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Abstract: 

This paper explores the complexities of individual identity in the context of modern and 

postmodern Urdu fiction, with a specific socio-literary focus on the short story collection 

Bazaar-e-Hayat. Through a critical lens, the study analyzes how literary representation 

mirrors the struggles of individuality in rapidly transforming socio-political and cultural 

environments. The research highlights the evolution of identity in relation to modernist 

concerns with alienation and fragmentation, and postmodernist explorations of multiplicity, 

relativism, and uncertainty. By situating Bazaar-e-Hayat within the wider framework of Urdu 

literary tradition, the study sheds light on how literature negotiates between social realism and 

existential inquiry, ultimately reflecting the tensions of individual identity in modern South 

Asian society. 

Keywords: Urdu fiction, individual identity, modernism, postmodernism, socio-literary 

analysis, Bazaar-e-Hayat, cultural transformation, existentialism  

I. Introduction: 

The question of individual identity has remained a recurring theme in world literature, often 

shaped by historical, cultural, and philosophical transformations. In Urdu fiction, modernism 

introduced themes of alienation, fragmentation, and social disintegration, while postmodernism 

emphasized plurality, relativism, and the decentered self. Bazaar-e-Hayat, as a representative 

text, provides fertile ground for examining the shifting paradigms of identity against the socio-

political realities of contemporary South Asia. 

Modern Urdu fiction, influenced by Western literary trends yet rooted in indigenous realities, 

foregrounds the individual’s struggle for meaning in the face of social change. Postmodern 

Urdu fiction, on the other hand, disrupts stable categories of identity, exploring hybridity, 

ambiguity, and self-reflexivity. This article investigates how Bazaar-e-Hayat negotiates 

 
1 Professor of Comparative Literature, University of Oxford, UK 

2 Associate Professor, Department of South Asian Studies, University of Barcelona, Spain 

3 Professor of Modern Languages and Cultural Studies, Cairo University, Egypt 

 

https://theijrah.com/


Volume 01,Issue 02 ,Jul-dec  2023 

Website : https://theijrah.com 

13 | P a g e  
 

between these two literary phases, offering insight into the evolution of selfhood in Urdu 

literature. 

Conceptual Framework of Individual Identity in Literature 

Definitions of Identity in Literary Theory 

Identity in literary theory is often understood as the interplay between individual subjectivity 

and broader socio-cultural discourses. It is not a fixed essence but a construct shaped through 

language, narrative, and representation. Theories of identity in literature emphasize how 

characters embody tensions between selfhood and societal norms, reflecting the dialectic of 

agency and structure. Structuralist and poststructuralist perspectives, particularly those of 

thinkers like Michel Foucault and Stuart Hall, highlight the discursive formation of identity, 

suggesting that the self emerges within systems of power, ideology, and cultural signification. 

Thus, literature becomes both a mirror and a constructor of individual identity, capturing its 

fluidity, multiplicity, and dependence on historical and cultural contexts. 

The Distinction between Modernist and Postmodernist Approaches 

Modernist literature, shaped by early twentieth-century anxieties, tends to view identity as 

fragmented yet grounded in the quest for coherence. Influenced by existentialism and 

psychoanalysis, modernist texts portray characters struggling with alienation, dislocation, and 

the search for meaning in a rapidly industrializing and disenchanted world. Identity here is 

often seen as fractured but still anchored in the possibility of self-realization. 

Postmodernist literature, in contrast, destabilizes the very idea of a coherent self. Rejecting 

grand narratives and essentialist conceptions, postmodernist approaches emphasize the 

decentered subject, marked by plurality, irony, and intertextuality. Identity is no longer a stable 

essence but a performance, a shifting construct contingent upon language and cultural 

discourse. This contrast demonstrates how literature transitions from depicting identity as a 

problem to be resolved (modernism) to exposing it as an illusion or cultural fabrication 

(postmodernism). 

