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Abstract 
 The declaration of the Partition of India and Pakistan was one of the painful divisions. The Partition of 
the sub-continent was one of the most distressing and bloodiest massacres in the history. Ritu Menon and 
Kamla Bhasin in Borders and Boundaries defined Partition, “as the unfortunate outcome of sectarian and 
separatist politics and as a tragic accompaniment to the exhalation and promise of a freedom fought for 
with courage and valor” (3). It caused fissures among the people and countries. The intensity of violence 
and the brutality held at the time of Partition was the matter of conversation in literature and also in this 
proposed paper in one of Partition novel Pinjar by Amrita Pritam.  The critic Joan Scott mentioned about 
women’s history and their subsidiary role in Partition history in “Women’s History and the Rewriting of 
History” commenting that “the aim of the enterprise is to make women a focus of enquiry, a subject of the 
story, and an agent of the narrative (36).” The aim is to look and analyze Partition literature from feminist 
perspective. The genocidal violence was held and resulted into the clean sweep of communities and 
people. The protagonist Pooro in the story embarks the vulgar face of society, when she suffered in the 
hands of Muslim person. This historical document exposes the scathing face of society to study alteration 
in the disposition of Pooro and her whole passage of transformation. The entire journey of shift and 
reversal of Pooro made her slightly out of her psyche and sometimes found her in an ambitious state. The 
paper analyzes and traces down the reversal in the life of the protagonist, Pooro. 
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 The association between literature and society has been innate since time 
immemorial. The society is replicated through the writings of the writers who expressed it 
with seriousness and profoundness. The Partition of the Indian sub-continent is one such 
historical fact. The Partition of the Indian sub-continent was announced by Lord 
Mountbatten on 3rd June, 1947. The declaration of the splitting of the continent leads to 
mass exodus of people. This exodus leads to brutal killings on both sides. That is why the 
separation is often remembered as one of the bloodiest massacre in the history of India. 
The people moved to other safer parts of the country despite of their respective religion. It 
was believed that religion was the basic factor through which people have to label 
themselves and move to their allotted country. The two nation- theory was proposed by 
Syed Ahmad Khan, who was also known as the architect of this theory. This theory 
proposed that Hindus and non-Hindus would preferably be separate nations. The theory 
also propounded that Hindus and Muslims would preferably live in India and Pakistan 
respectively. This theory was the basis of the Partition of the country in 1947.    

According to the two nation theory, it was decided that all Hindus have to migrate to 
India and all Muslims have to migrate to Pakistan. The whole setting of this mass migration 
created the chaos for the people and nation too. This political situation also created a rift 
among the people, who earlier lived in brotherhood. The repercussions of the Partition 
were unforgettable. The bruised memories bring the horrible descriptions of massive 
bloodshed and killings. The mayhem created at that time was a major reason of carnage in 
the contemporary time. The history was occupied with the black marks and the memoirs 
which are enough to narrate the atrocities held at that time on people and especially the 
women.  

Among the people the most commonly affected group was women. They were the 
worst sufferers of this discord. Though the religion became the prime reasons of division, 
but in case of women, they belonged to no religion. The literature of the Partition witnessed 
many of these women. Amrita Pritam was one of such sufferer, who migrated to England 
during Partition. Her novella Pinjar (1950) translated by Khushwant Singh as Skelton 
(2009) depicts the untold story of the reminiscences of the Partition. This novel is featured 
into an award winning Hindi movie Pinjar directed by Chandra Prakash Dwivedi in 1970. 
The story was set up in the backdrop of the Partition and revolves around the suppression 
of women during that time. The trauma, distress and sufferings of the women were 
unexplainable which Pritam conveyed through her novel. The position of women in this 
novel was poor and destitute. The subaltern and subjugated condition of women was 
reported in the novel. 

