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Bushra Shehzad

Zahid Dar’s “Meéra Pagalpan”

Zahid Dar was born in Ludhiana in 1936 in undivided India. After
completing his matriculation, he went on to study at the Government College,
Lahore. He went to college for almost two years but never finished his bachelors.
He found Economics distasteful and boring and only went to college "to discuss
literature with friends” (Zia). All he ever wanted to do was to read, having
realized at a very young age that he was not cut out for any sort of work that could
sustain him. His family and friends would often ask him to find work and he did
for a while but he felt he was wasting his time. In 1958, while on his way to the
factory he was working at, he fell down unconscious and got sick (Zia). From that
day on, he never worked again. His siblings promised to feed him and clothe him
while he read. Dar also had a great deal of interaction with women, something
that is also reflected in some of his poems, such as “Wo din mujh¢ aj bhi yad hai”.
However, most of his other work is reflective of his own personality and the
‘condition’ he found himself in. His first works to be published were a collection
of what he called his diary entries as he used to write his diary in poetic form
(Zia). Initially, Dar was writing under a pseudonym and called himself Madho
and only started using his real name much later. His first works were published in
a magazine called Sat Rasng and later a compilation of his poems was published
under the title, “Tanha’i”.

In Dar’s words, he writes only about the limited experience he has had.
However, if one were to cage his ideology and writing under a label, he is a post-
modernist. Whether or not directly influenced by Foucault, Marx, Nietzsche and
Freud, his work revolves around many similar concepts. He was many things, a
romantic, a secularist, a Marxist; yet he found himself frustrated and disappointed
by any or all of these things. His poem, “Mg&ra Pagalpan” (My Madness) which
will be discussed in this essay is reflective of his life, his experiences, his thoughts
and his ideologies.

In the first verse of this poem, Dar constructs a physical existence for his
pagalpan (insanity).

“Meére pagalpan ki divaron pe avazon ka khél

Meéré pagalpan ki divaron pé tasviron ka nach”
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The repetitive usage of the word divaron (walls) puts his ‘insanity’ into a
confinement, literally drawing a wall around him. Insanity, of course is used as a
metaphor here to represent the refusal of an individual’s non-compliance with the
social constructs of the world. The sounds and the images on these walls could be
the ways in which the society sees and hears the world. And then he says,

“Meéré pagalpan ki divaron pé chup ké qaihgahé”

At once, the confinement that his insanity has created makes him realize
his loneliness. “Chup k& gaihgah&” creates a stark, eerie picture and heightens his
sense of loneliness. The feelings he has just described makes him question the
existence of things and thins that could be. The poet seems confused, almost
desperate for answers:

“uljhé uljhe s¢ saval”

He asks these questions in the next verse. He questions the rigidity of
man’s resolve to mould everything into specific definitions and call them thus.
Noon Meem Rashed’s poem, “Zindagi sé darté ho” puts this very irrational link
between language and objects very aptly, “Harf aur ma ‘ai ké rishta ha’i ahan se,
admr hai vabasta” (Rashed). Dar questions this rationality and the need to comply
with it. He feels confused as to why man feels this need to put himself into such
unnecessary complexities. After all, everyone is born the same way, and everyone
has to die the same way too. Why then does he feel this need to make others
conform to his ideals. He does not see how one man’s individuality, non-
conformance should matter to another man. He refuses to understand the rationale
behind it. To Dar, the concept of individuality is very important, and his insanity
is what gives him his identity, his individual self. He does call these questions
useless (béekar) but at the same time he calls his insanity his life’s sustenance. He
beautifully puts it thus:

“Mera pagalpan, mera iman meri zindagi ka asra”

It seems like he is almost vowing to himself and to the society that he will
not comply, he will conform, for to him, what he thinks and how he perceives it is
his faith and the sustenance of his life. It is what keeps him going. It is his
individual understanding of life, the people and the world that makes him want to
continue living and be content in this confinement that is imposed on him:
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“Merd pagalpan ... mujhé yé khudkushz sé roktd hai”

