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Abstract:

This article examines the novels Mehru and Basanti by Igbal Hassan Bhapla,
focusing on the theme of class struggle and its impact on the Pakhiwas people. Through the
lens of these narratives, Bhapla sheds light on the social and economic disparities that
characterize the lives of marginalized communities in Southern Punjab. The characters in
both novels navigate a complex landscape defined by systemic oppression, cultural
marginalization, and historical injustices. Mehru highlights the intersection of love and class
divisions, portraying the protagonist's struggle for identity and dignity against a backdrop of
colonial influences. In contrast, Basanti presents a more direct representation of the
Pakhiwas as they grapple with their societal status and the exploitation they endure. Through
these works, Bhapla not only amplifies the voices of the oppressed but also critiques the
broader socio-economic structures that perpetuate inequality. Ultimately, this article
underscores the significance of Saraiki literature as a vehicle for social commentary,
illustrating how Bhapla's storytelling reflects the enduring quest for justice and recognition
among the Pakhiwas and similar marginalized groups.
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Introduction:

Saraiki literature serves as a rich tapestry that intricately weaves together the cultural,
social, and historical experiences of the Pakhiwas tribes, often portraying their struggles
against the backdrop of systemic oppression and class divisions. This literary tradition
provides a voice to the marginalized, reflecting the lives of those who inhabit the fringes of
society. In this context, the narratives often explore themes of identity, resilience, and the
quest for dignity, highlighting the plight of nomadic communities in a world that frequently
seeks to erase their existence.

The class struggle of the Pakhiwds, a nomadic tribe in Southern Punjab, encapsulates
the broader social dynamics of a society divided along economic lines. Historically, these
tribes have faced significant challenges, including land dispossession, exploitation, and
cultural marginalization. Their stories, often articulated through the lens of love, loss, and
aspiration, reveal the deep-seated inequalities that shape their realities. In many Saraiki
literary works, characters embody the tension between personal desires and the oppressive
structures that govern their lives.

The characters of Mehru and Bala, as well as of Basanti and Lajpal serve as a
compelling microcosm of these themes. Set against the colonial backdrop, their love story
highlights the profound impact of class division on individual agency and the inherent
struggle for social justice. As they navigate a world defined by economic disparity and social
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stratification, their journey resonates with the collective experiences of the Pakhiwas and
similar marginalized communities. Through their struggles, the narrative sheds light on the
enduring quest for identity, belonging, and liberation, offering a powerful commentary on the
intersections of love and class struggle.

Discussion:

"Mehrii is a tale of love. Its characters are ordinary people. The characters include
nomadic tribes like Pakhiwas, two professional groups: the Jogis and the Beggers. From a
class perspective, we see the role of women through Mehrii, whose parents arrange her
marriage with a man who does nothing but sit and eat. Mehri, to escape this, runs away with
Bala. Bala, the hero of the story, stands by her. These nomadic people also face oppression.
One example of this is their camel being taken away. Bala brings the camel to the landlord
and says, 'You must arrange its funeral.' The landlord replies, 'Take the camel and tie it up;
come back the day after tomorrow.' When Bala returns after two days, he finds..."
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He said, 'The camel came at night and broke free from its tether.' Hearing this,
Bala got anxious and said, 'Sain! I've just arrived today. My lord! How could
the camel have broken free?' The landlord, who is referred to as Mehr, said, 'If
you didn't untie it, then maybe the angels did! Or am I the thief?' After saying
this, Mehr ordered a servant to catch the fakir (Bala) and tie him up. The
servant advanced towards Bala. Bala asked, 'Sain! Why are you tying me up?'
Mehr replied, 'Tomorrow I'll call the police chief and have you beaten. And I'll
make sure to recover the camel, for which we were supposed to have a prayer
gathering for your father!'

