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which the violence of Partition and colonial modernity is registered at the level of
the body’s most intimate perceptual capacities. Close readings of six stories—
Odour (Bu), Wet Afternoon, A Room with Bright Light, Colder than Ice, Mozail, and
The Return—attend to olfactory, tactile, visual, and auditory dimensions of
Manto’s prose, arguing that his sensory imagery is notincidental atmosphere but
a purposive narrative and epistemological instrument. The article contributes to
the growing intersection of sensory studies and postcolonial literary criticism
and offers a model for reading Urdu fiction through embodied experience.

Introduction

Saadat Hasan Manto, born into a middle-class Kashmiri family, spent much of his life in
Bombay before eventually moving to Lahore following the traumatic events of Partition in 1947.
Although he struggled with Urdu as a child, Manto grew to become a commanding figure in
Urdu literature, producing over two hundred and twenty short stories, as well as plays, radio
scripts, and personal sketches that remain vital contributions to South Asian literary history.
Known for his bold and unflinching prose, he was among the first to explore themes of sex and
desirein Urdufiction, challenging societal taboos in ways that earned him both recognition and
repeated prosecution. Few writers have depicted the horrors of the Partition of India and
Pakistan with as much visceral force as Manto, and his work goes beyond merely documenting
historical trauma. He sought to reveal humanity in its rawest and most unadorned forms.

For Manto, sensory experience was not merely descriptive background but a constitutive
narrative medium through which he immersed readers in the harsh, often brutal realities his
characters faced. His work raises an important question: what role did sensory perception,
consciously or unconsciously, play in Manto’s narratives, and how did he weave it into his
storytelling? His unique style, deeply shaped by the experiences of Partition and the
complexities of human desire, invites readers to engage with the bodily texture of sensationin
his work. Manto’s prose consistently foregrounds the body as both a site of meaning and a
medium of experience, making his fiction particularly amenable to phenomenological
analysis.

Sensory studies, which examine how sensory experience shapes human understanding,
memory, and cultural identity, offer a productive framework for analysing Manto’s narratives.
This interdisciplinary field draws upon philosophy, anthropology, history, and literary criticism
to investigate the role of the senses in cultural production and human identity. Maurice
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Merleau-Ponty, especially through his work Phenomenology of Perception, provides valuable
insights into the lived experience of the body, an approach that complements Manto’s sensory-
rich writing. By applying Merleau-Ponty’s theories, this study explores how Manto’s portrayal
of sensory perception not only reflects individual experience but also evokes collective trauma
and memory within the context of Partition.

Itis important to clarify at the outset what this article means by its title. To read Manto’s fiction
through a sensory and phenomenological framework is not to displace or supersede the rich
body of existing Partition-centred scholarship. That scholarship, from Ayesha Jalal’s
biographical criticism to Muhammad Umar Memon'’s literary-historical work, has illuminated
essential dimensions of Manto’s achievement and continues to provide the necessary
historical and political context for any reading of his stories. The present study proposes a
complementary approach. It argues that a phenomenological reading of Manto’s sensory
language opens dimensions of his literary art that have remained relatively underexplored and
that cannot be fully accounted for by historicist or sociological frameworks alone. The sensory
texture of his fiction—its deployment of smell, touch, sight, sound, and temperature as
vehicles of meaning—constitutes one such dimension. Situating his work within sensory
studies and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, this paper aims to offer a richer and more
comprehensive reading of his literary achievement, one that acknowledges the full scope of
his narrative artistry and philosophical depth.

A preliminary note on language and translation is also necessary. The texts analysed in this
study are drawn from Aatish Taseer’s English translation of Manto’s stories, published as
Manto: Selected Stories (2008). Since the article is concerned with sensory and embodied
language, the implications of working through translation deserve acknowledgment. Taseer’s
translation has been praised for its fidelity to Manto’s cadences and its sensitivity to register,
but it inevitably involves choices that shape the sensory texture of the prose. Where possible,
the analysis attends to the formal properties of the translated text as a literary object in its own
right while remaining alert to the possibility that certain olfactory, tactile, or auditory qualities
of the original Urdu may be partially transformed in the English rendering. This limitation does
not invalidate the phenomenological reading but calls for appropriate scholarly caution in
attributing specific formal effects to the original authorial intention.

