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Abstract

This paper examines the discourse of female sexualities by comparing
the short stories written by two Egyptian women writers, Alifa Rifaat (1930-
1996) and Nawal El Saadawi (1931-). This paper regards two short stories
from Rifaat, namely “Bahiyya’s Eyes” (1983) and “My World of the Un-
known” (1983) and two short stories from El Saadawi, namely “The Death
of His Excellency the Ex-Minister” (1974) and “Eye” (1988). The daily lives
of Egyptian women in these short stories initiate a present temporality that,
in Rifaat’s case, disrupts the myth of tradition created by both fundamental-
ist and modernist male-led nationalism and that, in El Saadawi’s instance,
inevitably connects her writing with the globalizing God’s communities and
Western feminist discourses.

The contrast between Rifaat’s traditional Islamic lifestyle and El
Saadawi’s nationalist-feminist politics attests to the multiple formations of
the emergent Islamic feminism starting from the 1980s. Rifaat’s writing
demonstrates that cultural origins and identity politics are not static, but
rather must be invented and discovered according to a variety of cultural,
political, and economic factors. By comparison, El Saadawi’s writing ex-
ploits her contradictory stand toward employing and distancing from West-
ern feminist theory simultaneously to give Egyptian women voices and tell
their stories.
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The merits of the vitality, brevity and immediacy make the short
story a qualified vehicle to seek cultural belongings amidst the conflicts and
interconnections at work between the local and global. Rifaat is neither
anti-man nor in pursuit of women’s empowerment from Christianity. Com-
paratively, drawing discursive power from the West, El Saadawi creates more
spaces in the debate of the ideologically fraught feminine virtues in Islam.
The short story develops unpredictable migratory processes for Egyptian
women situated at the margins of society. The intimate lives of the Egyp-
tian women form a meaning-making process in pursuit of their autonomous
identities and build fragmented links with Western gender/sexuality studies
in the multiplex border crossings at diverse sites.

Keywords: Egypt, Islam, nationalism, patriarchy, female sexualities, tradi-
tions
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At home she washes off the dust from the road performing her ablutions and praying
before she eats. After she eats, she goes to sleep with God’s book under her pillow.
She wakes to the sound of her father’s voice calling her to fix his food. After he eats,
he prays and asks God to protect his daughter from the devil.

—Nawal El Saadawi, “Eyes” 206

Introduction

As an Egyptian nationalist feminist, Nawal El Saadawi assumes a secular
position, denounces the link between feminine virtues and traditional values
in Islamic fundamentalism. Born in 1931, El Saadawi is a writer, doctor and
women rights activist in Egypt. She was Egypt’s Director of Public Health
from 1965 to 1972, until she was dismissed from the position as a consequence
of her political activities and the controversial book, Women and Sex. She was
imprisoned under Anwar Sadat for her political activities. Growing up in the
small village of Kafr 1ahla by the Nile, El Saadawi gives particular attention to
peasant women in her writing through the middle-class lens. Nawal El Saadawi
has written many books about women in Islam, concentrating particularly on
the custom of female genital cutting! in her culture. Alifa Rifaat (1930-1996)
is unique among Arab women writers. She did not receive university education,
speaks only Arabic and has rarely traveled abroad. Immunity from Western
cultural exposure lends authenticity to her accounts of Muslim women under
sexual segregation and their despair in daily life. Criticizing FGC, Bahiyya re-
mains religiously faithful and passive toward her fate in “Bahiyyas Eyes.” The
haunting melancholia and dreams in “My World of the Unknown” are treated
with sensitivity to Islam beyond bland Western prescriptions.

When Nawal El Saadawi (1931-) resists colonial cultural invasion, the basis
on which she builds to reverse unequal cultural power relationships is anti-
Freudian, anti-penis-envy gender/sexual theory from the West. She occupies
the double positions of the West and Islam full of tensions, contradictions,
unsettlement and overlaps in between. By making use of the short story form,
as this paper argues, El Saadawi is empowered to fight for more spaces in Egyp-
tian women’s private domain which has long been obstructed by the Western-
ized, male-led liberation agenda in the nationalist-modernist movement since

T opt for the term, female genital cutting, abbreviated as FGC hereafter, to extensively refer to dif-
ferent types of the practice, while avoiding the moral condemnation that the word, mutilation, used in
the Western human rights language, connotes. The term, clitoridectomy, can be ambiguous in that the
practice involves cutting away not only the prepuce and clitoris but also part or all of the labia minora.
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the turn of the twentieth century. This paper also examines the limitations of
nationalist-modernist approach. She has two limitations: first, she retains
assumptions on feminine essences; second, the gains of education and employ-
ment are class-specific. On the other hand, the short story form that Alifa
Rifaat (1931-1996) employs creates a complex time-place that expresses the
emergent new Arabo-Islamic identities up against the adamant call for the
return to Islamic traditions in the 1970s. Rifaat depicts Egyptian women’s in-
timate daily life in a self-alienated and yet uncanny manner so that the idea of
the feminine traditional role is both re-assured and subverted. Her short stories
initiate a double move that both constructs Egyptian women’s selthood and dis-
rupts homogenous national boundaries.

Rifaat’s representations of Egyptian women’s subordination, virginity and
genital excision reflect the development of Islamist modernity in the 1970s and
1980s, persuading a majority of middle-class college women and working women
to follow a complete way of life rooted in Islam (Hatem 92). As compared to
secularist discourse, Islamism sought to make the nuclear family Islamic, with its
emphasis on intimacy in heterosexual couples and modern educational systems
(92). The nationalist-secularist discourse was more universalist than culturally
specific, though it justified universalism by erasing the universalist marks from
the public domain and by offering an essential view regarding the local culture
as backward and inferior (86). Islamism emerged not as a challenge against mo-
dernity but as a power struggle against the secular middle class (87). This paper
mainly deals with the lower working-class women in urban Cairo and Egyptian
peasant women in El Saadawi and Rifaat’s short stories. This paper begins with
a discussion of traditions deployed by both Egyptian modernist and Islamist
discourses, and then investigates the short story as a particular form of literature
born out of the process of Egypt’s struggle for independence. Juxtaposing Rifaat
and El Saadawi’s very different positions, this paper examines Egyptian women’s
daily life in the private space as borderline activities that suspend the discursive
double bind of the nation and women.

