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Najmus-Sehr Ahmad

The Experiences of Men and Women in Manto’s
Partition Literature

The day, 14" of August, 1947, is described in a multitude of patriotically-
flavoured history textbooks as the day the Muslims of Pakistan attained
independence from the Hindus of India. Various figures are often used to drive that
point home: a million people died, another 14 million were displaced, and a further
200,000 abducted (Kholsa). The partition of India also received a great deal of
coverage that proved responsible for many creative depictions of the event in
literature and cinema. The short stories and movies that surfaced provide a more
personal insight into what those numbers meant. They humanize the event, as an
experience that affected people, rather than just a figure in the census report. By
telling us the story of one person out of the 14 million people that were displaced,
authors personalize the experience of Partition for the reader. The protagonist used
is characteristically somebody that the reader could relate to; someone with a
family, someone with a life, someone human—and someone who had to experience
unimaginable things because of the events unfolding at that time.

Saadat Hasan Manto is one of the most prominent writers who come to mind
when thinking about Partition-era literature. His short stories are snippets of the
characters’ lives, covering usually only a day or two’s time period. In a distinctive
style and fashion, Manto used this short time span to show the salient
transformation of the character as the story unfolds. His stories explored, with quite
a helping of cynicism and ruthless directness, what one could almost say, the
‘doomed’ nature of human beings. Manto was not one to cringe from casting away
the veil hiding the ugly, inhuman realities lurking within the society, and he touched
upon subjects that were considered taboo by society at large. This earned him great
animosity within Pakistan, and even amongst literary circles. Yet, it did not deter
him and he continued to ‘call it as he saw it” in his writing. In his defence of Thanda
Gosht, Manto said, “What can I do if this story is obscene? The event on which it
is based was itself obscene.”(Vohra). Though not in his lifetime, Manto’s work
revolutionized the literature of Pakistan by setting a precedent of honest, if not
necessarily pretty, writing that was not seasoned with patriotic, social or religious
sentiments. Generally, his stories dealt with the senselessness of the violence that
human beings are prone to and the ‘limitless limits’ of barbarity they can touch and
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stretch. The irony and sarcasm used in his stories shocks readers, but perhaps even
more so, it is the shameless, heart-wrenching directness of his words that
disconcerts them; he employs no euphemisms or sensitivities for the ugliness that
he felt festers in the heart of man. Manto delves into the variety of experiences of
Partition in his stories of both men and women which are largely missing from the
state narrative. Women are portrayed as generally the victims of violence but some
find new lives amidst the chaos. A range of male experiences is portrayed by
Manto, some are perpetuators of violence and realise their true self later, and others
are concerned fathers in the search of their missing daughters, while some are
forced to leave a country where they have lived all their lives. The stories reflect
the emotions embodied by individuals at the time and how they change in response
to the events taking place.

The Partition of the subcontinent was something that Manto was personally
uncomfortable with. He associated the events of 1947 with ‘fagseem’ [division]
rather than ‘azadi’ [independence]. In Dastavez, he writes that he could not write
because his mind was in a confused, muddled state. His stories are free from
communal and racial bias, a virtue quite uncommon in those sensitive and
passionate days. His story Sahae, for example, starts off with a subtle denunciation
of the religious labels used to identify the victims of the event. He writes: “Don’t
say that one lakh Hindus and one lakh Muslims died; say that two lakh human
beings died.” Throughout his stories, he shunned the use of such social, ethnic or
religious labels and focused on human beings, in and of themselves. So it was that
he did not write about Hindus or Muslims; he wrote about human beings---human
beings raping, killing, and abducting other human beings. Involving quite a
shocking dose of cynicism and a candidness of content that bordered on barbaric
harshness, he pulled into scrutiny the idea of humanity as a virtue.

The story Sahae is about Mumtaz, a man who decides to leave Bombay for
Pakistan. It is a semi-autobiographical story of Manto himself and reveals to the
readers how Manto never wanted to part with Bombay. The protagonist, Mumtaz,
migrates not because he considered Pakistan to be the homeland of Muslims, but
simply to elude and escape the widespread violence sweeping throughout India; a
scenario Manto uses to mirror his own sentiments. As Mumtaz is leaving, he keeps
looking at the bazaars of Bombay, remembering a time, years ago, when a friend
lent him ten rupees. Quite simply, the story expresses the sorrow experienced by
many of the people who migrated---people who had spent all their lives in a land,
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built generations of memories there, only to be forced to move from ‘home’ to a
strange, new land they had never seen before.

