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when her illiterate and simple mother managed to pull family support in her favor and |
forced her husband to divorce his new vﬁfe within months of their marriage. In this
same autobiographical piece Chughtai further shows distaste for her paternal uncle’s
relationship with Budhya, a washerwoman. Indeed, her uncle did not marry Budhya
and treated her with all due respect of a second wife, but because he believed that men
are allowed to have up to four wives, he went without much hesitatioﬁ and had a son
from her. He also gives this son his ancestral home as part of his inheritance though
he never agrees to marry his mother for she is a lower class woman. He is scared that
marital union with her will tarnish his family name, but he is not worried about
enjoying her favors her as his mistress. Chughtai believes that her uncle could get
away with his lascivious actions because “even after marriage, many men think it
their right to run after other women. It is actually considered a sign of their
manhood” (Ismat 44). Through her uncle’s affair Chughtai captures the general
acceptance amongst the people of her society of the gender biased discourse that
man’s need for variety in sex is more intense than woman’s, leading him to be
instinctively polygamous. Chughtai’s uncle’s long lasting relationship with his
mﬁdseﬁmt, along with Uncle Masud’s affair with his cleaning woman in her story |
“Aunt Bichu,” and the Nawab’s sexual relationship with Nayaab Banu, his maid, in

her novella, Lingering Fragrance, point to the continuation of the old practice of

considering slave or captive women and even maid servants as part of men’s property,
whom they were entitled to use sexually even if they did not marry them. Though
like Chughtai’s aunt, Nawab Begum also has no option but to tolerate her husband’s
clandestine affair with her maid, Aunt Bichu however, punishes her husband by
considering him dead, and herself to be a widow for the rest of her life for sharing her

bed with her maid. Indeed, Aunt Bichu is an exceptionally courageous wife; not most
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Sub-Continental women have the strength to firmly oppose their husband’s sexual
laxity the way she does. Most Sub-Continental Muslim wives can be compared to
Nawab Begum instead, who only pass acerbic comments on men’s infidelity in
marriage, but somehow are forced to accept the fact that “all men of the family tasted
a morsel here and there” (Q_ullg 199).

In The Heart Breaks Free, Chughtai once again delineates the topic of married

man and their sexual laxity leading into polygamy. In this novella she depicts the
sufferings of Aunt Qudsia, who turns into a sexually frustrated wife because of her
husband’s sudden, unannounced second marriage. Aunt Qudsia’s husband goes to
England for higher studies, and falls in love with a British woman. Soon he marries
this woman without his first wife’s knowledge, and brings her to his country. He does
not divorce his first wife, but he also does not care to inquire after her wellbeing. She
is left at her parents’ home to spend the rest of her life in lonely and enforced
stoicism. Even close family members such as her mother and grandmother fear her
blooming body, and consider it to be “forbidden fruit” for other men. When Aunt
Qudsia complaints about her Indian husband’s second marriage to a British woman,
her mother reprimands her for criticizing her husband’s deeds, explaining,
You wretched girl! Have you no pride in your wedded state? He
hasn’t done anything wrong, the Shariah allows a man to have four
wives. You are not the only one in this world, there are thousands who
suffer like you, but they endure hardship gracefully. A man is
unfaithful by nature. (53)
Through Aunt Qudsia’s mother remarks Chughtai underpins the internalization by
women of the general belief that shariat or religion sanctions polygamy because it
views a man’s promiscuity as part of his biological make up. These lines also depict

the socialization women receive as wives to honor the institution of marriage under all

circumstances, and to accept men’s betrayal as part of their uncontrollable, hence not
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so deplorable, nature. Aunt Qudsia’s husband, on the contrary, feels free to enjoy
another woman’s body by exercising his right to have multiple wives. In “Progressive
Literature and I,” Chughtai writes the following lines with perhaps Aunt Qudsia in
mind, who tolerated her husband’s infidelity and injustice for the sake of religious
sanction of polygamy. In the words of the author,
When the lonely and faithful wife of the husband who had gone
abroad, sang songs of the pain of separation, accusing her husband of
having a cosy time with another woman while she herself remained
tied to the chains of virtuosity, burning her heart out for him, the
Progressive Movement was rejuvenated. (129)
By placing the woes of an Indian Muslim wife who is hegemonized by the patriarchal
discourse of polygamy on the progressive writers’ political agenda at a time when
anti-colonialism, nationalism and modemism were the issues of major concern for her
contemporary male writers, Chughtai made a very bold move towards amelioration of
Muslim wives’ oppression in post-colonial India of late forties and fifties.

Chughtai concerns herself not only with the aspect of emotional deprivation of
wives in case of polygamy, she also underscores their physical and economic
hardships. In her short story “By the Grace of God,” Chughtai presents an insensitive
husband in Imdad Mian, who physically transports his first wife to her.natal home to
live with her father, while he uses her absence to settle down with his new wife.
Imdad Mian’s actions bring to mind Saira Rahman Khan’s observations about one of
the most common physical effects of polygamous marriages upon Bangladeshi first
wives. Khan explains,

One of the most common rural practices is sending the wife back to her
parent’s home while her husband goes off to get married to a younger,
prettier village belle. The first wife is rarely called back into her

husband’s home — or else she is ordered to return, only to be treated
like a slave or a domestic worker. (87)
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According to its proponents, polygamy is thought to be an honorable and
compassionate system because it protects the older, sick, or barren wife from divorce,
while ensuring progeny for the man who may take a second young and healthy
spouse. Imdad Mian does not divorce his old wife outright; nonetheless, she is
dispatched with haste and left in her father’s house for the rest of her life. Like
Qudsia, she is not adequately compensated for her losses. Leila Ahmed denounces
the evil of polygamy because of the economic disaster that it lands upon first wives
like Imdad Mian’s first wife:
For women of the middle and lower classes, uncushioned by personal
wealth or wealthy families, polygamy could bring destitution, not just
emotional and psychological stress, should a new wife gain enough
ascendancy to bring about the divorce of the first wife. (109)

Since polygamy does not ensure that a maﬂ will not abandon or divorce his
existing wife, Ahmed’s fears that is often more financially harmful than good for
women. Imdad mian spends 55,000 rupees as bride price to procure a young wife like
Farhat for himself. The brand new apartment that he buys and decorates in his second
wife’s name must have cost another fortune. From the point of view of the first wife,
all of this is her financial loss. Even if she is not divorced, because of her husband’s
polygamous marriage, she has to recede to the village, and miss out on the benefits of
city life, which further adds to her financial and status loss. There are very few
husbands like Bhaia, the husband that Chughtai portrays in her short story, “The
Rock,” who do not divest their wives of all monetary rights as they part ways. Bhaia
gives his house in Delhi as Bhabi’s meher before divorcing her and remarrying. Most
husbands in Chughtai’s fiction do not care to do provide any maintenance or financial
compensation to their wives once they decide to leave them.

Like Chughtai, Durrani voices the pain of housewives in Pakistan who face

not only emotional rejection and physical maltreatment, but also economic destitution
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owing to their husbands’ misuse of the practice of polygamy sanctioned by religion

and law. In My Feudal Lord, Durrani enumerates her ex-husband Khar’s multiple

marriages in order to show the psychological, physical and economical effects of his
callous attitude on his existing wife as he marries another one. Khar’s elders arrange
his first marriage with Wazir, his cousin sister in the village. Wazir gives birth to a
son; however, Mustafa soon feels stifled. He leaves her because she is illiterate and
escapes to the city where he meets Safia, an airhostess, and marries her. Poor Wazir
suffers psychological anguish in silence: “Her humiliation was compounded when the
elders dissolved her marriage to Mustafa and gave her to her much younger brother-
in-law in marriage” (196). This saves her the indignity of going back to her parents’
home as a divorcee, yet it also strips her of any agential power in the matter of her
Oown marriage.

Initially Safia’s effervescence and aura of independence attract Khar to this
beautiful airhostess. Once she becomes his wife, and he gets more involved with
politics, he rarely has time for the girl he “plucked from the skies and planted in the
waters of Muzaffargah” (98). Safia is also relegated to the margins of his existence
like his first wife, and forced to stay in his village home in Kot Addu. While Khar
enjoys unlimited freedom himself, so insulated is his wife Safia’s life that even when
her daughter is hit by severe diarrhea because of lack of medical facilities in Kot
Addu, she is not allowed to bring her to the city. Durrani reminiscences upon the
loneliness and rejection of Safia, who is left to fend for herself even when her first
son, Bilal is born:

Once they were married, Mustafa reverted to type. He stifled all those
qualities of Safia that had endeared him. He put her behind the veil
and sent her off to Kot Addu. The poor girl was expected to behave
like the ‘ganwar’ she wasn’t. Books were banned and seclusion from

the bad ways of the city was the norm. Safia lived in Kot Addu for
seven years. It was a long and tiring flight into oblivion. (198)
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Safia’s angst because of her husband’s neglect is compounded by the physical and
mental entrapment he devises for her by thrusting her behind closed walls and purdah.
Safia’s restrictions regarding access to media and books, further add to the ordeals of
her forced exile. Khar however, remains aloof from Safia and enjoys his own life in
the town. Soon he meets Noubahar, a beautiful courtesan, and marries her without
anyone’s knowledge or permission though according to Pakistani Personal Laws, he is
supposed to procure his existing wives’ consent and file a formal request for
remarriage. Khar’s political and economic power in his region is so great that he
knows that he will not to be held answerable for any of his legal or moral lapses
concerning matrimony. He therefore continues to boost his manly ego by marrying,
and controlling women from different walks of life. ‘

Khar tries to manipulate Noubahar’s body and mind too by cutting her off
from all kinds of outside influence. Soon after marriage she is forced to stop singing
and dancing and turned into her husband’s “private property” (Feudal 199). Though
her status in society is raised as she becomes Khar’s wife, she is installed in a rented
house like a decoration piece and she is financially hurt once she has to give up her
business. Like Safia, she is provided a separate home, but she also does not have any
choice in deciding where she wants to live, or how she want to live. Her fate
however, is worse than Safia’s since she is divorced and sent back to her old home to
make room for Sherry, Khar’s latest wife.

Though one feels sad for Naubahar when she is divorced, yet one also finds
her punished rightly for exploiting the practice of polygamy herself, and willingly
becoming Khar’s third wife. As a man in his patriarchal society, Khar however, is not
reprimanded in anyway for exploiting the privilege of polygamy bestowed upon men.

Because of the support he gets from his male dominated society for proving his valor
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by marrying younger and smarter girls, as soon as Khar’s political career blossoms, he
marries a woman fit to maintain open house for his political cronies. Sherry fills the
necessary role of a great hostess in Khar’s life, so he rhaxﬁes her. Within no time
however, Khar’s eyes fall upon Durrani and he starts wooing her right under Sherry’s
nose. Once Sherry finds out about her husband’s newfound lové, first she sulks alone
like his previous wives, but then unlike them, she divulges her painful secret to other
women in her society. This subjects Durrani to severe criticism from women for
being the “other woman”, and compels her to stay away from socializing. During this
time Khar acts more perversely by using Sherry to convince Durrani to come to his
parties. In order to save her marriage Sherry swallows this insult too, and comes to
plead to Durrani to join their parties again. Yet she feels so trapped and hopeless at
her own situation as a Muslim wife whose husband can not only easily find an excuse
for giving her a unilateral divorce, but also legally procure another woman as one of
his four wives, that she threatens her rival with plans of her own impending suicide if
she continues seeing her husband.

