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Abstrak

Tujuan penelitian ini adalah untuk mengeksplorasi hubungan antara karya sastra dan perubahan 

social terkait dengan politik seksualitas. Secara umum, karya-karya sastra di dunia yang ditulis oleh 

pengarang laki-laki, secara historis memiliki muatan yang banyak memosisikan perempuan sebagai 

objek terutama terkait dengan tubuh dan seksualitasnya. Setelah peristiwa 11 September 2001 

yang secara koinsidental hampir bersamaan dengan munculnya era Reformasi di Indonesia, baik 

di Indonesia maupun Prancis semakin banyak karya-karya bertemakan Islam yang ditulis. Dengan 

menganalisis karya-karya bertemakan Islam yang ditulis oleh pengarang laki-laki, yakni Syngué 

Sabour Pierrede Patience, karya Atiq Rahimi and Ayat-Ayat Cinta karya Habiburrahman El Shirazy, 

artikel ini menggunakan lensa teori dengan mengetengahakn konsep mengenai politik seksualitas. 

Sebagai metode, digunakan analisis wacana kritis sebagai usaha untuk memahami beroperasinya 

kekuasaa bahasa di dalam karya-karya tersebut. Fokus dari penelitian ini adalah pada aspek 

IXQGDPHQWDO�\DQJ�GLSDQGDQJ�ROHK�SHQXOLV�QRYHO�XQWXN�PHQMXVWL¿NDQ�NRQWURO�WHUKDGDS�VHNVXDOLWDV�

perempuan. Penelitian ini menemukan bahwa tubuh dan seksualitas perempuan dikendalikan baik 

VHFDUD�¿VLN�PDXSXQ�VLPEROLV��WLGDN�KDQ\D�ROHK�ODNL�ODNL�WHWDSL�MXJD�ROHK�NHOXDUJD�GDQ�PDV\DUDNDW��

Tujuannya adalah untuk mengontrol moralitas publik dan untuk melanggengkan rejim kekuasaan 

laki-laki yang dilembagakan secara agama, budaya dan politik. 

Kata Kunci: gender, Islam, politik, sexualitas, pengarang laki-laki.

Abstract

The article aims to explore the relation between the work of literature and the social changes on 

the politics of sexuality. In general, literary works written by male authors, historically have a lot 

of content that positions women as objects, especially related to their body and sexuality. After the 

incident of September, 11, 2001, which coincidentally almost in the same time with the emergence 

of the Refromasi era in Indonesia, both in Indonesia and France, more Islamic-themed work were 

written. By analyzing Islamic-themed works written by male authors, namely, Syngué Sabour Pierre 

de Patience by Atiq Rahimi and Ayat-Ayat Cinta, by Habiburrahman ElShirazy, this article uses 

a theoretical lens by highliting the concept of the politics of sexuality. Critical discourse analysis 

method is used as an attempt to understand the operation of the power of language in these works. 

This article focused on the fundamental aspects considered by the authors to justify the control over 

ZRPHQ¶V�ERG\�DQG�VH[XDOLW\��7KLV�UHVHDUFK�¿QGV�WKDW�ZRPHQ¶V�ERG\�DQG�VH[XDOLW\�DUH�FRQWUROOHG�ERWK�

physically and symbolically, not only by men but also by their families and society. The objective 

is to control the public morality and to perpetuate the religiously, culturally, and politically 

institutionalized male dominant regime.

Keyword: gender, Islam, politics, sexuality, male authors
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This article seeks to understand the link 

between literature and social change within 

the context of body politics and the politics of 

sexuality. It understands body politicsas the 

social and political practices through which 

society, power structures, and dominant cultures 

control individual and social bodies 1. According 

to Harcourt, body politicsalso involves the 

discourse on women’s bodies and sexuality, not 

only at the personal, family, or community levels, 

but also at the national and global levels. 

The concept of body politics has been 

widely debated in gender studies, with particular 

focus given to three aspects: the politics of 

sexuality,the controlof bodies and sexualities 

by particular political and knowledge regimes 2; 

the body, as used for reproduction in the name 

of progress and development 3; and the body 

in a capitalist context, i.e., as a commodity and 

as a product 4. In this article, focus is given to 

the politics of sexuality, the controlling and 

administering of female bodies 5. As a concept, 

the politics of sexuality traces its roots to Kate 

Millet’s Theory of Sexual Politics, in which she 

explores the link between power and sexuality 6. 

Women’s bodies are controlled and administered 

owing to their perceived fundamentality; by 

exerting control over women’s bodies and female 

sexuality, men underscore their power in broader 

society. For example, by controlling the practice 

of reproduction, men are able to assert control 

1  Wendy Harcourt, Body Politics in Body Politics in De-

velopment: Critical Debates in Gender and Develop-

ment (London: Zed Book, 2009).

2  Michel Foucault, Histoire de La Sexualite 1: La Volonte 

de Savoir (Paris: Edition Gallimard, 1976); Kate Millet, 

Theory of Sexual Politics (Great Britain: Rupert Hart- 

Davis, 1969); Véronique Mottier, Sexuality: A Very 

Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2013).

3  Julia Suryakusuma, State Ibuism: The Social Construc-

tion of Womanhood in New Order Indonesia (Jakarta: 

Institute of Social Studies, 1988); Nira Yuval-Davis, 

Gender and Nation (London: SAGE Publications, 

2001).

4  Clare Craighead, ‘(Monstrous) Beauty (Myth): The 

&RPPRGL¿FDWLRQ�RI�:RPHQ¶V�%RG\�DQG� WKH�3RWHQWLDO�

for Tattooed Subversions’, Agenda: Empowering Wom-

en for Gender Equliity 25, no. 4 (2011): 42–49.

5  Mottier, Sexuality: A Very Short Introduction.

6  Millet, Theory of Sexual Politics.

over the nation7. Embedded within the politics 

of sexuality is a progressive dynamic through 

which perceptions of society’s situation can be 

understood. 

