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This study employs the theoretical foundations of the psychological trauma theory to 

reflect on the flashbacks of Afghan trauma survivors, shown in the chosen Afghan 

Anglophone literature, in the same way as non-literary narratives of PTSD patients convey 

and contribute to history and memory. This study aims to determine how much these 

characters' terrible recollections shown in flashbacks actually add to the commonly cited 

historical facts. The research draws on the work of Caruth, Herman, Tal, and LaCapra to 

analyse the chosen literary text and discover how Afghans cope with the horrific memories 

of war that they experienced during the Soviet invasion of their nation in the 1980s. This 

trauma study of Earth and Ashes by Atiq Rahimi (2002) demonstrates how studies of 

traumatic memories evoked in fictional representations of traumatised characters may 

supplement official accounts of the traumatic event itself. In order to fully understand a 

traumatic incident and the associated memories, the study indicates that linked literary 

works may be examined alongside factual historical sources. 
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Afghanistan, as stated by Ewans et al. (2003), "has, over its 

long history, been a route of conquests linking the West, 

Central, and Southern Asia" (p. 10). This has contributed to the 

deplorable state of affairs facing the Afghan people, who are 

still suffering the aftereffects of a similar conflict in 2020. 

According to Farhoumand-Sims (2007), human rights breaches 

have been at their worst since the civil war that followed the 

Soviet occupation, which he claims lowered living standards for 

Afghans. When the Soviet Union withdrew its soldiers from 

Afghanistan in 1989, the nation quickly descended into 

domestic strife, prompting yet another foreign military 

involvement that only served to prolong the country's already 

dire situation. The collective history and fiction of this region, 

written by and for the Afghan people, tell the genuine narrative 

of their mental anguish after living through so many years of 

conflict. After introducing trauma theory using Sigmund Freud's 

writings, this study draws on the theoretical foundations of 

trauma theorists like Cathy Caruth, Dominic LaCapra, and Kali 

Tal to conduct the analysis. The examination of the damaged 

characters also draws on Judith Lewis Herman's work on 

coping mechanisms for traumatic experiences. Therefore, the 

scope of this research into Atiq Rahimi's Earth and Ashes will 

be confined to incidents of personal (psychological) trauma 

rather than larger social or cultural ones. 

 

This study examines the selected Afghan Anglophone fiction in 

an effort to reveal the psychological cost of the war in 

Afghanistan, on the basis that a society's culture is either 

preserved or significantly altered through cultural productions, 

especially when the focus of attention of these literary pieces is 

a historical event as significant as a war. Here, the personal 

experiences of war's survivors can shed light on the larger 

social truths. The subject of this research, Atiq Rahimi, sees 

Afghanistan and its modern history as a tapestry divided and 

torn by invasions and internal wars, therefore he acts as a 

record keeper and a bridge between the society he has been a 

part of for the past few decades and his Afghan home. These 

authors shoulder the responsibility of conveying to other 

cultures the devastating events they have personally observed 

in their own. Through depicting the protagonists' traumatic 

experiences, they help bring attention to the grim reality of the 

broken Afghan civic society. 

 

Earth and Ashes, written by Atiq Rahimi in 2002, chronicles the 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan that occurred between 1979 and 

1989. The decade-long conflict left a lasting impact on the 

country, and this is reflected in the country's artistic output to 

this day. The novel's protagonist, a grandpa named Dastaguir, 

and his grandson Yassin are taking a walk down a dusty street 

from their destroyed hometown of Abqul to visit his son in the 

coalmines of Karkar. His quest starts after Soviet soldiers 

return to his village they looted the day before to burn to the 

ground. Away from home when his hamlet was attacked, he 

returns to find the bodies of his family and other locals, 

including his daughter-in-law and the mother of his grandson 

Yassin. The Soviet army set fire to the whole city, killing 

everyone within. Dastaguir's grandson Yassin managed to 

escape the fire, but he has been suddenly and completely 

bereft of his hearing. Yassin is currently travelling with his 

grandfather to the mines so that he may meet his son and 

inform him about the devastation they have seen. In the events 

that follow, we witness how Yassin, in his naiveté, attributes his 

deafness to the arrival of the Soviet Tanks, which, in his mind, 

silenced everyone. He doesn't believe his hearing is failing, but 

rather that everyone around him has gone deaf. The opposite 

is true for Dastaguir, who is preoccupied with two outcomes 

resulting from this incident. In the first place, he can't stop 

thinking about the devastation of his hometown and the 

screams of his loved ones, which continue to haunt him. In the 

second, he can't stop thinking about how to break the news of 
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the destruction of the town to his kid, and he worries about his 

reaction to the news. Having come to terms with the fact that 

he had to see the deaths of those he cared about, he now 

regrets that he did not join them in death. As he travels, he 

mourns all the lives lost and talks to whomever he meets about 

it. 

