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ABSTRACT

Nawal al-Sa'dawi is an Egyptian doctor and feminist writer whose
sociological works have had a great impact on her society and the Arab
world. This thesis sets out to trace how Sa'dawi's work as a doctor
during the 1960s brought her into such close contact with the suffer-
ings of women and girls in her society, that she set out to try and

discover the reasons for such widespread oppression of her own sex.

Each of Sa'dawi's factual works is treated separately here in
chronological order. These works show Sa'dawi protesting against
sexual and social abuses of women, against female circumcision and
double standards of morality in her society. When she tries to expose
the root causes of Arab women's oppression, she points the finger of
blame at patriarchal society, economic pressures and misguided inter-
pretations of psychology and religion. Sa'dawi is prevented from
speaking out frankly against political or religious institutions because
of the threat of censorship which carries with it the danger of

imprisonment and persecution.

Apart from a critical examination of her factual books, this
thesis also contains a survey of her fictional works, for Sa'dawi has
also achieved success in the field of literature with her short stories
and novels. Her fiction frequently brings to the reader typical
dilemmas facing women in Egyptian society. Again each work is discussed

individually here.

iv




Since Sa'dawi is still very active as a writer, I have had to
confine my thesis to covering her output up to 1986, which means that

nineteen works are discussed in detail.

The tremendous popularity of Sa'dawi and her written works rests
largely on her commitment to helping her compatriots achieve balanced
healthy lives from the psychological, physical and sexual dimensions,
through frank discussions of highly controversial subjects. During
the 1980s, Sa'dawi's fame has spread to the West where she is rightly

regarded as the leading spokeswoman for Arab feminism.
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CHAPTER 1

1. General introduction

Nawal al-Sa'dawi is probably the most interesting and widely-known
personality writing in Arabic today. Her works are of immediate
importance because they contain the blueprint for social progress for her
own country, Egypt, at a time of intense struggle between reactionary
forces, in the form of religious fundamentalism, and progressive, forward-
looking socialism. Her works are also relevant to other Arab, Islamic

and Third World states.

No other female Arab writer can match her productivity or her
popularity, at home or abroad. Sa'dawi has capitalized on Western
interest, from publishers, the media and feminist organizations, in the
oppression of women worldwide. There is a demand for her works in trans-
lation: several of her novels, her memoirs from prison and The Hidden
Face of Eve have been available to English readers for some time. With
the exception of Fatima Mernissi in Morocco, no other writer has rivalled
Sa'dawi's insight into the social realities of the Arab family and the
position of women in modern Muslim society, and shown such commitment to
publishing the facts not only to the Arab societies themselves but also

to the West.




I should like to discuss the special place which I believe Sa'dawi
occupies in the field of social reform, as an educator and moralist, and
also her prominent position in Arabic literature, as one who voices the
female experience of life and one whose criticism of her society, in a

fictional form, has the capacity to shape future sensibilities.

Salwa Khammash, in her socio-literary study of the Egyptian novel,l
concluded that social problems were not taken as a central theme by
Egyptian novelists, that ''The acute and chronic suffering of the masses
has rarely been exposed'', that whole areas of life were missing from the
picture portrayed in the Egyptian novels; children, students, workers,
servants, soldiers, were all surprisingly absent, and that novelists had
not studied society to any degree that would enable them to express the
very depths of the human suffering that resulted from social‘ills, nor

man's aspirations for a better future.

This ability of the writer, as one of the 'elite of awareness'', to
react to the problems around him and even anticipate those of the future,
is a prerequisite for a literature that raises public consciousness of
society's shortcomings and paves the way for social change. Most Egyptian
novels, Khammash found, suffered from the ''crippling influence' which
tradition had on the novelist's mind. The chief restriéting factors on
the writer were found to be: the inferior position of women, the
atomistic view of life derived from a culture steeped in religion, narrow-
ness of ideas stemming from the writer's limited experience, and the
general impossibility of any deep relationship between men and women

within that society. Nothing in his education or enviromment predisposed




the Egyptian novelist to develop a wider vision to enable him to place

his society's problems in perspective., Khammash found too, that:

