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ABSTRACT 
 

 

 
 

 The image of the dangerous and depraved woman who uses her feminine wiles and 

causes the downfall of man is not new. Numerous examples exist in the literature and 

popular imagination of many cultures. Still, this woman was not categorized as a type 

until the nineteenth century due to specific social and political conditions. This thesis, a 

comparative study of the femme fatale archetype, is an analysis of what constitutes the 

“otherness” of this figure in different cultures. I will tackle two plays by Tennessee 

Williams, A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, and their American and 

Egyptian film adaptations, in order to trace the similarities and the differences between 

the American and the Arabic conceptions of the same femme fatale. This comparison will 

be conducted in the light of their historical/social background, of the “fatal” characters 

themselves, and the actresses playing the roles. What do these women “threaten” and how 

do they threaten? 
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Chapter One 

 

 Introduction to the Femme Fatale 

     The image of the dangerous and depraved woman who uses her feminine wiles and causes the 

downfall of man is not new. It has existed in many cultures and throughout the centuries.  Some 

examples of this archetype are religious figures, like Delilah and Salome, while others are 

political figures, such as Cleopatra and Mata Hari. These figures, whether religious or not, are 

associated with Eve, either through direct reference or through symbolism. All women are “filles 

d’Eve”, responsible for the downfall of man (Menon, 3). The fact that Adam and Eve were 

banished from the Garden of Eden after becoming aware of their nudity (and thus sexuality) – as 

symbolized by the snake and the fruit of knowledge- was masked and the focus was on the image 

of Eve’s seduction of Adam. Interestingly, such seduction is not emphasized in the holy books 

themselves but in the works that took them as reference. In the Old Testament, the serpent 

convinces Eve to eat the fruit so as to “be as gods, knowing good and evil” (Genesis 3:5). Thus, 

she “did eat, andgave also unto her husband with her; and he did eat” (Genesis 3:6). When asked 

by God about what she had done, she explains that “the serpent beguiled me, and I did eat” 

(Genesis 3:12). Adam is blamed for he has “hearkened” unto the voice of [his] wife” (Genesis 

3:17). Here, there is no account of how, or even whether, Eve seduced Adam into eating the 

forbidden fruit. The view of Eve as a femme fatale “evolved gradually through the writings of 

successive theologians” who “no doubt took into consideration Lilith1, Adam’s first wife in the 

Judaic tradition, either deliberately or due to confusion” (Menon, 18). This modification in the 

                                                           
1 Lilith would not submit to Adam during intercourse and so was banished from Eden. 
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interpretation of Adam and Eve’s story is evident in Milton’s Paradise Lost, with Eve standing 

alone when the serpent approached (Menon, 25). Eve is the only one to blame for the Fall. In the 

Koran, Eve is not even mentioned by name- she is referred to as Adam’s wife. Also, she is not 

the one who initiated the events that followed. Actually Satan “whispered to them and led them 

on by delusion”, after which they confessed, “Lord, we have wronged ourselves” (VII: 15,20). 

Later on, in the same surra, Satan whispered to Adam, pointing out the forbidden tree, and then 

“the two of them ate of it”, meaning Adam and Eve. Thus, “Adam disobeyed his Lord, and so he 

erred” (VII: 115). Clearly, there is also no account of any seduction in the Koranic text. Both 

Adam and Eve are participants in the same mistake. It is not the Koranic story itself but its 

interpretation that “departs from the scripturalist referent in numerous ways”. That is because 

“extraneous detail transmitted in Hadith form and frequently originating in the Bible and Bible-

related sources not only fleshes out the story but drastically changes it, especially with regard to 

the woman’s role” (Stowasser, 28). In the interpretations based on traditions, there is a focus on 

Eve’s temptation of Adam. Tabari recounts various traditions that blame Eve. In one of them, 

Hawwa’ verbally persuades Adam to eat the fruit. In another, she sexually coerces him, for she 

withholds herself from him until he eats the fruit. In yet another tradition, she gives him wine to 

dull his senses and then leads him to the tree, from which he eats (qtd. in Stowasser: 29). These 

medieval interpretations were the basis for the denial of “female rationality and female moral 

responsibility”, mirroring “a social base of gender inequality and also the existence of structures 

(such as a clerical institution with legislative or juridic powers) bent on its preservation” 

(Stowasser, 28). 
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     This ‘lore’ can be seen as a patriarchal attempt to regulate womanhood by giving religious 

proof that all women are inherently destructive and need to be bound so that any further damage 

is prevented. Evil “is constructed as the Other”, according to Rebecca Stott. “It is all that is 

outside, taboo, and marks the limits, the frontiers, of what is socially and culturally acceptable” 

(41). She adds, quoting Joanna de Groot, that “the images of otherness and subordination need to 

be understood as ways for men to explore and deal with their own identity and place in the world 

as sexual beings… and as wielders of knowledge, skill, and power” (43). Thus, the 

destructiveness of these women is a male construction based on the fear of the Other, on the fear 

of being emasculated. 

 

     It is exactly this fear that led to the creation of the femme fatale2 in the West during the 

nineteenth century, as feminism was rising. The femme fatale3 is a dangerously seductive 

woman, “bearing a sexuality that is perceived to be rapacious, or fatal to her male partners” 

(Stott, viii). This so- called sexually depraved woman was not only seduced by the ‘snake’ of 

Eden but by Adam as a whole. As a result, men felt threatened by the woman who wanted to 

usurp their power, as if she wanted to become a man herself.  

 

                                                           
2 It must be noted that dangerous women have always existed in literature and in popular imagination. Nevertheless, 

Praz argues that the femme fatale was “formulated as a clear and recognizable ‘type’ in the late nineteenth century” 

(qtd. in Stott ix). 
3 The femme fatale should not be confused with the New Woman or with la belle dame sans merci. The New 

Woman, according to Stott, refers to “a new type of woman emerging from the changing social and economic 

conditions of the late nineteenth century: she is a woman who challenges dominant sexual morality and who begins 

to enter new areas of employment and education”. Still the “fatalism” of the femme fatale is not associated with her 

(ix).  As for the femme fatale and la belle dame sans merci, they share many characteristics- the most important of 

which are “their influence on their lovers and [the fact that] the stories in which they appear often follow similar 

patterns” (Fass, 22). Their lovers are enthralled by them because they both promise sexual pleasure. Yet, la belle 

dame sans merci’s promise is indirect; she does not initiate it. She “dwells in a land that embodies human dreams of 

physical perfection and immortality” (Fass, 22).   
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     Many factors contributed to this sense of alarm. Firstly, the women’s rights movement was 

gaining momentum. Women wanted the right to vote, to get an education and to work. They also 

voiced increasing “demand for a woman’s right over her body”. Stott quotes Bland who explains 

that the new woman novel “was spot-lighting a host of horrors lurking behind the veneer of 

marital respectability (the double standard, venereal disease, incessant child-bearing and non-

consentual sex)” (12). Such ‘horrors’ were no longer acceptable to women. Secondly, women’s 

clubs were founded. Such organizations were the result of liberalizing the laws that governed 

assembly in 1868 and 1877 and of strengthening laws prevalent to women’s rights (Menon, 64). 

Seen by French feminists as their “own paradise”, these clubs hosted meetings to discuss politics 

and social issues, such as the outlawing of prostitution (Menon, 64). Third, department stores 

emerged. They “provided greater job opportunities for women within the fashion industry” 

(Menon, 44). They furthermore modified women’s relation to space, for “through the act of 

browsing within a large space versus the more intimate shopping experience in boutiques, a 

woman became a flầneuse4 and assumed an almost masculine power of vision” (Menon, 60). 

Fourthly, fashion was democratized through “weekly updates in many of the periodicals” and 

through “ready-to-wear clothing” (Menon, 43). Consequently, “clothing became unreliable as an 

indication of social status or class, and frustrated police could no longer distinguish a prostitute 

from the bourgeoisie by dress alone” (Menon, 44). Here, fashion increased women’s freedom 

since it was no longer a means to categorize and thus control them. Here, it should be noted that 

the feminist movement at this stage “was concerned primarily with education and political rights 

for a select few” (Stott, 14).The movement, and consequently the femme fatale, was first 

associated with high classes. 

                                                           
4 The flaneuse is “so called because she has appropriated the wandering gaze of her male counterpart, the flaneur, or 

dandy” (Menon, 12). 
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 As a reaction to the aforementioned factors, the first representations of the femme fatale 

came into being through caricatures. According to Menon, “the popular culture fostered by social 

caricature, also known as the study of ‘manners’, underlies the concept of the femme fatale” (3). 

Such caricatures were a backlash against women’s new-found freedoms, “a model with which 

antifeminist artists could attack the burgeoning women’s right movement” (Menon, 8). There 

was an attempt to “revoke, or at least discredit” women’s increasing freedom using one of two 

methods, “by representing women as old, ugly, and dangerous, or by portraying them as 

beautiful but extremely frivolous” (Menon, 64). Every element of women’s newfound freedom 

was criticized through caricatures and social satires. Men “attempted to limit the range of these 

contemporary women by employing the literary device of juxtaposing virtue and vice, and by 

ignoring nuances of character or social advances” (Menon, 94). For example, female 

employment was indirectly shown by male artists to lead to immorality. Such artists classified 

women into types, such as “barmaids, dance hall performers, singers, and delivery girls- those in 

professions that collectively comprised a thinly disguised network of unregulated prostitution” 

(Menon, 94). Furthermore, women’s demands for the right over their bodies resulted in fears of 

depopulation (Menon, 92). Here, the femme fatale is seen “as the antithesis of the maternal- 

sterile or barren” as Buci- Glucksmann argues (qtd. in Doane: 2). The femme fatale’s sexuality is 

useless because “she produces nothing in a society which fetishizes production” (Doane, 2). In 

addition, women’s clubs were devalued by the male writers who reported on meetings since 

these men “paid an inordinate amount of attention to the appearance of the members all but 

ignoring the context of the meetings” (Menon, 64). This way, men tried to falsely illustrate that 

women’s clubs were a pretext for women to gossip and show off their clothes. Moreover, 
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moralists believed that fashion “encouraged vanity and coquetry” and blamed the pastime of 

shopping “for compromising the notion of ‘family’ ” (Menon,60). Such an approach was used to 

“reinforce patriarchy by keeping women categorized as ‘good’ or ‘bad’, but never a combination 

of both, and never, ‘human’ ” (Menon, 11).  The danger the femme fatale presented was further 

propagated by the Victorian obsession with “sexual and racial classification of all kind, urgently 

seeking a hierarchical definition and inscription of superior/ inferior races and, in medicine, the 

definition of normal and abnormal sexualities” (Stott, 25). This woman was considered as having 

an abnormal sexuality because of her assertiveness, mobility and relative independence- traits 

that were in direct contradiction with how ‘normal’ women were perceived at that time- 

domesticized, obedient, and motherly: angels of the house. The image of the femme fatale then 

found its way into tobacco and alcohol advertisements, Salon paintings associated with 

Decadence, theater, novels, and, later, movies. It even extended to fashion, such as the snake 

bracelets and the feather boas reflecting the association of women with snakes. 

 

 The Arab counterpart of the femme fatale is “al-mar’a al-moughwiya” (the seductive 

woman). Arab literature abounds in seductive women who wielded enormous power over men. 

This is especially perceived in tales about al-qiyan, singing concubines from the late Umayyad 

and Abbassid periods in which sexual freedom flourished. First of all, these women were visible 

and had a voice, unlike “free” women. El- Cheikh reveals that they were frequented by men, 

could circulate in society without having to veil in the presence of men and were educated and 

cultivated. Actually, many of them wrote poetry and played musical instruments. Thus, “the 

concept of seclusion and isolation of Muslim women was not a functional reality for slave girls” 

because “they followed, on the whole, an alternative set of moral standards (eds. Manuel and 
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Deguilhem, 134). Second, these women had their own money. Here, I am not referring to the 

money that men paid to buy these concubines, but to the generous amounts of money given to 

the concubines as gifts. One such woman was Taroub, who belonged to Abdul-Rahman Al-Naser 

Al-Omawi Al-Andalusi. After becoming angry with him, she locked herself in her chamber and 

refused to see him. In an attempt at reconciliation, he blocked her door with bags of money. 

After his entreaties and promises of giving her money, she opened the door to find coins 

scattered at her feet. Surprised, she kissed the khalife’s feet and apologized. The money was 

given to her as promised, in addition to jewelry valued at more than one hundred thousand dinars 

(Al-Tounji5, 238-239). It was well-known that “a number of men became destitute after having 

spent all their money, which, at times, was considerable on their passion over a singing girl” 

(eds. Manuel and Deguilhem, 134). Third, al-qiyan were the epitomes of femininity. Lachiri 

compares the “slave girl depicted with loose hair and dressed in rich garnments” to the “free 

woman wearing a headdress” in medieval Andalusi miniatures (eds. Manuel and Deguilhem, 

102- 103). Fourth, these women had real political power. As an example, the concubine Fadl 

helped people belonging to her religious sect by influencing kings and nobles (Tounji, 239). As 

another example, the afore- mentioned Taroub interfered in matters of the state and sometimes 

even took action (Tounji, 239). The most well-known example is that of Shajarat Al-Durr, who 

later became the first Muslim queen ruling in the name of Islam and the first Mamlouk ruler 

(Tounji, 184). Thus, “the overwhelming passion that jawari stirred in the hearts of these men” is 

undeniable (eds. Manuel and Deguilhem, 136). As Bouhdiba proclaims, “the concubine becomes 

a veritable ‘anti-wife’, by usurping femininity and taking it over entirely for herself”. This is 

because “the legitimate wife appears to benefit from a superior status. This is only an 

appearance, however” (Bouhdiba, 106).  

                                                           
5 Regarding the information by this author, all translations are mine. 
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     Still, we cannot say that al-qiyan were a symbol of the empowerment of women because they 

were a commodity. This is proved by the fact that any concubine was identified merely by a first 

name, followed by the name of her ‘owner’. The privileges they enjoyed were “part of their 

social role in the medieval Islamic world (Malti – Douglas, 36). Also, regarding the presence of 

these women in Arab literature, it should be noted that “women are not, by and large, the central 

subject matter in adab literature”, postulates El-Cheikh. “the main interest of the authors in 

including women in their material is often the presentation of elegant verses as well as female 

witticisms and ruses which revolve around female sexuality and women’s bodies”  (eds. Manuel 

and Deguilhem, 130- 131). Their presence was incidental, and they were not developed as round 

characters.  

 

     A closer ‘version’ of the Western archetype was created during al- Nahda in the nineteenth 

century. This was the result of the translation of Western novels. According to Zeitouni6, “the 

novel was an new literary form that came into being during the Nahda, for it was not a 

continuation of the old Arab story telling due to differences in style and artistic form” (Zeitouni, 

Translation Movement 140). He continues that the translation of novels was pioneered by 

“individuals who learned foreign languages”, and their efforts “were embraced by newspapers 

and later on, magazines” (140). Such novels were very well-received by readers, as proved by 

the “great number of romantic and detective novels that were translated in the beginning of the 

twentieth century” (Zeitouni, Translation Movement 12). Such a literary movement, as he 

                                                           
6 Regarding the information by this author, all translations are mine.  
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explains, was very important, for “it introduced [the Arab reader] to Western social patterns” and 

later on paved the way for Arabic novels which were “adapted to the local culture” and which 

discussed “topics related to our reality and analyzed our problems” (142). At this point, the 

archetype of the seductive woman came to be utilized “to express the struggle between men and 

women, the state of stress that the Arab society lived through after the shock of modernism, or 

the absence of clear rules that govern the treatment of women by society” (Zeitouni, The Arabic 

Novel 99- 100). Thus, writings related to women’s issues were not alien to the Arab society 

during al-Nahda because this period brought on many questions related to the status of women in 

the Arabic society. Here, it would be a good idea to consider Egyptian feminism, since Egyptian 

feminists were pioneers.  

 

     Badran postulates that “the roots of twentieth-century Egyptian feminism are found in the 

nineteenth century” (4). In the nineteenth century, many changes took place, contributing to the 

shift in women’s position in society. Firstly, the segregation between men and women relaxed. 

For example, “carriages were not only used for transport but became a form of recreation for 

women and men alike” (Badran, 6). As another example, in the new residential area in Cairo, 

Isma’ilyah (named after Khedive Isma’il who promoted its creation), “architectural forms 

catering to female isolation began to disappear”, and the new forms “were not designed to render 

women invisible” (Badran, 7). As a third example, “men who were neither husbands nor close 

relatives began to enter private quarters” (Badran, 8). These men were doctors and 

photographers. As a fourth example, salons flourished. In these salons, educated men and women 

discussed various social and intellectual topics, especially the ‘woman question’. Secondly, new 

pastimes increased the visibility of women. The opera house built in 1869 “provided new 
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entertainment for upper-class women”.(Badran, 7). Department stores offered “new shopping 

possibilities and a novel pastime for well-to-do women who had formerly relied on women 

peddlers to bring goods to their house” (Badran, 8). Women belonging to upper classes went on 

trips in the pleasure boats on the Nile and went on excursions to Helwan, which provided them 

with “a more relaxed atmosphere in place of their routine seclusion in Cairo” (Badran, 8). Third, 

women were exposed to lifestyles different than their own. Elite women living in Isma’ilyah 

alongside wealthy foreigners “could view ways of life different from their own”  (Badran, 7). 

Western lady travelers frequently visited harems, and “Egyptian and Western women observed 

each other, engaging in limited exchange” (Badran, 7). Egyptian upper-class women also mixed 

with European women in Europe, where they went on holiday. There, “not only did Egyptian 

women observe other lives at first hand but they also behaved differently themselves, comingling 

in public with their husbands” (Badran, 8). Fourth, women’s literacy and education flourished. 

Many girls’ schools were founded. Also, women published books and articles in newspapers, 

providing models for others. Women’s press came into being when Al-Fatah (The Young Girl) 

was founded in 1892. Women’s press was “didactic, focusing mainly on the enhancement of 

women’s family roles and on education as serving those roles”. Nevertheless, it was powerful in 

the sense that it gave women a voice. Now, they had a “public ‘presence’”- an “ ‘unveiling’ of 

women’s voices” (Badran, 16). Such changes continued into the twentieth century until al-Ittihad 

al-Nisa’i al-Masri (the Egyptian Feminist Union or EFU) was founded in 1923.  

