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Introduction
(Dis)Orienting Theories of Literature, Bodies, dalver

Certain cultural themes are expressed by riteodilyp

manipulation... The rituals enact the form of soc&éétions and in

giving these relations visible expression they émakople to

know their own society. The rituals work upon bualy politic

through the symbolic medium of the physical body.

-- Mary Douglas, 128
Modern feminist theory has sought to include thespdal female body in ways that

traditional feminisms have neglected, althoughtibey has yet to become a fully integrated
component of Western feminist discourse. The feeglack of consideration for the physical
female body has been referred to as “the blind*spdestern feminism, which tends to
“ignore the body or [places] it in the positionlEing somehow subordinate to and dependent
for all that it interesting about it on animatingantions, some sort of psychical or social
significance” (Grosz 3). Aside from political aptilosophical debates on the rights to the
female body— including issues such as ownershipremaduction— Western waves of
feminism have failed to acknowledge the physicaldke body as inseparable from the female
psyche. According to Elizabeth Grosz, “feminisns bacritically adopted many physiological
assumptions regarding the role of the body in $ogditical, cultural, psychical, and sexual life
and...can be regarded as complicit in the misodlyacharacterizes Western reason” (3). In
this way, feminist theory’s failure to acknowledipe complex state of female existence beyond
the mind/body dichotomy has largely contributedhi® subjugation of women. To exemplify
this, during the second wave of American feminispgnning from the 1960’s to 1990’s,
women’s right to their own bodies was at the fayefrof social conflict, but the conversation fell

short of discussing the female mind and body asgesentity. The debate addressed the rights

to the female body, but failed to conceptualize thvaglexity of women’s corporeal



experiences. Consequently, numerous conflicts weenen’s relationship with their bodies
remain unresolved in current feminist discourgerekponse to this blind-spot in Western
feminist thought, Judith Butler suggests that “p@dithe most important task is to think through
the debates on the body, since it may or may nétueethat cultural construction effaces both
sexual difference and bodily procestlhdoing GendeR02). The conversation addressing the
phenomenological orientation of gendered bodiedbleas marginalized within traditional
feminist theory and must be engaged before the fmaaly dichotomization can be overcome.

One of the most notable Western scholars who haisied dichotomizing the mind and
body is Thomas Csordas, whose theories on embotenemrssential to and apparent
throughout my thesis. Csordas postulates thattftity is not an object to be studied in relation
to culture, but is to be considered as the sulgiectiiture, or in other words as the existential
ground of culture” (5). Individuals experience thierld through their bodies, thus becoming an
embodied reflection of the cultural systems thatstantly interact around them. With
consideration of this, our thinking has a direéeeff upon the physical body: what we
experience psychologically, we also experience ighilg. In this way, the body becomes an
artifact of culture, again mirroring literaturesle as a medium for expression, deviation, and
consciousness.

Like the physical human body, literature servea age for expression: a medium
through which writers construe both personal aritual truths. In this way, literature presents
a tantalizing dilemma converging consciousnestpficand reality. Literary scholars have long
debated the relationship of literature to cognitioi the extent to which literature encompasses
the human experience. For the purposes of th8shigerature’s primary function is to place

abstract cultural ideologies into a personal cantéxs becoming experiential for readers.



Literature is a space and medium of deviatiommating experiences outside of one’s self.
Accordingly, literature becomes a cognitive todttts both a representation of human processes
and a means by which readers may become phenongaredlp disoriented. This thesis seeks to
disrupt understandings of text, gendered bodies pamver in its application of embodiment to
traditional methods of literary analysis.

Although it is admittedly unconventional to examerabodiment within a literary
context, | posit that this approach provides a rmedneading narrative that transcends the text
itself and implores readers to consider culturtalagions. The purpose of this analytical method
is to examine the role of literature as an artite#atulture and to reveal real-life ethnography and
consciousness within the text. In examining thiéucal situation of each text, | also bring into
guestion the relationship of the author to hisearwriting and the extent to which writers
convey their own experiences through textual mediae influence of cultural rhetorics in
examining texts diverges from traditional methotibterary analysis that often place the text in
isolation. In contrast, my textual analysis stérom a consideration of the cultures within
which each novel is situated.

The novels that this thesis analyzes originate famioh are based in three distinctive
settings: Jordan, Britain, and Ghana. At theth&fagach of these works, however, is a
patriarchal social order that drives the novelsiftots and characters. Additionally, the settings
of Jordan and Ghana maintain the complexity ofqgo&tnialism, which functions alongside
patriarchy to determine gendered and racializedgpalynamics. Although there is indubitably
a separation between fictional text and ethnograpligy difficult to refute that the systems of

power within a particular cultural setting and bge@dund do not, to some extent, influence the



content of each novel. Considering this, the r®belcome a reflection of the patriarchal social
order embraced by their respective cultural comtesi

Individuals living within a patriarchal system ar@enfined to constricted gender roles
within their societies, limiting them to positionarrowly designated as male or female.
Patriarchy features an underlying bias towarditi@thlly male roles, leaving women with
limited power in most instances. It also disemp®@aren by placing them within a narrow
understanding of masculinity, characterized byassertion of power over others, sometimes
leading to physical violence and aggressive behavBendered power dynamics are a driving
force in the texts that this thesis brings to asialyspecifically through the practices of
masculinity and patriarchy that are used to oppitesgsemale body. Although there is much
existing discussion of gender’s role within eachh&f chosen texts, the conversation is lacking a
thorough analysis of physical, gendered bodiestlagid effects on characters’ power and
autonomy. Within each chapter, | will demonsttadev instances of forced bodily oppression in
the individual novels exemplify a gendered powerdunichy.

My thesis furthers the conversation on text, enrinedt, and feminism by suggesting
that we consider the mind and body as insepartidegby situating the novels’ characters as
being not only psychologically and intellectuallypressed, as suggested by traditional feminist
theorists, but also physically oppressed througtptiocess of cultural embodiment. Through
the novels’ patriarchal settings, gendered hierascbf power are inscribed onto characters’
physical bodies.

This thesis seeks to fill a conversational voideiminist theory by examining the
relationship between the oppressed body and mitldna patriarchal culture. Theories of

embodiment contribute to my argument through tbensideration of culture’s physical



manifestation in and on the body. The characteesach novel that | bring to analysis are not
only oppressed by the patriarchal or postcolor@aleties in which they live, but they are also
subjugated physically by other gendered and raeidlbodies. Instances of rape

imprisonment, disease, and violence mark the wayghich the body becomes as much a victim
to internalized cultural norms as the mind. SananAd attests that “bodies take the shape of
norms that are repeated over time with force. Tighorepeating some gestures and not others,
or through being oriented in some directions andotivers, bodies become contorted: they get
twisted into shapes that enable some action oslyfan as they restrict the capacity for other
kinds of action” (91). For both fictional charact@nd real individuals, continued exposure to
patriarchal norms results in physical actions talgeon the body that reinforce gender roles and
eliminate the ability for the body to perform actioutside of social expectations. Due to the
patriarchal and/or postcolonial settings of eachehdhe characters are unable to actualize
identities outside of restrictive social parametehgstrating the effect of embodied cultural
norms. Theories of cultural embodiment are apphétin my thesis as it transcends the text as
a simple narrative and acknowledges the ways ichvf@minist and postcolonial settings are
inscribed onto characters’ physical bodies.

Cultural embodiment explores the ways in which bediecome a physical reflection of
values, beliefs, and communities. Throughout hystiheories of embodiment have evolved
drastically and hold a wide spectrum of views ojects, meaning, and perception. As within
feminist discourse, traditional Western theoriesmbodiment suggest that the mind exists
separately from the body, dichotomizing the humgredence to physical and psychological

events. If we regard the individual’'s mind and yad a singular entity, however, the human

'Trigger Warning: This thesis features instancesesfial violence that may be triggering to
some readers.



experience becomes multifaceted and oppressiomalgeitself not only as a psychological state,
but also as a physical barrier. My thesis apphesries of embodiment that seek to overcome
the Western paradigm and regard the two existetti@ponents of mind and body as

indivisible.



Chapter One

Embodied Expectations in Ama Ata Aido®hanges: A Love Story

One of the most pivotal issues in Ama Ata Aidoodwel, Changes: A Love Staris its
female characters’ struggle with actualizing idigndutside of cultural gender norms. Within
the first pages of the novel, the right to selfrtiiy and control one’s own body is brought into
conflict and continues as a theme throughout tlekb&Vithin patriarchal Ghanaian society,
controversy exists over the rights to the femaléyborhe male-biased power structures
determine that women exist to fulfill the subsentieoles of wife and mother, but substantial
resistance to this ideology of male dominationpggaaent not only within the text, but also in
actual Ghanaian culture. In the past several dexgddere has been a marked shift in Ghanaian
culture that has brought traditional patriarchduea into question. During this movement,
numerous Ghanaians have asserted that equity diviblmals’ rights to the body cannot truly be
achieved under the influences of patriarchal oioes Aidoo’s novel mirrors the women’s
movement of Ghana by exploring the various genalestrfulfiled by women and how they are
inscribed onto the physical female body. Throwggues of rape, marriage, and sex, the novel’s
central characters experience various forms ofeggion in their pursuit of a female identity. In
Changesthe characters’ experiences negotiate persospbnsibility for one’s own body and
challenge the notion of a singular female identity.

In Aidoo’s novel, the physical body is as much mcto patriarchal ideals as the mind.
Both are compromised by a social order that favoake masculinities and attempts to

disempower women. Characters’ embodiment of patrad subjugation becomes a catalyst for



conflict throughout Aidoo’s novel, as Ghana'’s sbpewer dynamics contribute to the novel’'s
progression and the oppression faced by its chersact

Since Ghana attained its independence from theedikitngdom in 1957, its culture has
undergone drastic changes as a result of the staratpost-colonial identity. Marital and
familial traditions, in particular, have been erdde favor of more modern or Western customs.
According to Ginette Curry, "familial changes, esp#y in urban areas, have been triggered by
several factors such as Ghanaian women's incréaselcbf education resulting in more social
and spatial mobility, the disintegration of theelage systems because of migration, as well as a
reduced family size" (182). By rejecting the ttaudial role of the female, familial structures
have been adapted to allow for women’s mobilithisTcultural evolution has, in turn, triggered
changes in the ways husbands, wives, and familtesaict with one another and embody
expected gender roles. Aidoo explains that shiesseecapture these social dynamics of Accra
society in writingChanges:“The different voices [in the novel] represent diffnt sorts of
possibilities for different women in the societyhelsituation is volatile and at root | see it as
slightly more honest for me to lay out differensimns without pulling everything together”
(George 302). In this way, Aidoo’s novel is consted so as to not mislead the reader into a
final conclusion or answer to Ghanaian social issbat rather replicate the tumult that she
perceives in Accra society. The fictional novelves as an artifact of its greater culture and a
means by which to raise consciousness of systeoempissues.

The patriarchal social order of Ghana directlyrorg the domination experienced during
its period of colonization, although it is not aadit result of colonial oppression. The rigid
gender hierarchy pre-existed the British occupatoor was intensified by the disorder

stemming from Ghana’s emancipation, as well astisequent pursuit of a new social order.



