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Abstract

This paper provides an in-depth analysis of the portrayal of female characters in the works of Saadat
Hasan Manto, with a focus on how his narratives interrogate the intersection of social stigma, gender, and
female subjectivity within a conservative, patriarchal society. By closely examining iconic stories such as
Thanda Gosht, and Khol Do, the paper explores how Manto masterfully critiques societal norms and exposes
the complexities of female agency in a world where women are often marginalized, objectified, and confined
by rigid social expectations. Drawing on feminist literary criticism, the paper engages with the theoretical
frameworks of Simone de Beauvoir, Gayatri Spivak, and bell hooks to evaluate how Manto’s stories challenge
traditional gender roles, highlight the psychological and emotional resilience of women, and reveal the
multifaceted nature of female identity within a deeply gendered society. Through close textual analysis, this
research highlights the centrality of social stigma in shaping women’s lives, particularly in relation to their
sexuality, honour, and perceived morality. Furthermore, the paper delves into Manto’s nuanced portrayal of
female characters as subjects with agency—women who resist, endure, and navigate oppressive forces in ways
that defy simplistic categorization. In doing so, it argues that Manto’s works serve as an important contribution
to feminist literature in South Asia, raising essential questions about the ways in which gender dynamics,
power, and societal expectations shape women’s experiences. Finally, the paper reflects on the continued
relevance of Manto’s exploration of these themes in contemporary gender discourse, urging readers to
critically examine modern gender relations through the lens of Manto’s complex and often uncomfortable
depictions of female subjectivity and resistance.

1. Introduction

Saadat Hasan Manto (1912-1955), one of the most influential and provocative writers of South Asian
literature, is widely recognized for his unapologetic and powerful portrayals of marginalized individuals,
particularly women who grapple with oppression in deeply patriarchal societies. His narratives, often
grounded in the raw and unfiltered realities of life in pre- and post-Partition South Asia, draw attention to the
social stigmas and rigid moral codes that restrict the lives of women. Manto’s stories frequently reveal how
women navigate lives limited by societal expectations, poverty, and the persistent threat of gender-based
violence. Through his work, Manto encourages readers to question the gender norms ingrained in society and
fosters empathy for those who are often silenced, marginalized, or harshly judged (Malhotra, 2009; Bhalla,
2017; Kumar, 2020).
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The examination of Manto's female characters is significant, as it offers insights into the socio-cultural
stigmas and gendered expectations that shape the experiences of women within the South Asian context. His
stories boldly confront and critique the patriarchal frameworks that govern women’s lives, illustrating how
these structures serve to suppress female agency. Manto’s female characters are far from mere victims or
passive figures; rather, they frequently push against the constraints imposed upon them, challenging the rigid
societal boundaries surrounding concepts of honor, sexuality, and identity. In doing so, his characters compel
readers to reconsider these norms and question the social narratives that govern female conduct and morality
(Spivak, 1988; Beauvoir, 1949; Nadeem, 2015; Zaidi, 2014). Manto’s work offers a critical lens on the
systemic repression and gendered expectations that women endure, making his contributions vital to feminist
literature in South Asia and enriching broader discussions about gender dynamics and social critique in
literature (Khan, 2014; Singh, 2019).

This paper seeks to explore the complex interplay between female subjectivity and social stigma within
Manto's work, investigating how his female characters are both shaped by and resist the patriarchal structures
that surround them. By drawing on feminist literary criticism, this analysis underscores Manto’s ability to
depict female resilience, psychological depth, and multifaceted identities in the face of societal repression.
Through close readings of selected stories, this paper aims to demonstrate how Manto’s nuanced portrayals
of women not only reveal the gendered limitations imposed by society but also celebrate the strength, agency,
and individuality of his female characters. His work highlights the enduring relevance of these themes in
contemporary gender discourse, prompting readers to reflect critically on the cultural and social expectations
that continue to shape the lives of women today (Jain, 2015; Sharma, 2013).

