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Abstract:
Ismat Chughtai is an Indian author written in Urdu language. Her works have been
translated in English because of the subjects taken and the different issues related to feminism
and female sexuality. She has beautifully discussed the issues which were considered taboo.
This paper makes an attempt to study the issue of female sexuality through the work of Ismat
Chughtai’s “The Quilt”. It is the story of Nawab Sahab’s wife Begum Jaan who is confined to
home and develops homosexual relationships with her maid Rabbu. It depicts the story of
female desires and its fulfillment. It raises the issue of marginalization of women in the
patriarchal society.
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Sex has always been a taboo in the east as compared to the west. And when it comes to
a woman it becomes even more a thing like a sin or a forbidden element. It becomes acceptable
for a man and at the same time becomes unacceptable for a woman to talk about the sexuality.
In the male dominated society where man is free to do anything or choose any way for his
satisfaction, woman is not allowed to do what she wants. Ismat Chughtai’s critically acclaimed
and highly discussed story “Lihaaf”, originally published in Urdu language translated in
English as “The Quilt” raises the issue of women’s sexuality. The time when Chugtai wrote

www.the-criterion.com

047

A Study of Ismat Chughtai’s “The Quilt” From the Perspective of Homosexuality and Marginalization

“Lihaaf”, to talk about sex and sexuality was like a bomb. Chugtai dares to take up the subject
which others were seeing and not daring to take up. She breaks the barriers and comes as an
iconoclast. Why this important topic should be left behind. It is part and parcel of one’s life.
Chugtai maintained the decorum by not using a single word related to sex and sexuality. There
is extensive use of symbolism and imagery in depicting the life of a woman whose husband
remains far from her. It is about the loneliness and the boring life of a woman. But she achieves
by giving the message clearly. Regarding Chughtai’s bold writing style, Shirin Abbas argues:
She was an iconoclast, an educationist, and an icon of women's empowerment.
But above everything else, she was a woman. She understood the complexities
of a woman's mind, their inhibitions, and also their secret desires. Ismat Chugtai
tops the list of South Asian feminist writers. She would have scoffed at the idea,
dismissed all the fuss with some witty remark, simply and without any airs. The
other great Indian writer, Qurratulain Hyder, has remarked of Chugtai in her
obituary “Lady Changez Khan” on the writer, “An unselfconscious Feminist is
what I have often called her.” Aindubbed her as “Lady Changez Khan”partly
because she could trace her lineage to Changez Khan, but mostly due to her
audacious and strident approach to life and to writing. (Shirin)
Regarding the subjects Chughtai chooses and comes as an iconoclast, Shirin Abbas
argues:
Those were the days when words like "chest" and "lover" were considered
obscene; more so if women chose to write them. Ismat Chughtai was summoned
to Lahore two years after 'Lihaaf' was published. She was, along with Manto,
charged with obscenity for “Lihaaf,” taken to court. Although initially the
incident made her panic, in the end, she and Manto laughed heartily at those
who were judging them. The news that was intended to cause panic was
welcomed with glee and preparations for a winter holiday in Lahore began.
Good friend Saadat Hasan Manto becameher partner in crime (Manto had been
summoned for writing the fiercely controversial short story “Bu”) and
accompanied them to enjoy "fried fish and whisky"..."in the salubrious climate
of Lahore". Perhaps the only memorable instance that they shared was this trip
to Lahore for obscenity in their writing --a first for Ismat, whereas Manto had
faced similar charges twice before. He recalls the trip to Lahore with Ismat, her
husband Shaheed Lateef and his wife Iqbal as a memorable one where their
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spouses joined hands to tease them about fictional accounts of life in prison and
poked fun at them all through the journey. After lengthy proceedings the charge
was dropped because no “obscene” words could be found in the story. (Shirin)
“The Quilt” revolves around the lady Begum Jaan who is married to a Nawab. Begum
Jaan is very beautiful, and she has all the luxuries of life except Nawab Sahab’s company.
