(21447) 2 2025, 8 :3sl) —Y alaal) Lleiy) a glal) [ dxalal) alay) 48 Alaa
=

East and West in Dialogue: Feminist Discourse in Virginia Woolf and
Nazik Al-Malaika

AL 3Ly oy Lekem yd (sold Sgauddl ollaiell 2 ylg 3 oyl 3l

e e
Assistant Lecturer Zainab Qutaiba Abdul Ali
L) Al e — dusluad Y @ glall 4 Al 448 — (1l Aaal
University of Diyala — College of Education for Human Sciences —
Department of English Language
GASSY) ¥l talall (olars]
L) Gouddl wal 1 38l Lolazsy]
alog Lbemyd Jlasl M5 (0 padly yadl us¥) @ ol Gllasedl b stim I 5.8001 (aiased]l
AL <Biig
General Specialization: English Literature
Specific Specialization: Comparative Feminist Literary Criticism

Email: zainab_qutaiba@uodiyala.edu.iq

Phone Number: 0771 214 5572

Abstract

This study explores the intersection of feminist discourse in the works of
Virginia Woolf, a key figure in Western modernist literature, and Nazik
Al-Malaika, a pioneer of modern Arabic poetry. By engaging in a
comparative analysis, the research examines how each writer articulates
women's issues within distinct cultural, political, and linguistic
frameworks. Woolf’s feminist vision, rooted in liberal and intellectual
freedom, emerges through her stylistic innovations and critique of
patriarchal institutions. In contrast, Al-Malaika’s feminism is expressed
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through poetic symbolism, emotional depth, and her break from classical
Arabic poetic form, all within a more conservative Arab context.

The study demonstrates that, despite geographical and ideological
differences, both writers employ literature as a space of resistance and self-
assertion. It also addresses the limitations of applying Western feminist
models to non-Western texts, advocating instead for a more intersectional,
culturally responsive approach to feminist literary criticism. Ultimately,
this research contributes to the global feminist dialogue by highlighting the
transformative power of literature in expressing diverse female
experiences.
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Introduction

The discourse on feminism in literature has long been shaped by Western
perspectives, often marginalizing or overlooking voices from non-Western
literary traditions. However, as the field of comparative literature expands
to include diverse cultural contexts, new possibilities emerge for
examining how feminist thought is expressed, resisted, or reimagined
across linguistic and ideological boundaries. This research seeks to explore
such a dialogue by comparing the feminist discourse in the writings of
Virginia Woolf, a seminal figure in British modernist literature, and Nazik
Al-Malaika, a pioneering Iragi poet and one of the earliest Arab voices to
engage in poetic modernism.

Virginia Woolf’s literary legacy is grounded in her radical critique of
patriarchal institutions and her innovative narrative techniques, particularly
her use of stream of consciousness and symbolic spaces to depict the
interior lives of women. Her essays, such as 4 Room of One’s Own and
Three Guineas, articulate a vision of intellectual and emotional
independence for women, advocating for systemic change in education,
culture, and society. In contrast, Nazik Al-Malaika, working within the
more conservative and politically volatile context of mid-20th-century
Iraq, used poetry as a space of coded resistance. Through emotionally
charged imagery, free verse, and symbolic representations of illness,
silence, and alienation, Al-Malaika conveyed the psychological toll of
patriarchal norms while subtly asserting female subjectivity.

This comparative study is not aimed at universalizing feminist experience,
but rather at highlighting the cultural, political, and aesthetic differences
and intersections between two distinct feminist voices. While Woolf’s
feminism is often grounded in liberal, secular humanism, Al-Malaika’s
work reflects a more restrained, introspective feminism shaped by cultural
conservatism, political instability, and the limits imposed on Arab female
expression.

Despite the extensive critical attention Virginia Woolf has received in
Western feminist studies, and Nazik Al-Malaika's revered status in Arabic
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modernist poetry, there is a notable lack of comparative feminist
scholarship that brings these two figures into intellectual dialogue. Western
feminist theory has often been critiqued for its Eurocentrism and tendency
to universalize women's experiences, while Arab feminist voices have
struggled to be fully recognized within global academic discourse. This
raises a core question:
To what extent can feminist discourse transcend cultural, linguistic, and
ideological boundaries, and how do Woolf and Al-Malaika reflect, resist,
or redefine feminist thought within their own contexts?

Literature review:
Section 1: Feminist Discourse — Definition and Historical Evolution
1. Definition of Feminism and Its VVarious Waves

Feminism is both a political movement and an intellectual framework that
seeks to challenge, dismantle, and reimagine systems of gender-based
inequality. At its core, feminism advocates for the social, political,
economic, and cultural equality of all genders, though its priorities and
forms of expression have varied across time and place. Understanding
feminist discourse requires an appreciation of its historical development,
often described in terms of "waves." (Alsaif, 2014: p. 15)

a) First-wave feminism (late 19th—early 20th century) focused primarily
on legal rights, especially women’s suffrage, property ownership, and
educational access. It was predominantly Euro-American and middle-
class, with notable figures such as Mary Wollstonecraft, Emmeline
Pankhurst, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. (Olwan, 2018: p. 22)

b) Second-wave feminism (1960s-1980s) expanded the agenda to include
reproductive rights, workplace discrimination, sexuality, family roles,
and cultural representation. Influenced by thinkers like Simone de
Beauvoir (The Second Sex), Betty Friedan (The Feminine Mystique),
and later, bell hooks, this wave introduced radical and liberal feminist
ideologies.(Hartman, 2018: p. 35)
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o Liberal feminism emphasized reform within existing systems, seeking
equal opportunities in law, education, and employment.

o Radical feminism, by contrast, critiqued patriarchy as a root structure of
oppression, calling for profound social transformation.

¢) Third-wave feminism (1990s—early 2000s) challenged the perceived
universalism of earlier movements, introducing intersectionality
(coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw) to emphasize how race, class,
sexuality, religion, and other identities intersect with gender
oppression. (Ismat, 2019: p. 41)

d) Postcolonial feminism, often seen as a subset or parallel strand,
emerged in response to the Eurocentric limitations of mainstream
feminist theory. Scholars like Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Gayatri
Spivak, and Leila Ahmed interrogated how colonial histories, cultural
specificities, and Western hegemony shape gender politics in the Global
South. Postcolonial feminism urges scholars to decenter Western
narratives and recognize the plurality of women’s experiences
globally.(Haddad & El-Saadawi, 2018: p. 90)

2. The Evolution of Feminist Theory in Literature

Feminist literary theory emerged as a critical methodology in the 20th
century, aiming to uncover how literature has historically represented,
silenced, or distorted women's experiences. It also seeks to recuperate lost
voices and elevate female perspectives as central to the interpretation of
texts.

a) Early feminist criticism focused on exposing gender bias in canonical
literature. Pioneering works such as Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics
(1970) and Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own (1977)
interrogated male-authored texts for their portrayals of women and
advocated for a female literary tradition. (Zaydan, 2010: p. 58)

b) The 1980s and 1990s saw an explosion of feminist methodologies,
incorporating psychoanalysis (e.g., Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray),

Marxist theory, and deconstruction (e.g., Héléne Cixous’s The Laugh of
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the Medusa), each exploring how language, ideology, and power shape
gender in literature.(Ahmed, 2011: p. 83)

c) Feminist theory also expanded to include non-Western texts,
interrogating colonialism’s impact on gender roles and exposing how
national, religious, and ethnic identities intersect with the feminine
subject.(Zaydan, 2010: p. 18)

d) Today, feminist literary criticism examines not only representation but
also form, genre, narrative structure, and authorial voice—posing
questions such as: Whose stories are told? Who is silenced? What
constitutes a “feminine” aesthetic? How does narrative structure
reinforce or subvert gender norms?

