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Abstract

This thesis examines the development of female subjectivities as presented in 

the short stories of women writers who started writing in Arabic in the second 
half of the 20th century in Egypt and the Levant (represented by Lebanon, 

Syria and Palestine), Iraq and the Gulf (represented by United Arab Emirates 
and Saudi Arabia) and North Africa (represented by Morocco and Tunisia). My 
theoretical approach draws on the theories of subjectivity elaborated by Michel 
Foucault, Simone de Beauvoir and other critical re-elaborations of Foucauldian 

concepts by several feminist theorists.
This thesis aims at filling some of the lacunae in the available studies of 

Arab women literary achievements, which tend to be scarce, geographically 

limited, and concentrated on few famous names, dealing mostly with the novel 
and history of literature. Therefore the geographical area covered is extensive, 
showing the cultural, social and political variety of Arab countries against its 

mass media image of a monolithic whole. Whenever possible the authors have 

been selected among the younger, little known or translated women writers. 
The focus on the short story rather than the novel provides an insight into a 
dynamic area of Arab women’s literary production which is widely 

understudied. Selecting subjectivity enables the study to move from the phase 
of history of literature to a deeper critical appreciation of women’s literary 

achievements. Moreover subjectivity allows one to meet and hear the voices 

of female subjects with differences, opinions, sexualities, and so forth, and 

hence overcomes the many stereotypes diffused by mass media about 
‘Muslim women’, transformed into a homogeneous, ahistorical and 

universalised category.
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INTRODUCTION

APPROACHES TO SUBJECTIVITY

The main focus of this thesis is the subject as it appears in the short stories of 

women writers who started writing from the 1960’s onwards in several Arab 
countries in Levant, Gulf and North Africa and who are not widely read and/or 

translated in Europe. Among the wide array of theories about the subject and 
subjectivity, I have elected as my major heuristic tool the theories elaborated 

by Michel Foucault (1926-84), which will be integrated with the help of Simone 
de Beauvoir (1908-86) and several feminist theorists in order to transform 
Foucault’s sexless subject into a sexed one.1 I will expound the key theoretical 
concepts that will be recurrent in this thesis later on in this introduction, after 
having explained the reasons behind my choice of genre, period, authors, 

countries, topic, and critical theories.

The short story seems to me the ideal genre to study female subjectivity 
because of its interconnection with self, marginality and femininity that will be 

explained in chapter one. It is also a genre that critics widely neglect in favour 
of novels, despite its popularity in all Arab countries, which hence needs

1 I have made the conscious choice of using the word ‘sex’ and its derivatives rather than 
‘gender’ in this thesis, which is about Arabic literature and based on French philosophy, 
because in Arabic and French a separate word distinguishing gender from sex does not exist. 
Both meanings are covered in Arabic by the word ‘jins’ and in French by the word ‘sexe’. With 
my choice I share (and extend to the Arabic context) Braidotti’s opinion that ‘the sex/gender 
distinction, which is one of the pillars on which English-speaking feminist theory is built, makes 
neither epistemological nor political sense in many non-English, western European contexts’ 
[Judith Butler’s interview with Rosi Braidotti ‘Feminism by Any Other Name’, differences: a 
Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies, 6:2, (1994), pp. 37-8]. The word ‘gender’ will appear 
when I quote and discuss sources in which it is used.
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further critical attention. It also serves my purpose to depict a wider and more 
exhaustive picture of women writers’ literary productions, because its 

condensed form enables me to carefully examine more specimens than the 
novel’s extended form would allow.

The period selected has been determined by the fact that the short story 

by women writers had not reached maturity in most Arab countries and had 

not even appeared in some countries before the 1960’s, as it will be shown in 
chapter one. Whenever possible I have concentrated on younger authors, 
mostly disengaged from the nationalist agenda that could divert their attention 
away from the subject, and who have benefited from the maturity the genre 

has acquired thanks to their predecessors’ experiments. I have also favoured 
authors less translated into European languages, whenever I could source 

their collections, because they can open up new communication routes with 

Arabic literature that are not the ones sustained by translation and editorial 
strategies of power and marketing.2

I have specified that I will select short stories written in Arabic because t 

will exclude the francophone literature of Maghreb and Lebanon, whose 

representatives are already making a statement about themselves and their 

subjectivities by refusing to write in their mother tongue in the period under 

examination.
As regards the selection of countries, it would have been difficult to 

exclude Egypt, since it has been the cradle of the Arabic short story and of its 
various trends3 and still offers remarkable examples of the genre, such as 

Nura Amin’s stories. In the case of the other Levantine countries I have 
selected Syria and Lebanon mainly for their several outstanding modernist 
short story writers, among whom Nadiya Khust and Hadiya Sa°fd, and 

Palestine for its excellent realist short stories, which have influenced Liyanah 

Badr. Lebanon and Palestine have been selected also because I wanted to

2 Amal Amireh and Lisa Suhair Majaj have clearly exposed the combination of economic, 
discursive and literary forces governing the whole process of selection, translation, packaging, 
advertising and distribution of literary works by "Third World Women”. See Amal Amireh, and 
Lisa Suhair Majaj (eds.). Going Global: the Transnational Reception of Third World Women 
Writers. (New York; London: Garland Publishing, 2000), pp. 4-6.
3 This and the other claims I make in this paragraph regarding the history of the short story in 
the countries considered will be expounded in chapter one.
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investigate any probable traces of their recent dramatic history left in the short 

stories selected. In the Gulf region Iraq was chosen because with Egypt it was 
the only country in which women pioneered the short story already in the 
1930’s, with Daisy al-AmTr presenting a wealth of texts relevant to my topic.4 
The United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia have been selected for the 
popularity of the genre among women writers, Emirati Salma Matar Sayf for 

the noticeable critical attention she attracted and Saudi Badriyyah al-Bishr for 
the medals King Saud University awarded her. The proliferation of female 

short story writers in Morocco and Tunisia has motivated their selection among 
the Maghrebian countries, with Rabl°ah RThan as an outstanding Moroccan 

author that offers much material from which to choose, and Tunisian RashTdah 

al-Turkl and Hayah al-Rayyis as the only contemporary Tunisian authors I 

could trace offering material relevant to this thesis.5
As indicated by Suha Sabbagh6 and Fadia Faqir,7 systematic studies of 

Arab women literary achievements are needed, since the existing ones are 
scarce, geographically limited, usually treat only famous names or mainly 

history of literature. New studies are needed also to overcome the colonial 

stereotype of Arab women as voiceless victims clad in black that mass media 

still inflict on us and politicians cynically manipulate.8 The focus on subjectivity, 
one of the unexplored topics in Arabic literature, and the wide spectrum of 
countries considered in this thesis should allow to overcome the phase of the 

history of literature and this stereotype to perceive a plurality of images, some 

of which contradict the stereotype.

4 Although al-AmTr is not a young writer anymore, the younger writers whose texts I could 
source (tbtisam cAbd Allah and Maysalun Had!) did not produce texts relevant to my topic.
5 See introduction to chapter four for more details.
6 Suha Sabbagh (ed.). Arab Women: Between Defiance and Restraint. (New York: Olive 
Branch Press, 1996).
7 Fadia Faqir (ed.). In the House of Silence: Autobiographical Essays by Arab Women Writers. 
(Reading: Garnet Publishing, 1998).

On this stereotype’s origins and implications see Edward Said. Orientalism. (London: 
Penguin Books, 2003), groundbreaking work on the subject. Many other works on this subject 
are quoted in Jasmin Zine. ‘Muslim Women and the Politics of Representation’, American 
Journal of Islamic Social Sciences, 19:4, (2002), pp. 1-22, which discusses the existence of 
the stereotype also in Western feminist literature and modern advertising and how the terrorist 
attacks of 2001 in USA have affected it.
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1 chose to use Foucauldian theories about subject and subjectivity for: a) 
the great depth and length with which Foucault explored the modes of 
subjectivation. b) His genealogical method of analysis, greatly influenced by 
Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals, which was innovative because 

through it he questioned and tested universals and humanistic assumptions, 
examining their historical developments, and did not accept them if not 

indispensable. One of the humanistic assumptions to undergo such process 
was the subject, which for Foucault ceased to be foundation of all knowledge, 
while he investigated the concrete historical practices, i.e. ways of acting and 
thinking, that brought the subject into existence, c) The evolution present in 
Foucault’s thought and in particular in his notion of the subject that enlarges 
the field of application of his theory, d) His conception of power, resistance 
and power/knowledge relation, which will be introduced later, that I consider 

very pertinent to the modern economies of power visible in our societies, and 

his notion of sexuality as developing within historically specific power relations.

1) The Foucauldian theoretical background

It is worth examining the origins of the word ‘subject’ and how it has been used 
in the philosophical domain to better place the novelty of Foucault’s definition 
of the word. The word ‘subject’ derives from the Latin subiectus: that which is 

thrown under, intended «as a prior support or more fundamental stratum upon 
which other qualities, such as predicates, [..] may be based. Subiectus 
translates the Greek hupokeimenon, “that which lies under,” “the 
substratum”».9 Hupokeimenon for Aristotle was the founding principle on 

which ail other entities were based and through which all entities became 
intelligible. In English the word ‘subject’ has evolved from the Middle Ages 

meaning of an independently existing entity or acted upon object to the 
philosophical meaning of thinking subject, which appeared for the first time at 

the end of the eighteenth century. Heidegger considered the peculiar feature

9 Simon Critchley and Peter Dew (eds.). Deconstructive Subjectivities. (New York: State 
University of New York Press, 1996), p. 13.
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of modern philosophy after Descartes the establishment of the human being, 
now a res cogitans (a thinking thing), as the Aristotelian hupokeimenon, the 

ultimate foundation of the intelligibility of entities, therefore replacing deities 
and substances existing outside of her/his intellect. With the conception of the 

subject as a res cogitans the subject is defined as conscious, as the one who 

is thinking.
Ute Guzzoni instead defines the word hupokeimenon as ‘a ground of 

determination, but precisely not as an active ground, not as the “determining” 

itself, but as that which is determined, that which takes on determinations/10 
Hupokeimenon was distinguished from the human /ogos11 that thinks the 

determinations and from the eidos (form) that shapes them. In modern 

philosophy logos and eidos coincide: the subject becomes what thinks the 

determinations and gives form to matter, and hence determines and 
dominates, primarily because of its rationality. Guzzoni wonders if this 

determining subject is an illusion of modern philosophers, such as Heidegger, 
for whom ‘subjects are those who set themselves up as measure’.12

Foucault’s conception of the subject has more in common with the way 
Guzzoni defines the word hupokeimenon than with the subjectum of modern 

philosophers. In fact in an interview first appeared in 1982 Foucault gave the 
word ‘subject’ two meanings: ‘subject subdued to the other by control and 
dependence, and subject attached to his own identity by the consciousness or 

knowledge of his self. In both cases, this word suggests a form of power that 

subjugates and subjects.’13 We are not in the presence of a determining 
subject, but of an individual that is made subject, as it will be better explained 
later. In the same interview he described his research as treating ‘the three 

modes of objectification that transform human beings into subjects’: 1) the 

mode of sciences such as grammar, biology or economy, whose object of 

knowledge is respectively the speaking, the living and the productive subject,

10 Ibid. p. 202.
t1 The word logos in this instance refers to reason, but it has several meanings in philosophy, 
rhetoric and Christian theology.
12 Simon Critchley and Peter Dew (eds.). Op. cit, p. 203.
13 ‘sujet soumis & I’autre par le contrdle et la d6pendance, et sujet attach^ & sa propre identity 
par la conscience ou la connaissance de soi. Dans les deux cas, ce mot sugg^re une forme 
de pouvoir qui subjugue et assujettit.’ Michel Foucault. Dits et Merits U, 1976-1988. (Paris: 
Galiimard, 2001), p. 1046. All translations are mine.
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which was analysed in Les Mots et les Choses\ 2) the mode of the ‘dividing 

practices’14 that transform the subject into an object by dividing it internally and 
from others, as it happens in psychiatric, clinical and penal institutions, which 
he studied in Histoire de la Folie, Naissance de la Clinique, Surveiller et Punir,
3) the mode of the human being that transforms her/himself into a subject, and 
in Histoire de la Sexualite he studied in particular how a human being sees 

her/himself as subject of a sexuality. Before expounding on the different 

subjects resulting from these three modes of objectification I would like to 
briefly define other Foucauldian concepts that will recur in this thesis.

While describing the purpose of his research, Foucault stated that he 

wanted to study ‘the constitution of the subject as object for himself, i.e. the 
procedures of self-observation, self-analysis and so forth; in other words he 
wanted to study subjectivity, defined as ‘the manner in which the subject 
experiences himself in a game of truth in which he is in relation with his self.’15 

Foucault called ‘games of truth’ the a priori forms that discourses about certain 
things take and that make these discourses classifiable as true or false. It 

should not be forgotten that by the word ‘truth’ Foucault does not mean ‘the 

set of true things that are to be discovered or made accepted, but the set of 

rules by which true is disentangled from false and specific effects of power are 
assigned to true’.16 Subjectivation is consequently defined as ‘the process 
through which one obtains the constitution of a subject, or rather of a 
subjectivity, which is obviously only one of the given possibilities to organise 

self-consciousness’17 and Foucault underlined how important sexuality was in 
the formation of subjectivity in the West, for reasons that will be explored later. 

He deemed it dangerous to consider subjectivity and identity as something 

natural and deep, since for him they were determined by political and social

14 'trois modes d’objectivation qui transforment les etres humains en sujets’; ‘pratiques 
divisantes’. Ibid. p. 1042.
15 ‘la constitution du sujet comme objet pour lui-m§me’, ‘la manfere dont le sujet fait 
experience de lui-m£me dans un jeu de v£rit6 oO il a rapport £ soi.’ Ibid. p. 1452; 1984 text.
16 Tensemble des choses vraies qu’il y a a decouvrir ou e faire accepter, mais I’ensemble des 
regies selon lesquelles on demeie le vrai du faux et on attache au vrai des effets specifiques 
de pouvoir’. Ibid. p. 159; 1977 interview.
17 'le processus par lequel on obtient la constitution d’un sujet, plus exactement d’une 
subjectivite, qui n’est evidemment que I’une des possibilites donnees d’organisation d’une 
conscience de soi’. Ibid. p. 1525; 1984 interview.
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factors, which explains why he incited people to break free of psychoanalytical 

subjectivity and to change their subjectivities.18
Apart from appearing politically and economically determined, identity is 

not clearly defined. In an interview dated 1979 Foucault described the search 
for identity as striving for knowing who we are, the effort to form a certain 
consciousness of oneself.19 Identity in his writings comes across as a 

limitation; referring to his political experiences after the Second World War, he 

stated in a 1980 interview that he was looking for ‘experiences in which the 

subject could dissociate himself, sever his relation with himself and lose his 
identity’;20 in a 1984 interview he defined identity as useful (and sexual identity 

in particular as politically very useful) if it is a game that encourages social and 

sexual relations, but it is a limitation if we consider it a universal ethical norm 
that rules our lives and that induces us to constantly wonder if our actions 

conform to it, because the relations with our selves must be relationships of 
differentiation and creation rather than identity.21 Identity is also presented as 
invented by the self,22 fixed, kept or transformed by the individual through the 
techniques of the self, which will be introduced later, in order to achieve 
certain goals,23 therefore once again constructed.

Coming to the concept of the self (soi), I have noticed that this word is 
much more recurrent than the words subject/subjectivity in L'Usage des 

Plaisirs and Le Souci de Soi, which could be linked to the fact that in Greek 

philosophy there was no theory of the subject and the subject was not an 

object of knowledge.24 The self was probably the way to conceptualise human 

interiority in the Greek and Greco-Roman cultures before humanist 

subject/subjectivity arose (see p. 19 below). Referring to the Greek conception

18 Statements from a 1980 interview; see Ibid. pp. 856-7. As it will be discussed later 
subjectivity for Foucault was an effect of power.
19 Ibid. p. 785.
20 ‘experiences dans lesquelles le sujet puisse se dissocier, briser le rapport avec lui-m£me, 
perdre son identite’. Ibid. p. 869.
51 Ibid. p. 1558.
22 See the 1971 essay ‘Nietzsche, la genealogie, I'histoire’ in Michel Foucault. Dits et Merits I, 
1954-1975. (Paris: Gallimard, 2001), p. 1009.
23 Foucault used this definition in the opening speech of the academic year 1980-1 at the 
College de France, reproduced in Dits etlzcrits II, pp. 1032-7.
24 This is what Foucault stated in an interview published in Les Nouvelles Litt&raires three 
days after his death, reproduced in Ibid. p. 1525.
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of the self in the classical period (500-323 B.C.), Foucault defined it as ‘a self 
to construct and to create like a work of art’25 and he commented that the 
‘recounting of the self, that is to say writing what one had heard, read and 
thought, was considered very important because it was a way ‘to gather what 

one could hear or read in a drawing that is nothing else but the constitution of 

oneself26
The last concept I would like to introduce here is that of individualisation, 

which Foucault used to indicate a technique to accentuate the features that 

make a human being an individual, that distinguish him/her from others, in 
order to categorise and isolate the individual from others and lock him/her in 

his/her identity, so that she/he withdraws into him/herself. This tactic is widely 
employed by modern states and old and new institutions in order to guarantee 

the governability of individuals, as we will see later.
I will now proceed with the close examination of the different subjects as 

presented in Les Mots et les Choses, Surveiller et Punir, and the three tomes 
of Histoire de la Sexualite.

‘Avant la fin du XVIII® siecle, Y homme n’existait pas.’27 This is what 
Foucault declared provokingly in his 1966 work Les Mots et les Choses, 

adding that it was the demiurgic work of knowledge that had fabricated the 
human being only 200 years before. He maintained that, although before the 

end of the 18th century natural sciences had studied the human being as a 

species or race, a science of the human being as such had no place in the 
episteme28 of the classical period (second half 17th century), in which the 

human being was not considered a natural being like others, despite its human 
nature, nor a being that could know nature and know itself as a natural being

25 ‘un soi & construire et & cr6er comme une oeuvre d’art’. Ibid. p. 1443.
26 ‘de rassembler ce que Ton pouvait entendre ou lire, et cela dans un dessein qui n’est pas 
autre chose que la constitution de soi-mSme.’ Ibid. p. 1444.
27 ‘Before the end of the 18th century the human being did not exist.’ Michel Foucault. Les Mots 
et les Choses: Une ArchGologie des Sciences Humaines. (Paris: Gallimard, 1990), p. 319. I 
have translated ‘homme’ with 'human being’ and not ‘man’ because in contemporary English 
the word ‘man’ is mainly used to indicate a male, while in French the word ‘homme’ can be 
used also to indicate a generic human being.
28 In a 1972 interview Foucault defined episteme as follows: 'Ce sont tous ces ph6nom6nes de 
rapports entre les sciences ou entre les differents discours dans les divers secteurs 
scientifiques qui constituent ce que j’appelle 6pist6m6 d’une 6poque.’ Foucault Dits et Merits I, 
p. 1239. He gives the example of historians and psychologists using the theory of evolution.
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within it. At the time the human being was only conceived ‘sovereign subject of 

all possible knowledge’,29 not a possible object of knowledge. In the place that 
he was later to occupy there was a discourse that organised the empirical 

world with its representations of things that reflected the order of things.30 It 
was when the classical episteme with its conception of language and 

representation and its discourse disappeared between the end of the 18th 
century and the beginning of the 19th century that ‘the human being appeared 
with its ambiguous position of object of knowledge and of subject that 
knows’.31 The human being formed himself in the lacuna left by the classical 
discourse as dominated by language, life and work. He became accessible 

only through his words, body and work products, and thought of himself as a 

vehicle for pre-existing words, a living being and an instrument of production. 

Although at this early stage Foucault did not expound on what he meant by 
‘subject’, it is evident that the entity he preferred to call ‘human being’ at this 

stage for him was a modern fabrication of Western knowledge, a position that 
he will elaborate further in his following works.

In Surveiller et Punir (1975) the concepts of subject and subjectivity are 

strictly linked to the concepts of body, power and to the relation power- 
knowledge, which need to be analysed in order to better place Foucault’s 
reflections on subjectivity.

In his 1971 essay ‘Nietzsche, la Geneaiogie, I’Histoire’ Foucault briefly 

introduced his concept of body, describing it as: marked by past events; 

caught by regimes that shape it; poisoned by food, values, and moral laws;

29 ‘sujet souverain de toute connaissance possible’. Foucault. Les Mots etles Choses, p. 321.
30 The conception of language and representation of the classical episteme did not allow to 
problematise human existence. Language was ‘transparent’ and words ‘colourless’ (ibid. p. 
322), therefore they allowed to know things as they were, without interposing any barrier. 
Representations of things were in a continuum with things, therefore they revealed things as 
they really were.
31 Thomme apparait avec sa position ambiguS d’objet pour un savoir et de sujet qui connaTt’. 
Ibid. p. 323. In the new episteme the discourse did not organise the empirical world any longer 
with its representations and the transparency between the order of things and their 
representations ceased to exist. New ways were needed to put in order and represent from 
the exterior things that were now opaque. It is in this historical moment that grammar, natural 
history and economy appeared to organise the empirical world through the organisation of 
languages, life and production/work in systems and taxonomies.
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resistant.32 in Surveiller et Punir, Foucault expounded what he defined the 

‘political body’,33 a body in the grips of relations of power and knowledge that: 
subject it, by making of it an object of knowledge; affect it directly, by marking 
it, tormenting it, imposing on it works or ceremonies, and particularly by 
utilising it as a useful force. In order to be a useful force the body must be 
productive and subjected. Subjection is not obtained only through violence and 

ideology: subjection can be physical and not violent at the same time; can be 

organised, calculated, subtle, without resorting to arms and terror and still be 
physical. Subjection can be obtained through the ‘political technology of the 

body’,34 which is: a knowledge of the body that is not exactly biological; a 
mastery of the body’s forces that is more than just overcoming these forces; 
used by many institutions or state apparatuses, although not located in any of 
them; sustained by a new vision of power and of the relation power- 

knowiedge. Foucault’s new vision of power has the following main points:
> Power is not something that can be acquired, kept or lost, but is exercised 

in unequal relations.

> Power is not exercised by dominants on the dominated in a top-down 
manner, but power relations are formed in the small social groups that 

constitute the base of society and from there they then affect all society. 
Power is not forced on those who do not have it, but it passes through them 

and relies on them, exactly like they rely on the grasp power has on them to 
fight it.

> Power is always accompanied by resistance, which is internal to power 
and can even be used by power. As Jana Sawicki pointed out, ‘sometimes 

power enlists the resistant forces into its own service. One of the ways it does 
this is by labeling them, by establishing norms and defining differences.’35 

Being the counterpart of power in the network of power relations, resistance is 
not concentrated in a single locus/focus of refusal, but it is dispersed 

irregularly in many fleeting points of resistance present in social strata and

32 See Foucault. Dits et Merits I, pp. 1011,1015.
33 . . '‘corps politique’. Michel Foucault. Surveiller et Punir: Naissance de la Prison. (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1993), 37.
34 ‘la technologie politique du corps’. Ibid. p. 34.
35 Jana Sawicki. ‘Foucault and Feminism: Toward a Politics of Difference’, Hypatia, 1:2, (Fall 
1986), pp. 29.
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individuals, just as the network of power relations affects all institutions without 
being localised in them. Although resistance can sometimes cause radical 

ruptures, it most frequently causes the fracture of social groups and 

individuals.
> Power must not be seen always in negative terms, because power 

produces subjects too, as it will be shown later.
> Power relations are ‘strategies by which individuals try to guide, to 

determine others’ conduct’,36 but they are not evil in themselves. They affect 
free subjects only, i.e. subjects who have a whole range of possibilities, 
actions, behaviours in front of them and can resist the attempt to guide them. 

When subjects are not free they are caught in force relations, in a state of 

domination, not in power relations.

> Power relations are intentional and not subjective, because power has 
always goals, albeit no individual chooses or sets them, making the strategy of 

power anonymous.
Foucault’s new vision of the relation power-knowledge has the following 

main points:
> power entails knowledge and vice versa;

> a power relation always constitutes a field of knowledge, just like 
knowledge always constitutes power relations;
> it is the relation power-knowledge, which is conflictual and evolves 
constantly, that determines the subjects, the objects, the methods and the 

possible domains of knowledge.

Power, when exerted on the body of those who are punished, under 

constant surveillance, or controlled all their lives (prisoners, children, colonised 

people, mental patients, etc.), produces inside those bodies an interiority that 
Foucault calls ‘soul’, an incorporeal, though historical, reality born out of the 
procedures of punishment and surveillance, well distinct from the soul of 

Christian theology. Foucault’s ‘soul’ does not pre-exist nor is separated from

36 ‘strategies par lesquelles les individus essaient de conduire, de determiner la conduite des 
autres.’ Foucault. Dits et Merits II, p. 1546. Foucault believed that societies without power 
relations as he defined them cannot exist, but that it is necessary to minimise domination.
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the body like the soul of the humanist tradition: ‘[T]he soul, effect and 

instrument of a political anatomy; the soul, prison of the body’.37

Foucault’s soul appears simultaneously as product and instrument of 
power, since power produces it by working on the body and the soul assists 

power in its dominance of the body. Foucault refers to the fact that what he 
calls soul has already been called subjectivity, personality, psyche, 

consciousness etc., and is the object of several scientific discourses. All these 
different names are ’specific ways of conceptualizing human interiority’,38 each 
of which appeared in a particular context and historic moment. In particular the 
humanist concept of subjectivity for Foucault arose in the 17th-18th centuries 
because it was instrumental for the new way to exert power and punish that 

emerged at that time and replaced the ‘monarchical superpower’, which was 

no longer suitable to the modern bourgeois European societies that were 
undergoing fundamental transformations.39 The new strategy introduced more 

effective, less severe punishments distributed more regularly, embedded the 
power to punish more deeply in society, and induced the reform of criminal 
laws and judicial systems in most European countries. With the new strategy 

power methods acquired new characteristics: their level of control became 

very high, so that every detail of the body was minutely controlled in a subtly 
coercive way; their objects of control were bodily movements and forces, their 
organisation and effectiveness; their modality of control was uninterrupted 

through the whole transformation process, acting on time, space and 
movement.

These characteristics allow us to classify these methods as discipline, 
and, although discipline was not new in history, these methods were a 
discipline of a new kind. They were ‘an art of the human body’40 that aimed at 

determining not only what the body was required to do, but also how it was 
required to do it (technique, effectiveness, speed). These disciplinary methods

37 Tame, prison du corps.’ Foucault. Surveiller et Punir, p. 38.
38 Margaret A. McLaren. Feminism, Foucault, and Embodied Subjectivity. (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2002), p. 84.
39 For the description of those transformations (demographic explosion, the growth of 
capitalism, change in delinquency patterns, intolerance towards popular illegal practices, etc.) 
see Foucault. Surveiller et Punir, pp. 90-106. The expression 'surpouvoir monarchique’ is on 
p. 95.

‘un art du corps humain’. Ibid. p. 162.
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disassembled and reassembled the body in such a way that it increased the 
body’s productive forces and subdued them at the same time, so that the more 

docile the body was, the more useful it was and vice versa. Discipline became 
a useful ally of the new strategy of power because ‘discipline «fabricates» 
individuals; it is the technique specific to a power that has individuals at the 

same time as objects and instruments of its exercise.’41
The individuality fabricated by discipline had four features that were 

functional to the new power strategy: 1) it was cellular, in the sense that 
through the play of the spatial isolation of bodies discipline allowed 
simultaneously to characterise the individual as such, to put in order a 

multiplicity and to have absolute control on the isolated individual; 2) it was 
organic, in the sense that through the strict control of bodily 
activities/movements/gestures discipline penetrated the natural body and 

imposed on it its time, rhythm and economy of movement; 3) it was genetic, in 
the sense that through activities gradually growing in complexity with time 
discipline ‘tends towards a subjection that is never completely 

accomplished’;42 4) it was combinatory, in the sense that through the 

combination of bodily forces in the best possible way the maximum advantage 
and efficacy were derived.

Discipline was the ideal option for the new power strategy. It was 
discreet, omnipresent and by fabricating individualities it really embedded the 
power to punish deeply in society, using three simple instruments, such as 

surveillance, normalising sanction and examination, which suited perfectly the 

aim of the new strategy, as it shall be demonstrated.

The principle of surveillance is that of a sole central gaze that always 
sees everything without being seen. This principle was exemplified in the 
Panopticon, a circular prison planned by Jeremy Bentham in the 18th century, 
in which the presence of the tower in front of the inmates induces in them the 
consciousness of being potentially spied on at all times, although this is not 

verifiable. Therefore they behave as if they are continuously supervised even

41 ‘La discipline «fabrique» des individus; elle est la technique spdcifique d’un pouvoir qui se 
donne les individus a la fois pour objets et pour instruments de son exercice.’ Ibid. p. 200.
42 ‘tend vers un assujettissement qui n’a jamais fini de s’achever.' Ibid. p. 190.
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when they are not, becoming the bearers of the power situation in which they 

are caught up. This machinery makes ail violence superfluous, because 
subjection is not imposed through violence. The inmate, by knowing that he is 
potentially always under the overseer’s gaze, interiorises the gaze and 
‘becomes the principle of his own subjection’43 by allowing the constraints of 

power to play upon himself. Thanks to surveillance disciplinary power 

becomes: automatic and anonymous, because power functions without being 
anybody’s possession or creation, generated by its own apparatus that 

distributes the individuals within the field of power; indiscreet, because it is 
always everywhere; discreet, because it works unnoticed.

Discipline has its specific way to punish. Discipline punishes ‘all that is 
inadequate to the rule, [..] the indefinite domain of the non-conform’;44 the 

disciplinary sanction therefore does not aim at expiation or repression, but 
ultimately at normalising. The normalising power of discipline constraints 

subjects to homogeneity, but at the same time individualises those who 

escape homogeneity by classifying the nuances of their difference from the 
norm. This individualisation aims at making the ‘abnormal’ difference an 
identity that isolates and excludes the individual, who is permanently attached 
to this identity.

Surveillance and normalising sanction are combined in the examination, 

because examination is a gaze that normalises and a surveillance that 

classifies and punishes all at once. Examination ‘manifests the subjection of 
those who are perceived as objects and the objectification of those who are 

subjected’,45 in the sense that examination, for the first time, made a 
describable, knowable object of the commoner46 who was subjected because 
he/she was permanently under the observation of power’s gaze, the only

43 ‘il devient le principe de son propre assujettissement’. Ibid. p. 236.
44 ‘tout ce qui est inad6quat & la r£gle, [..] le domaine indSfini du non-conforme.’ Ibid. p. 210.
45 ‘manifeste I’assujettissement de ceux qui sont pergus comme des objets et I’objectivation de 
ceux qui sont assujettis.1 Ibid. p. 217.
46 I specify commoner because in societies before the ‘explosion of discipline’ examination 
concerned only those who were in a position of power, who had their lives immortalised for the 
benefit of future generations. Common people were not observed, nor described. The new 
disciplinary procedures extended observation and description to anyone with the purpose to 
gather knowledge, to control and to dominate. This happened at the end of the 18th century, 
when in hospitals and schools the occasional and quick observation of the sick/pupil became a 
regular, constant examination in order to gather medical/pedagogical knowledge.
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visible element of power. A registration system was soon created to record the 

knowledge gathered through examination in order to identify, describe and 
individualise individuals, and evaluate differences among them. Through the 

aforesaid tools discipline performed an inversion of visibility that facilitated the 
exercise of power up to the lowest level. The little visibility of this anonymous 
power had as counterpart the ubiquitous visibility and individualisation of 
subjects. By becoming so generalised, discipline put knowledge and power in 
a relation of reciprocal support: thanks to subtler power relations new 
knowledge was acquired and thanks to new knowledge effects of power 

increased.
The three tools of discipline do not disappear in Histoire de la Sexualite I: 

la Volontd de Savoir (1976), in which Foucault explores how the discourse 

about sexuality, what he calls scientia sexualis, has invaded Western societies 

as never before from the 18th century onwards. At that time power relations 
established sexuality as an object of knowledge thanks to new techniques of 
knowledge suitable to this object: new techniques for the examination of 

conscience and confession,47 and a newly born secular technology of sex, 

derived from the Christian one, but under the jurisdiction of the medical 

establishment and of the state. This secular technology had three branches: 

pedagogy, aimed at children’s sexuality and derived from the Christian 
spiritual pedagogy; medicine, and psychiatry later, aimed at women’s 
biological sexuality and which derived its hysteria treatments from the 

Christian treatment of the possessed; demography, aimed at birth control and 

derived from the Christian control over conjugal relationships through 

confession. All these branches made extensive use of examination, 
surveillance and normalising sanction, i.e. of disciplinary power.

18th century society tasked itself with producing ‘true’ discourses about 
sex (the scientia sexualis) that, sometimes naively, mostly deliberately, lied 

about sex. Such discourses fabricated frightening consequences for sexual

47 The Council of Trent (1545-63) and the Catholic Reformation (second half 16th century) 
changed the practise of Christian confession. Confessors encouraged penitents to reveal, in a 
euphemised language, apart from actions, also thoughts, dreams, memories, fantasies related 
to sex and the flesh. This renewed practice became well defined only towards the end of the 
18th century,
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practices not motivated by reproduction, which were presented even as life 

threatening and confined to the realm of disease and abnormality by doctors 
and psychiatrists. During the 19th century this scientia sexualis became well 

distinguished from the biology of reproduction. The latter was motivated by the 

will to know typical of Western sciences; the former was driven by a will to hide 

the truth of sex for regulating sexuality so that it became ‘economically useful 

and politically conservative’,48 i.e. so that it could guarantee the reproduction 
of manpower and population and perpetuate social relations. This scientia 

sexualis presented a mock-truth that masked its real purposes and the truth of 
sex. Sex was presented as the repository of the hidden truth about the 

individual and therefore the knowledge of sex was perceived as a key to the 

knowledge of the subject. This explains why the knowledge of the subject was 
slowly built using the science of sex, which had its own specific power 
strategy.

In the 18th century medicine examined, medicalised and categorised as 
‘abnormal’ sexual practises that did not conform to the norm and had gone 

unstudied for centuries (e.g. infantile masturbation, sodomy). Although the 

apparent aim was to eradicate them, medicine used those sexual practices as 

supports to extend its power on the subjects studied, because for the first time 
those practices and the individuals who practised them were observed, given 
a name and classified. By so doing, power brought perversions and perverts 
into existence and isolated them in a world apart: the world of perverts. Power 

divided perverts, who were often associated with delinquents and the insane, 

into specific species and incorporated the ‘aberrant’ sexualities permanently to 
the individuals’ bodies and identities. Those sexualities became the principle 
of intelligibility and the specificity of those individuals in what was an example 
of individualisation based on the individual’s sexuality.

To extend its power on individuals by obliging them to tell the truth about 

their own secret sexual practices, medicine (and psychiatry and 

psychoanalysis from the 19th century) used especially confession, ‘a ritual of

48 ‘Sconomiquement utile et politiquement conservatrice’. Michel Foucault. Histoire de la 
Sexuality I: La Volonte de Savoir. (Paris: Gallimard, 1994), p. 51.
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discourse’49 that took place in a power relation, since the confessant was 

obliged to speak, and hence dominated, by the interlocutor who listened 
without speaking. This injunction to confess everything about oneself is one of 
the methods the West has employed in order to achieve ‘the subjection of 
human beings; I mean their constitution as «subjects»’.50

Sexuality is therefore not something given naturally that power tries to 

dominate or a secret that knowledge tries to unveil. Sexuality is ‘a historical 
device’,51 a network in which pleasures, bodies, discourses, knowledge, 

controls and resistance interact according to strategies of power and 
knowledge. Foucault explains that to analyse sexuality considering it a 

historical or political device does not mean to eliminate the body. On the 
contrary he wants to prove how ‘some power mechanisms are articulated 

directly on the body’,52 on its functions, physiological processes, sensations, 
etc. He wants to write a history of bodies and not of sex, because, although 

many believe that sex is the “other” of power and the fulcrum around which 
sexuality is articulated, for him “sex” is ‘a complex idea, historically formed 

within the device of sexuality’53 and through the strategies of power, not as the 
“other” of power.

The idea of “sex” developed, together with the device of sexuality, as 
something more than and different from bodies and having its own laws. 
Sexuality was put in place by modern Western societies starting from the 18th 

century54 to supplement the traditional system regulating marriage, kinship, 

name and wealth transmission that now provided insufficient support for the 
new economic processes and political structures. The traditional system aimed 

at perpetuating the existing relations and at keeping the law that regulated 
them as it was, while the new economy aimed at continuously extending its 
domain and its control over populations with the help of sexuality.

49 'un rituel de discours’. Ibid. p. 82.
50 Tassujettissement des hommes; je veux dire leur constitution comme «sujets»’ Ibid. p. 81.
51 ‘un dispositif historique’. Ibid. p. 139. On p. 200 he defines sexuality also ‘dispositif politique’ 
[‘political device').

‘des dispositifs de pouvoir s’articulent directement sur le corps’, ibid. p. 200.
53 ‘une id6e complexe, historiquement form6e a I’interieur du dispositif de sexualite’. Ibid. p. 
201 .
54 Note the coincidence with the ‘birth’ of the human being and the creation of the concept of 
subject.
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The device of sexuality was created by and for the bourgeoisie to protect 
and defend its descendants, longevity and healthiness and through it the 

bourgeoisie created its own specifically bourgeois sexuality and body. 
Therefore sexuality helped the formation of the bourgeois subject (in the sense 

of an Aristotelian hupokeimenon) and of bourgeois class consciousness. 

Instead in the first half of the 19th century the lower classes still did not 
demonstrate any awareness of their bodies and their sexualities, given the 
conditions they lived in. The bourgeoisie, aware of the link between class 
consciousness and the body, for some time refused to recognise the 
proletariat’s body and sexuality. Nevertheless it was obliged to recognise both 
by hazards, such as pandemics and venereal diseases, and economic 

troubles that required birth control. By then the bourgeoisie had put in place 
schools, public hygiene, sanitation, medicalisation, which were exploited as a 

strategy to make the proletariat’s body and sexuality vehicles of its subjection 
to the bourgeoisie, and not means to acquire class consciousness. This 
explains why the proletariat for a long time rejected sexuality, which was used 

to create the proletarian subject (in the sense of subjected proletarian).

Sexuality and sex were used as an instrument of subjection for women 
too, in the sense of creating the female subject as subjected. Through a 
strategy Foucault called hysterization, in the 18th century the feminine body 
was analysed, characterised and discredited as: completely saturated by 
sexuality; having an intrinsic pathology, therefore needing the cares of 

medicine; having several productive roles (controlled production of citizens, 

production and care of children, production and preservation of a familial 
space). That was the time when the woman who did not perform her 

productive roles was classified as ‘hysteric’, as the negative of the mother.

Sexuality and sex have a great subjection potential in modern societies 
too, because power in modern societies is a ‘bio-power’ and because sexuality 

and sex can act on life on two levels: the level of the individual’s body, which is 
under the surveillance of doctors, psychiatrists, sexologists, priests, etc., and 

the level of the population, which is subject to birth control campaigns. 
Foucault defines bio-power as the power that controls and modifies life 
mechanisms, that is in charge of human life and, because of this, can attain
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the body too. Bio-power is essentially a normalising power that like discipline 

corrects, regulates, hierarchises and addresses life and the body, and sex 
serves well its needs as a means to discipline the individual’s body and to 
regulate population. In other words in modern societies the ubiquitous 
sexuality is a power instrument because mechanisms of power are addressed 
to the body, to life and to whatever makes life prosper, to the species and to 

whatever makes it strong, dominant or controllable and usable.

The subject presented in the works examined above comes across 
essentially as subjected to others. At the beginning of the 1980’s during his 

lectures at the College de France Foucault’s attention shifted from a subject 
subdued to others to a subject actively engaged in his formation. In a 1981 

conference Foucault admitted that in his studies of prisons, asylums and 
hospitals he had concentrated too much on the domination techniques 

(intended as techniques for the determination of others’ behaviours) those 
institutions employed to form certain subjects. He ignored at that time the 

existence of other techniques, which he called techniques of the self and that 
became central in his future works, that interact with domination techniques in 

the formation of the subject in Western civilisation. These techniques affect the 
body, the soul, the behaviour, the thoughts, and are actively used by 
individuals in order to achieve transformation or modification of their selves, 
aiming at a certain state of purity, perfection, happiness. He announced then 

that he intended to concentrate on those techniques of the self in the following 

years.55 The main products of this new interest were the second and third 
volume of Histoire de la Sexualite.

In Histoire de la Sexualite II: LVsage des Plaisirs (1984) we move from a 
subject subjected to power to an ethical subject, which is an individual 

endowed with a moral conduct that leads him ‘to a certain way of being, 

characteristic of the ethical subject’56 and to a certain behaviour. It is by

55 Conference reproduced in Foucault. Dits et Merits II, pp. 987-97.
56 un certain mode d’etre, caracteristique du sujet moral.’ Michel Foucault. Histoire de la 
Sexualite II: L'Usage des Plaisirs. (Paris: Gallimard, 1997), p. 39. In this book the ethical 
subject is always a male subject, because, as Foucault explains, Greek morality and 
philosophy were elaborated by men for men; nevertheless feminists have interpreted this
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establishing a relation with his self that the individual is formed as ethical 

subject of his own actions. This relation entails four aspects: 1) the individual 
defines the part of himself or the behaviours which are to be affected by 

morality; 2) decides how to recognise these moral principles (divine law, or 
natural law, or rational law, etc.); 3) decides what he can do to affect the parts 

and behaviours he had defined; 4) sets a certain way of being (pure, free, 

immortal, etc.) as his moral purpose.
To become an ethical subject the individual must go through 

subjectivation and utilise the techniques of the self, which are practices 
through which the human being ‘starts to know himself, controls himself, tests 
himself, perfects himself, transforms himself.57 Although in all moralities the 
two elements of behaving according to rules and of being an ethical subject 

coexist, in some moralities the accent can be on the former and in others on 
the latter. In the first case the law of behaviour is central and with it, the 
authority that propagates the law, imposes its observance and punishes 
transgressors. In this kind of morality the ethical subject comes into being 

through his relation to the law, to which he must submit if he wants to avoid 

committing mistakes that will expose him to punishment. In the second case 

the rules of behaviour are less important than being an ethical subject. In this 
kind of morality, which was the one ancient Greeks adopted in the classical 

(500-323 B.C.) and Hellenistic period (323-146 B.C.), the ethical subject is 
formed through care of the self and askesis. Care of the self cannot be 

reduced to the care of the body or of possessions, but it is essentially care of 
the soul as activity, not as essence, and to take care of the self means to 

examine one’s soul and to have some obligations towards one’s soul, such as 
introspection, reading, recounting oneself through notes or letters about one’s 
experiences, studies, etc.

To be an ethical subject the individual has to establish with his self and 

with others a relationship based on mastery and temperance. Mastery over

differently, as we shall see in the following section. Foucault intends ethical as the Greeks 
intended it: ethos is ‘un mode d’etre du sujet et une certaine mantere de faire, visible pour les 
autres.’ Foucault. Dits et Merits II, p. 1533.
57 ‘entreprend de se connattre, se contrOle, s’Sprouve, se perfectionne, se transformed 
Foucault. Histoire de la Sexualite II, p. 40.
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oneself (enkrateia), one’s passions and desires is reached through askesis, a 

practical training of the body and of the soul. Temperance for the Greeks was 
characterised by the subject freely choosing and following principles of action 
that conformed to reason and a behaviour that was the right middle between 
excess and insensibility in every activity: eating, drinking, copulation, sleep, 

exercise of authority in the household and in the polis. Temperance and virtue 
in general presupposed knowledge of what the logos prescribed. The 

individual could not become an ethical subject without firstly becoming a 
subject of knowledge of the logos, this reason-truth that entailed principles of 
conduct that were truths and prescriptions at the same time.

The logos would become an integral part of the temperate subject and its 

principles would in any occasion regulate his behaviour and his appetites 

without the subject doing anything. The virtuous and temperate subject for the 
Greeks was not the one who did not desire anything or who rejected pleasure, 
but the one who practiced pleasures wisely and mastered his desires and 
himself, establishing with his self a relation of dominance-obeisance. Mastery 
over oneself and temperance in the practice of pleasures were considered a 
kind of power over oneself and a form of freedom, as opposed to 

intemperance, intended as passivity in front of desires, which was deemed a 
form of slavery and the utmost moral negativity. Temperance was required of 

those who were in charge of other people, because they were deemed able to 
exert power over others only when they had full power over themselves. 

Intemperate men could not handle the power entrusted to them, since they 
would abuse it to satisfy their own desires, damaging themselves and the 
community.

In such a context there was no unique universal moral code to which 
every subject was subjected, but rather a savoir faire, which took into account 

general guiding principles, that allowed each subject to adjust his actions to 

his personal circumstances, needs, status, etc. By so doing he became an 
ethical subject, in the sense of attached to his own identity rather than 
subdued to the other/power, master of himself rather than servant of the law, 
who established a power relation with his self thanks to the knowledge of his 
self he derived from the techniques of the self. The Greeks used these

28



techniques to form the ethical temperate subject who, by using pleasures in a 
moderate and measured way, made his existence aesthetically remarkable 

and admirable, harmonious and beautiful. Those techniques were not used to 
decipher and eliminate desires hidden in the soul of a 'desiring subject’, since 

desires were not intrinsically negative and the Greeks were not desiring 

subjects.*8
In Histoire de la Sexualite III: Le Souci de Soi (1984) Foucault shows 

how ethical subjectivation and the 'elements that constitute ethical 

subjectivity’59 have been modified by the development of ‘the culture of the 
self (culture de soi) in the first two centuries A.D.,60 period in which this culture 

reached its climax. I will first look at the main features and influences on the 

subject of the culture of the self to then move on to its triggers.
The culture of the self was a development of the care of the self, an 

imperative already known in the classical period to Socrates and Xenophon, 
which for the subsequent Greek philosophers became the focus of philosophy 
as art of living. The care of the self developed into a true culture of the self 

when it became widespread among several philosophic schools, generated 

practices, ways of life, etc. that intensified and valued the relationship with the 

self, i.e. the establishment of oneself ‘as object of knowledge and domain of 
action’61 in order to transform and correct oneself. In many ways the care of 
the self was a social activity, since it implied discussions with others and the 
subject taking care of himself had the right to ask for the guidance of a 

teacher, friend, spiritual guide who had the duty to help him. The help could be 
reciprocal, so that the subject taking care of his self was at the same time

58 Foucault contested the customariness of the concept of desiring subject and did its 
genealogy in L'Usage des Plaisirs. For him the Greeks were not desiring subjects because: 
they did not conceive desire as lack, because in the aphrodisia (acts and practices that we 
now call sexual) act, pleasure and desire were strictly connected in a circular way, with the 
performance of the act causing pleasure, pleasure provoking desire, desire inducing to repeat 
the pleasurable act and so forth; for them desire was not more important than pleasure and 
act, was not a key issue in their lives.
59 ‘6l6ments constitutifs de la subjectivity morale’. Michel Foucault. Histoire de la Sexualite III: 
Le Souci de Soi. (Paris: Gallimard, 1997), p. 93.
60 Foucault calls this period imperial and compares Greek and Latin texts of this period with 
Greek texts of the classical and Hellenistic period to show the shift in emphasis. Also for the 
text of the imperial period is valid what mentioned in footnote 56.
81 ‘pour objet de connaissance et domaine d’action’. Foucault. Histoire de la Sexualite III, p. 
59.
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allowing someone else’s care of his own self, which made of the care of the 

self ‘an intensification of social relations’62 and not a solitary withdrawal from 

the world.
The culture of the self made the issue of truth (about what one is, does 

and can do) and the knowledge of the self so important in the ethical 
subjectivation that specific techniques of the self were recommended by 

philosophers such as Seneca the Younger (circa 4 B.C.-65 A.D.) and Plutarch 

(circa 46-127 A. a ):
> Exercises in abstinence through which the subject acquired independence 

from non-indispensabte things.
> Examinations of conscience done in the morning to recall the tasks the 
subject had to accomplish during the day or done at night to recall what the 

subject had done and failed to do during the day. The recollection of mistakes 
and failures aimed at continuously reminding the subject of the truth about 

what he did and could have done during the day and of the rules of conduct he 
had forgotten, and not at stimulating guilt and remorse,
> All ideas had to be checked in order to accept only the ones that were born 

within the subject and were under his power.
The purpose of these techniques of the self was the ‘conversion to the 

self, which meant to perform all activities bearing in mind that the final goal of 

all activities was within the subject, to leave behind distracting worries about 
the future and the world, to escape all forms of dependence and enslavement, 

so that the subject could finally reach and access his self. The subject formed 

through these technologies was still master of himself as in the classical and 
Hellenistic periods, although the emphasis shifted from mastery to a sort of 

juridical possession of the self: the subject belonged to himself only and had 

over himself a complete authority that nobody could defy. In this sense 
abstinence from all unnecessary things and refusal of external ideas were 

ways to free the subject from their grip on him and to increase his authority 
over himself.

62 ‘une intensification des relations sociales’. Ibid. p. 74. On p. 72 there is a similar statement: 
‘On touche l£ £ I’un des points les plus importants de cette activity consacr£e d soi-meme: etle 
constitue, non pas un exercice de la solitude, mais une v6ritable pratique sociale.'
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The care of the self in the imperial period had two new features: a special 
kind of pleasure and a strong emphasis on illness. The subject that accessed 
his self drew from it a pleasure that was a completely untroubled state of 
permanent bliss originating within the self, in which the subject was satisfied 

with what he was and appreciated himself. This kind of pleasure was opposed 

to voluptuousness, which was a fleeting pleasure originating outside the self in 

ephemeral objects. In the care of the self there was a combination of care of 
the body and care of the soul, which required cooperation between philosophy 

and medicine, because the illnesses of the soul could affect the body and vice 
versa. Medicine acquired in the imperial period a greater role than before and 

focused its attention on the illness and weakness of the body, which 
threatened also the soul, rather than on the athletic training of young men’s 

bodies, probably because the texts about the care of the self were now 
addressed to middle-aged men,

Medicine pushed individuals to recognise themselves as ill. The subject 
had to admit to be feeble, ill or prone to diseases of the body and of the soul, 

to be in need of correction or therapy, with the illnesses of the soul being much 

more difficult to diagnose than the physical ones. The subject of the imperial 

period was still a master/possessor of himself, but a frail one compared to the 

subject of the previous periods, and was not strong enough to adapt the 
aesthetic and ethical guidelines of the art of living to his personal 
circumstances, needs, status, etc. For this reason the art of living became 

more expressed in universal natural or logical principles to which everybody 

was subjected regardless of personal circumstances, needs, status, etc., 
although it was not the set of prohibitions and a strictly defined moral code it 
would become later.

As regards the origin of the culture of the self, Foucault believed that the 

culture of the self was a new stylistics of life elaborated in response to two 

social phenomena: the evolution of marriage and of the married heterosexual 

couple; the reshuffling of political roles in Roman Greece (146 B.C. -  330 
A.D.). In the new couple63 the husband was still in a statutory superior

63 In the imperial period the marriage institution became based on a universal impulse towards 
companionship and procreation, less used to form strategic alliances and with more freedom
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position, but at the same time the affection towards his wife could make him 

dependent on or even subjected to her, as some surviving documents of the 
Imperial period show. Within such a couple the husband formed himself as an 
ethical subject not only through mastery over himself and over others, but also 
through a reciprocal relationship with others and with his wife in particular. In 

the new couple the wife was the other par excellence of her husband: ‘the 

consort, as privileged partner, must be treated as a being identical to oneself 
and as an element with which a substantial unity is formed.’64 The mastery 
over oneself was now manifested particularly in the respect towards the wife, 

whose valorisation increased alongside the care of the self.
The new, more complex political roles Greek aristocracy played in the 

Roman period65 made it more problematical for the aristocratic individual to 

recognise himself as subject of his actions, caught as he was between what 
he was, what he could do, his obligations and his privileges. In such a context 

the individual could either ostentatiously display all symbols of his status and 
power over others, or establish with himself a relationship that was 

independent from his status and that was accomplished in his sovereignty 
over himself. The individual who opted for the second alternative was the one 

who turned to the care of the self and philosophy hoping to find an ethics that 
allowed him to be formed as ethical subject in relation to social and political 
activities. He had to give those activities up if they prevented the care of his 

self, because the individual was not what he was thanks to his political post, 

but thanks to a divine principle present in all human beings: human reason.

The subject of the imperial period underwent a crisis of subjectivation, in 
the sense that the individual found it difficult ‘to form himself as ethical subject 

of his conduct’66, because his previous relation of superiority to himself, to his

of choice of the spouse. Consequently the personal relationship between the spouses became 
paramount and the affection linking them gave the wife some equality within the couple.

‘le conjoint, en tant que partenaire privitegte, doit 6tre traite comme un 6tre identique a soi et 
comme un 6tement avec lequel on forme une unite substantielle.’ Foucault. Histoire de la 
Sexualite HI, p. 219.
65 Greek aristocracy became the administrative arm of the Romans, taking therefore a new 
role: no longer masters of the polis, they were caught between the superior power of the 
emperor, whose orders they needed to pass on, and the people they administered, whom they 
had to convince or oblige to obey orders.
66 ‘se constituer comme sujet moral de ses conduites’. Foucault. Histoire de la Sexualite III, p. 
131.
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wife and to others, was put under discussion, in such a situation the subject 

found that the culture of the self gave his existence a purpose and rules he 

could subject himself to.

Although in the last two volumes of the Histoire de la Sexualite the 

subject actively forms himself through the techniques of the self, this does not 
mean that Foucault’s subject has become the subjectum of modern 

philosophers. In a 1984 interview Foucault very explicitly stated that the 
subject ‘is not a substance. It is a form, and this form is not above all and 
always identical to itself.67 He explained that when the subject exercises his 
political rights he takes a form and establishes a relation to himself that are 
different from the form and the relation he has when he is engaged in a sexual 

relationship. The two forms will be related to each other, but we are not in front 
of the same kind of subject. Moreover for him the subject is not completely 

autonomous in his self-formation, because the techniques of the self the 
subject uses are not invented by him, but he finds them in his culture, which 

can recommend or impose them on him. In an interview published shortly 

before his death he manifested his scepticism and hostility towards the 

concept of a sovereign subject, because subjectivation is obtained either 
through subjection or through techniques of the self, which are practices of 

freedom, but not disjointed from their cultural background.68

Foucault also expressed his opinion about subjectivity and identity in an 

Islamic context in articles and interviews in occasion of his visits to Iran as a 
correspondent for the Corriere della Serat covering the events that led to the 

instauration of the Islamic republic in 1978-9. In one of his articles he referred 
to Islam as a source of identity. For destitute Iranians the only way ‘to find 
what one is’,69 to find protection, is to rediscover Islam. In an interview he 

stated that for ail Iranians demonstrating in the streets ‘religion was like the

67 ‘Ce n’est pas une substance. C’est une forme, et cette forme n’est pas surtout ni toujours 
identique a elle-meme.’ Foucault. Dits et Merits II, p. 1537.
68 In this interview, published in May 1984, he stated: ‘je pense effectivement qu’il n’y a pas un 
sujet souverain, fondateur, une forme universelle de sujet qu’on pourrait retrouver partout. Je 
suis tr§s sceptique et tr§s hostile envers cette conception du sujet’ Ibid. p. 1552.
69 ‘retrouver ce qu’on est’. Ibid. p. 685.
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promise and the guarantee of finding anything to radically change their 

subjectivity.’70 He saw in the revolution the Iranian people’s will to renew their 
subjectivity through Shiite Islam’s spiritual contribution, whose revolutionary 
potential he admired, albeit he overlooked the brutal repression Khomeini’s 
regime perpetrated against Iranian women and homosexuals among others.71

2) Feminist appraisals of the Foucauldian subject

Many feminists discipline Foucault for ignoring sexual difference in most of his 
writings.72 The references to the hysterization of women in La Volonte de 

Savoir and to the wife’s role in the renewed couple in Le Souci de Soi are rare 

exceptions. Nevertheless several theorists have approached Foucault for 

feminist goals and I shall now look at some feminist critiques and 

reinterpretations only of the Foucauldian concepts and theories employed in 
this thesis.

Lois McNay finds Foucault’s concept of ‘political body’73 useful in the 
feminist discourse, because it preserves the body’s materiality without 
transforming it into a biological essence, something that some feminist 

tendencies have been unable to do.74 Caroline Ramazanoglu too underlines 

how ‘biological essentialism [...] has proved a persistent problem for the 
potential coherence of feminist thought’.75

70 'la religion etait pour eux comme la promesse et la garantie de trouver de quoi changer 
radicalement leur subjectivity.’ Claire Briere and Pierre Blanchet. Iran: la Revolution au Nom 
de Dieu (Suivid'un Entretien avec Michel Foucault). (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1979), p. 234.
71 Foucault enthusiastically supported the Iranian revolution, whose pitfalls he overlooked. His 
articles generated a fiery debate among French and Iranian intellectuals and the public; see 
Janet Afary and Kevin B. Anderson. Foucault and the Iranian Revolution: Gender and the 
Seductions oflslamism. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).
72 Among these are Lois McNay, Sandra Lee Bartky, Patricia O’Brien, Caroline Ramazanoglu.
73 See above p. 17.
74 Lois McNay. Foucault and Feminism: Power, Gender and the Self. (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 1992), p. 17.
75 Ramazanoglu defines biological essentialism as ‘the idea that there is an essential 
femaleness or essential maleness in our physical being that might help explain social 
differences between women and men’. Caroline Ramazanoglu. ‘Introduction’, in Caroline 
Ramazanoglu (ed.). Up Against Foucault: Explorations of Some Tensions Between Foucault 
and Feminism. (London and New York: Routledge, 1993), p. 6.
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Kate Soper76 on the contrary disagrees with post-structural feminists 

inspired by Foucauldian thought, such as Judith Butler and Susan Bordo, who, 

following Foucault’s anti-essentialism, consider the physical body as fully 
constructed. Referring in particular to Bordo’s statement that ‘there is no 

‘natural’ body. [..] Our bodies, no less than anything else that is human are 
constituted by culture’,77 Soper observes that the biological body pre-exists 

any cultural work, an observation with which I concur. Nevertheless I do not 
believe that the idea of a totally constructed physical body can be attributed to 
Foucault as Soper does. It is rather a personal elaboration of post-structural 
feminists with which I disagree and that will not be applied in this thesis, 
because it pushes the discursiveness of the body to extremes. Butler explicitly 

states that for Foucault ‘the materiality of the body [..] is produced by and in 

direct relation to the investment of power. [..] the body [..] is not an 
independent materiality, [..] which a subsequent investment comes to mark, 
signify upon, or pervade; the body is that for which materialization and 

investiture are coextensive.’78 Such elaboration goes well beyond Foucault’s 

definition of political body and is contradicted by several of his statements 

indicating that power acts on a pre-existing body, such as ‘the human body 

enters a power machinery that explores it meticulously, disarticulates it and 

recomposes it’.79
Despite the usefulness of Foucault’s concept of ‘political body’, it has 

been criticised by Lois McNay and Sandra Bartky. McNay finds that by 
excessively emphasising the body as object of domination techniques 
Foucault gave the idea of a subject completely subdued to and entirely 

fabricated by power and ignored other elements, such as gender, that

76 Kate Soper. ‘Productive contradictions’, in Ramazanoglu (ed.). Op. cit., pp. 29-50.
77 Susan Bordo. ‘Anorexia Nervosa: Psychopathology and the Crystallization of Culture’, in 
Irene Diamond and Lee Quinby (eds.). Feminism and Foucault: Reflections on Resistance. 
(Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1988), p. 90.
8 Butler, Judith. The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection. (Stanford, California: 

Stanford University Press, 1997), p. 91.
79 The terminology Butler uses suggests that she founds her elaboration on the definition of 
political body that can be found in Foucault. Surveiller et Punir, p. 34, in which nevertheless 
there is no mention of power producing the materiality of the body; I have referred to the same 
definition on p. 17 above. ‘Le corps humain entre dans une machinerie de pouvoir qui le 
fouille, le d6sarticule et le recompose.’ Ibid. p. 162.
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contribute to subjectivation, which is something Foucault himself had 

admitted.80
While inspired by Foucault’s anti-essentialism in forming her idea that 

there is no essential femininity, Bartky finds the concept of ‘political body1 
limited because it ignores gender. For Bartky this limitation prevented Foucault 
from locating disciplinary techniques that aim specifically at moulding women’s 

bodies into bodies that are feminine, according to a historically specific 
conception of femininity, and docile for the benefit of men. Bartky’s discipline 
of the feminine body is not institutionalised, which makes it harder to recognise 
it as such and gives the impression that this discipline is self-imposed, that 

femininity is something women naturally embrace and not a technique to 

fabricate female/feminine subjects.81

I would argue that by insisting too much on gender Bartky runs the risk to 
operate an individualisation, i.e. to accentuate women’s gender as what 

makes them individuals, to make of gender the principle of intelligibility and the 
specificity of women. De Beauvoir instead already in the 1940’s tried to strike 
a balance between various elements, such as class, ethnicity, nationality, etc., 

that are components of subjectivity like sex.82 In the 1980’s the interconnection 
among those elements has been developed by African-American feminists, 

such as Audre Lorde and bell hooks, who saw black women’s experiences 
shaped by the interaction of race, gender, social class and sexuality, which 

Kimberle Crenshaw described with the concept of intersectionality in 1989.83

McLaren finds the idea that soul/subjectivity is not separated from the 

body84 as offering ‘an account of embodied subjectivity’, which she finds 
compatible with the feminist idea that ‘subjectivity is always embodied’85 and 
with the feminist rejection of the dichotomy body/soul. Moreover she disagrees 

with the feminists that see the Foucauldian body only as passively marked by

80 See above p. 26.
81 Sandra Bartky. ‘Foucault, Femininity and the Modernisation of Patriarchal Power’, in 
Diamond and Quinby (eds.). Op. cit
82 See next section.
83 Kimberle Crenshaw. ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: a Black Feminist 
Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics’, 1989 
University of Chicago Legal Forum, (1989), pp. 139-67. Other works about intersectionality, 
which is not considered in this thesis, are listed in the bibliography.
84 See above pp. 18-9.
85 McLaren. Op. cit., p. 84, 82.
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power, because for McLaren this is only one of the aspects of the Foucauldian 
body. In fact even in Surveiller et Punir the body is not completely passive 
under the action of power, but rather interacts with it. The body is resistant, 
responds to discipline by learning new skills and increasing its own forces and 

contributes to its own subjection by internalising the overseer’s gaze.86

As regards Foucault’s concept of sexuality, M. E. Bailey finds that it can 
be challenging for feminists, because it shows that sexuality is not an essence, 

but a historical and political device that served not only the interest of 
masculinist power, but also of the bourgeoisie, of capitalism and of medical 
sciences that presented it as an essence, which should induce essentialist 
feminists to re-examine their position. She warns against the dangers of 

wanting to establish an essential female sexual identity, which is a need 

generated in women by contemporary western power relations. Although she 

recognises that identities ‘ground existence, and thus enable action’87 she also 
considers an essential female sexual identity a limit to women’s possibilities 

and a potential source of conflict among women who do not recognise 
themselves in that identity.

Jana Sawicki sees in sexuality as conceived by Foucault ‘an arena of 
struggle’ that is ‘neither outside power nor wholly circumscribed by it’. In her 

opinion sexual practices can repress or liberate, can be used to resist or can 
be co-opted by power according to their socio-historical context.88 Foucault 
himself remarked that, although sexuality has been previously used as a 

subjection apparatus to pin women down to their sex, feminism has been able 
to appropriate it for its own emancipatory purposes.89 However he considered 
sexual liberation struggles limited because by demanding the right to a specific 

sexuality that had been constructed within the repressive apparatus of 
sexuality, they accepted to be permanently tied to this ready-made sexuality 

that became their fixed sexual identity, while human beings can create their

86 Ibid. pp. 106-9. For the interaction body-power and body’s resistance see above pp. 17-21.
87 M. E. Bailey. ‘Foucauldian Feminism: Contesting Bodies, Sexuality and Identity’, in 
Ramazanoglu (ed.). Op. cit, pp. 99-122; quote on p. 111.
88 Sawicki, Jana. Disciplining Foucault: Feminism, Power, and the Body. (New York and 
London: Routledge, 1991), pp. 33-48. The quotes are on p. 43.
89 Foucault. Dits et Fcrits II, p. 261.
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own sexuality freely.90 As a consequence Sawicki too is wary of basing 

feminist theory and politics on an essential female sexual identity, which 

excludes women with different sexual preferences.

As regards Foucault’s concepts of power and resistance, Ramazanoglu 

believes that the idea that power is ‘everywhere and, at some level,... 
available to all’91 could divert the attention from specific forms of domination, 

such as men’s domination over women, that she, together with Janet Holland, 
defined temporally and geographically ubiquitous.92 At the same time she 

recognises that his deconstruction of power allows feminists to perceive forms 
of power that go beyond universal patriarchy, such as the power of some 

women on other women who belong to a different class, ethnicity, have a 
different religious and sexual orientation, etc.93 Nevertheless the fact that 

Foucault ignored class, ethnicity, nationality, etc. did not allow him to see the 

institutionalised power relations involved in their interactions.
On this last sentence I have to comment that it is partially imprecise: in 

‘Nietzsche, la Genealogie, PHistoire’ Foucault described descent as the object 

of genealogy and explains descent as belonging to a group of people sharing 

the same blood, or tradition or the same high or low social position, and he 
refers also to race and social type.94 In La Volonte de Savoir he also referred 

to the link between sexuality and class consciousness.95 Therefore class and 
ethnicity were not ignored, although they were not prominent.

For McLaren Foucault’s idea that power is omnipresent recalls the 
position of the early Women’s Liberation movement, which claimed that power 

was present also in those areas of life that were deemed private and personal, 
as reflected in its motto “personal is political”.96

90 ‘La sexualite est quelque chose que nous cteons nous-rrteme [..] elie fait parti de la liberte 
dont nous jouissons dans ce monde.’ Ibid. p. 1554. 1982 interview.
91 Ramazanoglu. Op. cit, p. 10.
92 Caroline Ramazanoglu and Janet Holland. 'Women’s Sexuality and Men’s appropriation of 
desire’, in Ibid. pp. 239-64.
93 Amireh and Majaj provide an account of how the relations between Third and First World 
women authors often mirror the unequal power relations between the worlds to which these 
women belong, even within a feminist context. See Amireh and Majaj (eds.). Op. cit., pp. 6-14.
94 Foucault. Dits et Merits I, p. 1008.
95 See above p. 25.
96 McLaren. Op. cit, p. 65.
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Soper charges Foucault of ignoring the specific forms in which power is 

exerted in societies with a sexual hierarchy and the different effects of 

disciplining power on women and men, which is due to his ‘androcentric 

bias’ 97
Susan Bordo98 refers to the idea of the interiorised gaze entailed by 

disciplinary surveillance99 to explain that women are not only and always 

victims of power. Women also cooperate in maintaining their own 
subordination because they have interiorised the image of femininity prevalent 
in their culture and keep normalising themselves to that image by aesthetic, 
dietary and fitness practices and by their behaviours. Nevertheless this is not 

an inevitable situation, because, if power cannot be owned and resistance is 

where power is, women can exert power too, although men have historically 

had more chances than women to exert it, and women can resist the 
normalising pressure of femininity images and refuse to conform to those 
images. Bordo cautiously maintains that resistance is possible for women, but 
it is not free, it must be conquered and sometimes dearly paid for, which is 

very close to de Beauvoir’s position presented in the subsequent section.

Caroline Ramazanoglu and Janet Holland rightly point out that apart from 
distinguishing between power, as what can be resisted, and force, as what 

cannot be resisted, Foucault said very little about force and force relations and 
how to face them. Moreover ‘his claim... that power comes as a package with 
the possibility of resistance is not then grounded in experience, nor an 
inference from history; it is a condition of the way he conceptualises power.’100 

The two authors reprimand Foucault for postulating resistance as existing 

without theorising its origins and its effects and without considering experience 

and history. Therefore his conceptions of power and resistance are of little 

help when considering the many real situations in which women find 
themselves deprived of resistance by men’s violence, because they do not 
empower women.

97 Soper. Op. cit, p. 39.
98 Susan Bordo. ‘Feminism, Foucault and the Politics of the Body’, in Ramazanoglu (ed.). Op. 
cit., pp. 179-202.
99 See above pp. 20-1.
100 Caroline Ramazanoglu and Janet Holland. Op. cit, p. 257.

39



On this I would argue that Foucault himself must have acquired a wide- 

ranging experience of resistance through his personal political commitment. 
Although his conceptions might be of little help for women in the grip of 
masculinist violence, and indeed any violence, they could be useful for all the 
other women who face daily the more or less subliminal forms of a power that 

is not always masculinist.

