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ABSTRACT  

Researches as Mehrdad Darvishpour‟s Islamic Feminism: Compromise or 

Challenge to Feminism? (2008) on the image of women in religion and in literature are 

often a sensitive topic in Islam. The literary image of women is created by male authors 

because the Orient, the birth place of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, was dominated by 

patriarchy for a long time. Most male authors as Abbas Mahmoud Al-Akkad, were writing 

patriarchal oriented stories, where women are degraded to second class beings. This 

brought about stereotypes, prejudices and à priori condemnation of women, and men 

placed themselves in the centre of leading stories as well as in the literary canons.  

      On the one hand, men were writing about what they thought about women; their 

image of women, however, hardly corresponds with what women thought about 

themselves. On the other hand they were abusing the religious feelings of women and 

exploited them. This work deals with further research on the concept of women in Islam 

and on their fictional portraits in Ahlam Mosteghanemi‟s Chaos of The Senses. The goal 

of this work is to find out the efforts of men, women writers who continued to produce 

novels after colonialism. In some of these novels, such as Nawal El Saadawi‟s A Daughter 

of Isis (1997) and Ghada al Samman‟s Beirut Nightmare (1997) female characters are 

already liberated from oppressive male authority. Women impose their bodies as a fact 

and live with their discovery of new stories written by and about them. 

Ahlam Mosteghanemi is the voice of a writer who dares deconstruct the hopes and 

clichés of women and femininity found in the traditions of Islam, while woman is placed 

under the man‟s authority and excluded from any kind of authority over men. Indeed male 

priority prevails as a religious requirement, but both genders are said to have 

complementary roles. Besides, the “different” interpretation(s) of the sacred Book: the 

Qur‟an, there is probably “objective” evidence to support women‟s increasing roles and 

status in different walks of life, notably politics, arts, to name but a few. Indeed, women 

are associated within sets of authority but remain equal to some extent. And woman 

written literature contributes to a better understanding of female experiences and voices, 

crossing borders in time, space and language, thus counteracting harmful “negative” 

messages. 

 



RESUME 

 

      L‟image de la femme en religion et en littérature, tout comme les recherches 

portant sur ce sujet, voire l‟étude, de Mehrdad Darvishpour, intitulée Islamic  

Feminism : Compromise or Challenge to Feminism? (2008), est un thème sensible 

dans l‟islam.   L‟image littéraire de la femme est  créée à l‟origine par des écrivains. 

En effet, l‟orient, berceau du judaïsme, christianisme et islam, a toujours été patriarcal. 

Par ailleurs, la plupart des écrivains, à savoir Abbas Mahmoud Al-Akkad, ont écrit des 

histoires à tendance patriarcale où les femmes sont réduites à sous-être.  Chose qui a 

bel et bien engendré des stéréotypes, des préjugés et une condamnation des femmes à 

priori. En outre, tout comme les canons littéraires, les hommes se donnaient toujours 

de l‟importance. Par surcroit, les hommes exprimaient ce qu‟ils pensaient des femmes 

or cette image ne correspond, en aucun cas, à celle faite par ces dernières elles-mêmes. 

En fait, les hommes ont abusé du sentiment religieux chez les femmes et ils les ont 

exploitées par la suite.  

      La présente recherche, qui traite, principalement, du concept de la femme dans 

l‟islam et de son portrait fictif dans le roman  Le Chaos des Sens  de Ahlam 

Mosteghanemi, vise à mettre en évidence les efforts des femmes qui ont continué à 

produire des romans après le colonialisme. Dans certains de ces romans, citons entre 

autres  A Daughter of Isis de Nawal El-Saadawi (1997) et Beirut Nightmares  de 

Ghada Essaman (1997), les caractères féminins se sont émancipés de l‟autorité 

masculine éttouffante.  Les femmes présentent leurs corps tel un fait et s‟adaptent aux 

nouvelles histoires écrites par/pour elles-mêmes.      

     Ahlam Mosteghanemi, c‟est la voix d‟une écrivaine qui ose dé/construire les 

espérances et les clichés, des femmes et de la féminité, existant dans l‟islam au 

moment où les femmes se soumettent à l‟autorité des hommes en se privant de toute 

autorité sur eux. La priorité masculine domine par le biais des besoins religieux ; 

cependant, les deux sexes se complètent. En outre, vu les différentes interprétations du 

livre sacré le Qur‘an,  il est une preuve « objective » qui appuie les statuts et les rôles 

que joue la femme dans divers domaines et notamment : la politique et l‟art.  En fait, 

les femmes sont soutenues par un nombre d‟autorités mais dans un cadre si limité. La 

littérature féminine écrite nous aide à mieux comprendre les expériences, à bien 

entendre la voix des femmes, tout en franchissant les barrières spatio-temporelles et 

langagières, et à neutraliser les messages « négatifs ».  

 

https://www.google.dz/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwizhZyU2abQAhUM44MKHR5fCPoQFgghMAE&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.amazon.com%2FDaughter-Isis-Autobiography-Nawal-Saadawi%2Fdp%2F1856496791&usg=AFQjCNGE1krjaVu-pB6ZW_ePwo4XMemEeg&sig2=mlTXLTIO7VgBRbocRxvUFA&bvm=bv.138493631,bs.2,d.d24
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

     For several centuries in most societies of the world, historically and traditionally, 

women and men have never been granted equal rights. Women‟s conditions have been 

marked by harsh and hardly manageable constraints. They have been mostly deprived 

of most of their individual rights and liberties. Home has been a prison for the majority 

of them, and the centre of all their activities. Oppression is the word that comes to 

mind: the dominance of men over women in a given society has been justified and 

reinforced by the idea and clichés that women are emotional, subordinate, 

intellectually inapt and physically weak and therefore they can be only inferior to men. 

Based on such premises, some tasks and functions in society have always been 

reserved for and dominated by men. As the feminist scholar Sheila Ruth succinctly 

puts it:  

―They all say that women as human beings are substandard: 

less intelligent; less moral; less competent; less able 

physically; physiologically; and spiritually; small of body, 

mind and character.‖ (Ruth, 2001) 

     This reductive position pushes modern women to appeal to the principles of human 

rights to defend theirs. They began reconsidering their beliefs about patriarchy. They 

realized that the inferior and backward position that they have long occupied was not 

at all naturally but culturally and socially programmed. 

    One crucial criticism leveled by non-western women is that Western feminism does 

not see beyond Western borders, and this ignores and does not adequately recognize 

the complexities, specificities, experiences and the differences of other women. 

Furthermore, it places all women‟s history under white women‟s history and 

experience. Thus, many definitions have been coined to best suit the needs of racial 

groups in general, Arab women in particular. 

     As for postcolonial theory, it contains an intellectual discourse that holds together a 

set of theories which are reactions to the cultural legacy of colonialism. As a literary 

theory it deals with literature, produced in countries that once were colonies of other 

courtiers especially of the European colonial power: Britain, France and Spain.  

      It deals also with literature written to resist imperialism which is not practiced only 

by power, domination and imposing rules on the colonizer but also practiced by 



culture. “Imperialism” is a continuous phenomenon that still exists in different forms 

and new contents to a greater extent. 

    Even though the colonized nations as India, Algeria… are freed from the power of 

domination, they are still in a state of « otherness » and considered to some extent 

“inferior races”. The political and the economic operations of imperialism are 

supported and maintained by the power of culture and the culture of defense and 

resistance is the only way through which the dominated nations can respond to 

imperialism. Thus the culture of resistance is made through “writing-back” (Ashcroft 

et al., 2004) to the empire without the need of power and arms in order to destroy their 

stereotyped images through the world. 

     Furthermore, the very heart of literature is the search for and recapturing of 

identity, notably individual and national. They are crucial components of post-colonial 

literature. After all, how can an author get their thoughts across the audience if their 

voice seems inauthentic?  

     Love and death are the great themes for novelists.  And in certain settings hey loom 

larger still. In Algeria female emancipation has a long way to go, which means illicit 

liaisons are unusually precarious.  Meanwhile, during the early 1990s the political 

violence there was especially bloody, bitter and prolonged; Chaos of the Senses (1997) 

puts all of this raw drama to good use and adds some more of its own. At the centre of 

the novel is an escape from these repressive realities into the world of fiction. 

     Bearing in mind the preoccupations of women writers in a postcolonial context, the 

research study inspires from a realistic situation concerned with the constraints Arab 

women in general and Algerian ones in particular, face in finding their way to 

emancipation, social equality and freedom. 

     To make the intended contribution as outlined above a possibility, a related 

problem statement needed to be formulated to direct the research. The problem 

statement is formulated as follows: 

 To what extent can cultural transgression through education lead to women 

emancipation? 



The process of research is best done with knowledge of some basic guidelines. 

Creswell (2003) recommends that researchers reduce their entire study to a single, 

overarching question and several sub-questions. Hence, inherent to the above research 

question, the following sub-questions may be formulated: 

 Is it easy to reach transgression without transgressing religion? 

 Is transgression a problem for modern Algerian feminist writers? 

 How could an Algerian post-colonial feminist writer make her voice heard? 

Given credit to the above stated problem and sub-problems, the researcher 

envisages to hypothesize the following: 

 Education brings “prise de conscience” to women in knowing their rights. 

 Transgression eliminates to a certain extent social, gender and sexual 

boundaries. 

 Transgression may occur through mother tongue (cultural transgression) 

 A translated work/text can tell us about both the culture it was written in and 

the culture it was produced in. it can be viewed as both educational and 

entertaining because reading and analyzing translated novels can offer 

significant insight into the world at large. 

 Dialect awareness in literature and life and the importance of its use in the 

novel. This can come from the writer‟s cultural background who realizes the 

difference between the casual way most people converse and compares it to 

more formal, standard Arabic, and understands when each is acceptable. 

     As to the main objectives of the present research study, they are worded below: 

 To examine and evaluate, with reference to the novel Chaos of the Senses, the 

intermingling of the personal and the national, the presentation of national 

history; the roles of citizens and government, post-colonial issues and the role 

of literature in national life. 

 To focus on different periods of the history of independent Algeria. 

 To critique the novel from three broad angles: the personal and the National, 

Documentary National history and the Artistic Perspective. 



 To examine critically the fiction of Mosteghanemi in the light of man-woman 

“human” relationship. 

 To distinguish the inner and outer life of the characters. 

 To focus on the way the man-woman relationships are depicted in the society. 

 To identify the role of education as it operates through the novel from the 

writer‟s family background, history, religion and culture. 

 To identify the role of transgression in eliminating social and gender 

boundaries. 

 To explore the emerging trends of feminism such as woman identity,   

masculinity versus femininity, displacement, cultural hybridity…etc. 

 To focus on the reconstruction of women through education, work, social 

equality, sexuality and transgression (transgression through education). 

 To delineate the image of woman as reflected in the work of a North-African 

Arab writer and analyze this image in historical as well as social context. 

All the above formulated objectives help in the structure of this Magister dissertation.  

    This study also attempts to shed the light on a translated literary work relying on the 

source in its most original form, with regard to Arab literature. Reading a translated 

text aims at knowing about the cultural and historical context of both the author and 

the translator. The latter remains sometimes neglected. Thus, important questions 

could be asked about the translated work and if the writing is influenced by that author 

or/and the translator, about the period the lived in, where they come from and also 

about the author and the translator‟s educational, cultural, historical and political 

backgrounds. Additional interests would focus on how the political, cultural and social 

situations might have influenced, helped, or hindered both the writing and its 

translation.   

     Moreover, some research might be necessary in order to know, for instance, about 

the current political regime in the source country, learning about how people live and 

behave there; and most importantly, to know if any changes, deletions, additions, 

shifts, and so forth have happened when comparing the language of the original work 

to the translation. Many books do not always have the same title after translation, as 

the ones mentioned in this dissertation, notably the title of Mosteghanemi‟s novel 

Dhakirat al Jassad [ذاوسح اٌغعد] translated first to Memory in The Flesh (2000) then to 

The Bridges of Constantine (2013). 



     The present study is a research in life, concerned basically with books, library and 

web references. The study considers a qualitative approach/ technique to evaluate 

women‟s characterization as portrayed by Ahlam Mosteghanemi in her novel selected 

for this dissertation. The research goes through the English and French translated text, 

as well as the Arabic text as a primary source. 

     The study of the research would be analytical, socio-cultural, historical and psycho-

analytical. It would be descriptive taking into account the primary sources such as the 

original works of the writer with the French and the English translation as well as the 

secondary sources available in the form of criticism. 

     The researcher uses triangulation and mixed methods as approaches to her study 

beside many other data collection tools specific to field experimentation study.  Both 

qualitative and quantitative methods are alternately used. Hines (2000) asserts, there 

is no one best method for conducting survey research. Qualitative research is 

valuable for describing events, circumstances, and other areas of human 

understanding, including people‟s experiences and meanings in a normal social 

setting, as well as processes and structures (Skinner, Tagg, & Holloway, 2000). 

    Similarly, Bryman (1993) believes qualitative research is best defined in studies 

of the social world; as it analyzes and describes human behavior from the point of 

view of those being studied. However, quantitative research too has value due to its 

ability to measure data, generalize findings, and make predictions. These research 

strategies would not be thought of as incompatible, but complementary 

(Malterud, 2001). 

     The present research has inevitably certain limitations. It is a study, which 

concentrates mainly on novels of Arab North-African women writings in Algeria. It 

focuses on representation of the female gender. It has linguistic boundaries. The 

study remain confined to a few women writers whose experiences may not cover 

the total problems of Arab women at large. But this novel is representative of Arab 

women literature to a greater extent. It is a sample survey on feministic approaches 

in literatures in Arabic, translated first to English then to French. 

     Then the research is conducted primarily with a review of selected literature on 

the issue. The whole study embraces three interrelated chapters divided 



progressively from a top down perspective in order to help the reader follow the 

sequences of events as they are stated. 

     Chapter One situates the work in the context of the new regulations of 

postcolonial studies. It deals with the meaning and background of Postcolonial 

Women Literature. It also further explains the historical developments that led to 

the evolution of the feminist movement, throwing light over Arab and Islamic 

Feminisms. Later it elucidates upon Post-Colonial Arab Women Literature. 

 Chapter Two, through an intensive critical focus on "Transgression" and 

"Freedom", examines the salient thematic variation that can be seen in 

transgression in relation to tradition and patriarchy. It also includes probing the 

western views on Freedom and Muslims' perception of it.  

     Chapter Three is a view on Ahlam Mosteghanemi and her works on Arab 

Algerian literature with the sociological literary criticism. It firstly takes up the life 

history of the author. Then it deals with further research on the concept of women 

in Islam and on their fictional portraits in Ahlam Mosteghanemi‟s Chaos of the 

Senses, taking into account language issue and the literary translation. It treats in 

some details such sub-themes as: love, sexuality and gender, as well as the Algerian 

historical background of Colonialism.  

       The conclusion opens avenues of research, notably to examine the woman‟s 

question in different literary works belonging to postcolonial contexts, in Asia and 

Africa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER ONE 

POST-COLONIALISM: DEFINITION AND SCOPE 

 

“The final hour of colonialism has struck, and millions of inhabitants 

of Africa, Asia and Latin America rise to meet a new life and demand 

their unrestricted right to self-determination”    

                                       Che Guevara, “Colonialism is Doomed”(1964) 

Introduction 

     European colonialism began to end in the mid-twentieth century. By its end, 

the concept of post (-) colonialism
1 

 started to grow in different parts of the 

world, namely Africa and Asia. Settler colonies of America and Australia knew 

the development of similar concepts too. Particular focus 0w 

1ill be laid on the contributions to postcolonial theory from African and Asian 

postcolonial writers and how they had been influenced by European thinkers and 

philosophers.  

1.4. Post(-)Colonial Theory 

     The concept post-colonialism is to be defined by different scholars as from 

the spelling to its definition tackles controversial interpretations. 

 

                                                     

1
 Ashcroft et al write: "While this distinction in spelling exists, the interweaving of the two approaches is 

considerable." (Ashcroft  et al, 2007) 

 



1.4.1. Defining Post-Colonial  

      It goes without saying that colonialism as a negation of a nation leads to the 

formation of resistance groups with different labels namely anti-colonialism, 

post-colonialism and nationalism. Unlike anti-colonialism and nationalism 

which are specific designations for the independence movements, post-

colonialism refers to the work of scholars and artists whose concern is to 

analyze the effects of colonization on cultures and societies: 

―Post-colonialism (or often postcolonialism) deals with the effects of 

colonization on cultures and societies. As originally used by historians 

after the Second World War in terms such as the post-colonial state, 

‗post-colonial‘ had a clearly chronological meaning, designating the 

post-independence period. However, from the late 1970s the term has 

been used by literary critics to discuss the various cultural effects of 

colonization.‖ (Ashcroft et al., 2007) 

      Besides, Rachel Bailey Jones discusses the spelling of the term (post-

colonialism) and whether a “hyphen” is used or not: 

The term postcolonial (post-colonial) has been the subject of academic 

debate in recent years. Some scholars (Appiah, 2004; McClintock, 

1994) have questioned the use of the prefix ―post‖ in describing the 

current era. Does ―post‖ imply a break with the past and the entrance 

into a new era that has eliminated colonialism in its many forms? Does 

postcolonialism rely on a standard, linear view of time and progress 

that is based in colonial hierarchies and modernity? (Ibid, 2007) 



And obviously she answers her questions: 

It has been suggested that the long and complex processes of 

decolonization have occurred inconsistently and in some case have not 

yet occurred. (Ibid, 2007) 

      The influence of poststructuralism on the main postcolonial theorists led 

them to:  

―focus on the material effects of the historical condition of 

colonialism, as well as on its discursive power, to insist on the hyphen 

to distinguish post-colonial studies as a field from colonial discourse 

theory per se, which formed only one aspect of the many approaches 

and interests that the term ‗postcolonial‘ sought to embrace and 

discuss‖ (Ashcroft et al., 1996) 

      Hence, the field of post-colonial studies concerned with the description of 

what happened/happens to the colonized by the colonizer during and after 

colonialism is referred to as Post-Colonial Theory. According to Bailey Jones, it 

is: 

―a diverse field of inquiry that explores the physical, psychological, 

and cultural effects of the colonial systems on the colonizer and the 

colonized. Scholars working in this field also explore the structures of 

continued imperial systems that effect global relationships of power 

and the multiple forms of resistance to historical and current colonial 

and imperial systems.(Bailey Jones, 2011) 



      Additionally, it has to be taken into account that post-colonialism not only 

deals with political issues but comprises also social, economic and cultural sides 

affected by colonialism.  Hans Bertens describes the theory stating: 

"Postcolonial theory and criticism radically questions the 

aggressively expansionist imperialism of the colonizing powers and in 

particular the system of values that supported imperialism and that it 

sees as still dominant within the Western world." (Bertens, 2000)  

1.4.2. European Background 

     One of the European thinkers who influenced postcolonial theory was the 

European philosopher Karl Heinrich Marx (1818-1883). Another philosopher 

who contributed to the development of this theory was the Italian Marxist 

Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937). He wrote about 'hegemony', which means “the 

domination of a person or a group by another”, according to the Webster. 

Gramsci suggests that hegemony could be domination through mutual consent 

as well as a top-down one. He refers to those groups under hegemonic 

domination as 'subalterns'. The word subaltern means a person or a group of low 

status(Webster definition). 

―Subaltern, meaning ‗of inferior rank‘, is a term adopted by Antonio 

Gramsci to refer to those groups in society who are subject to the 

hegemony of the ruling classes. Subaltern classes may include 



peasants, workers and other groups denied access to ‗hegemonic‘ 

power.‖ (Gramsci,29-35)2
 

     According to Gramsci‟s concepts of the subaltern and the hegemon, one 

could “consent” to be dominated by another of a superior position. These 

concepts have been used extensively in postcolonial theory. 

     Postcolonialists were also influenced by post-structuralists Ferdinand de 

Saussure (1857-1913) and Claude Levi-Strauss (1908-2009) who viewed text 

analysis beyond its linguistic and anthropological dimensions. In other terms:  

―The reader replaces the author as the primary subject of inquiry. 

This displacement is often referred to as the "destabilizing" or 

"decentering" of the author, though it has its greatest effect on the text 

itself. Without a central fixation on the author, post-structuralists 

examine other sources for meaning (e.g., readers, cultural norms, 

other literature, etc.). These alternative sources are never 

authoritative, and promise no consistency.” (Critical Theory, 

Wikipedians) 

     Another eminent philosopher whose theories and concepts have had 

significant influence on postcolonial studies is the French Michel Foucault 

(1926-1984). His thoughts were described by his colleague Pierre Bourdieu 

(1930-2002) as "a long exploration of transgression, of going beyond social 

limits, always inseparably linked to knowledge and power."(Eribon, 1991) 

                                                     

2
 - For details, see: Gramsci and Hegemony, http://www.powercube.net/other-forms-of-power/gramsci-and-

hegemony/ 

http://www.powercube.net/other-forms-of-power/gramsci-and-hegemony/
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     Foucault‟s concept of „discourse‟ consists in that it is linked to power and 

knowledge. They are represented as: power – discourse – knowledge. He argues 

that power creates discourses, as he explains:  

―All manifest discourse is secretly based on an 'already-said'; and 

that this 'already said' is not merely a phrase that has already been 

spoken, or a text that has already been written, but a 'never-said', an 

incorporeal discourse, a voice as silent as a breath, a writing that is 

merely the hollow of its own mark. It is supposed therefore that 

everything that is formulated in discourse was already articulated in 

that semi-silence that precedes it, which continues to run obstinately 

beneath it, but which it covers and silences. (Foucault, 1969) 

     And so discourse, in turn, creates knowledge, as he states further:  

The manifest discourse, therefore, is really no more than the 

repressive presence of what it does not say; and this 'not-said' is a 

hollow that undermines from within all that is said. The first theme 

sees the historical analysis of discourse as the quest for and the 

repetition of an origin that eludes all historical determination; the 

second sees it as the interpretation of `hearing' of an 'already-said' 

that is at the same time a 'not-said'.‖ (Ibid, 61) 

     It is conventionally known that knowledge gives power. However, Foucault 

gives a new shape to the relationship between power and knowledge. Hence, he 

talks of "a certain code of knowledge" meaning that knowledge is somehow 

limited. (Ibid, p31) 



     Another European to be cited in this work and to have influenced post-

colonialism was the French Jacques Derrida (1930-2004). His theory was based 

on the presence of social binaries. The word 'binary' means 'twofold'. In post-

colonialist criticism, the word stands for a pair of opposites with one of its terms 

dominating the other and also suppressing the ambiguous and in-between 

spaces. (Derrida, 1976) 

     Both colonizers and the colonized have used binaries but not in a similar 

way. For instance, “white/coloured” and “modern/primitive” are binaries which 

have been used by the colonizers whereas the colonized used binaries like 

“indigenous/foreign” and “traditional/new”. Surprisingly, the relation between 

two or more binaries can be complex in that sense that a binary matrix may be 

read downwards, i.e. colonizer-colonized, white-coloured and civilized-

primitive; as it is read across, i.e. colonizer-white- civilized vs. colonized- 

coloured- primitive. This would imply that  the colonizer who is white and 

civilized as opposed to the colonized who is coloured and primitive. (Ibid, 64). 

     The matrix below is a clear illustration of binary opposition : 

colonizer   –    colonized  

 white       –     coloured  

civilized   –     primitive  

     There were other Europeans who wrote on postcolonial theory, like Roland 

Barthes (1915-1980), and Americans too such as the linguist Noam Chomsky 



(1928 - ). However, the Asian and African contributions remain tremendously 

significant too.  

1.4.3. African and Asian Contributions 

     The world of post-colonialism has provoked many researchers to investigate 

issue as in Africa and in Asia. While with a worldwide influence, the “Discours 

sur le Colonialisme” [Discourse on Colonialism] is a French essay which was 

written by Aime Fernand David Césaire (1913-2008) and published in 1950 and 

later translated into English. This essay gave birth to African postcolonialism. 

Cesaire argues that the relationship between different continents was not 

horizontal but rather a vertical one, where the colonizer was mostly in the roles 

of a classroom monitor, an army sergeant, a prison guard or a slave driver. 

(Césaire, 1950) 

     Césaire accuses Europe of giving birth to problems in the African continent 

and affirms that Africa was not uncivilized before colonialism. He writes: 

A civilization that proves incapable of solving the problems it creates 

is a decadent civilization. 

A civilization that chooses to close its eyes to its most crucial 

problems is a stricken civilization. 

A civilization that uses its principles for trickery and deceit is a dying 

civilization. (Césaire, 1950) 

[Une civilisation qui s'avère incapable de résoudre les problèmes que 

suscite son fonctionnement est une civilisation décadente.   



Une civilisation qui choisit de fermer les yeux à ses problèmes les plus 

cruciaux est une civilisation atteinte.   

Une civilisation qui ruse avec ses principes est une civilisation 

moribonde.] 

    One of the students of Aime Cesaire in the school where he used to teach was 

Frantz Fanon (1925-1961). In 1952, Fanon wrote Peau Noire, Masques Blancs 

[Skin Black, Masks White], later translated into English as Black Skin, White 

Masks (1967). The book narrates the experiences of a black man in a white 

world. Being black was synonym to hatred, segregation and inferiority. Fanon 

regrets the Whites symbolizing the Superior Other and rejecting the Blacks even 

when they master their language. It is a feeling of dehumanization that is to hear 

a white saying to another white: “Look, a Negro!”, whenever they come in front 

of a black. Fanon writes: 

―I was responsible at the same time for my body, for my race, for my 

ancestors. I subjected myself to an objective examination. I discovered 

my blackness, my ethnic characteristics; and I was battered down by 

tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetishism, racial 

defects, slave-ships, and above all else, above all: "Sho' good eatin'.‖ 

On that day, completely dislocated, unable to be abroad with the 

other, the white man, who unmercifully imprisoned me, I took myself 

far off from my own presence, far indeed, and made myself an object. 

What else could it be for me but an amputation, an excision, a 

hemorrhage that spattered my whole body with black blood? But I did 



not want this revision, this thematisation. All I wanted was to be a 

man among other men. I wanted to come lithe and young into a world 

that was ours and to help to build it together.‖ (Fanon, 1952) 

      The next year, Frantz Fanon's second book was published by the name L‘An 

Cinq de la Revolution Algérienne [Year Five of the Algerian Revolution], later 

translated into English as A Dying Colonialism (1965). It was about the Algerian 

Revolution which started in 1954 and led to independence from French 

colonialism. In 1961 Fanon published his third book Les Damnés de la Terre 

[The Damned of the Earth]. The book tells about a “Negro” psychoanalyst's 

study of racism and colonialism. It was translated into English as The Wretched 

of the Earth (1963), and has a preface by Sartre himself.  

