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Abstract: 

This paper undertakes a comparative analysis of two seminal works in Urdu literature: Saadat 

Hasan Manto's Khol Do and Ismat Chughtai's "Lihaaf," focusing on the themes of sexuality, 
trauma, and empowerment. Set against the backdrop of the Partition of India and societal 

taboos surrounding sexuality, both stories delve into the complexities of female experience 

amidst societal upheaval. Through a close examination of the protagonists' journeys, this 
study explores the portrayal of sexuality, gender dynamics, and the psychological impact of 

trauma. Manto's Khol Do confronts the stark realities of sexual violence and the erosion of 

agency in the face of trauma, while Chughtai's Lihaaf offers a nuanced exploration of female 

desire and resistance within a patriarchal society. By juxtaposing the narrative techniques 
and thematic elements of both works, this paper illuminates the diverse ways literature 

grapples with issues of sexuality, trauma, and empowerment. Manto's raw realism provides 

a visceral portrayal of trauma and vulnerability, whereas Chughtai's psychological depth 
explores the complexities of desire and societal rebellion. Ultimately, this comparative 

analysis contributes to a deeper understanding of the human experience and underscores the 

enduring relevance of these themes in contemporary discourse. 
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Introduction 

“When asked for love, not knowing what else to ask 
For, he drew a youth of sixteen into the 

Bedroom and closed the door; he did not beat me 

But my sad woman-body felt so beaten.” 

- An Introduction by Kamla Das 
Kamla Das’s celebrated poem An Introduction serves as a powerful entry point into 

the exploration of women’s oppression, the constraints imposed on their identities, and their 

struggle for self-assertion—themes that remain central to understanding the lived realities of 
women in both historical and contemporary contexts. In mid-20th century Indian society, 
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rigid patriarchal structures dictated every aspect of a woman’s existence, reducing her to an 

object of desire while denying her agency over her body and individuality. Expressions of 
personal longing were either censured or exploited, and any deviation from prescribed norms 

was met with social condemnation. Das’s poem vividly portrays how women’s identities 

were fragmented, their bodies commodified, and their voices systematically silenced, 
reflecting the pervasive nature of societal control and the deep scars it inflicted. The impact 

of such oppression extended beyond immediate suffering, shaping how women internalized 

and navigated a world that sought to confine them within restrictive roles. At the same time, 
the female body became a site of both subjugation and defiance, where acts of assertion—

whether through transgressive desires, unspoken rebellions, or artistic expression—

challenged the structures that sought to erase them. Literature has long served as a space for 

such tensions to be explored, where narratives suppressed in everyday discourse could 
emerge, exposing the layered realities of pain, survival, and resistance. The concerns raised 

in such literary works remain deeply relevant in contemporary India, where questions of 

autonomy, dignity, and justice continue to evolve in the face of persistent societal resistance. 
Even today, women navigate a world that attempts to define them through narrow 

frameworks, yet their resilience and determination persist in defying these constraints. By 

examining how literature interrogates these complexities, one gains a deeper understanding 

of the shifting yet persistent struggles surrounding the place of women in the socio-cultural 
fabric of India.  

 

Stories are at the heart of literature, giving us a window into society—how it's 
structured, how people think, and the many layers that shape it. It's fascinating how, even 

when contemporary writers focus on different themes, their paths often cross, weaving 

together shared experiences and reflections of the world they live in. For instance, if we 
explore the Romantic Age in English literature, we see how two close friends and celebrated 

poets, S.T. Coleridge and William Wordsworth, captured nature in their own unique ways. 

While their perspectives differed, both infused their writings with a deep sense of 

romanticism, bringing nature to life through their distinct styles. S.T. Coleridge brings nature 
to life in his famous poems Kubla Khan and The Rime of the Ancient Mariner with a sense 

of mystery, horror, and the gothic. In contrast, his close friend William Wordsworth paints a 

much calmer, more serene picture of nature in Tintern Abbey, capturing its beauty in a 
soothing and reflective way. 

