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ABSTRACT 

 

Nawal El Saadawi’s literary world is marked by a powerful critique of patriarchy, social injustice, religious 

hypocrisy, and gender-based oppression. Her writings present women not merely as victims of male domination 

but as conscious beings who gradually recognise the structures that control their bodies, voices, desires, and 

identities. The present study, entitled Challenging Patriarchy: Female Consciousness and Resistance in Nawal El 

Saadawi’s Literary World, examines how El Saadawi constructs female consciousness as a process of awakening 

against oppressive systems rooted in family, religion, class, culture, and state power. Her works expose how 

patriarchy operates through social customs, sexual control, economic dependence, forced silence, and moral 

double standards. At the same time, they reveal women’s struggle to reclaim agency, dignity, and selfhood. El 

Saadawi’s female characters often live under conditions of violence, fear, shame, and marginalisation, yet they 

develop an inner awareness that enables them to question the authority imposed upon them. This consciousness 

becomes the foundation of resistance. In texts such as Woman at Point Zero, The Hidden Face of Eve, God Dies by 

the Nile, and Memoirs from the Women’s Prison, El Saadawi gives voice to women whose experiences challenge 

conventional ideas of morality, obedience, and femininity. Her writing transforms the female body into a 

political space where oppression is recorded and resistance is performed. The study also highlights her rejection 

of both colonial and native patriarchal structures that reduce women to objects of control. Through bold 

narrative strategies, direct social criticism, and feminist vision, El Saadawi creates a literature of protest and 

liberation. Her literary world invites readers to understand female resistance not only as rebellion against men 

but also as a wider struggle against all forms of institutionalised injustice. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

“Women are half the society. You cannot have a revolution without women. You cannot have democracy without 

women. You cannot have equality without women. You can't have anything without women (El Saadawi, “Interview 

with Joseph Mayton”).”  In A Daughter of Isis, Nawal El Saadawi poignantly weaves together the themes of women 

and religion, writing from her own experiences growing up in a conservative Egyptian village. Her narrative is not just 

a personal journey but also a reflection on the broader role that religion has historically played in shaping women’s 

identities, roles, and opportunities. In her autobiography, El Saadawi critiques how religion, as practiced in her 

community, was used to enforce strict gender roles and keep women in positions of subordination, while at the same 

time offering glimpses into the potential for liberation if religion is reinterpreted in ways that promote equality. From a 

young age, she was keenly aware of the differences in how men and women were treated within her family and society. 

Religion was at the heart of this inequality, dictating how women should behave, dress, and interact with others. The 

male figures in her life—her father, the religious leaders, and other authorities’ figures—were the gatekeepers of 

religious interpretation. These interpretations often reinforced a patriarchal order where men had control over nearly 

every aspect of women’s lives, from their education to their marriage prospects. In this context, religion became not 

just a spiritual or moral guide but a tool for social control, particularly over women’s bodies and minds. Her early 

encounters with religion were shaped by this oppressive framework. For instance, her family displayed her before 

potential suitors at the tender age of ten, an act that was steeped in tradition and religious norms. The idea that a girl 

could be betrothed or married off at such a young age was accepted because it was seen as part of a religious duty to 

preserve family honor. For El Saadawi, this was a clear example of how religion was used to limit a woman’s 

autonomy, reducing her to an object within the family structure rather than recognizing her as an individual with her 

own aspirations and desires. Despite these constraints, she never simply accepted the religious teachings and practices 
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imposed on her. From a young age, she questioned why religious rules seemed to favor men while restricting women. 

She was particularly troubled by how religion was used to silence women’s voices, both in the home and in the public 

sphere. In her village, women were expected to remain modest, obedient, and submissive, while men had the freedom 

to make decisions for themselves and for the women in their lives. El Saadawi’s refusal to accept this disparity led to 

her early rebellion against the religious and societal norms that sought to define her future. This tension between 

women and religion is a central theme in A Daughter of Isis, where El Saadawi reflects on the intersection of faith, 

tradition, and gender inequality. She doesn’t reject religion outright but critiques how it has been interpreted and used 

as a mechanism of control. She argues that the problem lies not in religion itself but in how it has been manipulated by 

patriarchal structures to maintain power over women. Her critique of religion, therefore, is part of a broader critique of 

patriarchy and its influence over nearly every aspect of women’s lives. Her own life becomes a testament to the 

possibility of breaking free from these religious and societal constraints. Her decision to pursue education, becoming a 

medical doctor, was a radical act in a community where women’s roles were often limited to marriage and motherhood. 

