


[image: 001]




[image: 001]






THE SOCIAL HISTORY OF THE MODERN MIDDLE EAST

Series Editor: Edmund Burke III

 



 



 



This series seeks to provide a forum for historically grounded studies on the Middle East in a broad, interdisciplinary context. New research has challenged tacit acceptance about how the Middle East came to modernity and has enlarged our understanding of the complex changes in the region over time and their impact on people and popular culture. By focusing on the nuances of everyday life and the experiences of nonelites—women, workers, peasants, and minorities—stereotypes about what it means to be Arab and Islamic can be challenged and broken down. Far from being a “history with the politics left out,” a social history of the Middle East provides a way of reinterpreting the political history of the region, including the development of nationalism and the so-called Islamic revival.

 



BOOKS IN THIS SERIES

 



A Social History of Women and Gender in the Modern Middle East, edited by Margaret L. Meriwether and Judith E. Tucker


The Social History of Labor in the Middle East, edited by Ellis Jay Goldberg


 



FORTHCOMING

 



The Social History of Class in the Middle East, edited by Peter Sluglett







Foreword


Over the past decades, important new perspectives on the modern Middle East have emerged due to new sources and new questions as well as the changing historical context. Old paradigms, rooted in modernization theory and the rise of nationalism in the region, are gradually giving way to more complex understandings grounded in social and cultural history. From a field preoccupied with the state and elite groups, recent studies of the Middle East have begun to incorporate the experiences of nonelite women, workers, peasants, ethnic minorities, and tribespeople. While this evolution is still continuing, already the outlines of a new social history of the region are visible.

In this moment of intellectual transition, a series devoted to the social history of the Middle East has much to contribute. The Westview Press series The Social History of the Modern Middle East seeks to provide a focus for historically grounded social science research on the Middle East. Rather than seeing in narrow disciplinary terms, this series views the region using a broad interdisciplinary space within the social sciences, a zone of convergence between anthropology, politics, sociology, women’s studies, and history. It seeks to stimulate and focus methodological reflection and scholarship on topics of importance to the Middle Eastern field and to make more widely available the work of a new generation of researchers. Books in the series are designed to supplement courses at the upper division and graduate levels not only in modern Middle Eastern history, but also in anthropology, politics, sociology, and women’s studies.

Research on the social history of the Middle East since 1750 has tended to proceed unevenly across the region, with scholars who focus on similar topics in different countries often unaware of one another’s work. Work on the Middle East has also been relatively poorly integrated into broader trends affecting the disciplines of the Middle East field. Several reasons may be adduced in explanation. In part, the particular linguistic demands of the field have encouraged specialization in one cultural area or even one  country. In addition, scholarly debates tend to take place in hard-to-find specialized journals, and their findings are slow to make their way into the mainstream. As a result, new research on workers, women and the family, and urbanism has been slow to find its way into textbooks.

To facilitate the wider dissemination of new work on Middle Eastern culture and society, volumes in the Social History of the Modern Middle East series will draw together work that crosses disciplinary lines and subregional traditions of scholarship. Under the general editorship of Edmund Burke, III (Professor of History at the University of California, Santa Cruz), volumes have been commissioned on the social history of labor, women and the family, and Middle Eastern urbanism. Others are under consideration. Edited by established scholars, each book will consist of six to nine original essays that will allow readers to follow recent findings on particular topics. Books will survey the region broadly, from the Maghrib to the Hindu Kush. Each will contain chapters on Turkey, Egypt, and Iran, the three most populous states in the region; coverage of other states will vary, depending upon the availability of scholarship. All are works of original scholarship that demonstrate the value of particular approaches as well as provide convenient summaries of the state of research on important topics.

 



Although the study of women and gender in the Middle East emerged in the 1980s as a major area of research, the history of women has been slower to emerge. Inspired by feminism, the hidden history of women in the Middle East has come gradually to light. Utilizing new sources and asking new questions of old sources, historians of women have made notable contributions to the history of women and the family in the Middle East. In the process they have had an important impact on how the social history of the region, previously resistant to the importance of gender, has been conceptualized. No longer is it possible to make blanket assumptions about the social, religious, political, and economic roles of women. Increasingly, the new research has exposed the ways in which women’s fates, even while constrained by a common patriarchal framework, differed from one another according to their ethnic, religious, and social backgrounds (among others). The second volume in this series, The Social History of Women and Gender in the Modern Middle East, co-edited by Margaret L. Meriwether and Judith E. Tucker, provides a broad survey of recent work on the subject.

This book provides an assessment of recent work on Middle Eastern women’s history from a number of different theoretical perspectives. The introduction by the co-editors summarizes the state of research and suggests some possible frameworks for writing the history of Middle Eastern women. It also contains a useful bibliography of recent works on the history  of women in the Middle East that should be of use to beginners as well as more experienced scholars.

The book includes chapters on gender, work, and handicraft production in colonial North Africa by Julia Clancy-Smith; on the historiography of women, the state, and the family by Mervat F. Hatem; on the emergence of women’s movements in the Middle East in the period 1900—1940 by Ellen L. Fleischmann; on Islamic family law—legal texts and social practices—by Annelies Moors; and on gender and religion in the Middle East and South Asia by Mary Elaine Hegland. Taken as a whole, they provide the reader with an informative summary of the state of play of the literature on this topic and suggest areas for future research.

