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Abstrak 

Secara umumnya, imej wanita Arab dalam sastera Barat kontemporari digambarkan 
secara negatif. Watak wanita Arab dalam karya sebegini kerap dipaparkan sebagai 
watak yang lemah dan ditindas. Representasi negatif ini mungkin benar untuk 
sesetengah wanita, bergantung kepada lokasi dan zaman. Namun begitu, kebanyakan 
wanita Arab kerap digambarkan mempunyai imej yang sebegini dan hal ini 
menimbulkan pelbagai persoalan yang mewajarkan perlunya kajian mendalam 
dilakukan tentang representasi wanita Arab. Kajian ini meneroka imej wanita Arab 
dari kaca mata tiga orang pengarang Arab, Barat, dan diaspora Arab pada kurun ke-
21, khususnya untuk mengesahkan sama ada refleksi Chandra Mohanty (1984) 
tentang representasi wanita Arab dalam penulisan pengarang feminis di Barat 
menyokong imej wanita dalam novel terpilih ataupun tidak. Karya Zoe Ferraris 
(2010) City of Veils, karya Maha Gargash (2009) The Sand Fish, dan karya Fadia 
Faqir’s (2007) The Cry of the Dove merupakan novel yang diteliti dalam kajian ini. 
Imej watak wanita yang dominan dalam ketiga-tiga novel ini diselidik dengan 
menggunakan kerangka teori Mohanty tentang gambaran wanita dunia ketiga dalam 
penulisan pengarang feminis di Barat. Kajian merumuskan bahawa pengarang Arab, 
Barat, dan diaspora Arab melakarkan watak wanita Arab secara negatif dalam 
pelbagai domain. Watak wanita dalam ketiga-tiga novel diperincikan sebagai lemah, 
berkedudukan rendah, golongan bawahan, dipinggirkan, dan ditindas oleh kaum 
lelaki. Meskipun kadang-kadang watak wanita tersebut dihuraikan sebagai watak 
yang menuntut perubahan, penentangan mereka ini tidak menzahirkan mereka 
sebagai golongan yang berkuasa, tetapi sekadar reaksi mereka terhadap penindasan. 
Kajian ini mengesahkan terdapat sebelas imej wanita dalam novel yang dikaji, 
seperti yang digambarkan dalam kerangka teori Mohanty, iaitu watak ibu yang 
berkuasa, isteri yang taat, wanita berperwatakan tradisional, wanita beragama, wanita 
berpurdah, wanita yang domestik, wanita miskin, wanita yang ditindas kerana 
jantinanya, wanita yang suci, dan wanita yang menuntut perubahan. Dapatan kajian 
turut menyokong teori “Under Western Eyes” Mohanty (1984). Selain itu, terdapat 
juga dua imej tambahan tentang wanita yang ditemui dalam kajian ini, iaitu wanita 
yang menipu dan wanita yang tidak bermoral. Kajian ini signifikan kerana ia 
mendedahkan pandangan yang baharu tentang  gambaran yang salah berkenaan 
wanita Arab dalam sastera kreatif Barat. Kajian masa hadapan disarankan untuk 
meneliti imej wanita Arab dalam genre sastera yang lain, sebagai contoh, puisi dan 
drama, untuk mengukuhkan pemahaman tentang imej wanita Arab dalam sastera 
Barat yang mungkin boleh mendorong golongan feminis ketiga, khususnya feminis 
Arab untuk berhenti menggambarkan wanita Arab secara stereotaip.   
 
Kata kunci: Imej wanita Arab, pengarang Arab, pengarang Barat, pengarang 
diaspora Arab, Mohanty 
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Abstract 

Arab women's images in contemporary Western literature are generally negative. 
They are often portrayed as weak and oppressed. Negative representation may hold 
good for some women, in limited places and periods; however, negative depiction is 
generalized to all women, making this issue problematic, and therefore, a befitting 
subject of study. The current study explores Arab women’s images in the eyes of 
three 21st century Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora novelists, as well as verifies 
whether Chandra Mohanty's (1984) reflection of Arab women's representation in 
Western feminist writings supports women's images in the selected novels or not. 
The selected novels are Zoe Ferraris’ (2010) City of Veils, Maha Gargash’s (2009) 
The Sand Fish, and Fadia Faqir’s (2007) The Cry of the Dove. The dominant female 
characters' images in these novels were examined following Mohanty's theoretical 
framework on Third World women's depictions in Western feminist writings. The 
study concludes that Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora novelists portray Arab 
women negatively in various domains. The female characters in the novels are 
depicted as weak, inferior, subordinate, marginalized, and persecuted by men. 
Although they are sometimes portrayed as revolutionary, their rebellion is not an 
indication of their being powerful; it indicates, rather, a reaction to oppression. This 
study verifies the eleven images of Mohanty’s framework on Third World women's 
depictions, which are: powerful mother, obedient wife, traditional, religious, veiled, 
domestic, poor, uneducated, sexually oppressed, chaste virgin, and revolutionary. 
The findings of this study also support Mohanty’s theory in“Under Western Eyes” 
(1984). However, in addition to verifying the images suggested by Mohanty vis-à-vis 
Arab women’s representation, the present study finds two new images of Arab 
women in the novels analyzed, which are: liar and immoral. The study is significant 
as it throws a new light on a persistent issue, that is, misrepresentation of Arab 
women in Western creative literature. The researcher hopes that future studies would 
address the Arab women's images in other literary genres, for instance, poems and 
plays, to add more understanding of the Arab women's images in Western literature, 
which may encourage Third World feminists, particularly Arab feminists, to refrain 
from stereotyping Arab women. 
 

Keywords: Arab women's images, Arab novelist, Western novelist, Arab diaspora 
novelist, Mohanty. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background  

The present study is an outcome of a deep concern for the poor representation of 

Arab women in fictional narratives written in English, and an advocacy for a 

rethinking of their image in light of the noted discrepancy between the narrated 

images and the present-day real-life Arab women who have made much progress as 

regards their freedom and legal rights (Hornok, 2011; Zoepf, 2016). The realities of 

the lives of Arab women are certainly different from what they used to be, albeit 

during the perceived persecution days too not all women were persecuted, so, it 

would be wrong to present a monolithic image of 'persecuted women' in Arab 

societies. The lives of Arab women in the contemporary world scenario are a 

completely different image which proves the suppositions of continued persecution a 

false presumption. Arab women go for higher education, they seek high level jobs, 

and many Emirati women are active in various feilds previously dominated by men, 

such as business, medicine, films, politics and journalism. Contemporary Arab 

women have made tremendous progress after the Arab Spring. But, the researcher 

notes that some fiction writers are still haunted by the image of persecuted women in 

Arab societies and ignore the images of progressive women (Bryan, 2012; Hornok, 

2011; Sidani, 2005; Zoepf, 2016). True, there are some difficulties in their way, for 

example, in Saudi Arabia women are not allowed to drive cars, they cannot go out of 

home without putting on abaya and hijab, in most of the Arab countries women 

cannot choose their husbands, they cannot travel alone and men have more rights 

compared to women and therefore there exists much patriarchal domination, as well 
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as their societies in general prefer male children, but still women's continued 

struggles and achievements cannot be just ignored, sidelined or misrepresented.  

 

Many studies have dealt with the images of women in general in literature (Al-

Rasheed, 2013; Al-Sudeary, 2012; Landry, 2006; Mata, 2010; Mirza, 2013; Paynter, 

2011; Reed, 2012; Seikaly, Roodsaz, & Egten, 2014; Sharify-Funk, 2016; Tijani, 

2009; Trier-Bieniek, 2015). Western women are depicted in Western writings as 

liberated, independent, and developed (Mohanty, 1984) in general, though a few 

American and Mexican women are also portrayed as suffering from male violence, 

abuse, and discrimination, yet such images are to taken to be exceptions rather than 

as norms (Mata, 2010). In contrast to their counterpart women in the West whose 

images often bear characteristics, such as 'independent,' 'liberated' and 'developed,' 

the images of Arab women are often characterized by Western writers bearing 

features, such as 'male-dependent,' 'socially oppressed,' 'under-developed,' 

'persecuted,' 'subordinate,' 'backward,' and so on (Aburwein, 2013; Behdad, 1994; 

Mohanty, 1984; Moukhlis, 2008; Shakir, 1991).  

 

1.1.1 An Overview of the Life of Arab Women  

Arab women in the pre-Islamic period1 were empowered in their societies. They 

motivated the Arab soldiers by reciting encouraging poems and inspired poets who 

described these women's beauty and good manners. Moreover, Arab women enjoyed 

the freedom to work outside home and hold responsible posts in their community 

(Alattar, 2012; Saqaal, 1995). Among such reputed and renowned women of the pre-

Islamic period are, for instance, Khadijah bint Khawayled, a rich, successful, and 

                                                           
1  The period referred to here is from 450 to 610 A.D. (El-Ward, 2012). 
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independent merchant (Ishaq, 2002), and Bilqis, the powerful queen of Shaba who 

ruled a great kingdom (Abbott, 1941), and had at her disposal all what kings need, 

such as tools and machinery (The Holy Qur'an 27:23). Another good example is al-

Khansa, a famous poetess who composed numerous celebrated poems, especially 

elegies in memory of her deceased brothers and sons (Oseni, 1982).  

 

Concurrently, prior to the advent of Islam, Arab women also suffered from several 

persecutions, for example, infanticide where fathers buried their daughters alive due 

to their fear of them being captured by other tribes (Saqaal, 1995; Smith, 1903). But, 

this evil practice was in vogue among only a few tribes and for a limited period only 

(Saqaal, 1995). During this period, women were deprived of their inheritance owing 

to their inability to participate in battles (Alattar, 2012; Kennedy, 1986; Saqaal, 

1995). During those days, only upper-class women were free to choose their spouse 

and divorce them if they mistreated them (Alattar, 2012; Nicholson, 1966; Saqaal, 

1995), whereas ordinary women did not have similar rights and were humiliated 

through various forms of marriage, such as marriage by purchase, by exchange, by 

capture, wife-lending, and service marriage (Abd al Ati, 1977). 

 

In the early Islamic period2, as a consequence of the advent of Islam Arab women 

had an enhanced status in their society. They were granted many rights, such as the 

right to education, the right to choose and divorce their husbands (this was true of 

even ordinary women), possession of dowry, right to inheritance, to release captives, 

and gender equality in every matter, including worship of God and entrance to 

                                                           
2  The early Islamic period begins with the Prophet's mission in 610 A.D. to Napoleon's invasion of 
Egypt in 1798 A.D. The modern period extends from Napoleon's invasion of Egypt in 1798 A.D. to 
the beginning of World War II in 1939 A.D, and the contemporary period extends from the beginning 
of World War II in 1939 A.D to the present day (El-Ward, 2012). 
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paradise (Rida, 1984). Arab women’s dignity was restored with the advent of Islam 

as is evidenced from many verses which, for instance, recommend men to take care 

of women, “Upon the father is the mothers' provision and their clothing according to 

what is acceptable” (The Holy Qur'an 2:233). There are also Qur'anic verses that 

forbid the heir from marrying the wife of the deceased against her will, and prohibit 

men to be cruel towards their wives, even making it mandatory for men to return 

their wives' dowry if they wished for a divorce (The Holy Qur'an 4:19). Arab 

women's positive contribution to battles was also recognized, as, for example, in 

encouraging Muslim warriors going to war by singing inspiring songs.  Hind Bint 

‘Utbah3 is a good example who encouraged the Muslims to fight the Romans in the 

Yarmouk4 battle (Al-Waqidi, 2005). What the discussion has shown is that not all 

Arab women suffered from oppression; in some tribes or families they were treated 

fairly. However, the status of some persecuted women has been generalized and all 

women in Arab societies are made to appear as persecuted. This image of Arab 

women as persecuted creatures still haunts the imagination of the western 

intellectuals as well as the laymen as the researcher will make it clear in course of the 

present study through drawing the images of Arab women in contemporary fictional 

works. Creative writers documenting their lived experiences in a fictional mode do 

portray realities of life, and thus raise important societal issues and fight against 

misrepresentation and false generalizations based on imaginary realities. 

Contemporary writers from the Arab world contribute to this fight in their own right, 

which is an indication that Arab societies are changing in a big way, implying that 

                                                           
3 Hind was the wife of Abu Sofyan, one of Mecca leaders. 
4
 Yarmouk Battle was fought between Arab Muslim forces and the armies of Roman Empire in 636, 

close to Yarmouk River, along the borders between Jordan and Syria. The battle's result was the 
complete victory of Muslims that ended Byzantine domination in Syria (Nafziger & Walton, 2003). 
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the stereotyping of Arab women is an outdated mode of thinking, and needs to be 

discarded.    

 

The ground realities are certainly different; especially the changes that are concretely 

visible in the lives of modern Arab women in the contemporary world present a 

completely different image and belie the suppositions of continuing persecution. 

Hornok (2011), for instance, asserts that now Arab women do get higher education 

and higher level jobs, and that Emirati women are active in feilds as varied as 

business, medicine, films, politics and journalism. Zoepf (2016) is another writer 

who depicts a progressive image of contemporary Arab women, especially the 

progress women in Arab countries have made after the Arab Spring. Although the 

author also appears to endorse a few stereotypical images of women's lives in 

Muslim societies (such as the practice of female circumcision in some countries, 

honor killing, and women's dependence on men), yet the overall representation 

drawn by her is that of progressive Arab women.  

 

Thus, we see that the status of Arab women in real-life has never been static through 

ages, from the pre-Islamic period through the advent of Islam in the Arab Peninsula 

to the modern and post-modern age, and yet, the fictitious characters modeled on the 

lives of Arab women in the majority of contemporary novels published from the 

West portray them as static all through the centuries, as if Arab women have never 

seen the light of the day and as if to this day the lives of Arab women have remained 

untouched by the changes brought about by social, political and economic upheavals 

in the Arab societies. This has prompted the researcher to explore the depicted 

images of Arab women in fiction in light of their representation from Western 
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perspective. Literary critics as well as creative writers from Arab countries have time 

and again countered the stereotypes of Arab women in fictional as well as non-

fictional writings, such as media representations of Arab women in the West, and yet 

the images have lingered on. Ideally speaking, the literature of a nation mirrors its 

real life situations since creative literature also draws its stuff from real life, and 

therefore, literature is an important source of knowledge about other cultures and 

their cherished values (Koeller, 1996; Mani, 2014; Spivak, 2003), but it may happen 

for various reasons that the real-life situations of people in a community and their 

fictional representations do not match. This is noted particularly in the case of Arab 

women's images in some prominent fictional accounts, to be discussed in the 

following sub-section, and it is specifically for this reason that the researcher has 

chosen to investigate the factors for representation of particular images of Arab 

women in the selected novels.       

 

1.1.2 The Images of Arab Women in Novels 

Many scholars and literary critics, such as Altorki (2010), Moukhlis (2008), 

Zayzafoon (2011), Arenberg (2008), and Hajjar (2011), have put the images of Arab 

women in the writings of Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora novelists who cast Arab 

women as subjects in their literary productions, to rigorous scrutiny and found that 

there are several problems with the representation of Arab women in their writings. 

 

1.1.2.1 The Arab Novelists: Positive Image Building 

Numerous Arab novelists have also dealt with various Arab women's issues since the 

second half of the twentieth century (Azouqa, 2000; Helmy, 1995). However, Iraqi 

male novelists have been interested in women's rights since the 19th century and they 
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are more outstanding novelists compared to novelists from other Arab countries 

(Efrati, 2004). Many Arab novelists write about the Arab women's resistance to 

oppression, where the writers reveal the strength and persistence of Arab women in 

their struggle against the difficulties of life (Al-Mousa, 2006; Altorki, 2010; 

Khannous, 2010; Moukhlis, 2008; Oersen, 2005). These novelists aim to improve the 

image of Arab women in the novels of their ancestors who have depicted these 

women as persecuted and submissive to men and the social traditions. This issue is, 

for instance, deliberated by Helmy (1995) in Latifa al-Zayat's The Open Door, which 

presents the Arab women’s strong resistance to social and gender inequality.  

 

Al-Mousa (2006) sheds light on the vital issue of identity of Arab women. She 

discusses the struggle of women against the traditional obstructions in two novels by 

Arab novelists: Emily Nasrallah’s Tuyur Aylul (Birds of September) (1962) and 

Sumayya Ramadan’s Awraq al-Narjis (Leaves of Narcissus) (2001). The heroines in 

these two novels rebel against this tyranny for self-realization and freedom. In his 

study of Khadījah al-Marwāzī’s Biography of Ash, Moukhlis (2008) highlights the 

resistance of women prisoners in Morocco against Moroccan government's injustice 

and the role of women novelists in revealing this tyranny in their writings. Moroccan 

women have an influential and effective role in resisting the tyrannical Moroccan 

government. Moroccan women struggled against severe Islamic and secular laws. 

These laws, applied in Morocco after the independence, are taken from French 

colonial rule and distort Islam considering women as inferior individuals, and 

depriving them of their political, social and economic rights. Khannous (2010) in her 

discussion of Leila Abouzeid’s The Last Chapter explores this issue and urges 

Moroccan women to lead a modern life since the concepts of human rights and 
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democracy are not Western concepts but Islamic, and reject secularism since it is not 

suitable for them as Muslim women. 

 

Arab writers and novelists have been concerned about Arab women's rights (Najim, 

2009). For instance, Altorki (2010) deals with Saudi women novelists' endeavor to 

liberate Saudi women from male authority. Altorki analyzes this issue in Zynab 

Hifni’s Appearances
 (2006) and Dancing legs

 (2008). Oersen (2005) investigates 

Naguib Mahfouz's5 focus on women's issues. Mahfouz is against subordination of 

women in society and he calls for social and political reforms for Arab women. The 

novels chosen by Oersen are: Sugar Street, Palace of Desire, Palace Walk and 

Midaq Alley. 

 

1.1.2.2 Western Writers and Misrepresentation of Arab Women 

Western literature, on the other hand, shows the tendency to present distorted images 

of Arab women (Aburwein, 2013; Behdad, 1994; Mohanty, 1984; Moukhlis, 2008; 

Shaheen, 2001; Shakir, 1991). Western novels, movies and paintings portray these 

women as victims of social and religious rules which force them to wear dark-

colored dresses and to be submissive to men, and they are represented erotically in 

the harem but relegated to being nonentities as regards their own sexuality 

(Aburwein, 2013). The reasons behind such images are Western writers' lack of 

awareness of Arab women's language, their religious beliefs, and their role in society 

(Aburwein, 2013). Orientalists also portray Arab women in a similar vein. Behdad 

(1994) and Shaheen (2001) show that the images of Arab women are continuously 

distorted in the novels and feature films adapted from Western novels produced by 

                                                           
5 Mahfouz is a Nobel Prize winning Egyptian short-story writer and novelist (The Columbia 
Encyclopedia, 2015). 
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the orientalists. Orientalists, such as Chateaubriand6, Flaubert7and Kipling, present 

these women as backward, fully covered and walking behind their spouses, dancers 

in the harem, and immoral women. On the contrary, the same orientalists consider 

Western women as gifted and playing an important role in their society (Behdad, 

1994, Shaheen, 2001).  

 

Women in certain countries, such as Tunisia and Iraq have better rights than their 

counterparts in other countries such as Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. However, women 

in Arab countries in general still suffer from persecution and inequality in spite of the 

legal adjustments. Afary (2004) elucidates this issue through Atwood's novel The 

Handmaid's Tale, which reveals the suffering of Arab women in their societies, and 

urges them to resist oppression by joining the women's movements to defend their 

rights. But, 'oppressed woman' is often the distinguishing feature of Arab women in 

Western writings. Zayzafoon (2011) and Laylah and Elhalougi (n.d.) observe that not 

only novels and films but a textbook Literature–The Reader’s Choice (2002) also 

distorts the images of Arab women as restricted, subservient to men and deprived of 

the basic rights, such as working, driving cars, and traveling alone. 

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 Chateaubriand: is a French author. He was one of the renowned romantic writers in his country in 

the early nineteenth century as well as had a great influence on young people in his time (The Editors 
of Encyclopedia Britannica, n.d.). In the Preface to his book Itineraire de Paris a Jerusalem (1811), 
Chateaubriand writes about the motive of his journey through the Arab world that he was only 
searching for images, which shows that the famous Orientalist had no serious interest in the lives of 
the real people, and therefore, could even misrepresent them (Behdad, 1994).  
7  Flaubert: is a French novelist. He was the founder of the school of realism in French literature 
(Dumesnil, 2015). Flaubert creates a mute, voiceless, faceless but erotic image of Arab women in his 
writings. He was lured by the lascivious images of the oriental women prevalent in western literature. 
Also, his account was largely based on his encounters with prostitutes and dances, such as Kuchuk 
Hanem in Egypt, who cannot be taken to represent the typical Arab women (Behdad, 1994).  
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1.1.2.3 Arab Diaspora Writers: A Mixed Response 

It's not only Western writers but Arab diaspora writers8 also paint the images of Arab 

women's persecution and injustice in their societies. The reason may be that these 

writers are influenced by Western culture as notes Shakir (1991) in his discussion of 

three novels by Arab diaspora writers: Vance Bourjaily's Confessions of a Spent 

Youth (1960), William Peter Blatty's Which Way to Mecca, Jack? (1959), and 

Eugene Paul Nassar's Wind of the Land (1979). These writers highlight Arab 

women's strength to endure the sorrows and disasters in their life and to resist the 

oppression of traditions without inciting the anger of their society. Al-Abdullah 

(2005), for instance, notes that Tahar Ben Jelloun9, a diaspora literature10 writer, 

portrays Arab women as suffering because of religious and social rigidity that makes 

women submissive, divested of rights and freedom, obliged to wear hijab, tolerate 

their husbands' polygamy, discrimination, exploitation in household chores, and 

unable to struggle against unjust and rigid social and religious strictures.   

 

The predominant images of Arab women portrayed by Arab diaspora writers are, in 

general, powerless, lacking agency, subservient to men, subjugated, veiled, 

oppressed, abused, sexually harassed, facing domestic violence and burdened with 

household chores, and so on. Arenberg (2008), for example, finds that Assia 

Djebar11's Ombre Sultane depicts Arab women as persecuted by their culture which 

empowers their husbands to mistreat them and forces them to wear veils. Djebar 
                                                           
8 Arab diaspora writer is an Arab writer who migrates from his/her country to Europe or America for 
certain reasons (Sarnou, 2014). 
9 Ben Jelloun was born in Morocco, specifically Fez, and studied philosophy at Rabat University. In 
1971, he migrated to France to study at the Sorbonne. Ben Jelloun then became one of the most 
famous writers in France (Guppy, 1999). 
10 The literature written by Arab diaspora writers in European or American countries. 
11  Assia Djebar is an Algerian writer who was born on 1936. She studied history in Paris. Djebar 
taught history at Algiers University, but she returned to live in Paris. She is currently professor of 
Francophone literature at New York University (Becker & Holstein, 2006). 
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urges women to take off their veils in public places. Gomaa and Raymond (2014) 

observe that the translated Arabic novels by diaspora writers, such as Nawal al-

Saadawi's12, for example, Women and Sex, Woman at Point Zero, and Memoirs from 

the Women's Prison leave a bad impression of Arabs on American college students, 

as mistreating their wives and that women suffer from parental cruelty, sexual 

harassment, domestic violence, and so on. Hajjar (2011), discussing Hanan al-

Shaykh’s 13 Story of Zahra demonstrates that Al-Shaykh's novel portrays Arab 

women as being persecuted by men physically, morally, and sexually, but if they 

have hope to obtain freedom, they will be able to defeat their fear and struggle 

against the male domination. Thalib (2013) addresses the subjugation of women in 

Rajaa Alsanea's14
 Girls of Riyadh where Saudi women suffer from the spread of the 

traditions of Arab culture of the pre-Islamic period in their society which makes 

women inferior to men. Ancellin (2009) notes that in Fadia Faqir’s The Cry of the 

Dove Arab immigrant women are portrayed as “flexible and hybrid” (p. 9) after the 

September 11, 2001 attack on America. These women suffer from inequality after 

that fateful event; they cherish their Islamic culture, but adopt Western culture as a 

protective mechanism to avoid being seen as terrorists, and thus feel confused about 

their affiliation and nationality. 

 

                                                           
12 Al-Saadawi is an Egyptian writer, graduated from the medical school in Cairo University in 1955 
and in 1966 she received her master's degree from the University of Columbia in New York (Online 
Encyclopedia, n.d.). Al-Saadawi is a celebrated writer in Western feminist thought on Arab women. 
She is known for her candid and fierce criticism of the patriarchal discourse (Gomaa & Raymond, 
2014). Al-Saadawi escaped to America when she was threatened with death by fanatics. She then 
taught at Washington State University and Duke University (Anderson & Herr, 2007). 
13 She is a Lebanese writer. She escaped to London due to the civil war in Lebonon in 1975. Al-
Shaykh lives now in London. She is one of the Arab diaspora writers who migrated due to war or 
repressive regimes (Jaggi, 2001). 
14  She grew up in Saudi Arabia, particularly Riyadh. She is from a family of dentists and doctors. 
Alsanea now lives in Chicago in order to get her degree in endodontics (Girls of Riyadh, n.d.). 
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Not all Arab diaspora writers portray Arab women as creatures oppressed by their 

cultural rigidity; there are some who have brought out the stories of persecution of 

Arab women in the Western culture too. Mehta (2010), for example, examines the 

sufferings of Arab immigrant women in Paris and their scattered identity because of 

their nationality in Kiffe kiffe demain by Faïza Guène. She addresses several issues of 

Arab immigrant women such as: national minority, social equity, and cultural 

assimilation and their adoption of Western culture to communicate with Western 

society in which they live. El-Hajj and Harb (2011) deal with the oppression of Arab 

women in America in Diana Abu-Jaber’s Arabian Jazz. Arab American women face 

persecution, and the injustice raises the memories of their homelands. These 

memories encourage Arab American women to struggle against American 

oppression, and at the same time increase their association and attachment to their 

homelands. Sarnou (2014) expounds the suffering of Arab women in America and 

Britain through Diana Abu Jaber’s Crescent (2003), Mohja Kahf’s The Girl in the 

Tangerine Scarf (2006), and Leila Aboulela’s Minaret (2005). Displacement, 

stereotyping, racism and exile are among the hardships experienced by these women 

daily. However, Arab women adhere to their cultural and Islamic concepts caused by 

their commitment to their Muslim Arab identity. Nonetheless, a great interest has 

newly emerged in researchers in these diaspora women novelists' writings due to the 

visibility of the Arab women’s identity presented to the werstern readers through 

such works (Sarnou, 2014).  

  

1.2 Problem Statement 

The discussion on the representation of Arab women in fictional literature in the 

previous section brings us to a few curious observations made by the researcher that 
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are understood to have serious repercussions on the image of Arab women in 

literature. First, the image of Arab women is certainly distorted in fictional literature 

not only by western writers but also by Arab diaspora writers settled in the West as 

well as Arab writers publishing fiction for the consumption of the Western audience. 

Second, there have been attempts by Arab writers to set the images of Arab women 

in the right perspective and to highlight the struggle of Arab women against 

oppression, but such studies are confined to the analysis of only Arabic fictional 

writings. Third, the noted distortion, which is endorsed even by Western feminist 

thinkers, has a paradigm and an agenda, typically guided by Western colonial 

mindset that looks at women from the Third World as the poor counterparts of 

Western women, unable to handle their lives independently and intelligently, in 

contrast to the 'independent' and 'intelligent' Western women. Fourth, there are ample 

studies by established scholars (as is clear from the short review of literature 

presented in the foregone section, 'The Images of Arab Women in Novels,' for 

example, Aburwein, 2013; Afary, 2004; Behdad, 1994; Gomaa & Raymond, 2014; 

Moukhlis, 2008; Shaheen, 2001; Zayzafoon, 2011, and so on) on the subject but 

there still exists a knowledge gap since none of the previous studies are found to be 

as holistic in approach as the present study is suggested to be as it takes into 

consideration the perspectives of three writers from three different settings – the 

Western, Arab diaspora and native Arab. Lastly, there is an unprecedented interest 

among researchers in the writings of Anglophone diaspora writers, which prompted 

the present researcher also to study their writings. We shall take up all these points 

for further elaboration and explication, and justification for the need of the present 

study.        
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We have discussed at length in the previous section that the image of Arab women is 

seriously distorted in the Western literature, and repetition of the same is undesirable 

here. The significant point to note is that the previous studies have revealed that most 

of the Western writers and orientalists have a vague image of Arab women and they 

always present them negatively in literature. They portray Arab Muslim women as 

being deprived of freedom and legal rights, and as subjugated to the lash and tyranny 

of men and the Islamic dictates (Aburwein, 2013; Afary, 2004; Behdad, 1994; 

Gomaa & Raymond, 2014; Moukhlis, 2008; Shaheen, 2001; Zayzafoon, 2011). 

Western intellectuals would prefer Arab women to adopt Western cultural values and 

reject the regulations of Islam and Islamic society (Parpart, 1993; Zayzafoon, 2011). 

Western novelists also present Arab women erotically - as dancers and prostitutes - 

which do not represent the ethics and values of Arab women (Aburwein, 2013; 

Behdad, 1994; Gomaa & Raymond, 2014; Shaheen, 2001; Shakir, 1991). Western 

writers portray Arab women as oppressed due to Islamic precepts, while Arab 

diaspora writers criticize Western thinking that distorts women's status under Islam; 

instead, they believe that Islam grants women many rights. But Arab diaspora writers 

portray Arab women as oppressed due to Arab culture, where their patriarchal 

societies have distorted the interpretation of religious texts to deprive women of their 

rights. In short, Western writers show that women are oppressed by religion, while 

Arab diaspora writers show that women are oppressed by Arab culture (Ali, 2017; 

Amireh, 2000; Elia, 2006; Scott, 2009; Suyfan & Baig, 2016). 

 

The researcher's opinion at this juncture is that although the previous studies 

discussed above illustrate the image of Arab women in the eyes of Western writers, 

yet they have ignored the presentation of the images of Arab women from the 
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perspectives of Arab and Arab diaspora novelists. The present study is a humble 

attempt to address this knowledge gap. Fadia Faqir's The Cry of the Dove has been 

specifically selected for the present study keeping in view the Arab diaspora 

novelist's double bind as well as double perspective. The perspective of the Arab 

diaspora novelist on Arab women serves double purpose. First, it endorses the 

researcher's observation that the image of Arab women in fictional literature is 

distorted by Arab diaspora writers settled in the West. Second, it presents a critique 

of the Western intellectual's distorted view that it is the religion that prevents Arab 

women's freedom since Arab diaspora writers' implied argument in their works is 

that it is not religion but the culture of the respective Arab nations that restricts 

women's freedom. At the same time, Arab diaspora writers bring to the fore the 

problems faced by Arab women in the so-called 'equalitarian' western societies, 

which are typically highlighted by Western writers as 'superior' in contrast to the 

'inferior' social systems in the Arab societies they critique in their writings.   

  

Scores of studies have brought it to the fore that Arab novelists highlight the role of 

Arab women in building their families and their societies, and that they are not 

marginalized in their societies (Altorki, 2010; Efrati, 2004; Helmy, 1995; Moukhlis, 

2008). In addition, a number of studies have discussed how Arab novelists depict 

Arab women's struggle against oppression and how they denounce the presentation 

of these women as submissive to injustice (Al-Mousa, 2006; Altorki, 2010; Helmy, 

1995; Khannous, 2010; Moukhlis, 2008; Oersen, 2005). But, their shortcoming is 

that these scholars address the image of Arab women from the Arab writers' 

perspective; they do not examine their images from the perspectives of Western and 
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Arab diaspora novelists. One of the aspects of the present study is to generate 

knowledge on this lacuna.  

 

There have been conducted a few studies investigating the writings of Arab diaspora 

novelists. Those researchers argue that these writings present Arab societies as 

patriarchal where women meet the injustice of men, religion, and laws that deprive 

them of their rights (Al-Abdullah, 2005; Arenberg, 2008; Bower, 2012; Gomaa & 

Raymond, 2014; Hajjar, 2011; Sarnou, 2014; Shakir, 1991; Thalib, 2013). In a 

counter-argument, Mehta (2010), El-Hajj and Harb (2011), and Ancellin (2009) 

present the facts of the sufferings of Arab female characters in Western societies 

where liberal laws prevail. The three studies (Mehta, 2010; El-Hajj & Harb, 2011; 

Ancellin, 2009) deal with the status of Arab women in Western countries and 

conclude that immigrant women particularly suffer because of racial inequality in the 

West. The present study also takes into account the suffering of Arab immigrant 

women, especialy through the analysis of one of the three selected novels, although 

the primary focus of the present study has been to mainly address the situation of 

women in Arab societies. The distinction of the present study with the studies 

discussed above lies in their scopes as while those studies analyze the condition of 

Arab women in the Western set-up, the present study analyzes the situation of Arab 

women in Western countries as well as in their native settings showing how Western, 

Arab, and Arab diaspora novelists look at Arab women. 

 

Furthermore, postcolonial intervention in the interpretative domain has brought to 

light several hidden aspects of the western intelectuals' meaning making practices on 

the lives (depicted in creative as well as critical literature) of subjects from the so-
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called 'Third World.' But very little of this methodological enterprise has been put to 

use by Arab literary critics and research scholars. Thus, there exists a methodological 

gap which the present study makes an attempt to fill by investigating the depiction of 

the images of Arab women in the selected novels from the perspective of Mohanty's 

postcolonial feminist interpretation of western critics' commentaries on the images of 

Arab women in fictional literature.  

 

Sarnou (2014) accentuates that recently there is great interest shown by researchers 

in the novels of Arab Anglophone diaspora women writers since they “have brought 

more recognition and visibility to the Arab Woman whose identity is perceived by 

the Western readership as different, peculiar, complex, and mosaic because of her 

portrayal in the media and in the books of early orientalists” (p. 66). Similarly, 

Aburwein (2013) calls for examining Arab women's distorted depiction in literature, 

where she states, “This image could be true of some Arab women in limited areas or 

for a specific period of time, but this image has been widely generalized that it 

became a reason to overlook those women’s character” (p. 3). 

 

To put it in a nutshell, the significance of the present study lies in its contribution in 

widening the scope of understanding of the image of Arab women in literature, 

which is often distorted by Western writers in comparison with Arab writers. Thus, 

this study is an analysis of the images of Arab women in the texts and through the 

paratextual elements of novels of the Western, the Arab, and the Arab diaspora 

novelists to illustrate the novelists' perspectives towards Arab women, whether 

positive or negative, and to provide the images of Arab women in the selected 21st 

century fictional works. In addition, since these novels deal with certain issues which 
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play a significant role in shaping the lives of Arab women and occupy the minds of 

the novelists in this postcolonial world, this study uses the postcolonial feminist 

theory, in particular Mohanty's (1984) theory, to see if the theory supports the images 

of Arab women in the selected novels. Parpart (1993) and Lazreg (1988), for 

instance, discuss that Western and Third World feminists, who have been educated in 

the West and have been influenced by Western culture, present the Third World 

women, including Arab women, as being submissive to the backward religious and 

social dictates, while Hajjar (2011) and Saliba (2000) show that Western feminists, 

such as Raymond Williams, Gerry Adams, Richard Rorty, and Michael Albert, deal 

with the writings of Arab feminists according to Western feminist theory whereas 

Arab feminists believe that Western feminist theory is inappropriate to interpret the 

lives of Arab women due to cultural differences between women in the world. 

 

The study has, therefore, drawn on the postcolonial feminist theory, particularly 

Mohanty's (1984) ideas explicated in Under Western Eyes, which concerns the 

experiences of the Third World women. Mohanty (1984) argues that Western 

feminists underestimate the Third World women, including Arab women. They 

depict Arab women as an aggrieved and backward group within their patriarchal 

societies, while Western women were shown as developed and liberated. Mohanty 

(1984) suggests that, in addition to Western feminists’ writings, her findings could 

also apply to the writings of Third World feminists who write on the issues of Third 

World women and publish in the West, whether they live in the West or in the Third 

World.  
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Additionally, there is a strong-felt need of a study that, apart from catering to the 

rather new-fangled interest of researchers in Anglophone diaspora women writers 

discussed by Sarnou (2014), as well as the recommendations made by Aburwein 

(2013) to set the images of Arab women in literature right, explores a hitherto 

unexplored dimension of the issue, that is, continous stereotyping of Arab women in 

material texts even in postcolonial discourse. Within the postcolonial studies, as 

notes Bower (2012), there is "a lack of criticism which combines important questions 

about material texts with rigorous narrative analysis" (p. 4). The major concern is 

that there is continuous focus on Islam in government discourse and current media, 

which was critiqued by Said (1997). But, despite a thorough coverage and 

documentation of the vested media representation interests by Said, stereotyping of 

Arab women continues, relegating the local circumstances of those women to 

nothingness, and sanctioning the texts and images we receive and have to consume. 

Thus, the predominant media images of Arab women, including the images created 

by Anglophone Arab literature, despite their proclamation of divergent nature of 

their narratives, are veiled women, forlorn individuals, and deserts, and nowhere are 

to be seen the progressive Arab women who are contributing towards changes in the 

Arab world in thier own ways.  

 

To sum up, the researcher has attempted to bridge this methodological gap by finding 

the relation between Mohanty's theory, and the images of Arab women in the 

selected novels, which are The Cry of the Dove (2007) by Arab diaspora novelist 

Fadia Faqir, The Sand Fish (2009) by Arab novelist Maha Gargash, and City of Veils 

(2010) by Western novelist Zoe Ferraris. 
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1.3 Research Objectives 

The main objectives of the present study are: 

1- To explore the images of Arab women in the selected novels in light of  

postcolonial feminist theory, particularly Mohanty's (1984) theory expounded in 

Under Western Eyes. 

2- To examine the images of Arab women in the novels of an Arab novelist, an Arab 

diaspora novelist, and a Western novelist. 

 

3- To investigate the images of Arab women through paratextual elements of the 

selected novels. 

 

1.4 Research Questions 

The present study is designed to answer the following questions: 

1- What justifications do the study of the images of Arab women in the selected 21st 

century novels using postcolonial feminist theory as an interpretive tool yield? 

2- How do the Arab novelist, the Arab diaspora novelist, and the Western novelist 

represent Arab women in their novels?  

3- How are Arab women represented through paratextual elements of the selected 

novels? 

 

1.5 Scope of the Study  

The present study is an attempt to show the images of Arab women in the 

contemporary novels written in English by Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora 

novelists writing in the 21st century. This study also seeks to contextualize its relation 
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to Mohanty’s (1984) postcolonial feminist theory. The selected novels are an 

appropriate sample to conduct the study since they are from literature written in 

English by writers from different cultures of the same time period. The protagonists 

of the three novels are female characters. The events occur in different Arab 

countries. In addition, the novels are contemporary and celebrated since they 

received several awards (for example, NCIBA award in Fiction, Alex Award) and 

were translated into several languages (for example, French, Italian, and Spanish). 

These novels are representative of Arab contemporary literature written in English 

and they are reviewed internationally as well as locally.  

 

The most important criteria for selection of the novels for the present study is that all 

three selected writers have presented in their works more or less distorted images of 

Arab women. Moreover, the writers appear to believe that the existing problems of 

women in Arab societies owe to their religion, not to the cultural practices of the 

nations of their domicile.       

 

1.6 Significance of Study 

This study, as a research project, is a significant intervention in the interpretation of 

the status of Arab women in fictional literature. The study builds upon previous 

literary works and critical theories, but more importantly, the researcher's critical 

interpretation has been aimed at going a step further and thus contributing towards 

the growth of existing literature, theoretical inputs and methods of studying such 

works. Though the findings of the study may appear to support or reject the 

perspectives of literary writers in general who aim to highlight the status of Arab 
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women in the society through literature, the study is not polemical in nature as the 

researcher has been objective in her approach. 

 

This research aims to add to the existing body of literature on Arab women and the 

postcolonial feminist studies in the sense that no such study that interprets the images 

of Arab women characters taken from three different settings and depicted by writers 

from three different locales has been carried out yet. Moreover, the theoretical 

framework, i.e., Mohanty's (1984) postcolonial feminist ideas with rerefence to the 

images of Third World women in Western feminist literature, employed in the 

present study, is also a fresh contribution. Of late, Arabic speaking societies have 

undergone great upheavals, and rapid changes and transformations have taken place 

in their communities under the influence of globalization, which did not leave Arab 

women's lives untouched (see, for instance, Bryan, 2012; Hornok, 2011; Sidani, 

2005; Zoepf, 2016). If fictional images of Arab women in olden days were of 

oppressed women, the recent changes in their lives should be faithfully reflected in 

the new fiction, and that exactly is the genuine contribution of the present study that, 

first of all, it brings to light the issue of distortion in the images of Arab women, and 

second, it brings to light the discrepancy in the real life situations after social changes 

and the fictional images of Arab women, and therefore advocates for a change in 

perspective of writers as well as literary critics.  

 

Thus, it is hoped that the study will encourage scholars in the field of creative 

literature to look deeply into the issues of Arab women. The novelty of the present 

study lies in its exposure to the different manners of writers' approach to Arab 

women in their writings, most notably under the influence of their cultural, social 
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background and other elements of their surrounding environment. Discrepancies or 

similarities of Arab women's images will definitely give the readers and literary 

critics a new motivation to study the background of the novelists and the influence of 

their surrounding environment on their writings. The study may also contribute to the 

literary studies that are concerned with the image  of Arab women in literature. 

 

1.7 Limitations of the study 

One of the limitations of this study is that the sample size for this research is small 

(only three novels). The quantity of the collected data is little since the data is 

collected mainly from the texts of the selected novels, the researcher did not 

interview the authors to elicit information on how they depicted Arab women in a 

particular manner and why, as well as the researcher did not interview the readers to 

ask them about their views on the three novels. The research focuses on the images 

of Arab women in the novels only; these women’s images are not addressed in other 

literary genres, such as poetry and drama. 

 

Although this study covers only three novels, the in-depth analysis of the texts of the 

novels assists the researcher to answer the research questions (Willig, 2013). 

Consequently, the images of Arab women in literature and the perspectives of the 

novelists towards these women are shown through the analysis of the novels’ texts.    

 

1.8 Organization of the Thesis 

This thesis deals with the images of Arab women in three novels from 21st century. 

The following is the organization of the thesis: 
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Chapter One provides a historical background of Arab women's status in pre-Islamic 

and Islamic periods. Also, it sheds light on the position of Arab women in literature 

by focusing on various literary works. Moreover, this chapter contains the problem 

statement, research questions, research objectives, scope of the study, significance of 

study, and limitations of study. 

 

Chapter Two presents the literature review where it concentrates on previous 

research that has been done on the images of Arab women in the novels written 

either by Arab novelists or Arab diaspora novelists or Western novelists. This 

chapter also illustrates the postcolonial feminist theory of Chandra Talpade Mohanty 

since it criticizes the analysis of Arab women's issues in the Western writings. 

Chapter Three discusses the methodology of the study in detail. 

 

Chapter Four analyzes the selected novels to answer the research questions. The 

researcher shows the perspectives of novelists towards Arab women through 

examining the images of these women in the novels whether they are positive or 

negative. The images of Arab women are examined in The Cry of the Dove (2007) by 

Arab diaspora novelist Fadia Faqir, The Sand Fish (2009) by Arab novelist Maha 

Gargash, and City of Veils (2010) by the Western novelist Zoë Ferraris. Finally, it 

illustrates the relation between the postcolonial feminist theory and the selected 

novels to explain the images of Arab women. 

 

Finally, Chapter Five is devoted to the results of the current study, that is, the 

representation of Arab women in the selected novels. It also covers discussion of 

results, contributions of the study, recommendations for future studies, and 

conclusion. 

 



25 

 

1.9 Definition of Terms  

1- Images of Arab women: The depiction or description of Arab women in a certain 

way in a literary work. In this thesis, the researcher has used another phrase that is 

“the representation of Arab women” which refers to the same meaning of “the 

images of Arab women”. Whenever the researcher uses "Arab women", she refers 

specifically to Muslim women, and Arab women of other religions are excluded.  

 

2- The Arab writer refers to the writer who spends most of his/her life in Arab 

societies and adheres often to his/her Arab culture. In this study, although the 

researcher mentiones several Arab countries such as Egypt, Morocco, and Lebanon, 

there is no restriction in terms of location as long as the author hails from any Arab 

countries. 

  

3- The Arab diaspora writer designates the Arab writer who migrates from his/her 

country to Europe or America for certain reasons.  

 

4- The Western writer refers to the writer from a Western society such as America 

and Europe and carries the values and concepts of Western culture. 

 

5- Arab novels refer to novels that address Arab society’s issues and are written in 

English language whether by Arab or Western novelists.  

 
6- Contemporary literature refers to all the literary works, including poems and 

novels, which have been produced from World War II to the present day.  
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7- Western Literature alludes to the literature written in all European languages; 

however, in the present research the term has been used to indicate the literature 

written particularly in English and reflecting Western culture. 

 

8- Diaspora Literature is the term used in this research to refer to the class of 

literature specifically produced by the Arab diaspora. This type of literature emerged 

in the second half of the nineteenth century, when a large number of Arab writers 

migrated from their homelands to European and American countries. It deals with 

several social, political, and cultural issues; however, it focuses on portraying the 

oppression of Arab women due to social and religious dictates such as their 

subjugation to male control, depriving them of their rights, and forcing them to cover 

their faces. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter in the dissertation presents an extensive review of existing literature on 

theoretical works and novels of the Arab, the Western and the diaspora writers, 

especially those representing the images of Arab women in their novels, by detailing 

their histories, topics, and discussing the famous novelists of each type separately, 

critically reviewing the images of Arab women in the Arabic, the Western, and the 

diaspora novels, presenting an overview of the feminist theory, the postcolonial 

feminist theory, and Arab feminism, and finally summarizing the chapter as 

conclusion. 

 

2.2 Overview of the Novels 

2.2.1 Western Novels 

The English novel appeared in the eighteenth century, and has been considered since 

that time the most important literary form in the West because it discusses the issues 

of the Western society and the psychology of the people who live in that society 

(Spurgin, 2006). The English novel depicts clearly the relations between the classes 

of Western society, and the ideas and feelings of the westerners. Moreover, it pays 

much attention to the themes of love and marriage (Spurgin, 2006). The English 

novel was influenced by social, economic and political developments in the West, 

such as democracy, urbanization, wars and industrialization (Spurgin, 2006). 
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Over the centuries the genre of novel has gained unprecedented growth and 

popularity  in English literature, so much so that now English novel is not confined 

to only novels written in English speaking countries, rather, writers from the 

erstwhile British colonies have contributed much to the growth of English literature. 

There are many renowned western novelists, such as Jane Austen, Virginia Woolf, 

J.K. Rowling, George Eliot, Barbara Cartland, Thomas Hardy, Henry James, Eliza 

Haywood, Charles Dickens, Ian McEwan, Samuel Richardson, Zadie Smith, Frances 

Burney, James Joyce, and Samuel Beckett (Spurgin, 2006). And, there are equally 

well-known non-western novelists from around the world, from non-native 

commonwealth countries in the East and South Asia, Africa, Australia, Canada and 

the Caribbean countries. However, English novelists from differing backgrounds 

display different attitude towards representation of Arab women, if they depict them 

as fictional characters in their works.  

 

Engagement with the East and life in the East interested and intrigued some of the 

English novelists, and a few French novelists as well. For instance, Gustave Flaubert 

and Chateaubriand wrote on the lives of people in the Orient. Flaubert's novel 

Salammbo (1977), is although the story of the princess of Carthage (modern day 

Tunisia), yet it reminds one of his obsession with the lives of the people of North 

African region. Before writing this novel he had visited Egypt, Syria, Jerusalem and 

Turkey, but when he decided to write Salammbo, he again visited the region, as 

writes Krailsheimer in the 'Introduction' to the novel, "partly for specific 

topographical research and partly to steep himself again in the atmosphere which had 

so powerfully affected him" (p. 7). West's interest in the Middle East continues 

unabated, for various reasons, and as a result we have several fictional female 
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characters drawn from the lives of Arab women. A few noted novelists are Zadie 

Smith, G. W. Wilson, Michael M. Knight, Craig Thompson, Steven Barboza, John 

Updike, Zoe Ferraris and Don DeLillo, to name only a few. A point of caution here 

would be to keep in mind that not all novelists depict Arab women from a negative 

perspective, but some of them definitely do, in a direct fashion, while some do in a 

circumscribed manner. For the purpose of the present research, we shall discuss a 

few novels briefly to bring to light what is at stake when Western novelists treat the 

theme of life in the Middle East, and particularly, the lives of women there.   

