World

Journal of Postcolonial Writing and World Literatures Literatures

https://royalliteglobal.com/world-literatures

Postcolonial
Writing

and World
Literatures

Research Article

a This article is published by
&" Royallite Global, Kenya in

the Journal of Postcolonial
Writing and World
Literatures, Volume 2, Issue
2, 2021

amu Article Information
Submitted: 15th Jan 2021
Accepted: 30th Mar 2021
Published: 5th April 2021

Additional information is
available at the end of the
article

https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/

To read the paper
online, please scan this
QR code

How to Cite:
Zaman, M. (2021). Urban
consciousness in Kaiser Haqg'’s
poetry. Journal of Postcolonial
Writing and World Literatures,
2(2). Retrieved from https://
royalliteglobal.com/world-
literatures/article/view/576

[Socle

L)

Check for
Section: Postcolonial studies updates

Urban consciousness in Kaiser Haqg’s poetry

Maria Zaman

Department of English, University of North Dakota, USA

Email: mzaman8116@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7046-5186

Abstract

Right after the Liberation war in 1971, it was considered that
Dhaka had the right network of urbaneness. However, the
beautiful Dhaka, which is the capital of Bangladesh soon started
to lose its beauty which the poet really missed. Therefore, the
purpose of this article is to identify urban consciousness and
its representation in Kaiser Haq’s poetry. This article, however,
gives an overview of what urban consciousness is and how it has
been portrayed in Haq’s Pariah and Other Poems.
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Public Interest Statement

There is not much work on Kaiser Haq as an Urban Poet. The
readers must understand that being a Bengali poet, Haq opts
to write in English to enable him reach a wider audience who
can connect through his poems. This article, however, gives an
overview of what urban consciousness is and how it has been
portrayed in Haqg’s Pariah and Other Poems.
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Introduction

Kaiser Hagbegan teaching English Literature at Dhaka University in1975,and s currently on LPR. He
is also Director of the Dhaka Translation Center. He has at various times taught part-time at North
South University, BRAC, East West University, University Liberal Arts, Bangladesh, Eastern and a
number of other universities in Bangladesh. Between 2011 and 2015 he was a full-time professor at
University of Liberal Arts, Bangladesh. He was a Commonwealth Scholar at Warwick University, a
Senior Fulbright Scholar and Vilas Fellow at the University of Wisconsin —Milwaukee (1986-87), a
Royal Literary Fund Fellow at SOAS, London University (2002-2003). In the latter capacity he gave
writing tutorials to interested students. In the summer of 2003, he was the resident poet (‘“Café
Poet”) at the Poetry Café of the Poetry Society of Great Britain. He was on the panel of judges
for the Commonwealth Writers Prize for three years, one year of which he was the chairperson
for the Eurasian region. As a poet and translator, he has had the pleasure of seeing his work
included in the curricula of schools and universities at home and abroad. Haq is current professor
at University of Liberal Arts, Bangladesh. (Information taken from ULAB official website).

The main focus of this article was to examine the urban consciousness in Kaiser Hag’s
poetry and to ask how it shaped his poetic imagination. In “Santahar” there was a depiction of
escaping the city and move to Santahar which is considered as a tranquil place by the poet. The
lines in the poem “Santahar” “Now | know what Santahar means: it’s any place you want to go
back to so you can die in peace” (Haq,17) stated the poet’s desire to go back to Santahar and
die peacefully. And this was the uniqueness of Haq’s urban consciousness where he was happily
living an urban life but wanted to return to a small, peripheral town to die peacefully.

Being the urban poet, Haq presented us with authentic stories of bustling city life, but
at the same time, he also seemed to capture the beauty that had lies beyond the mundane.
Even though the poet was born in the capital as well as grew up here but still he had chosen
to move to a small town was around a railway junction in his old age. Haq celebrates his life
in the busiest cosmopolitan but he did not want to die here rather he would go to Santahar
so that he could die in peace. And this was what urban consciousness all about. Being a city
dweller for all life but eventually choosing a calm place to pass the last days of life was what
brought consciousness into urban life.

