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The Sense of the Past: Historical perspective in Atiq Rahimi’s Novels b

Abstract

New Historicism is a theoretical approach that believes that history and text are ;
intertwined. Greenblatt believes that there is a relation between text and context. and art and
society. A text is produced by humans and as a human made object is radically informed by

all the forces that condition and shapes his society and history. A social. political. religious.

and economic factor of a society determines the literature it produces. A person lives in pain
can explain the depth of his wound. Rahimi always embraces his identity as an Afghan.
Rahimi believes Afghanistan’s present horrendous situation is because of its terrible past.

Rahimi’s works records the transformation of the solemn land into a bloody land. The

Afehan’s fate changes with the arrival of Soviet. The political changes pave the way for

violence in Afghanistan. This paper analyses the past political changes of Afghanistan are

responsible for the present dreadful conditions of the country.
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| New Historicism is a theoretical approach that suggests, literature must be read, study
_;.';-V‘.a‘nd interpret within the historical context of its production. Studying the history reveals more
; - 'about the text and studying the text reveals more about history, New Historicism helps us to

; ‘b‘\\’ndersmnd how the authors biography. the social and political upheavals of the time are
- reflected in the works.

Stephan Greenblatt is an American literary historian and the founder of New
Historicism. He introduced the term in his work Tle Power of Forms in the English
Renaissance (1982) to describe the permeability of literature and history. In his essay

Towards a Poetics of Culture he argues that a work is colored by the writer’s beliefs. his

social status and other factors. New Historicism does not view the text and its context as
separate entities. Rather. it discusses the text as a part of its historical context and looks at
many elements outside the work instead of reading the text in isolation.

New historicl :
r . ) .
icist readings use vast amount of background information collected from

social. it . : .
al. cultural. political and history in analyzing the text. It also looks for the authors

biographical details like his childhood and upbringing. the society. the political situation and

SO on.

The film maker and novelist Atiq Rahimi is a living vessel familiar with the

individual and communal forms of Afghanistan. Like millions of others. he leaves

Afghanistan during the Russian occupation. He create various characters in his own image or

the images he encounters in his life. showing writers are not sages o prophets. but are

average citizen. and they too participate in social life.

s that literature is informed by its historical context and each

New Historicism argue

and every textis influenced by the time period. Greenblatt points out that literature functions

as a political tool, as a byproduct of power and part of cultural reproduction. Greenblatt
at there is an obsolete and impenetrable barrier petween us and the past. and that

establishes th
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- our reading of the past 1s conditioned by the power relation in which we live and think. A

writer produces stories of the past and exposes the world about the hidden truth in $0¢10

political scenes.

Rahimi manage to condense centuries of Afghan listory in his novels. The
devastation of Afghanistan during Soviet invasion and the brutality of fundamentalists are

clearly and prercingly convey in his novels. His works are a literary testament about the

horrors of w < - & ituats i
of war. He makes the readers to realize the horrible situation of the Afghan people by

revealing the eXtremity and ambiguity of war.
New Historicism insists 1S 1 istor
SIOTICISM nsists that a text is influenced by the historical context. It becomes a

need to analv iti : o . : 3 X
vze the political history of Afghanistan. as it becomes the platform for all the

works of Rahimi. The culture of Afghanistan is very ancient. It is mostly a tribal and rural
village with different regions of the country having their own native language. Afghans are
very proud of their land. religion and ancestry. Thev value their independence and these
highlanders are known for their loyalty to their clan. Afghanistan faces many invasions and
stand between various powers like Greeks. Persians. Arabs. Moghals. as well as British. All
these physical conquest of Afghanistan has brought temporary impacts. But the invasion of
Soviet has completely ruined Afghanistan and led to the beginning of never ending war in
D Afghanistan.
In the third Anglo-Afghan war king Amanullah seized power from the British. He
decides to modermize his kingdom. He is the first Afghan ruler to take aid and military
assistance from Soviet Union. Amanullah desires to change Afghanistan into a modern
secular state which is opposed by conservative tribes and they considered modernism 1s

acainst the Afghans traditional customary practices. He removes the veil from women.
introduces education for women and force Afghans to wear western dresses. He removes

conservative clergy’s from position. Amanullahs Marxist reforms are hated by conservatives.
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. As aresult a civil war breaks on 1929 and Amanullah is abducted. Zahir Shah. son of Nadir