Though Durrani regrets putting Sherry through the pains of a polygamous
marriage, her own happy days with Khar are also very limited. Soon $he finds herself
in Sherry’s helplessly jealous and suicidal predicament as her husband puts her
through her own misery on account of his incestuous relationship with her younger
sister, Adila, whom he intends to marry. The following excerpt demonstrates the
existential crisis that Durrani’s soul experiences, as the possibility of divorce looms
large in front of her:

I lay down on my bed in a state of shock. Iwanted to crawl into a
corner, to go back to the security of my mother’s womb. I was forlorn
and miserable. Shattered pieces of my life were strewn on the floor
like shards of glass. They cut my very being as I tried to pick them up.

I wanted to just exist in oblivion like a speck of dust avoiding a
sunbeam. (Feudal 104)
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Durrani’s contortion of her body into the embryonic posture is symbolic of her own
insecurity and her acute sense of alienation owing to a failed marriage to a man who
makes a travesty of the practice of polygamy to satisfy his lust for younger women.
Kbhar first utilizes the power of his manliness to attract naive and young
women like Safia, Naubahar, Sherry and Durrani herself into marrying him, and then
he uses the privilege of a Muslim husband as the caretaker and guardian of his wives
in subordinating them. He never concerns himself with the obligation of a Muslim
husband to treat his wives equally in all senses of the term. When Durrani becomes
Khar’s wife she narrates her own unease at being a co-wife in Khar’s household in
these words:
I could not believe that I was a second wife and that I had accepted the
status. I would be very concerned about the amount of time he would
spend with her. I did not want him to neglect Sherry. There was no
room for favorites. In fact I felt extremely guilty and uncomfortable
all the time. I would feel conscious when he held my hand in front of
her or showed his affection in some other way. I did not want to hurt
her. I sensed her hurt. I could never forget that she was pregnant and
therefore felt doubly humiliated. (Feudal 224)
Durrani’s concerns here bespeak the shortcoming not only of Khar as a husband, but
of most men in polygamous marriages since they find it impossible to bestow equal
affection, money, facilities, favors, inspirations and time amongst all their wives.
These limitations however, do not necessarily bother Khar or men like him though
they have a grave impact on their wives’ emotional lives and their self-esteem.
Durrani narrates her own helplessness at the hands of a husband who constantly
craves for variety in women without providing them any kind of stability or security
in these words: “He outgrow(s) his women, even as they tried to settle down and grow

roots. Those very roots made Mustafa restless” (202). The effects of Khar’s desires

to matry Durrani’s younger sister have the most devastating and self-damaging effect
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on the writer; she seriously starts doubting the capability of her own body in holding
her husband’s undivided attention and mourns,
I looked into the mirror. I felt that I had to change. I must look like
her. I must change my whole personality. It’s the only way. May be
my marriage would work then. He wants her not you. Look at you. In
your white clothes and high ideals. This is not his kind of woman.
Adilais. Andyet...He loves you. He says so. All the time. The
mirror stared back. I moved away. It reflected more than my image.
It reflected my mind. Iheard his voice. It was sinister. “No other
woman can be like you. But I want you to be like a 16 year-old. I
want romance again.” (Feudal 345-6)
Durrani recoils at the idea of having to act and react like a naive teenaged girl, at
thirty seven, and especially after having mothered five children. She knows that even
if she changes her entire appearance, her clothing style, her personality, and
annihilates her entire identity for her marriage, she cannot win in this situation since
she cannot beat time. She also does not know how to nurture romantic notions about
a husband who can claim his rights to polygamy at any time and bring rivals into her
home. Since Adila is Durrani’s own sister, the latter stands in a worse condition.
According to Islamic law, a man cannot marry two sisters simultaneously, so she has
to be divorced in order for Khar to marry Adila. Though Khar is aware of this rule, he
wants to have his cake and eat it too. He neither makes up his mind about divorcing
Durrani, nor gives up his desire for her sister. Caught in this limbo, Durrani can keep
her sanity only by reaching out to God through prayers. She can neither turn towards
her relatives, nor knock at the doors of the court because she knows that nowhere she
will get the kind of assurance and assistance that she needs to live a life of dignity that
is due to her as a woman, a partner in marriage, and as a mother. Since Khar lives in
a society that maintains double standards regarding male and female sexuality, he is

not overtly concerned about the consequences of his multiple marriages or his extra-

marital affairs becoming public; rather, he is more worried about disciplining
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Durrani’s sexual life with an added severity because she was married to another man
once before. In his mind, a woman who has sexual experience with more than one
man is not to be trusted. Durrani’s frustrations in the hands of a husband who
objectifies her and treats her like an instrument of his sexual fulfillment because of
her past sexual history are well expressed in these lines:
I was scared of letting any feelings show. I was afraid that my
slightest response to his advances would reinforce his image of me as
some sort of common shut. This was a feudal hang up. The feudals
believe that a woman is an instrument of their pleasure. If she ever
indicates that she has derived pleasure, she is potential adulteress. She
is not to be trusted. Mustafa did not even realize that he had crushed
my sensuality. The consequences of refusing were too frightening. I
would go through the charade realizing that I was functionally
necessary. (Feudal 51)
Like the Victorian wives who had to pretend to be disinterested in sex in order to
prove to their husbands that they are decent women, Durrani has to curb her natural
sexual instincts while with her husband lest he thinks that she is a ‘loose’ woman.
Living a lie at the core level of her marital relationship eventually kills Durrani’s
interest in conjugal life and sex. Durrani’s sexual dilemma is also reminiscent of the
tight rope that many Muslim wives have to walk between being a ‘good’ woman and
a ‘bad’ woman because while their husbands fall for the ‘bad’ or sexually aggressive
women, they feel threatened by sexually aggressive wives.

In her autobiography, Durrani is vocal not only about her ex-husband’s double
standards regarding male and female sexuality, but also comments on her own
society’s discrepancy in judging sexual conducts of men and woman differently.
According to her, because of easy sanction of polygamy as well as divorce, a man like

Khar in her society could get away with flaunting his virility. Durrani is further aware

that because Khar is also a political figure of import in Punjab his natives overlook his
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sexual excesses, and highlight his communal services instead. Durrani comments on
his society’s gullibility and culpability in pumping Khar’s macho image thus:
He never tried to live down the image of a much-married man. A society that
does not frown upon polygamy and which accepts divorce as the logical end to
a marriage that has gone sour, helped him in this regard. People were willing
to forgive him his ardor. They shrewdly balanced his political acumen against
his romantic interludes and decided that the former carried more weight.
(Feudal 206)
Durrani regrets that while her husband’s society measures his worth by the economic
benefit he renders upon them as their political representative, they refuse to see the
economic loss he causes his wives owing to his lusty nature and inclination towards
multiple marriages. Durrani writes about Khar’s economically inconsiderate nature
towards his wives by explaining, “Mustafa had never placed any property in any of
his wives’ names. He said quite blatantly that he was never sure about how long his
marriage to them would last” (94). Khar shows his deliberate irreverence for
Durrani’s financial state when he tries to make her pay for her freedom through
divorce. When Durrani finally decides to leave Khar, he tries to make it as expansive
as possible for her. He makes sure that she is stripped of all the money they had in the
joint account, and inherits nothing by way of marital property. Durrani describes the
conditions Khar lays down for divorce, stating, “He wanted the properties in London.
He wanted the children. He wanted my house in Lahore that I had bought after
selling my property in Islamabad. He wanted to leave me penniless” (Feudal 353).
Khar never marries Durrani’s sister, but Durrani divorces him after much deliberation
and legal and familial resistance. She incurs huge financial loss, and is left only with
her home in Lahore.
In her autobiography Durrani openly takes issues not only with her renowned

husband but also with other successful Pakistani men such as Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, and

her own father for using polygamy as a means of finding fresh zest in their own lives
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while devastating that of their wives in multiple ways. Commenting on her father’s
unannounced polygamous marriage, and its psychologically damaging effects on her
mother, she states: “She was the picture of grief. Her poise and her commanding
demeanor had just crumbled. She had lost her self-esteem,” (Feudal 327). Durrani’s
mother feels so embarrassed by her husband’s dalliance that she is never able to
forgive him. Despite having a rather antagonistic relationship with her mother,
Durrani is able to sympathize with the wronged woman in her mother because she
herself feels like one on account of her own husband’s betrayal. Though both these
women are from different generations and married to men of different nature, they are
both victims of the patriarchal society’s marital favors allotted to men on the basis of
their assumed sexual superiority.

In her fiction Blasphemy, Durrani depicts Heer, another Pakistani wife who
tolerates her husband’s need for sexual diversity, keeping in mind his sexual rights in
polygamy, but dreads the consequence of confessing her own likings for a boy before
marriage. Heer’s husband, Pir Sain however, was married twice before he marries
Heer. Though his previous wives are dead when he marries Heer, and he does not
marry any of the young maids he sexually exploits, he also does not allow any other
men to marry them. Her detests her husband’s promiscuity and constantly lives under
the fear that her husband might marry one of these maids, or divorce her. She voices
her apprehension in front of Amma Sain, her mother-in-law, and wants to know if her
husband can marry Yathmri, the maidservant. Her mother-in-law replies, “He can
marry whomsoever he pleases. It is his prerogative” (121). A sufferer of her own
husband’s polygamous marriages and affairs, Amma Sain advises the daughter-in-law
to become indispensable to her husband in bed. About the licentious nature of men in

their community she holds, “This is common among men here. Almost all wives go
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through the humiliation of their husband’s attachment to maidservants” (Blasphemy
120). Amma Sain’s comment explains why the Pir does not make much of an effort
to hide his affairs; any objection might only lead him to marry the woman in question,
or worse, divorce the one who has problems with his lifestyle. Amma Sain’s advice
to Heer further underpins the helplessness of wives in a society where not only
polygamy is accepted, but unilateral divorce by women is impossible. Instead of
unmasking their husbands’ licentious nature, and leaving them for good on account of
that, they have to try to win over their hearts by keeping them sexually satisfied.
Divorce is very difficult to procure for a Muslim wife like Heer or her mother-in-law
also because these women have no independent source of income. Confined within
the four walls of their homes, and forced to live the life of an entirely dependent
person, they lose the spirit or means to go to the court and win the case against
husband’s cruelty. Indeed if a Muslim wife has the right to divorce stipulated in her
kabin-nama, or their marital registration paper at the time of marriage, it may be
easier for her to divorce her husband, but Heer did not have any such thing in her
favor. Pir Sain is aware of all the legal barriers his wife has were she to seek divorce.
Because of his knowledge of his wife’s legal disadvantages, he maintains unflinching
double standards regarding his own and her sexual rights. While Heer is not allowed
even to interact with a nine year-old male cousin, and expected to remain behind the
veil in front of most men, including her own adult son, he has sex with adolescent
servant girls at regular intervals right in his bedroom. As a pir or religious leader,
Heer’s husband also finds it easier to release his sexual energies on unsuspecting
victims such as his women followers who cannot have children with their husbands.
He drugs them and has sex with them till he impregnates them, but no one dares to

question the morality of his virile act. Most people believe that the pir’s power of
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intercession with God makes the barren women pregnant. Those who suspect any
kind of foul play keep their mouths shut for fear of getting killed by the Pir’s cronies.
Close male members of the pir’s family, like his brothers and sons also feel
empowered because of their religious heritage, and one common way they display
their masculinity is by having several wives and innumerable sexual encounters with
women under their patronage. Many pirs in the Sub-Continent have acquired a bad
name in society because of misuse of their virility in the name of safeguarding
helpless women.

The effect of the sexual promiscuity of fraudulent pirs can often be discemed
on their wives who like Heer indulge in excessive smoking and drinking in order to
keep the fear of finding themselves in a polygamous marriage at bay. As Heer
overdoses on quinine in order to abort an unwanted pregnancy and stop her rivals
from taking over her husband fulltime, her desperate attempts bring to mind the
helpless situation of many wives in Sub-Continental Pir gharanas, whose bodies
shrivel up and make them look much older than their age because of health hazards
they invite upon themselves in order to hold their husband’s sexual interest in them.
Severe competition, intense loneliness and a sense of loss always surround these
women like Heer on account of their husbands’ potential polygamous marriages or
threats of polygamy.

