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Abstract

Inthe 1930s-40s, therhetoric of the colonidistsand the Indian nationalists
sounded similar, aseach group’ smodernizing misson viewed women asobjects
of desireand protection. How did Ismat Chughtai’s Urdu short storiesand
AmritaSher-Gil’spaintingsrespond to thisdominant patriarchal discourse?
Criticshave often read their overlapping explorations of women’sinner lives
as‘subverting’ the* malegaze.” But considering theredist locationsof their
worksare pacesof hetero-patriarcha imagination, wheredoestheaudience's
gazeturn?lsthesubverson successful ? ThisarticleandyzesChughta’s’ Lihaaf’
and Sher-Gil’ s paintings,  Women Resting on aCharpoy’ and * Self-Portrait
asaTahitian,” focusing onthedomestic sphere. They reved the oppressiveness
of these spaceswhile compel ling the audienceto confront how itsinhabitants
assert their desiresand selfhood. Foucault’s* heterotopia,” closed spacesto
containdisruptive* Others,” isauseful lensto understand thepatriarcha design
of thedomestic sphere. By reading thevisua and literary imagery of shadows
intheseworks, thisarticle examinesthe tens on between the perpetuation of
the male gaze and itsinternalization by women to argue that Chughtai and
Sher-Gil do not wholly subvert the male gaze but bring theaudienceto aplace
of uneasy acknowledgement.

Keywords MaeGaze |smat Chughta; AmritaSher-Gil; Heterotopia Colonid
Modernity

I ntroduction

At the pinnacle of nationalistic consciousnessthat challenged the colonial
experiences of modernity, Indian society of the 1930sand 1940swas‘in-
trangt’ toward modernity and ‘in-trangition’ toward anation-state. What was
the position of Indian womeninthismodernizing nation?

109



indraprasth

Toaddressthisquestion, | will first contextudizethehistorica positioning
of women intheIndian subcontinent before examining ‘ thewomen question’
under colonid rule. Inancient Brahmanical societies, women wererelegated
to subordinate roles that restricted their mobility and sexuality. Uma
Chakravarti, who theorizeson Brahmanical patriarchy inearly India, argues
that femal e sexuality wasregulated through arigid reproductive structure to
uphold caste purity and patrilineal succession. Withtheexpans on of agrarian
economiesand theincreasing ownership of dass(endaved women) by Aryan
clans, eliteAryan women'slabor wasfurther shifted from food production
and confined to domestic and reproductive labour within the household
(Chakravarti 581). Intheearly modern I amic societies of the subcontinent,
elite Musdlim women were secluded in gender-segregated quartersknown as
the zenana, inaccordancewith patriarchd Idamicfamily structures. Eventudly,
these practicesof veiling and seclusion becameprevaentinMudim, Sikh, and
even diteupper-caste Hindu communities, entrenching women’sconfinement
to the domestic sphere.

Political philosopher KanchanaMahadevan turnsto acritical tension
regarding Indian womanhood under colonia modernity. One aspect of the
modernizingideaof Indiathat subsumed the soci etiesof thel ndian subcontinent
wasthe emergence of the public/privatedivide, restructuring socid lifeinto
civic and domestic spheres. Indian women continued to occupy amarginal
presencein the civil sphere under colonial modernity, even though both
coloniaistsand Indian Hindu reformers as nationalists appeal ed to the very
modern notion of nation as*thetelos of womanhood” (Mahadevan 202).
Although Indian womanhood occupied asymbolic stagein theimagination of
amodern India, both colonidistsand nationalistsviewed I ndian women not as
autonomouspoalitica subjectswith different socid redlitiesacrosscaste, class,
and sexudlity. They were considered what Mahadevan calls' abstract citizens,
who aredivorced fromtheir socid reditiesand used asculturd representations
by both coloniaistsand nationdiststo legitimizetheir respectivemodernizing
missons.

