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ABSTRACT

Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Lowland explores the enduring psychological and emotional consequences of
political violence, familial loss, displacement, and traumatic memory. Set partly against the
background of the Naxalite movement in West Bengal, the novel follows the lives of two brothers,
Udayan and Subhash Mitra, and the people connected to them. Udayan’s involvement in the
Naxalite movement and his subsequent execution by the police constitute the central traumatic event
around which the narrative develops. The consequences of this violence extend beyond Udayan’s
immediate death and affect his wife Gauri, his brother Subhash, his parents, and his daughter Bela.
This paper examines psychological trauma in The Lowland through the interconnected themes of
memory, grief, guilt, silence, displacement, family relationships, and transgenerational trauma.
Particular attention is given to Gauri’s inability to escape the memory of Udayan, Subhash’s attempt
to reconstruct family life after his brother’s death, Bijoli’s attachment to the past, and Bela’s
discovery of her biological identity. The paper also considers the symbolic significance of the
lowland as a geographical site in which childhood memories, political violence, death, and historical
erasure converge. Lahiri’s narrative demonstrates that trauma does not remain confined to the
moment of violence; instead, it continues to shape identities, relationships, memories, and
subsequent generations.

Keyword: psychological trauma, memory, displacement, Naxalite movement, Gauri, Jhumpa
Lahiri, The Lowland.

Introduction

Jhumpa Lahiri’s fiction frequently examines the psychological consequences of migration,
cultural displacement, family separation, and the complex negotiation of identity. Her
characters often inhabit spaces between cultures and generations, and their experiences reveal
how personal histories remain connected to larger social and political circumstances. The
Lowland extends these concerns by placing individual and familial suffering within the
turbulent historical context of the Naxalite movement in West Bengal. The novel follows the
lives of the brothers Udayan and Subhash Mitra and traces the consequences of Udayan’s
political involvement and violent death across several decades and geographical locations.

The central traumatic event in the novel is Udayan’s death at the hands of the police. His
death does not conclude his presence in the narrative; instead, it becomes a continuing
psychological force in the lives of those who survive him. Gauri, who witnesses Udayan’s
execution, remains deeply affected by the experience. Subhash, who returns to Calcutta after
learning about his brother’s death, assumes responsibilities toward Gauri and her unborn
child. Bijoli, Udayan’s mother, experiences the loss of her son alongside the later loss of her
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husband. Bela, Udayan’s daughter, inherits a family history that has been concealed from her.
Trauma therefore operates at several levels in the novel: individual, familial, social,
historical, and transgenerational. This paper identifies The Lowland as a novel in which
psychological trauma profoundly affects the characters, particularly Gauri, following
Udayan’s violent death during the Naxalite movement. It emphasizes that the event produces
enduring emotional turmoil and displacement. The novel consequently provides an important
literary representation of how traumatic memory continues to shape individual identity long
after the original event has occurred.

Trauma, Memory, and the Reconfiguration of the Self

Trauma in literature is often associated with an experience that overwhelms an individual’s
capacity to process an event completely. Michelle Baladev describes the trauma novel as a
form that represents significant loss or intense fear at either an individual or collective level
and emphasizes the reconfiguration of the self after a harrowing experience (150). This
conception is particularly relevant to The Lowland, where Udayan’s death becomes the event
through which the identities and relationships of the surviving characters are repeatedly
reorganized. It draws upon Joseph Breuer and Sigmund Freud’s understanding of traumatic
memory, particularly their observation that the memory of trauma can continue to operate
long after the original event. In Lahiri’s novel, Udayan’s death functions precisely in this
manner. Although the physical event is confined to a particular historical moment, its
psychological consequences extend across decades.

Trauma therefore appears in The Lowland not simply as grief but as a continuing condition.
Characters remember, suppress, avoid, reinterpret, or attempt to escape the past. Their
responses differ, but none of them can completely separate the present from the traumatic
history that produced it. The novel demonstrates that traumatic memory can remain active even
when an individual attempts to create a new life in another country. The connection between
trauma and identity is particularly visible in Gauri. After Udayan’s death, she enters a new
social and geographical environment when Subhash takes her to Rhode Island. Migration
appears to offer a possibility of escape, yet geographical distance does not eliminate
psychological trauma. Instead, the memory of Udayan accompanies Gauri into her new life.

