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  PREFACE




  In late 1928 the Thabits threw a party to celebrate the publication of a book about women and Islam. The rich and famous of Lebanon and Syria,

  including even the Syrian prime minister, Taj al-Din al-Hasani, were in attendance. The prime minister arrived late, but as far as the editor of The Lost Journalist was concerned,

  “the absence of the sun in the sky did not eclipse the brilliant light of the suns that filled the sumptuous halls of the Thabit palace, foremost among them Miss Nazira Zeineddine, author of

  Unveiling and Veiling. She was ‘la femme du jour’” (The Girl and the Shaykhs (Al-fatat wa al-shuyukh), p. 23).




  Nazira Zeineddine was a Druze woman from Lebanon who single-handedly took on the Islamic authorities of her day. Heedless of their power, she wrote two long books in defense of

  Muslim women’s rights. Her carefully crafted polemic against the face veil, her passionate defense of women’s intellectual equality with men, and her condemnation of institutionalized

  misogyny among men of religion caused a furor. Within five years, however, the writer and her books slipped between the lines of history. The clerics had won.




  In Opening the Gates. A Century of Arab Feminist Writing, an anthology Margot Badran and I published in 1990, we included a snippet from Unveiling and Veiling. Readers were

  intrigued by this text which anticipated the fin de siècle Islamic feminist movement by over sixty years. Who was this Nazira Zeineddine? What shot her into the stratosphere of

  international attention? How was it that such a luminary should shine so briefly and then be extinguished so completely? We didn’t know. Then in 1998, Syrian scholar and politician Bouthaina

  Shaaban blew the dust off the two books and reprinted them. The arguments of Unveiling and Veiling and The Girl and the Shaykhs were as fresh and relevant as they had been in 1928

  and 1929. But the story of her life remained unknown.




  For years, the only biographical information I could find were passing references to her education scattered in her two books. Then, in the summer of 2007, Lebanese political scientist Aida

  al-Jawhari published Ramziyat al-hijab: mafahim wa dalalat (Symbolism of the Veil: Concepts and Meanings), an analysis of both books. It included a six-page biography of Nazira’s

  father Said Bey Zeineddine, a lawyer who had trained in Istanbul at the end of the nineteenth century. He had worked in several Ottoman cities in today’s Turkey and Syria and was then

  appointed the first president of the court of appeals in Beirut.




  With this information in hand, I traveled to Kozan, Adana, Istanbul, and Edirne Province in Turkey where Nazira’s father had held various posts. I found nothing. In the summer of 2008, the

  centenary of Nazira’s birth, I flew to Lebanon, and pieces of the puzzle tumbled into place. I learned that Nazira was born in Istanbul and that her childhood home was a

  three-hundred-year-old mansion in Ayn Qani, a tiny village perched high in the Druze Mountains of the Chouf.
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  The Zeineddine Mansion in Ayn Qani
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  The al-Halabi Mansion in Baaqline




   




  From Ayn Qani I drove the ten miles to Baaqline, where her husband’s mansion is now a college for Druze students. In the sixteenth century, the Druze Prince Fakhruddin had ruled the region

  from Baaqline.




  I discovered that she had had a sister and two brothers, and had married and had three sons. I met some of the surviving members of her family. Her youngest brother’s only son, Said

  Zeineddine, gave me photographs and letters, and a book hot off the press. It was Nazira Zeineddine: Pioneer of Women’s Liberation by Nabil Bu Matar, his Arabic teacher at the Chouf

  National College in Baaqline. During Teacher’s Day in 1981, Said had given Bu Matar his aunt’s two books. A few years later, while Said was studying in Egypt he learned that the books

  had inspired his teacher to write a thesis. However, Bu Matar died in 1995 before finishing the book. It took thirteen more years for his wife Hayat to complete the project, and the book was

  published in August 2008, a few days before my arrival. In November, I traveled to Kuwait to interview Said at greater length.




  I spent time with Samia Saab, daughter of Nazira’s cousin, Najla Saab (1908–1971) with whom Nazira spent the World War I years in Ayn Qani. Samia drove me to Karakol Druze where

  Nazira had grown up. The Zeineddine house had been next to the building where Charles de Gaulle had stayed between 1929 and 1932, during his first tour of duty in the Mandate army. We found the

  building, with a sign recording de Gaulle’s stay, but next to it was a parking lot. The house had been torn down years earlier.




