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Abstract 

The study examines the philosophical relationship of trauma, exile and memory in the history 

of the Partition of India in 1947. Following the steps of trauma theory, as applied to Caruth 

and LaCapra, memory studies by Ricouer, Assmann and Hirsch, and postcolonial theory by 

Said, Spivak and Bhabha, the paper will examine the way in which literary, cinematic, and 

testimonial narratives transform displacement into a work of memory and moral resistance. 

Comparing the Partition testimonies and classical Greek tragedy, the study highlights the 

universality of the concept of exile and the ability of the narrative to be moral. The memory 

can be the place of healing, reconciliation and peace. The research will indicate that the 

abovementioned can occur even in the case of being triggered by testimonies capturing the 

marks of the past. 

Keywords: Partition of India, Trauma theory, Memory Studies, Testimonial Narratives, 

Postcolonial Theory, and Exile.  
 

Introduction 

Intersection of exile and trauma has become one of the core questions of modernity, 

particularly in societies that have been dominated by systematic violence, as well as 

persecution and war. Exile is not only physical displacement, but also such an important 

failure of identity, belonging and subjectivity is often inseparable from the trauma wounds. 

Violence that drives people into exile does not use up the act of leaving behind. It is still an 

open wound, organising memory, narration and intergenerational consciousness. The question 

of philosophy, literature and cultural studies is this: how do such wounds of history not only 

survive but are written, opposed  

and rewritten. This study is the focus of philosophical enquiry and testimonies. It has a two-

fold purpose. This study will attempt to comprehend that memories are useful in recalling, 

healing and reconciling the sufferings exile brings about.  

 

The Partition of India can be regarded as one of the most symbolic examples of trauma and 

displacement in the twentieth century. The conclusion of the British colonial rule placed 

hastily drawn borders between the subcontinent, which gave rise to one of the most massive 

and bloody mass migrations in the history of mankind. Millions of people were forced to 

leave ancestral homesteads, families were divided and violence of monumental scales were 

experienced in Punjab, Bengal and beyond. Partition, thus, is at once a moment in the past of 

displacement and an ongoing force in cultural memory. Not merely accounts of loss, the 

testimonies, memoirs and fictions seeping from this rupture are also philosophical 

meditations on identity, ethics and the ability of humans to withstand suffering. By placing 
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Partition at the fore, this research adds to the wider debate regarding trauma, exile and the 

ethics of memory.  

 

Valuable resources for this investigation come from philosophical models of trauma and 

memory. In Unclaimed Experience (1996), Cathy Caruth claims that trauma is difficult to 

describe simply because it is felt after the fact, like a wound that demands return. Dominick 

LaCapra makes a distinction between "acting out" and "working through" trauma, 

hypothesising that testimony and narrative can facilitate processes of working through, if they 

never erase the wound completely. Paul Ricoeur, in Memory, History, Forgetting (2004), is 

concerned with the narrative refiguration of temporality, providing opportunities for 

reconciliation between past suffering and current life. The way collective practices of 

remembrance pass trauma down to succeeding generations, crafting identities long after the  

initial event is brought to light by Jan Assmann’s research on cultural memory. These 

conceptual structures provide the possibility of a philosophical approach to reading Partition 

narratives not as histories per se but as interventions into the ethics of memory, belonging and 

reconciliation. 

 

Alongside this, the experience of exile calls into consideration subjectivity and ethics. Being 

banished means losing both one's place and the continuity of identity that a place offers. This 

means existing in a state of alienation from one's own history, occupying the transitional area 

between belonging and not belonging. Exile turns memory into an asset and a burden. As an 

asset, it offers the potential for rebuilding community through collective remembrance, as a 

burden exile demands the haunting of violence. Emmanuel Levina’s observations are useful 

in this regard. His insistence upon the ethical obligation towards the Other provides a 

framework for considering reconciliation as the recognition of others’ suffering and the 

development of solidarities across and through divisions rather than the eradication of 

trauma.  

 

Because they represent the work of memory, literature and testimonial practices are essential 

to this philosophical endeavour. Whether found in Saadat Hasan Manto’s short stories, Sunil 

Gangopadhyay’s novels or Ritwik Ghatak’s films, Partition literature stages the moral 

quandaries of memory and asks how communities might collectively remember what split 

them. Testimony, whether oral testimonies gathered by initiatives such as the Partition 

Archive or private memoirs saved within families, turns personal suffering in a collective of 

remembering. The philosophical importance of such accounts is that they are able to span the 

chasm between trauma and reconciliation even if this reconciliation is incomplete and 

provisional.  

 

This research is guided by three main research questions: What effects do exile brought on by 

trauma have on memory, both individually and collectively? How can traumatic exile be 

transformed into acts of resistance and remembrance through literary and testimonial 

practices? Lastly, is it possible for memory to be a tool for healing and reconciliation when it 

is reconstructed through narrative? An interdisciplinary approach combining memory theory, 

trauma studies and postcolonial critique is needed to answer these questions. Trauma theory, 

Caruth, Lacapra and Felman offer us instruments for comprehending the psychological and 

narrative aspects of trauma. But, memory studies by Assmann, Ricoeur and Hirsch emphasise 

the cultural and generational transmission of exile’s wounds. Testimony must be studied as 

counter-history against the prevailing narratives of independence and nationhood. This is the 
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main expression of the postcolonial theories by Spivak, Bhabha and Chakrabarty when they 

try to find Partition within colonial histories of violence and displacement.  

 

This study will proceed through a number of phases. It will first examine how war and 

violence create sites of trauma in exile and it will use Partition as a case study. Then it will 

move on to memory and testimony and explore how survivors and later generations narrate 

trauma in various forms of narrative. It will examine how testimony and narrative promise 

possibilities for healing and reconciliation through reference to philosophical accounts of 

memory and ethics. During the last phase, the research will pass two significant stages. The 

research will compare Partition accounts and classical antiquity such as Greek antiquity. The 

idea is to demonstrate that pain and exile are not new issues in human society. This study will 

then continue to suggest that the preservation of the memory of exile is morally an act of 

solidarity and defiance. This will give the impression that reconciliation is an ongoing 

process of collective memory rather than a final statement.  

