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ABSTRACT

In this thesis, parriarchal domination and women's resistance in contemporary
Ligypt are examined from three converging perspectives: historical, sociological and
hiterary - Emphasisas placed on social and psychological conditioning, which ams at
rendering women submissive, as well as on women's internal struggle with their wlienation
and the it attempts to subvert the authonty of their oppressors. In Chapter One a mdest
pegtrat ot polineal and social change in twentieth-century Egypt is sketched A
comparativ e chronology 1s put torward in which political events are juxtaposed with the
achievements and tatlures ot organized women's movements and with the publication of
well known novels  Chapter Two addresses some central questions concerning the
praducnon of the conceptot a ferminne natwre, 1ts maintenance and 1ts eftects i patriarchal
societies i generdd and in gyptn parnculiar. Fanally, Chapter Three 1s a textual analysis
ol three novels by the Egyptian feninist. writer and psychiatrist, Nawil al-Sadawt Al-
Satdawi's works have been selected because they present the progressive movement of
three women from relative submaission to total subversion, and also because her tiction and
the reacnions of some eritics to 1t manifest salient aspects of the often subtle oppression of

Woinen



RESUME

Dans cette thése, 1a domination patriarcale en Ii,gypte contemporaine et la resistance
que lui opposent les femmes sont étudides selon trots perspectives conver gentes
historique, sociologique et littérare. L'accent a été mus sur le condiionnement
psychologique et social qui vise & rendre les fermmes soumises, amst que sur la lutte
intérieure de ces dermeres contre l'aliénation, lutte qui vajoute aus tentatives de
subversion de l'autorité masculine. Le premuer chapitre donne un bret apergu des
changements sociaux et politques qui ont affecté I'Eg pie au vingieme sicele 11 sagil
donc d'un exposé chronologique dans lequel les évenements pohitigues sont JUALIPOSES
aux gains ou aux dchees des organtsations de femmes, de méme yu'a fa publication de
romans bien connus. Le second chapitre analyse La production du concept de nani ¢
Séminine, ses conséquences et la tagon dont 1l est mamtenu dans les societes patrarcales en
général eten Egypte en paruculier  Enfin, le rotsieme chapitre consiste enune analyse
hittérawe de trors romans de I'écnvaine, psychiatre et féministe cgvpticnne Nawdl il

Sa‘diwl. Les oeuvres de al-Sa'diawi ont été chorsies parce qu'elles montrent le

changement progressif de trors femmes qui évoluent d'un état de sounussion relave g
celui de subversion totale; de plus, les romans de al-Sa'dawi et les reactions qu il
suscitent chez certains critiques en disent long sur lanature  souvent subnle  de

I'oppression des femmes.
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Preface

When commenting on the attraction of the Thousand and One Nights, Borges once
sard that "one knows that entering that book one can forget one’s own poor human fate."!
Indeed the tales present to the modern reader a fantastic universe for which reality
constitutes a simple pont of departure, but at the same time, one senses that the escapism
otfered by the beautifully and infinitely interlocking narratives 1s fleeting, for with the
conclusion of the various tales, the reader 1s confronted with the harsh reality of their all-
too human morals  From the very outset, even betore the ingenious Shahrazid begins to
weave ha fife saving tales, 1t 1s evadent that the moral and social values ot the epoch
preval m the imagimary realms of the NMights - There 15 no escape from the way n which
the miedieval text presents women It s hard to imagine that women reading the tales are
able to torget the problems of their human condinon. Rather, they are faced with the
sumultancons idealization and denegration of their gender. Shahrazid, herself, represents
the archetypal woman, she 1y the model of femunity, to which all women should aspire and
which all men should desire Her hidelity, chastity, wisdom and procreauve capacity (she
produced three made children while telling the tales) are coupled with a willingness o
subnit o male domination In tact, Shahrazid s both subnussive and subversive, she
surrenders and wants to hberate: By accepung to marry the Sultan Shahrivir, Shahrazade
hopes that she will succeed 1 reversing the monstrous order of the day. Through a skillful
use ot Language she attains her objecuve, but she 1s toreed to sacrifice herself to the sultan
Yot she only subverts one injustice against women. and does not profoundly alter the
stitus quo. m ettect, she possibly reinforces the prevalent alienating notions that all

women should be tathtul, chaste, pure, beautiful, submissive and self-sacnficing.

As will be tustrated n the ensuing analyses, in patriarchal societies, submission is
considered a natural conditton and any attempt by women to escape it is viewed as a
deviation trom the norm, a subversion of the natural or divine order. The thoughts and
actions ob wndnduals who do not contest the subordination of women, who defend it
through a passive acceptance of the culturally determuned norms of “fenunine” behavior,
are signs of pattiarchy's success. Women and men who counter the gender-based social
Law s are mevitably considered subversive. Thus, there 1s an antinomic tension between
submission and subversion which anses as a direct consequence of the impossibility of

betng neatral with respect to women's subjugation 1n patriarchal cultures. By examining




patriarchal domination and women's resistance in contemporary Lgypt from three
converging perspectives (histonical, sociological and hiterary), [ want to dlustrate the
dynamic exchanges between the marginal and the central, between the individual and the
institution, between the cultural and the natural, between the unconscious and the
conscious, all of which inform the subnusion/subversion antunomy  In Chapter One, the
history of women's resistance 1s presented within the context ot the changing cultural
practices and polidcal conjunctures of twenueth-century Fgypt Chapter Twoas aselective
study of social insntutions which maintain the patnarchal order and women's pereeptions
of how those insututions have an impact on their ives  Finally, i Chapter Three, 1
explore the expression of resistance and repression in three novels by the gy puan
femunist, writer and psvchiatrist, Nawil al-Sa'dawi [ have selected al Sardaswi's works
because they represent the progressive movement ot three women trom relatn e
submission to total subversion and also because the works and the reactions of some
critics to them manitest interesung aspects of women's resistance and patniarchal

oppression.

.

One final point needs 1o be addressed before moving on Despite etforts w conduct
a rigorous analysts and avoid distortions, T am atrard that i atleast one notable aea this
work can be criticized My hinmuted aceess to Arabic sources and arehance on tramslations
are significant problems which must be recognized - Any study ot the Muddle Tastwhich
fails to consult primary vources 1n the onginal languages has s lintations, and Treadily
admut the limitatons of my work  However, Thave tried as mach as posable to
compensate for this failing by an exhaustive reading of books and aruicles wiitten by Arab
women and avialable in English  The growing body ot literature by Arab women scholars
published in western languages provides indispensable pomts of view and new insights
into the problems and achievements of Arab women  The work of these scholars, along
with that of their non-Arab female colleagues, s having a salutary eftecton Muddle Tastem
Studies as a discipiine, dispelling sexst and onentahst myths and presenting the western
world with a more balanced and informed criique of patriarchy 10 the Arahworld While
do not wish to and 1indeed cannot claim to speak on behalt of women, miy analyss  from
the perspectve of an Arab male educated i the West offers nonetheless wselt aitical
look at some aspects of Arab culture and at the same ume msertsatselt i the see cannation

of Middle Eastern Studies, particularly with regard to so-called wornen s issues




Chapter One: Politics, Novels and Women's Movements in
Twentieth-Century Egypt

A general overview of contemporary western historiography on the Middle East
reveals growing specialization as many scholars choose to treat a limited subject in greater
detanl rather than to compose colossal works of a pseudo-encyclopaedic nature. Political
studies, economie, social and cultaral histories, each of which may be further divided into
dense periods and nucroscopic topics have become the academic norm. There are evident
advantages to spectalization which need not be elaborated here, but 1t should be stressed
that a nartow er approach requires the historian to present as precisely and as completely as
posstble the circumsceribed field in which he or she 15 conducung the study  Clearly,
certamn items must be omutted; however, ithas regularly been pointed out by feminists,
anu nacists and anti-chusts that the repetition of the same omissions from one work to the
neat, fromone histonan to the nest, often indicates underlying cultural prejudices.
Paterary studies ot the Bgyptan novel i the sinties or sevenues which fail to include a
single reference o women writers display unabashedly what the author deems worthy of
mention.s Such studies should possibly menuon the words "male novelists” or "novels by
men” i ther utles inorder to be more preceise This type of unacknowledged selection
contrbutes to the distorted vision which percetves women on the margin of history.
Problems posed by this myopi make weatremely difficult to evaluate the real
contitbutions of women to pohitics, social change and cultural tradinons  Since the late
190605 and carly 19705 conscientious scholars have made efforts to correct the situation by
exanmunmg matertal that has generally been disregarded and by publishing works that
demonsurate the sigmiticant roles plaved by women throughout history.? In Middle Eastern
and Islamie studhies, enomous progress has been made, yet there are still many areas that
mipht benehit from revision, particularly those which have previously been considered the

bastions of male scholarship, such as pohitical science, economics and literature.

In the tollowing brief survey 1 have tned to sketch a modest portrait of political and
soctal change in twenteth-century Egypt. - A comparative chronology is put forward in
whuch political events are juxtaposed with the achievements and failures of orgamzed
women s movements and with the publication of specific novels, chosen because their
tugh positton i the "otficial” literary history of Egypt has made them more susceptible to

imtlucneing the Feyptian public. As one mught expect the "great” novels which are central




to the Egyptian literary tradition have almost invariably been written by men, but the
partiality (sexism) of history-making remains a factor with which women have to deal
most cultures. Through this chronology 1 hope to evoke the interaction between polincal,
social and cultural phenomena and to illustrate both the roles played by women and the

centrality of questions concerning women in contemporary Egyptian history

In 1914, Muhammad Husayn Haykal published the novel Zavnah  Considered ny
many historians of modern Arabic literature to be the first non-lustorical Egyptian novel, !
the principal theme of the work underlines the rigidity of soc1al nonms of the epoch
Haykal criticizes the limits placed on male-female interaction and traduional marnage
customs. His protagonists, Himid and Zaynab are victuns of the imposed conventions
which ultimately prevent most women and many men from deternunimg, their own destiny
The mood of Haykal's novel typifies the frustration expenienced by many 'gypuians who,
in a paradoxical manner, torn between convention and apparent innovation, sought the
emancipation of women wiathout exceeding the boundanes prescribed by rehgious law and

cultural traditions .

Prior to the publication of Zaynah, a number of Egyptian men and women had
discussed and written about the status of women in their society. One or the carliest
publicized expressions of soctal reform can be fonund 1n the two books by Qasim Amin,
Tahrir al-mar'a and Al-Mar'a al-jadida, published 1in 1899 and 1901 respecuvely  These
works drew attention to issues concerning women and led to a polemical pubhic
controversy between reformusts and traditionalists.S Later in 1910, Malak Thifni Nt
presented her ten points to the National Assembly, yet, despite therr conservative natute,
all the points were rejected.5 Controversy and the lack of rapid progiess did not prevent a
clique of upper and upper-middle class women from pursuing a modest agenda In the
years just before the First World War at least four magazines had been established by
Egyptian women and in 1914 the Education Union of Women was tounded. "The
magazines and the Union provided contexts for this small group of women to discuss
openly various social anud cultural matters. Only after the war did a poliucally organtsed
women's movement emerge, aligned with the nationalist movement led by Sa*d Zaghlal
and the Wafd. From 1919 unul 1924 women like Huda Sha‘rawi, Nabawiyya Misi and
Sayza Nabriwi mobilized other women from their class in support of the Wafd's demind
for the termination of the Bnitish protectorate. This was a volatil period in which women
were noticeably active 7 organizing and participating in protests against the Briush “The

women viewed their efforts as a considerable contribution to the struggle for independence




and expected to recerve some form of recognition. In 1920 when the Wafd returned from

a trip to London for negotiatng the British waithdrawal, Huda Sha‘rawi wrote indignantly
to Zaghls! on behalf of the Wafdist Women's Central Committee denouncing the Wafd
leadership’s neglect of women's roles n the fight for independence.? Zaghlil replied
apologetically, yetin 1924, when the new constitution was promulgated and the Wafd
came to power with Zaghlal as prime nunister, women were excluded from the political
process  This was partly due to the sexism inherent in the political system adopted from
the Europeans who did not include women 1n therr political apparatus; both the foreign
pohtical system and the Egyptian politicians maintained paternalistic prejudices against
women. However, the exclusion of women was also a result of the self-imposed limits of
women whose ideological adhesion to the pnnciples of Egyptian nationalism and personal

alienation hindered their pursust of complete equality.?

The importance of thys era in the evolution of women's status lies not so much in
the minor retorms with respect to labour, educauon, marriage and divorce laws, !0 as in its
naseent quahines for the organization of women's movements. It is durmg these years, at
the begmaing of the century, that one sees the emergence of upper and upper-middle class
waoien trom the harim and their move into the nation's public life, symbolized in Huda
Sha‘tawi's and her colleagues' unveiling m 1923.11 The year 1924 marks the end of the
imual developments which, untl then, had remained generally linuted to a group of elite
women who worked with the Watd and lates founded the Egyptian Ferminsst Union in
1923, Then principal preoccupations ditfered 1in many ways from those of the majority of
women 2 That s not 1o suggest that the early achievements of the Feminist Union were
not important in eventually effecung changes for the numerous rural and urban working-
class women Rather, in the first stage, the priorities of the Feminist Union stemmed from
s members' experiences as wealthy, educated wormen far removed from the masses of

uncducated women, many of whom had never womn the veil and were not familiar with life

i the harim

ln the public sphere of activity, the women of the Feminist Union were
mcrcastngly mnvolved in improving the health and social conditions and educational levels
of Lgyptians  Between 1925 and 1935, while ineffective parliamentary politicians did little
to change the economic and social situation, these women turned their attention to
developig mstitutions and welfare services to help the urban working and rural peasant
classes. Women from the vanous social strata participated in establishing a network of

cultural and educational programs, Thus a second phase in women's social emancipation



and political mobilization was in process, contnbuting to the formation ot a generation of
women at the grass-roots level who were more prepared politically to challenge the gender
based prejudices of their society.!? This emerging generation sustaned the gans of theu
predecessors and worked to ensure that progress continued to be made  In 1928, women
were admitted to the Egyptian University (Cairo), and in the 1930s 4 group of women
returned from studies abroad with degrees in vanous professional ticlds w hich previously
had been the privileged domain of men ¥ As a result of womcen gaming greater access o
higher education they became more and more involved in political wstivity which was otien
organized by students.

By the mid 1930s the political climate had become more mtense as opposition to the
mainstream parties expanded their popular support  The communist pirty, the JAsdn and
the Young Misr movements challenged the hegemony of the parbamentary pohincians, the
king, and the British army v "ose continued presence was imnosed o gy ptaccordimg to
the 1936 treaty. The British were thus 1n a position to use cocreion to mantam the
advantageous status quo.!> The internal turmoil accompanied by the prowimyg discontent
over the problems in Palestine - particularly during the rebelhion between 19360 and 1939
influenced the repoliticization of Egyptian society n general and the women's movenmients
in particular. In 1935, women began to advocate their right to vote and 1in 1938 at the
Eastern Feminist Conference in Cairo, women discussed ways they might assist the
Palestinians.!6 Throughout this period, although women remained outside of formal
politics, they constituted an important element in student movements and alternative
political groups. Their roles 1n these movements would increase through the war years
and into the late forties.

From the time of Haykal's publication of Zaynabh until the outbreak of the Second
World War there were certainly some women novehsts, but as mentioned above, women's
works have often been neglected by critics and historians and therefore remmn unknown,
in spite of their literary menit. Consequently, when one attempts to study the emergence of
the Egyptian novel in the 1920s and 1930s only men's names appear consistently in the
secondary sources. Tiha Husayn, Mahmid Taymur, Mahmad Tahir Lashin, Thrihim al
Mazini, and Tawfiq al-Hakim figure prominently 1n hterary histories of the Fgyptian
novel. Most of them have enjoyed critical acclaim 1n the Arab waorld and to a certain
degree in the West, where some of them have had works translated  Many historians hike
to underline the formative role of this generation of writers, who apparently were
responsible for pushing the novel towards the centre of the modern Arabic hiterary




tradition. Much of the writing of this period tends to be autobiographical, notably Tdha
Husayn's al-Ayydm (1935) and al-Mazini's Ibrdhim al-Kdtib (1931). Some of the other

works, particularly Lishin's Hawwd’ bila Adam (1934), reveal a precocious awareness of
social issues, especially those concerning women,!7 while others, such as al-Hakim's
‘Awdat al-rith (1933), romantically explore nanonalistic themes.!3 In many ways this
period 1n the evolution of the novel parallels the historic phase in which the women's
movement found itself before the war. In both cases a battle was taking place between the
proponents of cultural and social change and the defenders of tradition, who, in the hiterary
arcles, viewed the novel as an unacceptable form of expression and, in some political and
rehigious groups, considered the emancipation of women to be a western innovation that
would eventually cause the demise of Islam. Moreover, both novelists and women
activists weie aspinng to gain recogmtion from the "establishment.” On the one hand it
wats cultural recognition that was being sought while on the other hand it was political
recognition By the beginning of the Second World War, novelists had attained a
promunent place tn the cultural tradition, yet women remained excluded from the political

system - and the "ofticial” literary history.

The Second World War 15 a watershed in Egyptian history. During and after the
war anti-colontalism, pan-Arab nationalism, socialism and feminism were synthesized in
the political and creative thought of a number of Arab 1deologues, writers and activists.
Britain's and Trance’s dwindling capacity to dominate their overseas colonies was
becomung apparent in the wake of the First World War and when the Second World War
had ended, Arab pohitical leaders and activists realized that the once omnipotent European
metropoles had tallen to the level of second-rate powers. The changes in the international
balance of power and numerous internal factors contributed to sustaining the radicalisation
of Egypuan society which had begun before the war. The perioc from 1940 to 1945 is
sometimes deseribed by historians!® as an interrupnion in Egyptian history, an era when all
pohitical actvity within the country came to a stop as the Bntish military occupied the areas
which were nominally outside of its control. However, the weakness of the government
and the Bonish army's preoccupations with the war in Africa and the Middle East allowed
the social and political forces of the late thirties to expand their inflnence. Many Egyptian
women and men took part in anti-fascist movements and organized political opposition to
the British through the underground communist party.29 After the war the communist and
Islanie movements found a receptive public which was disenchanted with the official
patties. Despite Egypt's admission to the United Nations and the creation of the League of
Arab States in 1945, the political opposition continued to confront the mediocrity of the



ruling authorities. Finally, the creation of Israel and the Arab defeat in 1948 revealed the
feebleness of the Arab regimes and their lack of real independence, undemuning all eftorts
to maintain control,

Simultaneously, new women's groups were founded to address the mounting
problems; in 1944, Huda Shriwi established the Arab Feminist Union in order to deal
with issues concemning women in the various Arab countries, mn {945, women i the
Marxist movement created the League of Women Students and Graduates trom
Universities and Egyptian Institutes with an age  {a that samed at encouraging women's
participation in radical politics; in 1948, Dumyya Shafiq formed Binr al-Nil, which m
1951 organized a major demonstration of women who occupied patliament tor several
hours demanding the nght to vote:2! and also 1n 1951, the Women's Commutiee tor
Popular Resistance came into being and through 1t women took part i the anti colomal
struggle taking place 1n the canal zone.2?

The emergence of these women's movements were part of the overall politcization
of Egypt in the late 1940s and early 1950s. In 1951, the incompetent patlament was
regularly coming under attack by the different polincal and socal groups The pohueal
scenario grew more and more unstable, eventually leading to the government's abrogation
of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty in October 1951. A series of conthiets ensoed between the
British military and Egyptians in the canal zone, adding to the revolutionary mood 7 The
colonial period appeared to be finally drawing to a climax I July 1952, the Free OFheers
moved quickly to take control of the country, ousting the king, and later abolishing the

monarchy and dissolving the political parties of the old regime 2!

During the volatile post-war years several novelists produced works which
revealed their mastery of the genre. Realism had emerged triumphant over romantuicisig,
and was exploited to criticize various aspects of Egyptian social and polincal life - A young
generation of novelists who had started to write 1n the 19305 was highly prohtic in the
1940s, leaving an impressive mark on the hterary history of Egypt  The wotks of Najib
Mahfiiz (b. 1911), Bint al-Ship' (b. 1912) and Luwis *Awad (b, 1915), to name only a
few of the younger writers, illustrate the growing preoccupations of the period  Lven
some of the older writers, such as Taha Husayn and Yahya Haqyi participated in the
consolidation of a social realist trend 2 Moreover, it1s in these years that "commutment”
develops as an important force, inspiring writers to compose works with evident social
and political significance. The notion of commuitment led eventually to a debate which
erupted in the 1950s between intellectuals who upheld idealized behiets that hterature was




an end in itself and should not be manipulated in the pursuit of political objectives, and
other wrters and critics who perceived it as an approprniate means for expressing political
thought and social criticism.26 Tt was the commutted writers who proved to be more aware
of the historic processes taking place in Egypt and that a major rupture with the past was

imminent

F'or many Egyptians the Free Officers' revolution constituted precisely that break
with poliucal traditions of the past Through it, Egypt moved from a pseudo-constitutional
rule to a populist form of government which quickly became identified as Nasirism.27 A
number of social iand economic reforms were undertaken in order to create a more
cgalitarian society for which nationahism would be the unifying force. However, women
were still excluded from direct participation 1n politics, that is, until 1956 at which time the
new constitution was promulgated, giving women the right to vote and the right to hold
public office In 1957, elections for the National Assembly were held and, for the first
time in Fgypt's modern history, women were elected. Two women, Rawiya ‘Atiyya and
Amina Shikrt, were chosen for seats in Cairo and Alexandria respectively.?® Yet the
regume’s conmitment to radical social ransformations was extremely ambivalent. This is

made clear by Anwar Sadit's statements in the same year as the elections:

.. I believe 1n the values I'l2arned in my village and was brought up with.
Working 18 the duty of the man, and secrets of my work should not be

discussed at home.
Theretore, concerming his wife, he continues with the following:

...she has no time except for bnnging up our children. This is a great
responsibility which 1s no less important than any social or political work.
In fact it 1 the main responsibility in building a society. Now I believe that
cducating gurls 1s more (1mportant) than educating boys. We should
provide the girl with a weapon with which she could defend her needs and

right to live .9

Thus, Sadat articulates the prevalent discourse on women's position in society: first,
women (his wite) have the responsibility of raising children and therefore, probably do not
have time for anvthing else: second, this occupation is valorized 1n theory, justifying
men's insistence that women accept mothering as their primordial purpose in life; and

third, only as a consequence of this valonzation, it becomes important that women be
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educated. Though Sadit's ideas are not entirely contradictory, one senses in them the
tension between the desire to preserve traditional values - those of the village - and the
need to modermize through universal education,

Regardless of the attitudes of government officials, women's social and poliical
liberation followed an inevitable course in the 1950s as educanon levels rose, giving more
women the means to defend their nights and the ability to seek employ ment in fields that
had traditionally been dented them.3% One should note that the achievements of women
these years were attained not necessarily because of government retorms, but sometimes m
spite of them. Furthermore, they were attained almost uniquely through the cttorts ol
women, either as individuals or 1n groups. In general, the government did htide o alter the
living conditions of the masses of women, except indirectly through some of the economie
reforms, principally those changes which occurred as a result of the Land retorm 11 Only
in words did the government try to change the conventional notions about women's
position 1n society. Moreover, the emerging indigenous femmist movements which had
developed in the 1930s and 1940s lost their autonomy n the 19505 s the centrahized
bureaucracy expanded 1ts control over the various socially and pohitically based

organizations.?