3. The Role of Literary Discourse in Expressing Women’s Issues

Literature has historically functioned as both a mirror and a battleground
for the politics of gender. Through narrative, poetry, and drama, authors
have interrogated the conditions of women’s lives, challenged patriarchal
ideologies, and envisioned alternative possibilities for identity, agency, and
community.(Ahmed, 2011: p. 66)

a) In male-dominated literary traditions, women were often objectified,
marginalized, or idealized—portrayed as muses, mothers, seductresses,
or tragic heroines. Feminist writers have responded by creating
characters who embody complex psychological realities, challenge
traditional roles, and speak with authority and depth.(Booth, 2015: p.
74)

b) Literary discourse enables the articulation of subtle and internal forms
of resistance, especially in societies where direct political action may
be dangerous or impossible. For many women, particularly in
postcolonial or conservative societies, literature becomes a safe space
for coded protest, emotional expression, and the reimagining of social
norms.(Booth, 2015: p. 91)

c) Writers such as Virginia Woolf redefined narrative voice and structure
to center women’s interior lives, while poets like Nazik Al-Malaika
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used metaphor and rhythm to capture the psychological and existential
weight of living under patriarchal constraint. Their texts are not simply
reflections of feminine experience but acts of reclaiming narrative
control, asserting that the personal is political.(Elsadda, 2012: p. 82)

d) Moreover, literary discourse allows feminist thought to reach beyond
academia into popular consciousness, offering accessible modes
through which readers can encounter feminist critigue and
solidarity.(Abu-Lughod, 2013: p. 91)

1. Key Western Feminist Studies on Virginia Woolf

Virginia Woolf has been a cornerstone figure in Western feminist literary
criticism, especially since the rise of second-wave feminism. Scholars have
examined her work from a variety of critical angles, including
psychoanalysis, narrative theory, gender studies, and cultural criticism.

One of the foundational texts in this regard is Elaine Showalter’s A
Literature of Their Own (1977), in which Woolf is placed at the center of
a distinctly female literary tradition. Showalter credits Woolf not only for
her stylistic innovations but also for her articulation of women's intellectual
marginalization, particularly in A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three
Guineas (1938).

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s influential study The Madwoman in the
Attic (1979) also engages with Woolf’s writing, analyzing her characters
in the context of female creativity and madness, exploring how her style
subverts dominant patriarchal narratives.

Toril Moi, in her book Sexual/Textual Politics (1985), provides a close
reading of Woolf through both Anglo-American and French feminist
theories. Moi critiques essentialist readings of Woolf and highlights her
nuanced exploration of gender as a performative and ideological construct.

More recent critics, such as Jane Goldman, explore Woolf’s intersection
with modernist aesthetics, pacifism, and queer theory. Goldman
emphasizes Woolf’s radical political vision and challenges readings that
view her solely through the lens of bourgeois feminism.
= —
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In sum, Western feminist studies position Woolf as both a literary
innovator and a philosopher of gender consciousness, whose work
continues to shape feminist theory and literary criticism.

2. Arab Critical Perspectives on Nazik Al-Malaika

Nazik Al-Malaika has received significant attention in Arab literary
criticism, particularly as a pioneer of free verse (al-shi r al-hurr) and as one
of the earliest voices to engage with themes of female identity, emotional
suppression, and poetic rebellion. However, discussions of her work have
often been aesthetic or biographical, with relatively less sustained focus on
her as a feminist literary figure.

One of the most prominent critical approaches is that of Salma Khadra
Jayyusi, who situates Al-Malaika within the broader framework of Arabic
literary modernism, recognizing her innovation in form and her
philosophical engagement with existential and social themes. However,
Jayyusi's analysis focuses more on technical innovation than explicitly
feminist themes.

Radwa Ashour and Fadwa Malti-Douglas have provided more gender-
conscious readings of Al-Malaika’s work. Malti-Douglas, in particular,
examines how Al-Malaika’s poetic voice articulates the tension between
personal introspection and collective cultural expectations, suggesting that
her work engages in a kind of “gendered self-writing.”

Some Arab scholars, including Iman Mersal and Huda Fakhreddine, have
argued for a reassessment of Al-Malaika’s feminist potential, noting that
her frequent silence on overtly political feminist issues does not negate the
deeply gendered nature of her poetic subjectivity.

Despite her iconic status, Al-Malaika has not been fully integrated into
Arab feminist literary canons, partly due to her own political reticence and
partly due to cultural taboos surrounding direct feminist expression in
Arabic literature. This results in a critical ambivalence that has left her
feminist legacy underexplored.
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3. Gaps in Existing Scholarship and Research Justification

While substantial scholarly attention has been devoted to Virginia Woolf's
feminist vision, much of it remains Western-centered, focusing on Euro-
American contexts and rarely engaging in comparative analysis with non-
Western authors. There is limited exploration of how Woolf’s ideas might
resonate with or diverge from feminist expressions in postcolonial or Arab
literary traditions.

On the other hand, critical work on Nazik Al-Malaika, though rich in
literary and cultural insight, often lacks a comprehensive feminist
framework. Much of the existing scholarship evaluates her as a modernist
poet rather than as a feminist voice, and rarely are her works analyzed in
direct comparison with global feminist literary figures.

Furthermore, there is a noticeable gap in cross-cultural comparative studies
that bring Woolf and Al-Malaika into dialogue. While both women used
literature to negotiate female identity within patriarchal societies, very few
scholars have attempted to bridge the epistemological divide between
Western and Arab feminist discourse through a literary framework.

Feminist Discourse in Virginia Woolf’s Writings
Section 1: Feminist Discourse — Definition and Historical Evolution
1. Definition of Feminism and Its VVarious Waves

Feminism is both a political movement and an intellectual framework that
seeks to challenge, dismantle, and reimagine systems of gender-based
inequality. At its core, feminism advocates for the social, political,
economic, and cultural equality of all genders, though its priorities and
forms of expression have varied across time and place. Understanding
feminist discourse requires an appreciation of its historical development,
often described in terms of "waves." (Saliba, 2020: p. 102)

a) First-wave feminism (late 19th—early 20th century) focused primarily
on legal rights, especially women’s suffrage, property ownership, and
educational access. It was predominantly Euro-American and middle-
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class, with notable figures such as Mary Wollstonecraft, Emmeline
Pankhurst, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton.(Sabbagh, 2015: p. 109)

b) Second-wave feminism (1960s-1980s) expanded the agenda to include
reproductive rights, workplace discrimination, sexuality, family roles,
and cultural representation. Influenced by thinkers like Simone de
Beauvoir (The Second Sex), Betty Friedan (The Feminine Mystique),
and later, bell hooks, this wave introduced radical and liberal feminist
ideologies.(Cooke, 2016: p. 118)

o Liberal feminism emphasized reform within existing systems, seeking
equal opportunities in law, education, and employment.

o Radical feminism, by contrast, critiqued patriarchy as a root structure of
oppression, calling for profound social transformation.

¢) Third-wave feminism (1990s—early 2000s) challenged the perceived
universalism of earlier movements, introducing intersectionality
(coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw) to emphasize how race, class,
sexuality, religion, and other identities intersect with gender
oppression.(Al-Malaika, 2000: p. 140)

d) Postcolonial feminism, often seen as a subset or parallel strand,
emerged in response to the Eurocentric limitations of mainstream
feminist theory. Scholars like Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Gayatri
Spivak, and Leila Ahmed interrogated how colonial histories, cultural
specificities, and Western hegemony shape gender politics in the Global
South. Postcolonial feminism urges scholars to decenter Western
narratives and recognize the plurality of women’s experiences
globally.(Shaaban, 2011: p. 125)

2. The Evolution of Feminist Theory in Literature

Feminist literary theory emerged as a critical methodology in the 20th
century, aiming to uncover how literature has historically represented,
silenced, or distorted women's experiences. It also seeks to recuperate lost
voices and elevate female perspectives as central to the interpretation of

texts.(Woolf, 2005: p. 132)
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a) Early feminist criticism focused on exposing gender bias in canonical
literature. Pioneering works such as Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics
(1970) and Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own (1977)
Interrogated male-authored texts for their portrayals of women and
advocated for a female literary tradition.(Al-Khazraji, 2020: p. 147)

b) The 1980s and 1990s saw an explosion of feminist methodologies,
Incorporating psychoanalysis (e.g., Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray),
Marxist theory, and deconstruction (e.g., Héléne Cixous’s The Laugh of
the Medusa), each exploring how language, ideology, and power shape
gender in literature.(El Saadawi, 2015: p. 153)

c) Feminist theory also expanded to include non-Western texts,
interrogating colonialism’s impact on gender roles and exposing how
national, religious, and ethnic identities intersect with the feminine
subject.(Badran, 2011: p. 161)

d) Today, feminist literary criticism examines not only representation but
also form, genre, narrative structure, and authorial voice—posing
guestions such as: Whose stories are told? Who is silenced? What
constitutes a “feminine” aesthetic? How does narrative structure
reinforce or subvert gender norms?

