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Abstract
The study of the paper examines the complex  negotiations of masculinity and emotional silence in 
Gravel Heart and Memory of departure by Abdulrazak Gurnah – the Nobel  Prize winner of English 
literature – 2021, situating both texts with in a broader postcolonial framework . It argues that gen-
der identity in these novels is not fixed per stable, but shaped through experiences of displacement, 
familial tension and cultural expectation. Male characters in particular are portrayed as inhabiting a 
space of emotional restraint, where silence becomes both a survival strategy and a marker of internal 
conflict.
The study explores how paternal authority fractured domestic relationships and the pressures of so-
cial conformity contribute to the formation of a constrained masculine identity. In both narratives, 
silence functions as a language of its own, reflecting unspoken trauma and unresolved tensions. 
Rather than presenting masculinity as a position of power , Gurnah  reveals  its vulnerability, ex-
posing the psychological burden carried by men who struggle to articulate their emotions. Through 
a comparative reading, the paper highlights how memory and displacement interest with Gender, 
shaping the protagonists sense of self. The analysis demonstrates that masculinity in these works is 
continually negotiated in response to shifting personal and cultural landscapes. Ultimately, the Pa-
per contends that Gurnah’s fiction challenges conventional notions of male identity by foreground-
ing fragility, ambiguity and emotional depth within postcolonial contexts.
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Introduction

The research study of masculinity has become an increasingly important in the field of literature today 
within postcolonial literary criticism because colonialism transformed not only political structures but 
also gender identities in the world today. The colonial encounter altered traditional social relations, 
disrupted indigenous systems of authority and introduced new models of masculinity associated with 
European Power. Consequently, in the present time, we can clearly see a postcolonial literature often 
portrays men negotiating conflicting expectations regarding authority, responsibility and emotional 
expression.

Abdulrazak Gurnah – the Nobel prize winner of 2021 in the field of English literature   occupies a 
significant position with in contemporary postcolonial literature because his novels explore individ-
uals who love amid cultural displacement, economic uncertainty and historical memory. While much 
scholarship focuses on migration and exile in Gurnah’s work, his representation of masculinity de-
serves equal attention. His male protagonists frequently experience emotional isolation and struggle 
to articulate personal desires or fears. Rather than depicting men as embodiments of power, Gurnah 
reveals the vulnerabilities hidden beneath the patriarchal; ideals especially in the families and the 
societies in which they live. (Rateele,30).

This paper argues the emotional silence functions as a central mechanism through which masculinity 
is constructed, maintained and challenged in Gurnah’s fiction. Through characters such as Hassan 
Omar in Memory of Departure   and Salim in Gravel Heart, Gurnah demonstrates that masculine 
identities are shaped by historical conditions, family relationships and social expectations in the soci-
ety in which they live. Emotional silence becomes a means of negotiating these pressures, but it also 
contributes to alienation and psychological fragmentation.

Post colonial Masculinity: A Theoretical Perspective

Masculinity studies are also referred to as a critical study in the main realm. It is an evolving area 
of research that focuses the momentum with in the academia, particularly in contemporary African 
studies in the recent time. Critical Men’s studies scrutinize the roles and behaviors associate with the 
being male. Most of the works of Abdulrazak Gurnah’s   narratives draw their craft mostly around 
men, masculinities and problematic (Butler, 8). We need to know the fact that masculinity is not 
a natural or universal category. Contemporary gender theorists argue that masculine identities are 
socially constructed and historically specific. R.W.Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity that 
certain forms of masculinity become culturally dominant while marginalizing alternative expressions 
of manhood (Connel and Messerschmid 846).
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In the postcolonial contexts, masculinity often acquires additional complexity because colonialism 
altered traditional social structures. Franz Fanon observes that colonial domination frequently pro-
duced psychological insecurity among colonized men by restricting access to the power and recog-
nition in the world. It is often deprived colonial subjects were often positioned as inferior within the 
racial hierarchies, creating tensions between masculine expectations and lived realties  of women 
who were completely subjected to men and society(Fanon,76).

Gurnah’s novels reflect these tensions. His male characters inhabit societies where traditional mas-
culine roles remain culturally insignificant, yet economic instability and social change make those 
Roles increasilnlgy difficult to achieve. Masculinity therefore becomes a sort of negotiation rather 
that certainty (Simatae, 26)

Emotional Silence as a Gendered Practice

The most striking features of Gurnah’s fiction is the prevalence of silence. Characters often with-
hold emotions, void confrontation or communicate indirectly. This silence is not merely personal but 
deeply gendered. Across many societies, masculinity is associated with self control and emotional 
restraint. Men are expected to appear strong and independent, even when experiencing fear, grief or 
uncertainty. Emotional silence thus becomes a performance of masculinity.

