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Dedicated to all those women who inspire writers, poets,
teachers, journalists, researchers, activists and critics to
engage with the issues of their life.
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“While the problem of humanisation has always, from an
axiological point of view, been humankind’s central problem, it
now takes on the character of an inescapable concern. Concern for
humanisation leads at once to the recognition of dehumanisation,
not only as an ontological possibility, but as an historical reality.
And as an individual perceives the extent of dehumanisation, he or
she may ask if humanisation is a viable possibility. Within history,
in concrete, objective contexts, both humanisation and
dehumanisation are possibilities for a person as an uncompleted
being conscious of their incompletion.

But while both humanisation and dehumanisation are real alternatives,
only the first is the peoples’ vocation. This vocation is constantly
negated, yet it is affirmed by that very negation. It is thwarted by
injustice, exploitation, oppression, and violence of the oppressors; it is
affirmed by the yearning of the oppressed by freedom and justice, and
by their struggle to recover their lost humanity.”
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All Occupation 22168908 824161 10 5164507 176873 100
Professional Tech &
Related Workers 849758 131558 | 1596 | 239713 35801 20.24
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Foreword

How is women’s empowerment to be understood, and that too in
Muslim contexts? This was the central thrust of the research
consortium that was formed to explore the meaning of women’s
empowerment, its facilitating and impeding factors, and women’s
strategies to challenge mechanism of control. This search for
understanding from the perspective of the women themselves was
to be assisted by additional concepts like gender, poverty, and
democracy.

The Women’s Empowerment in Muslim Contexts (WEMC) research
framework has characterised women’s empowerment as
challenging unfavourable gender systems, with empowerment
defined as ‘an increased capacity to make autonomous decisions
that transform unfavourable power relations’. In keeping with this,
women’s empowerment has been defined as ‘an increased ability to
challenge, and eventually transform, existing unfavourable gender
systems’ (Wee et al, 2008). WEMC Research Programme
Consortium (RPC) is running a project on Women’s Empowerment
in Muslim Contexts: Gender, Poverty and Democratisation from the
Inside Out.

The Department of Community Health Services of Aga Khan
University in Pakistan is one of the seven members of WEMC RPC
and has explored women’s empowerment in relation to health. The
meaning of health was rooted in the 1978 Alma-Ata Declaration
adopted at the International Conference on Primary Health Care
which defines health as ‘physical, mental and social well being’. The
research has focused on Sindh, Pakistan, with the following
objectives:

1. To document, analyse and multiply women’s empowerment
strategies  that  successfully transform  structures  of
disempowerment.

2. To make visible, validate and strengthen women’s agency as
insiders challenging disempowering structures and promoting
democratisation.

3. To build analytical capacity and strategic alliances that catalyses
transformative research and actions.

4. To pinpoint ways whereby good governance, democratisation
and appropriate development can strengthen and support
women’s agency.

AKU-WEMC identified two partners in its search for women'’s
empowerment. On the one hand, participatory tools were used to
engage with women in urban and rural sites; and, on the other
hand, dialogues were organised with different civil society groups
to discuss the notion of women’s empowerment and how it is
interpreted by writers and poets, and development
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Amar Sindhu

The Concept of the Independence
of Women in Sindhi Literature

“While the problem of humanisation has always, from an
axiological point of view, been humankind’s central problem, it
now takes on the_character of an inescapable concern. Concern for
humanisation leads at once to the recognition of dehumanisation,
not only as an ontological possibility, but as an historical reality.
And as an individual perceives the extent of dehumanisation, he or
she may ask if humanisation is a viable possibility. Within history,
in concrete, objective contexts, both humanisation and
dehumanisation are possibilities for a person as an uncompleted
being conscious of their incompletion.

But while both humanisation and dehumanisation are real
alternatives, only the first is the peoples’ vocation. This vocation is
constantly negated, yet it is affirmed by that very negation. It is
thwarted by injustice, exploitation, oppression, and violence of the
oppressors; it is affirmed by the yearning of the oppressed by
freedom and justice, and by their struggle to recover their lost
humanity.”i

The above piece has been extracted from a treatise by Paulo Freire, a
renowned Brazilian educationalist, accredited with discovering
novel ways for the sake of the struggle of bringing about social
change. The vital responsibility of ‘humanising’ the so-called human
beings of today, which Paulo drags our interest to in the above
extract, cannot obtain the value it is worth, until it is adjoined with
the realisation that even after millennia of historical journey, man
has yet to become human on the social level. In man’s conscious
venture of humanising oneself, the social gradation of man not being
human becomes a part of his cognisance by means of violence,
exploitation and social injustice. However, because of being afflicted,
man struggles to regain freedom and the lost status, that of ‘being
human’, since this attainment is impossible without earnest efforts.