 

In bringing together trauma, exile and memory, what is not attempted is an articulation of 

reconciliation as capable of putting an end to the violence of the past once and for all. 

Instead, the goal is to demonstrate how memory itself can be used as a philosophical tool for 

surviving the aftermath of trauma when it is activated through narrative and testimony. Exile 

inscribes injury on identity but it also creates the possibility for new communities founded on 

mutual remembrances. The dialectic between rupture and despair, loss and reconstruction is 

central to the philosophical examination of trauma, exile and cultural displacement. The 

Partition of India has been the case of immense pain and left a searing mark on cultural 

memory. Besides these, it performs two more tasks: it adds to further discussions on the 

ethics of memory in times of violence, and provides enough context to think about these 

issues for later research.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Numerous academic fields, including philosophy, literature, history, psychology and cultural 

studies have studied trauma, exile and memory. This review examines four interconnected 

strands of scholarship: (1) trauma theory and its philosophical underpinnings, (2) memory 

studies and cultural transfer, (3) exile and displacement in postcolonial and Partition 

scholarship, and (4) comparative analyses drawing on classical antiquity. When put together, 

these works help analyse two things: firstly, how traumatic exile is remembered, and how 

narrative helps in reconciliation.  

1. Trauma Theory and Its Philosophical Underpinnings 

The contemporary philosophical analysis of trauma has primarily been influenced by the 

writings of Cathy Caruth, Dominick LaCapra and Shoshana Felman. Cathy Caruth’s  

Unclaimed Experience (1996) places trauma within the realm of an event that defies easy 

integration into consciousness. Trauma, she contends, is felt after the fact, manifesting as 

symptoms, repetitions and narratives that at best register only the original wound. This 

belatedness renders trauma both unavoidable and narratively unrepresentable. For Caruth, the 

trauma is paradoxical because it is both an indescribable injury and a call to be spoken.  

 

LaCapra extends this model further in Writing History, Writing Trauma (2001), 

differentiating between “acting out” (the repetitive compulsions of trauma) and “working 

through” (the attempt to narrate and contextualise trauma). This is very much the case with 

exile, wherein individuals and groups can be trapped in repetition cycles unless narratives of 

displacement are mobilised towards processes of meaning-making and reconciliation. He 
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points out the ethical considerations going on about trauma studies. In his own way, LaCapra 

warns about the risks calling others’ trauma as one’s own without accepting its distinct 

identity.  

 

All the priority of putting testimony of trauma witnessing is at the centre of Felman and 

Laub’s work, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis and History 

(1992). They want to avoid recalling the past over and over again. Instead, Felman and Laub 

see testimony as a moral act and it connects the listener to the witness. This dialogic nature of 

testimony is vital to unpacking how traumatic experience in exile gets passed down and 

recognised through generations. 

 

Other philosophers also approve these observations. For example, Emmanuel Levinas 

presents a useful behavioural archetype. He is not a trauma theorist though. His emphasis on 

accountability to the Other provides a framework for understanding reconciliation not as  

erasure of trauma but as acceptance of alterity. So too, Hannah Arendt’s thoughts on 

statelessness in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) emphasise exile as a political and 

philosophical issue: to lose place is to lose rights, identity and recognition.  

 

Collectively, these academics set down trauma as a condition of philosophy that undermines 

subjectivity and temporality, and opens up ethical calls for recognition and remembrance. 

Their observations serve as the basis for examining exile as both traumatic fracture and 

possible ethical site of reconstruction.  

 

2. Research on Memory and Cultural Transmission 

While trauma studies focus on the psychological and ethical aspects of wounding, memory 

studies point to the cultural and communal mechanisms by which trauma is stored, 

communicated and reinterpreted. Maurice Halbwachs’ On Collective Memory (1992) set the 

sociological foundation for comprehending memory as being socially conditioned. For 

Halbwachs, memory is not a personal asset but a social practice influenced by social 

structures of remembrance.  

 

Jan Assmann expands this idea through the theory of “cultural memory”, which differentiates 

between communicative memory (living memory within three generations) and cultural 

memory (institutionalised remembrance by means of texts, rituals and archives). In Cultural 

Memory and Early Civilization (2011), Assmann stresses how cultural memory brings 

continuity through breaks, allowing communities to maintain identity in the face of trauma. 

Memory helps bring a sense of attachment among displaced communities. This is the main 

idea promoted by this theoretical structure.   

 

Paul Ricoeur’s Memory, History, Forgetting (2004) is a more overtly philosophical treatment. 

Ricoeur plots out the conflicts between forgetting and memory, contending that what is called 

for is not amnesia but a responsibly refigured past. His focus on narrative as the channel by 

which memory is structured appeals both to trauma studies and postcolonial testimony, both 

of which have storytelling as a healing technique.  

 

In The Generation of Postmemory (2012), Marianne Hirsch’s theory of “postmemory” 

emphasises the intergenerational transmission of trauma to the second and third generation. 

Through stories, images and cultural customs, descendants can emotionally and imaginatively 

invest themselves in the traumatic experiences of their ancestors. This phenomenon is known 
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as postmemory.  In the context of Partition, when survivors are dying and descendants are left 

with fractured memories, postmemory offers a key lens.  

 

Collectively, these academics emphasise that memory is not passive recall but an active, 

shared and frequently disputed practice. Memory makes exile survivable and ethically 

productive, even as it continues the scars of trauma. It is in memory, personal, cultural and 

postmemorial, that exile becomes survivable and ethically productive.  

