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. . . I have to stay – amidst the terrorism and danger, because that’s what Daddy created. I 

want to help undo some of what he started. I want to stay here and… renew the bonds he 

broke . . . . I want Daddy to stop weeping inside me . . . I want to help him find peace.  

                                                                                    About Daddy, 166 

 

     The stories of the worst events in human history—world wars, holocausts, partitions—are twice-told: 

once by the generation that survived them, again by the generation that survived the weight of those 

memories. The generation shift that is visible among women writers of Partition is very much evident in 

Meena Arora Nayak’s1 About Daddy. This paper tries to explore the thesis that for women, pre-partition 

becomes a link in time between two generations.  

Simran Carla Mehta, the young protagonist of the text, by situating her amidst the present-day crisis of 

terrorism and violence, carries the burden of her father’s guilt of instigating communal violence in India 

during the 1947 Partition. A sense of moral responsibility as daughter and conscious citizen-subject makes 

Simran internalise her father’s pain and thus she strives to relieve him of it as indicated in the epigraph of 

this paper.  

     Tarun K Saint notes that “The Partition becomes a metaphor as it sounds the death knell of 

possibilities of cohesion in family and communitarian terms, as perceived by those too young at the time to 

realize the true significance of what was transpiring” (Witnessing, 272). Narratives by children or 

grandchildren of Partition refugees or survivors, however begin to appear later in the 1980s and 90s. Nayak 

is the second-generation writer looking at Partition from a matured angle with all its divergent details. 

Meena Arora Nayak is removed in time from the events of Partition but clearly haunted by them, had time 

to reflect on the meaning of events.  

     About Daddy is Nayak's second novel that presents the topic of Partition in a refreshing way. The 

protagonist, an Indian born in America, visits India in 1997-98 to fulfil her father's last wish: that his ashes 

should be scattered on the lndo-Pakistan border as a kind of expiation for his sin of instigating communal 

violence and killing innocent Muslims before Partition. The first-person narrative in the novel reveals the 

father's life in a series of flashbacks. After two weeks of her father’s death, Simran comes to the Wagah 

border to scatter the ashes of her father’s mortal remains. Daddy had asked his daughter: “Don’t cremate me 

in India . . . I cannot ask her to bear the weight of my pyre. I have taken from her enough. But sprinkle my 
ashes on the border so that my soul can feel the wound I helped inflict as long as it bleeds” (1). Totally 

unprepared for the attitude of Indian officials towards foreigners, Simran finds herself in prison on charges 

of espionage. With the help of her American fiancé Scott, and a local journalist Arun and the lawyer P 

Mathur, Simran is able to get out of jail, but is forced to go underground.  

Hiding from the police and immigration officials, she joins a peace organization where she meets 

Kalida, whose actions seem to epitomize Simran’s desire to bring peace between communities. The novel 
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seems to say that the chaotic contemporary politics of today is a continuation of the legacy of the 1947 

Partition. Arun and Scott try to convince Simran that there is no essential relation between her father’s deeds 

before Partition and the politics today. As the plot unfolds, her father’s story becomes Simran’s own as she 

begins to realize the complexity of a culture in which there are no simple principles of crime and 

punishment, guilt and innocence, oppression and submission.  

   The preposition “About” in the title About Daddy signifies memory. For Partition writers, this memory 

has not been a pleasant one. The whole generation of Partition fiction testifies to this fact. It is this truth that 

the novel About Daddy seems to project. Daddy has recounted to her daughter Simran his heroic deeds 

performed during communal riots in India. Simran throughout the novel vividly narrates the horrific 

incidents her Daddy witnessed. Her Daddy’s witness to incidents like an old woman fully naked with legs 

full of blood during communal riot at Nanowal, small daughters crying over their mothers’ bloody corpses 

on the streets are personalised by Simran. She recounts that her Daddy was always guilty that he perpetrated 

the Partition of India and Pakistan. As a small child, listening to her father’s gory tales, Simran 

unconsciously cherishes the guilt of her father and thus problematises her existence. She starts thinking that 

every contemporary happening of India has the roots in her father’s actions. The demolition of the Babri 

Masjid in 1992 made Daddy anxious and at his deathbed he takes a promise from his daughter to spread his 

ashes on the border as his last wish. 