7KH� VSHFL¿F� PHDQV� WKURXJK� ZKLFK� ERGLHV�

and sexuality are controlled are highly contextual. 

Islamic societies, for example, have their own 

tendencies in controlling and administering 

women’s bodies and sexualities8. Many writers 

have explored these dynamics, with a particular 

focus on the symbols that position women and 

female sexuality within Islamic society (i.e., 

veils, polygamy, menstruation, male–female 

interactions, etc.). Through its discussion of 

Islamic perspectives of the politics of sexuality, 

as presented through literature, the current article 

will contribute to this corpus. 

Reviewing the literature, discussion of 

the politics of sexualityin Islamic societies and 

communities around the world is apparent. For 

example, Amir-Moazami, Jacobsen, and Malik 

have explored gender and gender subjectivities 

in Europe’s Islamic communities, focusing 

particularly on the subjectivities that emerge 

when communities must exist under the control 

of particular regimes 9. Meanwhile, a volume 

collected by P. Ilkkaracan and R Athar titled 

Sexual Politics in Muslim Societies investigates 

such sensitive issues as morality, conservative 

democracy, pornography, and homosexuality 10. 

Women sexuality from historical context in Islam 

societies have been discussed by Irma Riyani 

in her article entitled Research on (Women’s) 

Sexuality in Islam 11. Drawing on non-Muslim 

French informants, Udasmoro has explored the 

linguistic othering of Muslims in contemporary 

7  Nira Yuval-Davis, ‘Power, Intersectionality and the 

Politics of Belonging’, FREIA’s tekstserie, No. 75 

(Denmark: Institut for Kultur og GlobaleStudier, Aal-

borg Universitet., 2011), https://doi.org/10.5278/fre-

ia.58024502.

8  Irma Riyani, ‘Research on (Women’s) Sexuality in Is-

lam’, Islamika Indonesiana 1, no. 2 (2014): 1–18.

9  Schirin Amir-Moazami, Christine Jacobsen M, and 

Maleiha Malik, ‘Islam and Gender in Europe: Subjec-

tivities, Politics and Piety’, Feminist Review 98, no. 1 

(2011): 1–8.

10  Pinar Ilkkaracan and Rima Athar, Sexual Politics in 

Muslim Societies”: Studies from Palestine, Turkey, Ma-

laysia and Indonesia (Jakarta: CSBR, 2018).

11  Riyani, ‘Research on (Women’s) Sexuality in Islam’.
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French literature 12, especially related to Muslims’ 

women sexuality. Using Michel Houellebecq’s 

Soummission and the anthropological research 

on the French people living in a Muslim country 

like in Indonesia as her case study, she has also 

explored how Muslims stereotyped by French 

authors are perceived by the informants 13. 

Although the above-mentioned writings have 

borrowed from gender studies, they have yet to 

truly incorporate the politics of sexuality into 

their discussions; they refer predominantly to the 

power of political and state elites, ignoring the 

fact that power is also exerted by the ordinary 

individuals that surround women. This article 

thus focuses on the politics of sexualityin the 

literary works of the Afghanistan-born French 

author Atiq Rahimi and the Indonesian author 

Habiburrahman El Shirazy. These writers have 

been selected for their prominence in early 

literary discussion of Islamic perspectives of 

women’s bodies. 

Every society shapes women’s bodies in 

its own way, and body politics is inexorably 

linked with society’s dominant political, social, 

and religious regimes. As such, the regimes that 

control women’s bodies and female sexuality are 

more than political; they are also organizational, 

institutional, and even personal, exerting power 

through their everyday discourses. Owing to their 

distinct histories, French and Indonesian society 

have taken opposite views of religion. 

7KH� )UHQFK� SHRSOH� KDYH� EHHQ� VLJQL¿FDQWO\�

traumatized by religion and religious practices. 

For example, the French Revolution of 1789 was 

intended to overthrow the country’s regime, a 

political system and government that had been 

deeply penetrated by the Church. Opposition 

to religion has continued for centuries, with 

secular scholars commonly framing religion 

as a subversive regime that must be rejected. 

Existentialist thinkers have even questioned 

the very existence of God, as seen in Jean-Paul 

Sartre’s statement “Il n’y a pas de Dieu” (There is 

no God) and Albert Camus’ “Dieu est mort” (God 

12  Wening Udasmoro, ‘The Language Construction of 

Muslims as the Others in French Contemporary Dis-

courses’, Indonesian Journal of Islam and Muslim So-

cieties 7, no. 1 (2017): 77–99.

13  Wening Udasmoro, ‘Experiencing Literature: Discours-

es of Islam through Michel Houllebecq’s Soumission’, 

Kritika Kultura 32 (2020).

is dead) (Udasmoro & Shahab, 2017). 

Meanwhile, the Indonesian nation has 

been deeply steeped in religious teachings and 

institutions in both its current state and in its 

development. Particularly prominent has been 

Islam, the religion embraced by the majority 

of the country’s population, which has become 

a driving force of Indonesian culture and been 

used to legitimize social and political power 
14. Islamic organizations were at the vanguard 

of the nationalist movement throughout the 

colonial era, and even during the national 

revolution, using social and political strategies 

to assert Indonesians’ right to sovereignty and 

Islam’s political legitimacy. Later, after decades 

of authoritarian rule during which Muslim 

organizations relied predominantly on surrender 

strategies, this legitimacy again rose to the 

forefront. As political reform, which began 

following the resignation of President Suharto and 

collapse of the authoritarian New Order regime 

LQ� ������ VLJQL¿FDQWO\� DGYDQFHG� GHPRFUDF\��

Muslim organizations were able to use freedom 

of speech and freedom of expression to express 

their religious identities and their discourses of 

piety. One of the freedoms can be seen from the 

mushrooming of Islamic literature that combine 

Arabic and Indonesian culture at the end of the 

1990s15.

