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Abstract 

 

‘But you haven’t told me about yourself’: Women’s digests in Pakistan 

as an affective space of belonging 

 

Kiran Nazir Ahmed, M.A; M.S. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Kamran Asdar Ali 

 

This report demonstrates how encounters between readers, writers and editors of a 

low-brow genre of Urdu fiction, create an affective space of belonging. This genre is 

published in commercial monthly magazines (commonly known as women’s digests) that 

contain narratives of feminine domesticity, primarily written by and for women, in 

Pakistan. Drawing on ethnographic work (archival and interviews) with authors, readers 

and editors of two monthlies, this study traces the contours of digest community as an 

affective space of belonging that provides a ‘complex of confirmation and consolation’ 

on how to be a woman in Pakistan’s changing social milieu. It further argues that recent 

proliferation of cell phones has led to a new sensibility in this community that has its own 

rhythm of sound. Previously readers would communicate through published letters 

mediated by editors. However, now there is direct contact between these two groups, 
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through cell phones. Digest narratives are now also being drawn from experiences 

readers share with authors over cell phone conversations. This sharing is not factual as 

such, but rather an affective exchange of feelings about facts. Thus, these conversations 

can be seen as a shared emotional experience where the lack of visual cues regarding 

social class, age and ethnicity (since readers and writers rarely meet each other) leads to 

voices becoming just that – voices that share life stories and experiences. There is thus a 

transient coming together of women who are mostly unrelated by kinship or ethnicity; 

and a sociality is formed between strangers with its own sensory feel of rhythm and 

sound, through the medium of the cell phone.  

This work contributes to interdisciplinary scholarship on how media and 

technology is a negotiation between material properties of technologies being introduced 

and the particular effects in forming new affects and sensibilities; and how dominant 

representations of Muslim women as a singular and stable category of analysis, can be 

spoken back to, by highlighting their myriad voices and understanding them beyond the 

usual tropes of victimhood and emancipation.    
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INTRODUCTION 

This report is based on ethnographic work (archival and interviews) with readers, 

writers and editors of a low-brow genre of fiction in Pakistan, published in Urdu monthly 

magazines, commonly known as digests1.  

I consider this community to be significant because this is a space that enables us 

to examine the voices of Pakistan’s underprivileged and middle class women. Studies on 

Pakistan’s women have mostly funneled their lives into frameworks of oppression 

through socio- economic and religious structures; ideologies of honor or focused on their 

agency through the women’s movement in Pakistan. Of course the work of the women’s 

movement deserves recognition, however it was and continues to be led by privileged 

women. Thus, such representations ignore the personal experiences of women from 

different socio economic classes. I attempt to intervene in this debate to flush out aspects 

of Pakistan’s social life that remain hidden in the margins and interstices by studying the 

digest community.  

This is an exclusive women’s space.  The editors are both women and so are the 

writers. In women's digests there are never any stories written by men. Of course the 

possibility of men writing under pseudonyms cannot be ruled out, yet the very act of 

taking on the pseudonym would in itself support the point that these magazines are 

perceived as women's spaces.  Second, to be a digest reader/writer a woman needs to be 

able to read and write Urdu, the national language. However, these are probably the only 

underlying commonalities. Rather than a monolithic group, writers are of varying ages 

and educational levels and they live in different areas of Pakistan. Given the relatively 

                                                 
1 Pakistan is a Muslim majority country of 180 million, located in South Asia.  
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inexpensive price of these monthlies (Rs.50-60 or $0.50), women from under-privileged 

backgrounds also read and write for digests.   

These characteristics make this digest community a space where women from 

diverse backgrounds can share their daily domestic struggles and negotiate different ways 

of how to be a woman in contemporary Pakistan. Thus the effects of dynamic shifts in 

Pakistan’s political and social milieu on a woman’s daily life and their coping 

mechanisms are shared within this community. In this sense, it is a site that enables one 

to speak back to assumptions about Third World women, specifically Pakistani women. 

Popular representations, even scholarly work, sometimes tends to depict women 

in the Third World, particularly in Muslim majority countries, as a homogenous, singular 

category of analysis. They are portrayed as ‘frozen in time’ (Mohanty 2003) and/or 

passive victims of religion or social structures who ‘need to be saved’ (Abu Lughod 

2002). As Chandra Mohanty and Lila Abu Lughod point out such assumptions are deeply 

problematic as they subsume women’s agency and their viewpoints.  

There have been several studies on Pakistan that speak back to such assumptions 

and focus on women’s voices. However, as I point out above, they mostly focus on 

women’s movement and its efforts to negotiate with the state to change retrogressive 

laws; and ignore the daily domestic struggles of women from varying strata (Ali 2012). 

The women’s movement was initiated by and continues to be led by privileged women 

who were closely related to men in important decision-making positions within the 

government (Shaheed and Mumtaz 1987)2. Given the widespread circulation of women’s 

digests and the wide variety of women who become readers or writers, a focus on these 

                                                 
2  Begum Rana Liaquat Ali Khan , who was instrumental in establishing women’s naval guard and 

women’s armed forces guard along with All Pakistan Women’s Association (APWA) in 1949, is a prime 

example, she was married to the first Prime Minister of Pakistan Liaquat Ali Khan.  
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lives enables one to examine middle class and under privileged women’s understandings 

about their everyday lives; and how they relate to each other as women.  

My attempt is to bring forth the different ways in which these women relate to 

each other in the context of this genre (as readers, writers or editors) and how they see 

their relations with each other. Thus, the lens I use for examining my ethnographic 

material is not that of empowerment or agency. As, the anthropologist, Saba Mahmood 

(2005) suggests, the concept of agency itself is socially constructed. The underlying 

assumptions that we have as our own perspective, our own view of what it means to be 

empowered, shapes our view of what we see as agency and resistance. She points out that 

agency understood as the capacity to realize one’s own interests against the weight of 

obstacles is only one stand-point, there are other historically or culturally specific notions 

of agency. Thus, in speaking back to assumptions about Muslim women, she invites us to 

redefine the concept of agency itself.  Following her argument I suggest that affect theory 

can be another avenue that enables us to go beyond the tropes of agency and 

emancipation for women.  

There is no single generalizable theory of affect (Gregg and Seigworth 2010). 

However, it can be seen as a focus on visceral forces, other than conscious knowing, that 

drive us towards thought, movement and changing relations. The overall aim of this 

approach can be seen as an attempt to create experimental spaces that allow “new ways 

of thinking about what maybe going on” (Stewart 2011:445). In this context, the literary 

theorist, Lauren Berlant (2008) uses the term “intimate public” and observes that the print 

and electronic media and the publics around it can be seen as an affective space of 

belonging that provides a complex of confirmation and consolation on how to “live as an 

X” (Berlant 2008: vii).   
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Drawing on Berlant’s concept of “intimate public” I trace the contours of this 

community as an affective space of belonging. To clarify, I highlight that even though 

these are commercial magazines, yet editors and writers see their work as pedagogical in 

terms of informing young girls about the realities of life and navigation tactics in 

Pakistan’s changing social milieu. At times the rhetoric is that of Islamic values, at other 

times that of Eastern values. However, it is driven by a confidence in the validity of what 

they feel about life, which makes this an affective space of belonging, or a forum that 

validates the authenticity of their feelings. Most writers, with whom I spoke, shared that 

they began writing because some of the stories they were reading did not reflect life as 

they experienced it and they wanted to ‘correct’ it. This was not really in terms of factual 

correction but an experiential, emotional one. In this way, the motivation to write was 

driven by a certain confidence in the validity of their felt experiences. Thus, by first 

reading and then writing they become part of a particular kind of affective world that 

validates the “intelligence of what they feel they know” (Berlant 2008: viii). Moreover, I 

suggest that the bonds these women share as an ‘intimate public’ have undergone a 

gradual change due to the proliferation of cell phones.  

The two monthly magazines I focus on, Khawateen digest and Pakeezah, began to 

be published in 1972 and 1973 respectively.  However the recent proliferation of cell 

phones in Pakistan has led to a significant change in terms of direct contact between the 

readers and writers, women who are mostly unrelated by kinship or ethnicity. Given the 

diversity of geographical areas the writers and readers are based in, they rarely meet each 

other. Thus, their contact (in some cases daily contact) is almost entirely through 

conversations they have on the phone. These conversations between these two groups can 

be seen as a shared emotional experience where the lack of visual cues regarding social 
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class, age and ethnicity leads to voices becoming just that – voices that exchange life 

stories and experiences. There is thus a ‘transient coming together’ of unrelated women.  

In other words, the use of cell phones has led to new forms of engagements 

between women who read or write for digests, creating an affective world of sound. As  

Brian Larkin’s work on cinema highlights, media tools are not just products people use “ 

but constitute the total sensory experience of urban living … an emotional experience 

based on a sensory environment regulated by specific relations of lighting, vision, 

movement and sociality” (Larkin 2003:319).  

