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  Abstract 

This survey paper examines the evolving trends in contemporary Pakistani speculative fiction which brings 

together tropes and motifs from imaginative worlds of local folklores as well as Islamic mythical worlds of 

South Asian civilization. We particularly discuss the ways in which, by adapting extra-terrestrial life forms, 

mythological tropes and themes from the Urdu popular genre tradition, Pakistani anglophone writers bring 

to the fore the greater potential of the speculative genre in responding to more contemporary problems 

associated with patriarchy, fundamentalism, gender issues, neo-colonialism, marginalization, racism, war 

technology and anxieties associated with emergent forms of nationalism. This paper specifically engages 

with Pakistani anglophone speculative fiction which is explicitly in conversation with Urdu science fiction 

and fantasy tradition, and in so doing these works create new worlds of indigenous cultures as vibrant and 

resistant yet firmly fixed in both myth and alternate futures. Our survey of a long-standing fascination of 

Pakistani anglophone writers with some local tropes that refigure in their speculative fiction shows how 

these non-western speculative paradigms can serve to re-centre and revive Pakistani speculative tradition 

in the global popular culture.  

 

Keywords: Pakistani Anglophone Speculative Genre, Urdu Popular Literature, Fantasy, Science Fiction, 

Islamic Civilization, Djinns, Mythology. 

 
Introduction 
 

This paper offers a multi-dimensional examination of the evolving trends in contemporary Pakistani science 

fiction, informed by an awareness of their historical roots and their place within global speculative fiction 

traditions. Gone are the days when the speculative genre stories were labelled as quirky and cheap; in the 

twentieth century, speculative genre emerged as an important site for imagining futures as a result of its 

emancipation from a variety of generic constraints, largely associated with realistic literature. In the last 

few years, one of the principle merits of this genre within Pakistan has been the ways in which it draws its 

inspiration from the Urdu genre fiction, suggesting how the roots of this particular genre can be traced 

within indigenous literary paradigms. Works such as Alif Layla (The Thousand and One Nights), Dastan-e-

Amir Hamza, Muhammad Husain Jha‟s Tilism-e-Hoshruba, Fardosi‟s Shahnamah, Ibne-e-Safi‟s famous 

Imran Series and Abdul Haleem Sharar‟s Firdous-e-Bareen have continued to act as significant influences 

in many twentieth century Pakistani anglophone speculative fictional narratives from fantasy, horror, 

postapocalyptic, and dystopian narratives to mythological and futuristic fiction. Osama Siddique‟s Snuffing 

out the Moon (2017), Maha Khan Phillips‟s The Curse of Mohenjodaro (2016), Shazaf Fatima Haider‟s A 

Firefly in the Dark (2018), Sidra F. Sheikh‟s The Light Blue Jumper (2017), Usman T Malik‟s Midnight 

Doorways: Fables from Pakistan (2021), Bina Shah‟s Before She Sleeps (2018) and Sami Shah‟s Boy of 
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Fire and Earth (2017) are dramatically transforming Pakistani anglophone literary trajectory, rebutting a 

dominant perception that this genre is a western import. This paper specifically engages with Pakistani 

anglophone speculative narratives which are explicitly in conversation with Urdu science fiction and 

fantasy tradition; by (re)appropriating the tropes and motifs, which are distinctly Pakistani or South Asian, 

these works not only provide a political and social criticism but also weave new worlds of indigenous 

cultures which are firmly fixed in both myth and alternate futures.  