Unsettled Traditions

In the Egyptian struggle for independence, the concept of traditions kept
Egyptian women in an inferior position and made them shoulder the represen-
tational responsibility for the nation right after the turn of the twentieth century
(Stowasser 15). According to Barbara Stowasser, Egyptian women’s liberation
movement has been deeply tied in with Egyptian nationalism; there have been
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three positions: modernists, conservatives, and fundamentalists in the debate
of Egyptian women’s position (3-5). On one hand, the discourses consolidate
a new nation in favor of the nuclear middle-class family and postulate familial
values and static teachings of feminine decorum to build a virtuous society (10).
On the other hand, however diverse Egyptian nationalist discourses were, they
neither addressed the needs of the lower-class women nor reflected the reality of
those women who autonomously opted for a religious way of life.

As the feminist founding father in Egypt, the feminist view of Qasim
Amin at the turn of the twentieth century was that in order to liberate the na-
tion, Egyptian women must be liberated first from the old order that bound
them to ignorance and passivity (12). His ideas about women’s rights and gen-
der equality allow Egyptian women to have the freedom to work in the public
space, but they can do so only when they continue to be the caretakers of the
family. Furthermore, Amin’s idea about female sexuality is restrained by ap-
propriate feminine attributes with an emphasis on respectability and virtues
(77). Notably, Rifaat, who had been writing since the 1950s and published her
works mostly from the 1970s on, took a different approach: she was rooted in
Islam and she did not speak English; she had a traditionally inspired religious
and educational background; she rarely traveled abroad except for the visits she
paid to the international feminist book fair in London and the pilgrimages she
undertook to Mecca and Medina in the 1980s. Rifaat does not belong to the
nationalist-modernist alliance buttressed mainly by the wealthier and western-
ized elite such as Amin and El Saadawi.

The recurrent themes of romantic love and female sexualities in Egyptian
women’s writing grapple with male domination which continues to exert con-
servative views of gender inequality in the private space. As compared with
the collective efforts toward gender equality in the public sphere, Rifaat brings
a divergent lens to Egyptian feminist writing because she does not wag a flag
of feminism like other activists in “Bahiyya’s Eyes” and “My World of the Un-
known” in her short story collection, Distant View of a Minarer (1983). For
Egyptian feminists, the legal reform of marriage and political rights were a hard-
won battle. The national commitment to Egyptian women’s gender equality
remained perfunctory. The constitution and perpetuated Egyptian in the 1920s
(Badran 207). It is in 1979 that the further personal status legislation relating
to polygamy and the right to divorce was implemented to improve the status
of Egyptian women (Esposito 61-63). For Egyptian women’s political rights, it
is in 1956 that the constitution permitted the demand for suffrage after thirty-
three years of the committed efforts of the Egyptian Feminist Union (Badran
218).
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“Bahiyya’s Eyes” introduces to readers an old Muslim peasant woman’s
monologue when she is about to lose her eyesight. Living by the Nile for the
nourishment of the water, this village woman toils on the farm and suffers from
severe poverty. While re-telling the story of her life to her daughter, the old
woman finds that her eyes have been shedding tears and that she could barely see
things. As a peasant woman, her silence is just another word for her pain: “I all
comes from the tears I shed since my mother first bore me and they held me up
by the leg and found I was a girl” (6-7). With her legs held up, the designated
gender prescribes how she lives her life in the society. The tears do not only
come from the dust, insects, and flies on the farm, but also from the irreversible
surgery of clitoridectomy (9). Loss of sight provides the elderly woman with the
access to a new vision: “Perhaps in his [the doctor’s] books they tell him it’s from
flies, but I know better” (6).

Rifaat’s “My World of the Unknown” can be said to be the subsequent epi-
sode of “Bahiyya’s Eyes” in that Bahiyya’s blindness prefigures a desire to know
what it feels like to live truly as a woman. In “My World of the Unknown,” the
heroine encounters a female snake in the haunted garden of the temporary resi-
dence prepared for her husband’s job appointment in Mansoura.? As a wife of a
government official, her life, bound by households and children, is undisturbed
until a strange, homeless woman appears at her place. The mentally troubled
woman, who is known in the neighborhood for committing extramarital affairs,
flees with her son to the town in fear of her husband who catches her in the act
of adultery. “My World of the Unknown” generally broaches the issue that it is
the husband’s marital duty to sexually satisfy his wife in Islam. This short story
implicitly relates to FGC that the heroine undergoes by invoking a hidden text
of autoeroticism which differs from the male-dominated economy of sexuality
at the renovated garden.

FGC is implicated in a complex socio-cultural context. Khafd, the specific
Arabic term for female circumcision, with the root meaning of “lowering,” is far
different from “mutilation,” the Western term (Ali 103). Each of the following
pertinent problems has no easy answer. The u/ama are the educated class and
legal scholars who serve as the legal staff in the state, but it is unresolved as to
whether they hold the authority to have the final decision on the fate of FGC.
The authoritative texts in Islam, including the Quran and the Prophet’s say-
ings, are invoked both for eradicating and supporting FGC (111). There is no
way one can turn to the scriptures to find answers to questions such as how to

2 Mansoura lies about 120 km northeast of Cairo on the east bank of the Damietta branch of the
Nile.
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eradicate the custom. Anwar Sadat officially banned FGC in the 1970s during
his term in office in his attempts to boost Egypt’s international image. He suc-
cumbed to the anti-FGC policies under international pressure. The anti-FGC
legislation went against the majority of individuals who supported the continu-
ation of the practice. Sadat had to have the ban rescinded, once the religious
scholars ruled that FGC was not a crime (Boyle 103). Both Islamic fundamen-
talists and conservatives adopt ijzihad, that is, the method of personal interpre-
tation to consider women’s position in Islam, and yet it is only the modernists
who are condemned for subverting God’s Pan-Islamic communities by changing
Muslim women’s traditional roles (Stowasser 7).

