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This article analyses the portrayal of post-independence Delhi in Pyaz ke Chhilke
(Onion Peels or Onion Skins)—a popular satirical column published regularly in the
Urdu daily Milap. The column was written by Fikr Taunsvi (1918-1987), an Urdu writer
and Partition refugee who settled in Delhi. Based on an analysis of several hundred
previously unstudied columns, the article identifies two crucial features of Taunsvi’'s
depiction of 1950s Delhi: a focus on the everyday and a representation of the city as a
space of corruption. Published almost daily, the columns offer a rare, close-range view
of urban life, capturing the everyday concerns of the city’s poor, lower-middle, and
middle classes, and the routines, interactions, and transactions that unfold across urban
spaces. Making the ordinary and routine the focus of writing is both an aesthetic and
political choice—an exercise that ultimately reveals an ambivalence between
emancipatory politics and an implicit sense of defeat. The various instances of political
and societal venality, along with repeated attention to chronic inflation, unemployment,
poverty, and broken urban infrastructure, point to corruption in its original sense: a
departure from what is correct, the adulteration of a pure form. It signals a departure
from the promises of the Nehruvian postcolonial state and the growing frustration of
the citizenry. The article supports recent arguments that (anti)corruption—now
recognised as a dominant force in independent India’s political shifts—had already
emerged as a major concern in public discourse during decolonisation, shaping the
interface between citizens and the state.
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Introduction

When Mir penned the poem, “Delhi is a city singular in the whole world, | am the
dweller of that ruined place,” the poor fellow couldn’t have foreseen that Delhi
would face such a time when the thought of desolation would seem so far-fetched;
that Delhi would become so populated that managing it would be a challenge.
Sometimes, | wonder how anyone could have thought that this place would be
abandoned. In 1947, just when it seemed like it might be deserted, the uprooted
refugees descended upon Delhi and took it by the collar, saying, “Now tell us! How
could you have thought of desolation? We’ve arrived, and there’s no escaping us
now!” So Delhi stood before the uprooted refugees, repenting, the population

"Ithank Anne Castaing and Anne Murphy for organizing the panel on Imagining the City at the European
Conference on South Asian Studies (ECSAS) 2023 and for putting together this special issue. | am
grateful to Ayelet Ben-Yishai, Anne Castaing, Deepra Dandekar, and Anne Murphy, as well as to the two
anonymous reviewers, for their helpful comments on different drafts of this article. | am indebted to
Afsana for her invaluable research assistance in locating and mapping Taunsvi’s columns in Milap issues
at the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library. Research for this article was supported by ISF grant 85/22.
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surged, and now Delhi is overflowing at every turn. It’s like Delhi is everywhere,
and so are the refugees.?

This epigraph is taken from the satirical column Pyaz ke chhilke (Onion Peels or Onion Skins)
by Fikr Taunsvi, published regularly in the Urdu daily Milap, one of the ‘refugee dailies’ that
relocated from Lahore to Delhi amidst the Partition. Entitled “Delhi, Which Is a City” (Dilli jo ek
shahr hai), the column from August 21st 1955 alludes to a rich Urduliterary tradition that casts
Delhi as a focus of melancholic reflection and thus signals Taunsvi’'s preoccupation with Delhi
as a central object of contemplation (for shahr-e ashob, or city of misfortune, see, e.g., Dudeny
2018). This epigraph also signals that while literary representations of Delhi before Taunsvi’s
time focused on the old city, as in Ahmed Ali’s iconic novel Twilight in Delhi (1940), Pyaz ke
chhilke is situated in, and portrays, a city that is rapidly expanding southward and westward in
the wake of independence and Partition. Indeed, the columns represent new geographies,
such as the new Partition refugee colonies (as Delhi’s neighbourhoods are called), as well as
new themes—citizens’ aspirations and struggles in the wake of independence. Considering its
popularity and the fact that satire relies on common social knowledge to resonate effectively,
Pyaz ke chhilke reveals a good deal about public sentiment and the common experience of
the city. It offers a rare, hitherto unstudied contemporary portrayal of early post-independence
Delhi. This representation is at the center of this article.

This article argues that the depiction of 1950s Delhi in the columns of Pyaz ke chhilke is defined
by two crucial characteristics: a focus on the everyday, and a representation of the city as a
space of corruption. The article first analyses the quotidian character of the column, in both
form and content. It illuminates the ideological imperatives informing the decision to focus on
daily experience as well as its implications. | suggest that Taunsvi’'s commitment to the
everyday—as reflected in the format of an almost-daily column and in its subject matter—
reveals an ambivalence between emancipatory politics and an implicit sense of defeat. On the
one hand, the focus on mundane hardships, scarcity, and injustices reflects the progressive
movement’s commitment to literary realism, socialist critique, and emancipatory politics. On
the other hand, the routine and ephemeral nature of the column genre gradually produces a
sense of moral erosion and routinized malfeasance that implicitly subverts the progressive
belief in the capacity for social change.

The article next argues that the urban everyday portrayed in the columns centres on scarcity
and endemic corruption, which are intertwined. As Taunsvi fixes his gaze on the lived
experience of individuals, he reveals life in 1950s Delhi as shaped by shortages and a struggle
for basic material needs—food, clothing, and housing, electricity, water, and transportation.
Life is also plagued by chronic unemployment and broken healthcare and education systems.
The columns implicitly tie these daily hardships and frustrations to an overarching experience
of corruption. My analysis reveals that corruption surfaces, quite strikingly, in almost every
column, and it manifests on multiple levels. Most obviously, it appears in the strict sense of
political corruption—that is, the misuse of public office and resources for private gain, as seen
in cases of bureaucrats and politicians receiving kickbacks from contractors, or traffic police
demanding bribes. In this respect, the materials analysed here support the recent argument
that (anti)corruption, recognized as a dominant force in independent India’s political shifts,
notably those surrounding the Emergency of 1975-1977 (Jenkins 2014, Baloch 2021), had
already become a major concern in public discourse during the process of decolonisation,
shaping the interface between citizens and the state (Gould 2011, Balasubramanian 2024).

2 Fikr Taunsvi, Dilli jo ek shahr hai (Milap 21.08.1955). Translations from the Urdu are mine unless noted
otherwise.
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A second, less clearly defined sense of corruption encompasses myriad cases of negligence
by teachers and doctors and abusive behaviour by policemen and other office holders—
instances that could be seen more loosely as breaches of public trust. At a third, more diffuse
level, corruption infiltrates social practices, often under the wilfully blind eye of the authorities,
as seen in cases of milkmen adulterating milk and ghee (clarified butter), traders hoarding
wheat and selling it on the black market, landlords exploiting tenants, and wealthy refugees
using their connections to secure compensation and job placement ahead of poorer refugees.

These anecdotes of both political and societal venality, along with repeated attention to chronic
inflation, acute unemployment, poverty, and broken urban infrastructure, render corruption as
a pervasive phenomenon that increasingly defines the Nehruvian state and society. In other
words, what emerges is a frustration with the Nehruvian project. In this respect, corruption
manifests in its basic, literal definition of “decay, decomposition” or “a departure from the
original or from what is pure or correct” (Merriam-Webster). The numerous columns depicting
hungry children, desperate unemployed graduates, inflation, poor schools, failed
infrastructure, cynical politicians, and venal bureaucrats gradually build into, and often
explicitty comment on, the corruption of Nehruvian developmentalist ideals. In this way, Pyaz
ke chhilke offers a poignant, even if humorous, contemporary commentary on what economist
Ashoka Mody recently called the post-independence ‘betrayal of the Indian people’—the
failure to create jobs, deliver quality education and healthcare, and make Indian cities liveable;
a failure that is bound up with endemic corruption and lack of accountability (Mody 2023).

