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Abstract: 

his paper examines Amrita 
Pritam's Pinjar through the 
lenses of trauma, displacement, 

and identity reconstruction, arguing that the 
female body in Partition becomes a contested 
geographical site of violence. Tracing Puro's 
abduction by Rashid and her subsequent 
rejection by her patriarchal family, the study 
reveals how her transformation into "Hamida" 
constitutes not passive subjugation but a 
complex, subaltern reclamation of self. Her 
ultimate refusal to return home signifies a 
radical assertion of agency—choosing her 
reconstructed identity over a society that 
commodified and discarded her.  
 
Abbreviation  

GBV = Gender-Based Violence, IDP = 
Internally Displaced Person, PTSD = Post- 
Traumatic Stress Disorder 

 
Trauma and Female Resilience in Amrita 
Pritam’s Pinjar  

 The 1947 Partition of the Indian 
subcontinent was not merely a geopolitical 
division; it was an epistemological rupture 
that fundamentally altered the social fabric of 

millions. Within the extensive literary output 
documenting this trauma, Amrita Pritam's 
Pinjar (1950) occupies a unique and 
devastating space. While conventional 
historical narratives often focus on statecraft, 
political mandates, andthe mass exodus of 
populations, Pritam shifts the locus of history 
onto the most vulnerable casualty of 
nationalist conflict: the female body. 
 This paper examines Puro's journey 
through the dual lenses of trauma 
displacement and identity reconstruction. It 
argues that in patriarchal societies governed 
by codes of "honor" and "purity," the female 
identity is inherently precarious. When 
displaced by trauma, the woman is forced to 
navigate the complete erasure of her former 
self and must painstakingly reconstruct a new 
identity within the very “skeleton" (Pinjar) of 
her marginalization. 
 
The Geopolitics of the Female Form: An 
Introduction  

 The 1947 Partition of India stands as 
one of the twentieth century's most 
cataclysmic events, displacing nearly fifteen 
million people and claiming over a million 
lives, yet its true cost lies in the profound and 

 T 
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lasting trauma inflicted upon the collective 
psyche of the subcontinent a wound that 
continues to fester in cultural memory. Within 
this vast landscape of suffering, Amrita 
Pritam's Pinjar emerges as a singular 
exploration of the gendered dimensions of 
communal violence, tracing the journey of 
Puro, a Hindu woman abducted by a Muslim 
man, Rashid, as an act of generational 
vengeance shortly before Partition. Through 
this localized act of violence, Pritam 
microcosms the broader national tragedy, 
transforming the female body into a contested 
geographical territory where nationalist 
conflicts are inscribed and fought.  
 The title Pinjar—meaning "skeleton"—
carries profound dual symbolism: it 
represents both the desolate ruin of Puro's 
former self, stripped of identity, family, and 
future after her abduction and subsequent 
rejection by her own patriarchal family, and 
paradoxically, the structural foundation upon 
which a new identity can be rebuilt. This 
study examines the psychological architecture 
of her survival, arguing that the forced 
transition from "Puro" to "Hamida" constitutes 
not passive subjugation but a complex, 
subaltern reconstruction of female identity 
forged through immense suffering and 
resilience. Ultimately, the paper posits that 
Hamida's final refusal to return to her natal 
family—choosing her reconstructed reality 
over a society that commodified and 
abandoned her—represents a radical 
reclamation of agency, asserting that even in 
the depths of absolute erasure, the human 

spirit possesses the formidable capacity to 
reconstruct an unbreakable self from the ruins.  
 
Uprooted Bodies, Erased Histories: Spatial 

and Spiritual Exile  

 Trauma displacement in Pinjar operates 
on two simultaneous axes: the spatial and the 
spiritual. These two forms of exile are 
inextricably intertwined, each reinforcing and 
deepening the other. To understand the full 
magnitude of Puro's suffering, one must 
examine both dimensions of her displacement. 

  
1. The Violence of Relocation 

 Puro's physical abduction constitutes 
the initiating trauma, uprooting her from the 
geography of her childhood—her familial 
home, community, and the familiar landscape 
that shaped her identity—and violently 
relocating her to a space where religious and 
cultural markers are rendered obsolete. The 
village of her birth represents not merely a 
physical location but an entire universe of 
meaning—the rhythms of daily life, rituals of 
worship, and networks of familial and 
communal relationships—all annihilated in a 
single brutal act. Her forcible renaming from 
Puroto Hamida marks the first step in her 
erasure, for a name is the repository of one’s 
history, lineage, and soul; to be stripped of it 
is to be stripped of one's past. More visceral 
still is the tattooing of her skin with 
permanent ink a physical manifestation of her 
new identity that serves multiple purposes: 
marking her as property, preventing escape 
through visible identification, and forever 
inscribing the trauma upon her flesh.  
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 The tattoo becomes a permanent 
reminder that her body is no longer her own, 
that it has been mapped and claimed by 
another, serving as a branding that declares 
her ownership transferred from one 
patriarchal structure to another. 
 
