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PREFACE

A few years ago it was suggested that I bring together some of my scattered work for publication in a single volume. With the expanding interest in feminism in Muslim societies, both from within the academy and the broader public, I decided to heed the suggestion. Here I present a selection of articles on feminism in Egypt and in other Muslim societies that I have written over the past two decades. Many chapters originated as articles that grew out of public lectures and conference papers presented in different parts of the world, with many subsequently published in scholarly journals and books. A few chapters originated as essays appearing in the popular press and specialized bulletins. Several of the recent pieces have also appeared on the web in various e-publications. One article is published here for the first time, and another appears for the first time in English. I draw attention in endnotes to some of my work which I would like to have included here but could not for lack of space.

Placing works such as these, which were composed at different moments, in juxtaposition, can provoke new readings of the feminist past and present. The works gathered are “of their time,” giving windows into the building of women’s history, and as such can, in part, be read historiographically. I have indicated dates of prior publication or original presentation of works at the end of each chapter. I would also like to note that in a collection of pieces that were composed over a long span of time and that were meant to stand on their own, a certain repetition and overlap is to be expected. I have gathered this material together in a single book in the hope that it will be of interest to students, scholars, and a wider readership.

Assembling this collection has brought back memories stretching back over a long time, evoking moments of enthusiasm and hope, of anxiety and despair, as I proceeded from enthusiastic graduate student along the bumpy road forward at a moment when some of us were trying to create the new discipline of women’s studies and the new related field of women’s history. By now women’s studies is a well-established discipline, or “inter-disciplinary discipline” that has secured its place within Middle East studies and Islamic studies in the United States, parts of the Middle East, and the broader Muslim world. New questions continue to be asked and new methodologies to be devised as the field is constantly expanding and is being taken into exciting new directions by both established scholars and newer generations entering the field. It is a rich and dynamic time.

It is a happy moment when bringing a book to close to thank people for their contributions on many fronts. Because the list is too long and the line goes back so far, I issue a most sincere general thanks to colleagues who have been an important part of this broad venture and to friends and family who have sustained me along the way. I would, however, like remember and thank those who helped me early on. I mention with gratitude three mentors – all male, it will be noted, in the days when women were scarce in the academy – who played a role in facilitating the rise of women’s studies by encouraging their persistent students: Carl Brown, who taught me at Harvard; Yehia Hashim, who taught me at al-Azhar University; and Albert Hourani, who taught me much as he supervised my D.Phil. thesis at Oxford University. While at Oxford I joined the Women’s Social Anthropology Group which Shirley Ardener organized, and would like to register my appreciation to her and to the other women who provided a special atmosphere in which to share our work. I also express gratitude to the many women I met and worked with through the Berkshire Women’s History Conference (revived as an organization in the 1960s) for creating vibrant triennial conferences where we shared work at a moment when the academy at large, including area studies, was wary of the new venture of women’s history and women’s studies, and which still continues to be at the cutting-edge of women’s studies. While doing research on first-wave feminism in Egypt countless women helped me in so many ways and were living, remembering repositories of precious knowledge of the feminist past. In particular here I point to Saiza Nabarawi and Hawa Idriss (a long list of others is recounted in my book Feminists, Islam, and Nation: Gender and the Making of Modern Egypt). Over the years in Egypt and elsewhere in the Muslim world, colleagues who form part of the large silsila (chain) of women’s studies scholars and feminist activists are too numerous to even begin to name in this preface. I have, however, acknowledged many in chapter endnotes.

I have received numerous fellowships and grants for which I remain grateful and am pleased to acknowledge. These include awards from the American Research Center in Egypt, the American Institute for Yemeni Studies, the Research Institute in Turkey, the Fulbright Foundation (for several fellowships, the most recent being the New Century Scholars award), the Annenberg Research Institute, the Ford Foundation, the Institute for the Study of Islam in the Modern World (ISIM), the Rockefeller Center at Bellagio, the Social Science Research Council, and the United States Institute of Peace. The support of these organizations has greatly facilitated my research in numerous locations and provided me with extended opportunities to engage in the give and take of exchange and debate that has been invaluable to me and for which I thank all who were most generous with their time and ideas.

I have put the finishing touches on this book while a senior fellow at the Prince Alwaleed Center for Muslim–Christian Understanding at Georgetown University and would like to thank John Esposito, the founding director, and other colleagues for their welcome and the staff for their help. At Georgetown University Library I thank Brenda Bickett, bibliographer for Islamic & Middle Eastern studies, for her swift and generous assistance, as well as the many reference librarians who steered me in the right direction. In bringing this book to a close it gives me special pleasure to thank those at Oneworld Publications who have made this book a reality: Novin Doostdar, founder and director of Oneworld, for his enthusiasm for this project and more broadly for playing a key role in supporting the development of Islamic studies, and within this field, women’s and gender studies; Omid Safi, supportive scholar and energetic series editor at Oneworld; Mike Harpley, commissioning editor, Kate Smith, production manager, and Mary Starkey, the sensitive copy-editor of this volume. Finally, I thank Ali Badran, who has been there from the very beginning of my engagement with feminism.



INTRODUCTION

Feminism in Islam has become the focus of intensified academic interest as well as a topic of public concern on an unprecedented scale in recent years. Concurrently, it remains the subject of confusion and contention, and of considerable ignorance, both within and beyond Muslim communities in the East and West. Feminism in Islam has long been presumed non-existent by most in the West, who have insisted that “feminism and Islam” is an oxymoron. In their view Muslims were incapable of producing feminism, and “Islam” itself would not allow it. In “the East,” a term still commonly used in the early twentieth century to refer to Islamic and other societies in Africa and Asia, most Muslims have pronounced feminism produced by women in their midst an anathema. Feminism to such opponents served, so they insisted, as another form of Western assault upon their culture, and constituted a blasphemy to religion. Many in the West, on the other hand, have used the trope of the “oppressed Muslim woman,” a set piece in Orientalist discourse, displaying a feigned concern for “her” plight, in order to justify colonial and neo-colonial incursions into Muslim societies, or simply to make a show of arrogant superiority.

When Muslim reactionaries, whether in the East or West, sustain repressive patriarchal versions of Islam to maintain control of women and to perpetuate the conventional hierarchical order – and with this their own power and privilege – they concurrently solidify Western stereotypes. Thus, we note that Westerners attack Muslims by belittling the very notion that they could generate a feminism of their own, and in so doing denigrate Islam as inherently gender-unjust, while many Muslims (playing into their hands) attack the West for foisting feminism upon their hapless coreligionists, wantonly discrediting Muslim women’s feminisms. The two opposing forces – the one disparaging of and the other hostile to Muslim women’s feminisms – have tenaciously persisted from early last century into the twenty-first century. Muslim women’s feminisms meanwhile have resolutely stayed the course. It is this story that Feminism in Islam aims to tell.

At the outset it should be made clear – as history and empirical research attest – that the feminisms Muslim women have created are feminisms of their own. They were not “Western;” they are not derivative. Religion from the very start has been integral to the feminisms that Muslim women have constructed, both explicitly and implicitly, whether they have been called “secular feminism” or “Islamic feminism.” This is in contrast to feminisms in the West, which have been largely secular enterprises in the sense of being typically articulated outside religious frameworks. Yet those Westerners who believe secularism – in the sense of moving beyond religion, or even assuming an anti-religious stance – to be a sine qua non of feminism forget the role religion has played in their own feminisms. To cite American experience, they ignore their forebears who produced the Woman’s Bible in the mid-nineteenth century and the Jewish and Christian religious studies scholars who created women’s liberation theology in the late twentieth century. In the main, however, feminism in the West has been cast within a secular framework and has neither explicitly invoked religious principles nor looked to religion for support or legitimacy. In chapter 9, I point to the basic differences between feminisms produced in Muslim societies, where religion saturates the broader culture, and those in contemporary Western societies, where religion has been experienced differently and is often more compartmentalized. I note that Islamic feminism speaks, actually or potentially, to society at large, while Christian and Jewish liberation theology is a form of feminism that for the most part speaks to the concerns of the few.

