| SSN 3006-449X

1V WY Y

JOURNAL uE
dld

Published by:

Qentre for }

An Open Access, Widely Indexed, Peer Reviewed Referred Journal

Vol. 2, No 1, June 2025

Saadat Hasan Manto’s Short Stories: Exploring Partition

Md. Naymul Islam*

Lecturer, Department of English

Sheikh Fazilatunnesa Mujib University, Jamalpur, Bangladesh.
Corresponding Author: *Md. Naymul Islam,

Email: nayeem.bdkst01@gmail.com

ARTICLEINFO

Keywords: Partition, Manto,
Trauma, Displacement,
Identity, Literature, Violence

Received : 14.04.2025
Revised : 05.06.2025
Accepted: 15.06.2025

©2025 The Author(s): This is
an open-access article
distributed under the terms
of the Creative Commons
Atribusi 4.0 Internasional.

(OO

ABSTRACT

This paper delves into the complex literary narratives
surrounding the partition of India and Pakistan, with a
particular focus on the seminal works of Saadat Hasan
Manto. It underscores the importance of literature,
especially Manto's renowned short stories "Toba Tek
Singh" , “khol Do” “Khuda ki Qasm”, Thanda Gosht”
as the critical frameworks for dissecting the
psychological and sociocultural consequences of this
historical watershed. Partition is framed as an
apocalyptic rupture of identity, with land serving as a
poignant symbol of both belonging and loss. Manto's
narratives powerfully convey the traumatic realities
faced by individuals during this chaotic epoch,
addressing themes of displacement, psychological
trauma, and the absurdity of arbitrary national
boundaries. Through an analytical lens on Manto’s
storytelling techniques, this study seeks to illuminate
the lingering impacts of the partition on cultural
identity and mental health, highlighting literature's
essential role in safeguarding collective memory while
articulating the intricacies of human experience amid
violence and upheaval. Furthermore, the research
aspires to expand the discourse on partition literature
by integrating perspectives from both sides of the
newly established borders, emphasizing the shared
suffering and dislocation experienced by communities
throughout the subcontinent.
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INTRODUCTION

