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Abstract 

Invariably, unrest, violence (rape, abduction, arson, and mass killings of innocents in 

particular), and displacement coincide with Partition. The Partition motif most probably 

originates in the receptacle of suspicion, dissatisfaction, and egoism.  Power invariably 

plays political cards almost in all contexts- history, culture, society, economy, relation, 

and religion. Political nature of power aggravates and hampers normalcy. Whenever 

normalcy depolarizes, it is purportedly for power. Partition was a doleful event in the 

history of India.  As the matter of fact, it was such an event to be remembered ever. It 

was a traumatic and harrowing event. Even today affected people and communities 

recall with tears in their eyes. It affected approximately six or seven million lives of 

Muslims and some five or six million lives of Hindus and Sikhs. In the present article, 

it is attempted to highlight the victimhood of women during Partition uprising between 

opposed communities. 

Keywords:  Partition; women-victimhood. 

On the plinth of suspicion and dissatisfaction, all in-human activities and casualties 

are enacted. Why was the Partition of the subcontinent so necessary? Who was responsible 

for such too much risky and harrowing enterprise? What were social, cultural, and 

psychological factors then promoted to carry out the division of the country? Why women 

were persecuted so much? It seems difficult to answer such questions on the basis of 

available historical narratives in both countries. These narratives largely failed to satisfy 

feelings of average and common people who underwent and anyhow survived the great fire 

of the Partition. The Partition of the subcontinent into India and Pakistan is a historical fact 

but lakhs of the version of this historical event are still alive in the memories of the people 

undocumented. The Partition is much more than a historical fact. Bapsi Sidhwa as a novelist 

tries in her own way to do fair and objective business with what Louis Montrose, a popular 

„new historicist‟ called „the historicity of texts and the textuality of history‟. Whether she 

succeeded in keeping her words or failed can be verified by going through the text.  In an 

interview with David Montenegro in 1989, she clearly stated: 
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The main motivation grew out of my reading of a good deal of literature on the 

partition of India and Pakistan … what has been written by the British and Indians. 

Naturally they reflect their bias. And they have, I felt after I‟d researched the book, 

been unfair to the Pakistanis. As a writer, as a human being, one just does not tolerate 

injustice. I felt whatever little I could do to correct an injustice I would like to do. I 

have just let facts speak for themselves, and through my research I found out what the 

facts were (Roy 64). 

 

Hindu-Muslim unity, during pre-Partition was one of the most sought and promoted 

aspects of Indian freedom struggle. But what happened all of sudden to these communities 

listening the probable division of the subcontinent? Friends turned foe; our turned their. I 

think, it was not a single day‟s change. Differences between them were extant long past. 

Political representatives, literary scholars, and those who did their best to mobilize and bring 

Hindu and Muslim together against the British tyranny for the short time if not for good, 

deserve our sincere salutation. 

Truly, in all the cases of fight and struggle, women suffer the worst ever 

consequences. I pity to poor mentalities of men globally. They have been ever thought weak 

and helpless. Colonized men and women did hard struggle equally against colonial 

exploitative system. Even the nature of it was feminine. Despite being feminine struggle in its 

operation, women could not achieve equal respect and position in the eyes of men pre and 

post the Partition. The matter of fact is that it was a strategic struggle. Men invoked feminine 

potentialities politically. The struggle could not liberate women belonging to all classes – 

upper, middle, lower, and lowest for its gender biasness. The worst consequences women 

suffered as Urvashi Butalia points out: “roughly ten to twelve million people are said to have 

moved, within the space of a few months, between the new, truncated India and the newly-

created Pakistan. Between 500,000 to one million people are believed to have died, hundreds 

of thousands of children lost and abandoned, between 75,000 to 100,000 women raped and 

abducted” (Butalia 208). Shanta alias Ayah was one among thousands of victims. 

Bapsi Sidhwa took such a harrowing history of Partition as subject material for her 

most ambitious novel Ice-Candy-Man. The Milkweed Editions America rechristened it and 

gave title Cracking India to it in 1995. Deepa Mehta a Canadian of Indian origin turned it 
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into a motion picture with the title „1947 Earth‟. It is set in 1946-1948, in Lahore, Pakistan. 