The theoretical emancipation of women along with the Bandung Conference of
Non-Aligned Nations in 1955 worked to bolster Nisir's image and the regime’s legrimacy
on the international level, while the land reform (1952), the nanonahzation ot the Sues
Canal (1956) and the defence mounted against the tnpartite attack (1956) consohdated the
Free Officers' authority at home. The 19505 represented a dynamie period. and even
though many Egyptians were aware of the regime’s intolerance of oppositional political
formations, which revealed its authortanan character, they believed i Nisir's capacity to
strengthen their nation. Optimnsm was further enhanced by the prospect ot unmiting the
fragmented Arab nation around the Pan-Arabist ideals espoused by Nisin and mcarnate m
the brief union of Egypt and Syria 1n 1958. Temporanly buoyed up by the revolution,
Egyptian cultural life expressed critical analysis of the past.

Notwithstanding the resistance of some writers of the older genciation, novehists of
the fifties were clearly committed to the ideals of the revolution. This commutment was i
logical development from the earlier peniod of novehisic expression, and complemented the
regime's apparent dedication to the social and economic amelioration of the country
According to Sabry Hafez:
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A look at the major realistic novels of the fifties, will reveal that their
common characteristc is thewr concentration on the basic preoccupations of
the time. The conflict in these novels always centres on problems of a
patriotic nature. The social, intellectual, economic, or polincal themes
interweave, somehow, with the national cause, and contribute to 1ts
development  Patniotic concerns provide the focal point in most novels,
and the writer's attitudes are perpetually directed against his country's
enemies and the obstacles which stand in the way of Egypt's progress.33

Many of the novels retlect the wrirers' aspirations for the future but mere important 1s their
bleak percention of the pre-revolutionary era. Writers such as ‘Abd al-Rahman al-
Shargawi, Yasut Idris and Latifa al-Zayyit in their novels Al-’Ard (1954), al-Hardm
(1959) and Al-bab al-Maftih (1960) respectively, use realism to elaborate the politucal

optimism which prevanled n the early revolutionary years.

In the sivues contradicuons 1n the theory and practice of Egyptian politics under
Nasir became evident as the government pursued an etatist programme that aimed at rapid
maodermization ' Funds were obtained through the nationalization of some of the major
private sector holdings, an educated bureaucratic class was emerging from the universities
and new steps were taken to render the society more egalitarian.’S Between 1961 and
[963 these measures appeared to be reasonably successful; however, the rather
conservative bureaucratic bourgeoisie was not committed to the application of state
policies * This is particularly true with respect to those reforms which aimed at

advancing the posiion of women  For instance, the Nauonal Charter of 1962 states:

Woman must be regarded as equal to man and she must therefore shed the
remaining shackles that impede her free movement, so that she may play a
constructive and profoundly important part in shaping the hfe of the

country 7

Despute the apparent progressiveness of this declaration it betrays a misunderstanding of
the causes inhibiting women from “free movement”; indeed, many obstacles prevented
women trom participating more openly n society but it is significant that the "shackles” are
spoken ot as if they were imposed without having an agent, not recognizing that it is
cultural notions about women which consciously and unconsciously block women's
progress insoctety. The Charter does not seem to be addressing the problem in an
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effective manner. Consequently, one might ask to what degree 1t was intended to have any
effect.

In her study of the "Position of Women in the U.A R " Nada Tomiche
demonstrates that during the early sixties extremely sexist attitudes continued to
differentiate the official treatment of boys and girls. She presents data which shows that 1t
was common practice in rural areas for girls between six and tifteen years of age to work
in the fields while boys of the same age group went to school  Accotding to the laws on
compulsory education (which concerned boys and girls), otficials had the power 1o aiest
the children's fathers if they did no send their children to school, but in most cases the Taw
was only enforced for boys. Stmlarly a report i 1964 revealed that women i Qana (a
town in upper-Egypt) often worked 1n the local tactory but did not go to school ¥ Thus
while boys and men were making progress acadencally and econonncaliv. manv women
remained unaware of their rights and vulnerable to explottation  Nonetheless, as overall
economic conditions began to improve some lower-nuddle class women were able o
profit from the education and employment opportunities ¥ hut never o the same extent as

men from the same social background 49

The lack of support tor fundamental reforms concermnimg the status of women can
be deduced quite easily from the ofticial posttion on changes to the Personal Status Laws
which Nisir personally considered to be outside the realm of polities, belonging to that ot
religion and sociology.4! And in 1967 when these Taws were the subject of aretorm
project only minimal alterations were recommended *2 "The text presented to the Nanonal
Assembly confirms the persistence of patriarchal notions, m spite ot the important gans

made by women and their significant contributions to the advancement of the country

It 1s worth noting that although socialist-onented countries tend to have more
progressive views of women's roles 1n society, among men of the polincal right and
political left one encounters sexism, for 1t cuts across ideological times, "progressiveness”
in economic policy does not therefore imply progressiveness in matter, concerning
women. This may partially account for Dodd's findings 1n his study ot "Youth and
Women's Emancipation in the United Arab Republic” which shows that although young
males were aware of the Charter's position on women's role 1n the tormation of the
society, many of them did not support it On questions as fundainental as women's nght
to work outside the home more than 40% of the teenage males who responded said they
did not approve, and over 50% thought that men should be pard more than women for the
same work.43
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It has already been mentioned that in the early 1960s the Egyptian government
adopted varous socialist policies in order to overcome the major economic obstacles to
maodermization, at the same time 1t pursued 1ts pan-Arabist goals, despite the failed union
with Syna which came to an end 1n 1961 From 1962 10 1967 the Egypuian army was
involved 1n a costly war in Yemen. These factors coupled with structural problems 1n the
political system, poor application of industrial and social programs and a rapidly growing
population had adverse effects on the economy and the society as a whole. By the mid-
sixties the situation in the rural areas had deteniorated markedly as corruption increased
among the government officials* and the poorer land owners and farmers fell prey to the
explotaton of those who had access to the bureaucracy.¥3 In 1965 agnicultural revolts
broke out and continued into the following year4® At the same ume attempts were made
by the clandestine Aliwan to subvert the government,?7 but they were unsuccessful and
the government retahiated by arresting important members of the organization. Among the
members artested was Zaynab al-Ghazali#® a pronunent Islamic activist who has
supported women's involvement in pohities and detends the orthodox position of Istam on

wonen

Political opposition mounted increasingly and the regime began to lose 1ts popular
support. In 1967, when Israel attacked the Arab states on 1ts border, Egypt was at a low
pomnt The rapid conquest of Egyptian territory was a devastating blow to Nasir's power
and spathed a senies of government level purges, particularly among the military elite.??
Uniest, which, even before 1967, had begun to put pressure on the regime, questioning
its legiimacy and its methods of obtaining objectives, became all the more acute after the
deteat, crupting m 1908 1 mass demonstations. Measures were taken by the state to
pacity the demoralized masses, for instance, the "March 30 Programme” entailed a
Iiberalization of the economy and a slackening of polincal oppression 39 Many
historans®? argue that the decisions made in these years, just prior to Nisir's death in
1970, opened the door to the polinical and economic path that his successor followed and

thus indicated, in practical terms, the end of the revolution.

Throughout the sinties a number of exceptional novels were published by writers
w ho dlustrate a growng interest in formal questions relating to the narranve. Stream of
consciousness 1y used more and more eftectively to elaborate tne psychological dimensions
of the novels, which are characterized by the internalization of the action, the condensation
of the plot and a shortening of the length of the novel format. The works of Mahfiz,

Sun’allih Ibrihim and Edward Kharrdt manifest these tendencies in their powerfully
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imaginative portrayal of Egypt under Nisir, Mahtiz's Al-L isywa-al-kilab (1962) and
Mirdmdr (1967) as well as Sun‘allah Ibrahim's Tulha al-rd tha (1969 are two good
examples of how some authors succeeded in creating texts that.are based amost enusely o
the psychological dynamucs of the characters - Although these works continue 1o reveal
commitment, 1t tends to be more discreet, as emphasis s placed on the character s thoughis
rather than on his actions. Physical plot seems to be almost meidental as the real events we
those which occur in the character's mund  Sumularly themes appear more subducd as fommn
takes on greater significance, yet philosophical concepts related to existentidist inguines
seem to emerge as the thematic basis of these works Some motts, notably i Miramuir
reflect the author's concern for social issues, but generally the novels presentamond ot
confusion and the incapacity to act, particularly the mcapacits to actaccording o one’s
ideals as 1s the cose with protagonists in Al-Lisswa-al-kilab and Liha al ra'tha The role
of women 1n these works 1s stll poorly defined and it 1s often ditficult to distnguish the
author's values from those of the society he 1s representing Although women aie
sometimes depicted 1n ways that counter traditonal ideas and negative stereotypes, some
male authors continue to overlook the fundamental problems faced by women in then
society and attribute to their female characters qualities that are all too ottendenubied with

a "femmnine nature "

Notwithstanding conscious and unconscious Opposition rom vanous proups and
individuals, by the beginning of the 19705 the Egyptian social, cultural and pohucal
traditions had been ttansformed considerably  Since the first quarter of the century, 4
process of soctal change was in operation whose etlects can be observed wthe growing
roles played by women in Egyptian public hife ®* The emergence of chte women from the
harim and from the 1solanon of the domestic sphere ot activity, tollowed by then partial
integration into the politcal system as voters and representatives demonsuaie the extent o
which women -— particularly upper- and muddle-class women  have succeeded i
attaining some of their objectives. However, in 1971, the constitution, which wis
promulgated, represented a temporary regression, for it states in Section 2, Arucle T tha
"the state shall be responsible for maintaining the balance between woman's duties toward
the family and her activity in society as well as mantamng her equabty woth man in the
fields of political, social, economic and cultural hife, without detriment to the laws of the
Islamic Shari‘a.">* 1f one compares this statement with that which otfers women
"compatibility between her role in society and her duties in the family % tound in the
constitution of 1956 (and later slightly reformed by the Charter in 1962) 1t becomes cleir

that although women were successful in advancing their positions, the politcal leaders and
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certain segments of the population lagged behind, clinging to values which prevented the
socicty from being truly egalitarian. Historians sometimes account for early proclamations
of this type, which invoke Islam as the guiding force, by referring to the internal political
context Leftist elements, led by ‘Ali Sabri were challenging the president’s authority,36
theretore Sadat 1ssued declarations which aimed at rallying behind him the Islamic right
and other anti-sociahist groups. After the symbolic triumph in the 1973 war had confirmed

Sadat's legiumacy internally, and his relations wath the United States and later with [srael
hecame more numate, he distanced himself from the radical religious forces. The
important changes to the Personal Status Laws which were imtiated under Sadit will be
considered below in detail, but at this point in the chronology 1t should be underhined that
the ambivalence and demur 1 the official discourse of the early seventies did not prevent
women from continuing their struggle for complete equoality By 1976 the percentage of
women enrolled 1n university had risen to 43.2 per cent of all students;37 while on the
polincal level, women maimntained a presence in government posts. For instance ‘A'isha
Riub and Amal *Uthmin were named to the Cabinet as Minister of Social Affairsin 1971
and 1977 respecuvely; however, 1t 1s not insignificant that this post had generally been
held by women since 1962 when Nisir first appointed a woman, Dr. Hikmat Abl Zayd to
1t 5% Other women capitahized economically on the opportunities offered by the open-door
pohicy inttated 10 the nud-seventies  Individual women from the upper and upper-middle
classes were able to pursue their business ambitions 1n the capitalist climate which was
oriented along western consumenst lines.39 One study of the lives of working women

claims that tor elite women:

The new economic situation has tended to narrow the distance between the
domains of wite and husband. More and more husbands are participating
in the managenal aspects of the domestic unit. Tight money supply has
made 1t necessary for the husband and wife to work out the household
budget together.t0

Many of these cconomic changes, however, did not have a positive effect on peasant and
urban working-class women, who in the face of rising prices were often forced to seek
employment outside the home to help sustain the family and at the same time carry the

entire weight of the domestic chores 6

In the mid-seventies as Sidat moved closer to a negotiated peace settlement with
Isract and towards complete economic dependence on the United States,®2 a variety of
contradictions came to the surface. Internationally Sadat was approaching the high point
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of his career, while internally the rots in 1977 revealed his lack of control at home . ®? In
those years women, who opposed the status quo for political reasons. such as Nawil al
Sa‘ddwi, or on religious grounds, such as Zaynab al-Ghazdli, wended to have a hinated
impact on the society, whereas women who knew how to enter the sy stem, working
within the conservative and capitahistic framework, often succeeded in promoting the
careers and businesses through the exploitanon of their government contacts.t Thusin
1979, when Sidit's position seemed the strongest internatonatly tollowing the Camp
David Agreements, he was moved, as a tactical measure to bolster his image as a hibenal, o
reform the Laws of Personal Status.®3 No doubt international opinion was one ol the
factors that influenced Sadit's decision to alter the laws: for women had stuggled
unsuccessfully since the 1940s to bring about reform, vet 1t was only as the UN - dedlared
International Decade of Women approached its midpoint that politicrans m Lgvpt - and
throughout the world — began at least symbolicaly 10 achknowledge women's potential to
influence politics.

According to the new laws women were guaranteed more economic secunity  they
were given the right to work outside the home without tirst having the permission of then
husbands; in cases of divorce, child support by the husband was made obligatoryat the
wife retained custody, alimony payments were extended for women who did not want o
be divorced or who were divorced without jusutiable reasons, and the man who diverced
his wife was forced to find suitable housing for his ex-wife if she hept the children 0
Some rnor reforms indirectly limuted polygamy and umlateral divosce 97 but several
women in parliament and feminists felt the changes were notsaustactory, although they
generally admitted that the new laws represented some progress % These legislative
changes were paralleled by a series of structural alterations 1o the pohitical system, m the
same year thirty seats in the People's Assembly were reserved tor women and on local
councils women were entitled 1o 10% to 20%. parucipation ® s imiportant to remembes
that women had been fighting for political representation since the muddle of the centary
and although these reforms constituted a step forward — dubious in some cases  the
immediate itnpact was again imited to those women who, due to their socal background,
were in a position to benefit from the economic secunty and the polincal opportumties
They had to be marned to wealthy men 1n order to take advantage of the nights to ahmony,
child support and housing and generally they had to be educated in order to detend those
rights in court or hold political office. Obviously the mujonity of Egypuian women did not
possess these living conditions and were therefore only occasionally touched by the
modifications.
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As the cultural and economiuc gap widered between the rich and the poor, Islamic
values became a pretext for attacking the government and the social order. Young middle
and lower-muddle-class men and women have supported the resurgent Islamic movements
since the late swevenues, presumably seeing in Islam an alternauve to the foreign political
systems and ideologies that have failed to provide Egypt with economic and social
security.”? By 1980) the economic and political situation had become extremely unstable as
lefust and "tundamentahst” groups openly attacked S&dat's policies, manifesting growing
discontent Sadat responded by attempung to crush the opposition’! and 1n 1981
widespread mdiscriminate arrests were ordered.’? Shortly afterwards Sadat was

assassinated and Husni Mubdrak became the new president

Under the Sadit regime, many wniters, artists and film makers turned their attention
to the tatlures of the revolution, indirectly and directly participating in the de-Nasirization
of Egypt or whit 1s sometimes called euphemistically the revolution of recnfication. They
produced works which wimed at revealing the flaws 1n Nisir's rule and the evils of
authontarian government This tendency was symptomatic of the self-cntical wrniting
which began to appear atter the 1967 defeat. The Return of Consciousness (1974) by the
aging Tawfig al-Hakim typifies this trend. In it Hakim recounts 1n autobiographical
siapshots the events that led to his reevaluauon of the revolution and his aspirations for the

nest generation,

There remains in front of us [his generation] only a single perspective and a
singie picture, namely, what the powers of the revolution have drawn for
us to the accompaniment of the beat of drums. They bewitched us with the
ghtter of hopes that had tascinated us for a long ume, and they intoxicated
us with the wine of "attainment” and "glory”, and we got so drunk we lost

CONSCIOULSNCSS
And he continues.,

[in the 1950s] it never passed through my mind that what Egypt would
need twenty vears after the revolution was not "return of spirit” but "the
return of conscrousness™. Ttis a book that I myself will never wnte....As [
see 1t 1t has to be another writer from another generation, one who has the
freedom and lack of emotional involvement which would enable him to
mithe a clear exanunation and reach a firm judgement on an era in which the

realities of things were confused to such an extent that certain key words
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and slogans were promoted and used in the opposite sense behind the
curtain.”3

Quite different and more imaginative critiques of the 1960s are found 1 Mahtur's al-
Karnak (1974) and Jamal al-Ghitani's al-Zayni Barakdt (1974). Both works 1evolve
around the brutality characteristic of mulitary regimes, but they also iltustrate the patadon
faced by political personalities as they try to assert their hegemony over a society which s
continually confronted by external forces beyond their control  forces which ultimately
have the capacity to maintain or alter the status quo. It is also dunng the nud-19705 that
Nawil al-Sa‘dawi wrote the three short novels which will be studied 1n more detail in
Chapter Three. As will be discussed in Chapter Three, her work criucizes at various levels
an entire socio-political system which she descnbes as the patnarchal-class socal
structure. She endeavours to lay bare the injustices of the existung soctal order and hes
critique reveals itself to be particularly timely

Although Sddit's rule came to an end with his assassination, his political and
economic legacy continues to play an important part in determuning pohicy under
Mubdrak.7* In the eighties Egypt finds itself in a quagnure from which it will not be castly
extracted 7 Mubdrak faces growing opposition internally while internationally he has
come under pressure from the nation's creditors, notably the Internatuonal Monetary
Fund.’® The extensive and violent riots in Cairo in 1986 illustrate to what exient the
situation has remained unstable. During the early years of his mandate, in an atempt to
accommodate some of the conservative elements challenging Sadit's social pohicies,
Mubarak referred the issue of the Personal Status Laws to the High Constutanonal Court,
and in 19835, the court ruling declared the 1979 amendments unconstitutional Mubiiak
apparently worked to reach a compromise between the reform supporters and the
conservatives, finally giving in to some of the reactionary demands of the opposiion 77
An imp~-tant alteration was made to the 1979 reforms, requiring that & woman prove in the
court that her husband's marnage to a second wife would expose her to either moral or
material damage.” For femunists, especially those who considered Sadit's changes o be
a minimum, this move constituted a major regression on two levels  On the one hand, 1t
did nothing practically or legally to abolish polygamy; on the contrary 1t recogmzed it as a
legitimate right of men. And on the other hand, the new requirement places the onus on
women to defend their nghts in a thoroughly patriarchal judicial system, instead of
assuming the responsibility of upholding the law.



19

From Sa‘d Zaghlil to Husni Mubdrak, one notices that neither male politicians nor
male authors are generally able to overcome their masculine conditioning, which fixed their
perception of women in such a way that they rarely go beyond symbolic gestures in
support of women's emancipation. They may take a stand on occasion, demonstrating
therr desire 10 defend women's rights on a theoretical level but 1n practice there 1s little
evidence that they are genuinely concerned with the application of egalitarian laws and
principles of behaviour - - the same can generally be said for North Amencan and
Furopean politticians . The position assumed by these men often serves to reveal their
apparent cultural open-mindedness but when examined closely it becomes evident that they
have a poor understanding of the real problems facing women and tend to disregard the

historic pohucal and economic factors which lie at the base of contemporary sexism.

The misconception that there exists an essential feminine nature distinguishing
women's emouonal, intetlectual, moral and spintual constitution from that of men is a
primiry theme in patriarchal discourses  As long as male wrters, politicians, professors,
ete. persist in defining women according to this cultural notion, they will not be able to
represent or relate to women in a just manner. Indeed, 1t1s often in political statements and
works of Interature that patriarchy 1s able to camouflage itself most effectively. Politics and
culture thus mteract having a direct effect on the status of women. As feminists in the
Third Wortld and in the industrialized world have regularly pointed out, in order to effect
sipnificant change m the social, pohtical and legal systems which are founded on
patrnarchal atttudes, the leaders - - cultural and political — must assume an unambivalent
posiuon directed towiuds the radical transformation of women's status. For Arab-Muslim
nattons o would entatl a major departure from the Qur'dn as a source of fegislation on
certan matters and the opening up of cultural practices which would allow men and
women to be hberated trom the gender-based definitions that dictate their roles in society.
Lig vptian leaders have moved only superficially in this direction; therefore they have not
sucveeded i domg away wath the patnarchal structures which prevaul in Egypt today. In
no way does this tmply that Egypt, or for that matter any Third World country, should ape
North Amencan or Ewopean cultural norms, rather Arab societies need to arrive at political
solutons which do not undermiune the positive material, intellectual and social traditions of
therr culture, while at the same time giving women the right to participate equally with men

0 those very same traditions.



Chapter Two: Patriarchal Notions and Institutions

Although sexism in Western and Middle Fast societies expresses generally the
same underlying prejudices against women, 1t does not necessanly have the same
perspective nor is 1t always pronounced n the same terms.” However, what is commaon
to these socienies is the existence of cultural discourses which create and detine an
"essential feminine nature,” which 1s 1t turn used to ranonalize the subordimate posinon of
women in patriarchal societies. Like most feminists, al-Sa*diwi tetutes the conventional
and ahistorical belief that women's status stems trom their biological makeup, and s
therefore natural and eternal, not subject to social, cultural or polinical mtluences W hile
alluding to critical studies 1n the social and natural sciences, al-Sa'dawi argues that "it s no
longer possible to marntain that there is such a thing as an intrinsic human natue that s
stable and unchangeable."89 She affirms:

These new thoughts are showing their strength, their uctdity and then capacity 1o
counter more and more effectively those outdated concepts ana xdeas that msist on
the fundamental, unchangeable nature of women, a nature which mposes upon
them service in the home, and child bearing and rearmg, and only allows them o
fulfill themselves as mothers and wives, and to find happiness in grving buth 1o
children.8!

Nevertheless the erroneous acceptance of the concept of a feminine nature remans a major
obstacle to radical social change in the Middle East as well as 1n the West

In the following pages I will briefly address some general questions concerning the
production of the concept of a feminine nature, 1ts maintenance and its ettects  The chapter
is divided into three parts. The first part deals, on a theoretical level, with social and
psychological mechanisms which contribute to and sustatn women's oppression i
virtually all patnarchal societies. The second part explores some of the qualities, themes
and sources of the tenacity of patriarchy 1n the Middle East - Fanally, m the third pant, by
referring abundantly to testimonies by Egyptian women and to studics on women in the
Middle East, I try to evoke more concretely difficulties faced by women in Egypt
Examples are given 1o illustrate how various patnarchal institutions control women's hives

and the limited possibilities of escaping their control.
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I. Patriarchy and Feminism

Previously I have employed the term patriarchy assuming, possibly incorrectly,
that its meaning 15 understood. However, before continuing, it would be appropriate here
to define exactly whatas intended when [ refer to a society as patriarchal. Simply,
patriarchy 18 a type of social organization characterized by male domination of the major
cultural, rehigious, legal, economic and political institutions, male supremacy in the family
and the tracing of descent through the father. Not all patriarchal societies possess these
charactenistics to the same extent nor 1s their presence always manifested in the same
manner. Nevertheless, it remains true that in most societies of the modern world men
continue to monopolize the most prestigious, the most economically lucrative and the most

powerful positions.,

What are the means by which patriarchy succeeds in maintaining its hegemony?
What are the himuts of its power? Why do women generally seem to submii to its "laws?"
Like all other torms of power, patriarchy produces and perpetuates institutions in order to
consohdate 1ts base. The most extensive patriarchal institution in a given society 1s the
stawe, while the most confined 1s the family. Between these two extremes one finds a
variety of institutions, such as the judiciary, the "clergy" and the military, all of which are
mstruments of authonty in general and instruments of patriarchal authority in particular,
The magor patrarchal nstitutions are maintained by and indeed are simultaneously the
agents of discourses, which produce, reinforce and legitimize their power. Michel
Foucault analysed 1n depth the mutual relation between power and discourse. In one of his

lectures he states.

