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This article examines Abdul Halim Sharar (1866–1926) as a case study in how historical fiction functioned as a vehicle for collective memory-making among Indian Muslims under colonial rule. While existing scholarship on Sharar and late-nineteenth-century Urdu literature has explored emotion, reform, and political resistance in the period’s fiction, it has largely treated history as backdrop and has not examined how Sharar deliberately reconstructed Muslim collective memory or used narratives of civilizational decline as a strategy for imagining revival. Addressing this gap, the article traces Sharar’s formation within a declining Lucknow courtly milieu, his theological and journalistic apprenticeship, and his turn to the historical novel following his encounter with Bankim Chandra Chatterjee’s fiction, situating his major works against the political and intellectual upheavals of the 1900s–1920s, from the Muslim League’s formation and the Morley-Minto Reforms to the Ottoman Caliphate’s collapse and the Khilafat Movement. Drawing on Antonio Gramsci’s theory of culture as a site of hegemonic negotiation and Gilles Deleuze’s concepts of deterritorialization and reterritorialization, alongside Georg Lukács’s account of the historical novel and Hayden White’s notion of employment, the article argues that Sharar’s fiction reworked colonial narratives of Muslim decline into emotionally resonant stories of heroism and moral discipline. In doing so, his writing operated simultaneously as an act of historical recovery and a project of communal reinvention, demonstrating that the loss of political sovereignty did not entail the loss of cultural and spiritual identity, and leaving a durable imprint on the subsequent tradition of Urdu historical fiction.
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Introduction
Fiction rebuilds what politics destroys. After the War of Independence of 1857, Muslims responded to Western dominance in multiple ways: some through Islamic revivalist movements, others through political strategies, and many through literature. Several Muslim intellectuals, such as Deputy Nazir Ahmad () used fiction as a reformist tool to diagnose social decline and to advocate moral and ethical regeneration within Muslim society. In the same intellectual tradition stands Abdul Halim Sharar (1866 – 1926), who consciously employed historical novels to articulate a Muslim response to modernity. His works such as Joya-e-Islam, Guzashta Lucknow, Firdos-e-Bareen reveal Sharar’s larger objective to reconstruct a collective Muslim memory that could inspire confidence, discipline, and ethical revival. His persistent return to Islamic history through fiction raises an important question: why did he choose the novel as his medium? Does he argue, through fiction, that political decline does not mean a decline in identity? Do these literary works show that fiction is not just entertainment, but a space to think about decline, identity, and the future of Muslim society in response to the West? I shall research this aspect of Muslim society in colonial Indian through his fiction. 
Scholars have studied Abdul Halim Sharar and late-nineteenth-century Urdu literature in detail (Oesterheld, 2016; Komal, 2002; Safdar Ahmed, 2012; Khan, 2024; Bose, 2014; Xie, 2023; Wan, 2020; Gopal, 2019; Nguyen, 2016; Hanscom, 2013; Ghosh, 2017; Alavi, 2015; Fatmi, 1986). They have looked at how emotion, love, and religious passion appeared in domestic reform novels and Islamic historical fiction after 1857. They have also examined how Urdu writers used literature to respond to political decline, social change, and British colonial rule. These studies show that Sharar drew on reformist ideas to strengthen Muslim identity. Scholars have also placed Urdu fiction within the larger story of identity formation in colonial South Asia. Most of these works treat history only as background. They focus more on poetry, language, or direct political resistance than on historical fiction. Above all, they have not closely examined how Sharar deliberately rebuilt collective Muslim memory, nor have they explored how he used stories of civilizational decline as a deliberate strategy to imagine revival. This article fills these gaps. By reshaping memories of the Muslim past into emotionally powerful stories, Sharar turned colonial anxiety and the pain of loss into a force for moral, cultural, and communal renewal. In doing so, he reconstructed Muslim collective memory and inspired a sense of ethical regeneration under British rule. In the article, I will employ the ideas of Antonio Gramsci (1891 – 1937) and Gilles Deleuze (1925 – 1995) to understand Abdul Halim Sharar’s writings. According to Gramsci’s view, culture and writing do not just reflect society, but they help to understand that how people think and what they value (Gramsci, 1971, pp. 12–13). Such as Sharar wrote Ghuzashta-e-Lucknow, Firdaus-e-Bareen, and Joya-e-Haq, through which he portrayed the Muslim past and the culture that flourished under Muslim civilization, in this context Antonio Gramsci helps in understanding Sharar’s text through a different lens, which I shall discuss in the article. In this context, Sharar’s work can be seen as an attempt to rebuild Muslim identity by presenting the past as a model for the present. At the same time, Deleuze helps us see that this past is not fixed or simply remembered. It is re-created through writing, where memory becomes active and open to new meanings (Deleuze, 1994, pp. 70–79). Taken together, these ideas show that Sharar’s history and fiction are not only about loss, but also about making new ways of thinking and being in a changing colonial world.
