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Abstract:                     

In this paper, I have attempted to theorize the idea of the 

human body as it is constituted through different ideological 

discourses. At the time of partition, thousands of the innocent 

Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs fell a victim to what I call 

civilizational madness. They killed and tortured each other 

indiscriminately. A large body of literary narratives have been 

produced on the theme of partition violence. In this paper, I 

have relied upon the theoretical frameworks of Michel 

Foucault and Mikhail Bakhtin to interpret the role of human 

bodies as they fall victims to discursive ideologies. During the 

large-scale migration, the human body was one of the main 

sources of national identity. Some people changed their names 

to avoid torture at the hands of the rival groups. But men were 

asked to undress themselves to prove whether their Muslim 

identity. Likewise, the female body, irrespective of religious 

identity, became the symbol of national pride. In other words, 

defiling the female body symbolized the superiority of one’s 

national identity. Ayah, the protagonist in Ice Candy Man is 

victimized for her Hindu identity. Imam Din tries to save a 

Hindu servant but fails as the victim was not circumcised. Thus, 

at a particular space and time, the body becomes either a 

blessing or a curse for human subjects trying to evade violence. 

The village Pir Pindo represents the civilizational harmony 

which characterized the subcontinent for thousands of years. 

But at the time of partition, the village was also plagued by the 

partition frenzy. And those who try to evade are coerced to 

remain silent. My argument is that the human body during 

partition becomes a site of asserting national identities through 

a peculiar combination of time and space. 
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Introduction: 

This paper attempts to theorize the role of human bodies and 

geographical spaces in the postcolonial identity politics in Ice 

Candy Man. The novel per se deals with the traumatic incidents 

related to the partition of the subcontinent; and subsequent 

large-scale migration from one place to another. The argument 

of the article is that the remapping of a geographical space 

results in a rereading or reinterpreting of the human body.  

Thus, the human body becomes the site of contestation of 

various ideologies and also a signifier for an imagined national 

identity. 

For the theoretical framework I have relied upon Michel 

Foucault’s idea on the construction of the human body in the 

public sphere and Mikhail Bakhtin’s idea of literary chronotope 

(how configurations of time and space are represented in 

language and discourse). In his seminal Discipline and Punish, 

Foucault argues that long-ago historians began to write the 

history of the body. They studied the body in the field of 

historical demography or pathology. They interpreted the body 

as the seat of appetite, the locus of physiological processes and 

metabolism. By and large they interpreted the body in terms of 

its biological needs and processes. But the body is also directly 

involved in political field; power relations have an immediate 

hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to 

carry tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs. (173). In 

simple words, in any political field where different ideological 

discourses contest each other, the human body is subjected to 

conform to particular ideology. And in the case of resistance, it 

is to be tortured, punished or executed if it fails to subscribe to 

different ideological demands. 
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Main Body 

Mutilated human bodies in Sidhwa tell the sad tale of 

nationhood. And the body of the Hindu Ayah serves as the 

objective correlative to dramatize the violence inherent in 

Hindu Muslim binary. Many similarities can be spotted 

between Ayah and Lenny. Both the female figures are 

marginalized in the patriarchal structure in the private sphere. 

Lenny, as the polio survivor, and Ayah, a member of the 

working class has limited roles to perform in the public sphere. 

Their powerlessness stems from their assigned social roles. And 

as the plot progresses, we find that it is not only Lenny who 

comes across the darker sides of life but also Ayah by 

becoming the centre stage actor of politics of partition. Though 

Sidhwa begins her narrative to give the Parsee version on the 

partition yet as the novel progresses, the narrative is completely 

overtaken by partition violence. Sidhwa continues to comment 

on other related issues like the availability of political space for 

minorities in Pakistan but violence and its aftermath remain one 

of the major thematic concerns in the text. Nilufer Bahruch in 

Indian English Fiction 1980-90: 

An Assessment argues that with each succeeding novel of 

Sidhwa, the assertion of the theme of Parsee identity gradually 

wanes, and the partition theme gets correspondingly stronger as 

the characters become integrated to their environment and 

overcome their anxieties as a social and political minority in the 

nation of their domicile (Bharucha 81).  

