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Abstract: 

Taking the theoretical premises from Linda Hutchison’s notion of trans-ideological politics of 
irony in relation with some partition and postcolonial criticism, the present paper analyses how 
Bisham Sahni’s project to critique the ruling principles of colonial power turns out to be his own 
complicity in the colonial project of dividing the subject people and ruling them. It happens 
when the author makes the Muslim leaders and activists the target of irony, overseeing the major 
involvement of Hindu and Sikh provocateurs. The representation of Muslims as the victimizers 
and Hindus-Sikhs as the victims, in most cases, provides the ample evidence of his biasness. 
While arguing in this line, one obviously remembers the representation of Murad Ali as the 
principal instigator of violence and wonders why the author refuses to choose the non Muslim 
character for this role. The edge of irony that he directs towards the British and Muslim leaders 
turns towards the self, making him the unconscious puppet of the same power network that he 
vehemently opposes. Thus the paper contends that the author happens to appropriate the colonial 
mentality and irony serves the inverse function, leading author to collude with the colonial 
project of keeping the people apart, despite his overt intention to unify the people and work for 
communal peace and harmony. 

Keywords:  Appropriation, Complicity, Inverse functioning and Target of irony.  

The irony, as the rhetorical strategy, helps an author to subvert the unequal power 
relations and speak on the behalf of absented, forgotten and silenced voices of the society. It 
unveils the evil masks of the society and brings the realities to the fore.  So one uses irony in “the 
service of a wide range of political positions, legitimating or undercutting a wide variety of 
interests” (Hutcheon 10).  To serve the varying political positions, an author needs the minute 
and intimate observation of the power relations existing in the contemporary society. But this 
intimacy, sometimes, gives irony an inverse function and gets one transfixed by the very “modes 
of power and knowledge which one seeks to disrupt” (Hutcheon, 29). This inverse functioning of 
irony makes one an accomplice in the projects of the power networks. Viewing from these 
theoretical premises, one finds Bisham Sahni in Tamas borrowing the language and ruling 
principles of colonial system, in contrast with his overt intention of exposing divisive principles 
of the colonial administration. His attempt to ironize the colonial system inversely makes him an 
accomplice in colonial project to keep the people apart, especially when he makes local Muslim 
politicians and activists the target of irony as the sole perpetrators of violence, overseeing the 

www.galaxyimrj.com 
Galaxy: International Multidisciplinary Research journal ISSN 2278-9529

Vol. III. Issue. II March 2014098



historical lapses of Hindu and Sikh provocateurs. The representation of Hindus and Sikhs more 
as the victims than the victimizers gives further impetus to this argument. So this paper first 
examines Sahni’s ironic exposition of colonial administration and then how the author himself 
participates in the colonial project of dividing the people along with the communal lines. 