If what Paulo says is taken as a vantage point, women bereft of
freedom and independence is a denunciation of man’s state of being
human. The cognisance of the consciousness of life lacking freedom
and independence is the very first and very essential step in the
struggle for the freedom of women, which gives them a zeal for
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practitioners/analysts. One civil society group was reached with
the help of Auratazad, a feminist publishing house run by Sindhi
women writers and activists. In March 2008, a round table
discussion was organised in partnership with Auratazad on the
portrayal of women in Sindhi literature. Both men and women
Sindhi writers of gathered to discuss a select number of Sindhi
short stories, poetry and articles. The review was from the
perspective of women’s empowerment provided in WEMC’s
research framework. A presentation was made on WEMC before
the discussions and participants were asked to review the
literature from a women’s empowerment perspective, provided by
the WEMC research framework.

This collection of essays is an outcome of the round table
discussion on portrayal of women in Sindhi literature. They
attempt to explore the historical and literary grounding of socially
constructed opinions and practices related to women'’s status in
Sindh. It is hoped this collection will contribute to the literary
discourse in Sindh and may inspire writers and poets to bring a
new dimension to their writings. Literature is an effective and
sensitive medium to draw people into reflection over the status of
women, and how they are being described and how perhaps they
need to be engaged in defining themselves.

The journey of understanding women’s empowerment does not
end with this collection of essays. Discussions will be organised
around these essays in order to stimulate further discourse on
women’s empowerment in Sindh, and thereby contribute to a
similar discourse in Pakistan. Perhaps the importance of this effort
can be gauged by the sharing of the effect of the first round table
discussion. A number of writers acknowledged they had not
thought of women from the lens of empowerment and how women
could define it. This could be considered a modest contribution of
WEMC to the already rich tradition of Sindhi literature.

The efforts of Auratazad, headed by Ms. Amar Sindhu, Department
of Philosophy, University of Sindh, Pakistan in collating the pieces
published in this book are duly acknowledged. We are also grateful
to the Department of Public Affairs, AKU for undertaking a rigorous
review of this book.

Kausar S. Khan & Ayesha Aziz
Department of Community Health Sciences
Aga Khan University, Karachi

February 8, 2010
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presented by the female literati is also included. For instance,
Rafique Wassan and Amar Laghari have critically analysed the
characters of women in the literature produced by male literati.

Rafique Wassan has analysed the stories by Manik, which have
been published under the title ‘Haveli ja Raaz’. In addition to this,
the critical analysis of a novelette is also included. Munir Ahmed,
alias Manik’s subjects include women’s controlled sexuality under
the influence of social and moral norms of the time and various
customs, for example, marriage with the holy book, prohibition
with regard to second marriage of women widowed at a young age,
and victimisation of women through social and psychological,
mental and physical pressures and oppression. He produces stories
seemingly expressive of the feminine side of things, and his women,
who are stuck in these subjects and are often targeted by means of
social pressure and norms of the time, can never dare come to a
compromise with the social status quo.

Wassan'’s analysis proved the fact that Manik’s stories are actually a
rebellion against an inflexible and stagnant society, and these
become a basis for social change afterwards. In Manik’s creations,
the characters of oppressed women always have a resisting nature,
with a will to reject things they do not wish to accept, and in
addition to that, the women of his stories are rebellious, who do
not care about the so-called ethical boundaries of honour. In the
process of making a choice of such female characters for his stories,
Manik has often brought to light some concealed harsh realities,
and has revealed the plight of many a high class family. For
instance, in the story ‘Haveli ja Raaz', the Syed families’ unjust
tradition of marrying girls with the holy book has been highlighted
as a subject, and in the story ‘Haqgeeqat aen Dokho’, the sexual
relation between the unmarried young daughter of a landlord and
the family doctor has been brought up. In both these stories, the
focused women belonging to so-called respectable high class
families have their own way of expressing their sexual instincts,
which lie hidden deep within themselves; one runs away with a
black servant, the other fulfils her sexual desires through an
adolescent boy, while the third, in a disturbed mental state due to
delays in marrying has sexual relations with her doctor. These are
shocking aspects of society, but they are a challenge for our system
as well. The thoughts and actions of the female characters of
women that have been presented in Manik’s stories are actually a
harsh reminder for society. Surely, however, since Manik expresses
truth in such bare form, he, may not receive the credit he deserves.
Instead, Manik is an author whose writings have received more
than their part of criticism.ii

