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Abstract: South Asian trauma fiction has traditionally concentrated on public 
catastrophes and historical tragedies, often overlooking the nuanced, gendered 
experience of grief within familiar spaces. This paper explores the reclaiming of 
marginalised voices and cultural memory in the poignant short story “Stone Slabs 
for Shaista Mahal” by Banu Mushtaq. It traces the cyclical, re-presenting nature of 
traumatic memory within storytelling – a recursive process in trauma narratives. By 
discussing Butler’s concept of “grievable lives”, the paper reveals how the life and 
death of the central character, Shaista, a Muslim wife and mother, are rendered 
ungrievable. Her existence is devalued, and her loss is excluded from actual 
mourning due to dominant patriarchal structures that deny her recognition as 
worthy of grief. Additionally, Hirsch’s concept of postmemory helps to explain 
how the narrative voice, embodied by the character Zeenat, bears the burden of 
Shaista’s trauma through indirect transmission and witnessing. When the text is 
read with this critical framework, “Stone Slabs for Shaista Mahal” unveils domestic 
trauma not as an episodic rupture but as an everyday, ongoing condition. Mushtaq’s 
work, therefore, also expands the scope of feminist trauma studies by emphasising 
mourning, which, when denied institutionally and socially, remains as embodied 
labour — remembered through corporeal memory and silently repeated across 
generations. 
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Violence against women cuts across the boundaries of age, education, class, caste, and religion. 
It is common for women to be subject to abuse in aspects of everyday life that emphasise lineage, 
reproduction, and caste boundaries (World Medical Association, 2026). Abuse in the form of 
“sexual” or “domestic trauma” occurs not only because of gender but also because of ethnicity, 
politics, social class, and religion. Trauma in any form is a rupture in the continuity of experience, 
causing abnormal psychological disruptions for the survivors. However, in literature dealing with 
South Asian trauma, public catastrophes tend to overshadow the specific experiences of domestic 
trauma, including the subtle or invisible wounds caused by societal norms, familial expectations, 
and historical upheavals, particularly within the confines of domestic space. Banu Mushtaq’s 
(2025a) Heart Lamp is a collection of 12 short stories about women who either willingly sacrificed 
themselves or were coerced into doing so for the honour of their families; they are stories and 
testimonies of women who have been abducted, mutilated, and forced into marriage, and stories 
of displacement and destitution. As Mushtaq herself stated, “My stories are about women — how 
religion, society, and politics demand unquestioning obedience from them, and in doing so, inflict 
inhumane cruelty upon them, turning them into mere subordinates” (The Booker Prizes, 
para.3,2025). Mushtaq’s work had been previously translated into Urdu, Hindi, and Malayalam. 
Heart Lamp is the first book-length translation of her work into English to win the 2025 
International Booker Prize (The Booker Prizes, 2025b; Datta, 2025). Mushtaq is well known as a 
writer, activist, and lawyer within the state of Karnataka in southern India. Mushtaq began writing 
for the progressive protest literary circles of southwestern India, campaigning for the rights of 
Muslim women in the 1970s and 1980s, and critiquing the caste and class system brought on by 
religious conservatism and a deeply patriarchal society. 

The Heart Lamp collection captures the daily struggles and quiet strength of women amid 
patriarchal violence. Mushtaq writes within the slow rhythms of domestic life, with an empathetic 
narrative that reflects how an ordinary moment holds the possibility of both resignation and revolt. 
Her writings avoid dramatic spectacle and resist the temptation to romanticise women’s struggles; 
instead, the emphasis is on carrying on with one’s story, using everyday dialogue and vivid 
imagery to reveal the heavy weight of their lives. The present story, “Stone Slabs for Shaista 
Mahal” (Mushtaq, 2025b), fills the need for a comprehensive reading within the literary landscape 
of South Asian feminist narratives. It efficiently traces the recursive process of trauma narratives, 
offering a compelling examination of how marginalised voices and cultural memory are reclaimed. 

