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Literature is never purely aesthetic, to believe that a writer writes inthe 
complete absence of awareness of the time and place, is contestable. Literary works 
are informed by the historical context and vice versa. This is vividly traceable in the 
plethora of Partition-related Literature by the writers of the Indian Subcontinent. 
They, in addition to being works of Literature appealing aesthetically, also contradicts 
and many times re-enacts History afresh. Thus, this paper is an attempt in that 
context, trying to study facts in fiction and the fiction in received facts (History). 
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Introduction:  

Earlier, literary theory was devoid of any substantial attention to History and it 
was only after the publication of Stephen Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning: 
From More to Shakespeare (1980), that some kind of historicism was acknowledged. 
This seminal work heralded the foundation of New Historicism and its popularity, 
especially in America. As a methodological practice, a New Historicist would study 
any literary text as a product of the times and context rather than being objects of 
autonomous creation. They (New Historicists)examine the social factors, the 
psychological background of the author, and the influence of various books and 
theories upon him and its role in shaping his consciousness. For them any literary text 
is purely a product of the time, place and circumstances during its creation, therefore 
the milieu and the socio-political context is as important as anything else, as it 
informs and gets informed by the text. Such a case is discernible in the ‘Partition 
fiction’, written in the aftermath of Indian Partition by writers who suffered 
personally during these riots and it gives an autobiographical touch and first-hand 
experience to their works. 

Discussion: 

The aim of this paper is to investigate and decipher the ‘context in the text’ 
and to delineate the ‘factuality in fiction’ of the Partition literature. As we know that 
literature is as much political as it is aesthetic, thus the socio-political material 
realities of particular times are knowingly/unknowingly reflected in its literary 
products at the conscious/unconscious level. As a result be it Sadat Hasan Manto, who 
heavy heartedly left India and his beloved Mumbai for Pakistan in January 1948or 
Bhisham Sahni who wrote the Hindi novel Tamas(1974) or Khushwant Singh who 
never witnessed the attacks personally, but heard it from very close quarters; the 
personal touch and factuality in their fiction is highly considerable. 

Abstract 
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The active involvement of Khushwant Singh in Indian politics, his 
understanding of its History and the standpoint from which he interprets and presents 
it is remarkable. The Partition he witnessed and the frankness and fearlessness with 
which he deals with it, gives a very documental touch to his works. Khushwant Singh, 
at Guest of Honor Talk with the Australian Broadcasting Commission, recounting his 
experience and bewilderment at the time of Partition says: 

The beliefs that I have cherished all my life were shattered. I had 
believed in the innate goodness of the common man. But the division 
of the India had been accompanied by the most savage massacres 
known in the history of the country. . . I became . . . an angry middle 
aged man, who wanted to shout his disenchantment with the world. I 
decided to try my hand at writing. 

In his book, Truth, Love and a Little Malice: An Autobiography, he recounts 
how “he narrowly missed being murdered on his way to Lahore from Abbottabad via 
Taxila, and how the day after he reached Lahore, he had . . . learnt from the papers 
that the train by which [he] had travelled had been held up at the signal near Taxila 
station and all the Sikh passengers in it dragged out and murdered” (108). 

Train to Pakistan was published in 1956 and soon attained an iconic status. 
Initially titled Mano Majra, it was published in English and became the first novel to 
deal with the theme of Partition. Its title was later changed to Train to Pakistan, as it 
was justifying the theme of the novel. Born in 1915 in Hadali, Panjab, Khushwant 
Singh didn’t suffer much personally during Partition but being witness to those times 
and hearing personal accounts from survivors, he understood the tragedy very well. 
Train to Pakistan, was his first novel and soon after Partition he left his job in Lahore 
and moved like millions of Sikhs and Hindus to New Delhi. 

The anger and sufferings of someone who so devastatingly suffered during 
Partition are poignantly presented by Train to Pakistan as it brings out the inhuman 
atrocities and brutalities committed during it. At two separate occasions the persona 
and voice of the author seem prominent, once, when Iqbal contemplating about the 
past in Indian context refers to sacrifice, religion and culture and another when 
Hukum Chand recollecting the pain and hurt of people during Partition refers to 
Nehru’s ‘Tryst with destiny’. For Nehru this ‘Tryst’ was an achievement, a romantic 
triumph but not for people like Prem Singh, Hukum Chand’s colleague; for Sundari, 
the daughter of his orderly and for Sunder Singh whom Hukum Chand recruited in the 
army, it was a big farce and caused innumerable problems. Therefore the scathing 
criticism of Partition and the leaders involved; their enormous follies and monumental 
mismanagementstake up a good part of the novel. Talking of the indifference of the 
people in Delhi, their ignorance about crimes committed in the countryside and the 
border areas, the Sub-Inspector laments: 