The novel takes place during the subcontinent‟s struggle for independence and its eventual 

partition into India and Pakistan. After Partition, Lahore became part of Pakistan. Sidhwa in 

the first few chapters clarifies the stand of Parsee community on partition. She casts almost 

all her major characters with particular colour and taste. Lenny, a child of around eight years 

at the time of partition, is a polio victim. Her Hindu maid Ayah is at the centre of narrative. 

She is a Punjabi Hindu maid employed in the Sethi family to look after Lenny. Godmother, 

Sidhwa particularized by giving her glowing generosity. Lenny‟s electric-aunt has great 

passion for navy-blue items. Ice-candy-man is “a raconteur” and “an absorbing gossip” (ICM 

19). He changes his business as per the demands of the time.  

 

Colonel Bharucha is by profession a doctor and the head of the Parsee community of 

Lahore. Colonel Bharucha asks his community to stay calm and cool on the matters of 

partition and government. He even finds Hindu and Muslim engaged into the struggle for 

power. He reminds his men of milk-sugar legend. Parsee folks are all-religion loving people. 

They celebrate festivals of Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, and Christians. And therefore Colonel 

Bharucha advises them to be neutral ethnically:  

 

„If we‟re stuck with the Hindus they‟ll swipe our businesses from under our noses and 

sell our grandfathers in the bargain: if we‟re stuck with the Muslims they‟ll convert us 

by the sword!‟(ICM 37) 

 

„As long as we do not interfere we have nothing to fear! As long as we respect the 

customs of our rulers- as we always have- we‟ll be all right!‟ (ICM 39)   

 

Ayah (her real name is Shanta) is depicted in the novel as a beautiful and voluptuous 

eighteen years old lady. Lenny notices people‟s eyes while she was being taken by Ayah to 

her Godmother:  

 

Up and down, they look at her. Stub-handed twisted beggars and dusty old beggars on 

crutches drop their poses and stare at her with hard, alert eyes. Holy men, masked in 

piety, shove aside their pretences to ogle her with lust. Hawkers, cart-drivers, cooks, 
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coolies and cyclists turn their heads as she passes, pushing my pram with the 

unconcern of the Hindu goddess she worships. 

 

Ayah is chocolate-brown and short. Everything about her is eighteen years old and 

round and plump. Even her face. Full-blown cheeks, pouting mouth and smooth 

forehead curve to form a circle with her head. Her hair is pulled back in a tight knot. 

 

And, as if her looks were not stunning enough, she has a rolling bouncy walk that 

agitates the globules of her buttocks under her cheap colourful saris and the half-

spheres beneath her short sari-blouses. The Englishman no doubt had noticed                   

(ICM 3). 

 

The above details about the gait and getup of Ayah immediately reminds of Chandri 

of U. R. Ananthmurthy in Sanskara (1976) and Sohini of Mulk Raj Anand in Untouchable 

(1935). In fact, Ayah here attained symbolic height. She is neutral to religious differences. 

The tragic events of mass killing, looting, and rape cases especially of young girls preempted 

the formal declaration of two nations- India and Pakistan. Continued violence largely 

hastened the allocation plan of border lands. Sidhwa holds religious fanatic stand of Hindu, 

Muslim, and Sikh communities responsible for the cracking of India. The common people 

were very much upset over the impending partition. Even Ayah threatens her admirers not to 

visit the park further if they keep talking about “Hindu-Muslim business” (ICM 92). In wake 

of random border demarcation, genocide began in full swing. Ice-candy-man who was 

waiting for his relatives‟ safe arrival saw what could turn any eye teary immediately: 

„A train from Gurudaspur has just come in…. everyone in it is dead. Butchered. They 

are all Muslim. There are no young women among the dead! Only two gunny-bags 

full of women‟s breasts!‟ (ICM 149)   

 

Admirers of Ayah stopped meeting her aftermath the partition. Muslims were in 

pursuit of Hindus. Ayah also wished to go back and join her relatives immediately for 

security and safety reasons here in Lahore. Sethi family feels responsible to keep Ayah, a 

Hindu safe and secure. Those who were once adulators of Ayah‟s beauty look for her 

defloration. She was all-religion loving lady. She was once loved by people from all creeds 
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and castes. All her charm finally collapsed before rioting mob. Since people know her very 

well, it was very difficult for Lenny and her parents to keep Ayah safe and hidden. Lenny has 

been taught to speak the truth always. This was the reason she could not pierce Ice-candy-

man‟s trickery and disclosed Ayah‟s hiding. Then what happened can wring any heart. Ayah 

was forcefully dragged out of her hiding:  

 

The men drag her in grotesque strides to the cart and their harsh hands, supporting her 

with careless intimacy, lift her into it. Fur men stand pressed against her, propping her 

body upright, their lips stretched in triumphant grimaces (ICM 183). 