. gha\i restore the rule from Amanullah on 1933, Afghanistan begins to develop economically
with the help of foreign aid. and creates a modern military with the help of Soviet Union.
Mohammed Daoud. Zahir Shah's cousin launches a coup when the king is abroad and crowns
himself the president. But Daoud Khan's rule is marked by corruption and instability.
Hafizullah Amin and Babrak Karmal. the former lefiist parties of People Democratic Party of

Afghanistan (PDPA) overcome their differences to oppose his regime. Political chaos and

violent repression starts.
On April 1978. Hafizullah Amin. the strong man of the PDPA. organize a coup that
topple Dacud Khans regime. Amin's mentor Noor Mohammed Taraki is installed as party
leader. President and Prime Minister of the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan. with Amin
as the Deputy Prime Minister. Later Amin wants more power and take over the role of Prime
Minister a year later. The Soviet Union worries about Amin’s power and his anti-Islamic
stance advices Taraki to get rid of Amin. But the attempt to kill Amin fails. Instead Amin
Kills Taraki and seize power on 14 September 1979.
Amin tries to maintain relations with Pakistan and United States. It alarms Soviet
Union and to implement its authority Soviet invaded Afghanistan on 24 December 1979.
B Amin is Killed on 27 December. and Babrak Karmal. the puppet of Soviet Union is handed
; the role of President by the invaders. The governments Marxist reforms and the vigorous
suppression of opposition. executing thousands of political prisoners and ordering massacres
against unarm civilians lead to the rise of anti-government armed Islamic groups called
Mujahideen. Pakistan. Saudi Arabia and United States funds and supplies arms to the
Mujahedeen. The Mujahideen wages guerilla wars and in small groups they operate in almost
eighty percent of the country. The Soviets use their air power to deal harshly with both rebels

and civilians destroying villages that has been a safe haven for Mujahedeen. They destroy
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irrigation lands. ditches and laid millions of land mines. Their bloody war lasts for nine years

and Afghanistan is ruined completely. In 1980 the Soviet increnses their fighting and the cost

of the war is lugh. By 1987 Soviet under the leadershuip of Mikhail Gorbachev announce its

willingness to withdraw their forces. On 1989 Soviet withdraw from Afghanistan.

Mujahedeen starts the fight to save their country from communist. But the lack of
unity between the groups

and the blood thirsty power distracts them from their virtuous role.
Extemal forces like America. P

akistan and Saudi supports certain groups and they become
prominent. and the popular one was

Taliban. They receive support from the ISI and the Al-

Qaeda of Pakistan. The Taliban rise to power and introduces harsh Islamic laws and brutally
treats

Afghans. especially women. The Taliban and their allies massacre civilians. denies
food supplies from the UN to 160000 starving civilians

and destroved food sources. water
supplies. transportation.

communication and industrial resources. They burn vast areas of
fertile land and destroy thousands of homes.

Political repression and resistance are intensely pictured 1in Ralumi’s novels. Being a
citizen of Afghanistan he tries to expose the dark truths of Afehanistan that is hidden to the

world. Khaled Hosseini in his reviews on I7e Patience Stone admires the skills of Rahimi.
He opines

Rahimi chooses not to take us in the streets. Instead. we experience war as
most helpless civilians do. We hear the sudden burst of gun fire. the screams.
and the terrifying silences. We feel the impact of mortar fire when the room
shakes and the plaster flakes rain down...Rahimi succeeds in making us
experience the chaos. the helplessness. the senseless brutality committed with
impunity. the random and sudden outburst of violence that take unsuspecting

lives....and in Rahimi’s prose. the era comes to life to devastating effect
(Khaled Hosseini)
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. New Historicism suggests that literature must be read. study and interpret within the
. historical context of its production and the personal history of the author. T7ie Parience Stone

is the most popular work of Rahimi. It is translated into more than forty languages. In an

e L AT

interview at New York on 7 December 2002. Rahimi discloses the occasion that makes him

to write The Patience Stone. The assassination of the Afghan poetess Nadia Anjuman inspires

JEe————

him to write the novel. Nadia is murder by her husband. who is a lecturer. Rahimi goes to