 

     Here, two important points must be highlighted. To begin with, this movement took place in 

an urban setting. Furthermore, women’s emancipation targeted elite women- just like feminism 

in the West. That is why this ‘feminism’ did not sweep through the whole society. Liberated 
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women were a minority and others – men and women – saw them as controversial. The free 

circulation of women in society was looked upon as strange. For instance, satirist Muhammad al-

Muwaylihi wrote of upper- class women attending plays about love, “but for their refinement, we 

would have thought they were women of low virtue” (qtd. in Badran, 7). As another instance, 

Huda Sha’rawi recalls that people who saw her shopping in a department store in Alexandria 

“looked upon me as if I were about to violate the religious law or commit some other crime” 

(qtd. in Badran, 8). Even the issue women having a public presence was touchy, for “naming 

women and according them a public identity was radical at the time” (Badran, 14). The most 

evident example, is the “intense outrage” Qasim Amin’s7 book al-Mar’ah al-Jadidah (the new 

woman) provoked in conservatives and reactionaries, who were “fearful about their customary 

privileges (Badran,19). Consequently, emancipated women were seen as a subversive Other. 

Actually, one of the backlashes against them was “branding them Western agents of colonialism” 

(Badran, 24). Another reason why they were increasingly seen as the Other was the direction in 

which feminism was going. It is true that it was men who first questioned the lowly status of 

women, but men and women had different motivations. Badran postulates that women embraced 

feminism in an attempt towards “improved conditions for themselves”, while men encouraged 

feminism as a result of “the search to explain their country’s backwardness” (16). Therefore, the 

women’s aims were gender-oriented, while the men’s were nationalistic. 

 

     Going back to the topic of adaptations from the West, these were not limited to literature but 

also extended into Egyptian film production. Actually, “various famous novels and narratives 

                                                           
7 Qasim Amin was a respected member of the judicial establishment. He “called for an end to female seclusion” 

through casting aside the face veil, domestic incarceration of women, and unfair divorce and polygamy (Badran, 

19). 
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from Western literature have found their way onto the screen” (Shafik, Arab Cinema 122). 

Moreover, numerous Hollywood productions were being adapted into Egyptian films, especially 

during the 1950s and 1960s when “the spectrum widened as new genres like the police film and 

melodramatic realism made their appearance” (Shafik, Arab Cinema 24). 

 

     Thus, although the factors that brought on the ‘creation’ and the ‘marketing’ of the femme 

fatale in the West are not the same as in the Arab world, many similarities can be drawn in 

relation to how women’s sexuality and their awareness of it are perceived. Both ‘sisters’ are 

destructive to patriarchal society because they have appropriated attributes that are 

predominantly male. In the first place, they are visible. They are seen by men, but they can also 

see men: they have an almost masculine gaze. Second, they are mobile. This mobility, according 

to Doanne, reflects “a sexuality which is out of bounds precisely as a result of a woman’s revised 

relation to space, her new ability to ‘wander’ (and hence to ‘err’)” (263). Men cannot control 

and, by association, cannot know their whereabouts. Third, they have a voice. They challenge the 

social stereotype of the ‘good’ woman by refusing to be one and by regaining power over 

themselves. This “NO!” is in itself seductive because it awakens a certain desire in the man to 

break that power and own that woman, returning matters back to normal. This concept is 

analyzed by Buci- Gluksmann, who argues that “this is the moment when the male seems to lose 

access to the body, which the woman then comes to over represent… the feminine is insistently 

allegorized and mythified as excess in art, literature and philosophy” (qtd. in Doanne, 21). This 

‘excess’ cannot be tolerated by the patriarchal society and thus “the naming of the Other is an 

attempt to triumph over her Otherness… [it] is both to deny her difference and regulate it” (Stott, 

48- 49). Despite their appropriation of masculine attributes, these women are always depicted as 
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very beautiful. Such a trait is more than necessary, Paglia declares, for beauty “allows man to act 

by enhancing the desirability of what he fears” (32). Man objectifies the woman, for “a sex 

object is something to aim at” (Paglia, 31). This way, the woman becomes less threatening. 

 

     Despite their similarities, the Western and the Arab  femme fatales have an important 

difference between them. The latter is much more sexualized than the former for two reasons. 

First, the concept of sexuality is not the same in the Arab- Muslim culture as it is in the West. In 

the former, women were believed “to possess a more powerful sexual drive than men, posing a 

threat to society because of the chaos or fitna they could unleash” (Badran,5).  Second, Arab 

societies are not open about sexual matters. Therefore, the obvious sexuality of the femme fatale, 

especially in the film industry, is an overcompensation for what individuals lack access to in real 

life. The motto “al- gumhur ‘ayiz kida”  ( the audience wants it like this) is proof of the 

industry’s “absolute determination to entertain and permanent readiness to compromise” (Shafik, 

Arab Cinema 26).  

 

     Departing from this point, the femme fatale is not unique to one place or period of time. This 

is proved by the (re)emergence of this archetype at times when the position of women in a given 

culture is problematic, for “fantasies of women are sociohistorically based” (Grossman, 3). Thus, 

to ‘explain’ the femme fatale, one must examine “the settings- social, psychological, political, 

and geographical- that define her experience… a far better thing to define than the woman’ 

herself” (Grossman, 5). More importantly, to understand the seductive woman, one must 

scrutinize the ‘seduced’ man, for “the stereotype of the seductive woman reveals more about the 
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viewer than about the viewed object” (Zeitouni, The Arab Novel 99). It is not the woman herself 

who is dangerous, but the anxieties that she symbolizes are the ones that threaten society. 

 

     This thesis, a comparative study of the femme fatale, is an analysis of what constitutes the 

otherness of this figure. In chapter two, I will discuss Tennessee William’s play, A Streetcar 

Named Desire, and both its American and Egyptian film adaptations. In chapter three, I will 

discuss another play by Tennessee Williams, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, and both its American and 

Egyptian film adaptations. Each of these chapters will trace the similarities and the differences 

between the American and the Arabic conceptions of the same femme fatale. Firstly, I will 

explain the reasons why the mentioned works were produced in particular periods. In other 

words, I will illustrate how they reflect historical/social background. Secondly, I will analyze the 

‘fatal’ characters themselves: what makes them so? Many factors will be taken into 

consideration, such as the words and actions of the femmes fatales, in addition to the fashion, 

mannerisms, and physical appearance of the actresses in the films. This aims at shedding light on 

traits that are particularly seductive in each culture and on ones that can be categorized as 

clichés. Thirdly, I will study the reaction of the other characters to these women by showing the 

reasons they were considered dangerous, how such danger was dealt with, and whether there was 

a difference in how men and women judged them. Fourthly, I will be analyzing the actresses 

themselves. Were their roles tailored for them? Are their roles a brand associated with them? In 

chapter four, I will trace the relationship between the two plays, discuss the inevitable fate of the 

femme fatale, and evaluate whether the adaptations were faithful to the original works. 
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     Regarding methodology, the plays and their adaptations will be closely analyzed and 

compared, in addition to the comparison of the adaptations to each other. This analysis will take 

place within three theoretical frameworks: polysystems, imagology, and mimesis.   

 

     The first theoretical framework is the polysystems theory, which was developed by Even-

Zohar. He postulates that all semiotic phenomena- such as culture, language, literature, and 

society- “should be regarded as systems rather than conglomerates of disparate elements” 

(Poetics, 288). Each system is made up of elements that are linked through “center-and-

periphery relations, or dynamic stratification”. These strata are in a state of “permanent 

struggle”, for some reach the center, whereas others are pushed to the periphery. Even- Zohar 

likens the process to a “centrifugal vs. centripetal motion” (Poetics, 293). Such movements are 

called conversions. They result from “the increasing inability of the canonized properties 

occupying the center of literature, to fulfill certain functional needs” (Poetics, 295). Emphasizing 

this inability is “a strong ‘subculture’ or ‘popular art’ which provides “real competition” 

(Poetics, 290). At this point, it is necessary to discuss primary and secondary types. Primary 

models are new elements that enter the center because of their “discontinuity of established 

models”. They become the new center, and any new models must be modified through the 

process of “secondarization” (Poetics, 299). In other words, they are “retranslated … in the old 

terms, thus imposing previous functions on new carriers rather than changing the functions” 

(Poetics, 300). Of course, these models can be exported to other systems as well. Still, there 

would be “a discrepancy between the imitated models, which were often of the secondary type, 

and the original ones, as the latter might have been pushed by that time from the center of their 

own PS to the periphery” (Poetics,302). Thus, within the polysystems, the tension lies not 
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between ‘high- brow’ and ‘low-brow’ art but between works that are in the center and those in 

the periphery. The determining factors behind the position of a certain work of art, whether in the 

center or in the periphery, are the cultural patterns of the community. The importance of any text 

is “determined only by the position it might have occupied in the process of model creation 

and/or preservation” (Poetics, 305). Depending on this theory, I will illustrate the factors that led 

each of the discussed works to reach/ fail to reach the center of the system at a particular time. I 

will also mirror how each film was secondarized so as to conform to prevalent cultural norms. 

 

     The second theoretical framework is imagology, which can be defined as a branch of 

comparative literature that deals with “images about peoples” (Dukic, 3). It involves the 

“analysis of stereotype images about others (hetero-image) and about oneself (self-image)” 

(Dukic, 3). The object being stereotyped is called an imageme. Imagemes are “historically 

condensed images”, for they “are the result of a historical process”. (Dukic, 9). The factor that 

determines which imagemes are in the center and which ones are on the periphery is the “ system 

of values of the relevant culture in the observed period”. Thus, according to Dukic, “behind 

every imageme stands an ideologeme” (Dukic, 9). Here, he emphasizes that imagemes can be 

foremost understood in the context of “other relevant surrounding imagemes and corresponding 

ideologemes of the culture to which the observed imageme belongs” (Dukic, 10). Relying on this 

concept, I will illustrate the common points and differences between the American and the 

Egyptian femme fatale based on the ideologemes behind them and the other imagemes around 

them. 
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     The last theoretical framework is mimesis. I will be analyzing whether the American 

adaptations resemble the original work or whether they are copies that deviate from the essence. 

I will also be scrutinizing how far the Egyptian adaptations are removed from the original work. 

Reasons for changes would be brought forward, further driving home the point that although the 

femme fatale has some universal traits, her other traits are dictated by the culture she belongs to. 

 

Note: In all that follows, translations, unless otherwise indicated, are mine.    
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Chapter Two 

 

 A Comparative Study of A Streetcar Named Desire and Its 

Adaptations 

     The first work that I will discuss is Tennessee Williams’ play, A Streetcar Named Desire. 

Published in 1947, this play won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 1948 and was performed in 

London and Broadway. It was later adapted into an American movie in 1951 and into an 

Egyptian movie in 2002. Before analyzing the femme fatales in the mentioned works, it is vital to 

keep in perspective the cultural and historical background of each work in order to discover the 

factors that necessitated their (re)emergence.  

 

     As mentioned before, the play was published during the postwar era. This period witnessed a 

great change in how women came to be perceived, especially if compared to how they were seen 

during the war. When the United States entered World War II, men were recruited into the army, 

leaving a void in the home-front workforce. Here, “a great shift in the nation’s conception of 

femininity was purposely engineered” (Benshoff and Griffin, 231). Women were encouraged to 

“shift from homemaker to bombmaker” in order to conform to “a new definition of what a 

woman was and what she could accomplish” (Benshoff and Griffin, 231). Being a “tough, new, 

working woman” was promoted as a patriotic duty. This ideology was marketed by 

governmental propaganda, in addition to popular culture. Hollywood actresses “encouraged 
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women to join the workforce, by being photographed ‘on the job’ in factories and on assembly 

lines”, and numerous films featured working women (Benshoff and Griffin, 231). Even women 

featured in pin- ups8 reflected “society’s need for ‘womanpower’ during the war” (Buszek, 187). 

Women identified with these strong, sexy, and beautiful women because, according to Buszek, 

they were experiencing a “sudden comfort with playing the sex symbol” (186). The reason 

behind this comfort is that for the first time, women were dealing with men on equal terms- in 

roles that were “neither domestic nor submissive” (Buszek, 186). It is noteworthy that women’s 

sexuality was not seen in a negative light during WWII. In fact, many names were coined to 

describe sexually adventurous women, such as “khaki- wackies, victory girls, and good- time 

charlottes”. Actually, these names were “not necessarily derogatory” because women’s sexual 

freedom was “both widely expressed and accepted during wartime” (Buszek, 217).  This all 

changed when the war ended. As soldiers returned from overseas, working women were 

“unceremoniously fired”, and their jobs were given to the war veterans (Benshoff and Griffin, 

231). Men felt that women had usurped their roles, and, therefore, “American culture attempted 

to deny or denigrate the stronger women that wartime conditions had created” (Benshoff and 

Griffin, 269). Here, the perception of femininity shifted again, in the opposite direction, as 

women were bombarded with propaganda dictating that their patriotic duty was to retreat to their 

homes and to “their supposed prewar contentment there” (Buszek, 235). At this point, the 

positive imageme of the independent woman was pushed to the periphery because other 

imagemes were required to promote the postwar ideologemes of masculine dominance and 

feminine passivity. In fact, postwar representations of women in mass media aimed at 

                                                           
8 A good example would be Varga Girls, illustrations created by Alberto Vargas y Chavez for the American Esquire 

during WWII. According to Buszek, their “hypersexual physique and prosaic innuendo shaped them into creatures 

whose sexuality tended to be more than a little fearsome” (210). Although these pin-ups targeted male readership, 

yet the Esquire “acknowledged and publicized” that many women “ ‘peeked in’ to this male world because they 

found some kind of pleasure and identification there” (Buszek, 208). 
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“refiguring [women] as happy wives and mothers, not workers in the public sphere” (Benshoff 

and Griffin, 269). Still, as Benshoff and Griffin declare, many women resisted the conditions 

being imposed on them- fighting “to maintain their jobs and independence” (269). Here, the 

femme fatale imageme was re- created and pushed to the center because this archetype reflected 

the antagonism between feminine independence and the masculine need to reassert control. It is 

this tension that Williams’s play mirrors. This same tension continues in the American film 

adaptation of 1951. It is recognized that gender issues illustrated in 1950s melodramas “grew 

increasingly problematic” (Benshoff and Griffin, 233).  

 

       The Egyptian adaptation was released in 2002. To understand Egyptian society at that time, 

and consequently Egyptian cinema, one must consider the 1980s and the 1990s. The late 1980s 

and early 1990s were characterized by “a ‘new morality’ on and off the screen, in dress, 

behavior, and in public opinion” (Shafik, Popular Egyptian Cinema 199). This new morality was 

brought on by two factors. The first one was Sadat’s Islamization policy, by which he attempted 

“to diminish the influence of the Nasserists and to suppress socialist ideology” (Popular 

Egyptian Cinema, 199). The second factor, according to Kramer, was the newly- acquired 

Islamic ideology of 4.5 million Egyptian workers who temporarily immigrated to the Gulf States 

in the 1980s (qtd. in Shafik, Popular Egyptian Cinema 200). Affected by “religious and 

ideological conservatism in their host countries”, these young Egyptians adopted “pro- Islamic 

concepts” (Shafik, Popular Egyptian Cinema, 200). Thus, as Shafik analyzes, “prudishness 

moved into Egyptian movies” (Popular Egyptian Cinema 199). Further contributing to this 

‘prudishness’, Shafik continues, was the fact that the Gulf States were the Egyptian cinema’s 

“major export market” (Popular Egyptian Cinema 199). As a result, Egyptian films had to cater 
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to the tastes of the audience in the Gulf. When Mubarak ascended to power, Islamists were 

persecuted, but society did not become less conservative. Actually, many actresses retreated and 

veiled in the early 1990s, branding “cinematic practices as being opposed to Islamist- defined 

piety” (Shafik, Popular Egyptian Cinema 170). The (unveiled) actresses who continued working 

did not represent the real women of Egyptian society, for there was a “schism between on- 

screen representations and off- screen conditions”, propagating the view of “cinematic 

representation as clearly fictional (or even immoral) and opposed to people’s real life 

experiences” (Shafik, Popular Egyptian Cinema 201). Consequently, even though the State 

differed with Islamists over the issue of veiling, women were still seen in the same light. This is 

because both shared “the same moral concept regarding women, notably the acceptance of the 

virgin- whore dichotomy” (Shafik, Popular Egyptian Cinema 205). Thus, the conditions leading 

to the Egyptian adaptation of Williams’s play, and thus the exportation of the femme fatale 

imageme, are numerous. Firstly, the ‘deviant’ woman in the play represents how independent 

women were seen by the conservative society.  Secondly, the obvious sexuality that the main 

character emanates provides an outlet for the sexually- deprived audiences that live in this 

conservative society. Thirdly, the discrepancy between the cinema and real life at that time 

facilitated an adaptation of a foreign work.  

 

      Although the major events of the play (except the ending) are present in both movies, there 

are differences between, on the one hand, the play and the American movie, and, on the other 

hand, between the two movies themselves. In the first case, the changes are due to the varying 

requirements of two media, theater and film, and to the dictates of censorship at that time. In the 

second case, the changes are brought on by time- and culture- related necessities, in addition to 
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an alternative cinematic vision, as the scenes were reordered in the Egyptian version. Still, these 

minor alterations give us an insight into what constitutes a femme fatale – into who that “Other” 

is- in a particular culture. 

  

     To begin with, the play illustrates how Blanche DuBois’ s arrival at her sister’s home disrupts 

the latter’s life with her husband. Blanche is a fading beauty who comes to live with her sister 

Stella in New Orleans under the pretext that she needs to be around people, and that her nerves 

are upset. Stella lives with her husband Stanley Kowalski, who is obviously from a lower social 

standing than his wife and her sister are ( or used to be). As the play progresses, the tension 

between Stanley and Blanche escalates, and the characters (and readers) find out about the 

hidden aspects of her life. Blanche’s husband, Allan, committed suicide after she discovered that 

he was homosexual. After that, casual sex with strangers helped her fill the emotional void 

resulting from the death of her family members. She could not hold on to their home, Belle Reve, 

which was lost.  She was also fired from her teaching post after her affair with a seventeen- year- 

old student. She was even asked to leave the hotel she was staying in due to her numerous sexual 

relations. Upon her arrival at Stella’s home, Blanche was already a neurotic alcoholic. In the 

course of  events, she meets Mitch and plans to marry him to achieve security. Yet, her plan fails 

after Stanley tells Mitch about her past. Toward the end of the play, Stanley rapes Blanche while 

Stella is in the hospital giving birth to their baby. He later has the former committed to a mental 

institution. Her sister continues living with Stanley. 
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     An obvious question at this point would be: How can such a fragile, neurotic character be 

considered  a femme fatale?  Actually, Blanche DuBois displays many traits that qualify her as 

one.  She looks different, belongs to a superior social class, follows her own sexual rules, has a 

peculiar frame of mind, has a motive for her flirtations with men, and can be considered as ‘fatal’ 

to men. 

