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It gives me great pleasure to be here this morning to deliver
the  fourth  Ahmed  Ali  Memorial  Lecture.  I  am  particularly
delighted that this opportunity comes to me in the centenary year
of Ahmed Ali’s birth. The pleasure is even more enhanced by the
fact that though I never met Ahmed Ali, this morning I address
him in spirit through his son Uruj who is among us at this lecture
today.

Ahmed Ali was born in 1910, the same year as my father.
When I came to know of him, I thus found it easy to look upon him
as  a  father  figure.  My father  regarded  proficiency  in  Urdu  and
Persian as par for the course for me. It was proficiency in English
that he devoutly wished for me to acquire and I didn’t fail to be
fired with the same enthusiasm, partly as a function of my sense of
filial duty, but mainly because I too felt a fascination for English,
no less than, or only second to my fascination for Urdu. It was
therefore natural for me to look upon Ahmed Ali’s achievement
with a sense of awe and wonder. He wrote  Twilight in Delhi, a
novel in English when he was barely thirty, and had it published by
the redoubtable Virginia and Leonard Woolf’s  Hogarth Press to
acclaim from such great men as E. M. Forster who described the
novel  as  poetical,  and  brutal,  and  delightful,  and  callous.  Also,
when a much younger Urdu writer, he was one of the contributors
to the collection of the famous,  or notorious collection of Urdu
short stories called Angare (Embers), followed by Sho’le (Flames),
only a little less famous collection of his own Urdu short stories.
All, this before he had properly turned thirty, wrapped him for me
in an orange-pink cloud of romance, like the well-remembered and
hugely  admired  figure  of  Sindbad  the  Sailor  from the  Arabian
Nights.

Naturally, I ardently aspired and at the same time despaired
to  be  like  Ahmed Ali.  By the  time  I  came  to  be  aware  of  his
literary stature, it  was already 1947 and Partition had taken him
away even farther from me. Like most literary hopefuls of my age
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in the Urdu literary culture of my generation, I cut my literary milk
teeth  on  fiction.  Intensely  aware  of  the  Progressive  Writers’
Movement  in  Urdu  which  Ahmed  Ali  had  helped  found  and
nurture and which had acquired tremendous contemporary prestige
through the support of brilliant young or middle-aged writers like
Hasrat Mohani, Premchand, Jawaharlal Nehru, Sajjad Zahir, Mulk
Raj Anand, and Ahmed Ali himself,  I still found myself feeling
unsure of the foundations of socialist-literary realism that was one
of the main theoretical claims made by the Progressive Movement.

In addition to sundry little fictions,  I  had written a short
novel  Daldal  se  Bahar (Out  from the  Quagmire),  before  I  was
sixteen. Although faintly in the realistic mode, these fictions were
not  informed  by  the  sense  of  class  conflict,  and  the  historical
necessity  of  change and revolution which was  the hall  mark of
socialist realism. The novel was serialized in a magazine published
from Meerut, but it left me unsatisfied and I can’t look back upon
it today except with a sense of shame for its oversimplifications, its
smugness and self-righteousness, and its pedestrian prose.

I  didn’t  also  feel  inspired  by  the  kind  of  realism  that
Ahmed Ali attempted in his Urdu fiction. At that time I had been
unable to appreciate the fact that Ahmed Ali’s real achievement in
Twilight in Delhi wasn’t realism of any kind. Although a reviewer
said  that  in  this  novel  you  could  feel  and  smell  the  scent  of
jasmine, the heavy air of the sewage and the hot, sharp smell of the
curry, it wasn’t in fact a realistic novel in the conventional sense. It
was a novel of cultural recall, something that was rather ahead of
its times. The other thing in which Ahmed Ali was again ahead of
his times was what Muhammad Hasan Askari described as twisting
and turning the English language to create a style that was English
but not really English so that it could receive the culture and the
nuances  of  life  in  Delhi  in  the  last  quarter  of  the  nineteenth
century. Thus he was something like a Chinua Achebe before there
was one. 