2. Literature Review
2.1 Feminist Theories

The feminist frameworks of Simone de Beauvoir, Gayatri Spivak, and bell hooks provide a robust
theoretical foundation for analyzing Saadat Hasan Manto’s works, particularly in the context of his portrayal
of female characters. In The Second Sex (1949), Simone de Beauvoir introduces the concept of woman as the
“Other,” a term that describes how women have historically been relegated to a secondary, subordinate role in
relation to men. Beauvoir argues that this male-centric social order fundamentally shapes women's identities,
relegating them to positions where their worth is determined through a male gaze, thus constraining their
autonomy and freedom. This framework is critical for understanding the female characters in Manto's stories,
as they often exist in a world that defines their roles and identities in relation to patriarchal expectations,
whether as mothers, wives, or sexual objects, leaving little room for the expression of their individual
subjectivity (Beauvoir, 1949). Manto’s narratives, by shedding light on the lived experiences of these women,
challenge the normative boundaries established by patriarchy, showing their resistance and resilience in a
system that attempts to suppress them.

Gayatri Spivak’s seminal essay Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988) adds another layer to this analysis
by introducing the concept of the subaltern, or those individuals who are marginalized within a society’s power
structures. Spivak argues that the subaltern, particularly in postcolonial contexts, is often denied the ability to
voice their experiences due to the dominant structures of power that silence them. This concept is crucial for
understanding Manto's female characters, who frequently find themselves in positions of social invisibility
and voicelessness. Spivak’s theory reveals how the patriarchy, intertwined with colonial and postcolonial
power dynamics, erases the voices of women, particularly those of lower social classes, in both public and
private spheres. Manto’s depiction of women who are objectified or exploited, yet refuse to remain passive,
illuminates how these female characters push back against the silencing mechanisms of society, thereby
allowing them to reclaim a semblance of agency and identity (Spivak, 1988; Mortimer, 2012).

bell hooks, in her work Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center (1984), further expands on feminist
discourse by introducing an intersectional lens to the discussion of oppression. hooks argues that race, class,
and gender are interwoven systems of domination that shape women’s experiences in unique ways, often
complicating the narrative of feminist resistance. This perspective is particularly relevant to Manto's works,
which often explore the complexities of women’s lives at the intersection of gender, class, and culture in post-
colonial South Asia. Manto’s stories reveal how women from lower socio-economic backgrounds,
marginalized communities, or those from different religious or cultural groups are subjected to multiple layers
of oppression. Manto does not merely depict these women as victims; he portrays their internal struggles, the
silencing of their desires, and their negotiation of societal boundaries. This intersectional approach allows for
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a deeper understanding of Manto’s portrayal of women, as it connects personal identity with broader social
and cultural forces of marginalization (hooks, 1984; Mernissi, 1991).

2.2 Gender, Patriarchy, and Stigma

The role of patriarchy in reinforcing social stigma, particularly in South Asia, has been extensively
documented. Patriarchy, as an entrenched system, often dictates how women should behave, what roles they
should play, and how their sexuality should be managed. In patriarchal societies, a woman’s behavior is subject
to intense scrutiny, and those who deviate from societal expectations—whether in terms of their sexuality,
independence, or defiance of gender roles—are often marginalized and stigmatized. Scholars such as Nayar
(2012) and Sen (2005) have explored how such stigmas function in South Asian societies, where women who
do not conform to idealized notions of femininity or morality are often subject to public censure and exclusion.
Manto’s work consistently reflects these social dynamics, depicting women who find themselves trapped
within the constraints of a patriarchal society that judges them for their desires, actions, and very existence.
For example, Manto’s stories such as Thanda Gosht and Khol Do expose the extent to which women’s
sexuality becomes a site of contestation and violence, subject to male desire and societal control. These women
are punished not only for their actions but for challenging the prescribed roles and moral codes of society.
Through these stories, Manto critiques the suffocating effects of these societal judgments, laying bare the
cruelty of a system that seeks to control women’s bodies and minds.

2.3 Manto’s Legacy in Gender Discourse

Manto’s legacy in gender discourse is significant, particularly in his willingness to confront taboo
subjects such as female sexuality, honor, and violence. Critics argue that Manto’s stories disrupt conventional
narratives by shedding light on the lives of women who are often sidelined or erased in mainstream discourse
(Bhalla, 2017; Zaidi, 2014). His boldness in addressing uncomfortable and controversial themes, including
prostitution, sexual violence, and the manipulation of women’s bodies, has earned him both acclaim and
criticism. Manto’s depictions of female characters—often living on the margins of society—reveal the
intersections of gender, class, and violence that define their experiences. His work has contributed significantly
to feminist literature in South Asia by forcing readers to confront the uncomfortable truths about the repression
and exploitation women face. By exposing these hidden narratives, Manto’s work challenges dominant
cultural norms, urging a reevaluation of how gender and social stratification intersect, particularly in post-
colonial contexts (Malhotra, 2009; Nadeem, 2015). Through his portrayal of women’s struggles, Manto does
not simply highlight their victimhood but emphasizes their resilience and complex identities, offering a more
nuanced view of women’s lives in a patriarchal society.

