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Material witnesses  
Object-fiction and raw realism in Saadat Hasan Manto’s symbolic resistance  

Inam Ullah Taj and Maliha Ameen 
 

 

This study examines how Saadat Hasan Manto’s short fiction stories employ eve-
ryday objects as narrative agents in ten of his Urdu short stories to reveal how 
material symbols destabilize linear temporality, normative dualisms, and politi-
cal mythmaking. Building on Gadamerian hermeneutics and object-oriented nar-
ratology, the analysis triangulates three frameworks: (1) the temporal dualism of 
Chronos (cyclical violence) and Aevum (ideological eternity), (2) phenomenolog-
ical object studies (Merleau-Ponty; Heidegger) highlighting how things embody 
absence and historical anxiety, and (3) paratextual contextualization by Gérard 
Genette through Manto’s Gañjē Fārishtē (Bald Angels) , and Letters to Uncle Sam. 
Textual selection is purposive, focusing on stories in which objects are themati-
cally central and function to rupture narrative flow or symbolically articulate 
unspeakable experiences. The findings demonstrate that Manto’s thing-stories 
operate as chronopolitical ruptures that resist both the erasure of traumatic his-
tory and the promise of transcendental closure. This object-centric lens not only 
deepens our understanding of Manto’s symbolic realism but also offers a model 
for analyzing material-mediated moral rupture in postcolonial literature. 
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1. Introduction 

The materiality of things in literature carries historical and symbolic weight, connecting the human 

and inhuman within historical continuity. This emergent temporal concept, termed chronopolitical 

entanglement (Esposito and Becker 2023: 4) is generated by and produces fragmented identities and 

symbolic resistance in literature. Saadat Hasan Manto’s characters forge a future through the lens of 

absence and loss, mediated by material objects.     

In the canon of twentieth-century South Asian literature, Saadat Hasan Manto stands out as a 

deeply unsettling yet indispensable voice. His short fiction exposes not only the violence of the 

Partition of British India but also the fragility of social institutions (Ahmed 2002: 10), and the collapse 
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of humanist ideals (Brass 2003: 72). Manto’s stories were considered stylistically minimal, thematically 

brutal, and emotionally unresolved, challenging the conventions of Urdu afsāna1 and resisting closure 

in both form and feeling as an enfant terrible (Mufti 2009: 179).  

Manto’s foundations as a storyteller were shaped through reading and translating French 

(Maupassant, Zola, Hugo) and Russian writers (Chekhov, Tolstoy), alongside English authors like 

Somerset Maugham, O. Henry, and D.H. Lawrence (Jalal 2013: 26). This developed his firm confidence, 

which remained disturbing for a static Urdu readership. His unconventional style can be traced back 

to these European models, though Manto adapted these influences to the South Asian context. 

For instance, his short story Firishta (‘Angel,’ 1953) uses the protagonist’s hypnagogic 

hallucinations (Fatih and Blom 2024: 2) to drift between sleep and wakefulness  (emotional encounters 

with death, angel, and God), under duress from misery and starvation. AttaUllah’s 2  symbolic 

characterization shows the projection of internalized guilt and moral fragmentation (Caruth 1996: 4), 

which are not an escape from reality, but rather intensified reflections of a traumatic and morally 

ruptured world. This use of intensified realism finds a parallel in Chekhov’s The Sleepy-Eye,3 where 

material elements like the servant Varka’s presence, the green spot, shadows, and the galoshes 

permeate the household. These objects function to structure human interaction and moral tension, 

triggering a material-mediated moral rapture (Franz 2024: 766). 

In the Russian folktale of The Soldier and the Devil (Afanasyev 1916), a war-weary soldier embarks 

on a metaphysical journey confronting divine and demonic realms through a series of fateful 

negotiations.4 The disruptive symbols—the devil’s drum, snuffbox, and coffin—intervene in fate, stall 

inevitability, or embody ethical ambiguity. A similar ethical hierarchy is evident in Manto’s Phundnē 

(‘The Tassels,’ 1948) where the titular object is an active, not passive, mnemonic device that contains 

the residue of lost love and emotional dislocation, leading to fragmented temporalities that supersede 

 
 
1 Afsāna is the Urdu term for ‘short story’ or ‘fiction,’ a literary form that gained significant popularity in South Asia during 

the early 20th century. Manto's work is considered iconoclastic for its departure from the more socially-minded or moralistic 

styles often associated with the Progressive Writers' Movement, prioritizing raw, unvarnished psychological realism (Ahmed, 

2002, 10). 
2 The character AttaUllah, whose name translates roughly to ‘Gift of God,’ is a deeply ironic figure whose intense suffering 

underpins Manto's critique of humanist ideals and moral systems during periods of political violence. His experience of guilt 

and fragmentation embodies the core tension between ideological certainty (Aevum) and the brutal reality of historical events 

(Chronos). 
3  http://public-library.uk/ebooks/88/23.pdf/  (last accessed June 25, 2025). 
4 The Soldier and the Devil tale, in which the soldier gains and abuses demonic power after his prayer to the divine is ignored 

due to his lack of tobacco and wine, establishes a cynical ethical hierarchy where worldly material goods hold precedence 

over spiritual authority. This is a foundational comparison for the paper's argument on materialism. 
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object-symbolism into de-exceptionalized displacement (Ramsay 2020: 405). The emphasis on 

presence, attention, and service in Tolstoy’s The Three Questions (1969) anchors into immediacy, 

empathy, and witnessing through material agency and ambiguous endings of marginalized characters 

in Manto’s fiction. Manto himself authored his own epitaph as an enduring signature of his 

unapologetic truth-telling, stating: 

Here lies Saadat Hasan Manto. With him lie buried all the arts and mysteries of short story writing. 

Under tons of earth, he lies, wondering if he is a greater short story writer than God (Ispahani 1988: 

193). 

Fyodor Sologub’s stories often deploy simple parables, especially around autonomy, equality, and 

moral disillusionment. His narratives operate like a half-realist and half-symbolist approach (Keys 2002: 8), 

with a single narrative voice leaving other perspectives muted or erased. Similarly, Manto’s Sarāk Ke 

Kinārey (‘By the Roadside,’ 1948) chronicles a woman’s inner world to symbolically expose how societal 

pressures strip maternal instinct of agency, reducing illegitimate pregnancy/child5  to a burden of 

shame, silence, and moral hypocrisy. In Manto’s Nuṭfa (‘The Seed,’ 1948), the embryo becomes a 

biological-cum-patriarchal anxiety, paralleling the critique of rhetorical equality collapsing under 

cyclical victimization found in Sologub’s parable of the devoured fish.6  

Manto’s work resonates deeplywith diverse authors whose writing similarly navigates atrocity, 

existential despair, and social hypocrisy. His analysis can be clustered thematically: The detached, 

unflinching gaze at the horrors of partition aligns with: Tadeusz Borowski’s narratives of atrocity 

(Borowski 1992) and Roberto Bolaño’s post-trumatic aesthetic (Bolaño 2003). Manto’s exploration of 

internal crisis and subversive desire finds parallel with Clarice Lispector’s existential vignettes 

(Guerini, Sales, and Cisneros 2022: 85–104) and Jean Genet’s morally ambiguous narratives (Genet 2004). 

The use of objects to confront state failure links Manto to authors who deploy object-agency such as 

Danilo Kiš (1978) and Bolesław Prus (1996). Furthermore, Toni Cade Bambara’s ironic realism (Bambara, 

1972, 85–96) and James Baldwin’s unmasking of social hypocrisy (Baldwin 1998) connects with Manto’s 

subversive attention to feminist autonomy and sexual suppression, a theme also explored in Shahrnush 

Parsipur’s Iranian feminist-symbolism of bodily politics (Parsipur 2012). Colonial discourse constructs 

 
 
5 The issue in Sarak Ke Kinarey is specifically an illegitimate pregnancy/child, a crucial distinction that heightens the social and 

moral stakes for the marginalized female character. Manto uses the physical body (the child) as a material object of social 

scrutiny and patriarchal anxiety. 
6 This refers to Fyodor Sologub’s parable Musaavaat ‘Equality,’ where the fish, deceived by the rhetoric of ‘equality’ from the 

fisherman (a symbol of the ruling power), is ultimately caught and devoured. The parable directly parallels Manto’s critique 

of rhetorical equality collapsing under the weight of sustained power hierarchies. 
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the Other/East as a knowable, consumable entity, defining it through exoticism, irrationality, and 

moral decay Said (1978: 402). Gayatri Spivak critiques such liberal humanist framings, exposing how 

they silence the subaltern by presuming to ‘rescue’ them, then perpetuating the epistemic violence 

(Williams and Chrisman 2015: 194). It is precisely this suffering of sanitized histories that Manto 

disrupts, offering counter-narratives of residual objects. His texts do not merely create knowledge but 

rather give form to previously undescribable realities. 

