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+= A Note on Transliteration =~

Non-English words have not been transliterated in}kthe text of the
short stories, but in the critical and expository sections of the book
the letters of the Urdu alphabet have been transliterated as follows:

alif

bé, pe, té, te, se
jim, che, he, khe
‘dal, dal, zal

ré, re, zé, zhe
sin, shin

suad, zuad
10°¢, 20°¢

‘ain, ghain

fé, qaf

kaf, gaf

lam, mim, niin

2

va’o

as:a,i,u, a
as:b,p,t,t, 8
as: j, ¢, h, kh
as:d, d,z
as:r, 1, Z, zh
as: s, sh
as:s, z

as: t, z

as:
as: f, g
as: k, g
as: 1, m,n

as: v, u, 0, au

xi



A Note on Transliteration

choti hé as: h
choti yé as: 1

bari ye as'y, e, ai
nin-e ghunna as: h
hamza as:’
izafat as: -e

Word-final 4 is indicated only when it is pronounced, e.g., in
nigah but not in ghunna or gasida. The va’o of the conjunction is
written -o-.

xii



Perhaps the poet knows, as well as his audience, that the picture presented
is not the actual story. Yet while the ta‘zivah majlis lasts, myth transcends
itself; for the moment, it becomes history. For the historian of religion,
however, the myth actually becomes part of history; the history not of the
event, but of the community’s understanding and interiorization of it, the
history not of historical facts, but of the way the community has lived them.
This interiorization of the drama of Karbala® is powerfully expressed in the
zivarah ritual. Through this ritual the community renews its covenant with
and its loyalty to the imams, and in a very personal way renews its own par-
ticipation in this drama.

—Mahmoud Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering in Islam
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-= Introduction -

If I hold so firmly to the inheritance of Kafka, if I defend it as my
personal inheritance, it is not because I think it useful to imitate
the inimitable (and to discover again the Kafkaesque) but because
it is such a formidable example of the radical autonomy of the
novel (of the poetry that is the novel). Thanks to that autonomy,
Franz Kafka (or the great, forgotten Hermann Broch) has told us
things about our human condition (as it reveals itself in our age)

which no sociological or political reflection will ever be able to
tell.

—Milan Kundera, “Somewhere Behind’™

I

Imagine a pair of young lovers. Alone—finally. Breathless. But he
pulls away. He pulls away not because he is shy. He is wearing “an inel-
egant and shabby pair of undershorts,” which he is reluctant to peel off
in her presence. A shabby pair of undershorts? Well, those were the only
kind available after the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. No history
book will tell us about this sad little tragedy of life. Milan Kundera
will.2

Or take the delicate young wife Lajvanti. Torn away from her home
in the bloody aftermath of the partition of India in 1947, she is finally
reunited with her husband, but only after she has been gang-raped by
her Muslim abductors. Her silent suffering prompts her husband to treat
her with all the tenderness he is capable of—more gently, perhaps, than
he would the fragile plant lgjvanti, whose leaves curl up and fold when
touched. Indeed, he looks upon her as a goddess. But with all that, he is
unwilling to resume conjugal relations with her, afraid that she might
have been—perhaps—defiled. Lajvanti, on the other hand, longs,
indeed she passionately yearns to be treated harshly by him, abused,
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even beaten—as she had been, daily, or almost daily, before her abduc-
tion. Not because she is masochistic; rather, because such behavior,
however cruel and demeaning, still carried some tactile sensation of liv-
ing, promised, at the very least, some human contact and warmth, some
affirmation of her identity as a physical being, a woman, awaiting ful-
fillment through love and embrace—yes, quite earthy love. Again, no
history book will tell us about this sadness of life. Rajinder Singh Bedi
will.?

And Pichwa? Ah yes—Pichwa. The stuff epics are made of. Larger
than life. A wrestler, an adept club-fighter, who did not allow “his art to
be tainted by purposiveness.” Who thought of the newly created
Pakistan not in political, nationalistic, religious terms—as a homeland
for disadvantaged Indian Muslims—but purely as an opportunity to per-
fect his art. A Pichwa treated poorly by Pakistan, humiliated, van-
quished. A Pichwa betrayed. Intizar Husain will recount this “unwritten
epic,” even if no historian would ever know about those myriad,
unsung, tragic heroes—forgotten in the commerce of history, in India’s
“tryst with destiny.”*

Or, finally, why have the trio in “The City of Sorrow” been divested
of all particularizing detail, without personal attributes and names?
What robs an individual of all sense of personality?s Little did Zulfigar
Ali Bhutto—the ex-premier of Pakistan, hanged in 1978 by General
Zia-ul-Haq, who himself one scorching day in August ten years later
disintegrated in mid-air aboard his C-130 transport—know the price of
his arrogance, his unyielding nature, which, combined with other fac-
tors, resulted in the dismemberment of Pakistan. But Intizar Husain, the
writer, knew. In fact, he knew all too well. Or, perhaps he did not know,
just as Kundera and Bedi did not know; perhaps instead, each in his
own way and under some inexorable inner pressure tried to know, to
articulate in the process of writing the meaning of it all, to remember, to
chronicle the demoralizing, often quite comic, effects of politics on the
individual psyche.