  Next, we went to her sister Nabila whose apartment overlooks the heavily guarded complex of the Shiite Amal leader Nabih Berri. Together they reminisced about life with Nazira’s father who

  had been like a grandfather to them. They called him Jiddu, an Arabic term of endearment for grandfather.
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  Charles de Gaulle’s residence 1923–1932




   




  I met both of Nazira’s surviving sons, Arij and Nabil. I spent an afternoon with Arij who happened to be in Beirut when I was there, and, in the spring of 2009, I traveled to Monticagnalia

  in Sardinia to interview Nabil.




  It was only after I met her family that I gradually began to recognize the “I” in the exegetical texts. I started to make sense of the passion in what I had expected to be dry and

  dusty exegesis; a dryness and dustiness I had been surprised not to find in Al-sufur wa al-hijab and Al-fatat wa al-shuyukh. Autobiography can be inadvertent, random facts hidden

  in the interstices of fiction but also of scholarship. A reflexive gesture, autobiographical tidbits can open up the career of someone who had not thought to write her life. This is true of Nazira

  Zeineddine whose biography I have written without benefit of any intentional biographical writing on her part. How could I tell the story of the missing decades between the publication of two books

  in the late 1920s and her death in 1976?




  The places she had inhabited, the things she had used, and the family photographs revealed biographical resonances in the religious polemic. I recognized the importance of what I had previously

  considered to be a grammatical quirk: the use of the second person masculine singular and plural that ran through both books. The two Islamic feminist treatises became complex texts that interwove

  hermeneutics and autobiographical fragments.




  It was the enmeshing of these fragments in the larger texts that told the story of a girl constructing her self in the process of challenging the shaykhs. These exegetical texts started to tell

  her life story between isolation in a palace in a Druze village tucked in the highest folds of the Chouf mountains and integration into the elite cosmopolitan and multi-confessional community of

  late 1920s Beirut. Tafsir (commentary) served as a veil over a life narrative that was told in a tone that would have been considered inappropriate in polite society. Writing the biography

  was not just a matter of framing the texts in the place and time in which they were produced. It compelled a re-reading, even a new reading of the two books and then weaving them into the fabric of

  her life and her time. Each became necessary to the other as the one undid and rewove the design.




  After trips to Turkey, Lebanon, Kuwait, and Italy, and interviewing friends and family, I had learned many facts about Nazira’s life, but a mystery lingered: why had she stopped

  writing?




  In telling her life, I have tried to fill in the missing decades between the publication of her two books in the late 1920s and her death in 1976. I have relied on several sources:

  autobiographical information that Nazira included in her books, articles, and letters; the stories acquaintances related to me; the two recently published books; and the information I gathered from

  things like family furniture and photographs. I have traveled to the places she inhabited to get some sense of her homes and the mood of her era. When I quote conversations I may have taken

  passages from one of her books that were so powerful and vivid they read like direct speech, or I have used stories her relatives narrated to construct a dramatic exchange.




  The challenge facing biographers is how to weave the strands of a person’s life into the larger political and historical tapestry of their time. Even when they have more facts than I was

  able to uncover, biographers must imagine connections between moments that have shaped the person’s life. For Graham McCann, the biographer “invents her form and, through language

  directs the reader’s impressions, images, and interpretation of the subject ... No biographer merely records a life; every biographer, no matter how objective she declares herself, interprets

  a life” (McCann 1991, p. 327). And this is what I have tried to do in writing the biography of a woman over whose adult life a curtain has fallen.




  Nazira’s fierce defense of women’s rights to make their own choices about their lives and their bodies has acquired a renewed resonance. In the era of Islamist activism that gained

  ground in the 1980s, after the Islamic Revolution succeeded in Iran and inspired others, Muslim women’s rights have been jeopardized and women are retaliating. I have had my own experiences

  of how vital and controversial Nazira’s writing remains.




  During that visit to Lebanon in the summer of 2008, a friend emailed me, warning that “to mention Nazira or to focus on her as a liberated woman is impossible nowadays. It will be harmful

  to you and to us. Nazira could easily be taken as another Salman Rushdie. It is not the right time for it.”




