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Abstract 

A number of historical works have tried to analyse the Partition of the Indian sub-continent, 

its causes, and effects. But these analyses never reach the common people who actually lived 

the trauma in their bones; how did they react to this political decision of creating a separate 

country for the Muslims of India. The novel A Village Divided by Rahi Masoom Reza, 

instead of presenting dull and dry statistics, depicts how the Muslims of a village Gangauli 

reacted to the ordeal. 
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Partition of India 

In 1947, the British India was partitioned along a line drawn by Cyril Radcliffe of the 

Boundary Commission. As the clock needle crossed 12 on the night of 14
th
 August, two self-

governing countries—India and Pakistan—legally came into existence. Pakistan comprised 

the Muslim majority provinces of the northwest and parts of the composite provinces of 

Bengal and Punjab. This traumatic event turned the course of South Asian history and polity 

in an extraordinary way. 

All this happened not all of a sudden. Its seeds were sown by various players in the endgame 

of the Empire—Indian National Congress, All India Muslim League, Hindu Mahasabha, and 

the British government itself. 

Politicians and community leaders on both sides aggravated mutual suspicion and fear, 

culminating in dreadful events such as the riots during the Muslim League's Direct Action 

Day of August 1946 in Calcutta, in which more than 5,000 people were killed and many more 

injured. Gradually, the public order broke down all across northern India and Bengal, 

increasing the pressure to seek a political partition of territories as a way to avoid a full-scale 

civil war. But what happened was no less than a civil war, probably even worse. 

In the aftermath of the Partition, the largest population exchange ever known in the recorded 

history, occurred between the two newly-formed countries. Distrusting 'the other', about 14.5 

million people crossed the borders to what they thought was the relative safety of their 

religious majority. The Census Report of 1951shows that 7,226,000 Muslims went to Pakistan 

from India while 7,249,000 Hindus and Sikhs moved to India from Pakistan, immediately 
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after the partition. The newly formed governments of the two countries were not a tall 

prepared to deal with migrations of such astounding scale. A complete breakdown of law and 

order took place. As a result, massive violence and slaughter occurred on both sides of the 

border. According to the British academic and civil servantRichard Symonds (1950), a 

witness to India's bloody partition, at the lowest estimate, half a million people perished and 

millions became homeless (p. 83). It was really a colossal human cost. Political freedom came 

to millions, associated with "snapping of their roots that had developed over centuries, within 

specific geographical, cultural and social boundaries (Kaur, 2004, p. 50)." 

Partition remains the most contentious event in modern Indian history. Controversy over its 

causes has not lessened even today. About the causes of the Partition, historians subscribe to 

three main theories. One school of thought, popular in India, depicts partition as the result of 

the British imperial policy of "divide and rule". At each stage of constitutional reform, they 

pitted Muslim against Hindu, thus delaying responsible government. And when after the 

Second World War, the Britain became too weak to remain in India, it could not tolerate the 

idea of India being strong and independent and gave it a last kick. The second theory, popular 

in Pakistan, depicts Partition as an inevitable consequence of Muslim separatism in India, an 

expression of belief that "two nations"—Hindu and Muslim—could not live together in one 

state.  

The third group of historians lay stress on the role of accidental factors in the period before 

Partition. These factors include the pressures of wartime politics, the decline of Mahatma 

Gandhi's influence, post-war and post-imprisonment exhaustion in men required to negotiate, 

relations between British Prime Ministers Churchill and Attlee and Viceroys Wavell and 

Mountbatten, as well as human weaknesses among the main characters of the final drama—

such as Jinnah's vanity, Jawaharlal Nehru's obstinacy, and Mountbatten's ambition. 

All the three theories can be supported or contradicted by existing material. The first theory 

ignores the contrary archival evidence (Singh, 1997). The second theory ignores the fact that 

religious identity does not define nationality in a secular democratic polity. And the third 

focuses only on the series of main events preceding Partition. Khilnani (2005, 22 August) is 

of the view that the "Partition was the outcome of immediate politics, not immemorial 

religious passions - it was a political event, which, no doubt, drew upon forms of religious 

self-identification, but also changed their character." 

Artistic depiction of the Partition in the novel A Village Divided 

The cataclysmic partition of India and the associated bloody riots have inspired many 

litterateurs in India as well as in Pakistan to take it up as the subject for their literary 

creations. As a result numerous novels, stories, dramas, and poems have been written in 
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English, Hindi, Urdu, Punjabi, and Bengali languages. Most of the writers themselves lived 

through the days of terror and bore the brunt of the holocaust or at least were eye-witnesses to 

the events. 