 

3. Studies of Partition, Displacement and Exile 

From ancient banishments to contemporary refugee crises, exile as an analytical category has 

been linked to political and cultural displacement since ancient times. Edward Said’s thoughts 

on exile are seminal in this respect. In Reflections on Exile (2000), Said describes exile as 

“the unhealable rift” between the self and its homeland, but also as a condition that produces 

new forms of critical consciousness. Exile, then is both loss and gain: it damages identity 

while  

undermining the myth of rootedness. 

 

In South Asian studies, the Partition of India has produced a wealth of research analysing 

exile and trauma. What women and other marginalised survivors report verbally, is the focus 

of Urvashi Butalia’s The Other Side of Silence (1998). The work shows how personal 

suffering is suppressed often by official narratives.  

 

Even though the Partition affected all, it left different impressions on various communities 

and generations of people. Remembering Partition (2001) by Gyanendra Pandey addresses 

this as the politics of memory. 

 

During the exiles of Partition, it is women who must suffer more than men. Their bodies bear 

the scars of the trauma of the nation and the community at large. This is the subject matter of 

Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin’s Borders and Boundaries (1998).   

 

Bengali and Punjabi literatures are replete with several narratives of exile. The absurdity and 

violence of displacement are immaculately brought out by Saadat Hasan Manto’s Toba Tek 

Singh. 

 

When it comes to Bengali post-Partition cultures, the long-lasting effects of Partition exile are 

brought out by Sunil Gangopadhyay’s refugee tales and Ritwik Ghatak’s films like Meghe 

Dhaka Tara and Subarnarekha. Several pieces of information concerning trauma are recorded 

in these works, like memory, belonging and philosophical investigations into identity. 

 

Academics have grown more interested in the intergenerational transfer of Partition trauma. 

Jisha Menon’s The Performance of Nationalism (2013) analyses how Partition trauma is 

reenacted present-day India. Anjali Gera Roy and Nandi Bhatia’s edited collection 

Partitioned Lives (2008) brings together essays on displacement and cultural memory. These 

books collectively illustrate how Partition is not limited to 1947 but will continue to define 

identities and memories today. 

 

In wider postcolonial horizons, exile comes into contact with diaspora, hybridity and 

transnational belonging. Homi Bhabha’s “third space” (The Location of Culture, 1994) 

emphasises how displacement generates hybrid identities. Gayatri Spivak’s subaltern studies 
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critique demands the hearing of the suppressed voices in the narratives of exile. Dipesh 

Chakrabarty’s Provincializing Europe (2000) reminds us that exile and memory need to be 

theorised from non-Western perspectives, against Eurocentric paradigms. All this research 

aims at pointing Partition as both a historical disaster and a philosophical area to think about 

trauma, exile and memory within modern postcolonial frameworks.  

 

4. Comparative Perspectives: Antiquity and Trauma Narratives 

Classical antiquity brings out important viewpoints when held against the mirrors of modern 

trauma and exile. Greek tragedy specifically theatricalised the psychological and social costs 

of war, exile and displacement. Euripides’ The Trojan Women tells of the hardships of women 

enslaved following the fall of Troy, emphasising both individual loss and societal upheaval. 

Sophocles’ Ajax unpacks the psychological effects of war, where betrayal and humiliation 

propel the warrior to madness and death by betrayal and humiliation.  

 

According to academics like Nicole Loraux and Martha Nussbaum, tragedy offered a public 

space to work through communal trauma. Tragedy forces its audience to find out how weak 

humanity truly is. Nussbaum emphasises that tragedy also encourages reflection. The main 

idea expressed in Loraux’s The Mourning Voice (2002) is that lament shapes collective 

memory. These texts indicate that ancient Greek culture the power of storytelling to help 

people cope with trauma and exile.  

Historical continuity can be clearly understood only when exiles of the present are compared 

with the exiles of the past. There is a distinct similarity between ancient tragedies and modern 

testimony: both use narrative to discuss major themes of healing, displacement and violence. 

Combined, these views on trauma demonstrate that the painful experience is a widespread 

one and there is no escape from pain. Partition is also in the context of exile philosophy due 

to trauma.  

 

5. Synthesis and Gaps 

Through these threads, some insights are gleaned. Trauma theory offers the conceptual 

framework for seeing exile as a wound that defies healing. Memory studies show how trauma 

is passed and refracted through the generations. The exact conditions of exile and their after-

effects are described in excruciating detail by Partition studies. Classical methods tend to 

make these problems profoundly philosophical. 

 

However, there are several gaps to be taken into consideration. First, concepts surrounding 

Holocaust have been the central theme of trauma studies. Speculating trauma in postcolonial  

and South Asian contexts is a topic of utmost concern. Second, even though Partition studies 

have always described displacement in excruciating detail, it is usually not put together with 

memory and ethics theories.  

 

Third, classical and contemporary exile narratives are not typically examined in a 

comparative framework, even though they share a common fascination with loss, memory 

and healing. 

This study attempts to fill these lacunae by combining trauma theory, memory studies, 

Partition testimonies and comparative insights from antiquity. In examining how trauma-

induced exile is recounted and remembered, it will demonstrate how storytelling becomes a 

philosophical act of resistance, survival and reconciliation. 

 

TRAUMA AS EXILE: WAR, VIOLENCE AND DISPLACEMENT 



www.TLHjournal.com                       Literary  Herald                   ISSN: 2454-3365 

                                   An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal 

                                             Impact Factor: 7.825 
 

 

 
 Vol. 11, Issue 5 (February  2026)    

Page 
155 

                          Dr. Siddhartha Sharma 
                                 Editor-in-Chief 

  

Exile is one of the persistent human states, brought about historically by war, persecution and 

institutional violence. It is not only a geographic displacement but a deep psychological and 

cultural upheaval: the loss of connection to place, memory and community. To be in exile is 

to know the world as broken, as if one’s own subjectivity were torn away along with the 

body. Exile is thus not only caused by trauma, but it is also its long-term consequences. In 

cases of forced migration, the legacies of violence do not end when they leave their homes 

instead they accompany the exiled person and determine his identity, memory, and belonging 

in the foreign land as time goes by. The Partition of India in 1947 is a perfect example of this 

process. It shows how trauma and exile mingle to leave behind lasting memories of pain, 

uprooting, and broken memories.  