     Fiction too contributed to the birth of postcolonial theory. For instance 

Things Fall Apart (1958) by the Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe (1930-2013), is 

a novel about how things fall apart in a West African village on the arrival of 

British colonialist. In 1965, Chinua Achebe wrote an essay titled The Novelist as 

Teacher in which the novelist became a pedagogue who wants to teach the 

unknown history of pre-colonial Africa through his novels. Ten years later, 

Achebe wrote an essay titled “Colonialist Criticism” (1974), in which he was 

skeptical and inquires about the practice of literary criticism to investigate for 

so-called universal qualities in literature. He denies this universality and writes: 

"I should like to see the word universal banned altogether from 

discussions of African literature, until such a time as people cease to 



use it as a synonym for the narrow, self-serving parochialism of 

Europe". (Ashcroft et al. 2003)  

     Additionally, there were many other figures who helped in the development 

of African postcolonialism like Leopold Sedar Senghor (1906-2001) from 

Senegal, Wole Soyinka (1934- ) from Nigeria, Edward Kamau Brathwaite (1930 

- ) from Barbados and Wilson Harris (1921- ) from Guyana. 

 ―Together with Edward W. Said, Gayatri C. Spivak and Homi K. 

Bhabha make up what Robert Young describes as ―the Holy Trinity‖ 

of postcolonial critics who have achieved the greatest eminence in 

their field (1995: 163).‖ (Moore-Gilbert cited in Schwarz and Ray, 

2005) 

     Although European philosophers as Foucault, built the background of 

postcolonial theory, many authors have talked about the effect of imperialism 

around the globe, from Africa, the Americas, and Australia. But the major 

contribution remains from Asian theoreticians: Edward Wadie Said (1935-2003) 

from Palestine, Homi K. Bhabha (1949- ) and Gayatri C. Spivak (1942- ) from 

India, to quote just a few.  

     Edward W. Said is often considered the founder of post-colonial theory. Said 

had a long career as an English professor at Columbia university. He was born 

in Palestine before the State of Israel came into being in 1947. At that point, his 

family who were Arabs and Protestants moved to Egypt. Said was educated in 

the Middle East and in America. 



     Said‟s work will be identified as very important and influential, in particular 

his book Orientalism, published in 1974. The book significantly contributed to 

the development of postcolonial theory by analyzing the relationships between 

the Western world and the Middle East, India, Africa and other parts of the other 

world. Such relationships were all shaped by the imperial colonialism. 

     Orientalism is a profound study of the “Other”. Said argues that the Western 

powers engaged in colonialism, particularly Great Britain and France, created 

the version of the Orient for Western consumption that had little to do with the 

actual orient. This is the time period when they used to say “The sun never sets 

on the British Empire”.
3
  

     The word “orientalism” has its definition in the Webster as “something (as a 

style or manner) associated with or characteristic of Asia or Asians/ scholarship 

or learning in Asian subjects or languages)‖.
4
  

By “Orient” Said makes it clear to some extent what he means the Middle East. 

His main cocern in Orientalism, his book, is the Arab world. Said writes that: 

 ―The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of 

Europe's greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of its 

civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, and one of its 

deepest and most recurring images of the Other…‖  (Said, 1978)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

     Said says that culture and ideology as a mode of discourse, and that: 

                                                     
3 First written in 1829 by King Georges IV 
4
 Definition of „Orientalism‟: 

http://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/orientalism?utm_campaign=sd&utm_medium=serp&utm_source=jsonl  
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 ―None of this Orient is merely imaginative. The Orient is an integral 

part of European material civilization and culture. Orientalism 

expresses and represents that part culturally and even ideologically as 

a mode of discourse with supporting institutions, vocabulary, 

scholarship, imagery, doctrines, even colonial bureaucracies and 

colonial styles.‖ (Ibid, 78) 

     Said describes as a style of thought based on distinction made between “the 

Orient and “the Occident”. He argues: 

 ―The phenomenon of Orientalism […] deals principally, not with a 

correspondence between Orientalism and Orient, but with the internal 

consistency of Orientalism and its ideas about the Orient […) despite 

or beyond any correspondence, or lack thereof, with a "real" Orient.‖ 

(Ibid, 78) 

     Thus, the idea behind the book Orientalism is to seek out the origins and the 

coherence of the description of the Orient that began to appear in Europe in the 

middle of the 18
th
 and early 19

th
 centuries, provoking the deconstruction of the 

interpretations and images forged by the Occident.  

     Said mentions that the Orient is a “place”, a site of colonies, civilizations and 

languages, but also one of the deepest and the most recurring “images” of the 

“Other”. The Orient and the people who live there are “Other”, different, 

separate from the West and Westerners. Orientalism is about the manufacture of 

the “Other”.  



―Arabs, for example, are thought of as camel-riding, terroristic, hook-

nosed, venal lechers whose undeserved wealth is an affront to real 

civilization. Always there lurks the assumption that although the 

Western consumer belongs to a numerical minority, he is entitled 

either to own or to expend (or both) the majority of the world 

resources. Why? Because he, unlike the Oriental, is a true human 

being. No better instance exists today of what Anwar Abdel Malek 

calls ―the hegemonism of possessing minorities‖ and 

anthropocentrism allied with Europocentrism: a white middle-class 

Westerner believes it his human prerogative not only to manage the 

nonwhite world but also to own it, just because by definition ―it‖ is 

not quite as human as ―we‖ are. There is no purer example than this 

of dehumanized thought.‖ (Said, 1978)  

     Over centuries, Western writers as Joseph Conrad (1857-1924), have 

generated and reinforced an image of the East by creating libraries and museums 

full of writings and images and shaping a version of the Orient for the Western 

world. Said argues that the process of building this massive archive began in the 

16
th
 century and took on a decidedly imperial tone in the 18

th
 and 19

th
 centuries. 

He makes the point that knowledge leads to power. In this case, Western 

knowledge of the East leads to the Western control over the East. The writing 

and painting were done first along with map-making and the study of Eastern 

languages and cultures. That academic and artistic knowledge was highly useful 

in the economic, military and political control the West began to exert over the 

East in the 18
th

 century. Representation also leads to power. The West represents 



the East in a thousand ways. All of them add up to create a version of the East. 

There is a strange, exotic, sensual, barbaric, and cruel place… the opposite of 

the rational, just, normal, civilized West. (Said, 1977) 

     Orientalism revolutionized the study on the Middle East and helped to create 

and shape entire new fields of study such as Postcolonial Theory as well as 

influencing disciplines as diverse as English, History, Anthropology, Political 

Sciences and Cultural studies.  

     As previously mentioned, relationships between the Western world and the 

Middle East, Asia and Africa were relationships between the colonizers and the 

colonized ones. These were not equal relationships. As such, it was the main 

concern of Homi K. Bhabha, an Indian theorist and critic. 

Bhabha was born in India. He received his undergraduate degree from the 

University of Mumbai before going to Oxford for his Ph.D. He has started 

several institutions in Britain and the US. He is currently the director of the 

Humanities Center at Harvard where he is also an English professor of 

reputation. 

     One of Bhabha's central ideas is “mimicry”. This concept is related to what is 

commonly known as multiculturalism in a rough sense (1994). Bhabha argues 

that mimicry is the effect of the doubling that takes place when one culture 

dominates another. Some of those dominated will attempt to mimic those in the 

dominant culture.  Members of the dominant culture will encourage mimicry 

among those they dominate. This applies to the colonial situation obviously in 



that sense that the colonizer is often mimicked by the colonized. In his book  

The Location of Culture published in 1994, Bhabha writes:   

If colonialism takes power in the name of history, it repeatedly 

exercises its authority through the figures of farce. For the epic 

intention of the civilizing mission, 'human and not wholly human' in 

the famous words of Lord Rosebery, 'writ by the finger of the Divine' 

often produces a text rich in the traditions of ‗trompe-l'œil‘, irony, 

mimicry and repetition. In this comic turn from the high ideals of the 

colonial imagination to its low mimetic literary effects Mimicry 

emerges as one of the most elusive and effective strategies of colonial 

power and knowledge. (Bhabha, 1994) 

     Hybridity
5
 takes the colonized away from his or her own culture and identity, 

shaping of people who are neither themselves nor their colonizers, people 

without a really usable effective identity. Bhabha argues further: 

―It is significant that the productive capacities of this Third Space have 

a colonial or postcolonial provenance. For a willingness to descend 

into that alien territory may open the way to conceptualising an 

international culture, based not on the exoticism of multiculturalism or 

the diversity of cultures, but on the inscription and articulation of 

culture‘s hybridity.‖  (Bhabha, 1994) 

      By “hybridity”, Bhabha refers to: 

                                                     
5 “Hybridity” is another postcolonial concept which H.K. Bhabha is also associated with.  



 “[T]he revaluation of the assumption of colonial identity through the 

repetition of discriminatory identity effects. It displays the necessary 

deformation and displacement of all sites of discrimination and 

domination. It unsettles the mimetic or narcissistic demands of 

colonial power but reimplicates its identifications in strategies of 

subversion that turn the gaze of the discriminated back upon the eye of 

power.‖ (Ashcroft et al. 1995) 

     Bhabha sees ways in which mimicry challenges the dominant culture which 

may seem like it is a “performance”. Then, ―Colonial mimicry is the desire for a 

reformed recognizable other‖ (Bhabha, 1994). The discourse of mimicry is 

constructed around that ambivalence. In order to be effective, mimicry must 

continually produce its slippage, its excess, its difference. In other words, the 

colonizer wants to colonize subject to mimic the dominant society, but wants 

that subject to get it a little bit wrong, ridiculous in its performance or failed 

performance of Englishness or Frenchness or whatever it is.  

     However, hybridity as a fusion of certain elements of the colonizing and 

colonized peoples may lead to the reaffirmation of the colonizer‟s domination. 

This concept of the differences within the colonized peoples is discussed by 

Gayatri Spivak.(1998)  

     Born in India, Spivak was educated there and in the United States before 

taking a position at Columbia University. She published a long complex essay 

with the title: Can the subaltern speak? It has received an enormous amount of 

attention since its first publication in 1998. Spivak‟s title refers to the least 



powerful in society: the subaltern. Subaltern is a term for those of a lower 

economic and cultural status, the masses who exist outside of the power 

structure of a given society. It is an important term in the writings of Gramsci, a 

Marxist thinker and was taken from his prison notebook by a group of Indian 

intellectuals who formed the “Subaltern Studies Group”. Spivak‟s question is a 

direct response to work by this group. She particularly focuses on subaltern 

women. The term “speak” is not entirely literal for Spivak. She means: “Can the 

lowest members of society express their concerns, enter into dialogue with those 

who have power? And also, if they do speak, write, or otherwise communicate 

their concerns, will they be heard? 

―What we mean by attending to the subaltern classes is what they do, 

speak… and they resist, they form collectives… but there is no 

infrastructure for - again to go back to the metaphor - them to have 

their speech act completed… In other words, those around them with 

the power, State power or Non- State power, do not have the 

infrastructure… to be able to attend to these things…‖ (Spivak, 1998) 

     On the way to answering this question, Spivak shows awareness of 

heterogeneity among the colonized. She identifies four class positions in Indian 

society. The first named „dominant foreign groups‟ include colonial powers such 

as the English and French international powers as the Americans and Russians 

and international corporations. The second called „dominant indigenous groups‟ 

at the national level. This includes Indian politicians and business interests of 

the national government and national companies in India. The third position is 



for „dominant indigenous groups‟ at the regional and local levels. And finally, 

„the people‟ and particularly the “subaltern classes”. (Spivak, 1998) 

     Spivak answers her question in the last paragraph of her essay. She writes:  

―The subaltern cannot speak. There is no virtue in global laundry lists 

with ‗woman‘ as a pious item. Representation has not withered away. 

The female intellectual as intellectual has a circumscribed task which 

she must not disown with a flourish.‖ (Spivak, 1998) 

     Spivak argues that female intellectuals must speak for the subaltern. She does 

not like this answer since she sees it as a kind of ventriloquism. Just as Said's 

theory on the importance of representation in maintaining colonial control (Said, 

1978), Spivak is also referring to representation. But in her case, it is not just the 

colonizers who represent the colonized. There are layers of representations. The 

female intellectual sympathetic to the plight of the subaltern are representing 

them. She would agree with Said that every representation is a 

misrepresentation.  A picture, in other words, no matter how perfect, is not the 

“thing” it represents. Nevertheless, Spivak thinks that until the subaltern is able 

to develop a political consciousness and to express it, this representation is the 

best option available.  

 

 

 



1.4.4. Post-Colonial Feminist Theory 

     The role of women in colonial times seems to be controversial for 

postcolonialism. On the one hand, postcolonial theorists dealt with the issue 

from a male point of view. Bailey writes:  

Early well-known scholars [working] in the field [of post-colonial 

theory] (Césaire, 1972; Fanon, 1967; Said, 1978, etc.) articulated the 

psychological, academic, and cultural effects of colonialism from a 

male point of view. In this work, the colonizer and colonized were 

assumed to be male and the effects on women and their important 

roles in the resistance movements were marginalized or ignored 

completely. Since the 1990s, many scholars have used the tools of 

feminist critique to engage with the ideas of postcolonialism; this 

work con-nects the effects and continued legacy of colonialism to the 

power and conditions of patriarchy. (Jones, 2004:23) 

     Lewis and Mills also denounce the exclusion of women theorists who 

immensely contributed to the exploration of the actual historical role they played 

in anti-colonial struggles. They write: 

―we note that the dynamism that feminism provided for the early 

development of critical studies in colonialism, imperialism, race and 

power has often been overlooked. It is far more common to see 

allegiances proffered to the line of male greats (for example, Frantz 

Fanon, Edward Said and Homi Bhabha) than ―to acknowledge the 

contributions of women scholars and activists (such as Angela Davis, 



Adrienne Rich, Audre Lorde or bell hooks, although it must be noted 

that Gayatri Spivak tends to be very visible as the exceptionally cited 

female voice).‖ (Lewis and Mills, 2003) 

     On the other hand, postcolonialism charged white women of complicity in 

colonialism. Bailey argues that: 

While postcolonial theory generally assumed a universal male subject, 

feminist theory has assumed a universal white, western female subject. 

Western liberal feminism that gained immense attention and 

popularity in the 1960s and 1970s carried with it a sense of universal 

womanhood. Generally led by white, middle-class women in Europe 

and the United States, this movement claimed to speak for all women 

and a universal critique of patriarchal systems of power and privilege. 

Speaking from a central, western cultural position afforded these 

women a form of privilege over both women of color in the west and 

women in the derisively labeled ―third world‖ (Jones, 2004) 

     Even more, Sara Mills reinforces the argument of her colleague Jones, stating 

that: 

Whatever be the role of white women in colonialism, the role of their 

coloured sisters has been less controversial though. Both 

postcolonialism and feminism agree that coloured women were 

victimized on two counts, their colonized status as well as their 

gender. (Mills, 1997)  



     Influenced by the theory of Foucault (1963) on power, Feminist theorists‟ 

recent ―work has moved away from viewing women as simply an oppressed 

group, as victims of male domination, and has tried to formulate ways of 

analysing power as it manifests itself and as it is resisted in the relations of 

everyday life.‖ (Ibid, 1997). In the same vein, Mills comments on McClintock in 

the following: 

“[Foucault argues that] analysis would see class concerns integrated 

with concerns about gender (Cliff, 1984). People are not oppressed 

because of their class separately from their oppression because of 

race or gender, although one of those factors might feel dominant at 

any particular moment. In her discussion of the impossibility of 

separating gender, race and class when describing relations of power 

under imperialism, Anne McClintock puts it in the following way: 

[i]Imperialism cannot be understood without a theory of 

gender power. Gender power was not the superficial patina 

of empire, an ephemeral gloss over the more decisive 

mechanisms of class and race. Rather, gender dynamics 

were, from the outset, fundamental to the securing and 

maintenance of the imperial enterprise. (McClintock, 1995: 

6.7)” (Ibid, 1997) 

     Post-colonial feminist theory is a subject of interest with implications on the 

situation of women both in colonial and post-colonial societies where they seek 

equal justice and reject marginalization and exclusion. The following focuses on 

feminist and postcolonial issues:  



―revisit some of the early feminist hopes, dreams, angers and conflicts 

that inspired scholars, activists and artists in their attempts to make 

sense of and ultimately to change the oppressive power relations 

encoded in the name of race, nation and empire, as well as those of 

gender, class and sexuality, and, in other cases, to trace a path of 

feminist postcolonial concerns.‖ (Lewis and Mills, 2003) 

1.5. Feminist, Female, Feminine 

      From a long time, women have suffered injustice and male dominance. They 

have been considered as second-class citizens. Seeking out equal rights and 

opportunities in societies, they organized in movements and associations to 

make their voices heard. In so doing, women have used the terms 'feminist', 

'female' and 'feminine' in various ways. Hence, it is necessary to define each of 

the three terms and distinguish between them. 

     According to Toril Moi, ―The words 'feminist' or 'feminism' are political 

labels indicating support for the aims of the new women's movement which 

emerged in the late 1960s.‖  (Belsey and Moore, 1998). Moi suggests that 

„feminists‟ are women who believed that western civilization is patriarchal
6
 , 

male-dominated and women are subordinates to men in all fields like family, 

religion, society, politics, and economics. As for “female”, she points out that 

considering „feminism‟  “a political commitment to the struggle against all 

forms of patriarchy and sexism, it follows that the very fact of being female does 

not necessarily guarantee a feminist approach.” (Ibid, 98).  In other terms, it is 

                                                     
6  



quite possible for men to be feminists for such a humanistic struggle. Moi 

argues:  

―If feminists do not have to work exclusively on female authors, 

perhaps they do not need to be females, either? In principle, the 

answer to this question is surely yes: men can be feminists - but they 

can't be women, just as whites can be anti-racist, but not black.‖ 

(Ibid, 98) 

     To sum it up, 'feminism' is a political position, 'femaleness' is a matter of 

biology and 'femininity' is a set of culturally defined characteristics.(Code, 

2000)  

―We owe the concept 'becoming woman' to Simone de Beauvoir. She 

begins the second volume of The Second Sex (1949) with the now much-

cited phrase, 'one is not born a woman: one becomes one'. Second-

wave Anglophone feminists have most commonly construed this 

statement to mean that being 'a woman', or being 'feminine', is not a 

natural attribute. Having a female sexed biological body does not 

automatically make one a woman; rather one becomes a woman 

through a process of initiation into a socially constituted identity. In 

short, sex (anatomical differences between women and men) and 

gender are not synonymous. 

Although Beauvoir did not use the term gender, the distinction between 

sex and gender is implied in her observation that 'every female human 

being is not necessarily a woman' ([1949] 1989:xix). Beauvoir sets out 



to describe what she calls 'the lived experience' of becoming a woman.‖ 

(Ibid, 57) 

     Through the terms female, feminine have to some extent, clear definitions 

following a cultural context, feminist, nevertheless, could include both women 

and men who are for equality and recognition of women‟s qualities and abilities. 

1.5.1. Defining Feminism  

     Feminism is rather a recent word which first appeared in France in the 1880s 

as femini.sme. It spread through European countries in the 1890s and to North 

and South America by 1910s. The term is an association of the French word 

woman, femme, and —isme, meaning an ideology.( Freedman,2003). 

     bell hooks
7
, of her name Gloria Jean Watkins (1952-) is an American 

feminist and social activist. She completed her doctorate in literature at the 

University of California in the United States of America. In 2000, she published 

―Feminism Is For Everybody‖ which describes itself as ―a vision of a beloved 

community that appeals to all those committed to equality, mutual respect, and 

justice.‖  

     hooks gives a definition of “feminism” – that she loves . She says: 

―I have wanted them to have an answer to the question "what is 

feminism?" that is rooted neither in fear or fantasy. I have wanted 

them to have this simple definition to read again and again so they 

                                                     
7 bell hooks put the name in lowercase letters "to distinguish [herself from] her great-grandmother." She said that 

her unconventional lowercasing of her name signifies what is most important is her works: the "substance of 

books, not who I am.” [Heather Williams. "bell hooks Speaks Up". The Sandspur (2/10/06).] 



know: "Feminism is a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, 

and oppression." I love this definition, which I first offered more than 

10 years ago in my book Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center. I 

love it because it so clearly states that the movement is not about 

being anti-male. It makes it clear that the problem is sexism. And that 

clarity helps us remember that all of us, female and male, have been 

socialized from birth on to accept sexist thought and action.‖ (hooks, 

2000:viiii) 

     As to Estelle B. Freedman, she sees feminism in the way that:  

"women and men are inherently of equal worth. Because most 

societies privilege men as a group, social movements are necessary to 

achieve equality between women and men, with the understanding that 

gender always intersects with other social hierarchies." (Freedman, 

2002) 

     Broadly speaking, to attain  an adequate definition of feminism, we should 

come first through concepts like „gender‟, „sexism‟, „patriarchy‟, „masculinity‟, 

„subaltern‟, „others‟ and all that relates to the history of woman‟s struggle 

against oppression , male domination and more precisely social inequality. 

Indeed, capitalism reinforced the hole between men and women due to the 

increase of the markets and the specialization of labour, the issue that 

condemned women to domestic work and thus be “eternally” dependent on men 

economically. 

 



1.5.2. Marxist, Liberal, and Radical Feminisms 

     Different branches of feminism embrace Marxist, liberal and radical 

feminisms. 

     Marxist feminism rises against exploitation of women in capitalist societies. 

Marxist feminists claimed their exclusion from the public sphere and their 

subordination not only to the capitalist world but also to the capitalist mode of 

life characterized by all kinds of preventing women from emancipation. 

     Saint Simonians stated that, "with the emancipation of the woman will come 

the emancipation of the worker." (Fourier, qd in Bell and Offen, 1983).     

Although Marxist philosophy inspired feminist movement all over the world such 

as Simone de Beauvoir in France, Doris Lessing in England and liberal feminist 

Betty Friedan in the United States, Marxism did not succeed in recognizing both 

capitalist and gender oppressions within the “labour power”. Women were 

underpaid and resumed to domestic labour where home was the best place for 

them. Beauvoir explained in her work The Second Sex (1949): "We must fight for 

an improvement in woman's actual situation before achieving the socialism we 

hope for." In addition, Betty Friedman in The Feminine Mystique (1963), 

criticized the male-female division of labour and asserted women who spent their 

life in insignificant housework would never achieve life challenges outside home 

as wife and mother.  

      As to the Liberal feminist movement, it was generated by two main world 

events that took place in America and France. They are the American Revolution 

against British colonial rule in 1776 and the French Revolution against 



aristocratic rule in 1789. Not only women but also men fought for their political 

rights. Women claimed for education, mainly, and property rights and suffrage. 

     Liberal feminists believed that sex equality could be obtained only by 

education and a fair legal system and an efficient political reform. Many scholar 

names appeared around the world, influenced by the call for liberty, equality and 

fraternity. 

     In France, Olympe de Gouges gave out The Declaration of the Rights of 

Woman and the Female Citizen in which she incited women to ask for their 

rights.
8
 In England, the groundwork for education for women and suffrage was 

built by  Mary Wollstonecraft, author of A Vindication of the Rights of Women 

(1792), Harriet Taylor who published Enfranchisement of Women (1851) and 

John Stuart Mill who wrote Subjection of Women (1861).  

     Yet, Radical feminists‟ concern is on patriarchy. They believe that the 

difference between sexes is not economic or social but rather biological and 

psychological. One of the central figures of radical feminism was Shulamith 

Firestone. In her book The Dialectic of Sex (1974), she argues that gender 

inequality has its origin in the patriarchal structures imposed on women on the 

basis of their biology and the social and psychological disadvantages provoked 

by childbearing. 

     Moreover, Radical feminists focus on the subordination of women caused by a 

sex class system in which male power is exercised and reinforced through such 

                                                     
8 See at : https://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/293/  
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practices as sexual harassment, rape, pornography, prostitution, as well as 

pregnancy, love and marriage. Biology gives rise to those psychological 

characteristics linked with women: nurturance, warmth, emotional 

expressiveness, endurance, practical common sense.
9
  

     French radical feminist Christine Delphy denies the subjection of women for 

biological reason and developed an analysis of gender arguing that gender 

precedes sex. Her theory constitutes a landmark in the process of denaturalizing 

sex, which is a marker of gender.
 10

 With Monique Wittig, they see that child 

bearing is not a biological natural process but a social/historical construction of 

'forced production'. More precisely, women are forced to behave in ways that are 

seen as natural, and this makes of them a distinct biological sex. 

     Feminism emerged as an important force in the Western world in the 1960s. 

Charlotte Bunch (1981) points out: “Sexual, racial, gender violence and other 

forms of discrimination and violence in a culture connot be eliminated without 

changing culture.‖ 

     Feminism is not struggling for women's rights only but also about 

transforming society by teaching to the child virtues of modern life, of justice, 

equality and collective interest. These values are taught in family for “there is no 

issue that is not a woman‟s issue”. (Bunch, 1981) 

 

 

                                                     
9
Theory, Feminism, and Feminist Theory  

10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christine_Delphy#cite_note-7  

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjWhrT68fDPAhVI1hQKHfTbBRwQFggeMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Ffaculty.ycp.edu%2F~dweiss%2Fphl380_feminist_thought%2Fwhat%2520is%2520feminist%2520theory.pdf&usg=AFQjCNGuVvFnfB2vRps-nInWRCuKldKxGA&sig2=o6fSwPDFFYCkbvSPVbMDEw
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  1.2.3. Arab and Islamic Feminism 

     In reviewing literature that is linked to the objectives of the present study, we 

notice that the two terms Arab Feminism and Islamic feminism are used 

interchangeably by some western intellectuals like in Jennifer King‟s thesis 

entitled Islamic Feminism Versus Western Feminism (2003). 

     Such a combination puts forward to question whether the two terms refer to 

one exact notion of feminism. Meanwhile, Middle Eastern feminism is another 

subtitle which disregards the interests of feminist writers from North Africa and 

the Gulf countries. Interestingly, most Arab countries form their constitutions on 

the basics of Islamic legislations which do not have the synonymous equality of 

the western or the non-Arab standards. In this study, the selected western 

feminist novels assert equality of status between males and females to reach 

studies, work, salary and inheritance. 

     On the other hand, Islamic feminists ask for equality to reach studies, work 

and payments. The latter are the already rights that Islam called for. In this light, 

the questioning is how can Islamic feminism different from the western and the 

non-Muslim Arab feminism in terms of equality? 

     Throughout this research, two questions need to be answered: is it feasible 

for a Muslim woman to demand equality of status while the Qur‟an clearly 

states that “and the male is not like the female.” (03: 36)
11

 

                                                     
11 Holy Quran: http://www.oneummah.net/quran/  

http://www.oneummah.net/quran/


     Furthermore, is it reasonable for a Muslim woman to demand equal 

inheritance to that of men while the Qur‟an states: “the male has double the 

share of the female.”? (04:11).  Margot Badran who is an Islamic feminist writer 

points out that the prejudices that Muslim females may face do not stem from 

religion in itself; rather, they stem from the faulty way that religion is conceived 

and interpreted.(Badran, 2006)  

     Nawal al-Saadawi too emphasizes this view and claims that authorities and 

politicians quote from Islam just what serve their interests. (08 mar 2014). For 

example, Islamic feminists may reword the Koranic verse that says: “And the 

male is not like the female.” (24:36). Absolutely, the verse denotes that men and 

women are not the same; yet, none of them is superior or inferior to each other, 

bringing to mind that Islam is a religion of fairness. 