These constructions of cultural representations of womanhood by
colonidistsand nationalists constituteadual ‘ malegaze.” In her 1975 essay
“Visud Pleasureand Narrative Cinema,” feminist visud theorist LauraMulvey
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coined theterm*maegaze' to examinethenature of mediacreated by and for
men. Her study usesapsychoanaytic framework to study how cinemafosters
ascopophilicingtinct, that is, the pleasure in looking at another person asan
erotic object. By analyzing the depictions of women as sexualized figures
presented in Hollywood cinemato be gazed at by the male creator and
spectator, Mulvey putsforth the concept of the* male gaze.” She assertsthat
mediaof visual art, such ascinema, present and represent women aspassive
objects, thus perpetuating thered -world patriarchal power hierarchiesordered
by sexud imbalance. Women are madeto belooked at for the pleasure of the
heterosexual male spectator. The male spectator remainsan active subjectin
hisact of gazing, projecting hisfantas esof desreontothefemaefigure. Smilarly,
inthemodernity rhetoric of coloniaistsand nationaists, thedual male gaze
reduced I ndian womanhood to passive objects of desireand protection.

Ontheonehand, white col onizers gppedl ed to Indian women as* objects
of protection’ tojustify their colonid rule. They promoted the so-called White
Man’'sburdento’ civilize the‘ backwardness' of Indian cultureby reforming
Indian womanhood from oppressive traditional practices and beliefs.
Simultaneously, asart historian Gianna Carotenuto argues, colonialistsa so
conflated the zenana with the harem, superimposing the Orientalist trope of
haremsonto colonid pictorid representationsof the zenanato further objectify
I ndian women. Carotenuto observesthat in British colonid society, the zenana,
women'squarterswithin thefamily home, wasused interchangesbly withthe
harem (6). Harem is a term that defines Ottoman imperial cultures of
polygynousroyal households, which were considered asymbol of Oriental
decadence by European colonialists. She identifies that this conflation
introduced an “erotic aesthetic” into colonia portrayals of the zenana
(Carotenuto 10). | believethat the exoticisation of the zenana asaforbidden
and erotic spacelegitimised thecolonisers gpped to Indianwomen as' objects
of desire.” Thisdual objectification framed Indian society as both sexually
transgressiveand morally backwards, alowing colonizersto pathologizeand
eroticise | ndian womanhood at once.

On the other hand, nationalistsinvoked women'’sidentity in cultural
representations as the ‘ preservers of the Indian motherland,” effectively
domesticating Indian womanhood. Hindu nationaistsvenerated theideaof an
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independent I ndian nation to asacred materna figure by conflating women's
identitieswith theimaginaries of thefreehomeland. They idealised Indian
womanhood as epitome of purity, sacrifice, and spiritual strength—all the
qualitiesthey deemed essentia for themodern Indian nation. By tyingwomen's
selfhood totheir socia positionsas mothers, wives, and caretakerswithinthe
household, they made the domestic sphereasite of protection and national
preservation. Theseimaginariesenabled nationdigsto justify their subordination
of women by confining them withinthedomestic sphere. Rai further observes
that the Hindu nationdists modernizing missionrationalized practicessuchas
purdah and gender segregation by “invoking the presence of asociety full of
lustful andlecherousmalegaze’ (55). Inthiscontext, therhetoric of nationdists
smultaneoudy castswomen as objectsof maledesirewho require protection,
not only from colonia oppressorsbut asofrom Indian men. Theseessentidis,
androcentric congtructions of womanhood underminewomen asfree subjects
in both public and private spheres, framing them as objects of desire and
parochia protection.

In thisandrocentric milieu of transitioning India, the oeuvresof |smat
Chughtai, an Urdu novelist and short story writer, and Amrita Sher-Gil, a
Hungarian | ndian avant-garde painter and a pioneer of modern Indian art,
convergeintheir focusonwomen'slives. Thisarticleexplorestheir works
concerning the narratives and representations of women'’sliveswithin the
continually contested public and private spheres of colonial and nationalist
modernities. Through closereading of thevisud languagein Chughtai’sshort
story and Sher-Gil’spaintings, | exploretheinner livesof womenwithinthe
domestic spherewhere the male gaze was ever-present.