 

The Exile as Dissolution of Self and Place 

What happens is that, philosophically, exile presents a two-fold failure: the failure of spatial 

grounding and the destabilisation of subjectivity. Exile according to Reflections on Exile 

(2000) by Edward Said is the irreparable dislocation between the self and the homeland, the 

condition that breeds alienation and critical awareness. According to the observation made by 

Said, exile, in addition to being physical displacement, influences continuity, memory, and 

sense of identity. Violence-induced displacement includes, among other things, loss of land, 

and sense of community, loss of that cultural paradigm on which selfhood was built. 

 

The traumatising event of exile is thus a break in existence. Caruth makes us remember that 

the trauma cannot enter the consciousness at once. It is returned late and bothers narrative and 

memory. To the exile, this ghosting is manifested as a break-in of the past and the present: the 

lost home is an absence, an unfilling gap that disenfranchises belonging. LaCapra’s 

dichotomy of “acting” out and “working through” enlightened this condition. Exiles will 

sometimes find themselves locked into compulsive retelling of tales of loss with no closure 

(“acting out”), while others strive to retell displacement so that it is coherent and meaningful 

(“working through”). Both instances highlight exile as a place where memory and identity are 

informed by trauma long after the event of violence.  

 

Partition as a Locale of Traumatic Exile 

The partition of India represents the disastrous intersection of exile and trauma. In August 

1947, when independence was declared, the subcontinent was split along religious lines into 

India and Pakistan. The Radcliffe Line, dashed off with little care for social realities, 

uprooted an estimated 14 million individuals, the largest twentieth-century forced migration. 

Violence  

broke out in Punjab, Bengal and elsewhere: massacres, abductions, rape and property 

destruction followed the massive migrations. 

 

Partition did not create refugees alone but also exiles in the fuller sense. Millions who had 

crossed borders lost ancestral homelands, means of livelihood and community relationships 

that could never be regained. The independent states regarded refugees as burdens, and they 

did not usually provide them with the appropriate resettlement. Freedom was supposed to be 

the symbol of independence. But it cost too much in bloodshed, loss and relocation, and so 

further added to the sufferings exile. The exile left a mark in the lives of the future 

generations and to the survivors it was an open wound by means of cultural memory and 

postmemory. 
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The testimonies of the individuals who experienced the Partition demonstrate how the trauma 

and forced migration are related to each other. Oral histories such as The 1947 Partition 

Archive are not only stories of violence of being exiled, but of the unending agony of not 

fitting in, of seeing people being murdered and abducted but their voices of missing villages, 

neighbours and cultures that may never be recovered are equally disturbing. These stories 

show how trauma is not only physical but also existential in that it includes being in exile 

from a formerly known life.  

 

Dimensions of Exile and Trauma by Gender 

Partition exile was very gendered. In the argument of Borders and Boundaries (1998), Ritu 

Menon and Kamla Bhasin state that the women bodies became signifiers of the national and 

communal feuds. Partition violence included abductions, forceful conversion and rapes. In 

the case of women, there was the trauma of violation and stigma of survival magnifying 

exile. 

 

Women have narrated that they have lacked opinions regarding their homes and even their 

bodies in most instances. In their lives, women go through three major types of exile that are: 

exile to their home grounds, estrangement to their loved ones and alienation to the spirit. 

These are the moments when the constraints of the memory are indeed used to heal the 

individual and are a great challenge to the simplistic storeys that make their sufferings into 

something that are simply nothing.  They also highlight that exile is a highly manifested and 

gendered experience. In other words, exile is more than a cultural and geographic situation. 

 

Exile Narratives in Partition Literature 

Partition literature is a rich vehicle for confronting the traumatic aspects of exile. Saadat 

Hasan Manto’s Toba Tek Singh is still one of the most moving allegories of displacement. The 

story is set in a mental asylum. It brings to light the absurdities surrounding division of 

people and territory. It also points out how exile slowly and steadily converts identity into 

madness. The protagonist, Bishan Singh, is neither from India nor from Pakistan. His 

inability to decide allegorises the irresolvable trauma of exile. 

 

In Bengal, Sunil Gangopadhyay’s refugee fiction describes the feelings of everyday struggles 

in displaced populations within Kolkata. His figures battle poverty, homelessness and the 

constant recollection of lost homelands. Ritwik Ghatak’s films (Meghe Dhaka Tara, 

Subarnarekha) also describe exile as a loss but also as a haunting which orchestrates 

subjectivity itself. Ghatak’s heroes are always displaced, unable to fit their fractured identities 

into the brutalities of Partition.  

 

These films and novels demonstrate that exile is not a moment which closes with resettlement 

but a persistent trauma that organises identity over time. They also demonstrate narrative as a 

space of philosophical contemplation, where trauma is both represented and reenacted. 

 

Implications for Philosophy: Exile as Persistent Trauma 

The experience of Partitions indicated that exile is not merely a historical moment of 

displacement, but an ongoing trauma that constructs identity, memory and community 

generationally. This has some philosophical implications: 

1. Exile as a Temporary Rupture: trauma makes it certain that exile is not defined as a 

temporary disruption. To do that, it guarantees that exile will not be pushed to the 
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past. Survivors and their descendants continue to feel its impact belatedly, through 

memory, postmemory and narrative transmission. 

2. Exile as an Ethical Challenge: According to Levinas, exile makes the rules of 

interdependence mandatory. Exile is recounted when pain is acknowledged, 

obliteration is resisted and relationships are formed across diversities.  

3. Exile as Political Condition: according to her work on statelessness, Hannah Arendt 

expressly emphasises exile as the refusal of political recognition. Partition exiles not 

merely lost homes but also were marginalised by the very states formed to govern 

them. 