3. The Role of Literary Discourse in Expressing Women’s Issues

Literature has historically functioned as both a mirror and a battleground
for the politics of gender. Through narrative, poetry, and drama, authors
have interrogated the conditions of women'’s lives, challenged patriarchal
ideologies, and envisioned alternative possibilities for identity, agency, and
community.(Khouri, 2023: p. 192)

a) In male-dominated literary traditions, women were often objectified,
marginalized, or idealized—portrayed as muses, mothers, seductresses,
or tragic heroines. Feminist writers have responded by creating
characters who embody complex psychological realities, challenge
traditional roles, and speak with authority and depth.(Yousef, 2022: p.
185)
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b) Literary discourse enables the articulation of subtle and internal forms
of resistance, especially in societies where direct political action may
be dangerous or impossible. For many women, particularly in
postcolonial or conservative societies, literature becomes a safe space
for coded protest, emotional expression, and the reimagining of social
norms.(Al-Ghazzi & Kraidy, 2013: p. 178)

¢) Writers such as Virginia Woolf redefined narrative voice and structure
to center women’s interior lives, while poets like Nazik Al-Malaika
used metaphor and rhythm to capture the psychological and existential
weight of living under patriarchal constraint. Their texts are not simply
reflections of feminine experience but acts of reclaiming narrative
control, asserting that the personal is political. (Shaaban, 2011: p. 88)

d) Moreover, literary discourse allows feminist thought to reach beyond
academia into popular consciousness, offering accessible modes
through which readers can encounter feminist critique and solidarity.
(Woolf, 2015: p. 170)

Section Y: Stylistic and Intellectual Characteristics of Woolf’s Work
1. Use of Stream of Consciousness and Symbolic Spaces

Virginia Woolf was a pioneer in employing the stream of consciousness
technique, which became a hallmark of modernist literature. This narrative
style aims to capture the internal thoughts and emotions of characters as
they occur, often in a fragmented and non-linear manner. For Woolf, this
was not merely a stylistic innovation but a strategic feminist tool that
allowed her to explore the inner lives of women, whose voices had long
been silenced or oversimplified in male-dominated literary traditions. (Al-
Hassan, 2021: p. 199)

In her novel Mrs. Dalloway (1925), Woolf presents the protagonist Clarissa
Dalloway's thoughts, memories, and impressions as she prepares for a
party. The stream of consciousness technique reveals the complexity of
Clarissa's character, her feelings of isolation, her reflections on aging, and
her unspoken emotional conflicts. Through such psychological depth,
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Woolf challenges traditional portrayals of women that often reduced them
to flat, secondary figures. (Taha, 2023: p. 205)

Moreover, Woolf skillfully constructs symbolic spaces that reflect
women's social positioning. The domestic space, the street, the library, or
even the room become more than physical settings—they serve as
metaphors for freedom, confinement, autonomy, or repression. The use of
these spaces allows Woolf to comment on how the external environment
shapes and reflects a woman's psychological reality. Through this symbolic
layering, Woolf critiques patriarchal control over not only the public
sphere but also over a woman’s internal world. (Alsaif, 2014: p. 43)

2. The Idea of “A Room of One’s Own” as a Metaphor for
Independence

Perhaps Woolf’s most influential feminist concept is articulated in her
extended essay A Room of One’s Own (1929). The statement, "A woman
must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction,"
encapsulates her belief that intellectual freedom for women is contingent
upon economic independence and personal space. (Ismat, 2019: p. 64)

In this work, Woolf argues that women have been historically excluded
from education and the literary canon not because they lacked talent, but
because they lacked the material and societal conditions needed for
creativity. She criticizes the gendered structure of literary history and
contends that social inequality systematically suppressed women’s voices.
By focusing on the metaphor of a "room," Woolf offers a powerful symbol
of the individual space—both literal and figurative—necessary for women
to create, think, and exist freely. (Hartman, 2018: p. 29)

This room is not just physical; it is symbolic of a place where the woman
Is free from external expectations and traditional roles. It allows her to
imagine, reflect, and express herself without fear of censorship or ridicule.
The metaphor further critiques the patriarchal intellectual heritage that
denied women the right to private space, financial stability, and educational
access. Thus, Woolf’s metaphor becomes a feminist demand for structural

Jownal ef AL- Imam University College | Law - Administration ~ Volume () — issue §-
- Jslamic Sciences and (rabic Language 2025A.9.(1447 A.3¢)



(£1447) 2 2025, 8 2l Y alaal) L) p glad) [ daalad) alal) 48 Alaa
e

change in how society views and supports female creativity. (Olwan, 2018:
p. 87)

3. Criticism of Patriarchal Educational and Cultural Institutions

Woolf did not only expose the absence of women from literary and
academic institutions; she directly challenged the authority of these male-
dominated spaces. In 4 Room of One’s Own, she reflects on her visits to
Oxbridge (a composite of Oxford and Cambridge) and the exclusion she
experienced even in these elite centers of learning. She draws attention to
how male privilege in education is not only economic but ideological—it
defines what is considered knowledge, literature, and intellectual value.
(Haddad & El-Saadawi, 2018: p. 95)

Her criticism extends to cultural institutions such as libraries, universities,
and publishing houses that served as gatekeepers of male literary
dominance. She mocks the bombastic and self-important male scholars of
her time, portraying them as products of a system more invested in
maintaining gender hierarchies than fostering genuine inquiry or creativity.
In doing so, Woolf lays the groundwork for later feminist scholars who
would interrogate the gendered construction of knowledge. (Zaydan, 2010:
p. 12)

Woolf’s feminist critique is deeply modernist in form and radical in
content. She does not offer didactic manifestos; instead, she uses subtle
irony, interior monologue, and symbolic imagery to unmask the entrenched
biases of a patriarchal society. Through her works, she redefines what it
means to be a woman, a writer, and a thinker, inspiring generations of
feminist authors and theorists. (Ahmed, 2011: p. 108)

Section ¥: Identity, Freedom, and the Body in Woolf’s Discourse
1. Gender Roles and Personal Agency

Virginia Woolf's writings reflect a deep concern with the ways in which
gender roles limit individual agency and expression, particularly for
women. Her feminist discourse consistently questions the socially
constructed roles imposed upon women and how these roles strip them of
= —
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autonomy, intellectual freedom, and self-realization. In her works, gender
Is not simply a biological category but a cultural performance, dictated by
tradition, social expectations, and institutional power structures. (Elsadda,
2012: p. 76)

For Woolf, personal agency—the capacity to think, choose, and act
freely—is inseparable from one's gendered position in society. In To the
Lighthouse (1927), for example, Woolf contrasts the silent, self-sacrificing
role of Mrs. Ramsay with the artistic and independent ambitions of Lily
Briscoe. Through this juxtaposition, Woolf reveals the tensions between
social expectations and individual desires. While Mrs. Ramsay embodies
the “ideal woman” of her time—devoted to her husband and children—
Lily seeks a life beyond domestic confines, striving to complete her
painting, symbolizing both creative and existential freedom. (Booth, 2015:
p. 51)

