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ABSTRACT 

Using the qualitative textual analysis approach, this study seeks to explicate that in novel Fasana   

Mubtala, Nazir Ahmed criticized the system of polygamy and its results specifically focusing at how a 

man invited a number of problems by the second marriage. He not only destroys his home but also 

becomes restless. He also eludes those circumstances in which Islam permitted four marriages were 

different and such practice cannot be adopted as a hobby; he also explained that with the second 

marriage not only women suffer but men also undergo immense problems. He ended his novel with the 

death of the hero because of problems emanating from the second marriage. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Fasana-i-Mubtala (The story of Mubtala, 1885) looks like an exciting novel because of the way the 

author has represented relationship between a homosexual man, a courtesan, and a domestic wife. 

Instead, he falls back into playing out the tropes of the effete Ashrafia man, the indolent, unskilled, ill-

tempered Ashrafia woman, and the cunning courtesan (Hina,2017). The name “Mubtala”, if roughly 

translated, means ‘The Afflicted’ as the habits of different characters shown in novel. The protagonist 

Fasana-i-Mubtalahas two wives and this matrimony brings him nothing but only misery and unrest. 

Nazir Ahmed’s novel is an answer to both the Hindus and the British’s propaganda against the practice 

of polygamy in Muslims. The author has assumed a defensive position and asserts this propaganda as 

baseless and malicious. In fact, on the front page of the novel, he writes: “There is only one heart in the 

human chest .  It  cannot be devoted to two people” (Nazir,  1885) .In 19th century colonial 

India polygamy was identified as a specific feature of Muslim society. Like Nazir Ahmed’s other social 

novels, the “Fasana-i-Mubtala(the story of Mubtala,1885) highlights the evils deriving from 

polygamy” (Pietrangelo, 2004). 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Patriarchy refers a social system of relationship and behavior that structure gender inequality between 

male and female. Patriarchal norms contribute to gender inequality in all walks of life. It being even 

before the birth of child when society prioritize male over female by desiring and a male child because 

he would be the inheritor of the family. In this way male have more access and control to familial, 

communal, commercial and state resources (Walby, 1989). In south Asia, patriarchal family system is 

forceful due to traditional and cultural practices. While encouraging male dominance, the submission 

of women is also ensured therefore, patriarchy reflects a system of relationship, family values, gender 

inequality between men and women. The term feminine and masculine refers gender as privilege and 

under- privilege. 
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Polygamy as a patriarchal Practice in Muslim Families 

When colonial missionary records were perused, it was revealed that polygamy was identified as a 

feature and practice, specifically found in Muslims. Polygamy is allowed and encouraged in Islam under 

certain circumstances and conditions; justice and equality among the wives is to be ensured in 

polygamous relationships in Islam. For Sayyid Ahmad, recourse to polygyny was ‘justified’ only by 

‘real necessity’” (Alam, 2011). In Muslim Patriarchal traditional families, divorce is considered a taboo 

that is why the first wife usually allows her husband for a second marriage instead of opting for divorce: 

women accept polygamy as their survival in family (Farooq&Iram,2021). For them, polygynous 

marriages are a more viable option than being divorced or being a widow. Besides this, women were 

taught to compromise that their position is better than that of co-wives who live in worse condition. 

Asiya Alam in her article polygyny, Family and Sharafat: Discourse amongst North Indian 

Muslim, circa 1870-1918 analyzed few literary and theological discourses on polygyny within the 

ashrafiya of Delhi. Her focus was to contextualize the early 20th century Urdu literature. In her opinion, 

Muslims associate polygyny as a demarcation between their identity and the identities of non-Muslims 

(Alam, 2011). Such were the prevailing norms in the 19th century colonial India that the act of polygyny 

was indistinguishably connected to the identity of Muslims. Even British officers, colonial officers, who 

believed in Christian Evangelism, associated polygyny as a particularity of Islam. William Muir was 

one such example. He was the secretary to the government of the North-West provinces, andin 1861, 

his four-volume text Life of Mahomet and History of Islam to the Era of the Hegira was published 

where Muir wrote about how divorce, slavery and polygyny were ‘radical evils’ prevalent in Islamic 

beliefs. (Alam, 2011) 

