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Abstract. Urdu literature has long been a site of cultural expression, yet its feminist dimensions 

gained prominence with the emergence of bold women writers who challenged patriarchal norms. 

Among them, Ismat Chughtai occupies a pivotal position as a pioneering voice of resistance. This 

paper examines the representation of women and the modes of resistance in selected writings of Ismat 

Chughtai, focusing on her short stories such as Lihaaf, Gainda, and The Homemaker. Through a 

qualitative and analytical approach, the study explores how Chughtai redefines female subjectivity, 

interrogates domestic oppression, and addresses taboo subjects such as sexuality and gender 

inequality. The findings suggest that Chughtai’s works not only expose the hypocrisies of patriarchal 

society but also create a space for marginalized voices, thereby contributing significantly to feminist 

discourse in Urdu literature. 
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Introduction 

Urdu literature, as a vibrant component of South Asian cultural heritage, has historically reflected the 

social and ideological structures of its time. For centuries, literary representations of women were 

largely shaped by male authors, often portraying women as passive, submissive, and confined to 

domestic roles. However, the twentieth century marked a turning point with the emergence of feminist 

voices that sought to challenge and redefine these representations. 

Among these voices, Ismat Chughtai stands out as a revolutionary figure whose writings disrupted 

conventional norms and brought women’s lived experiences to the forefront. Writing during the 

Progressive Writers’ Movement, Chughtai used literature as a tool to critique patriarchal structures 

and highlight issues such as gender inequality, sexual repression, and social hypocrisy (Chughtai, 

1972). Her works remain significant for their boldness, realism, and commitment to social critique. 

Objectives: This study aims to analyze the feminist dimensions of Chughtai’s selected writings, 

focusing on how she represents women and articulates resistance within the socio-cultural context of 

her time. 

Conceptual Framework: Feminism, Representation, and Resistance 

Feminism, within the domain of literary studies, involves a critical examination of how texts 

construct, portray, and position women, as well as how these representations either reinforce or 

challenge existing patriarchal ideologies. Feminist literary theory interrogates the ways in which 

gender roles are socially constructed and culturally reproduced through narrative forms, language, 

and symbolism. It seeks not only to expose the marginalization and silencing of women in literature 

but also to recover and foreground women’s voices and experiences (Ahmed, 1992). 
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The concept of representation refers to the depiction of women in literary narratives—whether they 

are portrayed as passive objects shaped by male desire or as active subjects possessing agency, 

consciousness, and autonomy. Traditional literary representations often confined women to 

stereotypical roles such as the obedient wife, sacrificial mother, or romantic ideal. Feminist writers 

challenge these reductive portrayals by presenting women as complex individuals with their own 

desires, struggles, and identities. 

Resistance, on the other hand, involves a conscious effort to challenge dominant ideologies and 

disrupt hegemonic power structures. In literature, resistance is expressed through thematic choices, 

narrative strategies, and linguistic innovations that question and subvert patriarchal norms. Feminist 

texts often create alternative discourses that empower marginalized voices and redefine social 

realities. 

Ismat Chughtai’s writings exemplify both representation and resistance in a profound manner. She 

critiques the traditional depiction of women as submissive and voiceless while simultaneously 

constructing new identities that foreground autonomy, desire, and individuality. Her narratives 

expose the contradictions within patriarchal society, particularly in the context of domestic life and 

gender relations. By addressing taboo subjects such as female sexuality and emotional repression, 

Chughtai challenges the silence imposed on women and reclaims their right to self-expression. Her 

work aligns closely with feminist literary theory, which emphasizes the transformative potential of 

literature in reshaping social consciousness and challenging entrenched power structures (Ahmed, 

1992). 

Historical Context: The Progressive Writers’ Movement 

Ismat Chughtai’s literary career must be understood within the broader historical context of the 

Progressive Writers’ Movement, which emerged in the 1930s in response to the socio-political 

conditions of colonial India. Influenced by Marxist ideology and anti-colonial sentiments, the 

movement sought to use literature as a tool for social reform and political awareness. It encouraged 

writers to address pressing issues such as class exploitation, gender inequality, communal tensions, 

and colonial oppression (Rahman, 1999). 

