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11942, a slim Urdu short story
slipped quietly into a literary
journal. It had no explicit sex
scenes. No vulgar language. Not a
single obscene word. Yet it terrified
colonial authorities so much that they
dragged its author to court on charges
of obscenity. That story was Lihaaf (The
Quilt), and the woman who wrote it—
Ismat Chughtai—refused to apologise.
‘This is not merely the story of a book.
It s the story of a courtroom duel,
a fearless woman, and a quilt that
concealed far more than a sleeping body.
The Night the Quilt Began to Move
Lucknow. Winter.
A lonely mansion.
A neglected wife.
A husband more interested in young men
than in his beautiful Begum.
The Begum’s world is silent, cold and
empty—until Rabbu arrives.
Rabbu is her masseuse, companion and
confidante. Soon, the Begum comes
alive. Her cheeks glow. Her melancholy
disappears.
Then comes the unforgettable image.
Alittle girl, staying in the mansion,
watches the Begum sleeping under a
thick quilt.
The quilt begins to move.
It rises.
It falls.
It twists like an elephant trapped
beneath fabric.
The child doesn't

nineteenth century.
The law criminalised material
considered “lascivious” or likely to
“deprave and corrupt”

understand what she is How
witnessing,

The reader does. Ismat

That single image Chughtai Put
became one of the British India
most discussed

metaphors in South on Trial
Asian literature,

No descriptions.

No anatomy.
No explicit acts.

Only amoving quilt.

And yet every reader understood what
Ismat Chughtai dared not say aloud.
The Woman Who Refused to Whisper
Ismat Chughtai had spent her life
challenging rules.

Born in 1915 into a conservative Muslim
family, she questioned everything—
from purdah to patriarchy to arranged
‘marriages.

While respectable women were expected
to stay invisible, Ismat insisted on
education.

She argued with elders.

She studied.

She became one of the first Muslim
women in India to earn a degree.

Then she picked up a pen.

Her stories were not about kings or
heroes.

They were about servants.
Housewives.

Lonely women.

Children.

Domestic violence.

Sexual hypocrisy.

Everything polite society preferred to
hide beneath its own quilt.

A Story That Offended Everyone
Lihaaf appeared in 1942 in the Urdu
literary journal Adab-e-Latif.

The reaction was explosive.
Conservative readers were scandalised.
Progressives admired its courage.
Rumours spread faster than copies of the
magazine.

People whispered:

“Have you read that indecent story?”
Ironically, many of those condemning it
had never actually read it.

The British Decide to Intervene

British India still enforced Section

292 of the Indian Penal Code, the
colonial obscenity law introduced in the

Officials decided Lihaat crossed the
line.

An obscenity case was filed.

Not only against Ismat Chughtai.

But also against fellow Progressive

Writers’ Association member

Saadat Hasan Manto, whose equally

controversial stories were attracting the

attention of censors.

The summons arrived.

Most people expected Ismat to apologise.

Instead, she packed her bags for Lahore.

The Journey to Court

Friends advised compromise.

Family members worried.

Publishers feared conviction.

Ismat had one answer.

“Why should I apologise for something I

never wrote?”

She believed the obscenity existed only in

the minds of those reading the story.

If readers imagined something

scandalous, was that really the writer’s

crime?

It was a radical argument decades ahead

of its time.

Inside the Lahore Courtroom

The courtroom was packed.

Lawyers.

Journalists.

Writers.

Curious spectators.

Everyone wanted to see the woman who

had written Lihaaf.

The prosecution argued the story

promoted immorality.

The defence had a simple challenge.

Point to the obscene passage.

Line by line, the story was examined.

Sentence after sentence.

The prosecutor searched desperately.

There was no description of sex.

No erotic vocabulary.

No nudity.

No explicit reference to lesbian intimacy.

Nothing.

Only suggestion.

Only symbolism.
Only a quilt.

The Question That Changed Everything
Finally, the defence reportedly asked the
prosecution:

“Which exact word is obscene?”

The quilt still moves.
More than eight decades
after its publication,
Lihaaf continues to be
studied as a landmark
work of feminist

and Urdu literature,
celebrated for saying
the unsayable through
suggestion rather than
explicit description.

Silence.
The courtroom waited.

The prosecution could not identify one.
There wastit one.

The accusation rested entirely on
interpretation.

Ismat smiled.

The case had begun to collapse.

The Verdict

The obscenity charge against Ismat
Chughtai was dismissed.

She walked out acquitted.

She had refused to apologise.

Refused to withdraw the story.
Refused to edit a single line.

Years later, she joked that if she had
known the controversy would make
Lihaaf immortal, she might have written it
even better.

But the Story Didrit End There
Ironically, the British courtroom made
Lihaat famous.

Readers rushed tofind the story.
Students debated it.

dal

The Woman
Who Refused
to Apologise
Ismat Chughtai’'s
Lihaaf challenged
patriarchy, literary
conventions and
British censorship—
becoming one of the
most influential short
stories in South Asian
literature.

Writers analysed it.
Feminists later recognised it as one of the
earliest works in South Asian literature

to hint at female same-sex desire—not as
spectacle, but as the tragic consequence of
a woman's emotional abandonment.

The quilt became more than a blanket.

The Quilt
. that Shook
Empire
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The World of Lihaaf

Behind closed doors. Lihaaf unfolds
inside an aristocratic household where
silence, loneliness and repression
become the story’s central characters.

The Lahore Obscenity Trial

A story goes on trial. Charged under Section 292 of the Indian Penal Code for
obscenity, Ismat Chughtai defended Lihaaf in a Lahore courtroom—and emerged

victorious.

It became a metaphor for everything
society hides.

Desire.

Loneliness.

Marriage.

Silence.

Women denied agency.

Why Lihaaf Still Matters

Today, Lihaaf is taught in universities
across the world.

Itis celebrated not because it shocked
readers, but because it revealed
uncomfortable truths about gender, power
and repression with astonishing literary

restraint.

‘The British failed to ban the story.
Conservatives failed to erase .

Instead, they ensured its immortality.
More than eighty years later, readers still
remember the quilt.

Not because they saw what lay beneath t.
But because Ismat Chughtai trusted their
imagination to do the rest.

And perhaps that was the real scandal.
The most dangerous stories are not those
that tell us everything.

They are the ones that make us see what
society insists on keeping hidden.
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