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trauma in three Bollywood films: Qala (2022), Chhapaak (2020), and The Sky Is
Pink (2019). These films center on young female protagonists whose lives are
shattered by psychological, physical, or family trauma, providing rich insights
into how early emotional trauma is rendered through cinematic form. The
research engages with Caruth’s trauma theory and Hirsch’s postmemory to
examine the narrative and aesthetic strategies used in representing trauma.
Caruth’s theories of belatedness and fragmentation are used to examine the
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felt by subsequent generations. Through close qualitative analysis, this paper
closely analyzes narrative structure, cinematography, characterization, and
repeated motifs like silence, hallucinations, and inner monologue to trace how
trauma is represented cinematically. Through this methodology, the research
indicates the specific ways in which each film positions trauma, psychological
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cinema increasingly explores trauma as a developing, intrinsic process rather than
a one-time event, particularly in youth.
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Over the last few decades, trauma and memory studies have been among the leading
interdisciplinary models of literary and cultural theory, providing a critical understanding of the
manner in which individuals and collectives process, narrate, and represent psychic wounds.
Trauma studies, based on psychoanalytic and poststructuralist theories, inquire into violently
painful events that are resistant to being integrated into consciousness and into the ways that
their trace is inscribed within narrative structures. Caruth (1996) suggested that trauma is “not
locatable in the simple violent or original event in an individual’s past,” but is instead to be
found in “the way it was precisely not known in the first instance” (p. 4). Trauma, in this context,
is less about the one-time experience of suffering and more about the belated and fractured
manner in which this suffering is remembered and represented.

Memory then becomes an aspect of the act of witnessing and remembrance, especially in the
case of intergenerational trauma. Hirsch’s (1997) concept of postmemory provides a critical
perspective in understanding how trauma is passed down to future generations who, while not
direct witnesses themselves, are strongly affected by the traces of other individuals’ memories.
Hirsch defined postmemory as “the relation that the generation after has to the personal,
collective, and cultural trauma of those who came earlier to experiences they ‘remember’ only by
means of the narratives, images, and acts among which they grew up” (p. 5).

Though trauma and memory have been the focus of much attention in Western literature and
film, their extension to mainstream Indian cinema, particularly in the aspect of childhood and
adolescent trauma has been relatively uncharted. Bollywood as a preeminent cultural mechanism
in India holds tremendous ability to influence, represent, and reconfigure popular understandings
of trauma and resilience, and Hindi cinema and media have long played a role in shaping public
understandings of gender and family life. The psychological trajectories undertaken by children
and adolescents, however, remain on the margins of mainstream media representation and
academic work in regard to Bollywood films.

This study attempts to fill that gap by analyzing three recent Hindi films — Qala (2022),
Chhapaak (2020), and The Sky is Pink (2019) — that foreground trauma and memory from the
points of view of teenagers, youths, or children. All three have female protagonists. The films do
not just portray trauma but narrativize it through memory-related strategies such as flashbacks,
fractured chronology, posthumous narration, and psychological visual metaphors. These
strategies allow for a cinematic refiguration of trauma as lived, remembered, and inherited
experience.

Qala, written and directed by Anvita Dutt (2022), captures the breakdown of a young woman
tormented by maternal rejection and internalized failure. The traumatic childhood memories of
the protagonist are brought back through hearing voices and seeing fractured images,
demonstrating the persistence and intrusiveness of early affective trauma. The setting and plot of
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Qala blur the lines between memory and fantasy, making the notion that trauma warps time and
perception plausible to the viewer.

Chhapaak, a film directed by Meghna Gulzar (2020), is based on the true life of Laxmi
Agarwal, acid attack survivor. The attack took place during Agarwal’s adolescence, and the film
employs narrative flashbacks to emphasize the inner healing and public defiance of the
protagonist. It questions how bodily trauma meets memory, agency, and self, situating the body
as a locus of remembrance and resistance.

The Sky is Pink, directed by Shonali Bose (2019), presents a unique narrative structure in
which the deceased teenage heroine Aisha narrates how members of her family went through
their emotional transformation following the diagnosis of her terminal illness. The film becomes
an inquiry into anticipatory grief, shared memory, and the emotional burden carried by both the
ill and the grieving. Posthumous narration makes the story a reflection on how young people
remember, are remembered, and shape memory even in death.

