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ON THE OCCASION OF CONFERRING THE HONORARY DOCTOR’S DEGREE – DOCTOR HONORIS CAUSA – ON NAWAL EL SAADAWI

SPEECH ON BEHALF OF THE PROPOSERS

By Randi Rønning Balsvik

Dear Nawal El Saadawi, Rector, Colleagues and Guests!

My speech is an attempt to explain why the University of Tromsø to day confers the honorary doctor’s degree on medical doctor, novelist and writer Nawal El Saadawi from Egypt.

A doctorate is the highest of academic degrees and an honorary doctorate can be conferred on somebody for academic excellence within a certain scientific field or, as in the case to day, it can be conferred on someone deemed to have demonstrated outstanding achievements in the interest of society and humankind in general. 

A university is an internationally oriented institution based on some indispensable principles without which it cannot be a true university, those of freedom of thought and freedom of expression in speech and writing.

To us in Norway this seems to be self-evident rights, but in very many countries in the world university students and faculty are persecuted by secret services and armed forces of oppressive and dictatorial states. It is therefore appropriate that our university from time to time holds up the incredible courage some individuals demonstrate in their challenge of oppression and in their struggle for human rights. 

The person we honour here today is one of the most well known thinkers and writers of the Arab world, one who has challenged the repressive forces of power in the family, in the nation and on the international scene. First and foremost she appears as the great feminist of the Middle East, exposing views and practices on the question of women in the Arab world, pin-pointing the repression of half of human kind thereby challenging the forces in power, not the least the Islamic religious establishment itself and the imams’ interpretation of the Quran on these issues. We celebrate a woman possessing all that was necessary to climb to highly prestigious positions in Egypt, but who was prepared to pay the heavy price of losing one position after the other in order to be free to speak what she considered to be the truth. 

Nawal El Saadawi was born in 1931 into a family of nine children in a small village on the bank of the Nile in Egypt. Her father had studied in the university in Cairo and was outstanding in the sense that he was a loving and supportive husband to Nawal’s mother and in the sense that all their six daughters were educated up to university level, despite the lack of affluence in the family. This was not the least due to Nawal’s mother who never was tempted to sacrifice the daughter’s education in order to have more working hands in the household.

Nawal draws a beautiful picture of her parents in both volumes of her autobiography,  The Daughter of  Isis and Walking through Fire. Nawal herself graduated from more than six years of study in the medical school of the university in Cairo in the 1955, thus demonstrating at the outset a dauntless achievement in the ultra male dominated society of Egypt. Her years of study participating also in student politics concerning the liberation of her country from colonialism, increased her political consciousness. 

Her perceptions of the huge differences between the very few powerful and rich, and the many who lived in degrading poverty, and her observations from childhood on the position of women, was the mental baggage she brought with her when she became the village doctor her family so much wanted her to be. Her work with her patients, coming into intimate contact with their conditions of life, convinced her that disease was not only a matter of invading germs, but stemmed mainly from the lack of food, of knowledge, of clothing or housing. So much of early sickness and death was due to poverty and ill treatment of women and children

She came to the conclusion that there were other ways of fighting the ugliness and suffering of extreme poverty and the oppressive male structures of society than treating individual patients. She had already demonstrated her outstanding gift as a writer and increasingly she spent more time on moulding her pen and creative power, into a weapon, understanding the importance of ideas to fight the existing power structures.      

In 1972 she published her first work of non-fiction titled, Women and Sex. Her medical profession made her approach to the topic easy and natural, but its content broke endemic taboos in society and evoked tremendous antagonism in the circles of political and theological power. The Ministry of Health had to dismiss her in her position as Egypt’s Director of Public Health due to a host of pressures.

She also had to leave her positions as the Editor in Chief of the journal Health and as Assistant General Secretary of the Medical Association in Egypt. As a psychiatrist she continued her research on women for several years focussing on 20 in-depth studies of women in a mental hospital and a prison. The book Women and Neurosis came in 1976. In 1981 it was Nawal’s turn to be imprisoned for three months for her writing activities.

In 1982 she started the Arab Women’s Solidarity Association and a few years later the journal Noon. As before, the government continued to frustrate all her activities. Both efforts were banned in the early 1990s. At this time she came on the death list of an Islamic fundamentalist movement. The government received an excuse for guarding her day and night thereby controlling all her movements and intimidating her by the police bodyguard’s repeated information on how they had deterred people from killing her.

The situation brought her into many years of exile in the USA. In 1999 she came on her second visit to our university during the Women’s World Conference, in which no auditorium was large enough to room all those women who wanted to listen to her.            

Nawal El Saadawi’s works of fiction is based on intimate knowledge and analysis of the Egyptian society, and indeed Islamic society, but she is able to use her knowledge, thinking and compassion to both write political and philosophical essays and fiction. Her artistic powerful allegories strikes at the heart of human reality and through its fascinating details of daily lives, its characters, conversations and thinking of her actors she opens the eyes of the reader, makes him and her see in their familiar everyday surroundings things they had not seen before, either because it had been taken to be the order of the universe, the order of God, or because it had belonged to the many taboos in society. 

Books like  Woman at Point Zero  and God Dies by the Nile  exposes relentlessly the comprehensive pictures of beatings and sexual abuse of  women as they are treated as mere things to be exploited by male society. An intricate web of the dealings of power is revealed. In her two autobiographies, mentioned above, Nawal gives her own extremely honest personal accounts as to enlighten the reader about what has formed her as a thinker, a writer and a feminist. 

In Egypt as well as in so many other Arabian states it was forbidden to write freely on matters such as sex, religion and politics. Nawal’s challenging writing in Arabic reached countries such as Morocco, Algeria, Egypt, Sudan, Iraq, Syria and Yemen, even Saudi Arabia. In all these countries her writing aroused the enmity of the political and religious elites. Her books have mostly to be published in Beirut, not Cairo. Her husband, Sheriff Hetata, among us to day, himself a writer who had been a political prisoner in Egypt for 13 years when he married Nawal, has been the faithful and accomplished translator of Nawal’s works into English.

Why was Nawal so disturbing for those in power? Partly it was the way she was able to portray and give life to the victims of the abuse of power and the abusers and the way in which there existed a strong interconnectedness between violence, the power structure of families and the local and the national communities. She is also a keen portrayer of the class issues, the way the rich keep themselves in power greatly helped by Islamic religious structures.

In several essays she writes about her study of the Qu’ran itself, concluding that  

It opens up for much more enlightened interpretations in support of liberating women and the poor than the kind of interpretations which uphold the repressive structures of power.

Her writings also include observations and opinions on the workings of the global society in which the imperialism of the rich world supports dictatorial regimes that suppress liberating processes among their own people.    

A little more than ten years ago, Nawal El Saadawi would at night from her flat in Cairo, hear the shouting from a microphone – “Whereever they are, kill them, kill the enemies of Allah” then came a list of names of writers, historians, philosophers and among them the name of Nawal, deemed to be an enemy of Islam and to be the woman who caused Adam to be chased out of paradise bringing death and destruction with her.

To day we honour the heretic, the challenging voice that has penetrated the silence and thus encourages dialogue and discussions, the very values upon which a university cannot be without. 