Abdul Halim Sharar in post-1857 colonial India
Abdul Halim Sharar’s background helps explain both his literary concerns and his style. His family had long been associated with courts and scholarly traditions, moving from the Abbasid world to India and later becoming attached to Mughal and Awadhi power structures (Sharif Ahmed, 1989, pp. 27–29). By the time Sharar was born in Lucknow, however, this world had already begun to decline. The court still existed, but its political power had faded. What remained was etiquette, memory, and a sense of lost grandeur. This early exposure shaped Sharar deeply. He grew up in an environment where the past was not fully present, but not entirely gone either. It survived in stories, manners, and fragments of culture. Historians of colonial India often describe this moment as one of cultural anxiety, where communities turned to memory to make sense of loss. Sharar’s work clearly emerges from this condition. His writing is not just about remembering the past; it is about holding onto it and reshaping it.
His education further strengthened this tendency. In Matiya Burj, he studied Arabic, Persian, and Urdu with great intensity (Sharif Ahmed, 1989). His father ensured a rigorous intellectual training. At the same time, his informal learning was equally important. He spent time with scholars and courtiers, listening carefully, observing language, and absorbing styles of speech. This combination of formal learning and lived culture refined both his thought and expression. The courtly environment played a decisive role. His close association with princes and elite gatherings trained his ear for language and metaphor. He did not simply observe; he participated. He listened, repeated, and internalized. Over time, this produced a distinct literary voice. His writing carries a sense of rhythm, elegance, and emotional force. It often reads as if it is speaking directly to the reader, almost like a performance. Scholars of Urdu prose have noted that this style blends storytelling with persuasion, making it especially effective for moral and cultural arguments (Sharif Ahmed, 1989).
At the same time, this environment also shaped his limitations: the Lucknow he remembered was largely an elite Lucknow, and ordinary voices rarely appear in his work. This selective memory is significant, since, as some historians argue, nostalgia often simplifies the past by privileging refined culture over social diversity. Sharar's work reflects this tendency even as it strives to preserve a valuable cultural world. His intellectual direction became clearer when he joined the circle of Maulana Abdul Hayy (Sharif Ahmed, 1989, pp. 89–117). Here, religious and theological debates were intense. Questions of sect, reform, and authority were widely discussed. These debates left a strong impression on Sharar. They gave his thinking a sense of purpose. He began to see writing not only as expression, but as responsibility. His growing interest in Islamic history also took shape in this environment.
Sitting in scholarly gatherings and reading extensively created in him a strong desire to write. At the same time, his exposure to court culture gave his writing emotional depth and stylistic strength. These two influences came together when he joined Oudh Akhbar, under Munshi Nawal Kishore (Fatmi, 1986, pp. 17–79). There, he began writing on political, religious, and philosophical issues. His style was new and engaging. It quickly gained attention. Even Sir Syed Ahmad Khan recognized his talent and appreciated his work. His later travels to Hyderabad, Bombay, Baroda, and Ajmer further expanded his understanding. He saw the condition of Muslim society more closely. Decline was no longer an abstract idea but a lived reality, an experience that sharpened his concern for reform and lent urgency to his writing. At the same time, the intellectual climate of India was changing rapidly (Fatmi, 1986). Reform movements were rising. New ideas were circulating. The formation of the Indian National Congress was beginning to reshape political thinking. Sharar’s work developed within this shifting landscape (Fatmi, 1986).