Keeping in view with the forewent the critic Gayatri Spivak with reference to women’s 
subaltern condition in her seminal essay Can the Subaltern Speak (1988) engages with the 
forms of agency available to subaltern women through their participation in the nationalist  
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struggle in India. In her essay, she highlights the condition of subaltern women. She was 
very decisive in naming ‘women’ as subaltern and marginalized. However, she emphasized 
upon the fact that the subaltern woman cannot speak because the voice and agency of 
subaltern women are so embedded in patriarchal codes of moral conduct that even when 
they attempt to speak, their speech and acts are interpreted within the same boundaries 
which they were trying to negotiate. Spivak was very definite in categorizing women as 
marginalized because in her essay she had quoted the example of ‘sati’. The process of self- 
immolation on the death of husband of the women is described as sati. So referring to that 
case she made to realize that women cannot speak and thus she is subaltern. She thus lies 
at the periphery where men lie at the centre and she is forced to obey the patriarchal set 
up.  
 Amrita Pritam dexterously depicted the characters, and especially women 
characters of both sides, India and Pakistan. The novelists who worked in the area of 
Partition Literature especially in gendered study were unbiased in projecting women as 
Hindu, Muslim or Sikh. Pinjar is the story of abduction and transformation of Pooro into a 
Muslim woman, Hamida. Pooro, who was kidnapped, married forcibly and then tend to live 
with Muslim guy, named Rashid. The story of Pooro’s transformation and her complete 
reversal was the matter of discussion. The psychological effects upon her were hazardous. 
Her mind was still in her mother’s home. She was engaged to Ramchand earlier, but destiny 
turns Pooro to another man Rashid. The old revenge of Rashid’s ancestors made Pooro to 
sacrifice her entire life. The act of vengeance made her to realize that she was a woman 
who was a vulnerable target. She questioned to Rashid, “If my uncle abducted your aunt, 
what fault was that of mine?” (Pinjar18). Commenting upon how women’s body was 
considered as means of contrivance, critic Sangeeta Ray in En-Gendering India remarks:  

The raped female body encompasses the sexual economy of desire that is denied in 
the mythologization of the purity of one’s own ethnic, religious, and national 
gendered subject. The inevitably of rape leaves a women with the “choice” of 
committing suicide so that she can be accommodated within the narrative of the 
nation as a legitimate and pure-albeit dead citizen. Those who survive rape are 
refused to entry into the domestic sphere of the new nation…the purity of the family 
mirrors the purity of the nation, and the raped woman cannot be the vehicle of the 
familial metaphor the enables the narration of the nation. (135-136)                                                                                                                               

 Pooro has been shown as a victim and as weak creature in the hands of man who 
possessed her. In the similar vein, the query of Pooro mentioned about the constrained 
anger and pain that she went through. The mental trauma of Pooro made her ill and also 
she was not able to accept Rashid as her husband. She begged to Rashid many times for 
sending her back to her family in Rattoval. Rashid then mentioned that she was not a part 
of that family anymore. But Pooro didn’t realize his suggestion and one day she escaped to  
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her family to meet her parents. She was totally shattered when her mother gave a cold 
response and requested her to go back to Rashid.  
 Pooro was not able to accept this fact that her family rejected her. Her mother asked 
her about her future and she says in the novel; “Who will marry you now? You have lost 
your religion and your birthright. If we dare to help you, you will be wiped out without a 
trace of blood left behind to tell of our fate.” (22) And on hearing this Pooro replied, “Then 
destroy me with your own hands” (22). These words of Pooro explain the pain and anguish 
which she undergoes. Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin in their book Borders and Boundaries 
discussed about the consequences of the Partition on the mind and body of the women. 
They referred to ‘women’s sexuality’ as,  

it had been violated by abduction, transgressed by enforced conversion and 
marriage and exploited by impermissible cohabitation and reproduction was at the 
centre and debates around national duty, honor, identity and citizenship in a secular 
and democratic India. (20) 

 Pooro was completely crushed to a lifeless object with no feelings. She was not able 
to believe that her family had disowned her. Also this episode clearly marks that the 
women ultimately belong to the caste and religion of the man who possesses her, either 
father or husband. She was earlier a Hindu girl but after abduction she became Muslim. The 
inner conflict and clash within her was uncertain. She was not able to accept her new 
transformation. She tried to fit among her new identity but when she met her fiancé all her 
reminiscences became fresh because she loved him. Then she cried bitterly and cursed 
himself for what was happened to her. In this context we can also refer to Kirsten Holst 
Peterson and Anna Rutherfold term “double colonization.” By this term it was clear that 
women were suffering from double oppression, in terms of patriarchy and colonialism. The 
women were forced and in fact they have the tendency to face the oppressive side. 
Patriarchy was prevalent there in the society and so as the gender issue. The double 
colonization is very much suited here in the context of post colonial feminism.  
 Post colonial Feminism is concerned with the representation of women in colonized 
countries. The depiction of women in colonial world refers many issues basically focusing 
on gender oppression. The scenario of the cities was very horrible. Hindus were butchering 
Muslims and vice versa. And in the background of Partition some communalists took 
benefit of this awful situation that they made women as their targets. The men changed 
into communal demons who ravished women for the sake of retribution and honor. This 
thing is highlighted through the character of Pooro that how she was treated and marked 
chaste on the basis of her physical body. She was kidnapped and abducted by Rashid and 
spending days with Muslim ultimately inquired her and changed into Hamida. Her honor 
and reputation was directly linked to the men she was living with. Urvashi Butalia 
commenting in her book, The Other Side of Silence; 
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In each of these instances, partition stories and memories were used selectively by 
the aggressors: Militant Hindus were mobilized using the one sided argument that 
Muslims had killed Hindus at Partition, they had raped Hindu women, and so they 
must in turn be killed, and their women subjected to rape. (07)                                                                                      