To strengthen the agenda of Patriarchal family system, the work of Ashraf Ali Thanvi has a 

great appeal. Barbara views that Ashraf Ali lays confidence in his text, Bihisti Zevar, where he appeals 

for equal behavior to male and females. Traditional verification shows, Metcalf trust, Ashraf Ali admire 

the selective knowledge of attitudes regarding male and females (Shehabuddin, 2008). Heavenly 

Ornaments is examined the handbook, for the guidance of females. In this book he did add the 

methods for female's domestic learning (Ansari, 2010). Ashraf Ali Thanvai was considering: leastwise, 

it was compulsory for every female to be able study’s books, and should be learn way of writing (Kausar 

1978). 

Deputy Nazir Ahmad (1836-1912) is the 19th century Urdu novelist. With the help of the 

character sketches of his Urdu novels, Nazir Ahmed reflects the good and bad values of social norms 

within family and community, and how as an individual these social norms spoil or improve the 

personality of the member of family. His novels based on the religious educational reforms for the 

Muslim families. The focus of his writings was to sustain the patriarchal family norms and marginalize 

the role of women in family. Women characters of his novels replicate patriarchal norms and values for 

successful married life. In the period of British rule, discussion on the females privileges was associated 

the state and Movement issues, competition emergence on Religious, Traditions, and Modernity (Mian, 

2015).  

Male characters symbolized as perfect human being, if someone is out of place in his novel, he 

tried to create such male characters that as advisors accommodate the weakness of such characters. The 

characters of Mir Muttaqi in Fasana Mubtila, Hujjatul Islam in Ibn ul Waqt, Nasooh in Tubatun Nasooh 

emerged to direct the right path as religion for the main characters of the novel (Hina, 2017). 

 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  

When considering the significance of patriarchy in comprehending masculinities, it is most useful to 

utilize it as a historical reference point, especially when considering the twentieth century. It is possible 

that in this century, female power relations were more pronounced in the following dichotomy: Males 

are more powerful and females are considered inferior (Haywood and MacGhail, 2003).Patriarchy 

places power in the hands of men, who rule over women in all aspects of society (Whitehead, 

2002).Within the ‘masculinity is power' matrix, it fails to incorporate elements of race, class, ethnicity, 

and sexuality, which can be rather restrictive (Wright, 2005).The primary flaw of patriarchy is that it 

fails to account for the fact that not all men are dominant over women, and that not all women are 

dominant over men, especially those adopting hegemonic masculinity personae (Connell, 1995).It is far 

from a redundant phrase, but its application in analysis should be tempered by the recognition that 

patriarchy fails to convey all of the complexity of masculinities (Whitehead 2002).The function of 
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hegemonic masculinity, then, is critical to a more comprehensive understanding of masculinities. The 

phrase alludes to the masculinity that is thought to be respectable, acceptable, and preferred 

(Donaldson,1993).It alludes to a white, middle-class, heterosexual, homophobic, and competitive 

maleness (Kimmel et al, 2005), as well as the dominance of women (Bird, 1996).The first is that the 

socio-cultural milieu that voices maleness is dominated by male power outside of white privilege in 

other time/space arenas such as the sub-continent; Second, it assumes capitalism's socioeconomic 

standing, which results in a stratified class system with the middle classes as the most powerful layer. 

Finally, there is the assumption that heterosexuality is the only sexuality with power, which is 

manifested as homophobia, negating the power of males who are not heterosexual. ‘Heterosexuality 

and homophobia constitute the cornerstone of hegemonic masculinity,' according to Donaldson 

(Donaldson, 1993), but despite any restrictions these beliefs may have in current culture, hegemony 

reflects and suits the Victorian era's values. Finally, a variety of indices, encompassing the sectors of 

social, cultural, and economic life, demonstrate men's dominance over women.  

