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Abstract

This study critically examines the evolution of narrative techniques in 20th-century Urdu
fiction, tracing the transition from classical storytelling to modern and postmodern
experimentation. By analyzing key authors such as Premchand, Qurratulain Hyder, Saadat
Hasan Manto, and Intizar Hussain, the paper explores how narrative structure,
characterization, temporal shifts, symbolism, and psychological depth shaped the artistic
identity of modern Urdu prose. Through literary analysis and comparative insights, the study
highlights how socio-political changes, Partition trauma, and global literary movements
greatly influenced narrative styles. The research concludes that the 20th century represents
the most transformative period in Urdu fiction, marking a radical shift from traditional
realism to innovative, layered, and introspective storytelling approaches.

Keywords: Urdu fiction, modernism, narrative structure, symbolism

Lecturer, Department of Urdu Studies, University of Punjab, Pakistan
Email: saira.javed@pu.edu.pk

Akleem-a-Sukhan vol. 1 Issue. 1 2021 oy oo .5. B




AQLEEM-A-SUKHAN

Volume No: 01 Issue No: 01 (2021)

INTRODUCTION

The 20th century stands as a defining
phase in the history of Urdu fiction,
witnessing significant shifts in literary
form and technique. As South Asia
underwent dramatic political, cultural,
and economic changes, Urdu writers
responded by redefining how stories
were told.  Early-century fiction
maintained strong connections to
classical dastan tradition, yet authors
increasingly embraced realism,
psychological introspection, and
symbolic expression. The emergence of
modernism  (jadeediyat) and later
postmodernism (maujoodiyat) further
diversified the narrative landscape.
Writers such as Premchand introduced
social realism, focusing on rural life,
economic  struggles, and  moral
dilemmas. Saadat Hasan  Manto
revolutionized narrative brevity and
psychological complexity, revealing the
raw human cost of Partition. Qurratulain
Hyder expanded the structural scope of
Urdu fiction through multi-layered
narration and historical reconstruction,
while Intizar Hussain incorporated
memory, myth, and fragmented narrative
methods associated with postmodern
aesthetics. This article surveys these
developments to illustrate how 20th-
century Urdu fiction evolved into a
mature literary tradition that reflects both
indigenous storytelling conventions and
international literary influences.
Transition from Classical to Modern
Realism — Expanded Paragraph

The transition from classical to modern
realism in 20th-century Urdu fiction
marked one of the most significant shifts
in the literary history of South Asia. The
grand dastan tradition—characterized by
fantastical —adventures, supernatural
elements, exaggerated heroism, and
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ornate storytelling—gradually declined as
readers and writers sought narratives that
reflected the social, political, and economic
realities of their time. This shift was largely
influenced by colonial modernity, rising
literacy, and increasing awareness of class
inequalities. Munshi Premchand emerged as
a pioneering figure in this transformation by
introducing socially grounded fiction that
highlighted the struggles of peasants,
laborers, women, and marginalized
communities. His works rejected escapist
fantasy and instead embraced moral
dilemmas, economic hardship, and human
suffering as central narrative concerns.
Through authentic characters, simple
language, and empathetic storytelling,
Premchand helped reshape Urdu fiction into
a vehicle for social reform and collective
consciousness. This evolution also replaced
heroic, larger-than-life figures with ordinary
individuals whose everyday challenges—
poverty, injustice, oppression, and identity—
became the primary focus. As a result,
realism established itself as a dominant
narrative mode in early 20th-century Urdu
fiction, laying the foundation for later
developments in psychological, progressive,
and modernist writing.

Psychological and Humanistic Depth in Mid-
Century Fiction — Expanded

The mid-20th century marked a profound
shift in Urdu fiction as writers began
integrating psychological and humanistic
dimensions into their narratives, influenced
largely by the growing global interest in
psychoanalysis and European psychological
literature. The ideas of Sigmund Freud—
particularly those concerning the
unconscious mind, repression, sexuality, and
trauma—deeply resonated with Urdu writers
who were grappling with the social and
emotional turbulence of the colonial era, the
Second World War, and the 1947 Partition.
Among these writers, Saadat Hasan Manto
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stands out as the most daring and
innovative figure. Manto penetrated the
complexities of human behavior with

unparalleled  boldness, portraying
characters torn between desire and
morality, sanity and  madness,

victimhood and complicity. His stories
such as Thanda Gosht, Khol Do, and
Toba Tek Singh reveal how trauma,
sexual violence, displacement, and
psychological  fragmentation  were
critical realities of the time. Manto’s
narratives rejected idealized morality and
instead exposed the raw, uncomfortable
truths of human nature, making him a
pioneer of psychological realism in Urdu
literature. This period also saw a broader
literary  shift as writers became
increasingly interested in individual
consciousness, existential dilemmas, and
the inner alienation brought on by rapid
social change. Characters were no longer
defined by societal roles alone; they
became complex psychological beings
struggling with identity, guilt, fear, and
loneliness. Thus, mid-century Urdu
fiction evolved into a powerful medium
for exploring the human psyche, marking
a decisive turn from external events to the
intricate workings of the mind. Structural
Innovation and Temporal Complexity —