As individuals seek to establish new identitieswaita postcolonial environment, the climate of
uncertainty enables the embodiment of gendered plowearchies. In this way, Ghana
transformed from a society plagued by imperialiato ia patriarchal culture in which women
became the primary objects for oppression. AltlofAgloo’s novel is a fictionalization of
Ghanaian society, it is difficult to refute thaetbountry’s search for postcolonial identity,
especially in terms of challenged gender rolepgivasive throughout the novel in the
oppression of the physical female body.

Changedells the story of Esi, a self-empowered, stronijed statistician with a
Master’s degree, employed in a lucrative job atRlepartment of Urban Statistics. She is
unhappily married to her husband, Oko, with whom Isas a young daughter. Esi and Oko
often dispute over their assumed gender roles nvitie relationship, such as Esi’s refusal to
cook for the family or bear any more children. iDgrone argument, Oko rapes his wife in an
angry fit. The assault leaves Esi devastated soidted from friends and family, as marital rape
is not a widely accepted concept within her cultuddthough marital rape does occur, the
patriarchal culture does not recognize the aci@snt, but rather as a husband’s right. After
divorcing Oko, Esi enters a polygamous marriagé& witharismatic travel agent, Ali. Ali’s first
wife Fusena accepts Esi as second wife, but rehealgalousy when she learns that Esi holds a
university degree and a career: an ambition thaefa had held prior to marrying Ali. Fusena
feels betrayed by Ali in that he had insisted g8ta& abandon her dreams of becoming a teacher
to better fulfill her duties as wife at home. dtriot long before Ali abandons Esi completely,
leaving Esi unsatisfied in this marriage as well.

The novel also discusses Opokuya, Esi’s dear frvgmal occupies a more feminine role

as a nurturing mother, nurse, and midwife. Like Bpokuya has created a career for herself,



but manages to also fulfill cultural expectatioh®@voman as a subservient wife. Every
morning, Opokuya and her husband, Kubi, argue thesuse of the car: a dispute that nearly
always ends with Opokuya’s defeat. Although Op@kfrequently relents to her husband
during this common argument, she describes theemadt“one of the few areas of friction in
their otherwise good marriage,” suggesting thatestperiences contentment in other aspects of
her relationship with Kubi (Aidoo 17).

From the beginning a€hangesAidoo brings the issue of embodied patriarchtht®
forefront of the novel, a theme that is apparerduhout the story’s entirety. Within the first
pages of the novel, the author constructs thishseene of marital rape for readers:

Oko flung the bed cloth away from him, sat up, @dlher down, and moved on her. Esi

started to protest. But he went on doing what ltedetermined to do all morning. He

squeezed her breast repeatedly, thrust his tomgoidnér mouth, forced her unwilling

legs apart, entered her, plunging in and out of theashing to the left, to the right,

pounding and just pounding away. Then it was adiroBreathing like a marathon runner

at the end of a particularly grueling race, heajoher, and fell heavily back on his side

of the bed. (Aidoo 9)

The disturbing scene exemplifies the trauma of edrdabpatriarchy not only as a fictional event,
but also as a reflection of real cultural issu@ko’s act of rape was performed out of the desire
to reestablish himself as the dominant, male figuiteis marriage. He perceives Esi’s
educational and professional success as a thréa toasculinity, and in response, turns to
sexual violence to reassert himself as a malenidadly, these are also the same traits for which
he claims to love her. The role that Esi takea agccessful career woman and breadwinner can

be categorized as Western and is thereby at odtshva traditional gender and social structures
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that are valued by many in post-colonial Accra sgci Before the rape, Oko argues to his wife,
“My friends are laughing at me... They think | am behaving like a man” (Aidoo 8). This
demonstrates that Oko is being subjected to riditad fulfilling a traditionally female or non-
masculine role of caring for the couple’s child drmne, leaving him feeling ashamed and
emasculated. The act of rape is both physicalpagdhological in nature and a means through
which Oko intends to reclaim ownership of his wafed masculinity. In this way, the body
becomes as much a tool of social oppression gsafn@archal ideology. According to the social
standards that Oko adheres to, taking ownershipsokife’s body, regardless of her consent, is
his right and privilege as a man and husband. athempowers him at the expense of his own
wife.

The act of rape serves as the ultimate examplenbbdied patriarchy. Its very nature
gives power to the rapist and disempowers themaiategardless of gender. The attacker uses
his or her body as a tool to both physically angchslogically disempower and humiliate the
victim. In Susan Brownmiller’s classic feminiskten sexual assaul\gainst Our Will: Men,
Women, and Rapéhe author explains, “A sexual assault is ansmaof bodily integrity and a
violation of freedom and self-determination wherev@appens to take place, in or out of the
marriage bed” (381). In a society that favors mlse power, aggression, and assertion over
passive femininity, rape is a means of inscribiagriprchal power structures onto the physical
body and asserting the dominance of the oppressor.

Following the traumatic marital rape scene, Esigmas how she would be ridiculed if
she were to present the idea of the prevalenceaatahrape to a group of her academic peers:
“There are boos from the men, and uncomfortaltiersifrom the women. At the end of it, there

is predictable hostile outrage. ‘Yes, we told ydun't we? What is killing us now are all these
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imported feminist ideas™ (Aidoo 11). Itis cleliom this reflection that Esi acknowledges that
her culture does not accept the notion of margperand regards it as a useless novelty of the
West. It is not something that anyone should besiciered with, and it is belittled as an existing
issue. The disdain for the topic of marital rap@at confined to the mere admonishment from a
group of academics; rather, the concept is comglatesent from the characters’ Ghanaian
language, Akan. Esiis asked, “How would you diéscimarital rape’ in Akan?” and is

stumped due to the utter lack of words to represect a notion in her first language (Aidoo

12). The lack of a word for marital rape in Akaanges ownership of the act to any degree. |If
there is no word, there can be no definition. \Witha definition, there can be no concept. Who,
then, can be held accountable for an act that,rdogpto Akan language, does not exist? The
absence of terminology to recognize a woman'’s tigliter own body again juxtaposes Western
and Ghanaian cultures in a manner that leaves #t@uds.

In English, the language of the colonists and oggoes, there is a word for marital rape,
yet in the very language native to the Akan culttlere is not. This leads to the sentiment that
to accept and acknowledge an aspect of the opptressoguage and deny the language that aids
in defining a national and cultural identity isedusal of one’s fidelity to heritage. Insisting on
the existence and substantiality of marital rapeldiéhen place Esi in a predicament of being
the “other” by fostering a Western perspective arital rape. By acknowledging that the
violent act of her husband is wrong and taking eghbent action to emancipate herself from him,
Esi is denying the social norms of her society arckepting those of the West: “Marital rape?
No. The society could not possibly have an indigsneord or phrase for it. Sex is something a
husband claims from his wife as his right. AnydimAnd at his convenience” (Aidoo 12).

According to these cultural parameters, Oko wassiright to take violent control of Esi’'s body,

12



despite her resistance. Esi informs her mothemgaaddmother of why she desires to divorce
Oko, to which they respond with anger: ““Whathe fproblem?’ both her grandmother and her
mother really screamed this time: the former vagin walking stick raised as though to strike
her, and the latter bursting into tears...’Are youfia (Aidoo 38). Although Esi hopes for
have the support of her family in dealing with #ssault, the mother and grandmother’s
reactions demonstrate that marital rape is notidernsd to be a violation of the wife’s body;
instead, Esi is chastised for her selfishness. N\#®, to the disdain of many, chooses to leave
her husband, she is reclaiming ownership of her bedy. Her actions are symbolic of the
greater post-colonial society in its defiance dboal hegemony, reclaiming its inherent rights
to traditional cultural. Unlike those who critieiher for divorcing her husband, Esi finds the
source of her oppression in her husband, not irabegptance of Western values. Ultimately, Esi
is liberating herself from social restrictions aedlaiming her own body and identity as a
woman.

After abandoning her marriage to Oko, Esi attemapgecond, polygamous marriage with
the charming Ali. The Akan, Ghana's most populetirmic group, have traditionally practiced
polygamy regardless of individuals' affiliationstiwiChristianity or Islam, the two most common
religions in the country. Aidoo demonstrates thithe novel, representing Ali as growing up in
a strictly Muslim family and carrying on the polygaus tradition of his father. Many of these
cultural practices, however, have been abandon&or of Western or "modernized" belief
systems, including monogamous marriage. In thig \&ai’'s decision to abandon her
monogamous marriage to Oko in favor of a polyganrelagionship with Ali could be read as a
refusal of social norms. This refusal is also dest@ted as she confides to her friend,

“Opokuya, monogamy is so stifling” (Aidoo 98). tead of abiding by the social convention
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that dictates that a single woman belong to a singn, Esi finds a more accommodating and
empowering relationship in her polygamous marriagech by Islamic law, or sharia, mandates
equality and respect between husband and wife.

When Esi decides to accept Ali’'s proposal for naaye, she attempts to reclaim her
sexuality and rights to her own body. Unlike wredders know of Esi's sexual relationship
with Oko, Esi and Ali's sexual relationship is bdasa an acknowledgement of their equality as
sexual beings. In the novel, Esi describes thedven she feels as she walks naked after love-
making with Ali, and he in turn expresses a gregreciation for Esi’'s confidence: “He knew
very few women from his part of the world who evsead to be at ease with their own bodies...
Most women behaved as if the world was full of awvitiings- beginning with their bodies”
(Aidoo 75). Ali does not attempt to own Esi’s baatyd even allows her to continue living in her
own apartment, thereby standing as juxtapositid@ko’s raping of Esi, which intends to strip
Esi of her power and independence. Although Esltisiately left feeling unsatisfied in her
marriage to Ali, it is apparent that she has overesome, but not all, of the gendered power
restrictions she endures as a modern woman in @Grasaciety. Outside of the limits of her
monogamous marriage, Esi is able to achieve saamébility in her role as a woman, but
continues to feel dissatisfied despite this newtbiraedom. Even in the polygamous marriage,
Esi is expected to perform as a wife by cooking emigrtaining her husband. Despite the slight
differences in her identity and role as a wife, iEesnains dissatisfied due to the rigid
expectations of a second wife. In this way, itdraes apparent that Esi has merely exchanged
one marital power structure for another, thus bengnust as disempowered by established
cultural and religious institutions as before. @annell states in her workgender and Power

“We cannot understand the place of gender in speadess by drawing a line around a set of
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‘gender institutions.” Gender relations are préseall types of institutions” (120). In other
words, formal power structures within a patriarckytem, including various forms of marriage,
merely replicate the subjugation enforced by tihgdasociety. The refusal of one oppressive
system for another ultimately leaves Esi with fiegdi of loneliness and rejection when Ali favors
spending time with his first wife and love, Fusefdis brings into question whether Esi’s role
is truly consistent with polygamy or if she is mgrilfilling the role of a mistress. Despite her
status as Ali’s wife, Esi exists as an object efgglure for him and is cast aside once he becomes
bored once her novelty fades. This demonstratesuperficiality of Esi and Ali’'s marriage that
leaves Esi feeling unfulfilled. Although Esi hasifal corporeal freedom, she has neglected her
emotional and psychological needs in a relationship

The polygamous marriage between Ali, Esi, and Fageasents complex issues of body
rights, identity, and ownership, which are primadriven by male dominance. Fusena and Esi
represent two parts of the ideal woman: domesiicsubservient, as the former, and educated
and determined, as the later. On a larger symBoéte, this could also portray the harmful
binary of traditionalism and progressivism. Thplains both Ali's decision to marry each
woman and the women's discontent in the marri#gethe women gain the freedom to an
education, they are faced with choices in theirkdide balance, such as Fusena’s initial desire
to attend school and maintain a professional canegdditional to fulfilling her roles of wife and
mother. Despite his wife’s ambitions, Ali pracsdeis authority over his wife by refusing her
pursuit of these desires. After Ali marries E€iwever, he does not insist that she surrender her
career, which is in drastic opposition to the wAligegards Fusena. This duplicity is symbolic
of a patriarchal system'’s ability to dictate redivie, gendered marital roles, giving men power

as husband while the women themselves are lefbwitfull options if they choose to become
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wives. This, in turn, creates a gendered hieranmchyhich the men are allotted certain privileges
that women are denied. While Esi is allowed phgldieedom to orient herself as she pleases,
Fusena is limited both corporeally and intelledyuad the role assigned to her by Ali.