Margaret Meriwether is associate professor of history at Denison University. She is the author of the forthcoming book The Kin Who Count: Family and Society in Ottoman Aleppo 1770—1840 (University of Texas Press, 1999).

Judith Tucker is professor of history at Georgetown University. She is the author of In the House of the Law: Gender and Islamic Law in Ottoman Syria and Palestine (University of California Press, 1998), Women in Nineteenth-Century Egypt (Cambridge University Press, 1991), and the editor of Arab Women: Old Boundaries, New Frontiers (Indiana University Press, 1993).
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Middle Eastern women have long been a subject of great fascination to outsiders. The veiled and oppressed Middle Eastern woman, the victim of a misogynist religion, has been one of the most enduring images of the region in the minds of the general public. Travelers, missionaries, colonial administrators, and diplomats who have spent time in the region have often perpetuated the accepted image. So too have scholars steeped in the Orientalist tradition. Over the past twenty years, however, the study of Middle Eastern women has claimed the attention of scholars who have questioned the traditional wisdom. Inspired by the great progress in women’s studies outside the Middle East, these scholars have produced a plethora of works on women and gender in the region. Impressionistically we would guess that more has been written on women and gender in the past twenty years than on any other subject in Middle Eastern studies; since the early 1990s the program of the Middle East Studies Association annual meeting has included numerous panels on this topic. Using new theoretical frameworks, innovative methodological approaches, and nontraditional sources, scholars have made great progress in shedding light on complex and controversial issues, amid the challenges of an environment in which the “woman question” remains a highly charged political and cultural issue.

The prolific output and generally high quality of the scholarship on Middle Eastern women can be attributed in part to the interdisciplinary nature of this endeavor. Those of us who are historians are very dependent on the work of anthropologists, sociologists, and others for figuring out how to uncover and interpret the past of previously “silent” groups. Increasingly, social scientists are concerned with questions of change and with placing their findings about contemporary society in a historical context. Nevertheless, efforts to learn about women’s lives in the past have  been slower to develop than have studies of women in the contemporary Middle East, although they have gained considerable momentum in the past ten years, as discussed below. As a result, a lack of historical perspective is a not uncommon problem with much of what is written about women. There is a tendency to assume changelessness, at least for any period before the nineteenth century, and to read into the past social and cultural patterns that did not exist. This lack of historical perspective, partly grounded in our limited knowledge of women and gender, is compounded by the lack of visibility of the work that has been done. One of the obstacles that has limited the “mainstreaming” of this research has been the fragmented state of the literature. Apart from a few important monographs, much of it is found in journal articles and edited volumes, only a couple of which deal specifically with women’s history. Therefore there is a need to draw attention to and synthesize the historical research that has been done, to show how this research has already begun to modify our understanding of the past, and to point out the importance of and further direction for research in this field.

This volume is intended to help accomplish these goals by bringing together in a single volume chapters that highlight the research that has been done on the history of Middle Eastern women in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Each chapter deals with a major theme in this research and is written by a scholar who is actively engaged in research on that theme. The chapters do not constitute a review of the literature per se or an attempt to synthesize all the research that has been done on a particular topic. Rather, their point of departure is the research interests of the individual authors, placing these interests in the context of other work that has been done, making comparisons across the different regions of the Middle East, and highlighting ongoing debates and key issues as well as gaps in the literature. They also include starter bibliographies for those who wish to pursue particular topics further. This volume then is designed to be a starting point for those who wish to get a sense of the field: teachers wishing to incorporate gender issues into survey courses or topical seminars on Middle Eastern history; students at both the undergraduate and graduate level searching for research topics; and Middle East specialists who are not historians or are not directly involved in women’s studies. It is also meant to be accessible to nonspecialists. It seems that little of the research on women and the family in the Middle East has reached scholars of other regions. Stereotypes of women and misunderstandings of gender issues often seem as pervasive among Western feminists and women’s studies scholars as among the general public. It is important that they be made aware of developments in the study of women and gender in the Middle East.




The State of Historical Study of Middle East Women 

The history of women and gender in the Middle East context is still a developing scholarly field, characterized by divergence in method and motivation. Some serious research on women’s history in the region has been done using the older approaches of women worthies and compensatory political history as well as newer methods in social history and the study of dominant and contesting gender discourse. We need to look at these four areas where the project of writing women’s history has been pursued in order to understand differences in agenda and the major controversies in the field.


Women Worthies 

The expression “women worthies” refers to the history of notable women, women who have played a role that is visible (although often neglected in history writing) in public activities. The “worthies” genre has usually taken the form of biographical studies of famous women or the retelling of well-known historical events with new recognition of the part played by individual women. This is still the most common approach to women’s history in the Middle East and one with a long indigenous history. The biographies of the Prophet’s wives and other notable women of the early Muslim community represented a hagiographic genre aimed at providing models of behavior for later Muslims. They also constituted a genre that perhaps unwittingly attested to the importance of women, as public political actors and sources of spiritual inspiration, in the early Muslim community. Women also figured in the biographical dictionaries (tabaqat) that were produced over the course of the Islamic centuries. These dictionaries featured biographies of contemporary individuals who were important, usually in terms of their religious learning or local prominence. Some of these dictionaries included significant numbers of women, particularly in the pre-Ottoman years.1


These biographical studies allow us to research the part that famous women played as, for example, in the retelling of the events of early Islam with attention to the role of women in Leila Ahmed’s Women and Gender in Islam (1992) or a review of Islamic history focusing on elite women who wielded real political power in Fatima Mernissi’s The Forgotten Queens of Islam (1993). The study of these notable women has also led to a total reassessment of the exercise of power in at least one case: Leslie Peirce’s The Imperial Harem (1993), a study of the elite women of the Ottoman imperial harem, contests the standard version of dynastic power in the empire. The importance of the household institution and the mothers (in particular)  but also the wives, daughters, and concubines of the reigning monarch in the making of policy at the highest levels of the empire changes the way we must think about Ottoman politics. Mary Ann Fay’s research (1996, 1997) on the elite women of households in Mamluk Egypt highlights their central importance to the reproduction of political power in the Mamluk or neo-Mamluk system.