Beginning her writing career inthe 1930s, |smat Chughtal (1915-1991)
becameacanonical figurein Urdu literature of the 20th century dueto her
compelling narrativeson the everyday issuesthat grappled with thelivesof
Indians, specifically women. Literary realism characterizes her writing,
encompassing arange of diversethemessuch as, marriage, childbirth, feudal
and sexud poalitics, colonia surveillance, classconflict, middle-classgentility
(specificdly Mudims), and variousrura and urbanissues. Chughta’ sportrayd
of selfhood, an autonomous state of being anindividual, in her realisticand
diverse characters presentsinsightsinto women’ssexuality and psyche. Her
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typical first-person narratives, infused with wit, grief, and colloquid diction,
sketch out how women's psychesareformed viasocio-cultural, political, and
economic conflicts. Chughtai explorestheinner livesof her femaecharacters
inthe changing milieu of colonial and nationalistic modernities. Her writing
illustratesthe complex roles of women in navigating the boundaries of the
colonid and nationalistic gaze of femininity and their selfhood. Beyond her
fiction, Chughtai challenged the closed, androcentric literary circles by
representing women'sselfhood, inspiring Urdu women writersto seizetheir
own literary spacethroughtheir identity.

AmritaSher-Gil (1913-41), who also began her career inthe 1930s,
challenged European androcentric art circlesand traditional Indian art. Sher-
Gil, bornto aHungarian mother and aSikh father, wastrained in Parisat the
Ecoledes Beaux-Artsat age sixteen. Asaresult, her early oil paintingsand
self-portraitsdrew ingpiration from European painters such as Paul Cézanne,
Paul Gauguin, and Vincent van Gogh. Leaving Europein 1934, her extensive
travelsinIndiatransformed her European perspectives, resultinginwhat art
criticscal her ‘ artisticawakening.” Influenced by miniature Mughd paintings,
the Pahari School of paintings, Ajantacave scul ptures, landscapesof Saraya,
Shimla, and other rurd dwellings, Sher-Gil’sIndian paintings*“in oilsrecorded
an ambivalent balancein the feudal/feminineworld within thetermsof a
modernizing consciousness’ (Rana 38). Depicting women'’s agency and
subjectivity in feudal and domestic landscapes, Sher-Gil carved out a
modernization that wasneither colonial nor nationalist. Sher-Gil established a
counter-discourse of Indian modernity, challenging nationalist and colonialist
conceptions of women as objects by visually representing women as
fundamenta subjectsin modernizingIndia.

When juxtaposed, Chughtai and Sher-Gil’sworks share overlapping
themesof women'sinteriority and sdfhood. Inther literary and artistic practices,
they re-worlded thesubjectivity of womenby delvingintotheir psyche, desire,
sexuality, and agency. To examinether trestment of women'sinteriority, | will
analyze Chughtai’s Lihaaf (1942), ashort story told through the eyesof a
nine-year-old girl, about asexudly frustrated housewifewho suffersfroma
lonely marriageand engages sexudly with her servant, Rabbu, under thelihaaf
or quilt. I will also comparatively examinethevisua languagein Sher-Gil’s
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paintings Women Resting on a Charpoy (1940) and Self-Portrait as a
Tahitian (1934). Given theredlistic location of their work, inthe short story
and paintings, isthe space of hetero-patriarchal imagination, how do their
worksengagewith the male gaze?

Thisarticleexplorestheinner livesof women inthe domestic sphere
through the comparative works of smat Chughtai and Amrita Sher-Gil. |
edtablishthe nature of domestic Spacesinhabited by thesewomen under colonia
modernity using Foucault’snotion of * heterotopia.’ Through acomparative
study of their works, | proposethat both Chughtai’ sand Sher-Gil’ sexploration
of women'’sliveswithin the domestic environment confrontsthe dual male
gazeof colonidigsand nationdists.

The Domestic Space asHeter otopia

Theworksof [sma Chughtai and AmritaSher-Gil represent Indianwomanhood
withinthedomestic sphere. They capture how women navigated identity, desire,
and lived experience at atime when the boundaries between tradition and
colonia modernity wereincreasingly blurred. Under both colonid and nationdist
modernities, Indian womenwereconfinedtotheprivateream, cast as‘ objects
of protection’ or ‘ objectsof desire’ to excludethemfromciviclife. Oneway
to understand the establishment of these domestic spacesfraught with the
entangled gendered relations of tradition and colonial modernity isthrough
Michel Foucault's‘ heterotopia’

Inhis1967 lecture” Of Other Spaces,” Foucault arguesthat the spaces
weinhabit are heterogeneous becausethey are produced through discourses
of power. Each spaceisorganized and made meaningful by itsrelationswith
other spaces. Thisheterogeneity stripsaway the neutrality of spaces. Spaces
aregoverned by rulesof the social order, which enable or restrain ways of
being and belonging. Who may enter these spaces? What behavioursare
permitted? What symbolic functionsdo they serve—order, lei sure, sanctity,
or profanity? For instance, we recognizethe prison asaspace of punishment
duetoitscontrast from normative spacesthat are organized around freedom,
rehabilitation and routine. The prison asan ‘ other’ spaceisdefined not in
isolation, but initspower differencefrom normative spacesthat existintenson
withthesocid order.