Literature Review

The scholarly conversation to which this article contributes spans several distinct but
intersecting fields: Manto studies, Urdu literary criticism, phenomenology, sensory studies,
and affect theory. A review of work in each of these areas establishes both the foundations of
the present study and the research gap it seeks to address. Within Manto studies, the dominant
critical tradition has been historical and biographical. Ayesha Jalal’s The Pity of Partition (2013)
offers the most comprehensive account of Manto’s life, times, and literary significance,
arguing that his stories reject nationalist narratives in favour of a raw portrayal of human
suffering and moral ambiguity. Jalal demonstrates that Manto’s work captures the violence of
Partition in a way that defies neat categorisation of victims and perpetrators, presenting
readers with a landscape of ethical complexity and physical devastation (p. 13). This ethical
complexity, as the present study argues, is inseparable from the sensory immediacy with
which Manto renders lived experience.

Alok Bhalla’s edited collection Stories about the Partition of India (1994) has similarly
foregrounded the documentary and testimonial dimensions of Partition fiction, locating Manto
within a tradition of writers who bear witness to atrocity through the particularity of embodied
suffering. Leslie Flemming’s foundational essay on Manto’s short stories (1979) laid important
groundwork by attending to the formal properties of his prose, including his use of concrete
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sensory detail, though without developing a systematic sensory or phenomenological
framework.

Rakhshanda Jalil’s studies in Liking Progress, Loving Change (2014) further illuminate the
relationship between Manto’s sensory descriptions and the Progressive Writers’ Movement, of
which he was a complex and occasionally reluctant participant. Jalil argues that Manto’s
stories invite readers to experience the sensory disorientation and moral disintegration of
Partition through specific moments of smell, sound, and physical sensation (pp. 34-37).
Muhammad Umar Memon’s observations in his introduction to An Epic Unwritten (1998)
similarly note that Manto’s descriptions of bodily experience allow readers to feel the
immediate impact of violence, presenting a sensory-rich perspective that bridges personal and
collective trauma (p. xix). These formulations point towards a sensory reading without
developing one in sustained theoretical terms.

The field of Urdu literary criticism provides additional context. C.M. Naim’s work on Urdu
literary tradition and Frances Pritchett’s scholarship on the Urdu short story form have
established the genre-historical framework within which Manto’s innovations must be
understood. Naim (1992) and Pritchett (1994) both note that the Urdu short story, as it
developed inthe Progressive era, was particularly attentive to the somatic dimensions of social
experience, treating the body as a register of political and historical forces rather than merely
a site of individual psychology. This tradition provides the literary-historical ground on which
Manto’s sensory poetics was built.

The theoretical framework of sensory studies provides a second foundation for this study.
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception (1945; 2012 trans.) has been
instrumental in shaping contemporary understandings of perception as an embodied,
contextually situated phenomenon. His concept of the phenomenal field—the fluid interaction
of Self-Others-things—provides a compelling framework for literary analysis, as it echoes the
way literary texts situate subjective experience within a broader, temporally and socially
influenced environment (Kern-Stahler and Robertson, 2014, p. 3). David Howes and Constance
Classen’s Ways of Sensing (2014) extend this framework in an anthropological direction,
arguing that sensory experience is not merely a passive recording of stimuli but an active,
culturally mediated process through which identity and community are constructed. Ralf
Hertel’s (2005) argument that literary texts function as technologies of sensation, producing
specific perceptual experiences in their readers rather than merely representing sensation
thematically, is particularly useful for reading a writer like Manto whose formal choices are
inseparable from their sensory effects.