In the second last verse, he takes the tyrant ruler and those who could be
his sympathizers and flips the qualities of tyranny and sympathy. Because he does
not comply with the social constructions of the world, he feels he is protected
from the false promises of dictatorial rulers. However, it also distances him from
his sympathizers or like-minded people for that matter. Dar’s poem, “Mera
Pagalpan” reminds one of Khalil Gibran’s “The Madman”. Gibran talks about a
man running around in a marketplace, who has lost his seven masks. These masks
are metaphors for the various faces and facades man creates for himself in order
to be accepted by society because what he truly is, how he truly thinks is too
‘hideous’ to be unmasked to the society; a hideousness society only deals with by
incarcerating the non-conforming individual. But once these masks are gone, man
is free: an individual who can think and act freely. “And I have found both
freedom and safety in my madness; the freedom of loneliness and the safety from
being understood” (Gibran 5). Dar talks exactly about this freedom in the poem
discussed above, a freedom that can only be attained by embracing this ‘insanity’
and be called a ‘madman’.

(Bushra Shehzad is a student of LUMS)
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Noor Habib

Man in the Metropolis: Exploring the Possibility of
flanerie in Intizar Husain’s Bastr.

“Sahibzade! Sara din kahan rahe?”
“Hakim ji,Pakistan dekh raha tha”

"My dear boy! Where were you all day?"
"Hakim-ji, | was looking at Pakistan. (90)”

Zakir is the apathetic protagonist of Intizar Husain’s widely acclaimed
novel Basti. Zakir’s distracted gaze colors the novel’s landscape while his jaded
voice relays the story. Zakir is akin to Hamlet because of his tendency to delay
action, and reminiscent of Monsieur Meursault, the unperturbed nihilist from
L ’etranger. In his own words, he is “a poor teacher, cowardly and full of self
doubt” (ek mu ‘allim gharib buzdil-o-tarsanda jan) (Husain, 197). We see Zakir
most often wandering through streets, drifting in and out of his memories, and
exploring the city of Lahore in the style of a flaneur; “I had started out in this city
as a wanderer” (main ne is shehr main ek avara gard ki haisiat sé aghaz kiya)
(104). Through Zakir, the reader experiences the urban milieu and the landscape
of the city as it is constructed and then destroyed before him. This essay will be a
close examination of the relationship between Zakir and the metropolis; how the
city enables Zakir’s growing detachment, informs his attitude, and intensifies his
loneliness and emotional distresses. | will argue that while Zakir does indulge in
flanerie to some extent, the term falls short of describing the experience of Zakir
in Lahore in all its iridescent complexity- Zakir does not merely wander in the
city, but is eventually swallowed by the city, he, in effect, becomes the city itself.

Flanerie and Zakir; Observing Lahore

Walter Benjamin, in the Arcades of Paris, describes a flaneur as someone
who ‘stands on the threshold of the metropolis’ and ‘seeks refuge in a crowd’
(10). He strolls along busy streets, scouts the marketplace and responds to the
beckoning of the city. The concept was popularized by the poet Charles
Baudelaire, who viewed the city of Paris to be worthy of poetic appreciation and
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scrutiny.® For Zakir, the city is a new and intriguing place, which charms and
betrays him simultaneously. He is a bourgeois dilettante, unencumbered by
politics or religion and therefore free enough to spend his time in Anarkali
bazaar, Mall Road and Shiraz tea house in an attempt to distract himself from the
nostalgia that consumes him. The problems, of course, reside in his being and he
carries them everywhere. After the partition in 1947, Zakir’s family moves to
West Pakistan, where they live in a considerably smaller rented house. However,
it is in the violence ridden streets of Lahore that Zakir seeks a home. His
wandering is aimless, but he is a careful and keen observer of his surroundings.
For example, in one instance he

“found Mall Road [to be] peaceful...Now there was peace, and the road
was clean from one end to the other. No scattered bricks, no fragments
of glass. The flow of traffic moved evenly. Cars traveling at their ease,
a second after the first, a third after the second.” (Mall Road aj us né
pur sukiin paya. Sarak yahan sé vahan tak saf thi. Na mtain payi hiii na
shishe ki Kirchian bikhri hu’i. Traffic ek hamvart ke sath ravan davan
tha. Aram sé chalti kar-en, ek ké pichhé diisri, diisri ké pichhé tisri)
(83).

Later on in the story, he ventures into Anarkali bazaar. As Benjamin notes,
the flaneur is someone who maneuvers himself with particular fluency in the
marketplace.

