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In January 2023, I was sitting in the crowd, 
listening in on a panel at the 10th and possibly 
the final edition of the Dhaka Lit Fest. Sheikh 
Hasina had already been in power for almost 
15 years, and it felt like the sun would never 
set on Awami League, at least not in my 
lifetime.  Inside the Bangla Academy, Booker 
winner Shehan Karunatilaka was talking 
about the disillusionment of the presidential 
coup in Sri Lanka. Also present at the panel 
was acclaimed essayist and novelist Pankaj 
Mishra, who is known for his critique of the 
dark underbelly of India’s economic growth 
and the deeply problematic rise of Hindu 
nationalism. Where Karunatilaka’s focus 
was on the anarchy that thrived in the power 
vacuum that appeared immediately after 

the Aragalaya, Mishra, whose novel Run 
and Hide (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2022) 
marked his return to fiction after 25 years, 
opined that systems broken by the legacy 
of colonialism cannot hope to function 
normally. 

Two months since the July revolution and 
with the fatigue setting in from the messy 
process of living in a broken country trying 
to rebuild itself, it felt like a good enough 
time to crack open my copy of Run and Hide 
that had been gathering dust on my TBR.

The story traces the journey of three 

young men who achieve the holy grail of 
entry into the prestigious Indian Institute 
of Technology (IIT), viewed by swathes of the 
populace as a chance to rewrite their faiths. 
In the novel’s harrowing opening scene, the 
three are subjected to a horrific and casteist 
hazing ritual, which binds them in their 
journey forward. True to the promise of IIT, 
the three are actually able to shake off their 
impoverished backgrounds and elevate their 
stations. Virendra, the Dalit subject of the 
worst of these rituals, becomes a Wall Street 
tycoon. Aseem, another of their circle, lands 
in the media and becomes a celebrity pop-
intellectual. Arun, our narrator, initially 
takes a different path, living in Himalayan 
village and eking out his living as a translator. 
While the three are transforming their lives, 
Modi is voted into power and begins pushing 

forward his nationalistic agendas while 
abroad, the US enters its Trump era and the 
UK inches towards Brexit.

Woven into this narrative are glimpses 
of Arun’s humble past, and these are the 
parts where the book really shines. Mishra 
draws a rich, nuanced portrait of poverty, 
one that manages to retain a range of 
human emotions and everything he wants 
to convey about the desperation that marks 
the journey out of impoverishment–the lack 
of employment options, the brutish caste 
discrimination, and so forth—he manages 

with the kind of subtlety one wishes he 
maintained in other parts of the book.

The three male leads are never quite able to 
shake off the psychological scars left by their 
impoverished beginnings and the casual 
cruelty and the constant panic of discovery 
amidst the dog-eat-dog atmosphere of their 
IIT days because of it. This is evidenced in 
their empty and blinkered later lives, filled 
with sexual debauchery and conspicuous 
consumption, be it Virendra’s obsession 
with expensive prostitutes or Aseem’s 
incessant boasting about his sexual prowess. 
Initially, it seems like Arun, at least, escapes 
these temptations through his hermit-like 
tendencies, but as the novel progresses, 
which is written as one long confessional 
missive to an abandoned lover, we learn that 
Arun’s modus operandi has always been to 
run and hide. He runs from his past into IIT, 
where he hides his true caste. He runs away 

from his family responsibilities afterwards, 
preferring the mindless drudgery of the 
rat race in Delhi, even when it is clear that 
his mother and sister need his support. He 
even hides from the temptation of success 
by running off with his mother to the 
Himalayas, and then runs away when she 
becomes gravely ill. When he begins his ill-
timed affair with Alia, the old money liberal 
activist, he hides his true self from her and 
her glittery set, roleplaying his way through 
life before eventually abandoning her as well. 

It is through these three characters that 
Mishra attempts to make his point about 
how a broken system can only churn out 
broken individuals who continue to repeat 
these problematic patterns. I say ‘attempts’ 
because the rest of the novel fails to live up to 
the glimmers of a few chapters.