Affect theory offers a third set of resources. Sara Ahmed’s The Cultural Politics of Emotion
(2004) argues that emotions and bodily sensations are not internal states but relational
phenomena that circulate between bodies and are shaped by social and political formations.
Thisrelational understanding of sensation connects productively with Manto’s fiction, in which
the senses are always already socially organised: who smells whom, who touches whom,
whose body is warm or cold, are questions that carry the full weight of colonial hierarchy,
communal violence, and gendered power. Ann Cvetkovich’s An Archive of Feelings (2003)
further develops the idea that sensation and affect constitute a form of cultural memory that
is not merely psychological but somatic, stored in the body’s habitual responses and reflexes.
This framework is directly applicable to stories like The Return, in which Sakina’s bodily
response to trauma is precisely such a somatic archive.

Despite this rich body of scholarship, the specifically sensory and phenomenological
dimensions of Manto’s literary craft have received comparatively limited sustained critical
attention. Existing work has noted the presence of sensory detail and bodily experience in his
stories without developing a systematic phenomenological reading that attends to the formal
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means by which these effects are produced. The present study addresses this gap by bringing
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, Howes and Classen’s sensory anthropology, Hertel’s theory
of literary sensation, and Ahmed and Cvetkovich’s affect theory into sustained dialogue with
close readings of six selected stories.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research methodology centred on in-depth close reading of
selected short stories by Saadat Hasan Manto, utilising the philosophy of sensory studies to
analyse how sensory imagery shapes human experience within the context of the Partition of
India and Pakistan. The primary aim is to explore how Manto’s narratives engage with sensory
perception, illuminating the emotional and psychological dimensions of his characters’
experiences through sustained attention to the formal properties of the literary text.

The selection of primary texts followed a principled procedure. Stories were chosen on the
basis of three overlapping criteria: first, the density and centrality of sensory description to the
narrative’s formal and thematic structure; second, the diversity of sensory domains
represented across the corpus (olfactory, tactile, visual, auditory, and thermal); and third, the
range of contexts and themes the stories engage, including desire, adolescent awakening,
communal violence, survival, and moral catastrophe. The six stories selected on these
grounds were Odour (Bu), Wet Afternoon, A Room with Bright Light, Colder than Ice, Mozail,
and The Return. Together they represent the principal sensory registers and narrative modes of
Manto’s fiction and permit a thematically coherent yet formally diverse analysis.

The analytical procedure was iterative and proceeded in two stages. In the first stage, each
story was read closely for sensory motifs, with particular attention to olfactory imagery (smell
and bodily scent), tactile experience (touch, pressure, temperature, and texture), visual
experience (light, colour, and spatial perception), and auditory dimensions (sound, silence,
and voice). In the second stage, the identified sensory elements were read through the
theoretical frameworks of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, Howes and Classen’s cultural
sensory anthropology, Hertel’s theory of literary sensation, and the affect theory of Ahmed and
Cvetkovich, with the aim of demonstrating how these frameworks together account for the full
complexity of Manto’s sensory poetics.

Alltextual analysis in this study draws on Aatish Taseer’s English translation of Manto’s stories
(2008). Since the study is concerned with sensory and embodied language, the mediating role
of translation cannot be ignored. Translation inevitably transforms the phonological, rhythmic,
and lexical texture of the source text, and itis possible that certain sensory qualities of Manto’s
Urdu prose are partially altered in Taseer’s rendering. The analysis therefore proceeds with
appropriate caution, attending to the sensory architecture of the translated text as a literary
object while acknowledging that definitive claims about Manto’s formal intentions would
require engagement with the original Urdu. Future scholarship extending this
phenomenological approach would benefit from comparative analysis of the Urdu source texts
alongside multiple translations.