So if you want to know how simple, ordinary lives are wasted by
politics and history, read a novel, a short story, a poem.

Which is not to suggest some inevitable causality between politics
and creative endeavor, or that fictional aesthetics invariably do or
should lie in the socio-political reality that in fact inspired a work. Of
course something of the empirical will always survive in a fictional
piece—however oblique and tenuous its ascription to the times—if only
because fiction knows no way wholly to transcend temporality; even the
best attempts in the “spatial form” have not accomplished that. But a
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writer’s world is a radically autonomous world. It is equally fictive. An
act of the imagination. It will always be different from the sum of its
empirical parts. In the final synthesis of the real and the fictive, objec-
tive truth will always be subverted, almost of necessity, in favor of a
fierce personal vision. Nothing, however, can stop this “personal
vision” from providing insights into socio-political reality that are truer
than any afforded by even the most objective chronicle of events.

Milan Kundera, in response to a question by Jordan Elgrably, has
put the matter quite clearly:

Recently I asked myself, quite suddenly, Lord, where on earth did
you get the character of Lucie from, this Lucie in The Joke? . . .
Well, where did I find her? The answer is that of all the women I
have known in my life, Lucie represents the only type which I have
not encountered. Never, in reality, have I known a truly simple
woman. . . . But because Lucie was precisely the kind of woman
I'd never known, something drew me to want to discover her.
Lucie is a woman who is at once simple and enigmatic, and enig-
matic because she is so simple. Normally you would consider that
which is complex to be enigmatic, yet Lucie is so simple that I did
not understand her. A positive simplicity, a simplicity adored,
Lucie was a kind of counterbalance to my own visceral cynicism;
she was an experience beyond my own experiences. Here is the
most imaginative and inventive part of The Joke. Lucie is true
poetry; she is not Wahrheit but Dichtung. (Elgrably 1987:23)

Poetry—indeed! Not Truth!

Intizar Husain articulates the multifaceted character of reality
somewhat differently. Trees always fascinated him as a child—they
were the object at once of longing and awe. The mangoes, the goutiered
fruit of the tamarind, the birds fluttering and twittering in the foliage
represented only the visible aspect of a tree’s being. He rather wished to

know the mystery crowding its invisible core, its impenetrable interior.
And so:

behind the trees were the stories and legends 1 was told as a child.
In a certain tree there lives a headless man whom I never did see. I
heard from others that behind another tree there lives a ghost of a
woman. Where was the headless man? Where was that ghost?
Where was the genie who lives in a tree and who could catch you
if you passed under it on a Thursday evening? I longed to see these
unknown creatures, Those things I could see and those things
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which lay behind them I couldn’t see. . . . All of these things

together are for me a varidatr, an almost spiritual experience.
(1983:160-161)

Reality is both the visible and the invisible. And more. Sometimes
reality is also that which does not as yet exist in either realm—awaiting
discovery in the process of writing. Thus it would be counterproductive
to depend too closely on sociopolitical reality for the final meaning—
rather, the experience—of a fictional work. Kundera, Bedi, and Husain
might draw, as indeed they do, upon the external, but once the external
is added to the creative amalgam, it is distorted beyond all recognition.
And for the better. Fiction is thus a way of deliberately losing the
“straight path”—the sirat-e mustagim—for a ride along a tortuous,
bumpy dirt road, of divesting oneself of the common truth, of defamil-
iarizing oneself with the norm.

But neither must one wholly disregard the sociopolitical reality,
especially where it could conceivably augment one’s potential to expe-
rience a work’s aesthetic more fully. One must only be aware that the
key to a work’s mode of being does not lie in the external, but is inher-
ent in the work itself. The fallacy is too apparent to need comment. But
if it should, here is one. One may not be quite as lucky in the case of
past writers. One may not have enough information about their socio-
political reality. What then? Must their creative world therefore remain
entirely unintelligible? And in the case of contemporary writers, who is
to say that the explosion of information that quite overwhelms us is free
of all emotive or ideological distortion? That politics does not decide
what truth is, or ought to be? Add to it the personal reality of the writer.
His or her eccentricities, idiosyncrasies. It could complicate matters fur-
ther. (Imagine the dilemma of trying to psychoanalyze writers who have
read Freud and thus play the same games consciously.)