Moreover, the ethical concerns of Leo Tolstoy and Manto are complementary sharing a focus on 

spiritual awakening in their narratives. However Tolstoy adopts a reformist approach while Manto 

takes a radical stance toward facing the bitter realities of human nature. Manto’s stories are designed 

to give us that deep emotional shock from which our spiritual growth starts, entrapped as it is in 

historical contingencies, psychological fractures, and social hypocrisies. Manto’s object-symbolism 

starts from his ironic epitaph, a first commentary on the type of form-giving that is the Urdu afsāna   

‘short story,’ a subjective endeavor of a form (Said 1978: 192). Among his contemporaries, Manto shared 

the All-India Progressive Writers’ Movement’s commitment to realism and social critique in Indian 

Urdu fiction (Mufti 2009: 178). Yet, his realism remained distinctly stark, fragmentary, and dis-

enchanted. This stands in contrast to Ismat Chughtai’s stories, which explored gender and sexual 

repression through a strong feminist lens, and Krishan Chander’s allegory and socialist romanticism. 

Other writers like Rajinder Singh Bedi, Anis Kidwai, and Kartar Singh Duggal (Manto et al. 2023: 44) were 

his closest stylistic kin in their depiction of emotional ambiguity, but they often suspended the 

empathy and reconciliation that Manto rejected—a quality known as Mantoiyat (‘Manto’s style;’ Das 

2020). No doubt, his creative work resists being forced into strict categories of form and content (Azeem 

et al. 2001: 77).  

This research, part of a PhD dissertation, adopts a qualitative interpretive methodology, drawing 

on Gadamer’s hermeneutics and object-oriented narratology. It examines ten carefully selected short 

stories by Saadat Hasan Manto that feature prominent material symbols in their titles and narrative 

climaxes. The symbolic function of these objects is approached through triangulation across three 

interpretive frameworks. First, chronopolitical raptures; the temporal categories of Chronos and 

Aevum—drawn from classical Christian philosophy and later developed by thinkers such as Löwith and 

Voegelin (Giuliana 2023: 765-768)— are used to explore how Manto’s object-symbols interrupt the dual 

pressures of cyclical violence (Chronos) and ideological permanence (Aevum), particularly in relation to 

nationalism, trauma, and purity. Second, inspired by phenomenological object theory (Merleau-Ponty 

1962: 110–170), the study explores how material things such as shoes, bullets, lanterns, or scissors 

operate as ontological anchors in disrupted political and social landscapes. These anchors, rooted in 
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the material world, become the central point for articulating the absence, grief, and historical anxiety 

(Heidegger 2001: 160–184). Third, paratextual triangulation (Genette 1997: 344-390), paratextual theory 

is used to contextualize Manto’s symbolic aesthetics. This is achieved through the analysis of his non-

fiction writings such as Ganjē Farishtē (‘The Bald Angels’), and Letters to Uncle Sam, allowing deeper 

insight into how he positioned his narratives in opposition to dominant political and moral ideologies. 

Textual selection is purposive, focused on stories in which objects are central to theme and structure, 

and function to rupture narrative flow, destabilize moral limits, or symbolically articulate what 

characters cannot express. The corpus includes ten short stores include: Lālṭēn (‘The Lantern’), Khādh 

(‘Fertilizer’), Jūtā (‘The Shoe’), Taṣvīr (‘The Photograph’), Mēr̤haṭ kī Qain̤cī (‘The Scissors of Meerut’), Kōṭ 

Patlūn (‘The Suit’), Sabz Sanḍal (‘Green Sandals’), Paṭākhay (‘Firecrackers’), Tīn Gōle (‘Three Shells’), Garam 

Sūṭ (‘Warm Coat’). These are drawn from almost the complete fiction work of Manto in five anthologies: 

Manṭō kē 100 Afsāne, Ḥiṣṣah-i Awwal (‘Manto’s 100 Short Stories, Part One;’ Manto 2005); Majmū‘ah-i Manṭō: 

Shaḵhṣī Khāke ke Afsāne, Ḥiṣṣah-i Dō’um (‘Collection of Manto: Short Stories from Character Sketches, Part 

Two’); Majmū‘ah-i Manṭō: Afsānne, Ḥiṣṣah-i Sō’um (‘Collection of Manto: Short Stories, Part Three’); 

Majmū‘ah-i Manṭō: Kahāniyāñ, Ḥiṣṣah-i Chahārum (‘Collection of Manto: Tales, Part Four’); and Majmū‘ah-i 

Manṭō: Bāqiyāt, Panjum (‘Collection of Manto: Remaining Works, Part Five’). The latter four volumes are 

collectively refereed to here as Manto (2014). 
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2. Interpretation of excerpts from ten stories  

 

 

(Manto 2014: 108-113).  
 

[…] My interest in Wazeer was a rehearsal/trial of the love that exists in my heart for the woman 
who has not yet come into my life […]. Wazeer was a false jewel in the ring of my life, but this jewel 
was dear to me because its carving and size matched exactly the real jewel that I always failed to 
find. Who could be more selfish than someone who wants to brighten up their sad environment 
with someone else's presence? In this sense, I was also grateful to Wazeer, and God is my witness 
that whenever I remember her, my heart involuntarily thanks her. Even in the city, I had only one 
thing to do: to keep eyes strained wide openstaring at the darkness of my past, present, and future, 
and that was it! But in Batote, there was a single ray of light within this darkness, Wazeer's lantern! 
On the hills and slopes to the right and left of the road, the corn fields appeared as large, gray fields 
in the night mist, and when gusts of wind made the corn plants tremble, it seemed as if many fairies 
had descended from the sky onto these fields and were dancing gently/softly. The sky was hanging 
over us like a jar lid, and I felt like we were walking around in a closed bottle. The silence had 
reached its limit and became eloquent. Shabbir looked at them from a distance and suddenly raised 
the characteristic slogan of the sadhus, Alakh Niranjan. This unexpected noise startled both me and 
Akram Sahib. Wazeer was really worried about me - sometimes she would think of me as a child 
and devise ways to protect me, as if she herself were safe and sound and I was surrounded by many 
troubles - I never stopped her because I did not want to stop her from the amusement she enjoyed. 
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Her situation and mine were exactly the same - We were both travelers heading towards the same 
destination who happened to meet each other in the vast and desolate desert (translation of 
excerpts from the short fiction story Lālṭēn, ‘The Lantern’).  

 

The story of Laltain/Lālṭēn (1940)7 touches upon memory, imagination, and absurdity functioning as a 

semi-autobiographical fiction centered on the dim metaphor of Wazīr’s lantern. 8  The narrator’s 

fixation on his past, present, and future evokes a cyclical temporal trauma (Chronos). Yest the lantern 

interrupts this bleakness, embodying an effective warmth that shifts cynicism toward gratitude 

(Aevum). The story may be read as semi-autbiographical, reflecting Manto’s emotional connection to 

the region of Baṭōṭ (situated between Udhampur and Banihal), which he visited in the late 1940s 

(Lawrence 1895: 246-248). 

