
 

 

Critical Analysis of Amrita Pritam’s Pinjar against the the 

backdrop of Indian Partition     

Introduction 

One of the most potent literary depictions of the anguish, 

gendered violence, and psychological destruction brought about 

by India's 1947 Partition is Amrita Pritam's Pinjar (1950). Pinjar 

(literally The Skeleton), a Punjabi novel that was later translated 

into a number of other languages, examines the human cost of 

intercommunal strife, paying special attention to women's bodies 

as disputed locations of patriarchal and religious violence. 

Pritam's book offers a feminist and humanist critique of history by 

highlighting the marginalized voices of women and marginal 

people, in contrast to nationalist or political narratives that exalt 

Partition as a historical necessity. Pinjar by Amrita Pritam is a 

landmark Partition book that delves into identity crises, gender 

persecution, and human suffering beyond political history.  

The novel critiques communalism, patriarchy, and nationalist 

ideologies, advocating instead for empathy, humanism, and 

ethical responsibility. Pinjar remains a powerful reminder that 

the true victims of Partition were not just nations, but individual 

human lives, particularly women whose bodies became 

battlegrounds of history. 

 

 

Historical Context: The Trauma of Partition  

One of the biggest mass migrations in history occurred as a result 

of the 1947 Partition of India, which split British India into 

India and Pakistan. One million people were killed in 

intercommunal violence, and between 14 and 15 million people 

were displaced. 

Women suffered disproportionately: many were forced into 

marriages, raped, kidnapped, and killed for honor. Later, the 

state made an effort to "recover" the women who had been 

kidnapped, frequently disregarding their agency and lived 

reality.  

 



 

 

Pinjar is a direct result of this historical tragedy and captures the 

lived realities of women who were harmed by both patriarchal 

systems and communal violence 

Plot Overview and Symbolism of “Pinjar” 

Overview of the Story and Significance of "Pinjar"  

Rashid, a Muslim man, kidnaps Puro, a Hindu girl, as payback 

for an old family quarrel at the heart of the book. She is made to 

live in a Muslim home and given the new name Hamida. She is 

rejected by her family because they view her as "polluted," and 

society does not allow her to return. 

The meaning of the title Pinjar (Skeleton) is:  

• The death and emptiness of identity • Women's 

dehumanization  

• A society's moral foundation devoid of humanity due to 

violence 

Partition as a Backdrop of Chaos and Moral Collapse 

Pritam portrays Partition not merely as a political event but as a 

moral and ethical catastrophe. Communal hatred transforms 

ordinary people into perpetrators of violence. 

The novel shows: 

• Neighbours turning against neighbours 

• Religious identity replacing human identity 

• Lawlessness and the breakdown of social norms 

Partition becomes a metaphor for fractured identities, where 

borders cut across families, communities, and even the human 

conscience. 

Feminist Perspective: Women as Victims of Patriarchy and 

Communalism 

1. The Female Body as Territory and Gendered Violence  

In Pinjar, women's bodies are used as symbols of retaliation and 

communal honor. Puro's kidnapping is a generational act of 

patriarchal revenge rather than personal. 

Historical truth is reflected in this, where:  

• Women were kidnapped in order to degrade competing 



 

 

communities. • Rape was employed as a tool in intercommunal 

conflict.  

• For "honor," women were coerced into marriages or committed 

suicide.  

By highlighting the ways in which women are sacrificed for male 

pride and collective identity, Pritam challenges this ingrained 

patriarchy. 

2. Puro/Hamida’s Identity Crisis 

Puro’s transformation into Hamida represents the fragmentation 

of identity during Partition. She becomes: 

• A Hindu girl by birth 

• A Muslim wife by force 

• A social outcast in both communities 

Her struggle is psychological and existential, symbolising the loss 

of selfhood in times of historical rupture. 

3. Female Agency and Moral Strength 

Despite victimisation, Puro evolves into a morally courageous 

figure. She: 

• Accepts her new identity 

• Helps other abducted women escape 

• Rejects patriarchal definitions of honour 

Her refusal to return to her Hindu family at the end is a radical 

assertion of agency, challenging nationalist and patriarchal 

narratives that saw women as passive victims to be “recovered.” 

Humanism Beyond Religious Boundaries 

One of the novel’s most striking aspects is Pritam’s humanist 

vision. Rashid, initially a perpetrator, becomes a complex figure 

capable of remorse and kindness. 

The novel refuses simplistic Hindu-Muslim binaries and instead 

shows: 

• The universality of suffering 



 

 

• The shared humanity of victims and perpetrators 

• The absurdity of communal hatred 

Pritam thus critiques religious nationalism and advocates 

ethical humanism over sectarian identity. 

Critique of Nation-State and Patriarchal Nationalism 

Pinjar implicitly critiques the newly formed nation-states of India 

and Pakistan. The recovery of abducted women by state agencies 

is portrayed as another form of control over women’s bodies, 

ignoring their choices and emotional realities. 

The novel exposes: 

• How nationalism often reproduces patriarchal control 

• How women’s voices are erased in historical narratives 

• The tension between individual identity and national 

identity 

Narrative Technique and Literary Style 

Realism and Trauma Narrative 

Pritam employs stark realism to depict violence, displacement, 

and psychological trauma. Her language is simple yet deeply 

evocative, capturing the emotional devastation of ordinary lives. 

Symbolism 

• Pinjar (Skeleton): moral emptiness 

• Borders and migration: fractured identities 

• Religious conversion: loss and reconstruction of self 

Female-Centred Narrative 

The novel shifts historiography from political leaders to subaltern 

female experiences, aligning it with feminist historiography and 

postcolonial literature. 

 

 

Postcolonial and Feminist Critical Interpretations 



 

 

From a postcolonial perspective, Pinjar critiques colonial 

partition policies and the artificial creation of borders that 

destroyed centuries-old coexistence. 

From a feminist perspective, the novel: 

• Deconstructs patriarchal notions of honour 

• Challenges the victim narrative by granting women agency 

• Exposes gendered violence in nationalist conflicts 

Scholars often read Pinjar as an early South Asian feminist text 

that re-writes Partition history from a woman’s perspective. 


