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Abstract 

 

Gender and Class: Translation and Analysis of “Phislan” and “Lihaaf” 

 

Farhana Noordin Maredia, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor: Syed Akbar Hyder 

 

 After the publication of her short story “Lihaaf” in 1942, Ismat Chughtai was tried 

by the British Crown on charges of obscenity. Muhammad Hasan Askari’s “Phislan,” 

although published a year earlier, was never leveled with these charges and the short 

story generally flew under the radar in comparison to its notorious counterpart. 

Throughout the years, both readers and critics alike have simplified and reduced 

“Phislan” and “Lihaaf” as prime examples of homoerotic Urdu literature. The vast 

majority of literary criticism and work on gender that references these stories maintains 

the view that both stories are markedly homoerotic. However, the fact that the characters 

in both stories negotiate arguably homosocial spaces suggests that it might be more 

important to focus on the issues of sexuality and gender taking place rather than fixating 

on labeling the sexuality itself. To refocus this attention more broadly toward these issues 

exposes the importance of class, an aspect of the two stories that does not receive its due, 

proportionate interest. This paper presents original translations of Askari’s “Phislan” and 

Chughtai’s “Lihaaf,” and then undertakes an analysis of the aforementioned issues of 

sexuality, gender and class. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Ismat Chughtai’s “Lihaaf” and Muhammad Hasan Askari’s “Phislan” are similar 

in that the two short stories spark similar discussions of homoeroticism in Urdu literature. 

Both critics and readers alike focus on the story of a lesbian relationship in “Lihaaf” and 

burgeoning interest and flirtation among teenage boys in “Phislan.” However, cultural 

context and consideration of the homosocial spaces of Muslim South Asian households 

complicate the simplicity of this view. Interpretation of these stories as representations of 

homoerotic Urdu literature is reductionist. These stories can be analyzed and probed 

beyond the usual dimensions of homoeroticism to delve into greater themes of 

relationship, sexuality, gender and class. “Lihaaf” allows a glimpse into the world beyond 

the veil of a quilt, a women’s world in which multiple relationship dynamics emerge and 

issues of neglect, sexual fulfillment, care and power are worth interrogating. In “Phislan,” 

Askari tells a story about the transitional phase of a young adult’s life in which puberty 

raises questions of identity and sexuality. This paper will analyze how these two stories 

are alike not in their usual linkage as homoerotic works of Urdu literature but rather as 

stories heavily marked by the authors’ specific treatment and gendering of class. 

This paper will be segmented into four chapters. This first chapter, the 

“Introduction,” will give a brief background on the authors and stories with a note on 

translation. The second and third chapters will offer original translations of “Phislan” and 

“Lihaaf.” The final chapter will undertake an analysis of the issues of sexuality, gender 

and class in these two stories. 

CHUGHTAI & “LIHAAF” 

Born in 1915 in British India, Ismat Chughtai was a member of the Progressive 

Writers’ Movement. She authored and published “Lihaaf” in 1942, a year after her 
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marriage. Chughtai was charged with obscenity by the British Crown and tried by the 

Lahore court in 1944. She won the trial after her lawyer maintained in his defense that 

there is nothing explicitly stated in the story that can be cited as obscene. Chughtai 

herself stated, “no one ever told me that writing on the subject I deal with in “Lihaf” [sic] 

is a sin, nor did I ever read anywhere that I shouldn’t write about this… disease… or 

tendency.”1 While her allusion to homosexuality as a disease is problematic and worthy 

of discussion, it is more relevant in the scope of this paper to note her denial of awareness 

that she was doing anything inappropriate. Gayatri Gopinath argues, “Chughtai’s 

repeated insistence on ‘not knowing’ must be read as a strategy of disarticulation 

allowing female homoerotic desire to elude a colonial legal apparatus that functions 

squarely within the logic of categorization, visibility, and enumeration.”2 While this 

paper will argue that the relationship in “Lihaaf” is not necessary indicative of “female 

homoerotic desire,” Gopinath’s comment about eluding the colonial legal apparatus and 

the colonial predilection for classification and codification is insightful. It reinforces the 

notion that the space of the zenana was separate and free from the public colonial gaze, 

and emphasizes that the narrator’s identity as a young girl is significant in that it grants 

her –and, by extension, the reader— the ability to access to the space and its dynamics. 

ASKARI & “PHISLAN” 

Muhammad Hasan Askari was born in 1915 and published “Phislan” in 1941. 

Although the story was published a year earlier than “Lihaaf,” Askari was never tried for 

obscenity nor did “Phislan” ever receive the same kind of fame or notoriety as “Lihaaf.” 

However, the story is still simplistically viewed as a work of homoerotic Urdu literature 

                                                
1 Ismat Chughtai, “An Excerpt from Kaghazi Hai Pairahan (The “Lihaf” Trial),” trans. Tahira Naqvi and 
Muhammad Umar Memon, Annual of Urdu Studies 15 (2000), 437. 
2 Gayatri Gopinath, Impossible Desires: Queer Diasporas and South Asian Public Cultures, 151. 
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despite its depth and multidimensionality. “Phislan” is a coming-of-age story that depicts 

the struggle of identity and change in an adolescent boy’s life as he self-reflects and 

attempts to negotiate the space around him. Because of the nature of puberty and 

maturation as well as the homosocial space of the mardana, the story focuses on the main 

character’s relationships with the other boys around him. 

NOTE ON TRANSLATION 

There are quite a few English translations of “Lihaaf” and some of “Phislan.” 

While each of these translations has its merits, none is perfect. The translations in this 

report are not perfect either. However, an attempt has been made to present English 

translations of the two stories that are suitably literal and take little to no license with the 

original Urdu. Many terms that seemed unclear have been footnoted to provide 

explanation and context. Words that seemed awkward to translate were instead 

transliterated with the hope that the reader has a certain level of cultural understanding. 

Some translators have chosen to excise onomatopoetic sounds and nonverbal articulations 

while others attempt to replace them in English, but they remain here untranslated and 

transliterated out of loyalty to the original stories and in hopes that the reader will be able 

to contextualize them. I apologize for any mistakes, oversights and oversimplifications, 

and assure that any clarifications on things too simple are done not out of an assumption 

of the reader’s ignorance but out of a desire to err on the side of caution. 
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Chapter 2:  “Phislan” (Slipperiness) 

 

Illustration 1: Original artwork for Askari’s “Phislan” 

Jamil’s thought had never gone in this direction, but Zakir’s unexpected behavior 

had certainly born an interest in Jamil’s heart, or at the least, a certain kind of nagging. It 

happened such that one day in the men’s quarters, Zakir was sitting on the bed with his 

hand around Jamil’s waist when all of a sudden Nazru appeared from inside. He stepped 

back and reviewed the room’s inhabitants for a moment, and then squared his shoulders, 

puffed his chest –his thick dirty cotton vest, the different colors of which had mixed and 

changed into a spotted brown color after long use, his arms sticking out of half-sleeves— 

and hiking his striped sarong above his ankles without looking in any direction and 

turning the black thread about his throat with a careless hand, he walked straight towards 

the table. Zakir’s eyebrows went up as soon as Nazru entered, his eyes had already shot 

to Nazru’s face. Zakir’s eyes tagged along with Nazru’s movements and his grip around 

Jamil’s waist loosened. As soon as Nazru left, Zakir jerked Jamil’s shoulder, put his left 
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hand decisively on his knee, quirked an eyebrow and lowered the other, wrinkled his 

forehead and, with sarcasm glinting in his eyes, asked, “Who’s this gentleman?” 

“Arrey! You don’t know?” Jamil’s surprise was not misplaced considering the 

number of times he’d seen Zakir come and go from his place. “He’s our new servant, 

Nazru… amazing yaar, you really didn’t know, eh?” 

Without focusing on the significance of an answer to this question, Zakir said, 

“So you have this interest too? Since when? What are your intentions after all?” The 

quickness and shine of his eyes –filled with doubt and suspicion— and with sloped 

corners, his two lips had already parted so as to laugh. 

Jamil’s heart did not want to give this conversation any importance beyond simple 

teasing, but the uniqueness of this point of view had so compelled him that however 

many times Nazru appeared before him that evening, Jamil observed him from head to 

toe to try to verify the accuracy of this observation; but it occurred to him each time that 

it was more pleasant to decide that Zakir was only teasing him. Yet he was becoming 

aware of his new servant’s personality –eccentric, strange and suggestive— and not just 

since today, but rather since the very first day. Nazru came and stood in the sunlight with 

great carelessness, his hands across the top of his stomach, one on top of the other. Oh 

yes, he had not offered salaam to anyone. When some work was asked of him, he would 

say with full confidence, “yes, yes, sir. Why wouldn’t I do it?” He claimed that he could 

do any task. When asked about his wages, he would take off his long, faded yellow 

turban, shake it out and retie it on his head, and respond in such a style as if wages were 

the last thing in which he could place interest. “Sir, give whatever the heart wishes to 

give.” And he didn’t object at all to three rupees. For two days he did his work very 

quietly and slowly, but on the third day he adopted a completely unexpected way of 

speaking. Jamil was sitting and eating food in the kitchen before going to school when 
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Nazru said in an extremely secretive tone, “Sir, today a damn strange thing happened. 

Should I tell you about it, Jamil sir?” Seeing Nazru’s tense ears, eyes spinning round-and-

round, lips open in laughter, both sides of his nose tingeing red and the dimples on his 

cheeks, Jamil hesitated and from his mouth, trapped by a bite of food, a half-agreeing 

“yes” emerged. Nazru didn’t even need it. “Lala, the one who lives besides here, right? 

Sir, behind this very wall?” Nazru expressed his sinister thoughts about everyone and 

their sister unhesitatingly. And he wasn’t trying to hide it this time either. “So today 

when I went to the roof, Jamil sir, so what should I see but his damn wife, she was sitting 

there, just like that… she was wrapped in just a sari. And now, what more can I say, 

brother, see? Oh my god. Oh my god. Everything was visible. So then… during this her 

husband came… Lala.” Nazru shuffled closer and Jamil’s entire face went pink, and he 

was quickly swallowing mouthfuls. “So as soon as he entered, taking her to the bed…” 

Jamil was baited and, coughing, he ran for the water pitcher, and was straightened out 

after drinking water. Never had any servant of his spoken to him like this. This thing had 

stuck him with anxiety. And on top of that, Zakir’s taunting earlier. He tried to diminish 

the importance of it all with extremely solid evidence and examples, to understand this 

thing as nothing out of the ordinary, but he had no confidence in his conclusions. 

By the next day, this talk reached the school. During the break between classes, 

when the ninth class’ boys gathered under the neem tree, a whole gang surrounded Jamil.  

“Jamil’s moving up in the world these days, isn’t he?” 

“Anyway, thank God. At least he became worthy of it.” 

“Shove off! What else can we expect from my friend besides choking, can’t even 

talk in front of anyone, what’s he got to feel so important about?” 
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“You’re going to squish flies for a living,3 kid,” Mirza Bedar Bakht advised, 

“You’re going to forget all this nonsense about you coming first in class.” 

In response to all of them, Jamil laughed along blushingly and haltingly and 

looked at their faces with empty eyes, but he was unable to dismiss this by understanding 

it as a moment’s fun. And his interest too had been growing along with doubts. He too 

wanted to become familiar with those things that they had all been talking about and the 

imagination of such was extremely unclear in his mind. He too wanted to enter Ali 

Baba’s cave. 

