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In Defense of “Idle Tales”: Musharraf Ali Farooqi’s
Translation of The Adventures of Amir Hamza

The God that holds you over the pit of bell, much as one holds a spider, or
some loathsome insect, over the fire, abbors you, and is dreadfully pro-
voked; His wrath towards you burns like fire; He looks upon you as worthy
of nothing else, but to be cast into the fire....'

THUS BEGAN my introduction to “American Literature” in grade school, with
Jonathan Edwards’ 1741 sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” Vivid in
his descriptions of the fires of hell, Edwards was also quite clear that one of the
easiest ways to get there was by reading “frivolous stories,” idle tales with no
didactic purpose. Since then, American writers have never completely escaped
from this invective: Fiction, like fish oil, should taste terrible but be good for you.
So was born a tradition: severe realism, social criticism, and painful self-reflection.
Even fantasy stories carry the drab burden of the moral tale. Tt is thus little wonder
our children prefer television to their ponderous literary heritage.

It is with this perspective that one can truly appreciate the gift of the English
version of The Adventures of Amir Hamza as translated by Musharraf Farooqi.
After dangling for 250 years over the pits of hell, imagine your delight as the

[...] singers of the pleasure garden of ecstasy and the melodists of the
assembly of discourse thus create a rollicking rumpus by playing the
dulcimer of delightful verbiage and the lute of enchanting story...

(53)

And an enchanting story it is—tales of the rash and heroic Amir Hamza and a host

'Edwards, Jonathan. Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God (New Kensing-
ton, PA: Whitaker House, 1997), p. 17.
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of colorful friends, enemies, and supernatural beings as they careen from adven-
ture to adventure; an ever-permutating narrative that keeps the reader in a state of
delight and anticipation, sweeping from heroic to humorous and back as swiftly
as if flying on Ashqar Devzad, Amir Hamza’s winged horse. Readers of every taste
and character can choose their own beloved moments in these stories: My per-
sonal favorites are the adventures of the delightfully amoral (and absolutely un-
reflective) Amar Ayyar, loyal companion and inveterate trickster, who infuses
Hamza’s childhood with misadventures and continues to skew the plot-lines with
his pranks. And although some of his tricks are rather nasty, in the world of the
Adventures heroes can be bad and villains can be good, the historical can mix
freely with the supernatural, and (although filled with useful advice!) the tales are
anything but didactic. It is, for the English-speaking reader, not just a new book of
“world literature,” but a completely different experience of reading.

This is because Farooqji’s translation is more than the rendering of a text from
one language to another—it is the introduction into English of a completely dif-
ferent genre of literature, the Urdu dastan. Although the sources used for the
translation were written by Ghalib Lakhnavi (18s55) and Abdullah Bilgrami (1871),
Farooqi’s translator’s note explains that these texts were based “in the South Asian
oral narrative tradition of dastan-goi (dastan narration). [...] a narrative of
composite authorship” (xxvin). In his article “Simurgh-Feather Guide to the Poetics
of Dastan-e Amir Hamza Sabibqgiran,” Farooqi underlines that because the
dastan is based in oral tradition, its ideals, conventions, and expectations are
completely different than those of written prose.” Not intended to reflect, critique,
or improve reality, the ddastan offers instead entry into a parallel universe: It
“distorts reality; it has a dynamics which does not follow cause-and-effect; and it
displays supernatural elements.” The ddstan is an un-finalizable narrative, open
to endless versions, diversions, and permutations. For the reader accustomed to
the Newtonian world of the novel, the ddstan is a leap into the quantum universe:
a world of ever proliferating possibilities and the pure enjoyment of the “rollicking
rumpus” of narrative.

It is perhaps to assist the unsuspecting reader to adjust to this unusual uni-
verse that Hamid Dabashi’s introduction ties the ddstan to a contemporary form of
the idle tale, the cinema: “If you have seen Oliver Stone’s Alexander and [...]
enjoyed the vicarious ride, you are already halfway home in picking up Musharraf
Ali Farooqji’s exquisite rendition of The Adventures of Amir Hamza...” (1x). Daba-
shi’s good intentions are laudable. However, I must object to the comparison, and
not only because Stone’s Alexander has so little humor and spirit compared to
Amir Hamza; it is rather a matter of genre. The art of film is, of necessity, one of
editing, of paring a story down to a series of scenes, with everything between
them cut out. An elegant and compelling genre to be sure, film demands the
reduction of a complex narrative into carefully structured and sequenced images.

*The Annual of Urdu Studies 15(1):117-67.
3Ibid., 123.
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The Alexander story cut down to highlights only, all fantastic elements excised, a
universe becoming smaller, swifter, and simpler.

