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Abstract 

Progressive writers made concerted attempts to establish successor organizations 

for promoting their ideas and put up resistance through other means such as 

literary journals, individual literary works and other forms of cultural expression, 

such as film. Since many progressive writers found a creative outlet in theatre and 

film, the article presents a brief overview of how the radical interventions affected 

local cinema at the time.  

The article looks at the ventures in the film industry of Pakistan from 1953 to 1971 

made by progressive writers who used the medium of film to articulate cultural 

politics of the Left. Employing auteur theory, I have tried to illustrate how most 

writers, filmmakers and producers associated with the project were acutely aware 

of the social functionality of literature and their vision had a profound impact on 

their artistic output. 
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Since this article makes frequent mention of the terms “progressive” or 

“progressive writers”, it is relevant to refer to its contextual meanings in the South 

Asian milieu. Some prominent poets and writers of India and Pakistan have used 

this term, for example, Tabassum Kashmiri (b. 1940) writes:  

The Progressive Writers Movement, in its essence, was not a pure literary 

movement. Basically, it was a social and political movement, and its followers 

were motivated by deep conviction that society can be transformed though 

literature and arts. Therefore, the movement, [to its followers] was “eik 

zariyaaurekhatiyar” (a means and instrument) to bring about change. There is no 

doubt that it functioned as a great mobilising force as it stirred the imagination of 

Indians and greatly enriched literature by enhancing social consciousness1.  

As it is obvious from this single source, the term progressive refers to an artistic 

commitment with a large social context. The concept of progressivism that 

underpinned Leftist writers meant a commitment to look at the disabilities and 

deprivations of the poor and marginalised segments of society like religious 

minorities, women, peasants and the urban working class. Such writers held a 

strong conviction that literature could be used to as a tool of resistance to 

conservative forces and foster an alternate, pro-people outlook. They believed that 

such transformation could create an enabling environment to create an egalitarian 

society wherein all the members of society could find justice and felicity. For 

literary historian Saleem Akhtar (d. 2018): 
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The literati associated with the movement believed in realism in literature. 

Meaning thereby, they wanted to show the bitterness, rottenness and putrefaction 

of life as it was (emphasis added), or as they perceived it to be. They did not want 

to hide the scars and abscesses of human life. Rather, they were convinced that the 

task of the literati was to scrape or scratch (the scars and abscesses) to remove the 

noxious substances (figurative)2.  

The Left is generally explained in the context of ideological referents of 

communism, socialism and Marxism. Here I use Marxist literary scholar Frederick 

Jameson’s definition, for him the Left is a “political and societal aim and vision”. 

Commonly the term “Left” refers to an idealised, egalitarian society, which 

requires the state to play a proactive and interventionist role in economic and 

social affairs. The Left also represents an alternate concept of human nature and 

culture. In the South Asian context, the Left was many things to many people: 

toscholar and activist, Puran Chand Joshi (1907-1980), economic determinism 

emerges as the defining feature of the Left; while to Shalini Sharma it signifies the 

deployment of the language of class struggle. A number of contemporary Pakistani 

scholars such as Tariq Ali, Ishtiaq Ahmed and Taimur Rehman write that 

bourgeois democracy, or the struggle for democracy, is the essence of the Left in 

the context of the Pakistani politics. To Jamal Naqvi (1933—2017), a veteran 

communist leader, “progressive thinking” as a commitment to the future is what 

essentially defined the politics of the Left3. 

Setting the Context  

 One can argue that when the Left found it exceedingly difficult to advance its 

cause through traditional methods of political mobilisation, for instance, through 

the labour and trade union movements, it turned to other channels of expression to 

disseminate the message. The literary movement of the PWA went some way in 

propagating a this view. But the administration was quick to clamp down 

progressive cultural activity, bracketing literary radicalism as anti-state. In trying 

times, the PWA decided to change track and, by 1952, literary journals scaled 

down their critical tone and tenor. For instance, in December 1949, the proprietor 

of Adab-e Latif, Chaudhry Barkat Ali (1902–1952), brought greater moderation in 

the ideas articulated in the magazine. In 1950, Mohammad Tufail, the proprietor of 

Naqush, abandoned progressive policy altogether, replacing Ahmed Nadeem 

Qasmi and HajraMasroor with Waqar Azeem. The periodical Sang-e Meel 

(Peshawar) was closed down in 1951. The following year, Sawera’s proprietor 

also yielded to government pressure and adopted moderation in its editorial policy. 