[n a society such as ours, but basicaily any society, there are manifold relations
of power which permeate, characterize and constitute the social body, and these
relations of power cannot themselves be established, consolidated nor implemented
without the pioduction, accumulation, circulation and functioning of a discourse.
There can be no possible exercise of power without a certain economy of
discourses of truth which operates through and on the basis of this association.8?

Discourses are composed of 1deas, statements and texts which are generally
thought to contain the "truth." Each institution articulates a discourse which is specific to
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it; the judiciary has a legal discourse, the clergy possesses a religious discourse, ete
Within these various discourses one may, however, encounter the elaboraton of the
identical object. For instance, in the Middle East as in the West, the discourses on
femininity expressed 1n the laws, literature and religion correspond and they reintoree cach
other. Unul recently, most canonical religious, legal and hterary teats evoked tenuinimity
as though it were a static fact of nature.33 According to most patnarchal discourses,
irrespective of the field, femninity 1s characterized by a vanety of psvchologieal, motal
and intellectual traits which are regarded as necessary consequences of biologieal rans
The most familiar qualities associated with femininity i patriarchal discourses are
irrationality ("women are emotional™), lack of creativity (“women are not gredat artists, they
always copy men"), passivity and weakness ("women are vulnerable and need men to
protect and lead them"), a lesser degree of morality ("women corrupt men and cause chaos
in the social order”), the list goes on.3* Usually at the root of these stereoty ped notions
lies the belief that women are intellectually inferior to men  In stnhing conttast wath the
presumed feminine nature, the direct impheation 18 that men are rattonal, creanve, strong,
morally upright and of course more intelligent. Through the constant reteration of the
qualities of the "feminine nature,” the supenior status of men 15 continually uphekd and
justified. In other words, I am arguing, as has been argued before me, that "temminuty” s
ideologically produced in patniarchal discourses and constitutes the essential means by
which patriarchy designates the Other. Just as, to use Edward Said's words, "the Onient
was Orientalized" through a history of Western domination,®s women have been ferniniced

through a history of male oppression.

One should not overlook the complexity of the construct of fenuminity — not to
mention other social and racial discursive constructs 86 Patriarchal discourses detine
femininity, and out of the definition emerge vanous social stereotypes, often varymg from
culture to culture. Itis not uncommon to find opposing stereotypes in the same discursive
construct. For example, the general feminine nature as defined m a given cultwre may
include both an immoral persona (the prostitute, the witch, the treacherous lover, etc ) and
a saintly persona (the mother, the virg:n, the martyr, etc ) 7 The eftect of this type of
manichean opposition 1s the elimination of the nuances of individuality, while at the same
time accounting for the different bebaviour of women by pushing them to one pole or the
other. In fact, the coexistence of two opposite stercctypes 1n one general notion of
femininity is necessary to control the reality that there are women who escape the
prescribed feminine ideal: therefore they must be stigmatized as "bad ™ A classic means of

overcoming the fact that women act intelligently is to collapse their intchigence into a
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species of immorahty: "women are crafty and not to be trusted " This kind of stereotyping
(opposed to the feminine 1deal which includes subservience to men) also serves to mask
the fact that intelligent maneuvering in a hidden manner is actually the only means left to a
dominated group, deprnived of real power, and seeking to improve 1ts condition. In
general, the mim of stereotyping 18 1o erase the multiplicity of women's identities, to create

the Hlusion that there exists one 1deal and "truer” feminine nature (1deal for men's profit)

and 1ts counterpart, a depraved femmine nature.

In most patriarchal societies discourses on women are so effective 1n their diffusion
of essentialist and sexist notions about women that it 1s not uncommon for individuals
whose political consciousness 1s sufficiently elevated to object to racism and to denounce
the explortation of the working class, sull to maintain patriarchal 1deas about women and
therr roles i society %8 These individuals are virtually blind to the fact that "femininity” is
a cultural consuuct. man-made 1n the truest sense of the term. Thus, 1t seems that
patnarchal discourses are extremely efficient and persuasive  Their content 1s often
accepted without question, assunung a naturalness which seeps into the unconscious of

men and women

Asseen above, vanous stitutions perpetuate the discourse on femintnity, but
probably the most important locus of articulation, the context wherein feminine stereotypes
are profoundly lodged 1n the unconscious and accepted as Nature, is the famuly .39 Itis
mamly in the tanuly that children intertorize the prevailing ideas about "masculinity” and
“feminimity,” throuph the different education and responses they receive according to their
gender Many temunists™ have illustrated how babies are treated differently depending on
then gender and have discussed the sometimes subtle conditioning that renders girls
ferminine and boys masculine. In conforming to the norms associated with their gender,
voung girls and boys are tnevitably and often unconsciously agents for the preservation of
the dominant discourses, which may in effect operate against the interests of those who
aceept therr statements as truths - One of the greatest achievements of patriarchy is the
normatizanon of society according to gender, the widespread adherence of women and
men to socnal laws and rules ol behavior which continually reinforce the distinction

between mules and temales.

The social condinoning which produces so-called normal girls may also be
accompaned by more traumauc processes which aim at reinforcing different aspects of the
fermmne nature. For instance, sexual abuse 1in North America and clitoridectomy in Egypt

are two obvious forms of aggression which participate 1n the socialization of many women
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in their respective cultures. These acts may be condemned by society, but the power of
patriarchal discourses on female sexuality 15 capable of rationahzing and mininuzing the
most heinous attacks against women. Moreover, the discourses may otten succeed in

convincing women that they are responsible for the cnmes perpetrated against them

The most far-reaching consequences of the patrtarchal discourse s precisely ity
capacity to psychologically alienate women. That iy 1o say, the discourse’s abihiy 1o
infiltrate the psyche of women making therm accept the patnatchal detintion of tenunuuty
Often women unconsciously conform to the way patriarchy depacts them, for s
extremely difficult to escape the socialization which begims minfancy - Morcover, women
who do reject the definitions imposed on them and 1esist the conduct expected of them,
striving to surmount the alienatior: and the subjugation of their gender e contronted by
society in general and the dominant institutions of patnarchy n parncula

Feminist movements are a myjor challenge to the patrrarchal sociad order Inorder
to curtail the effects of different feminisms, the agents ot patriarchy resort to stereotypes,
seeking to discredit feminists. For many feminists, tenunism can generally be detied as
the awareness that women are disennunated agamst, and a subsequent desite to correet that
injustice.  Stmular to the general construct of the femimne ideal, the perceptions which
circulate about feminism tend to be contradictory

On the one hand, there 15 a tendency among cnitics of femist movements to
represent the numerous distinct currents as though they form a monohithic group,
suggesting that there is "a feminist rhetoric™ espousing "a femnist ideology™ described as
doctrinaire. This narrow view is so prevalent outside of feminist cureles that for many
people, to refer to an individual as a feminist immediately conjures up a negative umage
Feminists are regularly pigeonholed as frustrated, aggressive women who hate men, and
their criticisms (of society) are labelled as "propagandistic™ and dismissed without
receiving any serious attention.92 Often adjectives are added 1o turther evoke the image ot
a woman gone mad; for example, the common phrase "rabid tenunist™ 15 sull prt o use 3
This reductive atutude betrays the sexism of those to whom it belongs  Itis essentially the
view of individuals and groups who benefit - - or who think they benchit from a socal
order which places women under men. It 1s an obvious defence of patriarchy which
reinforces some aspects of patnarchal discourses for, at the base of this view, one senses
the sexist notion that "all women are the same,” and through perverse analogic reasoning,
it allows for the conclusion that all feminists are the same  However, femimism s not an

ideology. It does not possess a defined 1deological framewaork, nor 1s there a umiversally
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recognized manifesto of feminism. Feminism has no founder nor did it originate in a
particular historic or geographic context. In fact, one might argue that women's resistance
in various forms always coexists with patriarchy, that is , wherever and whenever men
dominate wornen, women will resist through different strategies. Therefore, not only is it
sexist to speak of feminism as a monolithic movement, but 1t is also historically and

sociologically 1naccurate.,

On the other hand, the second commonly held perception of feminism opposes the
first and can be encountered 1n statements refernng to disagreements among ferminists,
which are interpreted as indications of a lack of logic and consensus. People who hold
this view use these divergences as an excuse for rejecting all feminist propositions. Herein
lies the contradiction, femimism is cnticized erroneously as being ideologically closed and
homogencous and at the same tume, sometimes by the same individuals, 1t 1s slandered for
its heterogenerty ! The diversity in feminist theories stems partially from the fact that the
realines of women's hives are extremely diverse. The absence of a feminist orthodoxy
allows teminists to elaborate a vast number of independent theones for dealing with
sexism, which 1s atself polymorphous, varying from one historical epoch to the next, from

one class to the next, and from one culture to the next.

. Patriarchal Ideology in the Middle East

Women represent approximately fifty percent of the Egyptian population,
Although the expenences of Egyptian women may differ depending on numerous

vanables, such as socal class, place of residence, religion and level of education, it is

possible to desenibe a generalized state of male dominanon. Regardless of their wealth, |
cducation, political position, personal relations and comnutment to change, women in

Fayvptappear to be continually confronted with their society's sexual discrimunation. The

pervastveness of patnarchal attitudes, practices and institutions prevents women - even

those w ho seem to be free of traditional forms of male authenty (father, husband, brother,

cte.) - from attamng the quality of freedom enjoyed by most men. This1s also wue in the

West but perhaps to a shghtly lesser degree. The fact that men in Egypt still possess

signifcant legal nghts which are not accorded to women indicates unequivocally the
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qualitative difference between the status of men and women. In spite of some of the legal
and social changes which have taken place the majority of women are only superticially
touched by these changes:

People look at social change in a country like Egypt and say the whole
society is changing. This iy not true. Itis more appearance than reality
The reality is mine and that of thousand of women Ithe me who have been
educated and yet stll live in the Dark Ages It 1s the fault of the society,
which treats change at the surface and not at the level of basie values 1o
all right for women to vote and get educated und so forth, but it 1s not all

right for them to have control over their own private hves 99

This woman's comments illustrate the untfortunate truth that. despite social reform,

Egyptian women continue to be constratned hy a system of (pattiarchaly values.

In some ways one can view Egyptian society as a good example of a "clissic”
pamarchy: thatis, tts expressions of sexism have not been diamatically transtormed o1
significantly adapted to hide the obvious diserimination, and theretore one can sull
observe without great difficulty its foundations and etfects in many tacets of Egyptan
women's lives. Egyptian patriarchy does not possess some of the subtle and clusive
qualities present in Western patniarchal discourses and instututions However, one should
not assume that, because Western patnarchy is nuanced, that women i the Westenjoy
equality with men. They encounter forms of sexual discriminauon which are not
necessarily present in Middle East societies and are confronted with highly raretied
possibly more resilient — articulations of sexism. The "refinemient” of sexssm in the West
is the result of an ongoing process of social and psychologicul transtormations which help
to maintain its "invisible” character. In other words, sexismin the West has had to
become more discreet because people became more conscrous of ity notably through the
scholarship of feminists who have continually tried to expose the injustices of patirarchal
social orders. Sexism in any society can be seen as a virus infecting the wocial boddy,
capable of mutations when the environmental condinions are no longer conducive wats
existence. If the environment becomes sufficiently hostile 1t may become extinet In
Egypt, feminists have not yet been able to rally the support necessary to provoke radical
changes in social attitudes and the total abandonment of archaie patriarchal practices, such

as polygamy and clitoridectorny.
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Contrary to popular behef, which holds that femimsm is a product of the West and
wits exported to the Middle East, I would suggest, as has been suggested by others who
have studied the questuon,?® that women's organized resistance in the Middle East and in
Egyptin parucular has indigenous roots dating back to the 19th century or possibly even
carlier. Fxposure to Western social customs and exchanges with European and North
Amencan women in the early 20th century may have encouraged Egyptan women and
reintorced ther aspirations, but 1t would appear historically imprecise to regard their
struggle as merely a consequence of foreign influence, especially if one considers the

hosuhty of the Egypuan women's movement to impenalism By arguing that Egyptian

women's desires and efforts to acquire equal nghts do not have indigenous origins, one
implies that they passively succumbed to Western propaganda and cultural impenalism.
Histoncal as opposed to essentialist research shows that where there 15 oppression, 1t is
generally (f not always) accompanied by various forms of resistance which emerge
spontancously  Nobody would claim that Blacks in South African are revolung against
therr oppression umquely under the influence of anti-apartheid groups 1n Europe and North
America. However, movements of rebellion are often mampulated and distorted 1n
histoncal accounts in order to bolster the oppressor's legintmacy. And rebellions by
women have probably been eriased enurely from the histonical records to create the
nnpression that there has never been a threat to the status quo. Thus, cultural and

histoneal facts are turned into natural phenomena.

As was tlustrated in Chapter One, feminist movements in Egypt have been
noticeably active since the begmmng of the 20th century, during which time they
intluenced pohtical events and legal reform Nevertheless, the efficacity of the women's
movements was m some respeets hmmted by colomalism 97 Middle East nationalisms —
generally the fight against Western domination --— have complex and contradictory
relanonships wath the women's movements. Sometimes the nationalists, 1n particular
w henrepresented by the Western-educated bourgeoisie, pay hip service to the demands of
women, encourdaging them to participate in the nationalist struggle unul independence is
achieved, at which time the nationahists often neglect their commitments to women.%8
Phese natnonalists often reproduce Western sexist attitudes, fusing them with Arab sexism.
Other Middle Fast nationalisms have been based on the revalonisaton and reaffirmanon of
Islanue punciples, notably those which concern women. In this case, the feminist struggle
i often sigmatized by equating it with westernization.9 In both forms of natonalism,
secular and non-secular, women are generally assigned an inferior social status. Most

Arab states have mamtained the aspects of Islammic law which deal with marriage, divorce,
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inheritance rights, child custody and other issues touching the lives ot women Fgypt falls
in the mid-range between progressive and reactionary states i thas respect 1t should be
noted that while other areas of law, such as crinunal, commercual and constitutional Law,
are usually allowed to evolve according to national or intemational pressures, tanuhy law
and the Law of Personal Status are uncompromisingly protected by tradiionalists and
others who often refuse any alteration to the Islamic decrees on these matters, selectively
invoking the immutable character of the Qur'dn. In political debates o to i support,
secularists have sometimes used the "women's question” as a sacniticnl otfering m order
to satisfy traditionalists’ demands.!®

Since sexism usually transcends ideological onentation and can be encountered
among the nght as well as among the left, 1ts articulanon tends w assume statha totmes
the various political discourses. In the Middle East, two themes are partculary nnporiam
in the political discourses on women  The theme of the complementanv ot venders, based
on the essentialist notion that men possess certam qualities not to be tound m wonmen and
lack other qualities which are exclusively temmme, recurs regularly i poliie al discissions
of women's roles 1n society. Inanaricle on the modesty and segreganon debate m b pypr,
Valerie J. Hoffman-Ladd quotes several authors w ho elaborate the complementanty ot
genders theme:

One author contrasts the characteristics of men and women i ths
way: "[The] man rises to meet the burdens of hfe with resolution and
strength, with wisdom and cleverness, with patience and forbearance, with
cunning and endurance. [The] woman meets hife with ¢tiusive emotions, a
clear conscience, and a pure heart ", . Repeatedly stated e the literature i
that women should not seck to fill roley that are contrary o then created
nature (fizra): "Men's minds are more perfect, men are more far sighted,
more resolute, and stronger They are, no doubt, better able to face Lite and

all its difficulties and many various problems 10!

According to the two authors cited by Hoftman-Ladd, men are more melhgent, stronger
and more prepared for life outside the home than women, whose “natutal constitution”
equips them for domestic life. Thus, the logic of these arguments gives way to the
follow1ing conclusion: nature has determined the social roles of mien and women, such that
women provide men with their emotional and domestic needs while men go outmto the
world to face the challenges of hfe, which are supposedly more congruous with then

masculinity. The two genders are, thercfore, in perfect harmony, one complementng the
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other. Clearly this vision of the social order leaves no room for women to explore

possibalities outside of marrage.

The second common theme 1in the Middle Eastern discourses on women is
encapsulated in the "equal-but-different” myth which, like many aspects of sexist
discourses, tries to hide the truth of discnmination against women. One Muslim man
made the following remarks concerning Islam's equity when dealing with the rights of

men and women:

.both [Mushim men and Muslim women] enjoy equal rights, but as a
practical measure, man 1s given precedence over woman in certain
matters. as when two persons travel together or work together, one of
them s appointed the leader, and the other carries out his orders. As for
the quahuies of teader, 1t iy stated that he should be superior physically,
intellectually and morally. This does not argue that one is inferior to the

other or subordinate 102

For the sake of convenience and because men apparently have the required qualities of
leadership, they are placed i control of women, and women —— obedient ravelling
companions  carry out men’s orders Women should recognize men's intellectual,
physical and moral superiority and surrender to their superior judgement, yet they should
not see this as a sign of mequality. The contradictions are striking: one is superior to the

other while the latter 15 not inferor.

Otten the two themes are brought together, one reinforcing the other. The
Lgyptian Ianust movement al-Jamd'a al-1sldmiyya issued a statement which is exemplary

of the combiming of these two themes:

Woman must impress herself from the start with the true meaning of these
words of God "Men are in charge of women,” and "Men have a rank
above them.” She should know that the equality men and women enjoy in
their humamty can never ental equality in the burdens they bear, for this is
something the woman cannot endure, and it corrupts the element of
weakness (du'f) inher, or the element of meekness (wadd ‘@) and delicacy
(rigqa), which s one of the secrets of her personal beauty, and perhaps it is
the sectet of the peace which man's being finds in her spirit when he

returns, battle-worn, from the scorching of hife and the competition of his
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peers. Woe to the man who returns home and finds only a counterpart in
the model of his strong competitors on the outside, who vies with him, will
for will and thorn for thorn 103

Men and women are equal, but because women are essentially weak, meck and dehicate
elements of the feminine 1deal — they are incapable of endunng the harshness of hite
which is, therefore, thrust on men. The perversion of men's freedom of movement 1o a
burden to justify their appropnation of the public sphere of activity v tvpreal of patriachal
discourses. At the base of these formulations is the sexist notion that women possess an
innate feminine nature which is infenor to the masculine counterpart  The arguments
presented are bereft of logic, founded exclusively on several Qur'anc passages which ae
noteworthy precisely because of their expression of sexist principles i uncequivocai terms
Indeed these two themes 1n the Middle Eastern discourses on women appear m the Quw'un
and are reproduced and expanded by some Mushm Arab men One should not conclude
that these themes are only present in Islamie discourses, they canalso be tound among
non-Muslim Egyptians. 1% Nonetheless, the Qur'dn remans a major ieesence tor many
Arabs who refuse to acknowledge the inegalitarian aspects of Islanue declarations on

WwOInen.

The Qur'dn represents one of the most ctfective discourses tor defending
patriarchy in Middle East socteties  When speaking ata series of confesences i Monteal
in the Fall of 1986,!0% al-Sa‘diwi addressed various problems concerning the situation ol
women in the Middle East. Among the 1ssues she dealt with was the new “fundamentalis”
reading of the Qur'dn which, she claims, interprets verses about women i an extiemely
rigid manner, uncharactenistic of Islam  Her point was essentially toitusirite how
patriarchal stitutions - governments, “clergy,” judicuary, ete - have manpulated the test
through an application which aims at satisfying their own matenal and pohtical ends Her
criticism was directed not against the Qur'an, but agaunst the authorues responsible for it
legal, social, moral and economuc application. However, by imphcaton al Sa'dawi
revealed that the Qur'dn —- like all religious texts - 18 vulnerable to manipulavon = A
cursory analysis of the Qur'dnic pronouncements on women's property, inhentance,
marriage and divorce rights demonstrates God's preference tor men. Indeed, the Qrer‘ans
addressed to men, with the exception of several verses in which the feminine, along with
the masculine, forms are used. Nonetheless, one should not completely overlook what the
Qur'dn may have offered women on a theoretical level and 1n the historic context out o

which it emerged; that is, the matenal, spiritual and legal assurances it outhined for women
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in the 7th century. It should be underlined that th. Qur'dn is not exceptionally sexist for a
seventh-century rehigious text. However, 1ts position with respect to women is unusually
well defined  The concreteness of the statements on marriage and inhentance may have
ittally represented a posttive measure, 1n that they constituted an explicit ariculation of
women's nights (but there 1s no consensus among scholars as to whether the Quran
improved or diminished the status of women n relation to the pre-Islamic era).1% In any
case, with the Orthodox Mushims' acceptance of the theory of the Quridn's eternal and
unchanging nature, Mushim women have been assigned, once and for all, a status inferior

1o that of men:

And women shall have rights Similar to the rights
Against them, according To what is equitable;
But men have a degree (Of advantage) over them.

And God s Exalted in Power
And detaimg the powers accorded to men because of their superiority, the Qur'an states:

AMen are the protectors And maintainers of women,

Because God has given The one more (strength)

Than the other, and because They support them

Frrom thewr means Therefore the nghteous women

Are devoutly obedient, and guard In (the husband's) absence

What God would have them guard. As for those women

On whose part ye fear Disloyalty and ill-conduct, Admonish them (first),
(Neat) retuse to share their beds, (And last) beat them Lightly; 197

Obviously the belief in the divine nature of the Qur'dn 1s the basis of its extensive
power and mfluence. Ity considered by Muslims to be the unaltered word of God
communicited to Muhammad by the angel Gabriel, and is, thus, thought to be frez of all
temporal prejudice. Whether one aceepts the divine origins of the Qur’dn or not, 1t is clear
that the Islamie soctal order was founded on some pre-existing cultural conventions which
it turther developped to accomdate the changing social and political contexts. In particular,
IJam, hike Judaism and Chnistianity, has helped to crystallize certain patriarchal social
tormanons, notably the patnarchal family, and consequently has contributed to the
consoltdation and maintenance of a culwral discourse which defines women as naturally

wmtenor to men



III. The Web of Institutions

Although Islamic texts may theoretically justify discrinunation aganst women and
ideological factors may discourage women from pursuing a feminist agenda, thewe are
other forces in Egyptian society which, on the concrete level, play major toles in
sustaining the patriarchal order. Women's oppression in the fanuly, theu linuted access to
formal education and income-generating employment and the sexist buas present in the
legal apparatus reflect some of the systems of marginalisation and exclusion which
perpetuate male dominaton. These four foct of patriarchal authonity — fanuly, school,
formal work force and the courts — are overlapping, otten having a collecuve impact on
the lives of Egypuan women. For instance, a woman's employment oppotunities depend
generally on her level of education, the constraints of fanuly hife and, in the past, the
permission of the courts. The complex interrelationship of social, political. ccononue and
psychological forces makes it extremely ditficult for women to completely evade
patriarchal control. By briefly presenting the four mstances of power mentioned above, n
will become more evident how Egyptian patriarchy strives to render women submissive to
male domination.