 

In tracing the genealogy of Pakistani anglophone speculative fiction, it is not possible to establish a single 

point of origin primarily because this genre‟s stylistic and thematic DNA is constituted by diverse 

multicultural, linguistic and historical components. As with other literatures emanating from the 

subcontinent, Pakistani anglophone speculative fiction, (henceforth PASF), is also pronouncedly impacted 

by heterogeneous cultural stimuli that have percolated into the subcontinent since millennia. With the 

multicultural cities of MohenjoDaro and Harappa being the cradle of civilization, both of modern-day 

Pakistan and the subcontinent in general, the traces of this ancient civilization speckle the alluvial plains of 

contemporary Pakistan and saturate the modes of living in the regions that range across its architectural 

patterns, its trade routes along the Indus, arts and crafts and regional folktales. While it would be wrong to 

say that PASF started engaging with the history of MohenjoDaro and Harappa as a consequence of this 

renewed interest, it cannot be denied that when novels such as Snuffing out the Moon and The Curse of 

Mohenjo-Daro engage with the pre-colonial history of this region, they use the elements of speculative and 

mythological fiction to revive the region‟s multi-layered past as well as to speculate about the region‟s 

future in general. What is important about these works is that they blend a cornucopia of narrative stimuli 

that emanate out of the country‟s multi-cultural history which has permitted an admixture of tropes 

imported from the Arabian Peninsula, Persia, South East and Central Asia and Europe via conquest and 

trade relations spanning across millennia. They also court the traditions of local folklore, dastaans
1
, 

hikayats
2
, indigenous horror stories and local speculative fiction. It is for this reason that in contemporary 

PASF one sees a broad spectrum of tropes and aesthetic approaches that articulate a cross-cultural 

syncretism, now deeply embedded within the narrative cuisine offered by the land.  

 

However, while this syncretism has recently yielded a distinct category of speculative fiction in Pakistani 

anglophone literature, it is important to highlight that there was already an a priori manifestation of this 

amalgam in various forms of Urdu literature. These elements are pronouncedly visible in horror and science 

fiction published in monthly instalments by notable Urdu magazines for children including Bachon ka 

Bagh, Bachon ki Dunya, Taleem-o-Tarbiat
3
, etc. Therefore, in this paper, we particularly connect the tropes 

found in contemporary PASF with similar tropes speckling children‟s popular Urdu fiction, thereby 

establishing a nexus between the Pakistani literary trajectories to postulate how Pakistani fiction in both 

English and Urdu has collectively not only cavorted with its past, but has also actively participated in 

offering glimpses into an alternative future.  

 

Pakistani Speculative Fiction: Ancient Motifs, New Horizons 

 

This section focuses on the epic scope of Pakistani anglophone speculative fiction which brings together 

tropes and motifs from imaginative worlds of local folklores as well as Islamic mythical worlds of South 

Asian civilization. We particularly discuss the ways in which by adapting extra-terrestrial life forms, 

mythological tropes and themes from the Urdu tradition, Pakistani anglophone writers bring to the fore the 

greater potential of the speculation in responding to more contemporary problems associated with 

patriarchy, fundamentalism, gender issues, neo-colonialism marginalization, racism, war technology and 

anxieties associated with emergent forms of nationalism. Our survey of Pakistani writers‟ long-standing 

                                                 
1
 An ornate oral story, generally in prose, with some overlapping ingredients of a primary epic, fables, 

anecdotes, etc. 
2
 A didactic, moral fable. 

3
 Translated as The Children’s Garden, The World of Children and Education and Upbringing respectively.  
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fascination with some local tropes that refigure in their speculative fiction shows how these tropes can 

serve to re-centre and revive Pakistani speculative tradition in the global popular culture.  

 

For example, parables about djinns, churails and pichal pairi have always been part of the South Asian 

literary tradition. As Nudrat Kamal usefully points out,  

The djinn in literature and popular culture around the world has had a variety of iterations, from the 

monstrous, mischievous and the sexually promiscuous djinns in oral stories and folktales of the 

Muslim world to the servile, humorous and wish-granting genies in Orientalist, western TV shows 

such as the 1960s‟ I Dream of Jeannie. And now, in contemporary science fiction and fantasy (SFF), 

as Muslim and other non-white authors around the world, tired of creating worlds built primarily on 

white, Anglo-Saxon mythology, are turning to other cultural myths and folktales to create richer 

narratives, djinns are back in fashion. (2019, n.p.)   