  A few months later, just before delivering a talk about Nazira at a Gulf university, I was asked to change my topic. My host cautioned that it would be dangerous for me and also for the

  administration if I were to be critical of veiling. While women were engaged in a struggle with conservative shaykhs over the appropriateness of the face veil, an American woman should not

  interfere. I protested that the opinions I was going to present were not my own but those of a Lebanese woman who had written eighty years earlier. No, the audience would think I was hiding behind

  this woman’s words. Half of my talk was cut. I was told to emphasize the difference between the face veil, or the niqab, of the 1920s that had been a tool of the state disabling

  women’s education and participation in the public sphere, and the veil of 2008 that was a matter of personal choice, and no longer an instrument of oppression and ignorance. My counselor was

  a sixty-year-old professor, who would shudder at the thought of covering her hair, let alone her face. She was genuinely worried about my safety. And I, less courageous than Nazira, caved in to

  pressure, agreed to the deletions, and gave a very short talk. The audience was perplexed: what was so controversial about Nazira Zeineddine?
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  EARLY ARAB FEMINISMS




  She couldn’t stop writing.




  For weeks, she had woken up early and gone right back to where she had left off the night before.




  “So, how’s it coming along?”




  “I’m almost there ...,” she beamed with pleasure at her father’s interest.




  She wrote until her hand hurt. The book tyrannized every moment of her life. She was still in disbelief that the previous summer shaykhs in Damascus had managed to persuade the government to

  impose the face veil on all Muslim women when they left their homes.




  “How dare you take upon yourselves what God did not even enjoin on his Prophet Muhammad?” she muttered as she wrote, “How do you presume to compel the people to do what you

  want? Where did you get the idea that you have the right to be our guardians?” (Unveiling and Veiling, pp. 48–49)




  On 18 March 1928 she crossed the last t of Unveiling and Veiling. She could not have anticipated the reactions to her book but she knew that writing it was the imperative of the

  moment.




  To veil or not to veil? For over fifty years discussion and debate about the face veil had raged in the Muslim Arab world. In 1870 Butrus al-Bustani (1819–1883) founded

  the progressive pro-women’s rights paper, Al-Jinan. The first publication to circulate throughout Syria, Iraq, and Egypt, it had a large female readership due to its many articles on

  women’s equality and their right to be educated. Writers referred to Western feminist thinkers like John Stuart Mill, Mary Wollstonecraft, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Their writings did not

  reflect the anxiety characteristic of later works that avoided mention of Western intellectual models lest their authors be accused of supporting European designs on the region (Zachs & Halevi

  2009, pp. 618–623).




  During the nineteenth century, the British and French had been displacing the Ottoman Turks who had ruled over much of the Arab world for five hundred years. World War I turned the twilight of

  the mighty Ottoman Empire into night, and the British and the French took over, establishing educational and political institutions in countries on the eastern and southern shores of the

  Mediterranean. Their presence helped American missionary enterprises to found the Protestant academies in Lebanon and Egypt that would later be called the American University in Beirut and the

  American University of Cairo. The norms and values of the European Enlightenment with its emphasis on reason, freedom, and equality were spreading, and challenging the worldview of conservative

  Muslims. Some welcomed the challenge, but many did not, and the face veil became an axis around which polemics revolved.




  In European eyes, the face veil was emblematic of the “quintessential otherness and inferiority of Islam ... [and] the oppression of women” (Ahmed 1992, pp. 149, 153). It was deemed

  to be the major obstacle to modernizing and civilizing Muslim societies. Dividing these communities between their barbaric men and their civilizeable women, the colonizers focused their energies on

  saving women from their men by unveiling them and calling for their education and greater visibility in society.




  Although many Muslims mistrusted the European obsession with the veil, some agreed that it constituted an obstacle to modernization. Few were more forthright in their condemnation of the face

  veil than the Egyptian aristocrat Aisha al-Taimuriya (1840–1902). In the introduction to her 1888 novel, The Results of Circumstances in Words and Deeds, she praised her father for

  his support of her education but lamented the state of society:




  

    

      

        So I studied the histories to the best of my ability, and to the extent that my dull mind could understand them – since it was not possible for me to enter the

        assemblages of the learned scholars and since the sessions of the erudite were not expanded to include me. How my chest was inflamed with the fire of longing to enter the paradise of their

        gatherings! How my eyelids overflowed with tears because I was deprived of harvesting the fruits of their beneficial learning! What hindered me from realizing this hope was the tent-like

        screen of an all-enveloping wrap.


