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Introduction

Unrest broke out in Egypt in March 1919 when the British, who had occu-
pied the autonomous Ottoman province in 1882 and declared it a protec-
torate at the outset of World War I, arrested and deported leaders of the
Wafd (literally, delegation) who sought to present Egyptian demands for
independence at peace talks in Paris. Diverse groups in the city and coun-
tryside, including urban elite women, staged protests. Inspired by what
came to be known as the revolution of 1919, Mahmud Mukhtar sculpted
a work called Nahdat Misr (The Awakening of Egypt), which shows a peas-
ant woman lifting her veil from her face with her left arm and placing her
right arm on the back of a sphinx as it rises up on its forelegs (see figure
6). Juxtaposing Egypt’s ancient pharaonic glory with her modern awaken-
ing, Mukhtar’s sculpture thus depicts modern Egypt as a woman. The work
captured the public imagination, and the campaign to have the model
sculpted in monumental size accelerated in the wake of the British unilat-
eral declaration of Egyptian independence (with points reserved for future
negotiation). The press closely followed the progress of the carving of The
Awakening of Egypt in a public square in front of the railroad station. The
government planned a big ceremony for the unveiling of the statue in 1928,
to which foreign dignitaries and local notables were invited, and over which
King Fu’ad presided. But by the latter’s explicit orders, and with few excep-
tions, Egyptian women were barred from the ceremony.!

The almost complete absence of women from a national ceremony cel-
ebrating a sculpture in which a woman represented the nation epitomizes
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the paradox faced by women nationalists. Scholars have noted “the
inverse relationship between the prominence of female figures in the alle-
gorization of nation and the degree of access granted women to the polit-
ical apparatus of the state.”? They have also had varying assessments of
the impact of national discourses on women. While some argue that
familial rhetoric discursively included women in the nation, others stress
women’s less than full citizenship in the nation-state. A middle position
sees gendered nationalist discourses as “Janus-faced,” facilitating women’s
political participation and at the same time constricting their roles and
restricting their emancipation.3

Egypt as a Woman explores the connections between gendered images
of the nation and the politics of women nationalists. It starts with the
making of the nation in the nineteenth century and ends with the eclipse
of a generation of political activists in the 1940s. The book’s methodol-
ogy sets literary discourses and visual culture firmly in sociopolitical con-
texts. At the same time, it combines several strands of scholarship,
including writings on collective memory,* debates on nationalism, and
the injection of gender into these debates,® and conceptualizations of
women’s political culture.®

COLLECTIVE REMEMBERING AND FORGETTING

The histories of national struggles have generally been written by nation-
alist elites. In supplying these texts, historians have played a central role
in nation-building and myth-making and have only recently begun to
deconstruct some of the myths. The texts generally present a unified story
of the nationalist struggle and are meant to provide the nation with a
shared understanding of the past. The narrative and its embedded myths
are thus part of the glue that binds the collective. The protagonist in the
story is the nation itself, and the story shows how the nation awakens
culturally and politically, throws off the occupier or ancien régime, and
becomes independent.

Nationalist narratives generally identify an external enemy, heroes, a
vanguard party, and pivotal moments. The narratives written about nation-
alist movements are by necessity neater than the actual events. For purposes
of promoting unity behind a particular leader or group, counternarratives
are silenced, marginalized, or incorporated in shortened form into the nation-
alist narrative. These counternarratives tend to be those written, or remem-
bered, by opposition groups, members of the lower classes, minorities, and
women. Their versions of the past often focus on different characters and
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events or give them a different twist. Scholars of women’s history tried early
on to include women in nationalist narratives or to produce counternarra-
tives, but they remained ambivalent about nationalist movements, which
many feminists ultimately found disappointing.

Forgetting is a crucial part of constructing nationalist narratives, as
episodes and actualities that might divide the collective or show internal
dissent and conflict are suppressed.” Other memories simply fade, not
having been recorded. The theme of remembering and forgetting runs
throughout this work, suggesting that memory functions as a linchpin
between cultural images and political actions. As the details of women’s
political activism were suppressed or forgotten, what remained, or were
remembered, were female symbols. This work asks: How were women
incorporated into the collective memory? Which women? What literary
and visual tools were used to trigger collective memories? To what extent
did women become “sites” of memory themselves, symbols of an event
or movement? Do women become symbols because they have already
been excluded, or are they excluded because they are symbols? How do
women, by crafting memoirs and commemorating certain events, seek
to reshape history and memory?

Among the most forgotten women are those of the lower classes. Work-
ing-class and peasant women initiated their own political actions, and the
latter often came to represent the nation. Yet this work focuses for the
most part on elite women at a time when elites dominated nationalist pol-
itics. The politics of lower-class women, and their production and recep-
tion of images, deserves its own study, one that would cover the post-1952
period. The politics of royal women and nationalist representations of
the monarchy also fall outside the main purview of this work.

GENDERING NATIONALISM

Egypt appears to have the most natural of all nationalist pedigrees. Anchored
in the ancient world, it presumably had fixed boundaries for millennia, con-
tinuous settlement of a people on a land, and a river system that bound the
people together. The story seems simple: a nation that once boasted one of
the great empires was occupied by a series of foreigners, but “awakened”
in the modern period to wage a struggle for independence. According to
this narrative, Muhammad ‘Ali (r. 1805-48), the “founder of modern
Egypt,” set the nation on the path toward independence.®

Influenced by the theoretical debates on nationalism in which mod-
ernists (also known as constructionists) argue that nations are modern
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constructs and stress the importance of myths, symbols, and discourses
in “imagining,” “inventing,” or “constructing” the nation, historians of
Egypt have offered new accounts of Egyptian nationalism, including its
origins. They have argued that Mehmed Ali Pasha (as Muhammad ‘Ali
was known in Turkish, the language of his administration and household)
should be seen as an Ottoman vali (governor) who harbored dynastic
ambitions rather than designs for an independent nation.? Scholars point
to the ‘Urabi revolt (1881-82), which ended in British occupation, or the
anti-colonial movement that surfaced in the 1890s, as the earliest stir-
rings of Egyptian nationalism.!? They have analyzed the rich reservoir of
pharaonic, Roman, Hellenistic, Coptic, Arab, Mamluk, and Ottoman lay-
ers from which Egyptian nationalists drew myths and symbols, and have
discussed nationalist and religious identities.!! Egypt’s relationship to the
Sudan—part of a Nile Valley entity in the nationalist view—has been scru-
tinized and reassessed as an imperialist enterprise.!2

Standard accounts of Egyptian nationalism paid little attention to
women activists, or mentioned them only to signify the breadth of the
movement, until Margot Badran corrected the view that women were
bit players in her study Feminists, Islam, and Nation: Gender and the
Making of Modern Egypt (1995).13 In that book, Badran chronicles the
feminist movement launched by Huda Sha‘rawi (1879-1947) and exam-
ines the activities of feminist nationalists. She shows how secular femi-
nists in the first half of the twentieth century assumed agency and worked
to advance the cause of women through a rethought Islam and reconfig-
ured nation. Drawing on women’s records and documents, she traces the
emergence of an indigenous feminism and argues that these women were
militant nationalist feminists. Egypt as a Woman builds on Badran’s pio-
neering book, broadening the cast of characters, incorporating diverse
theoretical and cultural approaches to nationalism, and offering some
new interpretations. This work also builds on a rich corpus of works by
colleagues who have explored various aspects of the nationalist debates
on women and the family, as well as on my own The Women’s Awaken-
ing in Egypt (1994), which focused on female intellectuals at the turn of
the century and their interest in family, reform, and nation-building.!*

Nationalists everywhere have used an array of family metaphors,
resulting in a rhetoric that provides a key to understanding the emotive
power of nationalism. The use of kin idioms by women as well as men
in nationalist discussions reveals something of the transformations within
families, the debates about gender relations, and ideas about the nation
and nationalism. The nation, according to its proponents, was “one
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family” descended from the same roots with shared blood. Young men,
the foot soldiers of the nation, were its “sons,” and young girls became
its “daughters.” At the head of the nationalist movement generally loomed
a dominating “father” figure or group of “founding fathers.” National-
ists hoped to replicate the sense of belonging and loyalty experienced
within the family on a national scale. The rhetoric strove to create a sense
of the relatedness of people who were otherwise strangers and often sep-
arated by ethnicity, race, class, and religion. Asserting that the nation,
whatever its ethnic origins, was a family was meant to generate bonds
and ensure unity. In short, the nation became a family writ large, a fic-
tive household, with elites at its head.

The mobilization of familial rhetoric for political purposes was not
invented by nationalists. Imperial family idioms, like subsequent nation-
alist ones, were meant to inspire love, loyalty, and obedience. In an exam-
ple of imperial paternalism, the Ottoman sultan Abdul Hamid II (r.
1876-1909) staged gift-giving and other ceremonies to present himself as
a caring father.1> Yet nationalists used family metaphors more widely than
their predecessors, stressed fraternal over paternal ties, introduced “moth-
ers” as important actors, and based their ideal on the bourgeois family.

Maternal imagery proved particularly prevalent in nationalist litera-
tures across the world. Women spoke of themselves, and were spoken
of, as “Mothers of the Nation.” They were ascribed the role of biologi-
cally and culturally reproducing the nation and used this role to claim
entry into the public arena.!® In similar processes, individual women
such as Indira Gandhi, Winnie Mandela, and Safiyya Zaghlul
(1876-1946) became known respectively as the mothers of India, South
Africa, and Egypt, which gave them great political clout.!” Maternal
rhetoric sometimes coincided with calls for the protection of the rights
of women and children and the rudiments of a welfare state, what some
historians have labeled “maternalism.”18 Yet rhetoric and social policy
were not always, or even often, consistent.

Debates on family structure and family idioms—both part of the nation-
alist discourse of the family—are an almost universal component of nation-
alism and an integral dynamic regardless of whether the movements were
anti-colonial or of another variety. When nationalists used family
metaphors, they drew on local meanings and hoped to reshape family
relationships along modern lines that better suited nation-states grounded
in capitalist relationships. This was not just mimicry of the West, or reac-
tion to a Western critique, but something that arose from internal impulses
as well as external influences.!® Egyptian nationalists keenly interested in
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reconfiguring the family along modern bourgeois lines promoted the cult
of domesticity articulated in the women’s press and elsewhere since the
late nineteenth century.2® Mona Russell pursues this idea, looking at how
the new capitalist system recast women formerly engaged in household
production as consumers and educated marital partners.2! Clarissa (Lisa)
Pollard argues that both men and women were domesticated and links
the domestic to the political in innovative ways in charting the family pol-
itics of Egypt through 1919.22 Nationalists sought to undermine women’s
and men’s homosocial bonds, as well as women’s ties to their natal fam-
ilies, which all challenged the new model of companionate marriage.?3

The prevalence of familial metaphors in nationalist rhetoric inside and
outside Egypt should not obscure their different uses, particular reso-
nances, and varied receptions. Familial metaphors could be used to rein-
force, or undermine, family hierarchies based on age and gender.
Maternal, paternal, and fraternal jargon had different echoes in house-
holds of varying sizes and shapes. Members of a household made up of
multiple wives or concubines, a few generations, and grown siblings
would have understood the meaning of family differently than members
of a nuclear unit. Family forms changed over time, varied between regions
and across classes, and were experienced differently by men and women.

When male and female Egyptian nationalists used a constellation of
family metaphors at the end of the nineteenth century, they had their
own realities and ideals. Unfortunately, we know much more about the
ideals than the realities, for little work has been done on Egyptian fam-
ily structure in the modern period.24 It has been assumed that the cult
of domesticity targeted the newly emerging middle classes, but the size
and composition of this group is not that clear. Given low literacy rates—
8 percent of Egyptian men and only o.2 percent of Egyptian women in
18972—the turn-of-the-century literature must have targeted as broad
a spectrum of the population as possible. This would have included, as
in nearby Lebanon, peasants on the rise, as well as wealthier families
that were reorganizing along more modern lines.?¢ Even the household
of the khedive (or viceroy under the Ottoman sultan) Tawfiq (r. 1879-92)
showed a clear shift to monogamy.2”

Chapter 1 of Egypt as a Woman highlights the transformations of elite
households in the long nineteenth century, with particular emphasis on
the roles of slavery and ethnicity in this process. The unraveling of these
households led to a crisis in the family by the end of the century and
influenced nationalist debates on gender relations. Nationalists who
attempted to redefine the shape of the family were thus often trying to
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steer changes already under way or engineer further changes. Their fam-
ily discourses targeted various groups and operated on both the micro
and macro levels, ranging from debates about the shape of an individ-
ual family to the rhetoric of the nation as a family.

Once the nation was envisioned as a family, the concept of family
honor could easily be appropriated as the basis for national honor. Chap-
ter 2 charts the process whereby nationalists used such oral media as bal-
lads, poetry, and speeches to disseminate the notion of family-national
honor. The honor discourse derived from and reinforced cultural ideals
of masculinity, and was activated particularly in time of war and revo-
lution. Honor came to define the parameters of the collective and was
at the core of its identity: those who shared honor belonged to the nation;
those who did not or were not ready to defend and avenge national honor
would be excluded.?$

National honor worked as a concept because at more or less the same
time as the notion of national honor emerged, the nation was imagined
as a woman. “Nation” has multiple meanings and can refer to a group
of people associated with a particular land who seek sovereignty over
that territory, or the territory itself. For a variety of reasons, nationalists
often depicted the nation in artistic representations as a woman. Like
family rhetoric, this was not a new phenomenon, but rather one that had
deep roots. The depiction of political abstractions in female forms goes
back to antiquity. (Mosaics of the Hellenistic period, for example, show
Egypt as a woman.) This may be because land is easily feminized in peas-
ant societies due to its link with fertility. Yet fertility was not the only
trigger; morality and deities also acted to inspire female imagery. Thus
Iceland, Russia, and India evoked the “Motherland” and represented the
country as female in depictions.?? In addition, female imagery was
adopted by empires as well as their colonies. Imperial centers such as
Holland, England, and France were rendered as a woman, along with
colonies such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and South Africa.3?
Yet the practice was not universal or consistent, and some nations were
gendered both male and female. The classic example is England / Great
Britain, where John Bull and Victoria were used as imagery.

Arabic has different terms for the territory or homeland (watan) and
for the collective community or people (umma).>! Watan is gendered
male and umma is gendered female, and the term for Egypt (Misr) is also
gendered female. Theoretically, the Egyptian nation could have been gen-
dered male or female in representations. Chapter 3 examines the process
by which Egypt came to be gendered as a woman in paintings, monuments,
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and cartoons, as well as on postage stamps. By grounding Egyptian
iconography in historical contexts, the chapter highlights general pat-
terns and divergences and attempts to tie images of Egypt to real politi-
cal actors and events. It shows how symbols changed over time, in
different media, and across the political spectrum.

Nationalism is a modern phenomenon, made possible by modern tech-
nologies. Much attention has been paid to the importance of print cul-
ture, specifically periodicals, in constructing the nation. Yet given low
literacy rates in places such as Egypt, the role of oral and visual media in
this process should be stressed. Most Egyptians would have heard or seen
nationalist dramas, not read about them. Nationalist iconography, and
representations of Egypt as a woman, became familiar in part through
their wide dissemination in photographs in the press and elsewhere. Pho-
tography was one of the first modern media used by nationalists and a
necessary precursor to some of the others, especially film and television.3?

Chapter 4 examines how photography, and photojournalism in par-
ticular, played a special role in constructing the Egyptian nation. Pho-
tography changed the way individuals looked at the world and at one
another. It transformed space, since images from and of diverse places
could be assembled together, and photographs began to occupy spaces
in homes, on walls, and in rituals. It stopped time, as scenes could be
arranged, frozen, and preserved to shape memories. It liberated the arts,
since painters, sculptors, and other artists could work from photos. In
short, photography proved to be a tremendous tool for Egyptian nation-
alists, allowing them to publicize the activities of nationalist leaders and
to create and disseminate new symbols.

NATIONALISMS AND FEMINISMS IN THE MIDDLE EAST

Early scholars of Middle Eastern women’s history had ambivalent atti-
tudes toward nationalism. While they recognized the almost complete
absence of women in nationalist accounts and sought to correct the over-
sight, they were at the same time critical of movements that denied women
full citizenship once certain nationalist goals had been achieved. In short,
while celebrating nationalist struggles and female participants, they con-
demned the outcomes and male nationalists.

Some scholars have disapproved of the way this debate has been
framed. Marnia Lazreq, for example, takes issue with the view that
sees Algerian women as “duped into joining the nationalist movement
by unscrupulous men who later did not share with them the spoils of
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independence.” Lazreg stresses women’s agency and “rational response”
to an irrational colonial situation. Women were not passive participants
who were mobilized to fight and then sent home, she argues. Rather,
women willingly chose to fight against the colonial power and achieved
their primary goal. That a secondary one—advancing women’s rights—
eluded them needs to be considered separately.33

Women’s rights movements in the Middle East (and elsewhere) emerged
as part of nation-state building, or in reaction to it, and histories of
women’s rights movements, nationalism, and anti-colonialism invariably
became intertwined.3* Yet not all women nationalists were feminists, and
even among those who gave high priority to the struggle for women’s
rights, not all agreed on what those rights ought to entail and whether
the path should be a secular or a religious one. Feminism and national-
ism need to be examined both in relation to each other and apart.

Male nationalists had different agendas when struggling for power
and once in power. Struggling for power, they sought to mobilize women,
exploit their energies, and channel their contributions. Once these men
came to control state institutions, however, the ground rules for the
engagement of women changed. Almost everywhere that male national-
ists achieved power, they blocked women’s political path: women could
not vote, run for office, or join political parties. Competing male politi-
cians continued to use the rhetoric of nationalism but denied women
benefits, jobs, and promised reforms. Women’s relationship to the nation-
alist movement and to the state, whether colonial or postcolonial, must
be disentangled, and the nation-state pried apart to understand the impor-
tant shift that took place at this juncture.

The question of “which struggle to fight first” preoccupied activists,
theorists, and historians for some time, giving rise to varied analyses and
answers. While lamenting what Middle Eastern women did not gain from
male nationalists, scholars need to explore the alternative political cul-
ture that women developed. For, in spite of the obstacles, women devised
their own forms and forums for shaping the national polity. In looking
at women’s political culture, a dynamic picture emerges as women alter-
nated between and among partisan, feminist, Islamist, social, and other
politics in the name of nation-building.

WOMEN’S POLITICAL CULTURE IN EGYPT

There were precedents for elite women’s political activity in Egypt. Jane
Hathaway has shown that women in the eighteenth century acquired
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authority and legitimacy by cementing alliances between elite households,
anchoring the household as “a sort of family matriarch,” and guarding
the household wealth. “The wife of a grandee lived in the thick of polit-
ical intrigue and was likely to be a skilled political operator herself.” The
political influence of these ladies, she explains, outlived the deaths of
their husbands and sons. As widows, “they assumed a sort of elder
stateswoman or dowager status from which the households and factions
to which they belonged derived prestige.”3> Women had maneuvered
within the context of rivalries between elite households for positions of
power and often came to control the wealth in a family because of their
greater longevity. They devised successful strategies for maximizing their
influence within the politics of households.

We know more about elite women’s politics in eighteenth-century Egypt
than in the nineteenth century, when Mehmed Ali centralized power in
his own household and founded a dynastic state.3¢ In the late nineteenth
century, elite women began to organize collectively, generating a new
women’s political culture. Transformations in women’s political culture
from 1880 to 1950 paralleled key changes in the Egyptian landscape,
notably the British occupation of 1882, the revolution of 1919, nominal
independence in 1922, and the 1952 overthrow of the monarchy.

In the period from 1882 to 1922, male and female nationalists devised
different political responses to the British colonial presence. Men’s polit-
ical culture was characterized by newspapers, parties, and a legislative
assembly noted more for its oratory than its legislation. During this period,
elite men oscillated between cooperation with British authorities in admin-
istering the state and opposition to colonial rule. Gender segregation man-
dated that middle- and upper-class women start women-only organizations
and institutions, which gave them autonomy to pursue their own agen-
das. A vibrant women’s press emerged, followed by the formation of a
variety of women’s associations. Groups such as Jam‘iyyat Tarqiyat al-
Mar’a (the Society of Woman’s Progress, 1908) devised programs that
had social welfare, educational, and proto-feminist components. These
groups pressed for expanded education, reform of family law, and women’s
rights in secular or religious terms.3” Chapter 1 of Egypt as a Woman
includes a discussion of aspects of women’s political culture prior to 1919.

In the wake of the revolution of 1919 and failed negotiations, Great
Britain unilaterally awarded Egypt semi-independence in 1922, giving
male politicians greater control of the state. The constitution of 1923
granted the king broad executive and legislative powers; restricted the
Senate to the upper classes; and gave the Senate veto power over the
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Chamber of Deputies, whose membership was confined to literate males.
Women were denied the vote in a system established to promote the inter-
ests of upper-class men. Party infighting, palace autocracy, and British
manipulation soon paralyzed men’s political culture. As male politicians
jockeyed for position, little, if any, attention was given to social reform.

Women’s political culture expanded its repertoire of nationalist activ-
ities in the transition to semi-independence. Elite women’s demonstra-
tions in the revolution of 1919 marked a more public turn in organizing.
In the early 1920s, middle- and upper-class women formed a variety of
organizations, including the Women’s Wafd, the Society for Egyptian
Ladies” Awakening, Mothers of the Future, and the Egyptian Feminist
Union. Like earlier associations, these groups pursued programs that fused
social welfare, education, and feminist goals, but they did so more visi-
bly and on a larger scale in the interwar years. To the earlier objectives
were added new concerns, such as eliminating legalized prostitution and
clamping down on drug and alcohol abuse. Women’s political culture
showed remarkable creativity and adaptability during this period.

Part 2 of Egypt as a Woman focuses on the nationalist component of
women’s political culture from 1919, considering the activities of female
nationalists, as well as how they were remembered. It looks at what has
been identified as “the space for women’s political agency” in the nation-
alist movement and “the cracks in the political dominance of men.”38 In
conceptualizing women’s nationalist activity as part of women’s political
culture, we can see where women succeeded in inserting wedges in the
cracks and widening them, and where they felt constrained and fell back
on other options. The main protagonists are a group of women, mostly
wives and daughters of pashas and beys (titles of the elite), who them-
selves were women of means with their own resources. Their careers
stretched well beyond those of their husbands, who tended to be quite
senior to them in years, and whom they often outlived.3® Many of these
female protagonists are often referred to here after first mention by first
rather than last name. This is because using their surnames, which are
often male names, seems both confusing and inconsistent with my pur-
pose of restoring women to history and recovering erasures from the past.

Chapter 5 starts with the story of the “ladies’ demonstrations” of
1919, sketching how they became part of the nationalist collective mem-
ory. Chapter 6 turns to a profile of the single most powerful woman in
this period, Safiyya Zaghlul (wife of the nationalist leader Sa‘d Zagh-
lul), who played the maternalist card and carved out a special role for
herself as the “Mother of the Egyptians.” In chapter 7, the attempts by
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partisan women to overcome divisions and keep the Women’s Wafd
intact are examined, as are attempts by women journalists to build
alliances with male party leaders. Chapter 8 follows the career of Labiba
Ahmad (1870s-1951), whose activism included journalism, radio
addresses, and frequent travel to the Arabian peninsula to promote an
Islamic version of Egyptian nationalism.

These chapters illuminate the ways in which elite women, despite their
lack of full citizenship, crafted a vibrant political culture that comple-
mented men’s political culture. They organized collectively in various
forms (auxiliary parties and private associations) to produce multiple
products (such as journals and speeches) and services (health, education,
and welfare) that filled vacuums and plugged holes. Individual women
worked to patch up political differences, advise ministers on social mat-
ters, and act as representatives at home and abroad. Whether they cham-
pioned feminist, Wafdist, Islamist, or social politics, or some combination,
they saw their work as part of the nationalist endeavor and their efforts
as part of nation-building.

Most of the protagonists here came of age around the turn of the cen-
tury and left politics to a younger, more radical generation around the
time of World War II or shortly thereafter. That is when we leave them.
From the 1940s, Egyptian political culture shows important shifts, as
class tensions and religious-secular divides came to the foreground. The
politics of the new generation, and the nationalist images created by
them, deserve their own study.*?

While this book is neatly divided into two sections, with part 1 explor-
ing images of the Egyptian nation and part 2 examining the politics of
women nationalists, the relationship between gendered images and polit-
ical activists proves complex. Female actors figure in the first half of the
book, which gives background to women’s nationalist activities prior to
1919 and shows how women helped to construct discourses and sym-
bols. Symbols and discourses spill over into the second half of the book,
where the women of March 1919 became symbols of the revolution,
Safiyya Zaghlul emerged as a national icon, women activists deployed a
maternal rhetoric, and Labiba Ahmad promoted images of the “new
Islamist woman.” Cultural images and political action became interwo-
ven. Yet somehow the symbols endured and are better remembered than
the political actors.
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Images of the Nation






PART T LOOKS AT IMAGES OF THE NATION against the backdrop of social
transformations. The unraveling of elite Ottoman-Egyptian households
in the nineteenth century helped to pave the way for the making of a
national family. Nationalists debated the contours of the family and
used metaphors of the nation as a family to promote a bourgeois fam-
ily ideal and guide transformations already under way. At the same time,
nationalists elevated the notion of family honor to a national plane in
order to develop a rhetoric of national honor. Visual images were used
to illustrate these notions and to mobilize the collective. In nationalist
iconography, Egypt was almost invariably imagined and presented as a
woman. Representations of Egypt as a woman emerged over the course
of several decades, overcoming social obstacles and paralleling the unveil-
ing of Egyptian women. Photography played a key role in disseminat-
ing images of nationalist leaders and women activists as well as the
nation as a family and as a woman. Part 1 captures the role of women
nationalists in inspiring, producing, and adapting nationalist metaphors
and symbols.
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CHAPTER ONE

Slavery, Ethnicity, and Family

The origins of nations have been intensely debated by scholars. A con-
sensus has emerged among most historians that nations are “constructed,”
“invented,” or “imagined” in the modern period.! Yet they are not
invented from thin air. Rather, nationalists are bound by the cultural
materials at hand, the ethnicities on the ground, and socioeconomic cir-
cumstances. Some “ethnies” develop into nations, others are absorbed
into a larger national project, and still others languish or disappear.?
Gender analysis challenges some of the presumptions about the construc-
tion of nations and argues that gender is crucial in the production and
reproduction of ethnic and national identities. The primary site of this
production and reproduction is the family.

At the turn of the twentieth century, the “Woman Question”—a
debate about gender roles in the family and society—preoccupied Egyp-
tian nationalists. These same nationalists deployed an array of family
metaphors to smooth over ethnic and other differences and build a sense
of collective identity. This chapter looks for the roots of the turn-of-the-
century debate on the “Woman Question” in social changes of the long
nineteenth century, a century that began in Egypt with the French occu-
pation (1798 to 1801) and ended at the outset of World War I (1914),
when Egypt became a British protectorate.? It connects the transforma-
tions in elite households, particularly those caused by the end of harem
slavery, with the making of the nation and nationalist discourses. The
perceived crisis of the family at the turn of the century, it argues, must
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be seen in the context of changing Ottoman-Egyptian households, as
well as an emerging bourgeoisie. Many of the female nationalists whom
we shall later encounter were products of these multi-ethnic Ottoman-
Egyptian households. Yet the Ottoman-Egyptian past and its ethnic
diversity were effectively repressed from the collective memory and his-
torical accounts.

Family and ethnicity played crucial roles in the making of the nation
in multiple ways. Obviously, other factors proved critical in this process,
including new economic opportunities (such as the prominence of cot-
ton as a cash crop), the rise of rural notables, the secularization of law
and education, the development of new professional classes, and the
growth of a modern state apparatus that was increasingly autonomous
from Istanbul. As these factors have been dealt with elsewhere at great
length, they will not be pursued here.*

THE TRANSFORMATION OF ELITE HOUSEHOLDS

One key to understanding the origins of the modern Egyptian nation lies
in the structural changes of the elite. In nineteenth-century Egypt, the
members of this elite were Turkish speakers who had polyglot slaves in
their households. During the nineteenth century, the upper-class Ottoman-
Egyptian household—one of the most important social formations—
unraveled.® Elite households, which were smaller-scaled versions of the
Ottoman sultan’s household, were composed of a patriarch, his children,
single or multiple wives and concubines, eunuchs, domestic slaves, and
other retainers and relatives. A multi-ethnic unit, members of the house-
hold came from different parts of the Ottoman Empire or beyond—Cen-
tral Asia or sub-Saharan Africa. A major factor contributing to the
transformation of elite households was the demise of harem slavery.
Although some Egyptian nationalists continued to defend African slav-
ery (mostly of domestic laborers) until the end of the nineteenth century,
the end of harem slavery (concubinage of Circassians, Georgians, and
others) coincided with the emergence of nationalism. In short, foreign-
born slave mothers could not be entrusted with raising good patriots.
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Albanian-born Mehmed
Ali (Muhammad ‘Ali) became recognized as the Ottoman governor (vali)
of Egypt in the struggle that followed the French withdrawal from Egypt.
He eventually won the right to bequeath the position to his sons. The
local Ottoman elite over which he presided remained bound by their loy-
alty to his house, their commitment to serve in Egypt, and a sense of
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belonging to an imperial Ottoman tradition. Ottoman was not an eth-
nic but rather a cultural and supra-ethnic identity. Composed of multi-
ple ethnicities—Albanians, Bosnians, Circassians, Ethiopians, Georgians,
Greeks, Sudanese, Turks, and others—and coming from diverse Ottoman
territories, this elite spoke Turkish—and thus were often identified as
Turks rather than Ottomans—while the Egyptian population they ruled
spoke Arabic. The Ottoman-Egyptian ruling elite numbered about ten
thousand men and women, and its men monopolized political posts.®

A core component of the Ottoman-Egyptian elite, especially those
who rose to high positions of power, were male military slaves (kul) pur-
chased at a young age by powerful persons to be raised in their house-
holds, trained, and launched on careers in the army and the bureaucracy,
who were eventually manumitted. In the late eighteenth century, Geor-
gians were the dominant group; in the nineteenth century, Circassians
from the Caucasus region became prominent. The former slaves took
pride in their slave pasts, which were seen as providing them with social
mobility. Their slave backgrounds bound them to one another, as well
as to their former owners and their owners’ households. In Egypt in the
mid-nineteenth century, a government official could think of only two
ministers who were not manumitted slaves and predicted that those two
might not last long in their positions. Although he may have exagger-
ated, ex-slaves were clearly quite prominent in the political elite.”

