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PREFACE 

 

Jagat Guru Nanak Dev Punjab State Open University, Patiala, established in December 

2019 by Act 19 of the Legislature of State of Punjab, is the first and only Open University of the 

State, entrusted with the responsibility of making higher education accessible to all especially to 

those sections of society who do not have the means, time or opportunity to pursue regular 

education. 

In keeping with the nature of an Open University, this University provides a flexible 

education system to suit every need. The time given to complete a programme is double the 

duration of a regular mode programme. Well-designed study material has been prepared in 

consultation with experts in their respective fields. 

The University offers programmes which have been designed to provide relevant, skill- 

based and employability-enhancing education. The study material provided in this booklet is 

self-instructional, with self-assessment exercises, and recommendations for further readings. The 

syllabus has been divided in sections, and provided as units for simplification. 

The Learner Support Centers/Study Centers are located in the Government and 

Government aided colleges of Punjab, to enable students to make use of reading facilities, and 

for curriculum-based counseling and practicals. We, at the University, welcome you to be a part 

of this institution of knowledge. 

 

 

Prof. G. S. Batra, 

Dean Academic Affairs 
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1.0 Objectives 

 

The primary objective of this unit is to trace and understand the following: 

 History of African continent since pre-historic times 

 Colonialization 

 Processes of decolonization  

 Chinua Achebe‘s writings  

 

 

 

 



 

1.1 Introduction 

 

        The continent of Africa is referred to as the Dark Continent in many of the history books 

written by Europeans. The expression probably was first used by travellers and missionaries who 

visited African continent before political claims on its territories were made and it was colonized by 

the European powers. As the early travellers and missionaries could not understand a few mysterious 

things about the continent they termed it as the Dark Continent. Also, they considered Africa to be 

inhabited by primitive, uncivilized people and savages. The early Missionaries also believed that 

Africans had irrational rituals customs and associated them with magic. The very dark skin of the 

inhabitants was also an obvious reason for calling Africa the black continent. Most of the Europeans 

blindly accepted the fact that Africans were primitive and uncivilized. The myth of primitivism of 

Africans and the fact that Africa had no history, no culture was greatly propagated by the colonial 

administrators. 

     The Europeans carried out trade for colonisation. With an excuse to civilize the savages the 

Europeans exploited Africans for political and economic gains. But research into the history of 

political and social organisation of Africa reveals that the continent was neither primitive nor on 

civilized before the Europeans occupied it. The ancient Africans had various centres of Civilization 

with a very well organised social and political system exhibiting achievements in the fields of Fine 

Arts like music and dance. 

 

1.2  Historical Background of African Continent 

 

     Archaeological and anthropological surveys reveal that Australapithecus Africans or manape first 

emerged on the African continent, the Rift valley region in East Africa. Senegalese scholar, Cheikh 

Anta Diop, claims that ancient Egyptian civilization was nurtured by black Africans. 

  

  1.2.1 Africa and the Ancient Egyptian Civilisation 

             According to Diop, Africans settled in the valley of Nile after the drying up of the great Sahara. 

They set up great  ancient Egyptian civilisation that lasted for thousand of years. Later, these areas were 

occupied by the Macedonians, the Romans, the Arabs, the Turks, the French and the English. As these 

areas lost touch with Egyptian part and each other, they survived as isolated pockets. These areas lagged 

in technological advancements. On the contrary great empires of Ghana, Mali, Ife, Ethiopia and 

Zimbabwe bear testimony to civilizations built by Africans.These historical facts prove that the 

Europeans had misconceptions about the Africans. 

 

1.3 African History 

Africans established trade links with the outside world. 

 

 1.3.1Africa, Europe and the Slave trade 

            During the 15th and 16th centuries Africa was in contact with Europe on the West Coast. 

Holland, Spain and Portugal launched big missions to discovered sea routes. They had strong they will 

powers. The Europeans like the Arabs on the east coast, were confined to areas close to the ocean and no 

major attempt was made to enter the inland or occupy the territories in the heart of African continent. 

However, there was a drastic change due to discovery of America by Columbus. Labour was required to 

develop the American land. This led to the darkest phase in the history of not only Africa but the whole 

of humanity. Several black Africans before possibly captured by the Arabs, the spen yards the comma 

the British, the French and the Portuguese. They were sold as slaves to be taken away to America. Many 

of the African died resisting the capture or braving extremely the in human conditions of shipment. 

 

 



 

       1.3.2 Africa and European Colonial Powers 

              The African population decimated because of the slave trade. It weekend their resistance during 

the 18th and 19th centuries. The British claimed parts of East and South Africa while the Dutch confined 

themselves to the South only. The Germans claimed many parts of East and South Africa. The Belgians 

acquired the Southwest parts of the continent. This led to military classes between these powers. The 

Dutch and the British fought for supremacy over South Africa. Nobody cared for the original inhabitants 

of the continent, namely the black Africans who were post out of the territories. The discovery of 

diamond and gold in South Africa during the last quarter of 19th century accelerated the foreign 

interventions. 

 

1.4 Africa and Colonialism 

 

     Many European countries clashed to grab as much of African territory as possible. No attention 

was paid to the fate of black Africans. Two models of colonialism were followed in Africa. In the first 

case, administration of the areas in the name of mother country were taken over and governed through a 

colonial administration. The other way of colonization was to invite people from abroad from the mother 

country to come and settle in Africa. They were promised land for cultivation or for mining either free 

or at very nominal sum of money as an incentive. France followed the first model in territories like 

Senegal and the British adopted the latter model in Kenya, Rhodesia and South Africa. The native 

Africans were not relied for skill labour. Skilled labour was imported from other colonies. For example, 

in Kenya such labour was imported from Indian subcontinent for constructing the railways. The African 

were used for working on farms or in the mines. They were also moved out from fertile areas and the 

mineral rich areas were forcibly taken away from them and they were herded together in semi-arid areas 

in the most inhuman conditions. 

 

      1.4.1 Black Africans as Bonded Labour 

 

                 The settlers required a lot of labour for the forms. They pressurised the colonial 

administration to force Africans out of The Reserve locations to work for them. Consequently the 

colonial administration fast loss leaving all kinds of taxes on the black people of Africa for which they 

had to earn money. The only wait to earn money was by working for the white settlers. As the demand 

for labour was for a longer period, additional primitive laws were enacted where by monetary fine were 

imposed on flimsy grounds on the Africans. Carrying of identity card and a certificate about their status 

from the employer was made mandatory for every black African. In many cases the employers did not 

issue signed certificate which forced the Africans to stay on farms and work with no salary or low 

salary. On being found without certificate, Africans could be arrested on charges of illegal employment. 

Such conditions made  

them bonded labour. 

 

 

       1.4.2 Disruption of Social Life 

 

               Due to the long absence of male members from the family the women were forced to work in 

the fields. There was a total destruction of family life. The subsistence oriented butter form of trade 

changed into a market economy with money as the basis of trade. Even women were victimised in the 

disrupted social organisations. They also had to look for jobs. 

 

       1.4.3 Colonising the African Mind 

 

                    The European colonizers were of the opinion that a hold on the continent required a strict 

hold over the minds of the inhabitants. In order to enslave the minds of the inhabitants the European 

colonizers introduced their own religion, cultural traditions, language and system of education. Instead 

of Africa's own religious practices, Christianity was propagated. Rituals, customs and ceremonies of 



 

Africans were labelled as savage. Polygamy, a common practice among Africans, was condemned to be 

inhuman. Circumcision of girls, an initiation ceremony for girls at the onset of puberty, was also labelled 

as a savage practice. Certain types of dances and songs were also considered obscene and uncivilized. 

Therefore, such practices were banned by the colonizer. 

 

       1.4.4 European Systems of Education in Africa 

 

                Western education system replaced the native system education. Only those who acquired 

Western education were preferred for petty jobs. It was ingrained in the psychee of the African mines 

that Western religion and the Western system of education for better. Africans were prevented from 

speaking in their mother tongues. They were forced to speak language of the colonizers, French and 

English. African students were encouraged to complain against those disobeying the rule of speaking in 

English and French. Imposition of cultural imperialism controlled the minds of Africans. It created a 

myth of superiority of the European and White man and inferiority of the African in the minds of most 

Africans making them doubtful about their own capabilities to manage their affairs. Colonialism seemed 

to be the only way to salvation. Towards the 20th century, most of the African colonies were exploited 

by the European powers. 

 

1.5 The Decolonising of Africa 

 

       Africans resisted the attempts of the Europeans. The Xhosa, the Zulu and the Shona in Southern 

Africa and the Mazrui in Eastern Africa initiated violent resistance against the European powers. But 

these attempts failed primarily because of technological superiority of Europeans. 

     

      1.5.1 Africans and World War II    

          Due to the great political upheavals Europe plunged into a war of unprecedented intensity. Hitler 

together with Italy and other allies had declared a war on Britain and France. Therefore, Africa was 

drawn into World War II. Britain and France drew upon resources of Africa, human as well as material, 

to support its war efforts. Many Africans were recruited in large number as combatants to fight on behalf 

of their colonial Masters. 

                

      1.5.2 African Struggle for Independence 

                The misery of Africans increased after the World War. There was recession and 

unemployment. The war-ravaged European nations tried to reconstruct their economies by importing 

food and agricultural products. Scarcity of food and inflation afflicted the Africans. This generated 

discontent among the people and broke into freedom struggle. The intensified struggles for 

independence made it difficult for colonizers to run administration. The colonizers tried to curb 

independence movement and initiated talks with leaders in Ghana and Nigeria. The process of 

decolonisation began with independence of Ghana in 1956. The decolonisation of Africa occurred in the 

sixties. Except South Africa, most of the Africans got freedom by seventies. 

 

 

1.6 About Chinua Achebe  

 

    Achebe was born in Ogidi near Onitsha on the banks of the river Niger in 1930. His father was a 

missionary, one of the earliest Ibos, to take to that profession. The intervention of colonialists in Nigeria 

brought major changes in education when Achebe joined school.His school education  was at Umuahia 

Govt. Secondary school. He got selected for medicine but spending a year in that course Achebe studied 

at the University College of Ibadan to   graduate in humanities. This brought him in contact with 

European culture and the European literary traditions. Simultaneously, his interest in the history of 

Nigeria filled the gaps in his readings. He questioned the pre-colonial society and found remnants of it in 

the day-to-day lives of the people.  Achebe was quite conscious of the fact when he was wrote in fifties 

about a part of the world his foreign readers in Europe and America were quite unfamiliar. He analysed 



 

the details of societies and assessed their cultural worth, which were strange to the modern 

world.Achebe evoked values that go beyond the narrow confines of space and time.  

 

 Achebe was  an interpreter of a society whose traditions were disrupted by the intervention of 

colonialism. His novels, therefore, reflect on the changes  in Ibo society in particular and Nigerian life in 

general as a result of what he calls a 'chance encounter' between Europe and Africa during the colonial 

period. 

Achebe's novels are unique and quite different from those written by his counterparts in England. 

Attempts have been made to fit them into the tradition of novel writing in England. Achebe's formative 

years were saturated with the influence of Christianity as well as the English school system and he has 

acknowledged that a number of European writers, particularly Joseph Conrad, Graham Greene and 

Evelyn Waugh, have influenced his development as a writer. This is because Achebe like other African 

novelists has modified the novel form as a genre while adopting it for the specific needs of his society 

where the tradition of literature has been primarily oral and has been entrenched for hundreds of years. 

He was honoured with scores of awards, medals, honorary degrees, fellowships and the editorship of a 

series of publications of African literature. Chinua Achebe passed away on 21
st
 March 2015. 

 

                   

1.7 Let Us Sum Up 

 

           Africa was a vibrant society with Socio Political organisations and culture. The ancient Egyptian 

civilization was the gift of Africa to the world. African civilisation declined around the beginning of 

Christian era. Europeans colonized Africa and filled their minds with inferiority complex and 

condemned their religious and cultural practices. The exploitation was resisted by Africans for 

democratic rights and basic needs of life. 

Chinua Achebe was a Nigerian writer who presented the African continent and culture in his novels. 

 

1.8 Questions 

 

1. Why is Africa referred to as Dark Continent? 

2. Did the discovery of America affect the fate of Africans? 

3. Discuss the colonization of Africa? 

4. What do you know about Chinua Achebe? 

 

 

1.9 Suggested Readings 

1. Achebe, Chinua. ―Named for Victoria, Queen of England‖.The Postcolonial Reader.Eds.Ashcroft.B 

etal.london:Routledge,190-193 

2. Ashcroft,Bill,etal. The Empire Writers Back.New York: Routledge.2002. 

3. Mclead,John. Beginning Postcolonialism.Machester: Manchester University Press,2007. 
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2.0 Objectives 

The primary objective of this unit is to understand the following: 

 Character of Okonkwo 

 Umuofia 

 Customs and Practices of Igbo Society 

 Disintegration of Umufian society and colonial rule 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

             Chinua Achebe‘s Things Fall Apart (1958) heralds an inaugural moment of modern African 

fiction. This widely read novel has been translated into more than sixty languages. Chinua Achebe, 

son of a Church Missionary Society catechist and teacher father and a convent-educated mother, 

remained in his hometown of Ogidi, a few miles from Onitsha in Southeastern Nigeria during the 

early years. Achebe had to navigate the cultural crossroads. As he grew up Achebe was surrounded 

by staunch adherents to traditional Igbo religion and culture. He followed the colonial values and 

ancestral ways of life espoused by his parents. This was counterpoised by Achebe‘s outward 

allegiance to the new religion. Achebe had literary and aesthetic encounters. The school‘s 

idealization of Englishness and attempts to shield students from indigenous religion, cultures and 

languages had an immense influence on Achebe. 

          Things Fall Apart is divided into two parts. It has twenty-five chapters. The novel opens with 

a description of Okonkwo, a resident of a cluster of villages called Umuofia. Okonkwo, the principal 

character, was a famous person due to his physical powers. He had defeated the strongest man, 

Amalinze, in a wrestling contest when he was only eighteen. Even at thirty-eight he was considered 



 

quite strong. Okonkwo was short-tempered and impatient. He had no respect for anyone who was 

weak. His father Unoka was also of similar nature. Okonkwo did not have much respect for his 

father. Achebe draws a contrast between Okonkwo and Unoke. Unoko was not only weak but also 

lazy. He could not manage his household affairs effectively but like his son Unoko was also famous. 

While Okonkwo was known for his physical strength, his father Unoka was renowned for his 

musical qualities. Unoka was always in debt and had no regrets for it. Conversation between Unoka 

and his friend Okoyo who had lent Unoka some money reveals that Unoka was a bad payee. On the 

contrary, Okonkwo managed his household affairs properly and had earned riches. 

 

2.2 Analysis Chapter I-VI 

            The first chapter introduces us to the Ibo society of the times. The Igbo society glorified people 

for their physical strength. A person was judged on the basis of his or her own performance and not 

on the basis of the status of the parents. It was a society that judged a person from the number of 

public titles he possessed or the number of wives he had. The reason for this was that for acquiring 

both, a title and a wife, a person had to pay good amount of money. Okonkwo possessed a number of 

titles as well as a number of wives. Ibo society was quite fond of using proverbs. They liked saying 

things implicitly by alluding to anecdotes and stories. This was regarded as sign of a culturally 

sophisticated society. A reference to an ill-fated child named Ikemefuna who comes to stay with 

Okonkwo. 

          In the second chapter, crier informs the residents of Umuofia to gather at the market place. 

Okonkwo perceives tragic note in the voice of the crier and wonders what could have happened. The 

next morning ten thousand men gather to listen to Ezeugo, a great orator. Ezeugo reveals 

information about murder of woman of Umuofia, wife of Ogbuefi Udo. She was murdered by the 

residents of Mbaino (cluster of nearby villages). Mbaino, as per the custom, chose between a 

compensation of a virgin and a young man or bear the onslaught of a war. As Umuofia was powerful 

both in terms of warriors as well as in casting some magic spells, neighbours were scared of the war. 

Mbaino, therefore, decided to pay compensation. The girl was substitute to the murdered wife of 

Udo while the boy‘s fate was to be decided by the residents of Umuofia. This is the reason why 

Ikemefuna, the ill-fated boy from Mbaino, comes to live in Okonkwo‘s house.  

          Okonkwo was a strong man and so he was feared by even his wives and children. Okonkwo 

handed over Ikemefuna to his second wife. Her son, Nwoye, was of the same age. Ikemefu had no 

clues to the reasons for his being taken away from his parents. He wondered why he  was brought to 

a far-off strange place with an unknown girl. This incident revealed the rigidity of Ibo people and 

their customs. Justice, based on the principle of revenge, was evident from the surrendering of a 

virgin girl and an innocent boy. They were a compensation for the murdered woman. Hence, the clan 

or the tribe controlled lives of innocent individual‘s like Ikemefuna who surrendered to the residents 

of Umuofia. These innocent individuals had nothing to do with the murder of the woman. 

          Chapter three brings out Okonkwo‘s struggle to set himself up as an independent farmer. 

Okonkwo had no resources. He borrowed 800 yam seeds from a rich farmer Nwakibie and four 

hundred more from another known to his father. Okonkwo, as per practice, was entitled to only one 

third of the total crop. As the crops failed badly due to untimely rainfall, half of his seeds were lost. 

When he planted again, excessive rains damaged everything. Though Okonkwo got ruined, his 

optimism kept him going. The social organisation of the society allowed for honouring guests and 

pleasing elders. The Ibo community believed in almighty as well as superstitions. For instance, they 

abandoned disease-stricken people in the jungle. Unoka, Okonkwo‘s father, who had been struck 

with disease was left to die. The chapter has proverbs for certain specific situations. 

        Chapter four presents initial resistance of Ikemefuna who grew to accept Okonkwo‘s household. 

He gets friendly with Nwoye, Okonkwo‘s son, and earns the love of Okonkwo who never reveals 

emotions as he considers these to be weaknesses in a man. Ikemefuna calls Okonkwo his father. The 

chapter details preparations for the sowing season of yam. A week of peace was observed by Ibo 



 

people before the sowing started. This ensured their right frame of mind for the hard work. As 

Okonkwo had perturbed the peace by beating one of his wives during the week, he had to appease 

god as well as the priest. 

         The fifth chapter describes the Feast of New Yam in Umuofia. This was held just before the 

harvesting begins. It coincided with the beginning of the New Year. It was held to honour Ani, the 

goddess of earth and fertility. There was accompanied by feasting. The second day of this 

celebration included wrestling that generated a lot of enthusiasm. On one such occasions Okonkwo 

had defeated Amalinze, the Cat and had won the heart of Ekwefi (who became his second wife after 

deserting her husband). The chapter also reveals household chores and the manner in which different 

wives of a man managed their respective duties. Chapter six provides an account of the wrestling 

match along with conversation between Ekwefi and Chielo (awho also doubles as the priestess of 

Agbala, the Oracle or the God. 

 

2.2 Analysis Chapter VII-XI 

 

         Chapter seven describes how Ikemefuna‘s stay in Okonkwo‘s home for three years had a very 

positive influence on Nwoye. Nwoye was earlier considered to be lazy like Unoka. Okonkwo 

believed that there was a change in him due to Ikemefuna‘s company. Okonkwo often ― told them 

the stories of the land‘‘. After the harvest season, Okonkwo had enough time to tell stories. Sad 

moments befall on Ogbuezi Ezeudu visiting him as he reveals the unhappy news about the clans 

decision to kill Ikemefuna. He warned Okonkwo of not having a hand in Ikemefuna‘s death because 

the boy loved him as his father. 

         Ikemefuna on an ill-fated morning is informed that he would be taken back home. Okonkwo 

accompanied and Ikemefuna carried a pot of wine. At sunset they are in the midst of a jungle. 

Although apprehensive, Ikemefuna cannot think of any harm because Okonkwo walked along with 

him. Thoughts about his mother and sister cross Ikemefuna‘s mind as he never met his family in the 

last three years. He had vague mental pictures of them. He was not sure if his mother was alive. 

Ikemefuna‘s attention was drawn by a man. When Ikemefuna looked back, the man struck him with 

his machete, a kind of sword. As Ikemefuna cried and appealed to Okonkwo for help, Okonkwo 

struck him down with his machete. He does that lest his fellowmen regard him as ‗weak‘. 

         In Chapter eight we see Okonkwo completely disoriented for a few days after the killing 

Ikemefuna. He is disturbed by his role in this killing. Obierika, a friend, invites Okonkwo to settle 

the bride price for his daughter‘s suitor. It is customary for the young man in African societies to pay 

a mutually agreed price to in-laws for marrying a girl. As they discuss the relative merits of their 

sons, Obierika tells Okonkwo that for Ikemefuna‘s killing  goddess of the earth might punish him. 

The custom of settling the bride price and feasting that follows the settlement is described in this 

chapter through settlement of bride price for Akueka, Obierika‘s daughter. With the appearance of 

man named Amadi, people get in touch with the ‗white skin‘. 

           Chapter nine begins with sickness of Okonkwo‘s daughter Ezinma. He looks for some medicinal 

leaves, grass and barks of trees to cure her daughter from iba, a kind of fever. 

      Ezinma‘s mother Ekwefi lost nine of her children. The Ibo people believed that when a woman 

keeps losing her child it is the same wicked child entering its mother‘s womb repeatedly. Only a 

medicine man like an astrologer or a Tantrik in Indian societies could find a solution to a problem by 

means of ritualistic practices. A medicine man named Okogbue had cured Ezinma‘s mother. Another 

ritual among the Ibo is discussed in chapter ten. Disputes among the people of nine villages of 

Umuofia are resolved by a group of nine adjudicators representing the spirits of the ancestors known 

as egwugwu. The adjudicators, from amongst the people, are transformed into egwugwu after 

performing some rituals and wearing of masks.  The Agbala, or the Oracle ritual is discussed in next 

chapter. Chielo, a woman from the village posing as Agbala‘s priestess visits Okonkwo‘s hut 

declaring that the Oracle wanted to see Ezinma. She disappears in the dark of the night with the child 



 

on her back and screaming the name of Agbala. Ekwefi, Ezinma‘s mother gets scared but follows 

her till the mouth of the cave of the Oracle where Agbala‘s priestess had disappeared with the child. 

Ekwefi waits outside the cave. She is surprised to find Okonkwo with his sword and both of them 

wait outside till Chielo comes out of the cave. 

 

2.4 Analysis Chapter XII-XXV 

In chapter twelve Uri, a kind of engagement ceremony, is witnessed by Okonkwo in Obierika‘s 

compound. Chapter thirteen reveals the death of Ezeudu, a village elder, who is given warrior‘s 

funeral. Accidently the dead man‘s sixteen year old son gets killed by Okonkwo‘s gun. Ibo people 

believed that manslaughter was a major crime against the earth goddess. Hence, the culprit had to 

flee from his home and clan along with his family. Okonkwo‘s crime being inadvertent, he returned 

after seven years of exile. Okonkwo flees to Mbanta, a nearby village of his mother‘s kinsmen. As a 

part of ritual revenge for goddess earth, his house was ransacked and burnt. Chapter fourteen details 

Okonkwo‘s new life at  Mbanta. He is provided with a piece of land for building a house and another 

two or three pieces of land for farming. His uncle and cousins support him with yam seeds. 

Okonkwo toils but is not satisfied. He had desired to become one of the lords of the clan but the 

accident shattered his hopes and forced him to flee from his clan. Even his chi or personal god had 

not destined Okonkwo to do great things. However, Okonkwo‘s mother‘s brother - Uchendu –

consoles him. 

             In Chapter fifteen Obierika, Okonkwo‘s friend, visits him towards end of the second year of his 

exile. He tells Okonkwo about the village of Abame getting wiped out by white men. A few 

survivors have fled to Umuofia. He narrates the way a white man on an iron horse had come to 

Abame. The villagers of Abame had killed him and tied his iron horse to a tree. Three white men and 

some Africans who had come after many days had fired and killed most villagers on a market day in 

retaliation.  Obierika also tells that stories about white men making very powerful guns, taking away 

Africans and selling them as slaves across the seas were quite common. White missionaries were in 

Umuofia for the last few years. There was  a church and also a few converts. Obierika reveals that 

Okonkwo‘s son Nwoye was seen with the missionaries in Umuofia. 

            The arrival of white man accompanied by some Africans in Mbanta started with propagation of 

religion. They tried to convince that the villagers had  ‗false gods‘. While maximum villagers 

disagreed white man‘s views about their gods, Nwoye, Okonkwo‘s oldest was quite impressed.  

Nwoye recalled the harrowing experience of Ikemefuna‘s killing and the throwing away of new born 

twins, rituals of African‘s religion, while listening to the hymns. The hymns gave him a strange 

sense of relief and peace. 

The preaching of the Christian gospel by the missionaries in Mbanta is a part of the seventeeth 

chapter. When they asked the villagers for land for building their place of worship, the villagers had 

given them a piece in the ‗evil forest‘, which was a place where no one lived because it was burial 

place of those who had died of dreadful diseases like leprosy and small pox. As nothing happens to 

the missionaries after residing for many days, villagers start thinking that god of the white men 

might be more powerful than that of the Africans. Africans also convert to the white man‘s religion. 

When Okonkwo discovered that Nwoye, had converted, he threatens him. Consequently, Nwoye 

joined work in the missionary school for the converts at Umuofia. Okonkwo‘s  male ego gets hurted. 

           After religious conversions, white men begin with governance. A place of judgement in Umuofia 

for protecting the converts to the religion of ‗Jesu Kristi‘gets constructed. The case of African being 

hanged for killing a missionary also gets reported. Crisis arises in Mbanta when the converts from 

the village refused to sit with Osu converts who are considered to be outcasts. The missionary Mr 

Kiaga questioned such beliefs and the mission staff as well as the converts clash with the people. 

         In Chapter nineteen, Okonkwo leaves Mbanta for Umuofia after seven years of exile. During the 

feast organized by Okonkwo the elders warn against impact of the new religion on their children and 

their lives. ‗I fear for you; I fear for the clan;‘ he remarks prophetically. Chapter twenty describes 



 

Okonkwo‘s return to Umuofia. His despondent state due to loss of his chance to take the highest title 

of the clan and lead crusade against the new religion come before us. As his son Nwoye gets 

converted to the white man‘s religion, Umuofia appears different to Okonkwo. A different place 

with a court of justice is set up by the white man where a district commissioner judges cases of 

dispute. A jail for African employees of the white man‘s government was in place (to beat people 

mercilessly irrespective of their status in the clan). Those adhering to African customs and rituals 

were brutally punished. Okonkwo believes that they are capable of fighting back the white man and 

defeating them. However, his friend Obierika is not confident about this as they are hopelessly 

divided. The clan gets split because converted people from the clan favour the white man. ‗He has 

put a knife on things that held us together and we have fallen apart‘, Obierika says to Okonkwo. 

Chapter twenty-two surfaces the sea change in the entire way of life in Umuofia. In addition to 

change in religion and the government, a trading store where palm oil and kernels could be sold for 

money. Umuofia improves economically. Mr Brown, the white missionary, has also exercises 

restraint upon his followers by asking them not to persuade those who had still not converted to 

Christianity. Therefore, he gains respect of the clan. He wanted to win converts but without any kind 

of coercion. He gets a hospital and a school constructed in Umuofia. He warns the resident that if 

children did not enroll in school and get educated, Africans from the outside would overpower them 

by serving the District Commissioner like the Kotma who had come from Umuru on the banks of 

River Niger. Mr. Brown succeeded in admitting children to his school. Hence, church and education 

progressed simultaneously in Umuofia and the neighbouring villages. However, Mr. Brown had 

failed to change Okonkwo‘s mind despite conversion of his son Nwoye, now called Isaac. Issac had 

been sent to a training college for teachers in Umuru. Okonkwo had turned Mr. Brown out of his obi 

when Mr. Brown had come to see him. Mr. Brown leaves Umuofia because of bad health. The 

chapter closes with Okonkwo feeling grieved not only for himself but ‗for the clan which he saw 

breaking up and falling apart‘.  