The non-human thing—the lantern—functions as a site of ethical significance, not embodying 

hope itself, but enticing it, while resisting both historical repetition and an ideological finality 

(Heidegger, 2001, 160-184), thereby opening the possibility of a soft redemption. The crucial textual 

evidence lies in the narrator’s comparison of Wazīr as a ‘false gem’ (jhūṭā nagīnah) that perfectly 

matches the ‘measure of the original gem’ (aṣlī nagīnah) he perpetually seeks. This underscores the core 

mechanism of Manto’s object-symbolism: the material substitute (Wazīr) and the material object (the 

lantern) are necessary for the narrator to rehearse the capacity for love, transforming a deficiency into 

a momentary form of grace.9   The scene is abruptly raptured by Shabbīr’s sudden cry of Alakh Nirañjan 

a sacred chant of ascetics invoking the formless and latent divine (Butalia 2003: 25). This disruption is 

not religious but symbolic, due to Wazīr’s established emotional importance, the chant generates what 

Gadamer calls ‘fusion of horizon’ (Gadamer 1989: 267-382), where a metaphysical idiom collides with 

existential realism. Its volume (of the chant) introduces an aesthetic rupture, destabilizing the static 

flow of grief and memory. The chant (more than once) that acted as a material declaration of 

 
 
7 It appeared in his early Bombay period, during the time when Manto was contributing to Urdu literary journals such as Adab-

e-Lateef and Humayun. Laaltain is among his pre-Partition stories, written before he migrated to Pakistan in 1948. 
8 The specific imagery within the excerpt (Manto 2014: 108–113) establishes the setting: “The hills and slopes on the right and 

left of the road, in the haze of the night, seemed like large, ash-colored carpets (qālīn).” This transforms the landscape from a 

neutral setting into a symbolic, textured stage. Furthermore, the narrator's feeling that they are walking inside a ‘closed 

bottle’ (band bōtal) with the sky as a ‘lid on a jar’ (martabān ke ḍhakne) visually confines the characters, intensifying the sense 

of existential entrapment. 
9 The repetition of the word nagīnah ‘gem’ or ‘jewel’ is central to Manto's material assessment of the relationship. By explicitly 

labeling Wazīr as a substitute, Manto foregrounds the narrator's objectification and material dependency. The lantern, as the 

tangible light source, becomes the ontological anchor for the narrator's emotional life, providing the sole illumination re-

quired to ‘stare wide-eyed’ (ānkheñ phār̤ phār̤ kar dekhte rahnā) into the darkness of his past, present, and future (Manto 2014: 

109). 
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renunciation has been recontextualized as a voice-object that momentarily suspends historical time and 

evokes a trace of eternal consciousness (Dolar 2006: 13), the very epitome of a society we cannot get away. 

Yet ironically, coming from despair rather than a liberating figure, the symbolic weight of Lālṭēn has 

been paired with a melancholic duality that constructs a surreal tableau between language, expression, 

landscape, and a politically loaded inner.10 

 
 ہک ا,اھجمس ھEلا BC 23م  ۔ :? اھت فوقو :2 9 تہب -اہک 23 تسود ک,ا + سا رپ )'وخ $ سا
 اراہمت ہک BCہن بلطم ہی اP سا وت YZ ید ڈنوم Vڑاد یراہمت روا BCہ 2Rد ٹاP سNک Mراہمت رKا وھک,د
 + lmو رھپ مت BCم سرب 9 ک,ا وت اہاچ 23 :? ورگ ەاو -ورک لامعتسا 9د زور …YZ اeگ وc متخ مرھد
+ ؤاج وlm cو

p
  ۔

 
(Manto 2005: 801). 

 

On his happiness, one of his friends said, “He was such a fool, really. I explained to him a hundred 
times that if your uncut hair (kēs) has been cut and your beard shaved, it does not mean that your 
faith (dharma) has ended... Consume curd daily, if Wahe Guru Ji wants it, you will be the same again 
in a year (translation of excerpts from the short fiction story Khādh ‘Fertilizer’). 

 
In Khādh (‘Fertilizer,’ 1939), Manto depicts the grotesque irony of religious desecration during the 

Partition of 1947. The forceful erasure of uncut hair (kēs), one of the five Panj Kakar instituted by Guru 

Gobind Singh on the day of Baisakhi, CE 1699, as an article of faith for Khalsa Sikhs, signifies not merely 

physical assault but a violation of honor, spiritual integrity, and discipline (Singh 2014: 111). In which 

their Sikh community also took part against the Charter of Slavery (Talib 1950: 40), Manto’s use of 

religious markers to chronicle pain through an object-mediated rapture has become material evidence 

of identity collapse, where the desecration/the ontological weight of violence not as a singular event 

but is absurdly, ideologically repeated. Manto’s imagination of pain structured by a rigorous 

philosophical grammar (Das 2006: 39) mocks the emotional fragility of an undefined citizen. This is 

achieved by interchanging the subjectivity of the taste of curd’s ego (Simoons 1974: 23) with the 

 
 
10 The narrator’s initial self-assessment: “Who can be more selfish than the person who seeks to illuminate his sorrowful en-

vironment with someone else's existence?”—demonstrates the ethical complexity that the lantern, as a material entity, facil-

itates. It allows the narrator to find fleeting solace through self-aware exploitation, a key Mantoesque technique for unmask-

ing social hypocrisy. The narrator’s subsequent gratitude is conditional, rooted in the utility of Wazīr as an emotional object. 
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fertilizer’s worldly ego, thus causing an unending, homogenized or heterogenized division in the 

context of ‘gastro-politics’11 (Appadurai 1981: 494).  

 

 
(Manto 2005: 66). 

 
The crowd turned and attacked the idol of Sir Ganga Ram. Sticks were thrown, bricks and stones 
were thrown. One person smeared tar on the face of the idol/statue. Another collected many old 
shoes and made a necklace out of them, and proceeded to put it around the idol's neck. But the 
police arrived and shots started being fired. The person who put the shoe-necklace on was injured. 
So he was sent to Sir Ganga Ram Hospital for a bandage (translation of excerpts from the short 
fiction story jūtā,  ‘The Shoe’). 

 

In Jūtā (‘The Shoe,’ 1948) Manto’s subservient compassion masterfully compresses historical memory 

and political irony with a deep satirical symbolization of the shoes’ garland, desecrating the statue of 

a colonial-era iconic philanthropist, Sir Ganga Ram (Iqbal 2022). This iconolatry, followed by 

iconoclasm operates within Bruno Godefroy’s temporal framework as a double disruption of both 

Chronos, symbolizing the mob’s cyclical and senseless violence, and Aevum, exposing the ideological 

illusion of patriotic moralism (Parotto 2003: 766). History, in this sense, refuses to conform to such 

ideological scripts (Esposito and Becker 2023: 3-23). The expression of a garland made of shoes, a non-

human object (Heidegger 2001: 172), shows an embodied materially fragmented moral collapse as a 

paradox that masquerades as redemption (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 110–170), much like the polished 

corpses in his first Letter to Uncle Sam (Manto 2014: 169-163), sharpening the hallucination of 

independence and nationhood under the cuts and divisions caused by the rhetoric of flag and nation-

notion.       

  
 رتفد ...وہ یتاج وہ اشام ںیم یڑھگ یتر ںیم یڑھگ ،اتآ ںیہن ںیم ھجمس یریم ... وہ ںویک افخ ینتا جآ مت"
 ےھکنپ ںیم یہ رتفد ںاہو ہک اھت رتہب  ... ےہ ید رک عورش  خچ خچ ہی  ےن مت روا ںوہ ایآرک کھت ےس

  "۔اترک مارآ ےچین ےک
 ںوہ یتہک ںیم" "۔یھت یلم ںیم زیہج ںیہمت زیچ ہی ہک ےہ لایخ اریم ... اگ ےئاج ہن یھبک زنط اراہمت"
 ںاہی  "۔ےہ ایگ لھڈ یہ یناپ وت اک ںودید ےک پآ  ... ےیجیک اکب ہن تافارخ یک مسق سا ےس ھجم پآ ہک

 
 
11 That refers to how food and its consumption are intrinsically linked to social status, hierarchy, and political power, making 

the digestion or refusal of certain foods a marker of communal division or conflict. In the context of Manto's story, this links 

the physical act of eating (or not eating) to the identity crisis following the loss of religious markers (like the kēs). 
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 ےسیج ںوہ اترک سوسحم اسیا با وت ںیم ... ؟یئگ ںاہک یناوج هو یراہمت ... ےہ ایگ لھڈ ھچک بس وت
  "۔ںوہ اھڈب اک سرب وس

 رک ںیہن سوسحم یھب انتا ایک ےئوہ ےتوہ رہوش اراہمت ںیم رھپ روا ... ںیہن وت هایس ےنتا لامعا ےریم"
"۔ےہ لزنت ہبور  با بابش اراہمت ہک اتکس  

 یئوک ےس ھجم ،ںیہ ےتہک لد ےسا پآ ... ںوہک ایک ںیم وک لد ےک پآ"  "۔ےہ ناوج وت لد یئھب" 
 ےہ اھکر ابد ںیم ولہپ ےنپا ےن صخش سا وج ےہ اڑکٹ کیا اک رھتپ ہک یگ ںوہک یہی ںیم وت ےھچوپ
 فرص وت تبحم ... ںیناج ایک انرک تبحم پآ ... ےہ یئوہ یرھب تبحم ںیم سا ہک ےہ اترک ہی یوعد روا