 

     First, Blanche looks different from the other female characters. She has kept her weight stable 

for years, unlike Stella who has become “as plump as a little partridge” (Streetcar  21) and the 

other women on the block, whom Blanche sees as “big, beefy things” (Streetcar  50). She is 

constantly grooming herself or bathing. Blanche is also elegant, as can be concluded from the 

fashionable outfits she keeps asking Stella to hand her, and from the instance when Stanley 

rummages through her wardrobe trunk, removing fur pieces and a golden evening gown. 

Speaking of outfits, Blanche appears in many scenes wearing a red satin robe or a blue kimono, 

reflecting a celebration of femininity and an awareness of sexuality. Moreover, she takes great 

care of the image she projects- asking others for reassurance that she looks beautiful. For 

instance, she asks Stella “to wait till [she powders]” before opening the door to her house 

because she wants to appear attractive to Stanley’s poker partners (Streetcar 47).  

 

     Second, Blanche is (or actually was) socially superior to all the other women in Elysian 

Fields, the neighborhood in which her sister resides.  Even compared to Stella, she remains 

socially superior since the latter has renounced their previous way of life. Now, she is Mrs. 

Stanley Kowalski rather than Stella DuBois.  So Blanche is well-mannered, cultured and 
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educated. Ironically, such traits seem fake since they are out of place. For example, she tells 

Mitch that “ the Little Boys’ Room is busy” when he (and probably everyone else on the block) 

refers to it as the “head” (Streetcar 52). As another example, she turns on the radio and “waltzes 

to the music with romantic gestures” as Stanley and his friends were playing poker in the other 

room( Streetcar 57). Such actions clash with their context . She is also rich, or at least perceived 

to be so by others in the beginning. This makes some people treat her with deference, especially 

Mitch, who apologetically tells her: “I guess we strike you as being a pretty rough bunch” 

(Streetcar 55). Furthermore, she used to work as a high school teacher, in contrast to Stella and 

Eunice who are homemakers, and thus financially totally dependent on their husbands. This is 

illustrated when Stella tells Stanley that he’d “better give [her] some money” to take Blanche out 

(Streetcar 32) and also when she tells her sister that “Stanley doesn’t give[her] a regular 

allowance, he likes to pay bills himself” (Streetcar 68). In contrast to Stella, it is Blanche who 

“stayed and fought “to keep Belle Reve (Williams, Streetcar 26). She recalls how she paid the 

bills to cover her family members’ medical, and later burial, expenses- asking Stella, “How in 

hell do you think all that sickness and death was paid for?” (Streetcar 27). Confronting Mitch, 

she protests that” everything here isn’t Stan’s. Some things on the premises are actually mine” 

(Streetcar 114). 

 

     Third, Blanche follows sexual mores that deviate from the acceptable rules in their 

environment. The other female characters like Stella and Eunice are married and are submissive 

to their husbands. Blanche, on the other hand, has had casual sex with strangers in the past. In 

addition, she has an almost masculine gaze, especially in the way she evaluates Stanley. She 

considers him as “someone to go out with- once- twice- three times when the devil is in you. But 
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live with? Have a child by?” (Streetcar 71). This can be compared to how Stanley describes her 

supposed promiscuity later on: “They got wised up after two or three dates with her and then 

they quit, and she goes on to another” (Streetcar  100). She also seems predatory when she has 

an affair with her 17- year- old student and when she asks the boy selling magazine subscriptions 

for a kiss. This predatory nature is masculine as seen in two instances. When asking Stella about 

Mitch, Blanche wants to know whether he is a “wolf” (Streetcar 49). Interestingly, when she 

wants to draw the boy to her, she calls him a “honey lamb” (Streetcar 84). She has appropriated 

male “wolfishness”. 

 

     Fourth, Blanche has a peculiar frame of mind if compared to the other female characters. She 

blames Stella for accepting Stanley’s abuse, for having “given in”. She encourages her to “get 

out” since she is “not old” (Streetcar 65). The other women, contrastingly, are submissive. For 

example, when Eunice has a fight with her husband, she goes out for a drink rather than calling 

the police as she has always threatened to do. Stella comments that what she did is “much more 

practical” (Streetcar 75). She believes that escape is more practical than defense (Or is it because 

the police won’t help?). Also, after Stella finds out about her sister’s rape by Stanley, she decides 

not to believe her, saying, “I couldn’t believe her story and go on living with Stanley.” To this, 

Eunice replies, “Don’t ever believe it. Life has got to go on. No matter what happens, you’ve got 

to keep on going” (Streetcar 133). So, Stella and Eunice lie to themselves in order to go on 

living. Blanche also lies, but her lies reflect her attempts to recreate the world on her own terms. 

It is noteworthy that she is not deluded but actually admits: “I don’t want realism. I want magic! 

Yes, yes, magic! I try to give that to people. I misrepresent things to them. I don’t tell the truth, I 

tell what ought to be truth” (Streetcar 117). When Mitch tells her she’s full of “lies, lies, inside 
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and out”, she replies , “ Never inside, I didn’t lie in my heart” (Streetcar 119). She lies to others, 

albeit without malice, but not to herself. Her lies are a part of her agency; she attempts to take 

control of her life through reshaping reality according to her wishes. Furthermore, she tries to 

change her situation, unlike Stella, who is content with hers. She declares that she is “going to do 

something… make [herself] a new life” (Streetcar 65). Ironically, this agency is incomplete, as 

Blanche’s plans always depend on a man. 

 

     Fifth, Blanche has a motive for her flirtations and affairs with men: She needs protection as 

well as emotional and financial security. When describing her previous affairs, she admits that 

“intimacies with strangers was all I seemed able to fill my empty heart with… I think it was 

panic, just panic, that drove me from one to another, hunting for some protection” (Streetcar 

118). The word ‘hunting’ is noteworthy here. It illustrates a calculating and predatory woman 

who is also desperate, almost scavenging for some love. Regarding Mitch, Blanche openly 

acknowledges that she “want[s] to deceive him enough to make him- want [her]”. She says, “I 

want to rest! I want to breathe quietly again! Yes- I want Mitch… very badly!” (Streetcar 81). 

 

     Sixth, Blanche is ‘fatal’ to men. In the case of her first husband Allan, she drives him to 

suicide after confronting him about his homosexuality. She previously caught him in bed with an 

older man, and later when they were dancing the Varsouviana she tells him, “I saw! I know! You 

disgust me” (Streetcar 96). Then, Allan breaks away from her and shoots himself. In the case of 

Mitch, she breaks his heart (unintentionally). It is worth mentioning that Mitch is very sensitive- 

very different from the other male characters in the play. Blanche believes that he “seems 
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superior to the others” because he has “a sort of sensitive look” (Streetcar 47). He constantly 

worries about his sick mother.  When he finds out about Blanche’s past, he no longer wants to 

marry her. At the same time, he is inconsolable when she is taken to the mental institution. He 

cries and attempts to strike at Stanley, who just pushes him. He sobs, partly because he is 

compassionate with Blanche (and probably feeling guilty) and partly because he is going to “be 

alone when [his mother] goes”  (Streetcar 46). It is almost a foreshadowing when Blanche calls 

him “Samson” (Streetcar 90), a man whose downfall was brought on by (femme fatale) Delilah. 

In addition to that, Blanche herself believes she is fatal, describing the men she had affairs with 

as her “victims” (Streetcar 118). 

 

     In the films we will be discussing, Blanche was ‘packaged’ into an American movie character 

and then ‘repackaged’ into Nihmat, an Egyptian movie character. Although these women share 

many characteristics, there are some differences that reflect the culture they represent (or 

threaten). To study the otherness of these femmes fatales, I will focus on their physical 

appearance, their mannerisms, their views regarding marriage and man- woman relationships, 

and what made them appear again in (and disrupt) their sisters’ lives. 

 

     In terms of physical appearance, both are blondes, are ‘ageing beauties’, wear make- up, and 

are fashionable. Such traits are not regarded in the same light in varying cultures. 
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      First, Blanche and Nihmat are portrayed as blondes to emphasize their difference. Blanche is 

a ‘bottle- blond’, which was in fashion at that time. The actual actress, Vivien Leigh, was a 

brunette wearing a blond wig for the role. This hair color has many implications. To begin with, 

the other female characters are brunettes. The only other blond woman in the movie is not shown 

but mentioned, complainingly, by Eunice who is angry at her husband’s affair with her. In 

response, Steve apologetically tells her that he would “do that to other girls because I love you, 

baby”- a statement , very tellingly, not mentioned in the play (A Streetcat Named Desire). Here, 

blondness is associated with loose morals. In addition, Blanche’s dyed hair contributes to the 

concept of deception, since she is re-creating her image. Nihmat also has dyed hair. Yet, the 

actress Nadia al- Jundi has always dyed her hair in fair colors, ranging from red to blond, so that 

this appears  almost her “real” color, especially because she has very fair skin. Thus, her overall 

look differs from that of other Egyptian actresses in general and the female characters in the 

movie in particular. Here, blondness emphasizes her difference from the members of the social 

group that the other characters belong to; she looks (almost) foreign. It is true that Hosniya fights 

with her husband about his affair with the blond, but this issue is not as stressed as in the 

American movie and actually has a comic effect. Still, it reveals that Egyptian men are attracted 

to blondes because they possess a type of beauty that is unusual in that culture and has upper- 

class implications. 

 

     Second, both are ‘aging beauties’. In reality, actresses Vivien Leigh and Nadia al- Jundi were 

past their fifties when they played these roles.  In Blanche’s case, her age is obvious since the 

actress playing Stella is young. In the movie, just like the play, she only goes out in the late 

afternoon or at night because she does not want to be seen in daylight- in any kind of direct light, 



29 
 

actually. This promotes the concept of deception and is even reminiscent of vampires, who die 

when exposed to sunlight. It is thus very significant that Blanche was sent to the asylum during 

the day, and this scene is the only one in which she is seen in plain daylight. In Nihmat’s case,the 

age gap between her and Layla is not a problem since the actress (Ilham Shahin) playing the 

latter is not young either. Nihmat even admits to being older than her sister but only by less than 

a year. In addition, she goes out normally during the day. Actually, most of the scenes were shot 

in daylight. Therefore, the symbolic elements of light and darkness present in the American 

version are not significant in the Egyptian film. 

 

     Third, both women wear make- up. Blanche’s makeup stands out for two reasons. Firstly, 

none of the other ladies are wearing any. Secondly, she is always preoccupied with how her face 

looks, constantly powdering it. Such facts contribute to her illusiveness; no one can know the 

exact truth about her. Furthermore, associations with the “painted woman” cannot be 

disregarded. Nihmat wears makeup in earthy tones- as opposed to Layla, who wears none, and to 

Hosniya, who wears brightly- colored lipstick. Actually, such tones were in fashion in the late 

nineties and the turn of the century, showing how trendy Nihmat is. Also, makeup in Nihmat’s 

case reflects composure and control, especially when her appearance after the rape is considered. 

Her hair is uncombed, and her face is not made up. Still, makeup in both women’s cases is 

parallel to a mask, a mask of youth for Blanche and a mask of composure for Nihmat.  

 

     Fourth, their luxurious clothes are in stark opposition to what other female characters are seen 

in. Blanche wears frilly, light- colored dresses which are very feminine. There is almost always 
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some kind of translucent material in her outfit. Thus, she is partly exposed and partly hidden, as 

illusive in appearance as she is in terms of personality. Many of her outfits mirror the 

progression of how others see her. When she first arrives, her white dress is spotless and the veil 

on her white hat gives her a demure appearance- very much in line with the image she is trying 

to project: “white woods. Like an orchard in spring” (A Streetcar Named Desire). At one point, 

Blanche screams horribly in a scene when the soft drink spills over her white skirt. Stella helps 

her “blot gently”, and  

Blanche happily exclaims, “Isn’t that lucky?” when it does not stain (A Streetcar Named Desire). 

It is as if the information that Stanley uncovered about her past has not branded her- yet.  Also, it 

shows that with (Mitch’s) gentleness, all her past can be simply blotted out. Her dress in the rape 

scene is very significant. Long, frilly, and old- fashioned, it resembles its description in the play, 

“a soiled and crumpled white satin evening gown” (Streetcar 122). She is also wearing her 

rhinestone tiara, the prize she won in a beauty pageant a long time ago. This clearly reflects that 

her whole image is artificial, outdated, and irrelevant to the lifestyle in New Orleans. The fact 

that it is somewhat dirty emphasizes that her character is now perceived as such. In the final 

scene, there is no translucent material in her outfit- all the veils are removed. Although she tries 

to gather the translucent curtains around her, she is still caught. As for Nihmat, she wears 

flattering outfits in fashionable colors, as opposed to the nondescript colors and outfits of her 

sister Layla. Actually, if one tries to date the movie based on how the characters are dressed, the 

character that gives the viewer an accurate clue would be Nihmat. Although as fashionable as 

Blanche’s, Nihmat’s clothes are not as symbolic. The only instance in which they can be 

considered as such is when she is taken to the mental institution wearing the same suit she had on 

when she first reappeared in her sister’s life. This may reflect a certain cycle or prove that she 
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gained nothing.  Now what is also common between Blanche and Nihmat is their appearance in 

many scenes wearing thin dressing gowns or nightgowns. This is peculiar when compared to 

their (sexually active) sisters, who wear plain cotton nightgowns after making love to their 

husbands. Moreover, it is worth noting that Nihmat’s nightgowns are much more revealing than 

Blanche’s, especially given that in Arab culture, it is considered highly inappropriate- to put it 

mildly- to appear in front of a “strange” man dressed (or undressed) like that. All in all, Blanche 

and Nihmat’s fashionable attire sets them apart from the other female characters. Yet, in the 

American version, clothes emphasize the events through symbolizing Blanche’s feelings and 

psyche; they are her extension. 

 

     In terms of mannerisms, the differences between Blanche and Nihmat are greater than their 

similarities. Their general behavior differs and each woman’s flirtatiousness is portrayed 

differently. We notice that Blanche is not as sexual as Nihmat. 

 

     First, their general behavior differs. Blanche has mood swings; she is either highly agitated or 

extremely happy. Yet, there is always a hint of hysteria in her voice. She is also theatrical. To 

begin with, she talks as if reading from a repertoire. When she first sees Stella, she cries wildly, 

“Stella, oh, Stella, Stella! Stella for Star” (A Streetcar Named Desire). When Stanley grabs the 

love letters she was keeping, she declares that “the touch of your hands insults them” and “now 

that you’ve touched them I’ll burn them” (A Streetcar Named Desire). After Stella and Stanley 

reconcile, Mitch offers her a cigarette from his silver case, on which she compliments him using 

the same phrase she used previously, “such a pretty silver case”.  Her repetitiveness is 
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emphasized by Mitch’s (not malicious, but telling) answer, “I showed you the inscription, didn’t 

I?” (A Streetcar Named Desire). Regarding such chatter, Williams wrote very telling stage 

directions when Blanche met Stella: “She begins to speak with feverish vivacity as if she fears 

for either of them to stop and think” (Streetcar 18). In Nihmat’s case, her behavior is balanced 

and appropriate to the events most of the time. This is probably mirrors her calculating nature. It 

can also be a tool to dramatize the effect of Hosam’s raping her, after which her attitude and 

appearance completely change.  

 

     Second, both are flirtatious, but each woman’s flirtatiousness is portrayed differently. Blanche 

seems almost compulsive, with a neurotic air about her. Her flirtations with Stanley and Mitch 

are very similar. For example, she asks Stanley, “Would you think it possible that I was once 

considered to be- attractive?” while hugging her white fur in order to frame her face and giving 

him a very meaningful look (A Streetcar Named Desire). And it is noteworthy that she later 

admits to Stella that she “was flirting with [her] husband” (A Streetcar Named Desire)- proof 

that her flirtations are without malice. And, when Mitch asks her about her name, she replies 

“DuBois” in the same luxurious tone she uses with Stanley. As she speaks, she is reclining in her 

seat seductively, as if to show her figure to its best advantage. Both instances remind viewers of 

the sexy poses of the Varga girls- encouraged during the war but “normally vilified during 

peacetime and actively discouraged during depression” (Buszek, 184). To take the similarities 

further, one can draw many parallels between how Blanche compliments Stanley on his 

manliness and animal instincts and how she flatters Mitch on his manly physique. Thus, it is 

important to realize that whether her flirting seems contrived or not depends on the ‘target’. 

Stanley declares that he does not “go in for that stuff… Some men are took in by this Hollywood 
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glamour stuff and some men are not” (A Streetcar Named Desire). By contrast, Mitch admires 

her very much “exactly the way [she is], because in all [his] –experience- [he has] never known 

anyone like [her]” (A Streetcar Named Desire).  Nihmat’s moves reflect a more calculating 

nature. It is clear that she flirts with Hosam because she desires him. Her poses are very obvious, 

such as the instance when she bends over to draw his attention to her backside. On the other 

hand, her behavior with Abdul- Fattah is more conservative and her flirtations are more subtle. 

For example, when he tells her that they need each other, she interrupts him, saying,” Abdul- 

Fattah, let’s go. We’re late” (Desire, Al- Raghba).She then walks away, a self- satisfied look on 

her face. In another instance, she tells him how cold she is in suggestive moans, but when Abdul- 

Fattah gives her his jacket and begins to kiss her, she says that she is old-fashioned. As she turns  

away, he follows her - almost hypnotized. Here, Nihmat is trying to keep him interested but at 

the same time sure of her “virtue” since her goal is to marry him. 

 

     In terms of their views regarding marriage and man- woman relationships, Blanche and 

Nihmat are similar. Blanche and Nihmat are women who question male dominance, who 

appropriate the male role and gaze, and who are not maternal. 

 

      First, they both question male dominance. They resent their sisters’ dependence on their 

husbands, and they are annoyed when their sisters clean the house. Even from the beginning, 

they ask their sisters whether they had a maid. According to them, their sisters are socially above 

this type of work, as voiced  by Nihmat: “Have you forgotten how many people used to serve 

you?” (Desire, Al- Raghba). Surprisingly, they do not have these strong feelings when their 
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sisters wait on them, serving drinks, filling bathtubs, arranging clothes.  This probably illustrates 

that Blanche and Nihmat unconsciously treat their sisters as (socially) inferior to them.  Viewers 

realize that their objection to women’s servitude is more related to class than to feminism.  