“Stone Slabs for Shaista Mahal” concerns Shaista, a Muslim woman who dies in childbirth. 
Her husband, Iftikhar, had often professed his love for her, grandiosely stating that if he were an 
emperor, he would build her a “Shaista Mahal”, even greater than the Taj Mahal. But Iftikhar soon 
remarries, revealing the emptiness of his declarations of love. The narrative lays the foundation 
for recurring themes such as reproductive injustice, domestic labour, and the grievability of 
women. The story is given a voice by Shaista’s friend Zeenat, who reflects on the lives around her, 
and Shaista assembles and interprets the evidence of a deeply patriarchal order. Zeenat carries the 
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unspoken burden of Shaista’s suffering through her observant memorialisation and recording of 
events, aimed at acknowledging suffering within hierarchical structures and determining how 
existing conceptualisations could be expanded productively within the liminal realm of the global 
South. 

The countries of the South Asian subcontinent share psychic landscapes of traumatising events, 
colonialism, the Partition of India, and the two World Wars, as well as natural disasters that 
entailed mass displacement, violence, and collective suffering. The cartographies of anxiety, grief, 
homelessness, uprooting are notably emphatic and consequently, leading the study of South Asian 
trauma narratives seeks a greater understanding of the traumatic experiences in that particular 
cultural domain. These narratives often serve as an affirmation for outlining individual and 
collective traumatic memories; however, they overlook the more subtle and intimate experiences 
— often gendered — that unfold within familiar domestic spaces. 

The present study prioritises the equally profound yet less visible traumas that arise within the 
private realm from the gender roles and subjugation imposed there. The domestic space, usually 
seen as a refuge, is revealed in these narratives as a site of intense emotional and psychological 
distress for women, highlighting the discrimination endured by women in a patriarchy and how 
they can suffer an existential crisis in their lives. This is the situation in “Stone Slabs for Shaista 
Mahal”, where we see, through Zeenat’s narration, the fragmented reality of Shaista’s life. The 
present work focuses on the lived experiences of traumatic events in South Asian literature within 
the domestic spaces. These experiences have not so far been at the forefront of women’s studies. 
This analysis focuses on the complex interplay between gender, trauma, and memory and 
underscores the story’s decisive contribution to articulating and legitimising previously silenced 
experiences. 

Methodology 

This paper employs a qualitative method, including textual and comprehensive analysis, to 
examine Banu Mushtaq’s (2025b) short story “Stone Slabs for Shaista Mahal”. Incorporating a 
methodical literary approach, the primary aim is to explore how the present literary work portrays 
the reclamation of marginalised voices, with a theoretical foundation deeply rooted in trauma 
studies, gender theory, and memory studies. These interconnected fields provide a critical 
framework for analysing the complex layers of denied mourning, recursive trauma, and the 
transmission of cultural memory. 

Theoretical Framework 
Since the early twentieth century, scholars have tried to analyse violence in the West and the 

forms that it takes. Such assessments have been applicable in disciplines such as psychoanalysis, 
psychiatry, cultural and literary studies, and history. Extremely violent experiences are too 
overwhelming to be integrated coherently into memory at the time of their occurrence, resulting 
in a structural coherence of the traumatised mind and the characteristic belated onset of haunting 
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phenomena. Trauma studies have long recognised the emergence of a separate cultural discourse 
emphasising “the story of the wound that cries out” (Caruth, 1996, p. 4). It is within this wound 
that a potential exists for a “voice” that articulates the “story” and connects individuals through 
“listening to another’s wound” (Caruth, 1996, p. 8). This connecting of wound narratives 
contextually gives rise to the central question of Shaista’s internalised trauma, as embodied by 
Zeenat’s narrative. As a social and cultural phenomenon, trauma narratives require a 
comprehensive understanding of the cultural dimensions of complex societies, engaging with the 
psychological and emotional outcomes of trauma and offering an interventional framework for the 
reformulations required. 