 

Zadie Smith, in her celebrated novel White Teeth (2000), very minutely portrays the 

anxieties of a Muslim family in London who make hard attempts to preserve their 

commitment to Islamic values. True, the major theme of the book is not Islam, yet 

there are several references to fundamentalism and Islamic culture in the book, and 

the reader forms a definite depiction of Muslims, associating their problems with 

their religion. G. W. Wilson, in Alif the Unseen (2012) also portrays hard life in an 

unnamed Middle Eastern state (most probably Saudi Arabia), and in a passing 

reference mentions that parents force their will on women in the family. Michael 

Muhammad Knight, on the other hand, in The Taqwacores (2004) depicts a punk 

Islamic culture in the suburbs of New York where young Muslims question the faith 

of their parents and grandparents. Boys and girls engage in premarital sex, drink 

alcohol, dismiss the ideas of heaven and hell and engage themselves in activities 

termed haraam in Islam. This all seems to boil down that there is something wrong 

with the religion, not with the culture. Craig Thompson's Habibi (2011) is a typical 

Orientalist portrait of Muslims – men oversexed, women silenced, subjugated, 

oppressed and submissive but seductive, child marriages predominantly practiced, 
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and the religion dictating all actions of life. The geographical depiction is just 

stereotypical – from deserts and industrial wasteland to the inner scenes of a harem. 

The reader is reminded in Malek Alloula's The Colonial Harem (1986) with all of its 

related aspects, such as "The Orient as stereotype and phantasm" (p. 3), "Women 

from the Outside: Obstacle and Transparency" (p. 7), and "Arabian women with the 

Yachmak" (p. 126). An exception in this general rule is Steven Barboza, who in his 

American Jihad: Islam After Malcolm X (1994) counters the popular media depiction 

of Muslims in America. The west lacks a real interest in examining the ground 

realities and often opts instead to seek only the sensational, presented in a puzzling or 

charismatic format, or highlighting the violence of some extremist Muslims not at all 

endorsed by others. Steven makes serious attempts to dispel such prevalent but 

deceptive stereotypical images. 

 

John Updike's Terrorist (2006), as the title suggests, is through and through a book 

inspired by media stereotypes of Islam and terrorism, commonly associating the two. 

In the novel, the religion is portrayed as the main factor behind the problems faced 

by Muslim men and women. The Holy Qur'an is represented as the root cause of 

women’s mistreatment in Arab societies, even among the Arab diaspora in the US 

and Europe. The book makes sweeping statement and treats all Muslims as terrorists. 

Don DeLillo’s Falling Man (2008), in a similar vein portrays all Muslims as 

terrorists, especially after 9/11 catastrophe. Treatment of Muslim women in this 

novel is highly problematic and their poverty, ignorance, submissiveness, and abject 

slavery to their men are ascribed to originating from the religious precepts of Islam. 

The novel reiterates and perpetuates the stereotypes of Arab women's images caste 

by its Western predecessors. Marandi and Tari (2012) comment on this novel 
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observing that, "While Oriental women in general and Muslim women in particular 

are represented as the oppressed ones, they are also regarded as being seductive, 

submissive and often an epitome of immorality and transgressive sexuality" (p. 5). 

The fact is that this is happening in the 21st century when there is enough contact 

between communities and women in Arab societies have made much progress, 

though it is true that much remains to be done yet. Nevertheless, such clichéd images 

of Arab women are disturbing and need further critical literary investigation.  

 

The discussion carried out above reveals that the Arab novelists focus on the status 

of Arab women in their societies, call for women’s rights and gender equality, and 

deal with the Arab women’s resistance to social pressures. The diaspora novelists, on 

the other hand show the influence of Western culture on their writing and worldview, 

where diaspora novels portray Arab women as inferior to men, submissive in their 

society, unable to struggle against the injustice, and call these women to remove the 

veil in order to be liberated. However, they do not find fault with the religion as 

such; rather, they argue that it is the culture of the Arab societies which is 

responsible for women's miserable condition. Western novelists, on the contrary, 

make the religion as the scapegoat saying that women in Arab societies are miserable 

since religious precepts accord more power to men and allow men to mistreat 

women. They sometimes cite Qur'anic verses to support their arguments, such as the 

permission granted to men by the Holy Qur'an to beat their wives.  

 

Thus, these contradictory images of Arab women have motivated the researcher to 

investigate their images in novels written by Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora 

writers in order to discover how these novelists represent Arab women in the 
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contemporary novels, whether their perspectives are changed or not towards Arab 

women. 

 

2.2.2 Arabic Novels  

Novel is a comparatively new genre of fictional literature in English, and novel 

writing in Arabic took off even later than that. Selim (2003) points out that Arabic 

novels emerged in 1834, when  many Egyptian and Syrian novelists wrote a large 

number of important novels that were mostly focused on the themes of philosophy, 

history and romance, though many literary historians believe that the famous novel 

Zaynab (1913) by Muhammad Husayn Haykal is the first Arabic novel. Selim 

(2003), commenting on different types of novels in Arabic, illustrates that the 

Egyptian novelist Abd al-Muhsin Taha Badr classified the Arabic novels into three 

types: “didactic novel15 (al-riwayah al-ta‘limiyyah), recreational novel16 (riwayat al-

tasliyah wal-tarfih) and artistic novel17 (al-riwayah al-fanniyyah)” (p. 115). 

 

There are about 5,700 novels written in Arabic since the inception of novels in 

Arabic in the nineteenth century (Al-Faysal, 2009). Some of the famous Arab 

novelists are Naguib Mahfouz, Salim al-Bustani, Jurji Zaydan, Tawfiq al-Hakim, 

Farah Anton, Taha Husayn, Nu‘man ‘Abduh al-Qasatli, Abbas Mahmud al-‘Aqqad, 

Rifa’a al-Tahtawi, and Ali Mubarak (Selim, 2003). In addition, Al-Faysal (2009) 

mentions some other well-known Arab novelists, such as Salwa al-Banna, Amina 

Said, Zainab Sadik, Laila Baalbaki, Zakia Abdel Kader, Mouloud Achour, Saba 

                                                           
15 It includes nineteenth century travelogues, philosophical allegories, historical novels and maqamah-
influenced narratives (Selim, 2003). 
16 It is the largest section of Badr’s bibliography—featuring the work of Niqula Haddad and includes 
dozens of little-remembered writers who published their novels serially in many literary journals that 
emerged in Egypt (Selim, 2003). 
17

 It involves the canonical narratives of Al Nihda (Selim, 2003). 
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Alhiriz, and Rima Jbara. Since the second half of the twentieth century many Arab 

novelists such as Yahia Haqqi, Tawfik al-Hakim, Taha Hussein, Latifa al-Zayat, and 

Yahia al-Taher Abdullah have called for a feminist discourse in the area and have 

written about the strength of Arab women and their ability to resist the political and 

social oppression (Helmy, 1995). Among other issues raised as the themes of these 

novels, these novelists have attempted to modify the oft-repeated negative images of 

Arab women in the literary products  of other Arab novelists produced in the first 

half of the same century which have depicted these women as deprived and 

subservient to the patriarchal powers (Helmy, 1995). 

 

However, Arabic novel has been adopted as a powerful medium by Arab women 

novelists to depict the situation of women in Arab societies and to obtain their rights 

of existence as well as to express their opinions in a society that silences them 

(Lhassan, 2010). One of such novelists is Emily Nasrallah, a Lebanese novelist, who 

discusses the suffering of women in the traditional society, their emancipation, their 

rights to education and work, and advocacy for gender equality. Also, Nasrallah 

participates in many literary conferences in various countries around the world, 

which study women's issues (Khenari & Rashnow, 2012). Some other notable names 

of Arab writers of repute are Daina Abu-Jaber, Ishaq Tijani, Umayma al-Khamis, 

Kholud al-Khamis, Azar Nafisi, Fatima Mernissi, Badriya Al-Bishr, Seba Al-Herz, 

Samar Al-Muqrin, Sophia Al-Maria, Shirazi Faegheh, Laila Halaby, Soheir 

Khashoggi, Marjane Satrapi, and Rajaa Alsanea.   

 

Furthermore, Arab women feminist novelists, in various Arab countries, have written 

1118 novels between 1885 and 2003. Production of such a massive quantity of 
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novels shows that these novelists are interested in Arab women's issues (Abu Nidal, 

2004). Some of these novelists are Hiam Nuailati, Leila Al-Yafi, Salma Al-Haffar, 

Salwa Al-Mlouhi, Qamar Al-Gilani, Hayat Al-Bitar, Amira Hosni, Daisy Al-Amir, 

and Fatima Al-Rawi, to name only a few (Abu Nidal, 2004). They represent the 

suffering of women under various social pressures and voice their rebellion against 

these pressures, but they are not able to provide a solution to this problem since the 

writers themselves have grown up in the same patriarchal society which did not 

allow them to gain awareness to their rights (Abu Nidal, 2004).  

 

2.2.3 Diaspora Novels 

The diaspora novel is one of the genres of the Arab diaspora literature.18 It emerged 

in the second half of the nineteenth century, when a large number of Arab writers 

migrated from Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan and Morocco to European and 

American countries. These writers emigrated due to unstable political, economic and 

social conditions in their countries, settled in Western countries in search of safety, 

freedom and work, and they produced their writings there (Elad-Bouskila, 2006; 

Hassan, n.d.). 

 

The diaspora novelists are influenced by two cultures, Arab culture of their native 

countries and the Western culture of the countries they have migrated to, thereby 

their novels reveal their dual belongingness. These novelists express in their writings 

their identities, their loyalty to their homelands, and their belongingness to their new 

countries (Tamim, 2011). Some of these novelists are Abdelkader Binali, Shukur 

Allah Al-bahar and Tahir Bin Jilloun (Tamim, 2011). In addition, Absher (2013) 

                                                           
18 Diaspora literature: This term was coined by three Arab writers: Gibran Kahlil Gibran , Mikha'il 
Na'ima, and Elia Abu Madi (Hassan, n.d). 
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refers to prominent Arab diaspora novelists such as Abdel Massih Haddad, Mikha'il 

Na'ima, and Gibran Kahlil Gibran. But, the researcher has noted that within the past 

few decades, however, Arab diaspora novelists and writers have been very active, 

and there is a long list of writers of repute now. The prominent names that have 

emerged on the contemporary literary scene are: Kaouther Adimi, Assia Djebar, 

Amin Maalouf, David Malouf, Wajdi Mouawad, Hanadi al-Samman, Ahdaf Soueif, 

Layla Elalami, Betoul Elkhedir, Mohja Kahf, Layla Elmaleh, Naomi Shehab Nye, 

Kathryn Abdul-Baki, Susan Abulhawa, Etel Adnan Leila Ahmed, Soraya Antonius, 

Zeina B. Ghandour, Hedy Habra, Randa Jarrar, Ghada Karmi, Amal Masri, Susan 

Muaddi Darraj, May Mansoor Munn, Frances Khirallah, Samia Serageldin, Sekeena 

Shaben, Alia Yunis, and Yasmin Zahran (Al-Abdullah, 2005; Al-Hummadi, 2012; 

Azizkani, 2014; Jayyusi, 2008; Kaldas & Mattawa, 2009).  

 

These novelists and writers tackle other issues such as justice to the oppressed, 

homesickness, the pains of alienation and pessimism, romance and optimism, 

mysticism and asceticism, meditation and thinking about the issues of the universe, 

the life in this world and the afterlife, and keeping away from religious intolerance 

(Azizkani, 2014, section on diaspora literature's contents). Moreover, to develop 

Arab society, they urge for unity among Arab countries in order to resist colonial 

domination, they spread education and reject ignorance, and they invite Arab 

governments to improve the living conditions of the poor and to spread ethics and 

ideals in the society (Al-Hummadi, 2012). 

 

The ill treatment of Arab women, due to the religious and social values, is handled 

by diaspora novelists extensively. They deal with women's subjection to men's 
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control, sexual exploitation of women, and the inequality in rights regarding 

inheritance, marriage and divorce (Al-Abdullah, 2005). In addition, they condemn 

polygamy, the exhausting domestic works, and women's inability to protest against 

these values since their families and society will consider them as prostitutes and 

reject them (Al-Abdullah, 2005). Likewise, diaspora writers encourage Arab women 

to take off the veil since it deprives these women of their liberty (Al-Hummadi, 

2012). Orality, and in a figurative sense the legacy of Scheherazade, has been a 

major narrative mode as well as the mode of existence of Arab women perceived by 

the West (Darraj, 2004), but, as shows Al-Samman (2015), Arab diaspora women 

writers have made a progressive move to go beyond this image of Arab women and 

have used the image of Scheherazade as a liberating figure for women who face 

oppression, marginalization, suppression, confinement and oppression, locally as 

well as globally silencing their voices. 

 

However, Arab women have been portrayed negatively not only by western writers 

but, to some extent, by some west-based Arab writers as well. The predominant 

factor for this tendency, as the researcher visualizes it, is Arab diaspora women 

writers are the products of cultural hybridization, so, they reject the cultural legacy of 

their native land in an attempt to fully embrace the culture of the adopted land which 

provides them freedom, agency, individuality and equality. At the same time, it is 

also true that many of them long for their native land as the adopted land looks at 

them with suspicion, and more often than not gives them a cultural shock. Kaouther 

Adimi, Assia Djebar, Amin Maalouf, David Malouf, Layla Elalami, Layla Elmaleh, 

and Naomi Shehab Nye are known for their advocacy for Arab culture revolution 

(Abdelrazek, 2007; Ashour, Ghazoul, & Reda-Mekdashi, 2008; Golley, 2007; Maleh, 
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2009). Nevertheless, the point to be noted is that these writers question only the 

cultural values prevalent in their native societies as it is the culture of their countries 

that has put women in a secondary position subservient to men; they do not denounce 

Islam or Islamic precepts in this regard. Rather, they argue that Islamic precepts are 

in favour of women's freedom. They vehemently put forward the point that Islam 

does not impose veil on women and it accords women rights equal to men, but that 

the culture has been appropriated over centuries by vested political and social 

interests, by men of power, and some of them argue that even the interpretation of 

Holy Qur'an is questionable as the men of power must have distorted the 

interpretation of Qur'anic verses to gain control over the masses, including control 

over women suppressing their rights and freedom. Western writers, including the 

fiction writers, on the contrary, hold the view that it is the religion that denies women 

freedom and their rights (Ali, 2017; Amireh, 2000; Elia, 2006; Scott, 2009; Suyfan & 

Baig, 2016).  

 

Therefore, there is a strong felt need of a study on the issue of misrepresentation of 

the images of Arab women in the fictional writings of Western, Arab, and Arab 

diaspora writers, from a new perspective, especially hinging upon the postcolonial 

feminist critique of Arab women's images in contemporary writings.    

        

2.3 The Images of Arab Women in Novels
19

 

 

2.3.1 The Images of Arab Women in Western Novels 

Western writers and novelists display a definitely prejudiced view of Arab culture, 

and therefore, they portray Arab women in their writings with a jaundiced eye. Their 
                                                           
19 See Appendix- A 
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views and perspectives are mostly informed by Orientalist and colonial discourses 

which treat the Eastern people, their culture, religions and their modes of existence as 

the "other," alien, fearful, underdeveloped, lacking vivacity, decadent, despotic, and 

so on, as a pretext and justification to control, subjugate, hegemonize, and distort 

them in the name of a "civilizing mission." Objectification of the other is one of the 

motives of this paranoid representation, so, subsequently, we find the Western 

Oriental scholars putting themselves in the subject position and reading the oriental 

people and their religions as objects of inquiry. Since the Orient is the "other," at a 

subconscious level it is desired as well, and therefore, it offers a mesmerizing charm 

too. The results are the writings of travelers, historians and creative writers that 

present the Orient as an exotic domain, but backward in character. Contemporary 

Western writers often repeat such clichéd images, for instance, the images of Arab 

geographical regions as desert lands covered with sand dunes, a long caravan of 

camels and fully covered women blindly following their men who are religious 

fanatics living in this waterless area. Obviously, it creates the image of Arab women 

as an ignorant, illiterate, suppressed creature in need of help of the 'civilized' West. 

Religion is made the culprit in such writings for this so-called pitiable condition of 

women in the Arab land.   

        

Take, for instance, the Canadian writer Margaret Atwood's 1985 novel The 

Handmaid's Tale.20 Afary (2004) examines the representation of the rights of women 

in Arab countries and the laws that are formulated to ameliorate their rights in this 

novel. Afary finds that Atwood presents that it is because of the Islamic laws that 

                                                           
20 The Handmaid's Tale: is a celebrated novel winning Governor General's Award and nominations for 
Nebula Award, Booker Prize and Prometheus Award. 
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Arab women are oppressed, deprived of their freedom and rights such as the right to 

education, using cosmetics and dressing in modern clothes, exploited sexually in 

terms of giving birth to children, and employed in household chores (Afary, 2004). 

Afary observes that Arab women have gained some of their political, social and 

cultural rights thanks to some laws to develop their situation. Nevertheless, they still 

suffer from discrimination because of Islamic laws in various aspects, such as 

marriage, divorce, inheritance, driving, traveling alone, voting for elections, and 

mixing with men in the working and studying places. In addition, the inequality 

appears in the personal status law and the penal code, particularly with regard to 

honor killings law (Afary, 2004). The rights of Arab women differ from one country 

to another since the laws in Arab countries are different (Afary, 2004). The writer 

feels that these women may get more rights in the future due to the emergence of 

many centers and associations that discuss these women’s rights. However, Arab 

women must join the women's movements to defend their rights and reject 

oppression (Afary, 2004). 

 

Another writer who investigates the Western representation of Arab women in 

literature as negative images is Aburwein (2013). The scholar notes that some 

Western writers portray Arab women as persecuted by the rigorous social traditions 

and Islamic instructions that divest them of their liberty and rights, and other 

Western writers represent these women as sexual objects inside the harem wearing 

seductive clothes and enjoying dancing and singing, which does not mirror the Arab 

women’s conducts due to their religious and traditional modesty (Aburwein, 2013). 

These images result from Western writers’ lack of understanding of Arabic language 

which leads to their inability to recognize the principles and traditions of Arab 
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women, in addition to the writers' inadequate information about the active 

participation of these women in the advancement of their societies (Aburwein, 2013). 

Also, due to ignorance of Islamic beliefs of Arab women these writers deem that 

Islam compels these women to cover their faces, whereas Arab women do so 

willingly since it grants them protection and confidence to move freely in public 

places (Aburwein, 2013).  

 

As discussed above, a host of Western writers did not travel to the east, and therefore 

did not have first-hand knowledge of the Eastern life and culture. However, they still 

wrote about Arab women, such as the German writer Goethe21. These writers rely on 

others' writings with respect to Arab women, so they have an indirect acquaintance 

with these women (Aburwein, 2013). Western literature often criticized Arab women 

since it could not comprehend these women. The Western writers’ unawareness of 

Arab women’s religion and culture led, and till now leads, to misrepresent Arab 

female characters in Western literature (Aburwein, 2013). Moreover, this negative 

depiction of Arab women produced a big hole between the Middle East and the 

European and American countries (Aburwein, 2013). However, the researcher agrees 

with Aburwein who points out that there is a strong-felt need to examine this image 

since it was extensively generalized. While it may apply to a few Arab women in 

limited periods and regions, it cannot be generalized to apply to all Arab women in 

all periods and regions (Aburwein, 2013).    

 

Misrepresentation of Arab women in the West is not confined to only creative 

fictional and non-fictional writings. Arab women are also depicted negatively in 

                                                           
21

 Goethe: is a German novelist, poet, playwright, and philosopher. He is a great figure in the 
Romantic period in Germany. Goethe wrote “the novel Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre (1821) and the 
novel The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774)” (Merriam-Webster, 1995, p. 471). 
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Western movies. These movies frequently represent Arab women in black dresses, 

silent, submissive, humiliated, enslaved by men, and isolated in the harem 

(Aburwein, 2013). A few examples are Arthur Joffé's Harem 1985, and Bernardo 

Bertolucci’s The Sheltering Sky 1990. Furthermore, Western paintings also play an 

effective role in producing a distorted image of the situation of women in Arab 

societies. These paintings portray Arab women erotically in the harem, where they 

only care about dancing, beautifying, and lying down (Aburwein, 2013). Some 

examples of these paintings are Woman by John Frederick, Frederick Arthur's 

Oriental Interior, and Otto Pilny's The Entertainer.  

 

The real life of Arab women does not match this representation of theirs in fiction, 

films and paintings. The distorted images of women, as has been discussed above as 

well, are a by-product of Orientalism and the attempts of European scholars to 

appropriate the Oriental body. As a result, on the one hand, if they visualize Arab 

women as harlots, on the other hand they depict them as oppressed and suffering in 

their societies. None of these images exactly represent the condition of women in 

Arab societies. Behdad (1994) studies this contradictory description of Arab women 

in orientalist literature and observes that the orientalists have irreconcilable opinions 

on the Arab women's status in their societies. Behdad says that the orientalists have a 

false conception of Arab women since they have formed this idea either through their 

temporary relations with some corrupted women or through the exterior shape of 

Arab women (Behdad, 1994). For instance, Chateaubriand’s Itineraire de Parisa 

Jerusalem (1811) depicts Arab women as oppressed and submissive since he focuses 

on the images of Arab women solely without having a real understanding of the Arab 

women's beliefs (Behdad, 1994). While the orientalists' profuse depiction of Arab 
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women as whores ascribes to their experiences with some of the prostitutes in the 

Middle East. For instance, the French novelist Gustave Flaubert represents his sexual 

relationship with a cocotte in Egypt. “His celebrated encounter with Kuchiouk 

Hanem, the famous Egyptian courtesan, provides a good example of such Orientalist 

stereotypes” (Behdad, 1994, p. 68). 

 

The representation of Arab women in the Western popular media as well as in the 

writings of Arab diaspora writers appears to be biased even to this day. For example, 

films based on the novels produced by Oriental writers commonly show Arab 

women as extremely backward who are just unaware of their social and political 

rights as they are not allowed to work in these fields. Shaheen (2001) scrutinizes the 

continuing distortion of the Arab Muslims, including Arab women, in the novels and 

feature films adapted from Western novels produced by the orientalists. Arab women 

are depicted as backward while the same novels represent Western women as 

developed, smart and having great influence in the progress of their countries 

(Shaheen, 2001). The orientalists visualize ad infinitum Arab women as disrespected 

and enslaved in their societies and deprived of their rights (Shaheen, 2001). Also, the 

orientalists present in their novels other negative images too of Arab women. For 

instance, they are portrayed as terrorists who aim to kill Westerners, dancers in the 

harem, and fully covered with a black dress walking behind their spouses. However, 

Shaheen (2001) refutes the negative description of Arab women by the orientalists. 

Arab women have an efficacious role in their societies. They have been granted the 

rights of work and participation in the politics, like to Western women, since a long 

time. They work as doctors, engineers, journalists, teachers and on many other jobs, 

in addition to their contribution as members of parliament and charities. “You would 
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never guess from what is been written in the books or portrayed in films that Arab 

women are as diverse and talented as any others” (Shaheen, 2001, p. 14). 

 

An extension of misrepresentation of Islam and Arab women may be noticed in 

school curricula in the US. The writers of some books on the curricula are either not 

well informed on this subject or they deliberately malign the image of Islam and 

Arab women. Laylah and Elhalougi (n.d.) have noticed that the delineation of Islam 

and Arab women in some books on American curricula is inappropriate. They 

expostulate that the authors of these books present misleading images of Islamic 

culture and the status of Muslims following Islamic instructions. One of these books 

is Literature–The Reader’s Choice (2002) published by Glencoe McGraw-Hill. The 

book addresses modern African literature and describes the situation of Arab women 

negatively. This literature book portrays Arab women as acquiescent to men's 

subjugation and bereft of their rights as a result of Islamic instructions that prohibit 

them from working, driving, hobnobbing with men in public places and uncovering 

their faces in an outdoor arena (Laylah & Elhalougi, n.d.). Laylah and Elhalougi 

reveal that these distorted images of Arab women's status in Islam ensue from the 

authors' unawareness of the difference between Islamic principles and Arab cultural 

values, wherein the former call to justice and gender equality, while the latter hamper 

women occasionally, as well as the authors' lack of information about the Arab-

Islamic culture leads to the vague images of the Arab women's status, whilst these 

authors have an extensive knowledge of other cultures. The scholars deprecate a 

claim in these books that Arab women are debarred from working and manifest that 

they work freely in various fields of action. Moreover, the scholars contend that 

many rights are granted to Arab women in Islam such as learning, inheritance, and 
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contribution in public spheres, also defending women and providing their livelihoods 

are part of men's duties in Islam. They feel that the inaccurate images and 

misconceptions on Islam and Arab women's status in Islam will remain in American 

curricula, including the literature book, except if the authors of these books describe 

the situation of Arab women objectively and in details to present a true and complete 

image of these women, as well as if the editors of these books relinquish their bias so 

as to eliminate the negative images of these women and adopt a sincere cultural 

discourse (Laylah & Elhalougi, n.d.). Also, they allude that eliminating terrorism, 

and spreading of global peace can be achieved by erasing the negative images of 

cultures in the curriculums all over the world and exchanging of views between 

cultures (Laylah & Elhalougi, n.d.). The researcher is in full agreement with these 

scholars who recommend studying the issue of the treatment of Arab women under 

Islam in the western books. "Controversial issues such as jihad, treatment of women, 

the status of non-Muslims in Islamic society, slavery, and the relationship of 

religious and political authority should neither be ignored nor portrayed 

subjectively," say the authors (p. 27).  

 

In the same context, Zayzafoon (2011) probes the description of Islam and the Arab 

Muslim women of North African22countries in the curriculum of American 

universities. Zayzafoon (2011) argues that the novels, which are part of this 

curriculum, present garbled and limited information on the status of North African 

women under Islamic instructions. These women are depicted as destitute of their 

liberty because of being forced to cover their faces, they suffer  from inequality since 

Islam favours men to women, they are proscribed from their rights due to Islamic 

                                                           
22

  Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia. 
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laws and that the fair laws for them are Western secular ones (Zayzafoon, 2011). In a 

similar fashion Zayzafoon (2011) uncovers that the films that are shown to American 

college students also provide a garbled idea about the status of women in North 

African countries due to backward Islamic dictates. In these films women are 

depicted as isolated negative characters, obliged to fulfill the household duties, 

dominated by men, and prohibited from going out, shopping, and start eating 

(Zayzafoon, 2011). Zayzafoon (2011) exposes that this negative image of the North 

African women's status under Islam results from novels written by Western authors, 

the reliance of these authors on a few references which ignore the achievements of 

these women, their civilizations, and their culture and concern only with the religious 

aspect of their lives. Zayzafoon (2011) recommends some solutions to treat this 

distorted imaging, such as sending Moroccan female researchers to American 

universities to examine these curriculums, using all sources of these women's lives, 

increasing the writers' information about the North African countries to recognize the 

cultural changes in these countries. 

 

Thus, a cursory glance at the representation of Arab women in literature, films and 

paintings produced by the Westerners brings to the fore the problems of negative 

representation, inspired mainly by the Orientalist image of Arab women. But the 

major issue in the contemporary world scenario is that the misrepresentation 

continues, either because of the writers' ignorance or deliberate denial of the cultural 

and religious values of others. Sometimes the writers are not aware of the distinction 

between religious precepts and cultural values, and misunderstand one for the other. 

Scholars have made attempts to address the predominant issues as a review of 

previous studies shows (Behdad, 1994; Shaheen, 2001; Afary, 2004; Zayzafoon, 
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2011; Aburwein, 2013; Laylah and Elhalougi, n.d.). But, further research and 

exploration are still needed in this area as several angles touching upon this 

significant subject still remain unexplored. Laylah and Elhalougi (n.d.), for instance, 

investigate the depiction of Arab women only in American literature book, whereas 

the problem is persistently present in fictional writings and needs exploration from 

the perspectives of Arab, Arab diaspora, and Western novelists. 

 

Second, all of the previous studies did not touch on how the Arab and Arab diaspora 

novelists portray these women which have been discussed in this study. In addition, 

the present study illustrates the images of Arab women in the novels of the Arab, 

Western, and Arab diaspora writers. It is also noted that these studies did not tackle 

the novels that have been chosen as a sample for the present study. And finally, 

Aburwein’s call for investigation of the images of Arab women in Western literature 

is the motivation to carry out this study, since this negative image was generalized to 

all Arab women while it may apply only to some of them. Therefore, the present 

study is designed and planned in a way that it addresses the lacuna left by previous 

studies and suggests a radical look at the images of Arab women in fictional and 

critical literature produced by not only Western writers, but also by Arab and Arab 

diaspora writers.      

 

2.3.2 The Images of Arab Women in Arabic Novels Written in English 

Many contemporary novels in Arabic tell us that despite harsh conditions and 

unfavourable circumstances, the struggle of Arab women against oppressive 

conditions in their societies has been going on, which is an indication of their 

strengths. And yet, at the same time, there are a few Arab novelists who paint the 
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image of Arab women as weak and submissive creatures. Literary critics chastise 

such novelists since the status of women in Arab societies has been constantly 

changing, so, novelists should portray the reality. Helmy (1995), for instance, shows 

that The Open Door
23 (1960) by the Egyptian writer Latifa al-Zayat, The Call of the 

Curlew (1941) by Taha Hussein, and The Chain and the Bracelet (1975) by Yahia al-

Taher Abdullah, are very good examples of Arabic novel highlighting the Arab 

women's strength and rebellion against the social, political and sexual pressures, 

which subverts their submissive image in some Arabic novels. These Arab novelists 

criticize the representation of Arab women in other Arabic novels as weak and 

submissive creatures crushed in a patriarchal society. These novelists urge other 

Arab writers too to set this image right in their works (Helmy, 1995). Arab women 

are able to confront injustice as many women's movements in Arab countries have 

emerged since 1920 to demand their rights and freedom. Also, in spite of the 

continuous persecution suffered by the women associated with these movements, 

these movements have not come to a halt and rather they continue to achieve their 

goals (Helmy, 1995).  

 

Arab women defy courageously the unfavourable traditions of the Arab society for 

their self-realization, and to get their personal needs and freedom. Such defiance has 

been penned artfully by novelists, and that has paved the way for others to take up 

similar issues. The Lebanese writer Emily Nasrallah, in her novel Tuyur Aylul / Birds 

                                                           
23 It won the inaugural Naguib Mahfouz Medal for Literature, translated to English, was strikingly 
modern for its time, both for its use of colloquial Egyptian Arabic and for its depiction of the main 
character's political and sexual awakening. The novel begins in 1946 and ends in 1956, with the Suez 
Crisis. It was also turned into a popular film (Johnson-Davies, 2006).  
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of September (196224), and the Egyptian writer Sumayya Ramadan, in her novel 

Awraq al-Narjis / Leaves of Narcissus (200125) raise the issues of women's freedom 

and defy the unjust social traditions. Al-Mousa (2006), who examined this issue in 

the works of these Arab novelists comments that though Arab women suffer from the 

injustice of social traditions, but they struggle against these traditions to get their 

freedom and self-definition (Al-Mousa, 2006). In addition, Al-Mousa notes that the 

power of resistance of Arab women is different. For instance, in these two novels 

Kimi's challenge to the oppressive society is stronger and more complex than the 

challenge of Muna, since, at the end, the latter submits to the repressive traditions 

and resorts to an imaginary world while Kimi does not surrender to these traditions 

and can overcome them (Al-Mousa, 2006). 

 

A review of previous studies on Arabic novels and their representation of Arab 

women (Al-Mousa, 2006; Altorki, 2010; Helmy, 1995; Khannous, 2010; Moukhlis, 

2008; Oersen, 2005) as fictional characters in their works, from settings and contexts 

as diverse as Morocco, Egypt and Saudi Arabia, shows that Arab women and their 

struggles have caught the attention of creative writers and literary critics alike. All 

the previous studies are commendable works of significant repute in their own right, 

and contribute greatly towards the understanding of the condition and commitment of 

women in Arab societies, but still either with the passage of time or owing to certain 

other factors, a knowledge gap occurs there and a need for fresh studies is felt. In the 

following paragraphs, first we shall discuss the findings of the previous research 

                                                           
24 Was Nasrallah's first novel it received three Arabic literary prizes within the same year of 
publication in 1962; the prizes are: Laureate Best Novel, poet Said Akl Prize, and Friends of the Book 
Prize (Awards & prizes, n.d.). 

25 It won the Naguib Mahfouz Medal. It was then translated into English by Marilyn Booth and is 
available from the AUC Press (Leaves of narcissus, n.d.). 
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studies on the topic – from Morocco, Egypt and Saudi Arabia – and then identify the 

knowledge gap that needs to be addressed through further research in this important 

area of multidisciplinary nature and scope.             

 

In Morocco a significant social subject is persecution of vocal women by the 

government, and many women are put behind bars for registering their protest 

against evil social, political or religious practices. Nevertheless, bold and outspoken 

women defy such governmental pressure tactics, and their struggles are recorded, 

albeit fictionally, by writers. Moukhlis (2008), for example, has examined the 

confrontation of Moroccan women with the government and their persecution and 

their condition in prisons through reading Sirat al-ramad / Biography of Ash (2000) 

a novel by Khadijah al-Marwazi, one of the Moroccan novelists who have expressed 

the suffering of prisoners in Moroccan prisons. Moroccan women’s resistance to the 

governmental repression is a new aspect added by al-Marwazi to Moroccan prison 

novels (Moukhlis, 2008). The doggedness of these women in claiming their rights 

leads to their imprisonment where they suffer the most severe types of psychological, 

physical and sexual torture and abuse (Moukhlis, 2008). The torture methods which 

are used with women in Moroccan prisons are taken from French colonialism, and 

this proves that Morocco has not yet gained its independence entirely. The agony of 

these women augments their insistence on resisting the injustices, rather than 

frustrating their will (Moukhlis, 2008). 

 

Moroccan women's resistance, after the independence, to the injustice of the Islamic 

and secular instructions is also investigated by Khannous (2010) through an analysis 

of The Last Chapter (2003) by the Moroccan novelist Leila Abouzeid. The Last 
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Chapter is a semi-autobiographical novel. “A semi-autobiographical novel is freely 

based on the experiences of the author's own life. It may be written to protect the 

privacy of the author's family, friends, and loved ones” (Arízaga, 2011, p. 29). 

Khannous (2010) notes that Moroccan women are aggrieved by the applied laws 

which discriminate between genders and enable men to control women. Moroccan 

women are deprived of the right to education which is granted only to men; they are 

forbidden by men from participation in the work fields, and they are compelled to 

marry according to their fathers’ will. Nevertheless, Moroccan women rebel against 

these laws that allow male control and thus they refuse arranged marriage and try to 

choose their spouses freely even if their fathers disown them, and they attempt to 

work and save money. However, these women fail in love relationships due to the 

corruption and hypocrisy of Moroccan men who have adopted secular values and 

neglected the true Islamic ones.  

 

Khannous (2010) also observes that the legislated laws in Morocco after 

independence are derived from the French colonial laws, which are secular in nature 

and deform Islam. These laws lead to the prevalence of violence and corruption in 

Moroccan society since they allow illegitimate relations between the sexes, 

discriminate between them, empower men to oppress women, marginalize women, 

hinder women from participating effectively in various fields of life, and prevent 

their insurrection against injustice (Khannous, 2010). Moreover, Moroccan women 

need to eliminate the distorted Islamic laws and apply true Islamic jurisprudence. 

These women must rebel against these laws which situate them in an inferior rank 

and deprive them of their rights, such as married women suffer because of the 

Islamic family law which restricts their freedom and deprives them of their right to 
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work (Khannous, 2010). Additionally, Moroccan women must be modern, but in a 

positive way, so as not to interfere with the implementation of the true Islamic 

principles that eradicate their ordeal (Khannous, 2010). The concept of violence 

permitted to men against women in Arab society is a distorted concept of Islam and 

is brought by the colonizers, since Islam rejects treating women violently, grants 

them equality and freedom, and calls for justice and democracy (Khannous, 2010). 

Likewise, Moroccan women have obtained many rights in the first decade after 

independence, such as freedom, participation in different spheres of action and 

removing the veil, but the legislation of the autocratic laws has destroyed all the 

efforts that have been made for the liberation of women (Khannous, 2010). 

 

Literature is a mirror of the society since it explores and reflects its problems. Arab 

novelists consider Arab women's issues seriously. To highlight this point we may 

take up for discussion Oersen's (2005) examination of The Cairo Trilogy
26 by the 

Egyptian novelist Naguib Mahfouz27 (1911-2006). Mahfouz presents in his trilogy 

the Egyptian women's oppression by the society and claims their liberty and rights. 

The Cairo Trilogy's belongs to the genre of realistic novels, wherein Mahfouz depicts 

the Arab women's status as it is in real life. Cuddon (1999) can be cited for further 

explication of the nature of realistic novels, who says that realistic novels are 

“fundamentally…the portrayal of life with fidelity. It is thus not concerned with 

idealization, with rendering things beautiful when they are not, or in any way 

                                                           
26 It is Naguib Mahfouz’s magnificent trilogy, an epic family saga of colonial Egypt that is considered 
his masterwork. The three novels are: Palace Walk, Palace of Desire, and Sugar Street. It was 
published in English translation by Doubleday in the early 1990s.  
27 Egyptian novelist and short-story writer. One of Egypt's major contemporary writers, he was 
awarded the 1988 Nobel Prize for literature.  He depicts urban life in such novels as Midaq Alley 

(1947), Palace of Desire (1957), The Search (1964), Miramar (1967), and the allegorical Children of 

Gebelawi (1969), which was banned in Egypt. Among his volumes of short stories is God's World (tr. 
1973). In 1994 he was stabbed in an assassination attempt by an Islamic radical (The Columbia 
Encyclopedia, 2015). 
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presenting them in any guise as they are not” (p. 729). Oersen (2005) finds that 

Egyptian women are obedient to their husbands’ authority. These women are forced 

to fulfill the dictates of Islam strictly, are prevented from leaving their houses alone, 

and are imposed on doing the housework daily, while their husbands have illicit 

relationships where they go to the homes of prostitutes to drink wine and enjoy 

music and dancing (Oersen, 2005). Even if these women suspect the behaviors of 

their husbands, they ignore their doubts and hide their grief.  

 

Married women in the Egyptian society are subjugated to their husbands' whims 

where, in order to avoid punishment, they follow certain orders that are dictated to 

them by their husbands. Oersen (2005) quotes from Mahfouz: “I’m a man. I’m the 

one who commands and forbids. I will not accept any criticism of my behaviour. All 

I ask of you is to obey me. Don’t force me to discipline you” (Mahfouz, 2001, p. 8). 

Likewise, one of the main reasons of Egyptian women's submission to their husbands 

is their belief that it is a religious duty. They assume that full obedience to their 

husbands enables them to win paradise (Oersen, 2005). Literature leaves its own 

impact on social values, and Mahfouz's trilogy has improved the Egyptian people's 

thinking concerning the political and social rights of women (Oersen, 2005). It is 

understandable that Mahfouz portrays his female characters from real life, based on 

the lives of some of the women who worked with him in the governmental 

institutions since he was from a conservative family and did not have illicit relations 

with women (Oersen, 2005). The Cairo Trilogy is selected particularly by Oersen 

since it depicts a crucial issue of Arab women, which is their repression by the 

tyrannical society and it shows the Arab novelists' interest in improving women's 

status in their society.  
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The life of women in Saudi Arabia, as is known to people through the first-hand 

experiences of a few creative writers, is quite challenging. Perhaps, they are the most 

discriminated women even within the Arab world since they are not allowed to 

participate in public life in any form and are not even allowed to drive. Penning their 

experiences and feelings is still more difficult for Saudi women writers as they may 

face suppression by their husbands for speaking against patriarchy and persecution 

by the regime if the government finds their writings provocative. However, a few 

Saudi women novelists have been striving for the liberation of women from male 

domination. This struggle of Saudi women is discussed by Altorki (2010) who 

investigates the thematic structure of Appearances (2006) and Dancing Legs (2008) 

by the well-known Saudi novelist Zynab Hifni. Hifni has dedicated her writings to 

gender relations and in these two novels she presents the problems of Saudi women 

caused due to male authority (Altorki, 2010). Hifni urges the Saudi women to make 

their own decisions and not allow anyone to persecute them or restrict their freedom. 

For instance, she rejects arranged marriages and encourages choosing the spouses 

freely (Altorki, 2010). Additionally, some of the Saudi women novelists have written 

many novels on women's issues as there have come up many publishing companies 

and literary associations and magazines now (Altorki, 2010). Altorki observes that 

these novelists have achieved several cultural and social changes for Saudi women. 

He also notes that Saudi women are controlled by the government, the religious men, 

and their families; however the determination of these women novelists may end 

male domination step by step (Altorki, 2010).  

 

In sum, we can safely conclude on the basis of the images of Arab women in Arabic 

novels, and agree with Moukhlis (2008), that Arab women are courageous since they 
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resist tyranny, undergo brutal tortures, create new selves from the ash of the damaged 

selves owing to the torture, and achieve many social and political reforms. However, 

the courage, struggles and the subsequent achievements of these women are ignored 

by both Arab diaspora novelists and Western novelists writing on Arab women's 

theme. They still go on portraying these women as oppressed, suppressed, silenced, 

marginalized and tortured in their societies. The images of Arab women in Arabic 

novels are of capable and strong women, whereas some of the Arab diaspora 

novelists and the majority of Western novelists portray them as weak and repressed. 

Nevertheless, there is still a lacuna in the existing knowledge on the representation of 

the condition of Arab women, since Arab women are represented in three different 

modes, Arab novels, Arab diaspora novels and Western novels. The above 

mentioned previous studies have scrutinized the representations of Arab women by 

Arab novelists, so, these studies did not touch upon the perspectives of the Western 

and Arab diaspora novelists towards these women. Therefore, the researcher has 

designed the present study which aims to show the perspectives of Arab, Arab 

diaspora and Western novelists, individually scrutinizing their views on Arab 

women. In addition, the researcher's selection of the novels for investigation is also 

unique in itself as none of the above mentioned studies have examined the novels 

that have been selected for the current study. Furthermore, the selected novels are 

discussed in the light of Mohanty’s postcolonial feminist theory of literary 

interpretation which is not employed by any of the studies discussed so far.  

 

2.3.3 The Images of Arab Women in Diaspora Novels 

Arab diaspora novelists commonly pen their hardships in the host country, especially 

the hardships the first generation migrants face in settling down in the new culture, 
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the cultural shock they feel, sometimes hostility of the residents, economic hardships, 

linguistic issues and   other adjustment problems. Most of the second generation 

migrants develop a hybrid identity, that is, their views and cultural values display a 

curious mix of the two lands – they cherish their freedom, especially women, and 

denounce the restrictions imposed upon women by the culture of their homeland, 

while at the same time, they value the traditions and religious precepts of their 

forefathers and denounce the secular nature of life in their host country that leads to 

insecurity and other fears and phobias. This hybridization often leads to confusion of 

ideas as well among women, or it may be read by the local people as their resistance 

to religious precepts while in reality it may be just a reaction to unjust cultural 

values. Of course, so many of the creative writers get frustrated with the 

unfavourable images of Arab women commonly prevalent in the Western media, 

literature and arts. This section discuss the novels of a few celebrated Arab diaspora 

writers, such as Vance Bourjaily, William Peter Blatty, Eugene Paul Nassar, Assia 

Djebar, Nawal al-Saadawi, Hanan al-Shaykh, Rajaa Alsanea, Faïza Guène, Mohja 

Kahf, and Leila Aboulela, and the research studies on these works, in order to 

contextualize the present study. 

 

To begin with, Shakir (1991) who notes that Arab women's ability to endure the 

hardships of life is depicted by some Arab (second generation) diaspora novelists 

who describe their mothers' courage to refute the Western claim about the weakness 

of Arab women and to express their attitudes towards their ethnic culture which are 

formed mainly by their mothers. Shakir (1991) takes up this idea for discussion with 

reference to Vance Bourjaily's Confessions of a Spent Youth (1960), William Peter 

Blatty's Which Way to Mecca, Jack? (1959), and Eugene Paul Nassar's Wind of the 
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Land (1979). These are autobiographical novels. Lejeune (1989) defines 

autobiographical novel as "a form of novel using autofiction techniques, or the 

merging of autobiographical and fictive elements. The literary technique is 

distinguished from an autobiography or memoir by the stipulation of being fiction. 

Because an autobiographical novel is partially fiction, the author does not ask the 

reader to expect the text to fulfill the "autobiographical pact"” (p. 19).  

 

Shakir's (1991) examination of these novels brings to the fore the fact that Arab 

women suffer from persecution in their patriarchal societies, but these women have 

the strength to resist the adversity. Their commitment to life enables them to 

overcome their sorrows, and their wise thinking assists them to resist the oppression 

of social traditions without arousing the wrath of their society. She adds that these 

women have an influential role in their families and their society, by forming the 

identities of their children, teaching them the traditional values and preserving the 

unity of their society by instilling the sense of belongingness among its members. 

Shakir (1991) also elaborates that Arab diaspora writers are generally dispersed 

between the cultures, but they tend to favour the Western values because of their 

insufficient knowledge of the Arab culture. Likewise, she alludes that mostly the 

Westerners present distorted images of the Arabs in their writings that their men ride 

camels and their women are belly dancers, which contrast with the images of the 

strong and modest mothers who are portrayed in the aforementioned novels (Shakir, 

1991). 

 

Male domination over women in Arab societies does not go unchallenged, and 

creative writers highlight the issue and achievements of women in this regard in their 
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writings. Assia Djebar, an Algerian diaspora novelist, criticizes the phallocentric 

Arab societies for their unjust treatment of women. She also encourages women to 

form a coalition for emancipation and to fight against all kinds of injustices. The 

novelist urges women to take their veils off and enter boldly into male dominated 

arena of work and challenge male authority in every sphere. Arenberg (2008) 

analyzes Djebar's philosophy of women's emancipation outlined by the novelist in 

Ombre Sultane (1987) to help those women who are still lagging behind others and 

who are still subservient to male authority. Arenberg argues that the imprisonment of 

women at home and preventing them from access to public places, while men are 

given the right to roam freely, is one of the forms of persecution of Arab women due 

to their phallocentric society. Nonetheless, the support of emancipated women to the 

submissive ones can help the latter liberate themselves from the male shackles and 

get their freedom and self-realization. Arenberg (2008) adds that Arab women wear 

the veil just to be unknown outside their homes, not to shun the gazes of men which 

is the real purpose of veiling, and also these women wander without thinking or 

without any particular goal. Arenberg (2008) also affirms that mostly it is Arab 

women's need for sex that encourages them to accept their husbands' control. This 

may be a debatable issue and needs further probe. In any case, the issues raised by 

Arenberg with reference to her analysis of Assia Djebar's novel Ombre Sultane, such 

as the structure of Arab societies are phallocentric, her urge to women to cast off veil 

and form an association to emancipate Arab women in need, and her own argument 

regarding Arab women accepting patriarchal control since they need men's physical 

closeness, etc. are the points that need investigation in depth as not all her arguments 

may be acceptable to creative writers and scholars working in the field, and views of 

writers and critics working on Arab women's representation from different settings 
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and contexts may differ considerably. Thus, there is required a research study that 

looks at the issue from the angles of all that have high stakes in this issue, i.e., Arab 

women, Arab diaspora women and Western women.   

 

Take, for instance, the negative representation of Arab women and Islam in the 

literature course book on an American university syllabus. The writer whose Arabic 

novels are translated into English and prescribed for study for the course is an Arab 

diaspora writer but her views may not be acceptable to all. The subject is raised by 

Gomaa and Raymond (2014). They argue that the translated Arabic novels which are 

taught to these students depict Arab women as being treated harshly by men and their 

patriarchal society. Gomaa and Raymond manifest the reasons for this bad practice 

which is students' lack of awareness of women’s status in modern Arab societies. 

Their study relies mainly on a few Arabic novels, specifically written by extremist 

authors who depict the Arab women’s status dreadfully and cast their rights 

drastically, especially Nawal al Saadawi's novels such as Women and Sex (1969), 

Woman at Point Zero (1975), and Memoirs from the Women's Prison (1984) are 

known for that. It is worth mentioning here that al Saadawi is an Arab diaspora 

novelist who left Egypt for America to get rid of fundamentalists' chasing her due to 

her bold writings concerning women (Anderson & Herr, 2007). Gomaa and 

Raymond (2014) refer that these Arabic novels are translated since they are 

renowned, wherein the main purpose of translation is profit. The scholars suggest 

that the Arabic novels of the literature course must be modern and variegated. 

Likewise, they indicate that American students have formed a negative belief about 

the status of Arab women from the orientalist and imperialist writings as well. These 

writings portray Arab women as submissive discriminated, mistreated, and 
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persecuted, and that they need to be rescued by the Americans to get rid of the 

injustice of their societies (Gomaa & Raymond, 2014). Such a controversial issue 

and a colonial misappropriation of the same stand are in need of an in-depth 

intellectual inquiry.  

 

As we have discussed in the foregone pages, Arab diaspora novelists document their 

feelings towards the culture of their erstwhile homeland as a mixed response. They 

do not deny that women in Arab societies face several problems, but at the same time 

they are aware that Western representation of their problems falls short of the mark. 

Western feminist writers analyze their problems from their own perspective, which 

does not suit the conditions of Arab women. Hajjar (2011), for example, notes that 

fear and hope stimulate Arab women to continue in their struggle against male 

despotism. Hajjar makes this comment reading Hikayat Zahra
28

/ The Story of Zahra 

(1980), a novel by the Lebanese writer, Hanan al-Shaykh.29 Hajjar demonstrates that 

women in Arab society undergo physical, moral and sexual persecution by men, and 

because of their weakness they cannot struggle against the injustice. They resort to 

various negative ways to protect themselves such as lying, hiding from the angry 

men, sexual temptation and making illicit relations. However, they always fail in 

their attempts to get rid of the tyranny of men. Hajjar argues that the fear of Arab 

women grants them hope to change their situation since when they defeat their fear 

of men's force they can resist male persecution and live a liberated life. Hajjar also 

shows that the problem of the oppression of Arab women by men is a crucial one and 

must be treated to create a society of justice and freedom in the Arab world.  