Udayan’s Death and the Origin of Trauma

Udayan’s political involvement provides the historical background for the central traumatic
event of the novel. His participation in the Naxalite movement separates him increasingly
from the expectations of his family and ultimately places him in direct conflict with the state.
His death transforms the family structure and changes the lives of everyone associated with
him. It describes Udayan’s death as the central event producing trauma within the Mitra
family. Gauri, Subhash, Udayan’s parents, and Bela all experience its consequences in
different ways. The event therefore has both personal and collective dimensions. Udayan is
an individual who dies, but his death also represents a period of political conflict in which
families and communities are affected by violence. Gauri’s experience is particularly
significant because she witnesses the execution. Her trauma is therefore connected not only to
bereavement but also to witnessing extreme violence. The memory of what she has seen
remains active within her consciousness. Even after she leaves India, she experiences dreams
and psychological disturbances connected with the Naxalite period.Lahiri consequently
refuses to represent trauma as a simple movement from suffering to recovery. Instead, the
novel suggests that traumatic experiences may remain embedded within the personality. The
past repeatedly enters the present through memory, dreams, silence, and emotional reactions.
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Gauri: Trauma, Guilt, and Psychological Displacement

Gauri is perhaps the most complex representation of psychological trauma in The Lowland.
Following Udayan’s death, she becomes emotionally withdrawn. Her marriage to Subhash
and migration to the United States do not resolve her psychological suffering. Instead, her
new environment becomes a space in which she attempts to distance herself from the past. It
notes that Gauri avoids communication with people connected to Udayan because such
interactions may revive painful memories. Her unresolved trauma also affects her ability to
perform expected roles as wife and mother. She becomes increasingly absorbed in academic
study and gradually distances herself from Bela.Gauri’s withdrawal can be interpreted as an
attempt to construct a new identity separate from her traumatic past. Her transformation in
Rhode Island is visible in her physical appearance as well. She abandons traditional Indian
clothing, cuts her hair, and adopts Western clothing. However, these external changes do not
erase her memories. Her physical transformation therefore contrasts with the persistence of
psychological trauma.Lahiri presents this contradiction carefully. Gauri can alter her
geographical location and outward appearance, but she cannot simply erase the history that
has shaped her. Migration creates distance from Calcutta, yet it does not produce
psychological freedom.Her dreams are especially important because they reveal what
conscious avoidance cannot eliminate. The thesis highlights Gauri’s heightened awareness of
time and the future: “Again, as it was after Udayan’s death, there was an acute awareness of
time, of the future looming, accelerating” (Lahiri 144). The quotation demonstrates how the
past continues to influence Gauri’s perception of the present and future.Gauri also carries
guilt associated with the political circumstances surrounding Udayan’s death. Her trauma is
consequently not restricted to mourning. It contains elements of fear, responsibility, memory,
and emotional isolation. Her inability to communicate these experiences makes her
increasingly detached from the people closest to her.

Subhash: Loss, Responsibility, and Displacement

Subhash responds to Udayan’s death differently. Whereas Gauri withdraws inwardly,
Subhash assumes responsibility for the family. He marries Gauri and eventually takes her to
the United States. His actions appear to represent an effort to create stability after the
destruction caused by Udayan’s death. Yet Subhash himself is deeply affected by his
brother’s absence. His decision to leave Calcutta is connected not only to educational
aspirations but also to his relationship with Udayan. As the thesis records, Subhash
acknowledges that he wanted to leave Calcutta partly to accomplish something that Udayan
had never been able to accomplish: “He was proud to have come alone to America” (Lahiri
40). This passage reveals the complicated relationship between migration and trauma.
Subhash’s movement to America is an opportunity for education and personal development,
but it is also connected to the psychological presence of his brother. His new life cannot be
understood independently of Udayan. Subhash’s relationship with Gauri is similarly shaped
by the traumatic past. His marriage does not necessarily create emotional intimacy because
Gauri remains psychologically attached to Udayan’s memory. The thesis observes that their
marriage cannot completely resolve the problems created by Udayan’s death. Subhash
therefore becomes a figure who attempts to repair a damaged family structure without being
able to undo its original trauma. His role as husband and father develops in a context of
secrets, absence, and emotional distance.