This brings us back to the political implications of the focus on the everyday. It is precisely
because Taunsvi attends to the daily erosion of Nehruvian ideals, rather than to dramatic or
extraordinary events, that his columns so effectively reveal what anthropologist Akhil Gupta
terms ‘structural violence’—the everyday malign neglect that leads to undernourishment and
poverty and undermines the goals of the developmentalist state (Gupta 2012). At the same
time, the daily, Sisyphean struggles these columns describe imply entrenched structures and,
hence, defeat. This ambivalence, | suggest, marks the early postcolonial period as a moment
of both great hopes and disillusionment, as the government faltered in delivering on its promise
of equity and modernity.

The first section of the article introduces Taunsvi, Pyaz ke Chhilke, and the historical context
of 1950s Delhi in which the columns are situated. The subsequent sections will analyse the
main characteristics of Delhi’'s portrayal in the columns—the lens of the everyday and the
prominence of scarcity and corruption—drawing on concrete examples from the texts.

Fikr Taunsvi and the Historical Context

Fikr Taunsvi was the pen name of Ram Lal Bhatia (1918-1987), a Hindu Urdu writer who hailed
from the town of Taunsa Sharif in Dera Ghazi Khan tehsil of western Punjab (for Taunsvi life,
see his interview by Muzaffar Hanfi in Hanfi and Taunsvi [1988], Amrohvi [2006: 104-120],
Taunsvi and Bilal [2019: 11-30]). As Taunsvi’'s colleague Mumtaz Mufti reflects, poverty was
deeply rooted in the former’s psyche, going back to his formative experiences in Taunsa Sharif
(quoted in Amrohvi [2006: 117]). The centuries-old exploitation of the Baluch tribals by the
Jagirdar (feudal lords), which Taunsvi witnessed, and in which his own father was complicit,
left a great imprint on him. He developed sympathy with the downtrodden, an inclination that
deepened inthe 1930s, when his father’s death forced him to abandon undergraduate studies
and wander the cities of Punjab in search of a livelihood, doing odd jobs for meagre pay—
copying calligraphy formagazines, colouring and printing textiles, painting and writing on walls,
teaching at a primary school, and working as an agent for a fragrant oils company. Taunsvi
moved to Lahore, which had a profound impacton his cultural and ideological makeup (Bilal
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2019, Amrohvi [2006: 136-137]). His attention to poverty and social inequality further
consolidated through his involvement with progressive literary circles. The progressive
movement, formally inaugurated with the formation of the All-India Progressive Writers’
Association (PWA) in 1936, was then in its heyday (Coppola et al. 1974, Gopal 2005, Ahmed
2009, Jalil 2014). Taunsvi, who was immersed in the city’s literary scene, absorbed the
progressive commitment to socialism, emancipatory politics, and literary realism. He made his
first attempts at poetry, worked for the literary magazine Adab-e Latif, and edited the literary
magazine Savera. In 1947, when Lahore was allocated to Pakistan and engulfed by horrific
violence, Taunsvireluctantly left it for India. He documented the fear and anguish of those days
in his poignant journal Chhata Darya (The Sixth River), which he finished writing in India in
1948 (for an English translation, see Bilal 2019). He initially settled in Jalandhar (East Punjab),
where he joined the Communist Party and wrote a daily column (Aj ki khabar or ‘Today’s
News’) for the communist organ Naya Zamana until it closed, prompting his move to Delhi.

In Delhi, where he lived until his death in 1987, Taunsvi launched the column Pyaz ke chhilke
in the Urdu daily Milap. Having relocated from Lahore to Delhi amidst the partition crisis, Milap
was considered a ‘refugee newspaper’, catering to refugees in Delhi and the surrounding
areas, who were overwhelmingly Urdu readers. Taunsvi published his column from 1955 to
the mid-1980s, almost until his death. Constrained by limited means and struggling financially
throughout his life, Taunsvi had to write tirelessly to provide for his family. He perceived himself
as a hardworking and disciplined ‘labourer of the pen’ (qalam mazdur), committed to the
demanding task of producing a column almost every day of the week (Amrohvi 2006: 119,
Hanfi and Taunsvi 1988: 71).

Running five to six days a week, the column chronicled life in post-independence Delhi and
India, gaining immense popularity for its witty social and political commentary (Zaidi 1988,
Zaidi 1993: 423, Bilal 2019: 15-18). Based on Taunsvi’s astonishing productivity and
consistency, | estimate that over three decades of publishing, Pyaz ke chhilke columns number
roughly 5,000. Only several dozen columns were collected in a few edited volumes,® and these
have served as the basis for Urdu-language secondary literature on Taunsvi’s satire (Amrohvi
2006, Farrukh 2015, Ahmad 2021). This article is based on several hundred additional columns
from the surviving issues of the newspaper Milap, which, to the best of my knowledge, have
not yet been studied. They span from June 1955, when the column was inaugurated, to
January 1959. Accordingly, this article focuses strictly on the second half of the 1950s.*

While Taunsvi’s commentary in this period is wide-ranging, covering topics from foreign affairs
to national and Punjabi politics to light-hearted jokes, the city of Delhi, where he settled as a
Partition refugee and where he spent the rest of his life, serves as a primary frame of reference.
What, then, was the immediate context of the column in terms of Delhi’s history? When Taunsvi
launched Pyaz ke chhilke in 1955, Delhi had begun to recover from the initial aftershocks of
Partition. Backin 1947, India’s capital city, like other cities across north India and Pakistan,
became a ‘Partition city’ overwhelmed with half a million Hindu and Sikh refugees from West
Pakistan desperate for food, housing, and employment. Just two weeks after independence,
with refugees streaming into the city, major violence targeting Delhi’s Muslim population broke
out, driving roughly 350,000—more than two-thirds of the Muslim population—out of the city

® Taunsvi’s published books are available online on Rekhta: https://www.rekhta.org/authors/fikr-
taunsvi/ebooks (accessed 27.01.2025).

4 Copies of Milap are located in the newspaper microfilm collection at the Nehru Memorial Museum and
Library in New Delhi. The collection includes 885 columns of Pyaz ke Chhilke, spanning June 1955 to
January 1959, with 139, 247, 217, 261, and 21 columns from 1955, 1956, 1957, 1958, and 1959,
respectively. | have not yet located the columns published after January 1959, and it is unclear whether
they have been preserved elsewhere.
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to Pakistan. Even while many newcomers competed over Muslim ‘evacuee property’, the
government started building housing projects for refugees at the city’s outskirts, unleashing
dramatic expansion. Thus, Partition brought about significant demographic, sociopolitical,
cultural, and spatial changes to Delhi (Pandey 2001, Zamindar 2007, Kaur 2007, Parveen 2021,
Geva 2022, Chakravarty 2022).

Simultaneously, postcolonial state formation and nation building under Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru commenced in earnest, with the granting of universal franchise, the
enactment of the constitution, efforts at tackling food scarcity, and the implementation of
central economic planning to drive development (for state formation under Nehru, see Roy
2007, Kudaisya 2017, Shani 2018, De 2018, Siegel 2018, Menon 2022, Sherman 2022).
Existing scholarship on early postcolonial Delhi has largely focused on the initial crisis of
Partition, up to 1955, and has not investigated key questions about the city’s history during the
Nehruvian years after 1955. How did Partition dislocations and postcolonial state formation
affect social relations, political orientations, and people’s experience of the state? Pyaz ke
chhilke allows us to begin addressing these questions. What follows is not a historiographical
argument about Nehruvian Delhi or post-independence cities more generally, but more
modestly, an analysis of Nehruvian Delhi as portrayed in Taunsvi’s sketches. The next section
will analyze Pyaz ke chhilke as an interrogation of the everyday and examine its political
implications—namely, that the focus on the everyday was inspired by Taunsvi’s progressive
background and socialist perspective, while at the sametime reflecting, perhapsinadvertently,
some disillusionment with progressive literature’s belief in perfectibility.