Mirza Bedar Bakht brought along Zakir and arrived at Jamil’s place that same 

afternoon. They had already announced they were coming beforehand. Mirzaji was 

feeling very thirsty. Nazru gave him a glass of water, stood there and began to scratch his 

head. Mirzaji did not return the glass. For two minutes he took stock of him and then 

said, “Tell me friend, what is your name?” 

“My name? What will you do with my name?” he said inattentively. 

“Is there something wrong in asking?” 

“My name is Syed Nazir Ali!” Nazru told him. 

“And Nazru?” Mirza asked. 

“I’m a poor man now, call me whatever you want.” 

“Where are you from? Come sit, sit! I want to talk with you.” 

Nazru dragged a chair close to the bed and sat down. Jamil had never observed 

him sitting in a chair this way. But at this time, his seat made it known that he considered 

himself safe from accountability. 

                                                
3 This line implies that Jamil will never amount to anything. 
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Moving his wide, thick hand across his head and forehead, he said, “What will 

you ask… the way we poor live?” 

“What asshole!” Mirza scolded, changing his aspect. “Did you get stiff, sitting on 

that chair? Are you going to tell or should legal action be taken against you?” 

Nazru broke into laughter. His hand went from his head to his knee. He reclined 

backward and spread his legs in a familiar and diplomatic manner, and without any 

further delay he began to tell his whole life’s story in response to the question. “I am 

from Inayatpur. My father is Syed Maqbool Ahmed. You’ve probably seen him… he 

comes a lot to the city.” He did not become disappointed when Mirzaji refused, and 

presented another piece of evidence with more confidence. “Right, so you know, Syed 

Ashfaq Ali?  The one who lives in the corner of the bazaar. The fat one. Huge whiskers. 

The one who goes around with a phonograph record tucked under his arm. He’s my uncle 

by blood. So my late father, he was so cruel that... when I didn’t go to school, he would 

beat me so hard …with a reed… I was 10 years old at that time. One day when he hit me, 

I got really angry and ran away, badly beaten, and went to Badlu weaver’s place. He told 

me to get lost and go to Delhi… to the glass factory. It was him I set off with. From that 

day until now, take my word for it, I’ve never glanced back at my home. It must have 

been five years and my father tried very hard too, but I didn’t fall for his tricks. I became 

a worker in the glass factory in Delhi. The factory man thought of me like a son, I could 

keep whatever I picked up. The poor fellow never refused me in matters of money. He 

really loved me. One day I left the pewter on the fire and went down to the bazaar. There, 

some little asshole started making fun –it got late during all of this. When I got back, I 

saw that the pewter was lying upside down. The factory man was very upset with me. 

Anyway, I didn’t think this sort of things was that bad, but he cussed me out. The issue of 

time set a fire in my body. I fought with him and left. For several days he followed me 
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around while fawning over me, ‘come on, come on! Such a small thing offended you?’ 

But saab,4 take note that I didn’t listen to his talk at all. I’m still a Syed5 after all. I’m not 

some peasant of his. I said to him, ‘keep your affection, I’m already leaving Delhi.’ 

That’s all, I left there and came here.” 

--- 

From that day on, the coming-and-going of Mirzaji, and especially of Zakir, greatly 

increased in comparison to before, but Jamil was feeling that Zakir’s grip around his 

waist had become very weak. Whenever the two of them arrived, the need for water or 

paan presented itself to them. And for however long they sat there, the larger part of that 

was spent acquiring information from Nazru about Delhi’s bazaars, alleys, factories and 

streets. Nazru’s earlier laziness, slowness and silence had disappeared from end to end. 

Now a lightness had come to his steps, and he began to wash his face and hands three or 

four times a day. His turban now lay forgotten in the window of the kitchen, and his short 

frizzy hair –which was riddled with dandruff before— began to appear black and shiny 

from bitter oil. One time he washed his vest and dhoti at the well. His little tin box never 

appeared empty of cigarettes, rather even the thread around this throat became silk. He 

became chatty about this misfortune too such that it seemed like his tales related to Delhi 

would never end. But in Mirzaji and Zakir he found two good listeners. And he 

developed a relationship with both of them; it approached something approximating 

friendship. They did not hesitate to smoke Nazru’s used cigarette. They would even 

exchange curses like friends, although one time things got heated up when Jamil called 

him “ass.” When Nazru would hide Mirzaji’s shoes, Mirzaji would throw him to the floor 

and pinch him on his cheeks and chest until the point where he would divulge the shoes’ 

                                                
4 Sahib. 
5 Syeds are those people who claim descent from the Prophet Muhammad. 



 10 

location. When Jamil came outside, he would often see Zakir and Nazru embrace but they 

would stop it as soon as he came in front of them. Nazru’s completely stopped obeying 

Jamil’s orders. He would ignore whatever Jamil said. When Jamil would study, Nazru 

would come on the charpai, lie upside down and begin to sing in a rattling voice, ‘my 

love, who taught you how to make traps from your locks?’ or ‘my love, don’t be so proud 

of your youth.’ He wouldn’t listen to Jamil’s telling him to stop, but would laugh and 

start another song, ‘she went, having sifted my engagement and wedding rice.’ When 

Jamil reached the last limit of his restraint, he’d gnash his teeth, grab a shoe and stand up 

straight, but Nazru would snatch it, run away and couldn’t be caught. In the end Jamil 

would become agitated and wouldn’t be able to study. He would resolve that today he 

would certainly beat Nazru in front of Abba6 and remove him from the house. But when 

Nazru would come up a little while later and say with humility, “Jamil sir, you took my 

joke badly,” Jamil would change his plan and rap Nazru’s head two or three times that 

would –at the most— discomfort his fine fingers and would forget his anger. But all of 

this did not mean that Nazru didn’t give a thought toward Jamil. He would prepare 

Jamil’s every matter without have to be told. Jamil’s shoes never remained dirty nor was 

there a trace of dust in his room. Nazru became his guardian and protector. In keeping his 

books clean, leaving the house after dark, in short in every matter, Nazru always gave 

Jamil veteran guidance and advice. He would not let Mirzaji or even Zakir bother him 

much. This status that Nazru had established certainly passed wearily for Jamil, and he 

began to feel like a less important person in front of his friends and in Nazru’s presence. 

But it was only a subtle and unclear irritating feeling that would come and go in his heart. 

So it was with great ease that he let Nazru dominate over him. Mirzaji and Zakir’s 

                                                
6 Father. 
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attentiveness to Nazru meant they no longer bothered him, and he found himself 

somewhat relieved. From Nazru’s information-gathering and attentiveness, his work 

could be done without issue and he now began to find many more opportunities than 

before to spend time with his books and his magazines’ romantic stories, which is why –

without giving Nazru and his behavior any importance or without any anxiety— he just 

let it occur and let his earlier wonder dissolve. 

--- 

But this wonderment came back to life a second time. This was the time when Mirzaji 

and Zakir’s comings-and-goings increased only to then slowly decreased again. 

He had two groups of visitors. The first was his friends: some boys from the ninth 

class who were all quite older than him and had all already chosen their own razors. They 

were not skinny, weak and crooked like Jamil, but rather, they had broad bones, raised 

shoulders and big biceps. When these people visited, they didn’t even know how to sit 

still and leave him alone. They would sometimes would put their hands on his throat, 

sometimes wrap around his chest and squeeze to the extent that his face would redden 

and his ribs felt like they would break. Someone would sit him in his lap while another 

would pinch the skin of his chest to make it red, someone would dishevel his hair. And 

from those people’s shining eyes and flaring nostrils and parted lips, it seemed they were 

not satisfied. He would be completely exhausted after they left and every type of thought 

was lost from his mind, and he would lie depressed on the charpai. Sometimes he felt 

like a gelatinous spit smeared on his cheeks so that it seemed as if his cheeks were being 

pulled. Even after he washed his face a few times, he felt as if this filthiness was 

displayed on his face just the same, and he would exit the bathroom and go straight to his 

room to save himself from the gaze of family members. He certainly got a bit of comfort 

from gaining the admiration of so many people. But their actions appeared to be strange, 
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meaningless and frivolous to him. Their purpose was ambiguous and dubious to him, but 

his seriousness did not allow them to clarify the purpose of their behaviors. When they 

departed, this was all they left: tired body, aching bones, pinched cheeks, warm temples, 

a painful head and an irritable temperament. And still pleasant outcomes could not even 

be born from his attempts to save himself from them. It was possible that he could have 

someone from inside say he was not home, but he once saw Shamsuddin break the seat of 

a chair on a bet, and his own fingers had already felt the strength of Inayat Ali’s hand in 

an arm wrestle. 

In the second group of visitors were the underclass boys. From sixth to eighth 

class. They were all either Jamil’s age or younger. These people came in the absence of 

the first group, and only among them did Jamil find the opportunity to laugh and speak 

openly and to have fun, and among them his awe-inspiring presence too was 

considerable. If he ever displayed the slightest anger, then all their laughter stopped and 

they would look to each other with guilty glances. Even so, he did not make a big deal of 

their joking. Some days he would restlessly toss and turn alone in the heat and silence of 

the afternoon, and whenever Mazhar from the seventh class showed up, his heart would 

begin to beat fast. Pulling the hem of his shirt closer to his legs with his hands, he would 

make some excuse to take Mazhar to a corner, grab his shoulder and –hesitating— 

quickly place his lips on Mazhar’s cheek before immediately moving back. His cheek 

was cold, smooth and pale, but he felt that his restlessness diminished all of a sudden. He 

felt his behavior began to seem meaningless and foolish. In his heart of hearts, he laughed 

with surprise. Then shyly he would sit down. And then begin to ask Mazhar about his 

studies. 

In short, this group forced Jamil to look in Nazru’s direction with an inquisitive 

gaze a second time. He did not know that frivolous talks regarding Nazru were occurring 
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among these people as well. One day in Nazru’s presence, Mushtaq tried to raise his 

voice and said, amidst laughter and yelling tried to raise his voice, “Today let us decide 

who is better, master or servant?” Out of fear of his servant being seen in this new light, 

both sides of Jamil’s nose flared red and it seemed like his skin was beginning to shrink. 

But understanding his last hope lay in the following strategy, he pushed Masroor 

forcefully. “Hey, you’re always falling on me!” He was more successful than he 

expected. From Masroor’s collision with it, the table fell, and Jamil set everyone about 

picking up the books. 

Now Jamil’s eyes searched Nazru’s face and body with more curiosity and 

doubtful amazement. Mushtaq passed a teasing remark, which massively injured Jamil’s 

feeling of pride. He now began to meet his other group of friends less because he was 

afraid their unanimous decision might be against him. But he was unable to distance this 

thought from his heart by any means. For this reason, he constantly tried to remove his 

doubts with evidence so that he could return the glances everywhere with one hateful 

“hnnh.” Nazru’s fingers, Jamil thought, like those of fat villagers just like his unshapely 

feet, his hairless shins –bent from the bottom—like banana trees, one tooth was half-

broken, his ears like bulbs of ginger, a small and thick neck, a wide stomach and, when 

he smiled, dimples in his cheeks like those of prostitutes. Jamil was so disgusted by this 

thing. Like the sway of drunkards, Nazru swaggered his shoulders. One hateful “hnnh,” 

but despite this “hnnh,” he was compelled to look at him another time. In Nazru wheat-

colored skin were spots of white. A bit of red glimmered on his cheekbones, his skin was 

taut, but smooth and shiny. His chin was so round! Why is there this light attractiveness 

in his careless walk? Granted his eyes were round, but they were curious and shining. Not 

even a little dirt was gathered on his neck. The muscles of his arms made such motions. 