Historically, Muslim women have generated two major feminist paradigms, which they have referred to as “secular feminism” and “Islamic feminism.” It is important to immediately observe, however, that these two feminisms have never been hermetic entities. Nor, concomitantly, have those known as “secular feminists” and “Islamic feminists” operated strictly within the separate frameworks that the designations of the two feminisms might suggest.

Muslims’ secular feminisms first arose on the soil of various emergent nation-states in Africa and Asia from the late nineteenth century through the first half of the twentieth, during processes of modernization, nationalist anti-colonial struggle, dynastic decline, and independent state building. Islamic feminism emerged in the global umma (Muslim community) simultaneously in the East and West, in the late twentieth century during the late postcolonial moment. Islamic feminism appeared, as well, at the time of an accelerating Islamist movement, or movement of political Islam – and, in the case of Iran or, later, Sudan, following the installation of an Islamic regime – as well as during widespread Islamic religious cultural revival in many Muslim-majority secular states and minority societies. Concomitant with these phenomena have been new waves of modernization experienced by more modest economic segments of urban and rural populations. Secular feminism emerged as a composite of intersecting secular nationalist, Islamic modernist, and humanitarian (later human rights) discourses. Secular feminism signified a model of feminism located within the context of a secular territorial nation-state composed of equal citizens, irrespective of religious affiliation and a state protective of religion while not officially organized around religion. From the beginning, secular feminism has been action-oriented, engaging in social and political militancy. Indeed, it emerged as a social movement – or, more precisely, social movements within national contexts, although, as evident in the Middle East, they were also transnational, notably in a regional sense.1

Islamic feminism, by contrast, burst on the global scene as a new discourse or interpretation of Islam and gender grounded in ijtihad, or independent intellectual investigation of the Qur’an and other religious texts. The Islamic, or religious, framing of this new feminism did not mean that “the secular” in the sense of worldliness was absent. This new critical thinking was understood by its shapers from the outset as linked, of necessity, to paving the way for gender liberation and social change in particular contexts. Its concern has not been simply a religious and societal reform but a fundamental transformation reflecting the practice of an egalitarian Islam, as I discuss in chapter 14.

The two feminisms, secular feminism and Islamic feminism, have approached gender equality differently. Emergent secular feminism insisted upon the implementation of gender equality in the public sphere while acquiescing in the notion of gender complementarity in the private sphere or the domain of the family. This was in keeping with the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Islamic modernist discourse first promoted by the Egyptian Shaikh Muhammad ‘Abduh that pioneering secular feminists accessed.2 Women who were incipient feminists did not have access to the education and training that would enable them to engage directly in systematic re-readings of religious texts themselves; the exception only proved the rule.3 Secular feminists used Islamic modernist arguments to demand equal access for women to the public sphere in the domains of secular education and work, and political rights, as well as to call for women’s ability to participate in congregational worship in the mosque. Secular feminists’ Islamic modernist understanding equipped them to demand revisions of Muslim personal status codes, or family law, and to call for the optimalization of the practice of complementary roles and responsibilities in the family, insisting especially that men honor their duties. Their Islamic modernist understanding, however, did not enable them to go beyond a patriarchal construction of the family in arguing for a fundamental recasting of Muslim personal status or family law on an egalitarian model.

Islamic feminists, on the other hand, have through their own ijtihad made compelling arguments that the patriarchal model of the family does not conform to the Qur’anic principles of human equality and gender justice. Islamic feminists promote gender equality along a more fluid public–private continuum, promoting an egalitarian model of both family and society. They thus do not conceptualize a public–private division, as was typical of secular feminists. Moreover, Islamic feminists insist upon gender equality within the religious part of the public sphere – that is, in the religious professions and mosque ritual. It was women exegetes’ direct scrutiny of the Qur’an and other religious texts that brought them into the universe of holistic egalitarian Islam encompassing the intersection of family and society that constitutes the umma.

In recognition of the diverse secular feminist movements that arose in different national locations I often pluralize the term secular feminism. Secular feminism, as noted, has been primarily “movement feminism,” exploding upon the scene as social movements – clearly suffused, however, with fresh gender ideas. The secular feminist movements that arose in various Muslim-majority countries were organized within a national rather than a religious framework, but were decidedly imbued with religious principles; secular, in this sense, signified national. Such secular/national feminist movements were called Egyptian feminist movements, Syrian feminist movements, etc. Speaking of secular feminism in the plural captures its expression in the form of these multiple movements situated in diverse locations.

On the other hand, in speaking of Islamic feminism mainly in the singular I seek to maintain a focus on what is, au fond, an intellectual endeavor or ijtihadic project of articulating a coherent model of an egalitarian Islam, and one that can serve as a template for religious and socio-cultural transformation. By referring to Islamic feminism in the singular I do not wish to suggest the absence of intellectual differences within the Islamic feminist framework or a lack of different activist priorities in various places.

Until now the historical trajectories of secular and Islamic feminism have not been examined together in a single volume. I have titled my book Feminism in Islam to underscore that feminism exists within Islam – that is, within Islamic discourse and among Muslims. I chose the subtitle Secular and Religious Convergences to draw attention to the presence of what is conventionally understood as both “the religious” and “the secular” within the feminisms that Muslim women have created. The juxtaposition of these two feminisms illustrates how “the religious” constitutes a vertical thread in the history of Muslims’ feminisms, as does “the secular” in the worldly or quotidian sense, and reveals the multiple valences of the terms “secular” and “religious” and how their meanings, and our grasp of them, change over time. Indeed, there is significant recent interrogation and debate about how “the secular” and “the religious” are constituted as seen in the work of Talal Asad, Saba Mahmood, and others.4 Terms such as secular feminism or Islamic feminism, which are necessary for purposes of identification and analysis, can be, and indeed sometimes have been, understood in ways that are rigid, reductive, or misleading, and frequently have been deliberately manipulated for political ends. Feminism per se, “secular feminism,” and “Islamic feminism” have for a variety of reasons all been highly contested terms, even for protagonists of their projects, as I discuss in various chapters.

Scrutinizing secular feminism and Islamic feminism side by side brings to light the confluences between these two feminist paradigms, and not simply the divergences that many presume. Examination of concrete experience indicates how Muslim women as feminists employ multiple discourses and possess multiple identities, and how secular feminists and Islamic feminists have worked together, and do so increasingly, to achieve shared goals.5 At the same time it shows the different work that the two feminisms do. Muslims’ secular and Islamic feminisms should not be seen as oppositional forces, as some are inclined to do, seemingly influenced by the hostility between Islamist and secular forces in societies at large from the final decades of the twentieth century with the spread of political Islam, and which Islamists indeed frequently take pains to promote. Islamic feminists who articulate an egalitarian mode of Islam should not be confused with Islamist women who promote political Islam and its patriarchal version of the religion.6 Indeed, we must be wary of Islamist women’s specious renditions of feminism which, as just noted, Islamists are typically wont to deprecate. During my research and interactions in diverse parts of the Muslim umma since the1990s, I have observed how secular and Islamic feminisms have been in constructive conversation, and how secular and Islamic feminists have joined forces in activist campaigns, as we see in part II of this book.

BUILDING A NEW HISTORIOGRAPHY

In my four decades of work I have been concerned with the theory and practice of feminisms within Muslim societies. I began my exploration of feminism in the 1960s within the context of Middle East studies with a focus on the late nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth. In the 1990s I turned my attention to the contemporary moment, and also opened my lens to include the Muslim world at large – and in so doing became part of what was gradually coalescing as the new Islamic studies. It is worth noting that Middle East studies was formed in a “patriarchal moment” and came under its influence. It took considerable effort, as it did in other area studies and “mainstream” disciplines, to introduce women’s studies into Middle East studies curricula and scholarly vehicles in the United States and elsewhere.7 In order to support and accelerate this process, a group of women scholars from a variety of disciplines created the Association of Middle East Women’s Studies (AMEWS) in 1985, and twenty years later the Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies (JMEWS) was created under the aegis of AMWES.8 The new Islamic studies, on the other hand, was consolidated after feminist thought had already made a deep impact on the academy and was well reflected in scholarly production.9 The new Islamic studies in the main moved beyond the patriarchal thought that had for so long influenced area studies.