     The difference between the western jurisdiction and Islam in terms of equal 

inheritance is effortlessly assimilated. Both western feminist writers and Arab 

ones struggle to call for equality with men. Meanwhile, Islamic feminists‟ 

reference to Islam was the scholar Al-kortobi who explained that God qualified 

men with a considerable share of inheritance since they have more 

responsibilities and charges, and not due to a higher status.
12

  

     However, some Arab feminist writers avoid linking whatever religion from 

the dispute of human rights (Helen Rizzo 24 Aug, 2012). The latter view signals 

that not all Arab feminist writers are Muslims and apply Islamic legislations. Al-
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Saadawi, a prominent Egyptian writer, calls for separating women‟s concerns 

from religion, and argues: “When you have increasing power of religious 

groups, oppression of women increases. Women are oppressed in all religions.” 

(Saadawi, 2011) 

     Besides, not all Arab feminist writers are Muslims. Instances encompass the 

Lebanese Christian author, Alice Al-Bustani and the Palestinian Christian, Asma 

Tobi. All in all, the two terms, Arab and Muslim feminisms should not be 

expressed as equivalent synonyms. 

     Despite the fact that the majority of the Arab society is Muslim, there exist 

certain religious minorities that do not come in line with some of Islam‟s 

legislations. Some Arab non-Muslim men state their dissatisfaction towards 

Islamic laws and principles.  

     In this context, Egyptian women keep calling for altering the law in order to 

get equal inheritance along with men. Yet, the constitution built on Islamic 

legislations discarded such an act. (Badran, 1996: 133-134) 

     Historically speaking, the origin of the expression Arab feminism is linked 

back to the 1940s while the term Islamic feminism is currently used by Badran 

in 1999.(Sabah, 2012) However, the timing is not so important since the 

principles of Islamic feminism have existed before the term was used. 

     According to Arab people, literary feminism is any created art, written by 

Arab writers or about women calling for their rights, whatever the writer‟s 

religious background and the language used. Nevertheless, Islamic feminism is 



any work produced by Arab or non-Arab writers who try to enhance women‟s 

well being within Islam‟s boundaries, such as the Iranian feminist writer, Nina 

Ansary and the Pakistani feminist, Mukhtaran Mai. (Sabah, 2012) 

Besides, those varieties of Arab, Islamic and secular feminist writers 

denote that the term: Arab does not mean Islamic and vice versa. In other words, 

the Arab and Islamic cultures are not consequently the same. The misusage of 

the above terms is a result of lacking knowledge about Arab and Islamic 

cultures. Globally, western feminists have a mistaken idea about women in the 

Arab Muslim world and then exemplify them wrongly and perpetuate 

stereotypes. 

    Sometimes, the majority of Arab, Muslim and third world women are not only 

unwelcomed by male discriminated societies, they are furthermore, depicted 

wrongly by western feminism‟s criteria. In actual fact, western feminists 

categorize and portray third world women as one kind regardless of the 

individual historical, cultural and social variation that is typical to every single 

woman. (Sabah, 2012).  For instance, Mary Stange, Karol Oyster and Jane Sloan 

(2011:79) illustrate that westerners regard Arab women as oppressed females 

due to Islamic ruling. For that reason, they view the veil as a degrading sign. 

     In addition, referring to women as „Haram‟, deriving from the Arabic word 

haram which means forbidden or sacred, is another kind of persecution since it 

limits Arab women‟s rights (2003). It shows, once again, the intellectual 

misunderstanding. 



     In response to these general regards of universal patriarchies and the common 

view of feminism, the Indian scholar Chandra Mohanty argued that westerners 

consider all women as a homogenous group that is combined by the same 

historical, social, economic and political standards. Thereupon, a wrong idea has 

been taken that all women possess universal interests and requests. (2003) 

     In this regard, Mohanty links the western failure of pinpointing at the 

homogeneity of third world women to two factors: First, the condition of 

ethnographic universality in addition to the inadequate self-awareness about the 

pact western feminism has on women of the third world that is directed by the 

west (2003). Nevertheless, Mohanty clarifies that third world women are 

wrongly described through overgeneralizations whereas they have various 

languages, experiences and origins.  

     On the one hand, western description of third world women produces a 

dichotomy within feminism since third world females are viewed as illiterate, 

weak, sexually exploited, victimized and oriented by family legion. On the other 

hand, western females are presented as open-minded, liberated, achieved and 

non-oppressed women. (2003:21) 

     Additionally, Mohanty (2003: 22-23) backs up her criticism of western eyes 

on third world feminism through white women‟s notion of sisterhood. The latter 

shows men as an entire collective block in terms of interests and goals 

regardless of their position and geographical boundaries as all females share the 

literal principles of degrading dictatorship and social patriarchy. 



     However, Mohanty proposes that the term could be substituted instead by the 

thought of “solidarity”. In particular, she directs her objective to concentrate on 

males‟ universal power and at the same time taking into consideration the 

“otherness” of females. That is to mean, the hidden characteristics that are 

typical to every single woman.  

     Despite the fact that Mohanty (2003:39-40) admits western feminism‟s 

consideration to third world females, she points out that the descriptions linked 

to the latter are still overgeneralized and lack some social and cultural points 

that could lead to inaccurate correlation between first and third world feminisms.  

     As far as the misinterpretations associated to third world women are 

concerned, Juliet Mince (1980) is one of the authors who pictured third world 

women in general. For that, Mohanty criticizes Mince‟s claim that “the family 

and the tribe are the two sole social patriarchal bodies”, that a Muslim woman is 

accustomed with. 

     Correspondingly, a Muslim woman recognizes herself either as a mother, 

sister or spouse only. Besides, Mohanty (2003:34) attacks Minces‟ claim since 

she does not take into account the historical, social and cultural factors as if 

Muslim females are one unified body, living in one society. Mohanty reinforces 

her point of view by illustrating that while Minces regards veiling women in 

Egypt, Pakistan and Iran as a form of dictatorship determined by Islam. History 

revealed that some Iranian women wore the veil to support the women‟s 

working class and not to accord with the religious denotation of the head scarf. 

(Minces, 1999)  



     Despite Muslim women‟s feminist attempts to achieve and fulfill objectives, 

a more violent and ironic view towards third world females through western 

eyes is presented in what is called Can the Subaltern Speak ? that is held by the 

Bangladeshi Gayatri Spivak. (1988) 

      In this context, Spivak thinks that westerners categorize third world females 

according to the ethnocentric colonial imperatives. According to Spivak, post-

colonial studies show a sense of subaltern class of women who are politically 

dominated, economically exploited and culturally erased. Hence, Spivak‟s claim 

serves as a tool to rebuild the art of third world women, silenced by both: the 

inequality and the western imperial representations. (2006:34). 

     In the line of “Voicing the Subaltern”, Spivak calls third world females to 

express themselves instead of looking to be voiced by others. Spivak reasonably 

affirms that any representation of third world females by external voices will 

just result in a number of difficulties. She states that if third world females keep 

relying on westerners to represent them that will just produce a sense of 

inferiority in society. In addition, Spivak believes that women will be regarded 

as an indistinguishable group, ignoring the individual cultural differences among 

women. (2006: 31) 

      In the end, Spivak raises an alert against the influence of the colonial 

dictatorial logo that represents women universally and hence the silenced 

women‟s voices will be more muted. In the same view as Mohanty and Spivak, 

the Spanish socialist, Gema Martin Munoz (2002), sees that the “bad” image 



that is built on Muslim women is linked to the westerners‟ prepossessed view 

that strengthens their negative opinions towards Arab and Muslim females. 

     Such a reflection is resulted from the unreasonable overgeneralization. 

Munoz clarifies further that Arab and Muslim females are presented by the west 

as passive, exotic, victimized, veiled and responding to events instead of 

participating in. (Muñoz ,2002) 

     Referring to the western representation of Arab and Muslim women, Jennifer 

King (2003) emphasizes Mohanty and Munoz‟s claims and admits that Islam is 

widely considered as a source of persecution. To say it differently, all what is 

associated with Islam is oppressive and all what is oppressive is linked to Islam. 

Also, she adds that all Arab and Muslim males are depicted as offensive and 

misogynist and that, they oppress women. Consequently, King (2003) attacks 

westerners‟ presentation of Arab and Muslim men that neglects the historical 

and cultural roots that characterize the Arab and Muslim men.  

     Moreover, King argues that the western image towards the Arab Muslim 

women does not all the time entail any variation between the Arab Muslim 

world and the western one. Rather, it further leads to some kind of disagreement. 

The instance that King concentrates on, presents principally the 

misunderstanding of certain Quran verses by a large number of Muslim and 

western people. 

     King thinks that westerners‟ negative view towards Arab women is generated 

from the mistaken belief about some issues like unequal inheritance, male 



superiority and polygamy. As stated by King, westerners look at the latter as 

misogynist deeds followed by the Arab society in the name of Islam. Therefore, 

an agreement between Arab-Muslim feminism and western-Multi religious 

feminism is hindered, and as a result Islamic feminism is hampered from being a 

universal phenomenon. (King, 2003)  

     According to the above arguments in addition to some other western 

Scholars, Arab and Muslim attributes are the main causes for the harming 

effects that are directed to women. Then, important areas of focus for further 

researches would be devoted to inquire whether or not the western females who 

follow the feminist thinking live under Arab or Islamic control. Moreover, 

another questioning continues as: shall we condemn Arab males or Islam for the 

trouble that Christian, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist or atheist females are 

encountering all over the world? 

1.2.4. Feminism and Literature  

     For a long time, women have been denied their talent in the name of 

maternity or sexual experiences. In his The Sphinx Without a Secret (1891) 

Oscar Wilde wrote ―[W]omen are meant to be loved, not to be understood.” 

Such a patriarchal thought is nurtured by gender concepts of masculinity which 

attribute all negative qualities to women. 

     Female consciousness started to rise when women decided to deconstruct that 

passive image built upon them and to engage in breaking silence and conquer 

the male dominated world of writing. They realized that unlike sex which is 



biological and natural, gender is all what represents social, cultural and 

psychological boundaries to their emancipation.  

     Gender issues have for long been conveyed through literature. Does not 

literature transmit ideology? But even more, it also creates it. Literature is "a 

mediating, moulding force in society". (Hawks,1977). The real world is 

perceived through fiction and imagination which have the power to move 

beyond limits and boundaries and, thus shape and reshape the reader‟s 

perception of life. 

     Seen from this angle, feminists have taken over responsibility of creating 

social, cultural, political and sexual spaces to remove barriers and obstacles and 

showcase their talent. Gayle Greene and Koppelia Kahn distinguish between 

two premises related to gender. According to them: 

 ―Feminist literary criticism is one branch of interdisciplinary enquiry 

which takes gender as a fundamental organizing category of 

experience. This enquiry holds two related premises about gender. 

One is that the inequality of the sexes is neither a biological given nor 

a divine  mandate, but a cultural construct, therefore a proper subject 

of study for any humanistic discipline. (Greene & Kahn, 1986) 

     As to the second premise related to gender, Greene and Kahn write: 

The second is that a male perspective, assumed to be 'universal' has 

dominated fields of knowledge, shaping their paradigms and methods. 

Feminist scholarship then, has two concerns: it revises concepts 

previously thought universal but now as originating in particular 



cultures and serving particular purposes; and it restores a female 

perspective by extending knowledge about women's experience and 

contributions to culture.‖ (Ibid, 86)  

     A feminist interpretation of literature implies deconstructing many of the 

systems constructed for ages. Gayle Greene and Coppelia Kahn argue that:  

"Feminist literary critics attend to the collusion between literature 

and ideology, focusing on the ways ideology is inscribed within 

literary forms, styles, conventions, genres, and the institutions of 

literary production ." (Ibid, 86) 

     So to speak, two different schools of thought of feminist literary criticism 

have emerged: the Anglo-American and the French. 

One of the pioneers of Anglo-American feminist literary critics is Kate Millet 

(1934-). She is an American writer, educator, artist and activist. Her book Sexual 

Politics (1970) is the inspiration source for many writers as it: “documents the 

subjugation of women in great literature and art‖
13

. Kate Millett's analysis:  

―targets four revered authors―D. H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, 

Norman Mailer, and Jean Genet―and builds a damning profile of 

literature's patriarchal myths and their extension into psychology, 

philosophy, and politics. Her eloquence and popular examples taught 

a generation to recognize inequities masquerading as nature and 

proved the value of feminist critique in all facets of life.‖(Millet, 

1970) 
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     Another writer who influenced feminist literature is Mary Ellman (1921-

1989) through her book Thinking About Women (1968) which analyses 

patriarchy from the political and historical aspects. She ironically denounces the 

sexual analogy as a mode of thought in the Western world. 

     In France, the most famous name in feminist theorist is Simone de Beauvoir 

(1908-1986). Her book The Second Sex (1949) describes itself as a ―masterwork 

is a powerful analysis of the Western notion of ―woman,‖ and a groundbreaking 

exploration of inequality and otherness.‖
14

 Based on Jean Paul Sartre's 

existentialist philosophy, her book analyses patriarchal prejudice found in the 

notion of „femininity‟ and considering women as negative objects. Being a 

woman rhymes with emotional, weakness, irrational, subjective, passivity, and 

dependency. Simone de Beauvoir states that this prejudice dominates all aspects 

of social, political and cultural life of women. She writes:  

"[o]ne is not born but rather becomes a woman...it is civilization as a 

whole that produces this creature."(De Beauvoir, 1952)  

     Another figure among the most influential is in French thinking about the 

feminine, namely Helene Cixous (1937-). She has developed the discourse of 

feminist theory on advocating for the rights of women. In her seminal article The 

Laugh of the Medusa (1975), she issues women to use their body to 

communicate their unconscious knowledge and desires:  

“I shall speak about women‘s writing: 
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 . . . woman must write herself: must write about women and bring 

women to writing, from which they have been driven away as violently 

as from their bodies. Woman must put herself into the text as into the 

world and into history by her own movement.‖ (Cixous, 1975) 

     Ecriture feminine, or female/woman writing is an area of textual production 

that can be called feminine and which is disruptive of masculine language. For 

Cixous  , the concept  of ecriture feminine is a means for women to claim their 

identity outside of the patriarchal systems. It is elementary related to Writing 

and Difference (1967), a book written by Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) who has 

been one of the most influences on her writings.  

     Julia Kristeva (1941- ) is another writer whose writing deals mainly with 

sexuality, femininity and love. She questions motherhood. In La Revolution du 

Langage Poetique,(1974) ,[Revolution in Poetic Language] she argues that 

woman is not repressed in patriarchal society, but motherhood.  

     Feminist literary critics deconstruct the constructed patriarchal concepts 

through language and literature. They create new paradigms for women 

consciousness and allow them to shape their own identity within a new genre 

pattern of literary criticism. 

 

1.6.  Post-Colonial Literature 

     During colonization and since the independence of British former colonies, 

postcolonial literature reflected the issues of women traditionally depicted in a 



male dominated context as being passive and submissive to modern women as 

being independent and empowered. 

1.6.1. Definition, Concerns and Characteristics 

     In a broad sense, postcolonial literature is writing which has been “affected 

by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present day” 

(Ashcroft et al, 1989). It includes novels, poetry, and drama which were written 

both during and after colonization.  

     Postcolonial literatures from formerly colonized countries – such as African 

countries, Australia, Bangladesh, Canada, Caribbean countries, India, Malaysia, 

Malta, New Zealand, Pakistan, Singapore, South Pacific Island countries, and 

Sri Lanka  (Ashcroft et al, 1989)  have all distinctive features, yet they share 

some significant concerns and characteristics, as deconstructing the images 

forged by patriarchy and the colonizer. 

     The semantic basis of the term „postcolonial‟ might seem to suggest a 

concern only with the national culture after the departure of the imperial power. 

It has occasionally been employed in some earlier work in the area to distinguish 

between the periods before and after independence („colonial period‟ and „post-

colonial period‟), for example, in constructing national literary histories, or in 

suggesting comparative studies between stages in those histories. Generally 

speaking, though, the term „colonial‟ has been used for the period before 

independence and a term indicating a national writing, such as „modern 



Canadian writing‟ or „recent West Indian literature‟ has been employed to 

distinguish the period after independence.  

     We use the term „post-colonial‟, however, to cover all the culture affected by 

the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present day. This is 

because there is a continuity of preoccupations throughout the historical process 

initiated by European imperial aggression. (Ashcroft et al, 2002.)  

     We also suggest that it is most appropriate as the term for the new cross-

cultural criticism which has emerged in recent years and for the discourse 

through which this is constituted. In this sense this book is concerned with the 

world as it exists during and after the period of European imperial domination 

and the effects of this on contemporary literatures. 

     The concerns are numerous including spaces and places, language and 

culture beside literature to name a few.
 
(Ibid, 2) 

     Colonialism was, above all, a means of claiming and exploiting foreign 

lands, resources, and people. Enslavement, indentured labor, and migration 

forced many indigenous populations to move from the places that they 

considered “home”. Postcolonial literature attempts to counteract their resulting 

alienation from their surroundings by restoring a connection between indigenous 

people and places through description, narration, and dramatization.  

     During colonization, the indigenous cultures of those countries subjected to 

foreign rule were often sidelined, suppressed, and openly denigrated in favor of 

elevating the social and cultural preferences and conventions of the colonizers. 



In response, much postcolonial literature seeks to assert the richness and validity 

of indigenous cultures in an effort to restore pride in practices and traditions that 

were systematically degraded under colonialism.  

    Colonizers often depicted their colonial subjects as existing “outside of 

history” in unchanging, timeless societies, unable to progress or develop without 

their intervention and assistance. In this way, they justified their actions, 

including violence against those who resisted colonial rule. Revising history to 

relate issues from the perspective of those colonized is thus a major 

preoccupation of postcolonial writing.  

    Postcolonial literature is described through numerous characteristics related to 

the concept of resistance, the appropriation colonizer‟s language and reworking 

colonial art-forms.(Ibid, 2)    

     Postcolonial writers use detailed descriptions of indigenous people, places, 

and practices to counteract or “resist” the stereotypes, inaccuracies, and 

generalizations which the colonizers circulated in educational, legal, political, 

and social texts and settings.  

   Although many colonized countries are home to multiple indigenous 

languages, in India, for example, more than 12 languages exist alongside 

English, many postcolonial writers as Ngugi wa Thiong'o choose to write in the 

colonizers‟ “tongue”. However, authors such as Arundhati Roy deliberately play 

with English, remolding it to reflect the rhythms and syntax of indigenous 



languages, and inventing new words and styles to demonstrate mastery of a 

language that was, in a sense, forced upon them. 

    Similarly, authors such as Arundhati Roy rework European art-forms like the 

novel to reflect indigenous modes of invention and creation. They reshape 

imported colonial art-forms to incorporate the style, structure, and themes of 

indigenous modes of creative expression, such as oral poetry and dramatic 

performances. 

     Among the most known postcolonial novels are Arundhati Roy‟s The God of 

Small Things (1997), Khaled Hosseini‟s A Thousand Splendid Suns (2007) and 

Chinua Achebe‟s Things Fall Apart (1958) though from different cultural 

backgrounds. 

1.6.2. Post-Colonial Novel 

     The post-colonial novel tends to be a literary genre that addresses the 

problems of the colonized people and the consequences of the colonization of a 

nation submitted to all types of imperial domination, racial segregation and 

denials of cultural, social and political rights. In such a literary genre, the 

protagonist usually struggles with questions of social, cultural and national 

identities.  

     Although countries such as France and Spain are name listed among the 

former colonizing ones, English seems to be the language through which the 

post-colonial novel is written regardless the fact that it is the ex-colonial 



language. “Ngugi  Wa Thiong‟o devoted his latter writing to a Gikuya cultural 

revival.” as cited in Fewzia Bedjaoui‟s Doctoral thesis (2005) 

―The language and the use to which language is put is central to a 

people‘s definition of themselves in relation to their natural and social 

environment… continuing to write in foreign languages,  paying 

homage to them,  are we not on the central level continuing that 

neocolonial slavish and cringing spirit‖. (Wa Thiong'o, 1981:26)   

     Bedjaoui argues that colonial education inevitably intervenes in the cultural 

transformation of the writer formerly colonized as well as changing the reading 

patterns worldwide. She writes: 

―Certainly, the poor quality of translation compels so many writers to 

choose English over their native tongue.  The intervention of the 

colonial educational system and language on cultural productions is a 

fundamental element in a post-colonial literature.  The very success of 

numerous post-colonial writers evokes the possible insertion into a 

canon.  It would be interesting to know how the new literatures may 

be influencing and changing reading patterns worldwide.‖ (Bedjaoui, 

2005) 

     So for whom does the post-colonial author write and in whose name does 

he/she speak? Probably,  s/he feels confined to a somewhat foreign language and 

thus the post- colonial person experiences a cultural estrangement,  a sense of 

being nothing at all or at least of doubts about the authenticity of his/her 

relationship to the culture defined from the outside.  Alienation is the abstract 



term to convey this sense of being an other to oneself. The mirror provided by 

the other culture provokes self- reflections and the breaking up of his identity.  

The issue of cultural identity moves beyond one's own national borders in 

regarding the role of the other in defining the Self.  In other words, there is no 

need to draw the borders of identity as they are never clearly defined.
 
(Ibid, 05)

 

     In his The Contemporary Post-Colonial Novel in English, Thomas Bonnici 

takes up the claim that post-colonial novels 

“have been with us for the last forty years and at present they are 

foremost in any program of Literature in English. Perhaps the most 

interesting thing is that the current literature in English is heavily 

relying on the literature coming from post-colonial topis and post-

colonial writers living in British ex-colonies or living in Britain or the 

United States but were born and bred in colonized 

countries.‖(Bonnici, 2004) 

     The political novel could probably be emotional and exciting if one considers 

it as a work rather than a means of achieving political goals.  Howe questions 

the differences between the political and non political novel 

―by a political novel I mean a novel in which political ideas play a 

dominant  role or in which a political milieu is the dominant setting… 

Perhaps it would be better to say: a novel in which we take to be 

dominant political ideas or the political milieu (Howe 987:17)   



     Thus, there are differences between the literacy and political uses of 

language. Howe attempts to describe the political novel in a purely literary 

way, neither emphasizing, precise, but ambiguous definitions as something for 

rigid scholastics to think over, nor providing specific insight about why such a 

novel could be harder to define than other literary genres. 

Probably literary criticism includes to resort to life, affirming principles and 

respecting one‟s inner lives.   

―…politics demands that we risk taking a position, that we stand 

somewhere, that we decide, and that we accept as part of the political 

process or possibility that our positions, stances many go horribly 

wrong, nowhere or miraculously right. This is the only form of 

arbitrariness, favourite term of skeptical criticism, worth taking about 

and with which it is important. (Siebers, 1933 156-157)   

     Such a recommendation involves to build a home in the world, for readers 

who are seduced by story-telling and “beauty”.  Language and human 

communication cannot feel completely astray in the world in which they 

live. So, how can the self-conscious attention to post -colonialism affect the 

impact of a literary work? (Siebers, 1933 156-157)  (Ibid, 93) 

1.6.3.Post-Colonial Arab Literature 

     Post-Colonial Arab writings have been totally ignored in cotemporary post-

colonial studies, as shown in a research carried out by Mohammed Abdu Al-

Gabali from the University of Hyderabad titled  Identity, Culture, and Politics in 



Contemporary Arab and Arab-American Women‘s Literature, (2014). He argues 

that despite the fact that countries such as Yemen, Palestine and Sudan have 

suffered British colonial influence and hegemony up to the second half of the 

twentieth century. And despite the fact that  

―[W]riters from such places have addressed issues such as the quest 

for identity, nationalism, modernization, hybridity, mimicry, 

resistance, the clash between tradition and modernity and the 

encounter between the colonizer and the colonized. Unfortunately, 

such writings have been mostly neglected if not totally ignored in 

contemporary postcolonial studies. This sense of marginality, 

nonetheless, is not only confined to postcolonial studies, but also 

extends to the whole Arab world… This lack of status becomes 

sufficiently evident, when we examine some relatively recent 

postcolonial publications such as The Empire Writes Back: Theory 

and Practice in Post-colonial Literatures (1989), The Post-Colonial 

Studies Reader (1995), and Postcolonialism: Critical Concepts 

(2000). Whereas many other ―national‖ literatures such as the 

Caribbean, Indian, Australian, Irish as well as the African (even the 

African-American) have been established and recognized as 

postcolonial, the case is not the same when it comes to Arabic 

literature.‖(Abdu Al-Gabali) 

     Meanwhile, the Arab world itself has largely focused interest in the novels 

produced in the Arabic literary centres such as Cairo and Beirut. 



―Many critical studies have been conducted on the novel genre in 

contemporary Arabic literature; however, the majority of these studies 

concentrate on the Egyptian novel in general and on the Mahfouzian 

style in particular. This sense of ―Egyptiocentricism‖ has marginalized 

the status of the Arabic novel outside the Egyptian literary and cultural 

sites. Furthermore, the Arabic novel in Western literary circles has 

become synonymous with Naguib Mahfouz. There is some truth in this 

claim for no one can deny how much the Arabic novel owes to Mahfouz 

for its domestication and indigenization into the Arabic literary 

tradition. Nevertheless, there are many other ―new‖ novelistic voices in 

the Arab world that suffer serious marginalization in literary and 

critical studies.‖ (Ibid, 14) 

     The novel is a European literary genre adopted by the Arabic world in the 

19
th
 and early 20

th
 centuries within the colonial era. 

―one result of colonization- when societies and cultures intermingle- 

that the literary forms, like the languages, of the colonizers have been 

adopted‖ (Walder 12). (cited in Abdu Al-Gabali, 2016) 

 

Conclusion 

     Although The Arabic novel is a “newly” established genre in the twentieth 

century, it has known a significant concern from writers who rose against 

colonialism and tried to describe an Arabic society ravaged by war and imperial 

dominance. It has been painted by political, religious, cultural and national 



identities, which makes of this genre a result itself.  To have a substantial 

understanding of the literary work, it is interesting,  to some extent,  to examine 

the theoretical and conceptual background which is the main content of the 

following chapter, notably the concepts of freedom and transgression are 

studied. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 CHAPTER TWO 

TRANSGRESSION AS A QUEST FOR FREEDOM 

―Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe.  . . . 

A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge. A 

borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the 

emotional residue of a n unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state 

of transition. The   prohibited and   forbidden   are   its inhabitants… 

those who cross over, pass over or go through the confines of the 

'normal.'‖ 

Gloria Anzaldua, Border Lands, La Frontera:The New Mestiza (1987) 

Introduction 

     Society has always been defined and governed by certain (un)codified rules. 

