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Abstract 
 

This dissertation investigates the partition of India as a multivalent metaphor 

in the novels in English. Though scholarly analysis has always constructed Partition 

literature as a context-free domain of violent, “communal” images, I argue instead 

that Partition is differently interpreted in these novels, which respond to the 

power/knowledge configurations of successive decades. Existing scholarship does 

not interrogate the realism of the novels, failing to readjust its critical apparatus 

while switching over from a novel of the late forties to a turn-of the millennium one. 

This dissertation addresses this lacuna by considering Partition as a series of 

representations in the novels that belong to succeeding discursive regimes. 

I focus on a paradigm shift in the conceptualization of Community, which 

followed various social and political movements of the “long nineties”: “that decade 

of difference and diversity – the mideighties to the midnineties – what we might call, 

after the manner of historians, the long 1990s” (Bhabha 1997: 432-433). This shift, I 

propose, overcame the legacy of colonialism that propagated the superiority of the 

West through images of pre-modern, irrational, organic communities (Tönnies 

1955) of India. The pre-eighties fictional representation of Partition, I propose, 

responds to the power/knowledge configurations of the imperialist rhetorical 

structure. With the paradigm shift of the long nineties, a different representational 

mode evolves, which contests these images of imperial “worlding” (Spivak 1990) of 

India. This politics of fictional representation cannot be overlooked. Firstly, this 

dissertation explores the presence of the imperial “worlding” in the texts, achieved 



(v) 
 

through a patronising conceptualization of Community in the developmentalist 

Nehruvian era. Secondly, it examines the subversion of that formulation of 

Community near the turn of the millennium, and also the consequent shift in the 

fictional representation of ethnocentrism, violence, women’s issues and migration. 

Ethnocentrism, for example, is represented before the eighties as a violation of the 

ethics of a timeless, organic community, and also the denial of the expectations of 

modernity. In the long nineties, ethnocentrism is differently understood as a change 

in social behaviour, and the creation of imagined communities through a negotiation 

between ethnicity and modernity. Similarly, the representation of violence shifts 

from an apocalyptic vision, and “madness” before the eighties to the depiction of 

ethnic conflicts in the long nineties, which reflect the cold rationality of the 

enumerated communities. Women’s issues also get different treatment by the two 

consequent modes of representation. The pre-eighties representation replicates the 

colonial narrative of modernity, portraying the repressive roles of “tradition”, and 

the communal control of women’s lives. This understanding of women as victims is 

replaced in the long nineties by a deep introspection of their idealised roles created 

by the imagined communities, resulting in a gendered narration of Partition. Finally, 

the pathologisation of the trauma of migration, brought about by the pre-eighties 

conception of communities as rooted in their territories, is replaced by an 

understanding of the life of the diaspora of Partition survivors as hybrid and porous, 

achieved through a complex discursive negotiation with their host cultures. This 

examination of these paradigm shifts sheds new light on the formations of 

knowledge on the partition of India.     
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teacher, for his intellectual enthusiasm and openness, and his generous support and 
feedback on my work. I am indebted to my teachers, Prof. Bishnu Pada Roy for his 
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SHIFTING PARADIGMS: 

POLITICS OF AUTHORIAL REPRESENTATION 

OF THE PARTITION OF INDIA 

IN NOVELS IN ENGLISH 

 

 

 



 

 

Introduction 

We need to interpret interpretations more than to interpret things. 
(Derrida quotes Montaigne, 1978: 278) 

 

The colonial decision to partition India along religious lines concluded the 

days of the British Raj in India in 1947. It was a significant moment in the history of 

South Asia: a great human tragedy accompanied India’s independence and the birth 

of Pakistan. West and East Pakistan were separated by more than one thousand 

miles of Indian territory. Of all the provinces of British India, Sind, Balochistān, and 

the North-West Frontier Provinces came to Pakistan intact. Punjab and Bengal were 

divided, and Kashmir became disputed territory. The movement of refugees after 

Partition was accompanied by terrible massacres for which both communities were 

responsible. In the violent aftermath of Partition, more than two million lives were 

lost, seventy five thousand women were abducted, and twelve million people became 

refugees overnight. Traumatised survivors had to go through tremendous hardship 

to relocate to strange cities that staggered with a sudden influx of evacuees. Almost 

seven decades later, Indians use the proper noun Partition as frequently as its 

vernacular equivalents Deshbhag or Batwara to refer to the political decision to 
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divide the country, the undeclared civil war that followed, and its aftermath. In a 

sense, the ghost of Partition has not been laid to rest yet: recurrent ethnic conflicts 

still call forth memories of the 1947 genocides. Partition is now understood not as a 

mere political event of the past, but an overwhelming presence that continues to 

trouble India’s long tradition of pluralism. 

This dissertation investigates Partition as a multivalent metaphor in fiction 

from the Indian subcontinent as well as the diaspora, differently conceived by texts 

belonging to competing discursive regimes. Scholarly analysis (e.g. Roy 2010, Daiya 

2008, Chakraborty 2007, and Zaman 2001) has always approached Partition 

literature as a context-free domain of violent, “communal” images, not readjusting 

its critical apparatus while switching over from a novel of the late forties to a turn-of 

the millennium one. This dissertation addresses the need to approach Partition as a 

series of representations and constructions, narratives that are responses to their 

contemporary power/knowledge configurations. I shall attempt not a mere “putting 

the works in context” but a Foucauldian genealogy (2002) of the representation of 

Partition in the past seven decades, and locate a watershed point near the turn of the 

millennium. Bhabha calls this era the “long nineties”:  “that decade of difference and 

diversity – the mideighties to the midnineties – what we might call, after the manner 

of historians, the long 1990s” (Bhabha 1997: 432-433). The power/knowledge 

strategies that produce the concept of “Community” have been interrogated by the 

social and political movements of this era, resulting in the decolonisation of the 
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concept. This paradigm shift in the long nineties brings in a changed fictional 

representation of ethnocentrism, violence, women’s issues and migration. 

The paradigm shift in the long nineties subverted the legacy of colonialism 

that propagated the superiority of the West through images of pre-modern, 

irrational, organic communities (Tönnies 1955) of India. The early fictional 

representation of Partition from the late forties to the seventies, I propose, is much 

more disciplined/ defined/ limited by the imperialist rhetorical structure than the 

writing that the long nineties brought about, which contests these images of imperial 

“worlding” (Spivak 1990) of India. This politics of fictional representation cannot be 

overlooked. The legacy of the imperial “worlding” in the texts is achieved through a 

distinct conceptualization of Community in the colonial and the subsequent 

Nehruvian era. This hegemonic structure is challenged near the turn of the 

millennium, and the political implications of this shift must be understood through 

an exploration of the changing constructions of ethnocentrism, violence, women’s 

issues and migration. 

The Corpus of Novels Studied, Existing Research and the Importance of This Study 

Cultural response to the partition of India has been prolific: a growing 

number of novels, plays, poems and short stories, commercial and niche films in 

English, Hindi, Urdu, Bengali and other regional languages, cinematic and theatrical 

adaptations of literature on Partition, and memoirs and survivor narratives that 

occupy the grey area between history and literature narrate the Partition experience. 
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For practical reasons, I have restricted myself to novels in English. However, these 

works occupy a shared space together with works in Urdu and other vernaculars: a 

situation which will require cross references to these works (available in English 

translation), from time to time.  

For this dissertation, I have selected eleven novels written between 1947 and 

2000. The title of the dissertation refers to the corpus as “novels in English” firstly 

because it examines works from different canons such as Indian Writing in English, 

Pakistani Writing in English and the writing of the Indian/Pakistani Diaspora. 

Secondly, the corpus separates itself from the large volume of Bengali, Urdu and 

other vernacular literature on Partition as well as translations in English. I begin with 

the “lost classic” The Heart Divided (written in 1947 and published posthumously) 

by the well-known social worker and novelist Mumtaz Shah Nawaz who was killed 

in an air crash a year after the creation of Pakistan. Train to Pakistan (1956) by 

Khushwant Singh has acquired an iconic status in the corpus of novels on Partition. 

In Shameful Flight: The Last Years of the British Empire in India (2006), the historian 

Stanley Wolpert acknowledges that it was Train to Pakistan that first made him 

aware of the human dimensions of Partition of Punjab (ix). Three novels written in 

the sixties and seventies that deserve critical attention are Attia Hosain’s Sunlight on 

a Broken Column (1961), Manohar Malgonkar’s A Bend in the Ganges (1964) and 

Chaman Nahal’s widely acclaimed classic Azadi (1975). I shall refer to these five 

novels as representative of /coeval with the pre-eighties representational mode, 
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evolving out of the cultural matrix of a struggling, newly independent India, when 

the Nehruvian model of secularism, modernity and quasi-socialist development 

regulated the political-economic rhetoric. In the following chapters, I seek to explore 

how these novels respond to this power/knowledge framework, choosing political 

stances that were starkly different from those that were made possible by a paradigm 

shift in the long nineties.  

There is an unmistakable change of texture that separates the pre-eighties 

novels from the surge of Indian/Pakistani and diasporic English writing that 

appeared with the success of Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children in 1981 (in her interview 

with Julie Rajan, Bapsi Sidhwa calls these works the “second wave” of novels from 

the Indian subcontinent). In the long nineties, a new representational mode with a 

remarkably postcolonial politics appears. Among the novels that most clearly show 

this shift, Ice-Candy-Man (1988) by the diasporic Pakistani-Parsee novelist Bapsi 

Sidhwa has already received much critical acclaim. House of the Sun (1989) by Meira 

Chand, another diasporic Sindhi novelist, is a rather obscure work but deserves 

special attention for its portrayal of the under-represented community of Hindu 

Sindhi Partition survivors. Manju Kapur’s Difficult Daughters (1998) retraces an 

educated woman’s experience of the preceding years as well as those following 

Partition. Amitav Ghosh’s Shadow Lines (1998) is a much-celebrated work. What the 

Body Remembers (1999) is a Pulitzer-winning classic by the Canadian-Sikh novelist 

Shauna Singh Baldwin. Another remarkable novel from the diaspora is Meena 
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Aurora Nayak’s About Daddy (2000). Apart from these novels, I shall briefly refer to 

Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981) and Shashi Tharoor’s Riot (2001).  

Existing scholarship on fictional representation of Partition (Rituparna Roy 

2010, Kavita Daiya 2008, Basudeb Chakraborty 2007, and Niaz Zaman 2001) is 

formalist-ethical and feminist. As I have pointed out earlier, they construct Partition 

literature as a context-free domain, tracing all novels in the six-decade long spectrum 

on a static epistemic plane. They are convinced of the value-neutrality claimed by the 

realism in the novels, and offer largely humanistic readings. For Example, Basudeb 

Chakraborty’s work has chapters titled “Bestiality in the Communal Behaviour and 

Indian Partition Fiction” and “The Triumph of Basic Human Values and Partition 

Fiction”. Such critical readings are the grist of the poststructuralist and postcolonial 

mills. These scholars do not interrogate the realism of these novels, or the 

power/knowledge strategies that lead to the construction of the accepted truth of 

Partition. Naturally, they fail to readjust their critical apparatus as they move down 

the decades. My work addresses this lacuna by taking up an exhaustive list of novels 

that narrate Partition, and through an examination of their shifting discursive 

terrains, comment on the changing constructions of Partition, and their political 

implications. 

Importance of ruptures: the usefulness of a Foucauldian Approach to Fictional 
Representations of Partition 

An examination of the shifting power/knowledge configurations of the 

decades preceding and following the “long nineties” helps us to locate ruptures and 
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thresholds in the apparently homogeneous fictional representations of Partition. As 

Foucault observes in The Archaeology of Knowledge, 

… in the disciplines that we call the history of ideas … attention has 

been turned, on the contrary, away from vast unities like `periods' or 

`centuries' to the phenomena of rupture, of discontinuity. Beneath 

the great continuities of thought, beneath the solid, homogeneous 

manifestations of a single mind or of a collective mentality, beneath 

the stubborn development of a science striving to exist and to reach 

completion at the very outset, beneath the persistence of a particular 

genre, form, discipline, or theoretical activity, one is now trying to 

detect the incidence of interruptions. Interruptions whose status and 

nature vary considerably. (2002: 4) 

Foucault invokes the epistemological acts and thresholds described by Gaston 

Bachelard: they intercept the continuous graph of aggregation and “development” of 

knowledge, and compel it to “enter a new time, cut it off from its empirical origin 

and its original motivations, cleanse it of its imaginary complicities” (ibid.). These 

epistemological thresholds guide historical analysis away from logocentrism towards 

the search for a new type of rationality and its various effects. Foucault cites 

Canguilhem’s analyses as models of the displacements and transformations of 

concepts, which show that the history of a concept is not entirely an upwardly 

moving graph depicting its progressive refinement, or a continuously increasing 
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rationality, or abstraction. Instead, it is the recognition of the various fields of 

formation of the concept, its validity, and its successive rules of use as well as the 

theoretical contexts in which it matured (2002: 4-5).  

Episteme is a concept that the new historicists take up from Foucault. In the 

preface to The Order of Things Foucault conceptualizes episteme as similar to a 

historical period, although it refers not to historical events but to the framework, that 

enables the creation of ‘knowledge’ at a particular time. Understanding an epistemic 

framework helps one to grasp  

… on what basis knowledge and theory became possible; within what 

space of order knowledge was constituted; on the basis of what 

historical a priori, and in the element of what positivity, ideas could 

appear, sciences be established, experience be reflected in 

philosophies, rationalities be formed, only, perhaps, to dissolve and 

vanish soon after-wards. (Foucault 2002: xxi-xxii) 

Scholars (Roy 2010, Daiya 2008, Chakraborty 2007, and Zaman 2001) 

approach the fictional representation of Partition as a context-free domain: they 

analyse novels written at different points of the six-decade long timeline as a 

homogeneous body of works, exploring shared themes such as growing “communal” 

tension, violence, migrations and the subsequent trauma. However, representation 

refers to “the language used in a text or talk to assign meaning to groups and their 

social practices, to events, and to social and ecological conditions and objects” 
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(Wenden 90). Though based on mimesis, it is an act to attribute meaning to 

communities and their accepted social norms. As Shapiro remarks, representations  

do not imitate reality but are practices through which things 

take on meaning and value; to the extent that a representation is 

regarded as realistic, it is because it is so familiar it operates 

transparently … photography is one of the representational practices 

that has become so naturalized. (1988: xi)  

This view of the social role of language implies that meaning is never embedded in 

reality but is construed by linguistic representation. Holquist (1983) and Shapiro 

(1988) refer to the contention over meaning among groups as “politics of 

representation”.  

In order to understand the politics of authorial representation of Partition, (I 

have inserted “authorial” in order to avoid confusion with the politics of 

representation at the colonial parliament based on demographic strength) I propose 

to go beyond the texture of carnage and migrations, and begin with the shifting 

conceptualization of Community in these novels. This entails an exploration of 

ruptures and epistemological thresholds, strata of discursive formations and contexts 

of utterance. This Foucauldian stratagem helps me avoid the binarism of 

pronouncing that the later fictional representations are any kind of “progress” from 

the earlier ones. My overarching objective in this thesis is to understand how 

different modes of understanding / representing Partition ensue from an epistemic 
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transition: a shift in the power/knowledge configurations that created a different 

discursive terrain in the “long 1990s”: 

… the difficult transition that characterizes the political demands 

made by members of “new” social movements. These transitions 

represent not merely a shift in the subject of the political process but a 

translation of the very nature of what can be construed as political, of 

what could be the representational objects and objectives of social 

transformation: polymorphous and perverse desires, AIDS, the 

(un)translatability of cultural traditions, the melancholic social 

memory of slavery, the postcolonial tryst between Irish and Asian 

feminists in their struggles against fundamentalism, to name but a 

few. (Bhabha 1997: 432) 

The long nineties, to quote Bhabha again, was “a decade committed to the borderline 

conditions of split subjects, discursive regimes, concepts under erasure, and accounts 

of iterative and performative social agency” which gave rise to “a range of critical 

conditions with the post mark – poststructuralist, postfeminist, postcolonial, 

postmodern” (1997: 433).  

Critical Orientation and Outline of the Thesis 

The critical orientation assumed for this study is that of a postcolonial critic 

who is aware of the fact that the supposedly “universal” values of secular-liberalism 

and modernity have a history, and can maintain a critical distance from these values 
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while not rejecting them. The existing criticism of fictional representation of 

Partition is formalist-ethical and sometimes feminist. These approaches fail to see 

the texts as responses to different power/knowledge strategies at different points in 

the timeline of postcolonial India. My work begins from a need to undo the critical 

assumptions that place every representation of Partition in the same context-free 

domain.  

This dissertation is concerned with the decline of the Nehruvian secular-

liberal problematic during the “long 1990s” due to the emergent political movements 

in the national arena. This paradigm shift is known in the field of the Social Sciences 

as the “Culture Shift” (Jodhka 2001) due to the enormous importance that came to 

be attached to the categories of community in political bargaining. Here, I intend to 

show how changes in the conceptualization of community is culturally situated, 

evolving out of complex power/knowledge configurations, bringing in consequent 

changes in the fictional constructions of ethnocentrism, violence, women’s issues 

and migration – issues which I discuss in the four chapters that follow.    

In the Introduction, I discuss the early historiography of Partition and offer a 

historical narrative, which clarifies my own postcolonial position. This is necessary 

to situate this dissertation. I end the introduction with a detailed account of the 

existing scholarship on Partition and Partition literature.  

The first chapter analyses the paradigm shift in the understanding of 

community (Jodhka 2001) that occurred during “the long 1990s” – a decade 



B h a t t a c h a r y a |  I n t r o d u c t i o n  | P a g e  | 12 
 

committed to paradigmatic shifts, “the borderline conditions of split subjects, 

discursive regimes, concepts under erasure, and accounts of iterative and 

performative social agency” (Bhabha 1997: 432, emphasis added). This order of 

things replaces the earlier developmentalist “Nehruvian agenda” of secularism and 

liberal modernity. Next, I explore the connection of the Eurocentric narrative of 

modernity and progress to the conceptualization of community that prevailed before 

the eighties, followed by the post-90s non-teleological understanding of difference in 

the fictional representation of Partition. This study rests on a postcolonial critique of 

Eurocentrism and modernity I found in the work of a number of scholars such as 

Walter D. Mignolo, Aníbal Quizano, Johannes Fabian, Partha Chatterjee, Arjun 

Appadurai, G.D. Gaonkar, Akhil Gupta, Gyanendra Pandey, James Ferguson and 

Samir Amin.  

The second chapter explores the changing interpretations of Partition 

violence through an interrogation of the discourse of “communalism” – a 

commonsense term loaded with imperialist mythologies. Resting on the work of 

Gyanendra Pandey, Michael J. Shapiro, Sudipta Kaviraj and Johan Galtung, this 

chapter analyses how violence came to be represented from a “communal blindness” 

before the eighties to the result of colonial governmental practices after the paradigm 

shift. The third chapter deals with the changing representation of women’s issues in 

the novels. Using the work of Partha Chatterjee and a number of feminist scholars, 

this chapter explores how the pre-eighties limited depiction of women as victims is 
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replaced afterwards by a powerful, gendered writing of Partition. The fourth chapter 

deals with the representation of territoriality and migration in the novels under 

consideration. Using the work of a number of colonial and postcolonial 

commentators on the conceptualisation of place and migration, this chapter shows 

how a pathologisation of migration is succeeded by a complex narrative of nation, 

diaspora and identity in the long nineties.  

Before I begin my dissertation, I attempt a brief postcolonial account of the 

colonial politics leading to Partition, as well as a survey of the early historiography as 

well as the existing scholarship on Partition, to clarify my position and situate my 

work.  

Separate Electorates to a Separate Nation: a Brief Historical Account of Partition 

The Partition of India is a historian’s minefield: numerous theories try to 

untie the complex tangle of historical necessities and chance events that lent an 

unstoppable momentum to the Pakistan project. In his foreword to the Penguin 

India edition of The Heart Divided, Krishna Kumar remembers how he stumbled 

upon this novel while working upon a project analysing the rival accounts of the 

freedom struggle in Indian and Pakistani school textbooks: 

The two grand narratives follow predictable nationalist tracks, 

coming close at times, diverging at others, but they stay within the 

reach of interpretive imagination — except when they cover the late 

1930s. Something apparently strange happened in that decade, so 
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strange that it continues to render even scholarly political history 

rather thin and unsatisfying. (v) 

To Pakistani historians, Partition was the direct outcome of the two-nation 

theory, put forward by Sayyid Ahmed Khan and upheld by the All India Muslim 

League under M.A. Jinnah’s leadership. Pakistani scholars run the risk of being 

overwhelmed by Jinnah’s canonization and the government-preferred view of his 

role, which reduces the value of their work (Wells 2). Their Indian counterparts have 

been critical of the imperial strategy of “divide and rule” and the “communal” nature 

of the League’s demands. They analysed political crosscurrents from a nationalist or 

leftist standpoint, in a bid to understand why such a demand gained overwhelming 

Muslim mass support, and why it became inevitable for the departing imperial 

power to divide India, mutilating intertwined lives and cultures in the process. The 

Cambridge historians Anil Seal and John Gallagher interpret the independence 

movement as struggles among contending elite communities for power. Nationalist 

scholars of the 1970s such as Bipan Chandra and his colleagues have pointed at the 

imperial game of divide and rule that began with the 1905 bid to bifurcate Bengal. 

