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Abstract:  For past thousands of years and beyond we have been hearing about and encountering the 
problems faced by women. They are regarded as the ‘Second Sex’, the unimportant segment of the 
society. Women have always been man’s dependent, devoid of all the rights given to men. Yet they are 
important. Men cannot think of themselves without women. Not because of intellectual companionship 
but because of their sexual needs. This has been the foremost purpose of a woman’s life.  She is nurtured 
to please men since the beginning and later her identity resonates only in this constricted area. She 
becomes the object, never the subject. As Simon De Beauvoir puts it, “Woman is a womb”.  
Not only on the sexual grounds but in every area of the world, women are treated as the subordinates, 
existing on the male left overs. A girl child in a typical Indian society receives her share of education 
only after the male child has fully had his dues. The basics that men get in our society as their right is 
still a privilege for women. Today, however, with changing times the condition of women has changed 
in a way that they are now permitted to perform many of the things they please but under male 
guidelines or supervision. Women cannot be completely independence and that is the root cause of 
their subjugation.   
This paper, however does not deal with the sob stories of women, rather the causes that have led to their 
failure as a human. The injustice and inequality that women face today is in fact a consequence of their 
own negligence and their acceptance to the norms made for them. This paper deals with the concept of 
empowering women, to break free from the stereotypical norms of society that holds them back through 
the example of such strong women who have let themselves stand equal in society and assert their 
identities, recreating the idea and presenting the other side of women who can be bold, adaptive and 
practical. Kamila Shamsie, a renowned Pakistani novelist has written several novels that correlates the 
history and politics of India, Pakistan, America, Japan and many other countries together, weaving past 
and present in the same thread.  
Her novel, Burnt Shadows deals with the life of a young, twenty one years old, Japanese girl, Hiroko 
Tanaka, who is also an atomic blast survivor. Although a victim, she does not accept to be one. She is a 
strong, high headed and courageous girl who despite all the struggles does not give up on life and 
stoically claims what belongs to her. She is a strong willed woman who fights all the odds and follows 
her instincts, never letting the society or any other person decide for her. Kamila Shamsie through 
Hiroko’s character projects the true image of a strong and empowered woman who lives her life on her 
terms.  
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Introduction: The Henry James said, ‘It takes a great deal of history to produce a little literature’.   And 
literature as we know is the mirror of society portraying life as we see it. Feminism and literature has 
been a widely spoken genre and covers a huge section of world literature. The emancipation and 
injustices pertaining to women have been the concerns we have heard of and encountered since the 
dates unmemorable. Feminism, to define, is a theory or set of beliefs that aim at establishing women 
equality with men on political, social and economical as well as moral and ethical ground. 
 
With feminism we get associated with various genres, theories and principles of literature. It is not 
restricted to female emancipation but also talks of women strength, psychological and sociological 
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turmoil. Women all around the world have been a victim of inequality, gender bias and have always led 
an inferior life. Talking about feminism, there had been a time when women were discarded the basic 
rights of a human such as right to education, right to equality, right to information and even the right to 
express herself. A woman has always been the object, never the subject. However, gradually with the 
efforts made by women themselves and by recognizing the fact that they are no inferior beings but as 
important to humanity as males are, they have to quite an extent been able to leave a mark and project a 
personality of their own. While people from the very beginning of the universe believed that women 
were created as a subordinate to man, though there is no authentic evidence of such a claim, the 
ridiculous part is that people still in the present century believe this idea. Not only men but there are 
women who themselves are not ready to give an equal stature to their fellow mates.  
 
The stereotypical practices made for women and the kind of ‘womanishness’ that is expected of them is 
a matter that needs to be resolved. People need to understand that humanness that a woman has in her 
is as much as a man has. Since the beginning of the ‘female’ phase, as Elaine Showalter names it, women 
have not only protested against the patriarchal domination over them throughout the globe but have 
also spoken confidently to assert their rights. Now the literature not also talks of the poor subjugated 
women but also familiarizes us to the strong headed women who have the audacity to go forward and 
question, to go ahead and snatch from the society what belongs to them.  
 
