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The 21st Century and Representative Women Novelists

Mushtaq Ahmad

In the realm of literature, distinguishing a work of art based on its creator’s identity may fall into the category of
injustice, as nature has endowed its creations—whether male or female—with the faculties of thought,
understanding, and problem-solving without discrimination. Therefore, it would be appropriate to say that literature
should ideally be kept free from gender distinctions. However, sometimes the sensitivity or breadth of a topic
necessitates such a division, as a single brief essay can only highlight one aspect of the subject. With this purpose
in mind, this essay will confine its discussion to the contributions of women novelists in the novels created in the
21st century.

Determining specific periods or dividing literature is impossible from a mechanical perspective, unlike in history,
where such divisions are relatively straightforward. In literature, for the sake of academic needs and convenience,
such divisions become unavoidable, compelling us to categorize eras. When examining the past 23 years of the 21st
century in terms of novel creation, numerous names emerge, many of whom began writing in the last two decades
of the 20th century, with their work continuing into the 21st century. Among male novelists, names like Abdus
Samad, Ghazanfar, Hussain-ul-Haq, Musharraf Alam Zauqi, Syed Muhammad Ashraf, and Shamuel Ahmad Shafqat
Sopori stand out. Among women novelists, names such as Tarnum Riyaz, Sadiga Nawab Sahar, Shaista Fakhri,
Sarwat Khan, Sajida Zaidi, Nastaran Ahsan Fatikhi, Renu Behl, and Safina Begum are noteworthy. It is evident that
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every era has its specific issues and demands, and the creators of that era reflect those issues and seek their
solutions. In the 20th century, challenges included the two world wars, the Russian Revolution, India’s
independence, the partition of the subcontinent, and the unpleasant events that arose from it, among others. The
creators of that time depicted these complex and entangled issues in their works.

The demands of the current century are somewhat different, and we are confronted with a new kind of turmoil. In
the last decade of the 20th century, as we transitioned into the 21st century, global issues such as the end of the
Cold War, the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the fall of the Berlin Wall, and numerous other events enveloped
both humanity and human values. National issues in India included the politics of hatred, social transformations,
religious discord, significant advancements in science and technology, and their resultant adverse effects, among
many other concerns. The purpose of this discussion is to highlight that, overall, Urdu novels reflect these issues
and challenges with remarkable success. However, this essay will briefly examine the themes and issues
addressed by women novelists.

Tarnum Riyaz: The first name that comes to mind among 21st-century women novelists is Tarnum Riyaz. In Urdu
literature, her name requires no introduction. She holds a distinct identity in feminist literature and women’s voices
and is significant among contemporary women fiction writers. She has experimented with various literary genres.
Her works include novels such as Murti, Faraib-e-Khata Gul, and Barf Aashna Parindey, as well as short story
collections like Ababeelain Laut Aayengi, Yamberzal, and Mera Rakht-e-Safar. Her poetry collections include Purani
Kitabon Ki Khushboo and Bhadon Ke Chand Tale (Mahiyas). Her critical works, such as 20th Century Mein Khwateen
Ka Urdu Adab and Urdu Mein Taneesi Adab Aur Mashriqgi Tehzeeb, are significant. Numerous other works have
reached readers through the fluency of her pen, earning critical acclaim. Tarnum Riyaz has portrayed Kashmiri
culture and society in her stories with great finesse and charm, with a distinct tone of protest in her style.

In the context of the 21st century, her three novels—Murti, Faraib-e-Khata Gul, and Barf Aashna Parindey—are
particularly significant. Alongside her other works, her novels beautifully depict Kashmiri culture, traditions, and
lifestyle. Her novels reflect themes of compassion, empathy, sacrifice, humanity, and benevolence. Avivid example
is Sheeba in Barf Aashna Parindey, who cares for Professor Danish selflessly, purely for the sake of humanity, to the
extent that she neglects her personal life. The novel also explores themes like estrangement from relationships,
misunderstandings, familial conflicts, and property disputes. Spanning 544 pages, this novel encompasses
numerous contemporary and pressing issues. The modern human, wholly or partially, grapples with these
circumstances and remains entangled in them. Tarnum Riyaz’s novel Murti portrays the life of a character named
Maliha and her relationships, highlighting how societal pressures and personal ego can strip an artist of their art,
driving them to the brink of madness. Overall, Tarnum Riyaz has meticulously studied human life and brought it to
light through her creations.

Shaista Fakhri: Among 21st-century women writers, Shaista Fakhri holds significant importance, particularly in the
context of Urdu novels. She is also well-recognized as a poet and translator. Born into a religious family steeped in
spiritual traditions, where women’s freedom was limited, and stepping outside the home was considered improper,
her connection to a spiritual lineage exposed her to the pain and suffering of oppressed and helpless women, who
shared their sorrows with her elders. This likely fostered a sense of love and empathy for these women in Shaista
from a young age. As she grew, this pain transformed into emotions, eventually finding expression through her pen
and reaching readers.