Through her education, El Saadawi found the tools to challenge the religious and cultural norms that had shaped her 

early life. But even as she achieved professional success, she continued to face pushback from religious and political 

authorities, who saw her activism as a threat to the established order. 

 

One of the key moments in her career came with the publication of Women and Sex in 1969, where she directly 

addressed the ways in which religion and cultural traditions oppressed women’s bodies and sexuality. The book 

sparked outrage among conservative circles, and she was eventually dismissed from her medical profession due to her 

outspoken views. Later, she was imprisoned under the regime of President Anwar Sadat in 1981, further solidifying her 

reputation as a defiant voice against the intertwined forces of patriarchy and religious oppression. Her critique of 

religion in A Daughter of Isis is not just a rejection of the faith she grew up with but an appeal for a more just and equal 

interpretation of religious teachings. She calls for a reinterpretation of religious texts that includes women’s 

perspectives and experiences, rather than relying solely on male interpretations that reinforce traditional gender roles. 

For her, religion should be a source of liberation, not oppression, and it is only through challenging patriarchal 

interpretations that this potential can be realized.  

 

The relationship between women and religion is a complex and multifaceted one, shaped by historical, cultural, and 

theological factors. Across various religious traditions, the roles and status of women have evolved, often highlighting 

broader societal changes. This evolution is not uniform, as religious doctrines and cultural contexts significantly 

influence the roles and status of women in different societies. Consequently, the interplay between women and religion 

is an interesting area of study, encompassing diverse perspectives and experiences. Historically, many religions have 

relegated women to subordinate positions, often justifying these roles through religious texts and interpretations. For 

instance, in many Abrahamic religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—women have traditionally been restricted 

from holding high religious offices or participating fully in religious rituals. These restrictions have been grounded in 

theological interpretations that emphasize male authority and leadership. In many cases, these interpretations are 

intertwined with cultural norms that have reinforced patriarchal structures. 

 

However, it is crucial to recognize that not all religious traditions have treated women uniformly, nor have all 

interpretations been static. In some historical contexts, women have played significant roles within religious 

boundaries. For example, early Christian history includes women like Phoebe, a deaconess, and Priscilla, an influential 

teacher, who held leadership positions in the early Church. In Hinduism, goddesses like Saraswati, Lakshmi, and Durga 

are revered, symbolizing wisdom, prosperity, and power, respectively (Moor 59). These figures highlight the potential 

for female divinity and leadership within certain religious traditions. In modern times, the status and roles of women in 

religion have been subjects of increasing scrutiny and debate. The rise of feminist theology and other reform 

movements has challenged traditional interpretations and sought to reframe women's roles within religious 

communities. These movements argue for a re-examination of sacred texts, proposing that many restrictions on women 

are cultural rather than divinely mandated. As a result, there has been a gradual, albeit uneven, shift towards greater 

gender equality in various religious traditions. For example, many Protestant Christian denominations now ordain 

women as ministers, a significant departure from past practices. Similarly, in Judaism, the Reform and Conservative 

movements have embraced the ordination of women as rabbis. In Islam, while the traditional prohibition on women 

leading mixed-gender prayers remains in many communities, there is a growing recognition of female scholarship and 

leadership, particularly in educational and social spheres. These changes reflect broader societal shifts towards gender 

equality and the re-evaluation of traditional gender roles. 

 

Despite these advancements, challenges remain. In many religious contexts, women continue to face significant 

barriers to full participation. These barriers are often justified through theological interpretations that prioritize male 

authority. For instance, in the Catholic Church, the priesthood remains exclusively male, a stance defended by appeals 

to tradition and specific interpretations of Christian doctrine. Similarly, in many Islamic communities, while women 

can attain high levels of religious education, they are often barred from serving as imams or leading prayers in mixed-

gender settings. The cultural and regional variations in the status of women within religious traditions further 

complicate the picture. In some societies, local customs and traditions heavily influence religious practice, leading to 

significant diversity in how women experience and practice their faith. This diversity highlights the importance of 
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considering both religious and cultural factors when examining the roles and status of women in any given context. 

Thus, it can be said that the relationship between women and religion is a dynamic and evolving one, shaped by a 

complex interplay of historical, cultural, and theological factors. As societies continue to change, so too will the roles 

and perceptions of women within religious traditions. The ongoing debates and movements for gender equality in 

religion underscore the importance of this issue and its relevance in contemporary discussions about faith, culture, and 

society. 