“Communalism”, the political discourse of parties such as the Muslim League or the 

Hindu Mahasabha, is constructed in their writings as the alter-ego of Nationalism (I 

discuss this in detail in the second chapter). Chandra (2001) marks 1937 as the year 

that separated a more or less liberal phase of communalism from a succeeding phase 
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of extreme communalism “functioning broadly within a fascist syndrome” (399) and 

using violence in political speech and action.  

“The great divide” that politically separated the Muslims from other 

communities has a history. Rajmohan Gandhi (2000) and Abdul Jamil Khan (2006) 

have rightly suggested that the problem began with the Urdu-Hindi debate of the 

first quarter of the nineteenth century. As the glorious days of the Mughal Empire 

faded, the Hindus of UP demanded the recognition of Hindi instead of Urdu, and 

the use of Nagari script in place of Persian in law courts and government offices. 

Probasi Bengali associations of Allahabad and other towns allegedly played a key role 

in this debate by supporting Hindi. The contemporary image of the Muslims might 

have helped to further the cause of Hindi. Hunter’s The Indian Muslims (1871) 

propagated a post-Mutiny notorious image of the Indian Muslims as a typically 

backward community – uneducated, superstitious, violent, and most importantly, a 

race of ingrates. In the same year, kaithi, a cursive type used by the Kayastha or 

writers’ caste, replaced the Persian script in Bihar law courts. In 1900, Hindi-Nagari 

language and script became alternatives to Persian-Urdu. Muslims saw this as not 

only a stripping of their prestige and privilege in the job market but also sheer 

communalism: a negation of the refined and syncretic culture of the Mughals and 

the Hindus, of which Urdu was the symbol. Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s ominous 

prediction proved to be true: 
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Now I am convinced that these communities will not join 

wholeheartedly in anything …. On account of the so-called ‘educated’ 

people hostility between the two communities will increase 

immensely in the future. He who lives will see. (Gandhi 2000: 27)  

If Bankim Chandra Chatterjee and other novelists provided a Hindu 

ideological underpinning to Indian nationalism, Dayanand Saraswati, Bal 

Gangadhar Tilak and other leaders powerfully used Hindu idioms in mass level 

political programmes such as Ganesh Puja and Shivaji Utsav. Chatterjee’s work 

infamously denounced Muslims as outsiders whose hegemony was going to be 

undermined by a Hindu renaissance under the aegis of a benevolent British Raj. The 

threat of an impending Hindu Raj was palpable to the Muslim social reformers: 

political thinkers such as Sayyid Ahmed Khan, Muhammad Iqbal, and Muhammad 

Ali saw a possibility of an Indian reiteration of the Reconquista – the Christian 

reclamation of Cordova and the loss of Muslim power in the Iberian Peninsula.  

After the first Partition of Bengal of 1905, the Muslim League was born as a 

political organisation exclusively for the Muslims. Salimullah, the Nawab of Dacca 

and Sayyid Ahmad Khan were an instrumental ensemble in the process. Khan’s 

followers such as Viquarul Malik and Syed Mahomed Ali were a generation older 

than Jinnah, the Raja of Mahmudabad, and Wazir Hasan. Suspicious of the 

Congress’s motives, the senior League members relied on a close relation with the 

British government to sustain their political status as an important group in any 
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national-level negotiation. They strongly felt that the Western liberal representative 

model would not successfully secure the interest of the Indian Muslims. To avoid the 

certainty of a Hindu majority rule, the League began to demand greater 

representation of Muslims than their demographic strength would have allowed. 

‘Safeguards’, ‘weightage’ and ‘separate electorates’ became the hotly debated 

keywords of Muslim politics in the pre-Independence decades. With the extension of 

the elective principle under Lord Ripon’s reforms of 1882–3, the British granted 

separate electorates to Muslims in local government bodies. Morley-Minto reforms 

were incorporated in the Indian Councils Act of 1909 with an ostensible aim to give 

Indians a greater exposure to parliamentary democracy. Significantly, the act 

introduced the notion of separate electorates for the first time, under which Muslims 

could vote only for Muslims in special constituencies reserved for them. In 1909 it 

seemed that the only stumbling block on the way of a Congress-League conciliation 

was the issue of separate electorates. Gokhale accepted this demand as the need of 

the hour: 

Supplementary elections should be held for minorities which 

numerically or otherwise are important enough to need special 

representation, and these should be confined to members of the 

minorities only … unless the feeling of soreness in the minds of 

minorities is removed by special separate supplementary treatment 
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such as proposed by the Government of India, the advance towards a 

real union would be retarded rather than promoted. (Wells 35-36) 

The demand for separate electorates and minority weightage was a legacy of 

the Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan era, and there was a consistent pressure on the Congress 

from its Hindu members to resist such outdated and cliquish ambitions. Nationalist 

historians such as Bipan Chandra (142) view the demand as an obvious attempt to 

encourage communalism, which would take on a gigantic and macabre shape in the 

days to come. However, the Muslim feeling of insecurity was a stark social reality, 

and Jinnah’s apologists such as Ayesha Jalal (1994) draw a picture of Jinnah as a 

person “anxious to forge a common nationalist front against the British” (7). Though 

Jinnah had earlier described separate electorates as “the obnoxious virus introduced 

in the body politic of India with evil design” (Wells 35), he recognised the practical 

need to address and allay popular paranoia by accepting separate electorates for the 

time being. As Jamnadas Dwarkadas remembers in his Political Memoirs (1969), 

Jinnah confidently assured the Congress of the eventual acceptance of joint 

electorates by the Muslims if their apprehension was allayed presently (122-23). In 

his Bombay Provincial Conference speech of 21 October 1916, Jinnah argued that 

The question of separate electorates … has been before the country 

since 1909 and rightly or wrongly the Mussalman community is 

absolutely determined for the present to insist on separate electorates 

… I would, therefore, appeal to my Hindu brethren that in the 
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present state of position, they try to win the confidence and the trust 

of the Mohammedans who are, after all, in the minority in the 

country. If they are determined to have separate electorates, no 

resistance should be shown. (Wells 53) 

Jinnah was a cold man, distant and aloof from the lower level of Muslim 

clergy such as the ulema, whom Gandhi pressed into service, much to Jinnah’s 

chagrin, to gain popular support during the Khilafat movement (Jalal 8). Ayesha 

Jalal pictures Jinnah as the representative of the “‘intellectual and reasonable section’ 

of public opinion” (9) as he rose to speak against Gandhi’s dangerous populism at 

the Nagpur session of Congress: 

Jinnah, the 'ambassador of Hindu-Muslim unity', had worked hard to 

get the Congress and the League to co-operate and deplored the 

opportunistic alliance between the Mahatma and the Khilafat 

Muslims. In Jinnah's eyes, that coalition, remarkable even in a 

country used to the oddest combinations, threatened the stability of 

the existing political structures and orderly progress along moderate 

and nationalist lines. The alarming rise in communal tensions in the 

remaining three years of the Khilafat agitation is a commentary on 

the soundness of Jinnah's assessment. (9) 

Jinnah, the conservative nationalist disciple of Dadabhai Naoroji and Gokhale, had 

successfully shaped the Lucknow Pact with Tilak and Annie Besant in 1916. It was a 
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Congress-League agreement on a scheme of self-government with provisions of 

separate electorates for Muslims in provincial council elections, and weightage in 

their favour in all provinces except the Punjab and Bengal, where they gave some 

concession to the Hindu and Sikh minorities. This pact had paved the way for 

Hindu-Muslim cooperation in the pan-Islamic Khilafat movement, which Gandhi 

later successfully incorporated within his non-cooperation movement from 1920. 

After the secular takeover of Kemal Pasha in Turkey, a sense of disillusionment 

seems to have set in and the educated, anglicised/foreign-returned types among the 

Muslims increasingly associated with the Congress (Smith 806). Jinnah openly 

accused Gandhi’s populist programmes for opening the Pandora’s Box of religious 

sentiments, which led to widespread riots in the 1920s. A number of Hindu 

politicians such as Jayakar (1958) supported this view. Amritsar, Mattan, 

Moradabad, Meerut, Allahabad, Jabalpur, Rae Bareilly and Saharanpur and other 

places saw serious outbreak of communal violence, and Jinnah’s past painstaking 

work went in vain. As a conservative, constitutional politician, Jinnah distanced 

himself from not only the Congress but also the Ali Brothers and other Khilafatist 

League leaders. Gandhi refuted the charges against him in an essay in Young India 

titled “Hindu-Muslim Tension: its Cause and Cure”. As Rajmohan Gandhi points 

out, 

… Hindus alleged that Gandhi’s position on Khilafat had enhanced 

the prestige of the Maulvis, who had now ‘proclaimed a kind of jihad 
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against us Hindus’, Muslim complainants charged that the Hindus 

had tricked the Muslims by quietly returning to the Raj’s courts, 

colleges and councils, whereas Muslims had stayed out….  Rejecting 

the charges, Gandhi wrote in the essay that he was ‘totally 

unrepentant’. If he had been ‘a prophet and foreseen all that has 

happened’, he would have still done what he did. ‘The awakening 

among the masses’ was ‘a tremendous gain’ and he would do nothing 

‘to put the people to sleep’ again. (Gandhi 2006: 286-7)  

The Montagu-Chelmsford Report of 1918, the proposals of which were 

incorporated in the Government of India Act of 1919, quickly heightened communal 

tension by awarding separate electorates to Muslims. As recent historians such as 

Anita Inder Singh and her colleagues have remarked, the British Empire was 

determined to preserve its hegemony by implementing strategic reforms that created 

deep furrows in the Indian society. The Rowlatt Act, which permitted imprisonment 

without trials, was a severe threat to the spirit of the reforms.  

During 1927 and 1928, when Gandhi was busy with his drive against 

untouchability, Jinnah unsuccessfully tried to bring about a Hindu-Muslim pact to 

wrest more power from the British. In 1927, Jinnah approached the Congress with 

his Delhi Proposals, which included a demand of separate electorates for the 

minorities. Meanwhile the Muslim League split over the question of boycotting the 

Simon Commission, which did not include any Indian members. The Punjab section 
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of the League under the leadership of Shafi chose to support the commission. An 

estranged Jinnah went abroad for some time. When he came back, the Nehru Report 

drafted by Motilal Nehru was awaiting approval from all sections of Hindus and 

Muslims. Hailed as the end of communalism in India by Jawaharlal Nehru, and 

applauded by the Hindu Mahasabha as well as the young nationalists, the report 

advocated the abolition of separate electorates and proposed full adult franchise in 

its stead. It also reduced Muslim representation at the centre.  

However, Jinnah was worried at the resurgence of Hindu nationalism during 

the Non-Cooperation movement. He deemed safeguards for Muslims necessary at 

the provincial level, and he was ready to consider the abolition of separate electorates 

in exchange for one-third representation at the central legislature. Though Punjab 

and Bengal Muslims, being majority in respective provinces, did not oppose the 

Nehru Report, Muslims of the United Provinces were particularly vocal in their 

protests. Jinnah presented his six points for discussion in the 1928 All-Party 

Conference, which included one-third reservation for Muslims at the centre, 

population-based reservation at Bengal and Punjab elections to ensure Muslim 

majority, and more power to the provinces. The Punjab line led by Lala Lajpat Roy 

declined it, preferring a partition of Punjab to separate Muslim-majority areas. 

Jayakar attacked Jinnah, pointing out at the League split and challenging Jinnah’s 

claim to represent any significant number of Muslims. Jinnah saw Congress’s blunt 

refusal to address these demands as a watershed in Hindu-Muslim relations and 
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expressed his dismay in his “parting as friends” speech. Conservative Muslims such 

as the Aga Khan felt that “[w]e had at last won him over to our view” (Wells 183).   

Later in 1929, Jinnah brought forth his fourteen point demands, which 

included proposals for one-third representation for Muslims in the central 

legislature. Congress paid no heed to it and did not incorporate even a minor 

amendment in the Nehru Committee Proposals (1928) over the issue of separate 

electorates and reservation of seats for Muslims in the legislatures. His detractors 

pointed out that with an all-India demographic strength of fifteen percent, Muslims 

could not fairly demand one-third representation in the legislatures: making 

concessions for ethnic difference was a thing of the Khilafat times. Now any 

dissenting minority voice outside the Congress faced the risk of being branded 

communalist: a citizen of the future independent India could not ask for special 

privileges. Evidently, the Congress would have avoided the situation if it could come 

to an adjustment with League, in the way Gandhi struck a deal with the dalit leaders 

in the Poona Pact of 1932, giving them a larger number of reserved seats in the 

legislatures.     

Though nationalist narratives present an idyllic picture of communal 

harmony spoiled by the sudden political decision of Partition, historians such as 

Mushirul Hasan confirm the existence of an atmosphere of mutual distrust and 

latent fear of the hegemony of the Other, which certainly seemed real in the days of 

provincial ministries after 1935. Historians have regularly commented upon the 
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uncompromising and often overbearing role of leaders such as Lajpat Rai, G.D. Birla, 

K.S. Hedgewar, V.D. Savarkar and other Congress leaders towards Muslim demands. 

It also seems that the largely unexplored history of the functioning of local 

administrations can offer a different history of communal dissent. As the Report on 

the Municipal Administration and Finances in the UP of the Year 1937-38 reveals: 

 The year’s working was disfigured by the same unhealthy party 

action and intrigue, the same interminable wrangles about motions of 

no confidence, the same jobbery and injustice in connexion with 

appointments, the same reckless irresponsibility in the financial 

sphere (Hasan 19). 

Micro histories have a different rhythm and logic: they do not always counterpoint 

the ideal national narratives. The Hindu Congressmen often betrayed an inclination 

towards the Hindu Mahasabha, and the Muslim workers towards the Muslim 

League. Minor scrambles over influence and share of resources began to take 

communal colours. As Muslims were systematically excluded from district and 

provincial Congress committees, the UP administration became in effect a Hindu 

government to the Muslims, and the Congress a Hindu party. As Ramgopal Gupta, 

secretary of Mahoba district Congress committee regretted: 

The other day the education Committee of the District Board elected 

a Hindu Chairman as a result of coalition among the Hindu members 

on the cry of danger to Hinduism. The defeat of the Muslim 
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candidate through Hindu communalism has angered the Muslim 

public who cannot distinguish between a Mahasabhite Hindu and a 

Congressite Hindu. (Hasan 21) 

In 1930, Iqbal was the first to talk about a separate state, which was initially a strange 

idea, but later appealed to the imagination of Muslims and fast became viable: 

I would like to see the Punjab, Northwest Frontier Province, Sind and 

Balochistan amalgamated into a single state … The formation of a 

consolidated North Western Indian Muslim state appears to me to be 

the final destiny of the Muslims, at least of North West India. 

(Gandhi 2000: 74) 

After the successful manipulation of the diarchy introduced by the 

Government of India Act of 1919, Muslim politics became provincial. In the early 

1930s, no single Muslim political party could represent Muslim interests in the 

centre. The Communal Award of 1932 ensured Muslim hegemony in Bengal and 

Punjab, but secession was not possible without the assent of other communities. The 

Award maintained, with a small variation, the proportion of seats given to Muslims 

by the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms in all provinces except Bengal and Punjab. In 

Bengal, the minority community of Hindus (44.8 per cent of the total population) 

were given 80 seats out of 250 (32 per cent of the total seats). The majority 

community, Muslims (54.8 per cent) of the population were awarded 119 seats (47.6 

per cent of the total). The Europeans who were .01 per cent of the population were 
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given 25 seats (10 per cent). In Punjab, Hindus were required to give up a portion of 

their representation to give weightage to Sikhs although they were in a minority and 

would be entitled to weightage according to ordinary canons of fairness and justice. 

Such weightage, ironically, would have given Hindus the majority status. 

Consequently, Muslims demanded seats corresponding to population in Muslim 

majority provinces while keeping intact the weightage and separate electorates in 

other provinces.   

Separate electorates hardly improved the Muslims’ lot in the provinces where 

they were in the minority because British representatives, seen as guardian angels, 

were removed from the provinces. There was deep bitterness within Punjabi and 

Bengali Muslims over the terms of the Lucknow Pact of 1916. The agreement had 

denied them representation based on population proportions in return for weighted 

representation for the minorities. Lala Lajpat Rai’s Punjab line opposed the kind of 

deal C.R. Das had struck in Calcutta, yielding a 50-50 division of future government 

jobs and other resources between Hindus and Muslims. As Jalal and Bose put 

forward, 

Congress’s inclusionary nationalism based on equal rights of 

citizenship in an independent India entailed accepting the idea of a 

singular and homogenous nation which obfuscated rather than 

addressed the problem of cultural differences. Inequality in the terms 

of representation could hardly ensure equality of citizenship. (140) 
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Like Bipan Chandra, Anita Inder Singh (1987) thinks that for a discussion on 

Partition to begin, “1936 is a useful starting point as it furnishes the immediate 

background to the coalition controversy between the Congress and the League in UP 

in 1937, regarded by many as a milestone on the road to partition” (v). The year 1937 

indeed was a watershed in the history of colonial India: after the introduction of the 

Government of India Act of 1935, Congress reluctantly decided to contest in the 

elections of 1937 and came out with flying colours. With an enlarged electorate, an 

estimated 30.1 million Indians (14% of the total population) including 4.25 million 

women, had acquired enfranchisement. 15.5 million electors, including 917,000 

women, actually voted. The Muslim League got a humiliating 108 seats out of the 

485 seats allocated to Muslims in the separate electorate, securing only 4.8 per cent 

of the total Muslim votes. Provincial interest mattered most as the Congress-backed 

Unionist Party swept the polls in Punjab and Krishak Praja Party in Bengal. It was a 

Figure 1: Result of General Elections, 1937. Source: India Divided by Babu Rajendra Prasad, P. 140
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moment of realisation for the Muslim League that separate electorates did not mean 

an absence of internal politics. 

However, the need for an All-India Muslim Party was strongly felt with the 

Congress assuming office in eight of the eleven provinces. A Congress-dominated 

centre could easily transform to a coercive Hindu Raj. The only way out of this 

impasse, as Jalal and Bose indicates, was going back to the arguments of Sayyid 

Ahmed Khan: 

An all-India federation offered no consolation to Muslims in 

provinces where they were in a minority. Separate electorates, even 

with weighted representation, were simply inadequate. Even if there 

was a miraculous convergence of their identity and politics, Muslim 

numbers in the federal assembly would be insufficient to override the 

Congress vote. So long as they remained a minority, Muslims could 

not expect anything more than a marginal role in settling how power 

was to be shared in an independent India. 

