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Abstract: The Partition of 1947 remains one of the defining catastrophes of postcolonial
South Asia — a historical rupture that uprooted millions, claimed hundreds of thousands of
lives, and left wounds too deep for either official history or individual memory to absorb fully.
Chaman Nahal's Azadi (1975), winner of the Sahitya Akademi Award, is one of the most
sustained and unflinching literary responses to this event. Drawing on trauma theory and
memory studies, this paper reads Azadi as a text in which the personal and the national, the
psychological and the physical, are inseparable. Through the journey of Lala Kanshi Ram's
family from Sialkot to Delhi, Nahal charts the communal fracture of a society, the shattering of
individual lives, and the violence inscribed on human bodies in the name of religion and
nation. The paper argues that the novel's central irony — that freedom arrives as devastation
— makes it not merely a record of Partition, but a searching moral examination of what the
birth of a nation costs its people.
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1. Introduction

At the stroke of midnight on 14th-15th August
1947, India attained freedom from British rule.
But the price of that freedom would prove
devastating. The Partition of the Indian
subcontinent triggered one of the largest
migrations in human history and one of its
worst episodes of communal bloodshed:
millions were displaced from their homes,
thousands were killed, women were abducted
and violated, and entire communities were
torn apart by a division that had been drawn
in haste and imposed with little preparation.
What had been promised as the dawn of
independence became, for vast numbers of
people, a moment of unimaginable suffering.

It is this suffering — its scale, its human
particularity, and its moral complexity — that
Chaman Nahal places at the heart of his novel
Azadi. Published in 1975, the novel tells the
story of Lala Kanshi Ram, a Hindu merchant of
Sialkot, and his family's forced journey to India
as Partition turns their world upside down.
Semi-autobiographical in origin — Nahal
himself was born in Sialkot and driven into
exile after 1947 — the novel carries the
authority of lived experience. As Nahal himself
acknowledged: "One of the themes that [ came
to be occupied after the partition of India was
that of forced exile. I was born in Sialkot and
after 1947 was driven away to India" (Dhawan
40). That personal stake gives the novel its

particular intensity.

As Jagdev Singh rightly observes, Azadi is
“not only his Magnum Opus but also the most
successful and enduring account of this traumatic
national experience in which the personal and
national perspectives merge beyond recognition”
(16). The novel’s three-part structure — “The Lull,”
“The Storm,” and “The Aftermath” — mirrors the
temporal pattern of trauma: the fragile normalcy
before catastrophe, the catastrophe itself, and the
shattered world that follows. Through this
structure and its closely observed characters, Nahal
makes history concrete and politics deeply human.
This paper examines Azadi through three
interconnected lenses: the communal fracturing of
identity and belonging; the psychological
dimensions of displacement and loss; and the
violence inscribed on human bodies, particularly
those of women. Together, these readings reveal
Nahal's novel as a text that does not merely
document Partition but insists on its full moral
weight — refusing the comfort of simple
victimhood, resisting the silence that official
nationalism preferred, and holding up, in the
phrase of trauma theorist Cathy Caruth, an
experience that "is not assimilated or experienced
fully at the time" but demands, belatedly, to be
witnessed (4).
Narration:
The word azadi — freedom — resonates through
the novel with an irony that becomes more
devastating as the narrative unfolds. When
independence is announced on June 3, 1947, the
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listeners in Sialkot do not experience it as
liberation. The news of Partition arrives
alongside the news of freedom, and the two
are inseparable: the promised dawn turns
immediately into dread. Nahal captures the
precise quality of this shock — the stunned
silences, the drained faces, the voices that
break before they can form words — as a
community confronts the reality that the
nation they will gain has been purchased at
the cost of the home they must lose.

Lala Kanshi Ram's reaction to the
announcement is emblematic. A man of
shrewd political instinct, he had long
harboured fears about the British intention:
"And you know these English, they would
rather divide than leave behind a united India"
(Nahal 27). Yet the confirmation of Partition
still finds him in a state of disbelief, grasping
for reassurances that Gandhi would not permit
division, that Hindus and Sikhs could remain
in Pakistan, that life need not be overturned so
completely. His son Arun cuts through these
comforting illusions with two blunt words: "Be
realistic, father” (Nahal 51). The gap between
Lala's instinctive resistance and Arun's clear-
eyed assessment captures something essential
about the psychological experience of
Partition: the mind's refusal to accept what it
already knows.

