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Introduction
“The observation that writing is ‘the work of suffering human beings’ suggests that literature
is produced as compensation for, or in protest against, existential pain and material lack.”

(Goldman, 2007, p.87)
Literature can be best described as a quest that the novelist undertakes to record a battle
erupting inside his/her mind. In other words, through literature, the novelist tries to express
his/her plans explicitly without any boundaries, fears, escapes, or retreats. Such a scene will
give the floor to the writer to confess his/her defeats, fears, and disappointments. In this sense,
literature becomes a battlefield where freedom and triumph are the most appetizing goals.
This echoes Sartre’s words who states “Literature throws you into a battle. Writing is a certain
way of wanting freedom; once you have begun, you are committed, willy-nilly.” (2001,
p.277) Thus, literature functions to understand how people in different parts of the world use
literary language to reflect their happiness, sadness, anger, nostalgia, love, identity, desires, or
needs. Notwithstanding, examining the themes prevailing in literature; in particular, the
discourse on women, it is clear that the idea of women’s representation and women’s status
are at stake. In other words, although the feminist movement emerged centuries ago, the
female’s voice is still far away from being recognizable equally in all parts of the world. For
example, in certain societies including Middle Eastern societies, the discourse on women’s
representation still needs to be broadened, analysed, and included in the universal scene to
make their situation more transparent and give a hand in solving the mystery around them.
Thus, attempting to find fruitful answers to what the feminist activist Betty Friedan refers to
in her book The Feminine Mystique (1963) as “the problem that has no name” becomes
crucial. Therefore, the present dissertation® aims to reflect on the feminist scene in the Middle
East with a focus on Palestinian literature and to analyse its connection to the global feminist

discourse.

1. Marginalization of Middle Eastern Feminist Writers
1.1. Why Palestinian Literature
Tracing the discourse on women in literature in its early days, it is important to mention the

ground-breaking book of The Madwoman in the Attic. The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-

! Some excerpts of the present dissertation were published as part of the PhD program requirements. The
researcher will include these publications in the references list without providing in-text citations since the
quoted material may be more than one page long, which the researcher believes is not practical for in-text
citations.



Century Literary Imagination? (2000) by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar since it discusses
women’s writings during the 19" century. The authors notice that women in different parts of
the world share the same experience; that is the patriarchal representation of them. Gilbert and
Gubar assert, “Reading the writing of women from Jane Austen and Charlotte Bronté to
Emily Dickinson, Virginia Woolf, and Sylvia Plath, we were surprised by the coherence of
theme and imagery that we encountered in the works of writers who were often
geographically, historically, and psychologically distant from each other.” (2000, p. Xi) In
addition, Gilbert and Gubar coined the term “anxiety of authorship” to better describe the
situation of women writers during the 19" century. This indicates that women were afraid of
“attempting the pen” and publishing their literature under their real names. In other words,
Gilbert and Gubar notice that women appear only as mere objects for the patriarchal figure
both in their social life and literary works, “For if the author/father is owner of his text and of
his reader’s attention, he is also, of course, owner/possessor of the subjects of his text, that is
to say of those figures, scenes, and events.” (2000, p.56) This shows that women only exist as
objects to be acted upon by men, both as sensual and literary objects. Thus, ‘woman’ is
defined as, “a creation ‘penned’ by man, moreover, 8 woman has been ‘penned up’ or ‘penned
in’.” (Gilbert and Gubar, 2000, p.62) Consequently, 19" century women writers reflect on this
oppression in their writings using images of confinement and closures in their quest for
liberating themselves from the patriarchal ink and attempting the pen. Gilbert and Gubar note,
“The artists we studied were literally and figuratively confined. Enclosed in the architecture
of an overwhelmingly male-dominated society” (2000, p. xi). Gilbert and Gubar conclude,
“Before women can even attempt that pen which is so rigorously kept from them they must
escape just those male texts which, defining them as ‘Cyphers,” deny them the autonomy to
formulate alternatives to the authority that has imprisoned them and kept them from
attempting the pen.”(2000, p.62) Gilbert and Gubar’s conclusion could be summed up in three
words, ‘the madwoman can speak’.

However, the literary content of Middle Eastern literature in relation to females’
representation has been ignored in Gilbert and Gubar’s (1979) book; they primarily analyse
literary works by non-Eastern writers like Jane Austen, Sylvia Plath, and Charlotte Bronté.
The book focuses on women’s portrayal and societal constraints, but does not extensively

cover Palestinian female writers or those from other Middle Eastern regions. It remains a

2 Tt was first published in 1979. After this point the researcher will use ‘The Madwoman in the Attic’ (2000) only
to refer to the book to avoid repeating the full name.



significant work in feminist literacy criticism. Priyanka argues, “Palestinian literature, which
is a part of Arabic literature, has been marginalised for numerous reasons in academics...
Most of the English departments across the world ... have largely ignored and side-lined
Palestinian literature in their curriculum when it comes to literature/s in translation.” (2017,
p.2) This triggers the researcher to explore Palestinian literature in the present dissertation.
Another vital problem related to the marginalization of Palestinian feminist literary
production is the patriarchal school teaching practices and curriculum design within the
Palestinian educational system. As a Palestinian female, | grew up within this patriarchal
context and | have been exposed to this scene since an early age, e.g. when | was at school, a
student, most compulsory readings that were assigned to us at Palestinian governmental
schools were mainly male texts while females’ writings were marginalized and were nearly
absent from the discussion. In Palestinian schools’ curriculum, the works of Palestinian male
writers such as Ghassan Kanafani, Mahmoud Darwish, Ibrahim Tugan, Khalil Sakakini, etc.,
were widely discussed and analysed while female writers’ works were absent. This urges the
need to publicize Palestinian females’ literary production as well namely, Sahar Khalifeh’s
work, both at the national and International level alike. Therefore, Khalifeh’s feminist literary
production will be the focus of the analysis in the first part of this dissertation. The research
argues that the literary production of the Palestinian feminist writer Sahar Khalifeh could be
read in connection with the 1% and 2" feminist waves. The dissertation traces some concepts
provided by these waves in Khalifeh’s work, for she is considered one of the most important

Arab women writers in the late 20" century, in connection with the global feminist scene.

1.2. Stereotypical Representations of ‘Third World Woman’

The term “stereotype” was adapted in the terminology of social science by Walter
Lippmann’s Public Opinion (1922) where he defines it as the picture that individuals form “of
the world outside from the unchallenged pictures in their heads” (1998, p.273). Curtis
explains that the stereotype is understood as an imperfect view and a mechanism by which
“[o]ne’s mental images, perceptions, beliefs, and expectations about a particular individual or
group dominates [sic] one’s outlook towards them.” (as cited in Lippmann, 1998, p. xxvii).
According to Duijker and Frijda, the term stereotype “refers to a category of people”
indicating that they are similar/coherent in some ways and thus leading to the formation of
generalizations and judgments on them (1960, p. 115). This concept of stereotype about third
world women shows that several imperfect images and stereotypical representations were

crafted for the Middle Eastern female by some Western scholars who were interested in
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traveling to the Orient to explore life there. This exploration results in stereotypical
generalizations and depictions of the Middle Eastern female in Western travel narratives and
paintings alike. The post-colonial critic Edward Said realizes this framework since he
conducts his examination of Orientalism through a close study of historical texts where he
identifies the repeated themes and ideas that have been carried down through the ages in those
texts (Ashcroft & Ahluwali, 2009, p.49). In other words, before Said’s work, the Western
reader is not introduced directly to the Orient but rather to the existing discourse of the Orient
that is repeated through the work of a particular author. This leads to the stereotypical
imagery that locates the West (Occident) and the East (Orient) as opposites to one another,
resulting in an ‘us’ and ‘them’ relationship by associating positive connotations with the West

and negative connotations with the East (Kennedy, 2000, p.17, p.57).

The British Syrian cultural historian, writer, and broadcaster Rana Kabbani refers to
these Western stereotypes about the Middle East as “myths”. In her book Europe’s Myths of
Orient: Devise and Rule (1986), Kabbani investigates the European narration about the Orient
and highlights two most remarkably stereotypical representations that make the binary
opposition between the East and the West persist, “The first is the insistent claim that the East
was a place of lascivious sensuality, and the second that it was a realm characterised by
inherent violence.” (1986, p.6) Kabbani explains that in light of these stereotypical images,
“the imperialist would feel himself justified in stepping in and ruling” (ibid). Kabbani adds,
“The claim is that one travels to learn, but really, one travels to exercise power over land,
women, peoples. It is a commonplace of Orientalism that the West knows more about the East
than the East knows about itself; this implies a predetermined discourse, however, which
limits and in many ways victimises the Western observer.” (1986, p.10) In light of this,
Kabbani concludes, “Oriental women were thus doubly demeaned (as women, and as
‘Orientals’) whilst being curiously sublimated.” (1986, p.7) Thus, the first part of the present
dissertation argues that Middle Eastern women, particularly Palestinians, do suffer from

double oppression, the Israeli occupation, and the patriarchal system alike.

This concept of double oppression will be discussed based on Khalifeh’s treatment of
the woman question in her literary production, examining its connection with Western
feminist frameworks and some post-colonial aspects. The dissertation will draw on Khalifeh’s
novels including Heaven and Earth (2013), Of Nobel Origins (2009), The Image, The Icon
and The Covenant (2006), The Door of the Courtyard (1999), The Inheritance (1997),

Sunflower (1980). The selection pertains to thematic considerations regarding gender issues.
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In addition, these novels have been approached from a post-colonial perspective, yet the
feminist aspect remains neglected. Therefore, the dissertation elaborates on Khalifeh’s novels
which directly tackle the woman question to help understand the feminist scene within
contemporary Palestinian society. This dissertation is different from others since it aims to
incorporate different aspects from post-colonial discourse and the Western feminist canon by
highlighting the Western feminist waves and connecting it to Middle Eastern literature
because, in most cases, the feminist aspect in Khalifeh’s work and the connections to the
feminist waves are neglected, thus; the discussion of the feminist aspect is still missing. In
addition, although Khalifeh is a well-known author, she is still not as well-known as Virginia
Woolf and other Western writers. Therefore, there is still a narrow discourse on the subject;
that is why it becomes crucial to analyse her work and put it on the table for discussion. In
this way, | can publicize Palestinian literature and Khalifeh in particular. | feel I can do
something for Palestinian literature and Palestinian women as a scholar who should help and

talk about the situation within my cultural context as part of my responsibility as a researcher.

In the same vein, Kabbani tries to demystify some myths about the Middle Eastern
female by reflecting on the reasons that the Western frameworks create a misleading image of
the Middle Eastern female. Kabbani inserts, “The positive achievements of the travellers have
been thoroughly studied and as often praised in both West and East. But | believe that room
must be allowed for a critique of their prejudices and misconceptions.” (1986, p.12) Kabbani
inserts that some writers who did translations about the Orient (from Oriental languages) did
not do it carefully, for example, Kabbani mentions that the French writer Antoine Galland,
one of the writers who were influential in forming the West’s attitude to the East in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, “stressed the fact that he worked on them only after
dinner, as a form of recreation to end a long day’s more scholarly study.” (1986, p.27)
Kabbani believes that this is random unsystematic writing, “He himself wrote of the stories in
an unceremonious manner.” (ibid) By doing this, Kabbani tries to show the way the
stereotypical images of the Middle East were conceived and have persisted to the present day.
Furthermore, the analysis shows their influential power in shaping the attitudes of entire
generations and dominating individuals’ perceptions. However, the present dissertation aims
to subvert some of the inherited stereotypical representations about third-world women and
open the door for a communication channel between Middle Eastern and Western women;
instead of, keeping them placed in this binary opposition usually created between the Eastern

vs. the Western woman through applying some Western feminist frameworks in the analysis
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of the Middle Eastern feminist scene. Therefore, to avoid generalizations and creating new
stereotypes by treating Middle Eastern women as a coherence, homogenous group, the second
part of the dissertation will conduct a comparative study on the life story of the Palestinian
writer Sahar Khalifeh My Story to My Story (2018) and the Iranian writer Marjane Satrapi
Persepolis (2000) as sisters in this struggle of women in their quest for emancipation. The
dissertation argues that Khalifeh’s work could be viewed in light of the 1 and 2" feminist
waves, while Satrapi’s work is close to the 3" and 4" feminist waves. This comparative
aspect aims to include Satrapi as a female voice from another region in the Middle East,
namely Iran, alongside Palestine. In this sense, the second part of the dissertation provides an
outlook on the feminist scene in the Middle East, aiming to avoid falling into the trap of
creating yet another stereotypical representation of the Middle Eastern woman.

2. Significance of the Dissertation

The central contribution of the dissertation and its primary goal is to bridge the gap between
literary production in the Middle East and Western feminist frameworks, particularly focusing
on the representation of Middle Eastern women in the selected works. By exploring certain
recurring images and themes in Middle Eastern women’s writing, the analysis could reveal a
shared imagistic and thematic coherence among female writers from both Middle Eastern and
Western contexts. As Gilbert and Gubar observed in their book The Madwoman in the Attic
(2000), “reading the writing of women from Jane Austen and Charlotte Bronté to Emily
Dickinson, Virginia Woolf, and Sylvia Plath, we were surprised by the coherence of theme
and imagery that we encountered in the works of writers who were often geographically,
historically, and psychologically distant from each other.” (2000, p. xi) Thus, this dissertation
extends such observation to the Middle Eastern feminist literary production, attempting to
highlight the persistence of common challenges faced by women, particularly within the
context of double oppression/colonization, the intersection of patriarchal systems and
occupation in regions such as Palestine and Iran. In this regard, the leading African American
poet and essayist Audre Lorde inserts, “As women, we have been taught either to ignore our
differences or to view them as causes for separation and suspicion rather than as forces for
change.” (2003, p.26) In light of this, the dissertation aims at making connections and
bridging the gap between women writers in the Middle East and the West through
incorporating some post-colonial Western feminist frameworks in analysing Khalifeh and

Satrapi’s works.
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By placing the analysis on postcolonial theories, the discussion aims to highlight the
on-going struggles faced by women in the Middle East, offering an understanding of the way
oppression manifests uniquely yet shares common threads across various global contexts. The
focus on sisterhood as a unifying concept reinforces the universal nature of women’s
experiences, offering a platform for solidarity and cross-cultural dialogue. This echoes
Lorde’s words, “Survival is not an academic skill. It is learning how to stand alone, unpopular
and sometimes reviled, and how to make common cause with those other identified as outside
the structures, in order to define and seek a world in which we can all flourish. It is learning
how to take our differences and make them strengths.” (2003, Pp.26-27) Furthermore, the
significance of the dissertation goes beyond its application of some Western feminist
frameworks to Palestinian literary production. It reveals a unique perspective coming from me
as a Palestinian researcher, and an insider analyst, with personal ties to the Middle Eastern
context. This connection is crucial in comprehending the nuances of the works analysed, as |
draw on my cultural repertoire to elaborate on the intricacies of the novels in question. This
insider perspective not only feeds the discussion but also questions conventional modes of
interpretation often imposed by external scholars.

The dissertation aims to contribute to the broader frame of the discourse on
postcolonial studies by tracing the universal facets of women’s experiences, transcending
cultural and geographical boundaries. The quest for emancipation by women in the Middle
East and the West, through their literary production, opens the door for a dialogue that can
pave the road for solidarity and understanding among women globally. Lorde inserts, “For
women, the need and desire to nurture each other is not pathological but redemptive, and it is
within that knowledge that our real power is rediscovered. It is this real connection, which is
so feared by a patriarchal world. For it is only under a patriarchal structure that maternity is
the only social power open to women.” (2003, p.26) Ania Loomba, an Indian literary scholar,
in her book Colonialism/Postcolonialism (1998) refers to this ‘redemptive’ desire as
‘subversive purposes’. One of the main organizing themes in Loomba’s work is the solution
for challenging those colonial stereotypes/patriarchal structures. Loomba inserts that the
question “whether the dominant language, literature, culture, and philosophic ideas can be
turned around and used for subversive purposes, has been central to postcolonial, feminist,
and other oppositional discourses.” (1998, p.91) Loomba admits the centrality of this question
in the post-colonial scene, yet she does not seem to offer a solution. The present dissertation
tries to investigate the narrative forms both Khalifeh and Satrapi’s works employ to include

the Middle Eastern woman in the discussion on the post-colonial feminist discourse.

13



3. The Working Definitions of the Dissertation

The dissertation will employ close readings of the selected novels and textual analysis as a
means to address the feminist aspects within the chosen corpus. Besides this, the theoretical
framework of the dissertation draws on the Western and Eastern feminist waves in the
exploration of the Middle Eastern feminist scene. The dissertation will place the feminist
waves in a historical perspective which the researcher will apply to the analysis of Middle
Eastern literature, particularly, Khalifeh and Satrapi’s work. Alongside the Western feminist
canon, the dissertation will draw on some important concepts in the post-colonial discourse. It
is important to view Khalifeh and Satrapi’s novels in light of post-colonial feminist
frameworks since Khalifeh and Satrapi as female voices belong to third-world countries,
namely, Palestine and Iran. Such a context entails the need to draw on the concept of
representation between the West and the East based on the work of some well-known post-
colonial/feminist critics. The dissertation will elaborate on the following definitions:

Edward Said’s Orientalism (1977): The term Orientalism will be used in the same sense that
Edward Said employed to reflect on the binary divisions commonly related to the tensions
amid the Occident and the Orient, such as Self-Other, West-East, civilized-barbarian, and
feminism-antifeminism. So, Orientalism refers to the depiction of the aspects of Eastern
cultures (Middle Eastern, South Asian, and East Asian countries) by Western writers, artists,
and historians. They give themselves the authority to make statements and depictions about
the East. In Edward Said’s book, Orientalism came to mean how these depictions portrayed
the East in increasingly patronizing and polarizing terms. The dissertation will elaborate on
some of these depictions/stereotypical images of the Middle Eastern feminist scene.

Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s concept of Third World Woman?®: In her well-known essay
“Under Western Eyes” (1984) Mohanty argues that the writings of contemporary Western
feminists about Third World women contribute to the reproduction of colonial discourse
where females in the South are represented as the undifferentiated ‘Other’ (1984). The
dissertation will employ this concept of third world woman to refer to the stereotypical
representations of women in the Middle Eastern, South Asian, and East Asian countries

created by the Western frameworks that try to discuss Third World women’s status.

3 In her essay “Under Western Eyes” (1984) Mohanty insert, “Terms like ‘third’ and ‘first” world are very
problematical both in suggesting over-simplified similarities between and amongst countries labelled ‘third” or
“first” world, as well as implicitly reinforcing existing economic, cultural and ideological hierarchies which are
conjured up in using such terminology. I use the term ‘third world” with full awareness of its problems, only
because this is the terminology available to us at the moment. The use of quotation marks is meant to suggest a
continuous questioning of the designation ‘third world.” Even when I do not use quotation marks. I mean to use
the term critically.” (p.354)
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Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s “Can the subaltern speak?” (1988): Spivak employed the term
‘the subaltern’ to discuss her post-colonial perspective regarding the oppressed groups
including women. This concept will be incorporated in the analysis of the Middle Eastern
feminist scene indicating that the Middle Eastern woman is represented as an oppressed
subaltern subject.

Judith Butler’s theory of Performativity (1990): The dissertation will draw on two important
concepts from Butler’s theory namely, ‘repetitive acts’ and ‘subversive acts’. The dissertation
will use the concept of ‘repetitive act’ to indicate the idea that the character in question is
acting according to the expected cultural norms within his/her social context, s/he is adhering
to the repetitive norms within his/her society. In this sense, s/he is performing ‘repetitive
acts’. In addition, the dissertation will employ the concept of ‘subversive act’ when the
individual is acting against the expected cultural norms within his/her context. In this sense,
the individual is performing ‘subversive acts’ by going against the cultural norms within
his/her context. It will be employed in the dissertation in light of this explanation.

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s concepts of ‘the angel in the house’ and ‘the monster
woman’: These two terms will be used in the present dissertation in the same sense Gilbert
and Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic (2000) employed them meaning that if the female
character is adhering and following the cultural norms and expectations within her context,
then she is ‘the angel in the house’ but if she goes against these norms and expectations, she
will become ‘the monster woman’.

Homi Bhabha’s concept of ‘the third space’: It will be employed in this dissertation as a
connecting link among the narratives of Khalifeh and Satrapi. The dissertation will employ
‘the third space’ concept based on Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994). To
subvert colonial domination, Bhabha (1994) proposes the in-between space of the cultural
encounter of the colonizer and colonized which he calls ‘the third space of cultural
enunciation’. This space undermines “the binary thought and essentialist identities produced
by colonial knowledge” (p. 276). It deconstructs the binary of the West and the East, the
colonizer and the colonized, or the self and the other. Moreover, it is the space of uncertainty,
ambiguity, and the renunciation of colonial power (Bhabha, 1990). Bhabha claims that there
is a space “in-between the designations of identity” and that “this interstitial passage between
fixed identification opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains difference
without an assumed or imposed hierarchy.” (1994, p.4) In this sense, what articulate cultural
difference is defined as “in-between spaces” (1994, Pp.1-2, 38). Accordingly, ‘the third space’

becomes the space of negotiations between the differences. In addition, in this intercultural
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and international third space, the inhabitants do not occupy an equal space and may not
undergo a uniform experience of cultural negotiation.

In light of this, the dissertation attempts to elaborate on the concept of sisterhood between
women in the Middle East and the global feminist scene as sisters in pain, who come to share
the patriarchal oppression and patriarchal representation of them, regardless of their
geographical location with an eye on the perception of identity as a cultural construct that is
always in progress, it is not something stable, one can add and shape his/her identity based on
his/her life routes in this post-colonial era. Drawing upon these postcolonial concepts and
feminist frameworks relevant to the analysis, the forthcoming sections will delve deeper into
these theories related to the Middle Eastern feminist scene, and those key terms will be

supported with examples from the selected corpus in the following dissertation chapters.
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Chapter One

Contextualization
1.1. The Four Feminist Waves in the West

After centuries of women’s voices being silenced, a glimpse of hope emerged with the rise of
the feminist waves. Despite the on-going struggles, these waves represent significant progress
in the journey toward gender equality, acting like rays of light in the darkness of oppression.
In non-Eastern societies, a feminist movement began to flourish and developed into four
phases; each with its focus and agendas regarding women’s rights up to the present time. This
section will discuss these waves, placing them in a historical context and highlighting the
works that will be employed in the analysis of the selected corpus. The feminist waves in the
West are divided into four waves commencing with the first wave around 1848 which
primarily focuses on very basic needs for women. This wave is concerned with opening up
opportunities for woman by focusing on their suffrage. Thus, first wave feminists ask for
women’s right to vote, work, gain proper education, own a property and have social agency
over their behaviour. A clear example about a feminist critic who preaches such basic rights
for women is the British feminist critic Virginia Woolf who tackles the woman question in
her well known book 4 Room of One’s Own (1929). Woolf’s book “has come to be canonised
as the first modern work of feminist literary criticism” (Goldman, 2007, p.81) for it
emphasizes the impact of fiction on the rise of women. In other words, Woolf’s understanding
of the world as a text and all human beings have the right to participate in is implicitly a
feminist perspective since it rejects the authority of male figures such as Shakespeare,

Beethoven, etc.

By devising an imaginary sister named ‘Judith Shakespeare’ in 4 Room of One’s Own (1929)
who wishes to cross into the theatre and compare her deadly fate with her brother
Shakespeare, Woolf manages to emphasize the way social norms impede women from writing
fiction and achieving progress in their lives. Thus, “Woolf ’s room metaphor not only
signifies the declaration of political and cultural space for women, private and public, but the
intrusion of women into spaces previously considered the spheres of men.” (Goldman, 2007,
p.85) In addition, Woolf encourages women to be financially independent stating, “a woman
must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction.” (1929, p.4) However,
Woolf’s perspective is not inclusive for all women since she excludes black women from the

category of women stating, “It is one of the great advantages of being a woman that one can
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pass even a very fine negress without wishing to make an Englishwoman of her.” (1929, p.42)
This opens the door to debate on Woolf’s feminist ideas since Goldman states, “This has
become the crux of much contemporary feminist debate concerning the politics of identity.
The category of women both unites and divides feminists: white middle-class feminists, it has
been shown, cannot speak for the experience of all women.” (2007, p.91) Thus, the present
dissertation aims to broaden the global feminist scene by discussing the woman question in

Middle Eastern women’s writing mainly, Sahar Khalifeh’s writing.

Feminist critics go further in scrutinizing the social fabric that deprives women from
standing on equal footing with men which, in turn, leads to the second wave of feminism.
This wave extends between the early 1960s to the late 1980s and is concerned with
understanding the social roles of women within both the family and the society. Thus, a
distinction between sex and gender is made to emphasize that the former is biological and the
latter is a social construct that varies from one culture to another. A clear example about a
feminist activist during this wave is the French critic Simone de Beauvoir who in her
influential book The Second Sex (1961) inserts, “one is not born, but rather becomes, a
woman.” (1961, p.249) In addition, themes like sexuality and reproduction rights start to
appear on the surface. For example, de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1961) tries to demystify
and refute a number of myths that position women as inessential objects who only exist to
satisfy the pleasure of the man. De Beauvoir attacks the social institutions that confine women
within the role of motherhood which, in turn, blocks women within the borders of the family.
The British academic Fallaize summarizes de Beauvoir’s framework stating, “In her view,
myths of “‘Woman’ have been invented by men for the specific purpose of keeping women in
their place, and in her deconstruction of them she indicates clearly how cultural myths operate
in conjunction with economic and social factors to reinforce the oppression of women as a
group.” (2007, p.88) Thus, myths operate to sustain the patriarchal supremacy over females.
De Beauvoir states, “humanity is male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative
to him; she is not regarded as an autonomous being... she is the incidental, the inessential as
opposed to the essential. He is the Subject, he is the Absolute — she is the Other.” (1961, p.

XVi)

In addition, during this wave, feminist activists encourage all women including
women of colour and women in developed countries to talk about their experiences of
patriarchal oppression, discrimination, and race and class oppression. Thus, mottos like

‘sisterhood is powerful” and ‘the personal is political’ start to be adapted. The famous French
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critic Hélene Cixous in her essay “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976) encourages women to
talk about their own selves; in particular, their bodies. Cixous calls for women to write and
challenge the way the conventional man represent them as dreamy, sensitive, intuitive, etc.
Cixous insists on a positive representation of women within the feminist discourse believing
that language could be employed as a tool to subvert the monstrous images of women created
by the patriarchal pen. Accordingly, in light of the present dissertation, such feminist views
would help the researcher to describe the literary and social constructions in the Middle East
and the way they affect women’s status on the one hand, and include the Middle Eastern
woman within this concept of sisterhood after being captivated for centuries within the

patriarchal system’s cage on the other hand.

However, the woman question persists and it leads to the third wave of feminism that
extends between the late 1980s until the 1990s. This wave could be described as a self-
oriented wave. In other words, during this era, a shift from focusing on the surroundings of
the female to the female self per se takes place. Thus, the term ‘intersectionality’ functions as
a pillar in this wave since it does not only discuss the differences between women in terms of
class, race and ethnicity; yet, it tackles the differences between their personal preferences. In
other words, ‘intersectionality’ is concerned with how the individual’s identity/self is shaped
by the interaction of different factors and that these interactions take place within a context of
connected structures and systems of power. The struggle within this wave is seen as
individual since each individual’s identity has to be negotiated with the surrounding context.
This is clear in Judith Butler’s theory of performativity (1990) where she highlights the fact
that the individual is denied the right to choose the role s/he wishes to perform. Butler
criticizes the way the female identity is shaped by the projection of the societal patriarchal
norms which function even before her birth/existence. Butler states:

The performance of a gender is also compelled by norms that | do not
choose. | work within the norms that constitute me. | do something with
them. Those norms are the condition of my agency, and they also limit
my agency...gender performativity is not just drawing on the norms that
constitute, limit, and condition me; it’s also delivering a performance
within a context of reception, and | cannot fully anticipate what will
happen. (An interview, 2004)

In addition, Julia Kristeva in her essay “From One ldentity to Another” (1980)
preaches for women’s uplifting within the society believing that man and woman could
complete each other; in lieu, of oppressing the woman all the time. Kristeva distinguishes

between two elements within the system of language. The first one is the semiotic element
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that is associated with the rhythms, tones, etc. This element is associated with the maternal
body since the mother starts talking to her child using these rhythms and tones. This semiotic
language is feminine. However, the second element is the symbolic element that is associated
with the grammar and structure. This is the masculine language. The symbolic element is
what controls and makes understanding possible. Kristeva concludes that without the
symbolic part, all communication would be babble and without the semiotic, all significations
would be empty and have no meaning in our lives. Thus, communication requires both the
semiotic and symbolic; there is no exclusion of the other. This could indicate the idea that
individuals should negotiating and renegotiate their sense of the self in relation to the world
around them. This process involves both conscious and unconscious elements, as well as the
influence of language, culture, and social norms. Thus, ‘intersectionality’ opens the door for
the individual to be in a continuous state of change. In other words, Kristeva in her essay
“From One Identity to Another” (1980) refers to this state as ‘the subject in process’ which
rejects the idea that the subject is a fixed entity assuming that the subject comes to realize its
existence only through the interactions with other structures by using the medium of
language. The subject acquires its essence only from the interactions with the surrounding
context. Such approaches support women in their quest to establish their position within the
patriarchal system both in real life and literature.

Finally, the fourth wave of feminism which still holds some disagreements starts
around 2007 and continues until present day. This wave benefits heavily from the social
media platforms spreading all over the world to reveal the misogynist practices against
women in different cultures. Thus, it aims at revealing sexism not only in literature but in
adverts, films, and the media, among other mediums. The popular motto of this wave is the
#MeToo movement which encourages women to share their experiences of sexual violence
and social injustice and reveal who is responsible for them, besides educating women all over
the world about their rights. Accordingly, all these waves initiate the need for a research about

the Middle Eastern woman to include her within this global feminist discourse.

1.2. The Feminist Movement in the Middle East

1.2.1 Challenges and Obstacles

Understanding the seeds of the feminist movement in the Middle East is essential for
approaching the woman question there properly. Thus, tracing the development of this
movement in this region, it is clear that this movement encounters many obstacles since its

appearance by the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century. For
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example, there is still no fully agreed upon or acceptable term for feminism or feminist
activists in Arabic. Abu-Lughod maintains that there is still disagreement about how to refer
to this concept “like feminism in the Middle East, for which at least in Arabic there is still no
fully acceptable term” (1998, p.22). In addition, Al-Bogami, a Jordanian researcher, asserts
“she is confused whether to use feminist criticism or feminist literature to refer to this theme
in literature,” concluding that she prefers to use feminist literature since “it is deep and more
encompassing.”* (2014, p.631)

This debate occurs because the emancipation efforts were only employed for the sake
of nationalism. That is to say, feminism had some political agenda in its early days in the
Arab world. This is clear in the case of the school of Midwives that was established in the
1830s by the Egyptian modernizer Mohammad Ali. His sole purpose behind establishing this
school for women was to show to visiting Europeans how modern and developed he was on
the one hand, and to improve the efficiency and enhance the health of his army, on the other
hand. This echoes Abu-Lughod who asserts, “The sphere of women was localized as a sphere
of backwardness to be reformed, regenerated, and uplifted for the benefit of the nation.”
(1998, p.10) Thus, nationalism is viewed as both a male phenomenon and a masculine project
per se in which women appear as mere objects for manipulation and reformation.

The Middle Eastern man is still reluctant about accepting this feminist approach in the
Arab world. This controversy in the East could be attributed to the patriarchal beliefs as
Rahbari, Longman and Coene assert, “Feminism was ... understood, treated and criticized as
a Western phenomenon and product, as well as a tool in the hands of Western colonialism to
extend their versions of femininity.” (2019, p.1431) Terms such as alien and Western import
could appear when referring to the woman question in the Middle East. In addition, the
identity of the feminist language is still vague. This entails the absence of a proper language
that reflects the Arab feminist ideology for Abu-Lughod argues, “The language of rights that
promised equality to women could be seen as problematic not only because it was actually
unavailable to women but because of the assumptions about personhood and subjection to the
state it carried.” (1998, p.8) In the same vein, the Iranian female writer Muniru Ravanipur
comments on the hard journey of women and their participation in literary endeavours. In an
interview, Ravinipur states:

No one takes us seriously before we publish a work. Until then we are
lonely women ... and then they say, ‘Oh, a woman is writing!” As if they
are saying a disabled person is writing. And then everybody wants to help

* Al-Bogami’s text was originally published in Arabic and the translations here are provided by the researcher.
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as if a blind person is crossing the street. Yes! A woman is writing,
someone who was supposed to keep her mouth shut. (An interview, 1990)

Arab women’s writings are devalued by male authors and marked as immature art. In
other terms, male writers dismiss the idea of women’s writings since they have ignored and
marginalized them as authors. The Syrian political and media advisor Bouthania Shaaban in
her book Voices Revealed: Arab Women Novelist 1898-2000 (2009) mentions that Dakrub, an
Arab Lebanese critic, answered frankly when he was asked about the absence of Arab female
novelists, “the only reason I can think of is that male writers (myself included) must
unconsciously believe that the literature written by women 1is insignificant.” (p.34) In
addition, the Lebanese-American writer Malti-Douglas writes about the negative perception
of Arab women’s writing stating, “It is difficult to understand how the male critic Sabry
Hafez, writing in 1989, could argue that from her first novel, ... to her then latest novel, ...
Nawal El Saadawi’s fiction has not undergone any ‘artistic and intellectual
development’”’(1995, p.16). Arab women’s writing is described as adapting what Amin Malak
calls a ‘mimetic mode’ of writing, where the social problem are literally reproduced for the
reader (2000, p.159). Such attack on women’s writing makes their quest of putting pen to
paper problematic.

In some cases, the Middle Eastern man resorts to employ religion as a means to defend
his patriarchal treatment of the Middle Eastern woman; thus, it is important to mention that
religion; in particular, Islam which is the most widespread religion in the Middle East, does
not place women in an inferior position compared with men; instead, it respects women and
refutes all the stereotypical connotations associated with them as wicked and worthless
subjects, “God says, ‘[bJut Satan whispered to Adam, saying, Adam, shall I show you the tree
of immortality and power that never decays? and they both ate from it [. . .]. Adam disobeyed
his Lord and was led astray.” (Ta Ha 20. Trans., Abdel Haleem, 2010, Pp.120-121) Thus, the
Arab man is concerned with imposing his patriarchal traditions on the Middle Eastern woman
more that applying the instructions of God. The Palestinian researcher on the woman
question’s topic Bilal Hamamra summarizes the scene stating:

The construction of women as untrustworthy, morally inferior and wicked
is incompatible with the Qur’an which does not represent Eve as a
temptress. According to the Qur’an, Eve’s banishment from the Garden of
Eden was not because she was a seducer, but rather because she was a
participant. It was Adam who disobeyed God’s word and listened to Satan
and Adam’s sin led to the downfall of Eve. (2019, p.7)
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However, there are a number of Arab critics who try to give hand for women in their
quest of moving out of this system of symbolization yet their attempts end in reinforcing the
patriarchal images and roles associated with the Middle Eastern woman. For example, the
Egyptian critic Qasim Amin in his book The Liberation of Women (1899), despite his attempt
of advocating women’s right, he falls in the trap of reinforcing the role of the female in her
scientific child rearing. Abu Lughod criticizes his views stating:

Although he spoke of women’s rights, education and work, what he
ultimately was most interested in promoting was the modern bourgeois
family with its ideal of conjugal love and scientific child rearing. This is a
form of family that some Western feminists, Marxists and social theorists
of the second half of the twentieth century have now come to criticize as a
source of women’s subjection because of the way it divides women from
one another, gives them new tasks, places them under the control of their
husbands and opens up the family to capitalist exploitation, state control
and new forms of discipline. (1998, p.256)

These obstacles that face the woman’s movement in the Middle East affect the way
the female is being treated. The Lebanese write Evelyne Accad, for instance, in one of the
early ground-breaking works on the subject, states “the general condition of women in North
Africa and the Arab world [as being] deprived of personal and social freedom, subjected
successively to the will of their fathers, husbands and sons, economically dependent and
intellectually circumscribed.” (1978, p.31) Thus, the images employed to represent women in
literature were dyed with patriarchal control. Priyanka, a researcher on Palestinian feminism,
comments, “The symbols used in literature are gilded frames which encourage and preserve
the role of women which is accepted in a patriarchal society.” (2017, p.190) Fayad, a
Lebanese intellectual, in her article “Reinscribing Identity: Nation and Community in Arab
Women’s Writing” (1995) summarizes this package of obstacles that impede the Middle
Eastern woman from taking part in the feminist discourse stating:

One of the most difficult tasks confronting Arab women writers in inscribing
themselves as subjects lies in resisting and renegotiating their role within a
master national narrative that not only homogenizes the concept of national
identity itself, but also assigns woman a fixed role as an historical metaphor
buried deep within the foundations of the narrative. Through this historical
metaphor, woman is appropriated as signifier of traditionalism. (1995, p.147)

This patriarchal scene paves the road for the emergence of three feminist waves in the Middle

East that will be discussed below.
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1.2.2. The Three Middle Eastern Feminist Waves

The existing amount of ignorance and abstraction regarding Middle Eastern women derive
them to de-veil themselves through attempting the pen and getting rid of their fears. This, in
turn, leads to a feminist action in the Arab world that parallels with the four feminist waves in
the West. In other words, the feminist movement in the Middle East consists of three stages as
follows: The first generation or what is called ‘the pioneers’. This stage extends roughly
between 1860-1920. During this period, women start their feminist activism within restricted
circles such as, private homes or women’s charitable organizations. These circles signify the
legitimate gathering places for women in conservative societies. Badran and Cooke label this
stage as “invisible feminism” (1990, p. xxi). In addition, the publishing industry during this
period was controlled by men; however, some women by the end of this stage manage to have
their own publishing houses and work as journalists. Feminist activists of this period such as,
the Lebanese Wardah al-Yaziji (1838-1924), Zaynab Fawwaz (1860-1914) and the Egyptian
A’ishah al-Taymuriyyah (1840-1902) among others, ask for gender equality, education for
women and breaking the rules that confine women within the harem/domestic sphere. The
pioneers resort to use mostly prose and poetry to express their views. However, the researcher
on Palestinian feminism Kifah Hanna concludes, “the first generation of women writers in the
Mashrig, the pioneers, though master mostly poetry, is not really recognised as having an
established poetic production. It is the second generation of women writers who established
an acknowledged Arab feminist poetic legacy.” (2010, p.48) Thus, it is important to reflect on
the second wave of feminism in the Middle East.