By July 1954, the government banned the PWA and its affiliated organizations, 

despite its avowed disassociation from Left-wing politics4. 

Progressive Writers Movement in the Post-1954 Context 

As we have noted in the previous section, from July 1954 the progressive writers 

found it exceedingly difficult to advance their radical agenda in literature through 

formal literary organisations. This section covers a brief period of five years 

between 1954 and 1958. I argue in this section that the imposition of the ban on 

the PWA could not contain the PWM5.  
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Several prominent literary writers like Faiz Ahmed Faiz, Ahmed Nadeem Qasmi 

and Arif Abdul Mateen unanimously hold that the ban on the PWA did not mean 

that the PWM had fizzled out.6 Saleem Akhtar, a progressive literary critic and 

author of a bestselling book on Urdu literature in Pakistan, has argued, ‘When an 

ideology or concept grows into a symbol it becomes eternal therefore the symbols 

do not die’. 7  While referring to the influence of the PWM, he described the 

concept of resistance literature, which became ‘increasingly popular in Pakistan 

particularly in 1970s and 1980s’ as an offshoot and continuity of the PWM.8 This 

context reinforces my contention pertaining to the different forms of resistance 

that the progressive writers employed to push their radical agenda. 

The progressive writers made an unsuccessful attempt to reorganise themselves 

and established the Anjuman Roshan-Khayal-Musannifeen (Liberal Writers 

Association).9 We do not have many factual details about this organisation except 

for some clues about its formation extracted from interviews and the writings of a 

founding member, Arif Abdul Mateen.10 We can assume that it could not make 

any headway because the Establishment remained openly hostile to this 

organisation. Hence, it met the same fate as its predecessor. 11  Moreover, the 

progressive writers failed to preserve their organisational culture, which impinged 

negatively on it and prevented it from becoming an effective organisation.12 

The Progressive Ventures in Film Industry 1953—1958  

When the progressive literati did not find enough room to manoeuvre, they 

focused on cultural activities. Talat Ahmed and Rakhshanda Jalil have 

convincingly argued in their works that films and theatre were an extension of 

literary activism.13Faiz Ahmed Faiz in an interview to I.A. Rehman acknowledged 

that:  

When [we] found it difficult to express ourselves through the traditional means of 

practical politics, then I started talking in terms of literature and culture. Thus, 

only, the fronts had changed.14 

This excerpt highlights the shift in the focus of Faiz’s struggle, yet one can argue 

that the situation it depicts can also be extrapolated to the larger context of the 

PWM. In fact, we can extend this trend that Faiz identified to two years earlier. It 

was around 1953–1954 when the progressive writers started paying attention to 

movies as a medium for their cause, as shown in the following table. 

Table `1. The use of Film as a Medium by Progressive Writers/Directors: 

1953–1958 

Name of the Film Date of release Director Writer/ screenplay/ scriptwriter  

Agosh 25 December 

1953 

Mumtaz Jilani Saadat Hasan Manto/ Ahmed 

Nadeem Qasmi 

Roohi 11 August 1954 W.Z. Ahmed  

AasPaas 22 February 1957 Akhtar 
Hussain 

 

YakeyWali(Punjab

i) 

22 February 1957 M.J. Rana  

Wada 2 May 1957 W.Z. Ahmed  

Source: Mushtaq Gazdar, Pakistani Cinema 1947–1997 (Karachi:1998), pp.244–

246, Yaseen Gorijah, Pakistan Millennium Film Directory (Lahore: 2003), 
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pp.132–124, and; Saleem-ur- Rehman, ‘Ahmed Nadeem Qasmi Ka Filmi Safar’, 

Montaj, special Ahmed Nadeem Qasmi number, ed. Mansoora Ahmed, August 

2007, p.203. 