 

The criticism that religion plays a significant role in the subjugation of women is a topic of ongoing debate and 

analysis. Critics argue that many religious traditions have institutionalized gender inequality, often legitimizing the 

subordination of women through sacred texts, doctrines, and practices. This critique spans various religions and 

highlights how religious teachings and structures have historically contributed to and sustained patriarchal norms. One 

of the primary criticisms is that religious doctrines often prescribe distinct and unequal roles for men and women. In 

many cases, these roles are justified through interpretations of sacred texts that emphasize male dominance and female 

submission. For example, certain interpretations of the Bible and the Quran have been used to argue that women should 

be subservient to men, both in religious and domestic settings. These interpretations have been employed to limit 

women's roles to the private sphere, often restricting them from participating fully in public and religious life. In 

Christianity, traditional readings of passages like those in the Pauline Epistles have been used to support the notion that 

women should be silent in churches and submit to their husbands. Similarly, in Islam, certain interpretations of Sharia 

law have been used to enforce practices like veiling, restrictions on movement, and limitations on women's roles in 

leadership positions within the religious community. Religious institutions often mirror and reinforce these doctrinal 

views. For instance, in many Christian denominations, women are barred from ordination, preventing them from 

holding leadership positions. The Catholic Church, for example, restricts the priesthood to men, a stance rooted in 

tradition and specific interpretations of scripture. This exclusion from religious leadership can extend to decision-

making bodies, further marginalizing women's voices in shaping religious policies and practices. In Islam, the 

interpretation of religious law in many contexts often excludes women from serving as imams or leading mixed-gender 

prayers. Even in religious communities that do not explicitly prohibit female leadership, social norms and cultural 

expectations can effectively prevent women from assuming such roles. This institutionalization of gender roles 

perpetuates the notion that women are inherently less capable of spiritual or intellectual leadership. Beyond formal 

religious structures, religion has often been used as a tool of social control, reinforcing broader societal norms that 

oppress women. In many cultures, religious teachings are intertwined with cultural practices that restrict women's rights 

and freedoms. For instance, practices such as female genital mutilation (FGM), child marriage, and honor killings have 

been justified using religious arguments, despite being fundamentally human rights abuses. Furthermore, religious 

rhetoric has been used to justify opposition to women's rights movements, including those advocating for reproductive 

rights, equal pay, and protection from domestic violence. In some conservative religious communities, women's roles 

are narrowly defined as homemakers and mothers, with any deviation seen as contrary to religious teachings. This has 

significant implications for women's access to education, employment, and autonomy. 

 

Despite these criticisms, it is essential to acknowledge that within many religious traditions, there are movements and 

scholars advocating for gender equality. Feminist theologians and reformists argue that the subjugation of women is not 

inherent to religious teachings but rather a result of patriarchal interpretations and cultural practices. They call for a re-

examination of sacred texts and traditions, advocating for interpretations that uphold the dignity and equality of all 

individuals. For example, in Christianity, feminist theologians have reinterpreted passages traditionally used to justify 

gender inequality, highlighting themes of justice, compassion, and equality found in the broader biblical narrative. In 

Islam, scholars and activists have emphasized the egalitarian aspects of the Quran, advocating for women's rights 

within Islamic law (Leila 38). Religion can also intersect with other forms of oppression, such as racism, classism, and 

colonialism. For instance, colonial powers often used religion to justify the subjugation of indigenous peoples and the 

imposition of Western cultural norms, including gender norms. In contemporary times, religious fundamentalism can 

intersect with nationalist and ethnocentric ideologies, further entrenching discriminatory practices against women and 

minority groups. Moreover, in some societies, religious norms disproportionately affect women from lower socio-

economic backgrounds, who may lack the resources or social capital to challenge these norms. This intersectionality 

means that religion, as a form of oppression, does not operate in isolation but often intersects with other forms of 

discrimination, compounding the marginalization of women. 

