
 

Anusandhanvallari 

Vol 2023, No.1 

March 2023 

ISSN 2229-3388 

  

 

 

Available online at https://psvmkendra.com 
1194 

Overlapping Identities and Allegiances in Qurratulain Hyder's Fireflies in 

the Mist: Cultural Memory, Nationalism, and the Fragmentation of Bengal 
 

Dr. Sarala Bai Kethavath 

Lecturer in English 

Government Polytechnic, Visakhapatnam 

 

Abstract 

Qurratulain Hyder's Fireflies in the Mist occupies a significant position in South Asian literature because of its 

nuanced portrayal of Bengal's social, cultural, and political transformation during the final decades of British 

colonial rule and the aftermath of Partition. Unlike conventional Partition narratives that primarily focus on 

violence and displacement, Hyder examines the historical processes that gradually fragmented Bengal's composite 

culture. Through an intricate network of Hindu, Muslim, Christian, and Anglo-Indian characters, the novel 

explores the intersections of class, religion, nationalism, gender, and political ideology. This article investigates 

the representation of overlapping identities and competing allegiances in Fireflies in the Mist through the 

theoretical frameworks of Benedict Anderson's concept of imagined communities, Maurice Halbwachs' theory of 

collective memory, Jan Assmann's notion of cultural memory, and Homi Bhabha's theory of hybridity. The study 

argues that Hyder challenges essentialist understandings of identity by presenting Bengal as a historically 

interconnected cultural space shaped by centuries of interaction and exchange. Through its engagement with 

colonial modernity, revolutionary politics, Partition, and women's experiences, the novel reveals the instability of 

ideological certainties and the persistence of cultural memory beyond political boundaries. By recovering histories 

of coexistence and shared cultural heritage, Fireflies in the Mist functions as a literary archive that preserves 

memories of a pluralistic Bengal while critiquing nationalist narratives founded upon exclusion and division. The 

article demonstrates that Hyder's novel remains highly relevant to contemporary debates concerning citizenship, 

identity politics, cultural memory, and nationhood in South Asia. 

 

Keywords: Qurratulain Hyder, Fireflies in the Mist, Cultural Memory, Bengal, Partition, Nationalism, Hybridity, 
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Introduction  

Qurratulain Hyder occupies a prominent position in twentieth-century South Asian literature for her ability to 

integrate history, culture, politics, and personal experience within a single narrative framework. Widely regarded 

as one of the most significant Urdu novelists, Hyder consistently explored the relationship between individual 

lives and historical transformations. While her celebrated novel River of Fire traces the evolution of Indian 

civilization across centuries, Fireflies in the Mist focuses on the political and cultural changes that shaped Bengal 

during the late colonial period and the decades surrounding Partition. 

Set against the backdrop of colonial Bengal, the novel reconstructs a society marked by cultural diversity, 

intellectual vitality, and political turbulence. Through a wide range of characters representing different religious, 

social, and ideological backgrounds, Hyder examines the historical forces that transformed a culturally 

interconnected society into communities increasingly divided by nationalism, communal politics, and competing 

ideological commitments. Rather than presenting history as a sequence of political events, the novel foregrounds 

the lived experiences of individuals whose personal lives become intertwined with larger historical processes. 
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A central concern of Fireflies in the Mist is the question of identity. Hyder portrays identity as fluid, layered, and 

historically contingent rather than fixed or singular. Her characters simultaneously negotiate multiple affiliations 

involving religion, class, language, gender, education, and political ideology. These overlapping allegiances often 

generate tensions that reflect the broader social and political conflicts of the period. By emphasizing such 

complexities, Hyder challenges simplistic notions of community and belonging. 

The novel also explores the impact of colonial modernity on Bengali society. Colonial education, urbanization, 

and new political ideologies created opportunities for social mobility and intellectual engagement while 

simultaneously producing cultural anxieties and social divisions. Nationalism emerged as a powerful force of 

political mobilization, yet communist ideology attracted many young intellectuals seeking alternatives to both 

colonial domination and communal politics. These competing ideological currents shape the experiences of the 

novel's characters and contribute to the transformation of Bengal's social landscape. 