When I embarked upon my investigation of the feminism that pioneering Muslim and Christian women in Egypt created together in the early twentieth century, I did so as a historian belonging to the founding generation of women’s studies. When I set out to explore the rise of women’s “feminist consciousness” and evolution of the organized feminist movement in Egypt I was moving in largely uncharted territory. In the 1960s and 1970s feminist experience was virtually unrecorded in mainstream histories in Egypt, apart from the occasional fleeting mention in the nationalist narrative. The beginnings of feminist history were evident, however, in a few theses and books produced by young women scholars in Egypt, with such exceptions proving the rule.10 In Middle East studies in the United States the absence of work on women and on feminism was as glaring as it was in other area and disciplinary studies.

Like other emergent historians of women and feminism, my first task was to search for imagined sources and to work out new methodologies appropriate to the retrieval and analysis of a forgotten past.11 When I began my research the few remaining first-wave feminists and early witnesses of feminist activism were of indispensable help to me in conveying the esprit, along with illuminating details of the pioneering feminist movement. They spent countless hours recalling this past, serving as living repositories of precious information and insightful stories. They shared their personal papers and photographic collections, and led me to what were then little-known writings of women by opening their private libraries to me.12 The lack of a historiography of women and feminism in Egypt at the time, as elsewhere in the Middle East and Muslim societies, presented numerous challenges, starting with the most basic: how to frame and contexualize the feminist narrative. In confronting conventional periodization and analytical apparatus, one had to ask: what were the seminal moments and turning points in women’s pasts? How was women’s experience inflected by class, region, and communal affiliation? Such were the concerns of all who were striking out then to research, narrate, and analyze women’s unexplored histories. For those of us starting out in the 1960s, it would be two decades before the construct “gender” would be devised as an analytical tool. In chapter 8 I explore the travels of “gender” into the Arabophone world.

Between the 1960s and 1980s, the heyday of second-wave feminism in many parts of the world, I continued to research the history of secular feminism/s, often called simply feminism, maintaining a primary focus on Egyptian feminism in the first half of the twentieth century while I also explored feminist history elsewhere in the Middle East, as seen in chapters 1 through 5. Taking a deep historical look at Muslim women’s feminism/s and providing thick detail reveals the textures and fine-tuning of women’s feminism/s and the minutiae of their moves forward, as seen for example in chapter 4. The history of women’s feminist thinking and activism, as I mentioned at the start, gives lie to the assertion that Muslims and others from beyond the West borrowed their feminism from the West. Such insistence imposes upon Muslim women’s feminism/s an illegitimate birth and tainted past. Women’s own experiences tell a very different story.

In the late 1980s I turned my attention from the feminist past in Egypt to the feminist present. In my previous research I had talked exclusively with women who recollected the feminist past. Now, instead of working with memory, I wanted to see how Egyptian women, in the midst of the vibrant second wave, understood contemporary feminism. It was then that I found that some socialist women who earlier had adamantly eschewed feminism as superfluous to and detracting from the socialist project were now, following the demise of state socialism (at the beginning of the 1970s), gravitating toward feminism while the second wave was well underway. Nawal al-Saadawi, pioneering second-wave feminist, stood out from the beginning for combining socialism and feminism, while Inji Aflatun, a first-wave precursor, connected Marxism and feminism. Both women claimed a dual identity: Aflatun as a communist and a feminist; and al-Saadawi as a socialist and a feminist. Among the new generation of women I had presumed to be feminists – “daughters,” heirs, and beneficiaries of feminist predecessors – I unexpectedly encountered a troubled ambivalence toward feminism. These younger women questioned contemporary feminism’s methods and politics which did not suit their needs. Women of the rising generation, whom I called “gender activists” – along with others who eschewed a feminist identity – wanted to distance themselves from the high-profile and high-gear second-wave feminists.

Meanwhile, I sought out women who were part of the new religious, cultural and political resurgence, and were presumably critical of feminism, to share with me their understandings of feminism. The handful of “religious women” (referred to as mutadayyinat, a neologism that appeared in the 1980s) I was able to meet, to my surprise revealed that they were gesturing toward a new “feminism” by posing their own questions about women and Islam and looking to the Qur’an for answers. They were impelled to critique the resurgence of a gender-reactionary Islam that threatened the gains women had made but recoiled from the word “feminism” because of the associations it held for them, seeing it as “Western”; yet they had difficulty in coming up with an alternative term. I soon learned that similar moves on the part of religiously identified women were underway in other societies. I discuss these new gesturings on the part of the “religious” women I met, the reluctance of young secular progressives to align themselves with feminism, and the new gender sensitivity of their some of their socialist elders in chapter 6.

In various parts of the umma most producers of the new women-friendly and gender-sensitive Islamic discourse did not regard their intellectual work as part of a “feminist” project. A striking early exception were the new religious intellectuals – women and men – scholars, writers, and journalists in Iran who were explicit about the feminist dimension of their work, and indeed played a seminal role in the development of the new Islamic feminism as their ideas circulated globally. It was Muslim secular feminists as writers and scholars in various locations who recognized, in the new ijtihad, the emergence among coreligionists of a “feminism in a new voice” and coined the term “Islamic feminism,” as I note in chapter 9.

By the time Islamic feminism surfaced as a named phenomenon in the 1990s there was a significant and rapidly-growing literature in women’s studies focusing on Muslim women and an expanding literature on Muslims’ feminisms. Indeed, the work of “secular” women who were scholars in these fields helped bring to wider notice the emergent discourse of Islamic feminism generated by “religious women” or those who explicitly identified themselves with religion. Interestingly, Fatima Mernissi, a Moroccan sociologist and secular feminist scholar, produced in 1987 what would be hailed as the first major work of Islamic feminism.13

My eagerness to investigate the emergent Islamic feminism took me far beyond the borders of Middle East studies, catapulting me into research in South Africa,14 West Africa,15 South Asia,16 Southeast Asia,17 and Muslim communities in America18 and Europe.19 Most recently (June 2008), I visited Indonesia, where I met with a large range of scholars and activists, and members of communities in different parts of the country, and was deeply struck by how ideals and practices of Islamic feminism were widely in evidence – and especially remarkable were manifestations of this at the level of local communities.

Since the rise and spread of Islamic feminism I have also maintained my interest in Muslim women’s secular feminisms, and indeed I am especially interested in the intersections of the “two feminisms” and the interactions of their protagonists. These intersections might be obscured by the separate terms “secular feminism” and “Islamic feminism,” yet they remain discernible strands of what constitutes “feminism in Islam.”

