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REMEMBERING PARTITION: UNRAVELING THE THREADS OF
DISPLACEMENT, SURVIVAL, AND UNSPOKEN PAST

Yatin Batra”
ABSTRACT

The Partition of India in 1947, a historical seismic event, catalyzed mass displacement and enduring identity
shifts. The research paper explores the profound impact of the Partition of India in 1947, focusing on the
displacement and enduring identity shifts experienced by communities. It delves into the historical
background, highlighting the mass migration forced upon people, resulting in destruction and dislocation.
The study incorporates a selection of short stories and narratives of partition to depict the multifaceted
challenges faced by the displaced vividly. The narratives, spanning various languages and genres, unravel
forced migration's emotional, cultural, and societal dimensions. Additionally, the paper reflects on the
significance of Partition Horrors Remembrance Day and the need for comprehensive documentation of
historical events. The conclusion emphasizes the importance of Partition Studies in academia to foster
understanding, empathy, and a nuanced perspective on the enduring impact of this tumultuous period.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Partition of India in 1947 was a pivotal historical juncture, marked by a mass migration of
people compelled to abandon their ancestral homes. This tragic episode unfolded on an immense
scale, resulting in widespread destruction and dislocation. Individuals found themselves involuntarily
subjected to the political mandate of relocation as they embarked on a daunting journey toward
unfamiliar territories. The aftermath of this hastily executed partition was primarily delineated along
religious lines, with the hastily drawn and ill-informed Radcliffe Line catalyzing the upheaval. This
arbitrary demarcation led to the displacement of diverse communities, each confronting many
challenges and hardships throughout their arduous migration. Struggling to carve out a niche in their
new socio-cultural environments, these displaced individuals encountered daily obstacles as they
endeavored to rebuild their lives amidst the aftermath of this traumatic event. Several decades have
passed since the fateful black day of partition, yet the memories of those who experienced and
endured it remain hauntingly vivid. The tales of their struggles are poignant, making it challenging to
hear or read accounts related to the Partition of 1947, a theme extensively explored in many of
literary works across various Indian languages. These works have become integral components of
academic curricula in institutions and universities in India and abroad. The domain of partition
studies provides a reflective framework for comprehending this tragic chapter in history, prompting
contemplation on profound questions surrounding the formidable authority wielded by decision-
makers. Exploring this academic field allows for a nuanced understanding of the past, offering
insight into the complexities and implications of the decisions that shaped the destinies of countless
individuals during this tumultuous period.

On August 14, 2021, India’s esteemed Prime Minister, Shri Narendra Modi, made a significant
announcement designating the day as the Partition Horrors Remembrance Day. This proclamation
serves a crucial purpose to ensure that the nation collectively commemorates and reflects upon the
profound sufferings and sacrifices endured by the people of India during the tumultuous partition of
1947. By officially recognizing this day, the government seeks to instill a sense of historical
consciousness, fostering a collective remembrance of the challenges faced by our ancestors during
one of the most poignant periods in Indian history. The intention is to preserve and transmit the
memory of the partition to future generations, promoting empathy and understanding of the enduring
impact of such historical events on the fabric of our nation. This move is particularly noteworthy as it
seeks to address and acknowledge the human suffering that, unfortunately, had been overshadowed
by the jubilation surrounding Independence Day celebrations.
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Undoubtedly, the tragic events of partition cast a long shadow over the elation of the nation's
newfound freedom. The horrors unleashed during this period left an indelible mark on individuals
across all age groups, manifesting not only as physical brutality but also as enduring psychological
trauma. The sufferings experienced by the people were profound and far-reaching, extending beyond
the immediate physical realm to leave lasting scars on the collective psyche. The decision to
recognize the Partition Horrors Remembrance Day underscores the importance of acknowledging
and coming to terms with this painful chapter in our history. The wounds borne by survivors of the
partition are not merely historical artifacts; they remain fresh and palpable, evoking poignant
emotions that reverberate through the tears shed as they recount their stories. By giving voice to
these narratives, the government's initiative aims to honor the resilience of those who lived through
these harrowing times and to ensure that the collective memory of their struggles is preserved for
generations to come.