Anarkali Bazaar partly closed, partly open. A few shops here and there
open, the rest shut up and locked. The bazaar crowded, but no one buying.
He went out and came to a big road. Mall Road, horse-carts, bicycles, an
occasional car, a few buses passing from time to time. (4narkali kuchi
khula kuch band- jahan tahan ko’i dukan khuli hii’i, bagion main talé pare
hii’e- hujiim bohut, kharidar ghaeb- vo vahan se nikal ké ek bart sarak par
aya- Mall Road, tange, saikalen, ko’i ko’i kar, waqfe waqfe sé guzarti hii’i
ikka dukka bus) (89).

1 Painters like Manet incorporated this perspective into their compositions (a famous example is of
‘Bar at the Folies
Bergeéres', 1882).
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Zakir’s observations are astute and detailed- the rickshaws, buses, cars,
cafés, the buildings, bazaars-nothing escapes his gaze. He scrutinizes his
environment and tries (it appears) to sync the rhythm of his heart to the rhythm of
the city. From observing smashed windows on cars to noting the anxiety in the
eyes of a pedestrian, Zakir records everything;

He was amazed: yesterday it seemed that all the cars in the city had had
their windows broken, but now all the cars in the city were in fine
condition...now the pedestrians’ eyes showed no anxiety or
astonishment (hairan ho raha hai ke kal to lagta tha ké shehr ki sab
Karon ké shishé chikna chir ho chuke hain magar ye to shehr ki sab
Karen salamat hain... is rah se guzarné valon ki ankhon men Ko'’i
tajassus ko ’i hairat nahin thi)

(83).

Zakir forges a silent camaraderie with the strangers on the street. He is
quick to ascertain a situation just by glancing at their facial expressions, as if that
was all he needed to gauge what was about to occur. In one instance, Zakir notes
the passers-by; “he lifted his eyes and glanced around...He saw a few small
groups standing still or slowly walking along, talking among themselves, with
drained, collapsed faces. Why are all their faces drained and collapsed? With
fear?” (is né phir ék martaba jaiza lia...jahan tahan ko’i toli Khayt hii’i ya
ahista ahista chalti hi’i nazar a’i apas meén Kuch batén karte hii’é aur
chehré saunté saunte. Yé sab chehre saunte saunté Kyin hain? Khauf se?) 189).
Even though they are all strangers to him, he thinks of them as his closest friends.
The ‘crowd’ is a character in the novel with a distinct face and personality.

Whether as an expression of joy, or a way to deal with sadness, Zakir
finds himself on the streets. He spends his initial days in Lahore savoring every
moment of his leisurely walks around the city; “[t]he whole day | walked on a
fresh earth under a fresh sky, suffused with happiness” (mai din bhar aik taza
zameen par aik taza asman talay khushi se sar shar chalta raha) (91). The very
act of walking a long distance is enjoyable for him: “He was enjoying this new
earth very much. From one street to another, from the second to a third, he lost
track of time as he walked on, but he never felt the least bit tired” (Isé na 't zamin
par chalné main Kitni lazzat mil rahi thi. Ek sarak sé disri sarak par, disri sarak
se tisri sarak par jané vo Kitni der chalta raha, magar zara jo thaka ho) (90).
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On the other hand, when he is restless, he meanders around the same city
in search for some kind of distraction or comfort. (main andar se khali khali,
bahar sé bezar, shehr main bharakta phirta hian) (113). It is the act of
seemingly aimless wandering itself which holds a special charm and significance
for the flaneur. Where does Zakir need to go? In his own words: “Nowhere
really” (Kahizn bhi nahii) 192). Consider the following exchange between Zakir
and his friend.

Zakir: "I've walked a lot Zakir: “Aj bohut chala
today." Irfan: "Why?" han” Irfan: “Kyan?”
Zakir: "l just did." Zakir: “Bus vaisé hi” (192).

Given that Zakir is an historian, this flaneur-esque gaze can be likened to
the gaze of the disinterested recorder of history, a scribe. Not only does Zakir
teach history as a subject, but it also actively involved in presenting and
preserving history through his journal entries. His perspective is perhaps
appropriate for an historian- detached and impartial.

