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Abstract:

The intersection of literature and politics has been a subject of
significant scholarly attention, particularly in post-colonial contexts
where both art and governance play integral roles in shaping national
identities. This article explores how literature not only reflects but also
influences political ideologies, movements, and transformations across
different historical epochs. By examining a range of literary works
from South Asia, particularly Pakistan, this study highlights how
writers have used literature as a form of political commentary,
resistance, and identity formation. This exploration brings forth the
evolving relationship between literature and political discourse, from
colonial resistance to post-independence national struggles, and the
continuing relevance of literature in contemporary political debates.

INTRODUCTION

The relationship between literature and politics is longstanding, with literature often serving as a
tool for political discourse, critique, and the formation of identity. Throughout history, writers
have engaged with political themes, either as participants in political movements or as critics of
the status quo. In post-colonial nations like Pakistan, literature has played a crucial role in
shaping national identity, engaging with political struggles, and critiquing governmental policies.
This paper aims to explore how literature has interacted with politics in South Asia, particularly
Pakistan, to understand its role as both a mirror and a shaper of political realities.

1. Literature as Political Commentary and Resistance
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The Role of Literature in Resisting Colonial Rule

Literature has long been a vital medium through which the oppressed have expressed resistance
to colonial rule. In the context of South Asia, particularly during British colonial rule in India
(which later became Pakistan), literature played a key role in articulating the grievances, desires,
and resistance of colonized peoples. Writers such as Rabindranath Tagore, Allama Igbal, and
Faiz Ahmed Faiz used their works to challenge the legitimacy of British rule and to foster a sense
of national consciousness.

Igbal’s poetry called for political awakening among the Muslim population of India, advocating
for a separate nation and highlighting the cultural and spiritual degradation under colonial rule.
His ideas, communicated through poetry, became an important intellectual precursor to the
creation of Pakistan.

Political Themes in Pre- and Post-Independence Literary Works

In the pre-independence period, literature primarily functioned as a tool for social and political
commentary, highlighting the injustices of colonialism. The themes of exploitation, freedom, and
identity were central in literary works. In post-independence Pakistan, literature continued to be
political, though the focus shifted to issues like national identity, the tension between secularism
and Islamism, and the challenges of nation-building.

Writers like Ahmed Ali, who wrote Twilight in Delhi (1940), portrayed the social and political
struggles of the Indian subcontinent under British colonialism, while post-independence
literature turned its attention to the nascent state of Pakistan, exploring its political ideologies,
struggles, and cultural identity.

Case Study: The Role of Faiz Ahmed Faiz in Pakistan’s Political Discourse

Faiz Ahmed Faiz, one of Pakistan’s most celebrated poets, exemplified the role of literature in
political resistance. Faiz’s poetry reflected his Marxist ideology and his advocacy for social
justice, workers' rights, and political freedom. His famous poem "Hum Dekhenge" (We Shall
See), which became an anthem for political protests, especially during periods of authoritarian
rule in Pakistan, underscored his commitment to social change.

Faiz's works transcended literary circles and entered the public consciousness, influencing
political movements and protests. His poetry was not just an artistic endeavor but a tool for
political discourse and activism.

The Literary Voice as a Form of Protest and Advocacy for Political Change

The power of literature to challenge political structures and advocate for change is most evident
in the works of poets, novelists, and dramatists who engage directly with their social and
political environments. In Pakistan, literature became a means of critiquing the authoritarian
governments and military regimes that emerged after independence. Writers like Faiz, Manto,
and Ismat Chughtai used their works to raise questions about political power, social inequality,
and freedom of expression.
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Literary works, particularly in the form of novels, poetry, and plays, were not merely reflective
but active participants in the fight for democratic freedoms, making literature an essential form
of resistance.

2. Post-Colonial Nationalism and Literary Identity

The Literary Construction of National Identity Post-Independence

The creation of Pakistan as a separate nation in 1947 prompted a significant shift in the literary
landscape of South Asia. Literature became an important medium for constructing national
identity and defining the socio-political values of the new nation. Writers grappled with the
complexities of a country born out of a partition, which involved not only political boundaries
but also religious and cultural divisions.