Peeling Onions: A Spotlight on Everyday Urbanity

Pyaz ke Chhilke is not concerned with the eventful or the dramatic, whether catastrophic or
glamorous; but rather, with the quotidian and banal. Published almost daily, the columns
provide a rare, close-range view of urban life and the various topics of everyday commentary
among the city’s poor, lower-middle, and middle classes. They bring to life the daily routines,
interactions, and transactions that take place in the working-class home, the refugee colony,
the overcrowded bus, the coffee house, the ration shop, the upscale shopping area of
Connaught Place, and the government office, to name a few examples. At the sametime, Pyaz
ke chhilke offers more than just granular snapshots of daily life. Making the ordinary and
routine the focus of writing is an aesthetic as well as political choice. Taunsvi elevates what is
supposedly trivial and banal into an object of reflection and critique, even while treating it as a
source of amusement. The everydayness of the columns functions as a lens in several ways.
It is precisely the commonplace that best exhibits people’s struggles to survive and the state’s
failure to deliver on its promises—and it is the everyday that gradually builds a sense of
unmovable structural violence. Let me elaborate.

Scarcity

In one sense, a focus on the everyday means spotlighting the mundane as reflected in the very
choice of title (Onion Peels), which evokes an everyday household staple. Indeed, many
columns literally deal with everyday staples: one column after another highlights the struggles
of ordinary people—particularly the poor and the lower-middle class—to secure the basic
necessities, including food (Taunsvi devotes columns to wheat, lentils, milk, oil, ghee, sugar),
clothing, employment, and essential infrastructure (electricity, water, transportation,
healthcare, and education). For example, in February 1958 Taunsvi introduced a new feature
that would open almost every column in the following months—short, punchy, grimly
humorous conversations between a husband and wife (a dharam patni or virtuous wife), and
sometimes between them and other family members and neighbours. In one scene, a beggar
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passes by their house and asks the wife for wheat, and she responds by saying: “Babaiji, please
forgive me! Today is the last day of the month, so we are only eating rice.”*® In another sketch,
the wife lovingly tells her husband that she is so attuned to his return from work that she can
identify his footsteps on the street, to which he replies: “Yes, but only on the first day of the
month.”® Both scenes comment on the struggle of families to make ends meet toward the end
of a monthly pay cycle. In a different scene, the wife brings three mangoes for the children but
skimps on herself and her crestfallen husband.” Another tells us that the couple combine their
children’s birthday celebrations to save money. In another, they receive a gift of one pound of
almonds from the neighbour but get upset because the gift is worth two rupees and the
neighbour owes them three.® When the wife goesto the tailor to get a pair of half-pants stitched
for her son, she insists on staying to watch the tailor work to ensure he does not steal any
leftover fabric from her.®

There are dozens of such sketches that render people’s trivial concerns and petty calculations
worthy subjects of literary attention. The idea that the mundane should be taken seriously is
also conveyed through Taunsvi’s aesthetic strategy as he blends the concrete practicalities of
the everyday with lofty themes and poetic allusions. To take one evocative example, a column
entirely devoted to wheat begins with the lines: “Oh grains of wheat, may you always be ming;
Oh grains of wheat, may God punish you.”'® Taunsvi presents wheat as the forbidden fruit that
led to the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Eden. “From the moment you came into the world,”
he writes, “neither you nor we had a moment of peace.” The descendants of Adam have all
gone mad in the pursuit of wheat. All are actors in its drama—from the sharecropper in the
field, to the broker in the market, to the poor watchman who would not have the energy for his
night shift without it. Taunsvi employs the elevated vocabulary of the ghazal tradition, likening
the shortage of wheat to the pain of separation (firaq) from, and intense love (ishq) for, the
beloved. Simultaneously, he operates at a very concrete level, detailing the various dramas
scripted by wheat in mid-20th-century India: hoarding; famines (specifically alluding to the
Bengal famine of 1943); the 1950s “Grow More Food” and “tree-planting campaigns (see
Sherman 2013, Siegel 2018); rationing, accompanied by long queues in front of government
depots (see Sriraman 2018); and price control and decontrol. The torment inflicted by wheat—
which Taunsvi calls the oppressor (zalim), a common term for the beloved in ghazals—is
concretized with nitty-gritty specifics. Besides injecting a humorous and entertaining touch,
this aesthetic strategy parallels the political message of the column, imbuing the seeming
trivialities of everyday life with importance. Ultimately, what emerges vividly from the numerous
accounts of everyday ‘banalities’ is scarcity and the struggle for material needs as foundational
aspects shaping the urban experience and the mindset of citizens.

The Critical and Progressive Outlook on the Everyday

Significantly, inflation looms large throughout the columns, tying these everyday hardships to
state policies and failures. After all, the experience of scarcity in the columns reflects the
acute shortages that ensued during the rapidly escalating foreign exchange crisis and inflation

® Taunsvi Main ne ek khwab dekha (Milap 09.05.1958).

8 Taunsvi ltwar ke gahgahe (Milap 20.04.1958).

" Taunsvi Jiyo aur jine do (Milap 18.05.1958).

8Taunsvi Corporation ki ek meeting (Milap 01.05.1958).

9 Taunsvi Ek chai khana men (Milap 05.05.1958).

°Ae gandum ke dane! teri sada hi mujhe hun; Ae gandum ke dane! Tujh par khuda ki mar (Taunsvi Ae
gandum ke dane (Milap 01.04.1956). Also see Sardiyan phir a gayin (Milap 14.10.1955).

" Inflation and the struggle for basic commodities appear in many columns, for example, see Taunsvi
Main sailab se bolta hun (Milap 14.10.1955); School ki wardi kaise banti hai (Milap 29.12.1955); Kya ap
mahangai se pareshan hain? (Milap 21.08.1958).
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during the second half of the 1950s (Kudaisya 2009, Sherman 2013, Siegel 2018). Taunsvi
likewise attributes chronic unemploymentand broken infrastructure to the state, particularly
to corruption (elaborated on in the next section). In other words, the columns do not stop at
detailing the daily tribulations of the common people, but also connect them to state policies
and larger structures of social hierarchy and power. To return to the column’s title, “Peels”
points to the act of peeling an onion, that is, to the work of uncovering and analysis that is
bitter, bringing tears to the eyes of the person performing it. In his first column, Taunsvi writes
that his profession is “to peel off onions and luckily there is no dearth of onions in the world.” 12
This critical impulse is imbued, first, with a socialist outlook—an attention to socioeconomic
disparities and persistent poverty. Taunsvi’s sensibility to these realities bears the imprint of
his hardworking and humble life, which made him intimately familiar with the experiences of
the working and lower-middle classes, as well as the influence of progressive literary circles.
While ‘progressive literature’ signifies a broad and diverse field, most authors associated with
it shared the fundamental conviction that aesthetics and politics were intertwined, spurning
‘art for art’s sake’. Progressive writers, typically drawn to realism and influenced by Marxism
and the Communist Party of India, believed that literature should be mobilized to critique social
and political ills for the sake of progress and a more just society. Indeed, in columns where
Taunsvi reflects on his own writing, he identifies himself as a satirist (tanz-nigar) and as a
champion of the ordinary and oppressed with a mission to expose social ills and raise people’s
awareness." Taunsvi exposes the power hierarchies, injustices, and mores that underlie
everyday interactions and difficulties.