Although Fusena’s character is not nearly as d@esl@s other key female characters,
her contribution to the novel undeniably valuabfeisena struggles with Ali’'s decision to take
Esi as a second wife not only because of the issuesnight hold with polygamy, but also
because the second wife holds prestige as a sfainstvith a master’s degree. This prestige
comes from Esi’s fulfillment of a role that has bemditionally masculine. In this way, Fusena
and Esi seem to be exact opposites in terms ajrassigender roles, as Fusena gives up her
dreams of an education and career to appease $learai Esi, on the other hand, is unrelenting
in her pursuit of success in the professional re&dnthe point that it destroys her initial mareag
to Oko. Itis clear ilChangedhat Fusena resents her restricted role in hggpahous marriage,
but maintains an obedient demeanor that is mandwst@étriarchal social conventions. Her
discontent in the marriage brings irony to Esi’'asituation that finds her unhappy, despite her
freedom and ability to pursue her career. Thisroomcates a resounding message: because the
women are unable to make choices without the disofaiheir husbands, families, and society,
they cannot achieve true freedom and contentmethtein social and familial roles- physically,
intellectually, sexually, and otherwise. It isalehat each female character is discontent in her
circumstances, as they are all complicit in theipathal system of which they are a part.

Although Esi fulfills a more modern role in her mage to Ali, she is just as stifled in
marriage as Fusena, who fulfills a more traditianartital role. Esi and Fusena seem to create a

binary of sorts, with Esi maintaining a role asi-fime career woman and Fusena as a full-time
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mother. To bring in additional complexity to hg@estrum of characters, Aidoo introduces the
role of Opokuya, the dedicated wife, mother, ancau

Although Opokuya is never raped or overtly oppeddsy her husband in the novel, her
character experiences a unique form of embodiathpaty. At first analysis, Opokuya seems
to be the character who has it all: a loving hash&eautiful children, and security in her job as
a nurse and midwife. On the inside however, Opaksyonsumed by an obsession with her
physical appearance and weight, an internalized fafroppression: “Opokuya had thought
quite hard about the politics of population and.faDpokuya had not so far been able to sort out
the weight issue that neatly, even in relationdoshlf’ (Aidoo 15). Although Opokuya initially
feels that attempts to convince African women gelaveight are intended to cut down their birth
rate, she eventually admits that she “feels likead” as a health professional because of her
large frame, despite her healthy blood pressurevaality (Aidoo 15). In this way, Opokuya
has internalized the notion of what a woman'’s bsiglguld be, which results in female self-
policing. Elizabeth Grosz explains that “the adimee to and investment in these techniques of
body marking signal women’s acceptance of and atisorinto prevailing patriarchal
paradigms” (144). In other words, the female obieeswith physical appearance, including
weight, is a patriarchal tool used to enforce seffulation among women. When women are
taught to be more concerned with their physicalié®than they are of their minds, they
participate in self-surveillance, become self-ragjab, and hinder themselves from making
progress in a male-dominated society. Thus, exjggendered power structures are preserved.
In this way, Opokuya’s self-consciousness abouteght is an embodied patriarchal ideology

used to prevent her from truly actualizing her titgras a woman.
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Aidoo does not describe or delve into the afternohtkubi’s sexual advance on Esi, but
it can be assumed that Kubi’s final betrayal of Qp@ at the end of the novel is due to a sense
of male entitlement that it reappears throughoetstory, such as the rape of Esi, Kubi’s refusal
to let Opokuya drive the car, and Fusena’s assigolechs a housewife. Although the reader
does not learn how the encounter between Esi ahd &fects Opokuya and her friendship with
Esi, or even whether Opokuya ever discovers tluslént, Kubi’s actions demonstrate a social
inscription of male-dominance as he freely begmadvance onto Esi without prompting. As
Esi pushes out of Kubi's embrace, she hears heaSawice: “Remember that a man always
gains stature in any way he chooses to associffteawvoman-including adultery... But in her
association with a man, a woman is always in daofjbeing diminished” (Aidoo 164). Esi's
refusal of Kubi’'s advance serves as a disruptioexigting gendered power structures that give
precedence to male desire, as she demonstrataswugiingness to participate in the act of
adultery and betrayal of her friend. Esi's defamloes end the novel on a hopeful note, as it
potentially foreshadows a discovery that she do¢s@ed a male presence in her life in order to
be fulfilled and actualize her potential.

Through the three primary female characters,-fHssena, and Opokuya-- Aidoo creates
a small spectrum of female characters to divetbigyfemale experiences @hanges By
including the voice of diverse female characterside of Esi's own experiences, Aidoo “not
only opens the text to different debates on a nurabessues, such as marriage, relationships
and female independence, but also examines themdreariety of perspectives rather than
operating within the perspectival constraints sfragle-strand narrative” (Simpson 159). This
diversification of characters gives a varied, alitfo incomplete, depiction of the challenges

Aidoo perceives women facing in their society. hdligh she wrot€hangesas a portrayal of
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lovers in Accra, “Aidoo does not pretend to représdl West African women, nor even all
working women in Accra. Her main characters arartjemiddle-class. Yet she avoids
homogeneity as she introduces us to three differieatacters within that stratum” (Elia 137).
Within the limited range of women that are représénn her characters, Aidoo channels visions
of how she considers various women would exish@irtsocial situations, particularly in relation
to patriarchy, gender roles, and embodiment.

The interpersonal conflicts characters experienc&hiangegeflect the greater struggles
of post-colonial Ghanaian society. Issues of gotifig identities, as well as a refusal of colonial
hegemony drive the dynamics of both Aidoo’s chamacand society as a whole. Sarah
McWilliams points out oppressive notions of genithea post-colonial African society: “the
image [is] of African women as sexual beings whecht® be controlled.for the support and
well-being of their male counterparts. The intetisgcand often competing discourses of
economies, motherhood, and racial solidarity shihpeptions available for African women's
sexual politics” (335). As sources of both gendeaad colonial power are negotiated,
characters in the text seek to establish a new afdgender and control that become embodied
through trauma. On a micro level, Aidoo’s novepidés fictional characters who struggle with
ideas of ownership, equality, and identity as altesf embodied notions of gender and power in
their new post-colonial society. Within the tetkiis idea is embodied in Oko’s rape of his wife
in an effort to reestablish the gendered power ayos of their relationship. Due to a clash of
Western and traditional ideologies in the post-g@bclimate, characters are reinventing
themselves with less restriction, yet simultanepasktepting and rejecting integral parts of their
culture. The effects of post-colonialism and @atiy within Aidoo’s novel are difficult to

differentiate, because “the domestication of Afni@@men cannot be separated from the
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concerted efforts on the part of colonial authesitio control the population through the
introduction of specifically European hierarchiests as the nuclear family” (Olaussen 62). As
a result of post-colonialism, hierarchies of powed ownership are stripped down and
reconstructed, oftentimes leaving individual chtgescat odds with greater society, especially as
these power structures are invasively inscribed tm physical body. This search for post-
colonial identity and the affirmation of self-ows&ip has historically occurred in Ghana and is
manifested in the characters and events of Aidooil.

The novel also engages a discussion of post-caiemidghrough its demonstration of
how society’s notions of gender fail to evolve witbtntemporary women'’s roles within the
society. This creates conflict as women are altbiveedom to choose between traditional and
Western cultures (or most commonly, a proportiocatabination of the two), but are not
necessarily accepted in these diverse roles by dkei society. According to Dzokoto, “Due to
Ghana'’s colonial history and the impact of Westaton, Ghanaians today inhabit a complex
reality—a multiplicity of overlapping, cultural wias, each of which provides unique building
blocks for the experience and expression of emd{ibdi7). This notion of complex ideologies
also contributes to cultural conceptions of fenmmigender roles, and social hierarchy. As is
exemplified in the female characters of Esi, Op@kwand Fusena, there are varying degrees that
Westernization applies itself to women'’s roles wittihe societal and familial structures and
contributes to their individual identity formatiomn turn, each woman faces her own degree of
embodied struggle in the face of social conventems$ what is expected of them as Ghanaian
women.

As stated in this thesis’ introduction, feminiseétiny must begin to consider oppression

beyond the confines of a mind/body dichotomy. this reason, overgeneralized definitions of
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feminism are incompatible with the issues of bodiftigs and gender in Aidoo’s novel. Instead,
characters’ orientations within the novel shoulcabalyzed in a manner that becomes
universally understood through readers’ recognitban oppressive patriarchal system.
Although it is undeniable that issues with the editment of gender and power exist worldwide
and vary from culture to culture, Aidoo paints atpat of Ghanaian gender issues in a way that
also demands audiences to acknowledge the uniquaardygs of her characters’ situations:
“Keenly aware of the societal changes affectingr@ien women in the 1980s and 1990s and
the new dilemmas they faced, Aidoo creates fentadeacters such as Esi, who claims that in the
cultural, ideological, and social context of pastlependence Africa, there is no place for single
women” (Curry 180). The events of the novel andsEstruggles confirm this aspect of fictional
Accra, which stands as testament to Aidoo’s awaepéwomen’s situated perspective in the
grand scheme of Accra’s unique society and howarids in comparison to the gender structures
of other cultures.