To further understand the deterioration and exclusion in Shaista’s life, this analysis will 
predominantly draw on concepts such as “grievable lives” (Butler, 2004) and postmemory (Hirsch, 
2012). In Precarious Life, Butler (2004) asserted that not all lives are considered equally worthy 
of grief or public mourning. 

Some lives are grievable, and others are not; the differential allocation of 
grievability that decides what kind of subject is and must be grieved, and which 
kind of subject must not, operates to produce and maintain certain exclusionary 
conceptions of who is normatively human. (p. xiv) 

Whether a life is considered grievable depends on how that life is framed, conceptualising a 
political and social hierarchy of recognition; this idea will be significant in the instances given 
below from the story. 

Memory, as a concept, plays an essential role in helping individuals and communities recognise 
their identities. The unique nature of recurrence in our memories and thoughts gives them depth, 
ultimately creating a complex narrative of identity. Hirsch’s (2012) concept of postmemory, as 
discussed in The Generation of Postmemory, provides a critical framework for analysing the 
intergenerational transfer of trauma, especially when direct memory is absent: “Postmemory 
describes the relationship that ‘the generation after’ bears to the personal, collective, and cultural 
trauma of those who came before, to experiences they ‘remember’ only by means of the stories, 
images, and behaviours among which they grew up” (p. 5). Subsequent generations carry the 
“burden” of traumatic events that preceded their birth, and feel them, with deeply personal 
intensity. This concept is important for understanding how figures like Zeenat in Mushtaq’s story 
can internalise and articulate the trauma of a preceding generation, becoming witnesses by proxy 
and actively engaging in the work of remembrance to reclaim suppressed histories. These 
perspectives enrich our understanding of how Mushtaq’s story navigates culturally specific modes 
of silencing and reclaiming marginalised female voices. 
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Literary Analysis 

The Politics of Grief and Gender in Mushtaq’s Narrative 
The fate of Shaista, whose husband offers her imaginary stone slabs instead of a sincere 

acknowledgement of her being, reinforces the pitiless social assumption that a female has no value 
once her primary functions — child-bearing, companionship on the male’s terms — have been 
carried out. She bears seven children in quick succession and dies soon after the seventh is born. 
However, her death barely disrupts the rhythm of her husband’s life; Iftikhar marries a younger 
woman, ostensibly so that the children will be cared for. He has already forced his eldest daughter 
to discontinue her education and plans to marry her off; conveniently, she remains at home to 
manage the household. The narrative unflinchingly portrays everyday realities of family, 
community, and gender relations. “Stone Slabs for Shaista Mahal” powerfully exemplifies Butler’s 
(2004) concept of “grievable lives” by depicting Shaista as a figure whose life and eventual death 
are systemically made ungrievable within the hegemonic patriarchal structure of society, raising 
the question, “Whose lives count as lives?” (Butler, 2004, para. 1). This question represents an 
essential site for understanding the cultural and societal norms that condone Shaista’s lack of 
ethical recognition, of being acknowledged as a fully human subject whose life and death matter 
to other people and are morally significant. 