While some of these literary works depict the massacres during the refugee migration, others 

concentrate on the aftermath of Partition, narrating the difficulties faced by the refugees in 

both countries. But Rahi Massom Reza's novel A Village Divided [VD] stands apart from the 

other works on the subject.
1
It was first published in Hindi in 1966 by M/S Akshar and its first 

English translation by Gilliam Wright was first issued in 1994 under the title The Feuding 

Families of Village Gangauli by Viking. Wright revised the translation and got it reprinted in 

2003 by M/S Penguin Books, India, under the new title A Village Divided. 

The novelist Reza puts forward his views through the depiction of the vibrant world of 

Gangauli, a small village in Ghazipur district in Uttar Pradesh. The village is Reza's nanihal 

(maternal grandmother's home), hence the novel takes the form of a semi-autobiography. The 

author is part-observer, part narrator. In fact, the village was the microcosm of what was 

happening all around. Co-inhabited by the Shia Muslim zamindars (tax-farmers), the Muslim 

poor, the Raqis (Muslim traders), the Chamars (leather-workers), the Bhars (labourers), the 

Nais (barbers), the Ahirs (cattle-keepers), the Rajputs (Hindu warrior caste), and others, the 

village is divided into two pattis (divisions)—Uttar Patti (northern division) and Dakkhin 

Patti (southern division). The social life of the village is centredon the zamindars whose 

power and authority is losing grounds gradually. The dominant caste groups occupy the 

central position and the weaker sections stay on the periphery. 

The village is not an exemplary or utopian one. The author Rezais concerned not with the 

ontological identities of different communities and their group destiny, rather than with the 

routine selves of people and their acts from morning to evening. The inhabitants of Gangauli 

also have caste acrimonies, religious vanity, suspicion of strangers, and apprehensions about 

change, its stern loyalties and vicious hostilities. There is rivalry even between the people of 

the same status and caste of two pattis. But what they have in common is their acceptance of 

the village as their home in every respect.  

Not merely a passive acceptance of different customs and beliefs, there is an essential feeling 

of relatedness between the Hindus and Muslims. This relatedness is born in the process of 

living together. The characters of the novel are not 'major' actors in public life. They are not 

even 'minor' players by conventional political standards. Most of them are ordinary folks 

whose fortunes and destinies were changed without taking into account their feelings and 

                                                           
1
 Often, the surname of the author is also spelled as Razabut I’ve preferred it Reza as given on the 

English translation of his novel.  
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interests.
2
The novel pictures the anguish and dilemma of these common people who are torn 

between conflicting loyalties and sensitively assesses the impact of Partition on their daily 

lives. It throws light on the multiple levels at which a Muslim relates to the temporal and 

spiritual world in day to day living. 

The life of the village unfolds against the backdrop of political and historical events between 

1937 and 1952, like the second World War, the national struggle against colonialism, rising 

demand for a separate Muslim state, activities of the Muslim League, land reforms abolishing 

zamindaris, the holocaust of 1947, and its aftermath. The novel attempts to map the Muslim 

mindset, attitudes, and behaviours during this critical period of swift change. It also records 

the Muslims' apprehensions about their position in divided India. And what it unravels above 

all is Muslims' equal love for their soil and motherland. The author of the novel Reza knows 

that the claims of the loyalty to the village, which have sustained generations of one's 

kinsmen and neighbours, are always greater than all the abstractions and bookish ideologies. 

Phunnan Miyan, one of the main characters of the novel, is as proud of being a Sayyid, as he 

is of being a member of the village Gangauli. He argues against Farooq, a student from the 

Aligarh Muslim University, and a proselytizer of Pakistan, as follows: 

"Adab, Chacha!" Anwarul Hasan's son Farooq greeted Phunnan Miyan. 

"Eh, bhaiyaa, how is your Pakistan doing?" 

"It's being made." 

"Of course, it is, bhaiyaa! You said it would be so it must be." But will Gangauli go 

to Pakistan or stay in Hindustan?" 

"It'll stay in Hindustan. Pakistan will be made up of the Frontier Province, Punjab, 

Sindh and Bengal. And we're trying to get the Aligarh Muslim University in Pakistan 

too." 