Saadat Hasan Manto’s stories, “Toba Tek Singh”, “Khol Do”, “Khuda Ki Qasam”,
and “Thanda Gosht”, provide searing commentary on the tragic aftermath of
partition of India. Each story delves into different facets of human suffering,
moral ambiguity, and societal breakdown during one of the most turbulent
periods in South Asian history. In “Toba Tek Singh”, the arbitrary redrawing of
borders challenges personal and communal identities. Bishan Singh’s refusal to
choose between India and Pakistan symbolizes the existential crisis faced by
those whose sense of belonging was violently uprooted. “Khuda Ki Qasam”
examines individual betrayal against the backdrop of societal decay, showing
how survival often clashes with traditional notions of morality. In “Khol Do”,
Sakina’s ordeal reflects the physical and emotional dehumanization women
endured during partition. Her conditioned response to the command “Khol do”
reveals the extent of her psychological trauma. “Thanda Gosht” highlights the
commodification and victimization of women, as Ishar Singh’s gruesome
discovery of a lifeless girl underscores the moral decay bred by communal
hatred. Manto’s use of irony is a powerful tool to convey the absurdity and
tragedy of human actions. For instance, Sirajuddin’s relief at finding his daughter
alive in “Khol Do” is bitterly ironic, as he remains ignorant of her suffering.
Similarly, in “Thanda Gosht”, Kulwant Kaur’s belief that she is avenging
infidelity is eclipsed by the revelation of Ishar Singh’s horrific deeds. The
emotional and psychological toll of violence is central to “Thanda Gosht” and
“Toba Tek Singh”. Both Ishar Singh and Bishan Singh grapple with the
unbearable weight of their circumstances, leading to their tragic ends. Manto
critiques the societal and political forces that fueled Partition exposing the
hypocrisy of leaders and the disillusionment of common people. The asylum in
“Toba Tek Singh” becomes a microcosm of a fractured society, while the chaos in
“Khuda Ki Qasam” illustrates the erosion of trust and humanity. Manto’s stories
avoid romanticizing the Partition. Instead, they depict the brutality and
emotional desolation of the time with stark realism. The "cold flesh" in “Thanda
Gosht”, the no man’s land in “Toba Tek Singh”, and Sakina’s reflexive gesture in
“Khol Do” are symbols that carry profound meaning, amplifying the narratives’
emotional resonance. Manto’s characters often belong to society's fringes,
whether asylum patients, women, or individuals struggling with moral
dilemmas. He humanizes their experiences, urging readers to confront their
biases and assumptions. Manto’s works remain timeless, offering profound
insights into the human cost of political upheaval. They compel readers to reflect
on the enduring consequences of violence, displacement, and the fragility of
societal bonds. By highlighting the personal stories behind historical events,
Manto ensures that the Partition is remembered not merely as a political event
but as a deeply human tragedy.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Saadat Hasan Manto’s “Toba Tek Singh” (1955) offers a satirical yet
heartbreaking portrayal of the Partition’s devastating impact on identity,
belonging, and communal harmony. Through the character of Bishan Singh, a
Sikh asylum inmate, Manto exposes the absurdity of forced religious segregation
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and the deep psychological trauma it inflicted (Manto, 1955; Jalal, 2013). Scholars
emphasize how the story reflects the collapse of interfaith coexistence that once
defined Indian society (Butalia, 1998; Nayar, 2015). Bishan’s disconnection from
his homeland and daughter represents the countless families fractured by
violence and displacement (Menon & Bhasin, 1998). Reports estimate over 75,000
women were abducted or raped during Partition (BBC News, 2017), a tragedy
echoed in the silence surrounding Rup Kaur. The asylum serves as a metaphor
for the madness of the outside world, where the so-called “insane” inmates show
more humanity than the political leaders (Pritchett, 2004; Zakaria, 2019).
Ultimately, Bishan’s refusal to choose between India and Pakistan, dying in no
man’s land, becomes a symbol of resistance against arbitrary borders and lost
identities (Outlook India, 2021). Manto’s narrative underscores the human cost
of partition, offering a powerful critique of state violence and communal
divisions.

Saadat Hasan Manto’s “Khol Do” (1952) is a haunting exploration of Partition’s
gendered violence, depicting the trauma endured by women during communal
upheaval. Through the character of Sakina, Manto exposes the brutal realities of
abduction, rape, and the psychological toll of sexual violence (Butalia, 1998;
Menon & Bhasin, 1998). Her father's desperate search and the final, chilling
hospital scene —where she instinctively responds to the command “khol do” by
loosening her clothing—symbolizes the collapse of her agency and the
normalization of violence (Manto, 1952; Pritchett, 2004). Critics have emphasized
the story’s sparse yet impactful style, which forces readers to confront the moral
decay engendered by Partition (Zakaria, 2019; The Wire, 2018). The narrative
critiques institutional failure and societal indifference, while simultaneously
resisting the erasure of women’s suffering by centering Sakina’s trauma as a
representation of countless silenced victims (Al Jazeera, 2020; Hindustan Times,
2020). Manto’s refusal to offer resolution highlights the emotional and ethical
devastation wrought by communal hatred. “Khol Do” remains a powerful
indictment of the human cost of political violence and a seminal work in Partition
literature (Pandey, 2001; Scroll.in, 2017).