 

What is significant about an excessive presence of this trope in Pakistani anglophone writing is the way 

contemporary writers are writing back to the dominant western djinn narrative fiction surrounding Disney 

or white heroes such as Percy Jackson, Prince Sparhawk, Harry Potter or Frodo and Bilbo Baggins. In so 

doing, the Pakistani writers, as Mahvesh Murad says, “now [are] taking back our power, telling the stories 

in the settings we want to see them in, as raw or „real‟ as we want them to be, and with the sort of 

storytelling styles and syntax unique to us, hoping our narratives will break through to, and engage with 

larger readerships” (qtd. in Kamal, 2019, n.p.). Works such as Sami Shah‟s Boy of Fire and Earth (2017), 

Saad Hussain‟s Djinn’s City (2017), Musharraf Ali Farooqi‟s The Jinn Darazgosh (2011), Usman T 

Malik‟s Midnight Doorways: Fables from Pakistan (2021) and The Pauper Prince and the Eucalyptus Jinn 

(2015) (re)appropriate the mythological figures of djinn, so rampant in popular Urdu fiction such as Mahar 

Kaleem‟s Jinnati Duniya and the children magazine Bachon ki Duniya.  

 

Most interestingly, envisaging djinn‟s “fluid nature … [and] their flickering fiery nature” (Kamal, 2019, 

n.p.), writers have used this trope to adumbrate diverse themes. For example, Malik‟s The Pauper Prince 

and the Eucalyptus Jinn quintessentially uses middle eastern magical realist exotic world where a human 

and a djinn interact to help a disenchanted Florida-based young man Salman Ali Zaidi to investigate his 

family‟s past after his grandfather‟s death, making it an exciting tale of rethinking “exile and belonging” 

(Ngai Tor.com, 2018, n.p.). Inspired by the metaphor of genie in Arab folklore and Islamic texts and set in 

dastan goi tradition, Farooqi‟s The Jinn Darazgosh features a curious Djinn Darazgosh who is assigned a 

task of eavesdropping on angelic conference to discover God‟s plan for mankind. His uncalled-for 

intervention in Divine plans brings about the closure of the Heaven‟s door upon his race. Blending the 

mythical with the contemporary, in Boy of Fire and Earth, Shah‟s teenage Karachiite protagonist Wahid, a 

lover of video games and comic books, suddenly discovers that Maheen‟s body (the girls he likes) is 

possessed by djinns. Perturbed by the existence of such supernatural beings, Shah makes his protagonist 

wonder: “why there were suddenly so many kings in his life. Did the supernatural worlds not have 

democratically elected governments, with presidents and prime ministers elected through a parliamentary 

system?” (2019, n.p.). Who would imagine that a modern multicultural city of Karachi in the 21
st
 century 

can be ensorcelled by the Yajuj-Majuj
4
 and the ghost of Alexander the Great, Pichal Pairees,

5
 haunting the 

beaches of Hawkes Bay, or some snarky Iblis would take Wahid to Kaf, the world of djinn, inhabited by 

their clan? Using humour, fantasy and Islamic mythology, Shah indubitably engages multiple issues related 

to religious polarization, heaven and hell, growing fanaticism, power games and corruption that roil the 

streets of modern-day Karachi.   

 

Similarly, taking inspiration from the mythical figures of Pakistani legendry folklore, many contemporary 

writers of Pakistani origin, such as, Shazaf Fatima Haider and Bina Shah have recently entered into the 

                                                 
4
 According to Islamic traditions, Yajuj and Majuj refer to two hostile forces that will ravage the earth 

before the doom‟s day; also known as Gog and Magog.  
5
 They are female supernatural creatures, also called churails, with their feet pointed backward.  
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foray of speculative fiction with an intention to cope with their male-dominated worlds in their own ways. 

