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Abstract:   

The legacy of colonialism in post-colonial societies is not only economic and political but profoundly psychological and cultural. 

This paper examines how collective memory is shaped by the trauma of colonialism and its aftermath, drawing on postcolonial 

theory, trauma studies, and memory studies. It explores mechanisms of remembering and forgetting historical violence, the role of 

cultural production (literature, film, monuments) in representing and contesting memory, and the political uses of the colonial past 

in identity formation and nation-building. The intergenerational transmission of trauma is discussed as a key process linking past 

and present, affecting how subsequent generations understand themselves and their nation. Throughout, the analysis uses Libya as 

an illustrative case, from the brutal Italian colonization and its repression in cultural memory to the ways Libyan society has 

remembered, forgotten, or politicized that trauma showing broader patterns without confining the discussion to a single country. 

The study finds that collective remembrance of colonial trauma can serve as a source of resilience and identity, yet is often contested 

by forces of denial or selective forgetting. Addressing and acknowledging historical trauma emerges as crucial for post-colonial 

societies in healing, forging inclusive identities, and preventing the manipulation of history for political ends. 

Keywords: postcolonial memory, colonial trauma, collective memory, cultural memory, cultural production, identity, nation-

building, intergenerational trauma 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Introduction 

The history of colonialism has left deep scars on colonized societies, not only in material conditions but in the psyche and collective 

identity of peoples. In the aftermath of colonial rule, newly independent nations have had to grapple with the collective memory of 

subjugation, violence, and resistance. This collective memory (the shared remembrance of a group’s past) is profoundly shaped by 

trauma. Trauma in this context refers to the lingering psychological, cultural, and social wounds inflicted by the extreme violence 

and oppression of colonial domination. Scholars of postcolonial theory and trauma studies argue that the colonial experience 

constitutes a fundamental trauma that continues to reverberate through generations. Indeed, trauma is not only an individual 

phenomenon but can be collective or cultural, affecting a community’s sense of identity and continuity [1]. As cultural sociologist 

Jeffrey Alexander famously observed, “Cultural trauma occurs when members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a 

horrendous event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their memories forever and changing their 

future identity” [1]. The violence and humiliation of colonialism qualify as such a “horrendous event” for many societies, leaving 

marks on cultural memory and shaping how post-colonial nations understand their past and themselves. 

https://content.ucpress.edu/title/9780520235953/9780520235953_chapone.pdf#:~:text=Cultural%20trauma%20occurs%20when%20members,It%20is%20by%20constructing%20cultural
https://content.ucpress.edu/title/9780520235953/9780520235953_chapone.pdf#:~:text=Cultural%20trauma%20occurs%20when%20members,It%20is%20by%20constructing%20cultural
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Figure 1 Collective Memory and Cultural Trauma in Post-Colonial Societies 

 

Importantly, memory in post-colonial societies is not a neutral recording of the past but an actively constructed narrative, intertwined 

with power relations and contemporary needs. Memory studies emphasize that remembering is always selective and socially framed. 

What is remembered or forgotten about the colonial past can serve certain purposes: to mourn losses, to celebrate resistance, to 

solidify group identity, or to legitimize new political orders. In the postcolonial reassessment of history, themes of colonialism, 

decolonization, and memory are deeply intertwined [2]. 

Postcolonial theorists such as Frantz Fanon highlighted how the colonial condition inflicted both physical and psychological trauma 

on colonized peoples. Fanon’s clinical work with patients from colonized backgrounds revealed how colonial violence translated into 

mental and bodily afflictions, what he described as a “North African syndrome” of diffuse pain and illness rooted in the condition of 

oppression [3]. 

On the eve of decolonization, Fanon theorized that the very physical pain and distress experienced by colonized subjects were “etched 

in colonial violence and uprootedness”, meaning the trauma of displacement and domination became inscribed in their bodies and 

minds [3] 

Such insights bridge individual trauma and collective memory: they show how a history of systemic violence can manifest as enduring 

suffering in a community’s collective psyche. 

This paper will analyze collective memory in post-colonial societies, focusing on how it is shaped by the trauma of colonialism and 

how it evolves in the post-independence period. We will draw on established frameworks in postcolonial theory (which examines the 

cultural and political legacy of colonialism), trauma theory (which provides concepts for understanding psychological and collective 

wounds), and memory studies (which explores how societies remember and forget). Key questions include: How do societies 

remember or suppress memories of colonial trauma? Through what mechanisms of remembering and forgetting is the colonial past 

narrated or silenced? What roles do cultural productions – such as literature, film, and monuments – play in preserving or contesting 

collective memory of colonialism? How are memories of trauma transmitted to later generations, and with what effects on identity? 

And how are these memories used politically, for example in nation-building or in struggles over power? 

While the scope is broad, the discussion will be grounded with a case example of Libya, a country that experienced a particularly 

brutal colonization under Italy in the early 20th century. Libya’s experience (including mass violence against its people, subsequent 

struggles over remembering that history, and the use of anti-colonial memory in its national narrative) will serve to illustrate broader 

patterns found across post-colonial societies. By examining Libya’s collective memory of colonial trauma alongside other examples, 

we aim to shed light on universal processes as well as specific contexts. The overall goal is to provide a comprehensive analysis of 

how memory and trauma interact in post-colonial societies, shaping culture, politics, and identity in the long shadow of empire. 

 

Postcolonial Trauma and Collective Memory 

Decolonization may have formally ended empire, but the trauma of colonialism often persists long after independence. Postcolonial 

trauma encompasses the various forms of violence and oppression that colonial systems imposed: war and conquest, forced 

displacement of populations, slavery and forced labor, racial and sexual violence, cultural suppression, economic exploitation, and 

even genocide. These experiences inflicted profound injury on colonized communities. Trauma theory, when applied beyond its 

Western contexts, helps illuminate such colonial traumas (from forced migrations to dispossession of land, from systematic racial 

abuse to massacres) as collective wounds that need acknowledgment [4]. 

https://ilcs.sas.ac.uk/news/memory-and-postcolonial-studies#:~:text=In%20the%20postcolonial%20reassessment%20of,promotes%20dialogue%20across%20comparative%20literature
https://aeon.co/essays/living-with-the-enduring-pain-of-postcolonial-trauma#:~:text=exploded%20in%201954%2C%20which%20Fanon,the%20North%20African%20migrants%20was
https://aeon.co/essays/living-with-the-enduring-pain-of-postcolonial-trauma#:~:text=exploded%20in%201954%2C%20which%20Fanon,the%20North%20African%20migrants%20was
https://www.postcolonial.org/index.php/pct/article/viewFile/1865/1706#:~:text=reflection%E2%80%9D%20of%20such%20circumstances,story%20is%20proactively%20negotiated%20and
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Figure 2 Cyclical Nature of Colonial Trauma and Collective Memory 

 

Indeed, scholars note that trauma theory can contribute to analyzing colonial traumas such as forced migration, sexual, racial and 

political violence, dispossession, segregation, genocide, and the intergenerational transmission of trauma [4]. In other words, the 

litany of abuses under colonial rule can be understood as traumatic not only for individuals but for entire communities and cultures. 

What makes these traumas “postcolonial” is the recognition that their effects are not contained in the past; they continue into the 

present social and cultural life of formerly colonized peoples. When a whole community has been subjected to atrocity or profound 

injustice, the result can be described as a collective trauma or cultural trauma. Collective trauma refers to a rupture in the social fabric 

and group consciousness, where the memory of violence and loss becomes a defining element of the group’s identity [1]. The concept 

of cultural trauma, as noted above, emphasizes that the shared remembrance of a traumatic past event can “mark memories forever 

and change future identity in fundamental ways” [1]. 

In post-colonial contexts, the “event” in question is not a single moment but often a prolonged historical experience of subjugation. 