Shaista is first introduced to us through Zeenat's frame, who observes her in her home as 
Iftikhar’s wife and the mother of six children. From the beginning, Shaista appears as a figure 
whose identity is shaped by ceaseless caregiving, absorbed with daily routines and familial duties. 
Iftikhar’s dramatic pronouncement, “If I were an emperor, I would have built a palace to put even 
the Taj Mahal to shame, and call it Shaista Mahal” (Mushtaq, 2025b, p.12), is an example of his 
love being performative rather than heartfelt. His ostentatious promise of a “Shaista Mahal” is a 
site of both patriarchal sentimentality and self-glorification of his performative masculinity. It 
contrasts the Taj Mahal, famed as a symbol of endless love and monumental beauty, with the lived 
existence of Shaista, who has lived with neglect and domestic servitude and is consigned to 
oblivion after her death. Iftikhar’s love is detached and performative, devoid of genuine 
recognition for Shaista as an autonomous human being. After her death, Shaista is quickly replaced 
by another woman. Although Zeenat is away during the period before Shaista’s fortieth-day fatiha, 
and the story does not depict any mourning rituals, the absence of any narrated grief, combined 
with Iftikhar’s matter-of-fact justification for remarriage, suggests that her death is treated as 
routine rather than as a significant loss. As Iftikhar confesses, “I married her the day after Shaista’s 
fortieth-day fatiha was over. She is from a poor family. I need someone to look after the children 
after all, that is why” (Mushtaq, 2025b, p. 22). The new, young replacement, veiled and silent, 
serves as an alarming validation of the cyclical nature of this erasure. One is reminded of the ease 
with which established structures absorb and neutralise individual lives, particularly those of 
women whose value is contingent upon their relationship to men. Iftikar’s immediate remarriage 
highlights the emotional and social erasure that makes up the core tragedy of the story, denying 
Shaista the social recognition that would make her life and death grievable. The ability to mourn 
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for a life is essentially linked with its prior recognition as a life within a particular political or 
social context. In Butler’s (2004) Precarious Life, mourning becomes political, as the erasure of 
grief relies on the continued invisibility of these lives and the configuration of a hierarchy of 
worthiness. Iftikhar’s later actions thoroughly clarify the exploitation of women and the simple 
exchange of one life for another, highlighting how a woman’s life is beneath acknowledgement 
because this systemic denigration of human life reduces the life of a woman to something that is 
ungrievable in its specificity. The palace Iftikhar speaks of thus becomes a bitter metaphor for 
unfulfilled promises and the disposability of lives within patriarchal frameworks. 

Elsewhere, Shaista states, “Yes, my grandmother used to say that when a wife dies it is like an 
elbow injury for the husband … it lasts only a few seconds” (Mushtaq, 2025b, p. 13), an 
observation that comes across as both sincere and slightly resigned. Ironically, this becomes very 
true for Shaista herself, as her death was just a momentary discomfort for her husband, which, for 
the reader, further stigmatises the patriarchal mindset that trivialises women’s suffering and death. 
Mushtaq captures these violations within the microcosm of the family, questioning how societal 
norms accept a husband’s quick emotional recovery and readiness to replace a wife, making her 
into a replaceable part rather than an acknowledged individual. Shaista’s statement that, “If the 
elbow gets injured the pain is extreme for one instant…and after that one does not feel anything. 
There is no wound, no blood, no scar, no pain …” (Mushtaq, 2025b, p. 13) serves as a metaphor 
for the transient and superficial nature of male grief for a deceased wife, mirroring the systemic 
silencing of women in patriarchal societies. Linking back to Butler’s (2004) argument about 
ungrievability, where some lives, typically those whose gender, class, or social position place them 
in marginality, are not granted collective mourning or social acknowledgement, we see Shaista as 
being quickly replaced, having lived a socially invisible life: her death is ungrievable.  

Zeenat and the Legacy of Postmemory: Reclaiming the Feminist Archive 
Misztal (2003) wrote: “Memory is crucial to our ability to sustain a continuity of experience, 

while our imaginative thinking is based on our ability to make the world intelligible and 
meaningful” (p. 119). However, in any narrative, this continuity is disrupted by ruptures in 
temporality, as memories become the site of both “witnessing” and being “subject to” traumatic 
events that simultaneously erode individual and collective consciousness. In this particular 
narrative, we see how Zeenat encounters the everyday and cumulative traumatic episodes of 
Shaista’s life within the close-knit patriarchal family structures of the household, bringing back 
memories of Zeenat’s own loved ones. Zeenat calls attention to the ongoing situational trauma that 
is overshadowed by everyday disruptive events, questioning Shaista’s identity and her emotional 
gravity, drawing on memories of friendship with her, the shared confidences, and the patterns of 
loss and endurance faced by women around her. These recollections allow Zeenat to give 
continuity to her lived experience and link her own emotional world with the broader tapestry of 
generational trauma. Led by her memories, she engages in imaginative thinking, reflecting on the 
consequences that living in a patriarchal society had for Shaista, addressing what it means for a 
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woman to live and die in such a society, and pondering the future that awaits Shaista’s eldest 
daughter. 

