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Abstract: 
                Attia Hosain’s Sunlight on a Broken is against a feudal, Taluqdari (landlord) 

aristocratic, Muslim backdrop. Deals with India’s struggle for independence and proceeds to 

present the ironic reward of this struggle. It depicts the ugly acts of communal violence, shows 

how the fight of the Indians against the British rule turned into the fight among themselves, and 

tries to diagnose the malady of the Partition and its indescribable consequences. The novel 

examines the social structure dislocated by a historical and a political event- partition in 1947. It 

depicts the life of the narrator-heroine, Laila, the orphan daughter of a wealthy and distinguished 

Muslim family. Attia Hosain shows that the British had a hand in dividing the Indians, but they 

were not solely responsible for it. Sunlight on a Broken Column makes a strong appeal to shun all 

hatred, to embrace non-violence and to give up the desire to retaliate. It lays emphasis on 

Gandhi’s conviction of non-violence. . It makes a strong appeal to leave hatred and violence and 

to follow the philosophy of love and non-violence. It is only by co-existence and tolerance that the 

world is going to survive and not by hatred and violence. 
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Introduction 

Attia Hosain’s Sunlight on a Broken Column is set roughly from 1932 to 1952 against a feudal, 

taluqdari (landlord) aristocratic, Muslim backdrop in the United Provinces (now Uttar Pradesh). It 

deals with India’s struggle for independence and proceeds to present the ironic reward of this 

struggle. It depicts the ugly acts of communal violence, shows how the fight of the Indians against 

the British rule turned into the fight among themselves, and tries to diagnose the malady of the 

Partition and its indescribable consequences. It is the first novel by a Muslim lady on the theme of 

Partition and the tragedy that swept people in its wake. It presents a perspective on the Partition 

different from other Indian novels on Partition. It represents, for the first time the Muslim point of 

view. The Hindus are praised for saving the Muslims from the cruel violence. Similarly, the two 

important members of a distinguished Muslim family, Kemal and Asad, are the figures of national 

pride, for they stayed behind in India and, in spite of suspicious looks all around them, took India 

to be their home. The novel examines the social structure dislocated by a historical and a political 

event- partition in 1947. Veena Singh comments: Partition no doubt was a political decision but 

not an event in isolation for –it had repercussions on the lives of people as it resulted in 

geographical, economic and, most important of all, emotional and psychological dislocation.2 The 

novel, consisting of four parts, covers a period of some twenty years. It depicts the life of the 

narrator-heroine, Laila, the orphan daughter of a wealthy and distinguished Muslim family. She 

grew up during the thirties when the political struggle for freedom was sharpening. All people 

around her took active part and interest in politics. But she was unable to commit herself whole 

heartedly to any cause; her own struggle for independence was a struggle against the 

claustrophobic traditions of family life, from which she finally broke away when she fell in love 

with a student, Ameer. 
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      ‘‘Ashiana’, the name of Laila’s house, is symbolic one. ‘Ashiana’ is not representative of just 

a stone structure which houses the varied women characters but a metaphor and synecdoche of a 

way of life. Within its walls is captured in miniature the experiences of a whole nation fighting its 

personal and political battles. Caught within the purdah, the womenfolk are segregated to their 

own quarters and yet their lives must cross those of the men who are both inmates and visitors.3 

The novel shows, in detail the traditional way of life among the Muslims in India. The people, 

described in it, were deeply rooted in the soil. It was a time of great political upheaval. The 

Muslims, in the vein of true nationalism, came out on the streets, followed Gandhi’s non-violence 

and shouted slogans for freedom. Parades and processions became a common feature on the 

streets of  Lucknow. The whole trouble started when religion entered politics. 

       Indian women over the centuries have been presented as embodiments of pain, hardship and 

helplessness. They struggle for identity, dignity and individuality throughout their lives. They 

have always been shown as dependents and live at the mercy of men in general. To them liberty, 

individuality and self-reliance are almost daydream. But with the speed of Western Education in 

India the enlightened women started coming out of their homes to experience and explore the 

outside world. Attia Hosain’s Sunlight on a Broken Column traces the journey of Laila, the 

protagonist, from adolescence to adulthood, against the backdrop of the feudalism and the 

tempestuous partition of the Indian Sub-Continental. Laila’s struggle to extricate herself from 

“Patriarchal Codes” and her attempts to reach out to define her “Self” epitomize her indigenous 

kind of feminism. As a “narrative about the emerging Indian nation and about emerging national 

identities” and narrative of partition Sunlight on a Broken Column, presents a feminine view of 

nation formation and national identities in contrast to ‘official’ nationalism that is dominated by 

the male and male narratives of nationalism, where an ‘author claims the authority to speak on 
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behalf of the entire nation and its diverse inhabitants’. The novel exposes a Muslim woman’s 

point of view in nation formation. feudalism with that of the tribal systems that ill-treated women. 