The Ottoman elite reproduced itself through reliance on the institu-
tion of female harem slaves and a household structure patterned on that
of the Ottoman sultan. Just as young boys were purchased and groomed
for military or bureaucratic service in the capital or provinces, young
Circassian and Georgian girls were purchased and groomed to serve as
concubines or wives in the households of the Ottoman-Egyptian elite.
Some were kidnapped and others were taken as prisoners in war; many
Circassian girls were also sold by their parents, who were themselves
often agricultural slaves, to improve their lot in life. While Circassians
constituted only a minority of slaves imported into the Ottoman Empire
(the majority of female slaves were African), they served as a linchpin in
the elite social system. In purchasing Circassian concubines or receiving
them as gifts, Circassian men in Egypt and elsewhere could keep their
ethnic identity intact, and local Ottomans of other backgrounds could
keep their distance from the native population. Sometimes these concu-
bines or slave partners came from the household of Mehmed Ali or his
sons, who in this way sought to cement bonds of loyalty. Ismail (r.
1863-79), for example, bound officers to the court by having them marry
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slaves from his harem. By the late 1870s, at least fifty officers had mar-
ried Circassian and other slaves from the palace.’

The house of Mehmed Ali was also not averse to drawing on free
Egyptian talent, and, in time, those Egyptians tapped patterned their
households on that of the vali (and thus by extension the household of
the Ottoman sultan in Istanbul). The Pasha, as he was known to many,
incorporated Egyptians trained in languages and other skills into the
bureaucracy as technocrats, and his son Said (r. 1854—63) allowed the
sons of village officials to become army officers up to a certain rank. In
addition, rural notables increasingly served in the provincial government.
Rural notables had benefited from Mehmed Ali’s policies, unlike the
poorer peasants, who had suffered under his rule. They set up large joint
households to enhance their economic and political status, and helped
enact legislation in 1858 and 1869 to strengthen these households. That
legislation gave the family head authority to manage the family’s land
and property jointly to avoid fragmentation.” These new rural notables
often marked their entry into the Ottoman elite by purchasing Circas-
sian slaves.

Consider Muhammad Sultan, the “King of Upper Egypt,” who rose
to prominence in mid-century as a provincial governor and crowned
his achievements as president of the Chamber of Delegates established
by Ismail in 1866. Serving the viceroys faithfully, he increased his hold-
ings to over 13,000 feddans by 1882, becoming the largest landowner
in the region around Minya.!? His household included a wife, a Cir-
cassian concubine (Igbal), several eunuchs, and Egyptian and Circas-
sian companions for his children. In 1879, Igbal bore a daughter, Huda,
who became one of the leading female nationalists and the founder of
the Egyptian Feminist Union in the interwar period. Huda (Sha‘rawi)
relates in her memoirs that her widowed grandmother had left the Cau-
casus with Igbal and four other children at mid-century, part of the
wave of Circassians pushed by Russian expansion and the contingen-
cies of conflict to migrate to the Ottoman Empire in the 1850s and
1860s. Unable to support all the children in Istanbul, Huda’s grand-
mother sent Igbal to live with a relative in Egypt. When that relative’s
wife blocked the plan, Igbal stayed in the home of the patron who had
transported her; she later joined the household of Muhammad Sultan
as a concubine.!! References to Circassian slave mothers abound among
the elite; but only fragments of their lives—like that of Iqbal’s—are
revealed in memoirs, court records, wagqf (trust) documents, police
registers, and biographical notes.!> The female slave experience has
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generally been suppressed from the collective Egyptian memory along
with the Ottoman past.!3

In the course of the nineteenth century, the composition of the elite
underwent a significant transformation as two paths converged. On one
path, native Egyptians from the rural notability became upwardly mobile,
increasing their landholdings and finding new opportunities for govern-
ment employment, as Arabic joined French and Turkish as an official
language from mid-century on. Egyptian notables and a growing corps
of technocrats increasingly replaced those sent from Istanbul in the admin-
istration. When Turkish-speaking members of the governing elite left
Egypt for Istanbul and elsewhere, they were not replaced by military
slaves. On another path, the entrenchment of the Mehmed Ali dynasty
enhanced the sense of Egypt’s separateness from Istanbul and, along with
other factors, generated greater local ties on the part of Ottoman-Egyp-
tian officials. The latter set down roots and increasingly intermarried
with notables and professionals, which in turn further anchored Ottoman-
Egyptian identity. Ottoman-Egyptians who stayed put and upwardly
mobile Egyptian notables no longer imported harem slaves or eunuchs
to guard them. The two paths converged in part because the abolition
of slavery cut off the supply of harem slaves and altered marriage pat-
terns among the elite.14

The abolition of slavery in the Ottoman Empire occurred piecemeal
over the second half of the nineteenth century. In the face of British pres-
sure to eliminate all forms of slavery, Ottoman officials enacted a series
of reforms, not all of which immediately took force or held. Edicts at
mid-century in Istanbul and Cairo prohibited the trade in black slaves
but not slavery itself, an important loophole. Demand remained high,
particularly during the cotton boom in Egypt in the 1860s, and the decrees
against slave trading were, on the whole, ineffective. Ottomans resisted
tampering with harem slavery in particular, for it sustained the house-
hold structure. In general, reform of personal status law, especially that
regarding women, lagged behind other spheres. This was in part intended
to pacify conservative religious forces in the face of wide-ranging edu-
cational and legal reforms. In 1877, the British and Egyptian govern-
ments signed a Convention for the Suppression of the Slave Trade that
delayed the prohibition of the trade in white slaves for seven more years.
But harem slavery died out as the sources dried up: it had become almost
impossible to procure young white girls after Circassian migrants had
been settled in the Ottoman Empire for a few decades.!> A central tool
in cementing personal loyalty to the Mehmed Ali dynasty was eliminated,
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too. Although a much more limited pool of daughters could be used, the
khedives had to come up with alternative strategies.

The Ottoman historian Dror Ze’evi has linked the abolition of slav-
ery to the dissolution of elite identity and the formation of official nation-
alism in the center of the Ottoman Empire:

Whether or not the kul involved in the process realized that they were cut-
ting off the branch they were sitting on, this was the end result of the series
of events. By abolishing slavery the core of the Ottoman elite abolished its
own definition, its own terms of reference. . . . in fact the old elite retracted
and made way for a new one. . . . the kul became a dinosaur, an obsolete
remnant of a disappearing way of life.16

Ze’evi argues that the new elite that arose to supplant the old one in
Istanbul sponsored state nationalism. In a similar process, the new Ara-
bic-speaking elite that arose in Egypt in the second half of the nineteenth
century challenged the old Turkish- and Circassian-speaking elite, as well
as growing European dominance of Egyptian affairs, and sponsored an
anti-imperialist nationalism.

In brief, the end of harem slavery helped “Egyptianize” the Ottoman-
Egyptian elite, which increasingly intermarried with the local popula-
tion. The new nation would not be built on households that included
harem slaves from the Caucasus, retainers from Central Asia, concubines
from Ethiopia, eunuchs from Africa, and patriarchs from Anatolia or
the Balkans. The Circassian slaves and their descendants would be
absorbed into the new elite, and the new nation would be constructed
around bourgeois families—Muslim, Copt, and Jewish—grounded in
Egyptian territory. The transition from empire to nation-state was reflected
on the micro level as large, multi-ethnic elite households were reconsti-
tuted as models for the nation.

The end of slavery played a crucial part in the transformation of large
Ottoman-Egyptian households and sexual relations within those house-
holds.!” Other factors contributed to the process as well: these elite house-
holds had been the central loci of politics in Ottoman Egypt when the
Ottoman state was decentralized.!® Seeking to concentrate power in their
dynasty, Mehmed Ali and his successors eliminated rival centers of power
that posed a threat. The politics of Ottoman-Egyptian households gave
way to a new political culture. Rural notables and their urban profes-
sional offspring would merge with the old Ottoman-Egyptian elite. The
new elite would seek a share in governing the state and would subse-
quently lead the nationalist movement.



Slavery, Ethnicity, and Family 23

“EGYPT FOR THE EGYPTIANS!”

The ‘Urabi movement of 1881-82 can be seen as the outcome of stresses
created in the process of transformation in elite identity as Arabophone
groups on the rise sought a share in power with the older dominant elite.!?
Ahmad ‘Urabi (1841-19171), the son of a village shaykh from the region
of Zaqaziq, emerged as the leader of a group of Egyptian army officers.
When cuts in the officer corps threatened Egyptian officers rather than
their Ottoman-Egyptian counterparts, the Egyptian officers acted. ‘Urabi
later explained:

The practice in Egypt was to tend to discriminate by race. And so all the
promotions, decorations and rewards went to those of the Circassian race,
since they were from the Mamluks [slaves], the paid retainers of either the
Khedivial family, or of the aristocracy who were in turn also Mamluks of
the Khedivial family. After this faction came that of the Turks and others
who were not Egyptians, along with those of mixed origins. Thereafter
came those Egyptian by race.20

The army’s challenge to the government started with military grievances
but soon developed wider political ramifications. Discontent with Euro-
pean intervention and with Khedive Tawfiq (r. 1879-92), who had
replaced Ismail at the behest of the foreign powers, crystallized around
‘Urabi and his circle. Rural notables led by Muhammad Sultan (Huda
Sha‘rawi’s father) called for a constitution that would give them a greater
role in central government and would check the autocratic rule of the
khedive. The rural notables and army officers thus found common cause,
for the moment, under the slogan “Egypt for the Egyptians!”

‘Urabi had little time to launch his reform program, which appar-
ently included the suppression of domestic slavery. (His own wife was
the daughter of Prince Ilhami’s wet nurse, who was of slave origin, and
she had grown up in Khedive Ismail’s harem.)?! In March 1882, Wil-
fred Blunt wrote to the British Anti-Slavery Society on behalf of the
“National Party of Egypt” to explain their views: “I have received the
most positive assurances from Arabi [‘Urabi] Bey, the Minister of War,
that he will cooperate loyally in this work, and he has authorized me to
say that he will not rest until the stigma of slavery is entirely removed
from the Egyptian community.”22 Blunt distinguished between the past
promises of “the Turk” in Egypt, and the proposals of “the Egyptian.”
Yet whether ‘Urabi was sincere or could be effective is uncertain, for
some of the most prominent ‘Urabists had a mixed record on slavery.
For example, Mahmud Pasha al-Barudi (a prominent ally of ‘Urabi, a
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nationalist poet, and, at the time, prefect of the Cairo police) presided
over a household in which a Circassian slave stated, in an appeal to the
British consulate for a certificate of manumission, that Barudi’s wife had
had her tied up and beaten.?3

When the British invaded Egypt in the summer of 1882 to put down
the ‘Urabi revolt, a number of Ottoman-Egyptian officials and wealthy
rural notables joined Tawfiq in seeking British protection, including
Muhammad Sultan. But the bulk of the population seemed to support
‘Urabi’s stand, and ‘Urabi found “some of his most patriotic and pow-
erful adherents” in Egyptian harems, according to his lawyer, A. M.
Broadley. “The National cause, even in its earlier stages, was warmly
espoused by the great majority of Egyptian ladies.” One princess from
the khedivial family reportedly told Broadley, “We saw in Arabi [“Urabi]
a deliverer, and our enthusiasm for him knew no bounds.”?* The anti-
Tawfiq sentiment within the khedivial family can be explained partially
by rivalries and resentment regarding his succession. Observers would
repeat the theme of strong “harem” support for the nationalists in the
coming decades.

“Urabi rallied the population with appeals to al-din wa al-ird wa al-
watan (faith, honor, and homeland). He declared a jibad (holy war), but
did not exclude Copts or Jews from the enterprise. “The Egyptian nation,”
‘Urabi later wrote, “for all its variety of religious affiliation, did indeed
do its duty in defense of the homeland.”2° Indeed, one of the earliest
Egyptian spokesmen of the nationalist movement was an Egyptian Jew-
ish dramatist and journalist named Ya‘qub Sanu‘a, whose cartoons sat-
irized the khedivial family.2¢ Throughout the conflict, ‘Urabi continued
to affirm his loyalty to the Ottoman sultan, Abdul Hamid (r. 1876-1909).
The latter, feeling besieged by nationalist movements in the Balkans and
concerned by reports of nationalist activity in the Levant, was wary of
outbreaks of nationalism of Arab or any other variety in the empire. He
did not send troops to Egypt either to subdue ‘Urabi or to help him, and
the British speedily defeated the Egyptian army and occupied Egypt.2”

The British occupation reinforced the territorial integrity of Egypt by
effectively cutting the province off from the Ottoman center and trans-
forming it into a “veiled protectorate” under the control of Sir Evelyn
Baring, later Lord Cromer, British agent and consul general from 1883
to 1907.28 The occupation accelerated the transformation in elite iden-
tity already under way, definitively suppressing slavery and further Egyp-
tianizing the Ottoman-Egyptian elite. The British built up an
infrastructure of roads and communication that linked the country for
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economic purposes, but it had political repercussions, because it tied
villages to towns and towns to cities. The British thus unintentionally
aided in the making of the Egyptian nation, the existence of which they
were often at pains to deny. Indeed, in documents such as the census of
1897, they were keen to stress the ethnic and religious diversity of Egypt.
The Egyptian elite, on the other hand, increasingly stressed the unity of
the nation, mapping its ethnic-racial boundaries and determining the
place of Sudanese, Bedouins, Syrians, and Copts, among others, within
the national entity. Family metaphors were increasingly used to create
bonds among the disparate parts of the nation.

THE SUDAN, RACE, AND EMPIRE

At about the same time that the British occupied Egypt, the Egyptians
lost their grip on the Sudan. Ottoman-Egyptian administration of the
Sudan stemmed from the days of Mehmed Ali, whose conquest of the
Sudan had ostensibly been in the name of the sultan, and who appointed
military governors from among the Ottoman-Egyptian elite. Ismail had
enlisted American and British officers to lead Egyptian troops in the
expansion and administration of African territory under Egyptian con-
trol. As part of Egypt’s “civilizing” role, Ismail consented to the prohi-
bition of the slave trade in the Sudan, although the prohibition was often
ineffective. In 1881, as the ‘Urabi movement gained momentum in Egypt,
a young religious leader in the Sudan known as the Mahdi, or “rightly
guided one,” rallied followers against Ottoman-Egyptian rule. Among
the backers of the Mahdi (Muhammad Ahmad) were merchants and cler-
ics who saw the attempt to eliminate the lucrative slave trade in the 1870s
as an assault on Islamic law and their livelihoods, and who also opposed
Ottoman-Egyptian taxation policies. By 1885, the Mahdi’s forces had
seized Khartoum, routed the remaining Egyptian troops, killed the rank-
ing British officer, General C. G. Gordon, and established an indepen-
dent Islamic state.?’

Egyptian nationalists did not let go of the Sudan so easily. As Eve
Troutt Powell convincingly demonstrates, the idea of the Sudan as part
of Egypt had become embedded in the nationalist imagination. Herein
lay a central paradox: Egyptian nationalists fought European imperial-
ism at the same time that they sought to regain control of the Sudan and
to hold on to their own empire. Powell shows how this battle was fought
metaphorically over the bodies of female slaves. In August 1894, the
occupation government intercepted six Sudanese women destined for
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domestic slavery in the homes of four prominent pashas, one of whom—
the president of the Legislative Council—had earlier called for the dis-
solution of the Slave Trade Bureau. The military trial pitted the British
defenders of the slave women’s right to freedom against the nationalists
and their assertion of the pashas’ right to buy slaves as an act of “res-
cue.” “Each side fought over these tired women in ragged clothing with
the same ideologies and slogans with which they fought over the Sudan
itself,” Powell writes. The trial ended in the acquittal of two pashas, and
a brief sentence for the third (while a fourth was tried separately). The
British tried to close loopholes: a convention in 1895 and a special decree
in 1896 enacted stiffer penalties for buyers of slaves.3? A key feature of
the elite Ottoman-Egyptian household—African domestic slaves—thus
became unattainable. Elite Egyptian households replaced them with ser-
vants, who were often of peasant background.

As slavery died a slow death within Egypt, British-led Egyptian forces
reconquered the Sudan in 1898. Egypt was now both colonized by the
British and a colonizer of the Sudan. Yet the British quickly sought to
erode Egyptian control of the Sudan, and in 1899, they established the
Anglo-Egyptian Condominium—a partnership founded on Egyptian
funds and British military commanders—to govern the Sudan. The link-
age of the Sudan and Egypt in a Nile Valley entity nonetheless remained
a tenet of Egyptian nationalists, who did not want to see their empire
dismembered. Nationalists used family metaphors to stress the bonds
of the Sudanese and Egyptians. Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid, ideologue of
Hizb al-Umma (Party of the Nation), founded in 1907, spoke, for exam-
ple, of the Egyptians and Sudanese as “brothers, or as cousins, all from
one mother.”31

The Sudan of nationalist rhetoric contrasted with that of national-
ist representations, for the rhetoric emphasized male bonds, while the
representations showed female bodies. The Sudan in post=World War I
cartoons often appeared as a highly sexualized, nearly naked black
woman with exaggerated facial and sexual features. Egypt, on the other
hand, appeared as a light-skinned, modestly dressed, and veiled upper-
class woman of Ottoman-Egyptian descent.3? Egyptians tried to incor-
porate the Sudanese, whether male or female, into the national family
as “minors,” wards to be tamed and civilized. Within the Egyptian-
Sudanese “household,” elite Egyptians played the patriarch and
Sudanese took the role of domestic slaves and servants. But the British
aborted the plan and encouraged the Sudanese to develop their own
nationalist aspirations.
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BEDOUINS, IDENTITY, AND LOYALTY

Mehmed Ali had seen the Arabic-speaking nomadic and semi-nomadic
tribes of Egypt as troublesome and had aggressively sought to settle them.
This policy included forced settlement, detribalization, and assimilation
through co-opting shaykhs. Large tracks of land were registered in the
names of shaykhs, who in effect transferred their loyalties from their
tribes to the new class of wealthy landowners. Evidence of socioeconomic
differentiation and new attachments came with the marriages of shaykhs
outside of the tribe to rich peasants, townspeople, the ruling elite, and
even in some cases to Circassian women. Once again, women were cru-
cial in the maintenance, reproduction, and transformation of identity.
As shaykhs became large landowners, the rest of the tribe seemingly dis-
appeared into the settled population. The social historian Gabriel Baer
considers the settling of tribes “one of the most radical changes in Egypt’s
social structure during the nineteenth century.”33

That process was far from complete in 1882, and both the British and
the ‘Urabists sought the support of the Bedouins. At the critical moment,
most of the tribes of Lower and Middle Egypt supported ‘Urabi. A few,
however, gave important aid to the British. Alexander Scholch argues that,
for the most part, the Bedouins retained their separate identity, privileges,
and tribal organization through 1882, and that they acted in their own
interests rather than in the perceived interests of a “national” grouping.34

Under the British occupation, and with the strengthening of the state,
renewed efforts were made to integrate the Bedouins into Egyptian soci-
ety. They were counted separately, along with other groups, in the cen-
sus of 1897, which listed over half a million semi-nomadic and nomadic
Bedouins (a figure Scholch sees as highly inflated) in a population of over
nine and a half million Ottoman subjects in Egypt.3> Bedouin groupings
that survived the century intact continued to practice tribal law until at
least World War I, although the state did not usually recognize it.3¢
Bedouins of the Sinai and Western deserts remained apart from Egyptian
society, but others became more integrated over time and more engaged
in the national movement. Among the founders of the Umma Party, a
party of large landowners, one finds ‘Abd al-Sattar Bey al-Basil, a tribal
shaykh from the Fayyum. In keeping with marital trends discussed above,
he had chosen an educated middle-class schoolteacher, Malak Hifni Nasif,
as his (second) wife. Malak subsequently became distinguished as a writer
under the penname “Bahithat al-Badiya” (Searcher in the Desert). After
her death, Basil married one of the daughters of Labiba Ahmad.3”
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SYRIANS AND NATIONALITY

Syrians played a critical role in the intellectual and political life of Egypt
from the 1870s on, pioneering the Egyptian press and serving in the gov-
ernment. Syrians launched some of the most important early newspa-
pers, including the pro-French al-Abram and the pro-British al-Mugqattam.
They started the women’s press as well, with journals such as al-Fatah,
Aunis al-Jalis, and Fatat al-Sharq.’® Yet Syrians and Egyptians did not
always see eye-to-eye on the issue of nationalism. Although language
was one of the cultural factors that differentiated Arabic-speaking Egyp-
tians from Turkish-speaking Ottomans, it did not always tie Arabic speak-
ers together. This was due to different spoken dialects and to factors such
as religion and sectarianism. Egyptian nationalists showed little interest
in the early Arab nationalism (or “Easternism”) of Syrians who opposed
Ottoman rule, and in contrast they appealed to the Ottoman govern-
ment for aid against the British occupation. Moreover, the Egyptian
nationalists showed outright hostility to some of the Syrians in their midst
who supported the British occupation. The conflict helped to sharpen
Egyptian territorial identity and the sense of separate nationality.
Egyptians resented Syrian competition for posts in the administration
and British officials’ preference for them. Those officials reportedly told
Cromer in 1890 that they “cannot get on without a certain number of
Syrians; that the Syrians are much the most intelligent employes [sic] in
their offices; that the young Egyptians who are sent to them are so igno-
rant and incompetent as to be quite useless.”3? Egyptians argued that
each part of the Ottoman Empire, especially Egypt, had a nationality of
its own and sought to restrict government posts to those of Egyptian
nationality. Cromer conceded that from “an ethnological point of view”
the statement might be partially true; but he denied that such a thing as
an Egyptian nationality existed legally. Many of the Syrians who won
government posts were Christians, and Cromer characterized the conflict
as one pitting Muslim against Christian. Yet the unity of Egyptian Copts
and Muslims in calling for restrictions on Syrians in government employ-
ment belied this assessment. Eventually, certain residency requirements
were imposed on Syrians, who continued nonetheless to fill a high per-
centage of administrative posts.*? In short, Syrians were not “brothers”
in “one family,” or even cousins, but rather more like unwanted guests.
Egyptians complained loudly in the press about those Syrians who
took stands against the “nation.” In speeches from 1896, Mustafa Kamil
(1874-1908), a young lawyer and nationalist leader, began to attack
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the “intruding foreigners,” which was code for Syrians.*! The friction
between Syrians and Egyptians continued until World War I, after which
it subsided as Egyptians gained semi-independence. Syrian immigrants
and their children were either absorbed—Ilike migrants from other
Ottoman provinces before them—or left the country. Labiba Hashim
(1882—-1952) presents an interesting example. A Maronite from Beirut,
she migrated to Egypt at the turn of the century, founded Fatat al-Sharg
in Cairo in 1906, and took off for Damascus after the war to serve as
a school inspector in the short-lived Faysali Arab nationalist govern-
ment. When that government collapsed, she traveled to South America,
launched a journal there, and then returned to Egypt to edit Fatat al-
Sharg until World War I1.#2 Children of immigrants often assimilated
more quickly than their parents. Iskander Makariyus, a child of Greek
Orthodox Syrian immigrants, preferred Egyptian to Arab nationalism
and maintained an ardent Egyptian nationalist line in his al-Lata’if al-
Musawwar, founded in 1915.

Egyptian nationalist calls for more Arabic-language education in state
schools should not be confused with Arab nationalist sympathies at turn
of the century. Arabic was a component of Egyptian identity but not its
sole determinant. The elite had become increasingly Egyptianized and
rejected or absorbed other elements, whether Turkish-speaking Ottomans
or Arabic-speaking Syrians, on their own terms.

COPTS AND PHARAONIC EGYPT

At the heart of Egyptian national identity lay a perception of common
descent, of shared lineage, of the relatedness of the community. But which
past would Egyptian nationalists draw from—pharaonic, Hellenic, Cop-
tic, Arab, Mamluk, Ottoman—to craft that lineage and shape national
narratives? Copts claimed direct descent from the ancient Egyptians of
pharaonic times and stressed that they were the real Egyptians, not late-
comers like the Arab tribes who had conquered Egypt. Descent may have
been imagined, and the actual story quite muddled, but the sense of relat-
edness, of shared blood, had real power. Egyptian nationalists used var-
ious strategies to fuse the lines of Copts and Muslims and create a single
lineage of ancient pedigree.

Religious minorities in the Ottoman Empire had been treated as “pro-
tected peoples,” a category of subjects who paid a special jizya tax and
faced certain restrictions. In the nineteenth century, they had their own
corporate structure as a millet (religious community) and collectively



30 Images of the Nation

enjoyed a degree of autonomy. Religious leaders ran communal affairs
and administered the religious laws and courts that covered many aspects
of life.#> Anthony Smith has suggested that these millets were premod-
ern ethnies that had the potential to become separate nations.** And
quite a few Christian groups in the empire—from the Serbs and Greeks
in the Balkans to the Maronites in Mount Lebanon—pushed for auton-
omy or independence. Yet not all chose this route. Although high con-
centrations of Copts existed in Upper Egypt (in areas such as Asyut, they
formed a quarter of the population), and they made up 5 to 20 percent
of the population in Egypt depending on who counted and when, they
did not push for their own state. At the same time, the emerging Egyp-
tian state sought to increase the rights, responsibilities, and ties of reli-
gious minorities to the state. At mid-century, new laws eliminated the
jizya tax on non-Muslims and introduced compulsory army service, from
which Copts had previously been exempt.*

The end of slavery did not shake up the internal structure of Coptic
families in the same manner as that of Muslim households. In the nine-
teenth century, Asyut had been the gateway for slaves brought from the
south. Some Copts had profited from the slave trade and had owned
domestic slaves. But their religion did not permit them to practice con-
cubinage, and they could easily switch from slaves to wage-earning ser-
vants for household labor. With Egypt’s integration into the world market,
some Copts, like Muslims, accumulated large landholdings and formed
part of the rural notability. This group became increasingly secularized
in the second half of the century. Coptic notables and professionals began
vying with the religious hierarchy for leadership of the community and
control of its institutions, and the elite were receptive to nationalist
appeals. Coptic clerks also proved receptive, given their experience with
the British occupation, which eroded the monopoly held by Copts for
centuries on positions in the Egyptian financial administration.

Incorporating the Copts into the nation gave contemporary Egyp-
tians a bridge back to the “golden age” of pharaonic times and an appar-
ent physical link to ancient Egyptians. Mustafa Kamil could thus describe
the nation at the turn of the century as “one family” descended from
the ancient Egyptians.*® This enlarged the body of material from which
nationalists could draw their symbols, myths, and models. Some of the
earliest representations of the Egyptian nation—as early as the 1880s—
were of pharaonic women (see figure 1), and such images were very
common in postwar cartoons.*” “Egyptian women used to study sci-
ence, speak from pulpits, and govern the empire when women in other
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countries were still in a state of slavery and misery,” wrote Malaka Sa‘d,
the Coptic editor of al-Jins al-Latif, of women in this golden age.*$ Evi-
dence of Egypt’s glorious past was used to advance calls for women’s
progress together with national revival.

Relations between Copts and Muslims fluctuated. By 1907, compet-
ing nationalist visions had crystallized into two major political parties.
A more secular version of nationalism gained currency among a group
of large landowning provincial notables. Rather than immediate evacu-
ation, this group called for a gradual path to independence and for coop-
eration with the British authorities so that reforms could be enacted and
limits placed on the khedive’s authority. Its leading ideologues were edu-
cated in law or similar subjects in Europe and adopted the model of sec-
ular nationalism current in the West. Their Umma Party attracted Coptic
notables, who saw promise in its platform. Mustafa Kamil led a more
religiously inflected movement, which galvanized students and others of
the urban middle classes. He called for the immediate evacuation of the
British, while simultaneously preaching loyalty to the Ottoman
sultan/caliph. His Watani Party combined territorial affinity with reli-
gious identity, although he clearly emphasized the former.*?