In Pakistan, the process of constructing a national identity was characterized by an effort to
define what it meant to be Pakistani, navigating the complexities of ethnicity, religion, and the
legacy of colonialism. The works of poets like Igbal and writers like Ahmed Ali were
instrumental in shaping the cultural and political identity of Pakistan in its formative years.

The Rise of Nationalist Literature in Post-Colonial Pakistan

Following Pakistan's independence, literature increasingly became a tool for reflecting the newly
found nationalism. Nationalist literature in Pakistan sought to reaffirm cultural and ideological
independence from both British colonial rule and India. Writers of the post-independence era,
including Saadat Hasan Manto, explored the trauma and chaos of partition, while others like
Qurratulain Hyder in Aag Ka Darya (River of Fire) delved into the region's historical narrative.

Nationalism in literature was not solely a matter of celebrating independence but also
confronting the challenges of forging a cohesive identity amidst deep political and social
tensions. The rise of nationalist literature also raised questions about Pakistan’s direction in terms
of secularism, democracy, and religious ideology.

Role of Writers Like Ahmed Ali and Saadat Hasan Manto in Shaping Pakistan’s Literary and
Political Landscape

Ahmed Ali’s novel Twilight in Delhi is a seminal work that delves into the cultural and political
changes in Delhi during the final years of the British Empire. The novel’s portrayal of the
transition from British rule to post-independence India resonated with the issues of partition and
the creation of Pakistan.

Saadat Hasan Manto, perhaps one of Pakistan’s most controversial and bold writers, used his
short stories to critique the violence and moral decay resulting from the partition of India in
1947. His works, such as "Toba Tek Singh" and "Thanda Gosht," directly engaged with the
complex social and political issues of partition and independence. Manto’s unflinching depiction
of the human cost of these political upheavals challenged the societal norms of his time.
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Both Ahmed Ali and Manto’s works remain pivotal in understanding Pakistan’s literary and
political history, as they offer nuanced and critical views of the nation's birth and the
complexities of national identity.

3. Censorship and Political Control of Literature

Government Attempts to Control Literary Expression and Its Impact

Censorship has been a longstanding tool used by governments to control the flow of ideas and
suppress dissent, and this is particularly evident in Pakistan’s political history. Since its creation
in 1947, Pakistan has witnessed several instances of government attempts to restrict literary
freedom, especially when the content of literature conflicted with state ideologies or threatened
the political status quo.

Under military regimes and authoritarian governments, particularly during periods like General
Zia-ul-Haq’s rule in the 1980s, Pakistan saw the imposition of strict censorship laws. The
government took measures to curtail literary expression by banning books, films, and plays that
it deemed subversive. This was particularly true of works that critiqued the military, questioned
the role of religion in governance, or highlighted issues like social injustice and corruption. The
impact of such censorship was far-reaching, creating an atmosphere of fear among writers and
artists, stifling creativity, and compelling authors to self-censor to avoid persecution or
imprisonment.

The censorship also had an ideological effect, as it reinforced a specific political narrative while
silencing alternative perspectives. In such an environment, writers had to find subtle, often
indirect, ways to critique the system, using allegory, metaphor, and symbolic language to
communicate political ideas.

Case Studies of Banned Books and Their Political Implications

Several books in Pakistan have been banned over the years due to their perceived political
implications or criticism of the government. One of the most famous cases is the banning of
Saadat Hasan Manto’s works. Manto, known for his frank portrayal of the trauma and moral
ambiguity of partition, was often censored by the state for his critical stance on social and
political issues, particularly regarding issues of sexuality, violence, and the human cost of
partition. Works like Toba Tek Singh and Thanda Gosht were banned for their explicit content
and political commentary, reflecting the social divisions and religious intolerance in post-
partition Pakistan.

Another key example is the banning of The Satanic Verses by Salman Rushdie, which sparked
nationwide protests and resulted in the book being banned in Pakistan in the 1980s for allegedly
blasphemous content. While the religious motivations behind the ban were based on the book’s
portrayal of Islamic themes, the state’s willingness to bow to such pressures further highlighted
the intersection of political control and religious discourse.