The ramifications of this tribal ideology are discussed elaborately. 

      In the second part of the novel, the nationalist struggle is discussed at length. Attia delineates 

the response of Muslim elite to anticolonial struggle. The narrative presents an account of the 

tumultuous period of anti-colonial resistance, marked by the conflict with the British. She also 

exposes the sectarian and communal divide. Liala’s search for identity and her progress of 

individuation is concomitant to the nationalist struggle. Laila’s growing awareness of her 

capabilities to undermine the patriarchal set up is simultaneous to the awakening of the Indian 

masses to oust the colonizer. The novel presents conflicting ideologies- Gandhian noncoperation, 

Marxist ideology of exploitative economic powers, and views of the Muslim League that 

demanded a separate nation. Congress declined the demand of separate electorate and upheld the 

abolition of feudal system. Saleem’s proximity to Muslim League, Zahid’s hatred for the Shia 

community as well as Uncle Hamid’s vision of peaceful co-existence and his disapproval of the 

freedom struggle, present a microcosmic view of Attia’s contemporary society. Female characters 

had different opinions regarding national politics. Nita is the only character who opted for 

nationalist movement. She dies of a skull fracture in a lathicharge (baton charge) by the police on 

a procession of students. Nadira’s views reflect her parent’s political conviction, and Joan views 

on politics through the lens of her Anglo-Indian origin. Zahri’s views are in consonance with her 

husband. The novel presents metamorphosis in the social structure. Uncle Hamid’s  displeasure at 

Kemal’s jokes exposes the existentialist fear of taluqdars. Puplic outcry against the feudal system 

was an emergent trend. Attia Hosain commensurates the decaying feudal system and the “gradual 

crumbling” (p.282) of Uncle Hamid’s predicament is assessed by Laila at political, social as well 

http://www.ijnrd.org/


© 2023 IJNRD | Volume 8, Issue 2 February 2023 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IJNRD.ORG 

IJNRD2302198 International Journal of Novel Research and Development (www.ijnrd.org)  
 

b949 

 

as emotional levels. “Politically” Laila comments” he had faught a losing battle against new forces 

that were slowly and inexorably destroying the rights and privileges in which he had believed” 

(p.282) At the social level, he encountered inevitable transitions that erred the way of life that “he 

had cultivated so carefully.”(p.282) “Emotionally, his family had grown away from him” (p.282) 

and he ultimately becomes an isolated, solitary figure. It is noteworthy that Laila’s realization of 

her inherent capabilities has affinity with the process of social change: “For the first time I became 

aware that barriers built by the mind had no more substance than the fears that raised them; once 

they were overcome by action, it was hard to believe they have ever existed.”(p.190) As a 

partition narrative, the novel presents the poignancy of partition “with great objectivity and 

sympathetic understanding.”(p.43) 

      The post-partition and pre-partition events are objectified. Attia’s vision of shared identity and 

secularism dominates other dissenting voices that espouse a separate nation on the basis of 

different culture and religious identity. Attia was directly impinged by the disastrous partition. 

This is the first novel, written by a Muslim writer that evinces the divisions of Muslims between 

Congress and Muslim League. The partition is not directly portrayed, but with its implications on 

social, cultural, and political life. Baba Jan’s death brings about disintegration to the nucleus 

family:”after Baba Jan’s death it was as if tight hands had been loosened which had tied together 

those who had lived under the power of his will and authority. 

      Attia was a girl with a strong “will”; her struggle for her own independence matches that of 

India herself. Attia portrays the claustrophobia of this world and frustration felt by forward 

thinking young women to perfection. Brought up in a world where the traditional rules of 

obedience, honour and dishonour are more important than personal happiness and the feudal 

society is still controlling the lives of women. Attia begins to pull against this. Because of the 
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autobiographical aspect of the novel, there are many convergences between Attia Hosain and her 

fictional protagonist, Laila. Laila’s observation of socio-political events of mid-twentieth century 

and their ramifications on her own life, her family and her community are extensions of Attia 

Hosain’s own experiences. Attia presents her heroine more experience than the cotemporary 

women. Her heroine is newer than the “new women”. The world of Laila is a reflection of Attia 

Hosain’s contemporary society. Laila’s strong will to counter the patriarchal oppressions and 

feudalism makers her remarkable. Her radical approach against the pseudo morality and strict 

gender segregations in the novel shows path to the progressive women. 
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