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MA English Part II - Paper III - Novel 
 

TWILIGHT IN DELHI (By: Ahmad Ali) 

 

Additional Questions 
 

Question 1 
 

Character sketch of Asghar. 

Ans:- 

“My purpose in writing the novel was to depict a phase of our 

national life and the decay of a whole culture, a particular mode of 

thought and living.”       (Ahmad Ali) 

 

 Ahmad Ali is well-known for his superb and perfect art of characterization. “Twilight 
in Delhi” is basically a novel about traditions and customs. Asghar is the second most 
important character of the novel, he represents the confused new generation at the gradual 

decline of Delhi and its culture. 

 As Ahmad Ali says about him: 

“Prevailing conditions have produced a new man whose life 

has neither depth nor expanse, nor balance nor uniformity….. 

This generation, especially Asghar, becomes the representative 

of the ‘new man’.” 

 Asghar and his age fellows, all are involved in the meaningless activities e.g. flying 
kites and flirting. Asghar is a product of lost grandeur and existing chaos. He is a dreamer 
and lives in his dream land of frivolity and lust. He is womanish in his character and lives in 

illusions. 

 His marriage with Bilqueece is also the result of the some illusions, he has established 

about Bilqueece. Ahmad Ali says: 

“Yet, he was not so much in love with her as with his own 

self, his own dreams and illusions which he had created in 

his mind.” 

  Asghar’s physical appearance is presented in these words: 

“He (Asghar) is a tall and handsome young man with his hair well 

oiled and his Turkish cap cocked at a smart angle on his head 

…….” 

 From the very beginning of the novel, Asghar is seen in conflict with his own father. 
Mir Nihal scorns the British way of life and everything associated with them. But Asghar 
believes that it is good to accept change. If Mir Nihal is the representative of the old order, 

Asghar is the torch-bearer of the new order. There is a strong generation gap between them. 
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There is a little common in them. Both are foil to each other. There is a lack of communication 
and lack of understanding between them. 

 Asghar appears to be a fickle minded and careless character in terms of love. He falls 
in love three times. First, he visits a courtesan (prostitute) Mushtari Bai, but when the courtesan 

falls in love with him he turns her love down. Then he falls in love with Bilqueece and marries 
her. However soon he becomes indifferent to her and after Bilqeece’s death, Asghar falls in 
love again with her younger sister Zohra. Though, unlike his father, Asghar does not believe 

in caste system yet he is unable to understand the difference between a domestic girl and a 
courtesan. He expects his wife to be expressive and bold in terms of love like Mushtari Bai. 

He ignores the fact that his society is responsible for her coyness. Therefore, he does not 
proves to be a good husband. 

 He is also short sighted as both Asghar and Habibuddin convince Mir Nihal to marry 
their sister Mehro to an ugly and much older Meraj. They do not consider the inconsistency 
of the match. 

 Ahmad Ali has depicted the emotional variations of the life of an ordinary man 
through Asghar. He does not have any sense of responsibility. He does not do any 

contribution to his family nor does he perform any creative role in the society. Asghar is a 
representative character of the youth. He is a typical Indian Muslim romantic bachelor who 

is spending life without any prior aim. 

 In the novel, Mir Nihal’s paralysis shows the paralyzed condition of the Muslims and 
their culture. In the end of the novel, he wishes to cry over the ups and downs of life but does 

not have even the desire to do it. Asghar comes to him wearing English clothes but he does 
not object to it. His body has already become paralyzed. The grief of the most of minor 

characters of the novel becomes the grief of Mir Nihal. Thus, Mir Nihal’s condition shows 
the condition of the whole Delhi. 

“You are again wearing those dirty English boots! I don’t like 

them. I will have no aping of the Farangis in my house. Throw 

them away!” 

