
The Abducted Woman in the House 
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India presen tly occupies an extended m oment for a 
woman's right to security as well as sexual autonomy, 
bodi ly integrity and th •:! freedom to 'present' herself 
(rather than being repres. ·nted) in both the public and 
the private sphere. In the .}ecember of 2012, thousands 
and thousands of young people spilled onto the streets 
to p rotest the brutal gang-rape of a 23 year old woman 
s tudent. Since its very inception, however, this youth 
uprising was not solely contextualised in terms of 'crime' 
and ' increased securi ty' / but also in terms of India's 'rape 
culture' built by a patriarchal Indian state that le o-itimises 
both ' impu.ni ty' and ' immunity'. ' Impunity' no~ only of 
s tate secunty forces and the police in committing and 
abetting crimes against wori.1en, but also that of husbands, 
fathers, brothers, and male society in general; crimes, not 
only of a sexual nature, but also those that seek to police 
women, their dress, their sexual expression, their access 
to the public sphere and even to their own inner lives. 
And ' immunity' both in terms of a criminal justice system 
tha t inures perpetra tors to their accusers and 'disappears' 
women's complain ts, as w ell as in te rms of a legal 
framework that explicitly exempts sexual v iolence on 
w ives and explicitly criminal ises the sexuality of the 
young - by the Ind ian Penal Code, a wife m ay never be 
raped, and even consensual sexua l rela tions between a 
young woman of 15 and a you ng man of 17 amount to 
rape. 

Young India's 'Tahrir' moment firs t me t with the 
response it d eserved, in the progress ive 
recommendations of the Jus tice Ve rma Committee and 
in the Bill of Rights tha t it sugges ted fo r Indian women. 
In the numerous lega l prov is ions that it s uggested be 
e nacted to d is mantle the cul t ure o f impunity and 
immunity so long nurtured by the tw in pilla rs of the 
Indian sta te - its security se rvices and the fami ly- the 
Verma Committee's recommendati ons resp onded to the 

call from the stree ts in an unusually affirmative m anner. 
Building on the inputs it received f 1 \lin the Ind ian 
women's, youth, and LGBT movem ents, the Ve rma 
Committee brought into the ambi t of the law the sp ecific 
types of sexual v iolence tha t women, children and the 
LGBT community suffer, and also sought the removal of 
the existing exemption s th a t the Indian Penal Code 
provided the family and the State. 

The euph oria w ith which this report was received was 
sh ort-lived however. In the payback in patriarch al coin 
tha t this movem ent rece ived, bo th in the Criminal Law 
Ordinance of February 2013 and the ultimate Crim inal 
Amendment Act of 2013, whi le impunity has been dented 
and also the specific violence s uffered by women has 
received r ecogn i tion in the crimina l jus tice sys tem, 
inunLmity has largely been preserved, if no t s treng thened, 
when it comes to the fa mily . A woman w ho is a wife 
cannot be raped, and consent is irrelevant for sexual 
relations between young women and men if they are bo th 
under the age of 18. 'Unnatural sex' is still outlawed, and 
only a woman n1ay be sexually assaulted . 

Looking back at this extraordinary period just past, of 
huge m ass mobilisa tions and night marches organised 
by Indian won1en and students, of placards that declared 
that "my dress is not a yes", of yo ung women launchi ng 
themselves a t the policeman w ho has just dragged her 
on the g round a nd beaten, it is worth asking some 
questions, w hich I th ink w ill estab lish the connections 
that I w ish to explore about the women abd ucted during 
the Partition of Ind ia. 

The first of these is a set of quest ions that relates how 
social movements of citizens are to be judged. Do they 
real ly end w hen there is the enactment of a law? Docs 
the granting of some of the movement's dema nds in terms 
of a la w require the ascrip tion of a teleo logical motival'ion 
to the movement i tsc l f? O r is the interven tion by the StCite 
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always an initiative that seeks to contain the insurrection? 

The second set of questions really comes into play if 

the an swers to the first se t are in the nega tive . If a 

movement is not teleo logical, in wh a t forms may it 

persist? G iven that there is a law that is not in fu ll 

opposition to what the movement demanded, what are 

the dialectical rela tions it must enter into w ith the law 

that h as interrupted it? What a re the a rmoury and 

strategies that such social movements must build in order 

both to instrumentalise, as well as to confront, the 

roadblocks that the law places in its path? 

Wheth er we consider the anti-rape culture agitations 

of the ve.r;y recent past or all the way back to Mridula 

Sarabhai and her 'social workers' as they were then called, 

these questions offer wha-t I think m ay be a new way in 

w hich popular his tor ies of soC"ial movements may be 

w ritten. If we do not evaluate movements in terms of the 

outcomes they win from the family and State, but in terms 

ofthe persistence of the questions they raise initially and 

refine subsequently through different political periods, 

perhaps we shall be able to sketch longer and deeper 

histories (and futures) of the movements we encounter. 