 

The author of this paper was curious about sexuality, trauma, and empowerment of 
women in the pre-independent Indian society. In this context, literature serves as a powerful 

lens through which to look into these complex aspects of a society. Though Munsi 

Premchand’s writings are quite beneficial in this regard to understanding the pre-independent 

Indian society, the above said three aspects are not always frequently to be found in 
Premchand’s writings. On the other hand, in Urdu literature, Saadat Hasan Manto and Ismat 

Chughtai are two towering figures renowned for their bold and unflinching portrayal of 

societal issues. Both authors wrote during a tumultuous period in Indian history, marked by 
the struggle for independence and the subsequent Partition of India in 1947. This era was 
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characterized by significant social and political upheaval, which deeply influenced their 

writings. Manto's and Chughtai's works often delve into the human condition, exploring 
themes that were considered taboo, such as sexuality and psychological trauma. Saadat 

Hasan Manto is known for his stark realism, often addressing the grim realities of life. His 

short stories vividly depict the horrors of the Partition and the accompanying violence and 
displacement. Manto, in his story Thanda Gosht, shows Ishar Singh's impotence after 

attempting to rape a dead woman, which symbolizes the fragility of toxic masculinity. The 

story critiques sexual violence by subjecting him to physical, psychological, and emotional 
trauma, ultimately reducing him to lifelessness and mirroring his victim (Mishra 2018). In 

another story, Toba Tek Singh, Manto critiques the absurdity of Partition by portraying the 

character of Bishan Singh, a mentally ill inmate caught between the division of two nations. 

His fate, which drove him tragically to die in the no man's land, represents rootlessness, 
displacement, and associated trauma. Ismat Chughtai, on the other hand, is celebrated for her 

nuanced and often controversial exploration of female sexuality and gender dynamics within 

the patriarchal structures of Indian society. In her celebrated short story, Gharwali, Chughtai 
portrays Lajjo, the protagonist, as a woman of precise pleasures unbound by social hierarchy 

or wealth. Having grown up on the streets, she navigates life with survival instincts, offering 

her affections freely, regardless of status or material gain (Ghosh 2016). Both Manto and 

Chughtai intertwined themes of sexuality, sexual violence, trauma, and empowerment in 
their works, making them pivotal voices in Indian literature. Their fearless storytelling not 

only exposed the darkest facets of their time but also gave voice to those who had been 

silenced for too long. 
 

To delve deeper into the intertwined themes of sexuality, trauma, and empowerment, 

Manto’s Khol Do (Open It) and Chughtai’s Lihaaf (The Quilt) are brought into a compelling 
dialogue, weaving a rich tapestry of comparative analysis. In Khol Do, set against the 

harrowing backdrop of Partition, Saadat Hasan Manto presents a stark and unsettling 

portrayal of the brutal sexual violence inflicted upon women during this period of communal 

strife. The story exposes the indiscriminate nature of such atrocities, emphasizing that 
violence knows no boundaries of religion, caste, or creed. Sakina, the central victim, 

becomes a tragic symbol of this shared suffering, as she is assaulted not just by one faction 

but by both Hindu rioters and young Muslim volunteers. Through Khol Do, Manto forces 
readers to confront the unspeakable trauma of Partition, stripping away any illusions of 

heroism or righteousness in the face of human brutality. 

 
While Manto’s Khol Do lays bare the horrors of communal violence and the 

dehumanization of women during Partition, Chughtai’s Lihaaf turns inward, exploring the 

silent suffering and repressed desires of women trapped within the confines of a patriarchal 

society. Through her subtle yet evocative storytelling, Chughtai unveils the psychological 
turmoil of Begum Jan, a woman locked in a loveless marriage whose yearning for intimacy 

finds expression in an unconventional bond. Just as Khol Do forces readers to confront the 

brutality inflicted upon women's bodies in times of conflict, Lihaaf compels them to 
acknowledge the quieter, insidious oppression that stifles female agency even in the 
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supposed safety of the Home. Both stories, in their own way, dismantle the illusion of a 

moral or just society, exposing the ways in which women's suffering is silenced—whether 
through violence or repression. 

 

In examining Khol Do and Lihaaf, it becomes evident that Manto and Chughtai, despite 
their differing approaches, converge in their critique of a deeply fractured society where 

women’s suffering is either violently inflicted or insidiously silenced. Manto’s stark realism 

and Chughtai’s layered subversion serve as two sides of the same coin, revealing the many 
ways in which patriarchal structures perpetuate trauma while denying women autonomy over 

their own bodies and desires. By bringing these stories into dialogue, this paper seeks to 

highlight how literature not only reflects societal realities but also challenges them, urging 

readers to confront uncomfortable truths. Ultimately, through the lens of sexuality, trauma, 
and empowerment, the works of Manto and Chughtai continue to serve as powerful 

testimonies against oppression, reminding us that voices once stifled must be heard, and 

stories once hidden must be told. 

Research objectives: 

This paper undertakes a comparative analysis of Saadat Hasan Manto's Khol Do and 

Ismat Chughtai's Lihaaf, focusing on the interrelated themes of sexuality, trauma, and 

empowerment. By examining how these themes are portrayed in the two stories, this study 
aims to illuminate the diverse ways in which Manto and Chughtai grapple with the 

complexities of female experience amidst societal upheaval. Through a close examination of 

the protagonists' journeys, narrative techniques, and symbolic elements, this paper seeks to 
demonstrate how both authors use their narratives to challenge patriarchal norms and give 

voice to marginalized experiences. Ultimately, this comparative analysis will contribute to a 

deeper understanding of the human condition and the enduring relevance of these themes in 
contemporary discourse. 

