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ABSTRACT 

The paper aims to explore the abject plight of rape victim in Nawal El Saadawi’s novel Woman at Point Zero. Egyptian 
author Nawal El Saadawi, a renowned writer who focuses heavily on women's oppression and victimisation in patriarchal Muslim 
cultures. Sexual violence against women is a global problem, and the Middle East is no exception. Physical violence, psychological 
violence, intimate violence and wife battering; cultural and religious sanctioning of women's obedience; polygamy; and sexual 
violence in the form of rape, including marital rape, gang rape, and incest are all examples of sexual violence against women. Despite 
the fact that prostitution is prohibited, it is nonetheless carried out. The journey of Firdaus from helpless victim to fearless woman is 
depicted in Nawal El Saadawi's novel Woman at Point Zero, which exposes the socio-cultural issues that contribute to women's 
subjugation. 
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Introduction 

Nawal El Saadawi has been a prolific writer from Egypt. Being a social activist as well, she openly criticises the obnoxious 
practices inflicted upon Muslim women. Through her literary works she seeks the liberation of African women from national 
oppression, from colonial or international exploitation, from legal oppression, from sexual oppression and from family oppression 
(Saadwi,3). Saadawi is heralded as the “Arab world’s leading feminist and iconoclast” (Malti Douglas,1994: vii). Her works span 
various genres. Apart from this her studies about women and men’s sexuality, women’s psychology feminist issues and memoirs, she 
has also written short stories, novels and plays. Her novels are the vehicles for her feminist discourse. Saadawi was a medical 
practitioner eventually speciating in Psychiatry. Her radical views regarding religion, colonialism and western hypocrisy are expressed 
through her writings.  

 
Woman at Point Zero novel, according to Cooke, “unfolds a universal tragedy as great as any of Sophocles, even if without 

the epic heroes” (Cooke, 1983), narrates the life of a battered woman Firdaus who is imprisoned and sentenced to death for murdering 
a pimp. The plot of the novel is inspired by the real incident as Saadawi being a psychiatrist encounters a woman in Qantatir prison. At 
the time Saadawi has working on a project dealing with the life of woman suffering from psychological and neurological disturbances 
caused by the patriarchy  

 
Firdaus emerges as the spirit of free woman who despite of being convicted dares throw away the shackles and as the doctor 

feels that a woman can be free if she hopes for nothing want nothing and fear nothing. The doctor ventures to probe into the past of the 
culprit out of curiosity to investigate the factors which led her to meet such a doom. 

 
The homogeneity of women’s oppression in third world countries as the western scholarship proclaim is challenged through 

the novel that underlines the cultural factors as well. Firdaus in her childhood witnesses her mother being oppressed by her father and 
even if the death of the wife is not considered a big issue for men. The patriarchy controls women through socialization. Nawal El 
Saadawi also interrogates the cultural practices of circumcision in female child in order to prohibit her from committing sin as Firdaus 
recollects the traces from her childhood when her mother had brought a woman with a knife to cut off a piece of flesh between her 
thighs. Dione puts it this way: “Female circumcision was instituted because of the value given to virginity and abstention since sexual 
intercourse was not allowed before marriage” (Dione 2016: 160) Not only this a female child is also kept deprived from schooling. As 
when Firdaus finds her uncle sharing his experience about El Azhar she expresses her desire to study as: 
 
And I would reply: ‘ I will go to El Azhar and study like you’ 
  Then he would laugh and explain that El Azhar was only for men. 

(Woman at Point Zero,16) 
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Firdaus’s sexual harassment by her own uncle who was an erudite scholar shows the dual standard of the society. An 
orphaned girl Firdaus in the guardianship of her uncle gets an opportunity to study in a residential school and emerges as a meritorious 
student as she has nothing in her past but she was optimistic as her future was concerned, she believed: 

 
For the future was still mine to paint in the colours I desired. Still, mine to decide about freely, and change as I saw fit. 
(Woman at Point Zero,25) 
 
Women are not entitled to choose their husband and like an object they are transferred from one owner to another. Though 

Firdaus was inclined towards studies and had meticulous academic record but still she could not liberate herself from the assigned 
fate. She was not permitted to go to university because according to her uncle, “a respected Sheikh and man of religion like myself 
sending his niece off to mix in a company of men (Woman at Point Zero,36) was not acceptable. Firdaus’s marriage with old Sheikh 
Mehmood who had a physical deformity is a way to resolve the financial problems they had but none is concerned about Firdaus. She 
attempts to evade this marriage but the patriarchal control again pushes her to the subjugated life where she is physically and mentally 
abused. Firdaus right from her birth keeps on questioning the religious hypocrisy practised by the males of the society. On one hand 
they raise their hands to worship the almighty and on the other exploit women.  