 

      Second, they renegotiate the dichotomy of man as subject/ woman as object by assuming the 

male role and gaze in many instances. Both Blanche and Nihmat seduce their (younger and more 

vulnerable) under- age students. They both ask a younger man for a kiss, a youngster who is 

portrayed as inexperienced. It is very noteworthy that the scene in which Blanche judges Stanley 

according to his marriage suitability is modified in the American version but fully retained in the 

Egyptian one. In the play, Blanche says that “a man like that is someone to go out with- once- 

twice- three times when the devil is in you. But live with? Have a child by?” (Streetcar 71). In 

the movies, Blanche does not say that- but Nihmat does. Such a statement is full of force coming 

from an Arab woman in a conservative Arab society since she is talking from a male perspective: 

in patriarchal societies, it is men who categorize women according to their marriageability. 

Nihmat’s statement should also be evaluated in light of one of Layla’s comments: “Don’t try to 

compare Hosam to the people we used to know when we were rich” (Desire, Al- Raghba). This 

is very illuminating because in the original play (and American movie), Stella advises Blanche 

not to compare Stanley to “men we went out with at home” (Streetcar 24). Ironically, although 

both Blanche and Nihmat do not want to be restricted to traditional women’s roles, they use their 

sexual wiles to get what they want.  They are most confident when they are flirting. Such an 

attitude is more obvious in Blanche’s case, who playfully and slyly flirts with Stanley, but when 

he yells at her, she either runs away or hides behind a curtain or behind Stella. Thus, they have 

not broken free of the fixed images  and roles of women.  As Blanche says in the play (but not 
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the movie), they are “obeying the law of nature… The one that says the lady must entertain the 

gentleman- or no dice” (Streetcar  86). In a patriarchal society, women are indirectly forced to 

use their sexuality as a means of coercion to gain control- they are denied other means to do so. 

 

     Third, although they are not maternal, their attitudes toward their sisters’ pregnancy differ. In 

the American movie, when Blanche finds out that Stella is pregnant, she disbelievingly asks, 

“Stella? Stella going to have a baby? I didn’t know she was going to have a baby” (A Streetcar 

Named Desire). This scene shows her reflection in the mirror, an old woman with dark circles 

under her eyes and a hand around her neck- almost suffocating. Later, she refers to the baby in a 

theatrical manner, asking Stella not to burn the candles but “save them for baby’s birthdays. Oh, 

I hope candles are going to glow in his life and I hope that his eyes are going to be like candles, 

like two blue candles lighted in a white cake” (A Streetcar Named Desire). On the other hand, 

Nihmat is excited about the baby when Layla tells her about the pregnancy at the beginning of 

the movie. Both Blanche and Nihmat consider that their sisters need more protection and 

tenderness due to their pregnancy, as emphasized by their repetition that their sisters were 

already pregnant when they were being beaten. Still, we do not see them doing anything to help 

them. Stella and Layla are still doing house chores in addition to catering to Blanche and 

Nihmat’s needs.  

 

     So what kind of men would such women be interested in? Here, it would be helpful to 

analyze their first love. Blanche’s first love was her husband Allan. Of course, his homosexuality 

is not mentioned in the movie since any such reference would have been a violation of the 
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Hollywood Production Code. Instead, Blanche describes him as a boy who wrote poetry all the 

time, cried all night, and could not hold on to any job. Her last words to him before he shot 

himself were: “You’re weak. I lost respect for you. I despise you” (A Streetcar Named Desire). 

Nevertheless, audiences might have well recognized why she actually despises him, especially 

that the term ‘poet’ was then a euphemism for ‘homosexual’. Nihmat’s first love, on the other 

hand, was far from homosexual. When she remembers Shadi, we see her slow dancing to La Vie 

en Rose with a handsome man in a night club. After he returns to their table, a woman walks 

over to him and starts flirting, an act to which he is very responsive. As Nihmat walks out of the 

club in anger, he follows her in an attempt to explain himself. Suddenly, he is hit by a car and 

dies on the spot. The difference between the two stories is important. The only man Blanche 

truly loved is weak- emphasizing her as the dominant partner. What is implied here is that such a 

‘type’ of woman would need a weakling she can control (and eventually destroy)- parallel to the 

‘dandy’ type of the 19th century. The only man Nihmat truly loved is very masculine. The fact 

that she had no hand in killing him portrays her as a victim. Most of the men she is attracted to 

later on have attributes similar to Shadi’s. Through them, she is searching for him, for a real man 

to dominate her.  

 

     In terms of what made Blanche and Nihmat appear again in (and disrupt) their sisters’ lives, 

they are comparable in that they lost their property. Consequently, they are can be considered as 

victims- but of different circumstances. Apart from Stella, Blanche’s whole family has died. As a 

result, she consoles herself with sex with strangers.  According to Stanley, her house “was one of 

the places called ‘Out- of- Bounds’ ” (A Streetcar Named Desire). Eventually, she loses Belle 

Reve since it was already mortgaged, and the salary she earned from her teaching job could not 
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cover the bills. Actually, the estate was slipping out of the family’s hands little by little 

throughout the generations due to the “epic fornications of the men of the family” (Streetcar 43). 

In Nihmat’s case, the estate and villa in Mansourah were mortgaged by her father to cover his 

gambling debts. She finds out when her mother becomes sick and needs money for treatment. 

Nihmat sells all her jewelry to send her mother abroad for treatment, but her mother dies 

anyway. The nouveau riche man who buys the villa in the auction tries to convince her to be his 

mistress and live with him in the villa. She refuses, as she does other offers when she moves into 

the Red Rose Hotel. After becoming an alcoholic, men use her by buying her alcohol in return 

for sex. “Everyone wanted to try the upper- class girl,” she remembers (Desire, Al- Raghba). 

Thus, at this point, the difference between Blanche and Nihmat’s sexual desire can be understood 

in terms of Bouhdiba’s analysis of temptation in Islam and Christianity. He quotes Abbas 

Mahmud al- Aqqad, according to whom temptation in Islam “does not derive from human 

culpability, since Islam has no conception of Original Sin. The corollary of human responsibility, 

the ability to be tempted, is a logical consequence of freedom” (Bouhdiba, 59). Blanche’s 

‘boundless’ desire is partly hereditary- innate- and she cannot but succumb to it when 

circumstances are suitable. She is predisposed to that; the promiscuity of her ancestors is the 

equivalent of the Original Sin. Nihmat’s desire is only triggered when she is no longer 

‘protected’ by family, money, or superior social standing.  

           

     So what is it that makes these women dangerous? Are they intrinsically evil or do others label 

them that way? To know that, it would be useful to trace the reactions of other characters to 

them. Also, it is important to note that different people see them in different lights because 

danger is subjective.  
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     How does Stanley react to Blanche, and how does Hosam react to Nihmat? First, Stanley is 

suspicious about Blanche from the beginning. He even searches her trunk to see what she is 

hiding. Yet, many times , he is unsure of his own suspicions. For example, he says that he has a 

lawyer acquaintance who will study the legal papers pertaining to Belle Reve and another 

acquaintance who can judge whether her jewelry is genuine or fake. The same applies to Hosam, 

who also asks a lawyer whom he knows to evaluate the papers related to the villa in Mansourah. 

It is noteworthy that Hosam only starts to doubt Nihmat after knowing that she is no longer rich. 

It seems that both Stanley and Hosam need validation and reassurance from another source about 

the truth of Blanche and Nihmat’s information. The danger these women pose is that they are 

illusive; the men cannot figure out the truth on their own. That‘s why they feel “swindled”, as 

Stanley expresses it (A Streetcar Named Desire).  

 

     Second, both Stanley and Hosam are attracted to Blanche and Nihmat, respectively. Of 

course, they cannot have them because these women are their sisters- in- law. Although there is 

sexual tension in their dealings together, this tension is portrayed differently in the American and 

Egyptian versions. In the American movie, Blanche is more subtle in her flirting, while Stanley 

is almost explicit. In one scene, after Blanche playfully sprays him with her atomizer, he looks 

shy and complimented, saying , “If I didn’t know that you was my wife’s sister I’d get ideas 

about you” (A Streetcar Named Desire). In another scene, Stella asks Stanley for a kiss, 

inquiring, “Don’t I rate one kiss?”- to which he replies, “Not in front of your sister” (A Streetcar 

Named Desire). Such an answer has a surface and a deeper meaning. Is he comparing? In the 
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Egyptian movie, Hosam is also sexually attracted to Nihmat since their first scene together, when 

he accidentally walks in on her while she is showering. It is also clear that Nihmat desires him, 

too. She gives him many admiring and shy glances.  She spies on him making love to Layla, 

looking aroused and tormented. To clarify this difference, let’s consider one scene in common 

between the two movies. The scene in question is the one depicting how Stanley/ Hosam button 

the dresses of Blanche/ Nihmat. In both versions, the sexual tension is intensified by the fact that 

there is just a curtain separating the men from the women as they are getting dressed. When 

asked to button the dresses, Stanley and Hosam have burning looks in their eyes. Blanche stands 

still with a flirty look in her eyes. Nihmat, on the other hand, looks nervous with pleasure, and 

her breathing accelerates. This difference can be further clarified by the movie posters. The 

American one portrays the scene in which Blanche sprays Stanley with her perfume. Blanche is 

slyly looking at him, while he is forcefully holding her arm- trying to subdue her or at least 

trying to understand what is going on. In the Egyptian poster, Nihmat and Layla are both shown 

in revealing nightgowns. Wearing a black nightgown, Nihmat has a tormented, longing 

expression on her face. Leila wears a red nightgown, with red lipstick to match, and sits waiting. 

A tiny picture of a serious and frowning Hosam is in the middle. In both versions, despite their 

desire, Stanley and Hosam want their sisters- in- law to leave. Stanley buys Blanche a bus ticket, 

reminding Stella not to forget everything he “took off her” (A Streetcar Named Desire).  Such a 

statement is very symbolic: On the surface, Stanley is making clear how much Blanche has tried 

his patience. Yet, viewers recognize that Stanley is indirectly voicing that he has been fantasizing 

about her- probably undressing her in his imagination. Hosam tells Layla that “because Nihmat 

is [her] sister, she has to leave” (Desire/Al Raghba). The threat of Blanche and Nihmat lies in the 

fact that they are irresistible but forbidden. They are seen as overrepresentations of sexuality by 
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Stanley and Hosam because there is so much to see but nothing to have (and thus control). To be 

with them would mean trespassing social taboos. Tellingly, it is only after the men learn about 

these women’s past that they dare to openly refer to anything sexual. For example, when Blanche 

says that she has “smelled” the Pink Flamingo because “the odor of cheap perfume is 

penetrating”, Stanley asks whether the scent she uses is “expensive”- as if sarcastically asking 

whether she was any different (A Streetcar Named Desire). On another occasion, he refers to her 

as “canary bird” and “toots” (A Streetcar Named Desire). Hosam also gives some sexually-

oriented comments. For instance, on Nihmat’s birthday, when Hosniya asks her husband to tell 

them a joke that is not dirty, Hosam slyly agrees while confirming that “Nihmat doesn’t like 

bawdiness” (Desire, Al- Raghba). 

  

     Third, both Blanche and Nihmat make Stanley and Hosam angry because they see them as 

socially inferior. In Blanche’s case, she talks condescendingly about Stanley’s ethnicity from the 

beginning. When Stella tells her that Stanley is Polish, she asks, “They’re something like Irish, 

aren’t they?” (A Streetcar Named Desire). The pronoun she uses reflects her view of him as a 

stereotype, or even a species, rather than an individual. At the same time, Stanley wants to be up 

to her standards. This is verified by the fact that he accepts, albeit grudgingly, the changes she 

makes in his house. He even appears in a suit and combed hair in one of the scenes. Still, he tries 

to act out to show that he is in control. For example, after overhearing Blanche telling Stella 

about her opinion of him, he hugs Stella and smiles at Blanche victoriously- Stella has taken his 

side. Nihmat also thinks of Hosam as common and bestial- as she tells Layla. She believes “his 

manners and smell resemble an animal’s” (Desire/ Al Raghba). It must be clarified, though, that 

there are some differences between Stanley and Hosam. The former is depicted as common and 
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uneducated, while the latter’s commonness is only depicted through his inferior social status. 

Actually, Hosam is an engineer, and his wife is proud of the fact that he is educated. He does not 

like the way they live, urging Layla to ask her sister about her inheritance so they can improve 

their house. He also tries hard to show Nihmat how refined he is, using a low tone of voice (a 

mixture of admiration, deference and politeness) and welcoming her in various ways. He even 

defends her by single- handedly hitting three troublemakers who were bothering her- in a 

typically Egyptian movie scene mirroring the bravery men exhibit in protecting their 

(defenseless) women folk. Thus, when he overhears Nihmat’s attack on him, he is angry since he 

realizes that she has not changed her opinion of him. He still holds a grudge against her due to 

her refusal of his proposal to her sister three years ago on the grounds of his inferior social class. 

Consequently, it is noteworthy that when the lawyer (who studied the estate papers) told him that 

the villa was truly mortgaged and lost, he mentioned that “now he was relieved” (Desire/ Al 

Raghba). This relief could be because Nihmat has not swindled her sister. And it could also be 

because Nihmat has no excuse to feel superior to him. Here, Blanche and Nihmat are dangerous 

since they belong to a social class above Stanley’s/ Hosam’s, thus making the men feel inferior. 

Yet, it is strange that these men ‘defend’ themselves against the women’s superior attitude by 

affirming their (superior) manhood. In a common scene between the American and Egyptian 

versions, these men try to belittle Blanche, Stella, Nihmat, and Layla’s social rank- asking 

whether they thought  they were “a pair of queens” (A Streetcar Named Desire) - or “princesses” 

in the Egyptian movie. Then, Stanley and Hosam assert that they are kings because they are men. 

 

     Thus, Blanche and Nihmat are threatening because they are illusive. They seem to be flirting 

with Stanley and Hosam but do not articulate what they want exactly- they don’t “lay [their] 
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cards on the table” (A Streetcar Named Desire). They are sexually active, promiscuous even, but 

they are not prostitutes. Moreover, these women are ultra- feminine yet cannot be confined into a 

specific role. For example, when they try to participate in the poker game, they are rebuked for 

imposing on men’s space. Still, they find their way into that space with music from behind the 

curtain and with feminine laughs, angering Stanley and Hosam to the extent that  the men throw 

the radio out. So, they neither belong to the traditional female sphere nor are they allowed into 

the masculine zone. Furthermore, Blanche and Nihmat supposedly belong to an upper class, but 

they have lost their money, power, property, and connections. They no longer retain the assets 

that define the superior social status, making their class ambivalent. As a result, Blanche and 

Nihmat can neither be defined by their sexuality, gendered roles, or class. 

 

     This brings us to how Stanley and Hosam conquer these dangerous femmes fatales. By raping 

these women, they regain male control. In Stanley’s case, the rape was premeditated, as he says, 

“We’ve had this date from the beginning” (A Streetcar Named Desire). In Hosam’s case, there is 

no clear sign that there were any such previous intentions on his part, but all the sexual tension in 

the movie had to have such an outlet. There is one major difference between the rape scenes in 

the American and Egyptian versions. In the first version, the scene itself is not depicted. Stanley 

takes hold of Blanche, after violent resistance on her part, and throws the broken bottle she was 

defending herself with at the mirror. We see Blanche’s fragmented reflection in the mirror- limp, 

unconscious, and broken. Stanley has broken her independence, her difference, her high 

conception of herself and her class, and her illusiveness. This can be proved by an earlier 

conversation between Stanley and Stella about the reason he gave Blanche a one- way bus ticket, 

in which he reveals, “When we first met, me and you, you thought I was common. How right 
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you was, baby. I was common as dirt. You showed me the snapshot of the place with the 

columns. I pulled you down off them columns and how you loved it, having them colored lights 

going!” (A Streetcar Named Desire). In the second version, Nihmat also tries to defend herself 

against Hosam’s assault at the beginning. Yet, when Hosam lays her on the bed, she does not 

resist. Nothing about the scene illustrates rape: Hosam is not using any force, and Nihmat is 

clearly enjoying his kisses. The sensuality of the scene implies that Nihmat has gotten what she 

has been asking for from the beginning.  

 

     Also, what happens after the rape is important. In the American version, Blanche is going to 

be taken to the mental institution. So in her case, her whole flirtation was a game that backfired; 

she could not deal with the possible consequences of her actions. In the Egyptian version, 

Nihmat is shown as openly drunk, without makeup, and sloppily dressed. She tries to kiss the 

young electrical company employee. In her case, it is as if the rape has made her insatiable. As 

for the reactions of Stanley and Hosam, neither displays any remorse over what happened. 

Actually, their unwillingness “to take responsibility for trauma and disruption” is a clear 

indicator of “the failure to come to terms with female agency” (Grossman, 106- 107). 

 

     In contrast to Stanley and Hosam’s attitudes towards the women, Mitch and Abdul- Fattah’s 

reactions show that not everyone sees these women as dangerous (at least in the beginning) or as 

similarly dangerous. Actually, at the beginning Mitch and Abdul- Fattah are quite taken by 

Blanche and Nihmat, respectively, whom they both consider as superior. For instance, Mitch 

tells Blanche that he knows they might seem like “a pretty rough bunch” (A Streetcar Named 
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Desire), and Abdul- Fattah tells Nihmat that they are unrefined but very kind (Desire, Al- 

Raghba). Even the tone of voice and diction these men use with their friends are completely 

different from those used with our femmes fatales. They do not hesitate to express their 

admiration. Also, in an attempt to emphasize their manliness, they discuss their gym sessions and 

brag about their physical strength. Moreover, they tell the women about their previous love and 

about their dying mothers. By involving these women in their lives, Mitch and Abdul- Fattah 

show how serious they are about wanting to marry them. For example, Mitch tells his mother 

about Blanche, while Abdul- Fattah playfully refers to Nihmat as “haramna al- masoun” (our 

protected spouse) and asks Hosam for her hand. Here, Mitch and Abdul-Fattah do not see 

Blanche and Nihmat as dangerous, but we can see their hypnotic effect. The way these men 

dance like bears to keep up with the women’s moves shows how capable of bending people to 

their wills Blanche and Nihmat are (or how “bendable” certain men are). The fact that the men 

look ridiculous underlines how much they have lost control over themselves. 