His face was round. Jamil became full of fear at his thoughts and immediately picked up 
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some book. But it was unable to help him more than ten minutes. He pulled up his 

sleeves and looked at his arms from top to bottom, a wheat color, like skinny sticks, light 

hair. Somewhat satisfied, he ran his hands over his face. Soft, extremely soft like cotton. 

His fingers slipped on the smooth surface. To prove his thoughts were fact, he lifted a 

mirror. Very black, almond-shaped and long-lashed, his own eyes looked back at him 

from within the mirror. He felt as happy as if he had made a new discovery. On a milk 

white, high forehead was a curl of black shiny hair from behind which a golden color 

glimmered, far below the eyes an apple red is mixed in a pale white color. His nose was 

long, fine, but his lips were thin in exchange. The length of his ears was hidden by his 

hair. His chin was a little flat… but so what? The color is still white. His face wasn’t 

round… aanhah… what beauty is there in a round face anyway? On his upper lip, a light 

down was beginning to appear… but Jamil had also seen such hair on women... he was 

even able to forgive his skinniness because of his thin waist. 

This perspective was certainly satisfying, but the thought of comparison appeared 

before Jamil in the shape of a disgusting evil spirit who doubled his nose and ears in 

length by pulling on them by means of its poisonous jealous gaze. Spreading his chin, it 

turned it into an entryway. It beat every side of his face and removed his ears. His 

complexion was made to look like turmeric and his apple-like redness was made dull. 

The light down on his upper lip started to become dark and dense, and Jamil became 

distressed and impatient and began to pull them out with his nails in anger. 

But Nazru’s conduct was beginning to change. Now more than before, he began 

to look after Jamil. He did not deny Jamil’s requests anymore and at least he definitely 

would not sing while Jamil studied. Even his choice of ghazal was now revised, and now 

his favorite song was this: “what will you do, o’ hunter, break chains to pieces?” Now he 

began to hang around Jamil’s room more. Jamil would study and he would sit on one side 
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on a chair, scratching his own head, and he even began to nap sometimes. Who knows 

what came over him but he became very anxious to prove his age was less than Jamil’s. 

While sitting, he would stop Jamil from studying and would say, “Start a new calculation, 

Jamil sir, of how many years of age I am. When I started studying I was eight years old, I 

was eight… and two is ten… and five… is fifteen. That makes me a little younger than 

you, nah?” 

Jamil became irritated; he felt that Nazru wanted to show off his own superiority. 

There was one other thing that rubbed Jamil the wrong way. When he lay immersed in 

his books, Nazru would never let him without tickling his feet. Though he would have to 

face kicks and slaps in return. Nazru had one more habit, which was this: he would sit at 

the head of Jamil’s bed and run his fingers lightly in Jamil’s hair. It seemed as if peace 

was descending from Jamil’s tired and dry mind and, leaving his neck loosened, he would 

remove his attention from books. In the beginning he tried to shoo Nazru away, but when 

Nazru would not back off at all, then Jamil finally gave him permission to sit with a comb 

and do his hair however he wanted and then to mess it up and to make it again and then to 

mess it up again. 

On a late October night at nine o’clock, it was getting a bit chilly. Jamil was lying 

in the courtyard of the roof alone. Nazru came and said hesitantly, “Jamil sir, can I say 

something to you? You won’t take it the wrong way?” 

Jamil was startled. It felt like his heart was stopping, his legs began to tingle. For 

the past several days Nazru’s manner made it clear that he wanted to say something, 

Jamil suspected that this thing would certainly be out of the ordinary. He intended to 

refuse to listen to this matter, the details of which he was totally uninformed. But he was 

also becoming intrigued. Finally, after giving it some thought, he haltingly said, “Yes… 

speak.” 
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Nazru had just composed himself to begin to speak when the sound of footsteps 

came. This matter, postponed several times by the sound of footsteps, did not occur. But 

in the end such a day came that Nazru not only composed himself to begin to speak but 

began to speak too, and no noise was heard. In a mysterious voice, smiling, he said, “Sir 

what can I say? I had such a strange dream… it was a damn strange dream… what can I 

say Jamil sir? What a dream it was, that…” 

“Yes, what dream was it?” Jamil said impatiently, but with doubt. 

“Sir, what can I say… what a dream it was, that… it’s that same one I’m still 

thinking of…” 

“Are you going to say something then?” 

“Yes yes, so sir, that dream… you won’t take it the wrong way, Jamil sir?” 

“So say it somehow.” 

Taking a long breath, Nazru said, “Don’t take it the wrong way, Jamil sir, look… 

that dream… I laugh at that dream…” 

Jamil scolded him again. 

“Yeah, so this is what I saw in the dream, Jamil sir, that… that… me and you 

were lying on one bed…” 

A bomb struck. But since Jamil had prepared himself from the start to listen to a 

matter of this nature, he was more successful in his attempt to confront the shock. To 

finish it all at that point, Jamil chose the word “alright.” And he tried to present this word 

in a voice that gave no indication of emotion. 

Someone from below came to Jamil’s assistance by calling Nazru. In getting up to 

leave, he rolled his eyes mischievously and said, “Jamil sir, prod me however and as 

much as you want to, but don’t tease me in dreams.” 
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Now Jamil began to tremble a bit under Nazru’s gazes. Nazru too had begun to 

come to his room much less, but he would often break into a smile in front of Jamil from 

which Jamil became embarrassed as if he had been caught stealing. For as long as Nazru 

remained in the room Jamil felt as if needles were prickling him, and his heart wanted to 

cover up with a blanket to save himself from Nazru’s gaze. Sometimes when he was 

lying down, he would feel something near his legs. He would move the book away from 

him to see and would realize that Nazru was seated with his face right by Jamil’s feet. He 

would yank back his feet in hate and anger. But now, out of fear of Nazru’s smile and the 

twinkle in his eyes, Jamil would not kick him. Now, regardless of whether he had a 

headache, he never told Nazru to rub his head and Nazru’s interest in his hair too had 

dimmed.  

Gradually all of this became ordinary and Jamil stopped paying Nazru attention, 

but there was one incident after which his fear and shame, which by now had decreased, 

changed into hatred and disgust. Jamil’s passion for listening to qawwali led him to an 

Urs7 festival for the first time, and out of concern that it was taking place at night, Nazru 

was also sent along. They found space in the middle, but the crowdedness was such that 

there was no chance of moving around. Clapping and beating the dhol while singing in 

unwavering voices, the Qawwali experts had engaged in their work. One longhaired and 

long-bearded man with saffron-colored clothes closed his eyes and swayed back and forth 

to demonstrate his out of consciousness and began an offering of happiness in line with 

the tradition of his sect. The area had been cleared out for him, and he began to repeat, 

“he is known as the Lion of God wherever he is born.” At his every heaven-splitting 

“Allahu,” he advanced his head in the direction of Nazru who in response would back off, 

                                                
7 Literally “wedding” in Arabic, Urs is a South Asian tradition held to commemorate the death anniversary 
of a Sufi saint. The death is thought to unite the saint with God, the beloved, hence the name. 
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saying “Aji8 aji,” and fall over Jamil. Snatching Jamil’s arm, Nazru kept anxiously 

saying, “Aji, Jamil sir! I’m scared!” People began to laugh. Jamil’s ears became red and 

warm, and his temples burned up. After that day, Jamil’s apprehension disappeared and 

fearless of Nazru’s glances, he was now able to confront them. But now, he began to look 

at Nazru with such contempt and hatred, as if he were looking at a black and yellow frog 

that crawled out from the gutters during the monsoon and climbed up on the bed. 

April came. April… when the color of the two waters of the Ganga and the 

Yamuna become more depressing. The dryness of the weather, the heat, the wind, the 

dust, the dirt, preparations for the annual exam, disappointments, and hopes produced a 

permanent atmosphere of weakness and aimlessness– like an intolerable but necessary 

burden on the soul. It was afternoon time. The wind was rattling the doors of the room 

and dust came in through the skylight, turning faces and hair brown. Regardless of what 

the state of the sun was outside, the effect of the heat inside the room in which Jamil lay 

was certainly so great that that the body became tired and the mind became dull. Despite 

the moving of the trees, a mysterious and heavy silence seemed to pervade in which the 

distant voice of some hawker added to the desolation. The ticking of the clock was like 

an insufferable hammer pounding on the eardrums. The buzzing of a green fly pierced his 

mind like a long sharp skewer and rendered him senseless. He kept yawning and his eyes 

began to tear. He changed sides over and over, tearing at his hair, but sleep would not 

come. It felt like the boiling weather had scattered everything to the wind. It ended both 

peace and rest. His legs turned to stone and a shooting pain rose in his thighs. After a 

little while, Jamil would lay down straight, stretch his arms above him and, stiffening his 

legs, pull them downward and then leave them slack. Grabbing his thighs firmly, he 

                                                
8 Aji, meaning something between “Sir” and “Hey Sir,” is often used by Nazru to both address and hail 
Jamil. 
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rubbed them well as if he had resolved that day to rub them out of existence. When he did 

not get comfort from this either, he would put his knees on the side of the bed, place an 

arm over his eyes and lie silent. Nazru stood watching the state Jamil was in with interest 

for some time. He came toward the foot of the bed and looked around with roaming eyes 

for a whole minute, then laughing, suddenly began to say, “Jamil sir! Should I sit by 

you?” 

Blood fled from Jamil’s legs and a shivering spread across his thighs, quickly 

went to his head and collided with a crack with his skull. His heart began to thump. The 

veins of his temples overflowed and began to ache. It seemed like each and every vein of 

his body had risen up in mutiny. The circulation of blood suspended his powers of 

thought. He was going to say “yes” when someone from outside cried, “Jamil!” 

The carefree wantonness of vacation now replaced the doubts and apprehension 

of exams. The summer had settled, the wind now blew faster, but the new season’s 

laziness and isolation had now ended.  

It was the middle of the night when the movement of something near his legs 

caused Jamil to open his eyes. He had been sleeping on the roof. The moon was in the 

exact center of the sky and light was radiating in every direction. From the opposite 

corner of the courtyard came the uninterrupted sound of Uncle’s loud snoring, but Jamil 

was surprised to see that Nazru’s bed –which in the evening was set up further away— 

was now within the distance of a yard. He searched every corner of his bed. But nothing 

became apparent. He covered his face with the blanket again. After laying in silence for a 

while, he realized that he was sweating and he yanked the blanket down to his chest. 

Once his sleep had been disturbed, rest was nowhere to be found. For a while he lay 

watching the moon glide across the sky, and then, tiring of this, he began to laugh in his 

heart of hearts at his uncle’s snoring. ‘What kind of noise is coming from him!,’ he 
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thought, ‘it’s as if cats are fighting.’ He had learned this comparison from his aunt. 

Suddenly he saw Nazru’s shining eyes. 

“Hey, are you awake?” he asked. 

A face peeking out of a thick coarse blanket replied, “Yes.” 

“How did you get here?” Jamil asked, feeling like he had to say something. 

“Is there some harm in it?” 

Jamil did not think it appropriate to slap Nazru in reply so late at night, but this 

reply too could not have been helpful in extending the conversation further. For a little 

while, they both lay in silence, blinking. 

Nazru’s arm and chest too came out from the blanket. He said, “Aji, some 

moonlight this is.” 

“Hunh,” Jamil responded. But if he could not sleep, he at least wanted to pass the 

time talking. 

“I’ve wandered many times in Delhi in the moonlight…” 

Jamil tried to search for such a topic that could be talked about for quite some 

time, so he said more informally than usual, “You must have done some damn scandalous 

stuff in Delhi.” 