Literary Significance: 

Khol Do and Lihaaf are seminal works in Urdu literature, not only for their literary 

excellence but also for their courageous engagement with issues that were largely ignored or 
suppressed in mainstream discourse. These stories push the boundaries of what was 

acceptable in literature at the time, addressing topics such as sexual violence, repressed 

desire, and the search for personal agency in oppressive circumstances. By doing so, they 
not only challenge dominant societal narratives but also establish literature as a site of 

resistance, where silenced voices and taboo subjects find expression.  

 
Manto’s Khol Do is significant for its raw and unfiltered portrayal of the horrors of 

the Partition. It serves as a stark reminder of the human cost of political upheaval, particularly 

for women who were often the most vulnerable during such crises. The story’s unflinching 

depiction of sexual violence forces readers to confront the brutal realities faced by women, 
challenging any romanticized notions of the Partition as a mere historical or political event. 

Manto’s ability to capture the dehumanization of individuals, particularly through the lens 

of gendered violence, turns Khol Do into more than just a Partition narrative—it becomes a 
universal commentary on war, displacement, and the suffering of the marginalized. 
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Chughtai’s Lihaaf, meanwhile, is a landmark in feminist literature, boldly addressing themes 

of female desire, emotional neglect, and the suffocating constraints imposed on women in 
patriarchal households. The story’s exploration of a woman’s sexual awakening and her 

rebellion against societal norms was groundbreaking at the time of its publication, leading to 

both literary acclaim and controversy. Chughtai’s nuanced portrayal of female intimacy and 
agency within a repressive societal framework provides a powerful critique of the structures 

that stifle women’s autonomy. More than just a personal narrative, Lihaaf speaks to the larger 

struggle of women to reclaim their identities beyond the roles assigned to them. 
 

Both stories remain relevant today as they continue to provoke discussion on gender, 

sexuality, trauma, and empowerment. By highlighting the intersection of personal and 

political struggles, Khol Do, and Lihaaf exemplify how literature can serve as a mirror to 
society, exposing its injustices while offering a space for marginalized voices to assert 

themselves. Their continued study underscores the importance of literature as both a 

historical document and a tool for social change. 

Historical Context: 

Saadat Hasan Manto’s Khol Do is set against the backdrop of the Partition of India 

in 1947, a cataclysmic event that led to the creation of India and Pakistan as independent 

nations. The Partition was marked by unprecedented violence, mass displacement, and 
profound social upheaval. Millions of people were forced to migrate across newly drawn 

borders based on religious identity, leading to widespread communal violence, looting, and 

abductions. Women were particularly vulnerable during this period, often subjected to sexual 
violence and abduction as part of the communal reprisals. 

 

The story Khol Do encapsulates the harrowing experiences of women during this 
chaotic period. Manto uses the character of Sakina to highlight the extreme vulnerability of 

women and the brutal realities they face. Her repeated assaults and the subsequent 

psychological trauma reflect the broader experiences of countless women who suffered in 

similar ways during the Partition. Scholars like Urvashi Butalia in The Other Side of Silence 
provide detailed accounts of the gendered violence that occurred, emphasizing the 

widespread nature of such atrocities and their lasting impact on survivors (Butalia 112). 

Manto's portrayal of the historical context is not merely a backdrop but a crucial element that 
intensifies the narrative’s emotional impact. The displacement and fragmentation of families, 

exemplified by Sirajuddin's frantic search for Sakina, highlight the deep personal losses 

endured by many. This period, marked by severe disruption and brutality, forms a significant 
part of the subcontinent's collective memory, shaping the socio-political landscape of both 

nations. Manto's narrative serves as a poignant reminder of the human cost of political 

upheaval and the particular vulnerabilities faced by women during such times. 

 
In contrast, Ismat Chughtai’s Lihaaf is set in pre-independence India, a period 

characterized by stringent societal norms and expectations regarding female behavior and 

sexuality. During this time, Indian society was deeply patriarchal, with rigid roles prescribed 
for women. Respectability and honor were closely tied to a woman's sexuality, which was 
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expected to be contained within the bounds of marriage. Any deviation from these norms 

was met with severe social censure. Lihaaf addresses the plight of women trapped in 
oppressive domestic environments, where their desires and needs were stifled by societal 

expectations. The protagonist, Begum Jan, represents many women who, despite being 

married, find themselves emotionally and sexually neglected. Chughtai uses the story to 
critique the limited roles available to women and to explore the hidden, often taboo aspects 

of female sexuality. The societal norms of the time are depicted as suffocating, forcing 

women like Begum Jan to seek fulfillment in secretive, socially condemned relationships 
(Naqvi 20). 