This was the period when Faiz Ahmed Faiz started writing the script of his movie 

Jagu Hua Sawera that was released in January 1959. W.Z. Ahmed (Waheed ud 

din Zafar Ahmed) was the younger brother of the Indian communist leader, Z.A. 

Ahmed (Zain-ul-Abidain Ahmed). He was a progressive film director and 

established Shalimar Pictures in the early 1940s in Pune, where he produced films 

like EkRaat (1942), Prem Sangit (1942), Man ki Jit [(944), Prithaviraj-Samyukta 

(1946) and Mera Bai (1947).15 His brother Z.A.Ahmed wrote in his autobiography 

that after Partition the Shiv Sena, an extremist militant organisation, forced W.Z. 

Ahmed to leave the country. He moved to Pakistan in the late 1940s and 

established the W.Z. film studio in Lahore.16 His film Roohi (1954) highlighted the 

class division between the rich and the poor. The Censor Board objected to a scene 

in which the heroine, who came from a wealthy background, raised money for the 

poor by putting up her kiss for auction. It also voiced objections to the plot 

because the heroine has a love affair with a poor man, despite the fact that she is 

married. The major objection of the Censor Board was that the film could incite 

class hatred.17 The film was subjected to heavy censorship and it was the first film 

to be banned in Pakistan. Later, the authorities confiscated the film’s reels on the 

pretext that its producer had not paid an outstanding loan from a co-operative 

bank.18 Thus the film was dumped.19 

The Censor Board also banned the film AasPaas (1957) because it depicted class 

division in society.20 W.Z. Ahmed produced another film, Wada, which was a 

social film and its plot revolved around realistic theme. Moreover, the use of 

screenplay and the film direction enabled it to win the inaugural Nigar Award.21 

As the forgoing discussion shows that the progressives from 1953 onwards had 

made initial efforts to use films as a medium to articulate the Leftist ideology. 

However, the progressive project of filmmaking had barely got underway that the 

Leftist movement had to confront another formidable challenge in form of the 

imposition of the Martial Law of 1958. The statist version of the factors leading to 

the imposition of the Martial Law provides agrossly oversimplistic analysis by 

laying blame on the politicians.22 However, the circumstantial evidence tells an 

altogether different story. The writings of Hamza Alavi, Mohammad Waseem,and 

Huma Naz establish its connection with apprehensions of the bureaucratic elite 

concerning the prospective electoral victory of the Leftist parties particularly 

belonging to the Regional Left in the elections, which were scheduled to be held in 

1959. 23 The developments between October 1958 and April 1959 also show that 

the main thrust of thepolicies of the regimes of Iskandar Mirza and(later) Ayub 

Khan was on the containment of the Left in Pakistan.I concur with Hamza Alavi 

(1921—2003) in that the 1958 Martial Law was not a “transfer of power from 

political to military government”; rather, the military-bureaucratic oligarchy 

asserted complete control over the state apparatus.24 Hamza Alavi considered it a 

“change of partners”, since it was the bureaucracy that had earlier been the senior 

partner of the military. With Ayub assuming power, the equation was reversed and 

the military now assumed the role of “senior partner”, reducing the bureaucracy to 

“a collateral role” that later became the defining feature of Pakistan’s political 
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system. 25  This change notwithstanding, the ordeal for the Left continued 

unabated.. 

It is not surprising then why General Ayub Khan immediately mounted a major 

crackdown against the Leftists. There were wide scale arrests of Left-wing 

political activists and intellectuals. The letter issued by the National Awami Party 

(NAP) in January 1959 provides a glimpse of the situation arising after martial 

law. The international committee of the National Awami Party underscored the 

fact that: 

nearly three hundred people have been imprisoned without trial in Pakistan by the 

military regime that took power in October 1958. Among them are some of the 

most loved and respected people in the country. They include some of the leading 

intellectuals, writers, poets, journalists, university teachers...the finest lot in 

society has been put in prison.26 

In its bid to stifle the Left, the military regime did not hesitate in taking over the 