Her two novels, Nadeeda Baharon Ke Nishan (2013) and Sada-e-Andaleeb Bar Shaakh-e-Shab, are significantin the
21st century. Both are social novels addressing women’s helplessness, male ego, and crumbling relationships.
Shahab Zafar Azmi writes about Nadeeda Baharon Ke Nishan:

“Shaista Fakhri’s first novel, Nadeeda Baharon Ke Nishan, gained popularity even before its publication. It focuses
on the oppression and helplessness of women, resulting from male selfishness, ego, and cruelty. The author boldly
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and truthfully addresses the sensitive issue of halala in this novel. It not only highlights women’s devaluation,
oppression, and their spirit of sacrifice but also calls men to account for their oppressive behavior.”

(21st Century Mein Urdu Novel, Dr. Naeem Anis, p. 106)

Her second novel, Sada-e-Andaleeb Bar Shaakh-e-Shab, has a brief gap between its publication and the first, but it
differs distinctly in fluency, style, dialogue, and suspense. In all her works, women hold a central place, and this
novel is ho exception. The story revolves around an affluent and respectable family, depicting their environment and
the lives of those within it. The novel portrays individuals of high values who are respected and wealthy, alongside
the middle class and those living in slums. It addresses the exploitation of innocent young girls working in wealthy
households by predatory men, as well as women forced by circumstances into prostitution. The novel’s core theme
isthe unbreakable trust between husband and wife that sustains their relationship. Shaista Fakhri tackles a societal
issue that has become a festering wound, maintaining narrative suspense like a skilled novelist. Overall, she
successfully expresses the pain she grew up witnessing, presenting women’s issues to the public through her
words.

Sadiga Nawab Sahar: In the galaxy of fiction, Sadiga Nawab Sahar’s name shines brightly, holding a distinguished
place among her contemporaries. Her vibrant, dynamic, and balanced personality complements her multifaceted
talent. A fiction writer of the modern era, she deeply feels the issues around her and translates them into creative
works with a unique style, reaching readers effectively. Social reform is her primary goal, evident across her works
in any literary genre. Her fictional works include three novels—Kahani Koi Sunao Mitasha, Jis Din Se, and Rajdeo Ki
Amrai—and two short story collections, Khalish Be-Naam Si and Peech Nadi Ka Machhera. She has also showcased
her talent in Hindi literature, demonstrating mastery over both languages. Her novel Kahani Koi Sunao Mitasha was
well-received, and Rajdeo Ki Amrai (2019) earned the Sahitya Akademi Award in 2023, a matter of great pride for the
author. This novel can also be categorized as biographical.

Sadiga Nawab Sahar’s deep study of society is evident in her works. As a woman, she understands the pain,
endurance, and struggles of other women, reflecting this in her writing. Her strength lies in drawing raw material
from her surroundings, skillfully highlighting society’s sore spots. Her first novel, Kahani Koi Sunao Mitasha,
empathetically portrays the struggles of a middle-class woman trapped by outdated societal norms and
oppression. The protagonist, Mitasha, embodies feminine empathy while facing life’s hardships with courage,
showing compassion to others despite receiving indifference or suffering in return. Her temperament consistently
guides her toward kindness and resilience.

In her latest novel, Rajdeo Ki Amrai, she presents both sides of the coin. While her first novel depicts women as
helpless and patient, this novel introduces Avantika, revealing another societal facet. Rajdeo, through hard work,
provides for his family, but a point comes when he is deemed unnecessary, and his wife and children not only evict
him but drag him through legal battles. Avantika demands 325,000 monthly alimony. Her third novel, Jis Din Se,
depicts a family that, after 15 years of peace, disintegrates due to parental discord, adversely affecting their
children. A brief review of her novels confirms that Sadiga Nawab Sahar, through deep societal observation, has
portrayed its evils in her works.

In the world of fiction, Sarwat Khan’s name will remain immortal due to her novel Andhera Pag. This regional novel,
set in Bikaner, Rajasthan, narrates the tragic story of a widow, Kanwar, confined to a dark cell under strict
surveillance, subjected to endless taunts, and abandoned at her parental home on a terrifying moonless night to
“protect” others from her perceived misfortune. The novel not only tells awidow’s tale of sorrow but also challenges
patriarchal society and its unjust treatment of the innocent.

Among young writers, Safina Begum’s name is significant. Born in 1989 in Delhi, she completed her PhD from
Aligarh, specializing in novel criticism, with fiction writing as her passion. Her first novel, Khalish, published in 2014
at age 25, like other women novelists, centers on a woman'’s life.
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Overall, while male novelists expand the field with their experiences, women novelists, feeling the pain of countless
others, articulate it through their words, holding a mirror to society and its patriarchal structures. Though their works

may not always echo national or international issues, their keen observation of their immediate environment is
profound.
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