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literature. His sixth novel, By the Sea (2001), delves into the aftermaths of migration and displacement, g, &5
particularly highlighting the impact of imperialism on native culture and identity. In the novel, Gurnah E—TJE’
explores the complex interplay between trauma and memory in the context of migration and displacement. :*,: e Y T
The novel's central characters, Omer and Latif, are both marked by experiences of trauma, and their E:&‘f"’ﬂ“
struggles to reconcile these experiences with their present lives are a major theme of the work.At the heart

of the novel's exploration of trauma and memory is the idea that memory is a site of ongoing struggle and

negotiation. Both Omer and Latif are haunted by memories of their past, which exert a powerful influence

on their present lives. For Omer, memories of his childhood in Zanzibar are deeply intertwined with the

trauma of his father's death, while for Latif, memories of his time in prison are a constant source of
anguish.Gurnah's novel suggests that acculturation is inherently traumatic, as it involves a rupture with

one's past and the need to forge a new identity in a foreign land. However, the novel also suggests that

memory can be a powerful tool for healing and reconciliation. By revisiting the past and confronting their

traumas head-on, both Omer and Latif can find a measure of peace and acceptance. Through an analysis

of the novel's characters and their struggles with memory and trauma, this research paper explores how

trauma and memory impact the experiences of migrants and refugees, and how cultural sensitivity and

awareness can inform trauma healing practices.

Abstract— Abdulrazak Gurnah, a Tanzanian-British Nobel Laureate, is a celebrated name in modern Eg,;?ﬂ@

Keywords— Migration, Displacement, Imperialism, Trauma, Identity, Memory

INTRODUCTION Kent for a long period. He has published ten novels and
In the year 2021, the Nobel Prize for Literature, several short stories. The long list of full-length novels
includes Memory of Departure (1987) followed by
Pligrim’s Way (1988) and Dottie (1990). His novel
Paradise (1994) was short-listed for the Booker Prize and
Whitbread Prize. His other published works include
Admiring Silence (1996), By the Sea (2001), Desertion
(2005), The Last Gift (2011), Gravel Heart (2017) and
Afterlives (2020). Gao Xing puts all the thematic
elements of Gurnah’s literary works in a nutshell when he
makes the following observations, “The state of
migratory mobility and the imagined life in other lands
became his interest. Migration, displacement, loss,
frustration and loneliness became became constant

the much-coveted award was bestowed upon the
Tanzanian-British novelist Abdulrazak Gurnah. The
Swedish Academy’s award speech to Gurnah
encapsulates the significance of his literary oeuvre “for
his uncompromising and compassionate penetration of
the effects of colonialismand the fate of the refugee in the
Gulf between cultures and continents”. Born in the year
1948, on the little-known island of Zanzibar located in
Eastern Africa, he arrived in England as an asylum-seeker
at the tender age of eighteen years. Gurnah served as a
professor of postcolonial literature at the University of
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themes in his writing. (Gao203). There is no doubt, that
Gurnah’s works are replete with the themes of exile,
migration, childhood suffering and abandonment. The
renowned literary critic and novelist were constrained to
abandon his home town as a youngster and taking
inspiration from his own life experiences, his stories are
an attempt to retell the stories of young protagonists who
are abandoned, sold to slavery or auctioned off to early
and forced marriages.

By the Sea (2001) by Abdulrazak Gurnah
explores the nodal elements of flight, exile, alienation,
and the psychological mark of being a colonial subject
and then the citizen of a fledgling, chaotic postcolonial
country. The situation in By the Sea involves two
protagonists, namely Saleh and Latif who come together
in exile in a small English city near the sea far away from
the East coast of Africa where they once resided. They
share a very personal, intertwined and painful history and
at the very centre of the novel lay their discussion about
that history. Through his protagonists Gurnah questions
and interrogates if reconciliation is possible. The answer
lies in the fact that this is possible only if both parties are
convinced and have experienced enough life to acquire
some wisdom. This is remarkable and reflected in Saleh’s
conversation. The story is about the loss of prized
possessions, identity, a house and family.

Trauma and memory hold key positions in the
discipline of postcolonial studies as both open new
avenues for the in-depth understanding of the experiences
of the colonized and marginalized communities. Both
these concepts become emblematic which represent and
highlight the psychological and emotional scars left by
colonialism and its aftermath as well as how these
memories shape and influence collective identities,
cultural narratives and historical understanding. In the
discipline of postcolonial studies, trauma is understood in
terms of a response to violence, displacement and
oppression experienced by the colonized communities.
Colonial systems inflicted physical, psychological and
cultural harm on individuals and communities which
continues to resonate across generations.