Partition occupies a particularly significant place within the narrative. Unlike many Partition novels that focus 

primarily on violence and migration, Hyder examines the gradual processes through which communal identities 

became politically dominant. The novel highlights the disruption of relationships, memories, and shared cultural 

traditions, revealing the emotional and cultural consequences of political division. Through its portrayal of 

displacement and loss, Fireflies in the Mist exposes the human costs of ideological conflict and national 

fragmentation. 

This study examines the novel as a narrative of overlapping identities and competing allegiances. Drawing upon 

theories of nationalism, collective memory, cultural memory, and hybridity, it argues that Hyder presents identity 

as a dynamic process shaped by historical circumstances and cultural interaction. Through her portrayal of colonial 

modernity, communist activism, gender relations, and Partition, Hyder critiques communal nationalism while 

affirming the resilience of cultural memory. Ultimately, Fireflies in the Mist emerges as a powerful exploration 

of belonging, historical consciousness, and the enduring significance of Bengal's composite cultural heritage. 

 

Literature Review 

Qurratulain Hyder's contribution to South Asian literature has attracted considerable scholarly attention, 

particularly in relation to history, identity, and Partition. Critics have consistently recognized her as one of the 

most significant historical novelists in Urdu literature. Studies on Hyder's fiction emphasize her ability to integrate 

personal narratives with broader historical processes, thereby transforming history into a lived cultural experience. 

While much of the scholarship focuses on River of Fire, Fireflies in the Mist has received comparatively less 

critical attention despite its rich exploration of colonial Bengal, nationalism, and social transformation. 

A substantial body of research examines Hyder's representation of Partition and its consequences. Scholars such 

as Ayesha Jalal, Mushirul Hasan, and Gyanendra Pandey have explored the historical and cultural dimensions of 

Partition, emphasizing the ways in which political divisions disrupted long-standing patterns of coexistence. Their 

studies demonstrate that Partition was not merely a territorial reorganization but a profound transformation of 

identities, memories, and social relationships. Hyder's fiction engages closely with these concerns by highlighting 

the emotional and cultural costs of communal nationalism. Rather than focusing exclusively on violence and 

migration, she investigates the gradual ideological processes that led to social fragmentation. 

The concepts of collective and cultural memory provide another important area of scholarship relevant to the 

study of Fireflies in the Mist. Maurice Halbwachs argues that memory is socially constructed and sustained 

through group experiences, while Jan Assmann extends this argument by emphasizing the role of cultural texts in 

preserving historical consciousness across generations. These theoretical perspectives illuminate Hyder's 

reconstruction of Bengal's shared cultural heritage. Through references to literature, music, language, and 
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everyday social practices, the novel functions as a repository of cultural memory, preserving aspects of a 

composite society threatened by political division. 

Postcolonial scholars have also contributed significantly to discussions of identity and cultural hybridity. Benedict 

Anderson's concept of imagined communities highlights the constructed nature of national identities, while Homi 

Bhabha's theory of hybridity challenges essentialist understandings of culture and belonging. These frameworks 

are particularly relevant to Hyder's portrayal of characters who negotiate multiple allegiances involving religion, 

class, gender, education, and political ideology. The novel repeatedly demonstrates that identity is fluid and 

historically contingent rather than fixed or singular. 

Although existing scholarship has examined Hyder's treatment of history, Partition, and cultural memory, 

relatively little attention has been paid to the interconnected themes of overlapping identities, communist politics, 

and competing ideological allegiances in Fireflies in the Mist. Most studies approach the novel primarily as a 

Partition narrative or as a representation of Bengal's cultural history. The present study seeks to address this gap 

by analyzing how Hyder portrays the interaction of nationalism, communism, religion, class, and gender in 

shaping individual and collective identities. In doing so, it argues that Fireflies in the Mist offers a nuanced critique 

of communal nationalism while reaffirming the significance of cultural memory and shared historical experience. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study examines Fireflies in the Mist through the interconnected frameworks of nationalism, collective 

memory, cultural memory, and hybridity. These theoretical perspectives provide valuable tools for understanding 

how Qurratulain Hyder represents identity formation, historical consciousness, and cultural coexistence in 

colonial and postcolonial Bengal. 