114



The (Male) Gaze of Shadows: The Inner Lives of Women in Works of
Ismat Chughtai and Amrita Sher-Gil

According to thetrand ation of thelecture by Miskowiec, Foucaultis
drawn to these * other’ spaces that have “the curious property of beingin
relation with al the other sites, but in such away asto suspect, neutralize, or
invent the set of relationsthat they happen to designate, mirror, or reflect”
(Foucault 3). He callsthese‘ other’ spaces* heterotopias. ’ Norwegian artist
and scholar Knut Asdam explainsthat heterotopiasexist “ outsdeof thesociety
which produced [them], while at the sametime carrying arelationto all the
other remaining, ‘ external’ spaces’ (Asdam 1). Assuch, heterotopic spaces
exist withinsociety yet are set gpart from the dominant regulatory socia order.
They are produced inrelation to normative spaces, but at the sametime, they
reflect and dso chdlengetherul esthat govern these normative spaces. Foucault
identifiesthat the modern heterotopiaisthe heterotopiaof deviation: “thosein
whichindividua swhosebehavior isdeviantin relation totherequired mean or
norm are placed” (Foucault 5). These heterotopic spaceslocalize society’s
‘other’ behaviour to maintain socia order or allow peopleto act contrary to
thisorder. For example, asylums, prisons, elderly homes, brothels, and even
amusement parks contain peoplewho act in manners contrary to the social
order.

Inmy view, Foucault’smodern notion of heterotopiaoffersauseful lens
to understand the domesti c spaces depicted in theworksof 1smat Chughtai
andAmritaSher-Gil. Their representationsopen aporta into theinterior worlds
of women. Following Foucault, the domestic spherein their works can be
read as heterotopias—closed spaces designed to contain ‘ deviant’ Others,
that Smultaneoudy reflect and res st the patriarchd socid order. Ther narratives
highlight thehetero-patriarcha systemsthat construct these spacestodiscipline
and regulate female desire, mobility, and autonomy. However, in their
contradictory position asheterotopias, these spacesprovide aninteriority that
enablesinadvertent formsof resstance. WWomen'sagency insuch environments
isnever absolute; rather, it depends on where they fall within patriarchal
hierarchiesof caste, class, and socia status.

Chughtai and Sher-Gil both move beyond viewing the zenana aspurely
oppressive, ingead presenting it asafraught but intimate spacewith uncharted
freedom where women cultivated their inner lives. Inside the zenana of
Chughtai’sLihaaf, Begum Jan freely expressesher estrangement and sexua
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frustration inahomewhere* neither Nawab Sahib [found] aspare moment
from his preoccupation with the gossamer shirtsnor allow[ed] her to venture
outsidethehome” (Tr. Hameed 10). Although Nawab Sahib was acloseted
homosexua drawnto hisyoung male studentsand their gossamer shirts, his
disnterestin hismarriageto themuch younger Begum Jandid not diminishhis
exercise of patriarchal control over her. Cast as‘ other’ and isolated by the
patriarchal head, Begum Jan remains a prisoner of the zenana, a space
structured by the gendered orthodoxiesthat trapped | ndian women within
honour codes of respectability to uphold traditional androcentricideals. By
traditional, | refer not only to the non-nuclear, extended family structureand
sexudly segregated househol dsrepresentative of quotidian arranged marriages
between two ostensibly ‘ straight” individual sbut also to theideol ogical work
thisconfiguration performs. For nationalists, ahousehold isamicrocosm of
thenationwherepatriarcha control and heteronormativity arenaturalized under
theguiseof cultura continuity into modernity. WWomen are portrayed aspassve
sacred objectsof cultural purity, protected within domestic interiorsfor the
symbolic desiresof thenation and theerotic desiresof their husbands. Despite
her husband' slack of sexual interest in her, Begum Jan remainsmarked asa
deviant body, desiring and thusdangerous. Her confinement revea sthe paradox
of thezenana: it exigtsto protect women fromthe public malegaze by detaining
their selfhood in the domestic sphere. In thiscontext, the zenana functionsas
aheterotopiaof deviation, meant to contain those who defy normative social

rolesin patriarchal systems. As| hopeto show, the heterotopic contradictions
of the zenana in Lihaaf expose how the domestic space becomes asite of

quiet transgression where desireisboth disavowed and dangerously present.