If we wanted to look for a concrete meaning of what exactly urban consciousness was
then it meant a concept of a conscious city where the city dwellers were aware of the urban
environment. Even though we tend to hate the city sometimes but at the same time, we were
unable to leave this capital.

Cities embody the human need to master and additionally manipulate nature powerfully
than the other designed setting. Cities were also considered utopias where human desires were
expressed in various forms of activities like political, social, cultural, etc. In the 21st century, the
city had earned huge significance not just because of its complicated and contradictory existence
however additionally due to new realities that gesture towards the city’s preponderance during
this stage of human civilization. For the primary time in human history, a lot of individuals currently
board the cities than do in the non-urban areas.

As a student of Literature, it was utterly fascinating how authors and poets portray city
life. But what added to the dilemma was that most of them have shown the city life as corrupting
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or unsafe for the dwellers. And this was the reason why | choose to write this article because Haq
just did not negatively portray the city but have also shown the city as a delightful place.

This article had aimed to examine the urban consciousness in Kaiser Haqg’s poetry in the
book Pariah and Other Poems. Also, we tried to discuss the essays by the scholars like Davide
Harvey, Nicholas Freeman, Jeremy Tambling, and so on about urban experiences. It is believed
that European modernist literature both fetishizes and criticizes the city. On one hand, cities
remain the center of attraction on the other hand it also thematizes the painful life of urban cities
such as poverty, alienation, death, war, and so on. Kaiser Haq creatively explored the poverty,
corruption, struggle of Dhaka city. But at the same time, Haq also depicted the glory and triumph
of this remarkable city which resisted various kinds of oppression.

Urban Consciousness in Kaiser Haq’s Poetry

Kaiser Haqg’s Pariah & Other Poems dealt with every day, social and political problems of Dhaka city.
Moreover, the poet’s own words convinced further about day-to-day life. Hag’s poetry was ironic
and at the same time erudite which reached across the beauty and devastation of memory with
progress and aging, death and loss, and the deterioration of people, community. In Pariah & Other
Poems, there was evidence of activism that cast under the glaze of reminiscence: ‘| remember,
| remember so well /| My first protest march on a broiling summer day’ (‘Barbecue’). In ‘Kabbadi
with Death’, written after the murder of Dhaka tailor Biswajit Das by Chhatra League activists.
Just as poetry’s ‘helpless lines’ are acknowledged in ‘Kabbad?’, in ‘Getting it Right’, words were
ultimately deemed inadequate weapons.

Haq spent a lot of time in the west for the sake of his education and when he was asked
in an interview whether he was ever tempted to become part of that diaspora then he answered
that he did think about this but never in a serious way. The poet also added that if he didn’t come
to teaching then he would have certainly chosen journalism as his profession.

The poet had beautifully articulated the present urban situation of the Capital in “Forever
Amber.” Dhaka had been declared as the worst living city for several years in a row. The poet told
that it was not an easy job for Dhaka city to be a Mughal Capital for two centuries. Dhaka streets
were compared with “Parisian boulevards and arcades” where ‘“alleys” and “bazaars” make
up the capital’s portrait. But unfortunately, even the canals were filled to make more buildings,
and this eventually turned into congested streets. The rivers were also polluted with poisonous
chemicals. Dhaka had the finest fabrics until Manchester textiles destroyed our most popular
muslin industry. There were very few muslin survivors who weave jamdani or Dhakai saris. The
saris were highly expensive, but the weavers were poorly paid which was even lower than a
garment’s worker.