What do the Gandhi-caps in Delhi know about the Panjab? What is 
happening on the other side in Pakistan does not matter to them. They 
have not lost their homes and belongings; they haven’t had their 
mothers, wives, sisters and daughters raped and murdered in the 
streets. Did your honour hear what the Muslim mobs did to Hindu and 
Sikh refugees in the marketplaces at Sheikhupura and Gujranwala? 
Pakistan police and the army took part in the killings. Not a soul was 
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left alive. Women killed their own children and jumped into wells that 
filled to the brim with corpses. (22) 

The tragic Partition of British India into India and Pakistan resulted in the 
movement of people unprecedented in the world History, as more than ten million 
people had to migrate to and fro, but surprisingly enough it missed the attention of the 
mainstream historians. Nevertheless, this predicament is addressed and taken care of 
with utmost precision and scholarship in the Partition fiction like Train to Pakistan, as 
at the very beginning it presents an articulate picture of Partition: 

The summer before, communal riots, precipitated by reports of the 
proposed division of the country into a Hindu India and a Muslim 
Pakistan, had broken out in Calcutta [August 1946], and within a few 
months the death toll had mounted to several thousand. Muslims said 
the Hindus had planned and started the killing. According to the 
Hindus, the Muslims were to blame. The fact is, both sides killed. Both 
shot and stabbed and speared and clubbed. Both tortured. Both raped. 
From Calcutta, the riots spread north and east and west: to Noakhali in 
East Bengal, where Muslims massacred Hindus; to Bihar, where 
Hindus massacred Muslims. . . . Hundreds of thousands of Hindus and 
Sikhs who had lived for centuries on the Northwest Frontier abandoned 
their homes and fled towards the protection of predominantly Sikh and 
Hindu communities in the east. . . . Along the way—at fords, at 
crossroads, at railroad stations—they collided with panicky swarms of 
Muslims fleeing to safety in the west.  (1-2) 

The communal riots first broke out in the urban areas, the countryside caught 
the frenzy later and the distribution of violence is visible in the conversation between 
Hukum Chand and Sub-Inspector when, Hukum Chand, the magistrate of the district, 
inquires his subordinate: 

Hukum Chand:   Well, Inspector Sahib, how are things? 

Sub-Inspector:     God is merciful. We only pray for your kindness. 

Hukum Chand:    No communal trouble in this area? 

Sub-Inspector:     We have escaped it so far, sir. Convoys of Sikh and 
Hindu refugees from Pakistan have come through 
and some Muslims have gone out, but we have had 
no incidents. 

Hukum Chand:    You haven’t had convoys of dead Sikhs this side of 
the frontier. They have been coming through at 
Amritsar. Not one person living! There has been 
killing over there. . . . Do you know . . . the Sikhs 
retaliated by attacking a Muslim refugee train and 
sending it across the border with over a thousand 
corpses? They wrote on the engine “Gifts to 
Pakistan!” (20-21) 

Khushwant Singh in Train to Pakistan has succeeded in presenting a 
contestable issue like Partition in its stark reality as his lofty considerations about 
reason, intellect and common goodness of humanity were torn to pieces. As a result, 
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his focus in the novel is directed with complete honesty in analysing the historical 
facts of Partition and its presentation to the readers distanced in time and space. 
Appreciating the tactful handling of such a serious situation and that too in a work of 
fiction, Rituparna Roy reasons: 

Singh’s intention here is not the individualization of characters but the 
foregrounding of events. This foregrounding is indeed so important . . 
.[that] . . . all the characters in the novel . . . speak in the same idiom. It 
is almost as if Singh is determined that nothing should come in the way 
to detract the attention of the reader from the main storyline. (44) 

Addressing the many roles Khushwant Singh played and the multiplicity of efforts, 
she states:  

 It need to be noted too that as an amateur historian, Singh could not 
but have been conscious of the momentous age of Indian history that 
he had lived through. This must have prompted him to write fiction, for 
he probably found fiction to be a better medium than history to reflect 
on contemporary realities. However, his instincts as a historian, 
together with his own experiences at the time of the Partition, 
combined with his budding skill as a fiction writer, all come together 
to produce Train to Pakistan. (34) 

The word ‘Train’ in the title itself and that too going ‘to Pakistan’ is a 
symbolic reminder of the terrible times of Partition. Thus: 

An image of overloaded trains, with people pasted on to every possible 
part of its body—clinging on to the windows, perched precariously on 
footboards, hanging between the buffers, crowding on to roofs—is 
what immediately comes to mind while thinking of the Partition. . . and 
has become, over the decades, a convenient shorthand to refer to the 
Partition. (35) 