Thus, the proliferation of cell phones has led to particular forms of affective 

engagement between readers and writers, with its own rhythm of sound and sociality. My 

aim is not to explore what this change means.  Instead, I concentrate on these 

conversations as an affective and emotional experience. In other words, rather than 

proposing an answer to what this signifies, I trace the contours of conversations on the 

phone and highlight the dynamics of emotional bonds that are formed in the absence of 

visual cues of class, age and ethnic background.  In this context, I stress the experience of 

having to use the ethnographic ear rather than the ethnographic eye to converse with 

writers. In demonstrating this, I also underscore my position as a student researcher and 

my assumption that a sharing of facts about my life would suffice in terms of being with 

this community. This assumption was wrong, as conversations with the writers required 

willingness to share feelings about my life rather than just facts about it. I contrast this 

level of intimacy with the experience of interviewing writers at home and point out that 

there was a discernible difference in the interviews conducted on the phone and in 

person. In this case, the usual hierarchy of privileging a meeting by being present in 

person was overturned.  
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In this world, I was sometimes perceived as a reader and sometimes as a journalist 

-like figure who wanted to know more about the digest community. My identity as a 

reader became prominent on the phone and led to deeper bonds. The writers I met in 

person were very warm and welcoming, but the social parameters of being a guest led to 

a somewhat superficial exchange. Of course more meetings could have led to deeper 

trust, but I find it significant that phone conversations carried this dynamic from the very 

beginning.  

 

The ‘roadmap’ for this report is relatively simple. In the first chapter I focus on 

the ethnographic process itself,  specifically phone conversations with writers; dynamics 

of intimacy in the absence of visual cues about age and class; and my own 

relearning/unlearning in terms of the validation of feelings.  In the next two chapters I 

present ethnographic findings that explore the digest community as a space of belonging.  

In the same spirit of the validation of feelings, let me end this introduction with a 

poetry verse about emotions that greets you as you glance at the front wall of a digest 

office (see figure 1):  

Hum parvarish I loh u qalamkarthayrahianygai 

jo dil paiguzarthi hai raqamkarthayrahaingay 

(we will continue to nurture the pen/ 

we will continue to transcribe what the heart goes through) 
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CHAPTER 1:  ‘BUT YOU HAVEN’T TOLD ME ABOUT 

YOURSELF’: AFFECTIVE ENCOUNTERS IN A WORLD OF 

SOUND 

Being with, my friend, Saima brought a different way of navigating the world. 

Food was not piled on the plate. It was placed. One item separate from the other and 

positioned in sync with clock numbers. (‘Rice is at 6 o’clock, chicken at 10 o’clock, salad 

at twelve’, I hear my voice saying to her). Sound stood in for sight. Your body did not 

signal your presence, your voice announced it. Spatiality was also through sound. Stairs 

were not just steps; sound proclaimed them as going up or down and assigned a specific 

number. She wished for a child. “Someone at work asked me, she said ‘you don’t want 

eyesight’. I said ‘no, because it would mean having to relearn everything”.  

 

A world of sound:  

Ethnographic field-work with writers introduced another world of sound, with its 

own rhythms. Writers, editors and readers are the three entwined voices here. These 

identities are clear but not distinct. Readers become writers, writers continue to be 

readers and some editors are also fiction writers for their magazines; a fact that is 

frowned upon but tolerated.  There is also a large number of readers who continue to be 

readers; and a segment of writers who have entered the world of television dramas3.  

Whereas previously readers would communicate through published letters (mostly 

commenting on stories) mediated by the editors; now they directly converse with writers. 

                                                 
3 Factors such as licensing for private channels, their need to fill airtime and the initial success of televised 

plays based on digest narratives has created an expanding niche in the electronic media for digest 

writers. Thus, in the past decade, digest narratives that previously circulated in print form have 

increasingly been adapted for the visual media. 
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Thus, while the stories and letters are in print form, the connection between these three 

groups, daily contact and exchange of stories is over the phone.  

Calling one of the numbers published in the magazine, I asked for the editor’s 

contact number. Her home number (she worked from home) was given without asking for 

any details of who I was or why I wanted it. After several abortive attempts I decided to 

try her number again at ten in the morning. After two rings when I asked for ‘Anjum 

Ansar Sahiba’ a voice told me I was talking to her.  

The contours of this sound community began to emerge as she talked about 

receiving 25 – 50 calls a day. “I talk to them as much as I can. Even when I’m asleep I 

just take the call tell the reader I’m asleep and they should call later, and I just go back to 

sleep easily, it doesn’t disturb me in anyway…Most of the inspiration for my stories is 

from the real stories I hear from Pakeezah readers (the digest she edits and writes for) 

who call. 

 

Her serialized novel is also drawn from a story related by a reader. Titled Kaanch 

si larki (‘a girl as fragile as glass’) the novel portrays the trauma a girl and her family 

have to go through as a boy posts photoshopped pictures of her on the internet, falsely 

implicating her in an illicit relationship with a man. Talking about it she shared: 

The realization of hurting someone’s feelings, that is not there 

anymore…this is a true story about a family that’s based in Karachi, the 

characters I’ve written about are all in Karachi and the interesting thing is 

that Pakeezah also reaches (the boy’s) their home. The monthly sketches 

of domestic comedy Jaltarang (jingling music) are also drawn from 

stories women tell me on the phone. One would say, there was an outfit 

(jora) my husband didn’t like so I gave it to my mother in law. Or another 

would say, my sister in law has such an evil eye, our new car became 

dented the day we went over to see her. So all this provides me material 

for my sketches4.  

                                                 
4 Interview with Anjum Ansar June 2012 
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In some sense it was understandable why women wanted to share their stories 

with her. There was a particular sense of support that her tone conveyed. ‘May they 

become your strength just as you are their strength’ was the touching response when I 

answered a question about my children.  There was also a familiar, familial tone to the 

conversation; writing and relations were entwined with each other.  

Towards the end of the conversation I congratulated her on her son’s wedding. He 

had recently married a girl who studied with him in Australia. The photos and details of 

the reception had been published in the magazine and were public.  “When I saw my son 

at the airport I began crying…I’m now trying to find a girl for my other son, do you 

know of any (Pakistani) girls in Australia or America”?  

At the time, her anecdotes about her family sounded like excess, something that 

was not central, but increasingly this excess became a large part of the story. Relations 

and feelings about those relations were not comfort- building conversation ‘pluggers’ but 

defined the very bonds of this community. Moreover, this sharing took an affective form. 

As quoted in the above few lines, Ansar did not simply share that her son had arrived but 

also how the arrival affected her emotionally. This form continued to shimmer 

throughout the rest of the conversations too. In this context, I was also expected to share 

emotionally and not just factually.  

I began to realize this as I ended an interview. “But you haven’t told me about 

yourself”. In response to this now familiar closing question, I reiterated facts I had given 

towards the beginning of the conversation: ethnically half Pathan and half Punjabi, raised 

in Islamabad, single parent to two boys, currently living and studying in the US.  But the 

sense that the invitation was to share something else nagged at me. Not what my life was 

or how I placed myself but how I felt about living my life. 
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Another phone call. The answers of the writer, Rukh Chaudhary also interweaved 

familial relations in her life.  Even factual questions, such as where she wrote elicited 

responses that shone with personal and familial detail.  

When I began writing my parents were alive so I would just sit anywhere with my 

register and start writing. My mother would bring me everything (to eat or drink) 

wherever I was sitting (har cheezmujhthakpohanchjathee thee).  My speed was 

such that I would write a short story (afsana) in one sitting, one day but now it’s 

different. (Pausing) I have two younger sisters, they are both married but take care 

of me like mothers do.  (Rapidly) May God always keep them happy and give 

them a long life - but of course it’s not the same. I am now working with AB 

productions but my speed isn’t what it was5.  

The opening line, “when I began writing my parents were alive” drew an 

unfamiliar link. Where she wrote was inextricably linked up with the absence of her 

parents and how that affected her. Writing was not simply writing in itself and the phone 

conversation was not just to give information about herself. Perhaps it was an encounter 

that was supposed to establish a relationship, and the avenue towards that relationship 

was through sharing her ‘world’. Not just facts about family, people around her who were 

important to her, but perhaps more importantly her inner world and its mood and 

concerns.  

During the first few minutes of my phone call as I waited for her I could hear the 

sounds of her home:  news channel on the television, her voice giving instructions on 

what needed to be done in the kitchen; finally, an exasperated “Ibraheem” as she picked 

up the phone.  Her tone mirrored the memory of my own exasperation as toddlers ran to 

the phone and grabbed it before I could. I thought of sharing my son was also named 

Ibraheem but didn’t.   

At that time I had justified that decision by thinking this might seem as 

hierarchical social positioning. I wasn’t sure whether she was married or not or if she had 

                                                 
5 Interview with Rukh Chaudhary June 2012 
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any children so didn’t want to go in that direction. However, this holding back went 

deeper. I was placing myself as an academic, presenting myself to them in a certain way 

that I hoped would evoke trust. Yet, deep down I was not willing to ‘show’ the emotional 

side, what concerned me, what moved me and reciprocate the level of trust I expected 

from them. Even the placing of facts was careful and deliberate. The fact of studying and 

living in the US was positioned after that of being on study leave from a university in 

Islamabad.  

Gradually, this began to change. The philosopher, John Llewelyn’s words “the 

space between us dilates, it opens and closes with affect” come to mind as I think of the 

next phone call (2012)6. 

Early in the morning, as I sat writing last night’s interview with Umera Ahmed, a 

writer who is now famous in the world of television, I heard my mother’s excited voice 

behind me. 

“You spoke for such a long time with Umera Ahmed. What’s she like, what does 

she sound like; I mean what is her voice like? She spoke with you for such a long time.”  

I thought of the joke we’d shared about being given special attention at home 

today, because of this interview. This is when I realized that part of the difficulty in terms 

of writing it now was that of stance.  

