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Abstract 

The Partition of India in 1947 stands out as one of the most brutal and 

transformative events in South Asian history, resulting in the displacement 

of over fourteen million individuals and claiming at least a million lives 

(Talbot and Singh 4). It disrupted political borders, personal identities, and 

our shared cultural memories. This paper explores how various stories from 

the Partition help us revisit the past through intertwined themes of memory, 

trauma, and narrative style, centering on works of Toba Tek Singh (Saadat 

Hasan Manto), Train to Pakistan (Khushwant Singh), Ice-Candy Man 

(Bapsi Sidhwa), Tamas (Bhisham Sahni), and Basti (Intizar Husain). By 

employing Trauma Theory, Mental Spaces Theory from cognitive linguistics, 

and the principles of narratology, this study delves into how narrative 

structures reflect traumatic memories and aid in piecing together fragmented 

histories. By placing these narratives in their socio-historical backdrop and 

examining their structural techniques—like non-linear timelines, varying 

viewpoints, and symbolic settings—this paper argues that Partition fiction 

transcends mere documentation of events and creates a dynamic mental 

realm where trauma is processed, memories are navigated, and identities are 

reshaped. This approach enriches our comprehension of Partition literature 

and contributes to larger discussions within postcolonial studies, trauma 

studies, and the field of digital humanities, particularly regarding narrative 

cognition. 

Keywords: Partition Literature, Trauma Theory, Mental Spaces Theory, 

Narrative Structures, Memory and Identity Reconstruction 
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Introduction 

The Partition of British India in August 1947 was not just a political maneuver; 

it was a deeply personal disaster. In an instant, the colonial powers withdrew, 

new borders were established, and millions found themselves on the “wrong” 

side of a newly drawn line. More than fourteen million people undertook the 

largest migration in history, crossing hasty borders, while around one million 

lost their lives to communal violence (Butalia 3). 

While political narratives often depict Partition as a result of negotiations 

involving the Indian National Congress, the Muslim League, and the British, 

literature offers a closer, more intimate account. Fiction reveals what records 

and archives fail to capture: the chaotic emotions of a refugee camp, the 

awkward silences between former neighbors, and the haunting memories that 

linger for decades. 

This paper specifically examines five significant Partition narratives: 

● Saadat Hasan Manto’s short story Toba Tek Singh (1955) 

 

● Khushwant Singh’s novel Train to Pakistan (1956) 

 

● Bapsi Sidhwa’s Ice-Candy Man (1988) 

 

● Bhisham Sahni’s Tamas (1974) 

 

● Intizar Husain’s Basti (1979) 

These works are more than just fictional stories; they are intricate acts of 

remembering and reconstructing the past. Each narrative, in its own unique 

way, tackles the challenge of depicting trauma—a challenge that arises from 

the nature of traumatic memories, which often resist straightforward 

storytelling and typical realism (Caruth 5). 

My approach weaves together three theoretical frameworks: 
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Trauma Theory – The insights of Cathy Caruth and Dominick LaCapra clarify 

why Partition narratives frequently disrupt chronological flow, utilize 

repetition, or display gaps in storytelling. According to Caruth, traumatic 

events are often “experienced too soon, too unexpectedly,” and they resurface 

in fragments long after (4). 

Mental Spaces Theory – In Gilles Fauconnier’s cognitive linguistic model, we 

see how the mind builds temporary “mental spaces” to illustrate different 

scenarios, time periods, and perspectives (Fauconnier 37). Partition fiction 

often navigates these spaces: the harmony before Partition, the rupture 

moment, imagined alternate histories, and the exile experience following 

Partition. 

Narrative Theory – Gérard Genette’s narratology provides tools for dissecting 

focalization, temporal order, and narrative perspective. These structural 

choices are essential, not decorative, for representing trauma and memory. 

With these perspectives, we can interpret Partition literature as a method of 

cognitive mapping—a means to organize, understand, and preserve 

experiences that might otherwise remain lost or beyond comprehension. 

Historical and Cultural Context of Partition 

The Political Background 

The Partition resulted from a mix of colonial policies and nationalist agendas. 

The British “divide and rule” tactics had, for years, fostered religious 

divisions (Chandra 408). By the 1940s, tensions between the Indian National 

Congress and the Muslim League became increasingly pronounced, chiefly 

due to Muhammad Ali Jinnah’s demand for a separate homeland for 

Muslims. 

The Mountbatten Plan, announced on June 3, 1947, set the stage for India and 

Pakistan’s creation. The Radcliffe Line, drawn in secret over five weeks, split 

Punjab and Bengal, tearing apart villages, homes, and even railway lines. 
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The Human Cost 

Violence erupted almost instantly. Trains arrived filled with corpses; women 

were abducted, assaulted, or forced into marriages across religious lines; 

entire groups of refugees faced mass killings. Urvashi Butalia’s The Other Side 

of Silence gathers testimonies from survivors whose lives were irrevocably 

altered (12). 

This backdrop is essential: Partition fiction isn’t merely a genre; it serves as a 

moral and memorial act. It bears witness to suffering and grapples with the 

difficulty of fully representing such pain. 

Theoretical Framework 

Trauma and Narrative 

Trauma Theory suggests that extreme experiences create a rupture in how the 

mind processes events. As LaCapra points out, “acting out” keeps the trauma 

alive through repetitive behavior, while “working through” seeks a narrative 

resolution (144). Partition stories frequently shift between these states, their 

structures mirroring the unsettled character of memory. 