 

Views of Nawal El Saadawi 

Nawal El Saadawi, an Egyptian feminist, physician, and writer, has been a prominent critic of the intersection between 

religion and the oppression of women. Her views are deeply informed by her experiences growing up in a traditional 

society and her professional background in medicine, which provided her with firsthand insights into the challenges 

faced by women. El Saadawi's work critically examines how religion, particularly Islam, has been used to justify and 

perpetuate gender inequality. Nawal El Saadawi was born in 1931 in a rural Egyptian village, where she observed the 

gendered expectations and limitations imposed on women. Her early experiences with practices such as female genital 

mutilation (FGM), which she herself underwent, deeply influenced her later work. El Saadawi pursued a career in 

medicine, specializing in psychiatry, and her medical background provided a unique perspective on the physical and 

psychological impacts of patriarchal norms on women. In her writings, El Saadawi often critiques the way religious 
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interpretations and cultural traditions intersect to justify the control and subjugation of women. Her book The Hidden 

Face of Eve is a seminal work that explores the systemic oppression faced by women in the Arab world, including 

issues like FGM, forced marriage, and the lack of reproductive rights. She argues that these practices are often justified 

through misinterpretations of Islamic teachings, which are manipulated to serve patriarchal interests. El Saadawi's 

critique extends to the broader structure of religious institutions, which she views as inherently patriarchal. She argues 

that religious authorities have historically interpreted religious texts in ways that reinforce male dominance and control 

over women. This is evident in the way religious doctrines are used to justify practices such as polygamy, the exclusion 

of women from certain religious roles, and the enforcement of strict dress codes. In her view, these interpretations are 

not a reflection of the core values of Islam but rather the result of patriarchal societies that have shaped religious 

doctrine to maintain male superiority. El Saadawi asserts that the true teachings of Islam, like those of other major 

religions, advocate for justice and equality. However, she emphasizes that male religious scholars have historically 

wielded religious authority to impose restrictive norms on women, thus distorting these teachings. El Saadawi also 

critiques the role of religion in the broader societal context, particularly how it functions as a tool of social control. She 

argues that religious teachings are often used to enforce gender norms that limit women's autonomy and freedom. For 

instance, she points to the practice of FGM as a form of control over women's sexuality, justified by religious and 

cultural arguments about purity and modesty. Furthermore, El Saadawi highlights how religion intersects with other 

forms of power, such as politics and economics, to further entrench gender inequality. In her analysis, she discusses 

how state and religious institutions often collaborate to maintain social order, with women bearing the brunt of 

restrictive laws and policies. This is evident in legal systems that discriminate against women in areas such as 

inheritance, divorce, and custody, often justified through religious interpretations. 

 

While El Saadawi primarily focuses on the Middle Eastern and Islamic context, her work also engages with broader 

questions of intersectionality and the legacy of colonialism. She critiques how colonial powers exploited and reinforced 

patriarchal norms in colonized societies, often using religion as a tool of control. For instance, colonial administrations 

sometimes supported conservative religious leaders and practices as a means of controlling the population, thus 

reinforcing existing gender inequalities. El Saadawi's work also explores the intersection of class, gender, and religion. 

She argues that the oppression of women is not only a gender issue but is also deeply linked to economic and social 

class structures. Poor women, in particular, face a double burden of economic exploitation and gender-based 

discrimination, often justified by religious and cultural norms. Despite her critiques, El Saadawi does not advocate for a 

wholesale rejection of religion. Instead, she calls for a reformation within religious traditions to align them more 

closely with principles of justice and equality. She emphasizes the need for a critical and feminist reinterpretation of 

religious texts, arguing that it is possible to find within these texts a basis for gender equality. El Saadawi's work often 

highlights the contributions of women in Islamic history, pointing out that women have played significant roles as 

scholars, leaders, and activists. She calls for a return to these egalitarian roots and for the recognition of women's rights 

within the framework of Islam. In this way, El Saadawi's critique is not an attack on religion but rather on the 

patriarchal interpretations that have dominated religious discourse. Nawal El Saadawi's contributions to feminist 

thought and activism are significant, not only in the Middle East but globally. Her outspoken criticism of both religious 

and political institutions has made her a controversial figure, facing censorship, imprisonment, and exile at various 

points in her life. Nonetheless, her work has inspired generations of women to question and challenge the structures 

that oppress them. El Saadawi's advocacy for women's rights is rooted in a broader vision of social justice that includes 

economic and political dimensions. She argues that true liberation for women requires not only changes in religious and 

cultural norms but also in the economic and political structures that perpetuate inequality.  