                                                           
28

 Means flower in Arabic. 
29 When the Lebanese civil war broke out in 1975, Hanan al-Shaykh fled to London. She lives in 
London's Mayfair and spends summers at Antibes in the south of France. In London she is part of a 
diaspora of Arab intellectuals and artists who have sought freedom from repressive regimes or war 
(Jaggi, 2001) 
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In the same vein, fear and hope dominate the literary themes of Saudi Arab novelist 

Rajaa Alsanea. One of her celebrated novels, though rejected and adversely criticized 

in the Arab world in general and in Saudi Arabia in particular, is Girls of Riyadh
30

 

(2005) in which Alsanea draws a representation of Saudi Arab women behind the 

curtain wall, and thus exposes the secrets and mysteries of the situation of women in 

Saudi society. Thalib (2013) in his study on the novel reveals that due to social 

norms Saudi women are prevented from contact with men. Some of these women 

aim to win marriages based on love so they use cellphones and internet to make 

contact with men, while other women are subjected to their fathers' will and marry 

accordingly. Moreover, Thalib elaborates that Saudi women are also persecuted 

sexually because of backward traditions. They cannot interact sexually in a free 

manner with their lovers and husbands due to these traditions that force these women 

to be shy since otherwise they will be considered as immoral and will be abandoned 

by men. Consequently, Thalib (2013) contends, Saudi women are oppressed, are 

subservient to men, and deprived of their personal desires due to unjust social 

traditions. These women either struggle against these worn out traditions to get love 

and respect, or live in confusion between the backward rules and Western values. 

  

Another representative Arab diaspora novelist is Faïza Guène31 who was born in 

France in 1985. Faïza raises several issues encountered by Arab immigrant women in 

her novel Kiffe Kiffe Demain, such as national minority, social equity, and cultural 

assimilation which means the Arab immigrant women's abandonment of Arab culture 
                                                           
30

 Girls of Riyadh had been prohibited in Saudi Arabia because of its controversial content. But the 
novel's circulated copies and the bold originality of the book had created a storm in the Arab world 
and was the best-selling book in the Middle East (Ware, 2011). 

31  Guène: is the daughter of an Algerian immigrant family living in France, specifically in Pantin in 
public housing projects. She studied at St. Denis University. Guène began writing at the age of 
nineteen years, where she portrayed young people's lives in a civilized environment, and she had not 
given up writing ever since (Faïza Guène Biography, 2011). 
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and their adoption of Western culture to communicate with Western society in which 

they live. The miseries of Arab immigrant women and their disintegrated lives 

because of their culture and nationality is examined by Mehta (2010). Mehta argues 

that Arab immigrant women in France face several forms of injustice and oppression. 

Their identity is hybridized due to their ethnic culture and citizenship. They suffer 

from social injustice and racial discrimination, where French people deal with them 

as the other. Therefore, they are forced to abandon their culture and adopt the secular 

culture in order to get their rights. Mehta's study is quite significant as it lays bare 

Arab immigrant women's suffering in French society, but still the study may be 

termed as one-sided as it is an analysis of only Arab diaspora women and scrutinizes 

the status of Arab women in a Western society, and thus, leaves a knowledge gap, 

which the present study is an attempt to fill as the present research studies the 

condition of Arab women within Arab societies as well. 

 

Diana Abu Jaber’s Crescent (2003), Mohja Kahf’s The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf 

(2006), and Leila Aboulela’s Minaret (2005) are three very important contemporary 

novels produced by Arab diaspora women writers. The novels are representative 

fictions portraying Arab women's suffering in America and Britain. Sarnou (2014) 

has analyzed the three novels and arrived at the conclusion that Arab women in 

America and Britain face many dilemmas in their daily lives, such as displacement, 

stereotyping, racism and exile. However, the pride of their Arab Muslim identity 

urges these Arab women to adhere to their cultural and religious values, in particular 

through their food habits, hijab, and prayers. However, Sarnou   elaborates that 

currently the interest in Anglophone Arab diaspora female writers' novels has 

increased significantly, where many Western universities’ courses, conferences, and 
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researches focus on these writings. Anglophone Arab women novelists provide more 

clarity about the Arab women’s identity to Western readers who think that these 

women are “different, peculiar, complex, and mosaic” (Sarnou, 2014, p.66) due to 

their representation in the orientalists’ writings. Sarnou's study fills much knowledge 

gap in this area of research and provides us much valuable information, but, like 

Mehta's (2010) study, Sarnou's research is also confined to the analysis of the 

representation of Arab women only in Western societies, i.e., America and Britain, 

while the issue of misrepresentation of the images of Arab women in fictional 

literature is not restricted to only Arab diaspora women's writings; the issue is much 

wider in scope and demands researchers' attention to take into account the 

representative voice of Arab novelists, Arab diaspora novelists and also Western 

novelists who tackle the theme of Arab women's images.     

 

The notable difference between the images of Arab women in Western and Arab 

diaspora writers' works is that while Western writers portray Arab women as 

oppressed due to Islamic precepts, Arab diaspora writers criticize Western thinking 

that distorts women's status under Islam; instead they believe that Islam grants 

women many rights. But Arab diaspora writers depict Arab women as oppressed due 

to Arab culture, where their patriarchal societies have distorted the interpretation of 

religious texts to deprive women of their rights. In short, Western writers show that 

women are oppressed by religion, while Arab diaspora writers show that women are 

oppressed by Arab culture (Ali, 2017; Amireh, 2000; Elia, 2006; Scott, 2009; Suyfan 

& Baig, 2016). 
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To sum up, it is clear from the review of previous studies that have been discussed 

above that these studies examine the depiction of Arab women only from a single 

perspective, for instance, the perspective of Arab novelists, the perspective of Arab 

diaspora novelists or the perspective of Western novelists. None of the reviewed 

studies trace the images of these women in the eyes of Arab, Arab diaspora and 

Western novelists together, which has been achieved in the present study. Moreover, 

the present study tries to find out the negative and positive images of Arab women 

from the views of the Arab, Arab diaspora, and Western novelists. Yet another 

difference, and a point for justification for the present study, from the previous 

studies is that the research studies reviewed above did not analyze the same novels 

that have been picked up for the current study, and since the selected novels are 

contemporary productions depicting Arab women as characters in their plots, it is 

important to carry out a research study on them.  

 

2.4 Feminism and the Feminist Literary Theory 

 Feminist movements emerged initially in the West - in France, Britain and America- 

from 1872-1910 (Selden, Widdowson, & Brooker, 2017). Actually, feminism comes 

as a result of women's incessant affliction under patriarchal authority in the globe. 

Therefore, it can be said that feminism aims to defend women's rights and to raise 

awareness towards men's violence against them.  This movement is a set of activities 

and ideologies which aim to provide women equal rights in the domains of 

employment, education, politics and laws (Hawkesworth, 2006). The activists who 

join this movement to demand women's rights are called 'feminists' (Hooks, 2000, p. 

7). 
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This movement produces the feminist theory that tries to comprehend gender 

discrimination through conducting an investigation of women's status and part in 

their societies (Chodorow, 1989). In addition, this theory concentrates on sexuality, 

gender policy, and supporting women's rights and opportunities. The main topics of 

the feminist theory are patriarchy, inequality, and persecution (Chodorow, 1989). 

 

2.4.1 Postcolonial Feminism 

This study draws on the postcolonial feminist theory since; first of all, women's 

issues in the so-called 'Third World' are different from the issues of women in the 

West, and second, Western feminist writers treat women from the Third World 

countries as their "backward" counterparts who are in need of their help in a rescue 

operation, a clear colonial mindset. McEwan (2001), for instance, argues that the 

Western feminists postulate that women sustain the same manifestations of 

oppression; therefore, they generalize Western women's experiences to women all 

over the world and ignore the experiences of the Third World women. Their ideas 

were denounced in the eighties of the twentieth century by the feminists from non-

Western nations and former colonies since the latter detected that there were many 

religious, racial, social, political and cultural variations between women. What 

Western feminists believe is not necessarily appropriate to the Third World women. 

Therefore, because the Western feminist theory does not fit with the feminist ideals 

in Arab countries, the Western feminist theory cannot be applied to the Arab 

women's situation. Hajjar (2011) observes that, “Western feminist scholarship deals 

with Arabic feminist writing from a Western perspective, and among Arab 

intellectuals there is a great debate over the relevance or suitability of the Western 

feminist theories in Arab societies” (p. 67).  
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Postcolonial feminism may be seen as a reaction to Western feminism, especially to 

its devaluation of the experiences of women from postcolonial countries. Take, for 

example, Burton's view (1999) on this idea who asserts that the postcolonial feminist 

movement has come out as one of the several feminist movements that have 

emanated over time as a reaction to Western feminism. She elaborates that the 

postcolonial feminists concentrate on the history of non-western women such as 

coloured women and the decolonized women. They do not concern about the 

feminist movements in Europe and America (Burton, 1999). McEwan (2001) 

discusses the importance and necessity of re-orientation of western feminisms 

because they share the same ground of their goals in spite of their special histories 

and political aims. He also comments on how the postcolonial feminists criticize the 

misrepresentation of non-Western women by the western feminists in the space of 

oppression, the racial issues, class discrimination, and gender inequality:  

Many black and 'Third World' activists object to western feminism that 
depicts men as the primary source of oppression. This is because for black 
women there is no single source of oppression; gender oppression is 
inextricably bound up with 'race' and class (McEwan, 2001, p. 98). 

 

Mills (1998) indicates that the postcolonial feminist theorists try to address the 

disadvantages of the postcolonial and Western feminist theories which display 

shortage of dealing with the issues of gender in the postcolonial theory and 

universality of Western feminist ideas in the feminist theory. Whereas, she 

illuminates that the postcolonial feminist theory aims for changing the Western 

feminist theory's solicitude for middle-class white women in America and Europe 

only, to concern with women from various cultures and nationalities (Mills, 1998). 

And at the same time, this theory reveals that the postcolonial theory has focused on 
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the issue of racial differences, while neglected the gender issue, and urges the 

postcolonial theorists to handle this crucial issue (Mills, 1998). 

 

2.4.2 Postcolonial Feminist Theory 

The present study derives its insights particularly from the major Indian theorist of 

the postcolonial feminist movement, Chandra Talpade Mohanty (born in 1955), since 

Mohanty's analyses are particularly focused on the experiences of women in the 

Third World, and specifically the problem of representation of Arab women in 

Western writings as notes Moukhlis (2008) that Mohanty discusses extensively the 

misrepresentation of the Arab Muslim women by the Western feminists. Mohanty 

deconstructs Western feminist deals, implying in her discussions that their primary 

goal is to reapply colonial design on the Third World women looking at them as 

backward women unable to handle their lives on their own. Kashou (2013) shows 

that Mohanty highlights that the Western feminists aim to retrieve the colonialism by 

imposing their Western feminist ideas on the feminist discourse. They consider the 

Third World women as inferior and describe these women as "The Other" (Kashou, 

2013, p. 83) who cannot rely on themselves.  

 

In a more recent work, Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing 

Solidarity (2003), Mohanty has argued more vehemently for the emancipation of 

'third world' women, and a movement away from the Eurocentric feminist approach 

in Western scholarship. Her emphasis in her new work is on identifying the crucial 

aspects of patriarchy and racism in global capitalism. Integrating theory and practice, 

Mohanty focuses on the emancipator power of knowledge, especially for 

marginalized women, Arab women being one category among them (Formes, 2005). 
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Mohanty's theory is of much help to the researcher to understand the selected novels 

since Mohanty asserts that the western feminist writings handle the history of the 

Third World women and their representation of these women reflects the ideas of 

Western feminists as well as the domination of western women's experiences on the 

third world women. However, the vision of non-western women is surrounded by the 

fence of patriarchal authority and their gender is the reason of their backwardness 

(Mohanty, 1984). She elaborates that the writings of Western feminists present an 

idea of women's life in the Third World where they are controlled sexually, socially, 

culturally and economically. Whilst these writings depict the women of Western 

countries as cultured, civilized, sexually liberated and able to take their resolutions, 

Mohanty (1984) argues that, “average third world woman leads an essentially 

truncated life based on her feminine gender (read: sexually constrained) and being 

"third world" (read: […] poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-

oriented, victimized, etc.)” (p. 337).  

  

Postcolonial feminist theory treats women from different geographical regions as 

different individuals with their individual experiences, which cannot be reduced to 

being the experiences of just one unified group or identity. Mohanty criticizes the 

western feminist writings for their tendency to put all women of the Third world, 

including the Arab women, in one weak group (Mohanty, 1984; Kashou, 2013). To 

verify this fact, Mohanty (1984) has analyzed a group of Western feminist texts and 

found that the general point in all these texts is depicting the Third World women as 

a passive and persecuted group. These women have been represented as victims of 

the social and economic systems such as male violence, imperialism, Arab family 

system, economic evolution, and Islamic teachings (Mohanty, 1984). Mohanty also 
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discusses that in spite of the significant situation of the Arab Muslim women in their 

families the Western feminist discourses assume always the family, in the Arab 

Muslim societies, as a patriarchal one that oppresses women. This assumption has 

not changed since the ancient times, she states: 

Not only are all Arab and Muslim women seen to constitute a homogeneous 
oppressed group, but there is no discussion of the specific practices within 
the family which constitute women as mothers, wives, sisters, etc. Arabs 
and Muslims it appears, don't change at all. Their patriarchal family is 
carried over from the times of the prophet Mohammed (Mohanty, 1984, p. 
342). 

 

Mohanty elaborates upon the point further that the discursive images of the Western 

and the Third World women, including the Arab women, in the Western feminist 

writings differ from their material reality in their societies or their real historical 

status. These writings depict the Third World women as submissive and restricted, 

while they assume the Western women as liberated and independent. Mohanty 

(1984) disputes that if this is the material reality of the Western women, there will be 

no necessity for the appearance of the feminist movements in the Western countries. 

Overall, Mohanty asserts that Third World women are disregarded and trivialized by 

western feminists' conversations. However, western woman will not occupy her 

noble level if there is no third world woman in this globe. In spite of this trait, the 

western women depict the other women by backwardness because of their 

underdeveloped countries and humble economy (Mohanty, 1984). Keeping this in 

view, Mohanty’s (1984) theory can be applied to the Arab and Arab diaspora 

novelists’ writings in addition to the Western writers' novels owing to Mohanty’s 

(1984) statement as well: 

However, even though I am dealing with feminists who identify themselves 
as culturally or geographically from the "West," what I say about these 
analytic strategies or implicit principles holds for anyone who uses these 
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methods, whether third world women in the West, or third world women in 
the third world writing on these issues and publishing in the West. (p. 336) 

 

Mohanty, in the revised version of her 1984 article (1988), has listed further 

examples of reductionism involved in some of the Western feminist scholars' 

analysis of the status of women in Islamic societies. For instance, in the section 

'Women and religious ideologies' she gives an example from the "economic 

reductionism" the Western scholars resort to "in describing the relationship between 

the economy and factors such as politics and ideology" (Mohanty, 1988, p. 70). 

Commenting on Patricia Jefferey's work on Iranian Pirzada women in purdah (1979), 

Mohanty argues that Jefferey has taken a specific version of Islam as The Islam, and 

attributed to it a singularity and coherence. Then Mohanty (1988) goes on to cite a 

similar example from Marnia Lazreg who "makes a similar argument when she 

addresses the reductionism inherent in scholarship on women in the Middle East and 

North Africa" (p. 71). Mohanty quotes Lazreg:  

A ritual is established whereby the writer appeals to religion as the cause of 
gender inequality just as it is made the source of underdevelopment in much 
of modernization theory. In an uncanny way, feminist discourse on women 
from the Middle East and North Africa mirrors that of theologians' own 
interpretation of women in Islam.... The overall effect of this paradigm is to 
deprive women of self-presence, of being. Because women are subsumed 
under religion presented in fundamental terms, they are inevitably seen as 
evolving in nonhistorical time. They have virtually no history. Any analysis 
of change is therefore foreclosed. (Lazreg, 1988, p. 87) 

 

The point is, as Mohanty (1988) compares the two analyses (Jeffery's and Lazreg's 

analyses), though Jeffery's analysis is reductionist, yet still better since it “does not 

quite succumb” to the kind of unitary notion of religion (Islam) as is adhered to by 

Lazreg, albeit Jeffery also collapses “all ideological specificities into economic 

relations,” (p. 71) in an attempt to universalize the idea on the basis of the involved 

comparison. 
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Mohanty's seminal article 'Under Western Eyes' published in 1984 (Boundary 2, Vol. 

12, Number 3) remains her most important article as regards her views on 

postcolonial feminism and the generalizations made by certain western feminist 

writers about the lives of women in the third world since almost all of her later work 

is built upon her arguments presented in that essay. The article has been widely used, 

read / misread, understood / misunderstood and interpreted / misinterpreted in 

different contexts, but Mohanty takes the fuller responsibility for her ideas even in 

2003, after nineteen years of the publication of the essay (Mohanty, 2003). She 

indirectly comments in, “Transnational Feminist Crossings: On Neoliberalism and 

Radical Critique” (2013) that her work has inspired a wider response in as diverse 

sites as Sweden, Mexico, and Palestine: 

The larger frame I seek to examine using responses to my work in three 
sites – Sweden, Mexico, and Palestine- is the way feminist, postcolonial, 
and antiracist theory emerges from a particular geopolitical, intellectual 
space; the way it enacts crossings; and the way it is trafficked, consumed, 
and understood in different geographies. (Mohanty, 2013, p. 967)        

 

The popular appeal of the article in postcolonial feminist debates can be gauged by 

the fact that the essay has been translated into eight languages and is read and quoted 

in interdisciplinary studies, such as feminist, postcolonial, Third World, cultural 

studies, women's studies, anthropology, ethnic studies, political science, sociology, 

and education. The issue of a truncated representation of third world women is 

always debatable and Mohanty's arguments in this regard are commonly cited by 

scholars (Al-Sarrani & Alghamdi, 2014; Macleod, 2006; Savas, 2015). That is the 

reason her seminal article has never lost its contemporary relevance. Liddle and Rai 

(1998) in, “Feminism, imperialism and orientalism: The challenge of the Indian 

woman” quote Mohanty's argument on orientalism deriving its power from 

homogenizing third world women as a coherent group: "In examining the process by 
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which a unitary image is produced, Chandra Mohanty argues that orientalist power is 

exercised in discourse when the homogenized and monolithic representation of the 

Third World woman is contrasted with Western feminism's self-representation" (p. 

500). 

 

Moreover, Parpart (1993) supports Mohanty’s discussion where she states that, 

“Mohanty quite rightly reminds us that western feminists have equally ignored and 

marginalized Third World women in their own discourse” (p. 444). Parpart 

investigates the underestimation of Third World women in Western feminist 

conversations. She argues that some of Third World feminists have condemned the 

Western feminists for portraying the Third World women as being repressed due to 

their gender and backward societies (Parpart, 1993). Moreover, Parpart (1993) 

discovers that not only western feminists have disregarded the Third World women, 

but also Third World feminists who have “trained in western institutions” (p. 444), 

especially when they address their writings to western readers. She describes the 

Arab women's image in these feminist writings as "Arab women are presented as 

passive pawns, trapped in a world dominated by hopelessly outdated and 

retrogressive religious traditions" (Parpart, 1993, p. 444 - 445).  

 

Parpart (1993) adds that these works show that Arab women will not develop unless 

embrace Western principles. She refers that the aim of these feminists from the 

implementation of Western feminist theory on Arab women is not to show the 

difference between the women of the world, but to increase Arab women's awareness 

of liberal ideas (Parpart, 1993).  
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In the same context, Lazreg (1988) illustrates that the Third World feminist scholars, 

who have learned in the West, have used in their writings about Algeria the same 

stereotypes of the Arabs' culture and religion that are utilized by the Western feminist 

scholars. These writings portray the Algerian women as passive and controlled by the 

backward dictates of their culture and religion. However, Lazreg (1988) calls the 

Third World feminists to take on seriously the task of finding a new theory which 

reflects on women's experiences to demonstrate that the Third World women's 

experiences are different due to the different cultures of women around the world, 

and the Third World women are active in their societies instead of presenting them as 

oppressed in these feminist writings.   

 

2.4.3 Arab Feminism 

Feminism in Arab countries has come of age and the efforts of Arab feminist 

scholars have started showing the desired results, though in some specific situations 

they still face many hardships, but the struggle goes on. Arab feminism is a kind of 

its own since the problems of women in Arab countries are specific to their cultural, 

geographical and social panorama, and therefore the solutions to those issues are also 

region specific. The ideals of Western feminism, though feminism came into 

existence owing to the struggles of Western women, cannot be applied to the 

conditions of Arab women. In this regard Saliba (2000) argues that Western writers 

enforce their historical, cultural, and economical ideas on the Middle Eastern 

countries. Also the Western feminists have imposed their notions on the Arab 

feminist movements, but the liberal concepts of Western feminist movement are 

rigorously rebuffed by Arab women (Saliba, 2000). These women have established 

Islamic feminist movements to counter these notions, interpret Quran texts deeply, 
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and call for a real application of Islamic teachings which recommends justice, 

equality and women's rights (Saliba, 2000). At the same time, she confirms that Arab 

feminists condemn the outlandish images of Arab Muslim women in the writings of 

Western feminists that depict the status of these women as subjugated to the social 

traditions and Islam (Saliba, 2000). 

 

Furthermore, Saliba (2000) alludes that the Arab feminists have succeeded in shifting 

Arab women from the orbit of seclusion in the Middle East to the wider space in the 

feminism world. Those Arab feminists have always discussed the methods of 

liberation and modernization of the Arab women. Sometimes, these processes apply 

or do not apply to the experiences of Middle Eastern women. It is worth mentioning 

that Arab feminists have contributed greatly in changing the means of analyzing the 

status of Arab women, and destroyed the wall of some specialized traits with which 

the western feminists jailed these women behind the bars - of nationalism, Islamic 

tradition, and other traits (Saliba, 2000).  

 

Likewise, Mahmood (1998) examines the Western feminists' analysis of the situation 

of women in the Arab-Muslim societies, who claim that these women are in favor of 

male control and have no role in the history of feminist movements. Mahmood 

(1998) argues that the Western feminists have disregarded studying the Islamic 

beliefs of Arab women; thereby they do not realize the real reason of their silence, 

which is their desire to be obedient and devout. 

 

To conclude, the researcher finds that postcolonial feminist theory, especially 

Mohanty's (1984) analysis of the misrepresentation of Arab Muslim women in the 
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writings of Western feminist scholars from the postcolonial viewpoint is the most 

suitable framework of interpretation for the present study. Mostly, the previous 

studies have adopted different theories in investigating the representation of Arab 

women in literature. For instance, Aburwein (2013), Arenberg (2008), Khannous 

(2010), Moukhlis (2008), and Oersen (2005) have used the postcolonial theory. Also, 

Behdad (1994) has relied on the postcolonial and Marxist theories. In addition, 

Hajjar (2011) has selected Sharabi’s32 Neopatriarchy theory and Foucault’s 

“unhopeful” skepticism. Moreover, Thalib (2013) has employed the feminist theory, 

and Mehta (2010) has chosen the feminist and postcolonial theories. However, the 

postcolonial feminist theory, particularly Mohanty's (1984) theoretical insights 

developed in “Under Western Eyes”, is used in the present study. The researcher 

tries to find the relation between Mohanty's theory, and the images of Arab women 

in the selected novels. The novels show how the Western, Arab, and Arab diaspora 

novelists portray Arab women’s status in their societies, while Mohanty concentrates 

her analysis on the experiences of the Third World women, including Arab women. 

Mohanty (1984) criticizes the Western feminists because they ignore the experiences 

of these women. These feminists depict Arab women as an oppressed and backward 

group within their patriarchal societies. Consequently, the researcher believes that 

these novels can be critically discussed and interpreted using this theory.   

 

2.5 Chapter Summary 

This chapter reviews the research studies and critical writings of many scholars 

who scrutinize the status of Arab women inside and outside their societies through 

                                                           
32

 Hisham Sharabi: is a well-known Palestinian American writer. He consistently defended the 
Palestinian cause and Arab women's rights. Sharabi wrote 18 books, many scholarly articles, and 
opinion articles (Sullivan, 2005) 



75 

 

analysis of different novels which are written by Western, Arab, and Arab diaspora 

novelists. 

 

Some critics, such as Aburwein (2013), Behdad (1994), Shaheen (2001), Zayzafoon 

(2011), Laylah and Elhalougi (n.d.) conceive that Western authors have distorted the 

image of Arab women in literature where they depicted these women as being 

submissive to the injustice of men and society. It cannot be denied that the Arab 

diaspora novelists represent Arab women as being marginalized in their patriarchal 

societies which oppress and deprive them of their rights. The negative vision comes 

due to the impact of Western culture on these novelists. This idea is revealed through 

the discussions of some critics like Hajjar (2011), Sarnou (2014), Shakir (1991), 

Arenberg (2008), Al-Abdullah (2005), Parpart (1993), Gomaa and Raymond (2014). 

Other critics, such as Altorki (2010), Helmy (1995), Al-Mousa (2006), Moukhlis 

(2008), Oersen (2005), and Khannous (2010) believe that Arab novelists are 

interested in portraying the Arab women’s significance in their societies and their 

ability to confront injustice and claim their rights.  

 

However, the contradictory opinions of scholars on the Arab women’s images in 

literature, the lack of a study that investigates simultaneously the representations of 

Arab women from the perspectives of the Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora 

novelists, and Aburwein’s recommendation for studying the image of Arab women 

in literature, are the reasons that have encouraged the researcher to examine the 

images of these women in three novels by Western, Arab and Arab diaspora writers. 

In addition, the researcher attempts to figure out how the postcolonial feminist theory 

deals with the images of Arab women in novels written in English. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Introduction 

The present chapter in the thesis is devoted to the explication of the methodology 

employed to carry out the present study, drawing out mainly the method of data 

collection and analysis, as well as throwing some light on the theoretical frame of 

reference through which the critical arguments in the present research work are 

sustained. The present work is a qualitative research study, specifically, an attempt at 

generating an opinionated mass of text through critical interpretation of the selected 

literary texts and supporting the arguments put forward for particular issues with the 

opinions of established and renowned scholars in the selected field of study. The 

study is purely literary in nature as it investigates the opinions of novelists and 

literary critics on misrepresentation of the images of Arab women in literary fiction, 

though it may derive influences from the fields of psychology, anthropology, 

political science and sociology, etc. as literature is a mirror of the social reality of a 

time. Thus, in the following subsections of the chapter are presented the details of the 

research design, a brief description of the selected novels, a short profile of the 

novelists, and the procedure of data analysis to arrive at the findings of the study.  

 

3.2 Research Methodology 

The research methodology followed to carry out the present research is purely 

qualitative, textual analysis of the fictional texts selected for the study. The 

researcher has carefully selected only three contemporary fictional literary texts 

written by women writers coming from diverse settings, such as Western ethos, Arab 
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milieu and Arab diaspora novelists, that portray Arab women with different strokes 

and from different perspectives, and since the prime concern of the researcher is to 

investigate whether the images of Arab women evoked in 21st century novels is a 

tool of western feminists' ideological appropriation, as envisaged by Mohanty in late 

1980s, the creative works were interpreted for their meaning making enterprise from 

postcolonial feminist perspective. A qualitative research method has its own plus 

points, primarily helping the researcher describe and interpret deeply the data 

collected from the selected (novels) texts, as puts Myers (2000), that “the major 

strength of the qualitative approach is the depth to which explorations are conducted 

and descriptions are written, usually resulting in sufficient details for the reader to 

grasp the idiosyncrasy of the situation” (para. 15). Thus, the selected novels are 

scrutinized to extract the images of Arab women inscribed in them and a qualitative 

judgment is made based on the postcolonial feminist frame of reference as to the 

novelists' motives of representation of Arab women in their fiction. But, prior to that, 

a few observations on the suitability of the chosen research methodology to my 

research project are as follows.      

 

A qualitative approach gives the researcher a complete understanding of the 

phenomena since it helps the researcher to obtain the clear as well as hidden 

information from the words and sentences. “In qualitative research, the researcher's 

role is to gain a 'holistic' overview of the context under study: its logic, its 

arrangements, its explicit and implicit rules” (Punch, 2009, p. 117). In other words, 

selecting the qualitative methodology helps the researcher to answer the research 

questions as it shows the relation between the questions and the data, and helps the 

researcher to recognize the suitable instruments to answer these questions (Gibson, 

2010; Punch, 2009). Since qualitative research implies studying people in their 
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natural surroundings, this approach is suitable for the present study because the 

researcher tackles the images of people carved out in fictional works – the female 

characters - in the selected novels which are in fact interpreted as reflecting the status 

of Arab women in their societies (Christenberry, Courtney, Golomb, & Vuuren, 

2012; Harner, 2008; Punch, 2009; Rice & Cutler, 2012). 

 

The primary source of data for the study is the three novels selected for critical study 

(primary texts), while the secondary source of data is the major critical studies on 

these novels in the form of books, journal articles and reviews (secondary texts), and 

the third source of data is the critical opinions of major postcolonial feminist 

scholars, especially influenced by Mohanty's (1984) ideas on the ideological 

appropriation and exploitation of the representation of third world women by western 

feminist scholars. The data from the secondary sources on the novels are essential to 

contextualize and justify the requirement of the present study as to what has already 

been done by research scholars and therefore what needs to be explored further. This 

data also serve as a springboard to see the new findings from a comparative 

perspective. The third source of data, that is, the critical opinions of postcolonial 

scholars, is not directly related to the data collected from the primary source texts but 

it has a theoretical bearing and critical underpinnings on the interpretation of these 

novels by the researcher and the understanding of these novels by scholars working 

in the same field of literary studies.   

 

As has been previously mentioned, the major mode of data collection for this study is 

textual analysis of the source texts. This mode helps the researcher to analyze and 

contextualize the experiences of the female characters under scrutiny, as well as 

discover the hidden meanings in the texts (Kiely & Hartman, 2012; Polit & Beck, 



79 

 

2010; Punch, 2009; Rohleder & Lyons, 2014). To collect supporting data for the 

research, the researcher used various and relevant secondary sources to support the 

arguments put forward in the study. Thus, literary criticism, reviews, articles, books, 

and PhD dissertations are the secondary resources of data for this study. In 

qualitative research, the text is an important source for collecting data. The text helps 

the researcher to collect all the details about the characters, the action, and all the 

elements of the novel (Engel & Schutt, 2014; Punch, 2009). The merits of using 

qualitative research approach to critically analyze fictional works are highlighted by 

Luce-Kapler (2008) as follows: 

This type of literature commonly includes genres, such as novels, short 
stories and dramas. Other examples used in qualitative research are 
novellas, letters, and diary entries. Researchers rely on fictional texts to 
focus or elicit participant response and for reporting research findings. The 
advantages of using fiction include the possibility of representing 
participants as characters, engaging readers in a narrative of the research site 
and events, highlighting participant voices and dialogue, and more 
accurately representing situations where the need for confidentiality is great 
(p. 486). 

 

A brief description of the novels selected for investigation for the present study, and 

the researcher's justification for choosing these particular novels provided in the 

following section.   

  

3.3 The Selected Novels 

The following three novels have been selected for critical interpretation and 

understanding of the representation of the image of Arab women in contemporary 

fiction centred on the lives of Arab women:  

i. The Cry of the Dove by Fadia Faqir (2007). 

ii. City of Veils by Zoë Ferraris (2010). 

iii. The Sand Fish by Maha Gargash (2009). 
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The criteria for selecting these novels were twofold. First, the novels have received 

numerous awards and have been translated into many languages. They are 

contemporary fictions that have addressed Arab women’s issues and were published 

in the 21st century; therefore, they assist in exploring the most recent images of Arab 

women in literature. From the literature reviews it is found that limited studies have 

handled these novels since they are relatively newly published. The heroines of the 

novels are Arab women. Second, these novels depict Arab women from three 

different perspectives: Western novelist's perspective, Arab novelist's perspective, 

and Arab diaspora novelist's perspective. Furthermore, the choice of Arab novelist 

gives us the first-hand information on Arab women's experiences; Arab diaspora 

writer adds a different dimension to the same experience, so, the perspective acquires 

two-fold significance; and the perspective of a Western novelist is essential to build 

the basic argument in the thesis that Western perspective on Arab women is 

commonly distorted though they may be well-acquainted with the Arab culture.     

 

The researcher aims to collect relevant data on the selected topic of the study to 

comprehend the images of Arab women in literature. Given below is a brief 

description of the selected novels and the major themes these novels are woven 

around. 

 

3.3.1 The Cry of the Dove 

The Cry of the Dove is a novel written by Fadia Faqir who is an Arab diaspora 

novelist. This novel was published in 2007 by Doubleday, the largest publishing 

company in America. Publishers Weekly and many readers have reviewed it as a 

skillfully written novel (Publishers Weekly, n.d.; Goodreads, n.d.). It is a bestselling 
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novel written by Faqir who is one of “the most read Arab Anglophone women 

writers” (Sarnou, 2014, p. 67). Also, it was translated into 13 languages and 

published in 16 countries (Felemban, 2012; Bower, 2012).  

 

The Cry of the Dove deals with the theme of Arab women's weakness in traditional 

patriarchal societies. It recounts the story of Salma, a young Bedouin who lives in 

Hima, a village in the Levant. Due to an illicit relationship, she becomes pregnant. 

The fear of being killed by her family urges Salma to flee. To protect her, she is 

imprisoned by the police for eight years, where she gives birth to her daughter Layla 

who is taken away from her. Before being smuggled to Britain, Salma is hidden in a 

convent in Lebanon. As an alien, Salma faces many challenges in her host country, 

but she manages gradually to achieve her stability where she becomes a seamstress, a 

wife of a British professor, and a mother of a baby boy. However, Salma's longing to 

her daughter Layla, who is 16, spurs her to return to Hima in search for Layla where 

Salma is killed by her brother, who also killed her daughter. 

 

3.3.2 City of Veils 

City of Veils is the second novel by Zoë Ferraris, a well-known Western novelist who 

has resided temporarily in Saudi Arabia. This novel was selected for the Northern 

California Independent Booksellers Association Award in Fiction. In 2010, this 

novel was selected by the Library Journal as one of the Top Adult Books (Barer 

Literary LLC, n.d.). In 2011 it was nominated for the Alex Award (Young Adult 

Library Services Association, n.d.). City of Veils was suggested by Laura Wilson, a 

novelist and a critic of The Guardian, as one of the finest fiction writings of 2010 

(Jordan, 2010). Also, Salon website called this novel as a “nail-biting summer read” 
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(Barer Literary LLC, n.d.). It has been translated into many languages (ThorNews, 

2013). This novel was published in 2010 by Little, Brown and Company, which has 

published many novels of the best American writers. 

 

City of Veils may be considered a polemical novel since the storyline as well as 

characterization strongly depict Arab women's lives being guided by Islamic and 

traditional precepts. Nevertheless a young Saudi woman Katya Hijazi, who works as 

a forensic technician, is resolved to show her abilities through her job. She 

cooperates secretly with a sleuth, Nayir Sharqi, to uncover the gruesome murder of a 

young woman, who has been found dead on a beach in Saudi Arabia, since the 

investigators think it is impossible to discover the victim’s identity and killer. Katya 

then finds out that the victim is Leila Nawar, a very bold filmmaker. Leila has many 

enemies as her documentaries address controversial issues in the Saudi society such 

as prostitution, violence, and religion. At the end of the novel, Katya discovers that 

the culprit is Leila's brother's assistant who has killed her due to his hatred for her 

liberated behaviours. A mutual love emerges between Katya and Nayir, but they are 

unable to express their feelings owing to the religious and cultural beliefs that 

prohibit gender relations. 

 

3.3.3 The Sand Fish 

The Sand Fish: A Novel from Dubai is written by Maha Gargash, an Arab novelist. 

The novel was published in 2009 by a well-known American publisher 

HarperCollins and has received excellent reviews (Dubai Media Inc., 2015). The 

novel achieved the status of the best-selling novel in the Middle East as the publisher 

sold 25,000 copies, and it catapulted Gargash's career establishing her firmly in the 
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literary canon (McCafferty, 2012). In 2010 the novel was selected by Muqtanayati's 

exhibition33 as one of the one hundred objects that were considered the best in the 

various fields of artistic creativity (Brown, 2010). It has been adapted into a movie 

that will be produced by Alessandra Priante, the prominent producer. The Oscar-

nominated writer Annemarie Jacir has written the script of the movie and it will be 

distributed by MAD Solutions, the outstanding Arab company for the marketing of 

films (Newbould, 2014). The adaptation of this novel is nominated for the IWC 

Filmmaker Prize, the US$100,000 annual award (Aftab, 2014).  

 

The Sand Fish narrates the story of an Emirati girl Noora who lives in a village in 

Dubai. The women in her traditional society endure many sufferings without 

complaint. Noora differs from these women since she is strong and confident. When 

her family attempts to force her to marry an elderly man who is rich and has two 

wives, Noora escapes to another village and falls in love with a man there, but he is 

obliged to marry another woman. She comes back home and is married off to the old 

man. Noora experiences several hardships after marriage; however she indulges later 

in an illicit extramarital affair that grants her passion and happiness. Noora must 

finally choose either the constraints of a secured married life or the freedom of a 

precarious love affair. Albeit she opts for the first choice for the obvious reasons, i.e., 

security, food and sleep, Noora finds for herself a foothold in the oppressive family 

environment in which she lives, as she decides to face her persecutors cunningly. 

 

                                                           
33

 Muqtanayati (collectibles): is an exhibition held annually in the UAE, specifically Dubai, to select 
100 objects related to art and artifacts (Mezaina, 2010). 
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The main characters of the three novels are Arab Muslim women. They suffer from 

gender discrimination, social injustice, and traditions in their countries. They belong 

to conservative societies where segregation is imposed on women. 

 

3.4 The Profile of Novelists 

This section presents briefly some backgrounds of the Arab, Western and Arab 

diaspora novelists who are selected for this study. 

 

3.4.1 Fadia Faqir 

Fadia Faqir is an Arab British writer. She was born in Jordan in 1956. Faqir has 

received a bachelor of English literature at Jordan University, prior to immigrating to 

England. The University of Lancaster has granted her a master's degree in creative 

writing.  In 1990, Faqir has obtained her “Ph.D. in Creative and Critical Writing” 

(Maleh, 2009, p. 271) from East Anglia University. In addition to her three novels, 

Nisanit (1988), Pillars of Salt (1996), and The Cry of the Dove (2007), she is the 

writer of several critical essays, plays, and short stories. Faqir has written primarily 

in English; however her works were translated into several languages (Bower, 2012). 

She currently works as a lecturer at Durham University. Faqir’s writings have 

attracted the attention of many researchers because they dealt with aspects of Arab 

culture and women's issues in the third world. She is one of the Arab Anglophone 

diaspora women writers who “have gained literary recognition for their works which 

created certain cultural and literary bridges between divergent spaces, cultures and 

peoples” (Sarnou, 2014, p. 66). Faqir resides in England and expresses her longing 

for motherland and the family house in her novel Pillars of Salt (Suyoufie, 2008).  
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3.4.2 Zoë Ferraris 

The American author Zoë Ferraris was born in Oklahoma. Ferraris, in 1991, married 

a middle-class Saudi man. For nine months she resided with her husband's family in 

Saudi Arabia, specifically Jeddah (Pandey, 2008). In her novels, Ferraris has 

addressed the issues of the contemporary Saudi society. Ferraris has exploited her 

personal experiences in the Saudi society and her creative writing talents to compose 

her fictions which reveal to readers this mysterious conservative environment (Abou-

Almajd, 2013; Sankovitch, 2010). Ferraris’ three novels are Finding Nouf (2008), 

City of Veils (2010), and Kingdom of Strangers: A Novel (2012). For writing Finding 

Nouf, she has received in 2009 an Alex Award (Young Adult Library Services 

Association, 2009). Ferraris has also received for Finding Nouf “the 2008 Los 

Angeles Times Book Prize in the Art Seidenbaum Award for First Fiction category” 

(Los Angeles Times, 2015, para. 7).  

 

3.4.3 Maha Gargash  

Maha Gargash is an Emirati novelist, who was born in a well-known business family 

in Dubai. Gargash obtained a Bachelor of Radio/TV from the University of George 

Washington in Washington D.C., as well as the College of Goldsmiths in London 

awarded her a Masters (HarperCollins Publishers, n.d.). She has worked at Dubai 

Television as a documentary maker where she has mostly addressed in her programs 

the traditional Arab societies, and has established her private television company. 

Besides “researching, scripting, directing and fronting Arabesque, the cultural series 

on Dubai TV”, Gargash has other talents where “she rides horses, plays the piano, 

and has a black belt in karate” (Dubai Media Inc., 2015, para. 1-2; Goodreads, n.d., 

para. 1-2). Despite working for 20 years in television documentaries, Gargash 
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decides to be exclusively a writer since writing and reading books are her main 

interests since childhood (McCafferty, 2012). Her first bestseller novel The Sand 

Fish is published in 2009 and she has recently released her second book That Other 

Me (2016). 

 

Ferraris, Gargash and Faqir are well-known women authors, where they have 

received awards and the attention of the professionals in the field of literature due to 

their thought-provoking writings. These novelists are from different cultures, 

therefore their experiences are also diversified which may affect their perspectives 

towards Arab women. 

 

3.5 Theoretical Framework 

The present study is an outcome of a concern towards the motivated representation of 

Arab women in fictional works, through various images, by western as well as non-

western writers. Arab women are found to be misrepresented in fictional works as 

objectified powerless third world women to be studied as oppressed creatures, to be 

appropriated by vested interests and whose 'cause' is to be championed by the more 

advanced women from the first world. The condescending and degrading attitude of 

the Western feminist writers and novelists towards Arab women is an extension of 

the colonial mindset bearing a host of cultural, economic, political and social 

implications for the lives of the projected characters in real life and in real time. The 

issue of negative image-building of women from the Third World countries (some of 

which are erstwhile colonies) in literary fiction can be understood through the lens of 

postcolonial literary theory, and since it involves emancipation of women, a feminist 

angle would be an appropriate perspective to take. Postcolonial feminist literary 
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critical theory most notably investigates how women, especially women from the 

erstwhile colonies or from the third world countries, are represented in colonial and 

postcolonial literature. Postcolonial feminist theory challenges certain assumptions 

made by creative writers about the lives of these women, and their images which 

depict them in stereotypical paradigms, perpetually marginalizing them as 'backward' 

creatures not capable of standing on their own, and therefore, in need of help of 

someone holding power to free them from oppression (Bahri, 2004; Schwarz & Ray, 

2000; Selden, Widdowson, & Brooker, 2017). 

 

Mohanty, among others, has been a renowned and notable exponent of postcolonial 

feminist theory. In her seminal articles (1984, 1986, 1988 and 2003), Mohanty 

posited that western white feminist movements cannot be the models and standards 

for women from all nations and races and that women from third world countries are 

marginalized even by the women and feminist activists from first world countries 

relegating them to the status of backwardness and powerlessness. This state of affairs 

has to be resisted. Mohanty critiques the uncritical assumptions of western feminist 

scholars and their modes of inquiry that comes up with many generalizations about 

the suppression of women in the third world, since the assumption behind the 

generalizations is that these women form a coherent group and not as differing in 

various ways, contextually, historically and culturally. Mohanty (1984) argues that 

the image of women from the third world as a generalized coherent group, labeled as 

"average third world women" (p. 337) typically categorized as "sexually constrained, 

[…] poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimized," (p. 

337) needs to be questioned and challenged emphatically because this, as Mohanty 

(1984) puts it, "is in contrast to the (implicit) self-representation of Western women 
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as educated, modern, as having control over their own bodies and sexualities and the 

freedom to make their own decisions" (p. 337). To bring the point home, Mohanty 

(1984) draws an analogy between Western feminist representation of women in the 

Third World and Western feminist self-representation, with the Marxist 

interpretation of 'maintenance' function of the housewife and the real 'productive' role 

of wage labour. These distinctive roles differ not because of what they do, but 

because one group is privileged over the other. 

 

The researcher has used Mohanty’s theoretical frame of reference as her project 

involves studying the representation of Arab women in the form of major and minor 

characters in the selected fictional works created by writers; one of whom is a 

westerner, the second one an Arab woman settled in the west and the third one is an 

Arab woman living and working in Dubai. The primary materials Mohanty used to 

critique the image of third world women were 'the nine texts in the Zed 

Press/Women in the Third World series' and she has identified a few common 

themes found at work in the writings of Western feminists published by Zed Press, as 

follows: 

The nine texts in the Zed Press/Women in the Third World series that I have 
discussed focused on the following common areas in discussing women's 
"status" within various societies: religion, family/kinship structures, the 
legal system, the sexual division of labour, education, and finally, political 
resistance. A large number of Western feminist writings on women in the 
third world focus on these themes. (Mohanty, 1984, p. 349) 

 

Following Mohanty's understanding of the image of the third world women in the 

eyes of the Western feminist writers and activists as well as non-western writers 

influenced by their views, the major and minor women characters in the works of the 

selected novelists are analyzed keeping in view the images of Arab women as 
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“religious (read "not progressive"), family-oriented (read "traditional"), legal minors 

(read "they-are-still-not-conscious-of-their-rights"), […] domestic (read "backward") 

and sometimes revolutionary (read "their-country-is-in-a-state-of-war-they- must-

fight!"), […] sexually oppressed, […] the veiled woman, the powerful mother, the 

chaste virgin, the obedient wife” (Mohanty, 1984, p. 352), as well as “poor, 

uneducated, […] victimized” (Mohanty, 1984, p. 337). 

 

The proposed textual analysis of selected novels also takes into account the 

paratextual elements, such as the front covers of the selected novels, and the blurbs. 

The researcher has decided to include the analysis of paratextual elements in her 

study since, as opines Sahin (2014), "the study of paratexts can be insightful in 

understanding and analyzing perception, reception and consumption of text in the 

target culture" (p. 53). Paratexts carry special elocutionary force. The researcher is 

more interested in the 'perception' and 'reception' of the text in the target culture, 

since it is the perception of Arab women in the target culture (the West) brought 

about by their characterization of those people (Arab women in this case) that helps 

the authors / writers create a particular image of Arab women in the West. And it 

would be safe to say that owing to certain cultural / political reasons, the West is 

hungry for consumption of such images. Genette (1997) defines paratexts as the 

materials accompanying a proper text, such as the cover, title, foreword, epigraph, 

preface, postface, footnotes, etc., the so-called marginal elements. Even 

poststructuralist literary theory considers the marginal elements as very significant to 

deconstruct the text, but this discussion is beyond the scope of the present research. 

Paratextual elements, in the words of Sahin (2014), "surround and extend the text to 

present it" (p. 53). Therefore, keeping the importance of paratextual elements in 
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understanding and making deeper meaning of the selected novels, Arab women's 

images depicted in the texts are correlated to the surrounding paratextual elements on 

their front covers, and whatever other pieces of such material is available with the 

novels.     

      

The study of these images shows the views of the novelists on the status of Arab 

women under the social, cultural, economic, political and religious systems they live 

in. The researcher interprets how these novelists portray Arab women, whether 

negatively or positively, and the reasons behind their views. Also, as the researcher 

uses the postcolonial feminist theory, specifically Mohanty’s (1984) theory, in 

analyzing the images of Arab women in the selected novels, she sees if there is a 

relation between Mohanty’s theory and the images of Arab women in these novels.  