 

     After finding out about Blanche and Nihmat’s past, Mitch and Abdul- Fattah see them in a 

different light. Mitch comes to Blanche at night and confronts her in anger for the first time. He 

puts her face under a light bulb in a gesture that is uncharacteristic of his usual manner. He even 

tries to kiss her by force, saying that he wants what he’d “been missing all summer”(A Streetcar 

Named Desire). This reflects the traditional view that if she is available to many others, then why 

not to him? Why did he have to try hard to get what others were given so easily? This is 

validated by Stanley’s words to Stella: “I don’t think he’s necessarily through with her- just 

wised up” (A Streetcar Named Desire). As for Abdul- Fattah, he confronts Nihmat beside the 

lighthouse after she follows him to know what was wrong. He blames her for hurting him and 
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then slaps her three times, causing Nihmat to walk away and accept her defeat. Thus, these men 

envision the women as a threat because they might contaminate the purity of the home and the 

traditional family. Blanche and Nihmat are labeled as unclean. Interestingly, both Mitch and 

Abdul- Fattah have told the women that they were not clean enough to marry, but they do not 

fully condemn them. The proof is that both pity the women as they are being taken away by the 

psychiatrist and the nurse. Mitch tries to strike at Stanley- who pushes him back- and starts 

sobbing helplessly. Abdul- Fattah blames Hosam for what happened to Nihmat, threatening to 

kill him.  

 

     Regarding the female characters, none of them, except their sisters, actually like Blanche and 

Nihmat. Stella and Layla act in a motherly way towards their sisters. They are always calming 

their sisters down, serving them, and defending them. They believe that they are victims of cruel 

people, unsuitable circumstances, and fragile personalities. For instance, Stella says that Stanley 

“didn’t know Blanche as a girl. Nobody, nobody, was tender and trusting as she was. But 

peoplelike you abused her, and forced her to change” (A Streetcar Named Desire). Layla also 

stresses how kind her sister really is on various occasions. After the rape, though, they come to 

see their sisters as dangerous- albeit for different reasons. Stella tries to convince herself that 

Blanche is truly mad and needs to be committed to an institution so that she can go on living 

with Stanley. In contrast, Leila confronts Hosam straightaway with Nihmat’s story and seems to 

believe her. It is only when her husband convinces her that her sister’s madness may be 

dangerous for the baby that she agrees to his plans. As a result, although Stella and Layla love 

and sympathize with their sisters, they still see their claims as threatening to their calm lives with 

their husbands. 
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      The female neighbors also regard Blanche and Nihmat with suspicion. Stella and Layla’s 

neighbors, Eunice and Hosniya, do not understand Blanche and Nihmat. This is more evident in 

Hosniya’s case, who tries to be friendly with Nihmat, only to be pushed back with disdain. At the 

beginning, Hosniya hugs and kisses her when she arrives. Nihmat does not even talk to her 

directly but merely tells Layla that she is “too tired and just can’t….” in French (Desire, Al- 

Raghba). She also refuses Hosniya’s offering her food during an outing, disgustedly saying, “Do 

you want me to eat it and die?” (Desire, Al- Raghba).  It is partly due to the neighbors’ antipathy 

towards Blanche and Nihmat that they do not believe the rape story, or at least disregard it. 

Eunice tells Stella not to “ever believe it. Life has to go on. No matter what happens [we all] got 

to keep on going” (A Streetcar Named Desire). Hosniya does the same, urging Layla to be 

reasonable and not destroy her home and family. Here, Eunice and Hosniya see Blanche and 

Nihmat as a danger to the home and the family.  

 

     The other  female characters worth discussing are the nurses. They are actually rougher on 

Blanche and Nihmat than the (male) doctor. They pin them down to the floor, declaring that their 

fingernails must be trimmed. They are even willing to put these women in straitjackets, an act 

which the doctor discourages. The nurses consider Blanche and Nihmat as dangerous in the 

sense that they do not submit to order- they must be forced to.  

 

     So, Blanche and Nihmat’s “danger” is finally rendered null through their commitment to a 

mental institution: Male control is once again restored when the “abnormal” element is extracted 
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from the acceptable social environment. This was foreshadowed in Stanley’s angry outburst, 

“And as time went by she became a town character. Regarded as not just different but downright 

loco- nuts. And for the last year or so she has been washed up like poison” (A Streetcar Named 

Desire). At this point, there is a great deviation  (in both movies) from the original play.  Stella 

leaves Stanley, saying, “- Not this time. Never going back.” She then goes up to Eunice’s house, 

with Stanley yelling, “Stella! Stella!” (A Streetcar Named Desire). This ending was actually 

remade due to censorship requirements of the Production Code, obliging the wrongdoer to pay 

for his actions. In the Egyptian version, Leila also takes her baby and walks away to an unknown 

destination. The fact that Stella and Layla leave their husbands shows that male control is not 

infinite or absolute. It can be argued that such a desertion is probably not final, as evidenced by 

the fact that Stella and Layla took none of their belongings or papers with them. Nevertheless, 

the real outcome is not clear- illusive, just like the femme fatale. The femme fatale has not 

certainly destroyed the male, but she has destroyed male certainty. 

 

     To sum up, the femme fatales in the American and Egyptian versions display similar 

characteristics. They possess unique physical features, come from a superior social class, are 

calculating, are victims of circumstances, renegotiate traditional male- female relationships, and 

are sexually active. These traits make them illusive because men are unable to place them under 

a specific category and thus control them. What is interesting is that women see them as 

dangerous because they violate patriarchal rules: the femmes fatales dare to defy what others 

accept and regard as normal. In this sense, women judge the femmes fatales much more harshly 

than men do. Here, it must be noted that the American femme fatale in this case is 

psychologically deeper than her Egyptian counterpart. It is clear that the latter is overly 
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sexualized – at the expense of other personality traits- in many instances to serve marketing 

rather than storytelling purposes. To conclude, the American femme fatale is dominated by a 

desire to control men through her sexuality, while the Egyptian one is characterized by an 

insatiable sexuality that controls men- and her as well.  

      

     The image that Blanche and Nihmat portray can be associated to the actresses themselves. We 

can conclude that their roles were tailored for them since being a femme fatale requires a unique 

type of woman.  With respect to Vivien Leigh, she was very beautiful in her youth, but she was 

in her fifties when she played this role, so she can be considered as a fading beauty in a sense. 

Also, she was truly an outsider on the set as she was the only British actress in an all- American 

cast and the only actress who has not participated in the Broadway production of the play. The 

producers of the film believed that the actress who played Blanche on Broadway, Jessica Tandy, 

was not considered “a household name outside of the New York stage” by the producers. Also, 

Marlon Brando was not very famous at that time as Streetcar was only his second movie. Here, 

Leigh was the star who was going to attract audiences. For that, she was paid $100,000- more 

than what Brando received- “making her the highest paid English screen actress of the day” 

(McGee and Steffin). Still, Leigh is not solely restricted to femme fatale roles, and her roles are 

very varied- Scarlett O’Hara, Cleopatra, Ophelia, and Lady Macbeth, to name a few. With 

respect to Nadia al- Jundi, she is associated with femme fatale, and later on espionage, roles in 

Egyptian movies. She has always been seen by critics as “relying primarily on sex appeal” 

(Shafik, Popular Egyptian Cinema 228). One can even find similarities between the actresses 

themselves and the roles they played. If we consider Leigh, she had numerous sexual affairs.  In 

his autobiography, Brando declares, “Like Blanche, she slept with almost everybody and was 
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beginning to dissolve mentally… I might have given her a tumble if it hadn’t been for Larry 

Olivier” (qtd in Scott McGee and James Steffin). She was also seen as a femme fatale in real life. 

In an article partly extracted from Molly Haskell’s “Frankly, My Dear: Gone with the Wind 

Revisited”, Peter Evans discusses this side of her. He (re)quotes Noel Coward, one of her oldest 

friends, who claimed that “she has let Larry down for years and really tormented him. If he can 

succeed in breaking away, good luck to him.” He also quotes Finch, the man with whom she was 

having an affair with while married to Laurence Olivier, who says, “I loved Vivien Leigh… But 

once she set her sights on you, you were a gonner… her affection was lethal… Sex was a 

sickness with her. It was not only a powerful stimulant for her, but as addictive as any drug” 

(Evans). Yet, this conception has never affected how her much acclaimed roles were perceived. 

In contrast, Shafik postulates that “the main arguments against al- Gindi were plainly moral, 

evoking illicitness and decadence” (Popular Egyptian Cinema 227). This view is applied to her 

both on- and off- screen. Shafik continues, explaining that her “life and fame seem to suggest an 

ambitious and unsentimental self- made woman who used her feminine weapons to lure and 

utilize a much older husband as a ladder to success, and who installed herself as a leading player 

without enjoying real popularity or critical esteem” (Popular Egyptian Cinema 228). Still, she is 

known as “The Star of the Masses” – Najmat al Jamahir- and she is one of the highest paid 

actresses in Egypt. Thus, in al-Jundi’s case, we notice that the Arab viewer (and sometimes 

critic) still does not completely distinguish between the actor/ actress as a person and the persona 

he/she plays onscreen, and also because many Egyptian movies seem to be promoting the image 

of the star at the expense of the (convincing) character this star plays. 
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     On a final note, it is worth analyzing whether the femmes fatale imagemes efficiently 

reflected the ideologemes of the societies they represent/ threaten. This can be deduced from 

whether the works in which they exist are at the center or the periphery of the system. The play 

accurately depicts postwar anxieties in relation to women’s position in society, thus it is at the 

center of the system as a primary model. Consequently, the femme fatale here truly reflects the 

ideologies of the period. Its American adaptation had to be modified to fit the new medium, yet 

the essence of the story is still there. It can be considered as a primary model because it is 

innovative and emblematic of the prevalent concerns at that time. In other words, although this 

film, as Lev proclaims, is “an astonishing film to be made in Hollywood in the early fifties” due 

to its “powerful and transgressive sexuality [that] is far outside the period’s norms” (62), it still 

illustrates, albeit aggressively, the gender issues prevalent at that time.  Its Egyptian adaptation 

failed to enter the center of the system it was exported to. The reason is that the center itself was 

changing. The film was produced at a stagnant time in Egyptian cinema.  The star system was 

“highly inflexible, discouraging the introduction of new faces and relying on known but aging 

performers unconvincingly cast as young men and women” , and the limited investment in the 

industry “enforced recurrent topics and locales”  (Shafik, Popular Egyptian Cinema 210). At the 

turn of the century, things started to change and a “new wave of very successful ‘new comedies 

and shopping- mall films,’ largely dramas revolving around middle- class couples” emerged 

(Shafik, Popular Egyptian Cinema 211). 
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Chapter Three 

 

 

 A Comparative Study of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and its 

Adaptations 

      The second work I will discuss is Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, another play by Tennessee 

Williams. Published in 1955, it won a Pulitzer Prize.  It was adapted into an American movie in 

1958 and into an Egyptian one in 1977. Before analyzing the femme fatales in the mentioned 

works, it is necessary to scrutinize the cultural and historical background of each work in order 

to discover the factors leading to their (re)emergence.  

 

     Both the play and the American adaptation were created in the 1950s. As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, the fifties represented “turning back the calendar on women’s roles after the 

war” (Benshoff and Griffin, 38). Men were suspicious of the independence that women gained 

during WWII, and thus they attempted to eradicate it. It is true that the 1950s are remembered as 

a period of safety, economic growth, and social stability. Still, that was a “façade” covering 

“ugly reminders of social inequality that many people choose to forget… women chafed under 

the restrictions placed on them” (Benshoff and Griffin, 39). In addition to the tensions between 

men and women, a certain political issue forced American society to become relatively 
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traditional. After WWII, the Cold War between the USA and the USSR resulted in the Red 

Scare, “the hysteria about possible communist infiltration that swept America at [that] time” 

(Benshoff and Griffin, 38). Consequently, there was an emphasis on “conformity to white 

patriarchal capitalist ideals, under the assumption that even discussing cultural difference or 

social inequity would be misconstrued as un- American” (Benshoff and Griffin, 38- 39). In “an 

attempt to find security in threatening times”, the focus on family and its traditional values, 

reemerged. This ideology affected the cinema, especially since the people in the industry who 

did not conform were blacklisted due to their supposed political beliefs- thus becoming 

unemployed and unemployable (Benshoff and Griffin, 38). These restrictions were added to the 

already existing Production Code, still in effect at that time. This influence can also be traced in 

pin-ups. The independent Varga Girls were replaced with Playboy’s Playmates, targeting only 

males, as clarified by Hugh Hefner in the first issue of 19539. Playmates were submissive and 

non-threatening, with a sexuality that was “in no way connected to their power and complexity” 

(Buszek, 238). Evidently, individuality and independent thinking were discouraged. Many 

movies were secondarized in order to fit the prevalent norms- the norms of the traditional, happy 

family. This clinging to traditional ideals had another reason as well, argues Lev. The USA 

wanted to promote “a manifestation of American wealth and power” (Lev, 218). Lev further 

explains that the “ ‘background’ material, rather than film plots and themes, may have been the 

most influential message that Hollywood exported to the world” (218). Here, the femme fatale 

imageme symbolizes women’s challenge of imposed traditional roles. 

 

                                                           
9 In the publisher’s statement of the first issue, Hugh Hefner declared, ”We want to make it very clear from the start, 

we aren’t a ‘family magazine.’ If you’re somebody’s sister, wife or mother- in- law and picked us up by mistake, 

please pass us along to the man in your life and get back to the Ladies’ Home Companion” (qtd. in Buszek, 237).  
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     The Egyptian adaptation was released in 1977. No analysis of the 1970s in Egypt can be 

complete without a discussion of the 1967 setback. The general mood in Egyptian society was 

affected by the setback which triggered, as Abu Zeid postulates, “the unraveling of all that was 

once believed to be constant and immutable”. He further explains that the war “unsettled existing 

gender codes considerably and produced huge tensions and incongruities in the representations 

of femininity and masculinity” (qtd. in Aghacy, 5). The successive defeats dealt a blow to “men’s 

views of themselves and their central role in society” (Aghacy, 6). To compensate, men held on 

to the notion that they “epitomize[d] the normative standards” (Aghacy, 21). Here, gender roles 

became “resolutely demarcat[ed] and rigidif[ied]” (Aghacy, 6). This was clear in the literature 

and popular culture of the time. Masculinity was best expressed by the “virile male body” 

(Aghacy, 21). There was a return to “static values” (Aghacy, 20). In addition, society became 

more conservative as the first wave of veiling emerged in Egypt in the 1970s. Such social 

standards are proved by Magdi’s study of popular fiction films between 1972 and 1983. In her 

study, she discovered that women “were largely presented in a position adjunct to men as wives, 

mothers, daughters, or sisters, and were usually preoccupied with looking after the needs of 

men” (qtd. in Shafik, Popular Egyptian Cinema 128). Furthermore, social mobility during the 

infitah became possible, and the “earlier determinism” became “outdated” (Shafik, Arab Cinema 

143). This being the prevalent ideology, the femme fatale imageme comprises the fear of 

women’s resistance to conservative social values, the anxieties about masculine dominance 

(symbolized by virility), and the worries about social mobility. 

 

     Although the movies are supposed to be true to the storyline of the play, that is not the case 

here. In both movies, events are watered down, reordered, changed or cancelled altogether. What 
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is constant is the title, but even that has taken on new connotations. Of course, these changes can 

be explained in terms of censorship, time period and culture. Still, such alterations provide 

valuable information about who the femme fatale is in a certain culture and what is it that makes 

her dangerous. 

 

     The play examines the lies that the Pollitt family members are living in through their 

interaction on the evening of Big Daddy’s birthday. Big Daddy is dying of cancer, but the family 

and the doctors have lied to him and Big Mama by saying he only suffers from a spastic colon. 

Meanwhile, Gooper and his wife Mae are plotting in order to gain control over the estate. On the 

other side, Maggie is trying to sabotage their attempts, especially that she is certain Brick and she 

will be left empty- handed. Yet, what is interfering with her plans is her husband’s alcoholism 

and indifference to everyone and everything around him. Here, their marriage crisis is revealed. 

Brick is not sleeping with Maggie because he cannot stand her. Claiming that they had a true 

friendship and that Maggie had planted the idea of homosexuality in Skipper’s head, Brick 

blames her for his friend’s death. Later on, when Big Daddy questions the nature of Brick’s 

relationship with Skipper, Brick confesses that the latter committed suicide after he did not 

answer his calls and abandoned him. Thus, he drinks to forget his disgust with mendacity, his 

mendacity. Unable to live with more lies, he then reveals to his father the truth about his illness. 

As Brick and his father are talking, Gooper and Mae show Big Mama a draft of a will- which she 

rejects angrily. They make fun of Brick’s alcoholism and Maggie’s ‘childlessness’, while 

Maggie fiercely defends Brick (and their interests). Big Mama then asks her for help in 

‘straightening out’ her son, to which Maggie agrees- for she claims to be expecting a child. 

Although Gooper and Mae do not believe her lie, Big Mama does. Surprisingly, Brick saves her 
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face by not denying what she said. Maggie then locks away all of Brick’s liquor: He will not 

have any until he has fulfilled her desire. It is implied that they make love despite Brick’s doubts 

of his wife’s true love. 

 

     Throughout the play, Maggie reveals numerous qualities that identify her with the femme 

fatale. She is very attractive, belongs to an ambivalent social class, adopts an attitude and 

behavior different from those of other female characters, challenges the male/ female dichotomy 

of traditional societies, has a motive behind using her feminine wiles, and is ‘fatal’ to men (and 

eventually, to herself). 

 

     First, Maggie is very attractive, as opposed to the other female characters, Mae and Big 

Mama. She boasts about her figure, inviting Brick to look at “how high [her] body stays on 

[her]”. She also draws his attention to the fact that although “[her] face looks strained, 

sometimes”, men still want her. She recounts how everywhere she went in Memphis, “men’s 

eyes burned holes in [her] clothes” and how every single man would “eat[her] up with his eyes 

and turn around when [she] passed him and look back at [her]” (Cat 38). Readers cannot help but 

notice the collective effect she has on men. She even tells Brick that Big Daddy “always drops 

his eyes down [her] body when [she’s] talkin’ to him, drops his eyes to [her] boobs an’ licks his 

old chops”. She believes that his behavior reveals “deserved appreciation” (Cat 19). This is 

validated by Big Daddy’s comment to Brick that “that woman of yours has a better shape on her 

than Gooper’s” (Cat 59). He even desires her, as proved by Williams’s stage directions. As 

further explanation, when Big Daddy asks Brick how Maggie was in bed, Brick answers, “Great! 
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The greatest!”- to which Big Daddy “nods as if he thought so” (Cat 91). It is noteworthy that 

nothing is mentioned about Mae’s appearance , excluding Big Daddy’s comparison of her with 

Maggie. Thus, we can conclude that she looks nondescript and mundane. As for Big Mama, the 

picture Williams paints of her is not flattering at all. She is “a short, stout woman; her sixty years 

and 170 pounds have left her somewhat breathless most of the time; she’s always tensed up like 

a boxer, or rather, a Japanese wrestler” (Cat 33). She always wears too much jewelry- “at least 

half a million in flashy gems” (Cat 31). There is also a mention of “the luster of her great 

diamonds and many pearls, the brilliants set in the silver frames of her glasses” (Cat 50). All this 

gives her a somewhat vulgar appearance. In addition, she is described in animalistic terms. For 

instance, the black and white patterns on her dress are seen as “the markings of some massive 

animal” (Cat 50). As another example, when Big Daddy curses at Brick, he calls him a “son of a- 

tub of – hog fat” (Cat 77). Big Daddy is disgusted by the way she looks. He declares, “When Big 

Mama goes out of a room, I can’t remember what that woman looks like, but when Big Mama 

comes back into the room, boy, then I see what she looks like and I wish I didn’t” (Cat 70). 