Although Aidoo’s novel is a work of fiction, the afacters and events of the story hold
immense worth as a reflection of numerous societnestheir issues of patriarchZhanges
serves as an ideal example of how literature cige nsciousness of cultural and social issues
for its audiences. The novel demonstrates theafligerature as consciousness in that it
communicates Aidoo’s own experiences for readéiscording to Dzokoto, “As cultural
products, emotion narratives form part of the commund from which people appropriate to
make sense of their own feeling experience” (1d8)r this reasorChangesopens the doors to
discussion of marital rape as embodied patriarabyyell how the female mind and body are
equally oppressed by a patriarchal system. Forraadiences, struggles with body and identity

ownership are a reality. According to the autlidhe way the novel ends means that the story
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is not finished, as the issue is not resolved. Whagapens to a woman who wants to have a
career, who also wants to have love? ...It is areisgour times for women” (George 302).
Although Aidoo began writin@€hangesas a fictional representation of lovers in Acarvaisty,
she ultimately constructed a cultural artifact thattributes to both the global and local
conversations of gender roles and body politicgngitestament to the social influence of

literature.
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Chapter Two

(Un)Disciplined Bodies in Fadia FaqgifAllars of Salt

In many cultures, religion is used to reinforedgriarchal power structures and subjugates
women by exerting control over the female bodycca@ding to many Islamic cultures, women
are not considered weak or defenseless; rathgratleepowerful and threaten to tempt men with
their bodies. In discussing the subversion of pavaeised by female sexuality, Pierre Bourdieu
explains:

The forces that are suspected of ...binding men tirdle attachments of passion,

making them forget the obligations linked to treacial dignity, bring about a reversal of

the relation of domination, a deadly break in théireary, normal, natural order which is

condemned as an offense against nature. (110)

Because female sexual empowerment subverts pataigrower structures, it has been deemed
appropriate in some traditional Islamic culturegmdorce practices that regulate the female
body’s movements and orientations. Restrictioegpéaiced on a woman'’s physical appearance,
such as some cultures’ compulsory use of the buwhiech denies women the choice whether to
veil their faces and bodies. Some radical cultaiss condone the dangerous procedures of
virginity restoration and clitoridectomy, during ieh the female body is mutilated to align with
misguided perceptions of ideal femininity. In tknay, the female body is acknowledged as
powerful and therefore must be controlled in otdemaintain a patriarchal order.

Debates over the female body have culminated dusma Spring, one of the most
influential political events in modern history theas produced numerous pro-democracy protests

against political regimes across the Middle Edste flux in political and cultural powers has



produced one of the most volatile, violent womerghts movements on record. Within this
movement, the female body has become a battlegrounblitics and women’s rights: when
women resist the government or cultural normsy thedies are beaten, raped, and exposed to
punish and humiliate them. In a remarkable respofigab feminists have utilized their bodies
to resist the oppression enforced by radical Isl&timeteen year-old Tunisian Amina Sboui is
one such example: in protest of political Islan@kentless derogation of women, the young
woman posted to the internet bare-breasted selfgmsrfeaturing her body inscribed with the
Arabic script, “Fuck your morals. My body belortgsme and is not the source of anyone’s
honor” (Greenhouse). As Amina demonstrated withph@to, along with the actions of
countless others, the female body is not by defastiribed with the limits of patriarchal
oppression. Instead, it holds the power to repefy, and disorient male-biased systems of
power.

In response to Amina, the radical Islamic governineatied for punishment in
accordance with sharia, Islamic law:

The young lady should be punished according taahaith 80 to 100 lashes, but

[because of] the severity of the act she has cotedyishe deserves to be stoned to

death. Her act could bring about an epidemic. Wld®e contagious and give ideas to

other women. It is therefore necessary to isolde ihcident]. (Elgot)
This statement is significant not only in thatddaesses Amina’s transgression with corporeal
punishment, but also in that it acknowledges h&oas as a contagion that could potentially
inspire other women to resist systemic oppresslorthis way, the female body fulfills the roles

of oppression, resistance, and punishment. Althdahg female body is oppressed by cultural
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and religious norms, it rejects the inscriptiorite#se beliefs onto its surface, thus inciting a
backlash from the oppressors in the form of corplgrenishment.

Consistent with my claim that literature servesla as a cultural artifact, the resistance
and punishment of the female body is a theme ablafested frequently in the writing of
Middle Eastern feminist authors. Just as the ferbhally has been a source of resistance during
the political and cultural turmoil of Arab Sprintpe textual female body often serves a role of
defiance in the face of oppression. In this wagrdture manifests the cultural resistance to
corrupt and biased systems of power. Within numnetexts, Arab feminist writers share their
lived experiences of cultural resistance to ramesciousness among readers. In her novel,
Pillars of Salt Fadia Faqir challenges the stereotype of thekédd&rab woman by giving
voice to the female Jordanian experience. Indlce bf physical oppression, Faqir's characters
demonstrate the interrelation of the female mindl laody in subverting gendered power
structures. In doing so, the characters are padisly physical imprisonment and confinement
to strict gender norms, thereby upholding the fenlaldy as a site for oppression, resistance,
and punishment.

Although the female characters in Faqgir's novelsangjected to relentless subjugation,
they demonstrate a fighting resistance to the nyisisgic laws and customs of their culture, thus
defying the false construction of Islamic womerobgects to be controlled. The characters and
events of Faqir's novel serve as a manifestatiah@imind and body’s relativity in the face of
imprisonment and censorship. When the physical odgld captive, the mind and soul are to
suffer equally, but two central female charactarBaqir's novel disrupt this premise to reclaim

their lives. The radical act of female self-clangivalidates the women’s experiences, despite
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attempts to silence and remove the women from gocia this way, the female body is used as
a means to resist political and social corruptltat tommits women to restrictive gender roles.

Fadia Faqir'illars of Saltinterweaves three different accounts of eventsataset in
1920s Jordan. At this time, the country remairgenrBritish colonial rule. Maha, a Bedouin
woman, recounts the events that led to her armivide mental asylum to the newly arrived Um
Saad. According to Maha'’s version of events, sisederved as the sole caretaker of her father’s
farm her whole life because of her brother Daffagbfusal to complete his duties. Daffash has
rejected his family’s nomadic way of life in favof an urban lifestyle that places him closer to
the British, who have political control and poweédtatus in Jordan. When she turns nineteen,
Maha is married off to Harb, who she initially sasts to be just like the rest of the men in the
village: birds of prey that hunt and devour tiHemale prey. Maha reasons that “Just like any
other man in our tribe, he proposed to me becasa&lino” (Fagirl6). Throughout their
marriage, however, Harb demonstrates otherwisestwife, treating her as an equal and
respecting her wishes. Maha demonstrates greaigshtr and resistance throughout the novel
through her defiance of cultural gender norms thetate female subservience. The reader
discovers it is for this reason that Maha was tdrneo the mental asylum by her brother, who
feels threatened by his sister’s strong will ardkjmendent nature.

In response to hearing Maha’s stories, Um Saadratsmints events from her own life
that have led to her incarceration in the hospitdirough this conversation of stories, the two
women are able to find common ground in their opgign, despite their different backgrounds.
While Maha is a Bedouin woman, Um Saad lived en¢hy of Amman after fleeing to Jordan
with her Syrian refugee parents. Having livedlatreely privileged urban lifestyle, Um Saad’s

experiences contrast greatly with those of Maha.&&ad briefly attended public school in
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Jordan, but was eventually withdrawn from her stadiy her father. Although Um Saad
enjoyed some freedom to enjoy the luxuries of ihe such as trips to the cinema, her home life
was destroyed by her father’s physical and psychodb abuse. Um Saad’s father spitefully
marries her off to a butcher, who rapes and mittrear. After enduring misery in her marriage,
Um Saad is sent to the asylum by her husband wlevishes to take on another wife.

In addition to the women'’s stories, readers are gigen the fundamental Islamic male
perspective through the Storyteller’'s version céreg. Because of the apparent radicalism of his
perspective, the storyteller’s credibility remamqeestionable throughout the book. Although the
Storyteller initially gains readers’ trust, the acacy of his tale is called into question when it
begins to conflict with Maha and Um Saad’s accouitéile the women tell their tales of
resistance, the Storyteller describes Maha accgtdithe patriarchal views held by radical
Islam: "[Maha,] made out of our father Adam’s dted rib, was cast out of heaven...| say that
Maha was a shrew who used to chew the shredddddfenortals from sun birth to sun death"
(Faqir 2-3). The Storyteller's misogynistic comrtaey dissuades readers from accepting his
version of events, as it becomes apparent that teframing Maha and Um Saad’s personal
experiences from a fundamental religious perspechiat depicts women as wicked seductresses
who deceive and destroy pious men. In an intervigiv Faqir, she explaind tvanted to show
how traditions are used to justify patriarchy, &amghow that the narrative of the Storyteller is in
conflict with the narrative of the women” (Bower. 8p this way, the Storyteller's account
becomes a mere framing of the novel’s events aswhainual reminder of patriarchy’s
unrelenting nature. The Storyteller serves asdaitianal means of silencing the women’s

voices.
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Early in the novel, the female body becomes afsiteppression when Maha learns that
Daffash has raped her friend Nasra: “My friend loas her virginity, her honor, her life. She
was nothing now. No longer a virgin, absolutelyhmog. A piece of flesh. A cheap whore”
(Faqir 11). Instead of accepting Nasra’s fate agreed woman, Maha confronts her brother
with an English rifle and threatens his life. histway, Maha demonstrates that she is not
complacent with a culture that condones rape witlsonsequences for assailants- even her own
brother. In spite of Maha’s resistance, Daffastingt, “She asked for it. Whenever she set her
greedy eyes on me... she tempted me. She was aplaysg tunes on her pipe. It called me to
touch her” (Fagir 12). When the sibling’s fathaters the room to diffuse the situation, he
commands Maha to lower the rifle and chastisesa\fasrtempting Daffash. This further
demonstrates the patriarchal notion of the objectifemale body, as well as the Islamic
ideology of women as temptresses. The female bedyes not only as the site for embodied
oppression with Nasra’s rape, but also as a siteubsequent resistance embodied through
Maha'’s violence toward Daffash. Although Mahaligsnately unsuccessful in reclaiming her
friend’s honor, her failure communicates the pathal barriers that prevent women from
receiving justice in male-biased power systems.ekMhose in power subscribe to patriarchal
values, women cannot achieve true justice in tleegarce of inequity.

While Maha’s obedience to her father is demonsteadf a patriarchal structure in which
a male figure has the ultimate authority withincaigehold, her obedience could also be
interpreted as dedication to her family. Since Mamother had died several years before,
Maha'’s relationship with her father is centraltieit family’s survival. Maha fulfills the role of
caretaker in the family, assisting in the farmdsebnd home, cooking and cleaning for her father

and brother. The farm’s success and her family'sigal depend on Maha'’s dedication, proving
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the value of the physical labor she exerts. Withaur help, the farm and her family’s livelihood
would disappear, confirming the leverage that Mahs if she were to resist and forfeit her
subservient role. In this way, Maha is not subisetvat all, but vital to her family’s survival.
Maha also demonstrates continued devotion todieef when, even as a married woman, she
returns frequently to her father’s farm to enstwa thores are completed and her father is cared
for. Maha’s return is forbidden by her culturecera woman is married, she becomes the
physical property of her husband and his family. r§ecting these social norms, Maha ventures
outside of the physical spaces delineated for fier\@oman and wife, thus subverting the gender
role that society dictates for her. The continladxbr that Maha performs for her family is
traditionally masculine, as Daffash rejects higra a son and heir to his father’s land. By
completing the labor expected of Daffash, Maha destrates resistance to cultural norms,
risking her reputation and life to ensure her fatheell-being. Although returning to her
father’s farm is considered taboo for a married wonMaha does not suffer any immediate
punishment, though her actions ultimately culmingith her admittance into the insane asylum.
Daffash’s betrayal of his sister reflects the ggeaocial regard for women who reject
complacency and advocate personal choice.