And in doing so perhaps we may better unders tand the 

reasons that underlie the appropria tion of som e social 

movements of the past by the very forces they sought to 

oppose. 
This essay is an attempt to recover the fled gling Indian 

state's nascent activists, in the period 1947-1957 from the 

gridlock in which feminis t discourse imprisons their 

activism. My intent here is not to quarrel with the feminist 

analysis of the pa triarchal outcomes of the Abducted 

Persons (Recovery and Rehabilitation) Ordinances and 

Act, in force till 1956, but to question the conclusion that 

these activists' proposals, methods, and intentions were 

in consonance with those of the State. The point that I 

wish to make is that this characterisa tion of the abducted 

women's period does not entai l an identity of intentions 

on the part of the State and the soc ia l workers, contra Das 

( J 995) who has seen the w hole process of recovery as: 

.. a n a ll iance between the state and social work as a profession, 

1\' hi ch silences the voice of victims by an application of the 'best 

111 teres t' doctrine. This voice is silenced by an abstract concern 

, tf, ·ustice, the punishment of the guilty, and the protection of 
\ \I I I 'dl . I d . I . 

I I ()ur of the nation. This concern, uc1 y art1cu ate w1t 1m 

t lt' 1011 . 

( . tituent Assembly as well as outs1de, the Assembly by 
the ons · · f · d fl I 

II ders compnses a d1scoursc o herOIC an atu ent 
l t IPI1J C<l I 

11 ' 
1 
. . 

1 
wh ich takes no cognizance of the feeli ngs of the 

n.l tl tlll•l r:-on ' I .. (Das 1995: p.73). 
tl' , 111sc , es ' 

\ \ ' tlll1l'll ·l . 

. " ·ill be that there was no such al liance, 

r<yl\ u >ntcntHlll 
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and that in fact, there is overwhelming evidence to show 

that 'social workers' were headed on a collision course 

wit~ ~oci a! mo res, the poli tical class, police and 

admtmstrahon. From the writings of Anis Kidwai the 

Urdu writer (1 906-1981) and Mridula Sarabhai (1
1

911-

1974), the we ll known Gandhian nationalis t, I shall show 

that the social workers did not perceive themselves as 

agents of the state or the fam ily, arraigned against women 

reluctant to return, but as speaking for the women's cause. 

The 'Social Worker' and the Abducted Woman 

T? begin with, let m e present a brief synopsis of the 

history of the recovery operations . On December 6 1947 

in the fir~ t Inte.r-?ominion conference in Lahore,' Indi~ 

and Pakis tan JOintl y decided to mount a recover y 

operation, through a contingent of female social workers 

assisted by the local police. An ordinance called Abducted 

Persons Recovery and Res toration Ordinance was 

promulgated on January 31, 1949, and was subsequently 

replaced by the Abducted Persons (Recovery and Restoration) 

Ac.t of December 1~49. One of the principal features of 

this Ac t was that It ado pted a more comprehens ive 

definition of the term 'abducted' than the one alread 

provided i~ the !ndi~n Penal Code. Ano ther importqt~ 
aspect of th1s legtslatiOn was the provision for setting u 

of an Indo-Pak Tribunal to decide the disputed cases~ 
abducted women . Camps for the stay of the recovered 

persons were to be established. The Abducted Persons 

(Recovery and Restorat ion) Act, tha t rep laced earlier 

Ordinances, was periodically renewed until 1957. 

Fen1inist historiography of the past two decades (for 

exa mple, Butali a (1998) and Menon and Bhasin (1998)) 

has shown, there can be no dispute that women were, in 

the vvords of Menon and Bhas in (speaking of Hind u 

women here), "abd uc ted as Hindus, converted a n d 

marri~d a: Mus li.ms, ~·ecovered as Hind us but requi red 

to reltnqUJsh thell' chtldren because they were born of 

Muslim fathers, a1:d ~ isown~d as ' unpure' and inelig ible 

fo r m il rna ge ."".Ith1n .. th e1r e rs twhile fam il y and 

comm uni ty, thcrr Identit ies were in a continuous state of 

cons truction ond reconst ru ct ion, ma kin g of the m 

'permanen t refugees' ." 

There is no do ubt that the abducted women's fea rs 0 1 

what lay ahead was brushed aside by th J d' 
. . . e n Ian anc 

Pa~1stan 1 administrations in cha rge of recovery. But th< 

so~ 1 a l_ worke rs ~'ere not complicit in this silencing of tlH 

VOices of these\ ICtims. As the extracts f1·om A · K'd ., 
, < rus 1 wa1 : 

In Freedom s Slwde shmv, it is through the 'social wo rker 

that the abducted vvuman's refusal to re turn is giver 

voice: 
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In Freedom's Shade, pp. 149-152 

As recovery work went on, the g reatest difficulty \·vas not to 

facilitate acceptance-instead, we found that most abducted 

a irls didn't want to return. Muslims seethed at these refusals, 

~oung men flu shing at th is ignominious disgrace of their 

community's honour. ... Reade rs cannot comprehend what I, as 

a woman, suffered \·vhen s uch things were sa id. I would try to 

explain, 'Try to understand their psychologica l state. Try to see 

\·vhy they refuse to return.' But the ranting and ra\·ing would 

continue. 

Finally, I had to enquire about the reasons for refusa l myself. 

The most common type was the fine and sensible girl, most 

eager to flee her captors. These girls' minds were alive to the 

dire situation they w e re trap ped in and they spent every 

moment planning an escape They w rote letters to their dear 

ones seeking rescue even wl· en they had no idea where they 

were being held. In their heart., love for kin, fai th a nd dignity 

reigned supreme. But put these ones as ide and consider, if you 

vv ill, the others. 