Progressive Papers Limited.27 This institution had been a bastion of support to the 

Leftists since 1947. Even before the PPL take over, Sibte Hasan, the editor of Lail-

o-Nahar, was dismissed from service and arrested.28To cut the long story short the 

circumstantial evidence clearly showsAyub Khan’s martial law regime 

systematically targeted Leftist parties, radical activists progressive literati and the 

Left-wing press. In these challenging circumstances the progressive consciously 

used the medium of films as a effective means/outlet to put across the message of 

the Left to general public. Thus, in the period between 1959 and 1971 they made 

sustained efforts to advance their radical vision through the medium of films. 

Seventeen “progressive” film ventures, 1959—1971 

It was in this environment of repression that progressive writers and other Left-

leaning intellectuals turned toward film making as a popular medium of 

expression. The seventeen films chosen here for review had the direct involvement 

of Left-leaning poets, writers and professional filmmakers such as Faiz Ahmed 

Faiz, Ahmed Basheer, Hameed Akhtar, Zaheer Kashmiri, Ashgaque Ahmed and 

Ahmed Nadeem Qasmi.29 Among them, only Ahmed Bashir had formal training in 

filmmaking, while the rest were writers and visionaries. There was another group 

of professional film makers such as Riaz Shahid, Khalil Qaiser and Zia Sarhadi, 

who were influenced by the ideas of the Left and made commercial films based on 

anti imperialism and secular humanism. They tried to portray the life of working 

class people and other marginalised sections of society. 

For Jagu Hua Sawera (1959), Faiz Ahmed Faiz wrote the story based on 

ManikBandopadhaya’s novel, Padma Nadir Majhi (The boatman of River Padma). 

It was one of the earliest Dhakka-based Urdu films. 30  The film depicts the 

everyday struggles of a fisherman’s family who lives in a small settlement on the 

banks of River Meghna near Dhakka. Akhtar J. Kardar (1926—2002) who 

directed the film, used a narrative style and lengthy close-ups, which were new 

experiments in Pakistani cinema. 31  Mushtaq Gazdar, among the first English-

language scholars of Pakistani cinema, described it as “Pakistan’s first realist and 

experimental film”.32 It was a commercial failure because its plot and direction did 

not conform to popular cinematic conventions; nevertheless, it earned critical 
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acclaim from international film critics and received a gold medal at the Moscow 

film festival in the late 1950s.33 

The film Teen Phul (Three Flowers, 1961) was directed by Zaheer Kashmiri and 

written by A. Hameed. Little is known about its basic theme. Zaheer Kashmiri 

never spoke about it and did not have pleasant memories of his experience in the 

film industry. Presumably, it was a conventional film that left no impact, either on 

regular filmgoers or on film critics. Some impression can, at best, be gleaned from 

a flippant remark by A. Hameed, the writer: “People jeered at this movie and 

called it ‘teen fool’ (three fools)”.34 

Hameed Akhtar’s association with the All-India Peoples Theatre (IPTA) and the 

PWA dated back to early 1940s. He had worked as a scriptwriter in the Bombay 

film industry, and served as secretary-general of the AIPWA’s Bombay branch in 

1945–46.35 He was deeply committed to the idea of film as “a powerful medium of 

communication with people”.36 For the film Sukh ka Supna, he adapted the 1950 

novel Power without Glory written by a radical Australian writer, Frank Hardy 

(1917–1994). Hardy had based his protagonist on a real person, John Wren (1871–

1953), a wealthy businessman and an influential politician who allegedly amassed 

fabulous wealth through devious means. The novel depicted the personal and 

moral dilemma of the main character of the novel. 37  It dealt with endemic 

corruption in Australian society of the 1940s that had percolated across every 

segment of society. The film censured the ruling Australian Labour Party (ALP) 

for having failed to address the issues at hand.38 Hameed Akhtar drew inspiration 

from that novel and its core idea that “the accumulation of wealth was a useless 

pursuit and it could not bring happiness to anyone”. 39 The film castigated the 

capitalistic value system that drove society towards insatiable lust for wealth This 