     When Daddy was living with Gajji, his gym teacher in Lahore, an untoward incident happens. Gajji 

comes home unexpectedly in the morning in his tonga with his decapitated body full of blood. Heavy with 

rage, Daddy takes out the ancestral sword of Gajji and goes to a busy market. With his hair hung loose, he 

starts chopping heads one after the other and runs away to America to escape being caught. The daughter’s 
act of listening to her father’s story transforms into her visual nightmare. She would tremble and is 

mechanically obsessed to remember his hair wild around his head, his eyes glazed, blood dripping from his 

sword, standing in a street hacking at people with his sword over and over again, slicing off heads and arms. 

This memory haunts her very much.  

     Nayak introduces in her novel the strategy of intertwining narratives, when she brings together the 

narrative of Simran with that of Sultana. When Simran narrates this to Sultana, her jail mate, she too 

narrates her own story of her killing two Hindu men who burnt her house and destroyed her whole family. 

Both the narratives intertwine and become almost one. Simran learns that Sultana’s family also like others is 

the victim of Partition communal riots. After three months of her acquittal, Simran goes to Sultana’s armless 

brother Iftekhar in Karim Gali to witness the enormous ruin of Partition. Simran listens to horrific stories of 

Khala, Ghulam Rasul, Iftekhar, Fatima and decides to help them to compensate her father’s guilt.  

     Simran through her answers to the questionnaire of a senior officer helplessly deposits herself as a 

lonely travelling girl staying in India for fifteen days having lost her mother five years ago and father two 

weeks before. Every word of hers is cross-examined. The enquiry officer demands her father’s death 

certificate to prove her words. Her journey is cynically suspected as that of a terrorist “alone and on a 

mission” (7). She is put behind bars and tortured brutally for the “right” answers, later to be transferred from 

military hands to the Police at Amritgarh State Jail. The terror of statist force becomes a reality for Simran 

as she is forced to acknowledge and sign that she is a spy. When she disobeys, the enquiry officers sexually 

torture her:  

Hands descend on my shoulders . . . slowly, spanning over my chest . . . inching towards my 

breasts . . . and grab them . . . tighten around my breasts, kneading, squeezing . . . shoots to my 

crotch and cups it tightly (22-3).  

 

This experience of manhandling was sheer rape for her. Simran’s repeated assertion of her empowered 

American identity “I’m an American citizen. You can’t do this to me” (8) falls on deaf ears. She could not 

do anything other than sob at the accusations, at the imagined crimes committed for the sake of a father and 

the unmerciful penance forced upon her for the real crimes committed by her father.  The newspaper 

announcement, “Bomb attempt at Amritgarh border foiled by BSF guards” (38) ironically associates its 

relationship with the everyday contemporary flash news statements of media. Simran understands how laws 

force the innocent to accept guilt and authenticate it with the power of the press.  

     When realisation dawns on Simran that she has not eaten any food or drunk a drop of water from two 

days, she is offered the filthiest food and water. Jail wardens deploy “the smallest excuse to discipline” the 

inmates (96). Hope comes to Simran when she is nurtured back to health by her co-inmates Koki, Kubrima 

and Krishna. Encountering each of their stories of typical victimisation makes Simran regain her strength to 

do something for their salvation along with the task of offering peace to her dead father. Simran finds 

similarities:  
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I feel a gratifying sense of continuum between Daddy’s life in this country more than a half 

century ago and the present. I’m amazed at how human nature sustains. How Koki’s friends 

sound so much like the people Daddy lived with in this country. How powers of love and 

acceptance among these people seem unaltered over the years (58-9). 

  

     Women writers do not glorify or sensationalise the rape scene in their narratives. The language they 

adopt is crypt and symbolic to represent the gruesome realities. Sultana’s rape is not described, but its 

aftermath. This is one of the strategies of women writers in articulating the gruesome aspects of life. One 

particular midnight, Simran is woken up by suspicious whispers in the adjoining cell and sees Sultana led 

out of her cell clandestinely. After two hours, she is brought back, “her shoulders are slumped, her eyes are 

downcast and her steps are sluggish” (85-6). Sultana narrates that four policemen raped her in the 

interrogation room. When she is pressed to lodge a complaint, she says with a sigh “It’s all over. I’ll forget 

about it. I have other things to remember” (100).  

On parallel levels, both stories interchange and resonate with violent accounts. Sultana’s preference for 

silence shows that verbal experience of women is always regimented by the patriarchal specifications of 

language. Her experience in the patriarchal family and society, has taught her to be silent and submissive. 

She is sure that recounting her rape does not move anybody and justice is not guaranteed. Therefore, Sultana 

deliberately observes silence. No woman feels comfortable to speak of her rape experiences. This makes the 

issue more complicated and justice elongated and many times denied. Rape and other violently sexual 

crimes have operated as group resources for achieving masculinity during Partition. Sultana doesn’t want to 

register a case against her rapists and wants to forget it because she has other things to remember. Her 
silence about Partition indicates that the story of violence, particularly the sexual assault on woman is many 

times buried by the victims.  