 

 

 

  
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1. Graphic representation of the theoretical framework 

The Postcolonial Feminist theory, particularly Mohanty’s 
“Under Western Eyes” (1984) theory 

The Images of  
Arab Women 

� Religious  
� Traditional 
� Legal minors 
� Domestic 
� Sometimes revolutionary  
� Sexually oppressed 
� Veiled woman 
� Powerful mother 
� Chaste virgin 
� Obedient wife (Mohanty, 

1984, p. 352). 
� Poor 
� Uneducated  
� Victimized  (Mohanty, 

1984, p. 337) 
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The Sand Fish by Maha Gargash 

Noora The protagonist of the novel 

Lateefa A minor character and Jassem's first wife, Noora's husband 

Hessa A minor character and the mother of Rashid, Noora's first lover 

Yaqoota A minor character and a maid in Jassem's house 

Zobaida A minor character and a witch 

Shamsa A minor character and Jassem's second wife, Noora's husband 

The Cry of the Dove by Fadia Faqir 

Salma The heroine of the novel 

Salma’s 
mother 

A minor character and the heroine’s mother 

Noura A minor character and one of Salma's friends in prison 

Madam 
Lamaa 

A minor character and one of Salma's friends in prison 

Shahla A minor character and Salma's grandmother 

Sabha  A minor character and was Salma's colleague at school 

Layla A minor character and Salma's illegitimate daughter 

City of Veils by Zöe Ferraris 

Leila The protagonist of the novel, who is a filmmaker 

Katya A major character, who works as a forensic scientist 

Nuha A minor character, who is the wife of the detective inspector, 
Osama 

Faiza A minor character, who is one of Katya’s colleagues at work 

Farooha A minor character, and Leila’s close friend  

Donia A minor character, who is one of Katya’s friends since childhood 

Mona A minor character, who is the wife of Rafiq, Osama’s partner at 
work 

Raja A minor character, who was Nayir’s childhood friend 

 
 

Figure 3.2. List of female characters in the three selected novels 
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3.6 Data Analysis  

This has been mentioned previously that the researcher uses 'textual analysis' as a 

method of data interpretation. This is a quite familiar approach for analyzing 

qualitative data.  This approach assists the researcher to interpret the texts of the 

novels and to answer the research questions. Textual analysis is a common approach 

employed by many scholars in their research studies, such as Sinno (2011), Nasser 

(2014), Kashou (2013), Ma (2003), and Seng (2003). The researcher selects textual 

analysis since it helps her to analyze the texts of the novels. Nevertheless, it is to be 

noted that the findings of different researchers from the textual analysis of certain 

texts can be different according to the era and the culture of the researcher, as notes 

Belsey (2005) that,  

Any specific textual analysis is made at a particular historical moment and 
from within a specific culture. In that sense, the analysis is not exhaustive: it 
does not embrace all the possible readings, past and future. At the same 
time, it is able to be new (p. 166). 

 

The data collected from primary and secondary sources is analyzed through the 

common process of reading, marking, and dividing the texts into parts (Creswell, 

2012). This strategy of data analysis is selected since the researcher prefers to have a 

close and direct relationship with the data without relying on the computer (Creswell, 

2012). The analysis strategy assists the researcher to read the texts of the novels 

carefully and to write important notes which help her in the data analysis. To 

elaborate further upon how the strategy works, the researcher chooses the 

interactions of the major and minor characters bringing out their personalities and 

internal conflicts, characterization techniques that give the characters a particular 

mode of existence, the narrative voice that helps judge the "type" of the character in 

question and the authorial voice that sets the tone to mark the particular image a 



93 

 

character is cast in, to arrive at her judgement on the type of image of Arab women 

the novelists have cast them into. The goal of the analysis of texts is to answer the 

research questions where the researcher explains how the three novelists portray 

Arab women. Moreover, through the analysis of novels, she shows the relationship 

between the third world women theorized by Mohanty in the frame of postcolonial 

feminism, and the image of Arab women projected in the novels' texts. Mohanty 

(1984) has focused on Third World women, specifically Arab Muslim women, 

wherein she argues that the Western feminist writings portray these women as 

victims of male domination, social traditions, and Islamic teachings. She illustrates 

that the Western feminists generalize the experiences of Western women to these 

Third World women and neglect the cultural and historical differences of Arab 

women.  

 

The analysis strategy needs further elaboration of some finer points for a better 

understanding. The researcher divides the text of each novel into paragraphs, 

sentences, and words since this helps her to understand the text better. Also, she finds 

out the link among the concepts put forward by the author. The researcher has 

adopted the strategy of textual analysis proposed by McGee (2001). McGee's 

strategy to analyze the fictional text systematically can be summarized into a few 

steps, as follows:  

1. Read the text carefully. 

2. Find out the meanings of the complex vocabulary. 

3. Write a general idea of the novel. 

4. Highlight the important passages. 

5. Gather the highlighted passages that deal with the same images. 
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6. Interpret the passages to understand how the novelist portrays the characters. 

7. Write the findings and analyze them according to the chosen theoretical 

framework.  

The chapter on analysis begins with an introduction in which the titles and the 

authors of the novels are stated. Then the analysis of the texts is done one by one. In 

every paragraph there is a main sentence, a related quotation, and the analysis of the 

quotation. The perspectives of the researchers on the text and the morals of the text 

are added to deepen the analysis. At the end of the chapter there is a conclusion to 

summarize the analysis of the texts. The researcher has reviewed the draft of the 

research several times before printing it to be sure that her ideas are presented 

logically throughout the study. It is also to ensure that the findings answer the 

research questions and achieve the objectives of the study.  

 

3.7 Procedure of Analysis 

The following steps illustrate how the texts were analyzed in Chapter Four: 

1- The researcher read the texts of novels accurately. She read them for the first time 

to find the meanings of the unknown words, but on the second reading she read the 

important paragraphs several times. 

2- The researcher highlighted important excerpts. 

3- The researcher organized a table for each novel34, in which she placed highlighted 

excerpts, interpreted them, and identified images that were embodied by female 

characters in quotations.  

                                                           
34

 See Appendix-B (Table-1) 
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4- The researcher arranged another table also for each novel35, in which the 

quotations were grouped, where each group dealt with the same image so that she 

would be able to discuss each image logically, to select the examples that represent 

each image more clearly, and to avoid irregular shifts between the images presented 

in the novels.  

5- The researcher began discussing these images to show how the three novelists 

described the major and minor female characters so that they exemplified these 

images. The researcher also took into consideration other elements of narrative texts 

such as action, setting, atmosphere, and symbols. 

However, the researcher used the themes of resistance, poverty, and sexual 

persecution instead of the themes of political resistance, legal system, and the sexual 

division of labour listed by Mohanty, based on Mohanty’s (1984) discussions on the 

former themes that were found to be applicable in this study. In addition, it is based 

on the images of theoretical framework related to these three themes and found 

through analysis, specifically revolutionary, poor, domestic, and sexually oppressed. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3. Graphic representation of the research procedure 

                                                           
35

 See Appendix-B (Table-2) 
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3.8 Chapter Summary 

This chapter discussed the research method chosen to carry out the present research 

as well as the theoretical framework used in the study to interpret the texts selected 

for investigation for the representation of the image of Arab women in contemporary 

novels. The texts selected for this investigatory research are three novels by an Arab, 

an Arab diaspora, and a western writer which depict Arab women in their cultural 

settings. The chapter also discusses the procedure of data collection and analysis for 

the study. Enough light has been thrown on textual analysis as the strategy of data 

interpretation and Mohanty's theory of the “truncated” (Mohanty, 1984, p. 337) 

image of third world women in the works of Western feminist writers, as the theory 

is the primary base of interpretation in this study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE IMAGES OF ARAB WOMEN IN THE SELECTED ARAB 

NOVELS WRITTEN IN ENGLISH 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter is based on Chapter Three in following the procedures for analyzing the 

Arab women’s images in three 21st century novels: City of Veils (2010) by Western 

novelist Zoe Ferraris, The Sand Fish (2009) by Arab novelist Maha Gargash, and The 

Cry of the Dove (2007) by Arab diaspora novelist Fadia Faqir. The researcher uses 

Mohanty’s (1984) “Under Western Eyes” as theoretical framework, which is: 

“religious (read "not progressive"), family-oriented (read "traditional"), legal minors 

(read "they-are-still-not-conscious-of-their- rights"), […] domestic (read 

"backward") and sometimes revolutionary (read "their-country-is-in-a-state-of-war-

they- must-fight!"), […] sexually oppressed, […] the veiled woman, the powerful 

mother, the chaste virgin, the obedient wife” (Mohanty, 1984, p. 352), in addition to 

“poor, uneducated, […] victimized” (Mohanty, 1984, p. 337) to see how the three 

novelists portray Arab women in the texts and through the paratextual elements of 

their writings, and how Mohanty’s theory can be used as an endorsement of the 

researcher’s critique of the images of Arab women in the novels studied.  

 

In this chapter the images of the Arab women in the three novels are traced 

particularly through the seven themes where six of them are identified by Mohanty 

(1984), which are family, religion, education, resistance, poverty, and sexual 
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persecution, and one more new theme is found at work in the novels identified by the 

researcher, which is morality. 

 

The next section deals with the Arab women's representations in the three selected 

novels and in accordance with the seven themes mentioned above.  

 

4.2 Arab Women's Images in the Three Selected Novels 

Several female characters, who come from different Arab countries and belong to 

various social classes, are found in the three novels. The novels revolve around these 

characters who are portrayed as working in diverse fields. The following sections 

illustrate the Arab women’s images in the Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora 

novelists’ eyes. 

 

4.2.1 Women within the Family Structure  

This section throws light on how the Western, Arab, and Arab diaspora novelists 

portray the Arab women characters in terms of family structure theme. Mothers as 

powerful women are presented in the three novels. The discussions on motherhood 

have occupied an obvious niche in the feminist discourses (Sheriff & Weatherall, 

2009). Being a mother is often regarded as the most important role of any woman, 

and women in general seek to become a mother and often have desires to carry 

children, raise them up, spend their time caring for children, and provide them with 

support and affection (McQuillan, Greil, Shreffler, & Tichenor, 2008).  
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The powerful mother’s image has emerged through both major and minor female 

characters in the three selected novels.  In The Sand Fish, the Arab writer Gargash 

has drawn the powerful mother’s depiction through four Arab women characters, 

notably Noora, Lateefa, Hessa, and Zobaida. The mother is often aware of her child's 

needs without the child having to express these needs to her, due to the mother's 

sense that she and her child are one person, where she considers the child a part of 

herself and there are no barriers between them (Caudill, 1972). This feeling of a 

mother is a natural instinct and feminist scholars take it to be good for her as it 

provides her a sense of self-fulfillment and a feeling of an extension of her rights and 

powers in the given contexts of her life (Minton, Kagan, & Levine, 1971; Caudill, 

1972; Smith & Schooler, 1978; Golden, 1996). For instance, in her examination of 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s writings, Golden (1996) notes that Gilman addresses 

repeatedly the concept of the mother’s instinct in her writings, where she considers 

this instinct something good. In light of this, mother-child association is a natural 

instinct, even if the child is still in her womb. This mother-child relation has been 

represented through Noora, the major character in the novel. Noora is unhappy and 

becomes defensive when she feels that her co-wife, Lateefa, tries to usurp the role of 

a mother of Noora's unborn child. Her constant concerns over her unborn baby and 

her readiness to provide it an endless protection are evidences of Noora’s 

commitment to her role as a mother. Motherhood has granted Noora the power as she 

becomes protective of her baby. She not only feels power slipping from her hands as 

Lateefa expresses her desire to take care of her baby but also develops a sense of 

insecurity for her unborn child, and therefore she yells: 

A mother always knows what’s best for her child. Ommi Lateefa has never 
felt a child growing in her stomach. So she doesn’t know. It’s…it’s —” 
[…..] Noora continued despite Lateefa’s disdain. “It’s hard to explain, but 
that child is a part of me.” [….] “Part of us, too,” Lateefa said, […..] “Yes, 
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but growing in me.” Now she felt ready as a mother cat, ready to hiss and 
scratch. (Gargash, 2009, p. 229) 

 

The simile ‘ready as a mother cat, ready to hiss and scratch’ is employed by Gargash 

to demonstrate Noora’s ability to protect her baby by keeping Lateefa away from him 

at any cost just like a mother cat.  

 

The goal of motherhood is to preserve family bonding and instill cultural values in 

the family members. Being responsible, sensible and having  good judgment are the 

characteristics that mothers aspire to inculcate in their children’s behavior, in 

addition to be polite, obedient to elders, composed, neat, clean, and able to 

communicate with others (Smith & Schooler, 1978). These traits are also evident in 

Lateefa, one of the minor characters in The Sand Fish. Although Lateefa is childless, 

she behaves or acts like a mother with her co-wives. Lateefa is a matriarch who 

demands that all her family members become united and loyal to their Arab cultural 

values. She reprimands her co-wives, Noora and Shamsa, and orders them to stop 

bickering and behave properly when she advises them: “Why don’t you two act the 

way you should, like sisters?” (Gargash, 2009, p. 136). In another scene, Lateefa 

encourages Noora to help out with the household chores: “Working together, now 

that’s what makes an agreeable household. That was another thing I saw in your 

eyes: intelligence” (Gargash, 2009, p. 217). She does not spare even her husband, 

Jassem, from her matriarchal powers. He is made to feel that it is she who rules in the 

household and keeps the traditional cultural values. Lateefa, for instance, rebukes her 

husband Jassem, who is also Noora’s husband, for touching Noora's tummy since in 

Arab culture men are not allowed to touch their wives’ tummies: “What do you think 

you are doing,” she (Lateefa) scolded, “touching a pregnant woman like that? Shame 
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on you! Don’t you know you shouldn’t be prodding women’s tummies?” (Gargash, 

2009, p. 223). By educating family members to be united and committed to cultural 

values Lateefa shows that she is a powerful matriarchal figure. 

 

Minton, Kagan and Levine (1971) view that “the mother-child interaction” (p. 1873) 

depends on the mother's education where uneducated mothers interfere in their 

children's lives and their intrusive nature is more noticeable towards sons than 

daughters, while the uneducated mothers' children are mostly obedient. Arab 

mother's power and significant status in her family are mirrored through the 

children's respect for and obedience to their mother. This power is portrayed by 

Gargash through her uneducated female character Hessa, who forces her son Rashid 

to leave his beloved Noora and marry her niece instead. Although Rashid is a 

physically strong young man, he does not react to his mother’s beatings and rather 

meekly cowers down under his mother's wishes, which indicates that Hessa is a 

powerful overbearing mother and Rashid is an obedient son. Details of this quarrel 

between Hessa and Rashid were reported by the neighbors: 

“I heard the smacks of the cane clear from inside my home,” […] “And I 
couldn’t hear him raise a hand back; he just stood there and took it.” “He’s 
big and strong, but don’t forget she is his mother after all.” (Gargash, 2009, 
p. 78) 

 
Rashid’s obedience to his mother is also reflected through his reasoning to Noora 

during their last meeting: “Duty…the proper thing to do…can’t break my mother’s 

wishes” (Gargash, 2009, p. 82). Hessa's domineering behaviour towards her son 

reflects her as a powerful mother. 
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The maternal figure is further exemplified in The Cry of the Dove, where the Arab 

diaspora novelist Faqir has focused on portraying the mother’s character through her 

female protagonist Salma, in addition to other minor characters such as Noura, 

Madam Lamaa, Salma’s mother, and Hamdan’s mother. The mother's readiness to 

sacrifice her life for her children is an evidence of her strength and commitment to 

her children. This commitment is represented through Salma. Even though Salma has 

managed to create a new family in her host country, she is unable to forget her 

daughter, Layla who was abducted and sent to a home of illegitimate children when 

she was in prison in her homeland, Levant. Salma’s grit and power arise clearly 

when she decides to return home in search of her daughter, despite the possibility of 

losing her life. As a mother, Salma is determined to bring Layla to Britain to pursue 

her university education and have a better life. Salma tries to save her daughter from 

the unfair treatment experienced by her and her mother, besides other women, in her 

patriarchal society which devalues and represses women. Salma's insistence on 

facing danger for her daughter's sake is demonstrated through her dialogue with her 

Pakistani close friend, Parvin. She realizes very well that she may lose her life in an 

attempt to find her daughter, yet, as a brave mother she brushes off the danger to her 

life at the heart-felt calling of her daughter:  

`They will kill you,' said Parvin. I held her face and said, `I have to go. Look 
for her. She is calling me. She needs my help.' […..] `It my daughter, 
Parvin,' I said and pushed my hair off my face. `This is madness. What's 
wrong with you? Since you've given birth you've gone downhill. You don't 
eat. You cry all the time. You look like a tramp. [….] `I depressed. I dream 
of Layla almost every night. Something must have happened to her. 
Mother's heart know,' I said. (Faqir, 2007, p. 214) 

 

How to care for family and do household chores is the basis of mother’s role in her 

family. Successful mothers clean, cook, and take care of children all the time, and 

later train their daughters to undertake these tasks in order to be mothers (Meleen, 



103 

 

2015; Seng, 2003). Mothers perform most of the domestic chores, where they spend 

a longer time than that spent by their spouses in housework. However, some mothers 

take over all the domestic chores since their spouses do not do anything at home. In 

addition to these duties taking care of children is an extra burden normally bore by 

mothers (Jackson, 1993; Richardson, 1993; Yapp & Mail, 2016). One of the female 

characters who represent typical, dutiful Arab mothers is Salma's mother. She toils 

all day long without complaining, for the sake of her family’s comfort, where she 

looks after her children, cooks, and cleans. She also teaches her daughter Salma to do 

the household chores, “In Hima my mother used to rebuke me all the time. Salina, 

did you feed the cows? Did you clean the barn? Why didn't you milk the goats? 

Yumma, I did” (Faqir, 2007, p. 7). Salma’s mother is an unnamed woman, which 

hints at neglecting her personal interests and devoting her life to her motherhood 

only. However, being nameless also indicates that a typical Arab woman is absent 

and ignored by her society since the name is a sign of the individual's entity and 

existence. Though she is nameless and thus lacks an identity, Salma's mother works 

hard to keep her family happy. For her family's sake, she sacrifices her own 

comforts. She never thinks that her identity should be in any way connected to her 

hard work and diligence, as a sign of recognition. To her, her perseverance is her 

identity, and that is visible from Salma's eyes at least: 

 

My mother would be walking through the hills piling up kindling and long 
dry sticks, then tying them to her back. [….] Mother was kneading the 
dough with her rough, swollen fingers. `Good morning, Mother,' I said and 
kissed her forehead. She smiled and handed me her first loaf, dripping with 
honey and butter. (Faqir, 2007, p. 91-92) 

 

Another aspect of the mother’s family duties is the contribution to the family 

expenditure.  Mothers and fathers contribute together to family expenditure, but the 

mother spends more on child care while the father does not spend more on the 
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children, no matter even if his income has gone up. It is due to traditional gender 

roles, where children’s responsibility is allocated to females, while males have been 

exempted from this task (Phipps & Burton, 1998; Ward-Batts, 2008). Although the 

discussion of the mother's contribution to family expenditure refers to Western 

culture, we find this principle also in operation in Arab culture where, apart from the 

duties of taking care of the children and their home, the responsibility of earning a 

living to raise the family is also borne by the mother in the absence of the head of the 

family. This sense of responsibility is typified by the female character Noura, 

Salma's friend in The Cry of the Dove. As a divorcee, Noura shoulders the 

responsibility of taking care of her children physically and financially, and never 

asks for her ex-husband’s help, even after discovering her son’s diabetes, where she 

works throughout the night to earn a living and takes care of her son during the day. 

Noura is an example of breadwinner mothers in Arab culture. It is through her work 

at the kebab shop at night that the family is able to make the ends meet. In Noura’s 

words,  

One day Rami fell ill and I took him to hospital. He was in a coma for four 
days. I used to go to the kebab shop to wash dishes at night and then rush to 
the hospital in the morning. (Faqir, 2007, p. 136) 

 

At the same platform, a group of minor characters have exemplified the powerful 

mother’s representation in the Western author Ferraris’ City of Veils. While Ferraris 

has not drawn a specific maternal character, she adds significant features to the 

mother's image through her nine minor Arab women characters, specifically mothers 

of characters such as Katya, Leila, Nuha, Osama, Ahmad, Bashir, and Raja, as well 

as two other minor characters, Donia and Nuha.  
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The children's upbringing to adhere to religious dictates is an important aspect of the 

mother's responsibilities towards her children. This task of a mother is in line with 

Smith-Peter's (2007) opinion about mothers’ significant role in their children’s moral 

education, where she demonstrates that it is necessary that the clergy teach rural girls 

all religious books so that they become educated mothers. Consequently, these 

mothers can teach their children to love God, how to pray, and perform religious 

instructions, which may not be understood completely by their children, but they will 

recognize them with their hearts (Smith‐Peter, 2007). This religious characteristic in 

the mother’s image is illustrated through the action of Raja’s mother, who veils Raja’ 

and prevents her access to men when she matures: “At eleven, Raja’ had become a 

“woman,” and her mother had draped her in a veil and sent her off to be with her 

sisters. He (Nayir) never saw her again” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 8). Katya also feels 

spiritually contented when she prays with her mother at home, as Ferraris writes: 

“Her own spiritual comforts belonged to the back porch of the house, [….] where she 

and her mother had always done evening prayers before dinner” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 

41). Instilling the religious dictates in the children’s identities and teaching them the 

need to abide by these rules is not an easy task, which show that Raja’s mother and 

Katya’s mother are powerful mothers. Their respective powers are reflected in the 

behavior of their children who would never say ‘no’ to their mothers. These mothers 

derive their strengths from religious precepts, and since religion surrounds all the 

aspects of life in Arab societies, a sense of obedience to their mothers is naturally 

instilled in the behavior of their children, who take them to be even greater than the 

priests in many respects.   
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The Arab mother sharing the joys and sorrows of her children, even after the children 

become adults, is an evidence of her sense of responsibility towards them and her 

pride in her role as a mother. This feature of a mother’s character is portrayed in City 

of Veils through female characters such as Nuha's mother and Osama’s mother. 

Although Nuha is married, her mother is still anxious about her daughter's marital 

problems. Nuha’s mother stares angrily at Osama, her son-in-law, knowing that her 

daughter's relations were somewhat estranged with him: “Of course her mother had 

come in to bring dinner and to shoot him nasty looks, but otherwise he’d managed to 

avoid the whole family” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 87). The power of Nuha's mother over 

Nuha derives from the emotional solace she provides to her daughter. Because Nuha 

emotionally depends upon her mother, her mother possesses the power to even 

interfere in her married life. Similarly, Osama's mother displays considerable power 

over him as she makes almost every decision for him, including selecting the bridal 

gifts. Unlike Nuha's mother, the mother's sense of joy for her children's happiness 

has emerged through Osama's mother. She is very happy to share the joy of her son's 

marriage and helps him purchase bridal gifts. She feels self-satisfaction at this 

occasion as she takes it to be an accomplishment of a mother: “Osama remembered 

shopping for Nuha’s trousseau. His mother had taken him to a lingerie store, and 

they’d spent three hours in the place” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 121). This sense of self-

fulfillment of a mother reminds us of Al‐Yagon's (2010) view that a mother’s 

attachment plays an important role in the adjustment of children, where it directly 

and effectively affects the upbringing of her children since the interaction between 

the mother and her children creates individual changes in children, which leads to the 

children's emotional and social development. Thus, though Osama is an adult man 

and he has the capability to take decisions in his personal matters, yet the emotional 
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bondage between him and his mother allows him be treated as a child by his mother, 

and at the same time, under her influence he has become a sociable enough man, 

having humane concerns, despite working as a police officer, who is known to be 

quite harsh. His behaviour with Katya and other colleagues reflect this aspect of his 

personality.  

 

“Voluntarily childless women”, according to Hollander (2007, p. 120), are women 

who prefer to live without children, despite their ability to reproduce since they wish 

to enjoy better financial freedom and social position at workplace. Even though the 

Arab mother’s image as a powerful woman and proud of her motherhood is 

presented through all the Arab female characters in the three selected novels, the 

mother’s image is differently represented through one of Ferraris' female characters, 

Nuha. She feels exhausted and miserable due to her maternal responsibilities. The 

weakness and inability to assume the childcare burden seal Nuha’s decision not to 

have any more children and when she informs her husband Osama of her decision, 

Ferraris writes “She wouldn’t meet his eye, but when she pushed ahead, he saw the 

determination in her face. “I’ve decided,” she said, “that I don’t want to have any 

more children” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 156). Thus, Nuha proved to be weak as a mother 

since the strengths of a mother lies in seeking her own happiness, and that lies in 

having, caring and rearing children. She perceives children as a burden since she 

seeks economic independence working for the newspaper, and childbearing and 

caring would prevent her from achieving her goal.  

 

While the powerful mother’s image emerges through eighteen female characters in 

the three novels, only one female character represents the mother’s weakness. This 
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deliberate representation of females as powerful mothers indicates that the Arab 

female character cherishes her motherhood since she shows her strength through her 

role as a mother. This pride in motherhood is echoed in Salma's mind in The Cry of 

the Dove, who dreams of becoming reunited with her daughter, Layla. Salma states: 

Now I live in Great Britain. I have a job, a car, a husband and a large house. 
I am rich, so rich I could pay for your university education. One day you 
will see me right in front of you. I am sure that my heart would recognize 
you, would single you out even if you were among hundreds of children. 
(Faqir, 2007, p. 62) 

 

In the above extract, Faqir uses the hyperbole where the word "hundreds" adds 

emphasis to Salma's conviction that she will be able to identify among many faces 

her daughter, although Salma has never seen her daughter who, as we have already 

mentioned, has been kidnapped right after birth. 

 

The Arab female characters’ role in their families is not limited to the powerful 

mother’s role; the obedient wife is another role that is explicitly played by the female 

characters in the three selected novels. The traditional setting is a broad area in which 

the Arab female characters are exposed to various kinds of subjugation, and one of 

the prominent images representing the submissiveness of tradition-bound female 

characters is the image of obedient wife, where the characters are portrayed as being 

subjected to male domination, particularly the domination of their husbands. This 

image of obedient wife’s attitude, portrayed by some female characters, is in stark 

contrast to the powerful mother’s stance since their depiction as wives reflects their 

weakness.     
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Drawing on woman's position in the family, Daybell (2010) demonstrates that the 

family relations create an obedient woman since the women are urged by these 

relations to adopt the customs and language of submission and to strengthen their 

“familial loyalty” (p. 49) through which they prefer the family interests over their 

personal ones. 

 

Eleven Arab female characters are portrayed as obedient wives in the three selected 

novels. In Gargash’s novel, The Sand Fish, the obedient wife’s image is mainly 

exemplified through its protagonist Noora, as well as other female characters such as 

Lateefa, Shamsa, and Moza. Having children is a fundamental aspect of the wife’s 

duties and her value depends mostly on her ability to reproduce. This issue is 

reflected in Zuo's (2009) discussion about the women’s changing situation in a 

patriarchal family, where they are exposed to their husbands' hostility at the 

beginning of their married life, but their status improves later through procreation as 

their spouses appreciate their role in preserving the family lineage. However, while 

reproduction reduces the male domination in the patriarchal family, it grants women 

the power to become “the next generation of patriarchs, as were their husbands” 

(Zuo, 2009, p. 555), where motherhood awards them the chance of imposing their 

control over family. This form of wife's subordination is amply epitomized by Noora, 

who suffers from humiliation in her husband's house for her failure to bear children. 

Subsequently, surrendering to constant marital intercourse is the way, which Noora 

has undergone to get a child or else she would be dismissed from the house by her 

husband, Jassem. Gargash recounts how Noora behaves as an obedient wife and 

readily subjects herself to marital intercourse, though at heart she is unwilling to do 



110 

 

so and feels repulsive to it, but since she needs a child for her survival in the house, 

she submissively waits for her husband, Jassem, at night: 

That night Noora waited for the familiar footsteps, those sliding toes with a 
duty that would carry Jassem to her room. She wished the baby would come 
soon. Only then would he give her less attention. Her back caved and her 
legs wilted over the side of the bed as she waited for his arrival. (Gargash, 
2009, p. 122) 

 

In the above passage, the word “duty” refers to the lack of any emotional feeling 

between Noora and Jassem, where she is compelled to perform her wifely duty in 

order to give Jassem children. Noora’s lack of passion and Jassem’s relentless 

attempts to win a child widen the gap between the couple. In addition, the phrase 

“her back caved and her legs wilted” symbolizes Noora's sense of humiliation since 

her worth as a wife and a woman relies heavily on her ability to produce Jassem’s 

offspring. Yet Noora does not oppose her husband's authoritarian thinking and 

succumbs to his patriarchal domination. 

 

Noora’s submissiveness in her relationship with her husband reminds us of Ryan’s 

(1995) critique of ‘marital rape,’ according to which Noora is actually raped every 

night. The American legal elite and radical feminists constantly attacked ‘marital 

rape exemption’ which gives husbands the right to have sex with their wives against 

their will. Ryan (1995) argues that legal words, such as “rape,” “marriage,” and 

“husband” (p. 941) validate husband’s identity in marriage, but a change in their 

meaning (like, ‘rape’ is not just forced sex by an unknown person; it is forced sex 

between married couples as well) can bring legal reforms denouncing ‘sex right’ of 

the husband, thus changing human behaviour, especially of the husband.  Noora’s 

situation refers to the class and gender issue where for being a woman and from a 

lower social class, she is doubly persecuted by her patriarchal family. However, 
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Noora gains the family's respect once she becomes pregnant, which shows the irony 

of a traditional patriarchal family where Jassem’s male heir is the result of his wife’s 

relationship with his worker, Hamad. Unlike Noora, who was able to get rid of her 

ordeal, Jassem’s second wife, Shamsa suffers from Jassem’s hostility as she has not 

succeeded in bearing a child, although Jassem is the reason for her failure since he is 

infertile.  

 

Verbal abuse is defined by Lane (2003) “as critical or insulting behavior” (p. 107). 

Stets (1990) studies the connection between the physical and verbal violence faced 

by wives, where she elucidates that while verbal aggression does not always lead to 

physical aggression, it must occur before physical aggression.  Notwithstanding, for 

women verbal and slight physical abuse carry a similar meaning or can be described 

as in the same context since they cause the same impact (Stets, 1990). Tolerating 

verbal violence is a form of wife’s subordination to male domination. She inherits 

this submissiveness from her culture the values of which are grounded in the 

supposed superiority of physical force, and thus which grants males superiority since 

they are physically strong, and females inferiority on the grounds of their perceived 

weakness. In view of this, the man becomes the dominant and the woman 

submissive. In addition to the criticism of the genders' positions caused by physical 

differences, the feminists have discussed the issue of universal women subservience 

and defined sex as the biological differences between males and females (Lorber & 

Farrell, 1991; Worthman, 1995). These differences are used by the anthropologists as 

a basis to compare the cultures of different societies; however they have 

demonstrated that the social traditions significantly affect the appearance of 

differences between men and women (De Beauvoir, 1978; Connell, 2002; Manan, 
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2011; Worthman, 1995). Lateefa typifies aptly the weak wife’s character. In spite of 

Jassem’s, her husband, intervention in household affairs, which are among her 

responsibilities as a wife, Lateefa bears his mockery during their shopping out of fear 

since power is ascribed to males. Being aware of family needs Lateefa asks Jassem to 

buy special foods, but he rejects her suggestions and imposes his wishes. As an 

obedient wife Lateefa meekly agrees to whatever her husband says, without any 

arguments; she rather loses her voice and ‘stutters,’ ‘sighs’ and ‘whispers’ to herself 

instead of putting forth her point forcefully against the verbal violence of her 

husband:  

When he did not respond, she added, “Some special foods, too.” Jassem 
stopped and looked back at her. “You know what I mean, husband, like 
pomegranates and bananas.” […..] Jassem waved his hand impatiently. 

“What do you want pomegranates for, woman?” Lateefa stuttered. 

“Well, you know, for you and your new wife—as a treat.” “A treat? No, 
no, no, no. [….] “Bananas then?” “No bananas.[….] “I think it is mangoes 
we should get. [….] Only Noora heard Lateefa sigh and whisper, “But it’s 

not the season for mangoes”. (Gargash, 2009, p. 102-103 emphasis mine) 

 

In this extract, Gargash alludes to the impact of gendered physical differences on the 

marital relationship in Arab society, where Lateefa’s subordination is compared to 

Jassem’s dominance. The words “stuttered,” “sigh and whisper” suggest Lateefa’s 

weakness and submission, while Jassem's waving of his hand is not only a sign of 

mocking her talk but also a symbol of his physical power, especially the word 

"impatiently" which hints at the threat of using his power, as well as calling her 

“woman” is another affront where he refers to her inferiority for being a woman. 

Even though Lateefa has felt humiliated, she has not expressed any objection to her 

husband's degrading treatment. Gargash indicates through this scene to power 

relations between genders in the family environment in order to reveal the wife’s 

subordination to her husband's authority. Lateefa's behaviour with Jassem in this 
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scene contrasts with her attitude toward him on another occasion, which was 

discussed earlier, when she is portrayed as a strong matriarchal figure. However, 

Lateefa's image as a submissive wife to her husband in many incidents indicates her 

weakness in front of her husband's control, but Lateefa sometimes tries to draw some 

strength by adhering to traditions that impose its hegemony on both genders in Arab 

society.   

 

Although only three female characters exemplify the obedient wife’s depiction in 

The Cry of the Dove, Faqir has presented a clear image of the Arab women 

character's subjection to the husband through Salma, as well as the two female 

characters Madam Lamaa and Salma’s mother. In a patriarchal family, while men are 

awarded a superior status, women are placed in an inferior position due to their 

female gender (Mohanty, 1984).On the contrary, Daybell (2010) observes that the 

social position may grant women a considerable authority within their families and in 

the political arena thus creates respect for women’s power. However, the wife’s 

obedience to her husband by following his orders unquestionably, even if they are 

against her wishes, is a way adopted by the female characters to cope with the male 

repressive practices in their families. Salma's mother typifies this submissive pose, 

where Faqir portrays her as a helpless wife. Her fear of being killed for disobeying 

both her husband and son's orders obliges her to give up her right to visit her 

daughter, Salma, who is in prison.  By cutting her ties with her daughter, Salma's 

mother emphasizes her acquiescence to her husband's will and his hold over her. 

Faqir expresses through Salma’s mother and Haj Ibrahim the domestic power 

hierarchy as well as patriarchal concept in an Arab family. Clearly, the domestic 

power relations have made her an extremely submissive wife, unable to defy the 
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wishes of male members in the family, or to exercise her will to visit anyone she 

desires to, even if it is her own daughter, as she reports to her daughter Salma in a 

letter: “I cannot visit you because your father haj Ibrahim and your brother Mahmoud 

forbade me to come. They said they would shoot me too” (Faqir, 2007, p. 40). She 

accepts the verdicts of not only her husband, as an obedient wife, but also of her son, 

without further arguments. The obedience's tone is clear in the wife's statement: 

"forbade me" and "shoot me," which suggests the wife’s complete surrender versus 

the husband’s absolute authority to control her behavior and fate. This depiction of 

the characteristic of females reveals Arab woman's miserable status in her patriarchal 

family. 

 

Traditional patriarchal society subdues women in yet another way, that is, by forcing 

women to believe that serving their spouses and performing domestic tasks under all 

circumstances is their sacred duty. This duty is made to look so natural to women 

that their work at home is not even valued as work and they are treated as subdued 

slaves. This is echoed by Simons, Johnson, Beaman and Conger (1993), who argued 

that women who encounter tough upbringing in their childhood tend to experience 

abuse at the hands of their husbands. These women adhere to the traditional belief 

since their childhood, that women are made for discriminatory and gendered roles, 

that the house with all of its chores is the only suitable venue for women, that women 

should run the house - cleaning, cooking and bringing up children - giving up 

management of the country in favour of men so that they provide money for the 

family, and thus, these women subject themselves to the domination of their 

husbands (Simons et al., 1993), Madam Lamaa serves to demonstrate this form of 

wife's subservience. Diligence in performing domestic chores perfectly is the path 
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adopted by Madam Lamaa regularly throughout her married life. As a humble, docile 

wife, she believes that rearing children, cleaning, cooking and making a comfortable 

bed for her husband at night was her duty, and an essential one to keep her husband 

pleased, though in return she received only maltreatment at his hands, as Madam 

Lamaa herself expresses: “I gave birth to five sons, kept his house clean and cooked 

him a fresh meal every day. Whenever he turned round in bed I opened my very 

heart for him. All of this was not enough” (Faqir, 2007, p. 124). In this extract the 

words “every day” and “whenever” refer to Madam Lamaa’s readiness to serve her 

husband constantly like a slave, however she is not appreciated by her husband. 

Instead, she suffers from his emotional abuse and thus she loses her self-worth, 

which is reflected particularly through her expression "his house" which shows that 

she feels that her husband is the sole owner of the house and she is just a maid. 

Madam Lamaa’s words signify her submission to her husband and the male control 

over the female's individual identity. Through Madam Lamaa, the writer criticizes 

Arab Muslim men’s hypocrisy, where they oppress women while Islamic principles 

call for gender equality and women’s good treatment.  

 

Faqir gives to the Arab women, who are often suppressed by their families, a little 

voice to criticize the patriarchal ideology which persecutes them. This criticism is 

reflected through the articulations of Madam Lamaa and Salma’s mother, who reveal 

their painful experiences in their families. Their articulations give the reader an 

opportunity to recognize the Arab women’s oppressed situation in their families and 

thus to sympathize with these women. 
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The obedient wife’s representation is also exemplified in Ferraris’ City of Veils. 

Through four Arab female characters, momentous aspects of the obedient wife’s 

character are demonstrated by Ferraris. These female characters are Nuha, Mona, 

Abdulrahman’s wife, and Katya’s mother. The intervention in the wife's personal 

affairs such as clothing styles, wearing makeup, and going out of home is among the 

forms of restriction and subjugation of the female character that are presented by 

Ferraris. The wife’s inability to make decisions on her own demonstrates a lack of 

personal freedom for her, as well as a lack of her control over her identity, that is, as 

if the wife is a part of her husband’s identity or his personal property. Tague (2001) 

writes that "mercenary marriage" is a common issue addressed by many eighteenth 

century writers, who criticized through their writings the deterioration of marriage to 

a mere "business contract" that aims to increase the wealth while it was previously an 

honorable relationship. Parents neglecting the principle of choosing suitable 

husbands for their daughters and adopting the principles of buying and selling 

women by the two parties during the marriage process led to abandonment of the 

desire to marry by unmarried women while married women regretted their marriage 

decision (Tague, 2001). Like Salma’s mother in The Cry of the Dove, who obeys her 

husband's orders, Mona, one of the minor female characters in City of Veils also 

represents this form of wife's meekness. For instance, Salma’s mother accepts her 

husband's control over her relations with others, while Mona consents her husband's 

interference in her private affairs by following specific rules laid by him. As a dutiful 

and subservient wife, Mona obediently agrees to follow her husband’s instructions as 

to how she should appear before different kinds of his friends, whether she should 

wear makeup or not and when she can and cannot go to her classes, as notes Ferraris 

(2010): 
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He wanted Mona to wear an abaaya and hijab around certain friends but 
casual pants and no headscarf around others. […] He gave her rules for 
wearing makeup […]. She was allowed to take classes […] and she was not 
allowed to go to a class if he was home, because he might need her for 
something. (p. 94) 

 

In the above excerpt, the phrases “abaaya and hijab”, “pants and no headscarf” show 

two styles of dress that are completely contradictory, which reflect the husband's 

control over Mona's identity, where he treats her as a doll that wears as he likes. In 

addition, the expressions “gave her rules”, “allowed”, “not allowed”, “might need her 

for something” indicate that Mona lacks her freedom to make personal decisions. 

Through Mona’s status, Ferraris criticizes a common concept in the male societies, 

which considers a wife as part of her husband's property. Reducing the wife's value 

to just an object within her husband's property suggests that the woman in these 

societies is not seen as a human being with an independent identity, rather as a 

subordinate who does not have the right to choose or express her views. 

Consequently, Mona is the victim of her husband’s male authority. Through the 

obedient wife’s representation, Ferraris, as a Western novelist, shows that Arab 

women have a lower status than men owing to traditions that allow men to interfere 

in their wives’ personal affairs. 

 

The wife’s image as an object that can be owned by the husband is further revealed 

through Sager's words in The Sand Fish when he asks Noora, his sister, to submit to 

her husband, Jassem, since she has become “his”, which refers to the woman's 

inferior status: “You are his now,” Sager whispered. “I can’t help you. Nor can 

anyone else. So…” He paused. “Stay safe” (Gargash, 2009, p. 92). However, as 

Ferraris and Faqir, Gargash has given a voice for the male characters to control 

women’s lives, where Gargash shows that it was not just husband’s power but 
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brother’s power as well on woman. For instance, in this excerpt, Sager makes the 

decisions for Noora’s future, who succumbs ultimately to his decision to marry an 

elderly unfamiliar man. Thus, the character of Noora brings out the fact to the reader 

that women in Arab societies hold a lower rank than their male counterparts, as 

Noora does not have the authority to make decisions while Sager has the power to 

decide for her.   

 

Marital intercourse is another important aspect of the wife's duties which are 

imposed by her culture and religion. It is argued that sexuality is important in the 

marital relationship, where if the married couple is aware of the sexuality's influence 

on the marital relationship and if they express love, intimacy, and adherence through 

the marital intercourse, the couple will get their sexual and non-sexual satisfaction 

(Call, Sprecher & Schwartz, 1995; Regan, 2003). Noora and Nuha in The Sand Fish 

and City of Veils, respectively, subject themselves to marital sexual relations despite 

their unwillingness. However, the goals of these two female characters are different; 

while Noora aims to get rid of humiliation and threat of expulsion by getting a child, 

Nuha aspires to preserve her marital relationship, no matter how much she is 

occupied with her job, by winning her husband's satisfaction. Although Nuha is a 

working woman and aspires to be independent in her work, yet in order to preserve 

her marital relationship she abjectly surrenders herself to her husband’s sexual 

desires, despite the fact that at times she does not desire it as she may be occupied 

with domestic chores and office work, where she often worked late night, as writes 

Ferraris (2010): “She (Nuha) must have woken up in the middle of the night to finish 

an article. She worked in the kitchen at night, because her office was just off the 

bedroom, and sometimes the sound of her typing woke him” (p. 71). Although she is 
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exhausted and has a deadline for submitting an article to the newspaper for which she 

works, Nuha complies with Osama’s sexual desire and is forced to get up at midnight 

to finish her work. Nuha, compelled to commit to the tradition of being an obedient 

wife, thus, succumbs to her husband's sexual desire while she forsakes herself and 

her work. Nuha’s obedience to her husband’s orders mirrors the wives' subordination 

to the male domination.  

 

The above discussed examples reveal that the Arab wife is obedient to the patriarchal 

authority, where in the three novels the female characters are subordinated to male 

characters. However, the wife's representation emerges in a different way through 

Leila’s character, City of Veils’ heroine, who appears as a rebellious wife. This 

representation emerges in Shakespeare’s works, which have repeatedly portrayed the 

wives' rebellion against their husbands so as to emphasize the gender equality. 

Shakespeare's female characters express their rejection to be inferior to their 

husbands and their determination to obtain their liberty from their spouses' 

domination (Clibborn, 1857; Parten, 1984). Leila is portrayed as a defiant wife to 

whom her husband is not the controlling authority and his home is not her ultimate 

refuge; she seeks freedom for herself; she refused to perform household duties as a 

wife is supposed to perform, and she even disobeys her husband to comply to his 

sexual desires, as is revealed through Osama's interrogation with her husband Bashir 

about the killing of Leila: “Let me guess, she didn’t do any housework,” Osama said, 

nodding conspiratorially. “Of course not!” […] And after the first few nights, she 

stopped everything, if you know what I mean. She said she just didn’t feel like it” 

(Ferraris, 2010, p. 118). While she refuses to perform the household and sexual 

duties, Leila seeks desperately for her freedom and self-realization. Her rebellion 
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against the male control explains her endless conflicts with Bashir, but she ends them 

by seeking divorce from him. 

 

The Arab women's success as wives by following specific rules is an important 

aspect faced by the female characters in a patriarchal traditional society. These 

traditional restrictions reinforce the feelings of weakness and inferiority in Arab 

woman’s identity for being a female; therefore, she succumbs completely to her 

husband's control. The wife's obedience or subjugation is sarcastically expressed by 

the narrator through describing Noora's condition, in The Sand Fish, while waiting 

for her husband's arrival: “She kept her head down, waiting for him to raise it. 

Wasn’t that the way a wife should be? Patient, subservient, just as Gulsom and 

Sakina had explained” (Gargash, 2009, p. 122). Noora's downcast head is an 

evidence of her submissiveness to her husband. In addition, the matchmakers’ 

teaching Noora to be obedient to her husband indicates that husbands are accorded a 

higher and more respectable status than their wives in Arab patriarchal families, and 

thus the idea of implied obedience further strengthens the domination of males over 

females.    

 

Arab women characters adhere often to their traditions since these traditions are part 

of their culture and an essential component of their identities, where they control 

several aspects of the female characters' lives such as marriage, clothes, behavior and 

morals. It is argued that traditions occupy important position in the lives of the Arab 

societies' individuals since they are brought up in those traditions, and therefore, 

these traditions form the basis of their psychological make-up, to the extent that even 

the individual’s status is determined by his/her degree of commitment to traditions. 



121 

 

In short, traditions identify the individual's identity; help to distinguish the place 

which the individual belongs to, and make the individual feels the importance of 

belonging to the homeland (Karaja, 2015; Atiyah, 2014). 

 

In the three selected novels, major and minor Arab female characters have typified 

the traditional women’s representations. Noora, Lateefa, Shamsa, Hessa, and Aisha 

are the women characters which the Arab writer Gargash has represented through 

them the traditional woman’s image in her novel The Sand Fish. The female 

character's embrace of traditions emerges through her compliance with a behavior 

that shows tenderness and modesty to become a socially acceptable woman and a 

good wife in the future. It is noted that traditions imposed by society on females 

restrict these females’ freedom and rational critical thinking, and control their 

relationship with males, thus females become slaves to males due to social traditions 

(Dqori, 2015; Hamdaoui, 2000). To introduce the readers to the factors which form 

the Arab woman’s cultural identity, Gargash focuses on the novel’s opening scene on 

the traditions that must be maintained by Arab women through Noora. Following the 

traditional notion of a woman to be tender and modest, and reminded of her mother’s 

as well as the matchmaker’s instructions on the same lines, Noora prepares herself 

for her conjugal life, as Gargash (2009) describes the situation: “Noora had found her 

mother’s list of advice fascinating, and for a while, she had put her heart into her 

walk and her voice, preparing for her future matrimonial life” (p. 21). Noora is 

depicted as a thoroughly tradition-bound woman, so faithful to the idea of tenderness 

and modesty being the essential qualities of a woman to be a good wife that her 

matchmakers feel proud and blissful to instruct her in the art of modesty: “The sisters 

(matchmakers) inhaled the blissful air of success before unraveling a list of 
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instructions designed to ensure a happy husband” (Gargash, 2009, p.12). The 

expressions “list of advice” and “unraveling a list of instructions” suggest that Arab 

society imposes many traditional beliefs on women to achieve men's happiness. But 

Noora’s action, that is, putting her heart in her voice and walk, refers to women's 

conviction to abide by these restrictions. She walks slowly, speaks but little, does not 

laugh out loud, just smiles and averts her gaze looking only to the ground shyly. 

Added to all this, she displays deep interest in cleanliness and perfuming her body as 

well as clothes and nicely doing up her hair – just to please her husband. Noora’s 

status shows that traditions suppress the women character and subject her to male 

authority. Noora applies these rules in order to be accepted in her patriarchal family 

and society which assumes that a woman’s behaviour should conform to the wishes 

of her man in the family, as if a woman’s existence is justified by merely serving and 

pleasing man.  

 

In The Cry of the Dove, the Arab diaspora novelist Faqir delineates the image of the 

traditional woman through Salma, Salma’s mother, and Shahla. Avoiding the 

illegitimate relations and mixing with male strangers are among the traditional rules 

to which Arab female character is committed in order to maintain her honor and 

reputation otherwise she will be murdered by her family. Salma exemplifies this 

aspect of the traditional woman's image. Salma attempts to adhere to the honour code 

in her village, though she knows that it granted her father or brother the right to kill 

her if she violated the honour code. In her own words, 

The cool dusk air was whirling in my wide pantaloons, reminding me of the 
code of honour in our village. No. `Have you gone mad? Do not be 
impulsive!' I could hear my mother shout in my ears. No. `They will shoot 
you between the eyes' Yes. No. No. No. I pushed him (Hamdan) away. 

(Faqir, 2007, p. 19) 
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She does not have the courage to defy the set traditional rules:  

I looked behind my back to see if I was being watched. If my brother 
Mahmoud sees me talking to strange men he will tie each leg to a different 
horse and then get them to run in different directions. (Faqir, 2007, p. 20) 

 

Or, rather, since she is born and brought up in the traditional set up, she accepts the 

hegemonizing spirit of the tradition and finds faults with herself, instead of realizing 

that she as a woman is oppressed by those rules: “My face was black as if covered 

with soot, my hands were black and I had smeared the foreheads of my family with 

tar” (Faqir, 2007, p. 7). 

 

These extracts, particularly the expressions “Have you gone mad?”, “I had smeared 

the foreheads of my family with tar”, and “I looked behind my back”, show Salma's 

attempt to abide by Honour Code for fear of family persecution. Salma forbids the 

village male character Hamdan from touching her. However she surrenders later to 

an illicit relationship with him, as well as she mixes with strange men in Britain. Her 

lack of commitment to honour code makes her blame herself constantly where she 

feels that she deserves punishment, humiliation and contempt for violating the 

traditions. Salma’s conflict of identity stands for the conflict that faced by Arab 

women when they do not adhere to traditions. This female character’s representation 

reflects also one of the critical issues in the Arab societies, which is the woman's 

involvement in an illicit relationship where her family will punish her for her 

behaviour. Honor killings in Arab countries have been examined by Odeh (2010), 

who calls for an end to this cruelty by abolishing all Arab laws that permit those 

crimes. Concurrently, the Arab diaspora novelist Faqir indicates, through the 

characters of Salma and Hamdan, an important issue that the religion prevents the 

genders equally from setting up illicit relations, “The woman and the man guilty of 
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adultery or fornication, flog each of them with a hundred stripes” (Qura'n 24:2), 

however the traditions consider the woman's violation for these borders a crime 

outweigh the man’s crime, so Salma is sentenced to death, while Hamdan does not 

receive a similar punishment. This injustice is brought to light by previous studies 

which discuss that the Honor Code, in Arab societies, is based on the inherited 

traditions and customs that discriminate between the sexes, therefore the adulteress is 

punished with death while the adulterer faces a minor penalty (Al-Wahsh, 2009; 

Aochi, n. d.; Dqori, 2015; Odeh, 2010). Even if a woman is fortunate enough to stay 

alive after her illicit relationship comes to light, her reputation is damaged beyond 

repair, depriving her of marriage for life, whereas a man’s reputation remains intact, 

so, even if his past is full of tell-tale stories of illicit relationships, he receives 

numerous offers of marriage (Dqori, 2015).    