       The following chapter shows Reverend James Smith, Mr. Brown‘s successor, who condemns his 

policy of ‗compromise and accommodation‘. He believed in open confrontation between evil and 

good (black and white). He appreciated converts like Enoch, who killed and ate python which was 

considered sacred by villagers. Enoch also unmasked an egwugwu during the annual ceremony in 

honour of the earth deity. He ‗killed‘ an ancestral spirit. On the following day, egwugwu from nine 

villages descended in Umuofia and ravaged the church. Okonkwo‘s happiness is transient because 

the leaders - six of them - are summoned by the District Commissioner for discussion. They are 

arrested. Okonkwo is one of them. They are ill-treated in the lock-up. They are beaten up by the 

African guards. A fine of 250 bags of cowries (small shells used as money in parts of Africa) is 

imposed to save them from hanging. In chapter twenty-four, they are released as the village has paid 

the fine. Though they get released, the six men are suffer severe humiliation in the lock-up. 

Okonkwo adopts a vindictive attitude and conducts meeting with people of Umuofia. Such meetings 

are not permissible and have been declared illegal by the District Commissioner. In a fit of anger, 

Okonkwo draws his matchet and beheads the messenger. People murmur: ‗Why did he do it‘? 

Okonkwo‘s body is seen hanging from a tree when the District, Commissioner comes to arrest him. 

Okonkwo commits suicide as he feels isolated. Believing it to be a sin to go near someone who 

commits suicide, villagers refuse to touch his body. Okonkwo meets a tragic end. He cannot be 

buried as per the normal customs and rituals. Once an aspirant to the highest title, of the land, he dies 

the death of a pariah dog. As his friend Obierikaput it to the District Commissioner – ‗That man was 

one of the greatest men in Umuofia. You drove him to kill himself and now he will be buried like a 

dog...‘The District Commissioner, however, is busy thinking about his book on the Ibos. He decides 

to devote a whole chapter to the story of this man who had killed the messenger and then committed 

suicide. 

 

 



 

 

2.5 Let Us Sum Up 

 The postcolonial literature writing back to the centre engages in a process of questioning colonial 

discourses. Chinua Achebe uses indigenous culture and traditions appropriation of English, impact of 

colonialism and its aftermath. The authentic depiction of Igbo life in Things Fall Apart makes it an anti-

oriented discourse. In presenting pre-colonial Igbo society, Achebe reclaims African History from an 

African prospective. The Igbo life romanticized by the Europeans is presented in authentic terms by 

Achebe. Achebe unearths the glorious past of Nigeria and constructs a new understanding through the 

narrative of Umufians.  

 

2.6 Questions 

1) Explain the following expressions: 

a) Proverbs are the palm oil with which words are eaten. (Chapter one) 

2) What do the following words and phrases mean: 

    Kwenu, obi, ochu, ogbanje, uri 

3) Igbo speakers structure their thoughts through idiom, allegory and myth. Discuss with illustrations 

from the novel. 

4) Explain the customs and traditions of Umufians. 
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1.0 Objectives 

 

The main objective of this unit is to introduce the students to Jean Rhys as a writer and her novel Wide 

Sargasso Sea. The plot has been discussed thoroughly to gain a deeper understanding of the times and 

context in which the play was written, as well as a critical analysis of it. By the end of this unit, the 

students should be able to:  

 

1. Have a basic understanding of ‗postmodernism‘ and ‗postcolonialism‘, and of Rhys as a novelist 

of the two genres; 

2. Understand the philosophy of Rhys as reflected in her works; 

3. Comprehend Rhys‘ art of characterization; and 

4. Understanding social and religious aspects of the age in which her works were written. 

 



 

1.1 Introduction to Wide Sargasso Sea 

 
Wide Sargasso Sea, published in 1966 by Jean Rhys, is one of the most canonized postcolonial 

works, serving as a prequel to Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre. This novel crystallizes the phenomenon of 

―writing back‖ to the Empire, so to speak, and offers a reimagined and deeply humanized portrayal of 

Bertha Mason, the "madwoman in the attic" from Brontë's classic. Rhys' narrative shifts the perspective 

to Antoinette Cosway, Bertha's original name, and explores her life from her childhood in Jamaica to her 

tragic demise in England. In the novel, Rhys delves into the complexities of racial and cultural identity, 

colonialism, and the psychological impact of displacement and alienation. Set against the lush and 

tumultuous backdrop of the Caribbean, Wide Sargasso Sea reveals how Antoinette's Creole heritage and 

her experiences of exclusion and betrayal shape her descent into madness. Rhys' novel is not just a 

retelling but a powerful counter-narrative that gives voice to a character historically marginalized and 

silenced. 

The novel is divided into three parts, each providing a different perspective on Antoinette's life.  

The first part, narrated by Antoinette, chronicles her troubled childhood in Jamaica, marked by 

her mother's mental instability and the racial tensions following the emancipation of slaves.  

The second part, primarily narrated by her English husband, details their deteriorating 

relationship and his increasing paranoia and control over Antoinette.  

The final part, narrated again by Antoinette, depicts her imprisonment in the attic of Thornfield 

Hall, leading up to the events in Jane Eyre. 

Rhys uses rich, evocative prose to explore themes of identity, power, and madness, challenging 

the reader to reconsider the simplistic and often dehumanizing labels assigned to characters like Bertha 

Mason. Through the novel, Rhys not only critiques the colonial and patriarchal systems that oppress 

Antoinette but also reflects on the broader implications of these systems for understanding history and 

literature.In this way, Wide Sargasso Sea stands as a crucial text in postcolonial literature, offering a 

profound exploration of the intersections of race, gender, and madness, and providing a voice to those 

silenced in traditional narratives. 

 

 

1.2 Introduction to Jean Rhys 

 

A quick Google Image search on Jean Rhys shows a young white woman face looking right at 

you from a captivating black-and-white portrait. Although she had Creole Dominican mixed with 

Scottish ancestry from her mother’s side, there’s hardly any evidence of it in her features so to speak. 

According to Cambridge Dictionary, Creole is a term used for a white person who is related to the 

original group of Spanish or French people who came to the Caribbean or Louisiana, or a person of 

color from some Caribbean islands who is of mixed African and European origin and who speaks 

especially French Creole. It is perhaps from this multitude of identities that Rhys’ struggle with and 

yearning for a concrete foundation stems forth, and also spins the common thread that runs through all 

her works. Rhys’ own life is a collection of unfortunate pitfalls of love, poverty and identity crisis, timed 

with some of the worst historical events.  

 

Early Life 

Jean Rhys was born as Ella Gwendolen Rees Williams in Roseau, to a Creole mother from the 

Dominican Lockhart family and a Welsh-born doctor named William Potts Rees Williams. Growing up 

as a white girl in a mostly black community, Rhys often felt socially and intellectually isolated. This 

sense of isolation significantly influenced her outlook on life and her writing. In 1907, she left the island 

to go to school in England, and she returned only once, in 1936. Rhys had mixed feelings about her 

birthplace; although she was nostalgic for the emotional vibrancy of its black inhabitants, the island's 

beauty and violent history deeply affected her personality. Her great-grandfather, John Potter Lockhart, 

had acquired the Geneva plantation in 1824, but it was destroyed during the "Census Riots" in 1844 and 

burned again by arsonists in 1930. When Rhys visited the plantation in 1936, the experience left a 



 

profound impression on her, influencing her depiction of the burning of Coulibri in Wide Sargasso Sea. 

 

Education & Career 

Jean Rhys had a complicated life that shaped her education and writing career. She left her home 

in Dominica in 1907 and went to school in England, first at the Perse School for Girls in Cambridge and 

then at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in London (RADA), but she didn't stay at the acting school 

for long because she had trouble following the rules and her father passed away. After leaving school, 

Rhys worked different jobs, including as a chorus girl, which introduced her to a bohemian lifestyle that 

later influenced her writing. She had a hard time financially for many years, but she kept writing, using 

her varied life experiences as inspiration for her stories. 

Rhys started to make a name for herself as a writer in the late 1920s when she began publishing 

short stories and novels. Her first novel, originally called Postures but later renamed Quartet, came out 

in 1928 and showed readers her unique writing style and the themes of feeling out of place and alone 

that would appear in much of her work. She wrote several more novels over the next decade, all of 

which reflected her own struggles and featured main characters who were sensitive, vulnerable, and 

often felt defeated by life. 

 

Literary Legacy 

Even though Rhys had some success early on, she disappeared from the literary world for many 

years and lived in obscurity until the 1950s. People became interested in her work again when the BBC 

turned her novel Good Morning, Midnight into a radio play in 1958. The high point of Rhys's career 

came in 1966 when she published Wide Sargasso Sea, a prequel to the famous novel Jane Eyre by 

Charlotte Brontë. This book was very well-received and made Rhys an important figure in literature, 

with its exploration of colonialism, race, and identity speaking to many readers and critics. 

In her later years, Rhys kept writing, publishing a collection of short stories called Sleep It Off, 

Lady in 1976 and working on her autobiography, Smile Please, which was published after she died in 

1979. Despite all the difficulties she faced throughout her life, Jean Rhys made important contributions 

to literature, especially through her innovative way of telling stories and her examination of complex 

themes, leaving behind a lasting impact on the literary world. 

 

Other Notable Works 

Jean Rhys’ initial works introduced readers to the kind of main character Rhys would often write 

about: a sensitive, attractive woman who was also vulnerable and tended to sabotage herself. She 

instantly exhibited her impeccable skill in writing about characters from different perspectives, 

sometimes from inside their minds and sometimes looking at them from the outside.  

Her next novel, After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie (1930), told the story of Julia Martin, a woman 

trying to recover from a bad relationship and starting a new one that isn't much better. Rhys's third 

published novel, Voyage in the Dark (1934) was actually the first one she wrote and was very much 

based on her own life. It's about a young woman named Anna Morgan who moves from the Caribbean 

to England, just like Rhys did. The book starts with vivid descriptions of the Caribbean and follows 

Anna as she tries to adjust to life in England while remembering her past. In 1939, Rhys published Good 

Morning, Midnight, which is considered one of her best works. It uses a unique style of writing, 

switching between past and present tense, to tell the story of Sasha Jensen, a woman looking back on a 

life full of love and disappointment. This book is praised for how well it shows the main character's 

confused and hopeless state of mind. 

Rhys also wrote many short stories that covered a wide range of topics. Some, like "Goodbye 

Marcus, Goodbye Rose", are about young people's harsh experiences with sex and growing up. Others, 

like "The Day They Burned the Books", look at life in small island communities. Some stories, such as 

"Vienne", are based on Rhys's bohemian lifestyle in Europe, while others, like "Let Them Call it Jazz", 

are written from the perspective of a black West Indian woman in London, whose struggles are similar 

to Rhys's own. 

In her later years, Rhys published a collection of new short stories called Sleep It Off, Lady in 1976, and 

she was working on her autobiography, Smile Please, which was published after she died in 1979. Her 



 

letters were also published in 1984. Despite facing many personal and professional challenges 

throughout her life, Jean Rhys made important contributions to modern literature, especially in how she 

wrote about feeling out of place, identity, and women's experiences. 

 

1.3 Historical Background 

 

i. Postmodernism and Its Traits in the Novel 

 

Postmodernism, expressed through pastiche, redefines artistic and literary creation by embracing 

a fragmented and eclectic approach to cultural expression. Pastiche involves borrowing and remixing 

diverse styles, genres, and cultural references without adhering to a singular narrative or ideology. It 

celebrates the coexistence of high and low culture, historical and contemporary elements, and global and 

local perspectives, often with a sense of irony and playfulness. This practice challenges traditional 

notions of originality and authenticity, inviting viewers and readers to reconsider established norms and 

hierarchies. Postmodern pastiche reflects cultural hybridity in a globalized world, emphasizing 

intertextuality and metafiction to blur boundaries between texts and question the idea of a singular, 

authoritative narrative. It critiques modernist ideals of progress and universal truth by promoting a 

multiplicity of perspectives and truths, fostering a dynamic dialogue between past traditions and 

contemporary innovation. The following are the features that help us identify postmodernism in this 

text:  

 

1. Fragmented Narrative Structure: Rhys employs a fragmented narrative structure, shifting 

perspectives between Antoinette, her husband (implied to be Mr. Rochester), and occasionally 

other voices. This disruption of linear storytelling is a hallmark of postmodern literature, 

emphasizing the subjective nature of reality and the multiplicity of truths. 

 

2. Metafictional Elements: By reimagining the story of Bertha Mason from Jane Eyre, Rhys 

engages in a form of metafiction. She deconstructs Brontë's narrative, challenging the canonical 

text and questioning the reliability of the original portrayal of Bertha. This intertextual dialogue 

invites readers to reconsider the "truths" presented in classic literature. 

 

3. Psychoanalytic Depth: Rhys delves into the unconscious mind of her characters, particularly 

Antoinette. The Sargasso Sea itself serves as a metaphor for the tangled, often dark currents of 

the human psyche. This aligns with postmodernist themes of exploring the inner workings of the 

mind and the instability of identity. 

 

ii. Postcolonialism and Its Traits in the Novel 

 

Postcolonialism is a theoretical framework that examines the cultural, social, political, and 

economic legacies of colonialism and imperialism. It focuses on the experiences of formerly colonized 

societies and peoples, addressing issues of power, identity, representation, and resistance in the 

postcolonial world. Emerging primarily from the mid-20th century onwards, postcolonialism challenges 

colonial narratives and perspectives, seeking to deconstruct and critique the ways in which colonial 

powers imposed their authority and ideologies on colonized populations. Central to postcolonial 

discourse is the idea of hybridity, which acknowledges the blending of indigenous and colonial cultures, 

languages, and identities. Postcolonial theorists emphasize the importance of voices that were 

historically marginalized or silenced, aiming to reclaim and reinterpret history from diverse cultural 

perspectives. This theoretical approach has influenced literature, art, history, anthropology, and political 

theory, highlighting ongoing struggles for decolonization, social justice, and cultural autonomy in a 

global context shaped by colonial histories. The postcolonial characteristics easily recognizable in the 

novel are as under:  

 

 



 

1. Identity and Hybridity: Central to the novel is Antoinette's struggle with her hybrid identity. As 

a Creole woman, she belongs neither fully to the white European world nor to the black 

Jamaican culture. This liminality reflects Homi Bhabha's concept of hybridity, where the 

colonized exist in an "in-between" space, constantly negotiating their identity amidst conflicting 

cultural influences. 

 

2. Colonial Exploitation and Madness: Rhys highlights the devastating impact of colonialism on 

individual psyches and communities. Antoinette's descent into madness is portrayed as a direct 

consequence of her cultural displacement and the oppressive forces of colonial and patriarchal 

domination. Her husband's renaming her "Bertha" symbolizes the erasure of her identity, a 

common theme in postcolonial discourse where the colonizer imposes their identity onto the 

colonized. 

 

3. Resistance and Voice: Wide Sargasso Sea gives voice to a character who is marginalized and 

silenced in Jane Eyre. Rhys' Antoinette is not merely the "madwoman in the attic" but a complex 

individual with her own history and struggles. This act of re-voicing serves as a postcolonial 

resistance, reclaiming the narrative from the colonizer's perspective and highlighting the 

importance of storytelling in the process of decolonization. 

 

4. Symbolism and Landscape: The Caribbean landscape in Wide Sargasso Sea is richly symbolic, 

representing both a place of natural beauty and a site of colonial exploitation. Rhys contrasts this 

with the cold, oppressive environment of England, reinforcing the themes of displacement and 

the search for belonging. The novel's depiction of the pastoral versus the antipastoral highlights 

the complex relationship between land, identity, and colonial history. 

 

     Therefore, we see that in Wide Sargasso Sea, Jean Rhys masterfully intertwines postmodern and 

postcolonial themes to create a narrative that is both a critique of colonialism and a profound exploration 

of identity and madness. Through her innovative narrative techniques and deep psychological insights, 

Rhys reclaims and reinterprets a silenced voice, offering a powerful commentary on the enduring 

legacies of colonialism. 

 

1.4 Plot Summary 

 

The events of the novel span over about twenty years from early 1830s to late 1850s, as per the 

approximations made on the basis of the historical events hinted in the text, which opens in the recent 

aftermath of Slavery Abolition Act, 1833, also referred to as the Emancipation, on a sugar plantation 

called the Coulibri Estate in Jamaica, a former British colony. There are three parts of this very short 

novel of about 150 pages, each one told from a different POV. 

 

Part One:  

Antoinette's story begins when she's a young girl living on a rundown plantation called Coulibri 

Estate in Jamaica in the early 1800s. She's the daughter of white former slave owners and lives with her 

widowed mother Annette, her sick little brother Pierre, and some gossipy servants. Her father, Mr. 

Cosway, supposedly drank himself to death five years earlier after losing all his money when slavery 

was abolished in 1833, which caused many white slave owners to lose their wealth. During Antoinette's 

childhood, there's a lot of tension between the struggling white upper class and the poor servants they 

employ. Antoinette spends most of her time alone at Coulibri Estate because her beautiful mother, who's 

shunned by other wealthy people in Jamaica, doesn't pay much attention to her and instead spends her 

time pacing on the house's covered balcony. Antoinette's only friend is Tia, a servant's daughter, but 

even she turns against Antoinette unexpectedly. One day, some fancy visitors from Spanish Town, 

including an Englishman named Mr. Mason, come to see Antoinette's mother. Mr. Mason and Annette 

get married after a short courtship, and while they go on their honeymoon to Trinidad, Antoinette and 

Pierre stay with their Aunt Cora in Spanish Town. 



 

During this time, Mr. Mason fixes up the estate and hires new servants, but this makes the freed 

Black people angry, and they protest outside the house one night. The protesters accidentally set the 

house on fire with their torches, and Pierre gets badly hurt. As the family runs away from the burning 

house, Antoinette tries to run to Tia and her mother, but Tia throws a sharp rock at her, cutting her 

forehead. After the fire, Antoinette gets very sick for six weeks and wakes up to find that her Aunt Cora 

is taking care of her, her brother Pierre has died, and her mother has gone completely mad from the 

trauma. When Antoinette visits her mother, who's being cared for by a Black couple, she barely 

recognizes her and is violently pushed away when she tries to approach. 

Antoinette then goes to a convent school with other young Creole girls, where she lives for 

several years learning how to be a proper lady and about the difficult lives of female saints. Her family 

has pretty much abandoned her: Aunt Cora moves to England for a year, and Mr. Mason travels for 

months at a time, only visiting occasionally. When Antoinette is seventeen, Mr. Mason tells her that 

some friends from England will be coming the next winter, and he wants to introduce Antoinette to 

society as a cultured woman ready for marriage. At this point, Antoinette's story becomes more jumbled, 

mixing her current life at the convent with confused memories of past events. 

 

Part Two: 

In the second part of the story, Antoinette's husband, who is never named, tells what happens 

next. After they get married in Spanish Town, they go on their honeymoon to one of the Windward 

Islands, staying at a place that used to belong to Antoinette's mother. The husband starts to worry about 

the marriage as they get close to a town with the scary name of Massacre. He doesn't know much about 

his new wife because he only agreed to marry her a few days before the wedding when Mr. Mason's son, 

Richard Mason, offered him a lot of money to propose. The husband was desperate for money, so he 

agreed to the marriage even though he barely knew Antoinette. 

 

When they arrive at Granbois, the estate Antoinette inherited, the husband feels more and more 

uncomfortable around the servants and his strange new wife. He especially doesn't get along with 

Christophine, who is like a mother to Antoinette and has a lot of power in the house. Things get worse 

when the husband gets a nasty letter from Daniel Cosway, one of Antoinette's father's illegitimate 

children. The letter warns him that Antoinette's family is full of crazy people and that she might be mad 

too. After reading this, the husband starts to think he sees signs that Antoinette is going crazy. 

Antoinette can tell that her husband hates her, so she asks Christophine to make her a magic love potion, 

which Christophine reluctantly agrees to do. That night, the husband and Antoinette have a big argument 

about her past. The next morning, the husband thinks he's been poisoned and ends up sleeping with a 

servant girl named Amelie, who helps him feel better. Antoinette hears everything from the next room. 

The next day, Antoinette goes to see Christophine, and when she comes back, she seems to have 

completely lost her mind. She's drunk and raving, begging her husband to stop calling her "Bertha," a 

name he started using for no reason. Antoinette even bites her husband's arm hard enough to draw blood. 

After she passes out, Christophine yells at the husband for being so cruel. That night, he decides to take 

Antoinette away from Jamaica and back to England. 

 

Part Three:  

In the last part of the story, Antoinette tells us what's happening to her in England, where her 

husband has locked her away in a small room at the top of his house. She's watched over by a servant 

named Grace Poole. Antoinette is so confused and isolated that she doesn't even believe she's in England 

when Grace tells her she is. She has no sense of time or place anymore. Antoinette becomes violent and 

unpredictable, even pulling a knife on her stepbrother, Richard Mason, when he comes to visit her. 

Later, she can't even remember doing this. Antoinette keeps having a dream where she takes Grace's 

keys and explores the downstairs part of the house. In this dream, she lights candles and sets the house 

on fire. One night, after having this dream, Antoinette feels like she has to make it come true. The story 

ends with Antoinette holding a candle and walking down from her upstairs prison, leaving us to imagine 

what might happen next. 

 



 

This ending ties back to Charlotte Brontë's novel "Jane Eyre", where we learn about Mr. 

Rochester's mad wife who is locked in the attic and eventually burns down the house. "Wide Sargasso 

Sea" tells the story of how that woman, Antoinette (who Rochester renames Bertha), ended up in that 

situation. It shows us her life from her own point of view, explaining how she went from being a young 

girl in Jamaica to a woman driven to madness by isolation, cultural misunderstandings, and her 

husband's cruelty.  

The story explores big themes like the effects of colonialism, the difficulties of belonging to two 

different cultures, and how women were treated in the 19th century. It gives a voice to a character who 

was voiceless in the original "Jane Eyre" story, showing how complex and tragic her life was before she 

became the "madwoman in the attic". 

 

 

1.5 Critical Analysis 

 

The novel is Rhys’s reimagining of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, and offers a deeper and more 

nuanced exploration of the sociopolitical forces that lead to the madness of Antoinette, a character 

known in Brontë's work as Bertha Mason. Rhys highlights the damaging effects of colonialism and 

patriarchal values by depicting Antoinette’s desperate struggle to maintain agency in a world that 

continually strips it away from her. By giving Antoinette a voice, Rhys humanizes the "madwoman in 

the attic" and challenges the oppressive social values reflected in Jane Eyre. 

Antoinette is not the sole narrator of the novel; Mr. Rochester also serves as a narrator, which 

emphasizes the discrepancies between his perspective as a colonizer and her lived experience as a 

colonial subject. By juxtaposing their voices, Rhys shows how those in power can silence and rewrite 

narratives to maintain control, thus highlighting the novel’s central conflict between the oppressed and 

their oppressors. While Wide Sargasso Sea centers on the interpersonal tension between Antoinette and 

Rochester, its primary concern is Antoinette’s pursuit of freedom and belonging in the face of colonial 

power. 

From the beginning, Rhys emphasizes the dark history of colonialism in Jamaica, foreshadowing 

Antoinette’s tragic fate. The lush, tropical paradise is depicted as diseased and marred by death, with the 

once-grand Coulibri Estate appearing run-down. This imagery reflects the immense suffering that 

occurred before the Emancipation Act and the ongoing unease as white families like the Cosways face 

the resentment of their former slaves. The poisoning and death of Annette Cosway’s horse, a symbol of 

movement and access, highlights the growing isolation of the family due to shifting power dynamics. As 

a widow ostracized from her community, Annette marries Mr. Mason, an Englishman intent on 

revitalizing Coulibri, despite her warnings that displaying wealth would be seen as aggression by their 

Black neighbors. Mr. Mason’s dismissal of her concerns leads to their neighbors burning down Coulibri, 

sparking Annette's descent into madness and setting the stage for Antoinette’s struggle. 

In the wake of her mother’s madness, Antoinette grows increasingly isolated until Mr. Rochester 

arrives to marry her, representing a colonizing force in her life. Antoinette's final narration, detailing her 

ominous dream of walking through a dark forest with a strange man, foreshadows her ill-suited marriage 

to Rochester. Once married, Rochester's narrative takes over, symbolizing his dominance over her life. 

Though he admits he was tricked into marrying her for financial gain, Rochester’s indifference to 

Antoinette's true self aligns him with the historical motivations of colonialism, establishing him as a 

domineering figure. 

Rochester’s inability to understand or connect with Antoinette exacerbates their strained relationship, 

causing her to spiral into madness. A letter from Daniel Cosway, Antoinette’s half-brother, suggests her 

predisposition to madness, and Rochester uses this to justify his treatment of her without questioning its 

truth. Antoinette’s increasing desperation mirrors her mother’s plight, culminating in her attempt to use 

obeah to make Rochester love her again. Her narrative voice briefly resurfaces in this defiant act, but 

Rochester's perspective quickly returns, emphasizing the futility of her struggle. Rochester's infidelity 

with Amélie deepens Antoinette’s despair, mirroring the consequences of Mr. Mason’s disregard for 

Annette’s perspective. 



 

The novel’s climax occurs when Rochester sees Antoinette in a deteriorated state, responding 

with even more hatred, stripping her of her identity and confining her to the attic of his English estate. 

This literal and figurative imprisonment strips Antoinette of everything familiar, causing her to lose her 

sense of self and descend into the madness that Rochester believed her capable of. This final act 

connects Wide Sargasso Sea to Jane Eyre, as Antoinette dreams of a fire and walks down a dark hall 

with a candle, paralleling Bertha Mason’s final act of reclaiming agency by burning Thornfield Hall. 

While the novel has been praised for how it talks about colonialism, race, and identity, but some 

people have also criticized it extensively. Some critics say that even though the book criticizes 

colonialism, it still mostly looks at the Caribbean from a European point of view. This means it might 

not give enough attention to the stories and experiences of the native Caribbean people, focusing more 

on the colonial characters and what they think. There's a debate about how the characters are shown in 

the book, especially Antoinette and Rochester. Some critics think that showing Antoinette as the 

"madwoman in the attic" might reinforce negative ideas about mental illness and stereotypes about race 

and gender. They also argue that Rochester is shown as a victim of Antoinette's supposed madness, 

which might ignore how he contributes to the unfair power dynamics of colonialism. 

 

As we know by now, Jean Rhys uses characters and settings from Charlotte Brontë's book Jane 

Eyre to tell her own story in this novel. Some people think this is problematic because while Rhys 

challenges Brontë's story, her book still depends on Jane Eyre for its structure and characters. This 

makes some critics wonder about how original and independent postcolonial literature can be. The way 

the book shows race and identity is both complex and sometimes problematic. It challenges stereotypes 

and talks about racial tensions, but some critics think it oversimplifies the complicated nature of 

Caribbean identity and history, using them mainly as a background for European stories. 

Even the feminist critics have different opinions about whether the book properly addresses 

women's issues. Some say that while it criticizes the unfair treatment of women, it doesn't fully explore 

how race, class, and gender interact in the Caribbean context. 

While many people think Wide Sargasso Sea is an important book that challenges common ideas 

in literature, some critics still question how it represents people and ideas, and the literary techniques it 

uses. And yet, Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea thus serves as a powerful critique of colonialism and 

patriarchy, humanizing a character marginalized in Brontë’s narrative and challenging the oppressive 

social structures that drive her to madness. Through Antoinette's voice, Rhys confronts the destructive 

impact of colonial power and the desperate struggle for identity and agency within it. 

 

 

1.6 Conclusion 

 

Wide Sargasso Sea spans roughly from the early 1830s to the late 1850s, capturing the life of 

Antoinette Cosway from her troubled childhood in post-emancipation Jamaica to her tragic end as 

Bertha Mason in England. The novel's timeline highlights the historical and personal forces that shape 

Antoinette’s identity and fate. It is a powerful retelling of the story behind Bertha Mason, a character 

from Charlotte Brontë's "Jane Eyre," but in this version, she's called Antoinette Cosway. The book is set 

in Jamaica after slavery was abolished and in Victorian England, and it explores deep themes like 

identity, feeling out of place, and the harsh effects of colonialism. Through Antoinette's sad story, Rhys 

shows us how people can be deeply hurt by being caught between different cultures and dealing with 

racial tensions. Antoinette, who has mixed heritage, struggles to find her place in a world that's changing 

rapidly, and her journey from her childhood home in Jamaica to being locked away in an attic in 

England shows how destructive it can be when people are forced to live between two very different 

worlds. 