"۔ےہ یتکس رک یہ تروع  
 ایک هو  ... ؟اھت اید ڑوھچ جات و تخت ےیل ےک تروع یلومعم کیا ےن هاشداب ےک ناتسلگنا وج هو روا"
 یسک بج درم ... ںیہ دوجوم ںیلاثم ںورازہ یسیا ںیم خیرات یئھب" ]...[ "۔ےہ ناتساد یضرف روا یٹوھج
 ینپا رگم اگ ےد رک نابرق ناج ینپا تخب مک ۔اتٹہ ںیہن ےھچیپ یھبک هو وت ےہ اترک قشع ےس تروع
 راتفرگ ںیم تبحم هو ہک بج ںیم درم وہ یتناج ںیہن مت  ۔اگ ےد ںیہن ےنچنہپ اذیا یھب یس ارذ وک ہبوبحم

"۔ےہ یتوہ تقاط ینتک وہ  
 شوخ ےس دنواخ ےنپا تروع یئوک" "۔ںوہ یکچ وہ فرب کت ںؤاپ ےس رس وت ںیمرک هر ھتاس ےک پآ"
 لخاد ںیم تشرس یک ںوتروع انلاڈ ےڑیک ںیم سا ...وہ ہن ںویک فیرش یہ انتک هراچیب هو هاوخ یتوہ ںیہن

"۔ںیہ یک فاعم ںایطلغ یئک روا ںیئاطخ یئک یراہمت ےن ںیم . . . ےہ  
 تقیقح روا چس وک تروع ہک ںوہ اتچوس رثکا ںیم ... ںیہن یھب هرذ کیا اک ٹوھج ںیم سا ہک ےیل سا"
 هدایز ردق یسک ںیم ےلباقم ےک ںیئاد ےراہمت لاگ ںایاب اراہمت ہک ںود ہہک رگا ںیم ... ےہڑچ ںویک ےس
 حرط یھچا یھب مت دیاش ےسج ےہ تقیقح ہی رگم ...وشخب ہن رمع یراس ےھجم مت دیاش وت ےہ اٹوم
 وہ لونھت ہناھت وت ارام ےد رپ رس ےریم رک اھٹا ...ود ھکر ںیہو ٹیپ رپیپ ہی وھکید ... وہ یترک سوسحم
 ےک سا ... ےہ قباطم نیع ےک ےرہچ ےک پآ ہی ہک اھت ایاھٹا ےیل سا ٹیو رپیپ ےن ںیم" "۔اگ ےئاج
 کان یک پآ هو ،ےہ زیچ یس للا وج ہی روا ... ںیہ ںیھکنآ  یک پآ هو ،ںیہ ےس ےلبلب ےک اوہ وج ردنا
 ےسیج اھت اگل اسیا ےھجم وت اھت اھکید ہبترم یلہپ وک پآ بج ےن ںیم ... ےہ یتہر خرس ہشیمہ وج ےہ

  "۔ےہ اھٹیب ہنم ےھدنوا چورک اک کیا ،ںیہ ںیھکنآ یک ےئاگ وج ےچین ےک ںوھکنا یک پآ
 یکڑل سا روا ... ےیلاڈ ھتاہ ںیم بیج یک ردنا ےک سا" ؟ںورک ایک ںیم با" "۔اہر ہی ٹوک اک پا ےیجیل"
 اطخ ناسوا ےریم ےن مت  ... لاو لوحلا" "۔ںیہ ےہر اڑل قشع لک جآ پآ ےس سج ےیلاکن ریوصت یک
 ہقیرفا ،اھکید ںیہن کت یھبا ےن مت وک سج ےہ یک نہب یریم ناج یریم ریوصت ہی ... ےھت ےید رک
 ... ےہ یکڑل تروصبوخ ینتک !ےئاہ" "۔ول ہی ... اھت وت یہ ھتاس ... اھکید ںیہن طخ ہی ےن مت ... ےہ ںیم

"۔یگ ےہر کیھٹ لکلاب ےیل ےک ناج یئاھب ےریم  
(Manto 2014: 390-393). 

 
“Why are you so angry today...I don't understand, you change moods constantly, from moment to 
moment...I came home from the office exhausted, and you started this chatter... It would have been 
better if I had rested under the fan in the office.” “Your sense of humor will never go away... I think 
you got this as a dowry.” “I tell you, don't tell me such nonsense... You have thrown away all 
modesty to become shameless.” Everything here is gone...Where has your youth gone...I feel like a 
hundred years old now.” “My deeds are not that dark... and then, as your husband, can't I even feel 
that your youth is now on the decline?” “Well! The heart is still young.” “What should I call your 
heart... You call it a heart, if someone asks me, I will say that it is a piece of stone that this person 
has kept pressed against his side and claims that it is filled with love... How do you know how to 
love... Only a woman can love.” “And the one about the King of England giving up his throne for a 
common woman? ... What a false and fabricated story.” [...] “There are thousands of such examples 
in history ...When a man falls in love with a woman, he never backs down. The unfortunate will 
sacrifice his life but will not let his beloved suffer even the slightest harm. You don't know how 
much power a man has when he is in love.” “Being with you, I have become ice from head to toe.” 
“No woman is ever truly happy with her husband, no matter how decent the poor man may be...It 
is in the nature of women to sow discord in him...I have forgiven many of your mistakes and many 
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errors.” “Because there is not a single particle of falsehood in it ... I often wonder why women are 
so afraid of truth and reality...If I were to say that your left cheek is a little fatter than your right, 
you might not forgive me for the rest of your life... But this is a truth that you probably feel very 
well too ... “Look, put this paperweight over there...If you pick it up and hit me on the head, we will 
end up in the police station.” “I picked up the paperweight because it matches your face 
exactly...The air bubbles inside it are your eyes...and this red thing is your nose, which is always 
red..."When I first saw you, it seemed to me as if a cockroach was sitting upside down under your 
eyes." "Here, take your coat.” “What should I do now?” “Put your hand in its inner pocket...and take 
out the picture of the girl you are in love with these days.” “God forbid...You completely shook me 
up...This picture is of my sister, whom you have not seen yet; she is in Africa... You have not seen 
this letter... It was right here with it...here you go.” “Oh! What a beautiful girl...she will be perfect 
for my brother!” (translation of excerpts from the short fiction story Taṣvīr ‘ The Picture’). 

 

A domestic conversation in Manto’s Tasvīr (‘The photograph,’ 1936) happens around a photograph that 

is not passive but an active agent (Heidegger 172).  The image moves the wife’s suspense (studium), 

causing an emotional prick (punctum) that instantly weaves a layer of gender insecurity (Barthes 1981: 

26–27). This emotional state is embodied in the shape of two ontological nodes of expressive presence 

(a paperweight and a female photograph itself; Merleau-Ponty 2002: 135). The photograph is neither 

timeless nor a fleeting moment. Instead, it interrupts the weight of memory and the inherent 

misreading volatility within the marriage (Parotto 766). Manto heightens the emotional tension 

through the self-reflexive stripping of in-love vulnerability. This is achieved by juxtaposing the 

husband’s evasiveness with the historical anecdote of King Edward VIII (Genette 1997: 344-399), which 

ultimately uncovers the moralities and illusions of transparency in bourgeois relationships.  Moreover, 

Manto pinpoints the relational uncertainty embedded in the texture of everyday life. This uncertainty 

is framed as a negative prejudice derived from gendered assumptions around the couple’s cultural 

horizon (Gadamer 1989:  267-382).  

 The writer’s satirical method is evident in the memoir collection Ganjē Fariśtē (‘Bald Angels,’ 

1950),12  which caused public backlash on his stories. This critique is further sharpened in Chachā Sām 

kē Nām Dūsrā Khaṭ (‘Second Letter to Uncle Sam,’ 1951), where he exposes the gendered gaze and desire 

by mocking South Asian orthodoxy (Manto 2014: 168-171). 