“Rana Plaza is a symbol of the inhuman side of global capitalism” (Haq,41). This clearly
stated how ill-structured it was. David Harvey in “The Redistribution of Real Income in an Urban
System” mentioned addressing the urban system and the urban policies. And this essay could be
connected with this. But unfortunately, here in Dhaka city no one was concerned about urban
policies or equality. Everything here in the capital was corrupted. People were busy making money.
There was a huge difference between the rich and the poor. There was no safety, especially for
female workers. Female garments workers avoid walking in solitary rather they walk in groups
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even if their garments were within walking distance from their slums because of safety issues.
But the positive side is that more females were coming forward to work in garments and no such
crowd of women was seen earlier in Dhaka city, it is, therefore, a sociological revolution. It could
be well connected with Jason Finch’s “Modern Urban Theory and the study of Literature” where
he said that in the 20™ century the city had become more theorized and professionalized like
never before. The city’s population had drastically increased as people from rural areas come to
Dhaka city as there were more job opportunities.

No matter which party came into the government, it was evident in the streets. They used
very luxury cars like Mercedes, BMW, Lexus but demolish public got to pedal only three-wheelers
or van. The powerful people got to drive their cars in the wrong directions while pedestrians
cross the roads talking or chatting over the phone and cause dangerous accidents by taking away
their lives. Traffic police controlled the chaos in a very ambiguous manner. Moreover, pavements
were hogged by the local vendors, shops, and even beggars. Tiny houses were replaced with
“stuffy jerry-built quarters.” There was a time when people used to come from work and go to the
cinema or hang out with friends to refresh themselves. But now in the generation of Viber, Skype
no one bothers to talk in person rather they were always busy with their smartphones. This could
be related to the article “Writing the City” by Peter Preston and Paul Simpson-Housley where the
authors mentioned the human experience and robotic lifestyle of the city. And we completely
agree with the fact that the lifestyle of the metro had indeed become mechanical.

Finally in “Forever Amber” the poet reminiscent of his early times where the colloquial
phonetics like Chai garam(tea), Cheena badam(peanuts), Haat pattiss(hot patties) kept bustling
in his ears. Even though things had changed but the poet was very nostalgic about the old Dhaka
city.

The poem “Inheritance” described Pan Pacific Hotel in Dhaka city which was named after
an old city called Sonargaon. The hotel was refurbished and chunks of bricks made the poet
realize how things had changed in the present situation. The poet spent quite a lot of time there
ignoring the beggars but now the same street had been developed with large buildings and a
grocery market. The poet then pretended to watch the fountain which was here compared with
chemical works. As the poet was waiting in the traffic to turn the light green, he then realized
that the traffic police moved his arm as if he was some kind of referee who was pointing a goal.
Through this, we can understand how busy life has become and everyone is in a competition of
who would come first. This could also be seen from the perspective where city life had become
professionalized which was said by Jason Finch in a chapter “Modern Urban Theory and the study
of Literature.” The intricacy of the city can be found where the poet mentioned that in the mid-
night huge trucks came to the market with three times their capacity. David Harvey also described
that the city was a complicated thing in the book Social Justice and The City. We agreed with the
fact that the city had indeed turned into a complex thing where the corruption rate was at its
peak and this could be understood from the line “Trucks laden with produce to three times their
capacity” (Haq 14). Interestingly people made this corruption at night when no legal actions could
be taken against them but the same person would not dare to make such corruption at daytime.

“It’s something I'll never forget the smell of barbeque” gave the most horrendous imagery
where one could literarily feel the pain and disturbance in “Barbeque.” The poem began with the
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poet’s remembrance of a protest which he attended when he was only twelve. The protest was
against a new education policy. On that day the Headmaster declared early school out and every
student went home happily except two. The poet and his friend joined the march. There was
a continuous murmur of slogans and very soon the poet and his friend started to prompt the
slogan master but then the constant shooting of tear gas and bombs started which turned into
a war. People were badly wounded but the poet did what he had to do as a concerned citizen. In
this part, we can connect this with the essay by Donald B. Gibson’s “The Harlem Renaissance: Its
Multi-lllusionary Dimension.” This is where Donald B. Gibson talks about the risks in city life and
eventually, this was up to us how we conceive the city. We did agree that the city had its own risk
but at the same, we also needed to take the initiative of a concerned citizen to come forward and
fight for the right. And this was exactly what the poet had done, even though he knew there were
risks of dying but he still joined the protest and fought for his right.