Critics of the novel have pointed out how 
the characters are poorly written to the 

point of being cartoonish. Whether we’re 
reading about the hypocrisy of Aseem 
bloviating in public about violence in 
Kashmir, or the mistreatment of the Dalit 
community but rubbing shoulders with 
the “villains” in his narratives, or Arun’s 
abusive father who in his later days becomes 
one of those Facebook trolls, or even Alia’s 
glittering set soapboxing about the world’s 
inequalities at their fancy parties—there is 
little to no nuance in any of the characters. 
Others have pointed out the large chunks 
of exposition where Pankaj Mishra the 
novelist takes a backseat to Pankaj Mishra 
the social commentator, to the detriment of 
the integrity of the novel as a work of fiction 
(sorry, Mister Mishra, but Sally Rooney 
did it better). These are all very legitimate 
observations, but if I had to pick my personal 
peeve about the novel, it is this: the tired old 
trope of sad men behaving badly has long 
outstayed its welcome. There has to be more 
to the Künstlerroman than some flawed 
character that refuses to evolve, but must 
somehow be pitied. 

Pankaj Mishra has famously been critical 
of what he calls Salman Rushdie’s ‘selective 
humanism’, but in Run and Hide, at least, 
he fails to deliver something that rises above 
the most superficial criticism of the systems 
that maintain these inequalities. If you’re 
looking for an epistolary novel that does the 
subversion of the class and caste systems in 
a more satisfying way, Arvind Adiga’s White 

Tiger (Free Press, 2008) is still the one to 
beat.

Sabrina Fatma Ahmad is a writer, 

journalist, and the founder of Sehri Tales.
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It is through these three characters that Mishra attempts 
to make his point about how a broken system can only 
churn out broken individuals who continue to repeat 

these problematic patterns. 

ALIZA RAHMAN

With the departure of an autocrat 
and the period of semi-expected-still-
frightening chaos after, comes the 
period when we have to sit down to 
think of what comes ahead, know what 
we must not do, and get some direction 
on how we are supposed to go on. 
In light of this, the following articles 
and/or chapters have been curated 
for perspectives that might be needed 
in this unprecedented situation we’ve 
found ourselves in.

Forget Kathmandu
Manjushree Thapa
Motilal UK Books of India, 2005
“People do live in dictatorships of all 
kinds–perhaps they do not live fully, 
but they do live” 

2001 is the year we remember as 
the time when the Twin Towers fell in 
New York. However, 2001 was also the 
year Nepal saw its royal family brutally 
murdered inside their own palace.

Nepal, much like Bangladesh, has 
not only seen its voice being stifled by 
forces within it, but also saw the nation 
being ignored in international media—
except for specific cases, as much as 

Bangladesh was and has been.
Manjushree Thapa’s Forget 

Kathmandu needs reading in 
its entirety, but the chapter ‘The 
Postmodern Democracy’ is particularly 
relevant in this time, not only in 
terms of the political parallels, but the 
emotional aspects of having to come to 
terms with such a violent change. From 
the blurring of political and personal 
history to the actions of vested groups 
trying to take advantage of a power 
vacuum to asking whether we really 
ought to protect the rights of groups 
that use violence to achieve their 
means—Thapa’s account of this period 
in Nepal’s history feels in many ways 
like an account of life in Bangladesh at 
this period in time. 

“Reading war photographs: The 1971 
India–Pakistan war in the Anglo-
American press”
Shehram Mokhtar
Sage Journals, 2019
“While celebratory photos elide the 
complexity of the past, pictures of 
defeat demonstrate the potential of 
images to unsettle official narratives. It 
is images like these that echo in the face 
of unnerving silences and elisions”.

The piece has its issues, with 
Bangladesh’s 1971 Liberation war 
being labelled as a “crisis”, a word that 
deeply trivialises the war that unfolded 
and took millions of lives. However, 
it retains its value in how it analyses 
the commemorations of the event in 
the three contentiously intertwined 
countries. Bangladesh’s celebration, 
Pakistan’s “eerie silence”, and India’s 
“tongue-tied” approach all engage 
in forms of erasure of their own, and 
makes it vital for us to seek out sources 
such as images.

One of the most galvanising forces 
of the movement in July had not only 
been the images of bloodied student 
protestors and their deaths at the 
hands of law enforcement and BCL, 
but also the images that came after. 
These include images of the Prime 
Minister visiting vandalised places at 
a time when the number of children 
who died from bullet wounds were at 
a bloodchurning level. Eventually, she 
met with the families of the injured and 
martyred in hospitals and elsewhere 
after criticism had seeped into the 
corners of the Bangladeshi internet. 