Coming to the techniques of the self, Jean Grimshaw101 makes an 
interesting point about them: these practices, which in fact involve much self
monitoring and self-discipline, are characterised as practices of power of the 
self over the self, through which the subject forms her/himself in relative 

autonomy. In Surveiller et Punir the subject was formed through internalised 

disciplinary techniques that made external surveillance redundant; these 
techniques were seen as depriving the subject of all autonomy and subjecting 

him completely. Grimshaw observes that Foucault did not explain why 
practices that firstly were seen as coercive and subjecting became later 

constitutive of autonomy, and, more importantly he left a crucial question 
unanswered:

when forms of self-discipline or self-surveillance can with any 

justification be seen as exercises of autonomy or self-creation, or 

when they should be seen, rather, as forms of discipline to which the 

self is subjected, and by which autonomy is constrained.102

Grimshaw takes as an example of contemporary self-surveillance the 

fitness and beauty regimens and fashions women follow, referring to Bartky’s 
idea that they seem self-imposed103 and wonders when such practices are to 
be seen as autonomous self-mastery or as subjection to internalised aesthetic 
norms that undermine autonomy. In my opinion Grimshaw overlooks an 
important difference between disciplinary techniques and practices of the self. 
The disciplinary techniques described in Surveiller et Punir were used on 

inmates, hospital patients, soldiers, etc., who believed that they were 

constantly observed and that undisciplined acts were seen and punished

101 Jean Grimshaw. ‘Practices of freedom’ in Caroline Ramazanoglu (ed.). Op. cit, pp. 51-72.
102 Ibid. p. 66.
103 See above p. 36.
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accordingly. The techniques of the self instead were adopted and managed 
autonomously by Greek philosophers and aristocrats, who were not subjected 

to anyone else’s scrutiny.104 Similarly, beauty regimens and fashions can 
undermine autonomy if women follow them for fear of being judged by others, 

as it will mostly be the case in the short stories I analyse, while they could be 

considered as autonomous self-mastery if women use them for their own 

pleasure and to improve themselves and their quality of life.
Remaining in the field of techniques of the self and discipline, Helen 

O’Grady105 investigates how self-discipline affects women particularly and how 
women can benefit from the techniques of the self. O’Grady presents self
policing as insidious and debilitating for everyone for two reasons: being 
considered an automatic form of relationship with the self and indispensable in 
maintaining identity, it goes unnoticed; it induces the subject to internalise 

continuous surveillance and with it the duty to conform to set norms. 

Nonetheless she maintains that women’s experiences of self-policing tend to 
be particularly harsh, because historically women have had a subordinate 

status, have been trained predominantly to care for others rather than for 

themselves, consider their needs secondary to those of others, possess little 

self-esteem and much self-doubt. All these elements induce women to 
establish with their selves a strictly controlling relation, so that they can 
severely monitor their behaviour, words, feelings, etc. and adapt them to 

norms or others’ expectations, suffocating spontaneity and self-fashioning.

Failures to adapt can be interpreted as transgressions against the self 
and can generate forms of self-punishment, such as a paralysing belittling self- 

criticism that precludes any change, and negative comparisons with others 
that are perceived as normalised. These comparisons induce women who are 
not normalised to feel inadequate and to isolate themselves from others, which 
is individualisation produced by the normalising power of discipline. Women 

who are not normalised because they are not white, heterosexual, able

104 For McLaren the techniques of the self and the disciplinary techniques of the earlier works 
are both disciplinary practices, but the former existed in a world that ignored normalisation, 
while the latter were normalising techniques. See McLaren. Op. cit., p. 68.
105 Helen O’Grady. 'An Ethics of the Self, in Dianna Taylor and Karen Vintges (eds.). 
Feminism and the Final Foucault. (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2004), pp. 
91-117.
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bodied, middle class, etc. must deal not only with the internalised continuous 
surveillance they exert on themselves, but also with the discrimination 

normalised women operate and with the negative features they attribute to the 

non-normalised, who sometimes internalise those features.
O’Grady considers two of Foucault’s ideas (the individual is formed as 

ethical subject of his own actions by establishing a relation with his self; the 
care of the self is a prerequisite for the care of others) as ways to counter the 

negative effects of women’s self-policing. By caring more for their selves 
women could know them better and transform them creatively, with a more 

detached attitude towards given female identities and their norms. O’Grady 
though, echoing McNay and bell hooks, criticizes the kind of relationship the 

Foucauldian ethical subject establishes with his self, which is mastery, 
dominance, battle, hence too similar to the kind of relation women establish 

with their selves when they discipline themselves; instead it could be a loving 
and friendly relationship, so that the female subject ceases to be the merciless 

overseer of her self to become the kind carer that allows the self to flourish 
and change, accepts failures and appreciates the self.

Coming to Foucault’s conception of the self and of the subject, I have 

noticed that feminist critics of Foucault tend to react to it in two different ways: 

they either consider it individualistic or they criticise it because it rejects the 
idea of a universal, unified, rational, free subject, in the first field Soper 
dismisses Foucault’s subject as ‘individualistic, even solipsistic’ relying ‘on a 

valorisation of ourselves as sexual monads accountable only to the dictates of 

our personal tastes and dispositions, and hence [abstracting] entirely from 

questions of inter-personal dependency and need’.106 Lois McNay points out 
that Foucault’s ‘theory of the self prioritizes an isolated individuality, rather 

than demonstrating how the construction of the self is inextricably bound up in 
various processes of social interaction’;107 Jane Flax too speaks of Foucault’s

106 Soper. Op. cit., p. 38. [abstracting] repaces ‘to abstract’ to suit the syntax of my sentence.
107 McNay. Op. eft, p. 165.
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self as a monad engaged in a ‘highly individualistic and atomistic quest for the 

beautiful life'.108
These critiques overlook Le Souci de Soi, in which Foucault described 

the care of the self as a social practice, he explained the importance of 
political activity in the subjectivation process and described the subjectivation 

of the husband as happening also through a reciprocal relationship with others 
and with his wife in particular.109 Foucault’s ethical subject is hence relational, 

although she/he is relatively autonomous110 in the choice of the principles that 

guide her/his ethical practice of freedom,111 but not an individualist obsessed 
by the cult of the self, permanently withdrawn from public life and isolated from 

others.
In the second field various strands of feminism (liberal, Marxist, radical, 

socialist) reject Foucault’s conception of the subject because, as Moya Lloyd 

indicated, they feel their politics threatened by any philosophical position that 
dismantles the unified subject,112 which they consider indispensable for 
agency. Essentialist feminists113 do not want to renounce their category of 

essentialist female identity unifying all women and needing liberation, despite 

the fact that this category has failed to establish elements that unite all women 

and has been criticised by many feminists, among which African-American and 
postcolonial, since the 1980’s.114

108 Jane Flax. ‘Beyond Equality: Gender, Justice and Difference’ in Gisela Bock and Susan 
James (eds.). Beyond Equality and Difference: Citizenship, Feminist Politics and Female 
Subjectivity. (London and New York: Routledge, 1992), p. 202.
109 See: above pp. 30-2; Foucault. Histoire de la Sexualite III, pp. 72-5, 112-31, 218-9. Taylor, 
Vintges and McWhorter instead share my opinion. See Dianna Taylor and Karen Vintges. 
‘Introduction: Engaging the Present’ in Taylor and Vintges (eds.). Op. cit, pp. 1-11; Ladelle 
McWhorter. Bodies and Pleasures: Foucault and the Politics of Sexual Normalization. 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), pp. 194-9.
10 Also McNay recognises the autonomy of the ethical subject, but she sees in it a tendency

towards subjectivism and individualism.
111 Foucault strictly linked freedom and ethics by describing freedom as ‘la condition 
ontologique de l’6thique’ and ethics as ‘la pratique r6fl6chie de la liberty. Foucault. Dits et
Merits II, pp. 1530-1.
112 Moya Lloyd. ‘A Feminist Mapping of Foucauldian politics’ in Susan Hekman (ed.). Feminist 
Interpretations of Michel Foucault. (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1996), pp. 241-64.
113 Such as Judy Grahn, Kay Turner and Kathleen Barry; mothering theorists, such as Nancy 
Chodorow and Carole Gilligan, share the same view.
114 Collins gives a quick overview of the African-American, Latino, Native American and Asian- 
American women intellectuals who have criticised U.S. white theorists, among whom 
Chodorow and Gilligan, who ‘promoted the notion of a generic woman who is White and
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As seen, Foucault’s subject is not deprived of agency, despite being non

unified and enmeshed in power relations, because he/she has the option to 

resist and some autonomy, but in the Foucauldian paradigm there is no 
subject’s substance and no universal female identity to rediscover and set 
free, hence we cannot speak of women’s liberation.115 Nevertheless this 
paradigm leaves space for creation, in which women can invent their selves 
and their lives as works of art that are not completely subdued to normalising 
regimes, and affirms ‘the principle of a critique and of a permanent creation of 
ourselves in our autonomy’.116 It translates in the possibility for every woman 
to stop identifying herself with universals, such as essentialist female identity 

or the rational Enlightenment subject, which are forms of normalisation for 

women, and create subjectivities that are ‘developmental becoming’.117

Susan Hekman rightly observed that, due to multiplicity of situations and 
oppressions women face, ‘[a] unitary conception of “woman”, an autonomous, 
constituting subject, a politics of identity and liberation fail to meet the needs of 
feminism in the late twentieth century. Foucault’s work offers a means of 
transforming these concepts and defining a feminism that is transformative as 
well.’118 Nevertheless Foucault does not aim at abandoning ‘the self to flux, 

dissipation and fragmentation’ as Baudrillard suggests.119 In ‘Le Sujet et le 

Pouvoir’120 Foucault encourages to reject the prescriptive subjectivities and 
individualities imposed by institutions in order to explore and create new forms 

of coherent subjectivities, that are constructed and therefore arbitrary, but 
necessary to found political action and avoid falling into nihilism.

middle class’ in Patricia Hill Collins. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and 
the Politics of Empowerment (New York, London: Routledge, 2000), pp. 4-8.
115 In a 1984 interview Foucault explained his hesitation in using the word liberation as linked 
with a pre-existing nature; see Foucault. Dits et Ecrits II, pp. 1528-9.
116 'le principe d’une critique et d’une creation permanente de nous-mSmes dans notre 
autonomie’. Ibid. p. 1392 (1984 essay Qu’est-ce que les Lumidres?).
1171 borrowed this expression from p. 156 of Ladelle McWhorter’s essay ‘Practising Practising’ 
in Dianna Taylor and Karen Vintges (eds.). Op. cit, pp. 143-62.
118 Susan Hekman. ‘Editor’s Introduction’ in Susan Hekman (ed.). Op. cit, p. 11. Margaret 
McLaren too sees the Foucauldian subject as potentially enriching ‘the relational feminist 
subject’ and finds many points in common between the two. See McLaren. Op. cit, pp. 74-80.
119 McNay. Op. cit, p. 134. In chapter four McNay analyses in detail how a postmodern thinker 
like Baudrillard with his idea of schizophrenic identity replacing coherent subjectivity brings 
any political activity to a halt.
120 1982 text, reproduced in Foucault. Dits et Ecrits II, pp. 1041-62.
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Foucault did not offer ‘replacement subjectivities’ for the prescriptive 
ones, because he never gave alternatives,121 but he indicated what 

instruments can be used to form one’s subjectivity, leaving, then, to each 
individual the creation of her own ‘work of art’ without precluding any 

possibility. Absence of a unique female identity implies multiplicity and 

diversity of subjectivities. It means to substitute such identity’s illusionary unity 
with heterogeneity’s fragmentation and contradiction and to lose steadiness 

and certainty in favour of vacillation and contingency. Nevertheless it does not 
reproduce normalisation and exclusion of women who do not recognise 
themselves in an essentialist female identity and it opens up new routes, 
visible in the de-essentialising contributions of black and postcolonial 

feminists.

The absence of a normative framework within the Foucauldian paradigm 
is considered a limitation by McNay, Nancy Hartsock and Nancy Fraser among 

others. For McNay Foucault should have established ‘certain political aims 

against which one can evaluate behaviour’ and should have retained ‘some 
broader political aims, such as the establishment of non-exploitative social 

relations, if progressive political change, rather than an anarchic free-for-all is 

to be established.’122 Nevertheless this contrasts with Foucault’s conception of 
the role of the intellectual: to modify his own and other’s thought, and not to tell 
others what they have to do.123

On the contrary I consider this alleged limitation a positive quality of the 

Foucauldian paradigm, because it avoids formulating universal norms that do 

not take into account specific socio-historical contexts, life experiences and 
the high-speed transformations of contemporary societies. Moreover I do not 

think it possible for Foucault, and indeed for anybody else, to establish political 
aims that are suitable, relevant and achievable for all societies and for all 

groups within them, nor do I believe that the absence of ‘broader political aims’ 

necessarily leads to anarchy, because they can be replaced by local and

121 Foucault’s aim was to problematise what was normally seen as solid and customary, not to 
find alternatives for what he problematised. See Ibid. p. 1431.
122 McNay. Op. cit., p. 146.
123 Foucault. Dits et Merits II, pp. 1494-6.
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specific political aims, Foucault wanted to endow individuals with a critical 

approach to their realities, so that they could establish political aims and 

elaborate alternatives specific to their contexts. As Jana Sawicki indicated, 
women’s specific experiences need to be analysed with provisional categories 
rather than with universal categories, in order to identify policies that are 

effective, safe and suitable in a certain context.124

About the subject’s relations with knowledge McNay, referring to 

Foucault’s conception of knowledge ‘as the material effect of dominant power 
regimes’, presents her argument that Foucault cannot explain how the subject 
can possibly have an autonomous and critical perspective on historical and 

social processes, seen that his/her critical knowledge is stilt ‘a product of a 
dominant power formation’.125 In Surveiller et Punir Foucault defined 

knowledge a product of power and stated that ‘power and knowledge directly 

imply one another’.126 In the 1984 interview ‘Le Souci de la Verite’ though, he 

responded to those who thought that for him knowledge was mingled with 
power or was the mask of power by giving the example of the hospital as a 

structure of power in which two different forms of knowledge developed: the 
psychiatric knowledge, whose epistemological structure could induce 

scepticism, and the anatomic-pathological knowledge, which was the basis for 
the development of a scientifically fertile medicine. He then stated:

Je me suis precisement applique a voir comment certaines formes de 

pouvoir qui etaient du meme type pouvaient donner lieu a des savoirs 

extremement differents dans leur objet et dans leur structure. [..] On a 

done des structures de pouvoir, des formes institutionnelles assez 

voisines: internement psychiatrique, hospitalisation medicale,

auxquefles sont liees des formes de savoir differentes, entre 

lesquelles on peut etablir des rapports, des relations de conditions, et 

non pas de cause a effet, ni a fortiori d’identite.127

124 Jana Sawicki. ‘Foucault and Feminism: Toward a Politics of Difference’, p. 35.
125 McNay. Op. cit., pp. 148, 153.
126 ‘le pouvoir produit du savoir.. pouvoir et savoir s’impliquent directement I’un I’autre’. 
Foucault. Surveiller et Punir, p. 36. The exact translation of the first sentence is ‘power 
produces some knowledge’, since Foucault uses ‘du’ before ‘savoir’, which is less categorical 
and universal.
127 Foucault. Dits et Merits II, p. 1495.
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In this quote structures of power and forms of knowledge are linked, but 

the latter are not effects of the former, which are not always structures of 
domination. Moreover some forms of knowledge can be fertile, and this would 
be the case of the critical knowledge of the subject, which therefore finds 
space in the Foucauldian paradigm. The subject therefore has the heuristic 

tools to critically analyse the world around her/himself, even if she/he is 

somewhat constrained.

3) Simone de Beauvoir on female subjectivity

The choice of Simone de Beauvoir’s theories might seem awkward in a thesis 

in which Foucauldian theories are central, since Foucault several times 
distanced himself from Sartre’s sovereign subject, whose presence in Le 

Deuxieme Sexe (1949) is undeniable. Yet, the main reason that induced me to 
choose de Beauvoir’s reflections on subjectivity is that, as I shall argue, the 
female subject in Le Deuxi&me Sexe is not exactly a sovereign subject and 

has an element in common with the Foucauldian subject. My choice is 

motivated by other reasons too. De Beauvoir provided insights on women that 
highlighted elements other than sex, such as class, profession, ethnicity, 

nationality, etc., which Foucault did not consider of primary importance and 
that the feminist discourse neglected until the 1980’s, when intersectional 
analyses appeared.128 She never lost sight of 'tangible women’, although they 
mostly belonged to the middle and upper classes, and kept a close contact 
with reality, experience and matter while theorising, on the contrary of some 

Anglo-American feminists considered in the previous section. She refused to 

reduce women to their sexual difference and to a ‘femininity’ that is a 
universalised and reified category.

The first chapter of Le Deuxieme Sexe I is a detailed description of 

biological and physiological aspects of the lives of many living species, which 
shows the female as being smaller and weaker than the male and subdued to 
reproduction in several species, among which the human one. De Beauvoir

128 See references to intersectionality on p. 36 above.
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considered biological and physiological facts undeniable and extremely 
important, because ‘woman’s body is one of the essential elements of the 

situation that she occupies in this world’,129 hence she deemed in bad faith 
those women who claimed that a woman is just a human being like a man in 
order to erase the sexual difference. De Beauvoir did not deny that a woman is 
a human being. She denied the possibility to erase the sex difference, since it 

is practically demonstrable that a concrete woman is different from a concrete 

man.
She was so aware of the importance of the sex difference that she, as a 

philosopher, felt obliged to state her sex if she wanted to define herself, while 

a male philosopher did not feel the need to state his sex, and she knew that 

her sex would have been the background of all her statements. In fact she 

recalled occasions when men had attributed her ideas to her sex. Although 
she tried to define herself through her speeches and other acts, she was 
obliged to foreground her sexed body to define herself and her ideas were 
attributed to her sex. Her female body was always taken into account, 
regardless of what she was doing, while the male bodies of the men she was 

conversing with were not considered the backgrounds of their actions. 

Nevertheless de Beauvoir did not deny her femaleness, because that would 

have meant to deny her subjectivity. She was more precise in Le Deuxieme 
Sexe II, in which about the liberated modern woman she wrote:

She refuses to limit herself to her role of female because she does 

not want to mutilate herself; but to repudiate her sex would be a 

mutilation too. Man is a sexed human being; woman is not a complete 

individual, and the equal of the male, unless she is also a sexed 

human being. To give up her femininity is to give up a part of her 

humanity.130

129 ‘le corps de la femme est un des aiaments essentiels de la situation qu’elle occupe en ce 
monde.’ Simone de Beauvoir. Le Deuxi&me Sexe I: Les Faits et les Mythes. (Paris: Gallimard, 
1986), p. 77.
130 'Elle refuse de se cantonner dans son r6le de femelle parce qu’elle ne veut pas se mutiler; 
mais ce serait aussi une mutilation de rSpudier son sexe. L’homme est un atre humain sexua ; 
la femme n’est un individu complet, et ragale du male, que si elle est aussi un atre humain 
sexua. Renoncer a sa faminita, c’est renoncer a une part de son humanita.’ Simone de 
Beauvoir. Le Deuxfeme Sexe II: L’expGrience vGcue. Paris: Gallimard, 1986, p. 601.
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She wanted to strike a balance between the two extreme attitudes of 
locking a woman in her femaleness and making of her a sexless being, which 

are the two ‘alternatives’ the sexist ideology of patriarchy offers women: if they 
want to be men’s equals they have to forget their femininity, otherwise they 

remain inferior females. De Beauvoir instead found a third path that avoided 

both sexist excesses. To consider the sexed body the background for all our 
acts means ‘at once to claim that it is always a potential source of meaning, 

and to deny that it always holds the key to the meaning of a woman’s acts. [..] 
In short, the sex of a body is always there, but it is not always the most 

important fact about that body.’131 De Beauvoir did not establish in an absolute 
way which fact is the most important. In some situations the colour of the skin 
or the ugliness or beauty of a body can be more important than sex in 
explaining someone’s acts. However for her the body, although important, is 

only one of the elements that make a woman what she is. It is important 
because ‘the body is not a thing, it is a situation: it is our grasp on the world 

and the outline of our projects’.132

The body is one of several situations, such as class, ethnicity, place, 
relations to others, etc., and it is always placed within them, which all 

contribute to define a woman and a man. It is through the body that human 
beings apprehend themselves and the world, a body that is not only sexual 

parts. It cannot be denied that the body’s healthiness or illness, ability or 
disability, colour, appearance, etc. affect a person’s comprehension of the 

world and of her/himself, probably more than sex. In fact in young children of 
both sexes the body is ‘the instrument that carries out the comprehension of 

the world: it is through eyes, hands, and not through sexual parts that they 
apprehend the universe’,133 therefore girls’ apprehension of the world does not 
differ from boys’.

131 Toril Moi. What is a Woman? And Other Essays. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999),
p. 201.
32 ‘le corps n’est pas une chose, il est une situation: c’est notre prise sur le monde et 

I’esquisse de nos projets.' De Beauvoir. Le Deuxteme Sexe I, p. 73. Situation is an 
existentialist category between subjectivity and objectivity that exists within the human being 
and is a synthesis of the subject’s freedom (projects) and facticity, i.e. the world.
133 ‘(’instrument qui effectue la comprehension du monde: c’est & travers les yeux, les mains, 
non par les parties sexuelles qu’ils appr6hendent I’univers.’ De Beauvoir. Le Deuxi&me Sexe 
II, p. 13.
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The body though is ambiguous. It is not a pure natural object that 
sciences can study objectively, as positivists believed, and it is not pure 

meaning created within social discourse, but it is biological and discursive at 
the same time. For de Beauvoir this meant that biology could not justify social 

norms, because humans are not a pure natural species that can be fully 
explained by biological laws; rather it is society that attributes to biological 

facts the meanings it finds more convenient. The relationship de Beauvoir 

established between subjectivity and body is contingent, i.e. true by virtue of 
the way things in fact are, and not by logical necessity. This means that ‘my 
body will significantly influence both what society -others- make of me, and the 
kind of choices I will make in response to the Other’s image of me, but it is 
also to acknowledge that no specific form of subjectivity is ever a necessary 

consequence of having a particular body.’134

Despite the importance of a woman’s body, ‘it still is not what suffices to 
define her; it has no living reality unless it is accepted by consciousness 
through actions and within a society’.135 A woman’s body becomes part of her 
situatedness only when she makes sense of it through her actions and 

interactions with the world, but it does not make a woman what she is. For 

existentialists human beings are not given, but they make themselves what 
they are by their actions throughout all their lives, being therefore ‘in process’, 
incomplete human beings until death.136 In line with the Sartrean motto 
‘existence precedes essence’, de Beauvoir denied that femininity is an 
essence137 and unequivocally stated that

the idea of femininity is artificially defined by customs and fashions, it 

imposes itself on every woman from the outside; [..] the individual is 

not free to shape it in her own way. The one who does not conform to 

it is devalued sexually and, as a consequence, socially, since society 

has integrated sexual values. [..] A  woman who does not wish to

Moi. Op. cit, p. 114.
135 ‘ce n'est pas non plus lui qui suffit £ la d6finir; il n’a de r£alit6 v£cue qu’en tant qu’assume 
par la conscience & travers des actions et au sein d’une society’. De Beauvoir. Le Deuxi&me 
Sexe I, p. 77.
136 De Beauvoir in fact wrote: ‘Un existant n’esf rien d’autre que ce qu’il fait; [..] I’essence ne 
pr§c&de pas I’existence: dans sa pure subjectivity, I’Stre humain n’est rien. On le mesure £ 
ses actes.’ Ibid. p. 401.
137 See Ibid p. 402.
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shock, who does not intend to be socially devalued must live as 

woman her condition of woman’.138

Although de Beauvoir spoke of herself as Sartre’s disciple, in the just 

quoted sentences she indeed stated that women are not free to shape the 
idea of femininity and women who do not conform to the idea of femininity 

society has elaborated are going to be seriously affected. She has theorised a 

female subject that is definitely not the unconditioned, autonomous, free 

subject of L’&re et le Neant (Being and Nothingness), but a subject who is 
conditioned by social customs concerning femininity. She could not have 

implied that transgression of predominant norms was impossible, since she 
personally led an unconventional life, but she was aware that a female subject 

could not defy social customs without paying the consequences, as she 
personally did. A woman who did not wish to be socially rejected was obliged 

to play by the ‘femininity rules’ of the society she lived in, she could not be a 
free and unfettered subject: a woman, like ‘each concrete human being is 

always singularly situated’,139 and she cannot ignore the situations in which 

she is situated.

De Beauvoir’s subject is not Sartre’s lonely subject who can only relate to 
others by enslaving them, so that he can be the only subject/master, although 

she diligently described it.140 She stated that modern women were attempting 

to dominate men only as a reaction to men’s oppression. Eager to preserve 
their sovereign subject position, men were hampering women’s attempts to 

become subjects equal to them and this had started a war between women 
and men. Yet women only wanted to be recognised by men as equal subjects, 

just like they recognised men as equal subjects, to create with them a 
reciprocal relationship of equality, not to dominate them.

138 Tidee de feminite est definie artificiellement par les coutumes et les modes, elle s’impose 
du dehors a chaque femme; [..] I’individu n’est pas libre de la modeler a sa guise. Celle qui ne 
s’y conforme pas se devalue sexuellement et par consequent socialement puisque la societe 
a integre les valeurs sexuelles.[..] Une femme qui ne desire pas choquer, qui n’entend pas 
socialement se d6valuer doit vivre en femme sa condition de femme’. De Beauvoir. Le 
Deuxidme Sexe II, pp. 601-2.
139 ‘tout etre humain concret est toujours singulierement situe'. De Beauvoir. Le Deuxi&me 
Sexe I, p. 13.
140 See Ibid. pp. 237-8.
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De Beauvoir even tried to convince men that if they recognised in women 

concrete human beings rather than myths, their experience would not lose its 
richness, intensity and diversity if the experience accepted itself as being 
intersubjective.141 These sentences can be better understood if considered 
within their paragraph, in which de Beauvoir is referring to the existentialist 
concept of lived experience, which is the way a human being makes sense of 

her/his situation and actions, it is ‘sedimented over time through [her/his] 
interactions with the world, and thus itself becomes part of [her/his] 
situatedness’.142 Lived experience forms subjectivity. In my opinion, in these 
sentences de Beauvoir is suggesting that human beings make sense of their 

situation interacting with others and that the formation of subjectivity happens 

in an intersubjective reciprocal relationship between equals who, as a result, 

are both subjects, and not in an unequal relationship between two competitors 
that will end up creating a free subject and a dominated object.

The subject formation therefore is conditioned not only by social customs 
but also by other subjects, which is similar to Foucault’s position about 

subjectivation as happening through the social practice of the care of the self, 
political activity and a reciprocal relationship with others and with the wife in 

particular.143 This explains why de Beauvoir saw women in traditional 
patriarchal societies as non-subjects, while men were subjects: women 

recognised men as subjects, but men did not recognise women as subjects 
and without that recognition women could not possibly be subjects. 
Nevertheless the fact that women were not subjects in the past was not 

determining for their future. De Beauvoir spoke against those who wanted to 

reduce woman to what she was in the past or to what she is in the present, 
because it is not possible to determine once and for all ‘un etre qui est 
transcendance et depassement’; for her ‘la femme n’est pas une realite figee, 
mais un devenir’.144 There is a striking resemblance between the just quoted 

statements about woman and the following Foucault’s statement about

141 See Ibid pp. 405-6.
142 Moi. Op. cit, p. 63, [her/his] replaces ‘my’.
143 See Introduction pp. 29-32.
144 De Beauvoir. Le Deuxieme Sexe I, p. 73. ‘a being that is transcendence and overcoming'; 
‘woman is not a fixed reality, but a becoming'. Another similar statement: ‘On ne nait pas 
femme: on le devient’ is in de Beauvoir. Le Deuxidme Sexe II, p. 13.
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homosexuals, which I am quoting in French to better show the terminology 

used:
[Foucault] -  Le sexe n’est pas une fatalite. [..] Nous n’avons pas a 

decouvrir que nous sommes homosexuels. [..] Nous devons plutot 

creer un mode de vie gay. Un devenir gay.

[interviewer] - Et c’est quelque chose qui est sans limites?

[Foucault] - Oui, bien sur.145

Both philosophers reject a deterministic bond between sex and the 

subject, who is ultimately a becoming, who perpetually transcends 
her/himself.146 De Beauvoir though is well aware that the will to transcendence 
in women is constantly hindered within patriarchal societies, which allow 

women only the role of inessential Others steeped in immanence:
She is determined and differentiated in relation to man and not the 

latter in relation to her; she is the inessential facing the essential. He 

is the Subject, he is the Absolute: she is the Other.147 

Destined to the male since her childhood, accustomed to see in him a 

sovereign to whom she is not allowed to be equal, the woman who 

has not suffocated her claim of human being will dream of... mingling 

with the sovereign subject; there is no other way out for her but to 

lose herself body and soul in the one designated to her as the 

absolute, as the essential.148

The many examples of women’s lives de Beauvoir gave mainly referred 

to women who lived in the past in the traditional French patriarchal society, in 

which women were not subjects yet. They were the Other condemned to 
inferiority by patriarchy, not by biology. They were formed as men’s passive 

objects, so that men could face them as the only subjects and masters,

145 Foucault. Dits et fzcrits 11, pp. 1554-5 (1982 interview). ‘Sex is not fate. [..] We do not have 
to discover that we are homosexuals. [..] We must rather create a gay way of life. A gay 
becomingJ Is it something without limits?/ Yes, of course.'
146 See Karen Vintges. "Must we Burn Foucault?' Ethics as Art of Living: Simone de Beauvoir 
and Michel Foucault’, Continental Philosophy Review, 34:2, (June 2001), pp. 165-81 for other 
shared elements in the ethics of both philosophers.
147 ‘Elle se determine et se diffarencie par rapport a I'homme et non celui-ci par rapport a elle; 
elle est Pinessentiel en face de I’essentiel. II est le Sujet, il est I’Absolu: elle est I’Autre.’ De 
Beauvoir. Le Deuxi&me Sexe I, p. 15.
148 'destinae au male das son enfance, habitude a voir en lui un souverain a qui il ne lui est 
pas permis de s’agaler, ce que r§vera la femme qui n’a pas atouffa sa revendication d’atre 
humain, c’e s t ... de se confondre avec le sujet souverain; il n’y a pas pour elle d’autre issue 
que de se perdre corps et ame en celui qu’on lui dasigne comme I'absolu, comme I’essentie!.’ 
De Beauvoir. Le Deuxieme Sexe II, p. 547.
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something they could not do with other men. Women did not know that they 
could become subjects and had no means to do it, since family, morality, 

education, religion, society all co-operated in making them believe that they 
were created only to devote themselves completely to men. Women came to 
believe that the only way for them to possess themselves and the universe, ‘to 

exist sovereignly’,149 was to alienate themselves in the sovereign men that 

owned the universe.
Woman ‘does not stand in front of man as a subject but as an object 

paradoxically endowed with subjectivity; she accepts herself at the same time 
as self and as other’.™0 Women had role of objects in front of men and de 

Beauvoir saw in them also men’s accomplices, which is what also Bordo 

affirmed in the previous section, because they believed too easily and willingly 

the lies they were told by men, tempted more by the irresponsibility and easy 

life of the object rather than by the responsibilities and hard life of the subject. 
Considering that in de Beauvoir’s times the fruition of such easy and 
irresponsible life was restricted to a minority of French women from urban 

middle and upper classes, I do not think that it might explain why the majority 
of French women of the time believed men’s lies. This probably happened 

because those women did not know any different way of life, were mostly 
illiterate, had very little awareness of themselves and their situation. Hence 

they could not be considered men’s accomplices, because they ignored that 
there was a choice.

Women were not subjects in front of the world either:
she can feel lonely in the world’s arms: she never stands facing it, 

unique and sovereign. [..] It is very rare that woman engages herself 

in a distressing face-to-face with the given world. The constraints 

surrounding her and all the tradition that weigh on her prevent her 

from feeling responsible for the universe: this is the reason for her 

mediocrity.151

149 'exister souverainement’. Ibid. p. 556.
150 ‘elle ne se dresse pas en face de I’homme comme un sujet mais comme un objet 
paradoxalement dou6 de subjectivity; elle s’assume d la fois comme soi et comme autre'. Ibid 
p. 646.

1 ‘Elle peut se sentir solitaire au sein du monde: jamais elle ne se dresse en face de lui, 
unique et souveraine. [..] il est tr£s rare que le femme assume pleinement I’angoissant tete-£-
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De Beauvoir rightly wants to prove that women achieved little in the world 

outside their homes not because they were intrinsically inferior to men, but 
because they were trained to see the outside world as a male business only 

and therefore they did not take much interest in it.

With the help of the theoretical tools delineated above and others that 

will be introduced later, I will identify in the short stories the following: what 

kinds of subjects the selected authors present; how they construct them; if, 

how and which of the many elements examined in this chapter influence their 
construction; if there are any further influences that were not contemplated by 
the theorists considered; what narrative strategies the authors employ in the 
construction of their characters and their fictional worlds. To deal with the last 

point I will refer to various theorists and practitioners of the short story genre 
and to structuralists/narratologists, whose theories will guide my analysis of 

the structures and strategies of the stories, it is through such analytical 
approach that I will engage with the aesthetic qualities of the selected short 

stories, rather than issuing unsubstantiated value judgements on the stories.

The aforesaid research questions will guide the textual analysis of the 

selected short stories in chapters two-four, which will be preceded by a 
general background on the short story in chapter one.

tete avec le monde donn6. Les contraintes dont elle est entour§e et toute la tradition qui 
p§sent sur elle emp£chent qu’elle ne se sente responsable de I’univers: voiia la profonde 
raison de sa m6diocrit6.’ Ibid. pp. 638-9.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE SHORT STORY GENRE AND ITS DEVELOPMENT

1. Theories and definitions of the genre.

Studies about the short story theory have not stopped flowing since the 19th 

century and are still so abundant152 that it is impossible to survey them without 
subtracting vital space to the main focus of this thesis. Hence the only 
contributions I will examine here are the ones that clarify the interconnection 
between the genre, self, marginality and femininity, which has been left 

pending from the first page of the introduction, and that will be recurrent in the 
close readings of the selected texts. Among those contributions is vital Frank 
O’Connor’s The Lonely Voice: a Study of the Short Story (1963), the first 

critical study that identified the essence of the genre by juxtaposing it with the 
novel. O’Connor believed that the short story differs from the novel not so 

much for its form as for its ideology. The novel still presents the ideas of 

human society as civilised and of human beings as living in a community. 

‘[T]he short story remains by its very nature remote from the community— 
romantic, individualistic, and intransigent’, characterised by ‘an intense 

awareness of human loneliness’, showing an attraction towards ‘outlawed 
figures wandering about the fringes of society’ who are ‘submerged population

152 One of the oldest studies in English is Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘Review of Twice-Told Tales' 
(1842), reprinted in Charles E. May (ed.). Short Story Theories. (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University 
Press, 1976), pp. 45-51, which introduced the concept of ‘unity of impression’; several 21st 
century studies are included in Per Winther, Jakob Lothe and Hans H. Skei (eds.). The Art of 
Brevity: Excursions in Short Fiction Theory and Analysis. (Columbia: University of South 
Carolina Press, 2004); many more in English and Arabic are quoted in the bibliography.
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groups, whatever these may be at any given time—tramps, artists, lonely 

idealists, dreamers, and spoiled priests.’153
In a Foucauldian interpretation of O’Connor’s words it could be said that 

because those individuals escape homogeneity, the normalising power of 

discipline individualises them and makes of their ‘abnormal’ differences 

permanent identities that isolate and exclude them, who do not form 

alternative marginal communities.154 Short stories’ characters can be 
despondent not only for material considerations, but also for spiritual ones, 
because they are Hamlets, ‘thinkers, [who] merely sit back and monologize’,155 
who can be successful public individuals, though isolated and forlorn in their 

private worlds.
In his latest book156 Sabry Hafez has indicated that those Hamlets in their 

monologues express their fundamental need of being distinguished as unique 
and special individuals,157 their effort of subjectivation and their experience of 
fragmentation. Those elements find their preferred medium of objectification in 

the short story and not in the novel, in which the homogeneous ‘imagined 
community’ and its ‘deep horizontal comradeship’158 usually triumph to the 

detriment of the diversity of identities and of the conflicts among individuals 

that exist within the community, which are overlooked for the sake of the larger 
picture. The short story instead shows that the image of homogeneous and 

harmonic community usually present in the novel is often achieved by 
silencing groups and individuals that are marginalised within the community 
and within the novel, although this is not the case in some modernist or post
modernist novels.159

153 Frank O'Connor. The Lonely Voice: a Study of the Short Story. {Cork: Cork City Council, 
2003), pp. 5-6.

See Introduction pp. 15, 20-1 for Foucault’s individualisation and cellular individuality.
155 O'Connor. Op. cit, p. 25. I have used the sentence in the plural rather than in the singular 
of the original and added [who].
156 Sabry Hafez. The Quest for Identities: the Development of the Modern Arabic Short Story. 
(London: Saqi Books, 2007); I will refer to pp. 36-40 of the introduction.
57 Is it always the Hamlets’ need to be distinguished or could it also be a community marking 

them out through individualisation?
158 The references for Anderson’s quotes used by Hafez are in Hafez. Op. cit.t p. 349. For the 
definition of subjectivation see Introduction p. 13.
159 Hager Ben Driss has showed in her analysis of a 2002 novel by Layla al-°Uthman that ‘the 
border of the text abounds with marginalized cases and voices' that are a subversive critique
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The short story instead does not try to homogenise the outcasts with the 

rest of the community for the sake of the community’s imaginary harmony, On 
the contrary it gives them the opportunity to search for their own identities, 
intended as chosen, not inherited and non-essentialist, which makes of the 

short story ‘the literary genre most suited for the elaboration of the reflexive 
projection of the individual self.’160 From this last statement it ensues that the 
short story is the ideal genre for studying the subject and subjectivation, and 
particularly so within a Foucauldian theoretical framework, because those 
outcasts search for chosen rather than inherited identities, in line with the 

Foucauldian concept of identity as constructed by the self.161
Pratt indicates that short stories favour marginality also in the topics, 

since they often include material that has been excluded from the novel 

because of being literarily and socially devalued, such as stigmatised topics, 
orality, popular and regional culture, etc.,162 as we will see in the stories 

analysed in the following three chapters.
The short story is also connected to women, as Huwayda Salih 

demonstrates in her argument. She starts from Sayyid al-Wakll’s consideration 
of the novel as the mature, masculine, superior, hence central, literary genre 

and of the short story as the minor narrative form that lived on the margin of 
the masculine novel like a female. Since the very beginning the short story 
was characterised by marginality and represented a latent threat to the novel’s 

centrality, which became palpable with modernism, when the short story 

revealed itself as the embodiment of two modernist desires: to destroy the 

supremacy of the form and to kill the father. Being rebellion against the 

centrality, masculinity and superiority of the novel an innate feature of the 
short story, Salih sees this genre as ‘the closest to the female spirit’,163 which

of the central character; see Hager Ben Driss. ‘Women Narrating the Gulf: A Gulf of Their 
Own’, Journal of Arabic Literature, 36:2, (2005), pp. 152-71, quote on p. 158.
160 Hafez. Op. cit., p. 39.
161 See Introduction pp. 13-4 for the construction of identity.
162 Mary Louise Pratt. The Short Story: the Long and the Short of it’, Poetics, 10, (1981), pp. 
182-90.
163 Huwayda Salih, (July 2007): “Tajliyyat al-Dh§t al-Unthawiyyah fT Tajribat IHaySh aI-R§yyis”. 
WWW document, URL: http://www.alkalimah.eom/Data/2007/7/1/Howaidasaleh.xml, retrieved 
on 20/09/2007, pp. 6-7.
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could at least partially explain why it is the most popular genre among Saudi 

women writers.164
A further link between the short story and women could be found in their 

shared marginality within the literary fields of Arab countries. Despite the lack 
of extensive transnational research on this topic, it is possible to find in few 
sources indications of women writers’ marginalisation. In a 1992 conference 

on Arabic literature Salwa Bakr protested against the marginalisation of 

women writers, underrepresented in the conference.165 LatTfah ai-Zayyat has 

defined as partial, limited and subjective, the attitude of literary critics towards 
women writers’ achievements, which are depreciated, while their authors are 

deemed narcissists who content themselves with the surface of things, and 
hence cannot reach their essence, nor the same heights of male writers.166 

Since these words are included in the introduction to a collection of short 

stories of women writers from several Arab countries, they do not seem to 
refer to a national specificity but rather to a general trend.

Two other sources seem to confirm that this trend indeed existed in 

Saudi Arabia at least until sometime ago: a 1983 source very briefly states ‘the 

literary and intellectual field in the kingdom opened its arms only to men’;167 a 

1994 source devotes a chapter to the tactics male critics/reviewers use to 
marginalise, discredit and relegate to the private women writers.168 Other 
proofs of the bias against women writers are the harsh censorship and 

punishments that their sexually charged literary works attract, much harsher 

than those reserved to much more sexually explicit material written by their 

male colleagues.169 One of the aims of this thesis is to refute those biased,

164 Saddeka Arebi. Women and Words in Saudi Arabia: the Politics of Literary Discourse. 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), p. 31.
65 This episode is reported in Huda al-$addah. ‘Women’s Writing in Egypt: Reflections on 

Salwa Bakr’, in Deniz Kandiyoti (ed.). Gendering the Middle East: Emerging Perspectives. 
(London: LB. Tauris, 1996), p. 127. On p. 132 al-$addah also refers to Nawal al-SacdawT’s 
marginalisation in Egypt.
166 LafTfah a!-Zayyat. Kull Hadha al-Sawt al-JamU. (Al-Qahirah: Dar al-Mar’ah al-cArabiyyah li-l- 
Nashr, 1994), p. 10. These words closely resemble the opinion about women writers 
expressed by the male character of al-TurkTs story "Al-Maraya"; see below p. 232.
167 Layla Muhammad Salih. Adab al-Mar’ah ff al-JazTrah wa-al-KhalTj al~cArabT: al-Mamlakah al- 
cArabiyyah al-Su°Qdiyyah, Dawlat al-Bahrayn, Dawlat al-Qafar, Dawlat al-lmardt al-°Arabiyyah 
al-Muttahidah. ([Al-Kuwayt?]: Matbac al-Yaqzah, 1983), p. 28.
168 Arebi. Op. cit., pp. 246-67.
169 For examples about this specific issue see Faqir (ed.). Op. cit, pp. 11-3.
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unsubstantiated value judgements by proving the value of women’s 

contributions to the genre through a structural analysis of their short stories.

Even in the case of the Emirates, where the short story is quite 
widespread and women writers today considerably outnumber male writers,170 
§abrT complains of the ‘secretiveness’ surrounding the short story in general, 
which is a result of editorial strategies and little consideration for the genre, 

and women’s short stories in particular. Women still use pen-names, their 

works are difficult to access and cultural magazines do not publicise their 
works.171 Considering the few sources available it is hence possible to say that 
generally women writers share the short story’s marginality within some Arab 
literary fields. Nevertheless the next section will show that the selected female 

authors subvert such literary marginality by contributing to the short story’s 

prominence in most countries examined. Through the thesis it will be possible 
to see if they use their literary marginality,172 their position of women ‘standing 

simultaneously inside and outside the ‘nation’ and, occasionally, the culture 
itself’173 to challenge the alleged homogeneity of the ‘imagined community’ of 

Arab women presented in the media.

2. Historical, stylistic, thematic development

Due to the limited space available and to the already existing extensive 

studies, three elements are here omitted: a) the complex sociocultural and 
political process (formation of national identity, press role, transformation of 

worldviews and lifestyles, new reading public, new literary sensibility, etc.) that

170 The percentage of women writers is high when compared to the number of male writers 
and of inhabitants in the Emirates; see cAbd al-Fattah Sabff. SQrat al-Mar’ah ff al-Qissah al- 
NisS’iyyah al-lmSrStiyyah: MuqSrabah Awwaliyyah. (Al-Shariqah: Ittihad Kuttab wa Udaba’ al- 
Imarat, 2005), p. 37.
171 Ibid. pp. 7, 15.
172 The selected authors’ biographies demonstrate that they are prominent women within their 
communities because of their education and posts. Hence I do not find relevant here Spivak’s 
conceptions of subaltern [as defined in Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (September 2004): “The 
Trajectory of the Subaltern in my Work”. WWW video, URL: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2ZHH4ALRFHw, retrieved on 06/04/2009 and in other 
sources listed in the bibliography], except for the fact that those who could not speak in the 
past now can speak and make important contributions to the genre with their speech.
73 Hafez. Op. cit., p. 38.
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has engendered the emergence of the genre in Arabic literature; b) the issue 

of the endogenous or exogenous character of the genre in Arabic literature; c) 

a survey of the still traditional literary forms that foreran the short stories in the 
1870-1900 period and of their main practitioners, such as Salim al-BustanT 
(1846-84), cAbd Allah al-Nadlm (1843/44/45/54-96),174 father and son Ibrahim 
(1845-1906) and Muhammad (1868-1930) al-Muwailihi.175 This section instead 

starts from the turn of the 19th century, which is considered the moment in 
which narrative forms take non-traditional paths, and aims at diachronically 

delineating the various phases of development of the genre in the literatures 

only of those countries of the Levant, Maghreb and Gulf whose 
representatives have been selected for closer scrutiny.176 The section 
considers writers whose contributions have been important in the short story’s 

evolution and in the formation of subsequent generations of writers, without 
detailing the production of each single author. Since women writers are the 
focus of this thesis, they have been given priority as and when their writings 
appear.

Since the short story is the genre on which this thesis is focused, it is not 

pertinent to recapitulate women’s first literary experiences, which were not in 

this genre and have already been explored.177 Considering the shortage of 
space, the exclusion of many writers is inevitable, but this is not a denial of the 

literary value of those excluded writers’ achievements. This section will be 
divided into three parts (Levant, Gulf and Maghreb), each following the 
chronological development of the genre within national boundaries in order to

174 Differences among sources regarding authors’ dates of birth are common; to save space I 
wilt insert a slash among the dates to indicate the variations found (in economic format). If only 
one date is quoted this is the date of birth. A question mark indicates that I have been unable 
to find the date.
175 For points a) and c) see Sabry Hafez. The Genesis of Arabic Narrative Discourse: A Study 
in the Sociology of Modern Arabic Literature. (London: Saqi Books, 1993), pp. 37-136. Some 
of the sources dealing with point b) are: Mahmoud Manzalaoui. Arabic Short Stories, 1945- 
1965. (Cairo: American University in Cairo Press), 1985, pp. 16-9; Heidi Toelle and Katia 
Zakharia. A la DGcouverte de la LittGrature Arabe: du V f Steele £ Nos Jours. ([Paris?]: 
Flammarion, 2003), p. 215; Sabry Hafez. ‘The Modern Arabic Short Story’ in M. M. Badawi 
(ed.). Modern Arabic Literature in The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 270.
176 I have not considered the other countries for lack of space, but I have included in the 
bibliography some of the studies that cover them.
177 Only two works among several available: Miriam Cooke. 'Arab Women Writers’ in Badawi 
(ed.). Op. cit., pp. 443-62; Margot Badran and Miriam Cooke (eds.). Opening the Gates: A 
Century of Arab Feminist Writing. (London: Virago, 1990),
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show the genre’s national specificities. The definitions of the main tendencies 
visible in the genre are included in the Levant subsection, which I find 

pertinent because those tendencies manifested themselves in the Levant first.

2.1. Egypt and the Levant

Due to the similar development through which the short story has gone in the 
countries of this area, I have divided this section in six periods and in each 
period all selected countries are considered synchronically.

a) The turn of the 19th century
The last years of the 19th century and the first decade of the 20th century saw a 

simultaneous decisive rupture with the past along romantic lines in Lebanon 

and Egypt and along realistic lines in Palestine with the appearance of authors 
that developed their own short narrative works independently from traditional 

forms.

In Lebanon the rupture was represented by the works of LabTbah Hashim 
(1880-1947), whose short narratives were mainly tormented sentimental love 
stories ending happily, which nevertheless had three merits: a) they pioneered 

the use of plot and denouement, emphasising action over characters; b) they 

started to move away from stereotypical characters towards individual 

characters; c) with their simple language they popularised fiction among the 

female readers of Fatat al-Sharq (1906-39), the magazine she edited and in 
which she published her original pieces and translations.

Jubran KhalTI Jubran (1883-1931 )178 sought to create new narrative 
forms that had substantial repercussions in the Levant and in the rest of the 

Arab countries. In his short pieces he aimed at breaking down the distinction 
between prose and poetry and at proposing a new vision of the world and of 

the human being as an autonomous subject freely adopting a conduct with a

178 The influence of Jubran on romantic writers was too important to be excluded, although he 
lived in the Mahjar rather than in the Levant.
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demanding ethics. He used a very emotive language charged with religious 

overtones and biblical references, particularly when treating his favourite 
themes of corrupt Christian clergymen and social injustice.

Jubran had some elements in common with Mustafa LutfF al-ManfalutT 
(1876/7-1924), who represented the romantic rupture in Egypt. They both 
criticised the evils of their societies (oppression of women, marriages among 

very young women and elderly men, polygamy, etc.) and shared a didactic 
intent that induced them to intervene in the narrative to deliver moral 

messages. Their narratives were more sophisticated than those of their 
predecessors because they succeeded in overcoming stylised human types 
and creating individual characters, but those characters were still superficially 
depicted in black and white. The structures of their works were still incoherent. 

Nevertheless their influence on later generations of short story writers should 
not be overlooked, particularly al-Manfaluffs, who was admired by his 

contemporaries for his often moralistic tone, his sentimental romanticism and 

his innovative elegant style. His style, which was a middle way between the 

traditional ornate and the simpler modern ones, contributed to the evolution of 
a modern prose style, while his narratives satisfied the needs for fiction of the 

common readers of his times, who widely read him.

In Palestine it was Khalil Baydas (1875-1949) that heralded the change 
through his magazine al-Nafa’is al-°Asriyyah (1908-14, 1919-23), in which he 

published his translations of Russian literature and his own original texts, 
which he consciously wrote in the form of realistic short stories.179 In the 

introductions to his translations he displays a remarkable level of awareness of 

narrative’s educational nature, verisimilitude, techniques and of the 
enlightening role of writers, although he did not apply all his theoretical 
maturity to his own short stories. Despite his authorial intrusions, excessive 
didacticism and moralising intent, weak characterisation and abuse of the 

surprise element, Baydas’ works is important in the development of the short

179 YaghT attributes Baydas’ realism particularly to Pushkin’s influence; see °Abd al-Rahman 
YaghT. FT al-Adab al-FilasffnT al-Hadith qabla al-Nakbah wa ba^dahs. (Al-Kuwayt: Sharikat 
Ka?imah li-l-Nashr wa al-Tarjamah wa al-Tawzf, 1983), p. 59.
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story because he gave much importance to verisimilitude in his depiction of 

reality, and in particular of social injustice. He was the first writer to consider 

the short story the most suitable genre for the representation of outcasts and 
the first Palestinian writer to treat Palestine’s political situation, hence 

Palestinian literature starts with him.180

b) The transition towards romanticism and realism
The second and third decades of the 20th century were a period of political 
and intellectual turmoil in Syria, Palestine, Iraq and Egypt. Several uprisings 
against European imperialism took place, often violently crushed; nationalism 
became the main drive of politicians and intellectuals, with great repercussions 
on the literary production of the time. Literati now strove for the creation of a 

literature that was national, rational, critical, realistic, integrated with European 

literatures’ accomplishments, not didactic. They confirmed the previous 

generation’s break with traditional forms and ornate language and their 
orientation towards meeting readers’ needs. It is in such a climate that the 
short story continued to develop in the Levant. Like Baydas, who continued to 
publish in the 1920’s, the writers of this period possessed and displayed a fair 

theoretical knowledge of the genre in the introductions to their collections, 
which they utilised as a tool to accustom readers to the genre’s innovative 

conventions and to justify their work as morally and socially useful. Unlike 
Baydas they were very aware of the genre’s limits and nature, and they set for 
themselves the ambitious tasks to perfect the genre and overcome their 
predecessors’ failures. A cursory look at the oeuvres of the most influential of 

those writers reveals though that sometimes they did not realise such 

aspirations, but their achievements are still fundamental in the evolution of the 

short story.

Egyptian born Muhammad Taymur (1892-1921) was the first among the 
authors of this period to; a) write short narrative pieces that most resembled 
short stories, which he published in the magazine al-Sufur, b) theorise about a

180 Opinion expressed in Isabella Camera d’Afflitto. Letteratura Araba Contemporanea: dalla 
Nahdah a Oggi. (Roma: Carocci, 1998), p. 227.
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new literary discourse that broke all ties with the traditional one and about the 

short story genre in particular; c) write with the intent to establish such 

discourse rather than for advocating reforms. Despite the fact that he did not 
overcome al-NadTm’s gallery of themes and morally reproachable human 

types, Taymur’s artistic presentation is maturer, definitely less sentimental, 
more realistic (de Maupassant’s realism was a major influence on him), 

although still marred by didacticism. He experimented with the use of irony, of 
similarity and contrast in his characterisation, of different narrative forms, such 

as epistles and diaries, which he incorporated in his texts.
Syrian emigres living in Egypt and publishing there in the early 1920’s, 

connoisseurs of French literature, the brothers °Tsa (1897-1922) and Shihatah 
cUbayd (1897-1961) were writers and keen theorists who distinguished 

themselves among their contemporaries for several reasons: a) they employed 
psychology and psychoanalysis to overcome the two-dimensional characters 

of their predecessors and create realistic characters that recounted verisimilar 

situations as per their experience, a complete novelty for female characters, b) 
Through their analysis of how hereditary and environmental factors’ affected 
their characters’ behaviours and problems they gave Arabic realism a long- 

lasting naturalist tint, c) Their suggestive fictional language upheld 

multilayered narratives and included Levantine dialectal words within a simple 
fustia when realism required them, d) They introduced unexplored themes, 

e.g. customs, rituals and intersexual relations within Egyptian, particularly 
Christian, families; how spousal incompatibility affected Egyptian families; 
Egyptian bourgeois women’s daily lives, conditions, emancipation attempts, 

changing perception of themselves. Their works though suffered from 
narratological didacticism, because they stuffed the narrative with the literary 

theories announced in the introductions. Possibly because they were 
overburdened with concepts, some of their short stories had the structure of 

longer narrative forms rather than of short stories, but their coherent narrative, 

progressing action, technical devices and realistically described characters 

and actions were great improvements.

Notwithstanding the aforesaid authors’ contributions to the maturation of 
the short story, the greatest contribution came from al-Madrasah al-Hadfthah
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(The Modern School) (Cairo 1917-26), a group of young ambitious writers, 
such as Mabmud Taymur (1894-1973), Mahmud Tahir LashTn (1894-1954) 

and Yabya tfaqqT (1905-92), who through their weekly al-Fajr (1925-7) created 

a new literary sensibility and enlarged the potential reading public for short 
stories. Influenced by Russian literature, they aspired to found a national 
narrative literature that could: a) break with tradition and start afresh; b) treat 

specific Egyptian issues and include Egyptian human types in order to attract 
Egyptian readers unaccustomed to the genre; c) find the human and universal 

dimension in those Egyptian issues and types, so that their short stories could 
have a wider relevance; d) treat social and political themes, e.g. drunkenness, 
polygamy, adultery, marriages between old men and very young women, etc., 
safeguarding its autonomy, forms and value as literary endeavour, without 

becoming a mere propaganda or edification tool. If considered singularly, the 

individual contributions of the members of al-Madrasah al-HadTthah differ 

considerably in qualities and quantity, as several works have already 
illustrated.181 Nevertheless their influence was still felt in the themes, 

sometimes plots and some of the faults of the short stories NajTb Mabfu? 
(1911-2006) wrote and published in the 1930’s and early 1940’s.

That period also witnessed the publication of the first short stories by 
Egyptian women. cA’ishah cAbd al-Rahman (1912-74), commonly known as 
Bint al-Shati’, published her stories in al-Ahram, al-Hilal and other newspapers 

in the 1930’s and collected them in the 1940’s. She became very famous for 

her short stories that treated the problems and harsh life of Egyptian peasants, 
and female peasants in particular, and that presented female types based on 

the knowledge of women she derived from her daily life, which gained her a 
prize from the Academy of Arabic Language in Cairo.

SahTr al-QalamawT (1911-97) published her first collection Ahadith 
JaddatT (My Grandmother’s Tales) in 1935. The collection presents a current 

theme of the time, i.e. the contrast between old generation’s women, 

represented by the grandmother, and new generation’s women, represented

181 See Hafez. The Genesis of Arabic Narrative Discourse, pp. 199-259; Hafez. The Quest for 
identities, pp. 88-130,
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by the granddaughter. The generational contrast evolves into a contrast 
between past and present, between which al-QalamawT does not present a 

clear rupture or an outward, definite battle, but rather a relation based on 
mutual understanding. A similar solution is visible also in the harmony al- 
QalamawT pursues on the formal and thematic level between the 

contemporary content of her short stories and the utilisation of the traditional 

narrative structure of AlfLaylah wa Laylah.

In Syria the short story in the 1930’s developed around two literary 
magazines founded in those years: al-Thaqafah and al-Tsiffah, and the first 
writers who contributed to bring the Syrian short story to a higher level than in 

the previous two decades were CAIT KhalqT (1911-84) and Muhammad al-Najjar 
(1902-62). They both treated social issues, such as intersexual, 

intergenerational and interclass relations, with frankness, but while the former 

also dealt with psychological issues, the latter preferred intellectual and moral 
issues of his time. Al-Najjar used to underline in the preambles to his stories 
that he took them from reality as newspapers do, which confirmed the move 
towards a naturalistic-tinted realism of the narrative of those years, but at the 
same time he utilised features of popular tales: he specified an addressee, a 

local and known setting and a time; he used dialectal words and expressions. 

KhalqT instead valorised more the artistic elements of the short story: he was 
aware of his stories being representations of reality rather than pure 

transpositions, utilised a simple language, showed a refined sensitivity and 
occasionally resorted to emotive expression. His collections are considered an 

important step in the evolution from romantic tales to the artistic and realistic 
Syrian short story.182

The group al-°Usbah al-cAsharah (the Group of Ten) ‘revolutionized the 

Beirut literary scene in the 1930s under the influence of the Mahjar poets and

182 Opinion expressed in Ahmad Jasim al-Husayn. Al-Qi$$ah al-Qa?Trah al-Suriyyah wa 
NaqduhS ff al-Qarn al-clshrfn. (Dimashq: Ittihad al-Kuttab al-cArab, 2001), of which I have 
accessed the electronic version, which has no page numbers, http://www.awu-dam.org/ 
book/01/study01/344-b-j/book01-sd007.htm is the permanent link to the relevant section.
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the French naturalist school’.183 Khalil Taqiyy al-DTn (7-1987), a member of 

this group, was considered the most important contributor to the development 

of the genre in that period, because of his lyrical language, use of imagination, 
use of psychological introspection and treatment of the theme of the bond 

between Lebanese migrants and Lebanon.
In 1930’s Palestine Mahmud Sayf al-DTn al-Tranl (1914-74) started 

publishing and while Hafez includes him among the romantic writers,184 YaghT 
well distinguishes his school, devoted to socialist ideals, from the romantic one 

and underlines how such ideals crowded his 1930’s works and tended to 
overshadow the narrative, despite his awareness of the artistic needs of 

narrative, probably because he considered art a means of social reform and 
the artist at the service of society. AI-TranT’s 1940’s works instead showed an 
evident maturation in their better harmonisation of ideological content and 

artistic form, which progressed even further in the works he published after the 

Nakbah,185

c) The romantic short story
The influence of al-Madrasah al-Hadithah extended also to romanticism and 

realism, which started to appear in the 1930’s in Egypt and in the 1940’s in the 

rest of the Levant, against the background of the failed attempts to gain 
independence from European countries and the Second World War.186 Hafez 

in fact considers romanticism ‘a natural product of the work of ...MahmOd 
Taymur’, while realism ‘made its contributions in the framework of realistic 

presentation, as elaborated and developed by... the New School’.187 It must be 

stressed that romanticism and realism in Arabic literature were not schools or 

rigidly separated movements, they coexisted until the 1960’s and many writers 

bestrode the two trends contemporarily,188 among whom Mahmud Taymur,

183 Julie Scott Meisami, and Paul Starkey (eds.). Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature. (London: 
Routledge, 1998), p. 758.
184 Hafez. The Modern Arabic Short Story’ in Badawi (ed.). Op. cit, p. 296.
185 YaghT. Op. cit., pp. 66-70. YaghT in the same book places al-TranT’s 1950-60’s collections 
within the romantic current; see Ibid. p. 101.
186 The first pioneers of modernist narrative also appeared in Egypt in the 1940’s, as it will be 
outlined later.
187 Hafez. The Modern Arabic Short Story’ in Badawi (ed.). Op. cit., pp. 291-2.
188 This probably explains why critics very often differ in their classifications of writers’ oeuvres.
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whose short stories evolved dramatically from the didacticism and social 

criticism of the 1920’s to the themes that will dominate ail romantic works: 
exaltation of nature, which is now considered a living creature, of chaste love, 
of arts and of the artist. Under the clear influence of European romanticism, 
arts became the means to go beyond the logic and the rational into the 
unknown that only the artist, an individual endowed of an extraordinary 

sensitivity, could access and then reveal to commoners through his artistic 
productions, functioning as a mediator between the sacred space of nature 

and the extra-rational and profane everyday life. The typical romantic hero, 
who often was an artist, was perpetually frustrated within a society that could 
not understand him because of his uncommon ideas, expectations and 
dreams; hence he preferred to live in a private world of his own, devoted to art 

and/or love, which relieved him of the sorrow social frustration and political 

problems caused. Stylistically romantic short stories often were accurate in the 
expression of emotions’ nuances and aesthetic features, but their structure 
was lacking because the various components were not well connected and 
designed. Apart from these common features that were present in all romantic 
works, it is possible to distinguish within romanticism between ‘proper’ 

romantic works and sentimental-escapist ones: the former helped the formal 

and thematic development of the short story, as the realist trend did; the latter 

with its sentimentality and exaggeration helped to make the short story a 
widely read genre, but it hampered its artistic evolution. In fact by popularising 
a slack version of the genre it made difficult the reception of works that had 
stronger artistic connotations, leaving writers to fight contemporaneously 

against misconceptions and for new appropriate conceptions of the short 
story. The sentimental-escapist variety of romanticism was widespread in all 

countries of the Levant, but since it did not contribute much to the evolution of 
the short story genre it will be omitted.

In Egypt Muhammad Hassunah (1908-58?) and Sacd MakkawT (1916-85) 

both treated the theme of the rebellion against social norms, particularly of 
female characters; Hassunah coloured romanticism with patriotism and 

MakkawT with his coherently constructed romantic hero who had the
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destructive tendencies of a Byronic hero. Women writers found in this trend 
one of the very first possibilities to express their feelings, thoughts and points 

of view, something that they could do rarely before because of their social 

subjection. Romantic women writers, despite their rebellion against the cultural 

institutions that suffocated them, did not challenge the dualisms or norms 
those institutions imposed on them in the name of the specificities of femininity 
and masculinity; they only aimed at gaining a little space, within those 
dualisms and norms, in which they could be freer and express themselves. 

Even their insistence on individuality was a desire to distinguish themselves 
accompanied by a desire to belong, rather than a desire to break free. Huda 

al-Saddah underlines that, although most of the romantic works were of a 
lower artistic value, they still had their importance because they presented the 

feminine world from a feminine point of view, which was unusual, and reached 
a vast number of readers; more valid artistically were the short stories of Sufi 

cAbd Allah (1925), Zaynab RushdT (1936-98) and Fawziyyah Muhran (1931), 
who started publishing in the 1950’s.189

In Syria cAbd al-Salam cUjaylT (1919-2006) treated political themes, such 

as the 1948 Palestinian war, and social ones, such as the relation between 
science and faith and the belittlement of artists within Syrian society; differently 

from many of his contemporaries, cUjaylT built his works with coherent 
structures.190 Among women publishing short stories of a certain value in 
those years was Ulfah al-ldilbT (1912-2007), whose first collection Qisas 

Shamiyyah (Syrian Stories) was published in 1954. SubbT IHadTdT considered 

the form, language and narrative techniques she used in her short stories still 

in an explorative phase, even when their content was traditional and romantic 
or when their style was ‘photographic realistic’, as some other critics called it,

189 Raqlwa cAshur, Firyal Ghazul, Ammah RashTd [et at.] (eds.). DhSkirah H-I-Mustaqbal: 
MawsOcat al-KStibah al-cArabiyyah (1873-1999). (Al-Qahirah: al-Majlis al-Acla ii-I-Thaqafah, 
2004), vol. 2, p. 22.
190 For more details see Hafez. The Modern Arabic Short Story’ in Badawi (ed.). Op. cit, pp. 
295-6.
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or ‘realist-symbolic’ as he calls it.191 Her stories showed mainly the life, 
endangered habits and conventions of the upper class and particularly of its 

women, and the issues affecting women’s lives, which gave her stories also a 

documentary value, but without any open criticism. The influence of Taymur’s 

romanticism on her was mitigated by that of HassGnah’s patriotism, which 
induced her not to lose sight of the reality in which she lived and to use the 
short story to treat patriotic, national and moral issues, such as the fight 
against French imperialism, landowners’ exploitation of peasants, etc.

YaghT considers Jabra Ibrahim Jabra (1920-94) the head of the romantic 
trend in Palestine before the Nakbah, a trend that after the Nakbah was 
characterised by the constant presence of hopelessness and grief, together 
with a strong patriotism.192 The Nakbah also marked the creation of two 
groups of literati: the ones who left Palestine and the ones who stayed under 

Israeli rule, but according to Camera d’Afflitto neither of the two fields 
produced remarkable works in the 1950’s, because the Palestinian short story 

became well established at the beginning of the 1960’s.193

In Lebanon Sa°Td Taqiyy al-DTn (1904-60) was the most active romantic 

short story writer who, as his predecessor KhalTI Taqiyy al-DTn, also dealt with 
the theme of the bond between Lebanese migrants and Lebanon, adding the 
element of the rupture of the bond as source of destruction and comparing the 
Druses’ simple and ethically regimented lifestyle with the materialistic lifestyle 

migrants adopt. Widad SakakTnT (1913-86) was the first Lebanese woman to 
publish a short story collection (Maraya al-Nas, People’s Mirrors) in 1945, 

although she had started publishing single short stories in magazines in 1941, 
and Yumna al-^d considers her a writer that helped: a) the transition of the

191 HadTdT’s observation about al-ldilbl are in cAshur, Ghazul, RashTd [et a!.] (eds.). Op. cit, 
vol. 1, pp. 192-3. She is included among the romantic writers in Hafez. The Modern Arabic 
Short Story’ in Badawi (ed.). Op. cit, p. 295.
192 See YaghT. Op. c it, pp. 68-9, 73 and also Salma Khadra Jayyusi (ed.). Anthology of 
Modern Palestinian Literature. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992), pp. 24-7 for 
more details about Jabra.
193 For Camera d’Afflitto the only exception was cAzzam, whom I have included among realists; 
see Isabella Camera d’Afflitto. ‘Narrativa Palestinese Contemporanea: Note su Alcuni Autori\ 
Quaderni di Studi Arabi, 1, (1983), p. 70.
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short story towards a literary form involving artificiality in the representation of 

reality; b) to ease the oratorical tone typical of the works of those years; c) to 

make the language more flexible and hence more in tune with the life she 
depicted; d) to reduce the importance of the ornate prose style.194 Although 
SakakTnT did not denounce openly the many social practices discriminating 
against women, Baldissera points out that her often subtly ironic descriptions 

of the negative and ridiculous aspects of feminine traditions and habits were 

an implicit criticism.195

d) The realistic short story
Realism, whose emergence is associated with the growth of the modernly 
educated bourgeoisie as reading public and as a new producer of literature, is 

a concept that includes multiple short story forms, whose variety and 
dynamism reflected the diversity and vitality of the Arab societies of the time. 

Realists tried to comprehend their realities, of whose complexity they were 

conscious, and conveyed in their works their own experiences of those 

realities, rather than showing the world objectively. At the end of the 1940’s 
appeared the first symptoms of a trend within realism known in Arabic 

literature as socialist realism,196 which coexisted with ‘proper’ realism, was 
very important in the Arabic literary scene of the 1950’s and was a 
consequence of the generally euphoric political climate of the time, 

engendered by a) acquisitions of independence, b) regime changes; c) 
diffusion of Marxist ideology (with its local variants, such as the Ba°thist one) 

and pan-arabist ideologies in the 1950’s; d) the debate around commitment in 

literature, triggered by the translation of Sartre’s Qu'est ce que la litterature? 