The dastan is the exact opposite as an art form. It is an expanding universe; it
takes the skeleton of a story and makes it larger, infusing it with rich description,
excessive detail, fantastic exaggeration. Groves are graced not just with birds but
with “thousands of wrens and nightingales” perched in a bewildering variety of
trees and shrubs. Gardens sport not just flowers but “a luxuriant growth of tulips,
violets, calendula, chrysanthemums, chamomile, jasmines, double jasmines, Tus-
can jasmines” and many more. Every step gives a chance to stop and look around
within the narrative, to tarry and appreciate its aesthetic possibilities. That which is
between the action is no less important than the action itself, and a dastan can
follow a minor character off into an adventure, veer off into giving advice, or dally
to admire a group of maidens:

[...] in the full bloom of adolescence, dressed in red, parti-colored sheets
hemmed with gold lace, which they wore over embroidered skirts. Their
foreheads were adorned with maang-tikas and spangles, and they sported
golden wristlets and armbands studded with garnets, and gold bead neck-
laces. Tinkling their toe rings, and toe bands, and carrying in their henna-
dyed hands hoes fitted with gold and silver handles with small chimes,
they began weeding the wild growth from the promenades and plant beds.
Sifting straw and gleaning fallen blossoms, the maids delighted the hearts
of the onlookers with their enterprise. More tenuous than boughs of the
sandalwood tree were their soft and tender wrists, and their slender fingers
were the envy of the coral-tree branches.

a7)

It is because The Adventures of Amir Hamza is such an extraordinary ex-
ample of verbal imagination that it is so valuable to the English-speaking world,
educated even in childhood to cut out excess words and get straight to the point—
to serve the contracting universe. It is perhaps because of this regrettable ten-
dency that English is losing words as fast as the earth is losing species. In the
Hamza dastan, nearly extinct words such as “tercelet,” “ossifrage” and “stannel”
are resurrected, lovely words that have not been heard since the decline of
falconry.

Reading The Adventures of Amir Hamza, 1 often found myself imagining how
it would sound spoken aloud in Urdu by a master ddstan-gé. Remarkably, Farooqi
is able to create some of the sonorous playfulness of the language in his transla-
tion, which is so essential to an art form that relies on verbal creativity to inflame
the imagination of its audience. A ddstan is a co-creative process, one in which
the reader’s mind is always inspired, envisioning in response to the language of
the narrative. In this way, the ddstan can belong to you alone—I can have my
own Amir Hamza, Aasman Peri, and Mehr-Nigar, and you can have yours. The
reader—not the passive spectator of a film, but the active reader—is renewed and
transformed by participating in the dastan, “rid of all feelings of powerlessness
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and helplessness” as he or she experiences the narrative in an ever-present tense.*
Although resolutely un-realistic, ddstan narrative seems to have a real and com-
pelling effect, perhaps because of the unique and as yet unresearched way that a
good story interacts with the human brain.

Speaking of a good story, one of the most remarkable features of narrative is
the way it can leap languages and cultures, rooting itself in a new environment
and growing in very unexpected directions. Dabashi’s introduction to the Adven-
tures gives a fascinating rendition of the flow of Hamza tales in their “Arabic, Per-
sian, Urdu, and ultimately worldly disposition” (x1v), brushing historical sources
and then diverging into a multiplicity of traditions. However, I could not help
wondering at Dabashi’s emphasis on the origins of the ddstan in the Persian
tradition, “the magnificent tree on which these adventurous romances are but
divergent branches” (xv). Of course, there is no question that romance epics in
Urdu, Turkic, and many other cultures share Persian origins stretching back to the
Shabnameb or even earlier. However, I would not describe what happens to a
narrative in a new setting as a mere divergence—a narrative is not a branch but an
acorn, one that is fed by native soil and water, growing roots, branches and leaves
that lead a unique and original existence.

This explains why Farooqi, in his translator’s preface, emphasizes the ddastan
as a work of Urdu literary heritage with a “thousand-year history in the South-
Asian subcontinent” (xxi1v). Elsewhere, Farooqi discusses in detail the assimilation
and expansion of the dastan in the Urdu context, merged with local epic tradi-
tions, infused with local content, recreated with new archetypes, new humor, and
an enhanced sense of enchantment. This is how, when the ddstan was written
down, “a single volume of narrative of possibly Persian origin filled up forty-six
massive volumes” in Urdu.’ For an American reader, most likely unfamiliar with
South Asian literature, it is important to understand 7he Adventures as a work of
the Urdu imagination and to appreciate it as such. Thankfully, Farooqi’s excellent
“Notes” and “List of Characters, Historic Figures, Deities, and Mythical Beings”
provide background information to the curious reader, and help to bridge any
gaps of knowledge that might obscure the story. I found I personally preferred to
read the notes first, then become immersed in the story without interruption, but
each will have their own preference.