Benedict Anderson's concept of the "imagined community" offers an important framework for understanding the 

novel's engagement with nationalism. Anderson argues that nations are socially constructed communities created 

through shared narratives, cultural symbols, and collective imagination rather than direct personal interaction 

among their members. In Fireflies in the Mist, Hyder explores the emergence of competing nationalist identities 

and demonstrates how political ideologies reshape people's understanding of community and belonging. The novel 

simultaneously questions the exclusivist tendencies of nationalism by highlighting the long history of cultural 

interaction among diverse communities in Bengal. 

The study also draws upon Maurice Halbwachs' theory of collective memory. Halbwachs contends that memory 

is not merely an individual phenomenon but is shaped and sustained by social groups. Communities remember 

their past through shared experiences, traditions, and narratives that contribute to collective identity. This 

perspective is particularly useful in understanding Hyder's portrayal of Bengal's social world, where memories of 

coexistence, cultural exchange, and shared histories continue to influence individual identities despite political 

divisions. 

Jan Assmann's concept of cultural memory further extends this discussion by emphasizing the role of literature, 

rituals, and cultural texts in preserving historical consciousness across generations. Cultural memory enables 

societies to maintain continuity with their past while adapting to changing circumstances. Fireflies in the Mist 

functions as an important site of cultural memory by reconstructing Bengal's literary traditions, musical heritage, 

social customs, and intellectual life. Through these representations, Hyder preserves aspects of a composite culture 

threatened by communal politics and historical fragmentation. 

Homi Bhabha's theory of hybridity provides another significant framework for the study. Bhabha argues that 

cultural identities emerge through negotiation, interaction, and exchange rather than through fixed or essential 

categories. Colonial and postcolonial societies often produce hybrid identities that challenge rigid distinctions 

between self and other. Hyder's characters frequently occupy such hybrid spaces, negotiating multiple allegiances 
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involving religion, class, language, education, and political ideology. Their experiences reveal the complexity of 

identity formation in a society shaped by colonial modernity and cultural diversity. 

Together, these theoretical perspectives illuminate the central concerns of Fireflies in the Mist. Anderson explains 

the construction of nationalist identities, Halbwachs and Assmann highlight the significance of memory and 

historical continuity, and Bhabha provides insight into the fluid and negotiated nature of identity. By integrating 

these frameworks, the study argues that Hyder presents identity as historically contingent, culturally layered, and 

deeply influenced by collective memory. The novel ultimately challenges exclusive notions of community and 

affirms the enduring significance of shared cultural heritage in shaping individual and collective belonging.  

 

Composite Culture and the Social Landscape of Bengal 

Qurratulain Hyder's Fireflies in the Mist reconstructs Bengal as a culturally interconnected and socially diverse 

region whose identity is shaped by centuries of interaction among different communities. Before the rise of 

communal nationalism and political division, Bengal appears as a shared cultural space where religious, linguistic, 

and social boundaries remain fluid. Through her portrayal of families, educational institutions, cultural practices, 

and everyday social relationships, Hyder challenges simplistic historical narratives that divide communities along 

religious lines and instead emphasizes the composite nature of Bengali society.  

The novel presents Bengal as a meeting ground of Hindu, Muslim, Christian, and Anglo-Indian communities 

whose lives are deeply intertwined. Families such as the Sarkars, Chowdhrys, Roys, and Bannerjees occupy 

different social and religious positions, yet they participate in a common cultural world. Their interactions through 

friendship, education, professional life, and social gatherings demonstrate that class, occupation, and intellectual 

interests often transcend religious affiliation. Hyder thus portrays Bengal as a society founded upon interaction 

and coexistence rather than separation.  

Language serves as one of the strongest symbols of this shared identity. Bengali functions not merely as a means 

of communication but as a cultural bond connecting diverse communities. Through literature, poetry, music, and 

everyday conversation, characters participate in a common linguistic tradition that shapes their intellectual and 

emotional lives. Hyder suggests that these cultural affiliations frequently prove stronger than political differences, 

reinforcing the idea that identity cannot be reduced to religion alone. Literary and cultural figures such as 

Rabindranath Tagore further symbolize a heritage shared across communal boundaries.  