Additionally, the story also sheds light on the senselessness of the
communal violence that took place during Partition. When the character Mumtaz
asks his Hindu friend what he would do if riots broke out, his friend replies that he
might kill him. Such was the intensity of the violent passion engulfing the land, the
story implies, that no one could be trusted anymore; even your closest friends could
turn against you at anytime. This is what forces Mumtaz to leave in the first place.
The communal violence, it is explained, would be triggered by rumours of violence
in other communities; news of family members killed in other cities would be the
spark to ignite the tinder already simmering nearby. In response to his friend’s
comment, Mumtaz calls on him to reflect upon how killing him would not be killing
a Muslim, but rather, it would be killing a human being; that his death would not
rid the world of a Muslim, but of a human being.

Several of Manto’s stories also talk about the experiences of women who
were on the receiving end of violence during Partition. His stories provide a
platform for women’s concerns which stay within “the zone of silence” as Veena
Das calls it (87). Khol Do and Thanda Gosht are two particular stories that centre
around the oppression and violence borne by women during times of turmoil and
upheaval, spotlighting that most base and abominable of practices that has marred
mankind’s entire history; how, in times of war, the female body becomes an object
to be ‘conquered’ by man(Saigol).

Khol Do is one of Manto’s most famous and controversial stories. It depicts
the depravity and violence of Partition, perpetuated, in Manto’s belief, not by
Hindus or Muslims but, again, by human beings. Because of the widespread and
rampant rape that took place during Partition, many families were unwilling to
accept women who had been ‘defiled” by members of the other community back
into their homes. There is substantial evidence to show that many abducted women,
separated from their husbands, fathers, brothers, and other male and female
relatives, for a few days, or weeks or even months, found it difficult to gain
acceptance back into their original families and communities (Pandey). In a time
when fathers preferred to sacrifice their daughters’ lives rather than let them live
with the fact that their bodies had been violated by other men, the protagonist of
the story, Sirajuddin, is seen to be frantically searching for his daughter amidst the
chaos of Partition and is overjoyed when he finds out that his daughter is alive.
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Sirajuddin’s expression of joy and happiness is in complete opposition of
what was then the usual reaction of men finding their ‘defiled’ wives and daughters
alive. While many fathers and husbands refused to accept and reabsorb women
whose ‘honour had been sullied irrevocably’ in the violence preceding and
following Partition, Sirajuddin refuses to act in the ‘traditional’ manner (Khanna).
However, in keeping with his style of character development and transformation,
Manto depicts Sirajuddin as a ‘traditional’ father in the beginning of the story; as
seen when Sirajuddin picks up Sakina’s dupatta, symbolizing her honour, when she
is separated from him. Manto then illustrates the striking transfiguration of the
initially traditional father into one who is less concerned about her chastity than he
is about her survival (Tiwari). Because of her father’s uncustomary willingness to
accept her sexually violated body, Sakina finds a chance sadly denied to too many
others; unlike most women who had been raped by members of the other
community, Sakina is offered a new life after Partition, where she is not ostracized
or oppressed for something that had been done to her.

In this story Khol Do, Manto emphasizes how, during Partition, men
pretended to act out of a sense of honour and piety but how, at times, these co-
religionists themselves turned out to be the perpetrators of crime(Tiwari). The
Muslim volunteers in the story tell people that they are carrying out a righteous act
for the benefit of the community by bringing back their abducted women. The
volunteers are described as ‘risking their lives’ to find Sakina but are unsuccessful.
Society trusts the volunteers but their indifference and false assurances prove this
trust as misplaced to the reader. They use this narrative of false nobility and chivalry
to mask their actual intentions and use it to rape their own women. Khol Do makes
visible the silenced history of intra-ethnic abduction and sexual violence (Daiya).

Furthermore, Manto dissects the personas of the perpetrators of this
degenerate violence with bitter sarcasm. One the one hand, they are seen to be
bringing back abducted women; offering them milk and shelter until they can be
sent back home. And yet, on the other hand, they torture and rape the very same
women they profess to be saving and protecting. On one instance, one of the men
offers Sakina his jacket to cover her body after she loses her dupatta. Apparently,
he is seen to be expressing empathy with Sakina’s cause and understanding the
discomfort she is in. Yet, as the story progresses, he is also one of the men who
eventually rapes her.