Another important turning point was his engagement with English literature. Although he initially struggled with the language, his persistence allowed him to access new literary forms. The translation of Bankim Chandra Chatterjee’s Durgesh Nandini had a particularly strong impact on him (Fatmi, 1986). It showed him how fiction could represent society and history together. From this point onward, he consciously turned toward novel writing. In this sense, Sharar’s fiction can be understood as part of a broader intellectual response to colonial modernity. As scholars like Antonio Gramsci suggest, culture becomes a space where communities negotiate power and identity (Gramsci, 1971, p. 13). At the same time, as Gilles Deleuze argues, literature does not simply record reality; it transforms it (Deleuze, 1994, p. 79). Sharar’s work reflects both these dimensions. It responds to loss, but it also creates new meanings. It remembers the past, but it also reshapes it for the present. Seen in this light, his writing is not only nostalgic. It is also purposeful. It seeks to rebuild a sense of identity at a time when political structures had weakened. His fiction becomes a space where decline is narrated, but also challenged.
Muslim political decline as epistemic crisis
Before discussing Abdul Halim Sharar's novel writing, it is essential to understand that his literary career reached its peak between 1900 and 1924. This is the period during which his historical novels emerge in a more organized, coherent, and intellectually mature form. A chronological review of his writings from this era clearly shows a gradual shift from romantic historical fiction toward a more serious and ideological historical narrative. To understand this literary evolution, it is necessary to analyze the political and intellectual environment of India at the time. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the subcontinent was undergoing intense political, linguistic, and religious transformations. The Urdu-Hindi controversy had intertwined linguistic identity with political identity, a situation in which the British administration and various academic and political circles played a prominent role. During this time, the question of Muslim identity also began to take center stage (Syed Tufail Ahmed, 1945, pp. 77–200).
The formation of the Muslim League in 1906, along with the political activities preceding and succeeding it, birthed a collective political consciousness among Muslims. The Morley-Minto Reforms of 1909 legally recognized Separate Electorates for the first time, further widening and defining the Hindu-Muslim political divide. The annulment of the partition of Bengal in 1911 and various subsequent political movements further complicated Indian politics. Meanwhile, the Lucknow Pact of 1916 stood as a significant attempt at Hindu-Muslim political reconciliation, where both the Muslim League and the Congress agreed upon a shared political framework (Syed Tufail Ahmed, 1945, pp. 357–380).
The situation at the international level was equally volatile. The 1905 Russian Revolution, the decline of the Ottoman Empire, and the escalating imperialist rivalries in Europe eventually culminated in World War I in 1914 (Syed Tufail Ahmed, 1945). Following the war, the disintegration of the Ottoman Caliphate triggered a severe intellectual crisis in the Muslim world, which directly impacted the politics of the subcontinent. It was against this backdrop that the Khilafat Movement (1919–1924) emerged, sparking a new religious and political awakening among Indian Muslims. Prominent leaders of this movement included the scholars of Farangi Mahal, Maulana Muhammad Ali Jauhar, Maulana Shaukat Ali, and Maulana Abul Kalam Azad. During this period, religious sentiments, political resistance, and anti-imperialist consciousness appeared to seamlessly merge together. Political unrest was also mounting in Punjab, culminating tragically in the 1919 Jallianwala Bagh massacre, which provoked a fierce backlash against the British government across the entire subcontinent (Aziz, 2013, pp. 70–96).