 

Nawal El Saadawi's critiques of religion and its role in the subjugation of women are powerfully articulated through her 

extensive writings. As a physician, feminist, and writer, El Saadawi writes from her personal experiences and 

professional observations to provide a compelling analysis of how religious and cultural practices oppress women. Her 

writings, both fictional and non-fictional, offer numerous examples that illustrate and support her views. One of El 

Saadawi's most notable critiques centers on the practice of female genital mutilation (FGM), which she discusses 

extensively in her autobiography A Daughter of Isis and her seminal work The Hidden Face of Eve. El Saadawi 

underwent FGM at a young age, an experience that profoundly shaped her views on the intersection of religion, culture, 

and the control of women's bodies. She argues that FGM, while often justified by cultural and religious norms as a 

means to ensure a girl's purity and modesty, is a brutal practice that reflects a broader societal desire to control women's 

sexuality. In The Hidden Face of Eve, El Saadawi explores the widespread prevalence of FGM in various societies, 

noting that the practice is often endorsed by religious authorities. She argues that religious and cultural narratives 

around purity and morality are manipulated to justify such practices, which serve to reinforce patriarchal control over 

women's bodies. By linking FGM to religious justifications, El Saadawi highlights how religious interpretations can be 

co-opted to support practices that fundamentally violate women's rights and bodily autonomy. In The Hidden Face of 

Eve, El Saadawi discusses her personal experience with FGM and its broader implications:- 

 

“The operation was performed in the usual primitive and barbaric way. No medical instruments were used, not 

even a knife... At the age of six, the knife of circumcision was applied to my clitoris, to cut off an important 

part of my body with one sharp, quick movement (Saadawi 13).” 
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El Saadawi also critiques the institution of marriage and the traditional domestic roles assigned to women, as explored 

in her novel Woman at Point Zero. The protagonist, Firdaus, narrates her life story, detailing her experiences with 

abuse and exploitation at the hands of various men, including her husband, who is described as deeply religious yet 

hypocritical. Through Firdaus's story, El Saadawi illustrates how religious teachings are often used to justify and 

perpetuate male dominance within marriage. The novel portrays how societal and religious expectations confine 

women to submissive roles, denying them independence and autonomy. El Saadawi argues that the religious 

glorification of motherhood and wifely duties serves to limit women's opportunities and enforce their dependence on 

men. This critique is also present in her non-fiction work, where she discusses how religious teachings often emphasize 

women's roles as wives and mothers, neglecting their potential as individuals with desires and aspirations outside these 

roles. It becomes evident from quoting few lines from the novel:- 

 

“How many were the years of my life that went by before my body, and myself became really mine, to do with 

them as I wished? How many were the years of my life that were lost before I tore my body and myself away 

from the people who held me in their grasp since the very first day?”( Saadawi 74).  

 

In her writings, El Saadawi frequently addresses the legal inequalities faced by women, particularly in Muslim-majority 

countries, where personal status laws based on religious doctrine can severely limit women's rights. For instance, in The 

Nawal El Saadawi Reader, she discusses how Islamic laws regarding inheritance, marriage, and divorce often place 

women at a disadvantage (Saadawi 39). She critiques the interpretation of Sharia law that allows men to have multiple 

wives and makes it difficult for women to obtain a divorce. El Saadawi argues that these laws, justified by religious 

authorities, perpetuate a system that treats women as inferior and subordinate to men. El Saadawi's critique extends to 

the broader societal and legal frameworks that institutionalize gender inequality. She points out that religious leaders 

and institutions often wield significant influence over legal and political systems, shaping laws that restrict women's 

rights. This intersection of religion and state perpetuates a cycle of oppression, as women are denied equal status and 

opportunities under the law. 

 

Throughout her work, El Saadawi emphasizes that patriarchal interpretations of religious texts are a primary 

mechanism through which gender inequality is justified and maintained. She challenges the traditional readings of 

Islamic texts that prescribe distinct and unequal roles for men and women. In her essay The Heroine in Arab Literature, 

she argues that religious narratives often depict women as passive and subordinate, reinforcing societal norms that limit 

women's autonomy. It is noteworthy to find that she advocates for a re-interpretation of religious texts, suggesting that 

many teachings that are used to justify the subjugation of women are cultural rather than divine mandates. She contends 

that a feminist re-reading of these texts can uncover more egalitarian interpretations that promote justice and equality 

for all genders. In addition to her critiques, El Saadawi is a strong advocate for education and reform within religious 

and cultural frameworks. She believes that raising awareness and educating both women and men about the patriarchal 

structures embedded in religious interpretations is crucial for achieving gender equality. Her advocacy extends beyond 

mere critique, as she actively calls for changes in how religion is taught and practiced, particularly emphasizing the role 

of education in empowering women. 