Shortly after launching the party, Mustafa Kamil died, and under his
successor, Muhammad Farid (1868-1919), the party became more stri-
dently pan-Islamic and anti-Coptic. In a heated atmosphere, a young
Watani Party sympathizer assassinated the Coptic prime minister Butrus
Ghali in 1910. Relations between the Muslim and Coptic communities
reached a low point. The British subsequently muzzled the press and
drove Farid and other leading Watanists into exile. Their policy was to
suppress those they labeled “fanatic” nationalists, while encouraging the
“moderates,” the large landowners of the Umma Party who spoke a sec-
ular language they could understand.

The new elite wrestled with the ethnic boundaries of the nation—
whether to include Sudanese, Bedouins, Syrians, and Copts—in a pro-
cess of selection, integration, and homogenization common in
nation-building. A discourse of the nation as a family emerged to smooth
this process. The issue of whether to include or expel other minorities—
Greeks, Armenians, and Jews—would await later resolution.

DEBATING THE FAMILY CRISIS

Women and men debated a bundle of issues at the turn of the century
touching on female education and work; seclusion and veiling; marriage
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and divorce; and other similar topics. Collectively, these topics consti-
tuted what has often been called the “Woman Question.” These debates
have been analyzed in the context of nationalism, feminism, and moder-
nity, and have been linked directly to the British occupation. Leila
Ahmed, for example, sees the main protagonist, Qasim Amin, as “the
son of Cromer and colonialism,” a vessel for colonialist rhetoric dur-
ing the British occupation.’? Lila Abu-Lughod argues that Amin’s vision
of conjugal marriage, derived from the West, effectively subjected a
woman to her husband and children by undermining women’s homoso-
cial bonds.*! And Clarissa Pollard suggests that the “Woman Question”
is not about women at all, but rather is linked to broader family poli-
tics. Men, as well as women, were domesticated through these debates
and taught proper roles.52

The “Woman Question” cannot be divorced from transformations in
Egyptian society across the long nineteenth century, in particular the
unraveling of elite Ottoman-Egyptian households and the rise of a new
middle class. The Egyptian “Woman Question” thus needs to be set in
the broader Ottoman context. And the debates in turn-of-the-century
Cairo should be seen in conjunction with those in Istanbul and elsewhere,
as well as being in part a product of the British occupation, “Western-
ization,” and nationalist family politics. Reformers throughout the empire
criticized elite family structures in order to find solutions to a perceived
family crisis, in part precipitated by the abolition of harem slavery.>3

Harem slavery was a defining feature of nineteenth-century elite
Ottoman-Egyptian households. Its abolition helped speed the end of the
harem system and threw the entire household structure into disarray.
Concubines and freeborn women of the Ottoman-Egyptian elite may
have had different origins, but they had lived similar lives, secluded within
the harem, served by domestic slaves, and guarded by eunuchs. After the
abolition of harem slavery, the harem system slowly and sometimes
painfully disintegrated. Patterns of socialization and social roles were
reworked in the process. What would an elite household now look like?
What roles would different members play within the family? Who would
be pressed into service from the outside?

Female and male intellectuals worked out their answers in the press
from the 1880s and in the women’s press from the 1890s on. Syrian
Christian women editors opened the pages of their monthlies to a range
of writers. Egyptian Copts and Muslims soon began their own Arabic
journals, with such titles as al-Jins al-Latif (The Gentle Sex, 1908), Tar-
qiyat al-Mar’a (Woman’s Progress, 1908), and Fatat al-Nil (Daughter
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of the Nile, 1913). In spite of their diverse ethnic and religious back-
grounds, or perhaps because of them, these writers evolved a common
format and focused mostly on domesticity. They pushed a bourgeois
family ideal: a conjugal marriage based on love, a mother dedicated to
raising her children, a wife frugally managing her household, and an
attentive father. Female intellectuals called for girls’ education, which
stood at the center of the “women’s awakening” in Egypt, yet they dif-
fered on the degree to which they endorsed veiling and seclusion. They
discussed the management of the servants who replaced domestic slaves
within the household and suggested ways to confine their roles in the
new family structure.’*

The debate became especially vocal at the turn of the century with the
publication of two books by Qasim Amin (1863-1908): Tabrir al-Mar’a
(The Emancipation of Woman, 1899) and al-Mar’a al-Jadida (The New
Woman, 1900). Amin stepped right out of the old Ottoman-Egyptian
elite. His father, Muhammad Bey Amin Khan, had been an Ottoman gov-
ernor in Kurdistan and had subsequently received a land grant in Egypt.
There he married into an elite family and became a high-ranking officer
in Ismail’s army, a member of the Turkish-speaking officer corps. Qasim
Amin’s secular education was capped by a law degree in France, and he
returned to Egypt to take up a judicial post, joining the circle of reform-
ers working with the British. His marriage to a daughter of the Turkish
admiral Amin Tawfiq reaffirmed his status as a member of the Ottoman-
Egyptian elite.>S Yet the world he had been born into had been trans-
formed. The Ottoman-Egyptian elite had solidified its local roots and
become increasingly Egyptianized. At the same time, it looked to Europe,
rather than Istanbul, for political models and social solutions. This class
traveled to Europe, mixed with Westerners, and often profited from for-
eign trade ties. Amin found inspiration in Europe, and his bourgeois
vision closely corresponded with that of the editors of Arabic women’s
journals. He pushed for a package of girls’ education, conjugal marriage,
unveiling, and an end to seclusion, arguing that educated women would
help the nation develop, a theme articulated in the women’s press.>®

Rebuttals to Amin came from religious nationalists such as Mustafa
Kamil, Fatima Rashid, and her husband Muhammad Farid Wajdi. While
they endorsed women’s education, they opposed some of Amin’s other
reforms, arguing that Islamic culture should provide models for women
and the family. This group generally came from the middle classes, not
the highest ones, where harem slavery had been most widely practiced,
and continued to look to Istanbul for models and to Mecca for spiritual
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sustenance. Families that had been most touched by the end of harem
slavery may ultimately have been more open to new models than sec-
tions of the middle class, which seem sometimes to have aspired to the
older models.

The “Woman Question” illuminated a cultural split between the two
nationalist camps, a split that became clearer with the emergence of the
Watani and Umma parties. Gender thus became the fault line along which
cultural adjustments were worked out in Egyptian nationalism. Religious
and secularly-oriented nationalists used the “Woman Question” as the
field upon which they pitched their battles over the cultural content of
Egyptian nationalism.

One of the most contentious aspects of the “Woman Question” was
marriage: Should families arrange marriages? Should the couple be
allowed to meet beforehand? Should romantic love have any role in the
relationship?’” Safiyya Fahmi (1876-1946), daughter of the Ottoman-
Egyptian politician Mustafa Fahmi (who had a long record of cabinet
appointments before and after the British occupation), was married to
Sa‘d Zaghlul, an ambitious lawyer about twenty years her senior, at the
age of eighteen. Labiba Ahmad (1870s-1951) was married to another
ambitious lawyer, ‘Uthman Murtada. Huda Sultan was married to her
cousin and guardian, ‘Ali Sha‘rawi, at the age of thirteen after her father
had died to keep the family lands intact. These female notables played
prominent roles in the nationalist movement. Their arranged marriages
in the 1890s followed established patterns of forming political alliances
between households (a role previously played by slave women as well)
or consolidating property within families.

Attitudes toward arranged marriages shifted in some circles as the
couple became the center of the family in the rhetoric of the new cult of
domesticity. One familial dispute taken to trial sparked a national debate.
In 1904, Safiyya al-Sadat, the youngest daughter of Shaykh ‘Abd al-
Khaliq al-Sadat (a popularly revered leader of the descendants of the
Prophet), challenged convention and against her father’s wishes married
Shaykh ‘Ali Yusuf, the editor of al-Mu’ayyad, an anti-British newspaper,
founded in 1889, that supported palace positions and received backing
from ‘Abbas Hilmi II. Shaykh Ali Yusuf came from a humble background
but had risen to national prominence, becoming a member of the Gen-
eral Assembly. Having amassed wealth, he sought a new marriage to a
woman from a notable household, and Safiyya had caught his attention.
Her father agreed to the match but postponed the wedding for years.
Safiyya then took matters into her own hands and agreed to go ahead
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with the ceremony in the home of a relative; she claimed that she was of
age and able to give her own consent to the union. Upon learning of their
marriage contract, however, al-Sadat went to a religious court to have
the marriage annulled on the grounds that ‘Ali Yusuf had deluded her
into marriage and that he was of inferior social standing to a family
descended from the Prophet. The court ruled in favor of al-Sadat and
annulled the marriage. Safiyya returned home only after a secret agree-
ment had been worked out that she could marry ‘Ali Yusuf in her father’s
presence after some time had elapsed.’®

The court case became a national drama, drawing heavy coverage in
the press and sparking heated exchanges among nationalists. Lines were
drawn on ideological and political grounds. Conservatives generally
sided with al-Sadat and his right to determine his daughter’s future.
Reformers favored a woman’s right to have some say in her marriage
and greater social mobility for women. The controversy led to a major
rift between Mustafa Kamil, who supported al-Sadat and attacked his
rival ‘Ali Yusuf in the pages of al-Liwa’, and the khedive, who inter-
vened in support of his propagandist.>® The case touched core cultural
issues, challenging social hierarchies and patriarchal authority. The Egyp-
tian nation showed cracks and fissures, which nationalists tried to mend.
The road from ethnie to nation was a rocky one involving the renego-
tiation of power relations and fundamental social structures. The scan-
dal was as much about “a couple’s right to choose” as about marrying
across class and caste lines.

New conceptions of marriage coincided with attacks on gender seg-
regation. The maintenance of separate spaces (the harem) and special
dress (the veil) for women had been an important feature of Ottoman-
Egyptian households. Architectural styles and clothing fashions began
to change; many elite women adopted Western dress, which they con-
cealed with long cloaks when they went outdoors. The face veil remained
one of the last vestiges and main markers of the old Ottoman order, and
it increasingly became a symbol of cultural contention. In response to
foreign critiques and attacks by Egyptian reformers, religious national-
ists defended the veil. “This veil is not a disease that holds us back.
Rather, it is the cause of our happiness,” wrote Fatima Rashid in 1908.
“And we shall guard it carefully and do all that concerns us from behind
this beloved veil, which is our symbol and the symbol of our Muslim
grandmothers.”¢0

The face veil worn by the Egyptian elite in the early twentieth century
was a white one that had originated in Istanbul. (Egyptian peasants had
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their own style of veiling: they pulled a head scarf across the face when
the situation warranted.) A trend toward unveiling among the elite had
begun: minority women stopped veiling, younger girls never started, and
veils became lighter over time. Religious nationalists continued to sup-
port veiling as a sign of modesty and moral virtue, as women became
markers of cultural purity. The cover of the journal al-‘Afaf (Modesty),
founded in 1910, had initially carried the picture of an Egyptian peas-
ant woman with an transparent head scarf drawn across her face; but to
reaffirm its position, the editor subsequently blotted out the woman’s
facial features below her eyes.®! The more secularly oriented national-
ists, on the other hand, adopted the veil as a cultural symbol with a
markedly different meaning, as a sign of backwardness. “Women are not
the only ones who are veiled in Egypt,” asserted ‘Abd al-Hamid Hamdi,
the editor of the newspaper al-Sufur (Unveiling), founded in 1915. “We
are a veiled nation.”®2 The veil became a metaphor for both backward-
ness and virtue as women came to symbolize the nation, as we shall see
in chapter 3.63

“MOTHERS OF THE NATION”

Hoping to fuse ethnies and overcome divisions, male and female nation-
alists adopted a variety of kinship idioms. As men became “sons” and
“brothers,” women became “Mothers of the Nation.” This identified
women as the bearers and rearers of its future citizens. Female teach-
ers, journalists, and activists produced and disseminated this rhetoric
in schools, publications, and associations. Those who emphasized the
role of women as “Mothers of the Nation” argued that the nation would
only advance with girls’ education and women’s progress. Only edu-
cated mothers would imbue their sons with love for the nation. “It is
upon you, tenderhearted mother, to instill into your son respect for his
beloved nation, which has no dignity without him. The glory of this
nation and its misery are in your hands,” wrote Fatima Rashid in 1908
in an article on “Nationalism and Woman” in her journal Targiyat al-
Mar’a.6* Writers occasionally pointed to the assumed etymological links
between umm (mother) and umma (community, nation) and stressed
their special connection.®®

Depicting women, particularly elite women, as “Mothers of the
Nation” gave them a maternal authority to engage more openly in soci-
ety and politics, and they returned repeatedly to that source of author-
ity as well as to a moral authority.® In letters to the British and circulars
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to the nation, activists often presented themselves as “Mothers of the
Nation.” Stressing their commonalities as mothers (or mothers-to-be)
helped them to forge alliances across religious and ethnic lines. The lan-
guage transcended class, while simultaneously reinforcing class hierar-
chies with its maternalism.

Elite women’s political culture from the turn of the century on devel-
oped in settings such as schools, salons, and associations, or in the pages
of the press, rather than in the street, as it would in 1919. Whereas
women in elite Ottoman-Egyptian households had been educated in
harem “in-house” schools, girls from well-to-do homes now went to new
state and private schools, and nationalist rhetoric was used to justify the
transition. Girls’ schools became sites of plays, ceremonies, and speeches
that often had nationalist content. And schoolgirls became one of the
earliest female groups to stage public protests. After the British declared
martial law in November 1914, for example, many girls in the govern-
ment secondary schools carried black rosettes as a sign of protest, mir-
roring the black ties worn by male students.®”

Graduates and more mature women formed a variety of associations,
which became important springboards to political action. These associ-
ations ranged from intellectual societies to social welfare organizations,
and recruited membership and leadership from the middle and upper
strata of society. Many elite women chose to contribute to the national
endeavor by founding or funding philanthropic works. This was espe-
cially so in times of crisis. For example, during the Balkan Wars in
1911-12, a “Muslim Egyptian Ottoman woman” urged others to donate
funds to the Ottoman war effort.®® Social welfare associations served to
incorporate older women who were past school age into the nationalist
movement and politicized them by drawing them into “national service.”
Associations linked women in elite households in a common cause.

The Watani Party established a tradition of allowing women to par-
ticipate in its meetings from its inception. Fikriyya Husni, a teacher who
later played a prominent role in the revolution of 1919, recalled attend-
ing meetings of the party as a young girl with her father.®® Muhammad
Farid’s daughter, who corresponded with him in his exile and urged
him to return home to face a trial (and likely imprisonment), noted that
students at the Saniyya girls’ school strongly supported the party. She
later suggested that a women’s auxiliary to the Watani Party had existed
before the war.”? Labiba Ahmad, the daughter of a Cairene doctor and
wife of a pasha, supported the Watani Party and was known for her
speeches and activism. The Umma Party had its own female adherents,
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including Malak Hifni Nasif, who spoke in the party hall to a large
female audience.”!

Activities in schools and associations spilled over into the press, and
vice versa, as the press became an instrument for socializing and politi-
cizing readers. Female intellectuals acted as publicists for nationalist ideas
in the women’s press and elsewhere. They reported on the new activities
and debated national reforms in social and cultural spheres. In essays in
the pages of publications, women discussed nationalist issues such as the
language of instruction in the new schools, the nationality of teachers,
and the dangers of marrying foreign (in this case European) women.”?
Marrying within the group, the national family, remained a concern of
Egyptian nationalists.

At the outset of World War I, British observers noted a “sub-current
of hostility” to the change in regime (the replacement of Khedive ‘Abbas
Hilmi II with Sultan Fu’ad) that was “especially powerful in the
‘Hareems.’ ””3 Elite women’s prewar activities, legitimized by maternal
rhetoric, set the stage for the visible role they would play in the revolu-
tion of 1919. Then the “Mothers of the Nation” would march.

Over the long nineteenth century, the elite in Egypt underwent a meta-
morphosis, from Ottoman-Egyptian to Egyptian. Harem slavery, and the
purchase of Circassians in particular, had been crucial in maintaining
elite identity for Ottoman-Egyptians, or in demonstrating it for ambi-
tious Egyptians replicating the household structure of the khedivial courts.
The abolition of slavery and marrying locally sped the transformation
of the ethnic composition of the elite. This meant both that more Egyp-
tians had climbed into the elite and that Ottomans were becoming more
assimilated into the Egyptian population. Their Egyptian-born descen-
dants became Arabic speakers, and, although they may personally have
been proud of their ancestry, they publicly renounced the Ottoman past.”*

The nationalist movement arose in part in reaction to ethnic tensions
created in the transition, as Arabic speakers pushed for promotions in
the army and more power in the central government. While the ‘Urabi
movement itself was aborted, the underlying transformation of the elite
was completed in the following decades. At the end of the long nine-
teenth century, the Egyptian nationalist elite was made up of vestiges of
the old Ottoman-Egyptian order and a strong rural notability.” The elite,
male and female, led the nationalist movement and mapped the bound-
aries of the Egyptian nation. They included Bedouins, Copts, and some
Syrians in the nation and attempted to include Sudanese. Sovereignty
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over the Sudan, a onetime source of domestic slaves, remained a tenet
of Egyptian nationalists, but the British edged the Egyptians out, and
Sudanese were ultimately excluded from the Egyptian nation.

Nationalists juxtaposed a family rhetoric of the nation with debates
about the family. These debates grew out of transitions elite households
had undergone in the long nineteenth century and marked the emergence
of a new bourgeoisie. The “Woman Question” became a front line in the
struggle among Egyptians to define and defend a national culture. Nation-
alists deployed family metaphors to accomplish the work of binding the
nation together and assigning roles. Muslims and Christians could not
literally join in one family, but they could do so figuratively. Here the
familial metaphors produced by male and female nationalists helped the
two communities—and other minorities—to combine lineages. This gave
Egyptians a myth of continuity from antiquity to the present. Female
activists became “Mothers of the Nation,” with a special nurturing and
protective mission.



CHAPTER TWO

Constructing Egyptian Honor

All nations, it seems, have a national honor to defend. Yet just as nations
are not givens, but rather communities built around ethnic, economic,
linguistic, religious, and other ties, so too national honor must be seen
as a modern construct and a crucial element in the making of collective
memory. Nationalists worked at promoting a sense of national honor
using the cultural materials and social relations at hand. The concept
thus had distinct resonances and a broad range of meanings depending
on the region and period. Knowing more about national honor and the
notions upon which it is based should help us to understand the phe-
nomenon of nationalism and the bonds of nations better.!

National honor developed in Egypt against the backdrop of imperial
intervention and occupation, and was used as a mobilizing strategy to resist
foreign control. Nationalists elevated the concept of family honor, which
was based on female purity, to a national plane, and honor became a larger
communal affair. Indeed, the formulation worked in reverse as well. The
nation had an honor to defend, and those who shared honor made up the
nation. National honor made sense, it worked, because Egyptians were
imagined as a family, and nationalist rhetoric constantly reinforced this
notion of the collective. At the same time, as we shall see in chapter 4,
Egypt was represented as a woman whose honor had to be defended.

Nationalists tapped into the regional code of family honor, appropri-
ated it, and redirected the passion behind it for their own purposes. This
chapter explores how nationalists interpreted and remembered various
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events through the prism of honor and its opposites, humiliation and
shame. Over time, national honor became an important bedrock of col-
lective memory. Nationalists used classical and colloquial language and
multiple forms of oral and other media—speeches, proclamations, poems,
plays, songs, and so on—to solidify and spread a notion of national
honor. Female nationalists participated in the production of this rhetoric
at the same time that they strove to cleanse it of its sexual connotations.

FAMILY HONOR

Anthropologists have pioneered the study of honor in the Mediterranean.
They have noted that honor can mean many things, and the confusion
is multiplied when foreign words with varying shades of meaning are
reduced in English translation to the one word “honor.”% Moreover,
words change over time, mean different things in different contexts, and
vary from colloquial to literary usage. In Arabic, ird (honor, good repute,
dignity), sharaf (high rank, nobility, distinction, eminence, dignity, honor,
glory), and karama (nobility, generosity, honor, respect) are the words
most frequently used to express the concept.? Yet the words have differ-
ent connotations: karama implies nobility and generosity; sharaf sug-
gests rank and social prestige, can be augmented or diminished, and
should be defended by men; ‘ird, can only be lost or redeemed and is
mostly connected with a woman’s body.*

Honor in the Arab world was a collective affair. The entire family’s
honor—and in this context, “family” means those related by blood
through the male line—resided in the conduct of its women. A girl’s
hymen had to be intact so that on the night of her wedding, her husband,
a woman from her tribe, or a village midwife could perforate it and give
proof to the community of the girl’s virginity. Premarital relations lead-
ing to a loss of virginity or extramarital affairs and other infringements
of the modesty of a girl or woman carried a heavy price. Immodest actions
dishonored the family, metaphorically tainting the family blood, which
could only be “cleansed” or redeemed by loss of life. The spilling of blood
washed away the shame or dishonor. According to the code of honor, an
agnatic blood relative of the woman—her father, brother, father’s brother,
or his son (who might also be her husband in a region where cousins on
the paternal side frequently married)—should kill her to redeem his honor.
Yet honor crimes—the killing of the girl—could be avoided through
quickly marrying off a girl, hiding her, or suppressing the evidence. What
was not publicly acknowledged need not be acted upon.’
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Honor codes everywhere seemed to place value in women’s bodies
and female virtue. Yet significant differences in honor practices emerged,
with some cultures emphasizing protecting women and others focused
on policing women. In Northern Europe, men fought one another over
insults to honor, putting their own lives at risk. In the Mediterranean
and Middle East, on the other hand, women who had dishonored male
relations were the targets of male violence.® Within the Middle East, dif-
ferent males (husbands or agnatic relatives) were designated to police
and punish women. Differences in honor practices gave rise to variations
in discourses of national honor.

Our picture of honor practices in nineteenth-century Egypt remains
sketchy. From the time of Mehmed Ali, the emerging Ottoman-Egyptian
state sought greater control over criminal justice and issued new penal
codes. This was part of a reform strategy to codify law, centralize power,
and institute broad social controls. This meant that the state increasingly
intervened in the family to prosecute crimes related to issues of honor
(such as rape and adultery) that had previously been resolved through
Islamic courts or according to tribal-customary law. The Egyptian Penal
Code of 1875 further removed criminal matters from the Islamic courts,
and the new penal code based on French-derived law adopted in 1883
completed the process of secularizing criminal law.” When nationalists
from the 1880s spoke of honor, they evoked a concept imbedded in cus-
tomary law and practice, which the state increasingly sought to control.
Through its interventions, the state tried to replace the father or brother
as the guardian of the family, freeing him, as it were, to protect the nation.
Family honor thus underwent transformations in this period, as the fam-
ily came under increasing state control. One major shift was the appro-
priation of the concept of honor by the nationalists.

INVASION AND OCCUPATION: HONOR AND HUMILIATION

When Khedive Tawfiq issued a proclamation in July 1882 dismissing
‘Urabi as minister of war, ‘Urabi answered with his own proclamation
to the Egyptian people. He accused the khedive, after the latter had
called for British help, of betraying his country and his people to the
enemy. ‘Urabi asserted that the people were not ready to surrender to
the British without a fight, and that it was the duty of the Egyptian army
to fight steadfastly for “faith, honour, and the homeland” (al-din wa al-
‘ird wa al-watan).® Balancing religious and territorial loyalties, ‘Urabi
used honor to mobilize his compatriots. He later claimed that: “The
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Egyptian nation, for all its variety of religious affiliation, did indeed do
its duty in defense of the homeland. The people offered themselves and
their sons, volunteering willingly, and did spend their wealth for the
sake of honor [sharaf] and the nation [al-watan].”® ‘Urabists linked
honor to watan, which is the masculine noun for nation, rather than to
umma, the feminine noun.!? For example, ‘Abd Allah al-Nadim, one of
“Urabi’s propagandists, called a play that he subsequently wrote and
staged at a boys’ school al-Watan.1!

When Mustafa Kamil delivered the speech announcing the formation
of the Watani Party on October 22, 1907, he made multiple references
to honor. Yet as this was now a country under occupation, he also referred
to honor’s opposites: humiliation, insult, and shame. Mustafa Kamil
began his remarks professing his love for the nation—*“Can an Egyptian
ever be over-ardent in his love of his country?”12—but he quickly shifted
from romantic images of the nation as the beloved to images of the nation
as receptacle of honor. “Traitors dare to state publicly and shamelessly
that they have accepted the Occupation as a domination and the British
as masters. They have the audacity to attack the patriots who demand
the restitution of the honor and dignity of Egypt.”!3 It was no longer a
matter of steadfastly defending Egypt’s honor; Egypt’s honor had to be
restored. Those who would restore it were the real patriots and rightful
leaders. Kamil appealed to British promises and honor as well as to Egyp-
tian aspirations.!#

Mustafa Kamil elaborated the insults and injustices Egyptians had
endured under occupation. “They have atrociously insulted us and hurled
false accusations against us. One of their leading politicians, Lord Cromer,
has found it compatible with his politeness and his experience not to
leave Egypt without insulting its inhabitants.”!> But the Dinshaway inci-
dent stood out as the greatest of all injustices. In June 1906, British army
officers en route from Cairo to Alexandria accidentally shot and wounded
the wife of the local prayer leader in the village of Dinshaway near Tanta
while pigeon-shooting. This caused a struggle between villagers and offi-
cers, with casualties on both sides. One soldier died on the march back
to camp as the result of head wounds or sunstroke, and soldiers return-
ing to the scene killed a bystander. The British reaction was swift and
severe: after a hastily held trial at which three British officials sat, the
court sentenced four villagers to hang, many to imprisonment with hard
labor, and others to public flogging.'® “Does not Dinshaway alone suf-
fice to prove for all time that the English have mercilessly inflicted on
the Egyptians a humiliation that will never be forgotten,” asked Mustafa
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Kamil, “a humiliation concerning which there can be no two opinions
among impartial men?”17

Poets and balladeers expressed Egyptians’ outrage over Dinshaway. A
colloquial narrative ballad conveyed the rural villagers’ version of the story:

The problem started with a woman—an Arab—in the barn.

One of the English loaded his gun and fired.

In order to shoot pigeons, they let fly upon the hill,

And so he burnt the woman, also her barn and her father’s house.

Up came her son and said, “Such deeds bring shame [‘ar] upon me.

Shall T not take revenge, by the claims upon us of the Prophet and of this
Lord of ours?” . ..

Those who were hanged have died, and from the lashes blood ran,

Something that indeed brings tears to the people, the sons of the Fatherland
[awlad al-watan] 18

The ballad told the tale in a form that often dealt with honor crimes, and
it cast the incident in a familiar frame: the injury to the woman dishon-
ored her family. Yet it extended that frame, showing that the incident
touched the people, the “sons of the fatherland.”

The poet Ibrahim Hafiz, an Umma Party sympathizer, published a
poem in classical Arabic days after the executions at Dinshaway:

Kill well if you withhold pardon. Was it punishment you sought or
revenge?!?

Egyptian poets often produced works in the wake of events that inspired
them or that had national repercussions. Like the ballads of the coun-
tryside, classical poems were frequently memorized and recited in cafes
and homes and were an important medium for communicating social
and political dissent. When possible, they were also published in the
press. Hafiz followed with other poems that year, earning the title “the
nationalist poet and publicist of Dinshaway in the world.” These poems,
according to one scholar, were “effective in widening and deepening the
feeling of national humiliation which was brought to the surface by the
Dinshaway incident.”2? The poet Ahmad Shawqi, who was associated
with the khedive (and known as the “Prince of Poets,” but called by his
detractors the “Poet of Princes”) published poems on Dinshaway some
time after the event:

A shame [‘ar] and a curse the atrocities of Dinshaway washed by this [the
Khedive’s] pure hand.?!

Here, the poet also set the event in the honor-shame, ‘ird-‘ar, frame.
Ballads and poems helped transform the Dinshaway incident into a
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crucial cornerstone of the collective national memory. Over time it became
the subject of a novel, a censored play, and a film, all of which had their
own specific contexts and audiences, and together served to shape the
memory of the event as an insult to national honor.??

Balladeers and poets praised the nationalist leaders; at the same time,
nationalist leaders spoke of the importance of the production of patriotic
verse. In 1910, Muhammad Farid, Mustafa Kamil’s successor, wrote an
introduction to a collection of poems by ‘Ali al-Ghayati, whose views
often reflected those of the Watani Party. Farid praised rural poets who
composed ballads about Dinshaway, and called for songs extolling patri-
otism rather than romantic love. Moreover, he suggested a need to redi-
rect love from an unnamed beloved toward love of the nation.?3
Al-Ghayati had taken up the theme of love, sending “Greetings to the
Nile” from a “passionate lover.”2* The Nile embodied Egypt for the patri-
otic poet. But elsewhere al-Ghayati, the “poet of the people,” spoke of
humiliation and vengeance: “Does the occupying power believe that we
are a nation who, accepting peace, cannot show hostility? / Or does the
oppressor believe that we bear humiliation and will not seek vengeance?”2’

That the British also recognized the importance of poetry in resisting
the occupation was clear: they had al-Ghayati’s book confiscated; tried
the poet, Farid, and Shaykh ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Jawish (who also wrote an
introduction to the collection) for political crimes; and sentenced the
three to prison terms, which were evaded through exile. Ballads and
poetry were important disseminators of nationalist sentiment precisely
because they operated on the emotive level.

