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To all young men and women, that they may realise, before it is too late, that the path of love is not strewn with roses, that when flowers first bloom in the sun they are assaulted by swarms of bees that suck their tender petals, and that if they do not fight back they will be destroyed. But if they resist, if they turn their tender petals into sharp protruding thorns, they can survive among hungry bees.

— NAWAL EL SAADAWI
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FOREWORD

Deeyah Khan

‘We are exhorted to be women, remain women, become women,’ wrote Simone de Beauvoir in The Second Sex, describing the way in which women are not born but socialised into femininity. De Beauvoir addresses how women are forced to conform to the expectations of a world which has largely been shaped by men. This socialisation is most strongly enforced when women’s transgressions are considered to present a particular challenge to the male-dominated social order; when, as de Beauvoir puts it, ‘femininity is in danger.’

Nawal El Sadaawi’s novel Two Women in One describes social and psychological pressures to conform to expectations, expressed through the life of one woman – or two women in one body. The central character, Bahiah, is groomed by her father to recreate his own career as a doctor – a career path she shares with the young El Sadaawi herself. Bahiah is expected to follow the tracks laid out before her by her father as faithfully and mindlessly as a train moves from station to station. She is smothered by the expectations of her family and her society, mutely accepting her unchosen career and her unchosen marriage. Her world is populated with people like herself, who go through the motions, regulated by the ominous masculine presence of policemen in the streets and their counterparts in the home, fathers and husbands.

Passive and conformist, Bahiah is alienated from her own desires and her own body. She is made to feel an ‘Other’ to herself. But within this social construction of Bahiah, there is a second self struggling to emerge from the prison of her own socialisation. It is an aspect of herself that she fears, despite considering it her most authentic self: ‘her real self, of that other self dwelling within her, that devil who moved and saw things with the sharpest powers of perception.’

This Bahiah is a vital, thrilling force of creativity and sexuality, with the dangerous power to reshape not only herself, but also, potentially, the revolutionary power to redesign the society that shaped her. She rejects a secure career in medicine for the self-expression granted by art, and a conventional marriage to her uncle’s son for free love with a fellow student. Through going off the tracks, she finds herself living more fully and sensually than she had ever thought possible. She finds a sense of political purpose in the nationalist movement, ultimately participating in a demonstration that turns into a bloodbath. She recognises that it is only through braving danger that she can live a fulfilling life (from Two Women in One):

She knew why human beings hide their real desires: because they are strong enough to be destructive; and since people do not want to be destroyed, they opt for a passive life with no real desires.

Although Two Women in One is firmly set in a particular time and place – the Egypt of El Sadaawi’s own young adulthood – its resonance has not diminished, despite over thirty years of rapid social change since the time of writing. Women have always been pushed into ill-fitting and restrictive social moulds in the name of femininity; we have always struggled to escape these moulds and we have always faced violent backlash when the established order of male dominance is felt to be in danger.

As a former musician and singer – a career which was, in fact, chosen for me by my father – I was harassed out of the music business by violent Muslim extremists. I had defied the standards of femininity, as it was defined by a group of men who insist that women who are not silenced, domesticated and veiled are dangerous. When El Sadaawi herself, along with many other Egyptian women rose up in the Arab Spring, the response by security forces was brutal, often sexualised violence. The acts of repression which took place on Tahrir Square in 2011 are almost identical to those experienced by Bahiah when she decides to support the nationalist cause. In both cases, the agents of the state realised the revolutionary danger of righteous female anger bursting through the confinement of femininity.

Like Bahiah, women have always lived double lives due to being forced to conform to restrictive standards imposed upon their sex by their community and their society. Whether this involves hiding our faces behind veils or coating them in layers of cosmetics, we are all, as women, encouraged to perform our femininity in ways that please men, rather than ourselves. Two Women in One shows us the process by which women become the Other, even to themselves, and the way that they can reclaim themselves. It shows us the cost to women who repress and fear their own desires, and the courage that it takes to live boldly in a hostile world. But it also tells us that femininity cannot be reshaped without effort, and without danger. The duality in this book between Bahiah’s inner and outer selves expresses the dilemma between women choosing between an authentic life and one trammelled by society’s demands of femininity.

Freedom is dangerous, says El Sadaawi – but life without it is no life at all.
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IT WAS THE FOURTH OF SEPTEMBER. She stood with her right foot on the edge of the marble table and her left foot on the floor, a posture unbecoming for a woman – but then in society’s eyes she was not yet a woman, since she was only eighteen. In those days, girls’ dresses made it impossible for them to stand like that. Their skirts wound tightly round the thighs and narrowed at the knees, so that their legs remained bound together whether they were sitting, standing, or walking, producing an unnatural movement. Girls walked with a strange, mechanical gait, their feet shuffling along while legs and knees remained clamped, as if they were pressing their thighs together to protect something they were afraid might fall.

She had always been curious to know just what it was that might fall the minute a girl’s legs were parted. Naturally inquisitive, she would constantly watch the worm-like movement of girls as they walked.

She did not look very different from these girls, except that she wore trousers, had long legs with straight bones and strong muscles, and could walk firmly, swinging her legs freely and striding out confidently. She was always surrounded by girls – she went to girls’ schools with classes for girls only. Her name always appeared among those of other girls. Bahiah Shaheen: the feminine ending of her name bound it like a link in a chain into lists of girls’ names.

Since the human brain is incapable of perceiving the essence of things, everyone knew her as Bahiah Shaheen and no one ever penetrated her true essence.

People were always surprised by the way she walked, keeping a visible distance between her knees. She would pretend not to notice them staring at that gap. She would just keep walking, moving her legs, keeping them apart and putting each foot down with a firmness that she knew did not belong to Bahiah Shaheen.

On that day, her eighteenth birthday, she was standing in her usual way: right foot on the edge of the marble table, left foot on the floor. At the time, neither men nor women would assume such a posture. It required a pair of confident legs with flexible muscles and strong, sound bones. Childhood malnutrition had made most boys bow-legged. The most they would dream of doing was to lift one foot and balance it on the edge of a low wooden stand. She often saw boys standing this way. It was normal and permissible – but only for males.

The one man who could lift his foot higher and rest it on the edge of the table was Dr Alawi, the anatomy lecturer, who would sweep past the tables in his white coat and white glasses. When he stopped at a table, the male students would take their feet down from the stools and stand before him, their legs together. Dr Alawi, however, would lift his leg high and plant his foot confidently on the edge of the table, looking directly at the students with his unflinching blue gaze.

When he stood at her table, she would never take her foot down. When he fixed his blue eyes on her, she would stare back at him with her own black eyes. She knew full well that black is stronger than blue, particularly where eyes are concerned. Black is the origin, the root that reaches back into the depths of the earth.

Holding the forceps in his white, blood-splattered fingers, he would stick his hand into the gaping stomach of a corpse, or grab at something in an arm, leg, head or neck, then bellow in his strident voice, ‘What’s this?’ He would always pick the smallest of things – a tiny vein crossing the underside of a small muscle, a fine artery hidden under a fold of skin, or a nerve as delicate as a hair, so thin it could hardly be picked up by the forceps.

Eight girls stood around one corpse. More than one of them knew the names of all the veins, nerves and arteries by heart. No sooner did Dr Alawi ask what a particular object was than a sharp but low feminine voice rang out with the correct answer. He would always look at her, expecting her to answer, to prove to him that she knew, but she couldn’t help it, she refused to be examined by anyone.

On that fourth of September, she felt that something big would happen
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