Al-Krenawi has found that polygamous marital practices are often found in different family 

structures associating with stress, disequilibrium and tension among the parties. Women considerably 

have less bargaining power when it comes to polygamy and they prefer it over divorce. As Agarwal has 

also concluded that women having weak fallback position in patriarchal societies have to compromise 

in bargaining gender relations. Kramer also argues  that  in  patriarchal  societies  women  are  relatively  

less  powerful  and they  remain relatively  less  affective  in  the  process  of  formal  and  informal  

constructions  of  gendered patterns in institutions such as family and marriage. Therefore, they resort 

to symbolic violence that uses derogatory language, verbal cues, short communication and abusive 

language for catharsis, to escape the adverse effects of the constricting structure of patriarchy and for 

the invocation of shame (Sohail & Usman, 2021). 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The study is grounded in the interpretive research design and employs qualitative research 

methodology. Textual analysis of the novel Fasana-i-Mubtala: The story of Mubtala, written by Deputy 

Nazir Ahmed in 1885 is conducted using Connel’s Hegemonic Masculinities, Agarwal’s Bargaining in 

Gender Relations Framework and Sohail’s Family Social Capital against the backdrop of the patriarchal 

context of the sub-continent to analyze male’s perspective regarding polygamous marriage in particular 

and maneuvering gender relations in general. 

Practices of polygamy in Muslim Ashrafia Socio-cultural analysis of Fasan-e-Mubtala 

Deputy Nazir Ahmed depicts Mubtala’s personality as an amalgamation of good and bad traits.He is 

not only intelligent and good-looking but also has the qualities of sophistication, with a soft nature and 

a well-mannered well-behaved persona. When he was young, as a poet, he was popular among the 

people. His pseudonym ‘Mubtala’ became so famous that the friends soon forgot his real name. 

Boudoir Training and extra care of Mubtala as male child 

Being male and only child of the family he was apple of his family’s eye. His domestic environment 

and inconsistency in education had a profound impact on his grooming; this caused a personality 

weakness which eventually led to his ruin. The boudoir training and excessive love and care from his 

family spoilt him: he not only became rude and stubborn, but also a selfish, homesick coward with 

effeminate qualities. His environment greatly contributed to a lack of self-confidence and a scarcity of 

manly traits like bravery and courage in him. His character is an embodiment of the negative approach 

of the Indian Ashrafia family – not being interested in constructive activities but following a hedonistic 

approach and taking pride in masculinity.  

Domestic Responsibil it ies  

The patriarchal family system in 19th century Colonial India was as strong as it was in ancient and 

medieval India. The decision about the future of children always relied on the order of father. To restrain 

Mubtala from philandering activities, his father decides to get him engaged in a small town to his niece. 

Mubtala is uncertain about what the future might hold and looks forward to some joyous festivities with 

his friends. Despite being engaged, he does not find himself attracted to his fiancé who is a simple 

village girl because he has sophisticated tastes, and the village girl lacks the fashion style and sense of 

the city. The novel also shows Mubtala having some other interests such that the admiration he gets 

from his male friends fills his heart with immense pride and joy. Through this, the author asserts the 

prevalence of homosexuality in Delhi at that time. Other writers and authors have subtly hinted about 
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homosexual nuances in their works, but Nazir Ahmed realistically puts it in the limelight as a sign of 

sensuousness and decadence. However, despite portraying it through his use of realism, he does not 

dwell on the sexual aspect.   

Mubtala’s degeneration starts as soon as his sisters get married. After the death of his parents 

his selfish friends surrounded him and he spend his father money lavishly on them. When his paternal 

uncle returns from Haj, he finds Mubtala in a state of despair. Mir Muttaqi, his uncle has been 

portrayed by the author as not being a well-drawn person, but he tries to warn his nephew to stay 

away from bad influence and wean off his ill habits. Mubtala mends his ways, but as soon as his uncle 

leaves, he goes back on the old habits and falls in love with a courtesan, thereby marrying and 

bringing her home to his first wife.  

Mubtala’s relations with his first wife  

In those times, it was customary to restrict the elite women to lady rooms of the house. They had to 

manage the internal domestic affairs and had no connection with the external activities of their 

husbands. Ghairat Begum tolerated everything quietly, as was the practice and custom of that time. 