The Progressive Writers’ Movement marked a significant departure from earlier literary traditions 

that often focused on romanticism and escapism. Instead, it emphasized realism and social 

engagement, urging writers to depict the lived realities of marginalized communities. Within this 

intellectual and cultural milieu, women writers found a platform to articulate their experiences and 

challenge patriarchal norms. 

Ismat Chughtai emerged as one of the most prominent voices within this movement, distinguished by 

her fearless exploration of women’s lives. Her writings focus on the everyday experiences of women, 

particularly within middle-class Muslim households, highlighting issues such as domestic 

confinement, emotional neglect, and social hypocrisy. Unlike many of her contemporaries, Chughtai 

did not shy away from addressing taboo subjects, including female sexuality and same-sex desire, 

which were largely absent from mainstream literary discourse. 

Her bold approach often led to controversy, most notably in the case of her short story Lihaaf, which 

resulted in an obscenity trial. However, such challenges only underscored the radical nature of her 

work and its impact on literary and social thought. By confronting uncomfortable truths and exposing 

the contradictions within patriarchal society, Chughtai not only contributed to the objectives of the 

Progressive Writers’ Movement but also expanded its scope to include a distinctly feminist 

perspective (Rahman, 1999). 

Representation of Women in Chughtai’s Writings 

Women as Complex Individuals: Ismat Chughtai’s portrayal of women marks a decisive shift from 

earlier Urdu literary traditions that largely confined female characters to idealized, submissive, and 

one-dimensional roles. Rather than presenting women as passive recipients of male authority, 

Chughtai constructs them as psychologically complex individuals endowed with desire, agency, 

emotional depth, and inner contradictions. Her female characters are not static figures; instead, they 
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are constantly negotiating between personal aspirations and rigid societal expectations, thereby 

reflecting the lived realities of women within patriarchal structures. 

In The Homemaker, for example, the character of Lajo subverts conventional expectations of 

femininity. Initially perceived as uncultured and socially inferior, Lajo gradually asserts her presence 

within the domestic space, unsettling the assumed superiority of her husband Mirza. Her 

transformation from a marginalized figure to an assertive presence illustrates the instability of 

patriarchal authority. As the narrative suggests, domestic roles are not naturally fixed but socially 

constructed and open to negotiation. The tension between Mirza’s desire for control and Lajo’s 

assertion of individuality highlights the fragile foundations of male dominance. Through this 

characterization, Chughtai dismantles the myth of the “ideal woman” and redefines female 

subjectivity as fluid, dynamic, and self-aware (Chughtai, 1972; Rahman, 1999). 

Domestic Space as a Site of Oppression: A recurring and powerful theme in Chughtai’s writings is 

the reconfiguration of the domestic sphere—not as a harmonious sanctuary, but as a site of 

confinement, surveillance, and silent suffering. She challenges the romanticized notion of the home 

by exposing the gendered power structures that operate within it. In her narratives, the household 

becomes a microcosm of patriarchal society, where women’s bodies, desires, and movements are 

regulated and controlled. 

This is most strikingly evident in Lihaaf, where the domestic environment functions as a space of 

emotional neglect and psychological isolation. Begum Jaan, trapped in a loveless marriage with a 

husband who is indifferent to her needs, embodies the suffocating effects of patriarchal domesticity. 

The recurring image of the “quilt” (lihaaf) symbolically represents both concealment and suppressed 

desire, suggesting the hidden emotional and sexual lives of women. The absence of communication 

and intimacy within the marital relationship forces Begum Jaan to seek alternative forms of emotional 

fulfillment, thereby revealing the consequences of systemic neglect. 

Through such textual evidence, Chughtai demonstrates how domestic spaces are structured by 

unequal power relations that restrict women’s autonomy. The home, instead of being a space of सुरक्षा 

(security), becomes a site of नियंत्रण (control) and repression. By foregrounding these realities, 

Chughtai critiques the socio-cultural frameworks that normalize women’s subjugation and silence 

within the private sphere (Chughtai, 1972; Ahmed, 1992). 

Sexuality and Silence: One of the most radical and groundbreaking aspects of Chughtai’s writing is 

her fearless engagement with female sexuality—a subject that had long been silenced or erased in 

Urdu literary discourse. By addressing themes of desire, repression, and bodily autonomy, she 

disrupts the moral conservatism of her time and exposes the hypocrisy inherent in patriarchal 

constructions of virtue and modesty. 