 
 

 
 
12 Manto’s self-reflexive comment that is kitāb meñ jō fariśtā bhī āyā hai, iskā muṇḍan hu’ā hai aur yē rasm maiñ nē baṛē salīqē sē adā 

kī hai, meaning “any angel who has come into this book has had his head shaved and I have performed this ritual with great 

skill” (Manto 2014: 238), is key to understanding his method. He subverts the ritual meaning of mundun (‘shaving’) to signify 

the author's intentional, ruthless stripping away of romantic or conventional illusions from his subjects (the ‘angels’), leaving 

only the bald, objective truth of their character.   
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(Manto 2014: 178-186) 

 

These people called her Meerut's scissors because she cut and cut very finely. Her tongue was very 
sharp, and so was her skin, which impressed me a lot. Her bare left arm looked like an elephant's 
tusks in a short-sleeved, ruffled (tight-fitting) blouse... White, symmetrical, well-proportioned, and 
beautiful. The skin had the smooth sheen that comes from rubbing a willow-wood. When the new 
structure appeared before the "full bench" of Filmistan, I was in the condition of a criminal. ... He 
seemed less like his lordly husband and more like a caretaker or restrainer. It often happens in the 
film world that when a woman or a new girl becomes an actress, someone immediately grabs her, 
as if she were a ball that someone has hit with a bat, and the players standing on the field waiting 
for her to fall into their hands. Even the leader of all the lovers, Majnun, loved Layla's s little dog. 
About myself, I can only say that I loved the skin of the Paaro. One day I mentioned it to Shahid 
Latif (who is now a film director and producer), and he smiled and said, "You like the cover, okay, 
but do you know what the book is like inside? What's the content like?" Like the professional 
dancers, she arched her eyebrows as if performing a gesture of expression... It was as if she were 
molded from a blend of elements steeped in elegance, expression, and rhythm. When we wrapped 
up at the location and set off towards home, Ashok said to me on the way, "Manto...Paro's leg is 
very good... I feel like roasting it and eating it." "It is strange that Ashok was such a coward and a 
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sadist internally. The reason for this may be that since he was used to suppressing his thoughts, 
this sadism arose in the form of a reaction." "I'm very timid... I don't know what happens to me on 
such occasions... She made me sit on the sofa and sat next to me on the couch. She gave me two 
drinks. I drank a little myself and then... she started to profess her love... I listened and trembled. 
When she pressed my hand, I shook it very hard...Tears welled up in her eyes but immediately 
disappeared somewhere ... She started smiling. "Brother Ashok ... I was taking your test”... I was 
stunned when I heard this. […] People were dancing in celebration ... Ashok was lost in dance and 
his arms entwined with those of his heroine Veera, while Paro stood alone like a statue of sadness 
(translation of excerpts from the short fiction story Mērīṭ kī Qainchī, ‘The Scissors of Meerut’). 

 

A propaganda film’s side-heroine Paro—called Meerut ki Kainchi/ Mērīṭ kī Qainchī (‘The Scissors of 

Meerut,’ 1940)—a titular metaphor, is not only a description of her professional competencies but a 

metaphor for the   objectification of women in cultural violence. This violence ontologically operates 

under the guise of willow-wood (Rossetti 2007: 119-128), incising the patriarchal fantasy of control and 

emasculation (Parotto 766-768). Manto’s description of Paro’s skin as apparently lifeless except as 

carved for others’ use, a feminine wood used for cricket bats and musical instruments, reduces her 

body to a consumable entity (Merleau-Ponty 110-170). The narrator’s observation that Paro’s husband 

appeared “less like a husband-god and more like Thom or Tom.”13 Her staged act of intimacy with the 

actor Ashok after an abrupt disavowal, when she calls him Bhaiyā (brother) renders her neither femme 

fatale nor victim, but an almost  cadaverized presence and artifice (Kristeva 2024: 55).  The concept of 

the Qainchī (scissors) has sliced brilliantly through commercial storytelling norms, a sharpness Manto 

has also demonstrated in Khōl Dō’s (Open It 1948)14  waistband, presenting ontological misdirection to 

reveal the hipocrisy of social decorum and the fragility of masculinity in front of denial (Manto 2014: 

228-230).  

  

 
 
13 A deeply embedded, idealized South Asian cultural title, which Manto immediately undermines by substituting it with the 

foreign and impersonal “Thom/Tom”—a symbol of colonial influence, modern habits, and changing gender roles). This sug-

gests that in the commodified atmosphere of the film world, the husband's role is stripped of cultural reverence and reduced 

to that of an anonymous, functionary attendant, much like an item of studio equipment or a generic Western name devoid of 

emotional weight.   
14 The comparison of the Mērīṭ kī Qainchī’s professional incision to the waistband of Sakina in Khōl Dō is a critical move by 

Manto. In Khōl Dō, the doctor orders khiṛkī khōl dō “open the window.” The victim's body mechanically responds by loosening 

her own (waistband), an action ingrained by repeated gang-rape by the very ‘philanthropists’ meant to rescue her (Manto 

2014: 228-230). This conditioned, catastrophic obedience parallels Paro's immediate Bhaiyā defense: both women are reduced 

to mechanical artifacts whose bodily responses are dictated by the predatory male environment. The qaiñchī metaphor thus 

cuts across social registers, symbolizing a systemic violence that operates equally in the glitzy film studio and the chaotic 

refugee camp.  
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(Manto 2014: 399-404). 
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As he took off his clothes and started to bathe, he thought of peeking through the peephole. He 
didn't know why he had this urge. Anyway, he got up and fixed his gaze on that peephole... The 
door to the bathroom in front was open... and a young woman, probably twenty-five or twenty-six 
years old, was stretching in just a vest and petticoat, as if inviting those unseen men to take her in 
their arms and cure her of those stretches. When Nazim saw this sight, his body, half soaked with 
water, trembled... For a long time, he kept looking at the woman for a long time, the woman who, 
though hidden in clothes, appeared naked and whose gaze clearly revealed that she wanted to find 
a use for it. […] Nazim was a very timid man. He had just gotten married, so he was very afraid of 
his wife. Apart from that, there was no immorality in his nature, but the bathroom hole made many 
holes in his character. Every morning, he would see this woman and feel a strange kind of heat in 
his wet or dry body. It is obvious that a man who goes into the bathroom and peeks at a neighbor 
through the crack of the door can never have pure intentions. Nazim's intentions were definitely 
not good. His nature was spoiled by the woman who wore only a vest and a petticoat and, while 
Nazim was busy bathing, would make such movements that the bones of the man watching would 
start to crack. She had provoked him, but he was timid. […] In Punjabi, such men are called Khoda. 
It is not known with what concession, but Zubaida's husband was a Khoda, meaning he would dig 
every piece of land to see if he could produce a child for her. In fact, Zubaida's veiled yet unveiled 
body had taken root in his heart and mind. He wanted to play with her stretches, to entwine with 
them so completely that he himself would become an unending stretch, never to be undone. He 
longed to take ten steps forward and spread all the smiles of his life on his lips and say, “Janab, I 
offer you my respectful greetings." He took two steps forward. Zubaida opened like a bud, but he 
[himself] withered. The feeling of his wife's fear and loss of dignity forced him to take these steps 
back and go home. And when he returned home, he treated his wife with such love that the poor 
woman blushed. This was a really good thing because Nazim was a tea lover. If he didn't get two 
cups of tea early in the morning, he felt like the day hadn't even begun. Nazim was wearing a 
nightgown. A striped poplin shirt and pajamas. This luxury was the first time he had indulged in it 
in his life. Zubaida was wearing a shalwar kameez. The fabrics of both these outfits were very simple 
and cheap, but they were flattering on her. She came in carrying a tea tray. She placed it on a small 
table and startled Nazim's sparrow-like heartbeat faster by saying, "I am sorry that it is late in 
making tea. Actually, I am used to sleeping more." Nazim had already sat down in the chair. When 
Zubaida said this, he had half a mind to get poetic and say: "Let’s sleep... Sleep is the greatest of the 
blessings... But he didn't have the courage, so he remained silent. Zubaida made tea for Nazim with 
great love...and as he drank the tea, he was drinking in Zubaida too, but his digestive power was 
weak, so he immediately said to her. “Zubaida, please don't trouble yourself anymore... I will get 
the dishes cleaned and send them to you.” Nazim felt that all the vessels in his heart had been 
cleansed by Zubaida's presence. When she left after picking up the vessels, Nazim felt as if he had 
become a hollow pebble that was ringing loudly. […] For a moment, Nazim found himself 
transported to the mystical realm of Koh-e-Qaf ... Or perhaps in the world of those books that are 
full of tales of princes and princesses, but immediately he fell from his swift horse, fell face down 
on the ground and said to his wife, who was in Lahore, “I am deeply hurt.” The hurt of love is still 
very painful, but the kind of lover Nazim had. His injury was very serious because his own decency 
and his wife kept getting in his way. As Nazim was carrying his few belongings from the rented 
building with sad eyes, he saw Zubaida looking at the new resident, who was dressed in a sharkskin 
coat and trousers, with the same eyes with which she used to look at him some time ago (translation 
of excerpts from the short fiction story Koṭ-Patlūn, ‘The Suit’). 
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In Koṭ-Patlūn (‘The Suit,’ 1948), Manto aims to strip Nazim of his respectable Western attire. He does 

this by having Nazim gaze voyeuristically at his semi-clad neighbor through a hole. The bathroom 

becomes an ontological threshold (Heidegger 172); a material space where his internal reality reveals.15 