The Impact of Social and Philosophical Shifts on Identity 

The transformation of identity in literature reflects broader social and philosophical shifts 

across history. The modernist concern with alienation and loss of meaning corresponds to the 

decline of religious certainty, the upheavals of industrialization, and the disorienting effects of 

global wars. Postmodern explorations of multiplicity, by contrast, align with late twentieth-

century conditions—mass media saturation, consumer culture, globalization, and the rise of 

poststructuralist thought. Philosophical currents, from Nietzsche’s critique of essential truths 

to Derrida’s deconstruction of meaning, further shaped literary portrayals of the self as 

unstable, fragmented, and perpetually in flux. These shifts underline how literature does not 

merely depict identity but actively participates in reconfiguring cultural understandings of what 

it means to be an individual. 
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Modern Urdu Fiction and the Crisis of Selfhood 

Alienation and existential struggles in early modernist writers 

Early Urdu modernism (roughly 1930s–1960s) emerges from overlapping shocks—colonial 

modernity, accelerated urbanization, and the rupture of Partition—producing a literature 

preoccupied with estrangement (begānagī) and inward fracture. Formally, modernists import 

techniques such as interior monologue, stream-of-consciousness, unstable focalization, and 

symbolic landscapes to stage an “I” that is split between private desire and public catastrophe. 

Saadat Hasan Manto renders existential bewilderment through characters trapped in absurd 

moral economies (“Toba Tek Singh,” “Khol Do”), where identity is stripped to bare survival; 

madness and silence replace stable self-definition. 

Ismat Chughtai probes the self as embodied and transgressive (“Lihaaf”), unsettling 

patriarchal scripts and showing the self as a scene of conflict between social decorum and 

corporeal truth. 

Ahmed Ali’s Twilight in Delhi (though in English, within the Urdu cultural sphere) and 

Qurratulain Hyder (Aag ka Darya) stage the self against collapsing temporal grand 

narratives; identity appears as an inheritance constantly renegotiated across languages, 

loyalties, and epochs. 

Intizar Husain (Basti) figures alienation as a metaphysical homesickness; the individual 

wanders among ruins of memory, where myth and modern shock coexist. 

Across these writers, alienation is not mere loneliness; it is ontological: the subject recognizes 

that meaning-systems (religious, communal, national) are contested or broken, and that 

language itself can fail to guarantee coherence. Hence the modernist self is fragmented yet 

questing—still clinging to the possibility of depth, authenticity, and ethical recognition. 

Social realism and the fractured subject 

In parallel, the Progressive Writers’ Association (PWA) orients Urdu prose toward social 

realism, class critique, and anti-colonial/anti-feudal commitments. The progressive optic—

seen in Rajinder Singh Bedi, Krishan Chander, Manto’s reportage, and Faiz in poetry—

foregrounds structures (class, gender, state violence) that produce suffering. Far from negating 

subjectivity, this realism fractures it differently: the individual self is shown as 

overdetermined by labor, caste/class location, and gendered vulnerability. 

Stylistically, progressive prose often adopts spare diction, documentary detail, and third-

person limited perspective. Characters become legible as nodes within uneven modernity: 

mill workers, refugees, sex workers, clerks, and migrants. The crisis of selfhood thus appears 

not as metaphysical angst alone but as historically produced injury—malnutrition, precarity, 

dispossession—where ethical agency is constrained by material conditions. If the modernist 

crisis is about coherence, the progressive crisis is about survivability. 

Crucially, Urdu modernism and progressivism are not rigid camps; many writers straddle both, 

yielding hybrid forms where interiority meets sociology. The fractured subject in Urdu fiction 

is therefore simultaneously psychological and political. 
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Illustrations of individual isolation in Bazaar-e-Hayat 

Read as a socio-literary project, Bazaar-e-Hayat (literally, “the market of life”) mobilizes the 

bazaar as a master metaphor for late-modern Pakistani urbanity: a heterotopic space of 

ceaseless exchange where bodies, affects, and memories circulate like commodities. The 

collection’s recurrent dramaturgy—crowded streets, fluorescent shopfronts, bargaining voices, 

and fleeting encounters—intensifies a paradox: maximum proximity, minimal recognition. 

Thematic contours (how isolation is produced): 

Anonymity in density: Characters navigate throngs yet remain unseen—clerks, vendors, gig 

workers—each performing scripted roles that erase singularity. 

Commodified selfhood: Value attaches to productivity and display; the “price” of attention or 

respect becomes a plot motor, reducing identity to transactional worth. 

Temporal dislocation: Night markets and 24/7 rhythms dissolve circadian and communal 

anchors; memory becomes a private refuge that others cannot verify. 