"You're not trying for Gangauli?" 

"There's no question of trying for Gangauli." 

"If there's no question, then what is to me if Pakistan is made or not." 

"There'll be an Islamic government." 

"Is there true Islam anywhere that you can have an Islamic government? Eh, bhai, our 

forefathers' graves are here, our tazia platforms are here. I'm not an idiot to be taken 

in by your 'Long live Pakistan!'" 

                                                           
2
 This point has been vividly expressed by the novelist Qurratulain Hyder in her classic Aag ka Dariya 

(first published in Urdu in 1959; first published in English in 1998), and the film-maker S.M. Sathyu in 

Garm Hawa (1974). 
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"When the British go, the Hindus will rule here!" 

"Yes, yes, so you say. You're talking as if all the Hindus were murderers waiting to 

slaughter us. Arre, Thakur Kunwarpal Singh was a Hindu. Jhinguriya is a Hindu. Eh, 

bhai, and isn't that Parusram-va a Hindu? When the Sunnis in the town started doing 

haramzadgi, saying that we won't let the bier of Hazrat Ali be carried in procession 

because the Shias curse our Caliphs, didn't Parusaram-va come and raise such a hell 

that the bier was carried. Your Jinnah Sahib didn't come to help us lift our bier!" 

(Reza, 2003, pp. 140-41). 

Phunnan, rustic to the core of his heart, in his dialogues display his hard practical wisdom, 

away from pedantic ideas. Similarly, Tannu, one of the two lucky fellows of the village to 

return alive from the Second World War (1939-45), saysat another occasion, to one of the 

supporters of Pakistan: 

"I am a Muslim. But I love this village because I myself am this village. I love the 

indigo godown, this tank and these mud lanes because they are different forms of 

myself. On the battlefield, when death came very near, I certainly remembered Allah, 

but instead of Mecca or Karbala, I remembered Gangauli.... Then what is the 

difference between Gangauli and Mecca...?" (Reza, p. 234) 

In fact, Phunnan Miyan and many other characters of the novel appear to be speaking for the 

author. All of them often seem to define the author's concept of broad, wide and secular 

citizenship. In fact, the movement for creation of Pakistan was the creation of city-based 

middle-class intelligentsia guided by the sole aim of safeguarding their narrow interests. 

Tannu has seen the world. He always talks with logic. He asserts, "Gangauli is my village. 

Mecca is not my city. This is my home and the Ka'aba is Allah Miyan's. If God loves His 

home, then won't He be able to understand that we too can love our home as much as He 

loves His (Reza, 2003, p. 234)."  

He says to Hakim Sahib: "Look, Chacha, you have not seen all that I have, and so you cannot 

see what I can. Anything constructed on a foundation of hate and fear cannot be auspicious 

(Reza, 2003, p. 235)." He was scared of the endless chain of hatred. He questions, "Did all of 

them, who were going to vote for the Muslim League, know what Pakistan would be, and 

what it would be like? Pakistan was no God that it could be accepted unseen (Reza, p. 236)!" 

Mighdad, the son of Hammad Miyan, retorts when asked whether he had any plan to go to 

Pakistan: "I'm not going anywhere [to Pakistan]!... I'm a farmer...! Wherever my crops are, 

my land is—that's where I'm (Reza, p. 202)." 
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In fact, one's long association with a place develops into an emotional bond and one starts 

loving that place, no matter whether one's ancestors lived there or not. Moreover, who can 

claim that his ancestors have been living at the same place since the origin of the world. At 

one stage of history or the other, they must have moved from one place to the other. 

Tannu reflects that "there must surely be some relationship between man and the land. 

Otherwise, how could anyone take joy in returning to the mud houses of Gangauli and its 

people, sweet-smelling like black earth.... (Reza, 2003, p. 207)" And for this love of their 

village Gangauli, its Muslim inhabitants flatly disprove the idea of Pakistan with simple logic. 

Ali Kabir-cha argues: "Our forefathers lived here .... our tazia platforms and imambaras are 

here .... out honour and self-respect is here! Gangauli means something to us (Reza, p. 40)!" 