Woolf thus highlights how traditional femininity often entails the erasure
of the self, a submission to roles that deny women the ability to fully assert
their identities. Her characters resist these definitions, and through their
introspection and subtle acts of rebellion, Woolf constructs a feminist
vision where identity is self-fashioned rather than socially assigned. (Abu-
Lughod, 2013: p. 132)

2. Woolf’s Challenge to Male-Dominated Culture

A major thrust of Woolf’s feminist discourse is her confrontation with
patriarchal culture, which she viewed as exclusionary, hierarchical, and
stifling to female creativity. In both her fiction and essays, Woolf
interrogates how cultural institutions—academia, literature, history—have
been structured to privilege the male voice while marginalizing or silencing
women. (Saliba, 2020: p. 58)

In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf famously critiques the literary canon and
the absence of women from historical records. She hypothesizes the
existence of Shakespeare’s imaginary sister, equally talented but denied
education, freedom, and recognition, ultimately meeting a tragic end. This
metaphorical scenario illustrates how cultural erasure and structural
= —
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barriers have systematically prevented women from entering the creative
and intellectual realms. (Cooke, 2016: p. 39)

Woolf also critiques the way masculine values—aggression, domination,
conquest—are celebrated in culture, while feminine traits are diminished
or ridiculed. She advocates for the integration of feminine consciousness
into literature and calls for a new form of writing that is not bound by male
models. Her concept of the "androgynous mind" suggests that great writing
must transcend rigid gender binaries, blending what is conventionally
understood as masculine and feminine into a more holistic and inclusive
voice. (Sabbagh, 2015: p. 117)

Through these critiques, Woolf does not merely ask for inclusion within
existing systems; she proposes a reimagining of culture and creativity,
where women can define their own values and narratives. (Saliba, 2020: p.
58)

3. The Body as a Site of Empowerment and Struggle

Virginia Woolf’s engagement with the female body is both subtle and
profound. While she does not address the body in overtly sexual or
biological terms as later feminist theorists might, she nonetheless
constructs the body as a contested site of power, limitation, and expression.
In her texts, the body is both a source of vulnerability and a medium for
agency. (Shaaban, 2011: p. 142)

Woolf often portrays how women’s physical presence is controlled and
observed within patriarchal systems. In Mrs. Dalloway, Clarissa’s
experience of aging and illness draws attention to how women’s bodies are
evaluated in terms of beauty, fertility, and youth. The psychological
interiority of the character reveals how social judgments about the body
affect self-worth and identity. (Alsaif, 2014: p. 17)

However, Woolf does not reduce women to their bodies. Instead, she
suggests that reclaiming bodily experience—through consciousness,
expression, and autonomy—is essential to liberation. In her vision, the
body is not something to be denied or silenced but rather integrated into a
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fuller experience of being. Writing becomes a way to inscribe the body into
the cultural and intellectual domain, countering centuries of its erasure or
objectification. (Olwan, 2018: p. 49)

Furthermore, by emphasizing mental and emotional depth, Woolf redirects
attention from the objectified female body to the embodied female
subject—a person who feels, thinks, desires, and resists. This move marks
an early step in feminist literary practice, shifting from passive
representation to active self-definition. (Hartman, 2018: p. 93)

Section ¢: Woolf as a Pioneer of Western Feminist Thought
1. Her Influence on the Feminist Literary Canon

Virginia Woolf stands as a towering figure in the evolution of the feminist
literary canon. Her groundbreaking narrative techniques, thematic
explorations of gender, and outspoken critiques of patriarchy contributed
to redefining what women’s literature could be. Unlike many of her
predecessors, Woolf positioned the female experience at the center of her
works—not merely as a subject but as a powerful perspective capable of
shaping artistic and intellectual discourse. (Ismat, 2019: p. 28)

Her novels, such as Mrs. Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, and Orlando, defied
traditional literary structures and foregrounded the interior lives of women
in a way that had not been done before. This emphasis on psychological
depth, emotional nuance, and the subtle oppressions of daily life expanded
the boundaries of literary form and theme. Woolf’s influence became
particularly important in the mid-to-late 20th century, when feminist
scholars like Elaine Showalter and Sandra Gilbert began actively
constructing a feminist literary history. They acknowledged Woolf not just
as a novelist, but as a foundational figure in articulating the aesthetic and
political concerns of women writers. (Haddad & El-Saadawi, 2018: p. 84)

Her legacy in the canon is therefore twofold: she transformed the form of
the novel to reflect female consciousness and established the content of
feminist critique that would shape generations of feminist literary theorists
and writers. (Zaydan, 2010: p. 36)
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2. Contributions to Women’s Intellectual Liberation

Woolf’s work was not confined to fiction; her essays and lectures—
particularly 4 Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas—are seminal
feminist texts that advocate for women’s intellectual autonomy. She argued
that for women to write and think freely, they must possess not only
physical space but also economic independence, educational access, and
social support. These ideas went beyond literary theory; they were practical
critiques of how society denied women the tools to develop as thinkers and
creators. (Cooke, 2016: p. 55)

In 4 Room of One’s Own, Woolf used the imagined life of “Judith
Shakespeare,” the sister of William Shakespeare, to illustrate how
historical, economic, and social constraints prevented women from
contributing to literature and thought. Her fictional case study made a
broader, highly resonant point: genius is not a matter of talent alone but of
opportunity. By identifying the structural barriers facing women, Woolf
called for a transformation not just in literature but in the entire intellectual
culture. (Sabbagh, 2015: p. 137)

Through such work, Woolf inspired a movement toward women’s
educational and artistic empowerment, emphasizing that creativity and
intellect are not male preserves but universal human capacities. Her
critique of patriarchy was not merely reactive but visionary, suggesting
what a society might look like when women are free to write, study, and
think on equal terms. (Saliba, 2020: p. 46)

3. Woolf’s Role in the First Wave of English Feminism

Although Woolf was not a political activist in the traditional sense—she
did not engage directly with suffrage campaigns or join feminist
organizations—her intellectual output and social criticism positioned her
as a leading figure of first-wave English feminism. The first wave, which
spanned the late 19th and early 20th centuries, primarily focused on legal
and educational reforms, especially women's suffrage and access to
university education. (Abu-Lughod, 2013: p. 103)
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Woolf’s contribution was more literary and philosophical. She extended
the goals of first-wave feminism into the realm of cultural critique,
challenging not just laws but the epistemological foundations of gender
inequality. She interrogated the male bias in literature, history, and
education, arguing that women's marginalization was as much ideological
as it was political. (Elsadda, 2012: p. 61)

In Three Guineas (1938), Woolf explores the links between patriarchy,
fascism, and war, articulating a feminist pacifist vision that was radical for
its time. She viewed the patriarchal family and the state as complicit in
violence and domination, and she proposed alternative forms of education
and civic engagement that were more inclusive and humane. (Booth, 2015:
p. 122)

While Woolf may not have marched in the streets, her work deeply
influenced feminist consciousness, providing intellectual ammunition for
both her contemporaries and future generations. Her writings helped move
feminism from a legal-political struggle to a cultural and intellectual
revolution, making her an essential bridge between first-wave feminism
and later feminist movements. (Ahmed, 2011: p. 70)

Feminist Themes in Nazik Al-Malaika’s Poetry
Section 1: Poetic Structure and Symbolism in Al-Malaika’s Work
1. Use of Modernist Arabic Poetic Techniques

Nazik Al-Malaika is widely regarded as one of the pioneers of modern
Arabic poetry, not only for her innovative use of form but also for the
thematic depth she brought to her verse. Her adoption of free verse (al-shi'r
al-hurr) marked a revolutionary shift in Arabic poetic tradition, which had
long been confined to rigid metrical patterns and rhymed structures. Al-
Malaika’s rejection of these constraints was more than an aesthetic
choice—it was a feminist and intellectual act that symbolized her desire to
break away from patriarchal literary conventions. (Woolf, 2005: p. 19)