The theoretical framework is rooted primarily in Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, particularly
his concepts of the lived body and the phenomenal field. Merleau-Ponty is the most suitable
primary framework for this material for three reasons. First, his insistence that perception is
always already embodied and situated provides the philosophical foundation for reading
Manto’s sensory descriptions as epistemological statements rather than merely decorative
detail. Second, his account of how the body stores experience in its motor habits and pre-
reflective responses is directly applicable to Manto’s depictions of trauma, desire, and
conditioned bodily behaviour. Third, his concept of flesh as a shared element binding self to
world and to others provides a framework for analysing the relational and politically charged
dimensions of sensation in stories where bodies touch, smell, and encounter one another
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across lines of class, gender, caste, and communal identity. Howes and Classen, Ahmed,
Cvetkovich, and Hertel supplement Merleau-Ponty by providing the cultural, political, and
literary-theoretical dimensions that his primarily phenomenological framework does not fully
address.

Analysis

Saadat Hasan Manto crafted numerous stories throughout his career, leaving an indelible mark
on Urdu literature with his provocative and sensory-rich narratives. Many of his stories openin
ways that immediately engage the reader’s senses, often challenging preconceived notions
and unsettling comfortable perceptions. In his work, Manto uses sensory landscapes not as
atmospheric backdrop but as the primary medium through which his characters navigate
desire, violence, trauma, and identity. The following readings attend to the specific formal and
sensory properties of six selected stories.

Odour (Bu): Olfaction and the Politics of Desire

In Odour, the protagonist Randhir compares two women in his life through the primal sense of
smell, which becomes both a shared element and a distinguishing factor in each of his
relationships. Manto uses scent not merely as a device to establish atmosphere but as the
primary epistemological medium through which Randhir navigates class, desire, and identity.
The Ghatan woman’s bodily odour, described as simultaneously earthy and intoxicating,
functions aswhat Howes and Classen (2014) call a culturally marked sensory sign: a scent that
carries the social meaning of labour, poverty, and physical proximity that Randhir’s
respectable middle-class existence normally keeps at a distance.

Manto’s prose in this story is deliberately transgressive in its olfactory vocabulary. The word
choice consistently refuses the euphemisms through which polite literary tradition sanitises
bodily smell, insisting instead on the specificity and physicality of scent as it accumulates and
saturates a space. In the following passage, the narrator records Randhir’s experience with a
precision that moves from anatomical enumeration to existential absorption:

All through the night, Randhir remained aware of the odour that her body emitted, a smell both pleasant and
unpleasant, a smell he drank all night. The odour that came out of her armpits, her breasts, her hair, her
belly, infact, from every part of her body, was overwhelming. ... This odour had penetrated the innerrecesses
of his being and gone beyond anything he had ever experienced. It was the odour that had welded their two
bodies together. (Manto, 2008, p. 71)

The anatomical enumeration (armpits, breasts, hair, belly) refuses the metonymic reduction of
the woman to a single body part and insists on the totality of her corporeal presence. The verb
‘drank’ is formally significant: it converts olfactory experience into gustatory consumption,
collapsing the sensory boundary between smell and taste and suggesting a depth of absorption
that passive perception cannot account for. The phrase ‘penetrated the inner recesses of his
being’ then enacts a further collapse of boundary between perceiver and perceived, describing
olfactory experience in spatial and architectural terms that literalise Merleau-Ponty’s (2012)
account of perception as a mode of being-in-the-world rather than a detached registering of
external stimuli.

This depiction closely aligns with Merleau-Ponty’s argument that the body and mind are
intertwined and that sensory experiences are not merely received but actively lived through the
body (Merleau-Ponty, 2012). Randhir’s reaction to the woman’s scent demonstrates how
perception transcends passive observation; it becomes an intimate, embodied experience
that shapes his emotions, desires, and sense of self. For Merleau-Ponty (2012), perception is
a mode of being that dissolves the boundary between subject and object, and Manto’s prose
enacts this dissolution with formal economy: the odour that ‘welded their two bodies together’
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uses the industrial language of metalwork to convey a fusing of separate corporeal identities
into a temporary, sensory whole.