Gearing up for the interview, as I saw “call me after 9 pm” flashing on the cell 

phone I had positioned myself as an academic, interviewing a prolific writer with whom I 

had major ideological differences but respected nonetheless. Not yet forty, she had 

written over 15 books and numerous short stories and TV scripts. Regardless of the form 

it took, her writing was highly popular in Pakistan.  

                                                 
6 Llewlyn, John. (2012) David Wood’s Reflections on the Lure of the Writer’s Cabin: An Endorsement 
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Moreover, she was a public yet private figure. Her work and writings are well 

known, as are the basic contours of her life (institutions studied or worked in, the city she 

lives in, her age and date of birth). She is also accessible through her cell phone number. 

But there are no photos of her on the internet or in magazines. This in some way 

overturns the dynamic of celebrities being known visually but being inaccessible in terms 

of a one- to -one conversation7. 

What would she sound like, I hope I can get an early date for a meeting with her 

were the thoughts going through my head as I dialed her number.  

I heard a ‘Hello’ that was leisurely paced. 

“Thank you for giving me your time, I know you’re very busy”. 

 “That’s okay. Everyone’s time is precious, you’ve also taken time out from your 

schedule to talk to me”. 

Realizing that she wasn’t in Sialkot, so I couldn’t simply drive over in the 

morning as I had planned, was disappointing. Yet another fieldworking rhythm that I 

hadn’t anticipated, I quietly thought to myself. Shifting gears I asked her if I could ask 

her a few questions on the phone. 

Three hours and three disconnections later I found myself relating to her as I 

would to a friend. Somewhere during the course of that phone call the solid binaries of 

the aura of this writer’s reputation and my concerns about conducting an interview ‘the 

right way’ became fluid. It became talking to Umera, rather than an interview with 

Umera Ahmed.  

                                                 
7 Internet search of her name presents a photo of a young woman however her Facebook page explains 

that this is not her and she does not have any public photos. 
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What led to this dynamic? Was it the closeness in ages, or the familiarity with her 

work? Or was it the fact that it was a late night conversation, which has its own intimacy 

and easy spaces for self-disclosure? Unanswered thoughts.  

While Umera Ahmed did not mention a specific number in terms of daily phone 

calls, long conversations seemed to be usual for her. The disconnections were puzzling 

until she explained that this was usual, every sixty minutes the cell phone call gets 

disconnected and has to be dialed again. Even her birthday sounded like a never-ending 

stream of phone calls and text messages. “No, it doesn’t tire me. I know that I have it 

now (referring to her fame), but after a few years I may not have it anymore”.  The 

apparent contradiction between her being an intensely private person yet a very 

welcoming listener became more understandable as she talked about the way readers 

wanted to share their lives.  

I don’t like to appear in public or have my photos on the Internet. But also it’s 

because when people, readers approach me, it’s usually to share something from 

their life, not really to know something about mine. Teenagers for instance call 

me, and I know they must have gone to great lengths to get my number. When 

they call they want to share problems that they’re encountering and can’t share 

with others. These days, it’s a tragedy but most people find it difficult to share 

problems with their family, parents or siblings, in some way it’s easier for them to 

talk to me about it. I think also because I already know everything there is to 

know about myself. People assume that I don’t talk about my life because I have 

something to hide, but it’s just because I’m bored, I want to learn about other 

people, why would I keep talking about myself8.  

A few months later as I watched her televised play on You tube, I heard a 

character say ‘‘Ami (mother), I’ve stood eighteenth in the CSS (Civil Superior Services) 

exam’. There was a childish pleasure in wondering if she had drawn this from our 

conversation when I’d talked about a friend who’d stood 18th in the same exam.  

                                                 
8 Interview with Umera Ahmed July 2012 
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At one level, in this world of writers and readers, my position was that of a reader 

and a journalist-like figure who wanted to know more about these writers and editors. 

The identity as a reader became more prominent as I was heard, and that of a journalist as 

I was seen.  There was a discernible difference based on how the interview was 

conducted.  

Ethnographically I was supposed to follow the daily rhythms of the people who 

had allowed me into their lives. However, for these women being a writer was a private 

activity. As some of them shared, when they began writing they did not disclose this to 

their families. Given the social position of this genre as low- brow frivolous fiction, it is 

not well respected, thus most writers hid this from the family and friends around them. 

Thus in some ways this was an intensely private activity for these writers, and the 

presence of their family and the roles they had to play as a host/mother/wife as I visited 

them at home affected the interview process.  

Going to their homes, I was able to meet them in person and see their living 

environment. Yet, as I walked in their doorway they received me as a host and positioned 

me as a guest with certain markers of age and class. In their home, I would talk to them in 

the drawing room (the room reserved for entertaining guests), record and leave after a 

while. The time they gave me was also the one that guests are usually received in: ten or 

eleven in the morning or four or five – in the afternoon.  Information about their writing 

interweaved with taking care of my needs (for instance noticing if I had finished my 

drink and wanted some more). Family members trailed in and out of the room, sometimes 

reminding the writer to relate some specific detail about an award or a special ‘number’ 

(issue of a magazine that had been dedicated to that writer). I was placed as a journalist 

but not really a reader, since readers rarely visit writers at home. After the first meeting, 
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they would stay in touch on the phone, often calling to chat or ask about other writers I 

had met, but invitations to visit again were not extended.   

Phone conversations, on the other hand, seemed to lead to greater self - disclosure 

and ease. Thus, the usual sociality of being available for meeting in person rather than on 

the phone was overturned here. The body became a hindrance. Arriving at someone’s 

house, it had to be placed (in the drawing room), its needs tended to (food, tea, water). 

The way the body arrived (cab, car, rickshaw) or was dressed also put in place a certain 

sociality of class9. The writers whom I had visited at home were very warm and 

welcoming but there was a dynamic of intimacy and ease that was particular to phone 

conversations. Hence the invitation to share feelings about my own life: ‘you haven’t told 

me about yourself’. Not really facts but a certain kind of emotional sharing about facts. 

This slippage between facts and feelings about those facts was perhaps the most 

prominent in the phone conversation with a senior writer with more than 450 stories to 

her credit. My initial phone call received an unexpected call back and an apology for not 

answering the phone. I told her I was interviewing digest writers and wanted to talk to her 

about her writing; and I would use this interview for the paper I was going to write about 

the digest community. She said she had to prepare lunch now, but we could talk in the 

evening.  

In response to a question about herself she began by talking about her childhood.  

“I don’t know if I should be telling you this but I was adopted by my khala  

(mother’s sister) when I was two years and four months old (Sava dho saal). (Pausing) 

Will you write this in your interview?”.  

“It’s up to you if you don’t want me to write it, I won’t”. I thought of other 

instances writers had told me not to transcribe something; the unambiguous tone they had 

                                                 
9  Highlighted by Kara Wentworth in personal communication 
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was not here this time. Moreover, rather than the general term of ‘bachpan’ (childhood), 

she had given an exact age, ‘sava dho saal’ which suggested this was an important 

turning point in her mental landscape.  

“No its okay, you can write it (hesitantly) tell me again, this interview is for?”  

“It’s for my studies, and I will use it for the thesis”.  

Her ‘achaa’ (akin to the American expression ‘ahaan’) prompted me to continue. 

But continue how. She wanted to hear more and somehow this ‘more’ was not really 

about confidentiality or circulation of this information.  

I found myself mirroring her tone and in some sense the tone led to words – 

words about calling from Islamabad where I was living with my mother, my worries 

about her health, and my father’s death due to a brain tumor. I paused as my mind silently 

wandered to the last few days of his life when he could no longer recognize faces. I heard 

her voice again; this time the hesitant tone was replaced with an intimate quiet note.  

No that’s okay. So I was adopted by my khala (mother’s sister) and only came 

back to live with my own mother in 1989, I insisted because I missed her too 

much. In Karachi my mother would come to visit me and I would call her khala 

(aunt) and call my aunt ami (mother). When they would both be sitting together I 

would ignore my own mother and keep talking to my aunt. But then I decided I 

wanted to go back to my mother. So I think there was hurt inside me.   I suffered 

the pain of separation (vichoray ka dard) at a very young age, being separated 

from my mother. Writers write because they have some pain inside them and this 

was my pain. Even now when I write stories I find myself placing the girl either 

in her uncle’s house or aunt’s house, she’s usually not living with her parents, so 

this is something deep inside me that comes out from within me. I moved back 

but after two and half years my mother passed away10.  

It is uncertain what she was ascertaining and whether my response was the correct 

one. What does stand out is that it was something similar to an intimate feeling, rather 

than an intimate fact. The fact of being adopted was shared easily but the sharing of 

                                                 
10 Interview with writer (name withheld)  
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feelings about that fact required a particular kind of ‘emotional literacy’ that she seemed 

to be seeking for. The sharing could be seen as one of feelings about intimate facts, and 

trust was predicated on a particular kind of emotional literacy. Thus, this can be seem as 

similar to what Berlant identifies as a  shared experiential knowledge “…in each other’s 

experience of power, intimacy, desire, and discontent, with all that entails” (Berlant 

2008:5)  

Feelings about family and relatives, obligations and their effect on the writing 

process, a particular kind of humor that required a familiarity with the digest idiomatic 

language, and a shared sense of being connected. Perhaps connected as women, or maybe 

connected as women at a particular juncture in time within the social milieu of Pakistani 

society, or more specifically connected to the digest community.  

The writers with whom I had phone conversations also extended their emotional 

contact and shared text messages.  

