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1 Can we as African women use the word Feminism without 
distancing ourselves from Western Feminism? 
In Arabic we say ‘Tahrir El Maraa’ which means: Women’s 
Liberation, which means Feminism. All of these words, in 
different languages, refer to liberating women and children 
from the historical patriarchal capitalist racist imperialist 
colonial religious system, dominating the West and the East, 
the North and the South. We live in One World, not Three 
Worlds, dominated by the same oppressive system, globally 
and locally. We use one word today which is: ‘glocally’. 

2 What are the kinds of changes we would like to see in north/
south relations and gender relations?
We need to build a new world system based on: freedom, 
dignity, justice and equality for all peoples, regardless of 
nationality, religion, gender, class, race, colour, language, 
sect, creed, or any other so-called ‘identity’ differences. 

3 Are all traditional societies pitted against women?
What do you mean by ‘traditional societies’? In Ancient 
Egyptian society, for example, women were goddesses 
of knowledge, justice and medicine. But I think that all 
patriarchal feudal capitalist religious traditional, modern 
and post-modern societies are pitted against women.

4 How are your books received in the Arab world, especially in 
your country Egypt? Are they taught in schools?
Men and women in Egypt and other Arab countries have 

Conversations with
Nawal El Saadawi
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received my books very well since my first novel was 
pub lished, in 1958 under the title: ‘Memoir of a Woman 
Doctor’. The governments of Egypt did not allow my books 
to be taught in schools, but they were taught in schools in 
some Arab countries like Tunisia, Libya, Syria, Lebanon, 
Yemen, Sudan and others.

5 Has the condition of women improved significantly (in terms 
of human rights) in your home land between the time you were 
a young woman and now you are much older?
The condition of women in Egypt and Arab countries 
changed, and is changing to the better, every day, in spite 
of capitalist colonial global and local powers trying to 
exploit women and the poor. 

6 Do you still write fiction? What are the things that occupy 
your time these days?
Yes I still write fiction. I am now writing my new novel. 
In fact I have been writing fiction and nonfiction since 
childhood. In my opinion, fiction and nonfiction (facts) 
are inseparable. Dreams, imagination, the subconscious, 
are all part of reality. 

7 How did Egypt, land of past powerful and liberated women 
– Queen Hatshepsut, Cleopatra, and numerous goddesses/
deities, including Isis – transform into a hostile space of gender 
inequality?
If you read my play, Isis, you will see how the female god-
desses of Egypt were conquered brutally by the new male 
patriarchal feudal gods. You know our great grand mother, 
Eve, the goddess of knowledge, she was transformed to the 
devil Satan. 

8 How do Egyptian feminists confront problems of unequal 
political representation, inequality in opportunities, protection 
under the law, and struggle for human rights in the global arena 
for all?
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Egyptian women are confronting all these problems by two 
weapons: 

1 - Unveiling the mind of peoples by writing and speak-
ing up. 
2 - Organizing politically and fighting together glocally.

9 In some societies in which there has been significant progress 
in women’s education, health and social advancement, there 
is now a backlash against women, especially in the form of 
gender-based violence. What can we do to fight this backlash? 
To fight this backlash we need to fight together locally and 
globally, to liberate our minds and liberate countries from 
(local–global) oppressive regimes, and to expose the ‘link’ 
between these global and local governments; who have 
used, and are still using, political terrorist religious groups, 
to kill and oppress people, especially, women, youth and 
the poor.

10 In The Hidden Face of Eve you write that the male 
authors you have read are unable to free themselves from the 
‘age-old image of women handed down to us from an ancient 
past, no matter how famous many of them have been for their 
passionate defence of human rights, human values and justice’ 
(2015: 325). Is this still true today or do you think there are 
male authors who understand and write about women in a 
different way?
There are progressive male writers in every country of 
course, and they are increasing in number, but the deep 
historical psychological heritage of slave–patriarchy, still 
exists, in the body–mind, of humans, men and women. 
There are capitalist racist religious women who are more 
patriarchal than men. You see them today climbing the 
political ladder in the West more than in the East. 

11 What is the role of African literary production in the global 
age?
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African literary production is invading the world, after the 
progress in translation, and spread of post-modern elec-
tronic communications. 

12 Can you discuss the emergence of women as leading writers 
in the field of contemporary African literature?
African women writers are invading contemporary world 
literature and not only African literature. 

13 On the occasion of the pronouncement of Fatwa on your 
person, how did you receive the news? Were you in Cairo? If 
yes, how did you get out of the country considering the fact 
that the Muslim Brotherhood would have made sure to act with 
immediacy. Also, when the case was ruled in your favour, you 
returned to Cairo, did you not fear for your life? Or were you 
under some kind of protection by the state?
I was never under the protection by the state in Egypt or 
any other state in the world. There were many Fatwas 
against me, since the era of Sadat–Mubarak till today. A few 
days ago, on TV channels in Egypt, some Islamic terrorists 
swore to kill me, to stone me to death in Tahrir Square. 
They have not been punished by the state. 