 In structural terms, the novel can be divided into two parts. 

The first part begins with the introduction of the characters and 

the Parsees’ concerns about the political changes taking place 

in India. And the second part begins when the actual drama of 

partition tragedy is played out. And it is in the second part of 

the novel that various discourses of history, culture, myth and 

identity contest each other. In metaphorical terms, the novel 

can be divided into a prelapsarian and postlapsarian world. In 

the prelapsarian world, Ayah subverts patriarchal structures 

through her sexuality. Her body enjoys a feminine power over 

all the male characters that happen to gather around her in the 
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park. Lenny remains a privy to these amorous adventures. But 

Ayah, herself in love with Masseur, enjoys her power position 

by flirting with the ice candy man. Her unique influence 

renders her able to bring together men of disparate occupations, 

ethnicities, and religious affiliations (Kleist 76). It is due to this 

communal harmony that I see Ayah, Shanti as the Eve in a 

prelapsarian world. Her body could also be interpreted as India 

because in her presence ethnic and religious identities are 

dissolved to give birth to a more romantic and accommodating 

human identity.  

Sidhwa juxtaposes violence with romance and civilizational 

harmony through the tropes of geographical spaces of the 

Chenab River and the village Pir Pindo. Human existence in 

these spaces is not fraught with anxieties and fears. On the 

waves of the Chenab, the folk tale of Sohni and Mahinwal is 

written. The doomed lovers, symbolic of humanity, are 

separated through the river. Sohni crosses the river to meet her 

beloved. When she reaches there, Mahinwal has nothing to 

offer. He offers Sohni a barbecued part of his body. In the end, 

the doomed lovers die (Sidhwa43). The introduction of 

romance in the story of violence is strategically important. It 

helps the author in questioning/challenging the essentiality of 

history and myth. The relationship between history and myth is 

complicated. I do not suggest that myth could be an alternative 

to history but the myth that becomes folklore does have the 

potential to redress the discourse/s of history that privilege/s 

one human identity over the other. The folklore of Sohni and 

Mahinwal is rooted in the linguistic consciousness of the 

inhabitants of the Punjab. The speakers of the Punjabi language 

gather to sing and enjoy the famous folktales like Heer and 

Ranjaha and Sohni and Mahinwal. And in these gatherings, the 

religious and other ethnic identities seldom crop up. They 

gather to worship the god of romance and love. And in this 

process, myth overtakes history. It blesses humanity with 

romance and love that is denied in history. It is an attempt to 

fight existential nothingness by focusing on what remains 

unsaid in history. 
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Patrick Colm Hogan in his essay, “Midnight Children and the 

Politics of Identity,” observes:  Any human relation to history, 

thus any concern about history, any valuing of its study, is a 

relational guided not only by what is history, but by what it is 

not…one way to reconcile ourselves to nothingness is through 

myth---myth of origins that explain our condition in a way that 

contingent matters of history cannot; eschatological myth that 

allow us to imagine, that whatever has been lost can, finally be 

restored. We imagine historical reality and historical 

nothingness by way of myth. (516)  

What is lost is innocence and what is remembered is violence. 

The redressal power of myth focuses human subjectivities that 

have been traumatized by what is remembered in history. 

Moreover, our memories are neither transparent nor 

ideologically innocent. They are selective i.e. we remember 

only those incidents which justify our ideological positions. 

Hence in the story telling of the victims, only selected incidents 

are reported. Hogan further argues, “What really matters is the 

common belief about history, what people imagine to have 

happened... common belief is characterized and criticized as 

part of a dominant and distortive ideology” (515). In other 

words, what people remember as history is negotiated through a 

dominant and discursive ideology. Thus, a Sikh or a Hindu, in a 

historical discourse cannot remember something good done by 

a Muslim and vice versa. My argument is that the spaces left 

blank because of a dominant, distortive ideology are filled 

through myth. No matter what is the degree of enmity between 

the Sikhs and Muslims but as the inhabitants of Punjab, they 

will continue to celebrate the tragedies of Heer Ranjaha and 

Sohni Mahinwal. Because these stories fill the gaps left by the 

selective remembrance of history. These mythopoeic figures 

become the cultural heritage of Punjab folklore not because of 

their religious identity but by their subversion of the grand 

narratives of religious discourse/s. Hence, in these myths, the 

defenders of the organized religion are presented as villains. In 

theoretical terms, it is an attempt to de/historicize history that 

creates monolithic identities. And myth serves the alternative 

discourse that can create a humane, tolerant and egalitarian 

society. 
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 In the practice of everyday life, this non-religious, mythical 