A : ) . . .
fghanistan to meet her family. But they refuse to meet him. Nadia’s husband attempt

suicide in prison and is admitted in the hospital in coma. Rahimi sees him from afar. lying in
his death bed. At that moment Rahimi feels that if he is a woman. he can stay close to this
man and talk to him and tell him all that a woman has in her heart. Being an Afghan he
knows the state of women. Women have no voice in a patriarchal dictator country. So in
order to give voice to the women he paralyzes the man. Rahimi says. he always has a
question why women are absent in the society. He feels that a woman doesn’t have an
identity in Afghan culture. She is present in the society as a body having a very tragic life.
When a woman takes identity she is condemned and damned. Nadia’s family forces her
husband to murder her. as they consider Nadia's poems are a disgrace to their family and
society. Rahimi feels the only identity of women is burqa and that is like a jail 1o them.
@ Rahimi blames the political situation for the transition of women in Afghanistan. He

says during 1970s his sister works as a journalist and she travels alone all over Afghanistan.

But the communists enter and they want 10 eXpose the women but it is Very extreme. atex

nerges another culture. a culture of Arabic and Pakistani people (The Taliban). All these
emerg

£l hanges the identity of Afghan women. The life of women in Afghanistan is pathetic.
influx chang : =

though the Soviet kindles war. the women enjoyed many priorities during the SOViet
Even thoug

le. The communist supportive rulers from Hafizullah 1o Amin. they try to forge
rule.
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short dresses. Women education is isisted and it becomes mandatory for girls to attend

pnmary schools. Coeducation is mtroduced. Women are allowed to walk alone freely,

‘Women are allowed to occupy high positions i the soctety. This modemisim 1s not accepted
by the conservatives. who always treat women as their possessions and raise their oppositions

- for women freedom.

The Taliban hates communist ideas and they introduce harsh laws targeting women.

Woman becomes prey to politics and religion. Women are not allowed to walk alone without
ablood relative. A woman's face should not be seen through the windows. so windows are
sealed. Taliban ban singing. dancing and ban wearing bright color dresses. They completely
ban women education. Girl's schools are changed to bov's schools. Rahimi anticipate Afghan
tradition. So he created revolutionary woman characters in his novels. Al the heroines of
Rahimi are brave. confident and courageous. In T7ie Patient Srone Rahimi give his heroine a
second chance to live. by giving a handsome young boy as her partner. He bravely portrays
her as an epitome of womanhood and as a revolutionist. she puts her all effort to bring her
comatose husband alive. But when he tries to kill her at the end she kills him. In 4 Thousand
Rooms of Dreams and Fear. he presents Mahnaz as a brave woman. who is not confine by
traditional rules. She refuses to marry her brother in law after the death of her husband. She
resists leaving her native land amidst commotion. Rahimi breaks the traditional norm by

allowing a voung man Farhad to stay with a widow. In 4 Curse on Dosroevsky he presents

woman as breadwinners and bold decision makers.

To unlock a textual meaning. a new historicist investigates three areas of concerns.

the life of the author. the social rules and dictates find within a text and the reflection of the

K7

works historical situation as evidence. Being a Kabuli all Rahimi’s works are set up in Kabul.

After the Saur revolution many Afghans run away from the country. Rahimi also exiles to

Pakistan. He says he cannot forget the bitter experience in his life. He walks nine days and

gt to Y
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mghtsamidst ruggad vallevs and ey mountains to reach Pakistan. In the journey he

o encounters death many tmes because 1if the exiles are found by the soldiers they arrest or kil

. them

The Russians invades Afghanistan and along with the help of Taraki government they
- tortured people. only communists supporters are left alive. On the ground of mean suspicion
civilians are wmpnsoned and sentence to death without trial. People are unaware of their

pumshment. 4§ Thousand Rooms of Dream and Fear is set at a time of acute political

upheaval in Afghanistan. The novels protagonist Farhad is beaten up by Russian soldiers on

his way back home. Farhad cannot understand the reason for his beatings. In order to survive
be has to run leaving his famuly. There is no cost for life in Afchanistan. anvthing can happen
at any ume. Each stone and sand wimesses the agony of the people.