4. Exile as Narrative Necessity: according to Felman and Laub, trauma must have 

testimony. Even though exile makes certain that narration is never left out, such kids 

of narration never point out the exact location of the wound. Narrative is the place 

where trauma and exile meet, and possibilities of healing without resolution emerge.  

 

From Trauma to Memory and Reconciliation 

Knowing exile as trauma becomes the basis for examining memory and reconciliation. Exile 

shatters subjectivity, but memory, individual, cultural and intergenerational, can be a vehicle 

for remaking belonging. But memory is a two-edged sword: it rememorates trauma while 

offering the resources for healing. The task, as Ricoeur proposes, is to refigure memory in 

narrative, to convert exile from a wound into a source of ethical thought and possible 

reconciliation. 

 

Partition exile, therefore, represents the dialectic of trauma and remembrance. The violence 

of uprooting created wounds that persistently haunt survivors and progeny. But in describing 

these wounds, through testimony, literature and cultural practice, communities also build 

possibilities for solidarity and moral recognition. Exile, though traumatic, is a place to 

reimagine belonging, identity and the philosophical requirements of remembrance.  

 

 

 

 

MEMORY, NARRATIVE AND RECONCILIATION: REMEMBERING EXILE 

If trauma and exile break the continuity of community and self, memory and narrative are the 

brittle means by which that break is lived and reimagined. Exile, then, is bodily displacement 

as well as mnemonic one, the loss of the structures in which belonging is recalled. However, 

as survivors speak, write and act their memories, exile is reinscribed as an arena of moral 

encounter, testimony, cultural memory and art collectively turn trauma into what Paul 

Ricoeur terms a “refiguration of experience” (Memory, History, Forgetting 21): a mode of 

thinking the past that doesn’t efface suffering but places it within common meaning. This 

section examines how Partition exile is remembered and told over generations, the way 

silence and narrative,  

akin to ancient tragedy, offers the potential for reconciliation without closure. 

 

Memory and Testimony: Transmission Across Generations 

Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub define testimony as a dialogic act that commits speaker and 

listener alike to the ethical task of witnessing (Testimony 5). In Partition contexts, this 

dialogic form brings to life the oral testimonies documented in archives like the 1947 

Partition Archive and the Partition Museum in Amritsar. Survivors’ memories of tumultuous 

border crossings, missing relatives and abandoned villages, document more than disaster. 
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They are acts of ethical address. To write of exile is to insist on the acknowledgement of 

suffering that the official record of history cannot provide. Testimony thus resists the erasure 

that nationalist narratives of victory create, maintaining that independence and displacement 

cannot be severed. 

 

Cathy Caruth reminds us that trauma defies straightforward portrayal. Its truth lies in the 

repetition and belatedness by which the wound comes back factual description of violence 

(Unclaimed Experience 4). Most Partition testimonies exhibit this tardiness: silence, 

repetition and abrupt halts interrupt the impossibility of complete narration. In those silences 

is what Dominick LaCapra terms the distinction between “acting out” and “working through” 

(Writing History, Writing Trauma 70). Survivors toggle between replaying trauma and 

reframing it. The acts of the archive, like recording, holding and passing these voices, create 

"working through" as a shared process, taking individual wounds and rendering them a 

communal cultural archive.  

 

Maurice Halbwachs’ theory of collective memory elucidates this shift: memory is never 

individual but socially constructed. Jan Assmann develops this observation in his concept of  

“cultural memory”, which endures past living generations in institutions, rituals and texts 

(Cultural Memory and Early Civilization 37). Partition memory operates in large measure at 

this level today. Museums, cinema, literature and family stories institutionalise the trauma of 

exile, so descendants meet the event in mediated form. Marianne Hirsch’s “postmemory" 

describes this effect. For the second and third generations, the memory of Partition is not 

lived but inherited, experienced through stories, photographs and the emotional residues of 

silence (The Generation of Postmemory 5). 

 

Postmemory transforms exile into a continuing ethical legacy. Descendants reimagine 

ancestral trauma through literature and art: Deepa Mehta’s Earth (1998) dramatizes violence 

for those who never witnessed it. Jhumpa Lahiri’s diasporic fiction renders Partition as a 

haunting absence within immigrant life. In such literature, exile is a transgenerational 

condition of belonging, marked by what can be lost but not forgotten. Memory, in this regard, 

is both liability and asset: it reiterates trauma as well as facilitates continuity. 

 

Narrative as Memory: Literature, Silence and Resistance 

Whereas testimony anchors the ethics of remembrance in lived voice, literature and film give 

that remembrance shape as lasting cultural form. Saadat Hasan Manto’s Toba Tek Singh 

(1955) is exemplary of how fiction reconfigures exile as philosophical absurdity. In a mental 

asylum where the patients are traded between India and Pakistan, the narrative allegorises the 

impossibility of belonging following Partition. Bishan Singh’s refusal to make the either-or 

decision between nations ends in his death on no-man’s land, a symbolic place of 

irreconcilable exile. Manto’s irony does what LaCapra identifies as “working through”: by 

posing trauma in terms of absurdity, he converts unrepresentable pain into critique, and it 

brings readers into a  

shared recognition instead of just empathy. 

 

In Bengal, Sunil Gangopadhyay’s refugee novels and Ritwik Ghatak’s films (Meghe Dhaka 

Tara, Subarnarekha) carry on this ethical role. Ghatak, who was himself an East Bengal 

refugee, employs fractured editing and sonic dissonance to represent what Caruth describes 

as the "temporal disjunction" of trauma, the continued presence of the past in the present. His 

characters exist in permanent dislocation, tormented by recollections of home which can 



www.TLHjournal.com                       Literary  Herald                   ISSN: 2454-3365 

                                   An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal 

                                             Impact Factor: 7.825 
 

 

 
 Vol. 11, Issue 5 (February  2026)    

Page 
159 

                          Dr. Siddhartha Sharma 
                                 Editor-in-Chief 

  

never be restored. In using such aesthetic devices, Ghatak converts exile into a cinematic 

language of mourning. The audience, as in Greek tragedy’s chorus, joins in shared mourning. 

