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The Female Body as a Site of Power and
Resistance in Narratives by Nawal El Saadawi

Time Ramphiphatthamrong®

Abstract

This article aims to examine the roles of the female body as a
site of power and resistance in narratives by Nawal El Saadawi, an
Egyptian feminist writer. The study finds that the body is not merely a
site of power reflecting violence perpetrated against women, but also
a field of negotiation, identity reclamation, and the inscription of lived
experiences, where the female body itself becomes the central medium
through which stories are told and violence is critically interrogated. God
Dies by the Nile repositions literary work as a site of resistance against
patriarchal authority. EI Saadawi employs the traumatized bodies of the
female characters, subjected to violence and oppression, as the foundation
for deconstructing moral myths, traditions, beliefs, and religious doctrines.
The questioning of such power structures manifests through the challenge
to “God,” which represents the supreme authority in patriarchal society.
In Memoirs of a Woman Doctor, the female protagonist employs her
hair as a symbolic act of resistance against patriarchal power and
oppressive social structures that restrict women’s freedom and suppress
their expression. Moreover, Woman at Point Zero underscores how

the female body becomes a site of connection among women across

® Ph.D. student, Department of Comparative Literature, Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn University
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different socio-economic realities through shared experiences and
emotions, such as body language and non-verbal language, expressed
by the female characters Sharifa and Firdaus. Therefore, the female
body becomes a site of political struggle, reflecting the call for women’s
rights and freedom in Egypt, which is a central theme in El Saadawi’s
work. As such, El Saadawi's narratives not only criticize patriarchal
structures in Egypt but also broaden the discussion on women’s rights
by exposing the limitations of Western feminism that often emphasizes
abstract rationality while neglecting the emotions, feelings, and lived

experiences of Third World women.

Keywords: female body, narratives, patriarchy in Egypt, Third World

Feminism
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In front of her she will see a big iron gate. She is to walk
towards it, open it and walk in. She must never walk out of it
again until the owner of the house orders her to do so. He is
a noble and great man, born of a noble and great father, and
he belongs to a good and devout family blessed by Allah and
His Prophet.

(El Saadawi, 2007: 115-116)
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‘I know who it is. And the woman asked her curiously.’
‘Who is it, my dear?’
And Zakeya answered, ‘I know it's Allah, my child?’
‘Where is He?' sighed her companion. ‘If He were here, we
could pray Him to have mercy on women like us.’
‘He’s over there, my child. T buried him there on the bank
of the Nile.’
(El Saadawi, 2007: 174-175)
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But it was my mother who controlled my life, my future and
my body right down to every strand of my hair. Why? Because
she’d given birth to me? But why did that give her some special
merit?

(EI Saadawi, 2019: 16-17)
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For the first time in my life I understood the meaning of victory;
fear led only to defeat, and victory demanded courage. My fear
of my mother had vanished; that great aura which had made
me terrified of her had fallen away. I realized that she was just

an ordinary woman. The slaps she delivered were the strongest
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thing about her but they no longer scared me — because they
didn’t hurt any more.

(El Saadawi, 2000: 19)
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But her voice continued to echo in my ears, vibrating in my
head, in the cell, in the prison, in the streets, in the whole world,
shaking everything, spreading fear wherever it went, the fear
of the truth which Kkills, the power of truth, as savage, and as
simple, and as awesome as death, yet as simple and as gentle
as the child that has not yet learnt to lie.

(El Saadawi, 2007: 114)
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