"The absence of any concrete system in the novelist's
social thought, or any specific philosophy of life
renders the characters full of contradictory and con-
flicting attitudes, which in the final analysis is no
attitude at all." 2

With Nawal al-Sa'dawi, all this has been swept aside. Here is an
author who speaks for those who have had no real voice before: the beaten
wife, the sexually-abused girl, the downtrodden peasant, the conscript,
the servant girl, the student and the prostitute. Sa'dawi's commitment
to socialist and feminist thought allows her to place the sufferings of
the individual, in the context of a Third World society which is trapped
by restrictive patriarchal tradition, overpopulation, poverty and subserv-
lence to international capitalist forces. This orientation of her thought
holds true for both her sociological and fictional works. Sa'dawi's work
as a doctor and for the United Nations, has brought her into contact with
a great variety of people and experiences; her travels have given her
the opportunity to compare different societies and take a more objective
view of her own. Wide reading has enlarged the scope of her ideas, whilst
an admirable fortitude has sustained her in the struggle to get accepted,
those values and attitudes she believes to be healthy and true. Not only
does she criticize her country's past and present for its hypocrisy, but
she also sets down examplés of a sounder system of values to replace those

which she rejects.




I have decided to deal with Sa'dawi's works up until 1986. As a
writer she is as productive today as ever; still ahead of her time, still
coming up with original ideas and showing even greater concern for the
health of Egyptian society during the current revival of interest in
Islamic ideals. A brief introduction to Sa'dawi's early life, education
and career, her non-ficitonal works and contribution to Egyptian

literature will follow.




2. Sa'dawi's early life, education and career

One can glean many facts about Sa'dawi's life from reading her
factual books. For an Arab woman, she is refreshingly frank and uninhib-
ited about describing some of her personal experiences in print. It is
this very quality of intimacy which has attracted so many of her female
readers in particular, to confide in her. Not only are her sociological
works sprinkled with encounters and observations derived from her career,
but her novels and short stories also draw heavily upon her personal
experience, and several have a strongly autobiographical flavour, as a
result. Such is the individual character of her writing, that the reader
has the impression, after reading any one of her works, that he has met
its author. Her supreme commitment to helping people improve the quality
of their lives, dispelling ignorance and exposing hypocriscy, is evident
in all her works, ranging from her long treatise on women and sex, to her

shortest stories.

Sa'dawi was born on 27th October 1931 in Kafr Tahla, an Egyptian
village in the Nile Delta, the eldest girl of nine children, she had one
elder brother. Her parents were relatively liberated and open-minded for
their times. They encouraged her to question beliefs and opinions, even
religion, to a certain degree. Sa'dawi considers herself to have been a
"lucky child" in that she escaped much of the traditional oppression to
which girls of her class, that is educated middle class, were usually

subject.




Sa'dawi traces her strength of personality back to her mother and
paternal grandmother, both of whom she mentions in her writings.3
Sa'dawi's mother had been removed by her father from the French school
which she had been attending, to marry and afterwards be confined to the
role of wife and mother.4 Sa'dawi was clearly influenced by her mother's
sense of resentment and frustration at having been denied an education.
Girls' right to education and right to choose a career were to become
central issues in Sa'dawi's factual works. In her memoirs from prison,

Mudhakkirati f1 Sijn al-Nisi', Sa'dawi pays tribute to her mother for
5

teaching her to write.

Sa'dawi's father had been a university graduate and had held the
important post of General Controller of Education for the Province of
Menoufia.6 She gives an example of the type of discussion which she held
with her father on the delicate question of God's gender and its relevance

to Arabic grammar, illustrating his broadmindedness and her precocity.?

Whilst Sa'dawi has not been active within the Egyptian political
system, she has consistently held a prominent place in public life as a
noted opposition figure. She traces with pride her concern with national
affairs, to her parents' participation, in their youth, in the demonstra-
tions against the British presence in Egypt8 and how she had received their
encouragement to take an active role in student demonstrations.9

The harrowing accoﬁnt of Sa'dawi's circumcision at the age of six,lo
must leave an indelible impression on the minds of Western readers, while
creating an immediate bond of sisterhood between her and any of her Arab

female readers who have shared her trauma. Despite her obvious loving




concern for her mother, their early relationship must have suffered from
considerable strain due to Sa'dawi's deep sense of having been betrayed
by her mother during the circumcision. She recalls how in that moment of
pain and terror, her mother had not responded to comfort her. Sa'dawi
also admits the extent of the psychological scars left upon her by such an

. 11
experience.