Withinthisheterotopicinteriority, Begum Jan assertsher desiresand reclaims
aslenced salfhood that both reflectsand challengesthe very structuresmeant
to mute her deviant voicein dominant discourse.

Lihaaf inhabitsthe contradictions of the zenana’s heterotopic design.
Estranged from her husband, Begum Jan yearnsto livefully for her desires, in
concordancewith her namethat Sgnifieslifeitsdf. Astheliterary scholar who
writesabout Lihaaf, GeetaPatel, notes, “ Lihaafordersthe questions of the
sexual subjectivity of women through what women cometo expect from
modernity, the phantasm of companionate marriage with agood man (whose
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other isthe sultan and hisharem)” (“Marking the Quilt” 14). Patel critiques
how colonial discourses conflated the zenana with the Orientalist haremto
judtify interventioninthenameof * civilizing' the subcontinent colonies. The
heterosexual, compani onate marriage wasimagined asamodern solution to
‘emancipate’ Indianwomen, in stark contrast to theimagined decadence of
the sultan and his harem. Whether framed as liberal reform or cultural
preservation, both colonia and nationdist projectsused marriageto naturaize
women'ssubordination under patriarchal control. But Begum Jan’shusband
isnotthefigureof a‘'good man’ becauseheisneither emotionaly nor sexudly
available. Thedream of modern marriage becomesanew form of abandonment
to oppress Begum Jan further inthewallsof the zenana.

Inrebellion, Begum Jan seeksemotiona and physical fulfillment with her
servant Rabbu. What beginsasdaily massagesfor her ‘ undernourished’ body
evolvesintoaclandestineaffair benesth thequilt. Though confined asadomestic
figure, Begum Jan’sdesirestransgressthe rolesimposed upon her asawife
and asa' respectable’ woman. Thenarrative unfoldsthrough thefirst-person
perspectiveof achild, whoseadult recollection showsthe psycho-sexud forces
and socio-culturd conflictsthat governfema e subjectivitieswithinthezenana
(Naqgvi xii). Thechild, asare uctant spectator of theaffair, entersthe orbit of
Begum Jan’slonging and becomes a predatory focus of her desire. These
intimacieswithin thezenanalay barethefraught power imbaancesof coercion
and agency within apatriarchal order wherethe boundaries between desire
and domination blur. Asan elite, adult woman, Begum Jan occupiesaposition
that affords her power over her servant Rabbu, and disturbingly, over the
child narrator. Chughtai refuses the comfort of moral resolution, instead
confronting thereader with the unsettling reality that femal e subjectivity can
emerge within and be complicit in the same structures that oppress. The
unresolved dynamicsof power and intimacy in Lihaaf’'szenana arisefromits
heterotopic nature, agpaceteeming with contradictory meaningsof protection
and imprisonment, repression and resistance, desire and violence. The
heterotopi ¢ structure of the zenana functionsasamarginalized space acting
on gendered subjugation, yet it simultaneously reproduces patriarchal
hierarchiesthat arefraught with other intersecting identities of caste, class,
age, and socid gatus. Thisheterotopiaboth maintainsyet conteststhe patriarchd
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socid order, compelling readersto confront how women'sdesireand selfhood
aremediated withintheinteriorsof the heterotopic zenana.

Thecomparativeanayssof Chughtal and Sher-Gil’ sworksdemongtrates
the tension between women as both subjects and objects within domestic
spaces. In Woman Resting on a Charpoy (1940) (Figure 1), Amrita Sher-
Gil portraysawoman not asapassive object of androcentric desire, but asa
subject marked by deviation and defiance of patriarcha norms. Thispainting
of Sher-Gil can beread asapictorid representation of Begum Jan'sloneliness.
It featuresayoungwomaninaflamboyant red Punjabi dress, adorning sindoor,
symbolic of her marita status. Sheloungesonacot with haf-closed eyesand
legspositioned at an anglethat typically accentuates sensudity and eroticism
invisua art. The bodily enactment of loneliness starkly contrastswith the
colour red, an emblem of desire. The predominant red hues dramatizethe
room as Sher-Gil heightensthetens on by exhibiting theintimate yearning of
thewoman’spsychein the outer manifestation of the domestic space. Much
like the metaphor of the quilt in Chughtai’s Lihaaf that both concealsand
disclosesrepressed desire, thereclining female body on the charpoy mirrors
thebody under thequilt; itisrendered till, yet suggestive of ungpoken desires.
Both evoketherepetitiverhythmsand quiet disobedience of womenwho are
not passiveresidents of these heterotopic spaces.