In Lihaaf, Chughtai introduces the theme of same-sex desire through the relationship between Begum 

Jaan and her female companion, Rabbu. While the narrative employs subtlety and suggestion rather 

than explicit description, the implications are unmistakable. The story situates this relationship within 

the context of emotional deprivation, thereby linking sexuality to broader questions of neglect, 

loneliness, and agency. The young narrator’s observations—particularly the shifting and mysterious 

movements of the quilt—serve as a powerful metaphor for repressed desire and unspoken realities. 

By bringing such taboo subjects into the literary domain, Chughtai not only challenges 

heteronormative assumptions but also asserts the legitimacy of women’s desires. She breaks the 

imposed silence surrounding female sexuality and reclaims it as an essential component of identity 

and selfhood. Her work thus aligns with feminist efforts to dismantle cultural stigmas and to create 

space for alternative expressions of gender and sexuality (Chughtai, 1972; Ahmed, 1992). 

Resistance in Chughtai’s Writings 

Challenging Patriarchal Norms: Chughtai’s literary oeuvre is fundamentally rooted in resistance 

against patriarchal ideologies and entrenched social conventions. Her narratives consistently 

interrogate the norms that define and restrict women’s roles, exposing the contradictions and 
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injustices embedded within them. Rather than portraying women as passive victims, she presents 

characters who question, resist, and at times subvert these expectations. 

For instance, in The Homemaker, Lajo’s refusal to conform to traditional notions of respectability 

disrupts the hierarchical structure of her marriage. Similarly, in Lihaaf, Begum Jaan’s pursuit of 

emotional fulfillment—though socially condemned—serves as a silent act of defiance against a 

system that denies her agency. Through such portrayals, Chughtai reveals that patriarchal authority 

is neither natural nor absolute, but rather sustained through social conditioning and coercion. Her use 

of irony and critical insight further underscores the absurdity of rigid gender roles, contributing to a 

broader feminist critique of social structures (Rahman, 1999). 

Use of Realism and Satire: Chughtai’s resistance is not only thematic but also stylistic, as she 

skillfully employs realism and satire to critique societal norms. Her commitment to realism enables 

her to depict the everyday lives of women with honesty and precision, capturing the nuances of their 

experiences without romanticization. This grounded approach makes her narratives deeply relatable 

while simultaneously exposing uncomfortable truths. 

At the same time, her use of satire adds a layer of subversion to her writing. Through sharp wit and 

irony, she highlights the inconsistencies and hypocrisies of patriarchal society. In The Homemaker, 

for example, the reversal of power dynamics between Mirza and Lajo is presented with subtle humor, 

which undermines traditional assumptions about gender hierarchy. This blending of realism with 

आलोचिात्मक दृनि (critical perspective) allows Chughtai to engage readers while prompting them to 

question deeply ingrained beliefs. Her narrative style thus becomes an effective tool of resistance, 

combining entertainment with social critique (Chughtai, 1972; Ahmed, 1992). 

Giving Voice to the Marginalized: One of Chughtai’s most enduring contributions to Urdu literature 

is her commitment to representing marginalized voices, particularly those of women from lower and 

middle-class backgrounds. Unlike many writers who focused on elite experiences, Chughtai turns her 

attention to the everyday struggles of ordinary women, thereby democratizing literary representation. 

Her characters—such as Lajo in The Homemaker or the neglected Begum Jaan in Lihaaf—embody 

the intersection of gender, class, and cultural constraints. By foregrounding their experiences, 

Chughtai challenges the elitism and exclusivity often associated with literary traditions. She provides 

a voice to those who have historically been silenced, allowing their stories to occupy a central place 

in literary discourse. 

Through this inclusive approach, Chughtai not only critiques existing power structures but also 

creates space for alternative perspectives and narratives. Her work thus expands the scope of Urdu 

literature, transforming it into a platform for social awareness and feminist engagement (Rahman, 

1999). 

Analysis of Selected Works 

Lihaaf (The Quilt): Lihaaf is perhaps Ismat Chughtai’s most प्रसिद्ध (well-known) and controversial 

work, widely recognized for its bold and nuanced exploration of female sexuality and emotional 

deprivation. At its core, the story critiques the institution of marriage by exposing its failure to fulfill 

the emotional and physical needs of women within patriarchal structures. 