The onset of menstruation, for which Sa'dawi was quite unprepared,
caused a disproportionate amount of terror to her young mind. Looking
back, she can relate with a humorous touch how she had imagined herself
to have become the victim of a night attack, or that she had contracted
belharsia.12 By describing her own intimate experiences in this way, she
is forcefully pleading for Egyptian girls to be educated about the
physical changes which puberty brings. We gather that during her own
childhood she rebelled successfully against her family by refusing to pay
more attention to her appearance than to developing her mind.13 As a girl,
Sa'dawi recalls being insatiably curious, reading widely from her father's
library, devouring any printed matter, which included the newspaper
wrappings of the roasted seeds which she used to buy to eat in the street,
and absorbing all information at hand, like a sponge. Sa'dawi attended
an English primary school at Menoufia, secondary school in Cairo and a
boarding school at Helwan. She appears to have loved school and to have

been equally interested in Arts and Sciences.

Even though her parents were fairly progressive for their times and
kept discrimination between their sons and daughters to a minimum, Sa'dawi
was nevertheless conscious of certain differences between the behaviour

expected of her and her elder brother. She wanted to know for example,




why he enjoyed various privileges which she did not, despite the fact
that her school work was superior to his, and also why girls were

14 It was not until she

physically and socially more restricted than boys.
began her own research in her thirties, however, that Sa'dawi understood
the reasons behind sexual discrimination in the Egyptian family and saw
how girls' ambitions were limited as part of their grooming for marriage
and a life of domesticity and ultimate subordination to the male sex. She
describes the irrational fears instilled within her by such an upbringing,

which made her family's honour dependent upon her not jumping down from
the high steps and rupturing her hymen and hence losing her virginity.

Sa'dawi entered the Medical Faculty of Qasr al-Aini, at Cairo
University, aged eighteen, and graduated in 1955. She then worked as a
doctor in hospitals, in the countryside and in her own private clinic.
Her first marriage, which took place when she was in her mid-twenties,
lasted just over a year: her second, only six months. Both marriages
ended in divorce, initiated by Sa'dawi herself, because it became clear
that both husbands expected her to subordinate herself to them and their
work.15 In 1964, she married Sherif Hetata, who is also a doctor and
novelist; a partnership which she has found to be much more congenial.

Sa'dawi has a daughter Mona Hilmi, from her first marriage and a son,

Atef, from her third: both children have already shown talent as writers.

In 1965, Sa'dawi spent one year at Columbia University in America,
studying for a Masters degree in Public Health and Mental Health. After
her return to Egypt the following year, and until 1972, Sa'dawi held the
very important post of Director of Health Education, in the Egyptian

Ministry of Health. During this period, she founded the Health Education




Association, in 1968 in Cairo, with her husband Sherif Hetata, and edited

the journal Al-§i@@a which discussed health matters and readers' problems

from 1968-71 until it was closed down by the Ministry of Health.l6

Sa'dawi
was dismissed from her work in the Ministry in 1972 on account of her

writings, in particular her book Al-Mar'a wa'l-Jins, on the socio-political

problems of Egypt, first published in Cairo in the same year, and for a
lecture at Ein Shams Faculty of Medicine, Cairo, in which she made clear

her views on women and society.l7

Had Sa'dawi not provoked the antagonism of a few highly influential
political and religious figures, and had she not been dismissed as
Director of Health Education, but been allowed to continue her progressive
work, it is arguable that Egyptian society would have followed a different
course over the past two decades. Sa'dawi's first friction with the
authorities, she dates to 1962, when in the National Conference for the
Popular Forces, before President Nasser,lsshe caused a stir by answering
the question, 'Who is the peasant?', by saying, ''The one whose urine is
red”.19 She referred, of course, to the perennial problem of belharsia,
thus indicting the authorities for not taking sufficient steps to eradi-

cate it.