Whereas histories usually deal with broad patterns of life, this novel gives a close up of the 

main concerns of the simple rural Muslims and what they thought about what was happening 

around them. They are concerned with the Second World War but only the extent it affected 

the local day to day life. Rabban-bi, the grand-mother of many marriageable girls, curses the 

"wretched Germans for starting the war". As the army war recruiting young boys, she advised 

Aggu Miyan's wife who brought a proposal for her eldest grand-daughter Salma "This is the 

time to hold your daughters close to you. Eh, sister, who knows who'll be off to the front next 

(Reza, 2003, p. 97)." Also due to the War, she could not get sugar to make offerings at 

shrines. One had to get a permit to buy a shroud, and to get a permit one had to bribe someone 

(Reza, p. 103). 

Gaya Ahir, a Hindu, criticizes the world war as it "had robbed Moharram of its splendour 

(Reza, 2003, p. 117)." Phunnan Miyan refuses to contribute to the war fund, saying: "War 

fund . . . a war fund for what? Did I ask them to fight the Germans that I should give to the 

war fund (Reza, p. 132)?" 

National leaders like Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Liaquat 

Ali Khan, Chaudhuri Khaliquzzaman are very sparingly talked about by the people of 

Gangauli. They refer Gandhi and Nehru collectively as Congresswalas. whom they curse for, 

not being non-Muslims, but "giving the untouchables ideas above their station (Reza, 2003, p. 

103)."Hakim Sahib complained, "the Congress had made the business of government even 

harder by turning the heads of the lower castes (Reza, p. 250)."He further complains—"Low 

castes are sitting on chairs and respectable people have to hide their faces (Reza, p. 251)." 

The other criticism of the Congress was due its ideology of land reforms which included the 

abolition of zamindari. And as the village is dominated by Muslim zamindars, the congress 

leaders could never be liked by them. As the loss of zamindari was not a one-time pain but by 

a perpetual wound, congresswalas were bound to be abused as long as the wound was there. 
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Even after independence, at every namaz ill-wishes were heaped on them. Sayyid ladies 

prayed "Arre, may leprosy strike those matimile Congressmen! May their last rites never be 

performed... (Reza, p. 276)." 

As is usual with political party workers, the Congressman Parasuram himself didn't know 

why he had accepted Gandhi as his leader (Reza, 2003, p. 253). And when he introspects, he 

realises it was power and respect associated with the Gandhi cap. Due to this cap, government 

officials had begun to fear him. It increased his status as well as his income. He did no work 

and was comfortable. He sat with Brahmins, Thakurs and Kayasths. 

Muhammad Ali Jinnah also gets equal criticism from the inhabitants of Gangauli. Weaver 

Haji Ghafoor asks: "This Jinnah Sahib, now, where's he from?" 

"Who knows who he is and where he comes from. I've heard that he was a lawyer in London." 

"So have the British tutored him in all this and sent him here?" (Reza, 2003, p. 241) 

The people of Gangauli are quite naive at heart. They are simple God-fearing people and 

more humane than the educated students and leaders. But they resist the pressures of 

theologically bully-boys and ideological thugs For many of them the religious boundaries 

virtually do not exist. Chikuriya, the son of Jhinguriya, lieutenant of Phunnan Miyan, talking 

to the master in the town, forbids the latter that he "shouldn't call the Imam Sahib a Muslim. If 

he was so, do you think the Miyans would let us make offerings to him and he would accept 

them?" Also, the Miyans gave donations to the Dussehra celebrations and Zaheer Miyan had 

given five bighas of revenue free land to the monastery of a Hindu holy man. To him "the 

Muslims were Maulavi Bedar who didn't eat anything touched by a Hindu, or Hakim Ali 

Kabir who kept bathing in the tank by his Gate for the slightest of reasons to keep himself 

pure (Reza, p. 160)."  

When Abdul Alim, a visitor from the city of Benaras spoke: "Nara-e-takbir" hoping that in 

response to his call, the community would shout "Allah-o-Akbar", the audience was 

completely confused. Because they weren't familiar with this—apart from Moharram's "Bol 

Muhammadi—Ya Husain!" they knew no slogans (Reza, 2003, pp. 120-21). 

Beyond their daily life, nothing concerned them much. To praise the beauty of the motor of 

Trilokinath they find no other comparison than saying: "It looks just like the tazia of the great 

platform (Reza, p. 250)!" 