The second wave or what is called ‘the inward-looking generation’ extends between
1920s-1960s. This stage includes authors such as, the Palestinian writer Mayy Ziyadah (1886-
1941), the Palestinian poet Fadwa Tugan (1917-2003), the Lebanese feminist lecturer Nazirah
Zeineddin (1908-1976), the Iraqgi poetess, writer and critic Nazik al-Mala’ikah (1923-2007)
among others. During this period, conscious raising campaigns and public organized
movements start to flourish in different regions in the Middle East, and the first public
manifestation of Arab women as feminists coincided with the establishment of the Egyptian
Feminist Union in 1923. The feminist output during this period is self-centred since it focuses
solely on women’s issues ignoring other political, social or national causes. Thus, women
start writing short stories and novels that talk about their struggle during World War | and
their quest for emancipation. Despite the effort women invested in making themselves visible

during this generation, “It was not until the third generation that Arab feminists managed fully
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to challenge the hegemony of the male dominated field and their feminist writing managed to
acquire greater recognition.” (Hanna, 2010, p.57)

The third generation or what is referred to as ‘the avant-gardes’ continues to reveal the
quest of the Middle Eastern woman from 1960s-present. According to the British researcher
Elisabeth Kendall, ‘the avant-gardes’ indicates “a work or writer is advancing away from
dominant norms of taste and style towards a new literary future.” (2006, p.4) This period
includes names such as, the Egyptian feminist and doctor Nawal EI-Saadawi (1930-2021), the
Palestinian author Liyanah Badr (1950-Present) the Lebanese Huda Barakt (1952-Present)
and the Palestinian novelist Sahar Khalifeh (1941-Present). The female experience of war in
different parts in the Middle East and her survival of the war derive her to reflect on this
experience. Hanna reflects on the scene during this wave stating:

It was this generation of writers that witnessed the outcomes of al-nakbah,
‘the disaster’ of 1948 and al-naksah, ‘the setback’ of 1967, the rise and
fall of many political parties through different coups in many Arab
countries, and most recently the Lebanese civil war and the Palestinian
Intifada. All these events are carefully reflected in the literary works of
writers of this period, especially women. (2010, p.65)

Thus, women tend to reflect on their experience using new styles and techniques such
as, realism and existentialism; in lieu, of using repeated techniques like imitation or
assimilation. Hanna reflects on these means stating:

Women writers of the third generation express a clear desire to transcend

the traditional feminist themes of women’s relationships with men and

their oppositions to patriarchy while reflecting these harsh political

realities. Therefore, they endeavour to expand and enlarge the thematic

concerns and literary styles of their predecessors in order to forge what

we might call ... integrated feminist and nationalist causes. (2010, p.65-

66)

Accordingly, based on the detailed analysis of the feminist movements in the West
and the Middle East, it becomes clear that the feminist movements in both contexts do share
some fundamental similarities, particularly in their initial stages. Both movements start with
advocating very basic rights for women such as education, employment opportunities, and the
right to express themselves through writing and different forms of media. In the West, the
first wave of feminism focused on securing legal and political equality for women, primarily
through campaigns for suffrage and access to education. Similarly, in the Middle East, early

feminist waves, despite facing major challenges due to colonialism and societal restrictions,

25



stressed on the importance of education and the empowerment of women through literary
expression.

However, as the feminist movements evolved, notable differences emerged between
the Western the Middle Eastern feminist scenes. Early Middle Eastern women expressed their
feminist concerns primarily through literature, engaging in private discussions on women’s
issues and their experiences as colonized subjects living in the third world. This form of
activism in the Middle East led to what is termed “invisible feminism” Badran and Cooke
(1990, p. xxi), contrasting with the more public demonstrations for economic and wage rights
initiated by women in the West, yet it was particularly for white women, in Guy-Evans’ terms
“a feminism for exclusively white women” (2024). In addition to their employment of the
press to disseminate their ideas more openly, many of the women in the movement would use
racial prejudice as fuel for their work, many arguing that men of color should not be allowed
to vote before white women (Davis, 1980 as cited in Guy-Evans, 2024). In the field of literary
production, initial Arabic contributions were primarily limited to translating Western
literature. This limitation stemmed from the region’s history of political conflicts; shaped by
colonial powers such as the Ottoman Empire, followed by British and French mandates of
post-World War 1, alongside inner conflicts, predominantly religious in nature. As a result,
literary production often occurred secretly, with women resorting to pen names like Fadwa
Tugan (1917-2003), who published poetry under her brother’s name due to paternal
objections. Thus, while the Western movement progressed to address issues related to female
sexuality, identity, and broader social and political issues, the feminist discourse in the Middle
East remained focused on securing very basic rights and challenging oppressive socio-cultural
norms. This difference again can be attributed partly to the historical and geopolitical contexts
in which these movements emerged. Middle Eastern feminists often faced more hostile
conditions and struggled against deeply rooted patriarchal systems, intensified by the
historical impact of colonialism and the on-going political conflicts.

The rise of the feminist waves in the Middle East has not always paralleled that of
the West. Despite developments in some areas including the increased access to education and
employment opportunities for women in certain Middle Eastern societies, many fundamental
rights are still being fought for under challenging circumstances. This shows the on-going
quest for gender equality in the Middle East, which still does not parallel with the progress
achieved by Western feminists. In this regard, the Iranian critic Haideh Moghissi inserts, “It is
troubling and revealing that the new generation of Middle Eastern feminists are still

struggling for [these] rights under the same if not more hostile conditions in societies which
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are much more developed, socially and economically, than in the 1930’s.” (1999, p.130)
Nonetheless, there is potential for bridging the gap between Middle Eastern and Western
feminist frameworks by emphasizing the shared experiences of oppression and advocating for
solidarity among women regardless of geographical location, echoing the concept of
sisterhood promoted during the second wave of Western feminism. This difference indicates
the possibility that the feminist literary production of Sahar Khalifeh could be discussed in
light of the early stages of the feminist movement in the West, namely the 1% and 2" waves.
Such connections between the Middle Eastern and the Western waves could make it possible
for the present dissertation to fill the gap in the theoretical Middle Eastern scene and employ
some Western feminist frameworks in the discussion of the Middle Eastern woman’s status.
In particular, the wave that holds the motto of ‘sisterhood’ since this second wave preaches
for making connections between women and sharing their experience of the oppression

imposed on them regardless of their geographical location.

1.3. Post-colonial Approaches to Third World Woman
Drawing on this second wave feminist’s motto of ‘sisterhood’ reveals that the investigation of
Middle Eastern women’s writing becomes a must. A number of post-colonial feminist critics
attempt to reflect on the relationship between the Western woman and her Middle Eastern
sister; however, this leads to a controversy around some issues. A critical reading of the well-
known text entitled “Can the subaltern speak?” (1988) by the Indian critic Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak shows that the problem of one side representing the other is far from
being settled down since Spivak criticizes the Western typical frameworks which assume that
any subaltern (colonized) group cannot represent itself; thus, it needs to be presented by the
powerful side (colonizer). Spivak hints implicitly that applying such a framework unthinkably
on third world woman would preserve her stereotypical image as a subaltern category that can
neither represent nor speak for herself; thus, according to Western frameworks, she needs to
be saved and represented by her Western sister who stands in a superior position compared
with hers. Spivak’s text describes the scene as “White men are saving brown women from
brown men” (1988, p.296); thus, the third world woman appears as the brown woman that
needs to be saved from the brown man by the white man/woman.

Apparently, Spivak criticizes the way Westerners try to give voice to the oppressed
subaltern woman since their attempts lead to sustain the oppression on her; instead of ending
it. According to Spivak, the ‘act of saving’ from the Western side seems to be illusionary

since two interpretations could be derived from this act: First, saving the third world woman
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means elevating her as ‘the other’, the uncivilized to the West, civilized realm. Second, saving
the third world woman entails leaving her out/excluding her from the world of men. In both
senses, Spivak believes that the ideological interests are the motives behind such act of
saving, although it appears as a tolerant gesture at first glance. Spivak believes that such a
gesture will always remain illusionary since giving voice to the subaltern and speaking for
them still means projecting the Western cultural values on the other, which is the Middle East.
In this regard, Kabbani in her analysis of the stereotypical representations of the Middle East
inserts, ‘The image of the European coloniser had to remain an honourable one: he did not
come as exploiter, but as enlightener.” Thus, travellers from Europe “were the seeing eye, and
the recounting voice” (1986, p.6). Kabbani indicates that “The Eastern woman was a narrative
creation that fulfilled the longings of Western imagination ...” (1986, p.22) since “Europe’s
feelings about Oriental women were always ambivalent ones. They fluctuated between desire,
pity, contempt and outrage. Oriental women were painted as erotic victims and as scheming
witches.” (1986, p.26) This stereotypical framework of the Middle Eastern woman, according
to Kabbani, resulted in “All women were inferior to men; Eastern women were doubly
inferior, being women and Easterners.” (1986, p.51)

Such approaches still lead to the silencing of the other. In this regard, Spivak
elaborates on her perspective regarding the impossibility of the subaltern to represent
themselves through indicating the lack of people who would be interested to learn about the
third world woman and her suffrage. In other words, Spivak hints to the fact that even if the
subaltern could speak, probably no one would listen to them because they are using their own
language as colonized subjects, a medium that is not familiar to the hegemonic group. This
means that no one would understand their status and they would continue to exist at the
margin. Thus, it could be the responsibility of the intellectual to represent the subaltern and
speak for them, the same mission | am trying to do as a Palestinian researcher in the present
dissertation. Spivak’s views continue to be controversial until present day. She is
misperceived by some Middle Eastern feminist critics including the Egyptian feminist writer
Nawal El Saadawi who criticizes an unnamed post-colonial critic (apparently Spivak) stating:

S/he has a love—hate relationship with poor oppressed women and men
who are struggling to live. S/he worships them, calls them the ‘subaltern’,
glorifies their authentic identity or culture, but at the same time looks
down on them, considers them as docile or struggling bodies unable to
produce philosophy or as local activists but not global thinkers. S/he
abolishes subaltern philosophies and replaces them on the global
intellectual scene; s/he becomes the philosopher of the subaltern who
knows more about them than they know about themselves (1997, p.169).
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In the same vein, the Indian post-colonial critic Chandra Talpade Mohanty in her
essay entitled “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses™ (1984)
reflects on the issue of representations between the East and the West. Mohanty tries to
summarize the drawbacks that make the Western frameworks for representing the Middle
Eastern woman incomplete as follows: First of all, Mohanty argues that such frameworks
assume women as an already constituted coherent group with identical desires and needs
regardless of their ethnic, class or racial locations. Secondly, Mohanty believes that the
improper use of the methodologies to provide proof for their claims lead to a homogenous
notion of the oppression of women as a group. For example, the West views the veil as a kind
of oppression imposed on women. Mohanty shows that in Iran the veil has historically two
functions, “opposition to the Shah and Western cultural colonization in the first case, and the
true Islamicization of Iran in the second” (1984, p.347). This misinterpretation of the use of
the veil is due to the fact that the West views things according to their own values. Mohanty
summarizes it as “the uncritical use of particular methodologies in providing ‘proof’ of
universality and cross-cultural validity” (1984, p.337). This creates a distinction between the
Western feminist representation of women in Third World countries, and the Western
feminist self-presentation. That is, the image for the third world woman becomes an image
that “read: ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimized,
etc.” while the Western woman is viewed as “educated, modern, as having control over their
own bodies and sexualities, and the freedom to make their own decisions.” (ibid) Mohanty
concludes that if representations aim to uplift the Middle Eastern woman, then it should take
into account the differences between groups of women. Mohanty concludes that the historical,
cultural and ideological contexts should be taken into consideration when tackling the
question of women representation in the Middle East. In the same vein, Kabbani concludes,
“Such portraits, in wishing to convey the East, described more accurately, Europe. They
portrayed the repressiveness of its social codes, and the heavy hand of its bourgeois morality.
The gaze into the Orient had turned, as in a convex mirror, to reflect the Occident that had
produced it.” (1986, p.85)

The lIranian critic Parvin Paidar in her sophisticated analysis of the Western
stereotypes about women in the Middle East elaborates on the same issue Mohanty discussed.

In her study about the role of Iranian women entitled Women and the Political Process in

5 After this point, the research will refer to Mohanty’s text as “Under Western Eyes” (1984).
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Twentieth Century Iran (1995), Paidar identifies three characteristics of feminist Orientalism.
The Iranian researcher Bahramitash summarizes them as follows:

First, it assumes a binary opposition between the West and the Orient:
The Occident is progressive and the best place for women, while the
Muslim Orient is backward, uncivilized, and the worst place for women.
The second characteristic of feminist Orientalism is that it regards
Oriental women only as victims and not as agents of social
transformation; thus it is blind to the ways in which women in the East
resist and empower themselves. Therefore, Muslim women need saviors,
i.e., their Western sisters ... .The third aspect of feminist Orientalism
assumes that all societies in the Orient are the same and all Muslim
women there live under the same conditions (2005, p.222).

These characteristics recall the well-known post-colonial critic Edward Said’s views
about how the West perceive the Middle East as a place of backwardness, mystical religiosity,
irrationality, corrupt despotism, and the ill-treatment of women (1977). However, Said makes
the process of representing the Middle Eastern woman problematic. In other words, despite
the fact that Said refutes the images associated with the Middle Eastern woman as “she never
spoke of herself, she never represented her emotions, presence or history” (1977, p.6), Said’s
framework of correcting the stereotypical images associated with the Middle East as being
characterized by “backwardness, lack of democracy, and abrogation of women’s rights”
(1977, p. xiv) does not tackle the woman question in details. This echoes the Turkish scholar
Meyda Yegenoglu’s words who faults Said for dealing with “images of woman and images of
sexuality in Orientalist discourse” simply as “a trope limited to the representation of Oriental
woman and of sexuality.” (1998, p.25) In other words, she challenges the way Said and other
critics marginalize gender and sexuality to a subfield in their analysis of colonial discourse. In
addition, the Palestinian-American anthropologist and feminist critic Abu Lughod adds,
“Orientalism opened up the possibility for others to go further than Said had in exploring the
gender and sexuality of Orientalist discourse itself.” (2001, p.101) Despite Said’s highly
influential framework of dismantling the scene where “There are Westerners, and there are
Orientals. The former dominate; the latter must be dominated” (1977, p.36), his framework
does not dig deep into the status of the Middle Eastern woman. This makes the access to
information about the Middle Eastern woman challenging which; in turn, affects her
representation.

In light of the present dissertation, one would assume that applying post-colonial
frameworks on Middle Eastern women’s writing who have their peculiar conditions may be

problematic. However, there are a number of critics who believe that the application of

30



Western frameworks on answering the Middle Eastern woman question is still possible.
Anastasia Valassopoulos, a senior lecturer in post-colonial, post 1945 World literatures in
English at the University of Manchester, in her book Contemporary Arab Women Writers
(2007) opens the door for the possibility of viewing Arab women’s writing in light of Western
feminist frameworks. Valassopoulos argues:

These texts should be read for their experiences of location, cultural
influence, the expression of national identity, the experience of sexuality,
the performance of gender roles and the interrogation of and responses to
colonial discourse and post-colonial theory. It is within these broad
parameters that the most productive and enlightening negotiation can take
place (2007, p.4).

Valassopoulos believes that “Testing the theories in the context of the Middle East
will hopefully delineate the pitfalls as well as the usefulness of the application of this
transcultural technique” (2007, p.16). In addition, Valassopoulos asserts, “reading the work of
contemporary Arab women writers alongside contemporary popular culture such as cinema,
music, news media, television and other popular cultural forms. This then enables an
interdisciplinary approach where the literature can be accessed from a variety of fields.”
(2007, p.25)

In the same vein, Gyan Prakash’s “Orientalism Now” (1995) highlights that post-
colonial studies, inspired by Said’s work, create room to challenge and subvert the authority
of the Western discourse on third-world societies. This leads to the questioning and
deconstruction of the dominant knowledge and representations formed by Western scholars
about regions like the Middle East, “Denounced as an uncharitable poisonous attack on the
integrity of Orientalist scholarship, it opened the floodgate of postcolonial criticism that has
breached the authority of Western scholarship of the societies.” (1995, p.199) In light of this,
Prakash’s devised the concept of “dislocation of the West” in his discussion on the lasting
influence of Orientalism (1995, p.211). Prakash’s concept shows how Orientalism has de-
veiled internal divisions within Western self-representation and hegemony. Through its
critiqgue of the Western representations and the discourse it generated, Orientalism revealed a
Western self-image interconnected with the “passive” Orient, challenging notions of Western
universality. Prakash explains:

It is a West whose self-representation is crossed by the “passive” Orient
in which it expresses its universality. The Orient also comes to exercise
pressure on the West as its founding disciplines appear with a colonial
genealogy. The Orientalist venture ends up distorting the West’s own
self-image as it is shown to reach out to the crutch of Sanskrit and the
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“Aryan race” in order to bleach its heritage white. Not only racism but
sexism and misogyny also emerge interwoven into the hegemonic culture
of the modern West. (1995, p.211)

This attack reveals how Orientalism distorted the West’s self-image by revealing
colonial agendas in its founding disciplines and by exposing racism, sexism, and misogyny
woven into the Western culture, “The hallowed image of the Orientalist as an austere figure
unconcerned with the world and immersed in the mystery of foreign scripts and languages has
acquired a dark hue as the murky business of ruling other peoples now forms the essential
enabling background of his or her scholarship.” (1995, Pp.199-200) In light of this, the
present dissertation aims to dislocate some stereotypes about Middle Eastern women in
general and Palestinian and Iranian women in particular.

Furthermore, the professor of Comparative and World literature at Illinois State
University Wail Hassan in his article “Postcolonial Theory and Modern Arabic Literature:
Horizons of Application” (2002) states “Postcolonial studies and Arab literary studies have
much to offer each other. Postcolonial studies can add valuable dimensions to Arabic literary
scholarship-interdisciplinary  inquiry,  theoretical  sophistication, and historical
contextualization- that are lacking in older models of Orientalist scholarship and the current
area studies model.” (p.59) Hassan believes that the present gap in post-colonial discourse
could be filled by adapting a comparative approach. Hassan asserts:

The current impasse in post-colonial studies may therefore be overcome

by opening the field to comparative literary studies and to comparative

critical methodologies that rigorously interrogate the limits of

postcolonial theory’s founding discourses from the multiple perspectives

of Arabic, African, and Asian philosophies, realities, cultural worldviews,

and cultural memories (2002, p.60).
Another important concept that could be relevant in reflecting on Middle Eastern women’s
status is Spivak’s “Strategic essentialism” (1996). It refers to the strategic deployment of
essentialist or simplified identities for social or political aims, particularly in situations where
marginalized groups are striving for empowerment or recognition. Spivak suggests that in
certain circumstances it could be helpful for marginalized groups to adopt essentialist
identities temporarily by stressing shared experiences/characteristics for the sake of becoming
visible in dominant discourses. However, this does not indicate that this essentialized identity
is taken to be unchanging or accurate; instead, this identity serves as a means to achieve
certain goals, including challenging oppression or advocating collective rights. Spivak is

critical about the use of this term since it may reinforce some stereotypes or exclude some
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voices within marginalized societies. Although this concept can be an effective strategy in
certain contexts, it is important to employ it critically with an awareness of its complexities
and limitations. In light of the Middle Eastern feminist context, it is important to mention that
“Tradition and Modernity. Harems and Freedom. Veiling and Unveiling. These are the
familiar terms by which the East has long been apprehended (and devalued) and the West has
constructed itself as superior.” (Abu-Lughod, 2001, p.108) Accordingly, the present
dissertation aims to elaborate on Khalifeh and Satrapi’s life stories as two Middle Eastern
women writers who come to share some essentialist characteristics including their life
experiences in the Middle East under the double colonization of being third world subjects
and living under the patriarchal system. Thus, Khalifeh and Satrapi as ‘sisters in pain’,
attempt to dislocate some stereotypical images about the Middle Eastern woman using their
shared experiences as women living in the same region, the Middle East.

Beside this Middle Eastern essential identity, the dissertation aims to discuss Middle
Eastern women’s writing in light of Western feminist frameworks in an attempt to re-bridge
the communication channel that once existed between the West and the Middle East since the
Egyptian researcher Maysa Abou-Youssef Hayward states:

How did we get to this place where the Arab identity is so much that of
the Other? How did the boundaries between East and West, as well as
boundaries between various countries in the East become so rigid? It has
not always been so. In the past, for example, in the years up through the
early 1970s, those in the Arab world felt close to the West and felt a sense
of shared identity with one another as well. Cairo, Beirut, Damascus and
Baghdad all seemed very western cities and literary salons in those
capitals were as well aware of Western writers as they were of writers
from the Arab world. But somewhere along the way, these conversations
ceased (2003, p.6).
In light of all this debate on post-colonial studies, the dissertation attempts to provide
insights from Middle Eastern women’s writing to de-veil the Middle Eastern woman in front
of the post-colonial scene. Thus, the following sections will elaborate on Palestinian literature

as a representative for the feminist scene in the Middle East.

1.4. Patriarchal Representations of Women in Palestinian Literature

1.4.1. Woman as Homeland

Tackling the woman question in Palestinian literature requires mentioning both the Israeli
invasion of Gaza and the West Bank in 1967 and the Palestinian intifada that took place in

1987 against the Israeli occupation for they are considered the most significant turning points
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in the Palestinian history regarding the woman question. In other words, during the intifada
women were asked to join the Palestinian struggle against the Israeli occupation and defend
the land; however, when the war was over, women were asked to go back to their traditional
roles as mothers and wives. The Palestinian critic Suha Sabbagh in her book Palestinian
Women of Gaza and the West Bank (1998) inserts an example about the Palestinian writer
Yusif Shhadeh who writes “We won.... All victories and glory are for the men” (p.101); thus,
examining the representation of the Palestinian woman in the literary works of the Palestinian
male authors, it is clear that her image is represented from a patriarchal perspective,
“Although male poets include images of women’s participation, they still focus on such
biological attributes as long, flowing hair, a small waist, and other ‘feminine’ characteristics
when they could have portrayed women as equal partners in the struggle.” (Sabbagh, 1998,
p.13) During the intifada, Palestinian poets tend to use the imperative form when addressing
women. Sabbagh mentions the poet Yusuf Naser who gives the following order to a woman in
his writing “Don’t be afraid ... stay by my tomb ...” (1998, p.104) The poetic language
focuses on the physical attributes of women like the eyelashes, the voice, the hair, etc.,
alongside giving orders more that viewing women as simply ordinary individuals who are
equal to men.

The surveillance of women continues to prevail since most male writers tend to
represent Palestinian women by stressing on the familial concept; a concept that emphasizes
the role of women as being essential to war. In other words, women are required to give birth,
nurture and educate children to become soldiers for the sake of liberating the nation. This is
clear in the poems of the well-known Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish who “has created a
connection between the nation and women with various characters, especially the love and
mother, ..., and lots of evidence reveals that women occupied the highest position in the
poetry, making it a sacred symbol - the homeland.” (Yu & Alhartani, 2018, p.3) Male writers
tend to associate women with symbols that stand for the land, fertility and martyrdom. Thus,
other words, women continue to function as metaphors for the country. The Palestinian
novelist Ghassan Kanafani in his novel Umm Sa’d (1969) describes his female protagonist as
“she rises from the womb of the earth, as an arrow held by mysterious destiny escalating
endlessly ... She walks high as a flag carried by unseen hands ... She is solid as a rock,
patient as a prophet. She has grown ten years older trying to win clean bread for her family.”
(Pp.10-12, p.27) Kanafani’s portrayal of Um Sa’d is always associated with symbols such as,
the womb, the flag, the rock, etc. He neglects all the characteristics that are independent of the

male value system in her. In the same vein, the Palestinian novelist Yahya Yakhluf in his
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novel A Lake Beyond the Wind (1991) which talks about the 1948 war, writes the praise of the
protagonist female figure using male attributes such as ‘the sister of men’, an Arab attribute
that stands positively for courage and bravery. Her praise is reflected in masculine terms. This
shows that women cannot appear as heroes on their own; instead, they have to be associated
with men since their womanly characteristics will not qualify them to be presented as heroes.

It becomes clear that the concept of nationalism occupies an important scope within
the Palestinian literary production. One plausible interpretation of this nationalist aspect is
that Palestinian literature “can be studied as a subgenre of war literature. War literature in this
respect is categorised as any literary production, whose six pillars of writing, including
characters, setting in time and place, plot, theme, climax and ending, directly or remotely,
depict the context of war. War is defined as a state of conflict, fighting, or animosity, large- or
small-scale between people, states or nations.” (Tahboub, 2009, p.179) As a result, the reader
of the Palestinian literary production is encountered with political metaphors and troops
related to armed struggle, and statehood, besides the troop of the stone as a sign of resistance
and the olive tree as a symbol of steadfastness. The main themes being discussed in
Palestinian literature include issues such as war, sacrifice, victimhood, martyrdom, homeland,
exile, return, national solidarity and communal identity, peace, and security (Abdel Malek,
2005). This devotion to the Palestinian national cause led to the marginalization of the
Palestinian female. This scene is manifested in Yasser Arafat’s® words, “Our main problem is
that of liberating our land, not liberating the human being.” (1973, p.220) It is clear that the
feminist aspect and women’s roles are absent from the Palestinian literary scene, and even
though when they are present, they are linked to the national masculine frame.

Nahla Abdo in her article “Nationalism and feminism: Palestinian women and the
intifada-No going back?” (1994) reflects on this national frame within the Palestinian context.
Hasso summarizes her views by explaining that, “Consistent with most nationalist narratives,
Palestinian male nationalist narratives have frequently val-orized women as biological
reproducers of the nation, analogized the land of Palestine to women’s bodies, and
represented the appropriation and occupation of Palestine as the sexual violation and
appropriation of women’s bodies.” (1998, p.442) In the same vein, Nira Yuval-Davis,

Professor and Director of the Centre for Research on Migration Refugees and Belonging, in

® Yasser Arafat was a Palestinian political leader. He was chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization
from 1969 to 2004 and president of the Palestinian National Authority from 1994 to 2004.

The present sentence by Arafat is (Quoted by Sadiq Jalal al-Azm, Dirasa Naqdiyya li Fikr al-Mugawama al-
Filastiniyya [A Critical Study of the Thought of the Palestinian Resistance] (Beirut: Dar al-’Awda, 1973),
p. 220. Original source is a Fatah guerrilla training manual).
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her book Gender and Nation (1997) argues that women reproduce the nation biologically,
culturally, and symbolically. Her book outlines “the main dimensions of intersections
between gender and nation ... moving from the more ‘naturalized’ roles of women as
biological reproduces of the nation, through their roles in the cultural constructions of nations,
to the ways civil constructions of nationhood, via rights and duties of citizenship, are
gendered.”(1997, p.15) Yuval-Davis concludes that the relationship between feminism and
nationalism is complex suggesting a “transversal politics as a model of feminist politics,
which takes account of national as well as other forms of difference among women, without
falling into the trap of identity politics.” (ibid) Consequently, it becomes crucial to reflect on

the way the Palestinian woman responded to this patriarchal representation of her.

1.4.2. The Palestinian Female Reaction

Such patriarchal frameworks serve as a transformation in women’s consciousness of their
roles. In other terms, this patriarchal representation of the woman triggers Palestinian women
writers to refute those images representing them as ‘angels in the house’ and try to subvert
them in their writings. Palestinian women accept Héléne Cixous’ call for challenging the
representations men use for women. For example, the Palestinian writer and journalist
Raymonda Tawil attacks the patriarchal traditions in her book My Home, My Prison (1983)
asking “Was I then free?” Tawil adds, “I am a wife in a society that has made men into gods
and women into submissive dolls.” (Pp.44-45) In addition, the Palestinian poet Fawda Tugan
reveals in her autobiography A Mountainous Journey (1990) her struggle to be visible in a
male dominated society. Tugan wonders, “since | was not socially emancipated, how could |
wage war with my pen for political, ideological or national freedom?” (p.110) This question
continues to resonate within the Palestinian feminist context and is being answered in
different ways.

Leila Khaled or ‘the commando fighter’, who was a member of the Popular Front for
the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), in her autobiography My People Shall Live: The
Autobiography of a Revolutionary (1973) offers a ‘double critic’ for the Palestinian man
cultural beliefs regarding women on the one hand, and the attitudes of the West towards the
sufferings of the Palestinian women on the other hand. Abdel-Malek comments, “the book
challenges the “cultural constructions of ‘women’ and ‘terrorists’ as mutually exclusive,
according to which women are constructed as passive, caring, nurturing, and pacifist, whereas
terrorists are represented as aggressive, evil, and violent. Yet both of these categories have
been applied to Leila Khaled.” (2005, p.96) It is clear through Leila Khaled’s political
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engagement with the struggle against the occupation; she succeeds in presenting a model for
the Palestinian woman who can stand on equal footing with the Palestinian man in all spheres
of live without giving up her feminine attributes. Katharine Viner writes about a picture for
Leila Khaled in the Guardian (January 26, 2001), “In a way, the whole story is in the ring, ...
the gun held in fragile hands, the shiny hair wrapped in a keffiah, ... But it’s the ring, resting
delicately on her third finger. To fuse an object of feminine adornment, of frivolity, with a
bullet: that is Khaled’s story; the reason behind her image’s enduring power. Beauty mixed
with violence.” This kind of mixture makes a woman a ‘monster’ in the eyes of patriarchy, an
image that Cixous encourages women to rewrite in her text “The Laugh of the Medusa”
(1976) suggesting a positive representation of figures like the Medusa, perhaps portraying her
with a smile. Khaled believes that “a woman can be a fighter, a freedom fighter, a political
activist, and that she can fall in love, and be loved, she can be married, have children, be a
mother.” (ibid) Khaled’s contributions become a symbol for female power and Palestinian
resistance. However, the Palestinian critic Suha Sabbagh asserts “Several Palestinian fighters,
such as Leila Khalid, became known for their militancy; however, the majority made their
contribution in traditional ways.” (1998, p.15)

After these individual reactions against the double oppression imposed on the
Palestinian woman, a Palestinian writer named Sahar Khalifeh comes to occupy the scene
when discussing the woman question within the Palestinian society since Khalifeh tries to
tackle the woman question in her novels over a span of 30 years which extends from the
publication of her first novel We Are No Longer Slave Girls for You (1974) until her most
recent novel Heaven and Earth (2013). Khalifeh becomes “widely acclaimed for being the
first Palestinian feminist writer.” (Abdel-Malek, 2005, p.112). Khalifeh comes to be known as
the ‘Virginia Wolf of Palestinian literature’ and her work is being translated into many
languages including: English, French, German, Spanish, Hebrew, etc. Khalifeh has won a
number of Arab and international prizes including: the Naguib Mahfouz Prize for Literature
in Egypt in 2006, the Cervantes Award Prize for literature translated into Spanish in 2003, the
Alberto Moravia Prize for International Fiction in Italy in 1996, and the Simone de Beauvoir
Prize (the French readers’ prize) among others. Based on this influential impact of Khalifeh,
this dissertation will draw on her treatment of the woman question in her novels. The
dissertation will present some insights from her life and the way it helps shape her feminist

views before starting to analyse her literary production.
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1.4.3. Sahar Khalifeh as a Model

Sahar Khalifeh was born in Nablus, Palestine in 1941 and is considered to be the most
translated writer after the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish. Khalifeh starts writing shortly
after the 1967 Israeli invasion of the West Bank and Gaza. Khalifeh published her first novel
in 1974. She obtained her PhD in women’s studies and American literature from lowa
University, USA in 1988. When Khalifeh returned to Palestine, she founded the Women’s
Affairs Center in Nablus in the same year, the Center opened a branch in Gaza City in 1991,
and in Amman in 1994. In addition, examining some interviews and autobiographical works
about Khalifeh’s life, it is clear that her personal life affects her writings since some useful
insights about her feminist reputation show up. Khalifeh was forced to get married at the age
of eighteen to a husband chosen by her parents, a marriage that resulted in two daughters.
However, Khalifeh had a miserable marriage since her husband prevented her from using the
pen. Khalifeh described her marriage as “miserable and devastating” since “her husband went
so far as to tear up her writing” (An Interview, 1980). When she was a child, Khalifeh eagerly
wanted to become an artist. However, her family objected to her decision believing in what
Khalifeh describes as “Oh, art is unacceptable, it is connected with looseness” (ibid). In
addition, Khalifeh refuses to be named Francoise Sagan of the East, who is a French author,
since Khalifeh believes that Sagan “would not express the problems of life relevant to the
third world people-people who suffer from exploitation, from imperialism, from colonialism,
sickness, backwardness, all these sorts of things. She did not write about them, she was not
aware of them.” (ibid) This derives Khalifeh to establish her own feminist approach in
Palestinian literature, an approach which favours the treatment of the Palestinian woman
within real life situations under the motto of ‘sisterhood in pain’.

Khalifeh’s work is worthwhile to be investigated; in particular, for the following
reasons. First of all, the novel as a literary genre is considered to be more expressive since
Priyanka concludes, “litterateurs have expressed their opinions about the novel as the best
genre to deal with the travails of human struggle rather than poetry or other forms of
literature.” (2017, p.18) Khalifeh states:

It’s not because | was a bad poet. It was because | needed a wider
atmosphere, a wider scope, more social and more down-to-earth ...
dealing with other people. ... This is why | shifted from poetry. | wanted
a big atmosphere which is challenging and deals with everything. So |
began writing novels. I tried a draft; it wasn’t good artistically. Then
another trial and another, and the third one was published (An interview,
1980).
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Secondly, in her writing, Khalifeh uses the language of everyday life; in lieu, of the
language used by the elite since she writes against putting boundaries and establishing
meaningless hierarchies between people. Khalifeh states, “I’m absolutely against elitist
literature, and my conviction is that literature is from the people, towards the people. And the
majority of people in our society are simple and poor, and even illiterate...I admit and realize
that the illiterate will never read what | write. But it matters to me that those who could read
are going to read for those who can’t.” (An interview, 2009) Khalifeh writes in Arabic
language since she believes that her language symbolizes the idea of rejecting subordination.
This echoes Priyanka’s words, “The language she chooses is significant as English is encoded
with the ideology of power and dominance...Her writing in Arabic runs against subordination
to hegemony.” (2017, Pp.32-33) Thirdly, Sahar Khalifeh lives in Palestine; thus, she writes
about women and for women who live in Palestine as well. In other words, “Khalifeh is a
special writer who dared to face multiple ideological opponents..., even as she continued to
live within the Occupied Territories.” (Priyanka, 2017, p.4) As a result, analysing her works
could add to the authentic value of the present dissertation since it will investigate real life
situations which, in turn, would help in feeding the scene when talking about women
representation in Palestinian literature.

Finally, Khalifeh’s work treatment of the female image is a realistic one since she
wants the image of the individual woman to be presented in literature, the image of the human
being that consists of flesh and blood. Khalifeh’s work stresses that the real experience played
by women to be presented in literature; that is her role as a human being who does the basic
things like eating, sleeping; in lieu, of associating women with symbols that stand for the
land, fertility, generosity, etc. Khalifeh’s novels probably reject these connotations since the
Palestinian land is occupied; thus, the land is waiting for the male to save and liberate it. This
again places women in an inferior and subaltern position compared with the men’s superior
positions. Therefore, such typical images associated with women including the mother of the
martyr, the symbolic motherland, and the mother of the nation are absent from Khalifeh’s
work. It is important to mention that the concept of nation is derived from the Latin word
“natio” which means “to be born”. In light of this etymology, it could be argued that just as
mothers give birth to individuals, they do metaphorically give birth to the nation as well. Such
interpretation suggests a direct connection between the birthing and nurturing roles of mothers
and the formation and growth of nations (Tahboub, 2009, p.185). Such connection is the main
focus that Khalifeh’s work tries to subvert. Tahboub inserts, “An example of the counter

narrative produced by Palestinian female writers is provided by the works of Sahar Khalifeh.
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In her novels there is always a focus on the internal battle with men and institutions of
patriarchy more than the battle of the Palestinians against the occupation, and a call for the
freedom of women prior to the freedom of Palestine.” (2009, p.188) Khalifeh’s literary
production aims at subverting all the patriarchal roles and images associated with women in
Palestinian male narratives through allowing her female characters to live and revolt against
the patriarchal system in her novels. Accordingly, the present dissertation will present
Khalifeh as a model for subverting these patriarchal images that confine women within
inferior positions.

Moreover, since Khalifeh is highly influenced by Western feminist critics who had a
great influence on her writings including, Woolf, de Beauvoir’s, and Cixous, the dissertation
claims that the themes provided by the 1% and 2" feminist waves could be referred to while
analysing the novels. Such frameworks are capable of feeding the dissertation with fruitful
insights since it is important to draw on the works that place much emphasis on the socio-
political context in which women manoeuvre. Such a context highly affects the quest of
establishing the female identify since the dissertation studies the representations of women
and such representations are highly affected by the socio-political factors prevailing within
the society. Such contextualization could feed the discussion regarding the Middle Eastern

woman representation; in particular, the Palestinian woman as the next chapters will reveal.
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Chapter Two
Voicing the Female Experience: A Feminist Reading of Khalifeh’s

Novels’

2.1. Patriarchy as an Inherited Ideology: The Patriarchal Figures in Khalifeh’s Novels
Sahar Khalifeh’s literary production could be described as an inclusive medium where both
male and female characters are present in the plot. In other words, Khalifeh’s novels provide a
scope not only to discuss feminist issues but masculine issues also come to occupy an
important scope in her feminist approach. A detailed analysis of Khalifeh’s work reveals that
the patriarchal representations usually created between the male as ‘the real subject’ and the
female as ‘the imagined object’ are questioned. Khalifeh’s work tries to dismantle this
opposition between the male and the female. In other words, Khalifeh’s work aims to subvert
this scene where men are often portrayed as assertive dominant protagonists, while women
persistently find themselves relegated to the status of constructed passive objects rather than
acknowledged as empowered active agents. Accordingly, this chapter starts with discussing
the masculine aspect in Khalifeh’s work since studies on Arab masculinity has been
marginalized. This echoes the Spanish scholar Bosch who states, “Gender studies about the
Middle East have traditionally focused on femininity, and only lately have studies about Arab
masculinity started to appear and still, this has been rare. Even rarer has been the reference to
fatherhood in these studies, which have focused more on religion, power and sexuality.”
(2008, p.101) Accordingly, this chapter discusses the representation of the masculine figures
in Khalifeh’s work including: the father, the husband and the brother/son respectively.

The chapter then moves to discuss the female representation in Khalifeh’s work
including female figures within the Palestinian society such as the mother, the daughter, the
educated figure, etc. in an attempt to de-veil the Palestinian woman status. Such analysis is
important to understand how patriarchy works within the Palestinian society. Thus, the
present chapter aims to highlight the cultural patterns that exist within the Palestinian family
which, in turn, lead to women’s oppression and suffrage. The structure of the family is a very
crucial element within the Palestinian social fabric and analysing the relationships within this
institution would reveal how patriarchy is inherited between men within this familial context.

Such analysis is important since the Palestinian family serves as the nucleus of the Palestinian

7 The researcher will provide English translations for the excerpts to be analysed from Khalifeh’s novels. The
original texts from Khalifeh’s novels written in Arabic will be included in the Appendixes.
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society and the diagnosis of this institution’s health, that is of patriarchal nature, is important
if to help lifting the oppression imposed on women within the Palestinian context. Thus,
analysing how Khalifeh’s work represents the patriarchal figures as elements that control the
Palestinian family from a feminist perspective and the reaction of Palestinian women to this

oppression becomes a must.

