
 
www.ijprems.com 

editor@ijprems.com 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF PROGRESSIVE 

RESEARCH IN ENGINEERING MANAGEMENT 

AND SCIENCE (IJPREMS) 

(Int Peer Reviewed Journal) 

Vol. 04, Issue 11, November 2024, pp : 1499-1502 

e-ISSN : 

2583-1062 

Impact 

Factor : 

7.001 
 

@International Journal Of Progressive Research In Engineering Management And Science               Page | 1499 

THE DIVISION OF INDIA DURING 1947 AND THE WOMEN 

S. Shobia1 
1Assistant professor Pollachi college of arts and science, Pollachi 

ABSTRACT 

The Division of India in 1947 marked a significant and traumatic chapter in South Asian history, leading to the 

creation of two independent nations, India and Pakistan. The division, based on religious lines, resulted in 

unprecedented violence, displacement, and societal upheaval, profoundly impacting millions of lives. Women, in 

particular, bore the brunt of this turmoil in distinct and devastating ways. 

As communities fractured along communal lines, women became symbols of honor and were targeted in acts of 

communal violence. Thousands of women were abducted, raped, forcibly converted, and trafficked across borders. 

These atrocities were often used as weapons of vengeance by rival religious groups, reflecting the patriarchal values 

that conflated women’s bodies with community and familial pride. Many women were forcibly married to men from 

the opposing community or compelled to live in conditions of slavery. 

The trauma of Division also extended to women’s agency and identity. Many women were killed by their families in 

so-called "honor killings" to protect community prestige, while others chose or were coerced into mass suicides to 

avoid capture. After Division, governments in India and Pakistan implemented recovery operations to locate and 

rehabilitate abducted women. However, these efforts were fraught with challenges, as many women were stigmatized 

or rejected by their families upon return, and some resisted repatriation, having formed new lives or relationships in 

captivity. 

The Division highlighted the systemic marginalization of women in political and social processes. While men 

negotiated borders and political autonomy, women were disproportionately affected by the physical and emotional 

consequences. Their experiences during the Division underscore the intersection of gender, violence, and displacement 

in the context of national and communal conflicts. 

Decades later, the narratives of Division survivors, particularly women, have been revisited in academic studies, 

literature, and oral histories. These accounts reveal not only the horrors endured but also the resilience of women who 

navigated and survived the chaos. Understanding the gendered dimensions of the Division provides a critical lens for 

analyzing the broader impacts of displacement, violence, and communalism in history. 

1. INTRODUTION 

The Division of India in 1947 was a monumental event that reshaped the subcontinent, leading to the creation of two 

independent nations—India and Pakistan. This division, based largely on religious lines, resulted in one of the largest 

mass migrations in history, with an estimated 10-15 million people crossing borders to seek refuge in the newly 

formed countries. While the political, social, and economic consequences of Division have been widely studied, the 

specific impact on women, who were disproportionately affected by the violence, displacement, and societal upheaval, 

remains a crucial yet often underexplored aspect of this history. 

Women became the primary victims of the communal violence that erupted during the Division. In the chaos of mass 

migration and violent riots, women were subjected to abduction, rape, forced conversions, and sexual slavery, often 

seen as symbols of the honor and identity of their communities. Thousands of women were abducted by men from 

opposing religious communities, and many were forcibly married, raped, or mutilated. These experiences were 

compounded by the social and cultural stigma faced by women who were victims of sexual violence, further 

marginalizing them in their own communities. 

The violence of the Division was not just physical; it also tore apart families, disrupted social structures, and left 

women vulnerable to exploitation. Many were separated from their families in the confusion of mass migrations, with 

no means of communication or support. Others faced the trauma of witnessing the deaths of loved ones, while some 

were left behind as refugees in hostile territories. Women were also at the forefront of the painful process of migration, 

traveling under dangerous and harrowing conditions in search of safety, with little regard for their protection. 

However, despite the overwhelming suffering, women also demonstrated remarkable resilience. They played key roles 

in the efforts to reunite families, provide aid to the displaced, and rebuild their communities. In the aftermath of 

Division, several women’s organizations and local leaders emerged, working to address the needs of women who had 

been abducted, raped, or displaced. Women’s activism, while often overshadowed by the political narratives of 

Division, became crucial to the healing process and the survival of many families and communities. This paper seeks 

to examine the gendered impact of the Division of India, highlighting the specific ways in which women were affected 
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by the violence, displacement, and emotional trauma of the event. By focusing on the experiences of women—both as 

victims of violence and as active agents of resistance and survival—it aims to offer a more comprehensive 

understanding of the Division and its lasting effects on South Asian society. Recognizing the central role of women in 

this history not only gives voice to those who suffered but also enriches our broader understanding of the Division as a 

profoundly gendered and human experience. 