In4 Thousand Rooms of Dreams and fear Mahnaz husband is thrown inte jail
and 1s executed for no reason. Mahnaz 17 vear old brother is twice called for the army. Every
tme he retums with more injury. Mahnaz says “He was in the prison for three weeks. I don't

know what on earth they did to him there. His mind is gone. His hair mmed white overnight.

Now he never savs a word. Every night he wakes up. moaning and sobbing like a newbom
child —(62).
Enavat and Farhad are goed friends. one dav in college Enayat scnbbles a ditty and

tosses towards Farhad but it lands at the foot of a communist student and before the classes
are over Enavat is taken away from the class. Enayat decide to run away to avoid execution.

Before the Saur revolution day in 1978, a decree is issued. Everyone i Kabul should pamt
their front door red. or hang a red flag in the window. Enayat's brother and his friends stan
some sheets with sheep’s blood and sell them to their neighbours. On the revolution day the

blood has turned black. and Enayat’s brother and his friends are arrested. Enayat’s brother

committed suicide in prison. “If Enayat’s brother hadn’t killed lumself. maybe he'd have

-' v sl ik
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tumned out like Yahva's uncle vou
Yahva'st ; :
: e 3 le voung man with no vouth. with no soul. A body suspended
A ;bgmen\WO arches” (94). |
~ Pul-e Charkhiisa 1
: 1183 |
| famous prison in the outskurts of Kabul. It is constructed by Daoud

Khan. The pni )

3 prison beco

mes the center of torture and executions during the ten year Soviet

war. From Apnl 1978 &
P to December 1979. the Communist's Peoples Democratic Party of

~~ Afghanistan \{
X under Nur Mu ;
= hammad Taraki executes around 27.000 political prisoners at Pul-
e- rki. Familes
of those w S i
se who are arrested or disappeared wait outside the prison walls

every day. Theyv1
2 > v long to receive - .
the news about their loved ones. The chief agent of this terror

1s the AGSA (De *
partment t -
or Safeguarding the Interests of Afghanistan) and its network of

= d lmormel‘s. :\””les‘\' ‘ntematic \ ] ]‘
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more than 12.000 people are hanged without tnal.

Rahimi explai !
plains the trouble comer life of the Afghans. Farhad escape from the

communist and falls )
s in the hands of Muslim fundamentalists. Farhad do not understand the

reason for his punishm e "
punishment. he 1s 1gnorant of his mistake. All he realizes is to save himself he

mus < - ] .
t flee to Pakistan. He will never see his beloved mother and siblings. He is force to exile

: from his native land. Before entering he is blocked by fundamentalists. They blames him an
atheist infidel. scolds him for not doing his ablutions and not shaving his pubic hair. <="This

mms the young bearded man. his

eves buning with hatred. He must

man 1s an infidel'” he info

' for Pakistan to spread his filth™ (1

never be allowed to leave

38). Ind Thousand Rooms of

makes overt references to the political. social and religious

am and Fear Rahim
e but these fundamentalists S

mokes and

Dre

ow to smoke In a mosqu

hness. No one is all
scene directly by his razor s

foolis
He scoms the political harp words.

s Farhad to smoke.
shnikov butt thud 1nto

throat and sprayed

force
__vomit shot up my

«Then I felt the Kala my guts.
rs” uniform.. all over the photo of Hafizullah Amin dangling from the

out all over the office
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. marror of the jeep."(11)Atq breaks the powerful conservative norms by allowing his hero to
stay with a widow and by pictuning Mahnaz showing her uncover hair.
New Historicism evaluates how the work is influenced by the time in which the

author writes. It examines the social sphere in which the author moves. It also analyses the

psychological background of the writer and the books and theories that may have influence
him.
Rahimi 1 ' lew on 7 2013
himi i an interview on 7 Aug 2013. at the San Francisco International Film
festival reveals the secrets of his | ’
s secrets of his heart to the interviewer Sophia Stein. Rahimi feels a writer
1s like the patience ston ] 3
p stone (a mystc black stone that absorbs the secrets of the people and
ex ; -els i
plodes one day). He travels. he meets. he listens. he observes. he collects evervthing. A
good day breaks. he wri ; i
\ he writes. and on that day. he creates literature. Rahimi leaves Afghanistan
in 1984 and he wnites lately on 1996. the vear the Taliban has taken power in Afghanistan.
But the most important incident in his life is his communist brother is killed by
Fundamentalists (1992). But the death news is not revealed to him for two vears. Later when
he is in France. he comes to know about his brother’s death from his father. He cannot moumn
for his brother's death. But he has a question why his parents do not reveal the truth. From

this is bomn his first book Earth and Ashes (2000).