Through the traces of the past that memory provides, the present finds a set of superimposed 
interpretations that encompass both the retrospective image of the past and its nuanced, rewritten 
present. According to Hirsch’s (2012) concept of postmemory, we can formulate a connection to 
the past that is “not actually mediated by recall but by imaginative investment, projection and 
creation” (p. 5). Through this idea, Hirsch raises the question of empathy: imagining and aligning 
with another individual's experiences or picturing oneself in the other’s circumstances. Although 
Hirsch conceptualised this framework with the Holocaust and its aftermath in mind and with how 
future generations would share or adopt that experience, we can further strengthen the theory by 
placing it with other experiences of trauma, nostalgia, and memory, as well as different cultural 
contexts. This idea is crucial in the discussion of how Zeenat, the narrative voice, embodies the 
concept of postmemory, carrying the unspoken and specific rupture of Shaista’s trauma even 
though she was not present at the time of Shaista’s death. Her shock and incredulity upon 
discovering that Shaista has been replaced echo symptoms associated with dissociative states; she 
declares, “The woman, who did not look more than eighteen years old … was definitely not 
Shaista” (Mushtaq, 2025b, p. 22). The trauma here is not inherited as literal memory but as an 
active force, something woven into the fabric of Zeenat’s subjectivity through her identification 
with Shaista and her own consciousness of the social modes of erasure. These traumatic memories 
and shared psychosis have become a part of Zeenat’s consciousness, offering her insights that aid 
in seeking information and in the emotional processing of the fragmented truth of Shaista’s 
sufferings, perfectly aligning with the postmemory concept. When she returns to the house and 
asks Iftikhar about Shaista, her persistence is driven not by direct memory of Shaista’s end but by 
a deeper, almost inherited, sense of unease and curiosity about the unexplained absence of a life 
that touched her, albeit peripherally. 

Iftikhar’s impassive remarks about finding “another wife” or Shaista being “no more” (p. 22) 
are presented to Zeenat with a casualness that shocks her. Zeenat is confronted with a void where 
a story should be, a void that reflects the societal refusal to recognise Shaista’s value. Her later 
efforts to reflect on and understand the whole meaning of Iftikhar’s words, “Before we could 
understand what happened, she had already gone very far away from us” (Mushtaq, 2025b, p. 22), 
highlight the psychological ramifications of trauma that is due to broken family structures. The 
quote demonstrates that Shaista’s pain was a lived experience — not just a physical experience but 
an existential one. Her “going far away” references both her death and a lifetime of distance and 
alienation from the patriarchal structure. This distancing is not entirely passive: that her slow 
“going away” ends in her death may be interpreted as an unintended type of resistance, an 
alienating and traumatic legacy that has taken away the chance of genuine connection and left 
those around her (like the narrator Zeenat) missing Shasista’s warmth, feeling abandoned, and 
burdened with the guilt of unresolved mourning. 
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By “the recursive process of trauma narratives”, I refer to the cyclical, re-presenting nature of 
traumatic memory in storytelling, in which past events continually intrude upon and reshape the 
present, defying conventional narrative sequencing. Theorists like Caruth (1996) argued that “what 
returns to haunt the victims, these stories tell us, is not only the reality of the violent event but also 
the reality of the way that its violence has not yet been fully known” (p. 6). Zeenat is unable to 
fully comprehend Shaista’s suffering. The story moves cyclically, relating Shaista’s suffering, the 
silence of her labour, and the emotionless ritual of her burial: these intrude into the present in an 
unrepressed way, refusing to be contained as past. When Zeenat remembers Shaista, she is not just 
recollecting memories; the memories, guilt, and shock come back with renewed urgency, in 
accordance with Caruth’s assertion that trauma is never fully known. Zeenat replies sharply to 
Iftikhar: 

Iftikhar Bhai, no matter what you do, it is all right. But do not repeat the declarations 
of love you made to Shaista with her. It is OK if you do not get Shaista Mahal built, 
or make arrangements for stone slabs to be put all around her grave … but if your 
eternal and intense love reaches her where she is and she were to wake up and come 
back, you will be in trouble (Mushtaq, 2025b, p. 22). 