Take the young woman who had spent all her life behind the 

purdah, never seeing the face of any other man besides her 

brother or father. Today, this gi rl loa thed herself as a wanton 

who had expended her di gnity by be ing w jth s tra nge men fo r 

months. This girl was being offered a return home and she 

wondered whether her parents, husband, society, \·vould own 

he r again. A deep sense o f misg iving a nd a fear of rejection 

would drive her to refuse the offer. 

And there were also some married wome n, who believed their 

honourable husbands to be the ir compan ions unti l d ea th 

rendered them asunde r. They wond ered how they could, 

tainted by infidelity and scandal as they were, ever face men as 

proud as them? Would their husbnnds tolerntc such treachery? 

Would thei r gazes ever in ves t in the m the same respect as 

before? These feelings wou ld shnckle thl!i r feet a nd they would 

say, 'vVhat was written as our fa te has come to pass. Leave us 

where we are to live out the rest of our days.' 

There were also some girls whose eyes had opened in homes of 

grent poverty, who had never en ten n full meal or clo thed their 

bod ies in anything but rags. But now, they w ere in the keep of 

such generous men, who brought them s ilken shalwars and 

dupattas, introduced them to the delectable tas te of hot coffee 

and cold ice-cream, took the m to see two shows at the mov_tes 

in a single day. Why would s uch u girl want to leave such ftne 

men to return to her parents, to " li fe of rags and scraps to 

concea l her burgeoning youth, to days of toi l in the fi elds under 

Sun hot enough to melt he r bra in? And even if she \"-'ere to do 
a . 
·t even if she were to leave this sp lendid man, so handsome_m 

;
1
j5 uniform, all the romance thut her old liie had in store lor 

her was a mud-spattere~ uncouth ru stic, cl utching the st<1ff 

I · ted 011 his shoulder tor <1 husb.1ncl . She wanted tu escape 
10 1S ' . . 

thi s ter rible p<1st and th <1 t frightentng fu tu re; she wa nted to be 
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happy in the present that was hers. 

And·for all women, there was another reason for refusal. How 

·was she to know whether her self-professed rescuer was friend 

or foe? What if the rescuers were also traffickers? Until now, 

whichever s trange man had taken her, had sold her. The fact 

that the rescuer wore a police uniform was no guarantee either. 

And even if it were not a uniform b ut an ornamental pagdi 

with a shining tassel, how could she trus t that he was w ha t he 

said, a man sent by her relatives? In almost all cases of rescue, 

this was the woman's suspicion, so much so that the rescuers 

\·vould have to forcibly drag her away and her fe <1 rs would be 

allayed only after two or three days with them. 

The question of religion and of conversion rarely crossed the 

minds of such girls. Afte r a ll , \>vhat was their religion to them? 

It was only Muslim men who went to the mosque regularly to 

read the Friday namaz and the Alvida namaz, only men who 

listened to the mullaji's sermons. Mullaji wouldn't let women 

even s tand in the mosque. Every time he saw young girls, his 

eyes would redden, 'Get ou tt What do you have to do here?' 

Their presence in the mosque would defile the namaz; if they 

\·Vent to the d argah, there was the d anger of a commotion; if 

they a ttended a qawwali mehfil , then the Sufi was in peril of 

straying from h is contempla tion of the One to tho~tghts of more 

earthly pleasures. Women s imply polluted sancttty. 

In any case, what did these women know of Isla m? They had 

never been taught anything but a few kalmas and a little bit of 

the namaz. Wha t relevance did that have? They had learnt it by 

hea rt and recited it by rote, but what connection did th is p rayer 

have with the soul? Her name was Rahima t, her abba Ramzani 

and her husband Nawab ldris. Besides a few Isla mic names, 

what wea lth offaith was he rs that she should give up her life to 

sa fegu ard it? And if truth were to be told, it was not as if the 

Almighty had kept her in such comfort. In fact, the god that 

thi s new man had was much more bountiful , for at least she 

was fed . No, it was better to let them rant on; she was certainly 

not going to leave th is new man, who had brought such colour 

to her life. 

1 <1 lso met some young gi rls who angrily scorned the offer of 

return to husbands \.vho had proven so cowardl y that they jus t 

turned ta il and ran, leav ing the honou r of their fami ly, the 

mother of their children at the mob's mercy. These women 

would go mad with anger, 'You ask us to go back to those 

impotents? We kept on crying out to them to help us-In Allah's 

name, save us! Why a re you running away? Why don't you 

s trike these scoundrels? Wuit! Take me along! But for each one, 

his life was most d ea r. There was no love for us. Why didn ' t 

they kill us w ith their own ha nds' We certainly don't want to 

ever see their faces c1gai n' ' 

.. . Both educated and illi te rate gir ls h,1d another problem. When 

the police or acti vis ts ca me to rescue them, they would be 

paralysed by the question: Will my p<Hents / hus~and aCCl!J'l 

th is child in my womh7 Wh,1t if thcv m,1ke me kt ll 1t, tn tlw 
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name of honour? This fear would make them refuse to return. 
In fact even those women whom the m oralistic Anis 
Kidwai could not understand, are treated with respect, 
as nowhere is there a sugges tion tha t these wanton 
women are to be forcibly repatriated: 
... There is no denying that there were also some girls to whose way of thinking this immodes t life appealed. The egotism that was the mood of the times aave licence to self-indulgence; and once they had sampled the ;leasurable nectar of sin, their hearts rebelled against a return to that staid, disciplined life. However vitiated the atmosphere was, it was still in consonance with their natures. 