J Earth and Ashes tells about the distressing heart of a father who 1s going to reveal the

murder of his family to his beloved son. who is working in a mine. Rahimi colors this novel

with true emotions. being a sufferer of the unpleasant experience he painfully opines the

emotions of Dastaguir. Rahimi explains the political conspiracy of the age. how the

communists and Fundamentalists forces young man to join the army. Dastaguir narrates the

reason for the destruction of his village

A group of government trouble makers came to our village to enlist fighters

for the Russians. Half the young people fled. the other half hid. On the pretext

£
§
§
§
i
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of searching the houses, the government soldiers wrecked and looted
everything. In the middle of the night men from the next village arrived and
Killed the government soldiers. .. they left with the men who had hidden to

avold serving under the red flag... (20).

The next day the Russians arrives and explodes the whole village. On one side the
government schemes against the civilians. on the other the Jihadists plot against the people
Both groups are utilizing people for their own privileges. Dastaguir knows his son Murad 1s

not a coward. if he hears the murder of his family. certainly he will take revenge. On reaching
he is shocked to know that Murad is wrongly informed that mujahedeen’s has killed his
family. The communists are bramwashing him to join the revolution against mujahedeen’s.
In his interview Rahimi recalls his life in Afghanistan. in 1980 when he is a student he
works as a journalist. It is the beginning of war and he is assigned to make a report on the
workers in carbon mine. One day he forgets his expensive camera in a local tea house. One
week later when he comes back to the tea house the man calls him and hands his camera.
Rahimi remarks the man is not a rich. he can sell and make a fortune but he wants to return it
to Rahimi. In Earth and Ashes Rahimi gives life to the tea house man as Mirza Qadir. a

shopkeeper. a compassionate man who tries to wipe the tears of the sorrowful.

) Rahimi returns to Afghanistan on 2002. he trace huge differences in Afghan. The
walls of each house are very high. The windows are all closed with brick and everybody
watch him with hesitation. He also faces a different experience. His bags and camera are
looted in a tea shop while he is having his tea. War changes people. Rahimi knows the

Afchans are endowed with geniality and warmth. But the world personifies Afghans as

terrorists. Rahimi states the war in Afghanistan is not for the people. All the Afghans are not

Taliban and all the Taliban are not Afghans. It is a war against massive intemational

Terrorism. based on the frontier of Pakistan and the Saudi Arabia. The Pakistan’s and Saudi

91
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- Arabian's rebels enter Afghanistan and seize power and pave the way for the Afghan
resistance when they impose their law.
In New Historicism texts are social documents that reflect and respond to their

historical situation. In 4 Curse on Dostoevsky the historical period is the post-communist
period and prior to Taliban taking power. It is a period that the mujahedeen’s start to occupy
the nation. Rahimi expresses the painful situation of his native land.

From then on storytellers. poets and holy men flocked to this valley from all
over the world...bring it to life in their voices .and immortalize in their
memories...And this was threatening to the history distorters. the tale forgers

-the science imposters. the shady politicians...One day they all descended
upon the village. Invaded it. destroved it. They destroved everything! They
deafened the children and cut out the adults tongues...but what they didn’t
realize was there were not only human beings. the houses. the rocks. the water.
the wind. the air. the birds. the snakes....everything in this valley could
remember the people. its history. its wisdom. and also the barbarism of the
tyrants! .(162)
In an interview to J K Fowler Rahimi sadly expresses his native land is caught in the

B dark terror of war and fundamentalism and he loses his key of identity. liberty and

independence. So he goes somewhere in search of light. liberty and independence. But he

fails to find it as he has left it in his country. So he creates it in his imagination. For Rahimi

writing about Afghanistan is like creating his key. So when he writes he feels as an Afghan

even if he is in France.

