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“In the world there is 
nothing more

 submissive and weak 
than water. 

Yet for attacking 
that which is 

hard and strong 
nothing can 
surpass it.”
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“Though I have little of  rhetorician’s art,
                 Maybe these words will sink into your heart.”
                                                 - Iqbal

Rana Adan Abid (Pakistani): 
 The South Asian Students Association has always endeavoured its best to showcase the 
creme de la creme of  South Asia’s opulent cultural heritage. We have danced to the greatest tunes, 
drenched ourselves in vivid colours and have been amazed at our own diversity. And in the spirit of  
cultural expression this year we add a whole new dimension to the SASA enterprise – JAL. 
	 The word JAL is an interesting homonym in the Hindi-Urdu language where it conveys 
two diametrically opposed concepts; water and burn. We call this adventure JAL in order to 
highlight the unity and diversity of  meanings in human behaviour and expression, particularly in 
the South Asian context. How a plethora of  different nations, races and social class divisions within 
the said region can only best be understood through the simple words of  a friend: same same, but 
different!
 Prima facie JAL is a literary adventure aiming to explore the sentiments and intellectual 
riches underlying South Asian poetry and prose. But to limit ourselves to that is to indulge in blissful 
ignorance towards the cultural output to be unearthed in other forms of  South Asian art. With your 
continued involvement and support, we hope to foray into South Asian cinema, photography, 
architecture, cuisine and fashion. Moreover, our focus takes us beyond the notion of  art for art’s 
sake; as JAL gives a platform for readers and writers to stay connected to the social themes and 
politico-legal issues encompassing South Asian societies – for what the assurance is worth, we plan 
to keep it very much real.
 Being at a point in history where hatred among cultures and civilisations has become so 
easy to ignite, our efforts will always be directed towards celebrating diversity and co-operation. As 
a geographical unit, South Asia is home to over 250 languages, more than 2000 ethnicities and a 
truly amazing mixture of  religious beliefs. In a demographic array such as this, it seems inevitable 
that a conflict of  identities will create barriers between our people.  Only through an exchange of  
views we come closer to the ‘ideal speech situation’ advocated in the social philosophy of  Jurgen 
Habermas. With a deeply embedded belief  in the articulation of  self, JAL encourages you all to be 
part of  something greater – a dialectical process where you narrate and you learn. All this while, 
deepening your own knowledge of  the different forms of  human behavior, and sitting in the ivory 
towers of  Edinburgh who wouldn’t want to do just that!
 As SASA’s only publication, we intend to give you some memoirs to cherish in later years - 
a record of  all the festivities and the good times in store for you. We wish you all the best university 
experience. And to conclude in the words of  T.S Eliot, ‘ Let us go then, You and I’… and see if  that 
what separates us is greater than all that binds us together?
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“Whoever you see is lost within themselves,
  They have a voice, but no listener.”

-‐ Nida Fazli

Shreya Chatterjee (Indian - Bengali): 

 Expressing the sentiments of  any geographic pool of  peoples is an ambitious task, albeit a 
necessary one. This fundamental idea married with an established South Asian Students Association 
pushed Adan and I to build this platform,  JAL, where we hope the internal monologues of  many 
associated to the South Asian diaspora, and it’s multitude of  cultures, arts, and languages, will find a 
resonating voice in print. 
 Our hope is that the existing community here at The University of  Edinburgh, which is 
undeniably international, will find value and purpose in this publication, and furthermore have the 
desire to engage and contribute to its expansion.
 JAL is merely founded on tangental tracks, which are directed towards celebration and 
sharing. The very fact that the geographic location of  South Asia is inexplicable without delving into 
multiple layers of  history, and engaging in challenging social themes, makes it not only an interesting 
one, but certainly a pulsating one. Like so many other parts of  the world, our peoples have grown into 
globalisation, but still hold on to cultural gems across borders, and waters, which embody the essence 
of  what we recognise as “home.” 
 In that spirit, we bring to you an issue which is far from perfect, and made with a 
considerable amount of  stress, dedication, but also, naturally, a great amount of  love. It touches on 
poetry, literature, photography, feature articles, law  & politics, and of  course the people it speaks for. 
 As you may have noticed, my note is less... formal (?) than Adan’s (I asked him if  I could write 
this, hehe), and that’s really because on one hand, whilst we never want any of  our readers to forget 
the deep seated meaning, and significance in all that we publish - we also never want any of  you to 
forget, that we’re students at University, just like you. Why is that important, or isn’t that rather 
obvious? Well, as Tagore said, “Don’t limit a child to your own learning, for he was born in another 
time,” - we want these issues to hold dear the past and present that collectively binds our ‘South Asian 
sentiments’, our history, our ‘communality’, if  you will, but whilst maintaining a contemporary tone - 
one which always reverts back to the question, 
   “What does it mean today, in the world as we know it?”
 That’s why I’m hopeful that our readership will grow alongside the international audience 
say of  our films, of  our music, of  racial slurs, jokes, and with the fact that curry is considered by many 
in the UK as their ‘own’ food. The point is, South Asia is not constricted and confined to ethnicity, 
language, citizenship, nationality, and passports. JAL really, actually, will ultimately always aim to be 
familiar, whilst simultaneously making the bits and pieces you may be unfamiliar with accessible. 
 So to this issue, and the many more to come - and to you - always, lots of  hope and love.



“This publication would not have been 
possible without the endless efforts of the 
JAL team, the SASA committee 2013-14 
and of course, all the members 
showcasing their flair.”

Rushi Sanjeev Mehta

Rushi Sanjeev Mehta (SASA President 2013 - 2014)

The South Asian Students Association has been an 
integral part of  the South Asian culture at the 
University of  Edinburgh and in the United Kingdom. 
Our purpose is to celebrate and spread South Asian 
culture and we plan on making this year bigger than 
ever. And spearheading our purpose is our very own 
publication, JAL. 

	 JAL is a platform for our members to showcase 
their talent and give the world a taste of  our literature. 

 This publication would not have been possible 
without the endless efforts of  the JAL team, the SASA 
committee 2013-14 and of  course, all the members 
showcasing their flair. 


We hope you appreciate JAL and 
continue helping us grow with your 

love and support. 
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SASA Presidential Note
Photo credits: Shreya Chatterjee
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D I S C L A I M E R
FROM THE EDITORS

We would like to remind our 
readers that the views expressed in this 
issue are of  individual contributors and 
neither the editorial team nor the South 
Asian Students Association can be held 
responsible for any offense caused. 

Whilst we have done our best to 
maintain the desired level of  political 
correctness, and have refrained from 
publishing any entries containing 
extreme views, which are obviously 
offensive, racist, or have any tone of  

hate speech, we cannot naturally be 
agreeable to all audiences.

 We do however take strong 
consideration into how sensitive socio-
economic and political issues can be, 
hence from this issue onwards, any 
discrepancies or offense taken can be 
expressed to the publication, by simply 
writing a comprehensive message to 
southasianlitedinburgh@gmail.com

 Thank you for your 
understanding and co-operation. 

We hope you enjoy this issue of  
JAL.

  C O N T E N T S

SECTIONS IN SEQUENCE:

Poetry

Literature 

Film

Photography

Feature

Law & Politics

SASA

Photo credits: Shreya Chatterjee
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// POETRY

“The words that spring from a passionate heart, 
surely they carry weight

Though not endowed with magic wings, 
they can fly into celestial space.”

- M. Allama Iqbal

Photo credits: Shreya Chatterjee



Little bare feet in the dust run,
Blistered brown souls, tempting the sun; 
Chasing colours of  the wild,
Swinging garlands of  white,
They survive.

In a mirror on the other side,
When they see, the two worlds collide; 
Shadowed by a dreamt light,
Swinging garlands of  white,
They smile.

Knocking on the golden shrines,
Obliged curses reply, 
to the bargain serpentine; 
Splattered with red gushing sweat,
Swinging garlands of  white,
They strive.

A penny in the scarred palm,
Selling opportunities, 
by self  inflicted harm; 

They say goodbye
Bowed with twinkling eyes,
Swinging garlands of  white,
They stay alive.

Garlands
By Mawish Moulvi
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By Aishwarya Khanna

She saw a dream,

in the wake of  the surging Polka tune…

It came to her like a sepoy,  

who comes to rescue a crying child in

The dregs of  a city. 

The dream had flown to Maya for the fourth time, 

Had exorcised her spirit

Had resumed the spirit of  a chirruping bird and 

Had been like a true friend, like a prudent man illuminating 

The good life. 

(“And together, you both soared,

You danced like an innocent child in his company 

Words flowed from your mouth like a silver-tongued poetess’ 

And together, you both strung the beads of  hope, strewn on the floor

In determined succession”). 

Let these strings beget the mashq of  your soul,

Let the music coalesce with your name;

Swirl in the company of  those who discern the sound of  

This music,

And beware of  those who belittle your dreams. 

Embrace this Dream 

If  it burns your thirst; if  it suddenly makes you jump with joy when 

You’re trudging behind the World with tired eyes.

Move forward with this Dream;

Because all else is poor company. 



 First:

With all due respect, 

     to the peers who are my day and my

 night 

     thank you for these binoculars, 

     the destination seems to be only inches

 away now…
   

    This feeling alone brings hope and 

stillness to my heart
  

	 Second: 

 I do a lot of  things for love
 
   love is religion 

   love is bliss 

   love is life
 
   and love is wisdom
 
   my love extends to one and all 

  reach the heights of  depth when I say

 “do no discrimination in love.”

 because also, my love means to me to 

enlighten you. 
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By Aishwarya Khanna
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By Zulfikar Ali Bhutto

For my father in heaven, a man whose spirit lives on in the hearts of  those 
who are brave enough to love.

God is more than my powerful queen.

She is my father in heaven, 

My mother eternal.

God is a tuneful songbird, 

The parakeets in the trees,

The crows on my rooftop 

And the falcons that feed on the dead.

God is my family and friends.

God is my lover.

God is the love in my heart 

And the feelings of  ecstasy I can’t control.

God is happiness, hysteria, lust, anger and fear

God is the wind that brushes my neck, 

The bee that stings 

And the kiss that soothes.

God is not a building of  confined marble,

Or a grand tower that reaches to the sky.

God is the mason that built it,

The artist that decorated it.

God is not a man on a hill,

Or a cleric dressed in white.

God is the passion in his soul.

God is not a woman who protects her modesty,

But the sense of  duty she holds so dear.

God is not a club or a union,

But all the world when joined together in love.

