
RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE) 
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696 

An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal 

Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 10, Issue 2 (April -June; 2025) 

__________________________________________________________________ 

  

RJOE JOURNAL 539 

 

The role of storytelling in the novel "The Gunny Sack" 

___________________________________________________________________ 

Andrew Jean         Dr R Nivethabraba 

Assistant Professor                    Assistant Professor 

Department of English       Department of English 
Bishop Heber College                               Bishop Heber College 

Trichy                      Trichy. 

_____________________________________________________________ 
Paper Received on 09-05-2025, Accepted on 11-06-2025 

Published on 1 2 -06-25; DOI:10.36993/RJOE.2025.10.2.544 

Abstract: 

The Role of Storytelling in M.G. Vassanji's "The Gunny Sack" In "The 

Gunny Sack", M.G. Vassanji weaves a rich narrative that explores the complexities 

of identity, culture, and history through the lens of storytelling. The novel's central 

symbol, the gunny sack, serves as a repository of memories, stories, and histories 

passed down through generations of the protagonist Salim's family. Through this 

narrative device, Vassanji highlights the significance of storytelling in shaping 

individual and collective identities. Storytelling is a vital aspect of human experience, 

allowing us to make sense of our past, present, and future. In "The Gunny Sack", 

Vassanji demonstrates how stories can be both personal and communal, reflecting the 

intricate web of relationships and experiences that define a community. The gunny 

sack, filled with artifacts and mementos, becomes a tangible representation of the 

family's collective memory, with each object triggering a story or memory. The novel 

showcases the power of storytelling to preserve cultural heritage and transmit values, 

traditions, and histories from one generation to the next. Through Salim's narrative, 

Vassanji illustrates how stories can be both fragmented and fluid, reflecting the 

complexities of identity and experience. The stories within the novel blur the lines 

between fact and fiction, highlighting the subjective nature of memory and experience. 

Moreover, "The Gunny Sack" underscores the role of storytelling in shaping identity, 

particularly in the context of cultural hybridity. Salim's mixed heritage and the diverse 

cultural influences on his family are reflected in the stories they tell and the memories 

they preserve. The novel suggests that identity is complex and multifaceted, shaped 

by a multitude of experiences, stories, and histories. The novel also explores the 

tension between oral and written traditions, highlighting the dynamic interplay 

between spoken and written narratives. The gunny sack serves as a symbol of the oral 

tradition, where stories are passed down through generations by word of mouth. 

However, Salim's written narrative represents the written tradition, which provides a 

more permanent record of the past.  
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The role of storytelling in the novel "The Gunny Sack" 

In "The Gunny Sack", M.G. Vassanji weaves a rich narrative that explores 

the complexities of identity, culture, and history through the lens of storytelling. The 

novel's central symbol, the gunny sack, serves as a repository of memories, stories, 

and histories passed down through generations of the protagonist Salim's family. 

Through this narrative device, Vassanji highlights the significance of storytelling in 

shaping individual and collective identities. 

Storytelling is a vital aspect of human experience, allowing us to make sense 

of our past, present, and future. In "The Gunny Sack", Vassanji demonstrates how 

stories can be both personal and communal, reflecting the intricate web of 

relationships and experiences that define a community. The gunny sack, filled with 

artifacts and mementos, becomes a tangible representation of the family's collective 

memory, with each object triggering a story or memory. 

The old gunny sack is more than just a worn, faded container - it's a keeper 

of secrets, a holder of memories, and a testament to the lives lived by the family. Its 

fabric, frayed and weak in some places, strong and resilient in others, seems to hum 

with the whispers of the past. Each item within it tells a story, whispers a memory, or 

sparks an emotion that has been passed down through generations. 

The torn piece of cloth might be from a beloved grandmother's favorite dress, 

worn and cherished for years, or perhaps it's a snippet from a wedding veil, 

symbolizing love and commitment. The faded photograph might show a group of 

smiling faces, arms around each other, capturing a moment in time that can never be 

recaptured. The rusty key might unlock a door to a long-forgotten house, a reminder 

of summers spent playing in the yard or winters huddled by the fireplace. 

As these artifacts are carefully unwrapped and examined, the stories begin to 

unfold. Memories long forgotten begin to resurface, emotions long buried begin to 

stir. The gunny sack becomes a bridge between past and present, connecting 

generations and strengthening family bonds. It's a tangible representation of the 

family's collective memory, a symbol of their shared experiences and the relationships 

that have shaped them into who they are today. 

The contents of the sack are like a patchwork quilt, each piece carefully 

stitched together to form a larger narrative. Each artifact adds depth, texture, and 

meaning to the family's story, weaving together a complex web of relationships, 

experiences, and emotions that define their identity. As the stories are shared and 
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retold, the gunny sack becomes a living, breathing entity, its contents evolving and 

growing as new memories are added and old ones are rediscovered.. 

"The old gunny sack stood in a corner of the veranda, a repository of 

memories, a keeper of secrets." 