The text messages began slowly and increased steadily. Initially this was an 

avenue to contact writers and ask for a good time to call them. Messages from writers 

began trickling in as they sent contact numbers of other writers I had asked for. “Dear, I 

think you should talk to this other writer also”, some of them helpfully added. Gradually 

they changed to a spontaneous daily checking in “Congratulations you have become a 

celebrity, check your news in this month’s Pakeezah”; “got your emails (referring to 

IRB consent forms) wishing you all the luck with your surgery dear. And get well 

soon11” 

Other times the text messages were in the form of a particular kind of knowing 

and sharing. They brought out aspects of the conversation we had just had. In such cases 

                                                 
11 I chose to keep the emote icons here to convey a sense of the tone these messages carried. 
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the conversation did not end with the phone call. The cell phone would beep as texts in 

roman Urdu flashed on the screen.  

Increasingly I found myself reaching out for the cell phone as soon as I opened 

my eyes in the morning to check if there was a message from a writer. Each had her own 

rhythm and pattern. One writer sent her text messages at three or four in the morning 

(when she woke up) witty one-liners commenting on something that had happened during 

the previous day; another sent texts late afternoon usually with numbers of other writers 

she felt I should contact. Two others sent messages that were in the form of letters.   

The memory of an evening floats back. I was sitting in the darkened drawing 

room playing back and recording a phone interview, when a text message arrived.  

It was good to talk to you, even though I still feel there are more conversations to 

be covered. I belong to the spiritual family of Sindh. Sindh has always been the 

center of love, spirituality and peace, but the feudals have tried to mutilate it 

through illiteracy and poverty, Sindh’s resources surpass its problems. However 

the indifference of rulers and the plunder of government machinery/system has 

made rich Sindh a poor Sindh. In this situation I have tried my utmost for a school 

in my area, so that the children can get a scholarship and they can at least join a 

school in Tando Mohammad Khan. The financial situation of the people of my 

village is not good, it is not that people are against education. But they don’t have 

the finances to get their children educated. The non-government schools in Tando 

Mohammad Khan, it costs a lot to get children educated there. The monthly costs 

of sending a child there are a lot. How can people who are worried about their 

next meal spend Rs.3000 or 4000 on education? You haven’t told me about 

yourself, about your family etc.  I hope that you will be very successful in your 

academics. Amen. If life stays companionship will too (Yaar zinda suhbat baqi). 

12 

This could be seen as an indirect invitation for financial help with the charity 

school in the village. However, the message was written in Roman Urdu - each letter of 

the alphabet punched in individually, instead of the quicker more efficient edit option that 

can be used for English words. Thus, the time and effort she had then placed into this 

                                                 
12 Text message by the writer, Kaniz I Nabvi, August 2012. 



19 

message was a reflection of not just her humanity but also a particular kind of attunement 

to a world that has opened up through sound waves.  

Another writer, who had gone on to television script writing, gave a similar 

example of how a text message from a reader had led her to feel an ‘emotional pull’ back 

towards the community of digest readers.  

In some sense the emotional pull is very strong for me too. I had decided that I 

would not go back to digest writing after I had started writing for television. My 

decision was reversed by a text message sent by a young girl. She had written that 

she had tears in her eyes because seeing my plays on air she felt she had lost me 

to this other world. I then realized that for many women, television or even the 

books that are published are simply not accessible. The only access to fiction or 

writing they can afford is the 50-60 rupee ($0.50) digest. This is why I decided to 

go back to digest writing with Aks (my current serialized novel)13.  

As a reader or writer dials or answers a call what are they doing at that precise 

moment and for whom and for what? Is it an attunement to a world where they have the 

freedom to be present yet absent? What do they witness about themselves as they talk to a 

woman who has never seen them and whom they will probably never see? There are no 

definite answers to these questions but what is certain is that the world of readers and 

writers is one that operates through sound waves and text messages travelling over cell 

phones.  

It is then a “public face of anonymity, a transient coming together of people 

unconnected by relations of kin, religion or ethnicity”; where voices become just that – 

voices that exchange life stories and experiences (Larkin 2002: 324).   

There is thus a sociability between strangers with its own sensory feel of rhythm 

and sound. There are no isolated chunks of time as such - daily life stays in and 

conversations weave around the rhythm of daily routines: ‘call me after 9 pm’; ‘give me a 

minute, I need to turn off the stove’. In one instance a writer explained that she could not 

                                                 
13 Interview with Umera Ahmed July 2012 
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talk late at night because long hours of power breakdowns (commonly called load 

shedding) led the family to sleep outside. Since voice carries far it was more comfortable 

to talk at five in the evening, when she’s done with her chores but is inside and can 

converse.  

To reiterate, this chapter highlights the experience of having to use the 

ethnographic ear, rather than the ethnographic eye, as a form of immersion in the digest 

community; the affective sharing these interactions can lead to and my own unlearning 

/relearning in this context. In the next chapter I move to editors’ and writers’ perceptions 

of their work, the social perceptions of this genre, its historical roots and circulation.   
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CHAPTER 2:  IS IT REALLY JUST FRIVOLOUS FICTION FOR 

WOMEN? : PERCEPTIONS, PEDAGOGICAL ATTITUDES AND 

ENCOUNTERS IN THE DIGEST GENRE 

This chapter demonstrates how digest editors’ and writers’ perceive their work. 

Despite the social perception of the genre of fiction published in digests as frivolous and 

commercial, the editors as well as writers see their work as one of educating young girls 

about correct behavior and ethical norms. I draw on ethnographic interviews to examine 

the various forms of this attitude in different writers and editors; and trace this 

pedagogical attitude to the historical roots of this genre. Moreover, I also present the 

social perception of this genre as frivolous fiction for women and explore evidence of 

‘encounters’ by the unintended audience of men who read these digests. 

 

Editors’ pedagogical attitude: 

The digest editors and writers hold a somewhat reformist stance and see their role 

as one of imparting Eastern cultural values to women.   

The role of editors is particularly significant, due to their directorial capacities as 

well as their long tenures.  Anjum Ansar has acted as Pakeezah's editor for more than 

twenty years, and Amtul Saboor has served as Khawateen Digest’s editor for over thirty 

years. One of the first aspects highlighted by Ansar, in my interview with her, was her 

goal of imparting religious education to women. “Our religious texts are usually written 

in a very complicated language. The text says ‘conduct three salaams for this problem’ 

but most people don’t know what a salaam is or how to perform it, this is why we have 

this Roohani mushwaray (spiritual advice) column14."  

                                                 
14 The Roohani Mushwary (spiritual advice) column is a specific section in Pakeezah that contains 

information about religious/Quranic verses that are appropriate for particular problems. The problems 

can range from financial misfortune to children’s academic performance. 
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Ansar contextualized her serialized novel in Pakeezah in terms of imparting a 

moral lesson. The story (also mentioned in the previous chapter) revolves around the 

problems a girl and her family have to go through as a boy circulates her photo shopped 

photographs15. She sympathized with the girl and felt that certain men do not realize the 

consequences of hurting someone whom they consider to be weaker than them. 

This is a true story … and I thought that now people are not scared of 

budh’dua (asking God to curse someone who has hurt them in some way) 

the thing is if a momin (true Muslim) has the right to dua (asking for 

something from God) then he or she also has the right to buddua and 

people (who hurt others) don’t realize the power of this, the consequences 

of hurting someone’s feelings, that realization is not there anymore16.  

The actual work of editing is also framed within the context of the influence of 

these stories on young girls. For instance, Ansar gave the example of inserting the line 

“Ya Hafeezo (lit. the protector)” in a story in which a mother is seeing off her two 

daughters, who are using public transportation for the first time; since reciting this 

particular name is supposed to keep one safe from accidents. In contrast, the other editor, 

Saboor, gave the example of deleting a paragraph in which the writer had shown the 

protagonist running into a faqeer (beggar/spiritually wise man). She had removed it since 

it could have reinforced the idea amongst women of going for spiritual advice to faqeers, 

who can exploit them through the hefty charges on their services17.  

The underlying assumption for both editors was in terms of the influence these 

digests have on women and their role of acting in the best interest of their readers. At 

times this can also be at the cost of commercial gain. In this context, Saboor gave the 

example of an advertisement company that wanted them to print an ad for a facial cream. 

They were paying a hefty amount but since the cream was relatively expensive, the staff 

                                                 
15 Kaanch si larki (trans. A girl fragile as glass) Pakeezah 2011-2012 
16 Interview with AnjumAnsar, June-July 2012 
17 Interview with Amtul Saboor and Anjum Ansar June-Aug 2012 
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took a stand. They decided to withhold the ad till they had tried it themselves. The 

product did not live up to its promise and the ad was not printed.  

 

Writers’ pedagogical attitude:  

Writers also share the sense of responsibility felt by the editors. However, for the 

writers this sense of responsibility is combined with the perception that writing is a God-

given gift that can be used for guiding others. Monetarily the writers receive low rates; 

the payment structure for a short story is Rs 500 ($5). A serialized novel can be paid up 

to Rs 20,000 ($200). However, they are few and usually written by established writers.  

Therefore, the self -perception of these writers as social reformers, motivated by love of 

writing rather than commercial success, is not misplaced. 