Saadat Hasan Manto’s “Khuda Ki Qasam” offers a stark and unflinching critique
of gendered violence during the Partition of India, centering on Sugra, a young
girl abducted and sold into prostitution. Her story reflects the broader trauma
experienced by countless women whose suffering was compounded by social
stigma and patriarchal judgment (Butalia, 1998; Menon & Bhasin, 1998). Manto’s
portrayal of Sugra challenges societal expectations of purity, as she defiantly
rejects the need for moral redemption, exposing the hypocrisy of honor-based
cultures (Hindustan Times, 2020; The Indian Express, 2017). The story’s title
serves as an ironic condemnation of religious and moral double standards, using
sacred language to critique the exploitation of women’s bodies under the guise
of faith and nationalism (Zakaria, 2019; The Wire, 2018). Scholars note that
Manto’s narrative style—unsparing and emotionally charged —resists closure
and sentimentality, emphasizing the psychological toll of Partition over
simplistic redemption (Pandey, 2001; Scroll.in, 2017). Aligned with Manto’s other
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Partition works, “Khuda Ki Qasam” challenges institutional and cultural
narratives that marginalize survivors. Sugra’s refusal to be “rescued” becomes
an act of resistance, critiquing recovery efforts focused more on communal honor
than human dignity (BBC News, 2017; Al Jazeera, 2020). In doing so, Manto
underscores how the true horror of Partition lay in its moral erosion and lasting
human cost.

Saadat Hasan Manto’s “Thanda Gosht” (1950) is a stark and unsettling portrayal
of Partition-era violence, focusing on the dehumanizing effects of communal
hatred. Through the story of Ishwar Singh —who discovers he has attempted to
rape a dead woman —Manto delivers a searing metaphor for the moral collapse
triggered by political and religious conflict (Manto, 1950; Pritchett, 2004). Critics
have noted how Manto’s raw narrative compels readers to confront complicity
in atrocities often silenced by nationalist discourse (BBC News, 2017; Zakaria,
2019). The story critiques not only the communal savagery of Partition but also
its gendered dimensions, as women’s bodies become symbols of communal
honor and targets of revenge (Butalia, 1998; Menon & Bhasin, 1998). Ishwar’s
confession to his lover and his eventual impotence reflect a deeper psychological
collapse of masculinity under the weight of guilt and violence (Nayar, 2015;
Scrollin, 2017). Manto’s title, “Thanda Gosht” —literally “cold meat” —
encapsulates both physical death and emotional desensitization. As Jalal (2013)
observes, Manto’s use of grotesque realism forces a confrontation with trauma at
an intimate level. The story’s controversial reception, including obscenity
charges, reveals a postcolonial discomfort with narratives that challenge
sanitized visions of Partition (The Wire, 2018; The Indian Express, 2017).
Ultimately, “Thanda Gosht” remains a potent literary indictment of how
Partition not only destroyed bodies but numbed consciences, exposing the
hollowness at the heart of communal nationalism.

The title “Saadat Hasan Manto’s Short Stories: Exploring Partition” aptly captures the
focus and depth of the article. Manto’s stories are not merely fictional narratives but
function as visceral commentaries on the traumatic human cost of the 1947 Partition.
Each of the selected stories — Toba Tek Singh, Khol Do, Khuda Ki Qasam, and Thanda
Gosht — explores different dimensions of Partition-related violence, particularly
through the lenses of identity, gender, psychological trauma, and communal
disintegration.

The phrase “Exploring Partition” is deliberately chosen over alternatives such as
“depicting” or “describing,” as the article moves beyond surface-level representation. It
engages in a critical examination of narrative techniques, character symbolism, and
emotional resonance. This methodology aligns with existing academic discourse that
positions Manto’s oeuvre as central to understanding the emotional and sociopolitical
aftermath of Partition (e.g., Butalia, Menon & Bhasin, Zakaria).

While existing scholarship has often examined either Partition history or Manto’s
literary contributions in isolation, few studies provide a comprehensive thematic
analysis of how his short fiction deconstructs communal ideologies, gendered violence,
and psychological trauma. This article addresses that gap by:

e Centering women’s experiences in stories such as Khol Do and Khuda Ki
Qasam, which are frequently marginalized in political discourse;
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¢ Interpreting mental illness and identity confusion as symbolic frameworks
in Toba Tek Singh;

e Highlighting moral collapse and gendered revenge in Thanda Gosht as
metaphors for postcolonial loss and ethical numbness.

This integrated approach offers a multi-dimensional lens through which to
examine Partition literature —bridging literary analysis, feminist critique, and
trauma studies in a way that is rarely unified in previous research.

