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I have before me the English translation of a collection of selected Urdu short stories under the title The Oxford Book of Urdu Short Stories. We are indebted to Amina Azfar for this valuable work and for selecting and translating the stories single-handedly.


The first impression that the collection gives is that the selection has been made strictly on the basis of literary merit. 
On the contrary, we also feel that this strict measure should have been a bit more flexible so as to accommodate a few more writers who should have hardly been ignored. 


But I can only express my feeling in this respect. 


I have no right to question Amina’s freedom to make a selection in accordance with her distinct taste. What I am going to say is something very different from this. 


All I want to say is that a selection of such sort should reflect the different trends and styles which had been in vogue during their respective times.


The present selection covers the whole age of Urdu short story, which can easily be divided broadly into two periods. 


The earlier period beginning with Premchand and ending in the closing years of the ’50s appears to be dominated by the realistic mode of expression. 


The later period starts roughly with the end of the ’50s. It distinguished itself by staging a revolt against the realistic mode of expression and drawing inspiration from those modes of expression that the 20th century fiction of the West brought in its wake.


The earlier period, as presented here, appears to be completely under the spell of realism. But, this is not the case. 

No doubt the realistic mode of expression, or to be more precise, social realism as defined by the progressives dominated the scene of Urdu fiction during this period. 


This realistic fiction flourished under the influence of 19th century fiction of the West. In the case of the short story, two major influences were Chekhov and Maupassant and we may add to them the name of Gorky.


But it should be kept in mind that the 20th century too with its Proust and Joyce had made its inroads into our fiction. Syed Sajjad Zaheer and Ahmad Ali had already indicated these influences in their fiction. Later Krishn Chandra came out with his remarkable short story Danish Farlong Lambe Sarak, which caused quite a stir. 


He was soon followed by Mohammad Hasan Askari, who in his stories such as Chai Ki Piyali and Haramjadi employed the Joycean technique in a masterly way. Soon after that Mumtaz Shirin and Qurratulain Hyder made their appearance in quick succession, and wrote their stories with this modern technique.


One more trend is represented and labelled as psychological stories written under the exclusive influence of Freud. Here the story writer is seen probing the psychological depths of his characters and trying to gain access to their unconscious.


But the progressives soon rejected these trends on ideological grounds labelling such stories as the products of unhealthy minds. Notwithstanding their rejection these trends flourished and consequently brought out a parallel fiction. These trends were soon termed as modernism as opposed to progressivism.


So progressivism and modernism taken together make a complete picture of the Urdu’s literary scene as it flourished during the ’30s, ’40s and the ’50s. But while presenting this period Amina Azfar has chosen to ignore the modernistic trend. 


She has recognised its significance only in the later period when it gained ascendance against realism, which now seemed to be on the wane.


However, what makes this volume a valuable book of fiction is the compiler’s insistence on the literary merit. We may feel justified in pointing out what has been left out. But what has been picked up and presented here in translated form is suitably valid