The transition from one's place of origin to another within one’s own country was a formidable
journey fraught with numerous challenges. The displacement of individuals from their roots not only
disrupted their stable lifestyles but also bestowed upon them the unsettling label of refugees despite
remaining within the borders of their nation. This upheaval demanded an extreme sacrifice,
compelling people to abandon their hometowns, where they and their forefathers had cultivated a
deep sense of belonging. Leaving their birthplaces behind was a poignant and uncertain endeavor, as
they embarked on a journey with little knowledge of what awaited them in their new lives. The
emotional toll was intensified by the painful realization that their once-familiar birthplaces had been
alienated and were now part of a new nation bearing a different name. This study aims to shed light
on the horrors of displacement, with a specific focus on the western region of Indian Territory and
the myriad challenges faced by its people before and after relocation.

The exploration in the present study will primarily be facilitated through a selection of short stories
that vividly capture the multifaceted experiences of the displaced. Works such as Rajee Seth’s
"Whose History?", Gulzar Singh Sandhu’s Punjabi short story "Aakhiri Tinka," Kulwant Singh
Virk’s Punjabi short story "Ghaas," Tara Mirchandani’s Sindhi short story "Gopu," and Popti
Hiranandani’s Sindhi short story "My Granny" will serve as poignant narratives that delve into the
profound impact of displacement on individuals and communities. Furthermore, this study will
incorporate first-hand narratives from survivors of the partition, providing invaluable insights into
the lived experiences of those who endured the traumatic events of that period. Through these
diverse and authentic sources, the research aims to present a comprehensive understanding of the
complexities surrounding displacement during the partition and its enduring effects on the lives of
those who underwent this profound upheaval.

2. DISPLACEMENT AND IDENTITY SHIFTS: PARTITION’S ENDURING IMPACT

The partition of India, marked by geographical division and the creation of Pakistan in regions with a
significant Muslim population, unleashed widespread havoc and violence. In the North-West region,
designated as Pakistan, where Muslims were in the majority, the Hindu community found themselves
confronted with hostility. The testimonies of partition survivors vividly illustrate the transformation
in the attitudes of many locals, compelling Hindus to reluctantly acknowledge the decision to divide
and, subsequently, to abandon their homeland. This exodus varied from those who could carry only
the essentials to those who, regrettably, were left empty-handed.

The impact of the partition extended beyond physical displacement; it ruptured the social fabric and
relationships that had thrived for generations. While some Muslim neighbors were saddened by the
prospect of separation from their Hindu counterparts, the abrupt shift in circumstances, catalyzed by
the announcement of the partition, plunged the region into an unforeseen and tragic chapter. The
aftermath of these unanticipated and disorganized decisions continues to resonate in the lives of
partition survivors. The forced displacement compelled Hindus to uproot themselves and navigate
the challenges of relocating to a new environment within the divided landscape of India. The wounds
of this upheaval are enduring, and the memories of the tragic events that unfolded during the
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partition remain etched in the collective consciousness of those who experienced the turmoil
firsthand.

The impact of forced displacement was far-reaching, causing significant fractures within
communities by severing shared ties and dismantling the very fabric of social cohesion. This
upheaval led to the breakdown of networks reliant on mutual aid and local voluntary associations,
which had long been pillars of support and interconnectedness. The resultant crises took on various
forms, accompanied by a pervasive sense of loss concerning cultural identity among those forcibly
uprooted. Consequently, the aftermath of forced displacement fostered not only physical dislocation
but also a more profound, enduring sense of estrangement and alienation within the displaced
communities (Lemessa 1-2). Faced with no alternative, the displaced communities had to acclimate
to the social spaces they migrated to and eventually settled in. The formidable challenges
encountered in their new environments forged resilience, enabling them to reconstruct their identities
from the ground up. Through sheer determination, they built networks within their newfound
surroundings, establishing an identity without resorting to unfair means. This process not only
showcased their adaptability but also underscored the remarkable strength and resourcefulness with
which they confronted and overcame the adversities brought about by forced displacement.