2.1.1. The Father

The father occupies the centre within the Middle Eastern family. That is, he comes to occupy
the top of the pyramid within that social structure. In addition, within the Arab society, the
father is associated with reason and wisdom. Such traits give him the privilege to exercise his
power over his family subjects. The professor of anthropology and the director of the Middle
East and Islamic Studies program at the University of Louisville Julie Peteet highlights the
characteristics of fatherhood from a Middle Eastern perspective stating, “the figure of the
father is central in Arab culture as a means to preserve the honor of the family ..., becoming a
man means acquiring reason, Aql, which is the faculty of understanding, and is characterized
by rationality, judiciousness, prudence and wisdom. A father, then, must be wise, prudent, and
understanding, according to Arab ideals.” (1994, p.34) From a Middle Eastern masculine
perspective, such characteristics give the male the privilege to control his family and make the
father appear as a superior figure who expects from his family members including: the wife,
the daughter and the son, to obey and carry out his orders without objection. Based on this
representation of the father figure in the Middle East, this section claims that Khalifeh’s work
portrayal of the father is of two paradoxical layers. The father appears as a patriarch on the
one hand, and as a defeated colonized subject on the other hand.

In other words, Khalifeh’s novels mostly portray the father as a patriarch, a dominant
figure, which is a stereotypical representation; however, there are few cases where Khalifeh’s
work associates the father with subordinate images including the Palestinian man who is
forced to sacrifice his life and become a martyr for his land’s sake. Such a situation places the
Middle Eastern man in a paradoxical scene where he appears as a ‘subaltern patriarch’.
Accordingly, the upcoming discussion aims to provide examples from Khalifeh’s work for
both images that she wants to communicate as part of her feminist approach of revealing the
obstacles that imped the emancipation of the Palestinian woman. Thus, understanding the role
of the Palestinian father as a patriarch who victimizes and oppresses women on the one hand,
and as a defeated subject who comes to be victimized by the oppression of both his social

traditions and the Israeli occupation, on the other hand becomes important since the father is
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the first male figure in every female’s life and is capable of affecting her life greatly. This
echoes the Danish professor Linda Nielsen who states that, “the father influences his
daughter’s academic and vocational success in both direct and indirect ways. Indirectly, by
promoting her self-confidence, he enhances her chances for success. Directly, he mentors her,
conveying and modeling skills that promote her success at school and work.” (2012, p.77)

A close reading of the patriarchal representation of the father figure and his authority
in Khalifeh’s work reveals that such representation is clear in The Door of the Courtyard
(1999) where the text describes the way the children greet their father when he comes back
home at the end of the day, “When the father comes, they line up on the stairs like the soldiers
do, the eldest, then the youngest, and Hussam, of course, is at the bottom of the line. The elder
daughter says with awe: Good evening, Father” (p.51). This scene reveals the patriarchal
structure within the Palestinian family. What is interesting in this scene is that the female
daughter is always expected to come first of the line when there is obedience to be submitted
while the male son occupies the last position in this aspect. The father expects from his
daughter to be the initiator to show respect and submission. By doing this, the daughter learns
that she should behave as a sacrificing figure while the father places himself in the position of
receiving. Such upbringing helps the father to enforce the idea of the ‘self” while the daughter
perceives herself as ‘the other, the inferior and the obsolute’ if to use de Beauvoir’s The
Second Sex (1961). It is important to mention that this representation of the father as a
patriarch is a recurrent image in the Western discourse on patriarchy as well. This is clear in
Gilbert and Gubar’s book The Madwoman in the Attic (2000) where the authors elaborate on
‘the metaphor of literary paternity’ using the figure of the father, “But of course the
patriarchal notion that the writer ‘fathers’ his text just as God fathered the world is and has
been all-pervasive in Western literary civilization.” (p.4) Gilbert and Gubar add, “For if the
author/father is owner of his text and of his reader’s attention, he is also, of course,
owner/possessor of the subjects of his text, that is to say of those figures, scenes, and events
.7 (p.7). Gilbert and Gubar conclude, “In patriarchal Western culture, therefore, the text’s
author is a father, a progenitor, a procreator, an aesthetic patriarch whose pen is an instrument
of generative power like his penis.” (p.6) In this sense, the Palestinian man ‘fathers’ his
women family members. This shows that the father’s image as a patriarch who has the final
say is similar between the Middle Eastern and the Western discourse, a figure that has the
final say when it comes to his family members in real life and their literary representation as
objects for him in the fictional world. Kabbani inserts, “All women were inferior to men;

Eastern women were doubly inferior, being women and Easterners.” (1986, p.51)
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Such practices could affect the female’s personality since she does not enjoy the
pleasure of having her own self-value compared with the patriarchal figure. The Door of the
Courtyard (1999) criticizes this way of patriarchal upbringing which prevents the female from
becoming a separate independent individual. This also recalls Freud’s of the Oedipus complex
(1900) and the psychosexual development of the individual where this development shows
that the daughter starts to be attached to her father during her early development as the first
male in her life since the father could provide her with love and emotions as a compensation
for her lack of the penis. The father distinguishes himself with his superiority over the female
who is placed in a subordinate position since her early development as an individual. Freud’s
theory places the male figure as the centre and the female as ‘the other’, weak and lacking.
This idea of placing the man at ‘the self” position is patriarchal and should be subverted and
changed within the Palestinian family since it is the first encounter of the individual where
s/he comes to witness the way the father and the mother behave for the family is the place
where the psychosexual development of the individual unfolds. The current structure within
the Palestinian family is still centred on the father who serves as a controlling figure that
prevents his daughters from recognizing their own value and does not support them
emotionally. Such unhealthy relationship would affect the development of the female since
Nawar Al-Hassan Golley, a professor in English and gender and women’s studies at the
American University of Sharjah states, “It is the dilemma that women face when wanting to
rebel against the very source of their oppression, only to find out that the first people they are
estranged from are family members, those supposedly closet to them.” (2003, p.121) The
Door of the Courtyard (1999) emphasizes the importance of reconstructing the structure
within the Palestinian family, or what Khalifeh describes in her article “My Life, Myself, and
the World” as a “rotten tree” (2002).

Khalifeh’s novels discuss the contradictory behaviour of the father in some
circumstances with his sons. In The Image, The Icon and The Covenant (2006), the male
protagonist lbrahim has a sexual relationship with a Christian woman named Mariam;
however, the son realizes that he does not have enough money to pay for the hostel where he
slept with her. Ibrahim decides to ask for money from his father and his father accepts to give
him the needed amount to solve this issue. Such incident when taking place within a Middle
Eastern context, that is traditional, conservative and religious, one expects that the father will
be furious and angry with his son for having such a relationship outside marriage. In other
words, within the Middle Eastern society, much emphasis is placed on women’s virginity and

honor. However, the father’s reaction comes against the cultural expectations, or what
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Butler’s (1990) terms ‘repetitive acts’, since he is happy that his son does this and he praises
him, “He (the father) stared for a moment then laughed loudly ... How is everything? All is
good? You are smart! I though you are only good at reading books! Take this sir, show me
your smartness. Tomorrow we will marry you and open the largest project for you there.”
(p.65) The father adds, “I was intending to take you with me to the noon prayer! Take a
shower then follow me there (to the mosque)!” (ibid)

This scene demonstrates the double standards that the Middle Eastern father adopts,
while he functions as a guardian/represser for his daughters’ virginity and reputation, he does
not mind if his son has a sexual affair with a woman whom he has no legitimate relationship
with. Within this cultural context, Freud notes, “In the male, the libido normally becomes
masculine and manifests itself as an interest in the female sexual object; in the female, on the
other hand, the same libido has as its result an inhibition of activity, a passivity of the sexual
life ...” (1953, p.214). The father is open-minded and proud as long as his family’s honor is
preserved. This contradictory perspective of the father’s figure is manifested in the text with
the word ‘noon prayer’. The father is going to the mosque, the house of God, which
represents the Islamic teachings and laws that stress on the virginity of both man and woman
alike. The father is contradicting himself by still going to the mosque while violating its
regulations. In addition, the novel shows the superior position that the father still occupies
within the family since the son resorts to his father to borrow the money to solve the hostel
payment issue. Having money could be a factor that enables the father to exercise his
authority over his family members.

Khalifeh’s work continues to discuss the frequently practiced behaviour of double
standards by the Palestinian father; in particular, The Inheritance (1997). The novel presents
the father as an immigrant who comes to settle down in the United States, that is a place
outside the Middle East. The novel presents Zayna’s father, named Hamdan, as a Middle
Eastern figure who succeeds in establishing his own business abroad by using his Middle
Eastern identity as a means of making an income. The novel presents the father’s skills in
selling his goods through convincing people that his goods are from the Holy Land using their
language. The novel inserts a scene where Hamdan is ironic in his self-representation, an
Arab man who is still attached to his cultural roots and assumes that people know every single
detail about his Arab cultural context and values. Hamdan is promoting for his goods using
some stereotypes, such as the camel that is connected with the Arab region, as a means of

attracting the customers:
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He had trouble speaking English but managed to communicate in a
typical Middle Eastern glib manner. He would display his wares-shiny
clothes, pins, and threads-and say to the American housewife, Look, lady,
how beautiful it is! This caftan is hand embroidered in Arabia, far away,
do you know Arabia? The land of sand and camels, dates and incense,
gum and the Quran. Do you know Mecca? (p.12)

Despite the fact that the father gets an American wife and has a daughter, he still
appears as a victim for his Middle Eastern social traditions since he wants his daughters to
adapt the Arab traditions in their behaviour and that is why he decides to go back to Palestine.
The father wonders, “What are we waiting for, friends? Haven’t we had enough of America
and its trash? We all have boys and girls; do you want your daughters to be loose like
American girls? Do you want to protect your girls, keep them pure, and bring them up strictly
and marry them well?” (p.16), from the father’s perspective, the American culture does not
suit his way of living; Hamdan addresses his friends with some feminist questions, but he
never gets an answer. He is discussing a female issue while still excluding his females from
the freedom to decide for themselves. Hamdan uses the words ‘protect’ and ‘keep’ while
claiming that he is attempting to protect his women. In this sense, Hamdan comes to play the
role of the white man whose Spivak criticizes for marginalizing the third world woman by
claiming that he is elevating her up and uplifting her from her subaltern position within her
social context, at least apparently. Hamdan adopts some aspects from the American culture to
serve his own needs and interests, such as drinking alcohol.

Hamdan is contradicting himself; on the one hand, he wants to preserve his honor and
his daughter’s virginity according to the Arab norms, and on the other hand, he is violating
these norms when it comes to himself by drinking alcohol, which is a forbidden practice in
the Arab world. The father drinks ‘araq’ in front of his daughter Zayna while having a
conversation with her about the meaning of life. Zayna inserts that life is, “A path to the
afterlife, to the Prophet and his Companions, and the believers, both men and women and the
pure men and women,” (p.20) the father replies, “Great, my daughter, great. May God protect
you in this world, smooth your way and cover it with good intentions and good deeds. Come
sit beside me and eat this. Be careful with the mezze and don’t spill the araq. What’s wrong
with you my daughter? What’s wrong?” (ibid) By the end of his life, Hamdan goes back to
Palestine and dies there. This contradictory behaviour could be summarized as, “[bJetween
the Islamic pious masculinity and the modern liberal model, men practice a masculinity which
defines itself as first and foremost Arab ... Arab masculinity is thus said to be an especially

hybrid and contradictory type of masculinity.” (Monterescu, 2006, p.142) Through this

46



contradictory behaviour of the father figure, Khalifeh’s work highlights the problematic
image of the father within the Palestinian society that should be taken into consideration when
looking for solutions to the woman question within the Palestinian society.

Khalifeh’s novels reflect on the Palestinian man’s status as a victim living under the
occupation. The Inheritance (1997) provides an example about the father figure who refuses
to sell his land in return for money. The novel shows Hamdan’s brother priceless love for his
land. Hamdan’s brother refuses to sell his land as his sons ask him to do, since they need
money to establish their own factory for waste-water recycling. The father replies, “As long
as | live on this Earth, it is forbidden to sell this farm. I inherited it from my grandfather and
since then it belongs to Hamdan’s family. If you dare to sell it, I will be angry and my soul
will curse you even from my grave.” (p.121) Although, this scene shows the authority and
power of the father figure as the one who has the final say within the family, his image as a
colonized subject which dictates on him to protect his land until his last breath is obvious. The
scene reveals the importance the Palestinian patriarchal context devotes to the land as a
symbol of male honor; the Palestinian proverb says ‘land is honor’ in the sense that a man
should defend his land from being confiscated by the occupation. The land is a masculine tool
and if one loses, he is no longer a man. This again recalls Gilbert and Gubar’s ‘metaphor of
literary paternity’ which entails that, “if a woman lacks generative literary power, then a man
who loses or abuses such power becomes like a eunuch-or like a woman.” (p.10) Within the
Palestinian context, if a man loses his pen/penis, which is metaphorically his land in this
scene, then he is no longer a man. Hamdan inserts, “This is non-sense. You are asking me to
sell my land after this age and all the sufferings we have come to witness for its sake?” (ibid)
For Hamdan’s brother, the land is not comparable with money according to his patriarchal
nationalist perspective. Hamdan’s brother associates his decision with the faculty of
understanding ‘Aql” which, in turn, is a male attribute; thus, if one does not judge his ‘Aql’
when it comes to his land, then he does not deserve to own it, meaning that he does not
deserve to be a man. This makes it clear that Khalifeh’s work representation of the father is of
double layers; one as a patriarch and the other as a colonized subject/victim who has to

sacrifice for the sake of his land and national cause.

2.1.2. The Husband
The husband in Khalifeh’s work occupies the same position of the father and, in some cases;
his authority exceeds the father’s supervision over the female. Khalifeh’s work represents the

husband as a second oppressing figure in the Palestinian woman’s life. In other words,
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Khalifeh’s novels represent the relationship between the husband and his wife as the
relationship between the prisoner and his guard. The husband exercises his physical and
mental power over his wife within the institution of marriage. This negative representation of
the husband in Khalifeh’s work could be traced in Of Nobel Origins (2009) where the text
describes the relationship between Widad and her husband whom she gets married with after
her mother convinces her of the importance of marriage for the woman. The novel represents
marriage as a cage that blocks the woman inside and prevents her from practicing her life as
an ordinary individual. Widad’s husband spends most of his time away from his wife and she
just stays inside waiting for his return. In most cases, he does not return and spends his night
outside. The wife is expected to accept this way of life and stay a quiet ‘angel’ in her
marriage’s cage. The novel describes Widad’s situation:

She wakes up in the morning. She looks at the sea and the ships sailing in
that blue. She hears the chats of the fishermen. She starts dreaming about
going down to the sea and flees to that blue space. She rides a ship with
the fishermen, immerses herself with their jobs, she casts the nets and
catches some fish, then she sells them and buy a ticket to flee to Beirut, to
Cyprus, or even to Hell to get rid of this prison. Marriage was like a
prison, and her husband in particular is the guard ... She feels like a bird
in a cage, and he is the hunter. (p.107)

This image of the imprisoned Widad recalls the themes discussed by 19" century non-
Eastern female writers since they tend to employ images of enclosure to reflect the patriarchal
oppression imposed on them in their writings including the image of the imprisoned princess
in fairy tales who is waiting passively for someone to rescuer her. Khalifeh’s novel
representation of Widad status suggests that Khalifeh’s feminist perspective could be
discussed in light of the 1% and 2" feminist waves. Such waves come to employ the same
images of enclosure when reflecting on the status of the Western woman. In this regard,

Gilbert and Gubar (2000) state:

Almost all nineteenth-century women were in some sense imprisoned in
men’s houses. Figuratively, such women were, as we have seen, locked
into male texts, texts from which they could escape only through
ingenuity and indirection. It is not surprising, then, that spatial imagery of
enclosure and escape, elaborated with what frequently becomes obsessive
intensity, characterizes much of their writing. (p.83)

What adds to this unhealthy relationship between the husband and his wife and
enforces his authority over the female is the way the society reacts to this oppression.
Sunflower (1980) describes Khadra’s relationship with her first husband where the latter used

to beat her every day, “the early days of my marriage when I used to eat my share of beating,
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| used to shout oh my father! When my father comes, he; instead of helping me, used to sit
and cry like women. He used to tell me ‘learn to be patient Khadra’, ‘learn to keep your life
secret.” Keeping the feeling of pain inside yourself is better than making your life scandalous
and exposed to other people.” (p.126) The scene shows how both the father and the husband
are in the same circle when it comes to oppressing women. The father does not accuse the
husband of doing something wrong to his daughter; instead, he is only concerned with what
people would say if his daughter’s suffrage is revealed to the public more than her safety. In
addition, the father does not indicate his intention of talking to the husband about his
behaviour towards his daughter, by doing this, the father declares the husband as an individual

who has the final say over his wife and no one has the right to intervene in her personal life.

The father does not release his daughter from this cage of marriage although his
daughter is suffering, this shows that the destiny of the woman is her husband’s kingdom and
she cannot leave this masculine space unless the husband agrees she does so. This recalls the
Palestinian proverb that highlights two reasons when the female leaves her domestic sphere;
firstly, she leaves her parents’ house to move in with her husband, and secondly, when she
dies and is being carried to her grave. Otherwise, the Palestinian woman is destined to spend
the rest of her life within the threshold of the house. Within the Palestinian context, the more
the time the woman spends in her domestic sphere, the more she becomes honourable since
she does not have to interact with other males. In this regard, Bilal Hamamra inserts, “One
might hear a Palestinian villager boast that his wife’s ‘youth was spent in entire seclusion’. To
my grandfather, the domestic sphere of the house and his wife, signified his honour and
reputation.” (2019, p.4) Hamamra explains this view adding, “In Palestinian rural areas,
doorways and windows are erotically charged sites. Even the appearance of women at
windows, blurring the lines between the domestic and public spheres can be taken to signify
sexual immorality.” (ibid) If the woman crosses that threshold, she will become a target for

social criticism.

Khalifeh’s work discusses the way the society perceives the husband’s role in the
woman’s life. In other words, the husband is believed to stand as a protector for the wife from
other men within the society. Sunflower (1980) discusses this traditional role of the husband
when Shehada addresses the widow Sa’diya who loses her husband and is forced to work to
gain a living for her kids. Shehada comments, “You need a man to protect you.” (p.107)
Shehada wants to seize the chance to promote himself to Sa’diya and convince her to accept

his marriage proposal. Shehada believes that if a woman has a husband, then no other man
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would dare to annoy her. Khalifeh’s work reflects on this stereotypical image that the husband
is the protector of his wife and his authority over her sometimes equals that authority of the
father’s or even surpasses it. The husband is among the male figures that could influence the
life of the female and her destiny in different aspects like, for example, getting a job,
travelling, etc. Sunflower (1980) reflects on this obstacle for women by inserting an example
about what happens if a woman needs to get a job outside Palestine, “Men migrate and
women stay in their homelands. According to this social fabric, the man is much more
liberated and able to move from one place to another easily.” (p.272) Sunflower (1980) adds,
“Most oil countries refuse to hire the female unless she is accompanied with a guardian,
regardless whether this guardian is a teenager, a disabled, or a fool, he is still a
guardian.”’(p.272) A man should exist in the woman’s life if she is to survive within an

Middle Eastern Palestinian society.

Khalifeh’s work elaborates on the duties that the husband expects his wife to perform
to make him feel comfortable within his kingdom. Gilbert and Gubar insert, “It is debilitating
to be any woman in a society where women are warned that if they do not behave like angels
they must be monsters.” (2000, p.53) Within the Palestinian context, the husband expects his
wife to be a servant for him and take care of his children. If the wife fails to fulfill these
duties, she will be punished. In The Image, The Icon and The Covenant (2006), when Tawfiq,
Sukainna’s son, had an accident, Sukainna had to suffer the consequences from her husband.
Although Sukainna does not permit her son to drive the bus, he takes it secretly and while
driving, he has an accident that could end his life. When Sukainna’s husband learns about
this, he beats her all night. The novel inserts some words from the narrator Ibrahim as a
witness, “I escaped from the atmosphere and my mind. | went outside to breathe and | heard
the shouting of a woman. It was at night and the woman was shouting: for “God’s sake!” | felt
shocked by that sound since it was accompanied by slapping and wailing. Beside this, a dog
was barking like an owl.” (p.138) It is clear that this scene describes Sukainna’s physical

punishment from her husband for falling to perform her ‘constructed’ maternal roles.

The novel inserts that this is the normal result if a woman fails to fulfil her domestic
duties since a number of people witness this scene, yet they do not react or try to help
Sukainna. One man laughed and said sarcastically, “For sure it is Sukainna’s being beaten
now, but I hope he will not divorce her.” (ibid) Another man replied, “How do we know if
Sukainna was in the kitchen or she was at the neighbour’s house?” (p.139) One more man

added, “She was chatting at the neighbour’s house and she let the boy drive the bus. This is a
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habit/norm for women. They commit the mistake and we have to fix it.” (ibid) This incident
shows the authority that the husband enjoys within the Palestinian society. In other words,
when the men hear the shouting of the woman at mid-night, no one could dare to go and help
the woman who is being beaten like an animal; they do not even dare to condemn the husband
for his violent reaction towards his wife. What is worse is that, men start to look for
explanations that condemn the wife for not fulfilling her duties in the right way and they do
not blame the husband for his reaction at all. In this regard, Simone de Beauvoir’s has
commented that the human male’s ‘transcendence’ of nature is characterized by his ability to
hunt and kill, just as the human femal’'s identification with nature, ... Thus, authority or
superiority, “has been accorded in humanity not to the sex that brings forth but to that which
kills.” (1961, p.58) In such a social fabric, the husband could end the life of his wife and no
one would accuse him of being guilty.

Khalifeh’s work continues to elaborate on this figure of the husband and his ignorance
of his wife’s personal needs. The husband expects his wife to obey him and carry out his
orders silently. This is clear in The Door of the Courtyard (1999) which represents the
husband as a figure who does not fulfil the very basic needs of his wife. Um Azzam asks her
husband for a new pair of socks, but he gets angry with her request and starts investigating
and questioning her, “Where did your socks disappear?” and “What happened to your
socks?”(p.50) along with this investigation, Abu Azzam would spend the whole night
ignoring his wife and abandoning her in bed. This situation would last for several days or
even months before he decides to buy his wife the pair of socks she asks for. The patriarchal
practice in Um Azzam’s situation is that the husband prevents her from going to buy her stuff
alone from the city and he swears that he would divorce her if she goes to buy her stuff
without his permission, “He swears to divorce her if she reaches the downtown or walks in

the streets of the old city.” (p.49)

The novel portrays Abu Azzam as a miser husband who does not like to spend money
on his family members, even though his villa indicates that he is a rich person. The novel
continues to describe the husband’s failure to buy the fruits and vegetables for his wife: “But
when he buys food for the house, he chooses the vegetables of the least quality in the market.
The cucumber looks fat like potato, the eggplant is too ripe, the zucchini contains a lot of
seeds like a pumpkin ...” (ibid) If Um Azzam wants to ask for something from him, she
should wait for the appropriate moment to make her request, she should wait until her

husband is in a good mode again, then she should address him as if she is performing a
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prayer, “Abu Azzam, May God bless you! A pair of socks!” (p.50) After doing all these
rituals, her request may be rejected. This shows the social fabric within the Palestinian society
and the authority it attaches to the husband even when only a pair of socks is needed.

Khalifeh’s novels elaborate on the way the family insists that the woman should get
married to serve her husband even as a second wife. The Image, the Icon and The Covenant
(2006) represents Sarah as a woman who accepts to be a second wife, even though she has not
got married before. Sarah’s father manages to marry his daughter to a man who comes to
know him during one of his business journeys. The man asks Sarah’s father, “Do you have a
bride?” (p.32) The father replies, “A good woman, a little bit old around 35, but she is mature
enough and is good for you and your Kkids. She will take care of you since she got all good
traits, she is beautiful, her family is respectful and she is a good housewife, a tailor, and a
great cook.” (ibid) The man could not believe that he gets such a chance in his life; he asks,
“Will she accept to marry me? I have devilish kids!”(p.33) The father assures him that his
daughter will accept his proposal to become her husband, “She is the devil herself.” (ibid)
When Sarah tries to reject her father’s proposal, the father replies, “You are old now Sarah.

Do you have an alternative?”, “Sarah remains silent and whispers with three sons?” (ibid)

Sarah does not meet the husband in person; instead, her father shows her a photo of
the groom. This incident could explain why Khalifeh’s novel includes the word ‘image’ in the
title; an image of the woman that is framed according to the patriarchal institution. In this
sense, the image of the female becomes a male construct. Sarah finally agrees to marry that
man and live in the Gulf States. This incident shows that the society insists that the woman
should have a husband at a young age and if she does not have that chance in her life then she
has to accept any man who propose to her whether she likes his profile/image or not. The
existence of the husband in the woman’s life is not a voluntary practice that the female
chooses to do; instead, it is something imposed on her as she without this patriarchal figure by
her side, her life will be lacking and it will not be complete as long as the husband is absent.
In Khalifeh’s work, both the father and the husband cooperate to play an important part in
oppressing the woman. Thus, it is time to reflect on the third masculine element within the
Palestinian family that is the brother to examine whether this figure stands on the same side of
the father and the husband or he has a new perspective towards the woman question. The

representation of the brother will be the focus of the next subsection.

52



2.1.3. The Brother/Son

The brother could be viewed as the second generation within the Palestinian family who is
influenced by the first generation that is represented by the father figure. In Khalifeh’s work,
the brother is represented as an object for the patriarchal power of the father. The father
exercises his authority over the son and, in some cases; the father interferes in taking
decisions on his behalf. The Door of The Courtyard (1999) represents this aspect when the
father Abu Azzam insists that his son Hussam be enrolled at an engineering or medical
faculty. The father even goes further in convincing his son to pursuit his studies abroad,
however, his son chooses to study Philosophy and History at a local Palestinian university.
The son’s decision could be a sign where Khalifeh’s work tries to reflect on the conflict that
exist between the father and his son as part of their psychosexual development as males.
Khalifeh’s novels try to demonstrate two things: First, the way the son starts to challenge his
father’s patriarchal pattern and authority through refusing his orders. Second, the way the son
comes to adapt the same patriarchal role as his father. The Door of the Courtyard (1999)
reflects on the scene:

His father told him to study engineering or medicine, but Hussam chose
to study Philosophy and History. He told him study abroad since a
certificate from abroad would be highly prestigious. However, Hussam
studied at An-Najah University. After he got prisoned for the first time,
his father suggested that he go to the United States or Britain. He
promised him to sell a plot of land and transfer its money to him abroad if
he agrees. However, Hussam answered: give the money to my uncles who
have the right to take it or give it to your sister as a compensation for her
stolen share of the inheritance. (p.48)

Hussam, the son refuses all the means the father tries to come up with to impose his
opinion and affect his choice. The situation ends where the son resists his father’s proposals.
Such encounters between the father and the son show that the brother starts adapting his
father’s patriarchal pattern. By insisting on his opinion, Khalifeh’s work demonstrates how
the son comes to be trapped within the inherited patriarchal system again. Thus, the image of
the brother as a victim is reshaped again since he appears as a figure that is influenced by the
patriarchal behaviour of his father. He becomes a copy of the father who exercises his
authority over the weaker side within the family that is the woman. The brother falls in the
same trap of duality of standards that the father figure experiences during the practice of his
patriarchal role. This recalls Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams (1953) again where the
development of the son is shaped in relation to his father, “In the Oedipus complex, the son

harbors hostile feelings toward his father, often manifesting as fantasies or dreams of
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aggression or competition with him.” (p. 523) The ‘Oedipus complex’ entails that the son
starts to challenge his father to take over the mother. The son develops a feeling of envy and
jealousy toward his father. Later on, the son accepts his father’s superiority over the mother;
in this sense, the father becomes a role model not a rival. This complex is resolved only when
the son starts to identify himself with his father; thus, the son comes to internalize his father’s
attitudes, values and patriarchal behaviour. In addition, he decides to project his feelings to
other women. That is, he starts looking for an alternative in other women. The son’s attitude
to his father is not merely a rebellion; it is an affirmation of his own identity. During this
struggle, the son often comes to recognize the value and wisdom of his father’s guidance,
ultimately taking his father’s side. In this case, the patriarchal system keeps shifting from one
generation to another.

The Door of The Courtyard (1999) inserts an incident where the eldest brother uses to
exercise his physical violence over his sister; justifying his behaviour that his sister is ill-
mannered and she needs someone to monitor her behaviour. This scene is clear when Samar,
the anthropologist, asks Nuzha about her childhood. Samar addresses Nuzha, “Did you have a
good or bad childhood?” Nuzha answers, “If I told you it was a good one, then, | would be a
liar. And if I told you it was depressing, | would be a liar again. But, my eldest brother always
used to beat me,” Samar asks, “Your brother who is in America now?” Nuzha replies, “Yes.
He is indeed!” Samar goes further and asks, “Why did he used to beat you,” Nuzha mentions,
“He used to say that I am a rude and ill-mannered girl.” Samar wonders, “Why did he used to
say s0,” Nuzha asserts, “He is jealous. I was beautiful like the moon and I used to attract all
men who see me.” (p.94) This scene describes the representation of the brother as a
patriarchal figure who projects his power over his sister and treats her as his property in the
same way, “a writer ‘fathers’ his text, his literary creations ... are his possession, his property.
Having defined them in language and thus generated them, he owns them, controls them, and
encloses them on the printed page.” (Gilbert & Gubar, 2000, p.12) Khalifeh’s work tries to
subvert this situation in an attempt to free the Palestinian woman from the man page/control.

The brother appears as a copy of the father. Although he used to enjoy his childhood,
Nuzha’s brother does not allow his sister to do the same. Nuzha inserts a story from her
childhood where she used to steal a very attractive dress from her mother’s stuff who used to
be a tailor; Nuzha then puts on the dress, plays the music loudly and starts dancing. When her
brother goes back home and witnesses this scene, he starts beating her and calling her several
bad names. This dancing act could be a feminine tool that Nuzha adopts to free herself from

this oppressive system of patriarchy. Nuzha does not utter a word, she remains silent,
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however; she employs her dancing as a language that could be more telling than words.
Nuzha’s dancing could be read as a semiotic language as opposed to the symbolic language
usually associated with masculinity. In this regard, Elia maintains that “the venue left for
these women is the preverbal-physical expression, movements, sounds, trances and dances-
functioning outside the reach of any symbolic discourse and which can thereby communicate
the inducible.” (2001, p. 22) In this sense, dancing becomes a language that all women,
including Nuzha, can use to challenge men’s attempts to silence them. The Algerian novelist
Assia Djebar defines dancing as, “The fourth language for all females . . . remains that of the
body: the body which male . . . eyes require to be deaf and blind . . . the body which in trances
dances or vociferates in fits hope or rebels” (1985, p. 180). What is problematic in Nuzha’s
story is that when her brother used to enjoy his childhood, no one would ruin his days. Nuzha
comments, “He made our life tasteless and he used to behave as the Sheikh® of the sheikhs ...,
he used to work in Israel and bring some girls with him. They used to sit in our garden and
drink the whole night. He used to enjoy his life to the lees and monitor our life at the same
time.” (p.95) However, when it comes to his sister, then he has the right to ruin her day upside
down. Through this comparative scene between the man and woman status, the novel reveals
that the brother is trapped within the patriarchal behaviour that is of dual standards. Such a
patriarchal pattern constitutes an inherited practice within the Palestinian family and is being
practiced systematically from the top of the pyramid occupied by the father, the husband, and
the brother unto the bottom of the pyramid that is represented by the Palestinian woman.
Khalifeh’s work continues to emphasize this duality of standards in the representation
of the male figure; in particular, the brother figure. The Door of the Courtyard (1999) inserts
another example on the violent behaviour of the brother towards his sister, where Samar is
late to go back to her family home due to a curfew in Nablus city. Her brother becomes angry
with her absent since she has to stay at her friend’s house, Nuzha’s house. Samar is absent for
nine days from home and when she gets back home, her brother beats her violently because
according to his patriarchal concept, the woman is not allowed to be absent from her home for
that long duration regardless of the reasons for that absence. If the woman crosses the
threshold of domesticity, she will become a prey for social criticism. Accordingly, Samar’s

brother, “starts beating her unconsciously, he beats her on her face, on her head and on her

8 Sheikh is the Arabic word for a clergyman.

I would like to draw attention to the translation issue in the provided examples. Some words when translated into
English lose their connotative meanings. For example the phrase “sheikh of the sheikhs” which means a religious
man sometimes is used in Arabic to criticize someone/blame him so people say “he is acting like a sheikh”. In
this context, sheikh refers to the opposite meaning of a religious person, meaning he is corrupted; he is totally
the opposite of what he shows. This is a negative trait within the Arabic context.

55



back.”(p.136) What Khalifeh’s novel tires to demonstrate is that the oldest brother occupies a
powerful position within the family when the father is absent. While Samar’s brother is
beating her, her youngest brother is watching the scene motionlessly without making any kind
of reaction to this painful beating of his sister, even though Samar is supportive to her
youngest brother:

She has a feeling of disgust, from him, her mother and her youngest
brother who stood there without trying to give a hand or even utter a
word. He forgot all the secrets and chats between them. She used to give
him the books to read. She used to tailor the clothes for him to wear. She
used to help him translating some texts. Her youngest brother was an
audience in the show and her eldest brother was fighting with his muscles.
(ibid)

The presence and power of the eldest brother could silence those who are weaker than
him including the mother and youngest brothers. This shows the unstable relationship
between the brother and his sister, where she all the time stands as the provider, the giver and
the sacrificer, while he only expects and awaits for obedience from her side.

This patriarchal behaviour of the brother extends to his relationships with women who
are not his relatives. The Inheritance (1997) represents Mazen as a male figure who has a
relationship with a woman named Violet, “You know that Mazen is dizzy with her, dizzy with
them. He goes there to drink, eat and enjoy to the lees.” (p.69) Mazen has a sexual
relationship with Violet since The Inheritance (1997) describes his character as, “Mazen loves
all women. This is part of his nature. He cannot give up his freedom even for you. He loves
every beautiful and smart woman and he expects her to love him. He keeps courting with her
until she falls in love with him. When she does so, he starts running from her and avoiding her
....7(p.134) Mazen’s behaviour is contradictory since he does not accept that women in his
family have relationships with other men, at the same time, he believes that he has the right to
do whatever he wants with other women as long as they do not belong to his family circle. He
is a liberal brother in this case. However, when he realizes that his sister Nahleh has a
relationship with an old man, he wants to end her life since when it comes to his sister’s
honor, he has to be conservative again.

Khalifeh’s work demonstrates some cases where the brother may go too extreme in
maintaining his patriarchal power. In The Door of the Courtyard (1999), when Ahmed
discovers that his mother Sukaina is collaborating with the Israeli officers, he has to end her
life to preserve his reputation. This behaviour places the brother figure in a problematic

position. On the one hand, he has to punish his mother for collaborating with the colonizers.
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On the other hand, he has to end the life of the first female he comes to have affection towards
her, his mother. Khalifeh’s work does not blame the mother for her deed since the novel does
not insert clear evidence about Sukaina’s misbehaviour. It employs only gossip between
females as a means to place the reader in the scene. The reader comes to know about the
mother only through conversations held secretly behind her daughter, Nuzha’s ears. One
woman wonders, “Who discovered her issue and caused her death?”(p.27) Another woman
questions, “Is it possible that a rose brings forth a thorn?”(p.29) Through this representation,
the novel tries to look for justifications for the mother’s behaviour. The choice of Nuzha’s
name here is functional since it means honourable in Arabic, which Nuzha’s upbringing
contradicts with. This could be a tool in Khalifeh’s feminist technique that reveals the
contradictions within the Palestinian society through Nuzha since she, “tells a story that is not
usually told by the dominant nationalist narrative: a story of a divided, cruel, hypocritical,
patriarchal society that exploits poor women like her then scapegoats them’.”(Amireh, 2003,
p.761)

The mother may resort to this non-repetitive act of collaboration since life under
occupation in her time is unbearable. There is a room where the mother is trying to bring up
her children without the need to ask for help from others. While doing this, she is trapped in
this collaboration issue as an uneducated poor woman who could be easily trapped. In other
terms, the Israeli soldiers sometimes trap women in sexual issues and spoil their reputation
then use it as a threat to put pressure on women to achieve political agenda, In this sense,
Khalifeh’s novel indicates that Sukaina is a victim of both occupation and social criticism.
Thus, she could be described as a social martyr. However, Ahmed appears as a masculine
figure who accepts the death of his mother with no tears. The mother might try to protect his
life and guarantee that her son and his sister Nuzha live happily. Ahmed does not appreciate
this sacrifice that his mother has done for his sake. When his mother is being executed, he is a
witness to the scene. Sukaina is being executed and hanged in the courtyard in public with a
knife in her chest. Ahmed’s mother is being exposed to the public; thus, in an attempt to
preserve his manhood, he joins the guerrilla fighters to wash the shame caused by his mother
to the family’s reputation. He chooses to hold the gun opposite to the knife that ended his
mother’s life. It is important to mention that the concept of martyrdom is a key term within
the Palestinian context, “Martyrdom has sacred and secular meanings. While the sacred is
associated with religious discourse and afterlife, the secular sense of martyrdom is linked to
heroism and defending one’s homeland” (Hamamra, 2018, p.224). Within the Palestinian

context, martyrdom is considered, “the ultimate honour and pride” the individual can achieve
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(Hamamra, 2018, p.229). Nuzah continues to take care of her brother Ahmed until the
moment he becomes a martyr. When Nuzha decides to join the struggle to destroy the door of
the courtyard that the colonizers imposed on the citizens of her neighbourhood, she inserts,
“It’s for Ahmed’s sake not for the ogress,” (p.222) referring to the Palestinian land which eats
and never gets enough, in the sense that it keeps swallowing martyrs. This indicates the
double burden placed on the Palestinian man as well since Ahmed becomes a martyr for both
the social system and occupation.