One strategy for exposing social relations in their bare form is the use of urban archetypes—
quasi-stock figures who are entertaining even while they represent larger social strata. These
include those who exploit the system, such as corrupt politicians and bureaucrats, greedy
landlords, and black marketeers;' the struggling lower-middle classes, including unemployed
students, tenants, low-wage clerks, and milkmen who dilute milk with water to pay the
commissioner his cut; and the most downtrodden, from street vendors and rickshaw pullers
earning a meager income to child beggars. The columns express contempt for the exploiters
at the top and sympathy for the toilers at the bottom of the social ladder. An especially touching
column, for example, is devoted to a street sweeper in posh Connaught Place who longingly
eyes the luxurious life of Delhi’s elite, a life he can never have because “he is considered a
broom, not a human being”—a tacit comment on caste hierarchy. His longing compels him to
steal an expensive sari for his wife, hoping to walk with her through the Connaught Place
arcades and emulate the wealthy couples he admires. However, his wife stands out in the
crowd, and the stolen sari is quickly recognized, leading to the man’s arrest. “The thirst that
has reached the well drowned and died there,” reflects Taunsvi.'® Such a column is no less
about Delhi’s elite than it is about the poor Dalit who sweeps the streets and envies them.

Taunsvi’s portrayal of everyday suffering reveals a neglect that amounts to structural violence,
which is entrenched and systemic, and which ultimately feels immovable. Thus, while the
emphasis on the everyday reflects a socialist concern with disparity, its cyclical and repetitive
nature creates a sense of inertia that undermines a socialist faith in change. The Sisyphean
message is implicit in the very title of the column. Onion peels may gesture toward onionskin
paper—an ephemeral writing medium—and to newspapers and the newspaper column as a
textual form that is tied to the everyday—printed and discarded daily, leaving little mark.

2 Ao pyaz ke chhilke utarein (Milap 02.06.1955).

" Taunsvi Andhere se roshni tak (Milap 24.03.1956); Ah marhum Fikr Taunsvi (Milap 02.04.1956). For
a representative column about the poor, see Taunsvi Ham sab ghaliz hain (Milap 25.10.1958).

“ Taunsvi Andhere se roshni tak (Milap 24.03.1956); Ah marhum Fikr Taunsvi (Milap 02.04.1956);
Hamzad ki shararat abhi jari hai (Milap 07.04.1956).

®® Taunsvi Nathe Khakrob ki giraftari (Milap 06.01.1956).
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Taunsvi hints at this ephemerality in his own reflections on the title. His epigraph to his edited
collection Pyaz ke chhilke invokes the emptiness he has found at the heart of the onion, after
peeling off all the layers: “Afsos! us maghaz ke nam jo mujhe pyaz menkabhinahin mila” (Alas!
That core which | never found in an onion) (Taunsvi 1965). This sense of futility is induced in
part by endemic corruption, which is the focus of the next section.

Corruption as a Central Urban Experience

Delhi’s culture [tahzib] has been the confluence [sangam] of many cultures. One is
the culture of black marketers, who do not work but get the money; another is the
culture of the bribe takers, also known as the “culture of extra income” [balai
amdani], of people who, despite being government employees with a salary of 250
rupees, would not step out of a car.'® Another culture is that of the adulterators
[milawat baz], commonly known as the “culture of mixing” [mili juli], which is on the
rise these days in Delhi, for it provides its agents with a good life and respect in
society. Hence, every third person in Delhi is either the creator of this culture or its
exploiter or its victim. And if this culture continues to progress so speedily, the day
is not far when Delhi itself will become adulterated, so you will take a lamp and
keep on searching for the true [asli] Delhi the same way you search for pure
clarified butter and turmeric, but will never find it."”

In this quote, Taunsvi ironically plays with the idealized image of India as a confluence of
multiple traditions and cultures, listing instead the various cultures of corruption that merge
within the city. Playing on the practice of milawat (mixing, or adulteration), Taunsvi explicitly
claims that it has become so widespread that Delhi itself is becoming adulterated or impure.
By centring much of his invective on adulteration, Taunsvi invokes corruption in both its
concrete and banal form, as petty fraudulence that structures everyday existence, and in its
most literal and broadest sense as “a departure from the original or from what is pure or
correct” (Merriam-Webster). These two aspects of corruption are intimately connected here,
as the vitiation of people’s everyday needs erodes moral norms to such an extent that the very
identity of the city of Delhi is endangered. Indeed, throughout the columns, the overarching
sense of corruption—as a departure from an original state or ideal—arises from the numerous
instances of negligence, abuse of power, and habitual fraudulence, which reinforce corruption
as deeply engrained and pervasive, contaminating society as a whole.

The issue of corruption has been prominent in independent India’s political and media
discourses, most conspicuously shaping two key moments of political protest: the Jayaprakash
Narayan movement, which led to the imposition of Emergency rule in 1975, and the Anna
Hazare movementof 2011, which significantly contributed to the Congress’s defeatin the 2014
elections (Jenkins 2014, Baloch 2021). Recent scholarship finds that corruption had already
become a central preoccupation during the decolonisation process, tracing it to the expansion
of the colonial state during World War 1l (Gould 2011, Balasubramanian 2024). New
departments were set up, including the Department of Food, and the Department of Civil
Supplies, which took on new economic functions such as the procurement, rationing, and
distribution of food. During the war, the government identified corruption as a major problem
arising from its new economic activities and established anti-corruption institutions, laws, and
mechanisms. After independence, bureaucratic control over economic life further expanded
in the context of the Nehruvian development imperative, and this facilitated a proliferation of
corrupt practices. Scholars have also emphasised the intimate link between the growing

'® This is a metaphor for people living a luxurious lifestyle far beyond their salary.
" Dilli jo ek shahr hai Part 2 (Milap 02.08.1955).
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pervasiveness of corruption and the Partition, as the state allocated resources to millions of
Partition refugees (Ansari and Gould 2020, Chattha 2012). At the same time, the public
increasingly expected state accountability as subjects transitioned into citizens, and a lively
anti-corruption public discourse emerged. In response, colonial anti-corruption mechanisms
were expanded and repurposed in the 1960s (Gould 2011, Balasubramanian 2024).

Pyaz ke chhilke buttresses this historical argument, demonstrating how extensively corruption
permeated public discourse about the state. In these snapshots of daily life, corruption is
omnipresent, so much so that it becomes people’s central experience of their city. It extends
beyond political corruption to encompass all sorts of low-level profiteering that Delhiites
encounter in “the very exercise of living” (Gould 2011: 1). Corruption is also people’s main
direct experience of their state. By articulating this perception, the columns show how central
corruption became to citizenship formation in the early postcolonial years.

Crucially, official malfeasance is intimately connected to refugee rehabilitation in the columns,
reinforcing the recent observations made by historians (Gould 2011, Ansari and Gould 2020).
Taunsvi dedicates abundant space to the poor condition of Delhi’s refugee colonies, tying it to
neglect and corruption—as when contractors dig trenches too shallow for water pumps,
leaving a refugee colony without adequate drinking water;'® and when refugees can secure
housing only by bribing."® Rehabilitation was a focal point for both state and citizenship
formation—by extending the postcolonial state’s welfare distribution functions in
unprecedented ways, and by transforming refugees into rights-bearing citizens. As the
columns make evident, this process was imbricated with corruption. The following sections
will develop these observations through several typical examples.