The belief in the essential psychological, intellectual and moral ditferences between
males and females provides the ideological foundation for discrinunating between boys
and girls and later between men and women  As discussed previously, seaul
discrimination begins at birth in patriarchal societtes. In Egypt, as in many other countines
where patriarchy is firmly entrenched, the birth of i boy 1s preter.ed to thatof w gnl In

The Hidden Face of Eve, al-Sa‘diawi comments on the reception girls encounter at birth

From the moment she is born and ¢ven before she learns to pronounce
words, the way people look at her, the expression in their eyes, and ther
glances somehow indicate that she was born 'incomplete’ or "with
something missing'. From the day of her birth 1o the moment of her death,
a question will haunt her: ‘Why?" Why 15 1t that preference 1s given to her
brother....108
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In sore cases, the hushands may even hold the mother responsible and threaten divorce if
¥ girls are bom. An Egyptian man discussing his "problem" stated to his companions:

My problem is the fact that my wife has only produced four girls. Now
she is pregnant for the fifth time and if she doesn't deliver a boy I will have
to divorce her and try to have sons with another woman. 199

This man's attitude and the solution he proposes to h:s listeners may not be those
of all Egypuan men, but his position does reflect the importance of male children and the
relative insigmficance of females. The idea that boys are worth more can even extend to
the supenor price paid to the doctor for delivering a boy or for circumcision of boys in
contrast with that which is paid for the delvery of girls or for clitoridectomy,110

Shortly after girls are born most of them enter a social programme 1n which their
freedom of movement and expression are continually constrained, while their brothers and
uther boys of their age enjoy a great deal of social hiberty. Al-Sa’didwi questions the
double standards that charactenize the different reatment of boys and glr‘ls:

Why did they [her parents] favour my brother as regards food, and the
treedom to go out of the house? Why was he treated better than I was in all
matters? Why could my brother laugh at the top of his voice, move his legs
freely, run and play as much as he wished, whereas I was not supposed to
look mto people's eyes directly, but was meant to drop my glance
whenever I was confronted with someone? If I laughed, 1 was expected to
keep my voice so low that people could hardly hear me, or better, confine
mysell to smihing umidly. When I played, my legs were not supposed to
move {recly. but had to be kept politely together. My duties were primarily
to help in cleaning the house and cooking, 1n addition to studying since |
was at school. My brothers however, the boys, were not expected to do

anything but study.1!

Other F gy ptian garls confirm the existence of these double standards, which form the basis

ot gender sociahzaton:

My father always wants to know where | am, what I am doing, and whom
Iam wuh 1 only see my fiancé at planned meetings when my parents are
present. Somenmes he knows my brother is out late but simply says,

c “"Well, he must be with Leila,” though they are not even engaged. Parents
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are like that; they will trust the behavior of a son but are afraid of a stranger
man who might do something to the daughter that would spoil her chances
to marry. Even if he didn't do something to her, people nught think that he
did. With a son's girl friend, they teel 1t1s up to her parents to control
what she does.!12

In these comments and those of al-Sa‘diwi, the permissive attitude towards boyvs 1s
contrasted with the repression and surveillance encountered by girls . Within the fanuly
girls are conditioned to "accept” the inequality between them and boys as o fact of natue
They may be conscious of the injustice at work and struggle agamst it regulatly, but,
lacking real alternatives, most Egyptian girls appear 1o subnut to the social pressures
They come to believe that their inferior social status and linuted treedom are normal and
unavoidable. Itis at this point that the process of alienation becomes ettective
Consequently, many genuine aspects of a guirl's personality are crushed m order to make
her conforni to the ideal of fermininity:

LY

The education that a female child receives in Arab society 18 a series of
continuous warnings about things that are supposed to be harmtul,
forbidden, shameful or outlawed by religion The child theretore is tramed
to suppress her own desires, to empty herself of authenue, onginal wants
and wishes linked to her own self, and to fill the vacuum that results with
the desires of others. Education of female children iy theretore transtormed
into a slow process of annihilation, a gradual throtthing of her personality
and mind, leaving intact only the outside shell, the body, a hifeless mould
of muscle and bone and blood that moves hike a wound-up dol}

A girl who has lost her personality, her capacity to think
independently and to use her own mind, will do what others have wld her

and will become a toy 1n their hands and a victum of their decisions 1

Thus, according to al-Sa‘dawi girls arc prepared to receive the quahities of the feminine
ideal by first removing from their being asprrations and "faculties” which may conflict with
their so-called natural destiny

One of the most literal expressions of the Egyptian patriarchy’s denial of women’s
desires and its aggression against the physical and psychic heing of women 15 the practice
of clitoridectomy. Clitoridectomy 1s an extreme manifestation ot misogyny, and typically
efforts are made to present this mutilation as a natural event in the hves of girls:
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Circumcision is absolutely necessary. I don't know why, butitis a
tradition. These parts in a woman grow bigger the older she gets. They
are ugly and deface her. It's true that God created us this way, but when
we woke up to ourselves we found this custom handed down to us from
our grandfathers and theirs and from those of whom we are not even aware
and those we no longer know. We emerged into this world and found the
habit already existed. It's just so. My people do this, and so I must do like
they do 114

In this way the practice is perpetuated by 1ts very vicums. Mothers subject their daughters
to the operation n accordance with cocial convention. They and their mothers have
undergone the operation and believe in its appropriateness, despite the pain and the
possible physical and psycholog:cal complications it may entail; thus, they reveal the
profoundness of their personal alienaticn. Apparently some mothers who are against the
practice mpose 1t on their daughters becauce of the belief that men prefer women who

have undergone the operation. .

When it came for my first daughter to be circumcised in Upper Egypt, |
wits not very much for it; but my mother and friends and relatives said that

1t should be done to her or she might not be able to marry.!!5

But when it was the next daughter's turn, the mother encountered a different reaction from

the people around her:

Seven years Laer it came the turn of my second daughter, but by that time
all the same people were saying that the operation shouldn't be made on
puls It changed that quickly! People were also saying that men didn't
want to mary women after that operation because it makes the wives not
want to sleep with their husbands. It's true! My eldest daughter never
wants her hushand for that reason, and he blames us for having had that

operation done  In my generation in Upper Egypt we were all done, 116

This account and others seem to indicate that the practice is becoming less frequent.
However, it sull oceurs and constitutes an inevitable part of many girls' experiences,

particularly m rural setting-

[ was told 1t would hurt a little, but it was hell. The midwife puts alcohol
on you atterward, and you're on fire. 1knew 1 had to go through this




operation. I knew there was no getting around it. It's as sure a thing as
having to get mamed or give birth. People would say to the girls,
"Marriage is just like circumcision only better” or "You have to be

circumcised, otherwise you can't get married.” And when we are hitle ot
course the thing we want most in the world 1s to get marned 117

The muulation of a female's sexual organs corresponds to the mutilation of her socul
being. Clitoridectomy 1s a preparation for marnage n the same way as the social
conditioning girls undergo is aimed at making them contform to the femmine deal, tenmales
should be discreet, unexpressive, obedient, domestcally industrious, submissive and

virginal. These are the qualities which are expected of a woman betore and atter marmage

The family assumes the responsibility for implanting in girls these so called
feminine qualities, without which they would be incapable ot tultilling then naturatand
unique destiny in hife. The entire process of socialization pushes girls towirds manage
and motherhood And marriage constitutes the central eventin the hives ot many Feyptian

girls to whom society offers very few alternatives.

On the balance, the soctocultural context surrounding the wingle gul creates
strong parental and community pressures for an early and parentally
supervised (1f not arranged) marmage. More critical s the soctahizauon that
so effectively channels the quest for satisfaction in the direction of the home
and the feeling of guilt in the direction of education and work - Adolescent
girls are virtually stnipped of any other source of self-identity outside that of
marnage and motherhood 18

These remarks by the sociologist Nadia Youssef, who has studied social factors
influencing the status and ferulity patterns of Muslim women, corroborate the comments of
al-Sa‘dawi concerning the destruction ot girls’ personality thtough repressive education
To become a wife and mother 1n the most traditional sense 1s to renounce one's own
personal ambitions and the potential to use onc's tntellectual talents beyond the realmof the
family.

The socialization of women succeeds when it achieves women's assinmlbition of
the patriarchal notion that they are only "complete” if they produce children and thus tultill
their femininity. Women's reproductve potential (which 1s really the only significant
difference between them and men, that is, if one rejects the patnarchal dogma of aninnate
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intellectual difference between the sexes) is used as a basis for defining and containing
their existence. The procreative capacity of women, which is a source of power when
governed by women, 1s politically manipulated in patriarchal societies, resulting in men's
appropnation of that power, and in the propagation of a discourse in which this power of
women ceases to be viewed as a force and 1s turned into a weakness, barring them from
the pursurt of numerous intellectual and creative activities. An important part of the
Egyptian patriarchal discourse is to encourage women to have as many children as
possible This state of affairs discourages contraception, which 1s viewed as morally and
socially unacceptable 1n spite of Islam's historic tolerance of birth control.!19 Controlled
pregnancy 1s particularly difficult for working-class women, and for almost all women it1s
dependent on the consent and participation of the husband. However, some women use

contraceptives secretly.

.Next to us 1y an uncle with twenty children.
I have three. The oldest is four and a half and T am tired. All of his
{her husband's] relatives speak to me about having more children, even

him ..but I am secretly taking the pill 129

To remforce social conventions, i Egypt, like many other states, abortion is illegal.
Abortion 1y a central question with respect to women's freedom, for the law's denial of
women's right to choose or refine motherhood means that an elite group, generally men,
can foree a woman to have children against her wall. This legal interdiction 1s another

example of men's control of women 1n patriarchal societies 12!

In these conditions marmage and motherhood are akin to obligations placed on
women, which are tulfilled under the authority of the father and the husband. The roles of
wite and mother are, thus, primordial 1n the patriarchal definition of women's identity. As
has already been observed, this combination of roles usually entals self-abneganon on a
multitude of levels in order to dedicate oneself to socially determined facets of one's
exinstence Zahiyvat Marzaq. ex-president of the Family Planning Association of

Alenandna, underlhined the injustice inherent 1n the dominant social attitudes:

Men snll don't understand that a woman can do something valuable —
espectally after she gets marned  They think that after she gets married,
she's no good - She must sit down and cook and take care of her children
and take care of her husband. They think she should do nothing, even if

she 1s educated 142
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In fact, the majority of single Egyptian women only possess a minimum in formal
education and are usually economically dependent on their families. Consequently,
marriage presents girls with the possibility of escaping the confines of the paternal home

It was natural that | would take my time n selecting a husband so as not o
repeat the tragedy of my mother. But in my eagemess to escape the
conditions of my family I rushed into a bad marrage. 1 realized how
oppressive and domineering my husband was the second week of marmage
when he used to come to the school and spy on me to see that T came home
right after school and that [ was not talking to my male colleagues 1

complained to my mother and father but they were not suppornve

This woman's experience reveals that marnage may only ottet an tlusion ot excape, while

in effect it is the continuation of the social programme inated at birth

The majority of women pass from a state of almost complete powerlessness m then
father's home to a state, in which their power appears shghily greater m the home of then
husband but remains conditioned by the authority of @ man  Sorme women view theu

husband and their father in the same hight.

My husband is not really that different from my father. He has the same
attitudes and his relationship with me and the children 1s not that ditferent
from my father's relationship with us and my meother. The only ditterence
is that I work and therefore have some freedom of movement and an

income of my own.124

Admittedly this woman has an advantage over many women 1n Egyptin that she s
educated and well employed. For most women their freedom of movement s mted to

the realm of the home and their authority docs not go beyond their role as mother and is

generally subject to the veto of the husband:

The high status held by women [in Mushm societes| derives
exclusively from marriage- and maternal-related roles and 15 grounded 1n
the separation between famthal and suprafanulial acuviues and power
Thus, the respect and power that she commands depend on the male's
suprafamilial orientation. Similarly, women have very few possibilities of

becoming involved with the activities of the larger world and they are ofen




39

excluded from entenng areas whence men derive their status and

prestige.!25

By miting women's access to power to the restricted domestic realm, patriarchy
ctfecuvely excludes them from the exercise of real power. This is not to say that the
power that women possess within their homes is insignificant, but rather that within
patnarchal societies male spheres of activity are elevated while female spheres are

demgrated

The context of the family may offer women a source of real satisfaction, and it can
sometimes provide them with emotional and material support; hence there are some
posive aspects o famuly life Nonetheless, the socio-psychological constraints on most
women, whether in therr father's home or their husband's, undermine significantly the
securty ottered by the family  Ultimately the fanuly is the pnmary vehicle for transnutting
and mantaming the soctally constructed ideal of femininity. So long as the vast majority
ot Fgypthian parents and husbands continue to view the convennonal way of treating
women s the natural and only way, most Egyptian women will remain barred from the
major pohitical, legal and cultural institutions. Yet as was illustrated in Chapter One, many
women stulla mmority - are challenging social norms through political activity, and
by seeking ccononue independence and higher levels of education. As women obtain
higher levels of tormal education and become more and more aware of their rights, they

w il be better prepared to provoke the social changes appropriate for their culture.

Today more and more Egyptian women are attending high schools and universities,
but the majonty ol termales are sull not receiving satisfactory formal mstruction,
Accordimg to the figures pubhished by UNESCO for the year 1976 — year of the last
Feypuan census - only 1.3% of the temale population over 25 had received or was
receving post-secondary instruction, and only 3 1% of the same population began studies
at the secondary More disturbing 1s the fact that 92.9% of the temale populauon in the
dge proup ot over 25 had recerved no schooling. It should not be overlooked that the
majonty (8o 3%) of the male population of the same age group had no schooling and that
onhy 347 attended or was attending post-secondary institutions.!26 These statistics
reved! the educanonal problems taced by many developing countries, but they also
tlustrate that even though, on a nattonal level, formal academic instruction 1s a rare
commadity mien tend to fare better than women. This 1s further confirmed by the statistics
onallteracy tor 1976; 46.4% of the male population over 15 was illiterate while 77.6% of




females in the same age group could not read and wnite. Around 627 of the entire
Egyptian population over 15 was illiterate in 1976.1%

Family pressure on girls seems to discourage most females ftom pursuag
academic and career goals at the expense of their culturally determuned roles as mothers
and wives. Thais is particularly true of working-class and "traditional” fanulies who cannaol
afford to send girls to school or who do not see the value in educatung girls  Andiea Rugh
has studied in depth questions concermning women and the tanuly w Fgypt, and she pomts

out that in some working-class families:

Parents generally regard the early years of adolescence as a time of special
preparation for a child's adulthood. In the case of boys 1t1s 4 preparation
for an occupation and in the case of girls it 18 preparation for marriage
Family investment 1n longer and more intensive tumng for boys bings
returns to parents who expect their sons to help in supporting other tanuly
members before marnage and later to help with support as the pagents grow
old. Investment in girls 1s viewed as primartly benetiting the houscholds of
their husbands.!28

If a woman's "natural destiny" is to be a wife and mother tormal education s not
necessary. Rugh continues in her study by underlining the attitude of many working cLass
parents who "appear to be more concerned about marrying off their daughters than they are
about preparing them for an occupauon.”!2? Conscquently many Lgyptian guls ae
withdrawn from school once they approach the age for marrying. Fathiyyah al Asl, an
Egyptian playwnght, stated:

My father was dead set against educating girls - including his daughters
He educated his sons very well, but kept his daughters from school the

moment they began to show signs of adolescence 1

Al-Asl is luckier than most other Egyptian women, for she was able to use the Iitle formal
education she obtained to her benefit and challenge the sexual barners Many Lgypuian
women are not given the opportunity to develop their academic shlls because of the

prospects of marnage, despite the fact that they may be promising students,

I was 1n the last year of my high school at Sania school tor gurls - My
grades were the best in the class, and I was recommended by the
headmustress to be sent to England after graduation to continue my




education at government expense. Suddenly a disaster happened in the

form of a suitor....I didn't like him at all. But that was not why I pleaded
and begged my parents not to force me to marry him. [ just was not
interested 1n marriage, and [ was interested in nothing more than

completing my education. 13!

Apparently, some middle-class families see the university context only as a place where a
gitl's marriageability 1s increased, not as a place where she can learn a profession and
subsequently work in order to be economically self-sufficient. Safia Mohsen writes that

when she was a college student in the 1950s:

..mgher education had become an acceptable pattern among middle- and
upper-class fumihies in Egypt. Also, work had become more acceptable for
the woman with a college degree. Yet college was viewed by the majonty
as the place for the girl to meet the nght man, and once that goal had been
achieved, the girl would not normally hesitate to leave her univergity
studies This pattern, of course, had many exceptions, but the predominant
attitude of the temale college student was to "capture” a suitable husband —

and the sooner the better. 132

Rugh comments i her study of the Egyptian fanuly that the changes in attitude may
be a tesultof the difficult economic situation which often requires a young couple to have
two sourees of income, naturally, an educated woman has greater chances of being
gantully employed than her uneducated counterpart and has, therefore, better chances of

atttacting a husband i certain social nulieux:

Although all parents care most strongly about the marnage chances of their
daughters, some see the best preparanion as one where the girl stays at
home to learn beside her mother, protected from questionable behaviour,
and others see the best preparation as staying as long as possible i school
to gain the prerequisites for a job of satisfactory status. Each group of

parents sees their own view as enhancing the mamageability of the girl 133

It appears that even for those women who are fortunate enough to attend university, higher
cducation remains an option directly linked to their future as wives and not necessanly as
professionals. In her study of fertility patterns among Muslim women Youssef claims that

although women with high levels of education may have fewer children than women who
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have no schooling, many educated women still consider motherhood as an unavoidable
part of their lives:

The highly educated Muslim wife is often ready to explore external sources
of prestige and sansfaction, but not, however, to the exclusion of her
maternal role. There is evidence that higher temale educatnon (partcularly
university) is accompanied by considerably reduced feruhty and a relauvely
high proportion of employment in professional jobs.'H

Education offers women the opportunity to transcend some soctal conventions, but it does
not generally help them to go beyond the patnarchal defimition of their role m society The
question one must ask with respect to these women 1s whether they choose to have
children as a response to social pressure or do they nuike the deciston conscrously and

freely at the moment which suits them best

It 1s important to recogmize that formal educaton 1s not necessanily a means for
women to liberate themselves from patmarchal social norms. In most patiichal societies
the education systems are profoundly sexist  Indeed, in most countries it was not until the
late 19th and early 20th century that women were admitted o umversities More recently,
sexism in the schools can take various technical or burcaucrate torms Forinstance,
Debbie Gemer-Adams observes 1n her article entitled “The Changing Status of Ishamie
Women 1n the Arab World" that "[1]n many places a ditterent curticulum s sull used fo
females, particularly at the lower levels "3 She quotes a study of FEgypt's curnicutum

which affirms that:

...the stated intention of the school curriculum is to prepare women to
improve living conditions within the family, to help increase incomes, and
to enlighten women sufficiently for them to understand the outhines of the
country's developing plans. Thus, the Egyptian educatonal svstem
theoretically provides equality of opportunity for Egyptian girls, bnt does
not attempt to prepare women for the same roles as men 0 (emphasis
added)

The sexual double standards that begin at birth are reproduced in the educational system
reinforcing the socialization of males and females. The Egyptian curniculunt aims at
informing women only "sufficiently"” in some areas while 1 others, such as budget

management and presumably fanuly care, it 1s permissible for them to develop a certan




degree of expertise. Concerning the inadequacies of the school system, al-Sa‘dawi

commented 1n an interview that the curriculum was not geared to producing "creative
people who can rebel against the system. Education is a tool of oppression also."137
These remarks are parucularly appropriate with respect to the academuc instruction offered
to women. In these circumstances it 1s not surprising that many girls and young women
appear to submit fatalisucally to social expectanons, sacrificing their career goals to

hecome waves and mothers,

However, there are women who endeavor to pursue higher education leading to a
profession as well as to perform their culturally determined roles; but the
insutanonalization of discnmmination against women provides mechanisms for excluding

them from the educaton system An Egyptian woman relates the following experience:

Idid well m school and had the idea to continue untl I qualified as a teacher
or a secretary. Thent was arranged that I should marry my cousin. and
we moved in with his parents When it was tune for the final exams the
school director told me, "Marmed women are forbidden to sit for exams.™
This was a new rule - T knew others who had marnied and then finished -

school - but all my pleading could not change 1t 138

It s not clear whether this woman was disquahfied from sitting for the exams because of a
new e o simply due 1o the caprice of the director, but it1s evident that the director
accepted the rule as legiimate and possessed the power to invoke and apply it arbitranly in
order o prevent the woman from pursuing her academic objectives. Since men generally
are mecontrol ot the most important teaching and decision-making positions, female
students may often be exposed to sexual disenimination whieh 1s either inherent 1n the
system or epressed in the attitudes of male teachers or directors who have interaalized

sea st notons dabout women

One shouldd note 1n the woman's account that her protessional goals are to become
a secretany or teacher, in Egypt, like 1in the West, these professions are not usually jobs
which men covet In tact women who do continue to higher levels of education and
subsequently pracuce a profession tend to be emploved in jobs of relanvely low prestige or
those which correspond to distorted patnarchal nottons of femimmty. For instance, health
care and education are two of the most common fields for women professionals, because
they are probably thought to correspond best to women's "natural nurturing instinet,” and

because of the possibility of practistng them in a sexually segregated context. Gemer-
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Adams points out that in several Arab countries, among which Egypt was included, in the
early 1970s, 40% of women professionals were in teaching, and that nursing and teaching
together absorbed 96% of all female professionals. She also states that "[o]nly slowly are
women entering other professional fields in larger than token numbers, '™

There is no doubt that women's employment opportunitics are closely tied to therr
level of formal education, and that both employment and education can play important
roles in helping women overcome male domunation M9 Nevertheless, as has been seen
with regard to education, women may in theory have the right to attend high sc hools and
universities, but in practice their rights are not necessanly respected  Simdarly i the
formal work force women are supposed to have the night to equal pay and equal

opportunity, yet, as one might expect, they are generally diserimimated agaimst

Although the social climate may be changing as aresult of women's eftors to go
beyond the conventional norms which inhibit their freedom of activity and expression, it s
probably still true that most men and many women in Fgypt do not belieye it 1s correct tor
women to work in public. Sttgma associated with women's employment i the tormal
work force seems to stem from traditional values which place the economie responsibitity
to care for the family on the men, and also from the fear that it women work i pubhe
where they may come 1n contact with men their reputations may be damaged  The latter
point is particularly pertinent for single women from more tradittonal tanubies Genet

Adams points out these factors quite clearly

In terms of traditional arttitudes hindening female employment, many ot the
same fears which were operative 1n a family's reluctance to allow s girls 1o
attend school are important in this context as well Some people sull
believe a working woman is exposing herself unnecessarily to men,
becoming uncomfortably close to a prostitute T amulies are atrid that hy
working a daughter or sister will destroy her chances tor marriage and ruin
her reputation. For many, there 1s shame associated with employment 1t
implies that the husband or other male kin 1s unwilling or unable to provide
adequately for the family.!*

Married women tend to be less affected by the social constriaints on their working
However, a working-class Egyptian woman states that she 1s cniticized by her hushand'’s
family for working:
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His family find fault with me. The women do not approve that I leave
every day on a bus for work. They do not approve of my clothes — they
all wear the black head veil. Each of them works in the fields helping her
husband... 142

Here one encounters another example of women's alienation and how it can be effective in
reintorcing patriarchal atutudes. The women in the family, who have adopted
conventonal dress and views about women, put pressure on the working woman to leave

her job and o conform to traditional social expectations.