Not only does Zakir explore the spatial landscape of the city, he performs
a similar stroll in and out of memories, dreams, stories and history. He does not
limit himself to spatial wandering but is also obsessed with temporal travel.
Sometimes he would find himself to be “drenched in memories, self-absorbed,
detached from the outside world” (yadon sé shadab chala tha, apné ap mén
magan, bahar sé bé-ta ‘lluq) (60). Then suddenly, he would “come back from the
zone of memories the way a sleeper might suddenly awake” (vo to yadon ke
mantagé sé aisé vapis aya tha - jaiesé soté soté Ko'i daf‘atan jag uthé) (70).
Lapsing into historical asides, sometimes emerging from a dream, at times stuck
in the nostalgia for Rapnagar, Zakir travels through both space and time, memory
and longing.

Private Man in a Public Space; on Walking and Ruminating

The two things that characterize Zakir are, first, his tendency to wander
and second, his habit of getting lost in thought. The two almost always happen
simultaneously. Walking, thus, is a cathartic activity for Zakir. His flanerie is not
merely casual or idle strolling- Zakir is riddled with existential dilemmas and is
never mentally at ease. Walking is therefore an opportunity for him to remember,
to forget, to “dive into his thoughts” (khayalon mén ghaute lagata) (53). His

10



Numud | Vol. 3, 2014

thoughts wander just as he wanders around the city and he finds that his reveries
take him into faraway places and distant times.

Normally, while he walked he thought about so many things, and while
he was thinking he found himself ending up in one place or another...
He was walking alone in the empty city, and the whole air was echoing
with the sound of his two feet. (Vo ke chalté chalté kitna kuch sochta tha
aur sochté sochté kahan kahan nikal jata tha. Téz téz uthté gadam,
gadmor ké shor men kan part avaz sund’i nahin dé rahi thi...vo Khalr
shehr men akéla chal raha tha) (189)

Tea-House Culture and the significance of the Shiraz

One important aspect of city life is the café (Tea-house) culture that
Intizar Husain captures so superbly in this novel. The ‘tea-house’ (in the form of
Imperial and Shiraz) is emblematic of intellectual discourse and public debate; a
subtle allusion to the actual Pak-Tea House in Lahore, where writers and poets
(including Husain himself) would often come and talk about politics and literature
over several cups of tea, just like in the Shiraz. The Tea-House is where the
intellectual elite (the educated middle class) congregate in order to debate
lofty political ideals. That is the extent of their ‘activism’. The portrayal and
function of the Shiraz in Basti is very important. At one point, Zakir remarks that
“sitting in the Shiraz chewing over literature and art and politics isn't everything”
(Shiraz men baith kar adab aur art aur siyasat bigharna hi to sab kuch nahin hai)
(115). The irony is notable, because in fact ‘chewing over politics’ is all that is
ever done throughout the novel, particularly in the case of Zakir and his friends
(Afzaal, Irfan, Ajmal et al.). Here again, what is important to note is that meeting
in a public space such as a ‘tea-house’ is a possibility unique to the city. It is a
place where strangers no longer remain strangers. For example, it is in the tea
house that Zakir and his friends encounter the nameless white haired man, and
induct in their group the young intellectual Zavar. These are people with similar
fears and hopes for Pakistan who become intimately known to each other
during the time of political crisis. Such an opportunity is only afforded by the
city, and in particular the city of Lahore in Basti. Shiraz eventually becomes the
‘camp’ (dera) for Zakir (104). He feels a gravitational pull towards it and
considers it to be a place which is more familiar and comfortable than his own
home. He finds himself lured into it whenever he is anxious, bored or happy.
“Now it was no longer possible for him to take advantage of the leisure and
solitude to sit at his ease ... Now what's to be done? All right, I'll go to the
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Shiraz. “Ab is ke [liyé mumkin nahin raha tha ké vo is fursat aur tanha’i sé
fa’ida utha kar aram se baithe...Phir kya kiya ja’e? Achcha Shiraz main chalze
hain” (60).

As a flaneur, it is not surprising that Zakir finds himself to be at ease in
a public space such as the Imperial or the Shiraz. The Shiraz hosts people who
are like Zakir; itinerant and restless- the ‘public’ men (there are, of course, hardly
any women at the Shiraz). There is barely any description in the novel of the
domestic life that Zakir leads; in fact it can be said that the city is Zakir’s real
home. Not only is it home to Zakir, but to all people in the city who consider
themselves to be homeless and uprooted. For example, a friend of Zakir’s “had
lived comfortably and securely here in his own ancestral home since long before
Partition. But in this new atmosphere of houselessness and homelessness, his
heart was alienated from his ancestral home and he chose to be homeless, he
came and camped in the Shiraz” (Ko i taqsim sé pehlé se yahan apné jaddr makan
mén achcha bhala rehta tha magar bé ghari, bé dardr ki is na’t fiza mén jaddr
ghar sé ji us ka uchat hii’a aur vo apni marzi sé nigharaban is thaé pé a baitha)
(104). It is as if the Shiraz provides a home to those who need one. In the city, no
one is truly homeless.