Within this intellectual and political environment, Abdul Halim Sharar’s novel writing transcends mere imagination or romance; it becomes imbued with a distinct historical consciousness. His novels seek to revive and represent Muslim history, civilization, and the glory of the past. This approach is essentially a kind of Muslim Revivalist narrative, through which he makes the past meaningful in the context of contemporary crises (Fatmi, 1986, p. 50). Thus, it can be said that Abdul Halim Sharar's literary thought is not merely an artistic evolution, but rather a profound dialogue with the political and cultural crises of his time. His fiction gives narrative form to the questions of colonialism, identity, and historical consciousness. 
In Deleuzian terms, Indian Muslims were experiencing massive deterritorialization.[footnoteRef:1] The British empire and the fall of the Ottoman Caliphate had uprooted their traditional sense of self. The ground of established identity was shifting beneath their feet, and Sharar's fiction functioned as a machine of reterritorialization: where the political world offered no stability, he constructed a new territory in literature. His novels formed an assemblage, a complex web connecting memory, religion, and political resistance. Rather than write about the past merely to indulge nostalgia, he used it as a line of flight, a creative escape route from a suffocating colonial present. By reviving the glories of Muslim history, he offered his people a new map for their identity, and his art thus constitutes a sustained engagement with the trauma of his era. The next section explains how he sought to rebuild Muslim identity through literature. [1:   In the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, deterritorialization refers to a process in which established systems, identities, traditions, spaces, or cultural structures lose their stability and are removed from their original “territory” or context. A “territory” here does not only mean physical land; it also means cultural belonging, social order, language, religion, memory, and identity. Deleuze and Guattari explain that societies are always organized through certain fixed structures and meanings. People feel secure because they belong to recognizable traditions, institutions, and cultural systems. Though, historical changes such as colonialism, migration, industrialization, capitalism, or political collapse can disrupt these structures. When this happens, individuals and communities experience deterritorialization because their old cultural and social foundations no longer function in the same way. For example, in the context of Indian Muslims under British colonial rule, deterritorialization can describe the collapse of Mughal political authority, the weakening of traditional Islamic educational systems, and the decline of Indo-Muslim cultural dominance after 1857. Muslims who once understood themselves through stable cultural and political traditions suddenly faced displacement, uncertainty, and identity crisis under colonial modernity. Deleuze argues that deterritorialization is never entirely negative. Although it creates instability, it also opens possibilities for new meanings, identities, and forms of thought. Therefore, literature produced after cultural disruption often becomes a site where societies negotiate loss, memory, and renewal. This is where writers like Abdul Halim Sharar become important. Through novels such as Firdaus-e-Bareen and Guzishta Lucknow, Sharar attempts a form of reterritorialization, another Deleuzian concept. Reterritorialization means rebuilding identity and meaning after disruption. Sharar reconstructs the lost Muslim past through literature, memory, history, and imagination so that the community can reconnect with its cultural heritage. His writing does not simply reproduce history; rather, it creatively reassembles fragments of the past to restore cultural confidence and continuity (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, pp. 508–510).] 

Fiction as Reform: Ethics, Heroism, Revival
The late 1800s and early 1900s were a period of profound crisis for Muslims in the Indian subcontinent. As the British colonial empire expanded, the political power once held by Muslim elites steadily eroded. The collapse of the Mughal Empire after the uprising of 1857 was not merely a military defeat; for Indian Muslims, it constituted a deep cultural and spiritual wound. An elite that had held power for centuries suddenly found itself without direction in a rapidly changing world. With military and political avenues to power foreclosed by British rule, literature emerged as an alternative field of contestation. Writers recognized that the community's psychological survival depended on cultural and moral revival, a task to which Abdul Halim Sharar was acutely attuned. At the same time, colonial historians were producing accounts that cast colonized peoples as backward and weak, a narrative Sharar understood his community could not afford to internalize. Rather than depict the everyday struggles of ordinary people, he chose to narrate the exploits of kings and generals: his readers required not a reminder of present weakness but a recovery of past greatness. By reanimating these moments of historical glory, Sharar deployed history as a source of collective hope and dignity.