 

It was under the tutelage of French neurologist Jean-Martin 

Charcot, with whom Sigmund Freud and Pierre Janet trained in 

the 1880s, that trauma was first examined. Charcot was 

examining the idea of hysterical at the Paris hospital La 

Salpêtrière (Herman, 1992). Freud's letters to a colleague 

called Wilhelm Fliess between 1887 and 1897 suggest that the 

development of the seduction theory of neurosis and his idea of 

Nachträglichkeit occurred simultaneously. Nachträglichkeit, or 

the rewriting of memories, is a phrase coined by Freud (1950). 

Though he used the word frequently, he never develops it to 

the point of theoretical speculation. But according to Jean 

Laplanche, it means "afterwardsness." "We invariably discover 

that a memory is suppressed and has only become a trauma 

by postponed action," Freud writes of his trauma theories 

(italics in original). Thereafter, numerous studies looked at the 

"delayed response" phenomena in trauma, and it has been 

widely explored (Bistoen et al., 2014; Fassin & Rechtman, 

2009; Luckhurst, 2008; Young, 1995). 

 

Breuer and Freud (1895), however, provided an explanation 

that predated all of the aforementioned studies by claiming that 

an effect created by the memory of an unpleasant incident is 

simply unavailable, when the incident occurs, and that the 

memory of the incident arouses an effect with a completely 

new understanding of the incident that has already taken place 

in the past. What they mean by this is that the repercussions of 

a traumatic event are not fully understood until some time has 

passed, and that the victim is plagued by the event whenever 

the memory of it arises. 

 

Trauma narratives are effective because they may enrich our 

understanding of the past by revealing details that go beyond 

what can be gleaned from the counting of fatalities, the 

recording of property damage, and the creation of a simple 

victim-perpetrator dichotomy. Factual records will find these 

literary renderings useful since they give a glimpse into the 

victims' brains, sufferings, and post-conflict life. In this way, 

literary works that deal with trauma add to our understanding of 

the psychological toll of warfare. In this examination of Earth 

and Ashes by Atiq Rahimi, we keep in mind a paradigm for 

coping with trauma that helps people get over the traumatic 

experiences they've had and go on with their lives. 

Understanding how the characters cope with the traumatic 

events that have left such an indelible stamp on their lives is, 

thus, central to the study's emphasis. The events described in 

the novel are not historical accounts written by the novelist; 

however, they serve an important public purpose in that they 

inspire readers to feel empathy for the characters by depicting 

the effects of the war on survivors, thereby fulfilling the 

novelist's ethical obligation to preserve forgotten and 

disregarded chapters of Afghan history. Before we go any 

further, let's have a quick discussion on the relationship 

between past events and stories. 

 

It is generally agreed that White (1973, 1999, 2001) is one of 

the most significant critics to discuss the connection between 

history and narrative in the context of literary analysis. He 

introduced the notion of the narrative turn, making him the first 

theorist whose work is well recognised for its contribution to the 

discussion of history and literary representation. He gained 

notoriety in the relevant academic community for his studies of 

language via a poststructuralist lens in his seminal work Meta 

history: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth Century 

Europe (White, 1973). White (1973) places a strong emphasis 

on language from the outset of his thesis, arguing that history 

can only be accessed through language and that it must be 

written before it can be accepted as history. He goes on to say 

that the entire discourse and the processes involved, thereof, 

can have several modes, all of which are connected to the past 

through a discourse that is related to it. According to White 

(1999) in Figural Realism, "historical discourses generally 

develop narrative interpretations of their subject matter" (p. 3), 

so making reference to historical fiction. 

 

Ankersmit (2010) agrees with White that stories have a 

historical purpose, and he contends that stories give readers 

with "metaphorical understanding" rather than merely factual 

information (Pihlainen, 2002, p. 40). White elaborates on the 

significance of these accounts by pointing out that they do not 

provide information that is purely novel in nature but rather 

interpret the events that have previously occurred. 

Historiographical and literary writings complement each other 

by making use of the content that is common to both, as 

suggested by White. He then proceeds to introduce the 

concept of "troping," or the use of real-life occurrences to 

construct a fictional story. 