[ 15 unmportant to recognize — as 1s illustrated in the woman's remarks quoted
above  that although most Egyptian women do not work "officially,” they are emploved
i the ficlds, 1n shops and especially 1n and around the home without being paid for ther
labour. Judith Tucker argues that although almost all women work, there is a

mistepresentation of their contribution in the statistics:

One recurrent problem i the discussion is that most statistical information
omits the subsistence activities which are largely women's work. Food -
praduction and processing for home and local consumption, or the fetching
of water and fuel are often nme and energy consuming tasks which should,

but do not, appear as productive work, 143

This work s necessary for the economic survival of most Egyptian families and
indispensable 1o the whole of society, yet it 1s unacknowledged, often viewed as the

"nataral” duty of wemen, 4

This being the case women who are employed usually have two jobs: one in the
honmie and the other outside They must carry the burden of a double workload;
consequently emploviment outside the home, which can offer women a certain degree of
ceonomie independence, may also linut their freedom by exhausting their surplus of time

and cnergy  According to al-Sa‘dawi:

Womien have only been permitted to seek jobs outside the home as a
FESPONSE to Cconanue necessities in society or within the family. A woman

s permutted to leave her home every day and go to an office, a school, a

hosputal or a tactory on condition that she returns after her day of work to
shoulder the responsibilities related to her husband and children, which are

constdered more important than anything else she may have done. 143
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Indeed, women's domestic obligations may even prevent them from taking jobs which
entail greater responsibility and higher wages. Professional women seem to seek
employment in areas which do not interfere excessively with thewr woik at home. Wath
reference to a conference on women held at the Amencan University of Caire, Andrea
Rugh notes that the participants observed that few women sought managerial positions
because their "housework" was too exhausting to allow them to take on the extra
responsibilities connected with important, well-paying posts.' ¢ Rugh also underhies the
fact that many men do not feel obliged to contribute to the domestic chores.,

Men rarely assume household tasks 1n any kind of meaningtul way  As
one well-educated upper-middle-class husband put it, his wite could work
if she wanted to but only if it did not interfere with her duties at home. He
expected her to get up in the moming before him and prepare breakfast: be
home early so his food was ready when he returned from wotk. He
provided full support for her and felt that anything she earned should be
spent as she chose.... Such a diviston makes 1t ditficult to say categonically
that women derive a greater status i1n the household from their tinancial
conditions, since men have vested interest in preserving the appearance that
they provide the bulk of the income. Nevertheless, women themiselves
often express a feeling of greater secunity n their ccononmic
independence.147

A working-class woman confirms Rugh's observations and establishes the paradox related

to women's working outside the home and their acquisition of greater mdependence.

Our Egyptian men are all the same; they leave the work of the house to the
women. Sometimes my husband will shop or take the boy out it he sees
me tired. But all this is a matter of whim  If I complain he tells me to feave
my work and get along without my pay. But he knows we couldnt do
that, not in today's conditions. Not with another baby commng, by the will
of God. No, I won't leave work as long as I can stand on two fect

Work strengthens a woman's position  The woman who works
doesn't have to beg her husband for every piaster she needs  She can
command respect in her home and can raise her voice inany decision. . At
the end of the day I'm exhausted. Sometimes I sit down in a chair and
think I'll never get up again. But at 5.00 A M you'll find me up, running
to prepare breakfast and lunch before leaving. 148
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There is no doubt that women whio work, like educated women, have a greater potential of
escaping the controls of patriarchy 1n the family, but so long as they continue to be obliged
to perform the household chores as dictated by their husbands and society, their
independence remains conditional, and tney will coatinue to be one of the most exploited

groups 1n society.

Most of the factors just discussed deal with the social aspects of women's
employment, that 15, the atutudes of women and men with respect to women working
outside the home and how these attitudes create barriers which prevent women from
entering the formal work force. However, there is another set of factors operative within
the work force which are indicative of the sexist bias encountered by many working
wonen, Generally, as was suggested by Gerner-Adams, working women face the same
problems and double standards in employment as they do in education. For example, just
as they are encouraged to study in certain fields, such as health care, they are often
employed in large numbers 1n only limited occupations, such as housekeeping, secretarial,
teaching, and more recently tactory work. Thus, there is the formation of job ghettos
which tend to be based on the economic exploitation of a group of individuals who do not
feel they can be employed elsewhere, either because they lack expenence or education, or

because the social atutudes do no approve of those individuals working in other areas.

In tact, the condition of the national economy 1s reflected in the shift in social
attitudes, and has an important impact on women's employment. As unemployment in
Egyptancreases, the possibilities of women finding well-paying, or any, jobs will decline;
when there are few jobs to be had, women are usually the first to be fired and the last to be

htred  Rugh confirms this point.

The women's feconomie activity | rates in 1937, 1970, and 1976 followed
the same pattern of dechine and recovery but with somewhat greater
exaggeration than the figuies for men reflecting what is particularly true for
ciployment of women m Egypt, that their passage into or out of the work
force depends to a large extent on how men are faring in the work force,
and the avartlability of jobs, and the ability of men to eam sufficient income

for the houschold. 149

This phenomenon s probably true for almost all countries, for only in some Eastern
Eutopean countries and the Soviet Union do women constitute more than 50% of the paid

labour foree 190
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In any case, since most managenal positions are held by men, and they control
who is hired, even in times of relative prosperity women must deal with sexual
discnimination. Men prefer to hire men even if the women who apply tor the job aie
equally or better qualified This kind of discrnnmination s not ditficult o denuty, butit s
extremely difficult to overcome. The bias against women employees 1 direetly related 1o
men's adherence to patrnarchal notions about women, notably the beliet that women are not
as competent as men and that they are not as responsible and theretore, cannot pertonn s

well as men. A manager in a government research departument stated

We hire the best people, both women and mien, train them to be excellent
researchers, then the men get otfers tor other jobs 1n other numisties o at
the university and the women are left. We start with approxnmatels equal
numbers of males and females und end up with a predomimantly temale
staff. Women are equally good if not better, but the tmage s snlt there that
women are not serious and that to them the job 1s a low piiority. Some
departments 1n the government spectfically reguest the Manpower

Department not to send them women . 15!

This quotation underlhines another aspect of sexual discrimimation agianst women i the
work force. Although women may be as good or even better than men at the same work,
they are not “offered” the same opportunities tor advancement in then field Men we
promoted while women remain in the same jobs vear after year, with only the ¢xcepnonal

woman worker moving up to more prestigious and better paving jobs 10°

Probably the single most important manmifestation ot sexual disciimunation concerne,
the difference in wages paid to women in relation to those paid to men for comparable
work. According to the International Labour Otfice’s statsties tor 1979 women were
paid less than men 1n all sectors of non-agricultural cconomic activity - For instance, m
manufacturing and mining women workers are paid only 65% of men's salary and m the
best circumstances, 1n construction, women earn approximately 904 of the waees pard o
men.133 In general, women's wages viry between 60 and 69 of those carned by men
despite the existence of the "equal-pay-for equal work” Tuw passed under "Abd al Nasn
and Egypt's signing of the Internatuonal Labour Organization’s convention Thus, even
when women's rights are ingrained 1n the law, women are sull exposed 1o sexual
discnmination on a large scale. The laxity with which the law 1s apphied further reveals the
authorities' disregard for injustice against women.
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In most patnarchal societies, the legal system, which 1s supposed to protect the
nights of all ciizens, 1s often openly sexist, applying legislation that discrimunates against
women. Moreover, since most agents of the legal system are men (police, lawyers,
judges, etc ), they may consciously or unconsciously actin ways which reflect their
assimulaton of the dominant nouons about women. In Egypt, sexism 1s an inherent aspect
of the legislaton and women in several areas are not given the same rights as men. As has
heen illustrated above with respect to women's nght to education and their nght to equal
pay tor equal work, there 15 no evidence 1o indicate that the state endeavors to enforce the
Laws, consequently the laws do not exist for most women — except of course on paper.
Given these circumstances, 1t 1s not an exaggeration to classify the Egypran legal
appatatus as protoundly sexist. One of the most revealing elements of sexism in the
I pyvpuan tegal systens the interdiction of women to assume the position of judge. In The
Hidden Face of Eve, al-Sa*diwiquotes a man who wrote to the newspaper al-Akhbdr in

detence ol this discrimination

It 1s supertluous to explan, that according to Islam, ten conditions must be
fulilled tor a person to judge  Without these ten conditions, the very
essence of Mjudgig” 18 non-existent, and the right or even possibility to be
accorded this high tunction 1s lost. These ten condiions are Islamic belief,
reason, rascudeney, treedom, maturnity, justice, knowledge and to be a

complete individual with a normal capacity 1o hear, to see and to speak 1™

The exclusion of v omen from "this high function” may be justified by reference to the ten
Ilamite conditions, but this does not mean that itis any less sexist. Indeed, the author of
these comments only llustrates the degree to which some aspects of Islam are

discrmunatonyand the propensity of some men to regularly defend sexual discnmination

by oving Islam

[t 18 not uncommon for judges when presented with cases involving women to be
intTuenced by socual norms, and to pass judgements which are not favourable to the
women imohed, despite the fact that justice -— in the ethical sense — 1s on the women'’s
side Several cases can be cited i which women's nghts were disregarded or the court
deemed it maore prudent to settle the case 1n an extrajudicial manner. In other cases,
women are cleatdy the victims of men, but the court allows the men to go without

punshment
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In the past, the unilateral right of men to divorce their wives left women with no
means of escaping a marriage which did not satisty their expectations  Although the law 1
Egypt has changed to a certain degree, it sttll remains difficult for women to sue for
divorce, for they are obliged to prove 1n the courts that the husband has not tultitled his
responsibiliies. Some women have tned to get out of their marmage in vanous ways,
notably by provoking their husband to imtiate the divorce, Rugh includes an account trom
the Egyptian Gazerte of November, 1979, in which a4 woman took extieme means to

obtain a divorce, only to become a vicum of the fegal system

Police yesterday arrested a housewife . who went to the secunty
authorities...with a fictitious story about three men who she sad taped
her....She then asked (her husband) to divorce her to avoud any ottense 1o
his honour . Investigations revealed that the wife wanted a divoree o pet

rid of her husband from whom she could not beget a child 1™

Clearly if the courts recognized unconditionally women's rights to divorce, wives woulkd

not be driven to these extremes to escape unhappy marrages

In another case, a husband left his wite and son in order to work abroad  After
several years when the boy was eight years old the father returned, and althouyh he had
not communicated with his wife 1n the years ot his absence, he took the son away trom the
mother, refusing to aliow the wife and her tanuly visitation nghts e mother s tanuly
went to court on her behalf to gain custody of the child but the judge raled agamst then
They appealed on the grounds that the father must provide support tor the child i order 1o
gain custody. The appeal was not successful  The grandtather of the by the mother's

father — attended court often, trying to obtain at least visttation right but to no aviul - He
stated:

We are very discouraged about the case at the moment, we are hoping to
have the opportunity to get visitation rights so we can at ledast et the boy
know we care about him. But so far the courts have not given us these
rights....Why is the court so partial in this case” Because the father is a
judge himself and the other judges help him, but there are other cases hike

this where 1t 1s money that influences the decision 15

Here not only did the court disregard the woman's nght - her night to custody - hut itrs the
source of an injustice by denying her and her family visitabon nghts
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The court's participation in injustice is vividly illustrated in cases concerning men
who, attempting to preserve their family’s honour, murder a woman in the famuly
suspected of having had premarital sexual relations. Al-Sa‘dawi mentions such a case in
which an engineer suspected his seventeen-year old sister of being pregnant. He
discovered some medication 1n her room which he gave to a pharmacist to examine. The
pharmacist told him that the medication was used to induce abortions. The engineer

returned to his home and, on finding his sister, he murdered her Al-Sa*dawi continues:

In the post mortem exanunation it transpired that she was still a virgin and
no evidence of pregnancy was detectable. Counsel for the defence. 1n his
submission to the court, plead>d for the engineer’s release on the grounds
that his motive in comnutung the cnme had been the detence of his fanuly's
honour  He had been assiled by doubts abourt his sister's conduct and this
ted him to comnmut the crime. His doubts had been nusplaced, but his

mtentions were good  The court set him free without bail. 157

s case took place in 1974 and 1t s difficult to say 1f the same thing would occur today.
However, as late as 1980, a man was sentenced to only five years heavy labour for the

murder ot his daughter who refused to live with him after he had divorced her mother. 133

These cases and others!™ reveal the legal system's lack of concern for women's
nghts and 1ts tendeney to almost always minimize the gravity of crimes against womer.
As was underhined previousty in the chapter, if the courts of justice treat women unjustly,
deed it the legal apparatus iself disenminates against women, there 14 no other ofticial
mstitution to prevent society at large trom reproducing sexual discrinnnation without a
sense ot anpustice Moreoveraf women cannot seek justice in the courts, they are
discouraged trom detending therr nghts publicty Ulumately, they are stmpped of the only
Jegitmate” means of redress and are, thus, forced to employ varnous strategies to defend

then property, ther children and then lives.

In this chapter Thave tried to show that patnarchal socteties are based on an
cuseinble of e galitanan principles and practices which circumscribe women's freedom.
Overlapping discourses on fenuninity, which define (1n narrow tenms) a ferninine nature,
circulate throughout the soctal body striving to render mvisible the inequalities between
males and temales - These discourses underpin the authonty of patriarchal institunons,
which in turn reproduce and adapt them 1n order to maintain their effecuveness. In Egypt

women have challenged patriarchal defininions of their roles and denounced the injustices




of the social order. However, the form of patriarchy found in Egypt, and i other Arab
countries, has revealed itself to be particularly tenacious, employing nationahist, vocualing
and Islamic dogma to counter the consolidation of potenaally powertul fenunist
movements which might subvert male domination. Consequently, only a munonty ot
Egyptian women participate 1n organised resistance  This 1s not to say that women at large
silently and passively submit to male authonty. Individual acts of resistance, which aun w
changing the immediate circumstances of a woman, take place and play an imponant part
in undermining patnarchy. Several examples of this type of resistance were cied above
the woman who was secretly using contraceptives: the woman who retused to quither job
despite her exhaustion; the woman who 1nvented a rape-story in order to obtin adivoree,
and the girl who refused to hve with her father. By acung independently ot men's
dictates, indeed in opposition to them, these women and others Tike them have mthenm own
way consciously defied patriarchal authority; and it 1s thys same conscrous defianee,

pushed to its limuts, that one encounters n the protagonts ot al-Sa'dawi’s novels




Chapter Three: From Submission to Subversion

In vintually all of al-Sa‘dawi's wrinngs one encounters an extremely well
articulated understanding of women's oppression and a critique of patriarchy which
exposes incesssantly Egyptan political, social and economic inequalities. Her fiction
presents an acute perception of patnarchy’s total nature, the interweaving of the its
institutions which form a web limiting women's freedom. Moreover, she endeavors to
remind the reader that it 1s not only her protagonists’ condition as women which lies at the
base of their explottation - and often impells them towards resistance - but also the class
and neocolonial elements present in Egyptian society during the1970s  In a prose which at
st seems unambiguous and facile al-Sa*dawi portrays the complexity of a modem
patriarchal class social order Twao Women in One, God Dies By the Nile and Woman at
Pome Zero M reveal a sensiivity which results from their disconcerting intimacy with the
newoses of contermporary Fgypt - They do not ofter a treatment, mther: they move
through the readers conscrousness striving to trigger an awadrenss of alienation, -

subugation and explortaton as well as the possibilities for resistance.

AL Sa'ddwi s famibar with the unconscious workings of domunant ideologies
which make submission appear easy and subversion seem frightening and impossible,
Herheromes move hesttantly between submuission and subversion, revealing that women's
resnldnee o patnarchy s nota simple attarr - As will be seen in the analvsis of the novels,
WOIMEN's tesistanee 15 as much an ongoing struggle against oneself, against patriarchy's
grp uinthe psvehe, as itis arevolt against tepressive external authorities  Al-Satdawi's
novels evoke the dialecuc ot the human psyehe, explonng the interplay between the
uncomeioas and the conscious, between fear and desire, between blind faith and critical
awareness  The anunonuie tenston between subnussion and subversion, which runs
through the texts with an unbroken foree, emerges as one of the major dichotomies
conditoning women's existence in modern Egypt. (In effect, this tension can be observed
e a number of contents where domimation 1 underpinned by a profoundly ingrained,
widely accepted oppressive ideology, for mstance, racism 1n the southern Amernican states
durimg the slavery era o sexism i patrnarchal societies ) While examuning how the novels
claborate the submission/subversion antinomy and what they disclose about the processes

ot tepression and resistance, my study of al-Sa*diwi's fiction aims at further illustrating
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patriarchy's preponderant influence on and authority over women as well as women's
various and difficult efforts to liberate themselves.

I. Political Fiction and Criticism

In the introductory essay to The World, the Text and the Crine , Fdward Sad
challenges literary cnucism to move away from its positions of "the philosophy of pure
textuality” and "nominterference” in order to determune, what he reters to as, the
wordliness of texts. Said suggests that cnucism can no longer deny or avoud the various

forces that condition the wnting and reading of texts:

The realities of power and authonty  as well as the resistances otfered by
men, women and social movements to institutions, authorties, and
orthodoxies — are the realities that make texts possible, thatdeliver them o
their readers, that solicit the attention of critics 1 propose that these reahities
are what should be taken account of by crincism and ¢ nitical

consciousness. 1ol

No reading of al-Sa'diwi’s tiction can possibly escape the realities of duthonty and
resistance which inform her teats, engendenng 1n them a power ot their own On one
level, al-Sa‘dawi's writing of ficuon constitutes an appropriation of imagindative language
and of male authonty in the ficld ot hterary production By writing prolifically wnd
publishing abundantly, both in Arabic and translauon, she parnicipates i the reinsertion of
women writers into the modem hterary traditon On anather level, al Sadawi s novels
depict cerrain nuances in the configurations of power which charadtenze Fypuan socicty
Two Women in One, God Dies by the Nile and Woman at Point Zero were wnten
shortly after Egypt's successtul crossing ot the canal in the 1973 war with Israel and ju .l
as Sadat undertook his new economuc and pohtical policies which led to the wigning of the
Camp David Agreement in 1977 and the strategic alliance wath the United States Thus,
al-Sa‘dawi's wnting of the novels paralleled the emergence of a neopatniachal order
marked by the rapid growth of the private sector, increased foreign debt and withat toresgn

interference, a widening of the gap between nch and poor, and the expansion of radical
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Islamic movements  Al-Sa‘*dawi refers obliquely to the various social, political and
economic forces which have shaped contemporary Egypt and which she sees as directly
impinging on her literature 162 Therefore, while her novels are largely about the
experiences of Egyptian women from different social contexts, confronted by changing
economic and political condinons, more generally they attempt to demystify the elite male
rule which discniminates against both men and women. Itisin the particular and general

senses that al-Sa‘diwi's novels are oppositional

By retusing to separate her pohitical position from her literary practice, al-Sa‘dawi
has embarked on a criucal project which openly seeks to subvert the non-egalitarian status
quo  Her ticuon 1s an imaginative and provocatve elaboration of her feminist and anti-
chitist political thoughts - It does not pose as non-partisan but wants to obtain an effect that
is pohtical mas much as s "hiterary” in the conventional sense of the word. The Kenvan
writer and cnitic, Ngugr wa Thiong'o, ike Said and al-Sa‘diwi, defends the 1dea that
hiterature 15 social and polincal by its very nature. In an essay enutled "Literature and

Society,” Ngugr wrutes :

because of its social character, hiterature as a creative process and as an
end s conditioned by historical social forces and pressures. 1t cannot elect
to stand above or to transcend economics, politics, class, race, (one might
add gender] or what Achebe calls "the burning 1ssues of the day” because
those burning 1ssues with which it deals take place within an economue,
pelitical, class and race context - Again because of its social involvement,

because ol s thoroughly socal character, hiterature 1s partisan, 16}

Swuce the wnnng and interpreting of texts oceur in specific socio-political contexts,
Litetature possesses the potenual 1o either favor change or reinforce estabhished 1deas and
values - As aresult, the so-called great hiterature of an era often inscribes itself in the
dommant orsoon to be dominant — stylistic and 1deological trends, never threatening
the precious apohiical appearence of the cultural community: 1t is evidently not the
‘controversial” writings of Miram Tlal, Wagah Ghal, Elana Garo, Manana B3, B.
Fraven, Sembene Ousmane, Zora Neale Hurston or Jeannette Armstrong which receive

wide crinecal recogmuon and dre celebrated as great literary achievements

Nevertheless, when the literary establishment wants to bolster the validity of its
canon or when pohticized or politicizing fiction accidentally has an impact on the accepted

cultural norms, some cniues and histonans try to discredit it. by describing it as didactic,
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polemical, propagandistic, dogmatic, or simply as wunaesthetic and non-literary - These
are the catchwords of conservative members of the cultural communtty, who, while otten
benefitting from the status quo because of their gender, colour and socio economie
background, strive to mask the political potency of literature  The matduous estracization
of political fiction is particularly evident with respect to works written by temmnists 1ty
not surprising, therefore, to discover that a number of cnical studies and teviews, which
include references to or deal specifically with al-Sa'diwi's novels, attack the supposed
literary and moral weaknesses of the texts without making any serious eftors o analvse
the substance or for that matter the form of her works. Before gomg on to study the three
novels, I would like first to consider the nature of several critical comments on al
Sa‘dawi's fiction.

In an essay surveying women's contributions 1o literature m the Arab Fast, Hhilary
Kilpatrick briefly discusses the work of al-Sa*ddwi She points out al-Sa*diwr's tenown
as a writer, underlining "her sincere and courageous struggle against the oppression” of
women, From this one mught assume that Kilpatrick understands al Sardawy's
engagement . However, she reveals hersell to be totally insensiive to the pohitcal and

social context of the author's work

When the literary qualities of Nawil as-Sadawi's stortes and novels e
examined, however, some weaknesses may be discovered a commonplace
style and rather limuted vocabulary, sometimes a slovenly construcion and
an occastonal tendency to fall back on sugary romantc endings  In afew

works she even shows all male characters ina bad hight 164

What Kilpatnick refers to negatively as "commonplace stvle™ is m fuct al Satdawi's
rejection of the primacy of style and an expression of her opposition to et notons ol
originality in favor of a more content-laden approach to fiction For al Sa*dawi il there
were a distinction to he made between style and content. it would no doubtbe one by
which style is meant to serve content  The complexaty and subtlety of al Sa dawi's
perception of patnarchy requires that she employ a deliberately unambrguous stvle iy ordes
to be understood despite the ensemble of commonplace ideias and preconcened notion s
that compose the dominant ideology (and affect all readingsy  Conseguently, what uppear.
simple is an expression of al-Sa‘dawi's abihty to render extremely mtncate and notea iy
accepted realittes  Furthermore, Kilpatnick cniticizes al-Sa dawi's use ot « “hnnted
vocabulary” (apparently a component part of her “commonplace style™) AL Sa'diawis

unaffected language possesses, however, the potential to reach a wider and more wocrally
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varied readership in a country with extremely high levels of illiteracy and where most
women do not have access to higher education. By using an immediate and collective
mode of expression, al-Sa‘dawi succeeds in conveying her 1deas and, not coincidentally,
she muakes her novels more accessible. The convergence of these two objectives reveal the
political coherence in al-Sa‘dawi's literary project. As for the "slovenly constructions”,
"sugary romantic endings™ and the evil male characters, these are subjective generalizations
not borne out by rigorous analysis. With a series of completely unsubstantiated remarks

on style, Kilpatrick tries to diminish the literary ment of al-Sa‘dawi’s fiction.