 

Nawal El Saadawi's views on women and religion are unique, deeply rooted in her experiences as an Egyptian woman, 

physician, and writer. Her critique of religious institutions and patriarchal interpretations of religious texts sets her apart 

as a significant figure in feminist literature and activism. To understand her perspectives, it is helpful to compare her 

views with those of other feminist thinkers, both within the Arab world and globally. This comparison illuminates the 

similarities and differences in their approaches to religion and women's rights and situates El Saadawi's ideas within a 

broader global feminist discourse. Within the Arab world, Nawal El Saadawi stands alongside other feminist thinkers 

like Fatima Mernissi and Huda Shaarawi. While these women share a commitment to gender equality, their approaches 

to religion differ significantly. Fatima Mernissi, for example, also critiques patriarchal interpretations of Islamic texts 

but does so by reinterpreting the Quran and Hadith in ways that support women's rights. Mernissi's approach involves a 

reclaiming of Islamic texts to argue that Islam, when interpreted correctly, supports gender equality. In contrast, El 

Saadawi is often more critical, arguing that religious institutions themselves are complicit in the oppression of women. 

She is less concerned with reinterpreting religious texts and more focused on critiquing the societal structures that use 

religion to justify gender inequality. 

 

Huda Shaarawi, another prominent feminist from the Arab world, focused on women's education and social reform. 

Her activism was less about direct critique of religious texts and more about advocating for women's rights within an 

Islamic framework (Shaarawi 46). Shaarawi's work laid the groundwork for subsequent feminist movements in the 

region, including those spearheaded by El Saadawi. While Shaarawi's approach was more reformist, seeking to work 

within existing religious and cultural frameworks, El Saadawi's stance can be seen as more radical, often challenging 

the very foundations of these frameworks. Comparatively, El Saadawi's views can also be juxtaposed with Western 

feminist thinkers such as Simone de Beauvoir and bell hooks. Simone de Beauvoir's existential feminist philosophy, as 

articulated in The Second Sex, argues that women have historically been treated as the "Other" and explores how 

patriarchal society has constructed female inferiority. De Beauvoir's critique of religion, particularly Christianity, as a 
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tool of patriarchy parallels El Saadawi's views. Both see organized religion as perpetuating gender hierarchies, although 

de Beauvoir's context is primarily European and Christian, while El Saadawi's is Arab and Islamic. 

 

Bell hooks, an American feminist and social activist, offer another point of comparison. Hooks' intersectional approach 

considers the ways in which race, gender, and class intersect to oppress women. While hooks often engage with 

Christianity in her work, her primary focus is on the intersections of race and gender in the United States. El Saadawi, 

on the other hand, often focuses on the intersection of religion and gender in the Arab world. Both, however, critique 

the ways in which religious and cultural norms can be used to justify the subjugation of women. Hooks' concept of 

“white supremacist capitalist patriarchy” provides a useful lens through which it becomes easy to view El Saadawi's 

critiques of the intersection between capitalism, patriarchy, and religion in the Arab world. 

 

Globally, El Saadawi's ideas resonate with various feminist movements that critique religious institutions. In South 

Asia, for example, feminist thinkers like Kamla Bhasin and Urvashi Butalia have critiqued the role of religion in 

justifying gender discrimination. Like El Saadawi, they argue that religious interpretations have often been manipulated 

to uphold patriarchal structures. However, the cultural and religious contexts differ; Bhasin and Butalia often engage 

with Hinduism and Sikhism, whereas El Saadawi's critiques are primarily directed at Islam. In Latin America, feminist 

liberation theology has emerged as a movement that critiques the traditional roles assigned to women within the 

Catholic Church. Figures like Ivone Gebara have argued for a reinterpretation of Christian doctrine that emphasizes 

social justice and gender equality. While El Saadawi does not identify with a specific religious movement like 

liberation theology, her calls for social justice and her critique of religious institutions align with the goals of feminist 

liberation theologians. 

 

Another important comparison can be made with African feminist thinkers such as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and 

Ama Ata Aidoo, who have explored the intersections of culture, tradition, and gender. While Adichie and Aidoo often 

focus on the cultural rather than strictly religious aspects of gender inequality, there is a shared critique of how 

traditions are used to oppress women. El Saadawi's emphasis on the need for a cultural revolution to accompany 

political and social changes resonates with these African feminists' calls for a reevaluation of cultural norms and values. 

El Saadawi's global perspective also includes an understanding of how colonialism and neocolonialism have influenced 

gender dynamics in the Arab world. She critiques both Western imperialism and the ways in which local elites have 

used religion to maintain power. This perspective aligns with postcolonial feminist thinkers like Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak and Chandra Talpade Mohanty, who argue that Western feminist discourse often overlooks the complexities of 

non-Western women's experiences. Like Spivak and Mohanty, El Saadawi challenges the universality of Western 

feminist ideals and emphasizes the importance of understanding local contexts. 