Postcolonial scholars examine how colonial
trauma disrupts identities, leading to fragmentation,
alienation and dislocation. For example, Frantz Fanon’s
masterpiece The Wretched of the Earth delves deeply into
the psychic trauma of colonization and its huge impact on
both the colonized and the colonizer.

Abdulrazak Gurnah's mesmerizing novel, By the
Sea, serves as a captivating exploration of the profound
themes of trauma, memory, and the unyielding pursuit of
reconciliation. Set against the evocative backdrop of
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Zanzibar's colonial legacy, Gurnah weaves a tapestry of
deeply nuanced characters whose lives intertwine amidst
the haunting echoes of personal and collective traumas.
Through their stories, Gurnah invites readers to embark
on an introspective journey, delving into the complexities
of healing and the power of memory in the face of
historical injustices.

In By the Sea, Gurnah masterfully captures the
intricate nature of trauma, exposing its far-reaching
consequences on individuals' emotional landscapes. The
novel delves into the psychological and emotional impact
of trauma, unravelling its ability to fracture identities,
engender feelings of displacement, and instil a profound
sense of loss. Gurnah's characters bear witness to the
weight of personal traumas that haunt their present lives,
magnifying the challenges they face in reconciling with
their pasts and forging a path towards healing.

Memory emerges as an indispensable companion
to trauma in Gurnah's exploration. By delving into the
intricate interplay between trauma and memory, the novel
illuminates memory's transformative power. It becomes a
vessel through which individuals strive to make sense of
their experiences, connect with their identities, and
navigate the complexities of reconciliation. Gurnah's
nuanced portrayal of memory as both a repository of pain
and a source of hope underscores its role as a guiding
force in the characters' arduous journeys towards healing.

To fully grasp the profound impact of trauma and
memory, it is imperative to consider the historical and
socio-political context within which the novel unfolds.
Zanzibar's colonial legacy, rife with the remnants of
slavery and colonialism, forms a backdrop that shapes the
characters' experiences. Gurnah skillfully navigates this
landscape, unveiling the lasting effects of historical
traumas on both individuals and communities. By
immersing readers in the complexities of these historical
injustices, the novel invites us to reflect on the enduring
struggles faced in reconciling with the past and moving
towards a future marked by understanding and
forgiveness.

Through the struggles of the characters, most
notably Salim, By the Sea illuminates the deeply personal
and collective dimensions of trauma. Salim's journey
becomes emblematic of the larger societal quest for
reconciliation. As he grapples with personal traumas
within the context of his community's collective trauma,
Gurnah paints a vivid picture of the intricate dynamics at
play when confronting historical injustices and seeking
healing. The novel encapsulates the delicate balance
between personal healing and the pursuit of collective
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reconciliation, highlighting the challenges, complexities,
and ultimately, the potential for growth and redemption.

Gurnah's narrative techniques and symbolism
further enrich the exploration of trauma and memory in
By the Sea. Through fragmented narratives and multiple
perspectives, the author skillfully mirrors the fragmented
nature of memory itself, offering glimpses into the
characters' fractured sense of self and the dissonance they
grapple with. Symbolism and metaphor serve as poignant
vehicles for capturing the characters' innermost struggles,
hopes, and aspirations. Gurnah's literary prowess imbues
the novel with a lyrical beauty that resonates with readers,
inviting them to embark on an immersive and
transformative journey of self-discovery.

In a global context where societies grapple with
their histories of trauma and reconciliation, By the Sea
offers valuable insights. By examining the novel's themes
and narrative strategies in comparison with other
postcolonial literary works, we can glean essential lessons
for healing initiatives and addressing historical injustices.
The nuanced portrayal of trauma, memory, and the
intricacies of forgiveness in the novel provides valuable
perspectives.

The opening of the novel sets the tone for Saleh's
exile and his fractured identity. As a refugee seeking
asylum in England, Saleh reflects on his past, his loss of
family, and the alienation he experiences:

I have lived through most of the disasters
and betrayals of the late twentieth
century: political fraud, deceit,
institutionalized cruelty, terrible
inhumanity visited on my people, and
now exile. So now | feel like | am dead
already, a hollow man... | have lived in
these dead years for so long | no longer
know how to find joy, or feel trust
(Gurnah 5).