The displacement and subsequent settlement in a new space precipitated abrupt socio-cultural
transformations in the lives of the displaced individuals. This transformative process extended
beyond the people themselves, affecting the essence of language and culture that journeyed with
them. Intangible assets, deeply embedded in the soil, books, festivals, rituals, daily interactions, and
local places, proved challenging to transport seamlessly, as they were intricately woven into the
fabric of their original environment. Upon settling in unfamiliar territories, migrants encountered
individuals with diverse beliefs and lifestyles. Their approach was marked by a commitment to social
integration and the establishing of a distinctive identity within the new demographic landscape.
Replicating the exact lifestyle of their homeland proved impractical; however, through integration
with their new surroundings, they sought to maintain a connection to their roots comprising
language, culture, morals, and values. The significance of social space became evident in its role in
preserving a community's traditions and heritage, often deeply rooted in a specific geographical
location. Changes in social space prompted lifestyle adjustments, incorporating elements from the
new environment. Furthermore, demographic shifts reflected in language had profound implications
for the social, cultural, and economic circumstances of the migrated populace, highlighting the
interconnected nature of language, identity, and the evolving social landscape.

Demographic shifts due to forced displacement give rise to a new collective identity. When a
community settles in a different social space, individual identities undergo a fundamental change.
The challenge lies in integrating with the host society, prompting a deliberate modification of
identity to align with established norms. The distinctiveness of the new space necessitates adaptation,
highlighting the profound influence of social surroundings on individual identity and emphasizing
the interconnected relationship between the self and society (Stets and Burke 4). Hence, this
culminates in forming a new identity shaped by nature and circumstances prevailing in the adopted
surroundings. It is crucial to acknowledge that the process of integration was not driven by natural or
positive factors like work, employment, education, or marriage. Instead, it stemmed from a recent
tragic event, adding a significant burden to every effort of social integration due to the vivid memory
of the circumstances leading to their forced displacement. Living between two distinct cultures, these
individuals were "confronted with two motherlands,” navigating the complexities of a dual identity
forged by the events of their recent and traumatic past (Jodeyr).

In the face of potential resentment from the existing population in their new homeland, the displaced
community feels an urgent need to preserve its identity. The pervasive uncertainty of that period
heightened the challenges of daily life. Collective living and unity became a source of hope and
strength for the community, facilitating the preservation of their language and culture through mutual
efforts. However, the engagement with diverse communities, while fostering a sense of unity, also
posed the risk of diluting the authenticity of their cultural practices, traditions, and language.
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3. NARRATIVES OF UPHEAVAL: SHORT STORIES UNVEILING THE TRAUMA OF
DISPLACEMENT

A rich tapestry of literary works on the partition of 1947 spans various genres, including fiction, non-
fiction, short stories, biographies, and autobiographies. These diverse narratives delve into many
themes, capturing the complex events and stories that unfolded during the tumultuous divide of 1947.
One recurring motif that echoes across these works is the theme of displacement and rehabilitation,
providing readers with a profound opportunity to reflect on the existential crises and trauma
experienced during that period.

The present study focuses on select short stories, encompassing both fiction and non-fiction genres,
which vividly depict the challenges of displacement, relocation, rehabilitation, and the uprooting of
people. Not confined to a specific community, these narratives offer a lens into experiences shared
by individuals from diverse backgrounds, fostering a collective understanding of the commonality in
the struggles faced by those forcibly displaced. This exploration prompts contemplation on the
universal nature of suffering and trauma induced by displacement, transcending religious, caste, or
class boundaries. In doing so, these literary works contribute to a broader conversation about the
human impact of historical events, emphasizing shared experiences amid the diversity of individual
narratives.