Like Durrani, Hossain uses her fiction to protest against the legalization of
polygamy in Bangladesh because of the way it magnifies the false notion of
masculine virility and also because of its negative impact on existing wife or wives.
Latif, the husband in “Honor,” by Hossain, is a Muslim husband like Durrani’s
husband Khar or Pir Sain, who desecrates the marital privileges entitled to him as a

Muslim man, and maintains one sexual norm for himself, but another for his wife.
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Though he has completed his quota of what religion permits by having four wives at a
time, so vehemently he objects to his fourth wife Maleka’s alleged desire for another
man, that he murders her. Maleka’s ghost is Hossain’s mouthpiece for denouncing
the system of polygamy for men, and strict monogamy for wdmen. She says,
A man who lives with four wives in his house is considered virtuous.
He is said to enhance the prestige of his family. On the other hand, a
woman who is merely hungry for some love, and wants to live her life
differently, not as one of four wives, bears all the blame. She
supposedly is a dishonor to the family and that is why she must die.
(40)
Latif is thirty-six years older than Maleka, but because of the prevalent myth of male
virility as a long lasting thing, he still feels that man’s age does not matter when it
comes to marriage. Maleka however, is like Chughtai’s young wife Farhat in “By the
Grace of God,” who cannot fall in love with her much older husband, and suffers
psychological as well as sexual anguish because she cannot legally satisfy her craving
for a passionate relationship in any way outside of her marriage.

In “Parul’s Becoming a Mother” Hossain again projects the psychological,
physical, and sexual frustrations of a wife whose husband takes a second wife without
her permission, and without even divorcing her, but who cannot pay back her husband
in the same coins because society will declare her to be a pariah if she did. When
Abbas Ali, Parul’s husband forsakes her one fine morning never to return again, she
wonders what could be the cause for his sudden desertion. She is confident about her
sexual abilities and her household efficiently. Hence she is baffled at what could have
compelled her husband to seek another wife. Especially since they had lived as a
happily married couple for a year and a half, Parul can not fathom the total negligence
and alienation from the man whom she had accepted through the social bond of

marriage. Hossain’s narrator of the story informs the reader of her physical ailment,

melancholy and state of insanity on account of her husband’s rejection in marriage:
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A troubled thought keeps ringing in her mind — when does one ceases
to need another person? Why did the man leave? Why did he have to
leave? This “why” twists around and strangles her mind like a rope, a
tough rope that causes the veins on a dark or light skin to show. At
times the vein bursts open and shoots out blood. When she feels like
scratching away something with her bare hands, she vehemently
shakes up the bamboo post causing the weak roof top to tremble. (162)
Parul tries to assuage her sexual urges by jumping into the cool water of a pond, but
that does not help. In order to relax her tensed body, and kill the empty hours after
work, like Heer, Parul gradually indulges in the habit of smoking cigarettes. When
that fails to calm her agitated body, she tries to take revenge on the society by
sleeping with several men, but not disclosing the paternity of her child once
impregnated.

Mushfiqa’s fate in Hossain’s short story “After the Last Letter,” is like Parul’s
in the sense that her husband also surprises her with a second marriage without any
apparent fault on her part. Though these two women belong to two different classes,
and their ways of handling their catastrophe is different; however, their psychological
and sexual frustrations are alike in many ways. They are both steeped in a world of
desolation and dejection because of their husbands’ desertion. Endless time weighs
upon both of them and they seek consolation in their children. Unlike Parul, however,
Mashfiga does not adopt unhealthy habits like smoking, or take revenge on a society
that sanctions polygamy by transgressing socially prescribed sexual mores for
women. She does not even complain to her in-laws, or let her husband’s action
interfere with the care she provides for her sick mother-in-law. Moreover, she tries to
hide the pangs of dejection from Tushar, her son. Because of keeping her emotions
bottled up, Mushfiga eventually falls sick. Her appetite drops and she loses all

interest in worldly things. She prefers to hide away from the world, and survive

somehow by taking up teaching as a profession. The kind of sacrifices Mushfiqa



175

makes, are not easily possible by most women today. Mushfiqa is, however, like
those Bangladeshi wives who lose the urge for remarriage just because they are jilted
once. The discourse of women’s sexual submissiveness as opposed to men’s sexual
dominance is so prevalent in Bangladesh that even if a young wife like Mushfiga
spends her entire life serving her in-laws and not contemplating divorce, no one will
regret the waste of her youth; rather, they will appreciate her ethical and moral values.

Hossain’s “Motijan’s Daughters,” presents another Bangladeshi wife in
Motijan who suffers silently because her husband courts other women, and keeps her
under the constant threat of remarriage. Though Motijan’s husband never actually has
a second marriage, like Pir Sain, he womanizes without being bothered about his
wife’s sentiments because the practice of polygamy is there to legalize his affair.
Motijan’s mother—in-law also wants her son to remarry, first, for a better dowry and
then for a grandson. Even though he is not willing to take on the financial burden,
emotional responsibilities and commitment that polygamy demands, he feels entitled
to remarry, and receive accolade for his manliness. Like Parul, Motijan avenges the
injustice done unto her by having children out of wedlock.

Proshanti, in Hossain’s fiction Atomic Darkness, is not quite as bold as

Hossain’s Motijan, yet she is another admirable wife character in Hossain’s oeuvre
whom the writer creates in order to express her resentment towards polygamy; or
what Proshanti calls, “a trite, average behavioral pattern of a husband”(47). Like
Abul, though Anupam is not in a polygamous marriage, he quite openly maintains
extramarital affairs. In his middle class society polygamy is looked down upon in
certain quarters. Perhaps because of this, or perhaps because of the economic
expanses it involves, Anupom avoids a second wife, yet keeping in mind his

polygamous rights he does not deem it necessary to harness his heightened libidinal
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urges. Because of her husband’s promiscuous nature, Proshanti compares him to a
typical husband who is like an animal tied to a pole. Just like the confined animal that
has to resign itself to its tied fate, a typical husband reconciles himself to his tied
position in marriage. Like the uncouth animal again, he tries out the limits of his
restrictions by pulling at different directions, grazing at whatever he can lay his mouth
on. Indeed, Anupam’s taste in women is different than that of her friend’s husband
who ensnares servant girls, because he handpicks his mistresses from the upper class
posh category of women. Anupam acknowledges that his wife has many legitimate
allegations against him, but he does not know how to explain or resolve the
complications that have arisen in marital life for what he believes to be his own
inborn, uncontrollable nature. In her novel, Hossain undercuts Bangladeshi husbands
like Anupom who believe that men are biologically inclined towards polygamous
relations, and need not put much effort in restraining their libidinal drives. As her
revenge on Anupom’s licentious nature as it were, Hossain allows Proshanti an
unforgettable get-away with Tatian, a soul-mate she discovers while vacationing
alone in the isles of Bali. Though Proshanti’s affair with Tatian is very short lived, it
is extremely reassuring and a permanent source of rejuvenation for her.

Most wives in Bangladesh who are in polygamous marriages are not as bold as
Motijan or Parul, or as lucky as Proshanti. Most of them suffer like Kasem Khan’s
wives in Hossain’s short story, “The World of Love and Labour.” Kasem Khan
ruthlessly beats up his wives if they raise any objection against his marriage. Tamiza
is Kasem Khan’s second wife who does not accept the idea of her husband’s latest
marriage. As she grows aggressive and hurls out invectives at the fourth wife to be,
her doubly angered husband calls her names and violently punches her several times.

When she gives in submissively, he orders his first wife to start cooking for his
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wedding feast. As the previous three wives writhe and sneer in anger and jealousy at
the arrival of the fourth wife, Kasem Khan starts getting ready for his impending
~ wedding with full enthusiasm. The insensitivity of a husband like Kasem Khan
towards his existing wives may seem inhuman, but there are many men in the Sub-
Continental societies who neither bother to obtain their wives’ consent for bringing a
co-wife for them nor hesitate to torture their wives if they pose a threat to their male
privilege of polygamy.
In his book, Muslim Law, Syed Khaled Rashid highlights a proposal that was
made in a seminar on Muslim law in India, suggesting that taking permission from the
first wife before getting married again should not be made compulsory. Rashid
argues for the proponents of this proposal, suggesting that,
...of course it hurts when her husband takes a second wife. It hurts her
emotionally. It could also hurt her economically . . . . The emotional
injury must be weighed against the interests of the husband, the second
wife, and the society in general. A matter involving the interests of
several parties should not be decided with reference to what happens to
one party only. It is admittedly at the cost of the first wife, to some
extent that Islam permits polygamy. But it does so in view of the
higher interests of the society. (79)

Rashid suggests that a man should not be obliged to give any reasons as to why he

wants to take a second wife since it is a very delicate and subjective matter. Rashid

explains the reasons behind such objections by holding that primarily,
Emotional urges, the nature of disability from which the first wife is
suffering or the social considerations prompting a second marriage all
belong to the private sphere of one’s life. Their exposure will not only
destroy the peace of homes, but the fear of such an exposure may also
drive some people unwillingly to divorcing the first wife, causing
hardship to her and the children. Itis also feared that obliging the man
to justify his intention by giving convincing reasons would give the
courts in this country far more powers of restraining this practice than
desirable. (78-9)

The ideology placed in this proposal in favor of men’s right to remarry without

seeking existing wife or wives’ permission are in direct contradiction with what
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Chughtai, Hossain and Durrani propound in their writings. As feminist activists and
social reformers of their respective societies, these writers want to raise awareness
amongst the Muslim wives about their own rights, albeit limited, in Islam. According
to these rights, a Muslim wife can restrict polygamy through her right to enter into a
pre-marriage agreement. In this agreement or Kabinnama she can stipulate that her
husband will not contract a second marriage during the subsistence of the first. If her
husband enters into a second marriage without her consent, she can exercise her right
of delegated divorce. She can also demand that he should provide her with a separate
residence in case of second marriage, and polygamy entitles her and her children to
maintenance allowance. As seen from the cases of most wives in the fiction of these
writers however, their husbands abscond without as much as a word, and none of the
above stipulations hold any effect because although such husbands are liable to
criminal prosecution, their second marriages contracted in contradiction to these
various statutory provisions are also considered valid. Hence they do not worry much
about taking off suddenly and settling elsewhere while their wives are left stranded
and stunned in most cases. Often the dejected wives are neither sterile, nor physically
infirm or insane, yet their husbands desert them for other women mainly because of
the discursive construction of gender privileges allotted to them by discriminatory
government policies and tacit social connivance.

