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Abstract: This paper explores the theme of women’s trauma and depression in the era of 

Partition which are often considered as secluded sections of society through the form of 

english literature. Partition to some was just a social displacement, but for women it was 

years of depression and trauma, particularly in relation to gendered violence, silence, 

abduction, and honour.While historical narratives often overlook female experiences, literary 

texts like Pinjar by Amrita Pritam, Ice-Candy-Man by Bapsi Sidhwa, and The Other Side of 

Silence by Urvashi Butalia center women’s suffering, silence, and resilience. Using feminist 

trauma theory and postcolonial critique, the paper investigates how these authors reconstruct 

suppressed narratives, challenge patriarchal norms, and reflect on the role of fiction as a form 

of witness and resistance. 
 

Literature Review: Partition of India in 1947, one of the most violent and traumatic as well 

as depressing events in South Asian history, has inspired a vast body of literature. However, 

much of the early discourse around Partition focused on political and communal violence 

from a male-centric perspective, often marginalizing women’s experiences. In recent 

decades, literary and historical texts have begun to center the voices of women, exploring 

how gendered trauma was central to the Partition narrative. This review examines how three 

significant works—Pinjar by Amrita Pritam, Ice-Candy-Man by Bapsi Sidhwa, and The 

Other Side of Silence by Urvashi Butalia—contribute to this shift by foregrounding women’s 

trauma and the silences that surround it. 

 

All three texts reveal that trauma is not merely a moment of violence but an ongoing 

condition, often expressed through silence, withdrawal, or fragmented memory. They 

challenge dominant nationalist and patriarchal histories by bringing personal, gendered 

narratives to the foreground. Together, they show that women’s trauma during Partition was 

not only a result of communal hatred but also of deeply entrenched gender hierarchies that 

treated women’s bodies as sites of honor, revenge, and control. 
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Introduction: “At the stroke of the midnight hour, when the world sleeps, India will awake 

to life and freedom” is a famous saying by Jawaharlal Nehru in his “ Tryst with destiny”  (In 

Constituent Assembly Debates, Vol. V, 1947. Government of India) While much has been 

written about the political dimensions of Partition, the stories of women have largely 

remained submerged under layers of silence and shame. Thousands of women were 

abducted, killed and raped across the borders. Some were even forced to convert their 

religions, yet these horror experiences never made their way into official histories. This paper 

aims to analyze how selected Indian English literary texts portray the trauma experienced by 

women during the partition. By focusing on “Pinjar” by Amrita Pritam, Ice candy man by 

Bapsi Sidhwa and “The other side of silence” by Urvashi Butalia, the paper will explore how 

literature negotiates the unspeakable dimensions of trauma, especially Gendered violence. In 

recent decades, literature has emerged as a powerful medium for recovering these silenced 

experiences. Fiction, memory narratives, and oral histories have begun to interrogate not 

only the acts of violence themselves but also the systematic erasure of women’s voices from 

public memory and national historiography. This paper seeks to explore how three major 

works—Amrita Pritam’s Pinjar, Bapsi Sidhwa’s Ice-Candy-Man, and Urvashi Butalia’s The 

Other Side of Silence—represent women’s trauma during the Partition. These texts span 

different genres—fiction, semi-autobiographical narrative, and oral history—yet they 

converge in their effort to foreground the complex interplay of gender, memory, silence, and 

survival. Pinjar offers a poignant fictional account of abduction and identity loss, depicting 

the struggles of a Hindu woman caught between familial rejection and communal violence. 

Ice-Candy-Man examines trauma from the perspective of a child witness, centering the story 

of a Hindu nanny abducted in Lahore. The Other Side of Silence, meanwhile, brings real 

women’s voices into the spotlight, documenting stories long buried under shame, silence, or 

denial. Together, these texts form a critical archive of Partition’s gendered aftermath, 

revealing the layered experiences of trauma that official histories have failed to acknowledge. 