The theoretical framework of this study is drawn from Caruth’s (1996) theory of trauma,
specifically her descriptions of latency, belatedness, and unclaimed experience. Trauma, for
Caruth, is not completely understood at the moment of its occurrence but returns belatedly,
shattering the linear continuity of time, narrative, and consciousness (p. 4). This belated return
makes trauma an absent and ubiquitous experience, one that cannot be integrated into memory
but returns in fragments, dreams, or symbolic repetitions. Trauma, therefore, does not lie only in
the original event but in how it intrudes upon and shatters the present, and thus cannot be brought
to closure. This is an apt framework for analyzing Qala, Chhapaak, and The Sky Is Pink, in
which the trauma does not manifest as a discrete, catastrophic event but as an ingrained
emotional disturbance that redraws and rewrites the present realities of the protagonists. In Qala,
the psychological agony of the protagonist is revealed through warped memory, visual
hallucinations, and internalized guilt, dissolving the distinction between past and present. In the
same vein, Chhapaak portrays the trauma of acid attack not as a consummated act but as an
affective experience that continues to impact Malti’s encounters with society, the law, and
herself. In The Sky Is Pink, the temporality of trauma is performed through the application of
non-linear narrative and posthumous voice-over, where the deceased daughter’s illness continues
to intrude upon the memories and narratives of her parents. The fractured timelines, symbolic
motifs, and recursive narration of the films reflect what Caruth (1996) described as the
“unclaimed” nature of trauma, where the past remains unresolved and continues to intrude upon
the present (p. 10).

Supporting Caruth’s (1996) psychoanalytic theory, Hirsch’s (1997) postmemory theory
offers a critical paradigm for research on intergenerational trauma transmission. According to
Hirsch, postmemory is the connection that a later generation has with the trauma of an earlier
generation, a trauma preceding their own birth that they “remember” only through mediations of
narrative, image, and behavior (p. 22). This inherited memory carries the affective power of lived
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memory and helps shape identities in the generation that comes after. It is important to
distinguish where this framework applies cleanly from where it does not. In The Sky Is Pink
(Bose, 2019), Aisha’s parents and brother live through her illness alongside her, in real time, so
their experience is one of concurrent witnessing rather than postmemory. Postmemory becomes a
useful lens in what happens after Aisha’s death: her posthumous voice-over turns her illness into
an inherited narrative, transmitted forward — through photographs, home videos, and retold
memory — to the family’s ongoing life, and, by extension, to an audience that receives her story
through these same mediated forms. In Qala, by contrast, the postmemory dynamic is more
direct: the protagonist internalizes and fantasizes about the unspoken grief her mother carries
over the death of her twin brother, a trauma that precedes Qala’s own memory and reaches her
only through inherited silence and displaced affect. Hirsch’s framework is most useful, then, in
tracing how trauma is transmitted forward across a generational or temporal gap, mediated and
reconstituted through family narration, visual culture, and emotional transmission (p. 31), rather
than as a general term for any family’s shared suffering.

This study is in response to critical urgency in the current sociocultural and cinematic
climate, in which controversies around trauma, mental health, and gender violence have gained
more visibility. Recent Hindi cinema has set out to explore complex psychological experiences,
particularly those of women, and has thereby become part of a broader global shift towards
trauma-informed storytelling (Kapurch, 2020, p. 124). Movies like Qala, Chhapaak, and The Sky
Is Pink address issues of emotional abandonment, gender violence, and terminal illness in direct
ways, all are set in strongly patriarchal and emotionally restrictive contexts. They thus become
cultural objects that not only reflect but also contribute to changing public perceptions of trauma,
memory, and healing. These movies defy simplistic victim narratives and instead present their
heroes as agents negotiating pain, identity, and resilience; they thereby create space for more
empathetic and intersectional readings of psychological suffering.

The cultural relevance of this research also lies in its concern with postmemory and
intergenerational trauma that occurs within the Indian family setting, a setting too often ignored
in trauma studies, which are predominantly Euro-American in orientation (Rothberg, 2000,
pp. 4-6). In The Sky Is Pink, for instance, a child’s death is a family wound, haunting the
family’s histories and serving as a site of shared storytelling, mourning, and meaning-making.
Such invocations reinforce what Hirsch (1997) called the “structure of inter- and trans-
generational transmission of traumatic knowledge and experience” (p. 5), which makes this
research highly pertinent to the study of trauma inscription in family histories, particularly in
cultures where emotional expression is coded, stigmatized, or mediatized through indirect
cultural modes such as film and oral narrative.

Additionally, as mental illness becomes an increasingly pressing issue in South Asia, with
mounting rates of depression, suicide, and emotional suffering among young adults and
adolescents (Patel et al., 2016), there is a need to analyze how media represents and can de-
stigmatize these problems. The depiction of psychological trauma within popular films has the
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ability to be not only therapeutic for audiences but also serve as a cultural form of bearing
witness and communal healing (Walker, 2005, p. 88).

Methodology

Using a qualitative content-based analysis approach, this study investigates the on-screen
depiction of trauma, memory, and gendered experience in three Hindi-language films: Qala
(Dutt, 2022), Chhapaak (Gulzar, 2020), and The Sky Is Pink (Bose, 2019). These films were
chosen not merely for their narrative emphasis on emotional and psychological trauma but also
because they explore memory work as well as gendered identity. The content-based approach
permits a rich engagement with both the visual and the narrative aspects of the films, and offers a
systematic approach to the analysis of trauma’s representation through cinematic tropes.