Nawab Sahab is mentioned as the one who is respectable, religious and teaches the slender
“young boys” only. Nawab Sahab remains busy in teaching those “young boys” only and
Begum is like other things of the house. It is narrated in the following as:
Having married Begum Jaan, he tucked her away in the house with his other
possessions and promptly forgot her. The frail, beautiful Begum wasted away
in anguished loneliness. (14)
It was the financial circumstances of the Begum Jaan’s parents that they married her to
Nawab Sahab of ripe years. Though he married Begum Jaan but their marriage remained as a
bond on the paper only. Nawab is living his life and let Begum Jaan to live her life. He is
nowhere in her wife’s life as a companion or a friend. He is only there as a patron who supports
financially. And it is one of the main reasons that Begum Jaan gets Rabbu for the
companionship in place of Nawab Sahab. Garishma Trivedi argues:
At the time when Lihaaf was written, sexual relationships between people of the
same gender were not discussed openly. Their existence was accepted but it was
something that was ‘veiled’ and so the narratorial voice in the story uses
metaphors so as to not address it openly. The unknowingness of the whole truth
can also be seen in the narratorial voice. The distance in addressing it but not
saying it out loud is visible. The same aversion to addressing sexuality in
general can be seen even now. It has taken us too many years to even
acknowledge the existence of homosexuality.
Lihaaf not only re-presented the unspoken but also brought to light the
taboo subject of female sexuality and the presence of female desires in a
heteronormative marriage. A woman can be more than something that just exists
in a marital home, a woman can be more than just a beautiful body used as a
mere decoration in the household. Isn’t it high time we talked about the
problems of the terminology used to define beauty and the association of it with
sexuality if Chughtai tried doing this in 1941? Is it time to come out of ‘the
quilt’? (Garishma)
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Begum Jaan is kept inside the four walls and Nawab Sahab remains busy with those
young boys, and all the delicacies served to the drawing room. She tried her best to get the love
of Nawab Sahab but failed and finds herself heartbroken. Not only this, she is not allowed to
go out of the four walls, while her relatives are allowed to come and stay for months. They
would come, enjoy the delicacies got clothes and enjoy the time at the Nawab Sahab’s house.
But Begum Jaan is unable to find the satisfaction. She passes the restless nights and her life
seemed useless. It is expressed in the following lines:
She arranged for night-long readings from the Quran, but in vain. One cannot
draw blood from a stone. The nawab didn’t budge an inch. Begum Jaan was
heartbroken and turned to books. But she found no relief. Romantic novels and
sentimental verse depressed her even more. She began to spend sleepless nights,
yearning for a love that had never been. (14)
Her beautiful body starts loosing the lustre, cheeks hollow and no freshness on her face.
Begum Jaan is chaste and pure, she cannot express her sexual desires but her body demands
the same. There is a contradiction in mind and heart. Like every human being, Begum also
required physiological and psychological satisfaction. And when one remains unfulfilled,
repercussions can be seen. Begum Jaan’s inclination towards Rabbu is the repercussion of her
desires. Rabbu comes as savior and Begum Jaan starts blossoming. Begum Jaan has been
compared to the flower which does not blossom until it gets proper care and the required
amount of water. Begum Jaan is also like a flower which need proper care and Rabbu gives her
the required amount what she needed. It is not only the food and other material possessions
which a person requires. For blossoming, there is requirement of all the elements in required
quantity. Begum Jaan was missing something which Rabbu provided to her. It was Rabbu who
gave Begum Jaan the meaning of life. She started enjoying the life and finds that life is full of
pleasures. The narrator says that it was some secret oil massage that Rabbu gave to Begum
Jaan. And that massage goes for whole day and night. Rabbu has no other work except
massaging the body of Begum Jaan. The massage continued even when Begum Jaan goes to
take bath. Only Rabbu is allowed inside the bathroom to massage the body of Begum Jaan.