Also among those who refused were a few modern, educated girls who believed that the world's problems could never be solved without ' internationa l' marriages. Even before the riots, they had spurned religion and society, seeking out opportunities 
to demonstrate their open-mir.dedness; now, they were making hay while the sun shone. How could social workers ever hope to reform such sophisticated sinners? 

The 'Social Worker' and their Political Context 
Although Anis Kidwai was n ever involved in the 
recovery operation per se, the militant, and even by 1948 
increasingly pilloried, Mridula Sarabhai, too a ttended to 
what t~e women had to say. In a spate of articles that she 
wrote m newspapers, Sarabha i sought to make the voices 
of these women heard, and to impress upon the public. 
the nee~ fo~ recovery work. In the 'Recovery of Captive W~m~n Hmdustan Times, 14 April 1948, she begins by pomtmg out that at least one set o f the interlocutors were women from both sides: 
In recovered wome , . · f s·kl tl . n s camps, Hmdu or Musltm o • 1, 1e stones that women relate have the same trend . At one time, the recovered women of three commu nities were kept together in the same camp It was h · · h th · a eart-rendmg expenence to ear em talk t~ e~ch other. Whether they were Hindus or Muslims or Sikhs •.t dtd not matter, they ta lked as woman to woman, baffled, humtltated, stunned and full of doubts for the future. Why had they been made victims of brute force was the question that puzzled them. 

And whi le it is the family-Sta te that clamours the loudes t 
for instant 'recovery', the 'social workers' knew that the fate of one woman is tied to anothe r: 
In both Domin ions, the eagerness to recover their women borders on 1m patience. The ques tion is asked: Why this delay? Blame is attributed to the other side. The average impression is that the reco\·ery of the women is a simple proced ure ... Those 
who th1nk this way are ignorant of human nature .. . By use of 

28 

force alone one may be able to recover a few but large numbers 
wou ld ha ve to perish. It is only through active public cooperation and persuasive measures that we can get good results .... One word to the waiting relatives ... If they get to work in their area and help in recovery of captive women then they wi ll be helping an early recovery of their women in the other Dominion . 

From Sarabhai, we learn that most of the objections to 
the recovery operations that dominated Parliamentary 
and popular d ebates in the years to come had already 
been put into p lay by Apri l1948.In what Sarabhai clearly 
sees as an alliance of objectives between the abductors 
and those that do not want "settled women to be 
uprooted", she sees a societa l and admin is trative reluctance to undertake recovery: 

... Some con tinu e to give asyluh1 to abducted women as hostages, while others argue that "now th?t women have settled down in their new env ironments, why again upset them and create new problems in their lives?" ... Anyone who knows the psychology of a captive will not be taken in by this line of thought. Captive women have resisted, waiting to be rescued ... With d isappointment after disappointment on one side and on the other, the continuous all-out effort of the abductor has made them succumb to the instinct of self-preservation, and they have given in, but this does not mean that they welcome their new environment. .. 

The time factor is of grea t importance ... The great majority of captive women are going through hell. Every moment, every 
extra day, means more suffering for the captive women . ... It is only du ring the last two months tha t a special organisation has 
been started and a campaign launched. But the progress is at a snail's pace .... if we want an early recovery, it is necessary to have a vigorous campaign to educate the abductors and society that by abducting women in you r own area, you do not harm 
your opponent. 

In fact, Sarabha i and her colleague Mrs. Bhag Mehta were 
frequentl y in conflict with the Chief Liaison Officer as 
well as the District Recovery Officers appointed to 
implement recovery operations even before the Act was 
passed. The m inutes of a meeting o f the Steeri ng 
Committee for the recovery opera tion stand witness to 
this inherent conflict between Sarabhai's social workers 
and the East Punjab Liaison Agency: "The Steer ing 
Committee requested the C.L.O. to cancel his instructions 
to the DLOs that the women workers a re not to go out a lone in the districts . If a wo man worker desired to go 
out alone, there s h ould be no restriction on he r 
movement. If, however, she wa nts the D.L.O. to 
accompany her, then it is a matter of mutual adjus tment." 
(Item No. 4) 1 Far from being willing m inions of a 
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patriarchal state, it is clear that the social workers were 
being treated as women who we. 2 themselves to be 
policed. 

