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ABSTRACT: This paper seeks to explore the 

prospect of feminine freedom in political scenario 

and social hierarchy. Kamila Shamsie's portrayal of 

feminism and cultural identity in her works has 

generally been well-received by literary critics and 

scholars. Many praise her exploration of these 

themes, considering them to be important and timely 

today’s society. Critics often commend Shamsie for 

her nuanced depiction of feminist and cultural issues, 

highlighting her ability to address complex topics in 

a thought-provoking and sensitive manner. Her 

works are often praised for their strong female 

characters who defy societal norms and challenge 

traditional gender roles.Scholars also appreciate 

Shamsie's exploration of cultural identity, 

particularly in the context of migration and diaspora. 

Her novels delve into the complexities of belonging, 

assimilation, and the intersectionality of identity. 

Critics note that Shamsie's writing offers valuable 

insights into the experiences of individuals 

navigating multiple cultural identities. However, it is 

important to note that critiques and interpretations of 

Shamsie's work can vary among different scholars 

and critics. Some may have differing opinions on 

specific aspects of her portrayal of feminism and 

cultural identity. It would be beneficial to consult 

specific articles or books that discuss her works in 

detail for a more comprehensive understanding of the 

scholarly discourse surrounding her writing. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Burnt Shadows" by Kamila Shamsie is a 

powerful exploration of the devastation and 

resurgence of the troubled feminine world. Shamsie's 

writing delves into the impact of historical events, 

such as the atomic bombing of Nagasaki and the war 

on terror, on the lives of women. Through her 

characters, Shamsie showcases the resilience and 

strength of women in the face of adversity. The novel 

raises important questions about identity, belonging, 

and the role of women in society. It is a thought-

provoking and impactful read. 

‘It was a fear of reduction rather than any 

kind of quest that had forced her away from Japan. 

Already she had started to feel that word ‘hibakusha’ 

start to consume her life. To the Japanese she was 

nothing beyond an explosion-affected person; that 

was her defining feature.’ 

P-46 (Burnt Shadows, Kamila Shamsie) 

The birds that are charred on Hiroko's back 

are a constant reminder of all that is alarming and 

agitating in the world, all that had deep impact on her 

life. Kamila Shamsie, pondering on this bird 

symbolism, of cranes which insinuate life and joy and 

happiness says, "having this what should have been 

this really rather a lovely pattern of life and birth and 

possibility, of having to carry around your back in 

this charred and disfigured way where the whole 

image is getting turned around and becomes about 

awfulness and death. I think there is something very 

powerful in that”. 

 (Interview A, picadorusa. Feb.12,2009) 

Shamsie's character ‘Hiroko’ from 'Burnt 

Shadow" is a unique character in terms of 

Knowledge, culture, sophistication, and diaspora just 

like her. This novel is by far Shamsie’s most 

significant feminist work. She represents women 

particularly Asian who have long suffered due to 

suppression of patriarchal societies. Shamsie’s 

women are strong-willed, bold, emancipated and 

enlightened who know to make their path just like 

their maker. She depicts Hiroko as a fearless women 

warrior who is fighting a stubborn enemy i.e., fate 

and she is voice of peace and rationality in the novel.  

Hiroko was left 'hibakusha' (bombs stricken forever). 

‘Hibakusha’ is the word that the Japanese use to refer 

to survivors like Hiroko. But she resents this word, 

and she wishes to forget all her pain related to those 

burns. She once said to Elizabeth that- ‘I do not want 

to hide these burns on my back, but I don’t want 

people to judge me by this either.’ Although she was 

to be prisoner of these wounds for years to come but 

her strength and strong will brought her out of it. 
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Shamsie says - "she had become in fact a 

figure out of Myth, the characters who loses 

everything and is born and anew in blood." Hiroko 

had realization of the sufferings of others as she had 

suffered a lot in her own life. She has a nature of 

acceptance whatever destiny had for her she accepted 

it and move forward. For her the sufferings were both 

personal and impersonal. Personal because she was 

burned, and hideous burn marks were left on her back 

for life. Also, she lost her family and love of her life. 

Impersonal as her whole community suffered and 

will suffer for years to come. She was left nationless, 

religionless and identityless. But she was born anew 

from her ashes as now borders were meaningless for 

her. She now has freedom to go anywhere and not 

thinking of destination but only travel she left 

Nagasaki. She wanted to separate her identity from 

that of a bomb stricken character. 

“My original idea was to write about a 

Pakistani character whose grandmother was 

Japanese and had survived Nagasaki but then I read 

John Hersey’s “Hiroshima” and came upon this line- 

‘On some undressed bodies, the burns had made 

patterns.... (On the skin of some women since white 

repelled the heat from the bomb and dark clothes 

absorbed it and conducted it to their skin) the shapes 

of flowers they had on their kimonos.’ Right away I 

had an image of a woman with the tattoo of birds 

across her back from the bird pattern kimono she had 

been wearing at the moment the bomb fell. And I 

knew quite soon after that the book would have to tell 

her story, she couldn't nearly function as the mother 

or grandmother figure in the background.” 

(Interview, picadorusa, Youtube. Feb.12, 

2009)  

Burnt Shadows is an attempt to portray 

today’s changing world - the upshot of yesterday’s 

historical events which created permanent cranny in 

the lives of the people, displacing them and marking 

them with the catastrophe forever. Moving from one 

historical disaster to another it links the catastrophes 

that the last century witnessed and shows how the 

present fissured world of today is result of 

yesterday’s action, how hatred borne out of world 

politics, callous insensitive selfish decisions of the 

great powers have bred violence and given birth to 

further hatred and fragmented the world dangerously 

and permanently. Shamsie has elaborated on the 

drastic effects of politics, ideology and the arrogance 

of superpowers that turned a city full of life to ‘city 

of death and destruction’. The radiations effected the 

generations to come, thus not only present but future 

was also destroyed. 