Yet there are always those who suffered the tension between resisting 

convention and embracing innovation, and thus willingly who transgressed 

communal norms. Throughout history, up to the present day, these transgressors 

have met with either praise or disapproval. Some have been heralded as heroes, 

great thinkers or revolutionary artists, while others have been branded as exiles, 

sinners or outcasts. In Greek mythology, Prometheus was punished for defying 

the Gods and gifting humanity with fire; Christianity, Judaism and Islam 

condemn Adam and Eve‟s transgression of divine command.  



     Pertinent questions have arisen on the violation of laws, traditions and 

conventions in the political, religious, social and cultural domains. Among these 

questions: Who breaks the rules? To what extent is an act of rule breaking a 

confirmation of the existence of certain rules? Is transgression identification, 

protest or innovation?  How has transgression been perceived through the ages? 

Is the rule breaker punished or praised? What role does gender play in rule 

breaking? How do various cultures define transgression? 

2.1. Concept of Transgression  

     Transgression may occur in different domains. Politically, it concerns social 

taboos, the ethics of rule breaking, revolt, emancipation, disobedience, and 

identity through rule breaking. In the religious field, it may deal with cultural 

perspectives on the various aspects of religious rule breaking, such as sin, 

religious taboos and forbidden pleasures. Transgression may also have an 

aesthetic aspect and focus on boundaries of what is considered to be art by 

changing perceptions of beauty and/or ugliness into art. 

 

2.1.1. Defining Transgression  

     According to the Webster‟s definition, „transgression‟ is an act, process, or 

instance of transgressing as an infringement or violation of a law, command, or 

duty. To transgress, then is to do something that is not allowed, to disobey a 

command or law. To transgress may also mean to go beyond a limit. In fact, the 

word transgress comes from the Latin transgredior–trans meaning beyond, 

and gredior, meaning to pass. 



     The term transgression is concerned, as the name says, with the non-respect 

of rules and orders. Inciting to go „beyond the borders‟, the word assumes the 

existence of pre-established norms and standards which bring to light 

transgressions.  

     Whoever transgresses is inevitably subversive, rejecting the rule or the norm 

itself. The concept of transgression is always related to the fact of „bypassing‟. 

Indeed, whether in the social, philosophical or political domains, norms 

previously established can now be challenged, broken or transgressed. 

     A norm is legitimate only if it is accepted by a social group. In other words, 

to be considered as behaving in conformity with social rules depends on the 

validity given by those who accept it.  

     Chris Jenks in his book Transgression, addresses the conduct that goes 

beyond the limits in a society which has become a “metaphor of excess” (2003). 

He refers to transgression as an excessive behavior and thus defines it as “that 

conduct which breaks rules or exceeds boundaries.”(2003). He emphasized that:  

―To transgress is to go beyond the bounds or limits set by a 

commandment or law or convention, it is to violate or infringe. But to 

transgress is also more than this, it is to announce and even laudate 

the commandment, the law or the convention.‖ Thus, transgression 

becomes ―a deeply reflexive act of denial and affirmation‖ (Jenks, 

2003) 



     Although transgression involves the concept of exceeding limits or 

boundaries, it is through transgression that limits are determined and norms are 

given a shape. In fact, Jenks states further: 

―Transgressive behaviour does not deny limits or boundaries, rather 

it exceeds them and thus completes them. Every rule, limit, boundary 

or edge carries with it its own fracture, penetration or impulse to 

disobey. The transgression is a component of the rule‖ (Ibid, 2)  

     In light of these definitions, what then is  

―… the character of the cultures that provide for this excessive 

behaviour and what are the contexts that provide for the appreciation 

or receptability of such behaviour? Does transgressive behavior deny 

limits and boundaries or does it exceed and thus complete them? And 

doesn‘t every rule, limit, boundary or edge carry with it its own 

fracture, penetration or impulse to disobey? If transgression and 

excess thus become an important component of the rule, they would 

neither be ―an abhorration nor a luxury‖ but rather ―dynamic forces 

in cultural reproduction preventing stagnation by breaking the rule 

while simultaneously ensuring stability by reaffirming the rule‖ (Ibid, 

3). 

     If so considering transgression not as simply breaking a rule, but as a co-

construction between a person and situations, political, cultural and linguistic 

transgressions would be addressed from a perspective that allows to seek out the 

“rich” value of transgression in the constructive dimension of the concept. 



     Moreover, attention should be drawn to the fact that in any institution where 

language and culture are taught, from school to university, we are subject to 

limits, boundaries and norms. The fact of the presence of an „Other‟, makes us 

constrained to norms and boundaries; the „Other‟ itself confronting a limiting, 

also encounters boundaries. For instance, for a stranger, the acceptance of the 

standard „Other‟ is not obvious. Yet, each brings with him/her, his/her own 

cultural capital and his/her singular habit, his/her legacy and what defines 

him/her as a unique individual. 

―As John Jervis succinctly argues: The transgressive is reflexive, 

questioning both its own role and that of the culture that has defined it 

in its otherness. It is not simply a reversal, a mechanical inversion of 

an existing order it opposes. Transgression, unlike opposition or 

reversal, involves hybridization, the mixing of categories and the 

questioning of the boundaries that separate categories. It is not, in 

itself, subversion; it is not an overt and deliberate challenge to the 

status quo. What it does do, though, is implicitly interrogate the law, 

pointing not just to the specific, and frequently arbitrary, mechanisms 

of power on which it rests— despite its universalizing pretensions— 

but also to its complicity, its involvement in what it prohibits.‖                                 

(John Jervis qd in Stefan Horlacher, 2010, 15) 

     From a philosophical perspective, Foucault views that transgression is close 

to the limits. They depend on each other in that sense that a limit could not exist 

if it were absolutely uncrossable and reciprocally, transgression would be 



pointless if it merely crossed a limit composed of illusions and shadows. In his 

essay A Preface to Transgression, published in 1977, Foucault states: 

 ―Transgression is an action which involves the limit, that narrow 

zone of a line where it displays the flash of its passage, but perhaps 

also its entire trajectory, even its origin; it is likely that transgression 

has its entire space in the line it crosses. The play of limits and 

transgression seems to be regulated by a simple obstinacy: 

transgression incessantly crosses and recrosses a line which closes up 

behind it in a wave of extremely short duration, and thus it is made to 

return once more right to the horizon of the uncrossable.‖ (Foucault, 

1977) 

     According to Foucault, transgression opens a new zone of existence by 

affirming limited being. He addresses questions like: Can the limit have a life of 

its own after the act of transgressing? Does transgression not exhaust its nature 

when it crosses the limit knowing no other life beyond this point in time? He 

further clarifies: 

―Transgression does not seek to oppose one thing to another, nor does 

it achieve its purpose through mockery or by upsetting the solidity of 

foundations; it does not transform the other side of the mirror, beyond 

an invisible and uncrossable line, into a glittering expanse. 

Transgression is neither violence in a divided world (in an ethical 

world) nor a victory over limits (in a dialectical or revolutionary 

world); and exactly for this reason, its role is to measure the excessive 

distance that it opens at the heart of the limit and to trace the flashing 



line that causes the limit to arise. Transgression contains nothing 

negative, but affirms limited being-affirms the limitlessness into which 

it leaps as it opens this zone to existence for the first time.‖ (Ibid, 77) 

     Seen from this perspective, thus, transgression carries the limit right to the 

limit of its being.  Transgression forces the limit to face the fact of its imminent 

disappearance, to find itself in what it excludes. 

     Transgression is also seen from an educational angle as a means of a 

revolutionary shifting away from the traditional understanding of a single norm 

of thought and experience of a West-centered patriarchal imperialist hegemony, 

to approaching a subject multiple ways with multiple references. 

     In 1994, bell hooks, a Black American writer, teacher and activist, wrote her 

book Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom in which 

she approaches freedom through education. She offers strategies for enacting 

change and concrete methods for how to revolt traditional understanding of 

education. 

     The theory of education is brought out through the liberation of minds rather 

than the transmission of information. hooks advocates:  

“All of us in the academy and in the culture as a whole are called to 

renew our minds if we are to transform educational institutions-and 

society-so that the way we live, teach, and work can reflect our joy in 

cultural diversity, our passion for justice, and our love of freedom.‖ 

(hook, 1994) 



    hook addresses important questions like: How can teaching be achieved 

without reinforcing domination,  sexism and racism already existing? How can 

teachers address diversity in the classroom and issues such as race, sex, 

language, class backgrounds, levels of understanding, and concerns?  

     In answering these questions, hook argues that racial, class and gender 

boundaries can be transgressed despite the tensions that both teachers and 

students might be confronted with. She writes: 

―Those of us who wanted to make racial equality a reality in every 

area of our life were threats to the social order. We were proud of 

ourselves, proud of our willingness to transgress the rules, proud to 

be courageous.‖ (Ibid, 94) 

     In this line of thought, hook describes the classroom as a radical space of 

possibility in which teachers with the active engagements of students enact 

progressive values of diversity.  Then, she explains how teaching is a means of 

enacting progressive values of diversity, openness of mind and ways to move 

beyond boundaries. Indeed, hook advocates transformational pedagogy. She 

states:  

―The academy is not paradise. But learning is a place where paradise 

can be created. The classroom, with all its limitations, remains a 

location of possibility. In that field of possibility we have the 

opportunity to labor for freedom, to demand of ourselves and our 

comrades, an openness of mind and heart that allows us to face reality 



even as we collectively imagine ways to move beyond boundaries, to 

transgress. This is education as the practice of freedom.‖ (Ibid, 94) 

     According to hook, education is the key to freedom and thus everyone should 

have the right to learn and come to school with the will to transgress boundaries 

and to be more powerful than any will to intellectual. Education is personal and 

political growth.    

 ―To enter classroom settings, colleges and universities with the will 

to share the desire to encourage excitement, was to transgress […] To 

these students, transgressing boundaries was frightening. And though 

they were not the majority, their spirit of rigid resistance seemed 

always to be more powerful than any will to intellectual.‖ (Ibid, 94) 

     The "engaged pedagogy" she refers to in her book entitled Teaching to 

Transgress, brings to light her experiences in the academy as a feminist and 

anti-racist. She denounces many of the “dictators” (to mention her own words) 

for whom education is a means of domination to force students into conformity. 

On the contrary, the teachers who most affected her are the ones she describes as 

such: 

―Throughout my years as student and professor, I have been most 

inspired by those teachers who have had the courage to transgress 

those boundaries that would confine each pupil to a rote, assembly-

line approach to learning.‖ (Ibid, 94)  

     Indeed, hook emphasizes this idea of those teachers that most touch the spirit 

of their students by evoking in her book an essay published in an issue of 



Tricycle, a journal of Buddhist thought, in which Perna Chodron talks about the 

ways teachers function as role models. She writes: 

―My models were the people who stepped outside of the 

conventional mind and who could actually stop my mind and 

completely open it up and free it, even for a moment, from a 

conventional, habitual way of looking at things.... If you are 

really preparing for groundlessness, preparing for the reality of 

human existence, you are living on the razor's edge, and you 

must become used to the fact that things shift and change. Things 

are not certain and they do not last and you do not know what is 

going to happen. My teachers have always pushed me over the 

cliff…‖ (Ibid, 94) 

      Following her reading of the text, she declared that limits are barriers to 

individual growth: 

Reading this passage, I felt deep kinship, for I have sought teachers in 

all areas of my life who would challenge me beyond what I might select 

for myself, and in and through that challenge allow me a space of 

radical openness where I am truly free to choose - able to learn and 

grow without limits.‖ (Ibid, 94) 

2.1.2. Sin and Taboo 

     The words „sin‟ and „transgression‟ are thus used synonymously on many 

occasions, yet there is also a difference in their meanings. „Sin” means an 

offense against religious or moral law, a transgression of the law of God. To sin 



is to break the moral code; to transgress could be to violate a law without sinful 

intent. 

 In a sexist misogynic society, as in Saudi Arabia and Yemen, or many 

other African countries such as Congo, disrespecting women and treating them 

as possessions is the norm, and most the time considered as a religious act. 

 Stating that feminism is about the eradication of patriarchy, and that 

patriarchy is expressed through men and masculinity, the answer to why 

feminism absolves women of sin becomes “obvious” then. From a feminist point 

of view, patriarchy is sin personified. And if it is expressed through masculinity 

then women cannot sin.  

―If the premise of feminism is that patriarchy is evil incarnate, then 

women sinning either proves that all women have ingested patriarchy, 

which is absurd, or that patriarchy is not the root of all evil. If 

patriarchy is not the sole cause of evil in the world, then feminism is 

wrong. In order for feminism to be ―right,‖ women must be free of 

sin.‖ (Butler, 2014) 

     Another form of transgression is described by James Miller in his Dante & 

the Unorthodox: the Aesthetics of Transgression, (2005), as “Excess is 

beautiful”. He refers to the Freudian and atheist, Georges Bataille who 

“conflated ―spiritual overflowing‖ […] with ―physical immoderation‖ […]: 

both kinds of excess were equally transgressive from his psychoanalytic 

viewpoint.‖(Bataille qd in Miller,2005). 



     Miller points out the “volatile border between taboo and transgression” 

(Miller, 2005). In his point of view, taboo and transgression need each other in 

that way that the ugly is made beautiful through excess then transgression. 

Taboo which may symbolize obscenity of the violated body:  

―Dante sings of skin subjected to a wide array of exquisite torments. It 

is flayed, bitten, incinerated, bloated, ripped, twisted, scourged, 

pocked, scarred, scraped, boiled, frozen, gnawed, sliced up, weighed 

down, grafted onto reptiles, and grotesquely metamorphosed down the 

scale of being.‖ (Ibid, 2005)  

     Noting the oscillation of cultural pressures between the poles of taboo and 

transgression, Mills reflects further: 

―Taboo requires transgression to assert the sacredness of things, 

including its own repressive laws. Transgression, in turn, requires 

taboo to give ritual meaning and aesthetic form to its otherwise 

senseless and ugly violence.‖(Ibid, 05) 

      Thus, to some extent sin and transgression are closely related to each other. 

2.1.3. Transgression and Tradition 

     Identity may be linked to tradition, which in turn may be understood as a 

system of long-established beliefs and customs, which plays an essential role in 

creating identity. Tradition, however, has other definitions as well. According to 



Webster, tradition is "any unwritten religious teachings regarded as coming 

from the founder or earliest prophet of a religion.‖
15

 

     In a patriarchal society, most of the exploitation and oppression that women 

are subjugated to finds its root in what is labeled as „tradition and culture‟. 

Women hardly go in an act of rebellion because the traditional values make 

them individuals with no clear identity.  

     Tradition has been portrayed as a negative force when it comes to the Third 

World. Fatma Müge Göçek considers that: 

 "[Western] studies on the Third World often contain Orientalist 

elements that treat social processes in cultures and societies other 

than itself as static or, at best, as derivative" (Göçek, 1995). 

     Besides, Raymond Williams reveals the reasons tradition is such an 

important element of so-called "traditional societies," as many of the Third 

World societies are labeled by Western critics. This label is the result of a 

homogenization of the so-called peripheries embedded in the Western 

mind. Williams notes that tradition legitimates hegemony, thus reproduces 

power and keeps power relations intact: "Tradition, as an active coping agent, is 

the most powerful means of societal incorporation". (Williams, 1983) 

     However, it may also be a form of resistance by enhancing the difference 

between postcolonial and Western societies, as it does not encourage non-

Western societies to fall prey to consumerism, dictated by the endless appetite of 

                                                     
15 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/tradition  
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the economies of the so-called Industrialized World. In gender relations tradition 

keeps patriarchy alive, and women in postcolonial societies may not escape the 

"double" or even "triple bind." (Shiva, 1994) 

      Women in general and those brought up in middle-class families in 

particular are trapped between tradition and modernity. On the one hand, they 

fight for their emancipation and liberation, and on the other, they feel 

instinctively or ultimately stuck to traditional and conservative practices. It goes 

without saying that whether women be educated, professional or housewives, 

they are always suppressed with the weight of imposed traditions in male 

dominated society, perpetuated by rather “absurd” rituals.  

     In their quest for identity, women should use education to affirm themselves 

and demand for more freedom and independence, be it political, social or sexual. 

They have to overcome the “agony” they experienced by both men and women 

in a tradition –bound society to assert their individuality. 

      The picture of such women who have grown from `self-surrender' and 'self-

abnegation' must disappear with newly emerged identity, claiming an assertion 

of themselves.  

2.1.4. Transgression and Patriarchy  

     The oppression of women by men can be traced as far back as the Biblical 

times where it is asserted that women should be subordinate to men.  Men were 

by nature superiors and rulers while women inferiors and subjects. These views 

continued throughout human history and as such, the oppression of women 



became part of human existence. Males as a group have and do benefit the most 

from patriarchy, from the assumption that they are superior to females and 

should rule over us.  

      In the 20th century, women‟s conscious awareness has led them to realize 

that they were also participants in perpetuating sexism and thus needed to 

change their minds and hearts in order to end patriarchy, sexist thought and 

action and create a society free of exploitation and marginalization of women.  

    Patriarchy literally means „the rule of the father‟. Its origin came from the 

Greek „Father of a race‟ or a „chief of a race‟. The term implies male 

domination, male prejudice against women.  Patriarchy thus, is the rule of a 

male head in a social unit (family, tribe...). The most commonly accepted 

definition of „patriarchy‟ is a social system in which society is organized around 

male authority figures. In this system, fathers have authority over 

women, children, and property. Patriarchy, in fact leads to gender inequality and 

women's subordination, to some extent. 

     Not only patriarchy idealizes motherhood and thereby forces women to be 

mothers, it determines the conditions of their motherhood as well. Patriarchy 

restricts women's mobility and reproduces male dominance.  

     The socialist feminist Heidi Hartmann defines patriarchy as follows:  

―It is a set of social relations between men which have a material 

base, and which though hierarchical, establish or create 



interdependence and solidarity among men that enable them to 

dominate women.‖(Hartmann, 2015) 

      Another close definition comes from Michael Mann who says that: 

"The patriarch society is one in which power is held by male heads of 

households there is also clear separation between the public and the 

private spheres of life.  In the private sphere of the household, the 

patriarch enjoys arbitrary power over all between junior males, all 

females, and all children. In the public sphere, power is shared 

between male patriarchs according to whatever other principles of 

stratification operate.‖ (Mann, 1986)   

      Women are marginalized all over the world, but Africa and the rest of the 

Third World top the list of patriarchal societies.  Patriarchy bestows absolute 

power on the male through their customs and traditions which are tailored to 

favor men (Ibid, 86). 

      Merun Nasser (1980) believes that something is not quite right there because 

the traditional role of the African woman has always been complementary to 

that of the man. She notes that African male novelists have failed to depict that 

complementary role of the African woman in society, which led readers later on 

to come up with the impression that the role of the African woman is restricted 

and rather marginalized. Rose Acholonu advances this argument further by 

stating that:   



―In Things Fall Apart, we see Okonkwo playing his role as the 

traditional head of the family.  He is a typical tyrant.  He rules and 

directs his wives in the manner of a cattle herdsman.  He roars like 

‗the thunder‘ and administers physical blows to his wives at the 

slightest provocation.  The wives live in awe of him.  Achebe, true to 

tradition and the precepts of Igbo custom, seems to condone this 

inhuman treatment of Okonkwo's wives." (Acholonu, 2003) 

     Chinua Achebe, the famous African author who has been acclaimed for 

having restored a sense of pride to Africa through his novels as Things Fall 

Apart (1958) is at the center of this criticism for, critics contend, creating back-

house, timid, subservient female characters, particularly in his historical novel 

Things Fall Apart. Feminist critics were questioning the consistent pattern in 

this novel in which women have been portrayed as voiceless and in which the 

actions solely revolve around the male.  

     Since the early 20
th
 century, feminist writers have used the term patriarchy as 

a concept to refer to the social system of masculine domination over women.  

For that reason, women did not fold their arms and remain dormant. They rather 

began to organize themselves into pressure groups. They wanted to liberate 

themselves from all this torture and pressure. They struggled to have a say in 

their society.  They wished to prove that they deserve to be acknowledged of as 

human beings rather than just “things” or “objects”.   

     African female writers have dared to challenge the status quo of male 

domination by redirecting the course of the female character in the African 



novel, such as Surbenia's Day (2006) by Chuks Iloegbuna and The Devil That 

Danced on Water (2003) by Aminatta Forna. This new breed of women writers 

are determined to entrench feministic sensibilities in the African novel by 

casting the African female character in a new light and in ways that did not exist 

before.  They have changed the status quo of male domination in the African 

novel by empowering women in various ways and mainly through literature.  

This can be achieved by casting the female character not as subdued and 

voiceless but as positively assertive, resilient and resourceful, and encouraging 

women to resist any form of literature that encourages them to accept their 

subordination.
16

 

     Women need to cross those boundaries of patriarchy in order to be able to 

live the truth that men and women are equal. bell hooks draws a “beautiful” 

picture on a world of justice, peace, equality and possibility. In her book 

Feminism Is for Everybody, she writes:   

―Imagine living in a world where there is no domination, where 

females and males are not alike or even always equal, but where a 

vision of mutuality is the ethos shaping our interaction. Imagine living 

in a world where we can all be who we are, a world of peace and 

possibility.‖ (hook, 2000) 

      And later she declares: 

―Feminist revolution alone will not create such a world; we need to 

end racism, class elitism, imperialism. But it will make it possible for 
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us to be fully self-actualized females and males able to create beloved 

community, to live together, realizing our dreams of freedom and 

justice, living the truth that we are all ‗created equal‘.‖ (Ibid, 2000) 

     Such desires and requirements have inevitably to give the space for freedom 

as opposed to barriers. 

2.2. Concept of Freedom  

     Various women writers have dealt with their desire and need for freedom. 

Virginia Woolf, in A Room of One‘s Own (1929) invited us to; 

―Lock up your libraries if you like; but there is no gate, no lock, no 

bolt that you can set upon the freedom of my mind.‖ (Woolf, 1929) 

     Charlotte Brontë, in Jane Eyre (1847) wanted too such an imaged freedom 

for women: 

―I am no bird; and no net ensnares me: I am a free human being with 

an independent will.‖(Brontë, 1847) 

     When an individual in a society cannot choose his/her own course of conduct 

or is compelled to act as s/he would not himself /herself choose to act, or 

prevented from acting as s/he would choose to act, this individual is said to be 

“oppressed”. The will to put an end to this oppression is the starting point of 

freedom. But what is freedom? To what extent are we free? Can we all be free? 

Do we have the choice to be free or are we forced to? Before answering these 

questions, it seems necessary to define the key concept of freedom. 

 



2.2.1. Defining Freedom 

     In Encyclopedia of Philosophy, the term „freedom‟ is defined in three distinct 

ways: (a) as the absence of external restraint; (b) as the capacity to do what one 

wishes; and lastly, (c) as the capacity to do what one ought to.( Paul Edwards, 

1967). According to the Webster‟s definition, freedom means “the absence of 

necessity, coercion
17

, or constraint in choice or action”. Oxford Dictionary reads 

the meaning of freedom as: a) the power or right to act, speak, or think as one 

wants; b) the absence of subjection to foreign domination or despotic 

government; c) the power of self-determination attributed to the will; the quality 

of being independent of fate or necessity, and d) the state of not being 

imprisoned or enslaved. 

     So, the term „freedom‟ is frequently used with „liberty‟ interchangeably. 

Although they both mean the power or condition of acting without compulsion, 

„freedom‟ has a broad range of application from total absence of restraint to 

merely a sense of not being unduly hampered or frustrated. Liberty suggests 

release from former restraint or compulsion. Hence, „freedom‟ stresses the 

complete absence of external rule and the full right to make all of one's own 

decisions while „liberation‟ implies the releasing of a person from subjection or 

domination. 
18

 

    Yet, „Freedom‟ is a very ambiguous term, for it is employed from various 

points of view. It has a more philosophic connotation and has a specific use as a 
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moral and a social concept. Philosophers have approached the concept of 

freedom from diverse views. Zygmunt Bauman (1925- ), in his book Freedom 

(1988) defines „freedom‟ as a privilege marking the contrast between the best 

and the rest, the good and the bad. He states further: 

―Freedom was born as a privilege and has remained so ever since. 

Freedom divides and separates. It sets the best apart from the rest. It 

draws its attraction from difference; its presence or absence reflects, 

marks and grounds the contrast between high and low, good and bad, 

coveted and repugnant‖.(Beauman, 1988)  

     The Turkish philosopher Ioanna Kuçuradi (1936- ) offers a different 

definition to „freedom‟. In her article Freedom and Social Freedom, published 

in the book Freedom, Progress and Society in 1986, she writes:   

―… an enchanting word. Innumerable fights have been fought in its 

name; and blood, too much blood, has been shed for its sake. Blood is 

still shed. And in the name of freedom, the most unbelievable things 

are being done” (Kuçuradi, 1986) 

     In a specific sense, it can be said that no adequate definition of freedom can 

be given. However, in the history of philosophy, the concept of freedom seems 

to be what Benjamin Gibbs explains in his book Freedom and Liberation. 

     He reflects that:  

―Freedom never means anything other than this is an axiom of most 

forms of liberalism, libertinism and libertarianism. But often freedom 



does mean more than this. The principle linking the various extensions 

of the original concept of freedom is the idea of power (not 

necessarily legal power) of circumventing obstacles (not necessarily 

legal obstacles) to the achievement of good. The highest, completest 

freedom is the power of avoiding the greatest evils and achieving the 

greatest goods‖. (Gibbs, 1976) 

2.2.2. Types of Freedom 

     Saying that an individual is free implies that he has freedom of thought, 

speech and action and also the absence of external coercion from other 

individuals. This is what is referred to as positive freedom. Besides, freedom can 

have a negative aspect in case of total absence of restraints from the state as 

rules of law.  Freedom should be the warranty of social progress. 

     So speaking,  there are many kinds of freedom, mainly: (a) Freedom of 

Thought, (b) Freedom of Speech and Action, (c) Freedom of Association, (d) 

Freedom of Assembly, (e) Freedom of Worship, (f) Freedom of Choice, and so 

on.
19

  

     It is commonly known that thought is free. Freedom of thought leads to 

freedom of speech. Yet, there must be limitation to these kinds of freedom for 

they may lead to social conflicts.  

     Additionally, freedom of choice implies individuals have the right to decide 

and act independently according to their own will. They must choose the course 
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of their conduct and control aspects that concern them directly, politically, 

socially, economically and at the spiritual and religious levels. 

     Political freedom refers to the ability of citizens to take part in decisions of 

public interest. For example free vote, freedom of political opposition, freedom 

of political action in local private organizations.
20

 

     Indian activist Gandhi (1869-1948) spent his life struggling for the 

independence of India. He resisted the domination of British Government over 

his country. According to him, political freedom is as birthright not only of the 

people but of the nation as well. He reflects:  ―As every individual is fit to eat, to 

drink and to breathe, even so is very nation fit to manage its own affairs, no 

matter how badly.‖(Ghandi, 1931). For Ghandi, priority must be given to the 

social freedom of man. 