This kind of history writing has sought to set the record straight. At times, the inclusion of women has forced a change in the way we think about the structure of power as in the studies of the imperial harem. It has also contributed to present debates on the position of the indigenous tradition on women’s roles in public politics and public space. Above all, these studies have made the point that women are as fully capable of wielding power and exercising authority as men. The feminist critics of the women worthies genre, on the other hand, focus on its elite bias and the dangers of glorifying the past activities of an elite, when a more democratic and egalitarian vision of society is seen as critical to any social progress in the modern world.


Political and Institutional History 

A second approach has been to write the histories of women’s political movements and activities, whether they were feminist (i.e., focused on the achievement of women’s rights) or nationalist. Feminist movements are very much part of the modern history of the Middle East and are often integrally linked to the history of nationalist struggle. The history of women’s movements is most developed in Egypt: We have a history of the early women’s press by Beth Baron (1994), a history of the Egyptian Feminist Union and Huda Sha‘rawi by Margot Badran (1995), and a biography of Doria Shafik, the Egyptian feminist who founded the Bint al-Nil Union, by Cynthia Nelson (1996). Such works are often written in an institutional history style that reconstructs the events, leadership, and activities of the subject organization while allowing us to follow the evolution of feminist thought as it developed in practice. Surely the institutional history of women’s movements has been very important for a present sense of continuity; the documentation of past feminist activity legitimates present activity. There is also a sense that one can learn from past mistakes. As current women’s movements in the Middle East struggle to define the proper relationship between Western feminism and Middle East feminism, the history of the early Egyptian movement can be instructive. For example, the Egyptian Feminist Union initially modeled itself and its goals on European feminism, with all the resultant problems of class bias and the difficulties of dealing with the relationship between gender oppression and national oppression. Close study of the Egyptian feminist movement  usually helps to make the case for the need to develop a truly indigenous feminism.

The political and institutional approach also looks at women’s activities in movements that were not ostensibly feminist. Most important has been the participation of women in the nationalist movements so central to the modern history of the Middle East. This is, perhaps, the most developed approach to Palestinian history: There are a number of studies of women and Palestinian nationalism (Julie Peteet 1991; Rosemary Sayigh 1993) and one comprehensive examination of the Palestinian women’s movement in the period of the British Mandate by Ellen Fleischmann (1996). Iran has also been fairly well covered thanks to Parvin Paidar’s history of women and politics in the twentieth century (1995). Again, most of these studies seek to restore women to history, to document their role. This approach is not only additive, however. When we look at women’s activities at the popular level, we often discover new dimensions of the national struggle. The ways in which the family, for example, has been mobilized and transformed in the service of nationalism is an issue just beginning to be explored. The study of female participation at the popular level also helps us grasp the contemporary situation. Much of the writing on the women in the Palestinian intifada in recent years seems to assume that Palestinian women had never, before the 1980s, played any significant role in the nationalist movement: Women’s current participation fell out of the sky. Such historical myopia does a disservice to the women of the past and also closes off that past with all its possible lessons for us.

The most controversial issue that arises in the realm of political history concerns the relationship between feminism and nationalism or, put differently, the complex relation of gender, nation, class, and race. Our understanding of this complex set of issues is being advanced by new work on the part of younger scholars who are examining the creation of the new woman as an integral part of the development of national identity in the Middle East: Two recent doctoral dissertations by Lisa Pollard (1997) and Mona Russell (1998) examine this phenomenon in the context of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Egypt. The problematic ways in which some Western feminists have approached the issue of feminism and nationalism are still, however, a topic of debate. No one clear answer has emerged to suggest how to order these layers or put an end to the feminist-nationalist tension; we have, instead, a multiplicity of voices and experiences.


Social and Economic History 

Both the women worthies and the political history approaches often raise new questions about, for instance, the nature of political power or the location of political activity (it can happen in the harem or the home as  easily as in the court or parliament). But, in general, these approaches seek to add women to history, not question the fundamental bases of history writing. Social and economic historians also have sought to add women to history. Social and economic historians have easily moved, in their study of the lives of people, be they peasants, workers, merchants, or slaves, to include the women who formed the majority of past populations. These approaches have looked at women in the Middle East as economic actors and as members of communities, families, and classes. By constituting history as including the life patterns, thoughts, and activities of the ordinary person, social and economic history opened up a world of new dimensions far from the arenas of traditional political history (Meriwether 1999; Quataert 1993; Tucker 1985).

