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 Abstract  

The Partition of India in 1947 was not merely a geopolitical event but a profound 

transformationin the cultural, emotional, and psychological landscapes of South Asia. This 

research paper examines the interconnections between memory, trauma, and identity through an 

interdisciplinary engagement with literary and memory studies. Using Salman Rashid's A Time of 

Madness: A Memoir of Partition, Khushwant Singh's Train to Pakistan, and postcolonial and 

memory theory by Homi K. Bhabha and Maurice Halbwachs, this paper explores how narrative, 

both fictional and autobiographical, becomes a vessel for personal and collective remembrance. 

Theoretical frameworks such as cultural memory, hybrid identity, and the psychosocial aftermath 

of trauma shape the analysis of these texts, highlighting literature's vital role in mediating 

Partition's enduring impact. 

Keywords: Partition literature, collective memory, trauma, identity, postmemory, hybridity, 

Salman Rashid, Khushwant Singh, Homi Bhabha, Maurice Halbwachs, cultural memory 

Introduction  

The Partition of British India in 1947 remains one of the most traumatic events in the 

subcontinent‘s modern history, leaving behind not only fractured geographies but also deeply 

scarred psyches. While official records document the displacement of over fifteen million people 

and the death of nearly one million, the emotional and psychological costs of Partition continue 
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to reverberate through literary expressions. More than a political transformation, Partition was a 

profound cultural and existential crisis that disrupted identities, communal relationships, and 

historical continuities. The literature emerging from and about this period serves not only as 

testimony to its horrors but also as a medium through which individuals and communities 

negotiate memory, identity, and trauma. 

This study explores the intersection of memory, trauma, and identity in select Partition 

narratives, with particular attention to Salman Rashid‘s A Time of Madness: A Memoir of 

Partition and Khushwant Singh‘s Train to Pakistan. These texts provide distinct but interlinked 

perspectives on the Partition experience as reflected in the characters of Rashid through a 

memoir infused with inherited memory and return, and Singh through fictional realism that 

critiques communal violence and moral collapse. Both works function as narrative sites where 

personal and collective remembrance intersect, offering counter-histories to official discourses 

that often marginalize subaltern voices. 

The analytical framework of this paper integrates theories from memory studies and postcolonial 

thought, specifically Maurice Halbwachs‘s theory of collective memory and Homi K. Bhabha‘s 

concept of hybridity. Halbwachs argues that memory is shaped within the constraints of social 

structures, suggesting that individual recollections are anchored in collective frameworks. 

Bhabha‘s notion of hybridity challenges essentialist understandings of identity by locating the 

subject in a ―third space‖ that resists fixed binaries (Bhabha 56). Together, these frameworks 

allow for an exploration of how Partition literature both reflects and constructs memory as a 

dynamic, socially mediated process that bears the traces of trauma and the desire for identity 

reconstruction. 

In engaging with these theoretical lenses, the paper also aligns with Astrid Erll‘s assertion that 

literature functions as ―a medium of cultural memory‖ which ―stores, disseminates, and 

structures collective experiences‖ (Erll 5). By analyzing Rashid‘s and Singh‘s texts through this 

interdisciplinary approach, the study underscores the epistemological and affective dimensions 

of narrative, illustrating how literature sustains the memory of Partition as an unresolved 

historical wound and a site of ongoing identity negotiation. 
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 Memory as Narrative: Salman Rashid’s A Time of Madness  

Salman Rashid‘s memoir A Time of Madness: A Memoir of Partition serves as a powerful 

testament to the enduring legacies of Partition trauma and the role of narrative in preserving 

memory. His account of his family‘s forced migration from Jalandhar to Pakistan transcends 

personal biography to become an emblem of collective historical experience. Rashid‘s return to 

his ancestral village decades later, underpinned by emotion and symbolic resonance, is 

emblematic of what Marianne Hirsch has termed ―postmemory‖, a phenomenon where 

descendants of trauma survivors inherit and embody memories of events they did not experience 

directly (Hirsch 22). As Rashid writes upon his return, “I had come to a place I had never seen, 

yet it seemed to speak to some part of me I didn’t know existed” (Rashid 147), revealing how 

inherited memory shapes his affective response to place. 

Through the lens of Maurice Halbwachs‘ theory of collective memory, Rashid‘s memoir 

becomes more than a personal reflection; it transforms into a communal act of remembering. 