Massage is not a massage; it is a human touch which one requires. Begum Jaan was never
touched by anyone and it is the loneliness of body that Rabbu fulfills by giving her affectionate
touch.
In comparison to the beauty and splendor of Begum Jaan, Rabbu was dark
complexioned having smallpox scarred face. Rabbu used to massage the whole body of Begum
Jaan. She is too attached to Begum Jaan that she even sleeps with her. This story of Begum
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Jaan and Rabbu is seen from the lens of a young girl who is unaware of the relationship between
two women. As already said that other maids of the house used to talk behind Rabbu’s back
about her attachment with Begum Jaan, they laugh and gossip but it has no effect on Begum
Jaan. Same sex relationship is not only the one’s preference rather is might be the result of
one’s need. The same happened with Begum Jaan who develops sexual relationships with
Rabbu.
As the narrator also staying in the Begum Jaan’s bedroom, she notices something
strange and scary. When she woke up at night she finds Begum Jaan’s quilt was shaking
vigorously and it seems to her that an elephant is struggling inside. As she calls Begum Jaan,
the elephant stops and quilt comes down. When she asks Begum Jaan about it, Begum Jaan
asks her to sleep and recite ayatal kursi when she says that she is scared. Begum Jaan refused
her to come to her in abrupt tone. Next night, when the narrator wokes up, she hears the
argument of Begum Jaan and Rabbu in subdues tones. Meanwhile the sound of slurping comes
just like cat is licking a plate. It again scared the narrator.
These instances that elephant is struggling inside the Begum Jaan’s quilt is beautifully
narrated through the lens of a young girl. Begum Jaan sexual activities have been mentioned
from that perspective. “The Quilt” is not only a title rather quilt also works as a shield or a
cover which gives protection against weather to the body. The same happens with her, it is the
quilt which has preserved and protected Begum Jaan’s life. Rabbu is aged in comparison to
Begum Jaan and she is aware of the need of Begum Jaan and she caters to the need of Begum
Jaan which other maids of the house never understood. And in this way Rabbu is given the
place to remain with Begum Jaan all the time even while taking bath and sleeping. Rabbu has
fulfilled the desires of Begum Jaan and gave her the pleasure that her body required.
Elephant or a cat licking the plate has been presented from the perspective of a young
girl. It is quite clear that Begum Jaan is a lesbian and she is in relationship with Rabbu, her
favourite maid. These sexual activities of Begum Jaan and Rabbu in the night can be seen as
an escape from the world of loneliness and boredom. Rabbu has given all the feelings and
desires which a woman needs and not always desired. Begum Jaan is the representative of all
the women who are kept aside by their partners and are not given the quality time. Same sex
relationships are not only built for the sake of pleasure rather some reasons are there that gives
birth to same sex relationships. As noted elsewhere, Begum Jaan is the wife of a Nawab, who
is a respected and reputed personality. It is not possible for Begum Jaan to have relationships
with other men as she is confined to her home only. She has only one option that she can fulfill
her bodily requirements from Rabbu. It is safe for her reputation also as lesbians and gays are
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not seen as normal in the society. Same-sex relationships are still seen as queer. The time when
Chugtai penned the story was the time when openly expressing the sexual preferences was a
sin or a forbidden thing. As far as a woman is concerned, it is not acceptable or thinkable.
There are levels of marginalization, first a woman and then lesbian. It was also one of
the reasons that Begum Jaan tried to keep her activities inside her room or in the quilt. She is
aware of the things that happen. She is concerned her position in the society and tried to
maintain the decorum of her dignity. She tried every possible way to keep herself busy, but she
was forced to cross the boundary to fulfill the requirements.
Rabbu becomes the must person for Begum Jaan. When Rabbu leaves Begum Jaan for
some days to meet her son, she finds herself uneasy, troubled and restless. It becomes difficult
for Begum Jaan to pass the time, she grew irritable and drank tea after tea and her head began
to ache. Begum Jaan’s attitude shows that she is so much in need of companionship that it
becomes impossible for her to live alone.