Ahmed’s (2004) framework of affective politics also illuminates this passage. The Ghatan
woman’s odour circulates as a social and affective sign: it is a smell that Randhir’s class
position has taught him to find transgressive, yet his body’s involuntary response refuses the
categories his social formation has tried to impose. The olfactory transgression enacts a
temporary subversion of class hierarchy through the body’s sensory openness. Manto’s
comparison of her scent to ‘the smell of dry earth when sprinkled with water’ is not merely a
simile for a pleasant odour but a precise cultural reference to petrichor, the smell of rain on
parched earth that carries in the South Asian cultural imagination connotations of relief,
fertility, and the breaking of long denial. The comparison thus gives the woman’s body an
elemental, almost cosmic significance that her social position as a poor labourer would
conventionally deny.

Wet Afternoon: Flesh, Adolescence, and Embodied Awakening

Manto’s stories often engage deeply with the physicality of human experience, with flesh as a
recurring symbol and a sensory gateway that allows readers to access layers of raw human
reality. In Wet Afternoon, flesh becomes the medium through which an adolescent’s
awakening sexuality and emerging self-consciousness are formally articulated. The story is
notable for the range of sensory registers it deploys: tactile, visual, thermal, and, significantly,
auditory.

The opening scene establishes the story’s sensory method. Manto writes:

On his way to school, Masood walked past a butcher carrying a huge basket on his head that contained two
recently slaughtered sheep. Their skins had been removed, and from the bare flesh rose a misty vapour. The
carcasses were so fresh that they were still throbbing. He saw it, and his body trembled, bringing a glow to
his cold cheeks and reminding him of the way one of his eyelids sometimes throbbed. (Manto, 2008, p. 1)

The passage activates multiple sensory channels simultaneously. Visually, the bare flesh is
foregrounded in its raw, exposed state, stripped of the covering that normally mediates our
encounter with animal bodies. Thermally, the misty vapour rising from the carcasses signals
the residual warmth of a recently living body escaping into cold morning air, and this thermal
detail is immediately transposed to Masood’s own body when his cold cheeks acquire a glow
in response. The verb ‘throbbing’, applied first to the carcasses and then to Masood’s eyelid,
creates aformal echo that implies physiological kinship between the dead flesh and the living
boy’s body, collapsing the boundary between the object perceived and the perceiving subject
in exactly the way Merleau-Ponty (2012) describes.

The auditory dimension of the story, while less immediately obvious than its tactile and visual
registers, is presentin the consistent motif of silence and near-sound. The narrative’s temporal
setting—a wet afternoon during which the normal sounds of school and street are muffled and
distant—creates an acoustic environment of suspension and enclosure that mirrors Masood’s
growing interiority. Wet afternoon rain systematically suppresses the ambient sounds that
ordinarily structure a schoolboy’s day: the street vendor’s calls, the clatter of the market, the
voices of other children. This enforced acoustic withdrawal produces a perceptual vacuum
that Masood’s body fills with intensified awareness of touch and temperature, so that tactile
and thermal stimuli register with an acuity they would not possess in a normally populated
soundscape. Hertel’s (2005) account of literary texts as technologies of sensation is instructive
here: Manto’s calibrated reduction of auditory stimuliis not merely a setting device but a formal
technique that heightens the reader’s embodied attunement to the remaining senses. In one
passage, Masood thinks to himself: “They had been skinned, and the flesh was sending up a
misty vapour just like my breath on cold mornings” (Manto, 2008, p. 4). The simile ‘just like my
breath on cold mornings’ performs a remarkable phenomenological operation. It does not
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merely compare the sheep’s vapour to Masood’s breath as a visual similarity but establishes
an identification between the two: both are warm bodies exuding visible traces of their warmth
into a cold atmosphere. The comparison invites the reader to experience the sheep’s flesh and
Masood’s body as belonging to the same phenomenological category, the warm and living
body whose inner heat is made visible at the boundary where it meets a cold world. This is
Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the body as a perceptual and existential horizon made literal.