Shah‟s Before She Sleeps, a feminist dystopian novel, which is set nearly 70 years in the future in the Green 

City located in south-west Asian country, features a group of rebellious women secretly living in the 

hideout space called Panah
6
. The city is struck by virus, leaving behind alarmingly few remaining women 

who are used as birthing machines by the state. The women of the Panah resist reproductive slavery, a state 

sanctioned role assigned to women, and refuse to enter into polygamous relationships. Haider‟s A Firefly in 

the Dark also uses fantasy and supernatural as a space to challenge gender stereotype through the characters 

of Sharmeen and her Nani (Grandmother), emblematic of the strong matriarchs in our legendry Punjabi 

folktales such as Hir and Ranjha, Sohni Mahiwal and Mirza Sahiban. As Aamer Hussein writes in a blurb, 

“With its sensuous textures of myth, magic and mock-saga, A Firefly in the Dark is, at its centre, a deeply 

sensitive story of a young woman‟s coming of age with all the fears, loves and losses that the crossing 

entails.” Haider projects her female protagonist Sharmeen as a warrior who fights against bullying, 

patriarchy and sexual harassment with the help of her personal djinn, the prankster Jugnu.  Through the 

character of Sharmeen, Haider does not shy away from engaging with problems which coming of age 

young women experience whether in the form of sexual harassment, “transition to adulthood” or “tackling 

of menstruation” (Kamal, 2018, n.p.). Intersection of feminism and science fiction has indubitably created a 

space for critiquing the conservative and tabooed issues related to gender and sex.  

 

While folklore remains one of the predominant stock house of tropes and themes that percolate into the 

domain of PASF, one can identify another category of indigenous literature which has markedly influenced 

speculative fiction and that is popular children‟s magazines published in Urdu. The reason why we make 

this claim is because famous Urdu magazines for children, such as Bachon ka Bagh, Bachon ki Dunya, 

Taleem-o-Tarbiat, have been in publication since the 1950s. Therefore, it would not be too far-fetched to 

speculate that many of the contemporary Pakistani anglophone fiction writers, who grew up in the 70s and 

80s, would have been familiar with stories published in them. For example, children‟s fantasy and 

speculative fiction such as Nannhay kay Karnamay
7
 and Angoothi Kahan Gai

8
, which were published 

episodically in various children‟s magazines, A. Hameed‟s Amber, Naag, Maria series as well as Umro 

Ayyar series written by multiple writers, with the most notable among them being Mazhar Kaleem, along 

with multiple short stories regarding hapless princesses, undaunted princes, evil magicians, stones with 

magical powers, djinns, churails
9
, etc. were all featured in notable children‟s magazines. Not only that, 

these were the rage in the pre-cell phone, internet and Netflix era of the 80s and 90s. Bachon ki Dunya  was 

particularly famous for its short stories that integrated elements of horror, speculative, and fantasy fiction 

and published stories with titles such as “Anar Shehzadi”, “Adha Asmaan” “Saat Phoolon Wali Shehzadi” 

and “Churail ka Inteqam
10

”. Taleem-o-Tarbiat‟s episodic novel titled Angoothi Kahan Gai featured a 

young boy called Faran whose magical ring could transport him across temporal boundaries to interact with 

notable personages and kings of the subcontinent like Mehmood Ghaznawi and Shahabuddin Ghori.  In his 

travels across time, Faran participated in important events that framed Muslim history, such as the defining 

battle wherein Prithvi Raj Chohan was defeated and Muslim rule of the subcontinent was strengthened. The 

ring was meant to take him to the time of the advent of Muslim rule in the subcontinent and then move 

onward in time to ultimately take him to meet Pakistan‟s founder Muhammad Ali Jinnah in 1947, the year 

when the subcontinent was partitioned. During his travels, Faran encounters supernatural and evil creatures 

                                                 
6
 Translated as „refuge‟.  

7
 Translated as The Adventures of Nanna and published by the famous monthly Urdu magazine Bachon ki 

Dunya 
8
 Translated as Where did the Ring Go? Written for Taleem-o-Tarbiat by the renown children‟s novelist A. 