By conducting a close textual and comparative analysis of these works, this paper aims to 

reveal how women’s trauma is not only an individual psychological wound but also a social, 

historical, and political phenomenon. It demonstrates how trauma is mediated through 

narrative, how silence can signify both suffering and survival, and how literature functions 

as a space for re-voicing the silenced. 

 

Analysis of Texts:  
1:- Amrita Pritam’s Pinjar: Amrita Pritam’s Pinjar is one of the earliest fictional 

representations of Partition that foregrounds a woman’s perspective. The novel tells the story 

of Puro, a Hindu woman abducted by a Muslim man, Rashid, amidst communal unrest. While 

the narrative begins with a focus on victimhood, it gradually evolves into a more nuanced 

portrayal of female agency, identity, and resilience. Scholars have noted that Pritam’s use of 

silence in Pinjar functions not just as a marker of trauma, but also as a space of reflection 

and eventual assertion. Puro’s silence at critical moments—her refusal to return to her natal 

family, her quiet endurance, and her final acceptance of her identity as Hamida—can be read 

as both an internalized response to trauma and a subtle critique of patriarchal and communal 

norms. The novel thus explores how trauma reshapes identity, and how silence becomes a 
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mode of survival and negotiation.Pritam uses silence and sparse dialogue to reflect the 

protagonist’s inner world. Puro does not articulate her trauma in traditional ways; her pain is 

embedded in her isolation, her moments of stillness, and her acts of reluctant compassion. 

Feminist critics have noted that Puro’s final choice is not necessarily a sign of submission, 

but a reconfiguration of agency in a world where none of her options are just. Her silence is 

thus not passive—it becomes a subtle form of resistance against both patriarchy and 

nationalism, which have failed her.Through Pinjar, writer critiques how Partition used 

women’s bodies as markers of community honor, and how those same communities 

abandoned women when their ‘purity’ was threatened. The novel ultimately calls into 

question the very structures of belonging—national, familial, religious—that shattered 

during Partition and left women like Puro voiceless in their aftermath.  

 

2:- Bapsi Sidhwa’s Ice candy man”: Bapsi Sidhwa’s Ice-Candy-Man, narrated through the 

lens of a young Parsi girl named Lenny, contrasts the innocence of childhood with the brutal 

realities and aftermath of Partition. Central to the narrative is the character of Ayah, a Hindu 

nanny whose body becomes the site of communal revenge and sexual violence. Through 

Ayah’s abduction and eventual disappearance, Sidhwa starkly portrays the dehumanization 

of women during the Partition. Ayah’s silence following her trauma—her withdrawal, her 

lack of dialogue—contrasts with Lenny’s fragmented attempts to understand the violence 

around her. Sidhwa uses this intergenerational and intercultural lens to highlight how trauma 

resists articulation. The silencing of Ayah, both by her abductors and by those who fail to 

protect her, mirrors the broader silences in national histories that overlook women’s 

suffering. In this way, Ice-Candy-Man underscores the complicity of both the state and the 

community in the erasure of female trauma.Sidhwa’s use of a child narrator is a powerful 

literary device. Lenny’s innocent observations, laced with confusion and guilt, highlight the 

emotional weight of witnessing trauma without fully comprehending it. The fragmented 

structure of Lenny’s recollections mirrors the disjointed nature of trauma itself—how events 

are remembered in pieces, out of sequence, and with suppressed details. This narrative 

technique reflects trauma theory’s emphasis on the non-linear, elusive nature of traumatic 

memory. The Partition novel often portraits the theme of narrating stories through the lens 

of ‘child’. 

 

Ayah’s silence post-abduction is telling. Once outspoken and vibrant, she returns 

broken and wordless, her trauma too profound for speech. The transformation of Ayah from 

a lively caregiver to a mute symbol of loss captures the psychological devastation Partition 

inflicted on women.Through Ice-Candy-Man, Sidhwa critiques the communalization of 

women’s bodies, and how political chaos erases individual identities. The novel also reflects 

on the impotence of ethical witnessing: Lenny’s guilt for inadvertently betraying Ayah 

underscores how even well-meaning observers can be complicit in systems of oppression. 