 To sum up, Asghar is a representative character of the youth in the novel “Twilight in 
Delhi”. He is greatly influenced by the English way of life and follows it blindly thus corrupts 

his own culture. Often he comes home late and spends most of his time in frivolities such as 
kite flying and visiting dancing girls. The character of Asghar symbolically represents a 

confused generation in the hodge-podge of Indian and British cultures. 

 

“The glory had gone and only dreariness remained. The richness of 

life had been located and despoiled by the foreigners and vulgarity 

and cheapness had taken its place.”         
     (Twilight in Delhi) 
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Question 2: Art of Characterization. 

 

Ans:- 

“My purpose in writing the novel was to depict a phase of our 

national life and the decay of a whole culture, a particular mode 

of thought and living.”      (Ahmad Ali) 

 

 The art of the characterization plays a vital role in the success of any piece of writing. 
The portrayal of any character runs at various levels, e.g. physical description and 

psychological thought process and the action one takes. 

 A text consist of both round and flat characters. The male characters in this novel carry 
utmost significance. The Mardana being open-spaced shows that male are free and at large. 

Almost all the male characters are conscious of their physical appearance. They wear neat 
and clean clothes, sprinkle “attar” and usually have a cap on their heads, along with the 

beared. 

 The writer depicts the life of Delhi through the family of Mir Nihal. Mir Nihal is the 
protagonist of the novel. Thus Mir Nihal’s story becomes a journey from the twilight period 

to all surrounding darkness. He is the representative of traditional Indian Muslim. The 
novelist has used immense precision and clarity to describe his character. He says: 

“He (Asghar) is a tall and handsome young man with his hair well 

oiled and his Turkish cap cocked at a smart angle on his head 

…….” 

 Mir Nihal’s character exemplifies the characteristics of his generation. He is nearly 

sixty two years old person. He seems to be a man of authority, zeal and zest of life. His 
physical appearance reflects the grandeur and magnificence of Muslim’s past. He is a complex 
character who passes through different phases of life – in the beginning as an authoritative 

man; in the middle as a compromised man; and in the end as a paralysed man. Mir Nihal is 
first seen as a powerful and brave man successful in killing the snake. 

“…… Mir Nihal has managed to catch hold of the snake’s tail, and 

pulling it out with all his force …… Mir Nihal trikes it on the ground 

and leaves it ……” 

 In the part two of the novel Mir Nihal is seen in introspective state. However after the 

death of Babban Jan and slaughter of his pigeons, he enters the grave state of indifference. 
His inability to kill the cat indicates his failure to control his life and from here starts the poor 
condition of Mir Nihal. 

 Similarly, Ahmad Ali also has presented the picture of new generation through the 

character of Asghar. Ahmad Ali criticizes at the character of Asghar in these words: 

“Prevailing conditions have produced a new man whose life has neither 

depth nor expanse, nor balance nor uniformity….. This generation, 

especially Asghar, becomes the representative of the ‘new man’.” 

 Asghar and his age fellows, all are involved in the meaningless activities e.g. flying 

kites and flirting. Asghar is a product of lost grandeur and existing chaos. He is a dreamy 
person and lives in his dream land of foolishness and lust. He is womanish in his character 
and lives in illusions. His marriage with Bilqueece is also the result of the same illusions, he 

has established about Bilqueece. 
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 Ahmad Ali says: 

“Yet, he was not so much in love with her as with his own self, his 

own dreams and illusions which he had created in his mind.” 

 So Asghar is an inconsistent and careless character. He falls in love three times. 

Ahmad Ali shows the emotional changes of the life of an ordinary man through Asghar. He 
does not possess any sense of responsibility. He is never seen making any contribution to the 
family nor does he play any contribution or creative role in his society. He is greatly 

influenced by the English life style and follows it blindly. If Mir Nihal is the representative of 
the old order, Asghar is the torch-bearer of the new order. There is a strong generation gap 

between them. Mir Nihal reprimands him in these word and says: 

“You are again wearing those dirty English boots! I don’t like 

them. I will have no aping of the Farangis in my house. Throw 

them away!” 