Pandey, in Recalling Partition, argued that violence, in the victim’s
memory, is always done by members of the other community; Manto, however,
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indicates that such is not always the case. In Manto’s Khol Do, the Muslim
volunteers who promise Sirajuddin the safe retrieval of his daughter belong to the
same community as Sakina. This accentuates the concept that the community of the
“trusted people” is an illusion (Joshi). Manto paints a grim picture through Khol
Do, one that bluntly exposes the beastiality and immorality that humans beings
were reduced to during Partition, and goes on to show how violence was not
restricted to members of the other community only. Ruth Seifret has argued in The
Logic of Sexual Violence in Wars, that rape is not an act committed to satisfy sexual
urges; rather, it is an act which gives the perpetrator satisfaction from the victim’s
humiliation and the sense of power and dominance over the victim (Seifert). The
Muslim volunteers in Khol Do were not concerned with Sakina’s identity, and as
they had complete power over Sakina when they “rescued” her, when the
opportunity presented itself during the chaos, they raped her.

Sakina, the only female character in this story, is separated from her father.
When she first encounters the volunteers sent by her father to rescue her, she is
frightened and runs away. Afterwards, when she trusts the men enough to approach,
they are initially kind to her and help her on the lorry. Then, they reveal their true,
monstrous natures. Sakina is with them for several days and, during this time, she
is repeatedly raped by these men--men who had promised to help her and take her
back to her father. Ultimately, she is found lying unconscious on the railway lines
and is taken for medical treatment. In the hospital, when she hears the words ‘kohl
do’, she stirs slightly and automatically lowers her salwar with lifeless hands. She
had been raped so many times that she had become conditioned to the statement
‘khol do’; the words robotically prompting her to open her shalwar’s waistband and
wait to be raped. Even while half-unconscious, she lowers her shalwar without
protest or resistance, her routine acceptance of her fate a testament to the
inhumanity of the atrocities she had suffered.

Unlike Sirajuddin, whose only concern is the awakening of his near-dead
daughter; the doctor is left aghast and horrified by Sakina’s reaction to his
statement, ‘khol do’. He imagines the severity of her rape, which triggered her to
lower her shalwar despite dangling from the verge of life. Moreover, the characters
of Sirajuddin, Sakina, the doctor, and the volunteers offer an insight into how the
male experience of Partition differed from the female one and also the variety
within the male experience itself; Sakina is raped by volunteers who used the
happenings of the Partition as a cover to indulge their horrific decadence, Sirajuddin
is ignorant of the sexual violence carried out on his daughter, and the doctor is
traumatized by the sheer, brutal callousness of Sakina’s sufferings.
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Intra-ethnic sexual violence is also shown in Manto’s story Darling, where
the principal of an arts college is abducted by a young man during communal riots
whilst she is trying to escape the city. The man takes her to his house and tries to
seduce her, but upon finding her to be an old woman, tells her to leave. Of note is
that the man displays no religious prejudice when abducting the woman. He does
not ask her if she is Hindu, Muslim or Sikh, only if she is an Englishwoman because
he hates the English. The story shows how abduction and sexual violence by men
was not always driven by religious hatred. The sexual violence against the
principal, in this story, was not to dishonour the other community, but rather to
exert power.

In Khuda Ki Qasam, Manto describes the plight of abducted women. The
narrator of the story is shown to be an officer who patrols the other side of the
border and always sees an old woman frantically searching for her daughter. The
officer would try to convince the woman that her daughter had been killed but the
woman would always be confident that her daughter could not have been murdered
because she was very beautiful. The woman’s condition worsens every time the
officer runs into her, yet she continues to desperately search for her daughter. In
Amritsar, the officer encounters the old woman again one last time, where the old
woman finally finds her daughter. Only, her daughter is there with a handsome Sikh
man, and when she calls her by her name, Baghban, her daughter only hurries away
from her mother. The officer, fully aware of what happened, tells the woman that
her daughter is dead and she collapses on the ground.

At a time when the newly formed governments of both nations were
facilitating the recovery of displaced refugees, especially women, Manto
emphasized the futility of rehabilitation using the character of Baghban, who was
in no need of rehabilitation. Contrary to the majority, the lives of a few women
actually improved after Partition and they did not wish to go back to their old lives.
Baghban was happily married to a handsome Sikh man and did not want to go back
into the life of poverty which her mother offered. She refused to recognize and
associate herself with the insane woman in rags, utterly unwilling to give up her
happily married life for her mother.