The methodological approach used in this study is based in trauma theory, specifically Cathy
Caruth’s (1996) theorization of trauma as belated and fragmented, and her conception of trauma
as unassimilated experience that returns as haunting remembrance (p. 4). This analysis also
draws on Marianne Hirsch’s (1997) work on postmemory, which provides a framework for
identifying how trauma is passed on and relived through mediated forms such as narrative,
photographs, and maternal memory (p. 5). These theoretical approaches underpin the five coding
categories used throughout this research and reported in Table 1: non-linear narrative, voice-
over/monologue, flashbacks, recurring motifs, and visual symbolism.

Content analysis is an especially useful technique for uncovering latent structures in films; it
has been widely employed in media and cultural studies in the analysis of representational
politics (Neuendorf 2017, p. 13). In the present study, thematic analysis is integrated with coded
matrices, allowing for both macro-level narrative findings and micro-level textual data
collection. The chosen films were watched several times, and turning points were annotated in an
open-ended coding sheet noting use of silence, non-linear chronology, bodily and psychological
enactments of trauma, and gendered representation of pain and memory. These open-ended
observations were then consolidated, through repeated review, into the five formal categories
presented in Table 1.

Research Question

This study attempts to answer the following research question: How do three contemporary
Hindi films — Qala, Chhapaak, and The Sky Is Pink — employ narrative fragmentation and
visual memory to represent gendered trauma and intergenerational suffering within the
framework of trauma and postmemory theory?
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Analysis Process

Table 1. Cinematic Techniques

Technique Qala Chhapak The Sky is Pink
Non-linear narrative +++ ++ +++
Voice-over/Monologue +++ ++ i+
Flashbacks - T+ T+
Recurring motifs (e.g., mirror, music, scars) +++ +++ ++
Visual symbolism (e.g., color tone, framing e ++ 4t

Note. Strong use +++, moderate use ++, minimal use +

Table 1 is the result of close psychoanalytic and narrative reading of the films Qala (Dutt,
2022), Chhapaak (Gulzar, 2020), and The Sky is Pink (Bose, 2019), each of which presents
gendered narratives of trauma and memory through different cinematic strategies, coded against
the five categories described in the Methodology: non-linear narrative, voice-over/monologue,
flashbacks, recurring motifs, and visual symbolism. The films were read not for their content
alone but for how form, the structure of the narrative, voice-over, flashbacks, symbolic imagery,
and silence works towards speaking of unspoken trauma, intergenerational memory, and identity
formation. The theoretical scholarship of Caruth (1996), Freud (1914/1958), and Hirsch (1997)
was used throughout to explore how the films mediate the interplay between trauma, gender, and
memory.

Caruth stated, “To be traumatized is precisely to be possessed by an image or event” (p. 5).
This possession of memory by trauma is most starkly manifested in Qala, where the protagonist
is haunted by both literal and metaphorical voices from the past. Qala’s trauma has its root in
gendered roles, creative competition, and maternal abandonment. Her statement, “Main waise hi
roshni ban gayi hoon, jaise chhat pe baithi hui roshni hoti hai... koi dekh bhi le, koi na bhi
dekhe” [I’ve become like the light sitting on the rooftop... someone may see it, someone may
not]”, betrays the disintegration of her self under the pressure of unacknowledged suffering.
Freud’s (1895/1950) concept of Nachtrdglichkeit comes into play here: Qala’s past keeps
getting reconstituted by her present psychological state, in a cycle of traumatic repetition (p.
356).

99 66

Table 1 classifies recurring film devices like “symbolic memory,” “temporal disjunction,”
and “vocal fragmentation” by closely observing and coding narrative and visual patterns across
the three films. For instance, symbolic motifs — the noose and snow in Qala, the mirror in
Chhapaak, and the red scarf in The Sky is Pink — were repeatedly used as visual metaphors for
trauma and entanglement in fragmented memories. These patterns were first observed at early
screenings, then thematically coded, with categories evolving inductively step by step. This
process is aligned with grounded theory methodology (Charmaz, 2006).
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In Chhapaak (Gluzar, 2020), the body is presented as a witness to violence and a site of
resistance. The protagonist Malti’s silence during legal proceedings, her fainting after not
looking into the mirror, and her refusal to “move on” suggest a survivor caught between speech
and memory (p. 69), unable to fully narrate what she has lived through even as her body
continues to register it. Malti’s evocative line, “Yeh meri zindagi hai. Main isse kaise bhool
jaun? [This is my life. How can I forget it?]”, shows that she is not only claiming her identity but
resisting the social erasure of embodied trauma. The film repeatedly stages cinema itself as a
kind of counter-archive of pain, one in which the survivor, rather than the media or the
courtroom, reclaims narrative control. The non-linear narrative of the film and its courtroom
flashbacks reflect a post-traumatic narration strategy.

In The Sky is Pink (Bose, 2019), postmemory appears not in the illness itself, which the
family lives through together in real time, but in its aftermath. The narrator of the film is Aisha,
who is deceased. Her voice-over, delivered in a mix of English and Hindi, walks the viewer
through her family’s grief, decisions, and conflicts. Hirsch’s (1997) postmemory is fitting here;
the story is a mediated memory passed down through voice, photos, and narration, addressed to
whomever receives it after the fact — family and audience alike. Aisha’s words, “Main hoon
narrator is story ki [I am the narrator of this story] ... even though I'm dead”, disrupt the
presence-absence axis and the memory-narrative axis. This fluidity of time is also supported by
the film’s constant shifts in chronology: what Ricoeur (1984) referred to as “narrative time”, in
which time is experienced, but not measured (p. 78).