Hameed.  
9
 Also called the Witches of the East, the subcontinent‟s version of la llorona. Some speculate that the 

churail is a woman who dies in child-birth and therefore returns to haunt the world, to cannibalises on 

children and seduce men. Their notable characteristic is their inverted feet. 
10

 Translated as “The Pomegranate Princess”, “Half Sky”, “The Princess of Seven Flowers”, “The Revenge 

of the Churail”. 
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who were half-women and half-lizards, mystical Sufis and dwarves, thereby blending factual history with 

fantasy. The long-running Nannhay kay Karnamay, on the other hand, incorporated elements of science 

fiction such as encounters with fish-like aliens and time travel to the reign of Timur the Great in the 

fifteenth century. Travel via the de- and then re-materialization of the body remained one of the hallmarks 

of  Urdu science fiction, reminding the readers of travel via physical transportation that one sees in Star 

Trek. What was unique about these works was their ability to cross temporal and cultural boundaries to 

integrate tropes derived from Anglo-American literature, Persian and Arabic Literatures available via 

translation, Hindu mythology and its emphasis on supernatural elements such as occult rituals performed in 

isolated temples located in remote locations like deserts and forests, of human sacrifice to vindictive gods 

and by fanatic High Priests, as is seen in novels such as Harappa ka Sheesh Naag and Sulemani Angoothi
11

. 

What made these works relatable and palatable to the general imaginary was their glorification of good and 

vilification of evil within which they interwove a predominantly nationalist identity. For instance, Faran‟s 

sojourns into the past portrayed a rather negative picture of people, often Hindus, in their battles against 

Muslim heroes, thereby reinforcing a nationalist identity and the Two-Nation Theory that placed Hindus 

and Muslims in a mutual relationship of irreconcilable Otherness. One finds a similar stereotyping  being 

deployed to further consolidate a distinct Pakistani identity, in opposition to a distinct Hindu (read Indian) 

identity in other novels such as Harappa ka Sheesh Naag  as well. So, one is compelled to ask as to how 

these motifs evolved as they underwent a reterritorialization in Pakistan‟s anglophone speculative fiction. 

Stylistically, the similarities between the two genres based on their deployment of motifs such as references 

to the ancient civilizations of MohenjoDaro and Harappa, ancient cults and belief systems prevalent in the 

subcontinent, hybrid monstrosities, human sacrifice and pagan savagery are replicated in PASF. Phillips‟s 

The Curse of Mohenjodaro illustrates precisely this point.  

 

Set in Meluhha, in 3800 B.C, the novel interweaves an intricate plot that connects two women, Jaya and 

Nadia, nearly four millennia apart, through an epigenetic memory.  Both are pitted against patriarchal 

obsession, despite being born millennia apart. Jaya is a member of a clan of fishermen, who gets chosen by 

the Goddess Blessed — also called the Goddess Shakari— to become one of the holy women who could 

read the Bloodstone. The Bloodstone, according to the ancient traditions of Meluhha, is a piece of the heart 

of the Goddess Blessed which she has given to a girl called Meluhha aeons ago as a reward for her coming 

to the Goddess‟ aid in her battle against an irate One-Horned God whose advances she has spurned. The 

Bloodstone is shown to be endowed with sentience; however, it is more than a crystal ball and only 

Meluhha‟s daughters can look into it to predict the future to portend impending catastrophes. The 

Bloodstone does not only empower the city state of Meluhha, but also empowers women, and Jaya 

ultimately becomes one of those women who read the Bloodstone. Yet, she antagonises Iaf, a corrupt High 

Priest who rapes her, leading to the birth of her daughter Aal. While the novel plots the story of Aal and 

Jaya, it also constructs a parallel in the present via the story of Nadia and Layla. Layla is an archaeologist 

who unearths the Bloodstone in Mohenjodaro, only to have it unleash nuclear radiation of such magnitude 

that causes living people to melt. thereby replicating the destruction it had caused four thousand years ago 

causing the deaths of not only the evil Iaf but also of Jaya. In so doing, the novel does not only piggy back 

on local folklore and Hindu scriptures including the Mahabharta which carries references to possible 

nuclear disasters in the region, it also takes up scientific speculations, such as those propounded by Micah 