 

Despite the diverse contexts and approaches, a common thread among these feminist thinkers, including El Saadawi, is 

the critique of how religion has been used to justify gender inequality. However, the solutions they propose differ. 

Some advocate for reinterpretation and reform within religious frameworks, while others, like El Saadawi, call for a 

more radical reevaluation of the role of religion in society. This divergence reflects broader debates within feminism 

about the relationship between culture, religion, and women's rights. 

 

El Saadawi's views also highlight the challenges of addressing women's rights in contexts where religion plays a central 

role in public and private life. Her critiques often draw criticism from both conservative religious groups and those who 

view her as too radical. This mirrors the experiences of other feminists working in religiously conservative societies, 

where calls for gender equality are often met with resistance on the grounds of tradition and religious doctrine. Nawal 

El Saadawi's work on women and religion offers a critical perspective that is both rooted in the specific cultural and 

religious context of the Arab world and resonant with global feminist critiques of patriarchy and religious institutions. 

Her emphasis on the need for a cultural revolution, her critique of the manipulation of religious texts to justify gender 

inequality, and her radical approach to challenging societal norms distinguish her from other feminist thinkers. Yet, her 

work also shares commonalities with global feminist movements that critique the role of religion in oppressing women. 

Through this comparative analysis, it becomes clear that while the contexts and specific critiques may vary, there is a 

shared global concern with the ways in which gender inequality is perpetuated through religious and cultural norms. 

 

Post-modern Concerns 

Postmodernism, with its emphasis on deconstructing established narratives and questioning dominant ideologies, brings 

a critical perspective to the intersection of religion and the subjugation of women. Postmodern concerns challenge 

traditional views on gender and religion, advocating for a better understanding of how these systems interact to 

influence women's lives. 

 

One of the key postmodern concerns is the deconstruction of religious texts. Post modernism questions the singular, 

authoritative interpretations of sacred scriptures, arguing that such interpretations are often shaped by dominant cultural 

and historical contexts. This approach aligns with Nawal El Saadawi’s critique of patriarchal interpretations of religious 

texts. For instance, El Saadawi argues that many traditional readings of Islamic texts that justify gender inequality are 

influenced by patriarchal ideologies rather than the core teachings of the religion. Postmodernism supports this view by 
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advocating for multiple, often conflicting interpretations of religious texts that reflect diverse experiences and 

perspectives. El Saadawi’s call for feminist re-interpretation of religious texts echoes postmodern concerns about the 

authority of traditional interpretations. She suggests that by challenging and re-reading these texts through a feminist 

lens, it is possible to uncover egalitarian messages that have been obscured by patriarchal readings. Postmodernism’s 

emphasis on plurality and intersectionality is crucial for understanding the complex ways in which religion and gender 

interact. Postmodern thought rejects monolithic narratives and instead focuses on the diversity of experiences and 

identities. This perspective is important in analyzing how religious doctrines impact women differently depending on 

their social, cultural, and economic contexts. By focusing on the intersections of gender, class, and religion, El Saadawi 

demonstrates that the oppression of women cannot be reduced to a single factor like religious doctrine. For instance, in 

The Fall of the Imam, the protagonist struggles not only against religious oppression but also against a corrupt political 

system that uses religion to maintain power. This dual critique of political and religious authority reflects El Saadawi’s 

belief that women’s liberation must involve challenging both patriarchal interpretations of religion and the broader 

social and economic systems that reinforce inequality. 

 

El Saadawi’s work highlights the intersectionality of gender, religion, and class. She argues that the oppression of 

women is not a one-dimensional issue but involves multiple intersecting factors, including class and colonial history. 

Postmodernism’s focus on these intersecting identities allows for a more comprehensive understanding of how 

religious practices and interpretations contribute to the subjugation of women across different contexts. Postmodernism 

is known for its skepticism towards grand narratives or meta-narratives that claim to provide universal truths. In the 

context of religion and gender, postmodernism challenges the grand narrative that religious doctrines are universally 

oppressive to women. Instead, it encourages an exploration of the specific ways in which different religious traditions 

and cultural contexts shape women's experiences.  

 

In The Fall of the Imam, for instance, El Saadawi looks into how patriarchal interpretations of religion are used to 

maintain power structures, particularly targeting women and the lower classes. The novel’s exploration of a dictatorial 

religious leader who manipulates religious texts to justify his authoritarian rule echoes her larger critique of how 

religion is used as a tool of social control. El Saadawi does not dismiss religion entirely but critiques the ways in which 

it has been distorted to serve the interests of powerful men, particularly within class-based and patriarchal systems. 