Zeenat, as the “generation after” Shaista, mediates the preservation and passing on of different 
aspects of Shaista’s trauma and life. Her insistence that Iftikhar not repeat the same declaration of 
love to his new wife that he once made to Shaista is a refusal to allow Shaista’s experience to be 
forgotten. In this sense, Zeenat resists the transformation of Shaista’s pain into a sentimental 
showpiece that can be performed again without accountability, thereby interrupting the easy 
repetition of inherited gendered suffering. Through Hirsch’s (2012) lens, mediated affect in 
postmemory describes how the generation after connects to their forebears’ trauma with intense 
emotion, empathy, anger, resentment, and protectiveness, but always through narratives, images, 
and practices that are partial, refigured, and critically negotiated. Hirsch used the term “witness by 
adoption” to characterise individuals who did not directly experience a trauma but have inherited 
its emotional and narrative weight as if it were their own, taking on an ethical duty to remember 
and represent the traumatic past. Zeenat here becomes the “witness by adoption”, carrying the 
emotional residue of Shaista’s unmourned life and death, and demonstrating how postmemory 
manifests as inherited responsibility for the past. We see how Zeenat integrates postmemory and 
is thus transformed into an ethical agent through the act of remembering and protecting a traumatic 
history that is not her own but has become integral to her sense of self and community. Zeenat’s 
“adopted” witnessing is both burdensome and necessary; it reveals the enduring afterlife of trauma 
across generations and the importance of acknowledging the dead, like Shaista, as fully human. 
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Invisible Scars: Generational Cycles of Domestic Trauma 
The United Nations (1993) Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women defines 

violence against women as: 

Any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, 
sexual, or psychological harm or suffering … including threats of such acts, 
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in private or public 
life. (Article 1) 

In the South Asian context, where formal archives may be silent on the experiences of marginalised 
women, literature can offer a credible archive of the past, articulating loss, melancholy, mourning, 
silences, and ruptures. Through Zeenat’s internal monologues, interactions, and observations, 
Mushtaq (2025b) questions dominant patriarchal narratives and articulates Shaista’s marginalised 
voice. The story unveils the violence inflicted upon Shaista in the form of psychological suffering, 
within the confines of domesticity, where declarations of love mask control and domination. In the 
conversation between Shaista and Zeenat, “Before I even turned round to see what happened, I 
had had six children … now I will certainly get it [sterilisation] done after number seven” 
(Mushtaq, 2025b, p. 10). Shaista’s tone is neither angry nor rebellious. Nevertheless, the 
exhaustion and quiet despair embedded in her words lay bare the cost of normalising women’s 
perpetual pain that cannot be fully expressed. Shaista’s lack of reproductive autonomy, being 
forced to have multiple pregnancies without access to contraception, mirrors the domestic trauma 
related to reproductive rights denial that is seen in many real-world contexts. The story unveils the 
normalised disposability of women and the domestic burdens, reproductive injustice, and 
emotional neglect that Shaista experiences. It brings into focus male-dominant practices 
emphasising lineage, lost bodily autonomy, and perpetual childbearing, common issues for women 
in patriarchal societies. These forms of control over women’s bodies constitute a recognised 
pattern of domestic trauma where the victim’s autonomy and bodily integrity are violated. When 
Shaista tells Zeenat she will have an operation after baby number seven, Iftikhar retorts, “There is 
no need, Shaista. I am the one raising them. Why are you worried? Thanks to God’s grace, I earn 
enough to look after all of them well” (Mushtaq, 2025b, p. 10). His statement reflects a customary 
decentering of women and shows that the male, as provider and decision-maker, holds power in 
the domestic sphere, reinforcing gender hierarchies. 