Bijoli and the Trauma of Historical Memory

Bijoli, Udayan’s mother, provides another important representation of trauma. Her suffering
is not limited to the death of her son. Her memories extend backward into the larger history
of Bengal, including the Partition, famine, political violence, and the history of Tollygunge.
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Itnotes that Bijoli carries memories of the Bengal famine, communal violence during
Partition, the history of the area, and the construction of the family home. These memories
demonstrate how individual trauma may become intertwined with collective historical
memory.The death of Udayan changes Bijoli’s relationship with the world around her. She
withdraws from contemporary events and turns increasingly toward older texts and
memories. After her husband’s death, her psychological condition deteriorates further.Her
visits to Udayan’s memorial stone are particularly significant. She speaks to the memorial as
though Udayan were still alive. This behavior demonstrates the difficulty of accepting
traumatic loss. The memorial becomes a physical object through which she attempts to
maintain a relationship with the dead.Bijoli’s response also illustrates how memory can
become spatial. Her memories are attached to specific places, especially the lowland and the
family home. The landscape becomes an archive of personal and historical experience.

Bela and Transgenerational Trauma

One of the most important dimensions of The Lowland is the manner in which trauma
extends into the next generation. Bela grows up without knowing the complete truth about
her biological father. The consequences of Udayan’s death and Gauri’s emotional withdrawal
therefore become part of Bela’s childhood even though she did not experience the original
political violence herself. It explicitly discusses Bela in relation to transgenerational trauma.
Gauri’s departure has a profound effect on Bela, including withdrawal, academic decline, and
psychological distress.Bela’s trauma is especially complex because it is produced by absence
and secrecy. She experiences the effects of a history that has not been adequately explained to
her. Her mother’s emotional distance becomes part of her childhood experience, while
Subhash’s concealment of her biological identity creates another layer of uncertainty.

When Bela finally learns that Udayan is her biological father, the revelation produces an
intense emotional response. The thesis cites the scene in which Bela rejects Subhash’s
disclosure and reacts with disbelief and distress (Lahiri 266-67).Her reaction demonstrates
that discovering the truth does not automatically resolve trauma. Instead, knowledge itself
becomes traumatic because it forces Bela to reconstruct her understanding of her family and
identity.Later, Bela begins to understand Gauri differently. She recognizes that her mother’s
emotional withdrawal had its origin in an earlier unhappiness connected to Udayan. The
thesis observes that Bela eventually recognizes that Gauri had transmitted her unhappiness
“without words” (Lahiri 268). This idea is central to the novel. Trauma can be transmitted
without explicit explanation. Children may inherit the emotional consequences of experiences
that occurred before their own lives. Bela therefore represents the movement of trauma from
one generation to another.

Silence as a Language of Trauma

Silence is another important feature of Lahiri’s representation of psychological trauma.
Characters frequently fail to communicate what they have experienced. Their silence does not
indicate the absence of memory; rather, it often reveals the intensity of what cannot easily be
expressed. Gauri’s silence concerning Udayan affects her relationship with Subhash and
Bela. Bela also remains silent about her mother after Gauri leaves. According to the thesis,
Bela refuses to discuss Gauri with Subhash and later remains unwilling to speak about her
mother to her own child. This silence creates a cycle. Gauri cannot adequately communicate
her traumatic past, and Bela consequently grows up without a complete understanding of her
family history. Bela then develops her own silence in response to the wounds she has
inherited. Lahiri therefore presents silence as a form of psychological consequence. Trauma
is communicated not only through speech but also through avoidance, absence, emotional
withdrawal, and broken relationships.
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The Lowland as a Site of Trauma and Memory

The physical landscape of the lowland is central to the novel’s treatment of trauma. It is not
merely a geographical setting. It becomes a symbolic site where childhood, political violence,
death, memory, and historical transformation intersect. It explains that the lowland is the
place where Subhash and Udayan played during childhood, where Udayan sought refuge, and
where he eventually died. Gauri witnessed his murder there, while a memorial stone was later
erected in his memory.