In contrast with Kilpatrick's literary evaluation, the Muslim World Review of
Books published a short crinque of God Dies By the Nile, in which the reviewer states
that although “[plarts ol the narrative are well wntten,” al-Sa*ddwi 1s a problematic wniter
hecause her novel trangresses the proprieties prescribed by Islam. Here 1t 15 not the

hiterary qualiies which are questioned. but rather the supposed betrayal of Islamic morals:

Oppression of women and class and Dr Saadawr's way of illusttating this
Iyt tmies graphic and senmi-pornographic. The blasphemy and obscenity
goes too far o mention 1 this review. Suffice 1t to say that homesexuality,
necrophnlia and bestahity are all mentioned in detal Much of what the
author tries w sav 18 undoubtedly true, yet she demeans herself and her
cause by herlewd passages and unsavory words  This, 1n essence, is the
malady of the women'. movement today. Therr genuine desire to fight
against the evils of female circumersion, tliteracy and a myriad of other
sutferings  all out of keeping with the spirit of Islam and the example of
kindness shown to women by the blessed Prophet — 1s slandered by a
negation ot all that 1s good 1 soctety and the hatred of of the famuly,
modesty and chastity Sull, we need truly Isto mic lady wniters to explain
the Mushm case, and 1o fight for dignity and justice for women 1n a proper

way 163

By umphang that al-Satdiwi s not a "truly Islamic” wniter and that a disrespect for Islam is
s mptomatic of comtemporary feminist movements 1n the Middle East, the reviewer
cttectively places feminism in opposition to Islam. Al-Sa*dawi and her work become a
target tor general anstenunist enucism While al-Sa‘diwi's cause — through association
with her novels s qualitied by the words blasphemy, obscenity, lewd, unsavory,
malady . negation and hatred, Islam s assoctated with kindness, goodness. modesty,

chastity, and the proper way - The reviewer does not dispute Muslim women's right to
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struggle for "dignity and justice,” but th1s must be done within the moral paradigm ot
Islam. Under the shroud of morality lies the deological objective ot discrediting fennism
in general and its various cultural expressions in Muslim countnies — And equatly
important is the Mushm reviewer's desire to elevate Islam and defend the religion fiom
perceived threats. As pointed out in Chapter Two, looking criucally at Islamuie punciples
laid out in the Qur'dn or Hadith and challenging religious norms is @ problem tor some
Muslims who sense the real hostility of the West towards their rehigion Because many
feminists in Egypt as well as 1n other Mushm countries do questuon the sexist tenets ot
Islarm, they attract the attention of Mushim apologists who unjusutiably cquate “tenmism”
with Westernization.

In an article suggestively entitled "La httérature témmme,” published i the Hiendh
monthly Magazine lirtéraire, the critic Ibrahim al-Anss expresses widely held essentuahisg
perceptions of women writers  Typically he presents Arab women's ticiion as thoueh
some natural quality binds the varous and disparate works together, metaphy sicaliy
distinguishing them trom men's fiction  Only inan articke on women wnters can a schola
unquestioningly lump together in one category pocts, novehsts and short story wiiters
ranging across a century, from half a dozen different counties and expressing vty ol
stylistic, formal and themauc concerns  For al-Ariss, it s not when ar where the authors
are writing, or what they say, or how they say i that are the sigmitricant factors i
classifying their works; that the authors are women 1s the determmant for estabhishiung the
nature of their literature  Through this approach, al-Ariss expresse and further
contributes to the patriarchal principle that the creative and itellectual processes of all
women are essentially the same. Although a temale writer e Ghada al Sanvman may
have a great deal more in common with a male writer hke Hahm Barahat than she has with
Mayy Zivada or Nizik al-Mald'ika, sexist essenttalism distegards hustanicad, yeovtaphie ad
and socio-political facts, giving precedence 1o gender as the basis o evalu e iterary
production. The result 1s to set apart fermnine literature trom Luterature, pencrally

dominated by men

Consistent with the overall orientation of his article al-Ariss continues to cmploy
essentialist terminology to describe al-Sa'dawi's fiction and he deals with her oy o

particularly controversial wrniter

Mais c'est Naoual Saadaout qui s'est montrée la plus provocante (et
ancien médecin égyptien écrit non sculement pour les femmes, miss contre

I'homme. Se bassant sur sa profonde connaissance de fa femme
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égyptienne, elle compose des romans dans lesquels la guerre que mene la
femme n'apparait plus dirigée contre la société ou contre une histoire de
l'oppression, mais bien contre 'homme. Position trés radicale qui fait de
ses romans les plus controversés de ces dernieres années. De nombreux
cntiques les rejettent méme hors du champ de la littérature proprement dite,
les considérant comme des pamphlets dignes d'étre étudiés, non par des

crniiques hittérarres, mais par des psychanalystes.166

This briet commentary 1s based on two of the principal themes used to dismiss fiction by
feminists. In the first half of the quotanon, al-Ariss confidently asserts and repeats in
stuccessive sentences that the sum of al-Sa‘dawi's literary efforts can be reduced
simplistically to a sortof battle of the sexes, a war waged by woman against man . (One
should not overlook as mere hngwstic convention the evident essenualism of applying the
singular to refer to the collectivity of men or women.) Contrary to al-Aniss' allegations
any caretul reading ot al-Sa*diawi's novels reveals a desire to represent the numerous
injustices of & patrirchal-class society m the Middle East and to present a history of
1epression in which both men and women are victims. By stressing the 1dea that al-
Satdawi uses her wnung solely as a weapon to attack men, he resorts to the typical
detensive stance of individuals who feel threatened by fenunists and who, as discussed n
Chapter Two, argue that these "provoking” women manifest an irratonal aggressivity and
disdam owards @/l men, Thus al-Arss sees in al-Sa*dawi the stereotype image of the

“rabud teminist” whose hiterary production s simply an expression of warrior-like zeal.

The second theme emerges as al-Ariss attempts to disengage himself from the
cntique By reterring to the views of numerous unnamed critics, 1t 15 suggested that the
radicalism oot ab Sa*dawi’s works has caused them to become the subject of recent
contronversy m which therr lieerary menit 15 questioned - Al-Ariss notes that many criucs
retuse tonclude her novels within the realm of literature “properly speaking.”  Here he
comventently provides an example of how certamn members of the literary community
arbitrandy detine Titerature i a manner which allows them to exclude works expressing
untavorable political ideas. That some of al-Sa'ddwl's detractors describe her novels as
"pamphles,” worthy of a psychoanalyst's attention and not that of a literary cnitic, is a
yvivid demonstranion of the disnussive attitude prevalent among some critics. Indeed al-
Anss'entire commentary is aligned wath those attitudes, for it 1s loaded with negative
tormulations and exclusively hostile eriticism which aims more at dimumishing al-

Satdiw s luerary achievements than at providing an insightful critique of her fiction,
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Finally, in Woman Against Her Sex 187 Georges Tarabishi applies Freudian
psychoanalytic theory in order to deconstruct several of al-Sa‘didwi's novels and short
stories. No doubt the most extensive and 1n some ways the most challenging enugue of
al-Sa‘dawi (more because of its pseudofeminist perspective than because ot the foree of ats
arguments), Tarabishi's book argues that her fictton betrays an antifemunist bent which can
be observed through an examination of the aspirations and act.ons of the heromes
According to Tarabishi, al-Sa‘dawi has unconsciously assimilated "male weology™ and,
again unconsciously, used her female characters to express that ideology  Throughout hus
study he endeavors to illustrate that the protagonists are n effect negative images ot
feminism, that they do not act against patrtarchy, but rather reinforce it He desceribes the
protagonists as individualistic ehtists who sutfer from numerous Freudian compleses and
suggests that their neurosis results from a wish to escape their temale condition, from then
rejection of the community of women — indeed their "hatred for members of themn own
sex"168_— and their idenufication with masculine values  As wall be shown i my analvsis
of al-Sa‘dawi’s novels, her heroines aic not born-feminists nor are they examples "o be
emulated" and paradigms "to be revered.” 169 Al-Sa*diwi presents the processes by
which women are conditioned to be "fermnine” and through which they are dommated by
males, as well as how they attempt to nid themselves ot both the condinoning and the
domination. The reader's empathy with the protagonists does not stem so much trom then
heroic attacks on patriarchal institutions at the end ot each novel, butn then cttorts o
resolve the existential crises emerging from their contradictory desues to rebel and
conform. Tarabishi hasignored the complex psychological development of the
protagonists, adopting a reductive and static view of the psyche which almost completely

overlooks the significance of the dialectic of the unconscious and the conscious

Although Tarabishi writes 1n a clarification at the end of the English translation, that
his "analysis never claimed to deal with the personahity of the writer [al Sa'dawi] but only
the personalities of her heroines,” 179 it 15 evident that many of his comments extend to the
author of the novels  He claims that al-Sa‘*dawi’s defence of her protagonists (m herreply
included 1n the English version) indicates her idenufication with them, 171 implysng that she
suffers from the complexes and elitism which he attributes to the heromes Furthennore,
he states clearly 1n the introducuon that his criticism 15 directed against al-Sa*dawi's
presumed internalization of antiwomen notions:

... what we criticize in this particuiar woman's {1 e al-Sa‘dawi’s| vision of the

world is not a product of her inner self, nor the outcome of her rebellion agaimnst
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her colomzer, but, on the contrary, the result of her having identified with her
colonizer and 1nternalized man's hosule 1deology. In other words, our criticism
will be biased 1n favour of the woman who is inside the woman, so that the

critiersm can better focus on reaching the man whao 1s inside the woman. 72

It one briefly considers the approach proposed by Tarabishi, one 1s immediately
struck by his vague use of language which, while suggesting an empathy with women, 1s
voud ot any real meaning  He obviously intends to undertake an analysis of some of the
components of al-Sadiawi's unconscious. There 1s the "inner self” against which his
criticsm is not direcied and which apparently corresponds with the good "woman nside

the woman ™ On the other hand, there 15 al-Sa*diawi's identification with her "colonizer”
(men) and her internalization of "man'’s hostile 1deology,” that 15, “the man inside the
woman,” which s the object of Tarabishi's cnuque. And 1t 15 10 this very same manner
that Tarabishi views the heroines' psyehes, the inner self (womanainside the woman) is a
renovated version ot the eternal ferminine essence which is so dear to Freudians and

essenttal to patriechy's hrerarchichal order .

Fhere s an obvious basis for a psychoanalytic exammation al-Sa*daw s fiction,
however, Tatabishi's approach s niddled with a wansparent duplicity which undoubtedly
darises from his attempt to use Freud (whose theortes on fenuninity are notorious for their
essentialism) m order to demonstrate the unconscious antiferminism of a poliucally
comsaious and commutted feounist His unenucal acceptance ot Freudian theories on
disuncttenninime and mascuhine natures leads him - - Iike Freud -— to confuse femunity
and masculmuty teultural constructsy with femaleness and maleness (biological facts)
Consequently s while al-Satdawi and her protagonists reject "femimnity” and nught be
constdered anutenumne, in that they refuse someumes to conform to the social norms of
tenine behavior and are enical of women who blindly and submussively accept their
mterionty, Farabishomterprets this as being antw omen, primarily because he thinks that
the notas ot ey ™ are a natural and necessary consequence of possessing ovaries,
dutetas and other chatacteristies of femaleness  He holds that the protagomsty’ difficulues
meaceepung the anatomie qualities of being @ woman are signs of thetr demial of their
sentaldentity and thewr frigadity, but it s precisely those qualities which society uses as a
basis tor diserimunanng agamst women, and it is the discrimination, not their identication
with nudles, which s the cause of the heroines” ambivalent feelings towards their
femaleness Typically psyehiatrists — or m this case a would-be-psychoanalyst — who

do notcomprchend the basic nonons concerming gender socialization, diagnose as
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neurotic, suffering from "penis envy" and frigidity. women w ho chatlen ge gender roles of
refuse to accept the idea of an inherent psychological difference between men and women
Despite his statements in favour of women and feminism, Tarabishi does not seem 1o
understand the social, cultural, political, and economic factors which IMPINZE O WOmen s
psyche and condition their thoughts and actions  He presents himselt as an ally of women
against what he views as an expression of antifermimism, yet the theorenical underpimnines
of his critique and his ideas about female sexuality demonstrate his retrograde pereepuon
of feminism 1n partucualr and of women i general  Sinalar to Freud s WILHRES on
feminnty, Tarabishr's crnitique of al-Sa‘dawi provides one with more mtormanon about the

author than 1t does about the subject under study

My examination ot the foregoing quotations 1s not itended © suggest that al
Sa*dawf's fiction is problem-free and above criicism Rather, 1 want to cimphasize the
gratuitous and hostile way 1n which often regard her work and the utter absence of
subtantial arguments in therr commentaries It seems that al-Sa'dawi's noyels move so
radically against the domiunantideological and aesthene cuttents that criities do not feel
obliged to apply the same rigor teserved for more conventional winers One gets the
impression that her hterary portrait of patriarchal domination, lLiss oppression dand
religious hy pocrisy provokes emotional reactions instead of Tational analy sis from critics

who are uncomfortable with herideas and direct stvle

H. The Novels: Protagonists and Narration

Two Womenin One . God Iies By the Nide and Woman at Point Zero are
constructed around the expernences of female protagonists who undergo the normal <ol
conditioning of their class. Bahiyyah (Bahiah)!7* in Two Wamen in One, s a young
middle-class medical student who hives with her parents i Caitor I the vary bt IRTUE
of the novel it becomes evident that Bahiyyah 1s somewhat ditterent trom the other mcd e al
students; she does not seem to share the same preoccupations as most of the male and
female medical students and her behavior 1s shghtly atypical - However, her life, ber
studies, her family and the future planned for her by her family are all very tvpical of her
muddle-class mihieu In God Dies by the Nile, Zakiyyah (Zakeyay, a nnddhe aged o lhiterate
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peasant, lives with her brother and his two daughters in a village ruled by a tyrannical
mayor. She 1s a widow and her only living son has been drafted. The reader 1s given
sharp glimpses into Zakiyyah's past, providing images of her childhood and marnage
which underscore the ditheulties faced by many women villagers, who are largely poor,
uneducated, exploited and powerless. The other female characters, with the significant
exceptions of the mavor's wife and the ddy ah,!™ are young women whose lives are
dictated by the same forces which controlled Zakiyyah's ife. While the peasant women
wre depicted as independent-thinking and physically strong individuals, there 1s something
patticular i Zakiy val's retusal to surrender to the harshness of her hife. Her upright gait
and defiant eyves indicate an intense desire to surmount her oppression which distinguishes
her not only trom the other women but also from the male peasants  In Woman at Pouwnt
Zere, Badaws thindausy moves trom one situation to the next, experniencing a constant
process of social change  As a child she was part of the peasantry, but atter the deaths of
her mother and tather, she s adopted by her azhari uncle who takes her o Cairo, sends
her o school, explows her and finally marnes her to an avartous, siek, muddle-class old
man - She flees her hushand and atter numerous hardships becomes a successful
prostitute, enjoying the comtort of the ehite Whether 1t be in the village, the secondary
school or the street. Frirdaws has experiences which are common to other women in sumilar

sSHtrons

Taken separately cach novel portrays male dormnation in a specific social
eimvitonment, howeyer, when brought together the three works provide a cross section of
I evpoan patnarchy Thats not tosay that, tor mstance, all peasant women are like
Zakivyvabhy but ather that almosg all women from the peasantny experience in the course of
then ives simular torms ot oppression and explotason Bahiy vah, Zakiyyah and Firdaws
ate confronted by the standard patrtarchal conuols of therr respective social contests and,
to po onge step turther, ther generalized experience of male domination can be viewed as
common to women of all classes The novels deal with the partncular expressions of
patinichal authonty s emphasizing s variety of forms and 1ts singulanty of effect which is

the mamtenance ot male superiority.

W hule s true that the three heromes have different soctal references, are
victimized m ditterent ways and express therr resistance differently, 1t is alvo true that they
Al act mndviduatly againstthe same system of domimaton, challenging the state of
submisston expeated of temales  In tact, there 1s a common movement by the three

wamen as cach one emerges from a relative state of submussion, attaining plateaus of
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awareness and finally becoming openly subversive. The sinulanties in the protagonists
progression from submission to subversion underline the hmuted chowes ottered to
women and confirms the thesis that wonmen's condition in Fgyptis mathed by this
antunomy. The protagonists (and women in general) must continually chose between
submitting and subverting; all the existential decisions they make are governed by these
two possibhines. Consequently there 15 a permanent stress on their psyehe as they atiempt
to reconcile the demands of soctety with their destre o act treehy - By subimtog 1o the
norms, they act against themselves and by challenging themy, they enter o conther with
the "guardians” of the social order  Because of this tension, the women s movement s
fraught with inconsistencies and regressions as they do battle wath thew alienaton they
do not always succeed 1in overcoming thew condittoning which has ahold on their pavche
throughout the major part of the novels  The dealienation ot the psyehe s achueved at the
moment when the heromnes perceive the causes ard agents ot thew oppression and cease to
fear them Therefore, although the progression trom subnussion o suby ersion cannet be
descnbed as truly hinear, 1t 15 accompanied by a detimite and unhaling mosement rom
UNCONSCIOUsNEss o consciousness, 1t s the two processes together that low the heromne,

to resolve the tension and act independantly

The three novels mamifest inherent similariues, developiog mdistnctwans the
progression of a woman from submission to subversion, yet this does not niphy that they
possess the same narrative structure  Each novel reveals an abundance of narnanve
idiosyncracies on the formal level which have clear semantic transtations Particutar s
signtficant 1s the narrative distance which al-Satdawi uses ettectively to evole
heroine's state ot consciousness Tweo Waomen in One 1s related m the third paon by a
narrator whose perspective 1s extremely close to that of Bahiyyvah Athome at choo!
the streets and 1n the company of her companion, Sadlim (Saleenn, Babiy y ahv's perception
of herself and others 1s exposed by the sympathetic narrator - Fhe simall distance botacen
the narrator and the protagonist reflects the proximity of Bahiy yah s conscrons o her
unconscious  As Bahiyyvan hbecomes more conscrous, the attimity between hor aad the
narrator increases and there s almost & tuston of the two, the protagomst virtually

assuming the critcal awireness of the narrator

Unlike the exclusive relatuonship between the narrator and the protagomstin Tao
Women in One, 1n God Dies by the Nile the reader encounters o largely ommescent
narrator who moves among the difterent narrative locations, changimg petspective as 1t

shifts from one character to the next  Throughout the novel, the narrator s trequent
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displacements give one insight into the secret thoughts and private actions of a multitude of
villagers. The diffusion of the narrative perspective is used to stress the collective state of
submission in which the villagers find themselves. However, Zakiyyah is the most
developed character and the narrator regularly returns to her because she alone manifests
signs of an emerging consciousness. Nevertheless, the narrator keeps an objective
distance trom the protagonist, suggesting that Zakiyyah's unconscious dominates her

psyche

In Woman at Point Zero |, al-Sa'ddwi presents a narration within a narration. The
novel opens with a psychiatnst recounting 1n the first person, the events which lead to her
interest 1na particular womon prisoner. She explains that she was collecting data on
women i privon when one ot her colleagues working 1n the prison drew her attention to
the case of Firdaws  After refusing on several occastons to meet with the psychiatrist,
Firdaws tinally mvites her into the cell The moment the psychiatnst enters the cell,
Fudaws takes over the narration, looking back over the events of her hife The novel
closes with the paychratist reassuming the role of narrator The core of the novel s,
theretore, Firdaws” memortes coloured by her eniucal understanding ot her past. While
telhg the stony, Frrdaw s expresses an acute awareness and coherent percepuon of how
patitarehy operates on females from childhood through the ditferent stages of their lives.
The tirst person narativ e s areflection of this awareness and the eclipsing of patnarchy’s

ideological vonttol over her psyche

Unhke the protagonists, the narrators are tree of the ideological trappings of
patarchy - Them abiliny to percenve "reahty™ 1s not marred by patriarchal notions which
attect the unconsaous and plague the heromes” psvehe. caustng them to fear, feel guilt and
subimit - W hereas the protagonists inch towards and achieve degrees of awareness,
gradually surmounung certam aspecis of their alicnauon, the three pnncipal narrators
cumong whomone may also count the psyehatnst-narrator ot Woman ar Point Zero) are
sttuated on the plane ot total conscrousness . The convergence of the protagonist's
pereeption with that ot the narrator 1s asubtle representation of the evolution occurring in
the hieromne s payehe as she diaw s elements from the unconscious to the level of

conscioustess d moves from submission to subversion,
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TII. Phases and Crises

In charting the protagonists’ progression from submisston to subversion, one
observes an ascending movement divided into a series of phases It one contines the
analysis of the narratives to the major chronological developments i cach herome's hite,
three phases can be distinguished, two of which are brought 10 a conclusion by a crisis
forming the point of transition to the next phase  The phases are marked by certan
problems and pragresses and correspond with the ditferent states of consciousness
experienced by the protagonist as she emerges from a conditton ot refative submission At
the beginning of the narratives the three women appear to contorm generally to the soal
conventions of their respective nulteus, but i signtticant wavs they Tike many women
~— distance themiselves slightly from the baseline of absolute submussion  Nevertheless
their efforts to mamntaun that distance or merease 1t ate constramed by the cocrone torces ot
patnarchy or the gravitational pull of their abenation. Tt 1o these torces that they sabiig
and against which they resist Thewr unconscrous and conscrous desires, thouvhts and
actions cither diminish or widen the breach between absolute submission and their state of
being. While the context and events of the three novels are very ditferent, the phases and
crises expertenced by the protagonists mantfest important parallels which dlusuate the
unrelenting nature of patnarchal domination. However, there are linits to the analogies
which can be made between the three novels  Consequently (T want to place enmiphasis on
the similar pattern of repression and resistance, which al-Satdawi describes i these
works, and at the same time stress the disunct relationships. perspectives and experiences

of the three heroimnes.