Khalifeh’s work tries to reflect on the possibility of having an intimate relationship
between the brother as a patriarchal figure and his sister. In some circumstances, Khalifeh’s
novels show that there could be a close relationship between both sides as long as this
relationship benefits the brother. The Inheritance (1997) inserts a situation where the brother
addresses his sister using a flowery language instead of using a threating tone just to get his
request fulfilled by his sister. When Said wants to get some money from his sister Nahleh,
since he has to take care of his big family, he has to use a friendly language loaded with
emotions to please Nahleh and convince her of giving him some money. He used to start his
speech by addressing her with expressions such as, my lovely sister, my dear sister, etc.
Nahleh contemplates, “In the beginning, when they needed my assistance, they used to send
me massages and call me, oh my dearest sister, my soul-mate, my eyes, my queen, the most
beautiful Nahleh, I am in need and | need some money. It is fine my brother. Here is the
money.” (Pp.70-71)

This scene shows that the brother starts to behave nicely with his sister as long as she
accepts to help him and stands by his side. In this case, the sister stands as a provider;
however, the Palestinian woman is placed again in her subordinate position as soon as the
brother succeeds in fulfilling his purpose. Thus, the brother shifts Nahleh to her stereotypical
position of being a subject under his supervision when he discovers that she has a relationship
with an old man. Said totally rejects this relationship, he becomes furious and threatens to end
her life. He forgets the sacrifice that his sister makes for him and does not reciprocate the
supportive feeling his sister has given him. Thus, Said appears as a patriarchal brother. It is
clear that Khalifeh’s novels emphasise the layers of oppression imposed on the woman. In
other words, if the female decides to escape the oppression imposed on her from the father
and the husband to take a shelter by the brother’s side, this will not work since the brother is
also engaged in this system of patriarchy that is shifted and inherited from one layer to
another and from one kin to another. The victim in all these chains of communication remains

one unchangeable subject, the woman.
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Khalifeh’s novels representation of the practices of the patriarchal system as an
inherited practice within the Palestinian family is clear in her portrayal of the male figures in
her novels; in particular, the father, the husband and the brother. Khalifeh’s novels represent
the male figures as flat characters who stick to the patriarchal pattern in their behaviour; their
characters do not pertain to any development or change in relation to their patriarchal
treatment of women. In this regard, Abu-Manneh inserts, “The Palestinian novelist Yehya
Yakhluf complained about Khalifeh’s ‘negative symbol’ for a fida’i and wondered why she
didn’t portray more ‘positive and revolutionary types’ from the history of armed resistance in
the West Bank.” (2016, p.126) Khalifeh’s novels try to elaborate on the superiority of the
male figure over the female as he functions at the centre of the family where every move
needs to be decided in relation to his authority.

The scenes mentioned in the discussion show that Khalifeh’s portrayal of the male
figure could be described as a realistic one. This is clear in the language used by the male
characters which, in turn, demonstrates the way those masculine figures interfere and impede
the quest of the Palestinian woman towards recognizing herself as a worthy subject. The
examples inserted about the male figures along with their female counterparts show that the
males tend to use colloquial language to communicate their ideas; however, this language is
of a threatening mode and it tends to emphasis the cause-effect relationship regarding the
female behaviour such as, when Said discovers his sister’s relationship with an old man, he
threatens to kill her. This way of addressing the woman could affect her since she will be
worried about the consequences that she will face, which in some extreme cases, may end her
life.

The patriarchal figures also tend to use bad names to threaten the female such as, you
are a whore, and you are rude. This is clear when Nuzha’s brother catches her dancing while
playing music loudly, he calls her a whore. Khalifeh’s characters tend to speak the everyday
language with all its polite and rude words. The novels include dirty words such as, ‘whore’
and ‘bitch’. In this regards, Khalifeh states, “I am one of the first, even among the men
writers, to use a lot of words which are supposed to be dirty like ‘shit’ and ‘bitch’.” (An
interview, 1980) Such a way of addressing the female shows the patriarchal authority over the
female, that is not only mental, physical but also emotional which may affect the development
of the female as an individual. Such patriarchal language is employed when the male believes
that the female does not act according to the patriarchal/symbolic norms and cultural

expectations.
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It is important to mention that the male figures in Khalifeh’s novels are ordinary
individuals; they are neither political figures nor famous icons who enjoy a highly social
status within the Palestinian society. Thus, the male figures represent the daily practices that
the majority of Palestinian men adopt in their interactions with women; these interactions take
place within the family that is the first medium where both man and woman start to interact
with each other. The selection of the characters and the place of their interactions are
functional in Khalifeh’s feminist approach since Khalifeh believes that the reconstruction of
this social fabric within the Palestinian society should start from the bottom; the change
should be gradual from the small circle (the family) to the big one (the country). Khalifeh
believes that if Palestinians as colonized subjects need to get their emancipation, they should
start by liberating the individual first; one cannot talk about freedom as long as there is still
one imprisoned individual on this planet. Khalifeh’s diagnostic approach of liberating the
Palestinian land insists on liberating the individual within the family first. Khalifeh states:

| could see very clearly that the debacle of 1967 was the fruit of a rotten
tree that needed a cure— the internally defeated do not triumph. The cure
must start with our households and with those in power, with our social
values and ties, with the fabric of the family, with the rules and basics of
the upbringing of the individual at home, in school, and at university, and
then progress to the street. (An interview, 2002)

Accordingly, it is important to discuss the female’s representation in Khalifeh’s work
after the discussion of the male’s representation to get more in details with Khalifeh’s
feminist approach. The following section traces whether Khalifeh’s novels keep this
patriarchal representation for the male or she is trying to reconstruct it. The upcoming part
will be devoted to the discussion of the Palestinian female representation and her interactions

with the male figures within the Palestinian context.

2.2. Palestinian Women in the Narratives of Sahar Khalifeh

The war and the patriarchal pen contribute in blocking Palestinian women’s roles within only
one place, that is the home in both real life and literature since Palestinian literature is loaded
with images dyed with patriarchal control that aims at oppressing women and emphasizing
their domestic roles. Khalifeh takes on her responsibility the mission of rejecting all these
typical representations of women by devising an anti-colonial socialist feminist approach that
puts the individual at the centre of attention. Khalifeh refuses to adapt the same techniques
employed by early Palestinian male novelists such as, Ghassan Kanafani and Yehya Yakhluf.

Her novels are progressive since, “Male writers completely ignored women’s activities and
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their political and social agency; they were reduced to symbols and passivity. Khalifeh’s
writings express her disappointment with the symbolic representation of Palestinian women
as land-like trope and ignoring the real experience and voice of the women in Palestinian
resistance movement.” (Priyanka and Koudur, 2018, p.22)

Khalifeh’s work does not aim at recreating the binary opposition between man and
woman; instead, it paves the door for a conversation between both sides while seeking an
answer to the woman question. Khalifeh’s work aims to re-construct the patriarchal social
structures prevailing within the Palestinian society through re-defining women’s roles as
active participants in the structuring of the Palestinian society. Khalifeh’s female characters
are mostly round characters, which are always in move since Khalifeh chooses them from all
walks of life and makes them act and develop under the social traditions, morals, and
conventions that work to impede their quest for emancipation. Khalifeh puts her female
characters in leading roles since she is familiar with many roles played by her characters. Her
realism is derived from her experience of the roles she assigned to her characters which makes
her work reflexive and realistic at the same time. This section represents Khalifeh’s novels as
a successful model for highlighting the obstacles the Palestinian woman suffers from on the
one hand, and subverting the stereotypical images associated with her in literature on the
other hand.

Khalifeh’s work refutes the patriarchal images established about women by male
writers’ ink through adapting a socio realistic approach that comprises two main points. First,
the novels represent the main characters in everyday situations. That is, Khalifeh’s portrayal
of the characters is not romantic since the characters are not engaged in love relationships.
Khalifeh’s characters are not represented as objects of love; instead, they are represented in
everyday life situations where all Palestinian women could encounter in their lives. Khalifeh’s
female characters are represented as individuals who have their dreams, professions, flaws
and mistakes, etc. This makes the novels realistic and adds to the authentic value of her work
when it comes to addressing the woman question in Palestinian literature. Khalifeh’s work is
the first to start putting women at the centre of the narrative as an individual not a commodity
within Palestinian literature; thus, her approach de-centres the nation as a frame when reading
Palestinian novels, shifting them from resistance literature to radical/revolutionary feminist
themes. The novels demonstrate that Palestinian women are victims of double colonization. In
other words, the Palestinian woman remains defeated by her conventional social customs,
restricted traditions and the authority of the male figure practiced over her by her father,

husband, etc., on the one hand, and the colonization imposed on her as a third world subject
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on the other hand. Such patriarchal institutions are represented as obstacles that prevent the
Palestinian woman from getting her emancipation. The following sub-sections aim at
elaborating on Khalifeh’s feminist approach by providing examples from her novels to
discuss them from a feminist perspective to understand the female journey within the

Palestinian context.

2.2.1. The Mother/Wife

The mother in Khalifeh’s novels comes to occupy a marginal place within the Palestinian
family, she is either represented as a marginal figure who lacks the authority to control the
familial affairs within her family or a traditional conservative mother who serves as a
supervisor over her women family members to make sure they adhere and satisfy the cultural
expectations of the patriarchal family. In this sense, the mother stands as a guardian for the
patriarchal cultural expectations. Khalifeh’s novels discuss this subordinate position of the
mother within the family in different scenes. The Door of the Courtyard (1999) describes
Samar’s mother as a traditional figure who carries out all the housework chores on her own
shoulders:

She heard the sounds in the kitchen. She stood at the door contemplating

her mom who was washing the dishes. She was standing on one foot and

she raised the other to rest. She felt so bad when she remembered that she

left her mom all that long to do the entire housework alone. The brothers

do not move a finger unless they want to eat or play cards. Many times

she argued with them uselessly. One becomes angry, the other starts to

mock her, and the latter turns the argument into a joke which leads Samar

to end the conversation. At the end, Samar runs and hides on the rooftop.

(p.131)

In this regard, Gilbert and Gubar insert that 19" century females become, “Literally
confined to the house, figuratively confined to a single ‘place,” enclosed in parlors and
encased in texts, imprisoned in kitchens.” (2000, p.84) By analogy, the mother appears merely
as a servant for the male members of the family which is a stereotypical role.

In addition, the societal pressure put on the mother’s shoulders derives her to take
wrong decisions when it comes to her daughters’ life. For example, the Palestinian society
encourages the woman to get married believing that marriage could save her life. The mother
believes that by adhering to this societal norm, she could save her daughters’ life from
suffering. Khalifeh’s work demonstrates that such a way of thinking from the mother’s side
would make her daughters’ life even worse than hers. The mother; instead of, solving the

problem, she adds salt to the wound by making her daughters victims for her decision that is
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affected by her subordinate position within the Palestinian patriarchal context. In this sense,
the mother appears as a shadow of the man who helps in keeping this rusty chain of patriarchy
and extends it to her daughters.

This could be connected to Spivak’s “Can the subaltern speak?” (1988) and the
interpretation of the act of ‘saving’ the female’s life, that is protecting and enhancing the
daughter’s life. In Khalifeh’s novel, such an act of ‘saving’ from the mother side is a negative
one since it leads to denying the female the right to decide what she wants for herself. This
recalls Spivak’s discussion of the sati practice where the widow who ‘chooses’ to burn herself
is being perceived positively as a warrior who dies in a battle and feels no pain for the sake of
remaining loyal to her husband. However, such practice is still patriarchal since the female
becomes a victim of both the cultural norms and the powerful patriarchal fantasy of female
devotion. In this sense, the male assumes that it is better for the female to end her life and
prove her devotion to him; instead of living a miserable life without him. Such perceptions
about the sati practice and women sacrifice continues to place the female in a subaltern
position.

Similarly, the mother thinks that she is protecting her daughter while, in fact, she is
excluding her from experiencing life the way she wishes. The Door of the Courtyard (1999)
reflects on this behaviour from the mother’s side highlighting that her decision is derived by
factors such as poverty and illiteracy, which the mother suffers from. It is important to
mention that Khalifeh’s novel employs conversations exchange between the female characters
as a technique to de-veil their status. Such a technique could be supported with the cover page
of the novel which includes an image of three females behind the bars and a key hanging to
the hair of one female®. In light of Khalifeh’s feminist approach of de-veiling the woman
status could be a key to pluck what Khalifeh terms a “rotten tree” within the Palestinian
society. (2002)

The conversation between Samar and Nuzah in The Door of the Courtyard (1999)
proceeds as follow: Samar asks Nuzha, “Your mother married you?”” Nuzha replies, “When
my father passed away, we were left with nothing to survive. My mom married us to
whosoever knocks the door regardless of his conditions. She simply wanted to get rid of us.”
Samar comments, “Maybe because of poverty”, Nuzha explains, “Not only poverty but also
illiteracy. She did not learn the lesson from what has happened to her. She just scattered us.

She married my sister Sabiha as a step-mother, my other sister Amina got to marry a monster,

9 Check Appendix No.1, The Door of the Courtyard (1999) cover page.
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and she married me to an old stupid man.” (Pp.89-90) In this case, the mother figure
represents the first female generation who is traditional since this generation considers the
female as a burden whose only destiny is marriage. Khalifeh’s novel employs the verb in the
passive form ‘married me’ to indicate that the mother has authority over her daughters only to
satisfy the society’s cultural expectations and the patriarchal fantasy about the female’s
domestic role regardless of her daughters’ choice. In this case, the mother appears as a passive
figure whose main role is to perform the norms as dictated by the society without objection or
any attempts for change.

The other representation of the wife is her role as a guardian for the family lineage
and inheritance within the society. This relationship is expressed between Futna and her
mother. Futna is Zayna’s step mother in Khalifeh’s The Inheritance (1997). Futna is nearly of
the same age with Zayna. Her skin is fair and she takes care of her appearance a lot. Zayna’s
first meeting with Futna takes place at the hospital where her father is taking his last breath.
At the first sight, both women did not like each other, Zayna comments, “I looked at her and
she did the same but she did not attract my attention. For an unknown reason which I didn’t
understand, I felt sympathy with her.” (p.55) Later on, Zayna and Futna get engage with each
other, in a conversational mode again, about who will inherit the father after his death since
The Inheritance (1997) tries to present the way the society oppresses women and forbids them
from taking their share of the inheritance just because they are women. Futna tells Zayna,
“You are a female,” (p.61) then she adds, “If destiny had another say, I would compensate
you and give birth to a male hire.” (ibid) Zayna, who spends her life living in the United
States, does not get the point in Futna’s speech; thus, Futna explains, “The male blocks the
others to inherit and without a male brother, your uncle would inherit. Do you understand
what I mean?” (ibid)

This situation derives the wife Futna to look for a solution to win the inheritance.
She goes to an Israeli hospital to get a male hire; Futna undergoes an artificial insemination
process in an Israeli hospital. After Zayna’s father passes away, she announces that she is
pregnant. At this point, Futna has two challenges; on the one hand, she is afraid of her
mother’s reaction since she is an old fashion woman who is too strict in issues related to
honor and God. On the other hand, her insemination process is done at an Israeli hospital that
is in a colonizer’s space. This stands against Futna’s mother national views. Zayna asserts,
“From Futna’s mother perspective, her daughter is smart since she got married of my father
and this secures her daughter’s life until death.” (p.87) However, the mother becomes furious

since she doubts the method her daughter employs to get this child, Futna assures her mother,
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“I didn’t do anything that would make God angry. It’s only a surgery that the doctor did at the
hospital wearing gloves and a mask and there was a nurse assisting him.” (p.90) Futna’s
mother shock is of double reasons: on the one hand, her daughter’s body/honor is exposed to
a male figure, and on the other hand, this male figure is an Israeli figure, a colonizer. This
affects the Palestinian traditional standards that consider the doctor an oppressor and
colonizer in this case. In other words, Futna violates the codes of behaviour regarding her
honor since her body is being exposed to a male who is a colonizer. However, after
negotiations with Futna’s mother, she finally accepts her daughter’s pregnancy. Futna starts
the preparation to welcome her son; everything she prepares is in blue since she is sure that
she will have a baby boy who would preserve the inheritance.

Futna’s labour approaches when there is a festival to inaugurate a project for water
recycling in the town. People are gathering to join the festival; however, this creates a mess
that requires the Israeli soldiers standing at the checkpoints surrounding the area to interfere
and prevent people from going to the festival, fearing that they may smuggle guns and other
weapons that would threaten their security. During this mess, Futna is lying down on the
ground and shouting, she is in the process of giving birth to her long-awaited baby boy.
People are shouting at the Israeli soldiers to let the ambulance reach Futna; however, their
request is rejected and Futna is left waiting and suffering until she gives birth to her baby boy
then she leaves the world. Futna becomes the bride of Palestine in terms of the patriarchal
national representations where, “The Palestinian female martyr/witness is represented as a
bride who is wedded to Palestine and married in heaven” (Naaman, 2007, p. 945).

At the end, Futna’s mother holds the baby towards the soldiers addressing them,
“Thank you very much, this is your share.” (p.316) At this point, The Inheritance (1997)
shows the double oppression exercised on the Palestinian female. Women are victims of the
patriarchal traditions that deny them the agency to control and own their bodies as Hélene
Cixous calls for; thus, Futna loses her life to get a baby boy to win the inheritance. In this
regard, Rothman inserts:

Our bodies may be ours, but given the ideology of patriarchy, the bodies
of mothers are not highly valued. The bodies are just the space in which
genetic material matures into babies. In a patriarchal system, even if
women own their bodies, it may not give them any real control in
pregnancy. Women may simply be seen to own the space in which the
foetuses are housed. (1994, p.151)

In addition, the Palestinian female is a victim of the occupation which also plays a

major role in impeding her from being alive. This is part of Khalifeh’s feminist approach
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which entails that Palestinian women are victims of the occupation and not only males suffer
from this oppression. Palestinian women get their share of victimization from both traditions
and occupation. The Inheritance (1997) shows that the current situation within the Palestinian
society is not comfortable and this is clear in the final scene in the novel where it ends at the
airport with Zayna who has interacted and exposed the life details of the Palestinian women
within her father’s society. Zayna realizes that she could not live within this atmosphere. It
does not suit her ambitions as a young modern woman. The Inheritance (1997) does not shut
the door in front of the society to change, there is still a room to fix this system, Zayna’s uncle
while saying goodbye to her affirms, “It’s true that the male inherits the double compared
with the female, yet, your share is still reserved for you.”(p.317) Zayna nods her heads and
walks towards the plane after a journey full of knowledge about traditions and women’s

stories within the Palestinian society.

2.2.2. The Daughter

The daughter comes to occupy the bottom of the pyramid within the Palestinian family.
Khalifeh’s work discusses this subordinate position that the Palestinian daughter suffers from
through her representation as a burden whose only destiny is supposed to be marriage.
Khalifeh’s novels demonstrate the patriarchal perspective towards this female figure since the
existence of the daughter figure in males’ life is stressful. The Image, The Icon and The
Covenant (2006) reflects on the male attitudes towards having females in a conversation
between some males in the novel. It is important to mention that the protagonist of this novel,
Ibrahim, is a male unlike Khalifeh’s other novels where the female comes to narrate and
occupy the scene. Thus, the novel comes to share the masculine perceptions about the female.
One male shouts, “Women are the biggest curse. They don’t understand. They neither have
mind nor faith. If God is angry with a man then he gives him a daughter. It would be better for
that man to bury her if to get rid of his worries about her.” (p.135) Another man with a sad
heart said, “Nothing is gained from females expect worries. Five daughters dear! What did I
do? | pray, fast, and worship God. This year | went to pilgrimage and | prayed for God a lot
and when | came back, they received me with bad news ‘Congrats! She gave birth to the fifth
baby girl!” (p.136) These incidents Khalifeh’s novels insert represent the stereotypical beliefs
about the daughter as an unwanted, unwelcomed new-born baby. Burton inserts, “Orientals
are aware that the period of especial feminine devilry is between the first menstruation and

twenty when, according to some, every girl is a possible murderess. So they wisely marry her
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and get rid of what is called the ‘lump of grief’, the domestic calamity- a daughter.” (1885,
p.212)

The patriarchal perception about having many daughters is taken as a sign of God’s
wrath on the male. In such a case, the daughter is viewed as a punishment for the man as if he
were a sinner. Khalifeh’s work emphasizes this burden from the male perspective to
demonstrate the extent the society places rules on the female behaviour which makes her
unable to satisfy her needs alone; thus, she needs a man to help her in every step and move.
In this sense, she becomes a burden that the male comes to worry about her future all the time.
Khalifeh’s novel is clearly criticizing this patriarchal perception since it employs three
religious verbs in the man’s speech, “What did I do? I pray, fast, and worship God.” (ibid)
The selection of these acts, ‘pray, fast and worship’ is functional since both men and women
are required to perform these rituals alike without any difference in Islam.

Khalifeh’s novel reveals the man’s contradictory behaviour since he claims that
even though he performs those religious rituals, he still gets female daughters. His efforts will
remain useless as long as he considers himself superior to the female, for Islam does not hold
such an inferior look at the female. It is important to mention that Khalifeh was attacked in
the streets and there was an attempt to assassinate her by the Islamists after she speaks against
the veil stating, “[t]hey veiled her, they minimized her,” Khalifeh inserts, “They named me at
the Friday prayer at Al-Agsa Mosque, saying that | had to be stopped. They also spoke against
me in two mosques in Nablus. I was scared.” (An interview, 2002) Khalifeh’s novel does not
provide answers to the question raised by the man, “What did I do? I pray, fast, and worship
God,” (p.136) indicating that the key to the answer will be missing as long as women continue
to be marginalized. Khalifeh’s novel entails that if the society welcomes the daughter and
gives her the chance to grow up to become an independent individual, then men will not have
to worry about her future. What is ironic in those scenes is that the male is the one who
creates this burden/fake image about the female, and he starts complaining about it.

Khalifeh’s work continues to discuss this oppression imposed on the daughter as a
burden. The daughter is not only viewed as a burden from the male’s side, but she also comes
to be viewed as a burden from the female’s side who is, in most cases, the mother. In other
words, since the mother is a victim of the patriarchal rules, she comes to transfer and perform
these rules on the daughter to satisfy the cultural expectations of her maternal rule. The
mother is successful if she manages to get husbands to her daughters regardless of their
opinion; thus, the daughter is viewed as a passive figure. Of Nobel Origins (2009) reflects on

this passive position of the daughter when it comes to her marriage, where the mother is
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trying to marry her daughter to one of her cousins. When the son Waheed asks his mother,
“Did you discuss it with Widad?”” The mother replies, “The girl is still young and she doesn’t
know what is good for her.” (p.43) This scene shows the very marginal position of the
daughter within the Palestinian family. The mother and her son are discussing a decisive thing
in the life of every woman, that is her marriage, and they are excluding Widad, who is
supposed to be the most important one to discuss this issue with, from their conversation. The
mother is trying to decide what is good regardless of her daughter’s opinion, to prove for
people that her daughters attract suitors.

The novel reflects on this passive position of the daughter Widad, “What people say
is the centre. Those people are: her brothers, her mom, her neighbourhood and the town.
People talk, and she listens. People ask, and she serves. People order and she obeys.” (p.46)
The selection of the verbs, ‘listen, serve, and obey’, here is functional since they indicate
silence and submissiveness. When Widad attempts to refuse to carry out her mother’s plan,
her mother threatens her that she should not say such things since being a divorced woman is
not a good reputation for the female, “She told her that she should not say such things ... so
what people would say if she ends her engagement? They will say is she a divorced unwanted
female? Is she worthless?” (p.101) Under such circumstances, the daughter continues to be
marginalized within the family. This is what Khalifeh’s work tries to highlight as an
important aspect when it comes to liberating women. Khalifeh’s work shows that a woman
may become a victim of another woman while attempting to satisfy the patriarchal cultural
expectations within the family. It is important that women become aware of not recreating the
patriarchal rule over each other; instead, they should stand and empower one another before

addressing the patriarchal oppression imposed on them as a subordinate group.

2.2.3. The Educated: Empowered Voices

2.2.3.1. Mono-culture Education

Khalifeh’s novels devote a great attention to the educated female figure that comes to be
influenced by the social context either within the Palestinian society or abroad, that is outside
Palestine. The first category of the educated female who comes to manoeuvre within the
Palestinian context is clear in Khalifeh’s early novel Sunflower (1980). In this novel, Rafif
stands for the educated, intellectual girl. She is a journalist who works in a magazine and she
is the only woman among the magazine’s committee. Rafif is represented as a rebellious girl

against the masculine domination that exists within the Palestinian society. It seems that the
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narrator comes to voice Khalifeh’s own ideas that the Palestinian woman suffers from double
colonization. Khalifeh’s narrator comments on Rafif’s situation stating:

Yet the Arab man is still sick, suffering from dualism as he wants one
thing and performs another. The Arab man is still attached to the past and
chants the future. She learned this from her experiences, her female
friends’ experiences, and the woman’s column. Arab men are victims,
exactly like Arab women. Yet their situation is worse as they are the
strongest and the haughtiest. This is the truth. She will not be a victim of
the victim. But then, there is loneliness. (p.24)

Rafif is viewed as an ambitious girl who attempts to surpass the limitations imposed
on Palestinian women and preventing them from practicing their lives as ordinary individuals.
Early in the novel, Rafif is represented as a rebellious figure against the agreed-upon rules of
traffic. She crosses the road while the traffic light is still red; however, she does not get
injured. Rafif’s justification for this breach of law is that, “the street is not only for car drivers
but for pedestrians as well.” (p.11) By breaching the law, Rafif tries to claim authority over
her life. Rafif is a subject who has the right to decide on which way to choose to manoeuvre
on this planet. Rafif believes that lights are misleading; thus, each woman should have her
inner light that guides her to the correct destination. Rafif comments, “I wanted to say that the
lights are a trick and a conspiracy. Who put the lights and set them a system? Dull minds are
those who believe them. | do not believe them, that is why I cross the street whenever | want.
| am free. | cross the street whenever I want, so I don’t wait for light from them. I make my
own.” (ibid) As an individual, Rafif wants to experience different feelings such as, risking her
life, being in danger, escaping it, etc. These acts would empower her and make her more
courageous since she will move outside the traditional images associated with women such as,
being passive and lacking will. Crossing the red light could symbolize Rafif’s rebellious
attitude for refusing to end in the same destiny with Woolf* ‘Judith Shakespeare’ whose life is
being confiscated for the sake of keeping the social norms and red lines un-breached.

Rafif believes that freedom is associated with the red colour since crossing the red
light is something unusual. This is a call for women to move out of the domestic and
traditional spheres that they are normally confined within, and explore and try new places.
This echoes Woolf’s ideas when she was asked about why women live longer than men,
Woolf states:

Women and clergymen and gardeners live longer than other people.
Remove that protection, expose them to the same exertions and activities,
make them soldiers and sailors and engine drivers and dock labourers,
and will not women die off so much younger, so much quicker, than men
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... Anything may happen when womanhood has ceased to be a protected

occupation. (1929, p.34)

Moreover, as part of Khalifeh’s project to help women speak and gain agency over
themselves, Rafif is represented as a journalist who is doing her best to find a room for
women in the magazine she works for, since the magazine devotes only a small column for
women that addresses issues related to them. These issues emphasize the traditional roles of
women and serve the patriarchal agenda. The magazine addresses topics that focus only on
cookery, nursery and beauty such as, “Raisin cake recipe, My lady: a dish that enters a man’s
stomach and accordingly will let you steal his heart, How to breastfeed your baby without
going through the painful stage of split nipples, How to be an attractive modern woman ...”
(p.213) since Rafif is the only woman among the magazine’s committee, she insists on a
necessary change in the way the magazine addresses women by changing that sexist material
into educational topics that feed women with solutions to their problems and provide insights
towards the establishment of a better society.

Rafif is protesting against the way the magazine addresses women by focusing only
on domestic roles. Rafif is looking for a collective solution to the situation of women in
Palestine. She is thinking collectively of women not only of herself. Moreover, she is not
satisfied with the space that the magazine devotes to women’s issues, it only counts two pages
from the whole volume, and this is not enough to tackle the woman question. Rafif is insisted
on women being devoted the half of the magazine as a room for addressing women’s issues.
Her belief is derived from the fact that since women constitute the half of the society, then,
they must be given half of the magazine and be equals with men’s share of the same
magazine. Rafif addresses women, “You, half of society, is greatly oppressed, but we believe
in your freedom and we are working to reach it, so be comforted.” (ibid)

Rafif goes further by rejecting the division made between male and female readers
since she believes that women and men have the right to read about the same topics as equals
and that women should not be treated as an alien social group with special needs or topics.
This is part of Khalifeh’s approach in treating women as solely individuals of equal rights
with men when it comes to issues such as, education and employment, a first wave demand.
Rafif argues, “If the magazine is modern, we should immediately Stop treating women as if
they were an alien social group. She is a human. She can read what men read and she has the
same interests like him. So why should we devote a corner for her? Silly this thing is. I will
not continue this issue any more.” (Pp.157-158) Rafif’s representation tries to assert an

approach of treating women as individuals. This image suggests that women should be treated

70



as ordinary individuals who enjoy the same rights and freedom that men do within the
Palestinian community. Rafif appears as a friendly character, an echo for Khalifeh’s ideas.
Through her usage of the monologue, Rafif comes to share her feminist thoughts with the
readers; instead of, proceeding with the narrative through a conversational tone as highlighted
in the previous sections, Khalifeh’s novel comes to employ the monologue as a channel to
reveal Rafif’s views. Rafif speaks to herself:

| feel and I think and I know the alternative. | know my history and carry

its burden. Since the beginning of your time, | have been living for others

and not for myself. I cooked, you ate. | planted, you harvested. I carried

your seeds in my belly ... And when your hands grab the newborn, he

takes your name instead of mine ... And when my energies have

subsided, you reproached me for ignorance. And when | awoke, you

reproached me for my anger. (p.311)

Sunflower’s representation of Rafif as a journalist is purposeful since the feminist
movement in the Arab world starts to flourish by female writers who were journalists before
becoming feminist writers such as, the Syrian writer Ghadah al-Samman and the Lebanese
novelist Huda Barakat. This echoes Cooke’s words, “Women’s early journalism became the
platform for social protest as well as for literary expression.” (2006, p.447) Thus, journalism
and using the pen could be employed as means to get rid of the oppression imposed on
women. Using the pen is important since this will lead to empowering women economically.
This echoes Woolf’s ideas (1929) which emphasize that if women want to gain their freedom,
they should have both their own space to practice writing and put money in their purse if they
want to publish their work. Khalifeh’s representation of the educated female is purposeful
since through this close connection made with the readers, she calls all educated figures to

take part in emancipating the Palestinian female.

2.2.3.2. Hybrid Culture Education

After the discussion of the educated figure in Khalifeh’s early work such as,
Sunflower (1980) that comes to focus on the social context which Woolf is trying to
deconstruct in her feminist approach, the following paragraphs will reflect on the
progressivity of Khalifeh’s later work since it will tackle post-modern themes such as, the
third space beside Woolf’s feminist views. This could reveal the heterogeneity of Khalifeh’s
work which allows her to continue writing over the span of 30 years. Khalifeh’s later work

elaborates on another representation of the educated female that is a hybrid educated female
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to be precise who gets the chance to manoeuvre outside the Palestinian social context. This
representation is present in Khalifeh’s novel The Inheritance (1997).

Khalifeh’s The Inheritance (1997) makes it clear from the very beginning that this
novel is set for a new context, a new generation. The dedication reads, “To the little
granddaughter, Sahar al-deci, hopefully she discovers the inheritance.” (p.7) This is
emphasized with the cover photo®® of the novel since it shows a little girl with a key hanging
with her hair. Again, the motif of the key appears in Khalifeh’s work indicating that
improving the female status could be the key to emancipation. Khalifeh’s approach is
manifested through Zayna’s character that is the main narrator of the novel and is the one who
tries to make connections and reconciliations with other female characters during the course
of the events taking place in the novel.

Zayna is half Palestinian, and half American since she was born to a Palestinian
father and an American mother. From Zayna’s perspective, this is a problematic situation.
Zayna is confused about adhering to the cultural norms of her father (Palestinian roots), which
could be described as a first space, or following the cultural norms of her mother’s side
(American roots), which could be described as a second space. However, to solve this
problem of cultural difference, Homi Bhabha in his book The Location of Culture (1994)
suggests the concept of ‘the third space’ where the individual comes to negotiate his/her
identity. Bhabha (1994) suggests the existence of an “interstitial” space of cultural encounter
where negotiations and cultural interactions occur between the colonizer and the colonized,
resulting in hybridity in culture (p.4). Zayna is confused about which side she should choose
for herself. This is manifested when Zayna’s grandmother, Deborah, comments on the
situation of America during the 1990s, the era of the war between Iraq and Saudi Arabia,
stating, “Oh God! What happened to America and the Americans? What happened to
us?”’(p.27) Zayna contemplates:

It was ‘We’ that hurts me. What is the meaning of us? Who are we? We
are the Americans? I am not American. ‘Who are you then?’... I didn’t
say I was Arab because I wasn’t. Who am I then? Despite my mother’s
citizenship, my birth certificate, my school certificate, my books, my
accent, my clothes, and everything about my life, I was not truly
American. The depths of my mind were inhabited by visions and pictures,
love songs, those Arabic mawals moving like the passage of a breeze, the
scent of violets, the fragrance of memories, all leaving behind a honey-
sweet solution in the heart. (Pp.27-28)

10 Check Appendix No.1, The Inheritance (1997) cover page.
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This proves that Zayna is stuck between the standards of the two spaces which are
totally the opposite of each other, the West that is represented by her maternal American roots
and the East that is represented by her paternal Palestinian roots. This gap between both sides
affects Zayna’s behaviour both as a teenager and as a mature person. To understand Zayna’s
behaviour as a teenager, it is important to reflect on her familial surroundings.

The Inheritance (1997) represents Zayna’s father as a traditional Palestinian male
figure. He wants his daughters to follow his steps and inherit the Palestinian traditions that put
much emphasis on the virginity of women. Zayna’s father inserts, “I want my daughters to be
brought up as Arabs, clear and transparent as a candle.” (p.17) However, during her teenager,
Zayna gets pregnant and her father wants to end her life, “he was chasing me in the street,
holding the longest knife. I was fifteen years old.” (ibid) In this situation, Zayna’s father
appears as a typical Palestinian man who wants to wash the shame caused to him by his
daughter’s pregnancy outside marriage.

The father is acting according to the Palestinian traditions that treat the female
honor and virginity as concepts that are constituents for the male reputation. According to
Zayna’s father patriarchal perspective, his daughter makes the light of his candle blurred and
this, in turn, affects his reputation as an Arab man. Zayna decides to escape to her American
grandmother to help her survive this situation. Her father shouts angrily, “Daughter of a bitch,
by God I will suck your blood!” (p.23) Her grandmother tries to help her, yet the father insists
that he ends her life, “It’s over; consider her dead. She must pay for her mistake. I must wash
away my shame and hers.”(ibid) While chasing her, The Inheritance (1997) describes Zayna’s
father as a “smashing monster, without mind or sense. He wasn’t the father I knew but a total
stranger.”(ibid) At this moment, Zayna’s grandmother grabs a hunting rifle and starts
threatening Zayna’s father that she would shoot him. Finally, her father puts the knife aside
and they help him by treating his bleeding hand. Zayna’s grandmother addresses him, “calm
down ... Zayna is staying here. You can go to your people and tell them that you acted like a
man and killed her.” (p.25)

The Inheritance (1997) employs the verb ‘tell” to convey the idea that the
Palestinian culture is an oral one; thus, the father’s image as a man would be preserved if he
spreads the news orally that he already punishes his daughter. When Zayna’s father leaves the
house for the last time, Zayna shouts, “Dad Forgive me!” (ibid) At this point, The Inheritance
(1997) communicates two important things: First, the male figure within the Palestinian
society acts as an authority who has the right to confiscate his female’s life if she violates the

moral codes of behaviour and morality, by doing so, the male figure believes that he could
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correct his image in front of his male peers and preserve his manhood qualities. Second, the
novel proves that the burden of the inherited traditions within the Palestinian society could
drive the male figure to become an extremist to the extent that he could kill his kin of the
same blood, just to satisfy the masculine codes of behaviour.

The Inheritance (1997) shows that the father is a victim of the social traditions,
which means that he tries to find an escape from these patriarchal traditions by inflicting harm
on the weaker sex; that is the Palestinian female. The Inheritance (1997) does not put all the
pressure on Zayna’s father alone; instead, it tries to make the door open for change within the
Palestinian society since the novel does not allow the father to slaughter his daughter. Instead,
he stops the chasing and leaves the grandmother’s house going back to his roots, the West
Bank in Palestine. In addition, Zayna’s grandmother even though she is an American, she
knows about the cultural expectations, at least when it comes to men’s reputation and honor
within the Palestinian society. Deborah tells Zayna’s father to go and tell his people that he
ends the life of his daughter and that he becomes a man now. These incidents takes place in
autumn where the yellow leaves are falling down and a new life is about to emerge and
bloom. Hopefully, the decaying patriarchal societal traditions would disappear and be
replaced by non-biased gender equality norms, “autumn was in its last days and the leaves
were falling down.” (ibid)

The second stage in Zayna’s life where this hybrid space becomes problematic for
her is manifested in adulthood. Thus, firstly, it is important to highlight the way The
Inheritance (1997) represents Zayna as a mature female then discuss the impact of this hybrid
space on her behaviour. Zayna, as an adult female, is portrayed as a successful female figure
at the professional level. She becomes an anthropologist who is interested in studying the
nature of human beings and their social affairs. Zayna now is in her thirties and she is
economically an independent woman. Zayna reveals, “My mother died so I inherited her, I
have two apartments, one in Washington and the other in San Diego. | have two cars,
yacht...” (p.30). After all these achievements, Zayna feels that she is still missing something.
Thus, upon receiving a letter from her uncle telling her that her father is about to die and she
has to go back to Palestine if she is to claim her share of the inheritance, Zayna decides to
accept her uncle’s letter and make her first lifetime visit to Palestine to meet her roots, “Come
quickly before the thread breaks and you lose your claim to the inheritance.”(p.43) Upon her
acceptance of the letter, Zayna will shift from the position of the West to that of the East.

Zayna is threatened not to get her share of the inheritance since Palestinian women

are being denied the right to get their shares of the inheritance just because they are females.
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The female figure is not entitled to have any access to financial independence within her
society. This is clear when Zayna describes the way one of the villagers welcomes her, “and
he starred at me for some time trying to discover if I am as a ‘female’, deserve all this
inheritance.” (p.52) It is important to mention here that within the Palestinian society, in some
cases, women are being killed because the family does not want to give the woman her share
of the inheritance; thus, the concept of honor killing is used as a veil to justify and cover up
their violence and ill-treatment of women. From this patriarchal perspective, women’s honor
comes to have a slippery definition, sometimes, it is a symbol for the male figure’s reputation
and his manhood qualities; however, in other circumstances, the same concept is used as a
veil to hide the patriarchal desire and drive for money and power.

The Inheritance (1997) tries to de-veil the way the Palestinian society treats its
educated females through Zayna as a subject who comes to act within this hybrid, ‘in-
between’ space since she grew up as a female without being exposed to all these
discriminating cultural practices. However, Zayna does not want to give up any of her roots,
she wants to keep both. In this sense, Zayna could benefit from Bhabha’s (1994) concept and
stay in this hybrid third space, that is a space of negotiations between the first place, her
Palestinian roots, and a second place, her American roots. It is important to mention that this
place is characterized by temporality, confusion, uncertainty, and in-betweenness.
Furthermore, The Inheritance (1997) doubts the concept of ‘Third World woman’ as a
coherent group that Mohanty (1984) criticizes, since it includes women characters with
different stories/challenges, and it provides a clear demonstration of the necessity of taking
into consideration the peculiar socio-economic conditions for each group of women in
different parts of the world. In addition, it is important to reflect on the way Khalifeh’s work
places the reader in a gradual image regarding Zayna’s life story from her birth until she
becomes a successful educated woman. Khalifeh’s novel provides the necessary information
about Zayna’s life including, her mixed roots, her teenager, and her relationship with her
family members, before it places her in scenes that reflect her identity crisis. Such background
information about Zayna helps the reader understand the reasons Zayna comes to face such an
identity crisis. In this regard, Khalifeh states:

You cannot let the characters behave according to your own ideology or
your own way of dealing with things. You have to present them in the
state in which they live. Then gradually you present them with many
experiences and through these experiences their awareness is raised ... I
don’t shift from complete unawareness to complete awareness — this
would be false. No reader can be convinced by this. (An interview, 1980)
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Thus, Zayna, the anthropologist, will be more familiar and educated about the
patriarchal system that oppresses women through her interaction with other female characters
within the Palestinian society.