In the analysis of Manik’s stories presented by Wassan, a male
writer is shown to have meticulously created characters of women
that are always in defiance to the anomies of their surroundings,
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achieving liberty. Overwhelmingly, it can be said that the afflicted
woman can obtain the way to achieve freedom and independence
through the awareness of her independence-lacking life. It is the
cognisance of this inferior status of hers, which makes a woman aware
of the approach to struggle, and becomes a basis for the construction
of a new society in which egalitarianism reigns supreme.

Not only in Sindhi society, but in any social system, the state of the
liberty of women cannot be understood simply by their social
position and the objective reality encircling them. A reflection of
the situation is that woman who not only is aware of the concept of
human freedom herself, but is also wishful of implementing that
concept for the sake of her salvation.

The search for such a reflection in the entire structure of a society
may be intricate, but if the cultural dispositions of a society are
taken as an example and the concepts of the feminine are thereby
extracted for judgmental purposes, then perhaps the gravity of the
situation would be a lot easier to comprehend.

The cultural dispositions of a society include a range of varying
characteristics from social norms to religious trends and traditions,
from cultural activities to art and music as well as the expression of
other fine arts. By and large, culture, in a sense of its own, is a
summary, or an extract of the life of the people of a society. Such
ways of cultural expression include literature as well. Literature is
the mirror that not only reflects the original state of a society, but it
also reflects the vision of an ideal state of that society, with equality
and social justice being its basic features. Literature, the strongest
and staunchest of cultural expressions, can be an analytical source
of the fact, as to what extent the woman of a society is independent.
Along with that one can find the ideal concept for the feminine in
the literature of a society so as to understand the ideals for, and the
level of independence of, women in that society. Since literature
itself is a reflection of any society, therefore, this analysis, too, is
based on relative reason, that society be observed through
literature; and, the question of women'’s liberty be judged thereby,
determining also, the status of literature with regard to women’s
freedom and how it presents the negative elements in society.

There are a total of six articles in this book. There was a special
scheme for the analysis of works, on the basis of which these essays
were written and presented.iiAlthough there was a seventh essay as
well, which was read by Dr Sahar Imdad, it was not submitted by the
author in writing and so could not be a part of this publication. Both
men and women have written the essays to be found in this book.
Not only that, but in the analyses that they have presented, the
scrutiny of the characters of women sketched by male authors, and
the concept of freedom, independence and social status of women as
well as the psychoanalysis of the negative elements in the society
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injustice does not allow them to experience relaxation in their lives,
nor does it allow them to smother the desire of peace and happiness.

In Amar Sindhu’s essay, instead of the female characters, the male
characters in the poetry of the legendary verse-master of Sindh, Shah
Abdul Latif Bhittai, have been brought under focus. The sole reason
of applying scrutiny to the characters of men in Bhittai's poetry was
to present a contrast between the negative contact of men and
women with respect to the mutual relation they have with each
other. Since, on the whole, Bhittai does seem to be a ‘poet of the
women’, and the strongest characters in his poetry are that of
women, therefore, instead of trying to understand the social status of
women by viewing Bhittai’s women individually, their contrast with
the morality of their fellow male characters would allow us to
comprehend the fact as to the status that women enjoy in
comparison to men, with respect to the mutual relation between
genders. Since Bhittai is a poet of a patriarchal society, therefore, his
social and moral values rest upon patriarchy as well. The fearless
women in Bhittai’s poetry, who are the slaves of their passions, often
fall for the ones who are either wronging them or pitying them.

