
Cultural discussion 

“Be My Friend!” (كن صديقى) is a beautiful poem by the famous Kuwaiti poet, critic and 

writer Suad al-Sabah.   

Suad was born in 1942 to the ruling family of Kuwait. She obtained a bachelor’s degree in 

Economics from Cairo University in 1973, and a PhD also in economics from Sari Guilford 

University in the UK in 1981.  

In her poetry, she deals with concerns of Arab women and tries to challenge traditions and the 

traditional role of women in society. This poem is a good example of her poetry. It is an 

invitation for friendship extended from a woman to a man, an invitation for a man to know a 

woman as a person regardless of gender.  

In an interview with an AI-Raida coeditor, Suad as-Sabbah said the following: 

 

“Arab woman - with a few exceptions - is still exiled from the world of men. She cannot 

rule, nor decrees laws, nor participates in decision making. In order to win this battle, 

the Arab man himself must become liberated from his feudal and sexist mentality, for she 

considers him primarily responsible for the present situation of Arab women.” 

 

What saddens Suad as-Sabbah is to see the Arab woman's mind living in exile, and like any exile 

forbidden from having any choice or liberty of action or speech. 

 

She therefore, calls for utilizing women's education to «break the doors of the prison», so that 

this acquired knowledge will not be merely an indicator of prestige, but become truly functional. 

An Arab woman poet is constantly exposed; every word she writes is subject to scrutiny and 

criticism. She is not allowed to shout, for shouting is the privilege of men. She is not allowed to 

wander alone on paper unless accompanied by a male member of her family. An Arab woman 

poet does not have an easy life, she is constantly writing against the law of gravity of her society 

and of history.
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In “Kon Sadiki”, Suad invites man to focus more on the thoughts of the woman rather on her 

body and appearance and she go further by saying that: 

 

“There's nothing emasculating about it 

However 

The man of the East is not satisfied with any role 

Except roles of heroism 

 

The rise of modern Arab feminism, much like everything else in the Middle East, is steeped in 

controversy. In 1899, Qasim Amin, an Egyptian intellectual and a judge, published his 

groundbreaking book, The Liberation of Women, which caused not ripples, but tsunamis of 

dissent and discussion across the region. The book, which outlined Amin’s claims that the 

education and liberation of women was essential to strengthen and emancipate the Egyptian 

nation from British colonial rule, resulted from his travels to and studies in Europe, where he 

observed the role of women in Western society.  

He argued that men oppressed and silenced women, which caused society in general to suffer: 

“Our present situation resembles that of a very wealthy man who locks up his gold in a chest. 

This man unlocks his chest daily for the mere pleasure of seeing his treasure. If he knew better, 

he could invest his gold and double his wealth in a short period of time.” He is generally 

considered the “Father of Arab feminism” (which definitely is an oxymoron). 

Today’s most noted Arab feminist, Nawal al-Saadawi, recently just managed to keep her 

marriage intact despite an Egyptian lawsuit designed to separate her from her husband. She had 

been accused of apostasy—the renunciation of Islam—because of comments she made during an 

interview; the lawsuit against her claimed that she had abandoned her faith and therefore could 

not be married to a Muslim. The Egyptian court eventually threw out the case, thus saving her 

thirty-seven-year marriage, but the case was not the first time that al-Saadawi, a doctor and the 

most recognized Arab feminist in the West, had been in the spotlight. 

Al-Saadawi is the author of several novels, and volumes of her memoirs and autobiography, and 

the founder of the Arab Women’s Solidarity Association (AWSA). Her Memoirs of a Woman 



Doctor recount her difficulties in earning respect in the medical field and achieving her goals 

under familial and social pressures to conform to the feminine ideal: to marry at an early age, 

bear children, and be an obedient wife. Her most recent autobiography, A Daughter of Isis, 

details her earliest memories of recognizing gender discrimination in Egyptian society, such as 

the divorce and inheritance laws regarding women, and the preferential treatment of male 

children. Her medical experience led her to become an outspoken opponent of female genital 

mutilation (FGM), an extreme form of female circumcision practiced in some rural parts of 

Egypt and Africa. Her vocal opposition to this and other issues made her a target of Islamic 

fundamentalists, who put her name on a death list in 1993, prompting her to immigrate to the 

United States, where she has been ever since.
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