The colonial administration succeeds first by gaining the knowledge of its subject people. 
It “identifies pre-existing ethno-religious divisions in society and then manipulates them in order 
to prevent subject peoples’ unified challenge to rule by outsiders” (Sandhu, 62). Knowledge 
helps them to implement the policy of ‘divide and rule’ and prevent the independence movement 
from gathering momentum. Tamas , written in the context of  increasing demands for 
independence, shows how the British administrator named Richard plays with the religious 
differences of the people, gathering due knowledge about them. The knowledge of the Indian 
socio-cultural structure helps him to identify the fissures lying in and play with them 
accordingly. He knows that both Hindus and Muslims, the immigrants of India, “belonged to the 
same racial stock. The former were known as Aryans and the latter Muslims. But both had the 
same roots” (41). Richard claims that these people “have no knowledge of   their history” (41). 
This attitude infuses confidence in him to “implement policies, grasp the essentials of a situation, 
take quick decisions and enforce them without the least fuss or noise” (47). He uses this 
knowledge of Indian history in order to divide rather than to unify them. So he never reminds 
them about their having the same racial stocks. 
              Despite the British claim of good governance, Richard stays in India to prevent the 
subject people from being unified against the colonial system. He knows that Indians “are quick 
tempered” and even “fly at one another’s throat in the name of religion” (49-50). Besides 
knowing the religious sensibilities of Indian people, he even knows about their struggle for 
independence. With this knowledge, he says, “in the name of religion they fight one another; in 
the name of freedom they fight against us” (50). So he attempts to divert their fights for 
independence towards the communal violence. He only attempts to make the people fight with 
each other, forgetting their need and urge for independence. He even admits that “rulers have 
their eyes only on differences that divide their subjects, not on what unites them” (51). By 
dividing the people, he wants to extend the colonial rule in India. 
  As the British agent, he concerns with the continuation of his rule without any objection. 
But he pretends to concern with the religious freedom of his subject people. So he attempts  to 
appear gentle in the eyes of the ruled. In the pretext of non interference, he invariably says’ 
“their religious disputes are their affairs and should be resolved by them. The administration can 
only render any help that they may want “(53).But the policy of non interference just helps him 
to mask the colonial strategy. Deep in his soul, lies the belief that “if the subjects fight among 
themselves, the ruler is safe” (54).Richard adopts the strategy of dividing the subject people and 
letting them fight in the name of religion, as per the policy of the colonial government. In tune 
with the colonial strategy, he feels happy when the people indulge in violence. So he either 
remains passive or lets the situation worsen once the violence begins. 
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           But the violence from outsiders hardly succeeds without the supporters of the nationals.  
So no policy works in itself without the support of the local politicians. Some power hungry 
politicians like Murad Ali help in the successful implementation of the ‘divide and rule ‘strategy. 
He knows that the religious differences form the staple of the cultural diversity and richness of 
Indian society. In the condition of peaceful coexistence, they serve as the cultural heritage but in 
case intolerance germinates, even the trivial incident sets the nation in fire. Having understood 
the communal sensibilities in core, he manages to incite the communal violence in order to 
achieve some political goals. Murad Ali uses a poor chamar Nathu to kill a pig, ostensibly for a 
vet and instigates the communal violence to achieve some political ends, by managing to throw 
the carcass of the pig in front of the mosque. This event eventually soaks the entire community 
with communal blood. The common folks lose their life and many women are subjected to 
conversion, forced marriages, rape and murder. Some even commit suicide to protect themselves 
from the sexual abuses. Even when the tension mounts, the local colonial administrator Richard 
plays indifference and lets the communities fight. Most of the time, he remains indifferent, 
unheeding to the repeated requests of the local people to take the situation in control. He takes 
the situation in control only after the communal hatred seeps into the veins of the common 
people. 

By showing extreme indifference on the part of the colonial administrator, Sahni overtly 
intends to make him the target of irony. He intends to show that the administration wanted the 
violence to go on. So “the administration plays a passive role in the spread of violence. Their 
role is passive because the administration does not openly espouse the violence, but they also do 
not do anything to stop the violence.” (Pal 149).One observes his passive role in his response to 
the delegates, demanding the peace in the area. Bakshi, one of the peace delegates, reminds him 
saying, “The reins of power are in the hands of the British government” and as a colonial 
administrator, “to preserve law and order” becomes his sole responsibility (94). Hayat Baksh, 
another delegate even suggests, “if the police is alerted, the situation can be brought under 
control in no time” (94).The delegates even demand that the clamping of curfew brings the 
situation in control. But he refuses all these suggestions saying, “Don’t you think clamping 
curfew will make the people more nervous?” (95). He pretends to worry about the nervousness 
of the people but takes no immediate action to save the life and property of the people. 

 One observes that administration lets the situation worsen through its passivity. Besides 
remaining passive, it plays numerous hidden games to give perpetuity to the violence. Richard 
deploys a police officer to eject “a family of Muslim tenants from a house” of Hindu landlord 
“due to which tension has mounted in the entire area” (97). At the moment the violence has 
gripped the area, he gets such action done, which obviously spoils the communal harmony of the 
province, making the neighbors fight with each other. Sahni reminds that “the officer had 
consulted him before taking action. And Richard had asked him to go ahead” (97). This incident 
clearly illustrates the role played by administration in the prevailing situation of the province. 
The administration lets the situation worsen and even incites violence by playing such hidden 
games from behind the curtain. 
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One admits that the administration plays no role in beginning the riot but lets it 
exacerbate once it begins after the discovery of the carcass of a pig in the steps of the mosque. 
Whatever the reasons are, the administration can control the situation. Its inactivity at the 
moment of crisis takes the life and property of the people at large.  It hardly fulfills the minimum 
duty of preventing the riot and disturbances. It remains indifferent even to the requests and 
demands of the delegates. But after a lot of mess is done, the administration manages the aero 
plane circle “twice over the village” (298). It wants to show that white sahib duly attends to the 
pains and sufferings of the people. Sahni ironically describes that “hostilities ceased, drums 
stopped beating, and slogan shouting ceased, looting and burning stopped” (298). One easily 
understands that these things have reached to the roots of Indian life. Here Sahni uses irony for 
“oppositional and subversive ends” (Hutcheon 28).In Tamas, Sahni shows the triumph of 
colonial strategy of dividing the people and ruling over them. By showing the triumph of 
colonial administration, he targets “the system itself” which gives the dead peace to the people 
(Hutcheon 16). Probably, the author intends to laugh at the hollow peace given by the 
administration.  

