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WAJIDA TABASSUM (16 March 1935–7 December 2011) lived in the princely state of Hyderabad Deccan, located in south-central India, and was a writer of fiction, verses and songs in Urdu. One of the foremost women writers in the language, she was known for her audacious and semi-erotic stories and her formidable power of storytelling. Her bold writing, through which she took on societal taboos, was seen as immoral and scandalous and faced many a public protest. Otherwise a woman who lived in purdah, Tabassum chose to write about strong and uncomfortable themes that made her ‘unpopular’ with the Indian society of the mid-1900s.


During the 1960s and 1970s, her stories were published in India in many magazines. Her books include Teh Khana, Kaise Samjhaoon, Phul Khilne Do, Zakhm-e-Dil Aur Mahak Aur Mahak, and Zan, Zar, Zameen, which was her last work, published in 1989. Her story titled ‘Utran’ (Cast-offs) was televised as a popular soap opera of the same name in India in 1988.
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To


The late Anjum Chhatari-Abbasi. Devoted social worker for dispossessed women and challenged children.


My Amma.


Wajida Tabassum and her courage.




Translator's Note




‘Women have been called queens a long time, but the kingdom given them isn’t worth ruling.’


– Louisa May Alcott, An Old-Fashioned Girl (1869)





For a woman, life in a traditionally conservative south Asian society has always been a fierce battle for purity.


In a drab, dimly lit, smoky bistro, she may be pictured as dishevelled and alone, licking rice from her greasy hands. Thick, murky streaks of curry run down her chin and stain her blouse. A messy table before her is the evidence of her sins – sins of hedonism and indulgence. But the visual belies her reality. She is still hungry and dissatisfied. Framed as either banal or brazen, forever shamed for her desires, she has been carefully placed between rapture and revulsion through the ages.


Wajida Tabassum’s voice is of and for these women. It breaks down the social confines of virtue that refuse women their right to possess the base elements of human nature – lust, envy, greed, wrath – and condemn them to lifelong rites of self-denial. The notions that imprison them cannot sustain pretence for long. Eventually, they often cast aside fears of jannat se jala watni – banishment from Paradise – a deeply instilled concern in orthodox households.


Their journey out of environs that revel in women’s submission and deprivation is the primary focus of Wajida’s stories that go against the grain with protagonists who claim and indulge in the primal. She is startlingly clear in what she portrays – all that is a sin to others is salvation to her women.


In the 1950s, Wajida’s work was viewed as explosive, unorthodox and impure. From a respectable, conservative, but poor home, Wajida Tabassum, in her early twenties, was reviled for her non-conformist, semi-erotic work. Old-fashioned Hyderabad Deccan saw her as an impure menace, determined to shock, lead women astray and tarnish the family name. When her stories – which she used to post in letters to newspapers and various magazines – began appearing regularly, they were noticed by the people in her hometown of Amravati.* Her relatives came together to bar her from writing and her correspondence began to be severely monitored at home. Despite these excruciating circumstances, Wajida persevered, writing and posting stories to newspapers and magazines. However, when further confronted by her enraged family, fear forced her to renounce some of her work. This was the time when Jilani Bano, Krishan Chander, Ismat Chughtai and Saadat Hasan Manto were established giants of Urdu literature. It was ironic that Wajida’s relatives and distant kin who were familiar with the bold and unconventional writing of other women writers had a rabid view of her own work and used Ismat’s writing – despite her fame and stature – as a jibe to knock Wajida’s progress.


As the stories flowed to the masses, she faced death threats and mobs took to the streets to torch the offices of her publishers. In staunch resistance, even though by now she faced abject poverty, Wajida wrote and chronicled debauchery in aristocratic homes and took on middle-class taboos with astonishing nerve and in lyrical prose. Other than her popular short story ‘Utran’ (Hand Me Downs) that was made into a television soap, Wajida Tabassum’s body of work remains an untouched jewel of Urdu literature. This is therefore the first volume of translations of her writing into English, containing nineteen intrepid short stories. These stories seek to capture the entire range of the realities of middle-class compulsions and the depravities indulged in by the social elite.