     Simran narrates how she started scripting the communal violence first heard from her Daddy since 

childhood and later from Sultana and other jail mates like Koki, Kubrima, Krishna and others. This acts as 

one of the ways to come to terms with reality that has shaped her problems. Simran makes use of Daddy’s 

narrative as Primary source and the jail-mates’ individual narratives as Secondary source, nonetheless, each 

intermingling with the other and intertwining to offer her a solution to the problems of ever-growing 

communalism in India. Simran’s decision ‘to write’ is one of agency. 

     In the opening lines of the essay “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1975), Helene Cixous, a French 

feminist and writer, rallies women to do the one thing that will liberate their voices, their bodies, and their 

sexuality: 

Woman must write her self: must write about women and bring women to writing, from which 

they have been driven away as violently as from their bodies . . . . Woman must put herself into 

the text—as into the world and into history—by her own movement (347). 

 

Helene’s indictment gets transformed into Simran as a writer when she narrates her decision to script the 

violence in the jail:  

That day I sit alone in a far corner of the barracks and write about ethnic cleansing through 

communal bloodbaths. I write about Gajji and Sultana’s father, individuals who forge paths of 

communal harmony in this labyrinth of hatred. I write about Daddy and Sultana, youth lost in 

blind rage and revenge. I write about India, the country my father lamented in his dreams and 

loved in his death. And I write about myself, an unwilling participant forced into the midst of it 

all and now hopelessly involved. That night, lying under the blanket, I see Daddy’s horrifying 

image replaced by Sultana’s. The gory pantomime never ends (112). 

 

     Silences about Partition nurtured by families continue to trouble the next generation as happens in 

Simran’s case in the narrative. Child Simran’s questions to her mother in the narrative resonate with the 

gaps and silences of the untold history. As a child of seven, she is deeply disturbed when her classmate 

Farzana who had migrated from Pakistan calls Simran as her “enemy” (11). Vexed by the identity crisis, she 

shouts at her mother: “I hate it. I’m nothing. I’m not American, I’m not Hispanic, I’m not from Pakistan, 

I’m not Indian”. Her mother’s reassurance that she is an Indian makes her question: “If I am, then how come 

you never talk to me about India, how come we never go there to visit, how come we don’t speak the 

language or wear the clothes or talk about it?” (12).  

     Her father’s long narrative “I’m the reason we don’t visit India . . . . I hurt her very badly” (13) 

makes the child understand the complexity of troubled relationship and her crisis of identity. The silenced 

history within Daddy bursts out before his daughter in spite of his wife’s repeated words “Enough! . . . She 
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is too young” (15). He narrates with gaps and sighs, his ruthless involvement in murdering Muslims after 

losing his father and Gajji, his gym teacher in communal killings at Lahore. The young girl afraid of the 

safety of her father locks the story within her. Neither Simran nor Daddy narrates the Partition story 

unperturbed. Daddy’s first-person direct narration as well as Simran’s recounting goes without gaps and 

silences.   

     The Partition experience has been a very different one for women. But their experience is very much 

homogenized or silenced. Digging the past has become a dangerous affair since their memory is traumatic. 

The subaltern experiences of women have a major share in making them more creative and humane. 

Women though rarely instrumental in instigating communal riots, are the worst affected by them. During the 

vivisection of the nation, women were the worst affected by the communal carnage unleashed by it. With 

the disappearance of the colonial rulers from the scene, women’s issues conflicted with the interests of the 

Indian patriarchy.    

     The feminist reconstruction of Partition violence has received central attention in the revisionist 

historiography of 1947 by women writers such as Ritu Menon, Veena Das and Urvashi Butalia who focus 

on the double subordination of women through abduction and recovery, rape and murder. Urvashi Butalia 

finds that while reading About Daddy, she has a sense of recognition at the Kafkaesque irrationality and fear 

that comes through the author's descriptions of the protagonist's seemingly simple mission of scattering her 

father's ashes at the border. The rhetoric of enmity between the two countries India and Pakistan at the 

official level is so bureaucratic that something as innocent as scattering one’s mortal ash can easily be seen 

as a threat to national security. And once the system latches on to such a threat, there's no getting out of its 

trap, something that Meena Arora Nayak amply demonstrates (“Locating” 1).  
     Urvashi Butalia observes that each time Indians are killed in the name of religion, each time a 

progrom is orchestrated in our cities, memories of Partition resurface. She notes in her book The Other Side 

of Silence,  

It took 1984 to make me understand how ever-present Partition was in our lives too, to 

recognize that it could not be so easily put away inside the covers of history books. I could no 

longer pretend that this was a history that belonged to another time, to someone else” (5).  