 

The historical context in Lihaaf reveals the oppressive domestic spaces that women 

navigated. Chughtai's critique extends beyond the personal, reflecting broader societal 
constraints imposed on women. Her narrative underscores the struggle for autonomy and the 

pursuit of desires within a framework that sought to repress and control female sexuality. 

This historical period, rife with socio-cultural restrictions, is pivotal in understanding the 
subversive nature of Chughtai’s writing and her bold exploration of themes that challenged 

the status quo. 

Cultural Context: 

The cultural context of Khol Do involves the taboos and silences surrounding the 
discussion of sexual violence, particularly in the context of communal violence during the 

Partition. Manto’s graphic and unflinching portrayal of sexual violence was groundbreaking 

and controversial. He challenged the societal tendency to gloss over or ignore the brutal 
realities faced by women, forcing readers to confront the often ignored consequences of 

communal hatred and violence. 

 
Manto’s works, including Khol Do, sparked significant controversy and were often 

criticized for their explicit content. He faced numerous obscenity trials, reflecting the 

conservative backlash against his bold narrative choices. Despite this, Manto persisted in 

highlighting uncomfortable truths, arguing that his stories merely reflected the harsh realities 
of society. His writing has since been recognized for its courageous and honest depiction of 

human suffering and resilience (Jalal 150). 

 
Manto's confrontation with cultural taboos through his literature opened up dialogues 

about the unspeakable atrocities of Partition, making visible the invisible sufferings of 

women. His audacity in narrating these experiences not only positioned him as a 
controversial figure but also as a critical commentator on the societal hypocrisies and 

brutalities of his time. Manto's legacy, therefore, lies in his relentless pursuit of truth through 

fiction, challenging readers to confront the uncomfortable realities of their society. 

 
In Lihaaf, Ismat Chughtai delves into the cultural taboos surrounding female 

sexuality and same-sex relationships. At the time of its publication, discussions of female 

desire, especially those deviating from heterosexual norms, were largely taboo. Chughtai’s 
story explores the hidden lives of women, their suppressed desires, and the ways they 
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subverted societal expectations in search of personal fulfillment. 

 
The reception of Lihaaf was marked by significant controversy. Chughtai was 

charged with obscenity and had to defend her work in court. The trial and the subsequent 

discourse around the story highlighted the conservative resistance to discussions of female 
sexuality and the stigmatization of non-heteronormative relationships. Despite the backlash, 

Chughtai’s work has been lauded for its boldness and its insightful critique of patriarchal 

norms. Her narrative challenged readers to rethink their preconceptions about women’s roles 
and desires, paving the way for more open discussions about gender and sexuality in Indian 

literature (Naqvi 30). 

 

Chughtai’s defiance of cultural taboos not only brought her critical acclaim but also 
positioned her as a pioneering voice in feminist literature. Her fearless exploration of 

forbidden themes encouraged subsequent generations of writers to address similarly 

contentious issues. Lihaaf thus remains a seminal work, illustrating the power of literature to 
challenge and transform cultural norms. 

Comparative Analysis: 

The narratives of Saadat Hasan Manto and Ismat Chughtai unravel the unsettling 

realities of gender, sexuality, trauma, and empowerment against the tumultuous backdrop of 
pre- and post-Partition India. Their stories, raw and unapologetic, strip away societal facades 

to expose the brutal truths of communal violence, patriarchal subjugation, and the silent 

resilience of the oppressed. In Khol Do, Manto delivers an unrelenting portrayal of sexual 
violence as a tool of dehumanization, where a young girl’s trauma manifests in a tragic loss 

of agency. Meanwhile, Chughtai’s Lihaaf delves into the quiet yet equally profound struggles 

of female desire and psychological repression, challenging the rigid moral codes that confine 
women to lives of emotional and physical deprivation. Through an intricate analysis of these 

texts, this section explores the themes of sexuality—both as a means of control and as a form 

of defiance—alongside the lingering scars of trauma that reshape individual identities. The 

discussion further dissects how empowerment emerges in unexpected ways, whether through 
survival in the face of brutality or through the assertion of forbidden desires in defiance of 

societal norms. The complexities of migration, both physical and emotional, add another 

layer to this comparative study, illuminating how displacement fractures identities and 
deepens vulnerabilities. 