A possible way out of the quandary was to invoke aspects of Saiyid 

Ahmad Khan’s thinking and asserting that Indian Muslims were a 

nation entitled to equal treatment with the Hindu nation in the 

distribution of power and patronage. (143) 
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“Parity” was the keyword of this new chapter of Muslim League politics. Muslim 

league now became the most determined adversary of the Federal Scheme it had 

demanded, along with the Muslim All-Parties Conference, and received as the 

Communal Award from the Colonial power. Jinnah’s presidential address in March 

1940 legitimised the two-nation theory and adopted the resolution to form the 

separate Islamic state of Pakistan. Muslims were not a minority, but a different 

nation and thus they were of equal standing with the Hindus, demanding “parity” in 

representation: 

… it is a dream that the Hindus and Muslims can ever evolve a 

common nationality, and this misconception of one Indian Nation 

has gone far beyond the limits …. The Hindus and Muslims belong to 

two different religious philosophies, social customs, literatures. They 

neither intermarry nor interdine together, and, indeed, they belong to 

two different civilizations which are based mainly on conflicting ideas 

and conceptions. … It is quite clear that Hindus and Musalmans 

derive their inspiration from different sources of history. They have 

different epics, different heroes, and different episodes. Very often the 

hero of one is a foe of the other, and likewise, their victories and 

defeats overlap. To yoke together two such nations under a single state, 

one as a numerical minority and the other as a majority, must lead to 
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growing discontent and final destruction of any fabric that may be so 

built up for the government of such a state. (Hasan 56)  

Babu Rajendra Prasad, who received his share of Jinnah’s ire in the Lahore 

presidential address, wrote against the communal propaganda of the League:  

Hardly had the Congress Ministries been in the saddle when [the 

Muslim League] came out with its list of acts of tyranny and 

oppression committed by the Congress Ministries against 

Musalmans. It may be pointed out that not one of the Governors with 

whom rested the responsibility of protecting minorities did once, 

even when invited by the Congress Ministries, point to any injustice 

done by them to Musalmans and they indeed eulogized their 

administration both while they were in power and alter they had 

resigned. An effort by the Congress to have the charges investigated 

by an independent and impartial person like the Chief Justice of India 

was rejected by Mr Jinnah. Efforts by the Congress to discuss and 

settle, if possible, the points of difference between it and the League 

were barred in limine by the League demand that the Congress should 

recognize the League as the sole representative of the Muslims of 

India … (168) 

Historians such as Mushirul Hasan (22-26) corroborate Prasad’s claims, 

pointing to the fact that the Congress ministries’ efforts to bring about legislations to 
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improve the condition of the cultivator class earned them the displeasure of the 

landed Muslim gentry who sponsored the League. The NWFP Agricultural Debtors’ 

Relief Act for example, the CP Tenancy Bill (the forerunner of the abolition of 

zamindari in 1952), and the revision of CP Land Revenue of Estates Act were radical 

legislations welcomed by the governors of these provinces. Prasad and Hasan also 

point to the demonization of the Wardha Scheme. Mohammad Mujib, the former 

vice-chancellor of Jamia Milia, Delhi, notes: 

When some Muslim critics of the scheme of basic national education 

came across the recommendation in the syllabus of basic education 

that movements to the rhythm of music or elementary dance 

movements should form part of the physical culture activities in the 

school, they picked upon it as an indication that in the new schools 

Muslim girls would be forced to learn dancing. No deductions made 

from this could be too wild, and basic education stood condemned 

not only as an attack on Muslim culture but on all ideas of decency. 

About the same time as the publication of the report on basic 

education, the chief minister of the central provinces (now Madhya 

Pradesh) introduced a system of schools to be financed or endowed 

with land by the population that derived benefit from them. These 

schools were to be called Vidya Mandirs or temples (lit. houses) of 

knowledge. This scheme of the chief minister had no relationship 
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with national policy or the policy of the Congress governments, but 

was widely criticized by the Muslims as an attempt to turn schools 

into temples. (412-13) 

The Wardha Scheme, presided over by Dr. Zakir Hussain, the noted educationist, 

was being shaped in Delhi Jamia Millia. The Muslim League, clearly, began attacks 

on the cultural front: from Vande Mataram to the Congress tricolour, nothing 

escaped scrutiny. Hindu cultural underpinnings did not go unquestioned any longer: 

a rigid cultural exclusivism of the League denied accepting signifiers from other 

cultures. However, it was not until the late forties that Jinnah came up with a clear 

vision of the demarcating lines of Pakistan. 

The important events of the nineteen forties were the failure of the Wavell 

Plan and the backtracking of the Cripps Mission in 1942 and of Cabinet Mission in 

1946. Congress did not accept the loose federation of states with a right to secession 

for the Muslim and the Princely states as proposed in the Cripps Mission. The 

Cabinet Mission left India, as they could not satisfy anyone. Jinnah stubbornly 

demanded separate Muslim majority states in the north-west and the east and 

demanded sacrifice from Muslims of minority provinces. He gave the call for “direct 

action” after Nehru casually remarked that the independent Indian Government is 

not bound to honour present arrangements. A perpetuation of the colonial rule or 

civil war, and perhaps both, loomed large. On June 3 1947, Lord Mountbatten 

decided to hasten India’s Independence by one year, and to partition India according 
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to the “smaller Pakistan” plan, which excluded Hindu-majority districts. Sir Cyril 

Radcliffe, a person unfamiliar with India and its people, was appointed to draw 

borders in the eastern and the western parts of India in five weeks. As Gyanendra 

Pandey (2004) observes, “[T]he boundaries between the two new states were not 

officially known until two days after they had formally become independent. And, 

astonishingly, few had foreseen that this division of territories and power would be 

accompanied by anything like the bloodbath that actually eventuated” (2). Auden’s 

couplets in “Partition” ironically picture Radcliffe’s awkward predicament: 

Shut up in a lonely mansion, with police night and day 

Patrolling the gardens to keep assassins away, 

He got down to work, to the task of settling the fate 

Of millions. The maps at his disposal were out of date 

And the Census Returns almost certainly incorrect, 

But there was no time to check them, no time to inspect 

Contested areas. The weather was frightfully hot, 

And a bout of dysentery kept him constantly on the trot, 

But in seven weeks it was done, the frontiers decided, 

A continent for better or worse divided. (13-22) 

As the rest of India celebrated the birth of the midnight’s children on 15 August, 

Bengal and Punjab witnessed widespread riots, killings and abductions. Millions 
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migrated to the other sides of yet unsettled borders. As Ismat Chughtai commented 

on the aftermath: 

The flood of communal violence came and went with all its evils, but 

it left a pile of living, dead and gasping corpses in its wake. It wasn’t 

only that the country was split in two – bodies and minds were also 

divided. Moral beliefs were tossed aside and humanity was in shreds. 

Government officers and clerks along with their chairs, pens and 

inkpots, were distributed like spoils of war … those whose bodies 

were whole had hearts that were splintered. (Hasan 2004: xii)   

Existing Scholarship on Partition 

An intimidating amount of historical and sociological work on Partition has 

been published in the last seven decades. History of Partition, written from the 

nineteen forties to the seventies, mostly followed the nationalist line, contending 

with communalism – its monstrous other, and painstakingly worked towards the 

liberal vision of national integration. From Nehru’s Discovery of India to Babu 

Rajendra Prasad’s India Divided or Abul Kalam Azad’s India Wins Freedom, the 

narrator gives his matter-of-fact description of political moves and counterattacks, 

influences and nexuses, demands and negotiations in the national arena, which 

resulted in the communal division of the electorate and the political division of the 

country. Such a historiography invites the reader to the chess game of colonial 

politics at the national and provincial levels, leading them to concentrate on the 
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political manoeuvres of the major political figures such as Gandhi, Jinnah and 

Nehru.  

However, an increased insistence on the importance of the comparative study 

of Partition marks the fields of humanities and the social sciences since the nineties. 

There are urgent historical reasons for such a turn to Partition Studies: after the 

violence of the nineteen eighties and the nineties, scholars began to revisit Partition 

history in a bid to understand the present. As Mushirul Hasan remarks, 

The countdown to August 15, 1997, India's 50th year of 

independence, generated an extraordinary interest in plotting the 

history of partition. One wonders why painful memories and 

traumatic experiences were revived on such an occasion, why the 

nostalgia and the celebration of the dead? Was it because there was 

not much to celebrate? Or did the occasion itself finally sensitise 

sections of the intelligentsia to the painful legacy of a brutal past. 

(1998: 262) 

In the epigraph of a recent volume on the topicality of Partition Studies in 

any discussion on the postcolonial world, Jassal and Ben-Ari (2007: 19) quote from 

three sources that are significant enough to be fully reproduced: 
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…to explore the meaning of Partition in terms of the new social 

arrangements, new consciousnesses, and new subjectivities to which 

it gave rise (Pandey 2001: 50). 

Even while receding into a past of over half a century, Partition 

remains a reality, more so as it becomes a concentrated metaphor for 

violence, fear, domination, difference, separation, and the 

unsatisfactory resolution of problems; a metaphor, in one word, for 

the past, one that goes on making the present inadequate (Samaddar 

2001: 22). 

At once an event of the past and a sign of the present time, Partition 

lives on in post-colonial times to such an extent that we should truly 

prefer the phrase ‘partitioned times’ to the more common ‘post-

colonial times’ (Samaddar 2003: 21). 

Gyanendra Pandey’s “The Prose of Otherness” in Subaltern Studies, VIII 

(Delhi, 1994) reads Manto’s short story “Toba Tek Singh” as a subversive text that 

contests mainstream Partition history, suggesting that the history of Partition 

violence has not been written yet. Urvashi Butalia, Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin 

produced groundbreaking research on the gendered aspect of Partition violence. It 

began with eight pioneer articles published in the Economic and Political Weekly of 

24 April 1993, in the section titled “Review of Women Studies”. This research led to 

Butalia’s masterpiece The Other Side of Silence: Voices from the Partition of India 
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(1998), and Menon and Bhasin’s Borders and Boundaries: Women in India’s 

Partition (1998). They realised that Partition is not a dead event in history where 

dead political leaders played their roles but an unrelenting socio-political issue:  

… I began to realize that Partition was not, even in my family, a 

closed chapter of history ... it took 1984 to make me understand how 

ever present partition was in our lives too … I could no longer 

pretend that this was a history that belonged to another time, to 

someone else. (Butalia 6)   

Nationalist historiography viewed Partition as the culmination of the 

political developments in colonial India, where the nationalist and communal forces 

fight between them the battle of good and evil. The nationalist discourse interpreted 

Partition as a disgraceful event that interrupted for a while India’s journey towards a 

liberal future. The postcolonial state sought to shroud Partition in a veil of silence, 

and stop mentioning it, like a family scandal. By presenting “the ‘human dimensions’ 

of this story” (7), Butalia counterpoints the traditional nationalist narratives. It 

follows that the historian has to not only seek information in the archives but also 

tap the memories of survivors, and recuperate the culturally silenced voices of 

women and rewrite their stories erased by patriarchy. 

Butalia’s two arguments – that the “large political facts” (7) of the 

mainstream Indian history overlooks the perceived reality and that Partition is not a 
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dead historical event but a living reality – are explored in a later work by Jassal and 

Ben-Ari (2007), aptly titled Partition Motif in Contemporary Conflicts: 

Partition is commonly understood as the violent territorial and 

political separation of groups, including forced eviction and 

migration of populations, and the communal and personal price paid 

by people undergoing these events ... It also forms the basis for long-

term practices such as identity, work, memory, and inspiration, and 

the very bases on which different societies are organized. (21) 

Bhasin, Menon and Butalia’s work questions the absolute truth-claim made by the 

established historiography where knowledge is mediated through facts, dates, 

statistics and archival material. In the first chapter of her book, Butalia states that the 

“collection of memories, individual and collective, familial and historical, are what 

make up the reality of Partition. They illuminate what one might call the ‘underside 

of its history’” (10). She foregrounds micro-history and oral narratives, not as 

substitutes of the “mainstream” nationalist or leftist historiographies but crucial 

supplementary components.  

Historians in the nineties included fiction/short stories in their collections of 

material on Partition, which also included recorded speeches, interviews, newspaper 

reports and census reports. Mushirul Hasan’s India’s Partition: Process, Strategy and 

Mobilization (1993) for example, includes a translation of Manto’s short story “Toba 

Tek Singh” and Raja of Mahmudabad’s memoir along with more ‘proper’ material 
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such as addresses by Jinnah and Azad, extracts from Gandhi’s Collected Works and 

Nehru’s The Discovery of India, and scholarly work of stalwarts such as Partha 

Chatterjee and David Gilmartin. The mention of Mumtaz Shah Nawaz’s novel The 

Heart Divided in The Oxford History of British Empire (Talbot 156) and its inclusion 

in Mushirul Hasan’s two-volume anthology India Partitioned: The Other Face of 

Freedom (Delhi, 1995) interests researchers for more reasons than one. Such 

initiatives raise the issues of the novelist working as the historian (and the historian 

as author), and supplement the traditional, monolithic narrative of the nationalist 

historiography of the Indian freedom movement. In his foreword to the Penguin 

India edition of the novel, Krishna Kumar recalls (Shah Nawaz v) how he found an 

excerpt from Shah Nawaz’s ‘lost classic’ in Hasan’s anthology. Dissatisfied with 

archival resources, he turned to this novel for a proper understanding of the politics 

of pre-Independence India, and especially the nineteen forties. 

Some of the remarkable work on Partition produced in the nineties are 

Veena Das’s Critical Events: an Anthropological Perspective on Contemporary India 

(Delhi, 1995); Gyanendra Pandey’s “Community and Violence” in Economic and 

Political Weekly (9 August 1997) and “Partition and Independence in Delhi, 1947–

48” Economic and Political Weekly (6 September 1997). His research led to the 

publication of Remembering Partition: Violence, Nationalism and History in India 

(2001). Pandey’s Construction of Communalism in Colonial India (1998) helped me 

explore the colonial cartographies of violence in the third chapter.  
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Ayesha Jalal’s work appeared in Seminar, ‘Partition’ number (August 1994), 

South Asia, 18, special Issue on “North India: Partition and Independence” (1995) 

and Economic and Political Weekly (8 August 1998). Jalal’s “Secularists, Subalterns 

and the Stigma of ‘Communalism’: Partition Historiography Revisited” in Indian 

Economic and Social History Review, 33: 1 (January–March 1996) engages in a debate 

with Pandey’s article titled “Prose of Otherness” in Subaltern Studies VIII (Delhi 

1994) in interrogating nationalist history writing. Her The Sole Spokesman: Jinnah, 

the Muslim League and the demand for Pakistan (Cambridge 1985) offers a fresh 

view of Jinnah’s political career. Also remarkable are Shail Mayaram’s Resisting 

Regimes. Myth, Memory and the Shaping of a Muslim Identity (Delhi, 1997); 

“Remembering Partition”, a dialogue between Javeed Alam and Suresh 

Sharma, Seminar, 461 (January 1998) and David Gilmartin’s “Partition, Pakistan, 

and South Asian History: in Search of a Narrative” in Journal of Asian Studies, 57: 4 

(November 1998) for their interrogation of nationalist narratives of Partition. 

This dissertation joins the debate by challenging the influence of colonialism 

on the way Partition is read and written. The following chapters examine how ideas 

of community, deeply connected with the Eurocentric idea of modernity and 

civilization, changed in the long nineties, bringing in consequent paradigm shifts in 

the understanding of ethnocentrism, violence, women’s issues and migration.  
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Figure 2: ‘The time of modernization’: the place of ‘tradition’ in the development narrative 
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Chapter 3 

Representing Women’s Issues: from Victimhood to Agency 

In our day, the political partition of India in 1947 has become a condensed 

metaphor for ethnic conflicts and atrocities against women. Time and again, major 

ethnic conflicts in the Indian subcontinent have called forth Partition memories: the 

1962 “Hazrat Bal” riots in East Pakistan, Hindu genocides and mass evacuation from 

East Pakistan in 1971, Sikh massacres in Delhi, 1984; Bhagalpur riots of 1989, the Ram 

Janam Bhoomi crisis in Ayodhya, 1992; and the Gujarat ethnic cleansing of 2002. 

Instead of fading into a sepia-coloured history, the trauma of Partition still remains 

unhealed. The major violence that flared in Delhi, Mumbai (then Bombay) and other 

major cities in the turn of the millennium provoked responses from the leftist 

intellectuals as well as the Indian Women’s Movement. As I have mentioned in the 

introduction, the April 24, 1993 issue (28:18) of the Economic and Political Weekly was a 

landmark publication, featuring eight key articles by Urvashi Butalia, Ritu Menon and 

Kamla Bhasin, Ratna Kapur and Brenda Cossman, Karuna Chanana, Achin Vanaik and 
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others, under the collective heading “Community, State and Women’s Agency”. The 

Other Side of Silence: Voices from Partition of India by Urvashi Butalia and Borders and 

Boundaries: Women in India’s Partition by Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin followed in 

1998. These groundbreaking works incorporated interviews of Partition survivors, 

mostly women, and the authors’ complex musings on these dialogues from a feminist 

perspective into a moving narrative on Partition and its historiography. For the first 

time traumatized and abducted women, whose stories were silenced by their 

communities, became a subject of history. A similar political stance and an attempt to 

write a gendered narrative of Partition are often found in novels written after the 

paradigm shift of the long nineties.  

In the previous chapters, we have elaborately discussed how the novelists until 

the seventies situate themselves in a Nehruvian secular-liberal problematic, and respond 

the Eurocentric narrative of progress in different ways. They approach the life of women 

in their communities through the available model of gemeinschaft/gesellschaft, and come 

up with observations that are alien to the turn of the millennium reader and author for 

whom the Nehruvian frameworks are “signposts to cities that are abandoned and 

empty” (Das 1994:1). Frequently found motifs in this part of our corpus is the 

communal control of domestic life, women’s public career/political thinking, prevention 

of inter-community marriages, and the graphic depiction of violence unleashed on 

women, and their tragic loss of honour or retaining it through a culturally lauded act of 
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self-immolation. While every novelist in our corpus depicts the subjection of women 

and gender-specific violence in a similar fashion, their narratives are created inside 

different discursive frameworks; and therefore, are products of different 

power/knowledge configurations. This applies both to writings on women as well as by 

women. Modernity has indeed stood for the liberation of women from social chains that 

restricted their movement in the name of tradition, and the postcolonial critic is not 

exactly denouncing or opposing such a celebratory role. As Spivak comments in an 

interview, 

Although I think internationalism is one of those unifying alibis for 

decolonization, it is still a strategy I admire or appreciate. It’s the kind of 

strategy where without destroying these ideas one also shows that they 

have historical fault lines, you know, secularism, nationalism, 

internationalism, culturalism. If one sees how these things develop 

historically and how it's tied up with the hegemony of, basically, Western 

Europe, one can see that it's not that the ideas are bad, but that the ideas 

are vulnerable, and the ideas are especially vulnerable if they're thought 

of as transcendental or universal. As a decolonized citizen you take a 

distance from them; you don't throw them away. (1990: 76) 
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This conscious distancing from the grand narratives becomes a regular feature of 

fictional representation after the long nineties. This paradigm shift has gone unnoticed: 

researchers have commented on the depiction of atrocities on women in Partition 

fiction, but failed to connect the historical/cultural a priories of these narratives and the 

meanings they offer. This chapter intends to fill the gap by exploring how the novels 

under consideration interpret gender issues from different discursive configurations.  

“Communal” Patriarchy and “Inhuman” Enemies: Community, Women and Partition in 

the pre-Eighties Novels 

Within the liberal-rationalist problematic, patriarchal control on women is 

interpreted as traditional, an accusing adjective pointing at the essentially retrogressive 

nature of Asiatic/Oriental cultures. While not dismissing the project of modernity, we 

need to understand, from a postcolonial-poststructuralist standpoint, the Eurocentric 

premises on which these assumptions, found in plenty in the first wave novels, stand. A 

bourgeois liberalism stands for the freedom of the individual from the tentacles of the 

organic community, which must give way to a modern society based on rationality. 

Women have to be empowered and given her place in the political life of the nation. To 

authors such as Mumtaz Shah Nawaz and Attia Hosain, what hindered such a project in 

India was the pressure exerted by a “communal” patriarchy, which not only obstructed 

the path of a modernised domesticity but also exercised authoritative control over the 

free public lives and political choices of women of their communities. Partition is seen 
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as the natural outcome of such cultural incompatibility with modernity. Violence on 

women is similarly seen as the free reign of a blind force of ethnicity/tradition, the loss 

of morality and the end of civilization. As elaborated in previous chapters, the liberal-

rationalist view of history is humanity’s uphill journey towards a perfect modernity 

dictated by reason. If there are deviations from this clearly defined path, as could be seen 

in Asiatic and African ethnic nationalisms, they are interpreted as aberrations, resulting 

from their social limitations (Plamenatz 1976, Gellner 1983; Anderson 1991).  

Mumtaz Shah Nawaz, working inside this available framework, takes an 

authorial stance favouring the sanctified ideals of the western bourgeois modernity such 

as equality, autonomy of the individual and secularism. This project is carried out 

through her use of the omniscient narrator, who comments on the motives of the 

characters from a vantage point of modernity, as well as her juxtaposition of modern 

young women and formidable patriarchs. Her representation of the pre-Partition 

decades continually plays up the conflicts between traditional/ethnic sentiments and 

liberal ideals at the threshold of modernity. The Heart Divided is a brooding narrative 

that intertwines the history of the nationalist movement with the impending change in 

the lives of Muslim women (the women of Shah Nawaz’s family were the first in Lahore 

to cast off the veil) in two decades preceding Partition. In doing so, she offers a liberal-

rationalist reading of Indian nationalism and Indian modernity as hybrid indigenous 

products sadly limited by communalism.  
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For the Indian Muslims, the coming of modernity meant a reluctant opening of 

the windows of the zenana to education and individualism, even if for a very small 

section of the upper-class women. Those who experienced the cautious and ambiguous 

changes were torn between visions of freedom and the reality of existing norms of 

tradition. In The Heart Divided, Mehrunnisa Begum is anxious about her college-going 

daughter Zohra’s liberal manners. In the first chapter, When Zohra asks her parents’ 

permission to go shopping, her mother reminds her to keep sitting in the car and not 

enter into conversation with shopkeepers: 

She was always a little afraid of her younger daughter, in whom she could 

see the beginnings of those strange modern ways that had already entered 

some Muslim families…. How shameless they were, she thought, yet they 

belong to an old and respectable Muslim family. How could they go about 

in such a manner, talking freely to strange men, who were not their 

fathers or their brothers, or their husbands? (THD 2) 

Mehrunnisa is alarmed at her daughter’s attempt to cross the sacred threshold of 

“tradition”. Zohra’s gradual coming out of the veil indicates the intrusion of modernity. 