Kamila Shamsie, a writer of Pakistani origin and belonging to a Muslim community, surprisingly talks 
not of the culturally and morally bound women, rather brings up the true picture of strong and 
independent women around us, who are not mythical. Kamila Shamsie is a renowned Pakistani novelist 
living in London and the writer of eight novels which have projected history, politics, trans nationalism, 
trans culturalism, war and terrorism all seeped in one thread. A writer of astound creativity and the gift 
of expression, Kamila Shamsie’s portrayal of women in her novels is certainly distinct from the images of 
other writers. Feminism as we know it pleads for the equality and rights of women and thus talks more 
of the oppression rather than reinforcing the importance and values of accepting and believing in the 
fact of woman power. The writer models the woman characters who are mercilessly daring and masters 
of their wish. Stoic and bold as they are, Shamsie’s protagonist are a complete contrast to what we 
imagine of a woman. The writer herself is a strong feminist and propagates the education and 
enhancement of women in all fields. Recently, in an article written by her for ‘the Guardian’, she 
condemns the discrimination met by female writers at world level and the gender bias attitudes of the 
publishing houses, to select the works by male writers. Her article, “let’s have a year of publishing only 
women- a provocation” talks about the inconsistencies in publishing works by female writers and how 
even the publishing houses (even in today’s date) are male biased. Shamsie writes, “At this point, I’m 
going to assume that the only people who really doubt that there is a gender bias going on are those who 
stick with the idea that men are better writers and better critics.”(Guardian) The article received a 
positive response and the publishing houses decided to publish only women writers in the year 2018. 
Thus challenging the system, establishing the essence of true feminism as we see it.  
 
This paper deals with asserting the elements of feminism and projecting the fresh image, the true image 
of what a woman should be as against what she has always been. Kamila Shamsie in her novels presents 
before us such women characters who are strong and progressive. Despite belonging to Pakistan and 
being a Muslim, where women are marginalized and have norms and rules of living lives completely 
different from men, Shamsie dares to break away from the stereotype and does acquaint us to women 
who are not living under male shadows and are independent souls.  Though all her novels have female 
characters who ‘speak’ and ‘live’ for themselves, we have a portrayal of women who are completely 
different from the prejudiced image of women, in her novel Burnt Shadows.  
 
First published in Great Britain in 2009, and ever since remaining her master piece, Burnt Shadows is 
Shamsie’s global work which takes us back into the era of second world war and the heinous atomic 
blast of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945.The novel weaves history and politics into the common life of 
people and the turmoil created into the lives of the ones who ‘survived’ the atomic blast. The novel 
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opens with the morning of 9thAugust, 1945, the fateful day when America dropped atomic bomb on 
Nagasaki. We encounter all the following events since then through the journey of the protagonist, 
Hiroko Tanaka, who somehow survives the atomic attack and since then, keeps moving from one place 
to another in search of her identity. As the novel opens, Shamsie introduces us to this Japanese 21 years 
old girl, Hiroko Tanaka, who is young, energetic, bold and everything that a girl of her age could be. She 
has dreams and high aspirations of living a life free from the fear of war in which all the inhabitants of 
Japan were. She is madly in love with Konrad Weiss, a German man to whom she wishes to get married. 
The novel is a sexperience in her journey from young age to old age. However, when in Nagasaki, she 
imagines her life to be full of glitters.  As the writer says, “Hiroko Tanaka in the big city, wearing dresses, 
leaving lipstick marks on wine glasses in jazz clubs, her hair cut just below the ear- single handedly 
resurrecting the lifestyle of the ‘modern girl’ of the twenties whose spirit had lived on in Sutairu through 
the thirties”. (16) Kamila Shamsie in this novel brings to us examples of both feminism and anti-
feminism. Where on one hand was Hiroko, on the other hand was Hiroko’s mother who just laughed 
over the stories of these modern girls and according to her, such life was only a medium to escape the 
dutiful life. She was a devoted wife and mother who never wanted this escape, only the idea that such 
life existed, amused her. However, “for Hiroko, to know was to want” (16). 
 