  2.
By virtue of his distance from Urdu in the forties and the

fifties of the last century, Ahmed Ali wasn’t any longer a writer
whom every budding fiction writer would have loved to emulate.
Writing in English,  far  less  making a mark in  it,  was  far  away
dream,  a  dream that  I  quickly  realized wasn’t  something  that  I
could keep, far less convert into reality. Raja Rao, R. K. Narayan,
Mulk  Raj  Anand,  were  “dim-descried”  figures  in  Browning’s
phrase.  Enchanted by the  freely  flowing prose  of  the  great  and
vastly  successful  Progressive  fiction  writer  Krishan  Chandar
(1912-1977), a writer whose Urdu sparkled like a mountain stream
in the sun, or sang like a bird with “full-throated ease” like Keats’
nightingale,  or  became  melancholy  like  a  master  flute-player’s
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rendering of  the  raga  Pilu  or  Des,  I  also  envied him when his
collection of Urdu stories  Sho’le aur Phul   (Flames and Flowers)
was  published in  English  Translation in  1951 or  1952.  Krishan
Chandar seemed to have the best of both words: he wrote in Urdu
and was translated into English. 

Krishan Chandar seemed full of compassion for human sin
and sorrow and who, to my disappointment later in life became an
equally  popular  satirist-humorist  dealing  with  the  more  obvious
aspects  of  modern  life  was  my  favourite  and  my  ideal  in  my
adolescent days. 

Doubtless, I had other favourites too, and was also an avid
reader of English thrillers and mysteries copiously translated into
Urdu  by  Munshi  Tirath  Ram  Firozepuri,  a  writer  who  was
universally sought after by lovers of thrillers and crime fiction. But
I didn't write, or maybe couldn't write, in the manner of any of my
favourites. Not a scrap remains today of what I wrote at that time
and  I  thank  the  Lord  for  it.  For  I  look  back  at  them  with
embarrassment,  they look so very puerile even in memory.  The
sole exception is a story that I wrote in Urdu at about the same
time as my short novel and which I later translated into English.
But I didn't preserve even this story, even though its Urdu version
was much liked by my teachers in college, and its English version
was  immediately  accepted  for  the  University  Magazine  by  my
teacher at the university of Allahabad many years later.

I don't know if my negligence in not preserving any of my
early  stories  was  motivated  by  an  unconscious  sense  of  their
inadequacy, or because I was sure that I could, and would do much
better. However, for reasons that are too tedious to explain here, I
strayed into literary criticism when I  was in my early twenties.
Barring a handful of somewhat immature poems, often in imitation
of the English Romantics, I wrote nothing but criticism for a long
time and for a number of years my reputation as a critic, such as it
is, overshadowed the public image of my other work.

Still, I continued to harbour a secret ambition to become a
novelist, or at least write one substantial novel. At one time many
decades ago I had decided upon a name too for the yet unwritten
novel.  I  even imagined  a  bit  of  its  opening paragraph.  But  the
novel  never  came,  at  least  not  in  those years,  and a time came
when I ceased to cast a nostalgic eye on my childhood ambition to
write a novel. In the mean time, I continued to read a lot of the
theory of fiction in the West. I read a great many modern fictions
in  and  through  English,  and  wrote  several  quite  controversial
essays on the theory of fiction, many of which are debated about,
condemned, or embraced even now, nearly forty years on.

Just for the record, let  me add here that I  did ultimately
write  the  novel.  It  was a  very different  novel  from what  I  had
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imagined years ago. It was published in both India and Pakistan in
2006 and was something like a big success. 