The story of Hiroko’s life journey moves 

first to India in 1947, after the Nagasaki Bombings 

where the girl receives the hospitality of the Anglo-

German stepsister of her German fiancé killed in the 

atomic attack (Konrad). There she meets Sajjad, the 

man that she later marries. After that, Hiroko and her 

husband unexpectedly find themselves in Pakistan 

after spending time in Istanbul during the most 

violent months that followed the Partition. Later, the 

story moves to Karachi in the 1980s, during the years 

of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. The last part 

of the story is set in the United States, the country that 

the woman reaches to escape the risks of an atomic 

conflict in the Subcontinent and where she witnesses 

the September 2001 terrorist attack on the World 

Trade Centre. Following the trajectory of Hiroko’s 

life, Burnt Shadows narrates the story of two 

families, the Asian Ashraf-Tanaka family – marked 

by the Nagasaki bombing.  

During Hiroko’s journey we see that 

Shamsie can braid the past and present, the vast time 

gap with such proficiency that explanations are never 

needed for the lapse in the time period. She has aptly 

handled vast stretches of time, space, emotion and 

ideas. The character is same as before the time gap 

although there are physical changes, but the 

psychology is same. During the evolution of Hiroko’s 

character, her body is not the only recurring element: 

the languages she speaks also have a significant role 

in the process she enacts. In the beginning of Burnt 

Shadows, Hiroko speaks Japanese, English, and 

German and works as a translator. Later on, she 

learns Urdu and teaches all the languages she knows 

to her son Raza while working as a language teacher 

in Pakistan. Hiroko lives on her own, creates her own 

space and persists with a resistance unmindful of the 

problematic part of women existence. Shamshie's 

women are not very strong in the sense that they are 

not radicals, but their movement is a step forward 

towards the annihilation of barriers.  

The real dilemma of a women’s life is 

personified in Hiroko’s character. All the challenges 

through which she passes are like a sorted destiny for 

the women. From border to border and country to 

country it seems that stages were set for Hiroko to 

perform and represent the sincerest affection of love 

as a beloved Fiancée, beloved wife, beloved mother. 

She becomes symbol of oppression and power gaps. 

 

Her Physical Body serves as a manuscript 

on which national and political are literally and 

Metamorphically transcribed, reflecting the novels 

demonstration of women's bodies are the sites of 

conflicts between nationalism and colonialism. 

Khan Gohar- (p-54, The Hideous beauty of 

Bird-shaped Burn: Transnational      Allegory and 
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Feminist Rhetoric in Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt 

Shadows). 

 

Shamsie has shown Hiroko in unrelenting 

sufferings, death of Konrad, death of Sajjad, 

imprisonment of Raza. By this she is trying to show 

the strength of women who can take their life in their 

own hands by stepping out of their losses. Also, she 

is trying to highlight the need to erase the 

stereotypical image of Asian women particularly. 

The need that women should enjoy recognition at all 

levels regardless of their race, ethnicity and country. 

Shamsie is calling women through Hiroko to get their 

rights, but she makes it clear to the reader that Hiroko 

is going against the established patriarchal tradition 

and conventions which enabled her to overcome all 

difficulties that she has encountered throughout the 

novel. Such suffering is meant to be a step towards 

encouraging women to negotiate for all the threats 

and obstacles.  

 Shamsie makes individual fears become 

responsible actions instead of giving up, or indicting 

dehumanization dimension of the bomb. She is 

attempting to show Hiroko as a global citizen. She is 

personifying Hiroko as an ideal citizen and has given 

language as a weapon in her hand to help herself in 

establishing in any society she is. First, she taught 

German in Nagasaki and she then learned Urdu and 

started teaching it. Language was the medium that 

brought her near Sajjad. She always worked hard to 

fight her destiny and make a respectable place for 

herself. Elizabeth describes her- 

 

"So much for those demure Japanese women 

of all the stories she'd heard. Here was one who 

would squeeze the sun in her fist if she ever got the 

chance; yes, and tilt her head back to swallow its 

liquid light"  

P-46 (Shamsie, Burnt Shadows) 

 

References: 
[1]. Shamsie, Kamila (2019). Burnt shadow. 

London. Bloomsbury Publication. Print. 

[2]. Gohar Karim Khan (2011). The Hideous 

beauty of Bird-shaped Burn:Transnational 

Allegory and Feminist Rhetoric in Kamila 

Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows. 

www.academia.edu. 

[3]. Interview A. Interview with Kamila Shamsie 

about her book Burnt Shadows. YouTube. 

February 12, 2009.  

[4]. Interview B. Barranger, Nicola. Interview 

with Kamila Shamsie about her book Burnt 

Shadows. YouTube. April 9, 2009 

[5]. Omaishat, Iman. A Critical Analysis of 

Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt   Shadows. August 

2015.  

[6]. Ullah Sami, Ali Ghulam, Imram Muhammad. 

Various Strands of Women Experiences in 

Kamila Shamsie’s Novel Burnt Shadows. 

www.languageinindia.com. February 2,2018 

 

 

 

 

http://www.academia.edu/
http://www.languageinindia.com/