This passage demonstrates Saleh's trauma
stemming from historical and political upheavals, as well
as the loss of trust in people and institutions, underscoring
the erosion of his identity. Saleh's identity is further
fragmented by his forced departure from Zanzibar, his
homeland, where colonial violence and local betrayals
rendered him an exile: For years now, | have lived with
the memory of what was once my home, and | cannot
describe to you the sadness of knowing that | can never
go back. (Gurnah 17).

Here, the trauma of losing his home becomes
intertwined with his sense of self, suggesting that identity
is deeply tied to place. The sense of being permanently
dislocated creates a profound existential wound.

The Struggle for Reconciliation: Trauma and Memory in Abdulrazak Gurnah’s By the Sea

Trauma and Memory

The past is always there waiting to
ambush you. Trauma comes back in
dreams, in the reflection of water, in the
taste of salt on the tongue (Gurnah 72).

Trauma is a deeply complex and multifaceted
experience that can have profound and lasting effects on
individuals. It encompasses a range of psychological and
emotional responses to highly distressing or life-
threatening events. Traumatic experiences can result from
various sources such as violence, abuse, natural disasters,
war, or witnessing traumatic events. Understanding
trauma involves recognizing its far-reaching impact on an
individual's mental, emotional, and physical well-being.

Trauma can have a significant psychological and
emotional impact on individuals. It may lead to
symptoms such as anxiety, depression, dissociation,
nightmares, flashbacks, and intrusive thoughts.
Individuals who have experienced trauma often face
challenges in regulating their emotions, experiencing
heightened levels of fear, anger, or emotional humbness.
These responses can interfere with their daily functioning
and relationships, creating a profound sense of
vulnerability and distress.Trauma acts as a disruptive
force, shattering an individual's sense of safety, stability,
and continuity. It can rupture one's worldview and
challenge their fundamental beliefs about oneself, others,
and the world. Trauma disrupts the natural processes of
meaning-making and sense of self, leading to a
fragmented and disorienting experience of reality. The
effects of trauma can extend beyond the immediate
aftermath of the event, persisting long-term and
influencing an individual's thoughts, behaviours, and
relationships.

Memory plays a crucial role in the experience and
aftermath of trauma. Memories of traumatic events can be
vivid and intrusive, leading individuals to relive the
trauma through flashbacks or nightmares. However,
memory also serves as a vital tool for survival and
adaptation in the face of trauma.Memory serves as a tool
for survival by enabling individuals to learn from past
experiences and make informed decisions in the present.
In the context of trauma, memory helps individuals to
recognize and avoid potential dangers, increasing their
chances of self-preservation. Memories of traumatic
experiences may activate heightened vigilance, preparing
individuals to respond effectively to threatening
situations.

Memory also plays a pivotal role in the construction of
identity. Traumatic experiences shape individuals' sense
of self and influence their perceptions of the world
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around them. Memories of trauma can become integrated
into an individual's narrative, shaping their understanding
of who they are and how they relate to others. These
memories can have a profound impact on self-esteem,
self-worth, and the development of personal beliefs and
values.

Postcolonial literature often explores the interplay
between trauma and colonialism, shedding light on the
lasting impact of historical injustices and oppressive
systems on individuals and communities. These literary
works delve into the traumatic experiences endured by
individuals living under colonial rule, examining the
psychological, emotional, and social consequences of
colonialism. Postcolonial literature provides a platform
for articulating and grappling with the complex layers of
trauma, memory, and identity.

Abdulrazak Gurnah's By the Sea offers a
compelling representation of trauma within the
postcolonial context of Zanzibar. The novel explores the
traumatic legacy of colonialism, slavery, and the
struggles faced by individuals and communities in
reconciling with their past. Through his evocative
storytelling, Gurnah delves into the psychological and
emotional impact of trauma, unravelling its disruptive
force on the characters' lives. By the Sea serves as a
poignant example of how postcolonial literature can
illuminate the intricacies of trauma, memory, and the
quest for reconciliation within the context of historical
injustices.

In By the Sea, Abdulrazak Gurnah explores themes of
trauma, displacement, and exile, particularly through the
experiences of his protagonist, Saleh Omar. The novel
depicts both individual and collective trauma, often
related to the impact of colonialism and forced migration.

Saleh, an elderly asylum seeker from Zanzibar,
begins the novel as a character who refuses to speak upon
his arrival in England. His silence is not only a literal state
but also a metaphor for the unspeakable trauma he carries
from his past. He notes, | have no desire to explain my
words, nor to speak the words they want to hear (Gurnah
1). His silence represents his internalized trauma, his
reluctance to relive the past, and the difficulty of
articulating his experiences of loss and betrayal.