Tanveer Junejo, too, has in her work, ventured to reflect the social
status of women in Sindhi society by turning literature into a scale
for social change. Junejo’s analysis proves the conjecture true that
the woman of today is more aware of her abuse and exploitation
than before, and that she tries hard to save herself from every sort
of exploitation whether individually or in the collective form. If the
reference to Paulo Freire's verdict, with which we began this
discourse, is taken as a basis for comparison, then Junejo proves it
in her essay that the woman of today does have the awareness of
the fact that she is denied the status of being a human in this
society, and that, in addition to this, she is busy in the struggle for
freedom, trying to retain her lost status._Although the previous
generations of women taught their young girls to silently
compromise, the woman of today conveys to her future generation
the message of struggle; one that is against the conditions, against
the current system of gender exploitation, and against every kind
of injustice. For instance, the woman in the literary works of Noor-
ul-Huda Shah believes that the reason of her problems is the fear
that was injected into her mind by her mother, so as to keep her
shivering in front of the society, but then she prepares her
daughter for social rebellion. Just as we find Attiya Dawood
advising her daughter to fall in love in order to live a satisfying life.

In the general survey of Sindhi literature, the image that the male
writers have of women is more or less fabled and fabricated, and
has little connection, if at all, with reality. This woman is a tool for
sexual amusement, but has no wisdom whatsoever. She is beautiful
and attractive with an erotic body, but does not have even a speck
of confidence. These writers do take keen interest in the racial and
class based discrimination and inequality in society, but the sexual
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and reject the ill traditions and customs imposed upon them in the
name of religion and ethics. The women in the tales that Manik tells
have a strong feeling of contempt and ire against society. Not only
that, but Manik shows his women rebelling and resisting against
the prohibitions of their society, as well as succumbing to their
desires in their own preferred way.

In contrast to this, Amar Laghari’s essay presents a critical analysis
of the fabled characters of women portrayed in novels by
acclaimed male Sindhi novelists. These women of the novels
instead of signifying a motive of independence, symbolise mostly,
the desires of their fellow male characters, which they see in the
outlook of women. Laghari, too, has presented a viewpoint with
respect to the concept of female characters in the works of Sindhi
novelists in his essay. According to Laghari’s study and analysis,
progressive author Mohan Kalpana depicts rather confusion
stricken characters of women in his novels, where most of Mohan'’s
female characters are insincere, opportunist, and have a yearning
for social class. On the other hand, there are Agha Saleem’s
historical novels, in which he portrays women as sex symbols
bearing only outward beauty and eroticism, who are there only to
seduce men and provide them with sexual amusement.

Mirza Qaleech Baig’s novel ‘Zeenat' portrays the concept of a
woman in search of a man. In Usman Deeplai’s novel ‘Sangharr’,
which is based on the historical context of the ‘Hur Tehreek’ (the
Hur movement), women have been portrayed as freedom fighters
instead of the traditional concept of the feminine.

Rehana Nazir’s essay analyses the works of the progressive male
author Najam Abbassi, whose work comprises mainly of short
stories. Since Abbassi reflects the vision of an ideal society like a
revolutionary rebel, the women in his stories, too, therefore, live a
life of equality and justice. He portrays women fighting for their
right of education, choosing a life partner, equality in the relation of
marriage and other related rights. The women in Abbassi’s stories
are presented as struggling; fervid in challenging the ill norms of
society and always pushing ahead.

Aziza Burfat's essay critically analyses the Sindhi literary form of
story, in which the female storywriters have often repulsively
presented the various types of abuse that women have to face, and
the exploitation that they are targeted with. However, it should be
mentioned here that the women of these stories are cognisant of the
consciousness of exploitation that is imposed upon them. Even on
the outward level, these women loathe the ill traditions and norms,
which are instrumental to their oppression. Although, at some
stages, they do compromise with, and condone the subjugation they
face, yet, the awareness of the difference between justice and
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And I, your mother ...
Sow the seed of rebellion under your feet ...!”

This lesson of rebellion is given by Shah’s woman to her daughter,
whilst telling her the tales of rebellion; that which is against the ill
norms and oppressive traditions of society imposed upon women,
that which allows women to retain full right to their minds, bodies
and lives, that which becomes a basis, a reason for women
achieving their lost status of ‘being human’, and with it, the ideal
human freedom.
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abuse and atrocities that women have to face are not of much
interest to them. Manik, however, on the contrary, respecting the
sexual rights of women, honouring the concept of freedom that
blooms in the oppressed women’s hearts, considers it a genuine
right of women that they, too, should have personal liberty. He
conveys the message of an awareness that allows women to have
strength, and be motivated so as to resist all the ill norms and
unacceptable values of society and move forward to salvation. This
being the basis, Manik’s women not only resist and rebel at heart,
but also venture to revolutionise conditions in practical terms.
Abbassi, too, has shown women being not only strong in terms of
their mindsets, but has also pictured them as being anxious as well
as active for change. Female writers have not only presented the
vision of stronger women, but have also portrayed a conscious
woman, who knows all about the social injustices she is being
targeted with, and rises above limits to repudiate and repulse the
status of not being human as imposed upon her. For example, Shah
has stated, expressing her verdict with regard to this oppression:

“I am but divided from the inside ... One part of me is placed in division
of ‘being a woman’, and it airs the fragrance too estranged ... And the
other part, that which is placed in the division of being a human, it
breathes, although death seems to creep into it all the time!”