The piece speaks of war photography, 
but it is immensely teachable in how it 

analyses the various pictures taken of 
the 1971 Liberation War, from revenge 
killings of traitors to how dead bodies 
are portrayed when the dead belongs 
to a poorer country versus a more 
developed country; how the gaze of 
the perpetrator and the victim informs 
our understanding of the brutality 
of the war; how the violence of war 
reaches every person, regardless of 
whether they are in the enemy camp or 
otherwise. While the visceral reaction 
we have to shocking incidents hold 
their own truths, much remains to be 
gained in learning to adopt different 
ways of seeing.

Directly confronting the fluid nature 
of the past, this piece contends with 
the issues that lie at the heart of our 
attempts to memorialise events of 
collective trauma.

“The Past in the Present: Memories 
of State Violence in Contemporary 
Latin America”
Elizabeth Jelin
Memory in a Global Age
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010
“When the past is one of political conflict 
and involves harsh repression, attempts 
multiply to find closure, to ‘solve’ and 
suture the past wounds and ruptures, to 
‘come to terms’ with the past”. 

Elizabeth Jelin’s recounting of the 
30th anniversary of Argentina’s 1976 
military coup consists of a flurry of 
items bearing stark resemblance to 
how we have tried to reconcile with the 
aftermath of the uprising: “exhibitions, 
lectures and seminars, special issues 
and supplements of magazines and 
newspapers, films and television 
programs, as well as statements by 
survivors, victims, political leaders 
and parties, universities, and cultural 
agents”. The dizzying list seems to 
be the path that comes naturally to 
a nation grappling with shockingly 
abrupt structural change. 

Jelin states that nations have various 
ways of confronting the past. Of the 
various actors that come out vocally in a 
power vacuum, a war of narratives may 
emerge. In such cases, reconciliation 
becomes charged. Among other 
matters, we struggle with the spectre of 
the victims and their families whom we 
do not know how to assist, and many 
of the ones who make an attempt may 
do so for political leverage. A war of 
narratives emerges in how the past is 
presented, packaged, and preserved 
to the public. As Jelin writes, “At any 
moment, different actors express their 
will to present ONE narrative of the past, 
trying to make their own interpretation 

the hegemonic, legitimate, ‘official’ or 
normal one, with the hope that it will 
become part of ‘collective memory’, 
accepted by all.” This is one of the many 
challenges currently facing us, and one 
we must keep our eyes peeled for. 

Violence work: Policing and power
Micol Seigel
Duke University Press, 2018
“Police realise—they make real—the 
core of the power of the state. That is 
what calling police ‘violence workers’ 
can convey.”

One of the fundamental shifts 
in public perceptions has been that 
regarding the police force. Ubiquitous 
and previously an ordinary part of 
civilian life, the police did not elicit 
much critical thinking. Their behaviour 
was divided along the class lines that 
determine life in Bangladesh. Much 
may have changed after July, but we 
must be vigilant about a return to the 
former “normal” regarding the police.

Even now, after all this bloodshed, 
we have to contend with the fact that 
among the people we live amidst, 
there are those who not only wish 
for protection from the police, but 
“desire state violence” as Micol Siegel 
writes. This can be the case even if they 
themselves are marginalised along one 
or more lines. 

Siegel’s line that  “policing is in fact 
the human-scale expression of the 
state”, is one of the clearest statements 
explaining the odd position occupied 
by the police in our society. As we saw 
in July and August, this was one of the 
most powerful state machineries being 
indiscriminately unleashed on the 
populace on orders of the government. 

Through the concept of “violence 
work”, we get to see the police in a light 
that is more revelatory of their function 
in the modern world. Who does the 
police really assist? Why is violence 
from the police considered legitimate? 
Do we as a population know what it 
means to live alongside people “whose 
work rests on a promise of violence” as 
Seigel writes? These are questions we 
need to keep asking, not only because 
the current law and order situation 
is making some uncritically ask for a 
return of the police, but because the 
new form of the police, once their image 
has been rehabilitated and the people 
are able to move on to a degree, may 
take on a more sinister form should we 
let our guards down. 

Aliza Rahman is a writer based in 
Dhaka. Reach her at aliza.hridula@
gmail.com.
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