      


    


  




  In an 1889 article published in Al-Adab newspaper, she reiterated her frustration:




  

    

      

        Perhaps I am not qualified to speak in this sphere, and I admit to my limited powers of grasping the subject at hand—for I am secluded by the tent of an enveloping

        wrap. Yet, across its borders, I perceive that programs of education are treasure chests, and I see that the paths of refinement hold, at their ends, the keys to every gem that lies

        hidden.




        (Badran & cooke 1990, pp. 127, 129)


      


    


  




  She is explicit about the fact that the face veil, or wrap, blocks understanding. However, she is just as clear about another fact, and that is that veiled women may remain

  aware of the possibility of understanding, but only once they have been freed of the wrap.




  Not only for Aisha al-Taimuriya, but also for other women activists, education was the key to progress and it had to be made available to women. So did work. In 1891 Lebanese encyclopedist

  Zaynab Fawwaz drew attention to the progress of the West because women can “compete with the men and participate equally with them in work” (Badran & cooke 1990, p. 223).




  In 1899, the French-educated Egyptian judge, Qasim Amin, argued that true Islam had lost its moorings and was shrouded in innovations that discriminated against women. Like Aisha al-Taimuriya,

  Amin argued that the face veil hindered access to education, public goods, and happiness in a companionate marriage. Anticipating later arguments, he declared that the veil was not Islamic but rather a custom that belonged to another era. Many trace the visibility of what came to be called the Woman Question

  to the 1899 publication of Amin’s Liberation of Women. This Sharia-based book indicted Muslim societies and their shaykhs who misinterpreted the Qur’an and the Sunna in such a

  way as to deprive women of their God-given rights. Some criticized the judge for collaborating with the British occupiers, especially Lord Cromer, who had been calling for the same reforms as part

  of their “civilizing mission,” the term many adopted for the colonizing project (Ahmed 1992, p. 159). A year later, Amin published a rejoinder in a book he titled The New

  Woman. Without naming his opponents, he tried to discredit their critiques. Amin dedicated this book, emblematic of the search for the New Woman, to Sa’d Zaghlul, a staunch supporter of

  women who would later lead the Egyptian nationalist movement.




  They may not have received the kind of attention lavished on Qasim Amin, but Arab women were becoming actively involved in the debates about women’s rights and roles in society. At the end

  of the nineteenth century, they began to establish their own journals and magazines that built on such reformist arguments. The very first was Hind Nawfal’s Al-Fatat (1892). By the

  outbreak of World War I there were almost thirty journals owned, edited, and published by women in Cairo, Beirut, Damascus, and Baghdad. These publications included, in Egypt, Alexandra

  Afernuh’s Anis al-Jalis (1898), Saadiya Saad al-Din’s Shajarat al-Durr (1901), and Labiba Hashim’s Fatat al-Sharq (1906); and in Lebanon, Salima Abu

  Rashid’s Fatat Lubnan (1914). After World War I new journals and newspapers appeared, including Afifa Saab’s Al-Khidr (1919) and Julia Tu‘ma Dimashqiya’s

  three papers, Samir al-Sighar (1920), Al-Mar’a al-Jadida (1921), and Al-Nadim (1926), and Marie Yani ‘Atallah’s Minerva (1923).




  Shaaban writes that most authors “stressed the necessity to benefit from the experiences of other women without losing sight of Arab history, culture, and religion” (Shaaban 1993,

  pp. 76–77). The challenge they faced was how to balance their praise of women’s achievements in European societies with a robust defense of their own cultures’ norms and

  values.




  A noteworthy feature of many of these papers was the inclusion of biographies of famous women in the East and West whose lives exemplified women’s historically effective participation at

  all levels of society. The 1892 inaugural issue of Al-Fatat highlighted Joan of Arc as a model for contemporary women. In her analysis of the role of biography in Egyptian gender politics,

  Marilyn Booth writes: “for writers in Egypt to explain Jeanne’s [Joan] mission as a divine one suited a milieu in which obedience was unquestioningly a matter of submission to divine

  law. Of even greater salience was the notion of religiosity as providing an unassailable sanction and source of energy for nationalist action” (Booth 2001, p. 250). Joan of Arc became a

  prototype for women who found empowerment through commitment to God. How could a father, husband, or brother assert control over the woman who had been selected for a higher calling?
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