identity is more helpful in engineering social relations than the 

imagined relationship of any ethnic group/s with the past. 

Hogan calls it a practical identity that helps create a 

multicultural society that India used to be before the arrival of 

the colonizer. He compares it with “Categorical Identity,” 

which is fundamentally one’s self concept. It has three essential 

components. Firstly, it is used to de-limit other groups. 

Secondly, it is vacuous i.e. no introspection has gone into 

adopting this identity. We are Hindus and Muslims not by 

choice but because of being born into particular families. 

Thirdly, it crosses geographical regions and historical epochs. It 

reaches everyone who falls under the category, whenever or 

wherever that person might live or have lives (Hogan 518). In 

other words, it is an imaginary relationship that refuses to 

acknowledge nationalist boundaries. Categorical identity, thus, 

leads to ideological fixation. Contrary to categorical identity, 

Hogan introduces the idea of practical identity. He observers:  

Practical identity is the entire complex of habits, expectations, 

abilities, routines that integrate one’s daily activities with those 

of community. One’s practical identity encompasses everything 

from table manners and greeting customs to unreflective 

expectations of how others will act in any sort of communal 

recreation or labour. Unlike categorical identity, practical 

identity is not merely attributive. It is, rather, broadly 

experiential… Finally, practical identity is insistently local and 

proximate. (519)  

The proximity of practical identity enables it to create spaces of 

social action within the contesting discourses of categorical 

identity/ies. It is on the site of the practical identity that 

Hindu, Sikh, Muslims and others participate to create what 

Nandy calls “the normal rhythm of community life” (178). 

Thus, in many places, Hindu festivals are inconceivable 

without Muslim craft persons and vice versa (Hogan 521). This 

spirit of accommodation is born out of the division of labour in 

the public sphere. For instance, if a Hindu wants to construct a 
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house, he would hire the best architecture in the town 

regardless of his/her religious preferences. This 

interdependence of human beings on each other, in the public 

spheres of their lives, defines the parameters of practical 

identity.  People come together in the public sphere and give 

birth to a syncretic cultural consciousness that transcends 

religious boundaries. Folklore, being one of the most important 

ingredients of this consciousness, challenges any binaristic 

discourse. Hence, in these folklores in general and in the 

Punjabi folklore in particular, the holy men of religion stand by 

patriarchal oppression.  The speakers of the Punjabi language, 

living in any part of the world, are aware of the villainous role 

played by this alliance, especially in the lives of the 

mythopoeic figures like Heer Ranjaha and Sohni Mahiwal. In 

the Punjabi cultural consciousness, Heer and Sohni subvert the 

religiocized patriarchal structures/demands. Heer does so by 

refusing to marry Sydo Khera and Sohni by crossing the river 

every night to meet Mahinwal. Nadeem Aslam’s Maps For 

Lost Lovers also posits these two tales as a source of subversion 

of patriarchal and religious discursivity.  He refers to Heer who 

is subdued by the use of force to marry the unwanted man. And 

the mullah bribed by her parents conducts the ceremony 

without having the formal consent. Aslam observes:  

Heer didn’t consent to her marriage to the man she didn’t love--

-refused to say “Yes, I do”—but the Mullah conducting the 

ceremony had been bribed by her family and he said that he had 

seen her give her nod, and that that was sufficient as a sign of 

her consent. In their turn, these verses of the saints—because 

they advocated a direct communion with Allah, by passing the 

mosques---were denounced by the orthodox clerics, so much so 

that when the poet Bulleh Shah died, the clerics refused to give 

him a burial. (275) 