 Ahmad Ali has described the role and character of woman very faithfully in the context 
of Indian Muslims culture. Woman in those times was leading a static life. “Zenana” refers 
to the domain of women. No woman is an exception. All the women have to live within these 

bounds. Thus, he categorizes all of them into one definition. 

“Either the world lived or died, things happened or events took 

place anything did not disturb the equanimity of Zanana.” 

 The women in Zenana are not involved in any creative activity. Most of their time is 

spent in eating, cooking, talking and serving the man. So in the novel, Begum Nihal’s 
blindness shows her lack of comprehension in maintaining the old values with newly changed 

social order. Her blindness also shows the blindness of women of that age, who were unable 
to understand the matters around them. whereas as the hysteric condition of Begum Nihal 
opens the secret of her husband’s relations with the house maid – Dilchain, it symbolically 

shows the frustration and exploitation of the house-wives by their husbands. They are not 
allowed to express their emotions and feelings at all, as it is a sin according to the tradition of 

that society. However, we find a rebel in the shape of Zohra who does not feel shy expressing 
her emotions in front of Asghar. 

 “Twilight in Delhi” attains a very prominent place in the art of characterization. 
Even the minor characters in the story get their due attention. Nisar Ahmad, Bari, Red 
Beared, Sheikh Muhammad Sadiq, Habibuddin, Ashraf’s wife, all are explained with detailed 

physical description and the details are so vivid that one can actually see the characters 

breathing and alive right before one’s eyes. The art of characterization is not so near to perfect 

that a few characters do not even require any description e.g, the character of Sham’s wife 
remains nameless and without any physical description, yet her character seems complete and 
understood. At times the inner thought process is not revealed of minor characters but their 

detailed physical descriptions are indirect references to their mental strains and modes of life. 

 Thus, from sensitive to intellectual, emotional to philosophical, imaginative to realistic 

and detailed to minute, Ahmad Ali has given nearly all kinds of descriptions. His experience 
and observation of life and society seems so profound that he makes it fully available to his 

readers through the characters. 

“The novel is not an imitation but representation of life and its 

changing shadows, reflecting their movement and directing the 

changing scene of human activity in all ages and societies.”  
        (Ahmad Ali) 

***** 
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Question 3 
 

The Role of Female Characters in “Twilight in Delhi” 

 

Ans:- 

“A silence and apathy of death descended upon the city and dust began to 

blow, in its streets and ruin came upon its culture and purity.”   

(Twilight in Delhi) 

 Ahmad Ali’s magnum opus “Twilight in Delhi” gives an insightful glimpse into the 
life, affairs, role and condition of the women of the Muslim family in Delhi. 

 In the male bigoted (prejudiced, dogmatic) society, women often go through mental torture 
and physical maltreatment even at their homes, in most parts of the world. It is not strange 

that this violence is not considered a crime rather it is perceived as an acceptable form of 
social control within a family. 

 As Marry Daly remarks: 

“Society manufactured by males; ……characterized by 

oppression, repression, depression, cruelty, racism, ageism and 

joyless society.” 

 At the familial and societal level, women are subjected to enormous pressure to bear 

a son or face the consequences. Female infanticide is often carried out to control over them. 

 Ahmad Ali in “Twilight in Delhi” describes the role and condition of women very 

truthfully in the context of the Indian Muslim culture. Women in those times were leading a 
static life. Even in many parts of the world, the conditions were no different. Their life was 
like stagnant (still, motionless, quiet) water, with nothing to break the monotony (boredom, dullness, 

uniformity) of its static life. This sad plight (trouble, dilemma, difficulty) of the women of Delhi 
maintains its universal appeal. 

 Ahmad Ali has used the term “Zanana” to throw light on the domain of women, and 
their sphere of existence, no woman is an exception, all have to live within these bounds. 