WAR AND REVOLT: THE RAPE OF THE NATION

British imperial troops used Egypt in World War I as a base for actions in
the region and established a defense of the Suez Canal against a probable
Ottoman attack. The British feared that Ottoman advances might spark
an Egyptian uprising, and their fears were fanned by propaganda such as
that carried by prisoners captured by one patrol. The letters confiscated
called for assistance from the Ottoman Empire to “relieve us of these
oppressors.” The Egyptians tried to rally their “brethren in religion” by
emphasizing the “submission of the faithful to the pride of the infidel” and
the rape of the “women of the faithful.”2¢ The rapes here were meant to
enrage Ottoman Muslim brothers for the insult to the community. Honor
could be tied to the religious community as well as the territorial collec-
tive, or some combination thereof. Various movements appropriated the
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concept of family honor, all claiming to protect it.2” Appeals to honor
based on violations of women could be used to include as well as exclude
religious and ethnic communities within the nation. Rumors circulated
that “the English have taken all the Armenian women and girls and locked
them up for the use of the soldiers.” This was meant to win over Armeni-
ans to the national cause after attacks on Armenians by Muslims and was
in the context of multiple reports of rapes by British soldiers.28

The rape of women in the midst of war or political turmoil has his-
torically been seen as a by-product of war and chaos. Yet rape by an
enemy had political as well as personal consequences. The dishonor to
the woman and her family became a collective dishonor; her body
became a metaphor for a communal or national disgrace. This is what
occurred in the midst of the revolution of 1919 in Egypt. In March 1919,
in the wake of the war and with the arrest of the leaders of the Wafd,
protests against the British occupation spread from the capital to the
provinces. Peasants cut railroad lines, attacked and killed British per-
sonnel traveling by train, and raided British munition stores. The mili-
tary authorities used British soldiers who had been stationed in Egypt
during the war to put down the revolt. Investigations were later held
when the soldiers who reimposed order on several specific villages were
accused of committing atrocities.

A couple of hours after midnight in the early morning of 25 March
in the villages of Badrashin and al-‘Aziziyya, which were just to the south
of the capital, two teams of nearly one hundred Australian soldiers under
British officers mounted a search for arms and munitions. Inhabitants
reported that during the search, the soldiers set houses on fire, looted
valuables, assaulted women, and killed three men and a woman. “The
latter I heard was beaten to death because she refused to be defamed by
British soldiers,” an Egyptian sergeant major of the Badrashin police
force reported to investigators taking statements a couple of days after
the event. He continued, “the rest of the [Egyptian] policemen complained
that their houses were searched and robbed while their women were
assaulted and treated indecently.” According to the mayor of Badrashin,
the woman killed was ‘Aliyya, wife of a blind shaykh. The subchief of
guards from al-‘Aziziyya said in his statement, “They ill-treated the
women in an infamous manner and raped others. The people would con-
ceal this fact in shame of permanent disgrace.”2?

A similar sequence of events occurred over the course of two days—
30 and 31 March—in the village of Shubak. British troops accompany-
ing a construction train entered the village to disarm peasants after
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unarmed soldiers had been attacked, and the troops in turn wreaked
havoc in the village. A military court of inquiry was assembled at Qasr
al-Nil Barracks in Cairo in June and July to hear the charges, which
included the murder of a shaykh and four notables. This time the female
rape victims, or their surviving relatives, came to court to testify. The
widow Umm al-Bint Sayyid Muhammad, mother of three, stated, “I
heard the soldiers were coming so I locked the door. We slept all night
in the house. Next morning after sunrise two soldiers came to my house.
They broke the door open. One of them went upstairs and the other
remained on the ground floor and violated me there. . . . The man in the
tarboush [an Egyptian official] asked me if the soldiers had violated me
and I was so ashamed to own to it that I denied it.”3 ‘Aisha Bint Mit-
walli stated, “One of the soldiers saw my head behind the bedding. . . .
This soldier took me by the hair and pulled me to the floor. . . . The sol-
dier lifted up my shirt. He slipped off his shorts and laid with me. T at
once shouted and the brother of my husband came into the room to help
me and another soldier shot him with a rifle.”3! Muhammad al-Kurdi
testified, “The soldiers forced the door open and entered my house. They
pointed rifles at me. My sister who is a virgin was standing by and a sol-
dier came up to her and pushed her. He threw her on the ground. He
then violated her. Another soldier who was close by also attempted to
violate her. She escaped this soldier and ran away and this second sol-
dier then shot her.”32

The military court collected testimony surrounding the charges that
seven women had been raped at Shubak. In its summation, the court noted,
“It is unfortunate that Lieut. Norrington and all his platoon have been
demobilized and gone to the U.K. and were therefore unable to give evi-
dence to meet the charges.” Nonetheless, the court dismissed the testimony
of the villagers as “not worthy of belief” and essentially made up of lies.33
The court accepted the argument of the advocate for the military author-
ities of “the inherent improbability that a soldier would commit such an
offence while a number of his comrades was watching.” He also expressed
bewilderment at the delay in reporting the rapes, seeing it as part of a con-
spiracy to fabricate testimony.>* The court did not consider that the
women’s initial denial of attacks was not surprising given the disgrace that
raped women would have faced, and that they might have agreed to tes-
tify only when the scale of the attacks and numbers of victims turned out
to be so large. Two discourses of honor—that of the colonizer and colo-
nized—intersected through these trials. British military honor, which pit-
ted officers against unruly soldiers, had been called into question.
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The village rapes had an immediate impact on urban politics. When
female teachers in Egyptian government girls’ schools went out on strike
in early April, the “rape of women” at Badrashin, al-‘Aziziyya, Shubak,
and other villages stood at the top of a long list of “atrocities commit-
ted recently by the English” that they had compiled.3> In May, an Ara-
bic circular from the students to “the Bridegroom” appeared, criticizing
Sultan Fu’ad’s decision to marry at this moment:

At the time when the nation is making funerals under the whips of the exe-
cutioner, amid her burning villages that are running with the blood of her
children the martyrs, and at the time when the voices of the nation go up to
heaven weeping for the smirched honour of her women . . . there, in the
Bustan Palace—the house of ill repute—from that den arise the cheers and
shouts of feasting in order to celebrate a Sultanic wedding by means of
which (Foad) may indulge in honourable fornication, respect his religion,
and exchanges illegal acts for legal.3¢

The rapes—and “[be]smirched honour”—had become a cause for gen-
eral sorrow, contrasting with the celebration—and suspect honor—in
the sultan’s household. (Fu’ad’s daughter by his first wife was rumored
to have had an illicit relationship with a man who refused to marry her;
the man’s brother subsequently agreed to salvage the situation, for which
he was generously rewarded.)3”

An Arabic pamphlet that circulated that June in Cairo calling for a
boycott of British commerce also evoked the village rapes:

The anger has started in Showbak and El Azizia where women were roam-
ing about going from place to place and trying to find shelter in the under-
ground and underneath beds and they could not find a shelter. Whereas
wolves (soldiers) rushing after them with the threat of their weapons, rifles,
committed adultery [rape] with them, and they were crying for help but
without avail. . . . The voice of Allah for those women who have been
assaulted as well as the blood which has been poured.38

Another circular making the rounds that month, and signed by the cen-
tral committee of al-Azhar, asked Egyptian women to boycott the goods
“of those beasts who [have been] encouraged by our generous manner
and have rewarded our generosity with bullets, the violation of our
women and the burning of our villages.”3?

In late June, while the British military court in Egypt was still hear-
ing testimony, Sa‘d Zaghlul presented claims for Egyptian independence
at the Paris Peace Conference and affixed affidavits concerning the events
at Shubak and other villages as evidence of British misrule. Although the
military court denied the allegations, the accounts of eyewitnesses and
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victims were subsequently circulated abroad and reprinted in the Amer-
ican press in August, to the chagrin of British officials.*? Egyptian nation-
alists used the village incidents to mobilize public opinion. To this end,
the rapes of score(s) of women in specific villages became the rape of
Egyptian women—“our women”—in general, and the sorrow of indi-
vidual families became the “weeping” of the collective for “the
[be]smirched honour of her women.” The rape of women in general could
in a further transformation metaphorically become the “rape of the
nation,” which by 1919 was depicted as a woman.

The memory of the village rapes lived on well after the event. The
daughter of the doctor of Fu’ad’s bodyguards raised the matter of the
violation of the women of Badrashin in a private conversation with a
foreign woman with official connections three years later.*! Over thirty
years later, the novelist Naguib Mahfouz included an account of the
incident in Bayna al-Qasrayn (Between the Two Palaces, 1956), the
first novel of a trilogy depicting the life of a middle-class Cairene fam-
ily from 1917 to 1944. (Mahfouz had spent four years researching back-
ground for the work, which was written in the 1940s).4> The character
Shaykh Mutawalli gives the news of what had occurred in the villages
of al-‘Aziziyya and Badrashin. Details of time, place, and numbers
match the evidence in the contemporary British documents: “Two or
three hours after midnight when the people were sleeping, a few hun-
dred British soldiers armed to the teeth surrounded the two towns.” In
the homes of the village mayors, “they penetrated the women’s quar-
ters, where they plundered the jewelry and insulted the women. They
dragged them outside by their hair, while the women wailed and called
for help, but there was no one to help them.” The soldiers then stormed
the homes of village notables, where they “attacked the women in a
most criminal fashion, after killing those who tried to defend them-
selves. They beat the men violently. Then they moved out of the towns,
leaving nothing precious untouched and no honor [‘ird] undefiled.”
Finally, “The soldiers formed a ring around the burning villages to wait
for the wretched inhabitants, who rushed off in every direction. . . .
Then they detained the women to strip them of their jewelry and divest
them of their honor. Any woman who resisted was killed. Any hus-
band, father, or brother who lifted a hand to protect them was gunned
down.”*3 Mahfouz’s inclusion of an account of this episode suggests
that the village rapes, like the earlier Dinshaway affair, had become
embedded in the collective memory and were crucial in the construc-
tion of national honor.
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SEMI-INDEPENDENCE: PROSTITUTION AND SHAME

The notion of national honor had taken root: novelists described it, poets
composed verse about it, and dramatists produced historical plays that
focused on a golden age—pharaonic or Islamic—and extolled the virtue
of honor.** National honor continued to be anchored in ideas and prac-
tices surrounding family honor, which varied over time and by place. Yet
rape under occupation proved only one threat to family-national honor.
The proliferation of prostitution, legalized and regulated under the British
occupation, and sometimes sustained by British soldiers, proved another.
Both rape and prostitution brought dishonor to a woman’s family; but
in the case of prostitution, the woman was apparently a willing party,
and she sometimes paid a high price in punishment.

The details of one of the most famous crimes of honor, in which a
brother kills a sister who turned out of desperation to prostitution, have
been preserved in the narrative ballad of Shafiqa and Mitwalli. The bal-
lad existed in “countless versions,” according to Pierre Cachia, who col-
lected various samples. The incident upon which they are based
supposedly took place in Upper Egypt in 1925.4% After Mitwalli was
drafted into the army, the story goes, he quickly rose through the ranks
and began training recruits. One day a newly inducted soldier claimed
that he had been with Mitwalli’s sister in the prostitutes’ quarter of Asyut.
Mitwalli asked for a leave to return to Girga, his village, where he veri-
fied that his sister had left home. Shafiqa, who had been seduced by the
son of the village mayor, had become a licensed prostitute in Asyut. Mit-
walli found her there:

He went for a bayonet he had brought with him from the Army.

With his hand on the girl, he slit her throat, dragging her to extinction—the
[right] abode for her.

He kept cutting off her flesh and throwing [it] from the balcony,

Saying: “We have folded shame [‘ar] away! No longer can the deviant
deride us. . ..

Have meat for nothing, dogs of Asyut!”*6

At his trial, Mitwalli spoke of the shame that he had had to uproot.
According to the ballad, the judge pronounced a verdict of not guilty:
“You have honoured Girga, and illumined protective men.”*”

The ballad celebrates Mitwalli and the honor he sought to defend,
making of the story a classic crime of honor and cautionary social tale.
Yet it was not an isolated incident. The interwar press carried multiple
stories of prostitutes killed by relatives who said they had acted to restore
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family honor.#8 Officials trying these cases proved sympathetic to the
relatives and gave them lightened sentences.

The Egyptian state continued to allow prostitutes to practice their
trade so long as they were licensed. Yet the presence of licensed prosti-
tutes not only offended the families from which they had come; it out-
raged groups that ranged across the political spectrum, from the Muslim
Brotherhood to the Egyptian Feminist Union. These groups and others
argued that the presence of legalized prostitution in Egypt dishonored
the nation and made its abolition a priority.*’ But the campaign to abol-
ish prostitution faced many obstacles. The British had issued detailed
regulations for legalized prostitution in 1905, building their policy upon
Ottoman-Egyptian precedents. It was difficult to overturn this policy, for
under the Capitulations granted foreign powers by the Ottoman Empire
and still in effect in interwar Egypt, brothel owners could claim foreign
protection and avoid prosecution under Egyptian law. Little could be
done to combat prostitution until the Montreux Agreement of 1937 phas-
ing out the Capitulations had gone into full effect in 1949. State officials
subsequently declared prostitution illegal.>?

Rhetoric against prostitution filled the press in the interwar years.
Feminists began their crusade against prostitution in the 1920s, in tandem
with Muslim leaders, and Islamists took up the call for its elimination in
their platform in the 1930s. Motivated by the exploitation of women that
prostitution represented, feminists spoke of the moral repercussions and
health implications of the trade. An unnamed writer in the Cairo weekly
al-Hisan in 1926 applauded the campaign against prostitution—“the sell-
ing of a woman’s honor and dignity”—and called on parliament to act on
this matter “to ennoble the nation and to purify the country of this dis-
grace.”>2 Islamic activists such as Labiba Ahmad criticized the official
sanctioning of prostitution, in a country in which Islam was the state reli-
gion, when Islamic law did not allow it. In the early 1920s, she had
responded to tales about girls being drawn into prostitution in Egypt by
opening an institute to teach poor girls skills. In the early 1930s, she repeat-
edly demanded an end to officially sanctioned prostitution.’3 The Muslim
Brothers also called for stopping “clandestine and overt” prostitution.’*
A contributor to the Muslim Brothers’ publication al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun
reiterated, “For forty years the honor [karama] of Misr and her purity
have been stained with the disgrace of the dishonor of legalized prostitu-
tion licensed by the Muslim Egyptian government.”5>

Combating legalized prostitution became a central mission for nation-
alists of different stripes in this period. The campaign had tactical
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advantages: feminists, who were themselves fearful of being labeled “pros-
titutes” for unveiling and mixing in society, could forge a broad alliance
with religious representatives and take the moral high ground. Their cam-
paign might disarm their critics: how could they be “prostitutes” if they
were fighting prostitution? For Islamists, it was an important test of the
commitment of individual politicians and parties to Islam. Yet it was
clear that the hands of the government were tied by the Capitulations.
The campaign against prostitution thus became an important front in
the war for complete sovereignty. Islamists and paramilitary groups such
as the Greenshirts moved the front into the prostitutes’ quarters, staging
demonstrations in favor of abolition.’® In this war, the presence of licensed
and unlicensed prostitutes—*“dishonorable women”—became a national
blemish which had to be removed.

A bone of contention between Egyptian nationalists and British offi-
cials in the interwar years, prostitution became a major source of stress
during the two world wars. As the numbers of British troops stationed
in Egypt multiplied, so too did the numbers of foreign and native pros-
titutes. During World War I, a rampage through a prostitutes’ quarter in
Cairo by Australian soldiers, who burned houses and damaged property,
earned them infamy.’” By World War II, most British forces had been
relocated to the Suez Canal zone, but troops still frequented the major
cities. Naguib Mahfouz captures the dilemma created by British soldiers
soliciting Egyptian prostitutes in his Zugaq al-Midaqq (Midaq Alley,
1947). In the novel, written and set in the early 1940s, Hamida, a girl
with high material expectations, is seduced by an Egyptian pimp, who
then establishes her as a prostitute. ‘Abbas, the man to whom she had
been engaged, who had gone off to work for the British to earn money
for their marriage, finds her in a bar “sitting amidst a crowd of [English]
soldiers. One stood behind her pouring wine into a glass in her hand,
leaning towards her slightly as she turned her head towards him. Her
legs were stretched on the lap of another soldier sitting opposite her and
there were others in uniform crowding around her, drinking boister-
ously.” The scene does not end well: after an enraged ‘Abbas hurls a glass
at Hamida, the soldiers fall on him and beat him to death.’®

Seduction became a metaphor for British-Egyptian relations in car-
toons during the interwar period as British officials and Egyptian politi-
cians continued to negotiate Egypt’s status. John Bull or the British
High Commissioner tries to seduce Egypt, imagining that she can be
had for a price. But Egypt is no courtesan and, in spite of the entreaties,
she turns down Great Britain’s offers.’® Debates over prostitution—
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real and metaphoric—proved central to the notion of national honor
in this period.

FEMALE IMAGES AND WOMEN ACTIVISTS

The nation was a collective, with a collective memory of humiliation and
honor derived from notions of family honor. Notions of family and
national honor varied over time and in different contexts and could be
used in reference to internal and external cultural and political threats.
Representing the nation as a woman helped to reinforce the concept of
national honor, as we shall see in chapter 3. In cartoon imagery, a female
Egypt sometimes speaks of national honor. In an image in al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara in 1927, John Bull (Great Britain) asks the Egyptian nation
(a pharaonic woman) if they have become friends. With arms crossed,
she defiantly answers, “The matter hinges on my satisfaction, honor
[karamal], freedom, and independence.”® In a Ruz al-Yusuf cartoon from
1929, another pharaonic woman speaks of her honor and rights.®!

Women collectively also became a repository of national honor. For
example, Mustafa Kamil’s brother, ‘Ali Fahmi, notes that the Egyptian
woman had “demonstrated her nationalist affection . . . love for nation
[jins], land, and national honor [sharaf].” The daughters of the nation
were thus half its guardians and “the basis of its honor [rdibu wa-
sharafibu].” %2 He links, as do women activists, women’s struggle in the
nationalist movement with their struggle for women’s progress, but he
uses a different language and imagery than they do.

Female nationalists spoke and wrote of national honor, further dis-
seminating the concept. Yet their writings contrast in some respects with
those of male nationalists. While the former oscillated between the terms
karama, sharaf, and ‘ird, the women writers and speakers chose terms
that stressed dignity and social rank and shied away from the term rd,
which had sexual connotations. Thus, while cartoonists occasionally put
the terms karam or ‘ird in abstract Egypt’s mouth, or in the same frame,
real women activists and intellectuals chose not to use the latter term.

Fatima Rashid was one of the first female intellectuals to take up the
theme of women and the nation. In an article on “Nationalism and
Woman” published in her Targiyat al-Mar’a in 1908, she argued that
educated women in their capacity as mothers had a duty to spread
nationalist sentiment. For “they have no honor [karama] without the
honor of their nation,” and the responsibility for spreading this senti-
ment to their sons was upon them.®3 Fatima was instrumental in carv-
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ing out a role for women in the nationalist movement as “Mothers of
the Nation” in the early 1900s.

Labiba Ahmad frequently wrote of karamat Misr (Egypt’s honor) in
the 1920s and 1930s. In an article objecting to the export of Egyptian
dancers to Europe, she declared, “We all must be conscious of the mean-
ing of national pride [al-‘izza al-qawmiyya], the meaning of the distinc-
tion [sharaf] of defending the honor of the nation [karamat ummatibu],
the meaning of having responsibility for protecting the glory of the home-
land [majd al-watan].”®* Just as the family had to protect their honor
vis-a-vis other families, the nation had to defend its honor and uphold
its reputation vis-a-vis other nations. Labiba discussed both Egyptians
abroad and foreigners in Egypt. Multiple words with varying connota-
tions were used for the collective—qawm (tribe, nation), umma (com-
munity, nation), watan (fatherland, homeland)—and each in turn was
coupled with words that could be translated as honor.

This sort of language spanned the political spectrum. The secular fem-
inist Munira Thabit subtitled a piece on the front page of her periodical
al-Amal “The Nation Defends Its Freedom and Honor [karama].”®’
Huda Sha‘rawi also used this language in penning petitions and letters
to the British authorities. In one such letter, written in 1924, the group—
in this case a boycott committee—was “defending our national honor
[karama] by making these resolutions.” Throughout the document, the
metaphor of violation of honor appears.®® Twenty years later, when a
letter was sent under Huda’s signature and that of other activists (among
them Zaynab al-Ghazali and Fatima al-Yusuf), to protest British support
for a corrupt cabinet, similar language appears: “It is very distressing
that your Ambassador should take such action and interfere in our inter-
nal affairs, aiming not at the victory of the Egyptian people but at their
defeat and the lowering of their nobility [karama].”®”

Women nationalists used family metaphors, attacked prostitution, and
discussed national honor, but they shied away from notions of national
honor grounded in female sexuality and connected to their bodies. They
sought to displace honor from the female body and protect women, whose
lives were sometimes imperiled by the notion. This probably stemmed
from both class positioning and gender sensitivities, and one wonders if
a similar selective use of language occurred among women nationalists
in other Arabic-speaking countries. On the other hand, male politicians,
who had a social base that reached into the lower classes and out into
the countryside, favored a concept of national honor (%ird) that had mass
masculine appeal.
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Films show the culmination of the elevation of family honor to a
national plane. In the 198o0s film Shafiga wa-Mitwalli, directed by the
female filmmaker Su‘ad Hasan, the heroic soldier and disgraced prosti-
tute of the 1920s were transplanted back to the 1860s. The cautionary
social tale became a political critique of elites and imperialists. Mitwalli,
conscripted into the army, witnesses the deprivations and deaths of Egyp-
tians forced to dig the Suez Canal. Meanwhile, Shafiga, left at home and
nearly starving, succumbs to the advances of the mayor’s son, who soon
loses interest in her. Rather than descend into prostitution and poverty,
she becomes the mistress of a bey and then a pasha, and in the process
views the treachery of the Egyptian aristocracy and its cooperation with
European imperialists. She clearly represents an “innocent Egypt” abused
and then “prostituted” by the powerful and wealthy. Shafiga in time
becomes sickened by the corruption she has witnessed and returns to her
village to await her fate at the hands of her brother. Mitwalli arrives and
prepares “to redeem his honor” with his sword. Yet the film rescripts
the tale’s ending: at the last moment, Mitwalli hesitates and offers for-
giveness. But reconciliation is not to be, for Shafiga has seen too much
and is shot from a carriage sent by the pasha to silence her. She dies in
her brother’s arms. The film suggests that a fallen woman can be redeemed
through forgiveness. Rather than undermine the notion of honor, how-
ever, it turns the classic family honor tale into a saga of national honor.

From the 1880s on, nationalists began to elevate the concept of family
honor to the national plane, using the rhetoric of honor to mobilize the
population. In the following decades, they built on family metaphors and
female images of the nation to strengthen a sense of national honor in
the face of occupation and humiliation. Murder in the village of Din-
shaway in 1907 became a national insult. The rape of tens of villagers
in 1919 by British soldiers became the rape of “our women” and subse-
quently, the rape of the nation, a dishonor shared by the collective. The
presence of hundreds of prostitutes became the prostitution of the nation
and a symbol of its shame. Family honor and national honor had become
inextricably linked and continued to have a dialectical relationship.
Family and national honor continued to be intertwined as honor
defined the nation, setting its boundaries and marking its inclusions and
exclusions. Different groups used the notion to solidify their own sense
of community. In 1950, King Farouk’s sister Fathiyya, who was living
abroad, married a Copt without her brother’s permission. The Muslim
Brothers subsequently threatened to send assassins after the groom to
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avenge the king’s honor, which was by extension theirs. With their offer,
the Muslim Brothers by implication excluded Copts from the collective.®

The conflation of family honor and national honor, as well as reli-
gious honor, is obviously not unique to Egypt. We need to know more
about the construction of national honor in other cases to make broad
comparisons and to test what is specific to the Middle East, the Arab
world, and Egypt. In Egypt, the underlying colonial conditions, politi-
cal arrangements, and family relations generated a discourse built on
shame as much as honor. The discourse of national honor helped to reify
the notion of family honor and strengthened ideals of female virginity.
Before the 1952 revolution, female intellectuals tried to transform the
discourse by stressing a concept of honor associated with rank and dig-
nity, rather than one tied to female sexuality. A subsequent strategy, seen
in the film Shafiga wa-Mitwalli, was to offer forgiveness in cases of fam-
ily honor and to channel the rage that often accompanied it onto the
political plane and into national honor. However, the celebration of
national honor would make family honor that much more difficult to
deconstruct.



CHAPTER THREE

Nationalist Iconography

A nation is an abstraction. That is, it has no material form. Yet ever since
the rise of nationalism, the nation has been represented visually. The
nation is thus an “imagined community” that is sometimes imagined in
human form.! The purposes of this iconography are clear: images of the
nation were meant to reaffirm the unity of the collective and give the
concept of nationhood greater immediacy. In societies such as those of
the Middle East, they were also meant to disseminate the idea of nation-
alism to broad segments of the population who remained illiterate. When
the nation was personified, it appeared as either a male or female figure,
with the latter predominating. The selection and subsequent attributes
associated with the chosen figure give insight into a particular national-
ist movement and its ideal of the nation.

Egypt (Misr) or the Egyptian nation (al-umma al-Misriyya)—Dboth the
territory and the collective—came over time and with few exceptions to
be depicted as a woman.? Explanations of why this is so vary. A folk-
loric practice of thinking of the nation as a woman (Bahiyya) might have
influenced artists, but the nationalists could have broken with this tra-
dition. Both Misr and umma are feminine nouns, yet artists could have
depicted al-watan (homeland), a masculine noun, instead. The idea of
representing the nation as a woman, like the idea of nationalism itself,
might have come from abroad. Derived from the European model in gen-
eral or the French republican precedent (Marianne) in particular, it would
be one more example of an almost universal practice.? Yet there were
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important exceptions; some nations were rendered as male—England’s
John Bull and the United States’s Uncle Sam, for example—or had both
male and female icons.* But perhaps the question of why Egypt was
depicted as a woman is not so important as the process by which this
occurred, what sort of woman was chosen, and what these images ulti-
mately tell us about race, class, and gender in Egypt.

Significant obstacles existed to representing the Egyptian nation as a
woman, most notably the fact that until the early 1920s, most elite
women did not expose their faces in public. This chapter considers the
context of creation of visual representations of the Egyptian nation, their
intended meanings, and their reception by Egyptian audiences. Egyptian
iconography was generated under diverse circumstances by a variety of
artists and others for multiple audiences. Often it was to memorialize
moments, movements, or particular men, and was tied to collective mem-
ory. The implicit argument is that nationalist iconography would have
reached a broad segment of the population, in part through photographic
reproductions, and operated on a visceral level.

EARLY CARTOONS

Some of the earliest images of the Egyptian nation came from the pen of
Ya‘qub Sanu‘a, a nationalist educated in part in Italy and invariably influ-
enced by the arts there. Sanu‘a was a man of many talents. In the early
1870s, he wrote and produced plays, and he is credited with founding
native Egyptian theater. In 1877, he started a satirical weekly called Abu
Naddara Zarga’ (The Man with the Blue Glasses). Only fifteen issues of
the handwritten journal appeared before an angry Khedive Ismail expelled
Sanu‘a from Egypt. Sanu‘a then took up residence in Paris, where he con-
tinued to produce his journal under various titles for decades, adding
French to the colloquial Arabic.’

Sanu‘a’s journal circulated widely in its early days according to contem-
porary observers. Blanchard Jerrold wrote that the satire in the second
issue “was so thoroughly to the taste of the public, that the paper was sold
in immense quantities. It was in every barrack, in every Government-office.
In every town and village it was read with the liveliest delight.” Jerrold
claimed that the journal subsequently “found its way into every village,
and was read universally.” If they could not read, he explained, the fellah
“learned to listen with delight to the satire of the Abou Naddarah.”® After
his exile, Sanu‘a had the banned journal smuggled back into Egypt: copies
were hidden in the pages of art books and large journals or in the luggage
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of Egyptian travelers (with one poor woman carrying the journal home in
her bedding).” It is hard to know how many people read Abu Naddara.
Circulation has been variously estimated, with 3,300 per issue being a
plausible figure.® Because papers were passed from hand to hand and read
aloud, scholars of the Arabic press suggest that circulation numbers ought
to be multiplied for a more accurate accounting of actual distribution.’
And to readers and listeners, we must add viewers, for Sanu‘a introduced
cartoons to the Egyptian public.1?