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

I have divided the book into two parts. Part I is devoted to my work on Egypt. It deals with the history of secular feminism from the late nineteenth century to the end of the twentieth.20 Chapters 1 and 5 analyze the longer historical trajectory of feminism in Egypt. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 offer a fine-grained treatment of women’s feminist thinking and experience in the first half of the twentieth century.21 Connections between women’s feminism and their own self-and society-enabling nationalism, and how feminists did not privilege their nationalism above their feminism but linked the two, are analyzed through an autobiographical reading in chapter 4.22 Feminist regrouping in the final years of the twentieth century is examined in chapter 6 at the moment of an incipient move toward a paradigm shift in feminism. Chapter 7 unravels the political battles around women’s bodies and sexuality, with a focus on FGM, and analyzes secular feminist and Islamic feminist interpolations. Chapter 8 explores the entry of “gender” into the analytical lexicon in Arabic, which would become a key tool for secular feminist theoreticians and activist strategists and for scholars engaged in the new ijtihad that was shaping the incipient Islamic feminist discourse, and for the state was a welcomed mechanism in attracting development funds. In chapter 3, I address memory, history, and gender in the politics and practice of commemorating feminist history at the end of the twentieth century.23

Part II examines the rise and spread of Islamic feminism in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries in the broader Muslim world or umma. Chapter 9 discusses how disaffection with political Islam pushed some women in Turkey, late last century, to quit Islamist ranks and to move into their own independent activism on behalf of women’s rights and liberation within an Islamic framework of their own making, and draws a comparison with how secular feminists’ disappointments with male secular nationalists in Egypt earlier that century had spurred them into independent feminist organizing. Chapter 10 grew out of a talk at the American Research Center in Egypt in 2002, aiming to draw the contours of Islamic feminism and to contextualize it at a moment when Islamic feminism was still a largely unfamiliar phenomenon. Chapters 11 and 12 demonstrate how women draw at once upon both secular and Islamic feminist discourses in struggles for gender justice within the realm of shari‘a-based laws. Chapter 11 discusses how women as secular and religious activists moved successfully to stave off the imposition of a more conservative family law in Yemen. Chapter 12 analyzes how Muslim women as secular feminists and religious activists, joined by Christian supporters, triumphed in their efforts to realize justice for women accused of zina (adultery) under hudud laws in northern Nigeria through meticulous readings of fiqh and demands for responsible application. Chapter 13 describes imbrications of secular feminism and Islamic feminism over time and space, looking at the secular roots of Islamic feminism and the Islamic future of secular feminism. Chapter 14, as its title indicates, regards “Islamic Feminism on the Move.” The chapter, a reflection and overview, originated as a talk at a well-attended conference on Islamic feminism in Paris in 2006, sponsored by the NGO Islam & Laïcité and UNESCO, where presenters and participants representing a wide ideological spectrum engaged in lively debate on women and gender.24

Together parts I and II provide a window onto trajectories of Muslims’ feminisms in diverse places in the global umma. The appearance of the new Islamic feminist paradigm did not spell the disappearance of secular feminisms. The “two feminisms” continue to exist side by side, and are increasingly mutually interactive. Secular feminists have a long historical memory of women’s gender struggles and a repertoire of organizational practices and skills highly honed over time. Islamic feminists have built upon and extended the Islamic modernist thinking that has been an integral component of Muslims’ secular feminism and moved it into a whole new space. Islamic feminists are providing the new intellectual fuel necessary to push forward feminist goals in Muslim societies in Africa and Asia, and in Muslim communities in the West, in an effort to move closer to achieving a transformed umma. Secular and Islamic feminists now work side by side in productive synergy more than ever, in a highly volatile environment; one which is full of more peril and of more promise.

NOTES

  1. See chapter 12, “Arab Feminism,” in my book Feminists, Islam, and Nation: Gender and the Making of Modern Egypt (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), pp. 223–250, where I delineate the Arab (secular) national and the Islamic threads or dimensions of the feminism(s) Muslim and Christian women collaborated in creating.

  2. On Muhammad ‘Abduh, see Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age 1798–1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1962), pp. 130–160.

  3. Nazira Zain al-Din, a Lebanese who was educated by her father, who was a prominent member of the ‘ulama, engaged in examination of religious texts, especially the Qur’an. See her al-Sufur wa al-hijab (Beirut: Matabi‘ Quzma, 1928) and al-Fatah wa al-shuykh: nazirat wa munazarat fi al-sufur wa al-hijbab (Beirut: al-Matba‘a al-Amirkaniya, 1929). Her work was praised by contemporary Egyptian secular feminists.

  4. See Talal Assad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003); and Saba Mahmood, “Rethinking Secularism. Is Critique Secular?,” posted on Immanent Frame, edited by Jonathan Van Antwerpen, www.ssrc.org/blogs/immanent frame, a blog on secularism, religion, and the public sphere.
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  6. See my essay “Understanding Islam, Islamism, and Islamic Feminism,” Journal of Women’s History, 13, 1 (Spring 2001), pp. 47–52.

  7. I wrote about this early process in “The Institutionalization of Middle East Women’s Studies in the United States,” MESA Bulletin, 22, 1 (July 1988), pp. 25–28.

  8. On the growth of women’s studies in the context of Middle East studies and the founding of JMEWS see “Editors’ Introduction” by Marcia C. Inhorn and Mary N. Layoun, in the inaugural issue JMEWS, 1, 1 (Winter 2005), pp. 1–5.

  9. I speak of Islamic studies as a still-new interdisciplinary field organized as independent departments or centers as distinct from the classic study of Islamic theology in departments of religion or seminaries, although presently these are often sites of the new Islamic studies. This is not to overlook that new trends have been underway for as long as two decades or more in some divinity schools such as Harvard Divinity School where the Women’s Studies Program in Religion, which has been an important site of the study of women and gender in Islam, goes back to the 1980s.
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COMPETING AGENDA: FEMINISTS, ISLAM, AND THE STATE IN NINETEENTH- AND TWENTIETH-CENTURY EGYPT

In Egypt the “woman question” has been a contested domain involving feminists, Islamists, and the state. This chapter explores their competing discourses and agendas in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Egypt and how they have shifted over time.1 Divergent discourses arose in the context of modern state and class formation, and economic and political confrontation with the West. These multiple discourses have been sustained in strikingly different political and economic cultures as state and society continually negotiate changing realities.

From the second quarter of the nineteenth century, the state in Egypt tried to draw women into the economic and technological transformations under way. As a consequence it began to wrest women away from the exclusive control of the family, threatening the authority and domination of men over their women. Earlier in the century, after freeing Egypt from direct Ottoman rule, the new ruler, Muhammad ‘Ali, while consolidating his power, had placed the Islamic establishment centered at al-Azhar under the control of the state. The formerly broad purview of the religious establishment was eroded piecemeal in the drive toward secularization of education and law. The only exception to this was the sphere of personal status laws.2 For women this created an awkward dichotomy between their role as citizens of the nation-state (watan) and members of the religious community (umma). In a division that was never precise, the state increasingly came to influence their public roles, leaving to religion the regulation of their private or family roles. The structural contradictions and tensions this created have, to this day, not been fully resolved.3

While promoting new social roles for women, the state could not afford unduly to alienate patriarchal interests, and has therefore made various accommodations and alliances. Whatever their competing interests, the state and religious forces have retained patriarchal forms of control over women. It is this patriarchal dimension that feminists have identified and confronted, for which they have been variously attacked, contained, or suppressed by state authorities and Islamists alike. However, in Egypt, there has been sufficient space – albeit more frequently taken than granted – within state and society for women to speak out as feminists and activists. Moreover, the authorities have at times deliberately encouraged women’s initiatives for their own purposes.

The earliest articulation of women’s feminist consciousness, first discernible in occasional published writings – poetry, essays, and tales – by the 1860s and 1870s, preceded colonial occupation and the rise of nationalism.4 It was more widely expressed from the 1890s, in the rise of women’s journalism and salon debates. This new awareness (not yet called feminist; in fact, the term “feminism” was not used in Egypt until the early 1920s) was based on an increased sensitivity to the everyday constraints imposed upon women by a patriarchal society. Muslims, Christians, and Jews alike shared this sensitivity, and they projected an understanding, implicit or explicit, that these constraints were not solely religiously based, as they had been made to believe. Furthermore, from the rise of feminism in Egypt to the present, its advocates across the spectrum from left to right have consistently used Islam, as well as nationalism, as legitimizing discourses. In this chapter, feminism is broadly construed to include an understanding that women have suffered forms of subordination or oppression because of their sex, and an advocacy of ways to overcome them to achieve better lives for women, and for men, within the family and society. I am using a definition of feminism broad enough to be all-inclusive without intending to suggest a monolithic feminism. I indicate divergences within this larger framework while keeping the primary focus on the interplay among three major discourses: those of feminists, Islamists, and the state.5

Feminist, nationalist, and Islamist positions on the “woman question” have seldom been considered together in the literature.6 Here, I pay particular attention to the agendas of women who are feminists across the political spectrum, and of women Islamists. Focusing on what women have to say makes it possible to discern their departures from, and agreements with, their male counterparts, as well as their own internal differences.