 The incident in Pooro’s life was like a hurricane which destroyed everything for her. 
Her dreams and desires were perished. Partition was also looked as tormenting family 
relationship. Pooro was left alone to face this dual suppression of family loss and her own 
changed identity. The conversion of Pooro to Hamida completely traumatized her 
personality. Out of so many consequences of Partition, this aspect of changed identity was 
also one of them. Bhasin and Menon justified this outline of Partition by remarking that; 

The figure of the abducted woman became symbolic of crossing borders, of violating 
social, cultural and political boundaries. The extent and nature of violence that 
women were subjected to when communities conflagrated, highlights not only their 
particular vulnerability at such times, but an overarching patriarchal consensus that 
emerges on how to dispose of the troublesome question of women sexuality.  (20)                                                                                       

 Pooro comprehended that in short span of time everything was changed for her. 
Pooro now realized that a woman is a single entity with no religion and family. She always 
acquires a secondary position in society. The patriarchy covers all other aspects of society. 
Dr. Maurya in his article “Feminism: A Core Concept”, in Feminism in Indian Writing in 
English referred to the creation of women traditionally. ‘Historically, speaking woman is 
what man has made her, a weaker sex. She is a creature neither ‘decisive nor constant,’ says 
St. Augustine. The origin of woman in various scriptures of the world also denotes her 
subordinate position.’ (11) French feminist Beauvoir maintains in Second Sex that women is 
to man ‘a sexual being’, a female by virtue of a certain lack of qualities, ‘ a natural 
defectiveness’, ‘ an incidental being’ and above all she is ‘the other’. She is woman in virtue 
of her anatomy and physiology. (12) The point here lies that women lacked from male 
contemplation and respect in history. That part was missing either from history or other 
narratives.  
 Pooro’s mother gave the reference that if her husband came to know about her 
arrival in their home, the results would be hazardous. The panic of the family made Pooro’s 
mother more serious and uncertain. The infringement of all relations was seen here. The 
persuasion of mother made Pooro realize about her insignificance in the family. Her 
mother said, ‘Daughter, it would have been better if you had died at birth! If the Shaikhs 
find you here they will kill your father and your brothers. They will kill all of us.’ (22) 
            Thus, the family ultimately refused to accept her. Instead, Pooro’s mother requested 
her to leave the house soon otherwise there will be an impending danger over her brother  
and father. The ultimate change of the character started from here when she returned to 
Rashid’s house. And after some days Rashid married her. This is not the pathetic end of  
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Pooro’s story, but Rashid tattooed ‘Hamida’ on Pooro’s hand. This event troubled Pooro 
and she was in chaos about her own identity. Pritam remarked in the novel, ‘in parent’s 
home, everyone still called her Pooro. At other times she was Hamida. It was a double life. 
Hamida by day, Pooro by night’ (25). This statement of Pritam questioned about the 
identity of women. Also the ambivalent life of women was highlighted and how within the 
course of time the entire identity of a woman was changed by marking a tattoo on her 
hand. Menon and Bhasin in Borders and Boundaries analyzed,  

the religion–based division of the country anticipated many of the questions that 
trouble us now across the continent: ethnicity, communalism, the rise of religious 
fundamentalism and cultural nationalism. Sharply, but poignantly, Partition posed 
the question of ‘belonging’ in a way that polarized choice and allegiance aggravating 
old and new antagonisms. Subsequent contestations have reviewed and rephrased 
the question in even more complex ways, and how it is answered has far-reaching 
implications for women. (21)     