Seven trials were raised against me and my daughter 
(Mona Helmy) in Egyptian courts in the last three decades. 
Her crime was a poem she wrote, defending the honour of 
Mother’s name. 

We attended all of the trials with courage. My daughter 
stood up in court and defended me and herself creatively. 
Many progressive lawyers supported us. I did not fear death, 
nor prison nor exile. In fact I was lucky to experience all 
these agonies. Pain helps creativity. My power came from 
confidence in myself, and also the support of people inside 
and outside Egypt helped me.
 
14 Your works have been banned by some Arab countries like 
your birth country, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia especially, as a 
result, you’ve got into trouble with the state on more than one 
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occasion; do you feel that your messages have been misunderstood 
over the years by these countries?
These countries understood my message very well, that 
is why they banned my books, and helped fanatic Islamic 
political groups to attack me and my family. They knew 
that my ideas will unveil the mind of their people, and 
hence be aware of the corruption of their regimes, and be 
able to over throw them. 

15 What are your motivations? And, do you feel that you have 
been able to effect changes in the way that things are done today 
as opposed to forty years back?
My main motivation is to write my mind regardless of 
consequences. 

I have been able to effect changes in Egypt and in other 
countries reading my books in Arabic or other languages. 
I receive a lot of emails and messages from young women 
and men all over the world, I meet them wherever I go, 
hearing each one saying: your books changed my life. 

This is my only real reward. 

16 Did you ever marry for love?
Maybe once, the first one, when I was very young, I am 
not sure, but I am sure today that I never met my real love. 

17 What role does religion play in politics in contemporary 
society?
Religion is politics. They are inseparable since the beginning 
of human history. They are never separated. They only 
change their mask or head cover, or their disguise.

18 What, if anything, has changed about your ideological out-
look over the years you have been writing?
Nothing changed (of the essential), except, I am more sure 
that I wrote my own mind, since childhood till today. 

19 Why do you sometimes portray weak solidarity amongst 
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Arab women, particularly in Woman at Point Zero?
I portray what I see in real life. Arab women, and women 
in the world in general, are learning how to work together, 
in spite of patriarchal interventions and obstructions. 

20 Have you at any point felt that your feminist tendencies 
made you marry thrice?
I married three times just to make my children honourable 
and legal (in official papers) and secure their safety under 
a very oppressive patriarchal system. 

The three husbands were relatively good progressive 
men, but they could not cope with me in challenging the 
corrupt regimes. 

21 Apart from the female subjugation happening in your native 
Egyptian society, what else motivates you and inspires to write?
My love of writing, my pleasure in writing, is my inspiration 
and motivation to write, apart from the subjugation of 
women and the poor. 

22 Your fiction has touched and changed lives of women across 
the globe not just in the Arab world. What do you consider your 
greatest legacy … what does Nawal El Saadawi want to ever 
be remembered for?
I want to be remembered for my love of creativity and 
truthfulness. 

23 ‘Feminism’ as a term and as a movement has different 
connotations within different cultures. And your works portray 
a very different picture of the predicament of women – women 
in the Arab world, where farming animals like ‘buffaloes’, as 
I can recall from my reading of The Fall of the Imam, are 
in a better position than women and are valued more than a 
human; a community where a woman is asked to ‘hide your 
shameful parts’ (the face). How do you think Feminism as a 
theory should be introduced to students in India where women’s 
plight is not as bad as the women in the Arab world but rape 
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has become almost daily ‘breaking news’; and women activists 
run around with placards carrying the message, ‘Don’t Teach 
Me What to Wear, Teach Your Son Not to Rape’?
Feminism as a theory (or theories) should be introduced to 
students in India by creative thinkers and writers who live 
mainly in India and understand the Indian women’s plight, 
which is not very different from the plight of women in 
Egypt or in USA or Europe or China or other, since we 
live in one world (not three) dominated by the same 
patriarchal capitalist imperialist colonial military racist 
system. Sexual rape is not separated from economic rape, 
and is a universal political problem, not just sexual. 

24 The Oxford English Dictionary defines, ‘rape’ as ‘the act 
of forcing a woman or girl to have sexual intercourse against 
her will’. So this act of forceful sexual intercourse in marriage 
should also be considered as ‘rape’. But interestingly, many 
people seem to have a problem with the phrase ‘marital rape’. 
Your comments on such an issue. 
Marital rape is more serious than any other rape because it 
is veiled by love and divine law. 

25 ‘Women’s rights are human rights’ indeed; but they are 
there only theoretically. How do you think this can be made a 
practical reality in future? Who do you think is responsible for 
this treatment of women where they are at times even denied 
the basic ‘human rights’ – culture, politicians, common mass or 
women themselves?
Human rights like many other modern slogans (such 
as peace, justice, freedom democracy … etc.) are only 
theoretical, under a very unjust global – local (glocal) 
political religious military capitalist imperialist system. 
Women’s rights and all other people’s rights cannot be 
a practical reality without changing the ruling system 
globally and locally. Women and men should unite and 
work together globally and locally, to change the political 
and educational system. 
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