Meanwhile,  I  had continued to  write  a  lot  of  theoretical
criticism,  but  in  spite  of  a  passionate  interest  in  the  theory  of
literature, in none of my forays in the field of the theory of fiction
did I consider the question of what makes a story. (For my present
purpose, I use the term "story" as an umbrella term that subsumes
all kinds of narrative fiction.) The problem of what makes a story
had been with me like a quiet niggle under the skin over the years
but I  couldn't  be bothered to address it.  It  was easy to say like
Gerald Prince and others  that  we can instinctively distinguish a
story  from  a  non-story  and  that  one  knows  a  story  when  one
encounters it. This definition, while having the great merit of not
being counter-intuitive, doesn't really tell us much by way of the
taxonomy or epistemology of stories. It doesn't help to say that the
definition is ontological. For though it does tell us that a story feels
like a story, it  doesn't tell us anything about how or why a text
should feel like a story. Also, the all-knowing stances and postures
of  the  critics  notwithstanding,  the  definition  doesn't  address  the
question of relativism: Does a text that we experience as a story
would be experienced in the same way by a reader or hearer from
another culture?    

We could say that  a story is a description of events:  the
stress  in  a  story  is  on  action,  on  things  happening,  and  not
necessarily in a strictly chronological order.  But in that case how
does  one  distinguish  a  history,  or  a  biography,  or  an
autobiography,  from a  story?  All  three  are  examples  of  action-
based narratives.  However much analysis of facts or intellectual
speculation a work of history may contain, it must retain a very
firm hold on the events which it is supposed to describe. The same
is true of other narrative, though non-fictional, genres. Even the
ponderous argument of George Lukacs that it's only in the novel
that  an  objective  and  authentic  portrayal  of  the  past  as  past  is
possible, doesn't  take us very far because Lukacs doesn't  tell  us
why such "objective and authentic" portrayal of the past is not a
feasible project  for a biographical  or historical  work.  And it's  a
moot  point  anyway if  anyone can really make an objective and
authentic  portrayal  of  anything  at  all.  Aristotle  taught  us  this
wisdom and it still remains true in this ultra-scientific age.

It has always seemed to me that critics and theorists of the
short story and the novel tend to make exaggerated claims of Truth
in regard to modern fictional narratives. Nothing less than a claim
of fiction being "Full Truth" seems to satisfy most theoreticians of
modern fiction.  Perhaps this  is  because similar  claims have not
been made, and could not have been made about poetry in a post-
Platonic  literary  culture.  The  novel,  like  a  johnny-come-lately,

4



       The Truth of Fictions, by Shamsur Rahman Faruqi

rushed  in  to  fill  the  void  caused  by  absence  of  "Truth"
in poetry. Maybe I am not being fair to our great theorists, but the
fact  remains that  many critics  of fiction do tend to believe that
"Realism"  and  "Reality"  are  one  and  the  same  thing,  and  that
"Realism"  is  the  opposite  of  "Idealism"  and  therefore  a  fiction
which is "Realistic" reveals to us the "Reality" of things, much in
the same way as Wordsworth claimed that contemplation of the
"beauteous forms" of nature carries us into the "blessed mood" in
which:

...with an eye made quiet by the power 
Of harmony and the deep power of joy,
We see into the life of things.      

Realism thus was a complacent concept based on the notion
that there is an objective reality, or there are objective realities "out
there" which can be faithfully presented, or imitated, or broken up
in the writer's imagination and then reassembled in his words. This
attempt  to  define  fiction  as  something  that  comprehensively
captures reality left me unconvinced because I found quite easily
that  even  the  extreme  realism  of  Robbe-Grillet  could  capture
"reality" from only a certain point of view. Robbe-Grillet denied
that  fiction could or  should create  "a  universe  of  signification".
Instead, he said, it should try to construct a "more solid and more
immediate" world.  Though this  made me happy, I  couldn't  help
wonder if there could be a universe devoid of "signification". As
Wayne Booth showed us, signification either crept in despite the
author's desire to keep it at bay, or it was always there even in the
most "realistic" of writings, like the fictions of Flaubert or Balzac.