Coding began with close journaling of discontinuities in emotion, changes in point of view,
voice-over interruptions, and temporal dislocation in each film; these observations were then
mapped onto the five categories in Table 1: non-linear narrative, voice-over/monologue,
flashbacks, recurring motifs, and visual symbolism. No quantitative measure was employed;
instead, our data (see Table 1) is the product of qualitative close-reading and critical comparison.
In all three films, trauma is rarely resolved outright. It is instead either made visible through
symbolic excess or pushed into silence. This contrast was at the center of how silences and
voice-overs were marked differently, as with Qala’s ghostly whispers as opposed to The Sky is
Pink’s playful, even comical, narration from the dead. Table 1 thus unites theory, text, and film
studies to underscore the intersection of memory, gender, and trauma. It does not simplify the
analysis of the films but rather offers a way of following through on how form generates
meaning in narratives of trauma.

Film Analyses

Qala: Aestheticized Trauma and Maternal Neglect

Anvita Dutt’s Qala (2022) is a gothic exploration of the psychological traumas inflicted by
maternal abandonment, creative pressure, and intergenerational trauma, all within a stylized
world of 1930s-40s India. Essentially, the film examines how beauty of art becomes a veneer for
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deeply rooted trauma, and its atmospheric visual style works to attune itself to the inner fractures
of the protagonist. Employing the model of trauma theory and postmemory, Qala demonstrates
how unworked memories become skewed, reimagined, and embodied, especially being
transmitted through family expectations and silence.

The female lead, Qala Manjushree, is a young singer, tormented by the disapproval and
iciness of her mother Urmila, who bestows upon her daughter her own thwarted ambitions.
Qala’s self is forged in the context of postmemory, what Hirsch describes as the “experiential
link” with the trauma of the previous generation that the subject themselves did not experience
directly but inherits through narrative, image, or affect (p. 107). Urmila’s thwarted desire for a
“worthwhile” musical child results in the adoption of Jagan, a male protégé, increasing Qala’s
sense of emotional abandonment and deficiency.

One of the most evocative embodiments of Qala’s internalized trauma is her hallucination of
the blackened tongue at a press conference. She beholds her own body turning against her
accomplishment, symbolizing the way in which celebrity and recognition cannot heal the
wounds of emotional starvation. The image is a paraphrasing of Caruth’s (1996) statement that
trauma is “not locatable in the simple violent or original event in an individual’s past, but rather
in the way that its very unassimilated nature — the way it was precisely not known in the first
instance — returns to haunt the survivor later on” (p. 4). Qala’s trauma is not founded upon
tangible events but upon extended exposure to belittling psychological and emotional starvation.

The trophy scene, in which Qala imagines Jagan suspended from the ceiling with the gold
medal she cheated to win, is another symbol of unresolved guilt and shattered memory. Her
victory is here imagined as death and accusation, a moment when the suppression of her
complicity in Jagan’s ruin takes ghostly form. The mise-en-scéne of the film heightens this
tension: the flickering shadows, the heavy silence, and the juxtaposition between the sparkling
trophy and Jagan’s corpse create an uncanny atmosphere, which symbolizes the aestheticization
of moral corruption.

In addition, Qala uses music not just as a vocation but as a cartography of the mind where
expression is confronted by repression. Society values the performances of Qala, yet her craft
drains itself as she descends into psychological turmoil. The song “Ghodey Pe Sawaar [Riding
the Horse]”, despite its cheerful arrangement, is filled with desperation: her fight for the approval
of both her mother and the public. The conflict between the naivety of the words and the
emotional context is symbolic of the notion that trauma is “experienced too soon, too
unexpectedly, to be fully known and ... not available to consciousness until it imposes itself
again” (p. 4). Her songs are spaces where she tries to reclaim control of a narrative already
marred with loss, silence, and guilt.

Furthermore, the act of Urmila applying soot to Qala’s face of Qala when she was a child is
postmemory’s moment of inception. It is an unspoken transmission of shame and rage from
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mother to daughter. Qala does not yet know the emotional and cultural resonances of the action,
yet it becomes part of the terrain upon which she develops her sense of self: darkened, unwanted,
eclipsed. The smudges of soot on her face also inscribe themselves into memory, becoming one
of the visual triggers by which trauma is remembered and remade.

In visual symbolism, the film consistently intercuts between light and darkness, making use
of lamps, chandeliers, snow landscapes to correspond to Qala’s falling into disarray and psychic
disintegration. Her increasing reliance on sleeping pills and her ultimate suicide (by walking into
a snowstorm) illustrate how unresolved trauma leads to psychic disintegration. The snowstorm,
white and crushing, is an allegory of numbness and ultimate escape — a means of silencing the
voices that torment her.