Hanks and Nick Redfern, about radioactive skeletons in contorted positions suggestive of the fact that they 

were fleeing the city.  Therefore, like its Urdu counterparts, the novel plays with historical fact and 

speculative science in trying to reconstruct alternative narratives of history. Like Faran‟s magical ring, the 

blood stone is engaged in a living concourse with its owner, and therefore, both are “technology” governed 

by human “Intent” (Phillips, 2016, pp. 425-426; italics in original). At the same time, when read closely, 

one notices a clear-cut deflection in the nationalist tilt that one finds in the Urdu counterparts of PASF. 

Unlike the novels of A. Hameed and Mazhar Kaleem with their manifest leanings towards forging a clearly 

defined Islamic identity with its cultural and cosmological nucleus in the Middle East, Phillips‟ novel 

                                                 
11

 Novels by A. Hameed, translated as The Five Headed Snake of Harappa and The Ring of Solomon 

respectively.  
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breaks away from this tilt as it postulates a history of the subcontinent that integrates Pakistan‟s present 

with its ancient past. It thus presents a unified history of the subcontinent that predates Islamic conquest. At 

the same time, it also engages with Hindu cosmology and myth, very much like the Urdu fiction written by 

A. Hameed, but not with the intent to vilify or demonise it.   

 

Its strategies of subversion do not end there. The Curse of Mohenjodaro also adumbrates a feminine history 

enacted and articulated by women and in so doing, it deflects the heroic monomyth wherein the „hero‟ is 

always a man of exceptional skills achieving a “world-historical, macrocosmic triumph” (Campbell, 2004, 

p. 35). Faran and Amber of the Amber, Naag, Maria series align with the masculine paradigms of the 

heroic monomyth just like their Anglo-American counterparts Prince Sparhawk, Frodo Baggins and Harry 

Potter. Conversely, PASF such as The Curse of Mohenjodaro and Snuffing out the Moon subvert this tilt in 

postulating women as dynamic and „heroic‟ characters channelizing the course of history. Paralleling David 

Mitchell‟s Cloud Atlas, in terms of its multi-temporal plot structure, Siddique‟s Snuffing out the Moon also 

moves away from the overtly nationalist agenda of positing a Muslim identity in antagonism to other 

religious denominations found in the subcontinent. With five story lines, the novel spans across five 

different eras of Pakistan‟s history: the land of the Indus in 2084 BC; the Land of the Buddha in 455 CE; 

the seventeenth century Mughal Dynasty; the land of the Wakeel
12

 in 2009; and an alternative future in 

2084 CE where apparently, there is no nation-state but a United Conglomerates Organization —UCO— 

emerging after disastrous Water Wars had led to unprecedented ecological crises. The part of the novel that 

is set in 2084 CE presents a future where there is no Global North or South or even a South Asia anymore, 

but an organization strictly controlling all citizens via technological surveillance through Airborne 

Monitoring and Patrol Scooters while eradicating dissent and destroying those who refuse to embrace 

technology. Despite its projections of an autocratic and dystopian future, the novel critiques the current 

trajectory of the country‟s politics in terms of rising religious intolerance stemming from “Meta-religio-

historical narratives” that operated like a “contagion”  that “fatally coincided with the sudden 

breakthroughs in communication and dissemination technology” (Siddique, 2017, p. 66). This rising 

intolerance coupled with political upheavals produced an “anarchic situation [that] was exacerbated by 

intense climatic changes that had decreased the availability of fresh water. . . . A horrendous savagery 

characterized these days” (Siddique, 2017, p. 254). Crucially, the novel, while embarking on the ideas of 

futuristic technology,  jumps across times, and in so doing, it not only generates a national myth, but also 

highlights the tenuousness of official historical narratives. In fact, the narrative invites its Pakistani readers 

to rethink their present before an apocalyptic future of absolute dictatorship via technology is ushered in. 