The women of Muslim Ashrafia endured typical troubles in their in-laws house after marriage. 

In novel the character sketch of Ghairat Begum reflects the attitude where men were shown having no 

interest at home and they search pleasures in the kothas of courtesans. Ghairat Begum’s introduced in 

novel by Nazir Ahmed that she had flawless features, yet her face depicted ignorance; her body had no 

sophistication and delicacy. Her lack of antiquates and awkwardness, along with Mubtala’s divagation 

were responsible for destroying her home. Initially, Mubtala was least interested, but things continued 

because of his wife’s parents. After their death, she did not make any effort to strengthen her relationship 

with her husband. There was no charm left that could lure Mubtala to her. At last, mubtala took interest 

in Haryali Begum, a courtesan, and the incompetence became more prominent.  

After the arrival of Haryali Begum, she becomes very active and tried to attract Mubtala with 

different domestic tactics.The change in her attitude reflects the traits of womanliness and human 

nature. The discontent and jealousy of the Gherat Begum continued despite living separate from Hryali. 

She took her children as her strength which cannot owned by Hiryali. She went to shock and deep grief 

over the news of Heryali’s pregnancy and said to her confide mama: “Alas, how come I see her kids 

playing and which ear with I hear them calling her mother” (Hina, 2017). 

The reactions and jealousy of Ghariat Beghum on the second marriage was natural, she was a 

domestic woman with no expertise to attract his husband, and to share his husband with other woman 

was uphill task for her. She was very sensitive and faithful with her husband, after the death of Mubtala 

she mourned his death and cried her heart out. 

Relations with second wife 

The character of Haryali in novel represented the courtesans of Lucknow, their places were considered 

as civilized institutions where Ashrafia used to learn manners. She was aware of the nature of men, 

etiquettes of gathering, and manners of conversations and talked according the mood and liking of the 

man to win his heart. The beauty of the Mubtala attract her, she recognized the miseries of his domestic 

life and used to greet him as in way as her worshipper.  She was not a good singer and dancer, even she 

was not stunning, but had the expertise of cheerful talk and darling acts which make Mubtala as her 

ardent admirer. After the arrival of Mir Mutaqqi (his paternal cousin) he stopped his meeting with 

Haryali. It was impossible for him to forget the Haryali. As her cousin departed, he went again to meet 

Haryali, he promised to bring her in Nikkah. 

After marriage with Mubtala, she had to face the rivalry of Ghariat Begum. She tolerated the 

sarcastic remarks and abusive language of Ghairat Begum. She remained soft with her co-wife and won 

the heart of her children, that they started to adore her more than their own mother. Although she proved 

a good wife in the good days of Mubtala, but as situation changed, he fell ill and got in troubles of 

economic crises, she stated to get back from the commitment of marriage and faithfulness with her 

husband. She made it clear to Mubtla: “Now your expenses have increased so much, so go and arrange 

all these expenses. I am not here to put myself in trouble by spending on others.” She did not prove to 

be loyal to her husband in the times of crisis. Due to his crisis and arguments, she was ready to leave 

the house and said angrily: “If I will leave, I will made so hapless and pity and my departure is not that 

simple...now you will see...you are of no value, but call your supporters see if they can stop me from 

leaving” (Hina, 2017). 
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DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS 

The findings of research work are as under: 

Representation of Social evils  

In 19th century colonial India Muslim families represented as the socio-cultural symbol of Muslim 

identity of the Ajlaf and Ashraf. The agenda of 19th century Urdu prose writers was to recreate and 

sustain the Muslim family identity to compete the modern reforms introduced by British. Deputy Nazir 

Ahmad was also among them, and as social reformers he pinpointed the social evils among the Muslim 

Family. His novel Fasana-e-Mubtala reflected the social evils of polygamy as melancholy both for men 

and women.  He also reflected the negative aspects of male-child training in Muslim Ashrafia families, 

extra care, love and independence spoiled personalities and hey indulged in social evils. The character 

of Mubtala is representation of such patriarchal model of Muslim Ashrafia families.  The detail of social 

evils represented in his personality as follow: 

Narcissism’in his personality 

He found to be self-praised and his wife failed to achieved the status of his ideal girls who needs to be 

modern, bold, charming with perfect figure to match with his beauty. He was himself a gorgeous, 

graceful, self-critic and self-opined. 