Rahimi says that Afohanistan is caught between political conspiracies. The Taliban

leave Afghanistan and they are welcomed by Pakistan. They actively organize an army. arms

and money and are conspiring to come back to Afghanistan with the support of Pakistan. The
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mericans chase Taliban and wok cogy |
B . ‘u "‘*

ace the p\\ppc\ governme

place

atks i1 not only the war of Fupnda
ne

e
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countries A1 utihZIg Afghans resources for it |
: : 1tS be

/\| ,h‘ b
hanistan. In the name of democracy they
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a war of business, the commercial war

gtan is 10 the middle of China, Inds 1
ALY (‘n. r'“\ p ‘
HIAR nk
1stan, Russia, and America, All the

nef; : :
its. Pakistan, United States and China

an to change money

S use Afghanist »
o and to negotia o
goliate commercial items. Afghanistan is caught

in the n\iddlﬂ of all tlus.

Malalai Joya i : :
alat Joya in her autobiography Raising my 1
IS - b my {
. ) d g myv Voice blames that Afghanistan has
ong been used as a eadly play :
adly playground in the great game between super powers, from th

- g ers, from the

British to the Soviet Empir
1pire and now the Americans and their allies. They try to rule

Afghanistan by dividing i ‘e o .

g 3 g it. They have given money to thugs and fundamentalists and war

lords to driven the people | ' i
people into terrible misery. Afghanistan is misused and misrepresented to

the world. 1 T :
She rightly believes. democratic values cannot be imposed by foreign troops. No

nation can donate liberation to another nation. The values must be fought and win by the

lues are

people themselves. Afghanistan can grow and flourish when the democratic va

planted by the people in their own soil and watered by their own blood.

n Rahimi found it painful to wat

ch the destruction of his native land.

Being an Afgha
He says Afghans are not terrorists. they are victims of terrorism. He wants to reveal the truth
their honesty. and their warmth and how the thirty years of war has

about his own people.
He believes that the war

collapsed the nation. He openly scorns the blood thirsty politicians.
in Afghanistan is not for the Afghan people. the war is between humanity and some
fundamemalist movement. He fills his pen with the ink of love and honor for his country and

wipe out the misunder untry.

standing about his co

pens 10




- !\.lll\\lh\‘ lournal
HUH(Hl" ) “‘ln |
Y Hh.hlanun.mu |
o, ln»l,xyuu
y A Mo
anntes) Vol Y
JVol 7, 1usue ), March 1018 "

\\'(“kf. ( .“ol'

s, Joseph Y Understanding

Collns ]

War
in Afgl
Alghani y
$tan, National Defense Universty P
 University Press.

NURE

“\“\‘Cl,.l.‘al\. tanslator 4 (
\ S 4 (""'.\ )
¢ on D()“'()( V-S’ﬂ' ‘3‘» “\" R l
g 182 4 Kalnmi Chatto& W
. i ’"('IH.

2013,

olly McLean, translator
P tor. .4 Thousand Rooms of Dreq

Vintage, 2007. | i
polly McLean. tre s
anslator. Earth and Ashes. By Atiq Rahimi
o : ahimi. Vintage. 2003
- Rahimi. Atiq. Arig Rahimi: T o
: i: M
e became trapped in this self-image, until we all knew wasWar
By Gerry Feehilly. 7 Dec. 2002 |

Rahimi. Atiq. Literary Curr i
v Current Series: A Interview with Atiq Rahimi. By JK.Fowler.7

Aug.2013.

q. The TWomen as Cultural Epicenter. By Sophia Stein. 7 Aug.2013.

Anand Publications. 2010.

Rahimi. At

Roy. Arpita Basu. Contemporary Afghanistan. Har-
Sarah Maguire and Yama Yari. translators. The Patience Srone. By Atiq Rahimi. Vintage.
Len Greenblatt™. Shimoop.shmoop.com Slephen-greenblan

2011."Step
' Scribd. Scribd.com doc 26576518 old-new

neaux.b. «Qld/New Historicism’

Suno
historicism. Accessed. 14 Jan. 2019.
Wahab. Shaista and Barry Youngman. { Brief History of Afghanistan. Infobase
Publication. 2007. “What is New Historicism?” Cliffnotes.
C liffnotes.com/cliffnotesr subjects*litermurev

What-is-new-historicism. Accessed. 14 Jan. 2019.