 

Though Western writer Ferraris’ City of Veils portrays traditional woman only 

through two female characters Leila and Katya, their commitment to tradition is a 

noteworthy representation of Arab women characters’ commitment to traditions in 

life. The consent to an arranged marriage, specifically the endogamy, is an adherence 

form to traditions adopted by the female characters. This commitment has been 

illustrated through Leila. Even though she never knows him, Leila marries her cousin 

Bashir in response to her mother's desire which leads to her divorce for lack of 

compatibility between them. Leila’s brother Abdulrahman’s account of her marriage 

reveals that Leila was bound to traditions as she unquestioningly accepts her 

marriage with her cousin Bashir, arranged by their mother: 

That marriage was a bad decision from the start.” […] “It was arranged. He 
was a cousin of ours. She didn’t know him at all. Once she realized what he 
was really like, she divorced him. It was my mother’s fault. (Ferraris, 2010, 
p. 56) 
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Leila agrees to an arranged marriage only to evade familial persecution. According to 

this rule, the girls are forced into marriage by their parents and therefore the girls’ 

feelings have not been sought. Arranged marriage is an important part of the 

patriarchal family's repressive structure which has subjugated women for several 

generations (Abu‐Lughod, 1990; Wilson, 1978). Due to their sense of duty towards 

their families and society in general, females agree to the arranged marriages, which 

indicates the females’ loyalty to their families and society as well as repression of 

their own individualism (Bradley, 1983; Zaidi & Shuraydi, 2002). Leila’s personality 

is indicative of the fact that patriarchal family system induces a sense of inferiority, 

rather weakness, in their psyche and therefore these characters have to follow the 

authoritarian family traditions to evade oppression at the hands of their family 

members.  

 

Adhering to the family affiliation is among the traditional values which the Arab 

female characters cherish. This loyalty to family is epitomized by the two women 

characters Salma and Noora, in The Cry of the Dove and The Sand Fish respectively. 

Despite being persecuted, ignored and neglected by their families, Salma and Noora 

are emotionally attached to their families, as noted by Faqir and Gargash: “In the 

station, where passengers, families and friends were waiting, I (Salma) felt at home. 

The post box in the far corner was the beginning of a thread connecting me to my 

loved ones overseas” (Faqir, 2007, p. 108). As an extremely traditional and therefore 

family-oriented woman, ardently longing to meet her family members, Noora gets 

emotional seeing them: “She (Noora) squinted hard and pretended she could see 

them, imagined their jagged outline. Where was her father? Was he alive? And her 

brothers—were they managing without her?” (Gargash, 2009, p. 130). 
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The quotations reflect Salma and Noora's adherence to their family affiliation, where 

Salma feels that the station's crowdedness provides her a sense of reassurance as if 

she is among her family, as well as for her ‘the post box’ is the link between her and 

her family where she constantly sends untitled letters to her family. Noora also 

imagines the mountains where her family lives and she is worried about the 

conditions and concerns of her family members. The attachment displayed by Salma 

and Noora towards their families indicates that Arab female characters prefer to 

choose a collective identity over their individual identities. Their (Salma’s and 

Noora’s) attitude reminds us of what has been observed about Arab woman so far, 

that is, she feels proud to be a part of her family and society, and so, she concerns 

herself with the troubles of that family and that society (Al-Damiatti, 2011; Khleifi, 

2004). 

 

The traditional woman's image emerges clearly in the three novels through ten 

female characters. The Arab women characters' adherence to their traditions is 

mirrored through Lateefa's attitude, in The Sand Fish, who stresses upon the 

necessity for commitment to traditions. Lateefa states: 

There are customs we have to follow. […] What, you have suddenly 
decided to make up your own rules now? […] we have our ways. Even our 
goats know where they can run and where they can walk. Even our goats 
understand the rules. (Gargash, 2009, p. 224) 

 

In the passage above, Lateefa emphasizes the importance of commitment to 

traditions to the extent of showing how these traditions are pertinent to their lives 

including their domestic animals that have to adhere to their traditions. 
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As mentioned before, owing to their fear of their patriarchal families’ and social 

persecution, the women characters uphold traditions. This fear is reflected through 

the words of Noora when she illustrates that the reason for her refusal to escape with 

her lover Hamad is her fear of hitting her head like a sand fish, which the novel's title 

reflects aptly, where its head smashed into a rock when it attempted to escape, which 

indicates Noora’s fear of the society's oppression in case of violating the traditions, 

““You are like a…a…” “Sand fish,” she (Noora) mumbled. He (Hamad) did not hear 

her. “Why are you doing this? Why don’t you want to come with me?” “Because I 

don’t want to bash my head”” (Gargash, 2009, p. 208). Since Noora has spoken in a 

low voice, Hamad does not hear her and thus speaks instead of her, which again 

indicates that the Arab female character is silenced by Faqir, as in Western feminist 

discourse, to reveal the female character’s weakness and negativity in front of her 

patriarchal society. With this extract the novelist criticizes Arab women who, 

although attempt to violate traditions, have to relinquish their attempts due to their 

vulnerability. This scene shows that patriarchal societies restrict the women 

characters to traditions to subjugate them to male domination. Noora's dreams 

indicate her obligation to traditions which are symbolized by the algae that wrap 

around her, “Those dreams, so many of them, wrapped themselves around her like 

sticky ocean weeds” (Gargash, 2009, p. 195). Though the stickiness of ‘ocean weeds’ 

made her feel uncomfortable, she had to live with them. Traditional family set-up 

would not allow fulfillment of dreams, and since she dares not challenge traditions, 

she has to lead a life with suppressed dreams. The novelists’ use of irony and 

paradox emerge through their representation of traditional women characters, who, 

though they are oppressed by patriarchal forces, reinforce the same forces by their 

commitment to traditions which enforce male domination and subjugation of women. 
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It is concurred that the women themselves cause their subjugation in patriarchal 

societies by supporting male advantages and confining their own independence, 

where the woman has a key role in establishing and inheriting the traditions in these 

societies since she either conveys the authoritarian concepts accurately without 

thinking of or reviewing them or she transfers these values since the authoritarian 

concepts are entrenched in her thinking and behaviour (Dqori, 2015; Mohamad, 

1994). 

 

The Arab women’s images that have been discussed above refer to these women’s 

experience under the family and the social system in general, where Arab women 

suffer from the persecution of their families and societies though, if they treat the 

sexes equally, these women's situation may become much better than it is. In the 

following section, the Arab women's experience in the light of the religious order is 

dealt with as it has been represented in the three novels selected for this study. 

 

4.2.2 Women and Religious Beliefs 

This part of the study discusses two images of Arab women with regard to the theme 

of religion, which are religious and veiled. At the outset, it is important to highlight 

that in Arab societies, the religious texts are interpreted from a patriarchal 

perspective, which is totally biased against woman (Ismail, 2011). Nevertheless, 

Arab women accept the duties and rights assigned to them to avoid male persecution, 

specifically that of male clerics, in case of criticizing the patriarchal interpretation. 

This issue is well taken up by Ismail (2011) who illustrates that most of Islamic 

studies which are based on patriarchal thinking in dealing with the woman's status in 

Islam support the privileges granted to men while emphasizing the women's 
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inferiority and incompetence. As a result, the female scholars' views in Islamic issues 

have been ignored by the Muslim societies (Ismail, 2011). The clerics’ interpretation 

of Quran and Hadith serves their male interests, while oppresses the women’s 

identities (Ismail, 2011). 

 

Through the three novels studied, a group of major and minor Arab women 

characters represent the image of religious woman. In City of Veils, the Western 

novelist Ferraris sketches the religious woman’s image through the two women 

characters: Katya and Donia. To avoid being alone with an unrelated man, that is, in 

seclusion and away from other people, is a form of adherence to religious dictates 

that Arab women characters are shown to follow. The woman's seclusion with a man, 

who is neither her husband nor a mahram36, is prohibited in Islam even if it is for 

education or treatment since it could lead to fornication (Al-Sada, 2013; Taha, 2010). 

This strict faith of women is exemplified through the main female character Katya in 

City of Veils. Due to the religious precepts that prevent her from going alone to the 

man’s apartment who had a business relation with the victim Leila, Katya asks Nayir, 

a male character who is a desert guide and her friend, to accompany her, “Would you 

come with me to this man’s apartment?” she asked” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 67). Thus, 

Katya displays full religiosity and adherence to religious dictates that forbade a 

woman to be in seclusion with an unrelated man. Katya's decision indicates that the 

beliefs of men’s authority over women and her religious and intellectual deficits are 

entrenched in the Arab female character's identity and thinking. This takes us to 

Ismail’s (2011) view who argues that the clerics have granted men the right to 

control women intellectually for specific reasons. First, they believe that women 

                                                           
36Mahram: an unmarriageable relative, namely, a father, brother, and son. 
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have a general lack of awareness. Second, men have to control women in religious 

matters. Finally, Arab men think that women are even unable to rely on themselves 

(Ismail, 2011). 

 

The excessive display of beauty, called in Arabic ‘tabarruj’, is one of the forbidden 

issues in Islam for women. Tabarruj specifically refers to women's display of their 

beauty to men through the use of colourful dresses, cosmetics, and perfumes. It is 

discussed that Muslim women are banned from displaying themselves by showing 

their adornment, beauty, and charm to men, just as women did in pre-Islamic period 

(Al-Aqil, 2008; Ali, 2006), as God said “and not display their beauty except to their 

husbands” (24:31), as well as “make not a dazzling display, like that of the former 

Times of Ignorance” (33:33). Consequently, by refraining from displaying their 

beauty, Arab female characters demonstrate their commitment to the religious rules. 

Through her minor female character Donia, Ferraris presents this aspect of the 

religious woman’s image. Since Donia was religious, she is displeased to see the 

cosmetic set on Katya’s table, and it did not go unnoticed by Katya as well: “Donia 

was looking at the makeup case lying open on the vanity table. Katya could see the 

disapproval in her eyes” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 65). The incident clearly shows that 

Donia is depicted as a highly religious woman; following religious dictates in letter 

and spirit Donia’s strong adherence to faith foreshadows the religious control on the 

individual identities of Arab women characters and the complete obedience of these 

characters to their religion's instructions. Through Donia's behavior towards Katya, 

the novelist points out that woman is not only oppressed by the man but is also 

policed by another woman. 
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The Arab women characters' image as women concerned with Islamic principles is 

reflected through the female character’s adoption of the religious rules, specifically 

the prohibition of stealing. In this regard, it is documented that Islam glorifies the 

individual property’s sanctity and protects it by the legislation, where Quranic verses 

and hadiths confirm that a Muslim should not take other people's belongings 

wrongfully, otherwise this sin is unforgivable, even in the face of numerous good 

deeds performed by the Muslim afterwards (Al- Shiddy, 2007; Zamel, 2014), “As to 

the thief, Male or female, cut off his or her hands” (5: 38). Muslims are prohibited 

from stealing since it threatens the society’s security, creates chaos and fear among 

people, and impedes the economic and commercial development that affects 

country's stability (Al- Shiddy, 2007; Zamel, 2014). Through Noora in The Sand 

Fish, Gargash shows the Arab female character’s avoidance of stealing, and at the 

same time it shows that Noora is fully aware of the religious injunction regarding 

stealing, as Gargash (2009) narrates the following incident:  

He clutched her wrists and said, “The pearls! That’s what I am talking 
about. Just a teeny handful. Jassem won’t miss them.” […] “That’s 

stealing.” “Borrowing.” “Stealing! […] “Just for a short while. Then we 
will use them to start off and give him their worth later.” Noora shook her 

head and tried to free her wrists. (p. 183, emphasis mine) 
 

Noora is from a poor family, persecuted by her husband Jassem, and is in love with 

another man, Hamad. However, in the above excerpt Noora refuses to steal her 

husband's pearls to start her life with Hamad since robbery is prohibited in Islam. In 

addition, to prevent Hamad's stealing of pearls, she intends to warn Jassem to hide 

his keys in another place, even if this act would raise her husband's doubts towards 

her. Noora's act of stopping Hamad from stealing can be regarded as a religious act, 

as she applied in practice what she had told Yaqoota in a previous event, when she 

had no relationship with Hamad, that she would not touch Jassem's pearls because 
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stealing is haram, prohibited and she is not a thief. Noora’s behaviour is a paradox, 

where her refusal to steal demonstrates her awareness of the religious rules, however, 

her relation with Hamad reflects a clear violation of Islamic principles. This 

representation of a female's character shows that the novelist critiques the Arab 

woman’s religious identity through referring to the contradictions within this 

identity. However, we can say that Noora is selective in her religiosity, that is to say, 

she partially applies religious injunctions, and specifically in the above passage she 

embraces Islamic ethics and renounces bad manners in her behaviour.  

 

The Arab women character’s awareness of religious precepts is also highlighted in 

The Cry of the Dove by Salma and Noura. Avoiding Islamic taboos, for instance 

pork, wine, reading the divine books such as Bible and Gospel, impurity, and 

marrying to a non-Muslim man, is the goal sought by Arab female character. 

Muslims are forbidden from eating pork and drinking wine, as God says “He has 

only forbidden to you dead animals, blood, the flesh of swine” (2:173), as well as “O 

ye who believe! Intoxicants and gambling, (dedication of) stones, and (divination by) 

arrows, are an abomination,- of Satan's handwork: eschew such (abomination), that 

ye may prosper” (5:90). The prohibition of pork and wine stems from their harms to 

human health, as they cause serious diseases such as cancers, atherosclerosis and 

sterility (Khalif, 2015; Al-Jervi, 2013; Al-Osaimi, 2002). In addition, Muslims are 

banned from reading the other divine books such as Bible and Gospel, as God says 

“Do you covet [the hope, O believers], that they would believe for you while a party 

of them used to hear the words of Allah and then distort the Torah after they had 

understood it while they were knowing?” (2:75). The reason for the prohibition on 

reading these books is that they are distorted as they contain an increase, decrease, 
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and alteration of the original versions of Bible and Gospel (Salim, 2016). Through 

Salma, Faqir demonstrates this female character's avoidance of Islamic prohibitions. 

Faqir (2007) writes: “I was a goddamn Muslim and had to be pure and clean” (p. 12). 

Salma is, obviously, not only aware of the precepts of her religion but also faithfully 

follows those principles in her everyday conduct. She strictly avoids everything that 

is prohibited in Islam, as is clear from the following excerpts: 

`It is good wine. You must try it.' `It forbidden in Islam. You lose control 
and make all kinds of sins,' I said. […] Have something to eat!' `Don't eat 
pork. Filthy animals.' […]`Jesus Christ loves you, child. It says so in the 
Gospel. Here is a copy. Read it sometime.' I took the Gospel and put it on 
the table quickly, afraid of the contact with the Christian text. (Faqir, 2007, 
p. 129-130) 

----------------------- 

 

`Parvin, John want to marry me (Salma).' […]`He also said that he happy to 
become Muslim. He no believe in God, but it will be "nominal". What 
means?' `Not true. In name only,' she said. (Faqir, 2007, p. 200) 

 

In the above excerpts, although Salma encounters many pressures by her Western 

society for being a Muslim, she avoids all aspects that are forbidden by her religion. 

For instance, Salma refuses to eat pork, drink wine, and read the Gospel for it is the 

Christians' book, as well as maintains her cleanliness and purity, and to accept John’s 

marriage proposal, her British university tutor, who accepts Islam without having any 

genuine faith in the religion. Salma's diligence to apply the religious percepts despite 

all the difficulties is evidence that these principles are part of the Arab female 

character's identity. However, Salma's fear of touching the Gospel refers to the Arab 

culture's influence on her religious beliefs, where she takes an extreme religious 

stance when refuses to touch the Gospel although Islam does not forbid touching it. 

Although, Faqir repudiates Arab women’s adoption of Western values and promotes 

these women to preserve their own religious and social beliefs, through Salma’s 

stance, Faqir also shows that they may attract unnecessary suspicion to their 
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integration in the new society because of such extreme views and strong affiliation to 

their religion. Killian and Johnson (2006) note that North African immigrant women 

suffer from numerous challenges in French society due to their religious affiliation 

where the Westerners look at them permanently as the “Other” (p. 3), and since 

Islam is considered “a sign of fundamentalism” (p. 5), the Westerners assume that 

these women are violent and belong to the “Islamic fundamentalist terrorist groups” 

(p. 5). As these Arab Muslim immigrant women state: “when they look at you, they 

always judge you, and it's unbearable” (Killian & Johnson, 2006, p. 10).  

 

Assiduity in performing the prayers is another form of the Arab female characters' 

adherence to the religious instructions. The prayer has a unique position in Islam, 

where the verses and hadiths indicate that the prayer is the paramount pillar of Islam 

that is the first aspect that is required of Muslims during Judgment Day and 

distinguishes between Muslims and infidels, and recommended by the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH) before death (Abdullah, 2015; Ash-Shaqawy, 2011). Muslims 

must perform their prayers on time since offering prayers is one of the essential 

religious actions to achieve God’s grace (Ash-Shaqawy, 2011; Nory & Mahmoud, 

2010), as God says “set up Regular Prayers: For such prayers are enjoined on 

believers at stated times.” (4:103). The Arab female characters of Katya, Noora, and 

Salma, who are depicted in the three novels by Ferraris, Gargash, and Faqir 

respectively, illustrate this fundamental aspect of the religious woman's image where 

these characters feel comfortable when they pray. Katya, Noora and Salma, all three 

are religious women having full faith in the spiritual powers of praying, and therefore 

they are assiduous in performing their prayers on regular basis, under all 

circumstances, as is obvious from the following excerpts: 
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Her (Katya) own spiritual comforts belonged to the back porch of the house, 
a room enclosed by shutters and cool shade where she and her mother had 
always done evening prayers before dinner. (Ferraris, 2010, p. 41) 

-------------------------------- 

Noora awoke […] to the voice of the muezzin. […] she staggered to the 
washroom. […] Her movements were slow and uncoordinated as she 
performed her ablutions for the afternoon prayer. (Gargash, 2009, p. 218) 

---------------------------------- 

While Miss Asher was on her knees, praying to the dark wood cross on the 
bed, I (Salma) opened the door to the balcony and stepped outside to do my 
own praying. (Faqir, 2007, p. 75) 

 

The above quotations reveal that Arab female characters are keen to perform their 

prayers. For instance, Katya is portrayed as consistently performing her prayers on 

time. Also, although Noora wakes up from a terrible nightmare that confuses her 

consciousness and thus her movement, she goes directly to perform her ablution, 

which indicates that Noora's response to the prayer call stems from her subconscious 

mind. In addition, since Salma will feel uncomfortable to pray in the same place 

where a Christian woman prays, she prefers to pray in the balcony, which may 

indicate Salma's keenness to perform her prayers on time, since she could not wait 

until the Christian woman ended her prayers to perform her own prayers. 

 

Arab woman is portrayed either as a religious woman or is aware of her religious 

rules in the three novels examined through a group of female characters. However 

Faqir's sarcasm of Muslims in the East is reflected through Salma besides Haj 

Ibrahim where there are clear contradictions in their religious commitments.  Salma’s 

father, Haj Ibrahim, is a Muslim but does not perform all prayers. In addition Salma 

is Muslim and committed to specific religious rules, as mentioned earlier, yet she has 
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an illicit relation with Hamdan as well as she blames God for her misery, which 

contradict the Islamic mores. As Salma states: 

Completely mute and on hunger strike, I thought, while looking at the 
reflection of the moonlight on the barred window, about God. […] They put 
us in prison, took away our children, killed us and we were supposed to say 
God was only testing his true believers. (Faqir, 2007, p. 93) 

 

In this quote Salma expresses her dissatisfaction with what is decided by God to her 

besides other women of oppression on the hand of men. Salma’s observation shows 

her feeble faith because fatalism is one of Islamic faith's pillars, where the Muslim 

must be absolutely convinced that all good and evil take place by God's will; 

otherwise Muslim will be not a real believer (Abd-Alkadir, 2012; Alahdl, 2014). 

Salma’s characterization can be viewed as an injustice on the novelist's part towards 

Arab Muslim women especially since the book is directed to Western readers. There 

is no female character who is totally uncommitted to religion, but the Arab women’s 

lack of religious commitment is portrayed just through two women characters; 

consequently, it does not affect her image as a woman who obeys her religion since a 

host of other major and minor female characters are depicted to hold full 

commitment to their religion and religious beliefs. This obedience is shown 

repeatedly through Salma in The Cry of the Dove who, despite her difficult 

conditions as an immigrant, resists all the Westerners' attempts to persuade her to 

abandon her religion and convert to Christianity. As Salma recounts, “Arianne, the 

Mother Superior, tried to talk to me about Jesus, who died to save all humanity. I 

asked her not to talk to me about God. She stopped, but remained kind and 

understanding” (Faqir, 2007, p. 65).  

 



137 

 

The Arab Muslim female characters’ fear, obedience, and faith in God and Quran 

lead to their conviction that God's commands grant them the good and comfort in this 

world and the Hereafter. Consequently, the characters wear the veil willingly. The 

remarkable increase in the number of veiled women has attracted the attention of 

many researchers to address the veil issue. However, the researchers' views are 

contradictory on this topic (Read & Bartkowski, 2000). While Afshar (1985), Odeh 

(1993), and Dragadze (1994) are anti-veiling where they believe that the veil is the 

most prominent of Islamic precepts that oppresses Muslim women in numerous 

Middle Eastern countries and places them in an inferior position within their 

societies, Brenner (1996), Hessini (1994), Kadioglu (1994), and Fernea (1993, 1998) 

prefer the veil and contend that the issue of women's persecution due to the veil is 

exaggerated. In this context, Seng (2003) notes that one must avoid prejudice against 

the veil and accept what others wear. 

 

The veiled woman’s image has appeared in the three selected novels through major 

and minor Arab women characters. In addition to her novel’s title which signifies the 

veil issue, Ferraris represents the image of veiled woman through six female 

characters, namely Leila, Katya, Nuha, UmKareem, Sabria, and Farooha’s mother. In 

City of Veils these Arab women characters commit to Islamic dress code by covering 

their hair and wearing decent clothes in public (Mehdi, 2014). Muslim women's 

commitment to Islamic attire prevents the spread of corruption in society and 

protects women from harassment and rape, whereas immodest women are mostly 

exposed to such crimes (Salah, 2014; Salman, 2014). This commitment of Muslim 

women is exemplified through Katya in City of Veils. Katya is committed to Islamic 

dress code, and though she often faces difficulties in performing her duties as a 
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veiled woman cop, she adheres to the veil, as Ferraris (2010) writes: “She (Katya) 

followed slowly and carefully. Walking was difficult with only a single slice of 

vision, nearly impossible when that slice was inundated by light” (p. 73). In this 

excerpt despite the difficulty of seeing through the burka
37’s slot which leads to 

difficulty in walking, Katya continues wearing Islamic dress and avoids wearing 

tight and indecent clothes in front of unrelated men due to her adherence to religion 

and to avoid the males' gaze. Katya’s stance is an indication of her genuine belief and 

her conformity with the religious precepts. Although Katya is depicted as wearing 

the burka willingly, Ferraris hints through this character that the Arab Muslim 

women’s movement and sight are restricted under their burka, which mirrors her 

Western feminist thinking towards these women. In addition, since the burka is a 

symbol of Islamic dress, Katya refuses to destroy Leila's burka while examining her 

corpse, which denotes that the religion is part of the Arab female character's identity. 

Katya’s commitment to her veil reminds us of Mernissi’s (1991) perspective, who 

contends that the veil is “a symbol of Muslim identity, manna for Muslim women” 

(p. 97). In this regard, the women who maintain their veil, according to Engineer 

(2008), are considered “very chaste” (p. 6), however when a woman violates this 

commitment she will be labeled as “immoral” (p. 6).  

 

In The Cry of the Dove, the veiled woman’s representation is drawn by Faqir through 

the Arab women characters of Salma, Salma’s mother, Miss Nailah, and Madam 

Lamaa. The Arab female character wears the veil to win God's satisfaction and to 

access paradise, as the veil is an essential part of a woman’s obedience to God 

(Khatatba & Al Far, 2015). This issue is demonstrated by Prophet Muhammad, peace 

                                                           
37 It is a cover for woman’s face, which is a rectangular black cloth with a Velcro to tie it on the head 
and aperture for the eyes (Ferraris, 2010). 
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be upon him, when he declares that “The women who would be dressed but appear to 

be naked, who would be inclined (to evil) and make their husbands incline towards 

it. [...] They will not enter Paradise and they would not smell its odour” (Muslim, 

2007). Through Salma's character, Faqir portrays clearly this aspect of the veiled 

woman’s image. Even though she undergoes the Western society's pressures, Salma 

defies these difficulties by adhering firmly to her veil38, “I cannot take off veil, 

Sister. My country, my language, my daughter. No piece of cloth. Feel naked, me” 

(Faqir, 2007, p. 130). However, Salma gives up her veil in the end; but, as a 

consequence she collapses as she realizes that she has lost the means that enabled her 

to obtain God's satisfaction and paradise. She adheres to her veil firmly believing that 

following religious injunctions to be veiled is the definite means to have access to 

paradise. Salma states: “I felt as dirty as a whore, […] a sinner who would never see 

paradise and drink from its rivers of milk and honey. […] I sat down on the 

pavement, held my head and cried and cried for hours” (Faqir, 2007, p. 88). Her 

attempt to fit in with the British society by taking off her veil makes her more aware 

of her foreignness and alienation. Salma's remorse for taking off her veil is proof that 

the veil is a symbol of the Arab female character’s religious, national, family, and 

cultural affiliation. However, the woman's taking off the veil is one of the taboo 

issues in the Arab Muslim societies; thereby Salma's behavior indicates her violation 

of religious and traditional principles. In the same context, the veiled immigrant 

Muslim women’s status has been addressed by Abdurraqib (2006) who shows that 

due to the diaspora Muslim women novelists’ commitment to their veil that 

contradicts with Western values, they are aware of their "Otherness."  Consequently, 

these women writers are unable to produce novels that reflect the veiled Muslim 

                                                           
38

 The veil covers both head and neck, except that it leaves the face visible (Patel & Rawal, 2015). 
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women’s adaptation in Western society. However through their writings, these 

women novelists criticize the Westerners' perspective of veil as Islam’s way to 

persecute and humiliate women, as well as they resist Western pressure on immigrant 

Muslim women to take off their veils as a condition for adopting Western culture 

(Abdurraqib, 2006, 56-57). 

 

In The Sand Fish, Gargash has presented the veiled woman’s image through seven 

characters such as Noora, Gullsom, Sakina, Moza, Zobaida, Lateefa, and Yaqoota. 

The women characters' wearing of burka refers usually to their commitment to 

religious rules; however, the burka has sometimes another connotation which is the 

adherence to social traditions. This issue is accentuated by Egyptian religious 

scholars who contend that Islamic precepts do not recommend women to wear burka, 

it is rather part of the inherited Bedouin traditions from the pre-Islamic period, and 

therefore they pass a judgment to ban the burka in the Egyptian society (Hermann, 

2009; Al-Banna, 2005). This aspect of the veiled woman’s image is further revealed 

through Noora. As a married woman, Noora consents unwillingly to cover her face 

with the burka and head-cover by the matchmakers. Thus, although Noora is a veiled 

woman, she wears burka only to keep to the tradition which imposes burka as a rule 

on married women, not as her personal choice, as  Gargash (2009) recounts: 

The burka blocked the sides of her face. It was one more confinement she 
had to get used to. Now that she was a married woman, she had to wear it in 
public. It trapped her face like a moist, second skin. (p. 90) 

 

In the quote above, describing Noora’s suffering under the burka exposes Gargash’s 

influence by Western thought, which rejects the veil, thus she portrays Arab Muslim 

women as oppressed by their male societies which impose the veil on woman. 

Freedman (2001) argues that the veil is “the patriarchal oppression of Muslim 
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women” (p. 84). In addition, the novelist's description of the matchmakers as hawks 

ready to eat the prey symbolizes the patriarchal Arab society’s dominance over the 

women' lives and the women’s weakness in these societies. Also, the small slippers, 

the burka, and head cover, that hinder Noora's ability to move and see, stand for the 

woman's lack of personal freedom and her compliance with traditions where she 

feels that her view of life is limited and she is a prisoner under the burka and layers 

of clothes that cover her; thus she is deprived of living freely. In addition, Gargash's 

portraying of Noora in a gloomy setting where the sun is dim and the mountains are 

gray symbolizes the veil’s hatred. The depiction of the female character Noora by the 

Arab novelist Gargash as being restricted by the veil may support Roald's (2001) 

viewpoint who documents that there are several Muslim feminists who oppose the 

veil.  

 

Most Arab women characters in the three studied fictions symbolize the woman’s 

image who wears the veil for her belief that it is imposed by God, which 

demonstrates these female characters' adherence to veil. This belief is echoed by 

Salma in The Cry of the Dove when she says to the nun, who attempts to persuade 

her to take off the veil: “My hair is `aura. I must hide it. Just like my private parts” 

(Faqir, 2007, p. 130). Salma takes on the importance of covering herself with her veil 

which reflects her obedience to Islamic rules. However, Leila in City of Veils wears 

the veil not for her belief but rather for fear of her Saudi conservative society, as she 

sends her image without a veil via Bluetooth in public sphere. This female 

character’s behavior shows Ferraris’ satire of the Arab Muslim women, where for 

being a veiled and Saudi woman she is supposed to be committed to religious norms, 

yet she is immodest for displaying her physical beauty which contradicts the Islamic 
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rules. Besides, since the novels are directed to Western readers who believe that the 

veil is an evidence of Arab Muslim women’s persecution, the Western, Arab, and 

Arab diaspora novelists have portrayed Arab women as veiled in their novels’ 

opening scenes.  

 

The Arab women's status under Islam is highlighted through the aforementioned 

images of these women, where the Arab women's commitment to their religion urges 

them to exert their best to conform to the religious commands. The subsequent part 

of the study reviews the delineation of the Arab women's situation under the 

educational system. 

 

4.2.3 Women within Educational Institution 

This section addresses the Western, Arab, and Arab diaspora authors' representations 

of Arab women characters pertaining to the education theme. The sole depiction that 

has been illuminated by the researcher in light of this theme is the uneducated 

woman’s image. Initially, the Arab women's ignorance has affected their society's 

development and progress, since in addition to the fact that they constitute half of the 

society, they also bring up the other half (Abdelghani, 2006; Hassan, 2011). 

However, the main reason for these women's ignorance is the mental colonization of 

women by the patriarchal system which has imposed illiteracy on Arab societies and 

given the opportunity of education only to men by limiting women to the household 

chores and glorifying the household duties as the sacred duties of a woman, which is 

the major factor behind the idea of banning women's education in the Arab customs 

and traditions (Abdelghani, 2006; Hassan, 2011). Arab women have suffered due to 

ignorance, where they have undergone many forms of moral violence inflicted by the 
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males in their families, such as the deprivation of liberty, education and work, 

learning household chores only, coercion on the early marriage, prohibition of 

making decisions and expressing desires, humiliation, and detracting from the 

abilities (Zahra, 2013; Haneen, 2012). Ergo, these women have succumbed to their 

families' persecution, they are miserable and frustrated, they lack self-confidence, 

they are unable to organize the time to perform the family duties perfectly, and they 

feel powerless to meet their needs due to material destitution (Zahra, 2013; Haneen, 

2012).  

 

Through major and minor Arab women characters, the uneducated woman’s 

depiction has been presented in the three selected novels. Ferraris has delineated in 

her novel City of Veils the uneducated woman’s image through her female character 

Katya. Lack of technological development is a form of the Arab women characters' 

inadequate education. The low level of technological knowledge of women in the 

Arab world in comparison with their male counterparts is caused by several reasons, 

such as the traditions that prohibit women from accessing public places where they 

can access technology, their weak knowledge of English language, the national 

technological development plans which are designed by males, and so on. These 

reasons deprive women of the advanced technological training opportunities, and 

Arab women organizations' negligence for the women’s technological development 

aggravates the situation further (Abu Abta, Al-Fayez & Al-Saud, 2015; Eid, 2013). 

This fact is exemplified through Katya, who is unable to carry out her role as a 

forensic pathologist efficiently due to her inability to use the advanced computer in 

her laboratory which led to hiring UmKareem, a minor female character, for being 

one of the few who knew how to use sophisticated computer  software. Through 
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UmKareem and Katya scene, Ferraris foreshadows that a limited number of Arab 

women, who are symbolized by UmKareem's character, are determined to gain more 

knowledge in order to uphold the women's status in society. In addition, Ferraris 

criticizes through Katya's character most Arab women with limited knowledge and 

who do not exert efforts to develop themselves technologically, where she asserts 

that these women will remain in an inferior position within their societies unless they 

attempt to learn and develop. Perhaps, the instances of limited knowledge among 

Arab women are caused by the restrictive effects of traditions on their senses causing  

intellectual deficit, the intellect which is generated by accumulated information the 

access to which Arab women are denied. The informative intellect, therefore, fails to 

evolve in the Arab female character's identity. Katya, as depicted by Ferraris, is a 

literate woman, but as regards technological know-how, for example, using a 

computer, she is uneducated, which is shocking in today's world scenario, and such 

women are ridiculed even by their better-literate colleagues, as Ferraris writes:  

She (UmKareem) let this comment linger so that Katya would have time to 
feel pummeled by its subtext: How can you possibly be raising the standards 
for women in this department when you don’t even know how to use your 
own computers? (Ferraris, 2010, p. 43) 

 

Through her female characters such as Salma, Salma’s mother, Madam Lamaa, 

Noura, and other prisoners in Islah Prison, Faqir has concentrated on describing the 

uneducated woman’s image in her fiction The Cry of the Dove. Learning English 

language is necessary for English is modern era’s first language, where it is the 

language of technology, sociology, sciences, politics, commerce, economy, scientific 

research, and study in many universities (Al-Hindawi, 2011; Asraf, 2010). Therefore, 

the lack of English language, in addition to lagging behind in other sciences, reflects 

the Arab female character's cultural shortcomings. For instance, despite their serious 
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desire, many Arab female students have failed to master English language for many 

reasons, such as unfamiliarity of the language in their society, the complicated 

explanation adopted by some teachers and degrading treatment some teachers show 

to their students. Therefore, the environment lacks the language learning motivation 

and the system is unable to deliver information, and there is also a lack of modern 

educational means that attract students to learn the English language. These 

discouraging reasons lead to thwart these students’ linguistic awareness, and 

therefore, they are unable to exert efforts to master the new language, they are 

satisfied with English language's basic principles that help them to simply pass the 

examination (Asraf, 2010; Jokey, 2010). Salma personifies this typical characteristic 

of the uneducated woman’s image, that is, lack of general knowledge and lack of 

knowledge of communicative English. Most of the difficulties encountered by Salma 

in her host country, Britain, are caused by her rudimentary education which she has 

received in her home country, where the schools and the developed curricula are 

unavailable in her village. This is echoed by Amer (2004), who argues that due to 

inadequate curricula many Arab women could not acquire full cultural awareness, 

since these curricula do not address various branches of knowledge. Thus, Amer 

(2004) calls for expanding the cultural resources in order to erase these women's 

cultural deficiencies and build an intellectual society. Education in Salma's village 

was not only rudimentary but the basic infrastructure in the schools was also 

rudimentary and lacking much, as Salma recounts the depiction of the mud-wall 

school, without proper furniture and other amenities, she attended. Naturally, owing 

to negligence of education in her homeland, Salma received only insufficient 

education:  

I was able to see the two mud classrooms, which were built by the men and 
women of the village […]. The walls were not straight, the windows neither 
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triangles nor rectangles, the doors padded into shape by hand. […] Sitting 
on the broken chair, I tried to concentrate on the blackboard. (Faqir, 2007, p. 
29) 

 

Owing to the neglect of education in her homeland, Salma has learned only how to 

read and write in Arabic. However her lack of awareness of the English language and 

other sciences, such as computer science, mathematics, and arts, such as geography 

and literature has caused her many other problems in Britain, including difficulty in 

getting a job, communicating with the British, pursuing education, and expressing 

her needs and pains. Her low cultural level also makes her feel scared, lacks self-

confidence, and displays inferiority complex, as well as exposes her to be ridiculed in 

the educated Western society. Despite having basic education, Salma feels like an 

uneducated, illiterate woman because she lacks knowledge of English and she has no 

knowledge of sciences, as Salma herself states:  

I did not go to the university very often because I felt that everyone knew 
everything about anything; they had read books I could not understand, they 
spoke a language I could not speak and they looked down upon me because 
my English was bad. (Faqir, 2007, p. 134) 

 

Therefore, learning English language and continuing her study is the goal which 

Salma aspires to achieve in order to erase her ignorance, to integrate herself into the 

cultured Western society so that she would be able to avoid their persecution and 

change their views towards her as an ignorant “Other”. Although she is almost an 

uneducated woman in the western society, her grit and determination are such that 

Salma is bent upon mastering the English language, English literature and the 

sciences. Salma's determination to learn is shown through her dialogue with Parvin:  

Why literature?' `Because I (Salma) need to know English. The English 
language.' […] `But, Salina, this BA is not in English Language. It does not 
teach you English. It is about Yeats, Joyce, feminism, Shakespeare […]. `I 
want know about Shakeesbeer. (Faqir, 2007, p. 126) 
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In The Sand Fish, Gargash highlights the image of the uneducated woman through 

Noora. Amer (2004) writes that due to the prevalent beliefs in Arab societies that the 

ignorant woman does not demand her rights and rather devotes herself to serve her 

husband and the house, the Arab patriarchal society has prohibited teaching of 

women claiming that women's education leads to corruption of their morals inciting 

their resistance against social traditions. Consequently, many Arab women have 

suffered, and still suffer, from illiteracy as a result of those male ideas which are 

ingrained in these women's identities (Amer, 2004). With this backdrop, the female 

character Noora represents precisely the Arab woman’s illiteracy, where she never 

learned reading and writing. This type of illiteracy is labeled by Amer (2004) as 

“Alphabetical illiteracy” (para. 2), which refers to the ignorance of reading and 

writing in the mother tongue, and the principles of calculation. Even though she is 

unconvinced of her marriage, Noora is attracted to her husband Jassem when he 

starts teaching her numbers and simple calculations. The reason for Noora's 

ignorance is her upbringing in a patriarchal society that is more interested in teaching 

and developing the males, and yet limits education of the females to reinforce the 

sense of ignorance and inferiority in the female identity against the intellectual and 

cultural male superiority. Gargash's representation of Arab woman as uneducated 

suggests that she is persecuted by her society which deprives her of her rights in 

order to subject her to the male control. Noora, for instance, is just illiterate, not only 

with regards to her inability to read and write but also with numbers and numerical 

calculations. Her husband, Jassem, teaches her simple arithmetic addition and 

subtraction and opens her eyes to the fun with numbers, as Gargash (2009) narrates: 

He explained to Noora what the detailed scribbles meant, showed her how 
to write the numbers, and explained the mystery of sums. Adding and taking 
away was easy. But Jassem told her there were other things she could do 
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with numbers. She could make them bigger or smaller using the tiniest sign. 
(p. 132) 

 

It is necessary to highlight some statements which are formulated by the Arab, 

Western, and Arab diaspora writers as evidences of the Arab women's inadequate 

education, which has reflected, for instance, through UmKareem's words, a minor 

female character in City of Veils, where Ferraris writes: “she (UmKareem) blamed 

Katya for the insufficient education of women in general” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 43), as 

well as Salma's expression, in The Cry of the Dove, is a proof of Arab woman's sense 

of ignorance. Salma is aware of her poor education and the obvious cultural 

differences between herself and the British female librarian who offers to teach her to 

borrow books using a computer, and that is why she wishes to escape from the 

library. Salma’s confession is as follows:  

The sight of so many books reminded me of my ignorance and 
backwardness. […] When I realized that we were heading towards a 
computer, I was about to run towards the entrance. The place was unfamiliar 
and the pain of having to learn yet another new thing hit me hard. (Faqir, 
2007, p. 142)  

 

In addition, the Arab woman's complete ignorance is materialized through Yaqoota's 

words, a minor female character in The Sand Fish, who was surprised by Noora's 

desire to learn and even does not know its benefits. Yaqoota is depicted as 

completely ignorant of the benefits of education and the usefulness of literacy, such 

as the benefits of knowing numbers and simple calculations, as Gargash (2009) 

recounts through this dialogue: “I’m going to use them to practice numbers,” Noora 

said, […]. “What for?” “It will keep me thinking.” “Thinking? What’s the use of 

that?” (p. 139). 
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The Arab women’s condition in the education context is explicated through the 

uneducated woman’s image which emerges clearly in the three studied novels, where 

the Arab, Western and Arab diaspora novelists have portrayed Arab women 

characters as being deprived of sufficient education either because they are from the 

underdeveloped Third World countries or for their upbringing in a traditional 

patriarchal society which differentiates between genders. In the next part of this 

chapter, the representation of the Arab women's ability to resist oppression is 

addressed. 

 

4.2.4 Women as Rebellious Creatures 

This section demonstrates the Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora novelists’ depiction 

of Arab female characters pertaining to the resistance theme. Through the 

revolutionary woman’s image, the researcher demystifies that these characters not 

only accept their submissive situation, they also try to resist many pressures imposed 

on them by their father, brother, husband, parents, males in the workplace, and 

society. Initially, it is important to point out that the women's resistance has clearly 

emerged in Arabic feminist writings, where the Arab women writers have devoted 

their works to resist gender discrimination and women's oppression in Arab male 

societies (Takfarast, 2015). However, these writers have exaggerated in their 

criticism of social pressures faced by Arab women that led to male protest against 

their extremist views, thereby their writings have influenced negatively on the 

women's emancipation issue (Takfarast, 2015). Arab women are still under the 

tutelage of father, brother, husband, and the male superiors and colleagues in the 

workplace, however these women aspire to revolt against this guardianship even if 
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their rebellion is considered a deviation according to their patriarchal society (Al-

Nnasiri, 2014; Munad, 2005). 

 

The revolutionary woman’s image has been presented in the three selected novels 

through major and minor Arab women characters. In her novel The Sand Fish, the 

Arab novelist Gargash focuses on drawing the revolutionary woman’s portrait 

through her two Arab female characters, Noora and Yaqoota. Through her 

representation of the brother-sister strained relationship, Gargash has elucidated that 

the tension is caused by gender discrimination under which the male imposes his 

control over the female since strength is associated to males, while weakness is 

attributed to females. The reasons for the weak relationship between brothers and 

sisters in Arab societies is demonstrated in more detail as resulting from their 

upbringing under the Arab culture which differentiates between genders, where the 

male has always been considered better than the female. Subsequently, this gendered 

upbringing and male preference in the society has encouraged the brother to force his 

domination over his sister, belittle her views, as well as not to accord her the trust to 

share his secrets and instead resorts to his friends, which leads to deepen their 

relationship gap (Al-Hassan, 2013; Harath, 2013). Noora is represented as a young 

woman, who experiences her brother’s domination, but she is defiant, stubborn, and 

revolutionary therefore she revolts against his authority. The novel opens with the 

arrival of Gulsom and Sakina, the matchmakers, to Noora's hut to determine her 

suitability as a wife to a rich man. As Gargash (2009) narrates: “They’d arrived. The 

strangers who had come to her home to seal her future” (p. 9). The control her 

brother Sager has over her is notable in this scene; Noora awaits reluctantly the 

matchmakers' advent to prepare her as a bride to Jassem, an elderly pearl dealer, in 
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response to her brother's wish. But, the point to note here is that Noora resents her 

brother's control over her life, though she cannot protest since her traditional 

upbringing has ingrained in her an unquestioned obedience to the male members of 

the family; she is thoroughly dissatisfied with her brother's treatment of her, as notes 

Gargash (2009): “She would have liked to throw her arms in the air and scream, let 

go in rib-shaking sobs. Instead, she made fists, let her nails dig deep at his betrayal. 

Her own brother […] was giving her away” (p. 9). Albeit he is younger than her, 

Noora feels that Sager is fond of dictating orders to her. Noora is unfeminine, 

however when her negligence of appearance and her wild coarse behaviors are 

criticized harshly by Sager, she is firm on her stance in order to prove her strength 

and rejects his interference in her life. This act of hers shows her to be a 

revolutionary woman who is ready to outrightly reject men's control over the lives of 

women, as we notice here in her outburst against her brother: 

You don’t have a right to tell me anything,” she said. “I am older than you.” 
[…] the defiance in her rising the farther away he got. […] “I’ll carry 
myself the way I want,” she shouted at him. “I’ll walk the way I please and 
sit any way I like. (Gargash, 2009, p. 20-21 emphasis mine) 

 

Noora’s intriguing revolutionary character is also shown through her rejection of the 

marriage plan decided for her by her brother. Gargash highlights Noora’s resistant 

strategies to maintain her freedom and independence against male domination, 

particularly her brother’s control, such as fighting, arguing, and leaving home to her 

aunt Moza’s house in another village. Noora’s struggle against male domination 

indicates Gargash’s refusal to the patriarchal ideologies of women’s subordination to 

males and the womanhood’s traditional concept. Noora’s opposition to her brother’s 

orders is a sign of the Arab woman's refusal to male superiority, their outlook on her 

as weak, and their disregard for her views and wishes as if she is a piece of furniture 
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or something without feelings. Once again, this feature of Arab women is highlighted 

through Noora's character as a rebellious woman resisting all sorts of unnecessary 

male interference and dominance over women's lives as she shouts at her brother:  

How could you go and plan my life behind my back?” she yelled, punching 
her anger into the air with her fists. […] “Well, you can speak and plan all 
you want, but don’t expect me to be that bride you’re talking about. 
(Gargash, 2009, p. 87) 

 

The revolutionary woman’s representation is also obvious in City of Veils through six 

female characters such as Leila, Katya, Nuha, as well as the minor female characters 

of Faiza, Farooha, and Sabria. It is necessary to accentuate the importance of the 

novel's title, City of Veils, where it symbolizes the restrictions, rules, and regulations 

that are imposed by the patriarchal society and which the recalcitrant women must 

abide by. For instance, the laws have granted Tunisian women many rights not 

enjoyed by most women in other Arab countries, however in reality these women’s 

freedom is still constrained by social customs and traditions rooted in male thinking 

(Abdul Raziq, 2015; Al-Nnasiri, 2014). Even though Tunisian women have learned 

and worked in various fields, they are banned from several things due to these 

traditions such as going out with friends, delaying to return to the house, sitting in 

cafes, and smoking (Abdul Raziq, 2015; Al-Nnasiri, 2014). Due to tyrannical 

traditions of the male society that constrain women and deprive them of their liberty, 

they must observe whatever they wear and do. Leila typifies distinctly the image of a 

stubborn revolutionary woman who revolts against such traditions. Leila is an 

achievement-oriented woman, thus she refuses to conform to traditions that impose 

upon women traditional role, and aspires to be confident, powerful, and socially and 

economically independent. Leila goes out of home unchaperoned, does not inform 

her brother of her whereabouts outside their home and her work's affairs, does not 
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comply with dress code and behavior imposed on women, goes out with unrelated 

men, and marries a Western man without her brother's consent. Through these doings 

Leila shows her adamance and desire to liberate herself from male society’s 

traditional restrictions. As a result of her determination to expose the flaws and 

hypocrisies of her society, Leila has prepared a documentary film and called it “City 

of Veils” in which she criticizes a lot of taboos, bad behaviors, and sensitive issues of 

her patriarchal society such as: “Abused housemaids. Sex slaves. Men who marry 

twenty wives” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 91). However the boldness and her attitude as not 

to think about the seriousness of the rebellion against traditions have led to Leila's 

demise. Nevertheless, Leila is depicted as a rebel and a radical woman, not ready to 

compromise her freedom, and to protest against any male interference and male 

restrictions in her life, as Farooha states: “She (Leila) let her cloak hang open so 

people could see that she was the kind of person who would do whatever she liked” 

(Ferraris, 2010, p. 92). In this quote, Leila opens her cloak to express her desire to 

wear what she likes freely. But she wears under the cloak, jeans and t-shirt that are 

western clothes. Ferraris depicts Leila with these clothes specifically to hint at the 

freedom of Western women and to implicitly invite Arab women to take off their 

Islamic clothes and imitate Western women. 