The narrator asks Begum Jaan to rub her back, she agrees and then ask her to open the
straps and massage harder and harder and on all the parts of the body. It seems to her that now
Begum Jaan is having some ease and, in the morning, asks what she wants. Begum Jaan puts
the hands of the young girl on the spot where there was itching. While rubbing she reaches the
restricted area and at once, she withdraws her hands. Begum Jaan smiles mischievously and
made her embarrassed. Begum Jaan also asks her to lie down beside her and started counted
the ribs. The girl protests and ran away as she finds something unusual in the behavior of
Begum Jaan. Begum Jaan’s expressions have been expressed as in the following lines:
To this day, whenever I am reminded of her face at that moment, I feel jittery.
Her eyelids had drooped, her upper lip showed a black shadow and tiny beads
of sweat sparkled on her lips and nose despite the cold. Her hands were as cold
as ice but clammy as though the skin had been stripped off. She wore a shawl,
and in the fine karga kurta, her body shone like a ball of dough. The heavy gold
buttons of the kurta were undone.
It was evening, and the room was getting enveloped in darkness. A
strange fear overcame me. Begum Jaan’s deep-set eyes focused on me and I felt
like crying. She was pressing me as though I were a clay doll and the odour of
her warm body made me want to throw up. But she was like a person possessed.
I could neither scream nor cry. (20)
The above stanza regarding the activities of Begum Jaan from the perspective of a
young girl depicts her intense sexual desires. When Begum Jaan finds no one, she is forced by
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her desires to catch that young girl for the fulfillment of her feelings. At this instance, Begum
Jaan’s sexuality is revealed in terms of her bodily activities. She lost control over her body and
wanted someone at that time and did not care that she is with a young girl. Some where it is
not acceptable to have a partner of much younger age, but it is the context in which one’s
personality is assessed. Begum Jaan’s loneliness and excessive desires are the cause of her
awkward activities.
Begum Jaan again asks the girl to massage her body and she did and ran out after doing
her errand. Begum Jaan seems to her like the man-eater and terrifying than all the loafers of
the world. The girl wanted to go out in the streets but finds herself helpless. When Begum Jaan
gave shower to the girl affectionately, she starts crying. Begum Jaan wanted her to stay but the
girl becomes frightened and Rabbu feels jealous. Meantime, Begum Jaan gets the fit. Her
necklace flung to the ground, dupatta torned and her hair-parting became a tangled mess. She
screams ‘Oh! Oh! Oh’ and the girl ran out of the room. When the girl peered from the door,
there was Rabbu; the favourite maid of Begum Jaan was seen rubbing her body. The same
voice again heard and the quilt starts swaying like an elephant. Narrator was afraid and having
fear. She noticed all the movements of the quilt and different gestures of the quilt are recorded
in her mind. It gives her the impression that elephant is trying to take different positions inside
the quilt. Begum Jaan’s sexual activities inside the quilt are not open and it is confined to her
and Rabbu. The young girl dares to look inside the inside the quilt and because of her curiosity
she turned on the light and at once the so called ‘elephant’ inside the quilt somersaulted and
deflated. The quilt rose to a foot and something was seen by the narrator which was not to be
told. In this way the story ends but it raises different issues related to the homosexuality and
female sexuality.
To conclude, Begum Jaan is the embodiment of those women who are not given proper
space they require. It is the circumstance that led to the different types of sexual relationships
and preferences. It is not only based on choice. Sometimes people are not in the position of
choice making and are forced to accept the options available to them. One thing is acceptable
for Nawab Sahab and at the same time Begum Jaan’s homosexuality is not acceptable. Maids
make gossips on Begum Jaan and Rabbu but not Nawab Sahab. It is the main point to be
noticed. Hence, Begum Jaan is forced to enter into the homosexual relationships because of
her husband.
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