Rhys tells the story in a unique way, using different characters' viewpoints and jumping around 

in time, which makes readers work to understand what's really happening. This style of writing 

challenges the usual way of telling stories and gives us a more complex picture of the characters and 

their relationships. We see how Antoinette's husband, who isn't named but is understood to be Mr. 



 

Rochester from "Jane Eyre," changes from being a distant figure to someone who controls and oppresses 

Antoinette, which shows how unequal and harmful their relationship is, just like the relationship 

between colonizers and the people they colonized. 

The book uses a lot of symbols to deepen its themes. Fire, for example, appears several times in the 

story and represents both destruction and a desperate attempt to be free. The detailed descriptions of the 

plants and flowers in the Caribbean setting reflect Antoinette's inner turmoil and show both the beauty 

and danger of her environment. Antoinette's childhood home, Coulibri Estate, is also an important 

symbol, representing the falling apart of colonial power and the long-lasting anger left behind. As the 

estate falls into ruin, we see how Antoinette and her mother's mental health also declines, showing how 

deeply they're affected by the changes happening around them. 

 

 

1.7 Questions 

 

1. Describe Antoinette's relationship with her mother, Annette. How does this relationship 

influence Antoinette's later life? 

 

2. How does Rochester's perception of Antoinette change throughout the novel? What factors 

contribute to this change? 

 

3. Discuss the significance of the Coulibri Estate in the novel. How does it reflect the socio-

economic conditions of post-emancipation Jamaica? 

 

4. Analyze the symbolic meaning of fire in "Wide Sargasso Sea." How does it relate to Antoinette's 

experiences and emotions? 

 

5. How does the shifting narrative perspective impact the reader's understanding of the story? 

Compare Antoinette's and Rochester's narrations. 

 

6. Discuss the role of dreams and memories in the novel. How do they contribute to the fragmented 

narrative structure? 

 

7. Explore the themes of colonialism and racial tension in "Wide Sargasso Sea." How do these 

themes shape the characters' identities and relationships? 

 

8. How does Jean Rhys critique the colonial mindset through the character of Rochester and his 

actions? 

 

9. Compare Antoinette's portrayal in "Wide Sargasso Sea" with Bertha Mason's depiction in "Jane 

Eyre." How does Rhys's novel alter the reader's perception of this character? 

 

10. Discuss how "Wide Sargasso Sea" exemplifies postmodern literary techniques. Provide 

examples from the text to support your analysis. 

 

11. What is the significance of flowers such as orchids, frangipani, roses, and jasmine in the novel? 

How do they reflect Antoinette's inner state and the environment around her? 

 

12. Examine the symbolism of fabric and clothing in the novel. How do the black dress of the estate 

servant, the turbans of the Dominican women, and Antoinette's red dress contribute to the 

narrative? 

 

13. Analyze the psychological transformation of Antoinette throughout the novel. How do her 

experiences and relationships contribute to her mental decline? 



 

 

14. Discuss the portrayal of mental illness in "Wide Sargasso Sea." How does it reflect the social and 

cultural attitudes of the time?  
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2.0 Objectives 

 

The main objective of this unit is to further the students‘ understanding of Jean Rhys as a writer 

and her novel Wide Sargasso Sea. The underlying principles have been discussed deeply to 

understand the symbols, themes and structure. By the end of this unit, the students should be able 

to:  

1. Understand the use of symbols; 

2. Understand the philosophy of Rhys as reflected in her works; 

3. Comprehend Rhys‘ art of characterisation; and 

4. Understanding social and political aspects of the age in which her works were written. 

 

 



 

2.1 Themes 

 

Main Difference between ‘Themes’ and ‘Symbols’ 

 

Themes are the central ideas or concepts that underpin a story. They encompass abstract and 

universal notions, such as love, justice, freedom, or identity. Themes provide the overarching message 

or moral of a narrative, guiding readers to a deeper understanding of the work's significance. Themes are 

expressed through the plot's development and the experiences of the characters, serving as the 

intellectual backbone of the story. 

Symbols, on the other hand, are concrete objects, characters, or imagery employed to represent 

abstract ideas or themes in a more tangible and visual manner. Unlike themes, symbols are specific and 

open to interpretation, often carrying multiple layers of meaning. They enhance the depth of a literary 

work by creating connections between the concrete and the abstract, inviting readers to explore their 

significance within the narrative. Symbols serve as literary devices, incorporating recurring motifs, 

metaphors, or allegorical elements to evoke emotions, create visual associations, and convey deeper 

layers of meaning. In essence, while themes provide the overarching message, symbols infuse a story 

with layers of visual and tangible significance, making the narrative more engaging and thought-

provoking for readers. 

 

Themes in Wide Sargasso Sea  

 

1. The Theme of Entrapment 

Antoinette feels trapped in many ways throughout her life, and one of the biggest reasons for this 

is because of who she is and where she comes from. She's a white Creole woman living in Jamaica, 

which means she's stuck in the middle between the black Jamaican people and the English people who 

are in charge of the island. Because she's not fully part of either group, she feels very alone and like she 

doesn't really belong anywhere, which shows us how complicated it can be to figure out who you are 

when you're living in a place that's been colonized by another country. 

Another way that Antoinette feels trapped is because of the problems in her family. Her father 

was not a good person and treated people badly, and her mother started to lose her mind, which meant 

that Antoinette didn't have a stable or happy childhood. Antoinette also feels trapped in her marriage to 

Mr. Rochester, even though at first she thought getting married might help her escape from all the bad 

things in her past. Instead of making her life better, though, the marriage becomes like another kind of 

prison for Antoinette. The places where Antoinette lives in the story also make her feel trapped. Her 

childhood home, Coulibri Estate, is old and falling apart, and later she's locked away in Thornfield Hall, 

Mr. Rochester's house in England, where she's all alone and cut off from the rest of the world. The way 

the author describes these places helps us understand how Antoinette feels more and more trapped as the 

story goes on. The lush, green landscape of Jamaica, which can be beautiful but also a bit scary, is very 

different from the cold, gloomy atmosphere of England, and this difference shows us how out of place 

and lonely Antoinette feels when she's taken away from her home. 

 

2. Patriarchal Forces & Victims  

One of the most important things to understand through this novel is how men in power affect 

the lives of the people around them, especially women. We can see how tough life is for women in this 

society by looking at what happens to Antoinette from when she's young. She watches her mother, 

Annette, struggle because of what men and society expect from her. Annette has to marry Mr. Mason 

and later Antoinnette marries Mr. Rochester because the women need money as well as a patriarch to 

survive, which shows us that women back then didn't have many choices and had to depend on men for 

everything. This was just how things were set up at the time, with men having all the power and women 

having very little. 

The book also shows us how this unfair system affects more than just individual relationships 

between men and women. It changes how everyone in society interacts with each other. We see this 



 

when we look at how other women in the story deal with the fact that men have all the power. 

Christophine, who is a black servant, finds ways to be independent by using her knowledge of obeah (a 

kind of folk magic) and by trying to protect Antoinette. On the other hand, Amélie, another servant, tries 

to get ahead by using her sexuality and doing what powerful men want, even though this only helps her 

for a short time. By telling Antoinette's story, Rhys is asking us to think about all the people whose 

stories haven't been told because they didn't have any power in society. 

 

3. Feminine Desire  

Jean Rhys explores feminine desire through the complex portrayals of several women in a 

patriarchal, colonial setting. Annette Cosway seeks freedom and security through marriages, often 

thwarted by societal constraints. Her daughter Antoinette, the protagonist, yearns for love, agency, and 

belonging, navigating relationships in her quest for self-discovery. Christophine, a servant and 

confidante, embodies a desire for independence and cultural autonomy, resisting colonial norms through 

her practice of obeah. Amélie, a maid, demonstrates pragmatic desire for social mobility, while Aunt 

Cora represents a longing for familial connection and nurturing. 

Through these characters, Rhys presents desire as a multifaceted force shaped by personal 

aspirations, societal pressures, and historical contexts. The novel critiques how patriarchal and colonial 

structures constrain women's desires while celebrating moments of resistance and resilience. By 

depicting the complex interplay between longing, power, and identity, "Wide Sargasso Sea" challenges 

conventional narratives and invites readers to reconsider the complexities of feminine experience in an 

oppressive world. Rhys's work ultimately reveals how women's desires are both personal and political, 

influenced by and pushing against the limitations of their time and place. 

 

4. Alienation & Otherness 

 The story looks closely at how hard it is for people who are seen as different or not part of the 

main groups in society. The main character, Antoinette Cosway, feels very alone because she's not fully 

accepted by either the black people in Jamaica or the white people from England, as she comes from a 

mixed background and isn't sure where she fits in. Her life gets even harder when her family loses their 

home and she marries a man named Mr. Rochester, which makes her feel even more lost and unsure 

about who she really is. 

Another important person in the story is Christophine, who is Antoinette's friend and knows 

about old Caribbean magic called obeah. Christophine is treated as an outsider by both black and white 

people because she doesn't follow the rules that the people in charge have set. The story also talks about 

the black people who used to be slaves and how they struggle to find their place in society after they're 

freed, still facing unfair treatment and having a hard time making a living or being accepted by others. 

Even Mr. Rochester, who comes from England, feels out of place in Jamaica because he doesn't 

understand the local culture, but he still acts in ways that hurt Antoinette because of his ideas about 

being in charge. Through all these characters, the book shows how the way some countries controlled 

others made many people feel left out and different, and it makes readers think about how these 

problems can continue to affect people for a long time, even after things seem to change. 

 

5. Jealousy & Envy 

In the novel, Antoinette Cosway experiences jealousy and envy as she navigates her identity as a 

white Creole woman caught between the black Caribbean community and the English colonizers. Her 

relationship with Tia, a childhood friend turned adversary, embodies this theme. Initially close, their 

bond deteriorates due to societal pressures and racial divisions. Antoinette's jealousy of Tia's rootedness 

in Jamaican culture and community contrasts with Tia's envy of Antoinette's perceived privilege and 

lighter skin tone. This jealousy ultimately erupts in violence during the attack on Coulibri, symbolizing 

the deep-seated tensions exacerbated by colonial oppression. 

The black former slaves on the estate, depicted collectively, harbor envy towards their former 

masters and mistresses, including Antoinette and her family. Their resentment stems from years of 



 

exploitation, abuse, and marginalization under colonial rule. This envy manifests in acts of defiance, 

such as the burning of Coulibri, which symbolically represents their revolt against the oppressive 

structures that have defined their lives. 

Amélie, a maid at Granbois, embodies jealousy as she seeks to improve her social standing 

through alliances and manipulation. Her affair with Antoinette's husband and disdain towards 

Christophine reveal her envy of those who wield power or possess agency beyond her own.  

Daniel Cosway, Antoinette's half-brother, personifies jealousy through his attempts to undermine 

her reputation and claim a share of the family inheritance. His envy of Antoinette's perceived advantages 

as a white Creole woman drives him to manipulate Rochester and exploit racial prejudices to his 

advantage. Daniel's actions highlight the destructive potential of jealousy when fueled by bitterness and 

resentment, leading to further divisions and conflicts among the characters. By delving into the 

motivations and consequences of jealousy, the novel invites readers to consider its role in perpetuating 

injustice and shaping identities in a world defined by inequality and exploitation. 

 

6. Racism 

Coulibri is a microcosm of the racial and social tensions simmering in post-emancipation 

Jamaica. The estate becomes a battleground where the resentment of the newly freed black population 

towards their former oppressors manifests violently. The fire set by the emancipated blacks, which 

destroys Coulibri, symbolizes the destructive consequences of these unresolved tensions. This act of 

arson not only devastates the physical structure of the estate but also shatters Antoinette's already fragile 

world. 

 

 

2.2 Symbols 

 

Symbols in Wide Sargasso Sea  

 

1. The Sargasso Sea 
Jean Rhys uses the Sargasso Sea and its four bordering currents as a powerful metaphor to 

illustrate Antoinette's isolation and the forces shaping her life. The Sargasso Sea, bounded by four major 

ocean currents, is an isolated area in the North Atlantic Ocean, characterized by its stillness and the 

accumulation of seaweed, symbolizing entrapment and stagnation. Similarly, Antoinette is influenced 

and confined by four significant male figures in her life: Mr. Mason, Richard Mason, Rochester, and 

Daniel Cosway. These men, like the currents, shape her life, leading to her ultimate sense of isolation, 

lack of anchorage, and despair. 

The Sargasso Sea‘s unique position as a calm and entangled area surrounded by powerful 

currents mirrors Antoinette‘s life, caught in the currents of the influential men in her life. Just as the 

seaweed accumulates in the Sargasso Sea, Antoinette's traumas and the influences of these men 

accumulate, leaving her feeling trapped, unmoored, and isolated. This metaphor highlights the theme of 

entrapment and the destructive impact of colonial and patriarchal forces on an individual‘s identity and 

sanity.  

Mr. Mason, Antoinette‘s stepfather, represents the initial current that begins to shape her fate. 

His marriage to her mother, Annette, introduces a new dynamic into their household. Despite his good 

intentions, Mr. Mason‘s misunderstanding of the cultural and racial tensions in Jamaica exacerbates the 

family‘s precarious position. His decisions, driven by colonial arrogance and ignorance, lead to the 

traumatic burning of Coulibri Estate, deeply impacting Antoinette's psyche and setting the stage for her 

future vulnerabilities. Mr. Mason‘s son and Antoinette‘s half-brother, Richard Mason, continues this 

pattern of neglect and betrayal. He arranges Antoinette‘s marriage to Rochester, prioritizing financial 

and social benefits over her well-being. Richard‘s actions, though seemingly benign, contribute 

significantly to Antoinette‘s alienation. His detachment and failure to protect her interests leave her 

exposed to Rochester‘s manipulation and cruelty. On the other hand, Daniel Cosway, a half-brother 

from her father‘s side, represents betrayal from within her own family. His letters to Rochester, filled 



 

with insinuations and accusations, further poison Rochester‘s mind against Antoinette. Daniel‘s actions 

are driven by spite and a desire for revenge, exploiting Antoinette‘s precarious situation for his gain. 

This betrayal from a relative exacerbates her sense of isolation and helplessness. 

Rochester, however, is clearly the most destructive current in Antoinette‘s life, ultimately 

leading to her downfall. His inability to understand or accept her culture and background, coupled with 

his need to assert dominance, drives him to strip Antoinette of her identity. By renaming her Bertha and 

confining her to the attic, Rochester not only isolates her physically but also mentally, breaking her spirit 

and contributing to her descent into madness.  

 

2. Coulibri Estate 

 

The Estate, where Antoinette is born and is uprooted tragically from, itself is a powerful symbol 

that encapsulates the themes of decay, isolation, racial tension, and the loss of paradise. It reflects the 

complex interplay of personal and historical forces that shape Antoinette's identity and destiny, making 

it a central element in Jean Rhys's exploration of postcolonial and postmodern themes. The estate, once 

a thriving plantation, becomes a site of decay and tension, mirroring the tumultuous lives of its 

inhabitants and the broader socio-political environment of post-emancipation Jamaica. Its dilapidated 

state represents the downfall of the colonial era. The once prosperous estate, now in ruins, symbolizes 

the collapse of the economic and social structures that supported colonial dominance. Antoinette's father 

drank himself to death following the Emancipation Act, which led to the financial ruin of many former 

slave owners. The estate's decline parallels the instability and uncertainty faced by the white Creole 

population in the post-emancipation period.  

Coulibri also evokes the biblical Garden of Eden, as admitted by Antoinette herself in Part One 

of the novel, representing a lost paradise. Antoinette's initial perception of the estate as a safe haven is 

shattered after the fire. This transformation from a place of perceived safety to one of destruction and 

loss underscores the theme of displacement and the longing for a lost home or identity. The garden at 

Coulibri, once a place of solace for Antoinette, becomes a symbol of her lost innocence and the harsh 

reality of her fragmented world. 

 

3. Flowers 

Rhys uses specific flowers like orchids, frangipani, roses, jasmine, and night flowers to 

symbolize various aspects of Antoinette's life and the novel's themes. Each flower holds particular 

significance, reflecting the complex interplay between beauty, decay, and cultural identity. Orchids in 

the novel represent the exotic beauty and fragility of the Caribbean environment. They are delicate and 

alluring, much like Antoinette herself, and symbolize her vulnerability and the precarious nature of her 

existence. The exotic allure of the orchids parallels Antoinette's own mysterious and ethereal presence, 

which captivates and unsettles those around her. 

The frangipani flowers are often associated with memories of Antoinette‘s childhood. Their 

sweet scent and vibrant appearance evoke a sense of nostalgia and lost innocence. They symbolize the 

past and the cultural heritage that Antoinette is tied to, which is in stark contrast to her bleak future in 

England. The frangipani represents the beauty and warmth of her Caribbean home, which becomes 

increasingly distant as the story progresses. Similarly, roses, traditionally symbolizing love and beauty, 

take on a more complex role in the novel. They are present in the lush gardens of Coulibri Estate, where 

they signify the attempts to maintain European aesthetics and order in a Caribbean context. However, 

the roses also symbolize the imposition of European culture and the inherent conflicts it brings. The 

beauty of the roses is tinged with the struggles and tensions of colonialism. 

Jasmine flowers, with their intense fragrance, are often associated with night and mystery. In the 

novel, they evoke the sensual and secretive aspects of Antoinette's life. Jasmine represents both the 

allure and danger of her world, mirroring her complex relationship with Rochester and her struggle to 

assert her identity in a patriarchal and colonial society. The night flowers, which bloom in the darkness, 

are referenced multiple times during their initial honeymoon stay at Granbois, symbolizing the hidden 

and suppressed aspects of Antoinette's identity. They reflect the themes of concealment and revelation 

that run throughout the novel, and are a perfect metaphor for Antoinette‘s inner life, which is often 



 

hidden from view but is rich and complex. These flowers highlight the contrast between her external 

reality and her inner world, emphasizing her isolation and the secrets she harbors. 

Together, these flowers illustrate the novel's exploration of identity, cultural conflict, and the 

intersection of beauty and decay. The floral imagery enhances the reader's understanding of Antoinette's 

character and the broader themes of the novel, making the natural world an integral part of the 

narrative's emotional and thematic depth. 

 

4. Forests & Gardens 

The writer uses flora—such as the forest, trees, gardens, and grass—as powerful symbols to 

evoke themes of alienation, transformation, and the tension between colonizer and colonized. The lush, 

tropical landscape of the West Indies is depicted vividly in the novel, creating an almost surreal and 

claustrophobic atmosphere. The forest represents both the beauty and danger of the natural world, 

reflecting Antoinette's inner turmoil and her sense of entrapment. For instance, the dense and wild 

growth around Coulibri Estate symbolizes the wild, untamed aspects of Antoinette‘s psyche and the 

uncontrollable forces shaping her life. 

The trees in the novel often carry significant symbolic weight. Antoinette‘s childhood memories 

are deeply intertwined with the vibrant flora of her surroundings. The bright, exotic flowers symbolize 

her Creole identity and her connection to the island, which contrasts sharply with the cold, grey 

environment she later encounters in England. This juxtaposition underscores her sense of displacement 

and longing for a lost home. Even the grass, particularly as described in the restored Coulibri Estate, 

highlights changes in Antoinette's perception and reality. Initially, the moss-covered wall in the garden 

provides her with a sense of comfort and safety. However, after the estate is rebuilt, the neatly 

maintained garden no longer feels like home to her. This shift symbolizes the loss of her childhood 

innocence and the irrevocable changes brought about by external forces, such as colonialism and her 

tumultuous marriage. 

 

5. Fabric 

The vivid descriptions of fabric have been used as a powerful symbol to convey various themes 

in the novel as well. Each piece of fabric, from the black dress of the estate servant to Antoinette's 

favorite red dress, represents a distinct aspect of the characters' lives and societal roles. Christophine, a 

servant at Coulibri Estate and a practitioner of obeah, often wears a black dress. This attire marks her as 

an outsider, emphasizing her role as a servant and her association with mystical practices. The black 

dress symbolizes both her social status and her power, setting her apart in a society that views her with 

suspicion and respect. Christophine's black dress reflects the duality of her position—she is both 

marginalized and feared, embodying the tensions within the colonial social hierarchy. The bright red and 

yellow striped turbans worn by Dominican women symbolize their vibrant cultural identity and 

resilience. These vivid colors stand in stark contrast to the often muted tones of the colonial setting, 

highlighting the rich cultural heritage that persists despite colonial oppression. Even though Rochester 

refuses to trust these women and declines to take shelter in their home despite their polite insistence, 

they lead richer lives than the elite like Antoinette herself, who have given in to the White-man 

standards of fashion. The turbans are a visual assertion of identity and defiance, representing the 

women's resistance to cultural erasure and their celebration of their heritage. 

As the Cosways‘ financial situation deteriorates after the Emancipation, the quality of little 

Antoinette‘s clothing reflects her declining fortunes. The silk ribbons are replaced by strings for her 

plaits. When her childhood companion Tia tricks Antoinette and runs away with her dress while they are 

swimming in a nearby pond, she leaves her own dirty dress for her to wear. The muslin of her last dress 

that her mother scolds Christophine to bring out, signifies the shift from riches to rags, representing the 

loss of her previous status and the increasing bleakness of her circumstances. This simple, less 

expensive fabric contrasts sharply with the richness of her earlier attire, symbolizing her fall from grace 

and the stripping away of her former identity. 

Annette, Antoinette's mother, wears a transparent dress as she loses her dignity and sanity in the 

asylum. When Antoinette visits her mother there, the dress is almost falling off her shoulders, hinting at 

a looming loss of last threads of her pride. This transparency also symbolizes her vulnerability and 



 

exposure, reflecting her complete loss of privacy and protection. The transparent dress underscores the 

brutal reality of her confinement, where she is no longer seen as a person but as an object to be 

controlled and observed. Annette's transparent dress becomes a poignant symbol of her shattered 

identity and the dehumanizing effects of her imprisonment. Similarly, the heavy veils and headdresses 

worn by the nuns in the convent where Antoinette spends part of her childhood after her mother‘s death 

symbolize the strict, cloistered life of religious seclusion. These garments represent the suppression of 

individuality and personal freedom, reflecting the convent's role as both a sanctuary and a prison for 

Antoinette. Although she comes to love the structure and routine of the convent, and finds a fleeting 

sense of security within its walls, it is a prison nonetheless. The heavy veils create a sense of separation 

from the outside world, highlighting the themes of isolation and control that permeate the novel. 

 

Antoinette's favorite red dress, which makes a star appearance in Part Three of the novel, is a 

potent symbol of her passion, identity, and desire for freedom. The fact that the dress is locked away in a 

black press which remains bolted away for the most part, signifies the repression of her own vibrant 

spirit. The bright red color stands out against the subdued tones of brown, red and muted yellow of her 

surroundings in Thornfield Hall, the big and isolated house of Mr. Rochester in England, representing 

her inner fire and resistance to being entirely subdued by her circumstances. This dress embodies 

Antoinette's struggle to maintain her sense of self against not just the oppressive forces that seek to 

define and control her, but also her own mind and memory that has become an unreliable enemy. It is a 

symbol of her vibrant personality and her fight against the constraints imposed on her by society and her 

husband. 

Through these detailed depictions of fabric, Rhys enriches the narrative using clothing to reflect 

the characters' inner lives and the socio-cultural dynamics of the colonial Caribbean. Each piece of 

fabric carries deep symbolic meaning, contributing to the novel's exploration of identity, power, and 

resistance. 

 

6. Obeah 

Christophine, Antoinette's nurse, is a character imbued with both mystery and strength. Her 

practice of the Black version of voodoo, called obeah endows her with a powerful aura, allowing her to 

command respect and instill fear among those around her. Young Antoinette was generally afraid of her 

as a child since finding a dead man‘s dried up hand and fowl feathers and blood in Christophine‘s hut. 

Her connection to obeah, however, also brings her into conflict with colonial authorities, eventually 

leading to legal troubles that strip her of her ability to protect Antoinette. However, Christophine's 

power is not without limits. Her association with obeah, while a source of strength, also marks her as an 

outsider and a target for the colonial legal system. When Antoinette's situation becomes increasingly 

dire, Christophine's abilities and influence are curtailed by legal constraints and societal prejudice. This 

legal trouble renders her powerless to intervene effectively in Antoinette's descent into madness and her 

husband's oppressive control. 

 

 

2.3 Rhys’ Style Of Writing 

 

On the power and purpose of writing, Jean Rhys once told The Paris Review in an interview, 

―The things you remember have no form. When you write about them, you have to give them a 

beginning, a middle, and an end. To give life shape—that is what a writer does. That is what is so 

difficult.‖ And yet, reading her works, one hardly notices a strained effort in her style of writing. Francis 

Wyndham‘s introduction to the 1992 edition states that Rhys had ‗a terrifying instinct and a terrific - an 

almost lurid! - passion for stating the case of the underdog . . .‘ In the same introduction Wyndham 

quotes Ford Maddox Ford, who published some of her initial works: ‗When I, lately, edited a periodical, 

Miss Rhys sent in several communications with which I was immensely struck, and of which I published 

as many as I could. What struck me on the technical side... was the singular instinct for form possessed 

by this young lady, an instinct for form being possessed by singularly few writers of English and by 

almost no English women writers.‘ This unique quality of her writing style is so subtly elusive to the 



 

young readers as yourself that it often seems ‗effortless‘. But you must remember, that such great 

writing is hardly ever easy or effortless.  

Rhys had a difficult childhood. A Welsh-Creole girl, born in Dominica, sent to England at the 

age of sixteen to pursue education, she had a tough time adjusting in school, and despite securing a place 

at the prestigious Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts, London, Rhys had to drop out because of her accent 

which the academy wanted her to get rid of. She was twenty-four when World War I started, and forty-

five at the time of World War II. Living her life in various parts of Europe, in cities like Vienna, 

Budapest, Paris and London, Rhys was no stranger to abject poverty, or at best, financial anxieties. Bad 

choices in men—she was married three times, with two of her husbands spending time in prison—and 

the death of her first child at a few weeks old, something she often felt was due to her own neglect, as 

well as long periods of separation from her second child, led to her struggling to work and becoming an 

alcoholic. This resulted in a brief confinement in a women‘s prison for psychiatric evaluation, an 

experience she heavily leaned upon in her perfectly structured story ―Let Them Call it Jazz.‖ When 

asked in an interview how she felt about her fame that came with Wide Sargasso Sea, she remarked that 

―(her fame) had come too far too late.‖ Someone who has lived such a turbulent life with such resilience 

cannot write ordinarily. Her stories, often portraying the disenfranchisement of women living precarious 

lives on the edges of society, are said to mirror her own somewhat chaotic and unpredictable life.  

Rhys' use of simple yet profound language further distinguishes her writing style. You will realise that 

you did not have to refer to the dictionary at all while reading Wide Sargasso Sea to understand any 

difficult words. This simplicity ensures that her work is accessible to readers of various educational 

backgrounds, allowing a broad audience to engage with the narrative without the need for an extensive 

vocabulary. However, the straightforwardness of her language does not mean that her writing lacks 

depth; rather, it enhances the universal appeal of the novel, contributing to its status as a classic of 

English literature. 

Many commentators have chosen to portray Rhys‘s life and her female fictional characters as 

one and the same person—claiming there to be one ‗Rhys Woman‘ recycled through different texts—but 

this is not entirely the case and takes away from the skill and complexity of Rhys‘s writing. Her literary 

style was highly praised on the publication of her first collection and the four novels which followed. 

Rhys‘s debut collection, "The Left Bank," featured what would become her trademark portrayal of 

bohemian Paris: often women of little means, reliant on male patronage. She went on to publish four 

accomplished novels still working on these themes, but in a cruel twist of irony, the better she got, the 

less she was read. 