In the case of a writer like Intizar Husain, some reference to socio-
political reality is perhaps unavoidable. One of the reasons has to do
with the development of modern Urdu fiction and the politicization of
the literary scene during the years of Husain’s apprenticeship.
Premchand (1880-1936), the father of the Urdu short story, refused to
see fiction—the novel, the short story—in any but a dialectical relation-
ship with the social and political aspirations of the Indian people.
Literature as an instrument of protest, reform, and redress. This concep-
tion proved normative—not because there weren’t alternative voices,
but because Premchand’s was the most vigorous. It was also the most
sustained. More importantly, it blended so well in the emergent sym-
phony of nationalism.
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When the Progressive Writers” Movement got underway in the last
year of Premchand’s life, when Intizar Husain must have been a child of
ten, it took over intact the former’s views on the role of literature in
society. The Progressives dominated the literary scene entirely right up
to the partition of India in 1947, and in a somewhat diminished capacity
until the late 1950s. Again, there was no dearth of independent-minded
writers during this period (for instance, Ahmed Ali [d. 1994], Saadat
Hasan Manto [d. 1955], and Muhammad Hasan Askari [d. 1978],
among others), but their individualism was unable to make any but the
most diftfused impact amid the pervasive influence of the Progressives,
who were not only more numerous but also better organized. They
could denounce with impunity whoever didn’t conform to their notion
of literature. In fact, they did indulge in polemics and innuendo. If some
of the individualists, averse to utilitarianism, still felt compelled to
associate with the Progressives, it was because the Progressives embod-
ied the popular hope of freedom from British subjugation.

These developments, perhaps less important from a literary point of
view, command considerable significance as the immediate backdrop
against which Husain started his literary career. In fact, he too had come
under the Progressives’ influence. Soon, however, he broke with them.
What alienated him most was their attitude vis-a-vis the partition of
India and the formation of Pakistan. He found the literary treatment of
the religious riots in the Progressive writing dogmatically liberal, lack-
ing in depth and therefore in art (cf. 1983:160). Since then, consciously
or unconsciously, Husain has been haunted by the specter of the
Progressives, and has been fighting it in both his creative and critical
work, most unequivocally in the latter. The passion and vehemence of
the battle might appear somewhat puzzling and anachronistic today—
long after the Progressives have made their exit from the scene. Yet
Husain’s tenacity is not without a certain value: at its root lies an unre-
strained belief in the radical autonomy of literature, in a poetics of fic-
tion disengaged from extrinsic criteria and pointed, inexorably, to what
is inherent in the work itself.

The other reason for discussing sociopolitical reality stems from the
necessity—or the desire—to introduce a literary tradition to a reader-
ship little familiar with it. Urdu literature continues to be a neglected
field in the West. It is less known than even its other “exotic” sister-lit-
eratures—Arabic, Persian, Turkish.6 Yet it is equally sophisticated, if
not more. Some introductory information about its origins and its cul-
tural matrix is indispensable.

To these extraneous reasons may be added a third, vitally important
one. Of all the Urdu fiction writers, past and present, only Qurratulain
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Hyder’ and Intizar Husain represent the most cultured—and culturally
open—personalities. Husain’s memory is phenomenal and his reading,
extensive. Which makes it possible for him to draw freely from a vari-
ety of sources: memories, beliefs, dreams, visions, legends, and stories
from Middle Eastern oral traditions and native South Asian (Hindu and
Buddhist) mythology. But this ability also invests his creative work with
an allusive richness not easily accessible to a non-native Urdu reader.
Practically all of Husain’s fictional characters, from the most naive and
uneducated to the most sophisticated and erudite, stand in exact antipo-
dal relationship to the minimalist conception of man fostered by the
Progressives—viz., man as an economic being, alive in the present
moment, aware only of the most pressing physical needs, indifferent to
culture. Husain’s characters are inevitably more than the sum of their
parts. Each is a cultural microcosm, breathing in an instant of time.
Each defies temporality through memory and desire. Hence the need to
pursue memory and desire (allusion) and, of course, temporality (the
concrete historical situation)—their mortal enemy—which activates
them, brings them into play in the creative space of a short story, a
novel, if only to attempt to kill them in the end.

While concrete historical situations might possibly have some rele-
vance to Intizar Husain’s creative world, they cannot be expected to
expose the artistic potential of that world fully. The external is absolute-
ly transcended in Husain’s finer work, and only rarely does it threaten
seriously the artistic integrity of a piece.®

I

In the aftermath of the turmoil of 1857—the “Mutiny,” as the
British still call it, but the first war of independence to most Indians—
the British colonial rule became more firmly entrenched in India. It was
there to stay—or so it seemed. The year 1857 was the darkest moment
for the Indians, more so for the Indian Muslims. After all, the British
had wrested power directly from the Muslims, and it was the latter’s
emperor whom they had deposed and exiled. The Muslims emerged
from the “Mutiny” in a politically weakened state. Their confidence was
shattered and their pride severely injured. While most drowned them-
selves in self-pity, and others plunged into a romantic recital of the days
of their former glory, some others, like Sir Saiyad Ahmad Khan
(1817-1898), thought more pragmatically. This pragmatism would
become the foundation of the efforts that eventually led the British to
fold up and leave their prized colony.



