
 

 

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, 



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  | 5 
 

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 



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  | 11 
 

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 
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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 



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  | 13 
 

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 



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  | 17 
 

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 



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  | 37 
 

(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.  