(What is literature?) in 1950. Socialist realism was characterised by attention 

towards the impoverished masses and the consideration and use of literature 
as an instrument, put in the hands of writers guided by the party and 
committed to the cause, to fight, to criticise what hinders society’s 

development and to depict what is positive. No political event in the Middle

194 cAshur, Ghazul, RashTd [et al.] (eds.). Op. cit., vol. 1, p. 49.
195 Eros Baldissera. 'La Narrativa Femminile in Siria’, Quaderni di Studi Arabi, 2, (1984), p. 90.
196 Hafez proposes the alternative nomenclature of socialist romanticism; see Hafez. The 
Quest for Identities, pp. 240-6.
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East of the time escaped the pens of socialist realists, Syrians in particular, 
whose short stories treated the wars of independence, the Palestinian issue, 

etc. side by side with other themes, such as the relationship between East and 
West, Syrian usage and custom, social and familiar relations (sometimes 

analysing also the psychological aspects), class conflicts (with a predilection of 
the Marxian writers for describing working class’ difficult lives), the problems 

intellectuals and artists faced, etc. Al-Kharrat commented that only few of the 
socialist realist works were valuable, but most of them were still immature and 

tended to reduce human beings to basic positive, active and optimist models 
rather than presenting them as living creatures with disagreements, different 

qualities and talents. On the formal qualities of those works he added that 
most authors used dialects in dialogues and narration in general (because the 

dialect was considered ’the sacred symbol of the working people’), considered 
language just a tool and gave content absolute priority over form; often this 
generated works lacking coherence that were impoverished rather than 
enriched by artificious oral styles. On the other side there were also works 
written exclusively in classical Arabic, which nevertheless lacked sincerity 
because they reflected the jargon of the prevailing ideology.197 The socialist 

realistic approach followed the same fate of the political enthusiasm of the 

1950’s, i.e. it began to fade away in the early 1960’s, when a completely 
different kind of approach to reality and art prevailed. None of the sources 
consulted names socialist realists that have significantly contributed to the 
development of the short story, while they name several realists as important 
contributors to the genre between the 1930’s and the 1950’s and I shall 
concentrate my attention on them. Women writers’ contribution within the 

realist trend in these decades is scarce, hence they will barely appear in the 
following few pages.

Lebanese Tawffq Yusuf cAwwad (1911-89), who started publishing in the 

1930’s, treated the theme of migration like his predecessors, enlarging it to 

include internal migration towards the cities. He presented migration abroad as

197 Idwar Al-Kharrat. Al-Qi$sah wa al-Hadsthah. (Al-Qahirah: Markaz al-Hadarah al- 
cArabiyyah, 2002), pp. 8-11; quote on p. 11.
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a calamity and often idealised Lebanon’s people and nature; at the same time 

he realistically depicted urban Lebanon and exposed the hypocrisy of religious 

and administrative authorities, showing an ability to investigate and express 

the complexity of reality with a sophistication that his predecessors did not 
possess. His characters are mainly drawn from the lower and middle classes, 
often in difficult situations and described with empathy and attention to their 
psychological lives. Such characterisation, combined with coherent structure, 

economic language, engaging action, succeeded in creating stories that were 
artistically mature and still appreciated by common readers.

Sa°Td Huraniyyah (1929-94) was one of the many Syrian realistic short 
story writers that appeared in the 1950’s in the enthusiastic atmosphere 

triggered by independence. His first collection distanced itself from the 

romantic-tinged patriotism of his predecessors and set the example of the 

romanticism-free patriotism that became rife among his contemporaries. His 
main themes were intergenerational conflict, social justice, the Palestinian 
situation, Syria’s fight for freedom. He contributed to the stylistic development 
of the short story by introducing a new descriptive strategy and a sophisticated 

technique that Hafez calls ‘the dialectics of parallel structures in the 
development of the action’.198 In his new strategy poetic, unromantic and 

unsentimental, descriptions of the locales transform locales into sources of 
meaning that enlighten the relationships between characters and nature. The 

parallel structures are two plots that interact while they unfold concomitantly 
and by so doing they enrich each other and the story’s meaning, because 

realistic details are symbols that carry various meanings.

The major representatives of Palestinian realism were ImTI HabTbT (1922- 
96) within Palestine, SamTrah cAzzam (1927-67) and Ghassan Kanafan! 
(1936-72) in the diaspora, who published their short stories in the 1950-60’s 

period. HabTbT’s short stories focus on themes such as the inhumane 

difficulties and treatments borne by Palestinians who refused to leave, their 

inertia in front of Zionists, the return of the ones who left, etc., presented with

198 Hafez. The Modern Arabic Short Story’ in Badawi (ed.). Op. cit., p. 313.
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traditional narrative styles, such as the same narrator recurring in all stories of 
the same collection, and a certain symbolism.199 KanafanT wrote short stories 

that conveyed the experience of exile of various generations of common 
Palestinians. He used a polyphonic language and innovative experimental 
narrative strategies, such as that of gathering in the same collection short 
stories that all share the same focal idea, all elements that make of him ‘the 

most gifted Palestinian short-story writer’.200 SamTrah cAzzam published her 
first collection Ashya’ SaghTrah (Little Things) in 1954, followed by other four 

collections during the rest of the fifties and the sixties.201 Her stories treat 
several social problems, such as the effects of conflict on individuals and 
families and women’s emancipation, and are peopled with many kinds of 
human beings: common Palestinians of different ages with their daily worries 
and experiences of social, economic, and national subjugation; non- 
Palestinians; predominant female characters of all sorts, since cAfff Farraj 
underlines how cAzzam does not limit herself to one female stereotype 202 

Nevertheless her characters all face aggression and brutality, which 
contributes to create the atmosphere of pessimism that wraps her stories. 

While Radwa °Ashur, considering all the above, sees cAzzam as a pioneer of 

the realistic short story, Hafez instead considers cAzzam ‘the leading woman 

writer of this romantic trend’ because of her self-destructive and unrealistic 

male characters and her naive, vulnerable, idealistic female characters, who 
are isolated within a context of social decadence and male manipulation that 

they cannot accept or alter.203 YaghT instead considers cAzzam’s short stories

199 For more details on HabTbTs short stories see Camera d’Afflitto ‘Narrativa Paiestinese 
Contemporanea’, pp. 73-81; Anwar Badr. “ImTI HabTbT Ru’yah Naqdiyyah li-l-Acmal al-Ola”. 
WWW document, URL: http://www.sis.gov.ps/arabic/roya/11/page12.html, retrieved on 
08/01/2008.
200 For quote and more information see Hafez. The Modern Arabic Short Story’ in Badawi 
(ed.). Op. cit., p. pp. 313-4.

The fifth was posthumous.
202 °Afff Farraj. Al-Hurriyyah fr Adab al-Mar’ah. (Bayrut: Dar al-FarabT, 1975), pp. 131-46 
devotes a whole chapter to cAzzam.
203 cAshur, Ghazul, Rashid [et al.] (eds.). Op. cit, vol.3, p. 141; Hafez. The Modern Arabic 
Short Story’ in Badawi (ed.). Op. cit., pp. 296-7. Also Jayyusi considers her view of experience 
realistic and her style free of sentimentalism in Jayyusi (ed.). Op. cit, p. 26. cAzzam is called 
‘a master stylist in the use of realism and naturalism’ in Evelyne Accad and Rose Ghurayyib. 
Contemporary Women Writers and Poets. (Beirut: Institute for Women's Studies in the Arab 
World, Beirut University College, 1985), p. 42.
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endowed with a romantic artistic structure and a subject matter derived from 

reality.204

Egyptian female realists presented various positive and negative types of 
women in their works, paid extreme attention to social and familiar 
relationships and treated fundamental issues, such as women's management 
of the freedom bestowed upon them in modern times, the double standards 

applied to both sexes, the contrasts between new and old values, the gap 

existing between the theoretical side of the modern discourse and its practical 
application, with the last two elements causing women to live those same 
contrasts in the relationships with themselves and with others. Egyptian 
realism was dominated by Yusuf IdrTs (1927-91), who started publishing in the 
1950’s and for many years overshadowed his Egyptian colleagues first with 
his realist oeuvre, characterised by feelings of frustration, oppression and 

failure, and then with his modernist one, in which the frustration and loneliness 
of the previous period are accompanied by the absurd and much formal 

experimentation.205

e) The beginnings of the modernist short story
The 1940’s witnessed the appearance of the first examples of modernist short 
stories beside the realist ones in Egypt and the foundation of several 
magazines, such as al-Tafawwur, al-BashTr and al-Katib al-Misrf, which all 

called for artistic and intellectual innovation, publishing the innovative works of 

young writers, who were much influenced by modern European culture and 

arts, such as Bishr Faris (1907-1963), cAdil Kamil (1916-?), FathT Ghanim 

(1927-99). Although Faris was the only one of the group to have published a 
collection in the 1940’s,206 and despite their minor popularity when compared 

to the realistic writers of that decade, those writers marked the beginning of 
the transition towards modernism, which was going to take several years, and

204 YaghT. Op. cit, pp. 99-100.
205 Among the many works written on IdrTs see Roger Allen (ed.). Critical Perspectives on 
Yusuf Idris. (Colorado Springs: Three Continents Press, 1994); Hafez. The Quest for 
identities, pp. 145-72.
206 SQ’ TafShum (Misunderstanding), published in 1942; Kamil and Ghanim published in 
magazines.
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played an important role in the development of the short story because they 
introduced elements that were later developed by the following generation of 
writers, such as symbolism (Ghanim also surrealism), contradiction between 
visions of the same action/situation/character or levels of experience, and 

hence the theme of relativity of truth; combination of reality and illusion levels; 
innovative language, narrative structures and techniques, such as stream of 

consciousness and interior monologue.207 These innovations were part of a 
deep schism that affected the literary field in its foundations: writers grew 
dissatisfied with the principle of objective representation of external reality, and 

turned towards subjective representation of interior reality; the aforesaid 
modern techniques drew attention towards the autonomy of the fictional work 
rather than towards the autonomy of the author as realism did; the writer 
became an isolated figure, marginalised by the literary establishment and 
ignored by the wider reading public because of experimentation.

The transition towards modernism was continued in the 1950’s by Yusuf 
al-Sharum (1924) and fdwar al-Kharrat (1926), who both started publishing 

collections in that decade, building upon the achievements of the modernist 
pioneers to develop their own technical and thematic endeavours, which later 
became the starting point of the following generation. Both authors shared 
some themes that were typical of modernism, such as characters’ permanent 

isolation and withdrawal from external reality and fear as existential condition; 
they both contributed to the development of the vision of the world as 

nightmare, but while al-Sharunl’s nightmares were somewhat illusory and 
unnatural, al-Kharrat’s were more plausible.

They innovated narrative techniques: al-Sharunl with his ‘duality of 
perspective’, which could be briefly summoned up as the construction in the 

story of two visions/levels of reality, and which al-SharunT particularly used 
when treating the theme of the relativity of truth; al-Kharrat with his interior 
monologue, in which he endeavoured to eliminate completely authorial 
interference in the train of thoughts of his heroes, rather than performing an 

authorial reporting of those thoughts. Although he failed in his attempt, he 
nevertheless introduced the technique of rendering that was then developed

207 For details on those writers’ art see Hafez. The Quest for Identities, pp. 272-86.
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by the sixties generation and began the shift from reporting to rendering.208 
Although al-SharunT and al-Kharrat received more attention than the modernist 
pioneers and although the effervescent cultural atmosphere of 1950’s Egypt 
and the more sophisticated literary taste of the reading public allowed the 

publication of modernist short stories beside realist ones, the 1950’s remained 
the decade of romanticism, realism and socialist realism all over the Middle 

East. It was a decade of great enthusiasm and expectations, triggered by the 
newly acquired independence of several Arab countries209 and fundamental 
political events such as the Free Officers’ Revolution in Egypt (1952) and pan- 

Arab unity attempts (1958), but they were short-lived.

f) The sixties generation
The enthusiastic atmosphere of the 1950’s was soon replaced by an endemic 

political persecution that took hold of the whole Middle East in the 1960’s and 
a series of political disasters starting with the Naksah in 1968. Al-Kharrat 

points out that the many negative political events of the 1970’s, e.g. the 
Lebanese civil war, various attempts to expel Palestinians fighters from 

Lebanon, massacres of Palestinians, disagreements and conflicts among Arab 
states, swept away the idea that literature could and should be verisimilar and 
affect reality, which derived from the belief in the existence of a reciprocal 

relation between literature and reality, and violently shattered the idea of a 
national and social coherent reality. In such a context literature stopped being 

a way to imitate or reprocess or reformulate the existing and familiar models to 
acquire the features typical of modernist literature: opaqueness instead of 

harmony, questioning rather than answering, search for the unknown rather 
than satisfaction with the familiar.210 One of the first communal efforts of 

modernists was the foundation in Egypt of the magazine Gallery 68 (1968-71), 

under the direction of al-Kharrat, whose contributors became known as the 

‘sixties generation’, a definition that was later used for all modernists. Their 
works were characterised by some elements already present in the 1950’s

208 For a detailed treatment of those two writers’ achievements see Ibid. pp. 288-314.
209 Most countries acquired independence in 1946-56.
210 See al-Kharrat. Op. cit, pp. 19-20.
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works and by their own original contributions: a strong criticism of the political 
and literary establishments, for which objectification they had to find new and 
sophisticated narrative forms that could escape censorship; contemporaneous 

withdrawal from external reality and from the self, the former being cruel and 
impossible to change, the latter being ‘a prison’, which cause isolation, 

alienation and despair; recoiling into the self; constant state of uncertainty and 
self-doubt, linked to the blurring of all standards to evaluate human acts; 
meaninglessness of an existence that is nearly a vegetative state as remote 
as possible from the detested world to which the anti-hero is chained. They 

aimed at: a) conveying the new condition of the modern man and the 

‘otherness’ of the modern world, using literary techniques that could pierce 

through the protection of habit and induce readers to see through new lenses;
b) creating a new artistic reality composed of subjective and objective 
elements, not completely divorced from exterior reality, nor identical to it; c) 
foregrounding the individual’s impressions of external reality rather than reality 
itself, which made reality a projection of a character’s psyche. To accomplish 

their ambitious intents they had to develop new narrative techniques, e.g.: the 
use of subjective time rather than metric time, which allowed to expand or 

shrink the duration and to distort the chronological succession; the creation of 
causal connections, not always and not strictly speaking logic, among images 

and times that interrelate them despite their apparent incoherence; the use of 
interior monologue to convey characters’ reflections upon life experiences and 

of mirroring to make the hero mirror external reality; preference of intuitive 
knowledge, through dreams, visions, feelings, over rational knowledge. Some 

of the themes of the short stories of that decade were: a generalised, 
unfathomable, omnipresent fear that infiltrated all aspects of the characters’ 

lives, causing frustration and a sense of impotence that then generated the 
individual’s idleness in front of society despite his dissatisfaction with it; the 
violence that permeated the world of the characters; nightmares become a 
permanent feature of human existence.211

As it will become apparent in the overview of Levantine countries, in the 

1960’s appeared numerous talented female short story writers, who

211 See Hafez. The Quest for Identities, pp. 320-32 for a full exposition of modernist features.
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contributed to the development of the genre, although not all of them 
embraced modernism.

Among the several modernist Syrian male short story writers are 

Zakariyya Tamir (1931), whose short stories are dominated by biting sarcasm, 

detachment, the absurd, a structure and lyrical language typical of poetry 
rather than prose; Jurj Salim (1933-76), whose short stories are characterised 
by anguish, characters who live in complete uncertainty and bewilderment in 
front of an unfathomable existence and who are saved only by death.212 In the 
1960’s several gifted women writers started publishing collections, among 

whom Nadiya Khust213 and Ghadah al-Samman (1942), who with their 
modernist narrative techniques took the distance from the traditionalist and 

static techniques employed by romantic writers such as al-ldilbl, still active in 
the sixties and in the following three decades. Al-Samman’s extremely prolific 

production has a remarkable thematic breadth: her collections in the 1960’s 

focused mainly on masculinist oppression and from the 1970’s onwards also 

on the Palestinian issue, the Lebanese civil war, in which she lived for several 
years, the Arab nationalist fight against European and Zionist imperialism, 
generalised social injustice in the Middle East, the power games of Arab 
governments and middle classes, etc. The development of her art can be seen 
in her female characters’ evolution. In her first collections they unsuccessfully 

seek self-realisation, finding refuge from their frustration in mental illnesses 

and perversions. In the middle ones they rebel against social and moral 
hypocrisy. In the latest ones they refuse the roles of slaves or sexual preys 

which parents or husbands assign to them. Her style, although it remains 
highly symbolic, constantly shifts from being poetic and suggestive to being 

irrational and surrealistic 214

212 See Camera d’Afflitto. Letteratura Araba Contemporanea, pp. 267-9 for Syrian modernists; 
for Tamir see the six monographic articles contained in the Arab Writers Union’s journal al- 
Mawqif al-AdabT no. 352 (August 2000).
213 See chapter two below.
214 A list of the many works written by and about her can be found on her personal page on the 
Arab Writers Union’s website: http://www.awu-dam.org/dalil/10sen/dlil044.htm.
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Layla BaclabakkT (1936) introduced modernist techniques into Lebanese 
women short stories already in 1964 with her collection Saffnat Hanan ila al- 
Qamar (Spaceship of Tenderness to the Moon), which was innovative in both 

its form and content: in the stories there is no psychological description of 

characters, nor plot, and time seems to be frozen; they are monologues of 
women who talk frankly about their feelings and thoughts towards men with 
whom they have marriage or love or friendship relationships, revealing 
atypical, varied and rich nuances of intersexual love. During the 1970’s 

modernism gained momentum among women short story writers, although not 

ail of them embraced it, and during the civil war (1975-90) their production 

outnumbered that of male writers. In fact two major male writers of the time 
Halim Barakat (1936) and Ilyas KhurT (1948) only wrote one collection each, 
with KhurT producing modernist stories par excellence because they were 
metafictional and tried to involve the reader in the making of the text, while 
expressing the anguish of the war and social and personal fragmentation.215 
The war became a prominent element in short stories written in this period by 
women writers, such as Emily Nasr Allah (1938) and RafFf FattGh (1954), who 

explored the consequences war was having on Lebanese society and women 

in particular, but while the latter experimented with a modernist narrative 

structure and with a suggestive concise language, the former preferred metric 

time and other features of more traditional writing modes 216 The Lebanese 

modernist short story reached its maturity in the 1980-90’s with Hadiya Sa°Td; 
Huda Barakat (1952), who in Za’irat (Female Visitors) describes with black 

humour the routine and monotony of her female protagonists’ lives, which 

seem all identical in their repetitiveness; Hanan al-Shaykh (1945), who instead 
creates in Aknusu al-Shams °an al-Sutuh (I Sweep the Sun off Roofs) several

215 Being Barakat and KhurT mainly novelists, information about their short stories is scarce. 
See: Evelyne Accad, Sexuality and War: Literary Masks of the Middle East. (New York: New 
York University Press, 1990), pp. 111-59; http://www.halimbarakat.com.
216 For more details on both writers see Fadia Suyoufie. ‘Mnemonic Modes in Emily 
Nasrallah’s A House not of her Own (Bayt Laisa LahS)', Journal of Arabic Literature, 37:3, 
(2006), pp. 416-52; cAshur, Ghazul, Rashid [et al.] (eds.). Op. cit., vol. 1, p. 51;
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very diverse female characters with extremely different lives, identities and 
ways of relating themselves to their realities and men.217

In the 1970’s beside the already existing loci of production of Palestinian 

literature (Israel and the diaspora) appeared also the West Bank and the Gaza 
Strip, which after 1967 became known as the Occupied Territories, where the 
short story became quickly a favourite literary genre. In her study on the 
literature of the Occupied Territories,218 Camera d’Afflitto underlines how 
differences in language, tone and themes emerge among diasporic literature 
and the one produced by literati that in some way must cohabit with Israeli 

Jews. In the literature of the latter group the influence of Hebrew is palpable 

because of the Hebrew military and administrative jargon and the Arabised 
Hebrew words that have been introduced in the vernacular. Although 

estrangement and anguish are recurring on both fronts, diaspora writers 
express a natural feeling of estrangement and anguish caused by exile, 

accompanied always by the hope to return.

Palestinian writers living in Israel or in the Occupied Territories instead 
write of feelings of estrangement within their own country, because they are 

second-class citizens and live in constant fear of new Jewish settlements and 
they have no hope to return, but only the anguish of a daily life steeped in 
oppression, humiliation, unemployment, compromise, violence, which become 
the themes of many short stories written in the Occupied Territories and in 
Israel. Some short story writers of the Occupied Territories are Jamal 
Bannurah, who started writing in the middle 1960’s; Gharib cAsqalanT (1948) 

and Basimah Murtada Halawah (1949-79), who started writing in the 1970’s; 
Liyanah Badr, who started writing in the 1980’s. Bannurah, who also treats 

social issues such as the position of women within Palestinian society and 
intergenerational conflicts, has a more traditional approach to the short story 

and tends to write lengthy texts; Halawah, one of the few women writers of the 
Occupied Territories, interconnects the aforesaid themes with feminist issues

217 For more details on Barakat, ai-Shaykh and other modernist writers see Ibid. pp. 52-5; on 
Sa°Fd see chapter two below.
218 Isabella Camera d’Afflitto. ‘Sulla Narrativa dei Territori Occupati (al-Diffah wa al-QifS0)’, 
Oriente Moderno, 66:7-9 (July-September 1986), pp. 119-68.
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in a very concise style, which shares with cAsqalanT and other writers a 
frequent use of symbolism, surrealism and sarcasm.219

According to NabTh al-Qasim realism is the main tendency among short 

stories writers of Israel, in which optimism and faith in the future triumph, like in 
Muhammad Naffac’s production (1940). At the beginning of the 1960’s he 

started publishing short stories characterised by simplicity, avoidance of any 
opaqueness on the linguistic and stylistic levels, dialogues written in 

vernacular, characters taken from the lower strata of Palestinian society.220 
Also short stories by women in the 1950-60‘s were predominantly realist, 

focussing on social issues and particularly women’s problems and realities, 

but in the texts of the 1970-90’s, the writers, despite keeping the same focus 

of the previous generation, use more varied narrative tools to create 

multilayered texts that run at a much faster pace.

In Egypt among the many talented male modernists there were: Baha’ 
Tahir (1935), who completed the shift from reporting techniques to rendering 
ones that al-Kharrat had started in the 1950's and avoided emotive language 
and sentimentality; °Abd al-Haklm Qasim (1935-90), who developed a 

technique in which he articulated the main plot of a short story into several 
interdependent sub-plots that corresponded to several dimensions of reality 

and several levels of meaning, which was a way to underline the relativity of 
truth; Jamal al-Ghltanl (1945), who developed a technique to distance the 

author and the reader from the treated issues/situations by mirroring the 
present in the past or the future.221 Women writers in the 1960-70’s did not 
employ modernist techniques and their writings were still anchored in an 
external one-dimensional reality, but it is possible to distinguish between: a) 

those who were still attached to romanticism, such as SGff cAbd Allah, and

219 For more details on short story writers of the Occupied Territories see Ibid; on cAsqalanT 
see also cAdil al-Ustah, (01/11/2007): «Qira’ah ff Qi$$at GharTb °AsqalanT “al-Juc,,». WWW  
document, URL: http://www.diwanalarab.com/spip.php7article10970, retrieved on 09/01/2008; 
on Badr see chapter two.
220 For more details on Naffa0 see YaghT. Op. cit, pp. 239-54, who quotes al-Qasim on p. 242.
221 See Hafez. The Quest for Identities, pp. 332-45 for extensive details about several sixties 
authors; on Tahir see also Sophie Bennett. Transcendence and Immanence: Self and Other 
in Baha1 Tahir's Short Stories’, Arabic & Middle Eastern Literatures, 1:1, (January 1998), pp. 
75-85.
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realism, such as Ihsan Kamal (1935), the latter explicitly rejecting experimental 
forms in favour of traditional ones and constructing her stories’ protagonists 
mainly as lower class, uneducated, subjugated women whose familiar, social 

and interior dilemmas she analyses;222 b) those who outgrew romanticism and 

realism because they explored also the psychological lives of their characters, 
such as Iqbal Barakah (1942), who treated mainly the new issues urban 
modern Egyptian bourgeois women faced, their demand for freedom and 
equality and the complex familiar and social relations they entertained 

because of the various new roles they performed outside the domestic sphere. 
To this second group belonged also AITfah Rifat (1930-95), who returned to 
publishing in the 1970’s after a long pause, who described the many forms of 

oppression women endured in rural Egypt, which she attributed to men’s 
obliteration of women’s Qur’anic rights, whose reinstatement, together with the 
revitalisation of Islam, she presented as a hope to improve women’s lives. Her 

rural narrative world was not a serene haven but a secretive world whose 

taboos, and particularly the sexual one, Rifat exposed with frankness.223
In the 1980’s, instead, started appearing short stories by women writers 

which exuded political engagement, fight for women’s political rights, formal 
experimentation, new styles of writing and new narrative structures. The first 

collection of LatTfah al-Zayyat (1923-96) was accompanied by the first 
collections of several younger writers: ftidal cUthman (1942), Ibtihal Salim 

(1949), Salwa Bakr (1949) and others. Al-Zayyat’s “Al-Shaykhukhah” 224 
presents formal and thematic innovations: fusion of several genres, such as 
diary, memoirs and short story; narration done by the same narrator, but from 

two perspectives; the protagonist/narrator is presented through her own vision 
of herself and others’ visions of her, which all change through time; old age is

222 For more details on Kamal, who continued publishing until the 1980’s, see Sayyid Ramid 
al-Nassaj. AswSt ft at-Qissah al-QasTrah al-Misriyyah. (Al-Qahirah: Dar al-Macarif, 1994), pp. 
351-7.
223 For more on Rifat see Cooke. Op. cit, p. 458; Nadje Sadig al-Ali. Gender WritingA/Vriting 
Gender: The Representation of Women in a Selection of Modern Egyptian Literature. (Cairo: 
American University in Cairo Press, 1994), pp. 37-51.
224 From her first collection Ai-ShaykhQkhah wa Qi$as UkhrS. (Al-Qahirah: Dar al-Mustaqbal 
al-cArabT, 1986). More details on this collection can be found in cAbd al-Rahman Abu °Awf. 
QirS’ah ft al-KitSbah al-Unthawiyyah: al-RiwByah.. wa al-Qi$$ah a!-Qa$irah al-Mi$riyyah. 
([Cairo?]: al-Hay’ah al-Misriyyah al-cAmmah li-l-Kitab, 2001), pp. 121-5.
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presented not as an age of respected wisdom but as a torment that affects the 
narrator’s relationship with herself and others’ relationships with her.

Also °Uthman’s intent was to break with well-rooted and well-used literary 

forms to present short stories that mix prose and poetry, resort to symbols and 

Sufis’ language and imagery, and interlace mythological time with the present, 
giving a prime role to imagination. Also Salim uses symbols and a mixture of 
poetic language and an extremely realistic language, accompanied by 
characters mostly drawn from the lowest strata of urban and rural Egyptian 

society. She shares with Bakr a non-romantic depiction of characters that are 

not all desperate and destitute and speak their own experiences of the many 

social and political changes and issues of their time. Bakr is particularly skilled 
in creating female characters that, despite their low social place, are endowed 
with a considerable experience and with a good nature that provide them with 
the strength and the consciousness they need to face their hard lives and to 
avoid the moral corruption and hypocrisy widespread particularly among the 

middle classes 225

The 1990’s witnessed the appearance of many younger women writers, 
more confident than their predecessors in the use of literary techniques, who 

therefore experiment with forms and contents, overcome the separation 
among genres and the use of mythological and folkloric symbols, utilise more 

their intellectual heritage, and involve readers in the making of texts, which 
sometimes become metafictional. The omniscient implicit narrator with its 

pretence of objectivity and authority that could be found in realistic texts is 
replaced by a ‘neutral’ narrator that instead is steeped in its subjectivity without 

such pretences. The nineties writers, such as Mayy al-Tilmisanl (1965), 
AmTnah Zaydan (1966) and Nura Amin, introduce into literature women’s daily 

lives and their minute, apparently insignificant, details 226 Their predecessors

225 For more details about these three writers see cAshur, Ghazul, Rashid [et al.] (eds.). Op. 
cit., vol. 2, pp. 35-40; Abu °Awf. Op. cit, pp. 129-43; Rasheed el-Enany. The Madness of 
Non-Conformity: Woman versus Society in the Fiction of Salwa Bakr’, Journal of Arabic 
Literature, 37:3, (2006), pp. 376-415; Caroline Seymour-Jorn. ‘Etidal Osman: Egyptian 
Women’s Writing and Creativity’, Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, 2:1, (Winter 2006), 
pp. 95-121. Other sources on Bakr are listed in the bibliography.

6 On al-Tilmisanl see Baha’ Tahir (2001): “Tawasul al-Ajyal fT al-Adab al-Mi?ff al-tfadlth: 
Mayy al-Tilmisanl ka-Namudhaj”. WWW document, URL:
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had often neglected those details to devote their texts to great political and 
social causes, because many of them were heavily involved in political 
activities and experienced personally many events that for the nineties 
generation were part of Egypt’s past. In their texts nationalist cause and 

intellectuals’ political commitment have been replaced by search for identity 

and belonging against estrangement and decentredness and questioning of 

prevailing values, moral norms and dualisms, such as female/male, 
subjective/objective, personal/political.

2.2. Iraq and the Gulf

The Gulf and Maghreb sections are structured differently from the previous 
one: due to the differences between the phases of development of the short 

story in the countries belonging to these two areas, each country’s 

development process is analysed separately and diachronically.

a) Iraq
The rupture with the past seen in the Levant happened also in Iraq in the first 
decade of the 20th century, when a group of young writers, publishing mainly in 
the magazine TanwTr al-Afkar (1909-21), broke with tradition using the dream 

or vision as a narrative form. Those dreams’ contents were far from imaginary 
though: the dream form was simultaneously a protection from censorship, 
while treating contemporary nationalistic and social issues with a strong 

didactic and moralistic message, and a way to accustom Iraqi readers with 

narrative through a familiar element rather than through the adoption of 

unknown narrative forms. cAta’ Amin (1897-2003) stood out in this group 

because of the more mature way in which he used narrative techniques and 
developed the plot and because of the simpler, less ornate language he used.

In the second and third decades of the 20th century the Iraqi political and 
intellectual climate, like the Levantine, was characterised by turbulence,

http://www.nizwa.com/volume29/p243_246.html, retrieved on 05/01/2008; on Zaydan see Abu 
cAwf. Op. cit., pp. 153-65; on Amrn see chapter two.
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evolution and the influence of al-Madrasah al-Had7thah. This was the 

background of Mahmud Ahmad al-Sayyid (1901-37), considered the founder 
of Iraqi narrative, who was influenced by the realism of the Russian masters 
and the Taymur brothers and by the libertarian aspirations of modern 

Ottoman/Turkish literature in his project to create an exemplary Iraqi realistic 

narrative that could direct social and political reforms and inspire other writers. 

In fact, although there is a substantial qualitative difference between his early 
1920’s romantic short stories and his late 1920-1930’s realistic ones, he 
became very popular and influential among his contemporaries, thanks to his 

verisimilar characters and situations, little didacticism and attentive 

characterisation.227

The 1930’s witnessed the first attempts of Iraqi women at short story 
writing, but they were so preachy and written in such an oratorical tone that 
some critics do not even consider them short stories 228 More successful were 
Dhu’l-Nun Ayyub (1908-88) and cAbd al-Haqq Fadil (1910/15), who were 
influenced by Russian literature and Taymur, as it can be deduced from the 

long introductions to their collections and the continuous authorial intrusions 
typical of Ayyub’s stories. They both treated similar political and social issues, 
such as nepotism, corruption, marginalisation and exploitation of peasants and 

women, etc., but while Ayyub’s treatment was extremely polemical, Fadil’s was 

humorous and satiric, although accompanied by a pessimist undercurrent. 

Moreover Ayyub’s characterisation was very weak, while Fadil created 

coherent characters, convincing plots and well-managed dialogues.
In the 1940’s Ayyub fell under the spell of Egyptian romantics, but kept 

social criticism as main focus, adding political issues, such as British 
imperialism 229 Romantic women writers in the 1950-60’s concentrated much 

on marital relationships, providing many examples of disharmony, betrayal, 
tragic endings, suffering women sacrificing their respectability and health for 

their loved ones, and very scarce examples of happy marriages. Another

227 For details see Vincenzo Strika. ‘Caratteri e Figure della Narrativa Irachena 
Contemporanea’, in Atti dell’Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei: Rendiconti della Classe di 
Scienze Morali, Storiche e Filologiche, 7-12, (1979), pp. 360-2.
228 See cAshur, Ghazul, RashTd [et al.] (eds.). Op. cit, vol. 3, pp. 20-1 for details.
229 For details on Ayyub see Hafez. ‘The Modern Arabic Short Story’ in Badawi (ed.). Op. cit, 
pp. 288-9, 297-8; on Fadil see Strika. Op. cit, pp. 363-8.
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common theme was the comparison between westernised bourgeois women 
and ‘pure Iraqi’ working class women, with the authors siding with the latter. 

Firyal GhazGI finds in those works a sociological value rather than an artistic 

one, with little distinction among the different writers.230

cAbd al-Malik NGrT’s (1921-2007) literary output was fundamental in the 

evolution of the realistic Iraqi short story, as proved by the celebrated prize of 
the Lebanese magazine Al-Adib he was awarded in the 1940’s, although he 
had stopped writing by the end of the 1950’s. Although NurT treated the same 
themes of other realists, such as social inequality, alienation and spousal 
incompatibility, his experimental narrative techniques distinguish him from 

them: he used polyphonic language, interior monologue and stream of 
consciousness to create convincing characters and reveal their inner lives; he 

built a mature narrative structure, used montage and pioneered in Iraq a 
particular use of time that influenced Fucad al-TakarIT (1927-2008).231

AI-TakarIT revealed himself as a major figure of Iraqi modernism already 

in the early 1950’s, despite a generalised hostility of the public and the critics: 
he introduced psychoanalysis into Iraqi literature to delve into scabrous 

themes, such as incest, rape, adultery, accompanied by other themes, e.g. 
political repression, life’s brutalities, social issues, etc.; among the several 

innovative narrative techniques he employed can be mentioned the 
presentation of each story through the perspective, voice and vision of a 
character.232

In the 1960’s modernist narrative techniques appeared also in women’s 
short stories, such as those written by Luffiyyah al-DulaymT (1937) and Daisy 

al-Amlr among others, and by the 1970’s the examples multiplied to include 
works by cAliyah Mamduti (1944), Buthaynah al-Nasirl (1947) and many 

others. DulaymT and al-Nasirl treat a wide range of topics in their stories, 
including historical, patriotic and nationalist ones, and not only those linked to

230 cAshur, Ghazul, Rashid [et al.] (eds.). Op. cit, vol. 3, p. 21.
231 For details see Strika. Op. cit., pp. 373-6; Hafez. The Modern Arabic Short Story’ in 
Badawi (ed.). Op. cit, pp. 311-2.
232 For details see Walther Wiebke. ‘Distant Echoes of Love in the Narrative Work of Fu’ad al- 
Tikirli’ in Roger Allen, Hilary Kilpatrick and Ed de Moor (eds.). Love and Sexuality in Modern 
Arabic Literature. (London: Saqi Books, 1995), pp. 131-139; 244-243; idem. ‘Studies in Human 
Psyche and Human Behavior under Political and Social Pressure: The Recent Literary Works 
of Fu’ad Al-Takarli’, Arab Studies Quarterly, 19:4, (Fall 1997), pp. 21-36.
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women. Their characters are varied and not only female: al-NasirT prefers 
commoners, often simple people, but not deprived of autonomy and agency, 
DulaymT’s female characters can vary from illiterate peasants to educated 
working women. Like Mamduh, al-Nasirl resorts to unexpected twists in the 

narrative to reveal what has been obliterated by daily foreseeable routine. 

Despite having published only two collections, Mamduh’s originality and 

audacity are proven by the deconstructed narrative structures and poetic 
prose laden with enigmatic meanings of her first collection and by the array of 

‘socially abnormal’ female characters of her second.233

b) Saudi Arabia
In Saudi Arabia the first attempts at writing short narratives came from 
reformist journalists, who in the 1930-40’s published in magazines, e.g. Sawt 
al-tfijaz (founded in 1931) and al-Manhal (founded in 1936/7), texts that 

exposed issues such as widespread illiteracy, poverty and poor health. Those 

short narratives were deprived of the artistic features of short stories: some of 
them were written in the style of maqamat, others were essays of various 
kinds, all characterised by social criticism and satire of worn out traditions. 

Their authors were influenced by the realistic presentation of al-Madrasah al- 
Hadithah, although they did not form a group and were deprived of the 

awareness of the short story specificities that their Egyptian counterparts 

showed. Among them stands out Ahmad al-Siba°T (1905-83), who could 
produce a lively image of his contemporary reality and build accurate 

characters through the description of their environmental, social and 
psychological conditions, although his immature ‘realism’ was ruined by 
autobiographical elements and personal memories.234

The short narratives published in the 1950’s were of two main kinds: the 
majority of them for al-HazimT were ‘popular romantic', where popular refers to

nog .
For details on al-AmTr see chapter three; on the other writers see Nazik al-A rajT. ‘Qissat al- 

Katibah al-clraqiyyah: al-Na’y °an Munkhafad al-Nisa”, Al-Adab, 11-12, (November-December 
1994), pp. 73-85.
234 For details see Mucjib bin Sa'Td al-ZahranT. Mawsucat al-Adab al-°ArabT al-SucudT al-Hadlth: 
Nu$Q? MukhtSrah wa Dirasat. Al-Mujallad al-Rabf: al-Qis$ah al-QasTrah. (Al-Riyad: Dar al- 
Mufradat li-l-Nashr wa al-Tawzf, 2001), pp. 21-3; Man§ur al-HazimT. ‘Al-Qis$ah al-Qa?Trah ff 
al-Adab al-Su°udT al-Hadlth’, cAlam al-Kutub, 1:4, {February 1981), pp. 494-7.
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an imaginative representation of reality based on surprise and to a nostalgic 
view of past glories, and romantic refers to the sadness and escapism 
pervading those works.235 These narratives were closer to essays and 

vignettes than to short stories, with the sentimental elements stronger than the 

popular ones in some cases. A minority of works instead shared a realistic 
approach to the new Saudi reality that was forming in those years through an 

extremely rapid economic development that affected lifestyles, family and 
social structures, individual psychological conditions, etc. Among the writers 
that produced the second kind of narratives Ibrahim al-Nasir (1932) 
distinguishes himself for some stories of a certain maturity, although their 

artistic qualities fluctuate considerably; in his best texts he uses interior 

monologue to depict characters’ sensations and positions in particular 

situations and resorts to symbolism too.236
Themes such as the conflict between the Bedouin lifestyle and the urban 

sedentary one, the inner conflicts lived by urbanised Bedouins, the 

dehumanising city, the divergence between the old and the new appearing in 

all fields, etc. were predominant in the stories of the 1950-60’s. Some male 
and female writers also treated specific female issues, such as forced 

marriages, excessive age differences between spouses, unhappy marital lives, 

etc. One of them was Najat al-Khayyat (1944), who in her only collection 
Makhad al-Samt (The Labour of Silence) (1965/6), which was the first to be 

published by a Saudi woman, uses a poetic and pregnant language influenced 
by romantics, such as al-ManfalufT and Jubran, and a rebellious, high tone 
which makes of her collection ‘a scream’, as al-SammadT calls it, denouncing 

the misery of women’s lives and showing female characters who break free of 

their misery 237 Following al-Khayyat’s example, the other few women writers 

who published their short stories on magazines in the 1960’s and first half of 

the 1970’s were using their works as outcries over women’s despicable

Al-HazimT. Op. cit., p. 490.
236 See Ibid. pp. 498-501 for details.
237 NasTm al-SammadT. ‘Dirasah ff Adab al-Mar’ah al-Su°udiyyah al-Qasasf, cAlam al-Kutub, 
1:4, (February 1981), pp. 521-3. GhazT instead notices its calm tone and narration in Khalid 
Mufiammad GhazT. Al-Qi?$ah al-Qas7rah ff Adab al-Mar’ah al-Su°Qdiyyah. (Al-Qahirah: Maktab 
al-Ayyam, 1994), pp. 49-50.
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situations. Despite the different artistic levels, those writers were the first ones 
to be aware of the short story specificities and peculiarity as a genre.

In the 1970’s appeared a new generation of writers that brought the 
Saudi short story in line with the modernist trend widespread in most Arab 

countries, utilising techniques belonging to various literary genres and arts. 
Among the male representatives of this generation are: Muhammad cAlwan 
(1947), who fused together the structures and the dense languages of qa$fdah 
and short story to render a narrative world entrenched in sadness and 

pessimism that almost completely leaves out external reality to focus on 

internal reality and its emotions and visions; °Abd Allah Bakhishwayn (1953), 

who wrote stories with such ordinary beginnings that seemed even trite and 
then developed into an illogical sequel of extremely bizarre events narrated in 

a matter of fact tone, as if they were just ordinary happenings, and with a 
language deprived of any literary appearance.238

Women writers became a substantial presence from the second half of 
the 1970’s onwards239 by publishing an increasing number of collections 

mainly focussed on women’s issues. When compared to the works of the 
previous decade many of those works show an unfathomableness and 

willingness to experiment with new narrative techniques and forms that were 
absent before, as in the texts of Khayriyyah al-Saqqaf (1951), who favoured 

the interior monologue with which she renders the desires and fears of her 

characters and sums up the events of the stories through dramatic 
consequential fragments 240 This experimental tendency is more evident in the 

works published after the middle 1980’s, in which appear several new 
techniques: SharTfah al-Shamlan (1947) uses cinematographic and dramatic 

techniques, such as montage, that give visual elements a fundamental role in

238 For details on cAlwan and Bakhishwayn see al-ZahranT. Op. cit, pp. 50-2; 56-8.
239 One of the reasons of such phenomenon is the institutionalisation of women’s education, 
which started in 1960, that allowed women from any social background to acquire formal 
education, while previously only wealthy families could afford private education for their 
daughters. See Arebi. Op. cit, pp. 32-4 for further details about the different educational 
patterns of the different generations of women writers.
40 For details on al-Saqqaf see Rashid Tsa. MucBdaiBt al-Qis$ah al-NisB'iyyah al-SucQdiyyah: 

DirBsah Naqdiyyah wa BiblyQjrBfiyB wa AnmQdhaj. (Al-Riyad: Mu’assasah Isdarat al-NakhTl, 
1994), pp. 65-70.
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the production of meaning within her stories;241 several writers use a mixture 
of realism sprinkled with absurd or bizarre elements, accompanied by a 
narrator completely detached from the female protagonist, that give their 

writings a light, gay and ironic flavour, as in the case of Badriyyah al-Bishr.242

The themes treated also expand to embrace all life experiences on the 
public (national and social) and personal (familial and individual) level: there 

are some writers who tend to focus mostly on the inner worlds and lives of 
their characters, analysing their emotions and inner struggles, which are 
prioritised over the analysis of their environments or time, such as Lafffah 

Salim (1951), who often uses the interior monologue to render the dialogues 

her female characters, who live in constant tension and anguish, have with 
their selves.243 Many other writers instead tend towards a critical 
representation of their realities in speedy evolution, as is the case with 
Fawziyyah al-Bakr (1958), who often presents characters negatively affected 

by modernization, which has uprooted them from their traditional dwelling 

places and habits. Other writers can move smoothly among themes, such as 

Umaymah al-KhamTs (1964), who in her stories can treat strictly individual 

issues, such as the psychological dramas born from failures, or familiar issues, 
such as the estrangement between spouses, or even international political 
issues such as the Palestinian one 244 In general the heterosexual love 
relationship is no longer treated with complete seriousness or with 

romanticism, but with irony and its sexual side is now treated more frequently 
and with more frankness by several writers, such as al-KhamTs and al-Bishr, 
that have forsaken the rare veiled allusions used by their predecessors.

c) United Arab Emirates
The first examples of short stories did not appear in the United Arab Emirates 
before 1968, when cAbd Allah Saqr Ahmad (1952), considered the first to try

241 See Ibid. pp. 75-8 and GhazT. Op. cit., pp. 59-64 for details on ai-Shamlan.
242 See chapter three.
243 These reflections refer particularly to one of her collections; see GhazT. Op. cit, pp. 50-3 for 
details.
244 For details about al-Bakr see Ibid. pp. 65-8; for al-KhamTs see °fsa. Op. cit, pp. 125-31.
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his hand at the genre in the Emirates,245 started publishing his works in 
magazines, such as Majallat Akhbar DubaT (founded in 1966) and al-Ahlf 
(founded in 1970), which became pulpits for many other short story writers. 
Nevertheless the genre became established in the 1970’s, when the country 

acquired independence (1971), higher education became widespread (modern 

schooling had already been introduced in the 1950’s), and the country’s 
isolation and backwardness were swept away by the start of a dazzling 
modernisation and urbanisation process.246 It appears though that the very 

first collection of short stories ever published in the Emirates was not Ahmad’s, 
but belonged to Shaykhah Mubarak al-Nakhl (1952), who published Al-Rahil 

(The Departure) in 1970, while Ahmad’s AkKhashabah (The Plank) was 

published in 1975247 Hence, contrarily to what happened in other Arab 
countries, where the first short story practitioners were only men and women 

followed several years/decades later, in the Emirates the appearance of the 
short story genre and of women practising it coincided. In Al-Khashabah are 

visible aspects of the first social and economic changes undergone by the 
country after independence in the early seventies; contrasting this image of 
progress, AI-RahTI mostly depicts female characters as marginalised, 
subjected, frustrated victims of a harsh and intransigent society that does not 

allow them any right to decide or choose anything about their own lives. Other 

writers, among whom cAbd al-Hamld Ahmad (1957), published in magazines 

during the 1970’s stories in which they criticised the country’s ‘old’ problems, 
such as forced marriages, and the new ones created by modernisation, such 
as the materialistic mentality; they used traditional narrative structures, tended 
towards a romantic approach that filled the stories with sadness, failures and 
regret, and were didactic to the point of addressing readers directly.

In the 1980’s the return of many Emirati newly graduates from abroad 
and the proliferation of cultural activities according to Rashid induced a

245 °AIT Muhammad Rashid. ‘Al-Qi$$ah al-Qa$Trah ff Dawlat al-lmarat al-°Arabiyyah al- 
Muttahidah’, AI-BayBn, 277, (April 1989), p. 27.
246 Rashid lists other factors that helped the genre’s establishment and explains the genre’s 
late appearance mibid. pp. 18-26.
247 Rashid maintains that Al-Khashabah was the first collection to be published (Ibid. p. 27); 
Sabff instead maintains that it was Al-Rabll (SabrT. Op. cit., pp. 37, 50). More details about Al- 
Rahli can be found in Ahmad Husayn Humaydan. ‘Mubtada’ al-Qi?sah al-lmaratiyyah.. 
Shaykhah al-Nakhl Shahidat Marhalah’, AI-BaySn, 446, (September 2007), pp. 66-73.
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profound evolution of the Emirati short story,248 which overcame the initial 
inadequacies, left traditionalism behind, explored new paths (among which 

realism) and was consecrated a main genre in Emirati literature 249 In those 

years appeared several writers, such as Maryam Jumcah Faraj (1956), 

Zabiyyah KhamTs (1958), Muhammad ai-Murr (1955/60), Asma’ al-ZarcGnT 
(1961) and Salma Mafar Sayf250 who were fully aware of both the negative 
aspects of accelerated modernisation and the issues that existed in pre-oil 
Emirati society, such as women’s subjection and marginalisation, which seem 

unaffected by oil economy. Some of their works contained comparisons 
between past and present and nostalgia of the past, whose major symbols 

(the palm, the sea and the desert) became their stability points in front of the 
ever-changing present.

In the writings published from the 1980’s onwards Abu Shucayr has 
noticed one main trend, which he calls ‘magical Gulf realism’, which has been 

influenced by Latin American magical realism, present in Arabic literatures 

since the 1970’s. He considers cAbd al-Hamld Ahmad and Salma Mafar Sayf 

the best representatives of this trend, which fuses together western-born 
tendencies, with which young writers are familiar through their extensive 

reading of western literary works, with Arab literary, folkloric and mythical 
heritage. Gail Ramsey points out how in the works belonging to this trend the 
global and the local coexist: the former is perceivable in the presentation of 

urban locales and lifestyles that makes modern Emirati cities and their 
inhabitants indistinguishable from any other modern city setting and dweller in 

the world; the latter instead is perceivable in the supernatural creatures and 
bizarre events that people these short stories, which seem to have come out 

of the stories of AlfLaylah wa Laylah or Arab mythology.251

248 Rashid. Op. cit., pp. 27-33.
249 This would seem to confirm Pratt’s idea that ‘the short story cycle rather than the novel 
might be chosen to portray [..] traditional societies disintegrating in the face of modernization’ 
because of its ‘loose’ form. See Pratt. Op. cit, p. 188.
250 For Faraj and al-Murr see two articles (dated 25/11/2006, withouth author’s name) posted 
on the website of DTwSn al~cArab: http://www.diwanalarab.com/spip.php7article6780 and 
http://www.diwanalarab.com/spip.php7article6777. See chapter three for Sayf.
251 Gail Ramsay. ‘Global Heroes and Local Characters in Short Stories from the United Arab 
Emirates and the Sultanate of Oman’, Middle Eastern Literatures, 9:2, (August 2006), pp. 211- 
6. Abu Shucayr’s considerations are quoted in this article.
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Beside magical realism Ramsay finds also a realistic style diffused 
among women short story writers, such as al-ZarcunT, who populate their 

stories with extremely wealthy but despondent characters whose isolation, 

stress and disorientation are ascribed to the advent of oil economy.252 Those 
writers focus mainly on the negative impact oil has had on Emirati patriarchal 
society and extended family, which have been transformed respectively into a 
neopatriarchal253 consumer society and a nuclear family, affected by isolation 

of women and elders, stress and incommunicabiiity among family members, 

‘cultural schizophrenia’254 engendered by the tense coexistence of latent, pre

oil norms and manifest modernised structures. AI-ZarcQnT’s stories, among 

others, are peopled with female characters that have not evolved much 
according to SabrT when compared to the subjected, marginalised and 
frustrated female characters of the early works, despite the 25 years passed 
between al-Nakhl’s first collection and al-Zai^Qnl’s.255

SabrT finds important differences between the aforesaid female writers 
and the younger ones who started publishing after 2000, so much that he calls 

the latter’s short stories ‘the story of the individual and of the self256 to signify 
their tendency to deal with the quest for the self, the conflict between the T 

and the Other and other issues deriving from westernisation. Their urban 
settings apparently are fully globalised, deprived of any local element and of 

the symbols of the past previous writers used. Among these writers, Fatimah 
al-Mazru°T (1978) tends to describe the modern city as a place of desolation 
and darkness, in which human beings meet only alienation and anxiety; hence 

they prefer to flee their environment to recoil into their selves, searching for 
hope. The greatest difference for SabrT is that her female characters, like 
those of several other younger writers, are no longer silent, subjected, 

marginalised like those of the previous writers, but they seek freedom, refuse

252 Gail Ramsay. ‘Styles of Expression in Women's Literature in the Gulf, Orientalia Suecana, 
51-52, (2002-2003), pp. 371-90.
253 Hisham Sharabi defines neopatriarchy ‘modernized patriarchy’ in which ‘material 
modernization, the first (surface) manifestation of social change, only served to remodel and 
reorganise patriarchal structures and relations and to reinforce them by giving them “modern” 
forms and appearances.’ See Hisham Sharabi. Neopatriarchy: a Theory of Distorted Change 
in Arab Society. (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p. 4.
254 This is an expression Sharabi used in Ibid. p. 24.
255 SabrT. Op. cit., pp. 51, 55.
256 /b/d.p. 22.
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to obey traditional norms and rebel against subjection, whether in social or 
love relationships, despite the fact that the social pressure to which they are 

exposed has not decreased with the start of the new century.257

Younger writers employ a considerable variety of artistic tools: styles 

ranging from the abstract to the expressionist and symbolic, interior 
monologue, stream of consciousness, soliloquy, free association of ideas, 
cinematographic and theatrical techniques, and circular structure. They have 
also tried two alternative narrative structures: a) one that constructs the text 
from the outside, in which the first sentence of the story only sets the 

atmosphere that will prevail in the story without any further detail; the 

subsequent description of the setting is laden with the atmosphere of the story 
and the psychological state of the narrator; time is not linear but is made up of 

interconnected fragments of past and present and ‘objective’ time linked to 
events; b) one that constructs the text from the inside, in which the self is at 

the heart of the happenings, being interconnected with their order and 
evolution, and also determines the temporal dimension of the narration, 

causing the use of subjective time rather than metric time 258 Hence it is 
possible to say that younger writers have taken the Emirati short story to fully- 
fledged modernism.

2.3. The Maghreb

a) Morocco
In Morocco in the second decade of the 20th century in the newspaper a/- 

Sacadah appeared what is considered the first example of a rudimentary short 

story, written by Wadl° Karam,259 after which there were several examples of 
tales, vignettes, stories of various kinds. Nevertheless it was necessary to wait 

until the end of the 1940’s to see some literary works that could be considered 
imperfect short stories, which matured tremendously in the 1950’s, condensing

257 Ibid. pp. 59-85.
258 Subjective time is a modernist technique explained on p. 80 above.
259 Ahmad al-Madml. Fann al-Qis$ah al-QasTrah bi-l-Maghrib fi al-Nash’ah wa al-Tafawwur wa 
al-lttijshSt. (Bayrut: Dar al-cAwdah, [198?]), pp. 65-8.
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in less than two decades synchronic phases that in the Levant had developed 
diachronically in a much longer time span: unsigned serialised translations and 

adaptations of French and English works were published in newspapers side 
by side with historical, nationalist, social and romantic short stories. cAbd al- 

cAzTz bin cAbd Allah (1923) was one of the pioneers of the historical short story 
and started serialising his stories in the newspaper al-cAlam at the end of the 
1940’s with serious artistic and intellectual intent; he set his stories in Arab 
Andalusia or in ancient periods of Moroccan history, using famous or little 

known events as a background.260
The nationalist short story became a vehicle to convey Moroccans’ 

experience of colonialism and fight for independence and to exhort them to 

continue their resistance and to educate them to the idea of an independent 
Morocco; among its representatives is cAbd al-Karim Ghallab (1919/22), 
whose short stories are wrapped in a depressing atmosphere and populated 

either by losers subjected powerlessly to their dire fate and helpless victims of 

the political system, or by fearless heroes ready to self-sacrifice 261 Ahmad 
BannanT (1918) was one of the pioneers of the social short story, who 

successfully and in a lively way depicted traditions, issues, activities present in 
the colonised Moroccan society of his time with the aim to criticise Moroccan 
society and ‘transform it into a healthy patriotic society’. Although he also 

wrote nationalist stories, Muhammad al-Khadir al-Raysunl (1919/29) is 

considered mainly a romantic writer, in whose short stories contemplation of 
nature and introspection have a paramount role.262

After the acquisition of independence (1956) the cultural relations 
between Morocco and the Levant strengthened; the influence of Levantine 
writers induced in the Moroccan short story of the sixties an extremely rapid 

evolution and the simultaneous existence of several approaches. The already 
existing social short stories were now orientated towards the many post

260 See Ibid. pp. 133-46 for more details about historical short stories.
261 See Umberto Rizzitano. ‘II «Racconto» (qi$$ah) nella Narrativa Araba Contemporanea del 
Marocco1, in Atti del Terzo Congresso di Studi Arabi e Islamici, Ravello 1-6 settembre 1966. 
Napoli: Istituto Universitario Orientate, 1967, pp. 581-8 for more details on nationalist short 
stories.
262 See al-Madlnl. Op. cit, pp. 101-21 for social short stories and quote (p. 101); pp. 85-98 for 
romantic short stories.
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independence social, cultural, political issues, and were inhabited by 
peasants, workers, the poor, all oppressed by a social injustice that they did 

not fight. That was the main, if not the only, reality represented by social 
writers within a traditional narrative structure often deprived of variety. 
Muhammad Barradah (1938), instead, was the one that introduced variety 
within this trend by creating short stories in which social issues are shown 
dialectically interconnected with personal ones, characters are not only one
dimensional social agents but also bearers of psychological, intellectual and 

existential dimensions, using various narrative styles, e.g. memoirs.263
Another tendency was critical realism, which overcame the limits of the 

social tendency, such as literality, direct, primitive, mechanical and one-sided 
way to look at reality, limited awareness, because Moroccan critical realism 
had a wider and more varied vision of reality and a stronger artistic sensibility, 

which were more suitable to represent the growing complexity and mutations 
of post-independence Morocco. This tendency is represented by Muhammad 

Zifzaf (1942/5-2001), with his focus on the individual’s personal, psychological 

and social worries as the prototype of thousands of Moroccans living in a 
world of desperation and oppression; Zaynab FahmT (1941), better known as 
Rafiqah al-Tabfah, who in the late 1960’s started publishing short stories in 
the newspaper al-cAlam that focussed on the daily life of the lower classes, on 

accidental, common events, rather than on outstanding and meaningful 
moments. AI-MadTnT sees her sharing the same limitations of many critical 

realist writers, such as transposing external reality into a realistic artistic 

content without an adequate artistic presentation, due to the prevalence of 
realistic writers’ critical aim over artistic aspects such as unity and focus in the 

narrative. Nevertheless she deserves credit for treating both the personal and 

the social dimensions as material for her stories, in which both dimensions are 
often successfully united in one ensemble 264

The late 1960’s ‘new realism’ was influenced by the Levantine ‘sixties 
generation’, whose examples pushed Moroccan writers towards the

263 See Ibid. pp. 277-302 for more details.
264 For details on Zifzaf see Ibid. pp. 346-54 and Mohammed Albakry and Roger Allen. The  
Literary World of Muhammad Zifzaf: Three Short Stories’, Middle Eastern Literatures, 10:2, 
(August 2007), pp. 129-136. On FahmT see al-MadTnT. Op. cit, pp. 331-5.
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exploration of new grounds, such as the psychological analysis of characters 
and formal experimentation. New realists overcame the restricted horizons of 
critical realism and added the human dimension the latter was lacking, in the 

sense that writers now conveyed their own individual experiences and visions 
of reality and human beings without any pretence of objectivity. Apart from 
Zifzaf, whose short stories evolved towards new realism, other writers of this 

trend are Muhammad ShukrT (1935-2003), with his artistic world inhabited 
nearly exclusively by outcasts living lives of utter deprivation, and Khannatah 

Bannunah (1937/40), whose five collections published between the late sixties 

and the late eighties are characterised by her wifi to deconstruct the pre
existing structure and the coherence of the narrative form to give her short 
stories unique narrative structures and form that distinguish her from her 
contemporaries. She utilises the self, rebellious against reality, rather than 
external reality as source of material, because she rejects the objective world 
to embrace the internal world. The contents of her stories are presented as 
evolving and open material without a complete and definitive form, hence 

prone to multiple interpretations, which are not helped by any kind of 
‘instructions’.265

FahmT and Bannunah paved the way for the ‘explosion’ of short stories 

by women that started in the 1980-90’s and continues in the first decade of the 
21st century with RabT°ah RThan; LatTfah Baqa (1964), who treats with courage 

the taboos and the issues the Moroccan younger generation must face, such 

as unemployment, the radical changes of values, the disillusions caused by 
the many broken promises of modernity, with a style that prefers open endings 

that open up texts towards several directions that the author only makes 

visible without opting for any of them; Raja’ al-TalibT (1966), whose texts 
merge together the features of short stories with those of prose qasTdah and 
poetic prose, through the use of several linguistic registers, such as 
philosophical, meditative, mystic.266

265 See Ibid. pp. 357-74 for new realism; pp. 375-89 for ShukrT; pp. 398-426 for Bannunah.
266 For details on RThan see chapter four; for Baqa see RamsTs Muhammad (13/07/2006): 
«Qira’ah ff al-Majmucah al-Qi?a$iyyah “Ma ailadhT Naf°alu?” li-LatTfah Baqa». WWW  
document, URL: http://www.doroob.com/?p=9470, retrieved on 03/01/2008; for al-TalibT see 
http://www.geocities.com/rajaetalbi/index.html.
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b) Tunisia
The first Tunisian short story was written in the first decade of the 20th century 

by Hasan HusnT cAbd al-Wahhab (1883-1968),267 immediately followed by 

other few examples of stories containing social and political criticism, which 

nevertheless remained isolated. The genre took roots in Tunisian literature 
only from the 1930’s, when CAIT al-DucajT (1909-49), who is considered the 
father of the Tunisian short story268 emerged within Tahta al-Sur (Under the 
Wall), a group of young bohemian writers of Tunis. AI-DucajT and Bashir 

Khurayyif (1917-83) pioneered the use of Tunisian vernacular in short stories, 

but Khurayyif limited its use to dialogues. AI-DucajT used the vernacular 
because he intended to renew Tunisian literature and to make it accessible to 

Tunisians. In his stories he expressed the attitude and the dilemma of the 
intellectuals of his generation, who faced a colonial regime that simultaneously 
brought repression and modernity, sharing with Khurayyif the theme of the 
clash between the traditional Tunisian society and the modernisation project of 
the colonisers.

The 1940’s saw the appearance of a unique figure in the Tunisian literary 
field: Mahmud al-MascadT (1911/5-2004/5), who directed the magazine a/- 
Mabahith (Researches), in which modern writers, including himself, published 

their works before independence. Fontaine attributes to al-MascadT the role of 
pioneer of modernity and the merit of having spread existentialist theories in 
Tunisian literature. His short stories uniquely combine metaphysical anguish, 

political commitment and a style that recalls Qur’anic prose and pre-lslamic 
poetry for its linguistic purity that rejects any influence of foreign languages or 
Tunisian vernacular269

Tunisian short story writers have followed a path different from that of 

their Levantine counterparts because of their long lasting attachment to 
traditional modes of writing which lasts until the 1980’s. Both Fontaine and al- 

cAmirT divide writers into two big groups: those that used classical forms and

267 .
Jean Fontaine. Histoire de la Literature Tunisienne paries Textes. Tome II. Du X llr  Sidcle 

a I’lndSpendance. ([Tunis?]: Fdition Sahar, 1994), p. 120.
268 Ibid. p. 170.
269 For references and details see Jean Fontaine. La Literature Tunisienne Contemporaine. 
(Paris: Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1990), pp. 53, 55.
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those who used new forms and then proceed with further internal subdivisions 
for each group. AI-cAmirT divides the classical writers into eight realist 

tendencies that are interconnected, can be found in the same writer or even in 

the same short story, and are characterised by unity of time and space and the 
use of traditional language and narrative structure.270 Fontaine instead 
classifies the classical authors into conservatives, moderns and realists. 
Conservatives used also traditional contents, such as themes of love, 
marriage, familial issues, homeland, nationalist fight, and were highly didactic 
and idealistic; among those writers are Najiyah Tamir (1926-88) and Yahya 

Muhammad (1931), who started writing respectively in the 1950’s and ‘60’s 271 

Moderns and realists instead innovated their contents, with moderns 
influenced by al-MascadT and sharing his existentialist concerns, pessimism 
and sadness, and realists describing reality without idealism. Among the 

moderns are Hasan Nasr272 (1937) and Hayah bint al-Shaykh (1943), who 
started writing respectively in the 1960’s and ‘70’s: Nasr depicted a world torn 

apart by the impact of modernity, whose characters are disillusioned with 
independence, alienated and lonely within their own environment; bint al- 
Shaykh preferred to depict, sometimes symbolically, sometimes realistically, 
the personal/psychological and social dilemmas of modern women (mostly in 

dark colours) and social issues 273 Among realists are Muhammad al-Hadl ibn 

Salih (1945) and Na°Tmah al-Sayd (1945), who started publishing short stories 
respectively in the 1970’s and 1980’s: the former describes the contradictions 
of his society and the grim of everyday life in the streets; the latter represents 
the feminist fight against women’s belittlement and for the re-evaluation of the 
body as an instrument of power274

270 See the scheme in Muhammad al-HadT al-cAmiff. Af-Qi$$ah al-TQnisiyyah at-QasTrah min 
khilBI Majallat al-Fikr. (Tunus: Dar Bu Salamah li-i-Tibacah wa al-Nashr wa al-Tawzf, 1980), p. 
22 and its explanation on pp. 132-6. AI-cAmiff only examines the short stories published in the 
magazine al-Fikr in 1966-9.
271 Fontaine. La Litterature Tunisienne Contemporaine, p. 34.
272 AI-cAmirT considers him the best representative of critical realism; see al-cAmirI. Op. cit., p. 
133 ; for further details see also M.J.L. Young. ‘Aspects of the Modern Tunisian Short Story’, 
Bulletin (British Society for Middle Eastern Studies), 10:2, (1983), pp. 111-20.
273 See Fontaine. La Literature Tunisienne Contemporaine, pp. 49-52 for more details. 
Muhammad Barradah includes bint al-Shaykh among the authors who employed traditional 
forms and contents; see cAshur, Ghazul, RashTd [etal.] (eds.). Op. cit., vol. 3, p. 248.
274 Barradah disagrees with Fontaine because he includes al-$ayd among writers who use 
experimental ways of writing and existentialist and psychological themes. See Ibid.
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The novelties introduced by the other group of writers are psychology, 
philosophy, stream of consciousness, interior monologue, refusal of tradition’s 

values in the name of the search for their own new paths, pessimism. Their 
ancestor is Salih al-QarmadT (1933-82), who started publishing in 1961 short 

stories that mixed ‘fantasy and rebellion, the strange and the social’,275 and 
who, as a lecturer, contributed to the formation of the young writers who in 

1971 started publishing in the magazine al-Ayyam works that aimed at 
familiarising the readers with their new literature. This new literature, called 

avant-gardist or experimental, was founded by clzz al-DTn al-MadanT (1938), 
who theorised and practised a literature featuring extreme formal experiments, 
a specific national character, a dialogic relation with Arabic literary traditions 

and European contemporary literatures. These elements engendered literary 

forms that did not imitate any pre-existing model, but opened up new paths, as 
it can be seen in al-Madam’s first collection (1968), an avant-gardist re

elaboration of Tunisian legends with open endings and several narrators.276
To the same trend belonged cArusiyyah al-NalutT (1950), who, despite 

having published only one collection of short stories in 1975, has distinguished 
herself for the important role fantasy and symbolism have in her short stories, 

characterised by a poetic prose with a deconstructed syntax, the theme of 
incommunicability among human beings, her concern for the outcasts of her 
society.277 On the contrary Nafilah Dhahab’s (1947) 1970’s short stories seem 

disengaged from the social context, hence they have been considered 
expression of an elitist individualism, accompanied by a surrealist atmosphere 
in which it is difficult to distinguish reality from dream. In her 1980-90’s works 
instead the outcasts appear, while her stylistic features remain the same: 

musicality, short sentences, simple language, conciseness bordering on 

opaqueness. In the 1990’s also started appearing the short stories of Hayah 
al-Rayyis and RashTdah al-TurkT, some of which will be examined in chapter 

four.

275 Fontaine. La Litterature Tunisienne Contemporaine, p. 76.
276 For details see Antonella Ghersetti. ‘Letteratura Sperimentale e Rapporto con la Tradizione 
nei Racconti di clzz al-DTn al-MadanT’, Oriente Moderno, 77:2-3, (1997), pp. 105-23.
277 See bibliography for collection details and Mirella Cassarino. « ‘fjatt3 al-Qubur, YBsTn... 
Tarfudu al-lsga\ di °Arusiyya al-NalutT, una Voce dell’Avanguardia Tunisina», Annaii di Ca’ 
Foscari, 23:3, (1989), pp. 69-76 for details on al-NalutT.
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CHAPTER TWO

DESPONDENT FEMALE SUBJECTS IN THE LEVANT AND EGYPT

This second chapter, devoted to the Levant and Egypt, will be divided into four 
sections corresponding to the four writers representing the area, and each 
section will be structured as follows: concise personal profile of the writer; brief 

outline of the essential features of her short story production; my close 
readings of the selected short stories as per research questions delineated on 

p. 55 above, which will also justify my choice of stories and refer to any pre
existing writings about them; comparison of the analysed stories that defines 

the typology of subjects appearing in them.278 This structure will apply to all 

the sections of the two subsequent chapters. This chapter will open with 

Nadiya Khust, followed by Hadiya Sa°id, Liyanah Badr and Nura Amin. The 

order of the writers is due to the geographical position of the countries they 
represent, placed around the Mediterranean Sea from its east shore towards 

its south shore, and to the writers’ ages organised in descending order.

1) Nadiya Khust

Nadiya Khust was born in 1935 in Damascus, in whose university she gained 
her undergraduate degree in philosophy. She obtained her doctorate279 at

278 A more general comparison delineating the typology of subjects encountered in the three 
geographical areas will be found in chapter five.