The pangs of indignity and dereliction faced on account of their husbands’
polygamous marriages by scores of wives like Durrani herself, and by Heer, Bhabi,
Aunt Qudsia, Parul, Motijan, Proshanti or Mashfiqa bring to mind the real life
situation of Malak Hifni Nassef, one of the leading early feminists of Egypt, who was
cheated into a polygamous marriage. Leila Ahmed quotes from “Or Co-Wives,”

Nassef’s article on the miseries of a wife whose husband takes another wife:
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It {co-wife] is a terrible word — my pen almost halts in writing it —
women’s mortal enemy . . . . How many hearts has it broken, how
many minds has it confused and homes destroyed, how much evil
brought and how many innocents sacrificed and prisoners taken for
whom it was the origin of personal calamity? . . . [It is] a terrible word,
laden with savagery and selfishness . . . . Bear in mind that as you
amuse yourself with your new bride you cause another’s despair to
flow in tears . . . and children whom you taught to sorrow, weep for her
tears . . . . You hear the drums and pipes [at a wedding], and they hear
only the beat of misery. (182)

Though Nassef’s sufferings are shared by many Sub-Continental wives, unfortunately
the common belief in the region, as relayed through the voice of the father in
Hossain’s short story, “The World of Love and Labor,” is still that “men can marry as

many times as they like”( Golposhomogro 314). Because of currency of such social

discourse of male virility, many poor fathers like the father in Hossain’s story, give
their daughters in mérriage to much older men with children. The husbands in
Chughtai, Hossain and Durrani’s fiction also easily buy the myth of male virility, and
hold opinions similar to M. Igbal Siddiqui and Syed Khalid Rashid. Siddiqui and
Rashid believe that, men in general have a more active sexual impulse than women
do. They also opine that some men are gifted with extraordinary strength and vitality.
According to Siddiqui, for such men it is not humanly possible to restrain the
powerful instinct of mating and if such “abnormally sexed” men are compelled to live
a monogamous life, they would break their nerves and go against their natural impulse
(188). Siddiqui is of further opinion that with successive births a woman becomes
physically weak, and “her fires are slackened,” but a man whose vigor and youth lasts
for longer cannot remain satisfied with such a woman (190). He suggests that in order
to avoid treading the path of immorality and sin, such a man should be allowed to
have more than one wife. Rashid similarly holds that in order to avoid a life of
debauchery a man should be allowed to participate in polygamy. In his words, “it is

the only way to check adultery, concubinage and prostitution, and many sexual
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offenses which have become so common today” (76). Chughtai, Hossain and
Durrani’s views regarding male/female sexuality vastly differ from those of Siddiqui
and Rashid’s opinions. Like Saadawi these writers believe that in Islam it is not only
the man whose sexual needs, desires or powers are acknowledged. Islam also
recognizes these in women.

Saadawi is amazed at the discrimination that is practiced in the name of
religion when it comes to sanctioning sexual license. She cannot understand why the
necessity for men’s sexual satisfaction is considered the most important thing, even
more important than his family’s, his wives’ or his children’s rights. She questions in
utter bewilderment,

Why has religion been so lenient towards man? Why did it not
demand that he control his sexual passions and limit himself to one
wife, just as it demanded of the woman that she limit herself to one
husband, even though it had recognized that women’s sexual desire
was just as powerful, if not more so, as that of men? (139)
Saadawi blames patriarchal Isl%n_n for maintaining such double standards when it
comes to women’s sexual pleasure. She is appalled by the fact that in some Muslim
communities even death can be the penalty if women so much as look endearingly at
men other than their husbands. Sadaawi’s attempts at acknowledging Muslim wives’
sexuality and dispelling the false image surrounding it are reminiscent of similar
attempts made by Haideh Moghissi, the Iranian feminist scholar.

Moghissi holds that although Islam recognizes the right to fulfillment of
sexual desire in both men and women, because of hierarchical concepts of sexuality
and gender discrimination in the realm of sex and desire, patriarchal Islam makes it
harder in practice for women to achieve sexual satisfaction. Moghissi regrets the fact

that while it is presumed that a Muslim husband might have sexual drives that cannot

be satisfied with only one woman at a time, and provisions are made for this problem,
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a wife’s sexuality is overlooked and strictly confined within the institution of
monogamy. She points particularly to Shi’ia Muslim men and mourns the fact that
while they are allowed to marry up to four women and hire as many temporary wives
as they can afford through mut’a or temporary marriage, a Muslim woman under no
sect of Islam, whether Shia, Sunni or Maliki, has such facilities. Like Saadawi,
Moghissi complains against such discrimination in these words:
This special allowance made to men in effect nullifies women’s right
to sexual pleasure as recognized in Islam. Since Islam strongly
discourages solitary sex and severely punishes homosexuality,
marriage is the only permissible framework within which women can
seek sexual pleasure. In polygamous union, women’s rights to sexual
pleasure are confined to one quarter of a man. (23)
Moghissi’s protestations against obliteration of women’s sexuality in Muslim
societies, along with her objections against Muslim husband’s aggressive sexuality,
are shared by Amina Wadud Muhsin as well. Muhsin sees polygamy as a practice
that has been misused to sanction men’s unbridled lust. In an angry outburst against
the misinterpretation of its Quranic version, she writes:
If a man’s sexual needs cannot be satisfied with one wife, he should
have two. Presumably, if his lust is greater than that, he should have
three and on until he has four. Only after the fourth Quranic principles
of self-constraint, modesty and fidelity to be executed. (86)
Thus, Saadawi, Moghissi, and Muhsin all stand against patriarchal double standards
regarding a wife’s sexuality. They also argue that though Muslim men enter into
polygamous marriages arguing that Quran allows them to have four wives, in Islam
monogamy is the preferred system; polygamy is allowed only under exceptional
circumstances.
Unfortunately, polygamy is misused by men not only as an excuse to hide

their extended libido, or lust, but also for gratifying son preference, that is desire for a

male heir to continue lineage. In Chughtai’s short story, “By the Grace of God,”
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Imdad Mian is a 65 year-old man who already has a wife and four daughters, yet he
marries the twenty year-old Farhat in the hope of procuring a son. Imdad’s mian’s
cravings for a son bespeaks not only a man’s desire to ensure that his son inherits
most of his property, but also his egocentric need to see his name thrive in this world
after his death. Farhat’s mother Sakina, who has totally internalized such needs in
men, has no objection to such a marriage; however, when Farhat does not produce any
children even after six years of her marriage, her mother starts getting alarmed. She is
worried for her daughter because “people are beginning to hjnt at a third try! No
scarcity of girls. The best of families will offer their daughters to him on a silver
platter” (143). Farhat eventually produces a son, but not with the help of her husband,
or the potions that her mother procures from the hakeem; she has an extra-marital
affair. During her affair Farhat enjoys the tacit acceptance of her mother, not so much
for her own wellbeing, as for her mother’s selfishness. Farhat’s mother believes that
Imdad Mian is so desperate in his need to father a son and prove his manliness that he
will not question the patemity of the child even if he suspects foul play. Indeed,
Imdad Mian raises no qualms despite the fact that his son has blue eyes, and looks
nothing like either himself or his wife! Legally the son belongs to him, and unless the
real father raises an issue, and the mother is ready for di\}orce, he does not need to
worry. Farhat however, is devastated since she is separated from her lover, and
forced to raise her son as Imdad Mian’s own flesh and blood. Farhat’s case is
hopeless because she can neither seek divorce on the grounds of sexual
incompatibility, nor claiming the rights and privileges accorded to a woman in
matriarchy. Like her mother, she is forced to subscribe to the myth of male virility.
Hossain also depicts the culpability of society in allowing polygamy in the

name of a man’s right to male progeny. In her short story, “World of Love and
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Labor” the sixty-two year-old Kasem Khan, who already has three wives, marries the
eighteen year-old Fulbanu in order to have a son with full consent of her father. On
their nuptial night her husband demands, “I want a son. The family line must

continue” (Golposhomogro 319). It never occurs to him that it may be his own

impotence that explains why his wives cannot have any children. He keeps marrying
and condemning one woman after the other in the hope of producing a male heir.
When the workers at the family planning center tell him that the problem of not
having children could be either the man’s or the woman’s, Kasem Khan’s male ego is
severely injured. Bewildered he wonders, “could one accept the fault of a man? Was
ever a man at fault? Wasn’t it always the woman. The sterile woman!”

(Golposhomogro 320). His arrogance is punctured when the doctor tells him that his

sperms die before they reach his wife’s ovum. Many men like Kasem Khan in the
villages of Bangladesh are still living in a cocoon of male patronization, totally
unaware of the scientific advancements in the world of genetics.

Fulmoti’s husband in Hossain’s fiction Atomic Darkness is another

uneducated Bangladeshi husband like Kasem Khan who attempts to procure a son by
exploiting the provision of polygamy. When Fulmoti, his fifth wife, also produces a
daughter, he beats her up and compels her to leave his home. Unaware of the role that
male chromosomes play in deciding the sex of a child, he marries again as soon as
Fulmoti leaves with her daughter. His polygamous franchise helps him find another
wife without much ado.

Like Chughtai and Hossain, Saira Rahman Khan protests male tendency in
Bangladesh to use polygamy as a means of procuring sons. She thinks that it is not
justifiable that a man should be allowed to practice polygamy because of his existing

wife’s inability to produce any children, lay aside her inability to produce sons. She
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regrets that “such deficiencies are always blamed on the wife and woe betide, any
woman who dares even suggest that her husband may be at fault!” (86). Amina
Wadud likewise does not accept desire for a male child as a valid condition for a
man’s second marriage. She emphasizes the fact that “there is no mention of this as a
rationale for polygamy in the Qur’an” (84). Siddiqui ﬁowever, argues that if a woman
is barren then her husband should not be denied the right to remarry. In my opinion,
since a Muslim couple can adopt a child, even a barren woman should not have to
suffer humiliation on account of polygamy, and share her husband with a co-wife in
order for him to satisfy his fatherhood.

Indeed, like the exponents of polygamy such as Siddiqui and Maulana
Wahiduddin Khan, who are concerned about the misfortune of surplus women in
society who cannot find a husband or who cannot be mothers, I sympathize with
women who are deprived of a proper stable family life, but unlike them I do not
believe that polygamy in Islam is still serving the interest of these women as it was
originally intended. Moreover, I concede that most women today do not think of
marriage and motherhood to be the sole aims of their lives. Many educated and
economically solvent South Asian women prefer to live alone, and value their
freedom of association over a marital status as a co-wife. Hence I have strong
reservations against Siddiqui’s contention about polygamy that: “If the West were to
follow Islam in this respect today, all the destitute and helpless women there could
become members of decent families, and prostitution and immorality can be
effectively stamped out” (184). Siddiqui assumes that prostitution will stop only if
women can be converted into wives. He fails to note that men’s lust, and not

women’s poverty has a lot to do with the continuation of prostitution.
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What is most apprehensive about the arguments posed by the proponents of
polygamy is, while they are overtly concerned about marriageable extra women in
society, they are not that much worried about the plight of the forlorn wives who are
disregarded for a new wife. Wahiduddin Khan, for instance, is of the opinion that if a
woman, who is the object of a man’s desire, is willing to enter into the married state
then there is no cause for objection. Indifferent to the effect of this kind of agreement
upon a man’s current wife or wives, he contends, “The present age gives great
importance to freedom of choice. This value is fully supported by Islamic law. On
the other hand, the upholders of ‘feminism’ want to turn freedom of choice into
restriction of choice” (189). Wahiduddin Khan is oblivious of the freedom of choice
that a married woman would also like to utilize, but does not either because she fears
destitution or for the sake of her children. Though Khan regards polygamy as purely
a matter of an adult man and woman’s own conscience and in keeping with Islamic
precepts of liberty, like Chughtai, Hossain and Durrani I refuse to support polygamy
as a necessary part of the Islamic moral order. Even though Sub-Continental Muslim
Personal law permits polygamy under special circumstances, I opine that it is a
violation of married women’s rights, and being a co-wife is undesirable and
objectionable to most women. In a language fraught with a sense of the terrible cost
this custom entails for wives and children, Chughtai, Hossain and Durrani narrate the
sad plight of wives who are cheated emotionally, physically as well as economicalty
by husbands who practice polygamy. Polygamy should be shunned not only to
relieve married women of multiple oppressions, but also for curbing the myth of male
virility that it propagates.