The novel describes Saleh's loss of family and
identity due to the political turmoil in Zanzibar. After his
property is seized and his family disintegrates, Saleh
reflects on his alienation: | had been hollowed out by loss.
I had lost the way of telling, and in so doing I had lost
myself (Gurnah 145). This sense of "hollowing out” is a
recurring metaphor for the emotional and psychological
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toll of displacement, where the trauma of losing loved
ones and home is coupled with the erasure of identity.

Saleh’s trauma is intertwined with the betrayal he
experienced at the hands of his friend, Hussein, who
swindled him out of his business and property. This
personal betrayal compounds the trauma of losing his
homeland and is a microcosm of the broader historical
injustices wrought by colonialism. Saleh explains the
depth of his betrayal: In the face of his betrayal | was
mute, as | was in the face of everything else (Gurnah 157).
His inability to speak in the moment reflects the
overwhelming nature of his trauma.

The novel portrays migration not as a resolution
to trauma but as a perpetuation of it. As Saleh settles in
England, he reflects on his fragmented sense of self,
exacerbated by his status as a refugee: There are no words
for it in any language, the desolation of being without a
place in the world. | know this feeling will be with me
forever (Gurnah 212). His exile from Zanzibar is not just a
physical displacement but a psychological burden, where
the past continues to haunt his present.

These examples from By the Sea illustrate Gurnah’s
nuanced portrayal of trauma, highlighting how personal
and collective experiences of loss, betrayal, and
displacement leave enduring scars on individuals.

In By the Sea, trauma and memory are intricately
intertwined, with memory serving as both a source of
pain and a potential path towards healing. Gurnah's
narrative skillfully navigates the characters' fragmented
memories, revealing their attempts to make sense of the
past and reconcile conflicting emotions. Through the
characters' experiences, the novel highlights the
challenges and complexities of navigating trauma and
memory, inviting readers to reflect on their understanding
of these themes and their significance within postcolonial
contexts.

In By the Sea, Abdulrazak Gurnah explores how trauma
and memory are deeply intertwined, particularly through
the experiences of the novel's protagonist, Saleh Omar.
The narrative delves into the ways in which traumatic
memories continue to haunt those who have experienced
loss, displacement, and exile. Below are key examples of
how trauma and memory are intricately linked in the
novel:

Saleh frequently reflects on his past, his
memories steeped in trauma and regret. His recollections
are fragmented, and his attempts to reconstruct his life are
filled with pain. He remarks, | am back again in the world
I was once part of, but my life in it is only a story I tell, a
memory | turn over in my mind, a fragmentary history
which is no longer truly mine (Gurnah 87). This passage
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reveals how his memories are incomplete and fraught with
the trauma of losing his home and identity. His past is no
longer a coherent narrative but a disjointed set of traumatic
memories that he struggles to make sense of.

Saleh’s memories are often painful, and he is
reluctant to revisit certain moments from his past. His
trauma is not only rooted in events but in the act of
remembering itself. He observes, The past is an ache, a
sharp pain that dulls only with forgetting, but that will not
go away (Gurnah 124). This statement captures how
trauma lingers in memory, refusing to be fully forgotten
and continually resurfacing, causing emotional distress.
Saleh’s trauma is exacerbated by his inability to escape the
memories that haunt him.

Despite the pain, memory also becomes a crucial
tool for survival for Saleh. In his exile, his memories are
all that remain of his former life, even if they are
traumatic. He reflects, There is no escape from the past. It
returns in glimpses, sometimes a name, a smell, a touch,
and with it comes the ache of the loss (Gurnah 202). Here,
memory serves as both a source of trauma and a means of
holding on to his sense of self. The past is inescapable, and
his memories, no matter how painful, are essential to his
understanding of who he is.

Throughout the novel, Gurnah emphasizes how
trauma alters memory, making it difficult to distinguish
between what is real and what is distorted by pain. Saleh
reflects, | have lived too long with the memories of what |
have done and what | have failed to do, and they have
become a part of me, as real as my skin (Gurnah 165). This
statement reveals the pervasive nature of trauma, as the
memories of past events are not only inseparable from his
identity but also physically embodied. Trauma distorts
memory, blending the lines between past and present.