Figure 1 Woman Resting on a Charpoy (1940)
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The presence of aservant fanning the reclining woman materializesa
tableau of disproportionateintimacy within the heterotopi c domestic space.
Thefanning gesture, likethe act of massaging in Lihaaf, becomesan embodied
performancethat oscillates between desire and servitude, care, and control.
Thesetactileinteractions stem from agendered and classed economy of care,
wherethebodies of working-classwomen areinstrumentalized to soothethe
psychicand erotic dienation of eitewomen. Inthisheterotopicinterior, Sher-
Gil buildsup asceneof inequitableintimacy, where the affect of unfulfilled
desresflowsunevenly through relationsof servitude and power. Thedomestic
sphere is reframed as a site of quiet disobedience, longing, and the
reconfiguration of feminine subjectivity. Sher-Gil’spainting, from her * Red
Period,” isavisua meditation on the heterotopic dichotomy of the domestic
space. The central figureishboth apassive object of maledesirewithinthe
patriarchal household and an active subject of unfulfilled desire, whointurn
obj ectifiesanother woman of alower ranking inthispatriarchal hierarchy for
her own needs. The painting captures the intensity of suspended female
subjectivities, whereautonomy emergesnot through overt rebellion, but through
charged and ambiguousintimacies cultivated in the power dynamicsof these
enclosed yet expansive domestic worlds.

Visualizingthe Domestic Heterotopia: Gaze of Color and L anguage

When comparing theoeuvresof |smat Chughtal and AmritaSher-Gil, agtriking
resonanceemergesinther useof visua and literary imagery to conceptudize
women’s agency and autonomy within heterotopic spaces. Both artist and
writer disrupt colonia and nationdist inscriptionsof themaegazethat exoticized
and eroticized women as ‘ objects of desire.’ Sher-Gil’s early works bore
tracesof Western orientdist aesthetics, but her returnto Indiasparked adecisve
transformation. Disillusioned by European romanticization of India, she
developed aradical visua vocabulary during her  Red Period.” Inthisphase,
bold, saturated reds and muted earth tonestransgressed her earlier orientaist
pal ettes, marking aconscious break from colonial visual language. AsRana
Subir observes, Sher-Gil’s* Red Period' reflectstheinner psycheand ontology
of (sexud) dedireof Indianwomen confined withinfeudal domestic Structures
(Rana51). Devoting these yearsto representing women through form and
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colour, Sher-Gil’swork drawson themesfrom her travels. Using her aesthetic
philosophy of red asaformal strategy, she evokeswomen’sinteriority—their
imaginations, desires, hopes, fears, and dreams—within confined feudal and
domestic spaces. Red istraditiondly associated with erotic chargeand domestic
entrgpment, symbolised by sndoor to signify womenas* objectsof protection.’

But the red that saturates the spaces in Sher-Gil’s paintings manifests a
heterotopic tension between repression and expression within the domestic
gphere. Through form and colour, Sher-Gil’ smodernist compositions abstract
not only thefemalebody but also thetexturesof their lived experiences. These
domedtic representati ons chalenge modernizing discoursesthat framewomen
as'‘ objectsof protection,” underlining them instead as subjects negotiating
autonomy in spaces designed to contain them.

Inthetragjectory of modern Indian art and Urdu literature, Sher-Gil’s
‘Red Period’ and Chughtai’s Lihaaf obscenity trial remain landmark
interventionsfor how they render women’ssubjectivitieswithin patriarcha
domesticmilieus. In Lihaaf, Chughta visuaizesthe heterotopic domestic sphere
through her figurative and often tactilelanguage. Her prose drawsfromthe
tonality of begmati Urdu yet remainsgtrikingly colloquial. Inal1972interview,
Chughtai remarked, “[w]hen | started to write, people were very shocked
because| wrote... and dowriteas| speak, inavery smplelanguage, not the
literary language” (Coppola). According to Patel, theidiomsand diaectsshe
usesproducesaphys cd presencethrough sound that have of ten been described
as“tactileword pictures’ (“AnUncivil Woman” 349), Thissonicimmediacy
oftenfoundin her first-person narratives* amost unceremonioudy dump|ed]
you into apresent which you asareader suddenly begin to inhabit” (“An
Uncivil Woman” 347). Thesetactileword picturesdisrupt linear narrative
time, weaving together resonant moments and memoriesthat animatethe
closed, gendered spaces of the zenana with psychological intensity.