 

According to Vickroy (2002), trauma-related literature, by 

offering a sociocultural critical analysis, gives readers a 

glimpse into how people actually live the ideology and public 

policy. Furthermore, Vickroy (2002) argues that literature, by 

drawing on the findings of research in fields like psychology 

and history, provides a necessary complement to other areas 

of study. Horvitz (2000), in support of this function of trauma 

literature, contends that trauma fiction unmasks the repressive 

beliefs that generate or legitimate a traumatic experience by 

revealing the cultural or sociopolitical backdrop that caused the 

episode. 

 

Dastaguir, the protagonist of Earth and Ashes, experiences 

survivor's guilt but does not wish to end his life because of the 

responsibility he feels as a witness to the carnage caused by 

Soviet troops. As Caruth (1995) argues, the testimonies of 

trauma survivors provide a reliable description of the events 

they experienced. In contrast, Tal (1996) critiques Caruth's 

perspective by comparing the mind of a survivor to a videotape, 

arguing that the survivor's memories cannot be accurate 

representations of the events themselves due to the fact that 

the survivor's perpetually receptive framework has already 

mediated them through images, revisions, and interpretations. 

In response to Caruth's (1995) argument that "The precision to 

recall is what produces history" (p. 22), Tal (1996a) argues that 

precision needs to be seen as distinct from correctness, and 

that such recollections cannot be called authentic record of 

historical events. Even if Tal disagrees with Caruth on the 
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above and other grounds, he claims that the survivor wants to 

be heard as an obligation to the deceased. To inform his son 

Murad about the destruction of their hamlet at the hands of 

Soviet tanks, Dastaguir is willing to travel several miles only to 

visit him. 

 

As if it weren't bad enough, Rahimi's protagonist learns that the 

Soviets' heavy bombardment has rendered his grandson 

Yassin deaf (Solomon, 2004). Yassin has lost his hearing and 

has no idea what it means to be deaf. It hasn't occurred to him 

that he's deaf; instead, he assumes that everyone and 

everything he can see has just stopped talking. It's as if the 

noise of the world has suddenly stopped around him. No one is 

talking anymore, but then he wonders, "Why are people 

moving their mouth?" As stated on page 9 of Rahimi's (2002) 

book. 

 

This carnage, perpetrated upon his hamlet by Soviet soldiers, 

makes no sense to the young Yassin, save that they silenced 

everyone. When Yassin sees his grandfather grieving, his 

immediate instinct is to remark: 

This bomb was quite massive. The audience was 

silent. The tanks silenced the crowds and then 

drove off. Their efforts extended to silencing 

Grandpa's voice. My grandpa is at a loss for words; 

he has no ability to reprimand me. This is according 

to research (Rahimi, 2002, p. 

 

Such an account lends credence to Tal's (1996) criticism of 

Caruth's perspective, in which the latter utilises the videotape 

analogy to prove that the survivor's retelling of the actual event 

cannot be authentic since it has already been processed by the 

receptive framework of the survivor's mind. Yassin claims that 

Soviet tanks silenced the entire town when they attacked it, yet 

his own experience of being deafened by the bombings is 

significantly different from what he recalls. This is the point that 

Tal is making when she asserts that accounts of catastrophic 

events written by those who lived through them cannot be 

trusted. Caruth's (1995) treatment of the subject, however, is 

significant in its own right, as she argues that the mind of the 

survivor stores all the information about the experience. 

Furthermore, Tal (1996) expands upon and refines her 

research. 

 

It has also been studied by Dominic (2001) that the survivor of 

trauma will always be carrying something that is from the past, 

and that this something can take the form of a presence that is 

haunting the survivor's mind on a continual basis, as memories 

of the traumatic events are recorded in the survivor's mind. He 

elaborates by saying that every time the survivor recalls the 

horrific event, the mind returns to the site of the trauma, and 

the person becomes enmeshed in the circumstance once 

more. 

 

Yassin's story of the bombing of his hamlet and the resulting 

devastation can be corroborated by reports of similar 

destruction elsewhere in Afghanistan throughout the conflict. 

For comparable factual stories, see Dossa's (2005) interview 

project with the survivors and witnesses of the Afghan conflict. 

Nargis, the interviewee in Dossa's piece, reflects on the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan and the destruction of her town: 

When they left, we had nothing left. Our homes and all 

we owned were bombed and destroyed. We 

experienced bomb threats at our home many times. 

Our entire neighbourhood was jolted for a full minute. 