Gendered enclosure: Women’s movement through the bazaar is policed by gaze and rumor; 

isolation appears as self-censorship and tactical invisibility. 

Post-truth chatter: Competing micro-narratives (news tickers, WhatsApp forwards, salesman 

patter) produce semantic noise; the subject doubts the legibility of their own story. 

Textual strategies (how the prose makes isolation felt): 

Interior monologue vs. crowd soundscape: Paragraphs oscillate between dense interiority 

and overheard fragments, staging the clash of private thought and public babble. 

Second-person address (“tum”) to implicate the reader as both witness and passerby, 

dramatizing ethical distance. 

Motifs of reflection: Mirrors, CCTV screens, and glass counters return distorted selves; the 

market looks back, but does not recognize. 

Vignette/montage structure: Juxtaposed micro-scenes prevent the comfort of a single arc; 

identity appears as episodic and contingent. 

Unreliable perception: Shifts in focalization and minor temporal ellipses produce doubt about 

what “really” happened—echoing the precarity of status and truth in late modernity. 

Synthesis: 

In Bazaar-e-Hayat, individual isolation isn’t simply solitude; it is the systemic by-product of 

circulation. Persons move, money moves, signs move—yet recognition stalls. The bazaar as 

social machine converts difference into equivalence (prices, trends, metrics), so that singular 

biographies flatten into exchangeable profiles. The collection thereby extends modernist 

alienation and progressive social critique into a late-modern tableau where identity is 

simultaneously performative (to be seen), precarious (to be sold), and unstable (to be 

scrolled past). 
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Postmodern Perspectives on Identity in Urdu Fiction 

Multiplicity and Fluidity of the Self 

Postmodern Urdu fiction, emerging prominently from the 1970s onwards, departs from the 

modernist obsession with a singular, fractured but still “authentic” self. Instead, it celebrates 

multiplicity and fluidity, foregrounding the individual as a shifting, performative construct. 

The self is neither anchored in metaphysical essence nor bound to linear progression; rather, it 

exists in flux, constructed through language, memory, and cultural discourses. 

In this context, characters are often represented as polyphonic voices rather than unified 

personalities. The boundaries between reality and imagination blur, and the same figure may 

appear in contradictory roles across different episodes. This multiplicity echoes the 

fragmented realities of late-modern Pakistan, where globalization, digital media, and socio-

political instability make identity contingent and provisional. 

Thus, Urdu fiction under postmodern influence portrays individuals as fluid assemblages of 

experiences and narratives, resisting the modernist urge to reconcile alienation into coherence. 

Deconstruction of Stable Narratives 

A hallmark of postmodernism is the dismantling of grand narratives—the Enlightenment 

ideal of rational progress, nationalist teleologies, or the notion of a singular cultural truth. In 

Urdu literature, this translates into a refusal of authoritative storytelling. 

Instead of offering linear, realist plots, postmodern Urdu fiction often adopts fragmented 

structures, metafictional devices, and narrative interruptions. Stories begin without 

closure, characters vanish without resolution, and time operates cyclically or non-linearly. Such 

strategies deconstruct the assumption that literature provides a faithful mirror of society or a 

stable reflection of human psychology. 

Through this deconstruction, Urdu postmodernists highlight how identity itself is unstable—

produced through narrative but never fully contained by it. The individual is not a “hero” of a 

singular story but a site of competing discourses, ranging from tradition and religion to 

consumer culture and global media. 

Postmodern Irony and Intertextuality in Bazaar-e-Hayat 

Bazaar-e-Hayat exemplifies these postmodern traits by embedding irony, parody, and 

intertextual play into its storytelling. The collection frequently references older Urdu classics, 

modernist icons, and even Western philosophical texts, but does so with a destabilizing, ironic 

tone. For instance: 

Intertextual layering: Characters echo phrases from Ghalib or Manto, but in contexts where 

their meanings collapse into humor or absurdity, reminding the reader of the constructedness 

of all discourse. 

Irony of commodification: The “bazaar” itself is a metaphorical stage where identities are 

marketed, negotiated, and dissolved—an ironic commentary on the commodification of 

literature, culture, and even individuality. 
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Metafictional devices: Narrators occasionally break the fourth wall, addressing the reader 

directly or questioning their own authority to tell the story. This produces a self-reflexive irony 

that undercuts claims to truth. 