Sahni’s overt intention lies in ironic exposition of the ill aspects of colonial strategy. By 
showing the colonial administrator Richard as the hero in the midst of communal tensions, he 
performs a kind of strip tease upon him. Sahni shows Richard bringing peace in the tension rife 
society. When the local political figures to carry out, Richard does it simply by flying aero 
planes. But he makes just a face saving rather than saving the life and property of the common 
people. His indifference duly sows and grows the seeds of the communal hatred in the 
communities. But this overt intention contradicts with what he actually happens to perform. His 
“passion to displace and annihilate a dominant depiction of the world” ends with his “intimacy 
with the dominant discourses it contests” (Hutcheon 29).  Thus his “intimacy can be seen as 
complicity” (Hutcheon 29). In other words, Sahni becomes the victim of same ruling mind that 
he attempts to question and ends by appropriating the principles of the ruling principles of the 
colonial system. His irony towards the colonial administration gets directed towards the self, 
making him the target of the irony. The appropriation of the colonial ideology best manifests in 
his attitude towards the Muslim politicians that he brings in the novel. 

 The historical time frame of the novel merits serious attention in order to examine the 
stance of the author towards the Muslims. It gets written in the context of pre partition Indian 
society when the nationalist sentiments emphatically stir the Indian imagination to fight for 
independence. The Indian national congress and Muslim league join hands to bring the self 
government in this continent. But this joint movement for independence gets divided along the 
communal lines. So, “the call for Indian self government” goes in parallel with “ the call for 
Muslim self government” and the Muslims take the creation of Pakistan as  the “only road to the 
genuine independence of all Indians, the Muslims in a free Pakistan and the Hindus in a free 
Hindustan” (Pandey, 21). The “demand for Pakistan” reaches the “fever pitch” and the 
“communal frenzy” grips the population of this continent (Pandey, 23). Hindus and Sikhs get 
“united in an intensified hatred of all Muslims” (24). Both Hindu-Sikh and Muslims bear equal 
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responsibility for the communal tensions happening in the Indian society. But Sahni fails to 
maintain the equidistance between the two warring groups, by presenting Muslims only as the 
perpetrator and Hindus as the victims of violence.  

His attitude towards the Muslims reflects in his representation of Murad Ali as the 
perpetrator of violence in entirety. Ali knows well about the cultural composition of the Indian 
society. He knows that even the trivial incident cause fire in the society. He assigns Nathu to kill 
a pig, saying, “The veterinary surgeon needs a pig for his experiments” (3). He orders Nathu to 
“get one and slaughter it” (3).  Ali knows that the “people living in this area are mostly Muslims. 
If anyone sees it there can be trouble” (3).  But he wants a carcass of a pig to bring trouble in the 
area. When Nathu hesitates to get it done, he instructs, “the job must be done this very night. At 
dawn, the Jamadar will come with his pushcart and take the carcass away.  Don’t forget. I shall 
tell the fellow myself to take it to the vet sahib’s residence” (4). In the name of the vet, he gets 
the pig killed and thrown it in the steps of the mosque. Muslims take this event as a blasphemy to 
their holy religion and begin to retaliate against Hindus. Murad Ali uses Nathu to achieve the 
political ends. Whatever happens, happens because of him. No one denies the Muslim 
involvement in spreading the violence but representation appears to be biases when the author 
fails to inculpate other parties namely, Hindus and Sikhs for violence. Both Hindus- Sikhs and 
Muslims, as the historical evidences unfold, had done a lot to spread the violence but Sahni 
chooses only Muslim for that role.  