In Gurnah’s novels Gravel Heart and Memory of Departure, we can see silence frequently functions 
as a protective mechanism. Characters conceal vulnerability on order to preserve dignity or avoid so-
cial judgment. Yet this strategy often creates emotional distance between individuals and contributes 
to fractured relationships.

Masculinity and Familial Disintegration in memory of Departure

Memory of Departure presents one of Gurnah’s most powerful examinations of masculine identity. 
The novel’s protagonist, Hassan Omar – grows up in a household marked by poverty, conflict and 
disappointment. His father’s inability to fulfill the traditional role of provider undermines familial 
stability and exposes the fragility of patriarchal authority thus giving the strength to the novel.

The father’s frustration frequently manifests through aggression and emotional withdrawal. Rather 
than fostering connection, he attempts to assert authority through intimidation. Gurnah portrays this 
behavior as symptomatic of a broader crisis of masculinity and authority. Economic hardship deprives 
the father of socially recognized forms of masculine success, leaving him dependent on domination 
as a means of maintaining authority.
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Hassan- the prime character response to this environment reveals an alternative perspective on mas-
culinity. He recognizes the limitations of his father’s model and seeks a different future through 
education and mobility. However, his desire for escape is accompanied by guilt and uncertainty, illus-
trating the emotional complexity of masculine identity.

Emotional repression and male subjectivity in Memory of Departure

Hassan’s psychological development is shaped by emotional repression and the way the individuals 
live in the society. Family members rarely communicate openly about their frustrations or aspirations. 
As a result, Hasan learns to internalize emotions rather than express them. It is very much clearly 
in the novel, the silence contributes to feelings of isolation. Although he longs for understanding 
and connection, he lacks the language necessary to articulate his experience (Connell, 545).Gurnah 
demonstrates how emotional repression limits personal growth by preventing meaningful communi-
cation.

Importantly, Hassan’s silence is not presented as a personal weakness. Instead, it reflects the broader 
cultural expectations regarding masculinity. The novel suggests that emotional restraint is learned 
through socialization and reinforced by patriarchal norms as the society becomes a base for them.

Secrecy, shame and masculinity in Gravel Heart

In Gravel Heart, Gurnah shifts attention from economic hardship to familial secrecy. The protagonist- 
Salim grows up surrounded by unexplained tensions and hidden histories. The silence that permeates 
his family shapes his understanding of identity and belonging. Salim’s father embodies a model of 
masculinity based on emotional restraint. Important aspects of family history remain concealed, cre-
ating confusion and distance between generations. The father’s silence reflects a belief that emotional 
disclosure threatens masculine dignity. The novel begins the famous statement –“My Father does not 
want me”- clearly shows the strong withdrawal from the society and the family.

Shame plays a crucial role in the dynamic. Male characters often conceal vulnerability because public 
exposure risks social humiliation. Gurnah reveals how such concealment damages relationships and 
prevents genuine intimacy.

Migration and the reconstruction of Masculinity

Migration occupies a central position in Gurnah’s fiction and significantly influences masculine iden-
tity. Characters frequently view movement as a means of escaping restrictive social environments. 
For Hassan and Salim, migration offers opportunities for self- reflection and transformation. Distance 
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from home enables them to reassess inherited assumptions about masculinity and authority. How-
ever, migration does not automatically resolve emotional conflicts. Feelings of loss, uncertainty and 
displacement accompany physical movement. Gurnah, therefore presents migration as a complex 
process of identity reconstruction rather than simple liberation.

Comparative perspectives: Memory of Departure and Gravel Heart

Although the novels differ in setting and narrative structure, they share several important themes. 
First, both protagonists struggle with emotionally distant fathers whose authority is compromised 
by broader social conditions. Second, Silence functions as a defining feature of family relationships. 
Third, masculinity is portrayed as unstable and contested rather the natural or secure. It is very visible 
in both the novels.

The primary differences lie in the source of conflict. In Memory of Departure, economic hardship 
drives familial disintegration. In Gravel Heart, secrecy and hidden histories create emotional dis-
tance. Yet both narratives ultimately reveal the limitations of patriarchal masculinity.