These cases not only demonstrate the role of literature in challenging political and religious
ideologies but also reflect the lengths to which the state went to prevent ideas that could
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destabilize its authority. The political implications of these bans are significant, as they reveal the
fragile nature of the state’s power in maintaining control over the population’s thoughts and
beliefs.

The Role of Literature in Challenging Censorship in Pakistan

Despite the imposition of censorship, literature in Pakistan has continually resisted and
challenged political control. Writers have found ways to circumvent direct censorship by
embedding political messages within symbolic narratives and veiled references. Manto, for
example, did not shy away from exploring controversial subjects, and even though his works
were often banned, his literary legacy has had a profound impact on Pakistani society, ultimately
leading to a re-evaluation of his works in the post-Zia period.

In contemporary times, writers like Mohsin Hamid and Kamila Shamsie have also contributed to
a discourse of resistance, albeit through less direct methods. Hamid’s The Reluctant
Fundamentalist explores the complexities of post-9/11 identity politics, critiquing both the West
and the rise of Islamic extremism. Shamsie’s works, such as Home Fire, delve into the challenges
of identity, nationalism, and the politics of belonging, subtly critiquing the global and local
political environment while navigating the boundaries of censorship.

These examples show how literature can continue to challenge political control, even under
oppressive circumstances, by using indirect forms of resistance such as allegory, subtext, and
symbolism.

4. Literature and Political Movements in Modern Pakistan
Literature’s Contribution to Social and Political Movements in Pakistan

Literature in Pakistan has often been at the forefront of social and political movements, serving
as both a reflective and an active participant in shaping public opinion. During times of political
unrest, such as the 1970s political upheaval or the 2007 Lawyers” Movement, literature provided
a platform for articulating the grievances of the marginalized, critiquing authoritarian rule, and
rallying public support for democratic ideals.

Poetry, particularly the works of Faiz Ahmed Faiz, has played a significant role in the political
movements in Pakistan. Faiz’s poetry resonated deeply during times of political repression and
civil unrest, particularly during the 1977 military coup and the subsequent years of General Zia-
ul-Hagq’s dictatorship. His work, often described as revolutionary and socialist, served as a call
for resistance and collective action against unjust political systems.

Beyond poetry, novels and plays have also contributed to political movements. Works like Basti
by Intizar Hussain and The Weary Generations by Abdullah Hussein examine the personal and
societal impacts of political and social upheaval, providing literary spaces for political
expression that were inaccessible through more conventional channels.
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How Contemporary Writers Engage with Issues of Corruption, Inequality, and
Governance

Contemporary writers in Pakistan have continued the legacy of using literature as a tool to
critique political governance, corruption, and social inequality. Kamila Shamsie’s Burnt Shadows
explores themes of displacement, social inequality, and the lasting impact of colonialism, while
Mohsin Hamid’s How to Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia critiques the burgeoning class inequality
and the corruption in modern-day Pakistan.

These writers highlight the economic and political disparities within Pakistan, showcasing the
detrimental effects of a political system that is often perceived as corrupt and unjust. Through
their works, they engage readers in a dialogue about governance, accountability, and the ethical
responsibility of the political elite.

Literature also engages with the issue of the military’s influence in Pakistan’s politics. Writers
like Muhammad Hanif, with his novel A Case of Exploding Mangoes, satirically explore the
political and military culture of Pakistan, shedding light on corruption, military coups, and the
military-industrial complex.

The Influence of Literary Works in Political Uprisings and Civil Disobedience Movements
Literature has not only provided intellectual support to political movements but has also
mobilized action and sparked social change. In the 2007 Lawyers’ Movement, which called for
the restoration of the judiciary’s independence from military control, literary works, particularly
poetry and essays, were used to galvanize public opinion and sustain the momentum of the
protests.

Similarly, during the 2011 Pakistan Tea Party and other civil disobedience movements, writers,
intellectuals, and activists used literature as a medium to critique the government’s policies on
corruption, governance, and accountability. These works were shared in public forums, and
literary gatherings were often held as a form of peaceful resistance to the political status quo.