Sharar looked back at Islamic history with a romantic, idealized eye, treating the past as an instrument for advancing his people. In his novels, heroism, unshakeable faith, and strong morals converge to offer readers a practical model for rebuilding their community (Sharif Ahmed, 1989, p. 29). For Sharar, the loss of political power did not entail the loss of identity; rather, it required his community to reinvent itself by combining historical memory with didactic storytelling.
An examination of Sharar's most productive years, between 1913 and 1925, shows how his writing shifted as the world fell into chaos. He was not writing in a vacuum but responding to a world that was rapidly unraveling. In 1913, the Balkan Wars were tearing at the edges of the Ottoman Empire; amid this turmoil, Sharar published Roohi, followed by Ghaib Daan Dulhan in 1915 (Fatmi, 1986, pp. 100–150).  These works appeared just as the First World War ignited, a global conflict that would eventually extinguish the last illusions of Muslim global power. Amid this suffocating environment, Sharar's fiction offered readers a necessary escape, and one that strengthened them psychologically rather than merely distracting them. In 1916, he published Tareekh-e-Maftooh (Fatmi, 1986). At this same moment, European powers were secretly redrawing the map of the Middle East. Sharar used history as a shield, seeking to protect his people's historical identity from erasure by colonial rule.
As the war worsened and the Ottoman Caliphate faced total destruction, Sharar began writing lengthy, multi-volume novels, recognizing that a traumatized public needed long, immersive stories capable of sustaining fragmented attention. In 1917, he released the first parts of Babak Khurrami and Jauya-e-Haq (The Seeker of Truth), which he continued to publish through 1919 (Fatmi, 1986). Babak Khurrami dealt with internal rebellions during the ancient Abbasid period. This served as a historical mirror reflecting the internal divisions among Indian Muslims at the time. Meanwhile, Jauya-e-Haq showed a shift in his thinking. The title itself suggests a move away from martial conflict toward a deeper philosophical and religious search, one that closely matched the religious and political awakening then underway in India during the Khilafat Movement. Sharar was signaling to his readers that physical bravery was of little use without intellectual clarity and spiritual conviction. At the same time, he expanded the geographic scope of his stories to foster a sense of global unity. In 1919, he published Labat-e-Cheen, looking toward the East (Fatmi, 1986). In 1920, he wrote Aziza-e-Misr, taking his readers to the rich history of Egypt (Fatmi, 1986). By taking his readers out of colonized India and placing them within the wider Muslim world, he allowed them to imagine themselves as powerful, independent actors on the global stage.
In 1923, Sharar made a very interesting shift. He published Tahirah, which was explicitly called a “domestic novel” (Sharar, 1965). After years of writing about distant battlefields, crusades, and grand kings, he turned his attention entirely to the everyday Muslim household, a shift that reflected a deepening maturity in his reformist agenda. He recognized that grand historical revivals could not succeed without strong moral foundations within the home, and the shift also addressed the absence of female perspectives in his earlier epic tales. He acknowledged that the preservation of culture, identity, and faith occurred largely within the domestic sphere, under women's guidance; true heroism, in this view, lay not only in fighting a foreign war but in living an honest, moral life day to day.
He continued this focus on home life with Neki Ka Phal in 1924 and Meena Bazar in 1925 (Naqoosh, 1955, pp. 49–60). These later books brought all his ideas together. He tried to combine the beautiful, highly refined cultural legacy of places like Awadh with the strict, uncompromising discipline of early Islamic history.  Sharar's vision nonetheless had its limits: he focused primarily on the elite classes, selected only those parts of history that fit his affirmative message, and adopted a worldview that was heavily male-centered. Even so, by blending historical fact with imagination, he created a durable and emotionally powerful memory for his community, one that helped it look past a humiliating colonial present. His work suggests that the loss of political power need not entail the loss of spiritual or cultural identity.