The four sections in this volume deal with dark, debauched and tragic aspects of life and are structured on the theme of the ‘deadly sins’, namely lust, pride, greed and envy. Sensually treated accounts of jealousy, desire, injustice and suppression, they signal a theatre of discontent with clever charades of symbolism. Wajida captures the power of the subliminal and the subconscious with precision and subtlety. Themes of impotence, powerplay, betrayal and abandonment run through most of the stories. They almost serve as quiet metaphors for the downfall of the nobility.


The story of her life in her own words, ‘Meri Kahaani’, written when she was twenty-four, forms the centre of this volume. It provides insight into her work and is an exquisite testament of a bold and original writer.


Stories such as ‘Hor Upar!’ came under heavy fire from critics for the unapologetic depiction of a Begum’s revolt against her husband’s drunken sexual escapades with maids in the palace. Spurned and lustful, she appoints a young boy to massage her. Her gharara, a garment stitched between the thighs, is soon replaced by a lehenga, a long skirt, a signal for him to move upwards, past her knees. The scene in which his hands gradually ascend, causing a slow rise to the crescendo, bears a subtle resemblance to one in Ismat Chughtai’s Lihaaf. The Begum’s refusal to acknowledge any threat of censure forms the rest of the story.


In her stories, Wajida Tabassum employs nuance to a limited degree – just enough to create an explosion. ‘Tauba Tauba’ is a tale built around an expression of coyness and purity as its title suggests. The writer takes an atypical view of its perception and impact, and we see the two-word expression eat away at the virility of the protagonist from his childhood. His first arousal was sudden as a little boy. The story is spun around a cold marriage and the boy’s guilt and inner conflict, increasing as he grows older. In its climax, Wajida uses notes of smell, sweat, a worn-out sari and a broom as subliminal clues to identify the void in him. She defines it as his quest for rawness and an escape from the net of ‘Tauba Tauba’.


Despite all the social chains, Wajida surprises her readers with her own fearlessness. She navigates the darker, seamy alleys of her imagination and craft with tales such as ‘Rozi ka Sawaal’, ‘Chhinaal’ and ‘Ladki Bazaar’.


‘Chhinaal’ and ‘Ladki Bazaar’ are forceful indictments of societal excesses towards women, whereas ‘Rozi ka Sawaal’ is as visceral as it is desperate in the squalor of an indigent sex district. However, its women cling to their individuality and their dreams. Shalu, a feisty character in the story, and a personal favourite, is a girl who fights to woo her customers in the hope of acquiring a home of her own. Her character is perfumed with an innocence amid the perilous circuit of her world. The untarnished purity of her fantasy is evident in her fresh and unjaded voice. Even the tricks she turns are not more than little white lies.


The destiny of age-old symbols of patriarchal sway - in this instance a nose ring - changes hands with immaculate pluck in ‘Nath ka Ghuroor’. Young Sharafat Dulhan is encumbered with an ill-tempered, cold and impotent Nawab Wajahat. Born into a religious family, she has been raised only to surrender. A docile girl’s transformation into a woman in command and completely cognisant of her physical needs as well as her status, the story navigates alarming twists and aspects of misogyny perpetrated by older women on their younger counterparts. Deliciously scandalous events create a new woman who seals her place and power in the royal clan. She also trades the husband’s defeat with her emancipation from celibacy and childlessness.


‘Lungi Kurta’ is another deft metaphor for cold wrath and revenge. The tale is wrapped around garments. A new, happy bride who finds herself caught amid and then betrayed by a mere exchange of clothes makes her own, lethal move.


Perhaps the most tragic story in this collection is ‘Kaalay Baadal’. For most, it will be interpreted as a couple’s greed for more money. For me, the adamant possessiveness cast in the wife’s deep, consuming love for her husband manifests in the tragic fate of their child.


Sin, like people, has shades and facets. ‘Faakhta’ is an aspect in the psychology of greed that is not acquisitive but aspirational. It is a simple sense of longing. Psychologists call it a ‘greed for love’, seen as the mere presence of the object of love in the beholder’s mind. Maina, a free-spirited, self-assured young girl with little regard for convention and societal sanction, is the axis of the story. She disregards the context of the man she eyes and his benign association with her. A woman’s defiant gaze of attachment and the social boundaries she pushes for it guide the story.