Rather than a monolithic group, writers come from different age groups, 

educational backgrounds and geographical areas. The biggest divide is perhaps in terms 

of rural and urban regions. Life experiences and basic rights like educational 

opportunities are markedly different depending on where you live.  For instance within 

the overall national literacy rate of 58%, the city of Islamabad stands at 87% while the 

rural district of Kohlu in Baluchistan has a rate of 20%.18 There is then a wide diversity 

of voices within this genre. For instance, the writer Riffat Naheed Sajjad lives in the 

federal capital, Islamabad, works as the principal of a girl’s college and was active in the 

leftist student union during her university days. In contrast, Kaniz I Nabvi (pen name) 

lives in a rural area, in the third largest geographical province in Pakistan called Sindh, 

located in the Western corner of South Asia. She never went to school but building on her 

knowledge of Arabic script acquired through Quranic learning, she taught herself to read 

                                                 
18 Economic Survey of Pakistan 2011-12 
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and write Urdu from digests her uncle would occasionally bring from Karachi for her 

sister. Nabvi belongs to a family of Syeds, a group that traces its lineage to the Prophet 

Mohammad (PBUH) through his grandsons and often abides by stricter notions of 

respectability than others. She rarely leaves the house but women from the village often 

come to meet her.  Sajjad’s serialized novel about the student movement at a university is 

based on her own experiences of university life during dictatorial regimes in the 70s and 

80s19.  In contrast, Nabvi’s short stories revolve around rural life in Sindh. Thus, this 

diversity of authorship also creates a space where women from varying backgrounds can 

learn from each other’s worldviews.  

Their framing of their work or the way they see their pedagogical task as writers 

is also reflective of their life experiences and backgrounds. For instance, a well -known 

TV scriptwriter who used to teach English gave examples from English literature and 

connected it to spirituality to explain how she saw her writing: 

Do you remember that story by Oscar Wilde, The Happy Prince? I feel 

like the swallow in that story. Or for instance the [O. Henry] story The 

Last Leaf, in the story the artist who’s painted that leaf sees it as his 

masterpiece because it’s given someone the strength to go on. When you 

realize that your lines are having a genuine effect on people you keep 

going. Each time I’m finishing a novel or a story I think this may be my 

last one, because I don’t have any other ideas. But as I’m writing the last 

paragraph another story comes to me from somewhere, God gives them to 

me and I end up writing a new story20.  

In contrast, Kaniz-i-Nabvi, whose own life has been affected due to choices of 

women before her, delineated change in terms of rebellion and evolution.  

                                                 
19 Zia ul Haq (1977-1988) 
20 Interview with Umera Ahmed, June 2012. She described the story as “There is a statue of a prince and it 

tells the swallow to stay for one night and gives her a jewel to give to one person or another who needs 

it. The swallow agrees to deliver the jewel thinking that she’ll leave the next day. But the next day there 

is another person who needs another jewel. This goes on night after night, until the prince is only left 

with rubies as eyes. He gives that to the swallow as well. When the city people notice that all the jewels 

are gone, they decide to put the statue in a foundry, the swallow has also died by then, and they put her 

in a trash can too. In the foundry however they discover that the prince’s heart is still alive and beating.  
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I wanted to bring about a change but there are two kinds of change. One is 

that of rebellion (baghawat) and the other is that of evolution (irtiqa), the 

change that you bring about through rebellion that creates a lot of 

problems for people who are coming after you. Like in our society if a girl 

gets educated and ends up in a love marriage she closes the doors for all 

the ones coming after her. So I wanted to bring about a change but not one 

that closes doors for others. 

(Before writing) I asked my amma, I asked her and she said ask your 

brother first. I did but I thought he is going to refuse, his mindset is such. 

But he said its okay you can write but make sure you don’t write in a way, 

which brings disgrace. You know Noor ul Huda Shah (a famous Sindhi 

writer) she wrote with rebellion. She was also from a Syed family; she had 

however studied until graduation. She could not go to the university 

because (another woman from her family) she fell in love and the boy was 

a non-Syed. So Noor ul Huda Shah her whole generation was not allowed 

to go to the university level. So I said I’m going to write but I know that in 

classical literature there are mature minds who are reading it so everything 

can be very open, but in digest writing, everyone is reading it, a 14- year 

old girl will be reading it, everyone from a 14- year old girl to a 70- year 

old woman reads it, so there are impressionable minds and we digest 

writers keep that in mind and write accordingly21.  

However, despite the pedagogical stance of the writers and editors, digest stories 

cannot be framed as monolithic “reiterations” of middle class norms. There is a particular 

kind of tension similar to the one pointed out by the historian Wilson Jacob (2011) in his 

work on an Egyptian sports magazine Public Culture. He highlights that while the 

magazine’s “mission (was) to educate the Egyptian reading public about sex, love and 

physical beauty (2011:159); the discourse in letters, stories, advice columns were 

accompanied with a particular dynamic “as anxieties of moral failure and didactic 

responses permeated the text while at the same time it was marked via the very terms of 

that failure: sexually suggestive images and proliferation of deviance talk” (2011:162).  

Similarly, digest stories are intended to convey moral lessons yet those very lessons in 

bringing out the contrast between right and wrong choices, also end up giving space to 

                                                 
21  Interview with Kaniz I Nabvi , July 2012 
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discussions on transgressive behaviors. Thus, the discourse becomes a combination of the 

‘proper, the prurient and the pedagogical’. Whatever is considered to be improper is 

critiqued but through that very critique, transgressive ideas are also brought forth and 

expressed.  

Digests contain stories that go beyond socially constituted norms of sexuality and 

living. They are couched in moralistic tones and often get censored or stay unpublished 

but are nonetheless written and submitted. For instance, the August 2012 issue of 

Pakeezah carries a story about a man who desires another man.  

The editor Ansar was reticent on the topic when I asked her about the story.  She 

only pointed out that she had censored a lot of it; “I’ve received so much criticism over 

that story even though I cut out so many paragraphs from it. People say to me, what’s 

wrong with you what kinds of thing are you publishing now, but I censored a lot of it”22.  

Similarly, the other editor, Saboor, gave several examples of stories that had been 

submitted but not published.  

I believe that even if you show a bad end to bad deeds, you are still 

showing the readers the way towards doing bad deeds. So for instance 

stories about married women having a relationship outside of marital 

boundaries is something I never publish. Similarly there was another story 

written by Shazia Chaudhary marhooma (late) she had written it very well 

but I didn’t publish it. It was about a batman (servant) who falls in love 

with the army officer and then begins to get jealous of his wife. If I want 

to show homosexuality I just replace the descriptions with one sentence 

that the person was from Qaum I Lut (the people of Lot)23. The ones who 

are mature understand this reference and the young readers who don’t 

won’t pay too much attention to it. Like when you’re describing a garbage 

dump, you don’t need to say it had two rotten tomatoes, three discarded 

cans etc., why would you even want to do that. So we try to keep that at a 

minimum. These stories have always been there”. 24  

                                                 
22 Interview with Anjum Ansar. June 2012 
23 Quranic and biblical reference to homosexuality. 
24 Interview with Amtul Saboor. June 2012 
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Historical roots, current format, social perception and circulation: 

Let me now turn to the historical roots of this genre, its circulation and the ways 

in which it is perceived socially.  

Historically, digests can be traced back to the very first specialized periodicals for 

women in the sub-continent that emerged through the reformist movement of educating 

Muslim women. In the late nineteenth century Muslim reformers resisted colonial 

influence by emphasizing Muslim culture and Islamic laws "as opposed to the realm of 

custom (deemed as superstitious, unIslamic and irrational). This, in turn, led to an 

increased interest in educating Muslim women, especially in the North Indian middle and 

upper middle class families (Ali 2004: 125-126) 

Given the low literacy rates, particularly for women, at the inception of this genre 

(in 1924, four out of a thousand Muslim women could read and write) circulation was 

low. Till the 1960s there was little change but gradually this genre gained circulation. 

According to advertising expenditure data, the number of magazines in Pakistan 

increased from 214 in 1993 to 406 in 2000. The majority of these were in Urdu (the 

national language) and were women's magazines. The same sources estimate 7% of the 

total population read these digests25.  

The 2012 figures for these digests show a range of circulation varying from 

150,000 to 70,000. Khawateen Digest and Shuaa are the most widely read (150,000 to 

130,000). Pakeezah the other publication chosen for this paper has a circulation of 80,000 

to 85,000. However, circulation figures do not really portray an accurate picture of the 

large readership of these digests. One digest is shared amongst different readers 

(neighbors, family members). In addition, they are also often resold to old book -shops 

                                                 
25 Pakistan 2001-2, quoted in Ali (2004:130) 
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where another reader purchases them for half price and then shares them with her circle 

of family and acquaintances.   

The format of these monthly magazines has not changed much over the years. 

They start with an editorial note and end with letters by readers. There are also additional 

sections on beauty, cooking recipes, psychological and spiritual advice. The bulk of the 

pages are devoted to fiction, in the form of serialized novels and ten to twelve short 

stories. Most of the stories printed in these digests can be compared to Harlequin 

romances in terms of the theme. However, in contrast to the Harlequin portrayal of main 

protagonists as autonomous individuals with few family ties (Jensen 1980) these 

narratives are predominantly framed within the everyday domesticity of women and 

extended families.  