2. The Annihilation of the Past 

 However, the physical displacement is 
only the surface of her exile. The deeper 
trauma lies in the spiritual and 
epistemological displacement. Puro is severed 
from her past the rituals, the family structures, 
and the marital future she had been promised 
are annihilated in an instant. The life that 
awaited her marriage to a man of her 
community, children, the gradual acquisition 
of status as a wife and mother is violently 
taken from her. She is left with no map for her 
future, no framework within which to 
understand her present.  
 This forced relocation is an act of total 
erasure. Rashid does not merely take her 
body; he appropriates her history. Every 
memory she holds, every relationship she 
cherishes, every hope she possesses is 
rendered irrelevant or destroyed. The trauma 
is absolute because she is left without the 
geographical or social coordinates necessary 
to locate her own sense of self. She cannot look 
backward, for her past has been violently 
severed. She cannot look forward, for her 
future has been stolen. She is suspended in a 
terrible present, a liminal space between two 
worlds to which she no longer belongs.  
 

 She becomes a ghost inhabiting her 
own living body—a mere "skeleton" devoid of 
the soul that once defined her. This spiritual 
death is, in many ways, more devastating than 
her physical abduction. The woman who 
returns to her parents' door is not the same 
Puro who was abducted; something essential 
has been broken within her. The trauma has 
fractured her identity to such an extent that 
she no longer recognizes herself. In this state 
of spiritual exile, Puro is caught between 
worlds—neither fully Hindu nor Muslim, 
neither entirely Puro nor yet Hamida. This 
liminality is the essence of her trauma, a state 
of being that defies easy categorization or 
resolution.  
 The spatial and spiritual dimensions of 
her exile are thus inseparable. The physical 
uprooting enables the spiritual erasure, and 
the spiritual erasure makes the physical 
displacement unbearable. Together, they 
constitute a trauma so profound that it 
shatters the very foundations of her identity. 
 
The Sanctuary That Was Not: Betrayal at the 

Threshold 

 Perhaps the most radical critique 
embedded within Pritam's narrative is the 
exploration of secondary trauma—inflicted 
not by the designated "enemy," but by the 
victim’s own community. This secondary 
wound, delivered by those who should have 
been her protectors, proves to be more 
devastating than the initial abduction itself. 
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1. The Closed Door of Home 

 When Puro manages a perilous escape 
from Rashid and returns to the threshold of 
her parents' home, she anticipates sanctuary. 
She has endured unimaginable suffering, and 
her only thought is to return to the safety and 
love of her family. The journey itself is an act 
of extraordinary courage, a testament to her 
will to survive and her faith in the bonds of 
kinship. 
 Instead, she is met with absolute 
rejection. Her parents, bound by the rigid, 
patriarchal dictates of Hindu society, declare 
her "polluted." The honor of the family, they 
believe, has been irreparably tarnished by her 
abduction. It does not matter that she was 
taken against her will, that she was a victim of 
violence, that she has suffered beyond 
measure. In the calculus of patriarchal honor, 
her body has been "defiled," and this 
defilement renders her unfit for reintegration 
into the family. 
 The home that should have been her 
refuge becomes the site of her ultimate 
betrayal. The door that should have opened to 
receive her is slammed shut. The arms that 
should have embraced her push her away. 
This rejection is, in its own way, a second 
abduction—not of her body, but of her soul. It 
confirms what the initial trauma had only 
suggested: that she is no longer worthy of 
love, no longer deserving of protection, no 
longer a member of the human community. 
 