Manto’s legacy as a writer who confronts uncomfortable truths about gender and social inequality
continues to influence feminist literary scholarship. His stories provide a compelling critique of the ways in
which gendered norms perpetuate social and cultural stigmas, and his focus on marginalized women invites
readers to reconsider the structures of power that define their lives. In doing so, Manto not only expands the
scope of feminist discourse but also compels readers to examine the intersection of gender, power, and identity
in their own contemporary contexts (Malhotra, 2009; Zaidi, 2014).

3. Methodology
3.1 Approach

This study employs a qualitative, interpretive approach to analyze the female characters in Saadat
Hasan Manto’s works, specifically focusing on the short stories Mummy, Thanda Gosht, and Khol Do. The
qualitative method is ideal for exploring the nuanced themes and societal implications embedded in Manto’s
narratives, as it allows for an in-depth exploration of both the text and the broader cultural context. Qualitative
research emphasizes understanding the lived experiences and perceptions of individuals, making it particularly
useful for examining Manto’s portrayals of women, whose struggles with societal expectations, honor, and
identity are central to his storytelling. By using an interpretive framework, the study seeks to uncover the
deeper meanings behind Manto’s literary representations of female subjectivity, agency, and the stigma
attached to their bodies and actions. This approach is informed by feminist literary criticism, which positions
Manto’s works within the larger conversation about gender, power, and social norms, allowing for a critique
of how women’s experiences are shaped by patriarchal structures (Creswell, 2009).
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3.2 Textual Analysis

The analysis of Manto’s works is conducted through close reading and thematic analysis, focusing on
the short stories Mummy, Thanda Gosht, and Khol Do. Close reading, a critical method of analyzing literature,
involves examining the language, structure, and nuances within the text to uncover hidden meanings and
implicit messages. In this study, close reading is used to highlight Manto’s critique of societal norms,
especially those related to gender and the limitations placed on women. By focusing on specific narrative
elements, character development, and dialogues, the paper identifies how Manto’s female characters challenge
or conform to the oppressive structures around them. Additionally, thematic analysis is employed to explore
the recurring motifs of stigma, subjectivity, and female agency across the stories. Thematic analysis allows
for a deeper understanding of the psychological and emotional dimensions of Manto’s female characters,
revealing how they navigate complex social dynamics, such as sexual violence, honor, and social exclusion.
In stories like Thanda Gosht, where violence and desire intersect, and Khol Do, where a woman’s autonomy
is severely compromised, thematic analysis illuminates how Manto’s characters are shaped by and resist the
patriarchal structures that define their identities (Jain, 2015; Sharma, 2013).

The identification of these themes—particularly stigma, subjectivity, and agency—reveals Manto’s
broader commentary on the societal treatment of women. The stories highlight how women’s actions are
heavily scrutinized and often criminalized, and how they must navigate the narrow spaces available to them
in order to survive or assert their will. Through his storytelling, Manto emphasizes the multi-dimensional
experiences of women, showing them as complex individuals with desires, fears, and agency, even within the
confines of a society that seeks to silence or subjugate them.

3.3 Theoretical Framework

This paper’s analysis is underpinned by feminist literary criticism, which provides the critical tools to
understand how Manto’s female characters interact with and resist the oppressive structures of their society.
Feminist literary criticism centers on the representation of gender in literature, examining how texts portray
women and the ways in which patriarchal ideologies are reinforced or challenged. Theories by Simone de
Beauvoir, Gayatri Spivak, and bell hooks are particularly relevant in this context, offering frameworks to
explore the complex identities of Manto’s female characters and the struggles they face in navigating
restrictive social norms.

Simone de Beauvoir’s concept of the “Other” is crucial for understanding how Manto’s female
characters are defined by their relationship to men, as society imposes roles and expectations upon them that
limit their autonomy and subjectivity. The notion of the "Other" helps explain how women in Manto’s stories
are constantly objectified, defined by their roles as mothers, wives, or sexual beings, without the opportunity
to develop their full individuality. In contrast, Manto’s stories often depict the inner lives of his female
characters, illustrating their agency and resistance to these imposed identities, even if these efforts are often
met with violence or repression.