Rajee Seth's fictional short story, "Whose History?" intricately illustrates the dire conditions within
refugee camps, providing a poignant portrayal of the hardships migrants face. These camps, devoid
of even basic medical amenities and necessities, serve as the canvas for Seth's exploration of the
arduous quest for resettlement. Through her narrative, Seth skillfully unravels the complexities of
survival in such challenging environments, offering readers a compelling glimpse into the harsh
realities of displacement. Beyond capturing the external struggles of the refugees, the short story
delves into the internal journey of the protagonist, navigating a path steeped in nostalgia. As the
characters confront the harshness of their present circumstances, the narrative unfolds a tapestry of
emotions, memories, and a profound yearning for a bygone era. In this way, Seth masterfully
interlaces the external struggle for survival with the internal odyssey of rekindling connections with
the past, creating a nuanced narrative that transcends the physical challenges of displacement to
explore the intricate emotional terrain of the characters. A few lines that showcase the trauma of
displacement are as follows -

“could still recall the days when the plains of Punjab had been engulfed in flames. Fear-stricken
crowds. Each one pushing and shoving to get onto the trucks first... People were being loaded into

trucks and carried to safety across the Indian border. They were packed into trucks like animals”
(Seth 111).

Gulzar Singh Sandhu in his Punjabi short story “Aakhiri Tinka” depicts the struggle of displacement
as people wandered from one place to another due to forced migration and hoped that they would
survive. The central theme of the story revolves around belonging nowhere and a change of lifestyle
from good to worse due to the resultant forced movement. The character Fatima in the short story
never wanted to leave the side of Chandan. In his Punjabi short story "Aakhiri Tinka", Gulzar Singh
Sandhu paints a poignant picture of the hardships endured by people displaced through forced
migration as they wandered from one place to another in the desperate hope of survival. The central
theme of the story revolves around the profound sense of not belonging anywhere and the drastic
shift in lifestyle, transforming from a state of well-being to one of adversity due to the compelled
movement. A key focus of the narrative is on the character Fatima, who, despite the challenges of
displacement, harbors an unwavering desire to remain by the side of Chandan. This emotional thread
adds depth to the story, highlighting the human connections and attachments that persist even in the
face of upheaval. Through the lens of Fatima's character, Sandhu masterfully conveys the emotional
toll of forced migration, emphasizing the complex interplay between personal relationships and the
larger narrative of displacement and survival. The pain is hidden in the words “...par vaha jaana
nahi chahti thi...” (Sandhu 197). The narrative underscores how displacement was thrust upon
people through the implementation of policies, border changes, and ethnic violence. Unwillingly,
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individuals found themselves compelled to abandon their homelands, often without the opportunity
for a proper farewell. The poignant observation is that, in the context of bidding adieu to one's
familial and cultural homeland, no farewell, no matter how heartfelt, could ever suffice. This
highlights the profound and involuntary nature of the upheaval, emphasizing the emotional and
cultural toll exacted by the forced migration from one's cherished and ancestral surroundings.

Kulwant Singh Virk's short story "Ghaas" or "Grass", translated from Punjabi to Hindi, serves as a
reflection on the aftermath of displacement and exodus. The narrative unfolds by presenting
shattered images that vividly depict the deplorable conditions of human life during this tumultuous
period. Virk's storytelling captures the stark realities keenly, revealing the abhorrent aftermath of
partition and portraying the genuine consequences of forced migration. Through its raw portrayal,
the story presents a realistic and unfiltered picture of the impact of displacement, ensuring that the
repercussions are conveyed in their most actual form. The women being abducted and forced to
convert to Islam are depicted through the lines “... Mera kaam jor jabardasti se bhagai gayi streeyon
aur jabran musalmaan banae gae parivaaron ko vapis Hindustan pahunchana tha...” (Virk 140).
The forced conversions were driven by selfish motives and bigotry, aiming to bolster the population
and propagate Islamism, perceived by the advocates of Pakistan as a superior religion. This
contrastingly positioned Islamism above all other religions. The narrative draws a stark distinction
between dislocation and relocation, encapsulated in the lines, "Jab Sab log apni apni jagah par tikk
jaenge, sab theek ho jaega™ (When everyone settles in their respective places, everything will be
fine). This suggests an oversimplified optimism about the resolution of issues through resettlement,
emphasizing the complex challenges and underlying tensions associated with forced conversions
during that historical period (Virk 139).