Returning to Jonathan Edwards and the pits of hell, I have to admit that he is
not the only one to condemn the idle tale; the Emperor Babur referred to the

"% and

Hamza dastan as “one long far-fetched lie, opposed to sense and nature,
Farooqi describes himself during childhood breaking into an iron chest to get to
the storybooks his parents had locked away. Nonetheless, I am convinced that
there is an innate human need for freewheeling, imaginative narrative unfettered

by moral obligations, which explains why children pursue such stories so relent-

*1bid., 124.
>Ibid., 126.
oIbid., 123.
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lessly. If T were to take an example from my own childhood, I would pick not a
grandiose movie such as Alexander, but the old TV show Batman and Robin.
This weekly series was thick with impossible plots, colorful villains, ridiculous
rescues, and a talking car (perhaps the American equivalent of the flying horse).
Most importantly, at the end of each episode, with Robin suspended over a vat of
boiling oil, the narrative closed with the promise that the story would continue,
“same Bat-time, same Bat-channel!” Batman fulfilled a need for narrative in chil-
dren who were not told stories aloud, a need for a universe expanding with
enchantment, humor, and hope, not contracting with fear and loss. The world—of
children and adults—is, in fact, in desperate need of “the florid news writers, the
sweet-lipped historians, revivers of old tales and renewers of past legends” (3) and
we can only thank Musharraf Farooqi for transporting them to us with 7he
Adventures of Amir Hamza. Q

—ANNA OLDFIELD SENARSLAN
University of Wisconsin-Madison

Aamir R. Murrtt. Enlightenment in the Colony: The Jewish Question and the Crisis
of Postcolonial Culture. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007. 325 pp.
$19.95 PBK. ISBN 13-978-0-691-05732-3.

I ws ricrry pETAILED and rigorous book, Aamir Mufti offers a provocative cri-
tique of the place accorded to the Muslim in modern India. Although Mufti’s study
is comparative and considers major works of German and English literature, the
impact of the book should largely be felt in the field of Urdu studies. Mufti pro-
vides a new analytical frame for understanding the problems that faced Urdu writ-
ers in the development of Indian nationalism and in the wake of Partition. It
identifies in their works a vibrant and creative response to the question of national
belonging.

Mufti’s book is a study of how the minority figures in the crises of modern
secularism. Mufti contends that the problem of Muslim identity in India must be
understood through the larger question of the minority in liberal culture. Hence
“the Muslim” is tied to the figure of “the Jew” in the historical development of dis-
courses of citizenship, nationalism, and secularism in modern Europe. Conceived
as simultaneously too particular and too cosmopolitan, “the Jew” was rejected as
improper to both Enlightenment and nationalist visions of society. The “Jewish
Question,” to adopt Marx’s term, spiraled out to become characteristic of liberal
culture and society across the globe in the form of what Mufti calls “the question
of minority existence.” Within this problematic, Mufti not only finds similarities in
majority discourses but also in the forms of minority critique. In German, British,
Urdu, and Anglophone Indian literature, Mufti identifies iterations of a minor cri-
tique of national belonging that resists narratives of assimilation and separatism.
These writers envision what Mufti calls a “vernacular modernity,” wherein a
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secular social space is shared with others. Their position contrasts with “auratic
criticism,” an alternative response that attempts to locate and resurrect a singular
and therefore exclusionary religious tradition. As Mufti contends, narratives of
tradition necessarily fail to grasp the more inclusive social experiences of the past
in which belonging was not contingent on a modern form of identity.