If Zohra’s grandparents and her mother stand for traditional values, her foreign-

returned father stands for modern influences. She learns to dodge the 

tradition/modernity dilemma by wearing the veil while going out and then removing it 
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and tucking it inside her bag. Parents, and more obviously, mothers-in-law appear as 

monstrous guardians of tradition, obstructing the path of not only modern 

homemaking and modern medical science but also women’s participation in politics 

and community service. Zohra’s sister Sughra is married into a family in Multan. 

Orthodoxy wins when she fails to introduce a dining table and other western furniture 

in her new home: her mother in law insists that they have meals sitting on the floor. The 

overbearing mother-in-law also detests modern doctors and hospitals. Sughra’s son 

succumbs to stomach ulcers when her mother-in-law gives him butter-toast, ignoring 

the doctor’s advices. The child’s death announces the final defeat of modernity for her, 

after which Sughra decides to separate from her husband Mansur. They reunite near the 

end of the novel, when a penitent Mansur devotes time and money to set up a modern 

school and an advanced hospital for children. 

In Attia Hosain’s Sunlight on a Broken Column, Laila is the counterpart of Shah 

Nawaz’s protagonist Zohra – secular-liberal, educated and bookish. Following her 

deceased father’s wishes, her aunt brought her up in a “modern” way, which Uncle 

Mohsin – the representative of ethnicity and traditionalism in the novel – constantly 

mocks. The following words of persuasion from Aunt Abida sums up the situation: “… 

there are certain rules of conduct that must be observed in this world without question. 

You have a great responsibility. You must never forget the traditions of your family no 

matter to what outside influences you may be exposed….Never forget the family into 
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which you were born” (38). Ironically, the family itself was going through changes: 

Laila’s uncle Hamid disappointed his father by joining the Indian Civil Service instead 

of looking after the estate. It was perceived as a defeat of feudalism in the hands of 

progress.        

Attia Hosain and Mumtaz Shah Nawaz depict the lives of educated and liberal 

Muslim women of the thirties and the forties as a futile struggle against a “communal” 

patriarchy. While political activism was required on the part of Muslim women, it 

clashed with retrogressive purdah customs; there was intimidating moderation of their 

politics when it seemed to merge into the mainstream nationalist programmes. The 

Heart Divided revives a minor history that the nationalist narratives are often silent 

about: the participation of Muslim women in the freedom movement. Talking about 

Zohra’s wonderful performance at the debate, Habib observes that times are changing, 

as Muslim women are joining the freedom movement in increasing numbers: 

‘Some Muslim ladies in other parts of India actually took part in the Civil 

Disobedience movement last year, and even from our own province, a 

Muslim lady has gone to the Round Table Conference. I remember all 

the English papers praising her speeches last year. Our women must 

come out of purdah now, for we shall never make any progress until they 

do.’ (THD 70)  
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Zohra is keen to take part in public life, in the ongoing nationalist movement headed by 

the Congress. However, the incompatibility of the western liberal model and the Islamic 

model of representation was most clearly seen in 1937, when the Muslim league claimed 

itself to be the sole representative of Indian Muslims even after securing 4.2 per cent of 

the total Muslim votes. Only a Muslim, according to them, could be a representative of 

Muslims. This communal Islamic representative model demands sacrifice from its 

women. As Jinnah said in his Lahore 1940 address: 

Women can do a great deal within their homes even under purdah…. the 

objects of the central committee were… (3) to carry on an intensive 

propaganda amongst Muslim women throughout India in order to create 

in them a sense of a greater political consciousness – because if political 

awareness is awakened in our women, remember, your children will not 

have much to worry about. (THD 44-45) 

Jinnah had to make such an ambivalent comment to approve of the traditional-cultural 

core of Islamic ethnocentrism. Shah Nawaz ironically undercuts such a claim in the 

following dialogue between Sughra and Fahmida, League supporters and Begum Haider, 

a friend’s wife: 

Begum Haider looked at her scornfully. “Women of respectable families 

don’t give up their purdah to meet their husband’s friends,” she said, “at 
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least not in Delhi”. . . . “Ah well,” said Fahmida, ... “Leaving aside the 

question of purdah, I wish ladies like you would come to our Muslim 

League women’s meetings ... the sad plight of our own people is such that 

we women must come forward.”  

“And play our part in the civic and political life of the country,” added 

Sughra.  

“Such things are better left to the men,” said Begum Haider (THD 334-

35) 

When told about Jinnah’s appeal to the women to participate in the Pakistan movement, 

Begun Haider proudly retorts that she never reads the newspapers. She has no intention 

to send her daughter to a girls’ school, she tells Sughra and Fahmida. Silence follows 

such an assertion. In shah Nawaz’s representation, sexual politics is connected with 

communalism as Sheikh Jamaluddin persuades Zohra to accept his orthodox reading of 

the Nehru Report which tried to bring about a secular politics by getting rid of separate 

electorates for Muslims. College-going youngsters/activists like Zohra and Mohini, who 

think and act within the horizon of liberal-democratic politics and the modern, secular 

worldview, are pitted against strange new political developments and rising sentiments 

they understand to be communal and regressive. After Mohini is arrested for picketing 

and defying section 144 of the CPC, Zohra and Surayya cannot keep themselves away 
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from the nationalist struggle. After leading a successful anti-British demonstration at the 

college, Zohra is admonished by her father for her actions, which go against the interest 

of her community. Sheikh Jamaluddin talks about his fears of Hindu hegemony and the 

indispensability of separate electorates and safeguards, which the Nehru Report intends 

to abolish. He wants his daughter’s allegiance to the course of action determined by 

Jinnah’s fourteen points: “I hope you understand things better now. I want your promise 

to refrain from political activities” (THD 44).  

The “communal” patriarchy also successfully thwarts the love affairs of young 

men and women belonging to separate communities. Critics have not always taken this 

device kindly. M.K. Naik, for example, asks, “Why must Hindu heroes of Partition 

novels fall, with monotonous regularity, in love with Muslim girls alone?” (220). The 

answer is that nothing else is capable of disenchanting the liberal, educated ‘heroes’ and 

‘girls’ more effectively, showing them the bleak future of secular marriages. “Modernity 

tends to be explicit and angular. In its early spring, it presented to the Hindu and 

Muslim elites an impossible demand: Mix more deeply, or separate,” remarks Krishna 

Kumar in his Foreword to the Penguin edition of The Heart Divided. The list is long: 

Habib and Mohini in The Heart Divided, Jugga and Nooran in Train to Pakistan, Arun 

and Nur in Azadi, and so on.  
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In Sunlight on a Broken Column, Laila’s cousin Kemal falls in love with Sita 

Agarwal when they met in London. According to Saleem, Sita was enjoying his attention 

until things took a more serious turn. “But for all her sophistication, scratch her and 

you’ll find an orthodox Hindu full of prejudices against Muslims” (SBC 196) he feels. 

Moreover, Sita’s attitude opened his eyes to the realities of the communal problem: 

“What can you expect from a religion which forbids people to eat and drink together?” 

(SBC 197) he asks. However, the narrator informs that Sita saved the lives of her Muslim 

friends when the riots begin.      

In The Heart Divided Jamaluddin deems it his duty to police the activities of 

women to ensure his family’s conformity to the norms pursued by the community. Like 

tradition and communal identity, women have to receive their politics from the elders; 

and they have as limited choices in these matters as they do in personal matters such as 

choosing their life-partners. Jamaluddin flies into a rage when he learns of his son 

Habib’s intention to marry Mohini, an intellectual equal, though she belongs to another 

community: 

… Jamaludin had been touched in the inner core of his being where the 

most sacred trust is the honour of the womenfolk of his own and his 

friends’ families. 
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‘Do you realize that you are referring to a daughter of the haughty 

Kashmiri Pandits,’ he continued,’ who are as proud of their lineage and 

their pure blood as we are of our own? Don’t you know that for a Muslim 

even to have such thoughts about her is an insult to the family and to the 

community? (THD 190) 

Habib and Mohini’s extinguished romantic affair leaves a waft of fragrant smoke, 

ending with the death of a broken-hearted, frail Mohini. Such a closure of the secular 

future foreseen by the young lovers leaves a painful realisation that religion and politics 

have succeeded in separating even the educated liberal elites: from each other, and from 

their ideal. An overwhelming sense of desperation attacks Zohra as the Khaksar army 

violently clash with the police on the streets of Lahore with grave clothes tied to their 

backs. She is appalled to hear the subterranean rumblings of overwhelming historical 

forces. 

A major theme commonly found in the first wave novels is the violence 

unleashed on women and the loss of honour. ‘Izzat’ is a frequently used word in India’s 

partition narratives. Loosely translated as ‘honour’/ ‘prestige’/ ‘shame,’ izzat stands for a 

code of conduct. To the novelists such as Khushwant Singh and Chaman Nahal, this 

age-old word is inextricably entangled with communalism and violence, coming from 

within and outside of the community. “It is much easier for the men to kill their women 
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than for women to act against their daughters,” Bapsi Sidhwa remarks in an interview 

with Alok Bhalla, “for men, izzat, honour, is somehow more important. This is certainly 

the case in the region I come from” (236).   

The pre-eighties fictional representation usually expresses outrage through a 

montage of stark images of violence on women, much in the fashion of Manto’s short 

stories. Novels such as Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan and Chaman Nahal’s Azadi 

or Manohar Malgonkar’s Bend in the Ganges focus on the physical violence unleashed 

on women in the Partition riots. In Train to Pakistan, Nehru’s famous independence 

speech is juxtaposed with Sundari’s tryst with destiny. Muslims attack the bus in which 

Sundari, the newlywed daughter of the Magistrate’s orderly, and the bridegroom’s party 

were travelling. A graphic description of sexual violence follows:  

She stopped daydreaming as the bus pulled up. There were large stones 

on the road. Then hundreds of people surrounded them. Everyone was 

ordered off the bus. Sikhs were just hacked to death. The clean-shaven 

were stripped. Those that were circumcised were forgiven. Those that 

were not, were circumcised. Not just the foreskin, the whole thing was 

cut off. She who had not really had a good look at Mansa Ram was shown 

her husband completely naked. They held him by the arms and legs and 

one man cut his penis and gave it to her. The mob made love to her. She 
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did not have to take off any one of her bangles. They were all smashed as 

she lay on the road, being taken by one man and another and another. 

(TP 177) 

The problem with representations such as this is that concentrating solely on the 

physical aspects of violence transforms writing into an emotionally detached exercise, 

which runs the risk of degenerating into ‘pornography of violence’ (Bourgeois 2001) 

where voyeuristic impulses hinder the larger project of witnessing, critiquing, and 

writing against violence. As Sharon Marcus would have it, the “gendered grammar of 

violence” (392) in such representations actually reiterates the cultural constructions of 

male power, powerlessness of the female “victim”, and rape as the irreparable loss of a 

woman’s virtue. Singh is writing from within such a discursive formation of izzat. 

Similar problems plague Chaman Nahal’s Azadi, where the protagonist Arun 

kills a Pakistani major after he rapes Sunanda, a woman from the refugee camp. As they 

plan to escape through Muslim areas and cornfields, Arun suggests she change into the 

dead major’s clothes to look like a man: 

She had rolled up the bottoms to suit her height and she had stuck her 

blouse inside the trousers. In spite of the tragedy of the situation, Arun 

couldn’t fail to observe what a ravishing figure she had – tiny, but 

sumptuous. He was glad they had the jersey with them; no one would 
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have taken her for a man otherwise. Only when she donned the jersey 

was her heavy femininity somewhat hidden from the eye. (A 274)   

A contemporary reader would find such descriptions objectionable: it leaves the rapist, 

the rescuer and the narrator on the same cultural platform which objectifies women. 

Another such passage from Azadi gives a clinical description of a parade of abducted 

Hindu women in Sialkot to convey the horror of primitive violence and the ethical crisis 

created by communalism.  

There were forty women, marching two abreast. Their ages varied from 

sixteen to thirty, although, to add to the grotesqueness of the display, 

there were two women … who must have been over sixty. They were 

stark naked. Their heads were completely shaven … so were their pubic 

regions … their faces were formed into grimaces and they were sobbing 

…. The bruises on their bodies showed they had been beaten and 

manhandled. Their masters walked beside them and if any of the women 

sagged or hung behind, they prodded her along with the whip they 

carried….It no longer remained a lewd scene; it became evil incarnate. 

Darkness was added to darkness and a strange terror was let loose on 

earth…. Many men in the front rows of the crowd lifted their lungis to 

display their genitals to them. Others aimed articles at them and tried to 
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hit them….they stared at the pubic regions of the women. Through 

indelicate exposure those areas had lost their glory, lost all magic, and 

there was only a small, slippery aperture you saw there. (A 262, emphasis 

added) 

Using Foucault’s power/knowledge framework, we can read the above passage as a 

confirmation of social knowledge constitutive of contemporary norms and models, 

which construct the “glory” and “magic” of “those areas”. The author’s political position, 

instead of empowering women, only reduces them further to the cultural position of 

vulnerability and restricts the identities available to women as gendered beings.  The 

above passage betrays (unintended and discursive) sexual objectification of victims. 

Dominated, bruised, and humiliated, the victims are reduced to the conduits of sadism. 

In all Partition literature, this is a most remarkable example of pornography of violence, 

as spectacle overwhelms the understanding of the symbolic nature of violence and 

completes the objectification of women. Though sympathetic towards the victim, Nahal 

and Singh mourn the loss of their izzat. They perceive this atrocity on women to be the 

end of morality and civilization – an apocalypse brought about by communalism, the 

evil incarnate.  
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Writing a Long-Nineties Gendered History of Partition: Testimonial literature for the 

Indian Subaltern 

Urvashi Butalia’s The Other Side of Silence (1998) was a landmark research on 

the women’s experience of Partition. The post-nineties women novelists have 

mentioned Butalia and her work as shaping influences. Manju Kapur, for example, 

mentions Butalia in the acknowledgement page of Difficult Daughters; and Shauna 

Singh Baldwin mentions that Butalia’s articles and The Other Side of Silence have been 

invaluable to her as print sources. For Butalia, the impulsion to engage in such a project 

comes from the 1984 anti-Sikh brutalities perpetrated in Delhi and other cities in north 

India after the Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s violent death in the hands of her own 

Sikh bodyguards. According to Butalia, this unexpected attack led to a realization on the 

part of aged Sikhs that the spectres of Partition had still not been laid to rest. Elderly 

people, who had migrated to Delhi from west Punjab, would recall the experience of 

having to go through a similar scourge in 1947. Butalia interrogates the closure she finds 

in the dominant nationalist narrative on Partition: “it took 1984 to make me understand 

how ever present partition was in our lives too … I could no longer pretend that this was 

a history that belonged to another time, to someone else” (Butalia 6). Her effort to 

understand Partition as a socio-political reality was soon frustrated, as both the archival 

material and the research methodology were insufficient for such an undertaking. The 

existing nationalist historiography situated Partition solely in the unfortunate political 
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developments of pre-independence India: the widening difference between the Indian 

National Congress and the Muslim League, the roles played by major figures such as 

Gandhi, Nehru and Sardar Patel; rising communalism in Jinnah’s politics, and the 

inglorious decrescendo of the freedom movement in fratricidal violence. The nationalist 

discourse sought to shroud Partition in a veil of silence, as if such a disgraceful setback 

never disrupted the process of nation-building. And then, the way a person experiences 

their position in a particular socio-political and discursive matrix, “what we might call 

the ‘human dimensions’ of this story” (Butalia 7), is absent from the traditional 

nationalist history. It follows that one has to look for Partition not in the archives but 

the restructured subjectivities of Partition survivors: in the voices of women silenced by 

social norms, telling the stories of their unspeakable fates. In the first chapter of her 

work, Butalia refers to James E. Young’s Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust (1990) as 

one of the major influences that went to the making of The Other Side of Silence. Musing 

on Young’s introduction to his work, Butalia realizes that the reconceptualisation of 

Partition history ultimately leads to questions on historiography: “Young poses the 

question: how can we know the Holocaust except through the many ways in which it is 

handed down to us?” (9). One’s knowledge of Holocaust is mediated not only through 

the official history, Young points out, but also its literary, historical, political and 

personal representations. Butalia questions not the importance of the mainstream 

history, but the absolute truth-claim it makes. Facts, dates, statistics are as important as 
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the way people choose to remember and represent them: the “collection of memories, 

individual and collective, familial and historical, are what make up the reality of 

Partition. They illuminate what one might call the ‘underside of its history’” she remarks 

(10). This assertion reviews the ideology of existing paradigms of nationalist as well as 

the Marxist historiography in vogue until the eighties. She foregrounds micro-history 

and oral narratives, not as substitutes but crucial supplementary components, and 

points at the central debates in historiography of our day: does the historian present an 

objective truth? In addition, who speaks for Indian pasts? 

In her work, Butalia deconstructs the idea of history as an empiricist and 

impartial project and proposes to supplement the mainstream nationalist history by 

shedding light on its dark ‘underside’: interviewing Partition survivors and interpreting 

them from a feminist perspective. If earlier research suffered from the one-chapter-on-

gender syndrome, Butalia and her comrades brought it to the centre of historiography. 

Butalia’s post-Eurocentric historiography has its roots in post-World War scholarship of 

Eric Hobsbawm and E.P. Thompson. In the 1970s, they brought significant change in 

historical analysis by including the role of culture in the writing of working class history. 

They introduced the ideas of “history from below” and the “role of agency”. The result 

was a great paradigm shift in western historiography. The Universalist metanarrative 

that claimed to discover objective truth was now challenged by difference, a multiplicity 

of voices from margins. In addition, the grand narrative of Marxism, along with the 
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category of class was superseded by culture. These developments, combined with the 

coming of Post-structuralism assisted the Subaltern Studies School to attempt a post-

Eurocentric historiography. Butalia’s historiography is a development in these lines. She 

brings in the subaltern voices: for the first time, nameless Partition survivors, women 

and dalits actively contribute to the writing of Indian history. 

The Other Side of Silence appeared in such a context. The unique situation in the 

scene of Indian publishing and the growing need for indigenous women’s writing as well 

as a new taste for sociological writing facilitated the birth of such a significant book. 

Borders & Boundaries by Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin shares a lot with The Other Side 

of Silence in their fields of study and methodology. What draws Butalia’s project close to 

Subaltern Studies is not only her representation of the subaltern consciousness but also 

her use of family history/oral history/ testimonio (in Latin American Subaltern Studies) 

as a methodological stratagem to sneak in the subaltern as an associate and participant 

in academic research. Instead of trying to make up a pretension of objective 

representation, oral history allows the researcher and the subaltern the space where they 

can collaborate to create a narrative and also its supporting context. James E. Young 

thinks that oral history is “a matter of memory, reconstruction and imagination. Unlike 

written history that tends to hide its lines of construction, oral testimonies retain the 

process of construction, the activity of witness” (157). The ‘facts’ of an event are not the 

only important things in oral history. How the facts are remembered: emotions, the 
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nuances of speech as well as the silences, are equally important. And then, it helps her to 

put women back into history: 

Oral history is a methodological tool that many feminist historians have 

found enormously empowering. Looking at women’s narratives and 

testimonies, and placing them alongside, or indeed against, the official 

discourses of history, has offered feminist historians a new and different 

way of looking at history. (Young 21)  

The suppression of women’s history is only to be expected from a patriarchal order of 

things: apart from the trauma the atrocities inflicted, the memory of such incidents 

stigmatised the entire community. Therefore, the researcher has to listen carefully, to 

catch all the nuances: concentrate on not only what is being said but also what is left 

unsaid. The gaps in the speech eloquently suggest untold stories of women’s suffering. 