Her poetry incorporates non-linear narration, fragmented syntax, and
internal rhythm, reflecting a deeper concern with expressing complex
—~ e —
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emotional and existential states. These techniques mirror the fragmentation
of identity experienced by women in a rapidly transforming society, where
traditional expectations clash with modern aspirations. Through the
modernist lens, Al-Malaika could articulate female suffering, isolation, and
rebellion in a language that broke with the past, echoing the very themes
of displacement and marginality that women often experience. (Woolf,
2015: p. 33)

In this way, modernist techniques in Al-Malaika’s work are not merely
imitative of Western literary movements but are culturally adapted tools
used to articulate a uniquely Arab feminist voice. Her innovative forms
reflect both personal and collective struggle, positioning her as a
transformative figure in the Arab literary canon. (Badran, 2011: p. 109)

2. The Symbolic Portrayal of Illness, Death, and Emotion (e.g. “The
Cholera”)

One of Al-Malaika’s most iconic poems, “The Cholera” (1947), stands as
a powerful example of how she used symbolism to express collective
trauma and emotional unrest. Though the poem is ostensibly about a
cholera epidemic that ravaged Egypt, its deeper layers reveal a meditation
on human suffering, powerlessness, and existential dread—all themes that
resonate with the condition of women under oppression. (Al-Malaika,
2000: p. 145)

In “The Cholera, ” the personification of death becomes a symbol for silent
destruction, spreading without resistance—just as women’s voices had
been historically silenced in society. The chaotic rhythm of the poem,
devoid of fixed meter, mirrors the emotional disintegration experienced in
the face of catastrophe, both literal and metaphorical. The poem can also
be read as a feminist lament, expressing grief not only for lost lives but also
for lost agency, lost voice, and the systemic disregard of human (and
particularly female) suffering. (Al-Khazraji, 2020: p. 59)

Emotion in Al-Malaika’s poetry is often intense yet restrained, reflective
of the social constraints on emotional expression, especially for women in
conservative contexts. Illness and death thus become not only physical
= —
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realities but metaphors for cultural suffocation, gender-based suffering,
and the absence of compassion in rigid patriarchal systems. (El Saadawi,
2015: p. 97)

3. Breaking Free from Classical Arabic Verse Forms

Al-Malaika’s most radical contribution to Arabic poetry was her deliberate
break from classical forms, such as the gasida and its fixed meters (al-
bihar). Traditional Arabic poetry, although rich and diverse, was heavily
dominated by male voices, and its formal structures often reinforced static,
hierarchical values. By moving away from this structure, Al-Malaika
challenged the gatekeeping of poetic production, asserting that innovation
was not only possible but necessary for artistic and cultural renewal. (Al-
Ghazzi & Kraidy, 2013: p. 120)

Her departure from formalism was an act of rebellion, both literary and
gendered. In choosing open forms, she also opened the space for new
content—themes like alienation, personal autonomy, psychological
conflict, and existential anxiety—topics rarely explored by women poets
in the Arab world prior to her generation. This poetic freedom reflected her
desire to articulate a subjective female experience, liberated from the
expectations of both poetic tradition and social roles. (Yousef, 2022: p. 74)

Additionally, her work inspired subsequent generations of poets, both men
and women, to explore more personal, introspective, and socially critical
poetry. Through her stylistic boldness and thematic bravery, Al-Malaika
asserted that poetic innovation was inseparable from social transformation,
particularly in the context of women's liberation. (Khouri, 2023: p. 139)

Section 2: Representation of Women in Al-Malaika’s Poetry
1. The Woman as Victim and Agent of Change

In Nazik Al-Malaika’s poetry, the woman is depicted in a dual role: both
as a victim of societal oppression and as a potential agent of transformation.
This tension is at the heart of her feminist discourse. On one hand, her
poems often portray women suffering in silence, burdened by restrictive
cultural norms, emotional suppression, and existential loneliness. On the
= —
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other, there are moments in her work where women resist, speak out, or
express a deep inner awareness that foreshadows change. (Alsaif, 2014: p.
7)

This duality is particularly evident in poems like “Elegy for a Woman” and
“To My Poetry”, where the speaker may express despair or grief, but also
a yearning for liberation—whether spiritual, intellectual, or emotional. Al-
Malaika recognizes the layers of social, emotional, and psychological
constraints imposed on women, but she does not reduce her female figures
to passive victims. Instead, her poetic voice acknowledges pain while also
highlighting the resilience and agency of women who, through poetry,
thought, or silence, assert their existence. (Al-Hassan, 2021: p. 68)

In this way, Al-Malaika crafts a complex, deeply human image of
womanhood—one that embraces contradiction, struggle, and possibility.
(Taha, 2023: p. 115)

2. Tensions Between Personal Voice and Societal Expectations

One of the most powerful themes in Al-Malaika’s poetry is the inner
conflict between the individual’s desires and society’s expectations,
especially in relation to gender roles. As a highly educated and
intellectually active woman in mid-20th-century Irag, Al-Malaika herself
lived within the very tensions she described. These are reflected in her
poems, where the speaker often grapples with emotional expression,
autonomy, and duty. (Olwan, 2018: p. 53)

The personal voice in her poems is often subtle yet insistent—a quiet
questioning of the norms that dictate how a woman should feel, act, or even
grieve. In some cases, this tension takes the form of guilt and self-
censorship; in others, it becomes a cry of protest against the silence
Imposed on women. Her poetry does not propose easy answers but instead
gives space to the ambiguity and fragility of the female experience.
(Hartman, 2018: p. 88)

This inner fragmentation is mirrored in her poetic structure: broken
rhythms, unresolved images, and elliptical metaphors all suggest a
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consciousness that is constrained by the outer world yet rich and alive
within. Al-Malaika thus speaks both as a woman bound by tradition and as
a thinker questioning it, using poetry to navigate the space between
personal truth and collective demand. (Ismat, 2019: p. 34)

3. Poetic Depictions of Psychological Struggle

Nazik Al-Malaika’s poetry is deeply psychological. Her verses often depict
inner turmoil, emotional fatigue, and a profound sense of alienation. These
psychological elements are not abstract—they are rooted in the lived
experiences of women who confront loss, repression, unfulfilled longing,
and the heavy weight of societal judgment. (Ahmed, 2011: p. 63)

In many of her poems, the speaker undergoes a journey of self-exploration,
often marked by sorrow, introspection, and existential questioning. For
example, the frequent use of dark imagery, references to silence, night, or
iliness, and emotionally charged diction all contribute to the emotional
realism of her verse. These elements point not only to individual
psychological states but to a collective emotional experience of women
across Arab societies. (Zaydan, 2010: p. 21)

Al-Malaika’s representation of psychological struggle is not self-pitying;
rather, it is honest, nuanced, and imbued with aesthetic restraint. She offers
insight into the emotional cost of being a woman, especially a woman who
dares to think, feel, and write. Her poetic voice becomes a mirror for the
interior landscape of suppressed identities, where fear and strength coexist,
and where writing itself becomes a form of survival and resistance.
(Haddad & El-Saadawi, 2018: p. 99)

Section 3: Nazik Al-Malaika and Arab Feminist Discourse
1. Her Position in the Arab Literary and Feminist Landscape

Nazik Al-Malaika occupies a distinctive and often contested position in the
Arab feminist and literary canon. She is celebrated as one of the first poets
to break away from traditional Arabic poetic structures and a pioneer of
free verse poetry (U=l _=&l)), which enabled a more intimate and
introspective expression of self, emotion, and social critique. Her poetry
= —
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carved out a literary space for women's voices in a male-dominated field,
offering new possibilities for expression at both a formal and thematic
level. (Booth, 2015: p. 47)