Still, for a long time I was enamoured of the world as it
seemed  to  be,  or  created  in  the  fictions  of  Beckett  and Robbe-
Grillet because it freed the writer from the other, more deadening
kind  of  Realism  which  was  understood  by  many  as  "Socialist
Realism" and many others as "Naturalism". I however was obliged
to grant that even the "purest" form of Realism was tainted by the
fact  that  all  narrative  constructions  had  meaning,  even  if  their
maker,  that  is,  the  author,  didn't  endow  them  with  meaning.
Robbe-Grillet claimed that in his fiction, an empty chair was just
that:  an  empty  chair.  It  didn't  signify  that  it  is  empty  because
someone  had  occupied  it  and  they  are  now  absent;  nor  did  it
signify  any  expectation  that  it  will  be  filled  and  occupied  by
someone in the future.  But I  couldn't  help feel  that  since chairs
were meant to be sat in, the meaning of the word "chair" could not
be established without the notion of occupancy or emptiness.

This takes us to the question of meaning. Is something a
story because it has a universe of meaning which is peculiar to it?
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But this can easily be claimed for any artifact created by words.
But maybe a story has a special kind of meaning, a kind that is not
within  the  grasp  of  other  genres?  This  again  brings  us  to  the
question of Realism. Ian Watt claimed that the "novel's Realism
does not reside in the kind of life it  presents,  but in the way it
presents it." Ian Watt himself conceded that this position was very
close to that of the French Realists but went on to say that actually,
the  Realism  of  the  novel  flowed  from  the  fact  that  modern
philosophical  Realism  was  "critical,  anti-traditional  and
innovating." Premchand must have been aware, at least vaguely, of
the  anti-traditionality  and  criticality  of  modern  philosophical
Realism because he insisted that he never wrote a story unless an
event  or  incident  presented for  him the possibility of  extracting
some psychological meaning from it. "I don't write a story just for
the sake of  narrating an event",  he asserted.  "I  want  to express
some philosophical or emotional truth through it....No event is a
story until it comes to signify some psychological truth."

Premchand  was  distancing  himself  from  the  Urdu  oral
romance, and particularly the "Dastan of Amir Hamza", which he
himself said had been one of his early influences. However, since
he didn't see the oral romance as expressing "some philosophical
or emotional truth", he rejected the oral romance as "story" and
emphasized  the  primacy  of  "meaning"  over  "event".  Thus  an
"event" was a "story" only when it became the conveyor of, or the
site for, some "meaning".

We can see the naivety of the positions of both Ian Watt
and Premchand when we consider  that  the  terms  "critical,  anti-
traditional  and  innovating"  are  as  slippery  as  the  terms
"psychological  truth"  and  "philosophical  truth."  For  one  thing,
these terms cannot be claimed to be the exclusive property of the
novel or the short story. Some kind of meaning is embedded in all
narratives. Every narrative is, as Todorov said, "a discourse, not a
series of events. There exists no "proper" narrative as opposed to
"figurative" ones (just as there is no proper meaning); all narratives
are  figurative."  Modern  studies  of  folk-tales,  myths  and  oral
romances have shown that these narratives are as well-structured
as any modern novel or story, except that the structuring principle
can be different in the case of each genre.

We  can  see  how  circular  all  our  efforts  have  been  to
establish a definition of "story" which can stand outside the story
and can be applied to a special genre of narrative. We are back to
seeing all events as "stories", because a meaning can be imposed
upon,  or  extracted  from,  any  narrative  event,  even  if  it  is  so
colourless as the emptiness of a chair.

Many years later, I tried to define the storyness of a story
by  saying  that  an  event  becomes  a  story  when  it  engages  our
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human interest. The utterance, "A leaf fell from a tree and sank in
the stream below" describes two events, but neither event engages
our human interest  as individual  entities  involved in the  human
condition. But if we assume that "tree'' means "the tree of life" and
the falling of the leaf and its sinking signifies or stands for the
conclusion  or  cessation  of  a  life  and  the  stream that’s  flowing
below the tree is death which carries away everything, then our
human sensibility is engaged or attracted a bit, but even then it's
not engaged to the extent that we may feel sorry for the tree or the
leaf on a personal level, as something that somehow happened to
us, or could happen to us. The bare metaphoricity of the events did
generate a common or general human interest, but the true human
element embedded in the events did not yet come into play. True
human element would come into play, I argued, when we could see
tree, leaf and stream as characters having human attributes.

