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Abstract  

This paper examines Shoaib Mansoor’s Bol (2011) as a critical cinematic text that constructs 

third-gender trauma through the interlocking frameworks of patriarchal authority, religious 

absolutism, bodily regulation, and enforced silence. Situating the film within trauma theory and 

gender studies, the study argues that Bol departs significantly from survival-oriented transgender 

narratives by presenting trauma as cumulative, structural, and ultimately fatal. Through the figure 

of Saifi, the intersex child positioned at the ethical centre of the narrative, the film articulates 

trauma not as episodic disruption but as a continuous condition culminating in annihilation. 

Drawing upon Judith Butler’s framework of recognisability and gender performativity, Cathy 

Caruth’s conceptualisation of trauma’s belatedness, Michel Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary 

power, and Judith Herman’s theory of structural trauma, the paper demonstrates that Saifi’s 

suffering emerges from systemic denial rather than isolated cruelty. Patriarchal authority 

transforms the domestic sphere into a site of ideological violence, while religious discourse 

functions as a legitimising mechanism that renders gender ambiguity morally intolerable. 

Medical refusal, bodily concealment, and linguistic erasure further inscribe trauma onto the 

intersex body, converting difference into prolonged vulnerability. Unlike narratives structured 

around resilience, visibility, or recovery, Bol deploys fatal trauma as a deliberate cinematic 

strategy that produces ethical discomfort rather than catharsis. Saifi’s death functions as moral 

indictment, exposing the catastrophic consequences of denying recognition, care, and identity 

articulation within rigid normative frameworks.  

Keywords: Fatal Trauma; Gender Erasure; Patriarchal Violence; Religious Absolutism; Third-
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1. Introduction 

The representation of gender nonconformity within South Asian cinema has historically 

been shaped by regimes of silence, symbolic marginalisation, and ideological containment. 

Visual narratives across the region have frequently rendered third-gender identities visible yet 

socially unintelligible, positioning gender variance within frameworks of spectacle, caricature, 

moral anxiety, or narrative erasure. While Indian cinema has intermittently engaged hijra 

identities — often through exoticisation, comedic relief, or sentimental tragedy — Pakistani 

cinema has traditionally exhibited greater representational restraint. This relative absence is not 

incidental but emerges from the intersecting pressures of religious conservatism, patriarchal 

social structures, censorship regimes, and moral regulation that govern visual discourse within 

Pakistan’s cultural sphere. 

Within this restrictive representational landscape, Shoaib Mansoor’s Bol (2011) 

constitutes a profound cinematic rupture. Rather than relegating gender nonconformity to 

peripheral narrative space, the film situates the intersex child Saifi at the ethical centre of its 

story, transforming gender variance into the primary site of ideological conflict. Bol departs 

decisively from dominant cinematic traditions by foregrounding trauma not as episodic 

disruption or melodramatic device, but as a cumulative and structurally produced condition 

culminating in fatal erasure. Saifi’s suffering is marked by concealment, neglect, bodily 

regulation, enforced silence, and ultimate annihilation. Trauma here is neither recoverable nor 

redemptive; it is absolute, irreversible, and ethically destabilising. 

Unlike survival-oriented transgender narratives that foreground resilience, community 

formation, or identity assertion, Bol presents a radically unsettling trauma trajectory. The film 

refuses catharsis, redemption, or narrative consolation. Saifi’s death functions not merely as 

narrative tragedy but as systemic critique — exposing the lethal consequences of ideological 

frameworks that deny gender plurality. Trauma becomes a mode of moral indictment rather than 

recovery discourse. This paper argues that Bol constructs third-gender trauma through the 

interlocking mechanisms of patriarchal authority, religious absolutism, bodily regulation, and 

enforced silence. Drawing upon trauma theory, Judith Butler’s framework of recognisability and 

gender performativity, Michel Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary power, and feminist critiques of 

patriarchal religiosity, the study demonstrates that Saifi’s fatal erasure represents a structural 

critique of normative violence. Trauma in Bol emerges not as personal misfortune but as the 
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predictable outcome of ideological systems intolerant of ambiguity. By presenting trauma as 

annihilating rather than survivable, the film expands the discourse on third-gender representation 

in South Asian visual culture. 

