Ban on the book is deplorable
By Dr Tariq Rahman

THE fear of the word has a hoary history. Plato, the father of philosophy, while discussing the perfect curriculum for the citizens of his republic, argued in favour of banning almost all Greek literature on the pretext that it would have a negative influence on young people.

In the end he had to exile the creator of literature (the poet) himself. In a passage which bears repetition he said that if the state was visited by a poet: “We shall treat him with all the reverence due to a priest and a giver of rare pleasure, but shall tell him that he and his kind have no place in our city...” (The Republic).

The modern decision-maker, not being brought up to revere poetry, will not even show the literary artist any ‘reverence’. He would ban him with pleasure because he has never been brought up to understand the value and function of literature.

The most recent example of banning books is the ban on Pakistani Kahanian for the ‘O’ Level Urdu course examined by the University of Cambridge. There are actually two books of the same title. The first is entitled: Pakistani Kahanian: Pakistani Afsane ke Pachas Sal edited and compiled by Intizar Hussain and Asif Farrukhi and published by Sang-e-Meel in 2000. The second was published by Caravan Book House of Lahore in 2005 and includes 19 poems but excludes eight short stories which were part of the previous volume. The reason the second book was published was that parents as well as teachers had complained against the stories which were, therefore, excluded.

In the present battle between the spirit of censorship and literature, parents and teachers started complaining once again about the other stories. Finally, in June this year, things came to a head and the second book was also withdrawn. The censoring mind won another victory; literature was defeated.

There were a few feeble protests in letters to the editor but no eminent literary figure, intellectual, social activist or academic spoke up in favour of literature. This implies that those of us who understand what literature is supposed to be, have given up all hope. Is it not, as Yeats said, “the best lack all conviction, while the worst/Are full of passionate intensity?” This may be a lost cause but I believe one should at least point out what good literature does.

First, a bit of the background. The spirit of censorship in literature has been gaining victory after victory since the British rule as far as the Muslims in South Asia are concerned. Victorian Englishmen, reacting to the sexual explicitness of Persian literature, condemned it as being obscene.

Though the references to the body and its functions were there in a spirit of naturalism, they appeared obscene to the Victorians. Muslim reformists, including people like Hali, Nazeer Ahmed and Sir Syed, agreed with this opinion and condemned most Persian classics of the day. Thus even the contents of Gulistan and Bostan of Sa’adi were expurged and most others were banished from the curricula.

After the British left the subcontinent, the Muslim identity of Pakistanis was interpreted to mean the adoption of an attitude of hypocrisy, shame, guilt and the denial of sex. This, in turn, meant that the tender and ennobling emotion of romantic love was to be either suppressed or explained away as the mystic annihilation of the self. At another level, swear words, which children hear from infancy, were to be excluded.

Going even further, rape, the giving away of girls as punishment for murder (swara), killing women in the name of honour (karo kari) were all to be taboo subjects.

The PTV went to absurd lengths in its plays to depict husbands standing at a puritanically enjoined distance from their wives even when the latter were weeping. So, parents complaining against these stories and the teachers teaching them are from the generation brought up during the time of the puritanical onslaught on art and literature.

The stories banned are by some of the greatest writers of this country. Sa’adat Hasan Manto’s story Khol do, on the theme of the exploitation of women during the riots of 1947, is a world-famous classic. Hajra Masroor’s Bhag Bhari is about the norms of existence in a feudal society in which the police itself showers gifts on the criminal — in this case a feudal lord — who rapes a servant girl. A story by Bano Qudsia is again about a woman whose sexual liaisons are to escape the intolerable conditions of her life.

These and other stories by great and respected literary figures were part of the first book but not of the second. The latter, as far as I can make out, came under the hatchet because it contained swear words, and referred to such realities of life as the fact that women have bodies and, possibly most annoying for the inquisitors, that social customs such as swara and karo kari are condemned.

Possibly the idea that sex is tied down to honour — the source of misery for women in our society — might have caused a few ruffled male (and female) feathers. Personally, I did not find the stories offensive. I found the attitude of teachers who could not teach them and parents who did not want them to be taught offensive.

And why? Because literature has human significance. It should present a view of society which should make people reflect. It should wake people up from their somnambulism and sit up and notice the joys and the sorrows of life; the beauty and the ugliness; the hope and the despair.

This is not done through direct preaching. It is done through the plot, the characterisation and the use of symbolism and figurative language. That is why, in contrast to a sociological treatise, literature evokes emotion. Good literature has tremendous power to move people. It may give as much pain as pleasure, but that pain may also be cathartic.

Literature is a great experience. By making students study it for examinations, the best part of that experience is lost anyway. But a young person is genuinely touched and maybe in the holidays goes back to the great literary voice which has touched him or her.

That is why one should expose young people to great literature. It is very narrow-minded to deny them the experience which Manto provides while the most exploitative, anti-women, violent, degrading, commercial pornography is only a few clicks away. It is foolish to deny them an excellent story because there are words in it that they use every day and which they have heard from almost everybody around them.

While it may make sense to ban things which can provoke violence or hurt somebody, there is little sense in banning the best literature in Pakistan because it shows us our face in the mirror. While banning graphic violence (as seen in horror and action-packed films) may save sensitive young people from trying them out in real life, banning the classics of literature is simply appalling. It is the kind of thing which creates barbarians and philistines. Of course, the classics do not shy away from war, rape and murder, but would we ban them for that? It would be like throwing out the baby with the bath water.

The banning of Pakistani Kahanian causes deep anxiety. Is it that we are becoming so bigoted and narrow-minded as a nation that we have become incapable of reading or teaching our literature?