 

In Khol Do, the protagonist’s body becomes a battleground where violence is enacted 
and normalized, reducing her to a mere object within a larger political and social crisis. The 

narrative’s brutal honesty forces readers to question how violence against women has 

historically been silenced or excused in moments of national and communal conflict. On the 

other hand, Lihaaf confronts oppression of a different kind—one that is subtler yet equally 
insidious. By focusing on the suffocating domestic spaces that imprison women in patriarchal 

marriages, Chughtai highlights the emotional and sexual neglect that forces women to seek 

fulfillment in ways deemed unacceptable by society. Her protagonist’s act of reclaiming 
desire becomes an act of quiet rebellion, unsettling the patriarchal order that denies women 
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autonomy over their own bodies. 

 
Both texts also navigate the psychological dimensions of trauma, revealing how 

experiences of violence and repression leave lasting imprints on the body and mind. While 

Khol Do foregrounds the external horrors of sexual violence during Partition, Lihaaf turns 
inward, exploring the long-term effects of emotional neglect and forbidden longing. In both 

cases, trauma becomes an inescapable reality—whether imposed through direct violence or 

the slow erosion of selfhood under patriarchal control. As Manto and Chughtai’s works come 
into conversation, they challenge us to confront the uncomfortable, urging a closer 

examination of histories often silenced and narratives too painful to be told. By exposing the 

gendered nature of suffering and survival, their stories remain powerful indictments of the 

structures that continue to regulate women’s bodies, desires, and agency. Through this 
comparative analysis, the study underscores the continued relevance of their works in 

contemporary discussions of gender, power, and resistance. 

Themes of Sexuality: 
Analysis of Sexual Violence and Its Implications:  

Saadat Hasan Manto’s Khol Do starkly depicts the brutal realities of sexual violence 

during the Partition of India. The story centers on Sakina, a young girl who is separated from 

her father, Sirajuddin, during the chaos of migration. Manto’s narrative technique is direct 
and unembellished, reflecting the harshness of the events described. Through his vivid and 

harrowing descriptions, Manto exposes the dehumanizing impact of sexual violence. The 

climax of the story, where Sakina responds to a male doctor’s command to "open it" by 
instinctively lowering her shalwar (trousers), serves as a powerful commentary on the 

erosion of personal agency due to repeated trauma. This scene illustrates how Sakina has 

been conditioned to comply mechanically, stripping her of autonomy and identity. This act 
is a tragic representation of the impact of sustained violence on an individual’s psyche, 

reducing them to a state of survival where personal boundaries are obliterated (Manto 23). 

Examination of Repressed Female Sexuality: In contrast, Ismat Chughtai’s Lihaaf 

explores the theme of sexuality through the lens of repressed female desire within a 
conservative, patriarchal society. The protagonist, Begum Jan, neglected by her husband, 

finds emotional and physical solace in her relationship with her maidservant, Rabbo. 

Chughtai’s use of subtle and suggestive language allows her to explore complex themes 
without overtly breaking societal taboos. The quilt in Lihaaf symbolizes Begum Jan’s hidden 

desires and the societal constraints that force her to conceal her true self. Chughtai’s narrative 

challenges the normative structures that suppress female sexuality, portraying Begum Jan’s 
relationship with Rabbo as a means of asserting her identity and agency. Through this 

relationship, Begum Jan experiences a form of empowerment, reclaiming her body and 

desires from the confines of her oppressive marriage (Chughtai 45). 

 
Sexuality, as explored in Khol Do and Lihaaf emerges as both a site of oppression 

and a means of asserting identity. Manto’s stark portrayal of Sakina’s violation exposes the 

devastating consequences of sexual violence, where trauma erases agency and survival 
becomes instinctual. In contrast, Chughtai’s nuanced depiction of Begum Jan’s repressed 
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desires critiques the societal constraints that confine female sexuality, positioning her 

defiance as an act of self-assertion. While one narrative highlights the brutal erasure of 
autonomy, the other offers a glimpse into the quiet resistance against patriarchal repression. 

Together, these stories interrogate the complex intersections of sexuality, power, and agency, 

revealing the deeply ingrained structures that shape women’s experiences. 

Themes of Trauma: 

Impact of Communal Violence on Characters:  

The trauma depicted in Khol Do is both physical and psychological. Sakina’s ordeal 
represents not just personal suffering but the collective trauma experienced by many women 

during the Partition. Manto captures the desperation and helplessness of Sirajuddin, who 

searches frantically for his daughter amidst the chaos. The psychological impact of Sakina’s 

trauma is poignantly illustrated in the final scene, where her mechanical compliance indicates 
a deep-seated psychological scar. This response highlights how repeated sexual violence can 

strip individuals of their sense of self, leading to an automatic, almost dissociative reaction 

to commands. Manto’s portrayal of Sakina underscores the devastating long-term effects of 
such violence, where survival instincts override personal autonomy (Manto 27). 