 

 

2.4 Structure 

As discussed at length under Plot Summary in Unit-I, Wide Sargasso Sea is written in a trisect 

style, meaning that it is divided into three parts. Each part is distinguished by its time period and point of 

view. Part One & Three, are narrated by Antoinette, later named Bertha by her husband, while Part Two 

is told from the POV of an unnamed young man married to Antoinette, presumably Edward Rochester 

from Jane Eyre. The later half of Part Two & the whole of Part Three exhibit a ‗stream of 

consciousness‘ quality wherein we encounter fast-paced, quickly shifting, and at times incoherent flow 

of thoughts. The narrator speaks always in firs person, and the accents of the Creole, English and 

Jamaican and Dominican locals has been represented well in the text.  

Here is a detailed timeline of the key events in the novel, structured according to the novel's three-part 

division: 

 

Part One: Antoinette's Childhood in Jamaica 

 

1.  Early 1830s 

 Antoinette's Birth: Antoinette Cosway is born in Jamaica to Annette and Alexander Cosway. 

 Emancipation Act (1833): The abolition of slavery leads to economic hardship for many former 

slave owners, including the Cosway family. Antoinette's father, Alexander, drinks himself to 

death. 



 

 

2.  Mid-1830s 

 Life at Coulibri Estate: Annette struggles to maintain the estate, which falls into disrepair. 

Antoinette experiences isolation and tension with the local black community. 

 Annette‘s Mental Deterioration: Annette becomes increasingly unstable due to the stress and 

isolation, exacerbated by the hostility of the surrounding community. 

 

3. Late 1830s 

 Marriage to Mr. Mason: Annette marries Mr. Mason, a wealthy Englishman, in hopes of 

restoring the estate. 

 Fire at Coulibri Estate: The estate is set on fire by disgruntled locals, leading to the death of 

Antoinette‘s brother Pierre and the further mental breakdown of Annette. 

 

Part Two: Antoinette's Marriage to Rochester 

 

4. Early 1840s 

 Convent School: Antoinette is sent to a convent school in Spanish Town, where she spends 

several years in relative peace and seclusion. 

 

5. Mid-1840s 

 Marriage to Rochester: Antoinette marries an unnamed Englishman (implied to be Edward 

Rochester from "Jane Eyre"). They honeymoon in Dominica. 

 Tensions in Marriage: Rochester becomes increasingly suspicious of Antoinette, influenced by 

letters from Daniel Cosway, who claims Antoinette‘s family has a history of madness. 

Rochester's mistrust and emotional abuse intensify. 

 

6. Late 1840s 

 Antoinette‘s Breakdown: Under Rochester‘s manipulation and cruelty, Antoinette‘s mental 

health deteriorates. Rochester renames her ―Bertha‖ and decides to take her back to England. 

 

Part Three: Antoinette’s Imprisonment in England 

 

7. Early 1850s 

 Confinement in England: Antoinette (now called Bertha) is confined to the attic of Thornfield 

Hall in England, under the care of Grace Poole. Her isolation and captivity exacerbate her mental 

instability. 

 

8. Late 1850s 

 Final Descent into Madness: Antoinette‘s narrative becomes increasingly fragmented and 

hallucinatory. She recalls fragmented memories of her past life in the Caribbean. 

 Setting Fire to Thornfield Hall: In a final act of desperation and defiance, Antoinette sets fire to 

Thornfield Hall, echoing the fire at Coulibri Estate and symbolizing her ultimate, tragic rebellion 

against her captivity. 

 

 

2.5 Characters & Analysis 

 

1. Antoinette Cosway 

 

Antoinette Cosway, the main character in "Wide Sargasso Sea," tells part of the story herself and 

is a Creole woman with European ancestors who was born in the Caribbean, which puts her in a difficult 

position of not truly belonging to any one group. Throughout her life, Antoinette experiences a deep 



 

sense of loneliness and sadness because she doesn't fit in with either the Black Jamaican people or the 

white European colonizers, leaving her caught in the middle and feeling like an outsider wherever she 

goes. This feeling of not belonging becomes even more intense when a series of tragic events befalls her 

family, including the burning of their home by a group of angry former slaves and her mother's 

subsequent descent into madness, which only serve to further isolate Antoinette from those around her. 

This deepens Antoinette's sense of alienation, driving her to seek solace in the natural world around her, 

where she finds some measure of peace in the lush Caribbean landscape, though even this connection to 

nature isn't enough to shield her from the harsh realities of her life. 

Antoinette's situation takes a turn for the worse when she enters into a marriage with an unnamed 

Englishman, an arrangement that proves to be yet another form of exploitation as the man primarily 

marries her for her money and fails to understand or empathize with her struggles. Their honeymoon on 

one of the Windward Islands serves to highlight the vast cultural and emotional divide between them, 

with Antoinette's husband growing increasingly distrustful and eventually becoming cruel to her, 

ultimately deciding to confine her to the attic of his house in England. 

Being locked away in the attic represents the final blow to Antoinette's identity and freedom, as 

she finds herself trapped in a hostile and unfamiliar environment with no way to live her own life, a 

situation that pushes her to the brink of madness much like her mother before her. In a tragic yet defiant 

final act, Antoinette sets fire to the house and leaps to her death, a desperate attempt to assert some 

control over her life even in its final moments. Through Antoinette's heartbreaking journey, the author 

explores complex themes such as the lingering effects of colonialism, the nuances of racial and cultural 

identity, and the devastating impact of isolation and mental illness on an individual's life. 

 

 

2. Edward Rochester 

 

Rochester embodies the themes of colonialism and patriarchal control in the novel. His inability 

to bridge the cultural divide and his subsequent actions highlight the destructive impact of these power 

dynamics on personal relationships. His treatment of Antoinette illustrates the broader societal and 

historical forces at play, showcasing the tragic consequences of cultural misunderstanding and the 

oppressive nature of colonial and patriarchal systems. Through his character, Jean Rhys critiques the 

imperialist mindset and its dehumanizing effects, adding a rich layer of complexity to the narrative. He 

is a complex character shaped by his English heritage and his deep unease with the Jamaican landscape 

and culture. Right from the beginning, his character is marked by a profound sense of disorientation and 

disturbance upon encountering the unfamiliar world of the Caribbean, which he finds both alien and 

unsettling. This disorientation extends to his relationship with Antoinette, whom he marries for financial 

reasons without truly knowing or understanding her. 

He is initially in passionate love with Antoinette, but given to his own mistrust and the vengeful 

warning letters from her illegitimate half-brother Daniel Cosway, his feelings of animosity eventually 

overshadow any love or passion he might have had for her, culminating in his decision to imprison her 

in the attic of his English manor. This act symbolizes his ultimate assertion of control over Antoinette, 

stripping her of her freedom and identity. It also reflects his attempt to suppress the aspects of her that he 

cannot understand or accept, effectively silencing her voice and erasing her individuality. 

 

3. Christophine 

 

Respected and feared by both the Black and white communities, Christophine wields significant 

influence, largely due to her practice of obeah, a form of voodoo-like magic. This practice endows her 

with a powerful aura, allowing her to command respect and instill fear among those around her. Her 

connection to obeah, however, also brings her into conflict with colonial authorities, eventually leading 

to legal troubles that strip her of her ability to protect Antoinette. Despite her efforts, Christophine 

ultimately abandons Antoinette to her fate with her husband. This abandonment highlights the 

limitations imposed on Christophine by the colonial society and the pervasive nature of the systemic 

oppression that affects all the characters. Christophine's departure signifies the final loss of Antoinette's 



 

last anchor to stability and support, underscoring the profound sense of isolation that defines 

Antoinette's existence. 

Through Christophine's character, Jean Rhys explores themes of power, resistance, and the 

complexities of colonial dynamics. Christophine embodies a form of resistance against the oppressive 

structures of colonialism through her practice of obeah and her defiance of social norms. Yet, her 

eventual powerlessness and forced withdrawal from Antoinette‘s life underscore the tragic limitations 

faced by those who resist within an oppressive system. Christophine‘s character is a poignant 

representation of strength and vulnerability, illustrating the struggles and resilience of marginalized 

individuals in the face of systemic injustice.  

 

4. Annette Mason nee Cosway 

 

The relationship between Annette and her daughter Antoinette is strained and distant right from 

the beginning, characterized by a lack of emotional connection that stems largely from Annette's intense 

preoccupation with her sickly, mentally handicapped son, Pierre, whose needs consume nearly all of her 

attention and energy, leaving little room for nurturing or bonding with Antoinette. This maternal neglect 

fosters a deep sense of abandonment and isolation in Antoinette, and contributes significantly to her own 

struggles with feelings of alienation and mental instability as she grows older. In a desperate attempt to 

rescue her family from financial ruin, Annette enters into a marriage with Mr. Mason, a wealthy 

Englishman, though this union is rooted not in love but in a pragmatic bid for economic stability. 

Unfortunately, Mr. Mason's failure to heed Annette's warnings about the growing resentment among the 

local Black population, fueled by his ostentatious displays of wealth, leads to disastrous consequences 

that exacerbate the already tense social situation, ultimately culminating in the tragic burning of their 

estate and the heartbreaking death of Pierre. 

The devastating loss of both her home and her son proves to be too much for Annette to bear, 

pushing her over the edge into a state of madness from which she never recovers, her grief and trauma 

compounded by an overwhelming sense of powerlessness and betrayal.  

Annette's descent into insanity mirrors the broader themes of displacement and disempowerment 

that permeate the novel, highlighting the fragility and vulnerability of women in colonial societies where 

their fates are often determined by the whims and decisions of men who hold power over them. 

Annette offers a poignant exploration of the complex intersections of gender, race, and class in a 

colonial context, with her tragic trajectory underscoring the devastating impact of systemic oppression 

and the profound emotional toll of living in a society rife with social and racial tensions. Annette's 

experiences vividly illustrate the consequences of marginalization and the intense personal suffering that 

can arise from societal upheaval and familial neglect, providing readers with a deeply moving portrayal 

of the human cost of colonialism and its lasting effects on individuals and communities.  

 

5. Mr. Mason 

 

Mr. Mason, who becomes Annette's second husband, is shown as an Englishman who doesn't 

understand or respect the culture of Jamaica, and he behaves in a way that shows he thinks he's better 

than the local people. His refusal to pay attention to Annette's concerns ends up having terrible 

consequences for everyone. Because he doesn't recognize how angry the villagers are or believe that 

they might do something violent, he doesn't do anything to protect his family or prepare for trouble. This 

leads to a disaster when the villagers finally act on their anger and burn down the family's home, 

Coulibri Estate, which not only devastates Annette and pushes her further into madness but also shows 

how destructive it can be when people in power ignore the voices and experiences of those who are 

treated unfairly. 

His character represents a direct criticism of the way many colonial people thought and acted, 

and shows how dangerous this way of thinking can be. His actions, or rather his lack of action, show us 

the tragic things that can happen when people don't try to understand or respect other cultures, and when 

they refuse to see the humanity in people who are different from them. Mr. Mason serves as a warning 

in the story, reminding us how important it is to understand and respect cultural differences, especially 



 

in a world that has been shaped by colonialism and where some groups of people still have much more 

power than others.  

 

6. Daniel Cosway 

 

Daniel Cosway is filled with anger and a desire for revenge against Antoinette and her family. 

He's probably Antoinette's half-brother, born from a relationship between her father, Old Cosway, and 

one of the slaves he owned, which means Daniel grew up knowing he wasn't treated the same as 

Antoinette and didn't get any of the family's money or status. This unfair treatment made Daniel really 

upset and resentful towards Antoinette and her family, because he feels like they're responsible for him 

being at such a disadvantage in life.  

Daniel's anger comes out in the way he acts, especially when he tries to cause problems in 

Antoinette's marriage by writing a letter to her husband telling him about the mental illness that runs in 

Antoinette's family. He's not just sharing information - he's trying to make Antoinette's husband distrust 

and dislike her as a way of getting back at Antoinette for the unfair life Daniel has had to live. 

The reader learns, through Daniel, what it's like to be born outside of marriage, to be pushed to 

the edges of society, and how powerful and destructive feelings of resentment can be. Daniel reminds us 

of the long-lasting harm caused by colonialism, where issues of race, who's considered "legitimate," and 

who inherits wealth create deep divisions between people that can last for generations. We can see how 

desperate Daniel is to have some power and control in his life when he tries to blackmail Antoinette's 

husband, showing how his feelings of powerlessness have led him to do bad things to others. By 

showing us Daniel's actions and why he does what he does, the novel helps us understand how personal 

grudges can get mixed up with bigger historical injustices, making a complicated situation where it's 

hard to tell where personal pain ends and societal unfairness begins.  

 

7. Other Minor Characters 

 

Old Cosway, who was Antoinette's father, had a big impact on the family even though he's not 

alive in the story, because he was a cruel man who had relationships with many women, including 

slaves, which caused a lot of problems and pain for the family that lasted for generations. Richard 

Mason, who became Antoinette's stepbrother when his father married her mother, is in charge of 

Antoinette's money after she gets married, but he doesn't really care about what's best for her and just 

does what's easiest for himself. Sister Marie Augustine, one of the nuns at the convent school where 

Antoinette goes, tries to be kind to Antoinette and make her feel better, but she can't really help 

Antoinette with the big questions she has about life and who she is. Amélie, who works as a maid at 

Granbois, shows that she's willing to do whatever it takes to survive when she has a sexual relationship 

with Antoinette's husband while Antoinette can hear everything, which is really hurtful to Antoinette but 

shows how Amélie is thinking about her own future. 

Sandi, who is Antoinette's second cousin and also becomes her lover, makes Antoinette's 

marriage to Rochester even more complicated and stays in Antoinette's thoughts for a long time. 

Godfrey, who is the butler at Coulibri (Antoinette's childhood home), tries not to get involved in the 

family's problems, but when angry people attack the house, he's really upset by it, which shows that 

even though he tries to stay distant, he still cares about what happens to the family. Baptiste, who is the 

butler at Granbois (where Antoinette and her husband stay), doesn't trust Antoinette's husband but feels 

sorry for Antoinette and the hard time she's having. Louise de Plana is a girl at the convent school who 

everyone admires because she's beautiful and knows how to act properly, so she becomes someone that 

the other girls, including Antoinette, try to be like. Mr. Luttrell, who was a neighbor of Antoinette's 

family, kills himself because he can't handle how things have changed after slavery ended, and this 

really scares Antoinette's mother, Annette. Mr. Fraser, who is a judge, tells Antoinette's husband about 

Christophine's background with obeah (a kind of folk magic), which shows how the people in charge 

were afraid of local customs and beliefs. Pierre, who was Antoinette's little brother, dies in the fire at 

Coulibri, and this terrible thing happening is what finally pushes Annette into madness, making it a 

really important and sad event for the whole family. 



 

2.6 Conclusion 

 

Wide Sargasso Sea by Jean Rhys is a seminal work that brilliantly reimagines the story of the 

"madwoman in the attic" from Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre. Rhys provides a poignant exploration of 

identity, colonialism, and madness, set against the lush and oppressive backdrop of post-Emancipation 

Jamaica and the cold, confining walls of an English manor. The novel delves into the racial and cultural 

tensions that arise from colonial legacies, emphasizing the alienation and displacement experienced by 

those caught between worlds. 

Antoinette Cosway, the protagonist, embodies the tragic consequences of these tensions. Her life, 

marked by rejection and betrayal, reflects the broader societal conflicts of the era. Her struggle for 

identity and acceptance is compounded by her racial ambiguity and the cultural chasm between her 

Caribbean upbringing and her forced relocation to England. Through Antoinette's narrative, Rhys 

critiques the imperialist mindset and its dehumanizing effects on both the colonized and the colonizer. 

The narrative structure of Wide Sargasso Sea is particularly notable for its shifts in perspective, 

providing a multifaceted view of the characters and events. This technique not only enhances the 

reader's understanding of Antoinette's internal world but also exposes the prejudices and 

misunderstandings of her English husband, Mr. Rochester. Rhys' portrayal of Rochester as a deeply 

flawed and morally ambiguous character adds depth to the story, challenging the romanticized notions 

of heroism and propriety often associated with him in Jane Eyre. 

Ultimately, Wide Sargasso Sea is a powerful commentary on the destructive impact of colonialism 

and the search for identity in a world fractured by historical injustices. Rhys' lyrical prose and richly 

drawn characters invite readers to reconsider the narratives of the past and the voices that have been 

silenced. The novel remains a compelling and relevant exploration of the complexities of identity, race, 

and power. 

 

 

2.7 Questions 

 

1. As a child, Antoinette Cosway wonders why the nuns at the convent do not pray for happiness. 

When Antoinette and Mr. Rochester arrive at their house after their wedding and journey, they 

drink a toast with two tumblers of rum punch. Antoinette says, ―to happiness.‖ Why does 

happiness elude her? When is she happy and what happens to those moments of happiness? 

 

2. Antoinettes childhood is heavily overcast by threat. What are the threats from outside her 

household? What are the threats from within? To whom and to what does she turn for protection? 

 

3. What is the racial situation as Antoinette is growing up? What does it mean that she gets called 

―white cockroach‖ and ―white nigger‖? How well do Antoinette and her mother understand the 

mindset of recently liberated slaves? What about the outsiders like Mr. Mason and Mr. 

Rochester? 

 

4. How does Antoinettes experience of her mother‘s rejection shape her life? Is Antoinette like her 

mother? Could she have escaped her inherited madness? At what point is it too late? Is she really 

mad? 

 

5. Sandi, Antoinette‘s cousin who is black, makes an appearance in each of the three sections of the 

novel. Were you surprised by Antoinette and Sandi‘s last scene together? What are the barriers 

that keep these two characters apart? In your opinion, could these barriers have been 

surmounted? 

 

6. Mr. Rochester seems to marry Antoinette for money, or perhaps for lust, or perhaps for power. 

Mr. Rochester makes love to Antoinette in part to gain power over her. Antoinette persuades 

Christophine to use the power of her obeah to entice Mr. Rochester to her bed. Amelie has sex 



 

with Mr. Rochester for her own purposes, and Mr. Rochester sleeps with Amelie for his. What 

are the relationships between money, lust, sex, and power in the novel? 

 

7. Perspective switches two times in the novel. What is the effect of reading the same story from 

different people s points of view? Which narrative voice do you trust more? Why? 

 

8. For Antoinette, England is a dream; for Mr. Rochester, the Caribbean is a dream. How do these 

perceptions keep them from understanding each other? Do they want to understand each other? 

How does it protect each of them to remain distant? 

 

9. Many of the characters are mad and many are drunk. How do madness and drunkenness serve 

the characters? Do they give the characters freedom? Protection? the ability to see the truth? the 

ability to hide from it? 

 

10. Whose account of Christophine seems closest to the truth to you? How does her obeah work or 

not work under these circumstances? How good is her advice? Can Antoinette follow it? 

 

11. Mr. Rochester starts to call Antoinette ―Bertha,‖ instead of her real name. ―Names are 

important,‖ she says toward the end of the novel. What does this name change tell about their 

relationship? What does it mean for Antoinette? 

 

12. In Jane Eyre the madwoman in the attic is a very unsympathetic character, an obstacle that stands 

in the way of the union of Mr. Rochester and Jane Eyre. Charlotte Bronte portrays Mr. Rochester 

as a man with a dark past who nevertheless is not to blame for the burden with which he is 

saddled. Wide Sargasso Sea obviously sees this situation from a different angle. What are some 

of the factors that might have led to the difference between Bronte s version and that of Rhys‘s 

work? 

 

13. Wide Sargasso Sea has two fires—one in the first section and one in the last. How are these fires 

related? Who dies, who goes crazy, and who is set free? Is there a parallel between the parrot in 

the first fire and Antoinette in the second? 
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1.0 Objectives 

   Margaret Atwood's Surfacing (1972) is a seminal work in Canadian literature and a key text in 

the feminist literary canon. The novel follows an unnamed female protagonist who returns to the remote 

wilderness of Quebec in search of her missing father. As she embarks on this physical journey, she also 

undergoes a deeper psychological and emotional transformation, confronting suppressed memories and 

traumas from her past. Through its complex narrative and ambiguous ending, Atwood challenges 

readers to think critically about personal and collective identity, environmentalism, and the struggle for 

autonomy in a world dominated by patriarchal and colonial structures. The novel marked a turning point 

in Atwood's career, establishing her as one of Canada's leading writers and a key voice in contemporary 

feminist literature.  

 

 



 

Margaret Atwood's Surfacing can be studied with the following key objectives: 

1. Exploration of Identity and Self-Discovery: The novel delves into the protagonist's journey 

toward self-awareness, exploring themes of identity, memory, and the process of "surfacing" 

emotionally and psychologically. 

2. Examination of Feminist Themes: Atwood‘s Surfacing is often studied for its portrayal of 

gender roles, women's autonomy, and the protagonist's rejection of societal expectations. It 

critiques patriarchy and explores feminist consciousness. 

3. Environmental and Ecological Concerns: The novel emphasizes the relationship between 

humans and nature, with the Canadian wilderness playing a key role in the protagonist's 

transformation. It raises issues about environmental degradation and the disconnect between 

humans and the natural world. 

4. Psychological and Postcolonial Themes: The protagonist's inner conflict can be interpreted 

through a psychological lens, and the novel also reflects postcolonial concerns, addressing 

Canada's national identity and cultural independence. 

5. Symbolism and Narrative Technique: The novel's use of symbolism (water, animals, etc.) and 

narrative structure is significant. Understanding how Atwood weaves these elements into the 

story can offer insights into her stylistic techniques. 

Studying Surfacing allows for rich analysis of themes relevant to feminism, identity, nature, and 

Canadian literature. 

1.1 Introduction 

Margaret Atwood‘s Surfacing is a pivotal work in Canadian literature, blending psychological 

fiction with feminist, ecological, and postcolonial themes. Set in the rugged wilderness of Quebec, the 

novel follows an unnamed protagonist who returns to her childhood home in search of her missing 

father. This seemingly straightforward premise evolves into a profound exploration of identity, memory, 

and the protagonist's confrontation with her past. 

Atwood crafts a narrative that functions on multiple levels, merging the physical journey of the 

protagonist with a deeper, more symbolic and psychological journey. The protagonist‘s return to the 

wilderness represents not only a search for her father but also an attempt to reconnect with her own 

fractured self. Haunted by a failed marriage, an abortion, and feelings of alienation from society, she 

undergoes a gradual breakdown and eventual transformation, moving toward an elemental connection 

with nature and a rejection of societal norms. 

One of the novel‘s central themes is the search for identity. The protagonist, who remains 



 

unnamed throughout the novel, struggles to define herself outside the expectations and roles imposed by 

society. Her lack of a name symbolizes the absence of a clear identity, as she grapples with personal 

traumas and the societal pressures placed on women. This theme is intertwined with feminist concerns, 

as Atwood critiques the patriarchal structures that limit female autonomy. The protagonist‘s interactions 

with her male companions, Joe and David, highlight the dominance and control often exercised by men 

over women, and her eventual rejection of these relationships symbolizes a reclamation of her selfhood. 

Atwood also employs the wilderness setting to emphasize the theme of alienation. The 

protagonist‘s return to nature is portrayed as a journey toward self-discovery and a reconnection with the 

primal forces of life. The novel critiques the growing disconnect between humans and the natural world, 

pointing to environmental degradation as a symptom of this alienation. The wilderness in Surfacing is 

not just a backdrop but a vital, almost mystical force that facilitates the protagonist‘s psychological 

transformation. As she immerses herself in the natural world, shedding her dependence on society and 

its expectations, she begins to reclaim a more authentic sense of self. 

Postcolonial themes also permeate the novel, particularly in its depiction of Canadian national 

identity. Atwood explores Canada‘s historical relationship with colonialism and its cultural inferiority 

complex in relation to the United States. The protagonist‘s reflections on Canada‘s identity mirror her 

own internal search for selfhood, as both the individual and the nation struggle to assert their 

independence and reject external influences. This is exemplified by the novel‘s critique of American 

cultural and environmental imperialism, which is seen as threatening Canada‘s natural landscape and 

cultural integrity. 

The novel‘s use of symbolism is another key element. Water, animals, and the wilderness itself 

all serve as metaphors for the protagonist‘s inner journey. Water, in particular, symbolizes both 

destruction and renewal, as the protagonist‘s ―surfacing‖ from the depths of her psychological turmoil 

signifies a rebirth of sorts. The ambiguity of the novel‘s conclusion, in which the protagonist‘s future 

remains uncertain, leaves readers with an open-ended exploration of personal and national identity. 

Ultimately, Surfacing is a richly layered novel that blends psychological depth with social 

commentary. It explores the complexities of identity, gender, and human relationships with nature, 

offering a powerful critique of societal norms and the alienation they produce. Through its feminist and 

ecological concerns, Atwood‘s Surfacing continues to resonate with readers as a compelling exploration 

of personal and cultural transformation. 

 

 



 

1.2 About the Author 

Margaret Atwood is one of the most prominent and influential writers of contemporary literature, 

known for her vast contributions to fiction, poetry, and critical essays. Born in Ottawa, Canada, in 1939, 

Atwood has been a major voice in Canadian literature, as well as a globally recognized figure for her 

explorations of gender, power, identity, and the environment. Her works transcend genre boundaries, 

often blending elements of science fiction, dystopia, historical fiction, and speculative fiction, making 

her a unique voice in world literature. 

Atwood's work frequently addresses themes of feminism, power dynamics, environmentalism, 

and the role of narrative itself. She delves into the psychological landscapes of her characters, often 

women, who face the oppressive forces of patriarchy, society, and political regimes. Atwood's sharp 

commentary on gender relations and systemic oppression is perhaps most famously expressed in her 

dystopian novel The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), which has gained renewed relevance in light of 

contemporary political discussions about women's rights. In addition to The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood 

has written numerous other acclaimed novels, including The Blind Assassin (2000), which won the 

Booker Prize, and Oryx and Crake (2003), the first novel in her MaddAddam trilogy, which presents a 

speculative world grappling with bioengineering and ecological disaster. These works showcase her 

ability to address complex societal issues through the lens of speculative fiction, making her a key figure 

in eco-criticism and dystopian fiction. 

Atwood‘s feminist perspectives are not limited to fiction. She has been an active voice in 

discussions on women's rights, sexual politics, and the intersection of gender and literature. In Surfacing 

(1972), for instance, Atwood explores the themes of identity, nature, and the female body, addressing 

the protagonist‘s psychological breakdown and subsequent return to nature as a means of self-discovery. 

The novel is emblematic of her early feminist approach, connecting personal trauma to broader societal 

issues. 

Atwood‘s writing style is known for its clarity, wit, and intellectual depth. Her works often 

feature ambiguous endings, leaving readers to interpret multiple layers of meaning. She is also 

recognized for her mastery of tone, often oscillating between irony and gravity. In The Handmaid’s 

Tale, for example, Atwood uses a first-person narrative to build an intimate but haunting portrayal of life 

under a totalitarian regime that controls women‘s bodies and reproductive rights. Her prose in such 

works is concise, with a focus on interiority and psychological realism, allowing readers to feel the 

emotional and mental strain on her characters. 

Atwood is also a celebrated poet, having published over 15 collections of poetry. Her poetry 

often focuses on similar themes to her prose—nature, survival, and female identity—but offers more 



 

lyrical, intimate reflections. Some of her best-known poetry collections include The Circle Game (1966) 

and Power Politics (1971). 

Atwood has had a profound impact on both Canadian and global literature. As a vocal critic of 

environmental degradation, human rights abuses, and the oppression of women, she is not only a literary 

figure but also a political one. Her environmental activism, in particular, is evident in her works like the 

Madd Addam trilogy, which explores the potential consequences of unchecked technological 

advancement and ecological collapse. Her influence extends beyond literature into popular culture. The 

Handmaid’s Tale has been adapted into a successful television series, amplifying its cultural relevance. 

Atwood‘s dystopian vision has resonated with audiences in a time of political unrest and growing 

concerns about women's rights, surveillance, and authoritarianism. 

