2011). 

Key Contribution: 

• The article presents the intersection of trauma and collective memory when it comes to 

postcolonial diasporic literature.  

• It applies a psychoanalytic approach to understand the act of depicting trauma in diasporic 

narratives and the impact of collective memory on cultural identity.  

• The paper examines the psychological processes of the characters and stories and the role of 

memory and trauma in molding identity.  

• The analysis brings an insight into how the psychoanalytic theory can be applied to enhance the 

understanding of the emotional and psychological aspects of the postcolonial experiences. 

Section II will discuss how trauma and collective memory are represented in postcolonial diasporic 

literature and the impact on identity and culture. In Section III, psychoanalytic approaches to trauma will 

be outlined, including major concepts, like repression and transference. Section IV will also discuss 

particular case studies of postcolonial diasporic literature and use psychoanalytic theory to further 

understand the works. Lastly, Section V will conclude with the major findings and propose the future 

research directions in this field. 

Trauma and Collective Memory in Post Colonial Diasporic Literature 

The trauma in postcolonial diasporic literature is frequently presented as a consequence of 

displacement, colonial violence, and destruction of cultural identities (Andermahr, 2015). Authors reflect 

the trauma not only by the direct mentioning of the violent events like wars, displacement, and subjugation 

of cultures but also through the personal and community wounds of people (Khan, 2024). This depiction 

transcends the physical element of trauma and into the emotional and mental disintegration that the 

characters are the victims of (Shani, 2025). The trauma is often embodied in a form of fragmented 

narratives, fragmented identities and interrupted time sequences, representing the wounds of the past that 

remain unhealed and haunt the present (Shani, 2010). 

Collective memory is an important aspect of postcolonial diasporic literature as it determines existence 

and identity of the displaced communities (Kianpour et al., 2026). There is a recurring theme of how the 

past and especially historical events that are traumatic are recalled, redefined and transmitted across 

generations (Martínez-Falquina, 2015). In these stories, collective memory is used to preserve the culture 

as it links the current generation to its ancestral origins and at the same time helps negotiate the challenges 

of living in diaspora. This memory may be perverted, repressed or reclaimed and characters seek to balance 

personal trauma and collective experience of loss, migration, and assimilation into new surroundings 

(Woods, 2018). 
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Figure 1: Trauma and Collective Memory Intersection in Diasporic Literature 

Figure 1 demonstrates that in diasporic literature, there is an intersection between trauma and 

collective memory. Diasporic literature is in the center of the diagram, with both trauma and collective 

memory intersecting, and determining the main themes like Cultural Loss, Identity Crisis, Historical 

Trauma, and Migration and Displacement. These intermingling themes demonstrate the complicated 

emotional and psychological impacts of displacement, fragmentation of identities, and historical legacies 

on the diasporic people. 

Trauma and collective memory intersect in a significant way and shape individual and cultural 

identities in the postcolonial diasporic groups (Siegert, 2016). Trauma hampers the development of a 

coherent identity and in most cases, it results in a feeling of fragmentation and alienation both internally in 

the self and externally in the host society (Debnath, 2021). Although collective memory can provide a sense 

of continuity and belonging, it can contribute to the intensification of the sense of dislocation when the 

collective past is associated with unresolved trauma (Hinrichsen, 2013; Terry, 2013). Such stratified effects 

are evident as characters grapple with balancing their inherited cultural stories with the demands of 

adjusting to a new space. The trauma and collective memory dynamics shape the experience of the diaspora 

to the community in the context of the community preserving their heritage in the complexities of identity 

in a postcolonial society (Garber Jr., 2015; Andermahr, 2023).  

The interrelationship between the collective memory and trauma in postcolonial diasporic literature is 

highly complicated and demonstrates psychological richness of displacement. It emphasizes the 

contribution of traumatic pasts and common memories to both the constitution of individual identities, as 

well as cultural continuity, which is helpful in explaining the ongoing enactment of identity and belonging 

in the diaspora. 