Gayatri Spivak’s theory of the subaltern is also relevant to Manto’s exploration of female subjectivity.
Spivak argues that marginalized voices, especially those of women in colonial and postcolonial contexts, are
often silenced by dominant power structures. Manto’s female characters, particularly those from lower social
classes or marginalized communities, embody this subaltern experience, where their voices are rarely heard
and their desires are ignored. However, Manto’s stories give voice to these women, portraying them as more
than passive victims of circumstance, but as individuals with desires, fears, and agency that cannot be easily
suppressed. In this way, Manto’s female characters provide a counter-narrative to the silencing of women in
patriarchal and postcolonial South Asian society.

bell hooks’ intersectional approach adds another dimension to the analysis, highlighting how gender,
class, race, and other social factors interact to shape women’s experiences of oppression. In Manto’s stories,
women are not just oppressed by their gender, but also by their social class, which further complicates their
ability to assert agency or challenge societal norms. Manto’s works, especially Mummy and Thanda Gosht,
reflect the complexities of women’s identities as shaped by their position within the socio-economic and
cultural hierarchy. hooks’ perspective allows for a more nuanced understanding of the women in Manto’s
stories, as their experiences of oppression are not monolithic but shaped by intersecting systems of domination
(Patel, 2018; Mortimer, 2012).
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By applying these feminist theoretical frameworks, this paper positions Manto’s stories within broader
feminist discourses, allowing for a critical examination of how gender norms, social stigma, and patriarchal
structures impact the lives of women in postcolonial South Asia. Manto’s works offer a powerful critique of
these structures, illustrating the ways in which women negotiate, resist, and sometimes succumb to the
oppressive forces around them. Through feminist literary criticism, this paper aims to deepen our
understanding of Manto’s portrayal of female characters and the social dynamics that shape their identities.

4. Analysis and Discussion
4.1 Social Stigma in Manto’s Female Characters

In Saadat Hasan Manto’s stories Bu and Kali Shalwar, the exploration of societal stigma becomes a
central theme, particularly in how women are judged and marginalized for their sexuality and social roles. In
Kali Shalwar, Sultana is a character who lives on the fringes of society, both economically and socially. Her
profession as a prostitute makes her a prime target for societal condemnation, but it is her poverty that
magnifies the stigma she faces. The story portrays how Sultana’s worth is diminished by society’s narrow and
moralistic views of women, especially those who step outside traditional roles. Through her character, Manto
critiques the harsh moral judgments imposed upon women, particularly when they fail to conform to societal
expectations of chastity, respectability, and virtue. Sultana is not simply a victim of poverty or her profession
but is also a victim of a moral hypocrisy that allows society to pass judgment on her while ignoring the
circumstances that have driven her into these conditions (Malhotra, 2009; Nayar, 2012).

Manto’s portrayal of Sultana, however, is not one of mere victimhood. Instead, he presents her as a
complex individual who grapples with her circumstances, expressing a mixture of defiance and resignation.
This complexity challenges readers to question the simplistic societal categorization of women as either
virtuous or fallen, highlighting the flaws in such binary thinking. Sultana’s experiences in Kali Shalwar reflect
a broader societal tendency to stigmatize women based on their behavior and economic status, which is
emblematic of patriarchal structures that value women primarily for their morality and sexual purity (Bhalla,
2017; Sharma, 2013).

Manto’s depiction of Sultana, then, serves as a critique of the hypocrisy within these societal norms.
While society condemns her for her actions, it conveniently ignores the larger structural forces—poverty,
exploitation, and the lack of choice—that influence her decisions. Through Sultana, Manto forces readers to
question the ethical standards that define women’s worth, encouraging a more empathetic and critical view of
women who exist outside the normative boundaries of society (Nayar, 2012; Kumar, 2020).

4.2 Female Agency and Subjectivity

In contrast to the stigmatized women of Bu and Kali Shalwar, Manto’s stories such as Mummy and
Hatak explore the concept of female agency and subjectivity within a patriarchal society. In Mummy, the titular
character is an elderly woman who, despite her age and societal expectations of passivity, maintains a
significant amount of power and respect in her community. Through this character, Manto demonstrates that
female agency is not limited by age or physical appearance; rather, it is a matter of assertiveness, resilience,
and the ability to navigate the complex dynamics of social power. Mummy’s command of respect in her
environment challenges the typical portrayal of women as submissive, offering a portrayal of a woman who
refuses to be silenced or marginalized by societal norms. Manto’s depiction of Mummy, in her defiance of
traditional gender roles, highlights the ways women can assert control over their lives, even in the face of
societal pressures that aim to suppress them (Singh, 2019; Zaidi, 2014).