In the context of Middle East history, this work can be revolutionary insofar as it shatters the myth of the Muslim woman’s passivity and isolation in some kind of secluded, unchanging traditional world. When people study specific times and places, such as lower Egypt (Tucker 1985), Aleppo (Meriwether 1999), or Anatolian towns (Quataert 1993) in the nineteenth century, they discover that women were well integrated into the economy of the time. We find a good deal of specialization by gender, but women were very much part of the economic life of their communities as craftswomen, petty traders, and providers of various services, and therefore very much affected by the changes resulting from European penetration.

And the significance is not just the obvious female contribution to basic economic processes. The lines between family, community, and a public sphere of politics and power are blurred, quite obviously so in premodern society. A marriage, for example, may be a political or economic alliance: The key to many developments in political history might be found in a history of strategic marriages and the associated exchanges of property. At this point, however, we do not have enough material on the social history of women and men alike, much less on family history, a particularly underdeveloped field in the Middle East context. Scholars have been slow to follow up on the pathbreaking work of Alan Duben and Cem Behar in Istanbul Households (1991). Recently, however, there are hopeful signs of renewed interest in approaching family history with close attention to the concerns of gender history: Margaret Meriwether (1999), Beshara Doumani (1998), and Kenneth Cuno (1995, 1998) are doing work in family history in Aleppo, the Arab East, and Egypt respectively, research that promises to bring this field into some systematic focus for the first time. This is still, perhaps, the most underresearched area of Middle East history, and an obvious place for encouraging research. There is a wealth of materials, particularly for the Ottoman period for which we have the rich resources of the Islamic court records, extant for most major Arab and Turkish towns.

The field of social and economic history is not particularly prone to controversies; we see widespread agreement among historians on the inclusion of women. The only major question concerns the import of that inclusion: Is there a new awareness of the many ways in which society is gendered as a result of such inclusion? The answer varies widely depending on the historian.


Cultural History and Gender Discourse 

There is strong current interest in the final approach, that of the study of cultural history and particularly gender discourse, which is probably the fastest evolving field in women’s history in the Middle East. The study of discourse on gender attends to the ways in which the dominant culture in a particular place and time has defined maleness and femaleness as points of opposition, of difference, with the male in a position of power and domination. There is clear resonance in the Middle East: Historians want to understand how the male-privileging “Islamic” discourse on male and female has evolved; to be able to recognize it when they see it; and, if they have feminist goals, to be able to struggle against it. We also must pay attention to the subversive discourses, that is, the ways in which people attempt to undermine and contest the discourse of power.

There is a sense of immediacy in the context of much of the Middle East today where an “Islamist discourse” is evoked to define women’s roles and power in ways that are often confining and restrictive. We find an intriguing intersection of the present Islamist discourse on a monolithic and immutable Islam that dictates certain gender roles with an Orientalist discourse that also stresses the unchanging and, in its version, oppressive gender system imposed by Islamic law and thought. Fatima Mernissi (1991) raised a call several years ago for feminist scholars to engage in serious study of the Islamic tradition, not to leave the representation and interpretation of this tradition entirely in the hands of those who would emphasize its more conservative and even antifeminist side. Several historians have responded with studies of the Islamic tradition that attempt to revisit the question of Islam and gender based on investigations of the ways that tradition was understood in particular Muslim contexts. The work of Barbara Stowasser (1994) on the images of women in the Qur‘an and Denise Spellberg (1994) on the legacy of ’A‘isha are two fine examples of how close historical examination of the development of Islamic views on gender reveals a variety and complexity of understandings that cannot be reduced to simple misogynistic or patriarchal positions.

Historical studies of Islamic law, as both legal thought and practice, also have contributed to greater nuance in our approach to the Islamic tradition. A number of historians have turned their attention to legal sources,  particularly to Islamic court records, not just as repositories of social and economic data but also as keys to understanding how gendered discourses of power were inscribed in the law. Careful analysis of the details and language of court records can shed light on the ways in which an Islamic discourse on gendered rights and social obligations was being elaborated and actualized through judicial processes. Most of these studies look to the Ottoman period because of the wealth of available court records for many cities and towns in the empire. The court records have been employed in this way in the context of seventeenth-century Anatolia (Peirce 1997b), nineteenth-century Damascus (al-Qattan 1996), and nineteenth-century Jaffa and Haifa (Agmon 1996). The study of other kinds of jurisprudential literature such as fiqh and fatwas perhaps even better suited to the exploration of legal discourse has emerged more slowly, but there are a few new monographs (Spectorsky 1993; Tucker 1998).

Overall, the study of Islamic legal discourse is an attempt to historicize and concretize discussion of Islam and gender, to investigate the dominant discourse on gender as represented in Islamic writings in a particular time and place. We can study both the writings of the muftis (Muslim jurisprudents who represent the thinking of Muslim intellectuals on gender) and the activities of the Islamic courts (in which ordinary persons both display their understanding of the legal discourse on gender and, in some instances, contest it) as this area of historical research continues to grow.

Not all Middle East feminists agree that this is a research priority. Some argue that to engage with the “Islamic” discourse on gender is a mistake: We are dealing here with a gender system that cannot be rehabilitated, and feminists risk wasting their time and effort, as well as the integrity of their vision, if they pursue the strategy of debating the Islamist interpretation of gender in Islam. They are also doomed to lose the argument because the al-Azhar—trained conservative Islamic scholar will always have the last say on topics construed as religious.