“You are normal. Actually, the women of our society often remain
upset, not their fault, though. Men’s mental and physical
domination has exhausted the poor women. And when she
witnesses the increasing liberty of women in the changing social
scenarios of the world that depresses the women (of our society)
more than anything. I think you should consult a psychiatrist...”

“Anyway, it's not like I feel the need of ‘women liberation’ in the
form of a disease or something ... I feel that liberation is my right,
and [ own it, except of course without joining any women liberation
movement ...”

“I want to feel something else other than the cost of ginger, onions
and meat, and other than the dust rising from cleaning the floor
and the smoke rising from the stove ... I want to feel something
higher than this all, something more important. I want something
in which I could feel myself, which could make me feel alive ...
don’t want to keep dragging myself from the kitchen to the
bedroom and back ... Is that what life is about?”

It is a complaint, a repugnance, we might rather say, that becomes a
seed, a beginning for the search of liberty and freedom, and it is
this, that motivates minds to play a part in the struggle.

“Mother ...

Why did you not rebel ...?

I say to her ...

Because my mother had sown the seed of defeat under my feet ...
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patriarchal system. These broader themes are women’s repressed
sexual identity and status, women'’s subjugation imposed in the name
of social norms and tradition, women’s autonomy and empowerment,
and challenge to existing oppression against women.

Women'’s Repressed Sexual Identity

In a patriarchal society, social customs, practices and traditions
maintain women in oppressive and marginalised situations. The
situations of marginality create voices against social injustices.
Women’s sexual repression is one of the dominant themes of
Manik’s stories on women’s subjective position in patriarchal
Sindhi society. By highlighting the repressed sexual identity in the
oppressive forms of social customs and traditions, Manik
illegitimises women’s disempowerment and subjugated status
imposed in the name of social practices. In doing so, he seems to be
supporting the autonomous and individual status of women in
terms of exercising free will and decision-making in their life
choices. Not only does he depict women’s marginalised position in
a patriarchal social system, he very vibrantly draws the reader’s
attention towards the outrageous social consequences resulting
from a social system that maintains the status quo.

One of the four stories titled ‘Haveli ja Raaz’irevolves around a
young woman’s experience of being married to the Holy Quran.i
The character of bibi Janna, a young woman of a Syed family
reflects a woman’s experience of a repressed sexual identity and
her gendered position in the local cultural-religious context. The
underlying reality behind the social practice of women’s marriage
to the Holy Book is a patriarchal system in which property rights
are retained with the male members of the family. The
endogamous marriage pattern, prevalent in traditional Sindhi
society, is another underlying cause behind her oppression. The
female character of the aforementioned story is shown to be a
victim of this social norm. She belongs to a Syed family wherein it is
strictly against custom to marry one’s daughter outside the family.
As a result of this patriarchal social custom, she experiences sexual
repression and hysteric fits. Consequently, her state of repression
turns into illicit sexual relations with an adolescent village boy who
along with other boys visits the haveli regularly to deliver lassi (a
traditional yogurt drink). This allows her to fulfil her basic human
desire through an adolescent boy of the village. Eventually, the
young girl’s repression of sexual desire erupts into a rebellion
against social tradition and she elopes with a black male servant of
her haveli. She finds escape to be the final solution of her sexually
repressed experiences. In a way, the writer points out that the
consequences of such oppression against women result into a
challenging of the social status-quo. Manik seems to be condemning
the social norm of women’s sexual repression in a patriarchal
society. He uncovers the horrendous social consequences of the
repression of basic human instincts in society. Intensely, Manik
traces the psychological and biological causes and consequences of
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Rafique Wassan

Depiction of Women: An Analysis of
Manik’s Literary Work

Culture is a complex whole of norms, values, customs, tradition, art,
music, literature and religion shared by the members of a given
society.ii The art, music and literature as elements of culture play
an important role in the socialisation process of the members of
society. In simpler terms art, music and literature are the medium
of cultural expression. Given this framework, this short paper
focuses on the short story genre of Sindhi literature and tries to
explore the depiction of women therein.