 
 one occasion he hit me all over with his shoe. My face and body became swollen and bruised. So, I left the house and went 

to my uncle. But my uncle told me that all husband beat their wives, and my uncle’s wife added that her husband often beat her. I said 
my uncle was a respected Sheikh well versed in the teachings of religion, and he therefore could not possibly be in the habit of beating 
his wife. She replied that it was precisely men well versed in their religion permitted such punishment. A virtuous woman was not 
supposed to complain about her husband. Her duty was perfect obedience. (Women at Point Zero,44) 

 
Gauhar Siddik observes that in the novel Women at Point Zero El Saadawi invades taboo territories in Arab culture. She 

intentionally exonerates male brutalities against women in a society, which viciously suppresses female sexuality under a religious 
veil (Gohar, 2016). Saadawi examines the sexual politics by analysing the role of socio-cultural institution in shaping the women. 
Women are expected to endure everything silently but Firdaus after experiencing the brutalities inflicted by her husband chooses to 
escape. Ironically, she had nothing except her secondary school certificate which she thinks would get her some job to live a life of her 
own but the violence which withheld was not restricted till the threshold of her house but the outside world inhabited by the strangers 
had no place for an independent woman. The trust on Bayoumi was broken when he not only raped her but also let her be a victim of 
forced prostitution.  

 
  Rape is a cross cultural crime against women and as Nawal El Saadawi sees it as a metaphor of abuse of the patriarchy. She 
blatantly criticises the patriarchy and a totalitarian system prevalent in the Arab-Islamic world past and present. It assigns power to 
males while depriving females. (Saadwi,1983:13). Existentialists see prostitution as an avenue that makes women escape from 
dependency on men and thus empowers them. Firdaus finds shelter in Sharifa’s house who teaches her to recognize the worth of her 
own body. She offers her a support but also thrashes her to prostitution. Prostitution is illegal in many of the middle east countries but 
still it continued to exist is widely tolerated. Prostitution is a practice of engaging in relatively indiscriminate sexual activity with 
someone who is not the spouse or friend in exchange of immediate payment in money or other valuables. Sharifa makes her assess 
herself: 
 

Sharifa said to me one day, ‘Neither Bayoumi, nor any of his cronies realized your worth because you failed to value yourself 
highly enough. A man does not know a woman’s value Firdaus. She is the one who determines her value. The higher you price 
yourself, the more he will realize your worth, and be prepared to pay with the means at his disposal. And if he has no means, he will 
steal from someone else to give you what you demand.’ (Woman at Point Zero,55) 
 

Firdaus after confronting the reality of Sharifa and Fawzy again finds herself on street to find the reality of existing system 
with ambiguity. A policeman scolds her when she declines to go with him: 

You are a prostitute, and it’s my duty to arrest you and others of your kind. To clean up the country and protect respectable 
families from the likes of you. But I do not want to use force…(Woman at Point Zero,62) 

 
Ironically the state invalidates prostitution but the people who profess to save the country never leave any chance to exploit 

women. Repeated episodes of sexual violence and rapes perpetuated by the people belonging to the different strata of society she feels 
her own worth by controlling her own body. She realized that it is the money earns honour from the society. The ten-pound note given 
by a person made her recall that women were not entitled to possess money and that’s one of the reasons that made them undergo the 
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atrocities and injustice and if they had like her aunt and Sharifa they would keep it secretly. That ten-pound note provided her with a 
sort of power and more than that freedom: 

Now I could decide on the food I wanted to eat, the house I preferred to live in, refuse the man for whom I felt an aversion no 
matter what the reason, and choose the man I wished to have, even if it was only because he was clean and well-manicured. (Woman 
at Point Zero.68) 

 
But still the society never accepts her as respectable women. According to Farley (2003), the basis of this bad behaviour 

towards these women is that sex work is illegal, morally unjust and culturally unaccepted as “once a woman is known as a a prostitute, 
she seems to be excluded from the community” (Qayyum etal,2013). Thus, it indicates the stigma attached with prostitution and why 
they are looked down upon by the society. Oke in his study analysed that world’s two main religions Christianity and Islam condemn 
such practices but on a ground level we find that keeping all ethics aside, it is the patriarchal society and capitalism that pushes a 
woman into this profession. 

  
I knew that my profession had been invented by men, and that men were in control of both our worlds, the one on earth, the 

one in heaven. The men force women to sell their bodies at a price and that the lowest paid body is that of a wife. All women are 
prostitutes of one kind or the another. Because I was intelligent, I preferred to be a free prostitute rather than an enslaved wife 
(Women at Point Zero,91). 

 
People like Dia who was a journalist humiliated her by saying her “not respectable”. Firdaus reflects: 

Nothing in the world seemed capable of making me the same woman I had been before I heard the two words pronounced by 
the man that night. From that moment onwards I became another woman. My previous life was behind me.I did not want to go back to 
it at any price no matter what the torture and suffering I might have to go through, even if I were to know hunger and cold, and utter 
destitution. Come what may I had to become a respectable woman, even if the price were to be my life. (Women at Point Zero,73) 

 
She succeeds in it but later on she discovers that “as a prostitute I had been looked upon with more respect, and been valued 

more highly than all the female employees, myself included” (81). She falls in love with Ibrahim who seem to transform the society 
with his revolutionary ideas but her all hopes are dashed when he marries with the daughter of the company boss. She decides to 
return to prostitution because it gave her a choice and financial power as she observes. 