“Aji, me?” Nazru laughed. “Aji… yes… no, Jamil sir, you have no interests.”  

“Hey! Interests? Me? What kind of interests?” 

 “This and that, like travels and having fun,” Nazru got up while saying this and 

put his hand on the side of Jamil’s bed. Smiling, he said, “Give them here, should I 

massage your legs, Jamil sir?” 

 “Why, do I seem tired?” 

Nazru’s hand came closer to his leg, “No, just ‘cause” 
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 “Hunh!” Jamil blushingly said. But when Nazru’s hand reached his thigh, he 

didn’t make any objection and lay quietly. 

His hand slowly began to move on his thigh. It seemed as if ants were crawling on 

Jamil’s legs and, matching Nazru’s flowing fingers, Jamil’s blood began to flow as well.  

When the fingers reached the more sensitive areas, it began to tickle him. And he grabbed 

Nazru’s hand lightly, without any attempt at stopping him, said “hey!” But the hand 

continued to move in this way. 

Uncle’s snoring stopped. The hand was snatched back. 

Then that same “khrrr khrrr khrrr khrrr.” The thigh massaging began again.  

All of a sudden Nazru snatched back his hands, covered his body up to the 

shoulders with the blanket and laid down straight. His body was taut like an arrow. His 

nostrils were flaring and his eyelids were quickly blinking. Had Jamil touched his face, 

he would have realized how warm he was.  

“Hey, what is this?” 

“Aji, you don’t know what you just did.” Nazru replied in a faltering voice.  

Jamil began to look at him with curious glances. After ten minutes Nazru 

straightened up. Now such peace was apparent from his face as if a storm had come and 

passed.  

Jamil’s thigh again began to be massaged… In Jamil’s body there was a little 

agitation. His head was spinning. His whole body became hot. A shiver came over him, 

he shoved away Nazru’s hand and shot up. He quickly went to the gutter and urinated. He 

drank water, spit and he lay down, now intending to sleep, and spread the blanket over 

himself. Drowsiness quickly spread over him because of his Uncle’s snores.  
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Something moved on his leg. He stuck his head out from under the blanket and 

looked, it was Nazru’s hand. Nazru bent forward from on his bed and was staring wide 

eyed. Nazru said, “Should I come over?” 

In Jamil’s stomach an excitement was born, which spread through his entire body 

like a jolt of electricity. His head spun. In front of his eyes a kind of mist spread and it 

began to seem like the pillars of the awning and their long shadows were dancing. From 

his stopped-up throat only two words were able to come out: “Hey, stop.” 
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Chapter 3:  “Lihaaf” (The Quilt) 

 

Illustration 2: Original artwork for Chughtai’s “Lihaaf” 

Whenever I wrap myself with a quilt in the winter, the shadows on the nearby 

wall seem to sway like an elephant, and my mind at once begins to race with the 

concealments of the elapsing world. I don’t know why these memories come to me. 

Please forgive me, but I myself am not going to give you a romantic telling of my 

own quilt. Nor can any type of romance be connected with my quilt. In my opinion the 

blanket is less comfortable, fine, but its shadows were not as terrifying as much as… as 

when the quilt’s shadows are faltering on the wall. This is an account of that time when I 

was young and would spend all day roughhousing with my brothers and their friends. 

Sometimes I wonder why my cursed self was so quarrelsome. This was the age at which 

my sisters were collecting lovers. I was caught up in scuffles with every boy and girl.  

For this very reason when my mother set off to Agra for a full week, she left me 

with someone she considered sister. Amma9 knew their place so well that there wouldn’t 

                                                
9 Mother. 
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even be a baby mouse let alone anyone else that I would be able to fight with. Such a 

good punishment for me! Yes, so, Amma left me with Begum Jaan. That very Begum 

Jaan whose quilt is still preserved in my mind like the brand of a hot iron. This was that 

same Begum Jaan whose parents were poor and therefore made the Nawab their son in 

law who, despite his ripe age, was extremely virtuous. No whores or prostitutes were ever 

seen at his place. He was himself a Hajji and had many others taken on the Hajj as well.  

But he had a very peculiar hobby. Some people have an obsession with raising 

pigeons, some arrange quail fights and some do cockfighting. Nawab Sahib hated this 

kind of obscene games. Only students lived at his place. Young, fair, skinny-waisted boys 

whose expenses he himself bore. After marrying Begum Jaan, he put her in a house with 

only a complete set of furnishings and forgot her. And the poor, skinny and delicate 

Begum began to wither in the despair of loneliness. Who knows from where her life 

begins, did it begin from when she made the mistake of being born or from when she 

became the Nawab’s Begum, came there and began to pass her life abandoned in the 

matrimonial bed. Or did it begin when the emphasis on boys was established at the 

Nawab’s residence? And it was for them that poultry, sweets and delicious food were 

sent, and Begum Jaan would look through the slits between the wall and the door of the 

drawing room at the narrow-waisted boys’ slim calves and their perfumed, fine, gauzy 

linen shirts, and felt as if she were writing in coals. 

Or was it since she gave up on her wishing, ceased her forty-day periods of 

fasting, and fell flat with folk charms and nightly incantations? Can a leech ever stick to a 

stone? Nawab Sahib didn’t budge. So Begum Jaan’s heart broke and she began to turn 

her attention to learning. But here too she received nothing. She read romance novels and 

emotional poetry and an even greater depression spread. Night’s sleep evaded her grasp. 

And Begum Jaan, giving up on life, became completely became a heap of despair and 
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longing. To hell with cloths and everything that goes with such things! Clothes are worn 

to impress a person, otherwise Nawab Sahib would have free time to put aside linen shirts 

and give a little attention in this direction, and nor would he let her go anywhere. After 

Begum Jaan’s marriage, relatives would come and stay for months and then leave. But 

that poor woman remained imprisoned.  

Her blood would boil even more at seeing these relatives, that they, all of them, 

with happily freeload, gobble up fine cooking, would have furnishings made for the 

winter, overstay their welcome while she, despite the new cotton in her quilt, stiffened in 

the cold. From every side, the quilt made new silhouettes and cast shadows on the wall. 

But no shadow was such that would suffice to keep her alive. But then why should 

anyone go on living, life! Begum Jaan’s life, such that it was, was destined by fate to 

continue, she again began to live and how well she lived! 

She was falling, and Rabbu was the one to steady her. Her shriveled body 

instantly began to fill out before her eyes. Her cheeks acquired a glow and her beauty 

radiated. From a single extraordinary oil massage came a glimpse of life in Begum Jaan. 

Please forgive me, the recipe for this oil won’t be found in even the best of magazines. 

When I first saw Begum Jaan, she must have been in her early forties. Oh wow, with 

what dignity was she half-reclined on her couch! And Rabbu was attached to her back 

and rubbing her waist. A shawl of a sky blue color lay on her legs. And she seemed 

dignified like a queen. I liked her appearance without end. My heart wanted to look at her 

face from right close by for hours. Her complexion was completely white. She didn’t 

have any redness to her name and her hair remained black and oiled. To this day I have 

never seen the part of her hair awry. Is there such a power that could move a hair from 

one side to the other? Her eyes were black and her eyebrows were plucked and made to 

appear like bows. Her eyes remained slightly taut. Puffy lids and wide eyes. On her most 
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youthful face is an amazing, alluring thing, and that is her lips. They usually remained 

painted in red. On her upper lip was a light down and sometimes upon looking at the long 

hair on the sides of her face, her face began to seem strange. Like those of young boys! 

The skin of her body was also white and smooth. It seemed as if someone must 

have stretched it and stitched it on. Usually when she revealed her lower legs for 

scratching, I would sneakily look at their shininess. She was very tall of stature. And she 

then seemed taller and wider from being fleshy. But it was a very well built and sculpted 

body. Big, smooth and white hands, and a shapely waist, Rabbu would scratch her back. I 

mean, she would scratch her back for hours. To have one’s back scratched is also among 

life’s necessities. Rather, perhaps more than the necessities of life. 

Rabbu had no other housework; she simply climbed in bed and spent all her time 

rubbing, sometimes the feet, sometimes the head and sometimes the body’s other parts. 

Sometimes unease would afflict my heart while Rabbu would be rubbing something or 

the other, or giving a massage. Had anyone else been there, who knows what would have 

occurred? Speaking for myself, if someone were to touch me even this much, my body 

would rot and end. 

And still, this daily massage was not enough. On the days that Begum Jaan 

bathed. Oh God, merely two hours beforehand would begin a massage of oil and scented 

pastes, and so much of it occurred that from simply imagining it my heart breaks.10 With 

a closing of doors to the room and the stoking of fireplaces, massage time took place. 

And usually it was only Rabbu who remained. The rest of the maids would, muttering, 

hand them the necessary items from just the door. There was also the matter of Begum 

Jaan’s itchy affliction. The poor woman had such an itch and despite the application of 

                                                
10 “My heart breaks” in this context suggests that it offends her sense of propriety or modesty. 
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thousands of oils and pastes, the itchiness was such that the doctors and hakims could not 

say anything. Her body was clean and spotless. Yes, it’s possible there could be an illness 

beneath the skin. “No way, these wretched doctors are crazy. Are your enemies ill?11 God 

preserve you, there’s just heat in your blood,” Rabbu said, smilingly, and she stared at 

Begum Jaan with softened eyes. God, this Rabbu… Rabbu was as dark as Begum Jaan 

was fair. As Begum Jaan was white, she was just as ruddy… like red-hot iron. Lightly 

pockmarked. A compact, solid body. Nimble, small hands, A stretched, littlish potbelly.  

Big puffed lips, which were always drenched in moisture, and her body kept emitting 

strange worrisome sparks of scent, and her flared nostrils, to what an extent were her 

hands active/nimble, now on her waist, she’d then take and slide them to the hips, there 

gliding over the things and then racing to the ankles! Whenever I sat by Begum Jaan, this 

is what I watched, that now where were her hands and what were they doing? 

Summer or winter, Begum Jaan wore gauzy Hyderabadi blouses, dark colored 

pajamas and tops whiter than foam, regardless of the fan running. Even so light and loose 

coverings certainly remained on her body. She really liked the winter. I liked winter at 

her place. She moved very little. She lay on the carpet. Her back was being scratched. 

She was chewing on dried fruit and nothing else. All of the other maids harbored grudges 

against Rabbu. She eats with that witch Begum Jaan, sits with her, gets up with her, and 

—my god— even sleeps with her. Rabbu and Begum Jaan were an interesting topic of 

conversation at public gatherings, a giggle broke out wherever the two of them were 

mentioned. Who knows what tales are being told at the expense of those poor ones? But 

she did not meet with anyone in the world. There, there was only her and her itch. 

                                                
11 This construction is a polite and euphemistic way of asking someone if something bad has happened to 
him or her. It is used to avoid the evil eye or accidentally cursing someone. It is like saying, “Heaven 
forbid! Surely you aren’t sick?” 
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As I have I said, at that time I was quite young and devoted to Begum Jaan. She 

loved me very much. By chance, mother went to Agra. She knew that I would 

roughhouse with my brothers if left alone in the house. I would go around fighting. This 

is why she left me with Begum Jaan for a whole week. I was happy and so was Begum 

Jaan. By the end she came to be like mother’s sister-in-law. 

The question arose: where would I sleep? In Begum Jaan’s room, naturally. 