Similarly, ‘Dhanak ke Rang Nahin’ depicts the many forces of envy. The story became immensely popular at the time of its publication. The undercurrents and strains of relationships, the familiar ordinariness of the central male lead and his bonds with the people around him possibly resonated strongly among readers as vital dynamics in the experience of their lives.


In much the same way, the unmistakable realism of ‘Talaq, Talaq, Talaq’ and its resonance with developments around the issue of women’s rights in present-day South Asia suggests that the world hasn’t changed all that much since it was written.


Most of Wajida Tabassum’s women belong to or are located in conservative, demanding households. Wajida sets them free to feast on their desires and emotions. Her language is fine-drawn - the artistry with which she weaves the layers of denied, smothered feelings is as forceful as the ultimate implosion, usually one of shattering voltage. The stories are landscapes of shifting passions and, in the end, the triumph of the self.


The idea to translate Wajida’s work into English came from my desire to reach to a wider audience the voices of Wajida’s women, their silent despair and their eventual detonation. Like Wajida, her women are rebels who liberate themselves. Unafraid of judgement, opinion and even desertion, they chase their freedom with a stubborn passion.


I selected these stories* because they, like a deep, profound alto, struck the gut and reverberated in the heart. As women who have been conditioned to be stoic and accepting on the most part, we are on a perpetual quest to find our voice and the courage to express what we really feel. In my journey as a journalist, I have come across many women confined by the same strife and limits as Wajida – bereft of a mission or ambition, they exist in the haze of misery, numb and silent. Wajida’s furious persistence in the pursuit of equality for the women in her stories connects with stunning precision to the dilemmas that confront women in modern times. Challenging patriarchal power structures to find a definitive balance can only emerge from similar conviction and grit.


However, this translation is also a labour of love. Wajida spoke not just to a small voice in me but also to the context of most women, privileged or not. It was challenging, as one had to be true to her emotions, those of the characters and their stories. In doing so, I have adapted the elaborate descriptive aspects of the stories so that the force of their rendition remains undiluted for readers in English. The hope is that, through this translation (and hopefully more to come), Wajida Tabassum and her oeuvre will find space in mainstream culture as a powerful commentary on socio-political predicaments in the times that we live in and serve the cause of gender justice with the vigour of a cannonball, so that the shells that imprison women may be cracked wide open.


Reema Abbasi


Karachi, 2021




Ek Baat


A Word


‘Torment is universal. It does not spare a soul. Why should you worry and weep over it, or declare it to the world? When you tell the world about it, you erase everything learnt from it and gained through it.’


These lines, and Dagh Dehlvi’s verse, ‘Shirkat e gham bhi nahin chahti ghairat meri… (My pride does not want a consoler)’ stared at me before I wrote ‘My Story’.


I spent endless hours wondering whether my circumstances should be disclosed. In doing so, do I risk a loss? Did it ever return anything?


Then I thought, I must write regardless of the perils. As for ‘shirkat e gham’, my grief wore a shroud because I knew the futility of laying it bare.


My sadness has become my past. I want to tell my tale because you questioned my writing. My life does not shame me.


Wajida Tabassum


29 December 1959


Hyderabad Deccan




Lust




1
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Chhinaal


Fallen Venus


Sabir, the spoilt scion of a wealthy family, first saw her at a friend’s wedding. Agra’s Gauhar Jaan was to perform the mujra, a common rite of celebration and a testimony to grandeur in stately homes. The poetic bows, tinkling of anklets, twirls against golden drapes were seals of splendour.


For days on end, a battle raged in his mind. ‘How can I lose my heart to a nautch girl who serves hearts and bodies? How?’


‘This Agra girl, my God, she has my heart in a knot,’ he would say to his friend Anwer over and over again.


Finally, Anwer took him for a round of the brothel. A perfect setting where literary descriptions of nautch abodes came alive – a madame, a tutor, musicians, seated on ivory sheets, against plush, velvet bolsters.


Gauhar Jaan, a vision, of exquisiteness and conceit, knew the art of seduction. She teasingly slipped out of his gaze and walked over to the jeweller waiting with all his gems on exhibit. She picked up pieces with disdain and put them aside as if they were acerbic fruit, until her interest lingered on a ring.