God is not a direction or a slab of  stone,

Nor a man or a woman,

Not even good or evil.

But an energy without comprehension.

God is not mine or yours.

God is ours.

God is everything.





// LITERATURE

“The highest education is that which does 
not merely give us information but makes 
our life in harmony with all existence.”

- Rabindranath Tagore on Visva - Bharati 
University, Santiniketan

Photo credits: Shreya Chatterjee



It is often difficult, sometimes even 
impossible, to fathom what the self  
acclaimed critics and disciples of  the 
aged Great Literary Canon find 
fascinating in two lines of  a poem. 

	 Why do they debate over its 
significance at length when you are 
unable to recall the last contemporary 
novel you read? 	

	 Poetry is a dying art, distilled 
to rap songs. Its finest maestros are 
dead. And yet traditions in education 
attempt to cultivate our aesthetic sense 
through literature. The average man 
becomes aware of  the poetic sense 
although he is unable to value or 
implement it; separating the pragmatist 
from the artist. 	 An eight year old 
Bengali boy, putting pen to paper, grew 
up to be both.

Rabindranath Thakur, sobriquet 
Gurudev and universally anglicised to 
Tagore, was the first non-European 
winner of  the Nobel Prize in Literature 
for his collection of  poetry ‘Gitanjali’ in 
1913.

	 The polymath born in May 
1861, lived through the turbulent 
confluence of  three cultures -the Hindu, 
the Islamic, the British- and died in the 
August of  1941 before he could see 
them diverge.

Witnessing the rule of  the Raj, as the 
son of  an elite Brahmin family, nurtured 
his patriotic ideologies and moulded his 
work; seeking to revolutionize not just a 
nation but the quotidian life as a whole.

“I have become my own version of  an optimist. 
If  I can't make it through one door, I'll go 
through another door - or I'll make a door. 
Something terrific will come no matter how dark 
the present.”

-Tagore

	 Tagore loathed and opposed 
the rigid education system established 
upon the principles of  regurgitating 
facts within a given a set of  time. 
Shunning the classroom as a child, he 
was tutored by his brother 
Hemendranath in drawing, anatomy, 
geography, literature, mathematics, 
Sanskrit, English. 

	 At the age of  seventeen he was 
enrolled into a public school in 

Brighton, East Sussex, England. He 
briefly studied Law at the University 
College London before returning to 
India to manage his vast ancestral 
estates, enthralled by Shakespeare 
instead. Tagore sought, not explanations 
in education but, an agent of  curiosity. 

	 Founding the Visva-Bhatri 
University in West Bengal he said;

“It (education) knocks at the doors of  the mind. 
If  any boy is asked to give an account of  what 
is

awakened in him by such knocking, he will 
probably say something silly. For what happens

within is much bigger than what comes out in 
words. Those who pin their faith on university

examinations as the test of  education take no 
account of  this”.

Tagore used Literature as a vehicle to 
portray the Indian past while seeking an 
independent vision for his country’s 
future. His immense body of  highly 
distinguished work, narrative poems, 
plays, novels, are continually referenced 
by literary scholars and cherished by 
modern poets. 

 But the greatest 
implementation of  his genius, outside 
the literary circle, was the penning of  
the national anthems for two prominent 
nations; ‘Jana Gana Mana’ for India 
and ‘Amar Shonar Bangala’ for 
Bangladesh. Today after more than 
sixty six years of  their existence, 
everyday, hundreds of  children every 
morning place their hands on their 
hearts and recite the words of  
Rabindranath Tagore. 

 He denounced the 
‘untouchables’ class consciousness by 
making them protagonists in his stories, 
and preached philanthropy through his 
poetry which such elegance that he was 
knighted by the British Crown in 1915. 

	 However, he renounced the 
knighthood in response to the 
Jallianwala Bagh massacre where 
peaceful protesters were fired upon by 
the British army killing between 370 to 
1000 people.

 He promoted political freedom 
with such zest through the memorable 
lyrics of  his songs that he was nearly 

assassinated. His most popular patriotic 
song, favored by Gandhi himself, was 
Ekla Chalo (Walk Alone). Originally 
composed in Bengali, a translation of  
the song rendered by Tagore himself  is 
as follows:

Walk Alone

If  they answer not to they call,
If  they are afraid and cower mutely facing the 
wall,
O thou unlucky one,
open thy mind and speak out alone.

If  they turn away and desert you when crossing  
the wilderness,
O thou unlucky one,
trample the thorns under thy tread,
and along the blood-lined track travel alone.

If  they do not hold up the light when the night 
is troubled with storm,
O thou unlucky one,
with the thunder flame of  pain ignite they own 
heart,
and let it burn alone.

 The simple poem diminishes 
the boundaries between race, religion 
and state to become a mutual call of  
independence for every individual in 
pre-partition India. However, it 
surpassed the test of  time for the 
sentiments it evokes are universal and 
eternal. 

 It echoes endurance with an 
imprinting melody for hardship of  any 
manner; a breakup, inability to pay 
rent, job rejection, failed exam, anytime 
you had no one and nowhere to turn to. 
Tagore’s legacy lives on.

“Let your life dance at the edges of  Time Like 
dew on the tip of  a leaf ”

-Rabrindanath Tagore

JA
L 

// 
W

AT
ER

 //
/ L

IT
ER

AT
U

RE
  O

CT
OB

ER
 2

01
3 Tagore: A Recollection

By Mahwish Moulvi



 When I began to write this article I 
immediately wanted to stop. Why? Because 
this is about Jhumpa Lahiri and I’m an 
immigrant Bengali girl, who is interested in 
literature, and who has been reading Lahiri 
since the age of  10 in places such as Kuala 
Lumpur and Amsterdam. 
 And Jhumpa Lahiri herself  was born 
to immigrant Bengali parents in London, and 
then went on to live most of  her life in 
America, where she lives today.
 Basically, I’m her ideal (possibly), and 
mirrored, audience - my life is secretly 
scattered in sentences that fill her books. 
That is why I knew this article would have to 
be personal, and I cringed. But here I go.
 When I first read The Namesake 
(2003), I was probably sitting in Singapore, a 
country that is not “my own,” eyeing the 
words of  the very first page, where a 
struggling, pregnant Ashima, tries to make 
herself  a popular Indian street food using 
American ingredients. Her water breaks, and 
in Lahiri’s sensitive depiction, Ashima calls 
out for her husband, not by using his name, 
as traditionally Bengali brides never use their 
spouses’ names, but rather, as what can only 
be roughly translated as: “Are you listening?”

I wondered then, to any non-Bengali 
reader, what kind of  significance could this 
possibly hold? Why would an American, or 
international audience even be interested in a 
Bengali female protagonist? 
 I then thought about my mother. She 
was living in a country which is not her own, 
and was identified by everyone who knew her 
as a Bengali. 
 We are everywhere. 
 Every major country, or city in the 
world has some sort of  Bengali population, 
and in many cases a large, active Bengali 
community. 

These immigrant groups of  people who 
cluster in each others living rooms to speak 
their mother tongue, and eat the food they 
love, and to gossip endlessly about art, 
literature, Satyajit Ray’s films, etc, are the 
subject-matter of  Lahiri’s writing. 
 Although her stories and the 

experience that they are founded on were a 
few decades before my own coming into this 
world, the tiny details, mannerisms, 
behaviors, characters, and sentiments, are so 
much a part of  ‘the Bengali experience’ as 
we know it today. Whether her literature has 
an internal significance, as it does for me, or 
rather an ‘external’ significance, as I can best 
describe what it must be like for a foreigner 
looking into the culture she describes, Lahiri’s  
undeniable “contemporary significance” is 
what makes her so admirable. 
 Her body of  work has earned her 
numerous awards such as the O. Henry 
Award for the short story Interpreter of  Maladies 
(1999) and the Asian American Literary 
Award for Unaccustomed Earth (2008), whilst 
she has also been appointed as a member of  
the President’s Committee on the Arts and 
Humanities by U.S. President Barack 
Obama.  

Her upcoming novel is one I await and 
recommend, The Lowlands, set in America 
and India, which is a tale of  two brothers, 
and a country torn by revolution. 
 This author’s contributions are so 
dear to me, and so many others, which really 
should be attributed to her sublime sensitivity. 
In her own words: 

“Still, there are times I am bewildered 
by each mile I have traveled, each meal I 
have eaten, 
each person I have known, 
each room in which I have slept. 
As ordinary as it all appears, there are 
times when it is beyond my 
imagination... 

Try to remember
 it always. 
Remember that
 you and I 
made this 
journey together 
to a place where 
there was 
nowhere 
left to go.”
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By Shreya Chatterjee



A short fiction piece by 

Aishwarya Khanna

Simply

1

Maya trudged to the bathroom sink 
holding aloe vera in her fist. (The 

energy that she had mustered after 
the morning jog had burned rapidly 

in the tears she shed, so much so 
that she had not the single atom of  
energy to hold the bundle of  those 

leaves loosely in her hand).

In the bathroom, she gently rubbed 
the gelatinous leaves under her 
swollen eyes to soothe the burn. 
(She was not beaten up but she 
became the victim of  verbal abuse 
that day).

Maya reacted dichotomously to the 
image in the mirror- she pitied the 
soul that was stung by the galls of  
her father for she knew that she was 
more fragile than anyone thought 
and she applauded the courage with 
which she revolted and stumped her 
father. But because she was a 
woman and a fragile one, she stood 
behind the sink and soothed the 
burn. While more tears welled down 
her cheek, her father left the house 
for work in furious determination.

There was a third reaction also. 

There was something beyond 
the…”situation” that she thought 
about. It was thoroughly innocent 
and maya. Blinking (because of  all 

those tears) at the image in the 
mirror, she gathered how beautiful 
she looked in that moment. It was a 
mysterious phenomenon. She 
thought why. 

But then…well…she made a few 
comparisons and concluded that she 
was detoxifying herself  of  all the 
waste that her father had dumped 
on her that morning.  The outward 
result was spectacular!  She was 
beautiful and radiant. But inwardly, 
she could feel the tiredness of  each 
and every organ of  her body that 
had exhausted from tension.

“Quit making life so difficult for others” 
was little Maya’s beginning and final 
thought. That is all. She was so 
incapable of  thinking like an adult. 

It was such a rare quality to have. 

To be incapable of  thinking like an 
adult… 

2

Maya ambled to her bedroom in a 
calm, revived spirit. 

But then she involuntarily moved to 
the dressing table in the bedroom 
and took a final, long and solid 
glance in the tall mirror. 