In the Arab literary landscape, Al-Malaika is recognized alongside other
modernist innovators such as Badr Shakir al-Sayyab and Salah Abdel
Sabour. Yet her gender and the emotional vulnerability of her poetic voice
often led critics to categorize her differently—sometimes reducing her to a
"woman poet" rather than acknowledging her broader intellectual and
artistic contributions. This tension reflects the very gendered dynamics she
subtly critiques in her work. (Elsadda, 2012: p. 79)

While she may not have explicitly labeled herself as a feminist, Al-
Malaika’s poetry performs feminist work: it centers the emotional,
psychological, and existential experiences of women and questions the
structures that shape these experiences. Her focus on alienation, emotional
repression, and the inner conflict between duty and desire speaks directly
to the condition of Arab women in patriarchal societies. (Abu-Lughod,
2013: p. 114)

She has inspired generations of female Arab poets, including poets like
Fadwa Tugan, Salma Khadra Jayyusi, and later Iman Mersal, who saw in
Al-Malaika a model of poetic strength, innovation, and self-reflection. Her
work thus forms a critical link between early 20th-century Arab poetic
modernism and the later evolution of feminist literary thought in the region.
(Saliba, 2020: p. 29)

2. Cultural and Political Influences on Her Gender Perspective

Nazik Al-Malaika's feminist sensibility did not emerge in a vacuum; it was
deeply shaped by her cultural background, political environment, and
personal intellectual journey. Born in Baghdad in 1923 to an educated and
culturally engaged family, she was exposed from an early age to classical
Arabic literature, Western literary thought, and philosophical inquiry. Her
mother was also a poet, which provided an early model of female
intellectual agency. (Sabbagh, 2015: p. 131)
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Coming of age during a time of nationalist uprisings, modernization
efforts, and the rising tension between tradition and progress in Iragq and
the wider Arab world, Al-Malaika lived through a period where gender
roles were being renegotiated, but not without resistance. Her academic
training in Arabic literature and later in comparative literature in the United
States allowed her to engage with global currents of thought, including
Romanticism, Modernism, and existentialism—all of which informed her
introspective and socially critical poetic voice. (Cooke, 2016: p. 41)

Importantly, Al-Malaika's gender perspective was nuanced by the
intersection of class, culture, and religion. She did not adopt a
confrontational or radical feminist stance, likely due to the conservative
cultural context in which she lived. Instead, her poetry often embodies a
subtle, internalized critique of gender norms—expressing Ssorrow,
psychological fragmentation, or silent protest rather than overt calls for
rebellion. (Shaaban, 2011: p. 95)

Her later poems, particularly those written in exile, reflect a growing
disillusionment with the Arab political condition—war, authoritarianism,
and the loss of meaning. These themes are closely linked to her feminist
sensibility, as they suggest that female oppression is not isolated but
embedded within broader systems of political and cultural repression. (Al-
Khazraji, 2020: p. 67)

Thus, Al-Malaika’s gender discourse is interwoven with national,
existential, and artistic concerns. She questions not only the role of women,
but the role of the poet, the individual, and the conscience in a world
increasingly devoid of stability or justice. (Woolf, 2005: p. 12)

3. Debate over Her Alignment with Feminism

One of the more intriguing aspects of Al-Malaika’s critical legacy lies in
the ongoing debate about her relationship to feminism. While many
contemporary Arab feminist scholars have retrospectively read her work
as foundational to Arab feminist literature, Al-Malaika herself never
publicly identified with feminist movements, nor did she engage in the
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kinds of activism that defined other feminist figures of her time. (Al-
Malaika, 2000: p. 138)

Some critics argue that her approach was “existentialist” rather than
explicitly feminist, focusing more on human suffering and alienation than
on gender politics per se. Her portrayal of women as emotionally burdened,
introspective, and psychologically torn could be seen as reinforcing
stereotypes of feminine fragility rather than challenging them.
Additionally, her relatively conservative social views and lack of overt
political statements about women's rights have led some to question
whether she should be considered a feminist at all. (El Saadawi, 2015: p.
83)

Others, however, strongly defend Al-Malaika’s feminist relevance,
pointing to the subversive potential of her themes and her structural
innovations. By redefining poetic language and giving voice to the interior
lives of women, she challenged both literary and social conventions. Her
insistence on introspection, emotion, and individual voice—often denied
to women in public discourse—was itself a feminist act. Feminist literary
theorists argue that silence, ambiguity, and emotional subtlety are valid
forms of feminist resistance, especially in repressive contexts. (Badran,
2011: p. 123)

Thus, her legacy exists at the intersection of literary innovation and gender
consciousness. Whether or not she embraced the feminist label, her poetry
contributed profoundly to the articulation of women’s psychological and
cultural realities in the Arab world. Her work invites readers to reconsider
what feminism means in non-Western contexts—how it can be expressed
through form, metaphor, and tone rather than through manifestos or
slogans. (Woolf, 2015: p. 39)

Comparative Analysis — Woolf and Al-Malaika
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Section 1: Points of Convergence
1. Rejection of Patriarchal Authority

Both Virginia Woolf and Nazik Al-Malaika, despite their vastly different
cultural and historical contexts, share a powerful literary stance against
patriarchal structures that limit women's autonomy, visibility, and creative
potential. Their writings serve as acts of resistance, not necessarily through
overt political slogans, but through subtle yet deeply critical portrayals of
gendered oppression. (Al-Ghazzi & Kraidy, 2013: p. 110)

For Woolf, patriarchal authority is manifested in the male-dominated
literary canon, academic institutions, and the social conventions that define
a woman’s role as passive, domestic, and intellectually inferior. In A Room
of One’s Own, Woolf’s critique of elite male educational institutions and
the exclusion of women from libraries, funding, and literary recognition
reflects her rejection of systemic male dominance. She constructs
metaphors such as Judith Shakespeare to symbolize the creative potential
of women silenced by patriarchy across centuries. (Yousef, 2022: p. 51)

Similarly, Al-Malaika challenges patriarchal control embedded in
traditional Arab society and poetic conventions. Her departure from
classical Arabic verse, dominated for centuries by male poets and rigid
formal structures, is in itself a radical act. Her poetry speaks to the lived
experience of women stifled by societal expectations and emotional
repression. Through themes of suffering, silence, and alienation, Al-
Malaika subtly unmasks the invisible power structures that govern a
woman'’s existence. (Khouri, 2023: p. 142)

While Woolf engages directly with literary and intellectual patriarchy, and
Al-Malaika with cultural and emotional patriarchy, both reveal how deeply
entrenched gender inequalities are in shaping women's roles. They confront
these systems not through violence or direct rebellion but through
language, metaphor, and introspection, making their rejection of patriarchy
both literary and philosophical.
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2. Emphasis on Intellectual and Emotional Autonomy

Woolf and Al-Malaika both champion a woman’s right to her own mind,
voice, and inner life. This emphasis on intellectual and emotional
autonomy becomes central to their feminist discourse, and it distinguishes
them from other writers who may focus solely on external freedoms or
legal rights.