Interestingly, the novel does not reject the region‟s past; rather it engages with it to postulate a possible 

dystopian future which would inevitably materialise if the mistakes of the past continue to be replicated 

across all ages. That is why, while the novel proposes an alternative future, it also articulates an alternative 

history by inviting the Pakistani reader to think of their past in terms of a time before the arrival of 

Mohammad bin Qasim to Sindh and the subsequent Islamic conquest of the subcontinent.  

 

To go back to the question we raised earlier to determine how the motifs found in popular Urdu fiction 

written for children experienced a reterritorialization in Pakistani Anglophone speculative fiction, it would 

not be erroneous to say that Pakistan‟s anglophone writers do engage with motifs found in Urdu popular 

literature on the stylistic level. However, this engagement is marked by a pronounced deflection in the 

ideological leanings of those motifs. We see PASF engaged in a more critical introspection of its political 

past, present and future, perhaps with the ostensible purpose of initiating a re-thinking of not only what it 

means to be Pakistanis but in terms of being citizens of a bigger world where battle lines are constantly 

being re-drawn as the world‟s economic, political and ecological interests are being reframed with the 

exponential rise of technology coupled with a simultaneous sharp decline in natural resources.  

 

An important aspect of contemporary PASF is that it refuses to forget its past even as it establishes thematic 

and stylistic entanglements with Anglo-American Sci-Fi and futuristic dystopian fiction. Just as popular 

                                                 
12

 Wakeel means a lawyer  
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Urdu fiction remains in constant dialogue with ancient Arabic and Persian literary masterpieces, frequently 

bringing to life grand characters like the trickster Amar Ayyar, and the sorcerer-emperor Afrasiyab 

enmeshed in a tangled web of intrigue in a magical land of the tilism, i.e., inanimate entities infused with 

magic and “the spirit of planetary and cosmic forces” (Farooqi, 2009, p. xii) that had to be avoided or 

defeated, PASF does the same. In the course of this dialogue they continue to be modified according to the 

times in which they are being re-forged. For instance, while the stories of Amir Hamza began in Arabia and 

traversed to Persia, in the subcontinent it was Mir Ahmed Ali who re-moulded it, extending it from the 

point in the original narrative when Amir Hamza was pursuing the villainous giant Laqa, and gratuitously 

added new flavours and ingredients to it including numerous djinns, magical objects, texts and incantations 

with hidden supernatural powers, terrifying monsters, etc. In undergoing this modification, the Indian 

version departed from the original plot lines of Dastaan-e-Amir Hamza and its parallel Shahnama with its 

glorious kings like Jamshed embattling the Dev
13

 called Ahriman. In this departure, it gained a 

contemporary dimension. Musharraf Ali Farooqi‟s observation offers pertinent insight in this regard: 

 

While the world of Hoshruba was fantastic, its details were not alien to tis audience. Mir Ahmed Ali 

had modelled them on the world he knew best — the Lucknow of nineteenth century India. It was 

one of the centres of Indo-Islamic culture and civilization. The details of dress, food, etiquette, and 

daily life in Hoshruba were borrowed from that living model. In a few places, the material and 

fantasy worlds overlap, as when we encounter Lucknow‟s iconic architectural landmarks in the tale. 

(2009, p. xiv) 

 

What this observation makes evident is that popular Urdu literature remained in dialogue with its past and 

present, using the dastan as an ideal genre for blending facts and fantasy, flamboyance and glamour while 

sustaining a highly entertaining aspect (Dabashi, 2007, p. xi), constantly evolving in the process to cater to 

the needs of the changing times. As its counterpart, PASF also does the same as is seen in the fiction of 

Shah, Malik, Phillips and Siddique, etc.  