Butler (1990) discussed gender as a form of construction that conceals its origins. Gender is 
not an inherent or natural factor, but is created through repeated social behaviours and norms that 
produce diverse subjectivities alongside the reproduction of inequalities and experiences of 
marginalisation. We see how Iftikhar tries to dismiss Shaista’s worries by asserting his role as the 
economic provider and decision-maker, reflecting how societal norms allow men to show 
subjectivity and authority, while women’s experiences and concerns are subordinated or silenced. 

In South Asian culture, particularly in India, a girl child is nurtured in a patriarchal system that 
strives to instil such traditional feminine traits as grace, humility, and gentleness. Asifa, Shaista’s 
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eldest daughter, is similarly confined within oppressive domestic roles when she is forced to leave 
school to assume household duties and care for her siblings, symbolising a stolen childhood and 
the cycle of sacrifice women endure within the family. As Iftikhar states, “I made her stop studying 
because girls do not need much education … We can get her married off next year (Mushtaq, 
2025b, p. 10). Iftikhar’s unilateral decision to terminate Asifa’s education highlights prevailing 
cultural norms in which men assert authority over female mobility and life choices. It shows how 
girls’ education is governed not by their interests but by patriarchal family control that limits their 
freedoms and possibilities. The high priority given to marriage is a common trait among patriarchal 
families: a girl’s value is determined by how marriageable she is and her expected ability to 
conform to domesticity. 

In this environment, girls are not brought up to have a sense of autonomy and a positive outlook 
on life; instead, gender norms confine women to the private sphere and limit their agency. As 
Shaista once told Zeenat, “Asifa is not my daughter; she is like my mother. Not just now, ever 
since she left school, she has been managing all the household chores and looking after all the 
children” (Mushtaq, 2025b, p. 18). This illustrates that Asifa’s role goes beyond that of a typical 
daughter, as she takes on the various expressions of a mother’s responsibilities rationally and 
empathetically. This expansion of the daughter’s role emphasises the way that “history is precisely 
the way we are implicated in others’ traumas” (Caruth, 1996, p. 24), showing the ongoing, 
cumulative nature of Asifa’s contingent burdens and the sacrifices they entail, and signifying that 
generational cycles of trauma extend beyond the constraints of time and space. 

The sudden loss of Shaista and the reaction to her replacement highlight the loss of autonomy 
and recognition that women face within family social structures in a patriarchal society. Iftikhar’s 
immediate remarriage reinforces the idea that domestic trauma is not a clear, episodic interruption 
but an ongoing, invisible experience. There is no visible space within the family to acknowledge 
Shaista’s absence; instead, there is a seamless continuation of life with another person occupying 
her place. Although Shaista is accorded the conventional mourning rites, this formal and 
emotionally hollow mourning intensifies trauma but also allows it to remain unrecognised and to 
recur. Denying grief creates a process where trauma persists rather than being a time-limited, 
unprocessed event. At the end of the story, Asifa’s eyes are filled with tears, showing that the 
burden of this unacknowledged grief has fallen on her; Asifa bears the emotional weight for both 
family and community. 

Towards the end of the story, when Zeenat visits Shaista’s house, the scene settles into a 
poignant image of grief, continuity, and inverted kinship roles. Surrounded by small children and 
holding a two-month-old infant, Asifa embodies both fragility and sorrow. The story’s deepest 
tension is captured in its closing, when Zeenet imagines Shaista’s distant whisper, “She is not my 
daughter; she is my mother” (Mushtaq, 2025b, p. 22). It emphasises how traumatic loss and 
generational mourning reorder familiar roles. It also points towards the blurring of generational 
boundaries in traumatic circumstances, with the daughter occupying the position of mother, as a 
caregiver and preserver of memory. It highlights that trauma unsettles the normal flow of 
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generational hierarchy, producing cycles of care where a daughter must bear the weight of history, 
memory, and grief. The concepts of shared memory and collective individuality are intertwined in 
the sociocultural and psychological texture of the setting; they also pose a threat to societal 
structures. This is how we see that domestic violence has always been present in the lives of women 
who are in the precarious conditions imposed by gender politics. Stories such as “Stone Slabs for 
Shaista Mahal” provide an academic space for understanding the various forms of traumatic 
memories that stem from sociocultural, historical, and political processes. 