The character’s timeless, cyclical guilt is presented as Chronos (a trap of static longing), tied to the 

markers of civility covered by hisr western suit, even as his instincts betray this façade.16 This static 

longing recalls the elementary stage of peep shows elementary stage as a miniature visual amusement 

that spurred gendered creativity (Benson 1930: 248). Manto’s socio-sexual critique has well exposed 

Zubaydah’s husband’s impotence through the Punjabi idiom Khodā,17 thereby highlighting how how 

fertility functions as a form of social currency (Swan and Colino 2022: 27). The Coat becomes a shell of 

modesty, while the pants denote the internal turmoil and cowardice. Together, they garments capture 

Nazim’s voyeurism and Zubaydah’s exhibitionism (Thomas et al. 2021: 2151), bearing the lineage of 

many hypocritical social codes that Manto oftencriticized in his essays and letters.    

 

 
 

 
 
15 Manto’s use of the bathroom (ġhusl-ḵẖāna) as a setting is significant; it’s a liminal space traditionally associated with cleans-

ing and privacy, yet here it facilitates the transgression of private/public boundaries through the act of jhāṅknā (‘peeping’). 
16 In literary criticism, Chronos often contrasts with Kairos (opportune or qualitative time). Nazim's guilt as Chronos is a quan-

titative, repetitive trap that prevents him from achieving moral release. 
17 The selection of the Punjabi term Khodā by Manto emphasizes the localized, cultural shame surrounding male infertility, 

moving the critique beyond a purely psychological dimension into a sociological one specific to his milieu. 
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.)442-439Manto 2014: (  

 

 “It’s very difficult for me to continue with you now... divorce me.” “God forbid, what kind of things 
are you saying...The biggest flaw in you is that from time to time, you have these fits where you 
completely lose your senses.” “And you are such a master of self-control... “You remain drunk on 
alcohol/liquor twenty-four hours a day!” “Yes! I drink, but unlike you, I don’t stay intoxicated 
without drinking, nor do I ramble nonsense.” “One day I'll have to pull your tongue out with a hot 
pair of tongs... Have you no shame, talking such nonsense to my children?” “Actually, it's all the 
fault of your evil society.” “And what about the madness in your mind?” “What will you do after 
getting a divorce?” “I will go wherever I can find shelter...I will work hard, earn a living, and will 
feed myself and my children.” “How can you work hard...You wake up at nine in the morning, have 
breakfast, and then go back to bed. After eating lunch, you sleep for at least three hours... Don’t fool 
yourself.” “Yes, I sleep all the time... You’re the one who stays awake all the time... Just yesterday, 
a man came from your office, and he said that whenever they see you, your head is down on the 
table, completely knocked out. “Who is he who calls himself a big cloth merchant... Have you ever 
seen his clothes...cvery low-class and that too dirty...He may be a BA, but his habits, his way of 
getting up and sitting down, are so absurd that it is disgusting.” “That man is a mystic.” “What kind 
of creature is that?” “You won't understand... I will have to waste my time.” “Your time is very 
valuable... it is always wasted even when I say one thing.” “I don't want to say anything... I said 
what I had to say... Just divorce me so that I can live. My life has become unbearable with these 
daily quarrels.” “Your life becomes unbearable even with a single word full of love... What is the 
cure for this?” “You have been saying until now that you love me immensely.” “That's right... to 
the extent of companionship... not for separation.” “Do you know that tomorrow is Eid?” “I know... 
why? ... Just yesterday I brought boots for the girls and eight days ago I gave you sixty rupees for 
their frocks. “You have done a great favor to my parents by giving me this money." "I wanted to 
wear a green sari tomorrow. I had ordered green sandals. I told you many times to go and check 
with the Chinese shop to see if those sandals were still made or not... but if you were interested in 
me, you would have gone there.” “God forbid... Was this whole argument about green sandals?... 
Madam, I brought these sandals to you the day before yesterday... They are lying in your closet... 
You sleep all the time... You must not have opened the closet” (translation of excerpts from the 
short fiction story Sabz Sāṇḍal, ‘Green Sandles’). 
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In the short story, Sabz Sāṇḍal (‘Green Sandals,’ 1948), Manto transforms a mundane consumer item 

into a potent and misplaced metaphor of reverence. The color green, historically charged with 

powerful symbolism in Islamic culture; as the color of Muslims, especially representing hope, Paradise 

(Günther and Lawson 2017: 156-202), on flags (Roy 2006: 503—505) and communal identity—is paired 

down to a simple accessory: sandals. This foot-worn item can be metaphorically understood as 

something to “walk alongside” (Zaidi 2024: 377) one’s identity. The sandals themselves function as what 

Gérard Genette terms a ‘paratextual threshold’ or epitexts (Alblooshi and Alasfour 2025: 101362). Like 

Manto’s symbolic nine Letters to Uncle Sam, the sandals act as a small, seemingly peripheral object that 

carries immense ideological and moral weight, revealing the hypocrisy hidden behind the couple’s 

domestic façade. The wife’s desperate insistence to receive the sandals from her husband becomes an 

ontological marker of her profound, unfulfilled desire for recognition and care. Her repeated plea for 

divorce—ostensibly over the material neglect (the missing sandals)—mirrors a deeper emotional 

neglect. The husband’s reaction is key: he dismisses her concerns with a transactional logic, 

meticulously counting the material responsibilities he has fulfilled (like the 60 rupees for the children’s 

clothes and shoes) as evidence of his merit. This behavior stems from masculine entitlement, allowing 

him to legitimize his emotional avoidance by equating his role strictly with material provision. This 

pattern is what locks the couple into a repetitive cycle of arguments and compromises, ultimately 

upholding the existing patriarchal family structure and its norms (Parotto 2023: 766-768). 

While Manto wrote long before the formal conceptualization of the modern, intimate partner 

violence (IPV) literature, the dynamics he describes bear stricking resemblance to behaviors now 

identified as coercive control. The husband’s constant dismissal of her reality—“You remain drunk on 

alcohol twenty-four hours a day” and “you haven't opened the cupboard”—can be analysed through 

the lens of habitual gaslighting (Klein et al. 2023: 1318) has occurred on the wife’s self-identity, worth 

within a domestic structure. Ultimately, the Green sandals—as the most humble of footwear—speak 

louder18 than the couple’s words, becoming a focal point in the ideological noise (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 

110-170) of Manto’s story, showcasing the gap between material provision and genuine human 

connection.19 

 
 
18 This behavior systematically undermines the wife's self-identity and sense of worth within the domestic structure. Manto’s 

insight here is crucial: he exposes how the power dynamic of a traditional marriage allows the husband to invalidate his wife's 

subjective experience, forcing her into a state where her only recourse is dramatic and seemingly irrational protest (like 

demanding divorce over sandals). 
19 Drawing on phenomenology, the sandals become a physical object that is loaded with ideological meaning, contributing to 

the "ideological noise" of the environment, much like an object in a sensory field.  
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(Manto 2014: 57-59). 

 

A dialogue: A father: It is not right to set off fireworks. A child: Why? Father: It wastes money. Child: 
There are so many big fights, don't they waste money?  

Another dialogue: A child: I will not light fireworks. A father: Why? Child: I am being too well-
behaved. Father: What did you say! Come on, let’s go to the doctor, you must be mentally ill. 

A shadow: A man went to an ascetic with his young child and said: Spiritual Mentor! I live in Shah 
Alami. This is my child. God knows what has happened to him. It seems like he is possessed by the 
jinn; he starts having seizures just by hearing the sound of the firecracker.  