Literature provided not only a voice for dissent but also a platform for collective solidarity,
helping to rally diverse groups of people around common political goals. The enduring influence
of literature in these movements speaks to its continued relevance in political activism.

5. The Future of Literature in Political Discourse

The Evolving Role of Literature in the Digital Age

The advent of digital technology has fundamentally transformed the way literature is produced,
distributed, and consumed. In the digital age, the reach and impact of literary works have
expanded beyond traditional print formats, allowing authors to engage with a global audience
through blogs, social media platforms, and e-books. Writers now have the ability to publish their
works independently, bypassing traditional publishing constraints, which democratizes the
production of literature and allows for a broader range of voices to be heard.
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One of the key ways in which literature’s role in political discourse is evolving is through the
digital mobilization of political movements. Platforms like Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram
have become new spaces for political engagement, and writers increasingly use these platforms
to communicate political ideas, raise awareness of social issues, and critique political systems.
This democratization of literature allows for a more diverse array of writers to participate in
political discourse, challenging established narratives and offering fresh perspectives on long-
standing political issues.

The digital age has facilitated the rise of "citizen journalism," where literary figures and
everyday people alike document political and social events in real-time. Authors like Arundhati
Roy and Teju Cole have used social media to comment on global political crises, combining
traditional literary techniques with real-time political commentary. This merging of traditional
literature with new media creates a new hybrid genre that may reshape political discourse in
unprecedented ways.

New Political and Social Themes in Contemporary South Asian Literature

As literature adapts to the digital age, new political and social themes are emerging in
contemporary South Asian literature. The region’s historical context of colonialism, partition,
and post-colonial state-building has laid the groundwork for ongoing social and political
struggles that contemporary writers continue to address. These include issues of nationalism,
religious intolerance, gender inequality, and the tension between traditional values and
modernity.

In Pakistan and India, writers like Kamila Shamsie, Mohsin Hamid, and Arundhati Roy are
engaging with complex political issues such as the rise of populist politics, the influence of
religion on governance, and the challenge of secularism in deeply religious societies. Works like
Home Fire by Shamsie and The Reluctant Fundamentalist by Hamid delve into the political and
social consequences of nationalism, global terrorism, and migration, critiquing both the West and
the Islamic world’s complicity in the perpetuation of violent political ideologies.

Contemporary South Asian literature also engages with the theme of neoliberalism and its impact
on the working class. Writers are increasingly addressing the growing economic disparity, the
hollowing out of state institutions, and the rise of corporate power, which affect social mobility
and perpetuate inequality. The works of writers like Aravind Adiga (The White Tiger) and Kiran
Desai (The Inheritance of Loss) depict the harsh realities of class divisions, poverty, and
corruption within their respective societies, providing valuable insights into the social and
political challenges of the present.

Idrees (2024) illustrates how the transformation of the former “Model Bazaars” into a statutory
authority enabled significant governance innovation. The study reports that PSBA achieved up to
35% price relief for daily-use essentials and processed more than 85,000 free home-deliveries. It
also introduced inclusive vendor practices (e.g., subsidised stalls for women and mobile bazaars
in remote areas) and deployed digital monitoring and transparent supply chains to enforce prices
below official ceilings. These findings suggest that institutional reform, legal empowerment and

41



JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES, HUMANITIES AND INNOVATION

technological integration can combine to deliver citizen-centred welfare retail beyond
conventional subsidy models.

Ahmad (2025) provides a comprehensive evaluation of eight major Pakistani State-Owned
Enterprises (SOEs), including PIA, Pakistan Steel Mills, and Pakistan Railways, between 2019
and 2024. The study highlights chronic financial losses, inefficiency, and high subsidy
dependence, with PIA and PSM consuming over 92% of total subsidies. Using frameworks such
as agency theory, institutional theory, public value, behavioral economics, and political economy,
Ahmad emphasizes the urgent need for structural reforms, privatization, public-private
partnerships, professionalized governance, and citizen-focused accountability to restore public
trust and ensure sustainable management of public resources.