Sharar brought the past to life, using engaging romances and dramatic plots to forge an emotional connection with his readers. These stories functioned as more than entertainment; they served as instructive tools through which Sharar modeled the ideal Muslim as brave, deeply religious, and highly disciplined. Heroes like Sultan Salahuddin Ayyubi served as perfect role models, giving a defeated people a clear guide to reclaiming their honor. Sharar also used his stories to correct the flaws within his own society. For instance, in Firdaus-e-Bareen, he fiercely attacked blind faith and religious exploitation, while in Ayyam-e-Arab, he warned against the ignorance of tribal fighting.
To reinforce this message, Sharar employed vivid and emotionally charged language, frequently comparing invading armies such as the Crusaders or Mongols to unstoppable storms and floods, a figure that captured the suffocating experience of living under British colonial rule (Fatmi, 1986, pp. 100–150). On the other hand, moments of Islamic victory were described as a breaking dawn or a piercing light, symbolizing hope and intellectual awakening. He described his heroes as lions and unyielding mountains, projecting a strong, unapologetic masculinity intended to counter his community's sense of defeat, while characterizing internal division and corrupt leadership as a "disease" spreading through a healthy body.
Beyond his choice of words, Sharar's characters functioned as symbols of the real-world struggles of his time. Sultan Salahuddin Ayyubi was not merely a figure in a story but a symbol of the lost Muslim power mourned after the Mughal Empire's fall. In Firdaus-e-Bareen, the villain Sheikh Wujoodi represented the corrupt, manipulative religious leaders of Sharar’s own era. The main character, Hussain, stood for the naive, colonized youth. Hussain's eventual awakening from his brainwashed state and his subsequent resistance represent the political awakening Sharar sought for the younger generation. The love plots carried similar symbolic weight: when European or Christian characters fell in love with noble Muslim heroes, the union symbolized an intellectual and moral victory over the West, offering readers under British rule a source of comfort and satisfaction.
The sheer volume of Sharar's output reflects the urgency with which he approached his mission; he wrote so prolifically that historians continue to dispute the exact number of novels he produced. Early historians such as Thomas Grahame Bailey claimed Sharar wrote thirty novels (Fatmi, 1986; Bailey, 1932, p. 95). Other critics argue he wrote thirty-five, forty-two, or even up to sixty. A closer examination of the original sources shows, however, that the higher figures mistakenly include serialized plays, biographies, and unfinished drafts. This discrepancy is more than a minor bibliographic detail: it indicates that Sharar was working in the midst of an unfolding crisis, publishing continuously in his immensely popular journal, Dilgudaz. In effect, he was drafting a new identity for his people month by month (Fatmi, 1986). The boundaries between his historical essays, translated stories, and original novels remained blurred, as he prioritized the rapid dissemination of moral lessons over the maintenance of neat, organized records.
Sharar's method of using fiction to engineer social reform aligns with the ideas of major theorists of narrative and history. The Marxist critic Georg Lukács, in his study the Historical Novel, argued that this genre is born during times of massive social change (Lukács, 1983, pp. 19–25). In periods of crisis, communities look to the past to make sense of present struggles; just as the French Revolution gave rise to historical fiction in Europe, the decline of Muslim power in India gave rise to Sharar's writing. Sharar was also engaged in what historian Hayden White calls "emplotment."[footnoteRef:2] White argued that history is not just a neutral list of facts; it is a narrative shaped by the writer’s goals. British colonial historiography emplotted Indian Muslim history as a story of continuous decay and weakness; Sharar used his novels to rewrite that same history as an epic tale of bravery, purity, and greatness, rescuing it from colonial writers to furnish his people with a psychological shield. [2:  According to Hayden White, “emplotment” is the process through which historical events are transformed into a meaningful narrative structure. In his influential work Metahistory, White argues that history is not simply a neutral presentation of facts; rather, historians actively organize and interpret events in ways similar to literary writers. Facts by themselves do not automatically produce meaning. Meaning emerges when historians select certain events, connect them together, emphasize particular causes and consequences, and arrange them into recognizable story patterns. This narrative shaping is what White calls emplotment. He further explains that historical narratives often follow literary modes such as romance, tragedy, comedy, or satire. For instance, a historian may portray a nation’s past as a heroic struggle leading to triumph, which would resemble romance, while another historian may describe the same events as a tragic decline marked by loss and collapse. In both cases, the factual material may remain similar, but the interpretation changes because of the narrative structure imposed upon it. White’s theory therefore challenges the idea that history is entirely objective or free from literary influence. Instead, he suggests that historical writing is deeply connected with imagination, ideology, and storytelling techniques. This concept is especially useful in understanding writers like Abdul Halim Sharar, whose historical novels reconstruct the Muslim past not merely as factual history but as emotionally charged narratives of cultural glory, refinement, and moral identity. Through emplotment, Sharar turns history into a literary and ideological project that shapes how readers remember and emotionally connect with the past (White, 1973, pp. 7–11).] 