Sohni and Heer symbolize the alterity to religious and 

patriarchal oppression. It is argued that they represent the 

Punjabi feminism that empowers a woman to take the lead in 

the public sphere. Sohni, by developing an extra marital affair 

not only challenges socio religious discursivity but also the 

centuries old patriarchal demand that privilege men as the 
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centre of experience. The myth reverses the gender equation by 

making Sohni as the prime mover. Heer also refuses to marry 

Syedo Khera, a young man selected by her parents. The 

patriarchal power structure, supported by religious discourse 

fails to bring both the women to submit to its demands. Thus 

women, in Punjab’s mythological consciousness, present an 

alternative image of the resistant female figure, who can not 

only make choices but also through her struggle exposes the 

moral bankruptcy of the system. Sidhwa’s choice of the myth is 

this strategically important as Ayah the narrator of the story, is 

also fated to humiliation and marginalization like Sohni and 

Heer.  

The space of the river Chenab binds these tragic romances of 

Heer and Sohni into an artistic unity. These tales are written on 

the waves of the Chenab. Hence, in the indigenous 

mythological consciousness, the Chenab appears as the central 

trope, the background against which the drama of love and 

violence is played out. The metaphor of the river can be further 

extended to the constant flow of the indivisible time. In other 

words, time represents what Bergson calls duration or la duree, 

an eternal flow of time in which human consciousness works to 

make sense of external events. But the human mind perceives it 

not in series but in a totality, a whole, as when we think of the 

duration of a minute, we do not count the sixty oscillations of 

the pendulum but the minute perceived as a whole (Bergson 

101). Explaining the relationship between the experiencing soul 

and the time as a whole, Bergson further observes:  

Pure duration is the form which the succession of conscious 

states assumes when our ego lets itself live, when it refrains 

from separating its present state from its former states. For this 

purpose, it need not be entirely absorbed in the passing 

sensation or idea; for then, on the contrary, it would no longer 

endure. Nor need it forget its former states: it is enough that, in 

recalling these states, it does not set them alongside its actual 

state as one point alongside another, but forms both the past 

and present state into an organic whole (98).  
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Time as an organic whole, the Chenab does not differentiate 

between the past and present. It is argued that pure time 

produces mythical narratives; and time that stands divided into 

units, physical or historical time produces historical narratives. 

The Chenab in the text provides the background to myth that 

challenges different discourses of identity/ies to produce a 

tragic romance which ends in the victory of love. But the 

historical time which divides itself into past and present 

produces historical narratives which tend to divide human 

beings on the basis of religion, language and culture. It is the 

historio religious specificities that gave birth to partition 

violence and, the Chenab which served as the backdrop to 

romance, is filled with dead bodies. Thus, the partition becomes 

the dividing line not between different religious groups but also 

between the consciousness of self and time. It separates the 

pure time from the historical time. In Qurratulain Hyder, it 

becomes the River of Fire. Amrita Preetam (1919-2005), the 

famous 

Punjabi poet remembers the partition tragedy in her poem “Ode 

to Warish Shah”:   

Today, I call Waris Shah, “Speak from inside your grave”  

And turn, today, the book of love’s next affectionate page  

Once, one daughter of Punjab cried; you wrote a wailing saga  

Today, a million daughters, cry to you, Waris Shah  

Rise! O’ narrator of the grieving; rise! look at your Punjab  

Today, fields are lined with corpses, and blood fills the 

Chenab. (Preetam n.pag.)  

Many people in India and Pakistan feel emotionally choked and 

cannot read the entire poem that captures the horrific events of 

partition. In the opening of the poem, the poet mentions the 

love story of Heer Ranjha and its celebration by the master 

poet, Waris Shah. It also refers to the incidents taking place in 
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mythical or pure time and the Chenab serving as the metaphor 

for pure time. But the violence and bloodshed during partition, 

as I argued earlier, is the result of historio religious specificities 

and their relationship with Punjab is both temporal and spatial. 