2.2.4. The Widow

Khalifeh’s Sunflower (1980) represents Sa’diya’s character as an example for the uneducated,
yet hard working, lower middle-class woman. In the novel, Sa’diya is represented as the
widow who is left to survive after the death of her husband. In the absence of her husband,
Sa’diya is left to take the responsibility of bringing up her children; that is a stereotypical role,
a single woman who has to survive financially and socially by herself in a traditional
occupied Palestinian community for the sake of her family. In Sunflower (1980) Sa’diya does
not stop at her maternal duties’ threshold since she is represented as a hardworking woman
who has to work in a factory to feed her children. She starts working as a seamstress for an
Israeli textile company to earn a living. Sa’diya needs to gain money if to compensate the
death of her husband. However, since the Palestinian society is conservative in the sense that
it does not accept that both men and women work at the same place even if only occasionally,
Sa’diya finds herself in a hard situation. On the one hand, she has to commute to the Israeli
factory every day and pass through many check points on her way, and on the other hand, she
has to face the criticism from her society as a working woman. Sa’diya contemplates, “What a
country! Shall we bear the occupation or the black tongues talking behind us?” (p.31) It is
clear that the Palestinian patriarchal society rejects the idea that women invade the places
usually set for males since they consider this invasion as something unusual. Sa’diya tries to
challenge this division of places by insisting on her work at that factory to elevate herself
upper the social ladder. She reaches this conclusion after her experience of being a widow. In
other words, the absence of her husband stands as an awakening moment for her situation, the
absence of the male figure enables her to gain autonomy over her life. Sa’diya comments:

What did | get from this country? Nothing will benefit you in this life
except your penny. | stayed at home for eight months and no one even
give me some fruits for my children. I put on black clothes, I tied a scarf
around my head and | sit near the window crying over the death of my
husband. What happened is that neither the black clothes bring my
husband back nor the scarf makes me honoured among my people. (p.32)

Such a statement from Sa’diya refutes the patriarchal belief about women’s
devotion to her husband, what Spivak refers to as ‘Sati practice’. For Sa’diya, it is her work

that shapes her female personality with strength and confidence not her sadness over the death
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of her husband. Sa’diya goes further since she aims at moving from her current space that is
located near the valley to the mountains where the social standards are better and more
supportive to women. This indicates that she is not satisfied with her current space since this
space limits, confines and prevents her from making progress in life. Sa’diya contemplates,
“Mountains are for the rich yet the rest stay at this gloomy rusty, rotten valley. When God
will bless her and rise her with those who are high up there?” (p.45) She refers to her current
place as a place of backwardness and restrictions; thus, she wants to replace it with one that is
more open to change and less conservative to traditions. Changing the place would shift
Sa’diya from incomplete unawareness to complete awareness about her value as a female. Her
movement is a positive one since it will transform her character and lift her from the bottom
of the social ladder to its top, a movement that will make her life better and meaningful than
before and the key to this successful leap for Sa’diya is having a profession.

Sa’diya is trying to surpass her hard situation by depending on herself. She is
working hard to get out of her current state as a poor widow in positive means such as, having
a profession and becoming an active model by playing a double role, the husband and the
wife. In this sense, Sa’diya’s character could be described as a round character that comes to
develop in the course of events in the novel, from a female living in the shadow of her
husband to an individual who manages to uplift her family alone. Beside this, in Sunflower
(1980), Sa’diya is represented as a human being who has his own wishes and dreams in this
life. She dreams of buying a plot of land that she will use to build her own house where she
will decorate it the way she wishes. She dreams of having a room for her own where she can
enjoy her privacy and shape her future. Sunflower’s narrator comments, “She [Sa’diya] will
have a house, not like any other houses. She will have a room for her oneself, two rooms for
her children and a big living room where she can put a dining table with its chairs.” (p.94)
Sa’diya dreams of saying farewell to her old back-warded neighbourhood and starting a new
chapter in her life.

However, by the end of the novel, the Israeli occupation confiscates the land from
Sa’diya and her dreams go in vain. Sa’diya’s character shows again that Palestinian women
are victims of double colonization, the occupation and the masculine society. These two
factors prevent and imped women from manoeuvring properly during their journey of finding
their own identities and confiscating their dreams. However, liberating the individual comes
first since one cannot talk about the liberation of the nation while its individuals are
oppressing and controlling one another. This is part of Khalifeh’s approach in emphasizing

the importance of treating women as individuals if Palestinian people want to get rid of the
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occupation. Khalifeh states, “real nationalism means to know and to love the nation with its
rights and its wrongs, its sweet and its bitter, because without diagnosis there can be no
prescription.” (An interview, 1980)

Sa’diya’s character emphasizes two main points. First, it assures Khalifeh’s realistic
representation of women in her novel as individuals not symbols since Sa’diya’s character is
represented as an ordinary individual who has his own wishes and dreams in this life. This
proves Khalifeh’s approach which becomes clear later in The Door of the Courtyard (1990)
where the female character Sahab declares, “[w]ake up, clever boy, I’m not the mother of the
land or the symbol. I am a person, | eat, drink, dream, make mistakes, get lost, get agitated,
suffer, and talk to the wind. I’m not a symbol, I’'m a woman.” (p.176). Second, it supports
Woolf’s assertion that, “a woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write
fiction.” (1929, p.4) By analogy, for women to be independent, they should have both their
own space and they should have money if they want to be free individuals. Sunflower (1980)
calls that the widow’s life should not stop after the death of the husband; instead, the female
should surpass this loss by staying alive and active.

2.2.5. The Prostitute

Khadra, in Sunflower (1980), represents the uneducated woman living under Israeli
occupation. She belongs to a humble rural family where her father married her just to get a
good dowry that enabled him to buy a wheeled carriage. Khadra’s husband used to beat her
for no reason. Khadra’s life is not easy since she is being passed from the possession and
control of one male figure to another as if she were a speechless doll. Khadra uses her
Palestinian dialect; instead of, the classical language to reflect on her life describing it as shit,
which is not an appropriate expression to use within the Palestinian literary context. As a
researcher with a translation background, this could be a challenge for me when addressing
Khalifeh’s work within a non-Eastern context, since such words may be offensive to use.
Khalifeh comments on her choice of such words stating:

Well, when you deal with characters coming from the slums, what would
they talk about? silk, jewels? This is the way they express their lives. And
why do we think about the word ‘shit” as being a dirty word? What shall |
say then? ... so why destroy the literary atmosphere in order to give you
the word which you like and not give Khadra the same opportunity of
using her language, of choosing her vocabulary? (An interview, 1980)

Khadra contemplates, “Hey, they’ve beaten me, God! A good beating that went to

my head. So what? I’ve had as many like it as the hairs on my head. The father beats, the
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husband beats, the Jews beat. If | have to be beaten, by God, to be beaten by the Jews is
better. At least one feels respectable.” (p.119) From a historical perspective, beating the wife
is @ masculine privilege, Woolf refers to this frequently practiced phenomenon during the
Victorian Age stating, “‘Wife beating’, I read,” was a recognized right of man, and was
practised without shame by high as well as low.” (1929, p.35) The Middle Eastern woman
comes to experience this practice from two sources alike, the Middle Eastern male and the
occupation. This shows the different social experiences of the Middle Eastern woman
compared with the Western one. Such a difference in the cultural context of the third world
women is what Mohanty encourages scholars to take into consideration when discussing the
woman’s status in the East.

Wife beating here could be compared with Spivak’s analysis of the Sati practice. In
other words, besides the Sati being described as a barbaric practice, it also comes to function
as a colonial tool since some Western texts written about the topic tend to represent the
female who performs it as a hero. In light of this, within the Palestinian context, beating could
stand as a sign of resistance to the occupation since the occupation beats those who try to
defend their homelands. Thus, beating could symbolize the sacrifice/struggle for a respectable
life, at least from the Palestinian male writers’ literary perspective where resistance is their
main theme. In this sense, the female who bears the beating of the occupation is a
heroin/bride. Within this patriarchal framework, the female’s life ends as a social and national
martyr. However, Khalifeh’s work represents Khadra as a brave woman who decides to
escape this masculine torture by running away. She gets married for the second time, this time
Khadra is satisfied with her new marriage since her second husband treats her well, a
treatment she has never experienced before neither from her father nor from her first husband.
Khadra has to work hard since her new husband is a sick old man. Thus, she decides to
become a prostitute.

Khadra’s reaction to the bad treatment she receives from the male figures in her life
derives her to become a prostitute. She tries to surpass this masculine oppression through
breaking the social norms that prevent Palestinian women from being engaged in taboos.
Khadra liberates herself by violating moral and social customs. However, it is clear that she is
represented as a victim of the male violence. In other words, through Khadra’s character,
Sunflower (1980) highlights the effects of violence on women since violence could have
serious impacts on them, it derives them to react negatively by breaking the established social
norms. Accordingly, the novel, does not blame Khadra for becoming a prostitute; instead, it

tries to emphasize the idea that women should be treated as autonomous individuals who are
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not only expected to behave according to a certain set of traditional rules and colonial powers,
yet they may deviate from these norms, they might even commit mistakes for committing
mistakes is part of the human nature in general for to err is human. This representation of
Khadra’s character with its flaws and points of weakness, along with the language she uses to
reflect on her life emphasizes Khalifeh’s realistic approach in treating women as individuals

not myths or symbols.

2.2.6. The Unmarried/Spinster
Khalifeh’s The Inheritance (1997) represents Nahleh as a scarifying female figure who spends
her whole life working in Kuwait as a teacher to support her family financially, a family that
consists mainly of males, her five brothers: Jaber, Jamal, Mazen, Said and Kamal. However,
during the Irag-Kuwait war in 1990s, Nahleh loses her job and is forced to go back to the
West Bank again. Nahleh is not satisfied with this shift in her life since she realizes that she is
left alone, “I woke up to find myself old, without a husband, without a house, and no one to
call me mama.” (p.71) Nahleh feels that her family does not appreciate her efforts in helping
them to survive, “I worked in Kuwait, being milked like a cow, teaching and bringing them
up, but they paid no attention to me and did what they wanted.” (p.70) The Inheritance (1997)
hints to the fact that the family allows the female to change her place and cross the threshold
of domesticity as long as that place brings them profit. It treats women as toys who are
deprived of feelings and they only do what serves the patriarchal agenda. The Inheritance
(1997) assures that this is one of the fundamental themes Sahar Khalifeh’s feminist approach
tries to emphasize; the necessity to treat women as individuals not as machines or emotionless
subjects that come to act under the control of the patriarchal and colonial system all the time.
Nahleh is not satisfied with her current situation as an unemployed unmarried
woman, “I am not used to staying at home. I spent my whole life working. Now, | find myself
doing nothing but housework, sweeping and cleaning, washing and making pickles! I’'m about
to explode, this kind of life is killing me. Am | going to stay home after having spent a
lifetime working?”” (p.117) Nahleh does not want to end her life at home without a job since
she is used to have her own room and her own income as Virginia Woolf insists on in her
book 4 Room of One’s Own (1929). After losing these weapons, Nahleh starts to look for
alternatives to fill this gap. She starts to beautify and use cosmetics, Nahleh’s uncle insert,
“Her father wonders, ‘Where is Nahleh? Where did she disappear?’ and Nahleh continues to
stay in her room in front of her mirror trying new outfits and playing sports to lose weight ...

then she starts to write, writing her memoir ... she starts writing one page then she writes
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other pages, after that she stops and does not know how to continue or what to say.”(95) Most
of the time, “Nahleh sits in front of her mirror and starts to apply crémes and oils, which she
brought from Nablus, on her skin.” (p.96) By doing this, Nahleh tries to look for a partner
with whom to continue her life believing that this would end her current boring passive status.

The situation Nahleh finds herself within, the pressure of her family and the
traditions that view the unmarried woman as a spinster makes the situation worse. The
Inheritance (1997) inserts, “Spinster? Spinster! A shallow sick word for the single unmarried
woman and an unmarried woman is a fruitless land, it is not attractive. It does not arouse the
thought and feeling. And this is the situation of a woman without the rain.” (p.66) In other
words, the husband/male is like the rain that will make the woman become fruitful. In
addition, within the Palestinian society, mothers themselves are concerned about their
daughters being married since having unmarried daughters who are still even in their thirties
means that the mother’s daughters are like “the sluggish goods”. (p.147)

Nahleh is in her fifties now and she insists that getting married could be the solution
for her problems. This belief is rooted in the cultural practices within the Palestinian society
and the oral traditions. This recalls the popular Palestinian proverb which shows that the
movement of the Palestinian female and her exchange of place is too restricted within only
two places ‘A woman leaves her house twice: when she gets married and moves to the house
of her husband, and when she dies and is carried to her grave’. Although marriage is assumed
to be an escape from being treated as unwanted demanding goods, Nahleh is still trapped
within this trading process since marriage is performed by an exchange of money that is the
dowry usually exchanged between men. Nahleh is forced to adhere to the societal norms that
view marriage as the only destiny for women if they are to be considered worthy creatures.
She loses her status as a free independent woman and finds herself in a situation where she
has to adhere to the outdated Palestinian patriarchal traditions. The Inheritance (1997)
describes the scene where Nahleh is sitting in front of her mirror and contemplating her
reflection. In this sense, the mirror would reflect the patriarchal image of Nahleh. What
Nahleh sees in the mirror will be a male-constructed image of her since she starts to adhere to
the beauty standards that would qualify her to get a husband. The mirror serves as a
patriarchal gaze that views Nahleh as an enclosed subject of the inherited patriarchal
traditions after she used to be an independent woman. It is important to mention that the
concept of the ‘male gaze’ has a long tradition within the feminist discourse. Laura Mulvey in
her well-known article on “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975) summarizes this

‘gaze’ concept where the woman appears as an ‘image’ while the man appears as a ‘bearer of
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the look’. Mulvey states, “In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has
been split between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its
fantasy on to the female figure while is styled accordingly” (1975, p.11). Through applying
this cinematic interpretation to man/woman relationships within a given social context, the
patriarchal representation of the woman as an inferior other is created. Mulvey concludes,
“The image of woman as (passive) raw material for the (active) gaze of man takes the
argument a step further into the structure of representation, adding a further layer demanded
by the ideology of the patriarchal order as it is worked out in its favorite cinematic form-
illusionistic narrative film” (1975, p.17). This active ‘male gaze’ places the Palestinian female
in a passive position when it comes to beauty standards since she has to adhere to these
standards that males prefer such as cosmetic application.

This function of the gaze derives Nahleh to insist on searching for a male partner
that would uplift her from this passive situation within her Palestinian context. Nahleh
believes that the male figure would empower her. Thus, she starts a relationship with an old
man named Abu Salem who is already married and has children. Nahleh is caught having a
love affair with him at a party that takes place in her town; thus, she has to marry him, “she
did not find a place for love except in the toilet area!” (p.200) When her family discovers this
affair, Nahleh has to suffer the consequences. She escapes to Zayna’s place since her brother
Said insists on Killing her. When he finds her with Zayna, he shouts, “Open the door! You are
a daughter of a bitch?” (p.163) He takes a knife from the kitchen and threatens Nahleh, “With
this, with this! You see! Does she think there are no males in her family?” (ibid) The
Inheritance (1997) shows that the shame caused by the female to her male relatives is only
washable by her blood, which means ending her life. In addition, ending the life of the female
by using a ‘feminine tool’ that is the knife, which is a ‘domestic tool’ usually used in the
kitchen, could indicate that no one will blame the man since women are being killed by a
domestic tool not a patriarchal one such as, the sword, the pen, the gun, etc. The Inheritance
(1997) employs the phrase ‘the biggest knife’ many times, a kind of knives that is usually
used in the butchers’ shop; thus, this could be a sigh to exaggerate the amount of oppression
and the huge punishment imposed on women.

Nahleh tries to defend herself by threatening her brother of calling the police, “Get
out! I will call the police” (ibid). The Inheritance (1997) criticizes the Palestinian society that
does not provide the security for women inserting, “but she knows well and he knows too that
there is no police and that the country is a mess since there is neither government nor

supervision.” (ibid) Finally, Nahleh holds a rifle to stop Said from attacking her and she
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succeeds in stopping him. This recalls the same scene that happens with Zayna and her father
while she is being chased by her father when she gets pregnant. Allowing a woman to hold a
gun which is a ‘masculine tool,” even it is a hunting rifle, could be a sign/call from The
Inheritance (1997) for women to take the first step and start defending themselves. The
Inheritance (1997) repeats the same chasing incident to communicate the message that these
practices are the norms that the men resort to when it comes to their honor; that is their
women’s reputation within the Palestinian society. Khalifeh’s novels, through Nahleh and
Zayna’s attempts to escape, recall what Gilbert and Gubar insert during their discussion of
19" century women’s writing, “Defining themselves as prisoners of their own gender, for
instance, women frequently create characters who attempt to escape, ...” (2000, Pp.85-86).
Such a connection makes it reasonable to view Khalifeh’s work in light of the early feminist
waves since Khalifeh’s work clearly contains characters who attempt to escape.

The Inheritance (1997) views Nahleh as a woman who is totally indulged in the
domestic traditional role of the wife towards her husband. After Nahleh’s husband runs away
when his first wife and his children discover his second marriage, Nahleh insists that she will
not ask for divorce, “Oh! Isn’t he my husband? Even if he runs away and escapes, he is still
my husband. I am his wife and the wife should be patient and bear the hardships with her
husband.” (p.201) However, things get worse when Abu Salem’s family kidnap Nahleh since
they want her to sign a document giving up her right of inheriting his properties. Nahleh
firmly refuses to sign the document stating, “Will I be divorced at the end of my life? What
would people say about me? You want them to say that I am without honor? You want them
to say that | get married with him because of the inheritance? Or you want them to say that |
married him just to taste him?” (ibid) The Inheritance (1997) describes Nahleh’s status, her
father comments, “She is lost twice: once in her body and the other in her mind” (p.159).
When his daughter disappears and is being kidnapped, the main concern of the father is only
that what people would say about him, “He was shaken up and more afraid of a scandal than
for Nahleh’s safety!” (ibid) Nahleh ends up refusing to be divorced or giving up her share of
the inheritance.

Nahleh is being treated as a criminal who deserves a big punishment. Her brother
Kamal who works as an engineer in Germany contemplates while talking to his brothers about
Nahleh’s fate after the scandal, “If she were in Germany, if she were in Frankfurt,” then her
situation would be different since she could talk about her ‘real self’.” (p.155) Kamal is aware
that women there express and verbalize themselves in conferences, magazines, and

newspapers, and some universities and institutions advise divorced women and spinsters
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alike. Mazen believes that if Nahleh had the chance to go outside the West Bank, then her
perspective on life and her behaviour would change a lot. Even at this point, while Nahleh’s
brothers are discussing the possibility of taking her to Frankfurt, they exclude her from the
conversation. They continue to treat her as a child who cannot decide and reason what is
suitable for her. This recalls Kabbani’s statement about the broader scene in the Middle
Eastern context, “The European was led into the East by sexuality, by the embodiment of it in
a woman or a young boy.” (1986, p.67) Western scholars give themselves the authority to
make statements about the East by treating it as a subordinate object of investigation resulting
in numerous inaccurate stereotypes.

The Inheritance (1997) tries to communicate the message that the problem is not
about the place but about the mentality of the people who occupy that space/place. This shows
the patriarchal practices that position men as guardians who are responsible to preserve the
morality of women within the Palestinian society. This also reveals the nature of the
relationships between Palestinian people; their relationships are subject to traditions and rules
rather than emotions. Zayna, the narrator in The Inheritance (1997) summarizes the scene, “I
realized that the feeling of the individuals towards each other is not as strong as | thought or
the way they assume it should be. The members of my family were merely detached pieces in
a rusty chain .... Their relationship was part of the traditions and was only symbolic.” (p.160)

The way the society perceives the unmarried woman as a burden where her morality
should be observed all the time could lead the female to commit mistakes. In other terms, this
system of symbolization is again the main subject Khalifeh’s work tries to subvert since it
serves as a source of oppressing Palestinian women. Khalifeh’s novels try to place the female
characters in a continuous confrontation with the patriarchal cultural practices as a means to
represent her female characters as active participants and round characters that aspire to
liberate themselves from the patriarchal representations and constructed images imposed on
them. The following sections will reflect on some cultural myths within the Palestinian
context and the means the female characters adopt to dismantle this opposition between man

and woman.

2.3. Unveiling Patriarchy: The Demystification of Palestinian Patriarchal Myths

Khalifeh’s work could be read as an answer to the French feminist critic Héléne Cixous’ “The
Laugh of the Medusa” (1976) where the text encourages all women to write about themselves

“The Dark Continent is neither dark nor unexplorable. It is still unexplored only because
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we’ve been made to believe that it was too dark to be explorable. And because they want to
make us believe that what interests us is the white continent, with its monuments to Lack.
And we believed.” (Pp.884-885) Cixous’ text insists on the positive representation of all
females, “You only have to look at the Medusa straight on to see her. And she’s not deadly.
She’s beautiful and she’s laughing.” (p.885) In this regard, Kabbani argues that the image of
the Middle Eastern woman has been shaky throughout history, “Europe’s feelings about
Oriental women were always ambivalent ones. They fluctuated between desire, pity, contempt
and outrage. Oriental women were painted as erotic victims and as scheming witches.” (1986,
p.26) Khalifeh’s novels represent a medium where the negative representations of the
Palestinian female are being refuted. Khalifeh clearly states her position against the typical
representation of the Palestinian female stating:

My primary task is to liberate women from the confines of an image

imposed on them by male writers. In political poems and novels written

by men, women are a symbol for the land; for procreation; for endless and

unconditional loving and giving. The woman is a mother, she is the

beacon lighting the darkness for ships in the night and a shoulder for the

tired to rest on. Motherhood in our culture is a cult that has its origins in

literature ... these symbols are gilded frames that help preserve the old

female roles while making them seem more acceptable. (An interview,

1998)

Khalifeh’s novels resort to refute some cultural myths associated with the female’s
place, virginity, ownership and reproduction. Khalifeh’s novels try to demystify some
patriarchal myths regarding the Palestinian society since those myths serve the patriarchal
agenda of keeping the oppression against women. This recalls de Beauvoir ideas in her well
known book The Second Sex (1961) where she tries to refute some patriarchal myths which
show the cultural construction of gender that places women all the time in an inferior position
compared with men. De Beauvoir believes that those myths are means in the man’s hand to
control women and sustain their patriarchal rule; thus, de Beauvoir (1961) observes that
myths are employed as important means to persuade women of the naturalness of their
destiny. The following sections will reflect on some myths that Khalifeh’s novels try to

subvert within the Palestinian context.

2.3.1. The Public Sphere is Masculine
Khalifeh’s novels reflect on the domestic place that is assigned to the female where this
domestic place is characterized as being private, closed, and invisible from the active male

gaze. In addition, this place is located within the threshold of the house, and ruled by a
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patriarch. Khalifeh’s novels reflect on the distinction made between the spheres assigned to
both the masculine and the feminine subjects within the Palestinian society where the female
place is connected to closures such as, prisons, walls, etc. while the masculine place is
connected to openness such as, the sea, the land, etc. Of Nobel Origins (2009) asserts, “The
kitchen and the knife are women’s matters, whereas, the man’s job could be at the office, the
harbour, riding the sea, ploughing the land, building houses, etc.” (p.162)

The Door of the Courtyard (1999) inserts that this domestic sphere is the only
destiny for the female. It is her one and only shelter from the hardships of life. When Um
Azzam is beaten by her husband, she is still being advised to go back to her husband’s house,
“Is there a kingdom for the woman except her home, is there a crown for her other than her
husband?” (p.161) The female is threatened to be divorced if she leaves her domestic place
without the permission of the patriarch. Of Nobel Origins (2009) inserts that Zakkia’s
husbands threatens to divorce her if she goes out without his permission, “One day, he swore
if his wife goes out without his permission, then he will divorce her when he comes back. She
opened the door and said challenging him: I am leaving!” (p.15)

This recalls again the stereotypical thinking within the Palestinian society where the
female leaves her domestic sphere for two reasons mainly: to the house of her husband and to
her grave. Otherwise, the Palestinian female is destined to spend the rest of her life within the
threshold of the house. The traditional myth about the masculine space indicates that a woman
would be an easy target and prey within the masculine sphere as long as she is alone, that is
without a man to guard and protect her. The Door of the Courtyard (1999) shows the
consequences that the female suffers from if she allows the male to step into her feminine
place. When Nuzha’s mother receives Israeli soldiers at her house as a means to earn a living
to support her children, the society starts calling her space the ‘ill-reputed house’ since she
breaches the expected norms by allowing the male to enter into her sphere.

The society changes this perception about the ill-reputed house only when Ahmad,
Nuzha’s brother, becomes a martyr. At this point, the house becomes a symbol for sacrifice
and pride. The perception about the house changes only by the male interference as
everything needs to be decided in relation to him. Furthermore, Of Nobel Origins (2009)
shows that the Palestinian female is deprived of love and having a romantic relationship with
her partner. She does not enjoy a romantic space with her spouse. This is clear when Widad
goes to the cinema after she gets married and she wonders, “Is there love like the one we see
at the cinema. Is there love?” (p.190) so if the Palestinian female wants to escape her reality

then she goes to the cinema to enjoy the imaginary world of the relationship between the man
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and the woman. The cinema becomes an escape for the female from her realities since the
cinema can compensate her for the things that she is missing in real life even only by looking
at and not practicing in.

Khalifeh’s work presents an attempt to reject this domestic lifetime consuming
place since her novels include characters who manage to cross the threshold of domesticity
and challenge these cultural patriarchal divisions of place. In Of Noble Origins (2009)
although Widad’s marriage is described as a prison and the husband acts as a prisoner, Widad
manages to escape from this prison in the end and runs back to her family’s house. In
Sunflower (1980), the widow Sa’diya manages to get a job after her husband passed away and
does not care about what people would say about her. Thus, she continues to commute to the
Israeli factory and spend time within the masculine sphere to gain a living. Moreover, in
Sunflower (1980), Rafif insists on having a woman corner in the magazine and refuses to give
up this right. These reactions of the Palestinian females, among others in Khalifeh’s novels,
prove that Khalifeh’s novels rewrite the image of the Palestinian female as a round character,
as someone who is aware of her duties to the same degree as she is aware of her tasks and
responsibilities. By doing this, Khalifeh’s work could be read as an answer to Cixous’ call, a
model for rewriting the Palestinian female image in a positive way, away from the domestic
national connotations.

It is important to mention that Khalifeh’s novels, in some scenes, represent the
female’s knowledge of the domestic sphere as an important means for the survival of the
Palestinian male. This is clear in The Door of the Courtyard (1999) when Hussam gets shot
and runs to Nuzha’s house to treat his wound. Hussam whispers, “Open the door Nuzha, I am
Hussam ... and then he entered to hide in Nuzha’s house.” (p.67) Hussam said, “Help me!”
(ibid) Hussam finds a secure place within the domestic sphere of Nuzha to escape the Israeli
soldiers chasing the young males. The domestic place is important for the male in this scene,
which could be read as a momentary flash of hope where both men and women could
harmonize their roles by allowing a symbiotic relationship between the private and the public
spaces.

Sunflower (1980) includes another incident about the importance of the domestic
space for the Palestinian male; in particular, when the guerrilla fighters ask Khadra to feed
them and guide them to escape the lIsraeli soldiers chasing them. Khadra is aware of the
neighbourhood surrounding her since she spends most of her life within this domestic sphere
that is only devoted to women. Khadra is successful in guiding the men to the right directions

saving their lives. This positive representation of the domestic sphere and its importance is
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interesting to pay attention to when discussing Khalifeh’s work since such representations aim
at incorporating the Palestinian female as an active citizen who plays an important role in
both daily life and the struggle against the occupation since she could help in saving the
male’s life.

Khalifeh’s work challenges the notion that the private sphere is a subordinate
position as often perceived from a stereotypical Western perspective. Instead, Khalifeh’s work
tries to subvert this broader image by portraying a reality that is more complex than the
simplistic image of patriarchy in the East and the division of spaces into private and public
from a Western framework. Within the Palestinian context, the private/domestic space is
capable of playing a decisive role in preserving one’s life. Such a difference within the socio-
political context is what Mohanty is stressing to take into consideration while addressing the
woman question in the Middle East. Khalifeh’s novels show that both the private and the
public sphere could be viewed as equals and complementary, crucial for constructing the
occupied Palestinian society. Khalifeh’s work gradually subverts the stereotypical images of
the Palestinian man and woman, starting from the domestic sphere then shifting to the public
one where women, in particular, challenge the restrictions imposed on them since Khalifeh’s
main characters are, “a woman head of a household, a journalist, a prostitute, and a
housewife, are trapped between poverty, occupation, traditional norms, and unchanging male
perceptions. Yet, they grow and become stronger through their adversity and are able to make
a contribution to society in many ways.” (Sabbagh, 1998, p.35) Khalifeh’s characters “fight
occupation they also fight against restrictive traditional values inculcated into their innermost
self.” (ibid) Thus, their suffrage is doubled.

2.3.2. The Female Honor is a Source of Shame

Since women are always confined within the threshold of their domestic roles; thus, they
perform the imposed roles on them as protectors of their home, family, chastity, virginity and
honor. Accordingly, any violation of these domestic roles would lead to punishment by the
male figure within the Palestinian society. Hamamra inserts, “Palestinian women who
transgress the borders of the domestic sphere are subject to verbal and physical violence and
sometimes, so-called, honour killing.” (2019, p.4) This is represented clearly in the position
that women occupy within the social fabric of the Palestinian family:

The structure of the family remained hierarchical, with variables such as
age and gender shaping the pattern of relations among its members. The
father represented the top of the hierarchy, with central decision-making
authority, especially in cases of marriage, divorce, and inheritance ...
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Females ranked at the bottom of the hierarchy, with little or no share in

decision making. (Jad, 1998, Pp.114-115)

This shows the subordinate position that women occupy within the Palestinian
social fabric. One important concept within the Palestinian context that Khalifeh’s novels try
to demonstrate is the female honor. It is important to reflect on some concepts related to the
female honor before understanding how it works within the Palestinian society.

World Health Organization defines honor crimes as a “girl or woman being killed
by a male or female family member for an actual or assumed sexual or behavioural
transgression, including adultery, sexual intercourse or pregnancy outside marriage—or even
for being raped.” (2012, p.2) This definition entails two important aspects within the
Palestinian society: On the one hand, it shows that death is the destiny that awaits the female
who fails to preserve her honor. On the other hand, it shows that the concept of honor is
linked only with the behaviour of women whereas men are not responsible to observe their
morality and behaviour, “Since the male’s immorality does not affect the honor of the family.
Such gender imbalance brings victimization to women, who are transformed into a symbol of
the family’s honor to be protected and avenged by their male relatives.” (Alhawamdeh, 2015,
p.105)

When it comes to Palestinian traditions, the cleaning of the female honor, which in
fact is the male honor, by sucking her blood to death, is a must since the social context within
the Palestinian society places much emphasis on the reputation of the male figure and what
people say about it. In this regard, Kanaana, the Palestinian anthropologist and folklorist,
notes that the Palestinian cultural context is an oral and aural context that privileges and
favours the spoken over the written (2005). In other words, if a woman violates the codes of
morality regarding her honor, the man should react to this violation. Abu-Odeh asserts that,
“to be a man is to engage in daily practices, an important part of which is to assure the
virginity of the women in your family. In Arab culture, a man is that person whose sister’s
virginity is a social question for him.” (1996, p.13) It is considered shameful for a man not to
revenge over the loss of his honor, “If a man doesn’t intervene by killing his sister/wife once
she has shamed him, he suffers a loss of his gender: he is no longer a man.” (ibid) However, it
is important to mention that there is no correlation between honor killing and religion since
some male figures resort to employ Islam as a veil for their violence against women.

There is no mention of honour Killing in the Quran or Hadiths. Honour
Killing, in Islamic definitions, refers specifically to extra-legal punishment
by the family against a woman, and is forbidden by the Sharia (Islamic
law). Religious authorities disagree with extra punishments such as
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honour killing and prohibit it, so the practice of it, is a cultural and not a

religious issue. (Muhammad, 2010, Pp. 20-21)

Understanding the role of religion within the Middle Eastern social context is
crucial for subverting some inaccurate images of the region. This recalls Mohanty’s emphasis
on the importance of understanding the social context in question. Within the Palestinian
context, it is important to separate the patriarchal cultural practices from Islam, as Islam
sometimes is used as a cover to achieve patriarchal agendas. Being aware of the role of
religion in people’s lives and how it can be manipulated helps to subvert the simplistic
Western image of the Middle East and Islam, particularly as a misogynist religion. Therefore,
Khalifeh’s work aims at subverting such images while reconstructing non-stereotypical
female roles since honor crimes as a practice are universal and not peculiar to Palestinian
society per se. World Health Organization declares that “there are an estimated 5,000 murders
in the name of ‘honour’ each year worldwide.... These killings occur mainly in parts of the
Middle East and South Asia, but also among some migrant communities.” (2012, p.2)

The concept of honor is linked to the inheritance process within the Palestinian
family. In other words, the preference of a baby boy over a girl is the norm since the male hire
would keep the family lineage whereas the female is viewed as a burden. This echoes Canaan
who observes that, “The preference for male children who are taken to signify honour and the
perception of female children as tokens of burden and shame are common features in
Palestinian proverbs.” (1931, p.175) This burden of supervising the female honor is clear in
Khalifeh’s The Inheritance (1997) which tries to depict the life of the Palestinian females who
are caught between patriarchal traditions and occupation. Several scenes in the novel are
devoted to discuss the way women are being treated as symbols that stand for men’s
reputation and honor.

Thus, any breach of the morality codes that decide the way the female should
behave, her blood will be the cost. This means according to the Palestinian male’s codes of
behaviour that ending the life of the woman proves that the male figure is a man and he is
able to preserve his reputation by confiscating the life of the female figure and sucking her
blood. By doing this, he preserves the qualities of his manhood. However, Khalifeh’s work,
for example, The Inheritance (1997) allows the female character Zayna to escape her father’s
attempt to end her life after he discovers her pregnancy outside marriage. When Zayna’s
father was chasing her, Zayna managed to escape and ran to hide at her grandmother house.
This indicates that Zayna is not a passive woman since she manages to reject the destiny that

is imposed on her by the male figure and she chooses to escape it.
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In addition, Sunflower (1980) does not blame Khadra for becoming a prostitute.
Khadra is a victim of the patriarchal system of both her father and her first husband who used
to beat her every night. Khalifeh’s novel does not accuse Khadra of being a prostitute since
the novel is concerned with revealing the context and the cultural practices which derive
Khadra to resort to prostitution as a final means of survival for an uneducated old woman like
her. This is similar to Nuzha’s mother in The Door of the Courtyard (1999) who is forced to
become a prostitute under the political situation and occupation at her age, solely for the
purpose of feeding her kids. The novel does not accuse the mother of being a prostitute since
it tries to reflect on the hard situation in her neighbourhood during the struggle against the
occupation. Khalifeh’s novels try to assert that the female honor should be approached
according to the surrounding cultural and political context if one aims to reach clear
conclusions regarding the female honor. In other words, it is important to understand whether
the female body/honor is used to satisfy the female lust for sex solely or whether the female
body is being sacrificed for the sake of reaching other aims such as, survival and gaining
living.

Another cultural practice that is connected to the female honor is the concept of
divorce. Khalifeh’s novels show that being a divorced woman means that the female is weak,
lacking and an easy target/pray for societal criticism. This is clear in Of Noble Origins (2009)
where Widad’s mother warns her daughter that becoming a divorced woman is a sin and a bad
reputation for the female. Widad wants to end her engagement, but her mother shouts, “No
divorce in our family. Getting divorce means a scandal!”(p.262) The cultural practices devote
a great attention to the existence of the male figure in the female’s life even if he is a shadowy
masculine figure. Heaven and Earth (2013) inserts, “A shadow of a man is better than a
shadow of a wall.” (p.219) This shows that the patriarchal thinking insist that the woman
should have a man in her life where this man acts like a wall that surrounds the house for
protection from any external factors that may invade the place. Similarly, Khalifeh’s novels
try to show the great emphasis given to the male as the guardian of the female honor.

The attempts from the female side to breach the masculine assumptions related to
her sexuality indicate that Khalifeh’s work represents the Palestinian female as a
revolutionary character who rejects these practices and refuses to stay passive and silent
toward them. This is clear in Widid’ case in Of Nobel Origins (2009) who expresses her
desire to get divorce and Sa’diya’s in Sunflower (1980) who refuses to marry again after her
husband passed away and insists that she can live with her children without the need for a

man to protect her. Khalifeh’s work represents the Palestinian female positively as someone
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who knows how the system works, that is, she is not ignorant. Khalifeh’s females dare to utter
their wishes regardless whether these wishes are fulfilled or not, at least they take the first

step towards rejecting the burdens imposed on them regarding their sexualities.

2.3.3. The Inheritance is a Male Privilege

Khalifeh’s work, in general, focuses on the injustice practices that prevent women from
having their share of social rights just because they are females; thus, they are not entitled, for
example, to inherit or have their property. Khalifeh’s The Inheritance (1997) is devoted to
discussing this issue and the cultural assumptions that deny the female her share of the
inheritance. Such cultural practices are derived from the myth that the female is supposed to
stay at home and the man is responsible for satisfying all her needs, this means that she does
not need the inheritance. In addition, the male is supposed to get married and have a family so
he needs the money to build a house, and take care of his children, while it is not required of
the female to fulfill these obligations. These myths surrounding inheritance justify why men
are deemed more worthy of the inheritance than women. In this regard, Butler’s theory of
Performativity (1990) would help explain the process by which the Palestinian societal norms
construct this notion of the superiority of the male in the inheritance. The Palestinian context
dictates these norms and justifications, ‘performative acts’ in Butler’s terms, for dealing with
the inheritance unjustly and then imposing them on the Palestinian women. Butler!
demonstrates that these performative acts generate and sustain ideology. Butler claims that to
be a subject is to be born into a world in which norms are already acting on you from the very
beginning (2004). This includes for example one’s gender, name, race, etc. In this sense,
gender becomes performative since one’s identity is shaped and determined by societal scripts
and constraints that the individual is obliged to adhere to. Gender is not something a person
chooses to perform, but rather it is something performed on a person. In this sense, the
performative act generates and sustains ideology since the myths surrounding inheritance are
performed on women without giving them room to choose. The performative act of ‘eating
the inheritance’, the expression people in my social context use, treating it as a hearty meal,
not only reflects the existing ideological norms regarding the inheritance but also contributes
to the reinforcement and reproduction of those ‘eating the inheritance’ patriarchal norms by

continuing to normalize certain acts and practices related to the inheritance, which Butler

™ On Judith Butler’s theory of Performativity (1990) check also:

Butler, Judith. 1988. “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist
Theory.” In Theatre Journal, 40 (4). Pp.519-531. [Online]. Available: https://mww.jstor.org/stable/3207893
[Accessed June 15, 2022].
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terms ‘normative acts’. Such normative acts within the Palestinian context function to sustain
the patriarchal ideology and perpetuate the subordinate position of women within the society.