Thus, Ahmad Ali categorizes all of them into one definition. They are confined to the four 
walls of their homes. He says: 

“The world lived and died, things happened or events took place 

anything did not disturb the equanimity of Zanana.” 

 Begum Nihal is an ‘eastern woman’ who fulfils her wifely duties. All the time she 

serves her husband and her family. One feels touched by her sense of duty when, in the ends 
Mir Nihal is paralyzed. Though she also has lost her eyesight yet this ailment does not stop 

her from fulfilling her duties. However, one cannot say that she has no sentiments or feelings. 

 Ahmad Ali points out two different sides of the women of Eastern Muslim society. 

These women accept their fate as it is. They serve without demanding and argumenting. 
Begum Nihal once suffered from a nervous breakdown when she came to know about Mir 
Nihal’ relationship with the housemaid, Dilchain. But she forgave her husband. 

 But on the other hand, they have acquired supreme position in the matters of marriage 
and domestic affairs. They know how to mould their husbands according to their desires. In 

the case of Asghar’s marriage with Bilqueece when Mir Nihal not give his consent, Begum 
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Nihal and Begum Waheed decide to do it on their own behalf. As Begum Waheed says to 

Asghar: 

“You must not become despondent for nothing; Amma says that 

she is willing. In fact, she has made up her mind to speak to 

Begum Shehbaz, Father will come around in the end.” 

 However, Begum Shehbaz is the only different woman in the novel. Her perspective 
is very clear. She is egotistic and clever woman. She does not take the death of her husband 

Mirza Shehbaz to heart and keeps on wearing fine clothes and enjoying food and chat. She 
loves herself more than anything else. She is also courageous. She reprimands Asghar when, 

he is not attentive to Bilqeece. In addition, she denies Asghar’s proposal for Zohra’s hand. 
She has a firm belief in charms and uses them. 

 Ahmad Ali’s purpose to portray such a character is that only woman like Begum 
Shehbaz can survive in male dominated society. 

 Mir Nihal’s elder daughter Begum Waheed has become a widow at nineteen. Though 

religion permits her to marry again yet the social code does not favour the second marriage 
for a woman. She has sacrificed her own pleasures to the interest of her children. She also has 

no identity of her own, her real name is not revealed. Through Begum Waheed, Ahmad Ali 
wants to show that somehow, the women are also responsible for their own plight. They 

choose norms instead of their rights. They sacrifice in order to get respect in the society, they 
do not afford to break conventions. 

 Bilqeece’s character has grown under strict religious as well as social instructions. Her 

matrimonial life with Asghar undergoes discomforts as she proves to be an unromantic girl. 
She is completely unaware of the love and romantic gossips which her husband yearns for. 

Though it is a love marriage, yet no warmth of feeling is attached to it. She loves Asghar but 
cannot express love, she answers to Asghar: 

“I was bewildered when I saw you and didn’t know where to hide 

myself for shame.” 

 Through the marriage of Mehru, Ahmad Ali has tried to reveal the ugly side of the 
Indian society where there marriages are arranged and decided by their parents and the girls 
are not given a choice. She was brought up in the same Indian atmosphere with the great 

emphasis on the suppression of passions of the girl. She cannot take decision of her fate as: 

“The girls were never consulted about their own marriages and were 

given away to any man their parents selected.” 

 But the character of Zohra is different, she is not an eastern kind of girl. She is a foil to 

Bilqeece. She does not feel ashamed of expressing her emotions in front of Asghar, but finally 
she also had to marry someone else, after all. 

 Mushtari Bai is a metaphor of courtesan culture. They are used for pleasure and 
entertainment but they are not given any legal status. She is tired of providing entertainment 
to her customers and wants to give up her profession but she feels helpless because the society 

does not accept her in any other role. 

 Begum Jamal is another example of a woman who did not marry again after the death 

of her husband due to the societal pressures. She lives in the upper portion of Mir Nihal’s 
house with Anjum Zamani, her sister in law. Both of them are superstitions women and 

believes in spirits. 