What a beautiful invention the 
Mirror is. It loves you without any 
discrimination and welcomes all. All 
of  a sudden, Maya became 
abundantly and profoundly glad 
that her father hadn’t smashed the 
mirror in frustration. She thought 
about the argument and what a 
vomitous, excruciating challenge it 
really was to dare to question her 
parents, but not for very long. She 
dropped the thought and began to 
play a soulful track on the speakers. 

I should not be allowed to 
characterize Maya. The mirror can 
do a more honest job. You’ll learn 
from the mirror in her bedroom that 
she loved to read. She simply loved 
to read, so she could read any kind 
of  literature but not any genre or 
any style. In one corner, you could 
see a small pile, slightly bigger than 
a molehill, of  thin books translated 
in Arabic and English. Needless to 
say she loved music- she owned 
speakers, an I-pod that lay in the 
background and a laptop that she 
had connected to the speakers, and 
was currently playing a melody. 

The melody stopped playing after 
six minutes, like an actor who exits 
the stage inconspicuously during a 
play, because it was not until later 
that Maya realized there was pin-
drop silence in the room. But the 
silence was as beautiful as the 
mirror. It was as beautiful as any 
object in Maya’s room. She hadn’t 
decked her room with anything 
fancy or frivolous but each thing 
was chosen with so much wisdom 
and love. She preferred to keep her 
room empty because it was 
comfortable and spacious. Most of  
the time, Maya was able to work 
optimally amidst the silence because 
it was as if  the silence were 
renewing and remedying her ailing 
spirit with wisdom and purity. The 
silence was like one of  the many 
objects in the room. It was always 
there. 

Today however, while Maya reveled 
in the aloneness instead of  being 
lonely, the silence hung outside only. 
I repeat it was not until later Maya 
realized the melody had finished 
playing. She shuffled through the 
playlist but could not decide which 
track to put just like she could not 
make head or tail of  what her 
parents really thought of  her. 

At that moment, she yearned to 
know God’s thoughts…
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What good is a verse that does not light up 
the world?

What good a tearful eye if  it does not wash 
away the city?

– Faiz

Too often is the writer accused of  
living inside a utopian bubble with 
mere bits of  imagination to feed 
upon. Even worse, writers and poets 
through the ages have been bullied 
for showing the audacity to 
challenge orthodox lines of  thinking. 
Real examples abound; Pablo 
Neruda: Voltaire: Thomas Paine: 
Faiz. Yet all criticism levied against 
literature only further accents the 
deep-seated insecurities of  the 
privileged oligarchy seeking to 
perpetuate its own existence, often 
doing so forcibly and at the expense 
of  the happiness of  the masses. An 
Urdu adage helps my point: ‘The 
pen is mightier than the sword’. 

Many before me have spoken of  the 
sheer power that dwells in the word. 
Words are all you and I have to 
express what is being subdued. 
Words to narrate a story. Words to 

blow emotion in our relationships. 
Words to envisage a future not yet 
realised. Words to motivate the 
heart. Words to awake that fiery 
passion of  rebellion. And words to 
express love. 

In a world with no respect for text 
societal life can only go by unheard, 
unseen and un-understood. In 
historical records and scientific facts, 
we foolishly hope to find all 
universal truths while turning a 
blind eye to a different set of  facts; 
those that were lived, felt and 
experienced.  For this reason it 
seems sensible to me to perceive 
literature as the written yet 
unrecorded history of  society. 

A point must be made here to 
differentiate art that is convened for 
art’s sake from art that seeks to 
revolutionise the world as the artist 
knows it. To rectify this former 
image of  art as being of  negligible 
value to social progress beyond its 
aesthetic appeal, a host of  young 
South Asian writers coalesced their 
reformatory beliefs by establishing 
the All India Progressive Writers 
Association in 1936. At a time when 
the anti-imperialist sentiment soared 
high among the impoverished and 
freedom-deprived classes of  the 
Indian population, the intelligentsia 
reckoned it their social duty to put 
art to civic use by advancing the 
ideals of  liberty, integrity and justice. 
Inspired by the ideas of  arguably the 
greatest intellectual of  modern 
times, Edward Said, South Asian 
writers at the time were ready to 
endorse a more public role for the 
intellectuals; one extending beyond 
the creation of  rhythmically 

exquisite and euphonious couplets. 
Here was a new generation literati 
that embraced a role for the 
intellectual as one which, in the 
words of  Said, ‘...cannot be played 
without a sense of  being someone 
whose place it is to publicly raise 
embarrassing questions, to confront 
orthodoxy and dogma (rather than 
to produce them), to be someone 
who cannot easily be co-opted by 
governments or corporations, and 
whose raison d'etre is to represent all 
those people and issues that are 
routinely forgotten or swept under 
the rug.’

Among those who pioneered this 
cause that sought more than mere 
glorification of  self, the name of  
Faiz Ahmad Faiz glimmers in the 
round smooth script of  Urdu 
language, of  which he is deemed by 
many to be the greatest poet. And of 
Faiz, I shall speak whatever little I 
know.

Faiz Ahmad Faiz - a writer and so 
much more. Attempts have been 
made to define the ideological 
complex that was Faiz using a 
diverse array of  labels bequeathed 
to us by the Western sociological 
discourse. A quintessential 
humanist: a leftist intellectual: a 
patriot: an advocate of  
internationalism. He was deeply 
influenced by the teachings of  
Marxists, Sufi thinkers and 
progressives alike.  Through his 
revolutionary poetry one meets a 
man of  many parts. As a poet and 
political activist, he sought through 
word and action a better life for the 
pauper; the oppressed.

Politics through poetry: the life and times of Faiz
By Rana Adan Abid
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View from Faiz’s prison, 1951.



 Born in a country like Pakistan, 
known for her suffocatingly violent 
past and present, the dilemmas 
faced by Faiz throughout the course 
of  his life, start making more sense. 

Surrounded by a lava of  military 
dictatorships, institutional 
corruption and hunger-stricken 
masses, from a very young age Faiz 
must have felt for all the social 
injustice and inequality in his home 
and abroad. In one ghazal (the: 
traditional Urdu poem), called 
Mujshe Pehli Si Muhabbat, well-known 
across both Pakistan and India, his 
conscientious voice speaks for all the 
pain caused in the human race 
under the 'dark spell of  countless 
centuries' (un-ginnat sadiyoon kee 
tareek baheema-na talism). Here's 
to the poet who spoke to the people, 
for the people.

Faiz was born in 1911 to a family 
well known in the literary circles of  
the time. Although a poet of  the 
Urdu language, he was well-versed 
in Persian, Arabic and the English 
language. His contribution to the 
promotion of  Urdu language 
formed a new literary avenue 
between the archaic and modern 
writing styles. His conversational 
tone in most of  his poems is set to 
build a connection with the wide 
readership he enjoyed in India, 
Pakistan and beyond. 

Faiz was the first Asian poet to be 
awarded the Lenin peace Prize 
(in1962), the Soviet equivalent of  
the Nobel Peace Prize; a globally 
recognized accolade that would 
later earn him reproachful criticism 
for being a communist, even a 
Russian spy, by the ideologically 
rigid government of  Pakistan. His 
memorable speech must have 
warmly reverberated in the icy cold 

of  Moscow when he unveiled the 
true humanist within him:

‘… the benefit of  all humanity is 
only possible if  the foundations of  
human society are based not on 
greed, exploitation and ownership 
but on justice, equality, freedom and 
the welfare of  everyone… the 
foundation of  humankind will rest 
on the message of  the great poet 
Hafez Shiraz: Every foundation you 
see is faulty, except that of  love, 
which is faultless…’

Yet his poetry carries as much the 
thunder of  rebellion and social 
activism as it does the sweet nectar 
of  love. By knitting social issues and 
oppositional themes within his 
ghazals Faiz was constantly part of  
a struggle against any encroachment 
of  civil liberties; be that against the 
yolk of  British colonialism, the ills of 
capitalism or Zia’s strand of  
religious fundamentalism, Faiz lived 
through it all and always dared to 
speak. How he galvanised the lazy 
oppressed still resonates in his 
famous poem titled Bol (Speak!):

Speak, for your lips are free

Speak; your tongue is your own still

Speak, Truth still lives

Speak, say what you must!

His message was timeless, perhaps 
for a hard country such as Pakistan, 
also ahead of  his time. The 
predictions in his poetry have been 
unfortunately fulfilled in present-day 
Pakistan. With religious fanatics, 
corrupt politicians and militants on 
the rise, the integrity of  Pakistan 
stands tarnished and raped. 

One may pose the reasonable 
question of  what did Faiz really 

manage to do as the sordid ghosts of 
Zia-ul-Haq still loom around the 
legal and political landscape of  
Pakistan in the form of  blasphemy 
laws and the Hudood Ordinance. 
To all those I only have the words of 
Gandalf  when he first confronted 
the ferocious beasts of  Tolkien’s 
world, ‘what can man do against 
such reckless hate’. 

Faiz died in 1984 having seen the 
suffering of  exile and imprisonment 
in the country he so dearly loved. 
Luckily, his words stay with us 
forever. A personal favourite from 
that reservoir of  words is a poem 
called Hum Ke Thehray Ajnabi, written 
at a time when late Zulfikar Ali 
Bhutto, Prime Minister of  Pakistan, 
led a reconciliatory delegation into 
Dhaka – the capital of  Bangladesh. 
The delegation included Faiz and it 
was met with a cold reception by a 
people who were until 1971 his own 
countrymen. To all those who 
known the pain of  being estranged:

That which, on your life, you determined to 
convey

Unspoken on your lips, Faiz, the decided 
words lay
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// FILM

Photo credits: Shreya Chatterjee

“The director is the only person who knows 
what the film is about.”

- Satyajit Ray



The mean streets of  Mumbai 
host a new breed of  strugglers
—second-generation actors 
from US and Finland, The 
Netherlands and UAE, who 
have left their worlds in the 
hope of  storming Bollywood
Growing up in Sacramento, 
California, Nisha Umesh was 
surrounded by Bollywood, its 
nostalgia, excesses and clichés. She 
never got it out of  her system. So 
here she is in Mumbai, twang and 
all, at the Actor Prepares school in 
Juhu, learning how to dance, emote, 
fight and ride horses—the complete 
acting 'package.' "You know, I was a 
model in California and acted a bit 
too. But I missed the extravagance, 
the song and dance, the masala of  
the kind of  cinema I had grown up 
watching," she says. One day, she 
spotted advertisements of  Anupam 
Kher's acting school Actor Prepares 
and sent a DVD application 
recording two scenes. "One was a 
monologue in English and the other 
was one of  my favourite Bollywood 
scenes—the confrontation between 
Preity Zinta and Shah Rukh Khan 
in Kabhie Alvida Na Kehna. I 
enacted Preity's part. It worked," she 
says.