The exploration of the competing agendas and discourses on women is organized within the following historical framework: (1) the modern state-building and colonial periods; (2) the period of the liberal experiment; (3) the period of the revolution, Arabism, and socialism; and (4) the era of infitah capitalism and populist Islamist ascendancy.

THE MODERN STATE-BUILDING AND COLONIAL PERIODS: NINETEENTH CENTURY TO 1922

During the nineteenth century, especially in the later decades, new contenders appeared in the shaping and control of discourse in general and, more particularly, discourses on women. With the broadening of opportunities for education and the rise of women’s feminist consciousness, women who had previously been the objects of prescriptive pronouncements began to challenge patriarchal domination.

The expanding modern state promoted new educational and work opportunities for women, especially in health and teaching, but incurred resistance from families. In the early nineteenth century, for example, Egyptians did not initially allow their daughters to attend the new state school for hakimas (Ethopian slaves were recruited as the first students).7 In 1836, Muhammad ‘Ali appointed a Council for Public Education to look into creating a state system of education for girls, but it was found impossible to implement. Later, however, during the rule of Isma‘il, one of his wives sponsored the first state school for girls, which opened in 1873, serving the daughters of high officials and white slaves from elite households. Meanwhile, encouraged by the state, Shaikh Ahmad Rifa‘i al-Tahtawi and ‘Ali Pasha Mubarak published books in 1869 and 1875 advocating education for women, using Islamic justifications from the Qur’an and Hadith.8 It was not easy, however, to draw women out of the realm controlled by the family.

Feminist discourse first emerged in the writings of women of privilege and education who lived in the secluded world of the urban harem.9 Women gained new exposure through expanded education and widening contacts within the female world. They made comparisons between their own lives and those of women and men of other social and national backgrounds. Through their new education women also gained deeper knowledge of their religion. Some urban middle- and upper-class women began to contest the Islamic justification for their seclusion, hijab (then meaning the veiling of both face and body), and related controls over their lives.10 In 1892, Zainab al-Fawwaz protested in al-Nil magazine, “We have not seen any of the divinely ordered systems of law, or any law from among the corpus of [Islamic] religious law ruling that woman is to be prohibited from involvement in the occupations of men.”11 When Hind Naufal founded the journal al-Fatah (The young woman) in the same year, inaugurating a women’s press in Egypt, women found a new forum for discussing and spreading their nascent feminism.12

This emergent feminism was grounded, and legitimized, in the framework of Islamic modernism expounded towards the end of the century by Shaikh Muhammad ‘Abduh, a distinguished teacher and scholar from al-Azhar. ‘Abduh turned a revolutionary corner when he proposed that believers could go straight to the sources of religion, principally the Qur’an and the Hadith, for guidance in the conduct of everyday life.13 Through ijtihad (independent inquiry into the sources of religion), ‘Abduh demonstrated that one could be both Muslim and modern, and that many traditional practices violated the principles of Islam. In dealing with gender issues, ‘Abduh confronted the problem of patriarchal excesses committed in the name of Islam. He especially decried male abuse of the institutions of divorce and polygamy.14

The opening-out encouraged by ijtihad had a number of consequences. While Muslim women’s earliest feminist writing may not have been immediately inspired by Islamic modernism, it was not long before it developed within this framework. The gender-progressive discourse of Muslim secular men, on the other hand, was initially situated within Islamic modernist discourse as articulated by ‘Abduh. However, ‘Abduh’s successors did not expand or perpetuate his Islamic modernist discourse on women, while soon the new secular intellectuals turned to secular nationalist and humanist discourse to argue for women’s rights and advancement.15

After women had been producing their own feminist writing for some time, Murqus Fahmi, a young Coptic lawyer, published al-Mar’a fi al-sharq (The woman in the East) in 1894, criticizing patriarchal tyranny over women in the home, which he claimed no religion sanctioned. Five years later, a Muslim judge, Qasim Amin, published his famous book, Tahrir al-mar’a (The liberation of woman, 1899), attacking the practice of female seclusion and the hijab – by which he meant face veiling, as the term hijab signified at that stage, rather than the modest covering of the head and body, which he did not oppose. Amin argued that women in Egypt were backward because they had been deprived of the legitimate rights accorded to them by Islam. He insisted that for the nation to advance and become modern, women must regain these rights. This pro-feminist discourse – or, some might say, feminist discourse – generated from within the establishment, by a Muslim lawyer and judge, drew wide criticism, especially from religious conservatives and members of the lower-middle class.16 While it was perceived as more dangerous than women’s feminist writing, which was less widely visible at the time, in the long run women’s feminism would be more sustained and more threatening.17

Early in the twentieth century, women’s feminist writing became more visible, and reached a wider mainstream audience, when Malak Hifni Nasif, known by her pen name, Bahithat al-Badiya (Searcher in the desert), began publishing essays in al-Jarida, the paper of the progressive nationalist party, al-Umma. These essays and her speeches were published by the party press in 1910 in a book called al-Nisa’iyyat (which can be translated as either Women’s or Feminist pieces, in the absence of a specific term for “feminist” in Arabic). Women’s feminism was becoming more explicit, and was increasingly expressed within a nationalist idiom, reflecting and fuelling the growing nationalist movement in Egypt.

Another principal producer of feminist ideas at this period was Nabawiyya Musa, who later published her essays in a book entitled al-Mar’a wa al-‘amal (Woman and work, 1920). These two women were both from the middle class: Bahithat al-Badiya was from the upper-middle class, and Nabawiyya Musa from a more modest stratum. They were among the first graduates of the Saniyya Teachers’ School, established in 1889, and both became teachers. In 1907, Musa became the first Egyptian woman to sit for the baccalaureate examination – and the last until after independence: the colonial authorities, with their policy of training men for practical administration, were not prepared to subsidize women’s secondary education. Meanwhile, these two young women carried on consciousness-raising, through their public lectures to strictly female audiences composed mainly of upper-class women, and at special classes for women at the new Egyptian University (which soon were stopped and the money saved used to send three men on study missions abroad).18

In 1911, Bahithat al-Badiya became a pioneer in feminist activism when she sent demands to the Egyptian National Congress for women’s education and rights to employment and to participate in congregational worship in mosques.19 While they were claiming women’s rights to public space, feminists such as Bahithat al-Badiya and Huda Sha‘rawi, early in the century, actually opposed the unveiling of the face, which pro-feminist men advocated. They wanted women to gain more education and to reclaim public space before they unveiled, as a tactical move. While for progressive men unveiling had a key ideological and symbolic value, for women it was a practical matter that they themselves would have to undertake, with the attendant risks of taunts and assaults on their reputations.20

The nationalists of the Umma Party, led by Ahmad Lutfy al-Sayyid and other men of the upper class, supported feminism, while those of the Watani Party, mainly men of more modest middle-class origins, headed by Mustafa Kamil, were antagonistic toward women’s emancipation, which they claimed was a result of Western influence and would undermine Egyptian society. Unlike the Umma Party, which advocated a more secular society, the Watani Party favoured an Islamic society, and supported the notion of a caliphate. It was within these frameworks that nationalist men constructed their views on the status and role of women, and developed their own attitudes toward feminism.21

During the national revolution (1919–1922), the first priority for both Egyptian feminists and for nationalists, men and women alike, was the independence of Egypt, causing them to unite temporarily in pursuit of this common goal. Upper-class women, mobilized by feminist and nationalist leaders among them, left the seclusion of their harems to demonstrate, while poor women also filled the streets in more spontaneous protest. Members of the Wafdist Women’s Central Committee (WWCC), created in 1920 as the women’s section of the nationalist party, the Wafd, refused to be confined to auxiliary activities, and insisted on full participation in decision-making within the party. In the midst of the revolution, these women at times took public feminist stands. In 1920, for example, when the male nationalist leadership did not consult the WWCC on the independence proposal they were circulating, the women publicly announced their objections.22 Nevertheless, during colonial occupation a feminism that called for greater female participation in society was upheld by progressive male nationalists, and generally tolerated by others. Moreover, during the ferment of revolution, male nationalists enthusiastically welcomed women’s militancy.