Colonization not only brought physical hardship and death but also sought to erode the colonized peoples’ sense of self their 

languages, religions, and histories were often denigrated or destroyed. This means the trauma was both material and epistemic (i.e. 

trauma of having one’s culture demeaned and one’s past rewritten by colonizers). 

Postcolonial theory has long argued that reclaiming memory is a necessary part of overcoming colonial trauma. Theorists such as 

Edward Said, Homi Bhabha, Gayatri Spivak, and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o have pointed out that colonialism functioned not just through 

force but through narratives: the colonizer’s narrative depicted the colonized as inferior, without history or civilization, to justify 

domination. Frantz Fanon wrote that colonialism tries to empty the past of the colonized people, creating a kind of amnesia, to make 

them easier to dominate. Thus, remembering one’s true history and ancestors becomes an act of resistance. Memory in postcolonial 

societies often serves a double role: it helps erase colonial histories (the distorted colonial narrative of the past) and preserve 

indigenous histories and the self [5]. 

In other words, remembering correctly is a way to undo the colonizer’s ideological violence. A scholar of postcolonial literature 

observes that memory and trauma are “two principal ways postcolonial societies interact with their pasts… making them essential 

themes of literature written in postcolonial nations” [5]. Remembering the trauma of colonialism (telling the stories of what really 

happened) can validate the experiences of the oppressed and restore a sense of dignity and continuity with a pre-colonial identity. It 

is a means of healing the ruptures caused by colonization, by reintegrating the suppressed experiences into a coherent narrative. 

At the same time, trauma theory reminds us that traumatic memories are often characterized by fragmentation, repression, or 

belatedness. Traumatic events can be so overwhelming that they defy immediate understanding and are often not fully processed as 

they occur. In many post-colonial societies, the generation that lived through the violence of colonization or wars of liberation may 

have struggled to narrate their experiences directly – pain, fear, and grief can lead to silence or to memories that surface indirectly 

through symbols and symptoms. As we will discuss later, subsequent generations often inherit these unspoken or partially spoken 

memories in complex ways (what Marianne Hirsch calls “postmemory”). Thus, the collective memory of colonial trauma is not static; 

it is dynamic and negotiated over time. It involves both conscious remembrance (through history writing, education, monuments, 

commemorations) and unconscious transmission (through culture, family lore, and psychological patterns). The field of memory 

studies has increasingly engaged with postcolonial contexts, recognizing that the history of colonialism and decolonization cannot 

be separated from questions of memory [2]. The “transcultural turn” in memory studies has opened up analysis of how memories of 

colonial violence travel across generations and geographies, and how they intersect with memories of other historical traumas [2]. 

https://www.postcolonial.org/index.php/pct/article/viewFile/1865/1706#:~:text=reflection%E2%80%9D%20of%20such%20circumstances,story%20is%20proactively%20negotiated%20and
https://content.ucpress.edu/title/9780520235953/9780520235953_chapone.pdf#:~:text=Cultural%20trauma%20occurs%20when%20members,It%20is%20by%20constructing%20cultural
https://content.ucpress.edu/title/9780520235953/9780520235953_chapone.pdf#:~:text=Cultural%20trauma%20occurs%20when%20members,It%20is%20by%20constructing%20cultural
https://esiculture.com/index.php/esiculture/article/view/2158#:~:text=trauma%20are%20studied%20as%20two,how%20Achebe%20and%20Coetzee%20use
https://esiculture.com/index.php/esiculture/article/view/2158#:~:text=This%20paper%20discusses%20the%20role,It%20also%20broadens%20how%20trauma
https://ilcs.sas.ac.uk/news/memory-and-postcolonial-studies#:~:text=In%20the%20postcolonial%20reassessment%20of,promotes%20dialogue%20across%20comparative%20literature
https://ilcs.sas.ac.uk/news/memory-and-postcolonial-studies#:~:text=In%20the%20postcolonial%20reassessment%20of,promotes%20dialogue%20across%20comparative%20literature
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Postcolonial trauma refers to the deep, enduring wounds inflicted by colonialism, and collective memory is the process by which 

societies remember (or sometimes forget) those wounds. The interplay of memory and trauma is at the heart of how post-colonial 

societies construct their identities: by either confronting the painful past and integrating it into a narrative of survival and liberation, 

or by disavowing the pain and attempting to bury the past. The next sections will explore the mechanisms of both remembering and 

forgetting, the cultural expressions that carry these memories, and the ways in which such memories are mobilized for political and 

social ends. 

 

Remembering and Forgetting Colonial Trauma 

All memory involves a degree of selection – to remember is also implicitly to forget something. In the context of post-colonial 

societies, remembering and forgetting the trauma of colonialism are often politically charged acts. What gets remembered about the 

colonial era, and what is consigned to oblivion, can tell us a great deal about post-colonial power dynamics and the needs of national 

identity formation. 

 
Figure 3 Remembering vs. Forgetting Colonial Trauma 

 

On one hand, there is a moral and emotional imperative to remember the suffering endured under colonial rule. Acts of remembering 

include commemorating anti-colonial resistance heroes, memorializing victims of atrocities, preserving oral histories of survivors, 

and incorporating the history of colonialism into school curricula and national narratives. Such remembrance serves to honor those 

who endured pain and to acknowledge historical injustices. It also helps educate younger generations about the struggles that led to 

independence. How the past is remembered and interpreted plays an important role in the creation of group identities, linking past, 

present, and future in a shared narrative [6]. By remembering colonial trauma, societies ensure that the causes and consequences of 

that trauma are not forgotten, ideally to prevent repetition and to demand redress or at least recognition. Memory can thus be a source 

of solidarity and collective pride (for example, pride in resistance movements or martyrs who fought for freedom). 

On the other hand, there are strong forces that lead to forgetting or silencing aspects of the past. Collective forgetting refers to the 

deliberate or unconscious omission of certain events or interpretations in a group’s memory. Often, newly independent states or 

certain political elites might find it convenient to forget divisive or embarrassing episodes of the colonial period or liberation struggle. 

For instance, if segments of the local population collaborated with colonial authorities or if there were internecine conflicts, these 

inconvenient facts might be downplayed in the official history in favor of a more unifying story of anti-colonial unity. Similarly, 

former colonial powers frequently engaged in systematic forgetting: archives were sealed or destroyed, atrocities were covered up or 

denied, and the narrative within the colonizing country often shifted to one of benign or civilizing colonialism, erasing the violence 

perpetrated. This “historical amnesia” is not accidental; it is often an intentional political strategy. As one analysis notes, collective 

forgetting involves states and citizens selectively remembering, misremembering, or disremembering in order to silence and exclude 

alternative views that counter the official discourse [6]. In other words, forgetting is used to produce a single, dominant narrative of 

the past – a narrative that usually serves those in power. 

https://research.bond.edu.au/files/28738360/Collective_Memory_and_Forgetting.pdf#:~:text=trivialised%2C%20hidden%2C%20and%20forgotten,of%20nationalism%20and%20identity%20politics
https://research.bond.edu.au/files/28738360/Collective_Memory_and_Forgetting.pdf#:~:text=This%20research%20paper%20focuses%20on,natural%20state%20of%20reality
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The mechanisms of forgetting can range from repression (simply not talking about certain events) to myth-making (replacing painful 

memories with glorified or sanitized myths), and from omission in education and media to physical destruction of evidence. For 

example, colonial regimes often destroyed documents about massacres or crimes as they retreated. Newly independent governments 

might remove monuments or symbols of colonialism (which is a form of damnatio memoriae, the erasure of the oppressor’s memory) 

but they might also erase evidence of internal divisions, like eliminating references to factions that opposed the dominant 

independence movement. One scholar describes forgetting as deconstructing and reconstructing meanings, values, and institutions 

such that the dominant group’s version of reality becomes “quasi-natural,” while alternative histories and memories are 

delegitimized [6]. 