Female embodiment of oppression, resistance, anidlpuent can be observed again in
Um Saad’s stories of her life. When she is a yonoman, Um Saad is given away as a bride
by her spiteful father, who is angered when healiscs that Um Saad has fallen in love with a
boy in the neighborhood. Fearing that Um Saad taenpt the boy and dishonor her family, the
father promptly arranges a marriage to a poor lmstcBecause Um Saad rejects the social
expectation of her to perform as a marital comnyoalitd instead seeks a romantic relationship,

she is punished by her father by being forced antloomed marriage with a man who frequently
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mistreats and rapes her. In this way, Um Saatt®efaises his male dominance to punish Um
Saad by eliminating her personal choice and subppber to a life of physical and
psychological oppression.

The rapes endured by Um Saad begin on her weddghgs fil will never forget one
thing. At night, the man, my husband, who | latiscovered was called Abu Saad, chased me
and ripped my dress apart” (Faqir 109). In ordezdpe with the rape, as well as Abu Saad’s
stench of sheep intestines and dung, Um Saad s$wldse in the thought of an afterlife: “l used
to close my eyes, shut my mouth, and hand my bodah. If you are patient, you go to
paradise” (Faqifl22). Um Saad’s is complacent in her marriageaamats the spiritual
liberation that accompanies death. Once Um Safidad of her body, which is inscribed with
patriarchal oppression, she can at last know freeidahe afterlife she believes in. When Abu
Saad impregnates her, however, the disgust Um f@abdfor her husband becomes directed at
herself and her own body: “I hated my body, mglgtig out navel, and the baby which was
sucking my insides” (Faqt22). The unwanted pregnancy is yet another isstahUm Saad’s
body becoming a surface for inscribed oppressidm Saad feels her body betraying her and
instead embodying all that she despises in herdmgsbNow that she is pregnant, Um Saad’s
oppression is no longer a violation of her bodys ler body. In this way, the pregnancy serves
as embodiment of female oppression and Um Saadiple@ency in her subjugation. Despite
her circumstances, Um Saad does not resist heahdshntil he takes on a second wife without
her permission. Um Saad’s refusal to accept hebdmnd’s new wife angers her husband, and
her liberation occurs when her own husband adneitsdthe insane asylum, which she calls

“paradise” (Faqir88). Although the madhouse is not the spiritdt@rife that Um Saad
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envisioned, it offers a space of solace that treevilwmen could not actualize in their lives
outside the asylum’s confines.

Despite the initial tension between the two wonmdaha and Um Saad develop an
understanding and appreciation for one anotheutirahe sharing of their personal experiences.

Maha and Um Saad’s refusal to accept the restwhthteir physical bodies by the mental
hospital is manifested through their desire tottedir stories. Nadine Sinno explains that “The
novel’s female protagonists appropriate and transfihe prison and mental asylum
respectively into vehicles for social critiquegsifor female solidarity, and forums for creativit
and self-expression through storytelling, stakitagna to art’s transformative potential to change
everyday life” (68). In feminism, the telling oépsonal experiences has served as a primary
means of consciousness-raising by allowing audetewenomentarily behold the hardships and
oppression faced by another group or individudie Ppurpose of storytelling as an exercise in
consciousness is to disorient the audience froin ¢then personal biases and lived experiences,
and then reorient them with a greater awarenesahaMnd Um Saad’s life stories serve as a
consciousness-raising, enlightening both women-aaders- to the common challenges and
triumphs experienced by various factions of Joralanvomen.

Despite the physical removal from the outside warld the attempt to silence their
voices, the women find empowerment by sharing thteiies with one another. In this way, the
characters are enabled to tell their stories irmamar that rejects the patriarchal and traditional
realities of the culture. Even while their physicadies are inscribed with the punishment of
isolation, the women'’s resistance continues thraigtytelling. Although the women are
voicing their thoughts and feelings in this remsd¢ting, they are still inhibited from

participating in such behavior outside of the agytuwalls. Accordingly, the asylum serves as
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both a means of inclusion and exclusion from sgcidthe women are included in their access to
the freedom of expression denied to them by theiigrchal society, yet simultaneously find
isolation from the world in which they cannot frgegtell their stories. The hospital room
provides a space for expression, story-telling, @mbkciousness-raising that does not openly
exist outside of the asylum gates. Although thepital room is confining for the women, it fails
to extinguish their souls even when their bodiespdnysically restrained.

Reading the novel through a feminist lens, MahaldmdSaad’s imprisonment in itself is
symbolic of the oppression women face in a patn@rsystem. Nadine Sinno explains in her
essay, “From Confinement to Creativity”:

After failing to legally obtain the land and prevd&taha’s retaliatory actions against

him—including physically assaulting him every tilne hits her—Daffash feels

overpowered by his sister. Rather than addreshigig personal problems with the
female protagonists, Umm Saad’s husband and M&atker force the two women into

a mental asylum so that they can avoid their @taly hostility and disruptive presence

in their lives. (69-70)

In this way, the women’s imprisonment is intendeganishment for their resistance against the
gendered power structures that privilege the meheir lives. But to what degree are the
women being physically or psychologically punishedtheir misdoings? Michel Foucault
explains in his pivotal texDiscipline and Punishthat punishment has evolved beyond physical
torture to incorporate psychological penaltiesotture the mind (8). Foucault also points out
that the body of the criminal is removed from sbocighen an individual is punished with
incarceration, which intends to reject that persgower and autonomy (26-30). Although the

body is not necessarily subjected to physical hanough imprisonment, the mind and soul are
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stripped of agency, thereby causing the imprisdoesiiffer by psychological means. While the
physical body is also being punished through regtréne true target of modern incarceration is
the soul.

In Faqir’s novel, Maha and Um Saad’s imprisonmentvas not only as a removal of
their physical presence in their society, but @s@ means to strip them of their knowledge and
lived experience. In this way, they are unablshare their experiences with others who may
feel empowered or angered by the women'’s persooiaés. If the women cannot be seen or
heard, they are prevented from disrupting the gesttpower structures. According to Faqir, the
setting of an asylum was by no means an arbitdapyjce: “You can see imprisonment,
metaphorical and literal, everywhere in my workly. characters are always victims of the
human condition — always confined” (Bower 10).Pillars of Salt the asylum serves to
represent the greater society of Jordan and patahcultures, in general, in their confinement
of women’s experiences and opportunities.

The asylum in which the novel is placed servespla@e of isolation that attempts to
disconnect Maha and Um Saad from others in sociglthough a madhouse is frequently
understood as a place of silencing, it proves tquee the opposite for the female characters as
they fulfill the personal desire to let their sewibe heard. Due to their incarceration, the women
are unable to share their unconventional beliedt ¢hallenge existing patriarchal order. This
demonstrates that the women have been placed meh&al hospital on account of their
perceivably radical identities as resistive womaladine Sinno suggests that the imprisonment
is designed to correct the women’s deviant, ferhimisntality: “Monitored and supervised, a
subject’s movements are limited or confined togpace of the prison or asylum, where the

subject is answerable to a new set of regulati@ssymes a new persona and social role, and is
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often expected to undergo some sort of rehabomdt{69). The oppression of the women'’s
bodies and voices is intended to serve as a rafadbih of the women before they may reenter
society in accordance with existing gender nornts@ower structures.

Feminist thought frequently questions the reasbaswomen choose to remain
oppressed instead of rejecting patriarchy’s systahp®wer. In many ways, men and women
remain their own oppressors in their refusal tesas a disruption of gendered power systems.

In Pierre Bourdieu'$1asculine Dominationhe offers an explanation in that “The division
between the sexes appears to be ‘in the ordeirgf ffas people sometimes say to refer to what
is normal, natural, to the point of being inevitbit is present both- in the objectified state- i
things,...in the whole social world, and- in thebedied state- in the habitus of the agents,
functioning as systems of scheme of perceptioryghty and action” (8). In other words, the
patriarchal system of power has become naturas timhabitants, especially as its power
structures are embodied in every facet of its $pciBecause of masculine domination’s
seeming normalcy, both men and women often fagiuestion and resist its influence. The body
exists as a surface onto which patriarchal oppsassan be inscribed, such as in the limitation of
choices and the control over women'’s desireshigway, patriarchal oppression is internalized
and choice becomes limited: “Even where the cistamces present many choices, it is often
the case that our knowledge, our ability to judge] our desires have been so distorted and
manipulated by social influences as to make a nmygakkethe idea that we choose freely”
(Wendell 17). Those who adamantly take controk dlreir bodies and identities refuse
patriarchal embodiment and reclaim the power ofagho

As Maha and Um Saad’s characters demonstrate, althghe women protesters of the

Arab Spring, those who reject conventional gendksrare subjected to physical punishment as
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a means to maintain social order. Although thisiplument is not necessarily manifested
through the same means as Maha and Um Saad’s exgesi this punishment is apparent in the
backlash against feminism that seeks to misreptesehdemonize those who question and
refuse to embody current gendered power structukesdiscussed by Foucault, punishment is a
social construct meant to deter groups and indalslwho seek to disrupt order, thus
establishing the incarcerated delinquent as thecblof body politics (301-3). Those who
contradict social mandates for male superiority pysical and psychological marginalization,
as is represented in Fagir’'s novel through the isgpment of Maha and Um Saad. With this
threat of punishment to the physical body and psyittbecomes easier to understand why men
and women hesitate to disrupt existing patriarcindér. According to Susan Wendell, “When
we realize the strength and pervasiveness of ttialdonitations and influences on women'’s
choices, we can better understand why so many wdraes chosen and go on choosing
situations that make them suffer and reduce thegdiom” (18). The willful embodiment of
patriarchal power structures exists because gbtimeshment and risks men and women face
when the mind and body become agents of disruptiiis. when incentive outweighs risk that
groups and individuals become willing to disoridm flow of power.

According to Foucault, doctors are synonymous wkécutioners due to the power of
judgment that they hold over others (11). In tbeet, Maha and Um Saad are frequently
monitored by the European doctor, Doctor Edwardd,las aides, who enter the women’s
chamber to physically subdue or silence them. &oliposits that “We are in the society
of...the doctor-judge; it is on them that the uniareign of the normative is based; and each
individual, wherever he may find himself, subjeictst his body, his gestures, his behavior, his

aptitudes, his achievements” (304). This reflélsésnotion that doctors serve as surveillance and
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regulators of the physical body, as the doctorsraadical staff provide constant scrutiny of the
two imprisoned women.

At one point in the novel, as Maha and Um Saacacbanging stories, Doctor Edwards
enters the chamber and chastises the women betteyswmever stop talking.” When the
women respond with giggles and laughter, Doctor &dw states in a concerned tone, “I will
increase the dose,” before exiting the room (Fafj). The doctor’s use of a sedative to prevent
the women from freely expressing themselves iecéfte of the greater patriarchal culture that
attempts to stifle the women. Because social psivactures have failed to confine the women
in conventional feminine roles, it is now the dofithe doctor to do so. In a later chapter, Um
Saad reveals Doctor Edwards’ diagnosis of whatreats “Doctor Edwards told me that | suffer
from acute memory loss. Memory loss? Empty tdllemember everything, even the things |
do not want to remember. Forgetfulness is a bigs¢Faqir 130). This reveals that Doctor
Edwards attempts to convince the women of theipesged insanity and control their thoughts.
Through prescribing electric shock therapy towloenen, he tries to clear away all memories of
their lived experiences, reducing them to blankdsiand imprisoned bodies. The doctor, along
with other characters in the novel, is troubledhywomen’s free spirits in the face of gendered
oppression. The women'’s refusal to adhere to auioseal gendered power structures threatens
them as dominant men, causing the doctor and othéusn to more severe forms of
imprisonment and oppression.