Shattered mirrors and glass fell like rain on our 

shoulders. Due to the destruction, there was blood 

everywhere and individuals were covered in it. In 

short, the situation in Afghanistan was dire. A lot of 

individuals were amputated or lost limbs. (Dossa, 

2005, p. 35) 

 

Yassin, a small boy who lost his hearing in the attack, blames 

everything on the bombings he witnessed. The only possible 

explanation for his inability to hear other people's voices is that 

the Soviet tanks silenced everyone, in his opinion. Again, the 

criticisms levelled by Tal (1996) against Caruth's (1995) faith in 

the veracity of the survivor's testimony are justified. While it is 

true, as in the example of young Yassin, that survivors' minds 

often keep a record of catastrophic events, it is not always safe 

to put too much stock on the facts offered by the survivor. This 

is why Tal compares the survivor's version of events to a 

videotape in order to undermine Caruth's support for it. 

 

The credibility of a survivor's account of an incident may be 

diminished by the way their mind perceives what happened, as 

pointed out by Tal (1996).Similarly, the young Yassin, who lost 

his hearing as a result of the constant bombings, was 

recounting the story in his own manner, rather than as it truly 

transpired. With a question for his granddad, 

Can I assume that there are tanks present as well? . .. 

Someone must have come and silenced the 

shopkeeper and the guard, Grandfather. Do the 

Russians seem to have silenced everyone? I can't 

help but wonder what happens to all those calls. 

When did you start letting them silence you? Do you 

think they would have left you alone if you hadn't told 

them? Grandma is no longer able to give them advice 

because she has passed away. In her absence, I can 

only imagine the tale of Baba Kharkas that she would 

tell me. Actually, she couldn't say a word if she were 

here. (Rahimi, 2002, pp. 38, 39) 

 

Yassin has been acting out the incident he observed because 

he is unable to process the trauma he has experienced. The 

victim's life is a never-ending tragedy since he is constantly 

reminded of the tragic event. There is no relief for the victim at 

this point since he is having flashbacks to the traumatic event 

as well as dreams about the event. He has trouble moving on 

with his life and is stuck in the time right after the tragic event. 

Because of this, the sufferer has no concept of time or space. 

 

As a more developed and mentally robust individual than 

Yassin, Dastaguir is better able to overcome his painful 

experience without acting it out. This is when the victim is able 

to begin discriminating between the moment of trauma (the 

past) and the moment filled with memories of trauma (the 

present), and break the spell of continuously reliving everything 

he has observed. According to LaCapra (2001), the victim may 

now view the traumatic incident as a discrete element of his 

life, independent from his grieving. For a survivor to move from 

acting out to working through, he must be able to break the 
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cycle of reliving the traumatic event and express his feelings of 

loss and isolation in relation to that event in meaningful ways to 

others. 

 

As the trauma victim experiences the anguish of loss, the 

listener of the tale should be able to distinguish between the 

sufferer's feelings of loss and his own absence. After being 

immersed in the fictitious experience, the listener typically 

stops thinking about the distinction between absence and loss. 

When a listener empathises with a victim of tragedy by putting 

himself in the victim's shoes, he experiences the victim's grief 

rather than his own. The listener, rather than experiencing the 

loss through the victim's eyes, should sense the absence of the 

person from the victim's life. 

 

As a secondary witness—the victim himself being the primary 

witness—the listener should try to maintain some distance 

between himself and the victim so that he doesn't end up 

feeling the same sense of loss that the victim is experiencing. If 

the listener of a traumatic tale fails to distinguish between 

absence and loss, the resulting sense of loss will be 

overgeneralized into historical trauma. Once a listener 

experiences loss when they should be experiencing absence 

when hearing about a traumatic event, they enter victim-

specific grief. Since no one can tell the difference between 

absence and loss, the victim's pain becomes everyone's 

trauma (LaCapra, 2001). 

 

Dastaguir is able to move on from the attack while being 

plagued by recurring flashbacks. The loss of his entire family 

and Zaynab's bodily and spiritual disabilities have led him to 

see his son, Murad, instead of being submerged in the tragic 

effect of the catastrophe. While on his way to visit his son 

Murad in the mines, Dastaguir tells a shopkeeper called Mirza 

Qadir, "I will never let anybody forget the atrocities I have 

witnessed, and I will never let anyone stop me from seeing my 

son." 

Brother, no There's nothing else I wanted to do than 

see him. He has no idea that tragedy has befallen his 

loved ones. There's the sadness of the bombing, and 

then there's the sadness of having to inform my son 

about the bombing. How can I break it to him? For 

what reason, I can't say. (Rahimi, 2002, p. 35) 

 

After hearing Dastaguir's depiction of the damage, the 

shopkeeper agrees with Dastaguir that Murad would have a 

hard time taking it all in. He doesn't experience the full impact 

of the occurrence like Dastaguir has, since then he wouldn't be 

able to emotionally distance himself from Dastaguir's suffering. 