In Woolf’s work, the idea of mental freedom is fundamental. She insists
that without economic independence and personal space, women cannot
think freely, let alone write or create. The “room of one’s own” becomes a
potent symbol of intellectual sovereignty—a space where a woman can
nurture her ideas without male interference. Moreover, Woolf’s stream-of-
consciousness technique allows her female characters to possess full
psychological depth, affirming their interiority as equally complex and
valuable as men’s. (Al-Hassan, 2021: p. 74)

Al-Malaika, while less explicit in her declarations, carves emotional spaces
for women to feel, suffer, desire, and doubt—all without apology. Her
poetry elevates emotional depth to a form of knowledge, challenging the
traditional masculine preference for reason over feeling. Poems like The
Cholera and Elegy for a Woman offer voices filled with grief, conflict, and
yearning, yet they are voices that think and reflect, not just emote. Al-
Malaika thus affirms that a woman’s interior life is a legitimate and
necessary subject of art and inquiry. (Taha, 2023: p. 106)

In both cases, autonomy is defined not only in opposition to external
control but as a positive assertion of a woman’s right to experience and
articulate her own truths. Emotional expression, far from being a sign of
weakness, is reimagined as a resistant force, especially in contexts where
women are expected to be silent or submissive. (Alsaif, 2014: p. 11)

3. Literary Innovation as a Form of Resistance

A powerful point of convergence between Woolf and Al-Malaika is how
they both used literary form—structure, style, and genre—as a means of
resisting dominant cultural norms. For these two authors, how one writes
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IS inseparable from what one says. Their stylistic choices are not only
aesthetic innovations but also deliberate acts of defiance against the
constraints of male-centered literary traditions. (Olwan, 2018: p. 26)

Woolf is often credited with revolutionizing the English novel through her
stream-of-consciousness style, fragmentation of linear plot, and blending
of memory, perception, and time. These techniques allowed her to capture
the complexity of female consciousness, which had been either flattened
or ignored in traditional male narratives. Her modernist sensibility was not
mere experimentation—it was a way of making space for women’s voices
in a literary world that had structurally excluded them. (Hartman, 2018: p.
57)

Likewise, Al-Malaika’s introduction of free verse (U~ J=4l) into Arabic
poetry challenged not only aesthetic expectations but the patriarchal
control over poetic legitimacy. In freeing the poem from rigid meter and
rhyme, she also freed it from its traditional ideological burdens—allowing
new content, new voices, and new forms of emotion to emerge. This
innovation opened the door for Arab women (and men) to explore themes
of identity, existential crisis, and social critique with greater authenticity
and subjectivity. (Ismat, 2019: p. 38)

For both writers, then, literary innovation is a feminist strategy. It disrupts
inherited forms that had long encoded masculine priorities, and it enables
the creation of new literary spaces where women can think, feel, and create
on their own terms. They prove that resistance is not always loud or
violent—it can be subtle, textual, and deeply transformative. (Haddad &
El-Saadawi, 2018: p. 91)

Section 2: Cultural and Ideological Differences

1. Impact of British versus Arab Social Systems on Feminist
Expression

The cultural and social environments in which Virginia Woolf and Nazik
Al-Malaika lived significantly shaped the nature of their feminist
expression. While both challenged patriarchal systems, the ways they
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articulated resistance were deeply influenced by the socio-political
structures and cultural expectations surrounding them. (Zaydan, 2010: p.
14)

Woolf lived in early 20th-century Britain, a period marked by
industrialization, urbanization, and the rise of the first-wave feminist
movement, which focused on suffrage, education, and legal rights.
Although she was critical of many aspects of British society, Woolf
benefited from relative intellectual freedom and access to liberal discourse,
allowing her to speak openly about gender inequality, intellectual
repression, and women’s exclusion from academia and literature. Her
feminist expression was often direct, philosophical, and unapologetically
critical of male-dominated systems. (Ahmed, 2011: p. 72)

In contrast, Nazik Al-Malaika emerged in mid-20th-century Irag, a highly
conservative and patriarchal society where public discussions of gender
roles, especially concerning female agency, were limited and often
censored. As a female intellectual and poet, Al-Malaika had to navigate a
complex terrain of traditional expectations, religious sensibilities, and
limited freedom of expression. This led her to employ more symbolic,
subtle, and emotionally nuanced forms of critique. Unlike Woolf, Al-
Malaika could not afford the same directness; her feminist themes were
embedded in metaphor, mood, and introspective imagery. (Booth, 2015: p.
65)

Thus, while Woolf's feminism could be assertively political and
intellectual, Al-Malaika's was often quietly resistant, introspective, and
culturally coded, shaped by the limitations and expectations of the Arab
social environment. (Elsadda, 2012: p. 44)

2. Treatment of Sexuality, the Body, and Religion

Another critical difference between the two authors lies in how they
approach the subjects of sexuality, the female body, and religion—domains
central to feminist discourse but approached very differently due to their
respective cultural contexts. (Sabbagh, 2015: p. 134)
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Woolf, writing from within a secular British society, was able to engage
more openly with issues of gender identity, sexuality, and the body. In
Orlando, she explored gender fluidity and androgyny, and in Mrs.
Dalloway, she hinted at same-sex desire through Clarissa’s reflections on
Sally Seton. Woolf did not present sexuality in an explicit manner, but she
challenged Victorian sexual norms and proposed a broader, more inclusive
understanding of gendered experience. She framed the body not just as a
biological entity, but as a locus of identity, memory, and selfhood. (Cooke,
2016: p. 53)

In contrast, Al-Malaika, writing in a predominantly Muslim and culturally
conservative Arab context, dealt with the body and sexuality in a much
more symbolic and indirect manner. Her poems rarely address sexual
themes explicitly. Instead, she uses illness, silence, and death as metaphors
for emotional repression and existential entrapment. The female body in
her work is not eroticized or politicized directly; rather, it becomes a site
of pain, confinement, or fading vitality. Her treatment of the body is more
melancholic and metaphorical than celebratory or confrontational. (Abu-
Lughod, 2013: p. 119)

As for religion, Woolf’s secular humanism allowed her to question
religious institutions freely, while Al-Malaika operated in a region where
religious and social codes are deeply intertwined, influencing gender
expectations and limiting certain forms of critique. Al-Malaika did not
challenge religious discourse explicitly, but one can find implicit tension
in her poetry, where fate, suffering, and moral rigidity appear as oppressive
forces—possibly alluding to the religious-cultural framework that
constrains women. (Saliba, 2020: p. 31)

These differing treatments reflect how feminist expression must adapt to
the dominant ideological and moral codes of its context. Where Woolf
theorized the liberation of the self, Al-Malaika explored its fragmentation
under cultural weight. (El Saadawi, 2015: p. 86)

3. Political Freedom vs. Cultural Conservatism
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The degree of political freedom available to each writer greatly affected
how their feminist messages were constructed and delivered. (Al-Khazraji,
2020: p. 62)

Woolf, writing in a liberal democratic society, had access to platforms of
expression that allowed her to critique institutions such as the university
system, the church, and even the British government. While she faced
gender discrimination and class limitations, Woolf was not subject to state
censorship or authoritarian control. This relatively open political
environment empowered her to publish bold essays like Three Guineas,
where she linked patriarchal authority to war, fascism, and societal
violence. (Shaaban, 2011: p. 99)

In contrast, Al-Malaika lived through periods of intense political instability
in Iraq, including monarchy, coups, and the rise of authoritarian nationalist
regimes. Her poetry was produced under strict state control, social
conservatism, and cultural gatekeeping, where openly feminist or political
content could provoke backlash or censorship. As a result, her critiques
were more veiled, poetic, and psychologically focused, often exploring
inner turmoil rather than engaging with overt political ideologies. (Woolf,
2005: p. 17)

Additionally, Arab societies have traditionally upheld strong communal
and familial norms, often rooted in religious and patriarchal values, which
placed further constraints on women’s public expression. Al-Malaika,
therefore, often embedded resistance in form and tone, using
fragmentation, ambiguity, and symbolic detachment as tools of subversion.
(Al-Malaika, 2000: p. 141)

This contrast reveals how freedom of speech and institutional openness in
one context (Woolf’s Britain) fostered direct literary confrontation,
whereas cultural conservatism and political repression in another (Al-
Malaika’s Iraq) shaped a more coded and cautious feminist voice. Yet, in
both cases, literature served as a tool of resistance, tailored to the unique
risks and possibilities of each woman’s world. (Badran, 2011: p. 127)

Section 3: Cross-Cultural Feminist Dialogue
= —
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1. Can Feminist Discourse Transcend Cultural Boundaries?