For most of the border villages, trains were their only link with the world 
outside as it brought news for them. As in this novel, when the trucks loaded with 
wood and oil leaves the village; the villagers still curious about the train that reached 
Mano Majra railway station that morning, for the first time realises the horror of 
Partition: 

The northern horizon, which had turned a bluish grey, showed orange 
again. The orange turned into copper and then into a luminous russet. 
Red tongues of flame leapt into the black sky. A soft breeze began to 
blow towards the village. It brought the smell of burning kerosene, 
then of wood. And then—a faint acrid smell of searing flesh. (88) 

These trains were the time keepers and regulators of their lives. For instance, 
the mail train wakes them up; at 10:30 am the passenger train from Delhi reaches 
Mano Majra; at noon, midday express heralds their siesta time; the evening passenger 
train from Lahore directs them back to work, and finally the goods train at night lulls 
them to sleep, but by the middle of the story the disruption in the train timings 
represent chaos in their normal routine. 

Early September the time schedule in Mano Majra started going 
wrong. Trains became less punctual than ever before and many more 
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started to run through at night.. . . Instead, ghost trains went past at odd 
hours between midnight and dawn, disturbing the dreams of Mano 
Majra. (81) 

A dilemma common during Partition was—what to do with the minorities in 
their villages? Similar was the concern of the people of Mano Majra, as it is a 
microcosm of all such places during Partition. The villagers of Mano Majra are 
reluctant to ‘throw away’ their own fellow villagers but on the consistent demand 
from the refugees especially after the spirited speech of the Khaki-clad youth, they 
cave in. Therefore both in Tamas and here also the violence, instigation and threat to 
minorities are engineered by the refugees—the outsiders, the villagers themselves are 
not so inconsiderate; a fact agreed by all about Partition. In Train to Pakistan, it is the 
Sikhs while in Tamas it is the Turks who embody fear and confusion. 

In addition to this, the question of identity and belonging was loud during 
Partition. For instance, people like Bhishan Singh in Sadat Hasan Manto’s short story 
Toba Tek Singh(1995), Tha’mma in Amitav Ghosh’s Shadow Lines (1988)were not 
able to accept the new reality—Partition. They with millions of others during Partition 
were not able to understand where they belong? In this novel, this predicament is 
presented by Nooran who declares, “I will not go to Pakistan (136)”but her aged 
father has a differing opinion. Like the Hindus and Sikhs in Pakistan, she represents 
the Muslims in India who were not able to make sense of leaving their country in the 
hope of a better future in another. It was hard for them to break away from the 
political, social and cultural fabric of their birth land. Nooran’s reluctance to leave is 
outrightly rejected by her father who is upbeat about a great future in the country 
marked specially for them.  

People from the rural areas knew nothing about the India-Pakistan noise and 
never felt the difference after independence. But when they faced the trauma and loss 
of life they questioned the very logic of independence, while reaffirming their faith in 
the British Raj. As the sub-inspector tells Hukum Chand: 

I am sure no one in Mano Majra even knows that the British have left 
and the country is divided into Pakistan and Hindustan. Some of them 
know about Gandhi but I doubt if anyone has ever heard of Jinnah. 
(24)  

At a point in the story, Iqbal is vexed by the villagers with questions regarding 
Partition and other pressing concerns. Finding him the only guy with answers they 
question him when he visits the Gurdwara. For instance, the Muslim guy questions, 
‘Tell us something. What is happening in the world? What is all this about Pakistan 
and Hindustan?’ (50-51). To this, the lambardar of the village adds, ‘We live in this 
little village and know nothing. Babuji, tell us, why did the English leave?’ 
(51).Further, into the discussion, the lambardar concludes, ‘We were better off under 
the British. At least there was security’ (53). This faith in the British Raj is also 
reflected in Tamas as it was commonplace in those times. 

The Communist parties in India tried to put an end to the rampant confusion 
and disruption and soon after the Calcutta riots in 1946, they tried to promote peace 
by jointly flying flags of the Muslim League and the Indian National Congress. Their 
efforts included protecting and evacuating stranded minorities, securing ambulances, 
denying rumours and also standing up to the militants. At the same time they sent 
their members all over the country with the aim of stopping the further escalation of 
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communal tension and hatred, an effort acknowledged in Tamas and this novel also. 
Iqbal here presents one of them and when he reaches Mano Majra in the morning 
passenger train from Delhi, the police greets him with a little diffidence. As 

They had heard of several well-to-do young men, educated in England. 
. . .Some were known to be communist agents. . . . All were looking for 
trouble, and capable of making a lot of noise. One had to be careful. 
(36) 