Therefore, a smallish cot was attached to her matrimonial bed for me. We talked until ten 

or eleven at night, Begum Jaan and I played cards, and then I went off to my bed to sleep, 

and while I fell asleep, Rabbu was still seated and scratching her back. “Low class 

woman12…” I thought. At night my eyes shot open as I began to feel a strange fear. It 

was pitch black in the room and in this darkness, Begum Jaan’s quilt was moving in such 

a way, as if an elephant was trapped inside. “Begum Jaan….” I let out in a fearful voice, 

the elephant stopped moving. The quilt flattened down. 

“What is it? Go back to sleep… “ Begum Jaan voiced from somewhere. 

“I’m scared.” I said in a mousy voice. 

“Go to sleep. What’s there to be afraid of? Recite the Ayatul Kursi.”13 

“Okay…” I quickly recited the Ayatul Kursi, but I got stuck every time I came to 

“ya’lamu ma baina,”14 even though I knew the whole Ayat at that time. “Should I come 

by you, Begum Jaan?” 

“No child…. go back to sleep…. “ She said a bit stiffly. 

And then I heard the sound of two people whispering. “Oh, god, who’s this 

second person?”… I became even more scared. 

                                                
12 She uses the word bhangan, which refers to a female sweeper. Sweepers are low in the class hierarchy. 
13 Ayatul Kursi is a verse from the Quran that describes the supreme power of God over the universe. 
14 The part of the Ayatul Kursi the narrator keeps getting stuck on cuts off in the middle so that what she is 
saying roughly translates to “He knows best what is between the two–” 
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“Begum Jaan… there isn’t a thief near?” 

“Go to sleep child… how could there be a thief?,” came Rabbu’s voice. I quickly 

covered my face with the quilt and went to sleep. 

By early morning the night’s fearful images did not register in my mind. I have 

always been superstitious. I scare at night. In my childhood it was a daily occurrence that 

I would wake up, run around and mutter. Everyone used to say that I had fallen under the 

shade of ghosts. This is why I did not remember a thing. The quilt seemed innocent in the 

morning, but the next night when I opened an eye, an argument was quietly being settled 

between Rabbu and Begum Jaan in the bed. I couldn’t damn tell what the outcome was. 

Rabbu cried, hiccupping, and then came slurping sounds like a cat licking a plate. Aunh, I 

got upset and went to sleep. 

The next day Rabbu left to go see her son. He was quite a quarrelsome guy. 

Begum Jaan did a lot for him: set up his store… set him up in the village… but he didn’t 

comply at all. He stayed at Nawab’s Sahib’s for some time. Even fancy clothes were 

made for him, but no one knows why he ran off and in such a way where he doesn’t even 

come to see Rabbu. Therefore, Rabbu had gone to some relative’s place to meet him. 

Begum Jaan wouldn’t have let her go, but Rabbu was compelled. 

Begum Jaan was upset the whole day. Her every joint felt like it was breaking. 

Nor was anyone’s touch pleasant to her. She didn’t even eat food and remained depressed 

all day. 

“I could scratch you, Begum Jaan,” I said enthusiastically while dealing out cards. 

Begum Jaan began to look at me intently.  

“I could scratch you, truly.” I put down the cards. 
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I scratched for a little while and Begum Jaan lay silently. Rabbu was supposed to 

come the next day, but it was another day’s absence. Begum Jaan’s temperament became 

an irritable one. Drinking cup after cup of chai, she gave herself a headache.  

I again began to scratch her back. Her back was like a smooth tabletop. I 

continued scratching softly. I felt such happiness to have been of use to her. 

“Scratch a little harder… open the fastening…” said Begum Jaan, “Here… ay 

hay, a little below the shoulder… Yes… oh wow… yeah… yeah…” Heaving in pleasure, 

she began to express her satisfaction. 

“And here… “ Although Begum Jaan’s hand could well have reached, she had me 

scratch her, and I felt a misplaced pride. “Here… ooh… you’re tickling me… vah!” she 

smiled. I chatted while I scratched her. 

“I’ll send you to the market tomorrow… What will you get? That doll that can 

sleep and wake?”  

“No, Begum Jaan… I don’t get dolls… what, am I still a child?” 

“If you’re not a child, then you’re what? An old lady?” she laughed. “If not a doll, 

get a babua15… you can dress it up yourself. I’ll give you lots of clothes, okay?” She 

turned over. 

“All right,” I replied. 

“Here…” she grabbed hand and moved it to where it itched. Wherever she felt an 

itch, that’s where she put my hand. In my absentmindedness, in a reverie of babua dolls, I 

kept scratching like a washing machine and she chatted without interruption. 

“So, listen… your dresses are running out. I’ll give you to the tailor tomorrow. 

Tell him to sew new ones. Your mother has left cloth.” 

                                                
15 A male clay doll. 
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“I won’t have them made of that red cloth, like a chamar16 wears.” I was chatting 

idly, oblivious to where my hand travelled. Amid all my talking, I didn’t even notice that 

Begum Jaan lay supine… oh!…. I quickly yanked my hand away. 

“Hey girl… you’re not looking where you scratch… You’re putting pressure on 

my ribs.” Begum Jaan smiled mischievously and I blushed. 

“Come over here and lie next to me.” She laid me down with my head on her arm. 

“Ay hay, look how much you’re shrinking! Your ribs are sticking out.” She began 

to count my ribs. 

“Uun…” I murmured feebly.  

“What? Am I going to eat you up? What a tight sweater this is! And you haven’t 

worn a warm undershirt!” I began to fidget. 

“How many ribs are there?” She changed the subject. 

“On one side nine, on one side ten,” I remembered and said, –without preparation 

too!— aided by school hygiene. 

“Move your hand away… yes, one… two… three…” 

I wanted to escape somehow, and she held me tightly. “Uun,” I sulked. Begum 

Jaan began to laugh loudly. Even now when I remember her face from that time, my heart 

becomes upset. Her eyelids became even heavier, darkness fell on her upper lip. Despite 

the cold, tiny beads of sweat were shining on her nose and lips, her hands were cold ice, 

but soft as if the skin on them had come off. She shed her shawl and her body shone like 

a ball of dough in her fine gauzy blouse. Heavy buttons of gold inlay were swinging on 

one side of her open collar. Evening came and darkness was filling the room. From an 

unknown fear, I begin feel a kind of dread, Begum Jaan’s deep-set eyes… I began to cry 

                                                
16 A chamar is a leatherworker, also low on the class hierarchy. 



 32 

in my heart. She was pressing me as if I were a toy made of clay. My heart began to panic 

because of her warm body. But it was if she was possessed, and my mind was in such a 

state that I could neither scream or cry. 

She laid back idly after a while, knackered. Her face became dull and lusterless, 

and she began to take long breaths. Thinking she was surely about to die, I got up from 

there and galloped outside. 

Thank God Rabbu came that night, and I quickly wrapped myself in the quilt and 

fell asleep. But sleep evaded me. I lay silently for hours. 

Somehow, Mother had not yet returned. I felt such a fear of Begum Jaan that I 

spent the whole day near the maids. But I was deathly afraid of stepping foot in her room. 

And to whom would I have spoken to and what would I have said… that I’m afraid of 

Begum Jaan? That Begum Jaan who sprinkled her affection on me? 

The next day, there was a rift between Rabbu and Begum Jaan again. Call it my 

misfortune, or whatever else, I was afraid of their discord. Because Begum Jaan suddenly 

noticed that I was outside wandering in the cold and would die from pneumonia.  

“Girl, you’ll have my head shaved.17 If something were to happen to you, there 

would be hell to pay!” She seated me near her. She was washing her face and arms in the 

water basin. Tea was set on the table. 

“Make the tea… and give me a cup as well,” she said as she dried her face with a 

towel. “I’ll go change clothes.” 

I drank chai while she changed. While Begum Jaan was having her back rubbed 

by the barber lady, whenever she called me to do some task, I’d go with my head turned 

                                                
17 To have one’s head shaved is an act of being disgraced. 
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away. And I run back. Now that she was changed, I felt my heart stop. I turned my head 

and kept sipping my chai. 

“Oh, Mother,” my heart called out helplessly. “In the end, what kind of fighting 

had I done with my brothers to deserve this punishment?” My mother was never fond of 

my playing with boys, tell me well, are boys lions and cheetahs that they’ll eat up her 

darling girl? And who were these boys anyway? Just my brother and a few of his rotten 

little friends, but no, she was convinced that womankind should be kept behind seven 

locks, yet Begum Jaan was more terrifying than all of the goons of the world. If it were 

possible at the time, I would not have lingered there anymore and would have run into the 

street. But I was helpless. I was forced to suppress my feelings. 

She changed her clothes and completed her sola singhar18, the warm scents of 

perfume made her more like an ember, and she came towards me to bestow affection. 

“I’ll go home…” I said in reply to her every comment and began to cry. 

“Come to me. I’ll take you with me to the bazaar. So listen…” 

I was torn: on one side all the toys and sweets, and on the other, an insistence on 

wanting to go home. 

“But there your brothers will hit you, hag.” She slapped me lovingly. 

“Let them,” I thought in my heart. I remained sitting in cold defiance. 

“Unripe mangoes are sour, Begum Jaan,” opined a scorned and jealous Rabbu. 

And then after that Begum Jaan had a fit. The gold necklace that she had put on me a 

little earlier was broken to pieces. Her fine gossamer scarf was torn to shreds. And her 

part, which I had never seen awry, became a mess of brambles. 

                                                
18 The sixteen items of a woman’s toilet that are used for cosmetic and beautification purposes.  
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“Oouah… oouah, oouah, oouah…” she began to scream while convulsing. I 

slipped outside. 

Begum Jaan returned to her senses after great effort. When I tiptoed into the room 

to sleep and took a peek, Rabbu was attached to Begum Jaan’s back and rubbing her 

body. 

“Take off your shoes,” she said scratching Begum Jaan’s ribs, and I cowered 

under the quilt like a mouse. 

Sr sr phat kich.19 Begum Jaan’s quilt was swinging again like an elephant in the 

darkness. “Oh God!” I let out in a failing voice. The elephant in the quilt danced about 

and then sat down. I too became silent. The elephant tossed about again. My every cell 

quaked. I resolved in my heart that today I would certainly find the strength and light the 

bulb next to the bed. The elephant trembled as if it were trying to sit on its haunches. 

Chapad chapad, sounds of a person lapping up some food were heard as if someone were 

relishing delicious chutney. Now I understood! Begum Jaan did not eat anything today. 

And Rabbu, the witch, was ever the glutton. She was surely devouring this meal. Flaring 

my nostrils, I sniffed the air. Asides from the warm fragrances of perfume, sandalwood 

and henna, I did not sense anything else. 

 The quilt began to swell again. I really tried to lie silent. But this quilt began to 

create such strange shapes that I trembled. It seemed like some big croaking frog was 

puffing up and would now spring on top of me. 

 “Aa… n… Amma…” I gathered my courage and mumbled. But there was no one 

there to listen and the quilt infiltrated my mind and began to swell. Terrified I lifted my 

leg from one side of the bed, groped for the light switch and flipped it. Below the quilt, 

                                                
19 Onomatopoeiatic sounds. 



 35 

the elephant did a somersault and flattened. During the somersault, a corner of the quilt 

was pulled back a full foot. God! I plunged into my bedding! 
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Chapter 4: Analysis of Sexuality, Gender & Class 

Much of the discourse surrounding these two short stories focuses on perceived 

homoeroticism. Ismat Chughtai was famously put on trial for obscenity after the 

publication of the short story “Lihaaf” in the Urdu literary journal Adab-e-Latif in 1942. 