The character of Begum Jaan represents the plight of a woman trapped in a loveless and neglectful 

marriage. Her husband, Nawab Sahib, is indifferent to her presence, devoting his attention elsewhere, 

which leaves her isolated within the domestic space. This emotional neglect becomes a central theme, 

revealing how marriage, rather than being a site of companionship, often functions as a structure of 

नियंत्रण (control) and denial for women. 

The symbolic presence of the lihaaf (quilt) serves as a powerful metaphor for suppressed desires and 

hidden realities. The young narrator’s observation of the quilt’s mysterious movements subtly 

suggests the relationship between Begum Jaan and Rabbu, thereby introducing the theme of same-

sex intimacy. Without explicit description, Chughtai skillfully conveys the psychological and 

emotional dimensions of repression. 
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Through this narrative, Chughtai challenges heteronormative assumptions and confronts the silence 

surrounding female sexuality. The story not only critiques the institution of marriage but also 

questions the moral hypocrisy of a society that denies women agency while simultaneously policing 

their desires. Thus, Lihaaf emerges as a groundbreaking text that redefines the boundaries of 

representation and resistance in Urdu literature (Chughtai, 1972; Ahmed, 1992). 

Gainda: In Gainda, Chughtai turns her attention to the condition of widows in traditional society, 

offering a poignant critique of the सामानिक stigma and restrictions imposed upon them. The story 

portrays the life of a young widow whose existence is marked by deprivation, marginalization, and 

enforced austerity. 

Gainda’s character embodies the intersection of gender, class, and cultural norms. As a widow, she 

is stripped of her individuality and subjected to rigid expectations that dictate her behavior, 

appearance, and social interactions. Her desires and emotions are rendered irrelevant, as society 

imposes a life of renunciation upon her. This reflects the broader patriarchal tendency to control 

women’s bodies and identities, particularly in relation to marriage and sexuality. 

Chughtai’s portrayal of Gainda is both sympathetic and critical. While she highlights the suffering 

and ограничения (constraints) faced by widows, she also exposes the सामानिक hypocrisy that 

sustains such practices. The narrative implicitly questions why widowhood should result in social 

death for women, while men remain largely unaffected by similar circumstances. 

Through Gainda, Chughtai not only documents the harsh realities of widowhood but also challenges 

the cultural norms that perpetuate such inequalities. The story serves as a powerful critique of 

patriarchal structures that deny women dignity and autonomy, thereby reinforcing her commitment 

to feminist resistance (Rahman, 1999). 

The Homemaker: The Homemaker offers a compelling exploration of marital relationships and the 

expectations imposed on women within domestic settings. The story examines the dynamics of power 

within marriage, revealing how traditional gender roles create imbalances that privilege male 

authority while marginalizing women. 

The character of Lajo stands at the center of this narrative, challenging conventional notions of 

femininity and respectability. Initially perceived as socially inferior and morally ambiguous, Lajo 

gradually transforms the domestic space by asserting her presence and agency. Her relationship with 

Mirza evolves in unexpected ways, subverting the traditional hierarchy between पनि (husband) and 

पत्नी (wife). 

Chughtai uses this reversal of roles to critique the socially constructed nature of gender norms. The 

story demonstrates that authority within marriage is not inherent but contingent upon social 

perceptions and power dynamics. Lajo’s eventual control over the household disrupts Mirza’s 

assumptions of dominance, revealing the fragility of patriarchal authority. 

Moreover, The Homemaker highlights the emotional and psychological complexities of marriage, 

emphasizing that relationships are shaped by negotiation rather than rigid roles. Through realism and 

subtle irony, Chughtai exposes the contradictions within societal expectations and challenges the 

идеал (ideal) of the submissive wife. 

Thus, the story not only critiques gender inequality but also offers an alternative vision of female 

agency and empowerment. It underscores Chughtai’s broader project of redefining women’s roles 

and asserting their autonomy within both private and public spheres (Chughtai, 1972; Rahman, 1999). 

Conclusion 

The study of Ismat Chughtai’s writings reveals the transformative power of literature as a medium of 

representation and resistance. Through her nuanced portrayal of women and her critique of patriarchal 

norms, Chughtai redefines female subjectivity and challenges societal conventions. Her works not 

only expose the injustices faced by women but also offer a vision of empowerment and autonomy. 
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As a pioneer of feminist Urdu literature, Chughtai’s legacy continues to shape the discourse on 

gender, identity, and resistance. 
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