An examination of the publication dates of his novels undermines the persistent claim that Sharar simply imitated European writers. Some Urdu critics have argued that Sharar only conceived of the historical romance after reading Sir Walter Scott's The Talisman during an extended trip to England between 1889 and 1896 (Fatmi, 1986, p. 120). The chronology contradicts this claim: Sharar published his foundational historical novel, Malik-ul-Aziz Varjana, in 1888- a full year before he ever set foot in Europe. While he did engage with English literature later, his drive to write historical fiction was an entirely organic response to the trauma of India. He did not need to visit London to recognize that his people needed a restorative myth; the trauma of post-1857 India was sufficient. He quickly followed up with Hasan Angelina in 1889 and Mansur-Mohana in 1890, proving his narrative style was fully formed before he was exposed to Western literary circles. Sharar drew on whatever resources served his purpose, translating foreign stories where they conveyed moral clarity and inventing new ones where he wished to explore Islamic history. To judge him by modern, rigid standards of "original authorship" is to miss the point: he was constructing a vast, interconnected body of stories designed to accomplish one overriding aim—the intellectual and spiritual resurrection of a defeated people.
Ultimately, Abdul Halim Sharar used his writing to help his people heal and rebuild their collective identity. In works like Guzishta Lucknow, he carefully recorded the beautiful but lost culture of the wealthy elite. Through his historical novels, he taught strong moral lessons. His main goal was to show what the ideal Muslim should look like: brave, religious, and highly disciplined. The heroes in his stories were practical role models meant to help the community rise again, which fit perfectly with the social reform movements of his time. His work was not without limitations: it focused primarily on the upper classes, largely omitted women's voices, and selected only the parts of history that suited his message. Yet by combining historical fact with creative storytelling, he gave his struggling community a powerful emotional connection to its past. He left a lasting mark on Urdu literature and Muslim identity by demonstrating that the loss of political power need not entail the loss of culture or spirit. Through this fusion of history and fiction, Sharar equipped a defeated people with the tools they needed to survive, recover, and reinvent themselves.
The reception of Abdul Halim Sharar and his novels within society during the colonial period is somewhat difficult to determine directly because there are neither sufficient measurable variables available nor many explicit contemporary references that fully document readers’ responses to his works. Above all, certain indirect indicators help us understand his popularity and influence. For instance, his literary magazine, Dilgudaz, enjoyed wide circulation and considerable public reception. This itself reflects the extent of his intellectual and literary impact during colonial India. Furthermore, as Ali Ahmad Fatmi points out, Sharar was himself influenced by the works of Ratan Nath Sarshar, an influence that drew him into novel writing. One useful basis, then, for evaluating the reception and significance of his work is to examine his influence on later historical fiction.[footnoteRef:3] The wide circulation of Dil Gudaz, suggests that it enjoyed significant reception within society. On this basis, it can be argued that Sharar’s writings were actively engaging readers and shaping literary consciousness during the colonial period. By deploying the ideas of Robert Darnton and Pierre Bourdieu further strengthens this argument.  [3:  In examining the reception of cultural figures, Robert Darnton and Pierre Bourdieu both offer valuable frameworks. Darnton, in exploring the circulation of literature in 18th-century France, emphasizes how reading habits and the spread of texts reveal public reception and cultural shifts. Bourdieu, on the other hand, focuses on how the “field of cultural production”, encompassing circulation, readership, and institutional recognition, shapes the social value of a writer. Both perspectives remind us that the popularity or influence of a writer is never simply inherent in the work but is also reflected in how widely their texts circulate and how they shape or are shaped by social structures (Darnton, 1984, pp. 9–10; Bourdieu, 1993, p. 37).] 