In her batch of  25, there are four 
NRIs like her. The records of  the 
three-year-old acting institute tell a 
story. "From just one in the first 
batch, nearly half  the class in our 
last batch (14 out of  25) comprised 
NRI students," says its CEO Sailesh 
Kottary. "And, not just UK, Canada 
or USA, students are flocking in 
from unheard of  places like Finland, 
Norway, New Zealand and 
Netherlands." In September, the 
institute will make its international 
debut with an acting school in 
London. Other Mumbai-based 
acting institutes show the same 
trend. Kishore Namit Kapoor, 
whose Acting Lab completes 25 
years in 2008 and has alumni like 
Hrithik Roshan, Kareena Kapoor, 

Priyanka Chopra and Akshaye 
Khanna, has been inundated with 
franchisee offers from USA, Canada 
and UK. "But my school is not a 
McDonald that I keep opening 
franchisees. Ultimately, one has to 
come to Mumbai for a Bollywood 
break," he says. His class of  60 has 
five NRI students.
The attraction lies in the figures. 
The Indian film industry produces 
1,000 films annually (twice 
Hollywood's output) and employs six 
million people. In 2004, more 
people watched Bollywood than 
Hollywood globally (3.8 versus 3.6 
billion), according to the Bollywood 
News Service. Poised to corner 12 
per cent of  the global entertainment 
market in 2008, now it also has the 
money, the projects, the roles and 
the inclination to fit in different 
ideas, skin tones and accents. 
Compare that to the paucity of  roles 
for Indian-origin actors in 
Hollywood and you see why they are 
opting for the ill-famed Mumbaiya 
struggle. Uma DaCunha, casting 
director for many international 
Indian projects like Lagaan, 
Monsoon Wedding and Water, told 
us that queries for roles in Indian 
films from actors abroad has 
definitely more than doubled in the 
recent past. "Now we are making 
more global films. Even the context 
is changing with more films on 
Indians abroad being made by 
Indians in India."
"The idea of  Bollywood is slowly 
expanding," says Samrat 
Chakrabarti, one of  the leading 
actors of  the NRI film scene in 
USA, and last seen in India in Loins  
of  Punjab Presents, Bong 
Connection and Kissing Cousins. "I 
have noticed in the past couple of  
years, that a lot of  interesting 
international films are being made 
and being cast out of  India. Being a 
south Asian actor in the USA, there 
are mostly stereotypical characters 
for us to play. I have played 

everything from a terrorist in films 
to a doctor in The Sopranos. But I 
want to play more interesting 
characters. While Hollywood may 
be known for its liberal views, it will 
still take time to change its view on 
race. Being a brown man in a white 
industry, I am not involved in 
politics, but politics is involved in 
me," he says. The acting schools, 
however, do not cater to the 'arty' 
acting sort. Here it is all priming up 
for the blockbuster factory. Umesh's 
classmate Rimel Chahal, who has 
already done a couple of  short-term 
acting courses in Florida says, 
"While abroad it was more about 
reading your lines right and 
underplaying of  emotion, here it's 
much louder—its about going the 
whole gamut."

In Lokhandwala, Mumbai, the 
address of  most acting schools and 
various film and TV productions 
and a place where most struggling 
actors, technicians shack up , you 
can spot engineers from the UK and 
management trainees from the Gulf 
rubbing shoulders and sharing 
dreams. Suhail Abdul Karim Khot, 
from a business family in Dubai, sips  
his cutting chai and tells me he sees 
himself  stepping into the shoes of  
an Emran Hashmi or John 
Abraham. It was his dad's wish to 
see him as an actor. Younger brother 
Dawood Karim Khot—"That's a 
name you won't easily forget"—has 
aspirations of  his own. He is good at 
comic timing and wants to go the 
Govinda way. Both are enrolled in 
Kishore Namit Kapoor's Acting 
Lab. Their family has strong 
Bollywood contacts too, with their 
parents having hosted actors like 
Dilip Kumar and Rajesh Khanna 
on their Dubai visits.
Living the Bollywood struggler's life 
is no mean task. Food poisoning 
bouts are common among many 
NRI students, who rarely cook and 
are dependent on outside food. 
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Dawood, who has just completed his  
Class 10, is quite enjoying being on 
his own in Mumbai but misses 
Dubai's sleek streets and cleanliness. 
"Travelling to and fro from the 
institute takes up nearly three hours 
everyday," he says.

 Glasgow-born Ferena 
Wazier, touted as the next Katrina 
Kaif, is stepping out of  her cocoon 
and living on her own after two 
years of  shuttling between UK and 
India. Wazier is on the verge of  a 
dream debut with two films heading 
for release: Rang Rasiya, a realistic 
period film on Raja Ravi Varma by 
Ketan Mehta and Sadiyaan, a 
commercial star-son launch opposite 
Shatrughan Sinha's son Luv Sinha, 
where Wazier's co-stars include 
veterans Rekha, Rishi Kapoor and 
Hema Malini. I meet her off  
Bandra's busy Carter Road 
promenade on a lazy weekend 
morning while she is shopping for 
fruits. She recalls how harrowing 
house hunting in Mumbai was.
 "I took one of  the first 
places I saw in Bandra with sea 
views and the most amazing 
bathroom, but then suddenly six 
different brokers were demanding 
brokerage money. I felt helpless. 
Friends said I should just move out 
as those who run these rackets are 
quite dangerous. But I refused," she 
says. "I got my first piece of  
Mumbaiya survival advice from my 
landlady's servant who said, 'Aap 
tension kyun leti ho madam, tension 
lene ka nai, dene ka.' It made me 
crack up with laughter and suddenly 
I knew I could handle the problem."
Then there is the spectre of  the 
casting couch. London-based model 
Navdeep Singh, who came to 
Mumbai for a Bollywood break, 
says, "Though it's more common 
with actors coming into films 
through the modelling circuit, 
struggling NRI actors like me have 
had to face numerous same-sex 
offers because of  a perception of  us 
being more liberal. I often get 
frustrated but I move on."
 More than the struggle, it is 

the Bollywood dynasty system that is  
the biggest hurdle. Raj Patel, a 
software engineer from America 
who's making his debut in a desi 
NRI comedy Amar Ash Antony, 
says, "I will not be disappointed if  I 
am rejected after an audition, but I 
do get frustrated by the Bollywood 
practice of  casting relatives, sons, 
daughters and friends of  established 
actors, directors or producers. The 
'network' and the 'connection' is the 
biggest challenge for us coming 
from so far to Mumbai."

 For men, it is indeed more 
difficult. For every Lisa Ray, Katrina 
Kaif, Nandana Sen, Jiah Khan and 
Ferena Wazier, there is a lone Upen 
Patel. Kapoor, who had groomed 
Ray and another NRI actress Somy 
Ali a decade before the current 
deluge, for their Bollywood debuts, 
says, "Of  every 250 strugglers 
entering Mumbai on a daily basis, at 
least 240 are men. Add the list of  
star sons to that and the competition 
is all the more for the boys vis-à-vis 
the girls. 
 Talented NRI actors like 
Saeed Jaffery had to return because 
of  the inane roles he was being 
offered here, while Upen Patel has 
ventured into his own business apart 
from acting." The women have an 
easier entry if  they are willing to be 
glamour props and then work their 
way towards meatier roles. "The 
NRI girls because of  their 
background have an edge as they 
are relatively less inhibited in terms 
of  roles. How many local girls 
would do a role like Jiah Khan's 
opposite Amitabh Bachchan in 
Nishabd?"

 The final hurdle is about 
tackling accent and getting the right 
roles to fit in. Even Katrina Kaif's 
leap into the big league and a strong 
acting role (after many 
inconsequential roles) happened 
with Namastey London that had her 
essay a character close to her 
natural self  of  a London-bred girl. 
"Initially I wasn't considered ideal 
for many roles. I still can't play 
rustic roles. But you never know 

what the audience likes," says 
Katrina, who along with Upen 
Patel, has often had her voice 
dubbed. However diction trainers 
and dialect coaches play down the 
accent issue, reasoning that 
language is no barrier for a good 
actor. If  north Indian actors can be 
successful down south, then why 
can't the NRI actors be successful in 
Indian films?
At Actor Prepares, while she flits 
through her dance routines, Umesh 
sure agrees.
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Hollywood has always been the 
destination of  many young dreams 
with an international film industry 
paying millions for its actors, music 
composers, script writers and a 
typical promise of  fame across the 
globe. 

 For one Indian film industry 
stalwart Hollywood has failed to see off  its  
competition from Bollywood as the 
industry turns 100 next year. 

	 Popular writer and lyricist Javed 
Akhtar is happy to see the industry in 
which he belongs spreading its message 
around the world.

“Hollywood is such a powerful film 
industry that it has ruined film industries 
of  the world. Wherever Hollywood films 
reach, the original film industry of  that 
nation got ruined, except India. 

 Our film industry is flourishing be 
it Tamil and Telugu films,” the 67-year-
old said while at the music launch of  ‘Ye 
Khula Aasman’.

 Javed, who started his career in 
Bollywood as a script writer on Yakeen, has  
seen success as his pairing with Salim 
Khan brought such blockbusters 
like Sholay and Don. 

 Javed has also worked with his 
family on some most recent hits 
like Zindagi Na Milegi Dobara. 

	 Most recently however Javed has 
found himself  turning to lyric writing and 
poetry.

 “Our films are showcased in 
around one 30 nations abroad. The 
number of  nations that view Hindi films 

is increasing and this is not an ordinary 
thing,” said Akhtar.

 “We have made some good and 
bad films. We have made some excellent 
films as well. I think Indian cinema is at 
such a point that the future can only be 
bright and in another 10 years it will 
reach great heights,” said Akhtar, who has  
penned songs for films 
like Mr.India, Tezaab, 1942: A Love Story, Dil 
Chahta Hai and Refugee.

 Bollywood has in the past and 
continues today to be compared to 
Hollywood and even is accused of  
copying everything that Los 
Angeles based industry produces. 

	 Despite that we continue to see 
such actors as Anil Kapoor, Aishwarya 
Rai Bachchan and now Amitabh 
Bachchan making appearances in English 
films. 