Furthermore, the story also sheds light on how some relationships changed
between family members after Partition. In the story, the daughter’s refusal to
recognize her mother, someone with whom she had spent most of her life, shows
how she would rather spend the rest of her life with a man with whom her
relationship spanned for less than a year. It also points out the longing felt by a
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parent for a lost child. While it is true that some families did not accept their
abducted daughters back into the family, this was not true for all families, as shown
by the old woman in this story and Sirajuddin in Khol Do. The old woman
hysterically searches for her daughter and her condition worsens day-by-day when
she is unable to find her. She makes finding her daughter her only purpose in life
and dies soon after she realises her daughter will never come back.

Manto’s short story Thanda Gosht shows another instance of a blaring lack
of human sensibility and civility that arose during Partition. Ishwar Singh, the
protagonist of the story, joins the gangs of men in looting Muslim-owned shops.
During the riotous looting, he breaks into a house and murders the residing family.
Manto used this story to portray the madness that prevailed during those turbulent
times. The daughter in the family dies alongside her family, or perhaps in transit,
but is mistaken as simply unconscious by Ishwar, who abducts her and takes her
away to a distant place with the intent to rape her. Not realizing that the woman is
already dead, Ishwar rapes her. It is from this unnatural scenario that the story takes
its chilling name, Thanda Gosht meaning ‘cold meat’.Not spared the dignity of a
clean death, the girl can easily be seen as the worst victim of her family. It is only
after he is done that Ishwar realizes that his victim was already dead, and it
traumatizes him.

As the story progresses, it further explores the protagonist’s psychological
trauma. Ishwar Singh having unwittingly indulged in necrophilia, by raping a
corpse, is unable to make love to his wife. His wife accuses him of infidelity and
cuts his throat with a kirpan. Unlike most literature on Partition, which deals with
trauma experienced by a woman after her sexual violation, in Thanda Gosht, it is
the man who is left emotionally disturbed. His trauma begins when he realises the
woman he raped was dead, making him both the perpetrator and the victim
simultaneously. He is unable to have sex with his wife because, just as he is about
to do so, the image of the dead girl comes to his mind and he is rendered impotent
by it. In the end, in a case of ironic justice, Ishwar Singh faces the “same fate as his
victims did with his own dagger and with his own woman.(Faiyaz)”’Manto shows
the degeneracy of Ishwar Singh but also shows the presence of a spark of goodness
in him. Through making him lose his sexual potency, Manto shows that Ishwar
Singh has a trace of humanity. In his defence of the story against charges of
obscenity, Manto himself stressed this theme: “...even at the last limits of cruelty
and violence of barbarity and beastiality, he [Ishwar Singh] does not lose his
humanity. If Ishwar Singh had completely lost his humanity, the touch of the dead
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woman, would not have affected him so violently as to strip him of his
manhood.(Tiwari)”

Kalwant Kaur, the other female in the story, experiences Partition quite
differently. As the wife of Ishwar Singh, she enjoys the loot he brings for her from
the city, but is also the victim of her husband’s sexual aggressiveness, when he
slaps her thighs or pinches her arm or lip. The brute treatment of Kalwant Kaur
shows that for a patriarchal subject like Ishwar Singh, every woman is an object,
that is, the passive recipient of his sexual objectification and gratification(Sharma).
When she finds out about her husband’s infidelity, she is infuriated and questions
him about the identity of the other woman repeatedly. Upon getting no response,
she plunges a kirpan into her husband’s neck. Her jealousy of the other woman
transforms her from a loving wife into a demon. When Ishwar Singh tells Kalwant
Kaur his story, she calms down and ultimately sympathises with her husband.

In Manto’s The Assignment, a dying Muslim judge and his teenage daughter
are visited by the son of an old Sikh for whom he had once done a favour, in
acknowledgement of which the Sikh would send him a gift every year on the
occasion of the festival of Eid. In the story, the old Sikh has died but, on his
deathbed, has instructed his son to never discontinue the giving of the annual gift.
The female character in the story, Sughra, is dependent on the men of her family;
when her father falls ill, she cannot even leave the house to fetch a doctor because
she is a woman: another portrayal in Manto’s works of the helplessness of women
in such a stringently-patriarchal society.