Butalia remarks 

In order to be able to ‘hear’ women’s voices, I had to begin to pose 

different questions, to talk in different situations, and to be prepared to do 

that most important of things, to listen: to their speech, their silences, the 

half-said things, the nuances. (126)  

As Menon and Bhasin observe, the researcher needs to juxtapose the fieldwork 

with dominant and minor narratives: “[T]he material is presented in three voices: the 
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voice of the government, bureaucrats and members of parliament; the voices of women 

themselves; and lastly, those of the social workers to whom the work of rehabilitation 

and resettlement of recovered women was entrusted” (3). This would, as they rightly 

estimate, map the location of women in the contemporary discursive nexus. In Difficult 

Daughters, Manju Kapur adopts a similar strategy as she represents women’s position 

within their communities in chapter XXVI, using a collage of views on Partition from 

the relatives of Virmati. The narrator’s uncles, Kailashnath and Gopinath, aunts 

Indumati and Sakuntala and Parvati aunt’s husband, as well as family friends Swarna 

Lata and Kanhiya Lal speak on the atrocities committed during Partition. Snippets from 

these interviews are juxtaposed with Nehru’s ‘tryst with destiny’ speech. It is interesting 

to note that not one of them spares a word for women. Only Parvati’s husband hints on 

the atrocities on women when he remarks, “…those, of course, we did our best to 

dissuade, as we did our best to suppress the stories of atrocities that insidiously burnt 

themselves into us” (251). The element of shame is evident here. The gaps in the speech 

eloquently suggest untold stories of women’s suffering. While Virmati’s male relatives 

speak mainly on political and economic issues, an inhibition to speak out compels them 

to remain silent on women’s sufferings. Women novelists’ depiction of Partition 

addresses those gaps and silences and representation emerges as a mighty project. 
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We know about the fates of thousands of women when Indumati and Swarna 

Lata start talking. Indumati speaks out from her religious position of a Hindu: “The 

Mussulmans chopped our people’s heads off, raped our women, cut off their breasts, all 

of which they claimed was in retaliation for what the Hindus were doing to them…” 

(250). Swarna Lata is an educated woman, a socialist. She can transcend the community 

narratives separating the attackers from the victims. Instead, she dwells on the fate of 

women and children, the most vulnerable victims of Partition, and the tearing up of 

their domestic lives: the deaths or estrangements of parents, husband, children and the 

humble family life which meant the world for them. All political, economic and religious 

considerations fade before the mightiness of the unspeakable violence that does not 

remain unspoken, after all. 

The Issue of Abducted Women and Children 

The story of Boota Singh who fell in love with the Muslim girl he rescued still 

lives in popular culture: the Bollywood blockbuster Gadar-Ek Prem Katha (2001) 

celebrated this romance. The real-life Boota Singh committed suicide when his married 

wife and children were taken away from him after the passing of The Abducted Persons 

Recovery and Restoration Act (1949), an act that provided, on the basis of an agreement 

between the governments of India and Pakistan, the recovery and restoration of 

“abducted persons”, which meant 
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… a male child under the age of sixteen years or a female of 

whatever age who is, or immediately before the 1st day of March, 1947, 

was, a Muslim and who, on or after that day and before the 1st day of 

January, 1949, has become separated from his or her family and is found 

to be living with or under the control of any other individual or family, 

and in the latter case includes a child born to any such female after the 

said date. (web) 

The act extended to the United Provinces, the Provinces of East Punjab and 

Delhi, the Patiala and East Punjab States Union and the United State of Rajasthan and 

remained in force up to 31st October 1951. Tribunals were set up on both sides of the 

border to consider complex cases and decide upon a verdict. Women social workers 

overwhelmingly participated in the programme, sending back many Muslim women 

abducted by Hindus and Sikhs to Pakistan. 

Children, along with abducted women, suffered the most during Partition. If 

according to official records about 100,000 women were abducted, at least half of them 

became mothers. A similar number of children must have been estranged or lost their 

lives while escaping in large caravans. Nationalist history never mentioned their 

sufferings; no research projects were undertaken to discover what became of these 

helpless children.  



B h a t t a c h a r y a |  C h a p t e r  3  | 181 
 

The children born of abducted women emerged as a mighty problem for the 

religious communities after Partition. These “mixed”/ “hybrid” children were perceived 

as living signs of their community’s polluted izzat; they were fruits of foreign seeds that 

contaminated the pure genealogical flow of the community. Contemporary discourse on 

abducted women constantly uses the discourse of Sita’s abduction by Ravana, which 

could not pollute her, because the refusal of the women’s families to take her back in 

order to avoid social stigma was a real problem. Many of the abducted women refused to 

return to their previous homes, expecting this; and ashrams or special homes had to be 

opened for others. Most of the time the women were pregnant, they had no other option 

than to go through a purification rite called safaya: illegal abortion at the clinic of one 

doctor Kapoor. The government decided to ignore it. Problems arose when women have 

already become mothers. Though unwilling to let the baby go, they had to go to their 

families alone. They would not be accepted back into the fold if they brought with them 

a ‘hybrid’ child – it is a result of sexual domination of one community by another, and a 

constant reminder of that stigma. 

  In Ice-Candy-Man, the Recovered Women’s Camp on Waris Road is set up near 

the end of the novel. It assumes an important role, after Lenny’s grandmother sets “an 

entire conglomeration in motion” (274) to rescue Ayah from Hira Mandi and 

rehabilitate her. This points at the relentless work of social activists on either side of the 

border to restore women to their families. ‘It’ll take hours if she’s being registered,’ says 
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Hamida, the new maid who has replaced Ayah in the Sethi household. She recounts her 

experience with sympathy towards a fellow sufferer belonging to another religion, 

“They’ll be asking her a hundred-and-one questions, and filling out a hundred-and-one 

forms,” (273) referring to the clerks of the Ministry for the Rehabilitation of Recovered 

Women. Hamida was abducted by Sikhs or Hindus and later deserted by her husband 

and family. As the other community defiled her, she would not be allowed to see her 

children any more. Along with izzat, we now have another word frequently found in 

women survivors’ accounts: kismet. Loosely translated as “fate” it accompanies the 

unreason of izzat’s parochialism. Women who survived their ordeal in the hands of the 

enemy community are taken to task by their own people for their alleged submission. 

This discourse establishes itself, as Hamida blames none for the refusal of her family to 

take her in but her fate, her kismet.  

‘If their father gets to know I’ve met them he will only get angry, and the 

children will suffer.’ 

‘I don’t like your husband,’ I say. 

‘He’s a good man.’ Says Hamida, hiding her face bashfully in her 

chuddar. 

‘It’s only my kismet that’s no good … we are khut-putli, puppets, in the 

hands of fate.’ (ICM 222) 
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Sidhwa’s interrogation of patriarchal discourses begins a gendered historiography that 

placed the silenced woman at the centre. Hamida’s story is a truly representative one, as 

Sidhwa herself declares in an interview by Alok Bhalla: 

 … Hamida is a sort of composite figure. I suppose I drew upon all the 

stories of horror that were floating around me at that time. Horror was a 

part of the social conscious of the time. I heard about children being 

smashed against walls or boiled in oil, pregnant women being 

disembowelled. There was so much bestiality in those days.” (2006: 233). 

As Lenny frantically shouts for Ayah from her rooftop, the women in the camp’s 

courtyard remember their homes and families, which have cast them off and loudly 

mourn their fate: 

…our chant flows into the pulse of the women below, and the women on 

the roof, and they beat their breasts and cry: ‘Hai! Hai! Hai! Hai!’ 

reflecting the history of their cumulative sorrows and the sorrows of their 

Muslim, Hindu, Sikh and Rajput great-grandmothers who burnt 

themselves alive rather than surrender their honour to the invading 

hordes besieging their ancestral fortresses. (ICM 273-274) 

This passage is nothing short of a manifesto of the Indian Women’s Movement that 

flourished with the establishment of the feminist press in the hands of Urvashi Butalia 
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and Ritu Menon in the mid-eighties. Sidhwa’s poignant narrative interrogates parochial 

stereotypes of purity and fate that existed for centuries to deprive women of due space in 

their communities. Ayah’s story, set against this dark background, is extraordinary in 

that it not only talks about her victimization and loss of voice, but also the retrieval of 

women’s agency. Rodabai, Lenny’s “godmother” first advises Ayah along the traditional 

line to accept her abductor as her husband. This was a practical option for many such 

abducted women, for their families would not accept them anyway. However, Ayah begs 

to get free from her situation, and utters one of the memorable lines in Partition 

literature: 

‘What if your family won’t take you back? She asks. 

‘Whether they want me or not, I will go.’ (ICM 262) 

With Rodabai’s help, Ayah is finally able to break free from Ice-Candy-Man’s sequined 

prison house and return to Amritsar in India.  

Imagined Communities, Women and Izzat: Partition, Honour Killings and Rape 

The first generation novels are remarkable for their depiction of gender-specific 

violence in its most fundamental form: abduction, mass rape, mutilation of internal and 

external reproductive organs, foeticide, killing, public humiliation, tattooing of women’s 

bodies, and honour killing – annihilation drive from within the community. However, 

the depiction of the “madness” of Partition in gruesome details is replaced in the long 
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nineties with the consciousness that self-immolation and sacrifice of women were not 

“martyrdom” but violence – no different from the attacks coming from the enemy. 

Violence now assumes meaning because of its affective and cultural content, where it is 

felt as meaningful (Nordstrom, 2004). An account of the cultural dimensions of violence 

is therefore even more important.  

In the earlier chapters, we have already evoked Partha Chatterjee’s idea of the 

split psyche of the colonised Indians: they accept and imitate the ‘modern’ knowledge 

and western technologies; but do not really recreate a liberal-rationalist public/private 

division of spheres, assigning culture an unimportant place in the latter. Instead, this 

inner domain of culture becomes for him a sacred space where he is truly independent. 

As Partha Chatterjee says in his famous thesis, nationalism launches its “most powerful, 

creative, and historically significant project” through a focus on his untranslatable 

tradition to forge a ‘modern’ culture which conforms to and yet differs from western 

models. “If the nation is an imagined community, then this is where it is brought into 

being,” Chatterjee concludes (1993:5) Therefore the glorification of motherland, mother 

tongue and virtuous women of the community. The response to colonial modernity, 

thus, was not an unqualified nationalism but multiple ethnic nationalisms in an uneasy 

aligning with secularism. During the time of ethnic conflicts the individual feels 

compelled to consider whether his personal actions, and especially those of his 

womenfolk, would ‘save’ or ‘pollute’ the honour of the community. In colonial Bengal, 
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there were the prevalent discourses of ‘Sati’ and ‘Savitri’. In her book The Frail Hero and 

Virile History: Gender and Politics of Culture in Colonial Bengal Indira Chowdhury 

refers to an interesting debate between Kedarnath Dutta and one Mr. Ward who made 

adverse comments on the Hindu woman’s moral laxity. Dutta writes back to establish 

the ‘chaste’ image of the Hindu woman as Sati and Savitri. In The Frail hero Indira 

Chowdhury considers the implications of these gendered images such as the mother-

land and mother-tongue inscribed in the discourses of the Nation: 

… we need to locate the struggle to formulate a stable self-image at the 

site of a cultural and ideological encounter between the colonizer and the 

colonized. The official disparagement of Bengali male sexuality and its 

feminization within the construct of the ‘effeminate’ Bengali was part of 

the ideological equipment of the empire. As a reaction to the unrelenting 

British racism, the female figure came to signify purity. Framed by 

missionary and other dominant discourses, the Hindu woman was not 

simply a part of a totality; she stood for the whole… (Chowdhury 31)  

Every community, which began its political career, felt the need to reconstruct an ideal 

image of their women. This was a time when women had to be summoned to strengthen 

communal allegiances and fully mobilize the communities. The discourse of ‘izzat’ is 

hyperactivated when politeness strategies fail, leading to violence as forms of Face 
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Threatening Acts. In absence of normal communication between communities, women 

are natural targets. Their bodies are empty spaces on which warring groups inscribe 

their signatures, as can be seen in Butalia’s record of the appeal in the RSS narrative:  

‘Tens of thousands of our pious mothers and sisters who would faint at 

the sight of blood were kidnapped and sold … Their foreheads bore 

tattoo marks declaring them ‘Mohammad ki joru’, ‘Mian Ahmed ki joru’, 

‘Haji Hussain ki joru’, etc, etc … (186) 

A woman was considered the property of a person as well as the face of a 

community (her izzat is equated with that of the community). She ensures free flow of 

patrilinearity – she is the medium through which a community expresses itself. Another 

man, even from within her own community, cannot have access to her sexuality. When 

seen from the angle of religious nationalism, the outsider’s intervention is severely 

detested. The outsider pollutes the purity of the community, first by violating the 

woman, and then by “hybridizing” the next generation. Consequently, abducted women 

are never taken back inside the fold. Thus, acts of rape during normal times cannot be 

seen on a par with those committed during communal disturbances. Rape can be seen as 

a gender-specific assault, not on an individual but on a community (Stiglmayer 1994). It 

is used as a weapon against the other – to inflict a sense of deep shame and 

contamination on the male members of her community who feel their virility 
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challenged. The outsider pollutes the purity of the community and the religion, first by 

violating the woman, and then by hybridizing the next generation. Kamalaben Patel’s 

Gujarati novel on Partition, Mool Suta Ukhde, published in Manushi (1988) – a 

women’s journal, informs the reader that 

Apart from rapes, other, specific kinds of violence had been visited on 

women. Many were paraded naked in the streets, several had their breasts 

cut off, their bodies tattooed with the marks of ‘other’ religion… (Butalia 

100) 

Thus, self-immolation was preferred to violation. Butalia quotes from a report in The 

Statesman: 

The story of 90 women of the little village of Thoa Khalsa, Rawalpindi 

district … who drowned themselves by jumping into a well during the 

recent disturbances has stirred the imagination of the people of the 

Punjab. They revived the Rajput tradition of self-immolation when their 

menfolk were no longer able to defend them. They also followed Mr. 

Gandhi’s advice to Indian women that in certain circumstances, even 

suicide was morally preferable to submission. (196)  

Survivor narratives punctured by gaps, omissions and careful silences eloquently 

suggest untold stories of women’s suffering. Once threatened, the only solution the 
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patriarchy could see was the destruction of its womenfolk. This could be done either by 

decapitating them or convincing them that ‘death should be preferable to dishonour for 

good-good, sweet-sweet Sikh girls.’ (WBR 308) Thus the discourse of izzat ensured the 

women’s compliance: they were subjected to violence both from outside as well as from 

inside. Bir Bahadur Singh’s narrative in The Other Side of Silence revives such a grim 

sight: 

In Gulab Singh’s haveli twenty-six girls had been put aside. First of all my 

father, Sant Raja Singh, when he brought his daughter, he brought her 

into the courtyard to kill her, first of all he prayed, he did ardaas, saying 

sacche badshah, we have not allowed your Sikhi to get stained, and in 

order to save it we are going to sacrifice our daughters, make them 

martyrs. Please forgive us. (206) 

The community violence at Thoa Khalsa and the self-immolation of women are 

‘honourable’ ways out of the disgraceful lot of falling into the hands of Muslims and 

losing ‘izzat’: in the case of men, it was a disgraceful affair of losing one’s foreskin and 

professed religion; and for women it was sexual assault and slavery. In Thoa Khalsa, 

men wanted to be martyred for their own reasons. An old man retorted, “Do you think I 

will allow the Musalmaans to cut this beard of mine and take me to Lahore as a sheikh?” 

(206)  
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The narrator presents an awe-inspiring scene of a daughter removing her plait 

when it came between her life and her father’s sword, thus facilitating the decapitation. 

The stress is always on the fearlessness of the victims who value their ‘izzat’ more than 

their lives. These are not stories of victimhood but martyrdom, celebrating the 

dignity/virility of the religious community in the face of death. As Butalia notes, these 

are ‘examples of the heroism of the Sikh women who ‘gave up’ their lives ‘willingly’ for 

the sake of their religion’ (209). The Sikh male (that is to say, people strong enough to 

undertake the hardship of a long journey to India) thought of this as a sacred duty 

towards his God and his religious community. Bir Bahadur Singh adopted such a 

strategy to save the ‘izzat’ of his community. Numberless women were killed by their 

own family members; so, their deaths were not reported to the police. At the same time, 

while the memories of abducted women were erased, these “heroic” women became 

celebrated martyrs. 

Baldwin has interrogated this patriarchal discourse towards the end of What the 

Body Remembers. Roop’s sister-in-law Kusum was twice ‘murdered’ – beheaded by her 

father-in-law and later disembowelled by Muslims. When the Muslims of Pari Darvaja 

attacked their haveli, Bachan Singh thought 

‘But Kusum, she was my responsibility … I said to myself: Kusum was 

entrusted to me by Jeevan, she is young, still of childbearing age. I cannot 
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endure even the possibility that some Muslim might put his hands upon 

her. Every day I had been hearing that the seeds of that foreign religion 

were being planted in Sikh woman’s wombs. No, I said: I must do my 

duty.’ (WBR 520) 

 If Bachan Singh thought of this murder as a severe but sacred duty, so did Kusum. 

Obligingly, she stood waiting for the kirpan to hit her neck. When Bachan Singh became 

emotionally weak and could not strike too hard, Kusum removed her chunni from her 

neck so that her decapitation was done effortlessly. Kusum was not given (and she did 

not give herself) a chance to escape from the Muslims. Her father-in-law lived to tell her 

story. When Muslims found her corpse inside the empty house, they took out her 

womb. Her husband Jeevan interprets this as a message from the other: 

And the message, ‘We will stamp out your kind, your very species from 

existence …this is a war against your quom, for all time. Leave. We take 

the womb, so there can be no Sikhs from it. We take the womb; leave you 

its shell.’ (WBR 511) 

The womb emerges as a mighty symbol here: it is the vital organ ensuring the 

genealogical flow of a community, and the woman is a mere “shell” (511). Naturally, 

Rape becomes a weapon that can be used against a community which views the womb as 

its property. The Other can be shamed if foreign seeds could be planted in the womb, 
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thus polluting it and mongrelizing the offspring. The act of taking away the womb 

signifies a celebration of the successful stopping of a community’s genealogical flow. 

In Bapsi Sidhwa’s Ice-Candy-Man, the train from Gurdaspur enters Lahore 

station, carrying hundreds of corpses. There are no women in the carriage but only two 

gunny bags full of women’s breasts. This clearly is a message from one community to 

another, to which the train acts as the courier. This symbolic act would translate into 

defiant statement of being able to block the stream of nourishment for the enemy’s 

offspring, and thus the genealogical flow of the other community. Meanwhile, women 

are accorded the status of ‘shells’ of wombs. The ice-candy man confesses that 

…I lose my senses when I think of the mutilated bodies on the train from 

Gurdaspur…that night I went mad…I lobbed grenades through the 

windows of Hindus and Sikhs I’ve known all my life!...I want to kill 

someone for each one of the breasts, they cut off the Muslim women… 

(ICM 156) 

Lenny’s ayah is abducted by ice-candy man and his cronies, and her fiancé found 

murdered. She becomes a token – a Hindu who is to be violated, even by men whom she 

counted among her friends. When Lenny and her godmother save her from Hira Mandi, 

Lahore’s red-light area, she has lost her voice. This silence symbolises trauma inflicted 

on women by the patriarchal order, not any particular community. 
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Alexandra Stiglmayer (1994), Susan Brownmiller (1975), and Catherine A. 

MacKinnon (1989) are some of the leading researchers who comment on mass rape as a 

weapon of war. During war, female bodies have been strategically subjected to 

humiliation and mutilation to shame and mortify the men of the other communities, 

challenging their virility. Recent technological progress has worsened the crisis by 

turning rape into pornography – there are very recent examples from the Indian 

subcontinent of videographing mass rapes of women belonging to other communities, 

editing them to create conventional pornographic tropes, and distributing them 

digitally. The responsibility, Feminists assert, finally rests not on an individual or a 

community but culture, which perpetuates patriarchal norms through signifying 

practices. After witnessing the horrors of Partition, Baldwin’s protagonist feels the need 

to perform a subversive bodily act to communicate to her fellow men the existence of a 

pre-cultural truth: 

So much shame, so little izzat for girls and women. 

Roop’s very bones feel old, so old. 

She can bear it no more, blood simmers to boil in her veins. 

If Satya were here, she would shout from the top platform till everyone 

might hear – every man, woman, and child should, just once in their 

lifetime, see a woman’s body without shame. See her as no man’s 

possession, see her, and not from the corners of your eyes! … she wants 
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to scream, See me, I am human, though I am only a woman … See me not 

as a vessel, a plaything, a fantasy, a maidservant, an ornament, but as 

Vaheguru made me. (WBR 498, emphasis original) 

Roop becomes a madwoman by publicly discarding her veil, stripping herself and 

shouting in agony till all eyes are on her. However, culture soon reclaims her body as a 

sepoy covers her with his khaki shirt and leads her away to the women’s waiting lounge. 