 

 

Trauma 
Collective 

Memory 

  

Diasporic 

Literature 

 

Identity Crisis 

Cultural Loss 

Historical 

Trauma 

Migration & 

Displacement 



International Journal of English and Education 187 

ISSN: 2278-4012, Volume:15, Issue:2, June 2026  
 

https://doi.org/10.67050/IJEE/V15I2/IJEE262019    | www.ijee.org 

Psychoanalytic Approaches to Trauma in Literature 

Key Psychoanalytic Concepts such as Repression and Transference 

The theory of psychoanalysis is based on the works of Sigmund Freud, and it offers some essential 

ideas to understand the processes of trauma, such as repression and transference. Repression is the denial 

of painful memories or experiences that remain unconscious, and can be later re-experienced through some 

distorted or symbolic form. This process becomes especially important when it comes to exploring the 

topic of trauma because people or communities might refuse to acknowledge the traumatic experiences of 

colonial violence or displacement only to find the memories of the repressed traumas resurfacing in a new 

form. Transference on the other hand is the expression of feelings and experiences onto the other person, 

and it is usually expressed in relationships or interactions with the other person where past experiences of 

trauma are unresolved. These ideas are helpful in the study of the internalization of trauma and its impact 

on human behavior and relationships. 

 

Figure 2: Psychoanalytic Mechanisms in Trauma Representation 

Figure 2 shows some of the psychoanalytic processes of trauma representation. Repression is the 

unconscious repression of traumatic memory whereas Transference is the transfer of past trauma to new 

relations. Fragmentation is the disjointed, fragmented stories that are common when one experiences 

trauma, and Repetition Compulsion is the obsessive-compulsive reliving of traumatic experiences. These 

processes reveal the way of how trauma can be internalized and reflected in literature. 

Table 1: Key Psychoanalytic Concepts Applied to Trauma 

Psychoanalytic 

Concept 

Definition Relevance to Postcolonial Literature 

Repression The unconscious blocking of 

painful memories 

Characters repress traumatic experiences from 

colonial violence or displacement 

Transference The projection of past 

emotions onto others 

Characters project their trauma onto 

relationships in the diaspora 

Return of the 

Repressed 

Traumatic memories re-

emerging in altered forms 

Trauma surfaces in fragmented narrative 

styles and character behavior 
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The main psychoanalytic concepts and their application to postcolonial literature are outlined in Table 

1. Repression is described as the unconscious repression of traumatic memories that is common among 

characters where it is observed that they block out memories of colonial violence. Transference is the 

transferring of past feelings onto other people especially in the diaspora relationships. The return of the 

repressed explains how the repressed trauma reappears in different forms, and in most cases, it can be in 

fragmented story and characterization. 

Application of Psychoanalytic Theory to the Analysis of Trauma in Literature 

Psychoanalytic theory when applied to literature assists to reveal the unconscious process of how 

characters are responding to trauma. In literature, there are a lot of characters who lack the capability to 

directly address their traumatic pasts and move on to a number of coping strategies like denial, repression, 

and displacement. Through psychoanalysis, more insight into how these characters internalize trauma and 

provide a symbolic expression of it in terms of narrative patterns, language, and behavior can be gained. 

An example of this is in postcolonial diasporic literature where characters can have fragmented identities, 

or even have repetitive behavior which is a reflection of the trauma cycles they have undergone. The 

psychoanalytic approaches will show how these literary images are metaphors to greater social and cultural 

traumas, and provide explanations of the psychological impacts of colonialism and displacement. 

Understand the Effects of Trauma on Individuals and Communities 

The psychoanalytic approaches present a subtle approach to the impact of trauma on the community 

and individuals. At a personal level, trauma can lead to a fragmented psychological state, identity crisis, 

and emotional processing problems. Such effects are especially strong in postcolonial diasporic literature 

in which the characters have to struggle with various, opposing cultural identities. Trauma at the 

community level may be expressed as a collective memory and cultural narratives, which are part of the 

way communities recall and make sense of their history. Psychoanalysis helps to comprehend better how 

diasporic communities have an influence on the collective psyche through unresolved traumas transferred 

across generations. This style emphasizes the great depth of the emotional and psychological impact of the 

past, including colonialism and forced migration, and the daily difficulties the communities experience in 

their struggle to recover and reconcile themselves to the past and the present.  