The Division of India in 1947 was a pivotal and traumatic event in the history of South Asia. It resulted in the division 

of British India into two independent nations—India and Pakistan. This Division was accompanied by large-scale 

violence, mass migrations, and profound social and political upheaval. While it was a momentous event for the two 

newly created nations, the consequences for women were particularly devastating, as they faced physical, sexual, and 

emotional violence, forced migration, and the disintegration of their families and communities. 

BACKGROUND OF THE DIVISION OF INDIA 

The Division was primarily driven by the religious divide between Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs, with the demand for 

Pakistan being led by the All-India Muslim League under Muhammad Ali Jinnah, who argued that Muslims needed a 

separate state to preserve their cultural and religious identity. The Indian National Congress, under leaders like 

Jawaharlal Nehru and Mahatma Gandhi, wanted a united India. However, the British decided to divide the country, 

and on August 15, 1947, India was split into two nations: India (with a Hindu majority) and Pakistan (with a Muslim 

majority). The Division led to one of the largest and most violent mass migrations in human history, with around 10-

15 million people crossing borders to seek refuge in the newly created countries. It also triggered horrific communal 

riots, which led to widespread violence, including against women. 

THE IMPACT OF DIVISION ON WOMEN 

1. Sexual Violence: Women were among the most vulnerable during the Division. Rape and sexual violence were 

widespread, as women were often seen as symbols of the honor of the community or nation. Both Hindu and 

Muslim women were abducted, raped, and forced into marriage or sexual slavery by members of opposing 

religious communities. Many women were kidnapped during the violence and forced to live in enemy territories. 

2. Abduction and Forced Conversions: Thousands of women were abducted during the riots, particularly in the 

border regions of Punjab, Bengal, and Kashmir. These women were often forcibly converted to the religion of the 

men who captured them. Some were married off to men they did not know or had never met. Many women were 

lost forever to their families, with some later being forcibly brought back and rehabilitated through efforts by 

governments and organizations. 

3. Impact on Families: Families were torn apart during the Division, and women were often the victims of this 

breakdown. Fathers, brothers, and husbands were separated from their wives, daughters, and sisters in the chaos of 

migration and violence. In many cases, women were left alone to fend for themselves in a deeply patriarchal 

society, and many became vulnerable to exploitation. 

4. Migration and Displacement: The Division led to mass displacement, and women were often forced to undertake 

arduous and dangerous journeys, either to flee violence or to reach "safety" in their respective new countries. These 

journeys were fraught with dangers, as many women were subjected to harassment, violence, and sexual assault. 

5. The Struggle for Reclamation and Repatriation: In the aftermath of the Division, efforts were made to reunite 

women with their families. However, many women were unwilling or unable to return to their communities. Some 

had been impregnated by captors or had been so traumatized that returning to their previous lives was impossible. 

This led to further complications, as families sometimes rejected women who had been "dishonored," even if they 

had been victims of sexual violence. 

6. Psychological and Social Trauma: The trauma suffered by women during Division had long-lasting effects. In 

many cases, women who were abducted or raped had to live with the stigma of being seen as "contaminated" or 

"dishonored" by their communities, which often failed to understand the circumstances that led to their 

victimization. The emotional and psychological scars of Division were deep, and many women spent their entire 

lives grappling with the trauma of what had happened. 

ELEMENTS OF THE DIVISION ON WOMEN 

The Division of India in 1947 and its impact on women can be analyzed through several key elements, each 

highlighting the profound and often tragic experiences of women during this historical event: 

1. Mass Displacement and Migration 

• Scale: Over 15 million people were forced to migrate across newly created borders (India and Pakistan) based on 

religious affiliations. 
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• Women’s Role: Women often led families during migration, taking on leadership roles in the absence of men 

who were killed, lost, or involved in violence. 

• Vulnerability: Women faced extreme vulnerabilities during migration, including physical violence, sexual 

assault, and abduction. 

2. Gendered Violence 

• Sexual Violence: Women were systematically targeted with rape, abduction, and mutilation. Sexual violence 

became a weapon of communal conflict, aimed at dishonoring entire communities. 