      As to social freedom, according to Francophone Genevan philosopher Jean 

Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), it is achieved when an individual obeys the 

desires of the “General Will” to be the ruling factor of a government. In order to 

enter into Rousseau's social contract, personal freedom must be alienated. By 

disregarding the state of nature, the powers of each individual is directed 

towards a common interest. Rousseau notes that social freedom is superior to a 

state of nature, and that in a state of nature people are not completely free 

because they are ruled by their desires instead of by reason. The “General Will” 

is rational and should then be the ruling. (Amezquita, 2003) 
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     If all people are born free, they should live in a society free of prejudices, 

gender inequality, racism and intolerance. This is stipulated in Rousseau‟s On 

The Social Contract:  

At the very least, the social contract provides individuals with a 

formal equality of respect, allowing them to develop a sense of 

themselves as citizens equal to any another in the eyes of the society at 

large. (Rousseau, 1762) 

 

     Yet, individuals can obtain economic freedom only if the exploitation of the 

poor by the rich is ended. Every body in a society must be able to earn his bread 

by his own labour. The community must provide help and necessities of life to 

those unable to maintain themselves in an ideal world, to some extent. 

      Considering that man is born free, and that man is a social animal, he has 

free will to act and to judge.  For J.J. Rousseau, personal freedom comes from 

humans' basic instincts and natural selfishness. An individual acts only if he 

benefits. Rousseau also called this freedom a state of nature. This does not 

prevent the individual to allow social quality in the society he belongs to. 

(Amezquita, 2003)  

     Gandhi also points out that man must enjoy socio-economic and political 

freedom in order to attain spiritual freedom. He maintains that: 

―What I want to achieve, what I have been striving and planning to 

achieve these thirty years is self realisation to see God face to face is 

to attain moksa. I live and move, and have my being in pursuit of this 

goal.‖ (Ghandi, 1931)  



     It should be mentioned that religious freedom does not imply the right to 

persecute others, “nor the right to take away their humanity and equal treatment 

before the law.” (Ibid, 31) 

2.2.3. Western Views  

     In European conception, freedom primarily refers to the possibility that every 

individual is free from any kind of coercion or constraint imposed by another 

person. In other terms, he has the right to choose his course of conduct from a 

variety of options, and this does not mean denying the right of others. 

     This perception of respectful freedom stems from the fact that freedom is not 

physical but rather a spiritual creation. Freedom implies freedom of thought, 

opinion, belief, speech and action. Social and civilizational conflicts are centred 

on the issue of the freedom of speech and action. For that reason, there must be 

limitation from the state by some coercive rules of law. 

     The American philosopher and political theorist B. Talisse (1970- ) reports 

Rousseau‟s writing in his book Democracy and Moral Conflict (2009) on the 

protection of individuals within a “General Will” that Rousseau defines as the 

will of the group. Talisse argues:  

―Liberals tend to hold that among the individual rights are rights to a 

certain level of economic and social support that must be provided by 

the state [and] that political justice is fundamentally a question of 

how to protect individuals and recognize their rights.‖ (Talisse, 2009) 



      Talissse raises questions such as: Why should politics begin from the 

recognition of the rights of the individual? And what is the source of these 

rights? He states that, in defending Liberalism, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Hume, 

Smith, Jefferson, Kant and Mill, are united in thinking that there is some abiding 

moral justification for liberalism. Talisse writes: 

―Typically, that there is some philosophical defenses of liberalism 

claim that liberal political arrangements are entailed by some moral 

fact about human beings as such. In John Locke and Thomas Jefferson 

it is the fact of divinely conferred natural rights that entails a liberal 

political order.  For Immanuel Kant, it is the unique value of the 

human capacity for rational agency, what Kant called "dignity‖. In 

the thought of John Stuart Mill, the intrinsic value of pleasure, and the 

corresponding moral requirement of maximizing it, entails a politics 

based in individual liberty.‖ (Ibid, 09) 

     Talisse concludes that according to the philosophers he has mentioned, only a 

liberal political order is just.  

―In all cases, the claim is that only a liberal regime can 

recognize, secure, realize, respect, or manifest this basic moral fact 

about humanity; the conclusion, then, is that only a liberal political 

order is just.‖ (Ibid, 09)   

     Thinkers like German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724- 1804) who is 

considered the central figure of modern philosophy, as well as English 

philosopher and political economist John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), emphasized 



that the freedom of an individual is limited by the recognition of the freedom of 

the others (Mill, 1959). His seminal text On Liberty, published in 1859, provides 

explanation on freedom, in that sense that the individual ought to be free to do as 

he wishes unless he harms others. Individuals are rational enough to make 

decisions about their well being. Government should interfere when it is for the 

protection of society. Mill explains: 

―The sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or 

collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their 

number, is self-protection. That the only purpose for which power can 

be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, 

against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either 

physical or moral, is not sufficient warrant. He cannot rightfully be 

compelled to do or forbear because it will be better for him to do so, 

because it will make him happier, because, in the opinion of others, to 

do so would be wise, or even right...The only part of the conduct of 

anyone, for which he is amenable to society, is that which concerns 

others. In the part which merely concerns him, his independence is, of 

right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the 

individual is sovereign. (Mill, 1959) 

    Some would say that absence of coercion is the necessary and sufficient 

condition for defining freedom. Others would like to widen the scope and 

meaning of “freedom” providing some positive content to freedom. They argue 

that freedom is dependent on natural conditions and not on will or power of 

other man. 



     Kant in his Critique of Practical Reason (1788), introduces the categories of 

freedom, in analogy with the categories of understanding their practical 

counterparts. Kant's categories of freedom apparently function primarily as 

conditions for the possibility for actions (i) to be free, (ii) to be understood as 

free and (iii) to be morally evaluated. For Kant, although actions as theoretical 

objects are constituted by means of the theoretical categories, actions as 

practical objects (objects of practical use of reason, and which can be good or 

bad) are constituted by means of the categories of freedom. Only in this way can 

actions, as phenomena, be a consequence of freedom, and be understood and 

evaluated as such. (Kant, 1788)  

     From another perspective, Zygmunt Bauman maintains in his book Freedom 

(1988) that freedom implies several possible ways of conduct. He stresses on the 

universality of the concept of freedom and not only an individual right proper to 

human. He says: 

―Modem society differs from its predecessors by its gardener-like, 

rather than game keeper - like, attitude to itself. It views the 

maintenance of social order as an ‗issue‘ something to be kept on the 

agenda, considered, discussed, taken care of dealt with, resolved. 

Modem society does not believe it can be secured without consciously 

and deliberately taking measures to safeguard its security‖. (Bauman, 

1988)  

     Bauman further reflects on human acting and abstaining from action by 

arguing that: 



"there are some contemporary meanings of 'freedom‘ in which all 

humans are inescapably free, even if they do not know about it, do not 

think of it or flatly deny it when asked. Humans are fundamentally free 

as agents who act rather than abstain from action, or refrain from 

acting rather than act in a certain way".(Ibid, 88)  

     Yet, British contemporary philosopher, logician, mathematician, historian, 

writer, social critic, political activist and Nobel laureate Bertrand Russell 

(1872 –1970), adopts the opposite view taken by Socrates on freedom (Freedom 

means that a person is not ruled by ignorance and that he does not do what is not 

required by the intellect), and observes that ―Freedom in general may be defined 

as the absence of obstacles to the realization of desire.‖ (Russell, 1940) 

     However, Russell realizes that under this definition no human being can be 

completely free. For ―freedom from desires being the only freedom. […] That is, 

resigning oneself to the impossibility of obtaining what one desires.‖ 

(Rosenthal, 2015) 

    In light of what has been discussed, it appears that in a democratic state as 

France or England, individual development can be attained only through 

personal freedom. In a free and open society, prosperity would be shared and 

each individual can enhance his social and political status, as well as developing 

personal talent and skills. 

     But, the existentialist conception of freedom has a larger perspective:  



―The refusal to belong to any school of thought, the repudiation of the 

adequacy of any body of beliefs whatever, and especially of systems, 

and a marked dissatisfaction with traditional philosophy as 

superficial, academic, and remote from life - that is the heart of 

existentialism (Kaufmann, 1975) 

     Many existentialist thinkers such as Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Sartre, Marcel, 

Jaspers etc, adopted a conception of freedom different from the traditional one. 

They reject what traditional philosophers call as „freedom of the will‟. 

Existentialist philosophers address questions like: To what extent are we free? 

What are we really free to choose? Why we ought to choose one thing rather 

than another? 

     French philosopher, Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), playwright, novelist, 

political activist, biographer, literary critic and one of the key figures in the 

philosophy of existentialism, tried to answer all these questions in his 

philosophy. He said:   

"We are free to be what we choose to be, and there is nothing else 

which we are. Even our feeling, as much as our actions, one freely 

chosen, for they are to themselves attempts upon the world, just as 

actions are" (Sartre, 1946)  

     Sartre (1946) has paradoxically assumed that human beings are both free and 

unfree. But then came to the conclusion that not only man is free but "Man is 

condemned to be free". This statement both in his seminal philosophical work, 



Being and Nothingness (1957) and his famous talk, Existentialism is a 

Humanism (1946) has profound implications for all human beings.  

    By rejecting the traditional philosophical concepts of 'freedom', Sartre 

reflects: 

 ―Man cannot be sometimes slave and sometimes free; he is wholly 

and forever free or he is not free at all.‖
 
(Sartre, 1957) 

     Existentialist philosophers also think that freedom is creativity besides being 

identical with human existence. In his book Existentialism published in 1972, 

Scottish philosopher John Macquarrie (1919-2007) has noticed that: 

―If freedom is almost identical with existence itself, there is no 

humanity without freedom. Freedom may be dangerous, but there is 

no human dignity without freedom, and the risk of increasing freedom 

must constantly be taken. [Freedom is linked] with creativity. The 

highest reach of humanity is creativity, a sharing in the power of God 

the Creator. 'Creativity is the mystery of freedom. Man can indeed 

create the monstrous as well as the good, the beautiful, and the 

useful'.‖ (Macquarrie, 1972) 

     Probably, for Sartre freedom is the basis for all human activity. Man is free to 

create his own world with his actions. Surely it is better to be "condemned to be 

free", than "condemned to be a slave"(Sartre, 1957). Sartre more than many 

other philosophers, has probably been the most influential in the West. 

 



2.2.4. Muslim Thought 

Philosophy theorists have approached freedom from two different 

concepts, either individualistic or collectivistic. The question to be asked is: 

Does freedom in Muslim conception adopt the individualist theory or the 

pluralist one? 

     According to the Qur‟an, God did not create man as an individual but as a 

couple, or created man as spouses. One of the verses says: 

―That He did create in pairs,- male and female, From a seed when lodged 

(in its place);‖. (53:45-6) 
21 

َّْٰٕٝ ِِٓ ُٔغْفَخٍ اِذَا رُ َٚاٌْؤُٔضَٰٝ  ِٓ اٌرَوَسَ  ْٚع١َْ ُٗ خٍََكَ اٌصَ      46-45إٌغُ  )َٚأََٔ

     The Qur‟an uses the Arabic word (Zawj) which means spouse. The male is a 

„zawj‟ and the female too; that is, the Qur‟an does not differentiate linguistically 

between the male and the female in as far as creation is concerned. This is 

asserted in the saying:  

―And among His Signs is this, that He created for you mates from among 

yourselves, that ye may dwell in tranquility with them, and He has put love 

and mercy between your (hearts): verily in that are Signs for those who 

reflect.‖ (30:21)  

َْ فِٟ  َّخً ۚ اِ َٚزَؽْ َٛدَّحً  َِ ًَ ث١ََْٕىُُ  َٚعَقَ َٙب  َٚاعًب ٌِزَعْىُُٕٛا ا١ٌَِْ ُْ أَشْ ْٓ أَٔفُعِىُ ِِ ْْ خٍََكَ ٌَىُُ  ِٗ أَ ْٓ آ٠َبرِ ِِ َٚ

َْ ٍَ ٠َزَفَىَسُٚ ْٛ (21اٌسَٚ  )ذٌَِٰهَ ٌَآ٠َبدٍ ٌِمَ  
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    Besides, the Qur‟an does not say who was created first: the male or the 

female, but says that each was created from the other. This means that the 

female and the male are of the same origin, and both of them are organically 

connected. (Kassem, 2012) 

     All have the same creation origin:  

―He created you (all) from a single person: then created, of like nature, his mate; 

and he sent down for you eight head of cattle in pairs: He makes you, in the wombs 

of your mothers, in stages, one after another, in three veils of darkness. such is 

God, your Lord and Cherisher: to Him belongs (all) dominion. There is no god but 

He: then how are ye turned away (from your true Centre)?‖ (39:6)  

 ُْ َٚاطٍ ۚ ٠َخٍُْمُىُ َّب١َِٔخَ أَشْ َِ صَ ْٔقَب َٓ اٌْؤَ ِِ َٚأَٔصَيَ ٌَىُُ  َٙب  ْٚعَ َٙب شَ ْٕ ِِ  ًَ َُ عَقَ َٚاؽِدَحٍ صُ ِِٓ َٔفْطٍ  خٍََمَىُُ 

َٗ اٌَِب  ٍُّْهُ ۖ ٌَب اٌَِٰ ُٗ اٌْ ٌَ ُْ ُٗ زَثُىُ ُُ اٌٍَ َّبدٍ صٍََبسٍ ۚ ذٌَِٰىُ ِِٓ ثَقْدِ خٍَْكٍ فِٟ ؽٍُُ ُْ خٍَْمًب  َٙبرِىُ َِ ِْ أُ فِٟ ثُغُٛ

َْ َٛ ۖ فَؤََٰٔٝ رُظْسَفُٛ (6اٌصِس  )ُ٘  

     The „zawj‟ or the spouse is not a separate individual, but an integral to 

another. He or she isn‟t qualified naturally to stay alone or separate, and he/she 

cannot easily do that because of his/her natural creation. (Ibid, 2012)  

     The question of plurality isn‟t limited to pairs or spouse-ship, but extends to 

mankind. The Qur‟an says that „an-nass‟ (mankind in general) are made peoples 

and tribes: 

―O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, 

and made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that 

ye may despise (each other). Verily the most honoured of you in the sight of 



God is (he who is) the most righteous of you. And God has full knowledge 

and is well acquainted (with all things). (49:13)  

 ُْ َِىُ َْ أَوْسَ ًَ ٌِزَقَبزَفُٛا ۚ اِ َٚلَجَبئِ ُْ شُقُٛثًب  َٕبوُ َٚعَقٍَْ َٚأُٔضَٰٝ  ِِٓ ذَوَسٍ  َٙب إٌَبضُ أَِب خٍََمَْٕبوُُ  ٠َب أ٠َُ

ٌُ خَج١ِسٌ َٗ ف١ٍَِ َْ اٌٍَ ُْ ۚ اِ ِٗ أَرْمَبوُ (13اٌؾغساد  )فِٕدَ اٌٍَ  

     This verse assures that man is naturally pluralist; he/she is created a spouse 

and an integral part of a people or a tribe. In this assumption, Islam differs 

completely from so many philosophers who assumed that societies develop due 

to need or necessity, and agrees with Aristotle who said that society as an idea is 

precedent to the individual, and the individual is created to fit into the 

application of the idea. This is a crucial point in constructing the Qur‟anic theory 

of freedom. (Ibid, 12) 

     This does not exclude Islam from being also individualist because 

responsibility is individualist not pluralist. Everybody is responsible for his/her 

actions and doings both in this life and the life here-after. The Qu‟ran says: 

 ―Every soul will be (held) in pledge for its deeds‖. (74:38)  

١َِٕ٘خٌ                     َّب وَعَجَذْ زَ ًُ َٔفْطٍ ثِ  (38اٌّدصس  )وُ

    And also mentions:  

―Namely, that no bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another.  That 

man can have nothing but what he strives for.‖ (53:38-9)  

ْٛفَ ٠ُسَٰٜ ُٗ ظَ َْ ظَق١َْ َٚأَ َِب ظَقَٰٝ  ِْ اٌَِب  ٍْبِٔعَب  (39-38إٌغُ  )َٚأَْ ١ٌَْطَ ٌِ



     That is why the Qur‟an establishes rules of earth punishments, and describes 

recompense and punishment on the Day of Judgment.  

―Every man's fate We have fastened on his own neck: On the Day of 

Judgment We shall bring out for him a scroll, which he will see spread 

open. (It will be said to him:) Read thine (own) record: Sufficient is thy soul 

this day to make out an account against thee." (17:13-4)  

َِٕشُٛزًا الْسَأْ   ُٖ َِخِ وِزَبثًب ٠ٍَْمَب ََ اٌْم١َِب ْٛ ٠َ ُٗ َُٚٔخْسِطُ ٌَ  ۖ ِٗ ُٖ فِٟ فُُٕمِ ُٖ عَبئِسَ َٕب ِْ ٍْ أٌَْصَ ًَ أِعَب َٚوُ

ََ ف١ٍََْهَ ؽَع١ِجًب ْٛ َٕفْعِهَ ا١ٌَْ (14-13الإظساء  )وِزَبثَهَ وَفَٰٝ ثِ  

     This means that Islam does not dissolve the individual into the society but 

preserves the individual entity that does not separate itself from the whole. 

Dissolving the individual into society or tribe negates the personal 

responsibility, and personal freedom is consequently negated. The person is 

pluralist and individualist at the same time according to the Qu‟ran. Is this 

combination of two contradictories or antonyms logically possible?
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     The first Islamic premise for religious freedom is Islam‟s acknowledgement 

of the fact that by its own nature, the human family is inescapably pluralistic and 

heterogeneous. This plurality is evident in many respects. The Qur‟an makes it 

clear that God has deliberately created people in different sexes and also in 

different nations and tribes so that they would understand one another. 

(Abubakar, 2013) 

―O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, 

and made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that 
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ye may despise (each other). Verily the most honoured of you in the sight of 

Allah is (he who is) the most righteous of you. And Allah has full knowledge 

and is well acquainted (with all things).‖ (49:13) 

 ُْ َِىُ َْ أَوْسَ ًَ ٌِزَقَبزَفُٛا ۚ اِ َٚلَجَبئِ ُْ شُقُٛثًب  َٕبوُ َٚعَقٍَْ َٚأُٔضَٰٝ  ِِٓ ذَوَسٍ  َٙب إٌَبضُ أَِب خٍََمَْٕبوُُ  ٠َب أ٠َُ

ٌُ خَج١ِسٌ َٗ ف١ٍَِ َْ اٌٍَ ُْ ۚ اِ ِٗ أَرْمَبوُ (13اٌؾغساد  )فِٕدَ اٌٍَ  

     God has also created people with various colours and languages out of His 

wisdom. 

 ―And among His Signs is the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the 

variations in your languages and your colours: verily in that are Signs for 

those who know.‖ (30:22) 

َْ فِٟ ذٌَِٰهَ ٌَآ٠َبدٍ  ُْ ۚ اِ َٛأِىُ ٌْ َٚأَ  ُْ َٚاخْزٍَِبفُ أٌَْعَِٕزِىُ َٚاٌْؤَزْعِ  َٚادِ  َّب ِٗ خٍَْكُ اٌعَ ْٓ آ٠َبرِ ِِ َٚ

َٓ ١ِّ  (22اٌسَٚ  )ٌٍِْقَبٌِ

     The purpose of these diversities is not for the human society to fight belittle 

or disrespect one another, but to have variety in the human species so that 

people can, on the basis of those differences, seek to understand one another and 

to try to promote mutual respect and trust. (Ibid, 13) 

     When analyzing the Holy Qur'an, we may distinguish two types of verses 

emphasizing the concept of freedom in Islam. The first type stressing upon the 

Omnipotence of God, and the other stating that man is free and has full 

responsibility upon his acts. 

     On the one hand, it is stated in the Holy Qur‟an that:  



―To Allah belongeth all that is in the heavens and on earth. Whether ye 

show what is in your minds or conceal it, Allah Calleth you to account for it. 

He forgiveth whom He pleaseth, and punisheth whom He pleaseth, for Allah 

hath power over all things.‖(2:284) 

 ُٗ ِٗ اٌٍَ ْٚ رُخْفُُٖٛ ٠ُؾَبظِجْىُُ ثِ ُْ أَ َِب فِٟ أَٔفُعِىُ َٚاِْ رُجْدُٚا  َِب فِٟ اٌْؤَزْعِ ۗ  َٚ َٚادِ  َّب َِب فِٟ اٌعَ  ِٗ ٌٍَِ

ْٟءٍ لَد٠ِسٌ ًِ شَ ُٗ فٍََٰٝ وُ َٚاٌٍَ َِٓ ٠َشَبءُ ۗ  ٠َُٚقَرِةُ  َّٓ ٠َشَبءُ  (284اٌجمسح  )ۖ ف١ََغْفِسُ ٌِ  

―It is never the wish of those without Faith among the People of the Book, 

nor of the Pagans, that anything good should come down to you from your 

Lord. But Allah will choose for His special Mercy whom He will - for Allah 

is Lord of grace abounding.‖ (3:105) 

 ۗ ُْ ِِٓ زَثِىُ ْٓ خ١َْسٍ  ِِ َٓ أَْ ٠َُٕصَيَ ف١ٍََْىُُ  ُّشْسِو١ِ ٌََٚب اٌْ ًِ اٌْىِزَبةِ  ْ٘ ْٓ أَ ِِ َٓ وَفَسُٚا  َٛدُّ اٌَر٠ِ َِب ٠َ

ُِ ًِ اٌْقَؾ١ِ ُٗ ذُٚ اٌْفَضْ َٚاٌٍَ َِٓ ٠َشَبءُ ۚ   ِٗ َّزِ ُٗ ٠َخْزَضُ ثِسَؽْ   (105آي فّساْ  )َٚاٌٍَ

“Say: "O Allah! Lord of Power (And Rule), Thou givest power to whom 

Thou pleasest, and Thou strippest off power from whom Thou pleasest: 

Thou enduest with honour whom Thou pleasest, and Thou bringest low 

whom Thou pleasest: In Thy hand is all good. Verily, over all things Thou 

hast power.‖ (3:26)  

َٚرُرِيُ  َِٓ رَشَبءُ  َٚرُقِصُ  َّٓ رَشَبءُ  ِِ ٍُّْهَ  َٚرَٕصِؿُ اٌْ َِٓ رَشَبءُ  ٍُّْهَ  ٍُّْهِ رُئْرِٟ اٌْ َِبٌِهَ اٌْ  َُ ُٙ ًِ اٌٍَ لُ

ْٟءٍ لَد٠ِسٌ ًِ شَ (26آي فّساْ  )َِٓ رَشَبءُ ۖ ث١َِدِنَ اٌْخ١َْسُ ۖ أَِهَ فٍََٰٝ وُ   

 ―He forgiveth whom He pleaseth, and He punisheth whom He pleaseth: 

and to Allah belongeth the dominion of the heavens and the earth, and all 

that is between: and unto Him is the final goal (of all)" (5:18) 



 ِٗ َٚا١ٌَِْ َّب ۖ  ُٙ َٕ َِب ث١َْ َٚ َٚاٌْؤَزْعِ  َٚادِ  َّب ٍُِْهُ اٌعَ  ِٗ ٌٍََِٚ َِٓ ٠َشَبءُ ۚ  ٠َُٚقَرِةُ  َّٓ ٠َشَبءُ  ٠َغْفِسُ ٌِ

َّظ١ِسُ (18 اٌّبئدح )اٌْ   

      These selected Qur'anic verses show that all man‟s actions are ruled by an 

All powerful Will. They define the Absolute Power of Allah, meaning as well 

'the Law of nature‟. 

       Shaikh Saleh al-Fawzan writes in Mujmal Aqeedah as-Salaf, that many 

groups have been mistaken (misled in Islamic terminology) in their 

understanding of „Qadar‟ (Predestination or Divine Decree). (al-Fawzan, 2009) 

     One group
23

 claims that the individual is forced in his actions and he has no 

control, ability or will. This group affirmed the Divine Decree and thus robbed 

the individual from his will. They argue from the Holy Qur‟an: 

"It is Allah, Who has created the seven heavens and the earth the like 

thereof. His Command descends between them that you may know that Allah 

has power over all things and that Allah comprehends all things in (His) 

Knowledge." (65:12( 

 َٗ َْ اٌٍَ ُّٛا أَ َٓ ٌِزَقٍَْ ُٙ َٕ ِْسُ ث١َْ َٓ ٠َزََٕصَيُ اٌْؤَ ُٙ ِِضٍَْ َٓ اٌْؤَزْعِ  ِِ َٚ َٚادٍ  َّب َـ ظَ ُٗ اٌَرِٞ خٍََكَ ظَجْ اٌٍَ

ًُ ْٟءٍ فٍِْ ًِ شَ َٗ لَدْ أَؽَبطَ ثِىُ َْ اٌٍَ َٚأَ ْٟءٍ لَد٠ِسٌ  ًِ شَ (12اٌغلاق  )فٍََٰٝ وُ  

―With Him are the keys of the Ghayb (unseen), none knows them but He. He 

knows whatever there is in (or on) the earth and in the sea; not a leaf falls, 

but he knows it. There is not a grain in the darknesses of the earth or 

anything fresh or dry, but is written in a clear record." (6:59( 

                                                     
23 Group of Shaikh Saleh al-Fawzan’s scholars. 



َٚزَلَخٍ اٌَِب   ِِٓ َِب رَعْمُظُ  َٚ َٚاٌْجَؾْسِ ۚ  َِب فِٟ اٌْجَسِ   ُُ ٠ََٚقٍَْ  ۚ َٛ ُ٘ َٙب اٌَِب  ُّ َِفَبرِؼُ اٌْغ١َْتِ ٌَب ٠َقٍَْ  ُٖ َٚفِٕدَ

ٍٓ ُِج١ِ ٌََٚب ٠َبثِطٍ اٌَِب فِٟ وِزَبةٍ  ٌََٚب زَعْتٍ  َّبدِ اٌْؤَزْعِ  ٌََٚب ؽَجَخٍ فِٟ ؽٍُُ َٙب  ُّ (59الأٔقبَ  )٠َقٍَْ  

―Know you not that Allah knows all that is in the heaven and on earth? 

Verily, it is (all) in the Book (Al-Lawh Al-Mahfoodh). Verily! That is easy 

for Allah.‖ (22:70( 

ِٗ ٠َع١ِسٌ َْ ذٌَِٰهَ فٍََٝ اٌٍَ َْ ذٌَِٰهَ فِٟ وِزَبةٍ ۚ اِ َٚاٌْؤَزْعِ ۗ اِ َّبءِ  َِب فِٟ اٌعَ  ُُ َٗ ٠َقٍَْ َْ اٌٍَ ُْ أَ ُْ رَقٍَْ  أٌََ

(70اٌؾظ )  

―No calamity befalls the earth or yourselves but is inscribed in the Book of 

Decrees (Al-Lawh Al-Mahfoodh) before We bring it into existence. Verily, 

that is easy for Allah.‖ (57:22( 

 َْ َ٘ب ۚ اِ ًِ أَْ َٔجْسَأَ ِِٓ لَجْ ُْ اٌَِب فِٟ وِزَبةٍ  ٌََٚب فِٟ أَٔفُعِىُ ُِظ١ِجَخٍ فِٟ اٌْؤَزْعِ   ِِٓ َِب أَطَبةَ 

ِٗ ٠َع١ِسٌ (22اٌؾد٠د  )ذٌَِٰهَ فٍََٝ اٌٍَ  

―To whomsoever among you who wills to walk straight and you will not 

unless (it be) that Allah wills, the Lord of the Alameen (mankind, jinn and 

all that exists).‖ (81:29( 

َٓ ١ِّ ُٗ زَةُ اٌْقَبٌَ َْ اٌَِب أَْ ٠َشَبءَ اٌٍَ َِب رَشَبءُٚ (29اٌزى٠ٛس  )َٚ  

     For this group, human actions thus occur by the Will of God (Allah). 