Another clash Sa'dawi recorded in 1970, also in the presence of
Nasser, when she was representing the Physicians Union at an important

meeting. After an address given by Anwar Sadat,20

then Deputy President,
calling for economies, hard work and increased production, Sa'dawi dared
to point out the loss of productivity occasioned by some three hundred
delegates having to wait two hours for the dignitaries, besides making

other criticisms of the absence of democracy in Egypt. An Interior




Ministry official later warned her against criticizing the government.21

The next six years following her dismissal, was a highly productive
period, in which Sa'dawi averaged one to two books a year, concentrating
on the medical sociological field. Apart from the private research
necessary for her books, she undertook a separate study at Ein Shams

University from 1973-4, on the problem of women and neuroses in Egypt.

In 1978, Sa'dawi began work for the United Nations Economic Commission
for Africa, in the African Training and Research Centre for Women, based
at Addis Ababa. This was a prestigious position entailing high responsi-
bilities in which she was in charge of the Centre's training programmes.
Her efforts to oppose the use of consultants and experts who were all
white and all male, in reinterpreting the projects submitted by women,
ended in frustration and she resigned the following year.ZZSé'dawi then
joined the United Nations Economic Committee for West Asia, and was based
in Beirut. Again, she found a lack of support for her ideas, and left in
1980, after addressing the International Women's Conference in Copenhagen,
on the problems faced by Palestinian women in the occupied territories.23
Since 1980, Sa'dawi has devoted herself to writing, her international
public speaking and the various organizations in which she is involved,
such as the Association for African Women for Research and Development
(AAWORD), of which she was a co-founder in 1978, and the Arab Women's
Solidarity Association which she founded in 1982. Sa'dawi is also involved
with the Egyptian Human Rights Organization of which her husband is

Secretary General.

10




In 1981, Sa'dawi was arrested under Sadat's state of emergency,
along with over a thousand others, for apparently posing a threat to
public order. Her three month stay in jail is recorded in her memoirs

from the women's prison, Mudhakkirati £i Sijn al-Nis3'.

More recently, Sa'dawi has gone to live in her husband's native
village, along with her family, where she considers their home to be a
writers' retreat. In addition to her writing and maintaining her modest
home, she sees some private patients who camnot afford to pay for medical
treatment. She also works with the village women on various projects
related to improving health care and changing outdated concepts, tEat
inhibit women's development, by raising their political and social con-

sciousness alongside teaching them practical skills.

Sa'dawi spoke of the significance of her move to the village, in

Oslo in 1980, when she said:

"I have come to realise that my literary or scientific
creativity can only flourish if fed through the
multiple network of relations and links which I have
established over the years with the people of my city,
Cairo, and my village Kafr Tahla. These links are
also the support and the protection which have spared
me the sorrow of loneliness and the alienation of
excessive individualism. My desire to murture my art,
and to preserve my individual identity, my pressing
need to be alone, away from people, so that I can
meditate and contemplate, are accompanied by an
equally pressing need to be in contact with people,
not because I want to write about them, but because I
must live with themzand touch with my hands the fibre
of their support."

Now nearing her sixties, and enjoying a worldwide following, Sa'dawi

continues to write and work as actively as ever; a living testimony to

11




Arab women that sinn al-ga's25 need not exist.

12




3. An introduction to Sa'dawi's non-fictional works

Nawal al-Sa'dawi is best known in the West as a militant feminist,
for bringing to our attention the often appalling situation of many Arab
women, and for systematically documenting the entire range of mental,
physical and emotional abuse to which they have frequently been subject.
To label her a feminist is, I believe, to understate her social commit-
ment and give the impression that she is anti-men, due to the unfortunate
negative connotations of the word 'feminist' as it is popularly conceived.
She is, of course, particularly concerned about members of her own sex,
because they tend to be the victims of male-dominated society, but she is
very well aware of the sufferings of men and children which are directly

linked to, or result from, those of women in her culture.