film too, for various technical reasons, was a commercial failure.40 

In many ways, Ahmed Bashir was different from the rest. He was among the 

founders of daily Imroze, launched in 1948 and served two stints at the newspaper 

in 1948 and then in 1951. All India Peoples Theatre Association (IPTA), 

particularly the organisation’s ventures in filmmaking was a big inspiration for 

him.41 That lead him to get a professional degree in filmmaking from the USA in 

1959.42 Fully cognisant of a literary writer’s social responsibility, Bashir writes:  

The writer is a merchant of words. Language is essentially a social contract 

because if it is not, it would become meaningless like the braying of dogs and cats. 

Languages would not have been created if social responsibility was not part of the 

basic instinct among humans. That is why animals have no language of words.43 

In his film, Nila Parbat, Ahmed Bashir portrays the life of an old man who adopts 

a young girl. The problem begins when, at the subconscious level, he falls in love 

with her. The film revolves around this core idea in Freudian psychology which 

was then a bold theme in Pakistani cinema. Opening with a song of Roshan Ara 

Begum (1917–1982), the director used Panna (Zareen)’s classical and semi-

classical dance performances in Bharatanatyam, Manipuri, Shiva Thandav and 

Kathak to depict the conflicted emotions of the protagonists.44 Categorised as an 

adult movie,45 it was commercially flopped due to its experimental nature which 

the audience did not appreciate. 46  The fate of DhupaurSaye(Sunshine and 
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Shadows, 1968), a movie written and directed by dramatist Ashfaq Ahmed and 

largely shot at outdoor venues to bring in the realistic effect was not different.47 

Zia Sarhadi (Fazl-e Qadir), one of the prominent directors and scriptwriters who 

embraced progressive ideas and had successful stint in the Indian film industry 

from 1938 to 1952, directed films like Ham Log (We, the People, 1952) and 

Footpath (1953), and written dialogues for the famous Indian film 

BaijuBawra(1952).48 He remained actively involved with the Bombay chapter of 

the IPTA during the 1940s and worked with Prithvi Raj, Balraj Sahni and Durga 

Khote. In 1952, he moved to Pakistan where the government took him for a 

Leftist. He was “hounded” in the “military crackdown” by General Ayub Khan 

against the communists and was subjected to atrocious treatment again under 

General Zia-ul-Haq’s government and left the country in the 1980s to settle in 

Spain.49 

During the 1960s, Zia Sarhadi directed two films, Rahguzar (Passage, 1960) and 

Insan (Human, 1966) and wrote the stories for three films—Lahkon men Ek(One 

in a million), Kafir and Elan (Announcement)which were released in 1967.50 In 

Rahguzar, he portrayed the social realities of the poor.51Lahkon men Ek(1967), 

directed by Raza Mir, was among the three important Pakistani films on the 

subject of Indian Partition.52 The film narrates the story of Hindu and Muslims 

families affected by the events of Partition. The heads of these families, Ahmed 

and ParharDayal, are close friends. Just before Partition, Ahmed is forced to send 

his family to a village called Prem Nagar, a place in India. But communal riots 

erupt in the village and Ahmed’s wife is killed while his son, Ijaz, survives but 

loses his memory (which he regains later). Meanwhile, Dayalhas to take refuge in 

Ahmed’s house due to the communal riots. Ahmed manages to send his friend to 

India while remaining guardian to his daughter, Shakuntala. In India, ParharDayal 

falls prey to extremist Hindu gangs who beat him up so he lands in a mental 

asylum where he lives for several years. Meanwhile, Dilber Khan, a Pukhtoon, 

brings Ijaz back to Pakistan. As the story unfolds, Ijaz falls in love with 

Shakuntala, who was brought up by his father. Later, when Dayal regains his 

mental health, he returns to Pakistan to fetch his daughter and Ahmed sends 

Shakuntala with him. The film ends with the death of Shakuntala who is torn 

between her loyalties. The film affords a glimpse into the trauma of partition and 