Finally, Qala’s story is symptomatic of a broader gendered criticism. Her mother’s affection
for Qala’s adopted brother Jagan is symptomatic of social misogyny that devalues women’s
success, particularly in the arts. Qala’s trauma is thus not only personal but cultural: she grapples
with structural devaluation of her worth in the presence of her talent. Her self-destructive path is
the only way of exercising agency given a reality in which her mother and her mentors see her
only in terms of usefulness. Qala skillfully weaves trauma and art together, utilizing aesthetic
form — lighting, costume, sound, and mise-en-scéne — not to be beautiful, but to reflect the
psychological devastation below. As Hirsch (1997) described, postmemory is too often lived
“through an imaginative investment and creation”; Qala’s hallucinations and memories are
exactly that: they trie to tell what cannot be remembered or spoken (p. 109). Her death is not an
ending but an interruption, one which the audience is left to suffer through, reflecting Caruth’s
argument that trauma always resists closure.

Chhapaak: Reconstructing the Self Through Scars

Meghna Gulzar’s (2020) Chhapaak is a haunting inquiry into bodily trauma and a narrative
of recovery. It tells the real-life story of acid attack victim Laxmi Agarwal, fictionalized as the
protagonist Malti. The film avoids the conventions of melodrama, instead portraying trauma as
fragmented narrative, embodied memory, and a fight for justice and identity. The non-linear,
structurally disjointed narrative reflects what Caruth (1996) described as “the inherent
belatedness of trauma”, wherein the event is not lived in the moment but returns piecemeal,
resistant to closure (p. 11).

Right from the start, Chhapaak disrupts linearity. The viewer encounters Malti long after the
assault, in the midst of her court fight and activism. This temporal displacement positions the
viewer not at the scene of violence but in its aftermath. The trauma in the film is not an event,
but a process that continues and drags on. In Caruthian terms, the attack is “not experienced as it
occurs, but only in its repeated possession of the one who experiences it” (Caruth, 1996, p. 4).
Flashbacks erupt throughout the film, depicting moments from Malti’s school days, the moment
of the attack, and her painful recovery in the hospital, fragmented like the pieces of her altered
identity.

144



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2026) 17(1-2): 136-152

In one poignant scene, Malti sees her reflection in the mirror after the attack. The camera
lingers on her distorted face not with sensationalism, but with a quiet, almost unbearable,
stillness. Her disbelief is replicated within the audience’s stare, engaging the viewer in the
affective labor of confronting trauma. While Malti inhabits her trauma, the movie reproduces it
in a manner that makes audiences its postmemorial inheritors. The scenes are designed so that we
not only witness Malti’s suffering but take it in through our emotional memory, particularly
through the media’s fixation on her story and the various representations of her mutilated face.
This visual strategy is concomitant with Hirsch’s (1997) notion of postmemory, in which
transmission of trauma takes place across and beyond actual experience: “Postmemory is not
identical to memory, but is mediated by imaginative investment, projection, and creation” (p. 5).

The courtroom scenes highlight the public—private tension of trauma. Malti’s trauma, though
deeply personal, is repeatedly displayed and contested in legal and media arenas. When she is
asked in court whether she provoked the attacker, it is not just a legal tactic but a cultural
indictment revealing how society often shifts blame onto survivors. The trauma is thus doubled:
first through the attack, and then through systemic disbelief and objectification. Caruth’s (1996)
idea of trauma as an ethical imperative: to listen to “what cannot be fully known” is fulfilled in
these scenes, as the film demands that audiences bear witness not just to the event but to its
lasting effects (p. 8).

In another key moment, Malti considers attempting a makeover after a journalist suggests she
undergo reconstructive surgery and professional grooming to appear more ‘“normal” in
interviews. Her refusal to be silent, her unease, and her final repudiation of the advice all attest to
her resistance to erasure. Instead of reclaiming a pretrauma self, Malti asserts her present self
through visibility. She resists having her scarred face concealed or “repaired”, turning her body
into a site of protest and affirmation. This scene testifies to Hirsch’s (1997) claim that
postmemory has the potential to be empowering if subjects themselves actively decide how they
will pass on and tell their trauma (p. 9).

The film also foregrounds the body as the primary site of trauma. The physical scarring
becomes both a reminder and a reclamation. Malti’s evolving wardrobe, from hospital gowns to
confident streetwear, marks her journey from victimhood to agency. This visual transformation is
in line with Caruth’s (1996) idea that trauma is never completely integrated into narrative but can
still inform new subjectivities: “History, like trauma, is never simply one’s own ... it is the way
we are implicated in each other’s traumas” (p. 24). Malti’s body is not hers alone: it becomes a
public text of protest, solidarity, and memory.