Chughtai’sfamiliar storytelling uses metaphors (the quilt in Lihaaf) to
probeinto theunfamiliar, intimate thoughts, and livesof her femaesubjects.
Thesesubjectsareformed by identitiesof violation, loss, longing, andidentities
that do not blend into society—defining her leitmotif of “ repeated traumatic
fiction.” Patel claimsthat Chughta’ scharacterizationsareathemdtic reiteration
of loss, longing, and tifled resistancethat definethelivesof Indianwomenin
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thisandrocentric milieu of India(“ An Uncivil Woman” 352). We seethisin
Lihaaf, where the use of metaphors helps convey the child narrator’s
fragmented perceptionsand Begum Jan’svelled desiresand grief. Chughtai
createsapoeticsof interiority that ricochetsaconstant tension between being
awoman on the periphery of society and beingawomanintheinteriority of
their mind. Thistens on bringswomen'ssubjectivitiesto theforefront.

Together, Sher-Gil’ sscarlet sensudity and Chughtai’ sfigurativetactility
reimaginethe domestic not asapassive setting of patriarchal hierarchiesbut
asaheterotopic space wherewomen copewith the constraints of their desire,
subjectivity, and autonomy. In both cases, visud and verbal imagery attempt
to reposition women from the peripheries assigned to them by showcasing
them as complex subjectsin the affective atmosphereinside the domestic
sphere.

