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I am a pre-doctoral research scholar at the Centre for Historical Studies, 

Jawaharlal Nehru University, exploring the themes of nationalism, sub-

nationalism, minority politics, space and violence, and the memory of political as 

well as cultural trauma, in a state of India called Punjab, which witnessed a 

secessionist movement for the establishment of a Sikh-republic called ‘Khalistan’ 

between 1975-95.  

 

Much discussion about nationalism, in India, still centres around colonialism and 

the freedom struggle which led to the creation of a diverse but united India. In 

celebrating the diversity of the country, we often tend to overlook the deep 

contentions of certain regions and groups with the ‘nation’ and its definition of 

‘nationality’. In a post-colonial, post-war, post-apartheid, post-communism and 

even a post-nationalism era, the identity of individuals and societies is being 

contested and reshaped by various factors.  

 

The militancy in Punjab was a reflection of nationalism acquiring a negative 

connotation and leading to the development of a conflict ridden binary between 



 
 

the Indian government and the Khalistan militants. The ostensible ‘shadows’ of 

the post-independence demand were forcefully dragged from the pre-

independence period, but the colonial and post-colonial demands and nature of 

those was poles apart. A pivotal consideration would be the post-independence 

political failures of the government, at both the State and the Centre, being 

responsible for leaving a socio-political vacuum filled in by the militants’ demand 

for a separate sovereign Sikh state, 'Khalistan'. It is also imperative to investigate 

the ‘identity crisis’ of the Sikh diaspora, in countries like the USA, UK and Canada, 

which rallied significantly for the establishment of a ‘Khalistan’, providing 

extensive political and financial support. The ‘Khalistan Movement’ has left 

behind a traumatic legacy of violent memories and fractured pasts with multiple 

‘narratives’ of multiple ‘events’. In spite of that, Punjab remains an integral part 

of the Union of India, but the air, even today, whispers of the days gone by.  

The SPECTRESS fellowship dealing with cultural traumas across the world 

assisted in a comprehensive understanding of the innumerable possibilities 

responsible for emergence of traumas in different spatial and temporal realities. 

That in turn widened my gaze about the specificities of traumas in the case of 

Punjab, where there were several layers of it.  

  

I registered as a Guest PhD at RUB and then flew to Croatia to participate in the 

Summer School at Dubrovnik. So the SPeCTReSS fellowship was kick started by 

the ‘Summer School on Cultural Traumas’ at Dubrovnik organized by Prof. 

Nebojsa Blanusa from the University of Zagreb. There were professors, senior 

research scholars, graduate and postgraduate students from several universities. 

The IUC (International University Centre) in the Old Town of Dubrovnik was the 



 
 

host institute. The Summer School was a combination of lectures, discussions, 

movie screenings and outdoor trips, making it thoroughly engaging and 

interesting. With lectures about- representational re-victimization and how to 

write ethnography of genocide; narrative, language and trauma; trauma and the 

legal system; transgenerational trauma in Croatia; etc.- I ended up having fresh 

questions about my own research area. I also made a presentation, ‘Khalistan 

and the Sikh Trauma’, which incorporated and discussed many ideas, dissipated 

by different speakers in the course of the Summer School, like- the dominant 

narratives, the binary between the victim and the perpetrator, competitive 

memories and multi-directional memories, subjugation of the past and the 

memory, reconciliation with the past, the repetition in trauma that challenges 

the linear temporality of history, re-construction of a traumatic event, etc. 

Intensive discussions with Prof. Blanusa and Prof. Pletenac, who were kind 

enough to take a deeper interest in my thesis, have contributed immensely to the 

progress of my work with newer insights and frameworks.       

 

The movement for a separate Sikh state was a serious traumatic interruption in 

the country’s evolution and the prevalent narratives of shared identity. Whether 

such traumatic socio-political disruptions lead to the emergence of a renewed 

national consciousness or not can be debated. My discussions with Prof. Stefan 

Berger, in addition to his wide variety of works on social history and nationalism, 

helped in enhancing and shaping my understanding of what constitutes trauma 

and the post-modern identity crisis in significant ways. Germany with its own set 

of traumatic historical events that constitute the past of the country, provided 

me enough examples to amplify the length and breadth of ‘traumas’ in theory, 



 
 

and its symbolism- how the past exists with the present, but might or not be the 

traumatic ghost of the past. It was interesting to note how being the first public 

university post-the Second World War, the foundations of the RUB are itself 

shaped by and in response to a historical trauma. Another remnant of the 

traumatic past was the Berghbau Museum, which for me was symbolic of the 

popular movement of the mineworkers in Bochum and gave me an insight into 

the socio-political ‘local’ existence of multiculturality in contrast to the ‘national’.  

 

The greatest contribution of the project SPeCTReSS was in bringing together the 

traumas from across the globe and initiating innovative discussions about those. 

The project definitely brought diverse academic worlds and nations closer, 

leading to deeper understandings of alien cultures and traumas. I could never 

learn from books as much as I did through my interactions and discussions with 

people about their nations and its traumatic past, for each nation has one. I write 

today fully aware of the conflicts and the traumatic memories of Croatia, from 

1940s to 90s, a country I only knew because Game of Thrones’ King Landing was 

shot in Dubrovnik! I knew better about Germany for we are forced to study the 

World Wars in school and Hitler is popular in India (going by the fact that it’s a 

fascist right-wing political party in power in the country with Mr Modi as its 

head), along with the German beer and Oktoberfest, but SPeCTReSS is why I am 

more aware of certain memories of the traumatic pasts in Germany. These 

traumatic events and memories varied, in the spatial and temporal dimensions of 

events, from one part to another in the country. While in Bochum, the dominant 

narratives were about the mineworkers’ movement; in Cologne, perhaps because 

of the visit to the Church of St Peter- the seat of the Catholic archbishop, and its 



 
 

impressive Gothic architecture, I was pulled back into the medieval ages and 

discussions about Christianity and other sects within it seemed more interesting 

than modern historical narratives; last but definitely not the least, Berlin was 

perhaps the most interesting, and as beautiful as traumatic, because of the layers 

of traumas that constitute and define this magnificent city- from the German 

empire to Hitler to the Communist rule and the subsequent fall of the Berlin 

Wall.     

 

My research interests overlapped with the project SPeCTReSS’s objective of 

understanding how national identities are disrupted and formed by traumas of 

history and thus the secondment proved to be of mutual intellectual exchange, 

both at Bochum and Dubrovnik. The project in its entirety helped to delve deeper 

into various ‘post-nationalism’ questions and cultural traumas of different 

nations, immensely aiding the understanding of the post-colonial conflicts and 

trauma in India.   

 