In the early modern state-building and colonial period, during which Islamic modernism, liberal nationalism, and the feminism of progressive men were prevalent, women’s causes found a positive and supportive environment. The attacks of conservative ‘ulama’ during this period focused on Qasim Amin’s books, while the opposition to feminist ideas by nationalists such as Mustafa Kamil and Talat Harb did not create the broader conservative ground-swell that expressions of anti-feminism would produce later in the century. During colonial occupation (from 1882 to 1922, when a quasi-independence was declared), women’s feminism was not connected with a public, organised, movement; it was rather the articulation of a broad, new philosophy. Men’s pro-feminism likewise expressed a philosophical position, and at the time was seemingly more socially radical than women’s – for example, in calling for an end to face-veiling. Men’s feminist rhetoric, however, reached a climax during occupation. The following period saw the more radical development of women’s liberal feminism, while men’s earlier expression of liberal feminism faded, for reasons that will become apparent later in our discussion.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, polemics were started that have plagued feminist and Islamist positions ever since, and have had political reverberations in official discourse. These concern definitions of culture, authenticity, identity, and modernity – and their implications for women’s roles, around which a battle of legitimacy has raged. The debate continued right up to the final decade of the twentieth century, as did the state’s efforts to control competing discourses and to appropriate elements useful to itself.

THE LIBERAL EXPERIMENT: 1923–1952

Early in this period, the feminist positions of progressive men and women, which had drawn closest during colonial occupation and in the pre-independence nationalist movement, started to diverge. Women had a rude awakening when it became clear that liberal men were not prepared to implement their promise to integrate women into public life after nominal political independence in 1922. Feminists became openly militant, while most men who had been pro-feminist nationalists, in the forefront of whom was Sa‘d Zaghlul, grew silent as their attention turned towards their new political careers. A few others responded with concrete positive actions, such as Ahmad Lutfy al-Sayyid, whose championship of university education for women will be noted later.23 There were moments, moreover, when feminists would be beleaguered, especially in the early 1930s during the government of Isma‘il Sidqi, a political and social reactionary. During the same period, a rising activist, Zainab al-Ghazali, would move from feminism to Islamic fundamentalism, beginning a conservative women’s religious and political movement.24 In the 1950s, the new, more radical, communist feminists would be openly harassed.

With the declaration of formal independence in 1922 (British troops remained on Egyptian soil until 1956), nationalist men become part of the new state. At first the official discourse articulated in the new constitution of 1923 seemed to fulfill the promises nationalist men had made to women when it declared: “All Egyptians are equal before the law. They enjoy equally civil and political rights and equally have public responsibilities without distinction of race, language, or religion.” However, the principle of gender equality was soon flouted when an electoral law restricted suffrage to males only. The following year women were barred from attending the opening of the new parliament, except as wives of ministers and other high state officials. The idealism of nationalist men gave way to political pragmatism in the new independent, “liberal” era.

At this point, women’s feminist stance became explicit, and their feminism became tied to an organized political movement led by al-Ittihad al-Nisa’i al-Misri (officially called l’Union féministe égyptienne or the Egyptian Feminist Union, EFU), created in 1923 and headed by Huda Sha‘rawi. The first unequivocal use of the term feminism occurred in 1923, when EFU feminists employed the word feministe, in French, the everyday language of most members. From 1923, Egyptian women’s feminism crystallized around a set of demands, a broad agenda of claims for political, social, economic, and legal rights. However, initial priority was given to women’s education, followed by new work opportunities and the reform of the personal status law. Some demands were granted relatively easily, such as equal secondary school education for girls and raising the minimum marriage age for both sexes (achieved in 1923 and 1924 respectively). The entry of women into the state university was achieved in 1929, not without difficulty, with the support of the rector himself, Ahmad Lutfy al-Sayyid, one of the few nationalists who continued, post-1922, to actively strive to implement his progressive ideas. Gains in the sphere of employment were mainly achieved in those areas that were most congruent with the immediate priorities of the state, such as education and medicine. These were fields in which women professionals typically served the needs of other women; thus their new work also perpetuated gender segregation in public space. However, greater numbers of women were also drawn into employment in the expanding textile factories, where they worked more closely with men.

During the early 1930s, when the reactionary Isma‘il Sidqi was at the head of government, feminists encountered some setbacks, such as a conservative education policy opposing higher education for women. With the change of government in 1933, however, the more characteristic liberal atmosphere was restored. Although feminists were able to conduct public activities, they would also encounter disappointments. Most importantly, no headway was made in formal political rights for women, or in the reform of personal status law. In addition, state-legalised prostitution, which the feminists opposed, was not abolished during the lifetime of Huda Sha‘rawi.25

During this period religious officials and feminists shared some common social concerns. When the feminists called for the prohibition of alcohol and the ending of state-licensed prostitution, the Shaikh al-Azhar, Muhammad Abu al-Fadl, wrote to the president of the EFU, saying: “We appreciate the value of your honorable association and its diligent efforts to spread virtue and combat vice. There are now in Egypt distinguished women whose impact on society is no less important than that of honorable men.”26 However, when it came to demands for political rights for women, the same Islamic authorities pronounced them to be un-Islamic, both officially through fatwas (religious pronouncements) and through unofficial utterances.27

Official Islam was not the only Islamic platform during this period. A conservative popular Islamic movement emerged with the creation of the Muslim Brothers (al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin) by Hasan al-Banna in 1928. This movement drew on a wide base of support from the modest and lower strata of the middle class, strongly opposed to the continued British military presence and economic imperialism. The Muslim Brothers, connecting Egypt’s ills with a deviation from the practice of true Islam, went to the sources of their religion for fresh inspiration. They emphasized individual reform as the first step toward improving society, but their ultimate, more radical, goal was the creation of an Islamic state. The ideology of the Muslim Brothers, laying stress on the moral foundations of society, articulated a conservative discourse privileging the patriarchal family, with male authority over women, and clear-cut differentiation of gender roles.28

During the militancy of the 1919 revolution and its immediate aftermath, class differences between women as feminists and nationalists were of little importance in the face of larger common causes. However, in time, differences in class and culture produced cleavages between women and raised questions of cultural authenticity. The upper class had adopted elements of Western manners, expressed in dress, in everyday life, and in the use of the French language. Indeed, the EFU journal (l’Egyptienne), founded in 1925, appeared in French, the language of its upper-class leadership. With the EFU’s feminist ideas mainly expressed in French, particularly in the early years (the EFU founded an Arabic-language journal, al-Misriyya [The Egyptian woman], in 1937), feminism came to be considered, especially by its detractors, as foreign. The nationalism of Egyptian men who also spoke French and wore Western dress, was not, however, denigrated in the same way.29 The importance assigned to cultural symbols was different for the two sexes. Men could change without losing their cultural authenticity (the tarbush or fez, the Ottoman head-dress, was even forbidden to men by the state following the 1952 revolution), while the burdens of maintaining cultural and social continuity were placed on women.