 
 
 

2. Honor as a Female Burden 

 This rejection is the ideological fulcrum 
of the novel. Pritam exposes the gross 
hypocrisy of a society that places the burden 
of communal honor entirely upon the chastity 
of women. Men can fight, kill, and be killed 
without affecting the family's honor; but a 
woman's body, whether violated by force or 
by consent, becomes the measure of the 
family's worth. This double standard reveals 
the profound misogyny underlying the codes 
of honor that govern patriarchal societies.  
 Puro realizes that her identity as a 
beloved daughter was entirely contingent 
upon her bodily "purity." This is a devastating 
revelation. The love she had taken for granted, 
the security she had assumed was 
unconditional, the place she had occupied 
within her family—all of it was conditional 
upon something as fragile and arbitrary as her 
virginity. Once violated—even against her 
will her social currency drops to zero. She is 
no longer a daughter; she is a liability, a 
source of shame, a reminder of the family's 
powerlessness.  
 Her family's refusal to accept her is a 
displacement more profound than the initial 
abduction. The abduction had taken her from 
her home; the rejection ensures that she can 
never return. It cements her exile, 
transforming a temporary separation into a 
permanent banishment. The community that 
should have rallied to her aid becomes the 
agent of her erasure. This is the cruellest irony 
of her fate: she is victimized twice, first by her 
abductor and then by her own family.  
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 She learns that the patriarchal 
structures of both her Hindu family and her 
Muslim captor operate on the same 
fundamental principle: the commodification 
of the female body. In both worlds, women 
are property, their value determined by their 
sexual purity. Whether in the hands of her 
abductor or at the mercy of her family, Puro is 
never treated as a full human being. She is an 
object to be exchanged, guarded, or discarded 
as the needs of patriarchy dictate. She is exiled 
from her past by the very people who were 
morally obligated to protect her, rendering her 
entirely stateless in a spiritual sense. 

 
Dying to Live: The Forging of Hamida 

 Following her rejection, Puro 
undergoes a psychological death. The woman 
who returns to Rashid after being turned 
away by her parents is not the same woman 
who escaped. Something essential has been 
extinguished within her. Yet, paradoxically, 
this death is the precondition for a new life. To 
survive, she must accept the mantle of 
Hamida. However, modern trauma theory 
allows us to read this transition not simply as 
defeat, but as a complex mechanism of 
survival and identity reconstruction. 

 
 1. Surrender as Strategy 

 Hamida is born out of necessity. She 
learns to navigate her new domestic sphere, 
eventually bearing a child with Rashid. While 
society views this as the ultimate 
subjugation—the final surrender of her former 
identity—Pritam nuances this narrative.  

 Hamida's acceptance of her reality is a 
pragmatic adaptation, a strategic choice to 
endure rather than perish. This is not a 
capitulation; it is a survival strategy. Hamida 
recognizes that resistance, in the form of 
passive refusal or active rebellion, will only 
lead to further suffering or death. By accepting 
her situation, she preserves the possibility of a 
future. She learns the rules of her new world 
and plays the role that is expected of her. This 
performance of compliance is, in its own way, 
a form of resistance—a refusal to be destroyed 
by the forces that have sought to annihilate 
her. 
 The birth of her child marks a 
significant turning point. Motherhood gives 
Hamida anew purpose, a new reason to live. 
The child represents continuity, a future that 
stretches beyond her own suffering. Through 
her child, she is able to invest her existence 
with meaning that transcends her trauma. 
This does not erase her pain, but it provides a 
framework within which she can begin to 
rebuild her sense of self. 

 
2. Rebuilding the Self from Ruins 

 She begins to rebuild her cognitive 
framework, moving away from the innocent, 
protected worldview of "Puro" toward the 
hardened, resilient, and deeply empathetic 
worldview of "Hamida." The trauma she 
endures acts as the forge in which a tougher, 
more socially aware identity is cast. The 
suffering she has experienced has given her a 
profound understanding of the human 
capacity for cruelty, but also of the human 
capacity for endurance.  
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 This reconstruction is not a betrayal of 
her former self but an evolution necessitated 
by survival. The "skeleton" of her former 
identity provides the structural framework 
upon which her new self is built. Hamida 
retains the core of Puro's humanity—her 
capacity for compassion, her moral 
consciousness, her will to survive—but she 
builds upon this foundation a new identity 
that is better equipped to navigate the harsh 
realities of her existence.  
 The process of reconstruction is 
agonizing and gradual. Hamida must confront 
the fact that her former self is irretrievably 
lost. She must mourn the death of Puro even 
as she builds the life of Hamida. This 
mourning is an essential part of her healing; 
she must acknowledge her loss before she can 
move beyond it. The novel does not present 
this transition as easy or seamless. Hamida 
struggles with her identity, oscillating 
between the woman she was and the woman 
she has become.  
 Yet, over time, Hamida develops a new 
sense of self that is both continuous with and 
distinct from her former identity. She begins 
to take pride in her resilience, her ability to 
endure what would have broken a lesser 
spirit. She discovers within herself resources 
she did not know she possessed. The trauma 
that was meant to destroy her has, in fact, 
made her stronger. She has been forged in fire, 
and she emerges from the crucible of suffering 
as something new: a woman who has faced 
the abyss and refused to be consumed by it. 
 