9 Three sources state that her doctorate was in Russian literature: JuzTf Zaydan. MasSdir al- 
Adab al-NisS7 ff al-°Alam al-°ArabTal-Hadtth, 1800-1996. (Bayrut: al-Mu’assasah a!-cArabiyyah
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Moscow University and then studied French at Strasbourg University. She has 
written short stories, novels, children’s stories, studies, newspaper articles, 

scripts for television series and critical essays.280 She has been a councillor in 
Damascus council, is still actively involved in several conservation projects to 

preserve ancient Damascus and serves in the Arab Writers Union’s executive 

committee.
Khust’s short stories have attracted little critical attention if compared to 

her novels. Uhibbu al-Sham (I Love Damascus)281 demonstrated Khust’s 
adherence to Syrian modernism282 with its preference for interior monologue, 

frank approach to social problems, characters from lower social strata, 

dialogues in Syrian dialect. FT al-Qalb Shay' Akhar (Something Else in the 

Heart)283 presents human beings living joyless lives in harsh realities that 

crush honesty, friendship and love, whether maternal, fraternal, romantic, or 
patriotic. Khust analyses with depth her characters’ interior torments, placed 

within vaguely depicted settings that are impossible to identify. The stories of 
FT Sijn °Akka (In Acre’s Prison) instead have settings all identifiable as Syria, 

Palestine and Lebanon, presented as countries in war or under Israeli 
occupation in six of the seven stories of this collection. There is a clear shift 

between the lyrical language used to depict the characters’ serene lives and 
homelands before war/occupation and the directness with which Khust depicts 

the destruction and dehumanisation war/occupation causes. La Makan //-/- 
GharTb (No Place for the Stranger)284 is dominated by two main topics: 

doomed romantic relations and the injustice that crushes defenceless people 
and destroys any chance of a fulfilling life and even of a dignified death,

li-l-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1999), p. 248; AdTb clzzat. Mu°jam KuttSb SQriyS. (Dimashq: Dar al- 
Wathbah, n.d), p. 54; Samar RuhT al-Faysal. Mucjam al-Q8$s8t wa al-Raw8'iyy8t al-cArabiyySt. 
(Tarabulus [Lubnan]: Garrfls Pirs, 1996), p. 120,
Two sources state that it was in comparative literature: cAshur, Ghazul, RashTd [et al.] (eds.). 
Op. cit, vol. 1, p. 301; Marwan al-MisrT and Muhammad cAtT WaclanT. Al-K8tib8t al-SQriyy8t 
[1892-1987]. (Dimashq: Dar al-Ahall li-l- Tibacah wa al-Nashr wa al-Tawzf, 1988), p. 97.

See bibliography for details.
281 Al-Sham’ can be translated also ’Greater Syria’.
282 Details about Khust’s Levantine literary context can be found on pp. 76-86 above.
283 For Baldissera and °Abd al-Fattah QalcatjT this collection is influenced by Russian literature; 
see Baldissera. Op. cit p. 99; al-MisrT and WaclanT. Op. cit., p. 98. The latter analyses two 
stories that I do not consider.
284 SubhT IHadTdT has briefly analysed a story of this collection I did not chose; see cAshur, 
Ghazul, RashTd [et al.] (eds.). Op. cit., vol. 1, p. 194.

104



depicted with black humour. Khust’s language eschews emotiveness, 
preferring a calm tone and simplicity of expression.

The first short story I will analyse is “Darb al-Alam” (The Path of Pains), 
from FT al-Qalb Shay’ Akhar, which I have selected because it shows the 

attempted subjectivation process of the protagonist Huda, whose life is 

followed from adolescence to adulthood.
Being ninety-one-pages long, I believe that this story constitutes an 

example of long short story, because despite its length it preserves several 
characteristics of lyrical short stories indicated by Eileen Baldeshwiler:285 a) it 

successfully conveys the characters’, particularly Huda’s, states of mind, 
emotions and dreams, adopting a plot dense with reflections rather than with 

events; b) it reduces external action to a minimum, i.e. the description of the 
engagement, the wedding preparation, the three births and the two abortions;

c) since it aims mainly at registering Huda’s experiences of intense feeling and 
rendering her psychic reality, a real conclusion is not reached, hence it is 

open-ended. Another feature of short stories “Darb al-Alam” possesses, which 
is due to the prevalence of interior reality over external, is the suffocating 

atmosphere of immobility (Huda’s relocation from her paternal to her marital 

house is the only move), endless despair, solitude and humiliation that wraps it 

and simultaneously brightens up the story and obfuscates its outlines, as 
Eudora Welty indicated.286

Most of all it is Huda’s isolation and loneliness that make this text a 

modern short story. She is O’Connor’s ‘lonely individual’,287 constantly 
expressing and experiencing the rift existing between her on one side and 
other women, HamdT, her relatives, her friends and her society on the other. 

Such split in the first eighteen pages of the narrative, which cover her 
adolescence and the period preceding her second child’s birth, derives from 
Huda’s need of being distinguished from her community as ‘a unique and 

special individual'288 in which she failed as it will be shown. In the rest of the

285 See Baldeshwiler’s 1969 essay reproduced in May (ed.). Short Story Theories, pp. 202-13.
286 See her 1949 essay in Ibid. pp. 159-77.
287 O'Connor. Op. cit., p. 31; plural in the original.
288 Hafez. The Quest for Identities, p. 36.
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story the need turns into an imposition because her community (including her 
husband) marks her out through individualisation.289 In the first three pages 

Huda proclaims that ‘she is not one of the herd’ 290 distinguished from other 
girls and illiterate women because she is young, beautiful, educated, aspires 

to study, work and possibly find love. When the school ends and she is ready 

for university, her mother suggests to get married and postpone her degree, 
since she has many suitors, and without insisting she convinces her, putting 
her on display in front of strangers who have to judge Huda’s suitability as 

wife. Despite feeling embarrassed and humiliated, Huda cooperates in the 
show, which turns her into a commodity offered for sale to the best bidder, and 
justifies the practice as ‘a tradition’, ‘the road to men’ on which many have 

walked before her.291
After boasting at length about her distinction when she has the 

opportunity to demonstrate it by resisting her mother’s proposal and continuing 
her studies, Huda follows the same path other women have followed before 

her. She cooperates in her own objectification and justifies it, hence becoming 
accomplice of men, as de Beauvoir indicated 292 and also of her mother, 
tempted more by the attentions she receives during the ‘shows’ than by 
university studies and possibly scared by the spinsterhood that her mother 
sees striking female graduates 293 This is an example of the structural irony 

recurrent in this story that follows a constant pattern: firstly the enunciation of 
Huda’s resolution to do something differently, secondly the description of her 
practical actions blatantly belying her resolutions.

Huda, who proclaimed ‘A life without love! Impossible?’,294 acquiesces to 
her parents’ decision to marry her to HamdT, a traditional man she does not 

even like and who marries her not because of love but because he sees in her 

his ideal wife: obedient, young, beautiful, malleable, happy to slave away

289 See Introduction p. 57 for the difference between need and imposition of distinction.
290 Nadiya Khust. FT al-Qalb Shay’ Akhar: MajmQ°at Qi$a$. (Dimashq: Wizarat al-Thaqafah wa 
al-lrshad al-QawmT, 1979), p. 161.
291 Ibid. p. 165.
292 See Introduction p. 54.
293 Khust. Op. cit., p. 165.
294 Ibid. p. 162.
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indoors for him and his children as full-time housewife, exhibitable,295 i.e. a 
common woman part of the herd and a non-subject in de Beauvoir’s terms. 
Huda quickly forgets her aspirations to love, study and work, settling for ‘a 
man with an income’296 as her mother wants, never manifesting any 

opposition, so that everybody perceives her as a common girl and not as the 

‘distinguished special girl’ she misperceives herself to be. She is determined to 
start with HamdT «a new life [..] different from my mother’s life and her 

neighbours’))297 and then leads a life identical to that of many other women. 
She cleans, cooks, serves HamdT, satisfies his sexual needs, brings into the 

world and raises his children with enormous self-sacrifice, pain, endless care, 

no help and no recognition, because, as Kandiyoti indicates, in classic 

patriarchy ‘patrilineage totally appropriates women’s labor and progeny and 
renders their work and contribution to production invisible’.298

When Huda realises that this is not the new life to which she aspired and 

complains to her mother she is told that this is the norm and, although enraged 
by her mother’s resignation and critical of it,299 she just follows the same path 

of resignation. She does not insist on going to university when HamdT refuses 
his permission with an excuse (he secretly abhors the idea that Huda could go 

to university), she accepts a second unwanted pregnancy, she does not react 
when HamdT belittles the fatigue her work of mother and housewife implies.300 

She does not even try to resist the power that her husband exerts on her. 
When she turns to her mother or other adult women for help they reveal 

themselves to be channels of the same power that passes through and relies 
on them, without them being conscious, in order to reach young women like 

Huda and the rest of society.301 At this stage Huda is unconsciously ‘the 
principle of [her] own subjection’302 because she has interiorised power’s gaze

Ibid. p. 166.
296 Ibid. p. 166.
297 Ibid. p. 168.
298 Deniz Kandiyoti. ‘Bargaining with Patriarchy’, Gender & Society, 2:3, (September 1988), p. 
279.
299 Khust. Op. cit., p. 175.
300 Ibid. p. 176-8.
301 See Introduction pp. 17-8 for Foucault’s reflections about the exertion of power.
302 See Ibid. p. 21.
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and lets it play upon herself, just like other women, despite feeling proudly 

different.
The second child’s birth is a Joycean epiphany for Huda that changes 

her opinion about HamdT, her own familial role and her behaviour:

The distinction she once pursued has now turned into estrangement and 
incommunicability with HamdT and even her mother,304 causing the deep 
solitude from which Huda suffers terribly throughout the whole story.305 She 

realises with distress that her children belong to their father and his family, 

while she is the only one to care for them and the house, because her female 
ancestors have allowed this to happen. This new awareness induces Huda to 
break her silence and criticise her ‘backward country’ that ‘immobilises women 

behind pots’,306 showing for the first time that she possesses her own voice, 

discordant with her ancestors’. This transforms Huda in HamdT’s eyes into an 

alien ‘from another world with which he is unconnected’,307 whom he considers 
dangerous for his family, hence he decides to act:
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HamdT does not accept Huda’s changes and he feels nearly cheated, 
since the little girl he had dearly paid because she possessed all the ‘feminine’ 

qualities he wanted in a wife has now lost many of those qualities and 

acquired others he dislikes. He tries to restore in her the qualities she once 

had as if he were Huda’s owner and she were a malleable object, but he fails,

303 ‘Huda felt that HamdT could not understand her because he did not know her work and that 
she was a stranger to him.’ Khust. Op. cit, p. 179.
304 Her mother declares that she does not understand her in Ibid. p. 183.
305 See Ibid. pp. 189,192, 198, 200, 201, 206, 215, 240, 248.
306 Ibid. p. 184.
307 Ibid.

‘He tried to restore her old shape, her femininity, her gracefulness, her blushing cheeks, 
her timidity, and he could not.
— «[..] I have chosen my wife in the shape that I want and she has been transformed into the 
shape I do not want!»’ Ibid. pp. 185-6.
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Huda now is a resisting vocal woman that ‘does not defend only herself but all 
women’,309 a change that nevertheless does not induce him to consider Huda 
a subject. On the contrary throughout the story he does his utmost to hamper 
Huda’s attempts to become a subject and to push her back into her subjected 

subject position, eager to preserve his sovereign subject position.310 He 
decides that they will have four children and gets her pregnant five times 
despite her wish to have only two children, using the third pregnancy to 
prevent her from going to university. He forbids her to work.311 The relationship 

between Huda and HamdT is now a clear power relation in which both strive to 

impose their contrasting wills in a silent hostility that permeates their marital 

life. Discussions happen nearly exclusively in the presence of relatives and 
friends, with whom Huda engages in fiery debates about women’s conditions 

in her country, in which it is possible to trace an intellectual evolution that 
HamdT cannot and does not want to follow.312 Huda’s first step in her 
intellectual evolution is the consciousness of some limitations of her time:
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In an age and society in which women are only allowed to be male- 

elaborated myths, which also happened in de Beauvoir’s age and society,314 

she demands to be considered a concrete subject with her own thoughts, 

peculiarities and work, and she knows that because she aspires to more than 
society has bestowed on her she will be an outcast. In fact her community 

soon individualises315 her as ill, strange, mad, abnormal, estranged from the 
stereotype,316 now imposing on her the distinction about which she once 

boasted. Individualisation is a form of that social and sexual devaluation that

309 Ibid. p. 186.
310 This is a male technique de Beauvoir described; see Introduction p. 51.
311 Khust. Op. cit., pp. 188-9,194-5,211-3.
312 Ibid. pp. 185, 248.
3131— «[..] Our time is not ripe, I have no right to my own personal words, my own peculiarities 
and my own work: I must be a man’s vision in order not to be an outsider.» Ibid. p. 187.
314 See Introduction p. 52.
315 See Ibid. pp. 15, 21 for Foucaultian individualisation.
316 She is defined strange by a female friend, ill and mad by her mother and HamdT, she 
believes that others consider her abnormal and estranged from the stereotype; Khust. Op. cit, 
pp. 233, 223, 236-7, 232-3.
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de Beauvoir saw punishing women’s non-conformity to femininity norms,317 
which in Huda’s case can reach the extreme of repudiation, which would mean 
for her to lose her children, dwelling and livelihood, to be socially stigmatised 

and to rely on her birth family for survival.318 Nevertheless in her youth Huda 

remains indifferent to these forms of devaluation and continues her theoretical 

explorations. Huda shows her first great intellectual leap in the discussion with 

HamdT about her wish to work:
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For the first time she maintains, against HamdT’s denigration, that her 
incessant domestic work is heavier than HamdT’s workday that always ends 
with an evening in a cafe, while Huda has no time even to eat. Her monologue 
reveals the high level of awareness about herself and her needs Huda has 

reached, which contrasts her complete blindness to HamdT’s role in 

perpetuating her misery. She is conscious that to lead the life of a subject, like 
her husband, she also needs a reciprocal relationship with others, whose 

fundamental role in subjectivation has been explored by both Foucault and de

317 See Introduction pp. 50-1.3*18This is what Huda’s mother reminds her when she becomes confrontational: HamdT could 
repudiate her for her behaviour (Khust. Op. cit., pp. 224, 236).
31 The house will stay on my shoulders and you will not bear it. But I want to work outside the 
home in order to feel that I am a human being, that I am connected to more than four people, 
that I am like you. [..] Housework is boring, onerous, more tiring than your job in my opinion. 
[..] I want to feel that I am connected to the world [..] I know that women who work give 
themselves additional work. I know. But they become more intellectually capable to bear 
housework, childcare and cooking routine. [..] I want to give something new. I want to become 
new.’ Ibid. pp. 210-1. Since the words humanity/human being in this text are often associated 
with choice, action, ambition, etc., I think that Khust uses these terms like de Beauvoir used it 
(see quotation and note 148 on p. 53 Introduction), i.e. as opposed to objectification/object, 
hence as the equivalent of subjectivity/subject.
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Beauvoir,320 hence her wish to enlarge her acquaintances. She refuses to be 
reduced to her present domestic role that cuts her away from the world and 
dissatisfies her and seeks to transcend it through paid employment, in which 

she sees a possibility to establish a connection with the world and to 

contribute something new to it and to renew herself. Hence she confirms de 

Beauvoir’s vision: women cannot be reduced to what they were in the past or 
they are in the present because they are transcendence and overcoming.321

Despite being singularly situated in a patriarchal socio-historical context 
that has trained her only for domestic, reproductive and servile roles, the 
young Huda would like to contribute to the world, hence she is a rare case of 

woman willing to face the world in a patriarchal society.322 However HamdT 
ignores her insistence and forbids her to work. Notwithstanding, at this stage 

of her intellectual evolution Huda still cannot perceive that HamdT’s 
obstructionism and lack of cooperation in sharing domestic and childcare tasks 
are a determinant part of her wretchedness because they tie her to 
domesticity. Like her entourage she fails to notice that the traditional 

distribution of familial/domestic responsibilities and legal rights between 
spouses is problematic. This demonstrates that, although she believes that 

she is not one of the herd, at this juncture she partially shares the mentality of 
relatives and friends that in many conversations pressurise her to devote 

herself completely to domestic and maternal tasks and to find her happiness in 
them because this is the norm.

Years later instead Huda understands that men’s refusal of domestic 
tasks negatively affects women and argues against this with her guests, 
courageously facing their strong opposition and condemnation. Nevertheless, 

reminded by her mother that she could well be repudiated,323 she does nothing 

to materialise her verbal challenge. Although she contemplates the possibility 
to divorce, she remains HamdT’s devoted servant and hence his accomplice in 
her own subjection. This is not due to the temptation of the irresponsible and 
easy life of the object as de Beauvoir stated, or to the little awareness of her

320 See Introduction pp. 29-32, 52.
321 See Ibid p. 52.
322 De Beauvoir shows that the contrary usually happens; see Ibid. pp. 54-5.
323 Khust. Op. cit., pp. 234-6.
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situation as i suggested,324 since her life is hard and full of responsibilities and 
she demonstrates awareness. Huda’s complicity in her own subjection is 

motivated by fear of the consequences of divorce: loss of her children; 

financial difficulties in which she would find herself without income and 

dwelling; social exclusion; the loss of her habitual life, to which she feels 
bound despite its oppressiveness and for which she lacks a replacement.325

This last element is a result of the disciplinary power to which Huda has 
been exposed all her life. By strictly regimenting her life, by denying her 
freedom of choice and by punishing all her non-conform opinions with 
individualisation power has prevented her from becoming a ‘human being’326 

endowed with agency and has fabricated in her a subjectivity that is now 
assisting power in its subjection of Huda.327 While once she longed for a ‘face- 
to-face with the given world’328 because of her juvenile arrogance, the 
constraints that have crushed her through the years have tamed her and 

transformed her into a frail woman that is untrained to exert agency and feels 

unprepared to leave her mediocre, regimented, certain life and to face the 

world to build a new, freer, risky life.

The major instrument through which HamdT and her entourage subject 
Huda is the ‘political device’ of sexuality.329 The myths about abortion and how 
a foetus' sex is determined, which Huda’s relatives and HamdT’s want her to 
believe,330 are a local adaptation of the Foucauldian scientia sexualis that 
hides the truth of sex for regulating sexuality so that it perpetuates social 
relations that guarantee women’s subjection. HamdT and the relatives several 
times use sexuality as a bio-power instrument through which they can control 

Huda’s body and exploit it for their own purposes: HamdT gets her pregnant for 

the third time so that she cannot go to university; HamdT and the relatives 

insist that she must conceive more children to increase her status and please 
HamdT, which results in her having a third unwanted child; HamdT does not

324 Introduction p. 54.
325 Khust. Op. cit., pp. 225-7.
326 This is what Huda aspires to; see this chapter pp. 110, 113.
327 See Introduction pp. 18-9 for Foucault’s subjectivity as product and instrument of power.
328 De Beauvoir’s words; see Ibid. p. 54.
329 See Ibid. pp. 22-6 for sexuality as ‘political device’, scientia sexualis, and bio-power.
330 Khust. Op. cit., pp. 192,196.
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want her to abort their fourth child so that he can have his ideal family.331 
Through the sexual control of her body they can strictly regulate and limit 
Huda’s life, because they relegate her to her traditional role of female against 

Huda’s wish:
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Huda aspires to freedom of choice, a job, the humanity333 of which she is 

presently deprived because her patriarchal family and society have harnessed 
her exclusively to sexual (in the widest sense of the word) and servile roles, 

the only roles assigned to women and mothers. In the endless debates in 
which relatives and friends force on her the idea that this is the incontrovertible 

reality, Huda continues to defend for years her aspirations to be a complete 
human being and ‘refuses to limit herself to her role of female because she 

does not want to mutilate herself’.334

Despite the fact that Huda constantly belies her statements with her acts 
in the many examples of structural irony visible throughout the story, sexuality 
is the only field in which Huda is mostly successful in keeping her propositions. 
In fact she terminates her third and fifth unwanted pregnancies, resisting 

everybody’s pressure and succeeds in tarnishing HamdT’s sovereign subject 

position by her coldness during sexual intercourse. He notices that ‘she does 

not respond to him, as if her intellectual aloofness from him distances her 
emotionally from him’, which embarrasses him and makes him feel that ‘he 

loses something he possesses’.335 He feels his possession of Huda 
challenged by the fact that his legally owned female is subtracting her 

emotions from his control, which endangers his position of sovereign 
subject/overseer and could be interpreted as a form of resistance. These are 

the only episodes of concrete resistance though, because even when later

Ibid. pp. 188-9, 194-5, 209, 238.
332 ‘—  I want to choose. I want my humanity. [..] I want a place that is not the place assigned to 
women and mothers, i want a job that is necessary and important in life.’ Ibid. pp. 203-4.
333 See note 318 p. 111 for the meaning of ‘humanity’.
334 These are de Beauvoir’s words; see Introduction p. 48.
335 Khust. Op. cit., p. 222.
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‘Huda decides that HamdT is her enemy’, because he is the one who ‘benefits 
from the laws that make of her a lifelong worker without any employee’s 

rights’,336 she keeps performing all her duties. She even justifies HamdT and 
herself as ‘victims of inveterate traditions to which nobody can stand up on his 

own’,337 failing to perceive that HamdT clings to those traditions because they 

benefit him.
After an ellipsis338 of fifteen years, in this story’s last seven pages a forty- 

year-old dejected Huda still wishes to be ‘equal to any man’ and ‘to start 
something’,339 but pathetically justifies her inability to do so with the workload 
her family still entails. Her old enemy HamdT is not ‘the only one responsible 

for the loss of her dreams’; she now pities him as ‘one among millions of men 
who waste their only life’ and herself as ‘one among millions of women [..] 
whose feelings are disregarded by the world’.340 Therefore the initial 

perception of herself as different from other women by the end of the story has 
revealed itself to be only self-deception because: she admits that she shares 

many women’s fate and the responsibility for her failures; she is not capable of 

starting afresh because she feels frightened, worn, unprepared and old, 
having spent most of her life and energy in exhausting domestic tasks; she 
cannot maintain herself and is hence financially dependent on her family.341

The second story I will examine is “Al-Hubb ai-QadTm” (The Old Love) 
from La Makan Ii-I-Ghar7b, which I have selected because it exemplifies a 
narrative structure and a female subject that are the opposite of the ones 
illustrated in “Darb al-Alam”. In fact while the tatter has a strictly chronological 
narration, the former is interspersed with frequent analepses342 that bring the 

narration back of fifteen years to recount the failed love story between the 

protagonist and a university mate. The reasons of such failure unfold through 
the reminiscence of the two lovers’ conversations that indicate how

Ibid. p. 243.
337 Ibid. p. 244.
338 See definition in G6rard Genette. Figures III. (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1972), p. 128.
339 Khust. Op. cit., p. 246.
340 Ibid. p. 250.
341 Ibid. p. 247.
342 See Genette. Op. cit, p. 82 for definition.
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diametrically opposed their visions of love relationships are. While he happily 
prospects a future life together in their own house, she considers that common 

house a form of captivity, fearing to be submerged by domestic tasks ‘that kill 

love and suck the air out of it’343 like her mother, an impression she derives 

from his words:

<£L**I tjl i  1j j i  #j *  ***.

£ ^ — >1 4 4 b *  w > i  *

M
t f  Oci oWJlj V j V
t* ^

344 * <£****J yt, 4 I f l j  ( 4iUfc*

The partner considers his love relation with the protagonist a relation of 
possession in which to be happy he needs to ‘catch’ her so that he can feel 

the exclusive and undisputed ‘owner’ of his beloved, just like he did with his 
bird. He is aware though that she, like the bird, will not allow him to catch her 

until she has space to fly about. Hence he must restrain her. The arms, the 
closed room, the loneliness with him, the aforesaid house together refer to the 

captivity in which he wishes to keep her so that she will be unable to do 
anything else but to give him her undivided attention. He wants her ‘to lose 
herself body and soul in the one designated to her as the absolute, as the 

essential’, the Subject in front of whom she should be just an inessential, 

passive object as per patriarchal rules,345 to which he fully subscribes despite 

his young age and university education. Although the partner once admits to 
himself his oppressiveness towards the protagonist (‘it seemed to me that I 
overwhelmed her’), he is ready to add ‘But I could not feel that she was close 
to me and mine’,346 with which he justifies his oppressiveness as a ‘romantic’ 

measure to which the protagonist’s behaviour has ‘compelled’ him. 

Nevertheless the protagonist can see through his facile explanations and 

realise that it is just a trite patriarchal technique, analysed by de Beauvoir, to

343 Nadiya Khust. La Makan li-l-Gharlb: Qisa?. (Dimashq: Ittihad al-Kuttab al-cArab, 1990),

P-8144 ‘Once I reared a bird and I wished to catch it to pat its wings. You flutter like it, and I cannot 
catch you so that I can believe you are mine.[..]
I only feel calm and happy when you are in my arms in a closed room, I alone am with you, 
and you are charmed by me only.’ Ibid. pp. 97, 99.
345 See Introduction p. 53 for de Beauvoir’s description of patriarchal intersexual relations.
346 Khust. LB Makan li-l-GharTb, p. 100.
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preserve men’s sovereign subject position and to keep women in the role of 

immanent objects.347
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She has perceived that the mistrust that induces him to desire her 
captivity is not provoked by her particular behaviour, but it is a feeling he has 
inherited from their traditional patriarchal culture that prevents him from 
trusting any woman and engenders in him the desire to curtail her freedom of 

movement and interests. Fifteen years later she thinks that probably she was 
sad for him at the time because of his constant doubt that spoiled their 

relationship, which nevertheless she lived as she wanted, with her eyes wide 
open on the world around her and still moving around autonomously, without 
letting him capture her or monopolise her attention. In the meantime he 

established between them a relationship that had several features of power 
relations:349 he tried to determine her conduct through his many lengthy 

persuasive monologues, which the protagonist resisted by not paying 
attention;350 he resorted to surveillance by spying on her with binoculars while 

she was at the cafe.351 On her side she used the freedom implied in power 
relations to resist his attempt to impose on her his viewpoint (‘You want me to 

believe that but I reject the pressure’), to defend her own vision (‘But I love the 
world as my eyes see it.’),352 to rebuff his guidance:
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347 See Introduction p. 51.
348 ‘Maybe at the time I was sad for him, for the doubt about women that he inherited from a 
distant place and time. [..] I loved to walk to him with my wings and I fluttered while going to 
him. [..] I loved to remain with my eyes open while I was with him.’ Khust. LS Makan li-l-Ghadb, 
p. 87.

See Introduction p. 18 for Foucault’s definition of power relations.
350 See Khust. LS Mak3n li-l-Gharib, pp. 78-80, 83, 86, 92-3, 96.
351 See Ibid. pp. 100-1.
352 Ibid. pp. 84, 92.
353 ‘I love when you put your arms around me on the stairs so that you catch me if I stumble. 
[..] But I will not let you precede me or pull me.’ Ibid. p. 99.
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Probably to contrast the logorrhoeic and rhetorical tendencies of her 
partner, the protagonist states briefly and frankly that she needs a companion 
that is supportive and helpful in difficulties, not a leader that shows her the way 
or that even drags her in his chosen direction, hence putting her in the inferior 

position of a guided and guarded woman. She will not allow him to impose on 
her such role, because she has her own personal goals that transcend 

domesticity and marriage and contradict the norms of her social context in 
which ‘People have captured love in short roads and have imprisoned it in 

houses.’354 The protagonist is therefore not an accomplice of her subjecting 

partner, but transcendence, as de Beauvoir theorised.355 Her partner cannot 

accept her as she is:
i  iiw • iA* * uaji __
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This image of the eyes on the world conveys the protagonist’s will to face 

the world around her in order to discover it. Despite having inherited a tradition 
that ‘prevents] her from feeling responsible for the universe’ and that has not 
prepared her for a ‘face-to-face with the given world’,357 the protagonist has 
transcended such heritage and seeks involvement with the world and wider 

horizons than the traditional domestic ones. Her partner admits that this 

capacity of hers frightens him, since his social context has not prepared him to 

entertain relations with women with wider horizons. In front of this hurdle the 
partner, instead of learning strategies to deal with this kind of women, judges 
her. Her wide horizons are not contemplated in the femininity norms of their 
context and he uses this ‘abnormal’ feature to individualise her358 and 
categorise her as untrustworthy. The protagonist is not affected by his 

individualisation. They split up because she understands that they cannot stay 
together359 but she does not become isolated or withdrawn. On the contrary

354 Ibid. p. 97.
355 See Introduction p. 54 for complicity and p. 52 for transcendence.
356 ‘—Your eyes are on the world. This frightens me. As the pigeon that escaped me the day I 
brought it up, you have vast reaches. Because of this you cannot be trusted.’ Khust. LS Makan 
Ii-1-GharTb, pp. 98-9.
357 See Introduction pp. 54-5 for de Beauvoir’s reflections on women’s relations with the world.
358 See Ibid. pp. 15, 21 for Foucault’s definition of individualisation.
359 Khust. LS MakSn li-l-Ghadb, p. 87.
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she completes her studies, gets married to someone else, has children, works 
and ten years after her graduation she is still regularly meeting her university 

female mates.

To conclude Huda starts the story as a seventeen/eighteen-year-old who 
believes to be special but leads the same object life as all women surrounding 
her. When some years later Huda realises that her common life is not up to 
her special individual’s level she wants to change it and starts a fierce verbal 

war for change, with timid practical actions, against everyone. By the age of 
forty she has achieved little and surrenders, because of a combination of 

external factors, which are HamdT’s masculinist obstructionism and socio
economic obstacles, and personal factors, which are her ineffectiveness, 

weakness and overestimated difference. Huda overrates herself because: she 
has no qualifications, professional skills, or artistic talents through which she 
can objectify her difference, which hence remains too often merely intellectual; 

she fails nearly alt tests by acting against her principles; she is not ready to 

pay any price for defying social customs360 with her unconventional goals and 

settles for the most comfortable solution like other women surrounding her. 
Hence, despite her partial success in managing her sexual life, by the end of 

the story Huda is a self-pitying defeated subject who has lost the 
argumentativeness of her twenties, a lonely Hamlet who ‘merely sits back and 
monologizes’,361 stagnating in her domestic misery.

The second protagonist is Huda’s reverse mirror image. She does not 
consider herself different from other women, although behaves differently. She 

rarely announces general principles in an argumentative tone, but states her 
personal positions/opinions calmly and acts accordingly, ignoring her partner’s 

disapproval and attempts of control. She remains faithful to her uncommon 

aspirations, ending their relationship when she realises that it will check them. 

She stands in front of her beloved courageously defending her subject position 
against his objectifying attempts. She also has features of the ethical subject:

360 See Introduction pp. 50-1 for de Beauvoir’s idea of transgression of femininity norms 
entailing a price.
361 O'Connor. Op. cit, p. 25.

118



she is endowed with a moral conduct that leads her ‘to a certain way of being, 
characteristic of the ethical subject’ and to a certain behaviour;362 she refuses 

to adopt her partner’s viewpoint and accepts only ideas born within her and 
under her power, which is a technique of the self to escape dependence and 

enslavement from anyone.363 Fifteen years later she is far from being a lonely 
Hamlet like Huda, because she is well integrated in a community of women 

who are all working mothers with extra-domestic interests, who set aside time 
to meet and support each other, encouraged by their husbands.

The different subject positions of Huda and the second protagonist are 
visible also on a narratological level. Despite the recurring examples of 

reported speech in “Darb al-Alam”, it is the heterodiegetic narrator that 

controls the narration, not Huda, who is therefore not only a defeated subject 
but also a ‘defeated narrator’. The second protagonist instead is the 
autodiegetic narrator364 that conveys not only her own experiences/words, but 
also those of her friends and of her partner. Friends and partner though are 

allowed to speak with their own voices in many dialogues, hence creating a 

sort of ‘shared ownership’ of the narrative, which suits the second 

protagonist’s position as an ethical subject immersed in intense social 

relations.365

2) Hadiya SacTd

Hadiya Sa°Td was born in Beirut in 1947, where she obtained her BA in 

literature at the Arab University in 1969. She moved to Baghdad in 1972 and 
worked as a journalist for several newspapers; in 1978 she returned to 

Lebanon for three years, working for the newspaper Al-Saffr, then left for 
Morocco, where she worked for the newspapers AI-GAlam and Al-lttihad al- 
Ishtirakl She moved to London in 1993, where she worked for the newspaper

362 See Introduction p. 26.
363 See Ibid p. 30.
364 See Genette. Op. cit., p. 252-3 for definitions of heterodiegetic and autodiegetic.
3651 am here referring to the care of the self defined by Foucault ‘an intensification of social 
relations’. See Introduction p. 30.
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Al-Sharq al-Awsaf, the magazine SayyidatT, and BBC radio. At present she 
lives in Dubai and is editor in chief of SayyidatT. Her oeuvre includes short 

stories, children’s books, scripts for radio and television dramas, award- 

winning novels and scripts for documentaries.366
Despite being considered a writer who maturely employs modernist 

narrative techniques367 and who ‘occupies a high position among female and 

male writers of Arabic short stories in Lebanon and the Arab world’,368 critical 
works on Sa°Td’s short stories are scarce. Yumna al-^d finds that Sa°fd’s first 
four collections, written during the Lebanese war, share a dramatic reality and 
suffering that imbue her fictional worlds,369 visible in the atmosphere of war, 
loss, separation, death and deprivation of most of RahTFs (Departure) stories. 
A recurrent theme in Ya LayI (O Night) and RahTI is the relation between the 

personal and the public, which in RahTI takes a more sophisticated edge in the 

presentation of the dramatic conflictuality existing between individual 

fragmentation and collective identities and within intersexual relations. In 

Darbat Qamar370 (Moonstroke) the theme of identity, although present, loses 
its primacy to problematic social and interpersonal relationships. RahTI and 
Darbat Qamar share also the prevalence of female protagonists. Male 

characters are either completely absent or relegated mostly to secondary 
positions from which they cannot speak with their own voice, but through the 

voice of a narrator, which is one of the reasons why al-Kharrat considers 
feminism a focal point of RahTI.371

The first of Sa°fd’s stories I will examine is “Al-Laylatan”372 (The Two 

Nights) from RafyTl, which I have chosen for its focus on identity and because it

366 See bibliography for details.
367 Idwar al-Kharrat Introduction to Hadiya Sa°Fd. Rahil: Qisa$. (Al-Ribat Al-Nashr al-cArabT al- 
IfffqT, 1989), p. 12.
368 cAshur, Ghazul, RashTd [et al.] (eds.). Op. c it, vol. 1, p. 52; this is Yumna al-Td’s opinion. 
Details about the Levantine literary context can be found on pp. 76-86 above.
369 Ibid
370 The only critical text I could trace about this collection (al-Zayyat. Op. cit) contains the 
reading of a story I will not examine.
371 Al-Kharrat. Introduction to Sa°Fd. Op. cit, p. 16.
372 This story has attracted al-Kharrat’s attention and al-Td’s. The former’s reading 
concentrates on the issue of the dual identity of the character Hazim/Mahmud (Ibid. pp. 8-9); 
the latter’s reading, which has inspired my close-reading, focuses on the fracture of the 
narrator’s self, which is split between the individual, the personal and the Lebanese on one
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shows the fragmentation of the narrator’s subjectivity, which is masterly 
reflected also in the story’s structure. The only attempt to somewhat organise 
the narrative is the division of the text in two sections that represent the two 

nights of the title: the former, entitled ‘al-Ola’ (the First), covers the night in 

Tunis in the first eight pages, the latter, entitled ‘al-Thaniyah’ (the Second), 

covers the night in Casablanca in the last three and a half pages. Apart from 
this, fragmentation and chaos reign. There is no linear succession of events. 
The narration, already in the past tense, is interspersed by analepses373 that 
continuously interrupt the narration of the two meetings with Mahmud and 
Hazim with details of the narrator’s past life. The locales constantly shift from 

Lebanon to Morocco and Tunisia as the analepses require. Fragmentation and 
chaos are features not only of the recit,374 but also of the protagonist/narrator’s 

personality, despite the balanced and calm appearances she keeps for the 
first six and a half pages of this story, in which nevertheless there are some 

elements that suggest that her appearances are deceptive:
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The last two words of the first quote, which expresses her reaction to the 

chance meeting with MahmGd in the hotel hall, seem to indicate that in the 

narrator there is a sort of separate, irrational self that wants to believe that the 

man in front of her is Hazim, while another, rational self knows that he is in fact 

MahmGd, addresses him as such, even recounts the myths heard in Beirut 
about his mysterious origins and activities,377 while remaining calm. In the 
second quote instead the narrator’s slightly altered state of mind already starts

side and the national, the public and the Arab on the other side (°Ashur, Ghazul, RashTd [et al.] 
(eds.). Op. cit, vol. 1, pp. 52-3).

See Genette. Op. cit, p. 82 for definition.
374 Ibid. p. 71-2.
375 ‘It astonished me that Mahmud was staring at me, I thought he was Hazim and I believed 
myself. Sa°fd. Op. cit., p. 29.

‘I felt I was fainting in the streets of Tunis. [..] Mahmud seemed dumbfounded at what I 
appeared to him. In the discourse I was jumping among many geographies and histories: I 
asked him about Hazim, then i conjectured that he was H3zim and that he had changed for 
many reasons’. Ibid. p. 31.
377 Ibid. p. 29.

121



to seep through her calm appearances. She feels faint, her confused 
discourse now reflects the chaotic structure of the text itself by moving rapidly 
in space and time. She gives again the impression that there are a rational 
and an irrational self in action simultaneously: the former is conscious of 

Mahmud’s astonishment and asks him about Hazim, being aware that he is 
not Hazim; the latter fantasises about Mahmud being Hazim, although for the 

moment she still keeps her conjectures to herself. Mahmud’s astonishment 
reveals that he has started to realise how she has changed since the time she 
lived in Beirut from several viewpoints: her state of mind is clearly altered, 
which might explain why he complies with her wish to call him only Hazim; she 
looks less physically healthy because she is thin; she has abandoned Hazim, 

Beirut and the Palestinian cause to move to Casablanca to work as a 
researcher, despite maintaining that all three were very dear to her.378 When 

Mahmud starts harshly questioning her reasons for fleeing and reminds her 

the promises she had made at the time, which she seems to have forgotten, 

the construed unified appearance she had managed to keep until then 

crumbles under the weight of the past events, and probably also of her sense 
of guilt, that Mahmud has brought back to the present:

ĵ sra*5, Uffj*
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The switch to another tone of voice and another topic subtly indicates 

another deeper change. Past memories are taking over the present and its 
inhabitants to transform them. The memory of Hazim enwraps the protagonist 
so intensely that she can talk only about him (filled her tongue) and that she 

can see only him (filled her eyes and face), materialising in the person of 

Mahmud. While MahmGd is transformed into Hazim the present protagonist is 

transformed too. From the past surfaces another protagonist, who lived 

happily in Beirut with her family and out of Hazim’s love and then lost 
everything to the war. It seems that she had tried forcefully to bury the other

378 Ibid. pp. 32-4.
379 ‘I do not know why I suddenly changed my tone of voice, pushed the conversation towards 
Hazim and I started talking and talking, and Hazim came close to me and filled my eyes, my 
face, my tongue. His company in that beautiful far suburb was the impossible that had just 
come true..’ Ibid. p. 34.
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away when the situations she was situated in changed dramatically with the 
move to Casablanca, the job at the research centre, the distance from her 
family, her home country and her beloved, in an attempt to ease her suffering. 
However because lived experience, which is what forms subjectivity, for de 

Beauvoir is ‘sedimented over time through [her] interactions with the world’,380 

by cutting away the ‘sediments’ of the Lebanese period of her life the narrator 

is trying to cut away a portion of her subjectivity, albeit unsuccessfully. In the 
quotation above and in the subsequent description of her behaviour381 the 

Lebanese ‘sediments’ are vehemently resurfacing, causing a schizophrenic 
split in her subjectivity between what I will call her ‘past self’, which is 

completely severed from her rationality, and her ‘present self, which is still 
connected to her rationality. The narrator reveals herself as a fragmented 

subject caught in a spiral of hallucinations and glimpses of logic. While her 
‘past self is convinced that her companion is Hazim, her ‘present self 

questions this conviction and the identity of her companion, in a continuous 
alternation of the two selves that creates a deep disarray. Between the end of 

the seventh page and the end of section one the narrator changes her mind 
about her companion’s identity several times. Her ‘past self wants him to be 
her beloved Hazim, while her ‘present self knows that he is not, as it appears 

from the words that unwittingly escape her: ‘Who is this Mahmud?.. I mean 

that one., that whom I saw for the first time in the hotel’s hall’.382 By the end of 

the first section her ‘past self prevails and she doubts she ever met Mahmud, 

blaming her memory and the beautiful suburb for this,383 convinced that her 
companion is Hazim, whom she lets enter her hotel room. The first section of 

the story ends without further details.
A completing analepsis found at the beginning of section two informs us 

that this part of the narrative takes place more than a year later at night in the 

setting of the narrator’s flat in Casablanca, hence indicating that between the 

two sections there is simultaneously an ellipsis and a paralipsis of the events

380 See Introduction p. 52 for full definition of lived experience.
381 She takes Mahmud by the hand, wants him to chase her up the hill, calls him, etc. See 
Sa°id. Op. cit, p. 34.
382 Ibid. p. 35.
383 ‘Did I know a man in Beirut whose name was Mahmud?.’; This suburb does not support 
my memory’. Ibid. p. 35.
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happened in the Tunisian hotel room.384 The atmosphere of this second 
section is completely different from the one found in the first section. The very 
first line announces the protagonist’s fear when someone knocks at her door 

late at night.385 When she opens the door to someone she identifies as 

Mahmud through the spy-hole the dramatic tension starts to build up very 

quickly through two elements: the unusual attitude of the guest, who enters 
silently and looks around without greeting her; the accurate, intense 
recounting of his fast, contrasting, violent actions. Sa°Fd skilfully employs the 
established technique of the intense recounting bordering dramatisation386 to 
create a tangible dramatic tension that grows throughout the rest of the story, 

particularly when the alleged Mahmud aggressively asks what happened in 

the hotel in Tunis:
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From this moment onwards the narrator sees herself doing and saying 
things, just as she sees ‘Mahmud’ moving and talking, as if her present 
rational self dissociated from her body and watched from the outside the past 
irrational self calling the guest ‘Mahmud’, shouting at him, questioning him. 
The rapid sequence of actions Gumps up, fails down), particularly the image of

384 See Genette. Op. cit, pp. 92-3 for definitions of completing anaiepsis, ellipsis and 
paralipsis.

‘I went close to the door in fear.’ Sa'l'd. Op. cit., p. 35.
386 Charles May identifies this as one of the elements used to create dramatic tension, which is 
a feature of the short story since Edgar Allan Poe, in Charles E. May. The Short Story: The 
Reality of Artifice. (New York: Twayne Publishers; Toronto: Maxwell Macmillan Canada, 
1995), pp. 119-20.
387 ‘I saw myself screaming: — MahmGd.. What are you talking about? What room? What 
country?.. What did IHazim tell you?.. Of what did Hazim inform you?.. Is it him who sent you 
now? And why did he not come? Why?...
I saw him going mad. He jumps up, then falls down, then burns, then dies out, then gets 
excited. He moves with his bulging eyes and his voice gasps:
Hazim?.. MahmGd?.. What dangerous game are you playing at? MahmGd?.. MahmGd?.. Am I 
MahmGd I? Am I MahmGd?..’ Sa°Td. Op. cit, p. 36.
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him burning and dying out like a flame, effectively conveys how rage for being 
called Mahmud gains a hold over the guest’s body and mind. He considers 
this a dangerous game of hers and does not understand that she mistakes him 
for Mahmud because of her altered state of mind. He shows her plenty of 

documents and photos proving that he is Hazim, including all the documents 
he had prepared so that they could get married, but she considers them 
counterfeited and informs him of her marriage with Hazim in Tunis. At this he 
starts beating her, which increases the fragmentation between her selves even 

more:
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This is a further step in the schizophrenic split in her subjectivity, which is 

so fractured that she cannot recognise herself in the beaten, crying woman, 
who seems an unknown stranger to her, from whom her present self is 

dissociated and whom it watches from the outside. She doubts the reliability of 
her visual perception of herself and her aggressor, hence presenting such 
perception as ambiguous and consequentially puts under discussion the 

knowledge deriving from it, an element that in the Chekhovian paradigm 
derives from its relativistic and impressionistic point of view. The combination 

of ambiguity of perception, fragmentation of the narrator’s subjectivity and a 
narrative strategy that establishes the protagonist as the focal character in an 

autodiegetic recit with internal and fixed focalisation389 (which means that 
there is no ‘external authority’ that can confirm or rebuff what she narrates) 
makes her appear a totally unreliable narrator.

Hence it is impossible to understand whether the moments her past self 

recalls while she is beaten are hallucinations of her past self, and hence part 
of the narrator’s psychic reality, or memories of events belonging to an

388 ‘My body splinters among the sofas. My hands are a curtain that falls. My palm rotates like 
a mill. I saw myself. Did I see myself? Who is the woman who fell? Cried? Groaned? Whose 
head he hit and whose knees were bent to her belly like a foetus?’ [..] I saw him collapsing. 
How can I say: «l saw him collapsing »?’ Ibid. pp. 37-8.
389 See Genette. Op. cit, p. 252-3 for narrator’s roles and pp. 206-7, 222 for focalisation.
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external reality. Sa°Td renders the memories/hallucinations so realistically and 
concretely that it is very difficult to distinguish to which reality they belong. She 
creates a hazy mixture of psychic reality and external reality that is one of the 
features of the Chekhovian short story. The narration of her alleged wedding 

with Hazim in Tunis is particularly ambiguous:
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The narrator and her companion are presented as characters coming out 
of the fictionality of a film to search for a person authorised to celebrate their 
wedding in an avenue whose name she has forgotten. This combination 

makes the marriage appear another hallucination of her past self, which she 
believes to be true, just like she had believed without any proof that her 

Tunisian companion was Hazim. Nevertheless she now refuses to believe that 
the man in front of her is Hazim, despite all the documents he shows her, 

because her past self clings to the idea of the loving Hazim she knew in 

Lebanon, unwilling to recognise him in this rabid beast with bulging eyes and 
foaming mouth.391 By the end of the story the past irrational self has taken 
over completely, without any space left for rationality. She is lost in a delirium 
of blows and insults to Hazim/MahmGd, fantasies about Hazim’s whereabouts, 
memories, in a fragmentation of subjectivity that nears madness.

The several switches from rational self to irrational self visible in this story 
recall the Foucauldian idea that the subject ‘is not a substance. It is a form, 

and this form is not above all and always identical to itself.392 In fact under the 
pressure of MahmGd’s harsh interrogation in Tunis and of Hazim’s violence in 

Casablanca the protagonist takes an irrational form and establishes with 

herself a relation of dissociation that aim mainly at escaping such pressures 
and are different from the form and the relation she has when she is not under 

such pressures. MahmGd’s harshness and Hazim’s violence are also clear

390 ‘That night we left the room and we looked for «the ma’dhQn», We came out from the story 
of a film to the streets of Tunis. W e crossed independence Road with a friend that 
accompanied us to a ma’dhon he knew in avenue., avenue.. I forgot!., and his wife is myself..’ 
Sa°id. Op. cit, p. 37. A ma’dhQn is a person authorised to celebrate weddings.
391 In Ibid. p. 38 he is described so and also as ‘something I do not know’.
392 See Introduction p. 33.
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indicators of the kind of relationship they establish with the protagonist. They 
relegate her to the position of subjected subject and by so doing they prevent 
her from becoming a subject equal to them, because, as de Beauvoir states, 

without their recognition as subject she cannot possibly be a subject.393

From Darbat Qamar I will scrutinise “Maq°ad” (Seat), which I have 

selected because it shows how skin colour can be more important than sex in 
building the protagonist’s sense of identity. The female protagonist’s sexed 

body is constantly referred to through descriptions of her clothes, hair, 
complexion, make-up. Hence it could be said that the sex of her body is the 

background for all her acts, albeit, to paraphrase Toril Moi, in this story the 

most important fact about the protagonist’s body394 is skin colour rather than 

sex. When she fills in an application form in which she must indicate her racial 
origins her husband explains to her that the prospective employer needs to 
know her ethnic origin, not her colour, and thus she needs to tick the box 
corresponding to ‘other’, because none of the other boxes correspond to her 

ethnic origin. He provokes a strong reaction:
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393 See Introduction pp. 52.
394 See Ibid. p. 49.
395 ‘She said: "No, I am white” and she reminded him of their honeymoon in Cairo, when in al- 
ShawaribT street they told her she was a beautiful white woman, and she reminded him of 
Tunisia, when the driver felt compassion for her state and said that the delicate complexion of
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Unable to distinguish between skin colour and ethnicity, the protagonist 

refuses the idea of being anything else but white because since she was a 
child she has always been paler than the other girls, because taxi drivers and 

men in the streets of the Middle East considered her a white woman. Her 

consciousness has accepted her body as being white and the society she 
lived in had accepted it as white too, hence making of her body’s whiteness 

part of her situatedness,396 despite her being an ethnic Arab. A white, female, 
healthy, beautiful body is the protagonist’s situation and it is through it that she 

has comprehended the world and herself for a good part of her life. In vain her 
husband tries to contextualise the Tunisian taxi driver’s comment, noticing that 

he was so dark (darker than himself) that anybody else would have looked 
white to him, but the protagonist does not want to listen to him, not to anyone 
else who can contradict the image of herself as white.

She has already planned to tell the personnel manager who will interview 
her that her mother’s grandmother was thought to be Italian to corroborate her 

white appearance, on which she has been working hard. She has dyed her 

hair blonde and uses an extremely white face powder in order to be as white 

and as blonde as her prospective work colleagues who, she is convinced, will 
accept her among them like one of them (i.e. a white woman). No one is 
allowed to challenge her conviction of being white and blonde, not even the 
hairdresser, whose opinion about the short duration of her blonde colour the 

protagonist contradicts reiterating that her hair tends towards blonde. The hair 
dresser is wrong, she will be blonde for much longer than a year.

white women like her cannot tolerate the heat of Sfax. “But the taxi driver was darker than me” 
said her husband and she did not want to listen to him. She will continue not to listen to him 
and she will listen only to what she wants, and today she will agree on what she wants with 
the woman in charge of hiring personnel in the new shop. She will ask her, rather she will 
inform her of the origins of her mother’s grandmother. Because in half an hour she will arrive, 
she will have an interview, she will be successful and she will find herself in the accounts 
section among the female employees of the greatest and most famous shop. She will be 
among them, like them. They are not whiter, nor blonder, since yesterday she spent sixty 
pounds to colour some locks of her hair with a mixture of silver and gold. She became blonde 
and she will remain such for three years at least, despite the fact that the hairdresser said: 
“One year at least”. It is only that she does not know the original colour of her hair, which 
tends towards blonde, and we must believe her and her husband must believe her’. Hadiya 
Sa°rd. Darbat Qamar: Qisa$. (Bayrut: al-Mu’assasah al-cArabiyyah li-l-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 
1998), pp. 135-6.
396 See Introduction p. 50 for de Beauvoir’s comments about the body as part of a woman’s 
situatedness.
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The narrator subtly ridicules such conviction and reveals how unfounded 
it is at the end of the above quote by ironically imposing on her/himself, the 
protagonist’s husband and the narratee a duty to believe the protagonist, who 
resists any different opinions on her whiteness and blondeness because her 

skin colour has always had a paramount importance in defining her identity 
since she was a child. Despite the fact that a woman’s body does not suffice to 

define her, the body being for de Beauvoir only one of several situations all 
contributing to define a woman,397 for the protagonist the situation body seems 

to prevail on all other situations in which she is singularly situated. In particular 
her complexion seems to be for her the most important fact about her body. 

She has built her identity around her whiteness. It is therefore of paramount 

importance for her to defend it against all divergent evidence in order not to 

lose a fundamental element of her identity, which here appears extremely 
arbitrary because it is invented by the self, as Foucault stated, around an 

element (her whiteness) whose existence is even disputed. The identity the 
protagonist has created for herself is also fixed, because she refuses to 
relinquish whiteness as a part of it even when, having migrated to the United 
Kingdom, she is no longer the whitest girl, and appears a limitation, as 
Foucault stated,398 because she strives to conform to it against all evidence, 
falling into ridicule. The new society in which she lives does not accept her as 

white, hence her white body has no lived reality in the new environment. There 

are neither taxi drivers nor relatives here confirming her whiteness. On the 

contrary there are several elements conveying a certain sense of exclusion:
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See Ibid. p. 49.
398 All references to identity in this and the previous sentence can be found in Ibid. pp. 13-4.
3 9 9 she sees most of the eyes avoiding her.
[..] they arrived at the other seats before her and sat without leaving any empty seat among 
them, as it happens every day. It is as if they board the train attached to each other, and when 
the train proceeds towards her station and she boards one of the carriages, she finds few 
empty seats and always far away, either in front or behind them, but not among them’. Sa°Td. 
Darbat Qamar, p. 134.

129



Instead of attracting attention with her whiteness as it happened in Arab 
countries, now people’s eyes avoid her and she feels isolated among them. 

Since a few lines above the narrator indicates that the only passengers who sit 
next to her seem to be non-white, I deduct that the passengers sitting close to 

each other and excluding her are white. The description of the seating 

strategies of those passengers (close proximity to each other, as to close 

ranks in front of the enemy, and distance from her) skilfully conveys the 
aloofness between the protagonist and the other passengers and the 
exclusion they operate on the protagonist. She hopes that one of the 
passengers sitting close together will make some space for her or that ‘a 
certain someone’ (probably a white person) will take the empty seat next to 

her, but this never happens.400 She can find a place only away from those 

closed ranks, excluded from them despite her will to be part of them. She 
wishes to use her skin colour as an element of homogeneity among English 
people, but it remains the ‘abnormality’ it was already in Arab countries. In 

those countries though her complexion was an admired element of distinction, 

while in the United Kingdom it has turned into an identity that individualises 
her.401 Hence also the very different culture/environment in which the 

protagonist now lives deems the situation body more important than all her 
other situations, and in particular deems her complexion a more important 
bodily fact than sex.

The last Hadiya Sa°Td’s short story I will close read is “Darbat Qamar”, of 
which I have selected a short extract because it illustrates further meanings 
and components of identity.
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401 See Introduction pp. 15, 21 for Foucauldian individualisation techniques.
402 There is no moon in London. But I saw it. What do we know when we say T? When I say 
T, I do not know it, I do not know my self, I saw it at night as I saw the moon, it [the self] 
surprised me while that man was accompanying me home.’ Sa°Td. Darbat Qamar, p. 15.
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The very first sentence of this short story with its untrue statement uses 

defamiliarisation, one of the favourite tools of the short story genre, to ‘[jolt] the 
reader out of his or her habitual ways of seeing the world’404 by denying the 

existence in London of such a familiar sight. The negation transforms the 

moon from the placid and poetic image readers identify as familiar into a 

baffling unfamiliar object laden with meanings. The moon appears to bridge 
the two locales mentioned in the passage: the present urban setting of London 

and the past rural landscape of the village in northern Iraq. The move from the 
latter to the former has been more than a geographical relocation. The 

sentence ‘freedom is that all your family dies and a male stranger 

accompanies you home in a foreign country’ in fact conveys the idea that 

freedom for the protagonist entailed losing her family and leaving Iraqi society, 
which forced her to conform to their strict sexual segregation through control, 

and moving to a foreign country where she can walk at night with a man she 
barely knows without anybody noticing or judging her. These two geographical 
and metaphorical locations are connected by the moon, which I consider a 

symbol of the protagonist’s rural past and communal identity that are absent in 
London. She naively believes to have purged both by leaving Iraq and does 

not seem to regret them, while she seems to prefer the London setting where 

she feels free because she can contradict her Panoptical society’s norms.

403 ‘We neared the bridge edge in front of the pub square and the moon was above. I saw it 
and I saw myself in the man’s company, us two alone in the darkness. This means that I am 
free. Freedom is that all your family dies and a male stranger accompanies you home in a 
foreign country. How did it arrive so that I could see it? I left it in our village in northern Iraq. 
We were in the little wadi with the mountain behind us. I left it on my mother’s tomb, a handful 
of soil with dismembered limbs underneath it. The fighters said: "Pray for her quickly and go 
away." The moon remained there with her smell. It seems that it has followed me.’ Ibid. pp. 15- 
6 .
404 Laura Castor. ‘Making the Familiar Strange’ in Winther, Lothe, and Skei (eds.). The Art of 
Brevity, p. 138; [jolt] replaces ‘jolts’.
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Therefore the foreign city represents a liberating experience for the 

protagonist, as Samira Aghacy maintains, an opportunity to escape familial, 
rural and national traditions, taboos, beliefs that she at least partially rejects 
since she contradicts sexual segregation, which is often the case in Lebanese 

fiction after 1975.405 The protagonist’s rejection of the communal identity 
seems to have engendered a subjective crisis (‘I do not know my self’) until the 

night in which she realises for the first time that the normalised Iraqi identity 
she believed to have left on her mother’s grave has followed her, because she 

has interiorised it. It is when she realises this that she sees her self (‘I saw it 
[the self] at night as I saw the moon’) and that she notices to be in a male 

stranger’s company (‘I saw it [the moon] and I saw myself in the man’s 
company’). She hence confirms Aghacy’s observation that even women who 

take the distance from their rural past and live in the city are haunted by their 
past and cannot leave it behind completely 406 However the consciousness 

that she is not free from her communal identity as she thought and that she 
does not know her self does not prevent her from resisting her Iraqi identity’s 

norms by kissing her escort407 This gesture indicates that she is not ‘the 

principle of [her] own subjection’408 because once away from her Panoptical 
society’s gaze she is capable to disobey.

To conclude, the researcher and the Iraqi immigrant are Hamlets, 
‘thinkers, [who] merely sit back and monologize’,409 always engrossed in their 
thoughts, partially or completely despondent for spiritual considerations. The 
former is a successful professional, although she is forlorn in her solitary 

private world, away from all her dear ones. The latter is overburdened by the 
sad memories of her past and by her subjective crisis. The second protagonist 

is more an outcast than a Hamlet, because she suffers from being excluded by 

the white community of which she strongly wishes to be part. In the stories

405 Aghacy, Samira. ‘Lebanese Women’s Fiction: Urban Identity and the Tyranny of the Past’, 
International Journal of Middle East Studies, 33:4, (November 2001), p. 504.
406 Ibid. p. 512.
407 Sa'Td. Darbat Qamar, p. 16.
408 Foucault’s words; see Introduction p. 21.
409 O'Connor. Op. cit, p. 25. I have used the sentence in the plural rather than in the singular 
of the original and added [who].
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they express the different experiences indicated by Hafez:410 the researcher’s 
dramatic fragmentation; the effort of subjectivation of the Iraqi immigrant, 
rejecting her inherited identity for a chosen identity; the second protagonist’s 
imposed distinction (not need of distinction) from the community, which marks 

her out through individualisation.

The latter is the only protagonist of the three that is not an autodiegetic 

narrator411 a narrative strategy that further accentuate her social exclusion. At 
the same time she is the only protagonist that has two well defined and fixed 
identities: the white one she constructs for herself and the non-white one 
through which English commuters individualise her. Hence she results 

simultaneously a ‘subject attached to [her] own identity by the consciousness 

or knowledge of [her] self’ and a ‘subject subdued to the other by control'.412 

The first protagonist instead has abandoned her self to fragmentation, letting a 

schizophrenic split make her impotent in front of Hazim and Mahmud and 
subdued to them by control, because she has no coherent subjectivity on 
which to found agency 413 The third protagonist is a ‘becoming’.414 She once 

was a woman ‘subdued to the other by control’, where ‘the other’ was her 
family and Iraqi rural society that forced her to share a communal identity. 

Once away from ‘the other’ she rejects the imposed communal identity and 

loses certainty about her own subjectivity,415 hence becoming a resisting 
vacillating subject who nevertheless now enjoys the freedom and agency of 
which ‘the other’ had deprived her in the past.

3) Liyanah Badr

Liyanah Badr was born in Jerusalem in 1951/2, grew up in Jericho, and then 
moved to Jordan in 1967 with her family. She studied for some time at the

410 See pp. 58-9 above.
411 See Genette. Op. cit., p. 253 for definition.
412 Foucauldian definitions of subject; see Introduction p. 12; [her] replaces ‘his1.
413 See Ibid. p. 44 for Foucault’s consideration about coherent subjectivities necessary to 
found political action.
414 See Ibid. p. 53 for this definition shared by de Beauvoir and Foucault.
415 This is a consequence of the rejection of prescriptive subjectivities; see Ibid. p. 45.
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University of Jordan but, having moved to Beirut after the events of Black 
September (1970), obtained her degree in philosophy and psychology in 1973 

at the Arab University of Beirut and her MA in psychology in 1975 at the 
University of Lebanon.416 She has worked as a journalist for the magazine Al- 

Hurriyyah in Beirut, Damascus and Tunis. In the second half of the 1990’s she 

returned to Palestine, settling in Ramallah, has worked for the magazine 

Dafatir FilasfTniyyah and now works for the Ministry of Culture as director of the 
cinema section, a position that induced her to study and practise direction and 
script writing, adding several films to her literary production that encompasses 
novels, short stories, children’s stories and dramas, poetry 417

As is the case with the previous two writers, critical works on Badr’s other 

works are several, while those on short stories are very few. One of the latter 
is Khalidah Sa°Td’s study that explains how Badr uses imagination and 
probable dreams to bridge the gap between ‘the possible imaginary’ and 'the 
real certain’ and how she builds her stories on the different interactions 
between the two levels of daily public life and imaginary private life.418 A 

certain difference in themes can be seen among the collections Badr wrote 
while living outside Palestine, such as Ana UrTdu al-Nahar (I Want the 

Daylight) and JahTm DhahabT (Golden Hellfire), and the collection she wrote 

after her return Sama’ Wahidah (One Sky). The most recurring theme in the 
Ana Undu al-Nahar is the loss of dear ones, home countries, peace, caused 

by war, displacement and life choices, accompanied by some examples of 
unbalanced and discordant romantic relations. In JahTm DhahabT the main 

themes are Palestinians’ sorrowful exile in unwelcoming countries and the 
wars that affected Palestine, Lebanon and Kuwait. In both collections female 

and child characters prevail on rare male characters. Sama’ Wahidah instead 

is dominated by the tragedy of the occupation and Israelis’ influence on the

416 For more details about Badr’s formative years see John J. Donohue and Leslie Tramontini 
(eds.). Crosshatching in Global Culture: a Dictionary of Modern Arab Writers: an Updated 
English Version of R. B. Campbell’s "Contemporary Arab Writers". (Beirut: Ergon Verlag 
Wurzburg, 2004), vol.1, pp. 193-5.
417 See bibliography for details.
418 Khalidah Sa°Td. Al-Mar'ah, al-Taharrur, al-lbdac. (Al-Dar al-Bayda': Nashr al-Fanak), 1991, 
pp. 149-50. The only other study I could trace about Badr’s older short stories is a comment 
about “Alwan" (from JahTm DhahabT) in al-Zayyat. Op. cit., p. 28. Instead there are at least 
seven articles about Sams’ Wahidah available on the internet.
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daily life of its common Palestinian protagonists, which is a common tendency 

among Palestinian writers living in the Occupied Territories.419

From Ana UrTdu al-Nahar I have chosen “Ana UrTdu al-Nahar” because it 

concentrates on the disturbed inner world of the young female protagonist and 

on her problematic interactions with men and with others in general, hence 
providing an insight into her subjectivity’s formative elements. The protagonist 
introduces her problems to relate to her two partners420 on the background of 

intersexual relations that are changing more in theory than in practice:
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419 See pp. 76-86 above for the Levantine literary context.
420 The first partner is an amateur painter; the second partner is simply called ‘my beloved’.
421'[..] he [her second partner] returns to her saying: "I will not love you if you make me a bead 
of the rosary that you carry in your hands and then detach when you wish.” She does not 
know what to answer him, what does she tell him? But this was before she knew him, 
absolutely before she knew him. All of them were making great bombastic enunciations about 
women’s freedom, but every time she relaxed between their hands the words tied a noose 
around her neck in the shape of a circle that became smaller and smaller until the rumours 
and the friends’ stories suffocated her, and we did not find ourselves anymore in a new 
society. Then a girl not poised, and at this age! An illogical thing. Freedom is only for adults, 
what does she understand of freedom??
I talk to him, I say: “Last time I have quarrelled with my friend [the painter], and I refused to 
meet him. [..] He turned up at the house of the people with whom I was living and he 
threatened me with a loud voice as if he wanted them to hear him. That definitely resembled 
scandal.’ Liyanah Badr. Ana UrTdu al-Nah§r: Qi$as. (Al-Ladhiqiyyah: Dar al-Hiwar li-l-Nashr wa 
al-Tawzf, 1985), p. 60.
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The protagonist finds herself caught between what men say about 
women’s freedom and the behaviour they expect from her, which are 
contradictory. As soon as she begins taking advantage of the freedom men 
are pompously bestowing on women, gossips about her create an atmosphere 

that suffocates her exercise of freedom rather than encouraging it. This 

happens because she is singularly situated in a sort of schizoid society that 

falsely pretends to be a new society in which freedom can be enjoyed, while it 
expects her to conform to its traditional idea of femininity and punishes her 

when she does not, in line with de Beauvoir’s idea that the concept of 
femininity is defined by customs and fashions and imposes itself on women 
who are sexually and socially devalued if they do not conform.422 The 

punishment is epitomised in: her actual partner’s threat not to love her if she 

treats him like ‘a bead of the rosary’, i.e. like an object; people’s remarks about 

her, who is deemed too old to be ‘not poised’, i.e. unruly as a child, and too 
young to ‘understand freedom’, i.e. to be considered a responsible subject; the 
humiliation to which she is subjected when her male friend threatens her 

loudly in order to be heard by her house mates because she refused to met 
him after a quarrel. These are disciplinary sanctions, or rather a disciplinary 

preventative measure in the first case, because all three actions strike the 

protagonist when she exerts her agency of subject or try to prevent her from 
doing so. They aim to push her back into the position of passive object society 

assigned to her and ultimately to normalise her, showing the typical 
characteristic of discipline that punishes ‘all that is inadequate to the rule’, as 
Foucault indicated.423 By confining her to the position of normalised passive 
object these three sanctions indicate to the protagonist that freedom and 
agency for her are abstract ideas with which she can toy only. She will not be 

allowed to employ them to overcome her subordination in the unequal 

relations in which she is involved, because these are fundamental in enabling 

her counterparts to exert power on her424 In fact despite her aspirations she is 
still inhabiting an inferior position, which is visible in her lack of response to the

422 See Introduction pp. 50-1.
423 Ibid. p. 21.
424 As per Foucault’s definition power is exerted in unequal relations; see Ibid. p. 17.
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three sanctions: she does not know what to answer her second partner, she 

does not defend herself from people’s comments and she does not react to 
the humiliation inflicted by the painter. Similarly she does not respond to the 
silencing disgust, disinterest, disesteem and belittling laughs of her actual 

partner when she starts to recount her relationship with the painter and her 

suicide attempt.425 In all the aforesaid situations she lets her counterpart tie 
her to her inferior position without opposing resistance, unless her suicide 
attempt is considered a form of resistance. Hence she cooperates in 
maintaining her own subordination because she normalises herself to the 
image of women as weak that her culture has defined and that she has 

interiorised 426 while pretending to be strong. This contradiction governs her 

erratic behaviours and her relationship with the painter:
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She cannot face the painter ‘unique and sovereign’ as a subject, because 
the education received has prepared her only for being an inessential object 
that loses ‘herself body and soul in the one designated to her as the absolute, 

as the essential’,428 hence her desire to hide in his body. Her ambivalent 

attitude towards nausea illustrates the aforesaid contradiction. She wishes to 

resist nausea because she wants to abide by the sexist ideology of patriarchy 
that obliges her to forget her femininity if she wants to be equal to men 429 
epitomes of strength. Simultaneously she contemplates the possibility to 
surrender to tears, conforming to the socially accepted image of women as

425 Badr. Op. cit., p. 61.
426 This is the relationship of complicity women develop with the femininity norms of their own 
cultures as indicated by Bordo; see Introduction p. 39.
427 ‘..and I hide inside his body lying above me. The nausea! I feel it gushing in my stomach 
full of seaweeds and I try to resist. Or rather I must resist, since nausea is an oppressing bad 
sensation, and it does not suit someone with a boy haircut like me. What do I do? Do I cry like 
they do in Egyptian films?’ Badr. Op. cit, p. 63.
428 De Beauvoir’s words; see Introduction p. 53.
429 This aspect is analysed by de Beauvoir; see Ibid. p. 49.
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tearful and ‘femininely’ weak, typical of Egyptian films.430 She has 

unconsciously interiorised these conceptions of femininity and masculinity and 

more:
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In this quote Eve is the rebellious female archetype she has internalised, 
that compels her to verbalise thoughts and feelings (‘this was the way I had to 
talk’) that are traditionally attributed to Eve in order to comply with her socially 

accepted image. Thus she appears completely and uncritically dependent on 

social archetypes, unable to build a subjectivity with a ‘personal touch’. 