Chughtai fought the trial and won. Her lawyer was able to win the case by proving that 

there was no case given the absence of explicit sexual references. He asked witnesses to 

cite specific instances of obscenity in the text, which they were unable to do. Yet despite 

the story’s ambiguity and the lack of overt sexual references, “Lihaaf” is consistently 

defined by the homoerotic relationship that appears to be taking place in the story. 

Although “Phislan” was published in Naya Adab in 1941, Muhammad Hasan Askari 

never received the same level of lasting notoriety for his short story as Chughtai did for 

hers a year later nor was he ever charged with obscenity. However, the lack of a formal 

trial did not prevent the story from being thought of as markedly homoerotic in nature. 

Both “Lihaaf” and “Phislan” utilize young people of the same sex as those around 

them as primary narrators. In “Lihaaf” the unnamed young girl acts as the eyes and ears 

for a reader curious about a certain social context, specifically the private space of 

women. In “Phislan,” the teenage narrator Jamil takes us along on his path through a 

classic bildungsroman.20 To view these two stories as representations of homoerotic 

South Asian literature and nothing more is overly simplistic. 

This chapter will complicate the view that “Phislan” and “Lihaaf” are more or less 

stories about homoeroticism, and will instead focus on what roles gender, sexuality and 

class play in both short stories by trying to locate them in social contexts and then 

dissecting characterizations. 

                                                
20 In literary criticism, a bildungsroman is a coming-of-age story that focuses on the protagonist’s 
transition from childhood to adulthood.  
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SEXUALITY 

Askari’s sexuality is brought up in conversation with the story as Mehr Afshan 

Farooqi insists that “Phislan” is somewhat autobiographical in nature.21  Her desire to 

find justification for the presence of “homoeroticism” in the story ultimately reduces the 

story into a conversation about authorial intent and whether Askari was conscientiously 

introducing homoeroticism into his story, which are both arguably irrelevant if one is 

simply interested in the story’s merits as a work of fictional literature.  

She writes, “Askari’s taut narrative in ‘Phislan” and nuanced portrayal of a young 

adult’s awakening of erotic desires, which seem to flow naturally in the direction of 

homoeroticism, is so genuine that other less developed parts of the story are 

inconsequential.”22 This overshadowing –albeit naturally— flowing homoeroticism is 

further complicated when Farooqi goes on to quote Janet Halley regarding the sexual 

binary. Haley states “‘the difference between the categories of homosexual and 

heterosexual is systematically related to the differences within the category of 

heterosexual… these differences aren’t merely lexical… rather they structure the social 

conditions in which the status heterosexual is given meaning and attached to individual 

persons. Heterosexuality… is a highly unstable, default characterization for people who 

have not marked themselves or been marked by others as homosexual.’”23 This view, 

while maintaining that these are two sexual polarities, also implies a kind of sexual 

agency and primacy on the part of the heterosexual while the homosexual needs to 

perform or be interpellated24 as homosexual by others. 

                                                
21 This paper is not interested in tackling that argument. For more, see Farooqi. 
22 Mehr Afshan Farooqi. Urdu Literary Culture: Vernacular Modernity in the Writing of Muhammad 
Hasan Askari, 87. 
23 Ibid 88. 
24 See the “Gender” subsection of this chapter for discussion regarding interpellation. 
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Indeed, all of Farooqi’s comments regarding “Phislan” seem to stress the question 

of whether the story is about homosexuality, yes or no, even her assumption that the title 

“Phislan” or Slipperiness is about the “slippery slope of homosexual heterosexual” seems 

reductive not to mention the negative connotations and baggage of the term slippery 

slope. So why reference Mehr Afshan Farooqi? Her text, which focuses on Muhammad 

Hasan Askari’s writings, does not seem to separate fiction and authorial intent from 

autobiography. Regardless of Askari’s sexual preferences, the fact remains that the story 

features sexuality as more of a component than a primary subject. The assumption that 

the story is first and foremost a story about homoerotic sexuality instead a coming-of-age 

story needs to be justified in a relevant social context. 

The primary setting of “Phislan” is a Muslim South Asian household and the story 

takes place sometime in the first half of the 20th century, during the British Raj. The 

setting is important, especially in any discussion about sexuality, because it allows us a 

glimpse of the (aforementioned) relevant social context. Muslim households are divided 

into public, semi-public and private spaces. Specifically, it is the zenana and the mardana 

of the household that are pertinent to this discussion. The zenana, a term that can best be 

used to describe the innermost or more private spaces of a household, is the primary 

dwelling of women; however, that is not to suggest that men were not allowed in these 

spaces. Men of the household and guests who are given expressed invitations are allowed 

in the zenana as well. Conversely, the mardana refers to the more public spaces of a 

household. These spaces are the primary spaces used by men and guests. It is within the 

mardana that the primary character in “Phislan” spends most of his time as an adolescent 

undergoing puberty. The largely homosocial nature of these spaces is highly relevant in 

the context of this story. 
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Jamil is both an adolescent and the main character of a bildungsroman. As a 

maturing teen, he is beginning his transformation into a sexual adult. While his interests 

in the story are all other males, it is neither accurate nor necessary to locate his sexuality 

in a heterosexual-homosexual framework. With the exceptions of a passing reference to 

his aunt and a story about the neighbor’s wife, no women are mentioned or figure in 

“Phislan.” The lack of females in the story only emphasizes how homosocial Jamil’s 

world during this time in his life. It appears evident, then, that Jamil’s interest in other 

boys his age cannot be read on a deep level as indicative of any sexual preference, 

especially considering the fact that he is still undergoing puberty. To read into his 

interests as anything beyond that would presume that Jamil has an already defined 

sexuality and that, whatever it is, it will always remain the same. While it is possible that 

Jamil could view himself as having homosexual preferences for the rest of his life, it is 

neither relevant to the story nor is it within the story’s scope. Rather, only Jamil’s general 

acquisition of a sense of sexuality is relevant to literary analysis.  

It is not only females who are marked by their general absence, but adults as well. 

As someone undergoing puberty and therefore beginning to tackle change and identity 

formation, Jamil’s perspective is caught up in the relationships he has with or sees 

between the other boys around his age. The lack of adult supervision suggests that the 

adults may view sexual exploration as a natural and accepted part of identity formation, 

and do not feel the need to monitor it. The absence of the adults could also indicate that 

the relationships between the boys’ in the mardana reflect those of a quasi-state of 

nature, untainted by the baggage and moral policing of the outside world. 

In “Lihaaf,” the story begins as the unnamed narrator wraps herself in a quilt and 

recounts her days in the household of her mother’s close female friend. Her reverie 

begins as she imagines “the shadows on the nearby wall seem to sway like an elephant,” 
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an elephant she associates with the same quilt of memory. Chughtai uses the quilt 

throughout the story as a metaphor for what is hidden; it is at once intriguing, titillating 

and terrifying. While it is suggested throughout the story that Begum Jaan and Rabbu are 

engaging in sex beneath the protection of the quilt, the quilt prevents the prying of eyes 

so that it is only in the final moment that the narrator –but not the reader— catches a 

glimpse. Both the narrator, a young girl during the time of events, and the quilt serve to 

obscure what is happening between Begum Jaan and Rabbu. 

It is Chughtai’s decision to tell the story through the eyes of a young girl that 

enables her description of sexual activities. The young girl’s child-like speculation about 

the unusual sounds she overhears at night –“the slurping sounds of a cat licking a plate” 

or the “sounds of a person lapping up some food… as if someone were relishing delicious 

chutney”— is automatically made intelligible by readers who understand them to be 

indicative of sexual activity. In isolation, these sounds are innocuous, but it is their 

incongruity and juxtaposition with the usual sounds and silence of bedtime that makes 

these specific similes so shocking and suggestive. 

Like “Phislan,” Chughtai’s “Lihaaf” is also consistently viewed as a homoerotic 

story, almost to the extent that it is unclear how much the story was on trial for obscenity 

because of sexual references and how much as a result of perceived homoeroticism. And, 

like “Phislan,” it is just as irrelevant to the story whether the relationship that takes place 

in “Lihaaf” is between two homosexually identifying women. 

The backdrop for “Lihaaf” is similar to “Phislan” in certain regards. “Lihaaf” also 

takes place in a Muslim South Asian household during 20th century colonial India. 

Ignored by a husband who prefers to spend time with young men, Begum Jaan whiles 

away the time in the zenana of her household with her female servants. It is this very 

zenana that Ismat Chughtai seeks to explore through the lens of the young girl. However, 
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that is not to suggest that Chughtai is interested in the sex that takes place in private 

spaces but that she is perhaps more interested in the relationships that can take place in 

the homosocial environment of the zenana. It is possible that Chughtai is simply 

interested in the telling the story itself: an archetypal one of a neglected wife who, at the 

end of the day, is a normal human with a normal sexual appetite who also desires basic 

acknowledgement and interest. No members of the opposite sex feature in “Lihaaf,” 

either, with the exceptions of the Nawab Sahib and Rabbu’s son who do not appear in the 

story but who are instead made references to in passing. 

The story itself indicates that Begum Jaan initially craved attention from the 

Nawab Sahib and did whatever was in her power to entice him, but that she ultimately 

came up short, “she gave up on her wishing, ceased her forty-day periods of fasting, and 

fell flat with folk charms and nightly incantations… Nawab Sahib didn’t budge.” Begum 

Jaan’s sexuality, then, does not seem to be tied to any individual in the story but rather 

appears to be about the natural human need to be desired and to desire. From the 

perspective of the story’s narrator, Begum Jaan transitions from feelings of jealousy 

regarding the young men who visit her new home to those of loneliness and neglect 

(“otherwise Nawab Sahib would have free time to… give a little attention in this 

direction”, “but no shadow was such that would suffice to keep her alive,” “but then why 

should anyone go on living”) to “hysteria” for want of a better term. 

In regard to Begum Jaan’s perpetual itch, one can find understanding by 

recognizing the story’s surrounding context. When Ismat Chughtai wrote “Lihaaf,” 

hysteria was still an accepted condition in the world. The very etymology of the word 

tethers the condition to a woman’s reproductive organs. Since the time of Hippocrates in 

ancient Greece, at least, hysteria was thought of as a disease of the uterus that afflicted 

mad women. In the nineteenth and twentieth century especially, hysteria was used as a 
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catchall term for any unidentifiable ailments among woman. There was a persisting view 

that hysteria affected long unmarried women or widows, and that potential relief lay in 

sexual gratification. For those women who were not given forced hysterectomies or 

otherwise dismissed as incurably mad, physicians would clinically address their sexual 

frustration by essentially masturbating them. 

Upon the introduction of Rabbu to Begum Jaan’s life as someone to bestow her 

with attention and care, Begum Jaan’s “shriveled body” undergoes a transformation. She 

appears healthier, more beautiful and even “her cheeks acquired a glow.” This expression 

is particularly interesting given the duality of meaning. Glowing cheeks are often thought 

of as a sign of youth and beauty, but also as a sign of sexual relief or orgasm. The word 

that best spans both of these connotations is a word that is fraught with connotation itself, 

rejuvenation. Ignoring some of these connotations (famous quests for eternal youth, 

forays into alchemy and bathing in the blood of virgins), the word’s basic Latin 

components are re- as in “again” and iuvenis as in “young.” In the story, the rejuvenating 

process is linked to Begum Jaan’s receiving massages and scratches for her perpetual 

itch, “there was only her and her itch.” 