The politics of memory in post-colonial societies often involves a tension between remembering to honor and learn, versus forgetting 

to move on or to maintain a cohesive narrative. Too much remembering especially if it centers on trauma can be painful and can 

potentially fuel grievances or conflict. Too much forgetting, however, can mean denial of justice and repeating past mistakes. 

Philosopher Paul Ricoeur warned that an “excess of memory” could lead to unending conflict, while an “excess of forgetting” could 

lead to injustice and complicity in past wrongs. Finding a balance is challenging. Many post-colonial nations experienced a “memory 

boom” in the late 20th century, as global movements for human rights and transitional justice encouraged confronting historical 

atrocities (e.g., through truth commissions, public apologies, or reparations). Yet, even in these processes, certain narratives often 

dominate. 

Crucially, forgetting (or selective memory) can be a tool of power. As French philosopher Jacques Derrida noted, “there is no political 

power without control of the archives, if not of memory.” By controlling what is recorded in archives or taught as history, regimes 

can shape national consciousness. Dominant groups may enforce silence around certain colonial-era events to protect their legitimacy 

or their relationships (for instance, a postcolonial government might mute criticism of a former colonizer if the two states are now 

strategic or economic partners). In contrast, opposition groups or marginalized communities might strive to keep alive memories that 

the state tries to bury – this is sometimes called counter-memory. Counter-memories are alternative narratives that challenge the 

official history, ensuring that suppressed voices (such as those of subaltern groups, women, or regional minorities) are heard. The 

contest between official memory and counter-memory can be fierce. For example, in some countries, the state’s version of the anti-

colonial struggle might elevate certain leaders as heroes while ignoring others; descendants of forgotten fighters may campaign to 

have their ancestors’ stories recognized. 

In sum, remembering and forgetting are two sides of the collective memory coin, each with its own social mechanisms and political 

stakes. Post-colonial societies continually negotiate this balance. They remember colonial trauma to claim justice, dignity, and 

identity, but they may also strategically forget aspects of the past for the sake of national unity or political expediency. As one 

researcher put it, states often use narratives of the past to legitimize their national identities, meaning that what is remembered or 

omitted serves the project of nation-building [6]. States and citizens may “selectively remember” and even misremember in order to 

silence counter-narratives [6], thereby creating an official history that supports current power structures. Recognizing these dynamics 

is essential for understanding how post-colonial collective memory is formed and why certain traumas remain unspoken for decades 

until social or generational change brings them to light. 

 

Cultural Production and the Remembrance of Trauma 

In the absence of (or alongside) official histories, cultural production has often been the vessel carrying the memory of colonial 

trauma in post-colonial societies. Literature, cinema, visual arts, music, theater, and monuments all play vital roles in representing, 

preserving, and sometimes reinterpreting the past. They provide imaginative and symbolic spaces in which the experiences of trauma 

and the acts of resistance can be narrated and remembered. Culture can thus act as a repository of memory especially for aspects of 

history that may be marginalized by official discourse and as a means of working through trauma. 

Literature has been one of the foremost mediums for postcolonial memory work. Many writers from formerly colonized countries 

have used novels, poems, and memoirs to grapple with the legacy of colonialism and the violence associated with it. In the immediate 

post-independence period, authors often took on the task of rewriting history from the perspective of the colonized, effectively 

countering colonial narratives. For example, Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) depicts the onslaught of British colonial rule 

in Nigeria from an Igbo community’s viewpoint, illuminating the cultural disintegration and trauma inflicted by colonization. 

Similarly, in Kenya, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s novels such as A Grain of Wheat address the Mau Mau rebellion and its painful memories. 

These works serve not only as artistic expression but as acts of memorialization, they keep alive the knowledge of what happened, in 

forms that can be passed to future generations. A recent comparative study of postcolonial literature notes that memory and trauma 

are central themes through which societies interact with their past, and that literature is a means of both undermining colonial 

histories and preserving indigenous memory and identity [5]. Through storytelling, writers can articulate the emotional truths of 

historical trauma (the grief, anger, and hope of colonized peoples) sometimes more effectively than formal historiography. Moreover, 

literature can provide a kind of therapeutic space by "narrating, challenging, and healing colonialism’s impact" [5]. By giving voice 

to suppressed experiences, literary narratives help societies acknowledge trauma and potentially find closure or meaning. 

https://research.bond.edu.au/files/28738360/Collective_Memory_and_Forgetting.pdf#:~:text=selectively%20remember%2C%20misremember%2C%20and%20disremember,natural%20state%20of%20reality
https://research.bond.edu.au/files/28738360/Collective_Memory_and_Forgetting.pdf#:~:text=institutions%2C%20where%20the%20dominant%20group,natural%20state%20of%20reality
https://research.bond.edu.au/files/28738360/Collective_Memory_and_Forgetting.pdf#:~:text=This%20research%20paper%20focuses%20on,natural%20state%20of%20reality
https://esiculture.com/index.php/esiculture/article/view/2158#:~:text=trauma%20are%20studied%20as%20two,how%20Achebe%20and%20Coetzee%20use
https://esiculture.com/index.php/esiculture/article/view/2158#:~:text=courses%20related%20to%20the%20themes,about%20cultural%20memory%20and%20recognition
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Film and cinema have likewise contributed to postcolonial collective memory. Visual storytelling can be particularly powerful in 

societies with strong oral or visual traditions, or where literacy was limited. Films have dramatized colonial histories and the struggles 

of decolonization, making these past events vivid for later generations. One striking example is the film The Battle of Algiers (1966), 

an Italian-Algerian production that re-enacts the Algerian War of Independence with gritty realism; it has served as a collective 

memory text for Algerians (and others) about the sacrifices and complexities of that anti-colonial war. In the Middle East and North 

Africa, the 1981 Libyan-funded film Lion of the Desert portrayed the Libyan resistance leader Omar Mukhtar’s fight against Italian 

colonizers. This film became an important cultural artifact of Libyan memory – so much so that it was banned in Italy until 2009, as 

the Italian authorities long feared the film’s candid depiction of colonial atrocities would revive uncomfortable truths [7]. The fact 

that Lion of the Desert was kept out of Italian view for decades is telling: it underscores how cultural products can carry counter-

memory and how former colonial powers may still attempt to suppress those memories. In general, films, documentaries, and even 

television series in post-colonial nations have helped visualize history and personalize it through characters and narratives, thus 

imprinting the memory of colonial trauma in popular consciousness. 

Monuments and memorials in the physical landscape are another crucial form of cultural memory. The very act of erecting (or 

removing) a monument is a statement about what should be remembered. Colonial powers often built statues and monuments in 

occupied lands as a way to inscribe their own memory and heroes onto the colonized landscape. As one observer notes, “Statues 

came to Africa through the colonizers from Europe who used them to mark their territories and immortalize themselves” [8]. These 

colonial statues (often of European monarchs, generals, or administrators) were symbols of imperial dominance and served to 

legitimize colonial rule by celebrating its agents. After independence, many such statues were torn down or relocated, as new nations 

no longer wished to honor the oppressors in their public squares. Instead, post-colonial leaders and communities started erecting their 

own statues and monuments to honor anti-colonial fighters, nationalist leaders, and martyrs [8]. Across Africa, Asia, and other 

formerly colonized regions, one finds monuments to freedom fighters and memorials at sites of massacres or battles. For instance, in 

Algeria, memorials commemorate sites where French forces committed atrocities, and in India, statues of national heroes of the anti-

British struggle stand prominently. These monuments serve as tangible focal points of collective memory – places where people can 

gather to commemorate independence anniversaries or pay respects to past heroes. They embed memory in the landscape, making 

history literally monumental. However, it is interesting that in doing so, post-colonial societies often adapted the very cultural 

practice of statues and monuments inherited from the colonizers [8]. By appropriating this tradition, they turned a tool of oppression 

into a tool of remembrance and pride. 