Case Studies of Post Colonial Diasporic Literature 

Examination of Specific Works 

In this section, the major works of the postcolonial diasporic literature are discussed in terms of 

exploring the issues of trauma and collective memory. The novels, The God of Small Things by Arundhati 

Roy and White Teeth by Zadie Smith are a few good examples of the characters grappling with the legacies 

of colonialism and traumatic experience of displacement. These texts deal with the ways in which the past 

still haunts the present and the characters are struggling with their own and the broader history of 

oppression, migration and cultural identity. The portrayal of trauma in these stories tends to be indicative 

of the convolutions of memory and the effects of the violence of the past on both the community and the 

individuals. 

Table 2 contrasts the use of trauma in two important postcolonial texts. In The God of small things, 

both personal (the emotional repression of Ammu) and cultural (the destiny of Velutha) trauma contributes 

to the loss of identity. One of the themes is the cultural memory of caste discrimination and violence. 
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Diasporic trauma and colonial past cause identity conflict and intergenerational trauma in White Teeth, and 

the shared memory of migration and colonial past shapes the experiences of the characters. 

Table 2: Comparative Analysis of Trauma in Postcolonial Literature 

Literary Work Types of Trauma Impact on Character Representation of 

Collective Memory 

The God of Small 

Things (Giri, 

2020) 

Personal (Ammu's 

trauma), Cultural 

(Velutha's fate) 

Fragmented identity, 

emotional repression 

Cultural memory of caste 

discrimination and violence 

White Teeth 

(Güven & Aldemir, 

2025) 

Diasporic trauma, 

colonial history 

Identity conflict, 

generational trauma 

Shared memory of migration 

and colonial legacies 

Application of Psychoanalytic Theory 

The psychoanalytic theory can be used to examine the psychological aspects of trauma and collective 

memory in the works. To illustrate, in The God of Small Things, could consider such characters as Ammu 

and Velutha who are repressed, their traumatic experiences of caste-based discrimination and colonial past 

are repressed only to manifest themselves later in devastating forms. Psychoanalytic theories like the 

repressive theme, the transference and the unconscious desires provide a structure to comprehend the 

complicated emotional and psychological conditions of these characters. It is in this light that can bring out 

the deep emotional struggles that are underlying their actions and choices and offer new significances of 

their experiences. 

 

Figure 3: Psychological Effects of Trauma on Identity and Culture 

Figure 3 indicates how the psychological implications of trauma affect personal identity, cultural 

identity and relationships within communities. The greatest percentage is the influence on Personal Identity 

(44.4%), then the Cultural Identity (33.3%) and the Community Relationships (22.2%). The degree of 
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impact of trauma on both the personal and community levels of the diasporic identity and culture is visually 

emphasized in the chart. 

Insights from Psychoanalytic Approach 

The psychoanalytic approach to examining trauma in literature can be very informative on the way 

postcolonial subjects process and articulate their trauma. It enables one to coax the unconscious processes 

in action to understand how the actions of characters are affected by the repressed memories of colonial 

violence and displacement. Besides, it illuminates the intersection of these personal traumas with collective 

memory, which form the larger cultural scripts. Such a strategy emphasizes the emotional legacies of 

colonial pasts, which is both long-term and personal in its effects on individual identity and community 

relations within the context of the diasporic community. Moreover, the study of collective memory and 

trauma in these publications will assist in understanding how these communities attempt to maintain their 

identity under the influence of the psychic traumas of the colonial past. 

Conclusion 

This paper has analyzed overlaps of trauma and collective memory in psychoanalytic perspective in 

postcolonial diasporic writing. Such important conclusions are that the trauma that is typically founded on 

colonial violence and displacement assumes various forms like personal, cultural and diasporic trauma. 

Some of the key psychoanalytic concepts such as repression, transference and the return of the repressed 

were at the heart of elucidating how the characters process and reflect their traumatic experiences. As has 

been demonstrated in the reading, the collective memory is intertwined with trauma and influences 

individual and collective identities. The psychoanalytic theory is capable of providing a sufficient insight 

into the psychological effects of the trauma on postcolonial literature. It reveals how characters internalize 

the trauma in unconscious mechanisms and how the mechanisms affect the diasporic identities with 

emphasis on the long-term effects of colonial pasts. Future research could be conducted on the topic of 

trauma in other postcolonial texts with a focus on more recent displacement, like migration due to 

globalization. The research could also explore intergenerational trauma, as well as intersectional (gender, 

race, and class), to learn more about colonial legacies in contemporary diasporic writing. 
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