Phase 1: Repetition

The first phase of Bahiyyah's, Zakiyyah's and Firdaws” movement towards
subversion 15 characterized by a repetition of simular, but not identical, expeniences which
underline the specific nature of their oppression The repetition also emphasizes the central
elements in the protagonist's life, the means she possesses for changing her ite and the
contradictions between her independent thoughts and desires and the accepted social value,

and conventions. Each repeated expenence in the series has a direct and complex etfecton
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the heroine's psyche, operating on her alienation and increasing subtly her level of

conscrousness  In tact, the psychological impact of the expenences appears to gain in
intensity with each repetiion and one senses an almost regular mental displacement as the
protagonists become progressively more aware of the agents ot their oppression and
attempt o resolve ther imternal confhets However, during this phase they hesitate to
Challenge in o detimtive manner the ideological basis of their oppression and are
continually torn between an expression of their will to subvert and an uncontrollable
endency to subnut - Ulimately the repention underscores the persistent power of
patiarchal wuthoniues, and demonstrates the degree to which the protagonists’ behavior

and thouaghts manttest the antmomy ot subnission and subversion

I fwo Womenin One the phase of repetition 1s centred around Bahivyah's
anbivalentrelatonship with the paternal home, which s simultaneously a source of
secutity and stubility and a place ot repression and dental. Here al-Sa’diwi presents an
uthan bourgeors secalar contest which seems open and tolerant, a "sott” form ot
patriarchal domination relying more on material rew ards and ideological manipulatons
than on cocraon morder o secure the submission of females While the margins of
acceptable behavsor appedar wider than, say 1n the case of Firdaw s who lives with her
rehiprous undle or that ol the peasant women i God Dies by the Mide, Bahiy vahs hife 1s
nonctheless governed by the supreme authority of her father and she 1y forced to conceal

her “reab desires.” whnch are Largely antithetieal to her fanmuly's expectations

Fhe epression of her personal desires 1s msertbed in acdaily routine which mits
her movement and actvity to the paternal home and the medical college. This routine
i ades her conscousness, and iasmuch as she conforms to 11, she becomes the agent of
her ow o repression However her continual confrontation wath the medioenty and
contormty of her soctl dlass typitted by the nondeserspt bureauctats on the tram (p 14
p D amony whom s ber tather, and the impressionable femiade medical students, from
whom she does notalwavs disunguish herselt (p 23) - activates her psyche. causing the
Jdemied desies to surge torth fromy her unconscious - She acts occasionally on these
desires by takig thight trom her anatomy class or by secretly painting or drawing. but
these actions constitate only partial and momentary deviations from the routine to which

she mevitabhy returns Thus, Bahivyah experiences a repetiion which 1s expressed in her

departures trom and returning 1o the routine, i the repeated affirmation and repression of

her desites to pursue art rather than anatomy, to be alone rather than among the other ‘

temale students, 1o be autonomous rather than under the control of her father
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The central and crucial event in this section of the narrative occurs when Bahivyah
escapes temporanly trom her anatomy class to attend an exhibition of her artw otk i one o
the campus buildings. At the exhibition she meets Salim, a politically and socially aware
student who 1s presented as her equal and develops into asort ot alter cgo I this meenny
one wimesses the union of Bahiyvah's desires and the substitution of elements of the
routine (homework, dissection room and tather's authonty) with personal chowees
(artwork, exhibrtion hall and Salim's tniendshipy  Instead of returming o the dissection
room or going home, she decides to go with Salim to al-Mugattam, which Later emerees as
arefuge from the paternal home  Her upward movement into the hitls of al Mugattan and
the mountain iself, whose name denves trom the verb "to break ot Clearly supgest
Bahiyyah's rupture with the norm Yet just as desires emerge trom her unconsaous
when she 1s contined to the mundane routine, when she deviates tromir unconsaons
fears and doubts occupy her psyche impelling her to seek ws tamdianty (pp 1o 47 She
leaves Salim and returns home, once agan submitting to her tears and denvany hee desue

to break away from the forces controthng her lite

The duahism charactenizing Bahiyy ah s existence s illustrated copently mthe
sequence of events tollowing her second meeting wiath Salim at whirch time he gnves her the
key to his apartment — As she leaves the school heading in the direction of the tram stop
with the key in her pocket, almost every thought or decision she makes manitests the
immobhizing hesiation between expressig and deny g her desires She waits tor the
tram to arrive, but the moment it stops in frontof her she deades to walk home When
she enters Fam al-Khaliy Square, she experiences a tormentieg mstant ob mdecraon she
must choose either to follow the well-known Nale Road home o to wim o the letttowands,
al-Mugattam At this point the existential angstattarns its summit, and sho madsertently
drops her anatomy books, hesitates, and finally picks themup cinbracime o would
appear, the routine With newlyv discovered conviction she directs hes stops tossards b
home. But as she approaches the house, her conviction dmumshes and techings of
anxiety and defeat re-invade her bemg  She begins to question her relationship sath the
paternal home and the people who reside 101t concluding that her home v not the sate
shelter that she behieved it to be, but rather a prison wherem her father acts as o zuard,
surveilling her every move. She retuses to recognize the paternal hine hinkange herto her

family and tums away from the house, pursuing her desire to estabhsh abond wath Sali

Bahiyyah's fluctuauion docs not come to end with this reaizauon The preaise

second that she enters Salim's apartment. she 1s besieged by fears and feehngs of gl
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She imagines her father reading 1n the newspaper about the murder of his daughter 1n a
strange man's apartment and the shame he would experience seeing her body exposed to
the public. She has rermorse recalling the ten-prastre note that he gives her every day and
his submissive posture before his supenors in the Ministry ot Health Thus al-Sa*dawi
evokes the feelings ot guilt which are the effect of patnarchal conditioning. These feelings
encumber Bahiyyah's thoughts, making her balk before approaching her companion  Yet
she succeeds in overcoming her hesitation and ber departure from the norm appears
complete as she consummates her unmon with Salim, teanng away an important sy mbol of
patnarchal control (p 67 Although she wishes to stay with Salim, mechanically she
collects her things and returns home, denying the reality of the events which had taken
place and possibly hoping to mantain the illusion that she 1s the "hard-working, well-
behaved medical student. the pure virgin, untouched by human hands™ (p.75) who always

obeys her tather

While Bahiyvahi s vl phase s charactenized by i routine of repression and demal
whose pvotal point s the paternal home, in Woman at Point Zero al-Saddawi presents the
routines of explottation and abuse, which Firdaw s experiences in her varnous relatronships
with men Menr phay a centtal role in her ite, both as pereeived guardians or companions
and as explosters AL her relasonships with men manstest the common contradictions
assontated with situations of domimanon Her tather, uncle and husband, as well as the
other men she meets it the streets or at work, may provide her with food, education,
shelter. mones and occastonally companionship, but they all exploi, manipulate and abuse
her physically and emouonally - And although she concludes from her readings of history
i secondany school that men rule the world and are responsible for many ot 1its problems
(p 21, she continues o trust them Ultimately 1t s her incessant quest for companionship
along with her contidence i some people or fear of others which causes her to tall
repeatedhy mto oppressive situations She submits to her oppressor unul the situation
becomes unbearable atw hich nme she seeks an exat, often only to be subjected 10 the
authorty of someone else Difterent from Bahivy ah who denies her desires, Firdaws
dentes hervictmuzation, assilating i her unconscious the brutality to which her physical

and emotional being v exvposed

Wachildats Fadaws father, then her azhari uncle who controls her hfe and
cxplous her Atter the uncle marries. he sends Firdaws to ive in the residence of an all-
garls secondany school - Several years later, upon the recepuon of her diploma (which

crerges as d recurrent, but powerless, symbol of her will to freedom), she retumns to her



uncle's home. One night she overhears her uncle and his wite planning her mamage to
shaykh Mahmid. The next day she discreetly packs her things and leaves, flecing o the
street in search of a better fate. However, as night falls, she loses her detemmnanon i the

face of the unknown. represented by two piercing eves which emerge trony the darkness,
examining her body with "cold intent " Subsequently she redirects her steps owards het
uncle's house and accepts the mamage to shavkh Mahmad. rationalizimg that "ansthing
[she] would have to face 1n the world had become less fnighteming than the vision of those

two eyes."(p.42)

Firdaws endures her disagrecable marriage, bur when her husband begins to beat
her, she takes refuge at her uncle's house, hoping that he will protecther The uncle and
his wife are insensitive 1o Firdaws' sutfering and send her back o her husband stannp
that it 1s perfectly normal for a husband to strike his wite (p -8 In contrast with Bahuvyah
who was not subject to any violence, Firdaws” muddle-class uncle and husband use
violence to control women  Al-Sa'dawi avouds, thus, the simphistic gencralizaiion that
certan forms of sextsm are common 1o particular chasses and stiesses the spectticny of

each woman's experiences, despite the similar socio economie fevel

Upon her return shayhh Mahmad humihates herand rapes her,and several days
later he beats her severely after which she leaves himvdelimbively Fidaws roams the
streets and finally stops to rest at a coftee house where she meets Bavunn, the owner, who
invites her to spend the night at his apartment. having nowhere else 1o go she aceepts - At
first Baydmi treats her relatively well, but when she asserts her desie to work and to be
independent, he becomes violent and imprisons her m a smatl room i order to sevaally
exploit her. Fortunately she succeeds in escapmg from BayGmi and agaim tinds herselt
wandering aimlessly 1n the streets, until she s approached by the wise procuress, Sharitah
Salih al-Din. While in Sharitah's "care™ Firdaws 1s introduced to the universe of
professional prostution and to a life of matenal comtort which she had never imagimed
existed. Itis also at this tme that she begins to probe her unconscious and to exanime her
past, sorting out her nusconceptions about the roles played by menn her personal history
Despite her relative psychological hiberation from her past, isdaw s remains locked s the
bedroom of Sharifah's luxurious apartment and 15 forced o recerve an endless tam of mien
throughout the day Through the character of Sharitah and also the undle's wite, ul
Sa‘dawi illustrates how women can also be agents of patriarchy  In the case of Bahivyah

itis her mother who 15 the foil for patniarchal ideology




The comfort, abundant food, and expensive clothing and perfume cannot,

however, compensate for the physical pain and displeasure, the ennui and lack of real
satistaction which Firdaws expenences while living with Sharifah  An unexpected
opportunity presents atselt and she runs away from Sharifah's apartment, discovering her
treedom once agarn an the streets which have become her refuge from the domestic prisons
she has been torced o hive in After many hardships and by a turn of events, Firdaws
hecomes an independent, successtful and wealthy prostitute, but the residue of patnarchal
conditonimg remans operative, and when one of her preferred chients and apparent
compantons attacks her and her trade, she cringes, covering her ears in order to escape the

personal attack on her reputation

A aresult of the eniticrsm and wanting to recapture her "honor,” Firdaws gives up
prostitution and takes a job in an otfice, exchanging her matenal comfort for a miserable
salary and the appearance of respectability: Dunng her three years working in the otfice,
she becomes aware of the valnerability ot working women and the sexist attitudes of male
othcrals who use thest position to exploit the women under thetwr authority Nonetheless
Firdaws enjoys her sork, and ev entaally she meets and falls in love with a male
cmplovee  Her relationship with Ihrahim and the experience of "love™ transform her
negdaiinve percepton of the world  Her tllusions are shattered, however, when she hears of
fhrdhiny's engagement w the chamrman's daughter  Ina desperate attempt to block out the
reality of her Jover's betrayval, she again covers her ears, but the words penetrate her
consdtonsness and she retreats from the group of employees who have surrounded

{hrghinm to congratulate him

I the cases ot Firdaws and Bahiyyah al-Sa'ddwid describes a repetition of events
whch tends o be marked by the protagonists” attempts to escape exploltive or repressive
sitiiens Then continuai efforts o fice themselves from other people's control often tiuke
the formy o a thght trom the place of domunaton. In God Dies by the Nile, Zakiy yah 1s
tepeatedly taced with the death, disappedrance or departure of the members of her famuly
Here al Satdiawd presents the collective victime.zation of an entire famuly which 1in some
tespects corresponds wath the victimuzaion of the whole village. It 1s not only what
Zakinvvah experiences directly (multiple pregnancies, the deaths ot all her children except
Jalal (Galah a poor diet and hours of fabour i the fields and at home) which has an
inpact on her payvchologieal state, but also w hat she observes or deduces from the tragic
covents occurming around her She. ke many of the villagers, aunbutes the cause of these

evears to the widl and power ot God, iltustrating the religious fatalism which forms the
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spiritual framework for explaining misfortune in the village. This pninciple of taith 1
manipulated by the various instances of power, represented by their local agents i the
persons of the Mayor (the state), the Chiet of the Village Guard (the mulitan and the
courts), the Imam (orthodox Istam). and the barber/shavAh (populat rehigiony These aie
the pnmary forces goverming life in the village, and Zakiy y ah's tamuly 15 otten the victim
of their oppression. The village can be viewed as a muictocosm ot Fay ptuan society
however, it would seem that al-Sa*diawi’s pnmary intention i this novel iy w anderbine the
contradictions which charactenize certain aspects of rural hite, particularly those which

concern women and religion

Whereas guilt and honor are the forces which operate on Baluyy ah and Firdaws,
mahking them accept patniarchal norms, religious faith 1s the power which renders Zaknvah
passive. In the opeming chapter. Zakiyyah's only brother Katrdwn (hatras o approad hes
her to inform her of the disappearance ot his eldest daughter Nafisah ¢Netissay Vistbly
disturbed by the news ot Nafisah, Zakiyyah reveals her tatabism by relating this
disappearance to the departure of her son Jalil, who was dratted and disappeated i action
Her brother pleads with her to prey for the return of then children and she explans o him
that she has praved many umes tor Galal's return, but o no avail - She begms o question
the power ot prayver and scems to doubt God's «apacits to intervene on her bebalt, prvime
up hope that Jalil and Nafisah will return However, Katrawi remams by Zakivyvah's sade
and encourages her to conunue prayving, acting as aspintual support for his sister whos

beginning to show small signs of loss of taith

The passages which follow this opening scene revolve Jargely around the causes
and effects of Nafisah's departure It soon becomes evident to the reader — but rerame,
hidden from most of the villagers - that Nafisah was raped by the Mayor who his o
penchant for young peasant girls. Her vicumizatton is compounded by the unde arable and
immunently scandalous pregnancy resultung from the tape Ttis only after weaaly givine
birth to the illegiimate child that she runs away, leaving the baby onthe thieshold of the
Imam's house Tromcally the Imamy is impotent and s wite, Tathiyyah «Fawthesay,
longing for a child, msists that the foundlmg s a gatt from God - Hlowever the Mayor and
his associates incite the villagers to conclude that the bahy 1s the product of Nafisah
presumed adultery with a peasant named ‘Alwi (EBlwau Mystenously "Alwis
discovered dead in the ficld, and Kafriwi s conviniently accused of murder by the Chyet
of the Village of Guard The following day, the innecent and mtnmidated Kafrawi o

apprehended, tried and convicted of killing *Alwi on the grounds that he was compelled o
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avenge his famuly's lost honor. Zakiyyah and Zaynab (Zeinab), her niece and only
remaining relative, silently and helplessly witness the tragic events which transpire,
submutting to the power of the ruling authorines.

Crisis 1

In the three narrations, the final event in the series of repetitive experiences acts as a
catalysis, a sort of exclamation mark which imposes itself rudely on the heroine's psyche.
While the unsetthing etfect of the event causes a certain desperation, notably in the cases of
Fudaws and Zakiyyah, italso propels the three women 1nto a state of greater
consciousness, leaving httle room for the w el-nourished and culturally sustained illusions.
They adopta cnincal, almost evnical, vision of therr past, present and future, which is
characterized by a noteworthy tucidity. Thus the protagonists’ hesitant. but regular,
psychological movement towwds subversion becomes more deliberate and conscious as

thev regect vanously social, legal and religious conventions.

Atter making love with Salim and returning home, Bahiyyah hes in bed
contemplating the sigmficance of her act in relation to her previous expenences and the
plans tor het futwie - She wondersf "what had happened was only a dream.” and "[1]f not
A drcam, then an acerdent that had befallen her wathout her willing 1t, hike all acts of fate or
destuny " (p 7.2y Bucan the folds of her mind she does not doubt that her experience with

Sabm was real and voluntary

she realized that this accident was the only real thing in her ufe. It was
nowan accident, a drean, an actof fate and destiny or mere chance, but the
only act she had ever performed intentionally, the only thing she had

actually wanted o dogp 72)

She concludes that everything else in her lite, from her birth to the preliminary steps in
planning her marrage to her cousin, had occurred without her consent. "Everyone told
het what they wanted  No one ashed her what she wanted  In fact, she had never wanted
any of the things they wanted tor her.” (p 73) These thoughts led to disturbing
recollections, memories of the counn's chiché perception of women (p 73) and of how her

mother intused her with fear and contempt for her genitals.(p.74) She falls asleep on these
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thoughts and awakens to the call of her father who expects to find under the covers his
well-behaved, virginal daughter; but the young woman in the bed "was not Bahiah
Shaheen after all: she was not his daughter. nor was she polite, obedient or a
virgin."(p.75)

Unlike Bahiyyah for whom the cataclytic event is expenenced positively,
reinforcing her independence, Firdaws is taced wath the harsh reality ot her vicanuzaton,
When she discovers the news of 1brdhim's engagement to another woman, she feaves the
company premuses and walks teartully through the streets with no tined destimatnon 1 ater
that night she returns to the oftice 1o collect her things, all the tme harboring a shght hope
that Ibrahim might appear, however, her hopes are in vaun (pp 84 85) Fudaws explaans o
the psychiatrist:

[ had never experienced suffering such as this, never felt deeper pam
When I was selling my body to men the pain hid been much fess Towas
imaginary, rather than real. As a prostitute I was not mysell, my feelings
did not anse trom within me  They were not reatly nune Nottung could
really hurt me or make me suffer then the way was suttening now Never
had T felt so humuliated as 1 felt at this tme. Pethaps as a prostitate Thad
known so deep a humuliation that nothing really counted Whan the stieet
becomes vour life, you no longer expect anvthing But fexpected
something from love. With love I began to imagine that 1 had become o
human being. When I was a prostitute I never gave anything tor nothing
But in love I gave all my capabiliies, my feehings, my deepest emaotions
I gave everything 1 had without ever counting the cost T wanted nothing,
nothing at all. except perhaps one thing - To be saved through love from it

all. To find myself again, to recover the self T had lost (pp 8S 86,

By covering her ears or flecing nto the street Firdaws does notescape the extieme
emotional suffering that Ibrahim infhicts on her  Hhy manipulation and explonauon of he
body and her heart pushes her to the edge of earstence and she falls without oftering the

least resistance 1nto the abyss of total distllustonment

Zakiyyah endured the deaths of her children, learned to accept the disappearince of
Jalal and tolerated with difficulty the pain and humihation associated with Nafisah's
departure, but she is incapable of bearing the accumulation of sutfering which terminites

with the unjust arrest of Kafriwi Torn between the acceptance and the rejection of God's
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omnipotence, between faith and apostasy, Zakiyyah's religious fatalism collapses into
despdir:

I wonder where you are Galal my son. I wonder whether you are alive or
dead. O God, 1f I knew he was dead my mind would be put to rest. And
now Kafrawt has been taken away Who knows if he'll ever come back.
0O Gad, were not Galal and Nefissa enough? Did you have to take Kafrawi
also? We no longer have anyone, and the house is empty. Zewmnab is still

young and I am old (p 66)

Although she invokes the name of God, Zakiyyah's lamentation is as much an indication
of her progressive loss of faith as atis a supplication for divine intervention. Indeed she
seens 1o suggest both that God is somehow responsible for all the mustfortune which has
betatlen her tanuly and that he s unable to help her; she recognizes God's power, yet
rebukes Zayvanab's anempt to assure her that Allah will assist them, stating that "Allah alone

1s not enough “(p 67)

-

While Bahivyah's riheit sexual relationship with Salim, Ibrahim's betrayal of
Fadaws and Katrawi's arrest are extremely different events, they all constitute a rupture
with the past which isexpenenced as a voluntary abandonment or an imposed loss:
Bahtyyah forsakes her virginity, rejecting completely the patriarchal norms; Firdaws loses
her fove, her tlasions about respectability and the little confidence she sull had in men. and
Zakiyyah's spuntaal support s tken away from her, resulung i her loss of faith, Their
past eftorts o overcome then problems through denial, flight or prayer are no longer
approprate mn the face of the new reality of their respective situations which force them to

react s out of thisimperative that the second phase emerges.

Phase 2: Marginalization and Reintegration

In the second phase al-Sa*diwi develops the protagonists’ attempts to remove
themiselves tfrom the prasp of the social forces governing their existence and emphasizes
the reassertion of patnarchal authonty, a final eftort to rehabihitate — or more precisely, to
subjugate  these potentiatly subversive women  Psychologically and physically they

move to the margins of society, sunmounting most of the prevalent ideological controls




which had previously conditioned their thoughts and actions  Their marginalization s
voluntary, but not entirely conscious. Al-Sa'ddwi atmbutes to each herome a ditterent
mode of consciousness which, despite uts evident subversive quality, s expressed,
paradoxically, through acnons and behavior that are not berett of tannhiar soxal reterences
In other words, Firdaws', Zakivyah's and to a lesser degree Bahivvah's ransgressions e
not complete, for the three women remain decidedly  and one nught argue unav ordably
— within the realm of patrarchal control - While they move progressively closer toan
open subversion of patnarchay, an aspect ot their condittoning, namely the o tear of nale

authonty, remains operative, preventing a radical controntation wath their oppressons

After having reconciled her departure tron the nomn Bahiyyah pets up and gocs to
the college "as usual,” aware of the transformanon w hich had occuned, attecung hey
conscilousness without altering 1n any nouceable manner her phsyical bemyg She loaves
the school and 1n & preconscious state heads in the direction ot Salims apartment She
uses the key to enter the apartment, but Salim s not there AL Satdawn wants to suvpest
that although the relationship with Stlimn encourages Bahivsah to attum her personal
desires, 1n the end 1t 1y Bahiy vah who decides to go to the apartimentand spend the nivht
there alone. "It was the first night she had ever spent away trom home her tirst mght in
someone clse’s bed. She imagimed her tather bellow g hke a bull “(p 79 The now
morning, not knowing what to do or where to go, she leaves Salim's apariment and walk s
to the college, revealing the unconscious attachment 1o the routine Upon her arnval she
discovers that a strike has been called and the classes have been cancelled  Thas al
Sa‘dawi alludes to a paradox characteristic of educational msttutions which are repressave
but often the locus of revolutionary pohtical activity - While most of the other miedical
students decide to go home, Bahiyyah takes partin the studeny/worker demonstiation
duning which she meets Salim (p 855 By spending the night alone at Saling’s and
participating in the protest march. Buhiyyah eftectively distances horselt trom the nosne,,

challenging not only her futher's authority but also the state’s

Not surprisingly it s first the state, through the nulitary, which reassents its power,
arresting the demonstrators  Then Bahiyyah's father takes charge of has daughter, payimy
for her release from jail and taking her home where her tuture 1s to be determned
Bahiyyah realizes that there 1s something disturbingly simubar between her arrestand har
father forcing her to go home  "She gotinto the tast Her father saton her night hoy uncle
on her left. The door shut and the taxi moved oft. It was as it she had been arrested again,

but this time by another kind of police.” (p 94) Her paternal uncies and her father decide
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that the best solution 15 to remove Bahiyyah from school and to have her marned off as

quickly as possible.