Iqbal has exactly the same aspirations as all he wants is to rise up in the 
party’s hierarchy and become a big leader. He confesses to Meet Singh the keeper of 
the Gurdwara, that he is a humble ‘social worker’ and all he wants is to prevent/stop 
the frenzy going around. Acknowledging the contribution of Khushwant Singh in 
dealing with the hitherto undealt issue of Partition, M. P Singh says: 

The quality of realism in Train to Pakistan deserves acclaim for 
highlighting the real incidents through the real people. The accurate 
presentation of incidents and characters exhibit Khushwant Singh’s 
genuine faith in the humanistic ideals…it is really his own deep and 
ethical moral values that governs his portrayal of the real and 
actual.(56) 

To conclude, literature has presented Partition better as these texts of fiction 
contain amore accurate description of the times than any piece of documented 
History. Ayesha Jalal and Sugata Bose, in their book on South Asian History, agrees 
to the point: 

The colossal human tragedy of the Partition and its continuing 
aftermath has been better conveyed by the more sensitive creative 
writers and artists—for example in Sadat Hasan Manto’s short stories 
and Ritwik Ghatak’s films—than by historians. (164)  

After discussing the historicity of the text (fiction), employing the critical 
approaches of New Historicism it would be prudent enough to raise questions about 
the textuality of History—how History has failed in doing justice to Partition. To 
begin with, to a great extent the accounts of Partition in History were chauvinistic, 
one-sided and elitist resulting in them being uncritical and hollow. Pointing to these 
flaws in mainstream History, Ashis Nandy in his O. P. Jindal Distinguish Lecture 
says, that there was a ‘long silence’ about Partition as the historians were busy with 
the ‘Nehruvian Narrative’ and its nationalistic discourses. 

Furthering the debate, it is interesting to note that not only there is doubt about 
the ‘who’ and ‘what’ of Partition but there is a greater dispute about the ‘when’ of it 
among historians—when it all begun, what triggered this formidable episode? In the 
eyes of the historians there is no single answer for Partition but a bouquet of theories 
like the ‘two nation theory’, ‘divide and rule policy’, strategic interests in the region 
and likewise. And for the ‘who’ responsible for it, the historians of both countries 
have differing arguments. Thus there is no single, authentic and universally 
understandable answer to Partition and fully engrossed in this debate the mainstream 
historians had miserably failed to capture it. Referring to this one-sided and 
discriminatory approach of the historiography of Partition, Rituparna Roy in her 
‘Introduction’ notes:  
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But sadly, this [trauma of Partition] is not reflected in its history 
writing . . . Alok Bhalla . . .  states that when it comes to Partition, 
‘there is not just a lack of great literature, there is, more seriously, a 
lack of great history’. Indeed, if this is true to any extent, this is 
perhaps because Indian historiography has focused more on 
Independence than on Partition, more on the unifying force of 
nationalism than the divisive forces that rent the country in 1947. (18) 

As we know that History is the interpretation of facts and the enactment of 
events passed in the mind of the historian; thus hardly objective. Therefore the work 
of a historian demands imagination, a recreation of events passed so much so that he 
has to work as an artist. Thus historians and their History is placed at the junction of 
social sciences and arts. 

Thus any historical representation is not unified, truthful and coherent, 
but contingent, unstable and partial. That they are also textual brings 
them closer to another group of texts: those traditionally labelled 
‘literary’. Literature and history are therefore no longer in binary 
opposition. (Green 112) 

Thus it can be safely concluded that historians are more or less like writers, 
creative beings. Therefore Greenblatt and others when limiting the difference between 
Literature and History are pointing to the potentialities of deconstructing historical 
accounts and cultural contexts. Keeping this in mind, a reader of History can 
understand the many possibilities in which historical and cultural circumstances can 
affect the writing of History, so much so that Literature in such instances becomes 
more meaningful than History. Literature deals with things social and political in 
nature, thus it cannot be accomplished in a vacuum, therefore Literature is shaped and 
is shaped by the circumstances prevalent during its conception. So it is not only the 
effect of the social situation but the cause of many social and cultural events. 

In the end, it can be inferred that the literary corpus pertaining to Indian 
Partition easily erodes the concept of the subjectivity of fiction and the objectivity of 
History. Though they were written after Partition and its violence they succeed in 
bringing forth the moments of crisis as in the case of Train to Pakistan, Khushwant 
Singh successfully presents the divergent voices and views about Partition as with the 
progress of the plot the many facets of Partition and its myriad voices are brought 
forth to the point that it culminates by dissipating the thin boundary between 
Literature and History. The bland narrative presents a stark, bleak but correct picture 
of the situations prevalent in the times during and after Partition.Thus the distinction 
between History (which is thought to be factual) and Literature (which is thought to 
be fictional) in the case of novels written on Partition in general and Train to 
Pakistan, in particular, is a matter of serious consideration and has tremendous scope 
for further inquiry.  
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