Cognitive Linguistics: Mental Spaces and Blending 

Mental Spaces Theory (Fauconnier and Turner 112) illustrates how we 

construct temporary conceptual frameworks to grasp various realities. In 

Partition stories, authors often juxtapose “before” and “after” scenarios, 

blending them to create striking contrasts—like friendships across faiths set 

against scenes of violence. 

Narratology and Focalization 

Narrative form carries significant weight. Decisions regarding the narrator, 

timeline, and point of view shape how readers experience trauma. A first-

person child narrator can reveal innocence amid chaos (Ice-Candy Man), 
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while an omniscient narrator might illustrate the fate of an entire village 

(Train to Pakistan). 

Textual Analyses 

Saadat Hasan Manto – Toba Tek Singh 

Manto’s story is set in a mental asylum where inmates of Hindu, Muslim, and 

Sikh backgrounds await their exchange between India and Pakistan. The 

protagonist, Bishan Singh, persistently inquires about his hometown, Toba 

Tek Singh. Ultimately, he collapses in the no-man’s land that divides the two 

nations. 

The asylum becomes a mental space both literally and cognitively—a confined 

environment where absurdity reflects reality. Bishan Singh’s obsession with 

“Where is Toba Tek Singh?” signifies a symptom of trauma: repetition 

replaces understanding. Manto’s choice not to answer the question 

symbolizes the lingering grief of displacement. 

The story concludes with Bishan Singh lying “in the middle, on a bit of earth 

which had no name” (Manto 12)—a powerful metaphor for the experience of 

being stateless in the wake of Partition. 

Khushwant Singh – Train to Pakistan 

Set in the village of Mano Majra, this novel begins with a sense of coexistence 

and spirals into violence. The arrival of a train filled with corpses marks the 

village’s grim introduction to Partition’s horrors. 

Singh shifts perspectives, moving from Hukum Chand, the guilt-ridden 

magistrate, to Juggut Singh, the outlaw who ultimately sacrifices himself for 

Muslim refugees. The train serves as both a literal and symbolic emblem of 

trauma—a mental space where past trust collides with present terror. 

When Juggut Singh decides to cut the rope meant to derail the refugee train, 

Singh writes: “The train clattered past… It was gone, and with it went Juggut 
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Singh” (Singh 246). This act fuses personal redemption with historical 

tragedy. 

Bapsi Sidhwa – Ice-Candy Man 

Narrated by Lenny, a young Parsi girl, Sidhwa’s novel reflects Partition 

through a child’s limited understanding. The mental spaces overlap: Lenny’s 

personal life, her mother’s social circle, and the broader political turmoil. 

One of the novel’s most devastating moments unfolds when Ayah, Lenny’s 

cherished Hindu nanny, is abducted. Lenny recalls, “Their voices are loud and 

coarse… they drag her away” (Sidhwa 182). The child’s struggle to 

comprehend the event mirrors the reader’s horror, illustrating how innocence 

crumbles under communal hatred. 

Bhisham Sahni – Tamas 

Drawing partly from Sahni’s own experiences, Tamas depicts the outbreak of 

violence in a small town. It starts with a politically motivated act: a Muslim 

man is bribed to kill a pig and leave it outside a mosque, igniting riots. 

Sahni’s omniscient narration shifts through varying perspectives, revealing 

how fear and rumor can escalate into violence. The structure of the narrative 

reflects the spread of hatred—each scene serves as a mental space that 

interlinks with others in devastating ways. 

Intizar Husain – Basti 

Basti follows Zakir, a Muslim intellectual, as he navigates memories of his 

childhood in pre-Partition India and his subsequent life in Pakistan. The 

narrative's constant shifts in time echo the instability of exile: “There is no 

before and after… everything is happening at once” (Husain 93). 

In terms of Mental Spaces, the novel operates as a web of past and present 

experiences, each rich in sensory detail yet never entirely stable. Husain 

avoids resolution, ending instead with a sense of ongoing loss. 



 

RECONSTRUCTING THE PAST: MEMORY, TRAUMA, AND NARRATIVE FORM IN 

PARTITION STORIES          246 

 

Comparative Discussion 

All five texts illustrate that memory in Partition narratives is often non-linear, 

fragmented, and typically resistant to neat conclusions. Manto’s absurdism, 

Singh’s moral realism, Sidhwa’s child-focused perspective, Sahni’s political 

examination of violence, and Husain’s poetic fragmentation each propose 

different narrative approaches to the shared dilemma of making sense of an 

event that defies understanding. 

From a cognitive viewpoint, each text creates mental spaces that interweave 

history, memory, and creativity. These blends empower both characters and 

readers to engage with trauma—not by erasing it, but by framing it 

thoughtfully. 

Conclusion 

Partition literature stands as both a testament and an act of reconstruction. 

Through its narrative forms, it transforms individual memories into collective 

histories while capturing the profound emotional truths of trauma. By 

applying Trauma Theory, Mental Spaces Theory, and narratology, we can 

perceive these works as active cognitive endeavors—stories that do more than 

recall the past; they help rebuild it in the mind's eye. 

As digital humanities tools increasingly explore narrative structures and 

emotional arcs, these texts not only invite deep reading but also 

computational analysis of how trauma gets expressed through narrative. They 

serve as vital cultural memories, bridging the harsh realities of 1947 with the 

ongoing dialogues surrounding its legacy. 
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