However even when she tries to be Eve her present partner laughs at her, 
ridiculing the way she expresses her feelings, despite the fact that she is trying 

to recount a painful life experience, once again belittling her because he does 
not consider her an adult subject but just a stupid, inferior little girl 432

Therefore the two main elements that condition subjectivation for de 

Beauvoir, i.e. social customs and other subjects, are cooperating in hampering 
the protagonist’s subjectivation. The former mythifies her and the latter 
deprives her of the recognition as subject, without which she cannot possibly 
be a subject, and of the intersubjective reciprocal relationship between equals 
required for the formation of subjectivity.433

She reacts to mythification and objectification by foregrounding her body:

430 Throughout the story her partner is a ‘courageous hero’ (mentioned three times on p. 62), a 
‘heroic and strong man’, ‘the capable great man’ (p. 63), while she is a ‘weak girl’ (p. 62).
431 [..] and he laughs of the way in which I express my feelings. Of course, this was the way I 
had to talk from the beginning. Did Eve not talk like this with our lord Adam after they were 
expelled from Paradise?’ Badr. Op. cit, p. 65.
432 Ibid. p. 59.
433 See Introduction p. 52.
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Exposing her breasts to the light she notices the colour of her nipples as 

if she had never seen them before in full light, since living in a social context in 
which even the use of the word nipple is forbidden has prevented her from 
becoming truly familiar with her own sexed body. Such prohibition is an 

allusion to the suppression of any discussion about female sexuality that has 

been imposed on ‘us’ (They taught us so.’), i.e. women in general, by 
teachers, family, relatives, friends, all involved in teaching those women 

'feminine proprieties’, which are that discipline of femaleness society employs 

to fabricate women.435 The protagonist’s physical gesture of exposure has 
three implications: she defies the secrecy forced on female sexuality and on 
the female body by her society; she resists the power that her social 
entourage exercises on her body through constant surveillance and she fully 
enjoys ‘the pleasure of relaxing in silence’ with her body in the sun and the 

air;436 she takes full control of her body and of her subjectivity inseparable 

from her body. In this passage her subjectivity does not appear as an 
instrument of her entourage’s power because it is not assisting their exercise 

of power437 which means that she has not fully interiorised the norm and that 
her body has become a locus of resistance for a moment, rather than an 

instrument of power. Nevertheless as soon as she hears her partner coming

434 ‘I expose my breasts to the air and the light, and I notice how light the colour of the nipple 
is. Pinkish white with black little freckles, it reminds me of a strange ambiguous thing between 
girls and mothers. The nipple! What a hateful word. Uf! It reminds me immediately of wet 
nurses. Hateful word forbidden to decline, circulate and use. They taught us so. Who are 
they? Those who taught us the letters of the alphabet. The family. The neighbours. The 
uncles. The aunts. The friends and friends of the friends.’ Badr. Op. cit, p. 67.
435 As per Foucault ‘discipline «fabricates» individuals’; see Introduction p. 20.
430 Badr. Op. cit., p. 67.
437 See Introduction p. 19 for subjectivity as product and instrument of power.
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out of the bathroom she covers up, losing control of more than her body in 

favour of her overseer:
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When she loses mastery on her body she forgets who she is and will be, 

i.e. she loses control of her subjectivity too. The image of the rosary beads, 
recurrent in this short story,439 might suggest also another interpretation. By 

looking at the different usages of this image and at the recurrent childhood 
memories scattered in this story, I came to the conclusion that it symbolizes 
the protagonist’s lived experience that has sedimented through the chain of 
interactions with her world and has formed her subjectivity 440 The gesture of 
scattering the beads symbolises the undoing of her lived experience, which 

causes also the undoing of her present and future subjectivity. In the resulting 

vacuum she could form another subjectivity, remote from archetypes and 
object position, of which one characteristic is declared in the story’s coda:
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The protagonist’s need of light is reiterated in this story442 possibly 
suggesting the transparent, open and unique subjectivity she would like to 

constitute personally, distinguished from the secretive, confined and controlled 
subjectivity her society has fabricated in her. Such desire could be the 

probable dream with which Badr bridges the gap between ‘the possible 
imaginary’ subject position to which the protagonist aspires and ‘the real 
certain’ object position she occupies.443 Nevertheless this does not prevent the 
protagonist from being the autodiegetic narrator of the entire thirteen-page 
story 444 which is peculiarly written almost completely in the present tense, 
even when the protagonist is narrating moments of her childhood or of her 

more recent past through the extensive and frequent analepses445 that 
intersperse the recit. The constant use of the present tense and the lack of

438 'I throw the amber beads on the floor, forgetting who am I and who wilt I be?’ Badr. Op. cit,
p. 68.
439 ibid. pp. 60, 65, 68.
440 See Introduction p. 52 forde Beauvoi’s definition of lived experience.
441 ‘I want daylight.’ Badr. Op. cit, p. 69.
442 It is found also on pp. 67, 68.
4431 am using Sard’s terminology; see above p. 134.
444 The only exception is half a page quoted on p. 135 above.
445 See Genette. Op. cit, pp. 253,82 for definitions of autodiegetic and analepsis.
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temporal clauses and adverbs make the switch between present and past 
events nearly imperceptible, creating a sort of continuum in which all events 

are lived as present by the protagonist.

From JahTm DhahabT I will examine “Liqa”’ (Encounter), which I have

chosen because it presents the roles of communities and of the body in the

protagonist’s subjectivity. The protagonist is a very young expectant
Palestinian woman living in Jordan who, apart from being a member of the
Palestinian exiles’ community, is also an activist of a Palestinian resistance

movement based in Jordan. She and other women activists carry out the risky

operation of bringing messages to the fedayeen situated in the Jerash refugee

camp every week, until her pregnancy noticeably alters her body’s shape.
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Her political group is now averse to her participation in the mission to 

Jerash because the transformation of her body caused by her advanced 
pregnancy has changed her comrades’ perception of her. Since the body is 

one of the situations that contribute to define her as a woman, its changes 

affect her definition. In this case it is the shape/size rather than the sex of the 

body that is the most important fact about the protagonist’s body, as Toril Moi 

would put it.447 Nevertheless the protagonist stubbornly and resolutely denies 

that the change in shape has negatively affected the ability she has already 
demonstrated in previous dangerous missions accomplished with her oversize 

belly. On the contrary she underlines how to perform missions with the

446 ‘Your belly is up to your throat and you would like to climb up to the forests in this state! 
“What is strange in this?" she asked with stubbornness and resoluteness. “Why not? I 
participate in all secret operations that I am able to do. Did I not put a heap of forbidden party 
leaflets and walk around in all safety with them wrapped over my belly that is up to my throat, 
as you say? Did I not overcome tens of dangerous obstacles with an ability that is lacking in 
the presumptuous heroes who have no belly and are not saddened by it?’ Liyanah Badr. 
JahTm DhahabT: Qisas. (Bayrut: Dar al-Adab, 1991), p. 24.
447 See Introduction p. 49.
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saddening burden of her belly requires more ability than her male comrades 

will ever have. She successfully defeats this attempt to exclude her and goes 
to Jerash, but once there a man she finds in the deserted refugee camp 
hinders her plan to reach the fedayeen on the mountains:
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With the sentence ‘according to his description’ the narrator introduces a 

glimpse of the man’s unvoiced viewpoint on the protagonist’s tummy, which 

influences his attitude towards the protagonist more than her sex. He talks to 
her as if talking to a stubborn little girl, whom he drags by the hand and 
commands in the imperative tense to leave her stuff and go home, as if 

pregnancy had diminished her decisional faculties, hence entitling him to treat 

her like his niece. This attitude is common to all the people she knows, as 

though the body shape change caused by pregnancy had altered their 

perception of her from an able-bodied woman to a disabled that is 
automatically placed in an inferior position in their power relations. Her 

stubbornness, which is a form of resistance, is used by power as evidence of 
her unreasonableness in order to further dominate as Foucault theorised.449 

The activist’s own attitude towards pregnancy and her baby is problematic:
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448 ‘He looks at her belly extending to her stomach according to his description. He has known 
her for minutes, but he starts speaking to her like all the people whom she knows, who talk to 
her with the vocabulary of a stubborn little girl that wants to be bad mannered. [..J
As if he was her paternal or maternal uncle, he drags her by the hand to a remote room in 
which sits another strange guy she does not know. “This is your office, leave your stuff and go 
back home immediately.’” Badr. JahTm DhahabT, p. 26.
449 See Introduction p. 17.
450lLove is romantic and great. But pregnancy! Poor me! A glaring evidence of the corporeal 
suspicious occurrence of the sexual intercourse. A bit like a crime! [..] But intercourse for love
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Although she differentiates between sexual intercourse motivated by 

love, which she considers ‘romantic and great’, and that motivated by 
reproduction, there is an undercurrent of shamefulness in these lines, since 
she compares pregnancy to the evidence of a crime and she calls sexual 

intercourse ‘suspicious’ and similar to a crime. This shame, together with other 

details, like her boyish haircut and her ‘unfeminine’ activities (jumping walls, 

running, climbing),451 gives the impression that the protagonist is trying to 
repudiate her femaleness and to masculinise herself. By so doing she 
mutilates her subjectivity,452 replacing her renounced femaleness with her 

political identity, which hence is extremely precious. Pregnancy instead 

foregrounds her femaleness, and she seems to dislike being a female and 

even more to be pregnant because of its consequences. She is saddened by 

her belly.453 She abhors the ‘unnatural’ size of her belly and the ‘bizarre’ 
shape454 pregnancy has given her once slim body; the similarity to her mother, 

whom she does not wish to emulate, probably identifying her as the 
archetypical Woman/Mother; the restlessness of the foetus she is carrying:
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The use of the attribute ‘damned’ clearly indicates her exasperation in 

front of this child, whom she considers an ‘invader’ of her personal space and 
a limit to her freedom, because he behaves as if he was living in his own 

independent space rather than in his mother’s womb, depriving her of calm, 

sleep and independence. It is also possible that Badr might be using the child

is one thing, and intercourse for generating children is something else. The latter makes me 
resemble my mother, older than I am and than I wish to be.’ Badr. JahTm DhahabT, p. 21.
451 Activities mention in Ibid. p. 26.
452 See Introduction p. 48 for de Beauvoir’s concept of femininity denial as mutilation.
453 See quote 446 on p. 141 above.
454 See Badr. JahTm DhahabT, p. 27 for the former, p. 24 for the latter.
455 ‘Even the child! Imagine, he does not want to calm down every time I give in to sleep, and 
the damned child keeps kicking me as if he is in his independent kingdom and not inside my 
tummy. Oh my God, even children the size of a palm of the hand obtain their independence 
and they are still very small drops. If he listened to me at least he would calm down and be 
appeased during my little sleep.’ Ibid. p. 24.
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as a metaphor of the Zionist invader and the protagonist’s body as the allegory 

of Palestine, hence the word ‘damned’ and the representation of the mother- 
child relationship as a competition to acquire independence at the other’s 

expenses.
Despite the fact that the change of body shape has affected everybody’s 

perception of the protagonist and despite the protagonist’s problematic attitude 

towards pregnancy and her baby, her own perception of herself is intact until 
she finds herself stranded in Jerash refugee camp:
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Until that moment she had been naively certain that only her body shape 

had changed, hence she could still run and jump as usual even in the last 

month of her pregnancy. Now that she is alone in a hot, deserted refugee 
camp the protagonist realises for the first time that also her body’s mobility and 

her control over it have changed. The advanced pregnancy prevents her body 
from being as mobile as it was before, considerably limiting the kind of 
activities it is able to do, regardless of what she wants to do, which means that 
now it is her body that controls her rather than the contrary. It is only when she 
realises personally how limited her pregnant feminine body’s mobility is, i.e. 

when her consciousness accepts it through her actions, that it becomes part of 
her situatedness.457

In particular she discovers how defenceless she is when a sniper starts 
shooting at her:

456 ‘For the first time she was struck by the unfathomable awareness that her body is heavier 
than her. It is what guides her and delimitates her trajectories, not the contrary. Before that 
she did not worry about running in the university courtyard among the students [..j 
Only her shape changed, no more, no less. She goes to demonstrations, she walks long 
distances, she shouts with women and schoolgirls, she jumps over walls if the situation 
requires it and if the army opens fire on them. But now! But now!!’ Ibid. p. 26.
4571 am paraphrasing de Beauvoir; see Introduction p. 50.
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The protagonist resents pregnancy for absorbing most of her vital energy 

and depriving her of control over her body, which now cannot even duck for 

cover or run to escape the sniper. She also resents her body for neglecting her 
and privileging the necessities of her foetus, whom she sees as having more 

mastery than her on her body and hence depriving her subjectivity, which is 

not separated from the body, of its vital space. In this case rather than being 

subjectivity the ‘prison of the body’, as Foucault defined it,459 it is the body that 
imprisons the protagonist’s subjectivity by subduing it to reproductive needs 
even against its own survival needs. This confirms de Beauvoir’s definition of 

biological facts as extremely important and of a woman’s body as ‘one of the 
essential elements of the situation that she occupies in this world’ 460

After this scary experience, the protagonist is brought to safety by a 

group of Palestinian women wearing ‘black peasant clothes that preserved the 
wonderful embroidery since the days of «the country»’ 461 They shout at her to 

jump in the already overcrowded car, accustomed as they are to a lifestyle that 
has only a communal dimension, in which everything positive and negative is 

shared and there is no metaphorical and physical space for the individual. By 
presenting the protagonist (a well-off university student, modernly dresses, 

living in an urban context) boarding a car full of refugees (impoverished, poorly 
educated or illiterate, traditionally dressed, of peasant extraction) Badr gives 
this collective Palestinian identity an inclusive character. Nevertheless she 

does not construct a harmonic community, which is out of place in the short

458 ‘She lowers her head as much as she can, considering this unnatural abdomen that climbs 
to her stomach, she pushes her body forward in order to run, but she finds out that this simple 
movement is out of her reach now. As if her body, entirely devoted to the production of the 
child, had forgotten and neglected her. Even running is not possible!!’ Badr. JahTm DhahabT, p. 
27.
459 See Introduction p. 19 for the relation body/subjectivity.
480 Ibid. p. 48.
461 Badr. JahTm DhahabT, p. 29.
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story as Hafez indicated.462 The conflictuality present within the Palestinian 
community transpires in the words the protagonist mentally addresses to her 
teacher when he criticises her for being pregnant at such a young age:
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The revolution she believes young Palestinians embody does not fight 
only the enemies of Palestine, but also enslaving Palestinian traditions and 
social practices in order to renew Palestinian society. In a context in which 

people thwart love in the choice of a spouse more than they fight imperialism 
and capitalism, she decided to marry the man she loves. This is a form of 
rebellion to the norm, and the couple born out of this rebellious gesture is for 

her a form of revolution that will renew society, because she attributes 
revolutionary potential to the management of intersexual relationships. The 

protagonist’s position, although excessively optimistic, recalls the early 
Women’s Liberation movement’s motto “personal is political” and indeed the 

Foucauldian idea that just like power affects all institutions without being 
localised in them, so there are many loci of resistance 464 The protagonist is 

deliberately resisting power when she delivers secret messages for her 
political group, when she takes the distance from worn traditions, when she 
marries the man she loves.

To conclude, the protagonists of these two short stories have 

diametrically opposed relations with their female bodies. The former 

foregrounds her female body in order to resist her social entourage’s power. 

The latter denies the femaleness of her body, until her body overwhelms her

462 See Introduction p. 57.
403 ‘We are the revolution itself. Yes, us. Against everything. The June 1967 defeat. The old 
conventions, the worn traditions. Even against our people who resist love more than they fight 
imperialism and capitalism. Me, sir, I fell in love with him and I married him when I was a child, 
as you say, because I want to be. Us. We are the revolution in the new society as I told you.’ 
Badr. JahTm DhahabT, p. 21.
464 See Introduction pp. 17-8.
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with its femaleness and pregnancy in the refugee camp. In both cases the 
body is, as per Foucault’s definition, a ‘political body’ in the grips of relations of 
power,465 and a battle ground. In the first case the battle is between the 
entourage’s power and the protagonist, whose subjectivity does not always 
assist her entourage in its dominance of her body. In the second case the 
battle is between the power of biological laws governing pregnancy and the 

protagonist, whose subjectivity in vain resists those laws.
Between the two, the activist is the one who comes out of the battle 

defeated because she has lost all control on her body for the benefit of her 
foetus, while the first protagonist still keeps some control on her body. 

Ironically the activist is constructed throughout the story as a resisting subject: 
she obstinately resists the many attempts to guide her conduct, i.e. the power 

relations in which she is involved 466 and the effects of pregnancy on her body; 
she considers her life an ‘embodied revolution’ against occupation, traditions 
and her own people. Nonetheless she is a subject physically subjected to her 
foetus’ needs. This is also reflected in her subjection to a heterodiegetic 

narrator467 who recounts her story instead of her, although allowing her to 

speak directly through reported speech.
Despite the ‘private bodily resistance’ the first protagonist is uncertain 

and irresolute in her stand, incapable to concretely resist her entourage’s 

power468 clings to social archetypes for reassurance. She is a ‘thinker, [who] 

merely sits back and monologizes’469 about her experiences and discontent, 
who only at the very end expresses her need of achieving a distinguished, 

chosen subjectivity470 and whose capacity to achieve it remains unproven.

4bi> See Ibid. p. 17.
466 See Ibid. p. 18 for Foucault’s definition of power relations.
467 See Genette. Op. cit, p. 252 for definition.
468 The attempted suicide could be considered her only concrete gesture of resistance.
469 O'Connor. Op. cit, p. 25; [who] is my addition.
470 This is the typical quest of short story’s characters for Hafez; see above p. 58.
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4) Nura Amin

Nura Amin was born in 1970 in Cairo, in whose university she achieved her 

university degree in French literature in 1992 and her master degree in 
comparative literature. She works in the Language and Translation Centre of 

the Academy of Arts, translates literary works from English and French, writes 

theatrical, cinematic and literary criticism for the newspaper AI-AhalT and for 
the magazine Al-Hilal, is a theatre, cinema and television actress, a dancer 

and a theatre and film director. Her literary production encompasses award- 
winning short stories and novels, plays, studies and screenplays,471 but her 
short stories attract much less attention than the activities she organises with 

La Musica, the independent theatre group she founded in 2000.
Amin’s first three collections have several common features, such as the 

absence of dialogues and of all inessential elements. In fact characters have 
no names (only two stories in total have characters with proper names), there 
are no indications/descriptions of places, and events are reduced to a bare 

minimum. Most stories are chronicles of the thoughts, dreams, emotions and 

fantasies of the protagonists, who are chiefly women. From a narrative 

technique point of view it can be noticed that while heterodiegetic narrators 
prevail in the first collection, in the other two collections autodiegetic 

narrators472 dominate stories that are mostly interior monologues of 
protagonists who in their imaginations silently address someone who is mostly 

absent. Like most of her contemporary female short story writers 473 Amin 
uses her texts to question prevailing values and moral norms. In Jumal 
l°tiradiyyah (Parenthetical Phrases) she deals with taboo subjects such as 
female and male homosexuality, sexual fulfilment, marital relations 

characterised by constriction, estrangement and frustration, physical violence 
towards women. The few male characters are fleeting, marginal, inoffensive.

In Jtiruqat Muhaddabah (Convex Roads) Amin explores how women 

who are not ‘up to the norm’ are punished and the intimacy and profundity of

471 See bibliography for details.
472 See Genette. Op. t it , pp. 252-3 for definitions.
473 See above pp. 76-86 for her Levantine context.
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mother-child relations, which are set against intersexual non-maternal 

relations that are totally deprived of such features. Male characters, who are 
more numerous and important than in the first collection, play mainly negative 
roles as estranged fathers or husbands, condemnatory partners, violent 
fathers, coercive overseers. Murad Wahbah sees in AmTn’s exploration and 
juxtaposition of these two kinds of relations a sort of call to revive matriarchy in 

a modern form.474 In Halat a!-Tacatu f75 (Episodes of Sympathy) Amin explores 
what happens after romantic relationships end and presents several non

normalised female characters: prostitutes, a divorced celibate mother, overtly 
sensual women, an alcoholic, women who have had several partners, a 
woman who finds herself in another woman’s body. The few male characters 

are marginal fleeting partners or courting men.

From Turuqat Muhaddabah I will examine “Imra’ah Muftaradah” (A 

Hypothetical Woman), which has been chosen because it presents the 
protagonist’s experience of loss that jeopardises her sense of self, hence 
revealing what is the foundation of her subjectivity. The protagonist is ‘a 
woman who has lost her -  imposed -  virginity on the conjugal bed. And lost 
also her husband and her marriage’476 because he divorced her to marry 
another woman. This short story focuses on how the loss of her husband 

affects the subjectivity of the protagonist, who is convinced to have lost her 
femininity with the divorce:
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474 Murad Wahbah. ‘Al-Mar’ah °Am 1995’, lbdac, 1, (January 1996), p. 52. This article contains 
brief comments on several stories of the first two collections.
475 I could trace only an article about this collection, which examines a story I did not consider: 
Samiyyah Ramadan. ‘Rasa’il al-Jasad cinda Nura AmTn wa cAfaf al-Sayyid’, lbdac, 10-11, 
jfOctober-November 1996), pp. 109-16.
76 Nura AmTn. Juruqat Muhaddabah: Majmucah Qi?a$iyyah. (Al-Qahirah: Dar al-Thaqafah al- 

JadTdah, 1995), p. 23.
477 ‘She was a woman. And became a divorcee. [..]
she knew that she was not a woman anymore, not a little girl anymore, nor a maiden, and she 
definitely was not a man, she was a divorcee. [..] lonely she swallows the disappointment and
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In the protagonist’s society an adult female to be considered a woman 
must be a wife, which is one of the many definitions of femininity customs and 

fashions have artificially determined as per de Beauvoir.478 When she lost the 
wifehood her society equates with femininity ‘she knew that she was not a 
woman anymore’ because she has interiorised social norms to such an extent 

that they dominate her self-perception. It is not only society that labels her 

from the outside, it is her who knows that she is now a non-woman divorcee, 
as if divorce had transformed her subjectivity. Such interiorisation is visible 
also in her consideration of divorce as ‘her failure to be a woman’, despite 
having been repudiated for another wife, reflecting the social attitude of 
considering divorce exclusively women’s fault. Considering divorce ‘her failure 
to be a woman’ also indicates that in her context her female body is less 

important than marriage among the elements that make her a woman.479 
Having lost marriage, and with it her social femininity, the protagonist strives to 
obliterate also her female body. She wraps her body in dark, long, loose
clothes, bends her back to hide her breasts, lowers her voice as much as

possible the few times she speaks, does not try to look pretty. She

successfully repudiates her sex, hence mutilating her subjectivity and 
becoming an incomplete human being 480 albeit with a bitterness that suggests 
that this mutilation is a forced ‘choice’ imposed by her social context.

^ Mi ^  *1#̂  y l* yfSil

481 "  i* J u 4 l A ttU j g&fXI

^ yp** I/**?

482 yr$

the bitterness of her failure to be a woman and the bitterness of her success in being sexless.’ 
AmTn. Op. cit., pp. 23-4.
478 See Introduction pp. 50-1.
479 This is an exasperation of de Beauvoir’s idea that the body is only one of the elements that 
make a woman; see Ibid. p. 49.
480 See Ibid. p. 48 for de Beauvoir’s idea of femininity denial as mutilation.
481 The calm features with which the poised woman must adorn herself so that she does not 
lose society’s respect towards her.
[..] She became a danger that threatened society with the -  supposed -  bodily pleasure that 
she knew’. AmTn. Op. cit, pp. 23.
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The loss of social femininity and position caused by divorce has 

transformed her into a social danger that is constantly monitored, judged and 
suspected by the people surrounding her, even by her alleged friends. In such 
a situation the protagonist endeavours not to lose society’s respect and her 
good reputation, hence she must lead a life that fully respects the rules 
predisposed for divorcees within her social group. She is expected to be calm, 

poised and contrite for the divorce, although she did not cause it, otherwise an 
extreme type of de Beauvoirian devaluation483 will affect her: she will be 

labelled a libertine who betrayed her husband and ostracised, which is a form 
of Foucauldian individualisation 484 Being already ashamed of her social non

position, she wants to avoid further individualisation, even if this means to 

sacrifice spontaneity and human contact in her lifestyle, strives to normalise 

herself to the ‘rules for divorcees’ and hence cooperates in maintaining her 
subordination, being more than a victim, as Bordo indicated 485 She is such a 

keen accomplice that she even tries to subject her dreams to those rules, ‘so 
that they could not spoil her imposed composure’, but she cannot stop ‘a 
terrible dream [that] often visited her unconscious’:486
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482 ‘She fears to live her life naturally so that people cannot say about her that she does not 
regret her divorce and that she is a libertine that probably betrayed her husband [..]
She was ashamed of her position -  or rather her "non-position” -  in society’. Ibid. p. 24.
483 See Introduction pp. 50-1.
484 See Ibid. pp. 15, 21.
485 See Ibid. p. 39.
488 AmTn. Op. cit, pp. 25; [that] is my addition.
487 'He makes love with her softly and tenderly, exactly in the way she wants it, or exactly in all 
the ways she wants it, and she interacts with him with a thirst that knows how to be quenched. 
Until they are both satisfied and their first encounter ends. [..]
This time the man suddenly accompanies her to a bedroom in her old house, removes her old, 
sick “I” from the bed, as if it was an empty dress with a white, pale head attached on it that 
could barely breathe.” Her heart is wrung a little, but then she moves like life when her “I” flies 
out of the window towards the sky.’ Ibid. pp. 25-6.
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This recurring dream reveals the dichotomy existing between her 
sexless, regimented public self488 and a secret self that inhabits her dreams 

and longs for companionship and pleasure, which are denied to her public self 
because if actually pursued they would completely devalue the protagonist. 
The two selves are represented in the dream in the two “I”: the public self is 
the “I” on the bed, old, sick and barely breathing because of the oppressive 

social control; the secret self is the protagonist of the dream who happily 
enjoys making love and strolling around with a male stranger. The protagonist 

of the dream is saddened by the poor state of her “I” on the bed, which recalls 
the bitterness the protagonist of the story feels for being a failed woman and a 

successful sexless being. Whether awake or sleeping the protagonist of the 

story is unsatisfied with her situation, which means that she has not 
completely interiorised the social rules that force her to live in that situation. 
The old and sick “I” flies out of the window when the man removes it, as if his 
human touch had broken the spell of isolation, control and disease (imposed 

by society), and revived its liveliness and good health. The joy of the 
protagonist of the dream at this sight indicates that the secret self longs to be 

rid of the same spell. This dream also reveals that, although she is convinced 

to have successfully become sexless, sexuality is still a component of her 
subjectivity. The protagonist’s sex and sensuality are foregrounded throughout 
the erotic encounter, during which she reveals and appeases ‘in all the ways 
she wants’ desires that in real life are not socially admissible for a woman in 
her “non-position". When awake she can only repress, not obliterate, her 

sexuality, since she is a subject subdued to society by control489 whose 

subjectivity, produced by power, assists power in its dominance of the body490 
and of the body’s sexuality in particular. Nevertheless sleep neutralises these 

control mechanisms and nothing can prevent her secret self from expressing 
its sexuality and desires in dreams.

488 Murad Wahbah briefly refers to the protagonist’s ‘social 1’ that strives to obtain society’s 
respect; see Wahbah. Op. cit., p. 53.
489 Here I am adapting one of Foucault’s definitions of subject; see Introduction p. 12.
490 For Foucauldian subjectivity as product and instrument of power see Ibid. pp. 18-9.
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From tfalat al-Tacafuf I have chosen “Qaricat al-Janq” (Road Surface) 

and “Hammalat Sadr Ukhra” (Another Bra), because both their female 
protagonists, unlike the protagonist of the previous story, consciously 
foreground their sexuality in an unorthodox way, although with two different 
purposes and completely different outcomes.

“Qari°at al-TarTq” is a prostitute’s monologue addressed to her clients, 

which starts and ends with the sentence ‘I know my place weir, which gives 
the story a circular structure. Although the protagonist accurately describes a 

physical place on the road surface close to the pavement’s margin from which 
she is collected and to which she is returned, she seems to be metaphorically 

referring to her social status. She knows very well that, being a prostitute, she 
is condemned to live on the margins of her society and to be as little visible as 

possible, hence her request to her clients to return her to her place at dawn, 
so that she can disappear before full daylight. Her popularity does not induce 

her to think that she can escape her situation:
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The encounters with her clients always follow the same pattern. They 

pick her up from the street, they enjoy her services and then return her to her 

usual spot on the street, without her even imagining that those encounters 

could have a different ending, such as a loving client rescuing her from the 
streets. She is aware that, unlike other women, she does not conform to the 
idea of femininity her society has elaborated and is therefore sexually and 
socially so devalued493 that in her clients’ eyes she is not a woman like the

491 ‘They take their part. Then they kindly put me in my place. It does not strike me the idea 
that this repetitive journey of mine could end up differently.’ Nura AmTn. HalBt al-Tacatuf. (Al- 
Qahirah: al-Hay’ah al-cAmmah li-Qusur al-Thaqafah, 1998), p. 47.
492 ‘Also be absolutely reassured, because I will not disclose your secrets. I will not blame you 
at all because you strive to cancel my smell from your room. And from the traces of your sweat 
oh «unique man»..!.’ Ibid. p. 50.
493 See Introduction pp. 50-1 for de Beauvoirian devaluation punishing transgressive women.
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others. This implies that: she cannot aspire to what normalised women aspire 

to, in terms of treatment, respect, consideration, marriage, etc.; her clients are 

ashamed of her, a ‘fallen’ woman, and hence try to cancel every trace of her 
passage in their lives in order to keep their dealings with her as secret as 
possible and save their reputation. Nevertheless she is not offended. On the 

contrary she offers her cooperation to her client in order to keep secrecy, while 

she makes fun of him by addressing him as ‘unique man’, although both of 

them know that he is only one of many, which is one example of the verbal 

irony that permeates this short story. Secrecy benefits not only her clients but 
the protagonist herself, who is allowed to keep her familiar position on the road 

only if she ‘disappears] with the daylight’,494 i.e. is invisible to the wider 
community, and remains within her dark corner. She is conscious of the fact 

that if she respects those conditions the liminality of her position exempts her 

and her clients from some common social and moral rules, hence giving them 

considerable freedom of action, of which she encourages her clients to take 
advantage:
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The protagonist gives her clients, apart from sexual satisfaction, an 

opportunity to leave aside the anxiety to prove their virility, which other women 
expect of them, and the thrill of transgressing for a little some norms and 

social conventions. They can dispense with the insincere romantic frills and 

love promises they use with other women, neglect procreation issues, free the 
sexual fantasies they must repress with other women, play any game they like 

without any moral restriction, because the protagonist is only a tool of pleasure 
for them, as the expression ‘operator’s manual’ subtly hints at, not a 

respectable woman. With her the clients can lower their mask of social

494 AmTn. Hal St al-Tacafuf, p. 50.
495 'I will take away from you the complications of the expected virility. And with them the soft 
music and the lit candles that melted well before. I will free your bed from love promises. From 
the aspirations to the little ones.
[..] Now amuse yourself with my body parts as you like. All the games that you wish are 
included in my operator’s manual.’ Ibid. pp. 48-9.
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respectability and uncover their worst while remaining unpunished and 

untarnished, albeit for her the situation is the opposite:
«jVl
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While these encounters are for the clients an opportunity to be genuine, 
for the protagonist they are a further farce in which she cynically utilises her 

experience in deciphering men’s feelings to decide whether to act the role of 
the shy virgin who needs a man to teach her all sexual secrets or of the 

nymphomaniac who forgot how many lovers she had, in order to suit her 
clients’ desires, which nevertheless she ironises. She easily manages to be 

any subject her clients want her to be; the subject being not a substance but a 

form for Foucault,497 she can effortlessly slip in and out of these forms as 

required by her clients, manipulating them like toys, who however are 
ultimately free to do whatever they want with and of her. Despite her cynicism 

and irony, the protagonist must do what men dictate to her because she is 
trapped in a situation that makes her dependent on them to earn her living. 

When the encounters end she is returned to her marginal position on the road, 
to which she is permanently chained because sexual and social norms 

exclude her from any other opportunity available within wider society. Clients 
instead can exit that marginality and re-enter wider society without losing their 
respectability and social place, because moral and social double standards 

allow them to do it. The protagonist is simultaneously an individualised outcast 

in the wider society, and hence free from some social norms, and a subject 

completely subdued to her clients by dependence in Foucauldian terms498 
within her marginal world.

496 ‘Like the name of your childhood’s virgin sweetheart, by which you call me now, and I feign 
blushing shyness. Or ardent desire. I disclose to you, with my experience of feelings, that you 
are «the first man» in order to let you teach me the secrets of the trade. Or that you are «the 
last man» if this is what turns you on.’ Ibid. pp. 49-50.
497 See Introduction p. 33.
498 See Ibid. p. 12.
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“Hammalat Sadr Ukhra” is also a monologue the protagonist mentally 

addresses to the men who stare at her while she walks towards a lingerie 

shop where she wants to buy a bra and it is wrapped in an atmosphere of 

eroticism that the protagonist intentionally creates:
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The protagonist immediately and proudly declares her unconformity to 

her addressees. She is a femme fatale, not one of their women, a woman of 

whom society disapproves because she defies social norms governing 

women’s behaviours by putting in evidence her body, by letting her hair fly 
around, a woman who perturbs ‘good family men’. She is aware that her 

foregrounded sensuality attracts all male gazes along the street and she 
enjoys provoking men’s fantasies and her ‘encounter’ with the wind, whose 

sensual description alludes to her own sexual fantasies that she is not 

ashamed to admit to herself. In front of the protagonist, whose clothes adhere 
to her body because of the wind’s action, other women bow their heads, as if 
overwhelmed by her sensuality, and grab their men by the hand to divert their 
attention from her.

499 ‘Yes. I am the femme fatale that your unhappy destiny has sent you so that she can make 
you lose your sleep.
In a wide road like this it does not concern me that my blouse opens up on my chest and 
diverts your expectations. Or that that my gipsy hair fly around and free your fantasies. I walk 
against the wind’s direction, I enjoy its vigour while it penetrates me. It also savours my strong 
thighs pushing against it, it gets more excited and it takes me with a continuous movement.[..j 
Your women bow their heads a little [..] I roll up my sleeves, revealing my favourite little hairs. 
And another part of my impudence. I encourage you to plunge deeper into imagination.’ AmTn. 
HSlat al-Ta°Stuf, p. 63.
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The other women's attitude encourages the protagonist to foreground her 
sexed body even further by rolling up her sleeves with deliberate impudence 

and defiance, whose resonance is amplified by its juxtaposition with other 

women’s modesty and compliance. Such sensuality, impudence and defiance 
though do not seem to discredit her in the eyes of the good men dragged by 

the hand; instead they follow her to the lingerie shop pretending to be 
customers in order to have more time to observe her. The part of the story 

taking place in the shop shows a dichotomy between the protagonist’s actions 

and fantasies. The external actions she performs are only to request a bra 
from the shop owner, pay for it and leave. In her imagination though she wants 
to run a competition among the male shoppers to see who can determine the 
size of her new bra, with which she is ironically pointing out that she is well 

aware of how the good family men are feasting their eyes on her breasts.

She also wishes to show her thighs to prove that she has a body like 

Demi Moore’s and also to benefit the male shoppers surrounding her, whose 
sexual fantasies and lives could be boosted by such sight, without them 
having to wait until the summer to stare at tourist’s bare legs, an ironic hint at 
the sexual repression and frustration in which they live. Nevertheless she does 

not accomplish any of her fantasies, because she knows that such behaviour 
is incompatible with the idea of femininity elaborated by the social context in 

which she is singularly situated, and that if she crosses the boundary between 
licit and illicit she will lose her social value and attract contempt rather than 

admiration. Despite her defiance, she is still a subject conditioned by social 

customs concerning femininity, as de Beauvoir theorised,500 who coexists with 

a resisting subject who enjoys titillating men and fantasising and who however 
can only express herself in the realm of imagination. The femme fatale hence 

experiences a dichotomy between a regimented public self and a secret self 
that inhabits her imagination, where she can transgress all the rules she likes 

and encourages the men watching her to do the same:

500 See Introduction pp. 50-1.
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ĵV JSji j l  t̂ A t̂ fUJ-Ut 111*> lj
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Those men are devouring her breasts with their eyes so much that they 

have ‘chapped’ them, but this does not irritate her; on the contrary she 

encourages men’s attention. She has chosen a black bra, a colour that is 

commonly associated with provocative lingerie, and holds it in her hands, so 
that the men can fantasise about how it will look on her white breasts and 
stare at them even more. She does not seem to pursue such intent for pure 

vanity, but rather because she enjoys the role of ‘inspiring muse’ of those 

men’s sexual fantasies and tries to boost this transgressive imagination, 

creating a sort of untold complicity with the men, a common ground in which 
both parties’ imaginations can run wild and take pleasure without exposing 
themselves to public blame.

To conclude the three protagonists of these stories belong to O’Connor’s 

‘submerged population groups’502 because they are not ‘up to the norm’ of 

their societies. The features that distinguish them from others are accentuated 
in order to categorise and isolate them from others in a Foucauldian 

individualisation503 that is perpetrated by all society in the first and second 
story and by women only in the third. The nuances of their differences from the 
norm are classified, so that when the difference from the norm is the greatest 

(the second story) the exclusion of individualisation is total and when the 
difference is the mildest (the third story) the exclusion is partial. The degree of 

individualisation of the characters influences what they express in terms of 
need or obligation of distinction from the community.504 It is the community that 

marks out the divorcee and the prostitute, who are respectively severely and

501 'I cling to this nice black piece, because it will gather inside it the breasts chapped by your 
gazes, or, let us say, because the contrast of its colour against my whiteness will produce a 
magnetic effect for the eyes that you point at my charms, which I take great care in deserving’ 
AmTn. HBlat ai-Ta°atuf, p. 66.
502 O'Connor. Op. cit, p. 6.
503 See Introduction pp. 15, 21 for more details.
504 See p. 57 above for more details.
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completely individualised and do not express any deliberate intention to be 
distinguished. The femme fatale instead, who is the less individualised of the 

three, wishes to be distinguished from other women and deliberately 
foregrounds what makes her special, which then induces women to exclude 

her.
The attitude of the three protagonists towards individualisation is 

different: the divorcee silently undergoes it, defined a divorcee by the narrator; 
the prostitute is conscious of her outcast status and indirectly acknowledges it 

repeating twice ‘I know my place well’,505 although she never defines herself 

prostitute; by defining herself femme fatale, the third protagonist instead 
subverts the individualising potential of this label, re-appropriates it and uses it 

ironically to describe her non-normalised status, of which she is somewhat 
proud. Individualisation is also a useful narrative strategy for the author that 

uses the ‘abnormal’ differences to create characters that represent generic 
female human types rather than individuals: the divorcee, the prostitute, the 

femme fatale.

These three short stories also articulate the protagonists’ experiences of 
subjective fragmentation,506 which is caused by marginality, as Harper has 

indicated but not explained.507 I think that this can be explained if the formation 
of subjectivity is supposed to happen through intersubjective reciprocal 
relationships among equals as de Beauvoir theorised or through the care of 
the self as social practice as Foucault theorised.508 Such activities are made 

impossible by marginality, which is exclusion from society, rather than 

integration, and implies inferiority, rather than equality. All three protagonists 

are marginalised and treated as inferiors to different extents, hence unable to 
establish within their communities the intersubjective reciprocal equal 

relationships they need in order to develop their subjectivities. This results in 
the divorcee and the femme fatale being split between their regimented public

505 See p. 153 above.
506 Which is a typical feature of the short story for Hafez; see pp. 57 above.
507 Phillip Brian Harper. Framing the Margins: the Social Logic of Postmodern Culture. (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1994), pp. 27-9.
508 See Introduction p. 52.
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subjectivities and their secret subjectivities and the prostitute being 

fragmented into all the subjects her clients want her to be.
Their subject positions are also different. The divorcee is a subject 

completely subdued to the other, which is society, by a control in which she 
unconsciously cooperates. The prostitute is not subdued to wider society’s 

control because she lives outside it, while in her liminal world she is 

consciously subdued to clients by an inescapable economic dependence.509 

The third protagonist instead is a subject consciously subjected to social 

customs concerning femininity,510 who resists some of them overtly by 
adopting the identity of femme fatale not as a universal ethical norm, but rather 
as a game that encourages her interactions with men surrounding her, which 
is a useful function Foucault attributed to identity.511 These subject positions 

are strengthened in the attribution of the narrator role within the recit. The 
heterodiegetic narrator of the first story deprives the most subdued of the three 

subjects of the ownership of the narrative, while in the other two stories the 
protagonists/autodiegetic narrators512 have the privilege of narrating their own 

stories without any interference.

5091 am adapting one of Foucault’s definitions of subject; see Ibid. p. 12.
5101 am adapting de Beauvoir’s definitions of female subject; see Ibid. pp. 50-1.
511 See Ibid. p. 14.
512 See Genette. Op. cit, p. 252-3 for definitions.
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CHAPTER THREE

TRAPPED FEMALE SUBJECTS IN IRAQ AND THE GULF

This third chapter will follow the same pattern of chapter two and will be 

divided into three sections, corresponding to the three writers and countries 

representing the area: Iraqi Daisy al-Amlr, Saudi Badriyyah al-Bishr and 

Emirati Salma Matar Sayf,

1) Daisy al-Amlr

Daisy al-AmTr was born in 1935 in Alexandria513 in a Lebanese-lraqi family that 
moved back to Iraq soon after her birth. In Baghdad she obtained her 
university degree in Arabic language and literature and then studied sculpture 
at the Academy of Fine Arts; she later obtained a diploma in English from 

Cambridge University. After several years of teaching in Iraq, in the 1960’s she 

moved to Beirut, where she worked in the Iraqi Embassy first and in the Iraqi 
Cultural Centre later. In 1985 she returned to Iraq for a brief period, followed 

by a sojourn in the US and then settled in Beirut again. She has published 
seven short story collections.514

513 Four sources indicate Alexandria as her birthplace: al-Faysal, Op. cit, p. 42; cAshur, 
Ghazul, Rashid [et al.j (eds.). Op. cit, vol. 3, p. 107; Donohue and Tramontini (eds.). Op. cit, 
vol.1, p. 108; °Tsa Futub (17/06/2006): “Daisy al-Amlr Sayyidat al-Qis§ah al-Mahmusah". 
WWW document, URL: http://www.awu-dam.org/esbou1000/1011/isb1011-013.htm, retrieved 
on 23/10/2007. One source indicates Basra (Meisami and Starkey (eds.). Op. cit, vol. 1, p. 
87), another one Baghdad (Zaydan. Op. cit, p. 102).
514 See bibliography for details.
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AI-A°rajT considers typical features of al-AmTr’s art her simple style and 

language, the common events around which her stories are centred, the 
predominance of self-reflection to the expenses of the outside, which is only 

an unimportant decorative background.515 In stories that delve into the 
interiority of the mainly female and lonely protagonists the prevalence of 
heterodiegetic recits is a tool to avoid slipping into sentimentalism and 

emotiveness. Several of those protagonists in Al-Bafad al-BacTd alladhT 
Tuhibbu516 (The Far Country that She Loves) are students who, despite their 

loneliness, are living the enthusiasm of the first romantic approaches, but such 
enthusiasm in the following collections is replaced by despondency. In 
Thumma Ta°udu al-Mawjah (Then the Wave Returns) the sadness of the 
modern working women protagonists of the stories517 is due to a social context 

that forces them to restrain their ambitions, and seems unaffected by the 
wealth the bourgeois protagonists enjoy. From this collection onwards 

bourgeois characters prevail in al-AmTr's stories,518 an element that marks her 
out from the majority of Iraqi writers, who people their short stories with 
proletarians, and in particular from her female contemporaries, who employed 

a wide array of characters,519

Notwithstanding the title, Al-Bayt ai-°Arab7 ai~Sa°7cf20 (The Happy Arab 

House) is a ‘house that does not make its inhabitants happy’.521 Misery is 

caused either by loneliness, for the unattached protagonists living alone, or by

515 AI-AcrajT. Op. cit, p.77.
516 This collection has received much critical attention: Basim cAbd al-Hamld HumudT. ‘Al- 
Balad al-Ba°Td alladhT Tuhibbu’, Al-Adab, 13:4, (April 1965), p. 61 contains brief analyses of 
short stories th a t! have not selected; cAbd al-Rahman Sulayman al-DarbandT. Dirasat °an ai- 
Mar’ah al~clrBqiyyah ai-Mu°B§irah, vol. 2. (Baghdad: Dar al-BasrT, 1970), p. 289 only mentions 
the collection title; Farraj. Op. cit, pp. 121-30 contains analyses of short stories I have not 
selected, remarks about al-AmTr’s female characters in general and comparisons with other 
women author’s female characters; Mahmud FawzT. Adab al-A?afir al-TawJiah. (Al-Qahirah: 
Dar Nahdat Misr li-l-Tabc wa al-Nashr, 1987), pp. 187-93 comments on the general 
atmospheres of the first five collections of al-AmTr (excluding the second) and analyses short 
stories I have not selected.
517 As indicated in Mawfiq Hashim al-ShadldT. ‘Al-Baht can $urah JadTdah li-l-Mar’ah’, AI~AdBb, 
17:12, (December 1969), pp. 29-31.
518 As indicated in CAIT al-QasimT. Thumma Tacudu al-Mawjah MajmQcah Qi§a§ bi-Qalam 
Daisy al-AmTr’, Ai-AdBb, 18:4, (April 1970), pp. 69-70.
519 See above pp. 86-9 for the Iraqi literary context.
520 This collection has received much less attention that the previous one: Accad and 
Ghurayyib. Op. cit, pp. 64-6 comments on a short story I have not selected
521 Hasab Allah Yahya. ‘Mashakil al-Mar’ah IT Arbac Majmucat Qi?a?iyyah’, Al-Aqlam, 11, 
(August 1975), p. 97.
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frustration of aspirations, marital incompatibility or betrayal for the protagonists 
involved in romantic relationships or living with their birth family. In FT 

Dawwamat al-Hubb wa al-Karahiyah (In the Whirlwind of Love and Hate) it is 
the Lebanese civil war’s harshness and inhumanity that sadden the lives of the 
lonely female protagonists,522 while in Wifud li-l-Bayc 523 (Promises for Sale) 
wretchedness is due to unhappy romantic relationships criticised or ended by 
the protagonists.

The first short story under analysis is “Al-Sajjadah al-$aghTrah”524 (The 

Little Rug) from al-AmTr’s first collection, which I have chosen because it 
explores the link between marginality and the protagonist’s subjectivity, a 
young woman who has lost both parents and now lives in her paternal uncle’s 
house. In a Chekhovian fashion the author conveys the protagonist’s inner 

reality by recounting the apparently trivial episode of the little rug with carefully 

selected concrete details that effectively suggest the torments the girl 

withstands in that household. When the girl returns to the sitting room her 
mother’s rug, which her uncles’ wife insists on using as a door mat, her aunt 

‘[throws] it once again on the threshold’ saying:
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522 On this collection see Haydar, Randah. ‘Sawtani Niswiyyani.. can al-l^arb al-Lubnaniyyah’, 
Al-Adab, 27:11, (November 1979), p. 74.
523 cAbd al-Rahman Majid al-Rubay°T. Aswat wa-KhutuwBt: MaqSlSt ITal-Qissah al-cArabiyyah. 
(Tunus: Dar al-Ma°arif, 1994), pp. 63-73 gives the plots of this collection’s stories.
24 This story is quoted in Riyad NajTb al-Rayyis. ‘Sijill al-Qissah al-Qa$Trah\ HiwBr, 3:6, 

(September-October 1965), p. 136 and in Riya^ NajTb al-Rayyis. Al-Fatrah al-Harijah 1960- 
1965: Dirasat Naqdiyyah. (Bayrut: al-Mu’assasah al-Wataniyyah li-l-Jibacah wa al-Nashr, 
1965), p. 48 as an example of the ordinary style and events typical of al-AmTr.
525 ‘«Why do you not mind your own business rather than interfering in what does not concern 
you»? Does not concern me!! Does it not concern me to look after our furnishings and put 
them in order as they were in our home?.. Our home..? Our home!!.. A very long time had
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With her first sentence the aunt simultaneously deprives her niece of 

material possessions and of a family: she denies the girl the property of her 
mother’s rug by including it in ‘what does not concern you’, and wilfully 
excludes her from the family by defining house affairs ‘not her business’. The 
exclamatory ‘does not concern me!!’ conveys the girl’s surprise at her aunt’s 
words that exclude her from the possession of furnishings and a home she 
calls ‘our’ because she is under the illusion that she shares them with her 

uncle’s family as a family member. The interrogative expression ‘our home..?' 
reveals though that she is recovering from her illusion and now doubting that 

the house in which she lives is really her home, while the exclamatory 
repetition of the same expression expresses her surprise at her own audacity. 
She has dared to think that that house belongs also to her, something she has 

not done since she moved into her uncle’s house, aware that her actual 
dwelling is not her house. Nevertheless the girl’s need for a sense of 

belonging has induced her to dream for a moment of belonging to her uncle’s 
family. Her aunt’s reminder that she is an outsider frustrates her need, 

frustration that is conveyed by the repetition of ‘the right to call hers’ and 
‘anything?’ that the heterodiegetic narrator, not the protagonist, performs.

Despite the personal reflections it contains, the above quote is dominated 
by a heterodiegetic narrator, except the second and third lines, in what I 

consider a deliberate narrative technique. The protagonist ‘owns’ the narrative 
as autodiegetic526 narrator when she is under the illusion of belonging to her 
uncle’s family, i.e. of ‘owning’ a family. As soon as the girl’s illusion vanishes 
and her marginality in the family is revealed, she is deprived of the narrative’s 

‘ownership’ in favour of a heterodiegetic narrator, creating a parallel between 
her marginalisation in the uncle’s family and her marginalisation in the 
narrative process. This same narrative technique is repeated throughout the 
story, which is mostly ‘owned’ and narrated by a heterodiegetic narrator that

passed since she used the first person pronoun: my house and our house! She had started to 
say: your house, your furnishings [..] because after she moved into her uncle’s house she did 
not feel anymore not even for one day that in the world there is something that belongs to her 
or that she has the right to call hers. [..] has she not the right to call hers something? 
Anything? Anything..?’ Daisy al-AmTr. Al-Balad al-BacTd alladhT Tuhibbu. {Bayrut: Dar al- 
°Awdah, 1969), p. 26. In previous quote [throws] replaces ‘threw’.
526 See Genette. Op. cit, pp. 252-3 for definitions of heterodiegetic and autodiegetic.
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narratively ostracises a protagonist that is marginalised by everybody in the 

story, as we will see. In fact, apart from the two lines quoted above, the 

protagonist is the autodiegetic narrator only of the first lines of the story, in 
which she is the centre rather than the margin because she monologises:
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These reflections follow the episode of the rug in the histoiref28 

nevertheless they are posited at the beginning of the short story, as if they 

were a ‘declaration of intents’ whose application and final disavowal the story 
illustrates.529 The girl does not intend to return home after the argument with 

her aunt, regardless of the public disapproval this behaviour will attract, which 
she has decided to ignore. Nevertheless as soon as she realises that by 
thinking aloud she is drawing the attention of passers-by she shuts up, despite 
her refusal to tolerate silence anymore, because she is unable to resist those 
examining gazes.530 The protagonist intends also to create her self as she 

wants it to be and to ignore the self others try to imposed on her, which

527 ‘No, I will not return home.. I will not return, let people say what they want about me.. This 
time I will not care about what they say.. I will accomplish what is in my self, I will create it, 
how often I have wished to create my self as I want it to be and not as others want it for me... 
She then realised that she was saying those words with an audible voice, so that her strange 
behaviour drew the attention of some passers-by, hence she shut up and continued to talk to 
herself in silence... «l will tell my uncle that he is the worst uncle in the world and that his wife 
is the evilest of God’s creatures.. I have shut up for a long time, during which I saw our house 
fittings, our possessions and my mother’s possessions misused by alien hands, but today I 
cannot stand silence anymore, I cannot, I cannot».’ Al-AmTr. Op. cit.,p. 25.
528 See Genette. Op. cit, p.72 for definition.
529 The story ends with the protagonist’s words ‘Yes, I just returned’. Al-AmTr. Op. cit., p. 31.
530 By examining gaze I mean a gaze that executes Foucauldian examination, i.e. classifies 
her as different from the norm, normalises and punishes her. See Introduction p. 21.
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reflects Foucault's encouragement to reject prescriptive subjectivities imposed 

by institutions in order for each individual to create her new coherent 

subjectivity like a work of art’ without precluding any possibility.531 She sounds 
assertive when she plans to reproach her uncle and aunt, whom she defines 
‘alien hands’, for mistreating her and misusing her property and when she 
intends to visit her cousin to avow her torments. Once at her cousin’s house 

though her cousin’s female guests with their gossips about an absent unhappy 

friend trigger her bitter reflections and a change of plans:
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She realises that she has nothing to gain from taking off her mask of 

happy subject and revealing how despondent she is. Like the absent, harshly 
criticised friend she will lose those women’s (and society’s) respect and 

fondness, because she is conscious, as the repeated exclamatory ‘people 
respect only the happy ones..!’ highlights, that the only subject that attracts 

respect and admiration in her social context is the prescriptive happy one.

531 See Ibid. p. 15 for details.
532 ‘With her calm appearance and her pride she could make people believe that she was 
happy; if she took off this mask and gave up her pride what would happen? [..] if something 
happened it would be the loss of others’ respect and the end of their liking, since people love 
and respect only the happy ones.. People respect only the happy ones..!. [..] Without knowing 
how, she started talking about her uncle’s wife, her love for her and her uncle’s interest in 
her... She contemplated her listeners’ eyes, which were ail attention, liking and respect [..] the 
present ladies really considered her spoiled, loved and happy; she despised their stupidity, 
looked in her cousin’s eyes and saw the same looks of liking and respect! For a brief moment 
it seemed to her that what she said was true, but in a flash she woke up from this frenzy, 
quickly stood up and left her cousin’s house’. Al-AmTr. Op. cit., p. 29.
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Hence exposing her misery will worsen her quality of life, since she will have to 
bear the individualisation that will derive from not being up to the ‘happiness 
norm’.533 After having analysed so rationally all those aspects, ‘without 
knowing how’, which suggests an unconscious rather than conscious act, she 
starts praising her uncle and his wife. For fear of individualisation she 
unconsciously conforms to the ‘happiness norm’ and lets the prescriptive 

happy self talk, hiding her tormented self. The two selves are in deep 

contradiction, perform different actions,534 revealing the subjective 

fragmentation of the protagonist: the prescribed one keeps talking and lying 
and the miserable one observes the listeners and analyses their behaviour, 
noticing attention, approval and respect in the women’s eyes. This confirms 
that her prescribed self and the happy story, despite being just a mask, are 

what her listeners want and accept, as she had expected. Her tormented self 

despises their stupidity for believing her inflated stories, although these 

women do not know her or her uncle and aunt, hence they justifiably believe 
her. The same cannot be said for her cousin though, who knows her and 

dislikes the aunt.535 However her eyes are filled with the same approval and 
respect of the other women, which means that she too believes and likes her 
happy story, to the protagonist’s surprise, expressed in the exclamatory ‘saw 
the same looks of liking and respect!’.

Mirroring her cousin’s belief, the protagonist too for an irrational moment 
(hence the word frenzy) believes that the story she is recounting is true and 

that she really is a happy subject. This rapid ‘subject swapping’ recalls the 
Foucauldian idea that the subject ‘is not a substance. It is a form, and this form 

is not above ail and always identical to itself.536 Now that she is engaged in 

this social relationship she takes a form and establishes a relation to herself 

that aim mainly at pleasing her interlocutors and are different from the form 
she takes and the relation she establishes when she is alone. It is a very 
short-lived moment though. Recovered from her irrational spree, she now

533 Foucault indicates that individualisation is discipline’s way to punish ‘all that is inadequate 
to the rule’; see Introduction p. 21.
534 Before she arrives at her cousin’s, the sentence ‘she felt her hand knocking on a door’ (see 
al-AmTr. Op. cit., p. 28) suggests the protagonist’s dissociation from her hand.
535 Her cousin 'was not at all a friend of her uncle’s wife’; see Ibid. p. 27.
536 See Introduction p. 33.
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knows that also her cousin wants her to be a subject she is not; thus she 
quickly leaves her cousin’s house, hoping to find acceptance of her miserable 

self in her maternal aunt, to whom she is bonded by reciprocal affection. The 
aunt though is busy with the preparation of a banquet, for which she asks the 

protagonist’s help:
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The distressed protagonist would like to avoid participating in the 
banquet, nonetheless she cannot refuse her aunt help, because she has a 

debt of gratitude that puts her in a subordinate position in respect of her aunt 

who, despite her affection, gives for granted that her niece will help her. There 

is an unequal relationship between the two women and the aunt is using the 
power her superior position gives her to determine her niece’s conduct.538 The 
protagonist is in the same position also in front of others in general. She must 
mimic the feelings of those around her regardless of her true emotional state, 
which must not be verbalised, because she is in a subordinate and marginal 

position that deprives her of any right, even of sympathy, while others can 
claim rights over her. The protagonist’s marginalisation is multifaceted and due 
to several causes. Deprived of her father, she is subordinated among her

537 ‘She is tired and exhausted but., she owes her aunt many things, [..] and today the time 
has come to return to her aunt some of her favours, how can she find an excuse not to help? 
She is prisoner of favours [..] She will share in the preparation of this banquet.. She is not a 
human being that has the right to show her feelings like others, she must repress her pains 
until after her aunt's banquet. [..] She must suffer if others suffer, rejoice if they rejoice, laugh 
with them while she is on the verge of bursting, because she is indebted to those others, while 
people are not indebted to her, so she is not entitled to ask them to sympathise with her.’ Al- 
AmTr. Op. cit, p. 30.
538 1 am paraphrasing Foucault’s definition of power relations; see Introduction pp. 17-8.
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relatives because she depends on them for guardianship (familial marginality). 

The heterodiegetic narrator also introduces other causes:
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The protagonist’s lack of economic independence causes subordination 

to her keeper (economic marginality). Although paid employment could be the 

solution to many of her problems, it has been ruled out by her uncle, who has 
interrupted her education when he became her legal guardian at her father’s 

death and has prevented her from gaining qualifications and good professional 
prospects. She cannot work in a shop or in another similar unskilled position, 
because the secluded environment in which she lives does not accept a job 

that it considers incompatible with what the uncle defines ‘conservatism’, a 

word that conveys his agreement with the environment’s principles, and the 
heterodiegetic narrator calls ‘backwardness and narrow-mindedness’, words 

that express the narrator’s (and implicitly the protagonist’s)540 negative vision 
of those values. Another cause of her marginality hidden between those lines 

is her sex. She has been taken out of school and cannot work in a shop 

because she is a woman and as such her conservative patriarchal 
environment discriminates against her (social marginality).

The uncle and his wife are cunningly using the girl’s economic 

dependence to make the girl feel a burden and marginal, but the uncle is the 
one who is forcing her into economic dependence by forbidding her to work in 
order to keep her under control and subjected. The girl is aware that she

egg
‘If she could work and earn money then money would free her from many of the problems 

she encounters; but is it her fault if her uncle prevented her from studying when her father 
died? She cannot work as a shop assistant or in a similar job since her secluded environment 
does not allow the idea of performing a job that contrasts with conservatism, as it pleases her 
uncle to call backwardness and narrow-mindedness...’ Al-AmTr. Op. cit., pp. 27-8.
540 This is an example of a third person narration that hides a first person narration, which 
Barthes defines ‘systeme personnel du r6cit’; see Roland Barthes. ‘Introduction & I’Analyse 
Structural des Recits’, Communication, 8, (1966), p. 20.
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cannot overcome her economic dependence without help, thus she seeks help 
and consolation from her cousin, her maternal aunt and a friend. She soon 

realises two things: her needs are marginal, even for people who are kind to 

her, because she is always in the inferior position in relationships that are 
unequal, although benign; her cousin, her aunt and her friend are so entangled 

in their activities that seem disjointed from her, unable to perceive her 
suffering, estranged from her when she needs them most and this induces in 

her a sense of alienation and defeat.

She returns home without conscious effort. She was walking in the 
streets, among people ‘she saw [..] and she did not see’,541 when she heard 
the voice of her uncle’s wife asking if it was her and she replied from her room 
that she had just returned. She had already entered the house and her room 
without realising it, as if her self had dissociated from her body.

The image resulting from this short story is that of a subject that aspires 

to her own personally constructed subjectivity, but who soon finds herself 
caught in a familial and socio-economic marginality that not only impedes her 

ambition but also, as Harper maintains, fragments her subjectivity542 into 
splinters flying towards opposite directions: the self that wants to belong to her 

uncle’s family, the self that recognises them as alien, the self that wants to 
believe to be happy, the self that wants to shout its unhappiness.

The second short story under scrutiny is “°Ammat Rafiq”543 (RafTq’s 
Paternal Aunt) from the third collection, which I have selected because it 
shows how the protagonist’s political participation, despite its appearances of 

enlightening experience, negatively affects the protagonist’s subjectivity.

5541 Al-AmTr. Op. cit., p. 31.
542 Harper. Op. cit, pp. 27-9.
543 Yahya comments about the protagonist lacking time for herself in Yabya. Op. cit. Farraj 
writes about the protagonist's political engagement as a method to sublimate her suffocated 
energy, to forget her inability to accomplish her personal life in a coercive and harshly serious 
political world. Farraj underlines that repression operates outside and inside: the traditional 
social disapproval of pleasure and recreation reaches the protagonist’s interiority and acts as 
an inhibitory factor that accompanies her wherever she goes; see Farraj. Op. cit, pp. 124-6. 
MunTr cAtTbah comments on society demanding the protagonist to have her own personality 
only for the political fight’s sake while considering her only her male comrades’ appendix; see 
MunTr °AtTbah (11/05/2005): “Hi$ad ai-Ramad: Qira’ah Adabiyyah ff Acmai Nisa’iyyah". WWW  
document, URL: http://www.syrianstory.com/comment13-1.htm, retrieved on 10/03/2008.
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It was her brother who introduced her to the political world and its ideals 
when he ‘made her the confidante of all his secrets’, ‘found in her the fight 

companion’, ‘consulted her about [..] his plans’.544 The verbal forms and 
personal pronouns underline that: the brother is always the subject of the 
verbs, of which the sister is always the direct or indirect object, which indicates 
that between the two there is a power relation in which the brother is always 

the subjecting superior and the sister is the unaware subjected inferior; the 
secrets, the fight, the plans are not hers nor theirs, but his, well conveying the 

idea that the protagonist is working for principles she has not created or 

contributed to, that she just accepts because they have been announced by 
her brother, the young patriarch who knows best.
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Her political engagement is an aspect of her total subjection to her 

brother, whose personality, deeds and discourses pushed her into a political 
struggle in which she did little more than publicising his views and parroting 
back his words, without a mention of her personal convictions. Nevertheless 
she worked tirelessly by her brother’s side, allegedly for the cause’s sake, 
managing responsibilities that increased with his marriage. Her effort gained 

her the title of ‘men’s sister’, a nickname by which her brother’s comrades 
‘bestowed on her the honour of acknowledging their brotherly love’,546 an 

expression that betrays the sense of superiority these men had towards her, 
whom they regarded as an inferior who deserved a little appreciation for the 

slave labour she always performed without complaining. The appellative 

‘men’s sister’ was also a way to attest that she belonged to the political 

brotherhood that reserved for her the modern role of ‘political servant’ that 

replaced the traditional ‘domestic servant’ role. To transform her sister into his 
‘political servant’ the brother uses a calculated, subtle, organised, not violent 
subjection technique, which is the discipline of political work. He imposes on

544 Daisy al-AmTr. Al-Bayt al-cArabT al-Sa°7d. (Bayrut: Dar al-cAwdah, 1975), p. 7.
545 ‘She was influenced by his discourses, believed in his works, became enthusiastic about 
his strong personality, and started propagandising for his opinions and repeating his words'. 
Ibid. p. 7.
546 Ibid. p. 8.
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her activities, work rhythm and bodily appearance that the discipline of political 
work requires (in his opinion), and he increases her subjection.547 He achieves 

both aims through the strict control of her activities and appearance and by 
assigning to her tasks gradually growing in complexity. He disapproves of his 

sister and doubts her intellectual maturity for having her future read in a coffee 
cup. He opposes the idea of his sister taking a de-stressing holiday as advised 
by a doctor for fear of being labelled ‘bourgeois’ by others. He dislikes the 

eventuality that his sister’s embellished appearance could attract one of his 

comrades. He increases her responsibilities so that he can spend more time 

with his son.548 His sister is simultaneously object and instrument of such 
power, as Foucault would say it.549 She is power’s object when she does not 
react to her brother’s reprimand for the divination episode and to his objection 

to her holiday. She is power’s instrument when she initially refuses the 
doctor’s advice, since she considers rest a luxury contrasting with her political 
responsibilities, because she allows power to play upon herself and hence 

cooperates in her own subjection. She has interiorised the image of ‘the 
fighter’s sister’ her brother wants for her and keeps normalising herself to that 

image by her behaviours.550 Interiorisation aside, she is conscious of being 

constantly closely monitored:
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547 See Introduction pp. 17, 19-20 for the Foucault’s subjection techniques and discipline.
548 See al-AmTr. Al-Bayt al-°ArabT al-Sa°Td, p. 9 for the first and third episode, p. 6 for the 
second, p. 8 for the fourth.
549 See Introduction p. 19.
550 This is a 'political version’ of Susan Bordo’s idea (see Ibid.p. 39): instead of the culturally 
prevalent image of femininity, the protagonist has interiorised the brother’s image of politically 
committed sister.
551 'She asked herself what would have happened if she stood in front of a mirror to bejewel 
herself as her brother’s wife does? Her grandfather said: “She is a wife, she must embellish 
herself to please her husband; but you, are you happy to embellish yourself for your brother’s 
friends? What would people say if one of them became interested in you?” “And if., and if, God
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She knows she cannot do anything without her family knowing it. Her 

grandfather and her brother comment even on such a trivial matter like that of 

embellishment, which indicate how she is actually (not just potentially) always 
under her overseers’ gaze in a Panoptical society in which anyone is an 
overseer. A woman must have informed her brother of the divination episode, 
because that was a meeting for women only. People are a constant presence 
throughout the story.552 The regulations her overseers have set for her differ 
from those established for married women, although both emanate from and 

benefit men. The grandfather considers embellishment appropriate and 
compulsory (‘she must embellish herself) only when it aims at pleasing 

husbands, regardless of wives’ likings. The protagonist’s embellishment is 
inappropriate because she is unmarried and the only men she could please 

are her brother’s friends, something which would made people gossip. The 
grandfather does not consider that she could embellish herself for her own 

aesthetical pleasure. In his traditional patriarchal view women are functions of 
men; they cannot do anything for themselves.

The brother’s discourse is not as traditional as the grandfather’s, 
although as selfish, since he considers the eventuality that one of his friends 
could fall in love with his sister as a stain for his political reputation, which 
could be tarnished by the suspect that he has introduced his sister to politics in 
order to marry her off. The thought that his sister could be glad to find a suitor 
among his friends does not occur to him. On the contrary his ‘God forbid’ 

indicates that this eventuality is for him a mishap and it must be so for his 
sister as well, because as her master he knows what she wants better than 

she does. He is sure that her poised behaviour will protect her from the 

‘misadventure’ of a love story with one of his friends, something that he is sure 
she does not need, because she is fully satisfied by her honourable position of 
‘men’s sister’. He has just drawn up a personal life programme for his sister,

forbid, one of them loved you, this would mean that I made you participate in our national 
mission to find you a husband." said her brother. “You are immunized against all this by your 
poised behaviour and it suffices you as a honour that you are men’s sister"
. . .He  laughed happily: "Is it not so, cAmmat Raffq?"’ AI-AmTr. Al-Bayt al-°ArabT al-Sa°Td, p. 9. 
cAmmat Rafiq is the kunyah she acquired when her brother’s first son was born.
552 The people’ or ‘the others’ are mentioned in Ibid. once on p. 6, 9, 10, 12; twice on p. 7, 13, 
14.
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which adds to the political activities he imposes on her, so that disciplinary 
power can indiscreetly reach into every corner of her life, guarantee her 

subjection to him as ‘political servant’ and prevent her from performing 
activities that could damage his political stature. This is a modern version of 

the traditional logic attributing to women the responsibility to uphold familial 
honour by behaving as per patriarchs’ instructions. The brother laughs happily 

asking for his sister’s approval, because he knows that she will not contradict 
him; in fact the protagonist does not respond, giving the impression that she 

agrees with her brother and cooperating in guaranteeing her subordination to 
him.

