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The country at my shoulder
How does the writer create a vivid image of Pakistan?
The word vivid implies the creation of a strong graphic image i.e. the creation of a strong and distinct mental image. The writer of this poem tries to explore and imagine what Pakistan will be like, she does this by telling us about the stories that she has been told and what she has seen from films also she tries to describe in depth, the characteristics and mentality of the people she knows and also the mentality of society itself, she tries to describe the different aspects of Pakistani life, like education, society and climate.
Alvi’s description of the stories she has heard is described in depth, i.e. she tries to tell us exactly the characteristics and mentality of the people she knows. She talks to us about her cousin Azim, and tells us what he is interested in and also tells us to what level this interest lies, ‘Azim wants visitors to play ludo with him all the time’. She describes Azim’s interests very clearly and this creates a good impression of what Azim is like, we get the clear image of a boy who is obsessed with this game. What the reader also finds out as I did is that this is quite an old game, ludo is actually snakes and ladders, for a boy to be so obsessed with this game tells us that he may have few other options as Pakistan may not be as developed as Britain, we can also get the impression that the boy may be small, as small children are amused by simple pleasures such as ludo, either way the writer leaves this ambiguous.
The writer also describes an aspect o society in the first stanza and that is Education, ‘He learns English in a class of 70’, she is actually talking about her cousin Azim and the situation in which he is studying, the reader gets a clear impression that this boy is studying in a crowded environment and this gives us an idea of the educational environment in Pakistan, the reader also realizes that English in Pakistan is a foreign language and if English is taught in such huge batches, the reader starts to wonder how many people there are per class in Mathematics or Science as there must be more since these subjects are much more important than English in Pakistan. From the first stanza alone, we get a good impression of the education and also about one of Alvi’s relatives.
The writer gives the reader a clear impression of the society of Pakistan when she says, ‘stand to attention’, this gives the reader that the idea of respect and honour as when we stand to attention, we show respect to something and so the idea of respect and honour still runs strongly in Pakistan and this is proved as when we stand to attention, we pay respect to something and when she says that she will stand to attention with the country at her shoulder, it proves that she is willing to uphold the honour and respect of her family. The society is also shown to be old as there are still public executions, ‘There is an execution in the square’, in combination of the idea of honour and respect and public execution, the Pakistani society seems to the reader as an old one that still upholds the old beliefs of honour and respect and also public humiliation to those who violate it (the execution).
Alvi also describes the climate of Pakistan, another aspect of Pakistani life as ‘white-hot afternoon’, if a flame ever turns white hot, it the hottest the fire can get. So describing the weather as white hot, tells the reader that the place is hot in Pakistan, so hot that ‘The offices have closed’. This gives the impression that life is quite hard in Pakistan and the weather aids in making Pakistan a hotter and a harder place to live.
The hot climate does not provide an excuse to not work for those who are under the poverty line, ‘But the women stone-breaker chip away at boulders, dirt on their bright hems.’ this shows how hard life for the poor Pakistanis. This shows another aspect of life for most Pakistanis: Poverty.
 Another aspect in all societies is how men and women are treated. In Pakistan, the writer tells us that the ‘women’s dupattas are wet with tears’; this shows how sad the women are as they always cry because women’s rights are undermined. Men are treated differently to women as they are the ones who drive the trucks, they get the higher respected jobs, men are drivers and women are stone-breakers. This may be odd to British people as men and women in Britain are treated equally but women in Pakistan are treated as second class, this gives a clear description of how the lives of men and women differ in Pakistan.
The writer also tells us what she has heard; she talks about corruption in Pakistan, ‘I hear of bribery, family quarrels and travellers’ tales’. This explains another feature of being a Pakistani: people live in a corrupt environment. This differentiates between Pakistan and Britain, in Britain, there is corruption but not to the extent of which in Pakistan, the reader can also make sense of this because Pakistan is described as a poor country by Alvi, because people will still work on such a hot day, ‘white hot afternoon’, so corruption and bribery should be expected to be higher in Pakistan as British people enjoy a better standard of living and do not have to resort to corruption and bribery to keep themselves fed. This creates the image of Pakistan as a poor country again, but this time, corruption is talked about.
Alvi also gives us information about the Landscape of Pakistan, ‘Uncle Aqbar drives down the mountain’, and the reader gets the idea that Pakistan is a hilly and mountainous place.
Alvi also tells us that her Uncle Aqbar is arranging ‘his daughter’s marriage’. This again reveals more about the society of Pakistan, that the daughters are given a fixed marriage, it makes more sense in describing Pakistan as an old fashioned as in the old days, most of the marriages used to be fixed. After this Stanza, we get a clearer picture of Pakistan’s society.
Alvi again makes a point on the poverty of Pakistan, as she describes in the 35th and 36th lines, ‘Men go home in loose cotton clothes, in the square there are those who beg’, loose cotton clothes are worn by poor people and poor people beg on the streets. This again strengthens the point that Alvi made before about the strong poverty that grips Pakistan. The reader can now vividly see that Pakistan is an old fashioned poor country.
Alvi portrays the people of Pakistan also as religious as when she says, ‘and those who beg for mercy’, what Alvi means by this is that these people of Pakistan are begging God for mercy; this shows that the society of Pakistan is very religious.
I as a reader also sensed that Pakistan was lacking, its own identity i.e. it is lacking culture as described by Alvi. Alvi never mentioned that she had herd Pakistani songs or seen Pakistani films, ‘I watch Indian films’ and also she talks about the sweetshop that Azim passes, ‘names the sugar monuments Taj Mahal’, I sensed, as a reader that Alvi did this on purpose to show that Pakistan does not have any famous monuments and does not have any good films, so what she proves here is that Pakistan lacks culture.

Alvi throughout the poem talks about the stories that she has heard and tries to give the reader a vivid image of Pakistan. She describes most of the aspects of Pakistani life, starting from the society going on to the landscape of the country. She describes characteristics, mentality and the perspective of the people, she talks about the problems in the society, and she talks about the problems of Pakistani society and also compares Pakistan to Britain. The combination of her description and her comparisons, gives the reader a good idea i.e. a vivid image of Pakistan
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