Khalifeh’s work refutes such patriarchal assumptions about the inheritance since
she includes characters that have to play the role of both the father and the mother. Life has its
own agenda for each individual regardless of sex so the society cannot assume that the
female’s life could be easier than the males’ then accordingly denies her the right of the
inheritance. In addition, the inheritance could be employed as a means for threatening women.
That is, the female is threated, for example, if she does not give birth to a male hire, who
would keep the linage of the family, then she may be denied her right of the inheritance. This
is exactly what happens with Futna in The Inheritance (1997). Futna becomes a victim for this
stereotypical thinking about the inheritance; accordingly, she resorts to artificial means which
leads to expose her body/honor to the male figure; in particular, the colonizer to have a male
hire to guarantee that she will be worthy of the inheritance. The female figure is a victim of
traditions and occupation, in both cases, her honor is being threatened for the sake of winning
the inheritance.

Of Noble Origins (2009) shows that the older generation of Palestinian females is
highly affected by this myth of inheritance. Widad’s mother manages to arrange an exchange
marriage for both her daughter Widad and her son Waheed. The mother accepts that Widad
marries her rich cousin Rashad in return that Waheed marries Rashad’s sister, by doing this,
the mother believes that both the son and daughter will become rich, “She guaranteed that her
daughter will have a lifetime nest with this exchange marriage and at the same time, she
guaranteed that her son will get a hearty meal of the inheritance and a perfect marriage.”
(p.37) It is important to mention that the son Waheed will get married to his cousin who has
some physical problems, a speech defect. However, the mother convinces Waheed that this is
not a problem since the woman is worthy just because she will give Waheed access to a big
share of the inheritance. The female’s worth is measured by whether she can allow her
husband to inherit a big share of money or not, regardless of her physical appearance or other
mental traits. That is to say, the inheritance can affect the woman’s chance of finding a
lifetime partner within the Palestinian context since it increases the female’s chance of getting
a good marriage proposal. It is interesting to note that the theme of inheritance is a recurrent
one in the Western feminist discourse as well, particularly, in the literary production of the
well-known feminist writers Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813) and Charlotte
Bronté’s Jane Eyer (1847). In these works, inheritance plays a decisive role in shaping the

relationship between the male and female characters along with other factors such as social
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status, love, and financial security. In Bront&’s Jane Eyer (1847), Mr. Rochester’s proposal to
Jane, the female protagonist, is affected by both his affection for her and his desire to
guarantee the prosperity of his estate through marriage. This concordance of the themes
between the Western and Middle Eastern feminist discourse creates room for women to
discover their common grounds as sisters of pain within this patriarchal system on the one
hand, and connecting Khalifeh’s work to the early feminist waves namely, the 1% and 2"
waves where the inheritance laws were questioned, on the other hand.

Widad’s mother’s decision regarding marrying her daughter to one of her rich
cousins is purposeful. According to this, the inheritance will be kept within the circle of the
family and it will not reach out to ‘strangers’. The inheritance will be kept as a private
property within the same family circle. Khalifeh’s novels try to demystify these myths about
the inheritance by representing Widad as an unhappy wife whose husband does not take care
of her and he spends most of his time outside the house. He does not maintain any intimate
relationship with her, “She starts thinking about committing suicide ... she starts to realize
that her marriage was a commercial deal.” (Pp.107-108) In addition, Waheed is not satisfied
with his wife’s character; since she has problems in reproduction and giving birth. Thus, he
decides to join the guerrilla fighters as an escape from his arranged marriage.

Khalifeh’s work tires to prove that the inheritance cannot buy happiness when it
plays a major role in choosing a lifetime partner. Of Nobel Origins (2009) asserts that Widad,
“remembers her nights with her husband. He slept with her few times and she hardly tasted
the feeling of orgasm. One night, he was drunk and he gave her several emotional kisses.”
(p.305) However, the inheritance could not give Widad the road to a happy marriage. This
shows the connected relations between the myths within the Palestinian society to the extent
that they appear as a system that is deeply rooted within the mentality of the Palestinian man.
The myth about the inheritance could influence the female honor and sexuality. Such a system
shows the multi-layered oppression imposed on the Palestinian woman. The patriarchal myths
regarding the inheritance prove to be harmful for both the male and the female. Thus, it is
important to stop giving privileges to the inheritance at the expense of the individual’s

feelings and desires.

2.3.4. The Unmarried/Childless Woman is the Fruitless Land
One of the main themes Khalifeh’s work tries to refute is the representations that frequently
link the Palestinian female with the land. In other words, the Palestinian female is represented

passively as the land that is waiting for the male to liberate, water and plough it. The male is
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always the provider of the cure; he is the initiator and all things start from his side and end by
his side as well. Khalifeh’s work includes certain metaphors that express this stereotypical
thinking about the male/female relationship. Heaven and Earth (2013) represents the future
husband as the rain that makes everything green and alive after it comes. The female character
in the novel Yasmeen complains about not getting married inserting that she has waited for a
long time and no man proposed for her, “they dried up as the water from the river dried up!”
(p.131) This represents the future husband as the water which when runs, it recreates life
again. The female spends her life waiting for the rain to nourish it. This image recalls the
Quranic verse, “Your wives are a tilth for you, so go to your tilth when or how you will, and
send (good deeds, or ask Allah to bestow upon you pious offspring) for your ownselves
beforehand. And fear Allah, and know that you are to meet Him (in the Hereafter), and give
good tidings to the believers (O Muhammad SAW).”*? (The Cow, p.223, Trans., Tagi-ud-Din
Al-Hilali and Muhsen Khan). The “tilth” here means, according to Abridge Interpretation of
the verse,™ “Your wives are a place for you to sow your seed: they produce children for you
just as the land produces crops.” This image emphasizes the male’s role as the seed provider,
the rain. Interestingly, this image echoes also the Western tradition of considering nature as
feminine, which the male owner must take care of. The oldest root of this image came from
the Bible, where after creating the elements of nature, God entrusted Adam, the first man, to
take care of it. The Bible says, “The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of
Eden to work it and take care of it” (Genesis 2:15, New International Version). In this sense,
God intended Adam to watch over the earth, allowing men to be the givers of the rain longed
for by women. This shows that this image is not peculiar to the Middle Eastern female but to
the Western context as well, which, in turn, reveals some universal aspects of the shared
experience of women as sisters in this chain of representations, noting that both religions use
this rain metaphor to stress the complementary relationship between man and woman, in lieu;
of reinforcing the binary opposition between man as superior figure and woman as

subordinate, the way the patriarchal system and cultural practices manipulated them. Such

12 The Arabic text reads: , ) ) ) ) o
TRE N IR B SR PAS PPN ERE N ROk P ek RSP EP JUIERS T Y
[s_8);: 223]
The English translation is retrieved from: https://quranenc.com/en/browse/english_hilali_khan/2#223
13 Abridge explanation of the Quran: A website that provides translations and interpretations of the Holy Quran
in different languages: https://quranenc.com/en/
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analogy aims at subverting the image that Islam is the source of these passive representations

of the female, since this rain image as the analysis shows has its roots in the Bible as well.

Moreover, if a woman does not give birth to children then she is like the fruitless
land. Of Nobel Origins (2009) emphasizes this myth when Widad’s mother tries to convince
her son Waheed to get married after it becomes clear that his first wife is unable to provide
him a son. The mother contemplates, “Nothing fills life except children. A woman without
kids is a fruitless tree. And a man without kids is like a mosque empty of worshipers. Oh! If
he agrees and gets married again” (p.289). The reproduction process plays an important role
in the position of the female in the male’s life. This fruitless tree, which is the woman in this
case, is threatened to be cut down and replaced by another tree that is another woman (co-
wife) if she cannot become fruitful, since she is useless and does not arouse the appetite of
men. A woman without children is unworthy according to the male patriarchal perspective
since the Palestinian context insists that the female should have children, preferably males.
Affirming this point, I myself had come to live and experience this cultural norm since my
family consists of five daughters and a long-awaited brother. My mom used to repeat that if
she did not give birth to my brother, then my father would marry another wife who could bear
him a male heir to continue the family lineage. It is interesting for me that my father does not
indicate any intention to do so; he always laughs when my mom mentions this. This shows
that the pressure of the surrounding context may lead the individual to assume things that may
not necessarily happen and continue to live within this feeling. My mother was finally
relieved with the birth of my brother in 2008.

More interestingly, when having a child, the woman’s individuality is sacrificed
since her identity starts to be constructed as a member of a family, as someone’s mother,
someone’s’ daughter, and someone’s wife. According to the traditional naming system within
the Palestinian society, the literary critic Khalida Sa’id remarks, “We would reply that this is
the wife, the daughter, or the sister of so and so ... .What is the woman? She is the female of
the man, the mother, the wife. In short, she is defined in relation to the man, for she has no
independent existence. She is being defined in terms of the other and not as an autonomous
person.” (1991, p.70) Within the Palestinian society, there are four layers of this naming:
First, the daughter takes the last name (family name) of her father’s side and not her mother’s.
Second, if a woman gets married, she gives up her family name and starts using her husband’s
family name. Third, when a woman gives birth to a child, people start calling her by her son’s

name like (Ahmad: Ahmad’s mom), they don’t use the daughter’s name, they don’t say
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(Mariam: Mariam’s mom). They only call the mother with her first son’s name, not her
daughter’s name. Finally, if happens that the mother does not give birth to a baby son and gets
only baby girls, society would insist on using an imaginary name for a baby son to call the
mother.

Khalifeh tries to demystify this myth about the fruitless useless female since in her
novels, there are characters who manage to survive, become successful and worthy subjects in
their lives even without getting married and having children. Khalifeh’s The Inheritance
(1997) represents Zayna as a successful figure who manages to establish her name as a
successful anthropologist and Nahleh who has her own job abroad to support her family. She
is the main financial source that her family depends on to survive. Such females are
productive and fruitful in their ways even without having a male partner in their lives. One
way that could be useful for the female to refute the myths related to her productivity is
empowering herself with means of survival away from the male figure in her life. To enrich
her side, the female has to be equipped with survival tools such as, education, profession, etc.
which could empower her. The next section will try to reflect on some means of survival for

the Palestinian female.

2.4. Killing the Angel in the House as a Means for the Palestinian Female’s Survival

It is important to highlight the solutions Khalifeh’s work tries to come up with in an attempt
to plant subversive feminist ideas within both the Palestinian society and Palestinian
literature. Khalifeh’s novels propose some solutions to help women get their emancipation.
Such solutions are of two faces: On the one side, they encourage women to have their own
space within the Palestinian society and being visible. On the other side, they encourage
women to be economically independent and get their own profession as part of the approach
related to empowering women’s purses highlighted by Virginia Woolf’s 4 Room of One’s
Own (1929). It is important to mention that Khalifeh’s solutions do not indicate the
application of the Western feminist frameworks blindly on the Palestinian female; instead,
Khalifeh’s approach tries to come up with solutions in light of the Palestinian cultural context.
In this regard, Khalifeh states:

... De Beauvoir said this is wrong, this is wrong and we have to find a
solution in order to become like this. But to go from this position to that
position, we have to pass through this passage. I did not know what to do
with this passage. She did not describe it. And even if she described it for
French society, she could not describe it for my own. So | had to find my
way by myself. (An interview, 1980)

97



Khalifeh is aware that the solution to the Palestinian woman question is not the
same as that of her Western sister. A solution for this doubly colonized Palestinian subject
should take into consideration the unique experiences of Palestinian women in relation to
their socio-political context, which is clearly different from the Western context. Again, this
recalls Mohanty’s (1984) view that the female experience in the North is different from that in
the South. The solution would be different, indicating that women are not a coherent
homogenous group, but rather a diverse, heterogeneous one. The following sub-sections will
attempt to reflect on Khalifeh’s work suggested solutions within the Palestinian context.

2.4.1. Financial Independence
Khalifeh’s novels insist on the importance of the financial independence for women. Her
novels contain female characters who could survive by having money in their pockets such as,
Zayna in The Inheritance (1997) and Sa’diya’s in Sunflower (1980). Khalifeh’s novels assert
that the female should not sacrifice all her financial efforts for the sake of her family. Every
woman should realize her own worth/value and appreciate her own efforts to become an
independent woman. Thus, the female should keep her own pocket full and have control over
her financial status; otherwise, she has to suffer the patriarchal control. This is clear in The
Inheritance (1997) where Nahleh is represented as a hard working woman who sacrifices her
life for the sake of her family, yet her family never appreciates her efforts in supporting them.
Nahleh spends most of her life working in Kuwait just to support her family; thus, she never
thinks of establishing her own business, which would guarantee that she will remain
financially independent for the rest of her life. Nahleh has to suffer the consequences of this
poor planning for her life by becoming a victim, or as she called herself a ‘cow’, for the
cultural practices where she finds herself struggling to find a husband to compensate her lack
of financial independence. In this case, having a husband is a profession and carrying out his
needs would compensate her for this lack of financial independence, since the husband is
supposed to satisfy the financial needs for his wife. Khalifeh’s novels insert Nahleh’s
character as a lesson to alert women that they should keep a room for themselves from the
money they gain by their efforts as this money would help them liberate themselves from any
controlling systems that may try to oppress them.

Khalifeh’s novels insert examples about the effect of poverty on the female’s status
and how this lack of financial power in the female’s life could cut her wings and confine her
within her domestic sphere under the patriarchal control. This is clear in Widad’s case in Of

Nobel Origins (2009) where she realizes that she becomes a useless individual whose main
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task in this life is to wait passively for her husband until her returns back home even if he is
absent for several days. The narrator comments:

She stops feeling her dignity. Is there a dignity for a divorced abandoned

woman? What is the value of a woman without education, without a

degree? What is the function of a woman without a job, an income, or a

profession? Without the ability to take decisions. In addition to these, a

belly which makes her movement harder and makes her feel that time

stops at the limits of giving birth, breastfeeding, motherhood and taking

care of the child. (p.353)

Widad starts to think about ways to end her suffrage such as, committing suicide.
This recalls what Woolf’s wonders about in her book, “and what effect poverty has on the
mind; and what effect wealth has on the mind.” (1929, p.21) Lacking the financial
independence would derive the female to think about ending her life. Widad realizes that only
the financial independence would save her from this passive life. Thus, she starts thinking of
lunching a hair salon with one of her friends in her neighbourhood; however, her dream
evaporates since her friend decides to get married and leaves the town. Widad has to continue
her miserable/arranged marriage which Khalifeh’s novel represents as a means through which
Widad realizes the importance of money to save her from many obstacles. Such emphasize in
Khalifeh’s novels on the financial empowerment of the female shows that Khalifeh’s feminist
approach could be linked to the themes of the 1% and 2" feminist waves where the main
concerns for the feminist activists during these waves were the importance of making women
financially independent and educating them about their rights. Thus, education will be

discussed in the next sub-section.

2.4.2. Education/Conscious Raising

Khalifeh’s work represents education as an important means for women’s survival which
could pave the road for their emancipation. This is clear in Khalifeh’s novels that represent
the educated female figure as a daring, strong and influential figure that is capable of
expressing herself freely and reflecting on the female’s status within the Palestinian society.
The female characters in Khalifeh’s novels are aware of their rights and they are using this
knowledge to challenge the patriarchal system within their society. Sunflower (1980)
represents Rafif as a hard working educated figure who challenges her male colleagues to
have a corner in the newspaper that addresses issues related to women’s rights; in lieu, of
focusing only on the female body or her domestic duties. In this case, the educated figure

Rafif is using her education for the benefit of all women and not only for herself. She is
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looking for a collective solution for all women in her society. In addition, The Inheritance
(1997) represents Zayna as a successful figure who comes to be an independent hard working
anthropologist. Zayna in the novel is trying to discover the layers of the patriarchy that exist
within the Palestinian society using the knowledge that her education has equipped her with.
In this sense, Zayna is employing her education as a means to help in the female’s struggle
against her patriarchal society since the novel employs Zayna’s education/profession as a tool
to discuss the patriarchal practices related to the inheritance, the male honor, the occupation,
etc.

Education could open the door for the female to think about new perspectives
regarding her status and how to de-veil that status/mysterious subject. The Door of the
Courtyard (1999) represents Samar as an anthropologist who is trying to reveal the cultural
practices against women as part of her education. Samar wants to reflect on the way the
female gets married within the Palestinian society through a survey she prepared for that
purpose. Samar asks Nuzha to help her in filling out the survey. Samar mentions, “First, I will
ask you some traditional questions about your age, your social and financial status, your
childhood, and your problems, then I will ask you about the Intifada.” (p.85) Samar aims to
reveal the obstacles the Palestinian female suffers from. Samar asks, “Did you get married in
a traditional way?” (p.88)

Through this conversation with Nuzha, Samar’s education enables her to reach
fruitful answers about Nuzah’s personal life since Nuzha reveals that she was forced to get
married with two men after her father passed away and there was an age gap between her who
was 27 years old and one of them who was 45 years old. Khalifeh’s novels repetition of this
female anthropologist figure, in both Zayna and Samar figures, is purposeful since it
emphasizes the importance of digging deep into the ordinary individual’s life story and
knowing its needs, fears, contradictions, wishes and hopes that the individual is aspiring to
reach. Khalifeh’s novels represent the type of education that makes Palestinian women close
to each other, close to people and help in revealing their struggle. Such education is a
community based/group education, not an individual focused education. Such a type of
education is capable of leading to conscious-raising among women.

It is important to mention that Khalifeh’s novels do not exclude the uneducated
female figures from the struggle. Her work includes female figures that despite they could not
have access to education, they prove that they can manoeuvre within the society based on the
knowledge that they have gained from daily life incidents. This is clear in Sa’diya’s character

who is despite being represented as an uneducated figure, she could surpass the death of her
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husband and manages to start working at an Israeli factory. She succeeds in employing her
knowledge about life and her experience of living within the Palestinian society to save
herself and her family from asking people for money. She employs vocational education as a
means to survive with her children in a financially good atmosphere.

In addition, Khadra who falls in the category of the uneducated figure, with the
knowledge she has about life and her neighbourhood, could survive under the occupation.
Such kind of knowledge saves Khadra when she comes back from her work at an Israeli
factory to her city while there is a lockdown. Khadra finds an alternative route and reaches
home safely. Furthermore, Khadra helps in guiding the guerrilla fighters to escape the Israeli
soldiers chasing them by her knowledge of her neighbourhood. Khalifeh’s novels try to
demonstrate that each woman has the potential to survive with the knowledge and education
she has obtained. That is each woman is trying to survive using her own means, regardless
whether this knowledge is academic or practical, much or little, education is capable of
pushing the female’s journey forward.

Khalifeh’s novels show that education is a key factor in her feminist approach, but
not the only one. It is not enough for the female to be educated to survive. Other circles
should contribute to help enhance the status of the Palestinian female. Khalifeh’s work shows
that education and knowledge about women’s rights should start from small circles that Of
Nobel Origins (2009) indicates, “The familial system, the educational system, and the manner
and political system.” (p.364) The change has to be gradual if to liberate the occupied
Palestine, it has to start from the family before shifting to the society. Khalifeh’s approach
stresses on the importance of the female education since this emphasis is derived from her
real life experience. Khalifeh’s characters are in one way or another herself. Nessa, the PhD
scholar at the Department of Arabic at Gauhati University, India, states, “The characters
represent what she experiences, what she feels, what she thinks and believes. Her characters,
in a way are she. She is them.” (2020, p.3262)

Khalifeh wants to reach many Palestinian females as much as she can through her
education and her literary production. Her work employs a language that is easy to be
understood for all the layers within the Palestinian society, which is the colloquial language
not the standard one. Khalifeh’s work employs everyday language during the conversations
between the characters since the standard language is associated with masculinity which, in
turn, represents superiority. Khalifeh reflects on her choice of the colloquial language
explaining that she wants the elite and the poor to read her work and understand her feminist

approach alike. In addition, the use of the colloquial language could reinforce the characters’
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feelings of social belonging and rootedness. Khalifeh’s literary production shows that the
female’s education could be used to refute the myths that are rooted in the cultural practices
within the society. Education could be the means that help women refute images such as, the
angel in the house and the anxiety of authorship. Thus, education could work when it comes

to expressing one’s desires and needs.

2.4.3. The Third Space
The twenty first-century is best described as a melting pot in which people all over the world
can influence and be influenced by each other simultaneously. However, globalisation and the
world becoming a small village result in two opposing poles. On the one hand, there is
multiculturalism, which means the coexistence of various cultural groups within the same
society. This recalls The Inheritance (1997) scenes, particularly Hamdan’s scene selling his
goods in America where he uses English along with words that reflect the unique Arab culture
such as, “This caftan is hand embroidered in Arabia, far away, do you know Arabia? The land
of sand and camels, dates and incense, gum and the Quran. Do you know Mecca? (p.12) This
scene shows the coexistence of two cultures, thereby reflecting the cultural plurality enjoyed
by American society. On the other hand, there is interculturalism, which indicates the
blending of one culture into another, which, in turn, could result in identity crisis,
fragmentation, and instability. In many post-colonial novels, the reader encounters countless
terms related to the ‘metaphor of roots’ such as roots, routes, rootedness, and rootlessness,
during the characters’ quest for concordance between their familial roots (history), their new
culture, and their life journey (Vancura, 2015). Homi Bhabha, in his book The Location of
Culture (1994), refers to this state of uncertainty where the individual is located, a state of ‘in-
between’ or ‘in the middle’, further using the notion of ‘the third space’. Consequently, the
offspring of the migrant, according to Homi Bhabha, will find themselves inhabiting this in-
between hybrid space. The uncertainty which usually comes with conflicting societal
influences ends up paradoxically in experiencing two states, “a lack of belonging’ as well as
an excess of belonging. This so called excess ... is a consequence of belonging to and living
in too many places at once.” (Thompson, 2005, p.123) Said characterised this condition of
being caught in-between by ‘at least’ two cultures as ‘contrapuntal’ since it ‘gives rise to an
awareness of simultaneous dimensions’ (2000, p.186).

Employing this ‘third space’ in the Middle Eastern feminist scene would be helpful
since the Women and Memory Forum, a group in Egypt, explains that the challenges are

sharp due to this global context, “identify-ing exclusively with the west means rejecting the
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Arab heritage, while rejecting the west and cleaving to ‘tradition’ means accept-ing
patriarchal structures of subordination and inferiorization.” (as cited in Altorki, 1998, p.16)
The solution is to reject the Western modernity/tradition division, but how sophisticated the
individual has to be to manage this situation. Khalifeh’s novels include characters that come
to live outside the Palestinian context; thus, it is important to reflect on this concept of ‘the
third space’ from a feminist perspective. Although this theme occupies a marginalized
position in Khalifeh’s work, it is still worth mentioning here. Khalifeh’s later novels, those
written after 1996, try to reflect on this idea of ‘in-between-ness’ in relation to the female
quest for emancipation. Khalifeh’s novels demonstrate that the Palestinian man is a traditional
subject who is obsessed with the cultural norms of his society. This is clear in The Inheritance
(1997) where Zayna’s father wants his daughters to adopt his cultural behaviour/norms. This
sense of belonging could serve as an obstacle for the Palestinian woman. In other words, the
Palestinian man, despite living outside the Palestinian context, still feels attached to his roots,
which is his first place. This attachment, in turn, makes him conservative and traditional. The
Palestinian woman is always placed in the first place; however, she should be given the
chance to leave this traditional space and find another one, which could give her
emancipation.

Khalifeh’s work devotes most of the discussion to the first space as the only place
where the female is present since this first place is an internal domestic one. By doing this,
Khalifeh’s novels demonstrate that the Palestinian female is denied access to the second space
which represents a liberal space outside Palestine. In this sense, Khalifeh’s work depicts the
reality which limits the movement of the female within only one traditional space. That is
why Zayna in The Inheritance (1997) decides to leave the Palestinian society at the end of the
novel and go back to the United States where she will be more liberated. Khalifeh’s novel
indicates that this could be a sign of the female’s rejection of the first space. Not all
Palestinian women can move to the second space easily since they are controlled by the
patriarchal traditions that confine them within one domestic sphere. However, | decided to get
out of this traditional space by pursuing my PhD here in Hungary. | am the first female in my
village who got the chance to pursue her studies abroad, a step that fed my journey a lot, in
terms of getting to know different cultural and ideological perspectives, besides my
Palestinian background; | agree that such a step is crucial if to survive in this era of
globalization.

Khalifeh’s work is trying to encourage the Palestinian female to try different

contexts and make her open up to new perspectives. By doing so, she could reach the third
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space which could serve as a solution/an escape for the female who does not want to continue
to live within the traditional Palestinian society nor wants to abandon her society completely.
Such a shift in the place would enable the Palestinian female to make connections with her
sisters who share the same oppression and life experience worldwide. The next chapter will
be devoted to the analysis of Khalifeh’s autobiography and Marjane Satrapi’s. Such works
could be studied in light of this connection between women as sisters in different parts of the
world who get the chance to experience the patriarchal system in different cultural contexts
during their lives. Thus, the concept of ‘the third space’ will be discussed in more detail in the

next chapter.
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Chapter Three

Making Connections between Middle Eastern Writers: Sahar Khalifeh and
Marjane Satrapi as ‘Sisters in pain’

3.1. Autobiography as a Female Genre

The Middle Eastern female continues to de-veil the patriarchal oppression imposed on her
through different means; one of which is writing her life story/life narrative. In other words,
she resorts to the expression of the self through writing her life story as a means of talking
back against the oppression imposed on her. This chapter aims to discuss two life narratives
produced by Middle Eastern female writers; in particular, Palestinian and Iranian female
writers in an attempt to make the feminist scene in the Middle East inclusive on the one hand,
and draw on the feminist motto ‘sisters in pain’ on the other hand. However, before starting
the analysis, it is important to reflect on some critical issues related to life narratives within
the global scene and its perception in the East. It is important to mention that autobiography
started to flourish in Europe; thus, it is being described as European before it started to be
used in the Middle East, “Life-writing became an increasingly popular genre in the Indian
sub-continent in the nineteenth century and by the end of the Second World War, a
considerable number of auto/biographies had been written by colonised subjects across many
other regions of the European empires.” (Gilbert, 2009, p. xi) With this widespread of
autobiography, it becomes widely popular among females and it is being employed as a
means for rejecting the masculine representation of them.

A number of texts discuss the relationship between autobiography and the female
oppression. Smith’s “The Universal Subject, Female Embodiment, and the Consolidation of
Autobiography” (1993) reflects on this patriarchal representation of the female. The text
reflects on both the feminist theory and cultural studies in the past decade on the one hand,
and discusses the way those issues could be related to the study of autobiography on the other
hand. Smith highlights the common opposition between the universal male subject which is
characterized as: rational, intellectual, public, progressive, unified, etc. and the ‘embodied
subjectivity’ of women that is being referred to as: physical, emotional, private, messy and
colourful. Smith's primary interest is in how the excluded and colourful subjects have used
autobiography as a means of ‘talking back’. Smith views the history of women’s
autobiography as one of opposition to, and disruption of, the norms of masculine
autobiography. Smith tries to draw a politically progressive version of women’s

autobiography wherein, by the late twentieth century, autobiographical acts become
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instruments for sharp cultural critique. Smith and Watson go further in “Introduction:
Situating Subjectivity in Women’s Autobiographical Practices” (1998) and discuss the themes
included in women’s writing and compare them with those prevalent in men’s. The text
asserts that women resort to authenticate themselves while males tend to idealize themselves
to the heroic level in their narratives. The leading scholar in Francophone and comparative
literary studies Frangoise Lionnet argues that postcolonial women’s life-writing generally
speaking promotes, “the creation of a plural self, one that thrives on ambiguity and
multiplicity, on affirmation of differences, not on polarized and polarizing notions of
identity.” (1989, p.16) The feminist critics Brodzki and Schenck state that, “Self-definition in
relation to significant others, is the most pervasive characteristic of the female
autobiography.” (1988, p.8) Women tend to emphasize the personal over the professional and
heroic in their writings as Gilmore puts it, “men are autonomous individuals with inflexible
ego boundaries who write autobiographies that ... place the self at the centre of the drama.
Women, by contrast, have flexible ego boundaries, develop a view of the world characterized
by relationships ... and therefore represent the self in relation to ‘others.” (1994, p. Xiii)
Accordingly, autobiography gives women Woolf’s room that allows them to talk
about their life experiences and share it with others after being captivated and silenced for
centuries. This echoes professor Derbel words, “Women’s life narratives are symbolic
endeavours to break the wall of silence imposed on them by their historical and cultural
heritage.” (2017, p.1) An explanation for the function of the female narrative could be traced
in Anderson’s “At the Threshold of the Self: Women and Autobiography” (1986), who
believes that the production of actual narrative is not without ideological purposes. When a
woman writes about herself, she is clearly engaged in a double process of writing and
rewriting the stories already penned up about her as a female, as passive, veiled or hidden. By
doing this, that is, by publicizing and de-veiling herself, she is challenging the very act of
autobiography itself. A woman does not write about herself; instead, she strives to. In other
words, writing for her serves as a double act of self-discovering and self-making. A woman
struggles to find a room within which she can create an image of herself not completely
outside the roles set for her by her social context. As Anderson puts it, “women’s
autobiography is a reaching both toward the possibility of saying ‘I’ and toward a form in
which to say it. Writing is a quest, a ‘process’.” (1986, p.65) This female quest aims for social

change and opening the door of sharing the pain with other sisters.
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3.1.1. The Perception of Autobiography in the Middle East
Since autobiography as a female genre started in the West, this could make the discussion of
Middle Eastern female writers and their life writings challenging. In other words, this could
create a problem of how to approach the Middle Eastern female using some Western theories
on life narratives. Spivak talks about this issue in her well-known text “Can the subaltern
speak?” (1988). Spivak does not explicitly make a reference to any feminist theory or
theorists in this particular text; however, she does raise concerns about Western frameworks
that position the individual subject in Europe and North American as the norm. Spivak
highlights the limitations of this highly individualistic subject, suggesting that it cannot be
applied unthinkingly as a model in non-Western contexts. In addition, Spivak’s “The political
Economy of Women as Seen by a Literary Critic” (1989) seems to be cautioning against the
unguestioning application of Western feminist frameworks to subaltern women in former
colonies. In the same vein, Mohanty in her text “Under Western Eyes” (1984) asserts that
Western feminist theories become colonial when they study ‘Third World Woman’ as a
monolithic subject regardless of class, ethnic, or racial location. Mohanty asserts, “An
analysis of ‘sexual difference’ in the form of a cross-culturally singular, monolithic notion of
patriarchy or male dominance leads to the construction of a ... reductive and homogeneous
notion of ... ‘third-world difference’- that stable, ahistorical something that apparently
oppresses most if not all the women in these countries.” (p.335) Accordingly, Middle Eastern
female life narratives should be viewed in light of their unique cultural and social contexts.
Such approach could help in identifying the unique characteristics that could be traced
between Western and Eastern female’s autobiographies. Janet Gunn argued that ‘Third World
autobiography’ “differs in two aspects from mainstream Western autobiography, both males
and females. First it involves an unmasking or what | have called a denostalgizing of the past;
second, it orients itself toward a liberated society in the future. In the first respect, it is a form
of resistance literature; in the second, it is a form of utopian literature.” (1992, p.77)
Therefore, this chapter aims at reflecting on the Middle Eastern feminist scene when
discussing the genre of autobiography. The chapter aims at providing concrete examples on
life narrative works produced by Middle Eastern female writers since some autobiographical
theorists such as, George Gusdorf identified autobiography as essentially a “Western male
narrative representative of great men, and there was little interest in women’s autobiographies
until the end of the seventies.” (1980, p.32) Gusdorf believes that non-Western
autobiographical work can only be imitative of what already exists in the West. However,

with the rise of the feminist waves, the access of women to education, and the advancement in
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the publishing industry, autobiography became very popular in women’s writing during the
18™ and 19" centuries. The present chapter aims to discuss some Middle Eastern female
autobiographies as a response to Gusdorf’s belief that autobiography does not exist outside
Western cultures on one hand and to investigate the conventions and traditions that female
writers usually adhere to when writing their life stories on the other hand.

It is important to mention that Middle Eastern female writers’ exposure to the genre of
autobiography and the process of de-veiling themselves have not been an easy quest.
According to the Algerian feminist novelist Djebar, even relatively class-privileged and well-
educated females have to negotiate ‘two absolute rules’ of traditional culture: ‘one, never talk
about yourself: and two, if you must, always do it “anonymously”.” As for speaking
anonymously, she adds, ‘one must never use the first person’ since this would become serious
for women- it is like appearing in certain contexts without a veil. (1992, p.172) Such
autobiographical norms makes the journey of the Middle Eastern female to liberate herself,
that is to de-veil herself, more challenging. Moreover, the majority of Middle Eastern female
writers tend to avoid discussing issues related to the female body and sexuality since such
themes are associated with taboos and should not be discussed in public according to the
Middle Eastern cultural norms. This echoes Golley’s words, Professor of Literary Theory and
Gender and Women'’s Studies, “Until recently, this shyness about sex and anything to do with
it have been a characteristic of Arab women’s writings.” (2003, p.107) However, Golley
claims that a number of brave Middle Eastern women writers have been discussing the issue
of sexuality beyond just criticism, that is towards a positive advocacy of women’s right to
sexual pleasure including, Huda Barakat and Hanan al-Shaikh (Lebanese), Ghada al-Samman
(Syrian), and Sahar Khalifeh (Palestinian).

It is important to mention that the discussion of the Middle Eastern female’s
autobiography is a challenging task since, in some cases; the autobiography is being described
as an under-developed area of investigation. Gilbert in her book Postcolonial Life Writing.
Culture, Politics and Self-Representation (2009) asserts, “Palestine and Palestinian life-
writing, more specifically, are under-developed fields of inquiry within both Postcolonial and
Auto/biography Studies.” (p.113) In addition, Golley states, “Although there has been an
increasing interest in women’s narratives of self generally in Western literary and critical
theory, there is an almost complete lack of any theorization of Arab women’s

autobiographical texts specifically.” (p.2003, p. xv) However, there may have been some
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positive changes regarding the theoretical aspect in the last twenty years!*, but this is still a
field to be explored. This chapter aims to incorporate some post-colonial and feminist aspects
that can bridge this theoretical gap and help in examining the Middle Eastern woman’s
expressions of the self. The chapter will reflect on the concept of ‘sisterhood’ since it is
important to keep in mind the developments that have occurred in the feminist waves’ goals.
Golley, apparently advocating the later feminist waves’ views, states, “women’s oppression
cannot be simply measured and compared between cultures or countries, as if all women in a
certain culture or country lived under the same conditions regardless of class, education,
religious affiliation, or other social factors,” (2003, p. xii) whereas Virginia Woolf’s thoughts
that belong to the first feminist wave do not hold any consideration for geographical borders
between women. This is clear in Woolf’s Three Guineas (1977) where the narrator’s declares,
“As a woman I want no country. As a woman, my country is the whole world.” (p.125) Woolf
is little convinced in race or ethnicity as grounds for solidarity, whether among women
themselves or between the two genders. Keeping all these critical issues in mind, this chapter
aims to investigate two Middle Eastern females’ autobiographies in two different contexts
namely, Iran and Palestine with an eye on their respective social and cultural contexts in an
attempt to approach them as ‘sisters in pain’. The discussion will elaborate on the socio-
political context of each female and reveal how each female manages to de-veil her life story
to the public. However, before starting the comparison, it is important to reflect on the
situation within Iranian literature, since the scene in Palestinian literature is highlighted in the
previous chapters; the following section will shed light on the Iranian feminist context which
could give a hand in understanding the broader frame within which Iranian female writers

express themselves.

3.1.2. The Feminist Scene within lranian Literature

The perception of the feminist movement in Iran is not different from its Middle Eastern
sisters’ where controversy and reluctance characterize the Iranian response to this
phenomenon. Tohidi, an Iranian scholar on gender and women’s studies, states that the
feminist movement in Iran, “... supposedly Western exported phenomenon is accused of

promoting sexual license to penetrate the darol-Islam and the traditional family and thereby

14 Some books written on the topic include:

Abdel Nasser, Tahia. 2017. Literary Autobiography and Arab National Struggles. Edinburgh University Press.
Cheurfa, Hiyem. 2023. Contemporary Arab Women’s Life writing and the Politics of Resistance. Edinburgh
University Press.

Golley. Nawar Al-Hassan. 2007. Arab Women's Lives Retold: Exploring Identity Through Writing. Syracuse
University Press.
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destroying the internal moral fabric of the entire society.” (2016, p.77) Tohidi sums up all
these doubts regarding the feminist movement in the East stating, “Since modernity in Iran
and in many other Middle Eastern countries has been associated with Western intrusion,
colonialism or imperialism, it has resulted in mixed feelings among many women and men.
That is, a fascination with progressive aspects of modernity and strong desire to become
modern, yet at the same time, a resentment and resistance against Western domination.” (ibid)
The resistance side results in women being prevented from attempting the pen under the
control of the patriarchal system which seeks to achieve its political agenda by oppressing
women under the veil of nationalism and the motto that the Western feminist movement is a
West-toxicating product, whereas the progressive stand gives the political figures in the
Middle East the chance to control women by claiming that they aim to enhance the situation
of their countries; that is to modernize the state through imposing on women certain laws to
achieve their political agenda and appeal to the West as being modernists. For example, in
Turkey, Kemal Atatiirk advocates the idea of changing women’s traditional roles by
encouraging a Western style of clothing for women as a sign of civilization which includes
the de-veiling of women. In addition, in Iran, Reza Shah Pahlavi follows the footsteps of
Atatlirk holding the belief that changing the role of women is necessary for transforming the
East from an uncivilized place to a progressive one. Pahlavi opens the door for women in
certain channels including, education, employment and the mandatory un-veiling in 1936 in
an attempt to eliminate what Talattof calls, “a custom impeding women’s social role and to
promote a Western lifestyle among women.” (1997, p.533) These leaders are interested in
imposing the Western life style on the Middle Eastern woman regardless of what women
would have chosen for themselves; thus, in one way or another, both the resistance and
progressive advocates reveal that women are still tools in the hands of the patriarchal system.
As a result of such patriarchal control, the harem sphere remains vague and veiled for
the West until the nineteenth-century when the Orientalist French painter Henrietta Brown
takes on her own the responsibility of depicting the life of the Eastern woman through
benefiting from her position as a woman during the Ottoman Empire era. Brown makes two
paintings about the Western stereotypical perception of the Middle Eastern woman; that is a
victim of the patriarchal society. In this regard, Yegenoglu comments, “It is with the
assistance of the Western woman (for she is the only ‘foreigner’ allowed to enter into the
‘forbidden zone’) that the mysteries of this inaccessible ‘inner space’ and the ‘essence’ of the
Orient secluded in it could be unconcealed; it is she who can remedy the long-lasting lack of

the Western subject.” (1998, p.75) However, Brown’s paintings which were presented
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through the medium of art to the public enforce the binary opposition between the civilized
West and the uncivilized East. Thus, it is important to reflect on the Iranian female reaction to
this representation.