Throughout the story, Rabbu attends to Begum Jaan and her itch. Begum Jaan 

undergoes her healthy transformation through Rabbu’s massaging, but it is worth noting 

that the use of the words “massage” and “massaging” is itself limited to two of the early 

paragraphs regarding Rabbu. The few uses of the word “massaging” to describe Rabbu’s 

attentions toward Begum Jaan are soon replaced by the word “scratching.” It is intriguing 

how Chughtai transitions from one word to the other in her story. Rabbu’s initial 

“massaging,” rejuvenating as it may be, is soon insufficient in satisfying Begum Jaan. It 

is arguably these initial massages that actually inflame Begum Jaan’s previously unlit 

desire. Soon Begum Jaan has “such an itch,” one that cannot be mitigated by “the 
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application of thousands of oils and pastes,” an itch that –typically enough— befuddles 

doctors and hakims, “her body was clean and spotless” but perhaps “there could be an 

illness beneath the skin.” Begum Jaan’s insatiable itch is then connected to her sexuality, 

yet her sexuality cannot be qualified in the story as anything more than the basic human 

need for attention and sexual relief. To read into her itch as anything more defining about 

her sexuality would be unfounded. Claims that Begum Jaan and Rabbu share a 

homosexual relationship and therefore the short story is essentially about homoeroticism 

are profoundly simplistic. 

While many are keen to believe that sexual themes in both “Phislan” and “Lihaaf” 

are evidence of the stories’ homoerotic subject matter, this view is highly reductive and 

neglectful of the originality of each story. Naturally the main character in “Phislan,” on 

his journey from childhood to young adulthood, faces his own burgeoning sexuality 

while struggling with his identity and the changes of puberty. “Lihaaf” tells a specific 

story about a sexually unfulfilled woman, but that is not all it is about. While sex and 

sexuality feature as themes in both stories, the stories should not be simplified as 

homoerotic literature –especially when considering the homosocial environments both 

sets of characters find themselves in. 

GENDER 

Gender is highly important when discussing “Phislan” and “Lihaaf.” However, 

any discussion of such requires some definitional understanding. While sex refers to an 

individual’s biological status, gender pertains to the spectrum of social characteristics, 

traits, behaviors and attributes that can describe an individual, and refers to the social 

construction of a feminine, masculine or neuter identity. Gender roles and relations as 
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well as ideas regarding femininity and masculinity are varyingly defined by distinct 

societies and cultures.25 

Interpellation is another useful term for this discussion. Rooted in Marxist theory 

and coined by French philosopher Louis Althousser, interpellation refers to the process 

by which individuals’ identities are read through the lens of and “hailed” by social and 

political institutions. Furthermore, interpellation is a constitutive process because 

individuals are forced to recognize and respond to the social institutions that are “hailing 

them,” thereby acknowledge themselves as subjects. 

In her text Gender Trouble, Judith Butler defines gender performativity as “the 

way in which the anticipation of a gendered essence produces that which it posits as 

outside itself” and “is not a singular act, but a repetition and a ritual, which achieves its 

effects through its naturalization in the context of a body, understood, in part, as a 

culturally sustained temporal duration.”26 Butler further adds that “the substantive effect 

of gender is performatively produced and compelled by the regulatory practices or gender 

coherence,” that “gender proves to be performative—that is, constituting the identity it is 

purported to be.”27 Understanding gender performativity is critical to any discussion of 

“Phislan and “Lihaaf” as each stories’ set of characters perform to either reiterate or 

create identity. 

In “Phislan,” Jamil associates youth, prepubescent and ma’ashuq status with the 

absence of performed masculinity while associating puberty, maturity and ‘aashiq status 

with performed masculinity. Note that I do not draw a dichotomy in this instance between 

masculinity and femininity, because there is not enough to suggest Jamil’s behavior is 

                                                
25 For more, see Renee C. Hoogland, “Theories of Gender” in The Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender. 
26 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Tenth Anniversary Edition, xv. 
27 Ibid 34. 
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ever particularly feminine. The use of the terms ma’ashuq and ‘aashiq in this context 

merits further explanation; in the world of Urdu aesthetics, these two terms represent two 

aspects of a relationship, the ‘aashiq or the lover and the ma’ashuq or the beloved. A 

third figure in Urdu aesthetics is the raqīb or the rival. All of these terms are useful in 

discussing both “Phislan” and “Lihaaf.” 

In the story, Jamil struggles with the transition in his identity from the ma’ashuq 

to the ‘aashiq. “Phislan” begins with Jamil feeling “an interest in [his] heart, or at the 

least, a certain kind of nagging.” Askari never clarifies the origin of the nagging interest 

harbored by Jamil beyond temporally and spatially locating it, “one day in the men’s 

quarters.” One may conclude that Jamil feels this way because of Nazru who is first 

introduced here, especially when Zakir states, “‘so you have this interest too?’” which 

then directs the reader’s attention back to Nazru. It is important to note the roles of these 

three boys in the story’s initial paragraphs. Zakir, with his hand around Jamil’s waist, is 

asserting himself as the ‘aashiq with Jamil as the ma’ashuq; however, this is complicated 

when Nazru arrives, presenting himself as a potential ma’ashuq and Zakir’s “grip around 

Jamil’s waist loosened.” As fleeting as this scene is, it is the very beginning of Jamil’s 

transition and its significance is reinforced by Jamil’s dwelling on it. 

Jamil’s youth and relative innocence are the reasons why slightly older boys 

interpellate him as the ma’ashuq throughout the story. As an individual undergoing 

puberty and a period of transition, Jamil is torn between wanting to remain the ma’ashuq 

and wanting to undergo maturation and assume its accompanying mantle of ‘aashiq. This 

inner conflict presents itself throughout the story, but most notably in Jamil’s 

characterizations of himself and Nazru. Jamil recognizes that Nazru traverses some kind 

of middle ground where he both expresses and incites interest in the other boys, and his 

manner of describing Nazru echoes his confusion, “Jamil’s eyes searched Nazru’s face 
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and body with more curiosity and doubtful amazement.” He disparages Nazru’s 

appearance and finds himself “so disgusted” by Nazru’s dimples, “like those of 

prostitutes.” However this is immediately contradicted when Jamil finds certain aspects 

of Nazru attractive like his careless walk, his smooth and shiny skin, and the roundness of 

his face and chin. Suddenly insecure about his own appearance, Jamil consults a mirror.  

 His self-description reflects his inner conflict as he initially finds himself as 

youthful before seeing himself as marked by puberty. Jamil finds certain aspects of 

himself attractive, all of which are in keeping with Urdu aesthetic conventions; his eyes 

are “very black, almond-shaped and long-lashed,” his skin fair, and his waist thin. He is 

able to dismiss certain signs of masculinity by normalizing them; the light down Jamil 

notices on his upper lip is disregarded as he “had also seen such hair on women.” Jamil is 

reassured by the smoothness of his skin and “somewhat satisfied” by the appearance of 

his arms, which are relatively fair, skinny and bereft of coarse hair. However, his 

appearance soon alters before his eyes and alerts the reader to Jamil’s insecurities and 

anxieties. His complexion becomes more pigmented, his youthful flush becomes dull, and 

the hair above his lip becomes “dark and dense,” all of which is orchestrated by “the 

shape of a disgusting evil spirit.” It is unclear in the text whether Jamil imagines the evil 

spirit as a separate being or as himself changed, but in any case his anxiety and distress 

are apparent. 

 The inner conflict Jamil feels is related to the question of maturing and growing 

up, and he is torn. Jamil both wants to grow up and join the ranks of the older ‘aashiq 

boys, but he also wants to remain the youthful ma’ashuq. This point of transition is 

reflected in Jamil’s two groups of visitors: the older ’aashiq boys and the younger 

ma’ashuq boys. 
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The first group was his friends from the ninth class “who were all quite older” and 

had all already begun to shave their faces. They are described as bigger and more 

muscular than Jamil, and insatiable in their desire to tease, play and roughhouse with 

Jamil. Their behavior with Jamil is itself rough, and suggests that they view him as a 

plaything or passive in their games. They individually grab at parts of him, evoking this 

image of a tug-of-war of sorts, while roughening him up (“squeeze to the extent that his 

face would redden,” “his ribs felt like they would break,” “pinch the skin of his chest to 

make it red”). Afterward, Jamil lies depressed and exhausted, feeling a pulling, 

“gelatinous spit smeared on his cheeks,” the ghost of which remained no matter how 

many times he washes his face. It seems he internalizes “this filthiness… displayed on his 

face” to the extent that he tries to hide from the gaze of his family. It would seem that 

Jamil is not fond of their playfulness as he entertains the idea of avoiding them; however, 

he “certainly got a bit of comfort from gaining the admiration of so many people.” 

Perhaps Jamil’s ill receptiveness to the ninth class boys is a new development. He is 

visibly undecided about which position he wants to occupy, and this is reflected in his 

mixed feelings. His characterization of the older boys, “shining eyes and flaring nostrils 

and parted lips,” illustrates an almost predatory manner. However, his wanting to grow 

up is not only visible in his description of the ninth class boys and his increasing 

discomfort with their playfulness, but in his desires. After being teased by them during 

break, Jamil admits that he feels a growing interest “along with doubts,” and that he also 

wanted to become acquainted with the things the other boys were talking about, things he 

was so unfamiliar with that he had trouble imagining them, and that “he too wanted to 

enter Ali Baba’s cave.” 

The second group of visitors was comprised of the younger sixth to eighth class 

boys, and it is through their presence that Jamil finds himself assuming the mantle of 
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maturity. The admiration these boys feel for Jamil is visible in their deferential behavior 

towards him. Among them, Mazhar is the one Jamil gives ma’ashuq status with himself 

as the ‘aashiq. Jamil’s interest in Mazhar is reminiscent of the older boys’ interest in him, 

and he finds himself performing similarly. He acts as the initiator in this situation unlike 

previous situations with the ninth class boys where Jamil passively finds himself as their 

plaything. He creates an excuse to take Mazhar to a corner and kisses him on the cheek, a 

cheek he finds smooth –just like he found his own during his earlier self-exploration. 

Jamil’s occupation of the no man’s land between youth and maturity finds itself 

resolved in the final performative scene of the story. As Nazru, who insists that he must 

be younger than Jamil (something Jamil is clearly anxious of when he compares both of 

their appearances to gauge who is more attractive and youthful), continues to fan Jamil’s 

interest, Jamil finds himself ultimately thrust into a heated situation. Nazru massages 

along Jamil’s legs and thigh, with the scene building up to a point when a “hand was 

snatched back,” and it is ambiguous whose hand it is. The action itself is passive, as if the 

hand has no agency. In the end, Jamil “shove[s] away Nazru’s hand” and goes to the 

gutter to urinate. He drinks water, spits and comes back to sleep. When Nazru asks if he 

should come over again, Jamil effectively tells him to stop. This masculine performance 

seems to be the point of transition for Jamil from his earlier youth and innocence. 

 Characterization in “Lihaaf” also features ambiguity and inconsistency, especially 

in regard to Begum Jaan. She transitions from weak and shriveled to filled-out, beautiful 

and glowing. The narrator’s description of Begum Jaan is interesting, and it too falls in 

line with Urdu aesthetic conventions. Despite her mature age, Begum Jaan’s features are 

those of youth and beauty. Her wide, black eyes, youthful face, red lips, white 

complexion and the light down on her upper lip create such a picture that the narrator 

remarks, “sometimes upon looking at the long hair on the sides of her face, [it] began to 
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seem strange” and “like those of young boys!” However, this youthfulness verging on 

masculinity is pushed over the edge when Begum Jaan counts the young girl’s ribs. The 

young girl “begin[s] to feel a kind of dread” and Begum Jaan’s appearance undergoes a 

chance in the girl’s mind. She states “even now when I remember her face from that time, 

my heart becomes upset.” What was earlier a mere light down above her upper lip 

becomes “darkness” and “her eyelids became even heavier.” Begum Jaan’s loud laughter 

and her sweaty coldness make the young girl feel as “if she was possessed.” Her earlier 

youthful beauty dissipates, and her “face became dull and lusterless.” It is after this 

occurrence and the young girl’s dismissal and avoidance that Begum Jaan destroys her 

earlier aura of collected beauty. She shreds her scarf and breaks a necklace while the part 

in her hair, which never seemed to have a hair out of place, “became a mess of 

brambles.” This destructive behavior marks Begum Jaan’s transition in the girl’s mind.  