This parallels with her autobiographical reflections in A Daughter of Isis, where she recounts how religious practices in 

her childhood village were used to limit women’s freedom and enforce traditional roles (Saadawi 43).  

 

Postmodernism is characterized by its challenge to meta-narratives—overarching stories or theories that claim to 

explain large swathes of human experience. In the context of religion, meta-narratives often manifest as universal 

religious doctrines that dictate social norms, including gender roles. El Saadawi’s work can be seen as a postmodern 

critique of these religious meta-narratives. She argues that religious texts and interpretations have been used to 

construct a singular narrative about women's roles and identities, one that often marginalizes and oppresses them. By 

questioning these dominant religious narratives, El Saadawi destabilizes the assumed universality and immutability of 

religious truths, highlighting instead their historical and cultural contingency. 

 

El Saadawi’s critique of religion also aligns with postmodernism’s emphasis on the role of language and discourse in 

shaping reality. In her writings, she explores how religious language and doctrines are used to construct gendered 

identities and reinforce patriarchal power structures. For example, she discusses how terms like “honor” and “purity” 

are often imbued with religious significance and used to control women's behavior. By deconstructing these terms and 

the discourses surrounding them, El Saadawi reveals how they function as tools of social control rather than as 

reflections of any inherent truth. Moreover, postmodernism's concern with the multiplicity of identities and the 

rejection of essentialist notions of identity is evident in El Saadawi's work. She challenges the essentialist view that 

there is a single, universal experience of womanhood dictated by religious or cultural norms. Instead, she emphasizes 

the diverse and complex experiences of women, shaped by intersecting factors such as class, nationality, and personal 

history. This aligns with postmodern feminist critiques that argue against the homogenization of women's experiences 

and advocate for an understanding of the varied and specific contexts in which women live. 

 

In her critiques, El Saadawi often explores the intersections of religion with other systems of power, such as politics 

and economics. This intersectional approach resonates with postmodernism’s tendency to analyze power structures not 

as isolated or monolithic but as interwoven and mutually reinforcing. For instance, El Saadawi frequently critiques how 

political regimes in the Arab world use religion to justify authoritarianism and suppress dissent, including feminist 

activism. This interplay between religion and politics exemplifies the postmodern concern with how different forms of 

power interact to maintain control over marginalized groups. 

 

Furthermore, El Saadawi’s own life and work embody a postmodern skepticism towards fixed categories and 

boundaries. As a writer, physician, and activist, she crosses the boundaries of disciplines and roles, challenging the 

compartmentalization of knowledge and action. Her autobiographical writings, which blend personal narrative with 

social critique, defy traditional literary genres and illustrate postmodernism's blurring of the boundaries between the 

personal and the political, the private and the public. 
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In the broader context of feminist theory, El Saadawi's work can be compared with postmodern feminist theorists such 

as Judith Butler and Donna Haraway. Like Butler, El Saadawi challenges the notion of stable, pre-existing identities, 

particularly in relation to gender. Butler's theory of gender performativity suggests that gender is not an innate quality 

but rather a set of behaviors and roles that are performed based on societal expectations. El Saadawi similarly critiques 

the way religious and cultural narratives dictate specific gender roles and identities for women, arguing that these are 

socially constructed rather than natural or divinely ordained. 

 

Donna Haraway’s concept of the “cyborg” as a metaphor for fractured and hybrid identities can also be related to El 

Saadawi's work. Haraway uses the cyborg to challenge traditional binaries, such as human/machine and nature/culture, 

advocating for a view of identity that is fluid and constructed. El Saadawi’s critique of religion often challenges the 

binary thinking that categorizes individuals into rigid roles based on gender. By highlighting the diverse experiences of 

women and critiquing the structures that seek to define them, El Saadawi advocates for a more fluid and inclusive 

understanding of identity. In addition to these theoretical alignments, El Saadawi's postmodern concerns are evident in 

her treatment of the body and sexuality. She critiques how religious discourses often police women's bodies and 

sexuality, viewing them as sites of sin or impurity. This focus on the body as a site of control and resistance is a 

common theme in postmodern feminist theory, which often examines how bodies are inscribed with social and cultural 

meanings. El Saadawi’s insistence on reclaiming the body from these oppressive narratives can be seen as a 

postmodern effort to resist and rewrite the scripts imposed by religious and cultural institutions. 
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