Trauma and Identity in By the Sea

In  Abdulrazak Gurnah's By the Sea, the
protagonist Salim experiences personal traumas that
deeply shape his identity and journey towards
reconciliation. Salim's trauma is rooted in a series of
profound losses and betrayals. The sudden death of his
mother and the subsequent abandonment by his father
leave him in a state of emotional turmoil and profound
loneliness. These experiences of loss and betrayal not
only shape Salim's understanding of relationships but also
impact his perception of self-worth, leading to a deep-
seated sense of insecurity and vulnerability.

Salim's trauma fuels his quest for self-
understanding and the search for a coherent sense of
identity. His traumatic experiences and the ensuing
emotional struggles compel him to question his place in
the world and grapple with his worthiness. As Salim
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navigates through memories, he seeks to reconstruct his
fractured identity, wrestling with the effects of trauma on
his sense of self.

By the Sea intricately explores the interplay
between personal and collective trauma, highlighting how
individual and collective identities are shaped by
historical injustices. The novel foregrounds the burden of
historical injustices, such as slavery and colonialism, on
the characters and the broader community. The weight of
this collective trauma lingers in the background,
influencing the characters' perspectives, relationships, and
the possibilities for reconciliation. The historical
injustices endured by the community become a shared
source of pain, perpetuating a collective struggle for
healing and a quest for justice.

The characters in By the Sea grapple with how historical
trauma influences their individual and collective
identities. The scars of colonialism and slavery shape
their understanding of self and their place in society. The
novel explores how trauma can both fragment and forge
identity, as characters negotiate their relationship with the
past and seek to reconcile the conflicting aspects of their
history.

Memory emerges as a constructive force in the
characters' journeys of reconciliation, offering glimpses
of empowerment and opportunities for growth. In By the
Sea, memory serves as a source of empowerment,
enabling characters to confront and understand their
traumatic experiences. Through memory, individuals
reclaim their agency and gain insights into the root causes
of their pain. Memory becomes a tool for survival,
empowering characters to challenge oppressive narratives
and seek paths towards healing and reconciliation.

Memory plays a pivotal role in shaping narratives
of reconciliation in the novel. By revisiting and
reconstructing memories, characters engage in a process
of meaning-making and truth-seeking. Memory becomes
a catalyst for dialogue, understanding, and the potential
transformation of relationships. It serves as a vehicle
through which characters navigate the complexities of
their past, opening up possibilities for reconciliation and
the forging of new identities.

Throughout the novel, Saleh struggles with his
inability to communicate freely in English, a language
that is both imposed by colonial power and essential for
survival in his new life:

I spoke a few words of English then, but
not many. Even now, | find that it takes
an effort to follow conversations, to
recognize the inflections and changes of
tone in speech, and to put sentences
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together in the way that they do (Gurnah
53).

This linguistic barrier reflects not only the trauma
of displacement but also the challenge of reconstructing
identity in a new cultural context. Saleh’s struggle with
English symbolizes the struggle to navigate a foreign,
hostile environment while grappling with an unstable
sense of self.Trauma in By the Sea is also rooted in the
colonial history of Zanzibar. Saleh’s personal history is
tied to larger political betrayals that forced him into exile:

We lived among traitors, who
collaborated with the colonial powers,
and those who knew only their greed. In
their eyes, we were of no value except to
serve their ambitions. When | think of
those days, | am consumed by a kind of
cold anger, a pain that never leaves me
(Gurnah 84).

Here, Gurnah emphasizes the collective trauma
experienced by colonized peoples, with betrayal by local
elites amplifying the wound inflicted by colonialism. This
historical betrayal reverberates in Saleh's identity crisis,
affecting his perception of himself and others.

Narrative Techniques and Symbolism in By the Sea

Abdulrazak Gurnah employs narrative techniques that
encompass multiple perspectives and fragmented
narratives, adding layers of complexity to the exploration
of trauma and memory. By presenting the story from
different characters' perspectives, Gurnah allows readers
to gain insights into the diverse experiences and
subjective realities of the characters. This narrative
technique gives voice to the complexity of trauma,
highlighting the unique ways in which individuals
interpret and process their traumatic experiences. It
emphasizes the multidimensionality —of  trauma,
showcasing its impact on various aspects of characters'
lives and relationships.

The fragmented narratives in By the Sea mirror
the fragmented nature of memory itself. Gurnah presents
memories as disjointed fragments, reflecting the
characters' struggle to piece together their pasts and make
sense of their traumatic experiences. The fragmented
structure reinforces the challenges of reconstructing
personal and collective histories, underscoring the
dissonance and gaps in their recollections. This technique
invites readers to engage actively in the process of
piecing together the narrative, mirroring the characters'
efforts to reconcile their fractured memories.