Education plays an equally important role in fostering cultural interaction. Schools, colleges, and universities 

bring together individuals from different backgrounds and expose them to new ideas and perspectives. Educational 

institutions become spaces where traditional social boundaries are negotiated and where politically aware, socially 

mobile individuals emerge. Through these interactions, Hyder demonstrates how intellectual exchange contributes 

to the formation of complex and overlapping identities. Bengal's vibrant literary, journalistic, and artistic culture 

further strengthens this atmosphere of openness and dialogue.  

The novel also highlights the significance of everyday social practices in maintaining communal harmony. 

Festivals, family celebrations, neighbourhood interactions, and cultural gatherings create a sense of belonging 

rooted in shared experiences rather than ideological affiliations. Urban centres, with their markets, educational 

institutions, and public spaces, facilitate communication and cultural exchange, encouraging the development of 

hybrid identities. These interactions reveal the practical realities of coexistence often overlooked in political 

histories.  

Although Hyder acknowledges the existence of social inequalities based on class, gender, and economic status, 

she emphasizes that these tensions coexist with broader patterns of cultural interaction. The emergence of 

nationalism, communal politics, and revolutionary movements gradually begins to alter this social landscape, yet 

the novel first establishes the reality of a shared cultural world. This foundation makes the later fragmentation of 
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Bengal particularly tragic. Ultimately, Fireflies in the Mist presents composite culture as both a historical reality 

and a cultural ideal, affirming the importance of plurality, coexistence, and shared heritage in shaping individual 

and collective identities.  

 

Colonial Modernity and Historical Transformation  

In Fireflies in the Mist, Qurratulain Hyder presents colonial modernity as a transformative yet contradictory force 

that reshaped Bengal's social, cultural, and political landscape. British colonial rule introduced new systems of 

education, administration, and economic organization that expanded opportunities for social mobility and 

intellectual growth. At the same time, it generated cultural anxieties, social inequalities, and competing forms of 

political consciousness. Through her portrayal of colonial Bengal, Hyder demonstrates that modernity was not a 

simple process of progress but a complex historical transformation that profoundly altered individual and 

collective identities.  

Education emerges as one of the most important instruments of colonial change. The spread of English-language 

education exposed students to Western literature, philosophy, science, and political thought, creating new 

opportunities for employment and public participation. Educational institutions produced a generation 

increasingly aware of modern political ideas and global developments. However, Hyder portrays education as an 

ambivalent force. While it offered intellectual advancement and social mobility, it also created cultural 

dislocation. Many educated individuals found themselves caught between inherited traditions and acquired values, 

resulting in hybrid identities shaped by both adaptation and resistance.  

The emergence of an English-educated middle class further transformed Bengali society. Professional 

achievement and education gradually became as important as inherited status, enabling new forms of social 

mobility. Lawyers, teachers, journalists, and civil servants acquired influence in public life and contributed to 

debates on reform, nationalism, and social change. These developments challenged traditional hierarchies and 

encouraged the growth of a politically conscious public sphere. Yet modernization also intensified social 

inequalities, as access to education and economic opportunities remained unevenly distributed.  

Colonial modernity also reshaped patterns of identity formation. Through administrative practices, census 

classifications, and educational structures, colonial rule encouraged individuals to define themselves in 

increasingly rigid social and political categories. Religious affiliation acquired greater political significance, 

contributing to the emergence of communal identities. Hyder suggests that colonial governance played a crucial 

role in reinforcing distinctions that later became central to nationalist and communal politics. Consequently, the 

social world that had once appeared culturally interconnected became increasingly vulnerable to ideological 

divisions.  

The influence of Western ideas further complicated this process. Concepts such as individual freedom, democracy, 

social reform, and gender equality encouraged critical engagement with traditional institutions. While some 

characters embraced these values, others viewed them with suspicion. The resulting debates reveal the tensions 

between tradition and modernity that characterized colonial society. Women's education, in particular, created 

new opportunities for participation in intellectual and political life, though patriarchal structures continued to limit 

their freedom.  

