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ABSTRACT 

The Partition of India in 1947 remains one of the most traumatic and transformative events in 

South Asian history, resulting in massive displacement, communal violence, and socio-political 

upheaval. Literature has served as a powerful medium to capture the horrors, losses, and 

fragmented identities birthed by this historical rupture. This paper examines the literary 

responses to Partition in the selected works of Khushwant Singh and Bapsi Sidhwa, namely 

Train to Pakistan and Ice-Candy-Man (Cracking India). It focuses on the portrayal of trauma, 

religious and cultural disintegration, and the human cost of political decisions. The paper 

highlights how both authors give voice to silenced and marginalized narratives, offering a 

poignant reflection on the enduring echoes of Partition. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The Partition of India in 1947 stands as one 

of the most cataclysmic events in the 

history of the Indian subcontinent, an event 

that not only redrew political boundaries 

but also tore apart the social, cultural, and 

emotional fabric of millions of lives. It 

marked the end of British colonial rule, 

giving birth to two sovereign nations—

India and Pakistan—but at the immense 

cost of human suffering, dislocation, and 

communal carnage. The division was swift 

and chaotic, resulting in one of the largest 

mass migrations in recorded history, with 

an estimated fifteen million people crossing 

borders and nearly one million losing their 

lives in the ensuing violence. The Partition, 

therefore, remains more than just a political 

event; it is a deeply traumatic and 

emotional episode, etched into the 

collective memory of South Asia. 

Literature has played a vital role in 

capturing, interpreting, and memorializing 

this trauma, serving both as a repository of 

memory and a medium of resistance against 

political and historical silencing. Among 

the prominent voices who have engaged 

with the complexities of Partition through 

fiction are Khushwant Singh and Bapsi 

Sidhwa—two writers who, despite 

differing in their backgrounds, narrative 

styles, and ideological orientations, 

converge in their portrayal of the human 

cost of division. 

Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan 

(1956) and Bapsi Sidhwa’s Ice-Candy-Man 

(published as Cracking India in the West, 

1988) are two seminal texts in the corpus of 

Partition literature. Both novels are deeply 

rooted in the historical reality of 1947 but 
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transcend mere documentation to provide 

profound insights into the social and 

psychological consequences of Partition. 

While Singh writes from the vantage point 

of a Sikh journalist and political observer, 

Sidhwa brings a unique perspective as a 

Pakistani Parsi woman, chronicling the 

events of Partition through the innocent and 

questioning eyes of a young girl. Despite 

their contextual and stylistic differences, 

both authors lay bare the absurdity and 

brutality of religious fanaticism, the 

helplessness of ordinary people, and the 

ethical failures of political leadership. 

Through a careful interweaving of personal 

narratives and national history, Singh and 

Sidhwa present Partition as a site of 

disintegration—not just of territory, but of 

identity, relationships, and trust. 

What sets these works apart in the realm of 

Partition narratives is their unwavering 

commitment to humanism. In Train to 

Pakistan, Singh deliberately avoids 

idealizing any religious community or 

vilifying another; instead, he exposes how 

communal tensions and political 

manipulations can poison even the most 

peaceful of societies. The fictional village 

of Mano Majra, a symbol of syncretic 

culture and communal harmony, gradually 

descends into chaos as external political 

forces disrupt its delicate social balance. 

The story is not about national leaders or 

ideological battles but about ordinary 

villagers—Sikhs, Muslims, and Hindus—

whose lives are irrevocably altered by 

decisions made far beyond their 

understanding or control. Singh’s narrative, 

laced with irony and a deep sense of loss, 

critiques both colonial policies and 

nationalist fervor, ultimately presenting a 

grim picture of how humanity is the first 

casualty in times of upheaval. 

In contrast, Bapsi Sidhwa’s Ice-Candy-

Man provides an intensely personal and 

gender-sensitive portrayal of Partition. 

Narrated by Lenny, a polio-afflicted Parsi 

girl growing up in pre-Partition Lahore, the 

novel offers a child’s perspective on adult 

affairs, enabling Sidhwa to juxtapose 

innocence with horror in a profoundly 

unsettling way. Through Lenny’s eyes, the 

reader witnesses the slow disintegration of 

Lahore’s multi-religious society and the 

brutalization of women in the name of 

religion and honor. The character of Ayah, 

Lenny’s beloved Hindu nanny, embodies 

the gendered violence of Partition—her 

abduction, rape, and forced conversion 

highlight how women’s bodies were used 

as battlegrounds for communal revenge. 