The Writing of Women’s History in the Middle East 

Although many historians of women’s issues active in the West are of Middle Eastern origin, in the region itself the situation is somewhat different. Perhaps the most striking aspect of the women’s history field is the virtual absence, until quite recently, of serious historical study of women, an absence of apparently small concern to most women researchers and activists. This phenomenon may come as a surprise to most historians of Europe and North America. The importance of the biennial Berkshire conference on women’s history, the centrality of history to many women’s studies programs, the ambitious research activities that have challenged many  standard interpretations of Western history all attest to the fact that the study of gendered history is viewed as basic to feminism, to women’s present and future. Without reclaiming and rewriting the past, we cannot fashion a vision for the future.

Why is a focus on gendered history apparently viewed differently in the Middle East? Women scholars and activists (often one and the same in the Middle East context) generally agree that not much historical writing on women is available, especially outside the boundaries of the women worthies genre. Correcting this situation, however, has clearly not been a research priority, even among feminists, for a number of possible reasons.2


First, there is a feeling that we need to let well enough alone. To study Middle Eastern women’s history is to risk dredging up a past that is better forgotten. Often women want to make a clean break with a past of women’s oppression born of tradition and look to a future for women that will be so different that the past holds few lessons. The idea that the modern woman must turn her back on the past still has its supporters.

Second, women are concerned that the history they know and can know tends to be the history of activities of elite women. In the modern period, these are the women who were active in philanthropic and nationalist organizations, many of whom left records in the form of memoirs and family papers. Again, this is not a past they want to build on, a pattern they want to perpetuate. Indeed, they want to leave it behind, having no wish to enshrine elite leadership, and instead highlight the more varied backgrounds of women’s leadership today and empower all women.

The third reason for downplaying women’s history has often been voiced in relation to the specific Palestinian case, but it is certainly applicable to other localities as well. The history of the Palestinian people was “co-opted” by the national movement; all history has been written from the point of view of the national struggle narrowly defined. There is no room for gendered history in the meganarrative of colonial oppressor and colonized oppressed, two monolithic categories that do not allow for gender difference.

The fourth reason came as a predictable consequence of the first three: There are very few women historians in the Middle East in general, and the field continues to have trouble attracting women scholars, a problem that is exacerbated by poor research facilities particularly in the social sciences and humanities fields.

New voices are being heard in the region now, in areas as diverse as Morocco, Egypt, and Palestine, that are making the case that historical research on women and gender in Islam or the Middle East will not necessarily ensnare women in past social relations or validate some sort of unchanging tradition: On the contrary, they argue that it is through the study of women’s past as well as of the history of relations between men and women and gendered society that we can deepen our understanding of the  present and fashion strategies for the future. In fact, in the current debates on culture, tradition, and authenticity, Middle Eastern feminists need to be armed with historical studies that can help them contest conservative and misogynist versions of Islamic history.




Woman and Gender in the Middle East Before 1800 

This volume focuses on women and gender in the modern Middle East, and its underlying assumption is that women’s lives and gender relations have changed in fundamental ways with the historical transformations of the Middle East in the past two hundred years. The authors of the individual chapters are sensitive to the differences in the nature and degree of change as a result of differences in class, region, and specific historical context, as well as to some of the underlying similarities in the lives of these women. They are also aware of the danger of ignoring important continuities that persisted in the face of change or even as a strategy for adapting to change. Nor do they assume that change is necessarily unilinear or progressive. Any scholar trying to analyze the extent, nature, direction, and significance of change, as it affected women’s lives in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, is, however, faced with a major challenge: our limited knowledge of this topic before 1800. This can result in a tendency to fall back on generalizations that fail to contextualize women’s experiences and gender dynamics and that draw sharp dichotomies between modern and premodern eras. This historical myopia, as evident above, can produce misleading analyses and conclusions.

Fortunately, the history of Middle Eastern women before 1800 is beginning to get the attention it deserves. The works by Spellberg, Peirce, and Ahmed mentioned in the previous section, as well as three edited volumes dealing specifically with the history of Middle Eastern women, two of which focus primarily on the premodern and early modern periods, attest to the new level of interest in these earlier eras (Keddie and Baron 1991; Sonbol 1996; Zilfi 1997). Much of this work focuses on Ottoman women. Court records, fatwas, sikayet, and proverbs are all being used by historians to gain insights into and a level of detail about women’s everyday lives and the workings of the gender system unavailable for other times and places before the modern era. Enough has been done now to provide the rudiments of a historiographical framework and a background for these studies of women and gender in the modern era.


Gender, Property, and Power 

If there is one underlying theme common to much of the diverse research on women in the Ottoman Empire, it is an emphasis on “a wide field of  action that was available to women in the period despite an inherited gender system that prescribed women’s subordination to men” (Zilfi 1997, 5). Social relationships, especially gender and family relationships, were not fixed by a monolithic Islamic cultural system but rather were negotiated among various actors, including women. These relationships varied according to context and as a result were flexible and dynamic. This wide field of action was not just a product of loopholes in the law, the exigencies of everyday life, or chance, but was directly connected to certain structural features and institutional arrangements in the Ottoman state and society. These included the institutional flexibility, especially in the judicial system that interpreted and applied the shari‘a but also in other agencies of the state, that reflected an underlying concern about ensuring the rights of the vulnerable and providing some basic standard of justice. Equally important were women’s own efforts to use the strategies and resources (social and cultural as well as economic) available to them as they tried to establish some control over their own lives and the situations around them. This is not to deny the reality of a dominant patriarchal ideology, or the constraints on women’s choices and agency and women’s subordination to males in important symbolic and actual ways. Still, it underscores the need to contextualize this system and recognize the degree to which gender relations were subject to negotiation and even contested. Women were already pushing against gender boundaries long before the changes of the nineteenth century.