Hyder ultimately portrays colonial modernity as a process marked by contradiction. It created opportunities for 

education, mobility, and political awareness while simultaneously producing new forms of fragmentation and 

uncertainty. By tracing these transformations, Fireflies in the Mist demonstrates how colonial modernity altered 

social relationships and laid the foundations for the ideological conflicts that later culminated in nationalism, 

revolutionary politics, and Partition. The novel thus presents modernity as both a source of empowerment and a 

catalyst for historical division.  
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Communism and Revolutionary Idealism 

One of the most compelling dimensions of Qurratulain Hyder's Fireflies in the Mist is its exploration of communist 

politics and revolutionary idealism among the educated youth of colonial Bengal. While nationalism occupies a 

prominent place in the political landscape of the novel, Hyder demonstrates that many young intellectuals viewed 

anti-colonial nationalism as insufficient for addressing the deeper social and economic inequalities that 

characterized colonial society. Consequently, communist ideology emerged as an alternative framework through 

which individuals sought social justice, equality, and meaningful political transformation. Through characters 

such as Rehan Ahmed, Deepali Sarkar, Rosie Bannerjee, and Uma Roy, Hyder examines both the appeal and the 

limitations of revolutionary politics, revealing the tensions between ideological commitment and historical reality. 

The rise of communist thought in the novel reflects broader political developments in twentieth-century Bengal. 

Colonial exploitation, economic disparities, and social injustice created conditions that encouraged radical 

political engagement. Educated young men and women increasingly questioned existing social structures and 

searched for alternatives capable of transforming society. For many, Marxist ideology offered a vision of 

collective emancipation that transcended religious and communal divisions. Unlike nationalist movements that 

often relied upon cultural or religious identities, communism emphasized class solidarity and economic equality. 

This universalist appeal attracted individuals from diverse social backgrounds and created new forms of political 

association. 

Rehan Ahmed emerges as one of the most significant representatives of revolutionary consciousness in the novel. 

Intelligent, charismatic, and politically committed, he embodies the aspirations of a generation determined to 

challenge colonial authority and social inequality. Rehan's attraction to communist ideology reflects his 

dissatisfaction with existing political arrangements and his belief in the possibility of social transformation. He 

views revolution not merely as a political strategy but as a moral imperative aimed at creating a more just and 

equitable society. 

Through Rehan's experiences, Hyder illustrates the idealism that characterized many young activists of the period. 

Revolutionary politics offers a sense of purpose and collective belonging. Political meetings, intellectual 

discussions, and underground activities create communities united by shared ideals and aspirations. These spaces 

enable individuals to imagine alternative futures and to challenge established hierarchies. The enthusiasm of 

young activists reflects their conviction that history can be transformed through collective action. 

Deepali Sarkar represents another important dimension of revolutionary politics. As an educated and politically 

conscious woman, she challenges traditional assumptions concerning gender and public participation. Her 

involvement in leftist activism demonstrates the extent to which revolutionary movements created opportunities 

for women to engage in political life. Unlike conventional representations of women as passive observers of 

history, Deepali actively participates in ideological debates and political struggles. Her character illustrates how 

communist movements expanded the scope of political participation and encouraged the emergence of new social 

identities. 

Rosie Bannerjee and Uma Roy similarly reflect the attraction of radical politics among educated youth. Their 

commitment to social justice reveals dissatisfaction with both colonial rule and existing social structures. For these 

characters, communism offers a framework through which questions of inequality, exploitation, and human 

dignity can be addressed. Hyder portrays their political engagement with sympathy while remaining attentive to 

its complexities and contradictions. 

One of the most significant aspects of communist politics in the novel is its challenge to communal divisions. 

Revolutionary activists attempt to construct political communities based upon shared economic interests rather 

than religious affiliation. Hindus, Muslims, and Christians participate in common political causes, suggesting the 

possibility of solidarity across communal boundaries. In this respect, communism functions as a counterpoint to 



 

Anusandhanvallari 

Vol 2023, No.1 

March 2023 

ISSN 2229-3388 

  

 

 

Available online at https://psvmkendra.com 
1200 

the growing influence of communal nationalism. It offers an alternative vision of society rooted in equality and 

collective struggle rather than religious identity. 

However, Hyder avoids romanticizing revolutionary politics. While she acknowledges its idealism and moral 

appeal, she also examines its limitations. The revolutionary movement is often fragmented by personal rivalries, 

ideological disagreements, and practical challenges. Political ideals prove difficult to sustain in the face of 

changing historical circumstances. Activists frequently confront the gap between theoretical aspirations and social 

realities, leading to disappointment and disillusionment. 