These historical experiences have informed 

how the French and Indonesians perceive religion. 

According to a survey by Tamir et al, some 84% 

of French people do not consider God or religion 

important facets of their lives; indeed, atheism 

and other forms of irreligion are of little concern 

to the French social, political, and legal systems. 

Conversely, a survey by the Pew Research Center 

found that more than 96% of Indonesians believe 

in God and consider themselves religious 16; this 

cannot be separated from the legal requirement 

14  Achmad Fawaid, Zamroni Zamroni, and Hasan Baha-

run, ‘Contesting Sacred Architecture: Politics of Na-

tion-State in the Battles of Mosques in Java’, Qijis 7, 

no. 1 (2019): 129–71.

15  Cucum Cantini, ‘Mengungkap Kebungkaman Dalam 

Produktivitas Fiksi Pop Islami Penerbit Mizan’, Jurnal 

Poetika V, no. 1 (2017): 1–13.

16  Christine Tamir, Aiden Connaughton, and Ariana Mo-

nique Saazar, ‘The Global God Devide’, Pew Research 

Center, 2020, https://www.pewresearch.org/glob-

al/2020/07/20/the-global-god-divide/.
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IRU�DOO�,QGRQHVLDQV�WR�HPEUDFH�RQH�RI�VL[�RvFLDO�

religions17. 

'HVSLWH� WKHLU� VLJQL¿FDQW� GLuHUHQFHV��

these two countries are linked by an ongoing 

discourse regarding religion, Islam, and its 

role in contemporary society. Such discourse 

has gained increased prominence in previous 

decades. Following a terrorist attack on the World 

Trade Center in New York, United States, on 

September 11, 200118, questions of Islam and its 

UROH� LQ� FRQWHPSRUDU\� VRFLHW\� KDYH� VLJQL¿FDQWO\�

LQÀXHQFHG� WKH� SROLWLFDO� G\QDPLFV� RI� FRXQWULHV�

around the world. In France, this discourse has been 

VKDSHG�E\�WKH�LQÀX[�RI�UHIXJHHV�ÀHHLQJ�HFRQRPLF�

and political turmoil in Muslim-majority North 

Africa, as well as by rightist political parties that 

oppose such immigration. This also changes the 

pattern of local (municipal) politics in attempting 

to govern the relation between the State and 

the practice of religiosity. The municipals, for 

instance, start to set up the consultative bodies 

to regulate religious diversities19. Meanwhile, in 

Indonesia, this discourse has been complicated 

by ongoing democratization processes that have 

promoted the establishment of increasingly 

numerous and diverse Islamic organizations.

The democratization processes open new 

opportunities for small and minor groups to 

appear in the political arena 20.

In these countries, numerous literary works 

have explored the interactions between Islam, 

social dynamics, and national/global politics. As 

their theme, many works have examined Islamic 

perspectives of women and their sexuality, as 

well as their political and social roles 21. Such 

17  Joe Cochrane, ‘Embrace of Atheism Put and Indone-

sian in Prison” in New York Times’, 2014, https://www.

nytimes.com/2014/05/04/world/asia/indonesian-who-

embraced-atheism-landed-in-prison.html.

18  John R. Bowen, Can Islam Be French? Pluralism and 

Pragmatism in a Secularist State (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2009).

19  Julia-Martinez Arlño, ‘Governing Islam in French Cit-

LHV��'H¿QLQJ�³$FFHSWDEOH´�3XEOLF�5HOLJLRVLW\� WKURXJK�

Municipal Consultative Bodies’, Religion, State and 

Society 47, no. 4–5 (2019): 423–39.

20  Moch Nur Ichwan, ‘The Local Politics of Orthodoxy: 

The Majelis Ulama Indonesia in the Post-New Order 

Banten’, Journal of Indonesian Islam 6, no. 1 (2012): 

166–94.

21  Harcourt, Body Politics in Body Politics in Develop-

literature has frequently framed women’s bodies 

as communal, as belonging to society and thus 

under social control. The male authors of these 

works frequently narrate women through their 

own perspectives, integrating them into their 

¿FWLRQ�� WKHLU� UHOLJLRXV� PHVVDJHV�� DQG� WKHLU�

individual and social experiences; such authors 

often position themselves as wielding power, 

as part of the ruling community. Nonetheless, 

as men and as Muslims in particular social and 

cultural contexts, these authors hold quite diverse 

perspectives. 

In France, numerous male authors have 

examined Islam through their works, often by 

exploring female bodies and sexuality. Many 

of these authors come from Muslim-majority 

countries, former French colonies and other lands 

(Outre Mer’across the sea’). One such author is 

Atiq Rahimi, an Afghanistan-born writer who 

rose to prominence with his best-selling novel 

Syngué Sabour Pierre de Patience 22. Atik Rahimi 

ZDV�ERUQ�LQ�.DEXO�LQ�������+H�ÀHG�$IJKDQLVWDQ�

to Pakistan during the Soviet invasion. He got the 

political asylum from France in 1985. In 1990s, 

his book Eart and Ashes  was a best seller in 

Europe and in the US. In 2008, he won the prix 

Goncourt, one of the most prestigious literary 

prize for his novel, Syngué Sabour Pierre de 

Patience(Zabihzadeh et al., 2015). In this novel, 

Atiq Rahimi depicts an Afghan Muslim woman 

who experiences violence from her husband. 

Rahimi describes her through stereotypes, 

presenting her as weak beings who can only 

assert herself when her husbands is comatose23.

In Indonesia, similarly, works with Islamic 

themes have been produced by male authors from 

diverse backgrounds; the majority, however, 

were educated at the Muslim boarding schools 

(pesantren) where their novels are often set. 