The tension between feminism and cultural authenticity is well illustrated in the case of Zainab al-Ghazali. The daughter of a prosperous cotton merchant with an al-Azhar education, she joined the EFU as a young woman in 1935. Around that time, al-Azhar initiated seminars for women at the Kulliyya Shar‘iyya (the Islamic law college) under the direction of Shaikh Ma’mun Shinawi (later Shaikh al-Azhar), which al-Ghazali joined. Within the year, al-Ghazali left the EFU and formed the Muslim Women’s Society (MWS). Shinawi was present at the MWS inauguration. In an interview, al-Ghazali said “The Egyptian Feminist Union wanted to establish the civilization of the Western woman in Egypt and the rest of the Arab and Islamic worlds.” She also remarked that when she quit the feminist organization Huda Sha‘rawi told her, “You are separating yourself from me intellectually,” adding: “I ask you not to fight the Egyptian Feminist Union.” And, al-Ghazali confessed, “I never fought it.”30 In fact, there was occasional cooperation between the two organizations, mainly around nationalist causes, as Hawa Idris, the head of the EFU’s youth group, the Shaqiqat (established in 1935) recalled.31

The division between feminist and fundamentalist women that originated in the late 1930s was to persist, and their divergent orientations, perceptions, beliefs, and agenda would be articulated in competing discourses. While the EFU women found their feminist ideology and program compatible with Islam, and sought its legitimizing force, their overall ideological framework was secular rather than religious. For al-Ghazali and the MWS, on the other hand, since the shari‘a regulates all aspects of life, a separate ideology of feminism was at best redundant and at worst constituted a corrosive Western ideology. Al-Ghazali, extolling “the absolute equality” (musawa mut-laqa) between women and men in Islam, finds women’s liberation within the framework of religion.32 Yet she and fundamentalist men and women typically speak of complementarity in the private sphere, rather than equality, and stress male authority over women. The EFU championed greater access for women to public roles, while the MWS lauded women’s family duties and obligations.

As a secular Egyptian organization the EFU included under its aegis Muslims and Christians alike, while the MWS, as a strictly Muslim religious organization, did not cater to all Egyptians. The issue of “secularism” (al-‘almaniyya) has been contentious. Fundamentalist women called Egyptian feminism “secular,” implying that it was outside the bounds of Islam. However, Egyptian Muslim women distinguished their feminism, which they based on Islamic principles, from the “secular” basis of Turkish feminism. An article in the EFU’s journal, al-Misriyya, in 1937 said, for example, that “while the Turkish woman has attained her freedom by virtue of foreign laws [alluding to the 1926 Turkish civil code, based not on the Islamic shari‘a but on a Swiss model] the Egyptian woman will never ask for her rights except by basing her requests on the Islamic shari‘a.”33 The EFU and most other feminists later shied away from a secularism that severed all links with religion. This would later be called al-‘almaniyya la dini (literally, “secularism without religion”) by some of today’s [published in 1990] fundamentalists. Women’s fundamentalist leadership under al-Ghazali favoured an Islamic state with a theocratic ruler, while the EFU feminists accepted the notion of a secular state whose legitimacy was grounded in the basic principles of Islam.

Around the time of the creation of the MWS, Egyptian feminist activism broadened in response to the 1937 Arab revolt in Palestine and calls for support from Palestinian women to Egyptian feminists. Both Arab and religious, Muslim and Christian, identities were invoked in the drive to save Palestine. The EFU hosted the Conference for the Defence of Palestine in 1938, which religious and state authorities applauded equally. It was yet another instance when militant nationalism blurred divergent gender ideologies. The feminists’ collective nationalist action in 1938 led to the first Pan-Arab Feminist Conference in 1944. Waving the banner of Arab unity, the conference again won the praise of governments and the Islamic establishment for their nationalist actions. While the conference resulted in the creation of al-Ittihad al-Nisa’i al-‘Arabi (the Arab Feminist Union) headquartered in Cairo, it would be some time before many of the more than fifty resolutions covering virtually all aspects of women’s lives would be realized. Like Egypt, other Arab states were slow to reform the personal status laws and to give women equal political rights, but they welcomed and needed women’s political support. Arab regimes were not politically strong enough to change family laws significantly, and in so doing challenge patriarchal authority in the family as well as threaten the last legal bastion of the religious establishment. The earliest and most drastic change in family law occurred in Tunisia in 1957 under Bourguiba, who, because of his own political power base and the particular political culture of Tunisia, was able to promote significant change and survive. Almost two decades later, in 1974, the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen also instituted a more secular law within a Marxist–Leninist framework.34

Towards the end of the 1930s, and in the 1940s, feminism in Egypt broadened its reach and new organizations proliferated. The EFU began its Arabic-language journal, al-Misriyya, in 1937, aiming to “elevate the intellectual and moral level of the masses and to create lines of solidarity between the different classes of the nation.”35 The Arabic periodical aimed at a wider audience than l’Egyptienne, and projected a self-consciously Islamic tone heralded in the journal’s motto: “Take half your religion from ‘Aisha.” It was to be “the minbar [pulpit] for feminist demands” as well as “the tongue of the most noble nationalist hopes.” However, while EFU leaders Huda Sha‘rawi and Saiza Nabarawi tried to serve the needs of a broader constituency, the rank and file of the EFU resisted opening up the organization’s membership to women of more modest class background. In two separate encounters with this author in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Duriyya Shafiq, from a middle-class family in Tanta in the Delta, contrasted Huda Sha‘rawi’s welcoming encouragement to her when she returned from France in 1939 with her doctorate with the grudging reception of the EFU membership.36

EFU resistance to broadening its constituency and the political and economic changes following World War II in Egypt encouraged a proliferation of more populist feminist organizations headed by middle-class women. Wishing to accelerate the struggle for political rights for women, former EFU members Fatma Ni‘mat Rashid and Duriyya Shafiq founded respectively the Hizb al-Nisa’i al-Watani (National Feminist Party, NFP) in 1944 and al-Ittihad Bint al-Nil (Daughter of the Nile Union, DNU) in 1948. Along with the advocacy of political rights for women, both the NFP and DNU mounted literacy and hygiene campaigns among the poor. They also sustained the concern for family law reform, and education and work rights for women. Duriyya Shafiq, a protégée of Sha‘rawi, was the more dynamic leader of the two new activists. Her DNU was larger, longer-lived, and more effective, with branches throughout the country. Rashid’s NFP was a strictly Cairene organization with limited outreach. The social projects of these two feminist organizations, unlike their political goals, could scarcely have antagonized the Muslim Brothers or the MWS.37

Despite the widening class base of the feminist movement through new organizations led by women who had come of age during the first phase of feminist activism, this new strand remained essentially within the liberal framework evolved by the EFU. In the middle 1940s some women from the younger generation, university students and graduates, moved issues of gender and nation in a new direction as socialists and communists. For them the liberation of women was tied to the liberation of the masses, and both necessitated the end of imperialism and class oppression in Egypt. A young leader of the new leftist feminists, Inji Aflatun, a landowner’s daughter, discovered Marxism at the French Lycée in Cairo. After graduating from Fuad I University (later Cairo University) in 1945, she helped found the Rabitat Fatayat al-Jami‘a wa al-Ma’ahid (the League of University and Institutes’ Young Women) which Latifa Zayyat, a student leader, soon joined. The League sent Aflatun and others to the first conference of the International Democratic Federation of Women, but it was closed down the following year in the drive to suppress communists. The leftist feminists went on to form other associations, including the Jamiyya al-Nisa’iyya al-Wataniyya al-Mu‘aqata (the Provisional National Feminist Association). Within the mainstream communist movement there was no room to address women’s liberation, which was subordinated to the struggle against imperialist military occupation and class oppression. Aflatun linked class and gender oppression, connecting both to imperialist exploitation, and at the same time was careful to argue in her books Thamanun milyun imra’a ma‘na (Eighty million women with us, 1948) and Nahnu al-nisa’ al-misriyyat (We Egyptian women, 1949) that women’s liberation was compatible with Islam.38

Meanwhile, not only were secular leftist groups coming under siege, but the Muslim Brothers also experienced the heavy hand of the state. In 1948, the formal organization of the Muslim Brothers was dissolved. At that time Zainab al-Ghazali, who a decade earlier had resisted the overtures of the Muslim Brothers’ founder, Hasan al-Banna, to include her new MWS under the umbrella of his organization, immediately joined forces with the Brothers. From then on she became, in her word, “a soldier” in the common struggle for the creation of an Islamic state, and the MWS changed their name to the Muslim Sisters.39

Not only did the MWS, now the Muslim Sisters, side with the Muslim Brothers, but the growing nationalist determination to expel British troops from Egypt led to coalitions among feminist and fundamentalist women. In 1950, the Harakat Ansar al-Salam (Movement of the Friends of Peace) brought together EFU feminist and then president, Saiza Nabarawi (Sha‘rawi had died in 1947), and the young communist Inji Aflatun. The same year, Nabarawi created the Lajna al-Shabbat (Youth Committee), attracting women like Aflatun, who went to poor quarters of Cairo to politicize women. In 1952, when violence broke out in the Canal Zone, the Lajna al-Nisa’iyya lil-Muqawama al-Sha‘biyya (Women’s Committee for Popular Resistance) brought together women from the left and right, including the communist and feminist Aflatun and the fundamentalist al-Ghazali. Once again, women joined ranks with male nationalists in common cause, and again men welcomed their support.