In one of his final acts of violence toward the wesmDoctor Edwards become enraged
when he finds the women talking. In response, dersrUm Saad's head shaved: "Instantly, he
handcuffed Um Saad and held her neck down with batids. She looked like the goat that

Raai and Jarbwa slaughtered for my wedding...ldstédlood, gray tufts of hair dripped to the
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floor...This is what they do to control us" (Fag7-8). Shaving Um Saad's hair is a means of
stripping away her womanhood and humiliating h&dditionally, it is considered taboo for a
woman to openly reveal her hair to men. In thigwWRoctor Edwards regresses to antiquated
methods of torture and punishment that seek tar®the physical body and publicly shame the
criminal. According to Foucault, the body andglg/siological needs and desires were targeted
by systems of punishment until the mid-nineteemrttary, when it was deemed unethical and
impractical to do so (15). It was realized that blody is temporary and the soul is eternal,
which determines the psyche a more efficient taigenflicting lasting punishment. When
modern forms of punishment fail to further opprkgha and Um Saad, the doctor grows
impatient and reverts to the physical punishmenhefoody through pain and humiliation. In
this way, Doctor Edwards serves the role as exawetias he inflicts a humiliating physical
punishment into Um Saad. In this way, Doctor Edisagerves as an enforcer of punishment
onto the women'’s bodies, disciplining them for threfusal to be silenced. Doctor Edwards is a
representation of the patriarchal oppression egpeed in reality, and the women directly mirror
the resistance found within Middle Eastern womeigjkts movements.

Despite the incredible strength and resistance dstrated by Middle Eastern women,
stereotypes within Western feminism misconstruebAvamen as helpless and subservient:
mindless participants in an oppressive, male-datathculture. They are conceptualized by
Western feminists as individuals without voice ergonal agency; even the various veils some
women wear to conceal the body are the sourcenuhfst criticism. In her essay, “Women and
the Arab Spring,” Nadine Naber explains:

Human rights frameworks developed in the globatmoften rely on ‘culture-blaming,’

defining culture or religion as though they existhe abstract, outside historical

37



circumstances, and explaining culture or religioa (Islam) as the cause of women’s
oppression. When it comes to addressing gendehaman rights issues in Muslim
majority societies, dominant U.S. feminist analysten engage in ‘culture-blaming.’
(11)
Depictions of Arab women often portray a group tkadb be pitied for the psychological and
physical oppression that they conduce with thequastioning participation in their own
subjugation. Many Western feminists have seenatia call to action: the oppressed Arabic
woman needs to be saved by the Western hero. dihese problematic portrayals, Arab
women have been cast as the false epitome of fespalession. Consider, for example, “the
period following the attacks of September 11, 20@ien feminist organizations such as the
Feminist Majority supported the Bush administraganvocation of ‘Muslim women’s
oppression’ as a pretext for military interventiarAfghanistan, despite the devastating impact
of military invasion on Afghan women” (Naber 11 this way, culture-blaming and the
Western hero complex actually harm Middle Easteomen’s agency over their own
oppression. As they have consistently demonstréted women are not defenseless at all and
have exhibited bravery despite the threat of malitand social marginalization, as Isobel
Coleman states in her essay, “Women and the ArabliR&
Their defiance has surprised many in the West véwe lhong viewed Arab women as
oppressed victims of conservative patriarchy afidios. Yet young Arab women today
are significantly better educated, marry later,enfiewver children, and are more likely to
work outside the home than their mothers’ genena(i215)
Images of the defiant Islamic woman are uncommoW@&stern feminist discourse, despite the

courage and resistance exhibited by female pratestdhe Arab Spring. Amina, along with
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thousands of others, demonstrate the true resdiehthe female body in the face of political
and cultural oppression. Likewise, this embodimembhanifested in the literature that gives
voice to the Arab woman spirit, raising consciossnef the female body’s oppression,
resistance, and punishment. In order for Westmirfism to truly achieve mindfulness of the
patriarchal oppression occurring in the Middle Edshust first overcome false constructions of
Arab women. Fagir'®illars of Saltaids in this pursuit, standing as a cultural actifof the
oppression and resistance being enacted on thdefdrody.

Faqir's main purpose in composiRglars of Saltwas to finally give exposure to mid-
20th century Jordanian women'’s voices and distupitidespread stereotypes of the weak Arab
woman. The characters of the novel are not realthair voices are the author’s representation
of Jordanian women's embodied experiences: "Whbétigal views are repressed and you live
under a monolithic, monological autocracy, literatbecomes an outlet for expressing such
views...In other words, novels are windows to tleeles they humanize, bring injustice to the
readers’ attention, and act as cultural bridgeg& 68). In this way, the novel also represents
the voices of modern women who undergo the oppressipatriarchal societies. Although
these modern women may not endure the same coltwiecumstances of Maha and Um Saad,
there are many characters and events in the noaetiemonstrate the lived experience of the
characters, thus orienting readers toward a unifiechanhood resistant to patriarchal

oppression.
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Chapter Three

Ungendered Bodies in Jeanette Wintersddigten on the Body

In addition to exploring my primary claim that patchal oppression is inscribed onto
the physical female body, this final chapter isquiei in that it will also explore the inverse
thesis: the lack of a gendered body promotes @neefiom institutionalized and cultural
oppression. This statement is demonstrated byefteaWinterson’s novellritten on the Body
and its surrounding discourse. The novel followmaator whose gender identity and
expression are unknown to the reader, producirogiwistances that transcend the limiting power
dynamics of gender. In this way, the novel miggattention from the narrator and events of the
novel to the ways in which gender and culture ader While most reviewers have stalled in the
debate of whether the narrator is male or femagpeslt that there is much more to be gained
through analyzing the actual implications of a ggrgkeutral narrator in juxtaposition to other
gendered bodies within the text. Although the geleds narrator does not indicate any signs of
physical repression, the female characters thatisfBracts with struggle continuously with
issues of marriage, sex, and disease. In thisehdpvish to further the conversation on both
Winterson’s novel and the relationship between geadd power by analyzing the metaphysical
effects of removing a gendered body central tantheel’s progression. In addition, | will
explore the subjugation of the female body in tistances of marriage, sex, and disease, which
reappear as key elements throughout the text.

Written on the Bodfollows a British narrator whose desire for marneaimen fuels the
novel's plot. Following numerous affairs with dayircharacters, such as the anarcha-feminist

Inge, who vindictively blows up the men's urinalshee Louvre, the narrator falls in love with



the beautiful, red-headed Louise. Shortly theezathe couple begins a seemingly perfect
relationship, filled with romantic passion and leebhsex. After Louise decides to file for a
divorce, her husband, Elgin, reveals a secreteaméirator: Louise has been hiding her
leukemia diagnosis, and Elgin, as a cancer rese@grshLouise's only hope for receiving
advanced medical treatment. In response, thetoaabhandons off his/her relationship with
Louise, moving to Yorkshire and cutting off all comanication with his/her lover to save her
life. The remainder of the novel serves as aipdmientation of the narrator's loss, modeled
after an anatomy textbook.

While Winterson's narrative approach in her otlh&ranal works, such a®ranges are
not the Only Fruit, Sexing the ChergndThe Passiorfollows conventions of lesbian fiction,
Written on the Bodglisrupts the paradigm by withholding the centralreleter's sex and gender
The traditional paradigm of lesbian fiction spaasious genres, but features a fundamental and
explicit acknowledgement of the desire between wamastead of marking the narrator with
explicit lesbianism, Winterson leaves the narrate€x and gender unknown, thereby defying
conventions of lesbian fiction. According to Lig®ore, "By implicitly challenging the habitual
paradigm, representing sexuality conspicuously wsksithe ways gender and sexuality normally
coalesce to reassert the complementary dualitgxafad difference” (107). In this way,
Winterson revisions queer narrative and mascukneifiine dichotomies by casting the narrator
as ungendered. The functionality of a genderlessator brings the importance of sex and
gender into question: does the physical gendeodg play as much of a role as in orientations
as the discourse suggests? In this way, Winteystraracters defy the mind/body binary system
that is typically proliferated by Western feminilseory. Instead of relying on sex to determine

characters' identities and orientations, Wintetsanscends notions of sex and gender and
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allows readers to envision a new type of relatigmbleyond the confines of masculinity and
femininity.

Since Winterson herself identifies as lesbian laaslwritten extensively on the lesbian
female experience in her other works, readers teperceive the narrator \Written on the
Bodyas a lesbian as well. This has caused a debateabtatalled scholars in realizing the true
implications of a genderless narrator. Whitten on the Bodythe narrator’s actions are at times
traditionally masculine, yet feminine at others,jathhas left readers perplexed and attempting
to make sense of the narrator's identity. Whilestneaders think of the narrator as a lesbian,
others reject the notion that a woman can enadbe¢haviors of the narrator: urinate outdoors,
desire to save and control a woman, punch a m#reithroat, etc. As Pierre Bourdieu explains,
"It has often been observed that, both in sociatgmion and in language the masculine gender
appears as non-marked, in a sense neuter in oppostthe feminine, which is explicitly
characterized" (9). By leaving the narrator unredrRVinterson has caused readers to view the
narrator as masculine by default, resulting fropattiarchal system in which masculinity is
preferred. The notion of a legible lesbian idgnist in itself, problematic. In her essay,
“Wittig’s Material Practice: Universalizing a Miniby Point of View,” Judith Butler describes
how social constructions of lesbianism are inhdyendubled:

If we thought we understood that lesbians were womieo more or less conduct their

sexual lives with other women, we have misundecstobat it is to be a lesbian. For

Wittig, ‘woman’—and even sometimes the plural ‘warieis a category that belongs to
the ‘social contract,” which is ‘heterosexualityhis means that the category has been
devised and implemented to keep the presumptivesstd heterosexuality in its place at

the foundation of culture. The category must bawas$sd and nullified, rendered
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obsolete, if we are to understand what it mear®eta lesbian. (523)

In this way, discussions of the narrator's genddrsex limit the ways in which readers can
make meaning of the character's experiences, ampsisns about gender and sex preclude the
actualization of the narrator's lived experiencAs.a result of the need for corporeal legibility,
seems near-impossible for readers to delve paseational gender norms to actualize a
genderless body.

The narrator's undisclosed gender also complichgeways in which s/he experiences
oppression throughout the novel. Due to his/hek & a gendered body, it is difficult to
determine specifically how the narrator particigateor rejects a patriarchal system. For the
purposes of this thesis, | acknowledge that theat@rcannot be categorized as male or female;
therefore, s/he cannot experience patriarchal ggpe in a traditional manner, except to
interact with gendered characters who participate male-biased system. The freedom from
gender norms allows the narrator to exhibit botlsecunne and feminine behaviors that might
otherwise be rejected by societal gender convesitidiine narrator enacts behaviors that are
regarded as either masculine or feminine in nateiaforcing Judith Butler's theories of gender
performativity.