	 Hollywood is even beginning to 
turn its attention to India with country 
beginning to feature in more and more 
productions. 

	 As Bollywood creeps towards its 
100 years anniversary we look forward to 
seeing top class international films being 
released from Mumbai.

“I think Indian cinema is at such a point that 
the future can only be bright” ‒ Javed Akhtar
By Janine Gall
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Shoaib Mansoor made a movie on 
moderate Islam for an over-sensitive 
people and won over his home audience. 
His film, Khuda Kay Liye (For the love of 
God), is also the first Pakistani film to 
release in India in 43 years. The forthright 
debutant director on racial stereotyping, 
Islam and Indian television.

Why don't you like being photographed? Is it 
because of  the security threats posed by the 
fatwas* against your film?

There is no security threat to me. I live in Pakistan with 
my family and I am still alive. I insist on anonymity 
because I dislike the way creative people are getting 
addicted to self-publicity, even at the cost of  their work. 
They are working hard on their films but working 
harder on exposure. I want to be recognised by my 
work, not my face.  

After spending 30 years in television, what 
made you make your first film Khuda Kay 
Liye?

The film is an expression of  the anger that I have felt 
since childhood over the wrong interpretations of  my 
faith. For instance, the dilemma faced by the singer 
brothers in the film seeks to dispel the notion that Islam 
prohibits music. It also shows the post-9/11 volte-face 
of  the West towards Muslims. Suddenly, every Muslim 
became a suspect. The way Muslims were identified 
with their names and segregated at airports compelled 
me to tell this part of  the story. The film tells the 
paradoxical tragedy of  an average Muslim like me. 
Radical clerics at home consider me a bad Muslim 
because I wear Western clothes and don't have a beard. 
And the West just reads my name and labels me a terror 
suspect.

Why was the film shot in two colour tones?

I deliberately shot the film's American portions in a blue 
tone to highlight the coldness in the attitude there. The 
scenes in Pakistan were shot in yellow to signify the 
heated situation in Pakistan, which has turned into a 
battleground of  pro-American and Islamist forces. No 
big powers seem to be interested in thinking about what 
makes people react so strongly that they are ready to 
lose their lives through suicide bombing. 

What's the status of  the fatwas* on your film in 
Pakistan?

When the pre-release promos of  the film were being 
shown, some people were shocked to see Islam being 
the focus of  a commercial film. They presumed it to be 
anti-Islamic and many clerics issued fatwas against it 
without watching it. But once the film was released, the 
fatwas lost steam as people couldn't find anything anti-
Islamic about it. I had read religious books while 
writing the script and showed it to scholars to confirm 
my interpretation of  Islam before shooting. Thus, 
there's been no negative reaction to the film post-release 
and it has been feted at film festivals in Muslim 
countries such as Oman and Egypt. Even though a tiny 
adamant minority still refuses to listen to logic, the 
majority has received it well. The film has set box-office 
records in Pakistan. People who had stopped going to 
theatres for over 30 years are now returning to see 
Khuda Kay Liye.  

Was Naseeruddin Shah cast as the liberal cleric 
because no Pakistani actor would touch the 
role?

Not exactly, Naseer is a great actor and anyone making 
a serious film would want to cast him. I didn't want a 
regular Pakistani actor for this very important character.

Your film ends with the leading male 
protagonist returning to Pakistan without his 
American wife and the leading female 
protagonist deciding not to go to UK to her 
British boyfriend. Was the characters' 
cessation of  ties with the West meant to 
appease the home audience?

I have not done it to appease the home audience but I 
do believe that that is the path we must take. I am not 
one for people leaving their native cultures for a life on 
foreign shores. One can study abroad but must return 
home eventually.  

Elaborate.

Funnily, many Indians still think Pakistan is populated 
by cartoons, where every man is a bearded fanatic and 
every woman is burqa-clad. Pakistan is as modern and 
liberal as India. While the Pakistanis don't have any 
misconceptions about India, courtesy Indian television 
and films, Indians hardly know about the reality there. I 
see no Pakistani channel in India. The only Pakistani 
content you see is news. And that's bad as it fuels 
enmity.

‘In many ways, Pakistanis are more tolerant'
By Piyush Roy
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Your film is not regular Lollywood. What's your 
take on the Pakistani film industry?

The film was made with Rs 5 crore before going into 
printing. An average Pakistani film would cost less than 
half  that amount. I am not a part of  the Pakistani film 
industry, which is practically non-existent. I felt 
ashamed at the way people made fun of  Pakistani 
cinema and that's partly why I left television for films. I 
made this movie with nobody—not even a technician—
from the local film industry, as it is dominated by 
illiterate people doing vulgar productions.  

Yours is the first Pakistani film to officially 
release in India. How did it happen?

After I got a favorable response in Pakistan, I wanted to 
release it in India as it has more Muslims. So, I 
approached some Indian distributors but they didn't 
even want to watch or talk about it. But once it stated 
going to the Indian film festivals starting with IFFI, Goa 
and then Delhi, Pune, Chennai and Kerala, the positive 
word-of-mouth set the ball rolling the other way. Indian 
distributors started contacting us for a release. Of  the 
five-six offers made, we finally opted for Percept 
Pictures. 

Indian films there. But over 90 per cent of  the audience 
wants Indian films to release there. That would benefit 
both countries. Indian films would profit from the big 
market. And the local cinema business would get a 
boost. Lack of  good local films has resulted in 
converting theatres into malls.

What's your take on the embargo on theatrical 
release of  Indian films in Pakistan?

The incompetent people of  the Pakistani film industry 
are afraid of  competition and have been protesting 
against the release of  Indian films there. But over 90 
per cent of  the audience wants Indian films to release 
there. That would benefit both countries. Indian films 
would profit from the big market. And the local cinema 
business would get a boost. Lack of  good local films has  
resulted in converting theatres into malls.

Which are your favourite Indian films?

Mughal-e-Azam and Mother India. Recently, I have 
seen Lagaan which was a great, commendable effort. 
During my last visit to India, I saw Jodhaa Akbar, where 
I felt that a lot of  money was wasted.  

What's next for you as a director?

Films are an important medium to spread a message. I 
have no plans of  doing song-and-dance films.

* Fatwas are legal judgements are issues pertaining to Islamic law.
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 How does one make a film (/
films) about India or Pakistan? How 
does one make a film about any 
country for that matter? A film about a 
city maybe sounds possible. A Woody 
Allen-esque director might achieve the 
feat (…Manhattan, Midnight in Paris, 
To Rome With Love) but I’m reserved 
to think anyone could make a film 
about a country and do it justice, 
sincerely representing its entire place 
and people. Think for a second, how 
could one conceivably convey the 
complexity of  India? The diversity? The 
sheer magnitude of  an entire country, 
an entire population (1.27 billion and 
counting…), seems too much to be 
summed up, to be defined. Does it not? 
I ask, what of  each dream and drive 
within? What of  the man in the middle? 
Does he not have a face? (Won’t 
someone please think of  his face!)

But hey, maybe I’m quick to speak (/
write). Maybe a special ‘uncanny’ 
individual is out there – close to the 
source – with a keen eye for detail. 
Maybe someone can overcome the 
obstacles, defy all the odds, to deny 
Salman Rushdie’s words that “To 
understand just one life, you have to 
swallow the world”, etc. etc. Oh, and 
maybe, just maybe, that director is
Mira Nair.

Streets in Strife
Salaam Bombay! (1988)

 Down in the dark lives the unknown. 
Within the city streets of  India faces emerge 
and disappear. Lives lived and lost - men, 
women, children – a pale fading memory of  
their happenings left only to linger for 
moment, nothing more. 
 Mira Nair’s debut film Salaam Bombay! 
(made over two decades ago) is a multilayered 
masterpiece. It depicts changing, shifting, 
intertwining lives - chaos inherent within 
them all. Shot on location, the film mirrors 
the daily lives of  children on the streets of  
Mumbai, conveying a haunting image of  
their reality. 
 It’s almost like a documentary. The 
audience watch and witness, and that’s 
exactly what Nair wants. She wants us to 
understand the possibility of  these 
individuals, understand that they actually exist, 
and maybe that we should care a little more.
 Salaam Bombay!’s characters enchant 
us. Leading protagonist Chaipau, is the same 
and completely different to any other child in 
any other country. He dreams. He falls down. 
He falls in love. His world, however, is pretty 
much dominated by difficulty and despair 
alone. Abandoned by his family, he has been 
forced into the treacherous city of  ‘dreams’, 
working odd jobs to make ends meet. It’s a 
hard life. 
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The fact of  the matter though is this; his tragic 
tale isn’t particularly special in Mumbai. It’s 
rather commonplace. He is one of  thousands 
of  children with similar stories. He is one of  
thousands of  children at this time in India 
undone by a failing system of  government.
 Nair nevertheless doesn’t treat it as 
such. She does not undermine, but respects the 
challenges he faces as a single being, as she 
respects all the similarly tragic characters lives 
we come to witness in the film. Whether a drug 
dealer or a prostitute, each character is equally 
important and each takes a hold of  us. Nair 
focuses on each character individually, showing 
the drama of  their hazardous lives, filming 
their own perspective and identity. Simply put, 
she gives them importance.
	 She shows each life as special, each life 
as beautiful in its mere existence.