Rehan's later transformation illustrates this tension particularly well. The passionate revolutionary gradually 

becomes integrated into the very social structures he once sought to challenge. His movement from political 

radicalism to economic success symbolizes the erosion of revolutionary idealism under the pressures of history 

and personal ambition. This transformation does not necessarily indicate hypocrisy; rather, it reflects the complex 

ways in which individuals adapt to changing circumstances. Hyder suggests that historical realities often 

complicate ideological commitments and force individuals to negotiate between ideals and practical necessities. 

The decline of revolutionary optimism is further reinforced by broader political developments. As communal 

tensions intensify and nationalist movements gain momentum, class-based politics becomes increasingly 

marginalized. The possibility of a unified struggle against social inequality is undermined by competing forms of 

identity politics. Revolutionary activists find themselves confronting political realities that cannot easily be 

explained through class analysis alone. Religion, culture, and national belonging emerge as powerful forces 

capable of reshaping political loyalties. 

Hyder's portrayal of communist politics is therefore both appreciative and critical. She recognizes the movement's 

commitment to social justice and its efforts to transcend communal divisions, yet she also acknowledges its 

inability to prevent the fragmentation of society. The revolutionary dream remains significant because it represents 

an alternative historical possibility—one in which solidarity might have prevailed over division. The failure of 

this vision becomes one of the novel's most poignant themes. 

Another important aspect of revolutionary idealism in the novel is its relationship to youth. The younger 

generation appears particularly receptive to radical political ideas because it is less constrained by traditional 

structures and more willing to imagine alternative futures. Political activism becomes a means of self-definition 

and collective purpose. Yet as these individuals grow older, their priorities and circumstances change, revealing 

the fragile nature of ideological commitment. Hyder thus presents revolutionary politics as both a historical 

movement and a stage in the personal development of many characters. 

Ultimately, Fireflies in the Mist portrays communism as a significant but ultimately limited response to the 

challenges of colonial society. Revolutionary politics provides a language of equality, justice, and collective 

struggle, offering hope in a period marked by exploitation and inequality. However, the movement's inability to 

overcome the forces of nationalism, communalism, and historical change reveals the complexity of political 

transformation. Through characters such as Rehan Ahmed and Deepali Sarkar, Hyder explores the aspirations, 

achievements, and disappointments of a generation that sought to remake society. Their experiences underscore 

one of the novel's central insights: that history is shaped not only by political ideologies but also by the 

unpredictable interactions of memory, identity, and human experience. 

 

Partition and the Fragmentation of Belonging 

One of the most significant themes in Qurratulain Hyder's Fireflies in the Mist is the rise of communist politics 

among the educated youth of colonial Bengal. While nationalism plays an important role in the novel, Hyder 

shows that many young intellectuals viewed anti-colonial nationalism as inadequate for addressing the deeper 

problems of social inequality and economic exploitation. Consequently, communist ideology emerged as an 
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alternative vision of social justice and political transformation. Through characters such as Rehan Ahmed, Deepali 

Sarkar, Rosie Bannerjee, and Uma Roy, Hyder explores both the appeal and the limitations of revolutionary 

idealism.  

The attraction of communism in the novel reflects the social and economic realities of colonial Bengal. 

Widespread inequality, poverty, and colonial exploitation encouraged educated young people to question existing 

structures of power. Marxist ideology offered a vision of equality based on class solidarity rather than religious 

identity. Unlike communal politics, which emphasized differences between communities, communist movements 

sought to unite people through common economic interests. This universal appeal attracted individuals from 

diverse religious and social backgrounds and created new forms of political engagement.  

Rehan Ahmed serves as the novel's most important representative of revolutionary consciousness. Intelligent and 

politically committed, he embodies the aspirations of a generation determined to challenge colonial authority and 

social injustice. For Rehan, revolution is not merely a political strategy but a moral commitment to equality and 

social change. His participation in political discussions and activist networks reflects the optimism of young 

revolutionaries who believed that collective action could transform society.  