 

2. Cinematic Realism and the Ethics of Trauma Representation 

A defining aesthetic feature of Bol lies in its deployment of cinematic realism. Mansoor 

deliberately rejects melodramatic exaggeration in favour of restrained visual composition, 

subdued lighting, confined domestic spaces, and measured narrative pacing. This stylistic choice 

is theoretically significant, aligning with what trauma scholars identify as ethical representation 

— a mode of depicting suffering that resists sensationalism while foregrounding structural 

conditions (LaCapra 78). 

Realism intensifies trauma’s affective impact by displacing violence from the spectacular 

toward the ordinary. In Bol, trauma does not emerge through visually exaggerated brutality but 

through routine practices of control, silence, neglect, and psychological suffocation. Violence 

becomes embedded within everyday life, revealing trauma as chronic rather than exceptional. 

The domestic sphere — conventionally framed as a site of protection — is transformed into the 

primary locus of terror. 

The film’s visual language communicates oppression through spatial confinement. 

Narrow interiors, obstructed movement, and muted colour palettes produce an atmosphere of 

suffocation that mirrors trauma’s psychological texture. Foucault’s insight that power frequently 

operates through spatial organisation rather than overt force becomes particularly relevant here 

(Foucault 141). Architecture itself becomes disciplinary. By representing violence as routine 

rather than spectacular, Bol exposes trauma’s structural nature. Trauma emerges through ordinary 

cruelty rather than catastrophic disruption, thereby reinforcing contemporary trauma theory’s 

shift from event-centred to chronic models of suffering. 

 

3. Patriarchy as Totalising System 

Patriarchy functions as the film’s central structural framework, organising power, 

authority, legitimacy, and violence within the domestic sphere. Hakim, the father, embodies 

patriarchal authority in its most rigid, absolutist, and epistemologically closed form. His control 
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extends across reproduction, mobility, education, healthcare, morality, and identity, transforming 

the household into a microcosm of disciplinary governance. 

Judith Herman’s assertion that trauma originates within sustained conditions of powerlessness 

provides a crucial interpretive framework. Saifi occupies the most precarious position within this 

hierarchy: 

• A child 

• Economically dependent 

• Gender nonconforming 

• Medically vulnerable 

Trauma is thus structurally predetermined. Violence emerges not through isolated 

incidents but through systemic domination embedded within patriarchal logic. Patriarchy 

operates as a totalising epistemological system that denies recognition, legitimacy, and agency to 

bodies that disrupt normative order. Hakim’s obsession with masculinity and lineage reveals 

patriarchy’s ideological fragility. Gender variance is perceived not as difference but as existential 

threat. Authority becomes inseparable from annihilation. Butler’s theory of recognisability 

clarifies this dynamic: lives deemed unintelligible within normative frameworks become socially 

precarious (Undoing Gender 28). 

In Bol, patriarchy does not merely regulate; it eradicates. 

 

4. Gender Ambiguity and the Crisis of the Binary 

Saifi’s intersex body represents the film’s most profound symbolic disruption, exposing 

the instability of binary gender frameworks. Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity 

offers a critical interpretive lens. Butler conceptualises gender not as biological inevitability but 

as socially constituted through normative repetition (Butler, Gender Trouble 191). Saifi’s body 

destabilises the binary system upon which Hakim’s patriarchal worldview depends. Gender 

ambiguity generates ideological crisis. The intersex condition reveals gender as regulatory fiction 

rather than natural certainty. Masculinity, constructed as rigid and exclusive, is rendered fragile 

when confronted with embodied difference. 

Rather than accommodating ambiguity, patriarchal authority responds through concealment, 

denial, and erasure. Trauma thus emerges not solely from material vulnerability but from 
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symbolic threat. The body becomes a site of ideological anxiety. Foucault’s analysis of 

classificatory regimes deepens this interpretation. Modern power systems depend upon 

categorisation to stabilise social order (Foucault 163). Bodies that resist classification become 

targets of regulation. Saifi’s trauma therefore, emerges through epistemic instability as much as 

physical precarity. Gender variance becomes intolerable because it exposes the fiction of 

certainty. 