Mufti begins by pointing to an essential conflict in how the figure of the Jew
appears in two historical formations crucial to the development of the modern
West: the Enlightenment and nationalism. Against the universal citizen-subject of
the Enlightenment, the Jew appears to be particular, bound to traditions and Law.
In the face of nineteenth-century nationalism, the Jew appears to be insufficiently
rooted, transnational, and cosmopolitan. The first chapter begins by contrasting
two key Enlightenment texts of Jewish emancipation: Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s
philo-semitic play Nathan the Wise (1779) and Moses Mendelssohn’s philosophical
treatise Jerusalem (1783). Mufti argues that Mendelssohn’s text offers an immanent
critique, from the position of the minority, of the limitations of the Enlightenment
citizen-subject proposed by Lessing’s “major” text. Lessing’s text requires that citi-
zens be unmarked, so a Jew must no longer be a Jew in public. Against Lessing,
Mendelssohn claims that Judaism, as the most rational of religions, is essential to
the Enlightenment project. Mendelssohn rejects the place of revelation in Judaism,
finding instead only social practices in accord with reason. Through its emphasis
on action, Judaism prevents the Enlightenment from falling into either myth or
excessive abstraction. If Lessing requires the assimilation of the minority to the
majority, Mendelssohn demands that the majority come to terms with the minor-
ity, but only insofar as the minority is in accordance with the universal. That
debate is placed alongside an examination of the role of the Jew in two of the
most seminal texts of nationalism: Johann Fichte’s Addresses to the German
Nation (1807-8) and Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe (1819). While Fichte’s account is predi-
cated on the singularity of the German people, Scott’s shows English identity to be
based in the union of distinct Norman and Saxon cultural elements. Yet Mufti
shows how both accounts exclude Jews from the nation as excessively cosmo-
politan. Through a reading of Heinrich Heine’s The Rabbi of Bacherach (1840),
Mufti argues that both the German sense of national belonging and the Europe of
nations are exclusionary narrative fictions.

The second chapter traces the growth of the problematic of minority from the
situation of Jews in Europe to the question of Muslim citizenship in India during
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Mufti begins with George Eliot’s
late novel, Daniel Deronda (1876), showing how she resolves the Jewish Question
by normalizing the Jews as a separate nation outside of Europe through a return to
Palestine—a vision, as Edward Said has argued, that presupposes an imperial
geography. Mufti marks this as the first suggestion of partition according to major-
ity and minority communities. He then shows how the figure of the minority is
transposed onto the post-Mutiny Indian Muslim in two works of late imperial
English fiction. Kipling’s early story “On the City Wall” (1888) finds in communal
conflict cause to question India’s capacity to produce citizens. Mufti argues that
Kipling’s text implicitly uses the majority-minority figure proper to political repre-
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sentation even as it explicitly rejects the possibility of Indian nationhood. The
chapter ends with a discussion of E. M. Forster's A Passage to India (1924), which
famously focuses almost exclusively on Indian Muslims. For Mufti, the novel is
concerned with the fate of the Muslim as minority under secular nationalism.

In the second section of the book, “Displacements: On the Verge of India,”
Mufti turns to Urdu literature, beginning with a chapter on Nehru and Abul Kalam
Azad. Mufti asserts that the true subject of Nehru’s Discovery of India is not India
but rather the emergence of the exemplary consciousness of the secular national-
ist, who represents the highest level of development in a colonial society and
hence its best representative. Against this narrative, Mufti counterposes the writing
of Abul Kalam Azad, in particular his letters collected as Ghubar-e Kbatir (Dust of
Memories), which he wrote while imprisoned in Ramnagar Fort along with Nehru
and other Indian Congress leaders following the Quit India Resolution of 1942.
Nehru’s narrative requires a universal citizenship, yet in his account the Muslim is
marred by backwardness and is thus somewhat less than the abstract citizen.
Finding the Muslim mostly but not entirely indigenous, Nehru employs the Euro-
pean language of minority rights and state protection, citing the League of Nations
and implicitly equating Muslims with the victimized stateless refugees of Europe.
If in Europe state protection signaled a move from the confinement of the ghetto
to the emancipation of citizenship, to Indian Muslims it signaled the reverse, a loss
of the elite position and nationalist aspirations of the North Indian ashraf. The
emergence of a Muslim identity among the ashrafin the later nineteenth century,
Mufti points out, was never envisioned in minority terms. Nothing makes that
clearer than the fact that the Hindi nationalist movement, which aimed to invent a
vernacular language purged of Persian elements, positioned itself against a
perceived Urdu-language hegemony. In Azad’s Ghubar-e Khatir, Mufti finds a
critique of both the minoritization of Indian Muslims and the Urdu language as
well as the implicitly majoritarian solution offered by Indian nationalism. While
Nehru argued against the differentiation of Hindu and Muslim culture in favor of a
singular, territorialized Indian identity, Azad acknowledged the separateness of
Muslim culture while taking the ethical step of opening it to its Indian environ-
ment. Drawing on his pre- and post-Partition speeches, Mufti finds that Azad
argued against the two-nation theory because it relied on a politics of fear that
would categorize Indian Muslims as vulnerable and weak instead of populous and
strong. Reading Azad’s formulations as emerging, like the two-nation theory, from
within ashraf culture, Mufti argues that Azad called for an ethics of political coex-
istence and a secular suspension of disbelief in the nationalist claim to represent
all of society. The chapter concludes with a reading of Azad’s tale of learning to
live with the sparrows nesting in his room in the Ramnagar Fort as an allegory of
an ethical practice of coexistence in the same social space.