Symbolism and metaphor play significant roles in
By the Sea, offering deeper layers of meaning and
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inviting readers to interpret the narrative through
metaphorical lenses. Gurnah employs symbols to
represent trauma and healing throughout the novel. The
sea, for instance, serves as a powerful symbol of both
liberation and entrapment. It represents the vastness of
memory and the depths of trauma, highlighting the
characters' need to confront and navigate their painful
pasts. The sea also becomes a symbol of hope and
possibility, suggesting that healing and reconciliation can
emerge from the depths of trauma.

Metaphors are employed to convey the
complexity of memory and the challenges of
reconciliation. The intertwining of memory and forgetting
is depicted through metaphors like the tangled roots of
trees or the intricate patterns of a tapestry. These
metaphors capture the intricacies of memory,
emphasizing the difficulty of disentangling painful
recollections from the process of healing. They illustrate
the interplay between remembering and forgetting,
suggesting that reconciliation necessitates a delicate
balance between confronting the past and moving
forward.

By employing rich language and vivid imagery,
Gurnah effectively conveys the emotional trauma
experienced by the characters. The author's lyrical prose
amplifies the intensity of the characters' emotions,
allowing readers to immerse themselves in the depths of
their suffering. Gurnah's careful choice of words and
vivid descriptions elicit visceral responses, capturing the
rawness and impact of trauma on the characters' psyche.

Literary devices, such as storytelling and
narrative itself, become vehicles for exploring memory
and reconciliation in By the Sea. Through the act of
storytelling, characters share their memories, unravel
their traumas, and attempt to make sense of their pasts.
Literature becomes a transformative force, offering
solace, understanding, and a means of navigating the
complexities of memory and reconciliation. Gurnah's
novel emphasizes the power of storytelling and literature
in preserving and reclaiming collective memory, forging
connections between the past and present, and fostering
empathy and understanding among readers.

In By the Sea, Gurnah's narrative techniques and
symbolic representations contribute to a rich and nuanced
exploration of trauma and memory. Multiple perspectives
and fragmented narratives capture the diverse experiences
of characters, while symbolism and metaphor deepen the
layers of meaning. Literary devices serve as vehicles for
conveying emotional trauma and highlighting the
transformative power of literature itself. Through these
narrative techniques and symbolism, Gurnah invites
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readers to delve into the complexities of trauma and
memory, ultimately offering insights into the process of
healing and reconciliation.

The sea is one of the central symbols in the novel,
representing both freedom and entrapment. It serves as a
boundary between Saleh’s homeland and his exile, as
well as a metaphor for his sense of isolation and
displacement. The sea was a shifting thing, restless and
relentless. It had a sound that was familiar but
disquieting, as if it never wanted you to feel settled
(Gurnah 39).

The sea symbolizes the constant sense of unease
and instability that characterizes Saleh’s life in exile.
While it separates him from his homeland, it also holds
the promise of movement and escape. This dual
symbolism reflects the contradictory emotions of hope
and despair that accompany displacement.

Perfume and incense appear throughout the novel
as symbols of memory and connection to Saleh’s past.
Early in the novel, Saleh smuggles a carved wooden box
containing incense into England, which becomes a
physical link to his homeland.l had opened the box with
trembling hands and taken out a small lump of ambergris.
The smell was like everything from before, from a time
when there was beauty in the world (Gurnah 21).

The scent of the incense evokes memories of
Saleh’s past life, embodying the lingering connection to
his homeland. At the same time, it represents the distance
between his past and present, as the fragrance is fleeting,
like the memories he is trying to hold onto.

The carved wooden box that Saleh brings with
him from Zanzibar is a recurring symbol of his heritage
and identity. It contains items of personal significance,
including incense, which link him to his past. I clung to
the carved box, my only possession, the only thing I had
left of my home and the life | had lived there (Gurnah
11).

The box symbolizes the remnants of Saleh’s
former life, encapsulating his history and identity.
However, it is also a source of mystery, as its contents are
not fully revealed until later in the novel. The box thus
symbolizes the hidden, repressed aspects of his past,
which he carries with him but cannot fully access or
articulate.

The novel also plays with the symbolism of
names and identity. Saleh adopts the name Rajab Shaaban
Mahmud when he arrives in England, distancing himself
from his true identity. This renaming reflects the shifting,
unstable nature of identity in the context of exile.lt was a
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small matter of papers and passports, of another man’s
name (Gurnah 18).