Atwood has received numerous prestigious awards throughout her career, including the Booker 

Prize (twice: for The Blind Assassin in 2000 and The Testaments in 2019, a sequel to The Handmaid's 

Tale), the Governor General‘s Award, the Giller Prize, and the Golden Booker Prize in 2018 for The 

Handmaid’s Tale. Her work continues to be studied, celebrated, and debated across various academic 

disciplines, particularly in feminist, dystopian, and environmental studies. 

In short, it can be said that Margaret Atwood's work is an enduring reflection of the social, 

political, and environmental issues of the modern world. Her ability to blend feminist concerns with 

speculative and dystopian narratives has set her apart as a major literary figure of the 20th and 21st 

centuries. Her contributions to fiction, poetry, and essays continue to challenge and inspire readers, and 

her influence on contemporary thought, particularly around issues of gender and power, ensures her 

place as one of the most important writers of our time. 

1.3 Historical Background  

Margaret Atwood‘s Surfacing (1972) is deeply rooted in the socio-political and cultural contexts 

of Canada in the late 1960s and early 1970s, a period marked by political upheaval, rising feminist 

movements, and environmental concerns. The novel, often considered a foundational text in Canadian 

literature, reflects many of the anxieties and questions that were prominent during this era. 

Understanding the historical background of Surfacing is essential to grasp its themes of identity, 

alienation, and the relationship between humans and nature. 

Canadian National Identity and Postcolonialism 

At the time Surfacing was written, Canada was undergoing a significant national identity crisis. 

As a country historically colonized by Britain and France, Canada was grappling with its cultural 



 

autonomy. Canadian writers and artists were actively seeking to distinguish themselves from the 

dominating influences of British and American culture, and Atwood herself was a prominent voice in 

this effort. In Surfacing, the protagonist‘s return to the rural wilderness of Quebec is a symbolic 

exploration of Canada‘s quest for its own identity. The novel‘s setting, a remote area that is both 

physically and emotionally challenging, reflects the Canadian wilderness, which was central to Canadian 

identity-building in literature. The protagonist‘s journey into the wilderness is also a metaphor for a 

return to the roots of Canadian life and a rejection of colonial impositions. 

Second-Wave Feminism 

The early 1970s marked the height of the second-wave feminist movement, which sought to 

address issues such as reproductive rights, workplace inequality, sexual freedom, and domestic violence. 

Feminist discourse during this time emphasized the personal as political, arguing that individual 

experiences of oppression were deeply connected to broader systems of patriarchy. In Surfacing, 

Atwood explores the protagonist‘s inner struggle with her own identity as a woman in a male-dominated 

society. The novel addresses themes of female autonomy, the oppressive roles women are expected to 

play, and the psychological trauma of unwanted pregnancies and abortions. The narrator‘s eventual 

retreat from modern, patriarchal society into the natural world can be seen as a feminist reclaiming of 

her body and mind from these societal pressures. Her surfacing is not only a physical return to the 

surface of the water but a metaphorical rise from patriarchal domination and societal expectations. 

Environmentalism and the Back-to-the-Land Movement 

Surfacing is also a reflection of the environmental consciousness emerging during the 1960s and 

1970s. The back-to-the-land movement, which encouraged people to live self-sufficiently and in 

harmony with nature, was gaining popularity during this time. This movement was a reaction against 

industrialization, environmental degradation, and the increasing alienation of individuals from the 

natural world. Atwood weaves environmental concerns throughout the novel, particularly in the 

protagonist‘s relationship with the wilderness. The novel critiques modern society‘s destruction of the 

environment and its exploitation of natural resources. The protagonist‘s retreat into nature symbolizes a 

desire to reconnect with a more authentic, pre-industrial existence. The natural world in Surfacing 

becomes a space for healing, reflection, and ultimately, a rejection of the destructive, materialistic world 

she left behind. 

Quebec Separatism 

In the 1960s and 1970s, Quebec was experiencing a rise in nationalist sentiments, culminating in 

the October Crisis of 1970. The Quebec separatist movement sought to establish Quebec as an 



 

independent nation, distinct from the rest of Canada. This period of tension is reflected in Surfacing, as 

the novel is set in rural Quebec, and the protagonist encounters locals who are suspicious of outsiders, 

particularly English-speaking Canadians. Atwood‘s choice of Quebec as the setting for the novel reflects 

both the historical tension between French and English Canada and the broader theme of cultural 

alienation. The protagonist‘s outsider status in Quebec mirrors her own sense of disconnection from her 

past, her country, and her identity. Quebec becomes a symbolic space of division, representing both 

Canada‘s internal cultural fractures and the protagonist‘s personal fragmentation. 

Psychoanalysis and Identity 

During the 1960s and 1970s, psychoanalysis and existentialism influenced literature and 

philosophy, with a focus on themes of alienation, identity, and the search for self. The protagonist‘s 

mental state in Surfacing is marked by confusion, fragmentation, and a dissociation from reality, which 

parallels the psychoanalytic interest in the unconscious mind, trauma, and the reconstruction of identity. 

The novel is often read as a psychological journey, with the protagonist uncovering repressed memories 

and emotions. Her decision to retreat into nature, shunning modern society, reflects an attempt to 

recover her sense of self and reconnect with primal instincts. Atwood‘s use of stream-of-consciousness 

narrative style and the protagonist‘s unreliable narration align with these psychoanalytic explorations of 

the self and identity. 

Thus, the historical background of Surfacing is crucial to understanding its themes of identity, 

nature, gender, and alienation. The novel reflects the cultural and political tensions of 1970s Canada, 

particularly around issues of national identity, feminism, environmentalism, and personal autonomy. 

Atwood‘s protagonist mirrors the anxieties of the era—caught between societal expectations, personal 

trauma, and the search for an authentic self. This layered context allows Surfacing to transcend its time, 

offering readers insight into both the specific historical moment in which it was written and broader, 

timeless concerns about the relationship between the self, society, and the natural world. 

1.4 About the Text 

Surfacing (1972) by Margaret Atwood is a psychological and feminist novel set in the Canadian 

wilderness. The story follows an unnamed narrator, a woman in her thirties, who returns to a remote 

island in Quebec to search for her missing father. Accompanied by her lover Joe and a couple, Anna and 

David, the narrator embarks on a journey that leads her to confront her fragmented identity and 

repressed trauma. As the narrator searches for clues about her father‘s disappearance, the novel shifts 

from a mystery to an intense psychological exploration. She becomes increasingly alienated from her 

companions and society, haunted by memories of an abortion and a failed marriage. The wilderness 

becomes a place of both danger and healing, and the narrator's retreat into nature symbolizes a deeper 



 

quest for self-discovery and spiritual renewal.  

Surfacing addresses themes of identity, personal trauma, and the relationship between humans 

and nature. Atwood uses the protagonist‘s isolation to examine the impact of patriarchal oppression and 

environmental degradation. The novel also reflects key movements of the time, including second-wave 

feminism, environmentalism, and Canadian nationalism. Written in a stream-of-consciousness style, 

Surfacing is often seen as an important text in Canadian literature, addressing not only individual 

identity but also Canada's postcolonial identity. It is a powerful exploration of the psychological effects 

of trauma and the desire for reconnection with one‘s roots and the natural world. 

1.5 Critical Analysis of Surfacing 

 Margaret Atwood‘s Surfacing (1972) is a seminal work of Canadian literature that explores 

complex themes of identity, alienation, gender politics, environmentalism, and postcolonialism. Set 

against the backdrop of the remote Canadian wilderness, the novel is a deeply introspective and 

symbolic narrative about a woman's journey to find herself amidst personal trauma and societal 

alienation. Through the protagonist‘s quest to search for her missing father, Atwood presents a profound 

exploration of psychological fragmentation, environmental degradation, and the search for national and 

personal identity.  

 

The Quest for Identity and the Theme of Alienation 

At the heart of Surfacing is the protagonist's search for identity, both on a personal and national 

level. The unnamed narrator embarks on a journey to the wilderness of Quebec, ostensibly to locate her 

missing father, but it becomes apparent that this journey is more about her own sense of self than it is 

about him. The journey to her childhood home reflects her attempt to reconnect with a past that she has 

suppressed, making the novel a psychological investigation as much as it is a physical quest. 

The protagonist‘s sense of alienation is a critical theme that runs throughout the novel. She feels 

disconnected from her past, from her own emotions, and from those around her, particularly her 

traveling companions—her lover Joe, and the couple Anna and David. Her sense of alienation intensifies 

as she uncovers disturbing truths about her past, particularly regarding her marriage, pregnancy, and 

abortion. The narrator‘s psychological fragmentation mirrors her disconnection from the people in her 

life, leading to her isolation not only from society but also from herself. 

The use of first-person narration, which employs a stream-of-consciousness technique, immerses 

the reader in the protagonist‘s inner world, filled with confusion and emotional detachment. Her 



 

thoughts and actions, which become increasingly irrational and disjointed, reflect her mental 

disintegration as she struggles to reconcile her fragmented identity. This disjointed narrative structure 

serves to create a sense of dislocation for the reader, mirroring the narrator‘s own feelings of alienation. 

Atwood skilfully employs this technique to explore the depths of psychological trauma and the difficulty 

of reintegrating fractured parts of the self. 

Feminism and Patriarchal Critique 

Surfacing is often viewed as a feminist novel, deeply concerned with the oppression of women 

and their search for autonomy in a patriarchal society. The protagonist‘s experiences—her troubled 

relationship with Joe, her traumatic abortion, and her reflections on the societal roles imposed on 

women—highlight the ways in which women are often subjected to patriarchal control. Atwood 

critiques the traditional roles women are expected to play—both in their personal relationships and in 

broader society—and the psychological toll this can take on their sense of self. 

The protagonist's relationship with Joe is strained, largely because of his expectations of her. Joe 

represents a passive form of male dominance; although he does not overtly oppress the narrator, he 

subtly reinforces patriarchal values, especially in his desire to marry her. The narrator resists his 

attempts to control her, both emotionally and sexually, leading to her increasing withdrawal from him as 

she retreats deeper into herself and the wilderness. Her eventual rejection of Joe is a symbolic rejection 

of the patriarchal structures that seek to define and confine her. 

Anna and David's relationship provides another lens through which Atwood critiques patriarchy. 

David, an emotionally abusive husband, uses his wife Anna as an object for his amusement and control. 

Anna‘s subservience to David, particularly in her willingness to comply with his humiliating requests 

(such as undressing for his camera), exemplifies the oppressive dynamics of traditional gender roles. 

The narrator's disgust with Anna‘s submission reflects Atwood‘s critique of how women are complicit 

in their own oppression through adherence to patriarchal expectations. 

Atwood‘s feminist critique also extends to the protagonist‘s traumatic abortion. The narrator's 

repressed memories of her abortion reflect the cultural and societal pressures placed on women 

regarding their reproductive rights and bodies. The narrator is haunted by guilt and a sense of 

disconnection from her body, mirroring broader feminist concerns about bodily autonomy and the 

psychological impact of societal control over women's reproductive choices. Her emotional and physical 

withdrawal from society as she returns to nature is a feminist act of reclaiming control over her own 

body and identity. 

 



 

The Environment and the Wilderness as Metaphor 

The natural environment plays a crucial role in Surfacing, both as a setting and as a metaphor for 

the protagonist‘s inner journey. The wilderness of Quebec, where the majority of the novel is set, is a 

space that contrasts starkly with the artificial, patriarchal society the protagonist seeks to escape. The 

isolation of the wilderness allows the protagonist to reflect on her life and grapple with her trauma, 

while also serving as a site of healing and rebirth. 

Atwood uses the environment not only as a physical setting but also as a metaphor for the 

protagonist‘s mental and emotional state. The wilderness represents both the unknown and the primal, 

untamed aspects of the self that the protagonist must confront in order to heal. Her increasing 

detachment from modern society and her retreat into the wilderness symbolize a rejection of the 

destructive, materialistic world she has left behind. 

The theme of environmental destruction is also prevalent in the novel, reflecting Atwood‘s 

broader concerns with ecological degradation. The narrator‘s disgust with the exploitation of nature by 

outsiders (particularly American tourists) reflects the novel‘s critique of human encroachment on the 

natural world. The wilderness becomes a sacred space, one that is threatened by the destructive forces of 

industrialization and tourism. Atwood‘s environmental critique is tied to the novel‘s feminist themes, as 

the destruction of nature parallels the exploitation and domination of women‘s bodies in patriarchal 

societies. 

Canadian Nationalism and Postcolonialism 

Surfacing is also deeply embedded in questions of Canadian national identity and 

postcolonialism. At the time the novel was written, Canada was grappling with its colonial past and its 

relationship with both Britain and the United States. As a Canadian writer, Atwood engages with 

questions of what it means to be Canadian in a postcolonial world. The novel‘s setting in Quebec, with 

its political tensions around separatism and nationalism, reflects broader concerns about the 

fragmentation of national identity. 

The protagonist‘s return to Quebec is symbolic of Canada‘s attempt to reclaim its own cultural 

identity, distinct from the colonial influences of Britain and the encroaching presence of American 

culture. The narrator‘s alienation from both American and British culture mirrors Canada‘s struggle for 

a sense of cultural independence. The novel critiques American imperialism, particularly in the form of 

environmental exploitation and cultural dominance, and offers the wilderness as a space of Canadian 

identity and purity, uncontaminated by foreign influence. 



 

The narrator‘s quest to reconnect with her past, particularly through her search for her father, can 

also be seen as a postcolonial metaphor. Her father represents both her personal heritage and the larger 

question of Canadian cultural inheritance. The ambiguity surrounding her father‘s disappearance and the 

lack of clear answers reflect the complexities of navigating a postcolonial identity, where the past is 

often fragmented and difficult to fully recover. 

Psychological Breakdown and Rebirth 

The protagonist‘s mental disintegration is one of the novel‘s most striking features. As she 

delves deeper into the wilderness, she begins to unravel, both psychologically and emotionally. Her 

breakdown is marked by a loss of connection to reality and a retreat into a primal state, where she 

renounces human civilization and seeks to reconnect with nature on a fundamental level. This regression 

can be interpreted as both a breakdown and a form of healing, as the protagonist sheds the layers of 

societal conditioning that have shaped her identity. The protagonist‘s psychological journey culminates 

in a symbolic rebirth. By the end of the novel, she has abandoned her companions, stripped herself of 

societal expectations, and embraced a new, primal identity. Her act of ―surfacing‖ from the depths of the 

lake—both literally and metaphorically—signals a return to consciousness and self-awareness. This 

rebirth is not only a personal one but also represents a broader rejection of the destructive forces of 

patriarchy and modernity. 

Atwood leaves the ending of the novel ambiguous, as the protagonist‘s future remains uncertain. 

While she has surfaced from the depths of her psychological turmoil, it is unclear whether she will 

reintegrate into society or remain isolated in the wilderness. This ambiguity reflects Atwood‘s broader 

themes of identity and the difficulty of reconciling personal autonomy with the demands of a patriarchal 

and environmentally destructive world. 

1.6 Conclusion  

Margaret Atwood‘s Surfacing is a richly layered novel that delves into the complexities of 

personal and national identity, gender politics, environmentalism, and psychological fragmentation. 

Through the protagonist‘s journey into the wilderness, Atwood explores the ways in which individuals 

are shaped—and often oppressed—by the forces of patriarchy, colonialism, and modernity. The novel‘s 

use of symbolism, its critique of societal structures, and its engagement with feminist and ecological 

themes make it a powerful exploration of the human condition. 

Surfacing remains a significant work not only within Canadian literature but also within feminist 

and postcolonial discourse. Its exploration of the relationship between self, society, and nature continues 

to resonate with readers, offering insights into the ongoing struggles for identity, autonomy, and 



 

environmental stewardship in an increasingly complex world. 

1.7 Questions 

The following questions can serve as starting points for deeper analysis and discussion of 

Margaret Atwood‘s Surfacing and her contribution to literature. 

1. How have Margaret Atwood's Canadian roots and upbringing in the wilderness influenced her 

writing? 

2. How does Atwood‘s engagement with environmental issues, evident in her activism, manifest in her 

literary works? 

3. Margaret Atwood frequently explores themes of power and oppression. How does she examine the 

power dynamics between genders in her novels? 

4. How does Atwood‘s portrayal of women in oppressive societies reflect the concerns of second-

wave feminism? 

5. How does Atwood‘s use of unreliable narrators, as seen in Surfacing, contribute to her exploration 

of subjectivity and truth? 

6. In what ways does Atwood employ dystopian and speculative fiction as a vehicle for social 

critique? 

7. How does Atwood‘s use of symbolism and metaphor enhance the psychological depth of her 

characters? 

8. How does Atwood engage with Canada‘s postcolonial identity in her exploration of the Canadian 

wilderness in novels like Surfacing? 

9. In what ways does Atwood critique the legacy of colonialism in her portrayal of cultural tension and 

identity in Surfacing? 

10. How has Margaret Atwood influenced contemporary feminist literature? 

11. How does Atwood‘s body of work challenge traditional literary genres, blending elements of 

science fiction, realism, and historical fiction? 
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2.0 Objectives 

 

Studying Margaret Atwood‘s Surfacing provides critical insight into the novel‘s deeper 

meanings and its relevance to historical and cultural contexts. Some of the key objectives for examining 

these aspects of the novel are: 

 

1. To Explore Psychological Alienation and Identity. 

2. To Examine Feminist Themes. 

3. To Study the Role of Nature and Environment. 

4. To Analyse Postcolonial and National Identity. 

5. To Evaluate Atwood‘s Narrative Technique. 

6. To Investigate Themes of Trauma and Repression. 

7. To understand the Interplay of Feminism and Environmentalism. 

8. To interpret Symbolism and Metaphor. 

9. To discuss Atwood‘s Reflection of Contemporary Issues. 

10. To encourage Critical Thinking and Discussion. 

 



 

These objectives can guide a focused and comprehensive study of Surfacing, encouraging both close 

textual analysis and broader thematic exploration. 

2.1 Plot 

Part I: The Journey Begins 

The story begins with the unnamed protagonist, who works as an illustrator in Montreal, 

traveling back to her childhood home in rural Quebec to search for her missing father. She is 

accompanied by her lover Joe and her two friends, David and Anna, a married couple. The trip has been 

prompted by the news that her father, a reclusive man who lived in the wilderness, has disappeared. The 

protagonist believes that retracing his last known steps might provide clues to his whereabouts. 

The protagonist reflects on her disconnection from her family, especially her father, whom she 

hasn‘t seen for years. She recalls her mother‘s death and her estranged relationship with her brother, 

highlighting the emotional isolation she feels. As the group travels deeper into the rural area, the 

narrator‘s memories of her childhood home resurface, revealing tensions between the protagonist's past 

and present. 

The group finally arrives at the protagonist‘s family cabin on an isolated island in a lake. The 

cabin is rustic and untouched, symbolizing the stagnation of the protagonist‘s emotional state. The 

isolation of the cabin, coupled with the vastness of the surrounding wilderness, sets the stage for the 

novel‘s central themes of alienation and introspection. 

Part II: The Search for the Father and the Emergence of Trauma 

As the group settles into the cabin, the protagonist embarks on a physical and emotional search 

for her father. She explores his study and finds cryptic drawings and notes, which suggest that he was 

conducting some sort of research, possibly on Indigenous rock paintings or the natural world around the 

lake. However, the meaning of his work remains elusive, adding to the protagonist‘s sense of confusion 

and disconnection. 

The protagonist‘s relationship with Joe becomes increasingly strained. Joe is emotionally 

unavailable and has little understanding of the narrator‘s inner turmoil. His repeated, clumsy attempts to 

propose marriage further highlight the gap between his traditional expectations of relationships and the 

narrator‘s reluctance to conform to societal norms. Joe‘s desire for stability contrasts with the narrator‘s 

need to find herself outside the confines of conventional roles. 

As they spend more time in the wilderness, tensions within the group start to rise. David and 



 

Anna‘s marriage appears to be unravelling. David is controlling and emotionally abusive toward Anna, 

constantly belittling her and treating her as a sexual object. This toxic dynamic serves as a mirror for the 

protagonist‘s own feelings of entrapment and alienation, particularly in her interactions with Joe. 

During the search for her father, the protagonist‘s trauma begins to resurface. She reflects on a 

past romantic relationship in which she became pregnant and was coerced into having an abortion. The 

experience left her emotionally scarred, and her unresolved grief over the loss of the child haunts her 

throughout the novel. The abortion becomes a central element of her fractured identity, symbolizing her 

loss of agency and her disconnection from her own body. 

Part III: The Descent into Nature and Psychological Breakdown 

As the protagonist continues her search for her father, she ventures deeper into the natural 

environment, feeling an increasing connection to the wilderness. The group spends time fishing, 

swimming, and exploring the surrounding area. Atwood uses the natural landscape as a symbol of both 

freedom and danger, representing the protagonist‘s psychological state. The lake, in particular, becomes 

a recurring symbol of memory, repression, and the subconscious. 

The protagonist finds more clues about her father‘s disappearance. She discovers a body of water 

where he might have drowned and comes across strange artifacts that suggest he was studying 

Indigenous culture. These discoveries lead her to question not only her father‘s fate but also her own 

understanding of herself and her past. 

The novel takes a dramatic turn when the protagonist decides to dive into the lake where she 

suspects her father may have disappeared. Underwater, she has a vision of a dead child, which forces her 

to confront the trauma of her abortion and the emotional wounds she has long suppressed. The act of 

submerging herself in the lake symbolizes her descent into her own subconscious, where she must 

confront the buried pain and loss that have shaped her life. 

After this moment of psychological reckoning, the protagonist begins to reject the conventions of 

modern life and retreats further into the wilderness, both physically and mentally. She becomes 

increasingly disconnected from Joe, David, and Anna, choosing instead to immerse herself in nature. 

She sheds her clothes, abandons language, and begins to live more like an animal, experiencing the 

world through her senses rather than through the lens of societal expectations. 

Part IV: The Process of Rebirth and Surfacing 

In the final stages of the novel, the protagonist undergoes a symbolic transformation. Having 

rejected the trappings of modern civilization and the constraints of patriarchal society, she reaches a 



 

point of profound clarity. Her immersion in nature allows her to rediscover a more primal, instinctual 

version of herself, free from the emotional baggage and trauma of her past. 

The narrator experiences a series of symbolic ―rebirths‖ as she confronts her identity. She 

reclaims her agency by rejecting the oppressive systems that have governed her life, including 

patriarchal relationships and societal expectations. In her isolation, she undergoes a process of self-

healing, drawing strength from the natural world around her. 

Eventually, the protagonist realizes that she cannot remain in the wilderness indefinitely. Though 

she has gained new insight into herself and her relationship with the world, she knows that she must 

return to society. The novel ends ambiguously, with the protagonist contemplating her return to the city 

and her relationships with Joe and the others. Her future remains uncertain, but she has achieved a sense 

of psychological clarity and independence that she lacked at the beginning of the novel. 

2.2 Characters 

1. The Protagonist (Unnamed Narrator) 

The central character of Surfacing is an unnamed woman in her late twenties or early thirties. At 

the beginning of the novel, the narrator is a woman who feels deeply alienated from both herself and the 

world around her. Living in the city as an illustrator, she has become emotionally detached from her 

relationships and her own identity. The narrator‘s decision to return to her childhood home in rural 

Quebec to search for her missing father triggers a deeper internal search for herself. Her detachment is 

symbolized by her unnamed status, which further emphasizes her fractured sense of self and lack of 

defined identity. 

Throughout the novel, the narrator presents herself as someone who is struggling to connect with 

others. Her interactions with her lover Joe and her friends David and Anna are distant and emotionally 

strained. Joe, in particular, represents the conventional life of domesticity and marriage that the narrator 

rejects, but she is unable to fully articulate why she feels so disconnected from him. Her inability to 

commit to a traditional relationship highlights her sense of alienation not only from society but from her 

own desires and emotions. 

The narrator‘s detachment is rooted in unresolved trauma, which gradually comes to light as the 

story progresses. Early in the novel, the protagonist reveals that she had been in a previous relationship 

in which she became pregnant. She had been manipulated into an abortion by her partner, and this 

traumatic event has left her emotionally scarred. The abortion represents the loss of control over her own 

body and identity, and it is a central trauma that drives much of her internal conflict. 



 

The narrator‘s repression of her emotions is central to her character. She refuses to confront the 

pain of the abortion directly, instead choosing to bury the memory deep within her psyche. Her journey 

into the wilderness becomes a symbolic descent into her own subconscious, where she must finally 

confront the trauma, she has repressed for years. The deeper she goes into the natural environment, the 

more she is forced to face the truth about herself and her past. 

One of the most significant aspects of the narrator‘s character is her transformation over the 

course of the novel. At the outset, she is emotionally disconnected, but as she spends more time in the 

wilderness and away from societal pressures, she begins to undergo a profound transformation. The 

protagonist‘s return to her childhood home and her search for her father mirror her search for her own 

identity and lost self. 

As she delves deeper into the wilderness, she begins to strip away the layers of societal 

conditioning and personal repression. The turning point in the novel comes when the narrator dives into 

the lake where she suspects her father may have drowned. Underwater, she experiences a vision of a 

dead child, which symbolizes her repressed trauma and the emotional wounds from her abortion. This 

moment is a catalyst for her psychological breakdown and subsequent rebirth. 

After this confrontation with her past, the narrator rejects the trappings of modern life. She 

abandons language, sheds her clothes, and begins to live more like an animal, fully immersed in nature. 

This process of ―de-civilization‖ represents her attempt to reconnect with a primal, instinctual version of 

herself, one that is free from the constraints of societal expectations and patriarchal control. Her 

immersion in the natural world allows her to rediscover her sense of agency and identity. 

The narrator‘s journey in Surfacing can also be understood as a feminist quest for autonomy. 

Throughout the novel, she grapples with patriarchal structures that have sought to control her body and 

her identity. Her relationship with Joe, though not overtly abusive, reflects the traditional expectations of 

women in relationships. Joe‘s desire for marriage and children is at odds with the narrator‘s need for 

independence and self-discovery. 

By the end of the novel, the narrator has rejected not only Joe but also the conventional roles that 

society imposes on women. Her retreat into nature and her rejection of modern life signify a deeper 

feminist critique of the ways in which women are expected to conform to patriarchal ideals. The 

narrator‘s ultimate decision to live on her own terms, free from societal pressures, is a powerful 

assertion of female autonomy and independence. 

In Surfacing, Margaret Atwood presents a protagonist whose journey is both intensely personal 

and deeply symbolic. The unnamed narrator is a woman who, through confronting her past trauma and 



 

immersing herself in nature, undergoes a profound transformation. Her character is defined by her 

alienation, her unresolved trauma, and her eventual reclamation of her own identity and autonomy. 

Through her journey, Atwood explores themes of feminism, identity, and the human relationship with 

nature, making the protagonist one of the most compelling characters in Atwood‘s body of work. 

2. Joe:  

 Joe, a central character in Margaret Atwood‘s Surfacing, plays a significant role in shaping the 

protagonist‘s journey by embodying societal expectations and traditional gender roles. He is emotionally 

detached, contributing to the emotional distance in his relationship with the unnamed narrator. Joe‘s 

inability to communicate his feelings highlights a key theme of the novel: the emotional disconnect 

between men and women in patriarchal relationships. Unlike the narrator, who is grappling with deep 

psychological trauma, Joe is emotionally shallow and passive, unable to engage with her complex inner 

world. 

Throughout the novel, Joe is portrayed as someone who desires a conventional life centred on 

marriage and domesticity. His insistence on marrying the narrator, despite her resistance, reflects 

societal pressures on women to conform to traditional roles. Joe‘s desire for control, manifested through 

his repeated marriage proposals, clashes with the narrator‘s need for independence, symbolizing the 

broader feminist critique of gender roles that Atwood weaves into the narrative.  

Joe‘s emotional inadequacy is further revealed through his jealousy and rivalry toward David, a 

mutual friend. His passive-aggressive behaviour, driven by feelings of inadequacy, surfaces through his 

withdrawal and sulkiness when rejected by the narrator. This behaviour underscores his emotional 

immaturity and inability to cope with rejection or insecurity. As the protagonist embarks on a journey of 

self-discovery and healing, Joe becomes increasingly alienated, as his focus remains on physical 

intimacy rather than emotional connection. 