★★★★

Isolated Individuals
The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2013)

	   I scream, you scream, we all scream for ice 
cream. Well… not exactly. Things aren’t that 
simple. People are different, possibly 
wonderfully unalike. They like other things, 
different things. They believe different things. 
In a world like ours though, we take liberties to 
deny this. We sum people up. Judge them. Say 
we “know them”. Say “they are one of  those 
people”. Say “they love themselves some ice 
cream”. It’s easy, right? Convenient perhaps? 
But should we? What are the costs? 
 When we lose the idea of  individuality, 
of  a single being unattached, what are the 
consequences?
	   Nair’s newest cinematic release The 
Reluctant Fundamentalist focuses closely on these 
questions, hoping wholeheartedly to reveal a 
shocking ‘new’ truth to its audience. It details a 
story about simple minds with simple 
impressions, and how their “conclusions are 
wrong” and actually have devastating 
consequences. Set in Lahore, former Wall 
Street prodigy, and current university professor 
Changez Khan (Riz Ahmed) is being “hunted” 
and interrogated by the CIA. They link his 
“firebrand lectures” on Revolutionary history 
to Anti-American ideals and terrorist action. 
He though is innocent and is only a man in the 
middle, “tired of  taking sides”. He wishes 
earnestly that someone would know his “whole 
story” and  “not just bits and pieces” of  his self 
in abstraction as “looks can be deceiving” (and 

books should never be judged by their cover). 
He tells interviewer and spook Bobby Lincoln 
(…how utterly symbolic?) to “try and see the 
man”, that “some truths take their time”, and 
then begins to recite his life story.
 The film does well to show and 
contrast the dual-perceptions of  Changez – his  
own and that of  Bobby and the CIA. It breaks 
down the idea of  a single Grand Narrative, of  
every individual in a country, in a place, 
representing and being attached to a definition, 
to a clan and a philosophy. The film sadly 
though has fundamental flaws. Its structure 
and plot points undermine its sentiment. 
Changez ‘supposedly’ trying to break the 
barriers of  separation contradicts himself  and 
acts against the CIA by this very act of  story 
telling. It isn’t helpful and only seems to waste 
their time in the moment when what they 
really care about is saving the life of  a 
kidnapped man. It’s all a bit ridiculous. 
Changez just seems to be self-indulgent. It just 
doesn’t make sense. Or does it? I don’t know.
 Furthermore Changez seems to be 
completely insensitive at times and not for any 
particularly good reason. For example, in one 
scene he remembers his reactions to 911, 
saying “all I felt was awe” and then asking  
“Have you never felt a split second of  pleasure 
at arrogance brought low?” One can surely 
understand his sentiment on some level but not 
necessarily in the context of  the film. It seems 
unnecessary. Why attack the senses of  man you 
are trying to come closer to, trying to connect 
with?

★★
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// PHOTOGRAPHY

Photo credits: Shreya Chatterjee

“He owned an expensive camera that required thought 
before you pressed the shutter, and I quickly became 
his favorite subject, round faces, missing teeth, my 
thick bangs in ned of  a trim. They are still the 
pictures of  myself  I like the best, for they convey that 
confidence of  youth I no longer possess, especially in 
front of  a camera.”

- Jhumpa Lahiri, “Unaccustomed Earth”



“Ladakh” by Sergiu Jiduc
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 Ladakh, a word which means "land of  high passes", is a region in the state of  Jammu and Kashmir 
of  Northern India sandwiched between the Karakoram mountain range to the north and the Himalayas to 
the south. It is one of  the most sparsely populated regions in India. Ladakh is renowned for its remote 
mountain beauty and Buddhist culture which was established as early as the 2nd century. 
 This has given rise to the appellation "Little Tibet", as it has strongly been influenced by the 
culture of  Tibet. In the past, Ladakh gained from its strategic location at the crossroads of  important trade 
routes, but since the Chinese authorities closed the borders into Tibet and Central Asia in the 1960, 
international trade has dwindled. 
 Since 1974, the Indian Government encouraged tourism in Ladakh. The largest town of  Ladakh is 
Leh. A majority of  Ladakhis are Tibetan Buddhist, with most of  the rest being Shia Muslims. The people 
of  Ladakh have in recent times called for the creation of  a new Indian union territory because of  its 
religious and cultural differences with predominantly Muslim Kashmir.
 We hope you enjoy these snapshots of  the beautiful region. We apologise for the lack of  captioning.
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“Asansol” by Shreya Chatterjee
 Asansol is a seemingly small, but rapidly growing town, near Kolkata, West Bengal. 
Although not a tourist attraction, or a place of  great natural beauty, like other parts of  India, 
this town is developing at rapid pace, challenging cities like Kolkata and Puri, and becoming 
a vital hub for India’s economic activity. To me it will always remain a strange, surreal, part 
of  my identity, as it is the place of  my birth. Here’s a scattered glimpse into it’s life, via 
photographs I took this summer (June/July 2013).
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S.B Gorai Road, Asansol
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Paan-wala adding sugary spices to a betel leaf. Paan is a type of  post-meal digestive sold commonly in street 
stands around West Bengal and much of  India.

Rickshaw
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Cows and vehicles travel side by side on many Indian roads. Cows are to some extent considered 
sacred in India and are therefore unrestricted in most cases to roam freely, adding to the chaos of  the 
already uncontrollable, congested Indian traffic.

A view of  Asansol, and the West Bengal terrain in the distance.
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Street stall tobacco (smoking is injurious to health).

This man is pushing along a paani-puri stall. Paani-puri is a popular street food. It consists of  a wafer like 
flour puffed, yet crispy, shell (puri) which is broken into, creating a miniature bowl. Then it is filled with 
either a mixture of  spices and potatoes or sometimes chikpeas and onions, and then submerged in a 
concotion of  water, lime and tamarind (paani).



JA
L 

// 
W

AT
ER

 //
/ P

H
O

TO
G

RA
PH

Y 
OC

TO
BE

R 
20

13

Bengali woman’s hand, embellished by a gold bangle, folding lotus leaves.

Lotus leaves are folded over a piece of  river fish marinated in a thick, fresh mustard paste, and topped with 
green chillies. These lotus leaf  fish parcels will be tied and deep fried. Fish is a staple food for Bengal.
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Pigeons in the late afternoon, when most of  the town awakes from afternoon naps (like siestas).

Rooftops. It is common for most free-standing houses to have flat roofs, which act as a terrace. Neighbors 
often gather on terraces to drink evening tea, and gossip. In some houses cricket is also played on terraces.





“I believe in equality for everyone, except 
reporters and photographers.”

- Mahatma Gandhi

// FEATURE

Photo credits: Shreya Chatterjee



Sunday, July 14th marked the last day of  the 
Telegram Service in India. Having just 
arrived in Mumbai a few days earlier, I had 
not kept abreast of  the local news, amongst 
which was the government announcement 
exactly a month earlier of  the termination of  
the telegram service.  Chancing upon a 
conversation, I became visibly excited at the 
prospect of  being able to send one for the 
very last time. A quick Google search and a 
phone call to the Central Telegraph Office 
later, my 80-year old great-uncle, 27-year old 
cousin and myself  were packed into an auto-
rickshaw and on our way to the closest open 
BSNL Telegraph Office at Deonar, Mumbai, 
each keen to be a part of  this episode in 
history that would soon be sealed off  forever.

The telegram service, now difficult to even 
label a sunset industry, started in India in 
1850 and has played a pivotal role in the 
nation’s history. Once widely credited as the 
reason India could save itself  in the 1857 
rebellion against the British due to the ability 
to secretly and rapidly mobilise troops, as was  
noted by Lord Dalhousie, I am certain (and to 
a large extent, ashamed) that many of  our 
youth today, myself  included, would have 
been hard-pressed to perhaps even know the 
difference between a telegraph and a 
telegram if  they were to be spontaneously 
asked.
On the other hand, my brigade of  aunts all 
reminisced fondly about the countless times 
they had been instructed to send a telegram 
to a distant relative in a far-off  city, alerting 
them of  someone’s pending arrival by train, 
sending greetings to a newlywed couple 
whose marriage they had been unable to 
attend and many times even sharing the news 
of  a birth or a death. My great-uncle fondly 
recounted a story of  an old colleague who 
had devised a clever system with his wife 
where logistical information of  arrivals and 
departures were encoded in standardised 
holiday greetings, which were far cheaper to 
send then a personalised telegram. It quickly 
became evident that this technology, which to 

our far younger generation seemed archaic 
and obsolete, had once been a cornerstone of 
our society.

Upon arriving at the Deonar Telegraph 
Office, we were greeted by a small set of  
rooms with only two staff  members and an 
old but well-kept sign reading Taar, as the 
service is locally known in Marathi and 
underneath in bold English letters, Telegram, 
hanging off  a rusty grilled window. Suddenly, 
my great-uncle of   80 was the tech-savvy one 
and could expertly navigate his way around 
the decades-old telegram form, unlike hours 
earlier where we impatiently tried to teach 
him how to use his new touch-screen phone. 
We filled at least a dozen forms, sending off  
short messages to friends and family across 
the country and to one another so that we too 
would have keepsakes of  this soon-to-be relic 
of  world history.

The operator chuckled as she noted that 
several of  our telegrams had the same address  
in both sender and receiver’s columns.  
Pleased perhaps with our visible enthusiasm, 
we were taken behind the counter into the 
room where scrolls of  paper were stacked on 
a rickety shelf, an ancient telegraph hung 
disconnected from the wall with its newer 
counterparts, the teleprinter, and more 
recent, the computer sat looking slightly 
shinier on a desk.  The gentlemen manning 
the office even offered to change into his 
delivery uniform so that we could take a 
picture and posed willingly at his desk.

Throughout, he lamented the end of  the 
service, expressing his distress over where the 
operator BSNL would relocate him to. He 
explained that almost every telegraph office 
operator out of  the 1000 odd across the 
country had taken money out of  their own 
hard-earned, measly government salaries to 
send a telegram to the Telecom Minister, 
demanding that he reverse his decision for the 
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service to be discontinued. Alas this was to no 
avail, as the end of  the service was splashed 
across local newspapers the next day, telling of 
the thousands of  other eager Mumbaikars, 
who like us, had ventured out on a monsoon 
afternoon to send one of  the city’s last 
telegrams.

The entire experience left me with both a 
sense of  thrill at having been privileged 
enough to be a part of  this iconic farewell to 
the telegram, and a certain sense of  
abashedness, at the plight of  our generation 
and the way in which we so frivolously 
employ the technological means available to 
us today. With a facility and ease which 
telegraph operators many decades ago who 
painfully transcribed messages in Morse code 
would only have dreamed of  using, the youth 
of  today  exploit services such as Facebook, 
Twitter, and Instagram with a boisterous 
sense of  purposefulness which in an earlier 
time, was reserved for arranging weddings 
and funerals. A quick note to everyone in my 
social circle about which new destination I 
would be arriving at or a broadcasted photo 
of  a wedding instagrammed with a funky 
filter are modern-day luxuries our parents 
and grandparents were never even able to 
fathom. Instead, they had to be selective 
about whom they communicated what crucial 
piece of  news to as telegrams were charged 
by the word; every punctuation mark or 
trivial formality discarded until what was left 
was a skeleton of  a message, containing only 
the imperative.

The telegram gave way to emails and later, 
SMS’s, which often in their lengthy form  no 
longer live up to their name of  “short 
messaging” and soon, it was all too easy for 
most of  the population to relay a piece of  
news to someone across the country or even 
the world, instantaneously. While brevity in 
our communications has yet again become 
trendy with the use of  short, catchy hashtags, 
and the restricted Twitter character limit; it is 
now not so much the detail of  the 
information we choose to share as it is 
the very content we highlight as 
significant enough to do so.