Bala understood everything in his heart—that Mehr was furious over the
prayer gathering for his father and was now taking it out by demanding the
camel. The servant moved to tie up Bala, and Bala said, 'Sain! Don't tie me up.
The camel had a habit of freeing its tether with its mouth and running away.
I'll go and bring it back. I'll catch the camel, circle it around and return it to
you, my lord. The camel ran towards the hills, but you will do me a favor if
you hold a prayer gathering for my father...'Bala managed to escape and was
about to leave when the landlord burst out laughing, and the servant joined in
with laughter too. The landlord, still laughing, said, 'Wow, Sain, wow! What a
story! Our Mehr has caught a mighty camel, my lord!"' Then Mehr turned to
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one of the servants and asked, 'Hey, is there any roasted camel meat by the

fire? I'm sitting here starving." (1)

These nomadic people are constantly subjected to oppression and exploitation. Even
the lowest classes of society commit injustices against them, as these people are powerless. In
the novels of Igbal Bhupala, the exploitation of this class is highlighted. Igbal Hasan Bhupala
is a storyteller of this oppressed class, portraying their customs, way of life, and the cruel
treatment they endure.

In times of crisis, whether it's an earthquake, famine, or flood, people trample over
one another to obtain relief goods. In such situations, those who are stronger loot the goods.
The same treatment is meted out to these nomadic people. Their financial hardships often
force them to roam and beg for a living.

The theme of the novel Mehrii revolves around a class that lies even below the lowest
class in the social hierarchy, a group that is not even counted in the social fabric. This class
exists in large numbers—the Keel, Kattaan, and Mohan are part of a rejected section of
society. They include the nomadic tribes like jugglers, beggars, and those who perform with
monkeys and bears. These people faced a great betrayal. Their settlement was affected by
invasions, and the incoming rulers either killed the local population or enslaved them. They
were driven towards the forests. The invading raiders had their version of history written by
their court historians, where they were portrayed as heroes and the local people as cowards.
To preserve their identity, these local people kept migrating—from forests to deserts. This
wandering life gave them the name Pakhiwas (nomads).

Igbal Hasan Bhupala emerges as the storyteller of this oppressed and marginalized
class. His novels shed light on the deceit and cruelty suffered by these nomadic tribes. He
highlights the hardships of their lives. Saraiki poet Riffat Abbas, in his book Maa Boli da
Bagh, engages in dialogue with this class in two of his poems and calls for their resettlement
in the city. A significant portion of Saraiki literature gives voice to the suffering of this
oppressed class.
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The story of Basanti is a love tale, where the characters are connected to different
social classes. The hero of the story belongs to a landowning (zamindar) class, while the
heroine comes from a Pakhiwas (nomadic) family. The Pakhiwas class holds an even lower
status than the lowest social stratum in society. Pathanh, a servant of Malik Hasan Bakhsh,
represents this lowest class. He interacts with his landlord (zamindar) and views himself as

deserving respect and recognition, seeing himself as a chieftain. Similarly, Lalo, who is the
father of Basanti and belongs to the Pakhiwas class, speaks about his own condition and says:
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"We only started performing with monkeys later because people began to

prefer them. Before that, we used to make puppets dance or engage in the

business of camel taming. These camels belong to the Rohi breed, the ones

with small, graceful necks, or the Maricha breed of camels. We had close ties

with the elite. The kings and princes would take camels of their choice from

us. We, the people of the Masagi tribe, were the first to start the tradition of

making camels and horses perform. Today, great chieftains tie up their horses,

and everyone is a rider or a performer, but in the past, it was the people of the

Masagi tribe who did all this work. Now, the chieftains have taken over, and

we are left to make monkeys dance.” (3)

Lalo represents this class in a profound way, where he is aware of their deprivation of
resources. He is also familiar with the situation of being worshipped or revered. He
understands that he and his fellow tribesmen are either forced to flee to save their lives or
compelled to wander around aimlessly.
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"This business of monkeys and puppets is not our original work. We used to

have a kingdom! Once, we ruled from Sindh and Rajasthan to Multan. We

suffered defeat in a war, our king was killed, and we were absorbed into the

Kalhoras and became part of the Masagi tribe. After that, we started

performing with monkeys and began the craft of puppetry. But, oh dear! Those

people hunt down our people one by one and kill them." (4)