2QH�ZULWHU�FRPPRQO\�LGHQWL¿HG�DV�D�SLRQHHU�RI�

Islamic literature in Indonesia is Habiburrahman 

El Shirazy, a graduate of Al-Azhar University, 

Egypt, who owns and operates his own pesantren. 

ment: Critical Debates in Gender and Development; 

Millet, Theory of Sexual Politics.

22  Atiq Rahimi, Syngué Sabour Pierre de Patience (Paris: 

Des Editions P.O.L, 2008).

23  Yuli Mahmudah Sentana, ‘The Lure of Image: Kebo-

hongan Pada Narasi Perempuan Dalam Syngué Sabour 

Pierre De Patience Karya Atiq Rahimi’, Jurnal Poetika 

IV, no. 2 (2016): 116–28.
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Many of his works have been domestic best-

VHOOHUV�DQG�HYHQ�DGDSWHG�WR�¿OP��LQFOXGLQJ�Ayat-

Ayat Cinta (Verses of Love) published in 2004, Di 

Atas Sajadah Cinta published in 2006 andKetika 

Cinta Bertasbih 1and 2published in 2007. 

Through the best known of these, Ayat-Ayat 

Cinta (Verses of Love)24��WKH�DXWKRU�GLuHUHQWLDWHV�

Egyptian and Indonesian Muslim, their piety, and 

their sexuality. This research uses the Verses of 

Love as the data. 

Both The Patience Stone and Verses of Love 

narratively explore the positioning of women 

within Islamic societies, and in doing so discuss 

the normative processes through which their 

bodies are controlled. To better understand their 

narrative framing, as well as broader discourses 

regarding the politics of sexuality in Islam, 

this article attempts to answer two questions. 

First, what fundamental issues are perceived as 

justifying the control of women’s bodies and 

female sexuality in those novels? Second, how 

do male authors narrate women’s reactions to the 

political and social power structures that control 

their bodies? 

This study employs critical discourse 

analysis in its exploration of two literary works. 

According to critical discourse analysis, literary 

studies must not only explore the linguistic 

production of narrative content, but also the 

production of ideas and paradigms25. Critical 

discourse analysis holds that, to understand 

literary works as social products, it is necessary 

to consider extrinsic aspects such as the power 

structures and discourses that shaped their 

authors’ paradigms26. 

According to Wijsen, critical discourse 

analysis takes as its data (the wordings, alternative 

wordings, rewordings) evident in a text27. As 

such, this study focuses on the wordings in The 

Patience Stone and The Verses of Love relevant to 

24  Habiburrahman El-Shirazy, Ayat-Ayat Cinta (Jakarta: 

Republika-Basmala, 2004).

25  Dominique Maingueneau, Discours et Analyse du Dis-

cours (Paris: Armand Collin, 2014).

26  Roma Ulinnuha, Wening Udasmoro, and Yahya Wi-

jaya, ‘Critical Discourse Analysis: Theory and Method 

in Social and Literary Framework’, Indonesian Journal 

of Applied Linguistics 2, no. 2 (2013): 262–74.

27  Frans Wijsen, ‘Discourse Analysis in Religious Studies 

(Editorial)’, Religion 43, no. 1 (2013): 1–3.

the politics of sexuality. This is supplemented by 

discussion of the linguistic elements contained 

within these wordings, including paradoxes, 

metaphors, hyperboles, etc28. Through these 

novels’ use of language, the authors’ depictions of 

the power processes that shape female sexuality 

can be understood. 

Data analysis consists of several stages. After 

being collected, data from The Patience Stone 

and The Verses of Love are analyzed through 

categorization. Based on these categories, 

VSHFL¿F� ZRUGLQJV� �PHWDSKRUV�� SDUDGR[HV�� HWF���

DUH�LGHQWL¿HG�DQG�LQYHVWLJDWHG��ZLWK�UHIHUHQFH�WR�

existing theories on the politics of sexuality, to 

tease out tendencies in their usage. Finally, these 

WH[WXDO� XQLWV� DUH� H[SORUHG� ZLWKLQ� WKH� VSHFL¿F�

social and political contexts in which they were 

produced. 

Sexuality and Control in The Patience Stone

Although all religions have their own 

FRGL¿HG�UXOHV�DQG�JXLGHOLQHV�UHJDUGLQJ�ZRPHQ¶V�

bodies and female sexuality, Islam’s stand out for 

WKHLU�VSHFL¿FLW\��7KLV�LV�QRW�VXUSULVLQJ��JLYHQ�WKDW�

women’s bodies as inexorably linked with the 

Islamic concepts of akidah (creed) and akhlaq 

(character) 29��+RZHYHU��GHVSLWH�WKH�VSHFL¿FLW\�RI�

these rules and guidelines, they are nonetheless 

LQWHUSUHWHG� DQG� LPSOHPHQWHG� ZLWKLQ� VSHFL¿F�

cultural and social contexts. For instance, 

although the Qur’an clearly stipulates that women 

must cover their aurat �SULYDWH�SDUWV���GH¿QLWLRQV�

RI�WKLV�WHUP�YDU\�VLJQL¿FDQWO\30. 

Within Islam, men have generally played 

a greater role in controlling women’s bodies. 

Nonetheless, it cannot be said that men are 

dominant in all Islamic societies; this too is 

cultural. There is always negotiation, and men’s 

diverse experiences result in diverse views of 

women’s bodies, female sexuality, and the means 

through which they are controlled. It is thus not 

surprising that The Patience Stone and Verses of 

28  Dominique Maingueneau, Au Dela Des Oeuvres: Les 

Voies de l’analyse Du Discours Litteraire (Paris: Har-

mattan, 2010).

29  Farish A Noor, ‘When Religion Becomes a Commod-

ity’, Straits Times, 31 May 2016.

30  John R. Bowen, Why the French Don’t Like Head-

carves: Islam, the State and Public Space (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2008).
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Love�H[KLELW�GLuHUHQW�SULRULWLHV�LQ�WKHLU�QDUUDWLYH�

control of women. 