In the following chapter on Sa’adat Hasan Manto, Mufti argues that the short-
story writer disrupts the logic of secular nationalism through an immanent critique
of its operational terms, in particular the figure of nation as mother. Against
unwavering filial devotion to Mother India, Manto’s stories find in the domesticity
of prostitutes alternative forms of attachment. For nationalists, devotion to a virtu-
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ous maternal figure was an unquestioned sign of national belonging, but one that
implicitly splits those that love her into Hindu sons and Muslim others. In Manto’s
fiction, however, the brothel is the site of relationships that hold open the possi-
bility of doubt and betrayal, and call into question the role of gender in bourgeois
nationalism.

The highlight of the Manto chapter is a marvelous reading of his story “Kali
Shalwar” (Black Trousers). It is the tale of a prostitute, Sultana, who has recently
moved to the state-sanctioned neighborhood for prostitutes in Delhi. There, in the
capital of the future nation, Sultana is unable to sell her wares. Confused by mod-
ern technology, she feels out of place in such a uniform environment where all
the houses look the same. Mufti calls attention to Sultana’s reflections on the
nearby railway tracks, which remind her of the veins in her own body, and the
coupling trains, which remind her of a brothel. Mufti argues that Manto’s story is
an ironic critique of nationalism, in which the prostitute Sultana serves as a
counter-allegory of the nation. He follows Partha Chatterjee in arguing that while
the figure of Mother India first served to mobilize the nationalist subject, under
post-Independence secular nationalism the image becomes nothing more than a
means of manipulating the masses. In the strongest interpretation, the secular
nationalist transforms the mother into a prostitute. Late in the story, Manto intro-
duces the flaneur Shankar, who becomes Sultana’s lover, but not her customer. As
Muharram approaches, the penniless Sultana assembles all she needs to wear save
for black trousers, and she looks enviously on those of her neighbor Mukhtar.
Sultana’s appeals for help from her pimp, Khuda Baksh, fall on deaf ears, and she
finally asks Shankar for help, though not as payment for services. He agrees but
asks for her cheap silver earrings in return. On the morning of the first day of
Muharram, Shankar arrives, looking ruffled, and delivers a package containing
black trousers identical to Mukhtar’s. A little later there is a knock on the door and
Mukhtar shows up wearing Sultana’s earrings. The story ends with them both
lying and claiming that they had purchased their final accoutrements that morn-
ing. Mufti argues that even in Shankar’s betrayal of the two prostitutes there is no
lack of love. He comes to represent the possibility of an indigenous and vernacu-
lar modernity and the position of the Urdu writer: ambivalent to the culture of
nationalism, betraying to its operational terms, and yet capable of a different form
of love for the nation. In Manto’s fiction, Mufti concludes, the brothel is a counter-
allegory to the bourgeois domesticity of the secular nationalist—a space in which,
the character Shankar declares, even great pundits and maulvis would become
“sharif” (decent/respectable) without the erasure of difference.

In chapter five, Mufti turns his attention to the poetry of Faiz Ahmed Faiz.
While many scholars read Faiz as transforming the beloved of the Urdu ghazal
into a symbol of the revolution to come, Mufti argues that the real concern of
Faiz’s poetry is the meaning and legacy of Partition, and that the political aspects
of Faiz’s poetry can only be understood through its concern with the social. Mufti
accounts for the appeal that Faiz’s poetry has across the Subcontinent by finding
that it exposes memories of forms of collective selfhood that are not contained by
the identities offered by either nation-state. In so doing, Faiz brings a general con-
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cern of Indian modernity into the minority literary arena of Urdu. Mufti proposes
that the true subject of Faiz's poetry is the “I” of Urdu writing, and that the poet
reveals the truth of the modern self to be its division and incompleteness. Faiz
does not unite subject and object but rather upholds identity as the grounds for
the contemplation of peace. As an example, Mufti provides a beautiful reading of
Faiz’s poem “Yad” (Memory), known popularly as “Dasht-e Tanhai” (Wasteland of
Solitude). In the poem, the object, the beloved, appears to the lyrical subject to be
both near and far, desiring and desired, both part of and separate from the
subject’s self, which is itself divided, yearning to be whole, and yet realizing that
its division grounds its own existence. In Mufti’s reading of Faiz, the lyrical “I” of
Urdu is in a state of exile and refuses to accept the incomplete normalization
offered by the nation-state of being “at home.” Through his reading of these three
authors, Mufti argues for a uniquely ambivalent position for Urdu in the spectrum
of Indian literatures in the late colonial and post-colonial period, as its writers
resist the resolutions offered by Partition into Indian minority or Pakistani nation-
hood.