 

Foregrounding the nexus between history and story, Hamid Dabashi (2007) explains, “History in these 

stories comes to life in order to give credence to fantasies, to make illusions real, reality elusive, their 

border porous, their kind, gentle and merciful conspiracy a blessing” (p. xii). The fact underlying the fiction 

remains mercurial, due to which, despite assuming fictive, fantastical and perhaps even allegorical 

associations, the stories delight as they present “a Muslim revolutionary fighting for the noble cause of 

justice” (Dabashi, 2007, p. xii). thereby foregrounding the eternal battle between right and wrong, good and 

evil. Absorbing these traditions, PASF affirms that the djinns and devs of oppression still hound 

contemporary humanity. This is not just true of works that play with folklore and other indigenous story-

telling narratives such as the dastan, even science fiction writers like Sidra F. Sheikh also use the elements 

of sci-fi to embed allegorical allusions to colonial rule in the subcontinent and its pre-colonial past in The 

Light Blue Jumper. With space ships travelling at warp speeds, reminiscent of similar space ships in 

Babylon 5 and Star Trek and a blue-skinned, brain-washed alien race called the Zaaronians with a taste for 

tikka masala, the novel refers to Hindu mythology and the Puranas, translated as the ancients, in the 

process. The Puranas in the novel are two greedy kings of “ancient star lore” called “Prince Killenheim and 

Lord Greediwulf” who come together, in their lust of power and dominion by coming up with a devious 

plan,  

 

[T]hey would fight wars, yet adversity would not touch their people. They would kill mercilessly, 

conquer foreign lands to amass great power and riches, yet they would be known as keepers of the 

peace. They would create division amongst a people and then arm the various factions and let them 

destroy each other. Once destruction was complete, the Puranas would colonise their lands and 

takeover their resources, all in the name of peace and reconstruction. The survivors would be 

cordoned off into makeshift settlements and harnessed as a workforce of slaves for production of 
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weapons to expand the Puranas‟ arsenal.  . . . Now [the Puranas] wanted more, literally wanted it all. 

The entire Universe was to be colonised (Sheikh, 2017, p. 51). 

Even as this extract illustrates, the novel loops back in time to the subcontinent‟s history and mythology 

and then moves at warp speed into the future, blending both timelines to produce a comic novel that alludes 

to serious themes such as the subcontinent‟s colonial experience by presenting epistemic erasure, racial 

profiling, biopolitical control and imperialism and resistance. What novels such as these suggest is that the 

past cannot be relegated to oblivion. Doing so could jeopardise the future for the unresolved legacy of the 

past would continue to recycle itself in the future, a tragedy this country cannot afford. Therefore, we argue 

that in engaging with indigenous themes and tropes, the writers of PASF are not, in practice, opting to 

remain fixed within a glaciated past at the expense of their country‟s present and future.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Located at the cusp of many cultures with many borders intercrossing it, Pakistan continues to deal with 

different forms of economic exploitation, religious intolerance, ethnic divides and socio-political unrest. It 

is always in the crosshairs. Therefore, the need to engage with the past remains an integral part of the 

country‟s story-telling traditions so as to neither forget it nor to overly glamorise it, but to learn from it 

through an ongoing revisionary scrutiny. One reason why contemporary PASF writers engage  with the 

dastan genre and other indigenous folklore and then blend it with contemporary science fiction is to 

generate an ongoing debate regarding what our literary tradition is, was and what it is capable of, without 

getting congealed within any imported literary or cultural paradigm, totally alien to the needs of the land 

and its people. When Phillips and Siddique evoke MohenjoDaro, and Malik, Shah, and Kamila Shamsie 

resurrect the djinn motif to talk about power, lust, possession, abuse and a past punctuated with blanks, 

their stories affirm the fact that the Pakistani past is anything but dead. It is a multifaceted ghost that will 

keep on manifesting itself because it demands constant re-mediation so that the future can break free from 

an endless self-replicating cycle of domination, exclusion and marginalisation. If anything, albeit in the 

driving seat, these writers are looking straight ahead towards the future but are also keeping an eye on the 

rear-view mirror because the country‟s past is never truly far behind. 
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