Will any of  my Facebook friends really care if 
I am to check-in at Mumbai, Singapore or 
Edinburgh Airport? Do they actually want to 
know not only which movie I saw where and 
with whom, but also exactly what I thought of 
it? A post of  mine earlier this week about a 
delightful dish I was indulging in at a local 
Mumbai joint elicited a comment from a 
cousin abroad asking whether it tasted better 
after having posted about it on Facebook.  
One can easily argue that these online 
services are a great boon, allowing us to keep 
in touch with those we care about in different 
corners of  the globe and share every facet of  
our lives with them in a way so intricate, that 
they even feel as though they are playing an 
integral part. Personally, I am one of  those 
perhaps all-too infuriating users,  who feels 
compelled to check-in everywhere and 
bombard my friends list overzealously with 
photos of  people I meet and places I see. In a 
society where our elders sparingly 
communicated across long distances for 
important messages, we now broadcast trivial 
updates of  the food we eat, the people we 
converse with and the music we listen to with 
an almost equal sense of  importance, raising 
doubts as to whether many of  us truly know 
to differentiate between what is actually 
significant and what is merely interesting.

Lost in such musings the following day, I 
heard the watchman downstairs ring the 
intercom and announce the arrival of  the 
telegraph delivery boy. A few minutes later, a 
khaki-clad young man took out five of  what 
could be his last telegrams ever and placed 
them in my hand.  And with that, I took out 
my iPhone and instagrammed the first and 
last telegram I had ever received, hash-tagged 
it as the #endofanera and broadcast to it 
my very modest yet globally dispersed 
following of  friends, assuming of  course, that 
they were all awaiting my earth-shattering 
post (which although the highlight of  my own 
day, was of  little relevance to anyone else’s) 
with the same sense of  urgency one would 
have awaited a telegram bearing life-changing 
news.
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Dusk in Karachi; the air is 
filled with the sound of  birds 
making their way to bed and in the 
distance the azan* beckons people 
to the mosque for evening prayers.  
However, if  you listen closely, just 
after the azan finishes crackling on 
outdated speakers you can hear the 
mighty sound of  a conch, soft at first 
but louder as it continues into its 
climax.  Three blows of  the conch 
signals the Aarti Puja and every 
Monday evening temples 
throughout the country crowd 
themselves with faithful Hindu 
devotees.  At the Sri Ratneshwar 
Mahadev Temple – located in one 
of  Karachi’s oldest suburbs and 
most affluent neighbourhoods – 
more than four thousand devotees 
come in and out of  the temple on an 
almost daily basis, Monday being 
the holiest and busiest day.  During 
the Aarti Puja, a ceremony that 
coincides with the Muslim Maghrib 
prayers, there are several hundred 
devotees who come to participate in 
the ceremony.  They listen to the 
beautifully sung prayers of  the 
resident swami, as well as to anoint 
and decorate the large Shiva lingam 
with garlands of  flowers, coconut 
water, milk, yoghurt, honey as well 
as fruit to be eaten later as the 
Prasad.

This temple, although large 
and spacious with a shrine for nearly 
every major God in the Hindu 
pantheon is only one of  hundreds of 
temples in the city of  Karachi that 
are used on a daily basis.  A ten-
minute walk down the road will take 
you to another smaller temple also 
crowded every evening with the 
faithful.  Karachi’s city centre, 
Saddar, is filled with old sandstone 
carved Hindu temples and newer 
concrete ones.  The largest Hindu 
temple in Karachi is the Swami 
Narayan temple dedicated to Vishnu 
and the swami whose teachings 
resonated with both Hindus and 
Muslims.  In certain 

neighbourhoods during festivals 
such as Navratri, the streets are filled 
with revelers, images of  Hindu Gods  
and Hindu bhajans blare from 
speakers onto the street.  A Hindu 
friend described it as being ‘just like 
India’.  On a sweaty Monday 
evening I was invited by the 
committee of  the Ratneshwar 
temple to celebrate Krishna’s 
birthday on the following 
wednesday, otherwise known as 
Krishna Janamashtami.  ‘Aap ko 
zaroor aana hai, bohot mazah 
ayega!’ I was told this by nearly 
everybody I bumped into.  

I arrived at the temple at 11 
in the evening to see hundreds of  
people listening to the sermon 
presented by the Swami, a middle 
aged man well versed in Urdu, 
Sindhi, English and able to read 
Hindi and Sanskrit.  He sat on a 
short throne, the Gita before him, 
musicians and pundits to his side 
and Krishna’s cradle placed 
comfortably in the middle for all to 
see.  As midnight approached more 
people had arrived, soon there was 
barely any space to move as throngs 
of  people came to celebrate 
Krishna’s birthday in this temple 
dedicated to Shiva.  Behind the 
talented musicians was a small 
canopy decorated with flowers and 
lit with a neon violet light, it was this  
evening’s surprise.  At ten past 
midnight the curtain of  the canopy 
was drawn and a statue of  Radha 
and Krishna was revealed, the 
newest edition to this two hundred 
year old temple.  A young pundit 
then gave Puja to the infant Lord 
Krishna, on his forehead was the 
mark of  Vishnu, he wore a dhoti 
around his waist and over his torso 
was a shawl decorated with the 
symbol Om, the sound of  the 
universe.  When all the formalities 
were over, a cake was cut and all 
those who could took a piece to 
force into the mouth of  the person 
next to them.  Everyone in the 

crowd danced with the ecstasy of  
Krishna’s love.  In this city rife with 
violence it only made sense for 
everyone to dance as hard as they 
could.

According to the 1998 
census Pakistan’s Hindu community 
numbered nearly two million 
people, the sixth largest native 
Hindu population in the world.  
Pakistan’s population in 1998 was 
130 million; today we are a nation of 
180 million people.  The Pakistan 
Hindu Council website places the 
actual figure at nearly 10 million 
people making up 5.5 percent of  
Pakistan’s population, a heavy 
contrast to the official statistic of  1.6 
percent.  In the province of  Sindh, 
Hindus represent eight percent of  
the population (17 percent 
according to the Hindu Council) 
and in certain districts they make up 
over fifty percent of  the population.  
In the districts of  Mithi and 
Tharparker, roadside shrines and 
the towers of  Hindu temples are 
common sites.  Ashrams dot the 
countryside and cows are treated 
with great reverence.  Ancient 
abandoned Jain temples have been 
made into Hindu temples, a small 
poster-like image is often enough to 
consecrate the space.  Sindh has had 
the longest history of  Hindu-
Muslim interaction in the entire 
subcontinent.  Its Sufi culture is 
filled with Hindu gods and the 
Sindhi Hindu pantheon contains 
Sufi saints who preached Hindu 
Muslim unity. The shrine of  the 
Muslim, saint Qalandar Shahbaz 
attracts Hindus from all over the 
country who, alongside Muslims, 
shout ‘Jay Jhule Laal!’ a Hindu 
River God and Muslim patron saint 
of  travellers, also known as Khwaja 
Khizr.  

The rugged province of  
Balochistan has also had a long 
history of  Hindu Muslim unity and 
it contains one of  Hinduism’s holiest 
sites.  A six hour drive from Karachi 
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through the most dramatic 
scenery of  jagged mountains and 
the blue sea, nestled in beteween the 
crocodile infested Hingol River 
valley is the temple of  Hinglaj Devi.  
Local legends vary with stories of  
evil tyrants, a desperate people and 
a furious mother Goddess bringing 
justice to the land.  In Hindu 
mythology this is where Sati’s 
breasts fell (one of  many Shakti 
Peethas) after she was torn apart by 
the God Vishnu in order to put a 
halt to Shiva’s mourning over the 
loss of  his beloved wife.  Every year 
a three day festival attracts over 
300,000 pilgrims crowding this 
narrow green valley in the middle of 
the desert.  Hinglaj Temple is 
known to Muslims of  the area as 
Nani Mandir (grandmother’s 
temple) and is also considered a 
sacred space, here Allah is 
worshipped as a Goddess, and those 
Muslims who worship Him as a Her 
are called Zikris.  The eighteenth 
century Sufi poet Shah Abdul Latif  
Bhittai is said to have come here to 
offer milk to the idol of  the Mother 
Goddess.  Later he composed a 
poem imploring his Muslim 
followers to find God at Hinglaj 
temple.  There is evidence however 
that the term ‘Nani’ is actually in 
reference to a Dravidian Earth 
Goddess Nania worshipped before 
the Aryan invasion that brought 
Hinduism to the subcontinent.  If  
this is so than her cult has survived 
for more than 4000 years, finding 
ways to pacify the Aryan and 
Muslim hordes, like any good 
mother would.   

    
* Islamic call to prayer
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Navraatri pilgrims at Hinglaj Mata Temple

A Zikri Fakir who has come to pay homage to Hinglaj Mata

A Pakistani Sadhu outside a Shiva temple in the village of  
Kaasbo in the Thar desert Pakistan. Photos by Zulfi.



It may seem odd but it took me about fifteen 
minutes  to find a moisturiser in what was  a 
metropolis  of cosmetics  during my visit to one 
store in India. The problem?
 S k i n wh i t e n i n g c re a m ! S k i n 
Lightening moisturiser! Dark colour 
corrector!!
 The bottles  on the shelf were 
practically screaming at me, telling me that as 
well as  softer and more hydrated skin, I also 
needed to use a colour chart to track the 
progress  of my colour change… erm, NO 
THANKS!
 India has a very unhealthy obsession 
with skin colour. Billboards, posters, adverts…
parents! Everywhere you look there is 
reiteration of the age-old bias  that in order to 
be beautiful, or in order to be successful, you 
must have light skin. At its  core, this  issue 
most likely traces back to the almighty 
divisions  between different castes  in India. 
Why is  it then that this issue has  crossed 
overseas  and infiltrated my life here in the 
UK?…
 I was  born incredibly fair-skinned, so 
much so that people used to think I was 
Caucasian. As  I grew older my skin naturally 
darkened to what is  now a somewhat 
medium-dark brown colour. This, oddly, has 
been a controversial issue that many different 
people have decided they must address  with 
me at different stages in my life. 
 Whether that be some nice old lady 
in the street who complimented me on my 
tanned skin;  or some not-so-nice aunty telling 
me that I should use yoghurt and lemon juice 
to “fix” my skin colouring. You must be 
thinking right now that you hope I gave her a 
piece of my mind! Well…I didn’t. I didn’t 
because it’s  not as  bad as  the time a blood-
relative told me to go and scrub my elbows!
 I rarely questioned why some Indian 
people were so offended at my skin tone, 
mostly because I didn’t really let it bother me. 
I knew much about the caste system and, like 
many British-born Indians, just accepted that 
skin colour is  another one of those stupid 
things  that random aunties registered and 
liked to give me a lecture on! 
 Also, because I have grown up in an 
environment sur rounded by main ly 
Caucasian people – who balanced out the 
negative comments  by telling me how jealous 
they were of my permanent tan – I didn’t let 

the negatives  affect my self-esteem. Perhaps  I 
thought that the “light skin Vs. dark skin” 
debate was  just an exaggerated version of the 
“curly hair Vs. straight hair” debate– boiling 
down to no one ever being happy with what 
they are born with.