The historical events that took place in Iran could be summarized using Povey’s
outline as follow: “the 1970s which was marked by Westernization and modernization under
the secular Pahlavi state; the 1980s, the period of Islamization of the state and society under
the Islamic republic; and the period 1990-2001, the period of institutional change, a growing
gender consciousness and democracy movement.” (2001, p.46) However, the revolution that
took place in Iran in 1979 creates a shift in the literary discourse in different mediums. The
literary scene in Iran pre and after the revolution does not remain the same. Milani asserts,
before the revolution “Classical poems were created as love poems for and about women,
who were at the centre of the poetry, an aesthetic object, there to be gazed at.” (1992, p.52)
However, after the revolution, Iranian women’s poetry starts to discuss themes related to
gender and sexuality after being captivated for several years within the limits of the traditional
Islamic themes which stress the role of women as mothers, wives and martyrs who devote
their lives for the sake of the nation. This echoes Hosseini’s words, an Iranian scholar, who
asserts, “Gender-related themes began to be highlighted in women’s literary discourse in Iran
during the post-revolutionary movement, after 1979.” (2018, p.1) For example, Tahereh
Saffarzadeh, one of the most well-known Iranian female poets, stands as a successful model
in drawing on the socio-political changes that take place before and after the revolution in Iran
and subverting the traditional themes linked with women’s identity to more daring and
revolutionary roles. Hosseini summarizes Saffarzadeh’s new themes stating, “Solitude,
alienation, the search for autonomy, anger and confrontation with patriarchal social structures
can be considered the common themes.” (2018, p.2) In addition, women’s writings after the
1979 revolution employ the figurative language and the metaphorical forms heavily to avoid
the political patriarchal punishment. This echoes Talattof’s words, an Iranian scholar, who
states:

Metaphorical forms of literary expression became necessary when the
overall strategies of these writers developed to escape censorship and
avoid punishment. In their literary language, similes, symbols, and
metaphors conveyed the meanings that they were prohibited from
expressing directly. Through a process of empathy and personification,
these writers constantly spoke of freedom, political change, and
revolution ... .These coded signs used metaphors such as night, cold, and
darkness and silence to refer to the dictatorial condition, and spring, light,
and sunshine to refer to revolution and freedom (1997, p.534).

111



Iranian women’s quest for emancipation is best described as tides that are sometimes
calm yet aggressive at other times. In other words, despite the widespread of television, social
media, and the internet, their journey is not easy. For example, Shahla Lahiji, the first woman
publisher in Iran, published some books about the life of working-class women who lost
everything in the war for the sake of their country. In 1985, Lahiji reflects on her journey
stating, “During the war years, as a publisher I needed a supply of paper and there was
shortage of paper. Paper like all other commodities was rationed. But | worked consistently to
create an opportunity for women’s voices to be heard. My publishing house became a
women’s studies institution and many women became active around it.” (cited in Povey,
2001, p.48) In addition, Faezeh Hashemi established a newspaper entitled ‘Rouznameh Zan’
between August1998-March1999 for the sake of concentrating not only on women’s issues
but other various themes to attract male readers. However, Hashemi’s newspaper was closed
down in 1999 for publishing a cartoon which shows, “a gunman attempting to kill a man and
a woman and the male victim appealing to him by saying that ‘don’t kill me, kill her as she is
cheaper.”” (cited in Povey, 2001, p.58) This incident shows that the publishing industry is
controlled by the patriarchal system. Shahla Lahiji, a member of Women Journalists Trade
Association which was established in 1998 explained, “But in Iran women’s writings have
been more under scrutiny and censorship than men’s writings, because of a moral double
standard which applies to women and not necessarily to men. For example within literature,
the role of love and lover is acceptable for men and not for women, and therefore, women’s
literature is constantly under scrutiny and censorship.” (cited in Povey, 2001, p.60)

This affects the Iranian female journey of expressing herself in her writing. Farideh
Goldin, an Iranian Jewish writer, describes the scene, “There has been an explosion of
memoirs by Iranian women writers since the Iranian Revolution of 1979. The books are
written and published not inside Iran, whose bibliophobic government has killed many writers
and their words, but abroad--not in Persian, but in English and French.” (2004) accordingly,
scholars of Iranian women writers and Iranian autobiographies criticize the ‘“continuous
political oppression against freedom of speech and literary expression; they blamed the
indirect style of writing in Persian, where speaking of oneself is at best impolite, at worst,
vulgar; they blamed the spiritual veiling of women that keeps their voices silenced.” (ibid)
Thus, this chapter aims to discuss the reaction of two Middle Eastern female writers in

relation to their expression of the self against the patriarchal oppression that aims at silencing
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them. More specifically, this chapter aims to compare the autobiographies of Sahar Khalifeh’s
My Story to My Story (2018) and Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis (2000)%°.

The reasons for this comparison lay, first of all, in the fact that autobiography as a
feminine space for de-veiling the self is being marginalized in both respective societies,
namely, Palestine and Iran. Goldin asserts, “A decade after the Revolution, scholars of Iranian
women writers and Iranian autobiographies called attention to the rarity of autobiographies
and even biographies by Iranians and fewer still by Iranian women.” (2004) In addition,
Gilbert in her book Postcolonial Life Writing. Culture, Politics and Self-Representation
(2009) describes Palestinian life-writings as ‘under-developed’ areas of study. Such
marginalized scene, stresses the need to study, reflect on and publicize the autobiographical
work of the Middle Eastern female to up-lift it as a field of study from its current subordinate
status. Secondly, this chapter aims at comparing Khalifeh’s novel with Satrapi’s graphic
novel. Apparently, they are different literary forms; however, Derbel in his book Iranian
Women in the Memoir: Comparing Reading Lolita in Tehran and Persepolis (1) and (2)
(2017) states, “as revealed by the literature review, no study has made a comparative
investigation between two generically distinct memoirs, that deal thematically with the reality
facing Iranian women in post-revolutionary Iran.” (p.9)

Drawing on this, the present chapter could make another contribution when addressing
the female question in the Middle East since such a pragmatic/strategic connection would
help in revealing the oppression imposed on Middle Eastern women as ‘sisters in pain’. In this
regard, Spivak devised the notion of “Strategic essentialism” (1996) since essentialism is
defined as, “the assumption that groups, categories, or classes of objects have one or several
defining features exclusive to all members of that category” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin
1998). Such a common experience between Middle Eastern women could unify them, make
their voices heard, and refute some inaccurate Western/colonial stereotypes about them. In
this sense, Spivak reads the works on the experiences of the subaltern groups in India, whose
goal is to rewrite the history of India from a subaltern perspective as “a strategic use of
positivist essentialism in a scrupulously visible political interest” (Spivak 1996, p.214),
indicating that ‘strategic essentialism’ could be employed as “a temporary political strategy
and not as a universalizing theory or as a universal way of conducting political struggle.”

(Eide, 2016) Accordingly, this comparative investigation will reveal how two Middle Eastern

5 From now on, the researcher will use the term ‘The Complete Persepolis® (2003-2004) which is the English
translation of the two parts of Persepolis (2000). The Complete Persepolis (2003-2004) includes: The Story of a
Childhood (2003) and The Story of a Return (2004).
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autobiographical works, different in form, could create a common platform to refute the
patriarchal oppression, make women’s voices heard, free their bodies from social sanctions
and taboos, and shape their identities in a process of renewal and becoming. Finally, as
noticed by the literature review, studies that try to connect between the Palestinian and Iranian
literary production are rare. Arjestani, Chegini & Gojezadeh in their article “Role of
Contemporary Iran and Palestine Poetesses In the Persistence and Resistance Literature”
(2021) investigate the role of contemporary lIranian and Palestinian poetesses and they
conclude that, “the poetesses, by being influenced by the society circumstances and the
consequences of political, social, cultural, etc. themes in their poems, had been able to obtain
new experiences and achievements.” (p.79) Arjestani, Chegini & Gojezadeh focus their
analysis only on poetic texts. Thus, such a literary gap triggers the researcher to take a step
forward towards making connections between the females’ literary production in the Middle
East; in particular, their autobiographical work and their de-veiling of the self. The next
sections introduce the autobiographical works of both Khalifeh and Satrapi before start
comparing them in an attempt to expand the channel of communication between Palestinian

and lranian women writers as voices from the third world.

3.1.3. Marjane Satrapi’s The Complete Persepolis (2003-2004)

Marjane Satrapi who was born in 1969 is an Iranian-born French graphic novelist, cartoonist,
illustrator, film director, and children’s book author. Her graphic memoir which consists of
two parts: The Story of a Childhood (2003) and The Story of a Return (2004) was originally
published in French Persepolis (2000), and translated into many languages including: Farisi
(2011), Turkish (2009), Hebrew (2005), and Arabic (2001). These are the four main
languages of the Middle East. In addition, the graphic memoir was also translated into
different Western languages including: Spanish, Romanian, Portuguese, Italian, Greek, and
Dutch. The reasons behind choosing Satrapi’s graphic memoir for the comparative part lay in
the following reasons: First of all, many researches such as, Chikuma & Ben Lazreg
comment, “Persepolis could be considered the first complete and popular graphic novel about
the Middle East, no one artist after could avoid its presence, reject it, or ignore it. Moreover, it
clearly helped put the Middle Eastern graphic narrative on the map in the Middle East and in
the West.” (2017, p.760) Chris and Houssem add, “due to a strict continuous censorship
policy, Iran has not produced much in modern forms of comics and graphic narratives since
1979.” (2017, p.764) In addition, Begum mentions that Satrapi’s work is “claimed by the
critics to better serving the purpose than any other wordy novel would have.” (2017, p.69)
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Thus, The Complete Persepolis could help in understanding the scene when it comes to
graphic narratives in Iran. Secondly, this graphic memoir is written after the 1979 revolution
and it gives insights about the personal life of the protagonist ‘Marji’. In this regard, Talattof
states, “In these works [produced after the 1979 revolution], women’s personal and private
experiences become public. Their narratives articulate their protests against sexual oppression
and reflect their struggle for identity.” (1997, p.531) Thus, Satrapi’s work could feed the
research with useful insights about the different means Middle Eastern women employ the
autobiographical form in finding a room to express themselves and their wishes.

3.1.4. Sahar Khalifeh’s My Story to My Story (2018)

Khalifeh narrates her life story in around 400 pages in which she shares some incidents from
her personal life which have shaped her personality and made her become the person who she
is now. Khalifeh adds a subtitle for her autobiography to become a ‘literary autobiography’.
Khalifeh narrates some incidents from her private life such as, her family, her marriage, her
education, her divorce, etc. along with some scenes where she gives the readers some
explanations on her novels beside some incidents that happen with her while writing and
publishing them. Kbhalifeh indicates that her autobiography will have another part.
Unfortunately, the second part still does not witness the light, at least, until the time this
dissertation is being written. Based on this introduction of both Khalifeh’s My Story to My
Story and Satrapi’s The Complete Persepolis, the following sections will highlight some of
the similarities/differences between both works and provide examples on the topic/s in

question for the validation of the claims made in relation to both works.

3.2. A Comparative Analysis: Khalifeh vs. Satrapi

3.2.1. Representations of the Self through the Narrator

Khalifeh chooses to narrate her autobiography through dividing it into 47 sections; thus, she
chooses titles that reflect the obstacles which affect her life journey as a female such as: ‘A
Divorcee’, ‘The Daughters’ Mother’, ‘My Father, the Groom’, ‘My Father’s Bride’, ‘The
Occupation’, ‘The Escape Decision’, ‘The Certificate then Employment’, ‘The Personal is
Political’, ‘Farewell America’, etc. In her life chapters, Khalifeh through her narrator ‘Sahar’
tries to reveal the challenges that face her as a Palestinian woman who comes to live within an
occupied tradition-oriented society. In some scenes, Khalifeh makes her narrator Sahar use
the first person pronoun ‘I’ along with the past tense. This could indicate that Khalifeh wants

her work to speak for all Palestinian women; instead of focusing only on her individual self.
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In this sense, ‘I’ could serve as ‘We’ within the feminist context; that is the narrator Sahar is
revealing the obstacles that every Palestinian female could suffer from. In addition, Khalifeh
starts her autobiography declaring that Sahar becomes a free woman. It is important to
mention that Khalifeh manages to get her divorce at the age of 32 after a miserable marriage
which results in two daughters. Khalifeh represents her protagonist Sahar as a butterfly who
manages to escape one patriarchal closure, which is her marriage. Sahar states, “I came back
from the religious court and | was jumping the stairs like a butterfly. | threw myself on the
green grass growing under an olive tree in our family’s house then I raised my legs up in the
air while I was screaming: free, liberated. Finally, I got my freedom.” (2018, p.9) Khalifeh
represents her narrator Sahar as a bird that is finally released from his cage to hug the blue
skies. This scene recalls the images 19" century women writers tend to employ in their
writings which Gilbert and Gubar discuss in the Madwoman in the Attic (2000). In other
words, Gilbert and Gubar notice that women’s writings were characterized by the extensive
use of images of enclosure and escape such as, caves, mirrors, locked cabinets, cages, etc.
Khalifeh represents Sahar as a survivor who manages to escape all the patriarchal oppression
imposed on her as a Middle Eastern Palestinian female since she is telling her story to the
world now as an independent woman. In other words, Sahar narrates her life story as a mature
female in her 70s and from an experienced feminist perspective that enables her to view the
world with a better understanding than the one she has 30 years ago. At this point, it is
important to mention that Khalifeh, in the Preface to her autobiography, encourages women to
attempt the pen and pen up their life experiences on the paper. Khalifeh inserts, “literature is
neither an invention or a creation, as they claim, nor is it a super-human work that only the
elite or those who are gifted with highly linguistic talents, which seem to breathe the very
atmosphere of heaven, can practice it, for the novelist is like any other human ... ” (p.4). Such
a declaration from Khalifeh’s side could be linked to the 1% and 2™ feminist waves since
Woolf, for example, in 4 Room of One’s Own (1929) rejects the authority of male figures in
the universe such as, Shakespeare and Beethoven and encourages women to write.

On the other hand, Marjane Satrapi chooses to narrate her life story using graphics
along with words. Satrapi divides her life story into 38 sections. She chooses titles that refer
to her experience as a child living under a religious patriarchal system in Iran on the one hand,
and as a teenager living in Vienna on the other hand. Satrapi comes up with titles such as:
‘The Veil’, ‘The Bicycle’, ‘The Letter’, ‘The Wine’, ‘The Cigarette’, ‘The Passport’, The
Croissant’, ‘The Return’, ‘The Wedding’, etc. Satrapi chooses to incorporate different voices

while narrating her life story such as, her parents, her teachers, her friends etc. Thus, Satrapi
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engages her narrator with conversations with each group to reveal the obstacles that she has to
undergo in her life as a female. In addition, Satrapi uses the nickname ‘Marji’ for her narrator
along with the present tense; thus, she does not narrate her life story as a reflection on the past
the way Khalifeh does; instead, she allows her narrator Marji through the interaction with
other characters in the graphic novel, to reveal what she wants to share with the public. Thus,
Satrapi, unlike Khalifeh, introduces herself as a child who gives the readers the chance to
grow up with her and witness the way her personality/ identity comes to be shaped in relation
to her surrounding context. At this point, Satrapi’s work could be associated with the 3" and
4" feminist waves that tackle issues related to the female identity and the way the female
comes to perform and negotiate the social norms imposed on her. Thus, Judith Butler’s ideas
about performativity and the individual’s behavioural role could be relevant in the discussion
related to Marji’s quest of shaping her identity.

In addition, Satrapi differs from Khalifeh in the way she de-veils her life to the public.
Satrapi employs graphics since she states, “So drawing gives to me the possibility of this
sense of saying what | want to say. Also, there are so many things that you can say through
images that you cannot say with the writing.” (An interview, 2007) Consequently, her
drawings enable her to express her life route more comfortably. For example, the first chapter
in Satrapi’s story, where the protagonist Marji introduces herself to the audience, gives
fruitful insights about the purpose behind writing a memoir using graphics. The title of the
first part is ‘The Veil” (p.7), a costume that is supposed to hide not reveal things yet Satrapi is
doing the opposite by introducing her life to the public. Satrapi attempts to transform her life
from being veiled under the Iranian Islamic regime to being de-veiled; she is de-veiling
herself by her drawings. Moreover, the image of the eye next to the title shows that there is an
eye watching her, it is only one eye not two which could symbolize the Iranian Islamic
government who imposed the veil on women after the 1979 revolution and who also had the
final say in Iran at that time. Thus, women have no choice but to accept this law. This is clear
when the main character Marji introduces herself to the readers stating, “And this is a class
photo. T am sitting on the far left so you don’t see me” (ibid). In her drawings of her
classmates, Marji’s friends look like copies since they have the same appearance. However,
showing only her arm, Satrapi gives the floor to the readers to draw Marji’s image since all
her classmates look the same; thus, it is not hard for the readers to fill this gap and imagine
her shape. This could be the first critic that Satrapi tries to communicate with the audience
through her art, a critic about the oppression imposed on women by the Islamic regime which

aims to erase any attempt of women to have their own individual freedom and unique

117



personality. By excluding herself from the class photo as shown in Figure (1), Marji declares
that she is not satisfied with the current situation of women in her country Iran; thus, she does

not want to belong to this group, she wants to have her own identity.

<3} THE VEIL

AND THIS 1S A CLASS PHOTO. ' SITTRG ON THE FAR LEFT <O
YOU DON'T SEE ME. FROM LEFT TO RIGMT: GOLNAZ, MAHSHD,
MNARINE ,, MINNA.

Figure 1: The Complete Persepolis (p.7)

In Judith Butler’s terms, Marji is performing subversive roles since she refuses to
adhere to the repetitive norms related to the veil within her society. Butler’s theory of
Performativity (1990) which tackles the behavioural aspects of the characters in real-life
situations explains two states: first, if the individual follows the norms which are agreed upon
by society, then that individual is performing a repetitive act. In this sense, society stands for
the stage where the normative behavioural act takes place. However, when the individual
refuses to act out or put on the expected gender roles as they are dictated by the cultural
scripts or even challenges them, the performative behaviour shifts from being simply a
repetitive act to being a subversive one. This subversive act functions as a means of refusal to
adhere to what is called repetitive acts. At this point, the individual moves from the state of
being passive to the state of being active. Accordingly, Satrapi mocks the Islamic
government’s decision of imposing the veil on women in Iran in 1980. Satrapi employs an
ironic tone when narrating the way women perceive this law. The protagonist Marji uses a lot
of ironic phrases to describe the way the veil becomes a tool in the hands of the girls at school
such as, “Ooh! I am the monster of darkness,” “It’s too hot out,” “Give me my veil back” and
“You’ll have to lick my feet” (ibid). The veil is employed as a tool to have fun at school
among the girls. However, Satrapi in her work does not attack the veil as a costume, yet she
attacks the way the veil is employed by the Iranian patriarchal government as a tool to control

and oppress women. Marji does not stand against the veil but she wants it to be approached
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and put on by women as a matter of their free choice not as a matter of imposition for
achieving political agendas. This is evident in the different styles of the veil Marji employs in
her graphics. Marji distinguishes between the veils worn by those representing the Iranian
regime, the powerful figures, and those who oppose this regime. In Marji's graphics, the veil
of powerful figures appears as a single, continuous black shroud covering the entire body. In
contrast, those who oppose the regime wear the typical two-piece veil, meeting at the
shoulders, as illustrated in Figure (2). In another scene, Marji states, “You showed your

opposition to the regime by letting a few strands of hair show.” (p.79)

YOU'RE ALL SUSPENDED FOR
A WEex)

e F

Figure 2: The Complete Persepolis (p.101)

These clues from Marji signify her rejection of the way the Iranian government
exploits the veil for its political agenda. Therefore, the extended veil can be seen as Marji's
way of emphasizing that those in power are symbolically more shielded from the unjust
practices of the Iranian regime, while the typical veil symbolizes rebellion to its imposition.
Marji communicates this awareness and understanding of the nature of the patriarchal Iranian
regime through positioning herself as the full moon indicating her full enlightenment about
the false promises made by the Iranian regime. For instance, the Shah claims, “I will make
this country the most modern of all time,” (p.31) and Marji comments, “Even worse!” (ibid.)

as illustrated in Figure (3).
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YOU KNOW, MY CHILD, SINCE THE DAWN OF TIME, DYNASTIES HAVE
SUCCEEDED EACH OTHER BUT THE KINGS ALWAYS KEPT THEIR
PROMISES. THE SHAH KEPT NONE; | REMEMBER THE DAY HE WAS
CROWNED. HE SAID:

| AM THE LIGHT OF THE aRvVaNs
| WILL MAKE THIS COUNTRY
THE MOST MODERAMN OF ALL TIME
OUR PEOFPLE WILL REGAIN
THEIR SPLENDOR.

Figure (3): The Complete Persepolis (p.31)

3.2.2. Seeds of Feminist Awareness: Sahar and Marji as Victims

Comparing both Sahar and Marji’s characters, it is clear that Sahar experiences the patriarchal
oppression as an insider within her family while Marji comes to realize it from her
surrounding social context as a witness. In other words, Sahar’s familial context is unstable
compared with Marji’s since Khalifeh represents her mother as a victim who spends her life
facing the societal criticism for giving birth to eight daughters. Thus, she comes to be known
as ‘the daughters’ mother’ which is a bad reputation/name for the female within the
Palestinian context. Sahar reflects on this situation stating, “Until these days, the girl still
represents disappointment, shame, and a heavy burden that leads only to worries.” (p.17)
Sahar adds, “The peak of disappointment reaches our mother and us when one of us confirm
her femininity by start getting the period, out of her will.” (p.19) However, after the long-
waited son arrives, Sahar’s family divert all the attention to him and indulge him with all sorts
of enjoyment. This spoiled treatment ends her brother’s life in a wheelchair after having a car
accident while driving too fast. The mother has to spend the rest of her life taking care of him.,
Sahar’s father could not bear this shock; accordingly, he decides to get married again in an
attempt to forget this disaster on the one hand, and find a female who would give him a male
hire again, on the other hand. At this point, Sahar’s mother goes crazy and starts projecting all
her sufferings onto her daughters by trying to get rid of them. The mother starts arranging
marriages for her six daughters in an attempt to reduce the burden put on her shoulders. These
reactions result in Khalifeh’s miserable marriage at the age of 18, Khalifeh’s marriage lasts

for 13 years. Sahar reflects on her relationship with her mother, “My relationship with my
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mother hasn’t been easy at all. It was full of obstacles, and | still blame her for some relapses
that happened to us.” (p.17) This image of the defeated oppressed Palestinian female derives
Sahar to start thinking about her value as a female within her society. Sahar inserts, “Within
this atmosphere, I learned the meaning of my existence and my value in this world. | learned
that | belong to a low-value sex that even does not worth lamenting. | also learned that | could
be a source of threat since I am perceived as a source of shame and fear.” (p.19) Sahar resorts
to writing and painting as a room for her to escape this patriarchal atmosphere surrounding
her and expand her feminist awareness as an insider who has come to suffer from this
patriarchal oppression.

On the other hand, Marji seems to be more comfortable with her familial context. In
other words, Marji maintains a stable relationship with her family unlike Sahar. Marji gets all
the attention of her parents since she is their only child. Thus, they expose her to reading at an
early age. Marji comments, “To enlighten me they bought books” (p.16). This reveals how
caring and progressive her parents are. Moreover, it is interesting to mention that Marji tries
to enlighten her knowledge about some subaltern groups. Marji despite having a healthy
relationship with her parents and not experiencing oppression at the familial level, she is still
aware of what is happening with other oppressed groups. Marji inserts “I knew everything
about the children of Palestine” and “About the young Vietnamese killed by Americans.”
(ibid) Such atmosphere gives Marji the floor to expand her knowledge since her childhood
witnesses the historical period of the demonstrations against the Iranian regime. However,
Marji’s parents prevent her from taking part in the demonstrations since they want to keep her
safe. This would recall Gilbert and Gubar’s ideas (2000) where they note, “It is debilitating to
be any woman in a society where women are warned that if they do not behave like angels
they must be monsters.” (p.53). Marji could be described as ‘the angel in the house’; however,
Marji joins the demonstration secretly behind her parents one time with her babysitter. On
that day, the government attacks the protesters harshly; thus, they get injured. However, by
this shift, Marji becomes the ‘monster woman’ who performs subversive acts. Such incidents
trigger Marji to expand her awareness about the situation in her country. This shows that
Marji’s feminist awareness in relation to her surrounding atmosphere comes from her
experience as an active participant while Sahar’s awareness is established from her experience
as an oppressed victim; thus, Sahar could be described as the object of the gaze that Satrapi

comes to draw in her graphics.
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3.2.3. Sahar and Marji as Models for the Middle Eastern Female

Sahar and Marji represent two attempts of surpassing the stereotypical images associated with
the Middle Eastern female. In other words, “It is true that for most westerners, even today, the
phrase ‘Arab woman’ conjures up heavily veiled, secluded women, whose lives consist of
little more than their homes, their children, and the other females in the ‘harem’ or immediate
kinship circle.” (Hussain, 1984, p.71) Accordingly, Sahar and Marji as female characters try
to refute such a stereotypical thinking about the Eastern woman. Starting with Sahar’s
character, it is clear that Sahar reflects on some obstacles that she has to undergo as a female
before she declares herself a free woman. First of all, Sahar decides to end her miserable
marriage that has confiscated 13 years from her life. It is important to mention that Sahar is
the one who asks her husband for divorce. In this sense, she is the one who initiates the
divorce decision, she starts to become active and refute her image as a Middle Eastern silent
woman. Secondly, Sahar has to challenge the cultural norms that place the divorced female in
a subordinate position; consequently, she insists on gaining a proper education. Sahar
becomes enrolled as a university student at Birzeit University at the age of 32, as a mother for
two daughters. Sahar turns a deaf ear to those who try to discourage her even her female
friends. Sahar inserts:

The discussion on my higher education continues, the possibility of
studying at that age, and whether I will succeed or not goes on: would |
be shameful to sit next to students who are in the same age of my
daughters? Then, | said that their way of thinking is traditional since in
more developed societies, there are hundreds even thousands of those
who return back to school at an old age. One of them said: That would
happen in Europe and America, but here within this society, what would
people say? And you, How would you see yourself in the eyes of your
surrounding community? (Pp.155-156)

Despite this discouraging atmosphere, Sahar continues her quest and becomes a
university student. She becomes the first middle-aged university student in Palestine with
other two of her friends. It is important to mention that the university welcomes her and she
does not have any problem with the administration procedures. Sahar tries to break the
cultural norms that sometimes associate female acts and behaviour with an age limit.

Moreover, when Khalifeh decides to turn to writing and publishing, she encounters
obstacles. Sahar mentions that her friends view her as a dreamer when she informs them about
her intentions to start writing novels, “The three young females looked at each other when |
mentioned writing novels, since they already know my interests in drawing, singing, learning

about music and reading books and novels but writing novels for them is one of Sahar’s
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stretches of imagination.” (p.115) In addition, Khalifeh’s early work has to be acknowledged
by the masculine pen before its publication. Sahar shares one feedback that she gets on one of
her early novels, which is written in Arabic, the head of the Arabic department at her
university in his report mentions, “This novel lacks the artistic images and depictions ... it is
loaded with curse and bad words beside vulgar language, and her characters are either
nationally deviant or from a backward social background.” (p.210) Thus, Khalifeh’s work
used to take time to witness the light. Another dilemma is the occupation. For example, when
Sahar wants to go back from Amman to Palestine, the occupation confiscates one of her
earliest novels. Sahar recalls her interaction with the Israeli solider at the boarders, “He
opened one of the notebooks and started to read the paragraphs in which | describe the tanks
and the apple’s valley battle.”(p.110) Sahar is afraid that she will end in prison since writing
about the political situation in the 90s was considered a criminal act that threatens the security
of ‘Israeli’. Sahar tries to distract the soldier’s attention:

| told him that I try to add a realistic touch to the romantic atmosphere as
they do in Russian literature. He asked me about the writer who | am
trying to imitate and I said ‘War and Peace’ by Tolstoy. He laughed
loudly and said Tolstoy! I laughed back challenging him and asked why
do you laugh sarcastically? Is it because that I am an Arab female and a
housewife so you find Tolstoy is too much for me to read? (ibid)

In this scene, Sahar employs laughter as a feminine means to try to defend herself as a
Middle Eastern woman who has the right to use her pen. However, all the obstacles that Sahar
faced could not stop her from pursuing her higher education and becoming one of the most
important feminist writers within the Palestinian context and the Middle East. Such a journey
subverts the images that place the Eastern woman in an inferior position compared with her
Western sister.

In the same vein, Satrapi draws herself as a well-educated girl who knows about
modes of dressing and famous icons in the West. Marji states, “I put my 1983 Nikes on”,
“...And my denim jacket with the Michael Jackson Button, and of course my head scarf”
(p.135). Marji also knows famous figures such as, Marie Curie and Fidel Castro. Thus,
mixing both the knowledge of different regions and putting the scarf at the same time is
purposeful since Satrapi aims to dismantle the binary opposition established between the
educated West and the uninformed East. Satrapi portrays herself as a courageous and
rebellious woman who can speak and defend her thoughts since her childhood. This is clear in
the scene when Marji hits the principal at school since the latter discovers that Marji is

wearing a bracelet. Her classmates comment, “Marji hit the principal”, “She is finished!”
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(p.147) It is clear that the protagonist is tasting different classes and cultures which is against
the Western stereotypical perception of the East. In other words, Marji’s knowledge of
famous figures and different modes of dressing proves that, “Through her attempt to explore
different class systems, Satrapi challenges Western stereotypes of the East.” (Basu, 2007, p.3)
Satrapi’s choice of the veil as a title for her chapter is of double purpose: on the one hand, she
de-veils the sufferings of the Iranian women since they are voiceless under the Islamic regime
by writing and drawing them. On the other hand, she refutes the stereotypical images, which
usually link Middle Eastern women who put on the veil with passivity, backwardness and
terrorism, by presenting an opposite model to these images through her brave mother and
herself. Figure (4) shows Marji (the woman on the left side) in a rebellious position. It
becomes clear now that Marji has not experienced the same obstacles that Sahar has done in
her quest. This could be an answer for Mohanty who calls upon taking the cultural, political
and social differences between groups of women into consideration; in lieu, of approaching
them as a homogeneous coherent group. Marji and Sahar show this diverse status among
Middle Eastern women.

Figure 4: The Complete Persepolis (147)

It is important to mention that in regard to this treatment of the West and East
representations, Satrapi draws her parents in a Western style of clothing, her father’s beard is
shaved and her mother is not wearing the traditional Iranian Islamic dress, or what is known
as the chador; instead, she is wearing pants. In addition, Satrapi wants to make her readers
optimistic toward enhancing the situation of women in the East. The protagonist Marji talks
about her mother and describes her positively since she is brave enough to join the
demonstrations that aim at ending the patriarchal Islamic regime. Marji states “At one of the
demonstrations, a German journalist took a photo of my mother” Marji adds, “I was really
proud of her. Her photo was published in all the European newspapers.” (p.9) Satrapi draws
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her mother shouting for a better future for women in Iran as shown in Figure (p.5). By this
positive representation of her mother as a brave and active Iranian woman, the protagonist
subverts the stereotypical images associated with the Middle Eastern woman as being passive
and submissive. Marji states, “I had learned that you should always shout louder than your
aggressor.” (p.147) It is clear that Satrapi advocates the ideas of the leading post-
revolutionary Iranian female writer Muniru Ravanipur who states in an interview, “Life, of
course, is not just shouting.” Her life, she adds, “also involves struggle and resistance for the
sake of the women of my country. From now on, my heroines will face suffering and struggle
as well as good fortune and happiness. Because life is not just suffering.” (1990, p.47)
Moreover, Talattof asserts, “Ravanipur adheres to a feminist notion of literature which pleads
that women should be portrayed not as helpless victims but, rather, as rebels” (1997, p.547).
Thus, Satrapi follows their steps in her treatment of the image of the East stating, “I wrote this
book to give the image of Iran that I knew.” She adds, “Anytime I was outside my country
and saw pictures of Iran, it was pictures of women in chadors and guys with guns.” (An

interview, 2003) Through her graphics, Satrapi tries to subvert such stereotypical images.

AT ONE OF THE DEMONSTRATIONS, A GERMAN
JOURMNALIST TOOK 4 PHOTO OF MY MUTHER

Figure 5: The Complete Persepolis (p.9)

3.3. Feminist Post-colonial Insights in Khalifeh and Satrapi’s Work

3.3.1. The Third Space

Both Khalifeh and Satrapi experience the third space during their life journey; however, their
experience and their reaction to this state of in-betweenness that Homi Bhabha reflects on in
his book The Location of Culture (1994) are different. Khalifeh employs the third space as a

means to liberate Sahar from patriarchal oppression on the one hand and as a means to reveal
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the rootedness of some Western attitudes towards the East on the other hand. By contrast,
Satrapi uses the third space as a means to shape and negotiate Marji’s identity on the one
hand, and as a tool to correct some misconceptions about both the East and the West on the
other hand.

The first time Sahar experiences the third space is when she has to move to Libya to
accompany her husband who manages to get a job there. Sahar finds herself in a new cultural
context, alone without either her family or a husband to support her. Sahar starts to spend time
alone which derives her to look for a job to fill her time while her husband is absent.
However, Sahar has to face some challenges since she does not have a Bachelor degree. Sahar
reflects on her situation when she asks her husband to help her in getting a job, “I asked him
when | got the certificate in printing to help me in finding a job and he mocks me. He said
that 1 am without qualifications and there are no jobs for those who are like me, a woman
without a degree, experience or even mind. He turned his back to me laughing.” (p.90) At this
point, Sahar decides to kill the ‘angel in the house’; thus, she decides to join “the centre for
training girls in printing, hairdressing and sewing which belongs to the Libyan women’s
association. It was the first professional decision I ever took in my life.” (p.89) It is important
to mention that Sahar is not interested in choosing the other domestic traditional roles since
she realizes that such roles will not make her survive within this space. Sahar admits that she
manages to get the certificate in printing secretly without her husband’s knowledge. Sahar
informs her husband only when she gets the certificate, a journey that lasts for two months.
Finally, Sahar manages to get a job and she is even promoted; thus, she starts to have her own
money. This experience in Libya paves the road for her to manage to end her miserable
marriage. She becomes an independent woman who can afford to buy the flight tickets for
herself and her two daughters and fly away from her prisoner. Thus, the third space in this
sense empowers Sahar since she realizes that she does not want to stay in the shadow of her
husband as an obedient wife nor she wants to return back to Palestine as a defeated traditional
woman. Her job gives her the chance to view life from a different perspective where she
becomes aware of her value. Thus, after she returns back to Palestine, Sahar decides to
continue her higher education at Birzeit University. Sahar becomes one of the early middle
aged women to be admitted to university.

The second shift in Sahar’s life takes place when she moves to the United States to
pursue her PhD degree. This is the second place where Sahar comes to negotiate her image as
a Middle Eastern woman. More specifically, Sahar tries to refute the images that represent

Palestinians as terrorists. Sahar used to give some lectures to the university students as part of
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her PhD program in the United States. However, during one of her classes, one of the students
asks, “Is it true that all Palestinians are terrorists?” (p.386) Sahar replies, “You mean since I
am Palestinian, then by default I am a terrorist? And in your opinion, if you please, what is
the exact definition of a terrorist, and does it apply to me?” (ibid) Sahar mentions that the
student did not answer and moved his eyes away. Thus, Sahar decides to draw a map for the
Arab World and demonstrate to the students how this area was considered one unit before the
colonial powers divide it into small parts to make it easy for them to control. Despite the fact
that Sahar engages the students in a conversation about the topic, they remain passive and do
not take her seriously. Sahar reflects on the American life style, “I remembered what one of
the American thinkers say about the American people that they are the only nation on this
planet that believe everything their government say without any objection. They are
controlled by media, large companies, banks and the rhythm of the American life style that
makes the individual only care about himself beside money.” (Pp.388-389) Sahar believes
that this typical way of thinking could not be changed; thus, she decides to go back to
Palestine after she finishes her PhD studies, she prefers Palestine over America, “I left the
United States swearing that I will not be back again.” (p.389)

However, it is important to mention that while Khalifeh is trying to refute the
stereotypical images associated with the Middle East, she creates a stereotypical image of the
West, an image that views it only as a capitalist community devoid of emotions, a too
simplistic image that cannot be generalized since social relations and ties exist in the
American culture as well. In this sense, Khalifeh appears to misuse the third space as a means
that could help her negotiate her identity as a post-colonial subject since she seems to be not
open to engaging with various cultural patterns. Sahar did not accept staying between two
cultures, American and Palestinian. She did not show any motivation to indulge in American
society and establish her identity based on this in-between state. Sahar inserts, “I preferred to
return to a gloomy Arab life, under the occupation and practice my role as a national writer, a
feminist activist where my roots, memories, and my cause exists.” (p.379) The protagonist
Sahar did not take advantage of this third space opportunity to develop and shape her identity
based on the mixture of both cultures, a process that could result in a hybrid personality,
which is a norm in this era of globalization. Sahar chooses to remain a national subject, which
could be a reason to connect Khalifeh’s work with the early 1% and 2" feminist waves, which
focused their attention on their restricted Western surroundings compared with the 3 and 4%

feminist waves that started to call for making connections between women all over the world
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regardless of their geographical location and encourage them to become multinational
subjects by influencing and being influenced by one another.