   Evidently, authors such as Chaman Nahal, Manohar Malgonkar and Khushwant 

Singh, even the women novelists Mumtaz Shah Nawaz and Attia Hosain stand inside 

the Nehruvian liberal-secular discursive domain, exhibiting a politics that is much 

different from that of Bapsi Sidhwa, Shauna Singh Baldwin and Manju Kapur who write 

after the paradigm shift of the long nineties. While the former group’s representational 

politics is implicated in the colonial narrative of community and its parochial standards, 

the post-nineties authors interrogate the position of women in their communities, and 

attempt a gendered historiography of Partition. Perhaps the only factor that unites all 

the women novelists along the timeline is a pervasive awareness of their status as 

second-class citizens who are sometimes allowed to watch the pageants of national 

politics from their small windows.  

 



 

 

Chapter 4 

Representing Migration and Territoriality: From 

Apocalypse to Cosmopolitics  

 

Spectacular and violent territorial reorganisations marked the moment of 

India’s freedom and the birth of Pakistan. Overnight, millions of people had to face 

the reality that they practically belonged to one of the two newborn nations – India 

or Pakistan, depending on their professed faith – and were required to migrate to 

still unclear national territories to save their lives. Writing on Partition is remarkable 

for its evocation of a deep, almost spiritual longing for a lost homeland and its soil. 

Desh and watan are frequently used words that capture this yearning for one’s 

locality that is equalled by nothing but an infant’s wordless cries for its parents. 

Deportation or punitive exiling has long been the means of inflicting great trauma 

which literature aims to express and overcome: memory and literature are pointers 

to the fact that one literally carries within one’s favourite place. Moments of 

depicting/remembering the birthplace one has left behind can thus be moments of a 

perfect being-in-the-world, attainment of the fullness not present in reality.  
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We can approach the issue with an insightful comment by the French 

philosopher Simone Weil: “To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least 

recognized need of the human soul” (41). The Bengali word chinnamul (literally 

“torn-rooted”) has its cognates in other Indian languages – the title of a Guajarati 

novel is Mul Suta Ukhde, for an example. The metaphor indicates a powerful cultural 

imagination of the bond between a community and the place it has inhabited for 

generations. Authorial positions on territoriality from the nineteen forties until the 

late seventies could be plotted within the available discursive frameworks of pre-

modern gemeinschaft of peasant communities and the gesellschaft of national 

citizens. Most of the novelists sympathise with the organic community of peasants 

overwhelmed by the loss of their little patch of village land, which contained the dust 

of their ancestors and sprouted the unique life of their culture. I recognise this 

authorial position as critical of a Nehruvian nationalist attitude (which I elaborate 

later in this chapter), and inimical to versions of “communalism” practised by the 

Muslim League, the Hindu Mahasabha and Akali Dal. Authors, who had witnessed 

the “shameful flight” of the imperial power after the Japanese invasion, felt 

compelled to question the self-professed territorial neutrality and guardianship of 

the imperial power. Such a discursive configuration, however, does not rule out the 

celebration of the creation of the new national territory of Pakistan. It is worthwhile 

to remember, however, that Muslim opinion on Jinnah’s thesis of a separate 

nationhood of Muslims was not uniform: men such as Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, 

Abdul Ghaffar Khan, Husain Ahmad Madani and Muslim institutions such as 
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Jamiatul Ulema-i-Hind and All India Majlis-e-Ahrar opposed the two-nation theory. 

They clearly expressed their belief that nationhood must be rooted in the soil of the 

territory one inhabits, and not on religious identity or ethnicity (Qaiser 214-278).    

Post-globalisation migrations that began in the nineties led to a rethinking of 

the question of rootedness – that is, territoriality – in relation to community and 

identity. Appadurai poses the problem in the following terms: 

As groups migrate, regroup in new locations, reconstruct their 

histories, and reconfigure their ethnic “projects,” the ethno in 

ethnography takes on a slippery, nonlocalized quality, to which the 

descriptive practices of anthropology will have to respond. The 

landscapes of group identity–the ethnoscapes–around the world are 

no longer familiar anthropological objects, insofar as groups are no 

longer tightly territorialized, spatially bounded, historically self-

conscious, or culturally homogeneous…. The task of ethnography 

now becomes the unraveling of a conundrum: what is the nature of 

locality, as a lived experience, in a globalized, de territorialized world? 

(Appadurai 1991: 191, 196)    

Novelists writing after the long nineties see Partition from a distance. In a 

changed world, globalization has brought about voluntary cosmopolitanism and 

complicated the issue of territoriality. “Something has happened to 

cosmopolitanism”, Bruce Robbins remarks in the opening of his introduction to 
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Cosmopolitics (1998: 1), as its connotations has shifted from a Kantian vision of a 

large-hearted “fundamental devotion to the interests of the humanity as a whole” 

(ibid.) claiming to be free from narrower claims of the nation or ethnic community. 

Commentators at the turn of the millennium insist that the term has to be stretched 

to include the new “transnational experiences that are particular rather than 

universal and that are unprivileged” (ibid.). Rabinow’s key article defines 

cosmopolitanism as “an ethos of macro-interdependencies, with an acute 

consciousness (often forced upon people) of the inescapabilities and particularities 

of places, characters, historical trajectories, and fates” (258). Appadurai cites 

Rabinow to remind the ethnographer of the “urgent need to focus on the cultural 

dynamics of what is now called deterritorialization” without privileging the authority 

of the Western experience or the models derived thereof (49). 

This chapter proposes to explore how the post-nineties fictional 

representation rests on a changed understanding of migrations and territoriality. Old 

ideas of territorially fixed communities with localised cultures (which were the object 

of the colonial anthropological gaze) are challenged by a deterritorialized 

cosmopolitanism. Instead, the socio-political and cultural location of increasingly 

mobile communities in an interconnected world gets authorial attention. As 

Sangeeta Ray succinctly states, Cosmopolitics is 

… a many headed hydra whose one demand is that it straddle 

both sides of familiar binary oppositions beginning with the most 



B h a t t a c h a r y a  |  C h a p t e r  4  | 199 
 

obvious one of parochialism versus universalism. Rather than 

dismissing cosmopolitanism as a way of being that eschews the local, 

cosmopolitanism and cosmopolitics wants to bring into play 

particularities to balance the pull of the general in fact it is precisely 

the push and pull of the two sides of the  binary opposition that 

flavors the new and improved cosmopolitanisms of today. (173) 

 Diaspora communities in our time are not always victim diaspora: educated, 

upper-class Indians have often preferred the orderly lifestyle of the West and are 

only very happy to leave behind their unpromising future at home to settle abroad 

(Lessinger 171). Though people have always migrated, the perception of space and 

territoriality has changed after globalization. As Appadurai (1988, 1990), Said (1979, 

1986), Bhabha (1994), Clifford (1988), and others have pointed out, globalization is a 

cultural as well as an economic process: media and communication technology have 

advanced to such a level that places can be digitally replicated or fused. At the turn of 

the millennium, Indian-language TV channels have a global audience, video 

conversation has become user-friendly, and Indian merchandise is made readily 

available to consumers in the West. These cultural realities have complicated the 

issue of nativeness: whether the connection between place and identity is intrinsic to 

one’s psyche, as conceived earlier, or capable of adapting, as the post-globalization 

relocations show, is open to debate. The focus on boundaries and physical migration 

has been transcended by a broader concern with the cultural displacement of people. 
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Diaspora and hybridity are two keywords of our times, which point at the productive 

merging of cultures and identities, leading to the creation of new forms of the self.  

Before the long nineties, fictional representation of migration mostly 

responds to the sedentary metaphysics of the post-imperial nation. The novels 

usually offer an apocalyptic vision of Partition. The cohesiveness of community and 

territory is expressed through arboreal imagery – the anchoring of roots in the soil 

expresses the connected nature of the community and the territory it inhabits. The 

long nineties replaced these essentialist narratives by an examination of 

migration/ethnic cleansing in the national or postnational order of things. The post-

globalization narratives of Partition deconstruct the power/knowledge strategies of a 

colonial narrative of modernity, which not only roots natives to their soil but also 

imprisons. This chapter intends to explore how the shift in community-thinking lead 

to alternative conceptualizations of migration through a privileging of the new 

categories of hybridity and transnationality.  

Apocalypse: The Early Representation of Community and Location 

For the common people, Partition came with the bewilderment that whole 

villages and towns had to be evacuated overnight, after the creation of two new 

independent states. “Raje, Maharaje badalte  rehete hain, par praja kab badli hain?”: 

“Rulers change, but when has the populace changed?” (Butalia 2000: 71) was the 

popular response. Novelists until the seventies are positioned within a conceptual 

universe framed by the gemeinschaft’s claim to community territory, and the post-
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imperial ideology of nationalism, which made its claim on a national territory 

demarcated by a hard-defined border. They approach the crisis of forced migration 

by responding to the imperial and nationalist conceptualizations of space that were 

available to them, mostly privileging the ethical position of sedentary organic 

communities supposedly rooted to the soil.   

By the mid-nineteenth century, the category of empire came to attain finality 

by resting on the liberal-universal ideals. As Uday Singh Mehta (1999) shows, liberal 

and progressive thinkers and reformers such as Jeremy Bentham, James Mill, John 

Stuart Mill, Lord Macaulay and Adam Smith endorse the empire as a legitimate form 

of political and commercial governance. The empire’s civilizing mission was based 

on the liberal ideals of order, justice, peace and progress. As the Sun never set on the 

empire, it chose to rule people of different colours, creeds and locations in a similar 

fashion. Location was never a serious consideration for the colonial power, which 

sought to picture itself as a benevolent guardian of a large number of cultures. The 

economic ethos of empire rests on a denial of territoriality summed up by the 

following excerpt from Locke’s Two Treatises of Government: 

He that in obedience to this command of God, subdued, tilled and 

sowed any part of the Earth thereby annexed to him something that 

was his property, which another has no title to, nor could without 

injury take from him … God gives the world to men in common.… 

He gave it to the use of industrious and rational (and labour was his 
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title to it) not to the fancy and covetousness of the quarrelsome and 

contentious. (21-22) 

The absence of territoriality means no one is a foreigner. This narrative facilitates the 

exercise of imperial guardianship. Mill’s Considerations on Representative 

Government declares that the “true principle of government” can albeit operate in 

colonies separated by a distance and inhabited by different races: 

… in the case of India, a politically active people like the English, 

amidst habitual acquiescence, are every now and then interfering, and 

almost always in the wrong place. The real causes, which determine 

the prosperity or wretchedness, the improvement or deterioration, of 

the Hindoos are too far off to be within their ken. They have not the 

knowledge necessary for suspecting the existence of those causes, 

much less for judging of their operation. The most essential interests 

of the country may be well administered without obtaining any of 

their approbation, or mismanaged to almost any excess without 

attracting their notice. (402) 

Edmund Burke, a leading modern conservative, was a lone speaker against empire – 

in India, Ireland or elsewhere. In a famous passage in his “Fox’s India Bill Speech” of 

1783, he compares the empire in India as flying birds of prey sweeping down on the 

rice bowl of the Bengal peasant. The Arabs, the Tartars and the Persians differ from 
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the English conquerors in that Asiatic intruders made India their home, and the 

Europeans did not: 

England has built no bridges, made no high-roads, cut no 

navigations, dug out no reservoirs. Every other conqueror of every 

other description has left some monument, either of state or 

beneficence, behind him. Were we to be driven out of India this day, 

nothing would remain to tell her that it had been possessed, during 

the inglorious period of our dominion, by anything better than the 

orang-outang [sic] or the tiger. (453) 

Despite a rather predictable conformity to the narrative of the white man’s burden, 

Burke’s position is very close to nationalism – the dialectical opposite of imperialism. 

Against the non-locational self-conception of imperialism, nationalism has always 

been keen to yoke space with culture, demarcate and guard its legitimate territory, 

keeping out the foreigner. Further, it depends on the citizen’s emotional attachment 

to the territory. Nehru’s definition of India in his Discovery of India, for example, 

relies on great natural geographic boundaries such as the Himalayas in the north and 

the Indus valley in the west. Importantly, he remembers, “My reaction to India thus 

was often an emotional one, conditioned and limited in many ways. It took the form 

of nationalism” (52). He added that nationalism in India was a healthy and natural 

growth, because it was a country with an acute sense of individuality and heritage, 

staggering under colonial control. 
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Much of the literature on nations and nationalism (Gellner 1983, Giddens 

1987, Hobsbawm 1990) shares an implicit assumption that the world is composed of 

sovereign, spatially partitioned units. Ernst Gellner conceptualizes nations as distinct 

ethnological blocks clearly separated on the map. The nationalist cartography is 

distinct from a pre-national order of things, he reminds us: 

Consider the history of the national principle; or consider two 

ethnographic maps, one drawn up before the age of nationalism, and 

the other after the principle of nationalism has done much of its 

work. The first map resembles a painting by Kokoschka. The riot of 

diverse points of colour is such that no clear pattern can be discerned 

in any detail. . . . Look now instead at the ethnographic and political 

map of an area of the modem world. It resembles not Kokoschka, but, 

say, Modigliani. There is very little shading; neat flat surfaces are 

clearly separated from each other, it is generally plain where one 

begins and another ends, and there is little if any ambiguity or 

overlap. (139-140) 

Gellner uses a powerful simile to drive home the austere cartography of a national 

order of things, which allows no in-between or "fuzzy spaces" (Tambiah 1985). 

Borders are black lines starkly differentiating essentially different nations 

represented by different colours on the map. In the third chapter (titled “The 

Quest”) of The Discovery of India, Nehru remembers how he assisted the common 
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peasant in his audience, with “his limited outlook” (1989: 59) to grasp the 

territoriality of the nation: they had an idea of it from their exposure to ancient epics 

and legends; and the pilgrimages they made to other parts of the country. In the 

section titled “Bharat Mata”, Nehru constructs the nation as an idea transcending the 

organic community: 

Sometimes as I reached a gathering [of peasants], a great roar 

of welcome would greet me: Bharat Mata Ki Jai—Victory to Mother 

India! I would ask them unexpectedly what they meant by that cry, 

who was this Bharat Mata, Mother India, whose victory they wanted? 

… At last, a vigorous Jat, wedded to the soil from immemorial 

generations, would say that it was the dharti, the good earth of India 

that they meant. What earth? This particular village patch, or all the 

patches in the district or province, or the whole of India? … I would 

endeavour to…explain that India was all this that they had thought, 

but it was much more. The mountains and the rivers of India, and the 

forests and the broad fields, which gave us food, were all dear to us, 

but what counted ultimately were the people of India, people like 

them and me, who were spread out all over this vast land. Bharat 

Mata, Mother India was essentially these millions of people and 

victory to her meant victory to these people. You are parts of this 

Bharat Mata, I told them, you are in a manner yourselves, Bharat 
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Mata, and as this idea slowly soaked into their brains, their eyes 

would light up as if they had made a great discovery. (60, italics 

original) 

It was not the gemeinschaft of the humble peasant, rooted in his dharti and the close 

community of neighbours, the peasant had to discover the larger, imagined 

community of the unified nation – not only territorially but also ideologically – 

which becomes clear in the next section titled “The Variety and Unity of India”. 

Here, Nehru takes pains to find the spiritual oneness that unites Indians of all 

colours and creeds in one nation. Difference of religion could not change their 

“mental backgrounds” and in spite of linguistic difference they share “the same 

national heritage and the same set of moral and mental qualities” (61) which 

expressed themselves in “a philosophical attitude to life and its problems” (62). This 

Orientalist approach highlights the mythical and philosophical nature of the vast and 

historical Indian civilization to achieve a transcendental unity, bypassing, and almost 

refusing to acknowledge, cultural differences. The children, thus unified, would 

become even more culturally indistinguishable through the levelling influence of 

global capital (Nehru 2004: 487); and proceed on the path of industrial progress and 

bourgeois selfhood. The sooner this happened, Nehru opined, was the better. 

Nehru’s discourse is not much different from that of colonial narratives which 

asserted that the only social formations Indians were capable of possessing were 

organic communities, and not an ‘advanced’ one such as nations, which only the 
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West was capable of achieving. Therefore, India has to tread the paths of reason and 

science to reach proper nationhood:  

… we have too much of the past about us and have ignored the 

present. We have to get rid of that narrowing religious outlook, that 

obsession with the supernatural and metaphysical speculations, that 

loosening of the mind’s discipline [italics mine] in religious, 

ceremonial, and mystical emotionalism…. We have to come to grips 

with the present, this life, this world, this nature which surrounds us 

in its infinite variety. Some Hindus talk about going back to the 

Vedas; some Moslems dream of an Islamic theocracy. Idle fancies, for 

there is no going back to the past … There is only one-way Traffic in 

time.  

India must therefore lessen her religiosity and turn to science. (519-

520) 

Thus, Mother India was Nehru’s symbol of a nation capable of transcending ethnic 

difference and narrow territorial attachment to the village soil, proudly joining other 

nations on the common path of progress. The exercise of reason and science can 

prevent the loosening of the mind’s discipline and relapsing to “supernatural and 

metaphysical speculations”: Nehru clearly is against religiosity in its everyday 

embodiment, which creates walls of established custom between neighbours.     
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Khushwant Singh and Chaman Nahal write within the discursive formation 

discussed above. This has two interesting consequences. Firstly, their depictions of 

migration expose the betrayal on the part of the imperial power – which rested on its 

assumed role of supra-local guardianship and neutrality. Secondly, they treat the 

nationalist emotional claim to the sacred territory of the nation with irony and 

bitterness. Actually, most of the early fictional representation of territoriality and 

migration leans towards the colonialist-developmentalist position rather than the 

nationalist one.   

In Manohar Malgonkar’s A Bend in the Ganges, Gyan Talwar is shocked 

when Patrick Mulligan, the superintendent of the Cellular Jail in the Andamans 

informs him of the English plan to withdraw from the island. He cannot accept the 

fact that Mulligan, who ruled like a king at the jail, could just escape from it like a 

common fugitive, without offering any resistance to the Japanese invasion. Reaching 

Rangoon, Gyan witnesses the devastation done to the infrastructure by the English 

themselves before they depart: he is overcome by an acute sense of betrayal by the 

colonial power. The following passage is strongly reminiscent of Burke’s criticism of 

the much-vaunted guardianship and territorial neutrality of the empire: 

But the British themselves had left, almost casually, like tenants 

vacating a house. They had never had any stake in the house itself. On 

the other hand, even in their hurry, they had actually made efforts to 

destroy whatever they had laboured to build – all vaunted gifts of 
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their occupation – not caring how the people of the land itself would 

live after they had gone. (BG 219)      

In Chaman Nahal’s Azadi, not only characters like the obsequious middle 

aged grain merchant Lala Kanshi Ram but also the narrative voice mourns the 

withdrawal of the imperial power from India. The English administrators in the 

town, who stand for duty, order, and impartiality, depart for their “home”, leaving 

India in the hands of partisan Indian administrators who fail to stop “communal” 

violence.   

Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan ends with two beloved women – 

Nooran and Chandni leaving for Pakistan with Muslim refugees on a train that is 

about to be ambushed near the bridge on the Ravi. As the threat of refugees coming 

from Pakistan looms large, the village meets in the Sikh temple to discuss the fate of 

their Muslim tenants. Sikhs advise Imam Baksh, the old Muslim headman to seek 

shelter in the refugee camp for some days until the trouble blows over. However, 

everyone knows deep down that in all possibility Muslims will have to leave for 

good. Imam Baksh accepts their lot in a resigned way: 

‘All Right,’ he said solemnly, ‘if we have to go, we better pack up our 

bedding and belongings. It will take more than one night to clear out 

of homes it has taken our fathers and grandfathers hundreds of years 

to make.’ (TP 112) 
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The first generation novels foreground the trauma of migration through 

arboreal metaphors of community: organic communities rooted to the soil of watan 

or desh, which gave them sustenance for generations. Partition is apocalyptic in that 

it uprooted communities from their beloved surroundings, separated from the 

familiar colours, sounds and smell that made them feel at home. The trauma of 

migration is a major aspect of the first wave novels, and in its expression, they 

approach the sophisticated wistfulness of Urdu poetry. Imam Baksh in Train to 

Pakistan recites a verse that expresses the community’s trauma through images of 

universal loss:  

Not forever does the Bulbul sing 

In balmy shades of bowers, 

Not forever lasts the spring 

Not ever blossom flowers. 