For Bijoli, Gauri, and Subhash, the lowland becomes associated with Udayan and his death.
When Subhash returns to the area, the landscape evokes memories of childhood and his
relationship with his brother. The transformation of the lowland also has symbolic
significance. The area eventually becomes filled with refuse, and later development alters the
physical landscape. The thesis interprets this transformation as a metaphor for the decline,
suppression, and erasure of the Naxalite movement. The landscape therefore contains two
competing processes: remembrance and erasure. For the characters, the lowland preserves
memories of Udayan. At the same time, social and physical changes gradually conceal the
historical significance of the place. This tension is central to Lahiri’s representation of
cultural trauma. Historical violence may be suppressed or forgotten in public memory, but its
consequences continue to exist in private lives.

Political Violence and Collective Trauma

Although The Lowland is deeply concerned with individual psychology, its treatment of trauma
cannot be separated from political violence. Udayan’s death emerges from a specific historical
conflict, and the effects of that conflict extend beyond the Mitra family. It observes that the
experiences of Udayan, Gauri, Subhash, Bela, Bijoli, the widow of the police officer killed by
Udayan, and the police officers involved in Udayan’s death collectively demonstrate the effects
of a community involved in and affected by political conflict. This broadens the meaning of
trauma. The novel does not present suffering exclusively from the perspective of one family.
Different characters occupy different positions within the political conflict, and each carries
consequences from it. The inclusion of the police officer’s widow is especially significant
because it complicates the boundaries between victim and perpetrator. Gauri encounters the
widow and recognizes a shared experience of loss. Both women are affected by political
violence even though their husbands occupy opposing positions within the conflict. Lahiri
therefore presents trauma as a phenomenon capable of crossing political and ideological
boundaries. Personal suffering can emerge on multiple sides of a historical conflict.

Diaspora and the Persistence of Trauma

Migration to the United States is another significant dimension of the novel. Subhash and
Gauri leave India, but their physical movement does not produce complete psychological
displacement from the past. It emphasizes that Gauri remains bound to her traumatic
memories despite her migration. Her transformation in America represents an attempt to
reconstruct herself, but the emotional effects of Udayan’s death remain. Subhash also
experiences a form of displacement. His American life offers opportunities unavailable to
him in Calcutta, but he remains psychologically connected to his brother and homeland. The
novel therefore complicates the assumption that migration represents a complete break from
the past. Instead, Lahiri presents diaspora as a condition in which geographical movement
and psychological memory coexist. The immigrant may inhabit a new country while carrying
emotional attachments and unresolved experiences from the homeland.In The Lowland,
trauma intensifies this condition. Gauri's movement from India to America does not erase her
past; rather, the distance creates a contrast between the new environment and the memories
she carries within herself.
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Trauma, Identity, and Family Relationships

The psychological effects of trauma are most visible in the family relationships within the
novel. Udayan’s death changes the roles of Gauri, Subhash, Bijoli, and Bela. Their identities
become reorganized around absence. Gauri is simultaneously a widow, mother, migrant, and
survivor. Subhash becomes brother, husband, and father within a family structure formed by
loss. Bela becomes a daughter whose biological identity is concealed from her. Bijoli
becomes a mother who continues to live in conversation with the memory of her dead son.
These identities are not stable. They are repeatedly transformed as characters encounter new
information and memories. The thesis describes Lahiri’s characters as individuals whose
identities are continually transformed and reconfigured by memories of violence. The novel
therefore connects trauma with identity formation. The characters do not simply remember
the past; their memories influence who they become.