Some critics argue that Saadat Hasan Manto’s stories are too graphic or
controversial to be considered objective literary critiques. Others contend that his
works are overly personal or anecdotal, and therefore insufficient to represent
the broader scope of collective trauma. Additionally, certain scholars prioritize
the political history of Partition over literary accounts, viewing fiction as
secondary to historical documentation.

This article challenges these assumptions by demonstrating that Manto’s use of
grotesque realism — particularly evident in Thanda Gosht—is both deliberate and
necessary. His narrative style compels readers to confront the raw and unfiltered
brutality of Partition, offering insights often obscured by sanitized historical
narratives. Furthermore, the paper highlights how individual stories such as
Sakina’s in Khol Do and Sugra’s in Khuda Ki Qasam embody systemic patterns of
violence, supported by historical evidence, including estimates that over 75,000
women were abducted during the Partition. These personal tragedies transcend
anecdote, serving as representative cases of widespread societal collapse.

By situating literature as a critical historical archive, the article affirms its value
in preserving emotional truths and amplifying marginalized voices —especially
those of women and survivors —often excluded from official records. Ultimately,
the title of the article proves both accurate and evocative, encapsulating the dual
focus on Manto’s literary craft and the human cost of Partition. The paper
addresses significant scholarly gaps by offering a literary-ethical analysis of
stories frequently examined in isolation, thereby enhancing its credibility
through well-sourced, interdisciplinary argumentation.

METHODOLOGY

This study applies a qualitative research methodology to conduct a reasonable
exploration of partition narratives illustrated in Sadat Hasan Manto’s selected
short stories. Through an enquiry of four significant short stories "Toba Tek
Singh", “khol Do,” “Khuda ki Qasm”, and Thanda Gosht” —the study examines
how Manto exemplifies the haunting impacts of partition on cultural identity and
mental health enunciating the complexities of human experience amid violence
and turmoil. Secondary data sources, such as newspapers, magazines, and
internet articles, are utilized to gather relevant information and contextualize the
writer’s responses within the broader of historical narrative. The study put forth
a qualitative approach, involving a close reading of the selected short stories of
Manto utilizing literary and rhetorical analysis techniques to discover the
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writer’s insights into the struggles, aspirations, and accomplishments of his
protagonists within a framework of social interference and cultural conversion.
The document consistently uses APA 7th edition style for referencing.

DISCUSSION AND RESULT

In Manto's deeply impactful and satirical story Toba Tek Singh (1955), the
catastrophic effects of Partition on communal ties and individual identity are
explored in vivid detail (Manto, 1955). The narrative revolves around a heart-
wrenching governmental decision to forcibly exchange asylum patients based on
their religious affiliations—Muslims were relocated to the newly formed
Pakistan, while Hindus found themselves sent to India. This arbitrary division
disrupted the long-standing social harmony that had existed among India's
multifaceted populations, where people of various faiths had coexisted with
remarkable tolerance before the upheaval (Butalia, 1998; Nayar, 2015).

In this story, Bishan Singh hailed from a distant village called Toba Tek Singh,
where he owned land and had family. Before the Partition, his relatives used to
visit him frequently, but afterward, they stopped coming, and there was no word
from them (Jalal, 2013). One time, his friend Fazal Din came to Toba Tek Singh,
causing tears to stream down the protagonist's face. He inquired about his family
and later learned that they had been safely relocated to India. When he asked
about his daughter Rup Kaur, the visitor fell silent, indicating that her fate
mirrored that of countless Hindu and Muslim girls, whose names and dignity
were lost amid the horrific violence of communal riots and obscurity in history
(Menon & Bhasin, 1998; The Indian Express, 2017). A BBC retrospective on
Partition notes that over 75,000 women were raped or abducted, with many never
reunited with their families (BBC News, 2017).

Throughout his entire stay in the asylum, Bishan Singh never slept or sat down,
and he only bathed once a month when his relatives came to see him. Finally, the
day arrived when the non-Muslim inmates of the asylum were instructed to get
on the bus headed for the other side of the border. As the other inmates were
compelled to board, Bishan Singh suddenly leaped violently and collapsed in a
spot that belonged neither to India nor Pakistan. He fell onto the no man's land
and screamed skyward, his voice echoing, “I'll go nowhere, neither to India nor
Pakistan but live here in this land where there is Toba Tek Singh” (Manto, 1955).
With these powerful words, he died. The guards and officers were taken aback
by the unexpected emotional outburst from a man who, for the first time in the
past fifteen years, had expressed such passionate and bold feelings.