 

The disregard and the inferior status is a kind of persecution that women revolt 

against in the patriarchal societies. Arab female writers such as Nawal El Saadawi 

have rejected women’s inferiority in their societies through criticizing the cultural 

values which consider woman just a forbidden body for being related to the concept 

of honour, where the feminists have highlighted that these notions devalue woman 

and reduce her to the biological and physical functions only, without taking into 
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consideration her mind (Abdullah, 2005; Mansour, 2016). The woman's opposition 

to this oppression is materialized by Katya, in City of Veils, who suffers from the 

men's ignoring and their outlook towards her as an “inferior” whether by her father 

or the males at the work place. For instance, her father's invitation to his friend's 

family for dinner prepared by Katya for her friend Nayir without informing her, the 

underestimation of her abilities by Majdi, a male colleague, when he is surprised at 

her bravery to visit the corpse in the morgue despite being a female, and the ridicule 

and contempt of Fuad, a male criminal, towards her during the investigation due to 

her female gender. In these situations and others, Katya revolts courageously against 

the men downplaying the worth of women and placing them in an inferior position. 

Her attitude symbolizes the Arab woman's insistence on asserting her existence, 

identity, and her important status in her authoritarian patriarchal society and her right 

to be on an equal footing with men as well. Katya's stance, to boldly question the 

insulting look in the men's eyes denigrating her because she was a woman, is quite 

radical, almost unthinkable in Saudi Arabia society, and for that her character is 

surprisingly rebellious. Katya directly challenges Fuad: “Fuad was still staring at her, 

more menacing now. “You have no respect for women?” she asked him. “Is that why 

you’re staring at me?” […]. Fuad let out a snort. His hostility sickened her” (Ferraris, 

2010, p. 187). In another situation Katya tries entering the men’s room to defy her 

father’s disregard for her, but she retreats in consideration of her future husband 

Nayir, who is a religious and traditional fanatic. She is afraid that Nayir would 

dismiss her boldness. This retreat refers to her suppression of her independent and 

revolutionary identity. However, it is quite rebellious for Katya to ask, or rather 

force, her would-be husband to acknowledge that in his opinion women were not 

inferior to men and therefore, she deserved respect and dignity in the conjugal 
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relationship, not as an inferior and dominated woman. She makes it a point when 

Nayir asks her for marriage; she emphasizes the significance of respect as a 

precondition for accepting his proposal. She says to Nayir: “I need to know that 

you’ll respect me. My job. And everything else I might want to do” (Ferraris, 2010, 

p. 197). 

 

On a similar vein, the revolutionary woman’s image is presented by Faqir in The Cry 

of The Dove through five Arab female characters such as Salma, Shahla, Miss 

Nailah, Noura, and Madam Lamaa. Despite their fear of traditions of patriarchal 

society that impose gender segregation, women may revolt against these beliefs by 

trying to mix with unrelated men. Many women's associations in Arab countries 

oppose the social values that compel males and females to be segregated in social 

settings, where they call for applying the UN’s 1979 “Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination against Women”, which has among its provisions, the need 

for mixing between the sexes in education and work places (Al-Nasser, 2005; 

Salama, 2012). Through Salma, Faqir represents this way of women's rebellion. 

When she makes sure that her brother Mahmoud is not around she behaves 

frivolously, where she sings, screams, and thrills splashing into the water since she 

knows that Hamdan, a young villager, watches her from behind the trees. Salma's 

fear of her brother stands for the fear of traditions of patriarchal society that prohibit 

the gender mixing; however she rebels against these rules by tempting Hamdan. 

Thus, Salma is rebellious in her outlook and behavior as she allows an unrelated man 

to watch her taking bath and singing songs, in a way, proclaiming her fight against 

the traditional set-up and against the patriarchal rules prohibiting women from 
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mixing freely with the unrelated men of their choice. Salma recounts one such 

incident:  

I pricked up my ears listening for the neighs of Mahmoud's horse. Not a 
whisper. […] I screamed with excitement knowing that the brown eyes of 
Hamdan were watching me […].  While washing my body, I sang one of my 
grandma Shahla's old songs. (Faqir, 2007, p. 18)  

 

Her revolutionary spirit appears also through her success in escaping from the death 

penalty at her father’s and brother’s hands, when she seeks help from Miss Nailah, 

her teacher, who assists her to resort to the police where she has been kept in 

“protective custody”. Her stance indicates that she is a revolutionary woman since 

she does not give up to the oppression of patriarchal traditions that sentenced her to 

death. She screams for help from her teacher, which symbolizes her struggle against 

men's imposition of honour code against women's actions; it is not merely a fight for 

her life, but a revolutionary act against women's oppression in the name of tradition, 

to be taken up by other women as well, snowballing into a women's movement: 

I knotted the white veil around my head, stood up and ran up the arid hill, 
down the arid hill to the school. […] I knocked on the iron door calling, 
`Miss Nailah! […]`They will kill me, shoot me between the eyes.' […]`I 
place myself in Allah's protection and yours, Miss Nailah.' (Faqir, 2007, p. 
32-33) 

 

Choosing the sons-in-law is the male guardians' prerogative according to the social 

customs, but the girls may revolt against this rule by insisting on marrying to whom 

they deem appropriate, even if this means going against their guardians’ wishes. It is 

argued that some girls oppose to marry according to their parents' volition, where the 

girl rejects many men who have proposed to her either because she did not find 

among them a full-featured husband from her point of view or she aspires to marry a 

particular person who is rejected by her parents, thus these girls' stubbornness leads 

to their spinsterhood (Al-Dosari, 2002; Amen, 2013). Shahla, Salma's grandmother 
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and a minor character, is a daring revolutionary woman. Even though the man she 

liked was from a tribe hostile to her tribe, Shahla runs away with him after midnight 

to marry him without her guardian’s approval. Her behaviour mirrors the 

revolutionary woman’s image who opposes the marriage principle for girls as 

requested by their guardian. Shahla's character is unbelievably rebellious, as Salma 

recalls that Shahla followed the dictates of her heart in the matters of love and thus 

put up a stiff resistance to patriarchal norms that forced women to settle only for 

arranged marriages: 

I was not the granddaughter of my grandmother Shahla, who was made of a 
different metal altogether, who was shameless and fearless. Shahla, my 
grandmother, used to […] say, `Follow your heart always, daughter of 
mine.' Her marriage was a love match. (Faqir, 2007, p.21) 

 

The wives' rejection of their spouses' injustice is a form of rebellion that has been 

adopted by Arab women. Owing to the fact that many Arab women, according to 

Atallah (2009), experience the ill-treatment by their husbands, they insist firmly on 

the divorce, where despite the difficulty of getting a divorce, these women continue 

to claim the judicial authorities to divorce by proving that they are persecuted. This 

form of rebellion is concretized through Madam Lamaa, one of Faqir’s women 

characters. While she devotes herself to her husband's happiness by performing 

household and marital duties, her husband neglects her and intends to marry another 

woman just because she has put on some weight. Owing to her sense of humiliation, 

Madam Lamaa violently scatters the foodstuff in the storehouse and then undresses 

and goes out into the street naked. Destroying the surroundings and taking off clothes 

symbolize women's desire to throw the yoke of the traditions off and get rid of the 

restrictions imposed on them by the social traditions that compel the female character 

to submit to the male control and seek constantly to please man, as well as to express 



158 

 

their power that is taken away by males. Madam Lamaa's act, as reported in the 

following excerpt, is an act of rebellion against men's assertion of having the right to 

polygamy:  

One night I went to the storeroom, opened each sack and scattered the rice, 
the flour, the sugar, the lentils, the dry fruit all over the place. I took my 
clothes off and walked out of the house as Allah had created me and stood 
under His vast sky looking for stars. (Faqir, 2007, p. 125) 

 

Gargash’s interest in portraying the Arab women's persistence to rebel against 

tyranny emerges in some scenes, for instance, through Yaqoota’s voice, in The Sand 

Fish; Gargash illuminates Arab women’s enthusiasm to struggle against the 

persecution in order to live with dignity. As Yaqoota states: “if we sit and wait, we 

will never get what we want. We have to do what we can to survive” (Gargash, 2009, 

p. 140). In the same direction, Gargash's emphasis on the woman's easy 

transformation from a coward individual to a revolutionary is revealed through 

Noora's character, when she decides to eliminate the sense of weakness and face the 

injustice. As Gargash (2009) writes:  

She exposed the length of her, a rebellious shadow under the glittering half-
moon. […] Noora rushed from one side of the courtyard to the other and 
back again, intent on erasing that pathetic creature she had become.[…] She 
dug her heels into the sand till the flash of defiance filled her with a crazed 
thrill. How easy it all was. (p. 196) 

 

The Arab women's pride in their revolutionary attitudes and resistance to oppression 

is heard through Noora's words when she says: “I wasn’t always this quiet. I used to 

have a voice louder than yours. […] Whenever my brother bossed me, I would fight 

back. […] I did what I wanted. No one could force me into anything” (Gargash, 

2009, p. 143). 
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Through the above examples, the Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora authors have 

illustrated the Arab women’s aptitude to revolt, where the Arab female characters are 

depicted in the three novels as experiencing various types of oppression in their 

patriarchal societies; however, these women characters may resist injustice in many 

ways such as fighting, arguing, and escaping. In the following part, the Arab 

women’s condition as to poverty is demonstrated as per their depiction in the three 

chosen novels.  

 

4.2.5 Women as Victims of Poverty  

This section of the analysis highlights how the Arab women characters are portrayed 

by Arab, Arab diaspora, and Western authors in light of the poverty theme. To 

commence the debate, in this part, the poor woman’s image has been identified by 

the researcher, and the researcher has previously mentioned the reason for choosing 

poverty as one of the analytical themes (Please refer to 3.7 Procedures of Analysis). 

Fiud (2010) accentuates that the number of Arab women who suffer from poverty 

has increased particularly in the last two decades, and the poverty of these women is 

caused by several reasons, such as the oppression and marginalization by the society, 

early marriages, and denial of education, inheritance, and proprietorship. However, 

Arab women are poor even if they have their own property or income due to their 

shyness that prevents them from keeping their earnings away from their spouses’ 

revenues, where these women accord their husbands all their possessions and thus 

are considered poor. These instances of poverty are the results of the Arab women's 

upbringing under the social principles that prompt them to exert whatever they own 

in the family financial commitments and feel unable to spend their money freely (Al-

Jubouri, 2012; Al Majali, 2015). In light of this, poverty has impacted negatively on 
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Arab women's lives, where these women encounter many economic and social 

difficulties such as malnutrition, and the inability to pay for medical treatment, to 

support themselves financially, raise their children, and participate effectively in 

spurring their societies' development (Al-Daami, 2009; Al-Shibaiki, 2004). 

 

In the three selected novels, the poor woman’s image has been exemplified by major 

and minor Arab female characters. The Arab novelist Gargash has drawn, in The 

Sand Fish, the poor woman’s representation through the female characters of Noora 

and Moza. Caste discrimination is one of the reasons that compel Arab women 

characters, who belong to the poor class, to remain in a permanent state of poverty 

due to the Arab societies' application to the principle of distinction between social 

classes. It is observed that authoritarian governments in Arab societies promote caste 

discrimination by abolishing the middle class in the classification of social strata, 

where it is difficult for individuals to evolve from the poor to the rich class while it 

was possible to rise to the middle class. This evil system leads to eliminate the poor 

people's aspirations for development, deteriorate their conditions, and enhance the 

riches of the elite class, thus these Arab dictatorships’ goals have been achieved as 

they seek to increase the class struggle and the slow collapse of the poor (Al-

Samman, 2008; Pelaez, Kharrazi, & Seghiri, 2014). Gargash personifies through 

Noora this aspect of poor woman's image. In order to persuade Noora to maintain her 

pregnancy, Jassem tries to lure her with his fortune which will be inherited by her 

baby, and she has been attracted to his words due to her recognition of the poverty 

she faces and class distinction between them. Owing to their authoritarian societies 

that reinforce a sense of inferiority in the individual identities of the poor people, 

Arab women characters have to waive their right to evolve and change in order to 
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have a better life. Noora's sense of inferiority emerges through her utter dependence 

on her husband, because as a poor woman she did not have enough to enjoy life and 

her personality couldn’t develop well to have the sense of self-dependence, fully 

relying only on her husband's mercy for her, as Gargash (2009) writes:  

“Think, woman, think. This child, our child, will have all those things 
you’ve never had.” Noora sat up straight. Suddenly she was interested. 
“Like what will it have?” she asked. “Everything! All that I own. And 
before that, all the opportunity you could hope for it.” (p. 200) 

 

Even though one female character has materialized the poor woman’s representation 

in the Western writer Ferraris’ City of Veils, Ferraris illustrates through Leila a 

significant reason for the Arab woman’s poverty. Due to her female sex, the Arab 

women character is deprived of work, where her growing up in a male society that 

grants men the right to work while forces women to stay at home led to her 

permanent suffering from financial shortfall, and thus she had to rely on a man to run 

her life. It is documented that Arab women have been deprived of job opportunities 

as a result of the men's view towards them as weak owing to their gender, social 

beliefs that define the woman’s role to be a wife and mother only, and the women’s 

conviction that they need men to overcome their problems, especially the economic 

ones, and this belief in their inferiority led to their poverty and dependence on men 

(Alnnajim, 2012; Hermiz, Zeid, & Asper, 2014). This condition is exemplified 

through Leila. Due to traditions that prevent women from going out to work, Leila 

suffers from lack of financial sufficiency, and thus forced to depend economically on 

Abdulrahman, the rich brother. However, he does not give her enough money to get 

what she needs, so she is forced to beg for some money from Bashir, her ex-husband, 

who rarely gives her cash. Leila's status mirrors the Arab female character's 

persecution by her society, which discriminates between men and women based on 
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sex, where it awards men the power while enhances women's sense of weakness. 

Consequently man becomes dominant, while woman is subjected to his mercy. 

Ferraris' narrative makes it clear that Leila was a poor woman. But she was poor not 

because she was born into a poor family, but because she was a woman, and her 

society discriminates between men and women with regard to freedom of work. She 

could not work and be financially independent, and that was the root cause of all her 

troubles: 

Money was at the root of everything. Leila needed it. It was the primary 
subject in all her interviews with women. And perhaps that’s what had 
really interested Leila: how to get money, how to break the cycle of reliance 
on men. Bashir had even said it outright: all she wanted was his cash. 
(Ferraris, 2010, p. 190) 

 

In the same context, the image of poor woman is presented in The Cry of the Dove by 

Faqir through her female characters Salma and Shahla. Owing to racial 

discrimination, Arab immigrant female characters experience financial shortfall, 

where it is difficult for them to get a job in their host Western societies. It is noted 

that a large number of Arab immigrant women, particularly those with advanced 

degrees, suffer from financial distress due to their inability to get jobs commensurate 

with their academic qualifications. This situation of financial distress is caused by the 

Westerners' racist attitude towards these women, where the Westerners call for 

restricting the Arab immigrants to low levels of work, housing, and education, 

therefore, these immigrant women are forced to accept low level jobs in order to fend 

for their families (Al Odat, 2015; Read, 2004). Salma serves to illustrate this trait of 

the poor woman’s image. Although she is already poor in her country, it is assumed 

that her condition improves when she migrates, but she continues to suffer from 

financial shortfall because of racial discrimination. Salma has strived hard to secure 

employment in her new country Britain; however she fails in her attempts because of 
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her different religion and culture. Even when she could finally get a job as a 

seamstress, Max, the British boss, gives her a low wage since she is an alien. Salma's 

poverty in this context is mainly due to racial discrimination because of which, in the 

first place, it was difficult for her to get a job in her host country since she is not 

British, and over and above that she is paid very low wages for her work as 

seamstress, and later when she asked for a salary increase her boss threatened her 

with expulsion. Faqir (2007) writes: 

`I want a rise, Max,' I pleaded. […] `Look, Salma, there are many young 
English kids out there without a job. They would jump at the chance. Count 
your blessings, darling.' […] I should really count my blessings. Four years 
of work and no rise. […] If Max gave me fifty pounds more things would be 
much easier. (p. 95) 

 

The fallout of Salma's suffering from poverty in the host Western society is either 

resorting to imagination to overcome her financial problem as she visualizes that she 

is married to a "generous, rich white Englishman" who is able to provide whatever 

she wishes for, or accepting others' help. In one instance, Salma is forced to seek 

help from others, especially from her old British friend, Gwen, as she accepts a used 

wedding dress because she couldn’t afford one for Parvin's wedding, her Pakistani 

friend who has asked Salma to be her bridesmaid. This incident is evidence that Arab 

immigrant female character undergoes poverty due to Western society’s outlook 

towards her as an "Other." The conversation in the following passage highlights this 

example about Salma's financial troubles in her host country:  

I have an old lilac and mauve dress that I put on once almost forty years ago 
at my sister's wedding. It's in good shape, you can have it altered if you like,' 
she (Gwen) said and looked over at the river. `Really? Great, great,' I 
(Salma) said. (Faqir, 2007, p. 178) 
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Arab female characters have been portrayed as suffering from financial deficiency 

and inability to provide for their basic needs for reasons related either to their female 

sex or class discrimination or racism, and therefore these characters are economically 

dependent. However, Gargash, the Arab writer, elaborates on the poor woman's 

image more than the two other novelists through her characters which either 

represent this depiction or refer to it. For instance Noora, in The Sand Fish, 

epitomizes the Arab woman’s depiction living in extreme poverty. When Noora is 

persecuted by her husband she is unable to escape from his home due to her lack of 

money and her need for him. She states: “I am not leaving,” […] “I’m not happy 

here, but I have a place to live in. I have a bed to sleep in, my own room. I have food 

and water. […] Out there, I would have nothing” (Gargash, 2009, p. 183). Another 

evidence of the Arab women character's poverty is heard through Jassem's words 

who reminds Noora that she should be happy since he will save her from poverty, 

although he is older than her father, married to two women, and sterile: “Doesn’t she 

know how fortunate she is that I’m taking her away from all this…this…wretched 

poverty?” (Gargash, 2009, p. 92). In addition, the poor woman's need to succumb in 

order to get shelter is expressed by Gulsom, when she advises Noora to forget her 

pride and to subject to Jassem for being poor or else she will be displaced. As 

Gulsom stated:  

“You can’t afford to be proud, my girl,” continued Gulsom, […] “You are 
poor, but you will be getting the privilege of living well. […]. If your head 
grows big and you become spoiled, your husband might throw you out. Out! 
And then you’ll have nowhere to go.” (Gargash, 2009, p. 13) 

 

Even though Arab women characters in the three examined novels live in different 

levels of financial insufficiency, they highlight an overall image of the Arab woman 

as poor. 
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Since the main role which has been allocated to them is the homemakers, Arab 

female characters devote the majority of their time to domestic work. Hasan (2002) 

writes that Arab women's living between the house walls for long periods, as well as 

their involvement in housekeeping, child-rearing, and the husband’s care lead often 

to a bit of dullness, unawareness of their rights and the injustice to which they are 

subjected to, and limiting their thinking to domestic matters. This pernicious thought 

is even encouraged by men who prefer a backward naive woman so as not to claim 

her rights and equality to man which lead to underdevelopment and poverty of their 

societies since women constitute half the society and any community cannot make 

progress if half of it is lagging behind (Hasan, 2002). 

 

The domestic woman’s representation emerges in the three examined novels through 

several major and minor Arab women characters. In City of Veils, Ferraris presents 

the domestic woman’s image through the women characters of Donia, Farooha and 

Abdulrahman’s wife. Even though domestic chores are imposed by the traditional 

patriarchal society on Arab women characters, the women themselves are convinced 

that these burdensome duties are their own. It is reported that Arab women are 

convinced that domestic work is their responsibility since they are raised with the 

ideas that the women's place is home, politics and public life are not their domain, 

men's superiority over women, and the women's key role is the motherhood and 

home care. Therefore, it is difficult for these women to participate in the politics and 

employment fields for being convinced that these fields are reserved for men 

(Mikhail, 1973; Nabila, 2013). This inferiority complex is illustrated by Donia in 

City of Veils. Owing to her firm belief that the household chores were reserved for 

women, her life and interactions with others revolved always around cooking, 
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cleaning and child-bearing. Donia is a perfect fit as a domestic woman, or rather as a 

backward woman as her sight does not reach beyond the confines of four walls of the 

house her men have placed her into, and therefore, she has no other topic to talk 

about other than the domestic chores, as Ferraris (2010) writes: “She (Donia) liked to 

cook, and keeping a clean house was important to her” (p. 65). This condition 

reflects the female character's subordination to the patriarchal society, which 

inculcates in women's identities the contentment that the housework is dedicated to 

them in order to grant man control over women. However, Donia is often dismissed 

by the male members of her house and prohibited from expressing her mind to 

participate in family decisions. Donia's condition indicates that the exhausting unpaid 

role adopted by women in their homes is invisible to men and keeps them in an 

inferior position, and on the contrary, men's work is appreciated by family and 

society. Thus, the society marginalizes and oppresses women while awards men 

power and respect. This is echoed by Farfour (2016) who contends that women in 

developing countries perform unpaid household works exceeding men's work two 

and a half times at least; however, women have not been celebrated in Labor Day. 

Instead, this day is allocated to paterfamiliases who are their families’ breadwinners 

due to the patriarchal society's thinking, which considers that the workplace is 

assigned to men, while the house is allocated to women, and women's work is a duty 

without economic value (Farfour, 2016). The best example in the given situation is 

Donia who is fully committed to her duty as a domestic worker, having the least 

expectations of any appreciation or recognition of her work as "work" since work is 

only that which is done by men, as Ferraris (2010) narrates: “Donia was the youngest 

child in her family, and having been subject to the abuses of seven older brothers, she 
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was shy to the point of obstinacy” (p. 65). Donia’s character is an obvious instance of 

Arab women’s image as domesticated creatures in Western feminist discourse. 

 

This characterization is in contrasts with Katya's characterization in City of Veils, 

who has objected to women's domestication by the patriarchal system as she makes 

fun of the women’s permanent presence in the kitchens and asks her father and 

cousin, whom she dwells with, to help her in domestic work as she is often 

preoccupied with her work as a forensic expert. Therefore, Katya has managed to 

occupy an important position in the family which is reflected, for instance, through 

her father's inability to get her to marry Nayir. As Ferraris (2010) recounts: “Katya 

gave a grim laugh. ‘Women are always in kitchens,’ she said. […] he (Nayir)’d heard 

the darkness in her tone that came with the words women are always in kitchens” (p. 

76). 

 

Five female characters epitomize the domestic woman’s depiction in The Sand Fish 

by the Arab author Gargash. Those are Noora, Zobaida’s mother, Gulsom, Yaqoota, 

and Lateefa. Besides domestic work carried out by them, Arab female characters are 

compelled to stay indoors to match the qualities of the socially acceptable woman. 

Sarhan (2013) concurs that the customs, traditions and social culture make it 

imperative for Arab women, specifically Bahraini women, to stay at home and get 

out of it only when necessary, so these women remain confined to their houses and 

their role is limited to housekeeping and child-rearing. Noora represents this aspect 

of the domestic woman’s image. To prepare her for married life and as a part of the 

good wife's attributes Sager and the matchmakers remind Noora of the need to switch 

to a domestic role for being a woman by learning staying at home. As Sager states: 
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“You’re not a girl anymore; you’re a woman. Those curves are there to remind you 

to stop running and jumping, for you to slow down and turn domestic. So start acting 

like a woman” (Gargash, 2009, p. 19). The point is that Noora is being prepared to be 

domesticated and she has to accept to be a domestic woman, devoid of any 

knowledge of economic or technological developments around her since Noora's 

staying within the domestic setting has led to a lack of knowledge as to economic 

and technological development, psychologically as well as in her belief in 

superstitions, which asserts her backwardness compared to men who always live 

outside the home. This difference appears through several scenes, such as when she 

marvels at Jassem's words about the English people and their attempts to extract the 

oil, which would be the cause of their country's evolution, as well as Hamad who 

reveals to Noora the camera’s mystery and how it works when he observes her 

astonishment at the metal piece in an English man’s hand. In addition to that, Noora 

ascribes the reason for her father's madness to the impact of sun's heat on the brain, 

and the cause of the boat's trembling, which has carried her to Jassem’s house in 

Wadeema after marriage, to devils that live under rocks in the middle of the sea. 

Noora’s lack of knowledge is probably caused by the unjust social traditions that 

impose on her as a female the rules to remain in the domestic sphere while allow 

men, specifically Jassem, Sager and Hamad, to be outside this closed domain. 

Noora's situation leads to her backwardness against men's occupation of relatively 

different levels of development, and consequently strengthens Noora's sense of 

inferiority to be mere subservient to males.  

 

The unawareness of the health aspect is one of the manifestations that mirror the 

lagging domestic woman’s representation. It is discussed that due to widely prevalent 
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poverty in rural areas in Iraq, the women in these regions suffer from ignorance, 

underdevelopment and lack of health care. Despite that, rural women give birth to 

many children, they neglect their own health as well as their babies’ health, thus 

programs must be prepared to develop these women's awareness of the health aspects 

(Ahmed, 2014; Salman, Mohamad & Thabit, 2012). This aspect is presented through 

Zobaida’s condition, a minor women character in The Sand Fish. Due to her 

backwardness, to cure the birth defects, Zobaida’s mother attempts to apply 

backward methods of treatment when she puts heavy rocks on Zobaida's feet, which 

are arcuate congenitally, to straighten them. Zobaida's mother is a backward woman 

because she is a domestic woman and therefore miles away from the modern 

knowledge that putting heavy rocks on the feet involved health risks. Zobaida states 

this reality in these words: “‘You know, my mother tried to straighten them when I 

was small, but it didn’t work,’ Zobaida said, […]. ‘She would pin me down with her 

knees and place heavy rocks on my feet. How it hurt!’” (Gargash, 2009, p. 53). 

  

On a similar platform, the domestic woman’s representation has been characterized, 

in The Cry of the Dove by the Arab diaspora writer Faqir, through the female 

characters of Salma and her mother. Lack of cultural civilized behavior reflects the 

Arab women character’s backwardness. This reminds us of Cap's (2013) view, who 

demonstrates that there is a relationship between the environment and the individual 

behavior level, where the individual who lives in an advanced environment his/ her 

conduct will be civilized and sophisticated, and vice versa if the environment that 

surrounds the individual is backward his/ her conduct will be lagging behind. In light 

of this the poor underdeveloped environment surrounding the female character 

affects negatively her civilized behavior. Salma, in The Cry of the Dove, adds this 
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feature to the domestic woman’s image. Despite living in an advanced country for 

many years, Salma did not develop where she still behaves backwardly. Faqir tends 

to draw this representation in several scenes, for instance, Salma has been taught 

thoroughly table and speaking manners by a Western minor female character 

Rebecca. However, she does not apply these civilized behaviors. Her domestication 

has fossilized some of her habits taken to be backward in a cultured social milieu, 

such as not knowing that a drink is to be consumed slowly, and so, owing to her 

previous habits she drank it in one go like a bitter medicine: “He poured me some 

fizzy mineral water in a slim glass, put some ice and lemon in it and handed it to me. 

I sat down on the stool and drank it all in one go” (Faqir, 2007, p. 116 emphasis 

mine). Her backwardness due to her domestication reflected in her social dealings is 

further heightened by another incident where in the high-end shops in Britain, Salma 

uses wastefully the expensive perfumes’ testers due to her inability to purchase them. 

As she mentions: “I grabbed the tester bottle and sprayed myself abundantly under 

the mascaraed disapproving look of the sales girl” (Faqir, 2007, p. 14). Moreover, 

her strong desire to wail due to her grief at Liz's death contrasts completely with 

Liz's relatives’ attitude who put on elegant black clothes to express their sorrow 

quietly. This display of emotions is a typical backward, uncivilized behavior 

witnessed in domestic women since they learned under their Arab Bedouin culture to 

wail loudly at the death of their loved ones. Salma herself recounts her feelings: 

“Nothing apart from the sniffs and sighs of the well-dressed mourners. I was filling 

up so I walked out quickly before my Bedouin howls shook the birds in their trees” 

(Faqir, 2007, p. 203). This incident indicates Salma's commitment to her old identity 

which has been formed in domestic surroundings that lack all the civilized 

development ways. Therefore, it is difficult for her to acquire civilized behavior from 
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the Westerners who she lives among. Faqir exaggerates Salma’s negative social 

behaviour, which portray Arab women as very backward, rude, and savage. But to 

derogate Arab women’s social behavior, Faqir shows the Western female characters 

in civilized conduct. 

 

The Arab female characters addressed above have personified the domestic woman’s 

depiction who suffers from backwardness due to her domesticity that is imposed on 

her by her male societies. This image is used by the three novelists to assert these 

women’s negativity and inferiority in their societies. However, it is important to 

highlight certain symbols used by the Arab and Arab diaspora novelists that mirror 

these female characters’ domesticity and backwardness.  In The Sand Fish, 

Gargash’s depiction of Noora hiding in a dark nook of her hut symbolizes the Arab 

women character's restriction to the narrow domestic sphere and her staying in the 

darkness of underdevelopment, as well as the novelist's likening of Noora to a child 

stands for her lack of mental maturity, viz., her backwardness. As Gargash (2009) 

writes: “She hunched her shoulders and curled back into the dimmest corner of the 

hut. On the outside she was a woman, but her insides screamed for the loving 

protection a child craves” (p. 9).  

 

The Arab diaspora writer Faqir also portrays symbolically the Arab female 

character's backwardness and her fear of evolution through her title character Salma. 

Salma has quickly retreated to the cabin due to her inability to remain among the 

advanced Westerners on the deck on her way to her host country Britain. This 

shyness denotes Salma’s sense of backwardness and inferiority against Westerners 

and her fear of living in a developed society, where “the openness of the view” 
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stands for Westerners' wide vision into the future and development, while the vision 

from the cabin's “small and framed” window denotes Salma's narrow view of life and 

future that is commensurate with her backwardness, therefore, she feels reassured in 

the cabin. As Salma says: 

When on deck there was something in the way affluent foreign people 
converse and sip coffee, the openness of the view and the brightness of the 
sea that hurt your eyes. In the cabin, the view - small and framed - was 
tolerable. (Faqir, 2007, p. 94) 

 

The female characters have highlighted the Arab women's experiences under 

poverty. In the next part, the status of these women characters as to the sexual 

persecution theme is explicated. 

 

4.2.6 Women as Sexually Oppressed Objects  

This part of the study explicates how Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora writers have 

depicted the Arab female characters in the light of the sexual persecution theme. 

Sexually oppressed woman is the predominant image addressed under this theme. 

The phenomenon of women's oppression in Arab societies results from social values 

that have been inherited through generations. These principles differentiate between 

genders, where they ignore woman's importance while emphasize the male's 

superiority and significance in various fields of life (Shawahneh, 2016; Zahra, 2013). 

For instance, as mentioned previously, the domestic duties are allocated to woman 

only, whereas man has been exempted from participation in these works. The right to 

leave the house and return at any unspecified time has been granted to the males, 

whereas females cannot leave home without their guardian’s permission and they 

need to return within specific times, otherwise failing to do so will see them being 

punished. Such restrictions placed on women in Arab society, indicate that woman is 
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bereft of her right of self-fulfillment and living freely (Shawahneh, 2016; Zahra, 

2013). In addition, gender inequality is reflected in other domains such as job 

opportunities, annual income, and administrative functions (Shawahneh, 2016; 

Zahra, 2013). 

 

The representation of sexually oppressed woman emerges in the three studied novels 

through major and minor Arab women characters. Men's imposition of women's 

segregation is one of the ways that reflects the image of the sexually oppressed 

woman. Due to his uncontrolled sexual instincts and his upbringing to be biased 

against women, man forces segregation on women (Al-Sheikh, 2016; Mouikel, 

2015). To justify his imposition of such segregation, man has relied on the religious 

fanatics’ statements which are compatible with his radical beliefs since these 

declarations claim that women’s presence with men in workplace leads to illicit 

relationships. Therefore, segregation is the solution, and consequently woman has 

been locked up in the house on the basis that her going out will lead to a violation of 

her honor (Al-Sheikh, 2016; Kazim & Albirmany, 2012). The Western novelist 

Ferraris presents in her novel, City of Veils, through her female characters Katya, 

Farooha and Nuha, this form of sexual persecution of Arab women. These characters 

are forced to sit in the women's room and prohibited from entering the room 

specified for men. For instance, Katya’s father foists segregation on Katya by 

unnecessarily inviting his friend AbuWalid because her friend Nayir was coming to 

visit them. Katya deeply feels this sexual oppression carried out on women by men, 

feels suffocated knowing that her father believes, like all other men, that women's 

sexuality needs to be controlled. She says: “he had invited AbuWalid because his 

presence would enforce the household’s segregation” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 65). In a 
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similar kind of incident, Nuha is made to feel the severity of the sexual oppression 

she has to undergo at the hands of her husband Osama as she has to retire to the 

women's quarter upon the arrival of his friend to their house. Osama enforces 

segregation on his wife Nuha, where she could not talk to him all night: “Seeing 

Abu-Haitham come in the door behind him, Nuha had fled to the women’s sitting 

room, which is just what Osama had intended” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 87). In addition, 

the family to which Farooha belongs applies strict segregation on women where 

there are two entrances for the house - the main door for men and the side door for 

women; and if Osama did not come along with a female investigator, he will not be 

able to interview Farooha. This arrangement is strictly in accordance with men's 

attempts to sexually oppress women with the firm belief to control their sexuality, as 

Ferraris (2010) writes: “They parked in the driveway and quickly determined that 

there were separate entrances. A small sign indicated that the women’s entrance was 

around the side” (p. 90). These Arab women characters’ attitudes accentuate the male 

dominance over females resulting from Arab culture that awards men the authority to 

control women's lives among which are restricting women’s movement and 

whereabouts. This small incident reveals that Ferraris’ novel expresses the ideologies 

of Arab women’s oppression and male control, where representing the female 

characters as inferior by Ferraris emphasizes male superiority. Ferraris expresses her 

mind of women's segregation in Saudi society, in which she has lived for a limited 

period, through her American character Miriam who states: 

That he was the kind of man who had been drawn to Saudi Arabia because 
he appreciated its worst stereotypes, the treatment of women primary among 
them. Or perhaps […] it was only the segregation of women that appealed 

to him. (Ferraris, 2010, p. 49 emphasis mine) 
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The image of sexually oppressed woman is also mirrored through physical violence 

experienced by Arab women characters. Physical violence against woman is defined 

as an assault by a male on female's body, whether by using physical force or solid 

and sharp instruments such as a knife and stick, and the violence ranges from abuse 

to murder (Abdul Latif & Munir, 2012; Hajahaja, 2016; Mousa, 2007). It is observed 

that women in Arab societies still suffer from physical violence, such as honor 

killing, beating and female genital mutilation crimes. Despite the Arab women 

organizations’ attempts to reduce this phenomenon, such violence has not been 

eliminated in a realistic way due to lack of scientific researches that provide real 

solutions, the women’s reluctance to complain against their husbands for fear of 

social traditions, and women’s ignorance of their legitimate and legal rights (Al-

Haidari, 2012; Zahra, 2013). Female characters such as Salma, Layla, Sabha, and a 

nameless female prisoner in Faqir’s The Cry of the Dove are depicted as sexually 

persecuted, where they become victims of male violence. Since her childhood, 

Salma, for instance, is exposed to harsh beatings by her brother Mahmoud. Fearing 

for her safety, Salma flees to Britain when she discovers that she is pregnant out of 

wedlock. Even though she is far removed from her village, Hima, Salma imagines 

that Mahmoud is chasing after her in Britain to kill her with his rifle. However, at the 

end of the novel she is killed by Mahmoud not in Britain but in her hometown over 

the grave of her daughter Layla, as Salma has returned to the village to look for her 

and who has been thrown into the well by her uncle Mahmoud. Physical violence 

perpetrated by men against women is also illustrated by the minor female characters 

of Sabha and an unnamed released women prisoner who have been killed by their 

brothers for cleansing their shame. Through these women characters’ predicament, 

Faqir tries to reveal the immodest women’s fate in an Arab society, where they are 
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rejected by their community and sentenced to death. Faqir aptly portrays Salma, 

Layla, Sabha and the nameless woman prisoner as sexually oppressed women as 

these women are beaten up, tortured and ultimately killed by their male family 

members because they tried to oppose the strict sexual oppression of women by men, 

as expressed here: 

Two months ago her (Layla's) good-for-nothing uncle threw her in the Long 
Well. "Like mother, like daughter," he said. Your father and his friend 
Jadaan fished her out and buried her remains in the cemetery against the 
wishes of the men of the tribe. (Faqir, 2007, p. 225) 

------------------------- 
 

When I (Salma) turned my head I felt a cold pain pierce through my 
forehead, there between my eyes, and then like blood in water it spread out. 
(Faqir, 2007, p. 226) 

 

These attitudes indicate the female characters' weakness against men's strength as 

well as the males' belief of having the right of physical abuse on females where the 

Arab social values entitle males the responsibility of monitoring women's behaviors. 

Consequently, any attempt by these women characters to deviate from the traditional 

track drawn to them by the society will be considered a violation of men's right to 

control women who are merely weak, subjected, and voiceless creatures. Faqir has 

used in her novel several symbols to refer to men's violence against women, for 

instance the cudgel, dagger, and rifle are males' weapons in Arab world and beating 

women with them is an evidence of male physical violence against women in Arab 

patriarchal societies. Faqir has also drawn a bleak setting by depicting an owl 

hooting and bats fluttering in darkness (p. 72) which are symbols of an imminent evil 

according to Arab culture, where this setting symbolizes the violence that surrounds 

Arab women in their male societies. In addition to Faqir, Ferraris’s attempt to attract 

the reader’s attention towards the issue of violence against women in Arab society is 
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obvious, where she opens her narration with the scene of Leila’s corpse who is 

brutally murdered and dumped on the beach. 

 

The Arab female characters’ suffering under the polygamy system reflects the 

representation of sexually oppressed woman. Polygamy is one of the male laws that 

oppress women, since when a man marries another woman the first wife feels 

humiliated, just a body for pleasure, and not a partner with equal rights and duties 

(Al-Ghadban, 2012; Al-Imam, 2012). However, psychology asserts that the first 

wife's sense of oppression and indignity, when her husband paired with another 

woman, results from the wife’s conviction that her husband is her own only and no 

woman has a right to share her husband with her, she has granted him her youth and 

has contributed to compose his wealth, and she is afraid of being neglected by her 

husband (Al-Imam, 2012). This situation is highlighted by Gargash in The Sand Fish, 

who exemplifies through her female characters women’s status under this system. 

For being one man’s wives Noora, Shamsa, and Lateefa suffer from unequal 

treatment by their husband and the co-wives have conflicts at that, where each one of 

them exerts her best to win their spouse's love and to insult her rivals. They suffer 

from emotional instability in light of this marital system since Jassem attends to 

whom he likes and ignores the other wives, which causes them to undergo endless 

mental suffering. Noora is the third wife of the rich pearl merchant Jassem, therefore 

she is daily insulted by his second wife Shamsa, a minor character, who boasts her 

family's wealth and mocks Noora for being from a poor family. Shamsa's attitude is 

caused by her jealousy of Noora as she occupies her position in the family as a new 

wife and in return Noora attempts to respond to Shamsa's affronts by reminding her 

of her failure to give birth to a child for Jassem. Thus, all the three women, Noora, 
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Shamsa and Lateefa are the victims of sexual oppression, the root cause of which is 

polygamy. Being three wives of a single man, they do not get equal treatment since 

their husband, Jassem, behaves with them according to his whims and fancies, 

leading to unpleasant feelings of hatred and jealousy among the poor creatures, as 

Gargash (2009) recounts in the following two excerpts:   

He (Jassem) eats with you (Noora) and lets us (Shamsa and Lateefa) wait. 
We have to eat after the two of you are belching your meals away. Is that 
fair? Is that what Islam says? Doesn’t the prophet say that each wife should 
be treated equally? Jassem treats you like a princess when all you are is a 
cat-eyed pauper from the mountains.”[…] He visits you every night and 
ignores the rest of us, as if we were picked off the street. (p. 135) 

------------------- 
 

The arbab (Jassem) […] shifted his visits to Shamsa. […] Shamsa sauntered 
past, made sure to stop by the window and throw a sidelong glance of 
achievement, just in case Noora was looking. And Noora was. It was a brief 
stop, but it served its purpose: “I have him and you don’t!” Noora could 
almost see the words form on her lips. (p. 145) 

 

These characters’ hardship is caused by their gender, being females, as their 

patriarchal society’s traditions place them in an inferior status to males, while males 

are granted the right to control the females' feelings and fates. Therefore, the male 

character Jassem deals with his wives unevenly and according to his moods causing 

among these women characters jealousy and suffering. As Gargash (2009) narrates: 

“It’s not my (Noora) fault that our husband wants to be with me. He sets the 
rules.” Shamsa yawned and stretched her arms. “Nothing stays the same 
forever. Enjoy what you have.” […] “Imagine, when he gets bored of you”. 
(p. 136) 

 

Portraying the Arab women characters' condition in the three novels whether as 

segregated or beaten or suffering from polygamy reflects the depiction of sexually 

oppressed woman. These characters are exposed to these experiences due to their 

female gender where their patriarchal traditional society discriminates between the 

genders and allows women’s oppression and subjugation to male dominance. The 
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females' oppression by males is heard through Farooha's voice in City of Veils who 

indicates that men in Arab society aspire to hurt women. As she  states: “There were 

plenty of people who might have wanted to harm her, aside from the larger-than-

average number of men in this city who want to harm women whether they carry 

cameras or not” (Ferraris, 2010, p. 92 emphasis mine). Through this image the Arab, 

Western, and Arab diaspora novelists show gender power relation in Arab patriarchal 

society, which is presented in western feminist texts, where women are depicted as 

powerless while men as powerful, and thus women always experience male 

oppression and inability to express their individuality. 

 

The female characters that have been discussed above epitomize the Arab women’s 

experiences in the light of the sex theme, as the Arab women characters have been 

persecuted due to their gender. The following section highlights these female 

characters’ situation under the morality theme. 

 

4.2.7 Women under Morality System 

This section is devoted to the examination of the theme of morality - how Arab 

women characters are represented by Western, Arab, and Arab diaspora novelists as 

to the morality theme. The 'chaste virgin' is the image chosen to launch the analysis 

in this section. Since their lives and dignity are associated with their chastity, the 

Arab women characters exert their best to maintain their reputation and chastity from 

being defiled to win God’s and society’s favour. It is reported that virginity is of 

extreme importance in Arab women’s lives as Middle-Eastern man places 

importance on the purity of the woman, whom he chooses as a wife. Therefore, the 

woman's sense of fear and tension overcomes her feeling of joy on the first night of 
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her marriage even if she is sure about her virginity since the woman’s fate who loses 

her virginity is divorce, shame and death (Akram, 2011; Aqais, 2013; Mohammadi, 

2013). However, a virgin woman is considered a pillar to build a stable society due to 

her significant role in the society’s reform and goodness (Domi & Abu Sharia, 2015; 

Maghraoui, 2015). 

 

In the three examined novels, the chaste virgin’s image has been typified by some 

major and minor Arab female characters. Even though Ferraris presents in her novel 

City of Veils the chaste virgin’s depiction only through one woman character, Katya, 

she demonstrates an important aspect of this image in other ways. The rejection of 

Mut'ah marriage shows the Arab female character's preservation of her chastity. It is 

noted that woman's abstinence from adultery is a proof of her chastity (Abdel Azim, 

2005; Domi & Abu Sharia, 2015). In addition, Mut'ah marriage with all its labels 

such as the dowry, summer, and tourism marriage is forbidden in Islam since 

legitimate marriage should be permanent, continuous, and stable while Mut'ah 

marriage is temporary and its purpose is only to satiate the sexual desire, thus it is 

adultery (Abbas, 2012; Al-Munajjid, 2011). Katya, in City of Veils, typifies this form 

of Arab woman’s chastity. She denounces the ads sent by many men who look for 

women with specific attributes to accompany them as wives while traveling outside 

the country for the summer period in exchange for different financial offers. This 

aspect of her behavior reflects the Arab female character's adherence to religious 

principles, which emphasize the woman's need to preserve her chastity by avoiding 

these kinds of fake marriages. Katya knows very well that her chastity is her greatest 

virtue, and although she is not financially well off and is in need of a job at the time, 

to her the offer of a temporary short-term marriage in exchange for huge financial 
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allurements is nothing but prostitution, a sinful act in the eyes of a chaste virgin like 

her, as narrated by Ferraris (2010): 

Men were looking for women who could speak English well, who were pale 
skinned, slender, and sexy, and who came from good families. The pay was 
upwards of one hundred thousand riyals, sometimes even a new villa or a 
brand-new BMW. That part always made her (Katya) laugh bitterly. 

Giving a woman a car! It was prostitution, plain and simple. (p. 99 
emphasis mine) 

 

In the same context, the Arab female characters of Noora and Yaqoota that are 

portrayed by the Arab writer Gargash in The Sand Fish serve to draw the chaste 

virgin’s image. The avoidance of exposing her hair or body in front of unrelated men 

by wearing loose clothes alludes to Arab female character's modesty. It is 

documented that Islamic dictates urge women to wear loose fitting clothes since they 

reflect women's decency and chastity, therefore, they will not be exposed to 

harassment by corrupt men (Al-Ahmad, 2001; Elgohary, 2013). As God says: 

O Prophet, tell your wives and your daughters and the women of the 
believers to bring down over themselves [part] of their outer garments. That 
is more suitable that they will be known and not be abused. And ever is 
Allah Forgiving and Merciful. (Noble Quran 33:59) 

 

This attitude is exemplified through Noora in The Sand Fish. Despite the darkness, 

Noora quickly pulls her wet clothes away from her body to prevent Rashid from 

seeing her in tight-fitting attire after swimming in the pool. As Gargash (2009) 

writes: “She (Noora) was suddenly aware of the way her clothes were clinging to her 

skin. […] She started tugging at the fabric to create air pockets that could hide her 

sodden outline” (p. 75-76). This act of Noora reveals that she is a chaste and virgin 

woman. Her chastity is reflected through her modesty that prompts her not to expose 

her body, even her hair, to an unrelated man. She feels utter shame and a sense of 

diffidence when a stranger's glance falls on her exposed body and hair.  To avert 
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Hamad's glance to her hair which is revealed by the wind that has lifted her head’s 

covers, Noora speeds up to veil her hair. As Gargash (2009) narrates: “Without the 

familiar feel of cloth on her head, she was overcome by a peculiar timidity. Feeling 

exposed, she quickly pulled the covers back up” (p. 167). Noora's excessive shyness 

is caused by her upbringing on the social values that accentuate the necessity of 

women's decency and modesty. However, this shyness leads mostly to create 

cowardly female characters where it is impossible that the female be shy and brave 

simultaneously, since courage requires boldness. This situation underscores that the 

Arab patriarchal culture implants in the female characters’ identities shyness of men 

in order to instill a sense of weakness and inferiority in their character, whereas the 

same culture stresses upon the need to inculcate in men the qualities of boldness and 

courage, and that is how males have succeeded in imposing their control over 

females. 

 

Faqir represents clearly in The Cry of the Dove the chaste virgin’s image through her 

female characters, Salma, Salma’s mother, and Aisha. Not allowing to be touched by 

unrelated men to keep her honor is an evidence of the Arab women character's purity 

and chastity. It is agreed that sexual abstinence is required of women and men, 

however the Arab society’s backwardness and its inferior outlook to women have led 

to the society's imposition of sexual chastity only on women while men are 

exempted, where a woman's value in the society depends on her sexual chastity, so 

she must maintain her honor and purity (Al-Otoum, 2013; Alquwayta, 2013). This 

aspect of the chaste virgin’s image is represented by Salma. Living in a western 

society, Salma receives many invitations from British men to have illicit relations, 

but she manages to elude these invitations by diplomatic means to avoid the Western 
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society's view towards her as a backward "Other". Salma's rejection to establish such 

relations reflects her commitment to her social and religious values and her inability 

to adopt the Western society’s cultural principles which allows establishing 

illegitimate relationships freely. Thus, it would not be improper to assert here that 

Salma is a chaste virgin since despite having numerous opportunities to engage in 

illicit relationships for sexual gratification, and which may have been her need of the 

time as well, she rejects all advances of men and retains her chastity and virginity, as 

Salma states in her own words: 

He got up, stood in front of me, placed his fingers under my chin and tilted 
my face up towards him. I jumped up and said, `No' `What do you mean 
"no"? You asked me to come.' `No, sorry,' I said, hugging myself. (Faqir, 
2007, p. 16) 

--------------------------------- 
 

`Salma, would you like to have dinner with me next Wednesday?' he said 
[…]. I swallowed hard and said as kindly as possible, 'I don't think so, 
Allan. You're like a brother to me.' (Faqir, 2007, p. 167) 

 

Arab female characters in the three novels have explicitly epitomized the chaste 

virgin’s depiction since the religious and social beliefs instill in these characters' 

identities the seeds of modesty and purity since childhood due to their female sex.  

The Arab woman's timidity has been mirrored by Noora, in The Sand Fish, who feels 

extremely embarrassed when the matchmakers examine her to assert her suitability 

as a wife to Jassem. As Gargash (2009) recounts: “Noora felt the heat rise to her face 

[…]. Sakina giggled and said, “The pomegranate has lifted to her cheeks, sister.” 