In The Patience Stone, women’s bodies and 

female sexuality are positioned as symbolizing 

social piety in Afghani culture. Even though 

women are entrusted with maintaining this piety, 

they are socially and culturally positioned as 

beneath men. They are expected to remain pious, 

to keep their bodies unblemished, even as they 

receive no protection and even as men attempt to 

violate their bodies. 

This can be seen, for instance, in the 

question of virginity, a concept that has been 

challenged by Muslim feminists such as Fatema 

Mernissi. Drawing on the culture of North Africa, 

particularly her home country of Morocco, 

Mernissi argues that virginity is not for women, 

but for men. It is men’s preoccupation, men’s 

pride and prestige 31. As such, women fear the 

loss of their virginity, and will furtively undergo 

surgery as a means of proving their virginity and 

avoiding social ostracism. It can be argued that 

on the one side, women obey the social structure 

built by men’s culture. However, on the other 

side, it can be also interpreted that this is a women 

strategy facing to this established social structure 

GLvFXOW�WR�DYRLG��

Meanwhile, drawing on Egyptian 

experiences, Nawal el Saadawi argues that 

questions of women’s virginity frequently result 

in violence against them 32. This cultural emphasis 

on virginity can be traced back to the Qur’anic 

story of Maryam (known as the Virgin Mary in 

Christianity). Her purity has been continually 

reproduced through religious narratives, and 

been expanded to frame woman’s virginity on 

their wedding nights as indicative of their piety. 

6XFK�HPSKDVLV�RQ�YLUJLQLW\�LV�DOVR�UHÀHFWHG�

in The Patience Stone. As seen in the following 

quotation, women are expected to acquiesce to 

societal norms regarding virginity; at the same 

time, they employ particular strategies to avoid 

being perceived as unmarried non-virgins, which 

would result in conjugal exclusion and social 

ostracism. As narrated in the novel: 

31  Fatema Mernissi, ‘Virginity and Patriarchy’, Women’s 

Studies International Forum 5, no. 2 (1982): 183–91.

32  Nawal El Saadawi, The Hidden Face of Eve: Women in 

the Arab World (London: Zed Books, 1980).

Although I was a virgin, I was really scared. 

I kept wondering what would happen if by 

chance I didn’t bleed that night. … Her hands 

sweep through the air as if batting away 

D� À\�� ³,W� ZRXOG� KDYH� EHHQ� D� FDWDVWURSKH��

I’d heard so many stories about that. I 

could imagine the whole thing”. Her voice 

EHFRPHV� PRFNLQJ�� ³3DVVLQJ� Rü� LPSXUH�

blood as virginal blood, bit of a brainwave, 

don’t you think?” 33

One commonly recognized symbol of 

virginity is bleeding. However, the blood shed 

GXULQJ�VH[XDO�LQWHUFRXUVH�LV�SHUFHLYHG�GLuHUHQWO\�

than the blood shed during menstruation. Although 

women’s bodies produce both, they are positioned 

GLuHUHQWO\�ZLWKLQ� WKH�KLHUDUFK\�FRQVWUXFWHG�DQG�

controlled by men. Virginal blood is perceived 

as clean, as symbolizing a woman’s piety, while 

menstrual blood is perceived as dirty even though 

it is an integral part of human reproduction. 

The concept of menstrual blood has longtime 

been discussed by one of the most prominent 

the Islamic scholarsArent Jan Wensinck (1882-

1939). He argued that the purity law on menstrual 

EORRG�ZDV�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�WKH�-HZLVK�SXULW\�ODZ34. 

This law has been followed by the Muslim 

societies believed as part of Islamic teaching. 

The discussion about menstrual blood as part of 

ZRPHQ�VH[XDOLW\�LV�FOHDUO\�UHÀHFWHG�LQ�WKH�EHORZ�

quote showing its importance in Afghani culture: 

³$QG� UHPHPEHU� WKH� QLJKW²LW� ZDV� ZKHQ�

ZH� ZHUH� ¿UVW� OLYLQJ� WRJHWKHU²WKDW� \RX�

came home late. Dead drunk. You’d been 

smoking. I had fallen asleep. You pulled 

down my knickers without saying a word. 

I woke up. But I pretended to be deeply 

asleep. You… penetrated me… you had a 

great time… but when you stood up to go 

and wash yourself, you saw blood on your 

dick. You were furious. You came back and 

beat me, in the middle of the night, just 

because I hadn’t warned you that I was 

EOHHGLQJ�� ,� KDG� GH¿OHG� \RX�´� 6KH� ODXJKV��

VFRUQIXO��³,�KDG�PDGH�\RX�XQFOHDQ�´�35. 

In the above quote, a woman is narrating her 

33  Rahimi, Syngué Sabour Pierre de Patience, 17.

34  Hagal Mazuz, ‘Islamic and Jewish Law on the Colors 

of Menstrual Blood’, Zeitschrift Der Deutschen Mor-

genländischen Gesellschaft 164, no. 1 (2014): 97–106.

35  Rahimi, Syngué Sabour Pierre de Patience, 17.
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husband’s use of her body and her sexuality for 

sexual satisfaction. In her narration, the woman 

uses passive language (which is uncommon in 

French, where the active voice is most common). 

The very passivity of these sentences emphasizes 

WKH� ZRPDQ¶V� REMHFWL¿FDWLRQ�� $W� LWV� FRQFOXVLRQ��

the woman states that her husband—perceiving 

KLPVHOI�DV�GH¿OHG²ZDV�HQUDJHG�DIWHU�GLVFRYHULQJ�

that she was menstruating. Such depictions of 

menstrual blood as dirty are common in French 

works on Islam by various male authors. 