Deepali Sarkar represents another dimension of revolutionary politics. As an educated and politically aware 

woman, she challenges traditional gender roles and actively participates in ideological debates. Her involvement 

in leftist activism demonstrates how communist movements created opportunities for women to engage in public 

and political life. Similarly, characters such as Rosie Bannerjee and Uma Roy are drawn to revolutionary politics 

because of its promise of justice and social reform. Through these characters, Hyder highlights the role of political 

activism in expanding opportunities for marginalized groups.  

A notable feature of communist politics in the novel is its challenge to communal divisions. Hindus, Muslims, 

and Christians participate in shared political causes, suggesting the possibility of solidarity beyond religious 

identities. In this sense, communism functions as a counterpoint to the rise of communal nationalism. It offers an 

alternative vision of society based on equality, cooperation, and collective struggle. However, Hyder does not 

romanticize revolutionary politics. She acknowledges its idealism while also exposing its limitations. Internal 

disagreements, personal ambitions, and changing political realities gradually weaken revolutionary movements 

and undermine their transformative potential.  

The decline of revolutionary optimism is symbolized through Rehan's later transformation. His movement from 

political radicalism to personal success reflects the difficulties of sustaining ideological commitments in a 

changing world. As nationalism and communal politics gain momentum, class-based movements become 

increasingly marginalized. The revolutionary dream remains significant because it represents an alternative 

historical possibility, yet its failure reveals the complexity of social and political change. Ultimately, Hyder 

portrays communism as a powerful but limited response to colonial inequality, demonstrating how ideals of justice 

and solidarity often confront the realities of history, identity, and human ambition.  

 

Women and Historical Change 

Qurratulain Hyder's Fireflies in the Mist presents women as active participants in historical transformation rather 

than passive observers of social change. Through characters such as Deepali Sarkar, Rosie Bannerjee, Jehan Ara, 

and Yasmin, the novel explores how colonialism, nationalism, communism, and Partition shaped women's lives 

and identities. These women occupy different social and cultural positions, yet together they reveal both the 

opportunities and limitations experienced by women in a rapidly changing society.  

A central theme in the novel is the transformative role of education. Colonial modernity created new educational 

opportunities that enabled women to participate more actively in intellectual and public life. Education broadened 

their horizons, encouraged political awareness, and challenged traditional expectations. Hyder portrays educated 
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women as individuals capable of engaging with social reform, political debates, and cultural discussions. Through 

education, women acquired new forms of agency and imagined possibilities beyond conventional domestic roles.  

Deepali Sarkar represents the modern educated woman shaped by nationalist and revolutionary movements. 

Politically conscious and socially engaged, she actively participates in public life and leftist activism. Unlike 

traditional female figures confined to domestic spaces, Deepali becomes an agent of social and political change. 

However, Hyder also demonstrates that education and political involvement do not completely eliminate gender-

based constraints. Deepali continues to confront expectations imposed by family, society, and cultural traditions, 

highlighting the tension between personal aspirations and patriarchal norms.  

Rosie Bannerjee offers another perspective on female experience. Positioned at the intersection of different 

cultural influences, Rosie seeks personal autonomy and meaningful participation in public life. Her involvement 

in political and intellectual circles reflects the growing visibility of women in public discourse. Yet she frequently 

encounters limitations rooted in both gender and social expectations. Through Rosie, Hyder emphasizes that 

women were not merely affected by historical change but also contributed to shaping it.  

The novel further explores women's participation in revolutionary politics. Communist movements provided 

spaces where women could engage in collective action and advocate social equality. Characters such as Deepali 

viewed political activism as a means of challenging both colonial domination and social injustice. Nevertheless, 

Hyder remains aware of the limitations of such movements. Even within progressive political spaces, women 

continued to face discrimination and unequal treatment. Political participation therefore appears as an important 

but incomplete path toward emancipation.  

Jehan Ara presents a contrasting experience. Unlike politically active women, she remains constrained by 

aristocratic traditions and patriarchal authority. Her life reflects the enduring influence of social conventions 

despite broader historical changes. Through her struggles and disappointments, Hyder demonstrates that historical 

transformation is experienced not only through public events but also through intimate and personal realities.  