‘Dear, I have had it with your whining for a ring. Do you like this one? Take it,’ said the madame, Baiji, giving her prized patron Akbar Seth an indulgent glance.


‘Take it. Only diamonds for these fingers,’ Seth encouraged.


‘I am not so worthy,’ sighed Jaan with rehearsed innocence.


‘My dear, a thousand rupees are mere pittance compared to your worth. Take it.’


In no time, the jeweller had spread out all his rings before Jaan, each of which cost twelve thousand rupees. They glittered like stardust as she tried them on, fitting her as if crafted especially for her fingers.


Seth flung his visiting card at the gemsman. ‘Take my name and collect your money from my shop.’


A little later, a fawning audience settled in, the lights dimmed and she appeared behind a tissue curtain. Gauhar bowed in an adaab and the luminous spray of her rings shone through the curtain. Sabir sat intoxicated by her beauty.


‘Worlds separate us. I must search for love at another threshold, alas,’ said Sabir’s heart. But he had no say over it.


Anwer interrupted his reverie. ‘Prostitutes have the same eyes for everyone, but they don’t fall in love. Money is their religion. Why get caught in this deception? You can never tell how the one you celebrate as yours sees other men.’


Jaan’s coy ways and muted guile were etched in Sabir’s heart. Early the next day, he left for her brothel on his own, and was the first to arrive there. She sat resplendently on a spread with gold star trails. The red drapes in the room were still in their covers. He took his place a little away from her.


‘Ah, they are blessed,’ he gushed, looking at her slippers.


Fazed by his brash remark, Gauhar Jaan receded. ‘You are so brazen.’


Her displeasure stole his breath. ‘As bashful as women in noble homes... she has all the ornaments of a chaste woman,’ he thought.


And then he moved closer. ‘For God’s sake, don’t try me so much.’


‘Why do you make claims you cannot stand by? Will huzoor really die?’


‘Am I alive to you?’


She let out a laugh that fell on him like lightning, a laugh that could set lush fields on fire if it came from the firmament.


‘You laugh? Am I a liar?’


‘Look under your collar, search within.’


‘Let me look under yours. There isn’t much under mine,’ Sabir said mischievously. She blushed and covered her face. ‘God! You are so shameless. Who says such things?’


Her demure ways held his universe. Their few trysts became the centre of his existence, the last of which consumed him like an inferno. But Anwer and other friends still saw his love as a fleeting fascination and spoke about her with disdain. They told him that quiet wiles destroyed more homes than shameless whores ever did.


‘No, she is for the home. How did she ever get caught in this ghastly trade!’ was his constant protest.


Every year, a celebration at his friend’s lavish home had a courtesan as its centre piece. This time, the invite carried Gauhar Jaan’s name. Sabir watched her till dawn, fixated on her with an eagle’s gaze. She pushed the harmonium aside as the muezzin cleared his throat for the call to prayer at sunrise. Some, devoured by the nightlong vigil, collapsed at the host’s, others dragged themselves homewards. Musicians stretched like sleepy stray dogs on mattresses covered in white with rows of pillows arranged on them.


Sabir found a place by Gauhar Jaan’s feet. He’d only slept a few hours when cold hands pressed against his soles. ‘A muslin shirt and bare feet? Such sleep is dangerous,’ her syrupy voice poured into his ears. He lay there quietly as she wrapped his cold feet in her shawl.


Could his tumultuous heart wield such power that her heartbeat was now in sync with his? Sabir’s mind was inundated with questions and thoughts of his mother, who was an unyielding ritualist. She prayed five times a day, observed fasts, and went into seclusion during Ramzan.


‘I always say, a whore, like chickenpox, cannot stay inside the house,’ roared Amma Bi, when he got home and stated his intention to marry Gauhar Jaan. She slammed her paandaan, kicked the paan basket and glared at Sabir with incensed eyes. The hang of his face made him a portrait of abject anguish.


‘After all, this is a tainted woman from a brothel. Her kind cut and run within seconds. If you send someone to check her room, it will take her only minutes to clean it out and escape with another customer!’


‘Amma...’ His sister Zehra feebly attempted to stop her from talking further.


‘Unimaginable. A cheap slut in this home? They destroy homes, how can she nurture one? My Sabir could only find a hooker,’ his mother lamented.