Sidhwa thus broadens the scope of Partition 

literature by foregrounding the experiences 

of women and minorities, voices often 

marginalized in dominant historical 

narratives. Moreover, her use of the Parsi 

identity—a neutral, observing, yet 

implicated community—offers a unique 

vantage point to critique both Hindu and 

Muslim fanaticism. 

Both Singh and Sidhwa demonstrate that 

Partition was not merely a moment of 

political reconfiguration but a crisis of 

civilization, where ethical norms collapsed 

and human relations were redefined by fear 

and suspicion. They challenge the grand 

narratives of nationalism by focusing on the 

micro-level experiences of common 

people—their fears, confusions, betrayals, 

and small acts of resistance. In doing so, 

they align with what Gyanendra Pandey 

calls the “subaltern historiography” of 
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Partition, which seeks to recover the 

silenced voices of history. Their novels act 

as counter-histories, questioning the 

official accounts that often gloss over the 

human cost of freedom. In Singh’s work, 

the story of Jugga and Nooran—a Sikh man 

and a Muslim woman in love—becomes a 

powerful metaphor for the tragedy of 

Partition, where love and humanity are 

sacrificed at the altar of political 

expediency. In Sidhwa’s narrative, the 

complex relationship between Lenny, 

Ayah, and the Ice-Candy-Man evolves into 

a parable of betrayal and lost innocence, 

reflecting the larger betrayal of a nation 

divided by sectarian hatred. 

Furthermore, both authors employ 

innovative narrative strategies to 

underscore the fragmented and contested 

nature of Partition memory. Singh uses a 

third-person omniscient narrator who shifts 

between different characters and 

perspectives, creating a kaleidoscopic view 

of events that resists simplistic moral 

judgments. His tone is often detached, even 

sardonic, reflecting a journalistic 

skepticism towards ideological posturing. 

Sidhwa, on the other hand, uses first-person 

narration filtered through the consciousness 

of a child, which enables her to reveal the 

contradictions and hypocrisies of adult 

behavior with startling clarity. Her prose, 

rich in sensory detail and emotional nuance, 

captures the disorientation and 

vulnerability of those caught in the 

maelstrom of history. In both cases, the 

narrative form becomes a reflection of the 

thematic content—fractured, ambiguous, 

and emotionally resonant. 

In an era where the legacy of Partition 

continues to shape political discourses, 

social identities, and inter-community 

relations in South Asia, the works of Singh 

and Sidhwa remain as relevant as ever. 

Their novels serve not only as literary 

memorials to the victims of Partition but 

also as ethical texts that urge readers to 

confront the moral failures of their own 

times. They remind us that history is not 

just a chronicle of dates and events but a 

tapestry of lived experiences, often painful 

and unresolved. By giving voice to the 

silenced, by documenting the unspeakable, 

and by humanizing the faceless statistics of 

history, Khushwant Singh and Bapsi 

Sidhwa ensure that the echoes of Partition 

continue to resonate in the hearts and minds 

of readers across generations. 

II. KHUSHWANT SINGH’S TRAIN 

TO PAKISTAN: A CHRONICLE 

OF COMMUNAL 

DISINTEGRATION 

1. Historical Context: Train to 

Pakistan is set during the Partition 

of India in 1947, a period marked by 

the violent division of British India 

into two separate nations, India and 

Pakistan. This event triggered 

unprecedented communal riots, 

mass migrations, and widespread 

suffering, particularly affecting 

Punjab, where the novel is set. 

2. Theme of Communal 

Disintegration: The novel vividly 

portrays the breakdown of social 

harmony between Hindus, Sikhs, 

and Muslims. It explores how 

communities that lived together 

peacefully for centuries were torn 

apart by religious hatred and 

political upheaval. The communal 
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disintegration is not merely political 

but deeply personal and social. 

3. Depiction of Village Life: Singh 

sets the story in the fictional village 

of Mano Majra, where Muslims and 

Sikhs coexist peacefully before the 

Partition’s impact reaches them. 