3. From Victim to Guardian: Solidarity as 
Resistance 

 As Hamida's new identity crystallizes, 
it manifests not in bitterness, but in a radical 
subaltern solidarity. Having experienced the 
absolute lowest depths of patriarchal 
displacement, she becomes acutely attuned to 
the suffering of other women. Her 
reconstructed identity finds its purpose in 
agency and intervention. This transformation 
from victim to guardian is one of the most 
powerful arcs in the novel. 

 
4. Recognizing the Reflection 

 This is most powerfully demonstrated 
through her interactions with other 
marginalized women, such as the madwoman 
in the village, Taro, and eventually, her own 
sister-in-law, Lajo, who is also abducted 
during the chaos of the Partition riots. Hamida 
recognizes in these women the reflection of 
her own trauma and extends to them the 
compassion and protection she was denied. 
Taro, the madwoman, is a figure of profound 
pathos. She wanders the village, muttering 
incoherently, a living testament to the 
devastating effects of displacement and 
trauma. Hamida sees in Taro what she herself 
might have become had she not found the 
strength to rebuild her identity. This 
recognition compels her to act with kindness, 
offering Taro the simple dignity of human 
connection. In this small act, Hamida reclaims 
a measure of her own humanity.  
 The abduction of Lajo, her sister-in-law, 
represents the repetition of Hamida's own 
trauma. Lajo is taken during the communal 
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violence that accompanies Partition, subjected 
to the same violation that Hamida had 
endured years earlier. But this time, the 
circumstances are different. Hamida is no 
longer a helpless victim; she is a woman who 
has navigated the treacherous waters of 
abduction and survived. She possesses 
knowledge and resources that she did not 
have when she was abducted. 

 
5. The Act of Rescue as Reclamation 

 Hamida does not remain a passive 
victim; she actively risks her own precarious 
safety to track down Lajo and orchestrate her 
rescue. This act of rescue is a form of 
redemption. By saving Lajo, Hamida saves the 
part of herself that was destroyed when she 
was abducted. She gives to Lajo what was 
denied to her: the chance to return to her 
family, to reclaim her identity, to escape the 
fate of a woman who has been violated. By 
facilitating the rescue of Lajo, Hamida 
reclaims her agency. She transforms her 
trauma into a tool for resistance. The 
"skeleton" that she felt she had become is 
reanimated by a powerful, feminist solidarity 
that transcends religious and communal 
boundaries. She becomes a sanctuary for 
others, providing the protection that was so 
brutally denied to her.  
 This solidarity is subaltern in the most 
profound sense. Hamida operates outside the 
structure of official power. She is not a 
political leader or a social reformer; she is a 
woman who uses her personal experience and 
her hard-won resources to help other women. 
Her actions are grounded in a deep 

understanding of the specific vulnerabilities of 
women in patriarchal societies.  
 She knows that the state, the 
community, and the family will not protect 
women; women must protect each other. 
Hamida's solidarity with Lajo is also an act of 
defiance against the communal divisions that 
have caused so much suffering. She does not 
see Lajo as a Hindu woman abducted by a 
Muslim man; she sees a woman who has 
suffered what she herself has suffered. Her 
empathy transcends religious boundaries, 
challenging the very logic that underpinned 
Partition. In this sense, Hamida's actions 
represent a feminist critique of nationalism, 
exposing the ways in which the nation-state’s 
interests are fundamentally at odds with the 
interests of women 

 
Choosing the present over the illusion: the 

final refusal 

 The climax of Pinjar delivers a 
profound statement on the permanence of 
reconstructed identity. When the governments 
of India and Pakistan arrange for the recovery 
of abducted women, Hamida's brother, Ram 
Chand, comes to take her back. The society 
that rejected her is suddenly willing to accept 
her under the new political mandate. This 
moment of potential return forces Hamida to 
confront the most fundamental question of her 
existence: who is she, and to whom does she 
belong? 
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1. The Return of the Repressed Past 