Sanu‘a himself often appeared in the cartoons, sometimes in the garb
of a shaykh and always wearing glasses, the perennial observer. His car-
toons incessantly attacked Khedive Ismail and his successors, as well as
ministers and foreign officials. John Bull and representations of other
European nations also made frequent appearances in the pages of Abu
Naddara, where they were easily caricatured.!! Sanu‘a depicted the Egyp-
tian nation in various guises. One series of cartoons showed Egypt as a
cow (occasionally with the head of the Sphinx) being milked dry by min-
isters and by the European powers or sucked by foreigners.!? Egypt also
appeared as a donkey: Ismail sat astride the animal as his sons and asso-
ciates beat it.13 The satirist also occasionally used ibn al-balad (son of
the village) characters to represent Egypt, or the quintessential Egyptian,
and these were always male.

Sanu‘a represented Egypt as a woman on a few occasions and at least
twice as an ailing pharaonic queen. The first cartoon appeared in 1883.
“Cholera: The Eleventh Plague of Egypt” shows a dying queen reclining
on the ground, surrounded by male figures representing European pow-
ers. To the left of the queen, the viewer sees a destroyed Alexandria; to
her right, the defeat of the Egyptian army at Tel al-Kabir at the hands of
the British. After hearing what others have to say, England adds, “I first
brought war. Today I bring you cholera.”# The second cartoon, which
appeared a year later, shows “The Killing of a Nation” (figure 1). Here
Egypt sits in a chair on a stage with Prime Minister Nubar on one side
and Lord Cromer, who is trying to force her to take a drug, on the other,
with both grabbing her arms. On one side of the stage, Khedive Tawfiq
digs her grave, and on the other, women mourn over the graves of their
husbands and children. Figures representing Europe, the Ottoman Empire,
and Balkan nations witness the scene from boxes in the theater. Egypt
asks the sultan to save her from the “two doctor-assassins.”1®

In depicting the nation as a pharaonic queen, Sanu‘a drew on Egypt’s
ancient heritage, unearthed in excavations, strengthening the foundation
myth of the nationalists, who fought with the British for control over
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Figure 1. “The Killing of a Nation”: Sir Baring (Lord Cromer) forces Egypt to
drink poison, while Nubar holds her arm and Khedive Tawfiq prepares her
grave. Abu Naddara 8 (1884): 142.

that past and the actual antiquities. Sanu‘a, who was Jewish, may have
found pre-Islamic representations particularly appealing as symbols, as
did Egyptian Copts, for presumably all Egyptians could identify with
them. Sanu‘a may also have chosen a pharaonic queen precisely because
there were few female alternatives. He showed Egypt as a fully veiled
woman with face covered in 1894: a woman representing Egypt stands
next to women representing Russia and France, and confronts a female
Britannia (figure 2).1¢ But the contrasts are compelling and show the
artistic and ideological limitations of depicting Egypt as a fully cloaked
woman. Countries calling for national independence generally made
claims to being modern, but a fully veiled woman did not convey moder-
nity. Sanu‘a himself was a man of liberal ideas who had criticized the sit-
uation of women in Egyptian society in his plays and attacked institutions
such as polygamy. Yet until the debate on veiling had taken off, he could
not easily use contemporary women as representations of Egypt, and he
did not depict many women. The image of a veiled Egypt was not, in
any case, repeated in the pages of Abu Naddara.l”
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ILLUSION DETRUITE

Figure 2. A veiled Egypt, with Russia and France at her side, confronts Eng-
land. Abu Naddara 18 (1894): 50.

The importance of visual matter in Abu Naddara should not be under-
estimated, given the low literacy rates of the day. But would viewers have
easily understood the cartoons? A knowledge of Egyptian and European
politics would seem important, and the captions in Egyptian dialect (and
French) under the cartoons clarified meanings. But the cartoons could
have been appreciated on a number of levels, for they caricatured famil-
iar figures and drew on local humor. Verbal antecedents to the cartoon
could be found in indigenous Egyptian humor: folktales (in particular
the Goha repertoire), proverbs, zajals (rhymed prose), and nukias (ver-
bal cartoons or jokes).!® Still, one should not assume that illiterate Egyp-
tians had a visual literacy and understood the signs and symbols used in
cartoons. Reading pictures was a skill that had to be learned.!”

Sanu‘a’s significance diminished with the emergence of Mustafa Kamil
and a younger generation of nationalists with an Islamic tilt who worked
from Egypt. These men eventually developed their own organs, such as
Kamil’s newspaper al-Liwa’, which did not initially favor the cartoon as
political expression or carry photographs for that matter. With the odd
exception, cartoons receded from the press until after World War 1.20
This may have been a matter of Mustafa Kamil’s style, Islamic conven-
tions, the absence of illustrators with a bent toward humor, a focus on
a more literate audience, or British censorship. For other early images of
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the nation, we must turn to other art forms. When we return to cartoons
later, we shall see that the advent of illustrated periodicals, which car-
ried photographic spreads and are discussed in chapter 4, enhanced the
potential of cartoons to criticize politicians. By then, the latter had become
more easily recognized.

PICTURES, PAINTINGS, AND POSTERS

Mustafa Kamil’s initial strategy, like that of Sanu‘a, had been to appeal
to the French to pressure the British to leave Egypt peacefully. When
Mustafa Kamil presented the president of the French Chamber of Deputies
with a petition in 1895 requesting French aid in evicting the British from
Egypt, he also gave him a painting entitled Appel au secours du Peuple
égyptien a la France, libératrice des nations (Appeal for Help from the
Egyptian People to France, Liberator of Nations) (figure 3). This work,
reproduced in ‘Ali Fahmi Kamil’s biography of his brother, and later in
‘Abd al-Rahman al-Rafi‘i’s book on the nationalist leader, depicts Egypt
as a captive of the British. In the foreground, an Egyptian with clothes
stripped to the waist sits with back to the viewer and hands chained; the
chains are held in the claws of the British lion, lying to the right; and to
the right of the lion sits a bare-chested soldier, sword in hand, eye on
Egypt, and one foot in the Nile. Behind this group, an Egyptian effendi
(gentleman) wearing European dress and a fez hands a document to an
allegorical woman symbolizing France and justice. To his left, stand a
group of male Egyptians wearing fezzes and turbans, waving the
Ottoman-Egyptian flag; and to the right, women representing nations
that the French had helped to achieve independence observe the scene.?!
The figure representing Egypt is ambiguous: the physique appears to be
that of a man, but ‘Ali Fahmi Kamil reported that it was a woman.22 A
woman would be consistent with the other nations rendered as women
in the picture. Although her partial nakedness might be considered shock-
ing, it is only implied and not revealed, because her back is towards us.
Women appear here as representations of nations, but not in the crowd
as members of the nation or as its leaders.

The work was probably completed by a Frenchman commissioned by
Mustafa Kamil, the khedive, or some member of his entourage. Folk
painting existed in Egypt, but the first generation of professional Egyp-
tian painters was still in its infancy. Thousands of copies were made of
the picture and distributed to the international press, and some circu-
lated in Egypt and appeared in the press there.23 Egyptian nationalists
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Figure 3. Appel au secours du Peuple égyptien a la
France, libératrice des nations (Appeal for Help
from the Egyptian People to France, Liberator of
Nations). ‘Ali Fahmi Kamil, Mustafa Kamil Basha fi
34 Rabi‘an (Cairo, 1908-11), vol. 3.

were clearly influenced by foreign conventions for the rendering of nation-
alist images, but they also sought to adapt them to the local context.
Some of these conventions appear in a poster of Mustafa Kamil’s funeral
procession that was published in the press at the time of his death (figure
4). In the poster, students from the schools of law and medicine escort
Mustafa’s Ottoman-style coffin (his fez rests on top); a picture of the
deceased is set in the upper left-hand corner; two cherubs fly above the
coffin in the center; and a mourning Egypt, who points to the coffin, looms
to the right. This allegorical Egypt is more Roman-looking than pharaonic.
She has pyramids on her breast-plate, and Egypt written in Roman letters
below. The spectators shown are mostly men in turbans, fezzes, and West-
ern hats; but the crowd contains a few women, too. A woman represents
the nation, but women are not major participants or prominent observers.
Still, they have not been left out of the nationalist scene altogether.24
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Figure 4. Poster of Mustafa Kamil’s funeral procession with a weeping ancient
Egypt. Sijill al-Hilal al-Musawwar (Cairo, 1992), 1: 454-55.

Inspired by the events of the revolution of 1919—elite women’s street
demonstrations and rural women’s protests—and influenced by the Mex-
ican muralists, the artist Muhammad Naji painted a vibrant tableau that
year. The monumental oil on canvas bears the title The Awakening of
Egypt, or the Procession of Isis, and contains pharaonic and rural motifs.
In it Egypt is represented as the queen-goddess Isis. She rides alongside
the Nile in a chariot drawn by a water buffalo, surrounded by male and
female peasants, traders, scholars, artisans, and entertainers. The pro-
cession is slow and colorful, suggesting historic motion and the march
toward independence. Originally shown in Paris, the contemporary art
capital of the world, Naji’s mural was hung in the hall of the Egyptian
parliament in the mid-1920s.25 It was theoretically on display for the
Egyptian public, but the number of viewers of the original work would
have been limited. Most women were denied access to the parliament in
its early years, and the parliament itself was closed down under certain
governments. Yet photos of the work appeared in the illustrated press
both before and after it had been hung. Thus, even if Egyptians did not
visit Cairo or the parliament, many could still see images of the picture.2

Paintings, pictures, and posters in the 1920s and 1930s showed Egypt
as a woman. In one oil painting that appeared photographed in the press,
Sa‘d Zaghlul rescues Egypt from the jaws of a shark. In another, which
hung over the desk of the Wafd Party president Mustafa al-Nahhas, a
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peasant woman wrapped in a flag represents Egypt.2” Unlike cartoons,
which were printed on newsprint and replaced weekly, and were thus quite
ephemeral, these paintings hung on walls and were meant to be longer-
lasting. Some found prominent places, in the parliament or party head-
quarters, and their images were reproduced in the press; a few others were
stored or forgotten. More permanent than cartoons, they may have been
less enduring and less prominent than images carved in stone or bronze.

MONUMENTS AND SCULPTURES

After Mustafa Kamil’s death in 1908, a committee raised funds to cre-
ate a memorial and commissioned the famous French sculptor Leopold
Savine to produce a bronze statue (figure 5). The work was made under
the direction of Mustafa’s brother, ‘Ali Fahmi Kamil, who was also a
member of the committee, along with Muhammad Farid and Isma‘il
Sabri.2® The statue depicts Mustafa Kamil standing erect, delivering a
speech. He places his left hand on top of a bust of the Sphinx, which
evokes Egypt’s past glory, and points down with his right hand. The
extended forefinger of his right hand draws us to the pedestal of the
statue: a bronze relief shows a seated young peasant woman, with head
covered but face unveiled, of slightly smaller dimensions than Mustafa
Kamil. Entrapped in the square space, she represents Egypt under British
occupation. Left hand to her ear, she listens to the speaker.?’

The statue of Mustafa Kamil was delivered to Egypt in early 1914,
on the eve of the war, and in the midst of the debate discussed in chap-
ter T on whether or not Egyptian women ought to remove their face veils.
Both sides of this debate had come to see veiled women as symbols of
the nation, either of its backwardness or its purity.3 The irony of the
appearance of a woman as the representative of Egypt on the pedestal
of the statue commemorating Mustafa Kamil is that he was against unveil-
ing. To be sure, peasant women had never worn the same sort of face
covering that urban elite women had. They dressed modestly and cov-
ered their heads, and if needed, they drew the head scarf across their face.
Their work in the fields and elsewhere made strict veiling and the seclu-
sion that it suggested impractical. Still, in bronze, a peasant woman with
uncovered face represented the nation in its struggle for independence.

By the time the monument had arrived in Egypt, Muhammad Farid was
in exile and the Watani Party in disarray. Although the statue was origi-
nally intended as a public memorial, it was barred from public exhibition
by the British and the Khedive. It was erected instead in the courtyard
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Figure 5. Statue by Leopold Savine of Mustafa
Kamil set on a pedestal with a relief of a peasant
woman, 1914. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Rafi‘i, Mustafa
Kamil: Ba‘ith al-Haraka al-Wataniyya, 1892-1908,
sth ed. (Cairo, 1984).

of the Mustafa Kamil School, where it was officially unveiled for the
public in 1921. Nearly two decades later, it was moved to a public square
named for Mustafa Kamil and ceremoniously unveiled once again. When
moved to the public square, the statue of Mustafa Kamil was placed on
a stone pedestal, separating it from the original base but making it visi-
ble from a greater distance. Pictures of the monument appeared in the
press on both occasions, giving the image wide exposure.3!
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Figure 6. Model of Mahmud Muhktar’s 1920 sculp-
ture The Awakening of Egypt (Nahdat Misr). Cover
of al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya, April 1928.

The Mustafa Kamil statue was overshadowed in the 1920s by Mah-
mud Mukhtar’s sculpture The Awakening of Egypt (Nahdat Misr).
Mukhtar, who had shown a talent for sculpting as a village youth, became
one of the first graduates of the School of Fine Arts, opened in 1908, and
went on to Paris to continue his studies. Inspired by the revolution of
1919, as Naji had been, he carved a small-scale The Awakening of Egypt,
which won a French prize in 1920. Photographs of the model appeared
on the cover of such journals as al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya (The Women’s
Awakening) (figure 6).32

Enthusiasm for Mukhtar’s success abroad spurred a campaign to have
the sculpture carved in monumental size. Egyptians followed the progress
of the project closely through the decade, as photographs and drawings
of the image became familiar in the press. However, the costly project
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was not without its critics. The satirical pro-palace weekly al-Kashkul
parodied Mukhtar’s effort to complete the statue in cartoons. The sculp-
ture was finally presented to the public with great fanfare in 1928, when
it was unveiled in the square in front of the Cairo train station. As men-
tioned in the introduction, few women were allowed to attend the open-
ing ceremony.33

The work juxtaposes two images: the Sphinx rising and a peasant
woman unveiling. The elements of the Mustafa Kamil statue, which was
also produced in France, are thus repeated, only the man himself is miss-
ing. The Sphinx and the woman both represent Egypt: the Sphinx rising
suggests a rebirth of Egypt’s ancient grandeur; the peasant woman lift-
ing her veil symbolizes the liberation of the modern nation. The linking
of the two figures—the woman’s hand rests on the Sphinx’s head—con-
nect antiquity to the present.3* The sculpture thus reinforced national-
ist claims to territorial continuity, a common theme in the rhetoric of
nation-building. Interestingly, the original model and later enlargement
diverge slightly. By the end of the decade, Egypt lifts her veil higher and
has more pronounced breasts.3®

Since it was erected in a busy square through which all those who
came to Cairo by train had to pass—and train travel was a primary
means of transport in those days—Mukhtar’s The Awakening of Egypt
had a captive audience. Even foreign travelers noticed the sculpture.
“The visitor to Cairo is greeted on his arrival, as he passes out of the
station, by a statue on the Station Square called The Awakening of
Egypt,” reported the American writer Ruth Woodsmall. “On his depar-
ture from Cairo this statue remains his last impression.”3¢ The statue
became the preeminent symbol of the national struggle for Egyptians,
evoking the revolution of 1919 and the optimism of the following decade.
But it fell out of favor among Islamists who denounced “pagan” sym-
bols in the 1930s.37

Nationalist celebrations of Egyptian peasants began in the 1890s, and
by the 1920s, the peasant had come to be prized as the soul of Egypt.38
That the monument to one of Egypt’s earliest nationalists depicted the
nation as a peasant and that one of the earliest sculptures by a contem-
porary Egyptian shows Egypt as a peasant woman is not surprising.3?
Many nationalisms celebrate male and female peasants as “culturally
authentic,” in opposition to urbanites, who are somewhat suspect in cul-
tural terms, because they tend to be more cosmopolitan or westernized.
Peasants have a concrete tie to the land, which is, after all, central to the
claims of territorial nationalists.
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The choice of imagery showed a transformation in elite attitudes. Whereas
the old Ottoman-Egyptian aristocracy had disdained the peasantry, the new
men on the rise, many of whom were landowners, took pride in their rural
roots and tended to romanticize the tillers of the soil.*? This imagery also
made sense inasmuch as Egypt’s sedentary population had always been sig-
nificantly larger than her nomadic one. In contrast to Arabia and parts of
the Fertile Crescent, peasants rather than tribesmen or nomads, popular
elsewhere in the Arab world as symbols, became the embodiment of the
nation. Depicting the nation as a peasant emphasized the agrarian basis of
society and the source of the elite’s wealth. Ennobling the peasant thus rein-
forced Egyptian identity over Ottoman or Arab alternatives without chal-
lenging the relationship between wealthy landowners and peasants.
Juxtaposing the peasant with pharaonic symbols such as the Sphinx also
distinguished Egypt from her neighbors and localized her claims.

CARICATURES OF THE NATION

In sculpture, the fallaha, or peasant woman, emerged as the representa-
tion of the nation; but in the much more fluid medium of cartoons, peas-
ants competed with pharaonic and Islamic women to represent Egypt in
the interwar period. The 1920s witnessed the reemergence of the car-
toon as an important medium for conveying political and social com-
mentary.*! By then, cartoonists could easily lampoon politicians whose
photographs had appeared in the press. The caricatured figures were gen-
erally well known, and the captions in colloquial Arabic could have been
read aloud to the illiterate. A number of weeklies, among them al-
Kashkul, al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, and Ruz al-Yusuf, featured cartoons
that played on familiar themes. They all chose to depict the nation as a
woman, with images multiplying in the 1920s.

In the oldest of these papers, al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, cartoons gen-
erally appeared as black and white sketches on a page with other copy.
They are interspersed with photographs, the main attraction of the paper
(which will be discussed at greater length in chapter 4). The editor saw
cartoons as a recent borrowing from Europe and initially felt it neces-
sary to explain their political significance to viewers. Cartoonists such
as Thab Khulussi and Muhammad Hamdi sometimes signed their works
or initialed them. While the creators varied, the cartoons reflected the
pro-Wafd editorial policy of the paper. Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara com-
peted intensively with al-Kashkul, which was backed by the palace and
stridently anti-Wafdist, after it appeared in 1921.
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Edited by Sulayman Bey Fawzi, al-Kashkul introduced a new sort of
satirical political journalism into Egypt.*?> The paper had a format of
four full-page color cartoons in each issue of sixteen or more pages in
its first decade and ran until after World War IL.#3 Cartoons were its spe-
cialty and probably were intended to be cut out, hung on walls, passed
around, and saved. For the first decade, most seem to have been by the
same hand. Al-Kashkul had a circulation estimated at ten thousand in
1927-28, compared to eight thousand for al-Lata’if al-Musawwara.**
This figure placed it among the most popular weeklies in the interwar
period and was considered sizeable at a time in which high illiteracy and
the cost of ten milliemes per issue would have precluded mass distribu-
tion. Its broad circulation irritated those politicians who came under
attack, and upon at least one occasion, the editor was arrested for insult-
ing public officials in the pages of his paper.*’

Together, these weeklies carried a range of cartoons that are fairly rep-
resentative of production in this period. With very few exceptions, in
cartoons in both weeklies, Egypt was depicted as a woman. A variety of
“Egypts” ran in the interwar period, differing in age, size, and attributes.
The first cartoons of the Egyptian nation appeared in al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara in late 1919, probably after censorship had been lifted or
modified. Images of pharaonic women were very popular in this period.
(The cover of Balsam ‘Abd al-Malik’s journal al-Mar’a al-Misriyya car-
ried the bust of a pharaonic queen in its center, with pharaonic motifs
filling the page). Pharaonic images of the nation prevailed in al-Lata’if
al-Musawwara for a few years and continued to run. Egypt appeared
barefoot or in flat sandals, with jewelry adorning her arms. There was,
however, little consistency in the style of her dress or headdress. By dif-
ferent hands, the cartoons seemed closer to “invented traditions” than
“authentic” ones with any real historical validity.

An important shift took place in 1923, as the pharaonic images in al-
Lata’if al-Musawwara were overshadowed by depictions of the nation
as the “new woman.” That was the most prevalent image from the start
in al-Kashkul, which possibly because of its ties to the palace and the
palace’s links to Islamic groups never favored pharaonic images. In both
periodicals, Egypt starts out modestly dressed, with a head scarf, a very
light face veil, gloves, a cloak (underneath which she wears contempo-
rary European dress), and high-heeled shoes. Her clothes change rapidly
over the course of the decade: her cloak and dress become shorter; the
gloves come off; the veil is removed. Egypt seems to be more up-scale in
al-Kashkul than in its competitor: she sports a fur wrap, oversees the
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Figure 7. “Awakening of the Muslim woman: A view of Egyptian Muslim
ladies in an automobile transporting them last month to the harbor of Alexan-
dria to a reception in honor of Liberal Party members of parliament while they
are raising the banner of their groups.” The banner reads “Society of Mothers
of the Future.” Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 10 October 1921, 4.

cook, travels, carries a clutch pocketbook, and drives a car. In either case,
she is the “new woman” of the age, educated and sophisticated, the coun-
terpart to al-Kashkul’s al-Misri Bey, who occasionally appeared repre-
senting the Egyptian elite.*

The “new woman” was decidedly urban, reflecting the realism and
dynamism of contemporary Cairo, where politics were centered as the
city experienced a tremendous growth.*” Yet it also reflected the shift-
ing realities of women during this period and their new political culture.
A 1921 newspaper article showed a woman driving a car in Alexandria
with companions holding flags and banners (of the Society of Mothers
of the Future) during a celebration for the Liberal Constitutionalist Party
(figure 7).#8 Two years later, a cartoon in al-Kashkul depicts Egypt as a
“new woman” driving a car and navigating to avoid dangers on the road
(figure 8).*° In 1926, a woman’s journal featured a photo and short arti-
cle on a woman learning to drive, a novelty not unheard of by then.’?
Obviously, those who could afford cars came from the higher echelons,
and driving was a feminist act only for the wealthy.

A third image shows a younger Egypt. She is an infant or a young girl
with bows in her hair and on her dress, who looks weak and vulnerable:
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Figure 8. Egypt tries to steer around dangers in the
road. Al-Kashkul, 14 December 1923, 20.

British warplanes and warships disturb her at play on a beach, and for-
eign men (John Bull and others) accost her. A cartoon on the cover of al-
Kashkul in August 1927 shows an Egyptian politician trying to bribe a
little girl “Egypt,” who carries a doll and looks curiously at the box-bribe.
She represents innocence in the face of manipulating forces.’! A fourth
image is that of a rural woman wearing a peasant scarf, ankle bracelets,
and no shoes. Less sophisticated than the “new woman,” she is more sen-
sual and romanticized than the peasant woman captured in stone or bronze.
She is also more abused: she appears tied to a chair and gagged, in chains
and blindfolded, bolted to rocks in the desert. In addition, she conveys
more emotion: in one cartoon she wails at the side of a grave.’2 Cartoon-
ists did not confine themselves to these sets of images but continuously
created new ones: a maternal Egypt giving birth to the constitution or
breastfeeding, and an elderly Egypt, emaciated with a walking stick.’3
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The political cartoons that appeared in the various papers were pri-
marily concerned with criticizing British policy or Egyptian leaders. Yet
they had other layers of meaning that reinforced the gender order. These
cartoons conveyed their messages through caricatures based on
widespread perceptions about gender and power, and they relied on sex-
ual relations as metaphors for politics. A woman could easily suggest the
attributes associated with colonial occupation because of her status in
society: she was passive, prone, and weak. She also represented purity
in the face of the corruption of Egyptian politicians. The sexual innu-
endo gave the artist almost unlimited opportunity for political critique.
Egypt as a woman played opposite to England’s John Bull (who was pre-
ferred to the female Britannia), as well as to Egypt’s male politicians. The
Egyptian nation was wooed and pursued, and occasionally provoked
and punished. In this way, the cartoons provided an outlet for expres-
sions of sexuality proscribed in other media.

The cartoons also contain explicit and implicit messages about race,
class, and age. Irrespective of whether she is a pharaonic queen, a young
girl, a “new woman,” or a peasant, Egypt is almost always shown dressed
modestly and with a light complexion, whereas the Sudan—depicted as
a nearly naked woman, a baby, and in other guises—has dark skin and
exaggerated facial and sexual features. One cartoon in al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara in July 1932 lampooning the draining of Egyptian resources
to invigorate the Sudan shows this contrast in race and respectability:
Egypt and the Sudan lie juxtaposed on hospital beds while the Egyptian
government and John Bull (England) facilitate a blood transfusion from
Egypt to the Sudan (figure 9). Egypt is modestly covered with blankets,
but the Sudan’s blankets cover her middle only scantily, exposing her
breasts and legs.”* The Egypt of cartoons is clearly not akin to African
territories to the south but closer in resemblance and style to the Euro-
pean north. Egypt is also, with some exceptions, depicted as a woman
of means. This is not surprising, as elite Egyptians—Ilawyers and landown-
ers—dominated nationalist politics in the 1920s and 1930s. Only elite
women veiled themselves in the style shown for Egypt. Finally, Egypt is
usually young. This makes sense, because nationalists were trying to
mobilize the youth for their cause, and the young would most easily iden-
tify with images of the nation that mirrored their generation.

Political satire that attacked politicians in and out of the government
as well as the British presence was possible during the decades in which
Egypt experimented with parliamentary forms and an opposition press.
Many of the images of the nation that appeared in cartoons were not
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Figure 9. Blood transfusion from Egypt to the Sudan administered by
the Egyptian government, assisted by England’s John Bull. Al-Lata’if
al-Musawwara, 11 July 1932, 24.

officially sponsored or sanctioned. It is interesting to compare these
images to iconography in a major medium that the state used to dissem-
inate its views, postage stamps.

POSTAGE STAMPS

Like coins and currency, postage stamps reveal a great deal about state
interests.”> Generally designed by government officials in the postal
department, stamps were unsigned works (unlike cartoons, which were
sometimes signed), and we know little about stamp designers. The pro-
cess by which certain images won approval over others is also hazy. The
designs had to be authorized at various levels, with directives coming
from the top. After nominal independence in 1922, the palace almost
certainly had a hand in the selection of images. If stamp designers
remained shadowy figures and the decision-making process a blur, the
site of production was more certain. Over the years, printing establish-
ments in London, Alexandria, and Cairo produced Egypt’s stamps. From
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the mid-1920s on, the Survey Department of Egypt, located in Giza,
printed most Egyptian postal and revenue stamps.>®

The first issue of Egyptian stamps in 1866 had Islamic-style geomet-
ric designs. Almost all subsequent stamps until 1914 showed the pyra-
mids and Sphinx, and pharaonic themes dominated stamps until the early
1920s. After 1922 and the lifting of the British ban on royal and nation-
alist subjects on stamps, the Egyptian monarchy came to be the main
subject. This followed the practice of featuring British royals on stamps.>”
The state clearly sought to promote the monarch as a national figure.
King Fu’ad, his son Farouk, and their forebears dominate stamps in the
period until 1952. This philatelic attention to the monarchy contrasted
sharply with the absence of images of the king in cartoons probably as
a result of state censorship.

Stamps from before the 1952 revolution occasionally feature ancient
or contemporary royal women.’8 On the eve of World War I, Cleopatra
appeared on a stamp, reinforcing the argument that Egyptian women
should look to the past for models. Stamp designers employed images
both of pharaonic women and of a Hellenistic ruler such as Cleopatra
for this purpose, making them all Egyptian.>® Yet women like Cleopa-
tra and later Nefertiti were symbols of another sort than the iconogra-
phy discussed here. They were not meant to represent the abstract
collective but were considered part of the national heritage. On stamps
and banknotes, they evoked an immediate association with Egypt’s past
glory and sometimes current political struggles. (Egyptians periodically
sought to have the bust of Nefertiti that was on display in a museum in
Berlin returned to Egypt.)¢? In the late 1930s, stamps bearing pictures
of contemporary royal women made their debut. Queen Farida is shown
with Farouk in a 1938 issue; an infant Princess Farial appears on a stamp
to honor children in 1940; and the new Queen Narriman was featured
with Farouk on the eve of the 1952 revolution.®! The princesses also
appeared on prerevolutionary fund-raising labels used as receipts for
contributions to charities.®? Stamps of ancient or contemporary royal
women were meant to demonstrate royal authority and cement loyalty
to the monarchy.