Expanded
The mid to late 20th century ushered in a
period of remarkable structural

innovation in Urdu fiction, particularly
with the adoption of non-linear narratives
and multi-generational storytelling. This
shift reflected a global literary movement
that favored fragmented timelines,
shifting perspectives, and experimental
forms over traditional, chronologically
ordered plots. At the forefront of this
innovation was Qurratulain Hyder,
whose seminal works such as Adag Ka
Darya and Aakhir-e-Shab ke Hamsafar
revolutionized the Urdu novel. Hyder
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masterfully wove together multiple historical
periods, cultural memories, and
interconnected human experiences, creating
narratives that moved freely across centuries.
Her storytelling embraced temporal fluidity,
where past and present coexisted, and
memory served as a central organizing force.
This layered narration not only challenged
linearity but also provided a philosophical
commentary on the continuity of human
civilization, identity, and collective trauma.
Hyder’s experimental techniques expanded
the Urdu novel beyond the confines of event-
driven plots, allowing writers to explore
complex themes through shifting viewpoints,
symbolic  episodes, and  recursive
storytelling. As a result, Urdu fiction gained
a richer structural diversity, encouraging
other writers to experiment with narrative
form, disrupt chronology, and use time as a
thematic and stylistic device rather than a
simple forward-moving sequence.
Symbolism, Allegory, and Postmodern
Themes — Expanded Paragraph

The later decades of the 20th century saw
Urdu  fiction  increasingly = embrace
symbolism, allegory, and postmodern
narrative strategies, reflecting broader global
literary currents as well as local
sociopolitical uncertainties. Intizar Hussain
emerged as the central figure in this
transformation, renowned for weaving myth,
folklore, and symbolic imagery into
fragmented and dream-like narratives.
Works such as Basti, Aagay Samandar Hai,
and Khirkiyan demonstrate his ability to
merge personal memory with collective
cultural myths, creating stories that operate
simultaneously on literal, metaphorical, and
historical levels. Hussain’s use of symbols—
such as journeys, lost homelands, recurring
natural elements, and decaying
civilizations—allowed him to explore
themes of displacement, nostalgia, and
existential doubt with profound subtlety.
During this period, allegory became a
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powerful tool in Urdu fiction as writers
sought to comment on national identity,
sectarian tensions, authoritarian regimes,
and the unresolved anxieties of Partition
without overt political critique. This
allegorical turn was further shaped by
postmodern philosophy, which
introduced skepticism toward grand
narratives, emphasized multiplicity of
meanings, and encouraged playful
experimentation with form and language.
As a result, Urdu storytelling shifted
from linear and realist portrayals to more
ambiguous, open-ended, and symbol-
laden narratives. These innovations
broadened the interpretive possibilities of
Urdu fiction, marking a significant
evolution toward a more layered,
introspective, and  philosophically
complex narrative tradition.

Influence of Socio-Political Events on
Narrative Techniques — Expanded
Paragraph

Socio-political turmoil played a decisive
role in shaping the narrative techniques
of 20th-century Urdu fiction, with the
1947 Partition standing as the most
transformative event in the literary
imagination. The unprecedented
violence, mass displacement, and
psychological trauma of Partition
compelled writers to adopt more
fragmented, introspective, and
emotionally charged narrative forms to
capture the complexity of human
suffering. Stories by writers such as
Saadat Hasan Manto, Rajinder Singh
Bedi, and Abdullah Hussain reflected
shattered identities, blurred moral
boundaries, and the breakdown of social
order, often using stark realism or
symbolic distortion to convey trauma.
Alongside this, the Progressive Writers’
Movement (PWM) emerged as a
powerful force that  promoted
ideologically driven literature addressing
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class struggle, injustice, patriarchy, and
colonial exploitation. Progressive writers
employed direct, confrontational, and
socially = committed narrative  styles,
emphasizing clarity, moral urgency, and
political awareness. However, the rise of
military regimes and state censorship in
Pakistan during the latter half of the century
forced many authors to adopt coded,
metaphorical, or allegorical storytelling
strategies to express dissent without
provoking direct repression. This gave rise to
layered narratives where political critique
was embedded within symbolism, myth, or
seemingly apolitical plots. As a result, the
socio-political events of the century not only
shaped thematic concerns but also
fundamentally transformed the structural and
stylistic choices of Urdu fiction, making it a
dynamic reflection of its turbulent historical
context.

EVOLUTION OF NARRATIVE TECHNIQUES
IN'20TH-CENTURY URDU FICTION

Realism

Psychological Depth

_—~ Non-linear Narratives

——

Early 20th Mid 20th Late 20th
Century Century Century

Summary

This study shows that the 20th century was a
turning point for Urdu fiction as writers
moved from classical storytelling to
multidimensional, introspective, and
experimental forms. Various narrative
techniques—such as realism, stream-of-
consciousness, symbolism, allegory, and
nonlinear time structures—were shaped by
political upheaval, psychological
exploration, and global literary trends. The
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contributions of prominent writers Siddiqui, M. (2013). “Modernism and
(Premchand, Manto, Hyder, and Intizar Stylistic Shifts in Urdu Fiction.”
Hussain) highlight how Urdu fiction Journal of Urdu Studies, 15(4), 66—
evolved from simple moral narratives 81

into complex, layered works addressing

identity, trauma, and social change.

These innovations continue to influence

21st-century Urdu literature and solidify

the 20th century as a golden age of
narrative transformation.
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