Similarly, in Hatak, the character of Saugandhi presents another example of female agency. Saugandhi
endures significant humiliation and abuse from her husband, yet she refuses to internalize the shame imposed
upon her. Instead, she rises above the victimization imposed on her, ultimately reclaiming her dignity and self-
worth. Saugandhi’s story illustrates a key theme in Manto’s work: the ability of women to resist oppression
and reclaim their identities, even in the face of extreme adversity. Rather than succumbing to the conventional
expectations of how a woman should behave after enduring violence, Saugandhi’s refusal to accept her
dehumanization is a powerful assertion of female subjectivity. Manto’s portrayal of Saugandhi as a woman
who does not allow herself to be defined by the actions of others emphasizes the complexity and strength of
his female characters, who, despite being marginalized, exhibit resilience, defiance, and the ability to navigate
their own narratives (Singh, 2019; Zaidi, 2014).
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These stories reflect Manto’s broader critique of patriarchal structures that limit women’s roles in
society. By giving voice to women who challenge societal constraints and assert their autonomy, Manto’s
works elevate female agency to a central theme, demonstrating that women can shape their own destinies even
in the face of overwhelming societal pressures. Through characters like Mummy and Saugandhi, Manto
questions the assumption that women are passive victims, instead portraying them as active agents in their
own lives.

4.3 Violence and Female Trauma

Manto’s exploration of violence, both physical and psychological, is perhaps most starkly evident in
Khol Do and Thanda Gosht, where the characters’ trauma is an essential part of their identities and experiences.
Khol Do presents a horrifying depiction of sexual violence, where the protagonist, a woman caught in the
chaos of partition, becomes a victim of brutal assault. The story goes beyond the physical act of violence to
focus on the psychological trauma the woman suffers as a result of her violation. Manto’s portrayal of this
trauma is not just about the brutality of the act itself but also about the emotional and societal aftermath that
women face in patriarchal societies. In Khol Do, the protagonist’s dehumanization is not just a result of sexual
violence, but also a consequence of societal indifference to female suffering. The women in Manto’s stories
are often forced to endure their trauma in silence, as society, steeped in patriarchy, does little to address or
acknowledge their pain (Kumar, 2020; Sen, 2005).

Similarly, in Thanda Gosht, the psychological torment endured by the female characters is exacerbated
by the intense emotional and social repercussions of violence. In this story, the impact of male desire and
violence on female lives is explored in the context of a lover’s guilt and the repercussions of passion-driven
violence. Manto’s depiction of the female character’s experience of trauma in Thanda Gosht is stark, showing
how violence—whether physical, emotional, or sexual—leaves deep scars on women. The characters in these
stories are not only physically scarred by the violence they endure but are also forced to grapple with societal
condemnation and stigma. The trauma of sexual violence in these narratives underscores Manto’s critique of
the societal systems that enable such abuse, highlighting the vulnerability of women in societies that
marginalize and silence them (Nayar, 2012; Mortimer, 2012).

By depicting the trauma that women endure in these stories, Manto forces readers to confront
uncomfortable truths about the nature of violence against women and the societal apathy that perpetuates it.
Through Khol Do and Thanda Gosht, Manto paints a harrowing picture of how violence, both physical and
psychological, shapes the lives of his female characters. The trauma faced by these women is not isolated but
is part of a larger societal pattern of female victimization, where women are often blamed, silenced, or ignored
in the wake of violence. Manto’s portrayal of such trauma urges readers to critically examine the gendered
dynamics that enable violence and the ways in which societal structures fail to protect women (Nayar, 2012;
Sen, 2005).

5. Implications and Contemporary Relevance
5.1 Modern Gender Discourse

The themes in Saadat Hasan Manto’s work resonate deeply with contemporary feminist discussions
surrounding gender equality, autonomy, and the stigma that women continue to face in various socio-cultural
contexts. Manto’s narratives, which explore the intricacies of female subjectivity within patriarchal
frameworks, continue to be relevant today, as they interrogate the complex ways in which gender roles are
constructed and maintained. His portrayal of women, often as victims of violence and societal marginalization,
challenges conventional ideas of femininity and exposes the brutal realities faced by women who do not
conform to societal norms. In this regard, Manto’s stories align with modern feminist movements that advocate
for gender equality and the deconstruction of traditional gender roles. His work speaks directly to feminist
scholars and activists who argue for a more nuanced, intersectional understanding of gender that takes into
account the diverse experiences of women across class, race, and sexual orientation (hooks, 1984; Mernissi,
1991).