Conclusion 

Banu Mushtaq’s (2025b) short story “Stone Slabs for Shaista Mahal” stands as a compelling 
discourse for the exploration of trauma, memory, and the politics of grief within patriarchal 
societies. This paper has attempted to show that Mushtaq meticulously portrayed Shaista as a 
person whose life has been systematically rendered ungrievable, her existence devalued, and her 
loss excluded from public mourning due to dominant patriarchal narratives that deny her 
recognition as being worthy of grief. The trauma invoked in Shaista’s life is not a singular event 
but an ongoing process that repeatedly invades and transforms the present. This recursivity is a 
hallmark of traumatic narratives, especially when the initial trauma is “unclaimed” or denied. 

The interpretation of traumatic encounters portrayed in the literary works of South Asia is 
further deepened when one considers the specific cultural and historical contexts conveyed. It is 
also enriched by the implicit backdrop of recent historical events in the region, which have 
engendered a wide array of narratives drawing on multiple perspectives. Therein lies the need to 
examine how South Asian trauma narratives come to terms with and reflect upon their own and 
our collective histories and trauma through intertextual analysis. 

While the existing literature on “Stone Slabs for Shaista Mahal” primarily comprises literary 
reviews, newspaper articles, and essays from feminist and socio-political perspectives. Tripathi 
(2025) asserted that one of the most striking aspects of Mushtaq’s collection is the way that 
patriarchal oppression is portrayed as both ordinary and inevitable. Koarada (2025) described the 
story as a masterful depiction of patriarchal sentimentality masquerading as the grandiloquent 
promise of a “Shaista Mahal”. This paper further advances the discourse by building on Butler’s 
(2004) concept of “grievable lives”. I have analysed how Shaista’s casual dismissal and swift 
replacement underline the societal hierarchy of recognition, under which certain lives, particularly 
those of women, are denied the dignity of authentic mourning. It is through Zeenat’s role as a 
postmemory figure that Mushtaq actively challenges these dominant narratives of erasure. The act 
of “remembering” what was not personally experienced transforms her into an agent of 
reclamation, giving voice to the “ungrievable” Shaista. The narrative engagement with this denied 
trauma, marked by fragmented revelations and unsettling absences, highlights the enduring impact 
of such systemic erasure, compelling Zeenat, the narrative voice, to seek understanding and 
remembrance. This perspective is crucial for comprehending how Mushtaq’s story navigates the 
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shared experience of womanhood, which pulsates beneath everyday scenes. The women in these 
pages never forget what their lives could have been or might still be, making the narrative a site of 
agency and critique. 

In essence, “Stone Slabs for Shaista Mahal” is more than just a story; it is an act of literary 
memorialization that recognises women’s quiet resilience against patriarchal oppression. As the 
judges of the Booker Prize (2025b) remarked about Mushtaq’s (2025a) Heart Lamp collection, 
“Exploring the lives of those often on the periphery of society, these vivid stories hold immense 
emotional and moral weight” (2nd heading), these stories embody something much deeper that 
pulsates beneath the silent moment of resilience. By vigilantly chronicling the journey from 
ungrievability to postmemorial reclamation, the story not only critiques oppressive patriarchal 
structures but also offers a message of hope, affirming the enduring capacity of human empathy 
and literary expression to bring forth silenced voices and ensure that even the most neglected are 
heard. 
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