Other forms of cultural production also contribute to memory. Music and oral performance (such as folk songs, dramas, storytelling 

sessions) have kept memories alive, especially in societies with rich oral traditions. Epic songs about anti-colonial wars, poems of 

lament for those killed, or revolutionary anthems sung during independence movements become part of collective memory. These 

cultural forms are often accessible to a broad public, including those who may not read books or visit museums, thus democratizing 

memory. Museums and archives established after independence can formally curate the history of colonialism for example, a national 

museum might have exhibits on the colonial era, displaying photographs, artifacts, and personal testimonies that educate visitors 

about the trauma and the struggle. 

Importantly, cultural production not only preserves memory but can also critique and reshape it. Artists and writers in later generations 

may revisit the colonial past with fresh eyes, sometimes challenging earlier heroic narratives and exposing suppressed traumas (for 

example, highlighting the suffering of women or marginalized ethnic groups during the anti-colonial struggle, which earlier 

nationalist narratives might have glossed over). In this way, culture is a dynamic space for memory contestation and reconciliation. 

In some post-colonial nations, public art projects and literature have been used in truth and reconciliation efforts to help communities 

process painful memories together. 

To illustrate, let us consider Libya briefly in this cultural context. Under Italian colonial rule in the 1920s–30s, thousands of Libyans 

were interned in concentration camps and many perished. This trauma was not officially memorialized during the colonial period – 

quite the contrary, the Italian authorities tried to hide it. Yet, within Libyan society, the memory was kept alive in part through oral 

culture. Survivors and witnesses in eastern Libya, for example, retained “incredible memory of what happened in the camps” and 

composed poetry to express their agony, trauma, and grief [9]. These poems and oral narratives became a clandestine archive of 

collective memory, passed through families and communities even when writing or open commemoration was impossible. Decades 

later, after independence, the Libyan state under Muammar Gaddafi sponsored the film Lion of the Desert (mentioned above) and 

built memorials to heroes like Omar Mukhtar. In doing so, the regime used cultural production to solidify a national memory of 

colonial trauma and resistance. The case of Libya exemplifies how various cultural forms – from oral poetry by common people to 

state-funded cinema and statues – together sustain the remembrance of colonial trauma. 

Cultural production is indispensable to how post-colonial societies remember their traumatic past. Literature and art can often broach 

topics that official discourse avoids, giving voice to the silenced and humanizing historical events. Monuments and performances 

create communal rituals of remembrance. Through culture, the memory of trauma can be kept alive, transmitted, and also transformed 

as society’s understanding evolves. As one scholarly footnote succinctly puts it, popular culture in the form of literature, film, music, 

and monuments re-appropriates the past, making it a key arena in which memory and society intersect [6]. In the ongoing project of 

https://www.dailysabah.com/history/2018/09/16/libyas-desert-lion-omar-mukhtar-lives-on-in-memory-87-years-after-death#:~:text=film%20,banned%20in%20Italy%20until%202009
https://monumentlab.com/bulletin/colonialism-and-the-persistence-of-memory#:~:text=Statues%20came%20to%20Africa%20through,colonialism%2C%20power%2C%20time%2C%20and%20space
https://monumentlab.com/bulletin/colonialism-and-the-persistence-of-memory#:~:text=After%20European%20colonizers%20left%20Africa%2C,of%20themselves%20in%20public%20spaces
https://monumentlab.com/bulletin/colonialism-and-the-persistence-of-memory#:~:text=After%20European%20colonizers%20left%20Africa%2C,of%20themselves%20in%20public%20spaces
https://merip.org/2022/05/genocide-historical-amnesia-and-italian-settler-colonialism-in-libya-an-interview-with-ali-abdullatif-ahmida/#:~:text=incredible%20memory%20of%20what%20happened,nomads%20and%20I%20had%20to
https://research.bond.edu.au/files/28738360/Collective_Memory_and_Forgetting.pdf#:~:text=3%20How%20popular%20culture%20in,Arias%20%26%20del%20Campo%2C%202009
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coming to terms with colonial history, artists, writers, and memorial builders are as crucial as historians and politicians in shaping 

collective memory. 

 

Intergenerational Transmission of Trauma 

Trauma does not end with those who directly experienced it; its echoes often resound in the lives of subsequent generations. In post-

colonial societies, the children and grandchildren of those who lived through colonial oppression or the struggles of decolonization 

frequently exhibit what has been termed intergenerational trauma. This refers to the phenomenon where the psychological and 

emotional effects of trauma are passed down from one generation to the next, even if the later generations did not directly witness 

the original traumatic events. The collective memory of a community, therefore, is not only maintained intentionally through stories 

and education, but can also imprint itself subconsciously on younger generations through family dynamics, community narratives, 

and cultural atmosphere. 

One way this transmission occurs is through storytelling within families. Survivors of colonial-era violence may share (or sometimes 

refuse to share) their experiences with their children. In some cases, grandparents recount tales of the hardships and injustices they 

endured, thus directly imparting memories to the youth. In other cases, survivors might remain largely silent, not wishing to burden 

their children with painful memories – but even silence can speak. Children sense the weight of unspoken history in their families, 

noticing, for example, that certain topics are taboo or that their elders carry grief and anger whose source is in the past. Thus, trauma 

can be transmitted “by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which [the next generation] grew up” [10]. Marianne 

Hirsch’s concept of postmemory is highly relevant here. Hirsch defines postmemory as “the relationship that the ‘generation after’ 

bears to the personal, collective, and cultural trauma of those who came before – to experiences they ‘remember’ only by means of 

the stories, images, and behaviors” of their elders [10]. Although these later generations do not have first-hand memories, the 

inherited memories are so powerful and affective that they feel almost like lived experiences. The children of trauma survivors can 

come to “remember” events that they never personally lived, because those events have been transmitted so deeply and emotionally 

as to constitute memories in their own right [10]. 

In post-colonial contexts, this means that a young person born after independence may nonetheless feel the emotional reverberations 

of colonization. For instance, a Kenyan born in the 1970s might have no direct experience of the Mau Mau war of the 1950s, but if 

their family or community was scarred by that war, the stories of brutality and heroism might shape the young person’s worldview 

and sense of identity. They might inherit a sense of injustice, a cautiousness or distrust toward certain ethnic groups or foreigners, or 

conversely a strong pride in their forebears’ resistance all of which trace back to before their birth. 

Psychologically, intergenerational trauma can manifest in various ways: heightened anxiety, depression, or other stress-related 

conditions that seem unaccountable by personal life events, but can be linked to the unresolved trauma of ancestors. Socially, it may 

appear as continued grievance or a collective sense of victimhood, which can influence politics and intergroup relations long after 

the formal end of colonialism. For example, communities that were systematically oppressed under colonial rule may continue to 

struggle with internalized inferiority or persistent anger which is taught, even unconsciously, to the young. 

Research in this area has shown that the transmission of memories and trauma is both familial and cultural. A recent study described 

how families with traumatic historical experiences (in that case, intercommunal violence in Cyprus) pass their traumatic experiences 

from one generation to the next [11]. It noted that when families have suffered violent historical events, they transmit those traumatic 

memories to their children, affecting how the younger generation understands who they are [11]. This has also been observed in 

various post-conflict and post-genocide societies around the world (e.g., among Holocaust survivors’ descendants, or the 

grandchildren of the Partition of India). The process often involves what is sometimes called “unfinished trauma” or “inherited 

mourning” the younger generation may feel compelled to make sense of or symbolically complete the mourning for losses that 

occurred before they were born. 