Mufti’s account of the dilemma faced by Urdu writers is profoundly at odds
with its canonical representation in literary criticism. For twentieth-century Urdu
literature, the most significant critical classification has been the division between
“progressive” (taraqqi pasand) literature and “modernism.” Progressive critics
champion their writers as socially committed while dismissing modernist writers
as regressive, individualistic, and decadent. Mufti’s argument elides this distinc-
tion, arguing that the Progressive Writers’” Movement extended Nehruvian secular
nationalism rather than transcending it. Despite the movement’s affiliations with
the Popular Front movement, he writes, the colonial context prevented writers
from producing socialist realism. Progressive writers instead adopted “national
realism,” in which they chronicled “the (national) passage from primitivism to
modernity” (183-84). Mufti’s claim, though well-supported, ignores the particular
form of transcendence that progressivism came to embody for many of its more
dedicated advocates. It also discounts its popular conception as Communist and,
thus, international. In Aijaz Ahmad’s account of the Urdu literary community, for
example, the Progressive Writers’ Association “became the hegemonic ideological
force” after its founding in 1936, and it “defined the broad social agenda and cul-
tural consensus among the generality of Urdu writers for a whole generation”
(1996, 216). Progressivism allowed Urdu writers to maintain a sense of community,
Ahmad argues, a “secularist belief in the composite culture of Hindus and Muslims
in India” that was able to last until the 1965 India-Pakistan War (ibid., 200). This
structure of feeling was based neither in nationalism nor in what Mufti would call
a revivalist “auratic criticism,” but rather in the transcendence of communalism
made possible by progressivism’s internationalism. In Ahmad’s account, the
decline of the Left itself signaled the division of the Urdu literary community along
nationalist lines. Progressivism can be seen as a response to minoritization, in the
hope for a transcendence of minority status through assimilation in the global Left.
Faiz was the focus of much of this hope. So while Mufti’s assertion that his popu-
larity stems from his invocations of a larger collective selfhood is both appealing
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and convincing, it ignores the strength of Faiz as an icon of a now crippled Leftist
aesthetic and political movement.

Even as Mufti leaves aside the doctrinal commitment to a certain kind of so-
cial engagement that came to characterize progressive criticism, he provides an
alternative method by which Urdu writers’ concern with society can be assessed.
Mufti identifies resistances to the fixities of national and religious identity in
modern Urdu literature that expose those normalizations as partial, incomplete,
and unable to adequately contain social experience. At the same time, Mufti’s
approach emphasizes both the interrelation of the self and the social and their
deviance from the concepts of “the individual” and “society.” This should be
welcomed, for since the decline of the Progressive Movement, many writers and
critics have both celebrated and exaggerated the social irrelevance of Urdu litera-
ture. Through Mufti’s approach, both the alleged individualism of modernism and
the social concern of progressivism are revealed as insufficient to grasp the literary
productions that the terms describe.

Well-crafted, beautifully written, and precisely argued with careful attention
to language, translation, and nuance, Aamir Mufti’s Enlightenment in the Colony is
a substantial and timely contribution not only to the postcolonial critique of
modernity but to the study of Urdu literature. Its impact should be felt throughout
the field of Urdu studies for years to come. Q
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GuriQBAL (BALi) SanoTA, ParriciA LEeE SHARPE, MoAzzaM SHEIKH AND
Moazzam S1DDIQUI.

ALTHOUGH LITERATURES from foreign lands and cultures are normally introduced
through translations, in the case of literature from the Indian subcontinent and the
Urdu language, this process was bypassed. Many Western readers across the
world have learned about the culture represented by the Urdu language first
through the works of authors who write in the English language. Most of these
writers grew up on the partitioned Subcontinent. Some of them cannot even read
the Urdu language with any great facility. Their fiction writings are, therefore, not
informed by the vast body of Urdu literature, past and present.

As for the representation of South Asian literature in world literature, this
creates a unique imbalance. In the presence of original English language fiction
from India and Pakistan, it becomes more difficult to persuade publishers, espe-
cially in the U.K. and U.S. where a very limited niche exists for translated works,
to bring out translations of Urdu literature. The problem is further compounded
by the scarcity of individuals who can translate directly from Urdu into other lan-
guages. The availability of an Urdu work in English translation is therefore the first
requisite step for its translation into foreign languages.