Second Shadow: A man went to an ascetic with his young child and said, "Spiritual Guide... I am a 
refugee; I have come from Amritsar. Please give me some amulet for this child of mine." Whenever 
he gets a chance, he collects things from here and there and sets them on fire. 

The Second Sparkler   

A child: Why are we forbidden from setting off fireworks? Second child: They are people of old 
times, don't say anything to them! Second child: Idiots! Every day on the radio, in the newspapers, 
and in speeches, they keep preaching that children should be kept away from the curse of fireworks, 
but the shops are full of fireworks. Why don't they just stop making fireworks? Second child: Shhh! 
Someone might hear you (translation of excerpts from the short fiction story Paṭāḳhe 
’Firecrackers’). 

 

Manto’s Paṭāḳhe (‘Firecrackers,’ 1936) uses the commonplace celebration items as emblems of 

generational, hypocrisy and moral dissonance. The story acts not just as a cultural artifact, but as a site 

of profound ideological conflict between adult standards and intuitive criticism of children. The 

physical setting mentioned in the dialogue—the reference to the Shah ʿĀlamī market in Lahore—

provides a crucial, profound historical anchor that elevates the children’s actions beyond simple 

mischief. Shah ʿĀlamī was a major commercial hub that was famously burnt during the partition riots 
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of 1947. The father’s action of taking his traumatized child to a faqīr (Sufi ascetic) and mentioning his 

residence near Shah ʿĀlamī subtly but powerfully links the child’s psychological disorder to the 

collective trauma of communal violence and migration.  

The child’s retort to his father—that the financial waste of firecrackers pales in comparison to the 

massive expenditure and destruction of wars—is an ontologically destructive observation (Heidegger 

2001: 172) that reveals the moral contradictions of adult authorities. By linking the prohibition of a 

simple pleasure (firecrackers) to the wholesale acceptance of state violence (war), the child’s intuitive 

criticism exposes the fundamental flaws in the adult’s value system. Their discourse is criticized for its 

performance, contrasting empty sermons in the press with the commercial reality of full shops.  

The act of a second child collecting objects and setting them on fire is presented as a symbolic 

uprising—a visceral, though traumatic, re-enactment of the historical destruction he may have 

witnessed or absorbed. This act is the phenomenological manifestation of the boy’s inner 

disorientation. The father of the second boy, a muhājir (migrant from Amritsar), explicitly seeks a ta'vīz 

(amulet) for his child’s pyromania, unwittingly connecting the child’s ‘bad habit’ of burning things to 

the very fires of Partition that forced his migration.  The child’s actions represent a traumatic reaction 

to unacknowledged history, embodied not in words, but in destructive movement. Manto's narrative 

closes with a rhetorical proposition reflecting the criticism found in his autobiographical work (like his 

famous “Letters to Uncle Sam”), which Genette tries to categorise as an influential epitext (1997: 344-

399). The children rightly question why the use of firecrackers is condemned while their production is 

still freely allowed. This logical failure reveals the dreadful, silent compromise of the adult society: they 

condemn the minor evil (use) while profiting from the major evil (production/war), embodying the 

very hypocrisy that is the target of Manto’s genius. 
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(Manto 2014: 129-137). 
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Three shells were lying on the table in front of me in flat number one of Hassan Buildings. And 
Meera Ji was pounding, and the chubby poet who recited poetry was talking to me about my height 
and my eyebrows. He was praising, not criticizing, my stories. It was a brief comment. It was a 
cursory criticism, but it showed that there were no cobwebs in Meera Ji’s mind. There was no 
confusion in his words, and this was surprising to me because his poems had always been beyond 
my comprehension due to ambiguity and confusion, but in terms of (Mira Ji’s) appearance, and 
style, they were exactly like his rhymeless, ambiguous words. Seeing this, his poetry became even 
more complicated for me. On the table in front of me were three balls. Three iron balls. Wrapped 
in cigarette foil. Two big ones and one small one. I looked at Meera Ji. His eyes were shining, and 
above them his big head with brown hair... There were also three balls. Two small ones. One big 
one. When I felt this similarity, his reaction appeared in a smile on my lips. The saints of the Ghode 
Shah clan usually hurl obscenities as much as they can. But I have never heard any dirty word from 
the mouth of Meera Ji. Such men are apparently single, but behind the scenes, they commit all kinds 
of sexual acts. Meera Ji was single, but for his sexual satisfaction, he had made only his heart and 
mind his partners. In this respect, there was a certain similarity between the Ghode Shah clan and 
him. But he was very different from them. He was three balls … which he did not need any external 
help to roll. With a slight movement of the hand and a slight movement of the imagination, he 
could make these three types travel from high to high and from low to deep. And this secret was 
revealed to him by the three balls, which he had probably found lying around somewhere. These 
external signs had revealed to him an eternal truth: beauty, love, and death. All the Euclidean angles 
of this trinity   had become comprehensible to him only thanks to the balls/shells of those people. 
But since he saw the end of beauty and love through a broken glasses, with hair stuck in the glasses, 
the form in which he saw it was not correct. This is why an indescribable poison of ambiguity had 
spread throughout his entire being, which started from a point and turned into a circle. In such a 
way that every point is its starting point and the same is its ending point. That is why its ambiguity 
was not sharp. Its direction was neither towards death nor life, neither towards optimism nor 
despair. He had tightly gripped the beginning and the end in his fist that the blood of both of them 
kept dripping out drop by drop, but like sadists, he did not seem happy with it. Here again, his 
emotions became round, like those three iron balls that I had seen for the first time in flat number 
one of Hassan Building. There is a line from his poem. 

“The traveler wandered from city to city until he forgot the way home.”  

The traveler had to forget the way because he had not made any marks at the starting point while 
walking. Wandering along the line of the circle he had made, he must have passed by this place 
many times, but he could not remember where he had started his long journey, and I think that 
Meera Ji had forgotten whether he was a traveler, a journey, or a path. This trinity had also taken 
the form of a circle in the cells of his heart and mind. Beauty, love, and death. This triangle had 
become a circle in Meera Ji’s being. Not only that, every triangle in the world had become a circle 
in his heart and mind. That is why its three members had become so well-mixed with each other. 
Their order had become… a gentle illusion. Sometimes death first, beauty last, and love in the 
middle, sometimes love first, death after that, and beauty last. And this cycle went on 
imperceptibly. Having failed in this love affair, he had connected the fragments of this trinity in 
such a way that there was integrity in them, but the originality was distorted. The three that were 
facing each other in a straight line were suppressed. It was no longer necessary for the beloved to 
be himself. He was himself the lover, himself the beloved, and himself the union. God, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit, the symbols of Christianity. The three-pronged spear of Mahadev’s Trishul. Three 
gods. Brahma. Vishnu, Shiva. The sky, the earth, and the underworld. The land, the sea, and the air. 
The three primary colors, red, blue, and yellow. Then our customs and religious rules, the Third-
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day ceremonies, self-offerings, and funeral feasts, the condition of washing the hands and face 
three times in ablution, the triple divorce, the three types of conjugal unions, and the three points 
of the three dice in gambling, i.e., the three blind spots. In music, the triads. If we were to dig 
through the remains of human life, I believe we would find many such triads, because the axis of 
its generative and reproductive functions revolve around three organs (translation of excerpts 
from the short fiction story Tīn Gōle, ‘Three Shells’). 

 

In Tīn Gōle (‘Three Shells,’ written c. 1940, published 2012), the metafictional sketch focuses on 

modernist poet Meera Ji. Manto’s object-oriented narrative immediately transfors the three mundane 

iron balls on the table into philosophical, psychological, and aesthetic orbits of Meera Ji’s entire 

existence. These physical objects are spiritualized as the modern, idiosyncratic trinity: Beauty, Love, 

and Death, mirroring the theological concepts of the Triune God, Triune Love, and Triune Life (Luke 

2024: 16). Manto suggests that the poet’s life and work operate outside the conventional constraints. 