Ultimately, Joe serves as a foil to the protagonist. While she seeks autonomy and deeper 

meaning, Joe is content with a more superficial existence, focused on traditional roles. His emotional 

detachment and desire for conventional domesticity symbolize the patriarchal constraints that the 

narrator seeks to escape, culminating in the breakdown of their relationship as the protagonist rejects 

both Joe and the societal expectations he represents. Through Joe, Atwood critiques the emotional 

passivity and control inherent in traditional male roles within relationships. 

3. David: 

 David, one of the central characters in Margaret Atwood's Surfacing, embodies toxic masculinity 



 

and plays a crucial role in exploring the novel's themes of gender dynamics, power, and male 

dominance. As the husband of Anna and a friend of the unnamed narrator, David is portrayed as 

manipulative, emotionally abusive, and self-centred. His actions highlight the broader critique of 

patriarchy and its impact on women. 

David‘s defining trait is his manipulative nature, particularly in his relationships with Anna and 

the narrator. He exerts control over those around him, using subtle cruelty to dominate. His treatment of 

Anna is especially demeaning, as he belittles and objectifies her, forcing her into roles that serve his ego. 

For instance, David reduces Anna to a prop in his amateur film project, forcing her to wear makeup and 

pose provocatively, stripping her of her dignity. This casual cruelty reveals his toxic attitude toward 

women and his desire to assert dominance over them. 

David‘s manipulation extends beyond his marriage. He controls both Joe and the narrator by 

involving them in his film project, Random Samples, where he takes credit for others' work and uses the 

project to assert his superiority. His interactions with the narrator are marked by a lack of respect and a 

predatory sense of entitlement. At one point, David makes an unwanted sexual advance toward her, 

further demonstrating his disregard for consent and his objectification of women. 

David‘s relationship with Anna exposes the power imbalance between them. He uses verbal 

abuse and humiliation to keep her in a subordinate position, while Anna tries to conform to his 

impossible standards. These dynamic critiques patriarchal relationships, showing how women are often 

forced to submit to male control despite their own desires. Anna‘s submission to David highlights the 

oppressive nature of their relationship, contrasting with the narrator‘s growing desire for independence. 

David‘s character also embodies hypocrisy. Although he mocks societal norms and claims to 

reject the system, his behaviour reflects the very patriarchal values he pretends to criticize. His self-

perception as an intellectual and an artist, masks his shallow understanding of the world, as his film 

project reveals more about his arrogance than any insightful social critique. His treatment of women and 

his sense of male entitlement expose his lack of self-awareness and reinforce the same power structures 

he claims to oppose. 

Ultimately, David serves as a catalyst for the narrator‘s awakening. His manipulative and 

predatory behaviour forces her to confront the gender dynamics she has been avoiding. When David 

tries to seduce her, the narrator is repulsed, realizing how deeply she has internalized male control over 

her body and life. This moment becomes a turning point in her journey toward rejecting societal 

expectations and reclaiming her autonomy. 

In Surfacing, David symbolizes the patriarchal forces the narrator seeks to escape. His toxic 



 

masculinity, manipulative behaviour, and sense of entitlement reflect the broader societal attitudes that 

oppress women. Through David, Atwood critiques male power and control in both personal 

relationships and society, making him a central figure in the novel‘s exploration of gender dynamics and 

female autonomy. 

4. Anna: 

 Anna, one of the central characters in Margaret Atwood's Surfacing, is a complex figure who 

embodies the struggles of women within patriarchal relationships. As the wife of David and a friend of 

the unnamed narrator, Anna faces manipulation, objectification, and emotional abuse, reflecting the 

broader societal expectations placed on women to conform to rigid gender roles. Through Anna‘s 

character, Atwood explores themes of female identity, subjugation, and the internalization of patriarchal 

control. 

Trapped in a dysfunctional marriage, Anna is subjected to David's constant belittling and 

objectification. He mocks her and forces her to conform to his ideals of femininity, such as wearing 

makeup and presenting herself as attractive. Anna‘s compliance with these expectations highlights the 

deep emotional toll of her oppression. Despite the suffering it causes, she strives to meet David's 

standards, demonstrating how women are often pressured to conform to male ideals of beauty and 

behaviour in patriarchal systems. 

Anna‘s feelings of frustration and entrapment are evident throughout the novel. Although she 

occasionally asserts herself, such as confiding in the narrator about her struggles, she ultimately remains 

trapped in her role as the submissive wife. Her inability to break free from David‘s emotional abuse 

illustrates the insidious nature of patriarchal control, where women are conditioned to believe their 

worth lies in pleasing men, even at the cost of their own well-being. 

Her relationship with the narrator is marked by both camaraderie and tension. Anna opens up to 

the narrator about the emotional abuse she endures, revealing that David controls her appearance and 

manipulates their sexual relationship. However, despite this shared vulnerability, there is underlying 

competition and distrust between them. Anna seems envious of the narrator‘s independence, while the 

narrator grows increasingly critical of Anna‘s complicity in the societal roles she has embraced. This 

tension underscores the novel‘s broader critique of female complicity in patriarchal systems and the 

difficulty of escaping such roles. 

A central aspect of Anna‘s character is the way David objectifies her, leading to a profound loss 

of identity. Throughout the novel, David reduces Anna to a physical object, viewing her through the lens 

of male desire rather than recognizing her individuality. His treatment of her during his amateur film 



 

project is particularly demeaning, as he forces her to perform for the camera and insults her appearance. 

This objectification highlights the extent to which Anna's identity has been eroded by her relationship 

with David. 

Despite her outward compliance, Anna harbours deep dissatisfaction and resentment. She 

expresses her frustration to the narrator, describing how David uses sex as a form of control, further 

stripping her of autonomy. However, instead of confronting him directly, Anna represses her emotions, 

channelling her anger inward. This repression reflects the broader societal pressures that discourage 

women from expressing dissatisfaction or seeking independence, leaving Anna feeling powerless within 

her marriage. 

David‘s constant belittling and manipulation erode Anna‘s self-worth, and despite her awareness 

of the toxicity of their relationship, she remains with him. Their marriage illustrates the destructive 

effects of patriarchy on both men and women, with David‘s need for control reducing Anna to an object 

and Anna‘s complicity in her own subjugation reflecting the challenges women face in reclaiming their 

autonomy. 

One of the most tragic aspects of Anna‘s character is her ultimate conformity to the roles 

imposed on her by both David and society. Despite her growing resentment, Anna cannot break free 

from the patriarchal structures that define her life. Her efforts to maintain her physical appearance, even 

as she resents the demands placed on her, symbolize the societal pressures women face to prioritize 

attractiveness over their emotional needs. 

In Surfacing, Anna represents the emotional and psychological toll of living in a patriarchal 

society. Her struggles within her toxic marriage reflect the broader themes of repression and female 

identity that Atwood explores in the novel. Anna‘s inability to escape the constraints of patriarchy 

makes her a deeply tragic figure within the narrative, highlighting the ways in which women are often 

forced to conform to roles that deny them autonomy and individuality. 

5. The Protagonist’s Father (Absent Figure): 

In Margaret Atwood‘s Surfacing, the protagonist‘s father, though an absent figure, plays a 

pivotal role in the emotional and psychological development of the unnamed narrator. His absence 

drives the narrative forward as the narrator embarks on a journey to search for him, and his character is 

gradually revealed through her memories and reflections. 

The protagonist‘s father is portrayed as a distant and enigmatic figure, whose sudden 

disappearance initiates the protagonist‘s return to her childhood home. His work as a botanist, focused 



 

on the study of native flora, reflects a deep connection with the natural world, a theme that resonates 

throughout the novel. However, his emotional distance from his family is emphasized, as the narrator 

recalls him as an intellectual, more absorbed in his scientific pursuits than in nurturing relationships. His 

mysteriousness reflects the broader theme of the unknown and the unconscious mind, which the narrator 

confronts throughout the novel. 

The father symbolizes a form of patriarchal authority and intellectualism that has dominated the 

protagonist‘s upbringing. His role in the narrative is not just personal but symbolic, representing the 

larger structures of control and rationality that the narrator seeks to deconstruct. The father's isolation 

from his family mirrors the narrator‘s own emotional detachment, suggesting that his influence has 

shaped her inability to connect deeply with others. Ultimately, the father‘s absence serves as a catalyst 

for the narrator‘s journey of self-discovery. In seeking him, she is forced to confront the unresolved 

trauma of her past, her own emotional disconnection, and the buried memories of her childhood. His 

disappearance drives her toward a deeper understanding of her identity, making him an essential though 

unseen presence in the novel‘s exploration of memory, trauma, and self-reclamation. 

6. The Protagonist’s Mother (Deceased Figure): 

In Margaret Atwood‘s Surfacing, the protagonist‘s mother is another key figure who, despite her 

absence in the physical present, exerts a significant emotional influence on the narrator. Her presence is 

felt through memories and flashbacks, shaping the protagonist‘s internal journey and her complicated 

relationship with family, femininity, and identity. 

The mother represents traditional values of motherhood and femininity. Through the protagonist‘s 

recollections, she emerges as a nurturing, practical, and protective figure who was devoted to her family. 

Her connection to the natural world, like the protagonist‘s father, reinforces themes of nature, survival, 

and simplicity. However, the narrator also associates her mother with emotional repression and self-

sacrifice, reflecting societal expectations of women in her mother‘s generation. This creates a tension 

between the narrator‘s desire to connect with her mother and her need to reject the constraints of 

traditional femininity. 

The mother‘s quiet strength and resilience subtly shape the protagonist‘s view of herself and her 

struggle to reconcile her sense of self. Throughout the novel, the protagonist grapples with conflicting 

emotions about her mother, seeing her as both a role model and a symbol of domestic entrapment. The 

narrator‘s memories of her mother‘s stoicism and endurance are contrasted with her own emotional 

detachment, illustrating the inherited emotional patterns that affect her identity. Like her father, the 

mother‘s absence acts as a catalyst for the protagonist‘s emotional journey. Revisiting her childhood 

home forces the narrator to confront unresolved feelings toward her mother, triggering a process of 



 

healing and self-discovery. The mother‘s influence ultimately helps the protagonist explore her own 

emotions, identity, and role as a woman. 

2.3 Thematic Analysis 

 Margaret Atwood‘s Surfacing is a complex novel that explores a variety of themes, delving into 

the human psyche, the relationship between individuals and society, and the tension between nature and 

civilization. The novel‘s themes reflect the protagonist‘s journey of self-discovery as she grapples with 

her personal trauma, identity, and disconnection from both her past and her surroundings. These themes 

are intricately interwoven into the fabric of the narrative, contributing to the novel‘s rich exploration of 

human experience. 

1. Identity and Self-Discovery 

One of the central themes of Surfacing is the search for identity. The unnamed narrator embarks 

on a physical journey to find her missing father, but this journey quickly becomes a psychological 

exploration of her own fractured sense of self. Throughout the novel, the narrator grapples with feelings 

of alienation from her past, her family, and her emotional life. Her detachment is exemplified by her 

inability to connect with those around her, including her boyfriend Joe and her friends David and Anna. 

As the novel progresses, the narrator‘s quest to find her father becomes a metaphor for her attempt to 

reconcile the fragmented parts of her identity, which have been shaped by trauma, loss, and societal 

expectations. The return to her childhood home and her immersion in the natural world allow her to shed 

the layers of societal conditioning, leading to a moment of catharsis in which she begins to reclaim her 

authentic self. 

2. Nature vs. Civilization 

Another prominent theme in Surfacing is the contrast between nature and civilization. The 

narrator‘s journey into the wilderness of Quebec‘s rural landscape serves as a means of reconnecting 

with the natural world and escaping the oppressive structures of modern society. The novel portrays 

civilization as destructive, exploitative, and disconnected from the natural environment. This is reflected 

in the actions of the narrator‘s friends, who come from the city and bring with them their consumerist 

and exploitative attitudes. David‘s amateur film project, Random Samples, in which he treats the natural 

environment and the people around him as objects for his camera, symbolizes the invasive and 

objectifying gaze of modern society. 

In contrast, the wilderness is depicted as a space of purity and healing. The narrator‘s immersion 

in the natural world allows her to strip away the artificial layers of her personality and return to a more 



 

primal, instinctual state. As she dives into the lake in search of her father‘s body, she experiences a 

symbolic rebirth, rejecting the trappings of civilization and embracing the raw, untamed aspects of her 

existence. The theme of nature vs. civilization ultimately underscores the novel‘s critique of 

industrialization and the alienation of modern life from the natural world. 

3. Gender Roles and Patriarchy 

Surfacing also explores the theme of gender roles and the oppressive nature of patriarchy. The 

novel critiques the ways in which women are objectified, controlled, and diminished by men. David‘s 

treatment of his wife, Anna, and his attempt to seduce the narrator reflect the power dynamics inherent 

in patriarchal relationships. Anna is forced to conform to David‘s expectations of femininity, wearing 

makeup and performing for his camera, while the narrator struggles with her own feelings of 

disempowerment in her relationship with Joe. 

Through the narrator‘s memories of her parents, the novel also critiques the traditional gender 

roles imposed on women. The narrator‘s mother is portrayed as nurturing but emotionally distant, 

representing the societal expectation that women sacrifice their emotional needs for the sake of their 

families. The narrator‘s eventual rejection of these roles, symbolized by her refusal to marry Joe or 

conform to the expectations placed on her as a woman, reflects Atwood‘s broader feminist critique of 

the patriarchal structures that limit women‘s autonomy and identity. 

4. Trauma and Repression 

The theme of trauma and repression is central to the protagonist‘s emotional journey. 

Throughout the novel, the narrator represses memories of her past, particularly her experience with a 

forced abortion, which has left her emotionally scarred and disconnected from her own body. Her 

inability to fully process or articulate her trauma contributes to her sense of emotional numbness and 

detachment from reality. The novel portrays the effects of trauma as pervasive, influencing the narrator‘s 

relationships, her perception of herself, and her interactions with the world around her. Ultimately, the 

act of surfacing, both literally and metaphorically, allows the narrator to confront and begin to heal from 

her past trauma, reclaiming her sense of agency and autonomy. 

5. Alienation and Disconnection 

Alienation is a recurring theme in Surfacing, as the narrator feels disconnected from both society 

and her own emotions. This alienation is reflected in her strained relationships with Joe, David, and 

Anna, as well as her ambivalence toward her own identity and past. The novel portrays the protagonist 

as a woman who is emotionally fragmented, unable to fully engage with those around her or to make 



 

sense of her own history. The theme of alienation underscores the psychological depth of the novel, as 

the protagonist's journey is not only a physical one but also an existential quest to bridge the gap 

between her inner and outer worlds. 

In Surfacing, Atwood weaves these themes together to create a rich and multifaceted narrative 

that examines the complexity of human experience. The novel‘s exploration of identity, nature, gender, 

trauma, and alienation resonates deeply with readers, making it a profound study of the challenges of 

self-discovery and personal liberation. 

 2.4 Conclusion 

In conclusion, it can be said that Margaret Atwood‘s Surfacing is a profound exploration of 

identity, nature, patriarchy, trauma, and alienation. Through the protagonist's journey, Atwood critiques 

modern society's disconnection from nature and the oppressive structures of patriarchy that restrict 

women‘s autonomy. The protagonist‘s search for her father becomes symbolic of her deeper quest for 

self-discovery and reconciliation with her past. Nature serves as a healing force, offering the protagonist 

a space to confront her repressed trauma and reclaim her identity.  

The dysfunctional relationships between the characters, especially Anna and David, highlight the 

damaging effects of gender roles and objectification. Ultimately, the protagonist‘s emotional and 

psychological ―surfacing‖ reflects her liberation from societal expectations and personal repression. 

Atwood‘s novel, rich with symbolic imagery and complex themes, challenges readers to consider the 

forces that shape individual identity, offering a powerful meditation on self-reclamation, autonomy, and 

the human connection to the natural world. 

2.5 Questions  

The following questions can serve as starting points for deeper analysis and discussion of   the 

text: 

1. How does the unnamed narrator's journey to find her father symbolize her search for 

identity and self-discovery? 

2. In what ways does Atwood contrast nature and civilization in the novel, and how does this 

tension shape the narrator‘s emotional and psychological transformation? 

3. How do the relationships between the protagonist, Joe, David, and Anna reflect the novel‘s 

critique of gender roles and patriarchal structures? 

4. How is the theme of trauma and repression explored through the protagonist‘s memories, 

particularly in relation to her past experiences with abortion and her family? 



 

5. What role does the wilderness play in the narrator‘s psychological healing, and how does it 

act as both a literal and metaphorical space for her rebirth? 

6. How does Atwood use the dynamics between David and Anna to comment on the 

objectification and control of women in patriarchal relationships? 

7. In what ways does Surfacing explore themes of alienation and disconnection, both from 

society and from the self, and how does the protagonist confront these feelings? 
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1.0 Objectives 

Ice-Candy-Man is a novel by Bapsi Sidhwa, first published in 1988. The novel is set during the 

Partition of India in 1947 and explores the impact of this traumatic event through the eyes of a young 

Parsi girl named Lenny. The story provides a vivid portrayal of the communal violence, social upheaval, 

and personal struggles faced during this tumultuous period. The novel highlights various perspectives on 

the Partition, including those of different religious and ethnic groups, and examines themes of violence, 

displacement, and identity. Sidhwa's narrative style combines historical detail with a personal and 

emotional lens, making it a powerful exploration of the effects of Partition on individuals and society.  

The text will be approached from multiple perspectives, including historical, literary, and 

sociopolitical dimensions. Some of the key objectives are: 

1.  Understanding the Impact of Partition: By studying the novel, one gains insight into the socio-

political circumstances surrounding Partition and its lasting effects on the subcontinent. 

2.  Exploring Trauma and Violence: The text offers an understanding of how historical events 

inflict deep emotional and psychological scars on people. 

3.  Depiction of Marginalized Voices: The novel emphasizes the role of women during Partition 



 

and highlights their vulnerability in the face of violence, while also giving voice to groups that were 

often overlooked in historical accounts. 

4.  Literary Exploration of Identity and Loss: Sidhwa's exploration of cultural and religious 

identity prompts readers to think about how identities are formed, preserved, or altered in the wake of 

national trauma. 

5.  Narrative Techniques and Style: Studying the novel also allows for an examination of 

Sidhwa‘s narrative style, including her use of the child narrator, which offers both innocence and an 

outsider‘s perspective on the horrors of Partition. 

6.  Gendered Perspective on Historical Events: The study of this novel contributes to 

understanding how women‘s bodies became battlegrounds in the larger political and religious conflict. 

7.  Cultural and Postcolonial Analysis: The text provides a rich source for understanding how 

colonial rule and its dissolution contributed to communal tensions, and how literature serves as a space 

for postcolonial societies to reflect on their histories. 

Studying the novel can thus foster a deeper understanding of Partition‘s multifaceted impact, 

while engaging with its literary, cultural, and political implications. 

1.1 Introduction 

Ice-Candy-Man (1988), also known as Cracking India, by Bapsi Sidhwa, is a powerful 

exploration of the Partition of India in 1947, one of the most traumatic events in South Asian history. Set 

in Lahore, the novel is narrated by Lenny, a young Parsi girl whose innocent perspective provides a 

poignant lens through which readers witness the unfolding communal violence and social upheaval. 

Lenny's privileged position as a neutral observer allows her to describe the tensions between Hindus, 

Muslims, and Sikhs, while also revealing the devastating impact of Partition on individuals and 

communities. 

At the heart of the novel is the character Ice-Candy-Man, a Muslim vendor who falls in love with 

Lenny‘s Hindu ayah (nanny), Shanta. His obsession with her becomes a symbol of the wider religious 

and political tensions that escalate during Partition. The novel portrays his transformation from a 

charming, friendly man into a violent and vengeful figure, mirroring the collapse of societal harmony 

and the onset of madness that gripped the subcontinent during this period. 

One of the novel‘s key themes is the gendered violence of Partition, as women, like Shanta, 

became targets of abduction, rape, and forced marriages. Sidhwa sensitively addresses these atrocities, 

giving voice to the female victims of Partition who were often silenced in historical narratives. The 

novel also reflects on the loss of innocence—both Lenny‘s personal awakening to the horrors around her 

and the subcontinent‘s descent into chaos and division. 



 

Sidhwa‘s narrative blends humour with tragedy, offering vivid historical detail and emotional 

depth. Her portrayal of the diverse religious and ethnic communities in Lahore, along with the 

psychological impact of Partition, makes Ice-Candy-Man a crucial text for understanding the human cost 

of this event. It remains a significant work for its exploration of identity, displacement, and the enduring 

scars of colonialism and violence. 

1.2 About the Author 

Bapsi Sidhwa is a prominent Pakistani writer who has made significant contributions to both 

South Asian and global literature. As one of the first female English-language novelists from Pakistan, 

she is best known for her evocative portrayal of the Partition of India, her exploration of women‘s lives, 

and her insight into the dynamics of communal strife. Sidhwa's works engage with themes of identity, 

trauma, and survival, often through the lens of gender and minority perspectives, making her one of the 

most important literary voices from the region. 

Early Life and Cultural Influences 

Born in Karachi in 1938 and raised in Lahore, Sidhwa belongs to the Parsi community, a 

Zoroastrian minority in Pakistan. Her upbringing within this community has heavily influenced her 

work, particularly her nuanced depiction of religious and ethnic minorities during the Partition. 

Contracting polio at a young age, Sidhwa spent much of her childhood reading, an experience that she 

credits for her early interest in storytelling. The isolation of her illness, combined with the tumultuous 

environment of Partition-era India and Pakistan, shaped her worldview and the themes she would later 

explore in her novels. 

Sidhwa attended Kinnaird College for Women in Lahore, where she developed a growing 

interest in literature. However, her writing career took time to evolve. She did not initially see herself as 

a novelist, and in fact, turned to fiction relatively late in life after her marriage and the birth of her 

children. Sidhwa was also deeply influenced by the political and social changes around her, including 

the wars between India and Pakistan, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, and the shifting dynamics of 

gender and class in postcolonial South Asia. 

Literary Career and Major Themes 

Sidhwa‘s literary career began in earnest with the publication of The Crow Eaters in 1978, a 

satirical novel about the Parsi community. The novel provides a humorous but insightful look at the 

lives of Parsis in colonial India, focusing on the tensions between tradition and modernity. Through the 

character of Freddy Junglewalla, Sidhwa paints a vivid picture of Parsi life, while also touching on 



 

issues of migration, cultural preservation, and generational conflict. The Crow Eaters established 

Sidhwa‘s reputation as a writer who could combine humour with incisive social commentary. 

However, it was her third novel, Ice-Candy-Man (1988), also known as Cracking India, that 

brought her international acclaim. The novel is set during the 1947 Partition of India, and through the 

perspective of eight-year-old Lenny, a Parsi girl, it explores the horror and violence of communal riots. 

The story is filled with historical detail, but what sets it apart is Sidhwa‘s focus on how the Partition 

affected women and minorities, voices that were often neglected in historical narratives. Ice-Candy-Man 

addresses the atrocities committed against women, including abductions, rape, and forced conversions, 

all of which were rampant during the Partition. 

The character of Ice-Candy-Man, a Muslim-street vendor who transforms from a charming 

romantic to a vengeful and violent man, serves as a metaphor for the larger descent into communal 

madness. The novel does not shy away from the brutal realities of Partition, but through Lenny‘s eyes, it 

retains a childlike innocence that makes the unfolding horror all the more poignant. Ice-Candy-Man was 

adapted into the critically acclaimed film Earth by Deepa Mehta, further cementing Sidhwa‘s position as 

a major literary figure. 

The Female Experience and Gender Politics 

One of the hallmarks of Bapsi Sidhwa‘s work is her portrayal of women and the gendered 

dimensions of political and social upheaval. In Ice-Candy-Man, for example, women are not passive 

victims of Partition‘s violence but complex characters who navigate their fates with varying degrees of 

agency. The novel examines how women‘s bodies became battlegrounds for religious and political 

ideologies, with their experiences reflecting the broader patriarchal structures that defined South Asian 

society. 

This focus on gender continues in Sidhwa‘s The Pakistani Bride (1983), another of her most 

well-known works. The novel tells the story of Zaitoon, a young girl orphaned during Partition and later 

married off to a tribal man in the mountains of northern Pakistan. Isolated and abused, Zaitoon 

eventually escapes, embarking on a perilous journey through the mountains to regain her freedom. The 

novel is a stark exploration of gender oppression and the violence women endure in patriarchal societies. 

It also offers a critique of tribal customs, raising questions about the intersection of tradition and 

modernity in postcolonial Pakistan. 

In The Pakistani Bride, Sidhwa exposes the contradictions within Pakistani society, particularly 

the ways in which women‘s lives are circumscribed by patriarchal norms. The novel's depiction of 

Zaitoon‘s struggle for survival and autonomy reflects broader feminist concerns about women's rights, 



 

freedom, and the limitations imposed on them by tradition. Sidhwa‘s portrayal of female resilience and 

resistance makes her work particularly significant within feminist literary criticism. 

Diaspora and Identity 

As a member of the Parsi community, which has historically occupied a marginalized position 

within South Asian society, Sidhwa has a deep understanding of the complexities of identity. Her novels 

often explore the themes of migration, displacement, and belonging, not only in terms of physical 

borders but also in terms of cultural and religious identities. In An American Brat (1993), Sidhwa turns 

her attention to the Parsi diaspora and the immigrant experience, focusing on a young Parsi woman, 

Feroza, who moves from Pakistan to the United States. 

An American Brat examines the challenges of assimilation, cultural identity, and generational 

conflict as Feroza navigates her new life in the West. The novel is deeply personal, drawing on Sidhwa‘s 

own experiences of living between cultures—she divides her time between Pakistan and the United 

States—and it offers a sharp critique of both Western and Eastern cultural norms. The tension between 

modernity and tradition, a recurring theme in Sidhwa‘s work, is particularly pronounced here, as Feroza 

grapples with the expectations placed on her by her conservative family and the freedom she finds in 

America. 

The novel also touches on the political landscape of Pakistan in the 1970s and 1980s, including 

the rise of Islamic fundamentalism under General Zia-ul-Haq. By juxtaposing Feroza‘s experiences in 

the U.S. with the increasingly conservative and repressive atmosphere in Pakistan, Sidhwa offers a 

commentary on the social and political changes affecting women and minorities in her home country. 

Postcolonial Critique and Global Recognition 

Bapsi Sidhwa‘s work can also be read as a postcolonial critique of the legacy of British rule in 

South Asia. In Ice-Candy-Man, for example, the British colonial administration is depicted as indifferent 

to the suffering of the Indian people, focused instead on their hasty exit from the subcontinent. The 

novel‘s portrayal of the Partition as a byproduct of colonial mismanagement highlights the ways in 

which imperial policies exacerbated communal tensions, leading to one of the most violent and 

disruptive events in South Asian history. 

Sidhwa‘s exploration of the effects of colonialism on women, minorities, and marginalized 

groups places her within the broader tradition of postcolonial literature. Her work speaks not only to the 

historical and political realities of South Asia but also to the psychological and emotional toll of 

colonialism on individuals. Through her characters, Sidhwa interrogates the lasting scars of colonialism, 



 

including the ways in which colonial ideologies of race, religion, and gender continue to shape 

postcolonial societies. 

Sidhwa has received numerous accolades for her work, including the Sitara-i-Imtiaz (Star of 

Excellence), one of Pakistan‘s highest civilian honours. Her novels have been translated into several 

languages and studied in universities worldwide, making her a key figure in the global literary canon. 

She has also been involved in various cultural and feminist initiatives, advocating for women‘s rights 

and minority representation both in Pakistan and abroad. 

In short: It can be summarised that Bapsi Sidhwa‘s contribution to literature lies in her ability to 

weave together personal narratives with broader historical and political events. Her novels offer a 

window into the complexities of South Asian society, exploring themes of identity, migration, gender, 

and communal violence. Sidhwa‘s nuanced portrayal of the Partition of India, in particular, has 

cemented her place as a leading voice in postcolonial literature. Through her exploration of women‘s 

experiences, she has also contributed to the global conversation on gender and feminist issues. 