In “My World of the Unknown,” the heroine realizes that female sexuality
has derived from a male-centered perception of women as sexual objects to men.
The heroine’s desire echoes Shahrazad’s speech pattern through woman’s body.?
Shahrazad’s body, which troubles the correspondence between sex and gender,
speaks louder than traditional gender roles and the male homo-social bonding
facing her. In the crack of the wall at the garden in the township of Mansoura
where her husband is temporarily based, the heroine experiences love with a
djinni transformed in the shape of a female snake:

Yet one of these other worlds I have explored; I have lived in it and been linked with
its creatures through the bond of love. I used to pass with amazing speed between
this tangible world of ours and another invisible earth, mixing in the two worlds on
one and the same day, as though living it twice over. When entering into the world
of my love, and being summoned and yielding to its call, no one around me would
be aware of what was happening to me. (61)

Gender stereotypes pertaining to women are accentuated by King Shahriyar’s
exclamation in The Thousand and One Nights: “Indeed, the malice of woman is
mighty,” as he finds out that his queen betrays him by sleeping with her black
cook (Burton 9). Afterwards, King Shahriyar and his brother, Shah Zaman, set
out on an excursion away from the palace. During the excursion, the brothers
meet a young sexually insatiable woman who is kidnapped at her wedding night
by a djinni, an ifyit.* The woman with unusual sexual appetite threatens to kill
the brothers, if they refuse to have sex with her. Consequently, King Shahriyar

3 In The Thousand and One Nights, Shahrazad offers herself up to the king to save the lives of other
women. She reverses her fate by telling him a story each day. In the course of the one thousand and
one nights, Shahrazad bears him three children. King Shahriyar not only decides to spare her life but
also marries her. Though patriarchal oppression is postulated as a universal structure in all human so-
cieties, patriarchy should always be viewed in its specific socio-cultural contexts and geographical loca-
tions.

4 Ifyits are infernal djinn in Arabo-Islamic culture. They are known for their strength and trickery.
They are creatures of fire with massive wings.
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decides to sleep with a virgin each day and has her executed immediately in the
morning to punish women for their inborn propensity toward in-fidelity.

Rifaat’s voices about female sexualities emanate from the Islamic tradition
which emphasizes sexual differences and sexual ethics. 7he Thousand and One
Nights is an encyclopedia of sexology in its own right, according to Abdelwahab
Bouhdiba’s research on sexuality in Islam (137). For Fatima Mernissi, the no-
tion of the heterosexual couple in Islamic culture is culturally embedded (36).
According to Mernissi, Freud’s sexual repression theory cannot be imposed on
Islamic culture which both encourages and fears the power of sexuality. For in-
stance, Imam Ghazali’s theory about the identity formations between men and
women confers the most uncontested expression of phallic sexuality, “ejacula-
tion,” on women, while for Freud, female sexuality is characterized by passivity
as the mature state (qtd. in Mernissi 37). In “My World of the Unknown,”
the djinni, who identifies herself as the guardian of the house, has a love pact
with the heroine, in the formal religious rituals of marriage. The heroine then
wonders whether “Cleopatra, the very legend of love, ha[s] sexual intercourse
with her serpent after having given up sleeping with men” (71). The female
snake is said to have unmatchable beauty and she whispers coquettishly, just
like a seductress (70, 74). The figure of the female temptress in Rifaat’s works
conjures up the antithesis of the feminine seduction, that is, the “all-too-lovable
vice” of the sexually lascivious woman in Islam (Bouhdiba 29).

The defeat in the June War in 1967 dealt a devastating blow to every
Egyptian. The war started with a large-scale air strike by Israel and ended with
the defeat of the combined forces of Egypt and its neighboring nations. The de-
feat gave social reformers a forward push to criticize social problems in relation
to Egypt’s patriarchal conservative culture. Anwar Sadat was active in political
activities, including his alliance with Islamist activists, the Muslim Brotherhood.
During this time, Egypt suffered tremendously from economic problems and
political unrest caused by the June War and unstable international relations. In
1977, bread riots flared up in major cities in Egypt as a result of the termina-
tion of state subsidies for staple food. Sadat’s Open Door Policy, which invited
economic liberalization, caused many, especially leftists such as El Saadawi, to
be nostalgic for Nasser’s nationalist regime. Sadat’s subsuming to foreign super-
powers guaranteed his death at the hands of the Islamic fundamentalists. A
proliferation of Islamist movements, charitable work and gender norms was
alive against the backdrop of neo-colonialism and the modernizing project of
the nation.

This paper argues that El Saadawi’s “Eyes” and “The Death of His Excel-
lency the Ex-Minister” tackle the FGC issue in an implicit way with her psy-
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choanalytic profession. In these two short stories, the tropes of eyes and male
castration complex lend a helping hand to an experience that has so far lacked a
language for those who have undergone the procedure. In “Eyes,” the heroine’s
body is submissively hidden under 7igab, a type of veiling that covers up both
body and face. She lives under the roof of a tyrannical father, and takes a safe
but tedious job as a librarian in urban Cairo, counting mummies in the base-
ment so that she does not have an opportunity to commit sins, while earning
a meager wage for the family. However, one day, the eyes of a male mummy
looking back at her induce a psychotic reaction in her, when she happens to
look at him in the basement. Transfixed by something in his eyes, she not only
wants to restore him into life but also chases men on the streets. Her father has
to take her to a psychiatric doctor for consultation because nothing seems to ex-
plain her strange behavior.

In El Saadawi’s writing, woman’s eyes rebel against the father’s laws to
illustrate man’s castration complex disguised under the superiority complex.
“The Death of His Excellency the Ex-Minister” is a monologue by an ex-
Minister directed at his mother about his castration complex. El Saadawi
focuses on the mother-son relationship to dispute the penis envy fallacy that
Freud develops in the phallic stage. When the Ex-Minister’s female junior em-
ployee looks straight into his eyes, the threat of castration complex is so menac-
ing to him that he is on the verge of a mental breakdown: “I jumped, as though
all my clothes had dropped off me, all of a sudden. I felt ashamed; it reminded
me in a flash of my little daughter’s eyes” (16). In “The Death of His Excellency
the Ex-Minister,” woman bold eye contact of a with man connects the Freudian/
Lacanian theorization with man’s control over and against woman in Islamic
culture together. For El Saadawi, woman is conceived as absence in both East-
ern and Western cultures seen in the theory of penis envy for the former and
awra, or the deeds of shame which should be hidden away for the latter. El
Saadawi’s discursive nexus between the East and West is both integrated and
contradictory.

Non-Synchronous Time in the Traditional Muslim Family

As a discursive deployment, the idea of traditions is complicit with the
Western gaze of voyeurism under which Eastern woman is nothing but a sexu-
ally available and culturally static sexual object. El Saadawi’s perception of
traditions indeed accommodates some Western assumptions of what modern

women should be like. As Abu-Lughod points out, besides the stereotypes of
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the beaten-up wives and belly dancers, the idea of traditions duplicates another
version of Orientalism which celebrates the fluid and subversive Eastern women
in the harem and the unchanged, violent Eastern men in the Middle East femi-
nist studies (“Orientalism” 108). As Sara Ahmed also proposes, the authenticity
of cultural others become fetishized in the post-capitalistic culture, and cultural
differences become the shopping list for consumption and for the retrieval of
subalterns in academia (116). Saba Mahmood suggests that religious tradi-
tions revealed in the fundamentalist revival pose problems to the vexed issues
of sexual, racial, class and national difference within the Western secular-liberal
tradition of feminism (154). Seyla Benhabib’s notion of democratic iterations
demands the “right to have rights,” protected legally by the world community
in the tensions between bounded communities and the cosmopolitan norms
of justice after the initiation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in
1948 (8-9).