Manto’s exploration of the social stigma surrounding women’s sexuality, independence, and choices
parallels contemporary discussions on autonomy and self-determination. In today’s context, the fight for
reproductive rights, sexual freedom, and the right to live without fear of violence is very much in line with the
struggles depicted in Manto’s stories. His portrayal of women as individuals with agency—despite the
overwhelming societal constraints they face—challenges readers to rethink outdated gender roles and supports
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the feminist demand for more inclusive and equitable social structures. In this way, Manto’s work offers a lens
through which modern feminist issues can be examined, urging readers to confront the societal stigmas that
continue to shape and restrict women’s lives today (hooks, 1984; Mernissi, 1991).

5.2 Literary Impact

Manto’s contribution to feminist literature lies not only in his courageous exploration of taboo subjects
but also in his ability to represent women as complex, multi-dimensional characters who navigate oppressive
environments. His stories refuse to simplify the experiences of women, instead offering portraits of female
characters who exhibit resilience, agency, and depth. Manto disrupts the male-dominated South Asian literary
tradition, which often relegates women to the roles of silent sufferers or passive objects of male desire. By
contrast, Manto’s women are not merely victims—they are survivors, rebels, and actors in their own stories.
This shift in narrative voice is significant in the context of South Asian literature, where women’s stories have
historically been marginalized or framed through a patriarchal lens.

Manto’s exploration of female characters such as Sultana in Kali Shalwar, Saugandhi in Hatak, and
the protagonist in Khol Do challenges the traditional depictions of women in South Asian literature, offering
alternative models of femininity that are powerful, complex, and often defiant. His work thus not only
contributes to feminist discourse but also shifts the cultural and literary imagination in South Asia,
encouraging readers to engage with women’s lived experiences from a more empathetic and critical
standpoint. His writing invites an examination of the social structures that enable gendered violence and
oppression and questions how literary traditions can evolve to better represent marginalized voices,
particularly those of women (Nadeem, 2015; Jain, 2015).

Furthermore, Manto’s refusal to sanitize the violence and trauma that his female characters experience
marks a pivotal moment in South Asian literary history. His work does not offer easy solutions or romanticized
portrayals of women, but instead engages with the gritty realities of life in a deeply patriarchal society. This
brutal honesty not only challenges readers to confront uncomfortable truths but also establishes Manto as a
pioneering figure in feminist literature in South Asia. His contributions have been instrumental in advancing
the literary representation of women’s experiences, offering a more nuanced and inclusive perspective that
continues to inform feminist scholarship today (Malhotra, 2009; Kumar, 2020).

5.3 Broader Social Implications

Manto’s stories encourage readers to critically examine social norms and question the structures that
perpetuate gender inequality. His work pushes beyond a literary critique of gender and offers a social
commentary on the ways in which patriarchal systems harm both women and men. By depicting women’s
struggles against social stigma, violence, and oppression, Manto exposes the rigid social constructs that limit
individuals, particularly women, and dehumanize them based on their gender. His characters, who are
subjected to physical and emotional violence, force readers to confront the systemic forces that uphold such
behaviors. Through stories like Khol Do and Thanda Gosht, Manto critiques not only the perpetrators of
violence but also the society that tolerates such behavior, focusing on how societal indifference to women’s
suffering perpetuates their victimization.

Manto’s work serves as a powerful call to reevaluate and challenge societal biases, particularly the
stigmatization of women for behaviors that are deemed unacceptable by patriarchal standards. His exploration
of themes such as female sexuality, agency, and autonomy invites readers to reassess their own attitudes toward
gender and to question the societal structures that maintain gender-based hierarchies. Manto’s stories advocate
for a more empathetic and just society where women are not merely seen as the sum of their sexual identity

or social roles but are recognized as individuals with complex lives and experiences (Malhotra, 2009; Sen,
2005).