 

Lenny could not bear this inhuman treatment towards a lady. She cursed herself for 

speaking the truth and for three days kept staring at her tongue and many a time tried to wring 

it. She even made it bleeding by rubbing prickling toothbrush on it.  

 

Ayah was sold then to a brothel in Hira Mandi. Here she was renamed Mumtaz. Ice-

candy-man marries her only to kill her soul. Masseur the favorite man of Ayah also fell prey 

to rioters and lost his life. His death shattered Ayah‟s heart utterly. Her eyes were haunted by 

the memories of Masseur. He has assured her as far as he is here none can even touch a single 

hair on her head. Lenny along with Godmother Rodabai visited Hira Mandi to kiss her 

agonies away. Godmother did all the best for Ayah‟s safe release and port to Amritsar. She 

left Pakistan being unmindful whether she was accepted by relatives or unaccepted. Ayah‟s 

betrayer Dilnawaz Ice-candy-man exposed Sher Singh to rioting Muslims. Despite 

Dilnawaz‟s strong arguments that he loves Ayah more than anything could not win 

Godmother‟s faith. He in fact destroyed himself at personal and social levels both. At the end 

of the novel, Ice-candy-man is seen crossing the Wagha border in search of Ayah. Since 

Ayah was as pure as ever, Ice-candy-man yet betrayed and deflowered for no reasons. 

Perhaps her piety of heart and soul got over Ice-candy-man‟s satanic self and compelled him 

to ask her forgiveness at the cost of his own life across the border. 

 

Before-the-Partition, Ayah and the group of her admirers, and their frequent visit to 

the park represent the peaceful life in Lahore. Her voluptuous outfit, coveted by most of the 

people without minding her Hindu pedigree, symbolizes pre-Partition religious harmony. 
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During Partition, women suffered much especially for two reasons. First, they are deemed the 

only source for the continuation of progeny; and second they are considered weaker and 

secondary sex in the society. For these two reasons, they easily fall prey to violent manhood. 

On the basis of the narrative of the novel, it seems true that the Partition struggle was carried 

out in the name of female body. Kamala Bhasin and Ritu Menon in this regard very crucially 

write about women who were on large scale subjected to  “stripping; parading naked, 

mutilating and disfiguring; tattooing or branding the breasts and genitalia with triumphal 

slogans; amputating breasts; knifing open the womb; raping, of course; killing foetuses” 

(Menon and Bhasin 43). Violence on female bodies effectively delivers message to men 

concerned. In Indian sub-continent, men on average feel responsible for the safety of women. 

Ayah in the novel symbolizes India and Hamida (abducted by some Sikh man) stands for 

Pakistan. Violence on women, men on both sides commonly failed to tolerate. Out of 

vengeance, men on both sides nonchalantly perpetrated crime on female bodies especially for 

two reasons. First, they took female body something like a particular territory or region to be 

conquered, and second; to keep female body ever as subordinate. As such, the Partition 

struggle was essentially political and strategic. 

 

In patriarchal societies such as India, Rituparna Roy opines, “women‟s bodies are 

construed as being nothing more than the receptacles of a man‟s honour – and the act of 

violation emphasizes precisely this role of women as objects in male constructions of their 

own honour… „Women‟s sexuality symbolizes “manhood”; its desecration is a matter of such 

shame and dishonour that it has to be avenged. Yet, with the cruel logic of all such violence, 

it is women ultimately who are most violently dealt with as a consequence.‟ Inevitably then, 

women become the worst victims of atrocities during civil strife as victories against the 

enemy are inscribed marked and celebrated on their bodies. This was as true of the Partition 

of India in 1947 as civil strife anywhere else in the world (Roy 71-72). Persecution of women 

in the process of division served as the vehicle of communication of enmity and vengeance 

between opposed groups of men; and as threat to masculinity; and as preparation for the 

control of female sexuality indirectly.  
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