Hiroko dreams of the war getting over and imagining her marrying and living a peaceful life with 
Konrad. She thinks, “she will never wear gray again”(16). Here Shamsie wishes to convey to the readers 
the liveliness of her heart. Gray color embodies pessimism and is associated with loss and compromise. 
Thus Hiroko is presented as a woman who wishes to live a life full of colors free from all compromises.  
Even after the sudden atomic blast in Nagasakiwhere she loses her father and Konrad, her lover, she 
remains stoic. The blast leaves three bird shaped scars on her back which remains with her throughout 
her life. The bird shape symbolizes spirituality and in Feng Shui it denotes opportunities that arise from 
difficulties. The marks on her back do not hold her back or distort her confidence. Rather she takes the 
wings as opportunity to leave behind the past and find a way towards future.  She does not forget 
Konrad and is not ashamed of her past. Two years later she reaches Delhi to meet Konrad’s half sister 
Elizabeth Burton, and in search of a new identity. The patriarchal society does not expect women 
belonging to any nationality or culture to be so independent or free. Feminism on the other hand talks 
of the equality and right to live a life free from prejudices. Thus Kamila Shamsie, through Hiroko’s 
character presents an apt characterization of a real woman free from all stereotypes. When Hiroko visits 
the Burtons in Delhi, she is interrogated by James Burton, Elizabeth’s dominating husband, of all her 
whereabouts. James embodies the typical patriarchal male who expects women to be dependent and 
subdued. He is amazed at Hiroko’s courage to travel all the way from Japan to India alone. As his 
reaction to the information says a lot about his thoughts, “what, alone?”, to which Hiroko replies, “yes. 
Why? Can’t women travel alone in India?”(46) 
 
Elizabeth is happy to see the young girl, without any preconceptions about her of being a ‘woman’, free 
from the misinterpreted image of being a woman, free, stoic, human and equal to the other gender. Even 
though Elizabeth had not known Konrad much like a sister, she was pleased to see this young girl who 
was her brother’s beloved. Elizabeth was all that Hiroko was not. Here Shamsie has projected the anti 
feminist trait of women through Elizabeth’s character. She lives a life of complete submission and 
represents a typical lot of aristocratic wives, fulfilling their due duties and not complaining.  When she 
sees Hiroko answering James without any hitch she feels an air of positivity and confidence in herself as 
she thinks, “Here was one who would squeeze the sun in her fist if she ever got the chance, yes, and tilt 
her head back to swallow its liquid light.” (46) Elizabeth, thus seeing Hiroko and embodying the anti-
feminist image of woman, questions her position.  
 
“At what point, had she started to believe there was virtue in living a constrained life”.(47)Women in our 
society have a firm believe of being inferior to men and live with the misconception that in order to have 
a happy married life they must accept themselves as the man’s subordinate. Shashi Deshpande in her 
novel ‘the dark holds no terror’ reflects the plea of a working woman, accustomed to sexual sadism by 
her husband due to her being more successful than her husband. In the novel the protagonist tries to 
find her identity as a daughter, a wife and most importantly as a woman. She is a successful doctor and 
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has married the love of her life, yet feels incomplete. Her marriage is an unbearable bond to her now as 
her success is hampering her a peaceful married life. The writer gives a general idea of what a wife must 
be, when she says, “A wife must always be a few feet behind her husband. If he’s an MA, you should be a 
BA. If he’s 5’4’’ tall, you should’nt be more than 5’3’’ tall. If he is earning five hundred rupees, you should 
never earn more than four hundred ninety nine rupees. That’s the only rule to follow if you want a 
happy marriage. (137,Deshpande). Here, in case of Elizabeth too we find similarity. Here is a woman who 
wants a happy marriage and therefore is willingly subdued and unquestioning towards her husband. 
However, there are times when she wants to break free the bonds and move out of the suffocating 
relationship. James on the other hand is an absolute patriarch. He does not expect Hiroko to have been 
travelling alone from Japan to India and on Hiroko’s asking if women in India are not supposed to travel 
alone, he is defensive of his customs and replies, “But there are rules, and there is common sense. I 
certainly would’nt allow Elizabeth…” ( 47) 
 