“Another shy bride,” Gulsom said” (p. 10). 

 

Owing to social traditions that restrict them by specific moral rules, Arab female 

characters may rebel against these constraints by deviating from the ethical norms set 

for them in spite of their awareness that their behavior is rejected by society. It is 
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stated that the causes of Arab women's ethical deviation are the strict observation of 

women's behavior by Arab patriarchal traditional society, domestic violence against 

women, gender discrimination in treatment, and forcing women to traditional 

marriage. This discrimination deepens the female's sense of inferiority and 

incompetence; therefore, she resorts to self-assertion by committing crimes such as 

adultery, prostitution, begging, and theft (Al Khair, 2013; Alssayd, 2009). However, 

the Arab male-dominated society considers a woman who maintains a premarital 

relation as depraved and ineligible to raise children, so, this society assumes woman 

to be chaste, while the man's establishment of such relations prior to marriage is 

deemed part of his positive qualities (Ashtu, 2011; Hamdaoui, 2000). 

 

It would not be out of place at this juncture to mention that the researcher is of Arab 

descent and more influenced by the Arab culture, therefore, her own perspective on 

women's behavior leans more towards what may be called moralistic 'decency.' This 

perspective may be at odds with the Western perspective where a woman's behavior 

is not judged and evaluated by moralistic standards; to a westerner, a woman's choice 

of exercising her sexual orientation is liberation, whereas to the researcher the same 

exercise is immoral behavior. The immoral woman’s image has been concretized in 

the three novels through major and minor Arab women characters. In Faqir’s The 

Cry of the Dove the Arab female characters are depicted negatively as immoral 

through Salma and Noura. Despite their awareness of the shame that they will bring 

to their families and the risk that they will be exposed to, Arab women characters 

have sex out of wedlock. Promiscuity is rejected by Muslim societies, exemplified by 

the fact that if an adulteress gives birth, her baby is either killed by her family to 

avoid the disgrace or the child is humiliated by the society being labeled as 'bastard', 
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and therefore, a bastard child develops mental illness and dislikes society for being 

treated as a pariah in it (Al-Meshal, 2014; Mansour, 1985; Saleh & Awad, 2016). 

These consequences are demonstrated through Salma. She engages in an illicit 

relationship with a young villager Hamdan despite her awareness of the honour code 

in her village which has punished other young women with death for having out-of-

wedlock relations. Salma's indecent behavior mirrors her lack of proper rearing and 

her lack of ethics, where such corrupt relations are forbidden according to Arab 

traditions. Salma in this sense may be dubbed as an immoral woman since she 

allowed herself to fall for the lure of an illicit relationship. But, on the other hand, 

she may be excused from the charges of adultery as her act is an act of defiance of 

traditional values that are unfair towards women, which punish only a woman for 

having sex out of wedlock. Salma describes the situation as follows: 

I closed my eyes, bit my lower lip and held my breath. He ran his fingers 
through my hair, tightened his fist and walked away to come back later and 
claim what was his already, releasing me and imprisoning me for the rest of 
my life. (Faqir, 2007, p. 17) 

 

At a similar level, the immoral woman’s depiction emerges through Noora in The 

Sand Fish by Gargash.  Even though she is a married woman, Noora sets up an affair 

with Hamad, who works for her husband Jassem. Her deviant behavior may be 

caused by Arab culture that forbids a woman from choosing a suitable spouse, while 

the man has been granted this right. This incident proves that Arab society is 

patriarchal since it awards males the decision-making freedom, while this advantage 

is stripped from the females to place them in an inferior standing against male 

superiority. Consequently, the female character Noora rebels against this social 

injustice by betraying her husband with the man chosen by her. This is echoed by 

Eibadah (2016) who concurs that Arab societies differentiate between the sexes, 
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where a woman is prohibited from determining the qualities that must be available in 

the future husband, raising the marriage’s issue to the man and family, and taking the 

first formal steps toward marriage while the man enjoys all these rights. Therefore, a 

woman who tries to choose a spouse is considered immoral by her Arab conservative 

society (Eibadah, 2016). Following these standards of judgment, Noora is viewed as 

an immoral woman since she engages in an extra-marital affair with a man of her 

choice. But again, she cannot be accused of fornication as she takes this extreme step 

in defiance of the unjust traditions that clip the wings of only a woman while 

allowing men to enjoy extreme freedom in choosing a life partner, as Gargash (2009) 

narrates:  

He (Hamad) wrapped her (Noora) in his arms, holding her so tight she felt 
an overpowering desire to throw away all her modesty. She had never gone 
bare. It was an unnecessary embarrassment, a notdone thing she was always 
grateful for whenever she was with Jassem. (p. 178) 

 

In this excerpt, Noora’s image reflects the novelist’s allegory of Arab women as 

immoral where she abandons her modesty completely with her lover Hamad. This 

event shows Noora’s lack of proper moral values, which is indicated by the narrator's 

words: “desire to throw away all her modesty”. 

 

Ferraris draws in City of Veils the immoral woman’s image through the female 

characters of Leila, Fatimah, Johara, and a nameless prostitute. Going out of home 

without a male companion and mixing freely with unrelated men mirror the women 

characters' immorality from the Arab society’s viewpoint. Sultan (2010) similarly 

states that globalization and universal openness have not changed the Arab societies’ 

customs and traditions, where women in these communities are still banned by their 

male guardians from going out without a mahram otherwise they will be considered 
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as immoral. Leila clearly represents this aspect of the immoral woman’s portrait. 

Albeit her brother Abdulrahman preventing her from going out without her cousin 

Ra'id, Leila goes out alone frequently and roams freely with her American boyfriend 

Eric with whom she has established an intimate relation despite her knowing that he 

is a Christian married man. Her immoral conduct is caused by her desire to remove 

social restrictions that allow men to control the females' lives, while inculcate in the 

women characters' identities the sense of weakness to subject them to the male 

authority. Leila, from the Arab male perspective would be called an immoral woman 

on the charges of going out of home unchaperoned, mixing with an unrelated man, 

and later having an affair with Eric. But, her actions are guided by her sense of 

rebellion against the unfair treatment of women in traditional societies, those 

traditional values that teach women to be under control of men, in Leila's case, under 

her brother's control, as is noted by Ferraris (2010):  

He (Nayir) thought of all the things the police hadn’t told her (Miriam) —
about the video footage of Eric and Leila in the desert, at his apartment, 
drinking alcohol on the American compound. About Katya’s later discovery 
that it was Eric’s hair on the inside of Leila’s burqa. (p. 189)  

 

In the quote above, Ferraris hints at an illegal relationship between Leila and Eric to 

keep the readers in suspense about what they did in the desert and apartment, and 

whether they exchanged kisses. However, this also indicates that Ferraris does not 

want to raise the sensitivity of Arab society towards her as a Western writer, 

especially as she is married to an Arab man. 

 

Through these Arab women characters, the Western, Arab, and Arab diaspora 

novelists have drawn the immoral woman’s representation. The Arab female 

character's immorality is heard through Salma's voice in The Cry of the Dove when 
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she admits that her lover Hamdan used to label her: “my little slut, my courtesan, my 

whore” (Faqir, 2007, p. 129), which are different words but connote the same 

meaning that she is immoral. These labels position Arab woman in an inferior status, 

not only for depicting her as immoral, but for considering her as subordinate to man 

which is revealed through Hamdan’s frequent use of “my” in calling Salma. 

However, the Arab women characters’ moral deviation results from the pressures 

imposed on them by their patriarchal societies that discriminate between genders, 

where these communities allow males to mix or to establish illicit relations while the 

females who dare to go beyond these red lines have been punished harshly. This 

prejudiced social view against Arab women has been referred by Ferraris through her 

minor male character Osama who demystifies that the main reason of killing Leila by 

Fuad is her lack of commitment to moral standards set for females in Arab societies. 

As Osama states: “To him (Fuad), it was all right for a man to look at porn, but for a 

woman to act with liberty? What really made him angry was that Leila wasn’t being 

moral” (Ferraris, 2010, p.193 emphasis mine). 

 

Before addressing the image of Arab woman as a liar, it is important to mention that 

a lie, according to Bok (2011), means any declaration that conveys designedly 

misleading information to make the receiver for this information convinced of what 

the speaker himself or herself is not convinced of it. Many Arab female characters in 

the novels analyzed are also forced to practice lying to survive under various 

repressive systems. Dagher (2004) argues that girls learn lying to survive under 

repression. As soon as they realize that there is an unequal relation between genders 

in their society, they learn to dodge the system by modulating their behavior to 

conform to the stereotypes of the "other" to gain acceptability in the society, which in 
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fact may not be their true behavior and identity. Also, in order to observe and control 

their lives, their mothers interfere in their lives in the name of 'a girl's ethics' and 

exert pressure on them to share their secrets, thus prompting them to resort to more 

lies to hide their personal affairs. Consequently, lying and social hypocrisy will 

accompany the woman since she has not learned to be honest (Dagher, 2004). 

 

The woman’s representation as a liar is typified through nine major and minor Arab 

women characters in the three chosen novels. In City of Veils, Ferraris has presented 

the woman’s image as a liar through four female characters, in particular Leila, 

Katya, Faiza, and Nuha. The female characters resort to lying to avoid the clutches of 

the oppressive and unfair legal system in their countries. The laws that are based on 

unjust social traditions which deprive them of their basic rights have caused the 

women characters to resort to lying as a means to avoid the injustice of these laws. 

Arab women still suffer from the underdeveloped laws which deprive them of many 

rights under the Islamic legislations’ pretext. In fact, the fundamental problem faced 

by these women is the backward social reality restricted to obsolete traditions, lack 

of awareness and the patriarchal laws’ enactment that limit the women’s participation 

in political, social and economic aspects (Gharib, 2016; Hassan, 2011). This typical 

predicament is portrayed through Katya and Faiza in City of Veils. These two female 

characters were forced to claim that they were married while in reality they were 

single, in order to secure a job since unmarried women were prohibited from 

working with men. This is to say, Katya and Faiza are liars. But, they did not lie out 

of dishonesty. They lied to bypass the tenets of an unfair and repressive legal system 

that deprives single women the right to work as they have to work with men, as 

Ferraris (2010) writes: 
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“One more thing,” […] “I lied about being married,” she (Katya) said. […] 
Her face colored brightly, but she didn’t turn away. “I’m sorry. […] they 
had to think I was married or they wouldn’t have hired me”. (p. 184) 

------------------------ 

Faiza had been fired? […] “Turns out she wasn’t really married,” the chief 
said. […] “What did Faiza say?” “She admitted that she’d lied”. (p. 87) 

 

The expressions “Her face colored brightly” and “admitted” show Katya's and 

Faiza's sense of guilt and remorse, as well as it refers to these two female characters’ 

weakness, which Katya tries to hide when “she didn’t turn away.” These characters' 

decision to lie to avail their legitimate rights indicates their persecution and 

subjugation by these laws, and thus proves that these societies assign an inferior 

status to women and underestimate their worth as human beings whereas the same 

societies grant, by contrast, a superior position and high respect to men.  

 

Arab women, especially as wives, live under much family pressure which induces 

them to lie to their husbands, in the first place, to evade from potential oppression, 

and secondly, to carry on with the marital relationship as it is. It is noted that the 

basis of successful married life is honesty, while marriage that is based on dishonesty 

is bound to be a miserable failure since lying creates suspicion between the couple 

and eliminates the trust between them, thus leads to the collapse of married life. 

However, lying is preferred in some cases to consolidate the marital relationship such 

as to overcome the crises, to maintain the marital life’s continuity, and to express 

emotions between spouses (Abdul Khader, 2012; Kordy, 2012). Although she knows 

that her lies may jeopardize her future as a beloved wife and she may lose her 

husband's trust, Nuha in City of Veils resorts to lies to avoid persecution at the hands 

of her husband for not complying to his commands. Thus, in the given circumstances 

Nuha is a liar. But she is forced to lie to her husband in order to keep him pleased, 
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and in order to evade persecution the power to which the social rules have placed in 

his hands. Ferraris (2010) narrates: 

And what she’d said had murdered him: That she was sorry, so sorry she’d 

lied for so long […] And the funny thing was, she had thought that Osama 
wanted her to be this way. […] But now she realized that she had failed him 
because she had lied. (p. 153 emphasis mine) 

------------------------------------ 

She told him all the things she had wanted to confess before […] How she 
spent their money frivolously on clothes and lunches with friends.[…] How 
she didn’t actually like the Indian restaurant they went to, the one he loved 
so much. The food there made her sick. […] And all those Wednesday 
nights when he thought she was visiting her cousins? She was actually out 
in the desert with her brother, learning to drive. (p.156) 

 

Ferraris’ satire on Arab female character is clear, where for being a reliable wife 

Nuha must be sincere in her words and deeds with her husband, but she is not honest, 

which reveals the Arab female character’s vices and hypocrisy. Nuha was aware of 

the fact that certain things were are not allowed by her husband, Osama, such as her 

extravagance since as a government employee, his income was limited; and her 

learning to drive, since as a policeman, he must maintain laws that prevent women's 

driving, as well as her refusal to accompany him to his favorite Indian restaurant. 

Consequently, lying is the solution that is chosen by Nuha to fulfill her wishes and to 

avoid her husband's punishment. Nuha’s behavior reflects the female characters' 

weakness and the male domination on the female characters’ identities. Therefore, 

this female character is forced to lie to satisfy her husband and to eschew his 

oppression. This is echoed by Kordy (2012) who discusses that since woman is 

naturally weak, the wife resorts to lying as a means to avoid her husband’s 

persecution. However, the problem of wife's habit of lying can be dealt with in a 

loving and understanding manner by the husband who can gently demonstrate to his 

wife that it is better to steer clear of lying and that she can be quite frank with him 
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and that he will make his best to solve their problems and would never oppress her 

(Kordy, 2012).   

 

Though the women characters that represent Arab women’s image as liars in The 

Sand Fish are just three, it is still noteworthy that they lie. Significant factors which 

may prompt the Arab female characters to lie are demonstrated in Gargash’s novel 

through her depiction of Noora, Lateefa and Shamsa. Female characters are 

portrayed as lying to avoid punishment meted out to them by the traditional social 

system. In an oppressive traditional society, the women characters are obliged to 

adhere to many social traditions, so these characters resort to lying to avert the 

society's penalty for breaking these restrictions. Noora represents the woman’s image 

who lies in fear of the traditional society's oppression. She may experience serious 

consequences if her lies are discovered, however this female character adopts lying 

as a cover to all of her wrong doings. In strict terms, Noora is a liar as is emphasized 

through the given excerpts from the novel as Gargash recounts her lying in three 

separate incidents. And yet, she takes to lying to evade punishment from her 

oppressive society which would punish her for overstepping the traditions, however 

unfair to her the traditions may be: 

Noora had blinked away the guilt that grazed the green of her eyes and told 
her that she was used to taking long walks at that time. She did not like to 

lie to the old woman, but what else could she say? (Gargash, 2009, p. 68 
emphasis mine) 

----------------------- 
 

And she felt bold enough to add, “After all, it is your child.” He moaned, 
and Noora pulled in her reward of a proper lungful of air. She had averted 

disaster with her quick thinking. Jassem suspected nothing. (Gargash, 
2009, p. 222 emphasis mine) 

----------------------- 
 

“My father touched my mother’s belly every day when she was pregnant 
with my brothers.” That was Noora’s answer. She did not waver, even 
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though she was making it up. “I saw it and there’s nothing to it”. 
(Gargash, 2009, p. 224 emphasis mine) 

 

The above excerpts show Noora's lies on various occasions to avoid social 

oppression for violating traditions, where she lies to her aunt Moza that she has gone 

for a walk when she was in fact with her lover, and the man's touching of his 

pregnent wife's belly is something allowed in her family is a story fabricated by 

Noora to avoid Lateefa's persecution. Furthermore, to eschew her husband's tyranny, 

Noora claims that her baby is his son whereas it is a result of her affair with Hamad. 

The expressions “blinked away the guilt”, “felt bold”, and “did not waver” reflect 

Noora's habituation to lying and her ability to convince the receiver. On the contrary, 

expressions like “what else could she say” and “had averted disaster” refer to 

Noora’s fear and that lying is her only option. Noora's lying is caused by her 

erroneous rearing, where her family and society have restricted her by many social 

traditions for being female, and have strengthened her sense of fear and weakness. 

Thus, Noora is forced to lie as a way out of the impasses or to prevent serious 

damages that were about to occur. Noora's status reminds us of the term "Social 

Injustice" of women that is defined by Al-Hashemi (2007) as an injustice that is 

experienced by women in Arab societies due to values and traditions. These societies 

are raised on an idea that women are inferior to men and must be oppressed; 

therefore women become victims in such societies (Al-Hashemi, 2007).  

 

The persistent disputes between co-wives and the impossibility of their opinions' 

consensus result from deep jealousy that leads to hatred between co-wives (Khatab, 

2008; Strauss, 2012). They quarrel to win their husband’s love, sympathy, support, 

and compassion, and therefore co-wives suffer from severe psychological pressure 
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due to polygamy (Al-Idrissi, 2010; Nory, 2015). With this backdrop, lying is a 

necessary weapon in co-wives' conflict to obtain the husband's love and attention, as 

well as occupy a better status within the household. Presenting others' words in a 

twisted manner is also a form of lying, and the women characters, living under 

pressure in a polygamous matrimony, are found to twist their rivals' words in 

jealousy to jeopardize their reputation. This is labeled by Adrienne Rich and Tillie 

Olson as “telling it slant” (Michell, 1984, p. 375) which indicates telling part of the 

truth, not all of it by the women in patriarchal societies in order to distort the truth. 

Even though what they have said is neither a truth nor a lie completely, it is 

considered as lying since it has distorted the truth. However, with regard to women 

“telling it slant” is forgivable since they are compelled to adopt this way due to their 

male societies' pressures (Michell, 1984). This characteristic behaviour is clearly 

portrayed through Lateefa in The Sand Fish. In one of the scenes that reflects 

Lateefa's skill of twisting words; she is shown to exploit Noora's slip of tongue, who 

has accidentally expressed her fear of being expelled from the house by Jassem and 

Lateefa after she delivers. Lateefa pretends that she is deeply moved by Noora's 

words to provoke Jassem's anger. Lateefa is surely a liar as she twists Noora's words 

to avoid pressure of jealousy she feels being in a polygamous matrimony, while her 

intentions are to provoke her husband against Noora: 

“It hurt me so. You didn’t hear what she thinks of us. She said…she said…” 
And she paused, while a much-desired tear grew in the corner of her right 
eye. There it lingered, until she squeezed it out with a forced wink. […] 
“She said we are cruel, that we would throw her out of the house once the 
baby is born”. (Gargash, 2009, p. 227) 

 

In the above quotation, Lateefa's intermittent way of talking and her crying reflect 

her ability to twist words. The expressions “a much-desired tear”, “lingered”, and 

“squeezed it out with a forced wink” show that Lateefa's tear is not real so it does not 
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fall naturally. The exact description of her tear indicates the novelist's satire on Arab 

woman's deception, as she is able to cry although she is not really sad. However, as 

her jealousy is caused by her husband's preference of her co-wife as a result of her 

pregnancy, Lateefa distorts Noora's words, where she pretends as a victim of Noora's 

repeated attacks in order to stir up trouble for her co-wife and find for herself a 

foothold under the polygamous oppressive system. Her lies are an evidence of the 

female character's subordination for males where the co-wives compete to win their 

husband's sympathy. Representation of female characters as crafty, cunning creatures 

by the Arab novelist Gargash reflects a common notion about women in Arab 

societies. This is echoed by Al-Hashemi (2007) who discusses that this concept is 

caused by an erroneous interpretation of the Qur'anic verse “Certainly mighty is your 

plot!” (12: 28) through which a particular notion of women is created and 

generalized to apply to all women, without taking into consideration the context in 

which the Qur'anic verse was uttered. In addition, if some women resorted to guile, it 

was quite often to avoid persecution from their societies. They could not resist their 

societies alone, so, they concocted elaborate plots (Al-Hashemi, 2007). Therefore, 

through Lateefa’s status, the novelist criticizes the hostile attitudes towards the 

woman in Arab societies. These societies did not analyze and address the underlying 

deeper causes behind the lying behavior of women. Rather, they worsened the image 

of women so that their subjugation and male domination could be justified.   

 

The woman’s image as a liar is also presented in Faqir’s novel The Cry of the Dove 

through the female characters of Salma and Noura. To eliminate the pressures of 

apartheid, culture, and the Western development, the Arab immigrant women 

character is obliged to lie to avoid these pressures. This reminds us of Hassan's 
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(2008) discussion on The Translator fiction by the Sudanese novelist Leila Aboulela, 

one of the novelists of "Muslim immigrant literature", where he argues that in her 

fiction, Aboulela depicts to westerners the Muslim Arab immigrant female 

characters’ suffering, in North America and Europe, from "prejudice, racism, and 

Islamophobia" (p. 317). Due to their religion and race, these female characters, 

especially veiled women, are discriminated and harassed in Western secular societies 

(Hassan, 2008). Salma represents the woman’s image who lies to avoid the Western 

society’s discrimination. Her lies are aimed at hiding her true identity because she is 

aware of the discrimination practiced in western societies against the cultural, 

religious and ethnic other, as Salma states in the following excerpts from the novel:  

`Where do you come from?' he asked. If I told him that I was a Muslim 
Bedouin Arab woman from the desert on the run he would spit out his tea. `I 
am originally Spanish,' I lied. (Faqir, 2007, p. 21 emphasis mine) 

------------------ 
 

`Try this wine,' he said. `A soft drink please," I said. He raised his eyebrows 
and said, `You don't drink?' `I am tired, that's all,' I lied. (Faqir, 2007, p. 116 
emphasis mine) 

------------------ 
 

`Who did this to you?' pointing at the bandaged arm. […] `Liz was drunk 
and hit me with her riding whip. […]`I lied to the doctor and told him I cut 
my hand chopping salad.' (Faqir, 2007, p. 155 emphasis mine) 

 

These extracts demonstrate that as an immigrant, Salma resorts to lying in several 

scenes to evade various forms of discrimination in her host country Britain. For 

instance, she lies to David, a British man, that she is Spanish while she is a Bedouin 

Arab, to avoid racial and cultural discrimination, and her claim of being tired is a 

pretext that Salma fabricated to get rid of her British boss's prejudice against her 

Islamic beliefs. In addition, to avert apartheid, Salma lies to the British doctor that 

she has injured her arm while the British owner is the one who caused Salma's 

wound. The expressions “he would spit out his tea”, “He raised his eyebrows”, and 
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“hit me with her riding whip” reflect the Westerners' biased attitude towards Muslim 

Arabs. However, since she is in an advanced Western society, but a foreigner, Arab, 

Muslim, and from an underdeveloped Third World country, Salma is forced not to 

express her ideas and desires freely. She resorts to lying to avoid the racial, cultural 

and religious pressures. Salma’s lying behavior mirrors the Arab immigrant female 

characters' subordination to Western society's pressures and her need to adopt 

Western culture to integrate herself into the new society so that she is not treated as 

an "Other".  

 

There is yet another reason for lying for these female characters, which is to escape 

financial pressures. This economic pressure is represented through Noura in The Cry 

of the Dove. Being a divorcee, Noura is the sole breadwinner for her children. In this 

context, it is argued that the modern woman’s work is no longer voluntary due to the 

repressive economic situations and financial need that require a joint effort by a 

working couple to provide a better life for the family and the children (Abbas, 2011; 

Amin, 2008). However, the economic woes were faced by the majority of divorced 

women, particularly since their major financial source vanished leading them to low 

economic level. The economic responsibility for children is at the forefront of the 

Arab divorced woman's concerns; therefore, she is exposed to severe psychological 

stress as a result of reduction in the family's financial income (Ahmed, 2012; Cliff, 

1984). Even though she has sworn that if God rescues her son from his coma she will 

wear hijab, Noura lies in her promises to God and works in a brothel when she learns 

that her son is diabetic and needs an expensive treatment. She lies to God too. 

Nevertheless, her lies are not for deception but to get out of the financial burden she 

finds herself under. Noura states: “You know why I am here, Salina, because I broke 
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every promise I had made to Allah” (Faqir, 2007, p. 136). In this quote, Noura 

regrets her lying and is aware that the reason for her imprisonment is God's 

punishment for her dishonesty. This women character's lying is an evidence of her 

submission to the financial pressures that force her not to commit to her vows to God 

in order to save her son's life.  

 

The three novelists have expressed their negative view of Arab women by portraying 

nine female characters as liars. Through all the instances of lying, Arab female 

characters lie either to gain something or to avoid pain. However, the basis of these 

characters' lying in both cases is their weakness caused by their upbringing in male 

families and societies that ingrain in them  the sense of weakness due to their female 

gender, where women are treated as powerless, unable to depend on themselves, and 

subordinate to males. This weakness is demonstrated through Katya in City of Veils 

when her boss Osama discovers her lie of being married. Katya feels utterly 

powerless to defend herself and a sense of guilt overpowered her. The unjust legal 

system put women in such a conundrum that they feel guilty for no fault of theirs. 

Ferraris (2010) writes: 

“You’re not married,” he (Osama) said. She (Katya) froze. […] “Well,” she 
replied in a tremulous voice, “he’s a taciturn man, but no, I’m not married.” 
She slid her hand into her sleeve. “I’m sorry I lied.” […] She looked as if 

she dreaded that conversation most of all. (p. 154 emphasis mine) 
  

In the above excerpt, Katya’s sudden sinking heart as if she froze, her tremulous 

voice, as well as her sliding of her hand in her sleeve represent that she is scared and 

confused during the confrontation with Osama. However, the sentence “she dreaded 

that conversation” reveals that the reason for her fear is her sense of powerlessness 

against male power since she is female. The male has the power to put her in a 
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defensive position and frame her with the charges of dishonesty, while despite 

having the feeling that it is because of an unfair legal system that she has to hide 

certain facts of her life, she is in no position to be bold and powerful against her male 

counterpart.  

 

The Arab women’s status under the morality theme is shown through the women 

characters which are deliberated above. However, these women characters are 

presented in contradictory perspectives where they epitomize the chaste virgin's 

depiction and at the same time the immoral woman’s image. The above discussed 

depictions reveal that Faqir, Ferraris, and Gargash have restricted Arab women 

characters to an inferior position as in Western feminist discourse, where these 

characters are shown as weak and persecuted due to gender discrimination in their 

male societies. 

 

4.3 Arab Women’s Images on the Covers of Selected Novels  

Western biased thinking against Arab women is reflected also in the paratextual 

elements of the selected novels, such as the front cover and the back-cover of the 

selected novels, and the blurbs. Paratextual elements play a significant role in 

contextualizing and representing a fictional work of art, especially in a setting 

different from the one used in the work. For instance, to the audience in the West, 

majority of whom are very little aware of the reality of life in Middle Eastern 

countries, Arab women are a curiosity, and if they would see a depiction of a full-

veiled Arab woman, they would, in all probability, instantly form a mental image of 

her supposedly 'curtailed,' 'controlled,' 'circumscribed,' 'subjugated' and 'deprived' life 

in her cultural setting. Over and above all that, if the blurb on the book covers 
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deliberately presents a distorted piece or review with excerpts from the book, to 

attract readers' attention intentionally endorsing this cover image, the mental image 

will become permanent. Therefore, keeping in view the importance of paratextual 

elements in understanding and making deeper meaning of the selected novels clear, 

Arab women's images depicted in the texts will be correlated to the surrounding 

paratextual elements on their front covers, and other pieces of such materials, such as 

reviews and blurb write-ups available with the novels. 

    

Although, commonly the covers and the blurbs are the creations of the publisher, the 

publisher has the tacit agreement of the writer and the images on covers and blurbs 

are generally based on the written texts (Gallaway, 2011; Radway, 1986). First of all, 

all three women depicted on the front covers of the selected novels are portrayed as 

fully veiled. The  background colour of the covers of all three novels are dark and 

gloomy, and the represented women on all the three covers appear either near 

mosques or from behind a house door where they are forced to stay, which refers to 

women's oppression by religion and society. The prominent background in all three 

novels is Islamic / Persian art style intricate flower-designed windows / door or such 

other objects, the art style that originated in Turkey and spread to other prominent 

Islamic cultural centers in the Middle Ages, like Baghdad and the Persian region. 

Interestingly, the colour scheme of the front covers of two of the novels, City of Veils 

and The Cry of the Dove, is also similar – blue, tinged with black and orange. 

Certainly, this is not by chance but by choice.  

 

 



201 

 

  

 

Figure 4.1. The front cover of City of Veils 
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Figure 4.2. The back cover of City of Veils 
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The front cover of City of Veils depicts a full-veiled woman, with done-up eyebrows 

and black kohl in her eyes. In the background one can see far away buildings in 

Islamic architectural style. The closer background is also laid with typical Islamic art 

in flowery designs. The full depiction is enough to create a visual as well as 

evocative image of a typified, objectified, studied and critiqued Arab woman. The 

blurb on the front cover reads: "Mesmerizing…. Ferraris uses her firsthand 

knowledge to write books that open up a closed world." – Huffington Post 

(researcher’s emphasis). Whereas, the back cover blurb reads: “Women in Saudi 

Arabia are expected to lead quiet lives circumscribed by Islamic tradition….City 

of Veils combines a thrilling fast-paced mystery with a rare and intimate look into 

women's lives in the Middle East” (researcher’s emphasis). And Malena Watrous 

writes a review of the novel for San Francisco Chronicle: "Armchair travelers eager 

to learn about a remote culture without leaving the comfort (and safety!) of home 

are sure to find what they're looking for" (researcher’s emphasis). Of course, the 

armchair traveler will form an instant image of a 'subjugated' woman from a closed 

world leading a quiet life circumscribed by Islamic tradition. And how the phrase in 

brackets 'and safety' conveniently brackets the Islamic world as a dangerous place to 

visit! Another reviewer, Marcel Berlins from London, writing for Times creates a 

similar experience for the potential readers: "A gripping tale of passion and 

detection… Ferraris expertly weaves an excellent whodunit into an engrossing 

portrait of a vibrant society, full of sexual, religious, political and moral 

contradictions" (researcher’s emphasis). What more does a reader little introduced 

to the real life of Arab women need to know about them to form a stereotypical 

image fed by the popular media? 

 



204 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3. The front cover of The Cry of the Dove 
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Figure 4.4. The back cover of The Cry of the Dove 
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The woman portrayed on the front cover of The Cry of the Dove is dwarfed by the 

towering hefty main door of a mosque. The clear indication is that she and her life is 

insignificant before religious precepts. The insides of the mosque are dark in contrast 

to the outside where there is enough light. Chiaroscuro technique (interplay of light 

and dark shades) is used here to heighten the effect of colour and light to impress 

upon the viewer the meaning of the signifying system. Only a small window allows 

light inside the building but that offers no escape into freedom. The represented 

woman is fully covered, though her face is not covered. Perhaps, this image is a sign 

of suppressed desires. The front cover blurb is provided by a famous writer, Leila 

Aboulela, that reads: "Exquisitely woven, laced with humor and social awareness, it 

hums with the futility of erasing the past" (researcher’s emphasis). The meaning is 

that although women in Arab societies wish to erase what binds them, their attempts 

are futile since the religion and society are much more stronger to reinforce rules on 

their lives. The back cover blurb reinforces the image further, created by Malcolm 

Bradbury for The Telegraph: "Slipping seamlessly from the olive groves of the 

Levant to the rain-slicked streets of England, The Cry of the Dove is a searing novel 

of forbidden love, violated honor, and unwavering courage from "a brilliant 

Jordanian writer" (researcher’s emphasis). The blurb also includes recommendation 

from Justine Hardy, the author of The Wonder House who writes: "The Cry of the 

Dove must be both celebrated and championed for its delicate understanding of the 

art of bridge building, and for the clarity of writing that breaks down 

misunderstandings between both cultures and people." Although Hardy must be 

admired for praising the academic attempts at breaking down misunderstanding of 

cultures and people, he believes such images as depicted in the book need 

championing the cause of the victims. 
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Figure 4.5. The front cover of The Sand Fish 
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Figure 4.6. The back cover of The Sand Fish 
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Gargash's novel The Sand Fish depicts a young woman peeping from behind a very 

strong door, reinforced with flowery but unbreakable wooden panels and iron rivets. 

The expression in the eyes of the young lady is that of sadness, though her delicate, 

artistically long fingers display painted nails and the wrist decorated with jewelry. 

The indication, to the understanding of the researcher, is that she wishes to escape 

the gloom but fails, and therefore, feels frustrated. Most notably, it is not a drawing 

but real-life photograph. The other depiction is that of an old, discolored, disfigured, 

perhaps leaky, boat being rowed by a man wearing skull cap. The boat is not fit 

enough to take anyone far into the unknown seas. The boat therefore symbolizes both 

the backwardness and poverty experienced by Arab women, and their helplessness at 

not finding any means of escape from the tyranny of the atmosphere they have to put 

up with – a typical Western interpretation of the situations of the lives of Arab 

women. This aspect of Western bias against Arab women is addressed by Faqir, 

when she expresses her dissatisfaction with the cover of her novel The Cry of the 

Dove. She writes: 

I am sure that national contexts impose their own dynamics on marketing. 
But preconceived ideas about the Arab world and Arab women also come to 
the surface. There is certainly a discrepancy between the content of my 
novel and its covers. On the cover of most editions Salma has a veil, except 
in Indonesia, France and Italy, even though in the book she takes it off. The 
novel was published with the title The Cry of the Dove in the United States, 
and this edition has a totally covered woman on the cover in the courtyard 
of a mosque. Totally Orientalist. (Bower, 2012, p. 7) 

 

The blurb on the back cover is equally significant. It reads: A fascinating window 

into a different culture – and an inspiring and unforgettable universal story of 

strength and self-reliance – from an extraordinarily wise and lyrical new literary 

voice (researcher’s emphasis). The story of the novel is summarized in the form of 

another blurb in which the points highlighted are: Noora's poverty and hardships in 
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her native culture, polygamy of her husband, her futile struggles and a light 

somewhere far away. 

 

Thus, it is clear from the interpretation of the images on the front covers of all three 

novels and reading the front cover and back cover blurbs, that the paratextual 

elements of all the three novels highlight, contextualize, and reinforce the images of 

Arab women in the texts. They are helpful in grasping the presentation, reception, 

perception and the logics of consumption of the depicted images in an alien culture.  

    

4.4 Chapter Summary 

The chapter has addressed the Arab women’s images in the eyes of Western, Arab, 

and Arab diaspora authors. Through a thorough analysis of their three 21st century 

novels selected for this study and as a result of adopting Mohanty's framework, the 

researcher has verified (11) images of Mohanty's interpretation of the Third World 

women's images in the three fictions chosen as a sample for the current study, where 

the Arab women characters are portrayed as traditional, powerful mother, obedient 

wife, religious, veiled, domestic, poor, uneducated, sexually oppressed, chaste virgin, 

and revolutionary as a reaction to persecution. However, two new images of Arab 

women have been found by the researcher through the novels analysis which are liar 

and immoral.  

 

Generally, the Arab women’s images attested by the researcher indicate that the 

Western, Arab diaspora, and Arab novelists tend to present the Arab female 

characters as weak, submissive, oppressed, and in an inferior position to men in their 

patriarchal societies. Although a good number of Arab female characters have 



211 

 

resisted various social pressures, their opposition did not result from their power, 

instead is a reaction to the persecution. Moreover, the eleven images that have been 

verified in this study suggest that Mohanty’s “Under Western Eyes” (1984) theory 

underpins the Arab women's images in the novels studied. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Chapter Four was devoted to a thorough textual analysis of the three novels selected 

for this study, namely, Zoe Ferraris’ City of Veils, Maha Gargash’s The Sand Fish, 

and Fadia Faqir’s The Cry of the Dove. The present research has now reached its 

conclusive phase. Therefore, the present chapter presents findings of the study, 

reviews the results obtained through textual analysis of the novels, and summarizes 

research contribution, as well as provides suggestions for further studies.  

 

5.2 Arab Women’s Images in the Selected Novels according to Mohanty’s 

Theory 
 

Drawing upon Aburwein’s (2013) recommendation that there is a need to look at the 

negative images of Arab women in Western literature, this study examines how 

Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora novelists portray Arab women in the texts and 

through the paratextual elements of their novels, and to see to what extent can these 

images of Arab women in their novels be endorsed taking a perspective from 

Mohanty's (1984) version of the postcolonial feminist theory. The researcher has 

analyzed three 21st century novels by these writers from the perspective of Mohanty's 

framework of the Third World women's images, including Arab women, in Western 

feminist writings. Consequently, the study has revealed the Arab women's depictions 

in the chosen literary texts, notably under the seven themes, namely, family, religion, 

education, resistance, poverty, sexual persecution, and morality. 
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5.2.1 Women within the Family Structure  

The argument’s trajectory begins by documenting the Arab women’s representations 

under the theme of family. Arab female characters are portrayed as “powerful 

mothers” through several qualities of mother, such as protective, matriarch, 

overbearing, brave, hardworking and diligent, breadwinner, religious educator, and 

emotionally supportive. The female characters are portrayed as cherishing 

motherhood because they feel responsible towards their children. Their role as 

mothers also makes them feel powerful and strong in the family. Even though the 

role of Arab women characters as mothers reflects their strength, these characters' 

image as "obedient wives" shows their weakness, which emerges through different 

incidents. For instance, they have to subject themselves to marital intercourses, often 

unwillingly, if willingly it is either to overcome humiliation at the hands of their 

husbands or to maintain the marital relationship, bear husbands’ verbal violence, 

obey husband’s orders by accepting his interference in their relationships with others 

as well as in their personal affairs, and serve their husbands obediently despite being 

treated as home slaves. The women characters perform their household and marital 

duties accurately and without objection to avoid persecution by their husbands who 

possess power. The female figures' attitude echoes the subordination of Arab women 

to their husbands due to gender inequality in their communities.  

 

The characterization in the three novels illustrates that Arab women characters 

epitomize the representation of "traditional woman", through their adherence to the 

rules of tenderness and modesty, honour, arranged marriage, and family affiliation. 

The women characters are committed to traditions either because traditional cultural 

values are instilled in their identities since childhood and therefore, they control the 
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key aspects of their lives such as dress code, behavior and marriage, or to avert 

oppression by their traditional families and societies if they happened to contravene 

the traditional rules.  

 

5.2.2 Women and Religious Beliefs 

Another reflection that has been perceived in the images of Arab women through the 

analysis of texts in light of the religion theme is their representation as “religious 

women”. Arab women characters are presented either as religious or aware of 

religious rules. These female characters are depicted to be proud and strongly 

committed to their religion as they are portrayed following many Islamic prohibitions 

in letter and spirit, such as not to be alone with an unrelated man in seclusion from 

other people, not to display their beauty to men, not eating pork, not drinking wine, 

not reading the divine books of other religions, such as Bible and Gospel, not 

marrying non-Muslim men, not to be impure, not to indulge in robbery, as well as in 

their assiduity in performing their prayers. The “veiled woman” is another image 

drawn by the three novelists as to the theme of religion. Generally, Arab women 

characters wear the veil for their faith in God and to obey His orders. However, there 

are different reasons for these female characters' commitment to the veil, in its 

various forms, which are either to adhere to religious precepts that recommend 

women to wear Islamic dress to maintain their modesty, or because the veil is the 

means to access paradise, or to obey traditions that impose the burka on married 

women. 
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5.2.3 Women within Educational Institution 

As the researcher has demonstrated in this study, Arab female characters are 

represented under the education theme as “uneducated”. Female characters are 

shown to have cultural deficiency either because they lack knowledge of technology, 

English, mathematics, geography, and literature, or they never learned reading and 

writing. Portraying Arab women as uneducated refers either to their being from 

underdeveloped Third World countries or to their growing up in societies that 

differentiate between the sexes, and which care only about the males' education while 

females are deprived of the right to education. 

 

5.2.4 Women as Rebellious Creatures 

The study concludes that Arab female figures personify the image of “revolutionary 

woman” in light of the resistance theme. The women characters resist men, but each 

of these characters rejects a specific aspect of male oppression. For instance, men’s 

interference in women’s lives, men’s restriction of women’s liberty, men’s 

placement of women in an inferior position, men’s prohibition of women from 

mixing with unrelated men, men’s imposition of honour code on women, men’s 

coercion of women into arranged marriages, and men’s proclaimed right to 

polygamy. Through the revolutionary stances of these women characters, the 

novelists have demonstrated that Arab women sometimes resist male oppression. 

 

5.2.5 Women as Victims of Poverty 

As analyzed in Chapter Four under the theme of poverty, the three writers have 

depicted the Arab women characters as “poor women”. These female characters 

suffer from financial deficiency either due to their gender or racism or class 
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discrimination; therefore, they depend economically on others, who are mostly their 

husbands. The image of “domestic woman” has also been dealt with in light of the 

poverty theme. Because many household chores are assigned to them by their 

patriarchal societies, and because of the undeveloped poor environment they live in, 

Arab women characters suffer from backwardness. The underdevelopment of these 

female characters is reflected in several aspects, such as their conversations which 

revolve always around the domestic work, their ignorance of the economic and 

technological development, their belief in superstitions, their unawareness of health 

aspects, and their uncivilized social behaviour. As a result of the Arab women's 

commitment to the exhausting household chores as well as their poverty, these 

women appear as powerless, dependent, and have no roles in public life. 

 

5.2.6 Women as Sexually Oppressed Objects 

Although it has been explained previously that Arab female characters sometimes 

resist male oppression, these characters are often represented as “sexually oppressed” 

under the theme of sexual persecution. Arab women characters experience various 

forms of persecution at the hands of male characters, such as segregation, beating, 

and bearing their husbands' polygamy, all because of their gender. The status of these 

female characters illustrates that Arab women are still victims of male oppression 

due to their patriarchal societies which allow persecution of women by men. P. 

J.Caplan and J. B. Caplan (1994) note that “although the women’s movement has 

made some people aware that it is cruel and oppressive to make demeaning 

comments about women in general, a resistant pocket of sexism remains” (p. 72). 
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5.2.7 Women Under Morality System 

The determining phrase to be used for some women characters in light of the 

morality theme is “chaste virgin”. Arab social and religious values begin instilling 

the seeds of modesty and purity in the females' individualities since their childhood. 

Thus, Arab women characters maintain their chastity by avoiding various violations, 

specifically, going for illegal marriage alliance in exchange for financial advantages, 

exposing their hair and body to unrelated men, and engaging in illicit relations for 

sexual pleasure. In the three novels, the depiction of “immoral woman” is 

exemplified by a group of Arab women characters since they engage in illicit sex 

relations. However, these female figures resist traditions that differentiate between 

genders, as they rebel against discriminatory ethical rules laid down for them by their 

patriarchal societies, such as forbidding women from having sex out of wedlock, 

choosing their husbands, going out of home unchaperoned, and mixing with 

unrelated men. The deviation of these women characters from these ethical norms 

expresses their rejection of social injustice, as males are granted absolute freedom 

while females who attempt to exceed specific red lines are considered immoral and 

punished harshly. 

 

The women’s depiction as “liar” is also epitomized by several Arab female figures in 

the studied novels. The women characters are forced to tell lies due to their 

upbringing in male societies that instill a sense of weakness in females' identities. 

Therefore, these female characters resort to deception to avoid oppression in various 

aspects, namely, the pressures of biased laws, tyrannical husbands, traditional 

society, polygamous system, racism and financial situations. 
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5.2.8 Arab Women’s Images on the Novels' Covers 

Western biased thinking against Arab women is reflected also in the paratextual 

elements of the selected novels, such as their front covers and the back-cover blurbs. 

All the three women depicted on the front covers are portrayed as fully veiled. The 

colours of the covers are dark and gloomy, and the depicted women appear either 

near mosques or from behind a house door where they are forced to stay, which refer 

to women's oppression by religion and society. The front cover of City of Veils, for 

example, depicts a full-veiled woman, with done-up eyebrows and black kohl in her 

eyes. In the background one can see far away buildings in Islamic architectural style. 

The closer background is also laid with typical Islamic art in flowery designs. The 

full depiction is enough to create a visual as well as evocative image of a typified 

stereotype of an Arab woman. The blurb on the front cover as well as on the back 

cover matches the cover image. The reviewer of the novel heightens the suspense for 

her armchair traveler-readers promising exactly what they may be looking for – a 

typical, oppressed Arab woman in need of rescue by her more fortunate counterparts 

in the West. The cover images, along with the blurbs, of all the three novels 

symbolize backwardness and poverty experienced by Arab women. This aspect of 

Western bias against Arab women is also noticed and addressed by Faqir, and she 

expressed her dissatisfaction with the cover of her novel The Cry of the Dove. The 

blurb write-ups and reviews of novels from people of literary worth are worth-noting 

for their special emphasis on phrases like, “books that open up a closed world”; 

Saudi Arab women supposedly have “quiet lives circumscribed by Islamic 

tradition”; “rare and intimate look into women's lives in the Middle East”; 

“Armchair travelers eager to learn about a remote culture without leaving the 

comfort (and safety!) of home”; “portrait of a vibrant society, full of sexual, 



219 

 

religious, political and moral contradictions”; “futility of erasing the past”; “a 

searing novel of forbidden love, violated honor, and unwavering courage from “a 

brilliant Jordanian writer,”” and so on (emphasis is added wherever it appears). 

These paratextual elements help create a particular image of Arab women – exactly 

what has been found on textual analysis of the selected novels, that is, poor, 

uneducated, backward, highly religious, sexually oppressed like a slave, obedient to 

her husband, motherly, rebellious but frustrated, and so on.  These are the images of 

Arab women commonly perceived in the West. 

 

5.2.9 Discussion of Findings based on Mohanty’s (1984) Framework 

Through analyzing the novels’ texts, the researcher observes that the novelists 

present negative stereotypes of Arab women. However, this representation is 

deliberate in order to inculcate the concepts of Arab Muslim women’s oppression, 

weakness, and inferiority to readers, and thus to perpetuate Western women’s 

supremacy. This discrimination in portraying Arab and Western women reminds us 

of Mohanty's (1984) observation who reasons that the Western feminist writings' 

depiction of the Third World women, including Arab women, as an oppressed group 

mirrors Western colonial thinking about these women, which relies on “first / third 

world balance of power” (p. 351) where Western writers' view toward these women 

is a colonizer's superior look to the “Other” (p. 351) who are inferior and unable to 

depend on themselves. 

 

The Arab women’s images show that males constantly occupy a higher position than 

the females in the Arab familial and social hierarchy. Consequently, Ferraris, Faqir, 
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and Gargash have reinforced the concept of women’s inferiority in Arab patriarchal 

societies.  

 

The issue that the Arab women are always oppressed and weak is a Western feminist 

ideology. This oppression and weakness has been mirrored through Arab female 

characters in the studied novels, where the novelists have often given a voice to the 

male characters to show their domination on the female characters that are either 

granted only a little voice or muted. 

 

Mohanty's analysis of the images of Third World Women in the writings of Western 

feminist scholars underscores their bias towards Asian women as their inferior 

sisters, but the more disturbing issue, from the perspective of the researcher, is the 

unholy alliance of Arab and Arab diaspora writers in the same ideological war 

against Arab women. But, the factors behind such a stand may be many; one among 

them is their western education which teaches them to look down upon the ideas and 

cultural artifacts of the Third World as symbols of slavery and backwardness, so they 

shirk from them. Many of these writers may not even realize the hegemonic colonial 

mindset behind such an ideological stance that takes the colonized along with it 

leading them to think of their culture and thoughts as inferior and in need of 

overhaul. They may not realize that there is nothing absolute in human perception, 

and that backwardness and progressiveness are relative notions – there is 

backwardness in the so-called progressive thoughts, and progressive points in the so-

called backward cultures – it all depends upon where the observer stands, and what 

his/her position is, subjective or objective.       
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There is a contradiction in portraying Arab women, particularly the novels’ heroines. 

The novels, like other Western feminist writings, depict Arab women as chaste 

virgins. However, at the same time these women are represented as immoral. This 

delineation of contradiction in characterization reveals that these novelists’ 

perspectives towards Arab women are inconsistent. 

 

The Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora novelists' selection of women characters to be 

the protagonists of their novels is a proof of their interest in Arab woman's issues. In 

spite of the tremendous differences between their cultures, these novelists have 

portrayed their Arab women characters in a similar fashion where the three authors 

have presented these characters generally as oppressed, submissive, and marginalized 

in the texts of their examined novels. This similarity in their representation probably 

resulted from the fact that the Arab novelists, specifically those who write their 

works in English and publish them in the West, are affected by the western radical 

feminist writers' views who care about the gender politics in Arab societies and who 

have normally labeled Arab women as victims of male repression in their literary 

works. On a similar platform, Moore (1988) concurs that “any straightforward 

explanation of women’s subordination which does not take into account the 

enormous variation in women’s circumstances and in gender and ‘familial’ 

ideologies would be not only reductionist but extremely ethnocentric” (p. 127). 