Manto employs the character of Bishan Singh to poignantly illustrate the
profound disorientation and existential despair that emerges when one's sense of
belonging is violently uprooted (Pritchett, 2004). As a patient in the asylum,
Bishan is depicted grappling with the incessant and tormenting question of the
whereabouts of his homeland, Toba Tek Singh. His daily inquiries reveal a deep-
seated anguish, as he seeks reassurance in a world turned upside down. The
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forced relocation transforms the asylum into a microcosm of the broader societal
shifts occurring outside, effectively demonstrating how Partition not only
intensified religious divisions but also unraveled the very fabric of communities
once bound by shared lives and experiences (Pandey, 2001; The Hindu, 2022).

Amidst this chaotic backdrop, an unexpected yet emotional bond of brotherhood
begins to form among the asylum inmates. One particularly moving scene
involves an inmate who, upon learning of the impending transfer, falls into the
arms of his Hindu and Sikh companions, weeping with heart-wrenching sorrow
at the thought of their imminent separation. This moment serves to highlight the
persistent threads of solidarity that endure even amidst catastrophic change,
underscoring the human capacity for connection despite the surrounding turmoil
(Butalia, 1998; Scroll.in, 2017).

The narrative is imbued with a profound sense of irony, as the supposed
"madmen" in the asylum often display greater rationality and humanity than the
politicians orchestrating their transit. The asylum—a space traditionally
associated with madness —stands in stark contrast to the violence and chaos of
the outside world, where political machinations reign supreme. Manto’s
depiction of the transfer as an "exchange" underscores the brutal dehumanization
that the mentally ill face, illustrating how bureaucratic decisions rendered them
insignificant and powerless within the broader societal framework (Jalal, 2013;
Zakaria, 2019, The New York Times).

Ultimately, Bishan’s courageous refusal to comply with the transfer not only
signifies his quest for identity but also culminates in a tragic demise, with him
lying face down at the border. This tragic image serves as a haunting symbol of
the countless innocent lives extinguished amid the political upheaval and chaos
that characterized the Partition (Menon & Bhasin, 1998; Outlook India, 2021).

Saadat Hasan Manto’s short story “Khol Do” is a chilling yet masterfully
constructed narrative that reveals the harrowing impact of Partition on women,
the human psyche, and familial bonds. The story follows Sirajuddin, a father
frantically searching for his daughter, Sakina, amid the chaos of Partition-era
violence. In doing so, Manto unflinchingly confronts the gendered dimension of
Partition atrocities, shedding light on the trauma of abduction and rape that
countless women endured during this tumultuous period (Butalia, 1998).

Sirajuddin’s desperation leads him through a crumbling system of refugee camps
and relief centers, exposing the failure of institutions to safeguard the vulnerable.
He appeals to a group of young Muslim volunteers to help locate Sakina. While
their eventual success appears to promise closure, the brutal irony of Sakina’s
condition—found alive, but psychologically and physically devastated—
subverts that hope (Menon & Bhasin, 1998; BBC News, 2017). As The Indian
Express reported in a Partition commemoration feature, the disappearance of
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thousands of women—abducted and raped —represents one of the darkest
chapters in subcontinental history (The Indian Express, 2017).

Manto’s sparse narrative style and restrained tone allow the horror to speak for
itself. When Sakina, lying on a hospital bed in a near-comatose state, instinctively
responds to the doctor’s command “khol do” (“open it”) by loosening her
shalwar, the moment becomes a gut-wrenching symbol of her repeated violation
(Manto, 1952). This final scene captures the complete collapse of her agency and
underscores the psychological toll of sexual violence during conflict (Pritchett,
2004; The Wire, 2018).