I should like to consider the following under the heading of

sociological works: Al-Mar'a wa'l-Jins (Women and sex, 1972), Al-Untha

hiya al-Asl (The female is the origin, 1974), Al-Rajul wa'l-Jins (Men and

sex, 1975), Al-Mar'a wa'l-sira' al-Nafsi (Women and psychological stress,

1976) and Al-Wajh al-'Ari 1i'l-Mar'a al-'Arabiyya (The naked face of the

Arab woman, 1977). The Hidden Face of Eve published in England in 1977,

is also included in this group. It contains a medley of material drawn
from the first four books mentioned above, but translated into English
and edited by Sherif Hetata, to make it more appropriate for Western

readers. The uproar caused by the publication of Al-Mar'a wa'l-Jins in

Cairo, made Sa'dawi obliged to switch to Beirut as a publishing centre

for her other works on factual topics. This move meant that, while still

13




being liable to some censorship by the publishers in Lebanon, Sa'dawi was
able to write more freely and was at least assured a circulation of her
works in the Arab world, even if it were a limited one. The scarcity
value and controversial nature of her works has of course only increased

their popularity. ‘

Sa'dawi writes chiefly for the educated youth of Egypt, to whom her
works are touchingly dedicated. These young people are the new literate
generation who will form the future society. Given the correct education
and freed from outdated attitudes rooted in ignorance and fear, their
pressure of numbers alone, Sa'dawi hopes, will be able to create extensive
beneficial changes to Egyptian society. Sa'dawi has proved to be a
relentless critic of the double standards and deficiencies that so charac-
terize Middle Eastern society, even if it involves tackling the trio of
taboo subjects: sex, religion and politics.26 She desperately tries to
point out the injustices that have arisen and still arise in her society,
because of its unquestioning acceptance of traditional outdated values
and its perpetuating absurdly inaccurate stereotypes of men's and women's
nature. Sa'dawi's attitude has not just been to attack the hypocritical,
but to suggest healthier, alternative values, and redefine such concepts
as love, truth, femininity, masculinity, beauty etc., in the light of

modern Western knowledge.

As a doctor, Sa'dawi has been acutely aware of the physical and
emotional suffering of women and girls, who bear the full force of Egypt's
patriarchal ethos. Her quest for the information she needed to help
improve the lives of Arab women, led her to research the historical

origins and development of the paternalistic values which have so shaped

14




social life in Egypt. Sa'dawi is the first writer in her society to have
drawn public attention to the harmfulness and widespread practice of
female circumcision. She has brought the essence of Western feminist
thought, as formulated by such scholars as Simone de Beauvoir, Kate Millet,
Mary Jane Sherfey, Germaine Greer, Betty Friedan and Juliette Mitchell, to
her Arab readers in the form of a potted history of patriérchal and capit-
alist social development, an exposé of Freud's errors, a critique of the
timeworn myth of Adam and Eve and a new perspective on female sexuality.
By giving this historical exposition of the development of patriarchal
society, Sa'dawi shows how the subordination of women worldwide, has been
a man-made phenomenon, how it has been reinforced by the vested interests
of political and religious authorities over the ages, and how women have

internalized this inferiority.

It was Professor H.A.R. Gibb who said of Jurji Zaydan that he was the
Egyptians' ''chief educator out of school”,zg description perhaps even
better suited to Sa'dawi. Her factual works contain a fascinating collec-
tion of information drawn from her wide reading of history, feminism,
religion, Arab literature, anthropology and sociology, together with
scientific facts from modern medicine, anatomy and psychology. She adopts
a direct didactic tone and addresses her readers with the authority of a
knowledgeable teacher. She knows full well the crucial role of correct
education in forming the mature, integrated human being. Sa'dawi gives
her audience the information that is unobtainable from any institution in
Egyptian society. This is even more true today with the tightening up on
sexual morals encouraged by the popular stress on Egypt's Islamic heritage,
than in the 1970s when Sa'dawi began to write about sexuality within her

society. The beginning of the Sadat era was for many middle-class
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Egyptians a time when they were conscious of greater personal freedom and
a certain relaxation of society's strictures against the expression of

sexuality.