Psychological Trauma of Begum Jan:  

Lihaaf delves into the psychological trauma resulting from emotional neglect and 

societal oppression. Begum Jan’s marriage, instead of being a source of support, becomes a 
prison of loneliness and despair. Chughtai uses the motif of the quilt to represent Begum 

Jan's concealed desires and emotional turmoil. The psychological scars left by her loveless 

marriage drive Begum Jan to seek fulfillment in her relationship with Rabbo. This 
relationship, though controversial, provides Begum Jan with a form of emotional and 

psychological solace. Chughtai’s depiction of this relationship highlights the human need for 

affection and intimacy, suggesting that Begum Jan’s actions, though transgressive, are a 
means of coping with her trauma and asserting her identity (Chughtai 52). 

 

Trauma, in both Khol Do and Lihaaf, manifests in deeply personal yet socially 

reflective ways, revealing the profound psychological scars inflicted by violence and 
repression. Sakina’s dissociative response speaks to the dehumanizing impact of communal 

violence and sexual assault on women, where survival often comes at the cost of autonomy. 

In contrast, Begum Jan’s silent suffering within the confines of marriage underscores the 
emotional isolation imposed by patriarchal structures. While their experiences differ in 

context and expression, both narratives expose the lasting effects of trauma and the ways in 

which individuals navigate pain, loss, and the search for solace in oppressive environments. 
This exploration of trauma sets the stage for a broader discourse on resilience and agency in 

the face of systemic suffering. 

Themes of Empowerment: 

The complexity of Sakina’s Final Act:  
The final act in "Khol Do," where Sakina lowers her shalwar in response to the 

doctor’s command, is open to multiple interpretations. While it can be seen as a tragic symbol 

of her conditioned response to trauma, it also raises questions about the nature of agency in 
extreme circumstances. Manto’s portrayal of Sakina’s final act suggests a complex interplay 
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between victimization and survival. Although her actions stem from trauma, they also 

indicate a form of resilience. Sakina’s ability to survive despite the horrors she faces points 
to an inner strength that persists even in the face of overwhelming adversity. Manto thus 

presents a nuanced view of empowerment, where survival itself becomes a testament to an 

individual's resilience and endurance (Manto 29). 
Begum Jan’s Assertion of Sexual Autonomy:  

In "Lihaaf," Begum Jan’s relationship with Rabbo can be seen as an act of defiance 

against the restrictive norms of her society. Through her intimate bond with Rabbo, Begum 
Jan reclaims some measure of control over her life and body, asserting her right to seek 

fulfillment and happiness on her own terms. Chughtai’s narrative suggests that 

empowerment for women like Begum Jan lies in recognizing and embracing their desires, 

even when society deems them unacceptable. Begum Jan’s actions, though covert, represent 
a powerful form of rebellion and self-empowerment. By highlighting Begum Jan’s sexual 

autonomy, Chughtai challenges the patriarchal norms that seek to control and suppress 

female sexuality (Chughtai 55). 
 

Both Khol Do and Lihaaf challenge conventional notions of empowerment by 

presenting protagonists whose agency emerges in the most constrained and oppressive 

circumstances. Sakina’s survival, though deeply tragic, reflects an endurance that defies 
complete erasure, while Begum Jan’s quiet defiance reclaims autonomy within an 

environment designed to suppress her desires. Through these contrasting narratives, Manto 

and Chughtai offer a layered exploration of empowerment—not as a singular act of defiance 
but as a complex negotiation between survival, resilience, and self-assertion. This nuanced 

portrayal paves the way for a deeper discussion on the intersections of power, identity, and 

resistance in oppressive social structures. 

Themes of Migration: 

Displacement and Disintegration: 

 Migration during the Partition is a central theme in Khol Do, reflecting the 

disintegration of families and communities. Sirajuddin's frantic search for his daughter 
amidst the mass migration highlights the chaos and fragmentation caused by the forced 

displacement. The story captures the physical and emotional toll of migration, with 

Sirajuddin's despair mirroring the collective anguish of displaced individuals (Jalal 105). The 
story also delves into the vulnerability of women during migration, as Sakina’s experiences 

illustrate the heightened risks faced by women and girls. The brutality she endures serves as 

a critique of the societal failure to protect the most vulnerable during times of upheaval. This 
critique aligns with Urvashi Butalia’s exploration of women’s experiences during Partition 

in The Other Side of Silence, which emphasizes the intersection of gender and violence in 

the context of forced migration (Butalia 78). 