 
A successful prostitute was better than a mislead saint. All women are victims of deception. Men impose deception on 

women and punish them for being deceived, force them down to the lowest level and punish them for falling so low, bind them in 
marriage and then chastise them with menial service for life, or insults, or blows. (Women at Point Zero,86) 

 
Haralambos and Holborn (2008) put it, “On the streets, pimping is one way to express masculinity. Pimps usually exercise 

strong control over the prostitutes they ‘run’” (382). Her pimp confirms that “there are only two categories of people … masters and 
slaves” (95) and Firdaus couldn’t ever become a master because of her gender, because of being a woman. According to the pimp a 
woman can’t protect herself and that’s why she needs a man. Firdaus finds the police also ‘turns a blind eye to what men do” Firdaus 
in order to defend herself and buried that knife in his neck.  

 
Prostitutes are most of the time sexually harassed by their clients, pimps’ boyfriends, policeman and drug abuse. It was a kind 

of resistance Firdaus shows by killing the pimp though she did it in her self- defence but after that she found herself feeling lighter like 
a feather. Though it was a crime and there was a fear of being caught and sentenced. She finds: 

 
The Nile had something almost magical about it. The air was fresh, invigorating. I walked down the street; my head held high 

to the heavens with the pride of having destroyed all masks to reveal what is hidden behind. (Woman at Point Zero,96) 
 

Firdaus is arrested and sentenced to death but she unveils the ugly reality of the society. She “refuses to send an appeal to the president 
asking him to protect her from the gallows”. She emerges as an icon of female resilience. Though she could not survive but still she 
challenges “the forces that keep women deprive of their rights to live to love and to real freedom”. (Saadawi, iv).  
 
 Firdaus a peasant turned into prostitute suffers from continuous abuse inflicted by her father, her childhood friend, her uncle, 
husband, pimps, policeman, journalist, her revolutionary lover leading her to revolt by murdering her self-proclaimed pimp. She ends 
up her life as she confesses. 
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I was the only woman who had torn the mask away and exposed the faces of their ugly reality. They condemned me to death 
not because I had killed a man -there are thousands of people being killed every day -but because they are afraid to let me live. They 
know that as long as I am alive, they will not be safe, that I shall kill them. My life means their death. My death means their life. 
(Woman at Point Zero,100) 

 
Firdaus’s death is not the end of her revolt. She dies but she kindles a spark in others to raise their voice against the injustice. Her 
diffidence is duly noted by the author who admired her courage as Saadwi writes,  

Firdaus is the story of a woman driven by despair to the darkest of ends. This woman despite her misery and despair, evoked 
in all those who like me witnessed the final moments of her life, a need to challenge and to overcome those forces that deprive human 
beings of their right to live, to love and to real freedom. (Saadawi,iv) 

 
She feels that she has sacrificed her life for women, standing at point zero, opening way for more women to speak up and 

refuse their entanglement. She spits on the picture of a man in the newspaper as a representation of all the men, she explains that her 
hate is evoked because of her inability of understanding men. Though she is a prostitute who is typically supposed to understand men, 
yet she breaks this ratification as well because “no matter how successful a prostitute is, she cannot know all the men” (4). 
 

Nawal El Saadawi through this novel, attempts to subvert the ideology that marginalises women on the basis of their gender 
and class. She rebels against the theocracy that gives power to man to rule over the women making them deprived of their rights. 
Another thing is capitalism. Anything that could emancipate women was never exposed to them be it money or knowledge. For young 
Firdaus men were “Allah’s blessings” but as she became aware of her own body, she knew that her own body was not hers but 
something to be controlled by men. If Firdaus became a prostitute and victim of rape, it was also because of men. Firdaus by choosing 
prostitution attempts to secure a right on her body but she becomes a threat to the existing oppressive system. 

  
Conclusion 

Woman at Point Zero by Nawal El Saadawi interrogates the existing power structure in gender relations. It unleashes the 
psyche of a victim oppressed by multiple rapes and sexual and mental violence. The patriarchal society never lets a woman ascertain 
her agency. If keeps them away from financial possession. And as is shown in the novel the financial empowerment of a woman can 
resist all such kind of injustice but ironically it becomes a threat to the men and in order to sustain their authority and hide their truth, 
they never allow a woman like Firdaus to exist. Women in any part of the world are not safe from rape. Rape is a way or a metaphor 
of exercising control over female's body and tarnish her dignity through forced sex. The religions condemn such obnoxious practices 
but still it goes on in different part of the world. Woman at Point Zero is not the story of one woman but many who endeavour to raise 
their voice to end such oppression. Though Firdaus is finally sentenced but she had awakened the souls of many silent victims to rebel 
and decentralize the social structure that keeps them deprived of their human rights.  
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