Now here is the solution to all problems. In the modern world of today, after the problems faced by 
women is realized by all and even men accepting that there should be equal status given to women, the 
question that now occurs is that women can definitely (in many parts of the world) perform their 
actions but all they have to do is seek permission for whatever they do. Whether she is young or old, she 
is expected to seek permission from any of the males in the house to perform any specific action. A 
woman cannot be the master of her wish. Only when she is allowed, she may take up that chance. Thus 
Kamila Shamsie in this novel portrays the feminist and at the same time the anti feminist traits in men 
and women. Feminism, however has nothing to do with whether you are male or female. Feminism is 
simply an idea that equalizes men and women and enable them to share the same platform equally. 
Hence there is a projection of a feminist male in the novel with whom Hiroko falls in love. As the story 
moves forward we find Hiroko falling for Sajjad Ashraf, a middle classed Muslim boy who was 
introduced to James by Konrad, on his last visit to India. Sajjad is merely an employee at James’s house 
where he comes to learn the basics to advocacy. He is young and energetic and has his eyes on his goal. 
Moreover, Sajjad, being a Muslim and coming from a middle class, religious family, is a complete 
contrast of what is expected of him. He is a complete contrast to James as well. Where on one hand 
James embodies the typical male dominating and a chauvinist husband, Sajjad on the other hand is 
absolutely liberal in his opinion and adaptive towards what comes in life. In one of his conversations 
with Elizabeth, when Sajjad mentions Razia Sultana in one of the stories of history, Elizabeth 
preconceives her to be some love stricken lady, which might have made her famous. At this Sajjad feels 
offended and gives his idea of women not being made for trivial purposes, as he says, “women do have 
roles in other kinds of stories” and then with all pride narrates the gallant stories of  Razia Sultana. 
Sajjad, even though a Muslim who are pre conceived to be conservative and patriarchal in nature, is a 
completely different man who believes in equality and respects Hiroko for what she was, without any 
attempt to change her.  
 
When Hiroko tells Elizabeth of her feelings for Sajjad, she is unwilling to accept this proposal, for Sajjad 
was a middle classed Muslim, living in India, a country that was on verge of partition and no one in the 
country was sure of their identities. She condemns the idea saying, Hiroko wouldn’t be able to fit in, in 
his life. In Elizabeth’s words, “ women enter their husbands’ lives, Hiroko- all around the world. It 
doesn’t happen the other way round. We are the ones who adapt. Not them. They don’t know how to do 
it. They don’t see why they should do it. (98) Hiroko, however has a strong will to be able to live a 
normal life. She feels a sense of confinement in Sajjad and thus wants to follow her instinct. She wants to 
be taken in a normal way, not to be judged by the scars on her back, not to be considered a ‘hibakusha’, 
an atomic blast survivor. As she says, “I don’t want to hide these burns on my back, but I don’t want 
people to judge me by them either. Hibakusha, I hate that word. It reduces you to the bomb. Every atom 
of you. So now I have to find something different to want, Elizabeth.” (100) 
 
She is not guilty about having fallen in love for the second time and wants to give herself a second 
chance with Sajjad. Women, in the world we live, are not expected to show interest in men, that too a 
second time. That puts a question mark on their character. Men can get away with as many women as 
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they want, women do not have this liberty. Rather, falling in love for the second time would be a taboo. 
Hiroko, however is very clear about her feelings and works logically towards her future. Sajjad, similarly 
is a man free from all prejudices. He is all against patriarchy. He accepts Hiroko with all respect and 
wishes to be his companion without any expectance. Patriarchy, when we talk about in general, expects 
women to be transformed, they expect women to bury their past and modify themselves as per the 
needs of the man. Kamila Shamsie, depicts this influence of patriarchy through Elizabeth who is 
suffocated in her relationship with James. 
 
“She didn’t want to make James unhappy through her inability to be the woman he had thought she 
would turn into, given time and instruction” (100)KamilaShamsie has on one hand portrayed a character 
which is submissive and self sacrificing and on the other hand the protagonist, Hiroko who believes 
herself to be a human and finds no logic is submersing herself up for any rhyme or reason.  
 
The marriage bond as shared by Hiroko and Sajjad is an ideal one. “ Marriage is a social sanction and it 
does not engender male dominance over women. Marriage is an adjustment of mutual interests of 
husband and wife” (19, Roy) 
 
Shamsie’s portrayal of Sajjad and Hiroko’s marriage corresponds to an ideal concept of marriage, where 
both are accepting each other regardless of their past, regardless of any preconceived notion and simply 
adhering to the basic rule of the institution of marriage. The story further moves to Karachi in the 1980s 
and further Hiroko’s undying spirit to accept life as it comes is reflected in the most beautiful way. In 
Karachi, being a Japanese, she is unaffected by the Muslim rules and norms and believes in living life as 
per her own wish. She nullifies the idea of adapting to the newly embellished rules of the society that is 
beyond her comprehension. “She takes a stand against any attempt at inserting her identity into a 
specific cultural, social or ethnic spheres that would make her correspond to a specific set of 
norms”.(Vitolo) 
 