So why were social workers really need ed ? For one, 
not only was the police and the adminis tra tion unhelpful 
in recove ry, there we re a llegations tha t they w ere 
abductors themselves: On 30 April 1948, a s mall news 
item in the Hindustnn Times te lls us of an abduction 
a ttempt in w hich a s ubedar al o ng w ith fo ur othe rs 
attempted to carry aw ay the wife of a headmaster. But 
social w orkers w ere also need ed because w omen w ould 
only confide in w omen, as Sa rabhai writes in her article 
'Abducted Women: Ty pical Problem Cases' on 18 July 
1948: 

"T am a Sikh. I am happy. Pray d o not send me to Pakistan. I 
will do just as you want me to do. Pl ease have mercy on me"
such would be the plea of a stl •nned young Muslim newcomer 
[to the camp] . There was nom 'aning with arguing with her at 
that stage. She had to be mad e to feel at home and given time 
to gather herself .... Then the second stage- she would want to 
know why she was recovered. The third would be a query about 
conditions in Pakistan . Wha t are they like? Were her relatives 
alive? Would they take her back? Had anyone made enquiries 
about her? And finally, by the evening, she woul d be so eager 
to go back that her impatience woul d not brook even a few 
minutes delay. But then fear of what would happen to her \·Vould 
make her nervous. She would go to Pakistan p rovided I wen t 
with her' 

And only women social workers were motivated enough 
to cha llenge the 'honour'-'sha m.e' nexus tha t ruled South 
Asian women 's lives, and ·the ways in w hi ch ins truments 
of the Sta te legitimised it: 

As the days went by and the possessors of women got to know 
of the method of recovery, they changed their tactics. They knew 
that women could not be kep t back by force. The best way was 
to get their active cooperation in staying [,2 hind. They knew all 
about feminine psychology ... [and ] exp loited the women's fea r 
complex and their conservatism. For the firs t fev,r months they 
had waited to be recovered and had put up a brave fight against 
the allurements of the abductors. No help ca me, even those who 
might have been expected to come to their help had fai led them. 
Now at least a rescue pa rty had arrived . Who knows whether 
th is was "it" ... Why take a risk. So the nu mber of resisting cases 
began to increase. Exaggerated accounts of these happenings 
ga ined currency and aroused sympa thy fo r these "resisters". 

In another piece in the Hindus tnn Ti111es on 10 July 1948, 
'The Problem o f Abducted W omen ', Sa rabha i spea ks 
ang rily of the lac k of poli tica l w ill fo r recovery: 

Members of legislative assemblies are generall y beli eved to 
represent the people. It is surp ri s ing, however, to read the 
Assembly proceedi ngs. Nut one MLA either in P<1k is tan on the 
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Indian Parliaments or the East and West Punjab legislatures 
had asked ques tions regarding the difficul ties faced by their 
respective Governments in recove ry work in thei r own 
territories .... Joining hands in efforts to bring out women from 
the other side helps one in ga ining popularity. It is a poli tical 
asse t. But to get out 'Nomen from one's own Dominion is a 
struggle agains t one's 0\<\' 11 people. It is going agains t the 
popular trend- and therefore means a temporary setback in 
popularity .. . .To the voters of Ind ia and Pakistan, this tendency 
[to woo the voter] spells danger. Until such time as they develop 
a real sense of discri mination and strength to face their 
exploiters, they need legislators that will guide them fearlessly . 

On 8 Aug us t 1948, in the Hindustnn Times a rticle 'The 
Recovery of Abducted Women', Sarabhai p resents a fu ll 
typol ogy of those a rraig ned aga ins t the recovery 
opera tion. Besides the v illage/ town bully, the w hite-s la ve 
d eale r, the procu rers for b rothels, the communal political 
organisa tions, the re is a type w ho cla ims to be a victim: 
"we have treated the women shabb ily, bru ta lly if you 
like . But take the practica l side. The Pakistan people have 
taken away o ur wo men. If now we give back these other 
ones we h ave, h ow s hall we fa re?" Anoth er is the 
'humanita rian ', w ho "waited and waited bu t nobody 
turned u p to claim her" and in the end had her married 
off into a good family; com pletely UIU11 indful of the fact 
tha t the whole episode was in d irect violation of the Inter
Dominion Agreement of Sep tember 1947. 

At the top o f Sa r a bhai's li s t, howeve r , are the 
"influentia l pro tectors", w ho work against "the recovery 
of the wom en wh o are w ith highly placed individua ls or 
someon e under the ir pro tection ". While some of " these 
zamindars, C iv il, Po lice, and m ilitary officials a n d 
personnel, MLAs, and leaders of political pa rties" "kee p 
the w omen in the i r own ho useh o ld s, o the r s h a ve 
d is tributed them amongst the ir d epend ents and servants 
so tha t in case of an enq u iry they would not be persona ll y 
involved ." It is these people tha t the Recovery operation 
has found "ex tremely d ifficul t to tackle", because while 
some "hide their crimes under b ig poli tical and na tionalist 
theories", others like the Minis ters from both sides of the 
Punjab h ave Less artifice: "Why don ' t yo u give us the 
women we wa nt. W ha t is the use of send ing us ' low' class 
women, w hen we give yo u a be tte r type?" 

"Are we women not citi ze ns?" Sarabha i asks. "Have 
we n o r ig h t to ex pec t State pro tec ti o n a nd nid in 
ad vers ity? Are not Mini s ters o ur rep resenta ti ves also?" 
A conside ration o f the d ebates that raged in the Indian 
Par li a men t between 1949 a nd 1957 on th e recovery 
ope ra tion most e m p hatica ll y assert tha t the majority of 
MPs we re no t. But this e lis ion was no t only applica b le to 
th e abdu c ted women vict ims, it was a lso equa ll y 
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applicable to the 'social workers'. In the next section, I shall consider a fragment of one such debate in the Rajya Sabha in 1952, on the matte r of the Abducted Persons (Recoven; and Restoration) Amendme11t Bill, 1952. 

children are born, it is not possible for us to separate them? 