The Egyptian nation was represented as a peasant woman in stamps
upon a couple of occasions. A special issue in 1937 commemorated the
Montreux Agreement, signed in Switzerland, under which the powers
agreed to abolish the privileges of foreigners in Egypt in 1949. The inter-
national treaty thereby removed an important obstacle to Egypt’s com-
plete sovereignty. The stamp features a medallion made for the conference
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Figure 10. Postage stamp featuring a peasant
woman on the occasion of the Montreux Confer-
ence to abolish the Capitulations, 1937.

that shows a traditionally dressed peasant woman in profile (figure 10).
By finally eliminating foreign privileges, Egypt had, the stamp (and the
medallion) implied, regained her pride and honor.®3 And the stamps dis-
tributed for the 1938 and 1951 International Congress for Cotton also
show a peasant woman—a female cotton picker—emphasizing the agri-
cultural roles of women.*

Stamp designers were slow to adopt the iconography of the nation
found in other media. Yet they faced certain constraints. The British
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controlled the selection of stamps until the early 1920s, and then the
palace influenced selection. The latter had its own agenda: promoting
the monarchy as a national institution took priority over disseminating
competing nationalist images. Stamp designers also followed their own
conventions. In light of these considerations, the stamp commemorat-
ing the Montreux Agreement has a special importance, for it shows that
the image of the nation as a peasant woman had infiltrated a tightly
guarded trust by the 1930s.

The impact of stamps on viewers is hard to gauge. Although they may
be read as records of state ideology and propaganda, they may have gone
unnoticed by large segments of the population. Some stamps may have
targeted a foreign audience rather than a domestic one. And a distinc-
tion should be made among different types of stamps. Postage stamps,
for example, would have been viewed mostly by letter-writers and recip-
ients, the literate. Revenue stamps would have been found affixed to any
number of items (such as cigarettes) or on documents (such as those used
for travel) and would have been more widespread, especially as the state
found in them a useful way of generating income. In addition, special
issue stamps also appeared, although these were generally short-lived.
They appeared and then disappeared, preserved by cataloguers and trea-
sured by collectors, but forgotten by most of the population. Yet pictures
of stamps—new issues and special stamps commemorating congresses—
appeared in the press as well, calling attention to their designs.®’

WOMEN ACTIVISTS AND IMAGES OF THE NATION

The sculptors, painters, cartoonists, and stamp designers who depicted
the nation as a woman in official and unofficial media were mostly male.
They were influenced by women’s political activism and changes in their
social situation. The “ladies’ demonstrations,” in particular, had an
impact. Mukhtar and Naji both produced their works in the wake of the
revolution of 1919. Naji included women in his procession, and Mukhtar
had his peasant woman unveil (which was more acceptable at the time
than having an urban upper-class woman do the same).

The earliest images of Egypt were of pharaonic or peasant women.
Only when urban elite women lightened their veils or unveiled could
they become the models for images, which multiplied in the 1920s with
the spread of unveiling. Pharaonic women were partially pushed aside
by the middle to late 1920s in favor of the “new woman.” This image
was based on a new breed of young elite women—educated, worldly,
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politically astute—who emerged in that decade. The female nationalists
who appeared marching and protesting in photos throughout the decade
provided artists with models.

In popular parlance, Egypt is Umm al-Dunya (Mother of the World),
and some writers pointed out the assumed linguistic links of umm and
umma, mother and nation. This was done in the context of a discourse
on “Mothers of the Nation,” which proved pervasive from the turn of
the century. Yet, in general, Egyptians did not produce an allegorical or
abstract “Mother Egypt” akin to Mother India in art and only sporad-
ically showed a maternal or matronly Egypt. The absence of an abstract
“Mother Egypt” may best be explained by the presence of a real “Mother
of the Egyptians” (Umm al-Misriyyin), Safiyya Zaghlul. Pictures of her
appeared widely in the national press in the interwar years, as we shall
see in chapter 6.

Cartoonists may have found it convenient to depict Egypt as an
abstract woman at a time when real women had not been elected to par-
liament or entered the cabinet. Egypt would not be confused, as a male
figure might have been, with a living personality. But a few cartoons
depicting the Egyptian nation as a woman bear likenesses to individual
women activists. The woman portrayed in a series in 1923 in the pro-
Wafd al-Lata’if al-Musawwara bears a close resemblance to Safiyya Zagh-
lul; the “Egyptian nation” criticizing the ministry’s law of assembly
appears maternal and authoritative, yet at the same time gentle (figure
11).%¢ In the cartoon discussed above of Egypt in a hospital bed having
blood taken from her arm for the Sudan, Egypt bears a striking resem-
blance to the actress-journalist Fatima (“Ruz”) al-Yusuf (see the cartoon
image of Ruz al-Yusuf in figure 28).6”

The artists who produced nationalist iconography probably imagined
their audience as mostly male. Representing the nation as a woman was
meant to tap notions of honor and instill into male viewers the sense that
they had a duty to support, protect, and defend it. Yet honor was not the
only sentiment at stake. These images were also intended to generate a
romantic attachment to the nation and encourage a fusion with it. By
depicting Egypt as a woman, nationalists hoped to stimulate love for the
nation and draw male youth to the cause. The man was the actor, the
speaker, the lover; the woman was the acted upon, the listener, the beloved.

The audience for these images was imagined as male but differed in
size and composition. The paintings and pictures had the most limited
consumption, hung as they were in restricted quarters. The sculptures
that appeared in public squares had a wider audience, yet one of limited
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Figure 11. The Egyptian nation protests the new law of assembly to the
government. Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 25 June 1923, 16.

circumference. Photographs of the paintings and sculptures circulated in
the illustrated press, increasing the familiarity of certain images, as did
cartoons. The latter could have been consumed by the illiterate, who
often gathered around newspaper readers to hear sections of a paper read
aloud and would have seen the pictures. By nature cartoons were much
more timely, allowing a rapid response to a current political drama. They
had a fluid nature, but were also quite ephemeral, because new cartoons
appeared every week. Statues took much more time in the making and,
as a result, proved to be more idealized.

Although a woman represented the nation, women were barred from
seeing some of these images or restricted in their access. Audiences were
particularly controlled at openings or unveilings. When the statue of
Mustafa Kamil was unveiled in a school courtyard in 1921, a separate
showing was designated for women.® Naji’s painting decorated a wall
in parliament, where a battle was fought in the mid-1920s to have spe-
cial seats reserved for female spectators, who could not vote or be elected
as members. Later in the decade, when the monumental version of The
Awakening of Egypt was unveiled to an audience of thousands, Egyp-
tian women were barred from the ceremony, as noted earlier.®® Women
of some means could, of course, buy periodicals, and they used stamps;
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they were not, however, the targeted audience of many of these gendered
images of the nation.

In short, women’s inclusion in the nation was in question. Male Egyp-
tians made the transition from subjects of a colonial state to citizens of
a semi-independent nation-state with certain rights and responsibilities
under the constitution of 1923, while women remained subjects with far
fewer rights. The irony persists that although a woman symbolized the
nation, women were pushed aside in national politics.” This situation
was not particular to Egypt. In their revolution, the French replaced
images of the toppled monarch with female allegories, but at the same
time French women were excluded from republican politics.

Some female nationalists protested against their exclusion from Egyp-
tian politics. But they did not protest the nationalist iconography repre-
senting the nation as a woman. Rather, they seemed to take pride in the
images, as shown through their production and reproduction of them.
The women’s journal al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya frequently carried a picture
of the model of Mukhtar’s sculpture on its cover from the time of its
inauguration in 1921 (see figure 6).”! The symbolism reinforced the argu-
ment of the founder, Labiba Ahmad, that national and women’s progress
were connected. The journal also featured a picture of Mustafa Kamil’s
statue on its cover.”? Fatima al-Yusuf carried cartoons depicting the nation
as a woman in her Ruz al-Yusuf. These women and their contemporaries
did not see a causal connection between representing the nation as a
woman and excluding her from political participation in the nation-state.

One of the most powerful ways of transmitting the idea of nationalism
was through visual representations of the nation. From the 1870s on,
the Egyptian nation was depicted in human form in cartoons, sculp-
tures, paintings, and stamps. Any one of these visual images taken by
itself could have been the whim of an artist or a state official commis-
sioning art. Taken together, they form a consensus, even among oppos-
ing parties, on nationalist iconography: the nation should be represented
as a woman (and was represented as a man on only few occasions).
Depicting the nation as a woman was favored over showing it as a man
for several reasons. Having a certain linguistic logic, the choice gave
intellectuals and artists a rich field for political commentary through
sexual innuendo and gendered metaphors. They found models and inspi-
ration in the activities of contemporary Egyptian women and were also
influenced by French examples. Those Egyptian intellectuals and artists
who had spent time in France had certainly become acquainted with
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Marianne as a symbol of the Republic. Yet there were important differ-
ences between Marianne—an ideal woman derived from ancient alle-
gorical female figures—and the images of Egypt as a woman. Egyptian
heritage—from pharaonic queens to Ottoman-Egyptian elites—had a
significant impact on the production of images of the nation, making
the indigenous imprint extremely important and giving the nationalist
iconography of Egypt a unique trajectory.

Egypt came to be represented as a woman in a process that coincided
with the unveiling of Egyptian women. This was not a self-evident or
seamless process, but one that took time. Egypt could not effectively be
represented as a woman until the debate on women’s face covering had
advanced. Unveiling then became a metaphor for national independence,
although veiling also remained for many Muslims a metaphor for national
purity.” Egypt as a woman was not then an importation of the French
Marianne or of other European representations. The images of the Egyp-
tian nation as a woman reflected something of the social situation of local
women and of the Egyptian discourse on their place in society. Unlike the
bare-breasted, allegorical Marianne, Egypt bared only her face, and in
general, she respected local customs pertaining to modest dress.”#

The spread of women as symbols of the nation corresponded with the
effort of nationalists to broaden their movement. Not all images were
disseminated widely or well received; some of them had broader circu-
lation than others, and some were more easily understood than others.
Moreover, not all nationalist iconography targeted the same audience or
had the same meaning, for no one image of the Egyptian nation pre-
vailed. While artists, intellectuals, and others came to agree that Egypt
should be represented as a woman, they had different notions about what
sort of woman she should be: young or old, healthy or ailing, urban or
rural, pharaonic or Islamic. Symbolic women were set against backdrops
that used other icons—the Nile, the Sphinx, pyramids—to emphasize
territorial ties. The multiplicity of images reflects the struggle for power
on behalf of different parties and their debates over Egyptian culture.
The contrasting images of this period also show the fluidity of women’s
roles and blurring of gender boundaries rather than a timeless percep-
tion of Egyptian womanhood. The images were tied to debates by and
about women on veiling and other topics from the 189o0s. In short, if
Egyptians agreed that the nation was to be represented as a woman, they
disagreed as to which “woman” would be chosen and what being a
“woman” meant.



CHAPTER FOUR

Photography and the Press

A nation is made up of a multitude of people who have never seen the
vast majority of their compatriots. “It is imagined,” Benedict Anderson
tells us, “because the members of even the smallest nation will never
know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them,
yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion.” Anderson
points to the importance of print culture and newspapers in building that
“imagined political community.”! Here we turn to a modern medium
that suited the enterprise of nation-building and allowed members of the
nation to see, if not meet, their compatriots—photography.

The rise and spread of Egyptian nationalism coincided neatly with cer-
tain innovations in photography, especially the ability of periodicals to
reproduce numbers of photographs after the turn of the century. In con-
trast with the earlier landscapes and other images of foreign photogra-
phers, the pictures of local photographers reproduced in the Arabic press
present a vivid human panorama. This trove of images circulated widely
throughout Egypt in the first few decades of the twentieth century, help-
ing to shape political identity. The new visual culture mapped the nation,
familiarizing the viewer with its physical geography and human demog-
raphy, and generating new nationalist symbols and leaders. The explo-
sion of photographs of nationalist leaders strengthened the cult of the
leader and loyalty to the party. Pictures of Egyptians of every class and
region appeared in the illustrated press, not necessarily in equal numbers
or in a similarly favorable light, but still in a sense of relatedness, of
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extended family. The proliferation of photographic images in Arabic illus-
trated periodicals and elsewhere generated a new visual mass culture that
played a significant role in advancing a sense of national family.

The camera, which served to solidify individual family memories,
helped in the construction and maintenance of a collective national mem-
ory. Taking a picture became an integral part of a political event, and
disseminating the photo helped broaden the boundaries of participation.
The illustrated magazine, which presented the largest number of these
images, became a collective photo album—a national scrapbook—and
a central site of memory of the national family. This chapter sketches the
early history of photography in Egypt as members of the collective increas-
ingly appeared in the photographic images from the second half of the
nineteenth century. It then focuses on the earliest Arabic illustrated news-
papet, al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, which was founded in Cairo in 1915
and appeared for more than two decades. During its tenure, it carried
tens of thousands of photographs, providing an important record for the
period around the revolution of 1919, when it had no rival. Images from
this periodical and others are analyzed here and in subsequent chapters
to see how they shaped collective identity, instilled a sense of the nation
as a family, and gendered national rituals.

A HISTORY OF PHOTOGRAPHY IN EGYPT

When, in 1839, the president of the French Academy of Sciences
announced the invention of the daguerreotype, a system of metal-plate
imaging, he immediately suggested its utility in accurately recording hiero-
glyphs. Within weeks, a team was dispatched to Egypt and the Levant
to capture images of historical sites. Early photography was thus inti-
mately linked with the Middle East and imperial efforts to decipher infor-
mation about its past or to depict scenes that evoked its ancient splendor.>
Nationalists, who drew on this same past to anchor their ideology and
illustrate the longevity of the nation, also saw the appeal of photographic
representations.

Scholars have shown a keen interest in photography in the Middle
East, with most studies focusing on its first fifty or so years.* These stud-
ies have tended to emphasize the photographic oeuvres of foreign com-
mercial photographers, whose images were produced mostly for Western
consumption. Photographers with commercial interests established stu-
dios in Egypt as early as the 1860s. These men shot scenes that were care-
fully staged and, given the slow shutter speeds, took some time to shoot,
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and they marketed their postcards and loose prints to foreign residents
and tourists. In an age before portable cameras, professional photogra-
phers shot pictures of landscapes and “natives” for the benefit of trav-
elers, who selected images, placed them in photo albums, and carried the
albums home.> Much of this photographic production has been labeled
“Orientalist,” for it propagated a fanciful vision of the region.® Com-
mercial photographers often categorized local subjects by religion, eth-
nicity, vocation, and gender, and posed pictures of local “types,” such as
Bedouins, singers, and artisans.

Indigenous photographers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
have received much less attention from historians than foreign photog-
raphers (and indigenous consumers hardly any). One of the earliest res-
idents to try his hand at photography was the viceroy Mehmed Ali
himself. In 1839, after receiving instructions from the Frenchman Horace
Vernet, who had introduced him to the principles and techniques of pho-
tography, Mehmed Ali produced an excellent daguerreotype of the port
of Alexandria and replicated his success from various angles. But his
attempts to photograph the ladies of the royal household failed miser-
ably, apparently because Vernet had sent his student off without having
sensitized the plates, perhaps intentionally. The Frenchman then entered
the harem to help him produce the desired daguerreotypes.” Mehmed
Ali’s own photographic career proved short-lived, and subsequent Egyp-
tian viceroys and royals tended to be patrons rather than practitioners
of photography, more preoccupied with having themselves portrayed and
those images disseminated than with shooting images themselves. Their
role in promoting photography contrasts sharply with that of sovereigns
in Iran and the Ottoman Empire. Nasir al-Din Shah (r. 1848-96) intro-
duced the Iranian court to photography, became adept at taking and
developing pictures, and started a photography school within the palace.
From these beginnings, photography trickled into Iranian society.® Sul-
tan Abdul Hamid II (r. 1876—1909) also had a fascination with photog-
raphy. Instead of touring his empire, he had photographers bring it to
him. Scenes of hospitals, schools, ships, buildings, and so on were col-
lected, collated, and placed in albums, which he presented as gifts to the
British and American governments.’

Egyptian Muslims generally had no religious aversion to photogra-
phy. Rather than viewing it as an artist’s reproduction of human figures,
which would have been proscribed, they considered it a scientific feat
and called it al-taswir al-shamsi (drawing by the sun). Muhammad Sadiq
Bey (ca. 1822-1902), a cartographer and colonel in the Egyptian army,
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produced some of the first photos of Mecca. In the early 188os, he doc-
umented the hajj from Egypt to Mecca (an outpost of the Ottoman
Empire), showing gatherings of pilgrims, encampment sites, and por-
traits of local personalities, and apparently taking photos of the Kaaba
in stealth.!9 Other Egyptians followed in his footsteps: Ibrahim Rif‘at
Pasha (1857-1936), a general in the Egyptian army, recorded the hajj
during three trips in the first decade of the twentieth century. His book
Mir’at al-Haramayn (Mirror of the Twin Sanctuaries, 1925) included
over three hundred and fifty photographs, the bulk of which he had
taken himself.!!

Religious and ethnic minorities played a prominent role in the early
years of photography in Egypt, probably because of their greater con-
tact with foreigners, who passed on the technical knowledge. Among the
minorities, Armenians stood out: G. Lekegian took pictures from the
1860s through the 1890s, mainly of aspects of daily life in Egypt. He
sold photos to foreign tourists and also aimed at the art market, partic-
ularly Orientalist painters seeking visual material. He signed his works
in the 1880s as “Photographer to the British Army of Occupation.”!2
The prints of another Armenian, Archak Fendian, appeared in the press
in the first decades of the twentieth century in such women’s journals as
Labiba Ahmad’s al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya and in the illustrated press. Greeks
also numbered among the early photographers: the Zangaki brothers
produced images for travel albums.!3

Photographic studios increasingly catered to an indigenous clientele,
taking their portraits. There is ample literary and visual evidence that in
the second half of the nineteenth century, the Egyptian elite commis-
sioned photographs. Individual portraits of such male notables as Mustafa
Kamil and Sa‘d Zaghlul in their youth later appeared in the illustrated
press.14 These portraits were initially intended for private perusal, and
this was especially true of photos of women. Most elite Muslim women
veiled themselves in public until the early 1920s, and even in the early
1930s, they could still elect not to have their photographs affixed to pass-
ports if they were proceeding on the pilgrimage (although those travel-
ing to Europe did not have that option).!? Yet being veiled in public had
not prevented them from having their photos taken in private for over
half a century. The very wealthy brought the photographers to their
homes, and the studio of Reiser and Binder even offered secluded women
the services of a female photographer.!® The camera caught Safiyya Zagh-
lul as an infant; and pictures show Huda Sha‘rawi relaxing and playing

as a young woman.!”
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Figure 12. Youthful portrait of Safiyya and Sa‘d
Zaghlul. Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 5 September

1927, 13.

Studios also occasionally shot family portraits, although Muslim hus-
bands and wives rarely appeared together in print. Safiyya and Sa‘d Zagh-
lul, whose youthful photo frequently appeared in the press in the 1920s
and 1930s, proved a notable exception. In this photo (figure 12), Safiyya
stands in a gown with her hand on Sa‘d’s shoulder; he is seated and holds
papers in his hand. Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara identifies the photo in 1927
as taken in 1908, when Sa‘d was minister of education; but Safiyya’s
biographer identifies it as one taken the year of their marriage, which
was ten years earlier; and al-Balagh al-Usbu‘iyya equivocates, saying it
is of the couple “in their youth.”18 Another notable exception are pho-
tos of elite Coptic families. Balsam ‘Abd al-Malik, founder and editor of
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al-Mar’a al-Misriyya, published “for the first and last time” a family por-
trait in response to a request from readers. She sits in middle-class attire,
her husband stands to her side, and two daughters frame them.!® Huda
also posed with her husband, ‘Ali Sha‘rawi: in a photo from the early
1900s, the couple stand on either side of a chair, upon which their chil-
dren sit, with their hands almost touching on the back of the chair.2°
Curiously, in the photos just described, all of the figures appear bare-
headed, with the exception of ‘Ali Sha‘rawi, who wears a fez. The pic-
tures all suggest a bourgeois family ideal, with the parties that made up
the conjugal couple balancing one another.

By the turn of the century, studios had already spread to the provin-
cial towns of Egypt. Photographers advertised in the pages of the early
women’s press, which was geared to middle-class readers, as that class
developed a taste for portraits. Women such as the educator Nabawiyya
Musa, the daughter of an army officer, had their pictures taken early in
the century. Nabawiyya posed in school robes in the studio of Muham-
mad Effendi Badr with her hand on a few books, probably on the occa-
sion of her passing the secondary school exam in 1907, the first Egyptian
girl to do so. A book became a prop in photos of educated girls and
female intellectuals.2! Malak Hifni Nasif, a woman of middle-class ori-
gin who wrote under the pen name “Bahithat al-Badiya” (Searcher in
the Desert), posed for a series of shots sometime before her premature
death in 1918, which show her in Bedouin dress sitting on a small divan
or standing. Labiba Ahmad (1870s-1951), daughter of a physician, sat
for a series of portraits throughout the interwar years that show her in
thoughtful poses (see figure 29).22 And Munira Thabit (1902-1967),
writer, activist, and lawyer, also posed for portraits. In 1925, she is shown
in one, standing tall and confidently, reflecting the optimism of activists
in this period.?3

Pictures commissioned by middle- or upper-class Egyptians for pri-
vate purposes contrasted with those taken of the lower classes by com-
mercial photographers for foreign consumption. The studio and
cameraman may have been the same, but the sense of purpose and con-
trol was altogether different, and the photographer was now at the ser-
vice of the Egyptian patron. For example, Nabawiyya Musa, who fought
her family and officials at the ministry of education for the right to sit
for the secondary school exam, would hardly have been docile in the
hands of a photographer; the clenched fist in the photo shows her deter-
mination. Middle- and upper-class urban Egyptians became accustomed
to having their pictures taken and almost expected it, because they started



88 Images of the Nation

to pose for the camera. They chose to be represented in fine attire in their
homes, if possible, with props such as books, flowers, and chairs, and
sometimes with their children. Yet in spite of their ostensible control,
they may have been unaware of many of the photographic conventions
they unconsciously adopted.

Family photographs were displayed within homes and increasingly
became part of domestic surroundings. In her household manual Rab-
bat al-Dar (Mistress of the House, 1915), the Coptic writer Malaka Sa‘d
tells her readers to hang a picture of the master and mistress of the house
on a wall in the reception room.2* Some went wild with photos, as the
description by a British official of the interior of Princess Nazli Fazil’s
apartment shows: “Every table was loaded with photographs. . . . There
must have been near a thousand photographs in the room. . . . Not only
the numerous gilt screens, but every inch of the four walls of the vast
apartment, were covered with pasted pages of the illustrated papers.”2
Although Nazli’s presentation of photographs was by no means typical,
photos increasingly appeared on walls in homes and offices, at memo-
rial services, on tombs, in processions, and in the press.

Photography set off a revolution in ways of seeing, and Egyptian elites
quickly learned how to “read” and interpret these multiplying images. An
evolution in camera equipment soon transformed photography. As shut-
ter speeds quickened, subjects no longer had to sit still for minutes. With
the introduction of the first hand-held Kodak cameras in 1888, photog-
raphers became more mobile. Separating the processes of taking pictures
and developing film opened the way to the wider marketing of cameras to
consumers. The professional photographer no longer had a monopoly on
picture taking, and the profession itself no longer remained a closed guild
with secrets passed from masters to apprentices. Egyptians not only com-
missioned portraits, whose prices came down, giving the lower classes
access to them, but also began to take photographs in numbers.

Technological advances in printing paralleled the evolution in cam-
era equipment. The half-tone process, developed in the late nineteenth
century, enabled newspaper editors to publish photos and inaugurated
a new visual culture. Monthly literary journals such as al-Hilal included
the occasional print, and women’s journals such as al-Jins al-Latif some-
times carried photos of Christian women (although journals of an Islamist
bent, such as al-Manar, remained committed to print rather than visual
matter). Refinements in equipment after the turn of the century lowered
the costs of reproduction and improved its quality. This set the stage for
the establishment of illustrated Arabic periodicals.
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THE RISE OF THE ARABIC ILLUSTRATED PRESS

The first Arabic illustrated weekly, al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, appeared in
Cairo in February 1915. Its founder, Iskandar Makariyus, came from a
Greek Orthodox journalistic clan that had emigrated from Beirut to Cairo
in the mid-1880s. His father, Shahin Makariyus (d. 1914) had worked
with his uncle Faris Nimr and co-editor Ya‘qub Sarruf to produce the
highly successful literary journal al-Mugtataf (1876-1951), and the team
had also launched the daily al-Mugattam (. 1889).2¢ His mother, Maryam
Nimr (d. 1888), had written pieces on women’s issues for his father’s
monthly journal al-Lata’if (1885-95). The latter journal provided the inspi-
ration, name, and possibly the license for his own publishing venture.

At five piasters an issue, al-Lata’if al-Musawwara sought in its first
few years to bring images of the war to the Egyptian public. Since Euro-
pean military authorities banned photography at the front, most of the
images were artists’ illustrations. Makariyus proved more successful at
obtaining pictures closer to home, including columns of Ottoman pris-
oners on their way to an Egyptian prison camp, groups of Egyptian
reserves protesting military conditions, and human and equine victims
of German air attacks in Cairo.2” The newspaper covered the distur-
bances in Egypt in 1919 in the wake of the war, depicting demonstra-
tions, meetings, and leaders, all under the watchful eyes of the British
military censor. More leeway seemed to be given to showing violence—
corpses on battlefields and penal hangings—in Arab territories under
French rule. The readers and viewers of al-Lata’if al-Musawwara quickly
came to expect photos of all major local and regional political events.
When no photos were available, such as of the attempted assassination
of Sa‘d Zaghlul in the Cairo railroad station in summer 1924, the jour-
nal published an artist’s rendition of the scene.?8

Pictures in al-Lata’if al-Musawwara covered a range of subjects: crime,
charity, sports, ceremonies, celebrations, fairs, and funerals. The story
of Egyptian nationalism as narrated by Wafdists provided the overarch-
ing frame for photos. The periodical began with an eight-page spread,
and over two decades, its size quadrupled. Its staff also grew to include
a director, an editor-in-chief, and an advertising agent, as well as type-
setters, printers, and other workers. A picture taken in 1934 during the
visit of the head of the Egyptian workers union to the paper shows a staff
of nearly fifty.2? The staff also produced an illustrated women’s enter-
tainment journal (al-‘Arusa), a children’s magazine (al-Awlad), and for
a short time a daily.
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Every issue of al-Lata’if al-Musawwara contained scores of pictures.
The concentration of photos was the selling point of the illustrated weekly.
Editors wrote captions that guided the viewers in reading and interpret-
ing the photographs and usually gave the names of those depicted. Yet
editors only occasionally credited the photographers who had taken the
shots, and only a portion of the photos themselves carried the signatures
of the photographers or stamps of the studios that had printed the pho-
tograph. Moreover, the number of signed photos in al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara decreased after the weekly inaugurated its own developing
room. The anonymity of most photojournalists should come as no sur-
prise: photography was seen as a technical skill, a way of depicting real-
ity with the aid of physics and chemistry, and deserved no special mention.

Makariyus frequently reported that photos were taken “especially for
al-Lata’if al-Musawwara” and took pride in exclusive shots. From its
first days, al-Lata’if al-Musawwara had photographers on staff who were
sent on special assignments. Staff photographers covered ceremonies,
traveled with the royal entourage or party leaders, and rushed to the
scenes of fast-breaking stories. They are usually mentioned as “our spe-
cial photographer” or just by surname, such as Sabunji.3? Later staff
photographers included Muhammad Yusuf, who moved from al-Lata’if
al-Musawwara to the daily al-Akbbar of Dar al-Hilal.?!