 

5. Religious Absolutism and Theological Violence 

Religion functions in Bol not as an object of critique but as a critical apparatus through 

which power, morality, and legitimacy are regulated. The film carefully distinguishes between 

faith as spiritual practice and religion as ideological instrument, exposing how theological 

discourse may be mobilised to naturalise violence, suppress dissent, and delegitimise difference. 

Hakim repeatedly invokes divine will to justify neglect, discipline compassion, and foreclose 

ethical questioning. Religious authority becomes inseparable from patriarchal governance. 

Judith Butler’s framework of recognisability provides a crucial analytical lens. Butler 

argues that social and moral frameworks determine which lives are intelligible, legitimate, and 

grievable (Undoing Gender 38). Saifi’s intersex body exists outside the binary gender structure 

sanctified by Hakim’s interpretation of religious order. As a result, Saifi is rendered morally 

precarious — visible within the domestic sphere yet excluded from ethical recognition. 

Religious discourse thus operates as theological violence. Violence here does not manifest solely 

through physical aggression but through epistemic and moral delegitimation: 

• Compassion is framed as disobedience 

• Care is constructed as interference with divine design 

• Gender ambiguity is reinterpreted as moral deviation 

Talal Asad’s analysis of religious power deepens this interpretation. Asad emphasises that 

religious discourses function as regulatory systems shaping social norms, bodily practices, and 

moral hierarchies (Asad 28). In Bol, religion operates as a disciplinary framework that governs 

not only belief but also affect, ethics, and relational responsibility. 

Saba Mahmood’s work on piety and agency further clarifies how religious authority becomes 

internalised within patriarchal structures (Mahmood 17). Hakim’s theological rigidity is not 
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portrayed as aberrant fanaticism but as socially intelligible authority embedded within normative 

moral frameworks. 

Trauma thereby acquires sacred justification. Violence becomes moralised rather than contested. 

 

6. Medical Refusal and the Politics of Care 

One of the most profoundly disturbing dimensions of Saifi’s trauma lies in Hakim’s 

refusal to seek medical care. This denial of treatment transforms bodily difference into prolonged 

vulnerability, revealing how neglect itself functions as structural violence. Trauma is inscribed 

not through overt assault but through the systematic withholding of care. 

Judith Herman’s notion of caregiver betrayal provides a critical framework. Herman 

argues that trauma inflicted by those responsible for protection produces particularly 

destabilising psychological consequences. Saifi’s deterioration reflects what may be 

conceptualised as structural medical trauma — a condition emerging when prejudice, ideology, 

and authority converge to deny bodily integrity. 

Michel Foucault’s analysis of biopower deepens this reading. Foucault emphasises that 

modern power increasingly operates through the regulation of bodies, health, and life itself 

(Foucault 138). Hakim’s refusal of medical intervention represents not passive negligence but 

active bodily governance. The right to care becomes subordinated to ideological authority. 

Arthur Kleinman’s work on social suffering further clarifies this dimension. Kleinman 

argues that suffering frequently emerges through institutional and structural arrangements rather 

than isolated events (Kleinman 5). Saifi’s trauma thus reflects systemic conditions in which care 

becomes morally conditional. The absence of care becomes violence. 

 

7. Silence as Instrument of Annihilation 

Silence constitutes the most devastating, structurally pervasive, and psychologically 

destructive dimension of Saifi’s trauma in Bol. Rather than functioning as mere absence of 

speech, silence operates as an active mechanism of regulation, erasure, and annihilation. Cathy 

Caruth’s conceptualisation of trauma as an “unclaimed experience” provides a crucial 

interpretive framework. Caruth argues that trauma frequently resists articulation, returning 
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through gaps, absences, and representational discontinuities (Caruth 4). Saifi’s suffering 

exemplifies this condition. Trauma is not narrated through expressive testimony but through 

linguistic suspension, communicative void, and narrative restraint. 