The son of the Sikh is portrayed as a good character, fulfilling the wishes of
his dead father. As some of the Sikhs are planning on burning the house of the
Muslim family, the son urges them to delay their assault until he completes his
assignment. When his assignment is complete and his promise to his father fulfilled,
the son tells the Sikhs they may proceed with the burning of the house if they wish.
Here, the Sikh’s son is the perpetrator of violence, even though he does not harm
the Muslim family directly. But it is through inaction that he truly harms; he does
nothing to stop the imminent violence and even gives the Sikhs the green light to
do whatever they want with the house. By not even bothering to warn the family
about the horrors about to befall them, he shows complete and utter indifference to
the cold-blooded murder of a family highly regarded by his father. In his eyes, as
soon as he completes the request to deliver the gift, he is left with no other
obligation to help the family and so leaves without looking back.
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The indifference of bystanders in times of conflict is also depicted in
Manto’s Sahae when Mumtaz considers taking the injured and near-dead Sahae to
the hospital but decides not to when he considers that he might face arrest for
murder or be interrogated. Out of fear for his own life, he leaves Sahae to die. The
story shows how bystanders sympathize with the victim, but do nothing to help
them because of fear of the perpetrators of violence, of the entity in power. In the
case of the son of the Sikh, the entity in power was the Sikh men who were planning
on burning the house. Moreover, the Sikhs belonged to the same community as the
son and interfering with their plan to destroy members of the other community
would have resulted in serious backlash.

Bitter Harvest is the story of a Muslim man, Qasim, who finds his
daughter’s naked body in his house. Though his own leg had been wounded with a
bullet at the time, the image of his dead daughter’s body burns in his mind, filling
him with rage, compelling him to go out on the streets and kill any Hindu he sees.
In the end, he rapes and kills a Hindu girl, about the same age as his daughter, and
only later finds out she was the daughter of his Hindu friend. Manto shows the
startling, barbaric transformation of Qasim from a victim of communal violence
into a perpetuator, and how the concept of communal vengeance fuels an unending
cycle of violence. In the end, Qasim turns into the very monster that destroyed his
own family.

Lastly, there is Toba Tek Singh, Manto’s most famous work on Partition, a
story that illustrates the dilemma of the common man at the time of Partition.
Taking place in a mental asylum in Pakistan, where the inmates do not know
whether they are in Pakistan or Hindustan, it is a story that highlights the lack of
information for the majority of people during Partition and, consequently, their
indecisiveness. The asylum is used to symbolise sanity. The confusion of the
inmates about the location of Pakistan reflects the confusion of the common man
who was unsure about where the borders divided the two nations. The secrecy with
which the Radcliffe line was drawn and announced two days after Partition meant
that people were doubtful about their ultimate location until quite late.

The story details the identity crisis of the protagonist, Bishan Singh, when
he finds out that Toba Tek Singh, his ancestral village, would not fall into the
domain of India. Being a non-Muslim, he is forced to move to India, yet, he does
not want to. He neither cares for a life in India, nor for one in Pakistan; all he wants,
is to remain in Toba Tek Singh, the place that had seen all the years of his life. As
a common man, he is neither aware of, nor does he care for the greater picture or
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the deeper socio-eco-political reasons that had led to the Partition. In a way, Bishan
Singh personifies all the diverse people who were uprooted and displaced, too often
against their will and desires, and the entire story is a simple reflection on how the
Partition was not some great, historic moment for many common people, but simply
an inescapable injustice.

It takes no expert to see that the event of Indo-Pak Partition was a brutal and
bloody moment in history, soaked in tragedy and enough atrocities to make cynics
of the best of us. The more idealistic could argue that while the foundations of our
two nations may have been bloody, the structure itself would prove to be
uncompromised by the corruption of so much saddening violence, hatred and death.
Yet, not even these idealistic thinkers can deny that the wave of bloodlust and
depravity that swept over the lands was amongst the worst moments of human
history. Not unlike the very protagonists of his stories, Manto was one man who
did not escape the psychological impact of that event; it left a mark on his outlook
on life that showed in his work, a seething bitterness and scarring disappointment
in mankind that was the underlying source of all his stories. Despite his own
personal feelings, Manto was quite diligently and accurately able to capture the
sentiments evoked by the Partition, and so, too, the many diverse experiences; from
the truly tragic and deplorable, as in Khol Do and Thanda Gosht, to the more
ordinary and simple, as in Toba Tek Singh. Of the many writers and
cinematographers that strove to immortalize the Partition in literature or film, few
can match the frightening talent of Manto, whose stories showed all too clearly a
most melancholic and terrible face of the Partition and the ways it changed those
who went through it.

(Najmus-Sehr Ahmad is a student of LUMS)
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Sana Naeem

My Experience of Reading “Sheesha Ghat”

The human impulse is to find meaning in actions; which is why we construct
narratives. Real life is rarely left to be a series of random unconnected events; it is
always given a structure, a beginning and a potential end. This is also why most
people read stories with conventional plots in which every dialogue or action has a
clear place and purpose. This is, however, not the case with Naiyer Masud’s fiction.