 

Silence, is also constitutive of this memory work. Survivors, and especially women survivors, 

kept quiet for decades. Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin’s Borders and Boundaries testifies to 

how shame and social shame made their narratives unpronounceable. And yet silence, instead 

of undermining testimony, becomes its deepest mode. In the wake of Emmanuel Levinas, the 

Other’s silence is not a lack but an excess of the ethical, the unrepresentable aspect of 

suffering that defies appropriation. Ethical remembrance is thus to listen to silence, to let the 

unsaid be as trace. 

 

Gayatri Spivak’s query “Can the Subaltern Speak?” makes this more complex. Within 

Partition memory, subaltern speech usually endures not by any direct telling but by 

fragmentary gestures, family tales, or the margins of official records. To see these silences 

requires a hermeneutics of hearing, sensitive to the politics of voice, memory this constitutes 

resistance: an act that maintains the dignity of survivors yet resists the closure of historical 

mastery. 

 

In such a confluence of literature, witness and silence, narrative becomes epistemological as 

well as moral practice. It does not heal trauma but makes it visible, taking exile to a common 

ethical horizon. According to Ricouer, “To narrate suffering is already to transform it into 

meaning” (Memory, History, Forgetting 146). Narrative bridges the unspeakable and the 

communicable, pain and understanding. 

 

From Memory to Reconciliation: The Narrative Ethics of Healing 

Narrative, by reordering experience of time, promises the possibility of reconciliation. 

Ricoeur’s concept of refiguration, the remaking of time by narrative, makes possible the 

transformation of traumatic pasts into living memory and their non-effacement. Healing in 

that case, is not forgetfulness but retelling. In Partition environments, this process occurs via 

oral testimonies, cross-border initiatives and artistic re-imaginings which allow former 

enemies to be brought into conversation. When survivors remember acts of kindness, Muslim 

neighbours rescuing Hindu families or the other way around, their accounts bring into being 

Levinas’s responsibility for the Other: an ethics that comes before politics and identity. 

 

Reconciliation, however, is always tentative. As LaCapra warns, one does not seek to “close” 

trauma but to address it critically. The difference between “working through” and “acting 

out” demarcates the terrain of narrative healing: communities recall violence not to rectify it 

in nostalgia or bitterness but to frame it in communal vulnerability. Thus, viewed in this 

context, the Partition Museum’s curatorial strategy, which entails exposing personal items 

alongside oral testimonies, acts as a civic ritual of bereavement. It evokes the classical tragic 

stage where, as Nicole Loraux notes, the city faced its shared wounds in performance (The 

Mourning Voice 19).  

 

Greek tragedy provides excellent material for comparison. Captive Trojan women in 

Euripides’ The Trojan Women weep over their losses and exile. In their own way, this act 

helps expose their internal grief as external sorrow. Partition narratives similarly make 

individual exile communal thought. Both traditions refuse closure: tragedy concludes not in 

resolution but in recognition, forcing audiences towards pity and moral consideration. Martha 

Nussbaum has it that tragedy’s civic role is the ability to lay bare “the fragility of goodness” 
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(The Fragility of Goodness 8). Partition narratives do the same in postcolonial modernity. 

They transform suffering into communal witness, allowing for what Ricoeur terms “the work 

of mourning”.  

 

Nevertheless, narrative reconciliation has its limits. Trauma gets aestheticized or hijacked, its 

specificity lost in the cause of national healing. Official memory has the danger of replacing 

spectacle with sympathy. Against this danger, memory has to be vigilant, what Foucault calls 

“counter-history”, a memory that resists dominant narratives. Partition fiction and documents 

do this through the centrality of peripheral voices and insistence on plurality. Their moral 

strength is not to harmonise the past but to carry its dissonance.  

 

Part of this provisional reconciliation is also silence. In cases where survivors remain silent, 

their silence will be a testament to the representational limits. Descendants have a 

reconciliation when they are told of that silence not by speaking but by recognising what 

were lost. Memory in this light is similar to ethics of Levinas: to address the suffering of the 

Other without pretending to comprehend it. It is the very asymmetry that is the dignity of 

exile, an experience that makes one responsible without being in control. 

 

The Dialectic of Resistance and Reconciliation 

Exile is recalled as resistance and through reconciliation and neither process can exist without 

the other. The resistance is the upholding of the dignity from being erased by the trauma. 

Reconciliation converts remembrance into solidarity. Their dialectic gives life to the moral 

vitality of memory. In postcolonial South Asia, where state histories commemorate 

independence at the expense of refugee pain, remembering Partition is itself political. Oral 

history initiatives, refugee groups and transnational networking reaffirm memory as counter-

history, guaranteeing that the moral burden of exile remains at the core of common identity. 

 

At the same time, these practises tend to an oblivion-free reconciliation that will be founded 

on reciprocal recognition. The very fact that Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi survivors 

gather to tell each other their stories also performs the “exchange of memories” that Ricoeur 

described, it becomes an enactment of the exchange of memories’ dialogic relation through 

which communities put into consideration the suffering of each other without eliminating 

difference. This thin-air solidarity achieves the responsibility ethics of Levinas as well as 

effects the “working through” of LaCapra on an international level. 

 

Greek tragedy provides another useful analogue: after a conflict, Athenians' civic identity was 

rebuilt through shared grief.  Similarly, the collective memory of Partition uses mourning 

rather than triumph to try to recreate sociality. The moral work of narrative, whether antique 

or contemporary, is just this gesture of communal visibility, which is the refusal to permit 

pain to be kept private or out of sight.  

 

Finally, narrative and memory turn exile from a state of loss into a horizon of moral 

possibility.  