Importantly, silence in Bol must be understood not as passive muteness but as socially produced 

and structurally enforced. Silence operates across multiple interlocking domains: 

• Familial silence — the refusal to name bodily difference 

• Social silence — the absence of legitimising discourse 

• Linguistic silence — the lack of identity vocabulary 

• Narrative silence — restrained cinematic representation 

Each of these dimensions contributes to trauma’s intensification. The refusal to name 

Saifi’s intersex condition produces what may be termed ontological instability — the denial of 

identity at the level of language itself. Language, as Judith Butler emphasises, functions as a 

primary mechanism through which subjects become socially intelligible (Undoing Gender 2). To 

be denied naming is to be denied recognisability. 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s concept of epistemic silencing deepens this analysis. 

Spivak argues that marginalised subjects are frequently excluded from discursive frameworks 

necessary for articulation and intelligibility (“Can the Subaltern Speak?” 287). Saifi’s trauma 

emerges precisely through this condition. The intersex child is denied not only recognition but 

the linguistic infrastructure required to conceptualise identity. Silence becomes a form of 

epistemic violence. 

Silence also operates affectively. Sara Ahmed’s theory of affective economies clarifies 

how emotions circulate socially, attaching to bodies through histories of discomfort, shame, and 

anxiety (Ahmed 4). Silence functions here as regulatory affect — an atmosphere of suppression 

that disciplines visibility and forecloses articulation. The unspoken becomes socially charged. 

Crucially, silence in Bol produces a condition of traumatic invisibility. Saifi is present yet 

unacknowledged, visible yet unarticulated. This paradox generates profound psychological 

destabilisation. Trauma intensifies not through spectacular violence but through communicative 

negation. Even Saifi’s death fails to produce mourning, ethical rupture, or narrative redress. 

Silence, therefore, does not merely accompany trauma — it produces it. Silence becomes fatal. 
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8. The Body as Site of Shame and Regulation 

Saifi’s body functions as the central terrain upon which patriarchal anxiety, ideological 

rigidity, and disciplinary regulation converge. The intersex body represents not merely biological 

variation but symbolic disruption — a site where normative certainties collapse. Michel 

Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary power offers a critical framework for interpreting this 

dynamic. Foucault emphasises that modern power operates through the surveillance, 

classification, and regulation of bodies (Discipline and Punish 200). Bodies that resist 

classification become targets of corrective governance. 

Saifi’s embodiment destabilises classificatory certainty. The body becomes: 

• A site of shame 

• A locus of secrecy 

• An object of concealment 

• A terrain of regulation 

Judith Butler’s concept of bodily intelligibility deepens this interpretation. Butler argues 

that bodies existing outside normative gender frameworks are rendered socially precarious 

(Undoing Gender 28). Saifi’s body is not simply vulnerable; it is ideologically intolerable. 

Gender ambiguity exposes the instability of binary systems upon which patriarchal authority 

depends. Shame functions here as regulatory mechanism. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s work on 

affect theory clarifies how shame operates not merely as emotion but as structuring force shaping 

identity formation and social regulation (Sedgwick 37). Saifi’s bodily difference becomes coded 

as familial disgrace rather than biological condition. Shame disciplines visibility. The body thus 

becomes governed through concealment, surveillance, and moral coding. Trauma becomes 

inscribed through the systematic regulation of embodiment itself. 

 

9. Trauma Without Recovery: Fatalism and Irreversibility 

Unlike survival-oriented transgender narratives, Bol offers no trajectory toward 

resilience, recovery, or identity reconstruction. Dominick LaCapra’s distinction between “acting 

out” and “working through” trauma provides a crucial interpretive lens (LaCapra 70). Working 

through implies critical engagement and transformation; acting out signals repetition and 

entrapment. 
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The narrative structure of Bol remains decisively locked in acting out: 

• Trauma is repeated 

• Violence intensifies 

• Resolution is foreclosed 

Saifi’s death represents total erasure rather than survivable injury. This fatalism is neither 

incidental nor narratively pessimistic. Rather, it constitutes a deliberate ethical strategy. Trauma 

becomes a moral indictment rather than a healing discourse. Caruth’s emphasis on trauma’s 

resistance to closure clarifies this narrative refusal (Caruth 6). Recovery would risk moral 

consolation, implying that structural violence may be transcended through individual resilience. 