Throughout her various works, Butler argues thatge is a cultural construct that is
performed and inscribed upon the physical bodythimway, gender is not an innate quality, but
rather an identity that one performs accordingomad conventions. In a patriarchal system,
masculinity is performed through domination, wHeenininity is communicated by acts of
submission. Cultural understandings of genderibsdodies with predetermined expectations
outside of biological sex, and these understandiage no concrete basis. According to Butler,

"what we invoke as the naturalized knowledge ofdgens, in fact, a changeable and revisable
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reality” (Gender Troublexiii). In other words, the limitations of gendare not limitations at

all; rather, they are culturally accepted norms Have the capability to change over time. With
this in mind, it becomes impossible that the narré either heterosexual or a lesbian, as these
two identities as merely social constructs. Thakes the debate on the narrator's gender and
sex even more obsolete. Butler also asserts thlagical sex is understood as a materialized

bodily norm and is exclusive of gender: "Sextlgis, not simply what one has, or a static
description of what one is: it will be one of therms by which the 'one' becomes viable at all,
that which qualifies a body for life within the dam of cultural intelligibility” Bodies that
Matter 2). Without a known sex then, a body is castragalole. By subverting the body's
legibility in a society driven by gendered poweustures, the narrator Mritten on the Body
rejects bodily inscriptions of gender and sex, thufsverting readers' understanding of
male/female and masculine/feminine identities. aBlgnowledging the arbitrary confines of
gender and sex, the narrator allows for idealizgttbn of identity that is not limited by
corporeal forms or orientations of bodies.

Throughout her novel, Winterson offers a postmogemspective on the body. The
narrator's ambiguous gender expression disrupgsdredrmative language, not by suggesting
that the narrator is male or female, but by disngpthe body’s legibility and role in gendered
power structures. Readers are not given any caioveth markers of gender or sex, which
disorients their constructions of what it meanbéa man or woman experiencing love and loss.
In employing this narrative technique, Wintersomgs the importance of gender and sex into
guestion. Disorienting visions of gender is valeah a society that experiences increasingly

polarized ideals masculine and feminine traits seguentially magnifying the oppression men

and women experience within such a system. Brmgimareness to this oppression allows
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readers to consider the implications of patriardogiety and how individual's actions and
interactions are repressed by societal gender nohm#/interson’s work, the narrator is
oriented toward others without the confines of eef@normative, gendered system, while other,
gendered characters embody the patriarchal culiusdich they live.

Throughout the novel, women leave their husbangsdners in favor of a relationship
with the narrator. This seems to employ the trofpde womanizer whose charm and voracious
sexual appetite compels him to steal away othersypantners. The narrator's unmarked body,
however, prevents this trope from being actualizeduld it not be possible that a woman could
have an equally voracious appetite for married wom&egardless of sex and gender, the
narrator clearly offers something outside of cortiveral relationships that these married women
seek. The narrator states, "I've been through @f lmarriages. Not down the aisle but always
up the stairs. | began to realize | was heariegsime story every time" (Winterson 13). In this
way, the narrator serves as a disruption of heteroativity in his/her rejection of marital
norms. Again, this is not a gendered trait, btheaone that brings the importance of a
gendered body into question. Outside of the cesfiof a traditional marriage, the narrator and
his/her lovers create an alternative space to otiemselves, both physically and
metaphysically. The physical and emotional futiiéint that the narrator and his/her lovers
experience represents the actualization of pleasutsede of restrictive societal expectations,
subverting the gender and sexual norms dictateadhgle-dominated marital relationship.

In the novel, marriage is represented as oppressivemerous ways. Although
marriage is not in and of itself an inherently agggsive institution, traditional marriage within a
patriarchal culture, such as thatWfitten on the Bodys by default modeled to serve the male

and oppress the female. In his wavlgsculine DominationRierre Bourdieu explains that
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within a "matrimonial market...women can only appis&re as objects, or, more precisely, as
symbols whose meaning is constituted outside ahtard whose function to contribute to the
perpetuation or expansion of the capital held by'n§é3). In other words, marriage in a
patriarchal system casts the woman as a commadig tised and objectified by her husband.
This is exemplified by characters in the novel whaode as a symbolic object- that of a wife,
child-bearer, or housekeeper- has left them urisatisn their marriages and searching for
greater fulfillment. The women find this satisfactin the narrator, whose queer perceptions of
sex, marriage, and love transcend the genderedrsimetures of marriage. By regarding
his/her lovers as equals instead of objects todpeirmated, the narrator liberates the women to
metaphysical levels of love, lust, and sex, interimg the physical body and psyche.

The narrator's relationship with Louise is uniqués metaphysical qualities; although
Louise's sex and gender identity are made expligiaders through dialogue and sexual
descriptions, she experiences freedom from ingiitatized gender roles when she is in the
narrator's presence. Louise, in this way, ful@ildual role: one of the tamed trophy wife and
another of the free-spirited beauty. Within hermage to Elgin, Louise serves as an obedient
housewife, despite the fact that she has earneddotorate in Art History. Even with her
education, Louise has turned down opportunitiesrasdjned herself to a role that she has not
chosen, but has been dictated to her by cultureations. As the wife of a medical doctor,
Louise is meant to be seen but not heard; heremastis dedicated solely to enhancing her
husband's reputation. In this way, Louise is lgbtisically and psychologically trapped by her
marriage to Elgin. She exists as a commodity arbing more.

Early in the novel, the peculiarities of Louiseationship with Elgin are revealed.

Although Louise is initially unimpressed by Elgiarthg their courtship at Cambridge
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University, Elgin falls in love when she defeatsitduring a Debating Society competition.
Louise is eventually captivated by her husband wieereveals his desire to be dominated.
Elgin reveals himself as a masochist, which isféagor that finally wins Louise over: she "had
just begun to suspect him being a masochist. Wwasconfirmed when he lay on his single bed,
legs apart, and begged her to scaffold his perits bulldog clips. 'l can take it," he said. 'I'm
going to be a doctor" (Winterson 34). With Elgisexual deviation being the determining factor
in Louise's willingness to marry him, the termgtwir relationship are brought into question, as
the couple's sexual relationship is not consistatt the otherwise oppressive aspects of the
marriage. Elgin's desire for pain and to be sdyxwulminated is in stark contrast to the control
that he seeks over his wife, as demonstrated bsetactive role he expects her to fulfill as his
wife. Although Louise's role as wife is stifliniger physical relationship with Elgin serves as her
sole opportunity to practice a power and dominahaeis otherwise forbidden to her as a
woman. In this way, the bodily surface becomealtarnative space for a gendered power
structure that does not exist outside of sex faris.o Despite the availability of this sexual
power outlet, Louise's ability to be physically asekually dominant proves to be insufficient, as
she turns to the narrator for both physical anctpslpgical fulfilment. Louise's affair with the
narrator offers a metaphysical space that transcr@mind/body separation that is apparent in
Louise's interactions with her husband. While s&h &lgin offers a temporary escape from a
traditional, male-dominated marriage, the affaimzen Louise and the narrator is not
determined by any such gendered power structures.

After Louise consents to an affair with the narraber character becomes complex and
multifaceted, especially in contrast to the limitete she conformed to as a wife. As the couple

delves deeper into a relationship, Louise becom&gasingly strong-willed and claims the
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ability to choose for herself. Instead of resignherself to the limitations of a subservient wife,
Louise is able to construct a life for herself tisabased on autonomy, thus rejecting the
gendered power structures that deemed her powedessvife. Louise's newfound happiness
demonstrates how overcoming the barriers of geddagital norms gives way to the
actualization of self-identity and the ability tefthe relationships on one's on terms.

Unlike the narrator, Louise is plagued by the exgtans of her role as a woman and
wife. Throughout the novel, Louise demonstratebaared oppression through the failings of
her physical body: miscarriage and leukemia. &ewsicancer is symbolic of the oppression she
feels within her marriage. While Louise's marrigg&lgin is emotionally and psychologically
stifling, it is directly mirrored by the physicalraphy brought on by her disease. The two
sources of Louise's oppression, Elgin and diseasantertwined when her ability to overcome
the cancer becomes dependent on her relationsthElgin. Since Elgin is a renowned cancer
researcher, he can provide Louise with the mostackd cancer treatments that the medical
world has to offer. If she stays with Elgin, Loziigccepts the terminal condition of her illness
and agrees to receive his treatment that may saviédn On the other hand, Louise could
abandon her marriage to Elgin in favor of her refahip with the narrator: a choice with likely
fatal consequences. While cancer is an afflictibthe physical body, Louise's existence
becomes dependent upon her acceptance or rejettimr role as a wife. It is eventually
revealed that the treatments Elgin offers for Lewigre a false construct created by Elgin to
oppress and control his wife, as well as detentreator from being further involved in the
affair. A second opinion offered by another doetweals that Louise is not as sickly as Elgin
tries to convince his wife of. This reflects thays in which Elgin uses marriage to stifle

Louise: their marriage exists as a facade crdatbenefit Elgin as a man and husband, leaving
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his wife seemingly without choice. Elgin reducésmife physically to an invalid in order to
maintain her oppressed state and reassert hinss#libalominant figure within the marriage.

Not knowing of the second diagnosis, the narraavés Louise to ensure that she receives
adequate medical treatment. The narrator reaband s/he stays with Louise, she would be
denied the advanced treatments offered by Elgus tisking her life for love and happiness.
The narrator's actions are revealed to be in &airh,ouise rejects both her marriage to Elgin and
the advanced cancer treatments, thus freeing héel both physical and psychological
oppression.

By standing in direct juxtaposition to Elgin, tharrator poses an alternative option to
marriage, just as the doctor's second opinion s)izésoa choice outside of medical diagnosis.
Although Elgin has predicted Louise's death, stggasited life by an alternative to the
prescribed cure. Marriage is also a default, piesd cure to women, offering a normative role
within the confines of restrictive gender rolesheTadvanced cancer treatments are symbolic of
marriage in that it is a false cure for an oppressiisease. Louise subverts both physical and
psychological expectations as she refuses to loyhe cancer diagnosis and her oppressive
marriage. Although marriage is a prescribed meéhsjgpiness, Louise thrives outside of its
oppressive confines when she becomes involvedthémarrator. Likewise, the doctor's second
opinion means that Louise can live her life fre@lthout symptoms of disease. In this way,
Louise liberates herself from the patriarchal oppien she embodies with her disease.

Although Louise finds a new purpose and actualmsdentity when she is involved
romantically with the narrator, when the narratoarsdons his/her relationship, Louise’s survival
is brought into question. Initially, it seems thathout the narrator, Louise will not be able to

exist as disconnectedly and must return to Elgirstgport. It is revealed in the novel, however,
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that even after the narrator has left his/her lpkeuise reasserts her independence and
autonomy by refusing to return to her oppressiveriange. In this way, it is communicated that
Louise has rejected the social notion that sha,vasman, must exist in relation to a supportive
other. Pierre Bourdieu posits that women who cagitly accept such a role are complicit in
their own oppression, but they can resist oppredsyorecognizing the power structures at work:
“Symbolic power cannot be exercised without thetgbation of those who undergo it and who
undergo it because thepnstructit as such” (40). Louise’s refusal to belong hy@ne as a
commodity subverts the expectation of the femalécasinated and the male as dominator.
While the narrator does not truly oppress Louisthis sense, Louise further deconstructs the
gender binary by repudiating her predetermined asléhe feminine object and commodity.