By adopting a new name, Saleh attempts to create
a new identity, yet the trauma of his past continues to
haunt him. This change of name becomes symbolic of the
larger theme of identity as something that is fluid and
fractured by the experiences of exile and displacement.

Throughout the novel, there is a recurring motif
of silence, representing the characters’ inability or
unwillingness to speak about their traumas. Saleh and
Latif, in particular, often remain silent about the full
extent of their suffering, underscoring the ineffability of
trauma.There are many things | cannot say. They choke
me when | try, so | remain silent (Gurnah 62).

This silence is symbolic of the emotional and
psychological barriers that prevent them from fully
articulating their experiences. It reflects how trauma often
resides beyond language, as the characters struggle to
find words for their pain.

The Quest for Reconciliation in By the Sea

The burden of the past weighs heavily on us, but
it is through the acknowledgement of that burden that we
can begin to heal (Gurnah 45). Within the narrative of By
the Sea, the quest for reconciliation is intimately
connected to the themes of forgiveness and healing. The
novel explores the transformative power of healing as a
crucial step towards reconciliation. Characters in By the
Sea grapple with the impact of trauma on their lives and
relationships, seeking avenues for personal and collective
healing. Healing is portrayed as a necessary process that
allows individuals and communities to confront their past,
confront their pain, and find ways to move forward. By
engaging in healing, characters lay the groundwork for
the possibility of reconciliation, both within themselves
and with others.

The complexity of forgiveness is a central theme in the
pursuit of reconciliation. By the Sea delves into the
intricate dynamics of forgiving and being forgiven in the
aftermath of trauma. The characters' experiences of
betrayal, loss, and injustice create a tension between the
desire for forgiveness and the emotional turmoil
associated with it. The novel recognizes that forgiveness
is a deeply personal and complex process, highlighting
the challenges individuals face when trying to reconcile
their traumatic pasts with the need to forgive.

By the Sea explores how trauma can profoundly
impact relationships, complicating the path to
reconciliation. The characters in the novel grapple with
strained relationships and trust issues resulting from their
individual and collective traumas. Trauma disrupts their
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ability to form and maintain healthy connections with
others, leading to fractured relationships characterized by
mistrust, resentment, and emotional distance. The quest
for reconciliation requires characters to confront these
relational challenges, rebuild trust, and navigate the
complexities of forgiveness.

The intergenerational transmission of trauma is also
explored in By the Sea. Characters inherit the scars of
historical injustices and struggle to navigate the impact of
this trauma on their relationships. The novel examines
how the legacies of colonialism and slavery reverberate
through generations, shaping the dynamics between
characters. The quest for reconciliation involves
recognizing the interconnections between personal and
collective traumas and actively working to break the
cycles of pain and resentment within relationships.

By the Sea suggests that reconciliation
necessitates a revisiting of the past to shape a better
future. Acknowledgement and understanding of the past
are integral to the process of reconciliation. The novel
highlights the importance of confronting and reckoning
with historical injustices, as well as personal traumas, to
foster understanding and empathy. Through this process,
characters gain insights into the complex web of
circumstances that have shaped their lives and those
around them. By acknowledging the past, they open the
possibility for reconciliation, growth, and the potential for
a better future.

Collective memory plays a significant role in the
pursuit of reconciliation in By the Sea. The novel
emphasizes the power of shared stories and narratives in
preserving collective memory, challenging dominant
narratives, and fostering a sense of belonging and
understanding. By engaging with collective memory,
characters in the novel contribute to the broader process
of reconciliation, as they uncover hidden truths, confront
historical injustices, and strive to create a more inclusive
and just society.

In By the Sea, the quest for reconciliation
intertwines with the themes of forgiveness, healing,
relationship dynamics, and the revisiting of the past. The
novel acknowledges the complexity of these processes
and underscores the significance of collective memory in
the pursuit of reconciliation. Through the exploration of
these themes, By the Sea offers readers a profound
meditation on the challenges and possibilities of
reconciling with one's past, forging meaningful
connections, and envisioning a more reconciled future.

The novel unfolds through a non-linear narrative

structure, shifting between past and present, as Saleh
Omar recounts his memories, interspersed with the events
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of his current life in exile. This fragmented structure
mirrors the fractured identities of the characters and their
disrupted lives.

I cannot remember exactly how old I was
when | began to steal books from my
father’s cupboard. It was sometime before
I left primary school... | cannot remember
all the books I stole, and I cannot tell you
how long my father’s rage lasted...
(Gurnah 9).