Besides Murad Ali, Sahni chooses many other Muslim characters in the similar vein. In 
almost all situations, Muslims are the victimizers and Hindu and Sikhs the victimized.Harnam 
Singh and Banto, a Sikh couple , suffers the displacement and abuses at the hand of the Muslims 
bigots.  They leave their home and go to take shelter in the home whose owner bring them to the 
sufferings. Rajo, a Muslim woman helps them at the moment of their intense sufferings but the 
novelist fails to give her the due credit and applause. In addition, the daughter of this couple 
commits suicide to protect herself from being abused at the hand of Muslim fanatics. Their son’s 
story reflects another facet of partition violence. Iqbal, their son, escapes death only by agreeing 
to undergo the conversion. After performing certain rites, “all the marks of Sikhism on Iqbal 
Singh’s person” get “replaced by the marks of the Muslim faith” (281). This Sikh family suffers 
misfortune at the hand of the Muslims. 

 Almost all the Muslim characters, represented in the novel, work to spread the violence 
in the communities. In the surface reading, Shah Nawaz impresses us with his courtesy and 
loving attitude towards his friend Raghu Nath and his wife. He remains loyal to his Hindu friend 
even in the midst of communal tensions spreading around.  Janaki, Raghu’s wife entrusts him the 
keys to bring her jewelry from her house. He also feels “elated at the thought that so much trust 
was reposed in him” and she regards “him as one of their own” (171). Critics applause this 
Hindu Muslim relationship as the evidence of essential human goodness, lying in the Indian 
society. It shows that “not all is lost. Some Muslims and Hindus are still there above the 
bestiality even during the mass killing in 1947” (Chakravorty 17). But Chakravorty fails to 
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notice the elemental bestiality lurking in his heart. He vents his fury of upper class Hindus and 
Sikhs upon the poor and helpless, especially when he kicks Mikhi, a guard of Raghunath’s home, 
to death for no obvious reasons. Milkhi’s eyes seem “wanting to know for which fault of his 
Khanji had done him to death” (177).  To regard Shah Nawaz with high esteem is to commit 
injustice upon the poor and encourage impunity. 
   Shah Nawaz and Murad Ali subject the people to violence in one or the other way. In 
addition, one must understand the subjection of women in partition at the hand of the people, 
belonging to different religious community. Sahni shows the exploitation of Hindu and Sikh 
women at the hand of the Muslim boys, by making latter to narrate their experiences. One of the 
narrators says, “A Hindu girl went up to the roof of her house. As soon as we saw her, we ran 
after her. There were nearly ten of us. She was trying to jump over the low wall on the roof to go 
over to the adjoining house when she fell into our hands. Nabi, Lalu, Mira, Murtaza all had a go 
at her one by one” (288). The narrator shocks us saying, “When my turn came there was no 
sound from her; she wouldn’t move. I looked at her; she was dead. I had been doing it to a dead 
body” (288). He makes us shiver by narrating us how his gang left even the dead woman 
unspared.  

Another Mujahid narrates the similar story, saying “we caught hold of a bagri woman in a 
lane. My hand was working so well, I would chop off a head at one go. The woman began crying 
and begging: Don’t kill me…All seven of you can have me as your keep” (288). Despite her 
appeal for life, they plunge “dagger into her bosom” and finish her (288).These episodes reflect 
the sexual exploitation and death of women at the hand of Muslim boys. 
 Besides them, women were even subjected to conversion and forced marriages. The story 
of Prakasho illustrates the victimization of Sikh girl at the hand of Muslim boy. Allah Rakha 
picks up “Prakasho, who shouted and cried but to no avail and brought her home” (330). Allah 
Rakha gets “some sort of nikha rites performed and married her” (330). He marries her forcefully 
and compels her to accept him, away from the knowledge of her parents. Undeniably, partition 
subjects women to untold sufferings and pains. During partition, “on both sides… women were 
kidnapped, abducted, raped and brutally killed. Defilement of a woman’s body was considered to 
be the greatest dishonor that a family had to endure. And the violence inflicted upon women was 
equivalent to a sacrilege against one’s religion, country and family” (Din, Khan &Mahmood 
203).But Sahni fails to represent this historical fact, by representing only the Muslim boys as the 
perpetrator of violence upon women. 