On the other hand, Satrapi’s treatment of the third space is more progressive than
Khalifeh. For example, after finishing school in Iran, Marji goes to Vienna to pursuit her
Bachelor degree in Arts. Thus, she finds herself in a new place that is not like her original
place at all. At this moment, Marji faces an identity crisis. The protagonist is confused
whether to indulge in the new culture, that is a Western one or to keep her Middle Eastern
Iranian roots. During this crisis, the protagonist seizes the chance to correct some
misconceptions about both the West and the East. First of all, from an Eastern perspective, the
West is viewed as the optimal place for living since Marji’s father tells his daughter while
trying to comfort her at the airport before she leaves to Vienna, “Europe awaits you” (p.156)
as Europe is considered the land of opportunities. However, Marji’s journey in Vienna is not
easy at all since the protagonist suffers from cold, hunger and lack of shelter. Marji
contemplates, “I just wanted them to know that I too had suffered” Marji adds, “My life in
Vienna was far from easy ... I lived in the street, I spit up blood. I was alone. No one loved
me.” (p.270) This refutes the assumption that life in the West is easier compared with the
East; thus, Satrapi confirms Said’s claim that, “There has been so massive and calculatedly
aggressive an attack on the contemporary societies of the Arab and Muslim for their
backwardness, lack of democracy, and abrogation of women’s rights....” (1977, p. Xiv)
Moreover, Satrapi here recalls Spivak’s argument (1988) whether it is true that the West is the
right place for the Middle Eastern woman to gain her freedom or not by replacing Spivak’s
white man with the West who is trying to save the Eastern woman (the brown woman) from
the Iranian regime, that is the brown man. This reference is clear in Marji’s conversation with
her neighbour Neda who states, “One day a blond prince with blue eyes will come and take
me to his castle,” Marji replies, “Oh yeah! Me too!” (p.141)

Satrapi de-veils the Western agenda whose main aim is to take over the profits of the
East. Satrapi knows that the Western intervention in the East is covered under the veil that the
West is trying to help the East, a third world area, yet deep down it aims at colonizing it. The
protagonist contemplates, “You [Reza Shah] just give us the oil and we [the British] will take
care of the rest.” (p.25) This echoes Edward Said’s thoughts regarding the concept of
Orientalism who defines it as, “Orientalism can be discussed and analysed as the corporate
institution for dealing with the Orient-dealing with it by making statements about it,
authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short,

Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the

128



Orient.” (1977, p.3) Satrapi goes further to correct some misconceptions about Islam. Her
protagonist Marji does not stand against Islam, yet she is against the way it is being
manipulated and employed to guarantee the patriarchal supremacy within the Iranian
community. Regarding her views about the veil, Marji justifies her perspective about
choosing to put on the veil or not saying, “I have always thought that if women’s hair posed
so many problems, God would certainly have made us bald.” (p.287) Marji adds, “Like all
Iranians, I don’t understand Arabic. If praying is talking to God, I prefer to do it in a language
that I know. I believe in God, but I speak to him in Persian.” (ibid) Marji believes that one’s
relationship with God is a matter of personal choice; it is neither an imposition as the Iranian
government employs nor submissiveness as the West understands it.

Marji’s journey of becoming a transnational person is not easy at all. This confusion
about which place she finds herself belongs to is best described by her stating, “I was a
Westerner in Iran, an Iranian in the West. I had no identity. I didn’t even know anymore why
I was living.” (p.275) This identity crisis that Marji suffers from when she moves from Iran to
Vienna then back home to Iran again after spending four years in the West allows her to
rethink of her identity as an Eastern woman. Marji is confused about the appropriate place for
her: Is it the East or the West? Marji’s situation is justified because: On the one hand, her
family insists that she should never forget her Iranian roots. Her father addresses her saying,
“Don’t ever forget who you are!” Marji replies, “No. I won’t ever forget.” (p.152) In addition,
Satrapi’s graphics portrays Marji’s physical appearance in a state of sadness the moment her
parents decide that she should leave Iran to Vienna. Marji does not want to be detached from
her family, friend and her home land; thus, Marji decides, “The next day I filled a jar with soil
from our garden. Iranian soil.” (p.153) This proves her attachment and love for her country
despite all the obstacles that are imposed on her as an Iranian female citizen.

However, Marji’s life in Vienna despite being filled with hardships, it opens the door
for her to try new things that are different from her own culture. Her exile feeds and shapes
her personality by making her more open and daring through experiencing different issues
such as, smoking, sexual relations and different modes of dressing. This experience makes her
perceive the world from different perspectives and it gives her the opportunity to become the
person she wishes to be. However, when she has to return back to her country, Marji stands in
front of two routes, either she can be more or less free and give up her Iranian roots, or she
can return home at the expense of her freedom and individuality. Marji returns back to Iran,
yet she finds it hard to manoeuvre again in Iran after her personality has being established. It

is hard for her to adapt to the rules of the patriarchal Islamic regime; thus, she decides to leave
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to France this time. Her mother states, “Well, we’re very happy with your decision. You were
not made to live here. We Iranians, we’re crushed not only by the government but by the
weight of our traditions!” (p.342) Marji decides to leave to France to continue her education
in Decorative Arts yet, “The goodbyes were much less painful than ten years before when |
embarked for Austria: There was no longer a war, I was no longer a child, my mother didn’t
faint ...” (p.344) Marji knows that her grandma is sad for her departure; thus, Satrapi draws
her grandma crying in the graphics yet the protagonist Marji states, “... and my grandma was
there happily.” (ibid) This all comes to Marji’s wish to be a free woman who resists staying in
the shadow as Figure (6) shows. Satrapi’s work could be associated with the 3™ and 4%
feminist waves since Satrapi tackles the issue of shaping the female’s identity as a
multinational post-colonial subject unlike Khalifeh who chooses to locate her protagonist
within a traditional mono-national context most of the time. This could be attributed to the
age at which both Khalifeh and Satrapi are exposed to the West which, in turn, could affect
their feminist perceptions, that is whether to remain traditional or indulge themselves in
various cultural contexts. In other words, it may be easier for Satrapi to get involved in this
diverse post-colonial context since she is exposed to the Western context at an earlier age as a
teenager compared with Khalifeh who only gets the chance to experience the Western context
at a later age, that is when she starts to be familiarized with the feminist concepts as part of

her PhD journey which she starts around her 30s.
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Figure 6: The Complete Persepolis (p.80)

3.3.2. The Female Body and Sexuality
Comparing Khalifeh and Satrapi’s discussion of female sexuality, it becomes clear that the

graphics allow Satrapi to discuss female sexuality more freely compared with Khalifeh. In
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other terms, Satrapi’s narrator discusses the female sexuality as a participant while Khalifeh’s
narrator de-veils the female sexuality as a witness only. Khalifeh’s autobiography could be
described as a text that is still shy to talk about sex. In other words, Satrapi manages to put the
female body on the page while Khalifeh does not. This recalls Hélene Cixous’ “The Laugh of
the Medusa” (1976) in which Cixous argues, “By writing her self, woman will return to the
body which has been more than confiscated from her, which has been turned into the uncanny
stranger on display ... Inscribe the breath of the whole woman.” (p.880) Thus, the following
lines will elaborate on both Khalifeh and Satrapi’s representations of the female body.

Starting with Khalifeh’s autobiography, it is clear that Sahar barely shares with the
readers details about her experience of her body as a female, and even if it happens that she
shares some information, this information is not explained in details. For example, Sahar
inserts that her mother used to cry whenever one of her six daughters starts getting the
menstrual cycle; however, Sahar neither reveals her own experience with this change, when
she herself has to shift to this stage nor she de-veils the moment she informs her mother about
this change in her life. Moreover, Sahar gets married at an early age, before she turns 18;
however, she does not share any detail about her sexual relationship with her husband; despite
the fact that her marriage results in two daughters. Sahar mentions that her husband beats her
while he is drunk, yet she does not reflect on their relationship as a husband and a wife even
though she describes her marriage as being miserable. In addition, Sahar reflects on the
female’s virginity only as it is a part of the Middle Eastern man’s reputation. In other words,
during her study at the United States, Sahar used to spend time with an Arab family where the
father is an Arab and the mother is American; however, both of their daughters get pregnant
at an early age. Sahar witnesses the incident where the father gets mad and wants to end their
lives. However, the two daughters survived. Khalifeh through presenting Sahar as a witness to
this incident aims to reveal the double standards the Arab man adapts when he finds himself
outside his country. That is he wants both to gain money and preserve his daughters’ virginity
at the same time. Khalifeh’s work wants to show that the female experience with her body
could be different from one to another, from one geographical region to another, and even
from one cultural context to another. Khalifeh admits in her autobiography that she derives
the themes in her novel The Inheritance (1997) from this incident within that Arab family. By
doing this, Khalifeh is still acting as a witness, not a participant who should bring her own
body to paper since there is no unified experience of the female body and according to this,

each female should de-veil and talk about her body for she is the one who controls this body
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and knows more about its hidden details. Thus, each woman should dare to write about her
body and not only act as a witness to other female’s experiences.

In addition, Sahar reveals that she draws two paintings which she named, ‘Behind the
walls’ and ‘A Rebellious’. Sahar mentions that she managed to present them at an exhibition;
however, she does not give any details either about the place or the time she revealed them. It
is clear from the titles that the paintings communicate massages about Sahar’s status as a
female living within the Palestinian patriarchal context. Such autobiographical piece of
information raises questions like: would Khalifeh still be shy to reveal information about her
body if she got the chance to use graphics to narrate her life story? Is painting capable of
giving her the space to speak more freely about her life? Does Khalifeh want the readers to
draw an image for her based on the information she provides in the text? However, in some
cases, the image could limit the individual’s thinking to what is seen on the page only and
prevents him/her from using his/her imagination to draw the scene as s/he understands and
perceives it. Thus, it is important to reflect on Satrapi’s work and the way she represents her
protagonist Marji in relation to the female sexuality in an attempt to find answers for such
questions.

Satrapi tries to encourage other women to speak about their personal life by tackling
more daring topics such as, sexual issues; in lieu of discussing traditional themes such as, the
family, the role of women, the mother land, etc. Such a shift in Satrapi’s graphic memoir
recalls again the work of “The Laugh of the Medusa” by Héléne Cixous (1976) who
encourages women to write about themselves stating that “Woman must write her self: must
write about women and bring women to writing, from which they have been driven away as
violently as from their bodies.” (p.875) Apparently, Satrapi is daring enough to discuss issues
related to women’s sexuality in her conservative country Iran. Thus, the medium of visual
graphics here is functional since Satrapi’s graphics may help in expressing her ideas about the
female body without being punished for writing about an issue that may be considered a taboo
under the Islamic regime in Iran. Satrapi uses her graphics to highlight the differences
between the Western and the Middle-Eastern woman when it comes to the female body. In
this regard, Marji’s friend states, “Oh, You’re the pure, timid, innocent virgin who does her
homework. I am not like that. I’ve been having sex for five years” (p.185) while Marji
contemplates, “T was shocked. In my country, even when you had sex before marriage, you
hid it.” (ibid) As a result, Marji tries to change her physical appearance after she has grown to
a teenager. Marji states, “In short, I was in an ugly stage seemingly without end,” (p.192) “As

if my natural deformity wasn’t enough, I tried a few new haircuts. A little snip of the scissors
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on the left.” (p.193) Marji refers to the way the Middle Eastern woman treats her body stating,
“Body hair being an obsession of the Oriental woman. I began with hair removal.” (p.277)
Marji wants to become a sophisticated woman; thus, she is beautifying according to the
criteria of her conservative society. She is trying to adhere to the repetitive cultural norms
within her context. However, Marji learns a lesson after grown as a mature woman stating, “I
finally understood what my grandmother meant. If I wasn’t comfortable with myself, I would
never be comfortable.” (p.200) This is a call from Marji for women to treat their bodies the
way they wish, neither according to the government laws nor according to their society’s
criteria. This explains why Satrapi wants the veil to be approached as a matter of choice not as
a matter of imposition. By choosing what to put on their bodies, women will be satisfied and
happy. This echoes Cixous’ views, “To write. An act which will not only ‘realize’ the
decensored relation of woman to her sexuality, to her womanly being, giving her access to her
native strength; it will give her back her goods, her pleasures, her organs, her immense bodily
territories which have been kept under seal” (1976, p.880). Such insights from Marji’s life
and the way she comes to experience her female body within different cultural contexts show
that Satrapi’s work touches upon the female body and sexuality in a more detailed way by
placing Marji as an active participant in her journey of discovering her body, unlike

Khalifeh’s narrator who comes to discuss the female sexuality only as a witness.

3.3.3. Feminist Motifs

Examining Khalifeh and Satrapi’s work, it becomes clear that they share some feminist motifs
that employ in their autobiographies as part of their quests to liberate themselves from the
patriarchal system oppressing them. This section will highlight some recurrent feminist
images in Khalifeh and Satrapi’s life experiences including the prison of marriage, the airport
as an escape, etc. Both Sahar and Marji experience life as married women and they represent
the institution of marriage as a prison that confiscates their lives. However, the way Sahar and
Marji decide to release their selves from this prison is different. The following paragraphs aim
to reflect on their struggle within such a patriarchal institution.

Starting with Khalifeh’s work, it is clear that marriage is represented as a prison, an
enclosure that has wasted 13 years from the protagonist’s life. In other words, Sahar gets
married with her husband in a traditional way where her father comes to know him during his
business, who then gets married with her. However, Sahar describes her situation during her
marriage as a worm that can only crawls, a subject that is weak and subordinate. In addition,

Sahar admits that she experiences the physical violence from her drunken husband twice
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during her marriage. During her stay in Libya, her husband goes on gambling every night and
when he loses, he returns back home and beats her. Sahar inserts that sometimes she could not
defend herself unless the neighbours interfere to save her life. In Spivak’s terms, Sahar, in
such a situation, becomes the subaltern woman who needs to be saved. Sahar decides to move
to her daughters’ room to avoid any encounter with her husband. She finds an escape in that
room since her husband does not occupy that space. This recalls Woolf’s A Room of One’s
Own (1929) ideas that emphasize the importance of women having their own rooms and
spaces. Sahar continues to reflect on her journey as a married woman who tries to attempt the
pen. Sahar mentions that she chooses to stay in her daughters’ room to attempt writing novels,
Sahar inserts that she starts to write when her husband goes to work and she asks one of her
daughter to look from the window and inform her when her father is coming back home; thus,
she could have enough time to hide her papers. This practice recalls the attempts of early
feminist writers such as, Jane Austen, who used to hide their pieces of writing from the male
figures under, for example, the table mat. Sahar becomes afraid that her husband finds her
papers and tears them up since he used to destroy her paintings before. All these obstacles
Sahar finds herself to undergo while she is still a young female in her 20s makes her marriage
a prison for her. Sahar decides to rebel against her prisoner when he threatens to end her life
“Either you give me, at least, your half salary or I throw you from this balcony. | said, while |
was standing in a distance from him hiding behind the glass door, ‘do that so I get rid of my
life with you and your face.” Then, I ran to my daughters’ room and locked the door so he
would not attack me nor beat me again.” (p.92) At this point, Sahar decides to fulfil her
mother’s advice since she used to advise her to end her life with her husband saying, “take
him off as you take off your shoes. Don’t care, you will get one better than him.” (p.11) The
mother likens the husband to a pair of shoes that one should replace if she does not feel
comfortable with. Finally, Sahar manages to buy the flight tickets for her daughter and she
goes back to Palestine after she settled down the divorce decision with her husband. Sahar
describes her feeling at the airport, the place that gives her the freedom she has waited for 13
years, “The flight took off, with me and my two daughters, and I saw him waving for us. I felt
that | was saying farewell to my prisoner, the one who has silenced me and confiscated my
soul. From this moment, I will live with two wings, as a free woman without constrains, tears,
or complaints.” (p.94) In this scene, the airport functions as an escape for Sahar from her
prisoner. Khalifeh through Sahar seems to encourage women to change their place if they do

not feel comfortable in their current space.
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On the other hand, when examining Satrapi’s work, it is clear that Satrapi represents
marriage as a prison, similar to Khalifeh’s perspective, although it is not as physically
perilous as Sahar’s situation. Satrapi employs this representation to convey the lesson her
protagonist learns throughout her experience as a married woman. In other words, Marji
comes to negotiate her identity and refuse to adhere to the societal norms usually placed on
the female side or, in Butler’s terms the repetitive norms. Marji comes to act as an active
participant who reflects on the way marriage could affect and shape her life at the age of 21
and the lessons she has gained from this experience unlike Sahar who narrates her life as a
victim that comes to realize that she should end her marriage only after it steals 13 years from
her life. It is interesting to mention that Satrapi also draws Marji behind the bars when she
contemplates the concept of marriage as Figure (7) shows.

v WHEN THE APARTMENT DOOR CLOSED, | HAD & BIFARRE FEELING
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J WAS ALREADY SORRY! | HAD SUDDENLY BECOME "“A MARRIED
WOMAN" | HAD CONFORLMED TO SOCIETY, WHILE | MAD ALWAVYS
WANTED TO REMAIN IN THE MARGINS. IN MY MIND, "A MARRIED
WOMAN™ WASN'T LIKE ME. IT REQUIRED TOO MANY COMPROMISES.
| COULDAN'T ACCEPT IT, BUT IT WAS TO00 LATE.

Figure 7: The Complete Persepolis (p.320)
Marji regrets her decision of getting married with her friend Reza stating, “It required

too many compromises.” (p.320) During her marriage, Marji realizes that she cannot go
further with her husband anymore after two years of marriage since she realizes that their
characters are opposite each other. Moreover, Satrapi calls the females to have confidence in
their bodies. In other words, Marji admits that she lies to her husband. Reza says, “I love girls
in suits”, “I don’t like rude girls”, Marji replies respectively, “That’s just my style”, and “Oh!
I hate them.” (p.321) Such behaviour from Marji’s side creates a gap for Reza, a gap between
the reality and imagination as Figure (8) reveals. Marji’s behaviour to adhere to the beauty
standards that her husband wishes to find in his life partner and ignoring what she has in fact
makes their relationship unstable. Interestingly, when Marji discusses her unhappiness
marriage with her grandmother, her grandmother uses an image for the husband similar to the
one that Sahar’s mother employs when she encourages her daughter to get divorced. Marji’s
grandmother states, “Take your time, think about it and the day you don’t want it anymore,

you leave him! When a tooth is rotten, you have to pull it out!” (p.336) In this case, the tooth,

135



metaphorically stands for the husband, in the sense, when he is not good, he should be
removed. Finally, Marji decides to end her marriage and start a new chapter in her life; thus,
she decides to fly to France to purse her studies in Decorative Arts. Satrapi draws Marji at the
airport as a happy woman who is greeting her parents before she flies to achieve her dreams.
Again, the airport here serves as an escape that liberates Marji from the Iranian Islamic
patriarchal regime and gives her the space to keep her quest of shaping her identity as a
multinational postcolonial subject in progress. Marji continues to enrich her individual
experience from both Eastern and Western cultures, her identity is still in progress, a concept
which Hall defines as “Perhaps instead of thinking of identity as an already accomplished
fact, which the new cultural practices then represent, we should think, instead, of identity as a
‘production’, which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not
outside, representation.” (1990, p.222) Khalifeh and Satrapi’s work come to share some
feminist motifs that may impede their quest for emancipation as Middle Eastern women
which, in turn, supports the feminist motto ‘sisters in pain’, that is females in different parts of
the world may come to experience the same oppression despite being manifested in different

shapes and means.
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Figure 8: The Complete Persepolis (p.321)

3.3.4. Reflections on the Feminist Waves

Khalifeh and Satrapi attempt to de-veil the challenges that Middle Eastern females suffer
from under the patriarchal system through narrating their life stories in an autobiographical
form. Through their reflections on their life stories, it becomes clear that their works could be
read in connection with the four feminist waves and their themes. Khalifeh’s narrative inserts
some pieces of information through the protagonist Sahar that could enable this section to
argue that her work belongs to some themes discussed in the early feminist waves, namely,
the 1% and 2" waves as follows: First of all, Sahar mentions that she does not dare to put her

photo as a cover on her early novels since she is afraid that this would affect her literary and
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intellectual status as a writer. Sahar inserts that she continues to refuse to use her photo until
she has achieved some fame and success within the Palestinian and Middle Eastern literary
context. In this sense, Sahar seems to be afraid of attempting the pen and de-veiling her image
to the public exactly like early Middle Eastern writers who suffer from what Gilbert and
Gubar (2000) refer to as ‘the anxiety of authorship’, a state in which female writers are afraid
to own their literary works. Secondly, during her early attempts of discussing the female
status within the Palestinian context, Sahar was accused of diverting the attention from the
national struggle against the occupation towards less important topics such as, the female’s
status. Sahar inserts, “...discussing this subject or this topic is something dangerous since it
aims at breaking the national ranks.” (p.269) Thus, Sahar is described as ‘males’ hater,
females’ spoiler, destroyer of femininity, publisher of atheism’ (Pp.405-406). This challenge
is connected with the early feminist waves where male writers resort to limit the topics that
the female could discuss in her writing, namely domestic issues beside creating a monstrous
image for the woman who breaches the male standards.

Khalifeh’s work employs some images of enclosures that used to be frequent in the
writings of early feminist writers as an attempt to refute and liberate the female from the
masculine representation including: marriage, prison, cage, etc. Sahar narrates her life in the
narrative form since her surrounding context prevents her from employing painting as a
means to share her feminist ideas. This makes her journey harder since she has to challenge
her status as a colonized subject as well, who is not allowed to speak for herself. In other
words, if Sahar had the chance to use art and employ her paintings as a means to de-veil her
ideas, then would she avoid losing her first novel that is confiscated from her at the Israeli
boarders with Amman? Would art rescue her in such a case from being arrested and ending
her life in prison? Such a scene could emphasise the importance of discussing Khalifeh’s
work in relation to the 1% feminist frameworks since females at this early stage struggle hard
to gain equal rights with men and have access to the same tools such as, the pen, and the
second feminist wave where women aim to produce their literary production and make it
public without any masculine constrains for the second feminist wave aims at emphasizing
the difference between men and women by creating a unifying image of the feminine.

On the other hand, Satrapi’s work could be connected to the later feminist waves,
namely the 3" feminist wave which focuses on the differences between women and the 4%
feminist frameworks which focuses on the performative role and female identity. These ideas
become clear from the medium Satrapi chooses to de-veil her life story to the public. Satrapi,

through using graphics to reveal the life story of her protagonist Marji, shifts her status from
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being the subject to be gazed at to the one who creates that gaze. Satrapi challenges the
stereotypical patriarchal representations of the Middle Eastern woman by drawing her
protagonist according to her understanding of the role the woman should play. In other words,
Satrapi liberates Marji from being a victim that is locked within the patriarchal system to a
female that becomes an active individual who starts negotiating issues such as, the female
sexuality, the female behaviour and the female identity; instead of, focusing only on images
of enclosure. This is clear when Marji reflects on the Iranian scene while her father is driving
the car back home after her friends leave Iran to the United States. Marji comments, “Maybe
we should leave too” and “So that I can become a taxi driver and you a cleaning lady.” (p.68)
Such early reflections from Marji’s side on the behavioural norm of the individual links
Satrapi’s work to the 3™ feminist wave themes; in particular, Butler’s theory of Performativity
(1990) since Butler claims that the societal norms are dictated on the individual from the very
beginning and thus, s/he is denied the right to choose which role to play within his/her social
context including example, one’s gender, name, race, etc. However, Marji decides to
challenge the cultural norms imposed on her. Thus, she decides to put on different roles by
trying different outfits and changing her physical appearance which sometimes end in ironic
outcomes in an attempt to understand the way gender roles work within the society. In
Butler’s views, irony could be employed as a means to criticize the system that oppresses the
female.

This awareness and connection of Satrapi’s work to later feminist waves could be
linked to the fact that Marji, who comes to be surrounded with a lovely and caring parents
since her early childhood, gets the chance to be exposed to the global feminist scene through
reading books including The Second Sex (1961) by Simone de Beauvoir. Marji reads this
book as a teenager unlike Sahar who mentions that she reads the same book and starts to be
familiarized more with the global feminist scene only at her 30s, when she becomes a
university student at the United States. In addition, Satrapi employs an ironic tone throughout
her work to criticize the practices of the Iranian Islamic regime on the one hand, and to
subvert the binary opposition between the Western and Middle Eastern woman on the other
hand. In this sense, Satrapi’s text becomes performative since the reader besides reading the
text; s/he becomes a witness on her life journey. In other words, the graphics gives Satrapi the
room to express her ideas as a colonized subject more freely compared to Khalifeh. For
example, when talking about the Iranian Shah, Satrapi is successful in drawing him like a

snake that stands for the devil which surrounds the whole frame in the graphic similarly like
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the Shah who is controlling all of Iran by imposing his laws on the citizens. Marji’s mother

describes him as “Now that the devil has left” (p.47) as Figure (9) shows.
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Figure 9: The Complete Persepolis (p.47)

The choice of black and white colours when talking about the aggression of the
Iranian regime is purposeful since Satrapi’s graphics do not aim to terrify the audience nor do
they aim to distract their attention by using a lot of vivid colours. For example in Figure (10),
when Marji mentions the way the government tortures its opponents, no colours of bloodshed
are visible, “They burned him with an iron” (p.55) and “In the end he was cut to pieces.”
(p.56) Satrapi is concerned with communicating her ideas more than her talents in choosing
vivid colours since Hajdu asserts, “Black and white makes [violence] more abstract and more
interesting.” (2004, p.35) Through this graphic form, Satrapi’s work manages to draw the
indescribable trauma that she came to witness as a child in Iran, along with an ironic tone.
Selecting this form of comics could be functional since it helps achieve the humour effects
more effectively, compared to a written work that may make humour sound more serious and
formal. In this sense, Satrapi’s art could be read as an act of speech, without uttering a word,
what Chute refers to as “The visualization of what is invisible” (2008, Pp.93-94). The reader
comes to read and see the whole story since this graphic form allows Satrapi to draw everyday
life scenes from Iran such as school practices, family gatherings, demonstrations, boyfriend
problems, etc. Satrapi reflects on her selection of this form stating, “Graphic novels are not
traditional literature, but that does not mean they are second-rate. Images are a way of writing.
When you have the talent to be able to write and to draw it seems a shame to choose one. |
think it’s better to do both.” (cited in Davis, 2005, 269) In addition, using comics may open
the door for more interpretations since some signs could have different connotative meanings,
and thus; be interpreted differently across cultures such as the snake which in the Western

culture indicates female temptation, while in the Middle East, it stands for evil and danger, it
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is not necessarily connected to women. The graphic form can make the work more accessible
and reachable to a wide range of audiences of different backgrounds such as the West. In this
regard, Satrapi inserts that her technical choice of this form of graphics assimilates with the
Western needs. In other words, Satrapi aims to address the global audience, namely, the West.
In her introduction to The Complete Persepolis, Satrapi declares this goal clearly, “this old
and great civilization has been discussed mostly in connection with fundamentalism,
fanaticism, and terrorism. As an Iranian who has lived more than half of my life in Iran, |
know that this image is far from the truth. This is why writing Persepolis was so important to
me. | believe that an entire nation should not be judged by the wrongdoings of a few
extremists.” (p.5) Thus, Satrapi reflects on her choice stating, “I cannot take the idea of a man
cut into pieces and just write it,” Satrapi explained. “It would not be anything but cynical.
That’s why I drew it. People are not ready to read a book about all the misery of the third
world, and I don’t blame them.” (An interview, 2003) Such a technical choice makes the work
more accessible across different age groups including, children and adults alike.

On the other hand, Khalifeh’s technical choice of using the narrative-written form to
de-veil her life story does not provide a detailed analysis of the scenes of life within her local
everyday life context. The reader does not get access to a detailed description of the house
where Sahar spends her life, the streets of her neighbourhood, the shops, the universities, etc.
Her work could be described as ‘read and image’ compared with Satrapi’s ‘read and see’.
However, this could allow the readers to imagine the scene without limiting themselves to a
certain set of comics placed within a limited frame on the page, unlike Satrapi whose work is
narrated through frames and episodes, limiting the imagination of the reader within certain
items on the page. In addition, such items could be associated with symbolic connotations that
may make Khalifeh move away from this form since her feminist approach is based on
subverting this symbolic system of signs and images that Satrapi’s work includes such as the
snake and its connection with the female temptation. In an interview, Khalifeh discusses this
issue related to the selection of either the form or content in her works commenting, “They
are both important but one should not lose too much time on form” (1980, p.86), while
Satrapi considers it a shame to choose between writing and drawing, thus; she chooses both.
Khalifeh adds, “There will be always new techniques and new styles. So to think that you will
achieve the best technique ever is really funny and misguided. It is dangerous. | think, along
the way, if you find a technique and a style that would give your work real balance and
importance and influence, you use it. But don’t lose too much time on it.” (1980, p.86)

Technically speaking, Khalifeh’s choice to narrate her life story in Arabic, which is functional
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in her feminist approach, limits the accessibility of her work worldwide since written texts
usually require translations into other languages to reach a wider audience, compared to
Satrapi’s graphics which may be understood even without translations. This form could
indicate that Khalifeh is still writing to be heard within the Middle East, she has not written
any novel in English yet. This, in turn, becomes a motivation for the present dissertation; to
make her work more popular despite the challenging tasks that I encountered while providing
translations for some parts of her novels that still do not have a translation in English yet. In
this sense, Khalifeh’s selection of the form appears as if she is addressing an Arabic-speaking
context only, recalling the focus of the early feminist waves that were accused of being racist
by focusing on the white female status only, what is being referred to as ‘White feminism’.
However, Khalifeh inserts, “So, the themes which the writer of the Third World presents have
this sense of internationality, of anti-expolitation, of anti-racism-themes that aim to awaken
the human conscience and consciousness.” (1980, p.85) Such a difference between the
technical choice of the form between Khalifeh and Satrapi allows for a comparative part to
take place in this work. However, without using graphics, would Satrapi still dare to reflect on
themes related to the 3 and 4™ feminist waves? Would she continue discussing issues related
to female sexuality, gender roles, and the Iranian regime or she would stop at the 1% and 2"
feminist themes as Khalifeh does? Such a conclusion opens the door for further research on

this issue and encourages other studies to be conducted on this topic.
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Figure 10: The Complete Persepolis (p.55)
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Conclusions and Recommendations

The present dissertation aimed at a detailed analysis of Middle Eastern women’s writings
against the double oppression imposed on them particularly the work of the Palestinian
novelist Sahar Khalifeh and Iranian writer Marjane Satrapi. The dissertation is divided into
two main parts; the first part tackled the female representation within Palestinian literature,
while the second aimed at making connections between Middle Eastern female writings,
namely Khalifeh and Satrapi’s autobiographies in an attempt to provide insights into women’s
voices locating within the Middle East. The dissertation attempted to discuss the feminist
aspect in their writings from a new perspective, diverging from the commonly employed post-
colonial frameworks when approaching Middle Eastern women’s writings. The dissertation
tried to integrate both post-colonial approaches and feminist frameworks in analysing the
selected works, ultimately reaching the following conclusions:

The first chapter which is devoted to the discussion of Palestinian literature and Sahar
Khalifeh’s work, in particular, demonstrates that women’s representation in Arab literature is
always penned up with images of patriarchal control that represent women as objects,
mothers, or symbols that fit the national and masculine frames of male narratives including
concepts such as motherland, fertility, and generosity. Such a situation ends up with Middle
Eastern women being doubly colonized, being both third-world subjects and females.
Khalifeh’s work represents an attempt to subvert this double oppression imposed on Arab
women and Palestinians in particular. Khalifeh’s work allows the female characters to resort
to subversive acts in their behaviour within their social context as a means to refute the
stereotypical representations of them as being tradition-based, vulnerable, and passive Middle
Eastern, third-world subjects. These subversive acts express women’s refusal to adhere to
their normative/repetitive roles mainly as obedient wives, mothers, daughters, sisters, etc.
Thus, Khalifeh’s work instead of representing women as objects and symbols portrays the
female characters as subjects, round characters, which develop through the course of the
actions in the selected novels while fighting their confinement within their surrounding
socially occupied context drawing on means such as having a profession, acquiring
knowledge of different spaces and getting a proper education. The female characters do not
aspire to become heroines, yet they act as ordinary individuals who do very basic things such
as, eating, sleeping, dancing, dreaming, committing mistakes, etc. In light of this, Khalifeh’s

feminist approach becomes clear, an approach that places women in everyday life situations
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as individuals, who are devoid of any patriarchal or national traces, such a realistic
representation aims at liberating women from the patriarchal pen/penis.

Furthermore, the dissertation draws on themes from the 1% and 2" feminist waves to
discuss Khalifeh’s work as a reaction to this treatment of the female image. The analysis
reveals some common images and themes between Western women’s writings and Khalifeh’s
literary production such as the inheritance laws, marriage problems, and the reproduction
process. Such connections make it convincing to reflect on Khalifeh’s work from a Western
feminist framework on the one hand and argue that there is solidarity among women despite
being geographically distant from one another, on the other hand. The analysis reveals some
connections between Khalifeh’s work and Western feminist frameworks namely, Virginia
Woolf, Simone de Beauvoir, and Hélene Cixous’s works. The analysis contends that
Khalifeh’s work mainly insists on the female space and financial independence that Woolf
emphasizes in her feminist framework. In other words, all the female characters in the novels
discussed strive to become financially independent including, the educated, the widow, the
unmarried, etc. The novels show that these female characters could not survive the oppression
imposed on them, except with money in their pockets/purse as their main means of killing the
angel in the house. In addition, the dissertation discusses some of the myths related to the
Palestinian female that Khalifeh’s work tries to dismantle and prove as invalid patriarchal
myths that exist for the sole purpose of sustaining patriarchy over the female and emphasizing
her role as a subordinate subject such as the image of the man as the rain provider and the
woman as the passive receiver. The analysis reveals that such myths aim at sustaining the
patriarch system and stereotypical image of third-world women. Khalifeh’s work tries to
demystify those myths by stressing the positive representation that Cixous calls for.
Khalifeh’s novels reveal that those patriarchal myths are culture-driven practices, which come
to ‘make the woman’, in de Beauvoir’s terms, ‘to become a woman’ and have nothing to do
with religion, which is in most cases used as a cover for the patriarchal colonial agenda. This
connection between Khalifeh’s work and the selected feminist frameworks helps highlight
Khalifeh’s feminist approach in relation to the global feminist scene and accordingly, includes
insights from the Middle Eastern literary production in the discourse on this global feminist
movement. The dissertation reveals that Khalifeh’s work discusses those feminist themes
using colloquial Arabic, along with several literary techniques such as monologues and
dialogues that allow her to communicate her feminist views with the readers. However, the
dissertation does not extensively elaborate on the use of language because of the limited

availability of academic resources that elaborate on the language employed by female writers
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within the Middle East region. This could be a call to stimulate further research on the
characteristics of language employed by female writers within this region.

The second chapter aimed at covering the comparative aspect of the present
dissertation; thus, it tried to make a comparative study of Khalifeh and Satrapi’s life stories.
The chapter aims to provide an outlook on the feminist scene in the Middle East to avoid
falling into the trap of creating a homogenous coherent image of women living in the Middle
Eastern region, where the experience of the Middle Eastern female mistakenly being viewed
as unified one regardless of the socio-political context. The chapter opens by highlighting the
perception of women’s life stories in the Middle East, and then it shifts to provide some
feminist insights from both Khalifeh and Satrapi’s life stories and tries to discuss them in light
of some feminist frameworks, including issues related to the female’s social context,
sexuality, feminist motifs, the narrative forms, etc. The chapter argues that Khalifeh’s work
could be viewed in light of the 1% and 2" feminist waves while Satrapi’s work could be
connected to the later feminist waves, namely, the 3 and 4" waves. The chapter highlights
some connections between the works in question and some Western feminist frameworks
such as Judith Butler and Hélene Cixous’ works. Through this comparative chapter, the
dissertation reveals that Sahar’s quest to become a free woman is more complicated compared
with Marji’s. Sahar has to overcome several obstacles in her quest as a female living within
the Palestinian context, Sahar has to surpass her unwelcoming traditional familial atmosphere
as a daughter, her miserable marriage, her status as a colonized Palestinian subject living
under the Israeli occupation, and her status as a third world woman subject. Sahar’s quest is a
multi-layered one, whereas Marji has to surpass the patriarchal practices that encounter her as
an Iranian subject who is living under the Iranian regime and as a third-world woman/subject
living in the Middle East. Sahar’s quest contains more thorns in the way compared to Marji’s.

This scene paves the road to view Khalifeh’s work in light of the 1% and 2" feminist
waves, where the main focus of women was on gaining their very basic rights including,
education, voting, freedom of speech, owning property, etc. while Satrapi’s work could be
linked to the later feminist waves since her familial context supports her which, in turn,
allows her to be open to more advanced perspectives and viewpoints regarding the female
status such as those later feminist waves which come to negotiate issues related to the
female’s sexuality and identity. In this detailed investigation of the life stories of both
Khalifeh and Satrapi, through their narrators Sahar and Marji respectively, the dissertation
manages to reveal the discordant experience of the females living within the Middle East,

refuting their representations as a coherent homogenous group who share the same cultural,

144



political and ideological context. Thus, through narrating their life stories in different literary
forms and de-veiling their surrounding socio-political contexts, the chapter shows that
Khalifeh and Satrapi, through their pens, created a house of language for themselves, a
platform, where they de-veil their unique experiences as females living in the Middle East,
and negotiate some stereotypical images related to the way the West views them as weak,
passive and backward subjects, since both Sahar and Marji come to interact and manoeuvre
within a Western context namely, American and Austrian contexts, resulting in their
experience of the in-between, third space of cultural hybridity. Such themes serve as unifying
starting points/essentials that could make the Middle Eastern woman’s voice loud and
powerful, through using language or other forms of expression. The dissertation shows that
despite the differences in the narrative form where Khalifeh narrates her life story in a
traditional written form while Satrapi uses graphics along with words, both female writers
come to share some common feminist motifs on their status as being third-world women
subjects indicating the idea that the form may be different, yet the purpose is the same, that is
subverting some stereotypes. Spivak’s concept of “Strategic essentialism” could be a
temporary solution for the Middle Eastern female to de-veil her life story in front of the global
feminist scene. In addition, the chapter employs Butler’s concepts of normative/subversive
acts to reveal the way each female reacts within her social context, which helps in arguing that
the female experience within the Middle East is not a coherent one. Thus, the present
dissertation encourages further comparative research to be conducted on Middle Eastern
women’s writing. Such a comparative approach can provide a more in-depth understanding of
the feminist scene in different regions within the Middle East in connection to the global
feminist scene.

Therefore, the researcher would like to end the present dissertation by recommending
some topics for further research based on the ideas raised in the discussion throughout the
present dissertation. The researcher encourages further research to be conducted on the
analysis of the linguistic features and literary techniques employed by Palestinian women
writers, focusing on the unique characteristics of their language. In addition, the researcher
recommends carrying out research comparing the portrayal of women and their roles in the
narratives of Palestinian women and men writers, with a focus on gender representation.
Moreover, the researcher highly recommends investigating the presence and significance of
graphic novels within Palestinian literature, (if they exist) since this is still an underdeveloped
area of study regarding Palestinian women’s writing. Finally, in light of the current

Palestinian political context, the researcher suggests comparing Palestinian women’s writing

145



with those of Jewish women, considering the role of occupation in the broader context of
women’s oppression and seeking insights for potential solutions. Such topics could publicize
Palestinian literature in light of the global literary scene besides the present dissertation that

the researcher enjoys a lot and finds fruitful at all personal, national, and academic levels.
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2. The Inheritance (1997) cover page.
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Appendix No.2:
The Original texts

The original texts are listed below from each novel according to the same order they appeared
in the dissertation.
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