Rehabilitation of women

Both sides promised each other that they would try to restore women abducted during the riots. The
Indian government claimed that 33,000 Hindu and Sikh women were abducted, and the Pakistani
government claimed that 50,000 Muslim women were abducted during riots. By 1949, there were
govemnmental claims that 12,000 women had been recovered in India and 6,000 in Pakistan. By 1954
there were 20,728 recovered Muslim women and 9,032 Hindu and Sikh women recovered from

Pakistan. Most of the Hindu and Sikh women refused to go back to India fearing that they would never be
accepted by their family, a fear mirrored by Muslim women.

During the Partition of India violence against women was an extensive issue. It is estimated that during
partition between 75,000 and 100,000 women were kidnapped and raped.

Partition: the price of freedom and the price paid by women

The dawn (emergence) of freedom from colonial rule in the subcontinent has forever been marked by the
agony (sufferings) of Partition. The bloodshed, sweat of terror and the tears of helplessness made the
Partition of India and the creation of Pakistan simultaneousty the most signifying and the most traumatic
momeat in South Asia’s history. What has often been forgotten, however, is the price paid by women and

Within a week, about one million Hindus and Sikhs bad crossed from West to East Punjab. In the week
following, another two and a half million had gathered in the refugee camps in West Punjab. Between 23
August and 6 November, 1947 transporting more than two million refugees inside India and across the
border in Pakistan. Of these, 1,362,000 were non-Muslims and 939,000 were Muslims.

News of riots and violence during this colossal chaos created evea more violence, which was organised
and systematic. Now infamously termed as ‘August Anarchy’ ( lack of Govf System) (Swama Aiyar
l998),thenainmassacrwﬂlatoccunedinovaymﬁngeetraininhmjabbetween9Augustand30 :
September killed thousands of people. By the time the Partition exodus was over, it was estimated that
almost 5.5 million Hindus and Sikhs crossed over from West Pakistan to the new India and nearly 5.8
million Muslims travelled in the opposite direction (D. A. Low 1998). Estimates of the dead vary from
200,000 (the contemporary British figure) to two million (a later Indian speculation), but it is now widely
accepted that nearly a2 million people died during Partition of India (Urvashi Butalia, 1998).
Theeﬁ'ac!onwmmdchﬂ:bvn:lnaddiﬁmhwidewmdldﬂh&tberﬁﬁmﬁm“aboﬂwm
ofthempe,abducﬁonandwidowhoodofﬂlumndsofwbmenonboﬁlsidwofﬂwnewlyfamed
borders. Incomplete and unreliable data make it hard to come up with the exact number of women and
girls abducted during the Partition riots. The official estimate of the number of abducted women was
placedatSOﬁOﬂMuslimwomeninlndinand33,000HinduandSikhmneninPakisun(RimMenon
and Kamla Bhasin, 1998).

Indian and Pakistani authorities used the term ‘recovery operation® to describe the carrying out of plans to
retmnabducﬁed(kidmpped)womentod:eirownstnm,wmmuniﬁsmdfamiﬁes. Soon after Partition,
the Indian and Pakistani states decided that this was the most appropriate phrase for an ‘operation’ where
womenwemnotgivenanyﬁ@tsorchoicwmdocideabommeirownfm“. :
Through the Ministry of Relief and Rehabilitation in India and its Women’s Section, under Rameshwari
Nehru, between December 1947 and December 1949, from Pakistan 6,000 women were ‘recovered’ and
12,000 from India. M{t‘reooveri&s’ were made from East and West Punjab, followed by Jammu,
Kashmir and Patiala. Approximately 30,000 Muslim and non-Muslim womea were recovered by both
countries over an eight-year period. The total number of Muslim women recovered was significantly
higher — 20,728 as against 9,032 non-Muslims. While most ‘recoveries’ occurred between 1947-52,
women were being returned as late as 1956. , - :
qu_miap-nqmﬁmmdlpmargimoiﬂwmﬁmhboﬂl!ndhmdhkm,mfﬂmwrealtios,
indicate that Partition is also a gendered narrative of nation building.

we had little idea about the fived experiences of the gendered narrative of Partition, for example. There
have been some fragmeantary and depressing references to women being treated like critninals or
oonmnimmed(impmc)inﬁnehansitwnpssetuposwmmryshclmforﬂwmbeforedny‘mscnt



home to their respective countries. During the mid-1990s, some scholars focusing 0a India’s exporeacs
- eg. Aparna Basu (1997), Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin (1996, 1998). Urvashi Butalia (1995, 1998)
and Andrew Major (1998) — started finding documents that opened a whole new series of mvestigations
into the human rights abuses of the abducted and “recovered” women and children.

The feminist historiography siggggg%% Furstly,
the ritualised violeace inscribed on bodies by members of the ‘encmy” CoOmmunity 35 a sign of coaquest
and humiliation of the Qther; secondly, how both mea and women from onc’s own community
perpetrated sacrificial violence in the name of honour

Pakistan and how through this, women suffered a second trauma inflicted by their ‘own” state, Commenity
and family. A g g&?rgilgsggﬂ.t
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?%1%3% visited Thoha Khalsa, a 4#‘60». Kahuta, for four

consoecutive days earlier this year. This village is located southeast of Rawalpindi, sad was home w a
very large commuaity of Sikhs bafore Partition.

1 have recorded four stories as narrated by the local residents of Thoha Khalsa who witnessed the tragic
incidonts of that time. Later, with the help of my two Delhi-based friends, Gurpreat Singh Anand and
Ra) Aryan, | recorded an online interview of Bir Bahadur Singh, who leRt the village during the
disturbances from 6-13 March [947. No Sikh or Hindu remained in the village after the March 1947
rioting, except one girl, Phagwant Kaur, who was married to a local Muslim resident of the village and
had converted to Istam.

There are many incidents of honour Killing of women i partition storres. Mubamoad Aslam witnessed
mﬁrii.l!.’:llﬂ!o’z;:lawlgndlrw;

“] am ongically from Thoha Khalsa; | was 16-yearold in 197, We were living peacefully in the
:Z};igigg;éa;lsi?«rﬁ
and had thriving dbusinesses. Thay often belped us on moncy matters. | wsed Yo visit Darshan Singh's
house quite often. On the evening of March 6, Muslim mobs from the summounding villages entored
Thoha Khalsa and gave ultimatums to the Sikhs to coavert. On that evening, the impact of their
presence was nogligible due 10 the lateness of the hour but the actual clashes started the next marning.
when their numbers swelled to some thousands. Afler resisting for three days, the Sikhs hoisted white



flags from their havelis. They had only acted in self-defence. But when defeat and dishonour was
imminent, Sikh men started killing their own women. I still remember when Bhansa Singh killed his
wife with tears in his eyes. They all gathered in the central haveli of Sant Gulab Singh. [n the span of
some hours, | witnessed the deaths of almost 25 women. It was such a horrible scene. For six days, the
whole village witnessed orchestrated looting and killing. While their men fought, the Sikh women
started gathering near a well around the garden. It was almost after noon, and I watched from ncarby
with two of my friends. Some of the women held their children in their arms. They sobbed desperately
as they jumped into the well. In about half an hour, the well was full of bodies. I went closer and
realised that those who were on top were trying to submerge their heads. No space remained. A few
came up and jumped again. It was a terrible scene. They were determined to die rather than sacrifice
their honour. In one week, all the remaining Sikhs and Hindus were compelled to leave their native
place.”
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