For supporting her brother’s political activities the protagonist forsakes 

more than a potential love life:
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Because she considers political engagements more important than other 
activities that used to lure her, like shopping, visiting friends, going to the 
hairdresser, etc., cAmmat Rafiq abandons those activities, which now she 

regards with some presumption as ways to waste time because they distract 

her from her role of full time assistant of her brother. In a sort of self-imposed 

discipline she abandons all non-political activities, which has deep implications 
for her social life. She does not simply utilise her time more efficiently, ‘she 

broke off with women’s worlds’, i.e. she eliminates the common grounds on 
which she had built friendly relationships with the women who were sharing 
those non-political activities with her, hence severing all friendship bonds. The 
just quoted passage is positioned in the narrative just after the paragraph in 

which the narrator recounts how her brother’s comrades nicknamed her ‘men’s 
sister’, as if to show a causal link between the two events. To be admitted in

553 ‘She knew that the cause was more important than any human lures and for it she broke off 
with women’s worlds. No visits to hairdressers or to dress shops, no strolling in markets or 
morning visits. «These worlds are time wasters and she knows the importance of time when 
working».’ Ibid. p. 8.
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the political brotherhood and its ‘crucial’ activities, which make her feel 
important,554 she leaves the sisterhood of the women living around her and 

their trivial activities. Consequently she finds herself isolated from the women’s 
community and belittled and exploited within a men’s community. Her isolation 

allows her brother to fully control her555 because she has no possible allies to 
stop his exploitation, of which she is not conscious until she goes on holiday:
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‘She finds herself asking’ conveys the idea that this self-questioning 
springs involuntarily and brings to the surface of the protagonist’s 
consciousness for the first time after years of political engagement the issue of 
who benefits from her devotion. This means that she has never realised before 

how exploitative her brother is towards her, because at home she is fully 
immersed in a society in which female exploitation is an integral part of the 

system. Now that she is temporarily out of that system, can witness different 
lifestyles, has time and breathing space to ponder on her personal situation, 

she finally questions what until then she has not even noticed. She wonders 
why despite all her self-sacrifice she is not even called by her name, without

554 See al-AmTr. Al-Bayt al-cArabT al-SacTd, pp. 12-3 in which she boasts about her role within 
the organisation and the pride she takes in her role, whose importance she exaggerates.
555 See Introduction p. 20 for Foucault’s reflection about isolation as a discipline tool.
556 ‘For the first time she found herself asking: her brother devoted himself to the cause, and 
her? To whom did she devote herself? To the cause or to her brother?’ Al-AmTr. Al-Bayt al- 
°ArabTal-Sa°Td, p. 13.
557 ‘«What does it mean the fact that she is not called by her name? After all this fight, self- 
denial and sacrifice she did not achieve even to be called by her name?».
«ls it an honour not to be a woman? Only? Why is she men’s sister? Why is she a child’s aunt 
and not., and not a man’s wife?».
[..] She looked around her.. At some tables there were men, at others there were women and 
at others yet there were both sexes «and she .. she on her own does not know to which sex 
she belongs».’ Ibid. p. 11.
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realising that it is precisely because she has denied her self that she has lost 

her name, i.e. what denotes her individuality, and with it her individual 
subjectivity. Instead of her own name she has been given nicknames that 

relate her to males because she has been absorbed in the male-dominated 
political world, in which her female individual subjectivity has been obliterated 
for the ‘common’ (i.e. male) good and hence she has no proper name.

In order to admit her to his world and have her at his service her brother 

has induced her to forsake not only her name but also her femininity with all 

that implies (the possibility of marriage, motherhood, female friends, etc.). This 
agrees with the sexist ideology of patriarchy that requires women to become 
sexless beings if they want to be considered men’s equals, otherwise they 
remain inferior females, as de Beauvoir has expounded.558 The protagonist 
questions for the first time if not to be a woman is really an honour, and admits 
that she has lost her sense of belonging to a sex. By repudiating her femininity 

she has mutilated herself and hence lost her sense of belonging to a 
community of women, i.e. her communal subjectivity, a loss that adds to her 

loss of individual subjectivity. She feels split between the two sexes without 
belonging to any, caught in the fragmentation of her self:
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The voice is presented nearly as an autonomous being that has slipped 

out of the unaware protagonist’s lips. She needs a moment to realise that that 
voice is hers, as if she could not recognise it as such, as if it emanated from a 

fragment of her self dissociated from her normalised self, successfully 
escaping her self-normalising control and hence enabling the protagonist’s 

transgression. Although she is compelled to ascertain that nobody around her 
watches or knows her,560 accustomed as she is to live in a Panoptical society, 
the mere fact that she is able to transgress once unwatched means that she is

558 See Introduction p. 49.
559 ‘A voice rose. After a moment she discovered that it was her voice and that she was 
calling. The waiter came. She ordered a glass of wine from him.’ Al-AmTr. Al-Bayt al-cArabTal- 
SacTd, p. 12.
can

She looks around four times to check in Ibid. pp. 13-4.
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still able to resist and hence she is not fully ‘the principle of [her] own 

subjection’.561
The narrative structure of this story mirrors the power relations among 

the characters. The only words uttered by a woman are the six words with 
which the mother informs the protagonist of the father’s decision to break off 
her engagement,562 acting as the patriarch’s spokesperson. Men are those 
who speak and hence control discourse (also in the Foucauldian sense). The 
protagonist is completely deprived of voice, leaving the narration in the hands 

of a heterodiegetic narrator, a narrative technique that reflects cAmmat Rafiq’s 
lack of control on her life, which she leaves in her brother’s hands. 
Nevertheless cAmmat RafTq’s intimate reflections, emotions and interiority in 
general find expression in sections of the narrative isolated by guillemets, as in 

quotes 553 and 557 above, which I interpret as asides of the narrator and 
implicitly of the protagonist.563

To conclude both protagonists are subjects ‘subdued to the other by 

control and dependence’, to use one of Foucault’s definitions,564 but their 
levels of consciousness and responses to subjection are different. The orphan 

is conscious of being controlled by and dependent on her relatives from the 
start, wishes and strives to escape subjection until she surrenders, crushed by 

her marginality. cAmmat Rafiq’s first consciousness of being controlled by and 
dependent on her brother only appears while abroad. She ponders at length 

over it, but as O’Connor’s Hamlet, she ‘merely sits back and monologizes’,565 
the only practical effect being the order of a glass of wine.

Both protagonists are apart from their communities and treated as 
inferiors, but for different reasons. The orphan is disparaged by her uncle’s 
family despite her attempts to belong to the family and she is painfully aware 
that even her dear ones treat her as an inferior. Despite being individualised, 
rather than seeking distinction, she is an outcast who wishes to create her own

561 See Introduction p. 21 for Foucault’s quote; here [her] replaces [his].
562 Al-AmTr. Al-Bayt al-cArabT al-Sac7d, p. 8.
563 This is another example of Barthes’ ‘systeme personnel du r6cit’; see note 540 p. 169 for 
reference.
564 See Introduction p. 12.
565 O’Connor. Op. cit, p. 25.



self as Hafez indicates.566 The sister instead believes that her political 
activities make her more important than other women and superior to those 

typically feminine activities she defines time-wasters, hence she seeks 
distinction from other women and excludes herself from the female community 
to enter the political brotherhood, in which she loses her distinction to end up 
treated as an inferior by her male comrades. This involuntary or voluntary 
marginalisation causes both protagonists’ subjective decentred ness, as 

Harper has indicated,567 because they do not enjoy the intersubjective 

reciprocal equal relationships they need in order to develop their subjectivities, 

as I have previously explained.568

2) Badriyyah al-Bishr

Badriyyah al-Bishr was born in 1965 in Riyadh, where she completed her 
undergraduate studies and her master degree, both in literature and sociology, 
at King Saud University; she obtained her doctorate from the American 

University of Beirut in 2005. Her various employments as journalist for several 

newspapers, such as al-Riyad and Al-Sharq al-Awsat, as sociologist in a 

Riyadh hospital, and currently as lecturer in King Saud University’s Social 

Studies Department, have been accompanied by her diverse literary 
production,569 among which short stories that have attracted very little critical 
attention.

In her short stories al-Bishr assigns key roles to female characters, who 

in Masa’ al-Arbfa’ (Wednesday Night)570 are the only protagonists and in 
Habbat al-Hal (The Cardamom Pod) are mostly protagonists or important 

characters beside the three male protagonists. Most stories have open

566 See above pp. 57-8 for Hafez’ elaborations about distinction and search for chosen identity.
567 Harper. Op. cit, pp. 27-9.
568 See above p. 159.
569 See bibliography for details.
570 This collection is commented upon in an interview al-Abtah has conducted with the author; 
see SOsan al-Abtah (20/10/2003): “Badriyyah al-Bishr: Ladayna °Ashar Katibat ka-l-cAsaffr ma 
an Yantabih Ahad Latt Ghirffdiha hatta Yabda’ bi-l-Tahffd °ala lefiyadiha aw Rajmiha”. WWW  
document, URL: http://www.jehat.com/Jehaat/ar/Ghareeb/badreya.htm, retrieved on
08/04/2008.
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endings and successfully shun sentimentalism and melodrama by avoiding 
emotive language and resorting to a light tone and narrators that can maintain 

a certain detachment from the events, features typical of the Saudi writers of 

al-Bishr’s generation.571
Masa’ al-Arbfa’ focuses mainly on unhappy bourgeois marriages in 

which the spouses lead separate lives, because wives are relegated to an 
internal world of work, domestic chores, children and soap operas while 
husbands live in an external world of work and recreational activities in which 

they amiably entertain other women, reserving indifference and arrogance, or 

even rudeness and harshness, for their wives when they return home late at 
night. All stories of Masa’ al-ArbFa’ have urban settings, while all stories of 
Habbat al-Hal but one take place in small towns and villages of the Najd 
region, settings for stories that merge realism and fancy to give al-Bishr’s style 

a tint of magic realism according to Khalid al-Yusuf.572 Most of the characters 
of this collection are young women victims of social pressure and familial 

violence and subjection or violent, subjecting older women. STmun Nassar 
underlines that al-Bishr condemns the way Saudi society exerts its power on 

women without falling into the exaggerations of feminist literature. She creates 
female characters that rebel against their negative reality calmly and silently, 
without screams or open revolution. She exposes the secrets of Saudi society 
and family that have remained anchored to traditions that predate oil

57̂economy.

I have chosen the first story under scrutiny “Al-Dhi’b” (The Wolf) because 

it is the only story of Masa’ al-Arbfa’ in which a wife practically rejects her 

unhappy marriage. It opens with a paralipsis: the protagonist announces to her 

mother that she cannot bear her marriage any longer and wants to divorce. 
What has induced her to such decision soon unfolds in a two-page

571 See pp. 89-92 above for the Saudi literary context.
572 Khalid al-Yusuf, (19/10/2005): "Badriyyah al-Bishr wa Ra’ibat al-Waqiciyyah”. WWW  
document, URL: http://www.arabicstory.net/forum/index.php?showtopic=3492, retrieved on 
08/04/2008. See above p. 95 for magic realism.
573 Nas?ar, STmun (07/02/2004): «“Habbat al-Hal" al-Majmucah al-Qasasiyyah al-AkhTrah li-l- 
Su°udiyyah Badriyyah al-Bishr». WWW document, URL:
http://www.nashiri.net/content/view/894/10032/, retrieved on 08/07/2008.
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analepsis574 in which she describes her husband’s jealousy, his constant 
surveillance of her every move (which is limited to a few visits to relatives), his 
malicious interrogations, his spying on her when she entertains guests, the 

disabling segregation he imposes on her.
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The protagonist is left at home in a segregation that dulls her senses to 

the point that they cease to function. Her imagination remains alive instead, 
allowing her to use her house walls as a screen on which to project her 
fantasies about the outside world, into which Ahmad has just disappeared and 
from which she is on the contrary excluded, and hence left only with the 
possibility to imagine it. Leaving his wife at home with their daughter Hayfa’, 
Ahmad has holidays on his own or with his friends, during which he ‘entertains’ 
other women, as witnessed by the protagonist’s sisters who, unlike her, go on 
holiday with their husbands.576 He leads and imposes on his family a life of 

hypocritical double standards, allowing himself unrestrained freedom of 

movement and licentiousness and confining his wife and daughter to constant 
surveillance and seclusion even by his mere absence from home, since they 

live in a country in which unaccompanied women have extremely restricted 
mobility.577 With the help of the whole Saudi social structure Ahmad can easily 
make of the family home a smaller prison within ‘the big prison’.578 When he is 
at home he plays the part of the overseer, otherwise a relative or the whole 
society takes over the role, making the overseer’s gaze a constant, factual, 

rather than potential, presence that does not even need to be interiorised, as 
Foucault theorised.579 Nevertheless this draconian surveillance does not

574 See Genette. Op. cit, pp. 82,92-3 for definitions of analepsis and paralipsis.
576 ‘When he went out [..] all the senses alive in me ceased to function; the wall in front of me 
became the only wall on which I drew the fantasies of the external world.’ Badriyyah al-Bishr. 
Masa' al-Arbfa’: Qisas QasTrah. (Bayrut: Daral-Adab, 1994), pp. 97-8.
576 Ibid. p. 98.
577 For more details on this subject see Arebi. Op. cit, pp. 17-20, 285.
578 This is how Arebi defines Saudi society in Ibid. p. 156; she also mentions the existence in 
Saudi Arabia of ‘a version of Bentham’s Panopticon model of constant surveillance’ on p. 297.
579 See Introduction pp. 20-1.
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dishearten the protagonist who, when Ahmad is ready to leave her and Hayfa’ 

for another holiday, decides to confront him:
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The protagonist has prepared everything with the intent to oblige Ahmad 

to take her with him, putting herself in the position to impose her presence on 
him rather than begging him not to leave her behind, as her first sentence 
shows. Ahmad’s response to her resolute attitude is controlled in his words, 
but aggressive in his gestures. He asks a rhetorical question, to which he 
knows the answer can only be negative, and comments sarcastically about the 
harem of modern times in order to ridicule her decision to travel with him. 

Meanwhile he kicks her bag, which betrays how irked he is by her 
confrontational attitude. When he realises that she does not relent, he resorts 
to his ironic ‘I better tell them that my wife prevented me’ and picks up only his 
bag, evidently trying to cut the conversation and leave her behind as planned. 

He is once again faced by the fierce resistance of the protagonist, who prefers 

to return to her parents’ house rather than to be abandoned once again; he 

responds this time by slamming the door behind him and in her face. The

580 ‘This time i said: You will not travel on your own..!
He kicked my bag, which I had prepared, and it fell; the ice of my patience broke with it.
He said: Do you want me to take you with me accompanied by AbO Ahmad and Abu Sayf?. A 
harem of modern times.
I said: We will travel together without them.
He said ironically: I better tell them that my wife prevented me, is that it?
He carried his bag.. I carried my bag, directed towards the door, and said: To my family’s
house then.
He went out before me and slammed the door behind him’. Al-Bishr. Op. cit., pp. 98-9.
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protagonist is not intimidated by Ahmad’s dismissive and aggressive 
responses; her rebuff of his power’s constraints reaches the extreme of 

separation, refusing until the end to be ‘the principle of [her] own subjection’.581 
Her decision meets her father’s silence and her mother’s disapproval;
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By setting the protagonist apart from her sisters with two negative 
qualitative adjectives first and by qualifying her as ‘misfortune’ later, the 
mother aims at making her feel not up to her sisters’ level, at pushing her into 
the inferior position in their unequal relation, so that the mother can exercise 

power over her583 and easily denigrate her reasons for a separation. She can 
only comprehend that her daughter pretends to prevent her husband from 

travelling, whereas she aims at impeding his affairs and her seclusion, which 
the mother considers unreasonable because travel is one of Ahmad’s 
fundamental rights as a man. The mother does not comment on the affairs 

Ahmad has during his travels or on his spying on her daughter, probably and 
implicitly considering them too part of his ‘unofficial’ male prerogatives.

After much confrontation with Ahmad, the protagonist has no verbal 
response for her mother, because all her words have dispersed. Here the 

narrator introduces for the first time the beautiful metaphor of the tree, which, I 

believe, refers to herself.584 The many words she had used to confront Ahmad, 
which make of her a ‘tree of words’, dry up and become as useless as a dead

581 l am paraphrasing Foucault’s sentence; [her] replaces ‘his’; see Introduction p. 21.
582 *- Apart from all your sisters, you are stubborn and impatient; what is wrong with a man who 
wants to travel? Will you forbid men to travel or will you remain like this in front of me like 
misfortune?
I remained silent.. All words, up until the very last, had already dispersed in my blood; the tree 
of words became yellow and weak, it crashed down dead when a poor she-cat like my 
daughter (Hayfa1) jumped on it, and it cried.’ Al-Bishr. Op. cit., p. 99.
583 This is the mechanism underlying power relations; see Introduction p. 17.
5841 base my interpretation on the several appearances of this image within this short story, of 
which one will be shown later, and on the drawing introducing the story, for which see 
appendix.
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trunk when she reflects on the miserable fate of Hayfa’, who has been taken 
away from her home and will grow up without her father, maintained by her 

grandfather and with limited financial resources. Faced with such perspective 
the only thing the protagonist can do is to cry for Hayfa’, whose vulnerability is 
accentuated by the simile of the poor she-cat.

The protagonist’s mother soon starts exerting pressure to convince her 

daughter to recant:

585 w j J l  c

Despite being informed of Ahmad’s licentious behaviour, the mother 
wishes her daughter’s return to him even if this requires her to wipe his shoes 

with her tears. With this peculiar image the mother conveys her opinion on the 
separation. The tears refer to the sorrow her daughter should feel for a 

separation that she considers a mistake. Wiping the shoes is a gesture of utter 
humiliation and subjection through which she should try to obtain Ahmad’s 

forgiveness for her mistake. In brief, the mother blames her daughter for the 
separation and considers Ahmad wronged. She insists on her return to him, 
i.e. she uses a strategy to try to determine her daughter’s conduct586 and to 
impose on her daughter an idea of femininity that implies the wife’s complete 
subjection to the husband and the acceptance of any behaviour from his part. 

The mother has surely inherited such idea, ‘artificially defined by customs and 
fashions’587 of the past, from her own mother. Now she wants to transmit it to 

her daughter through a similar process, without being aware that she is acting 
as a channel through which power passes and on which it relies to reach and 

subject her daughter.588 The mother has not considered though that the 
concept of femininity she advocates has been outdated by concepts recent 

fashions have generated, to which her daughter subscribes and which induce 
her to resist her mother’s insistence and not to return to her husband.

585 ‘..my mother insists that I return to my husband even if I am obliged to wipe his shoes with 
my tears, while he wipes the shoes of loose women’. Al-Bishr. Op. cit, p. 99.
58 This is the Foucauldian definition of power relation; see Introduction p. 18.
587 De Beauvoir’s definition; see Ibid. p. 50.
588 See Ibid. p. 17 for Foucault’s reflections about the exercise of power.
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Although the protagonist does not subscribe to her mother’s traditional 
femininity norms, she is uneasy about her situation of woman distinguished 
from other women because of divorce, which she bears with the sole support 

of her friend Haya. When Khalid, Haya’s husband, enquires about Ahmad, she 
does not reply, leaving to Haya the task to inform him of the separation, as if 
ashamed of it. Khalid’s reaction increases her awkwardness even further. He 

keeps observing her through the rear-view mirror, inducing her to be silent, 

while ‘[she] pant[s] for [her] branches to stay solid and not to break’.589 Khalid’s 

examining gaze590 punishes her for her separation ‘that is inadequate to the 

rule’591 and successfully normalises her by reducing her to silence. The 

metaphor of the tree might here suggest that for the protagonist the position of 
divorcee and object subjected to the gaze592 is so uneasy that she struggles to 
keep her emotions/nerves firm. She is still a subject conditioned by social 
customs that have instilled in her the idea that a divorced woman is devalued, 

hence her uneasiness.593 Khalid’s gaze also hints at his hidden intentions, 
which become dear when he calls at midnight, while Haya is sleeping, asking 

the protagonist to ‘talk a little’.594
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The protagonist hangs up and cries because she is scared of becoming 
prey of ‘the wolf like Layla596 now that she is ‘lonely’. Considering that she

589 Al-Bishr. Op. cit., p. 100. The sentence in the short story is in the first person singular; I 
have put it in the third person singular to suit my text.
590 See note 530 p. 165 for definition.
591 Foucault’s words; see Introduction p. 21.
592 For Foucault examination 'manifests the subjection of those who are perceived as objects 
and the objectification of those who are subjected’; see Ibid. p. 21.
593 This is the female subject theorised by de Beauvoir; see Ibid. p. 51.
594 Al-Bishr. Op. cit., pp. 101-2.
595 ‘I put the receiver down and I cried, because I was afraid of the story of Layla lonely in the 
woods.. I looked towards the painting.. The woods were large and scary and trees' eyes 
observed me with tenderness and whispered: Hide!
I opened the tree trunk, entered and decided to sleep in it until the wolf left.’ Ibid. p. 102.
596 Arabic version of Little Red Riding Hood; for readings that consider the wolf in this fairytale 
the symbol of a man, here Khalid, see ttp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Little_Red_Riding_Hood.
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lives with her birth family, ‘lonely’ refers to her situation of separated woman, 
i.e. without her husband’s guardianship, whose essentialness Saudi culama’ 

maintain in their discourse,597 which she must have interiorised to feel lonely 

when she is actually only ‘husband-less’, a condition that nonetheless makes 
of her a potential sexual prey. In her solitude even the woods of the painting, 
which could symbolise society at large, are scary and once again she is 
observed, but the trees’ observation is not Khalid’s examining gaze, because 
those trees observe her tenderly and give her indications on how to escape 

Khalid. Having seen the previous uses of the tree image recurring in this 
story,598 those tender trees might represent women in general and the tree 
trunk she enters might symbolise the feminine community’s bosom or the 
protagonist’s self into which she withdraws to find refuge from Khalid, whom 
she refuses to confront because she is no longer confident. The confidence 
with which she confronted Ahmad has been crushed by the consciousness of 

the social devaluation separation entails, which has transformed her into a 
subject that is still resistant, since she does not break down under Khalid’s 

examination, nor does she become his prey, but who now prefers to beat a 
retreat rather than confronting.

From Habbat al-Hal I have chosen “Al-Mutawwic”,599 because it describes 

very carefully the mechanisms of subjection in place within a family. The word 
mufawwF could be interpreted in two ways: being the present participle 
masculine of the verb tawwa°a, it literally means ‘a subjecting man’; in Saudi 
Arabia it is also used to indicate the religious police that enforces compliance

597 Saudi Gulama’ in their discourse underline women’s fragility, lack, «“natural” propensity for 
perversion», which make male guardianship necessary; see Arebi. Op. cit., pp. 2, 18. This 
seems a moral version of Foucault’s hysterization strategy: they characterise women as 
having an intrinsic ‘moral pathology’ and establish an essential female sexual identity that they 
use, as Bailey states, to limit women’s possibilities; see Introduction pp. 25, 37.
598 Apart from the single tree as a metaphor of the protagonist mentioned on pp. 182-3 above, 
there is also a simile between trees (plural) and a mother’s bosom in al-Bishr. Op. cit., p. 101.
599 This short story’s plot is briefly summarised in JarTdah al-Riyad al-Yawmiyyah (February 
2004): “Badriyyah al-Bishr Tufliqu Ra’ihat al-Hal ff Ajwa’ Najd °abra Majmucatiha Qasasiyyah 
al-AkhTrah”. WWW document, URL: http://www.alriyadh.eom/Contents/24-02- 
2004/Mainpage/Thkafa_10449.php, retrieved on 07/04/2008. Nas$ar indicates how reality and 
illusion are fused together in this story, in which al-Bishr demonstrates that the world of illusion 
and ignorance of the pre-oil period has survived unchanged the economic and political 
evolution brought by oil; see Na$$ar. Op. cit.
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to Islamic prescriptions. Since there is no mention of such police in the text, 
while subjecting characters abound, the title could be considered in its literal 

meaning. Such title could also be playing with the double meaning of the word 

to subtly indicate that MunTrah’s relatives are her personal policing force. 

Orphaned of her father’s tenderness too early,600 MunTrah has been living a 
very conflictual relationship with her mother, who is the channel through which 
neopatriarchal power passes to reach and oppress her.601 She has always 

overtly favoured her son, whom she has always addressed since his childhood 
with kindness and poise, because he is ‘the man of the house [who] could not 

be neglected’602 and the guarantor of her old-age security, whose loyalty she 
must continuously nurture 603 Instead she cannot hold a conversation with 
MunTrah, but only harshly order her about with her gloomy voice. Also the 
relationship between MunTrah and her brother is conflictual604 and he 

replicates his mother’s belittling attitude towards MunTrah neglecting her will:

605 * ^  4m *

In these lines a fully-fledged force relation is described: by nominating 

her younger brother her guardian, the shaykh deprives MunTrah of any legal 
capacity to take decisions, handing such capacity over to her brother. By so 

doing her will is completely overridden in order to avoid her opposition to the 
marriage, which has been forced upon her by her brother and mother, 

although the latter has no active role in the ceremony. The only agents in the 
ceremony are the shaykh, the brother and the husband, three variants of the 

neopatriarch, ‘the center around which the national as well as the natural 
family are organized’. This wedding provides a perfect occasion for the

600 MunTrah recalls and yearns for her father’s tenderness; see Badriyyah al-Bishr. Habbat al- 
Hal: Qisas. (Bayrut: Dar al-Adab, 2004), p. 40.
601 See Introduction p. 17 for Foucault’s power mechanisms; Sharabi. Op. cit., p. 8 for 
neopatriarchy definition; al-Bishr. Habbat al-Hal, p. 36 for the conflicts with the mother.
602 Al-Bishr. Habbat al-Hal, p. 36; [who] is my addiction.
603 See Kandiyoti. ‘Bargaining with Patriarchy’, p. 279 for the relationship women-sons.
604 See al-Bishr. Habbat al-Hal, p. 37 for a reference to their quarrels.
605 ‘Despite him being two years my junior, the day of my marriage the shaykh made him my 
guardian, put his hand in the hand of my husband, who was twenty years my senior, and 
forced me to marry him.1 Ibid. p. 36.
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imposition of the neopatriarch’s will, since it contains both tools of imposition, 

i.e. the coercion exerted on MunTrah and the ritual element of the marriage 
ceremony.606 MunTrah is therefore trapped in a force relation because any 

possibility to resist this imposition is denied to her.607 The people who should 

be caring for her, i.e. her mother and brother, are the people who have 
initiated the imposition, and the shaykh, who should require both parties1 
consent to the marriage 608 is instead sanctioning and enabling the imposition. 
None of the ‘main actors’ of this ceremony perceives the wedding as an 
imposition or has any concern for MunTrah’s unexpressed feelings and 

opinions, since vertical relations, and the ensuing belittlement of younger609 
and/or female members of the community, are the rule within neopatriarchy. 
MunTrah continues to experience such belittlement on both her brother’s side 

and her husband’s during her troubled marriage:
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The brother did not believe MunTrah’s complaints about the violence and 
betrayals she endured, which he disregarded as his inferior sister’s prattle. 

Only when he personally witnesses the husband’s beatings he believes her

606 See Sharabi. Op. cit., p. 7-8 for the quoted definition of neopatriarch and the relations 
existing in neopatriarchal societies.
607 See Introduction p. 18 for the Foucauldian definition offeree relation.
608 See Arebi. Op. cit, p. 164 for the WahhabT position regarding arranged marriages.
609 The position of the brother is an exception: he is young, but he is the father’s substitute, 
hence he is given a prominent position.
610 ‘He [my brother] did not believe me all the times I complained about my husband beating 
me and associating with fallen women, until one day he entered my house, while my children 
asked him for help, and saw him, smelling of wine, wiping the house walls with my long body 
and stepping over my head with his shoes. My brother pulled me up from the floor, pushed my 
old man towards the wall, with a push that made him fall to the ground, and took me with him; 
my little ones followed me, but he moved them away from me, cursed them, cursed their father 
who had thrown his sperm into my land, then said [to them]:
Go away!’ Al-Bishr. Habbat al-HSI, p. 37.
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and takes a course of action that still treats her as inferior because he never 

asks for her opinion or consent. He separates MunTrah from her children, 

whom he curses and chases away, insensitive to the distress of both mother 
and children. He takes no action against his brother-in-law, whose cruel 

behaviour towards MunTrah is not punished. Here MunTrah is once again 
trapped between a violent husband and an overbearing brother, with now the 

added responsibility of her children and no visible strategy to simultaneously 
resist both men’s pressure and meet her children’s needs and her own. 

Without expressing any objection, she is separated from her children and 
taken in by her brother, starting a long and difficult cohabitation with her 

mother, who also lives in her brother’s house.
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MunTrah has passed from her husband’s overt and brutal violence to her 

mother’s slyer and more discreet violence, that is perpetrated quickly and 
furtively through less blatantly obvious techniques that can be overlooked, 

which suggests the mother’s intent to keep her brutality unnoticed, hence she 
suffocates MunTrah’s screams. The mother’s covertness indicates that she is 
ashamed of such violence, which is not linked to arguments or drunkenness 
as in the case of MunTrah’s husband, but seems to be her daily way to relate 
to MunTrah. While it is difficult to judge how the husband used violence, 

because his drunkenness eliminates the element of intentionality that is 
fundamental in power relations,612 the quote’s last sentence indicates that the 
mother’s violence with its discreetness and omnipresence is not a punishment

611 ‘My mother’s strong arm harshly shakes me.. (..] she could reach me wherever I was, while 
I ran like a scared rabbit to escape her; but my long braid was a target easy to catch, because 
my mother's hand stretched quickly, grabbed the end of my braid, turned my head towards the 
palm of her other hand and then landed with it on my mouth, pressing it to suffocate the 
scream caused by the pain of her strong pinch to my thigh; every time my body escaped her 
she struck me wherever her hands reached’. Ibid. p. 35.
612 See Introduction p. 18 for intentionality in power relations.
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method, but a method of discipline through which the mother can: affect 

MunTrah’s ‘political body’ directly by tormenting it; mould it into a docile body 
for her own benefit; fabricate her subjectivity as silent, obedient and subjected 

to her.813
MunTrah’s attitude towards her mother’s violence differs from the attitude 

she had towards her husband’s. While she did not try to protect herself in any 
way while her husband hit her, she nevertheless complained to her brother. 
When her mother hits her she tries to escape, but she does not complain to 
her brother or try to contest such treatment. It looks as if MunTrah perceives 

the abnormality of her husband’s violence because she has not experienced 
male violence before,614 but does not feel capable to resist it without the 
assistance of her brother, to whom she feels inferior because her mother has 
treated her as such since her childhood. The absence of complaints about her 
mother’s violence instead indicates how it is such an integral part of the 

mother-daughter relationship that she perceives it as ‘normal’.
In the past though, MunTrah had resisted her mother’s power in a ‘long 

river of dispute’ that flowed between the two women and only calmed down 
when her mother aged and her brother took her in after her divorce.615 By then 
the omnipresent violent discipline her mother had been exerting on MunTrah 
had won her resistance, reducing her to the subdued subjectivity her mother 

desired. Her run like ‘a scared rabbit’ is more a reflex of a body automatically 
trying to avoid the pain of her mother’s blows rather than conscious resistance. 

Once the resistance abates, this subdued subjectivity produced by the 
mother’s power reveals itself more and more as an instrument of power, since 

it is now assisting her mother’s power in its dominance of MunTrah’s body 616 

When she stops talking and eating and starts shouting and crying in the dead 

of night617 she is taken to a psychologist who diagnoses depression and 
prescribes some medications, but she allows her mother, who believes that

613 See Ibid. p. 17 for Foucault’s definition of political body, pp. 19-20 for his definition of 
discipline and its functions.
614 She had a tender father (see note 600 above) and her brother is not mentioned for being 
violent.
615 Al-Bishr. Habbat al-HSl, p. 36.
616 See Introduction p. 19 for Foucauldian subjectivity as power’s product and instrument.
617 See al-Bishr. Habbat al-Hal, pp. 38-40.
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those medications will drug and kill her, to throw her medications away. She is 
then dragged from one shaykh to the next to undergo rites without any 
objection.

MunTrah’s depression however can be considered a form of resistance, 

because it makes of her a nonconformist that with her ‘abnormal’ behaviours 
attracts social disapproval of herself and of her mother, the latter being 

considered responsible for MunTrah’s nonconformity, whom she has failed to 
raise as a conforming daughter. The social condemnation MunTrah has gained 

her generates in the mother animosity towards MunTrah, which appears in the 
scornful way in which she talks about her, in the label of ‘mad’ with which she 

individualises her daughter in front of a stranger,618 and in her cruelty towards 
MunTrah.

At this stage shouting and crying are the only expressive means left to 
MunTrah, whom the mother has reduced to the position of silenced other of the 

neopatriarchal monological discourse that negates any dialogue.619 In fact in 
the recit MunTrah’s voice is never heard. By contrast on the narrative level 
MunTrah’s voice is the one that guides the whole short story, since she is the 
autodiegetic narrator and the focal character in this recit with internal and fixed 

focalisation.620 These narrative strategies construct MunTrah as fully conscious 
of her subjection, since hers is the voice that describes it as such, and 

resistant to it for some time. Nevertheless she has admitted defeat after many 

years of unrewarding resistance, becoming a Hamlet who ‘sits back and 
monologizes’621 about her despair, leaving her mother and brother to lead her 
life of misery and subjection to nowhere.

To conclude, the protagonists of these two short stories uncomfortably 

find themselves distinguished from other women by a society that marks them 
out because of divorce, and also because of perturbation in MunTrah’s case, 
exemplifying how the need for distinction, theorised by Hafez, can turn into

618 Ibid. p. 38.
619 Sharabi. Op. cit., p. 88,
620 See Genette. Op. cit., p. 253 for autodiegetic narrator and pp. 206-7, 222 for focalisation.
621 O’Connor. Op. cit, p. 25.
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individualisation.622 Nevertheless their responses to the situation are 
diametrically opposite. MunTrah is paralysed by the physical and psychological 
violence perpetrated by her husband and mother. Deprived of any form of 

support, she is dragged from a Foucauldian force relation to the other 623 in 

which a violence that is not only masculinist robs her of any possibility to resist 

or to control her life. She is more than a subject ‘subdued to the other by 
control and dependence’, as Foucault theorised 624 she is a subject brutally 
crushed by violence, although fully conscious.

Paraphrasing the aforesaid Foucauldian definition, the first protagonist 
too could be seen initially as a subject subdued to her husband by control and 

dependence, although she is spared the violent force relations that trap 
MunTrah. She then succeeds in defiantly ending her marital power relation, 

courageously faces up to maternal disapproval and the consequent de 
Beauvoirian devaluation striking her because she does not conform to her 

society’s idea of femininity 625 and does not yield to Khalid’s pressure. She 
evolves from being a completely subdued subject to being a resistant one, 
albeit conditioned by social customs to be self-conscious. In the story she 
expresses her effort to overcome the subject she is, proving to be the 

becoming de Beauvoir and Foucault theorised, despite the obstacles that 
hinder her will to transcendence, of which de Beauvoir warned.626

3) Salma Mafar Sayf

Salma Mafar Sayf was born in 1968 in the United Arab Emirates and obtained 

her Bachelor of Education in Cairo. She currently works as editor in the 

Emirates Writers Union’s magazine al-Shu’un al-Adabiyyah and/or in the 
Directorate of Programmes and Books in Dubai627 She has published her

622 See Introduction p. 57 for more details.
623 See Ibid. p. 18 for more details.
624 See Ibid. p. 12 for more details.
625 See Ibid. pp. 50-1 for more details.
626 See Ibid. pp. 52-3.
627 The first piece of information is reported in Zaydan. Op. cit, p. 376; the second in cAshur, 
GhazOI, Rashid [et al.] (eds.). Op. cit., vol. 4, p. 92.
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short stories in three personal collections and in one authored by several 
writers.628

Two critics have noted the courage with which Sayf treats in °Ushbah 
(Grass) the negative effects of the coexistence in Emirati society of a 

traditional mentality and a new one, which strike women particularly 629 albeit 
not only, as indicated through the indecisiveness of the three male 

protagonists of the collection. As Wazin notices, the female protagonists do 
not resort to an open, noisy rebellion against their imprisoning social context, 

but content themselves with rebelling in an undertone.630 In Hajir (Leaver) the 

social concerns, women’s issues and female protagonists of °Ushbaht which 

were typical also of Sayf’s colleagues631 are replaced by concerns about 
death and exclusively male protagonists, accompanied by jinns and spirits; 
female characters are all secondary, reduced to merely decorative elements or 
described only externally.632

The first of the two short stories from °Ushbah I will examine is “Sacah.. 

wa Acud..” (An Hour., and I will be back..),633 which I have selected because it 

provides an excellent example of how the clash traditional-new affects women 

and it proves Sayf’s belonging to magical Gulf realism from its first two lines:

628 See bibliography for details.
629 clzzat °Umar (10/02/2005): “Zahirat al-°Unf wa Madlulatuha: $urat al-Rajul fT al-Kitabah ai- 
Qa$a$iyyah al-Nisa’iyyah al-lmaratiyyah". WWW document, URL: 
http://www.izzatomar.com/modules/news/print.php?storyid=64, retrieved on 01/07/2008; RTm 
Tsawl: "Al-Taghayyurat al-ljtimaciyyah wa Atharuha fT Qi?$ah al-Mar’ah ai-lm§ratiyyah”. WWW  
document, URL: http://www.mafhoum.com/press/52S4.htm, retrieved on 10/03/2008. This 
collection has received attention also in: Alam al-lmarat (14/06/2007): “Al-Shakhsiyyah”. 
WWW document, URL: http://www.alamuae.com/uae/showtopics-887.html, retrieved on 
10/03/2008, which comments on stories I have not selected; Ahmad Husayn Humaydan 
(25/11/2006): “Al-Qi§§ah al-lmaratiyyah al-Qa?Irah bayna al-Ta’sTs wa al-TashkhTs: 
Muqarabah Ola”. WWW document, URL: http://www.awu-dam.org/esbou10Q0/1032/isb1032- 
008.htm, retrieved on 10/03/2008, which contains very brief stylistic comments on °Ushbah 
and Hajir.
630 Wazin, °Abduhu. 'Al-Mar'ah al-Ma’khQdhah bi-Asrariha’, Al-Naqid, 2:21, (March 1990), p. 
68.
631 For the Emirati literary context see above pp. 92-6.
632 Ahmad Husayn Humaydan. Untha al-Kalam: DirasSt ff al-Qi$$ah at-Niswiyyah ai- 
lmaratiyyah al-Qa$frah. (Al-Shariqah: Da’irat al-Thaqafah wa al-l°lam, 2004), p. 115.
633 This short story has been commented upon in Jabra Ibrahim Jabra. ‘Qira’ah Naqdiyyah fT 
Nakhbah min al-Qisas al-Qa^rah, Al-Bayan, 278, (May 1989), p. 227, where there are only 
few remarks about this story’s generic artistic features. GhulOm produces an in-depth analysis 
of this short story that concentrates on the protagonist as mythological figure, on ‘mythological 
time’ and ‘real time’ coexisting in the story and on the narrator’s role in Ibrahim cAbd Allah 
Ghulum. ‘Al-Tawzlf al-Usfurl ff Tajrubah al-Qis?ah al-QasIrah ff-Mm§r§t al-°Arabiyyah al- 
Muttaliidah’, Fu?QI, 11:2, (Summer 1992), pp. 278, 280-2. °TsawI briefly comments on the 
traditional opening and on the social aspects of this story in Tsawl. Op. cit
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‘Yuhka anna’ and the image of the imprisoned maid introduce readers 
into the magic world of fairy and folk tales,635 a fundamental component of the 
trend,636 and envelop in a fabulous atmosphere the whole story, and 
particularly the protagonist GharTbah. Being relegated to the distant 
metadiegetic narrative level, she is constructed as an unfathomable and 
impalpable mythical figure rather than a realistic woman. Sayf employs 
variable internal focalisation in the presentation of GharTbah while completely 

ignoring Gharibah’s point of view, which implies that her words and opinions 

are barely heard and always mediated twice: firstly by the extradiegetic 
heterodiegetic narrator and secondly by the intradiegetic characters/ 
homodiegetic narrators, who all use reported speech in the direct quoted 

form.637 Those layers of reported speech and the focalisation chosen make of 

GharTbah not only a mythical figure but also a character that remains alien, as 

her name says, to readers. In the narrative too her complete segregation from 
the outside world and from other human beings has made of her an ‘alien to 
people’, as her father defines her, and a stranger in her own town, as the man 
going to the mosque and the woman visiting her neighbour consider her.638 
Her seclusion has even deeper implications:
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634 'In our town it is recounted that a man imprisoned his daughter; she went out only once, 
saying: An hour., and I will be back.’ Salma Matar Sayf. °Ushbah: Q/?a$ QasTrah. (Bayrut: Dar 
al-Kalimah li-l-Nashr, 1988), p. 35.
635 This aspect and a reference to the protagonist’s position representing the position of 
Emirati women in a developing society has been noticed in Zabiyyah KhamTs, (29/01/2008): 
“Malmah al-JTI al-Thamanlnf. WWW document, URL:
http://dhabiya.maktoobblog.com/793078/%D9%85%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD_%D8%A7%D 
9%84% D8%AC % D9%8A% D9%84__%D8% A7% D9%84%D8% AB% D9%85% D8% A7% D9%86 
%D9%8A%D9%86%D9%8A, retrieved on 01/07/2008.
636 See p. 94 above for details.
637 See Genette. Op. cit, pp. 238-9 for extradiegetic, intradiegetic and metadiegetic narrative 
levels and characters; pp. 206-7 for focalisation; p. 252 for heterodiegetic and homodiegetic 
narrators.
638 These three episodes are in Sayf. Op. cit, pp. 36, 37-8.
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The complete isolation from the world and the lack of communication with 
her father (the only human being with whom she lives) have made redundant 

the use of a human language, which has been replaced by the language of 
birds, the only beings with which she communicates. GharTbah does not talk to 
her father of her own initiative, except when she complains of her 
imprisonment and when she informs him that she is going out.640 When she is 

obliged to speak he cannot understand her,641 so deep is the estrangement 
between them, which adds to the segregation that weights heavily on her and 

that makes her feel a prisoner. Although hurt by her complaint, the father does 
not ease her segregation, convinced as he is that his daughter is happy with 

her palm, confirming his inability or unwillingness to understand her.
Nevertheless, despite all her father’s efforts to maintain her segregation, 

by eavesdropping through the walls and by looking from a window for hours 
GharTbah has realised that there is a different world outside the walls of her 
father’s house that is inhabited only by a palm and animated only by birds’ 
songs. Those are the remains and symbols642 of a past that has survived 

within the perimeter of that house and to which GharTbah has been relegated 

by her father, while the world outside has changed dramatically and 

negatively. The streets are described as unsafe, merciless, stormed by fast 
cars, populated by passers-by who could savage GharTbah.643 Hence, apart 
from all the other kinds of alienation mentioned above, as a creature living in 
the past, she is alien also to the present, becoming the quintessential outcast, 
who wanders not only about the fringes of society, but also of her family, time

639 ‘«When I see her growing up, I watch her becoming similar to the palm tree, taking its same 
features, she keeps silent as days pass by.. When I obliged her to talk I have heard incoherent 
and incomprehensible words, she lost her language..».
[..] when she sees birds in the sky I hear her doing a voice similar to that of the flying birds..’ 
Ibid. pp. 39, 40.
640 The father twice remembers her defining herself ‘imprisoned’ in Ibid. pp. 35, 44 and nearly 
every time he speaks he recalls the moment when she left the house.
641 Also the man going to the mosque says that her language is incoherent and the woman 
going to hospital cannot understand her in Ibid. pp. 37, 41, other proofs of her estrangement 
from people.
642 For the symbols used by Emirati writers see p. 94 above.
643 See Sayf. Op. cit, pp. 37-39.
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and humanity.644 The day she decides to break her isolation she stands in 
front of her father/warder dressed up and ready to leave:
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Although she cannot look her father in the face, she demonstrates to still 
possess an autonomous will by decisively informing him of her intention with 
intelligible words, without seeking his permission, or waiting for any reaction 
from his side. Once outside she adopts a behaviour that is much different the 

one she had when she was secluded. Away from her prison she feels 

unsupervised and she behaves as she pleases and not as her overseer 

expects of her; hence she has not interiorised her overseer’s gaze and has not 
become ‘the principle of [her] own subjection’.646

When her father goes out to find her, he sees her in the streets talking to 

people with an audible voice; she does not look anymore ‘alien to people’, or a 

girl who has lost her language’, nor does she seem to miss her father, from 
whom she recoils when he gets closer, foreseeing his intentions. In fact when 

he thinks he has grabbed his daughter’s hand the first thing he tells her is ‘let 

us go back home’, i.e. he immediately wants to restore her segregation, but 
GharTbah magically vanishes like ‘a white cloud in the warm sky’ 647 Now that 
she is no longer under his supervision, her father has lost all control over her 
and the unknown images of her passers-by convey through their stories. The 
first story is that of a man who sees her while going to the mosque:
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644 Here I am paraphrasing O’Connor’s definition. See p. 56 above for full quote.
645 'Without looking me in the face she said: I am going into the streets, an hour and I will be 
back. She did not wait for my consent or refusal and went out from the door o p e n i n g . S a y f .  
Op. cit, p. 35.
64 [her] replaces ‘his’ in my adaptation of Foucault’s sentence; see Introduction p. 21.
647 Sayf. Op. cit, p. 36.
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GharTbah is depicted as shivering, breathing heavily, unhappy about the 

newly found freedom, in which she is once again so lonely that she talks to 
herself, disregarded by passers-by, except by this man going to the mosque. 

This complete stranger feels entitled to order her to go back home because 
the vertical, unequal relations existing between male older members and 
female younger members of neopatriarchal societies649 give him a privileged 
position from which he exercises power over a young female member and tries 

‘to determine [her] conduct’650 by using a ‘strategy of terror’ that depicts the 
street as unsafe and passers-by as aggressive beasts. GharTbah is 

nevertheless insensitive to his strategy. She disobeys his order and 
contradicts him by defining the street indifferent to her rather than unsafe. It is 
probably such indifference, which might be related to her negligible position as 
a young woman within a neopatriarchal society, that she is contesting by 

throwing a stone into the street. Her defying behaviour is not tolerated though. 

The passers-by curse her and she is shortly afterwards taken away by a 
policeman,651 a representative of the disciplinary power that punishes ‘all that 
is inadequate to the rule’.652

In the passers-by’s other stories instead GharTbah successfully resists 

their attempts to guide her and to segregate her from the world and other 
human beings. A woman going to visit her neighbour takes her by the shoulder 
to prevent her from joining the fishermen, telling her that the street is 

merciless, but GharTbah ignores her and joins the fishermen. A poor woman 
covers GharTbah’s head and chest, orders her to go back home because ‘it is 
a disgrace for girls to stand in the street’, and grabs GharTbah’s hand to take

648 ‘I saw a young girl that shivered like a soaked bird, while her little chest was going up and 
down, looked at the road surface., and talked to herself [..] I told her: «Get into your house, the 
street is not safe..» Yes, I was afraid that passers-by could savage her.. She looked at me, 
then turned towards the street and said in an incoherent language, as if it entered herself 
rather than exiting:
«The street goes on about its business without looking at me..».[..]
She took a stone and threw it into the depth of the street..’ Ibid. p. 37.
649 Sharabi. Op. cit, p. 8.
650 See Introduction pp. 17-8 for the Foucauldian features of power, [her] replaces ‘others’ in 
the quote.
651 Sayf. Op. cit, pp. 37-8.
652 See Introduction pp. 21 for the original Foucauldian quote
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her away, but GharTbah frees her hand and remains in the street with a poor 
female street vendor. When she tries to help the fisherman with his nets he 

locks her in his boat’s hold. The government employees lock her in their 
offices when she sits among them.653 They all try to return GharTbah to 

segregation, because they see it more suited to a woman than free circulation, 
but they fail, because GharTbah quietly disappears from the places in which 
she is locked, another element that contributes to create a magic aura around 
her character. She seems unrestrainable in her pursuit of human contact and 
her discovery of the world, although she is quickly disillusioned:
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As al-SharunT notes, from her prison the streets seemed to her a place of 
liberation, but once she is in the streets she is surrounded by dangers and 
eyes.655 The gaze of her father/overseer has been replaced by the gazes of all 
the members of a Panoptical society that expressly makes women feel 

potentially and actually constantly spied on in order to induce them to behave 

as per social norms. Nevertheless GharTbah has disobeyed those norms and 
the last part of the story, with the four witnesses656 who have seen disfigured 

and dismembered corpses of young women and downed girls, suggests that 
she has probably met her death as a consequence of an extreme form of de 

Beauvoirian social devaluation.657 Having defied social customs, GharTbah has 

become so devalued in the eyes of society that her socially worthless life has 
been ended. Al-SharunT observes that this story conveys the idea that social 
transformation has given Emirati women only apparent freedom, but if they try 

to practice that freedom as they wish their fate is death; hence for them there

653 Episodes reported respectively in Sayf. Op. cit, pp. 38, 41, 38, 43.
654 ‘«When I used to watch from the window the street did not look like it does now».’ Ibid. p. 
41.
655 Yusuf al-SharunT. Min JirSb al-HSwT: DirSsat wa Qira’at fTal-Qi$sah al-Qa?Trah. (Al-Qahirah: 
Markaz al-Ha^larah al-cArabiyyah, 2004), p. 55.
656 Wazin believes that the four contradicting witnesses are a tool used to simultaneously deny 
and guarantee the veridicity of events, as part of the fusion of reality and imagination that 
characterises this story and that makes even the existence of GharTbah doubtful. See Wazin. 
Op. cit, p. 69. The four accounts are in Sayf. Op. cit, pp. 43-4.

See Introduction pp. 50-1.
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are only two choices: either to be prisoners of traditions or to die.658 Although 
al-SharGnT’s wording seems to suggest that death as an alternative to social 
imprisonment is a sort of liberation, Ghanbah’s death appears as the final 
obligation society imposes on her, since she has apparently been murdered 

and not chosen to die,659 prevented from exerting her will of free subject in her 
situations until the very end.

The second story under scrutiny, “Ghiyab” (Absence)660 has been 

selected because it highlights the role of the mother as agent of power and 
because it has a structure that reminds of Krzysztof Kieslowski’s film Blind 

Chance (1981). This short story recounts two alternative paths in the life of a 
woman: the first path, to which the one-page initial subsection ‘Madkhal’ 

(Introduction) is dedicated, presents her as a fearless pupil on a trip to the 
seaside, who disregards the sea’s dangers and high waves and jumps into the 
sea to play and disappears, allegedly drowned. The second path, which 
occupies the remaining eleven pages of this story, follows her from childhood 

to adulthood. Two elements prove that these are two paths in the same 
woman’s life: the first subsection provides sufficient details on the little girl’s 
behaviour and temperament to recognise in her the same character described 

in the second path; the schoolgirls appear in the subsection’s coda and in the 

second part’s coda, connecting the two parts and giving the story a circular 
structure.

The two parts utilise different narrative strategies though. In the 
subsection the recit is heterodiegetic and the focalisation is zero, with the little 
girl being the undiscussed protagonist. In the second part instead the recit is 

homodiegetic and focalisation is internal and fixed, being the mother the 

narrator, a character and the only point of view from which the recit is 

narrated,661 making quite intricate discerning who the protagonist is. These 
strategies give the mother such a prominent role that she nearly overshadows

658 AI-SharunT. Op. cit, pp. 53-5.
659 Among the four witnesses only a child refers to a smiling corpse floating on the water (see 
Sayf. Op. cit, p. 43), which could mean that GharTbah has wilfully pursued death by drowning.
660 Ghuium has commented on sea and death as mythological terms and on the search for 
happiness in this story; see Ghuium. Op. cit, p. 283.
661 See Genette. Op. cit, p. 252 for narrator’s roles and pp. 206-7, 222 for focalisation.
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her daughter, whose life story the mother mostly recounts and whose voice we 
hear occasionally through reported speech in direct quoted form. This 
‘competition for primacy’ in the narrative process reflects the deep conflictuality 

existing between the two women that unfolds from the first line of the second 

part662 and permeates the whole short story:
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The daughter is a boisterous child unable to stand still even while 

sleeping, who likes to engage in energy-intensive and rowdy outdoor activities, 

such as fighting with other children and tearing their dolls to pieces, which 
drive other children away from her.664 The mother disapproves of her 
daughter’s behaviour, as her definition ‘little devil’ indicates, and cannot cope 
with it, as indicated by ‘she made me lose my mind’. She cannot understand 
why her daughter constantly moves and tries to use physical constraints (her 
legs) to restrict her movements and be able to lull her to sleep, but this does 
not succeed in calming her daughter down.665 She cannot understand why her 

daughter seeks happiness, since she is convinced to offer her daughter all the 

happiness she might want through her love. The daughter’s response to her 
mother’s attempts to keep her calm, at her side and happy is complete

662 Which is opened by the mother's sentence: “I cannot but surrender to her wishes”. Sayf. 
Op. cit., p. 118.
66 'When she was little she did not accept any hug, she escaped me like a little storm. She 
ran away everywhere and every time and when it was bed time I used to surround her with my 
legs and lull her to sleep, but she did not calm down, she used to become excited because of 
her dreams and stand up to follow them [..] In the meantime she made me lose my mind, that 
little devil burning with an indescribable fire.
You seek happiness; why oh my heart’s little piece?. Did I not try to make you happy? I have 
done the impossible to offer you happiness on a plate -  that is my heart. But you yearn for 
escape’. Ibid. p. 119.
664 Ibid. p. 120.
665 She also tries other calming techniques, unsuccessfully; see Ibid. pp. 119-20.
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rejection. She storms off if her mother’s tries to hug her and prefers to escape 
her mother rather than staying with her. She intends to travel by sea towards 
an unknown destination to seek happiness,666 which means that she is not 
content with her mother’s offer and its implications.
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Behind the mother’s words of love and happiness there is a will to subject 
her daughter that she continues to have when her daughter grows up a little, 
indirectly admitting that she has had that will since her daughter’s early 

childhood. This could explain the little girl’s rejection as an instinctive form of 
resistance to the neopatriarchal668 power that her mother is exerting on her, 

that relies on her in order to be effective and that uses her resistance for its 
own benefit.669 In fact the mother by negatively labelling her daughter ‘little 

devil’ and ‘wild she-tiger’670 gives her resistance the negative connotations of 
evil and wildness, from which she derives the authority and justification to 

exert further power and constrictions, which entail observation (‘I used to 
observe you’) and confinement within an enclosed place (where the girl walks 

up and down), which is probably the house. Such confinement could be seen 
as a normalising sanction in this situation, because it is applied to a child who 
used to run wild outdoors in her early childhood, something the mother 
considered inappropriate for a girl or ‘inadequate to the rule’, as Foucault 

would say, and hence requiring a disciplinary sanction aiming at 
normalising.671

During her daughter’s later childhood the mother employs observation 
and confinement to ‘try to guide, to determine [her] conduct’.672 Nevertheless 
she fails because her daughter is oblivious to her gaze, which she does not 
interiorise, and undeterred by the confinement, which only restricts the space

666 Ibid. p. 118.
667 ‘When you grew up a little I continued to try to tame you and get you to observe 
necessities. I used to observe you while you walked up and down the place’. Ibid. p. 120.
668 Sharabi. Op. cit, p. 8.
669 See Introduction pp. 17-8 for the Foucauldian features of power.
670 Sayf. Op. cit, p. 119-20.
671 See Introduction pp. 19-21 for full details of discipline instruments and techniques.
672 I am paraphrasing Foucault’s definition of power relations; see ibid. p. 18. [her] replaces 
«others’».
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in which she runs wild, without preventing her from doing so. Rather than 
becoming ‘the principle of [her] own subjection’673 by allowing the constraints 
of power to play upon herself, the daughter resists by becoming a fidgety, 

anxious and violent schoolgirl who often walks up and down instead of 
sleeping, screams in her sleep, hits her books, throws stones at the sea and 

cannot concentrate on any activity for long 674 The mother does not relent 
though, she just changes techniques as her daughter grows up:
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From crude confinement the mother moves towards a more refined 

normalising sanction by enticing her daughter’s feminine vanity, but her 

daughter does not seem to cooperate much, so that the mother takes the lead 
and ‘puts her in order’, i.e. she adjusts her to her idea of femininity by titivating 
her with clothes, make up, shoes. She is undeterred by her daughter’s body 
language that exposes the discomfort lying behind her obedience. As a ‘wild 

she-tiger’ she is crouching, shaking, ready to pounce on her mother, but she is 
no longer as violent as she was when younger, or at least so it seems. The 
mother is fully aware of the risk of being attacked she is running and of the 

harm she is causing her daughter, as she can see her breathless and 
strangled. Nevertheless she sees this as a mission to accomplish. It is her duty

673 Ibid. p. 21. [her] replaces 'his'.
674 Sayf. Op. cit., pp. 120-1.
675 ‘I have tried to attract you as a girl and to touch the chord of the woman within you, I have 
enticed you into coordinated clothes, elegant shoes, silk ribbons, face and eyes make-up; you 
used to obey and crouch in front of me with your body shaking to the core. I was aware that 
you would pounce on me at any moment like a violent, destructive fire that eats itself and what 
surrounds it....
I have controlled myself and finished tidying you up ... When I completed my mission I saw 
you chained and strangled by its good feelings, breathless as if you were on the brink of a 
bottomless hell...’ Ibid. p. 121.
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as mother to make a ‘socially valued woman’ out of her ‘wild she-tiger’, even if 

this entails cruelty towards her daughter, hence becoming the channel through 
which neopatriarchal power passes to reach and oppress her daughter.676 It is 

only when her daughter returns to her usual violent resistance in a public 

occasion by throwing around her shoes, ribbons and clothes that the mother 

relents:

She does not suspend her normalisation plans for her daughter because 
she acknowledges that she is tyrannizing and tormenting her daughter and 

regrets it. She does so because she is publicly shamed by a daughter who, 
through her nonconformity to ‘the idea of femininity... artificially defined by 
customs and fashions’,678 socially devalues herself and her mother, who is 
proven incapable to instil traditional femininity norms into her daughter. The 

mother responds to such affront swearing not to let her daughter out, going 
back to the tactic of confinement as normalising sanction and preventative 

measure to avoid being shamed any further. Once she confines her daughter 
she grants her the ‘generous concession’ to dress as she pleases, since in 
confinement she cannot possibly damage her mother’s reputation again.

After this failure the mother becomes more ambitious and aims at 

normalising her daughter’s whole lifestyle by convincing her to select a suitor 

and marry. Through the preparations and the wedding the mother is overjoyed 
at her daughter’s compliance with her wishes and with social norms. Her 

daughter allows her to prepare her outfit, follows her advices, behaves suitably 
during the party, hence safeguarding her mother’s reputation, who, for the 

sake of the smooth running of the wedding, decides to ignore her daughter’s 
perturbation. After the wedding the daughter becomes enwrapped in a deep, 
calm, silent sadness that obliterates her customary fidgetiness:

676 See Introduction p. 17 for Foucault’s description of how power is exercised.
677 'I took you in my cloak while I was dripping with sweat for the shame that I was facing, I 
swore to myself not to let you out and to leave you in the outfit you wished..’ Sayf. Op. cit., p. 
122.
6781 am here using de Beauvoir’s words; see Introduction p. 50.
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The daughter cannot comprehend why she has become sad and calm, 

but she believes she can remedy to her situation by accomplishing her 
mother’s plans. The years of discipline the mother has exerted on her, and the 
misery and isolation marriage has added, are now starting to produce their 
fruits: she now thinks in terms of the happiness, the children, the aspect her 
mother wants for her, striving for the first time to please her mother. Her 
remarks are hasty and affected because she pretends to be content with her 
mother’s normalised happiness and tries to convince herself and her mother 

that she will be able to accomplish the maternal plans. In fact she starts 
making up, arranging her hair, asking her mother’s advice on coordinating 

clothes and shoes and her mother is ecstatic:
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Her daughter’s behaviour makes her believe that she has finally turned 
into the obedient daughter she has been striving to fabricate with her 
discipline,681 while deceiving herself into thinking that she seeks her

679 ‘«Why am I like this..?»
Then she retracted hastily and affectedly.. I will return to the happiness that you wished for 
me. Yes I will author for you a symphony of children. I will dress up as you want....’ Sayf. Op. 
cit., p. 124.
680 ‘I believed that you had changed, I took you by the hand and said: Go to your natural 
home. You obeyed me with a relaxation I had never perceived from your side in all my life, I 
pounced on you to kiss your obedience while nearly losing my wits:
I was holding only the decorated mirror.[..]
She looked at me with a long absent-mindedness shaken by dispersed pain.
With complete calm she took the mirror and smashed it into splinters soiled with make-up in 
my dazed face. I left her to it’. Ibid. p. 125.
68 For Foucault ‘discipline «fabricates» individuals’; see Introduction p. 20.
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daughter’s happiness. It is in fact obedience she seeks, kisses and at which 
she rejoices once she perceives it, soon forgetting her daughter’s sadness, but 
it is a short-lived joy. The resistance that always accompanies power within the 

Foucauldian paradigm682 becomes visible in the daughter escaping the 

mother’s kiss and smashing the mirror. The image of the mirror splinters soiled 

with make-up could hint either at the implosion of the daughter’s pretence and 
self-delusion or at the mental/psychological disintegration that is announced 
by her distress and absent-mindedness, first symptoms of her precarious 
mental health that will be fully revealed later. The mother, unconcerned by the 

implications of her behaviour, goes away and leaves her daughter to ‘regain 
her wits’683 on her own, in the hope that she will stop worrying her mother with 

her eccentricity, confirming that she refuses her daughter, after regretting her 
birth several times 684 because she is not normalised. However she tirelessly 
dreams and works on her normalisation:
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The mother observes the evolution of her daughter into the meek, calm 

and pure being she always dreamt her to be, and takes this opportunity to 

restart the ‘formative work’ on her daughter’s subjectivity, finding fertile ground 
for her norms in her newly gained meekness and calm. In fact her daughter 

does not show irritation at her words and receives her with a grateful look, 
from which the mother, who was used to her violent outbursts, derives that she 

is listening to her. The mother is so blinded by the concretisation of her ‘dream 
daughter’ that she does not deduce anything from the behaviour of her

682 See Ibid. p. 17.
683 Sayf. Op. cit, p. 125.
684 The mother wishes twice that her daughter had not been born and calls the day of her birth 
ill-fated; see Ibid. pp. 118-20.
685 ‘I built my dreams around her change day after day while I followed how her nature became 
meek and her anxiety vanished, replaced by an incomparable purity [..]
I restarted talking to her about what must be and what must not, and I did not perceive 
irritation in her, she was listening to me like a pure soul [..] She used to receive me with a 
grateful look without pronouncing a word and then hide in her place like a bird.' Ibid. p. 126.
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daughter who for months does not say a word when her mother visits her and 
hides in her place. When such behaviour finally worries the mother, she 
decides to check her daughter’s room, in which she spends most of her days 

devoting herself to sculpture. Her daughter comments on one of her 
sculptures:
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From the monologue to which this fragment belongs transpires the 

mental instability687 of the daughter, who is reproducing in her relation to her 

sculpture the same attitude her mother adopts with her. She tries to tidy up the 
statue like her mother did with her earlier.688 She tries to put the statue upright, 

because she knows that the upright status will give it happiness, albeit the 
statue prefers to bend, despite its painfulness, just like her mother has been 

trying all her life to direct her daughter’s life towards a standardised happiness, 
while the daughter prefers her own non-conformed, painful and convoluted 

happiness. The mother’s reaction to this monologue is rejection once again:
. jt f  j i
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Just like previously she had left her distraught daughter because she had 
not behaved ‘normally’, now she abandons her without worrying about her 

evidently perturbed mental state,690 because she has realised that her 
daughter has not changed according to her designs, and she takes on the role

686'[..] this statue refuses but to painfully bend at all costs...I have tried to tidy it up and I could 
not.. It is really painful, I have done the impossible in order for it to stand upright but each thing 
refuses its happiness’. Ibid. p. 127.
687 In the monologue the daughter talks about objects she has sculpted that have become 
animated and chosen lives different from those to which she had destined them (Ibid. pp. 127- 
8) in which transpires also Sayf’s ability in fusing together fantasy and reality.
6 She uses the same verb nassaqa that her mother had used; see p. 201 above.
689 ‘I left her to her sculptures, fantasies and occupations.
She never gives me any relief. She does not wish my happiness. Oh how miserable she is.' 
Sayf. Op. cit., p. 128.
690 The use of the word ‘fantasies’ indicates that the mother is aware that her daughter is 
talking of unrealistic things, but it is not clear whether she attributes those fantasies to her 
usual eccentricity or to an altered mental state.
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of victim of a daughter who disregards her happiness and overburdens her.691 
For the first time in this quote the mother admits that her drive is her own need 
for happiness, which she obliges her daughter to satisfy, and not her 
daughter’s happiness. In front of another frustration of her need she walks off. 

When her daughter’s mental state worsens to the extent that she invokes 
death the mother can only think of killing her as a way to help her find 

happiness,692 while earlier she had feared her daughter’s suicide 693 She has 
probably realised that her daughter’s mental imbalance, which is another form 

of resistance, hinders rather than satisfies her own need for happiness and 
destroys her hopes to see her daughter ‘conformably happy’ in life. Hence she 

sees in death the only remaining way to overcome her disturbed, unhappy 
non-conformity.

Therefore al-Sharunfs observation regarding freedom694 is pertinent also
to this short story. The daughter tries to practice freedom, hence her fate is 
death.695 Her death though is not an anonymous social imposition like 
GharTbah’s death: it evolves from a tragic accidental consequence of childish 

irresponsibility in the first part into a woman’s wilful act (suicide or murder) in 
the second part.

To conclude both GharTbah and the daughter meet their death because 

they have contravened the norms their father, mother and society have tried to 

impose on them, standing as resisting subjects whose will to resist persists 
throughout both stories notwithstanding the absence of any form of support in 
their complete solitude. In fact none of the two women is integrated in a 
community. GharTbah has contacts only with her father, who made her into an 

outcast and with whom she does not talk, and when she goes out she is 

marked out by people and rejected because of her behaviour. The daughter is

691 She takes the same role in Sayf. Op. cit., p. 118 when she asks her daughter ‘Have you not 
any mercy on your poor mother?’, and on p. 119 when she says about her daughter ‘she 
overburdened me with worries as an adult and as a child’.
692 Ibid. p. 129.
693 Ibid. pp. 121, 128.
694 See p. 199 above.
695 The unclear end allows conjectures about the daughter’s fate. If the wave represents the 
daughter, which is my interpretation, then she dies, but whether it is suicide or murder remains 
unclear for me. For Wazin instead is surely suicide; see Wazin. Op. cit, pp. 68-9.
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refused by her mother, the only person to whom she tries to be close, avoided 
by other children as a child, uneasy with other people as an adult,696 thus 
permanently rejected and distinguished from others because of her behaviour. 

In both cases distinction is not a need, as theorised by Hafez,697 but an 

imposition in GharTbah’s case and an innate way of being, possibly linked to 
psychological distress, in the daughter’s case. Only death ends their 

distinction and resistance, hence I disagree with Wazin, who considers Sayf’s 
characters ‘subdued characters who do not know the meaning of heroism’ 698 
On the contrary their resistance is heroic in their circumstances because they 
do not ultimately surrender to their overseers.

bab Sayf. Op. cit., p. 123.
697 See above p. 57.
698 Wazin. Op. cit., p.70.
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CHAPTER FOUR

IN PURSUIT OF CHOSEN SUBJECTIVITIES IN THE MAGHREB

This fourth chapter, which follows the same structure of the previous two 
chapters, presents the achievements of three Maghrebian short story writers: 
Moroccan Rab^ah RThan and Tunisian RashTdah al-Turkf and Hayah al- 
Rayyis. Although I have previously considered only one writer per country, this 

has not been possible for Tunisia due to the paucity of the available material 

and to its thematic content, which is mostly not relevant to this thesis. The only 

relevant short stories I could find in several collections699 are the ones 

examined below, which happen to belong to two different writers, and I have 
chosen to include them both, despite the different authors, because none of 
the two taken singularly would have been sufficiently representative of 

Tunisian women authors’ achievements. Since in this context I utilise both 
texts as examples of Tunisian literature rather than of a specific author’s art, 
they will be grouped together under a main Tunisian short stories’ heading, 

analysed individually under two separate subheadings with the authors’ 
names, and compared in a final section summarising the similarities and 

differences among the characters of both stories.

