
Volume 11 Issue 6                                              @ 2025 IJIRCT | ISSN: 2454-5988 

 

IJIRCT2512004 International Journal of Innovative Research and Creative Technology (www.ijirct.org) 1 

 

Partition and Female Suffering: A Study of 

Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan 
 

Piyush Bhaira1, Dr. Sheeshpal Singh2 

 

1Research Scholar, 1Dept. of English, SKD University, Hanumangarh. 
2Research Supervisor, Assistant Professor, SKD University, Hanumangarh. 

 

Partition, Gender, and the Background of Violence 

The 1947 Partition of India remains one of the most painful events in modern South Asian history, marked by 

mass displacement, communal killings, and the destruction of shared social life. While Partition affected every 

section of society, women suffered in ways that were far deeper and more personal. Their bodies became the 

sites on which revenge, honour, and communal hatred were enacted. They were attacked not only to harm 

them individually but to injure the pride and identity of entire communities. In this way, women became 

unwilling symbols of political and religious tensions they never created. 

 

Historical studies by Ritu Menon, Kamla Bhasin, and Urvashi Butalia show that nearly seventy-five thousand 

women were abducted during this period, many raped, sold, or forcibly married. Families regularly killed 

their own daughters to prevent them from being dishonoured by rival communities. This historical reality 

forms the emotional and moral background of Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan. Though the novel is 

short and written in simple language, it captures the intense fear, silence, and uncertainty that surrounded 

women’s lives during the Partition. Singh does not give direct descriptions of sexual violence, yet the novel 

remains filled with an atmosphere where danger constantly hangs over women. The silence within the 

narrative mirrors the silence of actual history, where female experiences were rarely recorded. 

 

Mano Majra and the Collapse of Communal Harmony 

Mano Majra, the small border village at the centre of the novel, initially appears untouched by the political 

storms blowing across India. Singh deliberately portrays it as a peaceful place where Sikhs and Muslims share 

festivals, property, and mutual respect. This harmony reflects the real cultural landscape of Punjab, where 

communities lived side by side for centuries. However, the arrival of Partition breaks this structure 

completely. The village begins to change once the “ghost train” arrives with the corpses of Muslim refugees, 

including women and children. The image of this silent train, arriving without survivors, signals the entry of 

real violence into Mano Majra.  

 

Khushwant Singh does not describe the wounds or the brutality inflicted upon the women in the train, but the 

absence of detail creates a more disturbing effect. The women in the train, though unnamed, represent 

thousands of women who were raped, mutilated, and killed during their forced migration. This event also 

destroys the village’s belief that they are safe; it becomes clear that women,because of their gender and their 

community identity will be the first to suffer the consequences of rising communal hatred. Their silent 

presence inside the train becomes a powerful reminder of how violence targeted women even when they had 

no role in the conflict. It also shows that during Partition, women’s bodies became the easiest and most 

common site on which communities expressed revenge and hatred. 

 

Nooran and the Gendered Burden of Partition 

Nooran, the young Muslim girl loved by Juggut Singh, becomes the emotional centre through which female 

suffering is quietly represented. She speaks little, appears in only a few scenes, and yet carries a symbolic 

weight much larger than her presence. Her pregnancy with Jugga’s child represents hope, continuity, and a 

future that could have existed if Partition had not intervened. However, when tensions rise, Nooran’s identity 

is no longer defined by her personal relationships. She becomes, in the eyes of the community, simply “a 
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Muslim woman,” and this label alone is enough to endanger her life. She is forced to leave Mano Majra with 

her father, and her migration is marked by uncertainty, vulnerability, and complete lack of agency. 

 

Like thousands of women who travelled in refugee caravans, Nooran is not in control of her destiny. Her 

silence reflects the historical silencing of women’s experiences during Partition. She does not return to Mano 

Majra, and the novel never tells us what happens to her: this uncertainty is itself a representation of the 

countless unresolved stories of women who disappeared during the violence. Nooran’s character becomes a 

reminder that female suffering is often hidden, incomplete, and rarely documented. 

 

Honour, Patriarchy, and the Weight Placed on Women 

One of the most painful realities of Partition, and one that Singh captures sharply, is the idea that women carry 

the honour of the entire community. Instead of being protected for their own safety, they become symbols 

whose “purity” must be preserved at any cost. Singh includes references to Sikh families preparing to kill 

their own daughters to prevent them from being captured by Muslims. Such episodes may seem extreme, but 

historians like Butalia and Menon record many similar cases across Punjab.  

 

The tragedy lies in the fact that communities were ready to sacrifice the lives of their own women to defend 

an abstract idea of honour. Even Hukum Chand, the magistrate, exposes the hypocrisy of this honour system. 

Although he holds a respectable public position, he frequently exploits young women for his own pleasure. 

His private guilt and public cowardice reveal how deeply patriarchal society failed the women it claimed to 

protect. Through characters like Hukum Chand and the gossiping village elders, Singh shows how women, 

even before Partition, had limited freedom, and during Partition, that limited freedom turned into complete 

helplessness. Their lives were controlled by decisions made by men,fathers, soldiers, mobs and their suffering 

was treated as a community issue rather than a personal tragedy. 