Sa'dawi has evolved a certain highly individual style. If we look at
her technique, we will see that it basically involves appealing to her
readers' reason above their emotions., She leads them through a series of
logical arguments, posing the questions and answering them step by step,
thus drawing her readers away from their misconceptions and prejudice.

She forces them to think about their values, perhaps for the first time,
and so persuasive is her style, that she gives them little option But to
agree with her views. Many of Sa'dawi's readers have had no one knowledge-
able with whom to discuss the subjects of sexuality, a wife's relationship
to her husband, masturbation, circumcision, homosexuality and motherhood
etc., and probably had to read her works in secret. For such as these,
Sa'dawi performs the role of another partner in discussion, an older,

wiser figure who has their best interests at heart.

If Sa'dawi is uncompromising in her demands for more honesty, equality
and justice, she is also full of understanding, which comes across as
successive waves of compassion for those who are oppressed. Sa'dawi is
not a prisoner of any political or religious dogma, hence her writings
have a universal validity for her Arab readers. Though she has never
been involved in political parties, nor subscribed to a specific ideology,
her works have an undeniable socialist bias. An abhorrence of capitalism
is equally obvious, as is a prejudice against the West in general. If
Sa'dawi's underlying philosophy is socialism, her ethics are feminist-

humanitarian: she is opposed to racism, class oppression, exploitation

16




of one human being by another and discrimination of any kind. She stands
for liberation, of all human beings and of every facet of their lives:
liberation of the mind from erroneocus concepts; liberation of the
personality through any positive and creative activity, and the liberation
of the body from false theories of human sexuality. Her defence of
children's rights forms a significant contribution to general awareness

of their sufferings.

By sketching a picture of the ideal socialist society where men and
women could cooperate and realize their full potential as human beings,
Sa'dawi offers readers a fascinating alternative to their own. Hers is
no easy option, however, Sa'dawi's standards are extremely h&gh;
formidably so. Women's active participation in society and goverrment,
which she constantly urges, is not purely for their own benefit, as a
means towards greater independence and control of their lives, but is seen
as a prerequisite for Egypt's future progress. Whether the Egyptians'
apparent eagerness to remodel their society, in the late 1980s on what
they interpret as being Islamic principles, is merely a passing flirtation
with those traditional concepts that seem to fulfil a much needed sense
of security, or whether it will prove possible to create a political
ideology out of Egyptian Islam that will have the capacity to adapt to
twentieth-century problems, which will also satisfy the'majority of
society, remains to be seen. If the current Islamic revival should ever
disappoint the Egyptian public, then a socialist backlash would be highly
probable, in which case Sa'dawi will no longer be suspect, and her works

will probably become the textbooks of the new social order.

17




In common with feminists elsewhere, Sa'dawi is trying to resurrect
pride in women's active past from within her own culture. This has led
her to delve into history from pre-Islamic times to the twentieth century,
in search of suitable role models. The issue of cultural loyalty
precludes her from holding up Western wbmen, or those from secular,
socialist states as examples; but then so does the censor. The irony is
that Arab women, who cling so tenaciously to the stereotype of the
Western woman as morally depraved, will probably have to pass through
similar struggles and teething troubles on their road to liberating
themselves and their society. Any suggestion that women in the more
progressive societies, who undoubtedly enjoy greater freedoms and opport-
unities, might be a pattern to observe and emulate, is strenuously
avoided. Amal Rassam, a social scientist from Iraq, has this to say on

the above point:

'"While the Arab experience need not mirror that of
Europe in its details, there is little reason to
doubt the similarity in overall trends. For example,
everywhere in the Middle East, we see the erosion of
the extended patriarchal family and the emergence of
the individual, both male and female, as an indepen-
dent actor on the social scene. The domination of
the young by the old and of women by men is no
longer taken for granted. Whether publicly debated
or simply reflected in the practical arrangements
and relationships within the household, sex roles
are changing rapidly, much as they did in Europe.