 At the end character of Gul Bano, the granddaughter of Bahadur Shah, throws light 
on the hardships and difficulties faced by the women of the royal family in particular and the 

Muslims in general. 
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 In conclusion, we can say that women are playing a significant role in “Twilight in 
Delhi”. No doubt, at first glance, the role of women may appear to unfairly limited in terms 

of their authority and power but beneath this deceiving surface, one can see that the woman 
of that time hold some powerful position. Which can be seen in the case of Aghar’s marriage. 

So in this novel Ahmad Ali describes the role and condition of women very truthfully in the 
context of the Indian Muslim culture. 

“My purpose in writing the novel was to depict a phase of our 

national life and the decay of a whole culture, a particular mode of 

thought and living.”       (Ahmad Ali) 

 

 

***** 
 

 

Question 4: Compare and Contrast “Twilight in Delhi” and “Things Fall Apart” 

Ans:- 

 

“My purpose in writing the novel was to depict a phase of our 

national life and the decay of a whole culture, a particular mode of 

thought and living.”       (Ahmad Ali) 

 

 “Things Fall Apart” is a masterpiece of literature written by Chinua Achebe while 

“Twilight in Delhi” is a magnum opus of Ahmad Ali. 

 Ahmad Ali’s novel “Twilight in Delhi” brings before our eyes a true motion picture of 

how the Muslims of sub-continent used to live their religious, social, cultural, single and 
collective life during the tumultuous years of 1857-1919. While Chinua Achebe’s novel 
“Things Fall Apart” is a response and antidote to a large traditions of European literature in 

which Africans are depicted as primitive and mindless savages. 

 The events in “Things Fall Apart” as well as in “Twilight in Delhi” take place at the 

end of the nineteenth century and in the early part of the twentieth century. Moreover both 
novels are written in the same background i.e. imperialism, colonization or British rule over 

the land of Nigeria as well as sub-continent by force and artfulness. 

 The novel “Things Fall Apart” highlights the act of colonization in Nigeria where 
British came for the purpose of slave trade but very artfully they occupied the whole region. 

So, the writer portrayed the picture of colonized society in which Okonkwo, the man of great 
importance, strongly opposes the colonizers. But at the end, when he observes that there is 

no use of such resistance, he hangs himself. Because he knew that he cannot resist for so long 
and gives a free hand to British to put their evil designs in practice. As Obierika says: 

“The white man is very clever. He came quietly and peaceably with 

his religion …… He has put a knife on the things that held us 

together and we have fallen apart.” 

 The same situation is found in “Twilight in Delhi” which is the story of a Muslim 

family living in Delhi but beneath the story there is another story of British rule in sub-
continent. Who came here for hunting but very cunningly they established their government 
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there and very strongly influenced the youth of Indo-Pak subcontinent who were fond of their 
western lifestyle, dressing and language. In this novel the main character Mir Nihal also snubs 

his son Asghar for adopting British lifestyle and values. 

“You are again wearing those dirty English boots! I don’t like 

them. I will have no aping of the Farangis in my house. Throw 

them away!” 

 Both novels depict the picture of male dominated society where women’s role is very 
limited. They are not independent and are dominated by men. They cannot enjoy the freedom 
of thought and action. As in “Things Fall Apart”, a girl has to marry a man against her will 

only because of the strict orders of so called custodians of society. Same was the case in 
“Twilight in Delhi”. Woman is also not free here in the matter of marriage like Mahroo who 

also has to marry against her will. They were bound to live a static life. They were confined 
to the four walls of their houses. So, there is a great similarity in these novels regarding the 

role of women in society. As the following passage indicates: 

“The word lived and dies, things happened, events took place but all 

this did not disturb the equanimity of the Zenana.” 