Consequently, Arab writers have provided western readers with false information on 

their homelands by portraying violence and persecution in their societies for these 

readers to justify western attacks on Arab Muslim countries (Jelodar, Yusof, Hashim, 

& Raihanah, 2013).  
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Or rather, these Anglophone Arab novelists are often forced to present such 

stereotypes of Muslim Arab women in their fictions in order to conform to western 

thinking towards these women, raising the interest and questions of critics about the 

lives of these women in reality, and thus selling and marketing their works in the 

West (Bower, 2012). This condition is further illustrated by Bower (2012) who 

argues that, “Images of veils, deserts and forlorn individual females dominate the 

marketing of recent Anglophone Arab literature despite the hugely divergent nature 

of the narratives” (p. 4). As one of Anglophone Arab women novelists, Faqir herself 

criticizes the predicament of these writers nowadays when she reveals that “the texts 

that get commissioned mainly portray Arab women as victims or oppressed, or they 

are marketed as such” (Bower, 2012, p. 6). 

 

Some images of Arab women are clearly contradictory where on the one hand Arab 

women characters are observed as "religious," "chaste virgin" and "veiled" and on 

the other hand "immoral". While these female figures are likewise perceived as 

"sexually oppressed" and "obedient wives" where they are submissive to male 

violence due to their gender, they are concurrently presented as "revolutionary" 

through their rebellious attitudes against the males' injustice. This inconsistent 

representation underscores the astute observation of Aburwein (2013), who expounds 

that Arab women are portrayed paradoxically in the Western literature. However 

Aburwein (2013) has noticed the contradiction precisely between two images of 

Arab women as “veiled” and “prostitute” (p. 3) and from the Western writers' 

standpoint only, while the present researcher has realized this discrepancy from the 

perspectives of the Arab and Arab diaspora authors, in addition to the western 

writers. 
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In response to Aburwein's (2013) call to examine the negative images of Arab 

women in Western literature, the researcher in this study has taken up the 

investigation of the representation of Arab women, specifically, in the three 21st 

century novels she selected for the study, where it is noticed that the depictions 

illuminate the persecuted and inferior situation of Arab women within their male-

dominated societies. These negative images created by the Arab, Western and Arab 

diaspora novelists display these novelists' negligence of the influence of cultural 

values on the Arab women's status, and they rather endorse the stereotypes of Arab 

women created by Western feminist writes, which is criticized by Mohanty (1984) in 

her observation that the western feminist writings ignore the experiences and history 

of Third World women, including Arab women, instead these writings generalize the 

First World women's experiences to Third World women. Women’s experiences, 

according to Seng (2003), “should be localized and not generalized so as to refrain 

from women being stereotyped to be the “victim” of men’s subordination” (p. 178). 

 

The three novelists' depiction of Arab women as "liar" indicates that these writers 

disregard the Arab cultural differences that deprive females of the freedom to make 

decisions and control their behaviors. Therefore, these women are obliged to lie 

either to fulfill some of their ambitions or to dispose of persecution. An alien cultural 

determiner is also observed among a group of Arab women characters in the novels 

studied as the "immoral", which contrasts with the Arabic culture that imposes on a 

woman's body several rules. The Arab diaspora writer Faqir, for instance, in her 

novel The Cry of the Dove has presented Noura's character as immoral, who has 

immediately decided to be a prostitute to overcome the financial crisis experienced 

by her instead of finding another solution, such as going to her ex-husband, or 
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seeking help from the benevolent people. Is this the best solution which Arab woman 

resorts to despite knowing that she may be killed by her family? And, for example, 

Madam Lamaa, who takes off her clothes and comes out naked into the street 

because she is miserable for being ignored by her husband? These attitudes “do not, 

by any means, reflect the attitude or the lifestyle of the Arab woman” (Aburwein, 

2013, p. 10). 

 

In the three novels selected for the study, the Arab women are portrayed as "sexually 

oppressed" due to patriarchal social values that discriminate between the sexes, 

where men are granted the rights of possessing power, persecuting and controlling 

women, while a sense of weakness is cultivated in women's identities to be subjected 

to male oppression. This representation of Arab women concurs with Mohanty’s 

(1984) understanding who criticizes the western feminist writings, in her theoretical 

writing “Under Western Eyes”, for defining Third World women constantly as 

“sexually oppressed” (p. 339) where they experience many forms of male violence 

due to their female gender, such as segregation, beating, putting up with their 

husband's polygamy, and the sexual assault. This definition of Third World women 

“freezes them  into "objects-who-defend- themselves," men into "subjects-who-

perpetrate-violence," and (every) society into powerless (read: women) and powerful 

(read: men) groups of people” (Mohanty, 1984, p. 339).  

 

Even though Arab women characters are represented by the Western, Arab diaspora, 

and Arab authors as oppressed and submissive to patriarchal forces, analyzing the 

texts of the three novels chosen by the researcher elucidates that these female figures 

are simultaneously depicted as “revolutionary”. Being persecuted by the men 
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characters, these women characters are shown to resist such injustice only 

occasionally. This image of Arab women as 'occasionally revolutionary' is noted in 

Mohanty’s (1984) discussion who demonstrates that Third World women are 

delineated by western feminists as “sometimes revolutionary” (p. 352). These 

feminists provide revolutionary struggles that show the power relationships between 

the sexes, where men have power while women are a powerless group and women's 

resistance to men is “a cumulative reaction to power” (Mohanty, 1984, p. 350) , not 

an inherent thing in these women. These examples from the selected novels reflect 

Mohanty's understanding of revolutionary women, not the familiar image of 

revolutionary women, for example, making innovative changes. 

 

Representation of Arab women by the Arab, Arab diaspora, and Western novelists as 

“domestic” and “poor” resulted from these women’s upbringing in societies that are 

continuously labeled as poor and backward. This peculiar depiction reminds us of 

Mohanty’s (1984) understanding of Third World women’s images in the writings of 

western feminists, where she explicates that these writings “define the "third world" 

as underdeveloped and economically dependent” (p. 353). Based on the ‘third world 

difference’, the western writings defined third world women as domestic (backward), 

as well as presented these women as victims of sex, class and race, and thus 

considered these women as economically dependent, “being "third world" (read: […] 

poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimized, etc.)” 

(Mohanty, 1984, p. 337).  

 

Mohanty (1984) notes that Western feminist writings assume third-world women as 

an uneducated homogeneous group regardless of class and cultural differences of 
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these women due to their ‘third world difference’, as all women in the Third World 

were considered uneducated, “whether they were educated or illiterate, urban or 

rural” (p. 344). This image was reflected in the three selected novels, for example, 

Katya is urban and educated, Salma is rural and later urban with primary education, 

and Noora is rural and illiterate. But these Arab women characters were portrayed as 

uneducated, whether they lacked knowledge and literacy in whole or in part. 

 

Mohanty (1984) identified other images of Third World women in Western feminist 

writings, which are “the veiled woman, the powerful mother, the chaste virgin, the 

obedient wife” (p.  352). Such images were constructed due to Western writings' tacit 

endorsement of "first/third world balance of power" and "the idea of the superiority 

of the West", as well as owing to “adding the "third world difference" to "sexual 

difference"” of these women which is based on the “assumptions about Western 

women as secular, liberated, and having control over their own lives” (Mohanty, 

1984, p. 352- 353). These images are reflected through Arab women characters in the 

three novels.  

 

Mohanty (1984) also notes that the veils of Muslim women in Third World countries 

are physically similar, but the meanings of veiling differ in accordance with 

ideological and cultural contexts, for instance, the veil may indicate political 

opposition or religious commitment. The different meanings of the veil have 

emerged in the three novels through Arab female characters of Katya, Salma, and 

Noora. As mentioned previously, these characters wear veil for various reasons, such 

as for maintaining their modesty as recommended by religious precepts, accessing 

paradise, and conforming to traditions. In addition, it is discussed that Western 
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writings have shown that wearing veils by Third World women refers to persecution 

and control of these women (Mohanty, 1984). This state of persecution is observed 

by the researcher, as Arab women are represented in the three studied novels as 

veiled women, but the novelists allude that the veil is a repressive and restrictive tool 

experienced by these women. This representation has resulted from the Western 

feminist thinking towards Muslim veiled women, which is reflected through the 

writings of Western, Arab, and Arab diaspora novelists. Despite being Muslim, 

Gargash and Faqir have portrayed Arab women as oppressed under the veil since 

these two writers have been educated in the West and are affected by Western 

beliefs. Subsequently, Western readers will be convinced that the Muslim Arab 

women are persecuted and constrained for being veiled. 

 

The analysis of the novels has revealed that Western, Arab, and Arab diaspora 

novelists have portrayed their Arab female characters as oppressed and marginalized 

in their patriarchal societies. These women characters are relegated to a 

disadvantaged situation as they are restrained within domestic limitations, and are 

concurrently deprived of assuming power positions. This negative representation 

aligns well with Mohanty’s (1984) interpretation of the Third World women’s 

depictions, including Arab women, in a number of Western feminist works when she 

notes that “all Arab and Muslim women are seen to constitute a homogeneous 

oppressed group […]. Arabs and Muslims, it appears, don't change at all. Their 

patriarchal family is carried over from the times of the prophet Mohammed” (p. 342). 

 

Likewise, as a result of applying Mohanty’s framework as analytical tool to read the 

literary texts of Arab, Western, and Arab diaspora novelists, the researcher has 
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verified that 11 out of 13 images of Mohanty’s understanding of Third World 

women’s depictions in western feminist works are found at work in these writings. 

Consequently, it is found that Mohanty’s theoretical writing “Under Western Eyes” 

(1984) is still relevant to read the Arab women’s representations, even in the three 

21st century novels selected for this study. 

 

However, two new images are found by the researcher in the three novels. Firstly, 

“liar” as heard through Fuad’s voice in City of Veils, and Hamdan's voice in The Cry 

of the Dove as well. Secondly, “immoral” is named in City of Veils by Osama as well 

as based on Aburwein’s (2013) declaration that “the typical Arab woman is usually 

not accessible for sexual relationship because of her cultural and religious modesty; 

this made an Orientalist like Flaubert take his knowledge about the Oriental woman 

from prostitutes” (p. 9-10). The characters of Noura in The Cry of the Dove, Johara 

and a nameless prostitute in City of Veils are portrayed and called precisely as 

“prostitutes” by Arab diaspora and Western novelists, respectively, but the label of 

“immoral” has been adopted by the researcher since it includes depicting women as 

prostitutes and who establish illicit relations with a lover, due to the fact that their 

behavior is unacceptable in Arab societies, religiously and socially. 
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The Cry of 

the Dove 
The Sand Fish City of Veils Mohanty’s 

Framework 
�  �  �  Sexually oppressed  

�  �  �  Segregation of 
women 

�  �  �  Beating of women 

�  �  �  Polygamy 

× × × Forced prostitution 

× × × Genital mutilation 

× × × Pornography 

�  �  �  Religious  

�  �  �  Traditional 

× × × Legal minors (they are 
still not conscious of 
their rights) 

�  �  �  Domestic (backward) 

�  �  �  Sometimes revolutionary  

�  �  �  The veiled woman 

�  �  �  The powerful mother 

�  �  �  The chaste virgin 

�  �  �  The obedient wife 

�  �  �  Poor  

�  �  �  Uneducated   

× × × Victimized 

New images 

�  �  �  Immoral  

�  �  �  Liar 

 

     Figure 5.1. The images of female characters in the three selected novels 

 

 

 

 



230 

 

Although Aburwein (2013) and Mohanty (1984) have pinpointed the negative 

images of Arab women in Western literature, specifically from the Western writers' 

viewpoint, the researcher has discovered that the source of such negative 

representations in Western literature is not the western authors only; rather, Arab 

diaspora and Arab writers who still live in their homelands also indulge in such 

images. This finding accentuates Mohanty’s (1984) statement in her theory chosen 

for the current study, when she remarks that:  

However, even though I am dealing with feminists who identify themselves 
as culturally or geographically from the "West," what I say about these 
analytic strategies or implicit principles holds for anyone who uses these 
methods, whether third world women in the West, or third world women in 
the third world writing on these issues and publishing in the West. (p. 336) 

 

Mohanty's (1984) statement that Third World women's images, which she has 

understood through writings by Western authors, can be found in the works of Third 

World writers who address the Third World women's issues and publish in the West, 

indicates that these Third World authors write in English. Since not all Arab writers 

can write in English, the Arab authors' depiction, particularly those who write in 

English due to their learning in the West and their desire to address the Western 

readers, of Arab women as passive and oppressed by tradition and religion (Bower, 

2012; Parpart, 1993; Lazreg, 1988) cannot be generalized to all Arab writers. 

However, as this study focuses on the Arab women's representations in literature 

written in English exclusively, it has illustrated these women's images from the 

viewpoint of Arab writers, who produce their works in English owing to their 

education in the West, whether immigrants or those who are still in their home 

countries and who provide stereotypes about Arabs either because they are 

influenced by the radical western feminist thinking or are forced to present such 



231 

 

images. Consequently, it is noted that the Arab, Western and Arab diaspora novelists 

provide a negative image of Arab women in literature written in English. 

 

5.3 Contributions of the Study 

The current study has dealt with the Arab women’s images depicted in the fictional 

works of Arab, Arab diaspora, and Western novelists at the same time. This 

investigation is the first of its kind, looking into the representation of Arab women 

from three different perspectives, since such a research has not been conducted in 

previous studies, as explained in Chapters One and Two. 

 

The findings of the study are consistent with the observations made by Aburwein 

(2013) that Western writers have presented negative images of Arab women in 

Western literature. However, the study has found that the source of such negative 

images is not exclusively Western authors but also Arab and Arab diaspora writers. 

 

Mohanty (1984) states that her understanding of Third World women's images has 

resulted from analyzing the writings of western authors; nevertheless, her analytical 

tool can be applied to the works of Third World writers as well who live in the West 

and Third World authors who still live in Third World but who deal with Third 

World women in their writings and publish in the West. This gap has been covered in 

the current study, where the researcher has adopted Mohanty's (1984) framework to 

examine the Arab women's images in the novels of Arab and Arab diaspora writers 

that are published in the West. 
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The study has shown that its purview of analysis bears a direct relation to Mohanty's 

(1984) theoretical underpinnings. Thus, the study has verified the theory with the 

analysis of fictional works representing the image of Arab women, as 11 images 

identified in Mohanty's framework have been found to prominently figure in the 

selected fictional works. Therefore, it is concluded that Mohanty's theory is still a 

befitting tool to analyze the Arab women's representations in the three 21st century 

novels studied here.  

 

A new theme was noted through this study, which is morality. Also, two new images 

of Arab women have been found under this theme, which are "liar" and "immoral". 

In addition to several women characters in the three novels that have practiced lying, 

the label of "liar" is heard through Fuad's voice in City of Veils, and Hamdan in The 

Cry of the Dove as well. Even though portraying some Arab female characters in the 

three examined books as prostitutes, which asserts Aburwein’s (2013) understanding 

that Arab women are portrayed as “prostitutes” (p. 10) in Western literature, the 

researcher has preferred using the label “immoral” for it includes prostitutes and the 

women characters who establish illicit relations with their lovers, and this label is 

named in City of Veils by Osama as well. Therefore, the researcher has noticed that 

Arab women are delineated in Western literature and by Arab, Western, and Arab 

diaspora novelists as “immoral”. 

 

Yet another significant contribution of the study to the existing body of knowledge is 

its analysis of paratexts, specifically the covers of the selected novels and the blurbs 

on the cover pages. The researcher has found that the paratexts used in the selected 

novels are carefully crafted subtexts that add to the perception of the image 
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delineated in the text, as explicated by Genette (1997). The cover images on all the 

three novels depict a veiled woman in the backdrop of a mosque or heavy, strong 

door, suggestive symbols of religious repression and societal control. Even their titles 

suggest something repressive in the lives of the protagonists – City of Veils, Cry of 

the Dove, and The Sand Fish (emphasis mine). The suggestive paratextual elements 

reinforce and strengthen the already prejudiced image of Arab women in the psyche 

of Western readers who are fed with the ideas of repression, male dominance, and 

female slavery, and all the other images identified by the researcher in the selected 

works, in Arab societies.    

 

Although the analytical process followed in the study is adopted from Mohanty's 

(1984) theoretical framework, the researcher has, in her own way, gone a step further 

than Mohanty, in two ways. First, the researcher has applied Mohanty's theoretical 

frame to the analysis of the fictional works of Arab writers living in the West and in 

their homelands and publishing their works in the West. Though Mohanty has 

suggested that her theory is applicable to such writers, such a research work hasn’t 

been taken up yet. Second, the researcher has succeeded in identifying two more 

images in the fictional works of the selected writers which were not identified by 

Mohanty in the works of Western feminist writers but which delineate a negative 

image of Arab women ("liar" and "immoral"), as discussed above.   

 

The researcher has noticed a similar discrepancy in the writing of Aburwein (2013) 

as well. Aburwein has noticed the contradiction depicted (such as, "veiled" but at the 

same time "prostitute") in the perceived images of Arab women. However, Aburwein 

has noted the contradiction precisely between two images of Arab women as "veiled" 
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and "prostitute" (p. 3) only from the Western writers' standpoint, while the present 

researcher has realized this discrepancy from the perspectives of the Arab and Arab 

diaspora authors, in addition to the western writers. 

 

5.4 Recommendations for Future Studies 

The researcher could not examine all Arab women characters that embody each 

image of Arab women in the novels selected for this study. Therefore, the researcher 

suggests that future studies should address the characters that have not been 

discussed in this study to add more clarity to the Arab women's representations that 

have been dealt with in the study. It is possible to study the images of Arab women 

in literary works by other Arab and Arab diaspora writers, who may also depict Arab 

women negatively to discover the reasons that urge them to provide such distorted 

images. The discussion of new writers may re-affirm that Arab and Arab diaspora 

writers play a significant role in presenting negative images of Arab women in 

Western literature. 

 

The researcher has studied the Arab women's images in three 21st century novels 

only. Subsequently, other researchers can investigate the Arab women's depictions in 

other contemporary novels by other writers, which may lead them to different results. 

The researchers can also address the Arab women's images in poems or plays and 

from the views of Arab, Arab diaspora, and western writers to find out whether these 

women’s depiction in other genres is similar or different from their depiction in the 

novel and from these writers’ opinions. Further studies can examine the 

representations of Arab women in novels selected from the 20th century to 

demonstrate and investigate whether cultural differences between the two centuries 
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have affected the Arab women's images in Western literature or not. The results of 

the future studies may provide further understanding of the Arab women's images in 

Western literature. It may also encourage the Third World critics to combat the 

negative images of these women and try to correct them.  

 

Other studies can apply Mohanty's (1984) framework on novels in Western literature 

portraying other women from the Third World, such as Indian or Pakistani women, 

to discover whether this framework is relevant to analyze these women's images in 

the selected novels or not, and to shed more light on the perspectives of Western and 

Third World writers towards Third World women in Western literature.  

 

5.5 Conclusion 

To conclude, this study has conspicuously answered the research questions where it 

has addressed the images of Arab women in the eyes of the Arab, Western, and Arab 

diaspora novelists through analyzing the texts of their three 21st century novels 

selected for the current study, namely, City of Veils (2010) by the Western writer Zoe 

Ferraris, The Sand Fish (2009) by the Arab novelist Maha Gargash, and The Cry of 

the Dove (2007) by the Arab diaspora author Fadia Faqir. The major finding of this 

study is that Arab women are typified negatively in Western literature, where these 

women's images reflect their situation as weak, restricted, oppressed and 

marginalized due to the customs and traditions of their patriarchal societies. 

Nonetheless, some women characters have attempted to rebel to dispose of the 

repressive milieus in which they live. These negative representations have not only 

been drawn by Western writers; rather, the Arab and Arab diaspora novelists who 
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have addressed the Arab women's issues in their writings and published in the West 

have presented the same stereotypes of Arab women. 

 

The depictions of Arab women are criticized by the postcolonial feminist theory, in 

particular by the theoretical writing "Under Western Eyes" by Mohanty (1984), and 

the researcher's findings stand endorsed where 11 images identified in Mohanty's 

framework have been recognized to exist as it is in the three 21st century novels 

chosen for this study. These images are as follows: powerful mother, obedient wife, 

traditional, religious, veiled, domestic, poor, uneducated, sexually oppressed, chaste 

virgin, and revolutionary as a reaction to oppression. Furthermore, the researcher has 

identified two new images which are “liar” and “immoral”. In addition, the 

researcher also examined the surrounding paratextual elements (the covers of the 

selected novels, their titles and the blurbs on their front and back covers) and found 

that the paratextual elements reinforce the textual images and help in the reception, 

perception and consumption of the text by a reader in an alien culture. In sum, the 

researcher has made an attempt to academically contest the negative images of Arab 

women created by the selected writers in their works. 
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Appendix A 

Previous Studies 

S.N Author(s) Findings Gaps 

1. Author: Salah Moukhlis 

 Year: 2008 

Title: The Forgotten 

Face of Postcoloniality: 

Moroccan Prison 

Narratives, Human 

Rights, and the Politics 

of Resistance. 

  

Novels: 

Khadījah al-Marwāzī’s 

Sīrat al-ramād 

(Biography of Ash, 

2000). 

1-The doggedness of Arabian women on claiming their rights leads 

to their imprisonment where they suffer the most severe types of 

psychological, physical and sexual torture.  

2-The torture methods which are used with women in Moroccan 

prisons are taken from French colonialism and this proves that 

Morocco does not gain its independence entirely.  

3-The agony of these women augments their insistence on resisting 

the injustice, rather than frustrates their will.  

4- Arabian women are courageous since they resist tyranny, 

undergo the brutal torture, create new selves from the ash of the 

damaged selves due to the torture, and achieve many social and 

political reforms. 

5- Arabian women are portrayed differently in Western literature as 

being oppressed in their societies. 

Moukhlis (2008) focuses 

on the picture of Arabian 

women in a novel by an 

Arabian writer and hints 

only at the distorted 

image of these women in 

the eyes of Western 

writers. While this study 

will investigate the 

negative and positive 

images of Arabian women 

from the views of the 

Arabian, Arabian 

immigrant, and Western 

novelists. 

2. Author:Touria 

Khannous 

Year: 2010 

Title: Islam, Gender, and 

Identity in Leila  

Abouzeid’s  The Last 

Chapter: A Postcolonial 

Critique 

1-Moroccan women are aggrieved by the applied laws which 

discriminate between genders and enable men to control women.  

2-They are deprived of the right of education which is granted only 

to men, they are forbidden by men from the participation in the 

work fields, and they are compelled to marry according to their 

fathers’ will.  

3- Moroccan women rebel against these laws that allow male 

control. 

4-The legislated laws in Morocco after independence are derived 

Khannous (2010) shows 

the portrayal of Arabian 

women from a 

perspective of an Arabian 

writer only, whereas their 

images in the eyes of 

Western, Arabian, and 

immigrant writers will be 

examined in the current 
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from the French colonial laws, secular, and deform Islam. 

5-These women must be modern but in a positive way so as not to 

interfere with their implementation of the true Islamic principles 

that eradicate their ordeal.  

study to discover the 

writers' views towards 

these women. 

3. Author: Janet Afary  

Year: 2004 

Title: The Human 

Rights of Middle 

Eastern & Muslim 

Women: A Project for 

the 21st Century. 

1-Due to the Islamic laws Arabian women are oppressed, deprived 

of their freedom and rights such as education, using cosmetics and 

dressing modern clothes, exploited sexually in terms of giving birth 

to children, and employed in household chores.  

2-Arabian women have gained some of their political, social and 

cultural rights due to the issuing of laws to develop their situation.  

3- They still suffer from discrimination according to these laws in 

various aspects such as marriage, divorce, inheritance, driving, 

traveling alone, voting for elections, and mixing with men in the 

working and studying places.  

4-The inequality appears in the personal status law and the penal 

code, particularly with regard to honor killings law.  

5-The rights of Arabian women differ from one country to another 

since the laws in Arabian countries are different. 

6- These women may get more rights in the future due to the 

emergence of many centers and associations that discuss these 

women’s rights.  

7-Arabian women must join the women's movements to defend 

their rights and reject oppression. 

Afary (2004) scrutinizes 

the depiction of Arabian 

women in a novel by a 

western novelist. 

However, she did not 

explore the images of 

these women in the 

literary products of 

Arabian and Arabian 

diaspora novelists, in 

addition to a western one, 

which will be covered 

through the current study.  

 

 

4. Author: Hibah 

Aburwein 

Year: 2013 

Title: The negative 

1-Some Western writers portray Arabian women as persecuted by 

the rigorous social traditions and Islamic instructions that divest 

them of their liberty and rights, and other Western writers represent 

these women sexually inside the harem wearing seductive clothes 

Aburwein (2013) 

discusses only the 

perspective of the western 

writers towards the 
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image of Arabian 

woman in the western 

literature. 

and enjoy dancing and singing. 

2-The Western writers' unawareness of Arabian women’s religion, 

culture, and language led, and till now, to misrepresent the 

portrayal of Arabian female characters in Western literature . 

3-This negative portrayal of Arabian women produced a big hole 

between Middle East and the West.  

4-There is a need to examine this image since it was extensively 

generalized while it may apply to a few Arabian women in limited 

periods and regions . 

5-Arabian women are also depicted negatively in Western movies 

and paintings. They represent frequently Arabian women with 

black dresses, silent, submissive, humiliated, enslaved by men, and 

isolated in the harem where they only care about dancing, 

beautifying, and lying down.    

Arabian women. 

However, she did not 

reveal the opinions of the 

Arabian and Arabian 

immigrant novelists on 

the Arabian women that 

will be conducted in this 

study. 

 

5- Author: Nancy Arenberg 

Year: 2008 

Title: Mobile Bodies 

and Kindred Sisters in 

Djebar's  Ombre sultane. 

Novel: Assia Djebar's 

Ombre sultane,1987. 

1- The imprisonment of women at home and preventing them from 

accessing to the public places, while men are given the right to 

roam freely, is one of the forms of persecution of Arabian women 

due to their phallocentric society.  

2-By the support of the emancipated women to the submissive 

ones, the latter can liberate themselves from the male shackles and 

get their freedom and self-realization.  

3-Arabian women must take off their veil when enter the masculine 

places to act freely and to look daringly at the strangers since it is 

not the right of men only.  

Arenberg (2008) 

examines the depiction of 

Arabian women from the 

viewpoint of an Arabian 

immigrant novelist. But, 

she did not reveal their 

images in the eyes of 

Arabian and Western 

novelists which will be 

conducted through this 
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4-Arabian women wear the veil just to be unknown outside their 

homes, not to shun the gazes of men which is the real purpose of 

veiling. 

5-These women wander without thinking or a particular goal. 

6-Mostly the Arabian women's need for sex encourages them to 

undergo their husbands' control. 

study.  

6- Author: Nijmeh Hajjar 

Year: 2011 

Title: Dynamics of fear 

and hope, and the 

resistance against 

patriarchal power: Quest 

for freedom in Hanan 

al-Shaykh’s Story of 

Zahra. 

1-Women in Arabian society undergo physical, moral and sexual 

persecution by men. 

2- Due to their weakness, they cannot struggle against the injustice 

and they resort to various negative ways to protect themselves such 

as lying, hiding from the angry men, the sexual temptation and 

making illicit relations. However, they always fail in their attempts 

to get rid of the tyranny of men. 3- The fear of Arabian women 

grants them hope to change their situation since when they defeat 

their fear of men's force they can resist the male persecution and 

get a liberated life.  

4- The problem of the oppression of Arabian women by men is a 

crucial one and must be treated to create a society of justice and 

freedom in Arab world. 

5-The Western feminists investigate the Arabian feminist writings 

according to the Western feminist theories, while the Arabian 

feminists think that these theories are unsuitable for their society. 

Hajjar (2011) illustrates 

how an Arabian 

immigrant novelist looks 

at Arabian women. But, 

she did not investigate the 

images of Arabian women 

in the eyes of the Western 

and Arabian writers. This 

gap will be covered in this 

study. 
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Appendix B Tables of Analysis 

The Sand Fish- Table (1) 
 

P.N Quotations Interpretations Images 

102-

103 

When he did not respond, she added, “Some special foods, too.” Jassem stopped and 

looked back at her. “You know what I mean, husband, like pomegranates and bananas.” 
[…] Jassem waved his hand impatiently. “What do you want pomegranates for, woman?” 

Lateefa stuttered. “Well, you know, for you and your new wife—as a treat.” “A treat? No, 

no, no, no. […] “Bananas then?” “No bananas. […] “I think it is mangoes we should get. 
[...] Only Noora heard Lateefa sigh and whisper, “But it’s not the season for mangoes”.  

Lateefa did not oppose her husband’s verbal violence, where she bears his 

mockery and degrading treatment during their shopping out of fear from her 
husband’s power.  

 

Obedient 

Wife 

19 You’re not a girl anymore; you’re a woman. Those curves are there to remind you (Noora) 

to stop running and jumping, for you to slow down and turn domestic. So start acting like a 

woman. 

Noora compelled to stay indoors to match the good wife's attributes. 

However, her staying in a closed domestic domain has led to a lack of basic 

knowledge as to economic and technological development, psychology, as 
well as her belief in superstitions, which asserts her backwardness compared 

to man who always exists outside the home. 

Domestic 

78 
 

 

 
 

 

82 

Hessa had had a fight with her son when he confessed that he did not want to marry Aisha. 
[…] “I heard the smacks of the cane clear from inside my home,” said one woman. “And I 

couldn’t hear him raise a hand back; he just stood there and took it.” “He’s big and strong, 

but don’t forget she is his mother after all.”  
 

 

“Duty…the proper thing to do…can’t break my mother’s wishes”  

Hessa is dominant where she imposes her wish on her son who obeys her 
against his will. She forces her son Rashid to leave his beloved Noora and 

marry her niece instead and Rashid obeys her despite her harsh beatings. 

 

Powerful 
Mother 

200 “Think, woman, think. This child, our child, will have all those things you’ve never had.” 

Noora sat up straight. Suddenly she was interested. “Like what will it have?” she asked. 

“Everything! All that I own. And before that, all the opportunity you could hope for it.”  

In order to persuade Noora to maintain her pregnancy, Jassem tries to lure her 

with his fortune which will be inherited by her baby, and she has attracted to 

his words due to her sense of poverty and class distinction between them, 
where owing to her society’s application to the principle of caste 

discrimination that reinforce a sense of inferiority in the identities of the poor 

people, Noora compelled to stay in a permanent state of poverty and thus to 
rely on her husband. 

Poor 

122 That night Noora waited for the familiar footsteps, those sliding toes with a duty that would 

carry Jassem to her room. She wished the baby would come soon. Only then would he give 

her less attention. Her back caved and her legs wilted over the side of the bed as she waited 
for his arrival.  

Despite the lack of any emotional feeling between Noora and her husband, 

she compelled to surrender to his relentless attempts to win a child in order 

not to be humiliated and expelled from the house by her husband for not 
giving birth to the desired child.  

Obedient 

Wife 

53 ‘You know, my mother tried to straighten them when I was small, but it didn’t work,’ 

Zobaida said, […]. ‘She would pin me down with her knees and place heavy rocks on my 
feet. How it hurt!’ 

Due to her backwardness of birth defects, Zobaida’s mother attempts to apply 

backward methods of treatment where she puts heavy rocks on Zobaida's feet, 
which are arcuate congenitally, to straighten them. The unawareness of the 

health aspect reveals her backwardness for being domestic. 

Domestic 

229 A mother always knows what’s best for her child. Ommi Lateefa has never felt a child 

growing in her stomach. So she doesn’t know. It’s…it’s —” [...] Noora continued despite 
Lateefa’s disdain. “It’s hard to explain, but that child is a part of me.” [...] “Part of us, too,” 

Lateefa said, [...] “Yes, but growing in me.” Now she felt ready as a mother cat, ready to 

hiss and scratch.  

The mother’s instinct (motherhood) has granted Noora the power as she 

becomes a protective mother when she feels that Lateefa tries to take over the 
upbringing of Noora’s unborn baby once she gives birth to him. 

 

Powerful 

Mother 
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The Cry of the Dove- Table (1) 
P.N. Quotations Interpretations Images 

214 `They will kill you,' said Parvin. I held her face and said, `I have to go. Look for her. 

She is calling me. She needs my help.' [...] `It my daughter, Parvin,' I said and pushed 

my hair off my face. `This is madness. What's wrong with you? Since you've given 

birth you've gone downhill. You don't eat. You cry all the time. You look like a 

tramp. [...] `I depressed. I dream of Layla almost every night. Something must have 

happened to her. Mother's heart know,' I said.  

Salma's insistence on facing danger for her daughter's sake where she 

decides returning home in search of her daughter to bring her to Britain to 

live a better life, despite her certainty that she might be killed for that 

 

Powerful 

Mother 

21 I was not the granddaughter of my grandmother Shahla, who was made of a different 

metal altogether, who was shameless and fearless. Shahla, my grandmother, used to 

[…] say, `Follow your heart always, daughter of mine.' Her marriage was a love 

match.  

Shahla revolts against the rule of the parents' right of choosing the sons-

in-law by running away with a man, who she likes from a hostile tribe to 

her tribe, after midnight to marry him without her parents' approval. 

Revoluti-

onary 

40 I (Salma's mother) cannot visit you (Salma) because your father haj Ibrahim and your 

brother Mahmoud forbade me to come. They said they would shoot me too. 

Salma's mother obeys her husband’s orders unquestionably, where her 

fear of being killed for disobeying her husband obliges her to give up her 

right to visit her daughter in prison. 

Obedient 

Wife 

91-

92 

 

 

 

7 

My mother would be walking through the hills piling up kindling and long dry sticks, 

then tying them to her back. […] Mother was kneading the dough with her rough, 

swollen fingers. `Good morning, Mother,' I said and kissed her forehead. She smiled 

and handed me her first loaf, dripping with honey and butter.  

 

“In Hima my mother used to rebuke me all the time. Salina, did you feed the cows? 

Did you clean the barn? Why didn't you milk the goats? Yumma, I did”  

Salma’s mother’s ability to withstand the grueling housework without 

complaining for her family’s comfort, especially collecting firewood, 

carrying it, and making bread, and even if she was tired shows her power. 

In addition she rebukes her daughter Salma to teach her the household 

chores to become a successful mother in the future. 

 

Powerful 

Mother 

130 

 

 

88 

I cannot take off veil, Sister. My country, my language, my daughter. No piece of 

cloth. Feel naked, me. 

 

I felt as dirty as a whore, […] a sinner who would never see paradise and drink from 

its rivers of milk and honey. […] I sat down on the pavement, held my head and cried 

and cried for hours.  

Although Salma undergoes the Western society’s pressures which 

persuade her to take off the veil, she adheres to her veil for realizing that 

it is the means that enables her to win God’s satisfaction and to access 

paradise.  

Veiled 

Woman 

124 I gave birth to five sons, kept his house clean and cooked him a fresh meal every day. 

Whenever he turned round in bed I opened my very heart for him. All of this was not 

enough. 

Madam Lamaa performs household chores permanently and under any 

circumstances. She serves her husband perfectly, although her efforts are 

not estimated and lead to be treated like a home slave by her husband. 

Obedient 

Wife 

125 `One night I went to the storeroom, opened each sack and scattered the rice, the flour, 

the sugar, the lentils, the dry fruit all over the place. I took my clothes off and walked 

out of the house as Allah had created me and stood under His vast sky looking for 

stars. 

Madam Lamaa rejects her husband’ disregard and his attempt to marry 

another woman just because she has put on weight, where she scatters 

hysterically the foodstuffs in the storehouse and then undresses and goes 

out into the street naked. 

Revoluti-

onary 

136 One day Rami fell ill and I took him to hospital. He was in a coma for four days. I 

used to go to the kebab shop to wash dishes at night and then rush to the hospital in 

the morning.  

 

Noura, espouses the responsibility of taking care of her children and 

spending on them for being divorced where she does not ask for her ex-

husband’s help, even after discovering her son’s diabetes, where she 

washes dishes throughout the night in a kebab shop and rushes to the 

hospital in the morning to take care of her son.  

Powerful 

Mother 
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City of Veils - Table (1) 
P.N Quotations Interpretations Images 

8 

 

 

41 

At eleven, Raja’ had become a “woman,” and her mother had draped her in a veil and 

sent her off to be with her sisters. He (Nayir) never saw her again.  

 

Her own spiritual comforts belonged to the back porch of the house, […] where she 

and her mother had always done evening prayers before dinner. 

Instilling the religious dictates in the children's identities and teaching 

them the need to abide by these rules is not an easy task. Raja’s mother 

veils her daughter and prevents her access to men when she matures. 

Katya as well feels fully comfortable when she prays with her mother 

at home. 

Powerful 

Mothers 

56 That marriage was a bad decision from the start.” […] “It was arranged. He was a 

cousin of ours. She (Leila) didn’t know him at all. Once she realized what he was 

really like, she divorced him. It was my mother’s fault. 

Leila accepts to an arranged marriage due to her adherence to 

traditions, where she marries her cousin Bashir although she never 

knows him, which leads to her divorce for lack of compatibility 

between them. 

Traditional 

94 He wanted Mona to wear an abaaya and hijab around certain friends but casual pants 

and no headscarf around others. […] He gave her rules for wearing makeup […]. She 

was allowed to take classes […] and she was not allowed to go to a class if he was 

home, because he might need her for something.  

Mona subjugates to husband’s demands, where he interferes in her 

personal affairs such as clothing styles, wearing makeup, and going out 

of home as if she is owned by her husband. 

Obedient 

wife 

65 Donia was looking at the makeup case lying open on the vanity table. Katya could see 

the disapproval in her eyes.  

Donia refrains from displaying her beauty for men since it is one of the 

forbidden issues in Islam for women, where the condemnation’s signs 

appear on her face when she observes that Katya uses cosmetics. 

Religious 

71 She (Nuha) must have woken up in the middle of the night to finish an article. She 

worked in the kitchen at night, because her office was just off the bedroom, and 

sometimes the sound of her typing woke him. 

Nuha does her best to preserve her marital sexual relationship, where 

although she is exhausted and has a deadline for submitting an article 

to the newspaper in which she works, Nuha complies with her 

husband's sexual desire to gain her husband's satisfaction, and thus 

forced to get up at midnight to finish her work. 

Obedient 

wife 

43 She (UmKareem) let this comment linger so that Katya would have time to feel 

pummeled by its subtext: How can you possibly be raising the standards for women in 

this department when you don’t even know how to use your own computers?  

Katya’s lack of technological development shows her inadequate 

education, where she is unable to carry out her role as a forensic 

pathologist thoroughly due to her inability to use the sophisticated 

computer software. 

Uneducated 

67 “Would you come with me to this man’s apartment?” she asked. Due to the religious concepts Katya avoids being alone with an 

unrelated man in seclusion from other people. Therefore she doesn’t go 

alone to the man’s apartment who had a business relation with the 

victim Leila and she asks the male character Nayir to accompany her. 

Religious 

87 

 

 

121 

Of course her (Nuha's) mother had come in to bring dinner and to shoot him (Osama) 

nasty looks, but otherwise he’d managed to avoid the whole family. 

 

Osama remembered shopping for Nuha’s trousseau. His mother had taken him to a 

lingerie store, and they’d spent three hours in the place. 

They support their children in their joys and sorrows, even after 

becoming adults, which shows their sense of responsibility towards 

their children. Nuha's mother stares indignantly at her son-in-law, due 

to his dispute with her daughter. Osama's mother finds happiness with 

her participation in her son's joy of marriage by helping in purchasing 

bridal gifts. 

Powerful 

Mothers 
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The Sand Fish- Table (2) 
 

P.N Quotations Interpretations Images 

122 That night Noora waited for the familiar footsteps, those sliding toes with a duty 

that would carry Jassem to her room. She wished the baby would come soon. 

Only then would he give her less attention. Her back caved and her legs wilted 

over the side of the bed as she waited for his arrival.  

Despite the lack of any emotional feeling between Noora and her 

husband, she compelled to surrender to his relentless attempts to win 

a child in order not to be humiliated and expelled from the house by 

her husband for not giving birth to the desired child.  

Obedient 

Wife 

102-

103 

When he did not respond, she added, “Some special foods, too.” Jassem stopped 

and looked back at her. “You know what I mean, husband, like pomegranates 

and bananas.” […..] Jassem waved his hand impatiently. “What do you want 

pomegranates for, woman?” Lateefa stuttered. “Well, you know, for you and 

your new wife—as a treat.” “A treat? No, no, no, no. […] “Bananas then?” “No 

bananas. […] “I think it is mangoes we should get. [….] Only Noora heard 

Lateefa sigh and whisper, “But it’s not the season for mangoes”.  

Lateefa did not oppose her husband’s verbal violence, where she 

bears his mockery and degrading treatment during their shopping out 

of fear from her husband’s power.  

 

Obedient 

Wife 

19 You’re not a girl anymore; you’re a woman. Those curves are there to remind 

you (Noora) to stop running and jumping, for you to slow down and turn 

domestic. So start acting like a woman. 

Noora compelled to stay indoors to match the good wife's attributes. 

However, her staying in a closed domestic domain has led to a lack 

of basic knowledge as to economic and technological development, 

psychology, as well as her belief in superstitions, which asserts her 

backwardness compared to man who always exists outside the home. 

Domestic 

53 ‘You know, my mother tried to straighten them when I was small, but it didn’t 

work,’ Zobaida said, […]. ‘She would pin me down with her knees and place 

heavy rocks on my feet. How it hurt!’ 

Due to her backwardness of birth defects, Zobaida’s mother attempts 

to apply backward methods of treatment where she puts heavy rocks 

on Zobaida's feet, which are arcuate congenitally, to straighten them. 

The unawareness of the health aspect reveals her backwardness for 

being domestic. 

Domestic 

229 A mother always knows what’s best for her child. Ommi Lateefa has never felt a 

child growing in her stomach. So she doesn’t know. It’s…it’s —” […] Noora 

continued despite Lateefa’s disdain. “It’s hard to explain, but that child is a part 

of me.” […] “Part of us, too,” Lateefa said, […] “Yes, but growing in me.” Now 

she felt ready as a mother cat, ready to hiss and scratch.  

The mother’s instinct (motherhood) has granted Noora the power as 

she becomes a protective mother when she feels that Lateefa tries to 

take over the upbringing of Noora’s unborn baby once she gives birth 

to him. 

 

Powerful 

Mother 

78 

 

 

 

 

82 

Hessa had had a fight with her son when he confessed that he did not want to 

marry Aisha. […] “I heard the smacks of the cane clear from inside my home,” 

said one woman. “And I couldn’t hear him raise a hand back; he just stood there 

and took it.” “He’s big and strong, but don’t forget she is his mother after all.”  

 

“Duty…the proper thing to do…can’t break my mother’s wishes”  

Hessa is dominant where she imposes her wish on her son who obeys 

her against his will. She forces her son Rashid to leave his beloved 

Noora and marry her niece instead and Rashid obeys her despite her 

harsh beatings. 

 

Powerful 

Mother 
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The Cry of the Dove- Table (2) 
P.N Quotations Interpretations Images 

214 `They will kill you,' said Parvin. I held her face and said, `I have to go. Look for 

her. She is calling me. She needs my help.' […..] `It my daughter, Parvin,' I said 

and pushed my hair off my face. `This is madness. What's wrong with you? 

Since you've given birth you've gone downhill. You don't eat. You cry all the 

time. You look like a tramp. [….] `I depressed. I dream of Layla almost every 

night. Something must have happened to her. Mother's heart know,' I said.  

Salma's insistence on facing danger for her daughter's sake where she 

decides returning home in search of her daughter to bring her to 

Britain to live a better life, despite her certainty that she might be 

killed for that 

 

Powerful 

Mother 

91-

92 

 

 

 

 

7 

My mother would be walking through the hills piling up kindling and long dry 

sticks, then tying them to her back. [….] Mother was kneading the dough with 

her rough, swollen fingers. `Good morning, Mother,' I said and kissed her 

forehead. She smiled and handed me her first loaf, dripping with honey and 

butter.  

 

“In Hima my mother used to rebuke me all the time. Salina, did you feed the 

cows? Did you clean the barn? Why didn't you milk the goats? Yumma, I did”  

Salma’s mother’s ability to withstand the grueling housework without 

complaining for her family’s comfort, especially collecting firewood, 

carrying it, and making bread, and even if she was tired shows her 

power. In addition she rebukes her daughter Salma to teach her the 

household chores to become a successful mother in the future. 

 

Powerful 

Mother 

136 One day Rami fell ill and I took him to hospital. He was in a coma for four days. 

I used to go to the kebab shop to wash dishes at night and then rush to the 

hospital in the morning.  

 

Noura, espouses the responsibility of taking care of her children and 

spending on them for being divorced where she does not ask for her 

ex-husband’s help, even after discovering her son’s diabetes, where 

she washes dishes throughout the night in a kebab shop and rushes to 

the hospital in the morning to take care of her son.  

Powerful 

Mother 

21 I was not the granddaughter of my grandmother Shahla, who was made of a 

different metal altogether, who was shameless and fearless. Shahla, my 

grandmother, used to […] say, `Follow your heart always, daughter of mine.' Her 

marriage was a love match.  

Shahla revolts against the rule of the parents' right of choosing the 

sons-in-law by running away with a man, who she likes from a hostile 

tribe to her tribe, after midnight to marry him without her parents' 

approval. 

Revoluti-

onary 

125 `One night I went to the storeroom, opened each sack and scattered the rice, the 

flour, the sugar, the lentils, the dry fruit all over the place. I took my clothes off 

and walked out of the house as Allah had created me and stood under His vast 

sky looking for stars. 

Madam Lamaa rejects her husband’ disregard and his attempt to 

marry another woman just because she has put on weight, where she 

scatters hysterically the foodstuffs in the storehouse and then 

undresses and goes out into the street naked. 

Revoluti-

onary 

40 I (Salma's mother) cannot visit you (Salma) because your father haj Ibrahim and 

your brother Mahmoud forbade me to come. They said they would shoot me too. 

Salma's mother obeys her husband’s orders unquestionably, where 

her fear of being killed for disobeying her husband obliges her to give 

up her right to visit her daughter in prison. 

Obedient 

Wife 

124 I gave birth to five sons, kept his house clean and cooked him a fresh meal every 

day. Whenever he turned round in bed I opened my very heart for him. All of this 

was not enough. 

Madam Lamaa performs household chores permanently and under 

any circumstances. She serves her husband perfectly, although her 

efforts are not estimated and lead to be treated like a home slave by 

her husband. 

Obedient 

Wife 
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City of Veils - Table (2) 

P.N Quotations Interpretations Images 

8 

 

 

 

41 

At eleven, Raja’ had become a “woman,” and her mother had draped her 

in a veil and sent her off to be with her sisters. He (Nayir) never saw her 

again.  

 

Her own spiritual comforts belonged to the back porch of the house, [...] 

where she and her mother had always done evening prayers before dinner. 

Instilling the religious dictates in the children's identities and 

teaching them the need to abide by these rules is not an easy task. 

Raja’s mother veils her daughter and prevents her access to men 

when she matures. Katya as well feels fully comfortable when 

she prays with her mother at home. 

Powerful 

Mothers 

87 

 

 

 

121 

Of course her (Nuha's) mother had come in to bring dinner and to shoot 

him (Osama) nasty looks, but otherwise he’d managed to avoid the whole 

family. 

 

Osama remembered shopping for Nuha’s trousseau. His mother had taken 

him to a lingerie store, and they’d spent three hours in the place. 

They support their children in their joys and sorrows, even after 

becoming adults, which shows their sense of responsibility 

towards their children. Nuha's mother stares indignantly at her 

son-in-law, due to his dispute with her daughter. Osama's mother 

finds happiness with her participation in her son's joy of marriage 

by helping in purchasing bridal gifts. 

Powerful 

Mothers 

94 He wanted Mona to wear an abaaya and hijab around certain friends but 

casual pants and no headscarf around others. […] He gave her rules for 

wearing makeup […]. She was allowed to take classes […] and she was 

not allowed to go to a class if he was home, because he might need her for 

something.  

Mona subjugates to husband’s demands, where he interferes in 

her personal affairs such as clothing styles, wearing makeup, and 

going out of home as if she is owned by her husband. 

Obedient 

wife 

71 She (Nuha) must have woken up in the middle of the night to finish an 

article. She worked in the kitchen at night, because her office was just off 

the bedroom, and sometimes the sound of her typing woke him. 

Nuha does her best to preserve her marital sexual relationship, 

where although she is exhausted and has a deadline for 

submitting an article to the newspaper in which she works, Nuha 

complies with her husband's sexual desire to gain her husband's 

satisfaction, and thus forced to get up at midnight to finish her 

work. 

Obedient 

wife 

65 Donia was looking at the makeup case lying open on the vanity table. 

Katya could see the disapproval in her eyes.  

Donia refrains from displaying her beauty for men since it is one 

of the forbidden issues in Islam for women, where the 

condemnation’s signs appear on her face when she observes that 

Katya uses cosmetics. 

Religious 

67 “Would you come with me to this man’s apartment?” she asked. Due to the religious concepts Katya avoids being alone with an 

unrelated man in seclusion from other people. Therefore she 

doesn’t go alone to the man’s apartment who had a business 

relation with the victim Leila and she asks the male character 

Nayir to accompany her. 

Religious 
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