Marital/Spousal Rape
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In India, Pakistan and Bangladesh there are no specific provisions either under
Muslim Family/Personal Laws (Shariat laws) or under the Penal Code that provide a
wife protection from marital rape. Not only are current laws insufficient to tackle the
issue, many people of this region still do not visualize marital rape as a criminal
offense. Even wives themselves hesitate to label their husband’s unacceptable sexual
aggression as rape. They believe that it is impossible for husbands to rape their
wives, and marriage vows automatically abdicate their right to deny sex upon demand
to their husbands. Because of such misconceptions cases of marital rape often go
unnoticed and unreported. In their fiction, Durrani and Hossain voice their staunch
opposition to marital rape as a social crime. According to these writers, marriage
neither gives a husband a unilateral right to intercourse with his wife, nor permits him
to cater his wife’s body to others for sexual use. Husbands in the fiction of Durrani
and Hossain however, randomly abuse their wives’ bodies since they believe that
marriage means free license for sex. By critically analyzing marital rape as delineated
in the writings of Durrani and Hossain, I concede that patriarchal interpretations of the
Quranic laws, and gender biased social discourses are greatly responsible for a Sub-
Continental Muslim wife’s sexual violation in the hands of her own husband.

According to a report on wife rape from Wellesley Centers for Women: “wife
rape is the term used to describe sexual acts committed without a person’s consent
and/or against a person’s will, when the perpetrator (attacker) is the woman’s husband
or ex-husband.” The Bangladesh National Women Lawyers Association (BNWLA)
similarly defines spousal rape as “a woman’s unwilling sexual intercourse with her
husband on the sole will of and coercion from the husband” (29). Though most
definitions of marital rape mcorporate physical force and aggression that a husband

applies while having sex with his wife, it is also marital rape when the force is more
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restrained -- just enough to gain sexual access into the wife’s body, but not enough to
cause severe injury. It is also considered marital rape when a husband orders his wife
to perform sexual acts for him or for other men against her will. In an article on
marital rape, Aurangzeb Haneef adds:
It is still marital rape if a woman does not resist anymore. Many times
the woman has never considered that she had a right to say “no”. She
is taught that she is not entitled to voice her desire or lack of it. She is
taught to take abuse and accept force. To the extent that some women
accept violence accompanying sex as a norm.
Thus a wife does not need to be involved in a bloody physical encounter for it to be
rape; sex against her will is rape whether it is a stranger or her husband forcing
himself upon her. Sex even with the tacit consent of the wife may also be considered
rape if that is a result of latent fear in her of doing something wrong by rejecting her
husband’s approaches. Because marriage in the Sub-Continent is a fundamentally
gender differentiated institution that presumes male authority and control, and female
subordination, the wife accepts forced sex as part of the marriage deal.

Durrani and Hossain’s writings abound in instances of different kinds of
marital rape. In chapter one, I have already detailed the sexual violence that is
perpetrated upon child bride Heer in Durrani’s fiction, Blasphemy. In this chapter, I
highlight the adult Heer’s chronic and complete victimization in the hands of her
husband, Pir Sain. Despite having several children with this man, Heer never feels
entrenched in Pir Sain’s household because of his growing sexual appetite, fostered
with the help of virility pills. Because of her moral upbringing that has taught her that
to satisfy a husband’s sexual needs is a wife’s sacred duty, she feels strangely
compelled to have sex with her husband whom she finds otherwise detestable. Also,

Heer fears that if she does not allow her husband to have forced sex, he will not spare

raping even his own daughters. Once Pir Sain starts having sex with adolescent
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maidservants and orphan girls right in Heer’s bedroom, she realizes that she has a
hard battle to win. Before her husband forces her to indulge in orgies organized by
him with women below her status and younger than her, she tries to get drunk. In her
intoxicated stupor, she hopes to blur the humiliation of the hideous scenes unfolding
before her eyes, and involving her body without her mind. To be able to satiate her
husband’s physical hunger in the month of Ramadaan when sex is restricted while
fasting during the day, Heer has to go through a forced abortion as well. Nothing
seems to contain Pir Sain’s ever-growing sexual perversity, and such depraved and
debauched ideas invest his mind that he does not even hesitate to make his wife
follow him under the veil in order to perform sexual acts with his cronies while he sits
and watches. Younger boys are also brought into Heer’s bedroom in the dead of night
and forced upon her for her husband’s sexual enjoyment. Such sexual violence is to a
great extent the product of the differing social roles of husbands and wives and the
unequal power relationships that these sex roles imply in Pakistani societies.

Heer’s husband’s brutal sexual assaults can be compared to Durrani’s ex-
husband Khar’s sexual excesses as they are expressed in her autobiography, My
Feudal Lord. Like Pir Sain, Khar is able to convert his wife into an easy victim
because of the sex role differentiations and differential power relations that exist
between Pakistani couples. Like Pir Sain again, Khar is not satisfied with the
interpersonal control of his wife through marital rape; his concupiscence takes the
shape of child molestation as he rapes Adila, Durrani’s thirteen year-old sister. Later
he has an affair with her for over three years, during which period he continues to
sexually abuse Durrani against her will. Pain is replaced by humiliation and angst in

the writer’s mind, as Khar’s objectionable actions make her suicidal and sick.
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Because of the cultural indoctrination however, Durrani refrains for a long time from
disclosing her sexual ordeals even to her family or friends.

Like Durrani, Hossain makes it a part of her feminist agenda to ensure that the
Bangladeshi societies stop considering marital rape as a bedroom squabble or a
“normal” phenomenon. She propounds that even an otherwise loving and caring
husband can also be guilty of marital rape if his wife is compelled to have sex with

another man with his consent. In her fiction, The Drowsy God, Monir, the fisherman

does not rape his wife Shukhtara himself, but convinces her to have sex with the head
of the slum. When this couple moves to the city in search of a living, they find a
place in a slum, but have hard time coming up with money for rent and food. As
Monir philosophizes over his miserable human state, and wonders how to procure
some help, the head of the slum comes up with a quick solution. He suggests that
Munir let his wife earn money by selling her body. Though Shukhtara immediately
protests against such a degrading idea by screaming out loud, and begs her husband
not to turn her into another prostitute like Jorina, eventually she relents to his requests.
Quietly, though very mournfully she leaves with the head of the slum, and disappears
in the darkness of the night. Shukhtara’s ultimate submission bespeaks of the legacy
of culturally ascribed sex roles in Bangladesh.

In her article, “Rape and Incest: Islamic Perspective,” Uzma Mazhar quotes
several verses from the Quran to prove that it considers love and affection, and not
power and control to be the very basis of marital relation between a man and a
woman. According to her, the Quran does not condone violence and forced sex in
marital relationship. Mazhar cites Surah Baqarah from the Quran which holds:

Your wives are your tilth; go then unto your tilth as you may desire,

but first provide something for your souls, and remain conscious of
God, and know that you are destined to meet him. (2.223)
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Mazhar wants to establish that in the Quran a spiritual relationship between a husband
and wife is postulated as an indispensable part of their sexual union. She also quotes
Surah al Nisa to prove that good demeanor is emphasized as part of a husband’s
responsibility in the Quran: “. . . and consort with your wives in a goodly manner, for
if you dislike them, it may well be that you dislike something which God might yet
make a source of abundant good” (4:19). Surah ar Rum further reiterates amity and
concord to be the cement that binds a husband and wife in marriage:

And among His wonders is this: He creates for you mates out of your

own kind, so that you might incline towards them, and He engenders

love and tenderness between you: in this, behold, there are messages

indeed for people who think! (30:21)
In another article entitled “Women’s Sexuality in the Texts of the Prophet’s Hadith,”
Fagihuddin Abdul Kodir also points out that according to the Quran, the relationship
between a husband and wife is equal. Kodir quotes from another section of Surah
Bagara that states, “Libasunlakum, wa antum libasun lahunna™ (2:187) meaning, they
are your garments and you are their garments. In other words, just like a garment is
meant to provide physical protection, enhance beauty, and hide faults, spouses are
required to protect and compliment each other. Kodir wonders, if the Quran
propagates equality between men and women in multifarious ways, then how is the
subordination of women still encouraged by Islamic jurisprudence?

Kodir finds part of his answer in the way some Islamic scholars believe in
maintaining sex role socialization that sees male as active/aggressive/dominant and
female as passive/compliant. He summarizes Ibn Hajar al-Asqallani’s views in this
context as follows:

Men are not patient enough to go without sexual relations for a long
period of time. Their concentration is often distracted by sexual
fantasies with the female body. Because of this it is hoped that the

woman will follow and help stifle the sexual aggressive behavior of the
male and protect him so he does not engage in illicit sexual desires.
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Kodir distrusts logic that implies that if wives are allowed to say ‘no’ to their
husbands then the husbands will be forced to commit adultery. Moreover, he feels
that with the above thought process, a wife is often compelled to do way more than
merely help out with the husband’s sexual desires. He further holds that the labeling
of females as sexually passive and males as sexually aggressive is misleading and
points out that there is no empirical evidence of this. Kodir points out that “with Ibn
Hajar’s logic men are also obliged to help with and engage in activities so their wives
can enjoy their sexual desires too”. Nonetheless, he regrets that patriarchal doctrines
do not regard sex within marriage as a means of mutual physical enjoyment, but |
rather as an act that demonstrates a husband’s prerogative over the wife’s body.
Hadith or incidents relating to Hazrat Mohammad’s own times and deeds, document
the solution given to Muslim wives who refused to live with husbands because they
could not sexually satisfy them. The Prophet who acknowledged a wife’s right to
sexual satisfaction, advised the husbands to divorce their wives, and allowed the
women to marry men more sexually compatible to them. Over time however, his
approach to gender justice in marriage was overshadowed by a patriarchal
interpretation of the Quran and hadith in the area of sexual dynamics amidst Muslim
couples, leading husbands to assume that they have a sexual upper hand in marriage.
Like Kodir, Asifa Qureishi also regrets the fact that most religious leaders of
Islam do not clearly state man’s obligation to satisfy his wife’s desires. Though she
highlights the weakness of Islamic discourse on human sexuality in this regard,
Qureishi believes that Islamic legislation does recognize marital rape, even if not
directly. She cannot understand why it does not use the jirah system of bodily
compensation as one response to the crime of nonconsensual intercourse with a wife.

Pointing at the law of jirah in Islam Qureishi remarks: “Islamic law designates
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ownership rights to each part of one’s body and a night to mneéponding
compensation for any harm done unlawfully to any of those parts” (131 —2). She
adds, “harm to a sexual organ, therefore entitles the person harmed to approprate
financial compensation under classical Islamic jirah jurisprudence” (132). She further
adds that, “each school of Islamic law has held that where a woman is harmed through
sexual intercourse (some include marital intercourse), she is entitled to financial
compensation for the harm” (132). Qureishi however, regrets the fact that though the
law of jirah provides for compensation for physical harm between spouses, and
supports Islamic legislation against domestic abuse, even then wive-s have to go
without justice. According to her, this is because in the discussions of appropriate
Jjirah compensation, the question of the injured party’s consent is often raised. Some
Islamic jurists contend that consent of a wife is presumed by virtue of her marital
status, and if consent is already there, there is no case of rape. Others, however,
maintain that if a wife is injured then it is an assault, and regardless of her consent,
compensation can be demanded. Qureishi further maintains that modern Muslim
states should apply the Islamic principle of sexual autonomy for both males and
females, and declare any non-consensual sex as harmful, and dishonoring of the
unwilling party’s right to sexual autonomy; uﬂfortunately, Shariat laws or Muslim
Personal Laws are quiet about installing new laws in the arena of marital rape,
however pertinent or lucid they may be. Qureishi’s take on the issue of rape brings to
mind the irony of the Hudood ordinance passed in 1979 in Pakistan during Zia-ul-
Haq’s regime, but repealed in 2006. According to this law, a woman raped in
Pakistan had tb produce four adult male witnesses of the act of penetration before she
could receive any kind of justice. In other words, in a rape case the responsibility of

proving herself innocent was donned upon a woman rather than her rapist. Under this
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jurisprudence, the possibility of a raped woman getting monetary compensation was
far-fetched. If that woman was a wife, then her chances of getting any kind of
compensatory fine were totally utopian.