No one denies that Sahni represents some Hindu extremists advocating violence. 
Vanaprasthi, an advocate of Hindu unity, finds this land “blighted… by the sins of the Muslims” 
(73).  But he succeeds in translating the deep rooted anti Muslim sentiments into the rhetoric of 
Hindu safety and unity. He manages to give that impression, as he issues instructions, “our 
primary concern is self defense and safety. Everything must be done to ensure this” (74). He 
further instructs that “ every household must immediately store in his house a canister of linseed 
oil…Boiling oil can be poured over the enemy from the roof top” (74). But he issues these 
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instructions, responding to the context that “the Muslims have already stocked weapons in the 
Jama Masjid” (75). It shows that the religious leader asks people only to work for their safety. 

This kind of representation prevents Vanaprasthi from being the target of irony. Not only 
the religious leader, but also other congress activists get the positive treatment from the author. 
The author mocks their frivolities. Despite this mockery, he shows them with some constructive 
works like prabhat pheris and community work. He tries to justify the spirit of their work saying, 
“Constructive work does not mean that you should actually clean the drains. It is only a symbolic 
gesture to make the residents aware of the need for the civic sanitation and gradually earn their 
trust and participation in the struggle for independence” (60).Sahni succeeds in giving 
impression that Hindus and Sikhs try to win the confidence of the public through the constructive 
social works. Situation compels them to take the violent strategy. The mutual use of violent 
strategies from both sides perpetuates the violence with undue intensity. 

 When the violence reaches to the climax, the locals agree to form the peace committee.  
And the edge of irony directed towards the Muslims becomes obvious especially in the formation 
of peace committee, made up of Hindu, Sikh and Muslim representatives. After the formation of 
peace committee, they agree to move around the towns and villages issuing “an appeal for peace 
from a joint platform” (347). As the bus begins to ply, they shout slogans, “Long Live Hindu 
Muslim Unity! Peace Committee Zindabad! Hindus and Muslims are One!” (350). But 
ironically, Murad Ali sits “next to that of the driver … holding a microphone in his hand “ (350).  
He raises slogans “with all the passion in his command” (350). One who instigates mess of 
violence raises slogans as the passionate peace maker of the same society. The author directs the 
edge of irony basically towards Murad Ali, forgetting all other Hindu and Sikh provocateurs. By 
doing this, he participates in what Wyane Booth calls the “amiable communities” in which he 
experiences “the pleasure of joining, of finding and communing with kindred spirits” (qtd.in in 
Hutcheon 89).  Booth finds the problematic of using irony, for it may sometimes create the 
collusion between an author and the interpreter. These two unknowingly collaborate to isolate 
some and include some others. But what Booth fears to happen between the author and 
interpreter ,here that happens between the author and colonial administration. In tune with the 
colonial principles, he presents the Muslims as the victimizers more than the victims of partition. 
So he feels the need to unmask the communal biases of the Muslims, leaving the violence done 
by the Hindus and Sikhs at bay. 
  The Hindu and Sikh activists and provocateurs get excused for the same act in which 
Muslims get the ironic scathing. The author ignores the historical reality that the Sikhs and 
Hindus became one in their hatred of Muslim at the time of partition. He seems to ignore the fact 
that “both sides killed. Both shot and stabbed and spared and clubbed. Both tortured and both 
raped” (Singh 1).  Ignoring this historical fact the people have blamed the other community, 
giving clean chit to themselves. For the Muslims, “Hindus had planned and started the killing” 
and for the Hindus “the Muslims were to blame” (Singh1).  Despite the mutual blaming of each 
other, Singh reminds that both communities bear the equal share in spreading the violence. 
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 In tune with Singh’s argument, the present paper concludes that Sahni significantly fails 
to maintain the neutral stance between the conflicting communities. Instead of speaking with 
equidistance, he appears to favor Hindus and Sikhs.   His intention to make ironic unmasking of 
colonial administration ends with his own. He happens to support the colonial program of 
splitting the communal harmony in the name of religious differences. So one safely concludes 
that the author’s intention of exposing the filth of colonial administration overturns and he 
himself partakes in the colonial project of including some and excluding others. 
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