128
Sa'dawi's individual approach to her subjects and the very material
with which she deals, have not endeared her to certain ultra-conservative
sections amongst the authorities. It is clear, though, when she says,
" 29

"My audience chose me'',““and when she narrates the familiar type of case

that necessitated her writing Al-Mar'a wa'l-Jins,SOthat she felt impelled

to write her sociological works. It has not been for any self-aggrandizement
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that she has tackled these subjects, but to serve others. That the path
has been rocky, over unchartered terrain, that at times it has felt like

treading a minefield, Sa'dawi admits in the preface to Al-Rajul wa'l-Jins.

Her aim is to give a comprehensive view of the human being as he ar she
interacts with society. No part of human life should ever be studied in
isolation, she feels, but should be seen in the context of political and
social reality. Thus she justifies including literary, political,

sociological and religious material in a book ostensibly about sex.

The tremendous positive response to her writings has been an
encouragement to her to continue along the lines she has chosen, and
confirmation that her message is getting through. The first edition of

Al-Mar'a wa'l-Jins sold out rapidly and she received messages of support

and gratitude for her work; people began to come to her in person with
their problems, even from abroad. In the preface to the second edition,

she says:

"Many letters came to me from male and female
readers asking for more of this information that
is so essential for life and I was very heartened
by this support, believing deeply that the
majority of Eeople in our society are eager for
knowledge."

Responding to her readers' needs has made massive demands on her
energy, intellectual ability and thought. It has involved her surveying
Western knowledge on a variety of subjects, besides researching on her
own society. She has then attempted to compare the two, so that she can

use the former to shed light on the latter.

19
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If Sa'dawi were to live in exile abroad she could write as freely as
she pleased and reap substantial profits from the publishing and film
industries, yet she chooses not to for personal reasons, and also because
she believes that one must attack the deficiencies of the Egyptian social
system from within, for any successful changes to be made. Sa'dawi was
heavily censored under Sadat. Many of her works were banned in Egypt and
and various other Arab countries.33 Under President Mubaraksamost of her
works have been republished, but with a restricted circulation. This, she
feels, is not because of any new tolerance towards her views, but just to
give a semblance of democracy, so that the government can say, ''Of course
we permit the opposition to write and publish.'' Sa'dawi is still censored
from appearing on the television and speaking on the radio. Her latest

novel The Fall of the Imam (1987) has had to be published first in English
35

in the West, because of its highly controversial nature.

The knowledge that one's works will be scrutinized by the censor,
poses a delicate problem. One must not underestimate the restrictive
influence of censorship in the Arab world, which fetters the creativity
of its most original writers. Their fears are substantiated whenever an
'intellectual' is imprisoned or taken to court on account of expressing
opinions which the authorities find disagreeable. Sa'dawi likens the
presence of censorship to '"a sword' hanging over the minds and thoughts of
writers.36 Like all writers in restricted societies, Sa'dawi is eager to
see her works published and read widely. She is therefore obliged to
couch her ideas tactfully, so as not to lay herself open to criticism, or
overtly offend the sensibilities of the religious and political authori-
ties. Her solution to this problem involves trying to disarm any potential

opponents before she even begins her book, which she does by justifying
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her approach and anticipating their criticism, in the preface. One can
only admire her ability in providing what amounts to a skilful self-
acquittal, and look with indulgence upon the inconsistencies which arise

as a result, from time to time. To write at all in such a society as
Egypt, on such issues as women, sex and society, demands, in addition to
intellectual ability, great courage. For this reason the very act of
writing can become imbued with added significance; it can become a mission

for truth.

"I had no other weapon left in life except the pen,
by which I could defend myself, my freedom and that
of human beings everywhere. I had only the pen left
with which to express the tragedy of the poor, of
women and slaves, to tell people that I abhor
oppression and love justice, that I respect the
individual and will not bow dog? before the author-
ities, whoever they might be.'

Despite great efforts by the Establishment to silence her, even to the

point of having her imprisoned, Sa'dawi has maintained her independence.

"I shall continue to write then. I shall write even
though they bury me in a grave. I shall write, even
though they take away the pen and paper. 1 shall
write on the wall, gn the ground, on the sun and the
face of the moon."

The Establishment's attempts to curb her influence have utterly failed;

they have simply fanned interest in her works.
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