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women’s continued use of the canals, thus risking exposure to infection.  The common assumption 
is that if households had better access to water connections within the home and to waste removal 
systems, then this would reduce incidence rates by reducing women’s exposure to canal sites.   

However, research for this study found that women who do have access to such technologies in 
the home still preferred using the canals, the site of infection. El Katsha and Watts identified a 
variety of reasons why women would continue risking exposure. Canals, it seemed, provided the 
women with more space to do their work than the small sinks or basins available in their homes, 
making washing easier. Disposing of sullage in the canals meant they did not need to worry 
about overflowing septic tanks with wastewater. The researchers also found that many women 
felt that the canal water aided them in their responsibilities as housewives by, for example, 
making the clothes they washed cleaner, the pots and pans shinier. For women whose pride and 
power are associated with their achievements in the domestic sphere, these reasons are not to be 
underestimated.  Socializing with other women was a significant factor too and was enabled by 
their use of the canals which also served as public gathering sites.

As part of their action-oriented research model, El Katsha and Watts developed strategies based on 
their research findings in order to help prevent the transmission of schistosomiasis. In one action-
oriented strategy they addressed the factors contributing to women’s continued exposure at canal 
sites by creating a community-designed laundry, which reduced women’s risk of contamination 
by providing a safe and accessible public laundry center that was desirable to local women.  In 
another major intervention, El Katsha and Watts offered a gender-sensitive initiative to school-
based screening programs - which constituted the second most used method of diagnosis in the 
two surveyed villages - that surprisingly required no additional costs or staff. 

The book provides illustrations, figures, tables, maps, a list of acronyms, and a glossary, all of 
which help to render the intense amount of information contained in the book comprehensible 
to readers regardless of their academic discipline.  Furthermore, the Table of Contents is highly 
developed and specific, breaking down each chapter into subheadings, which makes referencing 
the wealth of information provided accessible to the reader. At times, information presented in the 
book is a bit dry and certain parts do not always appear relevant to the main purpose of the study. 
Overall, however, the entire book works to create a solid understanding of the highly complex 
relationships that contribute to the continued presence of schistosomiasis (bilharzia) in Egypt today.  

Gender, Behavior and Health is an excellent example of the potential of multi-disciplined, action-
oriented, participatory research. It demonstrates why gender analysis is crucial to the field of 
public health studies and not, as is often thought, only necessary when examining women’s 
health issues. It is successful precisely because, as the authors explain, the study focuses on “what 
actually happens in practice, in contrast to a unified model which presents a top-down view of 
what planners consider ought to happen” (p. 70). This study is recommended to all those interested 
in applied social sciences, public health, gender and/or development studies.

Jehan Mullin is conducting an oral history project with Americans of Lebanese descent evacuated during the 2006 Israel 
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reviewed by sally bland

Like her life, Egyptian writer Ahdaf Soueif’s fiction spans the cultural divide, moving between 
Europe and the Arab World, particularly Britain and Egypt. The other main divide she addresses 
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is that between man and woman. After publishing her first novel, In the Eye of the Sun, in 1992, 
Soueif was singled out by Edward Said among the new generation of Arabs writing in English for 
her ability to dissect sexual politics.

In the Eye of the Sun also had political-historical overtones, showing a young Egyptian girl 
coming of age in the time of Nasser and the turmoil of war. Soueif’s next novel, The Map of Love 
(1999), was even more ambitious politically and was short-listed for the Booker Prize. A full-
blown historical novel, The Map of Love spans a century of Egypt’s encounter with the West, from 
the time of British colonialism until the present, counterpoising two cross-cultural love stories.

Even before Soueif gained international recognition, the roots of her twin themes of gender and 
cultural diversity, the excellence of her prose, and the prototypes of some of her novels’ characters 
were apparent in her short story collections: Aisha and Sandpiper. Recently, selected stories from 
these two books have been released by Bloomsbury in a new volume entitled I Think of You.

Aisha, who lends her name to Soueif’s first collection, appears and reappears at different stages 
of her life, though not necessarily in chronological order, each story giving a new perspective 
on her. A precocious child, she grows into an intelligent young woman with great expectations. 
“The world has undreamt-of possibilities,” she believes (p. 79). She anticipates magic, adventure, 
meaning in life and love, but on her own terms. It is not that she is unwilling, but she is actually 
incapable of molding herself to fit neatly into the shadow of the man she loves. Yet, this is what 
is expected of women (and not only in Egypt).

Soueif doesn’t tell the reader all this directly. The genius of her writing is that she conveys 
a strong sense of women’s independent being and their need for open, sensitive lines of 
communication and equal recognition, obliquely, without any overtly feminist fanfare. Though 
Soueif is obviously an intellectual, the feminism that courses through her writing is not based on 
rational arguments about what should be. Rather, it seems instinctive, as natural as breathing.