In Tara Mirchandani's short story "Gopu", translated from Sindhi to Hindi, the narrative delves into
the pain of rehabilitation and the chaotic circumstances surrounding it. The story reflects on the
profound concept of being landless and the socio-cultural space of language losing its footing after
migration to the newly divided India. Through its poignant narrative, the story offers readers insights
into the subcontinent's collective anguish over religious divisions. Gopu, the central character,
becomes a poignant symbol of tragic circumstances. Having lost his father, he is left with his mother,
contributing to the overall tragic aura surrounding him. The lines, "Uski aankhon mein halchal hui
aur ekaaek unmen se do moti tapkey aur jameen par aa gire" (Mirchandani 38), vividly depict the
torn images of the partition within the story. This imagery conveys how the partition not only
physically displaced individuals but also inflicted internal wounds, tearing apart the victims
emotionally.

In her short story "My Granny", Popti Hiranandani evokes a sense of nostalgia for Sindh, her
homeland, as she reminisces about her desire not to leave during the partition. The narrative unfolds
as a poignant reflection on her yearning for the land she had to part with. In later works, Hiranandani
delves into harrowing incidents from the turbulent time preceding the partition. She recounts how
she and other young girls were taught ways to commit suicide, a stark testament to the looming threat
to their honor amid communal violence. The forced displacement severed her ties to her roots,
creating a lifelong yearning for what once was. This longing extends beyond a mere reflection on life
before 1947; it encapsulates the profound understanding that her homeland, Sindh, will never be the
same. The irreparable damage inflicted upon the social fabric during the partition resonates
throughout the narrative. "My Granny" stands as an autobiographical account, infused with non-
fictional elements that poignantly capture the emotional and historical complexities surrounding the
partition.

In contrast, Kala Prakash, in his short story "Khanwahan", provides a vivid portrayal of the
protagonist's native or ancestral village in Sindh while journeying to Ahmedabad. The protagonist
experiences a sense of disappointment when reflecting on his past, realizing that a place transcends
its physicality and possesses a living essence. The narrative underscores that the significance of a
place cannot be reclaimed through mere renaming, highlighting the profound impact of
displacement. It prompts contemplation on unanswered questions that linger, even after decades.
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Numerous works in vernacular languages delve into the profound themes of displacement and
rehabilitation during the partition. The uprooting of communities became a harrowing experience
marked by grief and despair. Being displaced from their homeland initiated a tragic trajectory of
events, commencing with the arduous journey of migration. Branded as refugees in their own
country, these individuals were compelled to inhabit refugee camps. The struggle for survival was
unexpectedly challenging, yet their unwavering will and determination enabled them to surmount
adversities and rise from the metaphorical ashes. Despite the magnitude of the suffering endured,
accurate statistical data capturing details such as the death toll, the number of rape victims, and the
extent of atrocities inflicted remains elusive. Proper documentation of such historical events is
imperative. Initiatives must be undertaken to comprehensively record the history of the partition,
presenting a clear and unbiased picture for the benefit of researchers and future generations.
Establishing a detailed and accurate historical record is essential for preserving the partition’s
memory and fostering a nuanced understanding of its impact on the affected communities.

4. CONCLUSION

Partition Studies, as an established field of study and research, merits distinct attention in academia
to raise awareness among present and future generations about the tragic events that resulted in
cataclysmic devastation. Revisiting the pages of history is essential to learn from the unplanned
decision to divide the country, which gave rise to widespread violence, bloodshed, and numerous
tragic incidents, including mass murders, abductions, molestation of girls, and forced religious
conversions. Moreover, the ramifications of the hastily drawn borders by the Britishers continue to
reverberate in present-day issues, particularly in border region security and the challenges of illegal
migration. The partition's enduring impact on cultural kinship ties and ground realities underscores
the importance of understanding its complexities and consequences. By providing focused attention
to Partition Studies in academia, we can foster a comprehensive understanding of this historical
event, its aftermath, and the ongoing implications for the socio-political landscape. This knowledge
is crucial for shaping informed perspectives and addressing contemporary challenges stemming from
the decisions made during that tumultuous period.