Not forever reigneth joy, 

Sets the sun on days of bliss, 

Friendships not forever last, 

They know not life, who know not this. (TP 112) 

The moment of departure is evocatively pictured, with bewildered villagers running 

helter-skelter, visiting neighbours before they leave. In the monotonous downpour 

of the morning, military trucks grumbling ominously in lower gears “plough in” 

through the mud and slush to evacuate the Muslims. As the officers begin to 
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announce through a loudspeaker, the villagers are greatly surprised: instead of a 

temporary stay in the Chundunnugger refugee camp, Muslims are supposed to 

proceed to Pakistan by train. After the initial confusion, they are whisked off within 

five minutes. The authorities appoint Malli and his gang of miscreants as the 

“custodians” of Muslim property. In the rain, confusion and military haste, the 

villagers can hardly see each other for the last time. A moment of apocalypse arrives 

as Malli and his gang busy themselves looting the Muslim homes: 

A shepherd boy, who had been out gathering mushrooms, came back 

with the news that the river had risen. No one took any notice of him. 

They only wished that it would rise more and drown the whole of 

Mano Majra along with them, their women, children, and cattle – 

provided it also drowned Malli, his gang, the refugees, and the 

soldiers. (TP 121) 

Juggat Singh, deciding to sacrifice his life to save the train to Pakistan, comes to the 

gurdwara and requests the granthi to read something from the Granth Sahib. Meet 

Singh’s choice of the passage is significant here for its poignant assertion of the 

rootedness of the Mano Majrans to its soil:   

Air, water, and earth, 

Of these are we made, 

Air like the Guru’s word gives the breath of life 
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To the babe born of the great mother Earth 

Sired by the waters. (TP 151) 

The verse firmly places Jugga inside his territory of his organic community. The 

sacred value of a community’s territory is reaffirmed through the action of Jugga, a 

son of the holy soil watered by the five rivers and shaped by the Sikh religion and 

culture. He is a martyr like the venerated Gurus in his religion: like them, he is 

rooted in his location, and can lay down his life for the community’s sake. Partition 

is a hideous aberration which has to pass, like the train to Pakistan, over his dead 

body as the communal madness is robbed of its prey.  

Manohar Malgonkar’s A Bend in the Ganges has a similar apocalyptic ending 

where Shafi Usman and his armed colleagues attack Sundari and her parents. 

Tekchand, the father of Sundari and Debi-dayal, was a collector of ancient figurines. 

Reluctant to leave and expecting a return of peace, he defers their departure until it is 

too late and all his servants have escaped: 

The only thing he could think of was the futility of resistance. He 

toyed with the idea of letting his wife and daughter go with the 

convoy. He would stay behind, with his men and women and half-

beasts and half-gods of metal. He would like that, somehow he would 

be able to manage. It was his land, his town; its people were his people. 

They would come to their senses, as soon as this wave of hatred had 
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passed; they would realize he was one of themselves [sic] and not to 

be spurned. (BG 288, emphasis added)    

Tekchand’s assertion of territoriality “his land, his town” is followed by a desperate 

claim of kinship with its people, which would surely prevail once again as the 

communal madness had its fill of violence. They would “come to their senses” and 

welcome him once again. However, his hopes are thwarted as Shafi and his cronies 

attack his house. In the scuffle that follows, Sundari’s mother is killed but with the 

help of Gyan Talwar they manage to kill Shafi and other intruders. They escape in 

Shafi’s car to join the kafila of fleeing Hindus. Near the border, Tekchand goes mad 

with grief and wishes to return to his home where his wife is still lying dead. Unable 

to bear the burden of his guilt, he vanishes from the kafila. Gyan and Sundari wait 

for some time, unable to decide what to do. After an hour, the cars start moving and 

they are ordered to move. After a second’s hesitation, without looking at Sundari, 

Gyan releases the clutch and the car leaps forward. In an apocalyptic moment such 

as this, one has to look aside when a near and dear one lies murdered and run for 

self-preservation, uproot oneself, and “move on”. 

 The first generation writing on Partition obviously foregrounds the mighty 

remorse, trauma and madness resulting from this mutilation of roots. A classic 

example is Sadaat Hasan Manto’s Urdu short story “Toba Tek Singh”. Toba Tek 

Singh, a Sikh farmer who went mad with grief and refused to have anything to do 

with partition – is possibly the most powerful image of the traumatised refugee in 
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Partition literature. His gibberish “Uper the gur gur the annexe the bay dhyana the 

mung the dal of the Pakistan and Hindustan dur fittay moun” (6) is an ironic take on 

the Nehruvian nationalist logic of territoriality, and so is his symbolic death on the 

no-man’s land: 

There, behind barbed wire, on one side, lay India and behind more 

barbed wire, on the other side, lay Pakistan. In between, on a bit of 

earth, which had no name, lay Toba Tek Singh. (7)  

A similar scene unfolds in Chaman Nahal’s Azadi. While crossing the bridge on the 

river Ravi, Arun realizes that he is leaving the land of five rivers behind. “These were 

the rivers which in a way flowed in his veins too; his blood owed as much to them as 

to the earth under his feet” (285) he feels while crossing the Ravi. This poignant grief 

at the brutal tearing of roots is the hallmark of the early fictional response to 

Partition. Arun’s parents, crossing the border, utter “Vande Mataram” in a 

nationalist gesture, and touch and bow to the demarcation line that is to define their 

(future) motherland. Arun perceives this to be a great violence to the natural 

territorial claim of a timeless organic community: a display of emotional ties to a 

handful of soil and ritualistic bathing in the Ravi confirm the refugee’s allegiance to 

the nation. Losing his mind, he runs to the bridge that marks the boundary, and 

picking up a stick, he waves it like a baton, directing refugees into India: 

‘Come on, hurry up,’ he shouted at the refugees. ‘Get a move on – 

quick,’ he shouted, trying to rip apart the air with his stick. ‘Hurry, 
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hurry,’ he shouted at young children, who ran away from him in fear. 

‘Get to your mother India – quick!’ he waved the stick over them like 

a whip. ‘Hurry up! Be quick!’ 

‘The boy’s lost his mind,’ said one elderly refugee to another, while 

they ducked their heads as Arun kept lashing with his stick. (A 286) 

Nahal’s subversive attack on the “mother India” myth undercuts the nationalist 

erasure of cultural difference and territory creation. The nationalist narrative sought 

to omit and overlook the differences that existed all the time, and could not think of 

accommodating them in any way. As Tagore (1917) would say,  

Even from childhood I had been taught that the idolatry of the Nation 

is almost better than reverence for God and humanity. I believe I have 

outgrown that teaching, and it is my conviction that my countrymen 

will truly gain their India by fighting against the education which 

teaches them that a country is greater than the ideals of humanity. 

(83) 

Nationalism assigns the affective to the unwitting peasant with “his limited outlook” 

and ignores the organic community of peasants who are “wedded to the soil from 

immemorial generations” (Nehru 1989: 60). 

The Heart Divided by Mumtaz Shah Nawaz anticipates an apocalypse, a 

terrible flood of tears, which will drown the ethics of an organic community. “Look, 



B h a t t a c h a r y a  |  C h a p t e r  4  | 216 
 

it comes … the separation and the shadow …the darkest hour … and the rift between 

us becomes a chasm…and the chasm a sea…a sea of blood and tears…of tears and 

blood,” Habib’s Hindu friend Vijay forecasts a violent Partition (THD 450, emphasis 

added). However, the flood of refugees across the border will leave a fertile ground 

for the Islamic state of Pakistan. Cleansed of the Other, Pakistan will be a New 

England for the liberated, activist Muslim women like Sughra, who would work for 

the betterment of their community. Habib and Zohra avert their eyes from the 

impending bloodbath that is to accompany the birth of Pakistan. Sughra goes out to 

meet her husband to work for the Islamic utopia. Territorial loss is not represented 

as hopelessness for the future of the humanity, but the dawn of a new era of 

hopefulness for Muslims, the rebirth of Islamic culture in an exclusive territory 

unhindered by the hegemonic claims of the Other:  

Then she looked up at him with radiant eyes, and she said: 

‘Henceforth we shall go forward together hand in hand, towards our 

goal.’ 

‘Towards Pakistan!’ he said triumphantly. (THD 451) 

Shah Nawaz’s novel is unique in our corpus as it depicts the deviant response of a 

large section of the Muslims to the metaphysics of the organic community. At the 

crucial juncture of South Asian history, they clearly stood up for the territorial 
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exclusivity of a nation, in the hope of achieving cultural ends without the need for a 

dialogue with the Other.   

Relocation and Transnationalism in the Second Wave Novels 

Arborescent metaphors of roots and trees, used to express the deep, 

metaphysical connection between community and territory have informed both 

colonialist-developmentalist and nationalist narratives. On the other hand, 

metaphors such as Mother India create an imagined community of her children who 

reside in a strictly defined national territory. At the turn of the millennium, we still 

live in a world understood by the national order of things, where identities are 

understood as rooted within the national borders. As Deleuze would have it, 

It is odd how the tree has dominated Western reality and all of 

Western thought, from botany to biology and anatomy, but also 

gnosiology, theology, ontology, all of philosophy . . . the root-

foundation, Grund, racine, fondement. The West has a special relation 

to the forest, and deforestation. . . . (1987: 18)     

The concept of space in this order of things rests not on fluidity but clear breaks 

symbolized by sharp black borderlines on the map. This part of the chapter explores 

how the long nineties brought about a change in the assumed connection between 

community and location, and how this is expressed in the interpretation of nation, 

identity, and migration. The earlier conceptualizations of organic community yoked 
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together culture and territory, criticizing the essentialist “sedentarist metaphysics” 

(Malkki 1992) of nation as a chimera (except Shah Nawaz). The post-globalization 

“hybridity” and transnationalism unsettles such demands of the nation by an 

interrogation of the power/knowledge strategies that  “strategically reverse the 

process of domination through denial of ‘pure’ or originary identities which are 

formed through the repetition of discriminatory identity effects” (Bhabha 1994:1-

27). As Avtar Brah states,  

Globalising tendencies set in motion centuries ago acquire new 

meanings in a world characterised by the increasing dominance of 

multinational capital; the flexible specialisation of labour and 

products; and the revolutionising impact of new technologies in 

production, distribution, and communication. (178) 

Partha Chatterjee (1998) commenting on Arjun Appadurai’s work clearly 

indicates a paradigm shift in transnational tendencies after the coming of electronic 

mediation and mass migration: “The developments on this score in the last three 

decades or so cannot be regarded as merely quantitative enlargements of phenomena 

that existed in the pre-electronic age” (58). The socio-economic and cultural changes 

brought about by globalization challenged the power/knowledge configuration of the 

national order of things. As Arjun Appadurai pointed out, “[f]or those of us who 

grew up male in the elite sectors of the postcolonial world, nationalism was our 

common sense and the principal justification for our ambitions, our strategies, and 
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our sense of moral well-being” (158). The second-generation novels of Bapsi Sidhwa, 

Amitav Ghosh, and Meira Chand interrogate such constructions of national 

identities as they describe a series of migrations that began with Partition.    

Bapsi Sidhwa spearheaded the new wave of writing from the Indian 

subcontinent that came with the phenomenal success of Salman Rushdie’s 

Midnight’s Children. Her ironic representation of the Parsee community in The Crow 

Eaters (1978) facilitated Rushdie’s expression. Sidhwa’s true success came in 1991, 

when she published Ice-Candy-Man (Cracking India in America). She will be 

remembered for her intimate and humane presentation of the Parsee diaspora settled 

in India, Pakistan, and the West. Apart from Ice-Candy-Man, Sidhwa has portrayed 

the small, prosperous and closed Parsee community in The Crow Eaters and An 

American Brat. She frequently points at their anxiety of preserving the image of a 

politically neutral model minority group. Though The Crow Eaters had attracted 

controversy at the time of publication, it gives a sympathetic representation to the 

raucous, funny, and clannish Parsees. The novel is a hilarious saga of Faredoon 

Junglewala alias Freddy, who at the turn of the century migrates from a village in 

central India to Lahore, travelling across the land of five rivers on a bullock cart. His 

adventure and prosperity is iconic of the perpetual migrant status of the Parsees, 

Zoroastrian refugees from Persia who sought shelter in the western coasts of India in 

the eighth century. In the colonial times, they flocked to Bombay and other thriving 

business centres such as Lahore, and became successful traders and shipbuilders.  
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In Ice-Candy-Man, Sidhwa offers a funny account of the Parsee community 

meeting to decide which way to migrate in case of a Partition, and the possible birth 

of two or three new nations. Hindus will make off with their businesses if they come 

to power, they think, and Muslims will convert them by sword, one forecasts, and 

Sikhs will prove to be too crazy for them, “God help us if we are stuck with the 

Sikhs!” a member remarks (ICM 37). Colonel Bharucha calms them by recounting 

the story of their earlier migration to India thirteen hundred years ago. When the 

Muslims drove them out of Persia, they journeyed to the port of Bombay and sought 

permission of the king to settle. The king sent his envoy with a glass full of milk. The 

Parsis saw it as a polite message that this prosperous and homogeneously populated 

land did not wish to have outsiders. The wajir of the Parsis took a teaspoonful of 

sugar and carefully mixed it with the milk before returning it to the envoy. The 

Indian king was impressed to find an intelligent people who wished to be assimilated 

in the populace, unobtrusively, and sweeten the existing civilisation with their 

culture and industry. The king now gave them permission to land and settle, with a 

prohibition on conversion of Indians to their religion. Col. Bharucha and Mr. 

Bankwalla reveal the secrets of living in any culture as a model minority:      

‘As long as we do not interfere we have nothing to fear! As long as we 

respect the custom of our rulers – as we always have – we’ll be all 

right … as long as we conduct our lives quietly, as long as we present 
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no threat to anybody, we will prosper right here,’ roars the colonel 

over the mike. 

‘Yes,’ says the banker. ‘But don’t try to prosper immoderately. And, 

remember: don’t ever try to exercise real power.’ (ICM 39-40) 

A diaspora community cannot make legitimate claims to a patch of land or political 

power in the national order of things. Some members in the audience hint that they 

will consider migrating to Bombay, and even to the West in case they found the 

post-Partition emergent nations hostile towards them.  

Shauna Singh Baldwin’s What the Body Remembers subtly depicts the 

struggle of a whole generation of Sikhs to relocate to India and rebuild their fortunes. 

Roop encounters a little Sikh orphan selling newspapers at Delhi rail station. A 

refugee like Roop, Zorawar tries to sell her a copy of The Statesman, and an 

umbrella. Roop is weary of the paper’s narrative: “she knows what they will say – that 

they are doomed, that no Europeans would have behaved as they have in the past few 

months, that the years of British rule and British authority kept the lid on the inborn 

savagery of Indians. That India will never last” (499). Zorawar is from Rawalpindi, 

and lost his family. As he tries to sell her a newspaper with a bright smile, Roop 

realises that undermining the apocalyptic vision contained in the papers he is selling, 

the boy’s smile and resilience will overcome the crisis: 
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My people, Punjabi Sikhs, will survive; this Zorawar’s spirit is in them. 

They will not beg, they will not die, they will work and build their lives 

again. 

I will survive, even if Sardarji is gone – I made two sons. (WBR 500, 

emphasis original) 

Sardarji arrives in Delhi as a devastated man, but with Roop’s help, he gets back his 

self-confidence. After mourning for some days, he braces himself and goes out to 

help his community in the reconstruction of their fortunes. This new phase in 

Sardarji’s life is symbolised by the new, Delhi style of tying the turban that he adopts 

– smaller, and tied without a flourishing safa or trail. His community now has half of 

Punjab and the rest of North India to settle in, and the need of the hour was massive 

reconstruction work and not mourning.    

The Sindhis are a people rather under-represented in Partition literature: the 

only full-length works on them are by a historian (Markovits 2000) and an 

anthropologist (Falzon 2004). Unlike the Punjabi and Bengali refugees, the Hindu 

Sindhis cannot legitimately claim any territory as their own in the linguistically 

divided India as Sind, a province mentioned in India’s national anthem, ironically 

falls in Pakistan. A complex narrative of nation, diaspora, and identity evolves in 

Meira Chand’s House of the Sun, as the Sindhi families migrate to India after 

Partition, and relocate to the West and other countries through a series of 

migrations. Through the portrayal of two generations of expatriate Sindhis, Meira 
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Chand interrogates the power/knowledge structures of Sindhi nationalism and 

attempts a post-globalisation deconstruction of the national order of things. The pre-

Partition Sindhi “Trope of the Tribe” (Appadurai 159) is surpassed by the 

transnational imaginary Sindhayat, which questions the nationalist pathologisation 

of migration and depicts the creation of an ethnic identity, which is transnational 

and a political solidarity that is non-national (Chatterjee 1998:58). 

The Sindhis in House of the Sun, led by an elderly businessman Dada 

Lokumal, construct an apartment house in Bombay and name it Sadhbela after an 

island on the Indus. Hindu Sindhis migrated not in ill-fated kafilas or on ambushed 

trains but through the port of Karachi or the Rajasthan border. Mr. Hathiramani is 

an ex-journalist who stands out among his businesslike brethren as a classic example 

of Anderson’s bourgeois nationalist who can mobilize large reading publics in 

imagined communities, “exploiting cheap popular editions” (40). Mr. Hathiramani, 

an untrained cultural historian, is concerned about the cultural oblivion of the 

second generation of Sindhi refugees: 

The Indus river still flowed through Sind, and the great ruins of 

Mohenjo Daro still stood as proud proof of ancestry, but to Lokumal 

and the other inhabitants of Sadhbela, the land had now faded to the 

substance of dreams. Those like Lokumal who remembered, spoke of 

it to their children in a biblical way, as a land of milk and honey, lost 

and gone forever. Their faces grew sad when they spoke of Sind, but 
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their children shrugged and laughed. They knew nothing but 

Bombay, sinful, lusty and full of excitements desired by the young. 

They yawned in the face of Sind. (HS 37) 

While not denying the trauma of Partition, the author subverts the pathologisation 

of migration and draws attention to the analytical consequences of such deeply 

territorializing notions of identity, which classifies people as “uprooted”. The 

nationalist historian would stick to his assumption that the Sindhi identity was still 

rooted to the soil of Sind, even after migration, and would take pains to keep that 

identity intact by teaching the next generation about the cultural heritage and the 

lost days of glory. Ironically, he ends up creating for the posterity a cultural museum; 

putting on display ossified cultural products from another time and location as 

symbols and icons to be worshipped. He refuses to acknowledge that Identity is not 

monolithic and timeless but is fluid and unsettled. As a result, the next generation 

responds with laughter and a shrug. Mr. Hathiramani used to run his own literary 

publication in Sind but “after Partition, in Bombay, his opinions seemed unwanted 

and a frost settled upon his life” (HS 22). Here he has two vocations: running an 

electrical shop and writing. In his diary, under the heading Miscellaneous Past, “he 

compiled from mildewing books of Sindhi script his own English translations of the 

history and culture of his homeland, which has flowered in the Indus valley two 

thousand years before the Aryans invaded India with their primitive ways” (23). 

Here he would write about the Indus civilization and the city of Mohenjo Daro 
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which are but vaguely associated with the Sindhis, their participation in Greek and 

Persian armies as well as the resistance they put up against Alexander the Great, and 

then come to the obvious conclusion that  

Pride in heritage was lacking in Sadhbela, resettlement had eroded 

identity. There were young people now who knew nothing of Sind, 

and who found their only heritage in a language spoken but never 

written, a few regional foods, and their distinctive names. (HS 23, 

emphasis added) 

Hathiramani perceives the Sindhi identity, earlier nourished by the soil of Sind and 

the waters of the sacred rivers, eroding after migration. He is compelled to address 

the second generation of expatriate Sindhis in English as they have lost their mother 

tongue and script. He undertakes the daunting task of translating in English the 

work of Shah Abdul Latif, the great medieval Sufi poet of Sind. This knowledge of 

heritage, inflaming the heart of each Sindhi would lead to “an expatriate Sindhi 

renaissance” (HS 24), he believes.  