Perceptions of women’s blood in Arab culture 

are paradoxical. On the one hand, menstrual 

blood is despised; on the other hand, virginal 

blood is respected as a symbol of piety and 

purity 36. According to El Saadawi, the rejection 

of menstrual blood as unclean is commonly 

MXVWL¿HG� WKURXJK� UHIHUHQFH� WR� D� 4XU¶DQLF� VWRU\�

DERXW� D� -HZLVK� PDQ¶V� XQGLJQL¿HG� WUHDWPHQW� RI�

his menstruating wife. Although this tale was 

intended to criticize such inhumane behavior, it 

has subsequently been interpreted to legitimize 

the stigma against menstrual blood. 

In The Patience Stone, Atiq Rahimi narrates 

a similar issue through one of his characters. 

However, there is a crucial distinction between 

‘dirty’ menstrual blood and ‘pure’ virginal blood; 

the former is shed by a temporary wife, while 

the latter is shed by a virgin. There is a hierarchy 

here, with virginal women being honored for their 

perceived purity and piety. Importantly, however, 

this purity is not for the women themselves; 

it is for men, who are in no way obligated to 

maintain a similar level of purity. So great is the 

pressure that women employ various strategies to 

ensure that they bleed on their wedding nights. 

Women in North Africa, as mentioned above, use 

surgery; as narrated by Atiq Rahimi, experiences 

LQ�$IJKDQLVWDQ� GLuHU� VLJQL¿FDQWO\��1RQHWKHOHVV��

the novel also shows that women’s virginity is 

LQVXvFLHQW�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�WUHDWHG�ZHOO�

,Q� WKH� ¿UVW� TXRWDWLRQ�� D� ZRPDQ� QDUUDWHV�

her sexual experience in an active voice, but 

nonetheless positions herself as a frightened 

object. In the second quote, a woman narrates her 

sexual experience in the passive voice, thereby 

positioning herself as an object. Nonetheless, 

in both quotations female characters are given 

36  El Saadawi, The Hidden Face of Eve: Women in the 

Arab World.

narrative space, exhibiting opposition through 

their mockery and scorn. These women reject the 

hierarchization of menstrual and virginal blood, 

and thus are capable of negotiating their bodies 

and experience (albeit silently). 

Also discussed in this novel is the issue 

of reproduction. However, unlike virginal and 

menstrual blood, which are narrated as being 

controlled by men, reproduction is shown as 

involving all members of the family. Women 

H[SHULHQFH� VLJQL¿FDQW� SUHVVXUH� IURP� WKHLU�

husbands’ families, as shown below: 

And each time, your mother would come 

over to me, asking impatiently whether I 

didn’t feel nauseous at all. She thought I 

ZDV�SUHJQDQW��:KHQ�,�WROG�RWKHU�SHRSOH²

P\�VLVWHUV²DERXW�WKH�VWDWH�,�JRW�LQWR�ZKHQ�

you were away, they said I was in love, that 

was all. But all that didn’t last long. After 

¿YH�RU�VL[�PRQWKV��HYHU\WKLQJ�KDG�FKDQJHG��

Your mother had decided I was barren, and 

kept hassling me all the time. And you did, 

too.37. 

Men’s families wield power over matters 

RI� UHSURGXFWLRQ� DQG� RuVSULQJ�� ,Q� WKLV� PDWWHU��

mothers-in-law are dominant, even though men 

DUH�WKH�RQHV�ZLWK�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�LQWHUHVW�LQ�KDYLQJ�

RuVSULQJ� DQG� FRQWLQXLQJ� WKHLU� OLQHDJH��$IJKDQL�

society, which is used in the novel as a proxy for 

Islamic society, is built upon the foundation of 

a patrilineal system that maintains male power. 

In such a situation, mothers-in-law serve as the 

mediators of the patriarchal regime; it is in this 

capacity that they oppress other women, with 

their power being legitimized by their age. 

In The Patience Stone, Atiq Rahimi employs 

rewording to underscore the importance of 

reproduction. This can be seen, for instance, in 

the narration of the main character’s aunt and her 

similar experiences with perceived infertility. 

7KH\� PDUULHG� KHU� �P\� DXQW�� Rü� WR� WKLV�

WHUULEOH� ULFK�PDQ��$� WRWDO�EDVWDUG��6WXüHG�

with dirty cash. After two years of marriage, 

my aunt hadn’t been able to bear a child for 

him. I say for him, because that’s how you 

men see it. 38. 

37  Rahimi, Syngué Sabour Pierre de Patience, 30.

38  Rahimi, 37.
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7KH�DERYH�TXRWH��VSRNHQ�E\�D�ZRPDQ��RuHUV�

a clear critique of the male regime. There is also 

a clear social hierarchy, wherein a poor woman 

is expected to unquestioningly obey a wealthy 

man. Women are expected to act perfectly, and 

in the local cultural paradigm reproduction and 

FKLOGELUWK� DUH� LGHQWL¿HG� DV� LQWHJUDO� WR� SHUIHFW�

womanhood. In this case, women are expected 

to maintain their body and sexuality, especially 

to reproduce the generation for the sake of the 

society built by men’s culture 39. 

Sexuality and Piety in Ayat-Ayat Cinta

In many cultures, sexuality is commonly 

used to justify and legitimize morality. Sexual 

behavior, particularly the sexual behavior of 

women, is often perceived as the easiest means of 

measuring the morality of society40.Importantly, 

however, this morality is not singular, but 

hierarchical. 

Such questions of morality are explored by 

male authors in their works. Habiburrahman El 

Shirazy’s Verses of Love, for instance, follows 

an Indonesian student in Egypt who attracts 

the romantic attentions of both Egyptian and 

Indonesian women. Although this novel deals 

predominantly with love, it also details the means 

through which men choose their wives, which are 

closely linked with women’s bodies and female 

sexuality. Unlike The Patience Stone, which is 

narrated by a woman, Verses of Love is narrated 

by a man; nonetheless, both novels deal with 

WKH�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�REMHFWL¿FDWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ�LQ�

Islamic societies. 