699 I have surveyed the following collections: RashTdah al-TurkT. cA$r al-Hanrn: Majmucah 
Qasa?iyyah. (Bayrut: Dar al-Adab, 1990); Nafilah Dhahab. Al-$amt: Qisas. (Tunus: Tibr al- 
Zaman, 1993); tlayah Al-Rayyis. Layta Hindan..,: Q/$a$. ($afaqis: $amid li-l-Nashr wa al- 
Tawzf, 1991); cArusiyyah al-NalutT. Al-Bucd al-KhSmis. (LTbya-Tunus: Al-Dar al-cArabiyyah li-l- 
Kitab, 1975).
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1) Rabfah RThan

Rabfah RThan was born in Safi (Morocco) in 1951, is a graduate of a Regional 
Pedagogical Centre and currently teaches Arabic in secondary schools. She is 

a member of the Moroccan Writers’ Union, in whose central bureau she has 
been elected to serve in the past. She publishes her short stories in Moroccan, 
Tunisian, Egyptian and Lebanese periodicals, on several websites, and has 
issued six collections up to present, one of which has received a prize.700

RThan’s short stories have attracted a considerable amount of attention 

from several commentators. The critic NajTb al-cAwfT and the writer cAbd al- 
Hamid cAqqar agree on her poetic, sublime language, with the former praising 

also her narrative structure and the latter commending the equilibrium 
between narration and dialogue she achieves and her expert openings and 
endings. The critic/writer Muhammad Suf finds RThan’s element of distinction 

from other women writers in her use of men and children as protagonists and 

narrators and in her representations of male worlds that even some male 

writers have been unable to equal.701 However most of her characters are still 
women, who are depicted without hiding their physicality and secrets or 
glossing over profane behaviours or the harsh conditions in which many live, 
which is particularly true for Ajnihah li-l-HakT (Wings for Storytelling).702

The critic Sucad MiskTn and the writer Sa°Td BukaramT both notice the 
rebellious attitudes RThan’s children protagonists have towards social norms, 

with BukaramT also pointing out that those children refuse to give up their own 
dreams of freedom. MiskTn also discerns RThan’s sharp observations of social

700 S6e bibliography for details.
701 Sa°Tdah Sharif (04/06/2008): "Rabfah RThan.. Katibah Istithna’iyyah Tabharu bi-Lughatiha 
al-Badhikhah”. WWW document, URL:
http://www.alarab.com.qa/details.php?docld=15013&issueNo=163&secld=18#, retrived on 
15/07/2008.
702 On this collection see Basim °Ubud (01/01/2007): "Al-Maghribiyyah Rabfah RThan.. wa 
Hammaluha al-Mushakisun”. WWW document, http://www.al-watan.com/data/20070101/ 
index.asp?content=culture#2, retrieved on 10/07/2007; Majallat Adabiyyat (19/03/2006): 
“Ajnihah li-l-HakT al-Majmucah al-Qa$asiyyah al-JadTdah li-l-Qassah Rabfah RThan”. WWW  
document, http://adbyat.com/modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid=629, retrieved on 
10/07/2007; °Abd al-Uaqq MTfranT (08/12/2006): «“Ajnihah li-l-Hakf li-l-Qassah Rabfah RThan 
Ajnihah li-l-Kitabah”». WWW document,
http://mifrani.jeeran.com/archive/2006/12/127324.html, retrieved on 10/07/2007.

209

http://www.alarab.com.qa/details.php?docld=15013&issueNo=163&secld=18%23
http://www.al-watan.com/data/20070101/
http://adbyat.com/modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid=629
http://mifrani.jeeran.com/archive/2006/12/127324.html


and religious phenomena and popular rites,703 which is widespread among 
Moroccan writers of her generation704 and which brings RThan to represent 
several characters from the lower classes in their struggle to survive.

There are several short stories of Rabfah RThan that present two female 

characters engaged in confrontations with varying degrees of hostility and 

disagreement. Among them I have chosen two stories because they ably 
represent women simultaneously as resisting individuals and as individuals 
capable of and willing to subject other women, hence offering the possibility to 
explore the intersubjective dynamics between them. The first of the two stories 

is “Akhir al-Tanq” (The End of the Road)705 from Masharif al-TTh (The Heights 

of the Labyrinth), in which the two female characters confronting each other 
are a young woman and her elderly grandmother, who are engaged in a 

generational disagreement that, although tempered by their deep reciprocal 
affection, points out the inequality of their relationship.

The grandmother, despite her physical frailty and her failing memory, is 

portrayed as a lively strong woman, who enjoyed some authority in the past 
and now complains because she spends most of her days alone at home. 

When she recounts her past during her granddaughter’s visits she does not 
like her prima donna role to be contested:
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703 Al-Maghribiyyah (03/06/2008): “Rabfah RThan Tuhalliqu fF Ajwa’ al-$alun al-Adabf. WWW  
document, URL: http://www.almaghribia.ma/Paper/Article.asp?idr=13&idrs=13&id=62942, 
retrieved on 15/07/2008.
704 For the Moroccan context see above pp. 96-9.
705 Ziyad °AIT defines this short story a feud between today’s women and yesterday’s ones in 
his mainly stylistic review of the collection; see Ziyad CAIT (22/02/2005): "Rabfah RThan wa 
(Masharif al-TTh) Hiyakat al-NasTj min Khuyut al-$amt". WWW document, 
http://thawra.alwehda.gov.sy/_print_veiw.asp?FileName=105777176920050221102719, 
retrieved on 10/07/2007.
706 ‘She seems sure and I try to trick her with my questions; when she realises what my 
purpose is, she surprises me with her anger and sarcasm:
— I am not like you, my memory has eaten the letters!
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The granddaughter/narrator knows that some of her grandmother’s 

stories are exaggerated, imprecise and self-aggrandising, but when she tries 
to express her doubts about the reliability of her grandmother’s memories the 
latter’s overreaction reveals that she sees her granddaughter’s doubts as an 

attack on her authority. The elderly woman founds her authority on her 

memory, age and experience and admitting that her memory is failing would 

mean for her to lose a pillar of the authority on which she bases her superiority 
in the unbalanced relationship with her granddaughter. She surprises her 
granddaughter with her uncalled-for anger and sarcasm, her belittling remarks 
about her granddaughter’s memory and her rebuke, which are part of her 
technique to subject her granddaughter to her authority and to defend her 
position, making of their relation a power relation.707 The grandmother takes 

as an affront to her superiority even her granddaughter’s laughter, by which 
the latter is probably just trying to stop the dramatic escalation of this trifling 

disagreement, and to back up her authority under attack the grandmother 

takes the argument a step up:
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Craftily she moves from a personal disagreement to a generational 
comparison, a power strategy that shifts the attention from her failing memory 
to the strength of the experience of her generation’s women, so to defend her 
personal superiority and power over her granddaughter, whose generation she 
disparages with an animosity that transpires from her hard gaze. However the 

granddaughter is neither defeated nor subdued. Her question/statement about 
her generation’s quality of life, which her grandmother avoids answering by

I burst out laughing loudly when I find myself once again trapped by her sweetly scolding me 
for wasting my days!’ Rabfah RThan. Masharif al-TTh: Qisas. (Al-Mubammadiyyah: Matba°ah 
Fudalah, 1996) p. 30.
707 See Introduction p. 18 for power relations’ features.
708 ‘She looks hard at me with her narrow, clouded eyes and says:
— What have you all seen and what have you all lived? [..]
[the granddaughter saysj — Is not our life better?! [..]

—- We were honoured, we did not run panting after worries as you all do!’ RThan. Op. cit, p. 
30.
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resorting to the trite argument of honour, and her questioning of the aura of 
perfection that envetops her grandmother’s past indicate that she rejects her 
grandmother’s pose of superiority and takes the distance from her lifestyle 
without any hostility. The latter, faced by her granddaughter’s composed 

resistance to her power, resorts to a personal attack:
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She sharply criticises her granddaughter because she does not use 
make-up and cuts her hair short, i.e. because she contravenes the femininity 
rules of their society that expects women to wear make-up and long hair and 
look ‘feminine’ rather than boyish. Such contravention of their society’s 
artificially defined sexual values devalues her in front of society710 and in her 

grandmother’s eyes, who, by trying to impose make-up and long hair on her 

granddaughter, is unawares acting as the channel through which power can 
reach her granddaughter. The grandmother is determined to get her up to 
femininity norms. Her overpowering and silencing attitude, her refusal of any 

resistance, her accusation of ignorance and stupidity, the moral overtone 
given by the definition ‘haram’ are clearly strategies by which she tries to 

determine her granddaughter’s conduct,711 reserve the master subject role for 
herself and relegate her granddaughter to the subjected subject position. The 

granddaughter though respectfully and calmly resists the attempt to guide her, 

albeit the grandmother’s words hurt her,712 because she is critical of the 
femininity norms to which her grandmother subscribes and has transcended

709 ‘..she pointed at my head and then at my face
— Are these hair, is this a face?!
I understood her question laden with meaning, she never liked my pale face without make-up 
or my haircut that makes me resemble a boy, and if I tried to gainsay her a little she opposed 
me and rebuked me for my ignorance and stupidity!...
— My child, it is haram what you do to yourself... ’ Ibid. p. 31. I have left haram untranslated in 
order not to lose the many nuances this polysemic word conveys.
710 This is de Beauvoir’s theory about femininity norms; see Introduction pp. 50-1.
711 This is Foucauld’s definition of power relations; see Ibid. p. 18.
712 See RThan. Op. cit, p. 32.
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what her grandmother is and her way to relate to others. She is a becoming 
who pursues an intersubjective reciprocal relationship between equals713 with 
her grandmother that could replace the existing unbalanced relationship. 
Nevertheless within the Arab patriarchal society in which she has been living 

the grandmother has been trained only to establish inequal, hierarchical 

relations of domination and submission, as indicated by Joseph;714 hence she 

cannot understand her granddaughter’s intentions and clings to her master 

role.

The second of the two stories is “Buqcah Hamra’” (A Red Stain)715 from 
the collection Ajnihah Ii-I-Hak7, which explores the dynamics of power existing 

between a mother and her daughter and within their town community with 
clear subversive intentions visible in its narrative strategies. This is an 
autodiegetic recit with fixed internal focalisation,716 in which a fourteen-year- 
old girl, a child who is expected to ‘do as she is told’, tells from her viewpoint 
her own story and her fellow townspeople’s. In her community women seem to 

be the only active members, since the few men mentioned (the groom, the 
policeman, Maryam’s brothers) are described as running away or isolated, 

while women are the first ones to spring into action when disaster strikes. 
When Maryam loses her virginity the female elders of the community prevent 
an ‘honour killing’:
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713 See Ibid. pp. 52-3 for this definition by Foucault and de Beauvoir.
714 Suad Joseph. ‘Connectivity and Patriarchy among Urban Working-Class Arab Families in 
Lebanon’, Ethos, 21:4, (December 1993), pp. 459-60.
715 Manal KhamTs briefly mentions this story among those having marginal and subjected 
characters, referring in particular to Maryam; see Manal KhamTs (06/05/2006): «°Alam 
Muthaqqal bi-l-lnsan Ajnibah l i - l - H a k T  li-|-Qas$ah al-Maghribiyyah Rabfah RTfoan». WWW  
document, URL: http://www.fdaat.com/art/exec/view.cgi?archive=18&num=3014, retrieved on 
10/07/2007. She also adds general comments on the collection.
716 See Genette. Op. cit., p. 253 for autodiegetic rdcit and pp. 206-7 for focalisation.
717 The idea of revenge was mentioned. Perhaps the female neighbours thought of her 
father’s revolver or her brothers’ knife, but for a wisdom of some sort the men yielded to the 
female elders’ uproar and wise intrigues. It is destiny and it is written. You want and I want and

213

http://www.fdaat.com/art/exec/view.cgi?archive=18&num=3014


The female elders of the community make use of their authority and 
intrigues to induce Maryam’s male relatives to abandon any idea of revenge 
by reminding them that what has happened might not be what human beings 
want but it is destiny, it is wanted by God. They are the instruments through 
which the power of tradition can reach and subject younger generations. 
Similarly, when the policeman’s daughter’s groom runs off because she is not 
a virgin, mothers gather and harshly scold their daughters, using their authority 
on their daughters to inculcate in them their society’s sexual values and to 
scare them with the bleak consequences awaiting any non-conforming girl and 
her family. The loss of virginity for an unmarried woman implies for her sexual 
and social exclusion, an extreme form of the devaluation of which de Beauvoir 

spoke,718 and for her family dishonour, which is what strikes Maryam and her 

family:
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Deprived of any social and sexual value and respect, Maryam has now 
no alternative but to stay indoors to serve her father and brothers like a slave, 
too ashamed to show her face, while her brothers isolate themselves in order 
to avoid jokes and insinuations. She has become a ‘subject subdued to the 
other by control and dependence’,720 since she must work hard in order to be 
allowed to remain in the house of her father, on whom she completely 
depends for her survival. The other girls of the community are frightened by 

the fate of the two poor girls and by the terror strategies of their mothers, to 
whom they are subdued. While subdued to their mothers, older girls take 
advantage of the age difference to dominate younger girls, because this is 
how they have been trained to interact.721 The protagonist, already trapped in 

this web of terror and domination, is even more terrified when her sister

God does what He wants.’ Rabfah RThan. Ajnihah li-l-HakT: Qi$a$. (A!-Dar al-Bayda': Dar al- 
Thaqafah ti-l-Nashr wa al-Tawzf, 2006), p. 19.
718 See pp. 50-1 Introduction.
719 ‘Since that day Maryam disappeared, and we did not see her face anymore. She subjected 
herself completely to fickle requests. She became the subjected slave of the house!!..’ RTb§n. 
Ajnihah li-l-HakT, p. 19.

One of Foucault’s definitions of subject; see Introduction p. 12.
721 Joseph explains how Arab patriarchal societies train their members to establish hierarchical 
relationships of domination and submission. See Suad Joseph. Op. cit, pp. 459-60.
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informs her that their mother has accepted to marry her to the son of a female 

relative who during her visit
Oy- f
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The relative selects this little girl because she seems obedient and 
subdued. She obeys her mother, albeit she looks at her feet, not at the floor, a 
detail that the guest cannot see from her viewpoint and that is one of the girl’s 
irreverent gestures through which the narrative’s subversive intentions are 
expressed. The relative sees in the girl a subservient daughter-in-law on 
whom she will exert the authority inherited from her seniors once she becomes 
the girl’s mother-in-law, as indicated by Kandiyoti.723 The girl’s mother and 

relative are hence cooperating in making of this adolescent an adult ‘subject 
subdued to the other by control’, where the other will be the husband’s entire 

birth family, because their society has trained them only to establish relations 

of domination and submission.724
Such cooperation demonstrates that the dynamics of power already 

observed in the wider community are rooted in the family, the smallest social 
group at the base of society. Within it power relations are formed and from it 

they permeate all society in order to guarantee this young woman’s (and many 
others’) familial and social subjection, exactly like they have guaranteed the 

subjection of her mother and other mothers. Power passes through and 

relies725 on these adult women, who have interiorised these power 
mechanisms and are hence unconsciously playing the role of ‘channels of 
power’ with younger women, just like their female ancestors have previously 
done with them.726 Nevertheless while Maryam and the policeman’s daughter

722 ‘..she did not take her eyes off me for a second when she saw me bent looking at my feet, 
and carrying out masterly my mother’s orders and excellent instructions. With her 
unmistakable intuition she told my mother that I am a suitable bride for her son!!..’ RThan. 
Ajnihah li-l-HakT, p. 17.

See Kandiyoti. ‘Bargaining with Patriarchy’, p. 279.
724 See Joseph. Op. cit, pp. 459-60.
725 See p. 17 Introduction for Foucault’s reflections about power.
726 See Kandiyoti. ‘Bargaining with Patriarchy’, p. 279 for the explanation of how the 
expectation of inheriting seniors’ power encourages women to interiorise classic patriarchy.
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have allowed the power channelled by their mothers to play upon themselves, 

this fourteen-year-old has a different approach;

The protagonist believes that marriage will oblige her to lead the same 
life as Maryam, which she imagines as a life of subjection, segregation and

727 'When my mother gladly broke the news to me I stammered and cried. Maryam’s pretty 
face appeared. I imagined her in her segregation, kneeling, cleaning, scrubbing and taking 
everybody’s harshness with satisfaction and acceptance,
I said to my mother, begging:
—■ 1 do not want to marry, I do not want, I do not want.
She laughed and said:
—  And I want.
I was ashamed when I found myself saying:
—  Marry him yourself!!..
I bowed my head a little and when I lifted it up her face features were drawn, but they soon 
returned to normality.
—  He is good, my daughter, and wealthy.
My face was lifeless for the pain while I threatened her saying:
— If you marry me off I run away.
She seemed surprised while she was thinking. I heard her saying anxiously and 
discontentedly:
—  You run away??.. Why??...
I said distressed, while I was looking at a small red stain on the tiles:
—  I do not want to be slave to anyone!!..’ RThan. Ajnihah li-l~tfakT, p. 20.
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domestic slavery, because this is how marriage is lived by her mother and the 
women belonging to her community, while she lives the free life of a wild 

animal.728 She does not object to the prospective spouse, as her mother 
thinks, but to the fact of being married while still adolescent and losing her 

freedom to become a man’s slave. This perspective is totally unimaginable for 
the mother, who cannot understand why her daughter could run away instead 

of accepting the ‘honour’ to marry a ‘good catch’. The mother is still deeply 
entrenched in the traditionalist mindset of her society, in which marriage is the 
utmost aspiration for a female, regardless of her age. The daughter instead 
values her freedom above all, she refuses to give up her dreams of freedom, 
as Sa°fd BukaramT noticed,729 and she is ready to contradict her mother 

steadfastly with the three repetitions of ‘I do not want’. When her mother 
ridicules her laughing and aping her language with ‘And I want’ the daughter 
becomes more daring with the words ‘Marry him yourself that escape her. She 
temporarily bows her head though, ashamed of her disrespectful words, which 

are so unpleasant and unexpected for the mother that she stops laughing and 

her face becomes drawn.

Nonetheless the mother unrelenting insists on the marriage and she finds 
the same determination in her daughter who threatens to run away. This 

unexpected threat surprises her and displeases her because she perceives 
herself as an unquestionable model and source of authority for her daughter. 
They live in a patriarchal connective system that does not value autonomy and 
gives the mother, i.e. the senior, the priviledge to craft her daughter’s self and 
to consider her as an extension of herself because she is her junior.730 
Therefore the mother is unprepared to the rejection of herself as model and 
authority and to her daughter’s resolute autonomy from her. The latter is 

distressed, because it is emotionally costly for her to disobey a mother that is 

dear to her but not a model to follow, because the mother represents for her 

the slave she does not want to be. Her wish not to be ‘slave to anyone’

728 The protagonist describes herself as 'free bird’, ‘wild rabbit’, ‘restive gazelle’ in Ibid. p. 17.
729 See p. 209 above.
730 Patriarchal connectivity is defined ‘the production of selves with fluid boundaries organized 
for gendered and aged domination in a culture valorizing kin structures, morality, and idioms.’ 
in Joseph. Op. cit, p. 453; the mentioned features of patriarchal connectivity are on p. 461.
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indicates that she seeks her own chosen subjectivity731 and resists her 

mother’s attempt to impose a slave subjectivity,
Although the result of such resistance remains unknown, the daughter 

has started to transcend and overcome what her mother is, because while her 

mother is totally subjected to her community’s traditional social and sexual 
values and tries to subject her daughter to them, the daughter is critical of 
those values and does not accept subjection to them. She refuses that other 
women’s past and present ways of being can determine what she will be when 

she becomes an adult, and such a wish of transcendence indicates that she is 
a burgeoning subject as defined by Foucault and de Beauvoir, i.e. a becoming 

who perpetually transcends herself.732

The last story under scrutiny is “Halah” (Status) from Ajnihah li-l-Hakl 

which I have chosen because it expounds the relationship the protagonist 
BahTjah, a celibate adult woman, has with her self and what influences such 
relationship. The first line of the story already gives a clear indication on the 

nature of this relationship:
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BahTjah declares that she does not love, or even hates, her self because 
she knows that her self is weak and that it causes her to be attracted only by 

men who suffer because of unreciprocated love or for the loss of their 

beloved.734 The story though provides personal and socio-familial details that 
indicate a more plausible explanation for this lack of self-love that goes 

beyond this simplistic justification. BahTjah depicts herself as an unrealistic

731 This is the effort of subjectivation typical of short stories for Hafez; see above pp. 57-8.
732 See Introduction p. 53.
733 ‘I did not love my self. I nourished for it heaps of murky feelings, since I knew its weakness 
and my attraction, caused by it, for every fleeting sensation of pain that suddenly spread on a 
man’s face in front of me..’ RThein. Ajnihah li-l-HakT, p. 73. On p. 79 the narrator declares to 
hate her self and the attraction for pain with which she was born, as if it was a genetic defect!
734 For KhamTs the protagonist enjoys and is attracted by pain and suffering men ‘as if they 
were her salvation in this world’; KhamTs praises the directness, neutrality and precision with 
which the author conveys the protagonist’s intimate secrets and perturbations. See KhamTs. 
Op. cit
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child, like romance film heroines, always daydreaming, absorbed into her own 
thoughts, to the point of forgetting where she is, addicted to reading romances, 
a failure in mathematics, a master of Arabic grammar and composition.735 The 

only person who appreciates her is her father
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Her father trusted her and boasted about her because they had many 
elements in common, because of her inner qualities that distinguished her 
from other girls and because of her love for books that kept her away from 
other forms of entertainment in which other girls indulged and that her father 
could not appreciate. All these features made of BahTjah the ideal daughter for 

her father, who spoiled her and encouraged her love for books.

Apart from him, all the other people surrounding her disapprove of her in 
some way. Her Arabic teacher, despite his admiration for her mastery of 
grammar and composition, reproaches her for her marks in mathematics. Her 

classmates laugh at her when her teacher ridicules her in front of the whole 
class because of her absent-mindedness. Her religion teacher prophesies 

perdition for her and all girls who read romances. As an adult her aunt mocks 

her celibacy.737 Her sternest critic though is her mother. In her constant 

distraction BahTjah, still a child, often damages her mother’s treasured 
belongings while cleaning them, hence getting scolded and warned about her 

failure as a future housewife and the horrible fate awaiting the poor fellow who

735 See RThan. Ajnifyah li-l-Hakl p. 73 for her unrealism, pp. 73-4 for her distraction, 
daydreaming and absorption, p. 75 for her addiction to reading, pp. 74-5 for her school 
achievements and failures.
736 ‘I shared with him a lot of features and inclinations. When I was adolescent he trusted me, 
my calm, my intelligence, the opposite of the girls in the streets. He could not understand why 
they were wandering around, roaming aimlessly, he could not see any pleasure in that. I was 
his ideal, about which he could not refrain from boasting, I was an avid reader that nothing but 
books kept busy.’ Ibid. p. 78.
737 See Ibid. p. 75 for the Arabic teacher, p. 74 for the classmates, p. 75 for the religion 
teacher, p. 79 for her aunt.
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will marry her.738 Her mother tries to make a good housewife of her in order to 
make her palatable for potential suitors and prepare her for married life, but 
BahTjah prefers another life:
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The most striking element in this paragraph is the divide existing between 
mother and daughter. The mother is illiterate and she leads a life of sheer 

domesticity, with which she must be content, since she never complains in the 

story, prepared by her mother to become a perfect housewife suitable for 
marriage with no other interest outside household chores, so much that she is 
averse to writing. She attempts to prepare BahTjah to the same kind of life, 

acting as a channel of power that relies on her to reach and subject her 
daughter, just like her own mother had done with her, unconsciously handing 

down subjection to traditions from generation to generation.740

In her attempt she encounters a barrier that she cannot overcome. 
Education opens up to BahTjah worlds that remain inaccessible and 
unfathomable for her, generating estrangement between them, which induces 

the mother to feel lonely and neglected. The latter cannot understand why 
BahTjah prefers reading to domestic works and even to the popular tales she 
recounts, but she sees her interest in reading as an obstacle to her mission to 
make of her a perfect housewife as per tradition. Hence she forbids her to

738 See Ibid. p. 73.
739 ‘I loved the exciting life that was in the tales, it cultivated around me a silence whose 
dimensions I did not know. I used to hide in a corner, despite my mother sternly ordering me to 
clean the kitchen [..] but I feigned to ignore her, opened the pages and roamed over places 
unknown to her, whom we taught how to write her name late in life and with aversion, because 
the exhausting house works had already destroyed her fingers’ flexibility.
When she came and discovered that I had not obeyed her order she blamed me for her 
torment and her laments, then she stated that she was alone and that nobody ever had her 
worries at heart.’ Ibid. p. 75.
740 See Introduction p. 17 for Foucault’s description of power mechanisms.
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read and gives her tasks to accomplish. When ordering BahTjah what and how 

she must carry out, the mother uses a disciplinary power that is intentional, 
since it aims at fabricating a traditional housewife out of her, and not 

subjective, because the mother is not the person setting the aims (she lacks 

the tools and the capability to do it), but only a vehicle of a power that does not 
find a smooth way ahead. Because the mother cannot access BahTjah’s world, 

her knowledge of it is precluded.
Therefore knowledge here cannot increase the effects of power, which is 

further hindered by BahTjah’s resistance,741 which is so placid that it could 
seem apathy. She pretends to ignore her mother’s orders and rants, admitting 

that she is good;742 she does not express her feelings about her rebukes, nor 
does she react to them; she is unaffected by the victim role her mother plays 

as a last resort; she disregards all the disapproval expressed by her teachers, 
classmates, aunt. Nevertheless she does not give up reading her books and 
daydreaming to her heart’s content, as though she were refractory to 
everybody’s words, living the exciting life of the tales beyond her apparent 

apathy, which is shaken only once many years later. This happens when 

BahTjah is already a mature lady living on her own, during a visit of her aunt 

and brothers, whom she informs that she has written many books that she will 
publish. While her aunt simply looks at her coldly without a word, her youngest 
brother expresses his scepticism:
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741 See Ibid. pp. 17-20 for Foucault’s definitions of power, resistance, relationship power- 
knowledge and discipline.
742 See RTpan. Ajnihah li-l-HakT, p. 73.
743 ‘—  You write??.. And what do you know in order to write??..
I looked uneasily towards him, I only turned my eyes in his direction while I played nervously 
with some locks of my scattered hair:
—  And who informed you that I do not know??..
That insolent fellow generated in me the desire to tear his hair out..’ Ibid. p. 80.
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The brother’s remarks are biased against BahTjah, about whose lifestyle 
he clearly does not know much if he ignores that she writes. Nonetheless as a 
man of the family he feels entitled to doubt her capacity to write and her 
knowledge because she is a woman. BahTjah’s external reaction to this 
disbelief is composed as usual; she only looks at him uneasily and cleverly 
disputes his source of information, knowing already that he cannot respond 
because his position is based on prejudice and not on evidence. However her 
nervous play with her hair locks and her tacit desire to tear his hair out indicate 

how irked she is. Her customary placidity turns into irritation, because her 
brother doubts two elements, i.e. knowledge and writing, to which she devotes 

her adult life, like she devoted her youth to reading and daydreaming.
As a youngster those activities helped the formation of her subjectivity by 

lessening the effects of maternal discipline and social pressure, and allowed it 
to be different from the subjectivities of other girls of her age, whom she never 

tried to imitate because she loathed their fixation with marriage and sexual 
pleasure.744 In her adulthood writing is a technique to care for the self formed 

in her youth, a version of Foucault’s ‘recounting of the self deprived of its 

social dimension because of her loneliness.745 BahTjah has with her self and 
with others a relationship based on mastery. She can control her passion for 
suffering men and the intense love that inhabits her746 so much that she is 
celibate, she masters her desire to tear her brother’s hair out, she is not 
irritated by all the disapproval and mockery she encounters, she does not 
react even to her aunt’s painful blow in her lower abdomen.747

Hence it could be said that BahTjah with her mastery and care of the self 
is an ethical subject,748 since she escapes all forms of dependence and 

enslavement, belongs to herself only, has complete and unchallenged 
authority over herself, escapes the normalising pressure of a familial and 

social entourage that tries and fails to enslave her, although it successfully 
marginalises her because she is not normalised.

/44 Ibid. p. 76.
745 The quote is in Introduction p. 15; details of the techniques of the self are in Ibid. pp. 26-31.
746 RThan. Ajnihah li-l-HakT, p. 78.
747 ibid. p. 79.
748 See Introduction pp. 26-31 for details on the ethical subject.
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Passers-by look at Bahljah uneasily without approaching her because 

she does not correspond to the image of woman they are used to in their 
social context. She is unmarried despite her mature age, lives on her own, 
writes books, is quite solitary, oozes sadness, all things that normalised 
women do not do. They do not know how to deal with such an unusual woman 
and keep away from her. Her relatives’ attitude is even more discriminatory. 

After knowing that she writes, which is an unusual feminine activity in their 
context, they look at her with fear and compassion, as though she were an 

insane woman sectioned in a psychiatric hospital and hence dangerous and in 
need of surveillance. This enables them to arrogate to themselves the role of 
overseers who visit her often with the intent to examine her. She is relegated 

to the position of object subjected to her relatives’ examining gaze,751 but this 

is not a novelty for Bahljah, who is accustomed to the position of ‘bizarre 
member’ of the family, constantly singled out since she was a child. Although

this has not induced her to recant and normalise, it has affected her:
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749 '..my halo, which was later beautified by sadness and age, did not pull any of the passers- 
by; instead they looked at me evasively and disappeared.’ RTban. Ajnihah li-l-HakT, p. 79.

‘..but later they [the relatives] started looking towards me with fear and compassion, and 
they started coming and examining me more often, as if I was in a hospital that completely 
upturned their position towards me., as it used to happen before..’ Ibid. p. 80.
71 See note 530 p. 165 for examining gaze.
752 ‘I did not marry.. Everyone that approached me was deprived of any sensitivity to the taste 
of pain and did not measure up to my dreams, while those sad ones, on whom I staked, I 
failed to draw them to the intense love that inhabited me, crouching and waiting, ready to 
understand them and caress their fatigued backs.
Because of this I did not love myself anymore..’ RTban. Ajnihah H-l-HakT, p. 78.
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BahTjah never married because her suitors had none of her sensitivity to 

pain or did not correspond to her ideal husband image and because she failed 
to attract the men she liked despite her intense feelings towards them, hence 
she stopped loving herself. The last sentence reveals two elements: she 
stopped loving herself because she could not find a suitable husband, albeit 
she had loved herself and felt at ease with her self before despite the mockery 

and disapproval she faced;753 despite the protagonist’s refusal to normalise, 
she has somewhat internalised the discrimination operated by those who are 
normalised, who induce her to feel inadequate and to isolate herself, which is 
individualisation produced by the normalising power of discipline, as O’Grady 

would put it.

She feels inadequate because she lacks the wedlock, mandatory for 

women of her age in her society. Her lack of self-love could be a form of self
punishment generated by her failure to marry,754 and/or a consequence of her 

unfinished subjectivation that cannot be accomplished because she cannot 
establish intersubjective reciprocal relationships with anyone.755 Having lost 
her father, the only person who appreciated her, not having a loving marital 
relationship, being surrounded by relatives who consider her nearly insane 

and others who avoid her, she is clearly in an environment that considers her 
inferior and not equal, relegates her to the margins of society and by so doing 

prevents her from accomplishing the creation of her self ‘like a work of art’.756
In such situation writing for BahTjah is also a surrogate for the 

intersubjective reciprocal relationships she cannot have, the space in which 
she can express her effort of subjectivation, as Hafez indicated, and the 
imposed separation from the community that marginalises her as an adult, 
while as a child she sought separation from her despised peer group.757 The 

protagonist of this short story hence comes across as a non-normalised,

753 This is clearly indicted in Ibid. p. 74.
754 See Introduction pp. 15, 21 for Foucault’s definition of individualisation, pp. 41-2 for 
O’Grady’s reflections about the consequences of individualisation and self-punishment.
755 Both de Beauvoir and Foucault underline the importance of such relations in the 
subjectivation; see Ibid. p. 52 for de Beauvoir’s contribution and pp. 30-2 for Foucault’s.
736 This is Foucault’s expression; see Ibid. p. 15.
757 See Ibid. pp. 57-8 for more details about subjectivation and separation from the community 
expressed in short stories.
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quasi-ethical subject,758 who lives and cares for herself in ways that in her 
society are untraditional, ahead of her times and cause her marginalisation, 

which she nonetheless endures.

To conclude, these short stories share a constant narrative strategy that 

is perceivable in the quantity of speech of the analysed characters and in the 

choice of the narrator. Although the grandmother speaks more than her 
granddaughter, which could create the initial impression that the grandmother 
dominates the narration, it is the granddaughter who dominates the narration, 
since she is the autodiegetic narrator and the only focal character759 through 
whose viewpoint the grandmother is described. The granddaughter hence is 
not subjected in the narrative text, or in the narration process.

The fourteen-year-old resists her mother’s attempt to subject her and at 
the same time she is the one who controls the narration, being the 
autodiegetic narrator and the only focal character. In this short story the only 

characters who have the right to speak (apart from the protagonist) are her 
mother, the mothers reprimanding their daughters, the women of the 

community maligning the policeman, the older girls frightening the younger 
ones. They are all characters with a subjecting role.760 The victims of this 

narrative (Maryam and the policeman’s daughter) instead have no voice, 

hence creating a correspondence between subjection in the narrative and 
subjection in the narration process.

In “Halah” we hear the voices of BahTjah’s parents, relatives and teacher, 

who try to induce the protagonist to do something or disapprove of her 
(excluding her father). Nevertheless BahTjah speaks briefly at the end of the 
story and is the autodiegetic narrator and focal character, hence she resists 

attempts of subjection in the narrative and controls the narration process at the 
same time. Thus all three short stories share the same narrative strategy: only 

characters who take the position of resisting subjects in their narratives take

758 See Ibid. pp. 26-8 for Foucault’s definition.
759 See Genette. Op. tit ,  pp. 252-3 for narrators and pp. 206-7 for focalisation.
760 The only exception is the protagonist playmate that invites her to play; see RThan. Ajnibah 
H-l-HakT, p. 17.
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the role of narrators, as though they were the only ones deemed able to 
narrate their selves and other characters’.

Another shared element in these stories is that all subjecting female 
characters endeavour to establish with their female counterparts relations of 
inequality and age-based hierarchy that are endemic in Arab patriarchal 
connective systems, as Joseph indicates. The subjecting characters are all 

family members who exploit seniority, kinship and the selves with fluid 
boundaries entailed by connectivity to relegate the protagonists to the position 

of dominated objects that they can easily manipulate.761 Their counterparts are 
resisting subjects, although in different manners. The granddaughter responds 

gently and subtly, striving to initiate with her grandmother a relationship based 

on equality and respect, but her attempts are misunderstood. The fourteen- 

year-old is a typically confrontational adolescent, allegedly ready to sacrifice 
her familial relationship by running away in the fierce defence of her freedom. 
BahTjah resists by pursuing the path of the ethical subject and of writing, 
placidly and sadly enduring pressure and marginalisation.

2) Tunisian short story writers

a) Rashldah al-TurkT
Biographical information about RashTdah al-TurkT is scarce. Her date of birth is 

not quoted in any of the bibliographical texts available, nor on the internet. 

Some internet articles only mention that she is a member of the Tunisian 
Writers’ Union, works as a translator and writes short stories.762

Al-TurkT shares with several of her contemporaries the interest in the 
outcasts,763 with one particular kind recurrent in several stories of cAsr al- 
Hanm (The Age of Nostalgia): the Tunisian (woman or man) who migrates to 

Europe to fulfil her/his dreams, which nevertheless are shattered, and leads a 
life of solitude and estrangement. Most stories are imbued with such an

761 See Joseph. Op. cit, pp. 453,459-60 for Arab patriarchal connective systems.
762 See bibliography for details of her two collections.
763 See Tunisian context pp. 100-2 above.
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atmosphere of defeat and frustration that several characters contemplate or 
accomplish suicide. In such stories the interior worlds of the forlorn 

protagonists, among which there are several men, prevail on external reality 
and are sometimes exposed through stream of consciousness.

“Al-Maraya” (Mirrors) is the short story of cAsr al-HanTrt I have selected 

because it abounds with the protagonist’s reflections about the self, free will, 
agency and several other issues, presented within a modern structure and an 
unusual manner of regulating the speed of the recit. In a Chekhovian fashion 
the story’s structure is based on an apparently petty event (a dinner 
conversation) that has sweeping and dramatic implications, because it induces 

the protagonist/narrator Tman to question her self-perception, feelings, 
objectives. Notwithstanding its apparent triviality, the dinner conversation is 

actually a Joycean epiphany through which previously unknown aspects of her 

husband Jalal’s personality and beliefs become known and cast some doubt 
upon her knowledge of Jalal, the basis and purpose of their marriage, their 
reciprocal feelings.

Despite the importance of this event, at which Tman hints several 

times,764 it is not until the tenth page of this sixteen-page story that the event is 
revealed to be a dinner conversation and that its content is fully disclosed, 

occupying the whole tenth page. This postponement in the narrative increases 
the reader’s expectations, builds up dramatic tension and makes of the 

narration of this conversation a sort of watershed between the situation 
described in the first nine pages and the one described in the last six pages. 
Although criticism of Jalal’s behaviours and motives is expressed in the first 
nine pages and despite the fact that the conversation precedes its recounting 

in the histoire,765 it is only after relating the incident that Tman realises how 
selfish and malicious Jalal is, questions her love for him and decides to leave 

him.766 Thus the narration of the event, rather than the event itself, appears as

764 Hints are in RashTdah al-TurkT. °Asr al-HanTn: MajmQ°ah Qa$a$iyyah. (Bayrut: Dar al-Adab, 
1990), pp. 39 (first page of the story), 41, 42, 46; the tenth page is p. 48.
765 See Genette. Op. cit., pp. 71-2.
766 See al-TurkT. Op. cit: before the narration she proclaims to love him four times (pp. 39, 40, 
41, 43), and she hopes many times to discuss the matter with him and convince him (pp. 39,
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what allows her to fully comprehend the gravity of Jalal’s opinions and their 

implications.
Considering also that Tman is the narrator and an amateur writer whose 

‘art reflects the reality of life’,767 the author might here be suggesting, in a 
Chekhovian turn, that it is the aesthetic experience of literary creation that 
leads to true reality, not common experience. Tman had had six months to 
experience Jalal’s deception and false promises768 without reaching any 
conclusion. It is only when she turned the conversation into a narrative, i.e. 

when she turned the common experience into an aesthetic experience, that 
she could grasp the true Jalal.

As regards the speed of the recit, with Tman reading the time twice769 it is 

possible to calculate that the speed is extremely slow in the first fifteen and a 

half pages of the story, which cover only about three hours of the time of the 
histoire, including the analepsis of the dinner conversation. These pages are 

hence a descriptive pause, to use Genette’s definition. In the last half page of 
the story the speed changes from the very slow descriptive pause to an 
isochronous scene in the present tense. This last part contains the sentence 
‘she remembers when she was a slim woman’, from which it can be inferred 

that in the recit there is an implicit ellipsis of several years between the 
descriptive pause, which takes place six months after the wedding, and the

770scene.

The descriptive pause’s speed is extremely slow because, 

notwithstanding the presence of several metric time references, it is subjective 

time771 that prevails, the pause being devoted to the protagonist’s reflections 

rather than actions. Her reflections can be divided into two categories: those 
concerning the individual and the self and those concerning heterosexual love 
relationships in general and her relationship with Jalal in particular. Through 
both categories of reflections the story shows how the deterioration of Tman’s

41, 43, 44). After the recounting she questions her love four times in only half a page (p. 49), 
she wants to leave him (p. 53), and she notes his selfishness (pp. 49, 52) and malice (p. 48).
767 This is how Tman describes the literature she wants to produce in Ibid. p. 51.
768 These are clearly described in Ibid. pp. 40-2, 46.
769 See Ibid. pp. 41, 51.
770 See Genette. Op. cit., pp. 122-41 for narrative speed, isochrony, descriptive pause, scene, 
implicit ellipsis; p. 82 for analepsis.
771 See above p. 79 for this modernist narrative technique.
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relationship with Jalal and the revelation of his ideological stance towards 
women drastically affect Tman’s beliefs in both fields. Considering the first 

category’s reflections, Tman starts from a mature and conscious ideological 
position:
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These quotes convey the image of a self that enables human beings’ 
agency, hence of a self that is activity rather than essence, like Foucault and 

de Beauvoir theorised.774 Agency brings with it responsibility. Human beings 
are responsible for what they achieve and choose, for their success or failure 

to utilise their potentials to the full, for the place they occupy in the world. They 
can have an active political role. They need to help governments and 

organisations to bring order into the world by establishing order in their own 
selves first. The picture of the subject drawn in these quotes is that of a 

determining subject who has potentials and aspirations, agency to realise 
them, responsibility, mastery over him/herself, who chooses her/his place in 

the world, has a fundamental political role, which are some of the ethical 
subject’s features Foucault has expounded.775

Nevertheless the questions Tman asks herself reveal that she has doubts 

about the soul’s responsibility for itself and that she cannot understand why

772 ‘..the self is an ability to exist. More than being existence, i.e. it is the ability to accomplish 
the action to which we aspire. To materialise our abilities into action. That is to say those 
potentials that belong to us only without anybody else interfering in their accomplishment. [..] 
Why do we preserve these things and we do not work with them?’ Al-TurkT. Op. cit, p. 42.
773 ‘..the soul [..] puts itself in the place suitable for it, is it not responsible for itself? [..] the 
world do not put it in order only organisations and heads of states; the world needs the human 
being, the individual to put in order his inner, personal world first’. Ibid. pp. 44-5. The context 
clarifies that throughout the text the narrator is not referring to the soul of the humanist or 
religious tradition, but to the Foucauldian ‘soul’, i.e. the self; see Introduction pp. 18-9.
774 See Ibid. pp. 27, 50.
775 See Ibid. pp. 26-8.
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human beings waste their talents by not utilising them in spite of the self that 
enables their utilisation. It seems that Tman is struggling to convince herself 
that the philosophical theories she is proclaiming are indeed true, since when 
she examines how marriage has affected her self a quite different image of 

subject emerges:
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Tman admits that all the potentials, abilities, responsibilities, etc. she has 

previously attributed to the self in general have turned into theoretical, 
unproductive obsessions for her self. ‘They’ have imprisoned her self in a 

world that strives to convince it to abandon its non-normalised beliefs and 
projects in exchange for a comfortable domestic lifestyle (symbolised by the 
golden bars and the silk thread). Despite having proclaimed her faith in the 
self’s agency only a few lines above, in this passage she uses the verb 

yasjunQnaki, which has ‘they’ as implicit subject, the passive verb tusjan and 
the passive participles mamnucah and mashnuqah, which put her in the role of 

grammatical patient receiving the action of these passive voices. For most of 
this paragraph she also addresses and scolds her self as though it were a 

separate entity, but in the line before the last she switches from the ‘you’ to the 

‘I’, as if she suddenly realised that it is her, Tman, not an abstract entity, who is 
passively acted upon and not acting. Her faith in her agency is starting to falter

and her doubts spread fast to a universal level:

ijr*
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776 ‘Enough with your hypocrisy my soul! Your relation with this world in which they imprison 
you is false. You are inhabited by obsessions of existing ideas, but they are sterile, do not 
bear fruit, do not give. [..] your spirit has been imprisoned within bars that seem of gold to you. 
Where is the enterprise in which you believe? The atmosphere around you is convincing., 
convincing., to the extent of an illness. And you are forbidden.. I am forbidden from throwing 
myself into the world, into life. I am hanged by a silk thread!!’ Al-TurkT. Op. cit, p. 45.
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The tone of this section, which incidentally is placed in the recit after the 

recounting of the conversation, is at variance with the confident tone of the first 

two quotations. This series of questions exposes how doubts are penetrating 
Tman’s previous unwavering faith and changing her perspective. Once she 
believed that the subject could choose his/her place, now she does not know 
whether the subject or the conditions create her/his path and which one of the 

two can remove eventual obstacles on the path. This reconsideration of her 
philosophical beliefs has been triggered by her marriage, as it becomes clear 

from Tman’s considerations about her relationship with Jal§l before and after 
marriage, which then initiate the second category of reflections, i.e. those 

concerning heterosexual love relationships in general and her relationship with 
Jalal in particular.

Tman had ‘unusual dreams’778 before getting married. She was a 
journalist and a translator and wanted to become a writer too. During their 

engagement she had known Jalal as a man who had his own unusual 
projects, a deep love for her and appreciation of her dreams, ready to join 

forces with her to fulfil their aspirations once married. He was interested in 

literature, art and her literary experiments, a good communicator and ready to 

discuss great issues.779 With marriage Tman stopped working outside on 
Jalal’s request to become temporarily a full-time housewife.

Six months later she is still a full-time housewife, Jalal has forgotten his 

promises, stopped showing any interest for her writings and prevented her 
from publishing them. He refuses to discuss anything behind familial, domestic 

and trivial practical matters and spends more time writing letters to his male 
friends than talking to her.780 This relationship, which had communication at its 
core before marriage, after marriage is dominated by the silence Jalal imposes 
on Tman when they are together and that overshadows their house and Tman 
even when she is alone.781 With his behaviours Jalal had wilfully interrupted

777 But who creates the human being’s path, or rather who removes obstacles from his path? 
The human being himself or his conditions?’ Ibid. p. 50.
778 This or ‘unusual projects’ are expressions often repeated in the text.
779 See al-TurkT. Op. cit., pp. 40, 43.
780 See Ibid. pp. 40, 43, 46.
781 The text abounds with words meaning silence and their related verbs, which are repeated
once on pp. 46, 53, twice on p. 41, four times on p. 43, three times on pp. 44, 50.
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any form of serious communication with Tman before the infamous dinner 

conversation, but Tman had not imagined why until she heard his rigmarole 
about women, and in particular women writers and working women:
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Tman did not expect this discourse, not its wording and timing, which Jalal 
has craftily chosen. They are having dinner at home with some guests when 

Jalal embarks on his monologue, sure that Tman cannot dare to answer back 

in front of guests. In order to appear modern to his guests Jalal tries to give a 
logical gloss to a centuries-old discourse of patriarchal exploitation with a 

couple of smart words; in order not to appear overpowering he asks smiling for 
Tman’s approval at the end of his monologue, while he really does not leave 

her any space to reply. These are all strategies by which Jalal successfully 
guides Tman’s conduct.783

The implications of Jaial’s words are profound. Considering that modern 

philosophy after Descartes has conceived the subject as a res cogitans,784 

denying women’s ability to think means denying women the status of subjects.

782 ‘Jalal explained in fact and without hesitation that women belong to the house only. They
are actually not able to think. Women who write do so only for exhibitionism, for describing
their sexual deficiencies or subjecting men. In one word for exhibitionism or drawing attention 
to themselves and not to their writings. [..]
— Women attempt to reconcile work with their house, it is true that there are attempts of some 
of them, but I do not believe in this, show me a working woman who does not need her 
husband's help or somebody else's. Enter their houses and observe. Then the husband toils 
the whole day and he needs a woman that greets him after his work’s toil.
He turned his eyes on me smiling: Is it not so Iman?
And he started finishing his other talk'. Ibid. pp. 48-9. Jalal’s opinion about women writers 
recalls literary critics’ opinions quoted by al-Zayyat; see above p. 59.
783 I am paraphrasing Foucault’s definition of power relations; see Introduction p. 18.
784 See Ibid. p. 12.
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Jalal considers Tman (and any other woman) an inferior object unable to think 
that he faces as the only subject and master since he is a thinking male.785 He 
prefers to communicate with his thinking male friends, whom he considers 
subjects equal to him, rather than with his inferior object wife that could not 

possibly understand him or elaborate anything worth reading or listening to.

The way in which the first two sentences of this paragraph have been 

organised suggests that Jalal finds a causal link between the two: it is because 
they cannot think that women belong only to the house. This causal link would 

have been sufficient to logically, though arguably, justify why women should 
not write or do any work requiring the ability to think that they supposedly lack, 
hence limiting themselves to exclusively domestic roles. Instead of stopping 

there Jalal pushes his discourse too far and labels women writers, and 
indirectly Tman, ‘exhibitionists’, a label through which he individualises786 and 

humiliates Tman, and denies any artistic value of women’s literary endeavours. 
He also unwittingly reveals between the lines of the last paragraph that women 
should be relegated to a domestic role so that men could be spared 

housework’s burden or cost and always have unpaid servants ready to satisfy 
their needs when they return home. Tman grasps the full meaning of his words, 

which dramatically transforms her vision of him:
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Beyond his pretentious pseudo-philosophical (and questionable) posture 
Tman can see his selfish will to deny her role of subject in order to condemn 

her to a subordinate role of object. He cannot accept her aspirations to write 

and work outside the house, because any of those activities would distract her 
from her duty of serving him full-time and would force him either to personally 

contribute to housekeeping duties or to pay a domestic help. To relegate Tman

785 De Beauvoir found and analysed the same attitude in the traditional French patriarchal 
society; see Ibid. p. 53.
786 See Ibid. pp. 15, 21.
787 ‘I found out how despicable he is in his selfishness, this man. Is it because of this that 
fundamentally he did not touch anymore the subject of my work. And of my writings?’ Al-TurkT. 
Op. cit, p. 49.
78 ‘I have now ascertained that he is an ordinary man.’ Ibid. p. 52.
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to a purely domestic life, while he enjoys life in the world, is for him easier, 

more comfortable and cheaper. While Tman believed to have married an 
unusual man with extraordinary aspirations that wanted to build with her an 
uncommon marital life, she now comprehends that Jalal is only an ordinary 
man who deceived her by philosophising on great ideals with the aim to trap 

her in a subjecting marriage.789 This bitter realisation overshadows Tman’s 
once positive vision of marriage and makes her believe that Jalal’s way of 
managing their relationship is the rule, as it appears in her universalising 

considerations:
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She describes the spousal relationship like a power relation in which the 
husband must appear as the cleverest, i.e. as the superior subject in control, 

and in order to do so he does not hesitate to overbear his wife either by 
straightforward compulsion or by less brutally-looking emotional pressure, 
symbolised by the kisses. In other parts of the story she reminds herself how 

marriage is normally conceived and what it is socially expected to entail or not, 

and defines ‘stupidity’ her own previous conceptions of men, love and 
marriage.791 Now her unusual dreams have been replaced by her acidic 
reflections about the cooperation between society and men in their common 
subjecting mission:
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789 Tman refers several times to Jalal’s (and men’s) deceitful techniques, breach of promises, 
traps. See Ibid. pp. 40, 42, 46, 48, 49.
790 the marital relationship that is also a war of another kind in which the man must show the 
woman his cunningness through bullying sometimes and through kisses some other times.’ 
Ibid. p. 44.
791 See Ibid. pp. 40, 44, 51, 53.
792 ‘Beginning from pregnancy and ending with abortion or childbirth. Passing by the 
neurologist to repair the nerves escaping pressure (or frustration). The pressure of the interior 
voices. The husband plays the role of political overseer of the tongue of the wife’s feelings.
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The marriage institution and husbands are depicted as instruments 

through which society controls women and directs them towards 
predetermined goals (pregnancy-abortion/childbirth), which here are presented 

as inescapable. The frustration, pressure and repression this system causes in 
wives are firstly controlled by husbands, who keep wives’ tongues at bay, so 
that they do not verbalise their feelings and publicly embarrass them. When 

husbands alone do not suffice to suffocate wives’ feelings or when wives do 
not keep to the predetermined goals, society, represented by neurologists and 

husbands, intervenes to judge that these once excellent wives have changed 
for the worse. The labels tired, nervous, frigid are used to individualise793 
wives and invalidate their words and actions, while nobody attempts to 

understand their problems’ causes.
In this passage marriage has the same role of the central tower in the 

Panopticon, and the husband the same role of the main overseer who 

exercises a power that in reality belongs to society, represented by the 
institution of the Panopticon. The mere fact of being married is a constant 

psychological presence in wives’ lives, which induces in them the 
consciousness of being potentially spied on and judged at all times, even if 

husbands are absent. Therefore they abide by the rules established for 
married women because they feel continuously under their husbands’ gazes, 

and this induces them to interiorise the gazes and, as Foucault would say it, to 
become the principles of their own subjection by allowing the constraints of 
power to play upon themselves.794 If they do not abide by the rules they are 
classified as tired/nervous/frigid. Similarly the 18th century strategy Foucault 

defined hysterization classified women who did not perform their productive 
roles as ‘hysteric’ and hence needing the cares of medicine.795 The roles this 

strategy attributed to women are not much different from the roles Jalal wants 
Tman to perform full-time: production and care of children, production and 
preservation of a familial space.

Society, with the husband at the front, judges the wife tired. Her nerves are tense. Frigid. She 
changed.. She that was.. And they do not look for the cause., never..’ Ibid. pp. 51-2.
793 See Introduction pp. 15, 21.
794 See Ibid. p. 21.
795 See Ibid. p. 25.
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Notwithstanding all the noble thoughts about individuals’ agency she had 

previously enunciated, in the last two quotes Tman tends to stress so much the 
role of society in determining the ‘rules of the game’ that individuals’ roles 
become blurred. It seems that she considers society more responsible of her 
situation than Jalal, whom she even justifies once,796 despite the fact that they 
are both Arabs living in a socio-historic context (contemporary London) in 
which the marital dynamics she describes are neither prevalent nor inexorable, 

and in which Jalal has the concrete possibility to distance himself from those 

dynamics. His dinner discourse shows that he has no intention to do so 
though, because he fundamentally agrees with those dynamics, hence he is 
more responsible for Tman’s misery than she thinks.

Tman does not evaluate her own responsibilities. Despite her intellectual 

maturity, her professional abilities that would allow her to earn a living and the 

belief in the individual’s agency proclaimed earlier, Tman wastes several 

chances to express her disagreement with Jalal’s attitude towards her and 
with his ideological stance towards women. She is satisfied with intentions of 

resistance that remain theoretical, a mild self-criticism that does not produce 
any result, and a pathetic questioning of women’s agency.797 Being in a power 

relation she has a whole range of possibilities, actions, behaviours available to 
her and can resist Jalal’s attempt to determine her conduct,798 even more so in 
the socio-historical context in which she is singularly situated, in which she has 

the opportunity to defy her entourage’s social customs concerning femininity 

without extreme consequences. She is not situated in one of those contexts in 

which the transgression of femininity norms entails total social exclusion or 
death, which are extreme forms of de Beauvoirian devaluation.799 
Nevertheless she does not take advantage of the opportunities of resistance 
she has, since the final scene shows her still living with Jalal:

796 See Al-TurkT. Op. cit, p. 42.
707

See Ibid. pp. 42-3, 49 (wasted chances); 44, 46, 48-9, 53-4 (theoretical resistance); 42, 44 
(self-criticism); on p. 50 she asks: ‘Who decides a woman's future, her or her husband?’

See Introduction pp. 17-8 for Foucault’s theories about power relations and resistance.
799 See Ibid. pp. 50-1.
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This graphic concluding scene describes a private moment in the 
spouses’ lives that reflects the customary dynamics of their relationship also 
outside their bed. Tman is overborne (‘she moves under him’) by a man who 
strangles her aspirations (‘she breathes with difficulty’), who considers her only 
an object at his disposal (‘something under him’) he can use and put aside (‘he 

leaves her aside’) after use. Love and Tman’s needs are not even mentioned. 

As for Tman she vaguely tries to resist (‘she moves under him as if she wanted 
to escape’), but she fails and hence remains in her passive position, just 
tolerating JalaPs smell (‘swallows the smell of whisky’) and physical closeness, 

which she would prefer to avoid, since she tries ‘not to touch his back’. As 

soon as their physical contact finishes each of them turns the back on the 

other, Jalal ordering Tman about as usual, Tman keeping her customary 
silence, each of them aloof from the other. In her youth Tman was enraged by 
Jalal's behaviour, although unable to express her rage and resist him. Now 
she is not enraged anymore, she only tries to find solace from her misery 

imagining another man who could fill the emptiness aloofness leaves.
This last scene is one of several examples of negative mirroring that 

occur in this story, in which mirrors recur in the title and in the recit,801 and that 
have all the common feature of being a mirroring between a past or fictional

800 ‘The fat man lies on his wife on the bed. [..] He lies with his abdomen on hers, she moves 
under him as if she wanted to escape, but she cannot. She breathes with difficulty and 
swallows the smell of whisky. He pants opening his eyes, looking for something under him. 
The fat man wants only to possess her, as always, he never speaks to her about love. [..] In a 
little while everything finishes., and he leaves her aside., and tells her after turning his back. 
Wake me up tomorrow at nine..[..]
She turns to the other side trying not to touch his back. And she closes her eyes on the image 
of another man with which she fills the emptiness of her night.’ Al-TurkT. Op. cit, pp. 54-5.
801 Al-TurkT. Op. cit, pp. 39-40, 50-1, 53.
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better person and a present worse person: the fiancee Jalal, who pretended to 

be an unusual man, is negatively mirrored in the husband Jalal, an ordinary 

man; the sad, incommunicative and overweight couple Tman and Jalal are in 
the story’s finale is the reverse mirror image of the couple they dreamed to be 
when they were engaged; the full-time housewife, inert married Tman is the 
reverse mirror image of the active, working, unmarried Tman, and of the writer 

she aspired to become after marriage.
With marriage Tman becomes a lonely voice: the loneliness and 

marginality O’Connor finds typical of short story characters802 are extreme in 
Tman’s case because: she is not integrated in a family, since she considers 

Jalal a stranger and does not mention a birth family; she is not integrated in 
her community; she is banned from the world by domesticity.803 Tman is a 

Hamlet who ‘merely sits back and monologizes’.804 As a newly-wed she 
misperceives herself as distinguished from a community of unambitious 

housewives with whom she believes she has nothing in common because she 
is an active subject aiming to develop herself with marriage.805 Nevertheless 

she is incapable to practically resist Jalal’s objectification and exploitation and 
ends up a ‘subject subdued to the other by control and dependence’806 despite 

her intellectual maturity.

b) Hayah al-Rayyis
Hayah al-Rayyis was born in Tunis in 1954 and obtained her university degree 
in philosophy from Baghdad University in 1981. She has followed several 

professional paths: journalist, correspondent for the radio, television presenter, 

philosophy teacher, has worked for the Ministry of Culture; writes philosophical 

and sociological essays, short stories, plays, poetry, book reviews, which she 
publishes in paper and electronic format, being a regular contributor to several

802 See O’Connor. Op. cit, pp. 5-6.
803 See al-TurkT. Op. cit, pp. 48, 52-3 for the estrangement from Jalal; pp. 50-1 for her 
estrangement from acquaintances; pp. 39, 45, 50 for her ‘ban’ from the world.
804 O’Connor. Op. cit, p. 25.
805 Hafez indicates that the quest for distinction and chosen subjectivity are typical of short 
stories; see above pp. 58-9.
806 Foucault’s definition; see Introduction p. 12.
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internet magazines.807 She participates in the activities of several cultural 
bodies: she is the director of the cultural centre ‘13th August’ in the National 

Union of Tunisian Women, head of the League of Tunisian Women Writers, 
founder of the Short Story Writers’ Club in the Tunisian Writers’ Union and 
member of the Tunisian Writers’ Union and of the Association of Tunisian 

Journalists.
There are conspicuous differences of themes, language registers and 

narrative styles between the stories of Layta Hindart.. (If only Hind..)808 and 

those posted on www.doroob.com in 2006. The former are set against a 
background of poverty, with characters who dream of fame and riches, for 

which some of them are ready to forsake their ideals, dignity or what is dearest 
to them, although in vain. When the characters are not lost in their dreams, 

these stories’ heterodiegetic narrators present in a matter-of-fact tone and with 
an everyday language the harsh realities in which the characters, female and 
male in equal measure, live.809 The 2006 stories, instead, rotate all810 around a 
woman who has left her beloved abroad to return to her homecountry Tunisia 

and addresses to him her reflections on their relationship; they have only 

autodiegetic female narrators, a confessional tone and lyrical language.811

“Iclan Zawaj”812 (Marriage Advert) is the short story of Layta Hindart.. I 

have selected because it skilfully depicts the two female characters (Zahrah 
and Wafa’) as reverse mirror images of each other and how they relate to the 

femininity norms contemporary customs and fashions have artificially 

defined,813 which are epitomised in the advertisement opening the story:

807 See bibliography for details.
808 Salih comments on a story of this collection I do not examine; see Huwayda Salih. Op. cit
809 These are features shared by some of al-Rayyis’ contemporaries; see Tunisian context pp. 
100-2 above.
810 One exception: 'Tuqus Sirriyyah.... wa JabTm” (Secret Rites.... and Hellfire) that treats an 
unbalanced marital relationship.
811 See Huwayda Salih. Op. cit, for an analysis of these stories.
812 Ram?T$ Muhammad comments briefly that this story treats sensitive contemporary issues 
(giving precedence to marriage over personal development, free choice within a consumer 
society) and subtly exposes and condemns a critical situation; see Ram$Ts Muhammad 
(18/03/2007): untitled comments posted after “lc!an Zawaj”. W WW document, URL: 
http://www.doroob.com/?p=15793, retrieved on 31/07/2008.
813 De Beauvoir’s definition of femininity norms; see Introduction p. 50.
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The dissimilarity and different order of the characteristics listed for the 

businessman and his prospective wife provide a clear indication of what this 
social context expects from women and men. The advertiser declares his 
nationality and age immediately, then uses the word ‘businessman’ to indicate 
his profession and also to hint at the substantial earnings associated with such 

profession, followed by the adjectives ‘well behaved’ and ‘reputable’, indicating 

that nationality, good income, maturity, good behaviour and reputation are 
socially regarded as the most important features in a man. He leaves his white 
complexion as last item and does not give any further detail about his physical 

appearance, as if it is unimportant.
By contrast his prospective wife is socially expected to be first and 

foremost attractive. Her beauty is more important than her education, which 

needs to be not high, for fear she could overshadow the businessman, and not 
low, for fear she could shame him, but just average, so that she can play the 

role set for her by her husband, whose level of education is instead 
unimportant. She then needs to be at least fourteen years younger than the 

businessman, element which places him on a much higher level of maturity 

and authority, from which he has already defined the roles of the spouses. 
Being a businessman, the advertiser will maintain the family, while the wife will 
be completely devoted to family, home and guests, ready to follow her 
husband, without any mention of her possible professional skills or aspirations. 
Zahrah’s reaction to this advertisement and the subsequent reflections and

814 Tunisian, thirty-nine-year-old, businessman, well behaved, reputable, of white complexion, 
would like to meet for the purpose of marriage a girl, beautiful face, tall, averagely educated, 
young (maximum 25 years old), devoted, considers marital life sacred handles well domestic 
affairs and receptions, accepts to reside with him in his place of work it does not matter if she 
is a widow or divorcee.’ Rayah al-Rayyis. Layta Hindan...: Qisa§. (Safaqis: Samid li-l-Nashr 
wa al-Tawzf, 1991),p. 35.
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analepses815 reveal how she relates to the prevalent idea of femininity 

contained in the advertisement and what kind of subject she is:
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Zahrah completely agrees with the advertiser’s patriarchal logic, which 
requires only beauty, youth, average education and domestic role from 
women, and with the greediness of businessmen who want money, youth and 
fame, because these are also her logic and goals. She craves for a way out of 
poverty and a new life of pleasures, which she plans to obtain by turning her 
beauty into a commodity she can sell to the businessman. She believes that 
her commodity was wasted with her previous husband al-HadT, whom she 
despises so much that she calls him by the attribute ‘miserable man’ rather 

than by his name, because he could not provide her with the only form of 
appreciation she wants, which is wealth. Nevertheless she is sure that the 

businessman will show his appreciation of her beauty with gold and gems. She 
is totally unconcerned by the little information about the businessman’s 

physique or personality contained in the advertisement, because she is only 
interested in the luxurious lifestyle his profession can buy her, for which she 

readily accepts to be an object on sale. Throughout the recit Zahrah expresses 
without any reticence her obsession with wealth, her envy for the rich and her 

indifference towards the ethicality of the means used to accumulate wealth, 
because she knows that hers is the current widespread mentality. With it she

815 See Genette. Op. cit., p. 82.
816 ‘«Businessmen» love only young women as if they wanted to gather money, youth and 
fame all at once... They are right, I also must save my youth from poverty and enjoy my life, 
especially when I am «beautiful» and «tall» just like «the businessman® wants me... [..]
— «AII this beauty and physique were wasted with that «miserable man» who did not 
appreciate my beauties.. «The businessman will teach him how to evaluate beauty when he 
presents as mahr my weight in gold and silver, or rather gold and gems....’ Al-Rayyis. Op. cit, 
pp.35-7. Mahr is the gift the groom gives the bride upon marriage.
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justifies her position with al-Hadl817 and Wafa’ when the latter disapproves of 

her intention to marry the businessman’s money:
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Zahrah does not see her will to marry money as negative because she 
believes that by doing so she duly respects social customs that expect women 
to get married and only imitates other chasers of wealthy bachelors, without 
any concern for the ethicality of such behaviours and traditions. Hence she 

cannot understand that by defining marriage for money ‘regulated prostitution’ 
Wafa’ criticizes as immoral that socially accepted conception of marriage 

rather than judging her a prostitute. However Zahrah feels personally and 
unduly offended by Wafa’ and retorts the alleged offence on her by comparing 
her ‘desire to marry’ and Wafa”s extramarital relationship with her new partner 

NabTI. This is an astute way to label Wafa’ prostitute between the lines, i.e. to 
individualise her,819 because she consciously resists homogenising social 

norms by cohabiting with a man out of wedlock, while Zahrah feels blameless 
in her socially normalised pursuit of rich husbands.

In front of Zahrah’s malicious retort Wafa”s unemotional reaction and her 

subsequent invitation to calm down and discuss convey: her full

817 She is particularly envious of her cousin and his wife, despite the contraband by which they 
make money, and she justifies herself in front of al-Hadl saying that people evaluate you 
according to what you possess and not to how you obtained it. See Ibid. p. 39.
818 ‘Did I stray from the customary... Did I contravene traditions? Am I the first woman who 
wants to marry a rich man?
Is marriage not all society wants from women? [..]
-  «To be honest, let me tell you that marriage in this sense becomes regulated 
prostitution».[..l
-  «Am I a prostitute? When I express to you my desire to marry? And you, how do you call
your relationship with that young man that lives with you out of wedlock?
«Wafa’» kept her self-control, she did not appear angry, as if she expected such a remark or
as if she had already got used to it...’ Ibid. p. 50.
819 See Introduction pp. 15, 21 for Foucauldian individualisation.
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consciousness of her position of non-normalised woman who expects or is 
accustomed to individualisation, which is a form of social and sexual 

devaluation that strikes her because of her unconformity;820 her distance from 
Zahrah’s (and her society's) patriarchal and greedy logic; her distinction from 
Zahrah’s conformist and individualising behaviour. This is the moment of the 
narrative in which the two women most clearly appear as the reverse mirror 

image of each other and the opposite of the woman each of the two wants to 

be. Nevertheless Wafa’ in her dislike is still respectful towards Zahrah. Zahrah 
instead individualises Wafa’ by calling her ‘mad’, ‘stupid’, ‘strange and 
stubborn’, ‘not clever’,821 because Wafa’ insisted on working against her 
extremely wealthy ex-husband’s will, was bored by perpetual sessions in 

beauty centres and hairdresser salons and then left him to realise her self 
without taking advantage of his wealth, resisting the patriarchal and greedy 
logic of their times.

Zahrah believes that the luxurious and indolent lifestyle Wafa’ enjoyed 
with her ex-husband is ‘the maximum to which women can aspire’.822 She 
cannot possibly understand Wafa”s life choices because the prevalent image 
of femininity she has interiorised blinds her to any alternative and she keeps 

normalising herself to that image by aesthetic practices and behaviours, thus 

cooperating in her own subordination, as Bordo indicates.823 Having wasted 

her opportunities to study and showing contempt for education, Zahrah is not 
trained to feel ‘responsible for the universe’,824 i.e. to have an active, 
decisional and responsible role in the outside world. She admits that she is not 
courageous like Wafa’ and that freedom scares her;825 hence she would gladly 

leave the universe to men, to embrace not domesticity but designer clothes, 
beauty treatments, jewels and night clubs.

820 As theorised by de Beauvoir; see Ibid. pp. 50-1.
821 See al-Rayyis. Op. cit., p. 51 for ‘mad’ and ‘stupid’, p. 52 for ‘strange and stubborn’ and ‘not 
clever’.
822 Ibid. p. 53.
823 See Introduction p. 39.QOA

De Beauvoir’s expression; see Ibid.p. 54.
825 See al-Rayyis. Op. cit, pp. 55-6 in which she admits that both her father and her mother 
wanted their children to be educated, but they managed to be expelled from many schools; p. 
37 for her derision of her female mates who spent their lives studying; p. 54 for her fear of 
freedom.

243



This mixture of greed, consumerism and materialism constitutes a 

novelty in her patriarchal logic and prevails on the patriarchal side of her 

mentality when she prefers divorce, a contravention of patriarchal norms, to 

the rural and humble lifestyle al-Hadl can give her, hoping to find another 
husband that can afford the socialite lifestyle she pursues. Zahrah pays this 
transgression with social individualisation, since her divorcee status is an 
‘infirmity’ that all suitors notice.826 Nevertheless she has interiorised so much 
society’s power mechanisms that she considers individualisation just one of 

those mechanisms, which she cannot even imagine to oppose and whose 
functioning on the contrary she facilitates.