Fatal trauma sustains critique by refusing catharsis. Trauma, here, is irreversible. 

 

10. Witnessing, Collective Trauma, and Ethical Rupture 

Although Saifi occupies the most visibly vulnerable position within Bol, trauma in the 

film cannot be confined to an individualised framework. Rather, the narrative reveals trauma as 

intersubjectively transmitted, radiating across relational networks and reshaping the 

psychological and ethical landscape of the household. The daughters and the mother emerge as 

witnesses whose subjectivities are profoundly marked by prolonged exposure to violence, 

repression, and ideological domination. Trauma thus becomes collective rather than singular, 

relational rather than isolated. Judith Herman’s trauma framework offers a crucial interpretive 

lens for understanding this dynamic. Herman emphasises that witnessing trauma without the 

capacity for intervention produces secondary psychological injury, generating feelings of 

helplessness, moral distress, and chronic anxiety (Herman 141). The daughters’ experiences 

exemplify this condition. They are neither passive observers nor empowered agents but 

structurally constrained witnesses whose dependency, fear, and patriarchal regulation foreclose 

meaningful resistance. The household becomes a space where violence is repeatedly observed 

yet insufficiently interrupted. This condition produces what may be described as relational 

trauma accumulation. Emotional tension, suppressed dissent, ethical conflict, and moral injury 

circulate within the domestic sphere, creating an atmosphere of chronic psychological strain. 

Trauma becomes ambient, structuring everyday interactions rather than emerging through 
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discrete catastrophic events. Saifi’s suffering, though central, becomes a shared psychic burden 

borne by the entire familial structure. 

Importantly, Bol demonstrates that witnessing trauma is itself traumatic. The daughters’ 

psychological distress emerges through repeated encounters with cruelty, neglect, and 

authoritarian rigidity. Herman’s assertion that trauma disrupts not only victims but relational 

environments becomes particularly salient. Violence destabilises ethical boundaries, corrodes 

trust, and intensifies emotional volatility. 

Zainab’s eventual act of violence must therefore be interpreted not as an aberrant rupture 

but as a structural consequence. Her response emerges from accumulated moral injury, prolonged 

helplessness, and chronic exposure to ideological brutality. Trauma, left unaddressed, becomes 

generative rather than static. The film thus illustrates a critical theoretical insight: unprocessed 

trauma may produce reactive violence, reshaping ethical and behavioural responses. Trauma in 

Bol is contagious, circulating through relational proximity. Unaddressed trauma becomes 

generative violence. 

 

11. Fatal Trauma as Cinematic Strategy 

Saifi’s fatal erasure constitutes a deliberate cinematic strategy that refuses catharsis, 

redemption, or narrative consolation. Cathy Caruth’s argument that trauma narratives often resist 

closure clarifies this refusal (Caruth 11). By denying recovery, the film produces sustained 

ethical discomfort, transforming trauma into moral indictment rather than tragic spectacle. 

Fatal trauma becomes an accusation rather than a tragedy. 

 

12. Comparative Trauma Frameworks 

When positioned alongside survival-oriented transgender autobiographies and narratives 

of resistance, Bol represents the most extreme trauma trajectory: erasure. Saifi is denied access to 

community, articulation, recognition, and survival infrastructure. The comparison reveals a 

critical theoretical insight — trauma intensifies catastrophically where recognition collapses. 

Trauma expands where intelligibility is denied. 
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13. Conclusion 

Bol constructs third-gender trauma as structural, cumulative, and fatal. Trauma emerges 

through patriarchal absolutism, theological rigidity, bodily regulation, medical neglect, and 

enforced silence. Saifi’s death functions as a systemic critique rather than a narrative tragedy. 

The film reaffirms a central theoretical claim: trauma is socially manufactured. Where 

recognition collapses, trauma annihilates. 
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