 

Jugga’s Sacrifice and Women’s Lack of Agency 

The climax of the novel, where Juggut Singh sacrifices his life to stop the attack on the refugee train, is often 

remembered as a powerful symbol of humanity rising above communal hatred. Jugga’s final act ensures that 

Nooran, along with several Muslim women and children, escapes to safety. While this moment is heroic, it 

also highlights a painful truth: Nooran’s survival depends entirely on Jugga’s actions. She has no role in 

shaping her own future. She does not know about Jugga’s sacrifice, nor does she participate in the events that 

lead to it. Her fate is decided by men ,her father, the mob, the political leaders, and finally Jugga. 

 

The pattern reflects the real gendered structure of Partition, where women rarely had control over their safety, 

movement, or choices. Priya Kumar notes that many Partition stories put men in the foreground as active 

agents while women remain silent bearers of suffering. Train to Pakistan fits this model clearly. The emotional 

strength of Jugga’s sacrifice is undeniable, but at the same time, it reminds us that women like Nooran were 

never allowed true agency; they were acted upon, moved, protected, or endangered by the decisions of others. 

 

Women as Symbols of Memory, Loss, and Historical Silence 

Partition literature often struggles to express the depth of trauma experienced by ordinary people, especially 

women, because their stories were rarely recorded with honesty or detail in official documents. Khushwant 

Singh captures this difficulty by representing women as silent symbols of the emotional wounds carried by 

an entire generation. The absence of female voices in the public sphere becomes, in the novel, a reminder of 

how women’s suffering was either ignored or deliberately hidden.  

 

The silence is not just a literary technique; it reflects the real historical experience where women’s pain was 

pushed into private spaces, away from political debates and national narratives. Nooran’s disappearance from 

the story, the unnamed women on the ghost train, and the guilt-filled memories that haunt Hukum Chand all 

point toward a world where women experience violence but rarely receive recognition for their suffering. 

Their trauma becomes part of the collective memory of Partition, shaping the emotional landscape of the novel 

in ways that statistics and political speeches cannot. By presenting women as bearers of silent grief, Singh 
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emphasizes that the true cost of Partition was not only the loss of land or life but also the permanent scars 

carried by those who had no power to protect themselves. 

 

Patriarchal Power, Fear, and the Control of Women’s Bodies 

Partition did not create patriarchy, but it clearly exposed how deeply it already existed in society and how 

quickly it could turn violent when communities felt threatened. In Train to Pakistan, Khushwant Singh shows 

that women were the first ones to lose control over their bodies and choices once fear entered ordinary life. 

Families began restricting their daughters, hiding them, or planning desperate steps to “save” them from 

dishonour. These decisions were not driven by the well-being of women but by the belief that women carried 

the entire reputation of the family, caste, or religious group. Singh reveals that this pressure was so strong that 

families were willing to commit painful acts against their own women, believing that death was better than 

the possibility of dishonour. The tragedy is that women were trapped inside systems built by men, and they 

had no voice in deciding what should happen to them. Even village elders who claimed to uphold morality 

viewed women mainly as fragile symbols who needed to be protected or controlled, rather than as individuals 

with their own rights and desires. 

      The novel also shows that patriarchal thinking operated not only in poor or rural households but also 

among educated and powerful men. Hukum Chand, for example, holds a respected administrative position, 

yet his behaviour exposes the hypocrisy at the heart of patriarchy. While he publicly speaks about protecting 

honour and maintaining social order, privately he uses young women for his own pleasure and carries guilt 

for the harm he has caused. Through characters like him, Singh demonstrates that patriarchal control works 

at every level of society,it shapes laws, moral codes, public behaviour, and private desires. During Partition, 

this control became even more dangerous because fear, revenge, and communal identity intensified the need 

to “use” women’s bodies as symbols of victory or humiliation. Women became vulnerable from all sides: 

their own families, the mob outside the home, and the political environment that refused to acknowledge their 

suffering. Singh’s depiction makes it clear that the violence faced by women during Partition was not an 

accident but the direct result of long-standing power structures that viewed women as objects to be guarded, 

punished, or sacrificed. 

 

Conclusion 

Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan may not give long speeches to women or place them at the centre of 

every scene, but the entire emotional weight of the novel rests on their suffering. The silent presence of women 

-Nooran unspoken fear, the murdered women on the ghost train, the girls trapped by their own families’ 

honour, and the exploited women whom Hukum Chand remembers with guilt-creates a powerful narrative 

about the gendered tragedy of Partition. 

Through long, quiet stretches of the story, Singh shows how women lived in a world controlled by patriarchal 

rules and shaken by sudden communal violence. Their silence becomes a form of testimony, a reminder that 

their suffering was too deep and too widespread to be captured in a few loud scenes. A feminist reading of 

the novel shows that women’s experiences are not secondary but are central to understanding the moral and 

emotional collapse brought about by Partition. The novel ultimately teaches that Partition was more than a 

division of land; it was a massive human tragedy in which women carried the heaviest burden. Their pain-

silent, invisible, and often forgotten-remains the most haunting truth of this historical event. 
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