By way of another example, I constructed or made up the
following sentence: "Suddenly a powerful storm began to blow."
This  is  an  abstract,  non-human  statement.  It  can  have  many
meanings,  and  all  meanings  can  even  be  true.  For  example,
"storm"  could  mean  "revolution",  or  "a  devastating  military
invasion",  or  "an epidemic",  and so  on.  Now if  my story  were
limited to just this  event, it would certainly affect you because of
its symbolic or figurative dimensions, but it  would fail really to
work in human terms. For example, when you look at a triangle or
square, you know that you are looking at an Euclidian figure. But
the figure doesn't  tell you anything about the world in concrete,
human  terms.  It  just  gives  you  an  idea  of  one  of  the  forms  in
nature, or in the universe.

Now  suppose  the  story  to  be  as  follows:  "Suddenly  a
powerful storm began to blow, and the lamp was extinguished."
Now an aspect of human transactions enters the narrative: a lamp,
which a human being lights up and which she uses to combat the
dark. But speaking of a lamp alone is not enough to fully establish
a human situation. Abstract ideas provoked by the word "lamp" are
quite  prominent:  A lamp,  or  a  life;  a  hope;  a  desire.  Thus  this
statement,  involving  a  lamp,  affects  us  on  the  intellectual  level
alone;  our  status  as  a  human  being  is  still  not  engaged.  Now
suppose the narrative is as follows: "Suddenly a powerful storm
began to blow, and the lamp was extinguished. The poor student
was obliged to shut his book and put it  aside." In this text,  the
metaphorical,  or  the  abstract  connotations  of  the  words  "storm"
and "lamp" are absent. Instead, the narrative tells us of a directly
human situation:  There's  a student  who is so poor that  he  can't
afford his own lamp, he learns his lessons in the light of a street
lamp. When the blast of wind extinguished the lamp, the student
was obliged to stop reading.
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This version of the narrative is not so stark as the first two
versions,  but  the  three  key  elements  of  the  narrative  have  an
immediate  human  signification  for  us.  Also,  although  the  third
version has more words, the information contained in it is much
more limited, or much more focused. The active human interest
that the limited information arouses in us is different from the inert
intellectual  interest  evoked  by  the  comparatively  unlimited
information purveyed to us by the first two texts.

3.
The great Urdu poet Ghalib said:

A profusion of naivety chokes up
The ears of our friends. Otherwise
In dreams lie hidden
The interpretations of fiction.

This verse has been with me for more than four decades but
I can swear that it was not anywhere in the front or back of my
mind when I wrote my first and so far only story1 Lahore ka ek
Vaqi'a (An Incident in Lahore) on the nature of fiction. Ghalib tells
us  that  while  fictions  (or  any  fiction)  can  have  many
interpretations, it is in dreams, or in the reliving of the fiction in
the dream,  that  all  interpretations of  all  stories  lie  hidden.  This
reminds one of Jorge Luis Borges, but while Borges would have
written this verse to tease or confound his readers, Ghalib seems to
have actually meant what he said here: No dreams are devoid of
meaning, and no stories are incapable of being the repository of
interpretation.  The  other  notable  point  about  my  story  is  that
though it  is  a  bizarre  mixture  of  historicisms  and  preternatural,
melodramatic events, I actually saw most of it in a dream.