Prominent in Habiburrahman El Shirazy’s 

discussion of women’s bodies and female 

sexuality is clothing. Throughout Verses of Love, 

women’s clothing is depicted as symbolically 

UHÀHFWLQJ� WKHLU� PRUDOLW\�� ,Q� GHSLFWLQJ� RQH� RI�

the main character’s love interests, an Egyptian 

Christian named Maria, it is written. 

Her clothing was loose, modest, neat. 

Always long, down to her ankles. She just 

didn’t wear the veil. But still, that was much 

more respectful than the Egyptian girls her 

age, who wore tight clothes and pants, 

39  Yuval-Davis, ‘Power, Intersectionality and the Politics 

of Belonging’.

40  Mottier, Sexuality: A Very Short Introduction.

often exposing a bit of their stomachs. Even 

though they called themselves Muslims41.

Loose, concealing clothing is described as 

characterizing honorable and respectful women. 

In this context, religion is not given particular 

prominence; indeed, the narrator criticizes 

Egyptian Muslims who wear tight clothing. 

The narrator thus subjectivizes the male main 

character, positioning him as an actor who must 

actively avoid the temptations of women’s bodies 

and female sexuality. Frequently, the male gaze is 

understood as framing women as objects of visual 

and sexual pleasure 42, being a means through 

which (heterosexual) men mobilize their power 

and create hegemony. Although the male narrator 

in Verses of Love seemingly rejects the male 

JD]H�� KH� SDUDGR[LFDOO\� HPSOR\V� LW� LQ� GLuHUHQW�

situation to construct women. This can be seen, 

for instance, in the novel’s depiction of another 

female character, Aisha.

³$LVKD�� RSHQ� \RXU� YHLO�� <RXU� ¿DQFp� KDV�

the right to see your face,” urged Sarah, 

her aunt. Slowly, Aisha revealed her face. 

Her clean white face was bowed before me. 

Subhanallah43. 

Paradoxically, women’s bodies are depicted 

as belonging not only to their husbands, but also 

to their husbands-to-be. There is a hierarchy of 

gazes, wherein women’s bodies are closed to 

outsiders but open to their husbands. This gaze, 

importantly, does not limit itself to women’s 

bodies; it also extends to women’s pious behavior. 

The piety of women is related to men. This is 

seen in the narrator’s description of Nurul, the 

daughter of a famous Indonesian cleric. 

Is there no greater blessing than a devout 

girl, one who refreshes a young man’s soul? 

I still can’t believe what I experienced that 

day44.

Throughout the novel, women—of all sorts 

and types—are subjected to the male gaze and 

41  El-Shirazy, Ayat-Ayat Cinta, 25.

42  Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures, Language, 

Discourse, Society (New York: Palgrave, 1989); R Rit-

land, ‘Visual Pleasure from Motherhood: Alyssa Mi-

lano Changing the Male Gaze’, Media, Culture and 

Society 40, no. 8 (2018): 1281–91.

43  El-Shirazy, Ayat-Ayat Cinta, 114.

44  El-Shirazy, 114.
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reduced to objects of visual and sexual pleasure. 

Men, conversely, are the subjects who shape 

their fates. This hierarchy is particularly evident 

in the novel’s description of another woman, an 

Egyptian named Noura. Her body and sexuality do 

not only belong to her family, but are transformed 

into public commodities when she is prostitute by 

her stepfather and her brothers. 

In Noura’s beauty, her father saw a business 

opportunity. Noura could be sold. Noura, 

however, was unable to do as her father 

ZLVKHG��6LQFH�WKHQ��VKH�KDG�VXüHUHG��

One foreign tourist had ordered an 

(J\SWLDQ�YLUJLQ��DQG�RüHUHG��������SRXQGV�

for Noura. A price quite agreeable to her 

father and brothers. [Noura] refused, and 

her father whipped her, over and over. 

Unable to withstand this attack, Noura 

acquiesced45.

Women are framed as the property of their 

families, being subjected to violence at the hands 

of their fathers and brothers. Men are shown as 

perpetuating violence against women, as exerting 

control over their “property”. Meanwhile, as in The 

Patience Stone, mothers are depicted as incapable 

of preventing violence against their daughters, as 

concealing this violence, perpetuating it through 

their inaction, and evenreproducing the culture of 

domestic violence. 

Again and again, Noura was beaten by her 

own kin, becoming the target of her father 

and her siblings’ rage. We didn’t know 

why her mother didn’t defend her. We were 

shocked by what we saw46.

By positioning women as the objects of 

violence, Verses of Love represents the masculine 

(J\SWLDQ�FXOWXUH�WKDW�LV�RIWHQ�IUDPHG�DV�UHÀHFWLQJ�

the religious practices of its Muslim majority. 

However, this novel rejects such practices as 

un-Islamic. Instead, it views such practices 

and stereotypes as being found in societies and 

communities around the world. For example, 

the perception of women as unclean is not only 

found in Muslim societies, but also in Western 

traditions. Rather than rejecting violence against 

ZRPHQ�� LW� LV� MXVWL¿HG� E\� IUDPLQJ� LW� DV� GHHSO\�

ensconced in cultures around the world, and thus 

45  El-Shirazy, 135.

46  El-Shirazy, 73.

unremarkable. 

I recalled that the Roman priests, back 

before Islam had arrived, had agreed that 

women were unclean creatures, the puppets 

of devils.They even questioned whether 

women were human47.

It is thus evident that, through Verses of Love, 

the author legitimizes misogyny by depicting 

them as unclean, as the “puppets of devils”, etc. 

Violence is framed as being universal, and thus it 

goes unchallenged in the novel. 