The irony in the title echoes Frantz Fanon's
idea that independence does not always bring
the freedom people hope for. Instead, it can be
followed by violence, suffering, and a sense of
betrayal. Arun voices something close to this
when he reflects: "He knew the conspiracy of
politicians behind the whole move. Jinnah and
Liaqat Ali Khan were coming into an estate, as
was Nehru. Why else would they rush into
azadi at this pace — an azadi which would
ruin the land and destroy its unity?" (Nahal
78). Freedom, here, is indicted as the property
of political elites — obtained at a cost borne
entirely by ordinary people who neither drew
the line of Partition nor desired it.

One of the most disturbing things Nahal traces
in Azadi is the speed with which the
announcement of Partition dissolves the
bonds of everyday community life. The people
of Sialkot, who had shared a language, a
culture, and the rhythms of daily life, suddenly
find themselves divided by the newly
hardened categories of Hindu and Muslim.
What had been a common identity — Punjabi,
neighbour, friend — fractures almost
overnight into the binary logic of belonging
and exclusion.

Nahal does not present this fracture as

something inevitable or primordial. He is careful to
show that it is produced — driven by political
decisions made at the top and disseminated
through communal leaders, propaganda, and the
terrible feedback loop of retaliatory violence across
the border. The announcement of Pakistan brings
celebrations among the Muslims of Sialkot, with
fireworks lighting the sky; the Hindus, meanwhile,
bolt their doors in fear. What had been shared
public space becomes, in a matter of hours,
contested territory. As Nahal describes it: "Soon
every door in the street was shut tight, as if they
feared a visit from some prehistoric monster"
(Nahal 55).

The transformation is most painfully visible in
personal relationships. The love between Arun and
Nur — a Hindu boy and a Muslim girl — does not
fail from within; it is destroyed from without. After
the announcement, they have become a problem:
"He was now a 'Hindu' boy carrying on with a
'Muslim girl™ (Nahal 73). The inverted commas
Nahal places around these labels are telling: they
mark the artificiality of the categories even as they
acknowledge that these categories have now
become capable of ending lives. Nur's brother
Munir, once easy and welcoming in his friendship
with Arun, grows guarded and defensive. The
sickness of communal bitterness, Nahal shows, does
not spare even those who genuinely wish it had not
come.

Against these fractures, Nahal insists on figures
who resist the communal logic. Chaudhri Barkat Ali
— a devout Muslim and longtime friend of Lala
Kanshi Ram — embodies the distinction between
personal faith and political fanaticism. To him,
religion is a matter of inner conviction, not a
weapon of division: "There was not a single ayat,
single verse, in the Quran which preached
otherwise. God is great, and Mohammed is his
prophet. But the same God is God of Hindus as well"
(Nahal 83). Barkat Ali works actively to prevent
violence, as do other moderate Muslims in the city.
But as he himself admits, it is of no avail: "the
poison has seeped in" (Nahal 118). His failure is not
a failure of character; it is a measure of how
thoroughly the political manipulation of religion
had, by this point, overwhelmed the civic bonds
that ordinary people had built across decades.

The contrast with Abdul Ghani — another
neighbour who had lived in harmony with the
Hindus but now, under the changed conditions,
begins pressing Lala Kanshi Ram to leave — shows
how fine and fragile the line between community
and hostility had become. When Lala asks him why
he wants them to leave after years of friendship,
Ghani's answer reduces everything to religion. It is
a moment that encapsulates the novel's deepest
argument: that Partition was not an expression of
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how people actually lived together, but a
violent imposition upon that life.

What does it mean to be a refugee in your own
hometown? This is the question Nahal presses
hardest upon the reader through Lala Kanshi
Ram. When Lala first hears the word "refugee”
applied to himself, his reaction is outrage:
"'Refugee, refugee indeed!' he shouted, when
he had understood the word. I was born
around here, this is my home — and how can I
be a refugee in my own home?" (Nahal 108).
The question is rhetorical, but it is also
genuine: the word performs an act of violence
upon his identity, converting him in an instant
from a native to a foreigner in the place where
he was born.