Socially, digests are seen as pandering to a demand for easy reading. To illustrate 

this perception I now briefly present findings from a sociological study and a magazine 

article written on this genre. Both the study and the magazine article have similar 

conclusions. The study concluded that the image of women characters was the same in all 

the digests. The most popular central idea in digest narratives was that marriage and 

romance is the most important aspect of a woman's life. The female protagonist behaves 

in an emotional way and failure in love destroys her whole life (Pervez 1984: 50-51). The 

magazine article too had similar conclusions: 

Much of the material in these magazines is written in an intensely emotional 

idiom. The style may well appeal to readers thirsty for pulp entertainment but it 

also drives home a quintessentially conservative message. Whether deliberately or 

unintentionally, this literature strips women of their individual identity. They are 

shown to exist solely through their relationship with men, whether as wife, 

daughter,cook or mother (Ahmar 1997:113) 
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However, as I argue in another paper, this can be contested since all the stories 

cannot be categorized as just frivolous romantic fiction, stories revolving around themes 

such as domestic violence or economic independence are also published26. 

Moreover, contrary to the social perception of these digests as frivolous fiction by 

and for women, men also read these digests. The writers generally refer to women as 

their readers, however a few writers whom I interviewed, related specific incidents of 

men or boys reading their work. One writer, whom I interviewed, said: 

Just like you, I had assumed that its only women who write and read them 

but when I gave out my email after an interview I was surprised at the 

strata I was getting responses from…young boys living in hostels, men 

who were engineers or other professionals were all a part of this digest 

reading public27.  

Another writer framed the issue of readership in the context of mothers giving the 

digests to their daughters to read. When I asked her about men reading these stories, I 

could sense some discomfort. Trying to contextualize, I told her that another writer had 

related how men also enjoy these stories, and asked whether that had been her experience 

too.  

In Khawateen Digest there is a strict policy that letters written by a man 

will not be published, there could be men writing this is why when I began 

writing, Amtul (the editor) told me strictly that I should never make the 

mistake of replying or corresponding directly with a reader because they 

could be men posing as women. This is why I have never had a problem” 

(Pausing) There was this Uncle, based in Abu Dhabi, he had contacted 

Amtul saying who is this young girl, she writes very well, can I contact 

her. Amtul said no, I would not give out her contact. But he was decent; 

his daughters were older than me. He is now ill because of some health 

issues but I haven’t had any bad experience. 28  

                                                 
26 Ahmed, Kiran. 2004. Urban Women Rebels: Voices of Dissent in Urdu Popular Fiction. In Bridging the 

Research/Policy Gaps. Sustainable Development Policy Institute/Oxford University Press.  
27 Interview with Umera Ahmed June 2012 
28 Interview with writer (name withheld) July 2012 
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Thus, not only do certain men engage with these narratives but as the following 

example indicates, this engagement goes beyond a simplistic model of reading.  In her 

interview with me, the writer Umera Ahmed, spoke of unexpected reactions to her 

writing and gave the example of a boy who had written to her: 

“He wrote that he had already attempted suicide once, but after reading (my 

novel) Shehr i Zaat (the city of self) he had changed his mind and never thought of 

suicide again. “29   

The novel itself revolves around a girl who after losing her husband’s love turns 

to spirituality. Through spirituality she begins to find meaning in her life. Eventually she 

returns to her husband but with a new perspective.  I had read it as a story about a woman 

defying patriarchy by going towards spirituality. Yet, this particular boy had related to it 

very differently. One can only speculate on his interpretation of this novel, but it would 

be safe to say that his appropriation of this text as motivation for living his everyday life, 

was one the writer herself did not anticipate. 

Anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod’s framework of “encounters” between 

“performative subjects” is useful for contextualizing the above examples.  Building on 

Homi Bhabha’s formulation that “in nations, the people are both pedagogical objects and 

performative subjects,” she treats the relationship between producers (Egyptian television 

drama serials) and audience (viewers of those serials) as a series of encounters:  

These encounters are between the television dramas that seek to shape, 

inform and educate and those who are the intended objects of this 

molding… two sorts of performative subjects – a certain elite who among 

other things, produces national television for imagined audiences, and 

various subalterns who not only appreciate and enjoy but critically 

interpret, select and evaluate what the elites produce… always in the 

context of their everyday lives. (2005: 11 - 12) 

                                                 
29 Interview with Umera Ahmed, June 2012 
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The circulation of these narratives amongst men also points to the same 

phenomena. The writers and editors frame it pedagogically according to a particular kind 

of audience of women in mind. Yet, there are overflows and unexpected ‘encounters’ as 

these stories are critically evaluated and appropriated not just by the intended readership 

but also by an unintended readership.  

In this chapter my primary focus has been on how the writers and editors perceive 

their work in this genre, the social perceptions of this genre and stories and audience that 

do not fit these perceptions. In the next chapter I move to how this community functions 

as an affective space of belonging. 
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CHAPTER 3:  INTIMATE PUBLIC: WOMEN’S DIGESTS AS A 

SPACE OF AFFECTIVE IDENTIFICATION 

Given the differing backgrounds digest writers come from their stories are a way 

for them to share their disparate lives. The framework of fiction and the particular 

sentimentality of this genre makes this sharing an affective rather than a factual one. In 

other words, the digest stories are sites where women share what it feels like to live the 

circumstances of their lives. By reading or writing for these digests women become part 

of a community, or an affective world, that “validates the intelligence of what they feel 

they know” (Berlant 2008: xi). Differing backgrounds and experiences often lead to 

contestations and debates about what choices one should make, so there are 

disagreements. However the underlying assumption behind these debates is that the 

‘world is out of joint’ and digests are a site where proper navigation can be discussed.  

This chapter explores the form Lauren Berlant’s concept of “intimate publics” 

(2008) takes in the digest community and demonstrates three specific aspects: writing as 

a form of validity in felt experience, discussions on what it means to be a ‘proper’ woman 

in Pakistan’s changing social milieu and a shared sense that the world is out of joint.  

Regarding the third characteristic I suggest that for digest writers, the sense of Pakistan as 

a Third world Muslim majority country that is ‘other’ to the world is very strong. In other 

words, the sense of belonging also comes from sharing the shaky uncertainty of living in 

a country that is constantly critiqued by the rest of the world. Thus, there is a sense of 

nationalism that constantly weaves into these stories but it takes an affective form of love 

for the homeland.  

 

Writing as a form of validity in felt experiences:  
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In their interviews with me, most writers of this genre spoke about initially not 

telling their families or other people around them that they had become digest writers. A 

senior writer with an MA in Urdu and one in Seraiki (one of the six major Pakistani 

languages) expressed this as:  

When I came to the university I would see girls and boys sitting together 

(begins laughing) I would look at a couple sitting under a tree,  and try to 

imagine what their conversation would be like so this would result in 

romantic stories. My mother was very angry with me, she didn’t want me 

to write for digests. The first two or three stories I didn’t tell anyone about. 

But then as more stories were published I could not hide it. She believed 

people around us would think that I have relationships with boys and 

therefore I’m writing this stuff30.  

Given the position of these digests as catering to a demand for reading romantic 

stories, becoming a writer for this genre this is not socially prestigious, respectable or 

financially lucrative. So, even if they weaved socially constituted norms into their 

writing, the very decision to write was taken independently, despite social and familial 

pressure. Janice Radway (1984) highlights a similar phenomenon when she observes that 

while the romantic fiction read by women is based on socially constituted norms, the very 

act of reading requires carving out time from familial obligations. For digest readers and 

writers too, the experience of reading or writing for digests requires carving time out 

from familial obligations. The writer, Bano expressed this tussle between familial 

obligations and writing as she mentioned she had guests staying at her house.  

Readers’ feedback was very positive and I was very quick, I would write 

till two thirty in the morning. Now however I haven’t written in a while 

because my mother in law and sister in law are here. I mean I can’t say, 

I’m not going to do any work because I have to write. There are times 

when there will be a line or a verse that will come into my head and I 

would want to leave everything and just sit down and write a story on it, 

but now its jut not possible. The thing is, if I don’t sit down right away, if I 

don’t start to write as soon as this happens, later it just flees.  

                                                 
30 Interview with Iqbal Bano August 2012 
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Most writers stated that they wanted to write because some of the stories they 

were reading didn’t really reflect life as they experienced it and they wanted to ‘correct 

it’. This was not really in terms of factual correction but rather an experiential, emotional 

one. Thus, the motivation to write was driven by a certain confidence in the validity of 

their felt experiences. In this way, by first reading and then writing they become part of a 

‘particular kind of affective world,’ that authenticates, validates and sometimes also 

potentially changes how they feel about their life.  

Even after authors become well known, it’s rare for family members, especially 

male family members (husbands or sons) to read their stories. Of all the writers I 

interviewed, only one  stated that her husband had read her work, and only the first one at 

that (because they had a bet on how much would be edited from it). In this sense then, 

what writers share of themselves through their stories, in this public genre, is actually 

quite private. Not in the sense of sharing facts about their lives but the shared feelings 

about a particular kind of being in the world. For instance during the last years of her life, 

most of Shazia Chaudhary’s stories revolved around the self-doubt bad marriages can 

lead to. This was not necessarily a self -disclosure, but a shared private feeling that many 

readers could relate to. Thus in some sense this gives readers the reassurance “that their 

emotional lives are already shared and have already been raised to a degree of general 

significance” (Berlant 2008: ix). Thus feelings such as anxiety, hopelessness or emotional 

frustration in the context of familial relations (husbands, siblings or children) are shared 

in a particular way, as stories weave in characters who feel different shades of these 

emotions in the context of everyday domesticity.  