In my story the first person Author-Narrator is writing his
autobiography with the avowed intent of recording nothing but the
truth. Yet his narrative is full of the most obvious inconsistencies
and inaccuracies. His friend, who reads2 the autobiography as it
gets written, points out the inconsistencies and anachronisms in the
chapter just finished by my Author-Narrator and which we are now
reading.  The  Author-Narrator  feebly  defends  or  explains  away
some  of  them but  is  caught  totally  flat-footed  on  many  others.
Ultimately he declares:

1 "Lahore Ka Ek Vaq'ia", translated as "An Incident in Lahore" by Mehr Afshan Farooqi in Mehr
Afshan Farooqi, ed., The Oxford India Anthology of Modern Urdu Literature: Fiction, New Delhi,
OUP., 2008, pp. 258-276.
2 Here again, I must say that although I have known Baudelaire's line"- hypocrite reader, - my
alias, - my twin!" for nearly as much time as I have known the Ghalib verse, I had no conscious
intention or knowledge of using Baudelaire's line (presented here in Richard Howrad's translation)
for my story.

8



       The Truth of Fictions, by Shamsur Rahman Faruqi

'Shut  up.  Do  you  know that  the  word  "incident"
[vaq'ia]  also  means  "reality"  and  "dream",  and  even
"death",' I said with great pride, as if I disclosing a great
discovery to him.

But  when the  Reader-Friend  persists  in  pointing  out  yet
another  glaring  anachronism-inconsistency  in  the  chapter,  the
Author-Narrator ends by saying/writing:

'All stories are true! All stories are true!' I screamed
after  a  moment's  silence,  and  then  began  to  sob
uncontrollably. 

When I began writing the story, I was only aware of my
intention to recapture the dream. Since the dream had no proper
conclusion,  I  invented an  ending and some details  to  make  the
story internally coherent. When I finished the story, I found that I
had encapsulated in it  my fundamental belief about fictions: All
fictions, after they are created, assume a life and a truth of their
own. That's why we always use the present indefinite tense while
summarizing a story. The author demands and obtains from us an
allegiance which, once given, can't be broken.3 Perhaps it wasn't
coincidence, or an instance of my absentmindedness, that I made
my story a sort of commentary on Ghalib's verse so as to make the
Author-Narrator the real culprit, and also implicated Baudelaire's
Reader,  who  is  also  the  Author's  semblable or  Double  or
Namesake, to suggest that once we pay our fealty to the Author-
Narrator, we also extract the author from her work and absorb her
into our self and to that extent we ourselves become the Author-
Narrator. 

I  intensely dislike some stories of the great  Urdu fiction
writer  Rajinder  Singh  Bedi  (1915-1984)  in  which  he  seems  to
imply that the ideal Indian Woman is one who pushes her own self
entirely aside and who gladly suffers pain and distress and even
humiliation at  the hands of her menfolk.  In spite of being fully
aware that these are beautifully crafted stories, and in most cases
are a  miracle of  economy and compactness  of  narration,  I  can't
accept those stories. This response, I submit, can never arise, and
in fact is not possible at all with regard to a non-story text like a
lyric poem or a ghazal. This is because the there is no real Author-
Narrator in a non-story poem. I can cheerfully accept or not accept
the ideas and the emotions contained in such texts and I may still

3 Sikandar Ahmed has studied this story from the perspective of author-narrator-implied author-
implied reader. See his paper in "The Annual of Urdu Studies", no. 24, ed. M.U.Memon, and
issued by the University of Wisconsin-Madison.
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like them as literary texts. But to accept a story whose implied or
articulate postulates go against my human beliefs would imply that
I approve of those postulates, at least on the intellectual level. That
would in turn imply that I have thus extracted the Author-Narrator
from the stories  and absorbed him into my self  or  have myself
become  the  holder  of  the  view  about  Indian  Womanhood  as
embodied in those stories of Rajinder Singh Bedi. 

This brings me back to the question of what makes an event
a story. It  would now perhaps be clear that an event becomes a
story when it engages our human interest, and such engagement is
only possible when we are able to discern a result, a conclusion, a
consequence  which  may  be  meaningful  for  us.  This  is  entirely
different from Premchand's idea that a story should possess "some
philosophical  or  emotional  truth."  It  is  also  different  from  Ian
Watt's "criticality and anti-traditionality" in the representation of
reality. In fact, it is different from all formulations which tend to
encourage  us  to  receive  or  derive  "messages"  from  stories.  A
meaningful consequence means something which persuades us to
think, something which doesn't decide for us, but encourages us, or
rather compels us to make our own decisions.