Isolation within Domestic Spaces:  
Although Lihaaf does not directly address migration, it implicitly touches upon 

themes of isolation and displacement within domestic spaces. Begum Jan’s emotional and 

sexual isolation within her marriage can be seen as a metaphorical form of displacement. Her 
marginalized position within the patriarchal household reflects a broader sense of alienation 
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and confinement faced by women in conservative societies. This theme of domestic 

displacement resonates with Chughtai’s broader critique of societal norms that confine 
women to restrictive roles. Begum Jan’s covert rebellion against these norms through her 

relationship with Rabbo highlights her struggle to reclaim agency and identity within an 

oppressive environment. This struggle for agency within the domestic sphere parallels the 
physical and emotional dislocation experienced by individuals during migration, as both 

involve navigating and resisting imposed boundaries (Naqvi 12). 

 
In examining migration through both physical displacement and emotional isolation, 

Khol Do and Lihaaf reveal the multifaceted nature of dislocation. While Manto lays bare the 

brutal realities of Partition, exposing the vulnerability of women amidst the mass upheaval, 

Chughtai turns inward, illustrating the quieter but equally profound estrangement 
experienced within the confines of a patriarchal home. Together, these narratives highlight 

how displacement—whether caused by historical trauma or societal oppression—fractures 

identities and forces individuals into a relentless search for belonging. This exploration of 
migration, in its varied forms, serves as a bridge to broader discussions on agency, survival, 

and the reclamation of self in the face of imposed boundaries. 

Commentary on Literary Techniques and Style: 

Literary techniques and stylistic choices are fundamental in shaping how narratives 
engage readers and convey complex emotions, histories, and social commentaries. Through 

techniques such as realism, symbolism, and narrative perspective, writers create immersive 

experiences that bring their themes to life. Realism, with its stark and unembellished 
depiction of events, forces readers to confront harsh realities, while symbolism layers 

meaning, allowing for deeper interpretations of characters and their circumstances. The 

choice of narrative voice—whether an omniscient perspective or a more intimate, first-
person account—can influence how stories unfold, shaping the reader’s connection to 

characters and events. Additionally, structural elements such as pacing, dialogue, and 

imagery contribute to the tone and impact of a narrative. This section explores how various 

literary techniques function within storytelling, examining their role in evoking emotional 
depth, challenging societal norms, and offering nuanced insights into human experiences. 

Narrative Techniques:  

Realism in Manto’s Khol Do Saadat Hasan Manto’s narrative style in Khol Do is 
marked by stark realism. He employs a direct, unembellished approach to depict the brutal 

realities of the Partition of India. Manto’s realism is not just a stylistic choice but a deliberate 

attempt to force readers to confront the harsh truths of this historical event. His narrative 
eschews sentimentality, focusing instead on the visceral and often gruesome details of 

violence and trauma. This is evident in his depiction of Sakina’s experiences, where Manto 

does not shy away from portraying the brutality she endures. As Anita Desai notes, Manto’s 

realism serves to "strip away the veneer of civilization to reveal the barbarity beneath" (Desai 
45). Manto's character development is integral to his narrative technique. Sirajuddin’s 

transformation from a hopeful father to a devastated man encapsulates the personal toll of 

the Partition. Sakina’s character, marked by her repeated victimization and subsequent 
trauma, represents the collective suffering of women during this period. The psychological 
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depth of these characters underscores Manto’s ability to convey complex human emotions 

and experiences through concise, impactful storytelling. 

Psychological Depth in Chughtai’s Lihaaf 
 

In contrast, Ismat Chughtai’s Lihaaf employs a narrative style rich in psychological 
depth and subtlety. Chughtai uses a first-person narrative, viewed through the eyes of a young 

girl, which adds an element of innocence and curiosity to the story. This narrative choice 

allows Chughtai to explore mature themes with a nuanced perspective. As Ritu Menon 
observes, Chughtai’s use of a child narrator "creates a layered narrative that juxtaposes 

innocence with the complexity of adult desires" (Menon 78). Chughtai’s character 

development is intricately linked to her exploration of societal norms and personal rebellion. 

Begum Jan’s character is crafted to highlight the oppressive constraints of her domestic life 
and her covert defiance through her relationship with Rabbo. The young narrator’s evolving 

understanding of Begum Jan’s circumstances serves as a narrative device to gradually unveil 

the complexities of the adult world, adding layers of meaning to the story. 
 

While Manto’s realism confronts readers with the external brutality of historical 

events, Chughtai’s narrative delves into the internal landscapes of her characters, exploring 

the subtleties of desire and repression. Both authors, however, use their distinctive styles to 
powerfully convey themes of sexuality, trauma, and empowerment. Manto’s stark realism 

forces readers to face the horrors of sexual violence and the erosion of agency, whereas 

Chughtai’s nuanced narrative invites readers to empathize with the silent struggles and 
subversive acts of resistance within a patriarchal framework. 