El Saadawi’s modernist-nationalist approach in effect prevents her from
addressing concerns other than the interests of the middle class individuals. In
her writing, she deals with female sexuality mostly from the angle of the middle
class women. She attempts to mediate a settlement to the Arab girl’s sexual
problem between the anxious father and the sexually repressed and unfulfilled
daughter in “Eyes.” Psychoanalysis in El Saadawi simultaneously targets the
local and global patriarchal system and greatly informs her nationalist-feminism.
Rifaat’s depictions of Egyptian womenthe private life of disrupt the masculine/
feminine binary in “My World of the Unknown” and take to task the nationalist
discourse which centers on the modernizing project. If the liberal-progressive
feminists in Egypt in the former half of the century tried to consolidate national
identities through the labels of modernity and tradition, Rifaat problematized
the time sequence moving from the primitive to the modern by describing the
traditional Arab women’s everyday life that reworks their ever-changing experi-
ences. Wars were fought over the Suez Canal to ensure superpowers’ control on
the region. Rifaat extends her vision beyond the Nile and complicates the na-
tional symbol. Her short stories depart from gender equality in education and
work which the middle class accentuate in postcolonial nations.

Confronted by the withdrawal of financial aid from America, Britain, and
the World Bank in 1956, Jamal Abdel Nasser declared the nationalization of the
Suez Canal (Meital 4). Nasser’s popularity grew significantly in the region. The
call for pan-Arab unity soared (5). Since Nasser was the iconic figure for the
anti-colonial struggle and the symbol of Egyptian independent modernity, the de-
feat of the June War in 1967 left a deep scar in the hearts of Egyptians. Nasser’s
defeat in the June War in 1967 further contributed to the fundamentalist up-
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surge, rivaling his secular regime. Though Sadat used fundamentalist revival to
balance the power of the leftists, the protests from Islamists about governmental
handling of inflation, housing, education and transportation became too strong
for him to tolerate (Barry 17). In the 1970s, and 1980s, having many problems
in Egypt, Islamic fundamentalists decided to take their own stand on Islam in
their lives (5).

Homi Bhabha argues that the meanwhile time in the nation disrupts the
coherence of its communities (Location of Culture 226-27). Concerning the na-
tional continuous time, Bhabha argues, “There is, however, always the distract-
ing presence of another temporality that disturbs the contemporaneity of the
national present . ..” (205). For Benedict Anderson, the printed word establish-
es the calendrical time moving from the past into the future by organizing ac-
cidental occurrences (24). The rise of the “horizontal empty time” is a new
emergence of consciousness that differs from the Messianic time that rests on an
instantaneous present and is determined by the pre-figuring and fulfilling be-
tween events (24). Thus, according to Anderson, the particular genre of novels
gives rise to the sense of the “homogeneous, empty time” of the modern nation
(25-26). By contrast, Bhabha criticizes Anderson’s idea of comradeship given
rise to by the horizontal, empty time and argues that “[the meanwhile time]
introduces a signifying space of iteration rather than a progressive or linear
seriality” (229). According to Bhabha, culture is not pre-given; rather, a process
of utterances is necessary to present cultural differences as knowledge (“Cultural
Diversity” 155-57).

Bahiyya’s eyes reflect the gender asymmetrical relationship, as driven both
by male supremacy and by the fear of the castrating female in the cultural
legacy of Islam. In Islamic convention, eyes are powerful erotogenic zones
that can produce as much pleasure as penis does (Malti-Douglas 27). Eye con-
tact between Muslim men and women is forbidden, since it leads to fitna, or
chaos, in the social order. In “Bahiyya’s Eyes,” as the Bahiyya’s life gradually
fades into childbearing and child rearing, she recalls the moment when other
boys look at her breasts. It is the eyes that her playmate, Hamdan, sings to
praise: Hamdan “used to sit under the sycamore tree in front of our house and
sing the mawwal® about Bahiyya’s eyes so that the whole village came to know
he was singing it to me” (10). Despite all odds, Bahiyya finds her values in be-
ing a traditional woman: “[c]an the eye rise higher than the eyebrow?” (5). She
holds motherhood and household management in high esteem: “A man’s still a

5> Mawwal is a poem in the colloquial language.
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man and a woman will remain a woman whatever she does” (11). After all, the
distinction between a “traditional” woman and a “liberated” woman is a white,
male, and middle-class idea. Still, Bahiyya mentions that she is not happy with
her deceased husband and that “perhaps the reason was what those women did
to me with the razor when I was a young girl” (10-11).

The heroine’s body in “My World of the Unknown” becomes the space to
uncover, or more precisely, to re-construct possibilities before FGC is done to

her:

Then, by means of two tiny fangs like pearls, and a golden tongue like a twig of
arak® wood, it [the snake] smiled at me and fastened its eyes on mine in one fleet-
ing, commanding glance. The thought of killing left me. I felt a current, a radiation
from its eyes that penetrated to my heart ordering me to stay where I was. (68)

The heroine dwells in the space of dream and memory to heal the wound
opened up by patriarchal systems: “When entering into the world of my love,
and being summoned and yielding to its call, no one around me would be
aware of what was happening to me” (61). Muslim men and women are both
implicated in building up the community of God, or umma, based on the fam-
ily system and gender asymmetry. As a result, men and women are perceived as
enemies, since umma is dependent on order rather than love (Mernissi 20-21).
The heroine explores her sexualities not confined only to sexual reproduction.
The short story form, as a suitable vehicle for the marginal voices, offers a
subject position to express the immediate experiences of solitary women (Gordon
74). The heroine pluralizes the notion of traditions not as a pre-existing ex-
perience, but rather as articulations that should be repetitively discovered and
recognized.