The daily life of the inhabitants of Gangauli was neither communally charged nor scarred by a 

history of religious riots. Hence, they were unprepared for rage and the violence which was 

sweeping the whole of country, so they first did not believe it. When Husain Ali Miyan tells 

Hakim Saheb that he'd heard that all the Muslims in Bihar have been slaughtered, he does 
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believe it, saying "You are hearing a lot these days. Arre, you can't rely on any of these 

newspapers. How can you believe that all the Hindus are slaughtering the Muslims for no 

rhyme or reason (Reza, 2003, p. 251)?" 

Though Phunnan Miyan is an orthodox Muslim, his sense of Islamic identity is flexible, non-

exclusionary, and free from any false piety about the moral superiority of his particular 

community. Rather unselfconsciously, he trusts that his specific religious faith is basically a 

way of comprehending and interpreting the complications of everyday living with a set of 

enduring and recognised ethical norms which he inherited as a Muslim. Apart from Moharram 

has no treasury of moral and philosophical history. 

Every community, every religion has its share of communal and selfish people. Hindus have 

the teacher in the town who thinks that the Muslims have destroyed the land of India and 

hence curses and abuses them. He keeps on counting "the bricks of all the temples which he 

thought the Muslims had destroyed (Reza, 2003, p. 161)." He relates the list of the misdeeds 

of the Muslims who he thinks have caused India immeasurable harm. But the illiterate 

Chikuriya gives him fitting replies. He is able to separate religion from the character of an 

institution. This man knows that "anyone who has a zamindari is bound to be hard. If he's not 

he can't manage his lands. On the basis of his personal experience, he knows that when the 

Thakur of Barikhpur, the Hindu zamindar, is cruel he's no better than the Miyans of Gangauli 

(Reza, p. 161). 

To the master's reference to demolition of temples by Aurangzeb, the most fitting reply would 

be "Why didn't people catch hold of those behenchod emperors and kill them.... Just look! 

The emperors knocked down the temples and it's us who are being buggered for it.... 

Wonderful (Reza, p. 277)!"—a reply given by Phunnan Miyan in some other context. 

Hindu "holy men" were preaching hatred against the Muslims, distorting their religious 

books. A religious discourse of such a self-styled holy man runs thus:"...then Lord Krishna 

said, 'Oh, Arjun! I am Myself, and there is nothing else but Me.' Today that Divine Flute-

Player is calling every Hindu of India, saying, 'Arise, and remove these unclean Muslim 

aliens from the holy banks of the Ganga and Yamuna... (Reza, 2003, p. 257)'" 

On the other side the Muslims have Aligarh students who show the fear of Hindu domination. 

But Kammo does not believe and asks them: "Why should this Gaya Ahir, this Chikuriya or 

Lakhna chamar or this Hariya Barhai become our enemies, for no reason, after Hindustan gets 

free (Reza, 2003, p. 224)?" 

Kammo like Chikuriya outwits the educated Aligarhians when they try to arouse his religious 

sentiments by saying "At this moment you may not be able to comprehend this fact [the fear 

of Hindus], but that is indeed what is going to happen. Cows will be tethered in out mosques."  
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Kamoo gives them a simple reply: "Eh sahib, if all the Muslims go to Pakistan, what 

difference does it make if horses are tied in them or cows? It's not as if Hindus are going to 

say prayers there. It's fine old bit of nonsense that we all go to Pakistan and then expect the 

Hindus to look after our mosques." 

The discussion brings forth the conflicting perceptions, the sense of intolerance and pressure 

of the Aligarh students who wished to impose their views on the people of Gangauli. But the 

spirit of resistance to and rejection of their views is equally strong because the discourse bears 

no real meaning to the simple farming community of the village. 

Tannu syas: "That's why I'm afraid. You gentlemen are making people fear for their lives, but 

it's we people here who will have to cut the harvest of this fear (Reza, 2003, p. 234)." 

Somewhere in his mind he knows that these perpetuators of hate have no visions of a future to 

offer them; no programme of social and economic change which will enable them to lead  

better lives, no theories of law, freedom, or modernity. 

When an Aligarhian says that Pakistan is necessary to safeguard prayers, Haji Ghafoor Ansari 

clarifies that "there's not the slightest need to make Pakistan-Akistan for the sake of our 

prayers. Lord God Almighty said quite clearly, 'Eh, my Prophet, tell these people that I am 

with people of Faith.' And someone was saying that this Jinnah of yours doesn't say his 

prayers." 

The Haji Saheb didn't even understand why all of a sudden Muslims needed a place of refuge. 