Before Partition, the Sindhi identity was constructed according to very 

narrow territorial parameters such as the difference and hometowns. In House of the 

Sun, refugees from Rohri and Sukkur, towns on opposite banks of the Indus come to 

live huddled in the same apartment house. They sadly realize that Partition has 

drastically changed those standards: 
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In Sind, Mrs. Hathiramani had not known Mrs. Bhagwandas, who 

came from Sukkur, a short distance from her own home in Rohri. … 

In those far-off days before they all became refugees, fleeing from a 

Muslim Sind, each town disdained the other. History, chaos, poverty 

and death soon changed such parochial ways. (HS 16) 

Mr. Hathiramani’s nationalist longing aims at restoring a lost Sindhi identity 

which rested on the core assumption of territoriality which points at a long tradition 

of nationalism in Sind from the Arya Samaj Movement days. However, the 

nineteenth-century construction of the Sindhi nation is markedly different from the 

present diasporic imaginary ‘Sindhayat’ emphasizing the unity of Sindhi Hindus 

scattered worldwide. More than one commentator has pointed out that it is a post-

Partition phenomenon: “It is important to point out that this cohesive tendency has a 

history; until Partition, what really mattered were not so much the abstract and 

generic designation of ‘Sindhi’ as the heavily connotated details and particularities of 

caste and regional origin” (Falzon 30, emphasis added). As Saturn moves out of the 

house of the Sun, the Sindhi families of Sadhbela witness a dowry killing, a crisis that 

brings them closer. Mr. Hathiramani has a cerebral attack while translating Shah 

Abdul Latif’s Song of the Necklace. During his stay in a nursing home, his wife burns 

his library and his diary. Like Quixote, he is abruptly made to leave his grandiose and 

absurd project. Standing in the empty room, he tries to make sense of this violence, 
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and in a flash of sudden realization, he sees the absurdity of his nationalist scheme of 

asserting an essential Sindhi identity by excavating instances of past glory: 

Latif had not been what was needed…. the world called instead, he 

saw suddenly, for The Hathiramani Newsletter. Spread about the 

world were community after community of expatriate Sindhis, who 

knew little of their culture. It was his duty to speak to them. His heart 

beat violently. The purpose of the fire was clear to him now….the 

newsletter would go to communities in Hong Kong, London, New 

York, Madrid, Lagos … destinations flew through his mind. In these 

places were settled Sindhis for whom his newsletter would reinstate 

identity. (HS 310) 

From the Sindworkies to the post-Partition Sindhi refugees in India and the diaspora 

in the West a complex ‘diaspora space’ (Brah 178) evolves. The messianic longing of 

the first generation Sindhi to ‘return,’ to the lost territory is replaced by a post-

globalisation diasporic imaginary in which the Sindhi identity seamlessly merges 

with the host cultures in a way which deconstructs the insider/outsider and 

native/immigrant binaries. These assertions of new forms of mobility and rootedness 

in multiple places result in the construction of new subjectivities, and a modification 

of the classical concept of territoriality. As Robin Cohen suggests,  

I propose we adopt the expression ‘deterritorialized diaspora’ to 

encompass the lineaments of a number of unusual diasporic 
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experiences. In these instances ethnic groups can be thought of as 

having lost their conventional territorial reference points, to have 

become in effect mobile and multi-located cultures. … [Sindhis and 

Parsis] perfectly demonstrate the argument that new centres of 

economic, cultural, social and religious identification can develop as 

the links to a homeland become more and more tenuous. (124) 

Defining diaspora by a nostalgic association with the mythical “homeland” overlooks 

the economic and culturally productive nature of their identity. The question of 

subjectivity is directly linked with power: the diasporic subjectivity in different 

countries has been determined largely by the local regulatory power and normative 

discourses. As Judith Butler has pointed out, all identities operate through exclusion 

and a complex discursive negotiation with an outside (132-151). Diasporic identity 

inside India and elsewhere has lived a porous life, as Stuart Hall would say “with and 

through, not despite, difference; by hybridity” (235).  

The Hindu Bengali family in Amitav Ghosh’s Shadow Lines had migrated to 

Calcutta (now Kolkata) long before Partition. However, they have relatives in Dhaka 

and face a curious situation when the narrator’s grandmother, Thamma, has a 

chance to fly to her ancestral house in Dhaka (in East Pakistan). Though she was 

born and brought up in Dhaka, and spoke its dialect, she became a foreigner after 

Partition. She uses the Bengali verb coming instead of going to Dhaka, and this 

confusion, which becomes a pet family joke, shows that homecoming for Thamma 
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means leaving the nation. Ghosh offers a powerful criticism of the nationalist 

cartography as she naively asks if the border can be seen from the aeroplane: 

  … she wanted to know whether she would be able to see the 

border between India and East Pakistan from the plane. When my 

father laughed and said, why, did she really think the border was a 

long black line with green on one side and scarlet on the other, like it 

was in school atlas, she was not so much offended as puzzled. … she 

said, But if there aren’t any trenches or anything, how are people to 

know? …What was it all for then — partition and all the killing and 

everything — if there isn’t something in between? (SL 151) 

Her son answers that in a modern world the border is inside the airport: travellers 

perform the border-crossing rituals when they fill up various forms. In the recent 

past, however, the Indo-Bangladesh and the Indo-Pakistan borders have been 

massively fortified: Thamma would have been reassured to see the physical 

confirmation of the ideological shadow lines that separated two nations. Overnight 

train journeys from Calcutta to Dhaka, which she mentions, also remained stalled 

for many decades in an atmosphere of mutual distrust. The mutilated railway 

network confirmed the green-scarlet division. It is only very recently that a direct bi-

weekly train has begun its journey. Ghosh’s writing of an alternative family history 

in Shadow Lines is important because it reclaims the maps mutilated by the 

nationalist imaginary. As Sangeeta Ray observes, 



B h a t t a c h a r y a  |  C h a p t e r  4  | 230 
 

The larger question left for us the reader to answer is whether or not 

this looking-glass border is an image that could apply to similar cities 

positioned on either side of arbitrarily designated borders and 

whether in such recognition one may truly begin to understand a new 

cosmopolitics, one based not against the nation or the state but with 

and within cities inhabited not just by citizens but simply by people. 

(185) 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Conclusion   

 

In my dissertation, I have tried to bring fictional representations of Partition 

out of the context-free domain in which the existing scholarship put them. As the 

reader moves from a pre-eighties novel to another written after the paradigm shift of 

the long nineties, she discovers many points of political difference in the profiling of 

Partition. I have argued that the critical apparatus needs to be readjusted as the 

scholar’s attention moves along the timeline and encounters the decline of the 

Nehruvian secular-liberal problematic near the end of the nineteen seventies. During 

the mid-eighties to the mid-nineties, the Indian socio-political arena has been a 

fertile ground for movements from the subaltern and the disinherited, leading to a 

rethinking of the issues of development and community.   

In my work, I have explored how fictional representation of Partition is 

directly linked with the existing power/knowledge regime of an era. Though not 

determined by the epistemic framework in a narrow sense, the representation of 

Partition responds to the existing order of things, and that response is disciplined/ 

made possible by the horizon of contemporary discursive matrix. The authorial 



B h a t t a c h a r y a  |  C o n c l u s i o n  |  P a g e  | 232 
 

politics of representation shifts as the concept of community is disentangled from 

colonial narratives of progress and civilization, and put under erasure. Thus, 

community, a fundamental category in the sociological literature on Partition, 

becomes conceptually fractured and politically loaded in the wake of the turn of the 

millennium representation. Consequently, the fictional representation of Partition 

does not remain a monolithic structure of violent images and universal values. The 

shifting authorial politics enables completely different readings of ethnocentrism, 

violence, women’s issues and migration – four major aspects of the fictional 

representation of Partition.  

Ethnocentrism and violence are differently understood on two sides of the 

long nineties. In the pre-eighties works of Chaman Nahal, Manohar Malgonkar and 

Khushwant Singh, Mumtaz Shah Nawaz and Attia Hosain, a conceptualization of 

“organic” community was entangled with the colonial narrative of progress and 

civilization. During this era, the colonial knowledge of “communalism” was 

represented as an aberrant force challenging either the process of modernisation, 

and the timeless cohesiveness of organic communities. These conceptualisations of 

community and ethnocentrism evoked apocalyptic visions of ethnic conflict. At the 

turn of the millennium, these constructions are replaced by a much keener authorial 

awareness of the imagined nature of community. The novels of Bapsi Sidhwa, 

Amitav Ghosh, Shauna Singh Baldwin and others, written after the long nineties, 

focus on the structural violence ensuing from a colonial governmentality, as well as 
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the symbolic violence born of discourses. The pre-eighties authorial representation 

of violence per se and its reading as the failure of the universal values of humanism 

and civilization are replaced with the understanding of violence as the expression of 

a desire to inscribe one community’s signature on the body and self of the Other. 

The chasm between the two modes of representation widens when they deal 

with the woman question. Representation during the Nehruvian liberal-secular 

discursive regime exhibits a politics much different from the postcolonial introduced 

in the long nineties. The representation of the early novels is implicated in the 

colonial narrative of community and its parochial standards. On the other hand, the 

post-nineties fiction interrogates the roles assigned to women by their communities 

and attempts a gendered historiography of Partition. However, the difference 

between the two modes of representation is possibly the most pronounced on the 

issues of migration and territoriality. As the colonial conception of gemeinschaft 

spoke of an organic community inextricably tied to its patch of land, migration 

necessarily was an uprooting. However, defining diaspora by a nostalgic association 

with the mythical “homeland” overlooks the economic and culturally productive 

nature of their identity. The second generation novels represent the life of the 

displaced Partition survivors as hybrid and porous, achieved through a complex 

discursive negotiation with their host cultures.  

Partition still remains a major theme in contemporary publications: fiction 

and non-fiction, translation, scholarly work in the disciplines of history and the 
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social sciences. It is evident that the steady stream of novels with a Partition theme 

has not dried: possibly an increase in its volume might surprise us in the years to 

come. Though I have been in a comparative mode until now, it is only fitting that 

this dissertation should end with an appraisal of the turn of the millennium novels 

that deal with the Partition motif in contemporary violence. It is worthwhile to 

explore how they put community under erasure, and move towards a democracy-to-

come. 

Partition scholarship at the turn of the millennium evidently is a result of the 

renewed strife among ethnic groups, as India witnessed the rise of organised 

Hinduvta in the nineties, while Islamic radicalism swelled in the neighbouring 

countries. The ethnic cleansing of the 1980s and the 1990s genocides is the primary 

impulse behind the flood of recent Partition scholarship. Titles of recent works such 

as Violent Belongings: Partition, Gender and National Culture in Postcolonial India 

and The Partition Motif in Contemporary Conflicts underline the fact that the spectre 

of Partition, its legacy of distrust and violence, still haunts the three postcolonial 

nations of India, Pakistan and Bangladesh: its shadow falls on the dialogues that 

tentatively begin and often fail to reach an amicable closure. The recurrences have 

forced to change the position of academia (Didur 4), which had earlier sought to 

push the violence of 1947 under the carpet, presumably in the hope that time will 

heal the wounds, traumatic incidents would be forgotten, and communal peace 

would be restored in the postcolonial India. Chronic ethnic violence has compelled 
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scholars to address the legacy of Partition, and understand the psychosis that 

characterises life in the Indian subcontinent. As the narrator of Amitav Ghosh’s 

Shadow Lines ponders over its unique nature: 

 It is without analogy, for it is not comparable to the fear of the nature 

… nor to the fear of the violence of the state, … It is a fear that comes 

of the knowledge that normalcy is utterly contingent, that the spaces 

that surround one, the streets that one inhabits, can become, suddenly 

and without warning, as hostile as a desert in a flash flood. It is this 

that sets apart the thousand million people who inhabit the 

subcontinent from the rest of the world – not language, not food, not 

music – it is the special quality of loneliness that grows out of the fear 

of the war between oneself and one’s image in the mirror. (204) 

Apart from an acute consciousness of the fragility of normalcy, Shadow Lines is 

remarkable for its criticism of the absurdity of borders drawn based on demographic 

profiling and imagining of nations, which led to the dispossession of minorities: 

Once you start moving you never stop. That’s what I told my sons 

when they took the trains. I said: I don’t believe in this India-Shindia. 

It’s all very well, you are going away now, but suppose when you get 

there they decide to draw another line somewhere? What will you do 

then? Where will you move to? No one will have you anywhere. (SL 

215). 
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Once enumerated communities start pursuing the logic of territorial rights 

based on difference and demographic strength, further partitions must follow. This 

was the fate of Pakistan: it survived for a mere twenty-five years before being further 

partitioned in 1971. East Pakistan vanished from the map to make place for the 

Bengali nationalism, which was much stronger than Islamic solidarity. This proud 

linguistic nationalism expressed itself through the name of the newborn country: 

Bangladesh. Bihari Muslims who migrated to East Pakistan became unwanted 

citizens there, as did the Mohajirs in (West) Pakistan. In Salman Rushdie’s magic 

universe of Shame (1983), Bilquis represents the curse of migration. Her clothes and 

eyebrows are burnt away by the fiery blast of Partition – her youth flies past her, 

carried on the wings of the explosion: 

All migrants leave their pasts behind, although some try to pack it 

into bundles and boxes – but on the journey something seeps out of 

the treasured mementoes and old photographs, until even their 

owners fail to recognise them, because it is the fate of the migrants to 

be stripped of history, to stand naked amidst the scorn of strangers 

upon whom they see the rich clothing, the brocades of continuity and 

the eyebrows of belonging … (63-64)   

However, married to the great hero of the proud nation surging ahead, Bilquis has to 

disown history like one rebuffs poor cousins who visit occasionally to seek help. The 

other side of the hopeful career of new nations is an arbitrariness of borders and 
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forced migration. The narrator of Amitav Ghosh’s In an Antique Land wishes to tell 

his Egyptian friend Nabeel how his family was in an absurd situation after the 

creation of Bangladesh. His father, who had migrated from Dhaka in 1947, was sent 

to the Indian diplomatic mission in Dhaka, the new capital of Bangladesh.   

There was an element of irony in our living in Dhaka as ‘foreigners’, 

for Dhaka was in fact our ancestral city: both my parents were from 

families which belonged to the middle-class Hindu community that 

had once flourished there. But long before the Muslim-majority state 

of Pakistan was created my ancestors had moved westwards, and 

…we were Indians now, and Dhaka was foreign territory to us 

although we still spoke its dialect and still had several relatives living 

in the old Hindu neighbourhoods in the heart of the city. (AL 205)    

There were many occasions when strangers would come inside the high walled 

compound of their house, stay for some days, enjoy their hospitality and go away. 

Years later he understood these were people belonging to the Hindu minority, 

seeking shelter at the only fortified Hindu house in the locality. On an evening in 

January 1964, a violent mob surrounded their house, but the police, alerted by his 

father’s Muslim friends, arrived swiftly and drove the mob away. Later he learnt that 

in Calcutta, there was a riot on the same day, and not only violence but also acts of 

kindness were mirrored on both sides. The doctor-al-Hindi “Amitab” could not 

expect his Egyptian friend to understand an Indian’s terror of symbols: a man’s dhoti 
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or foreskin did not become in their part of the world signifiers of realpolitik. 

Pogroms could easily begin in the Indian subcontinent any moment, with a simple 

act of flaunting or violating symbols such as a dead cow or a pig. Their world was far 

less violent in spite of the occasional turbulence they have witnessed.    

Tagore understood India’s problems arising out of the western nation’s infusing of 

its poison to Asiatic peoples who were not nations. “A nation, in the sense of the 

political and economic union of a people, is that aspect which a whole population 

assumes when organized for a mechanical purpose”, he feels, “[S]ociety as such has 

no ulterior purpose. It is an end in itself” (19). Its inherent greed, selfishness and 

cold, hard rationality can only follow the logic of expansion and aggression towards 

other people. He vividly compares the emotionless ruling of India to hermetically 

sealed tinned food imported to the India market (24). The Asiatic culture “is already 

carrying in her quivering flesh harpoons sent by the unerring aim of the Nation, the 

creature of science and selfishness” (43). Images of man threatened by organised, 

gluttonous machines confirm the absence of affect that he thinks to be nationalism’s 

problem. The age of intellect and science, lauded so much by Nehru, is like the 

grammarian who walks through poetry and goes straight to the roots of words, 

because “he is not seeking reality, but law” (47). The unbridled rush for power leads 

to the loss of ethical moorings of a culture: 

  Take away man from his natural surroundings, from the fullness of 

his communal life, with all its living associations of beauty and love 
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and social obligations, and you will be able to turn him into so many 

fragments of a machine for the production of wealth on a gigantic 

scale. Turn a tree into a log and it will burn for you, but it will never 

bear living flowers and fruit. (50-51) 

This process of dehumanizing has gone on in commerce and politics, in an 

unbridled manner, and a quest for power has greatly damaged the composite culture 

of pre-colonial India. In place of cohabiting and mixed cultures, India has 

communities competing for power, separating themselves from their beloved 

neighbours and thriving on their powerlessness. Amitav Ghosh elaborates this point 

in In an Antique Land, where the anthropologist “Amitab” and the short-sighted 

Imam of an Egyptian village have an altercation about the superiority of their 

national arsenals: “the Imam and I: delegates from two superseded civilizations, 

vying with each other to establish a prior claim to the technology of modern 

violence” (AL 236).     

The way of salvation from this de-humanising influence of nationalism is a 

synthesis of conflicting demands and ideologies. That is possible if the contending 

cultural claims could be brought to an open political arena where a synthesis could 

be achieved. India’s difference from other two nations carved out from her rests on 

the fact that in spite of major genocides, state repressions and social prejudices she 

has worked slowly on the essentially Tagorean ideal of hospitality and synthesis. 

Though she has not abandoned nationalism, she modified it constantly. This is 
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evident from the constant lamentations of Hinduvta purists who have not achieved 

their ideal of Hindi-Hindu-Hinduvta yet. This is a point made by an old Sikh 

Partition survivor in Shashi Tharoor’s Riot at the critical moment of the 1984 anti-

Sikh violence. Talking to the reporter who comes to investigate Priscilla Hart’s 

mystery murder in the Jalilgarh riot, the Superintendent of Police, Gurinder Singh 

mentions the Sikh genocide of 1984 after the death of Indira Gandhi. Gurinder’s 

brother-in-law and his nephew ran into a rioting mob while returning home after a 

cricket match. They were roasted alive inside their car. The state not only shut its 

eyes to such incidents but also clandestinely supported them: the involvement of 

politicians and the complicity of administration in pogroms have become common 

knowledge. Gurinder, mad with grief at this fate of his favourite nephew, decided to 

resign from the IPS and take up arms against the administration as a Khalistani 

rebel. His father, who had lost everything in Partition and painstakingly rebuilt his 

fortune in India, prevented him. He pointed out that such a step, instead of deterring 

the insensitive majority, would only foreclose the possibility of a future 

multiculturalism: 

“If I brought you up to believe everything would be easy, that the 

whole world would act with integrity and honesty and decency and 

fairness, then I have failed you … You can only be true to yourself, 

and the soil from which you have sprung, and to the oath that you 

have taken…. Whose country is this if not yours? Since the days of 
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Gandhi, we have tried to build a country that is everyone’s and no 

one’s, a country that excludes nobody, a country that no one group 

can claim theirs. When Jinnah and the Muslim League wanted to 

create a country for Muslims, their Pakistan, did the Congress leaders 

say fine, we will create a country for Hindus? The whole point about 

India is that this is a country for everybody, and everybody has the 

duty, the obligation to keep it that way. (197) 

Though somewhat heavy-handed, it is a timely reminder from Tharoor that it is not 

in the ideals of a pure nation but hospitality for all cultures that India’s future lies. 

This position is different from a Nehruvian secular-liberal stand, which is still 

echoed by authors such as Gurcharan Das. His A Fine Family traces the growth and 

rise of the new middle class in the postcolonial India. Bombay is the symbol of the 

new economy, a faithful replication of the American dream, a space where the 

middle class Indian of any caste and creed is free to thrive:  

“… Bombay belongs to no one. Muslims, Parsees, Hindus and the 

British – all of them made it into what it is today. And now people 

from all over India come to make their fortunes here … ancestral 

attachments fade away and we begin to call Bombay our home.” (240) 

“Ancestral attachments” do not really fade away as Nehru had predicted. Threats of 

Hindu fundamentalism and pan-Islamic terrorism continue to trouble India’s 

cultural synthesis, but it is clear that in spite of all their advances, Indian democracy 
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will thrive. The eighties and nineties saw a surge of movements by women, dalits, 

environmentalists and ethnicities. They have been able to leave significant marks 

through policy changes and creating an arena for constant attacks on the state-

capital collusion. If the almost universal voting resulted in politicians thinking more 

about impending elections than future development, it has also secured a space for 

dialogues between demands of different groups and the state. Closure of dialogues or 

heavy-handedness on the part of the government cannot succeed in India for a long 

period. In the words of Jacques Derrida, sustained criticism and re-scripting of the 

categories of nation and democracy is the urgent need:  

… why are we interested in questioning, deconstructing if you want, 

the canonical concept of friendship? It is in the name of democracy … 

when I speak of a 'democracy to come', I don't mean a future 

democracy, a new regime, a new organisation of nation-states 

(although this may be hoped for) but I mean this 'to come': the 

promise of an authentic democracy which is never embodied in what 

we call democracy. This is a way of going on criticising what is 

everywhere given today under the name of democracy in our societies. 

(n.pag., italics added) 

This unconditional act of opening the border gates of the nation, archival research 

and a patient listening to the prevailing silence helps the story-teller to find “the 
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remains of the small, indistinguishable, intertwined histories” (AL 339) that were 

partitioned long ago. 
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