• Honor Killings: Families, fearing dishonor, sometimes killed their own daughters and wives to protect family or 

community pride. 

• Mass Suicides: In some cases, women collectively ended their lives to escape the threat of abduction or assault. 

3. Abductions and Forced Marriages 

• Abductions: Tens of thousands of women were abducted by men from opposing communities, often forcibly 

converted and married. 

• Forced Assimilation: Women abducted during the Division were sometimes assimilated into new families and 

communities under duress. 

• State Repatriation Efforts: Both India and Pakistan implemented recovery campaigns to rescue abducted 

women, but these efforts were met with resistance from women who had formed new attachments or faced 

stigma upon their return. 

4. Patriarchal Control and Symbolism 

• Women as Symbols: Women’s bodies were viewed as carriers of community honor, making them targets during 

intercommunal conflicts. 

• Loss of Agency: Many women had little control over their fates, as decisions about their lives were often made 

by male family members or the state. 

5. Trauma and Psychological Impact 

• Emotional Toll: The violence, displacement, and loss of family members left deep psychological scars on 

women survivors. 

• Stigmatization: Many women faced lifelong stigma due to their experiences during Division, including rape and 

abduction. 

6. Resilience and Survival 

• Adaptation: Despite immense suffering, many women showed resilience, rebuilding their lives in refugee 

camps or new communities. 

• Leadership: Women emerged as key figures in organizing relief efforts and supporting displaced families. 

These elements underscore the profound, multi-faceted impact of the Division on women, highlighting their roles as 

both victims and agents of survival amidst one of history’s most harrowing events. 

WOMEN AS AGENTS OF RESISTANCE AND RESILIENCE 

Despite being disproportionately affected by the violence and upheaval, women also played a crucial role in the 

resistance and survival during Division. They were not just passive victims but also active participants in the struggle 

for independence. Some women were involved in political activism, joining movements and protests that sought to 

challenge British colonial rule or the injustice of the Division. 

In the aftermath of Division, many women became involved in efforts to rebuild their communities, offering aid to 

other displaced women, children, and families. Some took on leadership roles within their communities, organizing 

the repatriation of abducted women or leading campaigns to rebuild fractured families and homes. 

LONG-TERM CONSEQUENCES FOR WOMEN 

1. Social Marginalization: The Division reinforced patriarchal structures in both India and Pakistan, and women 

were often relegated to secondary roles in the new social order. Women's voices were silenced, and their suffering 

was often minimized in public discourse. In both countries, the Division was seen as a national trauma, but the 

experiences of women were overshadowed by the political and military narratives that dominated the historical 

record. 

2. Cultural Representation: In the decades that followed, the trauma of Division, especially as experienced by 

women, was often depicted in literature, film, and oral histories. However, these depictions were often centered 
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on the violence against women as a tool for political symbolism, rather than addressing the deeper psychological 

and social effects. Authors like Bapsi Sidhwa (in Cracking India) and Khushwant Singh (in Train to Pakistan) 

explored the human cost of Division, particularly through the eyes of women. 

3. Legislative and Social Reforms: In the years after Division, both India and Pakistan introduced some reforms 

aimed at protecting women’s rights. However, the social and cultural stigma faced by women who had 

experienced violence during the Division remained, and many of them continued to face discrimination and 

marginalization in society. 

2. CONCLUSION 

The Division of India in 1947 remains one of the most traumatic events in South Asian history, with profound and 

lasting effects on society, particularly on women. Women experienced unparalleled violence and displacement, 

becoming the primary victims of sexual violence, abductions, forced conversions, and societal stigma. Their suffering 

underscored the gendered dimensions of communal conflict, where patriarchal norms cast women as symbols of 

community honor, making them targets during the upheaval. 

Despite their victimization, women also demonstrated extraordinary resilience, taking on new roles as heads of 

families, community leaders, and survivors. Their narratives, long suppressed, are now emerging through academic 

research, oral histories, and literature, offering valuable insights into the complexities of gender, violence, and survival 

during the Division. 

The Division serves as a stark reminder of the devastating consequences of communalism and political division. 

Understanding its impact on women highlights the urgent need to address the intersections of gender and violence in 

conflict settings and to ensure that women’s voices are included in historical and contemporary discourses on justice 

and reconciliation. The experiences of women during this period are not just stories of suffering but also of courage 

and agency, making them integral to the broader history of Division. 
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