 The truth is, I am one of the lucky 
ones. I have the resources  available to me to 
hopefully, one day, become a successful 
person and make an example out of the fact 
that it isn’t only lighter-skinned people that 
can have all the success;  but what about all 
those people exposed to these same ideals  in 
India?

	 The ones  whose parents  resent them 
for not being as  light as  their brothers  or 
sisters?

 The ones  who won’t get hired for a 
job because the other candidate was lighter-
skinned?

 The ones  who cannot find a partner 
for marriage because they do not fit the 
“wheatish” complexion requested by someone 
on Shaadi.com?!

It is  not their choice what skin colour they 
have – just like how it isn’t their choice what 
gender they are born, or what their natural 
eye colour is, or how big their feet are! Why 
do we continue to condemn people based on 
their genetic lottery? This is  racism. True 
racism. One of the ugliest forms, where it is 
so deeply ingrained in to the culture that it is 
both socially acceptable and openly endorsed 
by celebrities  – role models  – who are trying 
to make a quick buck by promoting some new 
magic cream which aims  to “rectify skin 
colour”. 
 I think we should not stay silent and 
accept that this  is  “normal” any more. I 
personally refuse to try any remedy suggested 
to me…any new cream….magic potion…
surgery or whatever else to fix my colouring 
because it DOES NOT NEED TO BE 
FIXED! I may not be fair and lovely, but I am 
dark and happy…and that’s  good enough for 
me.
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3 Fair and Lovely? Try Dark and Happy!

By Harman Shetra







// LAW & POLITICS

Photo credits: Shreya Chatterjee

“You may belong to any religion or caste or 
creed - that has nothing to do with the 
business of  the state." 

- M. Ali Jinnah



 The colonial legacy left more than just the 
memory of  partition on the Subcontinent. It left a 
blueprint for many institutions prevalent today. In 
present-day Pakistan, no institution could claim to be 
stronger, more organized, better financed, or more 
clearly defined than the military. However in a political 
era where democracy is a benchmark and Pakistan is 
seamlessly at the world’s contention, an independent 
judiciary ought to be able to fulfill that claim. It does 
not.
 At the 2008 departure of  General Pervez 
Musharraf  (who ruled for almost a decade after a 
military coup) and the reinstatement of  an‘era of  
democracy’ with open elections, there was hope of  a 
new age of  accountability and transparency. That hope 
was short-lived. The Pakistani government is now at a 
stand off  with the judiciary stemming from the refusal 
of  the government to reopen corruption charges against 
the then President, Asif  Ali Zardari. The result? The 
former Primer Minister, Yusuf  Raza Gillani, was 
disqualified from office, refusing to re-open the 
investigations, after conviction in a contempt of  court 
case; his successor has been announced, and the fiasco 
rambles on. 
 Pakistan’s tumultuous saga does not end there: 
Tahir-ul-Qadri, a populist cleric, recently returned to 
Pakistan after some years abroad and led a mass anti-
corruption rally straight into Islamabad. He called for 
parliament to dissolve amid growing anti-corruption 
sentiment. Coincidently, on January 15th 2013, the 
Supreme Court again issued an arrest warrant for the 
Prime Minister at the time, Raja Pervez Ashraf  
(nicknamed ‘Raja Rental’), charged with corruption 
whilst serving as a government Minister in 2010. Then, 
on January 18th, an an investigation official on the case 
– from the National Accountability Bureau (Pakistan’s 
anti-corruption watchdog) – was found hanged in his 
government hostel; many suspect foul play. 
 But as the Executive and the Supreme Court 
battle over legal and constitutional disputes, the average 
Pakistani civilian is left frustrated and without hope, as 
the attainment of  justice seems increasingly determined 
by the elites and their financial muscle. Chants of  
‘Zardari Kutta!’ ‘Zardari Chor!’ (Zardari Dog! Zardari 
Thief !) were frequently heard during the speech of  
legendary cricketer-turned-politician and budding 
political figure, at a recent fund-raising in Glasgow in 
aid of  his Pakistan Tehreek-E-Insaf  (PTI) party. Khan 
maintained that the universality of  justice is very 
compelling; an ordinary Pakistani may not be able to 
explain the concept of  ‘democracy’ sufficiently, but ask 
him about justice and he could provide you with a 
plethora of  answers, perhaps fuelled by local customs or 
Islamic principles.

This knowledge, understanding, and expectation of  
justice contribute to the complex dynamic of  the 
judicial process. The British Raj left behind criminal 
and civil law which heavily influence the current state 
law; Federal Shariah Courts ensure that the Pakistani 
penal code is in accordance with Islamic Law; and local 
customary laws are manifested in community court 
systems (often councils of  villagers or tribal elders) in 
the different provinces – Panchanyats in Punjab and 
Jirgas in the Northern Areas.
 This latter informal justice structure has 
important ramifications; some positive, some 
questionable. By most account the councils’ decisions 
are made quickly and emphatically – in stark contrast to 
the slow and tedious nature of  the state court system. 
An ordinary Pakistani in a village may thus be inclined 
to submit a case to these councils. However, the councils  
have also become notorious for essentially sanctioning 
extra-judicial actions. 
 The infamous ‘honour-revenge’ case of  
Mukhtara Mai, a woman gang-raped on the orders of  a 
tribal council, still resonates in the international media. 
This highlights the dangers of  what many call an 
archaic and unjust system – the sanctioned action was 
more to do with revenge than justice. Clearly, however, 
there are different perceptions of  justice and its 
enactment. For Pakistan’s judiciary to flourish, work 
must be done to bridge the gaps between state law, 
religious directives, and local customs.
	   Pakistani officials attempts to reform should 
tread carefully; in 2011 a Pakistani Federal Minister 
Shahbaz Bhatti and the Governor of  Punjab Salman 
Taseer were assassinated after questioning the 
controversial blasphemy laws. But the future is not so 
bleak: there was Pakistani unity and mass 
condemnation of  the Taliban shooting of  schoolgirl 
Malala Yusufzai, strengthening the gender equality 
momentum. 
 The Lawyer’s Movement initiated during the 
term of  Pervez Musharraf  illustrated gladly the 
problems the judiciary could cause when attempts are 
made at its marginalsation. And the judiciary’s ongoing 
and relentless attempts to reopen the corruption 
charges against President Zardari show a determined 
resilience.
 What will be fundamental to the success of  
Pakistan’s judiciary? It is crucial that there is greater 
consistency between local practices and state law, and 
the judiciary must ensure that corruption is stamped 
out. Above all, reform of  the system must ensure 
efficiency; after all, justice delayed is justice denied 
(Magna Carts – Clause 40).

Justice delayed is justice denied - the case of Pakistan
By Imran Khan
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 On 9th October 2012, less than one 
year ago, the Taliban attempted to assassinate 
a massive threat to their cause – a 15 year old 
girl from Swat, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, 
Pakistan. It is mind boggling how such a 
young and innocent child could threaten a 
powerful and prominent organization like the 
Taliban to such a great extent that the only 
solution they could conceive of  was taking 
her life. 

 Her mere crime was promoting 
education amongst girls, and even the ruthless 
Talibani commanders she was pitted against 
accepted that. Could reminding people of  
their basic human right really be so perilous 
that it puts one’s life at risk? One would argue 
that quite the contrary such admirable efforts 
should be welcomed, even rewarded and 
awarded!

 This year, the activists at Amnesty 
International did just that. They bestowed 
Malala with the 2013 Ambassador of  
Conscience Award, known to be the NGO’s 
most prestigious human rights award. Feeling 
“truly honored” she remarked, “I hope that by 
working together we will one day realise our dream of  
education for every child, in every corner of  the 
world.” 
 Amnesty International put her in the 
same league as Nelson Mandela who received 
the award in 2006. He was South Africa’s first 
black president who guided the country from 
apartheid to democracy. 

 Unfortunately this fame and prestige 
makes her the victim of  severe criticism, not 
only from skeptics abroad but also her own 
country-men. They argue that she does not 
warrant this prominence as her actions didn’t 
change or improve the education for girls in 
Swat. 
 Instead she was merely the target of  a 
brutal assassination attempt which in turn 
resulted in highlighting and brining global 
condemnation to the issue. Some go as far as 
saying that she is lucky even to be alive. Why 
then, they question, is the world lauding her 
as a hero? 

	 I think the answer is simple. She may 
not have transformed the lives of  girls in her 
area through her passion and outspoken-ness, 
but she was merely eleven when she started to 
fearlessly speak out for what she believed in.

  She singlehandedly stood up to the 
bloodcurdlingly terrifying Taliban and fought 
for her peers’ right to an education. She knew 
full well what the consequences may be, 
boldly admitting once how she envisioned the 
commanders coming to take her life; yet she 
did not even allow the threat of  death to deter 
her. 

 
 What's more, Malala’s near-death 
experience was not enough to silence her 
confident spirit. After recovering from her 
attack she continues to speak up loudly for an 
education for every child in the world. 


	 And for this she is not only worthy of  
all the respect she is receiving and more, but 
also of  our support, our efforts to further her 
noble cause, and most importantly, of  our 
pride. 
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By Amna Hayat
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This is to the bright, colourful faces that 
make up SASA. The following photographs 
cover previous SASA events such as  T20 
Cricket Series (2012), Holi (2013), and our 
most recent event, the 2013 - 2014 SASA 
Launch Dinner at Red Fort. Photo credits go 
to Nandita Kaza.
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For the next issue like our page on 
Facebook (South Asian Lit) to get 
involved in any capacity.

Contacts:
Rana Adan Abid
s1042926@sms.ed.ac.uk
Shreya Chatterjee
s1225757@sms.ed.ac.uk

or

southasianlitedinburgh@gmail.com
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