What is different about Chhapaak is its refusal to provide redemption or closure. The movie
concludes not in catharsis but in continuity: Malti keeps struggling, keeps existing with the
legacy of the attack. Trauma, as Caruth (1996) maintained, “does not simply serve as a record of
the past but precisely registers the force of an experience that is not yet fully owned” (p. 151).
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Likewise, Chhapaak gives the audience nothing but unanswered questions: Is justice ever
possible? Can trauma ever be fully told?

Overall, Chhapaak is a filmic act of postmemorial witnessing, wherein memory is recursive
rather than linear, justice is resistive rather than restorative, and the body speaks that which
words cannot. It calls to mind Caruth’s (1996) vision that “to be traumatized is to be possessed
by an image or event” (p. 4), and Hirsch’s (1997) position that trauma may be creatively
refigured through representation. Malti’s voice — at times broken or trembling, at times resolute
— becomes the voice of countless silenced survivors, and her story, retold in film, is not just
remembered but reinhabited.

The Sky is Pink

Shonali Bose’s The Sky is Pink (2019) is a deep exploration of memory, trauma, and family
loss, presented in an unorthodox narrative format. The movie is told through the posthumous
voice of a teenager, Aisha Chaudhary. Diagnosed at birth with severe combined
immunodeficiency (SCID), and subsequently with pulmonary fibrosis, she narrates her family’s
emotional journey through her illness and death. The posthumous voice of the narrative is crucial
in creating the duality of memory: its subjective fluidity and its objective weight. Aisha’s illness
is experienced by her parents and brother alongside her, so the trauma here is not postmemory in
Hirsch’s (1997) strict generational sense. However, the film’s posthumous narration puts
Hirsch’s concept to a different use: Aisha’s account, delivered after her death, becomes exactly
the kind of mediated narrative, transmitted through voice, image, and story, that Hirsch identifies
as constituting memory for those who receive it secondhand. Her story will be retold within her
family in the years that follow; the audience will receive it by watching the film. Aisha’s
account, while playful and light-hearted in some places, shows how a family’s private grief can
be narrated, remembered, and retold for others.

The narrative of the film eschews a linear structure, presenting instead a kaleidoscope of
emotions, vignettes, and changing temporalities. This timelessness and instability of memory
directly echo Caruth’s (1996) suggestion that trauma is “experienced too soon, too unexpectedly,
to be fully known” (p. 4). Rather than being recounted as a resolved or fully processed event,
trauma in The Sky is Pink is embedded in the everyday gestures of familial life. It is seen in the
mother’s relentless advocacy for her daughter’s survival, the father’s emotional breakdowns, and
Aisha’s own self-aware narration. This method of storytelling underscores Caruth’s concept that
trauma is often relived in fragments, not in some more coherent form. Aisha herself states once,
“Main mar chuki hoon [1 am dead]. But this story is not about my death. It’s about how I lived.”
This tone of defiance relocates attention away from death and towards remembrance, placing an
act of remembering as a kind of resistance to erasure.

The film also illustrates how a shared, ongoing trauma can reshape a family unit. The
marriage of Aisha’s parents’, Aditi and Niren, is under strain as a result of her extended illness
and their own inability to help, manifesting the unseen trauma that is reconfiguring their very
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selves. The strain is absorbed in real time as caregiving becomes indistinguishable from an
unresolved, ongoing grieving. The movie does not depict dramatic conflicts so much as minute,
ongoing breakages of hope, routine, and emotional resources. In a powerful sequence, Aditi slaps
Niren and cries, exclaiming, “Tum strong kyun nahi ban sakte [Why can't you become strong]?”
This line is representative of her displaced frustration: the failure to work through sorrow creates
tension and shattered communication, laying the groundwork for the postmemory that will
follow once Aisha is gone. The narrative beyond death also calls upon the ghostly life of
unresolved trauma, an element that is at the center of Caruth’s (1996) theory. Aisha’s voice turns
into a narrative strategy to postpone closure, sustaining her memory in limbo, alive but dead,
remembered but always getting away. This also resists dominant narratives of film that tidily
resolve trauma with resolution or redemption.

Aisha’s death is known from the start, but its emotional resonance builds throughout the film,
underlining Caruth’s (1996) assertion that trauma is not found only in the event itself but in its
belated effect. The look of the film also reflects how Aisha will be remembered. The color
scheme changes as her illness progresses and her energy gradually wanes: vibrant in childhood,
subdued in her last years. The repeated montage of Aisha’s photos, video diaries, and flashbacks
to interactions with her parents continues to dramatize the postmemorial nature of her story,
showing memories that will survive beyond her and permeate her family’s continued life.

When, in one moment, Aditi holds Aisha’s picture and weeps silently, the viewer is reminded
that trauma is most frequently expressed in gesture rather than speech. In addition, the film
subverts the distinction between public and private mourning. Despite her youth, Aisha is a
public figure, an author and motivational speaker who routinely shares details of her journey
through illness, but the most private details of her trauma exist only for her family. This
ambiguity reinforces Hirsch’s (1997) interest in how memory is framed and mediated,
particularly in a society that increasingly aestheticizes suffering for the public gaze. In one scene,
Aisha makes light of her wish for her own funeral to be colorful and celebratory, saying, “Logon
ko rona mana hai [People feel like crying]”, making a connection to the way that conventional
retellings of trauma are predictable in emphasizing the theme of tragedy.