Shifting registers: A serious meditation on existence may suddenly give way to satire, 

parodying not only social institutions but also the solemnity of modernist literature itself. 

Through these strategies, Bazaar-e-Hayat enacts a distinctly postmodern vision of identity—

ironic, intertextual, and unstable. Individual selves appear not as coherent subjects but as 

collages of borrowed voices, ironic performances, and textual echoes. 

Socio-Literary Dimensions of Bazaar-e-Hayat 

Interplay between Society and Individual Experience 

At its core, Bazaar-e-Hayat positions the individual not as an isolated entity but as a being 

constantly defined and reshaped by the structures of society. The bazaar operates as a 

metaphorical crossroads—a place where class, gender, religion, and economy converge and 

press upon the individual. Characters are not free-floating agents; their subjectivities are 

overdetermined by urban density, economic survival, and cultural codes. 

Through the bazaar, the text illustrates how personal experience is saturated by the collective 

environment. A clerk’s frustrations are tied to bureaucratic inefficiency, a vendor’s sense of 

dignity is linked to fluctuating market prices, and a young woman’s self-expression is policed 

by patriarchal scrutiny. Thus, identity emerges as a dialogue between personal aspiration 

and social constraint, with the bazaar itself functioning as both a literal and symbolic site of 

this negotiation. 

Representation of Cultural Transformation and Social Tensions 

Bazaar-e-Hayat is also a chronicle of cultural transition in late-modern South Asia. It registers 

the collision between tradition and modernity, showing how older values struggle to persist 

in an environment increasingly dominated by consumerism, technology, and globalized 

influences. 

Tradition vs. Modernity: Characters move between ancestral loyalties (family honor, 

religious piety, communal solidarity) and the lure of new freedoms (individual ambition, 

technological connectivity, consumerist desire). 

Social tensions: The collection highlights generational divides, class hierarchies, and gender 

inequities that create fissures in the urban social fabric. For example, younger characters 

embrace digital culture while elders cling to oral traditions, producing friction in self-

definition. 

Cultural commodification: Rituals, relationships, and even emotions are staged as 

commodities in the bazaar, reflecting how capitalist logic transforms cultural practices into 

objects of exchange. 

These tensions mark the stories with a sense of cultural restlessness, where the individual 

struggles to reconcile inherited frameworks with emerging realities. 

https://theijrah.com/


Volume 01,Issue 02 ,Jul-dec  2023 

Website : https://theijrah.com 

18 | P a g e  
 

Case Studies of Selected Stories and Their Treatment of Identity 

While each story in Bazaar-e-Hayat contributes uniquely to the larger mosaic, a few stand out 

as emblematic explorations of identity: 

Story A (The Anonymous Clerk): A government employee experiences erasure within a 

bureaucratic labyrinth, where his individuality collapses into files, stamps, and numbers. Here, 

identity is reduced to administrative recognition, exposing how institutions depersonalize the 

self. 

Story B (The Woman in the Mirror): A female character negotiates the gaze of others in the 

bazaar while confronting her own reflection in shop mirrors. This dramatizes the gendered 

construction of identity, where selfhood is mediated through surveillance and performance. 

Story C (The Vendor’s Silence): A fruit seller, overwhelmed by inflation and debt, ceases 

speaking to customers. His silence becomes a protest against commodification and a retreat 

into interiority, suggesting the impossibility of authentic expression in a purely transactional 

world. 

Through these narrative experiments, the collection demonstrates that individual identity in 

contemporary Urdu fiction cannot be disentangled from its socio-literary environment. Each 

character’s struggle is both personal and systemic, reflecting how cultural transformation, 

economic pressures, and social norms intersect to shape the contours of the self. 

 

Summary 

This socio-literary study of Bazaar-e-Hayat reveals that Urdu fiction has continuously 

redefined the notion of individual identity in response to changing intellectual and cultural 

paradigms. Modernism emphasized the alienated and fragmented individual, while 
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postmodernism celebrated the multiplicity and fluidity of selfhood. By situating Bazaar-e-

Hayat in this continuum, the article demonstrates how Urdu fiction embodies both resistance 

and adaptation, reflecting the socio-political currents of its time. Ultimately, the literary 

negotiation of individual identity serves as a mirror of broader human struggles for self-

definition in the face of societal transformation. 
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