The 'Social Worker' and the Abducted Woman in the 
Houses of Parliament 

Lilavati Munshi (Bombay) began the debate by averring that what happened in 1947 was "ancient his tory" in which " rightly or wrongly, things have happened which we could not prevent" . However, but now that "these persons have settled down", "have married and ... have children and .. . have formed affection for their new homes," uprooting them would be a crime. Only those who genuinely wish to return sh ould now be recovered, as "the first and primary consideration should be the free 
will and desire of the abducted persons themselves." 

If recovery operations were to continue, if 'social workers' were a llowed to separa te women from their families against their wi ll, the very notion of family would be at stake. We would be led to "the logical conclusion of trying to separate men and women of the same religion living here, living in th is country for years together, whose beginnings were as unfortunate as these beginnings have been". He added further: 

Taking Lilavati Munshi on, Savitry Devi Nigam (Uttar Pradesh) asked whether a woman could be credibly characterised as " happy" and settled to live with the murderer of her husband and sons? The reason why women did not agree to return to their families was because of the honour-shame nexus; so, the real task was actually to create a public mood in which women were allowed to return. And as for the children, how could it ever be said that they will receive a proper upbringing in a home in which their mothers had been subjected to such oppression? It would be far better, N igam said, if 
these children were reared in children's h omes. 
. The re~res~ntative from Mysore, Sh.ri C. G. K. Reddy's m_terventlon 1~1to the debate, pit Munshi against Nigam. Gtven the subJect, Reddy began by s tating that he would have expected that "the hon. Lady Members here should have been able probably to contribute much more than what we practical men can do in this respect", Reddy rued the unfortunate fact that "the two Lady Members who co~tri~uted w hat they could to this d ebate were a lmost m vtolent conflict." The issue must be, Reddy cautioned, addressed by looking "at the facts as they are in the world, not as they should be" . The clear-eyed gaze of "a practical man" revealed that: 
It is not as if it is only d ue to partition that this s trange and most unfortunate relationship has come into play in this country o r in the world. There are other occasions-in our country :,pec•a lly-when even though solemnised and respectable, mcHriages start o ff \·Vith a relationship almost akin to that be tween an abducted woman and another man. Are we not awa re, Sir, th,l t many of our girls are forced agai ns t their consent to marry men whom they thorough ly dislike? Are we not aware that even ,, few vears of this remarkable companionship which more or l es~ •~ thrus t upon them- after five years, after some 

Are we to seriously agree with the Government and the hon. Min is ter and with this Bill-\·vith the powers that this Bill seeks to give to the Government and agencies which recover these abducted women? Are we to seriously agree with the views exp ressed therein that wf! must break up that relntionsh ip? Sir, as I have said, it may be, it started off because of some lustful acqu is ition of a man .... It is most improper and it is a shame ... that even if that abd ucted woman has lived during the past five years' or during the last two or three years and today is happy and contented, lov ing her man whom she did not accept according to the accep table principles as a husband, loving the children which have been born to her in this relationship, it is a shame indeed that vve should break up this relationship. 
No one in the House, especially the women members, dared to take on Reddy a nd hi s ill-intentioned but neverth e less pe r tinent chara c terisation o f Indian marriage as a sequence of abd uction, rape, and the eventual capitulation of a young woman. The debate returned to the topic of consent - of which the Mini s te r Sardar Swarnn Singh spoke: "consent lies in w hat is vo lunta ri ly given and no t what is given under circumstances of help lessness or under influence." And although Dr. Seeta Parmanand, a D .Phil. in law from Oxford and the mover of the most Bills in Parliament to this day, did ask that "i f a stay of five years at a place should bind [abducted women] to those persons and places, should it not be realised t~at severa ~ years' association before the event should bmd them st1ll more to the original home", the moment for an articulation of women's autonomy beyond the home and the family was 
never seized upon. 

It is this inability to problematise the question of 
consent and to interrogate the nature of the family that u ltimately caused the 'social workers' movement to flounder. Having managed to get the two Dominions to act aga inst abduction by making reference to the claims of family, Sarabhai was unable to move beyond, or a t the very leas t, ques tion the bounds of the law. 
... Once I had to interrogate a Hindu woman who had made a statement in court .. . that she was a willing party and wanted to stay where she was. We were alone. l was facing a girl hardly in her tE ens. Her expression was full of sorrow; there was a 
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haunted look in her eyes .... she asked a few questions: "Why 
did we want her? Were \ ·Ve interested only in her or others too? 
What about her izzat? How would her family react? Would 
they take her back. ... I drove home the point by asking her that 
how, if no one had registered her name with us, we could have 
found our way to her .... Still she hes itated. Her mother and 
two nephews had been taken away but had not been separated 
and were kept together by the same family in a distant district. 
It was in order to save them that she had agreed to this life of 
"shame". 