Naiyer Masud’s fiction rebels against such ways of reading; it consciously
struggles to “undo narrative assumptions” and makes a strong case against
conventional trends of completion and closure (Sengupta 82). His work cannot be
sorted into neat categories, and can leave the reader unsettled, unsure about the
meaning of what has been read. In fact, Umar Memon warns against reading
“meaning” into them: “to insist on some palpable meaning, or even a shard of
meaning, in reflexive fiction such as Masud’s, is to put the wrong foot forward”
(Memon 4). Refraining from finding meaning in a story that keeps shifting, and
reads like no other story, can leave one bewildered with such prose. And yet the
stories are haunting, provoking emotions that one can find difficult to trace back to
their source, but that are tangible emotions, nonetheless. Thus, even though the
reader can analyze Masud’s stories in conventional ways, with traditional methods
and categories possible, the experience of reading them is distinct and
unforgettable. Their effect on the reader is so powerful that one turns to them again
and again, in an attempt to fathom just how this is achieved. These vague “effects”
are more aptly described by Bachelard as “reverberations” caused in the soul of the
reader by a poetic image: “through the brilliance of a poetic image the distant past
resounds with echoes” (Bachelard 16).

This essay comprises a series of observations, or merely a verbalization of
the reverberations caused by these observations. In his preface to Dorian Gray,
Wilde defines a critic to be “he who can translate into another manner or a new
material his impression of beautiful things” (Wilde 3). This paper will attempt to
do just that: give this reader’s personal impression of Naiyer Masud’s Sheesha
Ghat.
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1.

Sheesha Ghat begins with introducing a narrator who cannot speak. His
struggle to do so is rendered in words that make his suffering palpable: “the words
collided with my teeth and lips and palate and bounced back...I would get so tongue
tied that the veins in my neck would swell and a terrible pressure would invade my
throat and chest, leaving me breathless and threatening to suffocate me” (Masud
43). This sensation of breathlessness and suffocation is not limited to the narrator
alone; in fact, during the experience of reading the story, the reader also feels
constantly stifled and breathless and the effect is almost claustrophobic in its
intensity. This claustrophobia is not in the sense of its dictionary definition, but as
it is used more colloquially, as a sensation of being trapped, of stifling suffocation.

This effect is created primarily by the narrator’s inability to communicate.
While vocal enough in his narration, he is completely incapable of speaking to other
characters, even at moments when it is most vital to do so. The sense of entrapment
that his helplessness creates in the reader is amplified further due to a recurring
pattern in the story, where the narrator builds up the expectation of being able to
say something soon, only to have this expectation disappointed by one event or the
other. The first time this happens is when his father (apparently) starts paying more
attention to the character, and he begins to “dream of a day when I would be able
to speak as others did, with ease and clarity”. Consequently he “began collecting in
[his] heart” all the things he wanted to say once he would be able to speak again
(Masud 44). Once this anticipation is built up, his foster father announces that the
narrator has to leave home, leading to an abrupt quelling of any hope that either
reader or narrator held. What is significant about this pattern is that it occurs
repeatedly. Thus, later in the story, after establishing a certain friendship with
Parya, the narrator resolves to tell her all about Jahaz’s performances: “Tomorrow”,
I said in my heart, “somehow, I will tell you” (Masud 54). This same resolve is
echoed once he realizes that he does not want to leave Sheesha Ghat with his foster
father: ‘““Tomorrow morning, I’ll tell Jahaz’, I told myself” (Masud 55). The
anticipation this arouses in the reader is again effectively extinguished as Parya
drowns, and the narrator is told to leave Sheesha Ghat. All of these times, not only
does tragedy follow immediately after, but the narrator’s words are always rudely
interrupted, and left unsaid.

While Sheesha Ghat is not the sort of story that allows one to analyze a
character’s agency in conventional terms, particularly since the reader has
peculiarly little information to base any conclusions on, this inability to speak may
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perhaps be interpreted as the character consequently having very little agency in
terms of the story. Thus not only does he not get to decide what happens to him, he
is also unable to voice any objections, worries or fears he may have. This lack of
agency is not limited to the narrator alone, however. Jahaz, an ex bazari clown
living under the formidable presence of Bibi, can barely talk himself. Parya, a
creature so fantastic she barely belongs to the story, has never set foot on land. Bibi,
for reasons unknown to narrator and reader, has confined herself to living on a large
boat in an isolated ghat. None of the characters gives any impression of being
entirely in control of their lives, and whatever choices they have made remain
inexplicable to the reader who is offered almost no backstory or exposition, simply
spaces of resounding silences. This lack of explanation serves to create just the sort
of effect one imagines people feel in real life: a bewildering confusion about the
meaning of events, as well as a frustration in being unable to categorize events after
having ascribed them certain meaning. This lack of control, ensuing out of a lack
of complete understanding of the story or the characters, is what provokes a strong
sense of suffocation in the reader of Sheesha Ghat.