 

     Second, her social class is ambivalent. Actually, she is an outsider to the socio- economic 

group that the other characters belong to. Big Daddy is the Mississippi Delta’s “biggest cotton 

planter” (Cat xiii). He owns “close on ten million in cash an’ blue chip stocks, outside… of 

twenty- eight thousand acres of the richest land this side of the valley Nile” (Cat 65).He was not 

born into a rich family but is completely self- made. According to Maggie, “he hasn’t turned 

gentleman farmer, he’s still a Mississippi red neck, as much of a red neck as he must have been 

when he was just overseer here on the old Jack Straw and Peter Ochello place” (Cat 41). Big 

Mama’s “ ‘family’ was maybe a little superior to Big Daddy’s, but not much” (Cat 33). Thus, 
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despite their humble backgrounds, they are now very rich- nouveaux riches. This nouveau- riche 

status is evident in Big Mama’s wearing too many “flashy gems”, with the adjective “flashy” 

implying showy vulgarity (Cat 31). It is further clarified by how she hoards the art- pieces she 

“bought, bought, bought” in Europe- “half of that stuff she bought is still crated up in the cellar” 

(Cat 64). Mae Flynn also belongs to a (previously) rich family. Maggie describes the Flynns as 

people who “never had a thing in this world but money and they lost that, they were nothing at 

all but fairly successful climbers” (Cat 21). As a result, although they do not have money, they 

give the impression that they are still rich. Even Gooper believes “he took a giant step up on the 

social ladder when he married Miss Mae Flynn of the Memphis Flynns” (Cat 20). Coming back 

to Maggie, she admits that she has been “so God damn disgustingly poor all [her] life” (Cat 41). 

Still, even before she married Brick, she did not completely identify with the class she belonged 

to. She recounts how her mother tried “to maintain some semblance of social position, to keep 

appearances up, on an income of one hundred and fifty dollars a month on those old government 

bonds” (Cat 41). She even recalls how she knew “who rates an’ who doesn’t rate in Memphis 

society” as if she were a rich socialite (Cat 21). As a result, she has been an outsider all her life. 

As poor young lady, she neither accepted the class she was part of nor lived according to its 

norms. And as a married woman, she does not belong to the class of the other people around her 

because she is suspiciously regarded as a gold digger by some of the family members. Her social 

class is illusive since it does not fit in a definite category.   

 

     Third, she adopts an attitude and behavior different than those of the other female characters. 

Unlike Big Mama, Maggie stands up to her husband, refusing to be ignored or belittled. For 

example, when Brick declines discussing Skipper with her, she objects because “laws of silence 
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don’t work” (Cat 25). Revolting against the conditions on which Brick agreed to live with her, 

she declares, “I’m not living with you. We occupy the same cage” (Cat 28).She repeats “I’m 

alive” as an assertion that she exists as an individual and that she expects to be treated as such. 

On the other hand, Big Mama patiently endures her husband’s abuse. Actually, “Big Daddy is 

famous for his jokes at Big Mama’s expense, and nobody laughs louder at theses jokes than Big 

Mama herself, though sometimes they’re pretty cruel and Big Mama has to pick up or fuss with 

something to cover the hurt that the loud laugh doesn’t quite cover” (Cat 50). For example, Big 

Daddy yells at her when she jokes with the reverend, telling her she’s “too old an’ too fat fo’ that 

sort of crazy kid stuff”- to which she answers, “Here comes Big Daddy’s birthday” and busies 

herself with the birthday cake (Cat 51). By not giving (obvious) importance to what he says, she 

tries to divert everybody’s attention away from the (very obvious) insult. The great difference 

between Maggie and Big Mama is crystal clear in their conversation/ confrontation about 

Maggie’s marital problems. 

 

BIG MAMA: 

Fair or not fair, I want to ask you a question, one question: D’you make Brick happy in bed? 

MARGARET: 

Why don’t you ask if he makes me happy in bed? 

BIG MAMA: 

Because I know that- 

MARGARET: 
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It works both ways!       (Cat 37) 

 

Maggie defends the fact that she also has a right to pleasure, not only a duty to give pleasure. 

Very telling is Big Mama’s answer to her demands: “Something’s not right! You’re childless and 

my son drinks! When a marriage goes on the rocks, the rocks are there, right there!” (Cat 37). 

We realize that Big Mama cannot defend her point of view, so she insists that there is something 

wrong- but without specifying the real reasons. Her storming out of the room resembles the 

diversionary tactics she uses when Big Daddy insults her. Still, Maggie is not defeated. Although 

she senses that she’s “completely alone”, she reminds herself that she is “Maggie the Cat” and 

straightens quickly (Cat 37).Moving on to Mae, Maggie evidently stands out as an individual 

when compared to her. Firstly, the topics they discuss are not even remotely similar. One of 

Mae’s “choice topics” is how great she is as a mother. For example, she says that “she refused 

twilight sleep!- when the twins were delivered! Because she feels motherhood’s an experience 

that a woman ought to experience fully!- in order to fully appreciate the wonder and the beauty 

of it!” (Cat 19). She goes on and on about her children even if no one is interested. For instance, 

she tells Brick how “kiddies put on a show. Polly played the piano, Buster an’ Sonny drums, an’ 

then they turned out the lights an’ Dixie an’ Trixie puhfawmed [performed] a toe dance in fairy 

costumes in spahkluhs [sparklers]! Big Daddy just beamed! He just beamed!” (Cat 29). Brick 

does not even respond. In another instance, she “almost religiously” discusses her children’s 

vaccinations with Dr. Baugh, the family doctor: “Let’s see now, they’ve had their tyyy-phoid 

shots, and their tetanus shots, their diphtheria shots and their hepatitis shots and their polio shots, 

they got those shots every month from May through September, and- Gooper? Hey! Gooper!- 

What all have the kiddies been shot faw?” (Cat 49). Of course, Gooper doesn’t answer, and 
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neither does the doctor. On the other hand, Maggie talks about herself- what she wants, how she 

sees herself, how other men see her. She also discusses other people and her opinion of them. 

She especially likes to make fun of Mae. Considering Mae a “monster of fertility”, Maggie adds 

that the former is “downright odious to [Big Daddy]!” (Cat 19). She talks about Mae’s family 

and her episode as a cotton carnival queen- which reminds her of what happened to Susan 

McPheeters, the previous queen. Still, her gossip is entertaining when compared with Mae’s 

topics. Moreover, her ‘malicious’ comments are not perceived as such because she is much 

wittier than Mae. For example, when Mae tells Maggie that it is dangerous to leave her archery 

set exposed in front of “mawmal rid- blooded children attracted t’ weapons”, Maggie answers, “ 

‘Nawmal rid- blooded children attracted t’ weapons’ ought t’ be taught to keep their hands off 

things that don’t belong to them.” When Mae almost accuses Maggie of not appreciating her 

concern since Maggie has no children, the latter stops her, saying, “Sister Woman, nobody is 

plotting the destruction of your kiddies” (Cat 29). As another example, when Mae starts praising 

her children’s performance, Maggie retorts, “Oh, I bet. It breaks my heart that we missed it! But 

Mae? Why did y’ give dawgs’ names to all your kiddies?” Then, Mae asks, “Why are you so 

catty?” – to which Maggie replies, “Cause I’m a cat! But why can’t you take a joke, Sister 

Woman?” Here, Mae starts giving a report about her children’s real names but is called away. At 

this point, Maggie wonders, “what Dixie’s real name is” (Cat 29, 30). What makes Maggie’s 

comments ‘excusable’ is the way she delivers them, with laughter and smiles. What makes them 

even more so is their juxtaposition with Mae’s malicious reminders that Maggie has no children. 

That is why Maggie’s ‘cattiness’ is excused- it is directed towards a boring, silly, mean woman. 

Another difference between these two women is that Maggie’s thoughts and opinions clash with 

those of Brick, while Mae’s seem a mere reflection of Gooper’s. Maggie disagrees with her 
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husband about his passive attitude towards his inheritance, his relationship with his father, and 

his brother’s greed. She keeps urging him to pull himself together despite his obvious disregard 

of anything except his alcohol. Mae, in contrast, is in total agreement with her husband. She even 

finishes his sentences or emphasizes the most important point he wants to bring forth. For 

instance, when Gooper declares the Ochsner Clinic as “one of the best in the country,” Mae 

stresses, “It’s THE best in the country- bar none!” (Cat 104). Furthermore, after Big Mama calls 

Brick “her only son”, Gooper reproaches her demanding, “What does that make me?” Here, Mae 

retorts, “A sober responsible man with five precious children- Six!” (Cat 106). 

 

     Fourth, Maggie challenges the male/ female dichotomy of patriarchal society. On certain 

occasions, she demonstrates male behavior. In one instance, she describes herself as having 

“gone through this- hideous! Transformation, become- hard… cruel… I’m not thin-skinned any 

more, can’t afford t’ be thin- skinned any more” (Cat 22). Here, Maggie gives herself the 

masculine attributes of hardness, cruelty and thickness- as opposed to feminine softness, 

compassion and tenderness (theoretically, that is). What is more noteworthy is the fact that Brick 

believes he is “getting’ softer” (Cat 24). She also refers to her husband as “a sick boy”, the 

connotations of which cannot be ignored- helplessness, dependence, asexuality, immaturity (Cat 

114). Such connotations are brought to light again when Maggie later on tells Brick that “I used 

to think that you were stronger than me and that I didn’t want to be overpowered by you. But 

now, since you’ve taken to liquor- you know what? - I guess it’s bad, but now I’m stronger than 

you and I can love you more truly!” (Cat 122). In another instance, she admires Brick’s physical 

appearance. She tells him that he’s “kept in good shape” unlike other men who drink. She wishes 

he “would lose [his] looks” (Cat 24). This can be compared to Big Daddy’s reaction to Maggie’s 
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figure and the comparison he makes between hers and Mae’s. This can be furthermore compared 

with how other men “still see [Maggie]… and they like what they see” (Cat 38).The fact that 

Maggie admires Brick’s body, just like other men admire hers, gives her a male gaze. In 

addition, she tells her husband that she expects to die poor “unless I manage to get us something 

out of what Big Daddy leaves” (Cat 45). At this point, she plays the role of the provider, a 

traditionally masculine role. The most important event is when Maggie ‘usurps’ the male sex 

role. She almost forces Brick to make love to her. And then when he is cornered, she tells him, 

“Oh, you weak people, you weak, beautiful people!- who give up.- What you want is someone 

to- take hold of you.- Gently, gently, with love!” (Cat 123). Here, Maggie is seen as the 

dominant partner, for men are not typically associated with the adjectives ‘weak’ and ‘beautiful’, 

and neither are they ‘taken hold of’. This accentuates Maggie’s sexual aggression- an aggression 

which characterizes the predatory femme fatale.  

 

     Fifth, Maggie has a motive behind using her feminine wiles on Big Daddy and Brick. In Big 

Daddy’s case, she is not openly encouraging him, but she does not mind him considering her as 

more than a daughter- in- law. She admits that she “give[s] him a laugh now and then and he 

tolerates [her]. In fact!- [she] sometimes suspect[s] that Big Daddy harbors a little unconscious 

‘lech’ fo’ [her]” (Cat 19). Such admiration is regarded as an additional asset- If Big Daddy takes 

Brick and her side, they will secure a part of the inheritance. In Brick’s case, her motive is more 

complicated. On one hand, she obviously wants him to make love to her because she is hungry 

for him. Recalling that he was “such a wonderful person to go to bed with” (Cat 24), she tells 

him that she is “consumed with envy an’ eaten up with longing” (Cat 30). She also admits that 

she wants only him; taking a lover is out of question because “[she] can’t see a man but [him]” 
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(Cat 31). On the other hand, Maggie needs her husband to make love to her so that she can 

conceive, as she very clearly declares. According to her, Gooper and Mae are planning to take 

over the whole inheritance on the basis that they have six children while Maggie has none, as 

Mae keeps reminding her. Thus, having a baby will most probably result in a secure future. And 

when asked by Brick about “how in hell on earth do you imagine- that you’re going to have a 

child by a man that can’t stand you”, she bravely confirms, “That’s a problem that I will have to 

work out!” (Cat 47). Here, her approach to motherhood is so calculating that it is worth noting. 

She sees her (possible) child as a means of financial and social security, an investment. How 

Maggie really feels about children is ambivalent in spite of her claiming to “like children! Adore 

them!- well brought up!” (Cat 34). Readers cannot but notice her negative attitude towards 

Gooper and Mae’s children, constantly referring to them as “no- neck monsters” (Cat 15). Still, 

this can be considered as a normal reaction towards such ill- behaved children or as a reflection 

of Maggie’s antipathy towards their (very antipathetic) parents. Also, we cannot judge her 

attitude towards motherhood too harshly. Clearly, Mae, the “monster of fertility”, adopts the 

same views (Cat 19). Although she claims to enjoy motherhood, readers detect how she uses her 

children as a means to the same security that Maggie craves. The time she spends with them is 

aimed at training them on how to impress Big Daddy. 

 

     Sixth, Maggie is ‘fatal’ to certain men (and eventually, to herself). Brick believes that she 

killed Skipper because she “poured in his mind the dirty, false idea” that he was a homosexual. 

Brick tells Big Daddy that “poor Skipper went to bed with Maggie to prove it wasn’t true, and 

when it didn’t work out, he thought it was true!- Skipper broke in two like a rotten stick- nobody 

ever turned so fast to a lush- or died of it so quick” (Cat 91). Yet, Brick also confesses that when 
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Skipper recounted the incident to him, Brick hung up and never spoke to him again. Thus, 

Maggie played a role in Skipper’s death although it was Brick who dealt him the deadly blow. 

Maggie brought out her concerns about the relationship into the open “because it’s got to be 

told” (Cat 43). She even confesses to playing a part: “In this way, I destroyed him, by telling him 

truth that he and his world which he was born and raised in, yours and his world, had told him 

could not be told… Who shot cock- robin? I with my merciful arrow!” (Cat 45). Maggie is, 

moreover, ‘fatal’ to Brick, albeit not in the literal sense. By dominating him at the end and 

“making him satisfy [her] desire” (Cat 122), she has figuratively ‘killed’ the old, indifferent 

Brick-  she has created “a crack in the wall- of composure” (Cat 26). She may have failed in 

making him believe that she truly loved him, but she has succeeded in achieving security through 

the baby she plans to conceive. 

 

     In addition to being ‘fatal’ to men, Maggie can be considered as ‘fatal’ to herself. By deciding 

to become a mother, she has decided to figuratively kill everything she stands for- beauty, 

seduction, independence. One only has to study the negative portrayal of the other ‘mothers’ in 

the play, Mae and Big Mama. The fact that Maggie is indirectly associated with Mae may be 

considered as a sign of Maggie’s fate later on in her life. Big Daddy considers them as belonging 

to one type, for both have “got the same look about them” (Cat 59). It is arguable that Maggie’s 

fate may be different, but the undeniable parallelisms between Big Daddy’s relationship with Big 

Mama and that of Brick and Maggie prove otherwise. First, both men are seen in the same light 

by their spouses. The playwright clarifies that Big Daddy “must have had something Brick has”, 

namely “his charming detachment” and “virile beauty” (Cat 103).Second, Big Daddy declares 

that he “was good in bed” (Cat 72), and Brick is seen by Maggie as “such a wonderful person to 
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go to bed with” (Cat 24). Third, Big Daddy reveals that Big Mama “never got enough of it” (Cat 

72), while Brick is asked by Maggie to make love to her throughout the play. Fourth, Big Daddy 

loathes the way Big Mama clings to him,revealing, “All I ask of that woman is that she leave me 

alone”. He even confesses, “She makes me sick” (Cat 72). Brick, likewise, wants Maggie to 

leave him alone because he is disgusted with everyone and everything around him. Fifth, Big 

Daddy resents Big Mama’s taking over the plantation when he was sick. He yells, “[F]or three 

years now you been gradually taking over. Bossing. Talking. Sashaying your fat old body around 

the place I made!... Well, I am just about to tell you that you are not just about to take over” (Cat 

58). As for Brick, we see that Maggie is also taking over his life, under the pretext of watching 

over his interests. In this context, Brick’s outburst, “I don’t want to lean on your shoulder, I want 

my crutch!” is very symbolic (Cat 26). Sixth, both Big Daddy and Brick doubt their spouses’ 

love, but still go on living with them. When Big Mama tells Big Daddy that she loved him 

despite his bad treatment, Big Daddy ponders, “Wouldn’t it be funny if that was true?” (Cat 59). 

Similarly, as Maggie forces Brick to sleep with her and tells him she loves him, he also asks, 

“Wouldn’t it be funny if that was true?”(Cat 123). This repeated question foreshadows Maggie’s 

future image- a copy of Big Mama. She has traded in her femininity in return for femaleness. 

 

     As we move on to discuss the films, a major point is must be mentioned. The characters 

Maggie and Jiji are much less ‘catty’ than their original counterpart. Actually, both American 

and Egyptian versions are extremely diluted, with the American adaptation more so. Still, they 

are worth studying, for they can give viewers a glimpse of the type of woman that is seen as the 

“Other” in two different societies. In an attempt to draw a portrait of that “Other”, I will 

scrutinize these women’s physical appearance, social class, and personality and mannerisms. 
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     In terms of physical appearance, both Maggie and Jiji are beautiful and fashionable women. 

First, both are very attractive. Maggie’s beauty is very obvious when compared to the mundane 

features of Big Mama and Mae. Even her jet- black hair is in striking contrast with their blond 

hair and with the light- colored hair of the male characters. This hints at her ‘outsider’ status. On 

the other hand, Jiji’s features actually resemble those of Amina and Yousriya. This associates her 

with the upper class which they represent: she (almost) looks like them. That is why she 

‘deserves’ to be one of them. Consequently, we notice that what differentiates Maggie from the 

rest is her beauty, while it is Jiji’s attitude towards hers is what sets her apart from the other 

women. Second, both are very stylish. Although not too revealing, Maggie’s clothes still 

accentuate her tantalizing figure. She does not show her body, but she outlines it very clearly. 