Confrontation, Not Subversion of Male Gaze

A comparaiveandyssof Chughta and Sher-Gil’ svisud languageisincomplete
without addressing the symbolism of shadows. | arguethat their useof shadows
confronts, rather thanfully subverts, the pervasivemaegazewithin patriarcha
domestic spaces. Scholarship on Lihaaf ofteninterpretsthe shadowsbeneath
thequilt asfemal e desireexistingindependently of themalegaze, interpreting
Begum Jan’sintimacy with Rabbu as evidence that women seek fulfilment
beyond patriarcha boundaries(Gautam 55). Similarly, Sher-Gil’ssdf-portraits
areoften read asacts of subversion. One such exampleis Sdlf-Portrait asa
Tahitian (1934) (Figure 2), athree-quarter profile of abare-chested Sher-
Gil lostin areveriewith an ambiguous manlike shadow in the background.
Reading thispainting, art critic Saloni Mathur suggeststhat Sher-Gil’sself
remainsunharmed by thema e shadow because shereve sin her sdlf-aufficiency,
using Tahitian and Indian elementsto express her intercultural and gender
identities (521). Yet, given that these domestic spaces are heterotopic
imaginations shaped by heteropatriarcha power relationsunder colonid and
nationalist discourses, thisarticle arguesthat the subjects of Chughta and
Sher-Gil can never fully escapethemaegaze. Their shadowshaunt an ongoing
interna negotiation of women'’sidentity with thisinescapablegaze.
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| contend that these
shadowsembody suppressed
desires persisting under the
unrelenting male gaze. In
Sher-Gil’sSdf-Portrait asa
Tahitian, | distinguish
between self-perception and
self-objectification asthese
conceptsare often conflated
in readings of the painting.
Whilel challenge Mathur’s
view of subversion here, |
agree with her critique that
Sher-Gil’s work has been
overly reduced to Gauguin's
primitivist exoticism. She
importantly notes Sher-Gil’s
connection to van Gogh's
radica idess, which offered an
dternativemodd for solidarity
with India’'s marginalized
Figure 2 Self-Portrait as a Tahitian (1934) (519). Thus, the painting can
be seen as an expression of
empathy toward women stifled under the dual male gaze of colonialismand
nationalism. It challenges Gaugin’s colonial gaze and the androcentric
nationalistic gazethat marginalised Indian women. By recognizing women's
internaisation of thisdual gaze, whichimplicatesthemintheir subjugation, |
reimaginethe shadow inthispainting. | evoke Margaret Atwood'’ s poignant
guotefrom The Robber Brideabout the maefantasy’: “Maefantases, mae
fantasies, iseverything run by malefantasies?...You areawomanwithaman
ing dewatching awoman. You areyour ownvoyeur” (442). Thegazeof ‘mae
fantasy’ impliesthat women'’ s self-perception becomes objectified, making
them voyeurs of themselves. The manlike shadow in Self-Portrait as a
Tahitian acknowledgestheinevitability of saf-objectificationwithin patriarcha
structures.
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The shadows in Chughtai’s Lihaaf symbolise the friction between
women'srepressed desires and the male gaze in inequitable domesti c spaces.
Inside the zenana, the shadows on thewall personify Begum Jan’s sexual
repression and lonedliness. Shivering from prolongedisolation, “[Begum Jan's]
quilt assumed ferocious shapesthat appeared like shadowy monsterson the
wadll ... [but] not oneof the shadows carried any promiseof life’ (Tr. Hameed
10). These shadows, cloaked by the quilt, are not figments of women’s
forbidden longing for desiresin aspace wherethey aretreated as objects of
desireand protection. Begum Jan started ‘ living’ whenthemaidservant Rabbu
fulfilled her sexual desires. Thechild narrator expressesthesexud intimacy of
Begum Jan and Rabbu as shadowsunder thequilt that “ sway likean dephant”
(Tr. Hameed 13). This forbidden, shadowed homoerotic bond signals a
negotiation of female agency in pursuing desire. But within aheterotopia
designed by patriarchal structures, their homoerotic bond is marked by
oppression, circumscribed by class and power imbalances. “Rabbu’s
dependency on Begum Jan as a servant makes her vulnerable to sexual
exploitation, asBegum Jan snatches away her agency and makesher an object
of her desirewithinthe zenana. Asremarked by Lihaaf’sending, “it was
pitch dark, Begum Jan’s quilt was shaking vigorously asif an elephant was
struggling beneathit” (Tr. Hameed 13). The shadow of the el ephant isthe
‘elephant intheroom,” suggestive of Rabbu’slack of agency asher identity
‘struggles’ asan androcentric object of desire despite beingin adomestic
gpace meant to represent women'sselfhood. Theshadowsin Lihaaf crystallize
that the zenana isaheterotopiaand not afeminist utopia. Theclasshierarchy,
aconseguenceof patriarchal structures, leadsto theinevitability of women's
objectification, even by other women.

Conclusion

A comparative study of Chughtai’sshort ory and AmritaSher-Gil’spaintings
demonstrates how their works of the 1930s and 1940sintersect insidethe
domestic. Their narrativesexploretheinner lives of womenwho struggleto
confront the dual male gaze. The male gaze hererefersto the modernizing
discoursesof coloniaistsand nationaliststhat reduced women to * objects of
protection’ and ‘ object of desire’ under colonial modernity. The domestic
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sphereinmodernizing Indiaisaheterotopic spacethat regulatesthevisbility
and mobility of women asthe ‘ Othered’ gender. Women embodying the
heterotopic contradictions of the domestic space simultaneously resist and
reproducethe patriarchal social order.

A closer examination of Chughtai and Sher-Gil’ sworksthrough colour,
language, and shadows hel psinterpret theinner worlds of women. Together,
Sher-Gil and Chughtai use shadows not to subvert but to confront themale
gaze. They shed light ontheinescapability of thema egaze within patriarcha
domestic spaces, exposing the fraught tensions between repression and
expression, self-objectification and self-perception. By emphasizing
confrontation over subversion, | arguethat theseartistsreject any idedlization
of the domestic asafeminist utopia. Instead, the domesticisultimately a
contested terrain of heterotopia constructed by authorized patriarchal
gructures. Inthisheterotopia, women haved so interndized patriarcha norms,
such asclassconflictsand self-objectification of the prevalent malegaze, thus
limiting their agency and autonomy. My comparative analysisaimsto show
that the representations of women in Chughtai and Sher-Gil’sworksresist
smplistic narrativesof victimhood or empowerment that act asasubversion
of the male gaze. Rather, they bring their audiences to an uneasy
acknowledgement of themale gazein hetero-patriarcha structures.
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