This suffocation manifests itself in physical form through the image of the
settlement the narrator sees as he passes with his father on the way to Sheesha Ghat.
The descriptions are potent enough to be able to provoke claustrophobia in the
reader, an almost tangible inability to breathe with ease: the place’s inhabitants,
animals, buildings, lanes and trees are all layered with soot and black from smoke
(Masud 46). “The smoke eats [people] away”, says the narrator’s father; and the
image of a black cloud of stifling, smothering smoke becomes nearly overpowering
(46).

This sense of suffocation is strongly reminiscent of another short story,
similar to Sheesha Ghat not in terms of content, but in the reverberations they cause
in the soul of the reader who has experienced them both. The effects of Herman
Melville’s Bartleby are akin to Sheesha Ghat: its lack of information and backstory
can leave one just as unsettled and the narrator’s (as well as the reader’s) failure to
understand the character of Bartleby provokes similar sensations of helplessness
and frustration at the futility of one’s attempts. However, even more potent is the
sense of suffocation, built up as one keeps reading about a passive character stuck
doing the same mechanical job repetitively, in a tiny space boxed in by a partition,
situated in an office whose windows, rather than giving openness to the physical
setting, look onto the walls of an adjoining building. The sensation of trapped-ness
is enhanced by the fact that the whole story is set in Wall Street, a place whose
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occupants, by limiting themselves to only viewing events in their financial terms,
severely restrict their outlook on life (Melville). This is an almost identical echo of
the impression one gets when reading about the characters living in Sheesha Ghat.
While one gets the sense that confining herself and her daughter to the lake is some
sort of defensive mechanism on Bibi’s part, there is a strong underlying
presentiment that these characters are somehow trapped.

Additionally, both Bartleby and the narrator from Sheesha Ghat have
difficulty communicating, although the decision would seem to be more voluntary
on the part of the former. Therefore, even though they are completely different
stories, belonging to two different literary traditions, both Sheesha Ghat and
Bartleby tend to provoke similar sensations in their readers: dissatisfaction at the
futility of the struggle to understand as well as ensuing frustration in being unable
to do so. Moreover, the stinginess that both authors demonstrate when imparting
narrative details, coupled with their characters’ lack of agency in conventional
terms, creates a distinct sense of claustrophobia in the reader.

This sense of claustrophobia, however, is not completely overpowering; and
is alleviated somewhat by other elements within the story. The most obvious
element is the physical setting of the story. Once the narrator passes through the
crowded settlements and reaches Sheesha Ghat, the scenery transitions to open
expanses, both of water and land. “An expanse of muddy water began at the end of
the barren plain, its far shore invisible in the distance” (Masud 47). After the stifling
descriptions of the smoke-choked town, the change is freeing. In fact, it is just this
vastness of setting - an isolated ghat with only a shapeless shelter and a boat
providing signs of life - that contributes to the creation of silence and stillness in
the story.

Another element that relieves the stifling inexplicability of the story itself
is the “unfussed clarity” of its narration (Orsini 321). While the story itself is
missing relevant backstory, causal connections between events, and explanations
of motivations, the narration is clear and precise, sketched out in the bare minimum
of words. In fact, as Sagaree Sengupta points out in his essay on Masud’s fiction,
while the people in it may only be “sparsely suggested”, architectural space is
“obsessively framed” ( Sengupta 83). In Sheesha Ghat, although the descriptions
of the characters remain deliberately obscure, we get, however, very clear pictures
of the places the narrator sees. For example, the description of the glass settlement
he passes on his way to Sheesha Ghat is so detailed that it automatically provokes
“oppressive” feelings. Similarly, upon reaching Sheesha Ghat the narrator gives us
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a thorough description of his surroundings which, while not quite Dickensian, is
nevertheless unusual in its attention to detail. We get an intricate description of
Bibi’s boat with its “loose planks” that creak in the wind, and Jahaz’s shelter whose
roof hangs over a “little pool of lake-water” that had gathered in a depression in the
ground (Masud 47). Images of space and objects in Sheesha Ghat are concrete and
clear, unlike the characters, whose personalities are sensed more than known.

