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  Context


  Alifa Rifaat was born in 1930 and spent her entire life in Egypt, where she was raised in the traditions and culture of Islam. Though Rifaat wanted to attend college and pursue an education and a career in the arts, her parents arranged for her to be married instead, and she submitted. Her husband died early in her married life, leaving her to raise their three children. Rifaat, a Muslim (a follower of Islam), could read only Arabic, so her exposure to literature was limited to works written in or translated into Arabic, and the Qur’an (the text of the Islamic religion) and the Hadith (a book of sayings of the Islamic prophet Muhammad).


  Although Rifaat did not attend college, she did receive some education at the British Institute in Cairo (1946–1949). Rifaat continued reading works of Arab fiction and religious works, and she eventually began writing in 1955. Having traveled little in her life, many of her stories are set in provincial Egypt and are untouched by Western influence. As a result, instead of taking the conventional feminist approach and looking to the Christian West for a model of how women’s lives should change, Rifaat criticizes men for not fulfilling their role within the Islamic tradition. She does not question the role of women according to the Islamic faith, but rather depicts the hardships imposed on women because of men’s shortcomings. Her collection of short stories, Distant View of a Minaret (1983), features recurring ideas of sexual frustration, pervasive cultural pressures, and death.


  In Islamic society, a woman is under the protection and rule of her husband if she is married, or of her oldest brother if she is single or widowed. She often has little or no control of finances or major decisions. Though Rifaat laments the limits placed on women in Islamic society in Distant View of a Minaret, she never questions Islam’s ultimate validity, and every story contains elements of the Islamic faith. Muslims believe there is one God, and that whatever occurs in a person’s life happens through the will of Allah (the Islamic word for God). Allah has communicated to man through the Qur’an, which provides guidelines for living. Muslims are guided by the Five Pillars of Faith: the acknowledgment of Allah as the one true deity; the performance of prayer rituals at least five times a day; the giving of alms; refraining from eating, drinking, smoking, and sex from dawn until dusk during the month of Ramadan; and making at least one pilgrimage to Mecca (in modern-day Saudi Arabia) during one’s lifetime. These guidelines, as well as other elements of Islam, pervade Rifaat’s stories and place them firmly in the Islamic tradition.


  Other works by Rifaat include Girls of Baurdin (1995), Kad Lia al-Hawa (1985), Love Made a Trap for Me (1991), Leil Al-Shetaa Al-taweel (translated as The Long Night of Winter and Other Stories) (1985), Jawharah Farum (1978), Pharaoh’s Jewel (1991), and the short-story collection Hawatandbi-Adam (translated as Eve Returns With Adam to Paradise) (1975). Reviewers overwhelmingly praise Rifaat for the sense of raw emotion and authenticity in her writing. She died in Egypt in 1996.


  Plot Overview


  Distant View of a Minaret is a collection of fifteen short stories that give readers a glimpse of what it means to be a woman in an Orthodox Muslim society in Egypt. The stories are not interconnected, but together they form a vivid portrayal of Rifaat’s world.


  “Distant View of a Minaret”


  A woman and her husband are having sex. The wife thinks about her lack of sexual fulfillment—her husband always stops as soon as he climaxes. She’s told him her desires, but he ignores her and makes her feel embarrassed for trying to prolong their sexual intercourse so that she, too, might have an orgasm.


  The wife hears the call for the daily afternoon prayer. She gets up to wash herself after having sex, in accordance with Islamic practice. Her husband stays in bed to nap. After prayer, the wife gazes out the window of their apartment, thinking that she once had a view of the entire city of Cairo. The city has built up over the years, and now the view is limited to that of a single minaret (tower of a mosque). She had wished to have a house with a garden in the suburbs, but because of her husband’s job, they got an apartment in the city. She didn’t mind so much because of the wonderful view, but now it is gone.


  The wife prepares the afternoon coffee and brings it into the bedroom for her husband, only to find that he has suffered an attack (about which the reader receives no other information except that these attacks have happened before) and died. She tells her son to fetch the doctor, then pours a cup of coffee for herself. She thinks to herself that she is surprisingly calm.


  “Bahiyya’s Eyes”


  Bahiyya, an elderly woman, tells a story to her visiting daughter. Bahiyya recently took herself to the hospital because she was losing her sight. The doctor indicates that it is too late to help her—Bahiyya will soon be blind. She tells her daughter that her blindness is a result of the tears she has cried for being born a girl rather than a boy. Bahiyya explains that she had to accept her brother’s abuse because he was the man of the family. She learned about sex from watching animals. When some of the village women found that she had made mud dolls with genitalia, they castrated her. Bahiyya liked a boy in the village, but her family arranged a marriage for her with another man. Her husband died soon after they married. Bahiyya describes the loneliness of being a woman without a man and says that she feels her life and youth have been a waste.


  “Telephone Call”


  In the middle of the night, the narrator hears a phone ringing in another apartment. Her husband has recently died, and as she sits alone she hopes for some sort of sign from beyond the grave. Since his death, she sleeps during the day and stays up at night. Suddenly her own phone rings. She picks it up, but there is only silence. The narrator believes that this is her sign. Morning comes, and during her morning prayer she is grateful and content. The phone rings again. This time it is the phone operator, who tells the narrator that a call was accidentally directed to the wrong house last night. She returns to her prayers to ask forgiveness from Allah for having asked for so much.
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