The Penal Code system of Pakistan, India and Bangladesh similarly does not
have any provisions for effectively tackling the problem of marital rape. In his article,
Aurangzeb Haneef cites the case of Pakistan stating,

Marital rape is not a crime in Pakistan. A woman has no legal recourse
if she is raped by her husband. Not only does marital rape not exist as
a crime in our legislation, it does not even exist as one in our
imagination. People have the most misleading and trivialized view of
this crime.
Indeed, the Indian Penal Code has two provisions for marital rape. According to
Chapter xvi Section 375, it is rape if the wife is under fifteen years of age, regardless
of consent. Also, according to Section 376 A, if a husband has forced sexual
intercourse with his wife who is living separately from him under a court decree of
separation or custom, then he is liable for the offense of rape, and can be legally
punished by fine or imprisonment. Yet, there are no provisions for legal justice for an
adult wife who is raped by her live-in-husband. In an article entitled “Marital Rape,”
S. V. Joga Rao exclaims,
To the question whether husband will be criminally liable for
performing sexual intercourse with his wife (who is above fifteen years
of age and who is not separately living from him) without regard to her
consent or will, the answer will be negative. (96)
From the limited provisions for marital rape in the Indian Penal Code it may be
assumed that a wife enjoying the benefits of shelter, food and other means of
sustenance in her husband’s household, is seen as already compensated for any kind

of sexual wrong done unto her, and hence expected to automatically forfeit any right

to complaint.
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In Rethinking Sexuality, Dianne Richardson holds that in countries
where marital rape is not considered a crime, under the cloak of marriage, a husband
enjoys state-sanctioned rights to access his wife’s body on the grounds of his right to
sexual fulfillment within marriage. In Richardson’s words, “In many countries the
law decrees that rape in marriage is not a crime -- under such laws, he has the right to
take by force that which the law defines as rightfully his: sex within marriage . . .”
(104). Though it is utterly shameful that even today in India, Pakistan and
Bangladesh a husband enjoys immunity from the offense of rape, there is hardly any
acknowledgement that sexual abuse of a wife by her husband does occur. Even the
phrase ‘marital rape,” and the suggestion that it should be made an offense under the
Personal Laws as well as the Penal Code, evokes a strong negative response from
many quarters in these countries. Indeed, in an effort to improve the social status of
women, the government of Bangladesh has promulgated the Nari—o-Shihu Nirjatan
Daman Ain, 2000 (Law on the Suppression of Violence Against Women and
Children, 2000). Although under this law the definition of rape has been considerably
modified, and even sexual harassment has been made a punishable offense, it has
stopped short of acknowledging marital rape as a crime.

As can be seen from the fiction of Durrani and Hossain, once a woman gets
married, she is believed to be her husband’s property, and their marriage contract
serves as an entitlement for her husband to have sex with her whenever and wherever
he wishes. Since a husband enjoys ownership of his wife, he often nonchalantly rapes
her to reinforce his power, and establish his dominance over her. In Blasphemy, Heer
is sexually violated and ruthlessly punished several times by Pir Sain, her overtly
possessive husband who demonstrates his authoritative control over her in this way.

For instance, when Pir Sain suspects that Heer has found out about his participation in
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Kaali’s gang rape, he uses more sexual brutality to silence her. Kaali was a servant
girl in the Pir’s household who had developed a close friendship with Heer. When
Kali suddenly disappears and rumors of her pregnancy and mysterious death spread,
Heer tries to insinuate her wrong doers. This brings upon her husband’s most heinous
wrath. Not only does he savagely shave off her head and eyebrows, he also thrusts
himself upon her full term pregnant belly. Heer describes the gruesomely traumatic
experience thus:
Flat on my back. My stomach protruded. Inside it, my baby kicked.
Over it, the father descended. . .. My child pushed against his thrusts.
Neither of them tired. He was still inside and the baby was coming
out. ... Pain swallowed me and I swallowed it. Stretching and
clawing and clutching the hands of my enemies, the maids, I thrust the
baby out of my battered body. (71)
Heer’s baby dies as a result of her husband’s maniacal violation of her pregnant body.
Her mother arrives at the scene when it is obvious that she is in extremely critical
health. Heer is plunged into battered woman’s syndrome, but because of the
unspoken believe that a wife is her husband’s property, neither her mother nor anyone
else in the family dares to question the Pir about his inhuman actions. It is interesting
to note that while Pir Sain could have punished his wife in a number of ways, he
decides to rape her. That Pir Sain’s means of giving pleasure and inflicting pain are
both via his penis is indicative of the gender biased social discourse of male virility.
Pir Sain punishes his wife on another occasion by using sex as the tool of
violence. Though it is he who brings a pink and white skinned boy to make love to
his wife for a whole week, once he suspects that they are developing feelings for each
other, he arranges for the boy to be mercilessly whipped and castrated. Heer’s

punishment is cruder. As the poor boy’s heartrending shrieks reach Heer’s ears, her

sadist husband rapes her. The victim’s torments fuel Pir Sain’s desire, and he
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sarcastically questions his wife if she is enjoying it as well. Here too, Pir Sain uses
sex as a form of control to keep his wife in place.

Like Pir Sain, Durrani’s husband, Khar uses sex both for extracting pleasure
and for reprimanding his wife. When Durrani visits her husband in a Pakistani jail
while she is still recovering from a gynecological surgery, he sadistically rapes her
under the plea that it is his birthday. She is physically and psychologically ravaged by
the wounds he inflicts upon her despite her pleadings to spare her on that occasion.
She writes about the horrific experience in these words:

Mustafa wanted to make love. This was hardly the place or the time.
There was complete lack of privacy. I could hear the family outside
chatting. Besides my health was poor. Ihad been advised by my
doctor to wait for my stitches to heal. I felt very frightened. Tried to
tell him that I was not well and would not be for at least six weeks. He
did not give a damn. I told him that his family was outside, the police
were outside. It was too undignified. “It is not the sort of thing to do
at our age. | have to go out and face them afterwards. Ican’t”. He
would not listen. “Mustafa . . . I swear on God, I swear on the Prophet,
if you dare touch me despite the fact that I have a health problem, I
will never come back to see you. I will leave you. I will take a
divorce”. (290)
Durrani leaves the scene utterly disgusted, hurt and determined to divorce her
obstinately “sick” husband. Khar is bold in his action because he knows that even if
his family or the police hear Durrani’s protestations inside the jail room, they will not
intrude since they all acknowledge that it is a husband’s prerogative to have sex with
his wife, specially if he is in a condition like Khar’s, behind the bars, and unable to
have sex as often as he wishes. Besides, Khar’s persistence for sex can further be
explained with the help of the kind of psycho-sexual analysis that Marielouise
Janssen-Jurreit provides of German men. According to her,
In our culture the man must appear as sexual conqueror. The more the
woman refuses, the greater his fantasy. The man, who feels himself to

be the leader and seducer, cannot imagine that the woman doesn’t want
to be seduced. To take her resistance seriously would be a grievous
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blow to his ego; this is why many rapists do not realize that they have
committed a rape... (237)

Khar’s shares German males’ mentality in assuming that Durrani’s refusal to have sex
with him c;a;nnot be in earnest. He is so accustomed to his central position in public
and private life, that he takes for granted that women feel naturally drawn towards
him. Hence when Durrani tries to resist his approaches, he becomes more determined
to prove his sexual valor. Khar’s forced coitus can be further explained by referring
back to Janssen-Jurreit’s contention that “a successful act of sexual intercourse is
regarded by men in our culture as a sacred remedy for female discontent” (237). Khar
knew that his wife had been courting the idea of divorce for a while, and also
contemplating a political career for her self. In his head however, such thoughts of
“emancipation” and “unusual behavior,” are nothing more than his wife’s desire for
good sex (237). Therefore he takes upon himself the responsibility of rescuing his
wife’s “psychic problems” by thrusting himself upon her. For Khar, the fact that it is
his birthday adds to his expectations of getting his male ego stroked through sex,

Khar’s disregard for privacy and his craze for sex are not the only issues that
frustrate Durrani. She is more aghast by the sheer disdain that her husband shows
towards her health despite knowing that she had been recently operated twice for
problems in her uterus. She cannot believe that neither fear of God, nor threats of
divorce have any effect on her husband’s determination to gratify his sexual needs.
She finally concludes that because he is indoctrinated to believe that wives are
husbands’ property, and bound to sexually appease them under all circumstances,
Khar behaves the way he does with her on that particular day.

In this context it is pertinent to analyze Mazhar’s views on the issue of wife as

husband’s possession in Islam. In her words,
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It is important to not confuse the issue of mutual rights that a couple
has on each other with the misguided, distorted and misogynist
assumption that women become a husband’s property. Islam does not
allow for or tolerate ownership of human beings. Human dignity does
not allow that any one person has the right to own mind/body/soul of
another human being . . . and Islam demands that all human beings
respect the humanity of everyone.

Mazhar attempts to clarify the most common accusation against Islam that it
encourages to consider a wife as a personal property of her husband. From her
arguments supporting the egalitarian Islamic ideology regarding all human beings, it
can be inferred that Islam is not the type of religion to support marital rape. Yet it is
unfortunate to note that many Muslim states do not incorporate the Islamic spirit of
equality and justice into their marital laws, or husbands implement them in their
conjugal lives. Hina Jilani and Eman M.Ahmed regret the condition of Pakistani laws
in this regard. According to the critics,
The existing law, reflecting the mindset wherein women are considered
the property of their husbands, does not recognize sexual abuse or rape
of a wife by her husband as an offense. Even the provision contained
in earlier law whereby a man was guilty of rape if he had sexual

intercourse with a wife under 13 years of age, has been omitted under
the current law. (172)

Similarly, in the patriarchal Muslim society of Bangladesh, and India, because of
emphasis in the Quran on a husband’s leadership in the family, and his right to
chastise an adultefous wife, laws are biased towards the husband even if he sexually
molests his wife, and treats her like his material possession.

In her article, “Furror Over Marital Rape: It Should be Seen as a Criminal
Offence,” Prema Devaraj provides the shocking information that even in a progressive
Islamic State like Malaysia a wife is arbitrarily treated and considered her husband’s
property. Devaraj first quotes Sir Matthew Hale, Chief Justice in 17" Century

England who believed that a husband has an irrevocable right to have sexual
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intercourse with his wife since she is his bought property. In History of the Pleas of
Crown, Hale writes,

The husband cannot be guilty of rape committed by himself upon his

lawful wife, for by their mutual matrimonial consent and contract, the

wife hath given herself in kind unto the husband which she cannot

retract.
Devaraj compares Hale’s verdict to that of Perak Mufti Dr Harussani Zakaria, in order
to depict how over centuries human thinking in certain areas have remained
regretfully the same. Like Hale, Dr. Harussani Zakaria believes that a husband
forcing his wife to have sex with him cannot be constituted as rape in Islam. Devaraj
quotes Zakaria as saying,

A husband has the right to be intimate with his wife and the wife must

.obey. If the wife refuses, the rule of nusyus (recalcitrant) can be

applied and the husband will no longer be responsible for his wife.
Zakaria’s verdict reduces marriage to a sort of legal prostitution where a wife gets
paid in kind in exchange for her sexual favors. Like Devaraj, Richardson highlights
the case of America in order to point out that here too “men have historically been
granted rights of access to their wives, defined as their property within marriage”
(113). She further contends that because of this mind set, during the colonial era,
white men often assumed sexual rights over their black women slaves as well, whom
they considered to be their property. If those women resisted their white masters’
non-consensual sex, they were at risk of being tortured and punished.