Bakhtin defines this space time relationship as chronotopic i.e. 

the interconnectedness of time and space, (time as the fourth 

dimension of space) (Bakhtin 184). How the idea of chronotope 

is operative in literary narratives in general and in the genre of 

novels in particular is important for our discussion for framing 

human beings and their experiences in their day to day life as 

well as their imaginative relationship with their past. 

Explaining this idea further, Bakhtin observes:   

In the literary artistic chronotope, spatial and temporal 

indicators are fused into carefully thought-out concrete whole. 

Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically 

visible; likewise space charged and responsive to the movement 

of time, plot and story. This intersection of axes and fusion of 

indicators characterize the artistic chronotope. …. for in 

literature the primary category in the chronotope is time. The 

chronotope as a formally constitutive category determines to a 

significant degree the image of man in literature. The image of 

man is always intrinsically chronotopic. (185)  

The image of Ayah as storyteller of Sohni and Mahinwal is 

chronotopic in the sense that in her body pure time and 

historical time intersect each other to give the reader an 

understanding of the past and present. And the Chenab serves 

as the trope which helps in defining the chronotopic 

configuration of Ayah’s body in the spatio temporal realities 

before and after partition. In the arguably prelapsarian world of 

pre partition India, Ayah defines herself in terms of the 

mythical Chenab. But in the postlapsarian, post partition world, 

it is the Chenab, the river of fire, filled with human bodies that 

defines Ayah’s existence. In the pre partition India, the body of 

Ayah symbolizes mother India. Hari, the gardener, Imam Din 

the cook, Ice Candy man and Sharbat Khan all gather around 

Ayah in the park presenting almost a perfect picture of 

civilizational harmony. Ayah, herself in love with Masseur, also 
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enjoys this power position by flirting with men around.  It is in 

the midst of this civilizational harmony that she tells the tales of 

Heer Ranjha and Sohni Mahinwal to Lenny. But the sky is 

overcast with doubts and confusions. Imam Din has been 

visiting Pir Pindo, a village, another trope for the chronotopic 

representation of the pre-partition communal harmony.  

Pir Pindo, like the body of Ayah, is another microcosmic 

representation of India. The population of the village is 

dominated by three religious groups viz. Hindus, Sikhs and 

Muslims. The religious identity or what I have termed as 

categorical identity does not interfere with the demands of 

practical identity. All the groups or contesting religious 

discourses derive sustenance and civilizational strength from 

the soil. No cracks have yet appeared in this communal 

harmony. But the inhabitants of the village have apprehensions 

about the future. Sidhwa notices: 

In the sated lull of the village mullah clears his throat, “My 

brothers, he says. And our eyes turn to him, running frail 

fingers through his silky white beard, he says, “I hear there is 

trouble in the cities…Hindus are being murdered in 

Bengal…Muslims in Bihar. It’s strange…the English Sarkar 

can’t seem to do anything about it.” (54)  

The image of the sated lull in the village aptly conveys the 

sense of peace and harmony that different religious 

communities seem to enjoy.  They feel that the madness 

prevailing in cities will never overtake them. And if this 

cultural harmony is poisoned, they will protect each other 

irrespective of the religious differences. And the meeting ends 

with representatives of different religious groups taking oath 

that they would defend the members of the rival communities 

or “the religious other” if the circumstances demand so (55).  

In metaphorical terms, the body of Ayah and the space of Pir 

Pindo, the village, emerge as central tropes around which the 

narrative of history, identity, myth and violence is woven. The 

configurations of both the tropes remain in the process of 

revision with the movement of the plot. Ayah, in the beginning, 
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surrounded by her admirers loses her power position as the 

country is divided. And the Muslim population have to leave 

their native soil where they had been living together for 

centuries. 

 The theme of existential absurdity of partition is explored 

through the seemingly innocent questions that crop up in the 

mind of the child narrator. When Lenny hears the news of 

partition of India, she asks her cousin if it is possible to break 

the country. And he tells that it is rubbish to talk about the 

breaking of a country (89). Lenny asks the same question to 

Ayah who answers:  “They will dig a canal…”, she ventures. 