In addition to the clarity of the prose, what contributes to dispelling some
of the claustrophobia that the story builds up are the almost mystical moments of
psychic connection that the narrator experiences with other characters. Even as the
narrator’s inability to speak or communicate evokes feelings of both frustration and
entrapment in the reader, this is alleviated at several places within the story, where
other characters are able to respond to comments that he never makes out loud. In
the beginning of the story, when his father mentions that Jahaz once lived in the
glass-working settlement, the narrator’s distress is so great that he is unable to utter
a protest. His father, however, reassures him regardless of his inability to verbalize
this distress. Later on in Sheesha Ghat, Parya’s reading of his thoughts is even
stranger. During a reverie about how much his father loves him, she interrupts and
says: “Jahaz will love you deeply, too”. The most powerful of these moments,
however, is in the end, where, while struggling to communicate to Jahaz the event
of Parya’s drowning, the narrator gets so agitated that even his hand gestures
become useless: “my hands halted again and again. I felt that even my signals were
beginning to stutter, and that they too were uninterruptable” (Masud 57). The
impotency of the narrator’s helpless struggle to speak induces distinct sensations of
entrapment and suffocation in the reader. However, the narrator’s helplessness is
covered up by Jahaz’s extraordinary ability to understand him, making redundant
all need for words. Thus, claiming claustrophobia as the most overwhelming
emotion experienced by readers of Sheesha Ghat might not be the most accurate
statement to make. As illustrated, several elements within story resist such a
reading, and ensure a more nuanced understanding of the emotions that the story
evokes.

2.

In one of the chapters from Calvino’s Invisible Cities, Marco Polo attempts
to describe to Kublai Khan the city of Zaira:

“The city, however, does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a
hand, written in the corners of the streets, the gratings of the windows, the banisters
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of the steps, the antennae of the lightning rods, the poles of the flags, every segment
marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls” (Calvino 11).

The experience of reading Sheesha Ghat mirrors the experience of
exploring this city. The story very emphatically refrains from “telling” its past;
traces and echoes of it, however, still remain within it, revealing itself to the reader
in an image here and there. When reading the story, there is a pervasive sense of a
past, one that the reader is not privy to, but a past all the same. While it is difficult
to pinpoint just how this effect is created, Calvino’s description gives the reader
some insight. Just like Zaira’s street corners and window gratings contain within
them signs of a living past, several images within Sheesha Ghat are instrumental in
creating an atmosphere of an implicitly existing backstory, even though it is hidden
from the reader. One of these images is the small pink sail, first featuring in the
narrator’s initial description of Jahaz’s performances, and then later glimpsed atop
the roof of his rundown home, “fluttering in the wind” ( Masud 47). The detail,
although a small one, creates a space within the story that Masud then never fills, a
sense that it has its own story to tell.

3.

While Sheesha Ghat can be said to be unsettling, containing within it many
empty spaces and unfilled silences, by the end of it the reader still leaves it with the
sense of having read something that was a complete whole. Surprisingly enough,
the story does not read as a collection of fragments or unconnected pieces. “There
are unanswered questions and loose ends, yet the wholeness of the stories is not
compromised” (Ahmed 7). One of the reasons for this is the recurrence of certain
imagery throughout the story. Although this is certainly done subtly, and is
anything but obvious, it does inspire a sense of wholeness within the reader.
Imagery related to the water is particularly dominant in the story, pervading it from
the first page to the last. The narrator’s stuttering is compared to “waves bouncing
back after touching the shore”, Jahaz’s antics are primarily concerned with
mimicking the movement of a ship caught in a storm, struggling against “angry
winds, raging waves and fast-spinning whirlpools” (Masud 45). The narrator
himself ends up living at a large lake, where he compares Bibi to the huge boat on
which she lives, both seeming to be “slowly breaking apart” from the inside (Masud
47). Parya, who is described as some sort of water sprite, living on a boat that she
moves with undulations of her body, dies because she tries to walk on water. The
story concludes on an image of Jahaz, walking like a “ship whose sails had been
torn off by the wind” (Masud 58). In the same way, the vivid images of black
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smoke and glass that the reader finds when reading of the narrator’s journey to
Sheesha Ghat, echo within the story later, with his glass decorated room, and
Jahaz’s tobacco smoke that at the moment of Parya’s drowning “tightens at his neck
like a noose” (Masud 55). While the series of images tend to raise more questions
than answers, creating more spaces rather than filling them, they do combine to
give the reader of Sheesha Ghat a sense of wholeness and completeness.

(Sana Naeem is a student of LUMS)
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