There are scores of wives in Sub-Continental Muslim societies who even
today live literally the life of slaves under their husbands’ rule. These wives fall
victim to the horrendous crime of marital rape, and yet live with the husbands without
raising serious alarm. Since stereotypes such as a husband is a wife’s lord on earth, or

that the part of the body a husband beats, goes to heaven continue to be reinforced in

these cultures, wives usually internalize the husbands’ right over their bodies. As part
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of their duty to God, they submit themselves to every whim of their husbands’ and
accept them as their lord and master on earth. Regarding the misconception that it is a
wife’s religious duty to succumb when her husband hails her for sex, the Bangladesh
National Women Lawyer’s Association’s (BNWLA) 2001’s report remarks:
People are obsessed with the general notion that it’s the sacred duty of
a wife to meet up the sexual demands of her husband any time. This
has also been influenced by religious misinterpretation. However,
women are compelled to accept sexual intercourse with their husbands
against their will. (29)
Like most Bangladeshi wives, Durrani’s protagonist Heer is conditioned to believe
that her own religious duty is predicated on satisfying her husband sexually. Her
docile acceptance of her husband’s extremely selfish and callous demands for sex on
Shab-e-Qadar’s night is proof of a Sub-Continental wife’s complete bodily
subordination at the alter of marriage. Heer narrates the ordeal of having to divide her
body and soul amongst the devil and God on an auspicious night thus:
On the twenty-sixth night of Ramadan, the loudspeakers at the mosque
relayed naats and chanted prayers throughout the day. Everyone’s
hearts and minds filled with surrender to the Almighty. That night I
was leaving for Amma Sain’s room when Pir Sain walked in and asked
me sarcastically, ‘Do you think you are going for Haj?’ I reminded him
of the special night of prayer. ‘Every day is the same for Allah. You
can pray to Him tomorrow. He will hear you even then,” he declared.
Allah remained silent as the holy night converted into a drunken orgy.
I had secret thoughts of prayer. ... My body prostrated before Pir
Sain. My soul bowed to the Almighty. (170-1)
Heer’s violation by a man who is a Pir, or religious authority himself, endorses
Mazhar’s comments on the way religion is distorted by people who are supposed to be
its protectors, to fit patriarchy’s needs. The very fact that Pir Sain is not an ordinary
man, but one well versed in the doctrines of the Quran and Hadith, makes his offense
doubly serious. Both the Quran and Hadith provide innumerable instructions and

incidents where love, amity and tranquility between spouses have been underpinned.

From Prophet Mohammad’s life itself, which is well documented in history,
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numerous examples of kindness and amicability towards a wife can be discerned.
Prophet is often quoted to have said to his followers that the best of you are those who
treat your wives with kindness. Instead of helping people learn about the contribution
of Islam and its Prophet in liberating the women of Jahilia from a cursed, inhuman life
into a life of dignity and familial and social rights, the Pir distorts and manipulates its
basic tenants to his own advantage as a man and a husband. In “Rape and Incest:
Islamic Perspective,” Mazhar complaints about the harmful teachings of charlatan’s
like Pir Sain,
An often misquoted and abused hadith that is used to tyrannize women
is that women cannot and should not say no to their husband when he
approaches them. Women are advised not to turn away from their
husbands except when they have their period or any other reasonable
excuse. So much so that she is to break her voluntary fast if her
husband approaches her. And if they do not angels will curse them.
However, this hadith is not quoted with the complimentary one that
advises men of the same consideration. In the same manner men are
advised that meeting the needs of their wives takes precedence over
voluntary worship.
A wife is exempted the duty of rendering sexual services while menstruating because
her body is considered impure during that time, and hence harmful for the husband,
but not out of any consideration for the wife herself. This type of insensitivity
towards women, coupled with circulation of popular hadith promising men hoories or
beautiful virgins in heaven as reward for their good deeds on earth, bespeak of men’s
selfishness and self-centered bloated sexual fantasies.

The fact that many people do not even know if there is a specific term for
marital rape in Bangla, Urdu or Hindi is indicative of the cultural silence surrounding
the issue in the Sub-Continent. People in this region are also misinformed about the
practice of dower or meher in Islam that a husband gives his wife before marriage.

Although it was originally intended as a practice to acknowledge the commitment a

woman makes in marriage, it is often assumed to be a payment made in order to gain
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unquestionable and permanent right for legally using a wife’s body. Illiterate people
who do not have first hand access to the language of the Quran and Hadith, or who
cannot even read these scriptures in any other translated languages, believe what the
mullahs or religious leaders tell them about their marital rights. Every Friday in
thousands of mosques these self-professed guardians of Islam, render khutas
brainwashing men into believing that women are created only to gratify men’s sexual
needs and to multiply their progeny. To the chagrin of the well informed few, they
pick out of context quotes from the Quran and stretch its symbols and metaphors to
serve their own carnal ends. From the following extract it becomes evident that even
educated women like Heer fall victim to the kind of gibberish that fake religious
leaders devise by dint of their society sponsored status. Heer acknowledges her own
shortcomings as she is unable to decline her husband’s degenerate sexual demands for
sleeping with other men because of her internalization of the implied power
relationship in marriage. She recalls,
That night I was turned out of the room and stood shivering in the
veranda. An hour passed. I did not know how to avoid the danger that
had loomed over me for two and a half years. The same old subject and
the same perverse demand to sleep with other men. At the beginning,
fearing that he might be testing me for signs of adultery, I had doubted
my husband’s intention and dared not agree. I dared not refuse
anymore. Both were risks. So many times I said to him, . Allah will
not forgive me, Sain.” But never was I able to say ‘no’. That never
came to mind. (156-7)
Though hesitantly, Heer relents to her husband’s command, and wonders what kind of
strange men she will have to entertain. To understand Heer’s jeopardized perplexity
oné has to keep in mind the kind of Godly stature a husband is given by the
patriarchal discourse that is instilled in women from childhood.

Like Heer, Durrani also finds herself at her husband’s sexual disposal because

of the prevalence of a discourse that tries to congeal male superiority under all
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circumstances. It is her husband who always initiates the possibility of having sex
with her; she merely reciprocates like most Pakistani wives who believe that only
shameless women make the first move in sex. Such conviction may be attributed to
the fact that the Quran often addresses men as its chief addressees while dealing with
matter associated with sex, women’s bodies and conduct in intimate relationships.
Though these Quranic texts presuppose male agency and female passivity with regard
to matters of sex, they by no means endorse customs supporting aggression. In fact,
in these verses access to female bodies is controlled by divine regulation. Aneela
Riaz-ud-Din is of the opinion that, “once a woman says no, all unwanted sexual
activity is aggression, irrespective of whether the perpetrator is the husband or a
stranger.” Kodir similarly argues that, according to some contemporary views of figh,
a woman has the right to reject her husband’s sexual advances, if she believes that he
is going to hurt her; sexual subordination of women is not total. There are
circumstances in which a wife can withdraw her consent, and establish her right to
physical safety. In the words of Kodir,
There is space where women according to religion (classical figh
thinking) do have the right to reject invitation of intimacy from their
husbands. Meaning, a wife’s total obedience to her husband, is not
valid. Hadith that emphasizes that a wife must be totally obedient to
her husband, must be criticized and their meanings revised.
Kodir, however, regrets the narrow interpretations of religious texts that have often
been used to justify a wife’s complete docility with regards to sex despite the fact that
Islam does not condone it. He points at the crudity of the fact that if a wife wants to
obtain the right to basic necessities she must at all times be prepared to be enjoyed by
her husband. Moreover, he resents the belief that if a wife is not physically available

because she is too young, or imprisoned for long term, or if she rejects her husband’s

invitation for sexual relations, the husband is no longer obliged to support his wife.
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Such notions that convert marriage into a means of survival for woman in exchange
for sex have no basis in the Quran, but are the reflection of male desire to be the locus
of power.

Like Kodir, Devaraj also points out that in Islam, if jima or sexual intercourse
is a religious duty for the wife, then it is also mandatory for the husband to perform
Jjima with adab or courtesy. In fact, the importance of foreplay before intercourse is
mentioned in the Quran. Surah 2, verse 223, says, “do some good act for your souls
before.” Prophet Mohammad is said to have interpreted this verse as God’s command
to sufficiently arouse one’s wife with kisses and caresses before penetration, but the
husbands we encounter in Durrani’s writings act like beasts when it comes to
demanding their sexual rights from their wives. Because of their carelessly lecherous
sexual aggression, they not only violate their wives’ bodies, and injure their souls, but
also destroy their trust in the institution of marriage. Their wives are thrust into
isolation, and they suffer because of falling victim in the hands of their own
husbands’ uncontrollable libidinal urges. Despite sharing their lives and children with
their husbands, they cannot turn to them for comfort or protection; rather, their
husbands’ company and home, both become unsafe for them.

Because of her personal experience as a wife imprisoned and estranged in her
own marital home, Durrani is compassionate towards wives in similar situation. In
her fiction Blasphemy, Heer’s story is based on the real life of a Pakistani wife like
Durrani who is trapped in her marriage and has no rights to control her sexual rights.
Sexual acts are accomplished against Heer’s will, sometimes by physical force and
sometimes by threats. She lives in such a climate of constant fear and violence that
she performs many degrading acts to hold onto her position as the Pir’s wife. For

instance, she is decked in flimsy Western style clothes imported from the city, and has
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to parade in front of her husband and her maid, who is dressed in equally skimpy
oddly fitting clothes. Her humiliation at this fanciful desire of her husband gets
expressed in these words drenched in irony:
I had lost my shape. My tummy bulged out of a tight red skin that
ended far above my knees. My bosom plunged out of sheer black
blouse and wobbled like my knees as I paraded up and down the room
for him. Subjugation was complete. The five times I bowed before
Allah was a mere ritual. Why I faced the Qibla, I did not know, I
should have turned towards my husband instead. (138-9)
Heer realizes the profanity of her acts, but is afraid to protest. Besides dressing her
and her maid in provocative clothes, her husband makes blue films of their
orchestrated bodies, and yet she acts like a puppet in his hands. Heer is further
exposed to hard core pornography through ex-rated videos that she is forced to watch
with the orphan girls her husband violates in her presence. She feels utterly ashamed
and helpless in front of the nudity on the screen, but dare not express her contempt
under her husband’s greedy, ogling gaze. She expresses her bewildered experience in
these words: “Our purdah had broken . . . That four women from this prison watched
naked men all night and fell on their prayer mats at dawn did not confuse my husband
at all (146). It is evident from Heer’s astonishment at Pir Sain’s sexual carnival that
purdah is nothing more than a hoax for him. In the real sense of the term, purdah is
not just a piece of garment to cover a woman in order to make sure that né man can
have a glimpse of her body. Purdah mainly connotes haya, that is shame and
decency, both of which are primarily demonstrated by disciplining one’s gaze. In this
sense purdah is recommended in the Quran not just for women but for men too. Pir
Sain reinforces purdah only for the women in his family, and that also to make sure
that no unwanted outsider sees them, but in personal life he does not bother to

inculcate its essence. He is least concerned about the incongruity and immorality of

mixing debauchery and devoutness not only in his own life, but in the lives of the
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women he abuses as well. Pir Sain’s sins however, are absolved in his eyes only
because of the special power dynamics that he enjoys in the patriarchal lineage of
Pirs.