 The title of the both novels are quite akin to one another and it portrays the bleak 
picture of British rule in distinct territories. The title of the novel “Things Fall Apart” comes 

from William Butler Yeats’ poem “The Second Coming” and it can be interpreted in different 
ways as the destruction of empire and last faith in Christianity by the hands of British 

government. And “Twilight in Delhi” also highlights the prevailing darkness in morals and 
values of our new generation just because of western culture. 

“A silence and apathy of death descended upon the city and dust began to 

blow, in its streets and ruin came upon its culture and purity.”   

(Twilight in Delhi) 

 Time is also an important theme which is found in both novels “Things Fall Apart” as 

well as in “Twilight in Delhi”. As Ahmad Ali says: 

“Destruction is in its foundations and blood is in its soil. It has seen 

the fall of many a glorious kingdom and listened to the groans of birth. 

It is the symbol of life and death.” 

 Here time plays the role of an active observer which has seen the rise and fall of many 

glorious kingdoms and nations. 

 The great similarity between the given novels is the behavior and reaction of the people 

of both lands Nigeria and Delhi against imperialism and colonization. But only a few people 
dare to take revolutionary steps against them but they can’t resist for so long as Mir Nihal in 

“Twilight in Delhi” and Okonkwo in “Things Fallen Apart”. 

 The use of symbolism is also found in both novels. In “Things Fallen Apart” the death 
of Okonkwo can be interpreted as the death of resistance, religion, moral codes and customs 

of the people of Umofia. On the other hand, “Twilight in Delhi” is a symbolic novel, 
apparently it seems as a story of Muslim family living in Delhi but beneath the fiction there 

found true symbolic meanings. The most important example of symbolism in this novel is the 
depiction of cat which is sleeping in the cage of pigeons after eating all of them. Symbolically, 

this incident shows the cunningness and treacherous behavior of English man who came in 
Indo-Pak sub-continent for hunting but occupied the whole land. Besides, Mir Nihal’s 
paralyse symbolizes the paralysed moral, cultural and religious values of the Muslims of Indo-

Pak sub-continent. 
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 Racism is also found in both novels. As in “Twilight in Delhi”, Mir Nihal rejects the 
proposal of the marriage of Bilqeece with his son Asghar only because of the rigid caste 

system. The same was the situation is depicted in “Things Fall Apart” where Englishmen 
treated the Africans as primitive and mindless savages. 

 Putting the all above details in a nutshell, we may say that there is found great 
similarity in both novels. No doubt the purpose of writing these novels is different but the 
basic issues and problems are similar as white man’s mission, fall of civilization, generation 

gap and clash of cultures. 

“The novel is not an imitation but representation of life and its 

changing shadows, reflecting their movement and directing the 

changing scene of human activity in all ages and societies.”  

 (Ahmad Ali) 
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Assignment 
Major Themes in “Twilight in Delhi” 

 

Assignment Question: What are the major themes dealt in “Twilight in Delhi”? 
Or 
How does ‘Time and Tide‘ play vital role in the story of the novel? 
Or 
Draw an overview of the city of Delhi with its rituals and customs 
focusing the civilization and culture of that time. 
Or 
Are there hints about British Imperialism in the novel? Elaborate. 

Instructions: 
 Make an assignment of about 1200 words using the following hints in 

the light of above topics.  
 Assignment must cover all above mentioned points in detail. 
 Assignment must not be less than 1200 words, it may exceed the 

said length. 
  

Hints: Some major themes in the novel are as follows: 

1. Rituals and customs (from summary/story) 

2. City of Delhi (from summary) 

3. Destruction of a grand culture and civilization (from generation gap and change) 

4. Theme of “Time and Tide” (theme of change) 
5. Theme of change (from summary and generation gap) 

6. Theme of generation gap (from character sketch of Asghar and Mir Nihal) 

7. Theme of escapism (from Asghar’s character) 

8. Way of thinking/responsibilities of men and women (role of male & female 
characters) 
 

Name:_____________________________ 
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