... She warned me that if she was asked to state what she wished 
to do in front of the Pakistan authorities or the Muslim relatives, 
she would say exactly what she had said in the court. If they 
were to find out that she was eager to go and went w illingly, 
and we on our part failed to rescue her mothers and nephews, 
then the latter would to face a life of hell. Even though i had 
informed her otherwise, she was sure that her relatives were 
dead, except these three, and she did not want to lose them 
also. Moreover, she was by no means sure that we were going 
to be able to get her back finally. If we failed then her life too 
would be hell. ... But if by force of law we took her back, she 
would have no objection! 

I was in a dilemma. She was in law not a minor but a full grown 
adu lt. What was to be one? The Pakistan authorities did the ir 
best to persuade her to go with me. But she did not budge. 
Should coercion not be used in a case like this? 

To move beyond, w hat was required was a deeper 
understanding of women's experience of the institutions 
of the family and marriage, as well as the complex 
networks of women's solidarity that run through the 
camps. In an article on 27 Jul y 1948, entitled 'The 
Recovery of Abducted Women', Sarabhai herself reveals 
this: 

[These women in the camps] had developed a herd mentality. 
A few had become leaders, each w ith a g roup of her own. The 
police officers in charge made use of them to keep the others in 
control. This was but natural. How, otherwise could they 
manage such a crowd? But the leaders' power and influence 
also increased. 

In a meeting, when this crowd of young girls confronts 
the social workers, "a young gi rl took the floor and 
argued out their case. 'You say abduction is immoral and 
so you are trying to save us. Well, now it is too late. One 
marries only once. Willingly or by force, we are now married. 
What are you going to do to us? Ask us to get married again? 
Ts tliat not immoral? What happened to our relatives when 
we were abd ucted? Where were they? They tell you that 
they are eagerly wa iting for us. No, you do not know our 
society. Life will be hell for us! Some of our neares t 
relatives are here living as converts. We can't leave them 

The Abducted Woman in tire House 

and go away." 
Although this young woman and some others like her 

were won over, agreeing to return once their relatives 
actually came to meet them at the camp, there were yet 
others who first agreed and then changed their mind. 
Such was the case of one Muslim woman, who firs t 
accepted and moved out to the India-Pakistan Transit 
Centre, then rehtrned to the camp a few hours later, 
expressing her resolve not to go to Pakistan. Sarabhai and 
others la ter found out " that the other women in the camp, 
particularly those who had formed their own group, had 
jeered at her for her weakness and criticised her for giving 
in." Ultimately, once the social workers told her that 
should she choose to stay in India, she would not be 
allowed to go back to her abductor, she capihtlated to 
the social workers' advice. One of the reasons for this 
capitula tion- although Sarabhai does not inflect them in 
the same way tha t I d o - is that were she to stay, she 
would be sen t to the Indian women's rehabilitation 
centre, where she would have to learn to be "economically 
self-re liant", i.e. the fea r of another period of 
incarceration. Another cause could be Sarabha i's 
imputation that an abd ucted woman living with her lover 
would unleash a m ora l contagion: "we do not want to 
turn our menfolk into criminals and men without 
character." 

Even for those who left willingly, farewells would be a 
spectacle: 

Leave-taking was also a problem. It is said to be usua l w ith 
women to cry when bidd ing farewell to someone but never have 
we known s uch hysterical outburs ts as at these camps. the 
outgoing women and those remaining be~ind, say_ing goodbye 
to each other, raise such a tumult of g n ef tha t 1t draws the 
attention of the whole area, and the outsiders, not know ing what 
was going on, m ight easily s_uppose that vio l~nce and f?rce was 
being applied to the women m the camp. In th1s way a b•g crowd 
is apt to collect outside and its sympathy w ith the women wo_u ld 
be obvious. Only elaborate police bundobast saves the sttua tw n. 

The pathos of this s ituation, in which the women who 
have nowhere to go to, tug at those who do, and the welter 
of grief that spill s over in such partings, may appea r to 
leave Sarabhai unmoved; actuall y, however, such a 
concl us ion wou ld be hasty. For Sarabha i goes on t_o 
remark tha t the d esperation of al l women in the camps IS 

driven by fear of the future, of losing their children, of 
the reception they would ge t, of public opinion, and 
shame at the loss of honour. This fear is nurtured and 
em.bedded in them. by the police recovery squads, novice 
soc ial workers, and camp managers. Having been 
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deceived so often and having had to face so many "bogus 

r escue friends", these wom en h ave lo s t a ll fa ith in 

"human goodwill." These women are not are in "a normal 

state of mind" - "they have to be treated w ith the sort 

of technique that would be used by a psychologist" and 

"the wish of the wom en concerned should not be given 

undue weight" . 

It is up to us to determine w hat weight we should give 

this fi nal comment. In my own view, the fact that these 

women had been raped and sold, and resold, and then 

incarcerated in the camps could h ardly h ave se t the 

conditions for an independent decision. Perhaps this is 

also what Sarabhai intends, because she makes a plea for 

individual treatment of a ll cases: " Following a general 

rule is harmful to the individual and the cause. Hence 

the tendency to frame inter-Dominion level ru les for 

disposal of cases is to be discouraged." Had the social 

workers been able to work with the abducted women to 

create an alternative agenda for a radically different set 

of demands, in w hich a woman's fa te was not to be 

determined by the willingness of a family who claimed 

her and in which women could claim each o ther, perhaps 

we would have witnessed a s truggle tha t would have 

released both the social workers and the abducted women 

from the prison that Partition had constructed for them. 