The contrast between Manto’s highly structured prose and Meera Ji’s ambiguous poetry disrupts the 

linear history of artistic, and intellectual excess. His life is framed in a symbolic temporality that exists 

beyond a measurable time, a space where his marginality is affirmed rather than judged. Manto’s 

profound acknowledgement of trinities in Hindu, Christian, and Islamic traditions (such as 

Braham/Vishnu, the Triune God or the three talāqēñ) serves as a singular purpose: to translate the 

epistemic structure of everyday materiality into a gauge for existential traits.20 This approach, by 

revealing Meera Ji’s emotionality and personality through universal patterns, shows Manto’s prose 

following the structural freedom of the free-style verse pioneered by modernists like Noon Meem 

Rashid (Raziq Ali and Taj 2024: 255) and the aesthetic flow found in Molana Hamid Ali Johar’s 

calligraphy (Shahjahanpuri 1992: 49)  

Manto employs the analogy of nakedness to dissect the human condition, shifting from the 

physical to existential. He uses the philosophical framework of Gabriel Marcel to distinguish between 

two types of fear resulting from exposure: 

 

The social and actual physical nakedness […] the common factor in the two types of nakedness is 
nakedness under the eyes of the State, and nakedness under the eyes of God is, most assuredly, fear. 
But in the presence of a real God, I mean a God who is not reduced to the status of a mere savage 
idol, this fear has a note of reverence, it is linked to our feeling for the sacred, and the sacred only 
is such in and through our adoration of it. In the case of nakedness under the eyes of the State, it is 

 
 
20 By revealing the ubiquitous nature of the ‘three,’ Manto gauges the universality of his character's framework. Meera Ji's 

unique worldview is the inability to see the straight line that connects a beginning to an end, trapping him perpetually in a 

self-made circle where the trinity of Beauty, Love, and Death constantly dissolves and rearranges itself. 
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clear, on the other hand, that an adoration, worthy properly to be called adoration, is impossible, 
unless it attaches itself to the person of a Leader […] (Marcel 1950: 30). 

 

In presenting Meera Ji’s sexual and intellectual honesty, Manto implies the poet operates under the 

unforgiving ‘eyes of God,’ choosing honest vulnerability over ideological conformity. 

Manto further justifies Meera Ji’s unconventional nature by drawing an explicit comparison to 

the Saitns of Ghōṛe Shāh Lineage, a type of historically recognized mystic figure. Manto acknowledges the 

shared sense of sexual marginality (both being mujarrad or unattached) but emphasizes Meera Ji’s 

significant difference: he achieves creative force by making his heart and mind his ‘life partner,’ 

restricting his practice to the inner, mental sphere. This mystical analogy frames Meera Ji’s actions not 

as perversion but as a unique, self-contained spiritual discipline (Kanhaiya 1884: 239-244). 

 

 

 
(Manto 2014: 116-121). 
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Since Ganda Singh had not changed his clothes for a long time, a strange smell had developed in 
them due to sweat, which, when it became too intense, sometimes made Ganda Singh sad. A day 
that will forever live in history was coincidentally associated with this suit. He wore his trousers 
the way one wears anything, without paying any concern/attention. It was a common saying 
among his friends that if it were not necessary to cover his body, Ganda Singh would have been 
completely naked. He would not have bathed for six months. Sometimes his feet would become so 
dirty that there was no room for more dirt to accumulate. If you looked at his dirty feet from a 
distance, you would have thought that Ganda Singh was wearing socks. Ganda Singh's filthiness 
was so extreme that he would eat breakfast without washing his face and hands, and in winter, he 
would sleep covered in such a quilt that if someone threw it on the garbage, when a sanitation 
worker came to collect the trash in the morning, he would also be disgusted by the quilt. Whenever 
he opened a map of the world before him, the cities and countries spread across the map would 
take on the appearance of the kind of tangle that often occurred in the string while he was flying a 
kite. Nevertheless, Ganda Singh had considerable command over the geography of the world. After 
reading the newspaper once,…., the exact map of the war would come into his mind, and he could 
easily explain to people what was happening on the battlefield. [...] "Bhai Ganda Singh, why don't 
you take off this warm suit? Don't you feel the heat?" Ganda Singh, being intelligent, replied in this 
way. "Warm clothes prevent the intensity of the heat, that's why I wear this warm suit. Sunstroke 
always affects the lower part of the neck where the brain is located. If a thick layer of warm cloth 
is applied to this part of the body, there is no fear of this attack of the sun. In the scorching deserts 
of Africa, the British, etc., hang a cloth behind the solar hat to protect themselves from the heat. In 
Arabia, a special head covering is in vogue. It is a large scarf that covers the neck. In those parts of 
India where it is very hot, the use of the turban is still in use. “The original meaning of leaving the 
Shumla (turban tail) hanging was to protect the neck from the hot wind or sunstroke, but now 
people have almost given up leaving the Shumla because it is considered frivolous, and wearing a 
turban without leaving the Shumla has become a modern fashion. I myself am a victim of this 
fashion.” (Translation of excerpts from the short fiction story Garm Kōṭ /Warm Coat) 

 

Manto’s sketch of Ganda Singh’s Garm Kōṭ/ Warm Coat is set around October 3, 1939, right as World War 

II begins. Ganda Singh’s unwashed woolen suit is more than just a garment; it is a material fragment 

that embodies postcolonial indigence. The fact that he has bought the suit on installments highlights 

the precarious economic reality of the lower middle class. The suit’s state of decay, marked by extreme 

odor and layers of filth, creates a cyclical repetition of neglect that defines his physical existence. 

Manto creates a powerful paradox between Ganda Singh’s repulsive physical presence and his 

sharp intellect. The suit’s decay does not disturb his encyclopedic grasp on geopolitics. After simply 

reading the newspaper, he can easily visualize “the exact map of the war” and explain complex events 

on the battlefield with remarkable intellectual lucidity. This contrast is the core of Manto’s critique, 

suggesting that intellectual depth and moral clarity are not dependent on external hygiene or social 

standing.  

Gunda Singh justifies wearing the heavy woolen suit even in the summer heat with a 

sophisticated, intellectual argument on climate resistance. He sees the suit as a ready-to-hand armor, 
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a veil of resistance that protects the neck and spine from sunstroke or lū. He contrasts his self-imposed, 

deliberate protection from the superficial adaptation of fashion: Singh references the historical 

significance of the turban’s Shimla (the hanging end designed to protect the neck) and how modern 

fashion has discarded it, illustrating the widespread abandonment of useful tradition for futile 

modernity.   The geographical reference to Shimla (the hill station) is interwoven with the Shimla (the 

turban part) using the double meaning to critique how identity is lost in the long trail of fashion 

transformations (Tarlo 1996: 152).  

The story culminates in a reflection on Gunda Singh’s “uncompromising nature,” which leads 

people to actively avoid him due to his filth. Manto politicizes this discomforting truth in the end, 

suggesting that the inability of people to bear Ganda Singh’s proximate physical reality mirrors a larger 

social and political failure. His presence and his refusal to conform act as a litmus test, depicting a 

world where two deeply entrenched, opposing ideologies (the clarity of his intellect vs. the filth of his 

body) cannot bear each other in a proximate environment.  

 

4. Conclusion 

This study on Manto’s symbolic aesthetics establishes a critical foundation for understanding the 

narrative transformation of his work into television adaptations. By identifying the material objects—

the Garm Kōṭ, the Paṭāḳhe, the Tīn Gōle, and others from the ten-story corpus—as primary carriers of his 

thematic complexity, this research offers a concrete methodology for the subsequent intermedial 

analysis. The object-materialism methodology proves that Manto’s raw realism and socio-political 

commentary are not merely found in dialogue or character psychology, but are embedded in the 

material dimensions of his narratives. This has significant implications for adaptation theory: the filth 

of the Garm Kōṭ and the visceral chaos of the Paṭāḳhe are the essence of Manto’s critique. Firstly, 

translating this raw realism to a visually structured medium like television necessitates decisions about 

visual framing, pacing, and sequencing that either retain the object’s symbolic load or sanitize it for 

mass consumption.  

Secondly, the objects act as performative sites of memory and trauma. For instance, the symbolic 

nature of the Tīn Gōlay or the Mēr̤haṭ kī Qain̤cī must be conveyed through camera work and mise-en-

scène. The challenge of adaptation often lies in the production side’s ability to translate this expressive 

silence (the meaning inherent in the object’s description) into a dynamic visual that avoids cliché while 

operating under commercial and broadcast constraints. Ultimately, the object-materialism study 

concludes that Manto’s work must be understood through its epistemic structures—the very way 

knowledge and history are fixed to things. The final part of my PhD research has been built upon this 
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by asking: how does the visual grammar of television—constrained by budgets, pacing, and 

censorship—handle the translation of these material, truth-bearing objects. The intersection of 

Manto’s raw realism and television’s visual demands becomes the central contestation point for 

narrative integrity, offering profound insights into how literature and screen media influence one 

another.  
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