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Nabarun Bhattacharya: Manan O Darshan
Edited by Adway Chowdhuri & Arka Chattopadhyay

ISBN : 978-93-88747-13-4
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CHAPTER 13

Lifting ‘the Quilt’: Ismat Chughtai’s
A Life in Words and the Subversion

of the Normative

SASWATA KUSARI

Ismat Chughtai, often considered to be one of South-Asia’s fore-
most and feisty woman writers, can also be referred to as described
by M. Asaduddin, the translator of her memoir as one of ‘Urdu
literature’s most courageous and controversial writers and its most
resolute iconoclast’ (4 Life 9). In her lifetime, Chughtai gave rise
to heated controversies by transcending the mythical' limits set for
women. In order to appreciate the truly courageous and subversive
spirit of Chughtai one has to analyse her life and times carefully.
Ismat Chughtai was born in 1915 in a typical Muslim house-
hold in Uttar Pradesh in undivided India. The year of her birth
allows one to assume that she must have been brought up in one of
those orthodox families that often perceived women as the inferior
other. That Chughtai was a victim of such an attitude becomes
clear when she narrates, rather humorously, in her autobiographi-
cal work A Life in Words, how her family and friends did their best

to stop her from getting education. She writes,

Sending us to a boarding school caused a great uproar. The entire family
threatened to boycott us, saying that my father was making his daughters
Christians, that it would be difficult to marry us off and that he would have
to maintain us all our lives. Amma shed bitter tears. Abba finally gave in. His
friends also advised him to withdraw my sisters from school as, according to
them, to educate a girl was worse than prostitution. (A4 Life 72)

230/ 365
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