Makariyus, who was credited with a few photos himself, did not rely
on staff photographers alone. To stock the pages of the periodical, he
solicited original photos of people mentioned in the daily press and of
current events from Egypt and the Arab world. Foreign and Egyptian
commercial photographers provided a steady stream of photos. The war
had cut off the trade to foreign tourists, who in any case increasingly
traveled with their own cameras, and foreign photographers depended
now more than ever on the local market. They shot pictures of the king
(who had a series of official royal photographers), Sa‘d and Safiyya Zagh-
lul, and leading personalities, and sold them to the press.32 Other pho-
tos in al-Lata’if al-Musawwara from commercial photographers bear
names (such as Archak Fendian and Muhammad Badr) that suggest local
or regional origins. At a time when boycotting foreign goods and ser-
vices proved popular, photographers increasingly identified themselves
as “local.” Riyad Shahata, an official photographer of the king, was
called in captions “the famous local photographer.” Egyptian effendis
(educated men of the middle class) also sent in photos to the illustrated
press, having taken up the hobby. Illustrated periodicals encouraged pic-
ture taking, both by example and through ads that marketed photo
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supplies and services. The growing middle class could now afford cam-
eras, and advertisements for cameras came to outnumber those for the
services of photographers. Photo stores could be found in numbers in
Cairo and other cities at least from the teens on. Mitri’s Photo Store mar-
keted itself as a “local” photography shop and sought to attract the busi-
ness of compatriots. Owners also acted as photojournalists: one Luxor
shop owner sent photos taken upon the occasion of the visit of the Wafdist
leader Mustafa al-Nahhas to the region to the press.33

The camera market was dominated to such an extent by Kodak that
many stores offered “Kodaks and film,” for Kodak was understood to
mean “camera.” Kodak seemed less concerned with competitors than
with persuading Egyptians of the importance of taking pictures. Its adver-
tising campaign emphasized time, memory, and simplicity, and targeted
women. Time passed, ads suggested, and the only way to preserve mem-
ories was by taking pictures, made simple by Kodak cameras: “Preserve
the memory of your excursion,” read one ad. Others argued that the
“days and years” sped by quickly, and the way to “preserve memories
of your children’s infancy and youth” was by means of the Kodak cam-
era. Ads depicted women as the keepers of family memories and sug-
gested that husbands surprise their wives with the gift of a camera.3*
One early ad shows a drawing of a lightly veiled woman with a camera
in her hands but later ads adapted from American originals show little
adaptation of illustrations or text for the Egyptian context.3’

The extent to which Egyptian women actually took pictures is not
clear. A couple of pictures that King Fu’ad’s wife, Queen Nazli (not to
be confused with the princess of the same name), took of her children
were published in al-Lata’if al-Musawwara. But few other submissions
by women were acknowledged. Women may have taken pictures for pri-
vate viewing or published them elsewhere. Labiba Ahmad traveled with
a camera, or at least had an eye for photographs, for her children and
her trips are well documented in her interwar monthly, al-Nahda al-
Nisa’iyya. The journal contains advertisements from photographers, a
series on photography, and solicitations for photos, many of which were
published. This was quite atypical for periodicals with an Islamic bent,
and there were fewer photos in the 1930s as the religious orientation of
the journal became more pronounced.3¢

Photography became increasingly popular among Egyptians, as evi-
denced by the establishment of local competitions, exhibitions, and pho-
tography clubs in schools.3” Those interested in photography could now
find instruction in Arabic on various aspects of the craft. Literary material
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included a pamphlet by Amin Hamdi of Benha on Amateur Photography
(1922), a book by ‘Abbas Effendi al-Harawi al-Khabir of ‘Ain Shams on
coloring photos (1924), and a sixteen-part series by Muhammad Effendi
Zaghlul on photography in al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya (1933-34).38

Although many photographers fought to have their visual products
viewed as art rather than documents of reality, they in the meantime
influenced the ways in which other artists worked. A subject no longer
had to sit for a painter, who could now work from photos. Al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara published a series of photographs of artists next to easels
bearing portraits of Safiyya and Sa‘d Zaghlul, Mustafa al-Nahhas, and
others based on earlier photographs from the paper.3° Sculptors too could
work from photos, particularly in the making of memorials of national-
ist leaders. Cartoonists also used photographs in the illustrated press to
create caricatures of politicians and activists, and they relied on the pub-
lic’s familiarity with these frequently photographed figures. Without the
illustrated press and the proliferation of photos, political cartoons could
not have taken off the way they did in the 1920s.

The success of illustrated periodicals shows the extent to which the
new visual culture caught the imagination of Egyptians. Al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara was unrivaled in its first years, through the revolution of
1919, and shortly thereafter. The success is borne out by circulation fig-
ures. Makariyus reported in 1921 that he printed 30,000 copies of a spe-
cial issue that covered Sa‘d Zaghlul’s return to Egypt.*? In 1924,
Makariyus boasted that al-Lata’if al-Musawwara had the largest print
run—over 3 5,000—of any Arabic newspaper, and suggested that this
translated into over one hundred thousand readers and viewers.*! Mul-
tiplying circulation gives a better sense of real distribution, for papers
were known to pass from hand to hand. But periodical owners were also
known to inflate their circulation figures to attract advertisers.
Makariyus’s figures are consistent and close enough to estimates for the
press in the 1920s that there may be an element of truth to them. In
1927-28, the dailies al-Abram and al-Mugattam had approximate cir-
culations of 30,000 and 25,000, respectively, and the weeklies Ruz al-
Yusuf and al-Musawwar, which were only a few years old, already had
circulations of 20,000. By then the latter two publications had probably
cut into Makariyus’s circulation, for the same report placed the circula-
tion of al-Lata’if al-Musawwara at a more modest 8,000.42

A picture of readers of al-Lata’if al-Musawwara emerges from an anal-
ysis of entrants in competitions sponsored by the paper. Almost all of
those who submitted photos and brief biographical descriptions at the
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end of the first year were young men from provincial towns and the larger
cities of Egypt, who invariably wore the fez and Western dress. Among
them was the young ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Rafi‘i, a member of the Watani
Party, who went on to become one of Egypt’s most prolific historians.
These young professionals and government officials formed the core of
the national movement in this period.*3 Entrants in a competition nearly
twenty years later show a somewhat greater diversity. Roughly 1o per-
cent of those photographed were women, and respondents came from
throughout Egypt. Submissions also came from Damascus and Beirut,
as well as Haifa and other Palestinian cities. Still, the profile of readers
after twenty years of circulation shows a mostly young, male, educated
middle-class Egyptian readership.**

The same sort of profile emerges from a series of photos published
from 1930 to 1935 of some of al-Lata’if al-Musawwara’s most loyal
readers. These photos, some ten in all, show subscribers standing or sit-
ting next to a table on which are piled bound copies of al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara. The men, who are traders in commodities, are dressed either
in gallabiyyas (loose, long shirtlike garments) or in suits and ties; most
wear fezzes.*> The paper also claimed the famous among its readers: pho-
tos show Sa‘d holding a copy in his hands; Nahhas poring over a page;
the crown prince looking at pictures of his father in Europe; and sports
heroes inspecting photos of themselves.*¢

In its first years, al-Lata’if al-Musawwara was unrivaled and served as
a source of photos for other periodicals, but it soon faced competition from
various quarters. Established daily newspapers eventually began to publish
photographs and could do so in a more timely fashion than a weekly.4”
New weeklies soon competed more directly: al-Kashkul (1921) specialized
in colored cartoons and carried photos, and al-Musawwara (1925) soon
followed. Launched by Dar al-Hilal, the illustrated weekly al-Musawwara
outlived the pioneer in its field (and probably purchased its photo archive).
Another venture by the Hilal publishing group, the illustrated weekly al-
Ithnayn (193 4), was geared to a more popular audience and may have
quickened the end of al-Lata’if al-Musawwara.*8 The editors of al-Lata’if
al-Musawwara promised in late 193 5 that the coming issue would be big-
ger and better, but the weekly did not survive for very long after that.#’

FACES OF THE NATION

Unlike earlier photos destined for Western audiences which highlighted
landscapes and ruins with a few “natives” to give a sense of scale, photos
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in the Egyptian press focused on people. In short, the illustrated news-
paper served as a scrapbook, a collection of images of the national fam-
ily, which in turn sought to define the boundaries and strengthen the
bonds of that family. The portrayal of the national community remained
subjective, shaped by the mixture of pictures (with its inclusions and
exclusions) and their content (how individuals and groups were pre-
sented). Certain sorts of images repeated over the years reinforced impres-
sions of the composition of the nation and the stature of its leaders. Taken
together, the pictures in the interwar period show a nation on the move.

Although nationalist ideologues often referred to the family as the
building block of the nation, particularly in debates on the “Woman
Question,” photos of families configured around the mother and father
rarely appeared in the nationalist press. (Photos of Coptic families such
as that of the Wafdist Wisa Wasif or Balsam ‘Abd al-Malik, mentioned
earlier, proved an exception.)’? Instead, other sorts of groups figured
prominently. When professionals gathered to celebrate retirements, pro-
motions, or transfers, cameramen documented the gathering. Govern-
ment workers, police, students, journalists, and others repeatedly posed
for the camera. A list of names of those depicted often accompanied these
photos, suggesting that naming functioned to bring people into the com-
munal circle. These were the new middle-class professionals who formed
the core of the nationalist movement.

Youth appeared in a variety of photographic guises, representing future
promise. Cameras were omnipresent at school functions: they captured
scenes from school plays, outdoor activities, and graduation exercises.
Photographs around the theme of education, formerly one of the most
contested domains between British officials and Egyptian nationalists,
suggested progress in this domain. The most photographed youth in his
day was the “beloved” Prince Farouk. The palace released portraits and
still shots of the young prince in multiple poses, sometimes with his sis-
ters, in an attempt to build loyalty to the throne. Unlike his father or his
heftier more mature self, the handsome boy won hearts. Al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara even dedicated a special issue to him, featuring a picture of
the prince in his scout uniform on the cover.’!

Photos document the emergence and spread of the scouts, a nation-
alist youth movement that combined a number of virtues, notably, dis-
cipline, loyalty, and duty. The movement socialized young people for
national service and contributed to the celebration of militarism. Young
women also donned scout uniforms starting in the late 1920s. Under the
leadership of Munira Sabri, an inspector of girls’ physical training in the
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Figure 13. Girl guides at the Giza pyramids. Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 29 July
1935, 13.

ministry of education, the number of Girl Guides grew. By 1936, it had
surpassed six thousand, and Munira became one of the most visible
women in the national press. Photos of outings carried multiple mes-
sages. One taken at the Giza pyramids in 1935 links ancient glory and
future promise (figure 13). The fifty or so girls in their quasi-military
uniforms convey a sense of solidarity and communal spirit. While most
groups shown in the press were arranged in straight rows, reflecting a
certain order, the young women on an outing sit or stand among the
stones, conveying adventure, spontaneity, and strength.>2

Scouts and other youth were photographed in numerous settings, but
none fused images of the past and future as well as those of visits to
pharaonic ruins. Pictures of Egyptian youth at ancient sites—“the tem-
ples of their ancestors”—showed the nation literally uncovering its past
and helped define the historical parameters of Egypt. The photos enabled
those who could not make the pilgrimage to the ancient sites to “learn
about their country.”>3

Motion and action proved integral elements of nationalism, for a
nation did not achieve independence sitting still. All sorts of photos
showed the nation on the move, its citizens active. Travel, particularly
by air, became a common theme of images of the interwar period, as
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photos celebrated aviation firsts: the first male and female Egyptian pilots,
long-distance trips, and special planes. The fascination with flying sug-
gests a supreme faith in science and technology. Sports photos also con-
veyed action extremely well, because they combined the elements of
strength, agility, and pride. The sports page evolved early on in illustrated
papers, featuring soccer teams, wrestlers, boxers, gymnasts, and swim-
mers. The seeds of the national obsession with soccer are apparent, and
the Egyptian heroes of international competitions, such as the Olympics,
became nationally recognized. An image of the glorified male body
emerged in the 1930s, and some athletes were depicted nearly naked,
with muscles bulging. The ideal male body had become a powerful one,
the man of strength a model.>*

The sorts of photos described above contain images mostly of the mid-
dle classes, the main engine of the nationalist movement in the interwar
period. In contrast, photos of the poor usually depict them as passive
and disordered: they sit on the ground awaiting handouts of clothes or
food sent from the king; they are survivors of fires in villages or collapsed
buildings in the cities; they are the perpetrators or victims of crimes.>’
These representations of the poor are in some ways similar to those taken
by nineteenth-century foreign photographers in their manipulation of
their subjects. Yet there is a notable development through this period,
because poorer folk increasingly elected to have their portraits taken with
props by professional photographers. These studio shots occasionally
appeared in the press (e.g., when a child disappeared, a father and son
were murdered, or a girl was hit by a car).’® By having their portraits
taken, the poor showed that they too wanted to participate in the new
visual culture and wanted to be part of the national family.

The poor showed up on the nationalist stage as a crowd in photo-
graphic images. At outdoor political gatherings, a male crowd became a
staple feature. Men gathered in front of the House of the Nation, ran
alongside the train of the returning national leader Sa‘d Zaghlul, and
marched in demonstrations. The crowd presented evidence of strong sup-
port for the Wafd and represented the passion, enthusiasm, and unity of
the nation. Visually, pictures of the crowd—the individual as part of
something larger—came closest to capturing the notion of the nation.

The crowd is not without focus: it masses to hear or see a nationalist
leader. Pictures of those leaders—Sa‘d Zaghlul and his successor Mustafa
al-Nahhas—dominated the pages of the illustrated press. Photos show
Sa‘d in many poses: a book or paper in hand, Safiyya at his side, the cen-
terpiece of a group of Wafdists, on his way to negotiations. He always
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appeared dignified, unifying the party and leading the nation. These pho-
tos convey a completely different feeling from those of King Fu’ad, whose
picture also appeared regularly. The king looks aloof and remote from
people, sitting on a throne on a deserted stage, walking alone in front of
a delegation. He is rarely physically near others and never smiling. With
his waxed, upturned mustache, he appears cold or bored. In contrast,
Zaghlul stands amid his colleagues and followers, who draw physically
close to him. Photos show respect for the king but love for Sa‘d Zagh-
lul. After the latter’s death, Nahhas (who had often stood by Sa‘d’s side
in photos) appears as the first among equals. He soon emerged as the
focus of the lens, the centerpiece of the political drama.

PHOTOGRAPHY AND WOMEN’S POLITICAL CULTURE

The narrative of Egyptian nationalism weaves throughout the pages of
the illustrated press. Numerous photographs of female nationalists
appeared, showing women were an integral part of this story. Viewed
widely and often reprinted over the years, they helped to shape the
collective memory of Egyptians. Certain images stuck, especially ones
of demonstrating women in 1919 (discussed in chapter 5). These images
help in reconstructing the history of women’s involvement in the nation-
alist movement. The camera places women in certain spots at specific
moments and catches details that writers may have missed. Just as with
written documents, these photographs must be assessed for reliability
and read critically for information. The photos and their captions thus
provide important documentary evidence that supplements the liter-
ary record.’”

Photos also captured transformations in the gendering of public space
and political rituals, suggesting who belonged to the nation and who did
not, and what roles different groups could play. Photos of funeral pro-
cessions, a distinctive genre in Egyptian photography, chart the changes
in this national ritual over time. Photographers followed leaders all the
way to the grave, allowing the public to share in the mourning. The funer-
als of nationalist leaders Mustafa Kamil, Muhammad Farid, and Sa‘d
Zaghlul, as well as other “national martyrs,” were great political events.
Flags draped coffins as students, workers, and professionals marched
with their associates, often carrying photos of the deceased. In compar-
ison with royal funerals, which appear in photos to have been extremely
ordered affairs, funerals of nationalist leaders appear to have been more
spontaneous and emotional affairs.
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Funerals showed a gendered division of labor. Typically, women watched
and cried out as men marched in funerals, but national rites of mourning
underwent a transformation in this period. Women observed Mustafa Kamil’s
funeral in T907 from roofs and balconies, but when Muhammad Farid’s
body was returned to Egypt for burial in June 1920, elite women partici-
pated in the event. The procession included a broad array of students, work-
ers, artists, and other mourners, who marched in groups arranged by
profession, school, or class in delegations that carried flags, banners, and
photos. A photo shows the order of the march, pointing out the gendered
and class hierarchies through labels that identify the different groups par-
ticipating in the ritual (figure 14). At the end of the procession, in the foot-
steps of the princes and notables, elite women rode in automobiles, one of
which hoisted a banner with a flag and slogan embossed. This was one of
the first times women had ridden in a national funeral procession.’8

Female doctors paved the wave for girls and women to march on foot
in funeral processions when they followed the coffin of a colleague in
1921.5% A photo of the 1923 funeral of a notable shows a troop of young
girls, protégés of one of the women’s associations, carrying bouquets of
flowers and marching parallel to those leading the coffin. Girls become
incorporated, although off to the sides, into a public ritual that com-
bined elements of order and chaos. (The photo also reveals the promi-
nence of a Kodak store on one of Cairo’s main boulevards.)®? Photos of
Sa‘d’s funeral in 1927 also show that schoolgirls joined the funeral pro-
cession.®! Women still retained responsibility for publicly mourning: a
photo taken on the doorstep of Sa‘d’s house as the procession sets off
shows female mourners openly weeping when the coffin is carried down
the steps.®Z Photographs of the nationalist ritual of funeral processions
capture the ways in which women were included in, or excluded from,
the nation, and the pace at which this took place. Young girls often led
the way; but women remained underrepresented, giving the sense that
they were a numerical minority and less significant part of the nation.
Moreover, the gendering of public rituals did not follow a linear path
toward desegregation, and women could find themselves once again
excluded from such public ceremonies.

Visits to the graves of fallen fighters in the nationalist movement proved
a recurrent ritual of Wafdist women, one loaded with significance. Com-
mittee members traveled to visit the “tombs of martyrs,” recent victims of
government violence, in Bilbays and Mansura in July 1930.%3 Again, in
late 193 5, in the wake of student protests, Sharifa Riyad led a delegation
of the Sa‘dist Committee to visit the “tombs of the martyrs.”¢* In this, and
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Figure 14. Muhammad Farid’s funeral procession.
The writing and arrows indicate from bottom to top
the order of the march: the wreath, the bier, police,
the family of the deceased, princes and notables,
and, finally, the “ladies’ automobiles.” Al-Lata’if
al-Musawwara, 21 June 1920, 7.

in other ways, women took the traditional female role of public mourn-
ing and transformed it into a new political ritual.

Photos of the period also show the gradual removal of face veils.
There is an inherent irony in photographing women who wear face
veils, for the face is generally the focus of the camera, the feature that
most distinguishes the individual. Yet a veiled face may have been the
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ultimate symbol of effacing the self for the sake of the nation, giving pho-
tos of veiled women their power. Two photos across a dozen years can
be compared. The first shows women sitting in rows, listening to speeches
in a tent erected in front of the House of the Nation on 13 November
1922. White veils cover all the faces except those of young girls. A sec-
ond photo taken in another tent on the occasion of the Wafd’s general
meeting in 1935 showed rows of women, many of whom now look up
directly at the camera, faces uncovered.®’

The removal of the veil also meant the end of certain protections for
nationalist women and elimination of taboos against arresting them. One
interior shot shows women arrested in 1931 for protesting against the
government; other shots from the same period show women looking out
from the window of a building where they have been detained.®® Pho-
tos in the 1920s show female students marching in orderly processions
and carrying placards. Photos in the mid-1930s show female students
confronting the police, and portraits of girls appear among the photos
of the wounded in the press.

Photos of female demonstrators and activists appeared in the context
of a growing body of photographs of educated women who became
metaphors for modernity. Interwar monthly women’s journals showed
female doctors, lawyers, writers, and social welfare activists. The more
popular illustrated women’s weeklies, such as al-Hisan and al-‘Arusa,
helped to create nationally recognized female entertainers. Adoration for
actresses such as Fatima (Ruz) al-Yusuf and singers such as Munira
Mahdiyya and Umm Kulthum unified Egyptians around stars and
enhanced national identity. Images in these entertainment periodicals con-
trasted with those in the more intellectual or socially edifying journals.
While there was some degree of overlap and some sharing of portraits,
the women’s weeklies focused on entertainers. Rather than promote domes-
tic virtues and give household instruction, they sought escape from the
daily routine. The illustrated press was the first in a series of modern cul-
tural products—records, radio, and film—to produce national icons.

Until 1919, photos of female nationalists rarely appeared. Thereafter,
women allowed themselves to be the subjects of photojournalists and
attempted to shape the making and initial publication of the images. But
they could not then control how these images were copied, cut, cropped,
and disseminated over time as the photographs memorialized political
events and movements. Photos acted as a crucial link, documenting
women nationalists in the midst of their activities and creating images—
veiled and unveiled—that became symbols.
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The revolution in ways of seeing, and what one was permitted to see,
proved most pronounced when photos of Egyptian Muslim women, who
hitherto could not be seen, were increasingly published in the press. New
attitudes and new technologies, which dovetailed neatly with the nation-
alist movement, made this possible. Nationalists could now disseminate
images quickly and widely through the press. As a result, photography
played a central role in Egyptian political culture in the interwar years
and after, and launched a revolution in ways of collectively remember-
ing and commemorating.

Photos became omnipresent—adorning walls, worn as medallions,
carried as icons in marches, placed on tombs—and the cameraman was
ubiquitous. Pictures even capture photographers as part of the scene,
and at many official occasions, cameras can be seen perched on the
sidelines, recording images.®” An event was incomplete, indeed, it had
not happened, if it had not been documented by the camera and pre-
sented to the public for viewing. Visual records triggered memories and
shaped them both individually and collectively. In this way, photo-
graphic images in the press and elsewhere helped to shape the nation-
alist narrative and build a collective memory. Women were increasingly
a part of this memory, but in specific ways, included in small numbers
or symbolic roles.

Photographs proved crucial, and remained so, in creating a community
of memory. This is illustrated by the format used in Dar al-Hilal’s 1992
two-volume centennial collection of photos Sijill al-Hilal al-Musawwar
(The Hlustrated Record of al-Hilal). Drawing on its extensive archives, the
editors created a national scrapbook that followed a standard narrative of
national history. The book opens with an essay on photography and mem-
ory, and presents the historical photographs of Egypt as representations of
past reality rather than artistic interpretation.®® The editors divided the
photographs into more than fifty categories, covering various institutions,
rituals, quarters, groups, and aspects of life. The collection then ends with
space for photos “from your private archive”—nine pages of blank rect-
angular frames of varying size for pasting in up to twenty-four photographs,
“For it is impossible to end Sijill al-Hilal al-Musawwar, which documents
the history of Egypt pictorially over the past one hundred years, without
placing in it your picture and those of your forefathers.”®” By allotting space
for individual and family memories to be integrated into the national story,
Hilal’s scrapbook incorporates reader-viewers into the collective, their fam-
ilies into the national family.
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PART 2 TURNS TO THE POLITICS of women nationalists in the interwar
years, focusing on the activities of a group of elite women who hoped to
be remembered as important political actors. It opens with the story of
the “ladies’ demonstrations” of March 1919, or, rather, the way those
events entered into collective memory. Subsequent chapters consider the
career of the “Mother of the Egyptians,” Safiyya Zaghlul; the politics of
Wafdist women; and the Islamist path of Labiba Ahmad. These elite
women alternated and mixed Wafdist, feminist, Islamist, and social pol-
itics, and saw their activism as an integral part of nationalism and nation-
building. Together these stories show the vibrancy of women’s political
culture in this period, as well as its limitations. In foregrounding women
nationalists, gendered images of the nation move to the background, but
they do not disappear. Elite women proved adroit at manipulating fam-
ily rhetoric and gendered symbols at the same time that they fought for
a political space.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The “Ladies’ Demonstrations”

Elite Egyptian women entered the collective memory and political his-
tory of Egypt when, in March 1919, a week into the unrest that came to
be known as the revolution of 1919, they staged their own demonstra-
tions.! A mythology has grown up around the event, which has received
attention in scores of Arabic and English texts and has achieved iconic
stature. Memories of the “ladies’ demonstration” were preserved and
shaped through both literary vehicles and visual devices. The “ladies’
demonstration” of March 1919 comes to be one of the most prominent
symbols of revolution in the nationalist repertoire.

Collective memory helps to define a nation.2 The parameters of the
group are often drawn around those who share a past or, rather, a mem-
ory of the past, including triumphs and humiliations. Yet memories are
not givens. They are selected, shaped, and preserved through visual
records, texts, sites, and ceremonies. Photographs, as we have seen, serve
as one of the major triggers of memory, preserving and filtering it in the
process. Texts—oral and written—record attitudes to events and often
become the scripts for rituals of remembering. Sites of memory, such as
cemeteries, memorials, or museums, are visited to recall a person or event.
Often, what are most remembered are wars and revolutions, which act
as defining moments for a national community and subsequently form
the core of the collective memory. Women’s political culture has often
been excluded from the collective memory or remembered only selec-
tively at key moments when it served some symbolic purpose.
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This chapter starts with an analysis of the women’s demonstrations of
March 1919 and argues that when they occurred, they conveyed differ-
ent political messages from those subsequently attributed to them.? This
first section combines U.S. and Egyptian archival, literary, and visual
sources, giving greatest weight to those closest to the event, pointing out
some of the contradictions in the data, and paying particular attention to
the petitions penned by the demonstrators. The second section of the chap-
ter traces the gendering of the collective memory of this event, revealing
how Egyptians’ memories changed over time and how the meanings men
and women ascribed to these events diverged. The third section of the
chapter examines a set of photos closely associated with the women’s
demonstrations of March 1919 that have acted as sites or triggers of mem-
ory. The chapter underscores the complex relationship between history
and memory, activism and symbolism, and political and visual culture.

DEMONSTRATING WOMEN

At the outset of World War I, the British severed Egypt’s ties with the
Ottoman Empire, deposed the Egyptian khedive, ‘Abbas Hilmi IT (who
was in Istanbul at the time), and declared Egypt a protectorate. Egypt
subsequently became a theater of war. The Ottomans, who twice
attempted to cross the Suez Canal, were repulsed by the British, who
used Egypt as a staging ground for military campaigns into Palestine and
at Gallipoli. Egyptians were forced to provide labor and supplies for
these and other campaigns. Male laborers were sent to assist the British
war effort in Iraq, the Dardanelles, Salonika, France, and Italy, and else-
where, while female laborers took to the fields.

Egyptians anticipated that cooperation during the war would lead to
independence after it. Yet in spite of their sacrifices for the Allied cause,
they were not invited to the peace talks in Paris. Eager to press for a rene-
gotiation of Egypt’s status, a delegation (Wafd) consisting of Sa‘d Zagh-
lul, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Fahmi Bey, and ‘Ali Sha‘rawi Pasha (Huda’s husband)
met with Sir Reginald Wingate, the British high commissioner, on 13
November 1918. The men, prominent members of the prorogued legisla-
tive assembly, asked for permission to go to Europe to press for Egyptian
independence. After their request was denied, the Wafd launched a mas-
sive petition campaign to show that the group had the broad backing of
the Egyptian population; Zaghlul emerged as the leading orator of the
group during this phase. When Wingate was recalled to London, he left
Sir Milne Cheetham in charge. Cheetham soon ordered the arrest and
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exile to Malta of four leading Wafdists on 8§ March 1919. Protestors ral-
lied for their release and right to present Egypt’s claim for independence.

While the war had pushed peasant women out into the fields in greater
numbers to replace male family members drafted into labor corps, it con-
fined elite women to their homes. Prior to the war, middle- and upper-
class women had been active in a range of educational, journalistic, and
associational endeavors. These enterprises gave them a sense of national
community and prepared them for political action. But the war forced a
curtailing of these new activities: some schools were taken over to house
refugees or hospitals, periodicals folded in the face of high production
costs, and associations were disbanded. Urban elite women did not suf-
fer physically during the war, but they faced inconveniences, shortages,
and higher prices. Moreover, the war provided new lessons in colonial
politics, increased hostility to the British occupation, and further famil-
iarized elite women with the language of national determination.* While
forced into quiescence during the war, elite women could not stand by
afterward when other groups actively protested. Drawn into politics
through their collective action, these women later became a symbol of
the revolution.

The basic outlines of the story of the 1919 women’s demonstrations
in Egypt are well known, having been reconstructed from a number of
British and Arabic sources, to which reports from the daily Arabic press
and U.S. archives can be added. Yet the sources are rife with contradic-
tions, making it almost impossible to produce a definitive detailed
chronology and to disentangle the exact details of the March demonstra-
tions, which have often been blurred in later accounts. The first demon-
stration occurred the morning of Sunday, 16 March, and was followed
by another on Wednesday, 19 March, and/or Thursday, 20 March. Al-
Abram mentioned a “ladies’ demonstration” on 16 March, in which
women drove around in cars to consuls, and reported a gathering in Qasr
al-‘Ayni of 250 women who marched with flags on 20 March.’> A peti-
tion from Egyptian women to the American consul-general dated 20
March speaks of a demonstration the previous day, with the elements of
being stopped and surrounded that have become famous.® The London
Times noted a demonstration of 400 women on 19 March.” It is quite
possible that the events often associated with 16 March actually occurred
on 19 or 20 March. It is also possible that the demonstrations followed
similar scripts, for the symbolic components within and of the demon-
strations were more or less the same.3 As we shall see, these two or three
demonstrations have often been conflated into one in collective memory.
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The demonstrations of March 1919 are often depicted as being spon-
taneous. The marches of elite women were, however, planned in advance
and well orchestrated. The circle around Huda Sha‘rawi, a leading orga-
nizer, sent a delegation to the authorities to obtain permission for a
protest. They returned empty-handed but later read in the daily al-Mugat-
tam that permission had been granted by colonial authorities. They then
telephoned their friends to spread the word of the planned protest. Other
advance preparations included the painting of banners and the penning
of petitions. Although the Wafd reviewed at least one of these letters to
give its stamp of approval, there is no evidence that the demonstrations
themselves were planned by male nationalist leaders.

On the morning of the protest, women met at the home of ‘Atiyya
Abu Isba‘a, which was located in Garden City, near the central square
of Maydan Isma‘iliyya (later renamed Maydan al-Tahrir), government
offices, and foreign legations. The women signed the petitions and dis-
cussed the route to be followed. The participants then marched in an
orderly procession. Walking on foot created a different impact than
demonstrating in a procession of cars. The urban street dress of these
women—Ilong black head scarves, white face veils, and black robes—
revealed that they came from the elite. (A couple of Copts marched in
hats.) Estimates of the number of participants ranged from 150 to 530,
although later the figure was sometimes inflated. It was, in any case, a
peaceful and ordered procession of finite size.