Here, Maggie’s body is illusive- she covers and reveals at the same time, inflaming the 

imagination. Viewers cannot help but compare Maggie’s clothes to Big Mama and Mae’s. Big 

Mama appears in a blue satin gown suitable for her age, and Mae wears a shapeless maternity 

dress of a non- descript color. Thus, Maggie is the only woman who is seductive. As for Jiji, she 

appears in clothes that accentuate her figure but that are also very revealing. In most of her 

scenes, her cleavage is very evident. This focus on her sex appeal begins from her first scene in 

the movie. She is wearing a sexy nightgown and is trying to seduce Amine. She then goes out in 

the same nightgown, with a thin robe on top, to greet the family from the top of the stairs. Jiji is 

very much aware of the effect this has on the others, especially since she leans over to further 

expose (her already exposed) cleavage. This style should be compared with her three 

appearances as a poor young lady. Her outfits are plain, and she actually admits that one of the 

dresses is too big because it belongs to her older sister. Also, and most importantly, these dresses 
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are conservative. So, is a woman’s ability to flaunt her sexuality a matter of socio- economic 

class? To determine this, we must compare Jiji’s style of dress to that of her mother- in- law, 

Ameena, and her sister- in- law, Yousriya. Ameena appears in a long, navy blue dress with a 

white frilly shirt under it, along with stylish high- heeled shoes. Her overall look is fashionable 

but conservative; she is fully covered. She is still feminine but takes her age into consideration. 

On the other hand, Yousriya’s style is more ‘serious’ than Ameena’s. She appears in a formal 

dark suit, a red and white shirt, and comfortable shoes. Her overall look may reflect how busy 

she is as a mother, with no time to take care of her own appearance. It moreover reminds us that 

since she has five children, she cannot afford to stay fashionable. This fact is emphasized by 

Yousriya’s complaint to her mother- in- law about the difficulty of keeping up with all the 

expenses and by the old car her husband owns. As a conclusion, a high socio- economic status 

can be regarded as instrumental for a woman’s appeal. Jiji, unlike Yousriya, can afford the 

means to look beautiful. Also, unlike the people belonging to her previous social class (such as 

friend Fatima), she now has enough freedom to reinvent her image. On a different note, a major 

difference in terms of fashion between Maggie and Yousriya is the number of outfits each 

woman appears in. Maggie is seen in three outfits, and they play a small part of her actual image. 

As for Jiji, her numerous outfits trace her social climbing, in addition to promoting her image as 

a beautiful and seductive woman.  

 

     In terms of class, both Maggie and Jiji can be considered as social climbers. These women 

have attained a high socio- economic position through their husbands, and they are unwilling to 

give it (and thus their husbands) up. Maggie declares that she was “disgustingly poor” and “had 

to suck up to people she couldn’t stand” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). Her father was an alcoholic, 
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and her mother tried hard to keep up appearances. Maggie also tried to give the impression that 

she belonged to a high social class by circulating in that milieu- from her rich cousin to her 

wealthy acquaintances from Memphis whom she visited on holidays. According to her, “you can 

be young without money, but you can’t be old without it” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). Thus, Maggie 

puts up with Brick’s bad treatment because she does not want to climb down the social ladder 

again. Still, in the movie, her determination to secure her husband’s inheritance in order to 

remain in her social status is undermined. This is due to the fact that a considerable part of what 

she says in the play is cut from the film dialogue. For example, the movie does not include the 

conversation that reveals why she won’t leave Brick. In the play, when Brick inquires why 

Maggie did not let Sonny Maxwell follow her into the powder room and why she won’t take a 

lover, she answers that she is “not going to give [him] any chance to divorce [her] for being 

unfaithful or anything else” (Cat 39). Then, he suggests that she leave him, to which she 

responds, “Don’t want to and will not! Besides if I did, you don’t have a cent to pay for it but 

what you get from Big Daddy and he’s dying of cancer!” (Cat 39). Here, her intentions are clear, 

and she doesn’t try to sugar- coat them. In fact, she admits, 

 

Brick, I’m not good. I don’t know why people have to pretend to be good, nobody’s good. The 

rich or the well- to- do can afford to respect the moral patterns, conventional moral patterns, but I 

could never afford to, yeah, but- I’m honest! Give me credit for just that, will you please?- Born 

poor, raised poor, expect to die poor unless I manage to get us something out of what Big Daddy 

leaves when he dies of cancer! But Brick?!- Skipper is dead! I’m alive! (Cat 45) 
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The complexity of what she is going through- her refusal to become poor again, her refusal to 

suck up to individuals that she dislikes, her refusal to compete with a dead man over her 

husband’s emotions- along with her pragmatism- are not reflected in the movie. The only part 

included in the film is the last sentence, in which she declares she is alive. As for Jiji, she is 

portrayed as pragmatic and calculating. In the flashbacks she has, it is evident how poor she was- 

from her residence, her clothes, the amount of money they spent on food. It is also evident how 

unsatisfied with her life she was. As she complains to her mother about having nothing to do 

except cooking, she is rebuked by the latter who sarcastically says, “We also have to visit the 

hairdresser and go to the country club” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘Ala Nar). All viewers see how 

impressed Jiji is with Amine and Izzat’s wealth, especially when telling her she “did not see 

what they were wearing or the car they were in”. Jiji even makes fun of the man Fatima plans to 

marry despite his many (middle- class) ‘advantages’: his college degree in commerce, his secure 

job, and his father’s four houses. Up to this point, there is nothing calculating in Jiji’s attitude. 

She simply wants more from life. All this changes when she discovers how high Amine’s salary 

is as a famous football player and how rich his father is. Now, she clearly tries to prove to him 

that she is not an easy girl that he can have fun with- she seeks marriage. She shows him how 

‘virtuous’ she is. It is true that she did not let him touch or kiss her before, but now she is almost 

eager to explain the reason to him (and probably give him ideas about marriage). When Amine 

tries to kiss her at the disco, she starts to say, “We are birds,” to which he replies, “I know… 

Whose meat cannot be eaten.” Jiji then honestly declares, “Except in hallal.” Her plan actually 

works because he admits that he is “crazy and will do it.” He adds, “I have never met anyone like 

you before. You are fun, stubborn, and crazy like me, and you get what you want.” She tries to 

push him further, saying, “Except for one thing… Didn’t you say you’re crazy and you’ll do it?” 
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His nonchalance and her desperation are both clear as he challenges her: If she throws a stone in 

the water farther than he does, he will marry her. Her protest is almost comic, for she asks, 

“Marriage? I don’t know anything about you!” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘Ala Nar).  She then 

determinedly throws the stone much farther than his and almost hysterically orders him not to 

speak- she has won! Here, her social ascent is instant. We know that her original name is 

Jamalat, a name usually associated with lower classes, yet when Amine announces to Izzat that 

he is going to marry her, she becomes Jiji. In addition to being a nickname, Jiji sounds foreign 

and chic. It also contrasts with the old- fashioned names of Amina and Yousriya, which may 

reflect her pretenses of belonging to a social class not originally hers. Still, she is insecure in her 

new place. Openly describing her poverty and worries about the future to Amine, she explodes,  

 

“You’re asking me about whether I have ever felt pain? I never forgot my poverty and the 

humble alley I grew up in. My father was not Mahmoud Abdul- Jabbar. We used to keep our 

heads down, ashamed of our torn old shoes. Now, I’m on a diet and have lunch late so that I 

don’t eat dinner. When we were children, we also had lunch late so as not to eat dinner- not 

because we were on a diet but because we wanted to save money!” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘Ala Nar) 

 

At this point, Jiji confesses that ever since they got married, she has been living in the fear that 

he would leave her. The reason is that she is too used to luxury to “go back to being poor”. Even 

when, in a later scene, Amine suggests she take a lover, she refuses since she does not want to 

give him an excuse to divorce her. But then, she tells him that she loves him and cannot see 

anyone but him. She continues, “You know I won’t cheat on you. That’s why you speak like you 
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do” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘Ala Nar). Such an explanation may make her social climbing 

‘legitimate’. It is undeniable that she wants to enjoy Amine’s wealth, but it is also undeniable 

that she loves and is faithful to him.      

 

     In terms of personality and mannerisms, both Maggie and Jiji won’t give up what they 

consider as theirs, but their approaches differ. Maggie is confrontational. In her first scene in the 

movie, she gathers the ice- cream that one of Gooper’s children throws at her and smudges the 

child’s face with it. In addition, Skipper’s issue is not a taboo for her, for she openly names 

things as they are, reclaiming her right to be treated as someone who is ‘alive’. Not only does she 

confront Brick in private, but she also stands up to him in front of Big Daddy. After being asked 

about what went on between Skipper and her, she exposes everything. She asks Big Daddy, 

“You don’t think I ravished a football hero?” When Brick retorts that Skipper was drunk, she 

proclaims, “so are you most of the time, but I don’t seem to make out so well with you.” She 

then recounts how she tried to convince Skipper that “it’s time to forget about football and get a 

job to let Brick and [her] alone” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). Even when Skipper kissed her, she 

considered that as an opportunity to prove to her husband how unfaithful his friend was. 

Admitting that she would have gone even further, she declares, “I was trying to win back my 

husband. It didn’t matter how.” She sadly concludes that although she ran away at the last 

moment so as not to lose Brick, she has “lost [him] anyway” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). Yet, she 

does not stop here. Telling Big Daddy that Brick was the last person to talk to Skipper, she 

indirectly forces her husband to admit that he was the one who let his friend down. Furthermore, 

she faces her mother- in law’s prying. Big Mama’s question of whether Maggie makes Brick 

happy is answered by, “It works both ways”- a concept unfathomable to the older woman but 
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vital for Maggie (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). She is unwilling to let anyone bully her into taking all 

the blame for the state of her marriage. Maggie’s edginess is best reflected in her conversations/ 

battles with Mae and Gooper. She always stands her ground, whether through a seemingly casual 

comment or through a violent outburst. For instance, when Maggie acts surprised that Brick’s 

gift to Big Daddy is a cashmere robe (which she actually bought), Mae points out that her 

reaction is artificial. To this, Maggie responds by saying, “I never saw one before… All my 

family ever had was family” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof).  As another example, when Mae makes 

fun of the fact that Brick is in the basement trying to help Big Daddy, Maggie threatens, “One 

more crack, Queenie, just one, and I will not only spit in your eye, but I will punch it black and 

blue!” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof).  As Gooper tries to defend his wife, Maggie stops him by 

asserting that she is “not going to listen to any more slander” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). Still, Mae 

goes further, and Maggie’s attempt to slap her is interrupted by Gooper. On the other hand, Jiji is 

only confrontational with Amine. Actually, her attitude alters according to whether she is in 

public or in private with her husband- a duality typical of Arab societies. With other people 

around, she appears cool, composed, and happy. She flirts with Amine and Mahmoud. She also 

uses lower- class dialect and mannerisms with Mahmoud without self- consciousness; especially 

that he comes from the same class, as indicated indirectly. Still, such actions reflect a sense of 

humor and liveliness rather than vulgarity. Furthermore, she nonchalantly disregards the 

malicious comments of Yousriya. In private, as she discusses their current and future situation 

with her husband, her calm front just crumbles. Her words, tone of voice, and hand gestures are 

not very refined. She seems more like “Jamalat” than like “Jiji”. Moreover, the way she tries to 

seduce Amine, by lifting her nightgown and later her dress, is crude and mirrors desperation. 
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This is a major manifestation of the difference between Maggie and Jiji. While the former 

depends mostly on her mind and willpower, the latter uses her body to get what she wants. 

 

     In order to further evaluate Maggie and Jiji’s status as femmes fatales, we must examine 

whether other characters consider them dangerous. It is noteworthy that not all characters react to 

them in the same way- proving that ‘evil’ is relative. 

 

     With respect to Brick and Amine’s reactions, three major points must be noted. First, both 

Brick and Amine hold their wives responsible for the death of their best friends Skipper and 

Izzat. In the American version, there is no reference whatsoever to Skipper’s homosexuality. 

Thus, Brick’s cause for depression in the movie is different than the one in the play. Although he 

claims that he is furious at Maggie for (supposedly) sleeping with Skipper, we later find out it is 

not the real reason. According to Big Daddy, it can’t be so because Brick has not “thrown 

Maggie out” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). Just then, Brick reveals his disgust with himself: he has let 

his friend down. In the Egyptian version, Amine considers Jiji to be directly responsible for 

Izzat’s death. In his opinion, if she had not schemed for Amine to catch Izzat with a man in the 

hotel room, his friend wouldn’t have committed suicide. The danger that Maggie and Jiji pose 

lies in the fact that they have managed to win over their ‘opponent’. No matter what the women’s 

motives were, the husbands resent their trespassing on the male zone and their making changes 

necessary for promoting the man- woman relationship. This leads us to the second major point. 
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     Brick and Amine punish their wives by ignoring them. In the American film, Brick is 

indifferent to Maggie most of the time. Still, in contrast with the play itself, he softens towards 

her in many scenes. For example, when Maggie tries to renegotiate the conditions they live 

under, he orders her to let go. He then enters the bathroom, where he longingly hugs and almost 

kisses the bathtub curtain made of white fabric- just like Maggie’s dress. Another example is the 

loving way he looks at her as she tells the story of Mae as a beauty queen, which reflects his true 

feelings. As a third example, when his niece asks him why he is on the floor, he almost jokingly 

replies, “I tried to kill your Aunt Maggie, but I failed and fell” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof).  In this 

scene, both he and Maggie are smiling at each other, as if at a private joke. Amine, on the other 

hand, does not soften towards Jiji. Viewers see him looking (almost) sorry for her when she cries 

in the bedroom and in the car, but his overall disgust is in stark contrast with his gentleness while 

courting her. As a result, Maggie is regarded as dangerous because she is able to break Brick’s 

resolve- a fact he tries to hide. His attitude towards her is an attempt to undermine her danger. 

Simultaneously, Jiji is not considered as dangerous in this respect. Her husband’s indifference is 

a punishment for her scheming, a different kind of danger. 

 

     The third point to be discussed is Brick and Amine’s making love to their wives at the end. In 

the American adaptation, Brick calls his wife upstairs, a request to which she reacts to with, 

“Yes, sir!” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). Also, Amine succumbs to his wife’s kisses and makes love 

to her. Still, his act is triggered by his need to reassert his masculinity rather than to express love. 

Previously, he was advised by his father to have a child with Jiji so that “people would say [he] 

is a man” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘ala Nar). He was also shaken when his father told him that 

Yousriya knows about his estrangement with his wife. In this regard, the actions of the two men 
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are the opposite of Brick’s cynicism in the play: Maggie almost forces him to sleep with her, and 

he, not believing her love, asks, “Wouldn’t it be funny if that was true?” (Cat 123). In 

conclusion, the women in the films are not as threatening as Maggie is in the play. Of course, 

they possess an asset, their beauty, which can attract a supposedly disinterested, disgusted man. 

Still, the happy ending is possible not because they can control what is going on in their lives, 

but because their husbands have decided to mend the marriage. On a different note, it can be 

argued that their danger lies in their perseverance. By ‘staying on the hot tin roof’, they have 

indirectly convinced their husbands that they are worth keeping.  

 

     Regarding Gooper and Moukhtar, it is evident that they dislike their sisters- in- law, albeit to 

varying degrees. In Gooper’s case, he is aggressive towards Maggie. Throughout the movie, it is 

obvious that there is war going on between Gooper and Mae on one side and Maggie on the other 

over Big Daddy’s property. Maggie refuses to give up her husband’s (and consequently her) 

share, which angers her brother- in- law for two reasons. First, Brick does not even care about 

the inheritance, telling Maggie that Mae and Gooper are “trying to grab off the place for 

themselves. Well, let them. Let them have it all. If you want a piece of the old man’s carcass, go 

ahead. Do it without me” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). Second, Gooper “won’t have this place run by 

a drunken ex- football hero” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof).  He considers Brick unfit for such a role, 

resenting his parents’ partiality towards his younger brother. Consequently, Gooper believes 

Maggie is an outsider who is meddling with affairs that are none of her business. He even 

defends his “right to discuss [his] own brother with other members of [his] own family, which 

don’t include [her]” (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). Still, he knows that she cannot be defeated. For 

instance, when Maggie attempts to slap Mae after the latter crosses the line making fun of Brick, 
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Gooper holds her arm to stop her, saying, “Ladies.” He does not dare to look in her eyes. 

Another instance is when Gooper does not know how to respond to her husband backing her up. 

After Brick vindicates his wife by indirectly supporting her story about being pregnant, Mae 

urges Gooper to “say something.” He retorts, “Alright honey. SHUT UP!” (Cat on a Hot Tin 

Roof). Unable to silence or control Maggie, he attacks his wife instead. He even admits that she 

has won: “That girl’s got life in her, alright,” raising his glass to her admiringly (Cat on a Hot 

Tin Roof). In Moukhtar’s case, his reaction to Jiji is not violent. In truth, there are no 

confrontations between them and only two instances when he actually voices his opinion of her. 

First, he remarks that her dress “resembles a baladi gallabiya”, an innuendo to her previous 

social status (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘ala Nar). Second, he calls her crazy as she flies past them in her 

car. Even during his conversations with Yousriya, he merely laughs conspiringly at his wife’s 

harsh comments. Here, Maggie and Jiji are considered dangerous. Maggie is seen by Gooper as 

an outsider who is disrupting his plans for the people ‘inside’ his family. Jiji is seen by Moukhtar 

as a greedy social climber. Still, considering Moukhtar’s lukewarm reactions towards Jiji, 

Maggie comes out as more threatening because Gooper’s hatred indicates his fear of her. 