We probably know more about women as economic actors than about any other aspect of their lives during the Ottoman period. This is largely because of the importance of the religious court archives as sources for the study of women and gender. These are to a large extent documents about property, and through them women’s access to property emerges. Women’s involvement in work, particularly in handicraft and artisanal production and in agricultural labor, is less apparent from these sources. Because women were rarely part of the formal and male-centered structures of production such as the craft corporations, whose activities were regulated by the state, the invisibility of their contributions to production is a problem for this period as it is for the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (see Chapter 1).

In these sources, women appear as economic actors, as they bought and sold property, inherited and bequeathed wealth, established waqfs, borrowed and lent money, and at times even served as holders of timar and usufruct rights on miri land, as tax farmers and in business partnerships. Their access to wealth was originated through inheritance, dower, and beneficiary rights in religious endowments; once they acquired property, many assumed an active role in managing and investing this wealth. Moreover, their agency was apparent in their willingness to claim their rights to property and contest any infringements of these rights. The many studies on  women and property document women’s economic activities and the extent of their integration into local economies, and perform the necessary task of correcting the historical record (see, e.g., Faroqhi 1986; Marcus 1984; Meriwether 1993).

At the same time, this research on women and property is moving beyond simply restoring women to Ottoman history. We are accumulating enough data from different parts of the empire and different centuries of Ottoman rule to address some comparative and theoretical issues. There is no doubt of the gendered nature of work; in many places women were the spinners and men were the weavers, for example. Access to property was also gendered; females did not have control over the amount of wealth or property that men did, except on rare occasions, and they were sometimes denied access to certain kinds of resources, such as land or commercial properties. They also had to be vigilant in protecting their rights and make use of the judicial system when necessary.

As we learn more about women and property, potentially significant differences emerge in different parts of the empire. For example, upper-class women in Cairo were tax farmers, upper-class women in Aleppo were not (Fay 1997; Meriwether 1999). In some places, women frequently owned commercial properties, whereas in others they owned only houses. Inheritance practices also varied significantly in ways that particularly affected women. In Ottoman cities, where female rights to inheritance were theoretically observed, the type and amount of property involved, the timing of the distribution of estates, and whether a woman claimed or did not claim her inheritance all had an impact on just what these inheritance rights meant.

Exploring the relationship between gender and property can further our understanding of the dynamics of the local economy. At the same time it can help us better understand the implications of this access to property for women. Did access to and control of wealth in itself translate into greater autonomy or authority for women? Did access to wealth provide women with some leverage and bargaining power in their everyday lives? Could at least some women use this access to wealth to alter gender boundaries? The answers to these questions depend in part on the extent and nature of this wealth and the opportunities or constraints inherent in particular economic conditions.

Yet another variable that affected the relationship between gender and property was the nature of the state. The link between control of economic resources, access to power, and the nature of the Ottoman state is pursued in a number of studies on Ottoman women, from the royal family on down. Access to power for women was not only dependent on class position and the ability to mobilize resources but also on the structure of the state and the distribution of state power. It is the connection between the  position of women and the decentralization of the empire in the postclassical period that has particularly drawn the attention of historians.

The preeminent study of Ottoman women and power is Leslie Peirce’s The Imperial Harem (1993). As indicated above, this study of royal women is not only about “women worthies” and a corrective to the generally negative view held by historians of the “sultanate of women,” but has also forced us to revise our understanding of Ottoman politics and the exercise of sovereignty. In the seventeenth century, the mothers of the Ottoman sultans, as well as other women in the royal family, were accused by certain factions in the Ottoman ruling class of usurping power and undermining the Ottoman state, an accusation that was picked up by later historians. The critique of these royal women by their political opponents was part of a discourse on gender that was a metaphor for their dissatisfaction with other political and social changes. Peirce sets this discourse against other evidence supporting the institutionalization of women’s roles within the imperial household, societal expectations about their exercise of sovereignty, and the widespread sense of the legitimacy of the roles that these royal women played. Their exercise of sovereignty, whether through preparing their sons to be sultans, acting as regents, corresponding with other rulers, or engaging in pious and charitable acts, was fully expected by society.

Much of the discussion of gender and state outside the palace and away from the center has focused on women of the provincial elites and the relationship between the diffusion of state power in the postclassical period, the emergence of provincial households as the center of power, and the politics of the household. According to Mary Ann Fay, “Historically, women seem to have had more autonomy and/or power and generally higher status in societies where power was located in households rather than in more formal mechanisms and structures of the centralized, bureaucratized state” (1997, 33). The lack of separation between affairs of state and the affairs of the household, the household acting as the physical center of political activities, and women’s role in perpetuating the power of the household reinforced the link between the politics of households and female empowerment. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Egypt, women were critical to the perpetuation of Mamluk households, as wives and concubines and as conveyors of property and status. The power they could exercise was both a cause and an effect of the considerable resources they controlled—whether tax farms, religious endowments, land, or residential and commercial properties—and their own independent patronage networks (Fay 1997; Marsot 1995; Hathaway 1997). Similarly, in Mosul the formation of the Jalili households in the early decades of the eighteenth century redrew the political, religious, and spatial map of the city. The women of the Jalili households were involved in the process of consolidating the political dominance of these households, most notably in their involvement in building  large religious and commercial complexes (Khoury 1997). In other parts of the empire, notable households were less powerful and state power more effective, and the women in these households were less able to exercise the degree of influence or control comparable resources than their sisters in places like Cairo and Mosul. Even in these circumstances, however, notable women were important in repairing family fortunes as household heads in the absence of their husbands or as widows, and in representing the family in official and public capacities (Faroqhi 1997; Meriwether 1999).

