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Ismat Chughtai was one of the most prominent and debated Indian writers of Urdu 

Literature. Unlike her eminent contemporaries Saadat Hasan Manto, Krishen Chander and 

Rajinder Singh Bedi, she chose to explore the areas that were considered as a taboo in Indian 

Muslim society. In her works she explored the Indian Muslim female’s space and sexuality 

within male chauvinist world view. She created bold female protagonists from her varied 

personal experiences and tried to portray their particular resistance against male counterparts. 

She was both a successful and controversial writer writing in a milieu that could never allow 

female sexuality and female stance to find space in the then conservative society. 

During the ancient age, one of the basic foundations of India’s rich cultural heritage 

lay in the fact that women enjoyed an equal position and status in the society. According to 

Hindu tradition, women being the ‘Ardhangini’ (the better half) of the male counterpart had to 

be part and parcel of any traditional ritual that was performed. One could not imagine any 

traditional ceremony fulfilled without the presence of the wife. So, wife enjoyed an equal status 

as the husband. But soon that status and equality were challenged with the coming of Islam 

influence. The Muslims brought with them a dark and blank phase for women. They considered 

women to be commodities who have been always readily available for fulfilling male sexual 

fantasies. The women were forced to wear burkhas, perform daily household chores. They were 

not allowed to come out of the sanctified area of the house, i.e. the Zenana, attributed to them 

by men. Unlike the women, the males could satisfy their sexual urge as and when required. 

When their wives would become no more appealing, they would enter into next matrimonial 

alliance, with the stress-free provision of divorce. Women could not enjoy this privilege. 



Taking this further, this paper will focus on the lives of such wives, delineated by Ismat 

Chughtai in her work ‘The Rock’. The present paper highlights the different forms of female 

resistance women choose for creating an identity in a male modulated society.  The story 

depicts the life of young brides who are warmly welcomed into their husband’s house leaving 

behind their maternal comfort. One sees transformation happening in the lives of the brides as 

they lose their independence, identity and respect. Chughtai’s works focus on these 

transformations happening in the hands of their rude husbands. Unlike her contemporaries, she 

chose to portray themes and ideas that were never experimented before. She handled themes 

that befitted the unfortunate women who were either wives or mothers. The selected story is 

such example that shows Chughtai’s awareness of the unequal status of women. But her 

protagonists do not become complacent with the situation and revolt within the space that they 

have. Unlike Ibsen’s Nora of Doll’s House they don’t slam door on their husband’s face, but 

choose to fight silently.

In The Rock Chughtai employs a narrator, a young sister of Bhaiya (the old ripe 

husband), who narrates the story of her brother’s many marriages. She looks through the 

intricacies of these many marriages sometimes as a child narrator and sometimes as an adult 

narrator. When she narrates the story as a child she took the side of her brother and she realizes 

the misogynist behaviour of her brother only when she matures. The main motive of this old 

husband is to make his young bride a house wife overburdened with work and children.  To 

fulfil his motive he first marries a young and chirpy girl, Shehnaz, nine years younger to him, 

who after giving birth to four children has become passive and overweight. Shehnaz’s husband, 

Bhaiya, employs conventional methods to wipe out traces of her independence: “Bhaiya was 

anxious to set her up as a housewife…” (48). Even Shehnaz’s family had hands in making her 

a dependent. She was educated at convent school, but due to the transgression of her sister, she 

was forced to leave her studies and enter into an obligatory married life. “Bhabi came from a 

liberal family and had been schooled at a convent. The previous year her sister had eloped with 

a Christian, so her parents, worried that she might do something similar, took her out of school 

and quickly married her off” (47) After few years of marriage the difference between Shehnaz 

and her husband had become apparent, “Her husband was nine years her senior, but compared 

to her, Bhaiya looked really young. Still quite slim, with a well-kept figure, he exercised daily, 

carefully monitored his diet …. He was still boyish in appearance. Although he was thirty-one, 

he didn’t look a day older than twenty-five.” (48)  



 Bhaiya never allowed her to wear tight clothes, apply makeup and do hair do. He believed in 

the philosophy that a woman should be simple. Shehnaz before her marriage applied make up 

daily. This is just one instance to show how Bhaiya had overpowered the will and life of 

Shehnaz. Shehnaz’s transformation from a playful young girl into an unkempt wife is approved 

by all: “…her parents and in-laws also praised her simplicity” (48).   The narrator employs a 

number of animal imagery in describing her and in this process shows the humiliation that this 

family felt towards their daughter-in-law. To cite an example the narrator often addresses her 

as a cow, symbolizing a meek and subservient member of the family. “In four or five years, 

with everyone’s help, she turned into a complete housewife” (Chughtai, “The Rock” 47).  One 

should remember here that the narrator was speaking in the guise of a child, one who felt that 

her brother was right in treating his wife inhumanly. 