These conditions have contributed to the near eclipse in world literature of
the entire narrative of generations of Urdu writers. The publication by Oxford
University Press of a two-volume anthology of Urdu literature encompassing
poetry, prose and fiction is an important event. The anthology’s editor, Mehr
Afshan Farooqi, carefully frames the movements and groups that flourished in
twentieth-century Urdu literature and presents the works of a wide range of
writers. Being a writer, academic and historian herself, Farooqi brings a unique
awareness to this project. Her introduction explores little-discussed subjects such
as the influence of Russian writers (e.g., Chekhov) on Urdu shorter fiction and the
reasons for such influence: “[Blecause Russian fiction was perceived to be more
‘eastern,” with an element of spiritualism with its realism tinged with a sort of
introspective subjectivity” (2:xxviIr).

Farooqi also documents the contributions of a number of female authors who
have been a part of the literary landscape of Urdu from its earliest times, and
whose writings discussed issues that fall under the broad category of feminist
literature. That these women writers often provided the leadership of the literary
movements attests to their strident role in the Urdu literary tradition.

Reading this fascinating history of Urdu fiction in the twentieth century, it
becomes evident that, from the earliest times, literature was an intrinsic part of
Indo-Islamic cultural life and it was only in the twentieth century, when it lost its
place in daily life, that a need was felt to give it a purpose and saddle it with
ideologies. It is equally significant that neither the Marxist Progressive Writers’
Movement nor the proponents of Jadidiyat (Modernism) made any important
contribution to the ultimate modern genre—the novel. The best works of the
proponents of these movements have no relation to their respective movements
per se. They abandoned a traditional prose genre like the dastan in favor of the
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novel and short story and discarded the ghazal and masnauvi verse genres in favor
of the nazm. They also tried to achieve with those genres functional objectives
such as social change, which was foreign to the way literature was historically
conceptualized in India—as part of the lived reality and an end in itself. An
exception should obviously be made here for Nazir Ahmad’s earlier experimenta-
tion with the “useful” novel which, incidentally, underlines the need of destroying
the classics—or a part of cultural history—for the new, useful literary conscious-
ness to emerge.

It is obvious that the new genre choices, and the purposes literature was
supposed to serve through them, demanded as well a different kind of language.
This triple-faceted conflict must have made the creation of literature very difficult
if not altogether impossible. It is no accident that the members of these move-
ments eventually became disillusioned and disenchanted with their ideological
notions. While their disillusionment is often spoken of, the underlying reasons for
the phenomenon and how its dynamics affected the literature produced during
these periods have not been looked at in any great detail. It is not an accident that
the 2006 publication of Urdu’s greatest novel, Ka’i Cand thé Sar-e Asman by
Shamsu’r-Rahman Faraqi consummately demonstrated that innovation in lan-
guage and genre are impossible unless a contemporary consciousness melds with
a deep understanding and grasp of a language’s classical narrative devices and
genres.

The editor mentions Aamir Mufti’s theory that

Urdu writers take recourse to the short story as a preferred genre because
the short story being a ‘minor epic form,” focuses on a fragment of social
life rather than its totality, letting the whole enter ‘only as the thoughts and
feelings of the hero,” thereby presenting completeness in entirely subjec-
tive terms.

(2:xxv)

The profusion of shorter fiction in twentieth-century Urdu literature is a fact, but
we had a precursor to the short story genre in our classical literature too. The
bikayat, in the verse tradition of Sa’adi and the prose of the authors of Kalaila va
Dimna, was an indigenous nonfiction literary genre that served the purpose of
education and instruction. Although didactic in nature, it did provide a model for
a short narrative with a beginning, a middle and an end. Instead of finding reasons
for the profusion of shorter fiction in the limited view of the short story genre
presented in Mufti’s theory, perhaps we ought to look for them elsewhere.
Perhaps it was caused by the loss of the powerful narrative devices used in our
longer literary genres, such as the masnavi and the ddstan. Urdu writers of the
nineteenth century working in these classical genres were able to command larger
and more populated literary canvasses with great mastery.

An editor is often merely a cosmetic presence in many contemporary
anthologies of literature, with little or no involvement in the translation process
itself. In this anthology, however, a majority of the pieces included have been
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translated either by the editor herself or with co-translators. Her deep involvement
has shaped the anthology’s elegant and fluid language. The biographical sketches
provided at the beginning of each translated piece are a valuable resource since
little is documented about Urdu writers and poets and it is useful to find this
information gathered in one place. The glossary of Urdu terms at the end of each
volume is another useful addition for many Western readers. The anthology is also
a showcase for the many contemporary translators of Urdu fiction, with biographi-
cal notes provided on the contributors’ page. However, it would seem appropriate
if, in subsequent editions, the publisher also credits them on the contents page.

It is no doubt a reflection on my own limited knowledge that I was in-
troduced to Pandit Badrinath Sudarshan, Ghiyas Ahmed Gaddi, Igbal Majeed,
Rajinder Manchanda Bani, Kumar Pashi and Safiya Akhtar for the first time
through this anthology. But it is also true that these respected writers are not
familiar names for many readers in my generation and by presenting them in
translation in this anthology Farooqi has done all of us a great favor.