From Aisha’s disappointment in love, from her inner conflicts, and the larger picture of conflict 
between women’s needs and social conventions, arises the tension in the stories. Subtly, through 
small incidents, scraps of conversation, minute reactions and descriptions of natural and man-
made settings, Soueif draws her female characters and their emotional world. Aisha and other 
women in the stories are not unfulfilled because they are unattractive or unloved, but because 
they are unable to settle for an apparently successful marriage without their spiritual needs being 
met. This has little to do with abuse, though there are some instances of it, but everything to do 
with the incompatibility that grows if one’s partner is overshadowing, condescending, or self-
centered. When Aisha suggests going on an exciting trip with her husband, he replies that he has 
already done that. “And it was true. He had  already done it. He had already done a lot of things. 
His memories were more vivid to her than her own. She had no memories. She had had no time to 
acquire a past and in her worst moments, locked up in some bathroom, it had seemed to her that 
his past was devouring the present” (p. 17).

Some stories highlight how class figures into sexual politics. Overprotected by her well-to-do, 
highly educated parents, Aisha learns about the facts of life and the battle of the sexes from 
Zeina, her nanny, whose experience reveals the compromises and devices to which women of 
lesser means must resort to keep their social standing and marriages intact. Frustrated by her 
husband’s dry scientific certainty and lack of empathy, Aisha also ventures into mysticism, far 
outside her own social milieu, to attend a zar-like gathering  at a saint’s shrine, thinking, “Let 
things come to a head. Let them all know she would do as she pleased and there was no harm 
in it. Let them know there were more ways of being in the world than the way they chose. And 
let them know she was not content with the way mapped out for her” (p. 169). Seeking a cure 
to restore her love for her husband in order to conceive, she gets caught up in the charged 



atmosphere of unabashed sensuality and follows a lead that leaves her broken.
Overall in these stories, Soueif sets up an interesting contrast to suggest a rethinking of marriage. 
Marriage is portrayed as necessary for survival and often empowering for women who are unable 
to go beyond prevailing social norms, but restricting for women who aspire to be independent and 
creative. 

Aisha and her husband reappear in Sandpiper, Soueif’s second collection of short stories, and are 
joined by other characters of diverse origins, each giving voice to a specific experience. In these 
stories, sexual politics are infused with cultural differences, motherhood plays a prominent role, 
and Soueif’s tone is sometimes sharper.

The first story takes place in an expatriate compound in an unnamed oil state, which Soueif uses 
as a laboratory to explore different faces of the oppression of women, whether from East or West. 
Another story exposes the potential for sexual abuse within the family and how it can be covered 
up by a forced marriage. The weakness of the women in these stories sets Soueif’s typically strong-
willed female characters in sharper relief, and tellingly the stronger women express themselves in a 
more gentle way, like the woman in Sandpiper, the story that gives the book its name.

The beach of Alexandria provides the setting for this most beautifully written story. Looking out 
to sea, “I was trying to work out my co-ordinates,” says a woman who is coming to terms with 
leaving her husband and thus giving up her daughter. This is not because of any wrong doing on 
his part; she simply can’t fit into the new culture of his family’s life style. She cannot “love this 
new him, who had been hinted at but never revealed when we lived in my northern land, and who 
after a long absence, had found his way back into the heart of his country” (p. 25). Too late, she 
realizes that she should have left earlier, when she could have taken her child with her. Now this 
is impossible, for the daughter is at home in Egypt, and no longer needs her mother. Employing 
imagery from the sea and the sand, Soueif expresses the organic bonds of motherhood and this 
woman’s sense of loss in an unparalleled fashion. While Soueif’s instinctive feminism postulates 
women’s independence, it does not ignore or aspire to dissolve the emotional bonding of family 
and love, despite the conflict and sorrow this may entail.
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I’ve always had mixed feelings concerning anthologies on women writers. It seems to me that 
classifying writers by their nationality and their gender does not really do justice to the creative 
originality of their stories. By classifying them in that way the stories are somehow assumed to 
reflect a certain social and political reality, which might not at all be intended by the writers. 
Especially regarding female writers from the Middle East, one expects to find stories that reflect 
upon the suppression of women in a patriarchal society that is determined by Islamic culture. 
Palestinian women writers have to fight this cliché as much as the expectation that their writing 
is (merely) informed by their status as refugees or occupied people (which of course might be the 
case but not necessarily so, or maybe only partially so). 

Yet, flipping through Qissat: Short Stories by Palestinian Women, edited by Jo Glanville, I was 
immediately fascinated by the stories, which by no means only “reflect the everyday concerns 
of Palestinians living under occupation,” as the back cover of the book suggests, even though 
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