Symbolism: 

In Khol Do, Manto employs potent symbols to deepen the thematic resonance of the 
narrative. The train, for instance, symbolizes the chaos and fragmentation of the Partition. It 

is a literal vehicle of migration, transporting refugees across the newly formed borders, but 

it also represents the disruption and disintegration of lives. The separation of Sakina from 

her father on the train highlights the deep personal losses endured by many during this period. 
The train’s chaotic and perilous nature mirrors the tumultuous period of the Partition and the 

disintegration of social and familial bonds (Nair 92). Another significant symbol in Khol Do 

is the command Khol Do (Open it). Initially intended to instruct Sakina to open a window, it 
becomes a harrowing symbol of her repeated victimization. Her mechanical compliance 

underscores the profound psychological impact of her trauma, illustrating the themes of 

violated innocence and shattered identities (Jalal 75). 
 

On the other hand, Chughtai’s Lihaaf is replete with symbolism, most notably the 

quilt itself. The quilt symbolizes the concealment of female desire and the hidden lives of 

women within the domestic sphere. Its folds and movements, as observed by the young 
narrator, hint at the secret relationship between Begum Jan and Rabbo, symbolizing the 

suppressed and socially condemned aspects of their sexuality. The quilt’s presence is both a 

literal and figurative cover, masking the true nature of their relationship from the outside 
world while also serving as a metaphor for the hidden depths of women’s inner lives (Naqvi 
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58). The shadows and movements under the quilt also symbolize the unseen and unspoken 

aspects of female sexuality and autonomy. The young narrator’s fascination and eventual 
understanding of what lies beneath the quilt reflect a broader commentary on the awakening 

to the complexities and hypocrisies of adult life. Chughtai’s use of the quilt as a central 

symbol encapsulates the themes of secrecy, repression, and the subversive assertion of 
identity within a repressive societal framework (Menon 85). 

 

Both Manto and Chughtai use symbolism to enhance the thematic depth of their stories. 
While Manto’s symbols are rooted in the physical and historical context of the Partition, 

Chughtai’s symbols are embedded in the personal and psychological realms of her 

characters. The train in Khol Do and the quilt in Lihaafserve are powerful metaphors for the 

disruption, concealment, and resilience experienced by the characters. These symbols not 
only enrich the narratives but also provide readers with a deeper understanding of the broader 

social and cultural issues addressed by the authors. 

Conclusion: 
This comparative analysis of Saadat Hasan Manto’s Khol Do and Ismat Chughtai 

reveals profound insights into themes of sexuality, trauma, and empowerment within the 

context of societal upheaval and migration. Manto’s Khol Do employs stark realism to depict 

the brutal sexual violence during the Partition, illustrating the devastating loss of agency and 
identity through Sakina’s traumatic experiences. In contrast, Chughtai’s Lihaaf explores 

repressed female sexuality within a conservative society, using the quilt as a symbol of 

hidden desires and the struggle for personal fulfillment. 
 

The works of Manto and Chughtai hold significant implications for contemporary 

discussions on sexuality, trauma, and empowerment. Manto’s raw depiction of sexual 
violence during migration underscores the urgent need to recognize and address the lasting 

impact of such traumas on victims. Chughtai challenges societal norms by highlighting the 

necessity of acknowledging and respecting women’s desires and autonomy, even in 

repressive environments. Both authors illuminate the complex power dynamics that affect 
personal agency, making their narratives deeply relevant in today’s discourse on gender and 

human rights. 

 
Khol Do and Lihaaf continue to resonate in feminist and literary discussions, offering 

timeless reflections on human experiences during periods of crisis and transformation. The 

backdrop of migration in Khol Do amplifies the horrors of displacement and the vulnerability 
of women, serving as a poignant reminder of the human cost of political upheaval. 

Meanwhile, Lihaaf challenges readers to reconsider the confines of societal norms and the 

quiet rebellions that occur within them. 

 
The enduring relevance of Manto and Chughtai’s works lies in their fearless 

exploration of taboo subjects, which has paved the way for future generations of writers and 

activists. By confronting issues of sexuality, trauma, and empowerment head-on, they 
contribute to a more inclusive understanding of diverse experiences. As we navigate 
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contemporary issues of migration and displacement, the insights provided by Manto and 

Chughtai offer valuable perspectives on resilience, identity, and the quest for autonomy, 
underscoring their lasting impact on both literary and feminist discourses. 
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