 

3:- Urvashi Butalia’s The other side of silence:  Urvashi Butalia’s The Other Side of Silence 

shifts the mode of narration from fiction to oral history. Butalia’s work is critical in 

foregrounding the gendered nature of Partition trauma, emphasizing that women not only 
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suffered sexual violence and abduction but were also subjected to “recovery” operations that 

treated them as property of the state. The silence of women in Butalia’s interviews is not 

merely an absence of speech; it is a deeply political and psychological phenomenon. Some 

women choose silence as a way to cope, others are silenced by familial and societal shame, 

and still others find their voices too late, when it is no longer safe or meaningful to speak. 

Butalia interrogates the ethics of listening, the fragility of memory, and the impossibility of 

full recovery, offering a powerful reminder that trauma is not just about what is said, but also 

about what remains unsaid. By giving voices that are hesitant, fragmented, or conflicted, 

Butalia acknowledges the incomplete nature of testimony in the face of overwhelming 

trauma. Her interdisciplinary approach—combining history, feminism, and ethnography—

emphasizes that memory is not static, but shaped by emotion, time, and the politics of 

listening. 

 

Conclusion: At the last, the selected texts—Pinjar, Ice-Candy-Man, and The Other Side of 

Silence—collectively illuminate the gendered dimensions of Partition trauma, offering 

powerful insights into how women experienced and internalized violence, displacement, and 

social abandonment. While differing in form—fiction and oral history—all three works 

foreground the silences that surround women’s trauma, not as mere absences, but as deeply 

meaningful spaces of resistance, repression, and memory. These narratives challenge official 

historiographies by centering female voices and bodies as central to the Partition experience. 

They underscore that trauma is not always articulated through speech; sometimes, it lingers 

in silences, fragmented memories, and unspoken grief. Through their portrayal of women’s 

suffering and survival, these works contribute significantly to reimagining Partition not just 

as a political rupture, but as a deeply personal and gendered tragedy. 

 

Overall, it can be concluded that this study set out to explore how women’s trauma 

during the Partition of India has been represented, silenced, and remembered in Indian 

Partition literature. Through a close and comparative reading of Pinjar, Ice-Candy-Man, and 

The Other Side Silence, it has become evident that gendered violence was not a peripheral 

outcome of Partition, but a central and defining element of the catastrophe. These texts 

collectively reclaim marginalized narratives by foregrounding the psychological, physical, 

and emotional suffering of women—stories long suppressed in dominant historical 

discourses. 

 

Furthermore, the research highlights how literature and oral history act as counter-

archives, challenging patriarchal and nationalist versions of history that often erase or 

dehumanize women’s suffering. These texts fill the silences left by official records and allow 

for an ethical engagement with the past, prompting readers and scholars to confront difficult 

truths and unhealed wounds. 

 

Ultimately, Pinjar, Ice-Candy-Man, and The Other Side of Silence are major works 

of Partition fiction. They compel us to acknowledge that the legacy of Partition is not merely 

political or territorial—it is deeply personal, gendered, and ongoing. By listening to the 
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echoes of silence, we begin to hear the stories that history tried to forget—and in doing so, 

we honor the resilience, dignity, and enduring humanity of the women who lived through 

one of the subcontinent’s darkest chapters. 

 

Works Cited:  

Butalia, Urvashi. The Other Side of Silence: Voices from the Partition of India. Duke 

University Press, 2000. 

Caruth, Cathy. Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History. Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1996. 

Nehru, Jawaharlal. “Tryst with Destiny.” Constituent Assembly Debates, vol. 5, 14 Aug. 

1947, Government of India. 

Pritam, Amrita. Pinjar: The Skeleton and Other Stories. Translated by Khushwant Singh, 

Tara Press, 2009. 

Sidhwa, Bapsi. Ice-Candy-Man. Penguin Books, 1989. 

 

 