In a later scene, Manto describes Masood’s tactile engagement with flesh in a passage that
brings together several of the story’s sensory threads:
He began to press her thighs dexterously as the flesh under his feet rippled from side to side. Masood

thought of the tightrope walker who had once come to perform at his school. He felt like one himself. (Manto,
2008, p. 6)

The simile of the tightrope walker is formally precise. A tightrope walker’s art consists in the
constant proprioceptive adjustment of the whole body to a surface that responds to every
pressure, a surface that is alive to touch in both directions. The image conveys Masood’s
simultaneous agency and vulnerability, his sense that he is both doing something and at risk of
losing control, while maintaining the story’s central metaphor of embodied experience as a
form of navigation through unstable terrain.

The Return (Khol Do): Somatic Memory and Trauma

In The Return, Manto presents a harrowing exploration of trauma, bodily conditioning, and the
permeability of the boundary between mind and flesh. Set against the backdrop of Partition
violence, the story recounts Sirajuddin’s desperate search for his daughter Sakina. Merleau-
Ponty’s concept of the lived body is particularly illuminating here. In Phenomenology of
Perception, Merleau-Ponty (2012) argues that the body is not merely a passive vehicle for the
mind but an active, perceptual entity through which we experience and interpret the world.
Crucially, he argues that the body stores experience in its motor habits and pre-reflective
responses, building up a bodily memory that can act independently of conscious volition.
Sakina’s automatic response to the word ‘open’ is precisely such a habituated bodily
response: it bypasses conscious intention entirely, revealing that her body has learned
compliance through repeated violation. Trauma, in this Merleau-Pontian reading, is not merely
psychological but deeply somatic, inscribed in the neuromuscular habits of a body that has
been forced to learn subjugation.

Cvetkovich’s (2003) concept of the somatic archive is equally relevant. Sakina’s body has
become an archive of what has been done to it: the command structure of her violation has
been absorbed into her bodily habits at a level that precedes conscious memory. What Manto
depicts in the story’s ending is not a character choosing to behave in a certain way but a body
betraying the history inscribed in it. The horror of the scene derives precisely from the gap
between the consciousness that has been damaged and the body that obeys a command the
conscious self cannot resist. Manto renders this scene with a clinical restraint that makes its
horror more, not less, devastating: the body’s conditioned response speaks where language
has failed.

Formally, the story’s sensory register is dominated by touch and temperature, but the auditory
dimension plays an equally significant structural role. Sound, or more precisely its violent
interruption, runs through the narrative as a counterpoint to the somatic imagery. The opening
pages establish a world in which the ordinary sounds of communal life—voices, movement,
the sounds of a populated train—are replaced by screams, then silence; the acoustic rupture
of Partition enacts itself at the level of the story’s sound world before it manifests in bodies.
Sirajuddin’s search for Sakina is articulated throughout through tactile and thermal terms—the
warmth he hopes to find in her body, the coldness of fear—butitis underpinned by an auditory
longing: to hear her voice, to receive a verbal confirmation of survival that the story withholds
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until the final scene replaces speech with an involuntary bodily act. The final scene’s power
depends on this accumulated sensory attunement across all registers. When Sakina’s body
obeys the command, what is revealed is not merely a narrative fact about what happened to
her but an embodied knowledge, a sensory memory inscribed in flesh, that no testimony or
record could communicate with equal force.

Colderthan Ice: Touch, Cold, and Moral Dissolution

Colderthanice confronts the reader with an unfiltered portrayal of brutality and self-reckoning.
Set amid the communal violence of Partition, the story revolves around Ishwar Singh, who,
driven by desire, kidnaps and murders a young girl, only to realise in horror that she is already
dead when he attempts to violate her. The story’s climax, in which Ishwar, frozen in revulsion,
asks Kalwant Kaur to touch his hand, now ‘colder than ice’, sighals a complete dissolution of
his identity. The tactile metaphor of coldness carries the entire weight of the narrative’s moral
and ontological argument: the body that perpetrated violence has been emptied of its own
humanity.