Critics and scholars have widely recognized “Khol Do” as one of the most
disturbing yet essential Partition narratives in Urdu literature. The story serves
not only as a personal tragedy but also as a broader metaphor for the violation of
national and cultural integrity (Nayar, 2015). In a review published in The New
York Times, Rafia Zakaria emphasizes that the story’s horror lies not just in the
act of violence but in the normalization of such brutality, where even medical
care becomes intertwined with violation (Zakaria, 2019).

The story also highlights the silencing and erasure of women’s suffering. As
feminist historians have pointed out, post-Partition discourse often reduced
women to symbols of honor or community pride, stripping them of individual
identity (Menon & Bhasin, 1998). Manto resists this narrative by centering
Sakina’s body and trauma, refusing to let her become an abstract statistic. In
doing so, he positions her as both victim and silent witness to the savagery
unleashed by religious and political divisions (Butalia, 1998; Al Jazeera, 2020).

The stark power of the story lies in its conclusion. Sakina’s mechanical gesture —
opening her salwar —not only reveals the extent of her trauma but also confronts
the reader with the irreversible damage inflicted by communal hatred. Her
father’s tearful joy at her being "alive" contrasts painfully with the reader’s
realization that she has been spiritually and emotionally destroyed. The
Hindustan Times noted in a Partition remembrance editorial that survivors of
such trauma often lived "a life suspended between memory and silence"
(Hindustan Times, 2020).

Furthermore, “Khol Do” exemplifies Manto’s broader literary strategy: depicting
the madness of Partition through stories grounded in stark realism. Like “Toba
Tek Singh,” this story critiques the dehumanizing systems that emerge in the
wake of political upheaval. Manto's refusal to provide moral or narrative closure
forces the reader to confront uncomfortable truths rather than find solace in
heroism or redemption (Pandey, 2001; Scroll.in, 2017).

Manto vividly portrays the brutal dehumanization that occurred during the

Partition. Sakina’s assault becomes a representation of the countless women who
suffered similar fates, turning their bodies into battlegrounds for communal
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hatred (Butalia, 1998; Al Jazeera, 2020). The story’s climax is deeply ironic.
Sirajuddin's relief at finding his daughter alive contrasts starkly with the reader's
realization of her profound trauma. This juxtaposition emphasizes the
helplessness and ignorance of those who suffered losses during the Partition.
Manto does not shy away from exposing the moral decay and bestiality that arise
during times of conflict (Pritchett, 2004). Through Sakina’s tragedy, he condemns
the societal conditions that reduce human beings to objects of violence and
exploitation. Sakina's mechanical response to "khol do" reveals the devastating
psychological effects of repeated abuse. It underscores how survivors of violence
are left scarred long after the physical acts have ended (Menon & Bhasin, 1998;
The Wire, 2018).

Manto's unflinching portrayal of lust, violence, and guilt serves as a scathing
critique of the moral and emotional desolation brought about by Partition.
Through its stark and shocking narrative, the story underscores the heavy price
of communal hatred and the irreversible damage it inflicts on individuals and
society (Pandey, 2001; India Today, 2020).

By foregrounding the personal cost of Partition and refusing to sanitize its
violence, “Khol Do” emerges as a searing indictment of both systemic failure and
societal indifference. In a time when borders were drawn with ink and blood,
Manto’s words ensured that the human stories were never lost in silence.

Saadat Hasan Manto’s short story “Khuda Ki Qasam” (“I Swear by God”) is a
powerful and unsettling exploration of the complex intersection of gender,
violence, and moral ambiguity during the Partition of India in 1947. In this grim
narrative, Manto offers a bleak but honest account of how communal violence
devastated not just the physical world but also the ethical and emotional
landscape of its survivors (Butalia, 1998).

The story revolves around a young girl, Sugra, who is abducted during the chaos
of Partition and sold into prostitution. She is eventually rescued, but the trauma
of her ordeal and the social stigma attached to her experience remain unresolved.
Through Sugra’s character, Manto provides a harrowing critique of societal
hypocrisy, particularly the way patriarchal societies victimize women twice —
tirst through physical violence and then through moral judgment and exclusion
(Menon & Bhasin, 1998; The Indian Express, 2017).