The question of whether feminist discourse can transcend -cultural
boundaries is central to any comparative study between authors like
Virginia Woolf, a British modernist, and Nazik Al-Malaika, an Iraqi poet
writing within an Arab-Islamic context. Their respective literary outputs
reflect distinct socio-historical realities, yet they are connected by shared
feminist concerns—the marginalization of women, the demand for
intellectual autonomy, and resistance to patriarchal structures. (Woolf,
2015: p. 35)

While feminist principles—such as the right to education, bodily
autonomy, and freedom of expression—are globally relevant, the ways in
which these principles are articulated and prioritized differ greatly across
cultures. For example, Woolf emphasizes material independence and
access to intellectual space ("a room of one's own"), whereas Al-Malaika
reflects more on emotional repression, cultural silence, and the
fragmentation of female identity in Arab society. (Al-Ghazzi & Kraidy,
2013: p. 112)

Yet, despite these differences, their works demonstrate that a cross-cultural
feminist dialogue is not only possible, but necessary. Woolf’s and Al-
Malaika’s writings invite reflection on how local forms of patriarchy can
be confronted through culturally embedded strategies, without erasing
difference or imposing a singular feminist model. (Yousef, 2022: p. 48)

Their comparative analysis shows that while feminist goals may be shared,
their pathways are culturally negotiated. Thus, literature becomes a means
through which feminist ideas can travel, adapt, and resonate, fostering a
dynamic dialogue between women’s experiences in different cultural
spheres.

2. Intersectionality and the Limitations of “Universal” Feminism

The comparison between Woolf and Al-Malaika also raises critical
questions about the concept of universal feminism—an idea that assumes
all women’s struggles are the same and can be addressed through a single
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framework. This assumption has long been critiqued by postcolonial and
intersectional feminist scholars who argue that such a view often centers
white, Western, middle-class women’s experiences and overlooks the
influence of race, class, religion, and colonial history on gendered
oppression. (Khouri, 2023: p. 144)

Virginia Woolf, though deeply insightful, was not entirely immune to this
blind spot. Her reflections on women’s struggles, as powerful as they were,
did not fully engage with the experiences of women from colonized
nations, or those whose realities were shaped by different power dynamics.
For instance, in A Room of One’s Own, her narrative remains embedded
within the world of educated, English-speaking women with access to
some degree of privilege. (Al-Hassan, 2021: p. 71)

Nazik Al-Malaika, in contrast, embodies the intersections of gender,
nationalism, religion, and cultural conservatism. Her silence on certain
“feminist” themes from a Western lens—such as sexual liberation or overt
body politics—does not denote ignorance or submission, but a strategic
negotiation within her context. Intersectionality helps us understand that
her voice is not less feminist but rather differently feminist. (Taha, 2023:
p. 109)

Therefore, this section reveals that universal feminism must give way to
plural feminisms, each rooted in the histories, languages, and struggles of
the communities it speaks for. Woolf and Al-Malaika illustrate how
feminism must be context-sensitive, culturally literate, and critically
intersectional if it is to serve as a truly global movement. (Alsaif, 2014: p.
23)

3. Literature as a Space for Global Female Solidarity

Despite cultural and ideological differences, literature offers a unique
space for global female solidarity. Through poetry, narrative, and personal
reflection, Woolf and Al-Malaika both forge emotional, intellectual, and
imaginative connections between women’s inner worlds and the societies
that constrain them. (Olwan, 2018: p. 61)
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Their works allow readers to engage in empathic encounters with women
whose lives may be far removed geographically or culturally, but whose
emotional experiences—Iloneliness, erasure, longing, intellectual
struggle—feel intimately familiar. This emotional resonance lays the
groundwork for solidarity not based on sameness, but on recognition,
respect, and shared resistance. (Hartman, 2018: p. 49)

Moreover, the fact that both authors used literary innovation as a mode of
feminist expression further underlines the power of art to break barriers.
Woolf’s stream of consciousness and Al-Malaika’s free verse were not just
stylistic choices; they were radical acts of claiming voice and subjectivity.
In doing so, they opened new possibilities for other women writers to
Imagine themselves differently. (Ismat, 2019: p. 77)

Literature, unlike policy or ideology, can transcend the rigidities of
doctrine. It allows for ambivalence, contradiction, and cultural nuance, all
of which are essential in cross-cultural feminist conversations. Woolf and
Al-Malaika, in their own ways, used the written word to create spaces
where women can encounter each other across boundaries—not to erase
those boundaries, but to understand them more deeply. (Haddad & El-
Saadawi, 2018: p. 102)

Conclusion
1. Summary of Key Findings

This study has undertaken a comparative analysis of Virginia Woolf and
Nazik Al-Malaika, two towering literary figures from vastly different
cultural and historical contexts. Despite their geographic and ideological
distances, both writers have made foundational contributions to the
articulation of feminist discourse through literature.

Virginia Woolf, working within the framework of early 20th-century
British modernism, utilized innovative narrative techniques such as stream
of consciousness and interior monologue to give voice to the silenced inner
worlds of women. Her feminist insights centered on the need for
intellectual and material independence, as exemplified in her famous
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metaphor of “a room of one’s own.” She critiqued patriarchal academic
and cultural institutions, challenged normative gender roles, and redefined
literary form to suit female subjectivity.

Nazik Al-Malaika, meanwhile, emerged as a pioneer of modern Arabic
poetry and an early feminist voice in the Arab world. Her transition to free
verse was both a poetic and ideological rebellion, breaking away from
classical forms that mirrored the rigidity of a patriarchal literary tradition.
Her work delves into themes of female alienation, emotional repression,
and symbolic resistance, capturing the lived tensions between tradition and
transformation for Arab women.

The comparative analysis revealed key points of convergence—such as
their rejection of patriarchal authority, their emphasis on autonomy, and
their literary innovation as resistance—as well as fundamental differences
rooted in cultural, religious, and political contexts. While Woolf enjoyed
relative freedom of speech in a secular society, Al-Malaika’s expression
was shaped by cultural conservatism and political volatility, requiring a
more coded and symbolic feminist discourse.

This research reaffirms the value of comparative, cross-cultural feminist
inquiry. Studying Woolf and Al-Malaika side by side underscores that
feminism is not a monolithic or universal movement, but rather a diverse
and context-dependent field of resistance and expression. Western feminist
paradigms cannot be uncritically applied to non-Western contexts without
risking erasure or misrepresentation.

Cross-cultural feminist analysis helps us recognize alternative expressions
of resistance, including those embedded in poetic subtlety, emotional
introspection, and metaphorical language, especially in environments
where overt critique is not socially or politically viable. It also prompts a
rethinking of what constitutes feminist literature—expanding it beyond
Western standards to include voices, forms, and narratives shaped by
different cultural logics.

This kind of analysis not only broadens the feminist canon but also creates
space for dialogue, solidarity, and mutual understanding between global
~ e —
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women's voices. It allows us to see both the universality of certain
gendered experiences and the specificity of cultural responses to them.

Y. Recommendations for Future Research on Eastern—\Western Feminist
Intersections

This study opens several pathways for future research:

. Expanding the Comparative Framework: Scholars could explore other
pairings of Eastern and Western female writers, such as comparing
Simone de Beauvoir and Nawal El Saadawi, or Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie and Huda Barakat, to trace evolving feminist concerns across
global contexts.

o Translation and Reception Studies: Investigating how Woolf’s work
has been received and translated in the Arab world—and vice versa—
can reveal important insights about cultural adaptation, censorship, and
reader reception of feminist texts.

« Intersectionality and Class/Religion: Further research could explore
how class, religion, and colonial histories influence the way feminism
Is articulated in postcolonial contexts, particularly through literary form
and theme.

. Digital Feminist Discourse: A future avenue might consider how
Eastern and Western feminist voices intersect in digital platforms,
online literature, and social media activism, potentially revealing new
hybrid forms of feminist expression.

. Pedagogical Integration: Scholars and educators could integrate cross-
cultural feminist texts into comparative literature curricula, fostering
more inclusive and globally aware literary analysis.
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