Of the literary works discussed here, The 

Patience Stone is more critical in its depictions of 

the practices of Muslims. The author, a migrant 

Muslim who has long lived in France, has been 

LQÀXHQFHG�E\�RWKHU�)UHQFK�DXWKRUV�VXFK�DV�0LFKHO�

Houellebecq (whose book Soumission deals with 

similar questions). French society, though secular, 

LV� VWURQJO\� LQÀXHQFHG� E\� &KULVWLDQ� WUDGLWLRQV��

wherein menstrual blood does not have similar 

connotations. 

Meanwhile, referring to Roman society, 

Habiburrahman El Shirazy describes violence 

against women as part of Western tradition. He 

WKXV� MXVWL¿HV� LWV� SUDFWLFH�� QRW� DV� SDUW� RI� ,VODPLF�

culture per se but rather as being common in 

human societies worldwide—including in the 

West, where it has frequently been challenged.

Conclusion

In both The Patience Stone and Verses 

of Love, male authors similarly examine the 

politics of sexuality and its application in 

Islamic societies. They present women’s bodies 

and female sexuality as being controlled, both 

physically and symbolically, by men, by their 

families, and by society. Such control is utilized 

as a means of controlling public morality while 

simultaneously perpetuating the religiously, 

culturally, and politically institutionalized male 

regime. 

+RZHYHU�� WKHVH� QRYHOV� GLuHU� LQ� WKHLU�

priorities. In The Patience Stone, control of 

women’s bodies and female sexuality is intended 

to silence women, who can only speak when 

their husbands are indisposed (i.e., in a coma). 

Through its depiction of women’s reproductive 

47  El-Shirazy, 152.
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functions, these novel critiques the misogyny 

of contemporary society and men’s control of 

women as a means of buttressing their social 

position and the patrilineal social structure. At 

the same time, it critiques the positioning of 

women as the objects of men’s sexual pleasure. 

The symbol of womanhood, such as the virginity 

or the menstrual blood become the concern of the 

author. The aim is to control women purity for 

the sake of perpetuating the dominance of men in 

controlling the society. 

Unlike the dichotomy of The Patience 

Stone, Verses of Love narrates men and women 

as existing within a hierarchy that is strongly 

informed by piety. It depicts women as being 

desired by men not only because of their physical 

beauty, but also their spiritual purity. However, 

these desire position women in to a place that 

WKH\�KDYH�WR�IXO¿OO�WKH�H[SHFWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VRFLHW\�

in term of sexuality and also morality.
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Panjang dengan tashdid ��L\\� �ñ�����XZZ� �î�
7D¶PDUEÌWDK�GLWUDQVOLWHUDVLNDQ�GHQJDQ�³K´�VHSHUWL�ahliyyah� �  DWDX�WDQSD�³K´��VHSHUWL�kulliya  �  ; 

GHQJDQ�³W´�GDODP�VHEXDK�IUDVD��FRQVWUDFW�SKUDVH���PLVDOQ\D�VXUDW�DO�0D¶LGDK�VHEDJDLPDQD�EDFDDQQ\D�

GDQ�GLFHWDN�PLULQJ��&RQWRK��GK�OLND�ONLW�EX�OD�UD\ED�¿K bukan GK�OLND�DO�NLW�E�OD�UD\E�¿K��\��D\\X�

KDQQ�V�bukan \��D\\XKD�DO�Q�V��GDQ�VHWHUXVQ\D��

%�� 0RGL¿NDVL��8QWXN�WXOLVDQ�%HUEDKDVD�,QGRQHVLD�

��� 1DPD�RUDQJ�GLWXOLV� ELDVD� GDQ�GLLQGRQHVLDNDQ� WDQSD� WUDQVOLWHUDVL��&RQWRK��$V�6\D¿¶L� EXNDQ� DO�

6\�¿¶L��GLFHWDN�ELDVD��EXNDQ�italic�

��� 1DPD�NRWD�VDPD�GHQJDQ�QR�����&RQWRK��0DGLQDK�EXNDQ�0DG¯QDK��0LV}UD�PHQMDGL�0HVLU��4�KLUDK�

PHQMDGL�.DLUR��%DJKG�G�PHQMDGL�%DJKGDG��GDQ�ODLQ�ODLQ�

��� ,VWLODK�DVLQJ�\DQJ�EHOXP�PDVXN�NH�GDODP�%DKDVD�,QGRQHVLD��GLWXOLV�VHSHUWL�DVOLQ\D�GDQ�GLFHWDN�

PLULQJ��italic���EXNDQ�JDULV�EDZDK��XQGHUOLQH���&RQWRK�����DO�TDZ�¶LG�DO�¿TKL\\DK��,V\U�TL\\DK��

µXUZDK�DO�ZXVT���GDQ�ODLQ�VHEDJDLQ\D��6HGDQJNDQ�LVWLODK�DVLQJ�\DQJ�VXGDK�SRSXOHU�GDQ�PDVXN�NH�

GDODP�%DKDVD�,QGRQHVLD��GLWXOLV�ELDVD��WDQSD�WUDQVOLWHUDVL��&RQWRK��$O�4XU¶DQ�EXNDQ�$O�4XU¶�Q��

$O�+DGLV�EXNDQ�DO�+DG¯WK��,OXPLQDWLI�EXNDQ�LOOXPLQDWLI��SHUHQLDO�EXNDQ�SHUHQQLDO��GOO�

��� -XGXO�EXNX�GLWXOLV�VHSHUWL�DVOLQ\D�GDQ�GLFHWDN�PLULQJ��+XUXI�SHUWDPD�SDGD�DZDO�NDWD�GDUL�MXGXO�EXNX�

WHUVHEXW�PHQJJXQDNDQ�KXUXI�NDSLWDO��NHFXDOL�DO��\DQJ�DGD�GL�WHQJDK��&RQWRK��Ihy��µ8OÌP�DO�'¯Q�
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