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My aunt has warned me against writing the story of Tante Amira. She says the lady is her friend and I shouldn’t start 
gossiping with my pen and paper. I try to convince her … I speak to her about the history of women’s oppression, the coming
of the feminist movement, some human rights’ achievements … I tell her certain things would not have been possible were it
not for what she calls the gossip of pen and paper ... I tell her changes would not have been conceivable had we all kept silent
…

The argument drags on and on ... When I knew that Al-Raidawould have an issue on the theme of women and prisons, I could
not leave Tante Amira’s story untold … When it comes to the gossip of pen and paper, you simply have no choice. You’ve got
to become a participant … 

So here I am, recalling the day I met the lady …  beautiful, elegant and sophisticated … yes, and terribly rich. She had the 
presence of a queen … not that I’ve ever met a queen. But when you see a woman like Tante Amira, you wonder if you’ve
actually met a queen … 

I wasn’t planning on sitting with the guests … some things seem to happen for a reason. I also wasn’t eavesdropping … the
voices were simply too loud, you couldn’t but hear. I tried to keep my attention on the talk show I was watching … honestly I
tried, but the talk show in the next room was more interesting.

Nothing made sense in the beginning. One woman was talking about Tante Amira being a mother of four and a grandmother
of six…the fifty years she had spent with the man… the love he felt for her…the gifts, the money, the servants…couldn’t 
understand everything…

There was also the voice of Tante Amira…aggressive and angry…so out of tune with her image. She was saying something
about the huge apartment on Raouche street….the door that was locked everyday for seven years … the days she sat on her
balcony and wished she could go for a walk on the Corniche … the brother who came to visit but couldn’t come in because
she didn’t have the keys to the door…

She also said something about the cars she couldn’t drive… the chauffeur who never took her anywhere ... the kids who came
one after the other … the schools they studied in … the many times she felt like roaming the streets … and the waiting … 
waiting for the door to unlock… for the permission to go out … 

Soon, I found myself sitting among my aunt’s friends … I think no one noticed that there was a foreigner among them.
Everyone was caught up with Tante Amira. One rebuked her for constantly fighting with her husband, for constantly speaking
of a divorce. Another friend said she shouldn’t be so childish … after all, this had happened a long time ago. “Now you can go
wherever you want,” the woman asserted … “Perhaps he was possessive. But you must not forget Amira, you were and still
are extremely beautiful. Maybe we shouldn’t blame him,” another added. Tante Amira didn’t answer. It was as if she couldn’t
see the brighter side of things ... Like her, I couldn’t see that side ... 

Tante Amira was still trying to explain. She said that sometimes she would wake  up in the middle of the night and feel like
opening all the doors and windows of the apartment. She said she never did that … didn’t like anyone seeing her do that.
Sometimes she opened one or two windows … even when it was very cold outside. She claimed the cold didn’t matter…it
stopped the heaviness and the suffocation ... Suddenly, I found myself telling Tante Amira that this was so because she carried
a prison inside of her. All of my aunt’s friends looked at me strangely. My aunt bit her lips to keep me silent…Tante Amira
suddenly became relaxed. “Yes! Yes! that’s definitely it… I’ve been trying to find the right word. I’ve simply been trying to
explain this idea to them,” I remember her saying with relief. 

The conversation turned to something else. There was no talk of a divorce anymore. I was amazed at how calm Tante Amira
looked. I wondered if she really wanted a divorce or just an acknowledgment that the first seven years or so of her life were
spent in a prison … a prison created by a man she had married and a prison which she was still carrying inside her.

As Tante Amira was leaving, she insisted I should come and visit her one day. I assured her I would … In fact I have been 
planning on going … Now, I wonder if I can ever dare to do that. I wonder if Tante Amira speaks English, and I wonder if
she’ll ever feel humiliated because I have told her story …

At least I know one thing … my gossip on pen and paper is my way of acknowledging that Tante Amira has once been a pris-
oner … and that she still carries the effects of that inside her.
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Call for Papers

The School of Historical Studies,
Monash University (Australia) is
organizing a conference entitled
“Frontlines: Gender, Identity and
War” on the 12th - 13th of July
2002. The multi-disciplinary 
conference will bring together
researchers with an interest in the
social and cultural aspects of war.
Among the areas to be addressed
are: literary representations of war;
war in film; indigenous experi-
ences of war; outsiders at home:
migrants and the war experience;
women and war; war and mas-
culinity; war commemoration;
war, peace treaties and enforced
national identity; clinical war- 
contagious diseases, army hospi-
tals, psychoanalysis and war neu-
roses, as well as war as metaphor.

Papers from all disciplines are wel-
comed including Humanities, Law,
Science, Medicine and Nursing.
Moreover, postgraduate students
who wish to present their research

in an international forum are also
encouraged to participate. 

Abstracts of no more than 200
words should be sent to:
The Organizing Committee,
Frontlines: Gender, Identity and War
School of Historical Studies,
Monash University,
Clayton Vic 3800
Australia
Or by email to
genidwar@arts.monash.edu.au
Website:
http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/his
tory/events/genidwar.html

Films

Days of Democracy
Directed by Ateyyat El-Abnoudy
1996, 60 minutes

In this landmark documentary,
filmmaker Ateyyat El-Abnoudy
records the successes and failures
of the female candidates in the
1995 elections of the People’s
Assembly in Egypt. Because of the
lack of coverage for female politi-
cians and the difficulties encoun-
tered contacting them, El-
Abnoudy was forced to shoot for
20 consecutive days, crisscrossing
the entire country in her search for
interviews. Despite the disappoint-
ing election results, this documen-
tary is optimistic in the way it por-
trays Egyptian women and the role
they are struggling to play in shap-
ing their nation’s future.

A Door to the Sky
Directed by Farida Ben Lyzaid
1989, 107 minutes

Nadia, a young Moroccan emigre,
returns from Paris to Fez to visit
her dying father. At his funeral, she
is overcome by the voice of Karina
chanting the Koran. A powerful
friendship develops between the
two women as they decide to turn
the father’s palace into a Muslim
women’s shelter. A Door to the Sky

is a Sufi tale told in a metaphoric
language. It is also the first North
African film to address the social
and economic changes as proposed
by a spiritual Muslim woman on a
quest to preserve her cultural and
religious identity.

The Perfumed Garden 
Directed by Yamina Benguigui
2000, 52 minutes 

The Perfumed Garden, winner of
three International Awards, is a
documentary  about sensuality and
sexuality in Arab society. It 
discusses the theme of pre-marital
sex, courtship, marriage, familial
pressures, social taboos and the
desire to break them, as well as 
private/public spaces. Through
interviews with men and women 
of all ages, classes, and sexual 
orientation, the film lifts part of the
veil that usually shrouds discus-
sion of this subject in the Arab
world. It examines the personal
issues raised by the desire for 
pleasure, amidst societal pressures
for chastity and virginity. 

Iraqi Women:
Voices from Exile
Directed by Maysoon Pachachi
1994, 54 minutes

Iraqi Women - Voices from Exile
provides a fascinating and rare
look at the recent history of Iraq
through the eyes and experiences
of Iraqi women living in exile in
Britain. The Arab world usually
speaks to the outside with a male
voice and Arab women’s voices
are rarely heard. This documentary
features moving interviews with
women about life in Iraq before
Saddam Hussein came to power,
during the years of repression
under his regime and throughout
the Gulf War in 1991. As well as
providing a forum for Iraqis to tell
their own stories to a western audi-
ence, Iraqi Women - Voices from
Exile also contributes to a process
of Iraqi self-criticism.