Outside elite households, women did not have access to formal and informal networks of power in the way upper-class women did. Nevertheless, an important source of empowerment for them was their ability to voice grievances or claim rights before legal and political authorities. The shari‘a courts provided such a forum at the local level (see below), and numerous scholars have documented women’s use of the court for these purposes. In addition to courts, other channels to state officials were available. Beginning in the seventeenth century, the subject population of the empire was given the right to petition the imperial council, part of an effort by the state to stem official corruption and abuse. Nonelite women, often from distant parts of the empire, took advantage of this petitioning process; about 8 percent of these petitions were from women (Zarinebaf-Shahr 1997, 258). These actions would not have been possible without both an institutional framework and an ethos that was open to such petitions. More significantly, they reveal women’s knowledge of how the system worked and their exercise of agency in using that system to their advantage: “Presenting a petition to the authorities in the capital was impossible without the organizing skills and access to resources far beyond those needed to apply to the local kadi” (Faroqhi 1997, 27). Clearly there were women who had these skills and took advantage of the opportunity to take matters to the highest authorities.


Gender, Law, and Religion 

The historical evidence on women and gender in the Ottoman period is so rich because women throughout the empire made extensive use of the courts, for everything from registering the sale of a piece of property to suing brothers for illegally depriving them of valuable landholdings. Women would not have turned to the courts as much as they did if they did not believe that the use of the courts was an effective way to protect their interests. Using the courts to claim rights and to register and thus give legal weight to important transactions gave women important leverage in negotiating the familial and social relationships in which their lives were embedded.

Women’s use of the courts and the availability of these records presents us with a rich archive of how gender issues were understood, interpreted,  and enforced by Ottoman jurists. In Chapter 4 of this volume, Annelies Moors discusses the major shift in approach to the study of Islamic law and the resulting emphasis on the flexible, pragmatic, and dynamic nature of the law. Research on Ottoman court records as well as other legal literature such as the fatwas has played a role in revisionist thinking about the nature of the Islamic legal system.

The flexible and pragmatic nature of Islamic law was apparent in the way in which court officials and legal scholars dealt with issues brought forward by women who used the courts. While never questioning a gender system that enshrined male dominance, qadis and muftis nevertheless interpreted the law in ways that often worked for women. Women used the courts as way of negotiating, testing, and even pushing gender boundaries. The legal system worked for them by modifying and limiting male privilege, at least to some extent. The way the law could work for women can be illustrated by a brief look at some of the recent research on marriage and divorce, two areas of Islamic law that appear to be fundamental to the inequality in the gender system.

Gender inequality was embedded in Islamic marriage law through advantages given to men, such as their right to an easy divorce, their right to have more than one wife, and their absolute authority over their wives. The control and subordination of women was also reflected in the limitations on women’s rights to choose a spouse and end a marriage.

Yet recent research on marriage, which has focused less on legal texts and more on social practices and the way the legal system has dealt with marriage questions, has shown that women had ways of redressing this imbalance. Not only could a husband’s authority be modified by his wife’s connected ties to her natal family, but many women used the courts to gain some control over choice of spouse, payment of the dower, and guardianship of children, for example. Some took advantage of the option of imposing conditions in marriage contracts, such as restricting the husband’s right to take another wife or choosing the place of residence. The judges’ rulings on marriage issues reflected the wide range of interpretation possible within the law and often worked to the advantage of women (Abdal-Rehim 1996; Hanna 1996; Meriwether 1999; Tucker 1998).

The ending of a marriage also reflected the inequality between men and women. Under Islamic law, men have the right to unilateral repudiation of a marriage for any reason; women’s rights to initiate divorce are very limited and involve a financial penalty. Yet research on divorce has shown that Ottoman women had more opportunities to get out of an unwanted marriage than previously thought. Judith Tucker (1991) found that legal separations and annulments, which did not involve the financial penalty that female-initiated divorce (khul‘) could entail, were used in Nablus. The conditions that many women attached to marriage contracts in Cairo during  this time were also insurance that they could divorce without penalty if these conditions were not met (Abdal-Rehim 1996). Moreover, women made use of the law to avoid some of the financial penalties associated with divorce. Madeline Zilfi noted that even in talaq divorce, women often went to court to register and claim the financial compensations that they were entitled to receive, so that they would have the means to enforce payment. She also noted the strategies that women used to avoid the financial penalties of khul’ divorces (1997). In fact, women were initiating divorces in record numbers in eighteenth-century Istanbul, to the point that it became a matter of great concern to some male observers. Zilfi concludes that “to the extent that the right to initiate divorce validated the notion that women, too, deserved to be satisfied in their mates, it can be thought to have enhanced women’s status” (1997, 295).