This microcosm represents pre-

Partition India’s communal 

harmony, emphasizing shared 

humanity despite religious 

differences. 

4. Arrival of the Partition and Its 

Impact: The arrival of the news 

about violence in other areas and the 

sight of the infamous “train to 

Pakistan” carrying mutilated bodies 

symbolize the arrival of hatred and 

fear in Mano Majra. The village’s 

peaceful existence begins to unravel 

as communal tensions rise. 

5. Violence and Its Consequences: 

The novel graphically depicts the 

brutality unleashed during Partition 

— massacres, rapes, abductions, 

and the general breakdown of law 

and order. Singh does not shy away 

from portraying the horrors 

committed by all sides, presenting 

an unbiased picture of communal 

violence. 

6. Role of the Train as a Motif: The 

train serves as a powerful symbol 

throughout the novel. It initially 

symbolizes hope and connection but 

soon becomes a harbinger of death 

and destruction. The “train to 

Pakistan” carrying the dead 

symbolizes the tragic cost of 

communal hatred and the physical 

manifestation of disintegration. 

7. Moral Ambiguity and Human 

Complexity: Singh’s narrative 

delves into the moral dilemmas 

faced by individuals during the 

riots. It shows how fear, revenge, 

and survival instincts lead people to 

betray their neighbors, but also 

highlights moments of compassion 

and sacrifice, underscoring human 

complexity in times of crisis. 

8. Political Critique: The novel 

implicitly critiques the British 

colonial policy of ‘Divide and Rule’ 

that exacerbated communal 

divisions. It also questions the role 

of political leaders who failed to 

prevent the violence and abandoned 

the common people to their fate. 

9. Reflection on Identity and 

Nationalism: Singh explores how 

Partition disrupted identities, 

forcing people to redefine their 

sense of belonging based on 

religion rather than shared culture 

or history. This shift contributes to 

the communal fragmentation 

portrayed in the novel. 

10. Narrative Style and Tone: Singh’s 

writing is straightforward, poignant, 

and deeply empathetic. He 

combines personal stories with 

historical events to humanize the 

tragedy of Partition. The tone is 

somber, reflective, and at times, 

bitterly ironic. 



 

Volume 14, Issue 02, Feb 2024                             ISSN 2457 – 0362 Page 537 

III. BAPSI SIDHWA’S ICE-CANDY-

MAN: PARTITION THROUGH 

A CHILD’S EYES 

• Narrative Perspective: Ice-Candy-

Man is narrated through the eyes of 

Lenny, a young Parsi girl living in 

Lahore during the Partition of India 

in 1947. The choice of a child 

narrator offers a unique and 

innocent perspective on the horrific 

events unfolding around her, 

providing a fresh lens to understand 

communal violence. 

• Innocence Amidst Chaos: Lenny’s 

limited understanding and childlike 

innocence contrast sharply with the 

brutal realities of Partition. This 

juxtaposition heightens the 

emotional impact of the narrative 

and reveals the tragedy in a subtle, 

poignant manner. 

• Representation of Partition 

Violence: The novel graphically 

depicts the communal riots, 

abductions, and massacres that 

accompanied Partition. Through 

Lenny’s eyes, readers witness the 

rising tensions between Hindus, 

Muslims, Sikhs, and Parsis, 

capturing the communal 

disintegration and social upheaval 

of the time. 

• Role of Ice-Candy-Man: The 

character of Ice-Candy-Man, a 

Muslim vendor, symbolizes the 

shifting allegiances and moral 

ambiguities during Partition. He 

initially appears charming and kind 

but later reveals darker, violent 

traits, representing how ordinary 

people were swept up in hatred and 

violence. 

• Parsi Community’s Position: As a 

member of the Parsi minority, 

Lenny and her family serve as 

observers rather than active 

participants in the communal strife. 

This outsider status allows the novel 

to critique all communities without 

bias and highlight the complexity of 

identity in Partition-era Punjab. 

• Themes of Identity and 

Otherness: The novel explores 

questions of identity, religious 

tension, and the concept of 

‘otherness.’ Lenny’s Parsi 

background symbolizes neutrality 

and tolerance, while the shifting 

communal boundaries underscore 

the deep divisions tearing society 

apart. 