Nahal renders Lala's attachment to his home
not as mere property ownership but as
something deeper — a rootedness in place, air,
memory, and earth that cannot be reduced to
legal title. When departure becomes
unavoidable, Lala's grief finds expression
through the body before it finds expression in
words: "He breathed deep, filling his lungs
with the air of the town to their utmost
capacity, and tears levelled up in his eyes. How
could he give this earth up? — And again, he
ran his hand over the wall" (Nahal 149). This
simple act—taking in one last breath of the air
and placing his hand on the wall of his home—
expresses what words cannot: the pain of
losing not just a house, but a part of himself
that was rooted in that place.

Lala's resistance to leaving is prolonged and
painful. He proposes, at various points, to fight
to the last, to convert to Islam rather than
migrate, to refuse the logic of displacement.
His wife's counsel and Barkat Ali's warnings
gradually erode these positions, but what is
important is the nature of his resistance. He is
not naive; he understands the violence. What
he cannot accept is the proposition that the life
he has built over decades can simply be
surrendered. "Arun's mother, I'm old, and I
cannot begin all over again!" (Nahal 110).
These words carry the full weight of traumatic
loss: not only the loss of property, but the loss
of a future that had seemed possible.

Nahal is equally attentive to the political
dimensions of this displacement. Lala's
outrage at the English is direct and bitter: "You
were our sarkar, our masters, and I and
millions like me gave you our complete loyalty.
While striking a deal with these 'leaders’, did
you ever think of us?" (Nahal 125). The British,
he insists, bear primary responsibility for the
violence — not merely for having divided the
country, but for having handed over power

without the preparation or the will to protect the
minorities who were left vulnerable by Partition.
This is Nahal's own view, and he does not soften it.
The central section of the novel — "The Storm" — is
where Nahal confronts the reader with the rawest
dimensions of Partition violence. As Lala Kanshi
Ram's convoy moves on foot toward India, the
landscape they traverse is one of almost
unimaginable human destruction. Dismembered
bodies line the roads. Women lie dead with infants
still at their breasts. The convoy moves through
what has become, in effect, a corridor of death.
Nahal describes the violence against women with
unflinching directness. Muslim mobs subject
women to mass rape, mutilation, and public
humiliation — shaved, stripped, and paraded naked
through the streets as instruments of communal
dishonour. The passage in which Nahal describes
these women is among the most harrowing in the
novel:
Shorn of their body hair and clothes, they
looked like baby girls, or like bald embryos
one sees preserved in the methylated
spirit. Only the breasts and the hips gave
away the age. The women walked
awkwardly, looking only at the ground.
They were all crying though their eyes
shed no tears. Their faces were formed
into grimaces and they were sobbing.
Their arms were free, but so badly had
they been used, so wholly their spirits
cursed, their morale shattered, none of
them made any attempt to cover
themselves with their hands. (Nahal 261)
What Nahal captures here is not only physical
violence but its psychological totalisation: the point
at which the human capacity for self-protection has
been so completely broken that the body itself
becomes passive, entirely the object of others'
violence. This is the extremity of trauma — a state
beyond resistance. Scholars like Ritu Menon and
Kamla Bhasin have documented extensively how
women's bodies were used during Partition as
"territories” upon which communal honour was
contested and destroyed. Nahal's rendering of this
in fiction does not sensationalise; it witnesses.
And yet Nahal is careful not to assign this bestiality
to one community alone. When the convoy crosses
into India, the Hindus and Sikhs are shown
committing identical acts against Muslim women
fleeing to Pakistan. Lala Kanshi Ram himself draws
the conclusion explicitly: "We are all equally guilty...
Each of those girls in that procession at Amritsar
was someone's Madhu" (Nahal 300). This is a
morally courageous moment in the novel. It would
have been far easier — and far more satisfying to a
Hindu readership — for Nahal to maintain a clear
moral hierarchy of victim and perpetrator. Instead,
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he insists on symmetry, and in doing so, makes
a larger argument: that communal violence is
a pathology that belongs to no one religion,
and that the true victims of Partition are the
ordinary people of all communities upon
whom it was visited.