By using memory as a narrative device, Gurnah
emphasizes the way trauma distorts time. Saleh’s inability
to recall specific details represents his struggle to make
sense of his fragmented past, which is constantly
intruding into his present. The non-linear structure thus
becomes a way to depict the disorienting effects of
memory and trauma.

The novel is told primarily from the first-person
perspective of Saleh Omar, with interspersed sections
from the point of view of Latif Mahmud. This technique
allows readers to access the characters' innermost
thoughts and emotions, making their experiences of exile,
displacement, and trauma more immediate and personal.

What is home? Is it where you live, where you
were born, or where you come to rest? | have lost all
three, and | have none now (Gurnah 55). This
introspective first-person voice draws readers into Saleh’s
emotional world, as he grapples with existential questions
of belonging and identity. The personal nature of this
narrative technique deepens the impact of the themes of
exile and alienation.

Storytelling plays a central role in the novel, both
as a narrative technique and a symbol of the characters'
attempt to reconstruct their identities. Saleh reflects on
the power of stories and their capacity to reveal or
obscure truths. This is how it was told to me, and this is
how | will tell it to you. But the telling of it will change
the story, will give it new forms and purposes (Gurnah
35).

This metafictional reflection on the nature of
storytelling highlights the subjective nature of memory
and narrative. It suggests that identity itself is constructed
through the stories we tell, stories that are shaped by the
act of telling. Gurnah uses this technique to explore how
trauma and memory are filtered through personal
narratives, where certain aspects are emphasized or
suppressed.

Trauma and Reconciliation in a Global Context

By situating Abdulrazak Gurnah's By the Sea
within the broader context of postcolonial literature, a
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comparative analysis can shed light on how trauma and
reconciliation are explored in different literary works.

By comparing By the Sea with other postcolonial
literary works, common themes related to trauma and
reconciliation emerge. These themes may include the
enduring legacies of colonization, the impact of historical
injustices on personal and collective identities, and the
complexities of navigating relationships and healing in
the aftermath of trauma. Comparative analysis allows for
a deeper understanding of how trauma and reconciliation
are conceptualized across diverse literary traditions,
expanding our insights into the universal aspects of these
experiences.

Comparative analysis of different literary works
offers diverse perspectives on trauma and reconciliation.
It allows us to examine how different authors explore
these themes through distinct narrative techniques,
cultural contexts, and historical backgrounds. Through
such analysis, we can gain a more nuanced understanding
of the various ways in which trauma is represented, the
processes of healing and reconciliation, and the unique
challenges faced by individuals and communities in
different global contexts.

By the Sea and other literary works provide
valuable insights and lessons for reconciliation processes,
both within specific communities and on a global scale.
Literary works that explore trauma and reconciliation can
inform healing and reconciliation initiatives by
highlighting the complexities and nuances of these
processes. They offer insights into the emotional and
psychological dimensions of trauma, the challenges of
forgiveness and healing, and the importance of
acknowledging historical injustices. By engaging with
these literary works, practitioners and policymakers
involved in reconciliation efforts can gain a deeper
understanding of the multifaceted nature of trauma and
the strategies needed for meaningful reconciliation.

Trauma and reconciliation are not limited to
specific regions or communities; they have global
implications. Comparative analysis of literary works can
help address historical traumas in global contexts by
fostering cross-cultural understanding and empathy.
These works provide a platform for dialogue, allowing
readers from different backgrounds to engage with
diverse perspectives on trauma and reconciliation. By
promoting a global conversation on these themes, literary
works contribute to the collective effort of addressing
historical injustices and fostering reconciliation on a
broader scale.

In a global context, trauma and reconciliation are
complex and interconnected processes that transcend
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individual experiences and communities. By situating By
the Sea within the broader context of postcolonial
literature and engaging in comparative analysis, we can
gain valuable insights into the universal aspects of trauma
and reconciliation. Moreover, these literary works offer
lessons and guidance for healing and reconciliation
initiatives, contributing to the ongoing pursuit of justice,
empathy, and understanding in our interconnected world.

In conclusion, Abdulrazak Gurnah's By the Sea is
a testament to the indomitable human spirit in the face of
trauma and the relentless pursuit of reconciliation.
Through his vivid exploration of trauma, memory, and
the complex interplay between personal and collective
histories, Gurnah invites readers to navigate the
labyrinthine paths of healing, forgiveness, and self-
discovery. By the Sea stands as a beautiful and poignant
testament to the struggles, resilience, and hope that
resides within us all as we strive to reconcile with our
past and forge a better future.
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