They do not neutralise but leave it open as a site of discourse. Because the descendants of the 

Partition refugees have become the carriers of postmemory, they are rejoining the mission of 

the collective act of remembering so as to reconstruct the reconciliation as a multifaceted 

process. The stamina of the testimony, whether in words, silences, films and archives, makes 

us realise that exile is not only a stain of the past, but an origin of the recreation of 

community, belonging and the moral imagination. 
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THE ETHICS OF REMEMBERING: EXILE AS RESISTANCE 

Exile is, then, not only a wound and a displacement but it can also be redefined as a place of 

moral responsibility and opposition. Remembering exile is not a neutral exercise. It involves 

choices about whose pain is commemorated, whose opinions are heard, and how the past is 

discussed in the present.  Memory becomes a political act in cases such as the Partition of 

India, where state histories frequently celebrate independence at the expense of the trauma 

experienced by refugees.  Restoring dignity, refusing erasure, and diminishing counter-

narratives that challenge prevailing narratives are all part of remembering.  

 

Memory as Counter-History 

The theory of counter-history presented by Michel Foucault can be used to explain how 

remembering exile rebels against the hegemonic narrative. The histories of Partition prepared 

by the states are inclined to concentrate on the triumph of nationalism and rephrase 

independence from colonial occupation. Such accounts, on a regular basis, fail to 

acknowledge or even mention the sheer trauma of displacement. Oral testimonies and cultural 

works are counter-histories, as they record the acts of violence and exile that are not recorded 

in the  

archives. 

 

Urvashi Butalia’s The Other Side of Silence is a paradigmatic instance of this counter-

historical methodology. When she focusses on women’s narratives of Partition only, the pain 

of women are already suppressed by Butalia’s nationalist history. In a similar fashion, the 

fragmented and disputed nature of Partition memory become the highlight of Gyanendra 

Pandey’s Remembering Partition which challenges homogenising narratives. For these 

histories, recalling exile is a gesture of political resistance against forgetting, a refusal to let 

the ethical imperatives of suffering be erased. 

 

Levinasian Ethics of Remembering 

Philosophically, the ethical importance of memory might be rooted in Emmanuel Levinas’s 

theory of responsibility to the Other. Ethics starts for Levinas not with the principles but with 

the face-to-face encounter, whereby the pain of the Other summons responsibility. Exile’s 

remembering thus is more than historical interest. It is an ethical responsibility to hear and 

attend to the pain of others. 

 

When it comes to Partition contexts, this duty goes beyond community boundaries. 

Compassion even in the face of violence is noticeable when testimonies record instances of 

neighbours having each other’s backs. Those testimonies can be used to disapprove the idea 

that Partition is simply a clash between communities. It should be towards reaffirming the 

need to uphold the moral imperative that should rise beyond the religious and national divides 

that unite communities into existence by performing acts of recognition. Memory serves the 

role of an ethical bridge to build reconciliation when there is realisation of common 

vulnerability.  

 

Exile and Subaltern Memory 

The case of exile memory bears a lot of echoes to the question posed by Gayatri Spivak, in 

Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988). Massive amounts of Partition refugees, particularly 

women, lower caste communities and rural people were not incorporated into official 

histories. The silence that they maintain is not due to personal restraint but a product of 
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systemic marginalisation. Remembering ethically exiles include listening to the marginalised, 

preserving their silences within the archives and standing against the perpetuation of 

exclusions.  

 

Like oral historical memories, subaltern memory is magnified significantly by means of these 

initiatives. By putting on the record the testimonies of the disenfranchised survivors, these 

methods manage to standardise memory and create alternative archives Nevertheless, there 

are still ethical issues involved: who archives these testimonies, how do they get represented 

and what power relationships influence their circulation? For memory work to stay resilient 

against the erasure of exile, it has to stay alert against future silencing and ensure that 

resistance does not further solidify inequalities. 

 

 

Exile, Diaspora and the Politics of Belonging 

Exile continues beyond physical resettlement. It continues into diasporic identities formed 

through displacement. For most Partition refugees and their offspring, exile is lived 

transnationally, in terms of remembered lost homelands and broken belongings. Diasporic 

literature and the visual arts commonly recreate exile as a location of hybridity and 

resistance. According to Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of “third space”, exile diminishes 

stereotypical identities and activates hybrid modes of cultural belonging that reject national 

binarism in the process.   

 

Diasporic authors tend to often use Partition memory in their writings so that they may 

navigate identities in foreign settings. While rejecting assimilation into dominant 

communities, these narratives also reject desire for an authentic homeland. Memory in such 

contexts operates as a form of resistance against both erasure and essentialism, confirming 

exile as a site of multiplicity.  

 

Silence as Ethical Resistance 

Whereas memory tends to work through testimony, silence too can be a politics of resistance. 

Several Partition survivors refused to tell their stories, not because they forgot but as a refusal 

to be defined by trauma. Silence opposes the demand to give commodifiable narratives of 

suffering, preserving the dignity of the survivors who do not wish to put violence into words. 

This philosophically goes back to the demand by Levinas that the Other is never less than 

representation. The limits of narration bear witness to the inability of the silence of exile to 

ever completely take into itself the traumas. That way, the virtue of silence and the 

recognition of absence as important elements of the memory archive are characteristics of 

ethical recall. Ironically, in a way, by opposing erasure and appropriation silence succeeds in 

saving the humble distinctions. 

 

Memory as Political Solidarity 

The memory of exile is not only an act of personal testifying, but also a means of making 

political unity. Memory is used by survivor groups to form collective identities as it tends to 

challenge marginalisation. Memorial rituals and cultural celebrations and Refugee 

organisations use the memories of exile as resource of belonging. 

 

Transnational memory projects such as oral histories which bring together survivors in India, 

Pakistan and Bangladesh are examples of how memory can result in transnational solidarity. 

Taking on equal measure of misery, these projects oppose the exclusivist politics of 
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nationalism, which form fragile yet significant forms of reconciliation. In this case, memory 

is not only resistance to forgetfulness, but also to political boundaries that result in exile. 

 

The Dialectic of Resistance and Reconciliation 

Ethics of remembrance of exile thus consists of the dialectic of resistance and reconciliation. 