     On the other hand, another group
24

 went to the other extreme and declared 

that every man creates his own actions. Allah has no will or control in his action. 

Man performs his actions by his choice and power that is independent of the 

Will of Allah. This group exaggerated affirmed the individual's will until they 
                                                     
24 Ibid 



denied the Will and Decree of Allah. Many Qur'anic verses say that God (Allah) 

has given man freedom and power.  The Holy Qur‟an says: 

Allah does not change a people´s lot unless they change what is in their 

hearts. (13:11) 

 ۗ ُْ ِٙ َِب ثِؤَٔفُعِ ٍَ ؽَزَٰٝ ٠ُغ١َِسُٚا  ْٛ َِب ثِمَ َٗ ٌَب ٠ُغ١َِسُ  َْ اٌٍَ (11اٌسفد )اِ   

―And if any one earns sin. he earns it against His own soul: for Allah is full 

of knowledge and wisdom.‖(4:111) 

ًّب ًّب ؽَى١ِ ُٗ ف١ٍَِ َْ اٌٍَ َٚوَب  ۚ ِٗ ُٗ فٍََٰٝ َٔفْعِ َّب ٠َىْعِجُ ًّب فَبَِٔ َِٓ ٠َىْعِتْ اِصْ (111إٌعبء  )َٚ  

―Those who receive guidance, do so for the good of their own souls; 

those who stray, do so to their own loss: and I am not (set) over you to 

arrange your affairs." (10:108)  

ًٍ َٛو١ِ َٔب ف١ٍََْىُُ ثِ َِب أَ َٚ َٙب ۖ  ًُ ف١ٍََْ َّب ٠َضِ ًَ فَبَِٔ َِٓ ضَ َٚ  ۖ ِٗ َٕفْعِ ْٙزَدِٞ ٌِ َّب ٠َ ْ٘زَدَٰٜ فَبَِٔ ِٓ ا َّ ٠ٛٔط  )فَ

108)  

     According to Shaikh Saleh al-Fawzan (2012), both groups are greatly 

mistaken and misguided. He provides the Islamic law (Sharia) on that matter 

which states that: 

 ―The Ahlus-Sunnah wal-Jama'ah is on the middle path – they affirm ability, 

choice and will for the slave but it is subservient to the Will and Power of 

Allah and the slave cannot do anything except by the Will of Allah.‖
25
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     The Messenger of Allah, Prophet Muhammad (Peace and Blessings Be upon 

Him) established an example by his conduct and with a vast Hadith literature to 

affirm that man is judged by his works, though all his actions are ruled by the 

Divine Will. 

    One of the innumerable examples in Islamic history that claim for freedom is 

that of Umar Ibn Al-Khattab, the Second Khalifa of the Muslims on 23 August 

634 . Umar always favored individual freedom and self-respect. By word of 

mouth and through his writings he made it very “clear” that every human being 

was born free and no one should have to abase himself in front of others. Once, 

the son of Amr bin As abused and beat up a Copt Christian. On hearing this 

Umar ibn Al-Khattab had son of Amr punished publicly by the hand of the 

victim Copt Christian. Then Umar ibn Al-Khattab addressed both father and son 

and said: “Since when have you enslaved the people though they were born 

free?”
26

 [ِزٝ اظزقجدرُ إٌبض ٚلد ٌٚدرُٙ أِٙبرُٙ أؽسازا] 

Conclusion 

     In the light of the previous quotation, it may be held that the conception of 

human responsibility is so strongly developed and emphasized in the Muslim 

thought. Destiny and responsibility are not contradictory but constitute the basic 

foundations of the religion of Islam. Furthermore, any religion and any society 

set up their own limits to human behaviour so as to avoid any societal conflict 

but also to perpetuate, to some extent, the male / female cultural patterns. These 

various cultural definitions and practices of transgressions and freedom nurture, 
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once more, the controversial and debateful issue of individual identity related to 

the do‟s and don‟ts of any society.  The following chapter examines an 

illustration of woman freedom in a specific cultural context where traditional 

norms are transgressed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER THREE: BEYOND “CRAZYNESS” 

Introduction 

     Even the first president, Ahmed Ben Bella (1962-1965) congratulated her: 

‚Ahlam Mosteghanemi is an Algerian sun which enlightens Arabic literature. She has carried Algerian 

literature to a stature which befits our national history. We are proud of her Arabic word as Algerians 

pride in their Arabness‛.                                                                       

     Besides, Nizar Qabbani reveals his involvement in the woman writer’s work:‚The novel [Memory in the Flesh] got me 

dizzy, and I don’t usually get dizzy because of a novel. The reason of that dizziness feeling was that the novel was so much 

like me; crazy, tensed, Intrusive, cruel, human, lustful, and against the law, just like me‛. (Nizar Qabbani, Mirror Mirror) 

1 

     Mosteghanemi confesses that: ‚A human being spends his first years learning how to speak, and the Arab regimes 

teach him silence for the rest of his life‛ (Mosteghanemi, 2008, 15). 

     Indeed, perceptions and understanding of our ‚reality‛ is dependent on our socio- religious and educational 

background. Probably our linguistic abilities and degree of imagination and desire for freedom or confinement to rules 

impact on our behaviour. As such, any act has a direct consequence on our life, and Mosteghanemi among other post-

colonial women writers as Assia Djebar or Arundhati Roy, depicts a world where the woman protagonist is torn between 

her individuality or inner self and the image she is conformed to give embodying a submission to socio-religious rules. 

Challenging the norms means transgression and the woman protagonist in the Chaos of Senses dares then re-create her 

own world where she can find some kind of fulfillment and peace. 



3.3. Woman Writer’s Life and Literary Work   

     Mosteghanemi is a hybrid woman writer who lived in different cultural contexts, where her mastery of both Arabic and 

French allow her to shape her ‚in-between‛ world  where the woman protagonist’s transgression emerges.  

3.3.1. Biographical Features  

Ahlam Mosteghanemi was born in Tunis in 1953. When the Algerian War of Independence broke out in 1954, her family 

had been forced into exile as her father Mohammed Cherif was a political a political leader and activist. Her family home 

in Tunisia became a central meeting point for resistance fighters allied to the Algerian People’s Party including her father 

and cousins.27 

After the Independence, they returned to Algeria in 1962. Mohammed Cherif sent his eldest daughter Ahlam to one of the 

first Arabic schools in Algeria. In the early 1970s her father suffered a breakdown and she had to support her family. She 

began broadcasting her poetry by hosting a national radio show, Hamassat [٘ـّـعبد]  (Whispers). Later in1973, she 

earned a B.A. in Arabic Literature from the University of Algiers, and also published her first poetry collection, Ala’ 

Marfa Al Ayam (The Harbour of Days, 1973). 

She moved to Paris to carry on her studies and spent fifteen years there. In 1982, she obtained her Ph.D. in Sociology 

from the Sorbonne in Paris, and her thesis was published as ‚Algérie: Femmes ET Écriture‛ (1985) in L’ Harmattan.  

In 1974, Ahlam Mosteghanemi married Georges El Rassi, a Lebanese Christian journalist. Despite her silence about the 

circumstances of this union (difference of religion and nationality), marriage can never happen unless it is the result of a 

love story. (Karism, 2010)  They moved to Beirut where she is now living with her husband and three children. 
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Dhakirat al Jassad [ذاوسح اٌغعد] (Memory in The Flesh,1993) marked the beginning of Mosteghanemi’s acclaimed 

trilogy of novels, the second of which is Fawda al Hawas [فٛضٝ اٌؾٛاض] (The Chaos of the Senses), published in 

1997 and the third, Aber Sareer [فبثس ظس٠س] (Bed Hopper), published in 2003. 

3.3.2. Synopsis of the Novel 

Fawda al- Hawas or The Chaos of The Senses by Ahlam Mosteghanemi, first appeared in Arabic in 1998. It was then 

translated into English by Baria Ahmar in 2004 and published by The American University in Cairo Press. It is the second 

novel in the international bestselling trilogy from ‘the literary phenomenon’ (Elle). 

    The beginning of the novel is most unusual: 

‚Unlike the others, he wanted to test loyalty through her, to enjoy with her the pleasure of love’s 

fidelity through its very starvation, to infuse passion amidst the deep mines of the senses.  She 

doesn't know how her femininity submitted to him‛. (Mosteghanemi COS, 1)28 

أْ ٠غسّة ِقٙب ِزقخ اٌٛفبء فٓ عٛؿ، . فىط إٌبض، وبْ ٠س٠د أْ ٠خزجس ثٙب الإخلاص

( 9. )ٟ٘ لا ردزٞ و١ف ا٘زدد أٔٛصزٙب ا١ٌٗ.. أْ ٠سثٟ ؽجبً ٚظظ أٌغبَ اٌؾٛاض   

So begins The Chaos of the Senses which continues the story of Memory in The Flesh from the perspective of the female 

character Hayat. However, Chaos of the Senses is about to be a separate novel standing alone in terms of events, 

protagonists and scenes and we think, as readers, that it is moving in parallel with Memory in the Flesh like two railways 

that never meet.  Gradually, we find ourselves holding the umbilical cord that connects Memory in the Flesh as the 

‚mother-novel‛ to her new born The Chaos of the Senses, or perhaps the opposite is true, to some extent. 

                                                     
28 COS stands for Chaos of the Senses. 



The Chaos of the Senses seems to be different in form from Memory in the Flesh.  If the latter had been divided into 

chapters from first to sixth, The Chaos of the Senses was divided into five parts: The Beginning - Always – Naturally – 

Absolutely – Definitely. 

Mosteghanemi accompanies her reader in a world where borders between dream and reality become confused. Hayat, the 

narrator, is a novelist who lives in Algeria. After two years of silence, she manages to write the beginning of a novel in 

which she creates the perfect man. And yet because of the intensity of her feelings, this man comes out of her imagination 

and becomes real. In this relation, which has become loving and adulterous, the narrator reviews her life and realizes the 

conformity in which she is locked up. Married to a high rank military officer, she lives a loveless life and only obeys the 

traditional social rules. Algerian events of the 1990s still reinforce this patriarchal structure already established after the 

independence. Preoccupied by political scandals and future of the nation, her husband has no time for her. Lacking love, 

affection and interest, Hayat, (meaning "life" in Arabic), takes refuge in fiction. At first, the narrator succeeds in defining 

the boundary between reality and fiction and imposes her supremacy on the protagonist. She remains the writer and the 

creator of her own invention.  

However, her imaginary story takes concrete and palpable dimensions. Her protagonist breathes and lives in her world. 

3.3.3. Language Issue 

Paris is the setting of Mosteghanemi’s first novel Dhakirat al Jassad  (Memory in the Flesh), which was published in 

1993. It is the first novel written by an Algerian woman in Arabic, dedicated to both the author’s father and to her literary 

father, Malek Hadad (1927-1978). 



‚Mosteghanemi’s decision to write in Arabic and the themes of her novels are directly informed by 

this history and as such can be seen as both a statement of independence from the Eurocentric 

homogenization of language and discourse, and as a feminist political statement.‛(Baqeel, 2015)  

The novel was awarded the Naguib Mahfouz Medal for Literature in 1998 in recognition of its distinction. She closed her 

address as:  

‚My thanks go also to the panel of judges, one by one, for honouring me, as through their tribute to 

me they offer moral support to Algerian writers writing in Arabic who confront unarmed the 

onslaughts of Francophony and its diverse temptations, while they stand patriotically against the 

dubious and divisive tendencies to which Algeria is exposed. Glory to our beautiful language!‛ 

(Mosteghanemi, 1998)29 

Shaden M. Tageldin describes this closing as ‚nothing less than a declaration of war‛; she further argues: 

‚Mustaghlinimi counters two tendencies that have made the vocation of the arabophone writer 

"tragic." The first is the notion that Arabic is a language not quite "fit" for the modern novel, that 

the Arabic novel lags behind its European counterpart. That notion, internalized by many writers 

across the Arabic-speaking world, owes its durability to the traumatic legacy of European 

colonialism.‛(Tageldin, 2009) 

                                                     

29
 See Appendix 1 



Mosteghanemi’s decision to write in Arabic is considered as a linguistic challenge to colonization. When interviewed by 

Nuha Baqeel (2015) on reasons behind choosing the Arabic language in her writing, she affirms that Malek Haddad, the 

Francophone Algerian novelist and poet whom she considers as a second father, has given up writing as a form of protest 

against colonialism. Mosteghanemi says that he is ‚a martyr to the Arabic language‛ and that he ‚would never write in 

French henceforth, saying, ‘French is the cause of my exile and I will never write in it from now on as long as we have 

our independence’. Mosteghanemi describes Haddad’s silence as over writing in the language of the coloniser ‚another 

language too‛ and carries on showing her tight relationship to the one to whom she has dedicated her first novel. She says: 

‚I used to say that he died of cancer as a result of his silence, because to a writer silence is a 

gradual death. Malik Haddad’s tragedy also represents my father’s tragedy; he was also not good 

in Arabic and for this reason directed me to study it on his behalf. It was with this in mind that I 

dedicated the novel to Haddad.‛ (Ibid, 15) 

It is no surprise that Mosteghanemi declares the Mahfouz Medal she won, ‚a tribute to  "colleagues of the pen, to brothers 

in sorrow, who persist in the tragic vocation of writing in Arabic, those who are steadfast", confessing that ‚some of them 

are more entitled than [ her]" (Mosteghanemi, 1998). 

According to S. M. Tageldin (2009), two tendencies have made Mosteghanemi’s vocation of the arabophone writer 

‚tragic‛.  The first is the notion that Arabic is a language not quite "fit" for the modern novel, that the Arabic novel lags 

behind its European counterpart. That notion, internalized by many writers across the Arabic-speaking world, owes its 

durability to the traumatic legacy of European colonialism. The second concerns the Algerian woman as Arabophone 

novelist. Tageldine argues: 



‚For Mostaghanmi's breakthrough text both joins and challenges the male-dominated canon of 

modern Algerian Arabic literature by using Arabic not only to reinscribe Algerian nationhood 

outside francophonie (as Mostaghanmi's Arabophone male counterparts equally do), but also-as 

Ellen McLarney has suggested-to rewrite women into the nation in realist rather than fantasist 

terms.‛ (McLarney, 2002 qd in Tageldine 2009) 

When Mosteghanemi declares she is one of those "who confront unarmed the onslaughts of Francophony and its diverse 

temptations,"30 she clearly asserts that francophone Algerian women's writing is not capable of repairing the damages 

caused by either colonial or gender oppression.  

In her Ph.D. dissertation published in 1985 as Algérie: femnme et écritures [Algeria: Woman and Writings], 

Mosteghanemi notes that it was Arabic-language Algerian Muslim male writers who first took up the liberation of women 

in the 1920s and 1930s, at a time when 

"la littérature de langue française ne s'intéresse pas au problème de la femme mais s'en sert 

plutôt dans un but exotique"  

[French-language literature was not interested in the problem of Woman but used her, rather, to 

exotic ends]31.  

Yet, Mosteghanemi further notes that if French becomes the language of Algerian resistance literature, perhaps because 

resistance could "talk back" to the French colonizer in no language but French? 32 

                                                     
30 See Appendix 1 
31 The translation is Baqeel’s. 
32 Mosteghanemi, Dissertation p 288. 



Mosteghanemi's "autobiography of the father" parallels and opposes Djebar's. Like Djebar's father, Mosteghanemi's was a 

teacher of  French, compelled by the colonial system both to learn and to earn in the colonizer's tongue. And both Djebar 

and Mosteghanemi acquired their languages of writing thanks to the decisions of their fathers. But the similarity ends 

there. (Tageldine, 2009). While Djebar's father encouraged her to see French as the pathway to freedom, Mosteghanemi's 

placed her future in Arabic. Mosteghanemi’s father authorized her to transgress gender and sexual taboos and to write of 

eros in ways that the francophone Djebar could not. He rose to Mosteghanemi's defense when others attacked her, 

insisting that she is free "to write her feelings" (Mosteghanemi, "Writing," 83).  

Therein was born Mosteghanemi's conviction that: 

‚… the bodies of both Algerian women and men can move more freely in Arabic than in French 

and that if, as   Djebar would insist, Algeria could never have won its revolution without women 

and men fighting side by side, so too will Algerian women never win liberation within "a male-

dominated society" without "a man by [their] side" (Mosteghanemi, "Writing," 84). 

Born 1936 in Cherchell, near Algiers, Djebar acquired French thanks to her father, a teacher of French who enrolled her in 

his school. An Arabic speaker of Amazigh ethnic origins, Djebar's father himself had learned French and pursued a career 

in the colonial system to save his family from poverty. By sending Djebar to French school, the father is said to have 

"saved" her, in turn, from the cloistered lives of many Algerian women of her generation. In a 1996 interview, Djebar 

notes that she chose to begin the story of L'Amour, La Fantasia, her story,  "main  dans la main" ["hand in hand"] with her 

father because, she says : 



"Au fur et à mesure que j'ai commencé à écrire, j'ai progressivement découvert que si, à onze 

ans, je ne me suis pas voilée comme mes cousines, ça a été grâce à la langue, grâce à mon 

père. J'en arrive à la conclusion que cette langue que je n'utilise pas dans le désir et dans 

l'amour, cette langue m'a donné surtout l’espace" (Djebar in Gauvin, 1996, qd in Tageldine, 2009) 

[‚As I began to write, I gradually discovered that if, at age eleven, I was not veiled like my 

cousins, it was thanks to the language, thanks to my father. I arrive at the conclusion that this 

language that I do not use in desire and in love, this language has given me, above all, space]."33 

Through her work Mosteghanemi continues what her father started in the 1940s, namely the process of decolonization. 

According to Murad Mosteghanemi ‚the liberation of the land was the beginning of decolonization, not the end of it‛34 

By writing in Arabic, Ahlam Mosteghanemi accomplishes another victory over the system of colonization. Her use of the 

Arabic language helps erase the barbarian marks of colonialism. 

3.1.4 Literary Translation 

The first two novels in the trilogy Dhakirat al Jassad (1985) and Fawda al Hawas (1998) were translated into English by 

Baria Ahmar Sreih and published by the American University in Cairo Press as Memory in the Flesh (2000) and The 

Chaos of the Senses (2004) respectively. With the selling of millions of copies in Arabic, Mosteghanemi was named in 

2006 as the most successful woman writer in the Arab world. Nevertheless, she remains largely unknown and unread in 

the English-speaking world. Hence, a new translation of Dhakirat al Jassad by Raphael Cohen was published in 

December 2013 under the new title of The Bridges of Constantine. (Baqeel, 2015) 

                                                     
33 Tageldine’s translation 
34 Mosteghanemi’s Biography by her brother Mourad, http://www.ahlammosteghanemi.com/about 

http://www.ahlammosteghanemi.com/about


When it comes to translation, many questions arise, such as: Why does the writer resort to more than one translation to his 

literary work? Is the cultural equivalence achieved and to what extent is it modified? Karima Bouziane asserts that 

translation fails to achieve a faithful cultural equivalence (in this case the English version), and gives two reasons for that. 

First, the translator often adopts ‚excessive inappropriate omissions‛, and the second is that the translator tends ‚to use 

alterations‛. In doing so, s/he modifies the specific cultural concepts and figurative terms which lead to cultural loss and 

misrepresentation of the original culture. (Bouziane, 2015) 

In the same line of thought, both the writer and the translator are addressing an intercultural audience, and are trying to 

convey material from one culture or language to another. Hence these cultural differences have to be bridged. The 

translator has recourse to footnotes, glossaries and prefaces to help fill the void between the source language and target 

language. This does not appear to be the privilege of the creative writer, but it can be seen as part of the narrative strategy 

of many novels.(Ibid, 15) 

As for Mosteghanemi, she states that the translation of a literary work must ‚reflect the work’s literary sensibility.‛ 

(Baqeel, 2015). In fact, in an interview with Mosteghanemi carried out by Nuha Baaqeel and published in ‚Women: A 

Cultural Review‛ in 2015, the writer argues that: 

‚The main problem I find is that all translators bring their own mood and method of linguistic 

composition. That is why I really wanted the translator to be a poet, so that he or she would have 

expertise in translating poetry and not just translating at the level of word for word, not just a text 

translator but a more precisely literary translator. The beauty of a text gets lost in a word for word 

translation and as a result, it loses much of its meaning.‛(Ibid, 15) 



Mosteghanemi also refers to readers of two languages who can differentiate between the original text and the translated 

one. She says that those "readers can sense and understand that there is something missing in the translation. The most 

striking example of this for me was the poet and publisher Nizar Qabbani, may Allah have mercy on him, who used to say 

to me ‘Whenever I read a translated text, I feel like going crazy’.‛ She adds that for her, ‚the translator must be a poet 

because when the text impresses him, he can translate it wonderfully‛ and thus ‚puts his spirit in the text‛35. She has 

chosen ‚an experienced translator‛, the native English speaker Raphael Cohen, who has already translated her book 

Nessyane.com [ وَٛ.ٔع١بْ ] (2009) to English as The Art of Forgetting (2011). The title plays a major role in arousing the 

curiosity of the recipient, specially the foreign reader. This is why Mosteghanemi chose the title The Bridges of 

Constantine, in English, for her novel Dhakirat al Jassad instead of the initially proposed title The Dance of Oblivion for 

the same novel. (Ibid, 2015) 

3.4. Controversial Issues of Woman Freedom 

As the first Algerian woman writer to publish a novel in the Arabic language, the work of Mosteghanemi marks a new 

chapter in the history of Algerian literature. Mosteghanemi’s Chaos of the Senses brings up the revolt of a woman against 

the violence that devastated Algeria in the 1990s. The genius of Mosteghanemi lies in her way of presenting love as a 

feminine cause and in associating public affairs with family and married relations. 

 

 

3.4.1. National Memory  

                                                     
35 ibid 



On Mosteghanemi's official Arabic website is an "autobiography," written by her brother Mourad, which tells her life 

story as an echo of her father's.36 

The English version of that autobiography invokes a memorable pun that dramatizes the intimate relationship between 

father and daughter and by extension, between the story of the Algerian nation and both Mosteghanemi's personal story 

and her novelistic art:  

"Ahlam," writes her brother-biographer, "is a writer who hides through her novels a fantastic 

father who 'haunts' her feather. While he does not actually hold the key to her novels, it is clear 

that he has completely transferred to her the immense burden of his personal history, which 

merges in its magnitude with the history of Algeria." 37 

At first blush, Mosteghanemi appears trapped in patriarchy; we cannot extricate an autonomous subject named 

"Ahlam" from the jaws of father, mother country, and their intertwined histories.  

The July 1965 coup of Houari Boumediène and the rise of dictatorship in Algeria unhinged Mosteghanemi's 

father, who was committed to a mental hospital in Algiers. After his daughter left for Paris in the late 1970s, he began to 

write her long letters in French, retelling his memories of resistance on each anniversary of the key events in Algerian 

national history. 

Through national memory father bonded daughter:  

 38."وّب رٕعت ٟ٘ ٌٟ.. أْ أٔعت ا١ٌٙب" أثٛ أؽلاَ"أز٠د أْ ٠مبي إٟٔ "

                                                     
36 Mosteghanemi’s Biography by her brother Mourad, http://www.ahlammosteghanemi.com/about 
37 Ibid 
38 Ibid 
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 [I want it to be said that I am "Abi Ahlam" (Ahlam's father) so that I might be attributed to her 

...as she is attributed to me].  

Renaming himself for his daughter, Mosteghanemi's father permitted her to "father" him in posterity. 

Her husband, as her father, represents the national authority. His father resisted Frenchmen for the independence of 

Algeria and her husband, by her military rank, represents this state order searched by the Algerian people during the long 

years of struggle against colonialism. Her husband is an extension of the venerated paternal picture.  

‚As for him, he probably thought like a military man in this matter too. When one of them reaches 

a position of power, he insists on occupying all the key positions in the state and all the important 

ministries, thinking that no one else is worthy of occupying them.‛ (Mosteghanemi COS, 20)  

, اٌعٍغخ فٍٝ أؽدُ٘ ٠ظً فٕدِب, اٌر٠ٓ اٌقعىس ثّٕغك ٠فىس, أ٠ضب اٌّغبي ٘را فٟ وبْ أٔٗ الأزعؼ فّٓ, ٘ٛ أِب

 عد٠س غ١سٖ اؽد لا أْ ِقزمدا, اٌٙبِخ اٌٛشاز٠خ اٌؾمبئت ٚوً, اٌدٌٚخ فٟ اٌسئ١ع١خ إٌّبطت وً شغً فٍٝ ٠ظس

 (38).ثٗ ٌلإعبؽخ دّائُ اؽزّبي ٘ٛ ف١ٙب غ١سٖ شخض ٚعٛدّ ٚأْ ثً,٠شغٍٙب ثؤْ

3.4.2. Love, Sexuality and Gender 

In The Chaos of the Senses, Mosteghanemi shows the influence of politics on human relations notably those within a 

couple. In ordinary time, the woman is considered as an inferior being who, after so many years of mistreatment, believes 

in her inferiority. In times of war, practices for her subjugation are even more severe and married relation is transformed 

into a military report where the man conquers / dominates the woman.  



Mosteghanemi cannot help noting the role of the woman in this type of excessive relation, notably that of the mother, 

protector of tradition. Indeed, if the men are so, it is partly because the traditional mothers brought them up in a manner 

that they become the absolute masters. Mothers, thus, are responsible of perpetuating male dominance over their 

daughters and the coming female generations. 

At the beginning of the novel, the narrator appears as to be conformist and submissive, and speaks about her relation with 

her husband in military terms. Fortunately, when she involves in writing and her new loving affair, the narrator’s 

consciousness begins to rise and she starts to question and analyze the world around her. She realizes how abusive the 

social structure is. She finds refuge in writing and in her new imaginary love story. She compares the right to love to 

national struggle. For her, to fight in the name of a nation is also to fight for a better treatment.  