Halbwachs argues that memory is always constructed within a social framework, asserting that 

―individual memory is socially framed‖ (Halbwachs 38). Rashid‘s memories, intertwined with 

familial and communal recollections, resist temporal constraints and revitalize a past that official 

histories often silence or distort. The memoir thus defies the linear progression of time, instead 

weaving together past and present to illuminate how memory becomes a repository of identity. 

As he describes standing before the ruins of his grandfather‘s house, “No history book told me 

what I learned standing at my grandfather’s ruin” (Rashid 152), the memoir becomes an 

intimate intervention into collective forgetting. 

Rashid‘s journey to India is not merely geographical; it is deeply mnemonic and psychosocial. 

His emotional response to the land and people, strangers who share a past fragmented by politics, 

illustrates how memory, trauma, and belonging are entangled. “They did not know me, but they 

knew my story,” he notes poignantly, reflecting the persistent imprint of Partition on those left 

behind (Rashid 109). This personal narrative allows Rashid to reinsert his family's history into 

the cultural consciousness, reclaiming an erased lineage and challenging monolithic national 

narratives. As Hirsch asserts, ―postmemory describes the relationship that the ‗generation after‘ 
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bears to the personal, collective, and cultural trauma of those who came before‖ (Hirsch 5). In 

this light, Rashid‘s memoir becomes an archival act, one that bridges generational ruptures, and 

offers a counter narrative to dominant historical accounts. 

Furthermore, the memoir resonates with the idea that memory is not a passive recollection but an 

active process of identity construction. In narrating his parents' memories and the 

intergenerational trauma carried forward, Rashid reconstructs his own identity as a subject 

formed at the confluence of history, memory, and displacement. He acknowledges, “I was 

making sense of who I was, through stories that were not mine but had shaped me nonetheless” 

(Rashid 117). Literature, especially memoir, in this context, emerges as a vehicle for what Aleida 

Assmann refers to as "cultural memory", the long-term preservation of knowledge and 

experience across generations through symbolic forms (Assmann 110). 

To conclude, A Time of Madness exemplifies how memory functions as both narrative structure 

and epistemological tool. Rashid‘s text does not simply recount events; it embodies the trauma 

and resilience of a dislocated community. By engaging with postmemory and collective memory 

theories, the memoir asserts the importance of storytelling in not just remembering the past, but 

also in reconstructing the fragmented self within the historical continuum of Partition. 

Fictionalizing Trauma: Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan  

Khushwant Singh‘s Train to Pakistan (1956) stands as a seminal literary response to the Partition 

of India, where fiction is employed not merely as a form of storytelling, but as a medium to 

grapple with historical trauma and the complexities of identity formation. Singh does not recount 

the Partition through abstract or nationalistic terms; instead, he zooms in on the microcosm of 

Mano Majra, a small village on the border of India and Pakistan, portraying how the cataclysmic 

political rupture invades everyday life and human relationships. As Singh writes, “The fact is, 

both sides killed. Both shot and stabbed and speared and clubbed. Both tortured. Both raped” 

(Singh 1). 

The fictional village of Mano Majra initially exemplifies communal harmony between Sikhs and 

Muslims, but this fragile peace deteriorates under the weight of external political manipulations 
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and the dissemination of hatred. Singh's narrative reflects the tension between historical truth and 

its mediated representation, creating a landscape where trauma emerges not only from acts of 

violence but from the very breakdown of trust, intimacy, and shared cultural lifeways. The same 

communal harmony and unity in diversity among multiple faiths is accentuated in Khushwant 

Singh`s novel as “Muslims said their prayers in the mosque; Sikhs and Hindus in their temples. 

Nobody bothered anybody” (Singh 5). 

Drawing upon Homi Bhabha‘s theory of hybridity and ambivalence, the novel illuminates how 

identities are not stable or monolithic but are continuously negotiated within ―the Third Space of 

enunciation‖ (Bhabha 55). For instance, Jugga, a dacoit, and Iqbal, a political activist, both 

become symbolic figures caught in the crisis of representation, neither wholly good nor entirely 

evil. Jugga, though seen as a criminal, ultimately redeems himself in a heroic act, while Iqbal, 

ironically the educated outsider, remains ineffectual. These morally ambiguous characters 

illustrate Bhabha‘s notion that cultural identity is constructed in the ―in-between‖ spaces of 

contradiction and negotiation. “When you say you are a Sikh, or a Hindu or a Muslim, you are 

telling a lie. You are simply a man” (Singh 88). 