Merleau-Ponty’s account of flesh in The Visible and the Invisible (1968) provides a lens for
examining Ishwar’s transformation. Merleau-Ponty describes flesh as ‘not matter, mind, or
substance’ but an ‘element’ that binds the self to the world and to others. This notion signifies
a living, relational connection between one’s own body and the bodies of others, a mutual
participation in a shared sensory world. Ishwar’s encounter with the dead girl’s cold flesh
represents the catastrophic negation of this relational element. In touching a body that cannot
respond, that cannot return warmth or resistance, he encounters the limit of Merleau-Ponty’s
flesh: a body that has been wholly withdrawn from the relational world. The coldness that then
invades his own hand is not merely a thermal sensation but an ontological contamination. He
has touched what is beyond the relational, and the coldness has crossed the boundary of
touch and settled in his own flesh.

The thermal vocabulary of the story deserves sustained formal attention. The title’s
comparative construction, ‘colder than ice’, establishes a scale that exceeds the merely
meteorological. Ice is already beyond the living range of human thermal experience; to be
colder than ice is to be beyond the limit of what the living body can register. Manto uses this
superlative cold to signal that Ishwar’s hand has crossed into a domain of sensation that the
ordinary categories of bodily experience cannot contain. The story thus uses the thermal
dimension of sensory experience to articulate a moral and existential argument: violence
against the body of another reverses itself on the body of the perpetrator, inscribing its
consequences in flesh.

A Room with Bright Light: Vision, Dread, and the Limits of Perception

In A Room with Bright Light, Manto explores the politics of visual experience through the
sustained formal tension between the protagonist’s approach to a blinding light and the horror
it conceals. The story’s sensory method is almost exclusively visual, making it a formal
counterpoint to the olfactory and tactile emphasis of Odour and Colder than Ice, and thus
representative of the full spectrum of sensory registers that the corpus covers.

The protagonist’s cautious approach to the room, his instinctive aversion to the blinding white
light that floods the space, and his shocking encounter with the bloody scene within form a
sequence of visual experience that parallels the phenomenological account of perception as
both active and involuntary. The blinding light is not merely too bright for visual comfort; itis a
light that overwhelms the faculty of perception itself, preventing the protagonist from achieving
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the visual mastery over the scene that everyday experience normally affords. The light that
should reveal conceals through excess.

This scene can be read in relation to the broader argument of this study about the politics of
the sensorium. The blinding white light is a visual trope associated in the colonial cultural
imagination with the rational illumination of Western modernity: a light that claims to make
everything visible while actually imposing a specific visual order on what it illumines. In
Manto’s hands, the blinding light becomes an instrument of terror rather than of revelation, a
formal inversion that challenges the ocularcentric assumptions of the colonial
epistemological tradition. It is notable, too, that the story’s visual excess is accompanied by a
corresponding auditory void: the room is described without any sound, a silence that amplifies
the visual horror and registers the protagonist’s perceptual overload across the whole
sensorium. The total suppression of sound in the presence of blinding light produces a sensory
dissociation that Merleau-Ponty’s (2012) account of the phenomenal field helps to explain:
when one sensory channel is overwhelmed beyond its capacity to organise experience, the
body’s perceptual integration breaks down, and the protagonist is left without the coordinated
sensory world that normally grounds his ability to act and understand.

Mozail: Flesh, Defiance, and Embodied Resistance

Mozail presents the body not as a site of violation or dissolution but as an instrument of active
resistance and existential assertion. Mozail’s refusal to cover her bare body with a religious
cloth makes her physicality a political act, positioning her naked flesh as an assertion of
personal freedom and a challenge to the communal and religious codings through which
Partition violence organised bodies into categories of licit and illicit presence.