For this purpose, Manik’siii four short stories have been selected to
analyse the portrayal of women in his literary work. These stories
reflect women’s feelings of rebellion and transformation against
social status-quo and oppression. The female characters of his
stories seem resisting (either silently or by taking action) against
the existing norms and traditions imposed in the name of social
values and social ethics in a male dominated society. Manik was the
first Sindhi short-story writer who highlighted the sensitive issues
concerning women and brought forth the themes of women’s
repressed sexual identity and their oppressed social status in
Sindhi society. Through his rebellious characters, Manik gives voice
to the oppressed women of society to transform the existing
structure. Manik depicts the hard social realities of society, and
does not ever hide its bitter aspects. We as human beings always
ponder, see and experience unjust and appalling things around us
but are hesitant to acknowledge them. It may be said that Manik’s
revealing style is his biggest literary faux pas; with his work, he
uncovers reality. This is the main reason why many who read
Manik, find him offensive.

Manik’s stories are a sociological analysis of social norms, values and
customs imposed and influenced on the individual’s freedom and
choice. Depicting the oppressed status of women, his stories reflect
hidden but salient voices against social norms and practices in a male
dominated society. The powerful themes of Manik’s stories give
support to women and encourage them to challenge the status-quo.
The analysis and interpretation of the selected stories conducted here
covers the range of women’s marginalised themes and issues linked
with notions of women'’s status and autonomy in traditional Sindhi
society. For instance, themes cover the male dominant social norms
and practices such as the notion of honour associated with women'’s
sexual identity and status. Mainly, four themes bring forth and
underscore women'’s oppressed and subjugated position in a social
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makes her vulnerable and victimised. She seems to be voiceless and
powerless in the face of patriarchal social practices. Voluntarily, this
state of vulnerability compels her to develop sexual relations with the
doctor. Utterly, she is voiceless and unable to exercise her individual
and autonomous right of decision. The patriarchal cultural tradition
makes her passive and helpless. She becomes pregnant. The
pregnancy of a young unmarried woman is a serious ethical issue in
any traditional society. But, Manik seems to be the advocate of
woman’s individual rights in relative terms. Through the character of
doctor, Manik opposes the social norms of society that make women
more vulnerable and subjugated. For instance, the following excerpt
from the story depicts Manik's advocacy of women’s individual
autonomy and rights. The doctor argues with the father of the
pregnant and young unmarried girl:

“I don’t believe in any such ethics that subjugates a human being in
any form and represses anyone only for someone else’s personal
interest. In this matter, how much degrading is the emotion of
personal interest? You did not care for your innocent daughter.
Anyway, for me, my act is not immoral or sinful, it is about relative
morality. I think you would have understood me. Everything is
relative in the world. Actually, I considered the violent
consequences of an innocent young girl’s life and her basic instinct.
Obviously, that was an immense morality before me and it still is.”i

At another instance, when the pregnancy issue of the young girl is
disclosed the doctor argues for abortion being the only solution.
The doctor tries to convince the father for Shahzadi’s abortion,
while the father tries to convince the doctor to marry Shahzadi.
Here again, Manik condemns the polygamous marriage system as
another form of subjugation of women. Refusing the proposal, the
doctor argues with the father of the girl:

“But - I am in love with my wife and happy with my life.” He
insistently continued “I condemn the rule of keeping more than one
wife at a time. It is absolute cruelty against a woman, it is to
degrade her, to ridicule a human being. Besides, | condemn these
kinds of rules, values and doctrines in the name of ethics or social
needs which allow for the subjugation of a human being.”

Women’s Empowerment and Resistance against Oppression

Very boldly, Manik has depicted the question of women’s
empowerment and autonomy. We find him a supporter of women’s
agency'il against oppressive forms of control on women in the name
of customs and tradition. His stories on women'’s themes seem to
be condemning the patriarchal power structures that create
mechanismsiii for control over women. The oppressed female
characters of Manik’s stories seem to be transforming and
challenging the patriarchal social practices.
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woman’s sexual repression. Bibi Janna, the victim of social practice,
experiences an extreme level of sexual need. He highlights the
social practice of a traditional society in which a woman’s mental
illness is interpreted in cultural connotations. She is labelled as a
patient of spirit possession by her family members. Manik has also
tried to locate the gender dimension of spirit possession. Her
condition of being sexually frustrated is justified in the name of
cultural tradition. And the patriarchal cultural justification of spirit
possession reduces her to a disempowered and passive individual.