Manto’s narrative style is stark, his tone unsparing. Sugra’s brutal journey from
being a victim to a survivor who refuses to be shamed evokes both empathy and
discomfort. She confronts the man who seeks to “rehabilitate” her with sharp
defiance, rejecting the notion that she must be "purified" to regain her dignity. As
the Hindustan Times observed in a Partition feature, many women like Sugra
were “recovered” but never truly reintegrated into society due to the honor-
based perceptions of femininity (Hindustan Times, 2020).
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The title itself — Khuda Ki Qasam —serves as a bitter indictment of false morality.
The protagonist, in a moment of anger and righteousness, swears by God that
she has done no wrong, challenging the very foundations of a society that sees
her as tainted. Manto subverts religious language, traditionally used to assert
truth, to expose how religion and honor are often misused to justify violence and
control over women's bodies (Zakaria, 2019; The Wire, 2018).

Manto’s portrayal of Sugra resonates with real stories of Partition survivors
documented by historians and journalists. Urvashi Butalia, in The Other Side of
Silence, recounts testimonies of women who were kidnapped, raped, or
abandoned, and later silenced by their families and nations. Many of these
women were viewed not as victims of violence but as bearers of communal
shame —an attitude mirrored in Sugra’s treatment (Butalia, 1998). In Borders and
Boundaries, Menon and Bhasin also highlight how both India and Pakistan
constructed national narratives that excluded female voices or used them only
symbolically (Menon & Bhasin, 1998).

Manto’s genius lies in his refusal to offer easy resolutions. Sugra’s final words are
laced with both pride and pain. She declares that her life has changed irrevocably,
but she refuses to apologize for surviving in a brutal world. As Scroll.in noted in
a retrospective on Manto’s legacy, his stories force readers to confront the moral
bankruptcy of societies that prioritize reputation over humanity (Scroll.in, 2017).

Furthermore, Khuda Ki Qasam aligns with Manto’s larger body of Partition
literature, such as Khol Do and Thanda Gosht, in its relentless focus on the
emotional and psychological cost of political violence. As academic Gyanendra
Pandey writes, the Partition was not just a historical event but a “catastrophic
rupture in moral consciousness” (Pandey, 2001). Manto’s characters, often on the
margins of society, embody this rupture with haunting clarity.

Manto also critiques the institutions that claim to offer salvation or justice —
whether it be the family, religious authorities, or state. Sugra's refusal to be
"rescued" reflects a deep skepticism of post-Partition recovery efforts, many of
which focused more on reclaiming national honor than on restoring human
dignity (BBC News, 2017; Al Jazeera, 2020). Her defiance becomes an act of
resistance, a refusal to be silenced by patriarchal expectations or nationalist myth-
making.

Ultimately, Khuda Ki Qasam is a story that disturbs precisely because it tells the
truth without embellishment. It refuses to sentimentalize suffering or offer
redemption. Instead, it leaves readers grappling with the uncomfortable reality
that survival often requires choices society refuses to understand or accept. In
doing so, Manto reminds us that the true horror of Partition was not just the loss
of land or life, but the long-lasting erosion of compassion and justice.
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Saadat Hasan Manto’s “Thanda Gosht” ("Cold Meat") is one of the most
provocative and disturbing short stories to emerge from the literature of the
Partition of India. Written in 1950 and banned shortly thereafter for obscenity,
the story's graphic and unsettling content triggered public outrage —but also
forced society to confront the brutal truths that had been cloaked in silence and
shame. At the heart of the story lies a deeply disturbing moment of horror: a man
named Ishwar Singh, in the midst of a communal riot, abducts a Muslim woman,
intending to rape her —only to discover she is already dead (Manto, 1950).

This shocking revelation serves as a devastating metaphor for the moral decay of
a society consumed by hatred. Manto uses this brutal act to expose how
Partition’s violence not only destroyed lives but also dehumanized individuals
to the point of moral numbness (Pritchett, 2004). As the BBC reported in a special
feature on Partition literature, stories like Thanda Gosht forced postcolonial
societies to confront “the uncomfortable truths of complicity” in communal
atrocities (BBC News, 2017).