Merleau-Ponty’s (1968) view of the body, or flesh, as a medium for autonomy and self-
determination provides the philosophical framework for this reading. By refusing the covering
that social and religious authority demands, Mozail refuses the disciplinary inscription of her
body by external authority. Her bare skin is a sensory-political statement: the flesh that is
visible and exposed refuses the concealment through which patriarchal and communal
authority manages the female body. This scene echoes Ahmed’s (2004) account of how bodily
surfaces become sites where social norms are enforced and contested: Mozail’s bare body is
a surface that refuses the marking that social convention requires.

The visual dimension of this scene is notable. Unlike A Room with Bright Light, where visual
experience is a source of dread, in Mozail the visible body is an affirmation. The act of being
seen, of refusing invisibility, is itself a form of resistance. Manto’s prose here is unusually warm
in its sensory register: the flesh is not cold or threatening but present, alive, and assertive. The
tonal contrast between this story and Colder than Ice, where cold flesh signifies death and
moral catastrophe, illustrates the sophistication with which Manto deploys thermal and tactile
vocabulary across his corpus to carry distinct ethical and emotional arguments.

Conclusion

This study has argued that Saadat Hasan Manto’s short fiction constitutes a systematic and
purposive engagement with sensory experience as a formal and epistemological instrument.
Through close readings of six stories—QOdour, Wet Afternoon, A Room with Bright Light, Colder
than Ice, Mozail, and The Return—the analysis has demonstrated that Manto’s sensory
language operates across multiple registers: olfactory experience in Odour subverts class
hierarchy through the body’s pre-reflective desire; flesh in Wet Afternoon mediates adolescent
subjectivity through a chiasmic exchange between perceiver and perceived; somatic memory
in The Return reveals trauma as a bodily archive that bypasses conscious control; thermal
sensation in Colder than Ice carries moral and ontological weight; visual experience in A Room
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with Bright Light challenges ocularcentric assumptions; and bare flesh in Mozail functions as
an act of political and existential resistance.

The theoretical framework assembled for this purpose—drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology of the lived body, Howes and Classen’s cultural sensory anthropology,
Hertel’s theory of literary sensation, and Ahmed and Cvetkovich’s affect theory—has proven
productive precisely because it addresses different dimensions of Manto’s sensory poetics
that no single framework could illuminate alone. Merleau-Ponty provides the philosophical
account of embodied perception as a pre-reflective, relational, and historically situated mode
of being. Howes and Classen provide the cultural anthropological framework for
understanding sensory hierarchies as social formations. Hertel allows the literary text itself to
be analysed as atechnology that produces sensory experience in its readers rather than merely
representing it thematically. Ahmed and Cvetkovich provide the affective and political
dimension that grounds the analysis in the social formations of colonial modernity and
communalviolence within which Manto wrote.

The article’s specific contribution to existing scholarship is threefold. First, it offers a sustained
phenomenological reading of six Manto stories that goes beyond noting the presence of
sensory imagery to analyse the formal means by which that imagery is constructed and the
epistemological work it performs. Second, it establishes a methodological model for reading
South Asian Anglophone and Urdu fiction through the frameworks of sensory studies and
phenomenology, a model that may be extended to other writers in the tradition. Third, it
establishes a complementary relationship between existing Partition-centred approaches to
Manto and the phenomenological approach proposed here. These frameworks illuminate
different, but equally significant, dimensions of his literary achievement and are most powerful
when read in dialogue with one another.

Future scholarship would benefit from extending this phenomenological approach to Manto’s
lesser-studied stories and to his contemporaries in Urdu, Punjabi, and Bengali literature,
where the body and its sensations serve equally vital narrative and ethical functions.
Comparative analysis working directly with the Urdu source texts would also deepen the
methodological grounding of the approach by allowing questions of translation to be
addressed with greater precision. The interdisciplinary framework established here offers a
productive model for such future work.
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