Red Tape

From 1911 onward, when Delhi replaced Calcutta as India’s capital city, it developed as a
political and bureaucratic centre; in the words of famous Delhiite author Khushwant Singh, it
became “a city of babus and politicians” (Singh 2001: xv). During World Warl, the government
bureaucracy dramatically expanded, and it retained its wartime dimensions in the newly
independent state. (Kamtekar 1988, 2016; Balasubramanian 2024.) Thus, it comes as no
surprise that bureaucrats and clerks appearfrequently in Taunsvi’s columns. In one interesting
example, Taunsvi delves into the culture of the government office. Titled “The Sun of the Red
Tape” (Lal Fite Ka Suraj), this column provides readers with a systematic explanation of the
mechanisms of red tape.?° The term, Taunsvi explains, is derived from the red thread used to
bind office files, and it signifies carelessness and neglect (cf. Gupta 2012). To explain to his
readers how it works, he imagines, in great detail, a scenario in which a group of friends
debates whether the sun rises from the east or west. One of the friends submits an application
to the Education Department to resolve the matter in the public’s interest. The applicants
name, Suraj Prakash (sunlight), exemplifies Taunsvi’s recurrent strategy of using symbolic or
ironic names in his writing. As soon as the department secretary’s eyes alight on the first lines
in Urdu, he attaches a slip of paper to the application, declaring himself unable to read it. He
forwards it to the translation department and leaves for the club, considering his work for the
day complete. There follows an absurdly long and convoluted process as the ‘sun application’
is shuffled from one desk to another, getting buried under piles of documents on every desk
for a week (or more, if there is a holiday), often returning to the same desk multiple times.
When it does return, the official has forgotten about it and starts the process afresh. Rather
than taking any substantive action, each official attaches a new slip of paper to it, places the

'® Taunsvi Jungle men ek basti (Milap 02.09.1955).
® Taunsvi All India rishwat advisory company (Milap 06.07.1956).
D | al fite ka suraj (Milap 23.04.1956).
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application in a new folder, secures it with red tape, and forwards it to the next person. The
affair (chakr) of the red tape becomes long and intricate, comments Taunsvi, “like the bowels
of Satan.”

As Taunsvi describes the different stops in the application’s tortuous journey, he exposes the
various forms of office corruption and negligence. For example, the application languishes
among the head officer’'s pending files because he is caught up in work for an influential
Member of the Legislative Assembly (MLA) whose election he helped to promote. When we
later learn that the MLA has reciprocated by procuring government housing for the same head
officer, we get a glimpseinto the corrupt liaisons between politicians and bureaucrats. Another
exampleis the chronic time theft that is practiced by the personal assistant of the department’s
secretary. When the application lands on his desk, he is completely oblivious to it, busy as he
is discussing the eyes of film star Nargis with his personal typist. Days go by without any action
on his part. One day, his superior reproaches him for not getting the superior’s bill for travel
expenses reimbursed. It is only this rebuke from his higher-up—and that, too, only to settle a
personal reimbursement—that shakes the assistant from his general lethargy, leading to a
frantic search for that bill, during which the ‘sun application’ is accidentally salvaged. When
the application finally arrives at the translation department, the staff cannot tackle it because
they have just started working on a project that arrived six months ago. They suggest
outsourcing the application to a non-governmental company. When the application, along with
its seven slips, reaches the clerk in charge of non-governmental work, we learn that he has
just embarked on a fifteen-day vacation. Thus, the labyrinthine journey—and the column—
reach a dead end.

It is worth emphasizing here that the popularity of Pyaz ke chhilke was rooted in Taunsvi's
ability to depict everyday life in a way that elicited laughter among readers. To be effective,
satire must tap into common social knowledge. We can thus assume that the practices
associated with red-tape culture had, by 1955, become a common experience shared by the
writer and his community of readers. This suggests that a chasm had already opened between
citizens’ expectations from the state and their experiences of it. The bitter humour of the
column emanates from the rift between the ideal of a public servant and the stark reality of
self-serving bureaucrats.

The ‘sun application’ column typifies two leitmotifs that are fundamental to Taunsvi’s portrayal
of everyday life in the city as defined by scarcity and corruption. One is the frustrating ordeal.
Many columns depict a journey (often the writer’'s own) around the city or a neighbourhood—
or in this case, a single office—as citizens navigate a frustratingly obstructive system to try to
meet their basic needs. The frustrating experience, recurring again and again in the columns,
is a hallmark of the interface between the citizen and state authorities. The most conspicuous
feature of the ‘sun application’ column is the long and meticulous nature of the account, which
demonstrates, through sheer detail, the lengthy and exhausting bureaucratic maze that
citizens are forced to endure when approaching government offices. Red tape is revealed to
be much more than mere unwieldiness—it is an entire culture of lethargy, negligence,
incompetence, and lack of accountability. At its core, it is a culture of corruption, manifested
not in direct bribe-taking (which will be addressed in the following examples) but in a
systematic breach of trust. This occurs when officials entrusted with the job of meeting public
needs and disbursing government funds fail to fulfil their duties honestly and responsibly and,
through sheer laziness and dysfunction, betray public trust. A second leitmotif is darkness,
which represents the corruption that plagues a labyrinthine system. An application about the
sun that gets buried under layers of red tape is a metaphor for the moral stagnation that engulfs
government offices. As Taunsvi puts it, “The sun has risen from neither the east nor the west.
It remains stuck in a perpetual sunset, and the entire office is enveloped in darkness.” Taunsvi
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accentuates this point by using three different synonyms for darkness one after the other—
taariki, zulmat, and andhera.

Both the ordeal and the darkness/light metaphor recur in multiple columns, conveying an
everyday life saturated by corruption and the state’s failing its citizens. This is evident, for
example, in the above-mentioned column about wheat as a driving force in human history.?!
After reading about a new government program for subsidized wheat, Taunsvi embarks on a
long and exhausting search for it in the market, where he endures humiliating encounters with
black marketers, only to conclude that the government scheme exists merely on paper and
return home empty-handed. Noting that his search for wheat was made futile by a corrupt
system on which profiteers thrive, Taunsvi uses darkness as a metaphor for corruption and
injustice. He poetically comments that “the beloved” (as Taunsvi calls the wheat) lights the
rivals’ (raqib) lamps with ghee (clarified butter) while extinguishing the light in the homes of
honest people.

From Darkness to Light

The same motifs are dominant in the following example, entitled “From Darkness to Light”
(Andhere se roshni tak).?? This column provides an elaborate account of the tribulations faced
by the residents of ilaga Badnasib Pura (Unfortunate Locality) as they endeavour to get their
area connected to electricity. This column, too, explores an intricate and convoluted
bureaucratic maze tainted with corruption, and it, too, plays with the metaphor of light and
darkness. However, as we will soon discuss, electricity also adds another layer of
technological, political, and moral associations that are germane to the citizens’ experience of
the city and the state. In addition, whereas the ‘sun application’ column revolves around an
invented inquiry with purely metaphoric resonance, this column drives home the very real
implications of a corrupt, Kafkaesque bureaucracy for Delhi’s residents.

Taunsvi informs readers that one day after many months of deliberations, the municipal
committee finally decided to connect his neighbourhood, Badnasib Pura, to electricity. That
same evening, the municipal commissioner, Shri Mauga Parshad (Mr. Opportunist), arrived in
the neighbourhood and put up posters claiming responsibility for this decision in the face of
allegedly strong opposition from within the committee. The naive public came out to
congratulate Mauqga Parshad, offered him two /laddus and promised to vote for him in the next
election. Thus, through the figure of Shri Mauqga Parshad, Taunsvi offers his readers a
disillusioned sketch of local politicians who make promises in order to gain votes but do not
deliver on them. Their lack of accountability disempowers the voters, eroding the democratic
system. Ten days later, Taunsvi recounts, he approached Mauga Parshad and asked him
whether the decision to electrify the neighbourhood had genuinely been taken. At this, the
municipal commissioner grew angry, retorting that installing electricity does not happen by
magic, that a contractor had been awarded the contract, and that he was about to start the
job. The moment Taunsvi heard the word ‘contractor’, he sighed deeply. He explains to the
readers that when this species (jins) is involved, matters become ichak dana bichak dana (one
little seed, two little seeds). This is a reference to the title of a hit song from Raj Kapoor’s 1955
film Shri 420. The movie’s title alludes to Section 420 of the Indian Penal Code, which deals
with the offence of fraud. Taunsvi thereby cleverly refers to the famous film to invoke fraud
and set the stage for what is about to transpire. After the conversation with Mauga Parshad,
Taunsvi waited ten days, but the streets “remained as dark as they were since the beginning
of time.” A couple of months later, Taunsvi joyfully traced the circular marks the contractor
had drawn on the road to indicate where the electric poles would be placed. Buttime passed,

