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BOOK REVIEW 

In Search of Imaginary Homelands 
By Bhupinder Parihar 

Sleepwalkers (Khwab Rau), the Urdu 
nove ll a by the d istinguished fiction 
writer Joginder Paul was firs t published 
in 1991 by the Educational Publishing 
House, Delhi. Now it appears in English 
translation. In authentic h·anslation, the 
book attempts to capture the p redica­
ment of the mohajirs who migrated from 
Lucknow to Ka rachi d uring the 
Partition. On the ir a rr ival in Karachi, 
they feel alien. Deep nosta lgia s ta rts 
ecl ipsing the reali ty of d is lo12ation. The 
mig rants miss Lucknow; its s treets, 
chaste Urd u , s uperbl y delicious 
mangoes, and the high culture Lucknow 
has been proverbially famous for. They 
find themselves existing between two 
imaginary homelands, between ill us ion 
and rea li ty. As the novel progresses, we 
find the molwjirs wondering: 

Nazar ka dhoka nal!in tlta 
to phir aie shab-e darnz 
Walt ltalke lwlke 
subh ke aasaar kya l111ye? 

In the author's words: 

On a visit to Karachi in mid eighties, 
I found I had come to a wonderland. 
/\ li the people were wa lking, ta lking 
or w hatever, in deep sleep .... As for 
the people - they spoke the chaste 
Urdu tha t reminds one of the pre­
p f" ar thon days w hen it was spoken 
more for aesthetic p leasure than for 
communica ting wi th people . . . 

The author d iscovered Lucknow in 
Karachi, a s u r rogate Lucknow. The 
road, the chowk, the kababwalas, the 
h ubbub a appear to the author a ll 
"frozen in an embrace". The auth or 
raises the question -People ask, why did 
the nwltajirs forsake their homes in India 
to migrate to Karachi? The answer 
comes-to avoid death and fire, to avoid 
communal clashes, to avoid disgrace, to 
repl ace Hindus in Pakistan who 

migrated to India to avoid the same fate. 
Things d o not end here perhaps. The 
mohajirs had asked for Pakistan, and had 
even shouted for it. The omniscien t 
author is of the view tha t migration of 
the mohajirs was a "sacred refuge". He 
sums up his thesis in these words: 

So, while, Mirasen is happy to have 
reached her Pak istan w hile still in 
India, Achhi Begum is apprehensive 

.o f a " Pa kis tani corrid or" in her 
"Lucknow" in Karad1i. The problem 
ca n no t, as we rea lize w hen we 
consider it in all its complexity, be 
resolved wi th a few impassioned 
strokes ... 

Sain Baba in Sleepwalkers, a native of 
Sind h runs from town to town in his own 
land, in search of Pakistan. The author 
has the shared reason to believe that "the 
problem is intricate enough and can be 
solved o nly wi th compassionate 
understanding". 

The element of nostalgia embodied so 
powerfully in the character ofDeewane 
Mau lvi Sahab appears to be situated at 
'the edge of existence.' When a sudden 
bomb takes away the lives of dear ones, 
he wakes up to the reality of his being 
in Karachi. It is a moment of both 
epip hany and subversion-an essential 
ingred ient of Joginder Paul's fiction. A 
prototype of the firs t generation, Maul vi 
Sah ab has deeply suffered the torments 
of lzijrat. Ishaq Mirza, his younger son, 
is well aware of "the trick contemp­
orary his tory has p layed with the 
mohajirs. He knows too well the reality 
of the myth of the Indian Lucknow in 
Karachi. He is of the firm opinion that 
the Lucknow of Karachi can never be 
dragged back to its lndian origin. The 
d1ildren who grow up here will have to 
suffer another hijrat". Ishaq Mirza tells 
his nieces: "Girls, we are all Pakistanis, 
because we are all inhabitants of the 

ideology of Pakistan". The nieces ask 
w ith a sense of disbeHef:" ... inhabitants 
of the ideology?" To this, Ishaq Mirza's 
reply is:" Yes, just as we reside in our 
country, our country too dwells in our 
minds. lf you don 't believe me, satisfy 
yourself by tracing the lines of the idea 
of PaiOstan. An exact and complete map 
of Pakistan will emerge". As the 
dialogue advances, conversation 
dwin ldes into inanities, and 'the 
ideology of PaiOstan' finds its place in 
the dustbin of dry academics. 

The difference between Deewane 
Maulvi Sahab and Joginder Paul, who 
too is a migrant, is "suffer I did no less 
than Deewane Maulvi Sahab, the 
suffering having driven the old man out 
of his wits, and me to an insane pursuit 
of premature sanity". For Joginder Paul, 
the fiction writer, "it is not always the 
same events but the same emotional 
impact of events that accounts for 
literary authenticity". As a savant of the 
migrant truth and experience, joginder 
Paul, like E.M. Forster in A Passage To 
India, tells a story with nuances, presents 
naked truths with subterranean layers, 
indulges in authorial commentary and 
omniscient soHpsism, employs interior 
monologue to lay bare the migrant 
psyche, and as a humanist attempts to 
resolve paradoxes. 