He was amazed when the Aligarhian said that the Muslims in India were hitherto safe due to 

the presence of the British as he had never seen an Englishman in Gangauli. The next 

question that came in mind was that why hadn't the Hindus killed the Muslims before the 

British came to India? Thenhe posed the fundamental question—"was life and death in the 

hands of God or the British and Jinnah Sahib (Reza, 2003, p. 227)?" 

In contrast to the hate spreading talk of the students, there are sane voices like those of 

Phunnan Miyan, Tannu, Hakim Ali Kabir, and Mighdad. Of course, these people too had to 

change and adjust the new realities like anyone else. If they had failed to do so, like other 

citizens, they too had to suffer for their failure. But whether they succeeded or failed, they 

rarely ever succumbed to the temptation of speaking in communal or separatist terms. 

Phunan Miyan feels that it is their bad faith that is compelling people to fight for the cause of 

Pakistan as he knew that the cause is neither dominated by the religious idealism nor any 

maltreatment, but motivated only by their self-interest. 

Similar were the feelings of simple straightforward farming Hindus of Gangauli, who couldn't 

understand, even after tours by several venom-spitting holy men, why Bafati of Barikhpur, 
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Ghurau of Alavalpur, Ghasita of Hundarhi—in short their own Muslims, should be punished 

for the sins of the Muslims of Calcutta. How and why should they rape Muslim girls who as 

infants had pissed in their lap (Reza, 2003, p. 259)? 

The talk between Ghafoor Miyan and Phunnan Miyan too is revealing. Ghafoor Miyan says: 

"The amazing thing is, Mir Sahib, that the people who are shouting and screaming are the 

ones who aren't voters. I'm a voter and no one asks what I think. But whoever you see will be 

making a speech. And they are all looking for Pakistan to be made." It brings to mind a 

comment in Qurratulain Hyder's novel Aag ka Daryawhen the Hindu and Muslim political 

parties were fighting with each other claiming Hindus to be the original citizens of India and 

Muslims as foreigners. The author questions: Did anyone asked Kamarunissa of Mirzapur and 

Ramdaiya, the malin, that you who are the real citizens of India, what are your views about it 

(Hyder, p. 151)? 

When the Partition actually took place, it created rift not only within communities but also 

within families. One member of a family wanted to go to Pakistan but the other didn't. Hakim 

Saheb forbids his son Saddan countless timesthat he had no need to go to Pakistan. But the 

son believes that the roads for the progress of Muslims were now closed in India. At the 

moment he is not ready to take with him his wife and children. Hakim Saheb laments at the 

situation- "This Pakistan was made to separate Hindus from Muslims. But as far as I can see 

it's separated husband from wife, father from son and brother from sister. Saddan's gone there 

and so he's a Muslim. I'm still here—does that make me, heaven forbid, a Hindu (Reza, 2003, 

pp. 267-68)?" 

Abbu Miyan complains, "Jinnah Sahib has washed his hands and gone, leaving the Muslims 

here to go, God forbid, to hell." 

Tannu feels that the creation of Pakistan was worse than the World War in which he fought 

because men returned from the war but he found no one coming back from Pakistan. 

The situation was more difficult for the old men like Bafati-chacha who had spent his whole 

life in India. He declares: "Now, when I've not long in this world, should I go to Pakistan? I 

won't go (Reza, 2003, pp. 257)!" 

When Maulavi Bedar states that he was not staying at Gangauli, Phunnan Miyan opposes him 

by saying: "Pakistan-Akistan is just a game for filling stomachs (Reza, 2003, p. 241)." The 

latter stands as firmly on his stance and declares: "Well, I'll be ...... We people with wives and 

children aren't going, so what's there for you to go? If you die here you can be near your 

ancestors, and if you die there who knows what sasur will be buried next to you (Reza, p. 

277)!" He says this even after he has lost his zamindari. In the same vein, Hakim Sahib speaks 

out vehemently: "You're asking, aren't you, what I'll do here [in Gangauli]. Then listen—I 
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will not desert the graves of my family. I am staying here to die (Reza, p. 305)."In these 

words, Hakim Sahib emphasises that his life in the village Gangauli, may be scanty and tense 

but it has a identifiable and moral history which is more trusty than all the assurances  of a 

richer and purer life elsewhere. This is what is love for one's motherland. 