In addition, Manto’s work encourages readers to think critically about the power dynamics that
underpin gender inequality and social stigma. He provides a platform for marginalized voices, urging society
to acknowledge the humanity of women who are often pushed to the margins. Manto’s stories challenge
readers to reflect on their complicity in perpetuating stereotypes and societal norms that contribute to the
repression and violence faced by women. By engaging with Manto’s work, contemporary audiences are not
only invited to examine the historical roots of gender-based oppression but also to consider how they might
contribute to creating a more just and equitable society (Sen, 2005; Nayar, 2012).
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Manto’s legacy continues to influence feminist thought and social activism in South Asia and beyond.
His ability to portray the intersections of gender, class, and violence has made his work an enduring source of
reflection and critique in modern discussions on social justice. As gender equality continues to be a focal point
of global discourse, Manto’s stories remain a vital part of the conversation, reminding us of the importance of
empathy, critical thinking, and the deconstruction of harmful societal norms.

6. Conclusion

Through his complex and multifaceted portrayals of female characters, Saadat Hasan Manto offers a
powerful critique of the societal norms that suppress women’s autonomy, positioning them within rigid,
patriarchal structures. Manto’s works do not merely depict women as victims of societal forces; they also
showcase their resilience, agency, and the complex ways in which they navigate their identities in oppressive
environments. Whether it is the poverty-stricken Sultana in Kali Shalwar or the traumatized but defiant women
in Khol Do and Thanda Gosht, Manto’s characters embody the diversity of female experiences within
patriarchal societies. His female characters challenge the stereotypes of passivity and subjugation that often
dominate literary portrayals of women, instead highlighting their internal strength and resistance against the
harsh stigmas imposed upon them. By offering such nuanced and layered depictions, Manto not only critiques
the societal systems that marginalize women but also humanizes them, presenting them as full-fledged
individuals whose struggles are shaped by, but not defined by, the oppressive social structures around them.

Manto’s works remain profoundly relevant in contemporary gender discourse, as they address issues
of power dynamics, social stigma, and the subjectivity of women in ways that resonate with ongoing feminist
conversations today. In an era where gender equality and female autonomy are still hotly debated, Manto’s
stories serve as a critical tool for understanding the historical and cultural forces that continue to shape gender
relations. The continued relevance of Manto’s work lies in its ability to provoke readers to reflect on the
intersection of social stigmas, patriarchal constraints, and the struggles of women to assert their agency. By
engaging with Manto’s literature, readers are encouraged to rethink the broader structures of power that
continue to affect the lives of marginalized individuals, particularly women, and to critically examine how
these dynamics manifest in contemporary society.

6.1 Future Research Directions

Given Manto’s significant contribution to feminist literature and the continued relevance of his themes,
future research could further explore his work by conducting comparative analyses with other South Asian
writers who address similar themes of gender, violence, and societal norms. A comparative study could provide
valuable insights into regional trends in feminist thought and highlight how various literary traditions across
South Asia have approached the representation of women and the negotiation of gendered identities.
Researchers might explore how writers like Ismat Chughtai, Qurratulain Hyder, and Kamila Shamsie, who
have also explored women’s agency and resistance in patriarchal societies, align with or diverge from Manto’s
portrayals of female subjectivity and social stigma.

Additionally, scholars could investigate how Manto’s work intersects with modern-day feminist
movements in South Asia, particularly those advocating for gender-based social justice and equality. By
analyzing Manto’s impact on contemporary discourse surrounding gender violence, reproductive rights, and
female empowerment, future research could contribute to a deeper understanding of how his work continues
to shape feminist activism and thought in the region. Furthermore, a study examining the ways in which
Manto’s stories have been adapted in modern media, such as film and theater, could reveal how his legacy
continues to resonate with new generations of readers and viewers, and how his critiques of gender and society
are being reframed in contemporary contexts.

Moreover, future studies could examine how Manto’s work has influenced broader global feminist
conversations, particularly in post-colonial contexts where gender and social inequality remain pressing
issues. This could involve investigating the translation of Manto’s works into different languages and the
reception of his stories in diverse cultural settings, offering a more global perspective on his influence in
feminist literature.

Overall, Manto’s works provide fertile ground for further scholarly exploration, especially in the
context of contemporary gender relations and feminist literary criticism. By continuing to explore the
intersections of gender, power, and social stigma in Manto’s writings, future research can help illuminate the
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ongoing relevance of his critique of patriarchy and deepen our understanding of the complex realities women
face in both historical and contemporary contexts.
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