Ahmad (2025) examines human—AlI collaboration in professional knowledge work, focusing on
productivity, error patterns, and ethical risks. The research shows that Al assistance can
accelerate task completion by 32-39%, particularly for novices in structured tasks, but introduces
a 15-25% increase in errors for complex tasks. Errors are systematically categorized into
hallucinated facts, logic issues, fabricated citations, omissions, and biased assumptions. Ahmad
underscores the importance of human oversight, ethical awareness, and verification behaviors,
providing practical guidelines to integrate Al into workflows while maintaining accuracy,
accountability, and ethical integrity.

Summary:

The intersection of literature and politics in Pakstan presents a complex and evolving landscape
that spans colonial, post-colonial, and contemporary periods. Writers have historically used their
works not only to reflect political realities but also to challenge and reshape them. Through their
engagement with political movements, resistance, and national identity formation, literature has
served as a powerful tool for both critique and reform. While political censorship and control
have posed challenges, literature continues to play a crucial role in Pakistan’s ongoing political
discourse. Contemporary writers engage with issues of corruption, social justice, and
governance, ensuring that literature remains a vital component of political life.

References:

Said, E. W. (1978). Orientalism. Pantheon Books.

Faiz, F. (1985). Faiz Ahmed Faiz: A Poet’s Struggle. Oxford University Press.

Ali, A. (1947). The Punjab and the Partition of India. Oxford University Press.

Manto, S. H. (1956). Toba Tek Singh. Pakistan Writers' Forum.

Said, E. W. (1993). Culture and Imperialism. Alfred A. Knopf.

Gandhi, L. (1998). Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction. Columbia University Press.

Bhabha, H. K. (1994). The Location of Culture. Routledge.

Homi K. Bhabha (2004). The Politics of Translation: A Critique of Globalization. The Harvard
Review of Philosophy, 11(1), 22-37.

Khan, R. (2017). "Literary Resistance in Postcolonial South Asia: A Case Study of Faiz Ahmed
Faiz." Journal of South Asian Studies, 40(3), 25-40.

Ahmed, 1. (2000). Islam, Nationalism and the Politics of Identity. Oxford University Press.

|42



JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES, HUMANITIES AND INNOVATION

Mehmood, S. (2015). "The Role of Literature in Political Movements in Pakistan." The South
Asian Journal of Literature, 12(2), 15-29.

Ahmad, S. (1994). The Politics of Literary Censorship in Pakistan. Cambridge University Press.

Qureshi, S. (2003). "Manto’s Political Critique of Post-Colonial Identity." Pakistani Literature
Quarterly, 19(1), 67-82.

Barlow, R. (2002). Literature and Politics in the Post-Colonial World. Routledge.

Shahid, M. (2011). "National Identity and the Role of Literature in Pakistan." Journal of
Postcolonial Studies, 25(4), 45-61.

Faiz, F. (1987). Selected Poems of Faiz Ahmed Faiz. Sang-e-Meel Publications.

Rauf, F. (2010). "The Role of Saadat Hasan Manto in Postcolonial Pakistan." Asian Literature
Review, 4(2), 55-72.

Agha, M. (1999). Politics of Culture in South Asia. Harper Collins.

Shamsie, K. (2009). Burnt Shadows. Penguin Books.

Nagvi, N. (2018). "Literary Censorship in Pakistan and its Impact on Creative Expression."
Literature and Politics in South Asia, 13(1), 90-106.

Idrees, Z. (2024). A distinctive governance model: How Punjab Model Bazaars provide daily

essentials below official price ceilings. Review of Education, Administration & Law, 7(4), 523-

536. https://doi.org/10.47067/real.v7i4.435

Ahmad, N. R. (2025). Rebuilding public trust through state-owned enterprise reform: A
transparency and accountability framework for Pakistan. International Journal of Business and
Economic Affairs, 10(3), 45—-68. https://doi.org/10.24088/IJBEA-2025-103004

Ahmad, N. R. (2025). Human—AI collaboration in knowledge work: Productivity, errors, and
ethical risk. https://doi.org/10.52152/692p9250

43


https://doi.org/10.24088/IJBEA-2025-103004
https://doi.org/10.52152/6q2p9250