Louise's female body also fails to embody culta@ims by causing at least two
miscarriages. After Louise is diagnosed with leule she attempts to conceive a child with
Elgin and loses each child before it comes to tefiime miscarriages are revealed to be a result
of Louise's cancer, as her disease leaves heribhodgable of sustaining pregnancy. In this
way, the cancer affects both Louise's own vitadity that of her desired children. Louise's
infertility leaves her female identity at odds witte societal expectation of woman as child-
bearer. A miscarriage represents not only a phlfure of the female body, but also a failure
to adhere to cultural gender norms. The femalg ldssociated with life, birth, and fertility,
and its inability to represent these values throcmiception deems it barren and useless in
accordance with social norms. Louise's inabilityulfill a role as child-bearer casts her as
unfeminine and a subversion of female identityst & Louise vacates her role as subservient
wife, she also forfeits her capacity for motherhaathough not necessarily willingly. The

circumstances surrounding the attempted pregnaacgesever revealed in the text, but Louise's
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hesitancy to reveal the miscarriages to the narcaimmunicates a level of discomfort in her
body's inability to conceive. It can be interptetkat Louise is aware of the physical failings of
her body and the implications this failure has upenidentity as a woman.

The final sections of the novel are written witle donventions of an anatomy textbook,
thus deconstructing the physical body and focusimgs individual parts:

For descriptive purposes the human body is semhnati@ cavities. The cranial cavity

contains the brain. Its boundaries are forcechkybones of the skull. Let me penetrate

you. | am the archaeologist of tombs. | wouldatevny life to marking your
passageways, the entrances and exits of that isipeeamausoleum, your body.

(Winterson 119)

Throughout the novel, the narrator maintains aaraness of the connection between
Louise's physical and metaphysical existence,Hmitévelation of Louise's cancer diagnosis
leaves the narrator unable to process their relstip without acknowledgement of anatomy's
impact. Before the narrator learns of Louise'gdasis, she describes his/her lover's body as a
surface to explored and loved:

| needed no more light than was in her touch, imgrefs brushing my skin, bringing up

the nerve ends. Eyes closed | began a voyage Hemspine, the cobbled road of hers
that brought me to a cleft and a damp valley thdeep pit to drown in. What other

places are there in the world than those discoveneal lover's body? (Winterson 82)

In this way, the narrator acknowledges the bodiyasnaterialization of her lover and an
intimate space to be explored together. The bedyes as a tangible surface onto which the
lovers' passion can be inscribed: "l was holdingike's hand, conscious of it, but sensing too

that a further intimacy might begin, the recogmtaf another person that is deeper than
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consciousness, lodged in the body more than hetteimind” (Winterson 82). This corporeal
purpose stands in direct opposition to the wayshith the gendered body is oppressed by
social norms. In their lovemaking, the narratod &onuise are able to actualize and embody a
standard of loving that is made inaccessible byigzahal and marital expectations. Due to the
absence of the narrator's gender, the couple éstaldxperience a connection that is not
governed by domination or control.

As the narrator transitions into her anatomicatdpsons of Louise's body, she begins
to regard the body as an inscriptive surface faromby love and pleasure, but also disease and
atrophy. The cancer, in this way, is a metaphotHeroppression suffered within a patriarchal
system. While a patriarchal system enforces systgander norms that are inscribed onto the
body, Louise's cancer is serves as a means fam Elgiontrol her: "Cancer is an unpredictable
condition. It is the body turning upon itself. Wen't understand that yet. We know what
happens but not why it happens or how to stopMihferson 105). As a metaphor, this also
speaks to the ways in which gendered systems oéprewmain arbitrary, yet continue to
proliferate cultural beliefs and values. Takingu@nd examining Louise's body, piece by
piece, is a means through which the narrator gsiémehis/her lover's body and acknowledges
the complex corporeality of the human existeneethis section of the novel, the narrator makes
reason out of Louise's terminal fate: "In the septaces of her thymus gland Louise is making
too much of herself. Her faithful biology depermtsregulation but the white T-cells have
turned bandit...Why can't | dam their blind tidatthlthies your blood?" (Winterson 115). The
narrator continues to offer a description of Lolad®mological body, exploring every anatomical
system that constructs the human body. By deaartstg Louise's body, the narrator

demonstrates the universal nature of the human, letadying past the inscriptive surfaces that
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embody cultural systems. Beyond the inscriptivéesie of the body- a surface that has been
molded from its natural form into one that appeasdisiral expectations- the human form is
universal and cannot be oppressed by social canisting of gender.

In including both traditional narrative and the gentions of an anatomy textbook,
Winterson subverts reader expectations of genrhilewthe narrative reflects the narrator’'s
personal sentiment, the biological component otéxéis a more objective perspective on the
narrator’s relationship with Louise. Bourdieu geghat gender is understood in opposites,
which are embodied by objects and orientationshe*division of (sexual and other) things and
activities according to the opposition betweenrttade and female, while arbitrary when taken in
isolation, receives its objective and subjectiveassity from its insertion into a system of
homologous oppositions- up/down, above/below, antiibehind...” (7). This system of
meanings casts subjectivity as feminine, while cioygy and the unmarked are by default
masculine. The narrative’s emotion is sociallystoauncted as feminine, but the textbook aspect
of the novel is scientific, invoking reader’s agation of science with masculinity. The
subversion of genre exhibitedWiritten on the Bodglirectly reflects the narrator’'s own
subversion of gender. In utilizing both narratared scientific genres to convey events, the
narrator is performing both femininity and mascitjinconfirming his/her nonconforming
gender identity.

Feminist discourse surroundiilgritten on the Bodias failed to acknowledge the role of
the deconstructed body and its implications fortéhe’'s meaning. Interestingly, queer theorists,
such as Judith Butler and others, have alreadyth@dramework through which the implications
of a genderless identity can be understood. Seroaism defines itself through social

constructions of "woman," it is inherently oppressin its dichotomous representation of
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gender. Just as Western feminism suffers fromral{spot that does not acknowledge the
mind/body relationship, it also disables the movetseotential in its inability to actualize
gender identities outside of the traditional bingygtem. Narrow definitions of woman
marginalized those who do not fit into a gendeabynthereby failing to liberate these groups
from a patriarchal system. Winterson's novel gitssuhis gender dichotomy, but scholars must
first realize the value of this disruption befoneet progress can occur for non-conforming,
oppressed individuals. There must also be an adedgement of the body's value as an
inscriptive surface and a medium of self-identifica. Winterson further the conversation by
exploring the narrative possibilities of gender aeduality. This offers an alternative experience
for readers, compelling them to consider the limitsex, gender, and sexuality. In her essay,
"Embattled Subjects,"” Amy Fahraeus explains thaintév/son’s text chooses a side, but it is a
side that says relationships and sexuality are tioatpd, and intrinsically both fraught with a
struggle for power and engendered” (81). By tranding the mind/body dichotomy, Winterson
rejects the forced embodiment of patriarchal valres arbitrary gender norms, making progress

for those who seek liberation from these oppressystems.
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Conclusion

Addressing the Blind Spot in Feminist Discourse

As demonstrated in each subsequent chapter, gi@redhip between cultural values and
the physical body is apparent even within litenaapgresentations of societies. Although the
phenomenon of embodiment can be observed withintteare is a lack of discussion regarding
the implications of patriarchal embodiment in lgmre. If we regard text as cultural artifact,
instances of patriarchal embodiment within literatoan be engaged in the greater discussion of
embodiment's effects, thus entering an interdis@py dialogue. Although supposing all texts
to be true representations of their respectiveucedtis clearly problematic, considering the
impact of written and visual texts on their audeshwill demonstrate what is at stake for
gender equality.

Just like other forms of textual media, literataoenmunicates ideologies to its audiences
and serves as a representation of reality to sageed. ldeas of masculinity, femininity, and
gendered power structures are both replicated aakeaged through text. Although current
feminist discourse acknowledges the sexism appargrdtriarchal systems, it fails to address
the role that the physical body plays in gendegaor@ssion. The embodied patriarchy that
exists within literary texts is only one defininactor in cultural understandings of gender and
power, yet each contributing factor needs to beesded in order for true gender equality to
occur. If the representations of gender and pomwbterature are never fully engaged beyond a
mind/body dichotomy, how can they be engaged ility@a

Aidoo'sChangesand Fagqir'sillars of Salteach demonstrate the ways in which the

female body becomes an inscribed surface of pelr@wvalues. Each author writes characters



who are victimized and/or complicit in a patriarchgstem. By portraying how these characters
are not only psychologically oppressed, but alsgsfally inscribed by male-biased systems,
Aidoo and Fagqir call attention to the plight of fieenale existence that is largely ignored by
Western feminism.

Although Winterson'$Vritten on the Bodis postmodern in its deconstruction of the
physical, sexed body, her text conveys the pogsgsilbeyond a restrictive patriarchal system.
When we dissect the cultural value of this texis ihot necessarily that it represents the reality
Winterson's culture, but rather it opens readersimto the potential of transcending an
oppressive system by considering the limitless obldne ungendered body. Even in regarding
such a progressive postmodern work, literary sehdlave stalled in debates on textual
masculinity and femininity. Greater social progresuld be made if we instead read
Winterson's work as a model for understanding sekgender outside of a dichotomized
patriarchal system in which male and female sexeligs are limited in their constructions.
While gendered characters in Winterson's noveksdiform a male-biased system, the genderless
narrator serves as a vision for possibilities al@$he confines of a gendered patriarchal society.

Embodiment occurs in real societies and is thflsated in the literature of those
cultures. As a real phenomenon, it is cruciak@ize the implications of literature and other
arts on the lived human experience. Literatureltea us much about ourselves and others,
serving as means of connecting experiences andgaisnsciousness. According to Paul
Schilder, "There is no question that there are ftbenbeginning connecting links between all
body images, and it is important to follow the Br&f body image discourse” (235). Schilder's
assertion rings true for literary studies and hbevhysical body is represented as an inscriptive

surface. Examining politics of the textual bodyeas readers a greater understanding of the
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body's capacity for embodying the values, cultuaesl beliefs that permeate societies, thereby
fostering acknowledgement on the mind/body conoacti
By disrupting understandings of text, gendereddmand power in its application of
embodiment to traditional methods of literary asaythis thesis seeks to open a dialogue on the
body within feminist thought. In order to transdehe oppressive dichotomies of mind/body
and male/female, we must first consider the possasi that exists outside of these separations.
According to Elizabeth Grosz:
If subjectivity is no longer conceived in binarizeddualist terms, either as the
combination of mental or conceptual with materiapbysical elements or as the
harmonious, unified cohesion of mind and body, therhaps other ways of
understanding corporeality, sexuality, and theetldhce between the sexes may be
developed and explored which enable us to conadigabjectivity in different terms
than those provided by traditional philosophical &minist understandingsii)
In this way, rejecting the notion of a mind/bodyitsas well as acknowledging the false social
construct of gender and its binaries, will bentfihinist scholarship and ultimately overcome
oppressive patriarchal systems that denies the iuiglat to self-identify. Feminist scholars
must acknowledge the inseparable nature of the /imaay relation and the phenomenon of

embodied culture in order to attain true human ktyua
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