In “My World of the Unknown,” the crack in the wall of the mysterious
house where the female snake is discovered and where the heroine finds her
connection with God, without reproach, is an entrance into a sexual economy
not mediated by the singular discourse of male penetration. The female snake
which seduces the heroine to have sex has resonance with the scene at the
Garden of Eden in both the Bible and Quran. As the female snake tells the
heroine, the world of the crack is no Garden of Eden and sin, but “the azure sea
of pleasure” (72). When Rifaat deals with female sexualities, she does not look
to the West for a theory of gender equality, as the Egyptian modernists do. As
an adherent of Islam, Rifaat recuperates female sexual desire within Islamic cul-
ture, thereby exposing the assumptions of nationalism based on a hostile stance

¢ The wood sticks of arak trees are used for brushing teeth.
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toward traditions invented as a stable system of cultural significations.

In the novelistic writing of Egypt, the new woman who is man’s soulmate
rather than merely his sexual partner inscribes cultural boundaries. Egyptian
nationalist discourse which provides Egyptian women with more spaces also
further binds them in the middle-class household to take up the responsibility
of bringing up a new generation. As Omnia Shakry suggests, the household
management skills, imposed on modern Egyptian mothers, emulate the Euro-
pean standard (149). The short story form provides El Saadawi with a tool to
articulate a particular experience of gender oppression which is caught between
traditions and health issues in her “Eyes.” “The Death of His Excellency the Ex-
Minister” portrays Muslim men’s unspeakable castration complex. The bound-
edness of the nation is interrupted by the incessant pulsations of the voices from
the periphery. Even if El Saadawi writes in Arabic, she is aware that she has
already faced a Western audience and occupied multiple discursive positions.

As opposed to the totally new form of the novel which is tied in more
closely with the emerging middle-class collective consciousness in postcolonial
Egypt, the new reading public finds the length and form of the short story genre
comfortable for expressing transient thoughts in the face of the liminal cultural
encounters and multiple identity positions (Hafez 37). As Hafez notes, the so-
cial, economic and political changes have correlated with the birth and develop-
ment of literary genres since the turn of the twentieth century in Egypt (41-67).
As Hafez argues:

But the quest for identity elaborated by the short story is more keenly aware of the
multiplicity of identities that populate the “imagined community” and continually
need to be reinvented. The mosaic of identities that makes the large fresco of the na-

tion is the concern of the short story and not its “deep horizontal comradeship.” (37)

Traditionally, literacy was a privilege reserved for the upper class. The expansion
of education led to a broadening of a middle and lower-middle class reading
public (53-54). The short story form is apt to capture the emerging religious
revival of the lower-middle and lower class in the urban areas and the peasants
in the rural areas in Egypt. As a vehicle for immediate experiential accounts, the
short fiction collapses the inside/outside of the national boundaries, takes issue
with easy universalism and cultural relativism and negotiates cultural clashes. It
not only gives spaces to FGC custom but also articulates its implications with
various Western practices of bodily modifications.

Time, genres and women’s bodies are intricately connected in contempo-
rary Egyptian women’s fiction writing. For Hafez, the short story gives voices to
the tension between the imagined homogenous community and multiplicity of
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identities that characterize the postcolonial society (37). As Natasha Maria Gor-
don also argues, the value of vitality, brevity, and immediacy of the short story
form “give[s] birth to a new home for fragmented bodies and stored memories”
(74). The short story re-discovers and re-invents emerging voices in the ordi-
nary, solitary figures in Rifaat’s writing, and in El Saadawi’s case, gives voices to
those women who are caught in the ever-shifting meanings of traditions and
modernity. Rifaat’s heroines are from the strata of small merchants, middle
traders, artisans, students, and state employees who came of age after World
War Two. Notably, peasants are also the familiar figures in Rifaat’s literary ter-
rain. The peasants are the popular national symbol of resilience, simplicity, and
authenticity, but they are excluded from the city-oriented bias of the contempo-
rary Islamic tradition (Stowasser 24). Rifaat re-writes the idea of traditions, as
invented by Egyptian nationalism.

Truly Living as a Woman

Pertaining to the trend of calling for feminine virtues by Islamic funda-
mentalists in the 1980s in Egypt, Lila Abu-Lughod suggests that Islamic funda-
mentalists” restriction of women’s sexual freedom and their insistence on wom-
en’s roles in the family were not traditional but were already influenced by West-
ern thoughts (“The Marriage of Feminism and Islamism in Egypt” 263). Tradi-
tions, as defined in the debate of the incipient Egyptian feminism, thus are no
longer the same as the notion of traditions defined by the medieval theology, so
are the interpretations of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. As this paper
shows, short stories are able to construct the constantly changing ideas of multi-
faceted traditions and elicit the voices of the peasant women in the rural area in
Rifaat’s writing. El Saadawi’s short fiction holds commitment not only to the
scattered and layered discourses of the lower-middle class Muslim girl but also,
equally, to the castrated ex-Minister in Cairo. El Saadawi successfully grasps
the emerging subject positions left off by the genderized politics within nation-
alism in her short stories. She also has to come to terms with her problematic
woman-identified-woman feminine essences which at times unfortunately lapse
into biological determinism.

Feminine static time, that is, women’s reproductive role and repetitive life-
style, as described by Irene Gedalof, is added to by the sense of becoming in the
entanglement of the daily, non-linear activities: women “have to manage that never-
ending series of encounters between staying put, arriving and leaving” even
within the private space (101). In “My World of the Unknown,” the heroine is
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caught in the burdensome monotony of her daily life in an unloving marriage:

I came to live in a state of continuous torment, for a strange feeling of longing
scorched my body and rent my senses, while my circumstances obliged me to carry
out the duties and responsibilities that had been placed on me as the wife of a man
who occupied an important position in the small town, he and his family being ob-
jects of attention and his house a Kaaba for those seeking favours; also as a mother
who must look after her children and concern herself with every detail of their lives
s0 as to exercise control over them; there was also the house and its chores, this house
that was inhabited by the mysterious lover who lived in a world other than mine. (71)

The female snake that the heroine makes love with in the Garden manifests a
world outside the modern gender equality discourse, an experience resonant
with Bhabha’s liminal space in which the contingent, indeterminate experiences
envisage emergent cultural identities (Location of Culture 228). The heroine
embarks on a journey, though in her mind, in which she comes to terms with
her excised experience by virtue of a strange woman and a familiar lived dream
to forge implicit solidarities.