We handle the events in a story in much the same way as
we handle any narrative, any report from real life and know that it
makes no real difference even if the events in the narrative are not
"real" or are against the "laws of nature". In fact, it would not be
too much to say that we wouldn't much like it if the story tried to
be something other than a story. A story is something which we
can treat simultaneously as both "real" and "not real". The greater
and wider the implications of this simultaneity, the better the story.
By the term "greater and wider simultaneity" I mean the extent and
the number of things in the story about which we can be sure that
their "realism" or "unrealism" doesn't matter. 
        I just said that we handle a story in much the same way as

we handle  any report  from real  life.  But  this  makes  me pause.
Every  day,  in  the  newspapers  we read reports  of  murder,  rape,
cruelty on children, maltreatment of animals, and so on. We feel
horror  and  shock.  But  what  we  read  about  in  the  papers  has
already happened. It may make us sad, but we know that no one
has  any  control  now.  What  has  happened  cannot  be  made  to
unhappen. So we don’t feel a sense of unease, of dread, of  anxiety.
But while we read a work of fiction and see that the events are
going  to  take  a  turn  that  we  don’t  like,  we  feel  our  breath  to
quicken, our heart to flutter; we wish that the thing which we dread
or  don’t  like,  should  not  happen.  The  heroine  should  not  be
betrayed,  the  girl  should  not  be  kidnapped  and  tortured  and
murdered.  The  people  of  the  village  or  the  city  or  the
neighbourhood should not be subjected to atrocities. Even after we
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have finished reading the novel, we wish that somehow, in some
moral or immoral way, Madame Bovary should have been saved
from committing suicide. This is because although we know that
the events in the fiction are just that, yet in some way we are made
to  participate  in  them.  We  become  spectator-participants  of  the
events. 

The event reported in the press has already happened. Here
we see the events unfolding before us: for us these happenings are
in real time.  We know that the events could be made to unfold
differently, if the author so desired. Perhaps Emma Bovary had it
coming whatever came to her. Perhaps Charles Bovary was just a
henpecked, trusting fool. He deserved to be cuckolded. But this is
not  how we want  things to happen even in the  pseudo-real  life
created  by  the  novelist.  The  novelist  somehow,  and  equally
somehow we too have been made to become living apparitions of
what we saw was being done in the novel. 

Mario  Vargas  Llosa’s  novel,  The  Bad  Girl,  is  in  many
senses modelled on Flaubert’s Madame Bovary. The Bad Girl, who
goes by many names,  meets  the narrator in many places.  He is
obsessed by her; she is obsessed by money and power. Much more
sophisticated than Emma Bovary, the Bad Girl has more character,
more  ruthlessness,  more  infidelity  than  Emma  could  ever  have.
While  Emma  is  provincial  and  doltish,  the  Bad  Girl  is
cosmopolitan;  she  is  also  utterly  amoral.  Ricardo,  the  narrator-
lover  too  has  more  character  and more  perception than Charles
Bovary. The Bad Girl leaves Ricardo again and again, in the most
heartless kinds of ways. As the story moves towards its end, we
begin to wonder: Where is all this going to end? What will Llosa
do with her,  and with him? We don’t lose interest,  but we also
know that if something bad happens to the Bad Girl, we’ll be truly
sorry, not so much for her as for ourselves. 

The Bad Girl returns to her devotee, her dumb follower, for
one last  time.  Her body is emaciated and her  looks savaged by
cancer, yet she hasn’t lost her spirit. She dies barely a month later.
We are sorry not for her, but for him. For the dumb lover is the one
who lost on the deal all along the line. And he is not a mere news
item or a mere statistic. We know that the novelist manipulates his
fiction to create a certain effect. By the time the novel ends, we
also know that it’s really fiction that manipulates us. That is the
final truth of fiction.

Shamsur Rahman Faruqi
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