Masculinity in Gurnah’s broader fiction

The themes explored in Memory of Departure and Gravel Heart appears throughout Gurnah’s oeuvre. 
It is very visible in his novels, in Paradise, male identity is shaped by systems of power and exploita-
tion. In By the sea, emotional restraint influences relationships between generations and cultures. 
In Desertion, Masculinity is linked to colonial encounters and cultural transformation. Across these 
texts, Gurnah consistently challenges simplistic notions of male authority. His male characters are 
often uncertain, vulnerable and emotionally conflicted. This emphasis distinguishes his world, from 
traditional narratives that equate masculinity with dominance.

Postcolonial Masculinity and Emotional Silence

Masculinity is often perceived as a natural category, but contemporary gender theory emphasizes its 
socially constructed nature. Masculine identities emerge through cultural expectations, social insti-
tutions and historical process. Within Postcolonial societies, these identities are further complicated 
by colonial histories that transformed indigenous systems of authority. In many patriarchal cultures, 
masculinity is associated with strength, authority and emotional restraint. Men are expected to main-
tain self - control and avoid expressions of vulnerability. Emotional silence therefore becomes a 
performance of masculinity, reinforcing social expectations regarding gender behavior (Fanon,33). 

Gurnah’s fiction repeatedly questions these assumptions. His male characters are often unable to 
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communicate their emotions openly, yet his silence rarely empowers them. Instead, it contributes to 
misunderstanding, alienation and psychological distress. Emotional silence emerges as both a symp-
tom and a cause of masculine crisis (Lazar 24).

Masculinity and familial disintegration in Memory of Departure

One of the most striking aspects of Memory of Departure   is its portrayal of a family in decline. Has-
san Omar grows up in a household characterized by poverty, conflict and disappointment. The family 
home functions not as a place of security but as a site of tension and emotional fermentation. Hassan’s 
father occupies a central position within this dynamic. traditional patriarchal structures which asso-
ciate masculinity with the ability to provide for one’s family and maintain social authority. However, 
Hassan’s father repeatedly fails to fulfill these expectations. Economic hardship undermines his status 
and leaves him struggling to preserve his dignity.

Unable to achieve authority through productive means, he increasingly relies on aggression and emo-
tional distance. His behavior reflects a broader crisis of masculinity in which social expectations 
remain unchanged while economic realities, make them difficult to achieve. Gurnah illustrates how 
patriarchal ideals can become destructive when men lack the resources necessary to fulfill prescribed 
roles (Gurnah,94).

In the novel, we can see Hassan’s response to his father is equally significant. Rather than admiring 
him as a model of adulthood, Hassan views him with disappointment and frustration. This generation-
al conflict reveals the collapse of traditional forms of masculine authority. The father no longer serves 
as a reliable guide, forcing Hassan to construct his own understanding of masculinity.

Emotional repression is a defining feature of Hassan’s experience in the novel. Family members 
rarely communicate openly about their fears or aspirations. Instead, silence dominates interpersonal 
relationships. Hassan learns to internalize emotions rather than express them. Although he longs for 
understanding and connection, he struggles to articulate his feelings (Hoad, 23). This inability to 
communicate contributes to a sense of isolation that extends beyond the family.

Gurnah portrays emotional silence as an earned behavior. Hassan inherits patters of emotional re-
straint from older generations, demonstrating how masculinity is reproduced through everyday prac-
tices. Silence becomes a means of survival within a hostile environment, yet it also limits opportuni-
ties for emotional growth. It is a challenging factor as there is the emotional element plays a crucial 
role in it. The novel suggests that patriarchal masculinity demand emotional sacrifice (Moerrell, 27). 
Men are expected to appear strong even when they feel vulnerable, creating a disconnect between 
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public identity and private experience.

Secrecy and masculinity in Gravel Heart

While Memory of Departure focuses on poverty and domestic conflict, Gravel heart explores the rela-
tionship between masculinity and secrecy. The novel centers on Salim, whose understanding of him-
self is shaped by hidden family histories and unexplained tensions. Unlike Hassan’s family, Salim’s 
household is not characterized by overt conflict. Instead, Silence manifests through omission and 
secrecy. Important truths remain concealed, creating emotional distance between family members. 

Salim’s father exemplifies this form of masculinity. He rarely discusses his emotions or explains past 
events. His silence reflects that vulnerability threatens masculine dignity. As a result, communication 
within the family becomes fragmented and incomplete. The father’s emotional restraint influences 
Salim’s own development, growing up in an environment where feelings are rarely discussed, he 
learns to suppress uncertainty and confusion. However, the absence of communication prevents him 
from understanding his family’s history and his own identity.