Those who migrated to Pakistan were ordinary Muslims who were more concerned with the 

problems of their survival in their daily lives than their religious identities. Most of the 

migrants did not chose to leave their homes or saw themselves as the makers of a new nation. 

Nor did they deliberately gathered their holy books and move to safer sanctuaries where all 

they considered sacred would be preserved from the pollution of the other. At some stage they 

must have felt the loss of their homes which, in the words of Hannah Arendt (1968) "meant 

the loss of the entire social texture into which they were born and in which they established 

for themselves a distinct place in the world (p. 173)."As refugees they might have overcome 

the trauma of poverty, though the loss of a homeland must have continued to have a deeper 

and lasting effect on their minds. 

More than the political history, the novel A Village Divided is a document of the day-to-day 

life of the Shia Muslims. It can be called their micro-history. It forms a cultural archive of 

primary information, experiences and vivid impressions. The novel successfully introduces 

"everyday life ... into the domain of history" as propounded by Braudel (2006). The dominant 

community of Gangauli being Shia Muslims, their most important religious occasion is the 

Muharram, the period of mourning during the Muslim month of the same name. In this 

month, for ten days Shias mark the anniversary of the martyrdom of Imam Husain, the 

grandson of the Prophet Muhammad, and the younger son of Hazrat Ali, at Karbala in Iraq. 

The customs and traditions surrounding this period of mourning are vividly described—

magnificent processions winding through the village streets, parties of young men beating 

their backs with chains ending with sharp blades. Central to the occasion is the institution of 

majlis, assemblies of ritual mourning, which were held in imambaras, or houses of the Imam. 

For the inhabitants of Gangauli, Moharram is not only an occasion of mourning, but it is also 

a time family gathering. It is an opportunity for concentration on things beyond the mundane 

level of everyday life, for great pomp and poetry and ceremony, for beauty and simplicity and 

catharsis. 

Muslim is not a monolithic category. The diversity within the community is invisible in 

popular perception which believes in stereotypes. Histories too, often bulldoze the richness of 

the fine cultural distinctions between the Muslim of one region and another, thereby 

constructing the concept of a single unified Muslim identity. Although textual Islam does not 

recognize any caste system, the Muslim community of Gangauli is over-ridden with it as are 

the Hindus.  
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Not only there is hate for the lower castes but also the Shias have the same dislike for the 

Sunnis. Hammad Miyan would not bring a Sunni bride for his son (Reza, 2003, p. 172). He 

thinks that the Sunni bride would not remove her bangles during Moharram (Reza, p. 195). 

Shias do not like to say their prayers in a Sunni mosque and hence they decide to erect a new 

mosque of their own (Reza, p. 210). The Aligarh students themselves are not ready to speak 

to weavers and Biharis and abuse them as "saala mother-born cunts (Reza, p. 225)." 

Although the languages grow independent of religions, common people consider Urdu to be 

the language of the Muslim. But the inhabitants of Gangauli speak a mixture of Bhojpuri, 

Urdu and Hindi and they love their dialect. They seem to be aware that to abandon their 

mother tongue is to become defenceless. The Miyans of Gangauli have no love lost for Urdu. 

People of the village shrugged their shoulders at the sound of Hammad Miyan's Urdu and 

gave contemptuous expression. Because of his Urdu he was day by day becoming further 

removed from the people of the village. Urdu sounded very ugly and arrogant to them. People 

there would say, "Bhai, if you go out of the village speak Urdu, English or Persian. What's the 

point of tempering with the language of your forefathers in your own home (Reza, 2003, pp. 

197, 233, 234)?" The narrator of the novel also satires him saying that "Ever since he'd 

inherited his brother's shervani coats he'd started speaking Urdu (Reza, p. 167)."  

Tannu knows that the Aligarhians have made the Urdu toungue Muslim (Reza, p. 

233). 

The Devnagari script too is outlandish to them. The conversation that takes place 

when the women of the village find that the nauhas to be sung during a majlis are written in 

Hindi with which they were unfamiliar: 

"Naooj! What is this nikaundi language bhai?" blurted out Umme Habiba, when she 

could not restrain herself any longer. 

"Hindi!" replied Manno. 

"Lord in heaven, have mercy!" exclaimed Sayyida's mother, gently slapping her 

cheeks in repentance, "Have they started writing the name of Allah and the Prophet's 

in that wretched Hindi now?" 