Manto’s narrative is raw and unsparing. The story is framed through the
confession of Ishwar Singh to his lover, Kulwant Kaur, who ultimately stabs him
out of jealousy and rage. Through this emotionally volatile exchange, Manto
presents the intertwined pathologies of masculine aggression, sexual violence,
and the collapse of ethical boundaries during communal riots. According to Ritu
Menon and Kamla Bhasin, Partition narratives often placed women’s bodies at
the center of national and religious conflict — Thanda Gosht violently illustrates
this, turning the female body into a literal battleground (Menon & Bhasin, 1998).

Unlike conventional tales of heroism or sacrifice, Manto’s story offers no
redemption, no closure. The corpse of the Muslim girl represents not just a victim
of rape or murder, but the death of conscience itself. Urvashi Butalia notes that
violence during Partition was frequently sexualized and gendered, with
women's bodies bearing the burden of symbolic revenge between communities
(Butalia, 1998). Ishwar Singh'’s act is therefore not only a personal crime but also
an expression of collective savagery sanctioned by the rhetoric of honor, revenge,
and nationalism (The Indian Express, 2017).

The story’s title, Thanda Gosht, functions as a pun with chilling implications. On
one level, it refers literally to the dead body; metaphorically, it speaks to
emotional frigidity and moral decay. Manto’s linguistic precision here is central
to the story’s power. As literary scholar Ayesha Jalal notes, Manto’s genius lay in
his ability to use the colloquial and the grotesque to critique systems of violence
and power (Jalal, 2013). The New York Times further highlights Manto’s capacity
to portray trauma not as abstract horror but as intimate, visceral experience
(Zakaria, 2019).

Critically, Thanda Gosht also addresses the psychological collapse of
perpetrators. Ishwar Singh’s guilt and impotence in the aftermath of the crime
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signal a breakdown of masculine control and power. His inability to perform
sexually becomes symbolic of his moral and emotional paralysis. This theme has
been explored in depth by scholars like Pramod K. Nayar, who suggests that
Manto’s stories often depict masculinity under siege, destabilized by guilt,
violence, and national chaos (Nayar, 2015; Scroll.in, 2017).

The reception of Thanda Gosht in post-Partition India and Pakistan was equally
revealing. The obscenity charges filed against Manto underscored the discomfort
of a newly formed state unwilling to acknowledge the full extent of communal
violence. As The Wire noted in a retrospective, the controversy wasn’t merely
about morality —it was about memory. Manto’s depiction of communal savagery
cut too close to the bone in a time when both countries were eager to project
sanitized narratives of nation-building (The Wire, 2018).

Even decades later, Thanda Gosht remains one of the most powerful literary
indictments of Partition violence. It exposes how deeply communal hatred
corrupted not only social structures but the very souls of individuals. In the
words of Ishwar Singh, spoken in delirium as he lies bleeding: “She was cold...
so cold.” This simple sentence encapsulates the entire tragedy of Partition —its
coldness, its death, its moral emptiness.

CONCLUSION

Manto’s short stories serve as a haunting testament to the brutal consequences of
Partition exposing the deep scars it left on individuals and society. Through vivid
characters and unflinching storytelling, he captures the anguish of displacement,
the erosion of identity, and the horrifying dehumanization that accompanied
communal violence. In “Toba Tek Singh”, Bishan Singh’s tragic fate symbolizes
the disillusionment of those caught between arbitrary borders, while “Khol Do”
lays bare the horrifying extent of human suffering and exploitation. “Khuda Ki
Qasam” explores the fragility of trust in a morally compromised world, and
“Thanda Gosht” delves into the depths of guilt and moral decay in the aftermath
of bloodshed. Each story compels readers to confront the painful realities of
Partition emphasizing that its impact was not merely political but deeply
personal and psychological. Manto’s narratives remain as relevant today as they
were in his time, urging reflection on the cost of division and the enduring need
for empathy, humanity, and reconciliation.
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