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Abstract:   

 Modern novel in Afghanistan introduced through translations from Turkish into Dari 

in the early 20th century. The traditional Afghan narrative forms contained no 

character development, no real narrative progression, and no plot. The narratives 

were confined to hyperbole, the supernatural and magical events such as fairies. 

Mehmud Beg Tarzi, the precursor of reform, introduced modern novel in Afghanistan. 

He was exposed to French literature for two decades (1882-1902) in Damascus and 

Istanbul, witnessed the Ottaman nationalist-revivalist movement, while, the Young 

Turk writers shaped his social and political thought. Influenced much by the European 

culture and institutions, he was compelled to introduce reforms in his native country, 

Afghanistan. He founded, edited, Sirajul Akhbar (1911-1918), the pioneer newspaper 

of Afghanistan, and published French novels of Jules Verne and Xavier de Montpin 

including other modern prose writings that carried realism. For Tarzi, realism in prose 

was the key for reform in his native country. The introduction of modern novel 

eclipsed the traditional fictional narrative technique prevalent in Afghanistan. This 

article attempts to examine the penetration of modern novel into Afghanistan. The 

methodology used in the article is textual analysis. 

Keywords: Traditional Afghan Narrative, Modern Novel, Sirag Ul Akhabar.  

MehmudTarzi, an enlightened, moderate and precursor of reform, introduced modern 

prose and journalism in Afghanistan. He spent 23 years of his early life abroad, mostly in 

Damascus and Istanbul. He translated many books from Ottoman Turkish into Dari.iHis father, 
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Ghulam Muhammad Tarzi was a poet. Tarzi got the pen name Tarzi (the stylist) from his 

father. His father, known to be erudite and outspoken, led his family to exile when Amir Abdur 

Rehman bore a grudge against him on helping SardarAyub Khan (the Amir’s foe) in the battle in 

1880. His family deported to Fort Abdullah, from where they moved to Karachi, and 

subsequently, travelled to the Ottoman Empire, where they settled in Damascus. Damascus and 

Istanbul, considered a hotbed of late 19th century Muslim reformist activities, Tarzi spent most of 

his time there. For a period of two decades, Tarzi was exposed to French literature. He witnessed 

the Ottoman nationalist-revivalist movement and received Pan-Islamic views of Jamal-ud-Din 

Afghani.2 The Young Turk Writers shaped his social and political thought.3 After exile in 1902, 

he returned to Afghanistan with his family. Influenced much by the European culture and 

institutions, he embarked upon a program of reforms in Afghanistan, for that purpose, he was 

appointed by the Amir Habibullah (r.1901-1919)4 as head ofBureau of Translation for the royal 

court; and his job was to keep the Amir informed about events in the Muslim world and Europe. 

Being a ruler of a country, the Amir was keen to know the modern technological happenings in 

the advanced societies. Subsequently, Tarzi, the founder and editor of Siraj-ul-Akhbar5(1911-

1918) published in Persian domestic and foreign news, that carried translations of stories 

appeared in the English, Urdu, Turkish, and Arabic press. It also included reproduced articles 

from Persian newspapers and journals.6 

 

Traditional Dari Narratives 

Tarziprefered realism than fantasy in novel. He seriously read and probed the traditional 

Dari narrative forms,“hikayah”, and “afsanah”.7 Traditional Dari prose fiction included the 

format of “Tellers of tales and conveyers of events inform us that, once upon a time, during the 

reign of so-and-so a caliph, in such-and-such a city, there lived a merchant who…”.The story 

continued with no interruption and no real narrative progression. It contained no character 

development and no attempt at creating a clear narrative space. Popular verse fiction in Dari 

followed the same presentation. It began with lofty, philosophical contemplation, using highly 

metaphorical language. Little attempt was made to develop the plot,8 or delving into the 



13 

Pashto Volume 49 No 660                                                                            July-December 2020 

 

treatment of character. In traditional narrative, the narrator is omnipresent voice, with no attempt 

to creating cause and effect relationships in the events, or the idea of individuality and 

personality found in the modern novel. In order to offer aesthetic pleasure, the classical authors 

endowed the masses, hyperbole, extraordinary, supernatural and magical things, such as fairies, 

and making them fly like birds. Tarzi found the popular, oral, and polyvalent narratives as the 

antithesis of modern narratives. It corrupted the masses.9 

Tarzi was the first to advocate prose as a viable medium for literature.10 The place 

occupied by love, beauty, wine, and flowers in classical Dari poetry offended his sensibilities as 

an advocate of modern education: colonialism, patriotism, progress, and technology were to 

provide the alternative key symbols of the new literature.11 In Mahmud-namah, the poem 

“Bugzasht-u-raft” (It is over), highlights Tarzi’s manifesto for the end of the poetry. It begins 

importance of narrative prose in the Dari literature in Afghanistan. There exists a paradoxical 

well-crafted literary schema expressed in the poem for abolishing the poetry. Here are some of 

the verses of the poem translated from Dari into English; 

“The time for poetry and versification is over 

  The time for magic and sorcery is over   

  The telegraph connects East and West 

  The age of travelling messengers is over 

  A metallic rod is the modern harbinger 

  Listen to the telephone; the time of speechlessness is over12” 

 

 

Tarzi, the Advocate of Realism  

For Tarzi, realism in novel is more comforting, relaxing and delightful than reading fantastic 

fiction. As reality overwhelms fantasy, therefore, only literary realism could claim adequately 

capturing the truth. For these reasons, Tarzi insisted on importing European genres such as 
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“ruman”13or“novul” (novel) in the literature of Afghanistan, because, they reflected 

realism.Tarzi, an avid reader of 19th century European novel, translated a number of such works 

from Turkish into Dari. Such as, novels of Jules Verne and of the lesser known writer, Xavier de 