 

How to live as an X:   
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As an intimate public the digest community then becomes an affective space that 

promises “a certain experience of belonging and provides a complex of consolation, 

confirmation, discipline and discussion on how to live as an X” (Berlant 2008: vii).  A 

good example of contesting notions on how to live, (in this case as a respectable middle 

class woman) came up in discourse that began after a 17 month serialized novel titled Aks 

(trans. reflection) concluded31.  

The novel revolved around the issue of polygamy. While the theme of polygamy 

is not absent from this form of writing, the novel pushed some boundaries within that 

theme.  

Polygamy is legal in Pakistan, however Muslim Family Laws Ordinance (1961) 

makes the consent of the second wife a requirement. Socially polygamy is rare, 

particularly in the urban areas and frowned upon. However, there are cases, such as the 

first wife’s inability to have children that lead to socially accepted second marriages.  In 

the novel Aks, the main character, is friends with a married man, Sherdill, who is 

romantically drawn to her, even though he deeply loves his wife too. His wife divorces 

him because she suspects him of having an affair with Aks and takes their daughter to the 

US.  Aks gets married to Sherdill and has two children with him. However, a few years 

later she convinces him to remarry his first wife. This happens when Aks realizes that her 

step daughter is friends online with several older men who are potential sexual predators. 

She identifies with this because of her own fatherless childhood and the sexual abuse she 

went through. Eventually, Sherdill agrees and they all live together.  

                                                 
31 Tanner observation comes to mind “The fact is that from the start, the novel had a conservative drive… 

But in addition to that conservative drive, the novel has also always contained potential feelings for that 

which breaks up the family – departure, disruption, and other various modes of disintegration (Tanner 

1979:369).  
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The questions not only expressed anxieties related to the issue of polygamy but 

about the everyday behavioral choices Aks was making as a working woman. For 

instance Aks’ interaction with men was also questioned, responding to which one reader 

helpfully pointed out:   

“It is not wrong to be friends with men, some lines of work involve daily 

interaction but it is wrong to be friends with men unnecessarily” (referring to Aks’ status 

as a working woman and the interaction with men her daily work required).  

My point is that while sentimentality dominates the narratives in these digests, 

there is also the optimism of a ‘good life’ or a life that is materially comfortable. 

However, this is accompanied by a particular kind of striving towards the ‘right life’ or 

the right choices for these women. The question of, how to be a woman in contemporary 

Pakistan is constantly being negotiated.  The writers as well as the editors see their work 

as one of imparting advice, or guidance about correct values to other women, so they 

would be better equipped in terms of handling their lives. At times the rhetoric is that of 

Islamic values, and at other times one of Eastern values or a certain kind of lived ethics. 

Thus, the debate that followed this novel is a good example of the kinds of spaces these 

digest stories often open up as ‘sites of discourse’ for the performativity of ethics/correct 

behavior for a woman in the changing social milieu.  

The anthropologist, Caroline Humphrey (2011) points out that our respondents 

often do not share everything with us. This is not due to lack of trust (though it may 

sometimes be) but because every thought cannot be expressed in the form ethnographic 

work usually takes (semi structured interview and participant interviews). She suggests 

fiction as a site where people’s ideas about their world can be discerned. Thus, stories 

such as Aks narrated above, allow us another avenue for understanding the subtle but 

dynamic shifts in the lives of Pakistani women. In this sense, digest stories are a site that 
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enables us to examine how larger shifts, such as economic pressures or migration, affect 

women in their daily domestic lives. For instance, in the 80s increasing employment 

opportunities in the Middle East drew a large number of men from Pakistan. 

Concurrently, a lot of the digest stories of that time depict the problems and choices 

women left back home had to make. Similarly, the portrayal of working class women was 

usually negative before the 90s but as economic pressures led more middle class women 

to the work force, this changed to a positive one. 32 Thus, while digest stories are a site 

where new ways of being or choices are negotiated, it is also a place where the effect of 

these larger shifts on women’s daily lives can be discerned. In this context, the theme of 

polygamy in this short story can also be read as revealing a larger shift in Pakistan’s 

social milieu. While there are no concrete figures to support this, anecdotal evidence 

suggests an increase in second marriages that take place against familial pressures. The 

fact that several recent plays also explore the theme of married men becoming involved 

with and marrying another girl suggests that this is might be an emerging phenomenon. 

In her interview with me, the writer of Aks, positioned herself as belonging to the 

middle class. She began writing for digests at an early age and then moved onto the more 

prestigious TV script writing. Her work now involves travelling and living in the city of 

Karachi which is considerably more cosmopolitan than her native town of Sialkot. This 

novel is not autobiographical, however there is an element of the negotiations she has had 

to perform, as she travels and interacts with people in the media who usually belong to a 

more privileged class. Aks’ discussions with Sherdill, her husband, who belongs to a 

privileged class can then also be read as carrying an implicit sense of her life as a middle 

class woman who now has to navigate a different environment. The differing life 

                                                 
32 Women often contact these editors to find a suitable girl for their son. In this context, Ansar shared that 

in the 70s and 80s they would ask her to find a homely (domestic)  girl. However since the 90s, mothers 

increasingly want a working woman for their sons.    
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experiences of these women, often reflected in their fictional accounts, are therefore not 

only exchanged but also debated, contested or accepted. The underlying assumption 

being that there is a definable form of ‘correct behavior’ and digests are a proper forum 

for defining it.  

 

Writing as navigation in a world out of joint: 

There is a shared sense in writers that the ‘world is out of joint’ and their role is 

one of showing women an appropriate path. This sense of the world being out of joint is 

often manifested as concern for Pakistan and its position within the world. A shared sense 

of belonging to a Third-world, Islamic state that is perceived to be ‘other’ to the world.  

There is, thus, an underlying sense that the nation itself as well as its position within the 

world, is out of joint. This sense of concern for Pakistan and its position within the world 

came across in various ways.  

After 9/11 as the “War on Terror” began US President Bush stated ‘you’re either 

with us or you’re against us’. Ignoring public opinion, the Pakistani government under 

General Musharraf allowed the US military to use Pakistani airbases for strikes in 

Afghanistan. Musharraf’s justification was that financial sanctions would be imposed if 

Pakistan did not support the effort. One writer joked about this phenomena as she read 

the section outlining the rights of respondents section in the forms I had given 

(commonly known as IRBs). “It says ‘the respondent’s refusal to participate will not have 

any negative effect on the relationship with the University of Texas at Austin’; this is 

what the US government needs to learn to say in its relations with the Pakistani 

government”.   
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On a different occasion she quietly referred to how certain tribes in Africa bring 

down a tree by simply standing and shouting at it. She felt that the Pakistani nation was 

that tree that the world kept shouting at.  

Internally also there is the criticism due to corruption, high rates of inflation and 

the repeated loss of lives due to suicide bombings and drone attacks. The ‘speaking back’ 

that the writers do is then also in the larger context of Pakistan’s position in the world.  

Being an intimate other thus entails sharing the shaky belonging of living in 

Pakistan. Daily uncertainty due to power breakdowns, ethnic and religious violence and 

growing economic disparity are part of daily life in Pakistan. Thus, the concerns 

expressed in everyday discourse also translate into the digest narratives and conversations 

with writers,  but in a particular form of emotional experience.   

This came out the most clearly in the conversation with another senior writer, 

Sajida Habib. We were sitting together on the sofa as she described the ‘new kind of joy’ 

she felt as her brother told her ‘Bayji’ (what they called her grandmother) about her first 

story. In explaining how she gets information about the places she writes about but has 

not visited she talked about her husband’s nephew.  

He said please come and visit us and he said I’m hurt you never come to 

the countries I’m in and I said ‘If you’re ever posted to Bangladesh it’s my 

promise that I’ll come and stay with you there’. He said ‘I know it’s your 

touchy point’. I said ‘yes it is’.  

Bangladesh used to be a part of Pakistan and became a separate country in 1971 

after a violent civil war. She had written a novel that revolved around that war, so I asked 

her how it had affected her. Her answer interweaved her family, spirituality, politics and 

patriotism, and invited an emotional contact with regard to the shared sense of concern 

for Pakistan. Politics is a usual part of everyday discourse in Pakistan, however her 
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comments took a different form and related her concerns about Pakistan’s future to an 

affective realm.  

Kiran you and I are really lucky, due to the grace of God knows whose hands, 

whose prayers (patanaeen kin haathonkaysabab ,duaon kay sabab) our country is 

surviving...I couldn’t sleep the entire night (referring to Baluchistan) that this is 

what it’s come to”  

In this particular case the repeated question “will you believe”, was partly in 

terms of believing in the spiritual events she narrated ( such as her grandfather’s 

prophecies or dreamt images that had come true)  but more so in terms of a sense of 

‘being in the world’. This shared sense was one of concern for Pakistan. However, her 

articulation of nationalist sentiments led into an affective realm. Ideologically we were 

apart, in that I did not agree with how she saw the protests in Balochistan as a threat to 

Pakistan’s existence.  However, the way she expressed her concern took us both to a 

shared realm. In other words, the content of her views did not matter, but the form did 

and brought us together in some way so that I found tears in my eyes too as I saw tears in 

hers. Her concern was for Pakistan’s stability and mine for the people or Balochistan but 

we both shared a ‘form of concern’ that was through ‘tears and sleeplessness’. 