Indeed, the Quran stresses individual accountability and reward without any
reference to gender, yet because of the man engineered matrix of power, husbands
like Pir Sain rape their wives on a regular basis without paying any heed to the long
lasting physical and psychological injuries it inflicts upon them. Trapped in the
marriage cage like a helpless creature, Heer reflects upon her pitiable situation thus:
“creating as well as sustaining his interest drove me from one catastrophe to another”
(138). Yet, her husband’s heart never stirs for her the way it stirs for Yathimri, her
adolescent maid. It is lack of love in conjugal life that ails her most as she is unable
to simultaneously love her husband and be subservient like a slave. Heer relays the
impact of a loveless life on her body thus, |

He had spent me without replenishing anything. My eyes had become

like stagnant swamps sunk in on themselves. My mouth had lost its

words. My body felt senseless. It seemed like debris had collected in

a dirt dump. The flesh would soon shift from my bones, then the skin

would shift from the flesh, and yet the master required eternal youth.

In the mirror, youth was speeding away. (148)
Heer’s husband however, completely ignores her physical deterioration, and often
taunts her for having aged when her sexual performance slackens because of fear of
God. Moreover, he tries to make her see herself as an inert object rather than a person
in her own right. His attempts to debase her by training her to accept a demeaning
self-view makes Heer observe, “The option that my husband had forced upon me soon
became a noose around my neck. He abhorred my weak character and took to calling
me a bad-blooded whore. A black mark on my father’s name” (160). Heer’s husband

also tries to kill her real identity and give her the persona of a prostitute when he

renames her as ‘Piyari’ and instructs her to pleasure his friends. She has to master the



207

art of seducing strangers though her soul squirms at some of the vulgar moves she is
instructed to make. She tells herself that nothing has happened, yet like Lady
Macbeth she hallucinates and laments her deeds. When Heer cries, “Hero number
one’s odour mixed with the heavy smells of other men and sank deep into the marrow
of my bones as I fell in and out of unknown arms only to please the master,” her
sufferings belie the widespread notion that marital rape, is an oxymoron (160). In
fact, it proves that a woman raped by her husband can suffer prolonged trauma and
alienation just because of the violated bond of love and loyalty that is expected from a
husband.

Though Heer is emotionally shattered, she does not openly resist her abuser.
She is aware that: “The deeper I plunged into my husband’s hell, the greater were my
chances of survival” (127). Therefore, she overdoses on toxins night after night and
tries to block out reality, but that makes her head spin and the rest of her body toss
and turn in pain without respite. Her mental torture is even greater than her physical
ailment once she regains conscience from her drunken stupor and realizes what a deep
plunge she has taken into abyss in order to satisfy her husband’s lust. In her words,
“Every night my soul descended into hell, every morning it rose with Chote Sain’s
voice chanting a message from the Quran” (136). Her automaton-like reaction to
éonstant shock in the hands of her husband confirms the findings in the article titled,

“Marital Rape,” in Hidden Hurt: Domestic Abuse Information which explains,

‘What has to be remembered is that when you are living with your
abuser, you are often very finely tuned to him, employing numerous
coping mechanisms to limit the damage to yourself: you may realise
either consciously or subconsciously that if you struggle, he is likely to
get violent or take his anger out on you in other ways.

As the above excerpt highlights, Heer gradually becomes accustomed to her

husband’s sexual mania, and begins to cooperate. Because she was physically beaten
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and verbally abused in the past for not surrendering to her husband’s sexual advances,
as she grows older, Heer tries to minimize the harm to her self by resisting as little as
possible. Her easy submission to sexual aggression however, does not mitigate her
husband’s criminality.

Heer’s docile reconciliation with fate makes her life somewhat bearable, but it
makes it doubly hard in the future to prove her innocence. When Ranjha, her love
from before marriage recognizes her at the Jaigirdar’s residence despite her disguise
as Piyari, she is scared and confused: “Corruption was proven. But how was I to ever
explain the vulgarity when there was no evident sign of fear or coercion?” (167)
Heer’s perplexity is shared by many wives who fear to complain about marital rape
just because they cannot easily provide proof. This is an issue that Riaz-ud-Din
comments on in his article thus,

Sometimes there is no real proof of the rape because force is not
always used. Women can also be forced by verbal coersion, the use of
menacing verbal pressure or misuse of authority. With no bruises or
proof of violence, rapes are difficult to prove.
After Pir Sain’s death, because of lack of solid proof Heer has great difficulty in
convincing even her son of the brutality inflicted upon her by his father for years
- together. Her husband was missing from the video tapes he made of her and the maid
servants, and there was no permanent damage of limbs to bring serious charges
against the man who had violated her in her own bedroom and within the four walls of
private chambers.

Durrani’s own fate is as cursed as her character Heer’s since she also has a
viciously insensitive husband who gradually crushes her sensuality and tries to turn
her into a mute sex slave, but whose criminality becomes difficult to prove. Like

Heer, she dreads the consequences of refusing his orders and gives in without much

protestation. Once however, after overhearing her husband’s telephone conversation
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with her sister and confirming their affair, she decides to call her mother to complain.
This provokes her husband to ferociously hit her with his double-barreled gun. He
wants her to call her mother and tell her that whatever she has learnt about his affair is
false. When Durrani refuses to lie, more physical battery, along with sexual abuse
ensues. Durrani expresses the ordeals of a helpless wife’s sexual molestation thus:
He started hitting me again. “Stand up you bitch”. I barely managed
to. “Take off your clothes. Every stich. Take them off”. Itrembled.
He turned my arm around like a screw driver. He sat there watching as
1 took off my clothes. 1 was now stark naked. Standing there, bleeding
in the center of the living room. . . . He looked me up and down. He
was invading my mind by exposing my body. (75)
Converted into a “private spectacle,” on display for her crazy husband’s sexual
perversity, Durrani feels extremely humiliated, melancholic and desperate. The
knowledge that as she is getting sexually violated by her husband, her children and
the maid are standing right outside the door, also crushes Durrani’s sense of privacy
and self-respect. Khar, however, picks up the phone himself to call his mother-in-
law, and declares that Durrani has lost her mind. Raising echoes of Foucauldian
discussions on the discourse of madness in Madness and Civilization, he develops his
own category of insanity, and declares Durrani to be insane. Again, like the moral
hypocrisy of exponents of modern psychiatry that Foucauld takes issue with, he not
only labels her mad, he also keeps her expelled from the ‘normal’ world, and uses the
excuse of caring for her as an opportunity for control. The discourse of madness gets
such a grip over Durrani, that like King Lear whom Foucault uses as an example to
delineate the impact of discursive labeling, she feels trapped within her own delirious
discourse and within the structures designed to confine her. Durrani’s perplexity at

her own easy surrender at the hands of her husband’s authority is well expressed when

she says: “I must fear and obey without any real reason” (76).
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Despite the fact that Durrani shares her most intimate secrets and fears with
her husband, and would like to believe that he will not intentionally hurt her, she is
repeatedly betrayed by him. “Marital Rape” aptly reflects upon the effects of spousal
rape, and helps understand the complex catastrophe housewives like Durrani have to
face. According to this article,

Marital rape is so destructive because it betrays the fundamental basis

of the marital relationship, because it questions every understanding

you have not only of your partner and the marriage, but of yourself.

You end up feeling betrayed, humiliated and, above all, very confused.
Durrani feels much like a wife described above, embittered towards her husband, but
angry with herself as well for not being able to resist his approaches. The fear of
being blamed or considered a liar grips her too, adding to her confusion, self-pity and
perils.

Most wives as depicted by Durrani and Hossain react to marital rape either by
completely giving in to the situation, or by trying to escape it. Very few however, try

to deal with it in their own terms while still living with their husbands. Shukhtara is

one such wife in Hossain’s fiction, The Drowsy God, who avenges her husband by

willingly turning into a prostitute herself once her husband forces her to sleep with a
stranger. Shukhtara entrusts her life with her husband, but during the time of a crisis
in life he hands her over to a stranger in exchange for money and puts her in a
situation where she is physically assaulted. Though Hossain does not concentrate on
the gory details of Shukhtara’s rape in the hands of the slum leader, she gives a clear
picture of the psychological and physical effects of her sexual exploitation by her
husband Monir. Monir thinks that once they return to their village, he will be able to
wash off all filth from his wife’s body with scented soaps, and cuddle up with her
again, but after returning home with a considerable amount of money from the body

business her husband thrusts her into, sleep dodges Shukhtara. No amount of
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scrubbing rids her of a sense of dirtiness and impurity that penetrates her body and
soul. Dark patches appear under her eyes as she tosses and turns in bed next to her
soundly sleeping husband. The narrator regrets that not even a thousand fond kisses
from this man can wipe off the shadow of gloom surrounding her eyes. Though
Shukhtara tries her best to separate her body from her soul, she carries around the
heavy load of a resentful secret that she cannot share with anyone in the world. As
the worst consequence of her situation, she starts visualizing herself as a prostitute,
selling her body to whoever can pay. One act of sexual violation triggered by her
husband opens the floodgates of moral reservations in Shukhtara. With a vengeance
on her husband and the society that wronged her, she adopts prostitution as a means of
income for her family. Shukhtara’s frustrating situation is in a way better than Heer’s
or Durrani’s for her husband does not rape her himself on a regular basis, and is
basically in love with her. This is however, not to suggest that indirect rape or rape
that is underplayed and non-violent is not harmful for wives. All cases of marital rape
should be considered serious crimes and should not be allowed to go unnoticed. As
Louise McOrmond Plummer points out regretfully in “Aphrodite Wounded,”
Rape by somebody you have been sexually intimate with is often not
seen as “real” rape. Society takes the dangerously limited view that
“real” rape happens in alleyways or parks, the rapist is a lunatic
stranger and the victim must be a virgin of impeccable reputation.
Such attitudes are based on the premise that having given initial
consent a woman is not free to withdraw it. This makes wives and
girlfriends unrapeable and also permits sexual violence against them to
continue.
According to Plummer, the concept of spousal rape should be publicized more, and the
taboo around it should be broken; however, the preset attitude in many Sub-Continental
minds holding that the relationship between a man and his wife is a private issue, is

also responsible for underestimating the serious negative impact of marital rape on a

wife’s mind and body. Curently in many countries, Family or Personal law rather than
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criminal law addresses the issue, thereby giving the impression that marital rape is not a
matter of general public concern. For instance, in Malaysia, the Women, Family and
Community Development Minister of Malaysia, Datuk Seri Shahrizat Abdul Jalil
regards marital rape as a matter of private redress. Prema Devaraj quotes the minister
as saying, “marital rape is a family issue and as Muslims we have to look at the matter
this way”. The Minister refuses to deal with marital rape according to western
prescriptions, but makes no qualms about the fact that despite having a separate
Domestic Violence Act that covers marital rape, Malaysian legislation fails to
prosecute its criminals. In fact, under Malaysian Penal Code section 375, the man is
protected from being charged with raping his wife due to an exemption clause. Devaraj
explains this dichotomy in law:
One might argue that marital rape could come under the purview of the
Domestic Violence Act (DVA) 1994 which also includes in the
definitions of domestic violence: “compelling the victim by force or
threat to engage in any conduct or act, sexual or otherwise, from which
the victim has a right to abstain”. The problem with the DV A is that in
order to prosecute a person, it has to be a crime under one of the
provisions of the Penal Code. Because marital rape is not recognized
in the Penal code, forced sexual relations with a husband becomes an
act from which a wife has no right to abstain.
It is evident that even though under pressure from the feminist groups the Malaysian
government has incorporated rape in its Domestic Violence Act, very tactfully it has
avoided any provision for marital rape in its Penal Code, thereby letting Muslim
Personal Laws deal with it in ways it deems appropriate. Devaraj however, insists
that violence within the family cannot be dealt as a private matter to be left under
inadequate and antiquated Personal Laws. She demands altered and specific laws that

recognize that when a wife is assaulted within the privacy of her bedroom, and the

perpetrator is her husband, it is no less a crime than stranger rape.