That alternative agenda was not however one tha t was 

immediately available to people like Sarabha i an d 

Kidwai, demanding as it did a reconfig ura tion of the 

social workers' class alliances and ideals of discipline in 

social reform. Wha t were also need ed we re resources 

created by an interrogation of the patria rcha l nature o f 

the Indian State, the family, as well of women themselves. 

No such resources were of course available in a na tion so 

overwhelmingly constructed by community and family. 

It has taken sixty-five years for the Indian women and 

youth movements to be able to ra ise the quest ions of 

sexua l autonomy, and even though our demands have 

on young persons' rig ht to sexua l expression and the 

recognition of marital rape fo r now have been swa tted 

away, we are sti ll better p laced to answer at least some 

of the questions tha t Anis Kidwai asks in conclus ion of 

her chapters on abducted women: 

A ha)f-mad young girl comes to mind. She was brought to us 

b. the police from some part of UP but she would also mention 

y b y Ahmedabad, Amritsa r and, smiling meaningfully, 

Born a ' · · h d ·tk k I · f 
h r narrative across these ctttes. She a a s1 en ere 11e 

sca tter e II k h 
· ld wrap around her head now, arounc 1er nee t en; 

she wou h ·edit to wipe her fa ce, at others hid it in her bosom; 
f ,es s e us 

d 
at tn 1 

d a headache, she wore it as a bandanna. r aske 

when she 
1
aB no where d id you get this kerchief from?' Gulab 

'Gulab a ' · d d ·d 'N. d 
unce, with large, round eyes, smile an sat , ta ar 

s tared at me, NiJdar.who? The question always made her lower 

uavc tt to me. 
n 
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her eyes and whisper 'that one', as if to say- 'Niadar, my love, 

who else?' Weeks of questioning could only establ ish that 

Niad_ar was th e man who brought her from Bombay and 

marned her. Whether the ceremony was Hindu or Muslim or 

both, we never found out. In any case, after this marriage, riots 

beg;:m and she fell into the hands of others. After being passed 

from h~nd to hand for over a year and a half, she ended up in 

UP. Th1s adolescent couldn' t bear this torment and upheavai 

and lost her menta l balance. Even the name Gulab wasn' t fully 

hers; at times she gave herself other names. 

Niadar's kerchief, the memento of a first love, was wreathed 

aroun_d her ne~k-all else was lost. Within a yea r, so many men 

came mto her hfe, but none was Niadar. All she wished for was 

him. With grea t equanimity, she would narrate: 'Niadar said 

"~ali i , why do ~?u roam about so? Come to my home and y 

will marry you. He got her new shoes, fine clothes and then 

they were wed . When she was sick, Niadar took care of her. 

But soon something else would come over her and a s tring of 

names would spew from her lips, but all sequence and 

coherence would van ish. 

Gulab, ~nd all the other half-mad girls, who smile and laugh 

all the ttme, do they perhaps laugh at all of us, this nation and 

its deni zens, th is re ligion and its s tanda rd-bearers th is 

government, its laws, its pomp? Who knows what amuses' them 

so? 

Yet, we do not have a ll the answers. The abducted 

women's pe riod is an extremely dis turbing period in the 

his tory of the su bcontinent, and at least to m y mind, one 

that resis ts a s im p le resolu tion into good guys and bad 

g uys . I i~nagi ne o urselves at the same point of his tory a t 

Sarabha1 and as k w ha t wou ld we have done d iffe rent? 

Would we accep t t·hat women be left w i th their 

abductors? H ow would this be diffe.ent from the ways 

in w hich Ind ia's lower cou t:ts routinely order rapists to 

marry their victims? O r take the fa ct that the ill-effects of 

sex-selective abortions in Haryana and Punjab are today 

mitigated by the purchase of brid es from poo re r parts of 

India . Can this traffi cking be legitimised by the awareness 

that many such women live like 'rea l wives', and in fa r 

better circumstances than the homes tha t sold them off? 

The ques tions that the raped and abducted won1en o f 

1947 and th: raped and trafficked women of 2013 pose 

a re not so d1fferent. The answers we are in a position tc 

give now arc better than those tha t the social workers oJ 

1947 could, but they a re s ti ll ones that no t all women car 

utte r. The Decem ber 2012 and subsequent movement~ 

have be~w: a _wider socia l engagement w ith the right no 

to be VICttni iSed for rape, b ut our answers about , 

woman 's rights to, and in, the home, Me ones that ha v• 

not even beg un to be fo rmu lated in the popular domair 

Like the women of 1947, Indian you th and women hav 
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fought for a legal remedy against these wrongs; like them, 

we too have stumbled along the way; nevertheless, each 

battle also represents an important gain. For us today, 

the gain is that rape and sexual harassment are no longer 

only women's issues and that a change in law is no longer 

the sole goal of our movements; for the women of 1947-

56, surely the gain must have been the understanding 

that the women's question must receive an autonomous 

articulation. To my mind, in order for us to sketch the 

trajectory of the journey we have made, a recovery of the 

social workers movement as one of 'ours' is absolutely 

essential. 

NOTES 

1. Source: http:/ / www.sikh-history.com/ s ikhhist/events 1 

parti tion_and_ women.h tml. 
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