Partition introduces new challenges for women and complicates questions of identity and belonging. Yasmin's 

experiences illustrate the uncertainties created by migration, displacement, and changing political realities. 

Women often bear the emotional burden of maintaining family continuity during periods of upheaval. At the same 

time, they function as custodians of memory and cultural traditions, preserving aspects of Bengal's shared heritage 

despite political fragmentation.  

Ultimately, Fireflies in the Mist demonstrates that women's experiences are inseparable from broader historical 

processes. By foregrounding female perspectives, Hyder challenges male-centred narratives of history and reveals 

how gender intersects with class, politics, and culture. Through the lives of Deepali, Rosie, Jehan Ara, and 

Yasmin, the novel offers a nuanced account of women's role in shaping and experiencing modern South Asian 

history.  

 

Conclusion 

Qurratulain Hyder's Fireflies in the Mist is far more than a historical narrative of colonial Bengal and Partition. It 

is a profound exploration of identity, memory, political transformation, and cultural coexistence in a society 

undergoing dramatic historical change. Through its rich portrayal of interconnected families, intellectual 

communities, political activists, and displaced individuals, the novel reveals the complexities of a social world 

shaped by multiple and often competing allegiances. 

This study has demonstrated that one of the central concerns of the novel is the fluid and overlapping nature of 

identity. Hyder consistently challenges attempts to reduce individuals to singular categories such as religion, 

nationality, or ideology. Her characters inhabit multiple social worlds simultaneously and negotiate identities 

shaped by class, culture, language, education, gender, and political affiliation. By foregrounding these 
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intersections, the novel exposes the limitations of rigid communal and nationalist narratives that seek to simplify 

human experience. 

The analysis has also highlighted Hyder's reconstruction of Bengal as a composite cultural space. Through shared 

linguistic traditions, literary practices, educational institutions, and social interactions, the novel presents a society 

built upon centuries of cultural exchange and coexistence. This vision of Bengal serves as a powerful counterpoint 

to the divisive political ideologies that emerge later in the narrative. Hyder's emphasis on cultural 

interconnectedness underscores her broader critique of communalism and exclusionary nationalism. 

The discussion of colonial modernity revealed the complex effects of British rule on Bengali society. Colonial 

education, urbanization, and new forms of political consciousness created opportunities for social mobility and 

intellectual growth while simultaneously generating cultural anxieties and social fragmentation. These 

transformations contributed to the emergence of hybrid identities that challenged traditional boundaries and 

reshaped patterns of belonging. 

Similarly, the examination of communist politics demonstrated Hyder's nuanced treatment of revolutionary 

idealism. Through characters such as Rehan Ahmed and Deepali Sarkar, the novel presents communism as an 

alternative vision of social justice capable of transcending communal divisions. Yet it also reveals the limitations 

of ideological movements when confronted with historical realities, personal ambitions, and competing political 

loyalties. 

Partition remains the emotional centre of the novel and represents the ultimate fragmentation of a shared cultural 

world. Hyder portrays it not merely as a political event but as a crisis of belonging that disrupts relationships, 

memories, and cultural continuities. Through the experiences of displaced individuals and divided communities, 

she exposes the human costs of ideological conflict and national division. At the same time, the novel emphasizes 

the enduring power of cultural memory, suggesting that shared histories and traditions continue to survive beyond 

political boundaries. 

The representation of women further broadens the novel's historical vision. Characters such as Deepali, Rosie, 

Jehan Ara, and Yasmin reveal the diverse ways in which women experienced and contributed to social change. 

Their stories demonstrate that questions of gender are inseparable from broader discussions of nationalism, 

modernity, and identity. 

Ultimately, Fireflies in the Mist offers a compelling critique of exclusivist ideologies while affirming the value of 

cultural plurality and historical interconnectedness. Its exploration of memory, belonging, and identity remains 

deeply relevant in contemporary debates concerning nationalism, citizenship, secularism, and multicultural 

coexistence. By recovering the complexity of Bengal's shared cultural heritage, Hyder reminds readers that 

communities are not formed through separation but through centuries of interaction, exchange, and collective 

experience. The novel therefore stands as both a literary achievement and a powerful reflection on the enduring 

significance of cultural memory in shaping human societies. 
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