2" Taunsvi Ae gandum ke dane (Milap 01.04.1956).
2 Taunsvi Andhere se roshni tak (Milap 24.03.1956).
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and before long, the neighbourhood kids erased the marks during their games. What follows
is a typically Taunsvian account of a hopelessly long and ultimately futile affair. Over the
following months, with long intervals in between, officials came and went. The contractor
returned at some point and drew the marks again; then some other people arrived, examined
the marks, jotted something on paper, and left. Taunsvi assumed they were government
officials, “because they threatened people all around.” By identifying government officials
through their aggressive demeanourtoward the neighbourhood’s residents, Taunsvi highlights
the entitlement that marks their dealings with the public that they are supposed to serve, and
the alienation this causes among that public. Eventually, a labourer arrived and dug some
holes. Taunsvi happily told the man, “Now, electric bulbs will illuminate our area,” using the
symbolic resonance of light to signal a better society, as he does in many other columns. The
labourer must have thought he was crazy, says Taunsvi, “because those who keep yearning
for light are, after all, mad.” Indeed, the moment of fulfiment never arrived. Half the poles were
installed at some point, but the other half of the ditches remained open. “Perhaps the
contractor is awaiting the clearance of his next bill, or maybe the government officials’ pockets
aren’t warm enough to pass the bill?” speculates Taunsvi. “This ‘pass’ and ‘fail’ business is
also a matter of great ichak dana,” he comments, again evoking the Raj Kapoor film to connote
fraudulence. He wonders in desperation: “Where is the contractor? Where is the municipality?
Where is the electric company? Until when will darkness engulf the people’s desires?”

This column offers a high-resolution account of government corruption as it transpired on the
ground. If the previous column sketches the culture of red tape, this one portrays the corrupt
culture of government contracts. It demonstrates how corrupt politicians and the contractors
who give them kickbacks impede urban development and imperil the city’s residents. The
ordeal suffered by residents of ‘Badnasib Pura’, says Taunsvi, is typical in Delhi’s colonies.??
This criticism should be understood in its historical context: the column was published at a
time when development was a top priority, a buzzword of Nehru’s government (Zachariah
2005, Kudaisya 2009, Menon 2022). The column argues, in effect, that the culture of corruption
undermined post-independence India’s paramount policy goals.

In this respect, electricity serves as a focal point, linking the failure of development and
progress with political corruption and moral stagnation. Electricity connotes not only light and
its moral associations, invoked in the previous examples, but also modernity and progress. As
political scientist Sunila Kale observes in her study of electrification in rural India, “a belief in
the capacity of electricity to not only improve material conditions but also catalyse broader
social change... has been a mainstay of the Indian nationalist vision for modern development,
and indeed for nationalist modernizers everywhere throughout the twentieth century” (Kale
2014: 2). Nehru, Dalit leader Bhimrao Ambedkar, and many of their contemporaries believed
in the power of electricity to usher in India’s transformation. They pinned their hopes on
electricity to power factories, irrigate farms, illuminate public spaces and private homes,
extend the productivity of the Indian worker and student, and help to eradicate poverty.
Electricity was also bound up with the image of urban modernity. From the late 19th century,
electrification had been part and parcel of the nationalist desire to build a technologically
advanced state, with dazzlingly lit modern cities on par with the West (Coleman 2017).

Kale (2014) emphasises that the importance of electricity lies in its role as infrastructure in a
dual sense—both physically, as a material system that enables energy distribution and
connectivity throughout India, and symbolically, as an extension of the state’s power and

2 At the conclusion of the column, Taunsvi chats with a friend, who, upon hearing of Taunsvi’s ordeal,
remarks that this is exactly how things unfold in the South Delhi municipality. After all, “all of Delhi’s
municipalities are bhai bhai (brothers).”
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authority, supporting its legitimacy and capacity to govern, and fostering national unity. This
dual significance operates in Taunsvi’'s discussions of electricity in the example above and in
many other columns. The failure to provide electricity is fundamentally a failure of the
postcolonial state to deliver on its promise of modernity. Thus, in the column, Taunsvi peers at
the holes that have been drilled in the road and contemplates, “If it takes another fifteen days
[for electric poles to be installed], no worries. Our forefathers used to say that the joy of
meeting a beloved after a long wait is unparalleled.” He evocatively and poetically turns
electricity—a metonym of modernity—into a classical object of painful longing and unfulfilled
desire. As Leo Coleman notes in his historical anthropological study of electrification in Delhi,
electricity and urban amenities in general have become “a material site for the moralization of
politics” (Coleman 2017: 8). Taunsvi’s columns bolster this observation, illustrating how the
dereliction of Delhi’s localities served as a stark embodiment of failed development and
became a focus of public discourse on larger moral and political issues. Fundamentally,
infrastructure deficiencies point to the failure of a corrupt system to fulfil its obligations to the
citizens. Within this broader theme, many columns underscore the unique challenges faced
by Delhi as a city of Partition refugees.

Refugee Colonies

With so many refugees thronging Delhi in the years after Partition, and with immense
government investment in rehabilitating them, it is natural that many columns refer specifically
to the failed infrastructure in the refugee colonies that sprang up at the city’s southern and
western outskirts. The middle-class, white-collar refugee colonies always lack something,
Taunsvi observes in one column—if there is water then there is no electricity, if there is an
electric connection then there is no current, if there are houses then there are no nalas
(sewers), and if there are nalas then there is no one to collect the garbage. In the poorer
refugee colonies, the situation is even more dire.?* Take, for example, the column Awaz de
kahan hai (Call Out, Where Are You?).2° The column focuses on the refugee colony Ramesh
Nagar, telling the readers that it is a ‘cheap colony’. (Taunsvi uses the English word ‘cheap’
and translates it into Hindi/lUrdu as ghatiya, that is, inferior of poor quality.) Everything in
Ramesh Nagaris cheap—the refugees, the water, the air, the alleys and streets, the houses,
the refugees’ stomachs (that is, their health) and, above all, their fortune or fate (Nasib). The
column about Ramesh Nagar also attends to the question of electricity, revealing again how
central this concern was in 1950s Delhi. Taunsvi employs two strategies we have already
encountered: the metaphor of darkness and light, along with other associations attached to
electricity, and the long and tormenting ordeal that is taken to absurd comic extremes. The
plot revolves around Taunsvi’s search for a friend’s house in Ramesh Nagar—an impossible
task in the complete darkness of a locality that is not connected to the electric grid. The search
turns out to be a misfortunate adventure, as Taunsvi crashes into a bicycle, has a fierce fight
with a ‘dog’ that turns out to be just a branch, and is finally forced to run away from residents
who think he is a thief. Since Ramesh Nagar is a ‘cheap colony’, the rehabilitation department
expects its residents to use the cheap light of earthen lamps. Taunsvi thus underscores the
socio-economic hierarchy that underlies refugee rehabilitation and citizenship in the city.

Itis noteworthy that the column’s title is derived from the musical hit Awaz de kahan hai, Duniya
meri jawan hai (Call Out, Where Are You? My World is Young), originally featured in the 1946
film Anmol Ghadi and sung by Noor Jehan. The lyrics express the pain of separation from the
beloved during the night. As Taunsvi plays with the connotations of darkness and longing, he
intertwines, yet again, the prosaic and the poetic by portraying modern electric infrastructure
as an object of unrequited desire. He concludes the column by calling on the residents of

2 Taunsvi Dilli jo ek shahr hai Part 2 (Milap 22.08.1955).
2 Taunsvi Awaz de kahan hai (Milap 03.04.1956).
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Ramesh Nagar to raise their voices and bring light to their colony. This ending expresses his
progressive belief in the role of literature to highlight social injustice and inspire action. At the
same time, as the analysis in this article shows, this conviction is eroded by the cumulative
impact of column after column ending in futility.