 

Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin open their book Borders and Boundaries, by writing of the killing of Sikhs 

in North India in 1984: “But here was Partition once more in our midst, terrifying for those who had passed 

through it in 1947 … Yet this was our own country, our own people, our own home-grown violence. Who 

could we blame now?” (xi).       

     “The use of communal or sectarian rhetoric reminiscent of the riots and killings in the Partition era in 

both India and Pakistan”, notes Tarun Saint in his book Witnessing Partition “is a reminder of the failure to 

achieve reconciliation between estranged communities” (9). Furthermore, the emergence of a culture of 

impunity and complicity with respect to later instances of massacres of minority groups in India such as the 

anti-Sikh pogrom in the wake of Indira Gandhi’s assassination in 1984, demolition of the Babri Masjid in 

1992, the Bombay riots in 1992-93 and the Gujarat communal violence in 2002 can in part be traced back to 

the failure to come to terms with the ghosts of 1947 and the miscarriages of justice that accompanied the 

birth of  these two nation states, India and Pakistan.  

     In reading history, we must learn how to read silences, for the victim rarely gets an opportunity to 

record his or her point of view. Experience is subsumed in stereotypic representations of gender and 

suffering. For women it is part of their obligation as women to bring to the collective consciousness the 

grievous wrongs that had been done to them. Horror is not and cannot be articulated. Silence marks 

particular kinds of knowing, and that silence is gendered. In other words, silence too is a legitimate 

discourse on pain – if it is acknowledged. The recognition of pain may be heavily reliant on 

acknowledgement of the meaning of silence and of the validity of silence as a means of communicating 

particular kinds of experience. 

     Veena Das is insistent that the silence of Indian women about the violations they experienced during 

Partition is an act of conscious agency. Massive violence is not knowable in common language and that 

time is fractured in such a way as to make experience unrepresentable. Showing how some women create 

silence of their experiences of violation, Das points to new constructions of agency. In her formulation, 

agency does not lie in linguistic competency but in the refusal to give experience words, in the ability to do 

something with the experience, (that is, to hold it inside, silent). Sultana narrates her rape with difficulty 

only when Simran forces her several times to speak about it. 

The news of Babri masjid demolition in 1997 is overpowering in the media. Simran tries to keep it away 

from her father. The burning 1947 is transferred to 1990s. This type of fictional recreative engagement by 
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writers about historical realities indicates a historical continuity. Simran’s love affair with India is a form of 

redeeming her guilt. 

 Nilanjana Roy 2 notes that “Nayak's storytelling skills are not even, and the emotional tenor teeters 

between genuine pathos and unabashed melodrama” (1). But the power of her message carries the reader 

through, as does the character of Simran, who mixes naiveté with courage. As Simran moves closer to 

comprehending the raw violence that shaped the lives of her father's generation, it becomes even harder to 

fathom the more sophisticated, carefully calibrated violence of India fifty-five years down the road from 

Partition. There are no easy answers for Simran or for the readers who are willing to traverse this well-

trodden road with her. As for Nayak, she has no answers of her own, only questions, and that is finally what 

gives About Daddy a forceful, insistent claim on our imaginations.  

Notes 
1 Meena Arora Nayak, an Indian by birth currently teaches English and mythology at a community college and 

lives in Virginia, USA. She has authored three novels: In the Aftermath (1992), About Daddy (2000) and Endless 

Rain (2006), along with a children’s book, The Puffin Book of Legendary Lives (2004). Evil in the Mahabharata 

(2018) is her latest work of criticism. She has also written a few short stories that have appeared in anthologies such 

as City of Sin and Splendour: Writings on Lahore (2006), edited by Bapsi Sidhwa.  

 
2 Nilanjana Roy’s “Partition Redux: A pilgrimage to Wagah becomes a journey through contemporary violence, A 

Review”; Urvashi Butalia’s “Locating Memory”. Rev. About Daddy” and Ravishankar Rao’s unpublished thesis 

Crossing the Barrier: A Descriptive and Evaluative Study of Partition Fiction are the only three sources available for 

this study. Roy and Butalia’s articles are reviews of the text and they are too limited to read the gaps and silences in 

About Daddy. Ravishankar Rao’s thesis being ‘a descriptive and Evaluative study’ just details the main concerns of 

the text and does not deal with any significant detail.   
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