“This side for Hindustan and this side for Pakistan. If they want 

two countries, that’s what they will have to do---crack India 

with a long, long canal.”  Gandhi, Jinnah, Nehru, Iqbal, Tara 

Singh, Mountbatten are names I hear. (89) 

The image of cracking India through digging a canal is 

important both theoretically and metaphorically. In OED, the 

word crack means line on the surface of something along which 

it has split without breaking apart. In other words, it is a state of 

existence in which the process of breaking apart or falling apart 

has begun. And the line that signifies this cracking, in the words 

of Ayah, would be an artificially created canal that will separate 

the part from the whole. Thus, Sidhwa questions the 

im/possibility of dividing a country on religious basis. The 

cracks not appear in the geographical space but also in the 

human subjectivities. The admirers of Ayah came from diverse 

religious and social backgrounds. And they enjoyed little 

flirtatious liberties they took with Ayah. She also enjoys this 

power position. The idyllic garden where they come together is 

symbolic of the civilizational harmony that seems to be in 

jeopardy as the days for the departure of the British were 

coming closer. It is also the time when Lenny is maturing. In 

symbolic terms, Lenny is ripe to enter into the world of 

experience ruled by violence and hatred. In this changed world, 

the discourse of human identity is fractured, cracked giving 

birth to human beings who are symbolic of their religious 

identity/ies. Lenny wonders, “It is sudden. One day everybody 
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is themselves---and the next day they are Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, 

Christian. People shrink, dwindling into symbols. Ayah is no 

longer all-encompassing Ayah--- she is also a token. 

A Hindu” (89).  

Lenny’s amazement at this metamorphic change of identities is 

plausible because she is too young to understand the dynamics 

of people’s behaviour in terms of their historio civilizational 

imaginaries. She is initiated into the world of hatred. Religious 

differences and a sense of proprietary ownership of land and 

people drive Shanta’s group against each other (Khan 61). 

Freedom is accompanied by partition and migration. Thus, the 

Hindu Ayah becomes vulnerable to physical and psychological 

violence in the space where she used to enjoy an unconditional 

submission from her admirers. Her body is to be transformed in 

religious terms. Sidhwa draws the parallel with Pir Pindo, 

where the Muslim Chaudhry refuses to board the truck bound 

for Pakistan. He expresses his amazement at the idea of leaving 

Pir Pindo, “Do you expect us to leave everything we’ve valued 

and love since childhood? The seasons, the angle and the 

colour of the sun rising and setting over or fields are beautiful 

to us, the shape of our rooms and barns is familiar and dear. 

You can’t expect us to leave just like that!  (106).   

It is interesting to note that the images that Chaudhry uses to 

describe his blissful rural life are derived from agrarian 

paradigm.  The British introduced modernity to the 

subcontinent. But in Chaudhry’s speech, there is a degree of 

resistance in describing India in terms of modernity. Pir Pindo 

seems to be submerged in the precolonial agrarian 

consciousness that refuses to define itself in modernist terms. 

Both the Muslim inhabitants of Pir Pindo and the Hindu Ayah 

in Lahore are fated to re/define, re/locate the epicentres of their 

identities. Ayah with her Hindu identity is subjected to physical 

and psychological violence in Lahore. And Ranna, the child 

survivor of the partition violence reaches Lahore after losing 

every blood relation.  

 



             

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
                                                Khurshid Alam 
 

 

191 

Conclusion: 

My research has led to me to conclude that the idea of national 

identity is empty from within. National identity or another 

discourse of identity depends on the power position that a 

particular group of people enjoys at a particular time and space. 

Before the arrival of western modernity, the people of the 

subcontinent did not attach much importance to religious 

identities. But at the time of decolonization, the people 

redefined their national identities. During partition riots, many 

Muslims and Hindus changed their religions to survive. 

 In the text, Ayah represents the body of India whose beauty is 

celebrated by the characters belonging to different ethnic and 

religious communities. But as the violence overtook, Hari Ram 

changed his religious identity to survive. His attempt is 

thwarted by the ice candy man who has been rejected by Ayah. 

Thus, the precolonial civilizational harmony is challenged by 

the new national identities emerging after partition. And the 

human body becomes the first site of registering these changes.  
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