The Western word, feminism, suggests equality of both sexes (Abdel Kader
12). There is no such a word that can match the meaning of sexual equality in
Arabic. It is hard for a Muslim woman to survive in a society relying on legal
marriage to organize society. The scriptures are not short of the figure of the
lying and intriguing temptress such as the beautiful Zuleika in an attempt not
only to warn against feminine guile but also to express sympathy on her “all-
too-lovable vice” (Bouhdiba 20). In “My World of the Unknown,” the strange
woman tries to seduce the heroine’s husband in order to replace her. Like the
strange woman, Bahiyya is ostracized: “At that time I felt that a woman without
a man was like a fish out of water among people . . .” (11). In “My World of
the Unknown,” the heroine is traumatized by her sexual experiences. Inside the
dream-like cave hides her re-memory of the wound for those who survive the
surgery. In “Bahiyya’s Eyes,” Bahiyya is repetitively traumatized by the night-
mares and flashbacks of the rite. The “belatedness and incomprehensibility that
remain at the heart of this repetitive seeing” suggests the gap between the desire
to overcome the trauma and reality (Caruth 92). Tradition here is a hidden
palimpsest in need of a language. The heroine in “My World of the Unknown”
must seek shelter in the dream so that she will not wake up to the reality that a
mistake has been irreversibly done to her. Waking up to the reality entails her
responsibility to pass on the story of the trauma as a survivor.

In “Bahiyya’s Eyes,” Bahiyya describes penis as a “cat’s tail,” and vulva
as “something lying there between two leaves, all hidden away inside, some-

thing like a sort of mulberry” (9). In “My World of the Unknown,” living
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the Muslim lifestyle, Rifaat considers homosexuality which marriage does not
protect to be simply a sin. The heroine affirms the power of the erotic and es-
tablishes it against the repressive emptiness of the heroine’s daily life: “She [the
snake] stretched out her radiant hand to my body, passing over it like the sun’s
rays and discharging into it warmth and a sensation of languor” (74). God’s
in-dwelling spirit appears here in the form of the sun within the Egyptian
sun-centered mythology. For the heroine, life is only a transient journey that
God ordains. Believers should seek afterlife and pursue a transformed physical
existence after death. The women who undergo the FGC do not necessarily
understand the medicalization of low sexual drive in sex-positive feminism.
Same-sex relations are not trans-historical solidarities. Chantal Zabus argues
that same-sex desire happens where it is least expected, for instance, the exciser
who stimulates the girl’s clitoris to facilitate the rite and the brides-to-be who
ask for anal sex to avoid damaging their infibulations (Ouz in Africa 254). The
FGC custom has its counterparts in various cosmetic surgeries in the West; the
analogies in between do not only demonstrate cross-cultural comparisons but
also are a rhetorical device that generates theoretical, social and political effects
(Pedwell 1).

In El Saadawi’s “Eyes” and “The Death of His Excellency the Ex-Minister,”
El Saadawi wrenches spaces beyond the limitation of nationalism bogged
down by the anti-colonial resistance discourse. She produces, disrupts, and
reifies nationalist discourses. In “Eyes,” El Saadawi shows that modernism
and Islamism are part of the same continuum rather than separate labels.
The heroine suffers from psychotic reactions as a result of her father’s in-
sistence on keeping her away from the outside world to protect her from
committing sin. The heroine is neither a middle-class woman who fights
along the line of gender equality nor a feminist who competes with men. Her
father would prefer that she is a stay-at-home housewife, if he can find her a
rich husband (206). Her haunting nightmares bring her back to the moment
many thousand years ago, when the mummy is drowned in front of her. The
dreams take the heroine back to the crisis of the human race at Noah’s time
to take to task the meanings of women as the devil’s instrument in monotheistic
religions. The heroine’s sexual desire is mediated by the female psychiatrist in the
frame story, though. El Saadawi combines the sexual rights of the wife in Islam
with Women’s sexual and reproductive health rights. Her theoretical practice
strikes a chord among the middle class women who disagreed with Sadat’s retreat
from employment provisions and opposed sexual division as defined by Islam.
El Saadawi imposes a consciousness from a theory of scopophilia which the
veiled heroine is not familiar with. The heroine adopts the veil to protect her-
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self from sexual harassment at work and in the streets, but not just to yield to
patriarchy.

As a psychoanalyst, El Saadawi borrows her critical ammunition from
Western gender constructivism. Appropriating Freud’s theory of penis envy,
El Saadawi enters the debate of FGC by occupying multiple positions. Mary
Ann Doane develops a theoretical position of feminine masquerade to counter-
attack Freud’s theory that woman represses the desire of being looked at by man
(185). Doane argues that woman attains a distance between herself and her
image by manipulating her body as a mask to be worn or taken off freely. El
Saadawi situates the FGC debate squarely in the Western transgender/transsexu-
al discourse, in addition to the issues of health and child abuse in human rights
discourse. The notion of phallus prompts El Saadawi to discredit the penis as
the privileged signifier to define the normal state of female sexuality (“Nawal
el-Saadawi’s Reply” 197). The young Muslim girl develops psychosis after she
makes eye contact with the male statue:

The second day on the way to her office her head was lowered as usual but her eyes
were moving like two bees inside the two holes looking at the faces of the people. Her
mind says to her that he is no longer living, that he had lived about seven thousand
years ago, but her eyes never stop searching. Her mind tells her he exists. She has
seen him. As long as he exists she can see him again. She is overtaken by the wish to
see him in any shape. Let him be made of flesh and blood or of spirit without body.
What's important is that she sees him. (210-11)

The young girl’s desire to see signifies the desire to snatch the phallus, and there-
by coming face to face with the sin of not obeying God. The drowning statue’s
helpless cries haunt her repetitively in her dreams. She is longing for the return
to the pre-linguist stage when there is no intrusion of the father’s presence. Ina
way, she is unwilling to wake up to the reality that an unimaginable event, that
is, the FGC, has happened to her. She is caught in the delayed and intermittent
fantasies, memories, and hallucinations as a site of painful memory.

El Saadawi appropriates her professional background to strike a conver-
sation with the nationalist conservatives, the fanatic fundamentalists, and the
West simultaneously on the issue of FGC in “The Death of His Excellency the
Ex-Minister.” The Ex-Minister’s inferiority complex refers to a racial inferiority
complex and the self-identity of the circumcised people. The Ex-Minister’s fear
of the female gaze which puts forth the bankruptcy of Egyptian men’s masculin-
ity is emphatically nationalist:

But I was angry, Mother, because when she talked to me she raised her eyes to mine

in a way I'd never seen before. Such a gaze, such a strong and steady look, is dar-

ing in itself, even impudent, when it comes from a man. So what if it comes from
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an employee, from a woman? I wasn't angry because she did it, but because I didn't
know how she did it, how she dared do it. (15, emphasis in the original)

In the scene akin to Freud’s Oedipal complex, the Ex-Minister converses with
his mother. He accuses his father of diminishing his mother’s ability and his
mother of her submissive role in relation to his father. EIl Saadawi believes that
men and women should receive equal treatment. For her, the clitoris holds the
key to woman’s sexual satisfaction. Though she disagrees with Freud’s biological
determinism, El Saadawi is inclined toward a pre-linguistic, pre-historical Uto-
pian past before the patriarchal takeover as opposed to the social dichotomiz-
ing effect. Feminine virtues, a synthesis of Islamic nuclear family and Western
feminist struggle against the maternal dilemma, remain central to her sexual
politics. Furthermore, her portrayal of Egyptian men who cower in front of
their father and superiors is one-dimensional. The autobiographical accounts of
male circumcision are scarce, although this custom is conventionally obligatory
for Muslim men. There lies an apparent asymmetry between FGC ban and the
attention paid to male circumcision. Only recently do feminists begin to accept
the similarities and differences in these two surgeries (Pedwell 114).