Nazir Ahmed make this character as gorgeous, handsome and self-critic who was absorbed by 

his own beauty.  This characteristic of Nazir Ahmed can be defined as what we call in psychological 

terms ‘Narcissism’, which can be described as follows: 

On the day of his marriage, he kept looking and praising himself in the mirror rather praising 

and showering love over his wife. He was overwhelmed by his own beauty in such a way that while 

walking he doesn’t look around rather he used to look at his own shadow to see himself (Nazir, 1885). 

The plight of the homosexual man 

“Mubtala typifies the degenerate aesthete who retains the outward grace of his forefathers but lacks in 

character and has not found his place in the new order of things. The author is particularly vicious in 

delineating him as a degenerate and a “pervert”, alluding perhaps to his latent homosexuality.  Mubtala 

is good looking and vain, gentle and mild, an aesthete who loves poetry and likes to surround himself 

with beauty. In his youth, he was acknowledged as a good poet in Persian when he took the pen name 

‘Mubtila’ which became so popular that people forgot his real name. He is a bit lost, a weak character 

given to vanity and to indulging in sensuous pleasures instead of thinking of his future, a reflection of 

Muslim Ashrafia of north India at the time” (Hina, 2017). 

Mubtala was a self-absorbed personality despite being the apple of his homosexual friend’s 

eyes. Homosexuality was common in Delhi before the revolution of 1856, and this has been mentioned 

in several different publications as well. Nazir Ahmad did not ponder upon homosexuality much, but 

he did bring this out in the case of Mubtala, who after his sister’s marriage and after the death of parents, 

he was not serious to take responsibilities of family. He was more spoil due to the company of his selfish 

friends and was spending money on them generously. He often use to say that. “The world is full of 

joys, it become joyless with exclusion of the feelings and flavors of beauty...every beauty lover in city 

never be able to pay no heed to my glimpse of beauty” (Ahmad,1885).  

At the end of the novel, the irony is that both wives treat him in an ill manner. In Mubtala’s last 

days, Ghairat Begum is cruel towards him. She does not tend to him on his deathbed, but once he dies, 

she becomes a devoted wife and laments the death as a huge loss. Meanwhile Haryali Begum has been 

shown as an opportunist who flees away with all of the precious possessions of Mubtala. 

 

CONCLUSION  

In 19th century colonial India, Muslim family system distinguishes as patriarchal norms. The thematic 

analysis of the article suggests clearly the importance of marriage and family institution is inevitable in 

Muslim society. The beauty of women was expected as a vital characteristic of women to please his 

husband. In addition to beauty, the woman's traits as managing home, giving love and care to husband 

and children and supporting husband during difficult times are essential for successful marriage. All the 

expectations of males are supporting the hegemonic masculinity traits of males except being 

homosexual of Mubtala. Character of Mubtala is not fixed in the hegemonic masculinity; rather, it 

showed fluidity on the spectrum of masculinity framework of Connell. Mubtala reflected hegemonic 

masculinity by exerting control, pressure and authority with her first wife and being the decision maker 

to get married with a courtesan without bothering the societal norms. On the contrary, subordinate 
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masculinity was reflected being homosexual. He faced issues of acceptance and in times of income and 

health crisis remained dependent on her wives. The wives were the true depiction of hegemonic 

femininity as they didn’t challenge male power and maintain their subordination. This is pseudo-

subordination as they use symbolic violence such as not taking care of husbands in the need of crisis, 

not cooking good food for him etc. to condemn the acts of Mubtala. Considering the findings of the 

study, it can be stated that family networks and marital relations are neither gender neutral, violence 

free nor power balanced. The exchange is determined by the position of actors in the family networks. 

The position determining factors of the actors in the network may include; gender of the actors, income, 

age, acceptance of network members. The current study also identified that the physical attractiveness 

of the members is also vital in determining the position of the actor in the network.   
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