As a Parsi, a woman, and an immigrant, Sidhwa brings a unique perspective to her work, one 

that challenges dominant narratives and offers alternative viewpoints on South Asia‘s history and 

culture. Her novels, whether set in the turmoil of Partition or the diasporic experience of a young woman 

in America, remain relevant for their keen insight into the human condition. In capturing the voices of 

the marginalized, Bapsi Sidhwa has ensured that the stories of women, minorities, and the displaced 

continue to resonate with readers around the world. 

1.3 Historical Background 

The historical background of Bapsi Sidhwa‘s Ice-Candy-Man is centred around one of the most 

turbulent periods in the history of the Indian subcontinent: the Partition of India in 1947. This event 

resulted in the division of British India into two independent nations—India and Pakistan—and was 

accompanied by widespread communal violence, mass displacement, and unprecedented human 

suffering. Understanding the historical context is crucial for grasping the themes, characters, and 

narrative of Ice-Candy-Man, as the novel is set against this backdrop of political turmoil, social 

fragmentation, and personal loss. 

British Colonial Rule and the Road to Independence 

The Partition of India was the culmination of almost 200 years of British colonial rule. The 

British East India Company established dominance over large parts of India during the 18th and 19th 

centuries, and by 1858, the British Crown had taken direct control of India, following the failed Indian 



 

Rebellion of 1857. Over the next several decades, British rule consolidated its hold over the 

subcontinent, exploiting its resources and implementing policies that exacerbated divisions among the 

various religious and ethnic communities. 

Despite the British claim to be a civilizing force, their policies, particularly the "divide and rule" 

strategy, increased communal tensions. The administration‘s approach frequently emphasized the 

religious differences between Hindus and Muslims, fostering an environment of distrust and hostility 

between these two major communities. The formation of the Indian National Congress in 1885 and the 

All-India Muslim League in 1906 marked the beginning of organized political movements advocating 

for Indian self-rule, but these movements also reflected the growing divide between Hindus and 

Muslims. 

By the early 20th century, the demand for independence had gained momentum. The Indian 

National Congress, led by figures such as Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, and Sardar Patel, 

advocated for a unified, independent India. On the other hand, the Muslim League, under the leadership 

of Muhammad Ali Jinnah, increasingly pushed for the creation of a separate Muslim-majority nation, 

fearing that Muslims would be marginalized in a Hindu-dominated independent India. These political 

developments set the stage for the eventual Partition of the country. 

The Demand for Pakistan 

The idea of a separate Muslim nation gained traction during the 1930s and 1940s, as the Muslim 

League's support base grew. In 1940, the League passed the Lahore Resolution, formally calling for 

independent states for Muslims in the northwestern and eastern zones of India. This demand laid the 

foundation for the future state of Pakistan. Tensions between the Congress and the Muslim League 

escalated during World War II, as Britain found itself unable to reconcile the competing demands of the 

two parties. 

By the end of the war, the British were weakened both economically and militarily and were 

eager to leave India. However, communal tensions between Hindus and Muslims were at an all-time 

high. In 1946, the failure of negotiations between the Congress and the Muslim League resulted in 

widespread communal riots. The "Direct Action Day" called by Jinnah on August 16, 1946, led to 

violence in Calcutta, with thousands of people killed in clashes between Hindus and Muslims. This 

event intensified the demand for a separate Muslim state, leading to the British decision to hasten their 

withdrawal from India. 

 



 

The Partition of India (1947) 

On June 3, 1947, Lord Louis Mountbatten, the last Viceroy of India, announced the decision to 

partition British India into two independent dominions: India and Pakistan. The decision was rushed, 

with little consideration for the practical implications of dividing a vast and diverse country. The 

Radcliffe Line, drawn by British lawyer Sir Cyril Radcliffe, was intended to demarcate the borders 

between India and Pakistan. However, the line was drawn hastily, and Radcliffe had no prior experience 

with India or its complex geography, culture, or social fabric. As a result, the partitioning of Punjab and 

Bengal, the two provinces with mixed Hindu, Muslim, and Sikh populations, was particularly chaotic 

and contentious. 

The announcement of Partition led to one of the largest forced migrations in human history, as 

millions of people sought to cross the newly drawn borders to join their respective religious majorities. 

Hindus and Sikhs fled from areas that became Pakistan (mainly West Punjab and East Bengal), while 

Muslims fled from India (mainly from East Punjab and surrounding regions). This migration, however, 

was accompanied by horrific violence. Communal riots broke out across northern India, particularly in 

Punjab, where Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs attacked each other with brutal ferocity. It is estimated that 

over a million people were killed in the violence, and countless women were raped, abducted, or 

forcibly converted. The Partition also left a deep psychological scar on those who experienced it, as 

families were torn apart, homes abandoned, and entire communities uprooted. 

Lahore and the Punjab 

Lahore, where Ice-Candy-Man is set, was a major city in the Punjab region, a province that 

became the epicenter of the Partition violence. Punjab was split between India and Pakistan, with Lahore 

becoming part of Pakistan. The city‘s population, once a diverse mix of Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs, 

was drastically altered by the Partition. Lahore‘s Hindu and Sikh residents fled to India, while Muslim 

refugees poured into the city from the Indian side of the border. This mass exodus and influx of 

populations disrupted the social fabric of the city, leading to widespread unrest, communal tensions, and 

violence. 

Punjab, with its deep-rooted traditions of inter-community coexistence, became a battleground 

for the most severe communal atrocities during Partition. Trainloads of refugees were attacked, entire 

villages were massacred, and women were frequently subjected to sexual violence. This violence was 

not just random but often organized, with gangs of rioters from different communities targeting each 

other with a vengeance born out of the political and religious divisions instigated by Partition. 

 



 

Impact on Women and Children 

The Partition had particularly devastating consequences for women and children. Women, 

regardless of their religion, were abducted, raped, and forcibly married, often as acts of revenge by 

members of rival communities. It is estimated that around 75,000 women were abducted during this 

period. Women‘s bodies became symbols of communal honor, and their violation was seen as a way to 

humiliate and weaken the opposing community. Many women who survived the violence were later 

rejected by their families due to the stigma attached to their experiences. 

Children, too, were deeply affected by the events of Partition. Many were orphaned, displaced, 

or witnessed horrific violence. The trauma of Partition left indelible marks on the psyche of an entire 

generation of South Asians, shaping their identities and experiences long after the violence subsided. 

1.4 About the Text 

Bapsi Sidhwa‘s Ice-Candy-Man is rooted in this chaotic and violent history of Partition. The 

novel is narrated through the eyes of Lenny, a young Parsi girl in Lahore, whose perspective provides a 

unique lens through which the horrors of Partition are explored. Lenny‘s Parsi family, like the larger 

Parsi community, occupies a relatively neutral position during the communal violence. This allows 

Sidhwa to present a more detached, yet deeply empathetic, portrayal of the events. The innocence of 

Lenny‘s observations is juxtaposed with the growing violence and madness around her, highlighting the 

psychological toll that Partition took on individuals and communities. 

The character of Ice-Candy-Man, a Muslim vendor who is initially charming and affable, 

undergoes a transformation that mirrors the communal violence engulfing Lahore. His obsessive love for 

Lenny‘s Hindu ayah, Shanta, becomes symbolic of the ways in which women‘s bodies were used as 

instruments of communal revenge. Shanta‘s abduction and subsequent forced marriage to Ice-Candy-

Man reflect the fate of many women during Partition, who were caught in the crossfire of male violence 

and communal strife. 

Sidhwa‘s novel is not just a historical narrative; it is also a deeply personal account of how 

individuals experience and process the trauma of Partition. Through her characters, Sidhwa explores the 

complexities of religious identity, the breakdown of social order, and the lingering effects of colonialism 

on the Indian subcontinent. Ice-Candy-Man offers a poignant and nuanced portrayal of Partition, 

focusing on the human cost of political decisions and the ways in which ordinary lives were irrevocably 

altered by the events of 1947. 

 



 

1.5 Critical Analysis of Ice Candy Man 

 Bapsi Sidhwa‘s Ice-Candy-Man is an exceptional literary work that captures the complex 

dynamics of the Partition of India in 1947, focusing on the human cost of this traumatic event, especially 

through the lens of marginalized and vulnerable groups. The novel stands out not only for its vivid 

depiction of historical violence but also for its unique narrative perspective, layered characters, and 

exploration of themes such as identity, gender, communalism, and colonialism. Through the innocent 

eyes of a young girl, Lenny, Sidhwa presents the horrors of Partition and the subsequent transformation 

of the Indian subcontinent, while also making a broader commentary on the breakdown of human values 

during times of political upheaval. 

Narrative Perspective and Structure 

Ice-Candy-Man is narrated by Lenny, a young Parsi girl living in Lahore, providing readers with 

an outsider‘s viewpoint of the chaos surrounding the Partition. The Parsi community, a religious 

minority in both India and Pakistan, occupies a relatively neutral position during the Partition riots, and 

this neutrality allows Lenny‘s narration to be more detached from the religious strife between Hindus, 

Muslims, and Sikhs. This detachment lends a sense of objectivity to the narrative while simultaneously 

emphasizing the incomprehensibility of the violence through the eyes of an innocent child. 

Lenny‘s narrative voice is crucial to the novel‘s emotional resonance. As a child, Lenny 

perceives the world with a mixture of naivety and curiosity, and she gradually comes to understand the 

communal tensions that are reshaping her city. The reader, like Lenny, experiences a slow unfolding of 

events, moving from the mundane daily life in Lahore to the eventual eruption of violence. Lenny‘s 

confusion and her inability to fully comprehend the political situation mirror the reader‘s gradual 

realization of the magnitude of the tragedy. 

This child‘s perspective serves as a powerful device for capturing the horror of Partition without 

the need for heavy-handed moralizing or overt didacticism. Lenny‘s innocence is juxtaposed with the 

increasing violence and hatred that surrounds her, highlighting the senselessness of the conflict. Through 

Lenny‘s experiences, Sidhwa masterfully conveys the psychological toll that Partition takes on 

individuals and communities, especially children, who are often the most vulnerable in times of 

upheaval. 

Themes of Communalism and Identity 

At its core, Ice-Candy-Man is an exploration of communalism and the fragile nature of identity 

in times of political turmoil. The novel is set in the multicultural city of Lahore, where Hindus, Muslims, 



 

Sikhs, and Parsis once lived in relative harmony. However, as the Partition approaches, this sense of 

community breaks down, and religious identities become hardened. Sidhwa portrays the way in which 

political decisions, particularly the hastily drawn Radcliffe Line, exacerbate communal tensions, turning 

neighbours and friends into enemies. 

One of the most poignant aspects of the novel is its exploration of how ordinary people, who 

once lived together peacefully, are transformed by the pressures of communal violence. The character of 

Ice-Candy-Man, a charming Muslim-street vendor, is a prime example of this transformation. Initially, 

Ice-Candy-Man is portrayed as a romantic and almost comic figure, in love with Shanta, Lenny‘s Hindu 

ayah (nanny). However, as communal tensions rise, Ice-Candy-Man‘s character changes. He becomes 

consumed by hatred and revenge, embodying the larger breakdown of human values during Partition. 

Sidhwa‘s portrayal of Ice-Candy-Man‘s transformation reflects the ways in which individuals are 

often swept up in the larger tides of history, losing their humanity in the process. Ice-Candy-Man‘s love 

for Shanta, once innocent and pure, becomes violent and possessive, symbolizing the ways in which 

women‘s bodies are often used as battlegrounds for communal conflict. His eventual abduction and 

forced marriage of Shanta reflect the broader phenomenon of women being abducted, raped, and 

forcibly converted during Partition. 

Through Ice-Candy-Man and other characters, Sidhwa highlights the fluid and precarious nature 

of identity during Partition. Characters who once identified primarily as neighbours, friends, or lovers 

are forced to reorient themselves along religious and communal lines. This reorientation often leads to 

devastating consequences, as characters are forced to make impossible choices between their personal 

relationships and their communal loyalties. 

The Female Experience and Gendered Violence 

One of the most striking aspects of Ice-Candy-Man is its portrayal of the gendered dimensions of 

Partition violence. Sidhwa places women‘s experiences at the centre of the narrative, focusing on how 

women, regardless of their religion, became the primary victims of the communal violence that 

accompanied the Partition. This focus on women‘s suffering is not just an incidental part of the 

narrative; it is integral to Sidhwa‘s critique of how political and communal conflicts are often fought on 

the bodies of women. 

The character of Shanta, Lenny‘s Hindu ayah, is emblematic of this gendered violence. Shanta is 

abducted by a mob led by Ice-Candy-Man and later forcibly married to him. Her abduction and marriage 

serve as a microcosm of the experiences of thousands of women during Partition, who were subjected to 

similar forms of violence. The novel makes it clear that these acts of violence are not just individual 



 

crimes; they are expressions of a broader patriarchal and communal ideology that views women‘s bodies 

as symbols of religious and communal honor. 

Sidhwa‘s depiction of the violence against Shanta is not gratuitous; rather, it is a pointed critique 

of how women‘s autonomy is stripped away during times of communal conflict. Shanta, once a free and 

independent woman, is reduced to a commodity, passed between men as a form of revenge. Her 

eventual submission to Ice-Candy-Man, despite her earlier resistance, reflects the larger 

disempowerment of women during Partition. 

Lenny‘s mother and Godmother, two other important female characters in the novel, also offer 

contrasting perspectives on the female experience. Lenny‘s mother represents the nurturing, maternal 

figure who cares for her children and tries to maintain a semblance of normalcy amidst the chaos. In 

contrast, Godmother is portrayed as a strong, independent woman who commands respect and authority. 

Together, these two characters provide a nuanced portrayal of the ways in which women navigate their 

roles during times of crisis, whether through nurturing, resistance, or negotiation with patriarchal 

structures. 

The Role of the Colonial Administration 

Sidhwa‘s novel also critiques the role of the British colonial administration in the events leading 

up to and during Partition. The British, represented in the novel by figures like Major Burra Sahib and 

his wife, are portrayed as largely indifferent to the suffering of the Indian people. Their primary concern 

is with the orderly transfer of power and the preservation of their own interests, rather than the welfare 

of the population. 

The hastily drawn Radcliffe Line, which arbitrarily divided the subcontinent, is one of the most 

damning examples of British mismanagement. The line, drawn by Sir Cyril Radcliffe, who had little 

knowledge of India‘s geography or culture, tore apart communities, families, and livelihoods. Sidhwa‘s 

portrayal of the consequences of this arbitrary division emphasizes the extent to which the British played 

a central role in exacerbating communal tensions and leaving behind a legacy of violence and division. 

In Ice-Candy-Man, the British are depicted as distant, aloof figures who are largely disconnected 

from the realities on the ground. Their decisions, made in the corridors of power, have catastrophic 

consequences for ordinary people, who are left to deal with the fallout. The novel‘s critique of 

colonialism is not overtly political but is nonetheless scathing in its depiction of the human cost of 

British indifference and negligence. 

 



 

The Symbolism of Ice-Candy-Man 

The character of Ice-Candy-Man is central to the novel‘s symbolic exploration of Partition and 

its aftermath. As a character, he embodies the contradictions and complexities of the time. He is both a 

victim and a perpetrator, a lover and a destroyer. His transformation from a charming street vendor to a 

violent, vengeful man mirrors the larger transformation of Indian society during Partition, from a 

relatively peaceful coexistence to one marked by brutal communal violence. 

Ice-Candy-Man‘s obsession with Shanta can be read as a metaphor for the way in which 

women‘s bodies became sites of communal conflict during Partition. His actions reflect the larger 

societal obsession with purity, honour, and revenge, which played out in horrific ways during the 

violence. At the same time, his character also serves as a critique of the ways in which men, too, are 

dehumanized by communal violence. Ice-Candy-Man is ultimately a tragic figure, driven by forces 

beyond his control, caught up in the madness of Partition. 

His eventual transformation into a religious zealot, leading a mob of Muslim men to abduct 

Shanta, reflects the way in which communal identities became rigid and violent during Partition. His 

character arc symbolizes the larger process by which individuals were consumed by communal hatred 

and lost their sense of humanity. In this way, Sidhwa uses Ice-Candy-Man as both a symbol of the 

destructive power of communalism and as a critique of the broader societal forces that fuelled the 

violence. 

Partition as Trauma 

In Ice-Candy-Man, Sidhwa portrays Partition not just as a historical event but as a collective 

trauma that left deep psychological scars on the Indian subcontinent. The novel is filled with moments 

of intense emotional and psychological suffering, as characters grapple with the loss of loved ones, the 

destruction of their homes, and the breakdown of their communities. Sidhwa‘s depiction of this trauma 

is not limited to physical violence; it also extends to the emotional and psychological toll that Partition 

takes on individuals. Lenny‘s own trauma is central to the novel‘s emotional core. As a child, she 

witnesses horrific acts of violence and betrayal, including the abduction of her beloved ayah. 

1.6 Conclusion 

In conclusion, Ice-Candy-Man by Bapsi Sidhwa is a powerful exploration of the Partition of 

India, highlighting the human, psychological, and emotional costs of this traumatic event. Through the 

lens of Lenny, a young Parsi girl, the novel provides a poignant portrayal of how communal violence, 

religious strife, and political upheaval can transform individuals and communities. Sidhwa‘s nuanced 



 

characterizations, especially of Ice-Candy-Man and Shanta, allow readers to grasp the complexities of 

identity, love, and betrayal during times of crisis. Moreover, by focusing on the gendered dimensions of 

Partition violence, Sidhwa brings attention to the often-overlooked experiences of women, whose bodies 

became battlegrounds for communal revenge. 

The novel also offers a scathing critique of the British colonial administration‘s role in 

precipitating the violence of Partition, depicting the arbitrary division of the subcontinent and the 

callousness of the colonial rulers as catalysts for the chaos that ensued. Sidhwa masterfully intertwines 

the personal and the political, using the transformation of her characters to symbolize the larger societal 

breakdown during Partition. In doing so, she offers a complex and deeply human reflection on the 

lasting trauma of this historical event. Ultimately, Ice-Candy-Man serves as both a historical narrative 

and a psychological study of the enduring effects of Partition, making it one of the most significant 

literary works to engage with this period of South Asian history. 

1.7 Questions 

The following questions can serve as starting points for deeper analysis and discussion of Bapsi 

Sidhwa‘s Ice Candy Man and her contribution to literature. 

1. How does Bapsi Sidhwa‘s personal background, particularly her experiences as a member of the 

Parsi community in Lahore during Partition, shape her depiction of historical events in her novels, 

particularly Ice-Candy-Man? 

2. In what ways does Sidhwa give voice to marginalized communities, particularly women and 

religious minorities, in her works? 

3. How does Bapsi Sidhwa address issues of gender, patriarchy, and feminism in her novels?  

4. In what ways does Sidhwa contribute to postcolonial literature? How do her works reflect on the 

colonial legacy and its impact on identity, nationalism, and communalism in South Asia? 

5.  How does Sidhwa depict the violence of Partition in her works? In what ways does she critique 

communalism and the failure of both colonial and postcolonial authorities to protect civilians? 

6. How does Sidhwa use historical fiction, particularly in Ice-Candy-Man, to critique both the 

political decisions leading up to Partition and the lasting social impacts of these decisions? 

7. How does Sidhwa‘s use of language reflect the multicultural and multilingual environment of 

pre-Partition Lahore? What role do language and cultural hybridity play in her portrayal of identity and 

community? 

8. How does Sidhwa address the theme of trauma, particularly in relation to Partition? How do her 

characters cope with personal and communal loss, and what role does healing play in their journeys? 

10. Despite dealing with dark themes like violence, displacement, and oppression, Sidhwa often 

infuses her work with humour and irony. How does she balance these elements to create a more nuanced 



 

narrative? 

11. How does Sidhwa explore cross-cultural and inter-religious relationships in her novels?  

12. How does Bapsi Sidhwa engage with religious identities in her novels? How does she depict 

the intersections of religion, politics, and gender in shaping the lives of her characters? 

13. How does Sidhwa use symbols, such as the ice-candy in Ice-Candy-Man or the veil in The 

Bride, to convey deeper social, political, and emotional meanings in her work? 
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2.0 Objectives 

Studying Bapsi Sidhwa's Ice-Candy-Man (Cracking India) provides critical insight into the 

novel‘s deeper meanings and its relevance to historical and cultural contexts. Some of the key objectives 

for examining these aspects of the novel are: 

1. Understanding the Impact of Partition on Individual Psyches 

2. Analysing Gender Dynamics and the Role of Women 

3. Exploring Themes of Betrayal, Loyalty, and Trust 

4. Examining the Intersection of History and Personal Narratives 

5. Interpreting Symbolism and Its Role in the Narrative 

6. Investigating Communalism and the Collapse of Peaceful Coexistence 

7. Understanding the Role of Colonialism and Its Aftermath 

8. Exploring the Theme of Identity and Cultural Displacement 

9. Analysing the Child‘s Perspective as a Narrative Tool 

10. Assessing the Role of Memory and Trauma 

These objectives guide a critical reading of the characters, themes, and symbols in Ice-Candy-Man, 

deepening our understanding of how Sidhwa addresses the psychological, social, and political 

consequences of Partition, as well as her broader contributions to literature. 



 

 

2.1 Plot 

1. Introduction to Lenny’s World 

The story is narrated by Lenny Sethi, an eight-year-old Parsi girl living in Lahore, an important 

cultural and political centre before Partition. Lenny, suffering from polio, is observant, sensitive, and 

perceptive, often giving insightful commentary on the world around her. She lives with her upper-

middle-class Parsi family, which includes her caring mother, her gentle father, and her overly protective 

godmother, whom she calls "Godmother." The Parsis, as a minority community, maintain a neutral 

stance during the rising tensions between Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs. Lenny‘s days revolve around her 

interactions with her beloved Hindu Ayah, Shanta, and the vibrant, multicultural group of admirers who 

gather around her. The group includes the Muslim Ice-Candy-Man (Dil Nawaz), the masseur, the zoo 

attendant, the butcher, the gardener, and others, representing a microcosm of the diverse population of 

Lahore. Despite their different religious and cultural backgrounds, these characters coexist peacefully in 

the pre-Partition era. 

2. Political Unrest and Growing Tensions 

As Lenny grows older, she begins to notice subtle shifts in the relationships between her friends 

and the growing political tensions. The impending Partition of India and the creation of Pakistan loom 

large, and communal divides begin to deepen. Lenny overhears conversations between adults discussing 

the political instability, though she does not fully grasp the complexity of these issues. She observes the 

rising nationalist fervour and the way in which religious identities start to take precedence over 

friendships. The political situation becomes more heated, with discussions of the British decision to 

divide India, and communal mistrust starts to emerge. 

3. The Love Triangle 

While Partition politics simmer in the background, the relationship between Ayah, Ice-Candy-

Man, and Masseur forms a central subplot. Ice-Candy-Man is deeply infatuated with Ayah, but she 

favours Masseur, a gentle and kind Muslim man. This rivalry introduces a sense of jealousy and tension, 

especially as Ice-Candy-Man‘s love for Ayah turns into an obsession. Lenny, being close to both Ayah 

and Ice-Candy-Man, witnesses their complex interactions. Ice-Candy-Man, once a humorous and 

charming character, gradually becomes more possessive and darker in his behaviour as the political 

situation in the country escalates. 

 



 

4. The Outbreak of Violence and Communal Riots 

When Partition is formally declared in 1947, violence breaks out in Lahore, as it does across 

much of the Indian subcontinent. The once peaceful and diverse city is torn apart by communal riots, 

with Muslims, Hindus, and Sikhs attacking each other in a frenzy of religious hatred. The city becomes a 

battlefield where law and order collapse, and murder, rape, and looting become rampant. The friendship 

and camaraderie that once existed in Lenny‘s world dissolve. The political divisions that were once 

abstract concepts become painfully real as the violence spreads. Ice-Candy-Man, devastated by the news 

that trains from India to Pakistan are arriving full of the mutilated bodies of Muslims, undergoes a 

radical transformation. His hatred for Hindus grows, and he abandons his playful nature, adopting a 

more dangerous and extremist outlook. 

5. Ayah’s Abduction 

One of the most tragic moments in the novel occurs when Ice-Candy-Man, leading a mob, comes 

to Lenny‘s house to search for Hindus. Lenny, confused and frightened by the chaotic situation, 

inadvertently reveals Ayah‘s hiding place to the mob. This act of betrayal, though unintentional, leads to 

Ayah being dragged away by the mob, with Ice-Candy-Man playing a direct role in her abduction. Ayah 

is taken to a brothel in the red-light district of Lahore, where she is forced into sexual slavery. Ice-

Candy-Man, driven by his obsession with Ayah, frequently visits her at the brothel and eventually 

marries her, though this marriage is a reflection of his possessiveness rather than any genuine love or 

redemption. This event marks the loss of innocence not only for Ayah but also for Lenny, who feels 

immense guilt for her role in Ayah‘s capture. The scene is symbolic of the larger betrayal experienced 

by communities across the subcontinent, as neighbours and friends turn against one another. 

6. Lenny’s Growing Awareness 

As the violence escalates, Lenny becomes more acutely aware of the horrors of Partition and the 

devastating toll it takes on individuals. The once vibrant community of Lahore is now fragmented along 

religious lines, and Lenny‘s childhood is irreversibly shattered by the trauma of the events she 

witnesses. Lenny‘s personal growth and understanding of the world deepen as she realizes the 

complexities of human relationships, betrayal, and the moral ambiguities of the adults around her. She 

also begins to question the neutrality of her own family and the Parsi community, who have managed to 

escape the violence because of their minority status. 

 

 



 

7. Rescue of Ayah 

Lenny‘s family, particularly her mother and Godmother, become involved in efforts to rescue 

women abducted during the communal riots. Godmother, a powerful and influential woman, leads the 

charge to rescue Ayah from the brothel where she has been imprisoned. After much effort, Ayah is 

finally freed and sent to her family in Amritsar, on the Indian side of the newly created border. 

However, Ayah‘s spirit has been broken by the trauma she endured. She is no longer the vibrant, 

beautiful woman she once was. The novel ends on a sombre note, with Ayah‘s rescue serving as a 

bittersweet resolution. Though she is physically free, the psychological scars left by her abduction and 

exploitation remain. 

8. Ice-Candy-Man’s Decline 

By the end of the novel, Ice-Candy-Man, who once represented the vibrancy and diversity of 

Lahore, is a broken and tragic figure. He follows Ayah to Amritsar, still deluded by his belief that he 

acted out of love. His obsession and betrayal have led to his own downfall, reflecting the larger 

destruction of the society he once thrived in. Ice-Candy-Man‘s transformation from a playful and 

charming street vendor to a symbol of fanaticism and violence mirrors the larger social and political 

disintegration of the Indian subcontinent during Partition. 

Ice-Candy-Man presents a haunting and vivid portrayal of the horrors of Partition. Through the 

eyes of young Lenny, Bapsi Sidhwa captures the innocence lost during this tragic period in history. The 

novel examines the breakdown of communal harmony, the effects of political violence on individuals, 

and the complex intersections of love, betrayal, and power. The characters in the novel, especially 

Lenny, Ayah, and Ice-Candy-Man, serve as microcosms of the larger trauma and devastation 

experienced by the subcontinent during this time. The novel‘s exploration of Partition from a child‘s 

perspective adds a layer of poignancy, as Lenny‘s observations highlight the cruelty and senselessness 

of the violence. Ultimately, Ice-Candy-Man is both a personal and historical account of the horrors of 

Partition and a testament to the enduring impact of this event on the people and cultures of South Asia. 

2.2 Characters 

Lenny:  

Lenny Sethi, the protagonist and narrator of Bapsi Sidhwa‘s Ice-Candy-Man (Cracking India), is 

a deeply compelling and complex character. As an eight-year-old Parsi girl living in Lahore during the 

time of India‘s Partition in 1947, she provides a unique and innocent lens through which the chaotic and 

violent events of Partition are seen. Through her voice, Sidhwa captures the innocence of childhood, the 



 

confusion and guilt associated with the violent upheaval, and the moral complexities of growing up in 

such a turbulent period. 