 The arrival of her brother represents the 
intrusion of a past that had already 
pronounced her dead.  
 The family that once turned her away 
now seeks her return, not out of love or guilt, 
but because political circumstances have 
shifted. The governments of India and 
Pakistan, in a gesture of humanitarian 
concern, have mandated the return of 
abducted women to their families of origin. 
RamChand, motivated by a mixture of familial 
obligation and social pressure, comes to 
reclaim his sister.  
 Their conditional acceptance exposes 
the opportunism embedded within patriarchal 
structures. The same family that found Puro 
"polluted" and unworthy of return is prepared 
to welcome her back, not because they have 
had a change of heart, but because the state 
has decreed that abducted women should be 
returned. The family’s willingness to accept 
her is contingent upon external validation; 
they have not undergone any moral 
transformation. This conditional acceptance is, 
in its own way, as degrading as the original 
rejection. Hamida confronts her brother with 
the painful history of her rejection. She 
reminds him that when she came to their 
parents' door, she was turned away. She asks 
him what has changed. His inability to 
provide a satisfactory answer exposes the 
hypocrisy of the family's position. They want 
her back now only because the political winds 
have shifted. 
 
 

2. The Power of Saying "No" 

 In a defining act of self-determination, 
Hamida refuses to return. This refusal is the 
ultimate culmination of her identity 
reconstruction.  
 She recognizes that the "Puro" they are 
looking for died the night she was turned 
away from her parents' door. To return would 
be to validate the society that discarded her 
and to accept a fragile, conditional acceptance. 
Hamida's refusal is not born of bitterness or 
revenge; it is born of a clear-eyed recognition 
of her own worth. She understands that the 
family that rejected her would never truly 
accept her. She would always be the 
"polluted" woman, the victim, the reminder of 
the family's shame. She would be accepted as 
a charity case, not as a beloved daughter. This 
is not the life she wants or deserves. 
 Instead, she chooses the reality she has 
built. She chooses Rashid, who, despite his 
original sin, has shown genuine remorse and 
partnership, and she chooses her child. By 
rejecting the illusion of her past, Hamida 
claims ownership of her present. She asserts 
that her identity is no longer defined by the 
community that abandoned her but by the life 
she has constructed through immense 
suffering and resilience. The refusal is also an 
act of profound self-knowledge. Hamida has 
spent years reconstructing her identity, 
learning to live as Hamida. She knows who 
she is, what she has endured, and what she 
has become. To return to her family would be 
to undo all of this work, to revert to a state of 
dependence and vulnerability. She refuses to 
be defined by her trauma, and in this refusal, 
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she achieves a measure of freedom that the 
"Puro" of her youth could never have 
imagined.  
 Hamida's choice also represents a 
rejection of the nation-state's claim over her 
body. The governments of India and Pakistan, 
in their efforts to "recover" abducted women, 
were engaged in a project of national 
reconstruction. Women's bodies were being 
used to symbolically restore the purity of the 
nation. Hamida's refusal to be "recovered" is a 
rejection of this nationalist project. She refuses 
to be a symbol, a pawn in the great game of 
national identity. She insists on being a 
person, a woman with her own desires and 
choices. 
 
Conclusion: The Unbreakable Skeleton of 
Survival 

 Amrita Pritam's Pinjar ultimately 
asserts that while trauma can violently 
displace woman and shatter her identity, the 
human spirit possesses the formidable 
capacity to reconstruct a new, unbreakable self 
from the ruins. The female body, once 
contested territory mapped by the violence of 
nations and patriarchies, becomes the site of a 
quiet but radical reclamation—a home built 
not on the geography of birth, but on the 
architecture of survival.  
 The novel offers no easy resolutions. 
Hamida's life is not a story of triumphant 
victory; it is a story of survival against 
overwhelming odds. The scars of her trauma 
remain with her, as permanent as the tattoo on 
her skin. Yet she has transformed those scars 
into sources of strength. She has built a life 

that, while different from the one she 
imagined, is meaningful and dignified.  
 Pritam's novel transcends its historical 
moment to offer a timeless meditation on 
resilience, agency, and the indomitable will to 
define oneself beyond the labels imposed by 
family, religion, and nation. In Hamida's 
journey, we witness the profound truth that 
identity is not a fixed inheritance but a 
continuous act of becoming—even when that 
becoming rises from the ashes of absolute loss. 
In the final analysis, Pinjar is a testament to 
the power of the human spirit to endure, 
adapt, and transcend. It is a reminder that 
even in the darkest moments, the possibility of 
reconstruction remains. Hamida's journey 
from victim to survivor to guardian is a story 
of hope, a story that speaks to the resilience of 
women everywhere who have been displaced, 
violated, and marginalized. Her refusal to be 
defined by her trauma is an act of resistance 
that resonates far beyond the specific context 
of Partition. It is a universal statement about 
the right of every person to define their own 
identity, to choose their own future, and to 
reclaim their own humanity. 
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