In the context of the shari‘a, gender boundaries were flexible and subject to negotiation, and many women took advantage of this. The flexibility of gender boundaries was also apparent in other aspects of women’s lives usually associated with female subordination, namely segregation and veiling. These were not mandated by Islamic law but were matters of social convention given sanction in religious and legal discourse. For example, in eighteenth-century Mosul, upper-class women remained largely confined to their homes, but middle- and lower-class women had considerable mobility within their quarters, and working-class women moved freely in the central areas of the city. Dina Khoury concludes that attitudes “exhibited a flexibility which mitigated the tensions that existed between the prescriptive literature on women’s visibility in public spaces, and the actual practice of lower-class women” (1997, 118). European observers in many Ottoman cities commented on women attending picnics and other leisuretime activities and visiting tombs. In Istanbul during the Tulip era (1718—1730), women were seen much more frequently in public. Although the conservative backlash that linked declining moral standards as reflected in the “immodest” behavior of women with political misconduct and imperial decline was successful in limiting women’s mobility after 1730, the eagerness of women to take advantage of the new openness of society during this time reflected their receptiveness to change and perhaps an impatience with the restrictions imposed on their mobility (Zilfi 1996).

Women’s mobility and access to public space varied according to class, region, and time period. But even for upper-class women, whose mobility was most limited, there was a sense in which they were very visible in public space. Women of means, from the royal family to the provincial middle class, were active as founders and overseers of religious endowments. As a result, their names, if not the women themselves, were highly visible in their association with major religious buildings. In eighteenth-century Mosul, for example, upper-class women played a major role in the process of reshaping  sacred space through their patronage of large religious complexes (Khoury 1997). This was a public expression of their piety, which had religious, symbolic, and sometimes political connotations.

Women’s involvement with religious endowments raises the issue of their relationship to religion in yet another way: their involvement in religious ritual. Although much of women’s religious life took place in the home, as has been true in more recent times (see Chapter 5), and is therefore difficult for historians to examine, women did take part in public rituals as well, at least in some places and periods. In eighteenth-century Mosul, for example, women were frequent visitors to tombs and took part in public Ashura rituals (Khoury 1997). Women were more regularly involved in Sufi rituals, as patronesses of Sufi zawiyas, as participants in Sufi rituals, and as actual members of institutionalized Sufi orders in some cases. It was in the less orthodox forms of religious expression that they were more welcome (Clancy-Smith 1991). At the same time, women were not absent from the ranks of religious scholars. Some achieved sufficient reputation to be included in biographical collections (Roded 1994). Ottoman women from ulama families were more widely educated in the religious sciences than has usually been recognized (Berkey 1991).

It is within this context of an early modern society that offered women more autonomy and ways of achieving some control over their own lives that the changes of the modern era must be seen.




Women and Gender in the Modern Middle East 

The papers in this volume range over fairly wide territory as they address different dimensions of women’s lives in the modern Middle East, including issues of women’s work and contributions to production, the impact of modern state policy on women and the family, the various uses and abuses of Islamic law, the ability of women themselves to mobilize and organize on their own behalf, and the ways in which women have understood Islam and its implications for a gendered society. The academic backgrounds of the authors are as diverse as the topics: We have two historians (Julia Clancy-Smith and Ellen Fleischmann), two anthropologists (Mary Elaine Hegland and Annelies Moors), and one political scientist (Mervat Hatem) among our contributors. Despite this variety of topics and approaches, the authors often find themselves grappling with surprisingly similar problems, all of which appear to be common concerns for those who study Middle Eastern women today.

A first widely shared concern is the problem of definition. What exactly is a Middle Eastern woman? Does such a category make any analytic sense or does it invariably do violence to the subject it hopes to serve? On the one hand, our authors trace signal historical developments that affected  much of the region in similar ways, such as the impact of colonialism and integration into a world market that Clancy-Smith argues shaped so much of the economic trajectory of the region and invariably women’s work roles and economic power. Similarly, the rise of modern Middle Eastern states with comparable educational, legal, and social policies led to certain gendered views of society that took only a limited number of forms: Both Hatem and Moors stress the rather narrow parameters within which the modern state has constructed the official views of gender, which have such an impact on policies affecting women. The prominence of Islam, whether in Shi‘i or Sunni form, as a dominant ideology with certain implications for women is another factor that crosses national borders in the region and beyond, as Hegland demonstrates in her discussion of Iran and Pakistan. And finally, women in the region have recognized certain affinities and natural alliances among themselves, as Fleischmann observes, which they were to draw upon as they built their women’s movements.

But this sense of regional unity easily collapses in the face of the careful consideration all authors give to the specific contexts of different women’s lives. We soon learn that the enormous diversity of the region eludes facile generalization. Women’s work patterns may have been affected in most places by the play of international capital, but Clancy-Smith is quick to note that other factors including local traditions, processes of uneven development, and varying colonial strategies could produce differences in the amount and nature of women’s work even within the same country. Nor did the rise of the modern state carry the same consequences from country to country: Questions of gender and national identity could be constructed very differently. As Moors points out, women may be the badge of tradition for one state and the symbol of modernity for another, with parallel variations of state policies. Hegland’s discussion of religion also points out some of the ways in which what Islam has to say about gender can differ in various contexts; the Islam of opposition movements, for example, has often given women more freedom of movement than the Islam of established state legitimacy. Women’s own sense of transregional affinity, which led to certain historical alliances, can also be fragile as diverging interests and contexts come into play. Fleischmann points out that the relationship between women’s movements and national struggles invariably took different forms as the timing and eventual fate of the nationalist struggle varied from place to place.
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