Emerging Islamic Feminism

Nira Yuval-Davis suggests that the adoption of what she calls “transversal
politics” would open up to possibilities of alliance across differential positions
and identities in addressing the universal question of patriarchal oppression
without losing insight of gendered particularities (131). Irene Gedalof argues
that motherhood is an ongoing process full of the potential both to reinforce
and disrupt the national communities and fixed identity certainties (104). El
Saadawi takes the theory of penis envy to task. She puts forth the idea of female
masculinity to postulate a “true” identity for Egyptian women. She takes gen-
der inequality to issue in the private space with an emphasis on re-discovering
the modern Egyptian women’s virtues and essences based on love, support, and
justice. Rifaat’s position stands in contrast to the middle-class home which
promotes maternity and eugenics. Gender asymmetry is not unique to Arabo-
Islamic culture. Apparently, female bodies, their symbolic roles, their repre-
sentational power, and daily activities continue to make them stand as the
boundary markers of race, empire, religion, and nation. The short story ac-
commodates a literary terrain where Egyptian women are suspended from the
dominant narratives.
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Mansoura, the rural area north of Cairo by the Nile in “My World of the
Unknown,” and the water channels, also by the Nile, in “Bahiyya’s Eyes,” intro-
duce a space beyond the narratives of anti-colonial warfare and the dominant
gender equality discourses in the long-lasting struggle for independence after
World War Two. Rifaat’s experiential writing is neither feminist nor nationalist,
but is a layered signifying chain of the complex social, political, and economic
web that shapes her heroines’ life. FGC is a prerequisite for marriage. The
reason for this is perhaps the unspoken premise of the excessive female sexual
appetite (Zabus, Between Rites and Rights 152). The practice has devastating
consequences that range from hemorrhage, neurosis, sexual frigidity, and birth-
related problems. A widowed or divorced woman, however, has to infibulate to
attract a man (150). Different beauty culture is attributable to the continuation
of the practice. The sutured vagina is devoid of any penile trace and considered
more beautiful (150). As a rite of passage, FGC makes the promise of having
a blessed conjugal life and, indeed, compensates for the deeds of sacrifices (94).
Furthermore, FGC has multiple intersections with female sexual satisfaction,
intersex surgery, and bodily modification, including designer vagina (Pedwell
59). Rifaat’s position calls for a re-thinking of traditions in the Islamic feminist
surge.

Rifaat’s short stories challenge the umma, or God’s community, established
by the homosocial bond of brotherhood and the hierarchical gender relation-
ships, from within. Her writing style strays away from the tradition of adab
which connects writing with norms of a community. Rifaat originally wrote
in adab, standard classical Arabic, but later on she resorted to colloquialism in
her dialogues and monologues under the encouragement of Denys Johnson-
Davies (Al-Ali 48). El Saadawi’s writing style is neither academic nor technical.
Rather, El Saadawi’s “simple diction, crisp sentences, and short paragraphs give
her books a journalistic flavor” and thus appeal to a wider reading public (Amireh
231). Third World women are not a homogeneous project of resistance, but a
signifier that consists of different ideological positions and the varied stylistic
techniques (Seymour-Jorn 152). Rifaat and El Saadawi’s linguistic defiance
cannot be translated into English. In Rifaat’s writing, tradition is pluricentric.
Her short fiction can be traced back to The Thousand and One Nights. Mean-
while, her short fiction and its socio-political contexts cannot be isolated from
each other. Rifaat’s home is a space to reimagine a belonging which is not as
a fixed ground of identity but as renderings of detailed daily and domestic
accounts that challenge the boundaries of gender in postcolonial Egypt.

In “Bahiyya’s Eyes,” in a flashback to the distant memory of Hamdan,
Bahiyya is yearning to know what it is like to be born a woman: “Only the way
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he looked at me told me of his love for me. And what nights I spent dreaming
of him and telling myself that this was the man whod make me feel glad I was
born a woman” (10). In “My World of the Unknown,” the heroine has a look
at a woman’s experience of sexual pleasure in wonderfully satisfying ways with
the female snake:

She stretched out her fingers to caress me, while her delicate mouth sucked in the
poisons of my desire and exhaled the nectar of my ecstasy, carrying me off into a
trance of delicious happiness. (75)

For Bahiyya in “Bahiyya’s Eyes,” the beautiful eyes that she is praised for and
she is about to lose retorts to the logic of phallus without having to appropriate
nationalist and feminist discourse. Also, she uses “mulberry” to describe clitoris,
rather than an atrophied penis: “. . . I lifted my galabia and didn’t find anything
there except for something . . . like a sort of mulberry” (9). In Rifaat’s writ-
ing, the descriptions of sexual organs demonstrate a multiplicity of metaphors
resonant with nature.