Moreover, the many writers who drew inspiration from him further attest to his strong reception and influence within both literary and social spheres. Writers such as Naseem Hijazi, Inayatullah, and M. Aslam continued and expanded the tradition of historical novel writing that Sharar established, carrying forward many of the themes, narrative structures, and cultural concerns he had introduced into Urdu literature. Their novels can thus be viewed as branches of the same literary tree, rooted in Sharar's narrative style, historical imagination, and cultural concerns. The fact that later writers adopted and developed this tradition indicates that Sharar's works had become widely recognized among readers and literary circles, and that his writings shaped the intellectual imagination and historical consciousness of Muslim readers well beyond his own lifetime.
Secondly, in the words of Pierre Bourdieu, one of the ways to understand the mastery and significance of a literary or classical work is to examine its metaphors, symbols, and linguistic structures, because these elements point toward the conditions and anxieties of a specific historical age (Bourdieu, 1993, pp. 50–100). Through such literary expressions, the hidden forces of history and society become visible. In this context, the metaphors, vocabulary, and symbolic language employed by Sharar continued to reappear in later historical novelists such as Naseem Hijazi and Inayatullah. The continuation of these literary patterns itself reflects the social and intellectual impact of Sharar’s work. In Bourdieusian terms, this continuity becomes evidence of literary mastery and cultural authority. Therefore, it can be argued that Sharar’s reception was exceptionally strong, which explains why his books remain widely known even today. More importantly, within Muslim intellectual thought, his writings are often remembered not merely as literary texts but also as symbols of cultural memory, identity, and resistance. 
Conclusion
In times of crisis, when a community loses its political power, ruling authorities often silence its voices and erase its agency. When the political world forecloses any avenue for expression, fiction steps in to rebuild what politics has destroyed. This is the power of narrativizing politics (Jameson, 1981, pp. 19–20). Because Indian Muslims under British rule could not fight physical wars or pass their own laws, writers like Abdul Halim Sharar moved the political battlefield onto the pages of novels. By writing about ancient kings, wars, and empires, he was actively discussing the political realities of his own time. Fiction provided a safe, unstoppable way to protest, allowing a defeated people to express their desire for dignity and leadership when politics forced them to be silent. 
To achieve this, Sharar forged a distinctive hybrid of history and fiction. He understood that a dry historical account could not heal a wounded community, and that a simple fairy tale could not offer serious moral guidance; instead, he combined the factual weight of Islamic history with the emotional pull of romance and adventure. This hybrid approach served two distinct purposes: it was an act of recovery, rescuing the glorious past from erasure or mockery by colonial historians, and a tool for reinvention, using those stories to teach modern Muslims how to be brave, pious, and disciplined once again. Ali Anooshahr makes a comparable argument in the context of early modern slavery, showing that literature could be mobilized for similar purposes (Anooshahr, 2025, pp. 1–8). Nevertheless, empires may fall and lands may be conquered, but the core of a community can endure if it is preserved within its art. By furnishing his people with a powerful emotional memory, Sharar transformed the novel into a kind of fortress, demonstrating that even a community stripped entirely of its political voice can preserve and reinvent its identity through the enduring power of the imagination.
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