Her rejection of such a script is an assertion of her agency: a self-reflexive reauthoring of the
trauma in the subject’s own voice. Ultimately, The Sky is Pink demonstrates that trauma is not an
isolated singular event but a ripple effect that spreads through time, relationships, and memory.
Aisha’s self-accounting not only functions as an archive of her lived life but also resists the
silencing that Caruth (1996) suggested typically accompanies trauma. In similar ways, her
family’s post-loss events become locations of postmemory, filled with images, emotions, and
unanswered questions. By adopting a narrative format that subverts chronological telling and
prioritizes emotional truth instead of fact-based linearity, the film becomes a witness to
individual and collective trauma.
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In so doing, it satisfies what Caruth (1996) called trauma’s requirement: not merely to be
seen, but to be forwarded, “not as a mode of forgetting but as the force of a truth that survives its
destruction” (p. 63).

Discussion

Throughout Qala (Dutt, 2022), Chhapaak (Gulzar, 2020), and The Sky Is Pink (Bose, 2019),
the portrayal of trauma is characterized by narrative techniques that reject linearity for fractal
forms. Flashbacks, memory distortions, and subjective narration are all enlisted by each of these
films to represent the volatility of traumatic recollection. In Qala, the hallucinatory vision of the
gold trophy glowing in the blackness and the echo of her mother’s voice — “Jitna tum soch rahi
ho, tum utni achhi nahin ho [You are not as good as you think]” — serves as a mnemonic break,
snatching her out of her current reality and demonstrating Caruth’s (1996) contention that trauma
“is experienced too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully known™ and therefore “returns belatedly”
(p. 4). Likewise, Chhapaak employs abrupt flashbacks — sounds and gestures, a gush of liquid,
the glimpse of acid bottles — to remember the attack. When Malti utters in court, “Main chehra
badal sakti hoon, par soch kaise badaloon? [I can change my face, but how do I change
mindsets?]”, it sums up the long-term social trauma that extends beyond physical damage. The
Sky Is Pink reverses temporality completely, with Aisha recounting her life after she has died:
“Mere marne ke baad bhi tum mujhe miss karoge [Even after I die, you will miss me]”, merging
past, present, and future into a single affective unit that combines Hirsch’s (1997) idea of
postmemory with an all-knowing, emotionally intense, narrative regard.

The female protagonists of these films cope with trauma through highly divergent approaches
that are reflective of both individual and cultural contexts. In Qala, silence is both a symptom
and a survival strategy that she uses to avoid confronting her mother head-on with words,
directing her emotional conflict into music instead. Her eerie performance of “Phero na nazariya
[Don't turn your gaze away]” acts as both cover-up and admission, echoing Freud’s (1914/1958)
concept of repression, whereby unresolved memories are shifted into metaphorical
representations. In Chhapaak, Malti relocates her agony into public activism, establishing an
NGO and engaging in a long-drawn-out legal struggle. In her confrontation with the perpetrator’s
lawyer — “Aapko lagta hai main victim hoon, par main sirf survivor nahin hoon, main fighter
hoon! [You think I am a victim, but I am not just a survivor, I am a fighter!]” — she takes
narrative authority over her own self. In The Sky Is Pink, humor is a means of coping; Aisha’s
teasing banter with her parents about their overprotection in lines such as “Tum log mujhe marne
se pehle maar doge [You two will kill me before I die]” redeems illness through humor, making
the intense emotions a little easier for both characters and audiences to handle.

Intergenerational trauma, at the heart of Hirsch’s (1997) postmemory, comes to the fore most
starkly in The Sky Is Pink, as Aisha’s death echoes through her parents’ existence, an indelible
emotional presence. The montage of parental collapse — silent crying in rooms apart, lingering
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around belongings — shows the persistence of memory over time. In Qala, the postmemory
dynamic operates within a living relationship as Qala internalizes her mother’s unspoken grief
over her deceased twin brother, absorbing an emotional burden that manifests in self-destructive
perfectionism. Chhapaak presents a different form of memory transmission: rather than familial
inheritance, Malti’s trauma spreads through her activism, where the stories of other survivors
merge with her own, forming a collective cultural memory that fosters solidarity.

The visual styles of these films also reinforce their thematic agendas. Qala uses a cold,
desaturated color scheme with dramatic chiaroscuro lighting, especially in scenes where Qala is
by herself in the recording studio, her body engulfed by shadows. This visual style signals
isolation and psychological deterioration, with the image itself functioning as an index of the
character’s inner state. Chhapaak resorts to minimal visuals and natural light, especially in
scenes from the courtroom, to evoke the feel of reality and avoid the sensationalism that one
might expect to be associated with acid-related violence in the cinema. In contrast, The Sky Is
Pink employs a colorful aesthetic, especially in scenes showing the parties Aisha attends during
her illness journey, visually recreating the conflict between happiness and the loss that awaits, so
that joy and grief are present on screen simultaneously rather than in sequence.