Hiroko, as Shamsie portrays her, is a woman who has not bound herself to any specific culture, 
nationality or religion. Her journey from Nagasaki to India, India to Pakistan, Pakistan to US and 
beyond corresponds to her necessity to accept what life has thrown upon her. She believes in moving on 
and not grudging over the past, furthermore, she is unwilling to accept the imposition of any religion or 
culture upon her. In Pakistan, she refuses the ‘Islamisationpolicies’, “it made no sense to her”, she 
believes, as Shamsie says, “Islamisation is a word everyone recognized as a political tool of a dictator and 
yet they still allowed their lives to be changed by it”. (182)While living in Pakistan, where most of the 
women are veiled, Hiroko doesn’t accept this tradition. Naxira Zain, one of the feminist writers in her 
book say ,”veil is an insult to men and women”, and arguing that the oppression of women could not be 
justified by appeals to Islam. On the other hand, many women have argued that the veil can be 
liberating, that it allows them to observe, rather than be observed. (Feminism Short Introduction, 127)  
Thus it has to be the will of the woman whether to have it or not. Feminism is not against the system of 
‘Purdah’, it is against the enforcement of ‘purdah’, on women who should have the right to decide 
whether they want it or not. Hiroko, thus embodies the feminist lot of women who is aware of her rights 
as a human and decides not to pay attention to trivial matters as these. She is unaffected by what people 
say and is confident in herself, not owing anyone any explanation.  
 
Women in our society play the wrong cards with themselves by searching for the paradise in someone 
else’s world. When generally asked, about future plans, more than six out of ten women in India and 
Pakistan and many other nations as well, would have the idea of getting married, as if it were a 
profession. As Simon de Beauvoir in her work The Second Sex puts it, “”she is naturally tempted by this 
relatively easy way, the more so because the occupations open to women are often disagreeable or 
poorly paid, marriage, in a word is a more advantageous career than many others.”(453, The Second Sex). 
Kamila Shamsie’s vision of seeing her ladies therefore is distinct. Not just Hiroko Tanaka, but also many 
of her ladies in her other novels have the spirit of self dependency and the courage to say that they got 
their own backs.  
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Mary Astell, in her first book, A serious proposal to the Ladies, published in 1694, urges women to take 
themselves seriously and to have a clear vision of what they want for themselves. Further in another 
work published by her entitled Thoughts on Education, she stresses on the urgent necessity of women to 
be educated and taught to think for themselves. In 1688, Mary Astell, ‘not able to get a liflyhood’ (Astell, 
27), wrote to William Sancroft, Archbishop of Canterbury, asking for help- 

For since GOD has given Women as well as Men intelligent Souls, how should they be 
forbidden to improve them? Since he has not denied us the faculty of Thinking, why should 
we not (at least in gratitude to him) employ our Thoughts on himself their noblest Object, 
and not unworthily bestow them on Trifles and Gaities and secular Affairs? (Feminism: A 
Very Short Introduction, 27) 

 
With women holding abilities and power as good as men’s, expecting them to be silent spectator is 
futile. In our society, however, women are brought up in a way that they believe themselves subservient 
to men. Thinking for their own benefit fills them with guilt as they are nurtured to develop the nature of 
giving. Kamila Shamsie, breaking the stereotype, develops Hiroko’s character as strong as any human’s, 
not accepting the silly norms and asserting herself without the least acceptance of what she is not ready 
for. Her contentment towards her life and the satisfaction of being able to live on her terms, despite the 
horrifying past, is evident in her conversation with Harry Burton,  

But I don’t want you to think my life is haunted by the past. I’m told most hibakusha have 
survivor’s guilt. Believe me, I don’t. Here I am, breathing in the sea air, watching for the 
salamanders and hermit crabs with a Weiss while my husband and son build forts on the 
sand. Yesterday, I picked up the ringing telephone and heard my old friend Ilse’s voice in 
the thirty-five years. She smiled with a deep pleasure.” (179) 

 
Even after Sajjad’s death and later her best friend Ilse’s death, she is shown stoic and adaptive. She 
fights, she falls and she gets up again. That is the essence of feminism shown in Hiroko Tanaka’s 
character. To sum up, Burnt Shadows is a feminist text where Kamila Shamsie projects the basic 
elements of feminism and gives the message of attaining right and equality by not merely fighting or 
speaking of it but by believing in the inbuilt strength of women and their equal status in the world.  
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