The narrator gives a banal description and stereotyped behaviours of the man and of the woman: 

‚She thinks that he wanted to humiliate her to prove that he owned her. Perhaps he thought that if 

a man wants to keep a woman, he has to make her feel that he is capable to leave her at any 

moment‛. (Mosteghanemi COS, 4) 

ٚزثّب ؽٓ أْ فٍٝ اٌسعً اذا . ِب رقزمدٖ،٘ٛ وٛٔٗ أزادّ اذلاٌٙب، وٟ ٠ضّٓ اِزلاوٙب

( 13. )أزادّ الاؽزفبػ ثبِسأح، أْ ٠ّٛ٘ٙب أّٔٗ فٟ أ٠خ ٌؾؾخ ٠ّىٕٗ أْ ٠زخٍٝ فٕٙب

‚She, on the other hand, always believed that a woman has to be capable of giving up anything 

and everything to keep the man she loves.‛ (Mosteghanemi COS, 4)  



أِب ٟ٘، فىبٔذ دّائّب رقزمد أْ فٍٝ اٌّسأح أْ رىْٛ لبدّزح فٍٝ اٌزخٍٟ فٓ أٞ شٟء 

(  13. )ٌزؾزفؼ ثبٌسعً اٌرٞ رؾجٗ

Their relation is described in terms of power, of property and of humiliation. It looks as if they were following a guide 

instruction of human relation where the woman is preprogrammed to think that the man must humiliate her before getting 

her.  

Hayat already shows warming signs of confusion. Although she is married and educated in a traditional way, she cannot 

help enjoying, as a sexual pleasure, the new love story she is embarked in. She is very pleased not to be as this woman, 

submitted and conventional (Mosteghanemi, 26), she goes even to the point of making fun of her.  

‚She believes with a feminine foolishness, that those we love were made to share only pleasure 

with us, not pain.‛(Mosteghanemi COS, 12) 

(26)ٟٚ٘ رقزمد ثؾّبلخ أٔضٝ، أْ اٌر٠ٓ ٔؾجُٙ، خٍمٛا ١ٌزمبظّٛا ِقٕب اٌّزقخ   

Hayat is therefore happy to distinguish herself from this wife of ink whom she considers too naive. She wants to escape 

the military regime her husband imposes on her, and in which she feels suffocated. She even describes the sexual relation 

in her couple in military terms, as a military assault where her husband throws himself over her to guarantee a quick 

triumph: 

‚He was always an officer who enjoyed quick victories, even in bed, and I was a woman who loved 

the beauty of defeats and raids of passion, unannounced by sirens of warning and not followed by 

ambulances. The kind that left the lovers' corpses behind, scattered across the land.  I had a 



passion for random shelling, where innocents died of love, within arm's reach of desire, before they 

have time to ask why‛. (Mosteghanemi COS, 53-54) 

. ظس٠س فٟ ؽزٝ اٌعس٠قخ الأزظبزاد ٠ؾت ضبثغبً وبْ دِّٚبً،

 ٚلا.. أراز طفبزاد رعجمٙب لا اٌزٟ اٌقشم١خ ٚاٌغبزاد اٌغ١ٍّخ، اٌٙصائُ رؾت أٔضٝ ٚوٕذ

 .أزضبً اٌقشبق عضش اصس٘ب ٚرجمٝ اظقبف، ظ١بزاد ر١ٍٙب

ّٟ، ثمظف افززبْ  ثٟ  ٠ىْٛ أْ دّْٚ اشزٙبء، ِسِٝ فٍٝ.. فشمبً الأثس٠بء ف١ٗ ٠ّٛد فشٛائ

 ٌّبذا؟: ١ٌعؤٌٛا اٌٛلذ ٌُٙ

     The narrator does not hide her fascination by the military uniform, and wishes her husband could unlock her body to 

see her as a lover not as his property. She further declares: 

‚I sometimes wished he would make love to me without taking off his uniform.  Perhaps with that 

uniform he might have forced a way open into my body.  I was always fascinated by his strength 

but tonight as well, he would not do it, because he's afraid it would wrinkle, and perhaps just 

because he is a man with no imagination. He spent all his imagination and intelligence outside of 

this bed‛. (Mosteghanemi COS, 53-54) 

 ٌٗ فزؼ رٍه، ثجرٌزٗ وبْ زثّب. ثرٌزٗ ٠خٍـ أْ دّْٚ ِقٟ اٌؾت ِبزض أٔٗ ٌٛ أؽ١بٔب، ر١ّٕذ

ّٛح ععدٞ اٌٝ عس٠مب . ثبٌم

ثمٛرٗ ِؤخٛذح دّائّب وٕذ فمد  

. اٌعس٠س ٘را خبزط ٚذوبءٖ خ١بٌٗ ٠ٕفك ٘ٛ ثبلأؽسٜ ثً. خ١بي ثلا زعً لأٔٗ- فمظ –ٚزثّب

 



Hayat links the intelligence of men to their understanding of women’s emotions and desires. She asks herself 

how important can any achievement be compared to some moments of happiness shared between a husband 

and his wife. To some extent, she is seeking sympathy of the reader towards the unethical, even condemned 

behavior she is enterprising an adultery relation.  

‚In the end, men who were born to fill positions of power were not necessarily born to do so in 

bed.‛ (Mosteghanemi COS, 53-54) 

ّٟ، خٍمٛا اٌر٠ٓ اٌسعبي إٌٙب٠خ، فٟ  ٠جٙسٕٚٔب ٚاٌر٠ٓ. ٌعس٠س ثبٌضسٚزح ٠خٍمٛا ٌُ ٌىسظ

(  97 ).ثدٚٔٙب ٠جٙسٕٚٔب اٌر٠ٓ ١ٌعٛا ثض١بثُٙ

Hayat’s husband thinks of her as of a property to be possessed, as a victory to be attained, as a good wife, who heals his 

pains and justifies all his misbehaviours. 

‚My husband was born with a military temperament, I suppose, - for him, to unintentionally break 

my spirit, exactly the same way he seduced and broke me years before, with no effort? Isn’t power 

like wealth, making us seem more beautiful and more desirable? Aren’t women like nations, always 

falling prey to the charm of the military uniform and its authority, before they realize that its power 

stems for their own awe of it?‛ (Mosteghanemi COS, 19) 

.  ٚؽًّ اٌعلاػ لجً أْ ٠ؾًّ أٞ شٟء,أرٛلـ أْ ٠ىْٛ شٚعٟ لد ٌٚد ثّصاط فعىسٞ

فؤ٠ٓ اٌقغت فٟ أْ ٠ىعسٟٔ أ٠ضب دّْٚ لظد، رّبِب، وّب أغسأٟ لجً ذٌه ثعٕٛاد، 

 دّْٚ عٙد؟ أ١ٌعذ اٌعٍغخ وبٌضساء، رغقٍٕب ٔجدٚ أعًّ ٚأشٙٝ؟



لجً أْ . أٚ ١ٌعذ إٌعبء وبٌشقٛة، ٠مقٓ دّائّب رؾذ فزٕخ اٌجرٌخ اٌقعىس٠خ ٚظغٛرٙب

ّٛرٙب؟  ( 37) ٠ٕزجٙٓ اٌٝ أٔٙٓ ثبٔجٙبز٘ٓ ثٙب، لد طٕقٓ ل

However, the narrator admits having been mistaken. She left the memory of her father, the picture of national struggle and 

its dream of worthy Algeria to deceive her.  And it is thanks to the writing and to its creation of the perfect man that she 

realises her error. 

‚I realized that his fatherliness meant the most to me, and that the prestige of his military rank and 

political position only mattered to me insofar as it kept alive the memory of struggle I had grown 

up with, and the pride of an Algeria I dreamed of used to see my country in his stature, in his 

strength and loftiness.  In his body that had experienced fear, cold, and starvation during the long 

years of liberation, I saw what justified my desire, and for the sake of memory I honored it.  A long 

time went by before I realized how foolish it was of me to mix up the complexity of the past with the 

opposite reality. characters of ink that would never leave the world of paper. ‛ (Mosteghanemi 

COS, 20) 

ٚأْ ِٙبِٗ اٌع١بظ١خ . رٕجٙذ ثقد ذٌه، اٌٝ أْ أثٛرٗ ٟ٘ اٌزٟ وبٔذ رقٕٟ ٌٟ الأوضس

ٚأّب  ٌىٛٔٙب اظزّسازا ٌراوسح ٔضب١ٌخ , ٚزرجزٗ اٌقعىس٠خ ٌُ رىٓ رق١ٕٕٟ ثٛعب٘زٙب

. وٕذ أزٜ فٟ لبِزٗ اٌٛعٓ، ثمٛرٗ ٚشّٛخٗ.ٚفٕفٛاْ عصائس ؽٍّذ ثٙب, ٔشؤد ف١ٍٙب

ٚفٟ ععدٖ اٌرٞ فسف اٌغٛؿ ٚاٌخٛف ٚاٌجسدّ، خلاي ظٕٛاد اٌزؾس٠س، ِب ٠جسز 

. ش ٚاؽزفبئٟ ثٗ اوساِب ٌٍراوسح.اشزٙبئٟ ٌٗ

 . ثبٌٛالـ اٌّضبدّ.. وُ ِس ِٓ اٌٛلذ، لجً أْ أوزشف ؽّبلخ خٍغٟ فمدح اٌّبضٟ



Hayet also criticizes those women with cold feelings and describes them as  the ‚queens of boredom‛:  

‚They were bored women – women of extravagantly furnished houses, extravagantly complicated 

cooking, polite lies, luxuriously cold bedrooms, and bodies that hid underneath extremely 

expensive dress everything no man had ever inflamed‛. (Mosteghanemi COS, 70) 

ٚاٌىٍّبد اٌىبذثخ , ٚالأعجبق اٌفبئمخ اٌزقم١د,  ٚاٌج١ٛد اٌفبئمخ اٌزسر١ت,وٓ ٔعبء اٌضغس

 ٚغسف, اٌزٙر٠ت

وً ِب ٌُ ٠شقٍٗ .. ٚالأععبدّ اٌزٟ رخفٟ رؾذ أصٛاة ثب٘ضخ اٌضّٓ, إٌَٛ اٌفبخسح اٌجسٚدّح

 (124. )زعً

Unsurprisingly, the relation man-woman is far from what it is expected to be, the true love and mutual respect. 

Rather, it is a relation that grows in a society which teaches dominance to men and submission to women. Since then, 

these two categories cannot meet except under the links of power and of weakness. Violence is another crucial factor that 

has deepened the gap between sexes and reinforced the dominant / dominated status among them. As a result, men have 

no more time to love their women under the pretext of political obligations and national duty. Facing her loneliness, the 

narrator jumps into the world of invention. His main protagonist appears there to become a reality. She embarks in a risky 

adventure to meet her man. She wears a veil and not to be recognized, and here again she points out her contribution to the 

hypocrisy of a society which is meant to be pure and religious. 

‚…passing by that same café, disguised in garments of piety. Once more, women have discovered 

that pious garments might conceal passionate women within, hiding under her abaya a body 

booby-trapped with desire‛.(Mosteghanemi COS, 100) 



– ٘رٖ اٌّسح أ٠ضًب -ثقد أْ اوزشفذ إٌعبء.ِزٕىسح فٟ ص١بة اٌزمٜٛ. أِس ثٙرا اٌّمٙٝ ٔفعٗ

( 171 ).رخجئ رؾذ فجبءرٙب ععدًا ِفخخًب ثبٌشٙٛح. أْ ص١بة اٌزمٜٛ لد رخفٟ فبشمخ

Each time she leaves on her meeting, she puts on the pious dress of religion, and takes it off after she returns from her 

meeting. 

‚Spending two hours alone in a car driven by a military chauffeur who is escorting you home from 

a date, following the streets of anger and the alleys of death, was a tortuous descent down to 

reality – more than enough time for regrets.  The pious dress I was wearing encouraged that train 

of thought.  It was wearing me, making me think against myself.  I took off that abaya as soon as I 

got home and gave it back to its owner, hoping to reconcile with my body‛. (Mosteghanemi COS, 

110-111)  

ّٞ ٠قٛدّ ثه ِٓ ِٛفد ؽتّ، ظبٌىبً شٛازؿ اٌغضت ٚأشلّخ اٌّٛد، ١ٌط  ظبئك فعىس

.  ِفغـ ٔؾٛ اٌٛالـ، ٚٚلذ وبفٍ ٌٍٕدَ  ظٜٛ ظمٛط

ّٞ اٌزمٜٛ اٌرٞ رٍجعٗ ! اذا ثه رفىس ضدّ ٔفعهٚ .ٚاذا ثٗ ٠ٍجعه. ٠عبفدن فٟ ذٌه ش

. ٌٚرا ِب ودد أطً اٌٝ اٌج١ذ، ؽزّٝ أظسفذ ثخٍـ رٍه اٌقجبءح، ٚافدرٙب اٌٝ طبؽجزٙب

  (189. )فعبٟٔ أرظبٌؼ ِـ ععدٞ

Ellen Mclarney (2002), in her article Unlocking the Female in Ahlām Mostaghānami, elaborates on the image of the veil, 

stating that: 



‚Moving undetected in the garb of piety, she passes by the Milk Bar, the caf6 that Jamila Bou 

Hayred famously bombed. This incident, and others like it, is one of the most celebrated images of 

the war of independence, described and analyzed in Franz Fanon's essay "Algerian Unveiled" and 

portrayed in the film The Battle of Algiers. The "disguise" was European clothes, as Bou Hayred 

infiltrated enemy territory, leaving a bomb behind (Fanon, 1965: 58). Mustaghanami uses the 

same image, but virtually inverts it, as Hayat moves through the enemy territory to carry out her 

mission, to visit her lover.‛39  

So, by the description of the narrator as an activist for love, Mosteghanemi attributes to love the dimension of a cause for 

which it is an honor to die. Referring to the famous Arab poem of Abou El Kacem Chebbi (1909-1934), the narrator 

maintains that the women, as the people, have to show a desire to live so that destiny would respond. 

‚Women, too, are like nations. If they want life, then destiny must respond, even if a high officer 

rules its fate, or a small dictator disguised as a husband‛ (Mosteghanemi, COS, 148). 

ّٓ أزدّْ اٌؾ١بح فلاثدّ أْ ٠عزغ١ت اٌمدز ؽزّٝ اْ وبْ اٌرٞ . إٌعبء أ٠ضًب وبٌشقٛة؛ اذ ٘

ّٓ ضبثظ وج١س، أٚ دّوزبرٛز طغ١س فٟ ١٘ؤح شٚط  (253. )٠زؾىُ فٟ ألداز٘

3.4.3. Tradition Regulation 

Hayet’s new love story allows her to better understand the causes of her conjugal problem. It is about the education 

guaranteed by traditional mothers but also about the political context which puts the women at the mercy of the men 

                                                     
39 Unlocking 



which reinforces patriarchy. In such a context, the women have to struggle, not only for better national future, but also for 

the right to love.  

Regarding traditional education, the narrator refers to her mother. Having been an orphan at youth age and a widow since 

the age of twenty, her mother finds refuge in religion and in the perpetuation of traditions. Pious, she spends her time 

through numerous pilgrimages to Mecca. 

‚My second visit would be to my mother to bid her farewell before she went off to the hajj 

pilgrimage for the third or fourth time; I didn’t know exactly. No one here knew any more the exact 

number of times anyone had been on the hajj since the phenomenon of showing off one’s piety has 

spread.‛ ((Mosteghanemi COS, 70) 

.. ٌٍّسح اٌضبٌضخ, لجً ذ٘بثٙب اٌٝ اٌؾظ, فع١ىْٛ ٌص٠بزح أِٟ ٚرٛد٠ّقٙب, أِب ِشٛازٞ اٌضبٟٔ

ِر شبفذ ؽب٘سح . فلا أؽد ٠دزٞ ٕ٘ب فددّ ؽغبد ا٢خس. لا أدّزٞ ثبٌزؾد٠د.. أٚ اٌساثقخ

ًّ ِب ٌٗ فلالخ ثّؾب٘س اٌزمٜٛ   (123) .اٌّصا٠دح فٟ و

The mother very lives alone in her flat and waits unnecessarily for the return of her son, disappeared in the ranks of the 

Islamists. Throughout the novel, the narrator reveals details of this strict education, the most revealing stage being that of 

the Turkish bath : the Hammam40. According to the narrator, the Hammam is a place of meeting and of gossip, of claim 

and of lie. 

‚Why, ever since my childhood had I always hated sitting in these halls, naked except for the steam 

and water, and furnished only by the nude bodies of women?  Was it out of respect for femininity 

                                                     
40 Hammam : 



that I had expected to be more beautiful than these shapeless bodies that had lost all semblance of 

their natural curve?  Or was it because from the beginning, I was just born to be a figure of ink 

and paper, diluted by all that water and steam?‛ (Mosteghanemi COS, 136)  

 اٌجخبز ِٓ الا اٌقبز٠خ اٌمبفبد ٘رٖ فٟ اٌغٍٛض أوسٖ وٕذ الأٌٚٝ، عفٌٛزٟ ِٕر ٌّبذا

 فبز٠بد؟ ٔعبء أععبدّ ظٜٛ رئصضٙب لا ٚاٌزٟ ٚاٌّبء،

ًِب رسٜ  ٚلا ، ؽدٚدّ ِٓ ٌٙب رقد ٌُ أععبدّ ِٓ أعًّ أرٛلقٙب وٕذ اٌزٟ ٌلأٔٛصخ، اؽزسا

 ؟"عج١ق١خ "رضبز٠ط

 اٌّبء ِٓ اٌٙبئٍخ اٌى١ّبد ٘رٖ رٍغ١ٗ ٚؽجس، ٚزقٍ ِٓ وبئًٕب لأوْٛ خٍمذ اٌجدء، ِٕر لإٟٔٔ أَ

  ٚاٌجخبز؟

It is the only place where the nakedness of the woman is acceptable. It is the place where the woman tortures her body in a 

desire of cleanness, depilates and ponces to meet the high expectations of men.  

‚It was put under the lights and the curious scrutiny of other women, the object of hands rubbing 

and scrubbing and rinsing, pouring over it huge amounts of water, as if to purify it of its femininity. 

Was femininity unclean?  Or did these women, who lived and died without ever being totally naked 

in front of a man, have some sort of lascivious relationship with those huge amounts of water?  

They poured it over their bodies, one bucket after the other, for hours nonstop, with some sort of 

vague pleasure, completely preoccupied with their feminine details.  It was as if they came here for 

a rendezvous with their bodies‛. (Mosteghanemi COS, 136) 

 ٚإٌؾساد الأضٛاء، ف١ٍٗ رعٍظ. ٚؽ١بإٖ اٌغعد ؽسِخ ف١ٗ رٕزٙه اٌرٞ اٌّىبْ ٘ٛ اٌؾّبَ

 ِٓ ٘بئٍخ و١ّّبد ف١ٍٗ ظبوجخ ٚرشغ١فًب، ٚدٌّىًب ؽىّبً الأ٠دٞ ف١ٍٗ رزبٌٝ. ٌٍٕعبء اٌفض١ٌّٛخ



 اٌلارٟ إٌعبء ٌٙئلاء ً٘ أَ ٔغبظخ؟ الأٔٛصخ  فًٙ.أٔٛصزٗ ِٓ رغٙسٖ أْ رس٠د ٚوؤٔٙب. اٌّبء

ًِب ٠زقس٠ٓ أْ دّْٚ غبٌجًب، ٠ّٚزٓ ٠ٌٛدْ  اٌٙبئٍخ اٌى١ّبد ثٙرٖ ِب شجم١خ فلالخ زعً، أِبَ رّب

 ثٍرح رٛلف، دّْٚ ثؤوٍّٙب ظبفبد آخس، ثقد ظغلًا أععبدّ٘ٓ فٍٝ ٠عىجٕٙب اٌزٟ اٌّبء، ِٓ

ّٓ ٕ٘ب، عئٓ ٚوؤٔٙٓ إٌعبئ١خ، ثزفبط١ٍٙٓ ربَ ٚثبٔشغبي ِب، غبِضخ  ِـ ِٛفد فٍٝ ١ٌى

 غ١س؟ لا أععبدّ٘ٓ

Hayat describes the Hammam as the trap of womanhood, where the women learn to be unaware of their bodies, not to 

look but to present themselves with regard to the men: 

‚Rightly or naively, they all believed that after every bath, they returned home as queens to the 

throne of the conjugal bed.  They would wear its crown for a few glorious moments in the dark 

before retreating to their mundane existence‛. (Mosteghanemi COS, 136) 

 فٍٝ ٍِىبد، ث١ٛرٙٓ اٌٝ ٠قدْ ؽّبَ وً ثقد ظراعخ،أٔٙٓ فٓ أٚ طٛاة فٓ ٠قزمدْ،

 ٠ٚقدْ_ اٌقزّخ فٟ_ٌؾؾبد ٌجضـ ربعٗ ظ١ؾٍّٓ اٌصٚع١خ،فسغ فساغ ظٜٛ ١ٌط فسغ

( 232).اٌقبد٠ّّخ ٌؾ١برٙٓ ثقد٘ب

In fact, the narrator went further to the insistence of her mother there. She tries to protect her nakedness and refuses to 

undress completely.  

‚I wrapped the towel around my body again and tied it around my breast.  My mother's voice 

startled me, repeating wards I had heard so many times before in this same place, since the time I 

was a young girl shy of showing my femininity and hiding insistently inside a towel, like someone 

deflecting an accusation. There one learned from others' looks how to renounce one’s own 

body, suppress one's desires, and deny one's femininity. They taught girls that not only was sex 



something to be ashamed of, but femininity as well and everything that revealed it, even in 

silence.‛ (Mosteghanemi COS, 136)  

. رٍمبئ١ّبً طدزٞ ؽٛي زثغٙب ٚأف١د عد٠د، ِٓ اٌفٛعخ رٍه ععدٞ ؽٛي فؤٌف

ًِب، أفسفٙب وٍّبد ٠ق١د ٠جبغزٕٟ، أِٟ طٛد ٌٚىٓ  اٌؾّبَ ٘را فٟ ظّقزٙب ِب ٌفسط رّب

 فٕٗ ٠جقد ِٓ ثبطساز اٌفٛعخ دّاخً ٚرخزجئ أٔٛصزٙب، ِٓ رعزؾٟ طج١خ أطجؾذ ِر ٔفعٗ،

. رّٙخ

 زغجبره، ٚرضغٙد٠ٓ ععدن، رٕىس٠ٓ و١ف ا٢خس٠ٓ، ف١ْٛ ِٓ رزق١ٍّٓ أٔذ ٕ٘ب

 ِب ٚوً.. أ٠ضًب الأٔٛصخ ٚأّب. ف١جًب ٚؽدٖ اٌغٕط ١ٌط أْ فٍّٛن فمد. أٔٛصزه ِٓ ٚرزجسأ٠ٓ

  (231).طّزًب ٌٚٛ ٠شجٕٟٙ

  

Her mother reprehends her and orders her to get rid of the protecting rag. It is about a symbolic act by which the mother, 

protector of traditions, imposes a ritual on her daughter.  

"Take off that towel" my mother shouted, and her words led me to more 

questions.‛ (Mosteghanemi COS, 137) 

  (231) .عد٠دح أظئٍخ اٌٝ وٍّبرٙب رمٛدّٟٔ !" اٌفٛعخ ٘رٖ فّٕب أصفٟ" وقبدّرٙب ثٟ أِٟ رظسؿ

According to her mother, it is natural to suffer to become nice for her husband. The narrator refutes this logic and feels 

sorry for these women who prettify for their husbands, for a night of sex in the darkness of a sad room.  

‚The darkness!   



I discovered at that moment one of the blessings of darkness, as I watched those bodies with their 

deformed femininity, their sagging bellies and breasts.  I understood that God in His infinite 

wisdom had created darkness to give all his creatures the right to make love in the dark.  What 

man, no matter how filled with lust or how drunk he may be, would lie down with one of these 

women in broad daylight?‛ (136-137)  

..!  اٌقزّخ

 اٌجغْٛ، ِزسٍ٘خ الأٔٛصخ، ِشٛ٘خ أععبدّ فٍٝ أرفسط ٚأٔب. اٌقزّخ ٔقُ اؽدٜ ا٢ْ أوزشف

 وً ١ٌّٕؼ أ٠ضًب_ اٌقزّخ _ خٍك لد رقبٌٝ، ثؾىّزٗ ، الله ٠ىْٛ أْ ٚأفُٙ. اٌظدٚز ِزد١ٌّخ

. اٌؾلاَ فٟ اٌؾت ِّبزظخ ؽك ِخٍٛلبرٗ

 اٌعىس، ِٓ اٌّزمدِخ ؽبٌزٗ أٚ.. اٌغٕع١خ زغجزٗ ثٗ عّؾذ ِّٙب اٌسعبي، ِٓ فّٓ..ٚالا

 (233)فٟ فص إٌٙبز؟ .. اٌشىً ٘را فٍٝ ٔعبء ِضبعقخ فٍٝ ظ١مدز

In this respect, the narrator reminds of Helen Cixous in  Linda R. Williams’s  Sex in the Head (1993) in which she asks 

the women to give up thinking of their bodies as ‚the empire of the own‛ empire where the man is considered  as clean 

while the woman, the nasty. 

Commenting on a similar Hammam scene in Assia Djebar’s work Femmes d’Alger dans Leur Appartement [Women of 

Algiers in Their Apartment], Brenda Mehta ‚describes the Hammam as a feminine kingdom of mythical proportions, an 

atemporal female space vitalized by the dynamics of solidarity, fluidity of expression, and the physical uncensoring of the 

body‛ (Metha 2007). Contrary to Mosteghanemi, Djebar introduces the Hammam as the only place where women can 

meet with complete freedom and relaxation. In the same train of thought, Hanadi Al-Samman (2015) illustrates this idea 

of freedom in her work Anxiety of Erasure, in which she says:  



‚Nowhere is the female body’s freedom more expressed than in the hammam scene. No place is 

more private, yet no other place is more suited to give the multitude of naked female bodies of 

different ages and sizes a much-needed dose of affirmation and spatial grounding.‛ (Al-Samman, 

2015) 

Al-Samman focuses on the different sounds women hear and produce in the hammam, as described by Djebar.  She adds 

that: 

‚The scene in the hammam is full of signs even of non-verbal modes of expression that do not conform 

to the demands of a rationalized or linear narrative.  Cries, whispers, echoes and shouts convey a 

singular language where the link between signifier and signified is not convention-bound but more 

immediate, closer to the rhythms and movements of the body.  The scene is constantly interrupted by 

‘chuchotements',  sons creusés',  the brouhaha des voix entrecroisées and "conversations ou 

monologues déroulés en mots doux,  menus,  usés,  qui glissent avec l'eau.‛  (Ibid, 15) 

Hayat describes two other conformist women, that of her sister-in-law Farida, and that of her rival, the first wife of her 

husband. Farida is divorced, thus condemned to live with her brother. She represents the submitted woman who allows to 

the society to dictate her behaviour. She suffers silently, but finds no objection in the disloyalty of her brother to his wife. 

She considers that it is his right since he is a man, especially a Statesman. 

‚What could she possibly say, when deep down inside the believed that her brother had the right to 

do what he pleased, not only because he was a man, but also because he was a 

statesman.‛(Mosteghanemi, COS, 96) 



ِٚبذا فعب٘ب رمٛي ٟٚ٘ رؾزفؼ فٟ أفّبلٙب أْ ِٓ ؽك أخ١ٙب أْ ٠زظسف و١فّب ٠شبء، 

(164. )١ٌط فمظ لأٔٗ زعً ثً لأٔٗ أ٠ضًب زعً دٌّٚخ   

Concerning the ‘first woman’, the spouse of her husband, Hayat describes her as a being a woman without will. Left and 

rejected by her husband after twenty years of common life, with their three children, she can make nothing to oppose to 

the second marriage. 