The Nationalist Thanedar

Many of Taunsvi’s columns refer to police corruption, mentioning it casually as a component
of everyday existence. Our final example delves more deeply into the subject. It is typically
Taunsvian in its ethnographic quality, but darker and more sarcastic in tone than the previous
examples, as it explores the coercive power dynamics of Delhi’s neighbourhoods. Taunsvi
introduces a new term in this discussion—the ‘nationalist police sergeant’ (qaumi thanedar).?
This unique breed sprang up and flourished in the city after independence, Taunsvi tells his
readers, and now he can be spotted in every nook and cranny of Delhi. The birth of the
nationalist thanedar can be traced to independence, which caught some people off guard,
leaving them utterly bewildered and stunned as the English Raj vanished and their
collaborationist game came to an abrupt end. Darkness enveloped their world, and out of this
despair, the gaumi thanedar emerged. Individuals who once served as police informants,
professional witnesses, gambling and bootlegging operators, or informal chaudhrys (lords) of
their neighbourhoods suddenly transformed into shining beacons of virtue. They adapted to
the new era and reinvented themselves as patriots (qaum parast). Adorning themselves in
pristine white homespun attire, they put on an act of artificial humility, folded their hands before
everyone, and wept about the nation’s suffering. They made grand promises to serve the
public and to act as intermediaries between the police and the people. The transition from the
nation’s enemies to its newfound friends was a matter of changing clothing overnight, says
Taunsvi. He wields his exceptional skills of portrayal to convey deeper meanings: “men of
towering height like cypress trees, and with mischief lurking in their eyes but cunningly
concealed behind the kohl of morality. They have betel leaves tucked in their jaws and biris
(beedi cigarette) dangling from their lips. They sport a pajama sadri (a homespun suit) combo,
wear chappals (slippers) on their feet, and wield leather whips. A snake’s hiss emanates from
their noses.” To Taunsvi’'s contemporaries, this would give the men the appearance of
neighbourhood loafers and goondas (gangsters). However, they also wear national topis
(caps) on their heads, and khadi, or khaddar—the hand-spun and hand-woven coarse cotton
that had been central to Gandhi’s intermeshing of personal and national self-discipline and
rejuvenation. As the ‘uniform’ of India’s politicians, khaddar transformed in the postcolonial
period from a symbol of moral purity to one of moral decay and corruption (Chakrabarty 2002,
Geva 2018). Taunsvi’s account shows how early after independence this transformation took
place, as exemplified by the thanedar’s opportunistic donning of khadi.

The qaumithanedar needs to support his wife and children, but he’s not engaged in regular
employment—no clerical work, teaching, or selling groceries or paan biri for him. The societal
value of his vocation is certainly questionable, as he does not contribute to economic progress
or the five-year plan. To explain the economic rationale of the qaumi thanedari, Taunsvi
addresses the readers with the following poignant, deeply ethnographic account:?’

The day comes that he knocks on your door and says, “Look, Raghbir Das ji! Your
boy was caught by the police for stealing.” You're startled and protest, “Butji, my
boy is honest and would never steal.” The qaumi thanedar responds, “How can

% Taunsvi Te lagda thanedar mi mae (Milap 09.03.1956). The column’s Punjabi title means “Mom, this
[man] looks like a police officer.” What follows is my abridged translation, which omits some details for
the sake of brevity.

Z Milap (09.03.1956).
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you say that, when the police have solid proof that | saw with my own eyes?” So
you rush to the police station in a frantic hurry, only to be met with policemen
nonchalantly twirling their moustaches, ignoring your presence. Disheartened, you
sprint back to the qaumi thanedar, desperately pleading for his assistance. But
alas! He, too, twirls his moustaches, shrugs his shoulders, and declares, “| can’t do
anything; | can’t tolerate it that our nation’s boys would stoop to thievery.” You’re
already on your knees, he is brimming with threats; you now clutch at his feet, and
he feigns anger. Yet, as the night wears on, you somehow manage to strike a
compromise—10, 20, or 50 rupees, perhaps. The boy’s honour is salvaged, your
good name in the neighbourhood is preserved, and the gaumi thanedar’s goods
[protection] are sold. Meanwhile, the bona fide thanedar pockets his share of the
profit and marches forward, championing law and order in the new nation.

The scene is striking for its on-the-ground perspective and attention to the physical gestures
that index the coercive power dynamic. Those who have power twirl their moustaches, frown,
and shrug their shoulders, while those who have no power fold their hands, fall on their knees,
and clutch at the other person’s feet. Analysing a similar scene in his ethnographic fieldwork
in a north Indian village in the 1980s, Gupta notes that “however open the process of giving
bribes and however public the transaction, there was nevertheless a performative aspect that
had to be mastered. ... The practice of bribe giving was not... simply an economic transaction
but a cultural practice that required a great degree of performative competence” (Gupta 1995:
379-380). Like the rural patwari (keeperof land records and tax collector) described by Gupta,
the police thanedar and self-appointed gaumi thanedar in Taunsvi’s account skilfully make the
poor fellow beg to give them the money that they are extorting from him.

Thus, Taunsvi analyses political power in post-independence India as it operates at the micro-
level of Delhi’s localities, elucidating the unholy collaboration between the police and the
neighbourhood goondas (thugs). Interestingly, he draws a parallel between this arrangement
and the layered, oppressive sovereignty that characterized the dawn of British colonialism in
late-18th-century Bengal. Pointing out that the regular police thanedars are officially recruited
and invested with some authority, Taunsvi wonders where the nationalist thanedars get their
authority. A friend explains, “Youmay have heard tales from the history books—how the British
created a dual rule in Bengal, with peasants bending under both the jagirdar and the
government. Similarly, nowadays, both the bona fide (asli) thanedar and the gaumi thanedar
govern the people.” This analysis challenges the notion that 1947 brought about a new
democratic polity. The gaumi thanedar’s portrayed by Taunsvi operate outside the formal
structure of the state, blurring the lines between state and society and, along with the bona
fide police, wielding power in a personal and discretionary manner (cf. Gupta 1995, Fuller et
al. 2001, Hansen et al. 2001, Gould 2011). This reflects a form of authority that is more akin to
Weber’'s model of traditional authority, based on personal loyalties and arbitrary decisions,
than to a modern, democratic state, whose power is exercised through a system of rational,
impersonal rules and procedures. The allusion to late-18th-century Bengal, considered an
especially corrupt, chaotic, and despotic period of British colonialism, adds a particular sting.
And thus, Taunsvi sarcastically concludes:?®

Behold the gaumi thanedar, your saviour for every trouble. He'll help you
manoeuvre through black marketing, accepting bribes, dabbling in illegal alcohol,
selling prohibited charas (cannabis) and opium. He becomes the bridge between
you and the police. If you’ve committed a crime or plan to do so, he’s at your
service in any situation—whether to forcefully evacuate tenants for higher rents or

2 Milap (09.03.1956).
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intimidate landlords into letting you go rent-free. He offers his services in exchange
for your favours. As the old folks say, “Give this hand, and take that hand.” Such
services come with a price, and the goods are paid in hard cash.

Taunsvi’s dark and bitter portrayal of the gaumi thanedar captures the informal role of mohalla
(neighborhood) bosses and strongmen as mediators between urban citizens and state
representatives (in this case, the official police). This is a penetrating account of the coercive
role taken by local intermediaries, fixers, and power brokers in Indian cities, central to what
political scientist Partha Chatterjee calls “political society” (Chatterjee 2004; for the study of
brokerage in contemporary India, see Bjorkman 2021; Piliavsky 2014). The involvement of
such strongmen introduces bullying and criminality into the interface between citizens and the
state, communicating the corruption of the promises of independence and transition into
democracy.