On the one hand, memory opposes forgetting, counter-hegemonic discourse, and aids in 

amplifying the subaltern and invoking dignity, instead of marginalisation. Conversely, the 

reconciliation is made possible through memory that encourages identifications, conversation 

and unity. These are not mutually exclusive but complementary jobs. The fact that 

reconciliation may not be based on forgetting nor that resistance must not become grievance 

is due to resistance. 

 

This dialectic is the middle course in the philosophical context that Ricoeur talked about 

between remembering and forgetting. The distinction made by LaCapra between acting out 

and working through, and the call to responsibility to the Other by Levinas. It is morally 

correct to keep in mind exile, and disrupt erasure and find ways of living together. It is 

neither a question of memory or healing but rather a realisation that the healing process 

requires an opposition to forgetting. 

 

Synthesis 

When remembered morally, exile is not just a traumatic location. It is a place of struggle and 

togetherness. Memory challenges dominant histories, strengthens the voices of 

marginalisation and respects silence and develops transnational alliances. Its moral worth is 

in rejecting exile to nothing of the necessity of viewing, narrating and exposing a trauma. 

 

In the context of Partition, recollecting exile resists nationalist forgetting of refugee pain, 

prioritises subaltern accounts and opens up possibilities for reconciliation that cut across 

borders. Philosophically, it is a way of affirming that memory is not only about the past but 

about responsibility in the present. To remember exile us to resist erasure, recognise the Other 

and to reimagine community outside violence.  

 

Conclusion 

The interlocked phenomena of trauma, exile and memory disclose not just the wounds of 

displacement but also the resources of philosophy and ethics through which communities 

engage with violence. This research has contended that exile, frequently resulting from war, 

persecution and structural violence, cannot be reduced to a spatial break. It is also a cultural 

and psychological state that disrupts subjectivity and belonging. Partition, as one of the 

twentieth century’s most disastrous displacements, illustrates the intersection of trauma and 

exile, displaying how violence continues to inform identity, memory and community ling 

after the original event. 

 

At the heart of this discussion had been the function of memory and narrative. Testimony, 

oral history, literature and film not only document exile’s trauma but creates acts of 

remembrance,  

resistance and in certain instances, reconciliation. Memory is twofold: it keeps the wound 

open by keeping trauma alive, but also facilitates healing by providing shape to suffering and 

enabling survivors and their offspring to place loss within larger paradigms of meaning. 

Testimony confirms subjectivity against dehumanisation. Cultural memory keeps exile intact 

over generations. Postmemory reaches out to descendants who receive trauma through 
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imagination and narrative. Even silence, which has been too easily discounted, becomes an 

ethical mode of memory, refusing erasure and maintaining dignity.  

 

Narrative therefore mediates between breakage and remaking. Adapting Ricoeur, LaCapra 

and Felman, we can observe the ways in which narrative allows “working through” trauma, 

refiguring memory so as to make possible dialogue and recognition. Healing is not closure 

but a tenuous process of facing wounds and incorporating them into experience. 

Reconciliation, in the same way, is not removal of difference but the forging of ethical and 

political solidarities through fractures. Partition stories, whether in Manto’s allegorical farces, 

Ghatak’s tragic realism or survivor accounts, show how narration supports the work of 

mourning but also opens lines of coexistence. 

 

The comparative structure with Greek tragedy highlights both the universality and 

particularity of trauma accounts. Similar to Euripides’ The Trojan Women or Sophocles’ Ajax, 

Partition testimonies shift individual sorrow into public experience, eschewing closure in 

favour of ethical introspection. Partition memory, however, is characterised by specific 

postcolonial contexts: the politics of nationalism, gendered violence, displacements of 

diaspora and intergenerational postmemory. By juxtaposing the past with contemporary exile, 

one finds that although human societies have long used narrative to negotiate trauma, the 

stakes and modes  

of memory depend on context. 

 

Remembering exile should be a moral duty. There is no point exaggerating it. When it comes 

to histories of nation-states, memory is the only thing resisting complete erasure by acting as 

counter-history. It gives power to the subaltern usually silenced by those in power, thereby 

creating solidarities fighting against border divisions that transcend nations. According to 

Levinas, remembering the trauma of exile means accepting the role of the Other and 

acknowledging the fact that suffering is an experience common throughout humanity.  

Remembrance is no more a show of defiance but an ethical duty. This widens the likelihood 

of reconciliation and indicating dignity in the face of nothingness. 

 

This study thereby intervenes into the modern arguments of debates in the field of trauma 

theory, memory studies and postcolonial critique through ushering in exile as a philosophical 

landscape where memory and trauma overlap. It argues that reconciliation must not be 

conceived as a goal. Instead, reconciliation needs to be regarded as a continuous process of 

remembering with each other. The power of memory is precisely in denying the closure, in 

insisting on keeping trauma in sight so as to be able to construct solidarity within wounds.   

 

The Partition of India is a historically specific event, but has a wider applicability. Its stories 

alert us that exile is not a historical condition only but a state of continuing for people who 

have been displaced across the globe. Nowadays war, persecution and environmental 

refugees are offered homelessness and homeliness such like disjunctures. The philosophical 

observations that are extrapolated out of testimony, resistance and reconciliation, regarding 

Partition memory, have global reverberation, and the proponent sheds its light on the exile  

stakes of the twenty-first century. 

 

In conclusion, exile is a wound and a resource a wound that recreates trauma and a loss of 

belonging. It stresses on solidarity, opposition, and the fragile reconciliation when considered 

as a resource. It is challenging to philosophy, literature and cultural studies in that the 
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dialectic of erasure resistance and imagined possibilities of coexistence must be maintained. 

Remembrance of exile is to state that we can heal by the very mechanism of memory, not 

forgetting, not silence, but narration, and not closure but moral knowledge of each other of 

our vulnerability. Exile in this case is not just the stigma of the trauma, but the hope of a more 

responsible, caring, and giving future.  
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