‚I pitied that woman who was fifteen years older than me and had shared twenty years of my 

husband's life.  She had given him three children before he became such an important officer, at 

which point, like all the other officials around him, he was ‚forced‛ to reconsider his married 

life. […] After some time, a sort of silent feminine complicity grew between us, after each of us 

realized that she could not cancel the other or possess that man alone.‛(Mosteghanemi, COS, 182( 

وٕذ أشفك فٍٝ رٍه اٌّسأح اٌزٟ رىجسٟٔ ثخّط فشسح ظٕخ ٚاٌزٟ شبزوذ شٚعٟ 

فشس٠ٓ ظٕخ ِٓ ؽ١برٗ ٚأفغزٗ صلاصخ أٚلادّ لجً أْ ٠ظجؼ ضبثغبً، فٍٝ لدز ِٓ 

 .الأ١ّ٘خ ثؾ١ش وبْ لاثد ٌٗ وىً اٌّعئ١ٌٚٓ ِٓ ؽٌٛٗ أْ ٠ق١د إٌؾس فٟ ؽ١برٗ اٌصٚع١خ 

ُّ ِـ اٌٛلذ ٌٚد ث١ٕٕب شٟء ِٓ اٌزٛاعئ إٌعبئٟ اٌظبِذ، ثقد أْ أدّزوذ وً […] ص

 (311-310. )ٚاؽدح ِٕب، أٔٙب لا ٠ّىٓ أْ رٍغٟ الأخسٜ، أٚ رٕفسدّ ثبِزلان ذٌه اٌسعً

From what has preceded relating to the women, the narrator considers that they are partly guilty in the crime of masculine 

oppression. Her mother educated her to obey and to please the men, as well as she attributes absolute rights to her husband 

over her. Farida and the first spouse, the name of whom is unknown, probably to stress her marginalization, approve their 



situation set by social norms and are cautious to preserve through their silence. For all that, the narrator describes as 

cowardly a woman who is unable to speak to a man: 

‚I am a cowardly woman who never started a conversation with a man‛. (Mosteghanemi, COS,35) 

  (66. )أٔب اٌّسأح اٌغجبٔخ اٌزٟ ٌُ رجبدّز ٠ِٛب زعلا ثبٌىلاَ

 

 The situation of women is worsened with political events which are going to follow, notably the assassination of the 

president Boudiaf on June 29th, 1992. The walls of imprisonment of the women are reinforced and their freedom reduced 

to the private sphere. The woman, as the nation, remains a plan for construction, in the expectation of love and equal 

treatment. Facing the silence of other women and also the increase of violence, Hayat decides to give up writing and by 

such, putting an end to her dreams. She declares:   

 

‚My mother was too busy with her hajj, my husband too occupied with his concerns, my brother 

with his cause, and the country with its confrontations. When I had simply sought myself an 

imaginary man, my illusions had been shot down‛. (Mosteghanemi, COS,78) 

ٚاٌجٍد , ٚأخٟ ثمض١زٗ. شٚعٟ ِشغٛي فٕٟ ثّعئ١ٌٚبرٗ. أِٟ وبٔذ ِشغٌٛخ فٕٟ ثؾغزٙب

. ٞأعٍمٛا اٌسطبص فٍٝ أٚ٘بَ, ٚفٕدِب أزدّد أْ أعد ٌٕفعٟ زعلا ١ّ٘ٚب. ثّٛاعٙبرٗ

(136)  



By giving up writing, Hayat, the narrator, does not succeed in her loving relation and thus joins the long feminine list 

protagonists deceived in love. Although Hayet attempts to transgress some social norms and traditions, Mosteghanemi 

affirms in her interview with Baqeel (2015) that she has not meant to make the protagonist transgress any tradition but 

rather obey them. She states that Hayat is:  

‚a symbol of Algeria itself… that she was written as a flirt who concedes this and that. She 

represents an Algeria that got married to the corrupt military though her heart was with the 

cultured and artistic Algerian man.‛(Baqeel, 2015)  

And yet, Mosteghanemi contests the capacity of Arab writers such as Nawal El Saadaoui (1931- ) or Hanan Al-Sheikh 

(1945- ), who have been more successful in Great Britain than her own, to change the reality of the Arab world through 

provocation and transgression. She declares that: 

‚We cannot change Arabian society nor send it any message by provocation… I am writing in the 

first instance for their sake without considerations of translation or a global market in my mind. 

Writers are free to choose between pleasing the West and reforming the East through their ideas. 

Or they can choose to direct their words to the Western and Eastern reader at the same time. I 

choose to serve my nation and Arabism as the first priority. It is my pleasure and it is sufficient to 

me that I am considered the leading Arab woman writer, and an advocate for Algeria with its 

whims, modesty, defects, courage, history and massacres. I believe that the Arab reader‛ (Ibid, 15)  

The previous quote reveals once more, the eternal debate on modern/post-colonial writers ho transgress the norms of their 

original culture to please the western mind and thus, reveal their commitment to western values of freedom. 



 

3.4.4. Behavioural Impact 

Ahlam Mosteghanemi exposes, with a postcolonial awareness, the disappointments, deviations and displacements of 

revolutionary ideals, using a narrative framework represented in a passionate affair between her protagonists.  

Mosteghanemi’s works are specifically Algerian in the. However, their significance could be felt anywhere in the Arab 

World or in the Third World. In her novels, Mosteghanemi takes the reader on a trip through the ravages of colonialism 

and its consequences in Algeria. The complexity of her novel reflects the complexity of the Algerian experience during 

and after colonization. ‚Mosteghanemi is too ambivalent in her characterization to be claimed by feminists and that this 

‘compels us to work harder at enriching our definition of feminine characters‛ (Valassopoulos, 2007). 

Mosteghanemi is remarkable in her ability to embody convincingly a male voice who constructs this extraordinary tale of 

passion, and as Abdel-Moneim Tallima commented, "Ahlam Mosteghanemi goes beyond the common notions of the 

masculine and the feminine to present a humane horizon." As she said in an interview, she opted for a male narrator, 

partly because she did not want to be classified under the label of "womanist writing", and partly because she wanted to 

cover episodes in the political history of Algeria in which men were instigators. (Ghazoul, 1998) 

Mosteghanemi is remarkable in her ability to go beyond the common notions of the masculine and the feminine to present 

a humane horizon.  As she said in an interview, she opted for a male narrator, partly because she did not want to be 

classified under the label of "womanist writing", and partly because she wanted to cover episodes in the political history 

of Algeria in which men were instigators. (Ghazoul, 1998) 



Ellen McLarney in her study on Memory in the Flesh argues that the novel is ‘not only a reflection on but a reflection of 

the modes of representation that have come to dominate the field of contemporary Algerian literature, dominated by male 

writers’ (McLarney 2002) 

As to gender issue, Mosteghanemi, as Baqeel (2015) asserts, is positioned as a female Arab writer. Mahmoud Saeed 

(2000) in a piece for Al Jadid Magazine argues Mosteghanemi is part of a commercially successful new generation of 

Arab women novelists who have broken down barriers previously placed around the work of female writers and who are 

now re-writing the history of the colonial period in Arab countries (Saeed 2000).  

Besides, Anastasia Valassopoulos (2007) suggests that as the novel deals with colonialism and post-colonialism, there is a 

need to ‘re-examine and reconsider the unequivocal link between politics and personal’ (Valassopoulos 2007).  

Mosteghanemi destroys one of the pillars of the system of colonialism, by allowing her protagonist, not the colonialists, to 

present Algeria’s story. She rebels against the notion that ‚history is written by the victor‛, 

To illustrate the complexity of colonization and decolonization, Mosteghanemi creates complex characters that embody 

within themselves many contradictions. The characters resemble Algeria with its wounds, pains and dilemmas, a country 

represented by the protagonist Hayat  who holds the desire to start a cultural revolution, to continue fighting for 

decolonization directed at the Algerian mind and also to throw out all the remains of colonialism and create a new 

identity. 

Conclusion 



Mosteghanemi’s work has focused on explorations of the impact of colonization particularly on women and gender issue. 

The historical and political aspects of her work and the novel particularly, are an assessment of personal response to the 

Algerian revolution. In doing so, she has presented a reflection on issues that have been dominated by male writers, using 

an explosive cocktail where politics, religion and sex are intermingled. No doubt, Mosteghanemi is that type of woman 

who dares counteracting religious and social barriers of behavior and love. Consciously, she attacks in a subtle way 

patriarchal hegemony where women remain submissive and silent. Through her novel, she shows that women can create 

their own world both real and imaginary to protect themselves at least, as survive in a more dignified way, to some extent, 

following their own desires and needs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



GENERAL CONCLUSION 

     The period after the independence marked a new turn in the Algerian 

novelistic landscape.  What was obvious in that period is the massive debate on 

whether it is morally and culturally acceptable to continue writing in French 

language. Novelists like Mohammed Dib, Malek Haddad, Kateb Yacine are 

Algerian writers with French education but with pure sense of belonging to 

Algeria; the motherland. These novelists exposed a number of subjects notably: 

the Algerian Revolution, life and death, society with all its contradictions, love, 

and women. The Algerian novelists of this era found themselves in a reshuffling 

position when they entered the period of new choices.  

    Preoccupations got changed, political speech was gone and new literary 

horizon emerged after the coming of writers of an Arabian tongue. Algerian 

novel has, thus, becomes more and more mature and healthier than other literary 

forms. It is emerged as a reaction to the Algerian literature written in the 

language that is, for a long time, accused of being a means of stereotyping. The 

Algerian novel written in Arabic passed through evolutionary phases and 

witnesses a new significant development due to its imaginative expansion, 

thematic and technical maturity. 

     Women's literature raises a number of issues: gender, linguistic, moral, 

historical and social. Most importantly, it tackles two main problematic 

questions. The first one is linguistic and the second existential. Linguistically, 

the question of labeling emerges. Is it women's literature, feminist literature or 

feminine literature? Existentially, questions are asked on the recognition of this 



literature and its criticism, its existence and its relevance. Then, what is this 

literature? And what are its semantic and aesthetic properties? Is everything 

women write called feminine literature? 

      The closest to the correct term is feminine literature. It is a literature that the 

woman writes as a female, trying to prove her existence and humanity and to 

dismantle the discourse of the man who painted a picture that deprives her from 

her humanity and limits her freedom.  

     Not everything the woman writes is feminine literature; it is the literature she 

takes as an expressive and aesthetic way to express her own specificity, her 

problems and her collision with the community in her bitter struggle to achieve 

her humanity and femininity . The woman may write a literature that has other 

topics: political, social, existential and historical. However, this literature is not 

feminine literature because it does not deal with the clash between the woman's 

discourse and the man's discourse.  

     Another problematic related to the existence of feminine literature concerns 

its acceptance or its rejection. On the one hand, feminine literature has become 

as an overflowed river that no one can stop, as long as the woman, different 

from the man by characteristics such as her nature and constitution, has an 

independent existence in a literature in which these characteristics are reflected. 

The woman writer provides a new vision of reality distinct from the traditional 

one in terms of language, significance and relevance, reflecting the feminine 

sensitivity with the uniqueness of the female world. 



     On the other hand, literature could be seen from a general humanitarian view. 

It is a human linguistic accomplishment that offers insights and carries general 

visions and ideas of humanity. 

    Thus, a special feminine woman's literature emerged as a Female, that talks 

about her femininity and the desire to wrestle her suppressor community and 

that this produced a language which is instinct from the language based on the 

language of the man. It was femininity versus masculinity language. It has called 

in the beginning to uncover the curtain on the woman's world and her human 

existence and to produce a destructive woman's discourse that destroys the 

centrality of men and the woman's subordination to him, as Helen Cixous says, 

addressing the woman / writer: “Write your Self. Your body must be heard.” 

(The Laugh of the Medusa, 1975). 

     Writing has become the woman herself and a weapon for her liberation and 

emancipation from the male-centered society and its rules on masculinity that 

makes the woman only a subordinate to the man. Although female protagonists 

deal with different scenarios, their story has always been the same, that of the 

oppressed woman, victim of men and society. 

Every society civilized or uncivilized has its own laws which define the borders 

and boundaries. It is commonly said that laws are meant to be broken and 

boundaries to be transgressed. In literature, female protagonists generally fight 

either to occupy their own territory, physical or mental, or to free it from male 

domination. They are considered to be law-breakers and transgressors. Some of 

the characters, especially the female ones, break laws and transgress the 



boundaries because they seek out safety, equality and acceptance in order to be 

able to produce a different order that constitutes a threat to beliefs, values and 

culture.  

     Cultural transgression is generally represented through issues like love, 

sexuality, gender, tradition and religion. These elements paint a picture on the 

culture of a society and the norms within that culture governs these aspects. 

     Love, the noblest and the most sacred of all feelings and passions, becomes a 

curse when practiced beyond the accepted notions set by social norms. Harmful 

consequences would affect both the lovers and those connected with them. As 

the society is governed by patriarchal traditions, it becomes the women‟s role to 

move away from the stereotype of self-effacing, submissive and without a mind 

of their own, to strong liberated beings who take their own decisions and assume 

the full responsibility of their actions. 

From a review of our Arab literature, like Ghada Al Samman, Colette 

Khoury Ahlam Mosteghanemi and others, we can see how important the 

female point of view is. We can even see a difference in literary and 

feminine language from the Other, and their attempt to provide a feminine 

discourse different from the discourse of the Other, the men. 

Ahlam Mosteghanemi brought to the Arab World what no one else could bring 

before. For the first time, the art of Arabic Novel has become purely Arabic. For 

the first time novels in the Arab world are read and appreciated, and extensively 

and controversially reviewed. What Mosteghanemi has brought was a brand new 



spirit for the Arabic Prose. Her influence on the Arabic Language and Arab 

World is no less great than names such as Nizar Quibani and Mahmoud 

Darwiche. 

     Indeed, the woman writer selected for this Magister dissertation portrays 

women in a traditional and postcolonial context, i.e. Algeria.  The fundamental 

queries are strongly related to man power and authority to which women are 

un/consciously but un/willingly submitted too. It remains true sometimes that 

Ahlam Mosteghanemi's style and images seem a bit crude, as they refer to socio-

religious taboos. But they are done on purpose as they may affect the inner self 

of wo/man. Once more, as a woman writer belonging to her cultural hybrid 

context, she  provokes sympathy at times, but anger too or at least dislike on the 

part of most men  wo/men who feel that she exagerates in her way of describing 

wo/man intimate and private relationships. The recurrent themes of love and 

suffering or freedom and frustration are among those which remain fundamental 

in her novel, as they reflect her specific vision of life. Yet, probably as a writer 

who creates her own world with her prolific imagination, the portrayal of 

women lacks authenticity or needs a more modernized society which could 

understand women's wants or impulses and transgressions.  

     Yet, many western readers assume that post-colonial literature is merely 

literature created by members of native societies. However, post-colonial 

literature is in actuality the recapturing of culture, ideas and power by the 

oppressed from the oppressor. Although it may seem of concern to only a small 

group of literary schools it would in fact concern anyone who cares about 



equality as it utilizes several methods to respond to and reclaim the imbalance of 

Imperial power encountered by the native culture. 

    Thus, authenticity is a required component to making personal connections 

with literary characters. If the reader does not trust the author or relate to the 

character, then the audience will not care what happens to the character.  

Besides and to a larger extent, research could occur through multiple methods 

of gathering data for the purpose of drawing a robust conclusion. In fact, 

incorporation of both qualitative and quantitative designs in research could 

yield results that would not have been identified through use of one method or 

the other. So, mixed methods have their advantages in research on the one 

hand, and remain often the answer to the debate over which type of research is 

best, on the other hand, and particularly in woman literature and its reception 

at home and outside the confines of the motherland. 

     Thus, it will be interesting to study the stereotypes of women created and 

perpetuated in different cultural contexts and compare them in postcolonial 

woman writing issued from different geographical spaces and cultural 

backgrounds.  
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APPENDIX 1: Ahlam Mosteghanemi’s Biography 

 

Ahlam Mosteghanemi (Arabic: ّٟٔأؽلاَ ِعزغب ) is an Algerian author and the first female Algerian 

author of Arabic-language works to be translated into English.  By the time she was born, 

Mosteghanemi's father had already been imprisoned after the 1945 riots. When the Algerian war 

broke out in 1954, her family home in Tunisia became a central meeting point for resistance 

fighters allied to the Algerian People’s Party including her father and cousins. After independence, 

in 1962, the family returned to Algeria, where Mosteghanemi was sent to the country’s first 

Arabic-language school. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, she became one of the first Algerian 

Arabic writers, broadcasting her poetry on national radio to support her family due to her father’s 

ill-health. She earned a B.A. in Arabic Literature from the University of Algiers in 1973, and also 

published her first poetry collection, Ala’ Marfa Al Ayam (the harbour of days). In 1982, she 

received her Ph.D. in Sociology from the Sorbonne in Paris (her thesis was published by 

L’Harmattan as Algerie, Femmes et l’Ecriture), where she had moved in the late 1970s.  She 

married a Lebanese journalist and moved to Beirut, where she published her first novel, Memory 

in the Flesh (Zakirat al Jassad) in 1993. To date, it has sold over a million copies across the 

Arabic-speaking world. It was translated into English by the American University in Cairo Press 

in 2000, after winning the 1998 Naguib Mahfouz Medal for Literature. Ahlem Mosteghanemi 

currently lives in Beirut, Lebanon with her husband and has three children. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

APPENDIX 2: “To colleagues of the pen” 

 (translated from Arabic by Ferial Ghazoul and published in Al-Ahram Weekly; on-line  24-

30 December 1998,Issue n° 409) 

 



   



 

 

 



APPENDIX 3: Interview with Ahlam Mosteghanemi 

Nuha Baaquel is a PhD student who interviewed Ahlam Mosteghanemi in July 2015 

and emailed the researcher following her request. 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



GLOSSARY 

 +The following words are characterized by controversial definitions. The ones 

provided here are usually considered as the most suitable following the selected 

bibliography. 

Assumptions :  facts that individuals are capable of representing mentally and 

accepting as true, they are manifest to an individual that are perceptible 

or inferable by an individual . 

Attributed gender:  the gender and sex that one is taken to be by others. This is 

usually an immediate unconscious categorization of a person as being a 

man or a woman, irrespective of their mode of dress. 

Binary opposition: a concept borrowed by structuralists and post-structuralists 

identifying a contrasting pair of signs. 

Borders: sites of homes and new beginnings, are contested cultural and political 

terrains where the individual and collective memories collide, 

reassemble and reconfigure.  

Colonial literature: often self-consciously a literature of otherness and 

resistance and written out of the specific local experience. 

Cross-cultural: a comparison of interactions among people from the same 

culture to those from another.  

Crossing the linguistic border: the border-crosser develops different speaking 

selves that speak for different aspects of his identity.  

Cultural identities:  there are porous representations and are contingent on the 

author‟s singularity. The particular relations of writers to culture, the 

complex contexts within which they write, are always inscribed in the 

literature itself . 

Culture: a way of life. It might be defined as the ideas, customs, skills, arts and 

tools which characterize a given group of people in a given period .It is a 



repertoire of socially transmitted and intra-generationally generated ideas 

about how to live, to think and to behave. Cultural models are thus 

inherited from the preceding generation through socialization and they 

are learned intra-generationally and through imitation, teaching and from 

the media 

 

Deconstruction: the tendency of binary oppositions within a text to shift or 

reverse their valuation. 

Discourse: a literary work is rooted in a cultural and rhetorical context in which 

meaning is a collaborative construction involving author, text, culture 

and reader. 

   Exile: like other concepts in post-colonial theory and discourse , has been used 

to express a   certain sense of belonging to a real ( or imagined ) 

homeland .Yet , physical spaces are only one aspect of exile . Exile can 

refer to a sense of loss and displacement from a traditional homeland, 

particularly through such processes as colonization and modernization.             

Post-colonial exile invokes not only cultural transformations generated 

by colonials, but a particular type of consciousness.    

Existentialism: denotes things active rather than passive. Sartre said that man 

can emerge from his passive condition by an act of will. 

Feminism: a term commonly and quite indiscriminately used. Some of the 

currently used definitions are:  a doctrine advocating social and political 

rights for women equal to those of men, an organized movement for the 

attainment of these rights, the assertion of the claims of women as a 

group and the body of theory women have created, belief in the necessity 

of large-scale social change in order to increase the power of women  

Feminist writing: to assert a feminine language particularly challenges men 

literary canon (criteria). Ecriture feminine is the focus in the so-called 

French school of feminist criticism on the existence of a distinctive  

woman‘s language . 



Gender: the cultural definition of behaviour defined as appropriate to the sexes 

in a given society at a given time. Gender is a set of cultural roles. 

Unfortunately, the term is used both in academic discourse and in the 

media as interchangeable with sex. In fact, its widespread public use 

probably is due to it sounding a bit more refined than the plain word  

sex... Such usage is unfortunate, because it hides, mystifies the difference 

between the biological given-sex and the culturally created-gender. 

Feminists above all others should want to point up that difference and 

should therefore be careful to use appropriate words. Gender is 

expressed in terms of masculinity and femininity. It is largely culturally 

determined and effects how people perceive themselves and how they 

expect others to behave. 

Gender Identity: The gender to which one feels, one belongs, a continuous and 

persistent sense of ourselves as male or female. 

Hegemony: A term used mostly by Marxist critics to delineate the web of 

dominant ideologies within a society. It was coined by the Italian theorist 

Antonio Gramsci; this refers to the pervasive system of assumptions, 

meanings and values that shapes the way things look, what they mean, 

and therefore what reality is for the majority of people within a given 

culture. 

Home: as both the mythic place of desire and no return, of lived experiences 

(sounds, smells, feelings … ): a place for family to come together in 

rituals, a place of worship second to the church , mosque or temple , a 

protective space against isolation and in defiance of the breaking-up of 

family in modern society and in diasporas . 

Hybridity: transgressive, it refers to the integration or mingling of cultural signs 

and practices from the colonizing and the colonized cultures.    



Identity: always in process .It is a word carrying with it connotations of 

rootedness ( to engage in various aspects of being an individual within a 

world which is  plural)  

Ideology:  dominant values, beliefs, ways of thinking through which culture 

understands reality. Similar to the phrase cultural mythology, it usually 

represents in tacit fashion the prevailing views of a particular class. 

Examples of ideology relevant to American culture: gender roles, value 

of capitalism, constitutional rights protecting individual liberties... But 

for Marxist, it includes the shared beliefs and values held in an 

unquestioning manner by a culture. It governs what that culture deems to 

be normative and valuable .It is determined by economics. Ideology 

exerts a powerful influence upon a culture. Those who are marginalized 

in the culture are most aware of the ways in which an ideology supports 

the dominant class in the society. Those who enjoy the fruit of belonging 

to a dominant group of the society are filled with what Marx called false 

consciousness and are not interested in the ways in which an economic 

structure marginalizes others.  

Languages can be differentiated into types in terms of their external social 

functions.  Stewart (1968) proposes a typology which depends on four attributes: 

                  1. Standardization-whether or not the language possesses an agreed 

set of codified  norms which are accepted by the speech community 

and form the basis  of the formal teaching of the language, whether as 

L1 or L2. 

2. Vitality-whether the language possesses a living community of 

native speakers. 

                  3. Historicity-whether the language has grown up or grew up through 

use by some     ethnic or social group. 

                   4. Autonomy-whether or not the language is accepted by the users as 

being distinct    from other languages. 

Modernity: appeared first in the 19
th
 century in sociology to distinguish    

                     antiquity. 



Orientalism:  means a system of representations framed by political forces that 

brought the Orient into Western learning , Western consciousness and 

Western Empire . The Orient is a reflected image of what is inferior and 

alien, i.e. other to the West. Said claims that the Orient  cannot be 

studied in a non-Orientalist manner but the would-be concerned would 

focus on the culturally consistent regions and that  the Oriental  is to be 

given a voice and not be given a second hand representation.  

Other: The other is anyone who is separate from one‟s self. The existence of 

others is crucial in defining what is normal  and in locating one‟s own 

place in the world .  

Patriarchal: An assumption of feminist criticism that culture is rather ruled 

with its institutions and traditions so structured to promote masculine 

values and to maintain the male in a privileged position 

Patriarchy: In its narrow meaning, patriarchy refers to the system, historically 

derived from Greek and Roman law, in which the male head of the 

household had absolute legal and economic power over his dependent 

female and male family members. Patriarchy in its wider definition 

means the manifestations and institutionalization of male dominance 

over women and children in the family and the extension of male 

dominance over women in society in general.  

Perception: Reader‟s insight or comprehension of a text. From different critical 

perspectives, the reader‟s perception of meaning can be a passive receipt, 

an active discovery or a creative construction. 

Post-colonial : began to circulate in the Western academy in the early 1980s and 

congealed in 1989 with the publication of the Empire Writes Back : 

Theory and Practice in Post-colonial Literatures edited by Bill Ashcroft. 

It was most appreciated than the pejorative third world. 

Representation : has a semiotic meaning in that something is  standing  for  



                             something else. Representations are constructed images that   

                            need to be interrogated for their ideological content.  

Sex: Women are a separate group due to their biological distinctiveness. The 

merit of using the term is that it clearly defines women, not as a 

subgroup or a minority group, but as half of the whole. Men are the only 

other sex. Obviously, we are here not referring to sexual activity, but to a 

biological given. 

Sexism: defines the ideology of male supremacy, of male superiority and of 

beliefs that support and sustain it. Sexism and patriarchy mutually 

reinforce one another.      

Sexuality : is a transnational issue .It is regarded as an innate human drive but 

its expression differs according to cultures . Sexual behaviours have 

different meanings and outgrowths in different societies .   

Socialization: is the dynamic process that brings human beings into the human 

group, causing an individual to internalize the values, mores, traditions, 

language and attitudes of the culture in which they live.  

Status quo: The class relationships determined by the base and reflected in the 

superstructure of a society. The ideologies of a culture work to keep 

those relationships.    

Stereotype:  when one judges people one naturally generalizes, simplifies and 

categorizes them. The classification is called stereotyping.   

Subaltern: Everybody who has limited or no access at all to the cultural 

imperialism is thus subaltern. G.C. Spivak points that speaking is a 

transaction between speaker and listener, but it does not reach the 

dialogic level of utterance. 

Third World: is a rather pejorative way to mean post-colonial world. It was 

first used in 1952 by Alfred Sauvy, the French demographer. 



Understanding: understanding oneself, one‟s action , thought, behaviour ,  

mind , feelings , surrounding , nature , is a process. The natural learning 

occurs when there is interest, curiosity and enthusiasm. 

Women’s emancipation: freedom from oppressive restrictions imposed by sex, 

self-determination, and autonomy. 

 

 