In another story, Manik highlights a young widow’s sexually repressed
social experience. In traditional Sindhi society, most often, young
widows do not re-marry. The experience of widowhood at a young age
makes them vulnerable and powerless. The young widow, in his story,
experiences the dreadful suffering of sexual repression which
develops into jealously with her mother. She is also a mother of a child.
She sometimes feels that her son is a burden imposed upon her life.
She experiences an extreme level of solitude and feels that life is
meaningless without her male partner. This meaningless feeling of life
is the outcome of her sexual repression at a young reproductive age.
The sexual frustration turns into feelings of pessimism and escapism.
She internalises the feelings of infinite victimisation and
marginalisation. She wonders why only women are oppressed while
men are able to marry four wives, whereas for a woman, to be a
widow is a stigma. The situation of marginality compels her to ponder
over the oppressed and unfair nature of a male-dominated society. She
thinks with fear that perhaps “God is also male. His name is like that of
a man and that He sent all male prophets.”

A Woman'’s Subjugated Position

Manik’s stories depict a woman’s marginality and sexual repression in
terms of her subjugated position and sexually repressed feelings
rooted in the male-dominated customs and traditions. Shahzadi, a
young unmarried woman is the daughter of a landlord. She
experiences hysteric fits. The family doctor visits continually for her
medical check-up. She eventually becomes pregnant with her family
doctor. The doctor ponders over the abortion matter of the unmarried
girl and the consequences with regard to the honour of her family.
Most importantly, the doctor is worried about his reputation before
the father of the daughter. Sometimes, he justifies his act, i.e,, sexual
relations and resultant abortion matter as inevitable and the outcome
of objective conditions. He believes, the conditions provided him with
an opportunity to develop sexual relations with the daughter of his
client family; a girl both young and sexually frustrated. The doctor
thinks that it was a question of relative morality and that he has not
committed any sin or unethical act. In other words the doctor justifies
that he developed sexual relations with the young girl keeping in view
her extreme sexual need. The father of the young girl is unwilling to
get his daughter married since this would raise the question of
property inheritance hence the father finds it suitable to keep his
daughter unmarried. Given this situation, the patriarchal custom
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As discussed earlier, endogamous marriage system also defines
and determines the social status of woman in Sindhi society. The
endogamous marriage pattern is practiced in almost all clans and
lineages of Sindhi society. The parents of the two parties of the
same lineage decide the marriages of their offspring in their
childhood. In this context, the woman becomes even more
disempowered in exercising her right to free will and choice. The
woman’s right to choose her life partner is considered negative in
social terms. In case, a woman decides to elope, it is considered
immoral. The notion of female centred ghairat (honour) remains
associated with the identity and status of woman. An eloping
woman is considered as a symbol of disgrace for the family and
even for the entire caste or clan. Manik supports the eloping
woman; he is of the view that it's the woman’s own will and
autonomy to make decisions regarding her private life. For
instance the brother of the eloped girl, in the story, argues in favour
of women'’s empowerment in the following manner:

“No - I don’t have the right to say that she has eloped. She was not
my servant that I label her autonomy and freedom of choice as
elopement. She was free and autonomous (and should be). She had
the right to autonomy and to choose her way of life and make
decisions about her life.

Although, she should have informed me about her decision...
Possibly, she did not find it suitable. Or it is possible that due to my
silent, abnormal behaviour and my conventional relationship she
may have felt difficulty in sharing with me.

Even so, I should be hopeful. A wishing heart can pray for her. May
she live a long life?

I should not be worried about what is being thought in the
neighbourhood or at office. I damn care about that. Slowly, the
whispering will die out when people will not find it new to discuss.
This is their need to find unpleasant aspects of these kinds of
incidents and censure it. For me, the important thing is to keep
silent”

Manik rejects the notion of honour that determines disempowered
social status of women. To Manik, women’s empowerment is about
exercising free will and self-autonomy (khudmukhtiari) in the
choices of life. He reads eloping as a fundamental right of a woman
to exercise her choice of freedom. In a way, he disfavours the
power relations that challenge and oppose women’s agency, free
will and choice. Manik seems to be instigating a resistance against
oppressed forms of social customs that reduce a woman’s role and
her status to a subordinate entity.
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