Moreover, the recurring image of the train, freighted with corpses and silence, becomes a 

powerful symbol of trauma. It transports more than bodies; it transports memory, loss, and the 

violent absurdity of partitioned identities. When the train arrives carrying the dead, Singh 

describes it starkly: “The train was full of dead bodies. They were just stacked in like firewood” 

(Singh 112). This moment embodies Cathy Caruth‘s assertion that ―trauma is not locatable in the 

simple violent or original event... but rather in the way its very unassimilated nature... returns to 

haunt the survivor later on‖ (Caruth 4). Singh‘s narrative enacts this haunting as the trauma 

reemerges through communal fear, silence, and irrational violence. 

Through the lens of postcolonial trauma theory, Singh‘s fictionalization of Partition becomes an 

act of resistance. It not only confronts the ideological structures that fostered such violence but 

also refuses to reduce trauma to a singular or resolved narrative. Singh lays bare the absurdities 

and brutalities inflicted in the name of religion and nationhood. “Why do you want to kill people 

you don’t even know?” one character demands, forcing the reader to reflect on how 
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manufactured ideologies destroy lived solidarities (Singh 127). Singh opens a space for ethical 

reflection, compelling the reader to grapple with the messiness of memory, guilt, complicity, and 

survival. The dissonance between the village's idyllic beginning and its violent transformation 

speaks to the larger crisis of post-Partition identity, where communal harmony gives way to 

nationalistic binaries. 

Thus, Train to Pakistan is more than a historical novel; it is a narrative palimpsest where 

personal, communal, and national traumas are inscribed and reinscribed. The novel fictionalizes 

trauma not to distance readers from reality, but to draw them into an affective engagement with 

history. Singh‘s work contributes profoundly to the cultural memory of Partition, serving as a 

literary monument to those marginalized in official accounts. In doing so, it not only mourns the 

past but forces readers to reckon with its continued presence in the collective psyche of the 

subcontinent. 

Memory Studies and Postcolonial Theory: A Theoretical Synthesis  

The intersection of memory studies and postcolonial theory provides a robust interdisciplinary 

framework for analyzing Partition literature. Maurice Halbwachs‘ seminal concept of ―collective 

memory‖ argues that memory is not merely an individual recollection but is constructed within 

social frameworks and shaped by group dynamics (Halbwachs 38). He asserts, “We can only 

remember on condition that we place ourselves in the perspective of the group... memory 

depends on the social milieu” (Halbwachs 53). In the context of Partition, this collective memory 

becomes a vital instrument through which communities articulate shared trauma and construct a 

sense of historical continuity amidst rupture. 

Postcolonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha complements this framework with his notion of 

―hybridity,‖ which critiques essentialist constructions of identity. Bhabha posits that identity is 

never fixed but is constantly negotiated in the "Third Space", a liminal arena of cultural 

interaction where new subjectivities emerge (Bhabha 56). He writes, “It is the in-between space 

that carries the burden of the meaning of culture” (Bhabha 55). In Partition narratives, hybridity 

surfaces in characters who embody fractured cultural affiliations, reflecting the instability of 
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identity in postcolonial South Asia. Such hybridity is not merely cultural but also mnemonic, 

involving the hybridization of personal memories and official historiography. 

Moreover, literary scholar Sanja Skopljanac highlights literature‘s unique capacity to encode, 

retrieve, and circulate memory. She explains that “narrative fiction allows for the representation 

and re-experiencing of trauma through its temporal structures and metaphoric displacements” 

(Skopljanac 49). According to her, literature functions as a site of epistemological significance, 

where personal and collective traumas are not only represented but also interpreted and 

transmitted across generations. This aligns with Marianne Hirsch‘s theory of "postmemory," 

wherein the inherited memories of traumatic events especially by the second generation become 

emotionally and cognitively internalized, influencing identity formation (Hirsch 107). As Hirsch 

puts it, “Postmemory characterizes the experience of those who grow up dominated by 

narratives that preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are displaced by the traumatic 

stories of a previous generation” (Hirsch 5). 

This theoretical synthesis allows for a reading of Partition literature as more than mere historical 

documentation. Instead, it positions literary texts as dynamic sites of cultural production where 

suppressed memories, contested identities, and unresolved traumas are actively negotiated. As 

such, the convergence of Halbwachs' sociological lens and Bhabha's postcolonial insights 

underscores the ways in which memory is both a social construct and a tool of resistance. 

Through this combined lens, memory becomes not just a reflection of the past but a mechanism 

for political critique, identity reformation, and cultural survival. 

Cultural Memory and Literary Canons  

Literature plays a foundational role not only in documenting individual experiences but also in 

constructing and preserving cultural memory. As Astrid Erll explains in Memory in Culture, 

literature is ―a medium of cultural memory‖ that ―stores, disseminates, and structures collective 

experiences‖ (Erll 5). This cultural function is particularly evident in the literary representations 

of the Partition of India, which serve to supplement or challenge dominant historical narratives. 