In addition to various moves to clamp down on leftist feminists from the mid-1940s, out of fear of a communist threat, governments were not always tolerant of the political criticism of liberal feminists either. This was clear in 1942 when Nabawiyya Musa, a staunch nationalist for more than two decades, attacked the Prime Minister, Nahhas Pasha, for accommodating British wartime needs. An order was thereupon issued closing her schools for girls and sending her to prison, where she was thrown in with prostitutes. Musa went to the pro-feminist lawyer Murqus Fahmi (whose book on women’s rights was mentioned earlier), who took up her case. He pointed out that the Prime Minister’s wife had been one of her students.40

During this period, as we have noted, the religious establishment at times supported women’s demands and at other times opposed them. While fundamentalists did not support any of the feminists’ demands, neither were they overtly anti-feminist. This changed, however, on the eve of the 1952 revolution, when religious scholars held a conference to examine all aspects of women’s status within the context of Islamic law. They now openly attacked the feminist movement, claiming that it was influenced and supported by British imperialists, and saying that “colonialism had encouraged women to go out in order to destroy Islamic society.”41 The conference condemned the Egyptian feminist movement for its disruptive effects on society, and held Sha‘rawi and Shafiq responsible. Evaluating the past, it attacked Murqus Fahmi and Qasim Amin, and praised the (anti-feminist) stance of Mustafa Kamil.

The reactionary conclusions of the conference seemed to be, in part, a response to the growing numbers of women in the workforce. By the early 1950s, women were found in shops, factories, the professions, and the social services in sufficient numbers to alarm the patriarchal sensibilities of male fundamentalists. The conference, wishing to turn the tide, or at least to stem it, scorned women’s forays into public life, lamenting that women “wished to be degraded by going out to work and being seen by everyone.”42 The conference reiterated the reactionary refrain “a woman’s natural place is her home,” insisting that “her entry into public life is unnatural.” The crux of the problem for these men was revealed in their declaration, “The most serious threat facing our society is the oriental woman’s refusal to obey men.” Although fundamentalist men raised the alarm in March 1952, it was not until 1978 that the conference proceedings would be published under the title Harakat nisa’iyya wa silatuha ma’ al-isti‘mar (Feminist movements and their connections with colonialism, edited by Muhammad ‘Atiya Khamis). This occurred six years after Sadat had come to power, by which time religious fundamentalism in Egypt had won considerable public prominence. (In another book, Mu‘amarat did al-usra al-muslima [Conspiracies against the Muslim family, n.d.], Khamis charged that unveiling was a weapon of communism.) But during the period of Arab socialism under Nasser, these sentiments were not overtly expressed.

The period of the liberal experiment was a time in Egypt when a capitalist economy with ties of dependency to a dominant Europe still operated largely within a neo-imperialistic framework. The feminist or pro-feminist ideology that had served the nationalist cause during colonial occupation was no longer seen by most men to be useful or desirable during this new period of independence (albeit incomplete). Thus feminists achieved limited gains. Their successes did not threaten the ruling class. In fact, these limited gains could be said to have helped construct a more viable, modern society by harnessing women to the development goals of the state. Feminist discourse was for the most part allowed public expression by the state, except in its most radical leftist form, but even this managed to survive surreptitiously. When this period ended, women still lacked formal political rights, a symbol of their secondary status as citizens, while the stalemate on the reform of personal status laws affirmed their unequal position within the family.

REVOLUTION, ARABISM, AND SOCIALISM: 1952 TO THE EARLY 1970s

This was a time when independent feminist voices would be silenced. Islamists were also suppressed, although the Islam of the establishment and the apolitical discourse of religious scholars would be tolerated. In short, it was a time when the state heavy-handedly silenced all political competitors, and did so publicly. Those muzzled included rank-and-file fundamentalists from the among masses, whose liberation the state championed. Women, whose cause the state also claimed to support – for example, in granting female suffrage – were likewise suppressed by the state as independent political actors. However, the feminism of the leaders who had come of age in the previous period remained alive behind the scenes, while a rising generation of future feminists was nurtured as women took advantage of new state-sponsored opportunities in education and work. In this atmosphere of repression, feminists sharpened survival skills that would be useful in the battles they would encounter in the 1970s and 1980s.

The revolution of 1952, led by young military officers of the lower-middle class supported in their struggle for power by members of the same class among the Muslim Brothers, promised to usher in a new era. Soon, however, the Muslim Brothers were suppressed as dangerous to the state, and the leader of the Muslim Sisters, Zainab al-Ghazali, was imprisoned. From the early 1960s Arab socialism, with its new economic measures such as land reform and industrialization, dismantled the old class system. It was an era of hope for the majority, including the leader of the next generation of feminists, Nawal al-Saadawi, a 1955 graduate of the medical faculty at Cairo University, who in an interview recalled the early enthusiasm and optimism of her generation.43

The Arab socialism of the state in the 1960s called for social equality and justice for all citizens, and aimed at pan-Arab unity and wider Afro-Asian solidarity. The 1962 charter delineating the Arab socialist project announced itself as an amalgam of Islam, Arabism, and socialism. It declared: “The essence of religious messages does not conflict with the facts of our life ... All religions contain a message of progress ... The essence of all religions is to assert man’s right to life and to freedom.” The constitution of 1964 stated, in article 1: “The United Arab Republic is a democratic, socialist state based on the alliance of the working powers of the people. The Egyptian people are part of the Arab nation.” Article 5 declared Islam the religion of the state. The new state suppressed Islam as a political force, but did not tamper with the Muslim identity of the society.

The state’s stifling of competing discourses did not occur instantly. Feminist organizations continued their activism after the revolution of 1952. At this juncture, they made a final push for women’s political rights, in which Duriyya Shafiq of the DNU led the way. In 1953, when a proposed revision of the Electoral Law was under review, she published al-Kitab al-abiyad lil-huquq al-mar’a al-misriyya (The white paper on the rights of the Egyptian woman), a compendium of pro-suffrage arguments by sympathetic secular liberals and politicians as well as pro and con views from within the Islamic establishment. For example, it included a piece by the constitutional lawyer Sayyid Sabri, arging that laws must change as the conditions and needs of society change. Since women were now part of the public opinion of society (al-ra’i al-‘amm), he insisted that they should be able to participate in the formal political system. He stressed that the electoral law contradicted the constitution, which declared Egyptians equal in civil and political rights. However, the state and official Islam came down firmly against political rights for women. The Constitutional Affairs Committee of the Senate rejected women’s suffrage, and the Fatwa Committee of al-Azhar issued a decree saying that Islam did not condone it. The Mufti of Egypt, Shaikh Hasanayn Makhluf, contended that Islam opposed political rights for women. However, Shaikh Allam Nassar, who was then a former mufti, made the opposite claim. The day after the Fatwa Committee made its announcement, Islamic organizations held a conference in the office of the Muslim Brothers. Included in their lengthy statement was the demand that the government close once and for all “the door to this fitna” (chaos), claiming that it had been proven that political rights for women were contrary to religion, the constitution, and the public interest. Meanwhile, Shafiq intensified her militancy in this heated battle through a sit-in at the parliament and a hunger strike. Finally, in 1956, thirty-three years after EFU feminists had first demanded suffrage, the revolutionary government, in its fifth year, granted women the right to vote.44
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