This symmetry also governs Nahal's treatment
of fanaticism. The character of Niranjan Singh
— who sets himself alight rather than shave
his beard to disguise his Sikh identity —
illustrates how the logic of religious
absolutism could, in the conditions of
Partition, turn self-destructive. "Life I'll gladly
lose, my Sikh dharma I won't!" (Nahal 229).
The horror of this moment lies not in its
condemnation of Sikhism but in its illustration
of how completely the crisis of Partition had
deranged the normal human calculus of
survival.

The third section of Azadi — "The Aftermath”
— does not offer the comfort of resolution.
Lala Kanshi Ram arrives in free India to find a
government ill-prepared to receive its own
refugees: "Nearly two months after
independence, it still had not come to grips
with the situation" (Nahal 288). The
callousness of bureaucratic inadequacy
compounds the trauma of displacement. The
people who had suffered the consequences of
Partition had not asked for it, had not desired
it, and now find themselves abandoned by the
very leaders in whose name it was supposedly
undertaken.

What saves the closing section of the novel
from despair is Nahal's careful tracking of Lala
Kanshi Ram's moral evolution. Having
endured loss upon loss — his home, his
community, his daughter Madhu and son-in-
law killed in communal violence, his entire
world dissolved — Lala arrives not at
bitterness but at something harder and more
valuable: a refusal to hate that has been
earned through the full experience of what
hate produces. His confession to his wife —
"We have sinned as much. We need their
forgiveness!" (Nahal 300) — is the moral
centre of the novel. It does not minimise what
was done to the Hindus; it insists that the
suffering of the other must be acknowledged
alongside one's own.

D. R. Sharma has observed that Lala Kanshi
Ram, "although a victim of communal fury...
develops an insight into the world of violence
and tells his wife at the end that he has ceased
to hate" (16). What Nahal achieves through
this character is something  that
straightforwardly political writing about
Partition rarely manages: the transformation

of a victim into a witness, and of a witness into
someone capable of moral understanding. Lala
takes "the whole tragedy as a sort of education,” as
Nahal puts it, and faces the situation "in a calm and
dignified manner."” This is not complacency; it is the
hard-won wisdom of someone who has seen what
hatred makes of human beings.
The novel's closing image — Lala "standing before a
tunnel, where he could not see the other end"
(Nahal 326) — refuses false optimism while
holding open the possibility of a future. The three
members of his surviving family lie awake, unable
to speak to one another, unable to sleep, a sadness
weighing on each of them. Yet they are alive, and
they are together, and the nation in which they now
live is — whatever its failures and violences — free.
Azadi does not pretend this freedom is
uncomplicated. But it does not abandon it either.
Conclusion
Chaman Nahal's Azadi is not a novel of triumph. It is
a novel of witness. In charting the journey of one
family through the catastrophe of Partition, it
insists that the birth of a nation must be measured
not only by the freedoms it inaugurates but by the
price paid by those who had no say in its making. Its
title is its deepest argument: that freedom and
devastation, in this particular historical moment,
were not opposites but the same event, experienced
differently depending on which side of the line you
happened to find yourself, and how the community
around you responded to the logic of division.
What makes Azadi endure as a work of literature is
its moral complexity. Nahal does not allow easy
identification. The Hindus are victims, but they are
also perpetrators. The Muslims include monsters
and saints. The British bear responsibility, but so do
the Indian and Pakistani political elites who rushed
into independence without protecting the people
they claimed to represent. The only figures Nahal
consistently exempts from this moral accounting
are the ordinary people — the Lala Kanshi Rams
and Barkat Alis — who built their lives across
communal lines and found those lives destroyed by
forces they had neither created nor desired.
As Partition memory enters its third generation,
Azadi remains essential reading — not as a
historical document, though it is that too, but as a
moral reckoning with what it means to build a
nation on the ruins of someone else's home. The
wound Nahal describes has not fully healed. His
novel insists we continue to look at it.
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