In addition to psychological transmission, there is a material and structural aspect to intergenerational trauma. The children of those 

who suffered under colonialism often inherit the social and economic repercussions of that trauma. If colonial policies impoverished 

or marginalized a community, that marginalization might persist into the next generation as part of the postcolonial social reality. For 

instance, colonization often caused displacement of communities or destruction of traditional livelihoods; the resulting economic 

hardship can become an “inherited” condition that influences the descendants’ upbringing and opportunities. Thus, trauma is 

transmitted not just as memory but as lived conditions. One scholar put it succinctly: “the effects of colonization are 

intergenerational”, meaning that economic, social, and political dependence and dislocation are passed down, constituting a form of 

trauma continuity [12]. 

Intergenerational trauma also has a cultural dimension: the identity of post-colonial nations is built in part on collective memory, 

which includes past trauma. National holidays, school textbooks, and public discourse constantly remind new generations of what 

their forefathers endured or achieved. For example, a postcolonial state might celebrate an Independence Day that includes honoring 

martyrs of the anti-colonial struggle – each year, young people participate in rituals that reinforce a connection to that historical 

trauma and triumph. In Libya, to anticipate our case study, the younger generation grew up hearing about Omar Mukhtar, the 

legendary resistance leader hanged by the Italians in 1931. Libyan children born decades after Italian rule could likely recount the 

https://cup.columbia.edu/author-interviews/hirsch-generation-postmemory#:~:text=Marianne%20Hirsch%3A%20%E2%80%9CPostmemory%E2%80%9D%20describes%20the,imaginative%20investment%2C%20projection%2C%20and%20creation
https://cup.columbia.edu/author-interviews/hirsch-generation-postmemory#:~:text=Marianne%20Hirsch%3A%20%E2%80%9CPostmemory%E2%80%9D%20describes%20the,imaginative%20investment%2C%20projection%2C%20and%20creation
https://cup.columbia.edu/author-interviews/hirsch-generation-postmemory#:~:text=Marianne%20Hirsch%3A%20%E2%80%9CPostmemory%E2%80%9D%20describes%20the,imaginative%20investment%2C%20projection%2C%20and%20creation
https://ojs.ahss.org.pk/journal/article/download/839/878/1560#:~:text=from%20generation%20to%20generation,from%20one%20generation%20to%20the
https://ojs.ahss.org.pk/journal/article/download/839/878/1560#:~:text=from%20generation%20to%20generation,way%20one%20sees%20the%20world
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7163829/#:~:text=Hidden%20Burdens%3A%20a%20Review%20of,
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story of his last words and sacrifice as if it were part of their own experience, because it became integral to national education and 

family lore. This is a classic case of postmemory at a national scale: the “generation after” bears the memory of colonial trauma as 

part of their identity. 

However, intergenerational transmission is not always exact; memories can be refracted and reinterpreted. Sometimes the next 

generation will mythologize or simplify the past (turning complex histories into clearer moral lessons). Other times they may question 

their parents’ version of events, leading to historiographical revisions. Additionally, traumatic memories can evolve, what starts as 

pain might transform into a more empowering narrative over time (e.g., focus shifting from victimhood to resistance). There is also 

the possibility of healing across generations. If a society consciously addresses a historical trauma (through truth commissions, 

apologies, memorials, etc.), the process can help the second or third generation contextualize the trauma, reducing the burden of 

inherited pain and perhaps providing a sense of closure or justice that their parents never had. 

 

 
Figure 4 Intergenerational Trauma Transmission in Post-Colonial Societies [14] 

 

In essence, the intergenerational aspect ensures that collective memory is an ongoing chain, linking those alive today to those who 

endured the colonial past. The chain can transmit trauma, but also resilience. Some descendants of trauma survivors take pride in 

their ancestors’ endurance and draw strength from that knowledge. For example, the grandchildren of a freedom fighter might feel a 

responsibility to live up to that legacy, shaping their own sense of purpose. In this way, the trauma, while painful, becomes also a 

story of survival that fortifies identity. 

The concept of postmemory captures the dual nature of this inheritance: it is not memory in the strict sense, but it functions as such 

in shaping lives. Hirsch notes that postmemory is mediated by “imaginative investment, projection, and creation” [10] meaning the 

generation after often imagines the trauma of the past and internalizes it. They might even have dreams or nightmares of events they 

never lived, or develop artistic works about those events, as a way of processing their inherited “memories.” In post-colonial societies, 

this has led to a flourishing of literature and art by later generations who revisit the colonial period (sometimes writing historical 

novels, or making documentary films interviewing elders) as a means to claim ownership of that history and to heal the persistent 

wounds. 

 

Memory, Identity, and Nation-Building 

Collective memory of colonial trauma is not merely about the past; it is fundamentally about how a society constructs its identity in 

the present and future. In post-colonial nations, national identity and the project of nation-building have been deeply intertwined with 
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memories of colonialism and the struggle against it. The way a country remembers its colonial past can legitimize political authority, 

foster unity (or sometimes division) among its citizens, and define the values and narratives that the nation holds dear. Thus, memory 

becomes a political tool as well as a cultural inheritance. 

One of the first tasks of a new nation emerging from colonial rule is to create a unifying national narrative. This often centers on the 

idea of a shared suffering and a shared triumph: “We were oppressed, and then we liberated ourselves.” The trauma of colonialism 

becomes a cornerstone of national history, with the period of colonization cast as a time of darkness or subjugation that was overcome 

by the courage and resilience of the people. By emphasizing collective trauma endured under foreign rule, nation-builders can 

strengthen the sense of a common identity (“we all endured this as one nation”) that transcends internal differences such as ethnicity, 

region, or tribe. In Africa, many countries at independence chose new national symbols (flags, anthems, mottos) that referenced 

freedom and remembered martyrs of colonial resistance. These symbols serve as daily reminders of a collective memory. 

The political uses of memory are evident in how post-colonial governments commemorate the past. Independence Day celebrations, 

for example, are not merely festive; they often include somber remembrance of those who died or suffered under colonial rule, 

followed by celebration of freedom. This ritualistically reinforces the narrative that the nation’s identity is built on overcoming 

trauma. National museums and educational curricula enshrine certain interpretations of history: children are taught to honor anti-

colonial heroes, to view colonial powers critically, and to see themselves as heirs of a proud legacy of resistance. By crafting this 

official memory, leaders aim to instill patriotism and loyalty to the nation-state. 

However, the political use of memory can be double-edged. On one side, it can genuinely promote nation-building and reconciliation, 

offering a unifying story that binds people together. On the other side, memory can be manipulated by regimes to entrench their own 

power. Ruling elites may portray themselves as the true successors of the anti-colonial struggle, thereby claiming the moral authority 

of the liberators. In some cases, governments have exaggerated or mythologized certain historical episodes to serve current agendas. 

Alternatively, they may downplay aspects of history that do not flatter the nation’s self-image. For example, if a post-colonial regime 

has authoritarian tendencies, it might invoke the colonial past to discredit any opposition (labeling dissenters as agents of “neo-

colonialism” or accusing them of betraying the ancestors’ struggle). 

We can observe such dynamics in many countries. In Zimbabwe, Robert Mugabe’s long rule was buttressed by constant reminders 

of the liberation war against white minority rule; his party presented itself as the guardian of that memory, and opposition was often 

framed as a betrayal of the liberation. In India, the Congress party long derived prestige from leading the independence movement, 

and even decades later, political rhetoric frequently harks back to Gandhi, Nehru, and the traumas of British rule to bolster nationalist 

sentiment or to critique Western influence. In Vietnam, the state emphasizes the victorious struggle against French colonialism and 

later American intervention as the defining narrative of the nation, which helps to legitimize the ruling party as the inheritor of that 

victory. 