Conclusion

As a popular column focused on everyday life published in a refugee paper in Urdu—which
was then the primary literary language of Partition refugees and many other residents—Pyaz
ke chhilke offers us a rare glimpse into what constituted the main concerns and topics of
everyday commentary among Delhi’'s lower-middle and middle classes. Taunsvi makes the
everyday an object of critical scrutiny, excavating the larger sociopolitical structures, power
dynamics, and mores that underlie it. What kind of city, then, do the columns conjure up?
Succinctly put, postcolonial Delhi emerges as a space of scarcity and corruption, with refugee
rehabilitation as the site where these issues most visibly play out. This article fleshed out the
quotidian suffering and the governmental and societal corruption that emerge from the
columns.

True to his granular approach, Taunsvi hardly ever refers to corruption in general terms.
Indeed, he avoids using the Hindi term bhrashtachar or the Urdu term bad’unwani, and
although he does use the English word ‘corruption’, it appears only rarely.?® Instead, he usually
opts for more specific words that describe a range of concrete situations, such as rishwat
(bribe), rishwat khor (the person who ‘eats’ a bribe), mutthi garam karna (warming of the fist,
akin to greasing palms), jeb garam karna (warming the pocket), kala bazar (black market), chor
bazar (black market, lit. thieves’ market), milawat (adulteration), stock karna (hoarding), hera
pheri (shady dealing, lit. exchange), and /al fita (red tape). Such terminological choices align
with Taunsvi’s exposure of the inner workings of corruption in concrete rather than abstract
terms. But gradually, the myriad, concrete scenes he narrates almost daily build into a general
statement about corruption as an endemic phenomenon that permeates every aspect of
people’s existence in the city, shaping their daily ordeals and frustrations. It creeps into almost
every scene—be it a policeman demanding a bribe from a truck driver for speeding,*® a
government-subsidized shop selling wheat in the black market,®' a dairy owner adulterating
milk to compensate for the commission he is forced to pay an officer,3? a school principal who
is ignorant and careless, 3 doctors who are neglectful and rude to the hospital’s impoverished

2 Two consecutive columns in which he uses the English words corrupt, corruption, and anti-corruption
are Ham sab corrupt hain (Milap 14.06.1957), and Ham sab corrupt hain - 2 (Milap 15.07.1957).

® Taunsvi Parhta ja, sharamata ja (Milap 11.08.1955). For various urban situations where police demand
bribes, see: 1955 chala gaya (Milap 02.01.1956); Sain baba ki zaban se (Milap 06.03.1956); Bhole Nath
ki jai (Milap 09.06.1957).

' Taunsvi Ek munafakhor ki diary (Milap 17.09.1958).

%2 Taunsvi Meri dak men (Milap 20.12.1955).

% Taunsvi Headmistress se mulagat (Milap 18.03.1956).
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patients,* or individuals securing government employment through connections at the
expense of the truly meritorious and hard working.*® As the columns minutely and consistently
detail these specific abuses, the cumulative impression is that corruption is rooted in the very
infrastructure of the city, extending beyond the narrowly defined instances of political
corruption. Corruption, in Taunsvi’'s columns, amounts to social fact in the Durkheimian
sense—a fundamental aspect of social life, an institution, even a norm that shapes and
constrains the individual’s life and behaviour (Durkheim 1982 [1895]). Thus, the micrologic
nature of the column—its granularity and everydayness—is what facilitates the construction of
an implicit macro analysis. The larger pattern that emerges is of corruption as affecting all
aspects of public services, from the poor state of the education, healthcare, and transportation
systems to irregular water supply and lack of electricity and roads in Delhi’s localities to the
struggle to find unadulterated milk. Thus, the nitty-gritty examples of corrupt practices point to
corruption in its original sense: a departure from what is correct, the adulteration of a pure
form. This article suggests that, in essence, it is a departure from the Nehruvian promises and
the great hopes that the masses pinned on independence. The columns provide insight into
what citizenship in the newly independent nation meant for the working and lower-middle
classes of the capital.

Ordinary inhabitants’ experiences of citizenship are shaped by their interactions with the
various state representatives who populate the columns—self-interested politicians, lethargic
and corrupt bureaucrats, venal police officers, and government servants exuding self-
importance and using threats when speaking to the public—alongside an array of shady
individuals with  whom they collude, such as contractors, black marketeers, and
neighbourhood toughs. These operators impede citizens’ accessto the basic rights and public
goodsand services that comprise the contract between the state and its citizens: employment,
equal access to quality education and healthcare, functioning public transportation, a regular
supply of water and electricity, and freedom from abusive and discretionary power. In effect,
Taunsvi offers us a contemporary account of what Mody recently called the post-
independence “betrayal of the Indian people,” by which the “continuous erosion of social
norms and decay of political accountability” (Mody 2023: xi) contributed to the failure to invest
in human capital. In Taunsvi’s Delhi, the promise of Nehruvian development indeed remains
unfulfilled, epitomized by the lack of electric infrastructure.

This faltering promise is grounded, to some extent, in the challenges posed by Partition. The
need to rehabilitate refugees compounded the problems faced by the postcolonial capital and
nation and multiplied the corrupt practices that ensued. Taunsvi does not explicitly make this
causal connection, but refugees and refugee colonies are so prominent in the columns that
1950s Delhi emerges as a Partition city.

What the columns ultimately capture is the ambivalence of the early postcolonial moment—
the coupling of hope and disillusionment. While Pyaz ke chhilke is informed by a progressive
belief in the potential for reformation, it simultaneously communicates the corrosion of that
faith. As analysed above, both the criticism and the resignation are bound up in the focus on
the everyday, which entails a cyclical temporality that precludes the linearity of progress. This
sense of time as repetitive, devoid of any possibility of change, surfaces again and again. For
instance, in a column written atthe beginning of 1956, Taunsvi recounts a conversation with a
street vendor who remarks that the new year holds little significance for him except for the

% Taunsvi Nazarin! Na main ishtehari hakim (Milap 26.05.1957).
% Taunsvi Do patan ke bich men (Milap 05.12.1955).
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inevitable increase in the bribe he will need to pay to the petrol police. Taunsvi himself
ponders,

Where will the new year take us? Will all the buzz surrounding the Second Five-
Year Plan lead to any concrete outcomes? Contractors will probably continue to
warm fists to secure construction projects, and the coveted position of a refugee
resettlement officer will be awarded, most likely, to a distant relative, perhaps the
cousin of the brother of the wife of the son of some influential minister.

The text communicates a sense of inertia, of corruption that has been routinized, leaving no
hope for substantial change. Indeed, along with the columns’ everyday, cyclical temporality,
the atmosphere of pervasive corruption subverts the progressive imperative of the columns.
While Pyaz ke chhilke is informed by a socialist outlook and is explicitly committed to shedding
light on social wrongs in order to rectify them, many episodes conclude with literal darkness.
Similarly, the many stories depicting people on tortuous urban treks to accomplish simple
tasks impart a Sisyphean outlook, as they invariably end in failure. As Taunsvi reflects in a
column that ostensibly announces his own death,

people have been reading the deceased’s texts with great interest, and his ideas
had a deep impact on them, but he always complained about the fault of his pen—
he has been writing for 15 years, yet not one corrupted person [rishwat khor] told
him, “Fikr sahib! Having read your articles, | have stopped taking bribes.” The
influence of his writings on the corrupted people?” was akin to a drop of water on
a hot tawa [pan]. Despite his efforts, this remained a limitation of his writings that
he could not overcome.?®

Thus, Pyaz ke chhilke reflects the charged coexistence of hope and disillusionment
that marked the decade after independence.
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