Lenny‘s narrative voice is characterized by a childlike innocence. She is largely unaware of the 

deeper political and social implications of the events around her, but her observations are sharp and 

insightful. She captures the nuances of the relationships between adults, the growing political tensions, 

and the subtle changes in the behaviour of those around her, even if she does not fully understand them. 

Because of her illness (polio), Lenny is physically limited in her mobility, but this condition 

allows her to develop a keen sense of observation. She spends much of her time watching the 

interactions between people—whether it is her family, her ayah, or the group of men who gather around 

her ayah. Her disability makes her an outsider in many ways, which positions her as a silent, yet 

perceptive witness to the unfolding historical events. Lenny‘s observations provide readers with an 

honest and unfiltered look at the world, as seen through the eyes of a child who is learning about life and 

its complexities. 

Throughout the novel, Lenny‘s emotional and psychological growth is a central theme. The 

Lenny at the beginning of the novel is a naive, curious, and sheltered child, but as she witnesses the 

violence of Partition, her understanding of human relationships deepens. The shocking brutality, 

betrayals, and the destruction of her close-knit community leave a profound impact on her. 

One of the pivotal moments in Lenny‘s emotional growth occurs when she unintentionally 

betrays her beloved Ayah, Shanta, by revealing her hiding place to a mob, leading to Ayah‘s abduction. 

This event marks the end of Lenny‘s innocence. Lenny, who had been both emotionally dependent on 

and deeply attached to Ayah, is devastated by her guilt and the realization of what she has done. This 

moment is symbolic of Lenny‘s transition from childhood to maturity. The betrayal shakes her to the 

core and makes her painfully aware of the moral ambiguities of the world around her. 

Lenny‘s personal development is tightly intertwined with the sociopolitical changes taking place 

in her world. As she witnesses the violence, hatred, and communal divisions that Partition creates, she 

becomes acutely aware of the fragility of human relationships and the capacity for cruelty. This 

awareness also prompts her to reflect on her identity as a Parsi, a community that is largely neutral 

during the conflict, making her question her place in the world. 

Lenny is burdened with a deep sense of guilt after Ayah‘s abduction. Though she is a child and 

does not fully understand the consequences of her actions, she blames herself for betraying Ayah to the 

mob. This guilt haunts her throughout the remainder of the novel and becomes a defining aspect of her 

character. Her betrayal of Ayah symbolizes the larger betrayal of innocence that the entire subcontinent 



 

experiences during Partition. 

Lenny‘s sense of loss is not just personal but also symbolic of the collective loss experienced by 

communities torn apart by Partition. The communal harmony that once existed in Lahore is shattered, 

and Lenny, as a child, mourns the loss of the peaceful world she knew. 

Lenny‘s Parsi identity plays a significant role in shaping her perspective. The Parsi community, 

being a small minority, remains largely neutral during the Hindu-Muslim-Sikh tensions, which allows 

Lenny to witness the violence from a somewhat detached vantage point. This neutrality, however, also 

adds to her confusion, as she does not fully comprehend the religious and communal divisions that fuel 

the violence. Her family‘s relatively insulated status contrasts sharply with the suffering of others 

around her, particularly Ayah. 

Lenny‘s perspective as a Parsi also provides Sidhwa with a unique lens to critique the violence 

and absurdity of Partition. As a member of a community that is neither Hindu, Muslim, nor Sikh, Lenny 

is able to observe the senselessness of the religious conflict without being directly involved in it. Her 

neutral position enables her to question the fanaticism that drives people to commit atrocities. 

Thus, Lenny is a richly layered character who evolves from an innocent child into a more 

complex individual, shaped by the trauma of Partition. Her physical disability heightens her sensitivity 

to the world around her, and her emotional journey reflects the loss of innocence experienced by many 

during this period. Her guilt over Ayah‘s betrayal, her perceptiveness, and her emotional growth make 

her a profoundly human and relatable character. Through Lenny‘s story, Sidhwa conveys the deep 

psychological and emotional scars left by Partition on individuals and communities. 

Ayah:  

 Ayah, or Shanta, is a central character who represents the beauty, vulnerability, and complexity 

of women during the turbulent time of the Partition of India in 1947. As the caretaker of the young 

protagonist Lenny, Ayah is not only a key figure in Lenny‘s life but also a symbol of the larger socio-

political turmoil and gendered violence that emerged during Partition. Ayah‘s character undergoes a 

significant transformation, and through her, Sidhwa explores themes of innocence, betrayal, and 

survival. 

At the beginning of the novel, Ayah is portrayed as an attractive and magnetic young woman, 

full of life and charm. Her beauty draws the attention of many men from different religious and cultural 

backgrounds. These men form a circle of admirers, including the Muslim Ice-Candy-Man, the Hindu 

masseur, the Sikh Zoo attendant, and the Parsee gardener. Ayah‘s presence serves as a unifying force 



 

among these men, as her beauty transcends religious and communal boundaries. She is a symbol of 

harmony and innocence in a multicultural Lahore, where people of various backgrounds coexist 

peacefully. 

Ayah‘s charisma and allure make her a beloved figure in Lenny‘s life. To Lenny, she is more 

than just a caretaker; Ayah represents warmth, love, and a connection to the larger world outside her 

home. Lenny is drawn to her physical beauty, often admiring Ayah‘s sari-clad figure, and to her 

personality, which is nurturing and playful. 

As the novel progresses and the communal tensions of Partition begin to surface, Ayah‘s 

character takes on a different significance. She becomes a symbol of women‘s vulnerability during times 

of political unrest. Her body, which was once a source of admiration and desire, becomes an object of 

violence and exploitation when the city of Lahore succumbs to the chaos of Partition. 

One of the most harrowing moments in the novel is when Ayah is abducted by a mob led by Ice-

Candy-Man. The mob, driven by communal hatred and fanaticism, represents the breakdown of law and 

order that accompanied Partition. Ayah‘s abduction is symbolic of the widespread violence against 

women during this period, as thousands of women were kidnapped, raped, and forcibly converted across 

the newly formed borders of India and Pakistan. Ayah‘s tragic fate mirrors the stories of many women 

whose bodies became battlegrounds during this violent time. 

The scene of her abduction is pivotal not only for Ayah‘s character but also for Lenny, who 

inadvertently reveals Ayah‘s hiding place to the mob. Ayah‘s kidnapping marks a turning point in the 

novel, representing the loss of innocence, both for Lenny and for the subcontinent as it descends into 

communal violence. 

Ayah‘s abduction and eventual exploitation in a brothel reflect the theme of betrayal, a central 

motif in the novel. Her betrayal comes at multiple levels. First, she is betrayed by Lenny, who, out of 

fear and confusion, reveals her hiding place to the mob. While Lenny‘s act is unintentional, it has 

devastating consequences for Ayah. This moment encapsulates the larger betrayal of trust and friendship 

that occurs during Partition, as neighbours and friends turn against one another. 

More profoundly, Ayah is betrayed by Ice-Candy-Man, who initially professes love for her but 

ultimately orchestrates her kidnapping. Ice-Candy-Man‘s obsessive love for Ayah turns into 

possessiveness, and he becomes a perpetrator of the very violence that destroys her life. His 

transformation from a charming, witty character into a fanatic driven by communal hatred and personal 

obsession reflects the broader disintegration of moral values during Partition. 



 

Despite the trauma she endures, Ayah‘s character also embodies resilience and survival. After 

her abduction, she is forced into a brothel, where she is visited frequently by Ice-Candy-Man, who 

eventually marries her. However, Ayah‘s spirit, once vibrant and lively, is broken by this experience. 

Her journey from a carefree, beautiful woman to a traumatized survivor reflects the deep scars left by 

Partition on individuals, especially women. 

Ayah‘s eventual rescue by Lenny‘s Godmother and her return to Amritsar on the Indian side of 

the border are bittersweet. While she is physically freed from the brothel, the psychological wounds 

remain, and Ayah‘s silence after her rescue speaks volumes about the lasting effects of trauma. Her fate 

serves as a reminder of the countless women who were victims of violence during Partition and whose 

stories were often forgotten or silenced. 

Thus, Ayah‘s character in Ice-Candy-Man is a multifaceted representation of beauty, desire, 

vulnerability, and survival. Through her, Bapsi Sidhwa captures the complex dynamics of gender during 

the Partition of India. Ayah‘s initial allure and charisma make her a beloved figure in Lenny‘s world, but 

as the violence of Partition unfolds, she becomes a victim of the communal frenzy and betrayal. Her 

transformation from a symbol of harmony to one of victimization reflects the broader societal collapse 

during Partition. Ayah‘s story serves as a powerful commentary on the gendered violence of Partition 

and the resilience of women who, despite immense suffering, manage to survive. 

Ice- Candy-Man: 

 The Ice-Candy-Man represents the devastating effects of Partition on individuals, particularly 

how communal hatred and political chaos can corrupt even the most charming of characters. Throughout 

the novel, he transforms from a humorous, street-smart vendor to a manipulative, violent, and obsessive 

man driven by passion, betrayal, and loss. 

At the beginning of the novel, Ice-Candy-Man is portrayed as a charismatic and charming 

individual, a colourful figure in the bustling city of Lahore. As a vendor who sells ice candy (frozen 

treats), he is part of a larger group of working-class men who gather around Ayah, drawn to her beauty. 

He is witty, humorous, and full of stories, often serving as the life of the group. His playful banter with 

Ayah and his ability to make others laugh make him a likable character, and Lenny, the young narrator, 

is captivated by his charm. 

Ice-Candy-Man‘s interactions with Ayah are flirtatious but not initially harmful. His affection for 

her seems genuine, even if his behaviour is driven by desire and competition with the other men in the 

group, particularly the Hindu masseur, who also vies for Ayah‘s attention. At this point in the novel, Ice-

Candy-Man symbolizes the multicultural harmony that exists in Lahore before Partition, as he mingles 



 

freely with people of different religions and backgrounds. 

As Partition approaches, Ice-Candy-Man‘s character undergoes a dramatic transformation. The 

rising communal tensions and the violence between Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs awaken a darker, more 

obsessive side of his personality. His infatuation with Ayah, once playful and light-hearted, turns into an 

all-consuming obsession. This shift is triggered by the traumatic experience of witnessing the arrival of a 

train full of Muslim refugees from Amritsar, with the bodies of women who have been raped and 

mutilated by Hindus and Sikhs. This moment profoundly impacts Ice-Candy-Man, shattering his sense 

of humour and pushing him into a vengeful rage. His transformation from a street vendor to a fanatic 

driven by communal hatred mirrors the larger collapse of societal norms and humanity during Partition. 

He becomes a symbol of how political and communal violence can corrupt the soul. 

Ice-Candy-Man‘s obsession with Ayah takes a sinister turn when, driven by jealousy and rage, 

he orchestrates her abduction by a mob. This betrayal marks a pivotal moment in the novel, as it not 

only seals Ayah‘s tragic fate but also reveals Ice-Candy-Man‘s willingness to sacrifice his moral 

integrity to possess her. His actions reflect the broader themes of betrayal and violence during Partition, 

where trust between friends and neighbours is shattered by communal tensions. 

After Ayah‘s abduction, Ice-Candy-Man‘s character becomes more manipulative and violent. He 

forces her into a brothel, where he regularly visits her, claiming that he loves her. His love, however, is 

possessive and controlling, and he refuses to let Ayah go despite her suffering. His behaviour reflects the 

patriarchal attitudes that dominate the novel, as Ice-Candy-Man views Ayah not as a human being with 

her own desires and autonomy but as an object to be possessed and controlled. 

This stage of Ice-Candy-Man‘s transformation shows the darker, more destructive aspects of his 

personality. His initial charm and affection for Ayah become warped by his obsession and jealousy. He 

uses violence and manipulation to keep her under his control, reflecting the broader violence that is 

being inflicted on women during Partition. 

Despite his actions, Ice-Candy-Man is not a one-dimensional villain. Sidhwa imbues his 

character with a sense of tragedy, making him a more complex figure. He is a product of the historical 

and political forces at play during Partition, and while his actions are despicable, they are also a 

reflection of the trauma and chaos that the entire subcontinent is experiencing. Ice-Candy-Man‘s 

obsessive love for Ayah, though destructive, is rooted in his deep sense of loss and confusion during this 

time of upheaval. 

In the end, Ice-Candy-Man marries Ayah after forcing her into the brothel, but their relationship 

is deeply damaged. His tragic nature comes to the forefront when, after Ayah is rescued and sent to 



 

India, he is left alone and broken, wandering the streets of Lahore in search of her. His obsessive love 

has not only destroyed Ayah‘s life but also his own. This tragic end highlights the broader theme of the 

destruction wrought by Partition on individual lives and relationships. 

Ice-Candy-Man‘s character is a rich and complex representation of how the personal and 

political intersect during times of extreme violence and upheaval. From a playful, humorous vendor to a 

manipulative and obsessed man driven by communal hatred, Ice-Candy-Man‘s transformation reflects 

the deep scars left by Partition on the people of the Indian subcontinent. His tragic fall from charm to 

obsession and betrayal underscores the devastating impact of communal violence, particularly on 

women, during Partition. Through Ice-Candy-Man, Sidhwa illustrates how historical events can 

profoundly shape individual destinies and lead to the moral and emotional degradation of even the most 

seemingly harmless characters. 

Other Character:  

 In Bapsi Sidhwa‘s Ice-Candy-Man, the supporting characters are essential to illustrating the 

cultural, political, and personal dynamics of Partition. These characters offer diverse perspectives and 

embody the communal tensions, friendships, betrayals, and tragedies that mark this tumultuous period in 

Indian history. Each character plays a vital role in shaping the novel‘s themes, particularly the impact of 

Partition on relationships, identity, and communal harmony. Below is a brief overview of some of the 

key secondary characters. 

1. Lenny’s Family: 

Lenny‘s family, as a Parsi family in Lahore, remains largely neutral in the Hindu-Muslim-Sikh 

conflicts. Their neutrality provides Lenny, the young narrator, with a lens to observe the communal 

tensions without being directly involved in them. The family represents the Parsi community's position 

during the Partition—isolated from the religious strife but still deeply affected by the turmoil around 

them. Lenny‘s mother (Mrs. Sethi) is a strong, loving, and compassionate woman who tries to maintain 

normalcy in her household during the chaos of Partition. She reflects the resilience of women during 

times of crisis and is actively involved in helping abducted women recover their dignity after the 

violence. Her work with Godmother to rescue Ayah underscores her deep empathy and her sense of 

social responsibility. Despite the horrors around her, she strives to protect Lenny and provide a stable 

home. Lenny‘s father (Mr. Sethi) is portrayed as a calm, rational, and somewhat detached figure. Unlike 

his wife, he is less directly involved in the communal conflict. He represents the male authority figure in 

Lenny‘s life but plays a relatively passive role in the events of the novel. His character highlights the 

more reserved, emotionally distant side of family life, especially as the Partition chaos unfolds. 



 

2. Godmother (Rodabai): 

Godmother is one of the most influential figures in Lenny‘s life and a strong moral force in the 

novel. A wise, elderly woman, Godmother serves as a guardian and guide for Lenny, providing her with 

emotional support and life lessons. She is fiercely protective of Lenny and other vulnerable individuals, 

including Ayah. Godmother‘s intervention in the rescue of Ayah from the brothel and her commitment 

to justice mark her as a character of immense integrity and strength. Godmother‘s house is a sanctuary 

for those seeking protection, and she serves as a moral compass in a world falling apart. Her 

compassion, wisdom, and sense of justice stand in stark contrast to the violence and betrayal happening 

outside her home. She is one of the few characters in the novel who maintains her dignity and moral 

principles throughout the Partition. 

3. Ayah’s Suitors: 

Ayah, the beautiful caretaker of Lenny, is admired by many men from different religious and 

cultural backgrounds. These suitors, who gather around Ayah, symbolize the harmony and unity that 

once existed in pre-Partition Lahore. Each of these men represents a different community, and their 

affection for Ayah transcends religious divisions—at least in the beginning. 

Masseur (Hassan) is one of Ayah‘s most devoted admirers and one of the few men who truly 

loves her. A gentle and kind-hearted man, Masseur represents a more peaceful, harmonious side of the 

multicultural Lahore that existed before Partition. His character stands in contrast to Ice-Candy-Man‘s 

darker, obsessive love. Masseur‘s tragic death at the hands of the communal violence that erupts during 

Partition highlights the senseless destruction of innocence and love during this period. 

Ice-Candy-Man, though primarily a central figure, also plays a crucial role as one of Ayah‘s 

suitors. His transformation from a charming, witty vendor to a fanatical, possessive man consumed by 

communal hatred is emblematic of the personal and political upheavals of Partition. His betrayal of 

Ayah, whom he claims to love, reflects the broader themes of betrayal and violence that mark the novel. 

Ice-Candy-Man‘s actions mirror the disintegration of friendships and the rise of communal tensions 

during this historical period. 

4. Imam Din: 

Imam Din is the Sethi family‘s loyal cook and another important figure in Lenny‘s life. He 

represents the older generation of Muslims who are deeply connected to their land and communities, but 

who are also powerless in the face of the rising communal violence. Imam Din‘s character is portrayed 

with dignity and loyalty, and his love for the Sethi family reflects the strong ties that existed between 



 

different religious communities before Partition. Imam Din‘s relationship with Lenny is affectionate and 

protective, and he plays a grandfatherly role in her life. His sense of loyalty to the Sethi family, despite 

the growing tensions between Muslims and non-Muslims, reflects the bonds that transcend religious 

divisions. He provides a sense of continuity and stability for Lenny as the world around her falls apart. 

5. Cousin: 

Lenny‘s cousin is a minor but significant character who represents childhood innocence and 

curiosity. He, like Lenny, is caught up in the events of Partition without fully understanding their 

gravity. The interactions between Lenny and her cousin offer moments of lightness and playfulness 

amidst the larger narrative of violence and trauma. 

6. Sher Singh and Hari: 

Sher Singh and Hari are minor characters in the novel, each representing different aspects of the 

communal tensions during Partition. Sher Singh, a Sikh, and Hari, a Hindu gardener, reflect the presence 

of diverse communities in Lahore before Partition. Their interactions with other characters provide 

glimpses into the complex relationships between different religious groups, relationships that are 

eventually fractured by the violence of Partition. 

The supporting characters in Ice-Candy-Man contribute significantly to the novel‘s exploration 

of Partition‘s impact on personal relationships and societal structures. Each character represents a 

different facet of the diverse, multicultural Lahore that was torn apart by communal violence. Through 

these characters, Sidhwa weaves a rich tapestry of human experiences, highlighting themes of love, 

loyalty, betrayal, and resilience in the face of one of the most traumatic events in the history of the 

Indian subcontinent. 

2.3 Thematic Analysis 

 Bapsi Sidhwa‘s Ice-Candy-Man explores a range of complex and interwoven themes. These 

themes include the horrors of Partition, communal violence, gendered violence, betrayal, innocence and 

loss, and the complexities of identity. Through vivid characters and historical context, Sidhwa delves 

into the personal and societal transformations that took place during this turbulent period in South Asian 

history. 

1. Partition and Communal Violence 

One of the central themes of Ice-Candy-Man is the Partition of India, which led to the division of 

British India into two independent nations—India and Pakistan. Partition, as depicted in the novel, is not 



 

just a political event but also a deeply personal and human tragedy. Sidhwa vividly portrays how 

Partition inflamed communal tensions, leading to unprecedented levels of violence between Hindus, 

Muslims, and Sikhs. The once peaceful and multicultural city of Lahore, where people of different 

religions lived in harmony, becomes a hotbed of bloodshed, mistrust, and hatred. 

Through the eyes of young Lenny, the reader witnesses the brutality of this violence, including 

mass killings, looting, and the sexual exploitation of women. The novel highlights how communal lines 

became blurred, and neighbours, friends, and even family members turned against one another in a 

frenzy of religious hatred. The atrocities committed by both sides underscore the senselessness of the 

violence and the catastrophic consequences of political decisions on ordinary people. 

Sidhwa's portrayal of communal violence is particularly poignant because it focuses on the 

personal impact of these events. Characters like Ice-Candy-Man, who initially seem playful and 

harmless, are consumed by communal hatred, illustrating how Partition corrupted individuals and 

shattered communities. The novel challenges readers to grapple with the consequences of religious and 

political fanaticism, showing how quickly harmonious coexistence can give way to violence and 

division. 

2. Betrayal and Trust 

Betrayal is a recurring theme in Ice-Candy-Man. It plays out both on a personal level, through 

the relationships between the characters, and on a broader, societal level, as Partition leads to the 

betrayal of neighbours and communities. The novel examines how trust is fractured by fear, religious 

extremism, and political upheaval. 

One of the most significant betrayals in the novel is the one committed by Ice-Candy-Man, who 

orchestrates Ayah‘s abduction. Ice-Candy-Man, who initially expresses love for Ayah, allows his 

jealousy and communal hatred to override his humanity. His betrayal reflects the broader betrayal of 

women during Partition, who were abducted, raped, and killed in large numbers. It also mirrors the 

betrayal of the idea of communal harmony, as men who once lived peacefully side by side suddenly turn 

against one another. 

Lenny, too, experiences betrayal when she unwittingly reveals Ayah‘s hiding place to the mob. 

Though she is too young to fully understand the consequences of her actions, Lenny‘s guilt and shame 

reflect the pervasive sense of betrayal that runs throughout the novel. Even though Lenny‘s betrayal is 

unintentional, it illustrates how innocence is lost in the chaos of political violence and how moral 

choices become muddled in times of crisis. 



 

3. Gendered Violence and the Female Body 

Sidhwa also explores the theme of gendered violence, particularly the exploitation and 

victimization of women during Partition. Women‘s bodies become battlegrounds in the communal 

conflict, with their abduction, rape, and forced conversion representing the ultimate act of violence 

against the ―enemy‖ community. Ayah, as a beautiful and desirable woman, becomes a symbol of this 

violence, as she is kidnapped and forced into a brothel by the very men who once admired her. 

Ayah‘s abduction reflects the broader reality of the tens of thousands of women who were 

abducted during Partition. Sidhwa uses Ayah‘s character to highlight the vulnerability of women during 

times of social and political upheaval. Women like Ayah are reduced to mere objects in the eyes of men 

like Ice-Candy-Man, who view them as symbols of honour and revenge rather than individuals with 

their own agency and autonomy. 

The novel also portrays women‘s resilience and strength in the face of this violence. Lenny‘s 

mother and Godmother, for instance, work tirelessly to rescue abducted women and return them to their 

families. Their efforts underscore the importance of female solidarity and the ways in which women 

sought to heal and rebuild in the aftermath of violence. Through these characters, Sidhwa examines the 

complexities of womanhood during Partition, where women were both victims and agents of survival. 

4. Innocence and Loss 

The theme of innocence and its loss runs throughout Ice-Candy-Man, particularly through the 

character of Lenny, who narrates the novel. As a child, Lenny observes the events of Partition with a 

mixture of curiosity and confusion. She does not fully understand the implications of what is happening 

around her, but her growing awareness of the violence and betrayal surrounding her marks her loss of 

innocence. 

Lenny‘s innocence is shattered when she witnesses the mob‘s violence and when she realizes the 

role she played in Ayah‘s abduction. Her childhood world, once filled with playful interactions and 

harmless observations, becomes tainted by the horrors of Partition. Sidhwa uses Lenny‘s loss of 

innocence as a metaphor for the entire subcontinent‘s loss of innocence during Partition, as once-

peaceful communities were torn apart by hatred and violence. 

5. Identity and Belonging 

Ice-Candy-Man also explores the theme of identity, particularly in relation to the Parsi 

community, to which Lenny‘s family belongs. The Parsis, a small minority in India and Pakistan, are 

portrayed as neutral observers during the communal violence of Partition. Lenny‘s family tries to 



 

maintain a distance from the conflict, viewing themselves as separate from the religious and political 

struggles of the larger Hindu, Muslim, and Sikh communities. 

However, the novel raises questions about identity and belonging in a time of crisis. While the 

Parsi community is not directly involved in the violence, they are still deeply affected by it. Lenny‘s 

family must navigate the dangerous political landscape, and their neutrality is constantly challenged as 

the violence around them escalates. The novel asks important questions about what it means to belong to 

a particular community and how identity is shaped by history and politics. 

Sidhwa also uses the character of Ice-Candy-Man to explore the fluidity of identity. Ice-Candy-

Man changes his identity multiple times throughout the novel, from a charming street vendor to a 

communal fanatic, from a suitor to a kidnapper. His shifting identity reflects the larger instability of the 

time and the ways in which Partition forced individuals to reconsider their loyalties and alliances. 

6. Cultural and Religious Coexistence 

At its core, Ice-Candy-Man is a novel about cultural and religious coexistence, and how quickly 

such harmony can dissolve in the face of political upheaval. Lahore, a city of diverse cultures and 

religions, is a microcosm of pre-Partition India, where Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, and Parsis lived side by 

side. The interactions between Lenny‘s family and their neighbours, as well as between Ayah and her 

admirers from different religious backgrounds, illustrate this harmonious coexistence. 

However, the novel also shows how fragile this coexistence is. As Partition approaches, the deep 

divisions between these communities are laid bare, and the peace that once existed in Lahore is 

shattered. Through the gradual unravelling of relationships and trust, Sidhwa depicts the tragic 

breakdown of a multicultural society, highlighting the devastating effects of religious intolerance and 

political division. 

 2.4 Conclusion 

In conclusion, it can be said that Bapsi Sidhwa‘s Ice-Candy-Man is a rich and deeply layered 

novel that examines the human cost of Partition. Through themes such as communal violence, betrayal, 

gendered violence, innocence and loss, and the complexities of identity, Sidhwa paints a vivid and 

heartbreaking picture of one of the most traumatic events in South Asian history. The novel not only 

explores the political and historical significance of Partition but also delves into the personal and 

emotional toll it took on individuals and communities. By focusing on the lives of ordinary people 

caught in extraordinary circumstances, Sidhwa invites readers to reflect on the lasting scars of Partition 

and the universal themes of survival, betrayal, and resilience. 



 

2.5 Questions 

The following questions can serve as starting points for deeper analysis and discussion of the text: 

8. How does the novel show the impact of Partition on people‘s lives and relationships? What does 

it say about how communities that once lived in peace start to fight each other? 

9. How does the novel show the suffering of women during Partition? What happens to Ayah, and 

how does it represent the broader experience of women in that time? 

10. What makes Lenny, the child narrator, a unique character to tell the story of Partition? How does 

her innocence contrast with the horrors she sees around her? 

11. How do characters in the novel experience betrayal? How does Ice-Candy-Man‘s betrayal of 

Ayah show how the Partition corrupts people? 

12. How does the novel explore identity through Lenny‘s family and the Parsi community? How do 

they try to stay neutral during the conflict, and what challenges do they face? 

13. Ice-Candy-Man changes his role and identity several times in the novel (from ice-cream seller to 

a religious fanatic and more). What does this say about how people change in times of crisis? 

14. How do characters like Ice-Candy-Man, Masseur, and others handle their religious identities 

before and after the violence starts? 

15. How does the novel show the power imbalance between men and women, especially in Ayah‘s 

kidnapping? How are women treated during Partition, and how do they fight back? 

16. Why do you think Sidhwa uses humour in a novel about such a tragic event? How does the 

humour affect the way readers see the violence and suffering? 

17. What role do minor characters like Masseur, Imam Din, and Sher Singh play in the story? How 

do they add to the themes of Partition and communal conflict? 

18. How does Ice-Candy-Ma compare to other Partition novels, like Train to Pakistan by Khushwant 

Singh? What can fiction teach us about history that historical accounts might not? 

19. How do characters in the novel cope with the trauma of Partition? How do they survive, and 

what does the novel show about the psychological effects of such violence? 

20. How do women, like Lenny‘s mother and Godmother, help others survive during the crisis? 

What role does kindness and compassion play in such a violent time? 

21. How does Sidhwa‘s choice of a child narrator (Lenny) change the way we see the story? How 

does this perspective affect how we understand the trauma of Partition? 
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