how individuals families affected by it, rose above communal hatred and held on 

to human values. But the script depicts the deep personal suffering that these 

political events had on the lives of even good people who were mentally and 

physically torn from their homes.53 

Another progressive film director and scriptwriter was Khalil Qaisar, who died 

quite early in 1967. Qaiser directed seven films between 1961 and 1967 and wrote 

the story of Shabab Keranvi’s film Fashion. Among his own films Clerk, Doshiza, 

Shaheed and Farangi are notable. The film Clerk (1962) depicts the harsh realities 

faced by blue-collar employees like clerks.54 Khalil Qaisar took up the role of the 

clerk himself and played it admirably. His other film Farangi(Foreigner) has an 

interesting theme. The script was written by Riaz Shahid and the setting is Arabia 

of the 1920s. The main subject was British imperialism and revolved around the 

political career of the British spy T. E. Lawrence, popularly known as “Lawrence 

of Arabia”. During the First World War and right after it, Lawrence provoked the 
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Arabs into revolting against the Ottoman Turks. 55 The film does not focus on 

Lawrence as an individual but presents him as a symbol of British imperialism set 

on the mission to acquire newly discovered oil resources in Arabia.56 In the film, 

Lawrence lives in an independent Arab principality that is under a tribal chieftain 

named Sardar and has his eyes on the oil wealth of the region. He asks Sardar to 

lease the land to him for the purpose of drilling for oil, but Sardar turns him down. 

Lawrence then devises a plan to remove Sardar and replace him with a more pliant 

man, creating a rift within the tribe. The new chief, Feroze, is a greedy man who 

readily agrees to lease out the land to the British for a hundred years. The British 

build an oil refinery and the chief remains content with his modest share in the 

proceeds. These developments provoke the locals against the chief and Aalia, the 

daughter of the former chief, plans a suicide mission. She sets herself on fire and 

jumps into an oil well, gutting the entire complex and thwarting the imperialist 

ambition.57 The writer and director portray all of this through a small, emotionally 

charged story. 

Among the staunchest anti colonial scriptwriters and film directors, the name of 

Riaz Shahid stands alone. He made a number of creative films that received 

critical acclaim. Born in Lahore in the 1940s, he received his early education in 

Islamia College and was inclined towards progressive ideals from the early 1950s. 

Hameed Akhtar writes that Riaz Shahid was a courageous and principled man. 

When the crackdown on communists began in the 1950s, particularly after the 

closing down of CPP Naya Zamana(New Times), Riaz Shahid let the party use his 

residence for the purpose, putting his family at risk.58 

 Riaz Shahid was a writer before he was a film maker and one of his earliest forays 

in fiction were turned to film. His film career formally began in 1958 when he 

wrote story and dialogue for the film Bharosa. Jaffar Bokhari produced and 

directed the film. 59  His famous films included Shaheed, Susral, and Doshiza[ 

1962]. Films like Badnam[1966], Zarqa [1969] and Yeh Aman[1971] can also be 

added to the list for which he either wrote or adapted the scripts of famous 

litterateurs.60 Like the progressive writers of his times, he used film as a medium 

to capture the lives of the poor and marginalised sections of society.His brief but 

illustrious film career (1958 to 1972) ended with his death in October 1972.61 

The PPL newspapers played a key role in promoting these experimental and 

realistic films but they were harshly critical of the trend of copying in filmmaking 

in Pakistan. This led to a stand-off between disgruntled film producers and the 

PPL newspaper The Pakistan Times, one of the most popular English language 

newspapers of the time, between October 1967 and February 1968. The tussle 

aggravated to such extent that the Film Producers Association imposed a ban on 

the PT’s film advertisements.62 

The reasons behind the failure of these radical interventions in film making were 

examined by the writers of the time. For instance, Hameed Akhtar and Ahmed 

Bashir, acknowledge that the major reason for this failure was because radical film 

makers were out of touch with the sensibility of their audience. Moreover, they 

failed to understand the dynamics of film production and marketing and, in some 

cases, the films were technically inferior in production values. These writers 

provide clues into how big financiers and commercial film producers, who 
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dominated the market at the time, banded together and systematically thwarted 

new ventures. 
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