Montpin’s novel,Les Viveurs de Paris.14Tarzi wrote, during his exile, a number of books on a 

variety of subjects such as, 

 

1. “Majmoa-e-Sanaie(The collection of Arts-written in 1883) 

2. Gozidahai e azSherhaiG.M.Tarzi(An Anthology of Forgotten Poetry of G.M.Tarzi-1886) 

3. Majmoa e Akhlaq (The collection of Ethics-written in1888) 

4. Siahatname e Dar e Sahadat (Travel to the court of Lucky-1888) 

5. AzHarDahamSokhan e waazHarchamanSaman e (From Every Mouth, an Expression and 

from Every Green, a Meadow-published in1913) 

6. Rawzah e Hekam (The Garden of Wisdoms, Knowledge and Philosophies-1890) 

7. Siahatname e She Qetah e Rui e Zamindar 29 ruz, Asya, Orupa, Afriqa (Travel Account 

of Three continents of Earth in 29 days, Asia, Europe and Africa-published in1915) 

8. Dibacha e Divan Ghulam Muhammad Tarzi (Preface to the collection of Poetry of 

Ghulam Muhammad Tarzi-1892)”.15 

Amongst the above, Siahatname e Dar e Sahadat, and Siahatname e She Qetah e Rui e 

Zamindar 29 ruz, Asya, Orupa, Afriqaare the travelogues, written by Tarzi in 1888 and in 1891 

respectively.  

 

Translation of Foreign Novels 

After exile, following his appointment as in-charge of Bureau of Translation, Tarzi began 

translating numerous books including novels; the main task of Tarzi was to inform and satisfy 

the Amir’s interest to happenings within the Muslim world and Europe.16 The translation of 

novels of Jules Verne (1828-1905)17 was another of Amir’s private interests.18Tragedies of Paris, 

originally written in 1876, was the first French novelTarzi translated from among the works of 
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Xavier de Montépin (1823-1902).19These translations became the source of inspiration for the 

first Afghan novel.20 Novels of Jules Verne translated from Turkish into Dari included : 

Siahatdar Jaw e Hawa(A Journey to the Centre of the World)21, BistHazar Fasrakh SihatatZer 

Bahr (Twenty Thousands Leagues Under the Sea)22, SiahatDaurradaur e Kore ye 

ZaminbaHashtadRuz(A Trip Around the World in Eighty Days), and Jazira e Penhan or 

QazaZadagan e balun (The Hidden Island).23Besides, the Urdu translation of Daniel Defoe’s 

Robinson Crusoe(1719) was the first western literary work translated into Dari by Sher Ali.24 

 

 According to Ashraf Ghani, Tarzi, who translated novels for the pleasure of king, were 

referred as technical novels. Tarzi justified their publication as a guide to the knowledge of world 

geography. Ghani further articulated that the books appealed to the Afghan readers due to the 

fantastic dimension, a quality much in tune with the structure of fairy tales.25 Thus, Tarzi, 

familiarized with the western novel, and advocating prose as viable medium for literature, has 

been the precursor of novel writing tradition in Afghanistan. Tarzi was the first Afghan who 

introduced western novel into Afghanistan in translated form.Novel writing in English have also 

a great bearing on the novel in Afghanistan. Novels in English, set in Afghanistan, have been 

written largely by non-Afghans. 
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Conclusion: 

 

  Novel in Afghanistan appeared in translated form in the early 20th century. Prior 

to that, the traditional Dari narrative forms contained no character development, no real narrative 

progression, and no plot. The presentation was hyperbole, extraordinary-supernatural-magical 

events such as fairies. Mehmud Beg Tarzi, the precursor of reform in Afghanistan found these 

narratives as antithesis of modern novel.His exposition to French literature for two decades 

(1882-1902) in Damuscus and Istanbul, the eye-witness of Ottaman nationalist-revivalist 

movement and, acquaintance with The Young Turk writers compelled him to search realism in 

prose.Therefore, he preferred realism than fantasy in the novel. For him, realism in novel is more 

comforting, relaxing, and delightful and can help to capture the truth. Keeping realism in mind, 

Tarzi translated French novels of Jules Verne and of Xavier de Montpin such as, Siahatdar Jaw e 

Hawa(A Journey to the Centre of the World), BistHazarFasrakhSihatatZer Bahr (Twenty 

Thousands Leagues Under the Sea), SiahatDaurradaur e Kore ye ZaminbaHashtadRuz(A Trip 

Around the World in Eighty Days), and Jazira e Penhan or QazaZadagan e balun (The Hidden 

Island) and the Tragedies of Paris. He also wrote his two travelogues such as, Siahatname e Dar 

e Sahadat, and Siahatname e She Qetah e Rui e Zamindar 29 ruz, Asya, Orupa, Afriqa. Tarzi 

published these works/novels in SirajulAkhbar(1911-1918). The Afghan fiction writers followed 

the path of realism found in the modern novel. They began depicting character development, plot 

construction, and realism.  The writers portrayed indigenous stories with life and blood 

characters. Subsequently, the first Afghan novel in Dari, Jihad-e-Akbar, appeared in 1919, while, 

the first Afghan novel in Pashto, Be-TarbiataZoy, appeared in 1939.  Successively, numerous 

novels appeared in Afghanistan in the indigenous languages in the 20th century that depicted 

social realism. 
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