These texts become archives of marginalized voices, providing counter-memory to official 
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historiography. Erll notes that “literature not only reflects cultural memory but actively shapes 

and transmits it” (Erll 7). 

In this context, both Salman Rashid‘s A Time of Madness and Khushwant Singh‘s Train to 

Pakistan engage with what Marianne Hirsch has called ―postmemory,‖ where subsequent 

generations inherit and embody the traumatic memories of their predecessors (Hirsch 106). 

Rashid describes how the memory of Partition haunted his family: “My mother never called it 

migration. She always said she had been expelled” (Rashid 45). Through narrative form both 

fictional and autobiographical, these works participate in what Jan Assmann defines as ―cultural 

memory,‖ a type of memory that is preserved through texts, rituals, and cultural artefacts and is 

crucial to identity formation across generations (Assmann 128). 

Rashid‘s memoir, while personal, echoes the collective trauma of Partition and acts as a medium 

through which erased geographies and histories are reclaimed. Reflecting on his ancestral home, 

Rashid writes, “I was tracing footsteps long vanished, trying to feel what my father must have 

felt walking through these fields” (Rashid 101). His narrative revisits places lost to geopolitical 

borders, highlighting how memory challenges spatial and temporal boundaries. Similarly, 

Singh‘s novel, while fictional, constructs a vivid emotional and ethical memory of Partition, 

confronting the absurdity of religious divisions and the violence they engender. He writes, “The 

world was divided not into Muslims and Sikhs, but into the dead and the alive” (Singh 129). The 

inclusion of such works in literary canons helps preserve memory narratives that are otherwise 

omitted in state-sponsored histories. 

Inaddition, these texts deconstruct the hegemonic constructs of nationhood. Bhabha‘s notion of 

hybridity is especially relevant here; it reveals how post-Partition identities remain suspended 

between loss and reconstruction, resisting any singular or essentialist articulation of selfhood. 

Singh‘s characters are often torn between duty, faith, and survival, embodying what Bhabha 

describes as “the stairwell of a third space… negotiating the translation of cultural difference” 

(Bhabha 56). By giving voice to the silenced and the displaced, literature participates in shaping 

a dynamic cultural memory that continues to evolve with each retelling. 



www.TLHjournal.com                       Literary  Herald                   ISSN: 2454-3365 

                                   An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal 

                                        Impact Factor: 6.292 (SJIF) 
 

 
 Vol. 11, Issue 1 (June 2025)    

Page 285 
                          Dr. Siddhartha Sharma 
                                 Editor-in-Chief 

  

As these narratives circulate across generations and academic discourses, they shape how 

communities remember, mourn, and resist. The emotional resonance and moral complexity 

embedded in these stories ensure that Partition is not relegated to the past but remains a 

persistent element in South Asian identity politics, literature, and cultural consciousness. Thus, 

the canonization of such literature is not only an act of remembrance but also of resistance—

against forgetting, against simplification, and against historical erasure. 

Conclusion  

Partition literature emerges not merely as a recounting of past horrors, but as a dynamic site 

where memory, trauma, and identity interlace to form a multilayered narrative of loss, survival, 

and cultural continuity. Through the evocative memoir of Salman Rashid and the poignant 

fiction of Khushwant Singh, we witness how literary texts preserve fragments of lived history 

transforming them into enduring acts of remembrance. These narratives do more than 

memorialize; they interrogate official silences, contest hegemonic histories, and offer space for 

voices long marginalized by the violence of both political division and historical amnesia. 

By weaving together postcolonial insights and memory theory, this study foregrounds the value 

of literature as a vehicle of historical reconstruction and emotional healing. Rashid‘s memoir, 

steeped in postmemory and collective remembrance, resurrects erased geographies and identities, 

while Singh‘s novel renders trauma palpable through characters entangled in moral complexity 

and cultural hybridity. Both works testify to the resilience of memory in the face of rupture and 

displacement. 

To sum up, this paper drives home the point that Partition literature is not a closed chapter of the 

past but a living discourse, one that continues to evolve through intergenerational transmission, 

reshaping how individuals and communities perceive themselves within the broader frameworks 

of nationhood, belonging, and identity. The enduring significance of these narratives lies in their 

ability to convert personal suffering into collective consciousness, thereby offering an 

imaginative space for reconciliation, resistance, and renewal. 
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