Shame and demotional silence in Gravel Heart

A significant difference between the two novels lies in the role of shame. In Gravel Heart, shame 
functions as a powerful force shaping masculine behavior. Male characters often conceal painful 
experience because public disclosure threatens social respectability. The silence surrounding family 
secrets reflects broader cultural expectations regarding masculinity. Men are expected to maintain 
dignity by avoiding emotional exposure. Consequently, vulnerability become associate with weak-
ness. Gurnah demonstrates that such silence has damaging consequences. By withholding important 
truths, family members create confusion and mistrust. Emotional connections weaken as a communi-
cation becomes increasingly restricted (Helff,7).

Salim’s journey toward self- understanding requires confronting these silences. His growing aware-
ness of hidden family histories enables him to challenge inherited assumptions about masculinity and 
identity. 

Migration and the search for Masculine Identity

Migration plays an important role in both novels. Hassan and Salim view movement as a potential 
escape from restrictive social environments. Migration represents the possibility of personal transfor-
mation and self- discovery. For Hassan, leaving home offers a chance to escape poverty and familial 
dysfunction. Distance from his father allows him to imagine alternative forms of masculinity not 
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defined by aggression or failure. 

Similarly, Salim’s experiences beyond his immediate environment encourage reflection on identity 
and belonging. Exposure to different cultural contexts enables him to question assumptions inherited 
from his family. However, Gurnah does not portray migration as a simple solution. Emotional bur-
dens accompany characters across geographical boundaries. Feelings of loss, uncertainty and longing 
persist despite physical movement. Migration therefore becomes a process of negotiation rather than 
liberation (Gurnah, 97).

Comparative analysis of the Two novels 

A comparison of Memory of Departure and Gravel Heart reveals both similarities and differences in 
Gurnah’s treatment of masculinity.

Similarity

First, both novels   depict masculinity as unstable and contested. Hassan and Salim struggle to rec-
oncile social expectations with personal experiences. Neither character fully conforms to traditional 
masculine ideals. Second, emotional silence plays a central role in both narratives. In the novels, 
fathers and sons communicate indirectly, creating emotional distance and misunderstanding. Silence 
functions as a learned masculine practice transmitted across generations. Third, both novels empha-
size vulnerability rather than authority. Male characters experience fear, uncertainty and emotional 
pain despite cultural expectations that men remain strong and self- controlled.

Differences

The primary differences lies in the source of conflict. In Memory of Departure, economic hardship 
drives familial disintegration. The father’s inability to provide undermines his authority and con-
tributes to domestic conflict. In Gravel Heart, secrecy and shame are more significant than poverty.  
Family relationships damaged not by overt violence but by the withholding of truth. Despite these 
differences, both novels teach similar conclusions regarding masculinity . Emotional silence may 
preserve appearances but it ultimately prevents genuine connection and self- understanding.

Gender identity beyond Patriarchal Norms

One of Gurnah’s most significant contributions is his challenge to conventional understanding s of 
masculinity. Rather than portraying women as naturally dominant, he reveals the emotional complex-
ities that lie beneath masculine performances. Hassan and Salim gradually recognize the limitations 
of inherited gender expectations. Their journeys suggest that healthier forms of masculinity require 
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emotional openness and self- refection. By confronting silence and acknowledging vulnerability, they 
move toward more authentic understandings of themselves (Butler,13). Gurnah therefore presents 
masculinity as a dynamic process rather than a fixed identity. Gender is continuously negotiated 
through relationships, memories and social experiences.

Conclusion 

Memory of Departure and Gravel Heart provide powerful explosions of masculinity within postcolo-
nial contexts. Through these experiences of Hassan and Salim, Abdulrazak Gurnah exposes the emo-
tional costs of patriarchal expectations and highlights the role of silence in shaping gender identity.

 The novels demonstrate that masculinity is not a stable source of authority but a fragile construct 
influenced by historical, social and familial pressures. Emotional silence emerges as both a coping 
mechanism and a source of alienation, limiting opportunities for communication and connection. 

By foregrounding   vulnerability and emotional complexity, Gurnah challenges dominant models of 
masculinity and expands the possibilities for understanding male identity in postcolonial literature. 
His work remains significant because it reveals that true strength lies not in silence but in the willing-
ness to confront difficult emotions and histories.
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