She is not in the least aware of society’s power passing through her and 
relying on her to reach other members of her small social group,827 namely al- 

Hadl and Wafa’, to try to homogenise them and to eventually individualise 

them if homogenisation fails. Zahrah constantly tries to convince al-Hadl to 

leave his poorly paid teaching position, as others have done, and start a 
lucrative business and when she realises that al-Hadl will not surrender to her 
normalising pressure she individualises him by calling him ‘loser’828 and asks 
for divorce. As seen she tries the same tactic in vain with Wafa’, for whom 

Zahrah’s normalising pressure and individualisation is trivial when compared 

to what she underwent during her failed marriage. Her ex-husband forbade 
her to work, wanted to control every movement of hers, spied upon her when 

she was alone with Zahrah, disliked Zahrah, liked to show friends and relatives 
that he was ‘the man of the house and that his voice is the loudest’ by rudely 

ordering her around.829 Wafa’ extensively describes and analyses her misery 

with him:
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See Ibid. p. 48.
827 See Introduction p. 17 for Foucault’s reflections about how power is exercised.
828 This term appears several times in al-Rayyis. Op. cit, pp. 38, 40, 58, 63.
829 See Ibid. pp. 51-2 for the quote and references to the ex-husband’s behaviour.
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Showing a deep insight into her ex-husband’s psyche, she had 
comprehended that he forbade her to work because in order to feel masculine 
he needed to be the one maintaining his wife and house, i.e. to fully control 
them financially, and to domineer his counterpart through yells, terror 
techniques, squandering, aggressiveness. He also used techniques to make 

Wafa’ feel inferior to him and to destabilise her. He wanted her to feel 

maintained by him, owing him her wealthy lifestyle, subjected to his whims and 
orders and uncertain of her future. In other words he wanted Wafa’ to fit his 

conception of femininity, which he associated with powerlessness, inferiority 
and subjection and considered the opposite of masculinity, which he equated 

with power, superiority and domination. Wafa’ did not spontaneously match his 
conception though, hence he developed techniques to force her into it: he 

forbade her to work and tried to eliminate her subjectivity. Work had to be 
banned because by working Wafa’ would have become financially 
independent from him, self-supporting and free from his tight control and 

whims, all characteristics he did not wish her to have. He also attempted to 

destroy her subjectivity, so that Wafa’ could stand in front of him not even ‘as 

an object paradoxically endowed with subjectivity’, as de Beauvoir described 
women’s position in front of men within patriarchal societies, but as a pure 
object that he could manipulate and use as he pleased. Wafa’ admits that he 

nearly succeeded in his aim to extinguish her self’s light altogether, because 

despite her awareness of his destructive intentions, she remained by his side 

for some time and was his accomplice in her own subjection, as de Beauvoir 

phrased it.831 She managed to ward off her dissatisfaction with herself for a

830 ‘He was afraid that I worked and hence liberated myself, thus he became castrated, since 
he was drawing his masculinity from the fact that he maintained me and the house and from 
his squandering... He did not feel «balanced» unless he scared, yelled, squandered, 
quarrelled...
[..] he made me feel that I owed him something, that he was my benefactor, that he could 
throw me in the streets if I disobeyed his orders and when he wanted [..]
— «My self? And was I left with a self beside him? He was an expert in eliminating its 
characteristics and tried to put off the spots of light within it so that it nearly died out 
completely’. Ibid. p. 52.
831 See Introduction p. 54 for this reference and for the previous quote.
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while by keeping herself busy with beauty centres, fashion, hairdressers, 

receptions, which were ineffective:
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The luxurious lifestyle her ex-husband’s money bought could not fill the 

void; it rather contributed to it because it hindered the fulfilment of her 
aspirations, which went far beyond its restricted horizons. That void became 
so burdensome for Wafa’ that she could no longer look at herself in the mirror 
without feeling a Vain doll’ or ‘a sheep’,833 ashamed of facing this unknown 

entity her self had become. She could have never realised her self remaining 

with her ex-husband, because in their relationship he confined her to the role 

of dominated object, which was too restrictive for her ambitions. Since for de 

Beauvoir the formation of subjectivity happens in an intersubjective reciprocal 
relationship between equals who, as a result, are both subjects, she could 

have never been a subject in the kind of relationship she had with her ex- 
husband, who did not recognise her as an equal subject.834

When Wafa’ realised that her ex-husband was not capable, nor wanted, 
to help her realise her self, she had the courage to leave him and all his wealth 

behind and start anew with a new partner. From the few words NabTI utters it 
appears that their relationship is established on completely new premises:
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832 ‘But who furnishes my void? And who protects me from facing my self? When it asks me 
who are you?»
I left that big house after I realised that it is smaller than my ambitions and that with all its 
luxury and its opulent lifestyle it will not be able to realise my self,..’ Al-Rayyis. Op. cit., p. 53.
833 These expressions are pronounced by Wafa’ in Ibid. pp. 52, 54.
834 See Introduction p. 52.
835 ’[..] personally I am not against marriage but Wafa’ is the one that insists that our 
relationship remains free» [..]
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Wafa’ is now so keen to defend her freedom, after having been controlled 

by her ex-husband, that she refuses to be bound to NabTI by marriage and to 

be maintained by him. She founds her new relationship on the financial 
independence her work gives her (she has ‘a respectable position’ in a 

bank),836 without which she would not have accepted to start her cohabitation 
with NabTI, because financial dependence would have put her again in the 

inferior position of kept object. She has rejected such role to stand as a 
subject and ‘to exist sovereignly’ in front of NabTI, bearing the subject’s 

responsibilities and hard life837 with courage.
On his side NabTI behaves the exact contrary of Wafa”s ex-husband. He 

accepts and respects the fact that Wafa’ has a different viewpoint about 

marriage; he recognises her and allows her to develop as a subject entitled to 
her own opinions, work, personal space, independence; he prepares coffee for 
Wafa’ and Zahrah and leaves them alone so that they can discuss in private; 
he is kind and considerate to Zahrah 838 In short, between NabTI and the ex- 
husband’s there is the same negative mirroring existing between Wafa’ and 
Zahrah, with NabTI possessing qualities that were unknown to the ex-husband 

and that enable the creation of an equalitarian, intersubjective, reciprocal 

relationship with Wafa’.

By leaving her ex-husband, starting a professional career, becoming 
financially independent, and beginning a different type of relationship with a 

man who is the opposite of the ex-husband, Wafa’ demonstrates that she ‘is 
not a fixed reality, but a becoming’.839 Dissatisfied with herself, she refuses to 
remain the object her ex-husband wanted her to be and evolves into the 

subject she wants to become, according to the Foucauldian ‘principle of a 
critique and of a permanent creation of ourselves in our autonomy’.840 She

-  «Wafa’ considers the work a fundamental condition in men’s relationships with women and 
she always repeats to me that if she had not worked she would have never accepted to live 
with me»’. Al-Rayyis. Op. cit, p. 54.
836 Ibid. p. 54.
837 These are the qualities de Beauvoir quotes as unexisting in the patriarchal context. See 
Introduction p. 54.
838 See al-Rayyis. Op. cit., p. 50.
839 De Beauvoir’s quote; see Introduction p. 52.
840 Ibid. p. 44.
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also encourages Zahrah to evolve from her subdued position, to start working, 

supporting herself and relying on herself rather than on a man.841
In response Zahrah commiserates with herself because of her poor birth 

family and lack of education, admires herself coquettishly in the mirror and 
dreams of the effortless wealth her beauty will secure if she marries the 
businessman,842 remaining throughout the story the personification of the 

marriage advertisement of the title, since she does nothing but advertising 
herself as suitable for marriage. She is not educated enough, sophisticated 

and analytical to learn from her previous experience of marriage, which failed 
because motivated only by financial gain, or from Wafa”s courage, voluntarily 
remaining fixed in her position of object on offer for marriage.

To conclude, these two short stories seem to share a common narrative 

strategy in the use of proper names. The two protagonists of “Al-Maraya” are 

called Tman and Jalal when they are newly-weds and ‘the fat man’ and ‘his 
wife’ in the final scene. Wafa”s ex-husband has no proper name, despite 
being the main topic of three pages of the short story, while NabTI has a proper 
name despite being a minor character. The authors seem to be using proper 

names for characters that they want to construct as well-distinguished 

individuals and generic names for characters they want to construct as generic 
human types. In the case of “Al-Maraya” the switch from the proper names to 

the generic names might convey the transformation the couple has 
undergone. In their youth they were two specific individuals with uncommon 

aspirations, precise beliefs, high expectations; years later they are two 

ordinary, overweight, incommunicative spouses. In the case of “lclan Zawaj” 
calling NabTI by his proper name could be a way to distinguish him in his 
exemplarity against his social context, while the ex-husband with his generic 
name is only one representative of a widespread category.

The three female characters presented in these two short stories differ 

widely from each other. Zahrah is the subjected par excellence. The 

combination of poor education and shrewdness deprives her of awareness of

841 See al-Rayyis. Op. cit, p. 54.
842 See Ibid. pp. 55-6 for her memories of her birth family and p. 49 for the rest.
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her subjection to social norms and desires of luxury; limits her aspirations to 

easily obtained, purely material prosperity; makes her believe to be cleverer 

than Wafa’, and hence superior, because she only pursues an easy wealth 
through men, while Wafa’ has rejected that to lead the difficult life of a subject. 
Her intemperance843 enslaves her and blinds her to the immorality of her 
relatives’ money-making practices and to her undignified position of woman- 

object offering herself to a keeper who can satisfy her cravings.
Tman instead has a high level of education, awareness and intellectual 

maturity that she could have used to induce Jalal to accept her as an equal 
subject; failing that, she had the option to divorce and start an independent 
life. Despite the elements favourable to both solutions, Tman has abdicated 
both and remained in a relationship that reduces her to a passive object. She 

is therefore Jalal’s accomplice, according to de Beauvoir,844 because she 
believes his lies, and once she has exposed his treachery she accepts it 

without any objection, tempted more by the easy life Jalal can offer her rather 

than by the responsibilities of the subject. Tman wastes all the opportunities 
her education, awareness and maturity give her and forsakes all her 
aspirations to end up in the same situation of kept woman-object pursued by 

Zahrah, who is deprived of all her opportunities and ambitions.
Wafa’ like Tman has a high level of education, awareness and intellectual 

maturity and for some time she too cooperates with her ex-husband’s project 

to transform her into an object. When she decides to leave his opulent world 
and contravene social norms with her life choices she takes a stand similar to 

that of the ethical subject. She abstains from all unnecessary things and 

refuses external ideas so to free herself from their grip, to increase her 
authority over herself and ultimately to access her self. Wafa’ does not pursue 
fleeting pleasure originating from ephemeral objects like Zahrah, but bliss 
originating within the self, satisfaction with what she is and self-appreciation, 

which were sorely lacking in her marriage but that she finds in her new life in 

which she thrives as the ethical subject she wants to be.845

843 See Introduction p. 28 for the Foucauldian/Greek concept of intemperance.
844 See Ibid. p. 54.
845 See Ibid. pp. 26-31 for Foucault’s definition of ethical subject and technologies of the self.
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CHAPTER FIVE

SUBJECTION AND THE COMMUNITY

In this last chapter the findings concerning the countries belonging to the same 
geographical area will be evaluated to delineate common elements and a 

typology of the subjects appearing in the short stories of each of the three 
areas, covered in three sections. The common elements and typologies of 
subjects of the three areas will then be compared to identify discrepancies and 

similarities in a fourth section. A fifth section contains general information 
about women’s statuses in the chosen countries. The sixth section is devoted 

to my conclusions.

1) Disintegration of inherited subjectivities in the Levant and Egypt

The ten characters of this area’s short stories have several elements in 

common, the most conspicuous being that eight of them are despondent 
and/or isolated because they are outcasts, as in the case of Sa°fd’s second 

protagonist and Amin’s characters,846 or monologising Hamlets,847 such as 
Huda, Sa°Fd’s other two characters and Badr’s first character. Khust's second 

character and the activist instead cannot be defined despondent outcasts or 
Hamlets because they are well integrated in several kinds of community (the 

political organisation, the Palestinian nation, the couple, families, groups of

846 The femme fatale is marginalised only by women. See above pp.158-9.
8471 am adapting O’Connor’s expression; see O'Connor. Op. cit., p. 25.
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friends) that are integral parts of their lives, although the activist is not content 

with the discovery of her vulnerability in the ninth month of pregnancy.

On the contrary Sa°Fd’s first and third protagonists have no relationship 
with any community because they have left their homelands and original 
communities and in the new environments where they live they are not part of 
a community yet. The other characters instead have a conflictual relation with 

their communities, which, as Hafez indicated, are far from being homogeneous 

and traversed by a ‘deep horizontal comradeship’.848 In fact some 
communities individualise the protagonists, as in the case of Huda (after the 

birth of her second child), Sa°fd's second protagonist, the divorcee and the 
prostitute, who are forced to be distinguished. Other characters want to be 

distinguished from their communities, as in the case of Huda (initially, when 
she is convinced that ‘she is not one of the herd’),849 Badr’s first character, and 
the femme fatale. Examining the stories of these protagonists without a 
community or in conflict with it, it is evident that they express either the 
characters’ quest for chosen subjectivities, as in the case of Huda, the Iraqi 
immigrant and Badr’s first character, or their subjective fragmentation,850 as in 

the case of the researcher, divorcee, prostitute and femme fatale, with Sa°Fd’s 

second protagonist being the only exception.851

Instead the stories in which the characters are integrated in some sort of 
community do not express such quest or subjective fragmentation, both 
prevented by communal integration, and the protagonists are well defined, 

solid subjects throughout the stories; this is the case for Khust’s second 
protagonist, Sa°Td’s second protagonist and the activist. From this it can be 

deduced that marginalisation from a community, whether enacted by the 
community or by protagonists as self-exclusion, can cause subjective 

decentredness in the protagonists, as Harper proved,852 but can also push

848 See above p. 57.
849 See p. 106 above.
850 Hafez has demonstrated that the short story is the preferred medium of objectification of 
both elements; see above pp. 57-8.
851 Although she is an outcast in the British community, she has a good rapport with her 
husband (see Sa°Td. Darbat Qamar, p. 135), hence she is well integrated in one kind of 
community, which could explain why she is a well defined, fixed, white subject and not a 
fragmented subject or a subjectivity seeker.
852 Harper. Op. cit, pp. 27-9.
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them to seek a chosen subjectivity different from the ones their communities 

impose on them. In fact Huda seeks a subjectivity distinguished from those of 

other women; the Iraqi immigrant prefers an uncertain subjectivity to the Iraqi 
rural subjectivity of her previous community; Badr’s first character aspires to 
an alternative to stereotyped female subjectivities present in her society.

Also this causal link between marginalisation and the quest for a chosen 

subjectivity could be attributed to the lack of social integration and equality like 
the causal link between marginalisation and fragmentation.853 In fact, although 
in the story there is no description of the Iraqi rural community left behind, the 

immigrant feels free only away from it 854 from which it can be gathered that in 
that community she was treated like an inmate under constant surveillance, 

hence inferior, rather than like an equal subject. Also Huda and Badr’s first 
character are treated like inferior objects by their societies and partners.855 

Hence it seems that these characters seek non-prescriptive subjectivities away 

from their communities, because their communities deprive them of the 
intersubjective reciprocal relationships among equals needed for 
subjectivation.

Building on de Beauvoir’s idea that subjectivity is formed in 
intersubjective reciprocal equal relationships,856 these stories also seem to 
suggest that the degree of equality and reciprocality present in the 

relationships the characters have with their other, whether a partner and/or a 
community, affects the kinds of subjects they are, their evolution and their 

autonomy. The subjects appearing in these stories could be assigned to five 
types, which though are not to be intended as strict categories, because within 

each type there are variations of consciousness, evolution and autonomy:
> ‘Subject subdued to the other by control and dependence’.857 The 

researcher is completely under Mahmud/Hazim’s control and deprived of 
agency by her schizophrenic identity. Badr’s first character, despite her 
aspirations to a chosen subjectivity, is under her partners’ control. Sa°Td’s

853 See p. 159 above for the full explanation.
854 See p. 131 above.
855 See above pp. 108-9, 136-8.
856 See Introduction p. 52.
857 Foucault’s definition; see Ibid. p. 12.
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second protagonist, the divorcee and the prostitute are subjected to society’s 
control, with the first being also a ‘subject attached to [her] own identity by the 
consciousness or knowledge of [her] self’858 because of her attachment to her 

fictitious white identity. All five protagonists are involved in interpersonal/social 

relations in which their counterparts treat them as inferiors: the researcher is 
beaten by Hazim; Badr’s first character is humiliated and belittled by her 

partners and her community; Sa°Td’s second protagonist is completely avoided 

by white commuters; the divorcee is a danger against whom all society 
guards; the prostitute is excluded from wider society. They are at the lowest 
level of subjective evolution and they have no autonomy, as visible in their 

complete and unconscious subjection.
> Defeated subject. Huda, who fails in her attempt to become an equal 
subject, is surrounded by a husband, relatives and friends that treat her as an 
inferior and individualise her in endless debates. She is somewhat aware of 

her subjectivity, fairly autonomous in the management of her sexual life, and 
gradually comprehends the social and familial mechanisms that subject her.

> Resisting subject. The activist and the femme fatale concretely and 
consciously resist Palestinian traditions and people, the occupation, some 

femininity norms. They are conscious of the fact that their level of autonomy is 

reduced by a form of subjection: to the biological laws of pregnancy in the 
activist’s case; to femininity norms in the femme fatale’s case.
> Becoming.859 The Iraqi immigrant is a vacillating subject constructing a 

chosen subjectivity different from the inherited Iraqi one. The geographical 
transfer has enabled a leap in her subjective development and autonomy, so 
much so that when she becomes aware that her previous inherited subjectivity 

has followed her she decides to resist it concretely. The only important other in 
her new life is a colleague (she is not integrated in a community yet), who 
seem to treat her with equality,860
> Ethical subject.861 Khust’s second protagonist during her university years 

had a partner who treated her as an inferior, but at the same time she had a

858 Foucault’s definition; see Ibid. p. 12; [her] replaces ‘his’.
859 See Ibid. p. 53 for this definition shared by de Beauvoir and Foucault.
860 See Sa°rd. Darbat Qamar, pp. 16-7.
861 See Introduction pp. 26-8 for Foucault’s definition.
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solid, equal rapport with a group of ladies that have been her close friends 
since school days and still remain so ten years after graduation. Her husband 

does not treat her as an inferior, and admires and encourages the steadfast 
friendship with her school mates. These equal intersubjective rapports have 

counteracted that previous unequal relationship, making of KhGst’s second 
protagonist a developed and autonomous ethical subject.

2) Families as overseers in the Panoptical Iraqi and Gulf societies

The most conspicuous joint element of the six characters of this area’s short 
stories is that they are all lonely and forlorn individuals despite having families. 
Families are actually the prime cause of their misery: al-AmTr’s orphan is 

marginalised by her extended family (uncle, uncle’s wife, aunt, female cousin); 

al-AmTr’s cAmmat RafTq is exploited by her brother and is strictly controlled by 

her whole family; al-Bishr’s divorcee is tormented by her husband first and 
then by her mother; al-Bishr’s MunTrah is subjected to her husband’s violence 
and her mother’s; Sayf’s GharTbah is transformed into an outcast by her father; 
Sayf’s daughter is tormented and ultimately rejected by her mother. Being 
seniors and/or males, these subjecting relatives establish with the 
protagonists, who are juniors and females, relations of inequality that are 
endemic in Arab patriarchal connective systems, in which elders and males 
see juniors and women as extensions of themselves whose selves they can 

shape, as Joseph indicates.862 The protagonists are expected to be such 

extentions. Nevertheless the orphan, the divorcee, MunTrah, GharTbah and the 
daughter refuse to be so, hence their families individualise and turn them into 

outcasts. They are devalued in their relatives’ eyes because they do not 
conform to familial expectations.863

All the characters suffer also from social pressure and distinction to some 
extent. The orphan is silenced by the passers-by’s examining gazes864 and is

862 Joseph. Op. cit., pp. 459-61.
863 This equates the devaluation striking women who do not conform to femininity norms for de 
Beauvoir; see Introduction pp. 50-1.
864 See above note 530 p. 165 for definition.
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aware that she will be individualised if she leaves her uncle’s house.865 
cAmmat Raffq is obsessed with people’s gazes and willingly distinguishes 

herself from women 866 as the monologising Hamlet she is.867 The divorcee is 

subjected to Khalid’s examining gaze and is distinguished from other women 
because of divorce.868 MunTrah is exposed to the examining gazes of the 
psychologist and of the shaykhs and is marked out by because of 
depression.869 Once out GharTbah is watched, marked out and pressurised 

into doing something by passers-by.870 The daughter is uneasy among the 

examining gazes of the wedding guests and marked out because of her 
behaviour.871 The societies to which the protagonists belong are hence 
Panoptical societies, whose power is exerted by various overseers, whose 
gazes are a constant, factual presence that does not need to be interiorised, 

as Foucault theorised.872
Because of the imposed or chosen distinction present in the six stories, 

five of them express the two typical elements of the short story indicated by 
Hafez:873 subjective fragmentation, as in the orphan’s story and cAmmat 

Rafiq’s, and the quest for chosen subjectivities, as in the orphan’s story, the 
daughter’s, the divorcee’s and Gharibah’s.874

The orphan, the daughter, the divorcee and GharTbah perform their 
search away from their communities because by relegating them to a marginal 

and inferior position the communities deprive the protagonists of the 

intersubjective reciprocal relationships among equals needed for 
subjectivation 875 In fact the orphan, the only protagonist that is fragmented

865 See above p. 165.
866 See pp. 173-6 above.
8671 am adapting O’Connor’s expression; see O'Connor. Op. cit, p. 25.
868 See above p. 184.
869 See above p. 189-90.
870 See above pp. 196-7.
871 See above p. 202.
872 See Introduction pp. 20-1.
873 See above pp. 57-8.
874 MunTrah’s story is an exception, because it presents the subjectivation others operate on 
her, rather than presenting MunTrah’s subjectivation effort. Ultimately subjectivation for 
Foucault is ‘the process through which the constitution of a subject, or rather of a subjectivity, 
is obtained’ (see Introduction p. 13), which does not specify that the individual must be the 
initiator of her own process of subjectivation.
875 See above p. 252 for the link I have established between the quest for subjectivities and 
the role of communities.
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and in search of her chosen subjectivity simultaneously, states clearly that she 
wants to leave her uncle’s house, where she is estranged, and create her self 

as she wants it with the help of other relatives. Nevertheless when she 
realises that her other relatives also relegate her to inferiority, she returns to 

her uncle’s house, prey of subjective decentred ness.876
The daughter has been eluding her mother all her life, running away from 

her first physically, then through her mental perturbation and subsequently 
death. This is her way to counter her mother’s plan to transform a ‘wild she- 
tiger’ seeking her own happiness by sea into a tame daughter who fulfils her 

mother’s aspirations.877 The divorcee leaves her marital home in order to 
overcome the cold power relation with Ahmad, who wants to constrain her to 

an inferior, subdued and cellular878 subjectivity she rejects. She does not find 
any support for an alternative subjectivity in her mother, but finds support in 

her friend Haya.879 GharTbah is surrounded by a father with whom she has no 
reciprocal relationship and people who treat her as an inferior they can order 
about. All impose on her a cellular, secluded subjectivity GharTbah rejects and 
she leaves them to embark on her quest for a free, relational subjectivity that 
is interrupted by death.880

These unequal, non-reciprocal relations affect the kinds of subjects the 

characters are and their degree of evolution and autonomy 881 classifiable as 

follows:
> Subject ‘subdued to the other by control and dependence’.882 The orphan 
and MunTrah are completely dependent for their survival on the people who 
belittle them and they have no concrete means to exit that dependence, of 

which nevertheless they are fully conscious. cAmmat Rafiq is under the 

constant surveillance of her brother, of which she becomes somewhat aware. 

These three protagonists are the most subjected of the six, deprived of any

876 See above pp. 165-70.
877 See above pp. 199-206.
878 This is one of the features of the subjectivity fabricated by discipline for Foucault; see 
Introduction p. 20.
879 See above pp. 182-4.
880 See above pp. 194-7.
881 See above p. 252 for my explanation of the link between types of subjects, autonomy, 
evolution and kinds of interpersonal relations.
882 Foucault’s definition; see Introduction p. 12.
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autonomy and their evolution is stalled, possibly because they are all trapped 
in an inferiority that reigns in all their nonreciprocal interpersonal relations.

> Resisting subject. Throughout the story the daughter successfully resists 
the normalised subjectivity her mother wants to impose on her by escaping her 

mother and demonstrates to be a fairly evolved subject by pursuing a path and 
showing peculiarities that are not the ones her mother expects. She is fairly 
autonomous from her mother, but her evolution is prevented by death.
> Becoming.883 The divorcee and GharTbah can be defined a becoming 

because they considerably evolve from completely subdued subjects to 

resistant ones who confront the two men that confine them to inferiority and 
leave them. They demonstrate their subjective autonomy by severing these 
relationships to pursue their own paths, with Haya’s help in the divorcee’s 

case and on her own in GharTbah’s case. GharTbah in the outside world 
demonstrates a good level of subjective evolution in the determined manner in 

which she relates to others, but death prevents any further development. The 
level of evolution of the divorcee is instead lower, as visible in her uneasy 
retreat in front of Khalid.

3) Blossoming Maghrebian subjects in search of distinction

These five short stories are characterised by the protagonists’ will to 
distinguish themselves from a female counterpart that can be a single person 
or a group: the granddaughter and the daughter seek distinction respectively 
from their grandmother and mother; BahTjah seeks distinction from her mother 

and other girls of her age; Tman seeks distinction from her female 

acquaintances; Wafa’ and Zahrah seek distinction from each other. For all 
protagonists, except Zahrah, the quest for distinction is a rejection of the 

normalised kinds of subjectivities their counterparts have in favour of chosen 
subjectivities884 and a refusal of the social norms their counterparts represent 

because they are subjected to them. In two cases though, such quest evolves

883 See Ibid p. 53 for this definition shared by de Beauvoir and Foucault.
884 This is recurrent in short stories, as Hafez states; see above pp. 57-8.
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into an imposition. BahTjah’s desire of distinction as a little girl becomes 
individualisation with maturity, when passers-by and relatives marginalise her 

for her non-conformity. Wafa”s distinction is simultaneously sought by her, 
who strongly rejects traditional femininity norms, and imposed through 
individualisation by Zahrah and all the critics of her lifestyle to whose 
comments she has grown accustomed.885 On the contrary Zahrah’s search for 
distinction from Wafa’, who represents non-conformity par excellence, 

indicates that she has no wish to be a unique subject who resists social 

norms, but rather one of the common herd, completely subjected to social 

norms.
The protagonists’ wish of distinction is staunchly opposed by their family 

members,886 who wish the protagonists to yield to their authority of seniors 
and/or males. The grandmother, the fourteen-year-old’s mother, BahTjah’s 

mother, aunt and brother, Tman’s husband and Wafa”s husband are all 
channels of patriarchal power that relies on them to reach and subject the 
protagonists, making of their families the small social groups at the base of 

society in which power relations are formed according to Foucault887 Four of 

these seven subjecting relatives are women, who establish with juniors 
relations of inequality and age-based hierarchy that are endemic in Arab 
patriarchal connective systems, as Joseph indicates.888 The same familial 
relations have already been noticed in Iraq and the Gulf countries.889

In order to create the inequality that makes power relations possible 

these subjecting characters treat their relatives as inferiors. The grandmother 
belittles the granddaughter’s experience, knowledge and memory and 

despises her appearance.890 The mother ridicules the fourteen-year-old’s 
opposition to marriage.891 As a child BahTjah’s housekeeping skills are 

disparaged by her mother; as an adult her knowledge and writing skills are 
doubted by her brother, while her aunt and brother look down on her as if she

885 See above pp. 242-3.
m  Zahrah is an exception because her family is barely mentioned and does not influence her 
actions or choices.
887 See Introduction p. 17.
888 Joseph. Op. cit.t pp. 459-60.
889 See above p. 254.
890 See above pp. 210-2.
891 See above p. 217.
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was ill.892 Jalal denies Tman’s (and all women’s) capacity to think and their 
literary abilities.893 Wafa”s husband rudely orders her around, shouts at her, 

forbids her to work.894 Zahrah instead is not treated as inferior by any relative, 
but she has fully interiorised the inferior role her society gives women and is 

satisfied with it.895
Hence the six protagonists all suffer from degrees of inferiority in their 

interpersonal relations which affect the kinds of subjects they are and their 

degrees of evolution and autonomy,896 classifiable as follows:
> Subject ‘subdued to the other by control and dependence’.897 Tman and 
Zahrah are economically dependent respectively on Jalal and the birth family, 
despite having the means to exit dependence, but their attitudes towards their 
situations are opposite. Zahrah has never been, and does not aim to become, 
an independent, autonomous and developed subject; she only dreams of a 

wealthy husband/keeper and is content with her subdued subject role. Tman 

enjoyed independence and a high level of subjective autonomy and evolution 
before marriage and aspired to continue along the same lines after marriage, 
but the inferiority to which Jalal relegates her dismantles her autonomy and 
evolution and makes of her a dejected Hamlet.
> Becoming.898 The granddaughter and the fourteen-year-old can be defined 

a becoming because they both transcended respectively what the 
grandmother and the mother are to become more evolved subjects. However 
their autonomy is limited by their deep affection towards the two women and 
the daughter’s immaturity; their evolution is limited by the absence of 
intersubjective reciprocal relationships between equals899 with the two senior 

women, whom society has trained only to establish relations of domination and 
submission.900

892 See above pp. 219-22.
893 See above pp. 232-3.
894 See above pp. 244-5.
895 See above p. 243-4.
896 See above p. 252 for my explanation of the link between types of subjects and kinds of 
interpersonal relations.
897 Foucault’s definition; see Introduction p. 12.
898 See Ibid. p. 53 for this definition shared by de Beauvoir and Foucault.
899 Both de Beauvoir and Foucault underline the importance of such relations in subjectivation; 
see Ibid. p. 53 for de Beauvoir’s contribution and pp. 29-32 for Foucault’s.
900 See Joseph. Op. tit., pp. 459-60.
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> Ethical subject.901 BahTjah has an extreme autonomy, while her level of 
evolution is lower that Wafa”s because after her father’s death she does not 

enjoy intersubjective reciprocal relationships that allow her to develop further 
and to love herself. Wafa’ evolves enormously from a subdued subject to an 

ethical subject and demonstrates her subjective autonomy and development 
by severing her unequal marital relationship to pursue her aspirations. Her 

equal intersubjective rapport with NabTI offsets her marriage and allows her to 
achieve the subjective accomplishment of which BahTjah and the other four 

protagonists are deprived.

4) A typology of subjects

The most conspicuous common feature the twenty-two protagonists of the 
twenty-one stories examined share is despondency. Whether or not they are 

the outcasts or Hamlets that people short stories as per O’Connor’s 
suggestions,902 the majority of protagonists are forlorn individuals, with the 
activist, Khust’s second protagonist and Wafa’ as the only content ones. 

Despondency is caused primarily by families for all characters of the Gulf 

stories (the orphan, °Ammat Rafiq, al-Bishr’s divorcee, MunTrah, GharTbah, 
Sayfs daughter), for five of the Maghrebian stories (the granddaughter, the 
fourteen-year-old, BahTjah, Tman, Wafa’903), and for three of the Levantine 
stories (Huda, the researcher, Badr’s first character), for some of whom 
society is a secondary cause. For the other protagonists of the Levantine 

stories (Sa°Td’s second protagonist, the Iraqi immigrant, Amm’s three 
characters) society is the prime cause.

In the Levantine stories the relatives who cause misery are all men, while 
in the Gulf and Maghrebian stories they are half men, half elder women. The 

orphan, MunTrah, the daughter, the granddaughter, the fourteen-year-old and 
BahTjah face elder female relatives, who unconsciously play the role of

901 See Introduction pp. 26-8 for Foucault’s definition.
902 See Ibid. pp. 56-7
903 Wafa’, a content ethical subject by the story’s end, was miserable because of her husband.
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‘channels of power’ through whom patriarchal power passes and on whom it 
relies to reach and affect younger women. Older women do so not because 

power is forced on them,904 but because in their youth the expectation of 

inheriting seniors’ power encouraged them to interiorise classic patriarchy.905 

Families in these stories are environments in which ‘persons with diffuse 
boundaries, responding to and requiring the involvement of others’ are 
produced with the support of connectivity, so that patriarchal power is 

facilitated in gaining control of such persons.906
Hence the families described in these stories, except the activist’s family, 

KhGst’s second protagonist’s and Wafa”s, epitomise the small social groups at 
the base of society in which power relations are formed to then affect all 

society, as Foucault theorised.907 Consequently social mechanisms reflect 
familial ones and the communities to which twenty protagonists belong are 
examining groups in the Foucauldian sense: they simultaneously closely 

observe the protagonists, classify and punish their differences from the norm, 
normalise or individualise them.908 In these Panoptical societies gazes do not 

even need to be interiorised as Foucault said, because gazes are an actual 
and constant presence.

Only the activist and KhGst’s second protagonist are placed within 

inclusive communities that do not individualise them; they also are, together 

with Wafa,’ the only content protagonists and they have in common three 
elements: university degrees, an active life (work, political activities), 

harmonious rapports with their chosen partners. They are, with Sa°id’s second 
protagonist, also among the few characters who do not express the quest for 

chosen subjectivities or subjective fragmentation, which for Hafez are typical 

of short stories909 and rife in most stories of the three areas. Their 

exceptionality could be attributed to their integration in some form of 
community/couple,910 which makes of them well-defined, solid subjects: the

904 Which reflects Foucault’s reflections about power; see Introduction p.17.
905 See Kandiyoti. ‘Bargaining with Patriarchy’, p. 279.
906 Joseph. Op. cit., p. 460.
907 See Introduction p. 17.
908 See Ibid. pp. 20-1 for examination, individualisation, Panopticon’s mechanism.
909 See above pp. 57-8.
910 See above p. 252 for my explanation of this link.
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activist is a resistant subject, Khust’s second character and Wafa’ are ethical 
subjects, Sa°Td’s second protagonist is a fixed, white subject. Other two 

exceptions are Zahrah, whose level of subjective evolution is too low to feel 
any non-material need, and MunTrah, whose subjectivation is accomplished by 

her communities rather than by herself. All the other sixteen protagonists 
instead express either their quest for chosen subjectivities or their experience 

of fragmentation.
Another factor shared by almost all stories is the protagonists’ distinction 

from their communities, which is typical of short stories for Hafez,911 but while 

for Hafez distinction is the protagonists’ fundamental need of being 
distinguished as unique and special individuals, some short stories prove that 
distinction can also be imposed by communities through individualisation. The 
characters who need distinction throughout the stories (Badr’s first character, 
cAmmat Raffq, the granddaughter, the fourteen-year-old, Tman) are hindered 

within the Arab patriarchal connective systems in which they live, ‘in which the 

family or community is more valued than the person’ and persons see ‘others 

as extensions of themselves and themselves as extensions of others’ 912 In 
fact the others, who are males and/or seniors, are accustomed to regard the 
protagonists as extensions of themselves they can direct, and not to consider 
them unique individuals; hence they mistake their need for insubordination that 
they must stop and punish.

For some protagonists (the divorcee, the prostitute, the orphan, al-Bishr’s 
divorcee, MunTrah, GharTbah, the daughter) distinction is throughout the 

stories an imposition of their families and/or societies that mark them out 

through individualisation, which is a disciplinary sanction that punishes their 

non-conformity to their families’ expectations and/or to the femininity norms of 
their societies.913 Similarly distinction is a disciplinary sanction also for Huda, 
the femme fatale, BahTjah and Wafa’, for whom distinction starts as a persona! 
need and ends as an imposition or is simultaneously a need and a social 
imposition. When they insist too much on their need to be unique and special

911 See above p. 57.
912 Joseph. Op. cit, p. 456, 452.
913 See Introduction pp. 15, 21 for individualisation and disciplinary sanction.
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individuals at the expense of their conformity to familial/social norms, their 
families/societies discipline them. There are only three characters who do not 
seek distinction. The researcher has no community from which to seek 

distinction, since she is out of any community. The activist and Khust’s second 
protagonist are well integrated within their communities, hence they do not feel 

the need of distinction.
As regards the types of subject the protagonists are, the ones recurring 

in the stories examined are as follows:
> ‘Subject subdued to the other by control and dependence’.914 This type 
constitutes half of Levantine and Gulf characters and one third of Maghrebian 

protagonists. Their Other treats them as inferiors and keeps them under a 
control that divests them of autonomy. Most of these subjects have little 
consciousness of their subjection and cooperate in it, even if some attempt to 
fight it, albeit they always capitulate. They are the least evolved subjects.

> Defeated subject. Huda, the only representative of this type, is slightly 
more developed than the subjected subjects because she is very aware of her 

social and familial subjection and constantly disputes it. Nonetheless she 
mostly cooperates in her subjection, which remains a constant in all her life.

> Resisting subject. This type constitutes one fifth of Levantine protagonists 
and one sixth of Gulf ones, whose subjective development is one step ahead 

of the previous two types’. They do not cooperate in their subjection and 

strenuously resist subjecting Others without surrendering, although with 
unknown results and aims. Resistance is their way of life.

> Becoming.915 This type constitutes one third of Gulf and Maghrebian 
characters and one tenth of Levantine ones. They have evolved more than the 

resistant subjects because they have overcome their prescriptive subjectivities 
and aim at new subjectivities.

> Ethical subject.916 This type constitutes one tenth of Levantine 
protagonists and one third of Maghrebian ones. Their subjective evolution is 

the highest because they have forsaken prescriptive subjectivities and chosen

914 Foucault’s definition; see Ibid. p. 12.
915 See Ibid. p. 53 for this definition shared by de Beauvoir and Foucault.
916 See Ibid. pp. 26-8 for Foucault’s definition.
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and constructed new and autonomous subjectivities. They enjoy full mastery 
over themselves, unaffected by the subjection some of them have previously 

experienced.

5) Statuses of women

This section provides a quick overview of how women living in the countries 
considered in this thesis fare in several sectors: education, political rights and 

participation; family, personal status and labour laws; employment.
Governments have successfully increased female school enrolment in 

the last few years. Nevertheless girls’ enrolment rates at all levels of education 
are still lower than boys’ in most countries, except Emirates, Tunisia, Lebanon 
and Palestine, where girls’ combined gross enrolment rates for all levels of 

education are higher than boys’. Girls’ enrolment rates lower as girls progress 

through the different levels. At primary level the rates in all countries, except 
Morocco, are above 90%, but they plummet below 40% at higher education 
level, the only exceptions being Emirates (slightly above 50%) and Lebanon 

(48%), with Moroccan rates being always the lowest of the group.917 Despite 
being underrepresented at all levels, female students’ performance is superior 

to that of male students in several countries.918 The governmental efforts to 
increase girls’ enrolment have not however eradicated adult women’s illiteracy, 

which is still a major issue for all countries. Only in Palestine and Emirates 
illiteracy rates are slightly over 10%, but in the other countries they are well 

over 20%, peaking at 60% in Morocco’s case.919

Extreme differences exist also in the field of political and legal rights. At 

one end of the spectrum there is Saudi Arabia, where national elections have 
never taken place and political rights are severely curtailed for both women

917 Data drawn from United Nations Development Programme. Arab Fund for Economic and 
Social Development. The Arab Human Development Report 2005: the Rise of Women in the 
Arab World. (New York: United Nations Development Programme, Regional Bureau for Arab 
States, 2005), pp. 75-9.
918 See Ibid. pp. 80-4 for data.
919 Data drawn from United Nations Development Programme. Human Development Report 
2007/2008: Fighting Climate Change: Human Solidarity in a Divided World. (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), pp. 334-7.
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and men. Nevertheless women are more penalised, because in the first 

municipal elections (2005) women were not allowed to vote. There are instead 
countries where women have been eligible to vote and to stand for election 

since the 1950’s (Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, Tunisia), 1960’s (Morocco), and 
1980’s (Iraq). However in Lebanon, Syria and Morocco women’s actual 

presence in parliament has been none for decades, despite the important role 
Moroccan women played in the struggle for liberation, and is still now paltry in 
Lebanon and Egypt, slightly over 10% in Morocco and Syria, while it has 

overcome 20% in Tunisia and Iraq. In the Emirates instead, where women 

have been eligible to vote and to stand for election only since 2006, women 
now constitute 22.5% of the Federal National Council.920 Women have been 
covering ministerial roles in all countries of the group, except Saudi Arabia, in 
some cases since the 1950’s (Iraq and Egypt). However these women’s 
access to high political positions ‘does not necessarily mean women’s political 

empowerment’.921 They can be used as window dressing by ruling regimes or 
are chosen not because of their abilities, but because of their loyalty to the 

ruling clique within political systems plagued by corruption and clientelism.
As regards personal status and family codes, Tunisia and Morocco are 

ahead of the other countries because they both have unified codes and 

because they have set provisions that are more progressive and less 
discriminatory against women that the rest of the countries. The Tunisian 

codes promulgated in the 1950’s and subsequent amendments, which are 

applicable to all Tunisians, have: abolished polygamy; granted wives and 
husbands equal access to divorce and guardianship over children; abolished 

wives’ duty to obey husbands; established for both spouses the duty to 
maintain the family (if the wife has money), treat each other kindly, cooperate 

in childcare and household management. The Moroccan civil code, also 
introduced in the 1950’s and revised later, has: restricted polygamy; abolished 
wives’ duty to obey husbands; raised the eligible marriage age; granted 

women the right to divorce under certain circumstances; established the

920 Data taken from United Nations Development Programme. Op. cit, pp. 343-6.
921 UNDP. Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development. Op. cit., p. 97.
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principle that spouses jointly run the family; transformed divorce into a legal 

procedure.
Other states, such as Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and Egypt, have no unified 

personal status codes and others have unified personal status codes only for 

Muslims. The personal status laws in these countries are heavily based on fiqh 

and vary slightly according to the school of jurisprudence prevailing in the 
country, albeit they all discriminate against women in public and private 
spheres. Such laws establish: wives’ duty to obey husbands and to ask their 
permission to work and travel; husbands’ absolute rights to repudiation, 

without justification and court proceedings, and to children’s custody and 
guardianship; wives’ rights to petition a court for divorce (only with specific 
justifications), custody of children and financial support from husbands. The 

various attempts to modernise these laws have not achieved an equal 

distribution of rights between spouses, because they aimed only at curtailing 

the worst discriminating practices, not at eliminating discrimination against 
women. Even in countries which grant women considerable rights, a prevalent 

social tendency to disapprove of women who resort to legal procedures for 
family matters might discourage them from pursuing their legal rights.

In the field of labour legislation most states guarantee women’s equal 
right to work, legal protection on the workplace, right to maternity leave, etc. 

However there are provisions, which governments present as measures to 
protect women, that considerably restrict their right to work. In Saudi Arabia 
women are prohibited from working in any field but female education and 

nursing and from associating with men on the workplace. Even in more 

progressive countries there are provisions that prohibit women from working in 

certain sectors and at night, without forgetting that women living in most 

Levantine and Gulf countries need their husbands’ permission to work. Hence 

the equal right to work theoretically granted by most states is in practice 
curtailed by discriminating legal provisions, or by the lack of legal protection in 
some sectors, such as temporary, seasonal, domestic and agricultural work, in 
which a large part of working women are employed.

Despite the fact that women’s educational achievements are higher than 

those of men, which means that they are more skilled and potentially more
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productive, women’s unemployment rates are disproportionately higher in 
comparison to men’s in all countries considered, with Egypt having the highest 

(about 450%) and Palestine the lowest (about 50%).922 This disproportion 

seems to be due to the region’s slow economic growth, which generates few 
jobs, combined with the traditional view of men as breadwinners that induces 
employers to favour men for the few jobs available. Discriminating labour, 
family and personal status laws, paucity of childcare providers, high 

reproductive rates all contribute to hinder Arab women’s participation in 

economic activities, which, despite a 19% increase in 1990-2003, is still the 

lowest in the world (33.3%).923

6) From silent subjection to vocal resistance

The aims of this thesis, set in the introduction and in the first section of chapter 
one, are: to increase the insufficient knowledge of women’s literary production 

by overcoming the phase of the history of literature, enlarging the countries 

considered beyond the usual ones, considering less famous and less 
translated writers; to problematise the marginality of the short story genre and 

of its female practitioners; to prove the value of women’s contributions to the 

genre through a structural analysis of their short stories; to surmount the 
archetype of Arab women as victims by focussing on the unexplored topic of 

subjectivity.
This thesis has achieved the aforesaid goals. The twenty-one short 

stories analysed in chapters two-four conspicuously enlarge the existing 

knowledge of Arabic short stories written by women and are fairly 

representative geographically, temporally and stylistically. The stories 
represent nine countries from the three main areas of the Middle East, some 

of which are established producers of the genre and attract more critical 
attention than the relatively new producers, which nevertheless have been

922 These are female unemployment rates as percentages of male unemployment rates. Data 
for all Arab countries available in Ibid. p. 86.
923 Ibid. p. 88.
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prolific contributors in the last twenty years. The stories have been written 

between the 1960’s and the first decade of the 21st century by mostly 

modernist writers belonging to the sixties-nineties generations. Such variety 
shows how the modernist short story has evolved from the early timidity to the 

bold stylistic experiments of younger writers. The inclusion of Sayf’s stories 
expands the representativeness of the samples beyond modernism by 

including also magical Gulf realism.
The writers’ few biographical details prove that they are important women 

in their communities because of their education, art and posts despite their 

literary marginality. The section of chapter one devoted to the development of 
the short story proves that women have been contributing to the development 

of the genre and to its status of prominent genre in most countries examined, 
despite the critical neglect that still plagues it. The overviews of the main 

features of each writer’s short story production are intentionally brief in order to 

devote most of each writer’s section to the close reading of the stories, which I 

deem the best way to probe into a writer’s artistry and narrative strategies and 
to produce a critique that avoids the facileness of history of literature.

In my close readings (chapters two-four) I have dealt with the aesthetic 
quality of the short stories in two ways. Firstly I have employed the many 

heuristic tools elaborated by O’Connor, Hafez, Genette, Barthes and Harper to 

delve into: characters’ roles, expressive needs, experiences of fragmentation, 
efforts of subjectivation; histoire and recit; focalisation and narrator’s role; 

narrative levels and events’ order and speed, etc. Secondly I have traced the 
influences of Poe, Chekhov and Joyce in the narrative techniques adopted by 

the authors, such as intense recounting bordering dramatisation, ambiguous 
sensorial perception, the structuring of the story around an apparently petty 

event with sweeping and dramatic implications, the presentation of aesthetic 
experience as conducive to true reality, hazy mixture of psychic reality and 

external reality, epiphany. This is my way to judge the structural and artistic 
value of women’s contributions in an analytical manner rather than issuing 

unsubstantiated value judgements on the stories.

My close readings, focussed on female subjects, have dug out several 

images of Arab women that contradict the universalised category of the
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voiceless victim, which appears in very few stories. Even among the ten 
subjects ‘subdued to the other by control and dependence’924 or the defeated 

subject the voiceless victims are only the divorcee, the prostitute, Tman and 
Zahrah, the only characters who never verbalise or materialise any opposition 

to subjection, while the other seven in these two groups express in words 
and/or deeds their opposition to a subjection they are not ready to accept 
without fighting, albeit in vain. All the other eleven resistant, becoming and 
ethical subjects are far from being voiceless victims because they do not 

consider subjection an incontrovertible aspect of femininity and they 
demonstrate outstanding resilience to it and eagerness to fight it, elements 

that by their mere existence debunk patriarchal assumptions about women’s 
weakness, vulnerability and helplessness. Women writers hence succeed in 

utilising their position of women, who are simultaneously insiders and 
outsiders in the nation and the culture,925 to challenge the allegedly universal 

victim stereotype and construct multiple images that sometimes are in 
dialectical opposition with each other. They also subtly challenge the Arab 
patriarchal systems in which they live, which tend to privilege males and 
seniors and value the family or community more than the person,926 by 
selecting as protagonists young women and children and by giving in their 

works a prominent, positive role to individuals and a secondary, often 

negative, role to families and communities.

To aptly serve the purposes of this thesis it has been necessary to 
combine the various paradigms expounded in the introduction with short story 
theories and to integrate them with some personal contributions. Through the 
analysis of de Beauvoir’s texts and Foucault’s three shared elements have 

been unearthed: both philosophers reject a deterministic bond between sex 
and the subject, define the subject a becoming that perpetually transcends 
her/himself, and consider subjectivation happening in reciprocal relationships 
with others. I have used this shared conception of subjectivation and the data 

drawn from the short stories to explain the causal link Harper found between

924 Foucault’s definition: see Introduction p. 12.
925 I am paraphrasing a sentence by Hafez quoted in full on p. 60 above.
926 As indicated in Joseph. Op. cit, p. 456.
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marginality and subjective fragmentation as due to the absence of reciprocal 
equal relationships with others, which are made impossible by marginality, 

which entails exclusion and inferiority, rather than inclusion and equality. Such 
marginality can also push characters to seek chosen subjectivities different 

from the ones marginalising communities offer, while integration in a 
community seems to prevent this outcome and subjective fragmentation. 
Hence effort of subjectivation and experience of fragmentation, typical of short 
stories for Hafez, are absent in the short stories with characters well integrated 
in their communities. From the analysis of the stories have emerged two 
elements: two types of subject (the defeated and the resistant ones) not 

indicated by Foucault and de Beauvoir; distinction is not always a need, as 
Hafez has indicated, but can also be a community’s imposition. Those 

personal contributions have integrated the chosen theoretical approaches, 
whose combination supplies an exhaustive range of interpretative keys with 

which texts have been opened up to unearth subjective and power dynamics 
and narrative structures with a depth that none of the paradigms would have 

reached if used on its own.
I would have liked to include other countries in this thesis, if time and the 

word limit had allowed it and if gathering the collections had not been the hard 

task it revealed itself to be. Sometimes the choice of an author over another 
has been dictated more by the availability of her collections than by any other 
consideration. This is particularly true for younger authors, whose existence 

was ignored by the publishing houses represented at 2007 Beirut Book Fair. 
This anecdote seems to confirm that women writers are marginalised within 

some countries, as already seen in chapter one. This topic could be a possible 

object of further research that could give a current comprehensive picture of 

women writers’ statuses within their literary fields and investigate if and how 
those statuses are affected by: the diffusion of internet, which has allowed 

writers to circumvent some of the old dynamics of the fields and post their 
works on various websites; the increasing education levels of both writers and 

reading public; the extremely fast modernisation of Gulf countries; 
globalisation.
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BIBLIOGRAPHY OF ARABIC SOURCES 
(in Arabic alphabetical order by surname)

1) Primary sources

Al-Amlr, Daisy

Short storv collections:

Al-Balad al-Ba°7d alladhT Tuhibbu. Bayrut: Dar al-Adab, 1964 (first edition); Dar 

al-°Awdah, 1969 (second edition),927

Thumma Tacudu al-Mawjah. Bayrut: Dar al-Adab, 1969.

Al-Bayt al-°ArabT al-SacTd. Bayrut: Dar al-cAwdah, 1975.

Ft Dawwamat al-Hubb wa al-Karahiyah. Bayrut: Dar al-cAwdah, 1979.

Wu°ud //-/-Bay0. Bayrut: a!-Mu’assasah al-cArabiyyah li-l-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 

1981.

°Ala La’ihat al-lntizar. Baghdad: BaytSTn li-l-Kutub, 1988,928

Jirahah li-TajmTl al-Zaman. Bayrut: al-Mu’assasah al-cArabiyyah li-l-Dirasat wa 

al-Nashr, 1996,

Amin, Nura929

Short storv collections:

Jumal l°tiradiyyah: Qisas QasTrah. Al-Qahirah: Maktabat al-Anglo al-Misriyyah, 
1994.

9271 have used the second edition.
928 Zaydan. Op. cit., p. 103 quotes different place of publication and publisher: Bayrut: Dar al- 
Adab.
929 For this extensive bibliographical section I must thank Nura Amin, who most kindly 
engaged in an email exchange with me in June 2008 and provided me with her complete 
bibliography.

271



Juruqat Muhaddabah: Majmifah Qasasiyyah. Al-Qahirah: Dar al-Thaqafah al- 

JadTdah, 1995. In 1996 al-Hay’ah al-cAmmah li-Qusur al-Thaqafah 
awarded the short story “Juruqat Muhaddabah” a prize.

tialat al-Tacafuf. Al-Qahirah: al-Hay’ah al-cAmmah li-Qusur al-Thaqafah, 1998,

Al-Nisf al-Thalith. Al-Qahirah: Dar Merit, 2003.

Other works:

QamTs Ward! Farigh. Al-Qahirah: Dar Sharqiyyat, 1997 (novel). In 1999 the 

Foundation Andalusia for Culture and Arts awarded it the prize for the 

best novel written by a writer under forty years of age,

Al-Nass/The Text; 1998 (long poem in English and Arabic, staged as dance 

and reading performance, unpublished),

Kulluhu Tamam, 1998 (unpublished, unstaged play).

Samm wa Ghill, 1998 (unpublished, unstaged play).

Muthallath Bermuda, 1998 (staged, unpublished play).

Al-Wafa’ al-Thaniyyah li-l-Rajuf al-Sacat. Al-Qahirah: al-Hay’ah al-cAmmah li- 
Qusur al-Thaqafah, 2000 (novel).

Al-Qaffrah/The Box of Our Lives, 2001 (play in English and Arabic, performed, 
unpublished).

Heliopolis, 2001 (short film, screenplay by the author).

Risalah Ha AbT, 2001 (staged, unpublished play).

Shaqq al-Ruh, 2002 (short film, screenplay by the author),

Hikayat Mansiyyah, 2002 (short film, screenplay by the author).

Rice Cake, 2002 (play in English, performed, unpublished),

Ambulance Car, 2002 (play in English, performed, unpublished).

Al-Hubb, 2002 (staged, unpublished play),

Rihlah Ha Ruh, 2002 (staged, unpublished play).
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Space Within, 2003 (short film, screenplay in English and direction by the 

author).

Al-Masrah al-Misn wa Huquq al-lnsan: Fann al-Mutalabah bi-l-Haqq. Al- 

Qahirah: Markaz al-Qahirah li-Dirasat Huquq al-lnsan, 2003 (study).

Arab, 2004 (staged, unpublished play in English).

The Body, 2005 (short film, screenplay in English by the author).

Hayah ii-l-Dhikra, 2007 (staged, unpublished play).

Qitf Yahtadir, 2007 (staged, unpublished play).

Al-Masrah wa al-Taghyir: Min al-Dakhil ila al-Kharij. Al-Sudan: Shabakat 

SThah, 2007 (study in Arabic and English).

Huna al-Sa°adah, 2008 (staged, unpublished play).

Badr, Liyanah

Short story collections:

Qisas al-Hubb wa al-Mulahaqah, cAdan: Dar al-HamadhanT, 1983.

Shurfah °ala al-Fakahanl Dimashq: Da’irat al-lclam wa al-Thaqafah, 1983.

Ana UrTdu al-Nahar: Qisas. Al-Ladhiqiyyah: Dar al-Hiwar li-l-Nashr wa al- 
Tawzf, 1985.

JabTm DhahabT: Qisas. Bayrut: Dar al-Adab, 1991.

Sama’ Wahidah. Bayrut: Dar al-SaqT, 2007.

Other works:

Buslah min ajl °Abbad al-Shams. Bayrut: Dar Ibn Rushd, 1979 (novel).

Rihlah ff al-Alwan. Bayrut: Dar al-Ruwwad, 1981 (children’s stories).

Firas Yasna°u Bahran. BayrQt: al-Mu’assasah al-cArabiyyah li-l-Dirasat wa al- 
Nashr, 1981 (children’s stories).

Al-Qittah al-SaghJrah. Bayrut: no publisher, 1983 (children’s stories).

Ft al-Madrasah. Bayrut: Daral-Fata al-cArabT, 1983 (children’s stories).
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Hikayat al-Banafsaj. No place of publication: no publisher, 1986 (children’s 

drama).

Tayyarat Yunus. Al-Qahirah: no publisher, 1990 (children’s stories).

°Ayn al-Mir’ah. Al-Dar al-Bayda': DarTubqal, 1991 (novel).

NujumAnha. Al-Qahirah: Dar al-Hilal,1993 (novel).

Fadwa Wqan: Zilal al-Kalimat al-Mahkiyyah. Al-Qahirah: Dar al-Fata al-cArabT, 

1996 (interview with Fadwa JOqan).

Al-Asdiqa’ Ya°buruna al-Nahr. Ramallah: Mu’assasah Tamir, 1998 (children’s 

stories).

Zanabiq al-Daw’. Al-Qahirah: Dar Sharqiyyat, 1998 (poetry collection).

Fadwa Sha°irah min Filastfn, 1999 (documentary).

Zaytunat, 2001 (film).

Al-Jayr al-Akhdar, 2002 (film).

Hisar; 2003 (film).

Mughlaq: Maftuh, 2006 (film).

Al-Bishr, Badriyyah

Short story collections:

Nihayat al-La°bah. Al-Riyad: Dar al-Ard li-l-Nashr wa al-Khidmat, 1992.

Masa’ al-ArbTa’: Qisas QasTrah. Bayrut: Daral-Adab, 1994.

Habbat ai-Hal: Qisas. Bayrut: Dar al-Adab, 2004.

Other works:

Al-Qanadil al‘Mu°allaqah. Bayrut: no publisher, 1980 (poetry).

Ahwak. Bayrut: Dar al-Afaq al-JadTdah, 1983 (poetry).

Sada cAynayk. Bayrut: Dar al-Afaq al-JadTdah, 1983 (poetry).

Hind wa al-cAskar. Bayrut: Dar al-Adab, 2006 (novel).
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Macarik «Jash m3 Tash»: Qira’ah ff Dhihniyyat al-Tahnm ff al-Mujtamac al- 
SucudT. Bayrut wa al-Dar al-Bayda’: Al-Markaz al-Thaqaff al-cArabT, 2007 

(sociological study).

Waq° al-°Awtamah ff Mujtama°at al-Khalfj al-°ArabT: Dubay wa al-Riyad 
Anmudhajani. Bayrut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wahdah al-cArabiyyah, 2008 

(sociological study).

AI-TurkT, RashTdah

Sbort story collections:

°Asr al-HanTn: Majmucah Qasasiyyah. Bayrut: Dar al-Adab, 1990.

Al-Dihk wa al-Waqar: Qisas QasTrah. Dimashq: Dar al-Mada li-l-Thaqafah wa 
al-Nashr, 2003.

Khust, Nadiya

Short stories:

Uhibbu al-Sham: Qisas. Dimashq: no publisher, 1967.

FFal-Qalb Shay’ Akhar: Majmu°at Qisas. Dimashq: Wizarat ai-Thaqafah wa al- 
Irshad al-Qawml, 1979.

FT Sijn °Akka: Qisas. Dimashq: Wizarat al-Thaqafah, 1984.

La Makan H-l-GharTb: Qisas. Dimashq: Ittihad al-Kuttab al-cArab, 1990.

Mamlakat al-Samt: Qisas. Dimashq: Ittihad al-Kuttab al-cArab, 1997.

Other works:

Kuttab wa Mawaqif. Dimashq: Ittihad al-Kuttab al-cArab, 1983 (study).

MawtNahr. No place of publication: no publisher, 1982 (children’s stories).

Hijrah min al-Jannah. Dimashq: Dar al-Ahall li-l-Jibacah wa al-Nashr wa al- 
Tawzf, 1989 (study).
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Dimashq: Dhakirat al-lnsan wa al-Hajar. Dimashq: al-Nadwah al-Thaqafiyyah 

al-Nisa’iyyah, 1993 (study).

°Ashiyyat Laylat al-Harb. Dimashq: no publisher, 1995 (novel).

Hubb ff Bilad al-Sham. Dimashq: Ittihad al-Kuttab al-cArab, 1995 (novel).

A°asfr ff Bilad al-Sham. Dimashq: Ittihad al-Kuttab al-°Arab, 1998 (novel).

Shuhada’ wa cUshshaq ff Blind al-Sham. Dimashq: ittihad al-Kuttab al-cArab, 

2000 (novel).

Wada° wa Liqa’ ff Bilad al-Sham. Dimashq: Ittihad al-Kuttab al-cArab, 2002 

(novel).

Masar al-Waqfiyyah ff al-Qissah al-Suriyyah. [Irbid?]: Dar al-KindT li-l-Nashr 

wa al-Tawzf, 2002 (study).

Dima1 wa Ahlam ff Bilad al-Sham. Dimashq: Ittihad al-Kuttab ai-cArab, 2005 

(novel).

Dhahab, Nafilah. Al-Samt: Qisas.TGnus: Tibr al-Zaman, 1993.

Al-Rayyis, Hayah

Short story collections:

Layta Hindan...: Qisa§. Safaqis: Samid li-l-Nashr wa al-Tawzf, 1991.

Single short stories posted on Dutzub (www.doroob.com):

(30/05/2006): “fuqus Sirriyyah.... wa JahTm”. URL:

http://www.doroob.com/?p=8523, retrieved on 28/07/2008.

(13/06/2006): “Kullama Tadaththartu bi-l-Safar  YucarrTnT al-Hanln”. URL:
http://www.doroob.com/?p=8863, retrieved on 28/07/2008.

(17/06/2006): “Rasail la Yatahammaluha al-Barld, Risalah Raqm 1: 

NustalgT...”. URL: http://www.doroob.com/?p=8949, retrieved on
28/07/2008.
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(19/06/2006): “Rasa’il la Yatahammaluha al-BarTd, Risalah Raqm 2: Juqus al- 
Rasa’il al-QadTmah”. URL: http://www.doroob.com/?p==9045, retrieved on 

28/07/2008.

(26/06/2006): “Rasa’il la Yatahammaluha al-BarTd, Risalah Raqm 3: Lacbat al- 

Amkinah”. URL: http://www.doroob.com/?p=9137I retrieved on

28/07/2008.

(08/07/2006): “Rasa’il la Yatahammaluha al-BarTd, Risalah Raqm 4: 
“....Kullama Ankasiru Aqra’u Rasa’ilak”. URL: 

http://www.doroob.com/?p=9421, retrieved on 28/07/2008.

(21/09/2006): “Rasa’il la Yatahammaluha al-BarTd: Kulla Kharif wa Anta

HabTbT”. URL: http://www.doroob.com/?p=11176, retrieved on
28/07/2008.

Other works:

Al-Mar’ah, al-Hurriyyah, al-lbda°. Tunus: Markaz al-Dirasat wa al-Buhuth wa 

al-lclam hawla al-Mar’ah, 1992 (study).

Jasad al-Mar’ah baina Sultatayn. Al-Qahirah: Dar STna, 1995 (study).930

Sayyidat al-Asrar -  clshtar. Tunus: no publisher, 2003 (first edition) (verse 

play). This play has other three editions: two Tunisian ones (only the date 

of the second edition is known: 2004); an Egyptian one by Dar Shams li- 
l-Nashr (Al-Qahirah, 2008).

Her poems can be found on the webpage Durub devotes to her:
http://www.doroob.com/?author=680.

RThan, Rabfah

Short stories:

Zilal wa Khuljan: Qisas. Marrakish: TansTfat, 1994.

930 These details have been sourced from the website of the Tunisian Writers’ Union
(http://www.nadiadab.edunet.tn/ittihad/arabic/ecrivains/e_120.html). The website of the literary
magazine DJWSn al-cArab (http://www.diwanalarab.com/spip.php7article4087) instead quotes a
different title: Jasad al-Mar’ah: min Sultat al-lns ils Suliat al-Jinn.
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Masharif al-Tih: Qisas. Al-Muhammadiyyah: Matba°ah Fudalah, 1996.

Matar al-Masa’: Qisas QasTrah. Al-Qahirah: Andiyat al-Fatayat bi-l-Shariqah, 

al-Dar al-Misriyyah al-Lubnaniyyah, 1999. It has been selected among all 

literary works written by Arab women in 1999 to be awarded the prize of 
the al-Shariqah Women’s Clubs (UAE).

Sharkh al-Kalam: Qisas. Dimashq: Wizarat al-Thaqafah al-SGriyyah, 1999.

Ba°d min Junun. Al-Dar al-Bayda’: Dar al-Thaqafah, 2002.

Ajnihah li-l-Hakf: Qisas. Al-Dar al-Bayda’: Dar al-Thaqafah li-l-Nashr wa al- 

Tawzf, 2006.

"Dhukurah”, Al-Ittihad al-lshtirakT, 8496, (3-4/03/2007). Details found in cAbduh 
HaqqT’s article (see below). An electronic version of this story dated 
15/09/2006 is available on

http://jamalboutaib.jeeran.eom/archive/2006/9/94397.html, retrieved on 
29/07/2008.

Sa'ld, Hadiya

Short stories:

Urjuhat ai-MTna’. Bayrut: al-Mu’assasah al-cArabiyyah li-l-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 
1981.

YaLayl. Bayrut: Dar al-Sadaqah, 1987.

RahJI: Qisas. Al-Ribat; al-Nashr al-cArabT al-lfriqT, 1989.

Nisa’ Kharij al-Nass: Hikayat ff ai-Hubb. Al-Ribat Shirkat Babil, 1989.

Darbat Qamar: Qisas. Bayrut: al-Mu’assasah al-cArabiyyah li-l-Dirasat wa al- 
Nashr, 1998.

Other works:

Hurufuna al-Jamflah, 1975 (children’s book).

Hikayat al-Sa'at al-Jamflah, 1976 (script for documentary film).

Tahqfq 'an Umm Hamfd, 1979 (script for documentary film).
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Bustan Aswad. BayrGt: al-Mu’assasah al-°Arabiyyah li-l-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 
1996 (novel). It was awarded a prize by the London based newspaper A/- 

Katibah.

Daftar°A’idah. No place of publication: Dar cArbay, 1999 (short novel).

Bustan Ahmar. BayrGt: Dar al-Adab, 2002 (novel).

Sanawat ma'a al-Khawf al-Iraqi BayrGt: Dar al-SaqT, 2004 (memoirs).

Artist. BayrGt: Dar al-SaqT, 2006 (novel).

Hijab Kashif. BayrGt: Dar al-SaqT, 2008 (novel).

Sayf, Salma Matar

Short stories:

AI-NashTd. Al-lmarat al-cArabiyyah al-Muttabidah: al-Majlis al-ThaqafT li-Lubnan 

al-JanGbT wa al-Lajnah al-Da’imah li-Munasarat al-Muqawamah al- 
Wafaniyyah al-Lubnaniyyah, 1987 (written in coperation with Ammah 
cAbd Allah and Maryam Jumcah Faraj).

Ashbah. BayrGt: Dar al-Kalimah li-l-Nashr, 1988.

°Ushbah: Qisas QasTrah. BayrGt: Dar al-Kalimah li-l-Nashr, 1988.

Hajir: Qisas. Al-Shariqah: Ittihad Kuttab wa Udaba’ al-lmarat ai-cArabiyyah al- 
Muttahidah, 1991.

cAbd Allah, Ibtisam. Bukhur: Qisas. Baghdad: Dar al-Shu’Gn al-Thaqafiyyah ai- 
cAmmah, 1998.

Faraj, NGrah Muhammad. Al-Tawtam. BayrGt: Dar al-KunGz al-Adabiyyah, 
2001.

AI-NalGtT, cArGsiyyah. Al-Bu°d al-Khamis. LTbya-TGnus: Al-Dar al-cArabiyyah li- 
l-Kitab, 1975.
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Had!, Maysalun

Al-Farashah wa Qisas Ukhra. Baghdad: Dar al-Shu’un al-Thaqafiyyah al- 

cAmmah, 1986.

Rajul Khalfa al-Bab: Majmu°ah Qasasiyyah. Baghdad: Dar al-Shu’un al- 

Thaqafiyyah al-cAmmah, 1994.

La Tanzur ila aI-Sacah: Qisas. Baghdad: Dar al-Shu’un al-Thaqafiyyah al- 
cAmmah, 1999.

Rumans: Qisas. Dimashq: Ittihad al-Kuttab al-cArab, 2000.

2) Secondary sources

Al-Abtah, Susan (20/10/2003): “Badriyyah al-Bishr: Ladayna cAshar Katibat 
ka-l-cAsaffr ma an Yantabih Ahad Latt GhirrTdiha hatta Yabda’ bi-l-TahrTd 

cala Istiyadiha aw Rajmiha”. WWW document, URL: 

http://www.jehat.com/Jehaat/ar/Ghareeb/badreya.htm, retrieved on 
08/04/2008. This article was originally published on the newspaper Al- 
Sharq al-Awsat on 20/10/2003.

Abu Dahman, Ahmad (01/09/2003): “Riwayah al-ljhad”. WWW document, 

URL: http://www.alriyadh.com/2003/01/09/article23834.html, retrieved on 
04/12/2006

Abu cAwf, cAbd al-Rahman. Qira’ah ff al-Kitabah al-Unthawiyyah: al-Riwayah.. 

wa al-Qissah ai-QasTrah al-Misriyyah. [Cairo?]: al-Hay’ah al-Misriyyah al- 
cAmmah li-l-Kitab, 2001.
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AbG Nidal, NazTh (04/01/2008): “Al-Qissah al-QasTrah jiddan ff al-Urdun.. 
Khasa’isuha wa Taqniyyatuha al-Sardiyyah”. WWW document, URL: 
http://www.diwanalarab.com/spip.php7article11714, retrieved on 

08/01/2008.

Ittihad Kuttab al-lnternet al-cArab (16/05/2008): «“Sayyidat al-Asrar clshtar” 
l$dar JadTd li-l-ZamTlah li-Hayah al-Rayyis». WWW document, URL: 
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