The I yrical flow makes the novel read 
like a poem. It reminds the reader of 
Virgini a Woolf's observation that a 
novel is a lyric, a poem, an elegy. The 
atmosphere of the mind is delineated 
with rare virtuosity. The existential 
aberrations, and fears of the unknown 
speak volumes of Joginder Paul's 
compre-hensive grasp of a major human 
experience - the experience of the 
diaspora in search of social, political, 
moral, existentialist and cu ltural 
anchors. All this pulsates so vibrantly in 
lshaq Mirza's musings: 
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My elder son w ill go to America to 
pursue his studies. He is not such a 
foo as to keep himself buried in books 
forever. Perhaps h e'll fall in love with 
some junior librarian in his university 
and then perhaps they'll get m arried, 
whether we are able to participate in 
the wedding or no t. . . . As a matter 
of fact I am only aware of m y father's 
surname since it happens to be my 
surname too .. . 

The mohajir elders grapple for ancho~s 
in their attempt to com e to terms with 
their fate as mohajirs. Th ese an ch ors 
become available lo them only at the 
intellectual and phllosophlcallevel. As 
they seek an answer to the gna wing 
question- For how long shall we remain 
mohajirs- they tend to seek refuge in: 

In truth , we are all mohajirs. 

During the British Raj, our elders 
used to flaunt their ribbons for the 
ranks of Jamadar or Subedar wi th 
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great pride. Now our youngsters 
have got so m any oppor tunities to 
demonstrates their talents . 

Or, take this: 

... He was a Hindu judge by the name 
of Chand ani. After Independence, all 
his relatives had crossed over to 
Hindustan bu t he had stayed here, 
insisting that Sindh udesh was his real 
hom e 6 in that whole gathering he 
w as the only one who did into look a 
native. And at that time, it seemed as 
if the old m an was serving out the 
coll ective sente nces of a ll the 
punishments he had meted out in his 
court. I started wondering what lie 
was doing here when one by one, 
even his gods had left this place. And 
once he had decided to stay on, he 
should have evinced fai th in his new 
li fe, read the Kalma, worshipped 
Allah to ensure h is redemption and 
spent the rest of h is days in peace .. . 
one word out of his mouth and he 

Patriarchal Distortions in Folklore 

For once the blurb does not exaggerate. 
Pankaj Singh's Re-presenting Woman: 
Tradition, Legend and Panjabi Drama is 
what the blurb says it is: "a pioneer 
study on Panjabi legends and d rama 
from the gender perspective." 

The s tudy of gender in folklore 
st_arted receiving attention only in the 
nmeteen eighties. Studies of folk 
narr.atives are also hard to come by, 
particularly in India and this book is to 
m~ mind the first sustained interrog­
atwn of some popular traditional 
narratives of Punjab and it shows how 
patriarchal bias has led to the margin­
alization and mi srepresentation of 
women in them. It is at the same time a 
close examination of how Punjabi 
dramatists have tri~d to re-create these 
narratives and re-present women along 

more just, realistic and humanistic 1 ines. 
Gender, as the author shows, is central 
to the examination of the past and by 
underta king this s tu dy o f Punjabi 
legends from the gender perspectiv~ she 
has opened up a ne w a nd fru itful 
terr itory for research into th e fo lk 
narratives of the country and the ir 
contem porary reinca rn a ti on s in a 
literary form in different lan guages of 

the coun try. 
The book is based on the premise that 

the past o f a society exercises a powerful 
hold over the present through the use 
of myth, legends and history. Myths, 
Pankaj Singh reminds us, " re flect, 
sustain and regulate the m oral and 
cultural code of a living society" (2). 
Likewise, a legend is also a cultural 
construct which "gets privileged as the 
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would be nabbed as an alien inn his 
own Sindhudesh! 
Deewane Ma ulvi Sahab wonders -
w he re a ll the H ind u s h av e 
d isappeared b u t then fee ls very 
happy with the thought that by and 
by all o f them have embraced Is lam. 
He s tops to invoke Allah 's blessings 
of the boundless wealth of abid ing 
faith upon the whole world . .. 

Sleepwalkers as an ironic sta tem ent on a 
mono lith ic society accommoda tes 
themes of n ativ ity, rootlessness, meta­
physica l reconcilia tion and adaptation 
in an otherwise hos tile environment. 
Moliajirs in Pakistan w ill ever remain 
moliajirs. History and politics will further 
perpe tuate the s t igma tised nomen­
clature. 
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collective wisdom of the ages ... and 
becomes a pervasive element in the 
consc iou sn ess o f a s ocie ty . . .. 
Transmitted from genera tion to gener­
ation myths and legends on the one 
hand contribute ro the continuity of a 
culture and on the.other hand become 
instruments of control by encouraging 
conformity to the accepted social norms 
and d iscouraging occurrence of social 
d ev iance. Thus m yth a nd legend 
becom e em bodim ents of dogma , 
preached not by sermonising but by 
storytelling, and function as ' illustrative 
media"' (4). 

Hi sto ry too, d espite its cla im to 
objectiv ity, depends on "a con tinual 
selection and interpretation," which can 
never be value-free. "Myth, legend and 
history," she concludes," are not neutral 
but politicall y motivated narratives, 
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