After devoting a lot of her time with this family, she was discarded, divorced and 

thrown out of the house as if she was cancerous. After divorce, he married another beautiful 

girl, Shabnam his neighbour, who showed interest in him. Unlike Shehnaz, Shabnam wore the 

tight clothes and had short hair. Here one can see a change in Bhaiya’s philosophy which was 

earlier applicable on Shehnaz. This change in philosophy actively came due to his sexual urge 

for Shabnam. But as soon as Bhaiya married her, he transformed her into yet another 

overweight and overloaded wife: 

Shabnam was singed, muddy-looking ash; her dark, gleaming complexion had 

turned yellow like a lizard’s stomach; those liquid eyes had become murky and 

lifeless; the thin, serpentine waist was nowhere in sight – Shabnam looked 

permanently pregnant; the well-rounded arms that had glowed like the delicate, 

shiny limbs of a tree were now thick and ungraceful and looked like a pair of 

dumb-bells. (Chughtai, “The Rock” 56)  

  Shabnam in the coming years of her married life realized that the husband whom she 

had once snatched from Shehnaz, actually would leave her for another beautiful Egyptian 

dancer. She too would meet the same fate as Shehnaz because the same customary behaviour 

of Bhaiya is bound to come full circle. Shabnam realized that she was losing her husband the 

moment she saw him conversing with the Egyptian dancer. “Bhabi, who used to be Shabnam, 

who, like the Egyptian dancer, was once an electric current that burned Bhaiya, sat immobilized 

like a hill of sand” (56).  In her anguish she became, “Restless, like a pair of wounded deer, her 

eyes darted in all directions” (57).  In her restlessness she started eating the roasted chicken in 



order to ignore her husband’s transgression. She had no other option for saving herself from 

this embarrassment and so she started devouring the food she had in front of her. Her revolt 

was much outspoken than Shehnaz’s, as she did not beg anything from her husband.  It is at 

this moment one realizes her position within this family. She was very much a victim like 

Shehnaz. The vibrant and youthful wife was replaced by the dull and pale body of a wife and 

mother who became a lifeless commodity, or “dough left out overnight” (52).  

Chughtai through this story of loveless marriages depicted the plight and sufferings of 

two different women. They both were similar and altogether different also. This story reiterates 

the conditions of all women who are accustomed to life within four corners of the Zenana. Both 

these women may not have explicitly revolted against the conditioned life style, dumped over 

them, but their silence and their expressions towards the end of their respective  married lives 

speak against the backdrop of society that could never allow a woman even to go for prayers 

in the Mosque. The narrator, Bhaiya’s sister was also a part of the same system, but she was 

more privileged only because she was a daughter and not a daughter-in-law. Her life and her 

reality stood in stark contrast with her Bhabhis as she never became a pawn in the family.  

Chughtai portrays Shehnaz as a weak protagonist, who tried to fulfil every wish of her 

husband neglecting her aspirations. She gave children to his family to run the family name and 

even her body to satisfy his sexual hunger. In one stroke, the husband forgot about all the 

sacrifices of her and was attracted towards another object named Shabnam. He did not even 

once think about Shehnaz’s feelings and replaced her like old furniture. Shehnaz could only 

revolt for a moment, as she knew she was helpless. Shehnnaz asserted that she wanted her 

earlier position in the heart of her husband. So she wept and begged to save her married life, 

“With a loud scream Bhabi lunged toward Bhaiya. But she didn’t have the courage to scratch 

him. Terrified, she stood transfixed. Then she relinquished the last shred of her womanly 

dignity. She fell at his feet. She begged” (The Rock 55). 

The hypocritical brother decided to marry now a woman who was totally opposite of 

Shehnaz. This woman was one who did not fit into the social order and code of conduct 

prescribed for women of this household. “Standing on the other side of the hedge was a slight, 

fair-complexioned girl dressed in white drain-pipes and a lemon-colored blouse; she was 

running her slender fingers through short hair cut Marilyn Monroe style, and laughingly 

sheepishly” (49). But still Bhaiya chose to tame her and in this process would reconstruct a 

new identity for this woman, who in the initial days of her marriage was independent and 

spontaneous. Yes, she was unconventional before the marriage, but Bhaiya had taken the onus 



of taming this new bride. She would become aware of her transformation only when she saw 

his fascination for the Egyptian dancer. She portrayed another kind of revolt by getting 

indulged in delicacies which had actually destroyed her earlier beauty and charm. For Bhaiya 

only outer beauty mattered and as soon as the bride lost her outer lustre he would abandon her. 

For him the inner beauty and feelings of his obedient wives did not matter. Even after so many 

years one could not see even an inch of change in his physique as well as in his mind set that 

actually goes well with the title of the story, ‘The Rock’. A rock is something that would never 

change with the time and tide. Bhaiya’s unwavering attitude could be seen in his misogynist 

feelings for a woman. Both the women characters portrayed are not similar initially, but due to 

male chauvinist behaviour succumb to the same fate, the obese and unwanted wives. Chughtai 

by creating these women actually cautioned all other women about true nature of husbands and 

declared that women should think about themselves as individuals who have rights to walk 

away as and when the husband tries to overcome their life and freedom. 
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