When Lajpal's father is called to come, he thinks of himself as someone of high status
and nobility. This dialogue from Lajpal's father reflects a class consciousness that is deeply
ingrained.
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“You always visit the tents of Pakhiwads. Is it appropriate. You are the son of

Malik Hassan Bakhsh and yet look for the tents of such lowly people. Son! We

have rivals. What people will say about all this?” (5)

This class divide drives Lajpal into a state of wandering. His father issues orders for
the Pakhiwas to leave, and Lajpal stands up in their midst. In this gathering, there is a British
officer's daughter who is in love. Here, the novel presents views on the zamindars and
chieftains born during the British era. This chieftain is a zamindar from Hyderabad, who
organizes a hunting expedition for the deputy commissioner.
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“The joy of the chieftain knew no bounds. This was because he greatly

enjoyed the English hunting party, and now he was practically walking on air.
This was because the honorable gentleman had promised the zamindar the
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land of the forest to arrange a hunt in this area. The zamindars were favored by

the English, who give these sycophants these lands for their flattery.” (6)

After a major examination, Basanti and Lajpal got married. They returned to their
area, and thanks to the kindness of the Deputy Commissioner, the local people received
government jobs, which led to an increase in wages. This news was not well-received by the
zamindars of the region. The opportunities for employment and education created ease for the
lower classes. All of this was against the interests of the zamindars and landlords.
Consequently, there was an increase in wages, which was beneficial for the labourers. This
action was contrary to the interests of the zamindar class.
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“In this way, Lajpal became the focus of the British. The Deputy

Commissioner would often come with the commissioner and the

Superintendent of Police, and in this way, people from the Ghotian, Jhoke, Jat,

and Sharif communities had already secured small jobs. All of this was done

by the grace of God and through Lajpal's efforts, as many people were able to

get jobs and make a living. Seeing this situation, the zamindars were trying to

push Lajpal down. The reason behind this was that the salaries of the workers

had been doubled who were otherwise starving. They had to labour the entire

year for a few handfuls of grain. They are establishing schools for the boys

and girls there which the landlord saw as another mischief of Lajpal.” (7)

In the novel, the exploitative rulers, zamindars, chieftains, and the exploited class of
people are all highlighted. Lajpal, even though he was deeply aftected by the plight of the
Pakhiwas, still had a feudal mentality and class consciousness that prevented him from seeing
Basanti as anything other than that. He did not consider her a part of his own community. He
could not break through the class divide and instead had Basanti presented as the daughter of
a high-ranking British officer, as per the proposal from Juli. Lajpal realized that he could not
introduce Basanti to the zamindars as a Pakhiwas girl. If he did this, it would diminish his
own stature. Despite all his struggles and interactions with the lower class, his views on the
upper classes remained unchanged.
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(8

"Father, send Basanti away from here as your daughter. Lajpal has brought the
proposal here. We are here to accept her as our daughter, and Lajpal has
brought the proposal here..." (8)

Basanti is the story of a true lover. However, within the class divide, this lover is also
affected by this separation, and despite having his bride, he does not return home. In fact, to
maintain his dignity within this divide, he presents her as the daughter of his ruler when he
sends her away. The novel portrays its characters within the framework of the class divide.
Here, it also highlights the historical narratives within this framework. The character of Lalu
serves as a connection to history, being aware of the narratives associated with the land and
its people. Through this character, the novelist reveals the hidden layers of history. He feels
that they are the heirs of this land, the rulers. When the Dharal comes, they are also affected
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by it; otherwise, they would have been eliminated. Just as they had to perform tricks with the
monkeys. Lalu's tribe used to engage in activities involving Sagiyan and puppetry. They also
had to ride horses and perform tricks. This work was traditionally done by the chieftains and
zamindars. As a result, these people have now associated their livelihood with bears and
monkeys. In all these actions, the Pakhiwas are highlighted. A significant injustice towards
this Pakhiwas class has been that they are repeatedly labeled as foolish, mad, and devoid of
intelligence, instilling the belief that they indeed deserve contempt.