Consumed by the City: Zakir and Lahore as One

At the outbreak of war (1971), the city fragments and descends into
chaos. Zakir undergoes a similar ordeal. Nearing the end of the novel, he feels as
if he is “not all in one piece” (Usé laga ke vo ikatha nahin hai), as if his body is
being torn apart much like the city itself (244). He effectively internalizes the
city- its buildings, the iron, the cement- and experiences the same violence that
the city is experiencing, on his body. In the midst of an extreme existential
anguish, he asks himself:

Am | myself, or the rubble of myself? 'What a building sorrow has
destroyed!"Am 1 in pieces? Everything around me is in pieces. Time too.
In the womb of that one time there were so many times. I'm wandering,
broken up -- through what times? (Ye main hian ya mera malba? Kya
‘imarat ghamon né dha’i hai ? Main bikhar gaya han ? Mere ird gird
sab kuck bikhar chuka hai. Vaqt ke batin main itné vaqt the. Main tit
phut kar kin kin vaqton main bhatakta phir raha hun?) (244)
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It is clear here that Zakir has an intimate relationship with the metropolis.
When the city is under attack, so is he. At another point he notes that “the things
all around absorbed me more and more. This city...was becoming a part of me,
and moreover its shape was changing before my eyes” (Yee shehr...méré andar
sama raha tha aur is shehr ka nagsha to dekhté dekhté bohut badal gaya tha)
(103). Clearly the city has been internalized; it has become an intrinsic part of
Zakir. Instead of Zakir having accepted the city as his bastz, the city takes up
residence in Zakir’s soul.

It is interesting to note that the characteristics of the city can also be
used to aptly describe Zakir. While Rapnagar was an idyllic community,
characterized by harmony and innocence, the city is quite the opposite. It is cold,
desolate, uncaring and mechanical. At times indifferent to the ordinary man, the
city stops for no-one and continues to exist notwithstanding wars and rioting.
Much in the same manner, Zakir is a deeply individualistic person who is aloof to
everything, alienated from his family and friends and estranged from even
himself. He is apolitical, and asocial; much like the city. If the city (the buildings,
roads and cars) were to be taken as a body, its residents can be considered as its
soul. Zakir is like a building without inhabitants, a city without a soul. He is
hopeless, indifferent and unable to sleep. He is unable to feel; “since morning
he’d had the most intense need to think, to feel. The more he tried, the more he
was overpowered by numbness” (vo..mehsis karné ki koshish karta raha. Jitna
us né mehsis Karné ki koshish &z, utni hi us pé béhist tari hoti ga’t”’) (290). What
then, differentiates him from the inanimate buildings, the wide unmoving road
and the empty market places?

The city for Zakir is where he spends his youth, comes of age and finally
matures, both physically and ideologically. It is in the city that Zakir meets
Aneesa and then Tasneem, it is in the city that he befriends Afzaal the poet and
spends his time talking about flowers, ‘ishq’ and the impending war. Alongside
being his home, the city is also the place of violence, destruction, anxiety and
irresolution. For Zakir, the city is a special platform which allows him the
freedom to move freely and aimlessly- it is also the place where he can become
a stranger in the crowd and immerse himself in that experience. It is not
surprising then, to consider the extent to which he internalizes the city:

Then where does this smoke come from? From where? From inside me?
But where am | myself? Here, or there? There in the ruined city? And
the ruined city? But | myself am the ruined city. (phir yé dhavan kahan
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sé utha hai? Kahan sé? Meéré andar s¢? Magar main to khud kaharn
hiin ? Yahan ya vahan? Vahan gire hu’e shehr main? Aur gira hu’a
shehr? Magar gira hu’a shehr to main khud hin)

And indeed, Zakir is nothing short of a ‘ruined city”; once serene and
beautiful, now abandoned and scarred.

(Noor Habib is a student of LUMS)
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