In that moment, if someone slashed Sabir open, his veins would run dry. He still tried to stir the staunch believer in her. ‘Amma, the one who asks for forgiveness is as pure and sinless as a newborn. If she wants to discard a life of deceit and riches, is God not leading her out of sin? If He wants to rescue her, do you want to disobey Him?’


‘Son, feet that know the thrills of a mujra cannot be still within the four walls of a home. How can a woman who has seen countless men, be satisfied by just one? I know. A whore, like chickenpox, cannot be contained.’ Amma Bi was merciless.


Finally, the headstrong Sabir gave up all thought of coaxing his stubborn mother and decided to take on his family and their Syed community.


He was Amma’s sole heir; Zehra was to be married in a few months. The thought of losing her son haunted Amma Bi. Whether it would be to poison or to Gauhar Jaan, however, was in her hands. So, Amma Bi relented. Gauhar Jaan crossed their threshold as Dulhan Begum and Zehra welcomed her with all the warmth and joy. But Amma was determined to char her happiness with ridicule. ‘A whore, like chickenpox, doesn’t stay inside. ‘


‘Please, Amma, don’t do this now.’


‘If an unsullied woman is a shareefzadi, then why give another name to a harlot?’ she bit back.


The next morning, Dulhan woke before sunrise to the sounds of Amma’s ablutions, coughing, her loud recital of scriptures and Zehra’s holy rituals. Sabir, satiated after a night of flaming passion and alcohol, was deep in sleep.


‘Oh Lord, have I come to my husband’s home or to a mosque?’ was her first thought at the first light of her new life. She took a stroll in her elaborate bedroom and its marble terrace. Blooms of all shades lined the ledges, with a seating arrangement on the side. Her rebirth sank in and she smiled.


Dulhan gave Sabir a gentle nudge. ‘Huzoor, wake up.’ Her own words startled her. These were terms of her old home. Her language, like her, had to transform. ‘Listen, time to wake up. Don’t you have to make a living?’ she tried again.


After breakfast, Gauhar and Zehra skipped up the stairs to the roof to dry their long hair. On the opposite roof, their neighbour sat with a book. He recognized Dulhan Begum from a mujra gathering and scanned her like a searchlight, then whistled. Begum raised her head and he flirted with a snigger. ‘Darling, what brought you to this roof? Your wet hair? I have ample muscle and money. Why not my house?’


Discomfort turned Zehra to stone. Dulhan felt her skin melt away. She pulled Zehra aside and said, ‘We will not come here again. They are an indecent lot.’ As the two rushed down, he yelled, ‘You are as used as the flaccid remains of a flower. My queen, let me get to know this fresh bud.’


Dulhan ran to her room and dove onto her bed in tears. ‘I should not be here. I am not worthy. My presence can cast a dark shadow on your life, Bibi.’


‘Bhabi, don’t say that.’ Zehra placed her hand on Dulhan’s lips. ‘They are the scum of our neighbourhood. We don’t meet them. The other neighbours are more supportive and affectionate than our relatives,’ she placated her sister-in-law.


‘You will not understand. I know. Even if my infamy doesn’t stalk me, my misfortune is mine, like my shadow,’ Dulhan wept.


‘Please stop, Bhabi, or I will cry with you.’


Days went by. Dulhan basked in Sabir’s love despite Amma Bi’s lacerating silence. But their long, lustful hours in their room were often broken by her thoughts. She felt the matriarch’s eyes on their door burn holes in her. The grand dame had not shared the dining table with her even once after their marriage. Meanwhile, Zehra spent her days in school and Dulhan immersed herself in household chores, occasionally sending Sabir on mundane errands.


Zehra’s routine dash for the stairs as soon as she returned from school sparked Amma’s usual tirade against Sabir. ‘You have ruined your life. You had no concern for your sister. She spends her time with your whore. I never let her go to the roof. Now she is there with that streetwalker.’


Dulhan was always bewildered by the blame. ‘Why is the onus on me? Zehra is never with me.’


One afternoon at lunch, Sabir said he would return late that night because of an office meeting. After dusk, Zehra pranced into Dulhan’s room. ‘My lovely Bhabi, please let me wear your sari with black and green flowers.’
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