 It is unclear whether this transition occurs because of the lack of Rabbu’s 

rejuvenating massage or because the young girl becomes the sole object of Begum Jaan’s 

attention and that changes her interaction with her. However, Begum Jaan’s 

characterizations are consistent with those from “Phislan.” In both stories, youth and 

beauty are paired with receiving attention while masculinity is paired with initiating 

sensual situations and bestowing sole attention. It is the act of massage that marks 

transitional moments in both stories as well. It is Nazru’s massage of Jamil’s legs and 

thighs in “Phislan” and Begum Jaan’s pressing of and tight hold around the young girl in 

“Lihaaf” that create the transition from youth, innocence and beauty to masculinity.  

CLASS 

While many fixate on the sexuality or purported homoeroticism of “Phislan” and 

“Lihaaf,” the feature that truly stands out in the text is the portrayal of the lower class. In 
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both stories, lower class characters are depicted as hypersexual, unappealing Others28 

who covet their upper class masters. In “Phislan” and “Lihaaf,” othering occurs through 

the characterization of lower class characters like Nazru and Rabbu. Both are viewed and 

treated as strange, uncouth and unappealing.  

In “Phislan,” Nazru is exoticized by the upper class individuals around him. When 

Mirza Bedar Bakht visits Jamil, he fixates on Nazru and feels entitled to ask him personal 

questions. Mirzaji specifically asks Nazru where he is from, articulating this as interest in 

talking with Nazru, to which Nazru responds, “‘what will you ask… the way we poor 

live?’” This remark does not sit well with Mirza who immediately drops his friendly 

tone. Although Mirzaji initiates the conversation under the pretense of friendly curiosity, 

and is the one to suggest that Nazru should take a seat, he is quick to both perceive insult 

and find Nazru impertinent. He accuses Nazru of having gotten airs from sitting in a chair 

and talking with them, and demands that Nazru reveal his story or risk legal action being 

taken against him. Mirzaji’s maintenance of class boundaries, despite his superficial 

request that Nazru should sit down and mark himself as an equal, is underscored by his 

unwarranted desire to know about Nazru. 

Both Mirzaji and Zakir visit more than before as the two of them find excuses for 

Nazru’s presence (“the need for water or paan”), and when Nazru appears, they spend 

significant amounts of time “acquiring information from Nazru about Delhi’s bazaars, 

alleys, factories and streets.” While curiosity in these things is understandable –because 

Nazru has had these experiences and they have not— and they might truly have forged a 

relationship “approximating friendship,” their expectation that Nazru regale them with 

interesting stories is indicative of the skewed power dynamics at hand. Mirzaji and Zakir 

                                                
28 For more, see Edward Said’s Orientalism. 
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are to be entertained, and Nazru is to entertain them. Nazru might sit with them, but the 

chair he sits upon is never to be construed as changing his status. The exoticization rests 

in their belief that Nazru’s experiences are so titillating and remote from their own, and 

that his manner is so bizarre that it is entertaining. 

Rabbu also occupies the subaltern29 role in the relationship between her and 

Begum Jaan. She arrives and rejuvenates Begum Jaan with her massage yet the dynamics 

of their relationship are unclear. Although this relationship does afford Rabbu a position 

of distinction among the other maids, her position is still reinforced by her treatment as a 

perpetual servant as she constantly waits on and cares for Begum Jaan, not to mention the 

scorn she receives from the other maids (“She eats with that witch Begum Jaan, sits with 

her, gets up with her, and —my god— even sleeps with her.”) Gayatri Gopinath writes, 

“the erotic circuits within which [Rabbu], the Begum, and the girl narrator circulate are 

marked by radically uneven positions of power, both generational and economic.”30 Yet it 

seems Rabbu is the one to occupy the most uneven position of power as her position is 

never fleshed out beyond her class and status as Begum Jaan’s masseuse. Rabbu might 

occupy the liminal space between maid and companion, but her position never affords her 

mutual and equal companionship. 

Because the actions underneath the quilt are vague, it is unclear whether there is 

reciprocity in Rabbu and Begum Jaan’s relationship. This fact is put into relief one night 

when the young girl overhears the two of them settling an argument, then the sounds of 

Rabbu crying, hiccupping, and finally, “then came slurping sounds like a cat licking a 

plate.” Chughtai intentionally writes this all vaguely,31 but the young girl still notes that it 

                                                
29 I am using the term subaltern in this context to mean subjugated, oppressed and voiceless. For more, see 
Gayatri Spivak’s essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 
30 Gopinath 148. 
31 See my citations of Gopinath in the first chapter of this paper. 
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is Rabbu who is crying. Rabbu’s feelings, with the exception of jealousy, are never 

touched upon or clarified by the narrator, nor does the narrator paint Rabbu in any light 

other than a greedy, lower class witch. Throughout the story, it is Rabbu who waits on 

Begum Jaan. While the narrator mentions that Begum Jaan did provide for Rabbu’s son, 

Begum Jaan does not openly or visibly reciprocate care or affection for Rabbu in the 

scope of the story. The two women argue more than once in the story, and it is only 

begrudgingly that Begum Jaan allows Rabbu to leave and visit her son, and she becomes 

noticeably distressed in Rabbu’s absence. Begum Jaan’s behavior is suggestive of her 

entitlement and exploitation of Rabbu as well as illustrative of the skewed dynamics of 

the relationship 

Throughout “Lihaaf” and “Phislan,” Rabbu and Nazru are repeatedly marked as 

lower class; this is done through characterization, description and the way other 

characters interpellate them. The girl narrator calls Rabbu a bhangan and a witch, and 

disdains the red cloth her mother left for her because she does not want to wear clothes 

like a chamar. She describes Rabbu’s complexion as dark, “ruddy… like red-hot iron,” 

and pockmarked, her body as “compact” and “solid” with a “stretched, littlish potbelly,” 

and her scent as “strange” and “worrisome.” The narrator lays these descriptions out to 

highlight how stark a contrast there is between the beautiful, fair, upper class Begum Jaan 

and unappealing Rabbu. Nazru is initially characterized as dirty and disheveled in 

appearance, and despite the changes he undergoes after being constantly visited by 

Mirzaji and Zakir, “his short frizzy hair –which was riddled with dandruff before— 

began to appear black and shiny from bitter oil,” Jamil still negatively describes Nazru as 

appearing low class. He contemplates “Nazru’s fingers… like those of fat villagers just 

like his misshapen feet,” shins bent “like banana trees,” before begrudgingly finding 

aspects of him attractive and becoming self-conscious of his own appearance. Nazru’s 
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personality is itself marked as “eccentric, strange and suggestive.” The young girl’s 

behavioral descriptions of Rabbu begin and end at “scorned,” “jealous,” or gluttonous. 

These words, specifically the words “suggestive” and “gluttonous,” evoke a sense of 

sexual prurience.  

This raises the question of hypersexuality and sexual agency in “Lihaaf” and 

“Phislan.” With Nazru and Rabbu’s designations as the darker Other to their fair, upper 

class masters, the characters fall into the trope of the dark rapist.32 With an origin tracing 

to colonialism, the idea of the dark rapist elicits an image of a darker-skinned, 

hypersexual being preying on the fair and innocent. The dark rapist’s sexual insatiability 

is reminiscent in the way Nazru, and more so, Rabbu are described. In “Phislan,” Nazru 

constantly teases and irritates Jamil to arouse interest and the story’s culminating scene is 

a product of Nazru’s instigation. Nazru is the one to move his bed closer to Jamil, and 

Nazru is the one to massage Jamil’s legs. Similarly, in “Lihaaf,” Rabbu is constantly 

massaging Begum Jaan and becomes jealous of Begum Jaan’s attention toward the young 

girl, albeit according to the narrator.  

This prompts a discussion of sexual agency and power dynamics. In her chapter in 

Queering India, Indrani Chatterjee writes, “sex appears as the enactment of social and 

political hierarchies: the dominant is construed as the insertive actor and the subordinate 

as the receptive one.”33 She then goes on to say, “even when a sexual act did not involve 

phallic penetration, the person who was represented as initiating the act, ‘being 

pleasured,’ was clearly regarded as the agent, and the one whose body parts were devoted 

                                                
32 This stereotype has many names and incarnations among marginalized populations in the colonial and 
postcolonial world such as brute, beast and savage. 
33 Indrani Chatterjee, “Alienation, Intimacy, and Gender: Problems for a History of Love in South Asia” in 
Queering India: Same-sex Love and Eroticism in Indian Culture and Society, 66. 
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to pleasuring was conceived of as the ‘passive’ inferior.”34 This would suggest that the 

agents in the two short stories are in fact Begum Jaan –with her constant itch— and Jamil 

who allows Nazru’s ministrations throughout the story with the culminating act of Nazru 

massaging his legs and thigh. The agent is marked by his or her ability to dictate the 

terms of the situation and their power over the outcome while the ‘passive’ inferior caters 

to their needs. In “Phislan,” Jamil is the one who has final say as he ends the heated 

moment with his “hey, stop,” while in “Lihaaf,” the young girl repeatedly describes 

Rabbu as being attached to Begum Jaan’s back and massaging or itching her. From this 

description, Rabbu is reduced to an almost appendage status by the narrator as she is seen 

to exist solely to address Begum Jaan’s needs instead of an individual with needs of her 

own. The young girl has so internalized this view of Rabbu that, in her absence, she feels 

dread at being the focus of Begum Jaan’s attention and feels relief at the thought of 

Rabbu returning to fulfill her function, “Thank God Rabbu came that night.”  

CONCLUSION 

Many readers of “Phislan” and “Lihaaf” fixate on the ostensible homoeroticism of 

these stories and neglect to consider the stories’ more nuanced portrayals of sexuality in 

the homosocial spaces of the zenana and the mardana. Similarly, issues of gender and 

class merit closer inspection beyond the reductive view of these two stories as simply 

homoerotic. The stories’ portrayals of the lower class are marked by the authors’ 

internalizations of colonial attitudes and are suggestive of the skewed dynamics of 

relationship and power that exist in these homosocial spaces. 

In regard to class, it is worth noting that in both stories, it is solely the upper class 

figures of Jamil and Begum Jaan who undergo meaningful transition. “Phislan” is about 

                                                
34 Ibid, 67. 
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Jamil’s internal struggle while undergoing puberty with Nazru featuring as the servant to 

guide him along the path. “Lihaaf” is about a young girl’s foray into the secluded world 

of the zenana and her witnessing of Begum Jaan’s perpetual itch, an itch whose sole 

release can be found in the constant ministrations of Begum Jaan’s ever attendant servant 

Rabbu. Why? These stories could easily have focused on the lives and development of 

Nazru and Rabbu, their characters could have been dynamic instead of relatively static, 

but for the fact that the authors –either consciously or subconsciously— chose to focus on 

the perspective of the upper class. These are the questions that are worth raising, 

exploring and answering when discussing Askari’s “Phislan” and Chughtai’s “Lihaaf.” 
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