The novel showcases the power of storytelling to preserve cultural heritage 

and transmit values, traditions, and histories from one generation to the next. Through 

Salim's narrative, Vassanji illustrates how stories can be both fragmented and fluid, 

reflecting the complexities of identity and experience. The stories within the novel 

blur the lines between fact and fiction, highlighting the subjective nature of memory 

and experience. 

Salim's memories are like a river, constantly flowing and shifting. Some 

recollections float to the surface, vivid and clear, while others sink into the depths, 

hidden from view. His narrative is a complex weave of stories, intertwined and 

blurred, reflecting the multiple threads of his identity. The confluence of cultures, 

traditions, and histories has shaped him into who he is today, and his memories are a 

testament to this rich heritage. 

Vassanji masterfully captures the fluidity of memory, showing how it can be 

both subjective and fragmented. Yet, despite its imperfections, memory forms the 

fabric of personal and communal narratives. It's through these stories that we 

understand ourselves and our place in the world. The way Salim's memories are told 

and retold reveals the power of narrative in shaping identity and heritage. 

As Salim's tale unfolds, it becomes clear that memories, though imperfect, 

are the building blocks of our collective history. They influence how we see ourselves 

and our communities, and how we pass on our heritage to future generations. 

Vassanji's portrayal of Salim's memories highlights the importance of storytelling in 

preserving our cultural identity and the complexities that shape us. 

"Memory has its own way of selecting and rejecting." 

Moreover, "The Gunny Sack" underscores the role of storytelling in shaping 

identity, particularly in the context of cultural hybridity. Salim's mixed heritage and 

the diverse cultural influences on his family are reflected in the stories they tell and 

the memories they preserve. The novel suggests that identity is complex and 

multifaceted, shaped by a multitude of experiences, stories, and histories. 

Aisha's stories are like a masterful weaving, bringing together the intricate 

threads of ancestry and heritage. Her words transport listeners to far-off lands and 

bygone eras, conjuring vivid images of customs, traditions, and histories that have 

been passed down through generations. For Salim, these stories serve as a vital 
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connection to his mixed heritage, helping him navigate the complexities of his 

identity. 

Through Aisha's tales, the past and present blend seamlessly, offering Salim 

a deeper understanding of himself and his community. Her stories highlight the 

richness of diverse experiences, stories, and histories that shape identity. Aisha's 

narrative underscores the idea that identity is not a single thread, but a vibrant tapestry 

woven from multiple strands, each one adding depth, texture, and meaning to the 

whole. 

In Aisha's stories, Salim finds a sense of belonging and connection to his 

heritage, and a way to make sense of the complexities that shape his identity. Her 

tales become a guiding force, helping him understand the multifaceted nature of his 

self and community. 

"Aisha spoke of the ancestors, of the old lands, of the customs and traditions." 

The novel also explores the tension between oral and written traditions, 

highlighting the dynamic interplay between spoken and written narratives. The gunny 

sack serves as a symbol of the oral tradition, where stories are passed down through 

generations by word of mouth. However, Salim's written narrative represents the 

written tradition, which provides a more permanent record of the past. 

Salim's narrative seamlessly weaves together the threads of his dual identity, 

reflecting the blend of two worlds that shape his story. He skillfully juxtaposes the 

fleeting nature of oral tradition – where stories are whispered and memories stored in 

artifacts like the old gunny sack – with the permanence of written records. 

Yet, Salim's use of the written word is distinct. Rather than a static record, 

his writing becomes a dynamic vessel for the fluidity of oral storytelling. This allows 

the past to be revisited, reinterpreted, and reimagined. His narrative mirrors his own 

hybrid identity, navigating the complexities of belonging to multiple worlds. 

In Salim's hands, the written word takes on the qualities of oral tradition, 

becoming a living, breathing entity that evolves with each retelling. This blending of 

traditions enables him to find a voice that is both personal and collective, reflecting 

the diverse experiences and stories that shape his identity. 

By embracing both oral and written traditions, Salim's narrative becomes a 

powerful reflection of his multifaceted self, and a testament to the richness of hybrid 

identities. 

"I am a child of two worlds, or so it seems." 

"The Gunny Sack" is a powerful tribute to the art of storytelling, highlighting 

its ability to distill the complexities of human experience into a narrative that 

transcends time and space. Through Salim's story, Vassanji masterfully demonstrates 
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how stories can bridge gaps between generations, cultures, and communities, 

fostering a deeper understanding of ourselves and our place in the world. 

The novel shows that stories have the power to shape our identities, preserve 

our histories, and connect us to our cultural heritage. By celebrating the art of 

storytelling, Vassanji underscores its significance in making sense of our experiences 

and in forging meaningful connections with others. 

Ultimately, "The Gunny Sack" is a testament to the enduring power of stories 

to capture the essence of human experience, and to the importance of preserving and 

passing on our collective narratives. 
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