Memory also plays a role in how post-colonial states position themselves internationally. By emphasizing colonial trauma, nations 

can press for moral recognition or even material reparations from former colonizers. There are examples of formal apologies or 

compensation: for instance, the Italian government in 2008 officially apologized to Libya for the colonization era abuses and agreed 

to investment as a form of reparation. This came after decades in which Libyan leaders kept the memory of Italian atrocities in the 

public discourse, thereby maintaining pressure. Similarly, countries like Kenya have demanded acknowledgment and compensation 

from Britain for brutal measures like the suppression of the Mau Mau uprising. Thus, collective memory can be leveraged in 

diplomacy and international justice. 

For ordinary citizens, the collective memory of colonial trauma contributes to national identity in everyday ways. People may take 

pride in a national narrative of having overcome great hardship. This can boost a sense of resilience and unity “we survived 

colonization, we can survive current challenges.” It can also inform values: a nation that remembers being oppressed might emphasize 

values of freedom, anti-imperialism, and self-determination in its political culture. In some cases, this memory fosters solidarity with 

other post-colonial nations; a sense of shared historical fate can underpin movements like Pan-Africanism or Pan-Arabism, which 

explicitly invoked common colonial experiences as the basis for unity beyond national borders. 

However, there are pitfalls. If the identity is too heavily built on past victimhood, it can engender a kind of perpetual grievance or an 

insular attitude. Societies might become fixated on old enemies or see new problems primarily through the lens of colonialism 

(sometimes termed “postcolonial paranoia” when taken to an extreme, where every misfortune is blamed on colonial legacy). While 

the colonial legacy is indeed a root cause of many structural issues, focusing exclusively on it can sometimes impede self-criticism 

or forward-looking development. Thus, leaders often try to balance remembering the past with articulating a vision for the future that 

moves beyond trauma. 

A crucial concept in nation-building memory is “national mythology.” Over time, the raw memories of trauma are often repackaged 

into a cleaner mythology: heroes are elevated (with complexities airbrushed out), battles become legend, and sufferings are given 

meaning as the price of freedom. This mythology is propagated through schoolbooks, monuments, national holidays, and media. It 

becomes part of what sociologist Maurice Halbwachs called the collective memory framework, an ensemble of narratives and 

symbols through which a society understands its past. While some aspects of these myths are simplified or idealized, they function 

to provide citizens with a coherent sense of who they are and what their country stands for. 
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Let’s turn to Libya as an illustrative case of memory in nation-building (to be elaborated in the next section). After Libya gained 

independence from Italian rule (and a brief period of British/French administration) in 1951, its early monarchy under King Idris, 

who himself had been a leader of a Sufi order that fought Italians, maintained a relatively low-key remembrance of the colonial 

period. But when Muammar Gaddafi came to power in 1969, he made anti-colonial memory a centerpiece of his regime’s legitimacy. 

Gaddafi constantly reminded Libyans of the cruelty of Italian colonization, positioning his revolutionary government as the vindicator 

of that historical injustice. He would rhetorically shout to crowds that “nobody cared about you” under the previous regimes and that 

only his rule gave justice after the Italian oppression [9]. By doing so, Gaddafi tied his modern political project (an authoritarian, 

idiosyncratic form of Arab socialism) to the collective trauma of colonialism – implying that to oppose him was somehow to betray 

the martyrs of the past. He even timed certain political actions symbolically: in 1970, on the anniversary of Omar Mukhtar’s 

execution, Gaddafi expelled the remaining Italian settlers from Libya, dubbing it a final act of anti-colonial justice. This shows the 

explicit political use of memory: colonial history was used to consolidate Gaddafi’s national narrative and legitimize his policies. 

Yet, memory in Libya’s nation-building was not monolithic. When the popular uprising against Gaddafi’s regime occurred in 2011, 

the protesters and rebels themselves drew on anti-colonial symbols to bolster their cause – effectively reclaiming the national memory 

from Gaddafi’s exclusive control. In the early days of the 2011 revolution in eastern Libya, young protestors brandished images of 

Omar Mukhtar and evoked the memory of anti-Italian resistance, signaling that they were the true heirs to that legacy, not Gaddafi 

[9]. By taking “the anti-colonial resistance heroes away from the regime”[9], Libyans asserted that the spirit of anti-colonial struggle 

was really about freedom from oppression, whether foreign or domestic. This is a compelling example of how collective memory 

can be repurposed in new political contexts: the same memory of colonial trauma that once legitimized the postcolonial state was 

later used by citizens to challenge an oppressive postcolonial government. 

More broadly, acknowledging historical trauma is seen as vital for healthy nation-building. A society that openly recognizes the 

suffering in its past is better equipped to address present wounds and unify diverse groups through a shared understanding. As a 

scholarly analysis observed, acknowledging historical trauma is important in attempts to restore and heal society [5]. Nation-building 

is not just about infrastructure and institutions; it’s also a psychological and emotional process of coming to terms with history. If 

done inclusively, the collective memory of trauma can become a source of empathy and cohesion – different communities within the 

nation may realize that despite other differences, they all carry the scars of colonialism, and this common ground can be a foundation 

for mutual respect and unity. 

In conclusion, memory is a powerful force in shaping post-colonial national identities. The trauma of the colonial past is often 

transformed into a narrative of perseverance and liberation that feeds into patriotism. Political leaders harness this memory to 

legitimize themselves or delegitimize opponents, while citizens negotiate this legacy in their own quests for justice and democracy. 

The case of Libya, among others, demonstrates that collective memory is not static capital; it can be mobilized by various actors for 

nation-building or for political contestation. Ultimately, how a society remembers its colonial trauma – whether honestly and 

inclusively, or selectively and manipulatively – will influence the kind of nation it becomes. 

 

Case Study: Libya and the Legacy of Colonial Trauma 

To ground the theoretical discussion, we turn to the case of Libya, a North African nation whose 20th-century history provides a 

vivid example of how collective memory of colonial trauma is constructed and contested. Libya was colonized by Italy from 1911 to 

1943. The Italian occupation, especially under Fascist rule in the late 1920s and early 1930s, was extraordinarily brutal and had a 

genocidal character in some regions. The traumatic events of this period, the subsequent struggle for independence, and the uses of 

that memory in Libya’s post-colonial nationhood illustrate many of the broader themes we have discussed: remembering vs. 

forgetting, cultural memory, intergenerational transmission, and political uses of trauma. 

Colonial Trauma in Libya: Italy’s campaign to conquer and pacify Libya led to extreme violence against the local population, 

particularly in Cyrenaica (eastern Libya). Between 1929 and 1934, the Italian colonial army under General Rodolfo Graziani carried 

out a campaign of mass arrests, forced marches, concentration camps, and executions to crush a persistent anti-colonial resistance. 

Historical research has uncovered the scale of this devastation: over 100,000 Libyans were forcibly relocated to prison camps in the 

desert, and tens of thousands died [9]. In fact, scholars have characterized this as a forgotten genocide. During those years, the 

population of Cyrenaica plummeted dramatically one estimate indicates that the population declined by 83,000 people (from 225,000 

to 142,000), with between 60,000 and 70,000 men, women, and children perishing largely from starvation and disease in the camps 

[13]. This was “a calculated mass killing and destruction of people and culture… a genocide based on a racist colonial plan to crush 

local resistance and settle Italian peasants” [13]. Such facts were not widely known for a long time, partly due to intentional 

suppression. The Italian state at the time censored news of these atrocities, destroyed evidence, and after World War II much of the 

documentation remained hidden or lost [13]. In Italy’s national memory, these events were largely absent or downplayed for decades 

– a case of colonial amnesia. 