Through blending these elements, recent Bollywood is broadening the representational limits
of trauma film. Caruth’s (1996) theorization of trauma as a recurring, unassimilable event
resonates in the fractured chronologies and recurring themes in the three films, whereas Hirsch’s
(1997) postmemory paradigm sheds light on the inherited and collective emotional weights borne
by the protagonists and their families. By comparing Qala’s representation of psychological
repression, Chhapaak’s attention to bodily resistance, and The Sky Is Pink’s intergenerational
affective inheritance, the analysis finds a common cinematic concern for trauma as a developing
process, not as an isolated incident. This development is part of a larger cultural movement in
which Bollywood storytelling places greater emphasis on close, character-based engagements
with pain, endurance, and identity development, marking the genre’s maturity in exploring the
complexities of human memory and emotional resilience.

Conclusion

This paper has examined the intersections of identity, memory, and trauma in modern Hindi
cinema through close readings of Qala (Dutt, 2022), Chhapaak (Gulzar, 2020), and The Sky Is
Pink (Bose, 2019). Engaging with Caruth’s (1996) theory of belated, fragmented, and frequently
resistant trauma, as well as Hirsch’s (1997) postmemory, the discussion illustrates that these
films depict not just suffering but active reconfigurations thereof in narratives where memory
and trauma co-construct the subjectivity of their characters. The film techniques used — non-
linear chronology, flashbacks, hallucinations, contrasting color schemes, and voice-over dialogue
— provide rich aesthetic vocabularies to articulate experience that is otherwise inexpressible.
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The films also make visible the gendered aspects of trauma in a manner that resonates
powerfully within the contemporary sociocultural context. Qala’s downward spiral into self-
doubt and hallucination reveals the psychic scarring of maternal abandonment and the
suffocating expectations imposed on women in the creative arts. In Chhapaak, the violence of
bodily injury becomes also a place for narrative reappropriation in which Malti can encounter the
private and public implications of her attack while struggling against reduction to victimhood.
The Sky Is Pink broadens the trajectory of trauma representation with its posthumous narration,
centering the intergenerational passing of sorrow and survival that results from shared loss. In
the process, each movie refuses to confine trauma to a singular event, presenting it instead as an
unfolding and fleshed-out process, influenced by relationships, memory, and cultural context.

One of the contributions of this research is that it shows how trauma cinema in Bollywood is
undergoing a significant transformation. The genre’s traditional inclination toward melodramatic
overstatement is yielding to more understated, character-driven performances that draw the
audience into intimate realms of loss and struggle. This shift parallels wider trends in portraying
trauma, placing Bollywood on a par with international productions like Abrahamson’s (2015)
Room and Mangold’s (1999) Girl, Interrupted, which do the same by combining a personal story
with wider social critique. By placing Hindi cinema at the center of these transnational trends,
the research underscores the growing maturity of Indian film producers as they tackle intricate
psychological issues with cultural distinctness.

Returning to the research question of how contemporary Hindi films like Qala, Chhapaak,
and The Sky Is Pink use narrative fragmentation and visual memory to represent gendered
trauma, it is apparent that the three films are not disconnected cinematic experiments, but part of
a larger cultural conversation on suffering, resilience, and identity. The non-linear chronology,
embodied memory, and posthumous narration used in these films are not merely stylistic choices
but a new direction — a way of reconfiguring how audiences engage with narratives of suffering
and survival. In constructing trauma as at once intensely intimate and cinematically mediated,
these films demonstrate that the narrative and aesthetic strategies used to represent trauma are
inseparable from what that trauma is understood to mean. The lives of Qala, Malti, and Aisha
therefore represent on-screen exemplars of a new Hindi cinema in which trauma is not the
destination but a prism through which the richness of life’s complexity is refracted and
reconfigured.

A number of potential avenues for future inquiry arise from this research. First, the depiction
of trauma in regional Indian cinema is underexplored, even though Indian cinema has long-
standing narrative traditions and intricate sociopolitical scenarios that have the potential to enrich
our understanding of how suffering and memory are represented across linguistic and cultural
divides. Second, the contribution of visual aesthetics, such as color grading, sound design, and
spatial composition, to the audience’s affective reception of trauma narratives needs to be
investigated in greater depth. Finally, comparative analysis between Bollywood’s trauma cinema
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and its international counterparts may shed light both on common cinematic languages and on
culturally particular strategies, deepening the theory of trauma and memory studies.

Overall, this research confirms that Bollywood’s recent attention to trauma and memory is
timely and warranted. In a time of unprecedented social change, shared reckonings with past
injustices, and continued struggles over gender equality, these films are cultural records and
ethical acts. They remind us that trauma is not merely an absence or a wound, but also a space of
meaning-making, in which survival itself can be an act of storytelling. With their multilayered
narratives and emotional impact, Qala, Chhapaak, and The Sky Is Pink make sure that these
tales, despite the pain they transmit, do not get silenced or erased.
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