India secured freedom from British colonial rule, but it came at the cost of a painful partition based
on religion. The British colonial strategy of divide and rule succeeded in fracturing the nation into
two parts. The decision to partition remains a haunting memory for families who experienced the
displacement that ensued. The pursuit of power disrupted the stable lives of people, compelling them
to uproot themselves. The Muslim League aligned with the British colonial agenda, aiming to break
India apart. The league advocated for a separate Islamic nation governed by Islamist principles. This
division left indelible scars on the nation and its people. Dr. Mathura Das 'Swatantra,' a Siraiki'
partition survivor, boldly articulates the fervor of the slogans raised by the Muhammad Ali Jinnah
squad during that tumultuous time that was full of violence and bigotry fervor to make a new Muslim
majority nation.

The bigotry nature of one religion led to the bloodshed of the innocent community living a peaceful
life on the other side. The demand and the unethical urge to have a separate Islamic nation led to the
killings on a large scale, which was no less than genocide. One could still ponder over the question
of how the partition of India has been ignored, and people are still indifferent to their religion,
customs, culture, language, and historical roots. The coming generation needs to be educated and
made aware of their roots and the need to keep them intact. There remains a pressing need to educate
and raise awareness, particularly among the coming generations, about their roots and the imperative
of preserving them. Understanding the historical complexities of the partition is crucial for fostering
empathy and respect for diverse cultures and communities, thereby contributing to a more

ISiraiki is a designation that refers to individuals who relocated from the southern Punjab region of the partitioned Punjab, which is now situated in
Pakistan. Those who migrated from areas such as Multan, Bahawalpur, and Jhang identified themselves as Multanis, Bahawalpuris, and Jhangis. The
term 'Siraiki' gained prominence in Pakistan during the 1960s and is also widely utilized in India as an inclusive label for various identities linked to the
regions (Southern Punjab). Punjabi Hindus experienced displacement during the partition of 1947. The objective is to foster a shared awareness and a
unified identity among Punjabi Hindus who share a common language with linguistic variations.
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harmonious and tolerant society. Acknowledging the traumatic legacy of the partition is a pivotal
step towards building bridges of understanding and fostering a collective commitment to unity amid
diversity. Interactions with partition survivors of different communities reveal that the prevailing
communal harmony was shattered by the escalating bigotry of fanatics. This intolerance suppressed
the rights of the Hindu community, known for its proficiency in business. Interestingly, Hindus often
employed individuals from the Muslim community to work in their shops, fields, and homes. This
inclusive dynamic extended to women from the Muslim community who found employment in
Hindu households.

Partition Horrors Remembrance Day, initiated by Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi, is a
significant endeavor to resurface aspects often overlooked by the masses amid the celebratory
atmosphere of independence. The people of our nation must not overlook the suffering and pain
endured by partition migrants, as well as those who lost their lives or endured trauma due to the
partition. For survivors and their families, this day serves as a platform to confront their profound life
traumas, observed with the sensitivity it warrants. Families of partition victims should actively delve
into their past, fostering awareness for the forthcoming generation. It is imperative to make the
nation cognizant of the historical mistakes stemming from an unplanned political decision to
partition, fueled by the lust for power as a significant catalyst. The aftermath involved numerous
repercussions that took years to overcome, leaving enduring scars on the lives of those who suffered.

The division resulting in dislocation and subsequent relocation had a profound impact on the lives of
people who found themselves disillusioned and grappling to make ends meet. Their challenges
encountered were met with unwavering determination, a commitment to hold their heads high, and a
proud refusal to sacrifice their religion and Indian nationality. Despite the coercive pressure from
fundamentalists insisting on a change of religion or crossing newly drawn borders, they stood
resolute. Facing metaphorical swords hanging over their necks, these individuals displayed a
remarkable lack of fear. Their bold decision to leave their motherland showcased their deep-rooted
love for their faith in God, religion, mother tongue, culture, and their nation, India, even amidst its
unfortunate truncations. While the scars of the past linger, there exists a dream and hope of
reclaiming what was lost and piecing together shattered dreams. The resilience of these individuals
points toward a yearning for unity and the fulfillment of aspirations that have endured the test of
time.
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