             The religion was made the criteria for the separation and the division. That is why 
Pooro was left to witness the distress situations prevailing in the countries. Pooro was left 
to spent rest of her life in delusion and trauma. Also, her transformation to Hamida 
completely devastated her without any emotions and feelings. Amrita Pritam defined her 
being as in novel’s title as Skelton (A cage of bones). Her existence was in doubt that she 
belonged to which world. Pritam describes the character of Pooro by saying, ‘in reality she 
was neither one nor the other she was just a skeleton, without a shape or a name.’ (25) The 
character was left in dilemma and lost her identity between Hindu and Muslim. This is not 
only limited to Pooro but resembles to all those women who were abducted and forcefully 
changed. Those women were left to strangle between two religions. Their identities and 
personality were stipulated to the men they belong. Also, these women were haunted by 
their past till their lives. Further in the story she completely bears a similitude to that of a 
skeleton without any impression. Pritam defined her as; ‘She is neither young nor 
attractive; she is just a lump of flesh without a mind to go with it…a living skeleton…a 
lunatic skeleton…a skeleton picked to its bones by kites and vultures.’ (52) 
 The following assertion of Pinjar is analyzed by reading the critical appreciation of 
Chandra Mohanty, who is a postcolonial feminist. She writes in her seminal essay Under 
Western Eyes about the differentiation done to women. She states that these women are 
depicted in writing as victims of masculine control. The issue here is that women 
throughout the world are feeling the same problem of bondage in patriarchy. Mohanty gave 
her description about the third world women and western feminists. This western feminist 
discourse defines third world women as subjects “outside” social relation instead of 
looking at the war these women are constituted these social structures. Third world 
women is different from Western feminists in many ways as third world women are  
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religious, family oriented, illiterate and domestic. But western feminists differentiate from 
third world women discursively representing themselves as being sexually liberated, free 
minded and in control of their own lives. 
 Bhasin, Menon and Butalia studied about the women issues and particularly about 
gendered violence during partition time in detail. They all worked for acknowledging 
women and they tried to look the history from female perspectives rather than male 
centric. According to Kamla Bhasin in Understanding Gender, she believes that, ‘to change 
women’s position it is necessary to challenge patriarchal structures and ideologies. 
Because of gender-subordination women continue to require special attention.’ (62)        
 The repercussions of the Partition and the former days were so wretched that the 
bruised marks were fresh and intact till today. The novella explicitly explained the 
specifications of the Partition and the perilous condition at the time of separation of the 
continent. In fact, the paper attempts to sketch out the conversion of Pooro to Hamida. 
Describing the mental agony and distressing inner conflict of this period of disillusionment, 
Khushwant Singh remarks in a talk show in Australian broadcasting Commission’s in Guest 
of Honour programme which broadcasted on 5th April, 1964, 

The beliefs that I cherished all my life were shattered. I had believed in the innate 
goodness of the common man. But the division of India had been accompanied by 
the most savage massacres known in the history of the country…I had believed that 
we Indians were peace loving and non- violent, that we were concerned with 
matters of the spirit, while the rest of the world was involved in the pursuit of 
material things. After the experience of the autumn of 1947, I could no longer 
subscribe to these views.  

 The spotlight of the men and the communities were to take revenge from the rival 
parties by humiliating their women. This was one of the best and simpler ways in that time 
to make community conscious and alert. Disrespecting and humiliating the women of any 
community is not the solution of the problem. The Partition has created rift between 
people who were dear to them. The psychological pressure and mental turmoil drastically 
transform the people and their loved ones. Jill Didur in her work Unsettling Partition: 
Literature, Gender and Memory feels about the violence faced by women that the silence 
found in women’s account of sectarian violence that accompanied Partition was “a sign of 
their inability to find a language to articulate their experiences without invoking 
metaphors of purity and pollution.” (Didur 2006)  
 Thus, the present paper comprehended the women character. The conversion of 
Hindu Girl to a Muslim girl was studied critically in the light of different theorist. The 
conduct of Pooro by Rashid was premeditated. The change in the character of Pooro to  
Hamida made her to live rest of her life in a query, that where did she belong? This 
assumption was left for the readers in different partition stories to reveal and find how  
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many other Pooro were left in apparition. The study entails about the belonging of women. 
Also, that woman whether from Hindu, Muslim or Sikh was just a women and nothing else. 
She was targeted and used as a contrivance. These all facts were analyzed and justified by 
the role of Pooro in Pinjar.  
 Pritam does not just grieve over the vulnerability of women in the upheavals of 
history, but piercingly looking through the minute layers of the history of which women 
have been missed out. Many events especially of women victimization and persecution 
were not reported and buried with the dead bodies of women. The microscopic layers of 
the history were unveiled through many narratives which are not even accounted and 
recorded in the history. Thus, Pritam has tried to show that women suffered during 
partition and after Partition. Some died because of violence and others died to save their 
honor.   
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