Another senior writer, Riffat Sajjad, contextualized her writing as ‘showing how 

Pakistan changed from one generation to the next’. When I asked her how she took out 

time for writing with her professional responsibilities she talked about stories ‘coming to 

her‘ and contextualized her example by linking it to the political situation in Pakistan: 

There was my story called Dastak (knock), I was giving food to my child and I 

suddenly felt like a story jingled and landed in my heart (chun say koee kahani 

meray ander uthree hai). At that time it was the time of General Zia. 33 Pakistan 

People’s Party (PPP) was much better, it wasn’t like it is now, there were very 

                                                 
33 The military dictator who overthrew the government of Pakistan People’s Party headed by the Prime 

Minister Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto. Zia’s era continued for eleven years and ended as his plane crashed in 

Bahwalpur, Pakistan in August 1988. People’s party government came back as Benazir Bhutto, ZAB’s 

daughter won the elections in 1992 
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good people, even Benazir was not there. At that point they (Zia led 

administration) would kill the PPP people so at that point I thought of a story. It 

seemed like I had seen a film, it was right in front of my eyes or like I had read 

the story even though I hadn’t.  

Thus, the way in which they see their writing is not just through their position in 

the world as women, but through their position as women living in Pakistan. 

‘A gathering of sisters’: 

Writers use of the term ‘we digest writers’ and the underlying sense of 

community it conveys came up in most conversations. Thus, despite disparities in ages 

and geographical regions there is a sense of belonging together. One form this communal 

sense takes is Pakeezah’s letter section titled Behnon ki Mehfil (a gathering of sisters) It 

can go up to seven pages and starts with news about writers as well as readers. These 

news items are written in the form of a letter addressed to the other readers and can vary 

from an exam to an uncle’s illness, to a wedding.  

As I found from personal experience, this news is not always formally sent in for 

publication but can also come from informal conversations with the editor. I had spoken 

on the phone with the editor, and introduced myself. To my surprise, next month’s digest 

carried whatever I had related about my visit as news in the letters section.  While it was 

a surprise to see news about my visit and my position as a permanent reader (mustaqil 

qaari); the care with which I saved this literal proof of membership is a testament to the 

sense of belonging this community imparts.  

In addition to this regular section, there are also often special sections that are 

organized when a writer passes away. Rather than a factual obituary it’s a series of 

letters, memories written by other readers, writers and family members. It is only in this 

context that men temporarily become a visible part of this public as memories by fathers 

or husbands are also published. However, the style is very similar to the digest idiom, 
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which indicates that they are either heavily edited or written by the staff based on 

conversations with the family members.   

At times an entire issue is also dedicated to a writer who might have passed away. 

For instance the death of a 28- year- old prolific writer, Shazia Chaudhary, was 

announced on the cover through a close up of her as a bride, and letters that exclaimed 

‘Shazia Chaudhary Aah’34. Letters printed inside gave details of how various readers 

found out about her accident, the kinds of prayers that they arranged and then the grief 

and shock at losing her.  

Very few of the women who expressed their grief had ever actually met her.  

Most only knew her through her stories and interviews that she had occasionally given. A 

simplistic reading could be in terms of the grief we feel when we hear of someone’s 

passing away whose work we admire. However, in this context, it goes beyond that. In 

some ways, when we lose someone our loss also has to do with losing a version of 

ourself. This is because every person close to us is also a witness to the shimmering 

shades of our own being. Similarly, here too this loss can be about losing a witness to that 

version of themselves that is evoked by being a part of ‘a particular kind of affective 

world that validates ‘the intelligence of what they feel they know (Berlant 2008: viii).  

Women of all ages, geographical regions and educational backgrounds read and 

write digest stories. Given the sentimentality of this genre, these stories can be seen as a 

reflection of how these writers feel about their lives and those of others around them. 

Thus, these narrations also give one an avenue into how larger issues such as terrorism, 

inflation or ethnic violence affect the daily domestic lives of women35. To reiterate, in the 

                                                 
34 Aah and Hai are both expressions of dismay and sadness. 
35 For instance, the editor, Saboor shared that writers living in politically volatile underprivileged areas 

often submit stories about the ongoing violence and daily struggles they have to face. However, the fear 

of backlash by political parties keeps the publishing houses from publishing them. 



43 

previous chapter I highlighted the varying ways in which  writers and editors see their 

work; and in this chapter I explore how this community forms an emotional space where 

feelings and views of how to ‘be a woman’ in Pakistan’s changing social milieu are 

shared, confirmed or contested in various ways.  
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CONCLUSION 

   To reiterate, in this report I demonstrate how readers, writers and editors of a 

low-brow genre of Urdu fiction, create an affective space of belonging. Drawing on 

ethnographic work (archival and interviews) with authors, readers and editors of two 

women’s monthlies, I trace the contours of digest community as an affective space of 

belonging,  that provides a ‘complex of confirmation and consolation’ on how to be a 

woman in Pakistan’s changing social milieu. I further argue that recent proliferation of 

cell phones has led to a new sensibility in this community that has its own rhythm of 

sound. Previously readers would communicate through published letters mediated by 

editors; whereas now, through cell phones, there is direct contact between these two 

groups. These conversations can be seen as a shared emotional experience where the lack 

of visual cues regarding social class, age and ethnicity (since readers and writers rarely 

meet each other) leads to voices becoming just that – voices that exchange life stories and 

experiences. There is thus a transient coming together of women who are mostly 

unrelated by kinship or ethnicity; and a sociality is formed between strangers with its own 

sensory feel of rhythm and sound.  

Writers and readers connect with each other through cell phones. However, the 

intimacy and sharing of feelings that takes place in these conversations is born of their 

communal bonds where their feelings as women are validated. Thus, cell phones have led 

to direct and frequent contact but the underlying sharing that takes place through sound 

waves is a reflection of the strength of the bonds they have with each other as women.  

In the past decade, there has been another new development: the change from 

printed stories to televised plays. Factors such as licensing for private television channels, 

their need to fill airtime and the initial success of televised plays based on digest 
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narratives has created an expanding niche in the Pakistani electronic media for digest 

writers. Thus, digest narratives that previously circulated in print form have increasingly 

been adapted for the visual media. The media theorist, Friedrich Kittler identifies the 

mass production of typewriters as a significant turning point in terms of women’s entry 

into professional spaces. Similarly, the opening up of private channels and the 

transformation of print narratives by digest writes into a visual form, has created a space 

where their voices have become part of mainstream media and their notions of what it 

means to be a woman in Pakistan are being challenged or confirmed.  

Given the position of digests as discursive sites for contesting notions of how to 

be a woman, as the print genre becomes available in the visual media, I argue, it opens up 

new kinds of spaces to discuss, adhere to or contest notions of female propriety, modesty 

and morality. The visual representations lead toward new interpretations because the 

televised form has a larger reach and its audience consists of those who mostly do not 

read digests (such as the unschooled) and, ironically, the elite English-speaking strata.  In 

this way, women digest writers’ fiction and the accompanying portrayed notions of how 

to be a woman in contemporary Pakistan are now also being received and critically 

evaluated by newly formed publics.  

The digest genre had always carried stories that contested socially constituted 

moral norms. However, the visual form and its circulation among the emergent publics 

make these cultural debates more ‘visible’ and open to new engagements. To take a 

concrete example, a popular TV serial Quddusi Saheb ki Beva (Mr Quddusi’s widow) 

mocks and transforms the digest discourse. It revolves around the everyday domestic life 

of a middle class woman and her adult children. However, middle class norms of 

respectability are overturned as her only son enjoys cross dressing and dancing like a 

woman; one daughter is involved with several married men, while the other is 
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romantically involved with her driver. This could be seen as carnivelesque comedy, but 

its dialogues often refer to digest writers and their serials, showing an engagement with 

the genre. In addition, the popularity of this play also hints at how certain transgressive 

characters and non-traditional story lines may resonate with people’s own lives. Hence, 

these depictions (written and now visual) represent a moment in Pakistan’s history as 

they comment on emergent gender roles --- perhaps reflecting an increased female 

presence in the public sphere and an audible debate on transgendered bodies, 

homosexuality and other “non-normative” gender roles---- and how these are being 

evaluated and interpreted by various strata.  

Finally, this report has been an attempt to bring forth the varying ways in which 

women relate to each other in the context of this genre (as readers, writers or editors) and 

how they see these roles. Philosophers like Heidegger assert that the birth of Metaphysics 

and Plato’s Theory of Forms led towards the notion of Truth as certainty. The aim of 

inquiry thus became to make the object of inquiry clear and distinct. However, it is 

equally, if not more, important to realize the complexity any phenomenon carries. Thus, 

my aim has been to point to the complex dynamics between women who read, edit or 

write for a genre of fiction that is usually perceived as “frivolous fiction”.   

I began this report with an verse on the validity of emotions, let me end with a 

verse, by the Urdu poet Ghalib, on uncertainty and continuing one’s journey: 

Hai kahan tamanna ka doosra qadam yaa rab 

Hum nai dasht e imkaan koi k naqsh I paa paya 

(Where is the second step of longing/ 

We found the desert of possibility to be but a single foot -step) 
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PHOTOGRAPHS 

 

Figure 1: Painting in Pakeezah's office (photograph by author) 



48 

 

Figure 2. Khawateen Digest's office in Karachi (photograph by author) 
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Figure 3 Painting in Pakeeza's office (photograph by author) 
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Figure 4:  Painting in Pakeeza digest's office that depicts old monthies of this genre 

(photograph by author) 
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Figure 5:   Khawateen digest's editor (photograph by author) 
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