 

     In contrast to the reactions of the other male characters, Big Daddy and Mahmoud do not 

view them as dangerous. Evidently, those men have a crush on them. In the American version, 

Big Daddy clearly sees Maggie more as a seductive woman than as a daughter- in- law. For 

example, he comments that she “has a better shape on her than Gooper’s” (Cat on a Hot Tin 

Roof). Furthermore, when his family welcomes him at the airport, he is extremely rude to 

everyone except to her. Actually, he lets her hug him and rides in her car back home, with her 

driving/ leading him. Then, at home, he asks whether everything was fine between her and her 
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spouse. She responds, “Do you need proof?” Immediately, he grabs her hand, declaring that if he 

were married to her for three years, they “would have three kids and a fourth one in the oven” 

(Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). It is noteworthy that what is being said here is much more suggestive 

than the (removed) part of the play in which Big Daddy asks Brick about how Maggie was in 

bed. In the play, Big Daddy may be just fantasizing about Maggie, whereas in the movie he 

voices out his fantasies. In addition, he has eyes only for her at the birthday party. Every word 

uttered by Big Mama and Mae is ignored by Big Daddy, who is busy casting admiring glances at 

his daughter- in- law. Even his tone of voice differs when he addresses her. While he barks 

orders at everyone, he sweetly asks her to put some honey on his toast. Significantly, Maggie 

does nothing to encourage his feelings. Still, she is very much aware of them and plans to use 

them to her advantage. As for the Egyptian version, all viewers can recognize Mahmoud’s 

admiration of Jiji. Sometimes, this admiration seems paternal, namely in instances when she 

playfully speaks and acts like lower- class people. Mahmoud immensely enjoys games of cards 

with her, during which she teases and argues in a loud (and almost vulgar) tone. Yousriya even 

comments that she sounds as though she was “raised in a low- class (baladi) coffee shop” (Cat 

on Fire/ Qitta ‘ala Nar). Mahmoud also laughs with her conspiringly about how “baladi is the 

best” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘ala Nar). In addition, he is paternal towards her as he defends her case 

in front of Amine. He is compassionate with her plight and considers his son as the wrongdoer. 

At other times, viewers follow his longing looks at Jiji, such as the incident when she races 

ahead in her car, honking and waving to him. Of course, Jiji encourages such reactions from him, 

even causing them sometimes. For example, in her first appearance in the film, she leans down 

and flirtatiously blows him a kiss. As another example, she asks him to take care of Amine’s 

health and then walks away swaying her hips, while Mahmoud does not take his eyes off her 
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until she disappears. Notably, unlike Maggie, Jiji does not proclaim her knowledge of 

Mahmoud’s feelings. It is Yousriya who notices that and angrily reports it to her husband.  It is 

obvious that Big Daddy and Mahmoud do not consider their daughters- in- law as threatening. 

Yet viewers (and Mae/ Yousriya) realize that these women pose a danger because they can bend 

seemingly harsh people to their will. Still, the men’s partiality towards them promotes the 

viewers to feel the same way. This is because such partiality is the opposite of the men’s (and 

thus the audience’s) antipathy towards Mae/ Yousriya. 

 

     Regarding the mothers- in- law, it is evident that Big Mama’s reaction to Maggie differs than 

that of Amina towards Jiji. In the American adaptation, Big Mama’s attitude changes throughout 

the movie. At the beginning, she blames Maggie for the condition of her son under the pretext 

that he is not satisfied in bed. She also accuses her of disliking children. Later on, she treats 

Maggie kindly, hoping that the latter will help change Brick. She is partial to her younger son 

and, consequently, to his wife.  Thus, at the beginning Big Mama considers Maggie as a threat to 

her notion of family, but then she changes her mind when Maggie demonstrates her involvement 

in the family. In the Egyptian adaptation, Amina sympathizes with Jiji, with everybody actually. 

She does not blame her daughter- in- law for not having children, nor does she discuss the issue. 

She merely remarks to Mahmoud that Amine is not sleeping with his wife. Here, Amina does not 

see Jiji as dangerous: there is nothing they have to compete over. 

 

     Moving on to Mae and Yousriya, we realize how much they dislike Maggie and Jiji. Mae 

hates Maggie immensely, for the latter will get a share of the inheritance. Mae considers herself 
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more entitled to it since she has children and since her husband has done everything his parents 

wanted. From her view point, it is unfair for the ‘childless’ Maggie to have an equal (or even 

bigger) share as her just because the parents are partial to Brick. Of course, her concerns cannot 

be brought up in front of Brick or Big Daddy, so she takes out all her rage on Maggie. Also, Mae 

keeps reminding others that her sister- in- law is childless in order to prove that she has more 

‘value’ because she has ‘produced’ six Pollits. Moreover, she repeats that Brick won’t sleep with 

Maggie so as to undermine the significance of the latter’s beauty. She is indirectly proclaiming 

that Maggie’s attractive appearance is useless (and thus almost nonexistent) if Brick is not 

moved by it. With respect to Yousriya, her reactions denote jealousy, and occasionally malice, 

but not aggression. From the very beginning, she refers to Jiji as “the beautiful people who wake 

up late” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘ala Nar). Like Mae, Yousriya also reminds her sister- in- law that 

she has no children , yet she does so indirectly. For example, when Yousriya was nagging to her 

mother- in- law about the hardships of motherhood, she tells Jiji to “thank God that He has 

relieved [her] from children” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘ala Nar).Even teasing Jiji about the fact that 

Amine is not making love to her is not beneath her especially when she laughingly sings to Jiji 

about the fire in the  

lover’s heart. Yousriya actually discusses this issue with Amina and Moukhtar. She also makes 

fun of her sister- in- law in front of her husband and kids. For instance, when Moukhtar exclaims 

that Jiji is crazy for driving at 120 kmph, his wife replies, “She has her excuse. If your brother 

paid some attention to her, she would have calmed down. Actually, excess hormones in the body 

can do more than that!” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘ala Nar). She is trying to compensate for her 

jealousy of Jiji by indicating that despite the latter’s beauty and sensuality, she is still ignored by 

her husband, and thus is incomplete as a woman. This envy is so evident in two scenes. In one of 
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Jiji’s flashbacks, Amine kisses her in front of the whole family. Meanwhile, Yousriya points to 

her cheek as a sign for Moukhtar to kiss her too although they have met before during the day. In 

another scene, Yousriya tells her husband that she will “cut off [her] arm if [his] father didn’t 

have a crush on [Jiji]” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘ala Nar). In addition, she refers to her sister- in-law’s 

previous social class on many occasions. While in the car with Moukhtar, she tells him that Jiji 

“is of low origins and wants to take what she can” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘ala Nar).  In a later scene, 

she tells Mahmoud, “Imagine, dad, she has no appetite but is still unwilling to leave her plate for 

fear that someone might eat her food!” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘ala Nar). Here, she shows how much 

she despises lower classes in spite of her belonging to a family of nouveaux- riches. According 

to Jiji, Yousriya is “the daughter of a shoemaker who is a thief! He used to put cardboard instead 

of leather in the soles” (Cat on Fire/ Qitta ‘ala Nar). As a result, Maggie and Jiji pose a threat to 

their sisters- in- law for two reasons. First, in their opinion, Maggie and Jiji are low- class 

outsiders who will be sharing the inheritance with them. Second, these women are distorting the 

‘image’ of Mae and Yousriya. The latter try to project the image of the perfect woman in a 

patriarchal society, a wife and mother. The former are not doing that but are still accepted, and 

even liked, by others. This is why Mae and Yousriya remind others of the inadequacies of 

Maggie and Jiji: they want to establish that they have greater value. 

 

     In conclusion, the femmes fatales in the American and Egyptian adaptations display similar 

characteristics. They are attractive, belong to an ambivalent social class, are social climbers, are 

calculating, and do not fulfill their traditional roles as mothers. Still, the supposed femmes fatales 

in the movie are very faint reflections of the original one in the play. Both movies make use of 

the sexual element at the expense of the psychological one. Although the American film is 
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relatively conservative, the focus on (implied) sexuality is stressed by the poster. The poster 

shows a woman sitting on a bed, her bowed head reflecting a frustration explained clearly in the 

title. There is not even a reference to Maggie’s ‘cattiness’ in the film, as opposed to the play. 

Only Maggie calls herself a Cat. The cat in the movie is on a hot tin roof because she is sexually 

deprived. On the other hand, the cat in the play is on the (same) roof because the house is 

burning and she cannot jump off for fear of losing it. The ‘fire’ in the movie has sexual 

connotations, while the one in the play is psychological in nature. In the Egyptian movie, despite 

the fact that it is closer to the original work than the American one, the focus on sexuality is 

more explicit. It is even known by another title sometimes, “Cat on Fire”. Jiji’s outfits and her 

attempts to seduce Amine lead him to describe her as a “cat in heat”. Here, Jiji’s ‘fire’ is purely 

physical. Of course, she wants him to love her, but she also needs proof of that.  

 

     On a final note, it is worth considering the extent to which the actresses shaped the roles of 

Maggie and Jiji. Of course, we cannot but look at them in retrospect. It is noteworthy that both 

Elizabeth Taylor and Poussi started as child actresses who made smooth transitions into adult 

roles. Still, the similarity stops here. Elizabeth Taylor was a controversial woman- an “accidental 

feminist” as M.G. Lord calls her, while Poussi was characterized by her romantic roles alongside 

husband Nour El- Sherif.  

 

      With respect to Elizabeth Taylor, we realize that she possessed all the qualities of the femme 

fatale. Most obviously, she was extremely beautiful and very well- known for her luxurious 

lifestyle. She even published a book entitled “My Love Affair with Jewelry” at a later stage in her 
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life. Also, this actress was financially independent. Actually, “far from being Daddy’s spoiled 

baby, Taylor supported her father Francis, after WWII dealt a blow to his art business from 

which it never fully recovered” (Lord, 25). Interestingly, the events in her life before and after 

the movie only confirm her femme fatale status. In 1959, she converted to Judaism, further 

contributing to her image as someone different. Moreover, she was married eight times and thus 

“wasn’t living in a way many people could relate to” (Taraborrelli, 158). Taylor was pictured as 

a femme fatale in the press. For example, one Swedish magazine published the headline “Blood- 

Thirsty Widow Liz Vampired Eddie” after Eddie Fisher left his wife Debbie Reynolds for her 

(Taraborrelli, 173). An Italian newspaper, Il Giornale d’Italia, criticized that incident by stating, 

“Nobody can forget the fatuity of her heart which left behind four husbands in the short span of a 

thirty- year life, and is perhaps about to destroy, to her exclusive personal benefit, the marriage 

of Richard Burton” (Taraborrelli, 243). Even the Vatican accused her of “erotic vagrancy”, but 

she still enjoyed great success at the box office, becoming Hollywood’s highest- paid actress 

(Lord, 10). Most importantly, the majority of her roles have feminist undertones. According to 

Lord, “many of her roles- the great and the not- so- great- surreptitiously brought feminist issues 

to American audiences… The Taylor brand deserves credit for its under- the- radar challenge to 

traditional attitudes” (Lord, 1-2).  

 

     As for Poussi, I have already mentioned that her roles are mostly romantic. She acted till 2003 

alongside her husband, actor Nour El- Sherif. According to Ahmad Al- Jundi, the film “Cat on 

Fire”, produced by Nour El-Sherif, was “a turning point in her career and won her an award for 

Best Actress. It was so highly acclaimed that Poussi came to be known as the ‘Cat of the 

Egyptian Cinema’” (Al- Jundi). What is interesting is that Poussi and Nour El- Sherif were 
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known for the most famous love story and the longest marriage (30 years) in the Egyptian 

cinema milieu. They divorced when Poussi found out about his love affair with a younger 

actress. Still, they remained friends and decided to mend their relationship after Nour El- Sherif 

was accused of homosexuality by a tabloid (Hisham). Such strange parallelisms between the real 

lives of movie stars and their roles prove that actors do not merely shape their roles. They are 

shaped by their roles as well. 

 

     On a final note, it is worth analyzing how successful the femmes fatale imagemes were in 

reflecting the ideologemes of the societies they represent/ threaten. This can be measured by 

whether the works in which they exist are at the center or the periphery of the system. The play 

illustrates the general mood of the fifties and tackles issues relevant to that time- especially the 

veneer of familial bliss beneath which many people were crushed. That is why it was at the 

center. Its American adaptation, nevertheless, had to secondarized to fit the norm. It had to 

conform to social restrictions and to the dictates of censorship at that time and thus was changed 

into a “melodrama [that] describes sympathetic people victimized by illness, death, and family 

quarrels who find their way to a positive conclusion” (Lev, 236). The femme fatale was no longer 

recognizable; she became almost tame. In attempting to please the audience, the movie became a 

secondary model, a derivative. The Egyptian adaptation had to be secondarized as well, in order 

to find its way to the center of a different system. By becoming highly acclaimed, the movie 

proved that it was adapted correctly and that it catered perfectly to the prevalent tastes of the 

audience. Thus, it can be considered as a primary source.  
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Chapter Four 

 

 Conclusion 

     After having dealt with A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof separately, it is 

now time to scrutinize the relationship between these two works. Keeping in mind all the 

parallelisms, Cat can be perceived as a ‘rewrite’ of Streetcar- a second chance for the femme 

fatale to reorder her life. In Streetcar, Blanche was married to a homosexual who killed himself 

after she found out about his affair with a man and ridiculed him for it. Most of the misfortunes 

that brought on her downfall were caused by the emotional void his death left. In Cat, Maggie is 

married to Brick, who is suspected of being a homosexual. Still, she does not leave him but tries 

to force her way into his life again. By asserting that Skipper is dead and that she is alive, she is 

indirectly showing her readiness to start over. She even defends him when others poke fun at his 

alcoholism- she refuses to let anyone picture him as inadequate. By doing so, she avoids all the 

misfortunes that Blanche previously lived through. 

 

     There are other similarities that strengthen such an argument. Firstly, Blanche was a beauty 

queen in her youth, whereas Maggie ridicules Mae and Susie McPheeters for being cotton 

carnival queens. She recounts how Mae “[sat] on a brass throne on a tacky float and [rode] down 

Main Street, smilin’, bowin’, and blowin’ kisses to all the trash on the street” (Cat 21). She, 

furthermore, recounts how a drunken man “shot out a squirt of tobacco juice right in poor Susie’s 
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face” (Cat 21). It is as if Maggie is confirming that a woman who is too ‘visible’ will be 

humiliated because a considerable number of men gazing at her are ‘trash’. Secondly, Blanche 

has numerous affairs with men because she needs emotion in her life. And when Stanley finds 

out about these affairs, he sarcastically tells Stella, “That girl calls me common” (Streetcar 98). 

Maggie, on the other hand, also needs such emotion- especially that Brick is not providing it. 

Yet, she objects to his suggestion that she take a lover and declines the ‘offers’ of other men, as 

proved by her refusal to let Sonny Boy Maxwell into the powder room as he tried to force his 

way in.  She explains her attitude by saying, “I’m not that common” (Cat 38). Thirdly, both 

Blanche and Maggie are annoyed by light- they do not want to reveal their true intentions and 

thoughts. Blanche’s ‘horror’ of light was already discussed in chapter 2. In Maggie’s case, there 

is one instance in which she expresses the same feelings. In Act One, she begins to tell her 

husband about his brother’s schemes to cut him out of the estate. Then, “she freezes momentarily 

before her next remark. Her voice drops as if it were somehow a personally embarrassing 

admission” (Cat 17). After that, she tells him that his father is dying of cancer. At that point, she 

“fretfully” exclaims, “There’s so much light in the room” (Cat 17). When she gets her husband’s 

attention, she lowers the blinds before she elaborates on the issue. Fourthly, their husbands share 

certain similarities. Blanche refers to her husband as “a boy, just a boy” (Streetcar 95), as does 

Maggie when she describes Brick as “a sick boy” (Cat 114). Other people see the husbands as 

‘beautiful’, an adjective not commonly used to modify men. For instance, Stella says that 

Blanche’s husband was “a beautiful, and talented young man” (Streetcar 102), and Mae calls 

Brick Maggie’s “big beautiful athlete husband” (Cat 113). Even the occupations of the husbands 

can be considered as similar. It is true that Blanche’s husband was a poet, while Brick is an 

athlete, which may seem more ‘manly’. Still, both jobs are not traditional ones held by men with 
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families to provide for- from the viewpoint of patriarchal society, of course. Tellingly, when Mae 

ridicules Brick for being “a football player at twenty seven”, Maggie retorts, “Brick? A football 

player? He isn’t a football player and you know it. Brick is a sports announcer on TV and one of 

the best-known ones in the country!” (Cat 112). 

 

     The similarity between Blanche and Maggie can be taken one step further. Interestingly, 

many references were made as to the resemblance of Vivienne Leigh and Elizabeth Taylor. For 

instance, Taraborrelli quotes Sara, the mother of Elizabeth, recounting how “people would stop 

me in the streets… and they would tell me, ‘My God! That child should be in pictures. Why, 

she’s the spitting image of Vivienne Leigh!’” (26). Sara was even encouraged to cast her 

daughter as Bonnie Blue, the daughter of Scarlett O’Hara – played by Vivienne Leigh. This 

information may be coincidental, yet it is very symbolic: The new generation is fixing the 

previous generation’s mistakes. 

 

     After studying the connection between the two plays, we realize that the femme fatale has 

only one fate awaiting her: destruction. This destruction can be brought on by society through 

death, imprisonment, out casting, or limitation. Otherwise, it can be by her own hand, through a 

conscious decision to become a ‘traditional woman’ so as not to be destroyed. In Streetcar, 

Blanche is destroyed by society. By being declared insane and sent to a psychiatric facility, she 

can no longer endanger the society she refuses to conform to. The femme fatale has no place in 

that society because she is too dangerous to be tolerated. Her “textual eradication” is “a desperate 

reassertion of control on the part of the threatened male subject” (Doane, 2-3). In Cat, Maggie 
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decides to become a mother so as not to lose her high socioeconomic status. By conforming to 

society, she is ensuring her survival. Here, a woman in a patriarchal society has only two 

choices, either to conform or to be destroyed.  

 

     The inevitable destruction of the femme fatale reflects “cultural ambivalence about the 

enticing independent woman, and anxiety about male power to control her” (Grossman, 106). 

The fact that the two plays discussed previously are connected, in addition to the fact that each 

play was adapted into films, mirrors a “representation grappling with anxiety about female 

agency during times of change in gender identities” (Grossman, 16). Each of the discussed works 

was created during periods including shifts in social conditions. Still, according to Doane, the 

femme fatale, should not be mistakenly seen as a “heroine of modernity”, for “she is not the 

subject of feminism but a symptom of male fears about feminism” (2- 3).She does not fully 

reflect female experience because the label imposed on her “short- circuits the transformation… 

inherent in female spectators’ relationship” with female characters (Grossman, 126). 

 

     Departing from this point, there is no ‘uniform’ femme fatale – each of the mentioned works 

reveals an authentic dangerous woman. Here, the question of whether the recreations are faithful 

to the original works may in itself be questionable. According to Stam, “do not adaptations 

‘adapt to’  changing environments and changing tastes, as well as to a new medium, with its 

distinct industrial demands, commercial pressures, censorship, taboos, and aesthetic norms?” (3). 

It would be unnatural for the films to be exact copies of the plays or of each other because each 

adaptation “is a source work is reinterpreted through new grids and discourses” (Stam, 45). In 
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conclusion, a femme fatale does not have a nationality, nor is she restricted to a period in time. 

She is a multitude of women, all of them various packages for the same desire. 
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