• Childhood and Trauma: Lenny’s 

narrative captures the psychological 

impact of witnessing violence and 

loss during childhood. The trauma 

and confusion she experiences 

reflect the broader societal trauma 

inflicted by Partition. 

• Gender and Violence: Ice-Candy-

Man highlights the particular 

vulnerabilities of women during 

Partition. The novel depicts 

abduction, rape, and forced 

conversion, exposing gendered 

violence as a dark reality of 

communal conflict. 

• Symbolism and Imagery: Sidhwa 

uses rich symbolism, such as the ice 

candy itself—sweet yet melting—to 
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represent fleeting innocence and the 

fragility of peace. The imagery 

throughout the novel enhances the 

emotional depth and conveys the 

disintegration of harmony. 

• Humanization of All 

Communities: By portraying 

characters from different religious 

backgrounds with complexity and 

empathy, the novel avoids one-

sided blame. This humanization 

underscores the shared suffering 

caused by Partition. 

• Political and Historical Critique: 

The novel critiques the political 

failures and colonial policies that 

precipitated Partition and its 

violence. It reflects on how political 

agendas disregarded ordinary 

people’s lives. 

• Language and Style: Sidhwa’s 

prose is accessible yet evocative, 

blending humor, irony, and pathos. 

Lenny’s voice is distinctive, 

combining childlike wonder with 

sharp observations, which deepens 

readers’ engagement with the 

historical events. 

• Significance in Partition 

Literature: Ice-Candy-Man stands 

out for its innovative narrative 

perspective and unflinching 

portrayal of Partition’s horrors. It 

contributes to a broader 

understanding of Partition by 

highlighting minority perspectives 

and the experiences of women and 

children. 

• Legacy and Impact: The novel 

remains a vital work in South Asian 

literature, often studied for its 

nuanced depiction of Partition and 

its human consequences. It invites 

readers to reflect on the costs of 

division and the possibilities for 

reconciliation. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

Khushwant Singh and Bapsi Sidhwa, 

through their powerful narratives, 

transform the Partition from a historical 

event into a human experience. Their works 

provide multifaceted reflections on the 

chaos, cruelty, and courage that defined 

1947. Train to Pakistan and Ice-Candy-

Man serve as enduring reminders of the 

need to safeguard human values amidst 

political upheaval. The voices they 

amplify—of lovers, friends, women, 

children, and bystanders—form a 

polyphonic tapestry of grief, resilience, and 

hope. Indeed, the echoes of Partition 

continue to speak through their fiction, 

urging future generations to listen, 

remember, and learn. 

REFERENCES 

1. Butalia, U. (1998). The Other Side 

of Silence: Voices from the 

Partition of India. New Delhi: 

Penguin Books. 

2. Menon, R., & Bhasin, K. (1998). 

Borders and Boundaries: Women in 

India’s Partition. New Delhi: Kali 

for Women. 

3. Pandey, G. (2001). Remembering 

Partition: Violence, Nationalism 



 

Volume 14, Issue 02, Feb 2024                             ISSN 2457 – 0362 Page 539 

and History in India. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

4. Singh, K. (1956). Train to Pakistan. 

New Delhi: Grove Press India. 

5. Sidhwa, B. (1988). Ice-Candy-Man. 

New Delhi: Penguin Books. 

(Published as Cracking India in the 

U.S.) 

6. Jalal, A. (2013). The Pity of 

Partition: Manto’s Life, Times, and 

Work across the India-Pakistan 

Divide. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press. 

7. Hasan, M. (2004). India 

Partitioned: The Other Face of 

Freedom. New Delhi: Roli Books. 

8. Ghosh, A. (1999). The Shadow 

Lines. New Delhi: Ravi Dayal 

Publisher. (Though not a direct 

Partition novel, it deals with 

partition-induced borders and 

identity.) 

9. Bhalla, A. (Ed.). (1994). Stories 

About the Partition of India. New 

Delhi: HarperCollins. 

10. Zamindar, V. F.-Y. (2007). The 

Long Partition and the Making of 

Modern South Asia: Refugees, 

Boundaries, Histories. New York: 

Columbia University Press. 