In “My World of the Unknown,” the heroine describes the sexual vigor
derived from the sexual encounter with the female snake independent of her

husband:

I felt her as she slipped between the covers, then her two tiny fangs, like two pearls,
began to caress my body; arriving at my thighs, the golden tongue, like an arak twig,
inserted its prolonged tip between them and began sipping and exhaling; sipping
the poisons of my desire and exhaling the nectar of my ecstasy, till my whole body
tingled and started to shake in sharp, painful, rapturous spasms—and all the while
the tenderest of words were whispered to me as I confided to her all my longings. (73)

Rifaat’s descriptions of female sexualities make her an apostasy to her religion.
Not only uncircumcised girls but also their families are ostracized from their
communities (Gordon 76). El Saadawi’s discussion on female sexualities,
which tightly involves Western psychoanalytic feminism, is very different from
Rifaat’s. Here, Rifaat re-writes the male-centered history within the confines of
Islam. For Saba Mahmood, the demand for women to go back to their home
in the mosque movement in Cairo starting from the 1980s cannot depend on
the dualistic framework of rebellion against and compliance with the norm (23).
Mahmood is reserved to regard this movement in the terms of resisting patri-
archy and subverting the gender norm (7). However, she is equally reserved
to subscribe to the subaltern feminist approach, maintaining that subalterns
cannot speak (154). The short fiction of El Saadawi’s and Rifaat’s transforms
the norm of virtue and modesty dictated by traditions, and emphasizes the re-
significations of the norm.
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As Sara Ahmed indicates, the strangeness of the strangers is found and
invented, and subsequently, fixed as their characteristics (144). Ahmed recom-
mends that each encounter with the strangers is not singular in terms of the
self and other but an unsettling process to differentiate the other from other
others, when different cultures meet (144). In Rifaat’s writing, the strangers’
daily life by the canals of the Nile refracts the restrictive framework of the male-
led anti-colonial nationalism in dealing with female sexualities. The movement
of the return to traditions from the 1970s and 1980s on did not homogeneously
embrace the project of the local and global middle-class elite in Rifaat’s works.
Instead, traditions are iterations in their permanent exile, which repeats and
disrupts traditions with the Western gaze very much concealed. For Spivak,
multi-cultural feminists in Western metropolitan capitals deprive excised women
of their voices (“French Feminism” 135). Imposing psychoanalytic feminism on
FGC is misleading (135). In Rifaat’s writing, the heroines™ activities of nurtur-
ing and motherhood make clear the fragility of the repetitions and preservations
in sustaining the holy community as a whole. Furthermore, it is unlikely for
Rifaat’s characters to understand the child abuse accusation or the prosecution on
the basis of gender discrimination defined by human rights for asylum seekers.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s strategy of re-constellation cautions against
fixing subalterns as a singular signifier in a significatory system in which the
imperialist sovereign subject investigates the subalterns as the object of critique
(“Subaltern Studies” 202). The solution to the impasse of the subalterns’ un-
representability is come to the awareness that the disclosed truths must not be
taken as final truths (207). For Spivak, the critic, given his/her subject position,
“can and must ‘re-constellate’ the text to draw out its use” (“A Literary Repre-
sentation of the Subaltern” 241). Lila Abu-Lughod points out that accusing
feminism of betraying traditional culture is just as problematic as celebrating
the autonomous development of local feminism (“Orientalism” 106). As East-
ern women are increasing becoming the pawn of the superpowers in the clash of
civilizations, they are easily turned into white men’s burden (107). El Saadawi’s
Western, middle class and feminist approach selectively appropriates and suc-
cessfully makes use of the Western ideas about gender constructions. Her FGC
eradication campaign comes from the assumptions of physical integrity and the
individuals’ agency. However, this is just one dimension of the FGC eradication
attempts. Ellen Gruenbaum suggests that Sudanese women perceive uninfibu-
lated genitalia as both ugly and inappropriate; besides, uninfibulated women are
considered unable to sexually satisfy their husbands (134). In the West where
the immigrants still practice the custom in their communities, cultural-relativist
approach and total lack of understanding about the socio-cultural, physical,
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and psychological complications of the rite prevail (Lockhat 99). Rifaat and El
Saadawi’s heroines together deconstruct the dichotomy between Western gender
equality and traditional norms in Islam.

The eyes which stage a scopic game in El Saadawi short stories assimilate
Western psychoanalytic feminism in which eyes represent the pleasure of the
male gaze, and by doing so, she attempts toward a woman-centered narrative of
FGC with an empbhasis on the clitoris. As Luce Irigaray argues, “[t]he gaze has
always been involved” in the theory of castration in Freud (47). El Saadawi’s
appropriation of the castration complex from Lacan and psychoanalytic femi-
nists enables her to address the uneven power between the West and East which
continues to exert the myth of the victimized Eastern women (“Nawal el-
Saadawi’s Reply” 200). For Lacan, sexual difference is not biologically deter-
mined, but a symbolic and imaginary function of the organ, penis. Phallus,
and not the penis in Freud, is the privileged signifier in the symbolic system
(198-99). Meanwhile, El Saadawi emphasizes the economic underdevelopment
in the Third World as a result of colonial exploitation to illustrate the inter-
sectionality of gender, class, and race. El Saadawi is not the first and only one
to translate Western culture into the East for the nationalist enterprise. How-
ever, El Saadawi’s underdevelopment approach again reinforces the anti-West
ideology. Her restrictions lie in her inability to deal with gender inequality
which is constituted by factors other than just poverty and capitalism. To an ex-
tent, she fails to go above the middle-class frame of reference. El Saadawi tends
to either equate sexuality of the heterosexual couple with pornography and
sexual exploitation like her sisters of radical feminism in the West or ally herself
with sex-positive feminists who oppose the control on female sexualities. For
El Saadawi, it is not always easy to manage her multiple locations between her
Western and Eastern audiences as a Third World intellectual (Amireh 219).

Conclusion

Female genital excision has informed Western psychoanalysis in the former
half of the twentieth century, though with a voyeuristic gaze (Zabus 2). The
West’s voyeuristic gaze has tuned moral and is grafted onto a human rights issue
in the UN Decade for Women between 1975 and 1985 (2). Both Rifaat and El
Saadawi continue to inform the West in the field of psychoanalysis and gender/
sexual study. El Saadawi’s launch of the ban on FGC engages and subverts the
over-simplified view of the practice simply as a health and human rights issue
with her own restrictions. Both Rifaat and El Saadawi undermine a monolithic
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concept of Islam in their short fiction. El Saadawi establishes Egyptian women’s
castration complex to subvert Freud’s universalism. Thus, in El Saadawi’s “Eyes,”
the heavily veiled Muslim girl’s eyes that repetitively want to see must be regard-
ed as a wish to understand her FGC experience. Her wish of not wanting to
wake up from the incurable fever is an act to articulate the trauma, a reality that
she cannot face. Her nightmares in which she sees the mummy drown and die
repetitively are her attempts to urge Western psychoanalysis to respond ethically
to the encounter of the gaze on the wound. The mundane daily life of Rifaat’s
heroines prefigures the gendered interests of Islam by Muslim women activists
in gender Jibad across the national borders from the 1990s on. In a way, Rifaat
also disrupts the Western-defined traditions re-postulated by the modernized
middle class individuals, including El Saadawi, who reforms FGC from an in-
ternational human rights standpoint and state policies to the grass roots move-
ments.
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