In line with LaCapra's concept, the shopkeeper (the listener) 

senses the emptiness in Dastaguir's existence but does not 

experience the same level of suffering. Because of this, he is 

able to assist Dastaguir in overcoming his grief by sharing the 

story of his son: 

Dad, he's a tough cookie. You really need to let him 

know. That's what he has to accept. Eventually, he 

will learn the truth. What he needs more than anything 

else right now is to hear it from you, to know that he is 

not alone in his grief and that you are there to comfort 

him. Don't abandon him like that. Give him the sense 

that these things are part of the human experience 

and that he is not alone. . . (Rahimi, 2002, p. 36) 

 

It's impossible for Dastaguir to get used to the remarkable 

nature of the moment of devastation. Because of his worry for 

his son Murad, who he thinks could perish in the same fire that 

has consumed the rest of his family, that memory continues to 

torment him. He can't stop thinking about it, and every once in 

a while, it's almost as if he's witnessing the event unfold in front 

of his eyes. When these memories come back to him, he can't 

tell what's real and what's imagined. When he says things like, 

"It's as if you exist entirely in these pictures and dreams," he 

means it. Dreams and flashbacks to traumatic experiences you 

wish you had avoided. . .” (Rahimi, 2002, p. 13). 

 

The personal experiences of Afghan war survivors paint very 

similar pictures of the devastation wrought by conflict. The 

destruction of the aforementioned natural environment, as 

depicted by Rahimi in his work, has been recorded in Dossa's 

(2005) interviews with such witnesses of the war in 

Afghanistan. Nargis, a widow who lost her husband and seen 

the carnage in Afghanistan and was interviewed by Dossa, 

says: 

I had a lot of discomfort. Nonetheless, I was not alone. 

Everyone has lost a loved one, whether it be a sibling, 

parent, child, or sibling. There was open warfare. The 

whole population was wiped off. Numerous lives were 

lost. (Dossa, 2005, p. 37) 

 

The 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan that Rahimi has 

chosen to depict is based on true events. Careful readers of 

history will find numerous facts about the conflict and its 

damage shown in the depiction of the destruction. Earth and 

Ashes does depict the full truth, despite White's warning that 

this does not mean that the entire past would be mirrored in a 

narrative of the past. This is because literature, unlike history, 

responds to itself and is concerned with a truth that is 

frequently a moral or psychological one. However, it is hard to 

capture the entire history, and the topic of whether or not it is 

feasible to know about the entire past has also been an 

important subject in historiography. This goes against Cicero's 

second premise, which states that "the historian cannot 

exclude any knowledge." Also, it's not feasible to capture and 

relay every nuance of a historic event. Furthermore, the stories 

fall short of satisfying readers' need for a final, definitive 

interpretation of the events they recount. Since "can we know 

the past?" was the most pressing issue in 19th-century 

historiography, it stands to reason that every account of the 

past will inspire new interpretations of historical events, new 

fictional accounts of the past, and further arguments based on 

these works of literature. 

 

If every account of the past is a subjective take on the event's 

essence, then the more stories told about any given historical 

event, the more different takes on the same story there must 

be. According to White (2001), just because one author depicts 

an event as an epic and another as a comedy doesn't make 

one version of events more accurate than the other; rather, it's 

a question of how the author chooses to utilise the truth. 

Another use of the truth about the war in Afghanistan is 

Rahimi's depiction of the damage, wrought by the Soviet army 
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in Afghanistan. This narrative enriches our understanding of 

the past by revealing details outside the scope of traditional 

historical research methods, such as body counts, damage 

reports, and the creation of a simple victim-perpetrator binary. 

As depicted in Earth and Ashes, such literary portrayals give a 

much-valued peek into the brains of the victims, their 

sufferings, and their post-conflict lives, which factual records 

will find useful to complement the currently existing records. As 

a result, our understanding of how traumatising war can be is 

enriched by literary literature. 

 

Yassin and Dastaguir, like every other traumatised survivor of 

the war in Afghanistan and abroad, are chronicling history in 

the form of the subjective accounts of those who were there at 

the time. By telling people about the devastation that was 

wreaked by Soviet soldiers from 1979 to 1989, they are helping 

to keep the memories alive. In order to gain a complete, 

complex, and multi-dimensional view of any historical event, 

the study requires that literary writings relevant to that event be 

examined alongside the corresponding factually documented 

history. 
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