Firdaws moves to the margins of soctety by quitting her "respectable” job and
returning voluntanly to prosutution  She concludes that "{tjhe time had come for [her] to
shed the Tast grain of virtue, the last drop of sanctity in [her] blood "(p.86) She is now
convinced that the "least deluded™ woman 1s the successful prostitute who 1s not subject to
the authonity of anyone  The decision to go back to prostitution appears to relieve

somewhat the pain caused by thrihim, and she aftirms that she felt

Itke a woman walking through an enchanted world to which she did not

helong Sheas tree to do what she wants, and free not to do 1it. She
expenences the rare pleasure o having no tes with anyone, of having
broken with everything, of having cut all relations wath the world around
her, ot being completely independent and iving her independence
completely, of enjoving treedom from any subjection to a man, Q
marriage, of to love, of being divorced from all homutations whether rooted

i rules and lawsom tme oranthe universe (p 87)

Firdaw s feriimoit becomes "Thope tor nothing, T want for nothing, T fear nothing, I am
tree " Alter years of subjuganon she finally possesses what would seem to be absolute
comtrol of her body and mind, and she expresses this autonomy by choosing a profession
iowhich she s her own "master” and which pays welll thus ensunng her economic
mdependence and the possiblity to enjoy some lewsure She reahzes the attitudes towards
her protession which v allegal but tolerated, considered shametul but whose services
are otten used by tespectable "men retlect the hypoerisy of society. Conscious that
prostitutes are marginal people, and that nonetheless their trade 1s an important part of
patnirchal socieny Frdaw s even tries o situate herself on the margin of the marginal by

retusing to adhere to tules ot her tade (p.89)

Despute her conviction thatat s preterable "to be a free prostitute, rather than an
cushaved wate " and her awareness that her "profession had been invented by men" (p.91),
both ot which reveal her level of consciousness and her protound understanding of her
sttaation, she s subjects totally against her will, to the coercive control of another man.
She uses all the means avatlahle to her m order to maintain her independence as a
prosttute, but she s persistently pursued by a prmp who claims that he wants to protect

her tromother men She attempts to evade his control by using her various contacts, yet
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quickly realizes that he 1s more powerful than she and that she 1s ncapable of tighting o1t
hus attacks. Finally Firdaws surrenders to Marziig's (Marzouk) physicat imtimidation and

he starts to take a share of her profits and 1o circumsenbe her treedom

Bahiyyah and Firdaws rebel clearly against the social norms., hallenging the male
authority over them and are subjugated by the application of coeren ¢ patrrarchal torees
Conversely Zakiyyah's margialization, and later het remntegraton 1nto patiiac hal socen
occur within the soctally sanctioned hinuts of popular rehigious belicts He ansgression,
unlike that of Bahiyyah or Firdaws, 18 justified, the sillagers behieve that the hfetime o
hardships and the more recent difficulties related to the disappearances ot her niece and
brother have made her vulnerable 10 evil spirits which mvade her bemy and fowe et o
say and do things against her will  She sutters from a tolk diness, commonhy referred to
as ‘wdhra Cuzra Egyptian), and with the tide of madhurah (ma 1w ah | gy pran, which
can be ranslated as the "excused one.” she s not held responsible tor her devianon trom
the religious norms and her refusal to participate i village hte '™ However the phyacal
and psychologica! breakdown. which accompanies herreligious cosis, can be under foed
as & psychosomatic translation of hier unconscious desire to evarde the Linis nnposed on

her thoughts

As Zakayyah sutfers from constant physical malase and expenences multple
deltriums, her memories nuxing with hallucinations, the villagers organize a ar, the
traditional bealing process used o tree the s dhuirah om the maletic eftecs of the
spirit. The zdr 1s the first attempt to bring Zaktyy ah back under the mtluence of the
dommant ideology, but 1t 15 notettective and she remams i a state of patanon and pan
only maintwning taith i Zaynab. Desperate to help heraunt, Zayiab ke the adsi, ¢ ol
the barber/shaykh, Fdj; Ismd'il. who has contacts with ko ledgeable™ men i Cargo
The shavkh uses the opportunity to gain the favors o the Mavor who o attention b .
recently been captured by the young Zaynab  Conscquently, Flayy Isima 1l wends Zakiy b
and Zaynab to Sayyidah Zaynab Mosque in Carro where they are 1o mee ta shav bl s b
will instruct them how to relieve Zakiyyah ot her tliness for a fee of wn prasties De it
her weik state and the confusion plaguing her mind, Zakivy.ah remarks about the ton
piastre fee that "[e]ven God wants us to pay lim something  Yet He knows we own

nothing."(p.8())

Zakiyyah's cynical and penetrating view ot religion 15 contrasted wath Zaynaby's
unshakeable faith, which could easily be musconstrued as the cause of Zabiyyah's cure.

The two travel to Cairo and upon their entry into the mosque. they expenience, each in her




79

own way, a unificanon with other beings  On the one hand, Zakiyyah loses herself
mentally among the innumerable bodies crowded into the mosque which she perceives as
honded together, becoming one uniform mass:

They were sick or bhind They were young or old. They were children or
babes inarms They were sheikhs of sects, or beggars or thieves. They
were sorcerers, and tortune-tellers, people who made amulets or recited
religious chants They were saints of Gad, intermedianes to His Grace.,
guardians of the doors to Heaven  All of them like Zakeya and Zeinab
rarsed the palms of their rough hands 1n one uniform movement to Allah on

the high and chanted in one voice, in one breath 'O God '(p 89)

Bemng surtounded by this mised gathening of <octsl mustits reassures Zakivyah and
comtorts her, she regains some ot her strength through the collective experience of
sutferimy and the therapeutic ettect of the zovdra seems to have worked even before she
meets the saavki mentioned by Hidjp Ismiail- On the other hand, Zaynap has an intense
spintual expertence which contirms her personal faith as she teels herself drawn 1nto the

prosence of God and united with Him (p 89)

While under the spell of the climactie umon with God, Zaynab moves towards a
vorcaadling outher name. She comes tace to face with a peculiar shavkh who questions
herabout Zakivvah, at which tme she realizes that her aunt has been by her side the whole
e The man tells Zaynab that her aunt is a1l because they have disobeyed the will of
God He mtorms ber thatin order tor Zakivs ah to be cured, Zaynab must go to the
Mavor's house and obey his orders and Zakiyy ah must Faithtally perform her pravers
Andalthough Zakiy yah seems o be cured. they pay the shavih for his advice. The neat
dav the two women retumn o therr village and fathtully follow the 1nstructions. Zaynab's
submission to the Mayor patalleling Zakiy vah's submission o God (pp 95-97) Shortly
Ater these events, Jaldl ety from the war, reintorcing Zakivyah's fath which is
testored when Zaynab stops working tor the Mayor and gets marrnied to Jalal, partially
teestablishing the normaley of tanuly ife. However, the peniod of relative harmony comes

o abruptend as i result of the manipulatons of the Mayor and his cohorts
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Crisis 2

The second and final cnisis 1n the heromnes’ journey out of submission and tow ards
a "principled” form of subversion results not only from the heromnes teuegraton o
society and their general condition of subjugation, but also from the perpetnanon of then
victimization which takes the form of a precise aggression on thenr physical and
psychological being  As has just been llustrated they are torcetully or calcubitmyp iy pulled
back towards the centre of patnarchal nstitutons Baheyvahos torced o vo home where
her father is the master, Fardaws returns to prostitution and s Later subjecied to the
authority of a pimp, and Zakiyvvah talls under the intluence of popular rehyion which s
manipulated for obvious material ends by the vAavk i s Whide Bahivvah andt Firdass
remain psychologically at the inuts of the ideological control exercmed by patinaschy | thes
are physically forced to submit 1o their oppressor's On the other hand Zakiy vah s not
subject to the same physical control, she 1s, 1n & manner ot speaking, free to PO o ot to
pray, free to work in the hiclkds or to siton the step ot her house but she s psychologicalhy
bound by her rediscovered tath which ettectuveds ibbis her friecdom ot acnon Tnall
three cases, a shadow of fedr continues to exist in the minds ot the womer randermy them
passive  Howevero when therr subsmission is accompanied by more mjusticcs by anrevent
which intuses the protagonists with g controlled tury, they expenence ¢ crsethat ke,
them face their fear, signaling the end of thar reantegranon and the beoimning ot thicn wonal

subversion

Bahivyah's father decides to put an end to his daughter s studies and she o oon
suspects her parent's intention to marry her ottt She conternplates tunnmye away - onany
"the impending danger,” butis incapable of puttmy her thoughts into actnion At
mdmght, when she heard her father's snores. she sneaked outof her bed, die od s and
sat on the edge of her bed wondering where to go- Where could a gt of eirhitcon ke hey
go at this tume of night.” (p 96) Because of her tear, she prvesanto the wdeathat hor
marriage 1s mnescapable. A groom s found, the weddmyg takes place and Bahiyvahy
destiny appears sealed when they arrive at her hushband's appartment at which tme mhe
passes "from the hands of Muhammad Shaheen mnto the hands of Muharmimad
Yaseen."(p 100) Itis precisely at this moment that Bahiyyah sunmounts her fearswiadn
displaced by her anger with the man who had just become her hushand - She refuses to

recognize his authonty over her, rejecting his physical advances The man attetupts o




81

impose his will on Bahiyyah, declaring that she is his wife and stnking her, but she simply
Jaughs at him with contempt and looks at his naked body with repulsion. Although the
arranged marnage has no vahdity in her eyes, socially and legally it binds her to the man
her tather had chosen  Her only means of escape is, therefore, to create a scandal, "for
scandal alone could save her now, could make everyone cast her out She wanted to be
ciast out to have no mother or father, and no family to protect her For protection itself was
the real danger 1t was an assault on her reality, the usurpation of her will and of her very

extstence ' (p 103

Just as Bahyvah wants to be free of the "protection” ot her famuly, Firdaws
realizes from the beginming that the protection offered by the pimp 1s more dangerous than
anything clse she may have to contront alone  In fact. she tells MarzQqg the pimp that it s
only trom hun that she s i need of protecuon (p 92) Atter working for Marzig for an
undetermined penod of tme Firdaws recogmzes that he iy a dangerous prmp with an
intluenod network of contae ts in the courts and the police station through which he
suce eeds e controlling numerous prostitutes among whom she 1s counted.
Notwathstanding, trosttavion and determunaton blend together in birdaws” mind making
her tmpenvious to Marzug s threats and prepanng her psyehologically tor the ulumate

controntation with her oppressor

Fwias notnearly as tree as Thad hitherto imagined myselt to be. T was
nothing but a body machine working day and might so that a number of
men belongmyg o ditterent protessions could become immensely nch at
my expense  Twas nolonger even nmistress of my own house for which 1
had pasd wath my ettortsand swedat One day Tsnd to myselt,

Toant goon bike this (pvd
T this realization which constitutes the ersis, and Teads Firdaw s to surmount her fear

Zakinvvabh’s and Zavnabs subjugation was brought about through the
manpulation of religion, but atter her marnage, Zay nab uses rehigious arguments to
counter the Chict ot the Vitlage Guard's attempts to convanee her to retumn to work for the
Mavor (pp 131 35 Zakivvah winesses the conversation between Zaynab and the Chief
ot the Mlage Guard in which the local ofticial argues that it was God who ordered Zaynab
o go to the Mavor's house, w hile her niece imokes a communication received trom God
who has tothidden her to go to the Mayor's. The Chiet of the Village Guard dismusses her

clanm that 10 God who has incited her to resist the Mayor's request and naturally suspects
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that Jaldl is behind Zaynab's refusal. He devises a plan to remove the voung man by
accusing him of robbery and arresting him.

Once again thrust into a state of despair and depression, Zakayvah sits) immaobile in
front of her house with Zaynab at her side, reflecting on the causes ot their victinmization

But the darkness of her muind was no longer the same 1thad
changed Nor was her mund the same mund it had been betare Something
had started to move 1n i, a tiny thtting thing. And a question kept
whispering under the bones in her shull, a guesnon she had never asked
before, and w hich grew louder all the time until it became Tike anneing
bell. (p.13)

Jaldl's arrest tnggers 1 Zakiyyih a process ot cnucal thought wihich causes the veil
covering her conscrous to disintegrate slowly — Questons, which she ad Tocked i ey
unconscious, emerge gradually from the recesses of her mund and she s oo fonger capable
of abandoning herself to the will of God, nor can she tind succor in the Lath o1 Zavnah
On the third day after Jaldl's arrest, Zaynab leaves Zahiyyah's side deparimg tor Cairo o
vistt her husband in jaul, never o return,. Zakayyah s alone wath her thouwehis the
questions concerning the real agents hehind Jaldl's atrestand the recollecnon ot Zavnah-
conversation with the Chief of the Village Guard pass through her nnd i acdocical
manner  Her thoughts are characternized at the same te by a clurvovance and weettam
madness, providing her with the uncanny capacity to transpicice reahty ataculty which
occastonally accompanies madness. She renounces her tauth and blaroes God for ber
suffering, declaring to Zaynab just betore her departure that now she perceives the
truth.(p.135)

Phase 3: Subversion

In the first phase, Bahiyyah, Firdaws and Zakiyyah repress thar desire s and
thoughts, accept the cultural norm as natural law and otten subnmut to the will of others,
reflecting the psychological alienation caused by patnarchal social condinonmg By the
second phase, they have resisted the effects of and moved to large degree heyond the

alienating notions of patnarchal ideology, but continue to carry within them a fear of male
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authornty which 1y in effect very powerful and threatening. In the third phase, as a result
of therr extreme vicimization, al-Sa*dawi's protagonists cease to fear the patriarchal forces
govermng therr hives, escaping finally and towally one of the most profound aspects of their
ahenaton The moment they surmount their fear, when they resist their oppressors by
contronting them rather than retreating from them, they are invested with 4 power to take
control of therr personal situation, the reader witnesses, thus, the empowerment of the
wornen as they redetine through their resistance the laws and social codes. momentanily
enperienang complete phvsical and psychological independence  No longer do the threats
ol ostracization physical abuse or God's wrath have a dissuasive unpact on the three
wornen, who now teel they have nothing to lose, therr respective situations having became
nsupportable Thew acute sensibility to their oppression and a determmed desire to move
apamstitimpel themtowards paruculiarly subversive actions They now inspure fear in

those very same torces which had hitherto been the source ot their fear.

As her wadding night draws to a close, Bahivyah quietly leaves her husband's
aparument Inthe mormmy she goes o the medicad cotlege where she learns trom the
svinpathetic dovtor, who had tied 1o help herand Salim attempt to flee the police, that it
may bo many soars belore Salim s released from prison Dev astated by the news, she
wlk s annlesshy throagh the streets when suddenly she hears someone call her nune She
twrns to meet her anatomy protessor, Dr " Alawi (Alawn, sitting in his big car - Enurely
preoceupied winh the ea ot Salims imprisonment, she aceepts Dr “Alawd's otter to go
for a nideand o have lunch with im She suspeets that Dr - Alawi s against her and her
sisprsions are contumed when he tries to seduce her - She pushes himaway at which
potnt he dectares that she s nota "normuad @it "tp 111 Proud of the tact that she s not
noroal” Bahny s ahvheads inthe direction ot al-Mugartam, but she hesitates and notices
her tather and uncle pass by i a v At that moment. she decides 1o do everything

posstble o eman tiee

She would kick anyone who approached her and gouge out the eves of
amvone who dared to touch her or even to sur the air around her. With her
Laincet she would rip open the belly of anyone who stood 1n her wav, Yes,

she would kil him She was capable of commutung murder. (pp 113-14)

Rahivvah tutas o poliieal activism, working clandestinely with a group of other
mihitants whe print and diffuse socualist literature in the working-class neighbourhoods of
Catro Her polineal wdeas also find expression in her pantings which she continues to

produce and sells 1o assure her economic autonomy.  Despite her separation from Salim
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and the dangers accompanying her subversive acnvities, Bahivvah experiences acertain
optimism which emanates from the reconcihiation of her real destres and her actions No
longer 15 she tormented by the anxiety of the existennial duality, having moved bevond the
periphery of patriarchal domination  She 1s at the zenith of her independence However
she is followed by a pair of eyes as she moves through the streets, and although she tnes
to escape their menacing surveillance, she finds herself sarrounded by several pohcenen
who descend upon her. Knowing that she cannot escape them, she proudiy walks

towards her captors, holding her hands out in front of het to be Towked m huandeatts

Firdaws hopes to break free of Marzog's donmnation by walking away when he s
not present, just as Bahiyyah walked out of her husband's apattment while he slep
However. after Firdaws packs her belongings (among which s her secondany school
diploma), Marziq appears in the doot blockmg her departure She tells hun thiat she s
determuned to leave  They exchange blow s and Matzag ines o pull out a knde trom his
belt, but Firdaws swiftly snatches the weapon and plunges it repeatediy o s hody
She relates 1o the psychiatrist the thoughts which tan through her nund as she defended

herselt aguinst Marziq.

[ was astonished to find how castty my hand moved as T thrust the kimte
into his flesh, and pulled itout almost without eftort My suwpise was all
the greater since [ had never done what T was domng betore A question
flashed through my nund  Why was it that 1 had never stabbed a man
before? Ireahzed that I had been atrid, and that tear had been within e

all the ume, unul the fleeung moment when Fread fear i hus eves top 9

96)

Whereas Bahiyyah 1s willing o comnut murder tomantnn her treedom, Tdaw
had to murder 1n order to become free, indeed itis m the very act that she discovers b
freedom. She uses her captured liberty to attack the system by msualting a prince who
solicited her services as a prostitute  For Fardaws the prince s the preciment svimbol of
male authonty and of male baseness Her anger and hatred of the prince dove L her o
attack him physically, at which pomnt he screams for the police who come 1o arrest
Firdaws. Firdaws argues with the pohice affirnung that “youare crimunal, ali ot you the
fathers, the uncles, the husbhands, the pimps, the law yers, the doctors the ournaled, and
all men of all professions.” To which the police respond “[yfou are « savave and

dangerous woman." (p.100) They handcuff Iirdaws and take her to prison And despie
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the president’s offer to reduce her death sentence to hife imprisonment if she agrees to
apologize, she retuses the gesture, prefernng to exercise her freedom to the full extent.

Drawn back to her imual questioming of her faith, Zakiyyah identifies the power of
God with the powers of the matenal world - She does not doubt God's omnipotence, on
the contrary she accepts that it 1s God who 15 responsible for all that happens on earth, At
the same ume she recognizes somehow that everything that takes place 1n the village is the
will of the Masor The Mayor rules the village as God rules the earth, and in Zakiyyah's
troabled, but perceptive, mind the Mayor 1s God  After Zaynab's departure, she continues
to sitat the entrance ot her house, staning at the ron gate in front of the Mavor's house.
When she sees the blue eves ot the Mayor appear, she mechanically gets up. goes to the
stable and takes the hoe between her hands - She moves steadily towards the Mayor, who
stmply sees Zakinyvah as one of the peasant women working on his farm. Before he
redabizes what s happenimg Zakiyyah brnings down the hoe powertully on the Mayor's

head, kithmye him

-

Zakivyalts psychological state of consciousness, inflected with madness which
dernves notonly trom her suffering, but also from her perception of 1ts "true” causes, is
aceentnated by heract of subversion She does nothing to escape arrest  She has nowhere
1o voand does notseem diseouraged by the prospects of being imprisoned. Since she has
docomphished her sk, she swaits, sitting on the threshold of her house perhaps imagining
that she will soon be reunited with the other members of her family - She 1y arrested and
Lihen tront the vidlage to the prison into which she s led surrounded by men, with

Bandoutts on her wrists, "bat her large black eves were wide open.” (p.138)

Foral Sardawis women must challenge wath their minds and their bodies the
patrachal eluite order. She recognizes thatitis by denying women knowledge and by
controlhng thew means of proaduction that patriachy succeeds 1n mamntaining its hegemony.
Iy the thiee novels, women's aceess to education and through 1t their capacity to defend
then rights obtam gantul employment and live indenpendently of male dominution are
cental questons However it s not only i obtainag an education and economic security
that women acquire their freedom. In Two Women in One many of Bahivvah's middle-
class temale classmates contorm submussively 1o the norms w hile in God Dies v the Nile
the peasant women try to resist male authority - And despite Firdaws' secondary-school

cducation and her acquired material wellbeing, she is forced to submit to the control of
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Marziiq. There are obviously no hard-fast rules, but one might conclude that subversive
women with an education and the possibility of achieving economic autonomy can
generally resist patriarchy more effectively. To a certain degree, Bahivyvahy's tinal
expression of resistance, although less dramatic, 15 the most promising because it takes the
form of a collective movement which aims at increasing the awareness ot others
Zakiyyah's resistance has a clear collective effect on the village, but it does notm and ot
itself constitute an act with the capacity to change the system ot patiirchal and class
oppression faced by many peasant women. Sumilarly Firdaws” act of Tiberation does not
change the situanion of the numerous prostitutes exploited by pimps Fudaws and
Zakiyyah strike out against their immediate sppressors, and in domg so they succeed
liberating themselves and other women temporarily. The collective aspect of then
resistance lies primanly, but not exclustvely, mn its potenual symbolic value tor women
around them who will see their acnions as signs of women's abihty w challenge theu
oppression For al-Sa'diwi 1t 15 not so much the torm ot resistance adopted by women
which 1s significant, but rother women's  and men's — recogmtion that the mjustices ol
the patriarchal-clasy social order are not natural and unchanging and that 1118 necessary to
question, criticize and reject the legiumacy of ideas and institutions which mamtam
inequalities.




Conclusion: The Freedom Paradox

Through the stones of Bahiyyah, Firdaws and Zakiyyah, al-Sa‘dawi illustrates that
women's resistance must begin with the psychological processs of "dealienation” and a
prise de conscience of the injustices they and others face 1n socially stratfied, patriarchal
societies  This awareness creates the possibility of rejecung patriarchal norms and of
resisung the ehite rule However, given the hegemony of patmarchal institutions, women
who attempt to subvert the social order or simply who do not conform to its rules are
threatened with marginahizaton, violence or imprisonment. Thus the psvchological
treedon acquired by al-Sa'diwi's protagonssts, all of whom are somewhat excepuional in
the extent to which they carry out their resistance, does not lead to their physical hberation
On the contrary, as we have just seen, when the three women attain the summit of their
psychological autonomy. which 1s expressed in their radical attack on patniarchal agents or
wistrtutions, they are physically apprehended  While their hands are sym‘bolically
restrained wath handeutts and they are led to prison, therr minds remain beyond
patniarchy's control, their physical and psychological states are at opposite poles, and this
opposition results ronically trom the heroines' resolution of the antinomy of submission
and subversion By choosing to subvert they are subject to the coercive forces of

exclusion which are employed by the patnarchal state to eliminate any threats,

This brngs us back todea that patnarchy is a total system, composed of
mtedocking insttutons of condinonmng, surveillance and chastisement.  Does al-Sa*dawi
wish, theretore, o suggest in these novels that all resistance 15 fuule n the face of
pattarchy's apparent omatpotence? s there no escape for women from patnarchy’s
carctully woven and well preserved web?  In spite of the tragic conclusion of the three
novelsoal Satdawi's message is not defeatist She strives 1o express the importance of
women's awareitess that they can and should tesist injustice 1n its vanious sexist and
classist torms - She also stresses the weaknesses in the patniarchal construct, for which the
psychological control of women remains the primary means of mamntaining itself, she
pomts out that it s precisely this control from which women escape, for they can
overcome their alienation and reject the leginmacy of male authority even though they may
be physically subjugated or impnsoned. Once women free themselves of the repressive
cttects of patniarchas secial condinoning, they will be able to pass to the next step of

demanthng the non-egalitanan social order.
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