This is a psychological war that the lower class fought to stabilize its social status, and
they have been somewhat successful in it. This feeling of class divide is not only deeply felt
within the lower class but is also more intensely felt among the marginalized class. The
Pukhtun, who belong to the lower class, warn Lajpal about the Pakhiwas, bringing to his
attention that Lajpal's connection lies with the lower class. This is a declaration of victory for
the lower class in this psychological war. The novel transitions through the colonial era,
where the British appear as a ruling class or elite. The British also enslaved the zamindar and
landlord class. The zamindars are the right hand of this elite. They engage in sycophancy
towards these colonial powers to enhance their status and power. These zamindars have also
become a powerful ruling class over the lower class.

In this colonial era, a significant change marked the beginning of the capitalist
system. With the establishment of factories, a major transformation occurred with an increase
in labor wages. This increase affected the zamindars. The large zamindars are unhappy with
the lower classes receiving this livelihood. This was against their interests. The marriage of
Lajpal and Basanti is also affected by class division. The expression of class division in the
novel is quite intense. This class divide has made the lives of people more difficult. This
division in living conditions affects everyone. Every individual from each class is caught up
in the struggle of this division. Despite their efforts, no one can escape this struggle. They
wish to break free from this circle but find it impossible.

Conclusion:

The narrative woven throughout the text highlights the profound impact of class
divisions and social stratification on individual lives, particularly within the context of
colonialism and the capitalist system. The story of Basanti and Lajpal serves as a poignant
illustration of how love and personal aspirations are intricately entangled with the societal
structures that define and often constrain them. The characters navigate a world marked by
deep-rooted injustices, where their identities and relationships are shaped by the socio-
economic landscape. At the heart of this narrative lies the depiction of the Pakhiwas class,
symbolizing the marginalized and oppressed groups that struggle against the prevailing
power dynamics. Through characters like Lalu, the text reveals the historical consciousness
that informs the identity of these groups. Lalu's awareness of his people's historical plight and
their connection to the land underscores the importance of heritage and belonging in their
fight for dignity. This recognition of their rightful place in society highlights the
psychological and emotional toll that systemic oppression takes on individuals and
communities.

The colonial backdrop further complicates these dynamics, as the British rulers
impose their authority and exacerbate existing inequalities. The zamindars, initially seen as
local power brokers, become complicit in this colonial system, sacrificing the welfare of the
lower classes for their own gain. The novel illustrates how the advent of capitalism
transforms labor dynamics, leading to increased wages that disrupt the established social
order. This shift creates tension among the zamindars, who view the economic advancement
of the lower classes as a direct threat to their power and privilege. The theme of class struggle
permeates the narrative, emphasizing that each character, regardless of their social standing,
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is caught in a relentless cycle of conflict. The text powerfully conveys the sense of
entrapment experienced by individuals striving for a better life yet finding themselves bound
by the very systems that dictate their existence. This struggle is not merely economic; it is
deeply psychological, as characters grapple with their identities and aspirations in a world
that systematically devalues them. Moreover, the relationship between Lajpal and Basanti
exemplifies the complexities of love within a fractured society. Their union, while a personal
victory, is also a reflection of the societal barriers that persist. Lajpal's internal conflict
regarding his status and his connection to the Pakhiwas illustrates the difficulties of
transcending class boundaries, even when one desires to do so. The narrative suggests that
true liberation from these constraints requires not only personal will but also a collective
awakening to the injustices that perpetuate inequality.

In conclusion, the text serves as a powerful commentary on the intersections of love,
identity, and class struggle within a colonial framework. It emphasizes the need for awareness
and resistance against oppressive structures while highlighting the resilience of those who
dare to challenge their circumstances. Through its richly developed characters and their
struggles, the narrative invites readers to reflect on the ongoing relevance of these themes in
contemporary society, where class divides and social injustices continue to shape human
experiences.
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