Memory, Erasure, and the Possibility of Reconciliation

The later sections of the novel suggest that traumatic memory cannot simply be eliminated.
Gauri’s eventual return to Kolkata demonstrates that geographical avoidance cannot
permanently suppress the past. Her return brings her back into contact with the landscape and
history she had attempted to leave behind.

The changed landscape of the lowland suggests that time can erase physical traces of political
history. Yet the emotional traces remain. Gauri continues to encounter reminders of the
Naxalite movement, including references in newspapers and through people researching the
movement. This persistence of memory suggests that historical trauma has a life beyond the
immediate generation that experiences it. Dipankar Biswas’s research into the Naxalite
movement demonstrates that younger generations may return to earlier political histories in
an attempt to understand them. Memory consequently becomes a form of resistance to
complete erasure. Even when physical places change and political movements lose their
immediate influence, stories and memories continue to circulate.

Conclusion

Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Lowland presents psychological trauma as a complex and continuing
experience that affects individuals, families, communities, and generations. Udayan’s death is
the central traumatic event, but its significance extends far beyond the moment of his
execution. Gauri carries the memory of witnessing his death into her life in America;
Subhash attempts to construct a new family while remaining connected to his brother’s
memory; Bijoli becomes increasingly immersed in memories of Udayan and earlier historical
violence; and Bela inherits the consequences of a history that was concealed from her. The
novel demonstrates that trauma is not simply an emotional response to a past event. It can
reorganize identity, relationships, memory, and geographical belonging. Gauri’s
transformation in America illustrates the limits of physical migration as a means of escaping
psychological suffering. Her new identity remains connected to the traumatic history she
attempts to suppress. Bela’s experience further demonstrates the transgenerational character
of trauma. Although she does not witness Udayan’s death, she experiences its consequences
through Gauri’s withdrawal, the concealment of her parentage, and the eventual revelation of
her family history. Her response shows that trauma can be transmitted through silence,
absence, secrecy, and emotional behavior.

The lowland itself becomes one of the most powerful symbols of this process. It is
simultaneously a site of childhood, political activity, death, remembrance, and historical
transformation. Its physical deterioration and later transformation suggest the possibility of
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public forgetting, while the memories attached to it demonstrate the persistence of private
remembrance.

Ultimately, The Lowland portrays trauma as an experience that continues to shape the lives of
people long after violence has ended. Lahiri connects individual psychological suffering with
political history, migration, family relationships, and collective memory. The novel therefore
demonstrates how the past remains active within the present and how identities are repeatedly
reconstructed in response to loss, displacement, and memory.

Works Cited

Alexander, Jeffrey C. Trauma: A Social Theory. Polity Press, 2012.

Baladev, Michelle. “Trends in Literary Trauma Theory.” Mosaic: An Interdisciplinary
Critical Journal, vol. 41, 2008, pp. 149-177.

Bhuyan, Saroj Kanta. “Reflection of Diasporic Sensibility in Jhumpa Lahiri’s ‘The
Lowland.”” International Journal of English Research, vol. 7, no. 4, 2021, pp. 1-4.

Breuer, Josef, and Sigmund Freud. Studies on Hysteria. Basic Books, 1893.

Dhingra, Lavina. “Feminizing Men? Moving beyond Asian American Literary Gender Wars
in Jhumpa Lahiri’s Fiction.” Naming Jhumpa Lahiri: Canons and Controversies, edited by
Lavina Dhingra and Floyd Cheung, Lexington Books, 2012, pp. 135-155.

Eyerman, Ron. “Social Theory and Trauma.” Acta Sociologica, vol. 56, no. 1, 2013, pp. 41-53.
Lahiri, Jhnumpa. The Lowland. Alfred A. Knopf, 2013.

Majumder, Bijetri Datta. “Lowland of Trauma, Marshland of Memory: A Reading of Jhumpa
Lahiri’s The Lowland.” [Publication details as cited in the source thesis].

Singh, Kuldeep. Representation of Diasporic and Traumatic Elements in the Select Novels of
Jhumpa Lahiri. 2024. Guru Kashi University, PhD dissertation.

Journal of South Asia

. 107
www.josabd.org 0