For Libyans, however, the trauma was deeply imprinted. The Italian conquest saw not only mass death but also the execution of 

Libya’s revered resistance hero, Sheikh Omar Mukhtar, in 1931. His capture and public hanging by the Italians was witnessed by 

Libyans and became an enduring symbol of martyrdom and anti-colonial sacrifice. In the immediate aftermath of World War II, 

https://merip.org/2022/05/genocide-historical-amnesia-and-italian-settler-colonialism-in-libya-an-interview-with-ali-abdullatif-ahmida/#:~:text=The%20state%20was%20built%2C%20and,protested%20in%20eastern%20Libya%20took
https://merip.org/2022/05/genocide-historical-amnesia-and-italian-settler-colonialism-in-libya-an-interview-with-ali-abdullatif-ahmida/#:~:text=called%20populist%20government%2C%20that%20it,others%2C%20away%20from%20the%20regime
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Libya gained independence (1951) relatively peacefully, but the collective memory of what had happened under Italian rule simmered 

under the surface. During King Idris’s reign (1951–1969), there was recognition of the martyrs (Omar Mukhtar’s face appeared on 

stamps and currency, for instance) but the full trauma of the genocide was not a prominent public topic, perhaps because the new 

nation was focused on stability and because Idris himself had a complicated relationship with Italy (the monarchy sought some 

reconciliation). 

 

Remembering through Culture: Even when official discourse was muted, Libyan people remembered in their own ways. As noted 

earlier, survivors of the camps and their families retained an “incredible memory” of what happened, composing poetry to express 

their agony and grief [9]. These poems and oral histories kept the truth alive at the grassroots level. They spoke of the hunger, the 

separation of families, the loss of livelihoods, and the sorrow for those who never returned. Such cultural expressions are crucial 

because they bridged the gap until a time when the nation could openly acknowledge this past. 

After Colonel Muammar Gaddafi seized power in 1969, he made Libya’s colonial history a cornerstone of his revolutionary ideology. 

Gaddafi emphasized Libyan nationalism and anti-imperialism, and to foster a unified national identity, he leaned heavily on the 

collective memory of fighting Italian rule. One of his first acts was to rename the date of the expulsion of the last Italian colonists 

(October 7, 1970) as a national holiday, “Day of Revenge,” linking the contemporary expulsion with the historical narrative of 

avenging colonial crimes. Gaddafi also took concrete steps to memorialize the past: Omar Mukhtar was officially designated a 

national hero of the highest order; a prominent square in Tripoli was named Martyrs’ Square; and Italian-era monuments (like statues 

of Italian generals) were removed or replaced with symbols of resistance. 

The regime even invested in international cultural production to tell Libya’s story. The film Lion of the Desert (1981), directed by 

Moustapha Akkad and funded by Gaddafi’s government, dramatized Omar Mukhtar’s guerilla war against the Italians. Featuring 

Hollywood actor Anthony Quinn as Mukhtar, the film was a high-profile representation of Libyan collective memory. In Libya, it 

reinforced pride in the national struggle and educated a generation about the sacrifices of their ancestors. Internationally, it challenged 

any lingering romanticism about Italy’s colonization by highlighting war crimes. Italy’s banning of this film until 2009  (nearly three 

decades) is a testament to how threatening acknowledging that memory was to the Italian national self-image [7]. For Libyans, 

however, Lion of the Desert became iconic; schoolchildren would know scenes from it, and it visually concretized stories they may 

have heard from grandparents. 

Political Uses and Misuses: Gaddafi’s appropriation of colonial memory was twofold. It did genuinely preserve the memory of 

trauma and keep alive the spirit of anti-colonial resistance in Libyan identity. Many Libyans, even those who opposed Gaddafi, shared 

the sentiments of honoring Omar Mukhtar and resenting the cruel history of colonization. However, Gaddafi also used this memory 

cynically at times. He presented his regime as the fulfillment of the anti-colonial struggle, suggesting that his revolutionary rule was 

the final victory over both external and internal enemies who would betray Libya to foreign powers. This narrative justified harsh 

measures by framing them as safeguarding the nation’s freedom earned through blood. State media perpetually reminded citizens of 

“what had happened under the Italians” and how the current government was delivering justice and dignity in contrast [9]. 

The collective forgetting in Libya’s case was more on the side of the colonizer. In Italy, as mentioned, there was a long period of 

denial or ignorance about what the Fascist regime had done in Libya. It was only in the 1990s and 2000s that Italian historians and 

Libyan scholars like Ali Abdullatif Ahmida (whose work on Libyan genocide was cited earlier) brought these facts to broader 

attention. Ahmida referred to a “repression of memory and collective amnesia” that persisted into the present [9] indicating that 

uncovering this history is an ongoing challenge. He meant that even in Libya, decades after independence, the full extent of the 

atrocities was not thoroughly documented in national history books, and in Italy it was virtually unknown among the public. His work 

and others aim to correct that by investigating archives and gathering oral testimonies. According to Ahmida, overcoming this 

amnesia (bringing the truth fully to light) is vital for both Libyans and Italians as a step toward reconciliation and understanding [9]. 

Intergenerational Aspects: The Libyan case also highlights intergenerational transmission. Many young Libyans in the 1970s–

2000s learned about the Italian atrocities not just in school but through family stories. For example, in Libyan society, the story of 

Omar Mukhtar is told with reverence in almost every household – he is sometimes called “Shaykh al-Shuhada” (the Sheikh of 

Martyrs). The phrase he allegedly uttered before execution, “We will not surrender; we will win or die”, became a national slogan, 

passed down as a lesson in courage. Grandchildren of those who were in the camps like Al-Aghela or Soluch (Italian concentration 

camp sites) would hear personal anecdotes: “Your great-grandmother walked for days across the desert when they forced us out of 

our village,” or “Your great-uncle died in that camp of typhus, they never even let us bury him properly.” These detailed, personal 

transmissions gave the younger generation a vivid connection to the past. It also planted seeds of both pride (in having endured and 

resisted) and trauma (in feeling anger and loss over what was done). 

We saw the fruit of this in 2011 during the anti-Gaddafi uprising, especially in the eastern region of Cyrenaica where the collective 

memory of resistance is strongest. Young fighters and protesters commonly invoked Mukhtar’s name, sometimes wearing his image 

on T-shirts or chanting his famous words. One could argue that the postmemory of the colonial trauma kept alive through family 

tales, local commemorations, and national myth helped galvanize the sense that Libyans would once again fight against tyranny, even 

though this time the tyrant was native. It shows how an old memory can inspire new actions. 
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https://merip.org/2022/05/genocide-historical-amnesia-and-italian-settler-colonialism-in-libya-an-interview-with-ali-abdullatif-ahmida/#:~:text=The%20state%20was%20built%2C%20and,protested%20in%20eastern%20Libya%20took
https://merip.org/2022/05/genocide-historical-amnesia-and-italian-settler-colonialism-in-libya-an-interview-with-ali-abdullatif-ahmida/#:~:text=regime
https://merip.org/2022/05/genocide-historical-amnesia-and-italian-settler-colonialism-in-libya-an-interview-with-ali-abdullatif-ahmida/#:~:text=regime
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After the fall of Gaddafi, Libya entered a tumultuous period with civil conflict and fragmentation. Amid these struggles, some 

observers note that Libyans still look to the past for guidance and unity. The memory of suffering under Italian rule, and the eventual 

expulsion of the colonizer, provides a narrative that foreign domination or interference will ultimately fail, and that Libyans can 

control their own destiny. Conversely, the long silence and lack of global recognition for Libya’s suffering (compared to, say, the 

Holocaust or other well-known atrocities) has left some bitterness. Libyans often feel that their trauma was not acknowledged in the 

world history of the 20th century, contributing to a sense of injustice. This is why the pursuit of historical truth by scholars like 

Ahmida is seen as important – it validates the experiences of those who were forced into camps and gives them a place in the historical 

record. 

In recent years, there have been efforts within Libya to curate this memory responsibly: museums have exhibits on the resistance era, 

and there have been calls to preserve sites of the Italian camps as historical memorials (though conflict has hindered such projects). 

Italy and Libya’s improved relations around 2008–2009, including the aforementioned apology, were seen as a breakthrough in 

memory politics, a rare instance of a former colonizer acknowledging (to some extent) its wrongdoing. This highlights that collective 

memory, when shared and acknowledged by both victim and perpetrator groups, can pave the way for reconciliation. 