“Buriganga Blues” was one of the poems that was refreshingly bold. It was crafted in such
a way that grabed the reader immediately and hold them till the end. The poem started with the
poet brushing his teeth in downtown Dhaka also in parallel to shaving with his three-month-old
razor. Then he caught a newsboy’s hand waving at him, but the poet was in dilemma whether
he should wave back or not and even if he waved back would be waving towards a “renewed
allegations of corruptions or allegations thrashed.” The poet mourned the eternal problems of
the small town and the countryside. Women were sent to Coventry and were tortured for so-called
adultery. But there was no news about this because no one cared. Everything was so corrupted
that no one bothered if anything was going wrong. That was why the poet said “let them drag
me to the black water” because everyone knew the Buriganga river was full of toxic pollutants,
but people still go there, no one bothered to clean it or take any initiative regarding this. Our
society had become exactly like the Buriganga river, everyone knew it was getting corrupted day
by day but no one came forward to change it. In “The Problem of London” the book Conceiving
the City: London Literature and Art by Nicholas Freeman said that Paris was the true capital but
unfortunately Dhaka couldn’t be that true capital since it was way too corrupted for the city
dwellers.

In “Eid Mubarak” we looked at Eid through a sixty-plus man who did not look forward
to Eid like before. Now that even the air had become toxic, there was nothing pure left in the
city. It was only considered a “teetotallers’ carnival.” But the poet gave a brief description of
his childhood Eid days where he would break his fast in summertime Ramadan with lemonade.
He would also give a lustrous smile when the moon appears and then there was a fresh smell
of heena paste which would be happily applied. The kitchen would bustle with various kinds of
dishes. Early morning shower and new clothes and the fragrance of attar could never be replaced.
Collective prayer of the Eid following the criss-cross hug to the count of three was what would
make a perfect beginning of the Eid day. But now Eid was not like that before, and this was what
the poet missed here. The capital had become so corrupted that the poet did not now look up to
the Eid days, but the memories of Eid remained with the poet forever. And this was exactly what
was said in “Writing The City” by Peter Preston and Paul Simpson-Housley from the book Writing
the City where Saul is calling the city “the expression of the human experience it embodied, and
this included all personal history” (1). And we completely agreed here because in “Eid Mubarak”
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the poet was narrating his human experience which also embodies all personal history of his
childhood during Eid days.

We can now finally conclude that there was urban consciousness in Haqg’s poetry. We had
tried to bring up some poems where there was clear evidence of urban regeneration. We had also
tried to bring up articles and theories by scholars which we connected with the poems. As there
was not any previous work about this particular topic, | couldn’t include any past research paper
with this article. But so far, we had tried to bring up the presentation of urban consciousness in
Kaiser Haqg’s poetry.

Conclusion

It was evident that urban consciousness was present throughout Kaiser Haq’s poetry. If we look
deeply in “Santahar” there was a strong urge of the poet to leave the materialistic city life and
move to a place that was far away from city chaos. Therefore, Santahar would be an ideal place
for the poet to spend his old age as there no touch of robotic life. In “Forever Amber” the poet
explained how the city was corrupted. To the poet’s conscious, he did not celebrate the life of city
life. This can be seen in both “inheritance” and “Eid Mubarak” but at the same time, he wanted
to escape this corrupted city. He thought the city would remain unchanged in case of corruption.
Poet’s childhood city and the present city were somewhat contrasting. Day by day the city was
becoming more toxic, and this was why the poet had a strong desire to leave the capital and move
to a calm place. Kaiser Haq being the urban poet illustrated urban consciousness to the fullest in
his poems. On the contrary, the poet created a utopia where he wanted to go. This was because
the poet could not find any similarities between the capital when he was young and now old, and
which was why the poet wanted to go to a place where no one was oppressed by others.
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