It is a given that no anthology can ever be fully representative, and making a
selection with the considerations of limited space is not an easy task. According to
the editor, she has made her selection from “a list of writers who lived and
worked during the period 1905—2005” (2:x1). The publisher seems to have added
another criterion as noted on the dust jacket: “While the focus of selection is on
literary excellence, translatability, and relevance, an effort has been made to avoid
writings easily available in translation....” The publisher’s added criterion is prob-
lematic because it does not describe the authors omitted for the specified reason,
and in the absence of such clarifications the exact parameters of the anthology
cannot be determined. However, remaining within the guidelines set by the editor
and publisher, I keenly felt the absence of some of the masters of our language
who are not widely translated: Azeem Beg Chughtai (fiction), Syed Ismail
Meeruthi (prose), Syed Rafique Husain (fiction), Ikramullah (fiction), Muhammad
Khalid Akhtar (fiction), Afzal Ahmad Syed (poetry), Sarwat Husain (poetry) and
Ibn-e Insha (humor). These are writers whose uniqueness and influence cannot
be ignored in any history of Urdu literature.

The first volume of the anthology begins with a number of poets who com-
posed during the twentieth century. The translation of modern poetry is in some
ways simpler than the translation of classical ghazal poetry, which, with its many
layers of ma‘ni afrini, does not allow a single interpretation to be set for any
sher.

As mentioned earlier, a new kind of language was needed for the purposes
literature was called upon to serve by the modernists. We witness that influence
creeping in not only in the nazms of Igbal, but also in the abstract poetry of
modern poets such as Faiz. Both of these poets were well versed in the classical
ghazal conventions, yet most of their poetry is devoid of the layers of mani afrini
that permeated the works of poets of an earlier generation.

As a devotee of humor and satire, I was pleased to see it receive a dedicated
section in this anthology. Humor is often relegated to a secondary place in lit-
erature and any signs of light-heartedness are frowned upon as a mark of moral
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turpitude. But some of the finest writing among contemporary Urdu authors is
produced by its humorists. I have always felt that while the rich ghazal tradition
illustrates the lyrical qualities of the Urdu language, the construction of its humor-
ous idioms and adages provides a window into its particular suitability to the
creation of works of humor and satire. Translations could play a vital role in
exploring this further because the process of translation can itself help identify
and distinguish this quality of the language.

One of the important reasons this anthology of Urdu works should be widely
read and studied is because it clearly demonstrates that despite a two-hundred-
year-long effort to impose a religious Muslim identity on the Urdu language—first
initiated by the British colonial regime and then continued by short-sighted and
self-serving interests in both the Hindu and Muslim political leadership—Urdu
poetry and prose, with its continuous embrace of the Indo-Islamic heritage and
the cosmopolitan mix of its writers and their secular and individualistic outlook,
has constantly rejected that direction.

—MUSHARRAF ALI FAROOQI
Novelist and Translator, Toronto

Carea PeTiEVICH. When Men Speak as Women: Vocal Masquerade in Indo-Muslim
Poetry. New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2007. 365 pp. Rs. 695. ISBN 0-19-

567738-2.

THIS 1s a fascinating book for any lover of poetry. Carla Petievich has been
researching and writing on the feminine/female voice in Indo-Muslim poetry for
quite some time and this book may be seen as the fine fruit of her research over
several years. Here she explores one of the most interesting conventions in the
poetry of the Subcontinent, namely, male poets taking on the persona of the
female and expressing the deepest longings, urges, feelings and sentiments of
women, in an idiom that is both secular and devotional. As illustrations of her
project, Petievich chooses the genre of kafi from early Punjabi, early Urdu ghazals
from the Deccan, and rekbti ghazals from nineteenth-century Lucknow.

In the general introduction to the volume she explains the concept of “Indo-
Muslim” and laments the fact that purists in Urdu literature dismissed certain kinds
of poetry for lacking the Muslim elements. She then explores questions of can-
onicity, literary conventions, gender, and so on, to provide a useful context in
which the samples of poetry she showcases can be studied. Such unconventional
literary genres have always been either erased from, or pushed to the margins of,
canonized literature, and it is in the fitness of things that they should be recovered
in postcolonial times. In fact, the three bodies of poetry featured in the volume
are, according to Petievich, representative “casualties of cultural history” and her
project is, “partially and unabashedly one of recuperation” (3). That is certainly a
laudable aim and the volume demonstrates her painstaking efforts at recovering
and reclaiming a segment of our literary and cultural life that was all but lost to
many.





