"I've heard of Urdu, Arabic-Persian... but what's this language that's come up now?" 

asked Rabban bi. 

"Bashir Bhai's daughter Suraiya has written out the namaz in Hindi and learnt it off 

by heart." said Manno. 

"Now there's no reason," said Sakina, "that you should do what your cousins do." 
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But the whole majlis had become a mockery. The nauha was the same, the words 

were the same, the tone of the voice was the same. Just the unfamiliarity of the script 

had annoyed the ladies. As a result, tears rose in no one's eyes and no one raised their 

voice in grief. (Reza, p. 282) 

The novel makes passing hints to common beliefs also. One such belief is that if someone 

tells a story at daytime, the listener’s maternal uncle forgets his way home (Reza, p. 229). Or 

delving upon the cause of rains, they think that "It looks like Tannu bhaiyaa or Sallo behini 

must have scraped food from the pot....(Reza, p. 263)." 

The Ionian philosopher Heraclitus (540 BC-480 BC) said that "Nothing endures but the 

change." Reza, the novelist, himself states that the story of his novel "is actually about time. It 

is the story of time passing through Gangauli (Reza, 2003, p. 3)." The social world of 

Gangauli too where on the one hand maintains its continuity, on the other hand, cannot help 

changes sneak in. Of course, some changes are coming from within whereas the others are 

being pushed from outside. Continuous observation of Muharram goes on as ever but change 

is observed in the new performers. There comes a new nauha by Fazl Lakhnavi, "very flowery 

and contrived, just like a Lucknow love poem (Reza, p. 295)". The people of Gangauli found 

it "merely a pile of words, with every verse missing the listeners' heart by yards...." Tannu, 

returning home after six years, as Major Hasan, finds "fashion knocking at the door of the 

matam of Gangauli." The Sayyid ladies had changed their traditional simple and moving style 

of mourning and became entangled in the artificial matam of Lucknow and Jaunpur (Reza, pp. 

188-89). The patients of Hakim Saheb have started going to the new homeopathy doctor. As a 

final surrender to change, the Hakim Sahib himself has to take treatment from the same doctor 

whom he does not like. It also proves that the change will be there whether you like it or not. 

With independence, the weaker sections get empowerment, exemplified by the character of 

Parusram, and the elite loose its privileges. New constructions are coming up on one side and 

on the other side, older ones are crumbling. After Maulvi Bedar went to Pakistan, "there was 

no one to save his poor old house. Still, it stood besieged by wind and rain because, unlike 

Maulvi Bedar, it could go nowhere. Its foundations were in the earth. It began to sway, 

crushed by wounds, and then collapsed like a courageous soldier (Reza, pp. 317-18)." 

To the usual allegation against the Muslim rulers that they spread Islam by sword, the author 

Reza himself declares—"my grandfather did not come to Ghazipur armed with a sword 

(Reza, 2003, p. 273)!" And neither did the other Muslims. 

The chief argument of the novel that India is as a land of the Muslims as of all the others who 

live there, clearly comes through the narrative. Phunnan Miyan's comes to know that the 

government is going to build a martyr's memorial at Qasimabad but the name of his son does 
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not figure in the list and he says, "Eh, sahib! A son of mine was killed here too. It looks like 

no one told you, his name. His name was Muntaz (Reza, 2003, p.271)!" His pain is clearly 

audible to the reader. His words affirm that Muslims like any other community, played an 

equally important role in forming the history of India. Historians work by painting broad 

brush strokes of history and usually run the risk of over-generalising things. But Reza does 

not repeat what the historians already know. But he brings to attention the diversities and 

varieties of belief and practices. He gives voice to the mood and feelings of large number of 

distressed and suffering people who had no say whatsoever in the actual transfer of power to 

two sovereign nations. The novel conveys to us "the agony, pain and sorrow and indignation 

of a generation that was unwittingly caught up in the internecine (deadly, bloody, violent) 

'communal' conflicts of the forties (Hasan, 1995, p. 7)."It strongly refutes the "two nations" 

theory of Muhammad Ali Jinnah, still considered true in Pakistan. In his novel Reza's voice is 

not judgemental, but a hurt voice, the voice of history crying to be undone. The author does 

not end his narrative, as pointed out by Gautam (2015), with a pessimistic note. If the death of 

the Hakim Saheb marks the end of an era, the birth of Saida’s son immediately after it, 

symbolises the beginning of a new era (p. 310). 
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