Lessons from the Libyan Case: Libya’s experience underscores several key points relevant to other post-colonial contexts. First, 

even extremely severe traumas (like mass killings) can be “forgotten” on the international stage if not continuously asserted; memory 

requires active preservation, otherwise dominant narratives (Eurocentric ones, in this case) will overshadow it [13]. Second, within 

the affected society, memory can survive through culture and oral tradition even when official channels are blocked – a kind of 

resilience of memory. Third, when political conditions allow, that memory can be officially embraced and turned into a state narrative, 

as Gaddafi did – but that comes with the risk of politicization for ulterior motives. Fourth, memory is dynamic: the same symbols 

can be used by different actors (the state vs. the people) for different ends, proving that collective memory is not the sole property of 

those in power, but can be reclaimed by the community. Lastly, the intergenerational transmission in Libya kept the trauma relevant 

far beyond the lifespans of the original survivors, demonstrating how national identity can remain anchored in historical memory 

over a century (from the 1920s to the 2020s) and continue to influence contemporary events. 

In conclusion, Libya illustrates both the potency of collective memory of colonial trauma capable of shaping identity and politics 

across time and the challenges inherent in that memory (contestation, repression, the need for truthful reckoning). It stands as a case 

where remembering has been a form of resistance (first against colonizers, later against authoritarian nationalism), and forgetting was 

often externally imposed or internally manipulated. The ongoing efforts to document Libya’s colonial past more fully are part of a 

broader movement in post-colonial societies to ensure that such traumas are recognized and learned from, not buried in obscurity. 

 

Conclusion 

The collective memory of trauma in post-colonial societies is a powerful current that runs beneath the surface of national life, shaping 

identities, politics, and culture. This analysis has shown that the trauma of colonialism with its attendant violence, dispossession, and 

cultural rupture is not simply a matter of historical record. It lives on in the memories of communities and in the inherited 

consciousness of new generations. Through mechanisms of remembering and forgetting, societies continually renegotiate how the 

colonial past is understood and used. 

We have seen that remembering colonial trauma can serve as an act of justice and empowerment. It honors the victims and heroes of 

the past, maintains cultural continuity, and can provide valuable lessons about resilience and the value of freedom. The act of 

remembrance is carried out in monuments that celebrate independence, literature and films that tell the previously silenced stories, 

and in the oral histories exchanged in families. These memories often become the bedrock of national identity, telling a people who 

they are by defining what they have endured and overcome. The shared remembrance of suffering and resistance can bind a society 

together, giving it a common purpose to avoid any return to subjugation. 

Conversely, we have also observed that forgetting can be a deliberate process driven by political agendas. States or elites may choose 

to forget certain aspects of the colonial period or have selective memories to craft a narrative that serves unity or their own legitimacy. 

Sometimes entire chapters (such as colonial massacres or collaboration) are omitted from official history, resulting in what has been 

termed collective amnesia. Such forgetting can be harmful if it means denying justice or failing to address lingering wounds; yet, it 

can be politically effective in creating a streamlined national myth. The challenge for post-colonial societies is to navigate between 

the perils of too much memory (which can inflame hatred or keep wounds raw) and too much forgetting (which can erase essential 

truths and perpetuate injustices). Reconciliation with the past often requires a careful balance: acknowledging trauma enough to heal 

and learn from it, but not allowing that trauma to trap a society in perpetual grievance. 

Cultural production stands out as a crucial arena where the struggle between remembering and forgetting plays out. Writers, artists, 

and filmmakers have, time and again, been the conscience of their societies – refusing to let colonial atrocities be forgotten, or offering 

new interpretations that enrich collective understanding. Through novels, songs, films, and memorials, they ensure that the emotional 

and human dimensions of colonial trauma are preserved in ways that official archives or history texts might not capture. As we cited, 

postcolonial literature and art often take on the mission of narrating, challenging, and even healing the impact of colonialism. They 

complement the work of historians by reaching the hearts of people and keeping memory alive in collective imagination. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-world-history-of-genocide/eurocentrism-silence-and-memory-of-genocide-in-colonial-libya-19291934/2F6A0A6F7010B944D4C13A4A6425A0A1#:~:text=a%20twenty,fascism%20in%20Italy%20in%201945
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The intergenerational transmission of trauma means that the work of memory is never fully complete with one generation. Young 

people inherit not only a world shaped by colonial legacies but also the emotional echoes of those legacies. The concept of 

postmemory encapsulates how descendants can feel and embody the memories of their forebears. This can be a heavy burden – 

shaping personal identities and sometimes manifesting as inherited pain or anger – but it can also be a source of solidarity, as new 

generations take up the cause of recognition and remembrance. It implies that what a post-colonial society does (or does not do) to 

address historical trauma will affect its future citizens’ sense of self. Ignoring trauma can leave a poisonous legacy, while confronting 

it can help liberate future generations from repeating cycles of violence or victimhood. 

Politically, the uses of memory are evident in nation-building, as discussed. Leaders may invoke the colonial past as a rallying cry 

against modern threats, or as a justification for their policies. Sometimes this veers into propaganda, but other times it is a sincere 

effort to learn from history. The analysis of Libya demonstrated how memory can be weaponized by a regime, but also how the 

populace can reclaim that memory for their own empowerment. It underlines that memory is ultimately collective – not owned solely 

by the state – and in times of change, societies can rewrite the narrative of memory to better reflect their values and aspirations. 

One overarching insight is the importance of acknowledgment. For healing and progress, post-colonial societies benefit from openly 

acknowledging the truths of colonial trauma. Whether through official apologies, public memorials, inclusion in education, or cultural 

dialogues, acknowledging trauma validates the experiences of those who suffered and gives the whole society a chance to mourn and 

then move forward. As one scholarly work emphasized, acknowledging historical trauma is crucial to attempts to restore and heal 

society. This applies internally (within the country) and externally (between former colonies and colonizers). When former colonial 

powers acknowledge and repent for past atrocities, it can significantly help the victims’ descendants to find closure and improve 

relations. Similarly, within countries, when different groups acknowledge each other’s suffering (for example, recognizing that 

certain ethnic communities bore the brunt of colonial violence or that women experienced distinct traumas), it fosters inclusivity in 

the national narrative. 

Finally, the study of memory and trauma in post-colonial contexts is not only about the past; it is directly linked to contemporary 

identity and justice. In an era when many post-colonial societies are still dealing with neo-colonial pressures, internal conflicts, or the 

need to build sustainable nation-states, understanding the weight of historical memory can inform better policymaking and social 

reconciliation. It reminds current generations that the quest for dignity, equality, and autonomy (central goals in the anti-colonial 

struggles) remains unfinished if the traumas of the past are not addressed. Memory, in this sense, is a call to action: a reminder of 

what must never be allowed to happen again, and an inspiration drawn from ancestors who resisted and persisted. 

In conclusion, collective memory of colonial trauma is a complex inheritance – it carries pain, but also knowledge and strength. Post-

colonial societies that engage critically and compassionately with this memory can transform trauma into a foundation for unity and 

identity, rather than let it fester or divide. The legacy of colonialism will always be a part of these societies, but how it is remembered 

– truthfully, inclusively, and with an eye toward healing – will determine whether that legacy is one of continued sorrow or one of 

transcending past injustices. The stories etched in collective memory, from the atrocities to the triumphs of liberation, ultimately 

contribute to the ongoing narrative of a people: where they have come from, and where they are determined to go. As the Libyan 

experience and many others show, repression of memory only postpones the reckoning [9], whereas honest remembrance can be the 

beginning of genuine freedom, allowing post-colonial nations to finally lay the ghosts of the past to rest and stride more confidently 

into the future. 
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