Those in front of the women’s procession carried small flags and Ara-
bic and French placards: “We protest the shedding of the blood of the
innocent and the unarmed,” “We demand complete independence,” and
so on.? As they walked, they shouted slogans similar to those on their
placards: “Long live freedom and independence!” and “Down with the
protectorate!” The procession moved along Qasr al-‘Ayni Street, the
planned route, toward the foreign legations, where the organizers had
originally intended to deliver written protests. But those in front diverted
the march in the direction of Sa‘d Zaghlul’s house, a focal point for
Wafdist meetings and political speeches, and the symbolic center of the
“national family.” It is here that the main drama of the day occurred.

“When we had arrived at the end of Rue Saad Zaghloul Pasha we
were surrounded by British troops who leveled their weapons at us,” the
women related in their subsequent petition.!? Huda (left unnamed in
some accounts) then challenged the soldiers with the words: “We sur-
render to death, fire your rifle into my heart and make in Egypt a sec-
ond Miss Cavell.”!1 (Edith Cavell was a British nurse executed by the
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Germans in Belgium in 1915 for helping Allied prisoners of war escape.)
The choice of hero may seem paradoxical, for rather than draw from the
pantheon of ancient Arab or Egyptian female heroes, Huda looked to
the recent British past. Then again, the choice shows her ability to manip-
ulate British symbols, and the words became a critical part of the mem-
ory of the event. A fellow marcher, who feared that any harm to Huda
would inspire the unarmed students accompanying them to advance and
lead to a bloodbath, restrained her. The officers then “kept us standing
thus for two hours under a burning sun.”'2 Sir Thomas Russell Pasha,
British commander of the Cairo City Police, admitted to having decided
to leave the women surrounded and alone to deplete their energies and
enthusiasm. The standoff ended when Russell returned and called the
women’s carriages.!3 The American consul-general may have intervened
toward that end as well.

The women later presented petitions to foreign legations and protested
the treatment they had received. “We, the undersigned Egyptian ladies,
have the honor to inform you that it was our intention yesterday to orga-
nize a pacific demonstration and to present ourselves at the various Diplo-
matic Agencies in order to present the written protest annexed to this
letter,” they wrote to the American consul-general. The list of signato-
ries reads like a directory of the Egyptian elite and includes such female
notables as Safiyya Zaghlul, Sharifa Riyad, Labiba Ahmad, Esther Fahmi
Wisa, and the wife of the late Qasim Amin.'* The petition lists confirm
that the women came from the highest strata and were often the wives
and daughters of pashas and beys, which is how they signed their names.
The lists also show that women frequently protested in the company of
female family members. About two-thirds of the women who signed the
petitions linked to the protests were married, although some married
women, like Hidiyya Barakat (who later headed the philanthropy Mabar-
rat Muhammad ‘Ali), were still in their teens or early twenties. Huda
Sha‘rawi was about forty at the time and enjoyed a certain authority over
more youthful protestors.

Delivering petitions to foreign legations became a central part of the
ritual of elite women’s protests. The texts reveal that these women con-
ceptualized Egyptian women as a group and claimed to speak for the
female half of the political community. “In the name of the women of
Egypt,” began one document. This one and others ended with such sig-
natures as “The Ladies of Egypt” and “The Egyptian Women.”!5 Women
demonstrating in 1919 also deployed kinship idioms. They were, for
example, “the mothers, sisters and wives of the victims massacred for
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the satisfaction of British ambitions.”1¢ By presenting themselves as
“Mothers of the Nation,” or other female relations, they strengthened
the notion that the nation was a family, and they used their moral author-
ity to dramatize Egypt’s situation.

The petitions presented the case for Egyptian independence and
protested the British military authorities’ suppression of public demon-
strations. The authors objected to the use of force against Egyptian
demonstrators, “who have done nothing more than claim the liberty and
independence of their country, in conformity with the principles pro-
claimed by Dr. [President Woodrow] Wilson and accepted by all belliger-
ent and neutral nations.” In particular they condemned the “shooting
down with machine guns women and children, all absolutely unarmed;
and this only because they had indulged in simple, pacific demonstra-
tions of protest.”!” They addressed the international community: “We
beg you to send our message to America and to President Wilson per-
sonally. Let them hear our call. We believe they will not suffer Liberty
to be crushed in Egypt, that human Liberty for which you[r] brave and
noble sons have died.”18 Over one hundred and eighteen women signed
this particular petition.

In the demonstrations of March, elite women generally remained apart
from women of other classes. One British account suggests that the veiled
women came attended by their Nubian “handmaidens,” but no other
source substantiates this.!® Just two years after the revolution broke out
in Russia, elite Egyptian women took to the streets to become a new “polit-
ical public,” but theirs was no social revolution. They staged planned and
orderly demonstrations in an effort to unseat the British colonial author-
ity and shore up the power of their class. They wore the garb of privileged,
secluded women who did not work in fields, factories, or other peoples’
homes. They communicated over the phone to plan their march, arrived
to protest in cars, and returned home that way. That Coptic and Muslim
women from the same strata protested together further affirms the class
alliance at work. The evidence belies the myth that the “lady demonstra-
tors” expressed social solidarity and unity across class boundaries. Rather,
their actions reinforced a hierarchical class vision for society.

The petitions used a feminine voice (as Egyptian women, or moth-
ers, sisters, and wives of Egyptian men) to express nationalist concerns
and appealed to an international audience. Although later many would
characterize the March 1919 demonstrations as a feminist act, or claim
that they had feminist content, the petitions and placards reveal that
female demonstrators did not raise feminist concerns in the course of
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their marches. In 1919, elite Egyptian women did not explicitly mix
causes. Working-class and peasant women occasionally mixed with men
in the unrest, and actresses, who were already accustomed to working
with men, sometimes joined men in their protests. But elite women
remained apart from men in most demonstrations. As they entered a
new public space, they remained segregated, reinforcing certain spatial
gender boundaries.2°

The event had inverted the usual gender order, although not in the
ways that were often attributed to it later. Women took center stage on
major thoroughfares, commanded public streets, and shouted slogans
for a mostly male audience. As they carved out new political roles for
themselves, elite women challenged the gender status quo. Herein lay the
revolutionary potential of their demonstrations. These were women who
would not walk in the streets alone for fear of being harassed, who had
not engaged in collective public action such as funeral marches or other
such ceremonies, and whose voices were often muted or controlled. Now
they won admiration and respect when they marched for the nation.
They submerged themselves in the collective, raised their voices to shout
slogans, and emerged with a greater sense of solidarity. Participating in
these demonstrations had a strong psychological impact on those involved.
For in spite of the plans and the order, there was a certain spontaneity
to the marches, a liberation in taking to the streets, an exhilaration in
shouting. Recollections of those heady days of March 1919 stayed with
this cohort, shaping their outlook, activism, and memories.2!

GENDERED RECOLLECTIONS

The women’s demonstrations of March 1919 quickly became part of the
collective national memory. Yet the collective memory of this “iconic
moment” fractured along gender lines, converging at some points and
diverging at others. The memories presented here are of Muslim and Cop-
tic, male and female, mostly secular elites. This is not to say that gender
provided the only fault line in collective memory. National memories also
fractured along class, communal, secular-religious, and urban-rural lines.??

Remembrances of Male Egyptians

The reaction of the male public to women’s demonstrations proved over-
whelmingly positive by most accounts. We are told that crowds came to
cheer the women, and people watched from windows. Eight years ear-
lier, when Egyptian women had tried to enter another public space—the
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new national university—they had been heckled and blocked from hold-
ing segregated classes, even on a day when the university was officially
closed.23 But this time the women had entered a public space to promote
the nationalist cause, not to advance their own educations, and no reports
appear of Egyptian onlookers heckling the demonstrators or blocking
their procession.

The event was quickly celebrated in verse. Hafiz Ibrahim’s poem “The
Ladies’ Demonstration” stands out as the single most important memorial
to the event. Hafiz came from a modest background and proved sensitive
to social issues. Known as the “Poet of the Nile,” he was close to fifty and
headed the literary division at the Egyptian National Library at the time of
the revolution.2* “The Ladies’ Demonstration” was printed and circulated
anonymously, according to Huda Sha‘rawi, and appeared thus in the jour-
nal Lisan al-Umma.?> Tt was later published under Hafiz’s name as part of
a collection of nationalist poems. It became a key trigger to remembering
the women’s demonstration and shaped subsequent images of it.

The fair ladies went out to protest,
and I approached to see them gathering.

Behold! from underneath the black
of their clothes, their hair is shown free!

They went up like shining stars
that rise in the middle of darkness.

They marched along the roads, and
made for Sa‘d’s house, their goal;
There they went in dignified demeanour,

and their feelings were clearly demonstrated.

Then, suddenly, an armed band came,
and the horses were given free rein.

Behold the soldiers! Their swords

are drawn, and pointed at their breasts!
And the guns, and the rifles!

The sharpness of the swords, the teeth,

All those horses, how they strike
a cordon all around them!

Roses and basil were on that day
the only weapons on which they relied.

The hours of struggle seemed so long
that embryos might have become grey-haired.

But then the women became feeble,
for the fair sex has no physical strength.
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They were defeated and fled,
dispersed, to their palaces.

What a glorious army indeed!
What a victory, to have defeated women!

Wias it not as if the Germans
had dressed up in veils, and appeared

Among the women, having come secretly
to Egypt, with Hindenburg himself to lead them;

That would explain why they so much

feared their courage and their stratagem.2®

Hafiz’s “The Ladies’ Demonstration” can be divided into three sec-
tions. In the first third, Hafiz celebrates the “ladies” who marched dig-
nified and determined toward Sa‘d’s house. He twice contrasts darkness
(“the black of their clothes” and “in the middle of darkness”) with free-
dom and light (“their hair is shown free” and “like shining stars™).
Women themselves become a light in the darkness. The middle third of
the poem turns to the central drama of the event: the confrontation with
soldiers. Here Hafiz contrasts the weaponry of the British (armed, swords,
pointed, guns, rifles, sharpness, teeth) against the frailty of the women
(roses, basil, feeble, defeated). Yet their defeat is transformed in the final
third. That the British needed such a show of force revealed their fear in
the face of women’s moral courage.

The nationalists sensed that in the ladies’ demonstration they had a
potent symbol in their hands. Ahmad Amin, a writer and teacher who
had been assigned the task of writing leaflets on important events by the
Wafd, penned a long pamphlet that was printed and distributed describ-
ing the women’s demonstration. Amin recounted the basic outlines of
the event in his memoirs, published in 1950, and included, among other
things, the “Miss Cavell” line.?”

In a short text published in Paris the year of the revolution, Muham-
mad Sabri, a graduate of the Sorbonne, presented Egypt’s case to French
readers. In the context of remarks on the wide participation of all Egyp-
tians in the revolution, he discussed women’s “moving” demonstrations.
He recorded one line that seems to have struck him (in addition to the
oft-quoted “Miss Cavell” line): “I will not marry,” a young woman deliv-
ering a speech outside Shepherd’s Hotel reportedly declared, “so as not
to have an infant who will become the slave of the English.”28 Sabri’s
book, and the second volume that followed two years later, contained
photographs taken during the unrest, including one of lower-class women
riding in a donkey cart during a demonstration, a second contrasting
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image of an elite woman standing in a carriage, and a third that will be
discussed below.2? Demonstrations by elite women inspired Egyptian
artists and sculptors such as Muhammad Naji and Mahmud Mukhtar,
who were then working in Paris, the center of the art world (as discussed
in chapter 3).

‘Abd al-Rahman al-Rafi‘i witnessed the revolution of 1919 as a young
man of thirty and then chronicled it in his Thawrat 1919, which first
appeared in 1946 and has gone through numerous reprintings. The pro-
lific al-Rafi‘i, who wrote over a dozen volumes on Egyptian history, drew
on archival material, as well as his personal memories and links with
political figures. Before the war, he was a member of the Watani Party
and after it served as a member of the lower and upper houses of parlia-
ment.30 His Thawrat 1919 stands as one of the most detailed accounts
of the revolution. In entries for 16 and 20 March, he describes the
women’s demonstrations and includes letters of protest, the names of
those signing the letters, and the poem by Hafiz Ibrahim. Notable in his
more lengthy account of the first demonstration is the reception given
the demonstrators as “all of Cairo” poured out to cheer them on. He
places the marches squarely in the context of the nationalist struggle and
does not ascribe feminist meanings to them. He does, however, set the
ladies’ demonstrations apart, calling them exactly that.3!

Salama Musa, a socialist from an elite Coptic family, recalled the
women’s demonstrations in his memoirs, published in Arabic a year after
al-Rafi‘i’s book appeared. He also included Hafiz Ibrahim’s poem in its
entirety.>> However, his interpretation of the events differed from that
of the historian: “That even women went out to stage demonstrations
was not only a revolt against the English, but even more so against a
thousand years of veiled obscurity.”33 Musa, who had supported the
women’s rights movement ever since his student days in England, put the
demonstrations in a feminist context.3*

The “even the women” refrain is echoed in Naguib Mahfouz’s novel
Bayna al-Qasrayn (Between the Two Palaces, 1956). Mahfouz was only
about eight in 1919, but he later researched the period in great depth,
and he captures the collective memory of that year. “Even the women
have organized a demonstration,” Yasin, the eldest son in the ‘Abd al-
Jawad family, tells his brother Fahmi in the context of a conversation on
the spread of the revolution. Fahmi responds by reciting the opening
verses from Hafiz Ibrahim’s poem, which the womanizer Yasin feels he
ought to have memorized too. Like others, Mahfuz links the women’s
demonstration with Hafiz’s poem in his evocation of the event.3’
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With the revisions of history in the wake of the revolution of 1952,
the revolution of 1919 receded in importance in Egyptian historiogra-
phy and was often seen as a missed opportunity. But the women’s marches
did not fade so quickly and completely in memory. In the historian ‘Abd
al-‘Aziz Ramadan’s account of the Egyptian nationalist movement, first
published in 1968, the ladies’ demonstrations remains a small but sig-
nificant part of the story of 1919. Ramadan sets them in a dual context,
both as a sign of the size of the nationalist struggle and as part of the
struggle for women’s rights. In discussing the latter, Ramadan mentions
male champions of women’s rights, such as Qasim Amin and ‘Abd al-
Hamid Hamdi, the publisher of al-Sufur, rather than female advocates.
The latter had been forgotten, blocked from the national memory.3¢

A year later, upon the fiftieth anniversary of the 1919 revolution, the
illustrated weekly al-Musawwar devoted a special issue to commemo-
rating it. That issue shows a photograph of a veiled woman on the cover
holding a flag aloft. The picture was originally framed, or has been
cropped, to show a symmetry between the veiled woman and the flag,
the woman as the nation. (I shall return to this photo below.) Although
the editors sought to use the symbol of a veiled protestor to stir the
national memory, they did not consider the women’s demonstrations sig-
nificant enough to place them early in the issue. Woman as a symbol was
thought more important than women as historical actors. An article con-
taining extracts from Huda Sha‘rawi’s memoirs and interviews of female
participants appeared only toward the back of the issue, under the title
“The Revolution of 1919 Raised the Veil on the Face of the Egyptian
Woman!” Events of 1919 and the early 1920s are thus elided, and the
feminist dimension of the demonstrations is stressed.3”

In 1969, the government also issued a stamp commemorating the rev-
olution of 1919 that prominently depicted veiled elite women alongside
shaykhs and effendis in the crowd.3® Veiled women also appeared in
crowd scenes of the revolution of 1919 in film. In Hasan al-Imam’s clas-
sic film version of Bayna al-Qasrayn, released in 1964, a ten-minute
montage of revolutionary activities shows veiled elite women marching
in demonstrations with men as well as cross-class and communal soli-
darity.3® In both stamp and film, the nation is a fusion, with religious
and secular, communal, class, and gender elements unified.

In short, the demonstrations by elite women in March 1919 inspired
some of their male compatriots, who commemorated the event with oral
recitations, written texts, and visual representations. The “ladies’ demon-
strations” of 1919 are initially presented by male Egyptians as proof of
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the breadth of the nationalist movement, as well as evidence of British
suppression of free and peaceful expression. Later they also become a
link in the struggle for women’s rights, a struggle led and dominated by
men in these accounts. Finally, demonstrating veiled women become key
figures in the crowd and the quintessential symbol of patriotism.

Women Recall 1919

Women’s memories of 1919 survived as oral traditions passed from one
generation to the next, with some versions eventually written down. Ref-
erences to the “ladies’ demonstration” also appeared early on in the
women’s press, where editors used the event both to inspire women and
to castigate them for their current lack of activity. Labiba Hashim, edi-
tor of Fatat al-Sharq, reported the highlights of a speech in 1926 by Esther
Fahmi Wisa, who had already elevated the number of women in the
March demonstrations to one thousand.*? Balsam ‘Abd al-Malik, the
editor of al-Mar’a al-Misriyya, printed Hafiz’s poem in full in 1926 and
wondered what had happened to the ladies of 1919.4!

There are few memoirs by women covering this period, making Huda
Sha‘rawi’s account a rare exception. Huda dictated her memoirs to her
secretary sometime before her death in 1947. The last date mentioned
in the text is 1935, and a journal in 1937 announced the imminent pub-
lication of the memoirs.*? They did not appear then, however. Al-
Musawwar published short selections only in 1969, and another decade
passed before the women’s magazine al-Hawwa’ serialized them in 1980.
They appeared in full the following year, when Dar al-Hilal published
Mudbakkirat Huda Sha‘rawi. An English translation of part of the mem-
oir, Harem Years: The Memoirs of an Egyptian Feminist, based on a dif-
ferent version of the manuscript, appeared in 1986.43

The publishing history of the memoirs is complex, and it is difficult to
determine when there are slips of memory or interventions by an editor
or translator, especially when there are inconsistencies between the pub-
lished versions. In remembering the events of March 1919, the founder
of the Egyptian Feminist Union could not have drawn on al-Rafi‘i’s ver-
sion (and he probably did not have her memoirs on hand as an aid either);
but she had petitions and letters, some of which were reproduced in the
text, to ground her memory. Still, that memory (like most memories) may
not have been perfect. Huda mentioned only one March demonstration
in the printed Arabic edition and set the date as 20 March. (The English
translation gives the date as 16 March.) Another idiosyncrasy is the nation-
ality of the soldiers surrounding the women. The translated version reads,
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“The British also brought out Egyptian soldiers armed with sticks,” which
is consistent with Russell’s report. But in the published Arabic version,
Egyptian conscripts (who would be seen as collaborators) have been
expunged by the editor or never existed in that text.**

Huda Sha‘rawi’s memoirs illuminate the emotional highs and lows of
the event. After a decade or so had passed, she still remembered the inter-
nal tensions among the demonstrators. One incident involved misspellings
of Arabic in the banners carried by marchers. Another involved a mutiny
in the ranks over the route. Huda recalled that the young women in front
had been informed of the planned route, which was to take them first to
the foreign legations and then to the Bayt al-Umma (House of the
Nation), the name by which Sa‘d’s house came to be known, but the girls
in the lead attempted to reverse the order. The result: “We saw only a
few people,” and they learned only later that a crowd of foreigners had
waited for them in front of the embassies with bouquets of flowers. (In
the extracts in al-Musawwar, the internal discord that surfaced over the
planning and execution of the march was toned down.) Huda was also
disappointed in the number of women who marched; they had been
unable to telephone more when they learned at the last minute that the
protest had been approved.*’

Huda more positively remembered her starring role and the “Miss
Cavell” line in the encounter with the British troops. After the troops
had encircled the demonstrators, she marched to the front, where a sol-
dier quickly knelt and pointed a rifle at her chest. Huda was for advanc-
ing, but was cautioned against this, as the male students accompanying
them would be harmed. “Those words returned me to my senses,” she
recalled. Huda ended this chapter of the published Arabic memoirs with
reference to the poem that Hafiz Ibrahim had written “to encourage the
women and record that historical event.”4®

Doria Shafiq, a liberal feminist of middle-class background and pro-
tégé of Huda Sha‘rawi, included a chapter on “The Egyptian Woman in
the Revolution of 1919” in her book al-Mar’a al-Misriyya (The Egyp-
tian Woman, 1955) published three years after the Free Officers’ revo-
lution. Doria may not have been able to tap her own reminiscences of
the women’s demonstrations, for in 1919 she had been a ten-year-old
living in the Egyptian provinces. She drew, instead, on documents Huda
sent her for her doctoral thesis at the Sorbonne, as well as on ‘Abd al-
Rahman al-Rafi‘i’s account, and she also reprinted Hafiz’s poem in full
in her history. Yet the iconography that illustrates her chapter is distinct:
a sketch shows a woman in the foreground with a flag in her right hand
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and a torch in her left hand leading a group of veiled women marching
with flags. Obviously, women in 1919 did not march with torches, which
in Western iconography stand for enlightenment and reflect Doria’s lib-
eral philosophy.*”

When Egyptians marked the fiftieth or “golden” anniversary of the
revolution of 1919, several women’s associations organized a joint com-
mittee to celebrate women’s activities in the national movement. Some
of the women who had marched or otherwise participated were still alive
(including Jamila ‘Atiyya, Thsan Ahmad, and Esther Fahmi Wisa; Hidiyya
Barakat died on the morning of the festivities). The jubilee celebration
opened at the Opera House before an audience of international guests,
government officials, and other dignitaries under the auspices of Gamal
Abdel Nasser.*8 The press carried retrospectives: the special feature on
women’s roles in the revolution in al-Musawwar’s commemorative issue
opened with selections from Huda Sha‘rawi’s memoirs, and interviews
with ten participants then followed.

The women were all obviously young at the time (some had been stu-
dents at the Saniyya Girls’ School), and they looked up to such women
as Huda Sha‘rawi and Safiyya Zaghlul. Their involvement in the revo-
lution varied: they marched, picketed, distributed literature, gave speeches,
and wrote letters of protest. A few discussed their personal recollections
of the demonstrations. ‘Atiyya Abu Isba‘a recalled that most of the
women’s marches started at her father’s home. Thsan Ahmad gave dates
and names of female martyrs, distinguished between the different demon-
strations, and spoke of the receptive crowds. Tahiyya Muhammad Isfa-
hani remembered one breastfeeding mother: forced to choose between
staying with the demonstration and leaving to feed her baby, the woman
declared, “My country before my baby!” Esther Fahmi Wisa, who was
about eighty at the time of the jubilee, remembered women of all classes
joining the processions of women’s marches.*’ The article moves from
these generally elite women to lower-class martyrs in its closing section.
One of the themes that emerged in memories of 1919 in the wake of the
revolution of 1952 was the cooperation of women of all classes during
the unrest.

Esther Fahmi Wisa delivered a speech at the jubilee on “the emanci-
pation of Egyptian women and their freedom from the veil,” which
included reminiscences of the March demonstration. She recalled going
with her aunt, Regina Khayyat, and a third woman to a house on Qasr
al-‘Ayni Street. “What, where are the hats?” they were asked, in a refer-
ence to Coptic women, who did not veil. Curiously, she does not ascribe
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the Nurse Cavell line to Huda, although Huda credits Esther’s aunt with
holding her back to prevent bloodshed. And Esther elides the March
demonstrations with those held nine months later around the time of the
founding of the Women’s Wafd Central Committee (WWCC). This may
explain her estimation of the number of participants as one thousand, a
figure closer to that of the later demonstrations.>?

An official history of the EFU on the occasion of its fiftieth anniver-
sary appeared four years later in 1973. The small book echoes the pop-
ulist themes that emerged in the jubilee interviews. Huda Sha‘rawi headed
a “demonstration made up of hundreds of women from all classes of the
people,” the authors wrote. Their list of slogans included feminist ones:
“|T)hey demanded the exit of the English, complete freedom for Egypt,
and equality with men in all rights and responsibilities.”3! The demon-
strations of 1919 were linked directly to the formation of the EFU in
1923 and blurred with later protests.’2

Scholarly works on twentieth-century Egyptian women’s history with
a special focus on the secular women’s movement began appearing in
Arabic in the 1970s and 1980s. Titles included Ijlal Khalifa’s al-Haraka
al-Nisa’iyya al-Haditha: Qissat al-Mar’a al-‘Arabiyya ‘ala Ard Misr (The
Modern Women’s Movement: The Story of the Arab Woman in the Land
of Egypt [Cairo, 1973]); Latifa Muhammad Salim’s al-Mar’a al-Misriyya
wa al-Taghyir al-Ijtima‘i, 1919—-1945 (The Egyptian Woman and Social
Change [Cairo, 1984]); and Amal al-Subki’s al-Haraka al-Nisa’iyya fi
Misr ma bayna al-Thawratayn 1919 wa-1952 (The Women’s Movement
in Egypt between the Two Revolutions, 1919 and 1952 [Cairo, 1986]).
Khalifa, like Huda Sha‘rawi forty years earlier, noted the importance of
Hafiz’s poem, “Many of those contemporary to the Egyptian Revolu-
tion of 1919 and children of the participants still recall Hafiz’s poem and
memorize it by heart.”33 Afaf Marsot’s “The Revolutionary Gentlewomen
in Egypt” appeared in English in this period as well (1978). Marsot drew
on her conversations with Hidiyya Barakat before the latter’s death, as
well as on the memories of family and friends.’*

These female historians agree, as their periodization alone makes clear,
that 1919 marked the beginnings of women’s public life in Egypt. “Thus
it was a radical shock, like a nationalist uprising, which catapulted harem
ladies into public life,” wrote Marsot.>® These historians also document
the broad range of political nationalist activities in which women
engaged—Dboycotts, pickets, distributing literature, marching—at the cen-
ter of which they placed the demonstrations. They saw these activities
as substantive and real contributions to the nationalist cause, which they
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argued proved women’s nationalist credentials and gave them license to
press their claims. “From then the idea of women’s emancipation rid
itself of its ancient chains and entered the stage of action,” noted Latifa
Salim.*® These scholars credited the demonstrations with breaking down
gender and other boundaries. They deemphasized the gender segrega-
tion that characterized much of elite women’s activity at that time with
references to the women who “agitated side by side with their men.”3”
They tended to downplay or ignore the less visible sociopolitical activi-
ties of the previous decades on the part of elite women that had paved
the way for their more visible roles after 1919.

These scholars also stressed the populist nature of the revolution and
the participation of women of all classes in the struggle. Khalifa, for
example, lists the names, places of residence, and dates of death of the
“female martyrs.” The female martyrs and veiled marchers were linked
in collective action, although they may not have literally engaged in the
same actions or had the same experiences. “It is said that the daughter
of the wealthy or aristocratic class is the one who participated in the rev-
olution and the adept political work after it,” Khalifa writes; “and that
the daughter of the middle and lower classes is the one who died as a
martyr by the hand of colonialism, who felt its humiliation and oppres-
sion.”38 The feminist Nawal al-Sa‘dawi, a physician by training, pushes
this critique further, observing that “little has been said about the masses
of poor women who rushed into the national struggle without counting
the cost, and who lost their lives, whereas the lesser contributions of aris-
tocratic women leaders have been noisily acclaimed and brought to the
forefront.”>? Yet, rather than condemn the women’s demonstrations and
risk losing a potent symbol and point of reference, most accounts after
the revolution of 1952 stress cross-class cooperation.

Seventy-five years after the event, official remembrances of 1919 had
receded in importance. The celebration of ‘Id al-Jibad al-Watani (the Day
of National Struggle), commemorating the Wafd’s visit on 13 November
1918 to the British high commissioner, had long since been abandoned.®?
Sa‘d Zaghlul, once a towering figure in the Egyptian memory, had been
reduced in stature. Yet the memory of women’s demonstrations of March
19719 still resonated. When officials met in Cairo in June 1994 to promote
a program for women’s equality, they proclaimed the annual celebration
of 16 March as “Egyptian Woman’s Day.”®! The organizers of the event
claimed the mantle of early women activists; and, as many women’s advo-
cates had done previously, they asserted that women deserved rights because
of the contributions they had made to the national cause.
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The “ladies’ demonstration” quickly entered the collective memory,
with visual records, texts, sites, and ceremonies shaping that memory.
Hafiz’s poem, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Rafi‘i’s chronicle, and women’s mem-
oirs and speeches were particularly instrumental in generating a mythol-
ogy around it. Differences between male and female memories of a
formative event in Egyptian history emerged, suggesting that collective
national memory may be fractured along gendered as well as class, com-
munal, and religious-secular lines. Egyptians came to agree that women’s
participation in the revolution of 1919 set the stage for the founding of
the women’s movement and gave it feminist content. Men and women
disagreed, however, on the extent of women’s contribution to the national
cause. Male writers and artists stressed the inspirational value of veiled
women marching. Their participation became a sign of the size of the
uprising, with the phrase “even the women” echoing in male writings.
Women writers acknowledged and manipulated female symbols, but they
also emphasized women’s solid contributions to the revolution and gave
detailed descriptions of the events. These writers argued that in confronting
the British, elite women helped to erode colonial control, attract interna-
tional attention, and build national unity. Although elite women had
marched segregated from working-class women, as well as men, after
1952, the event also came to have a populist dimension in recollections.
The “ladies’ demonstration” became central in middle- and upper-class
women’s memories of the past because women’s and national history were
fused at that moment, and elite women had a central role in the drama.

THE PHOTOGRAPHIC RECORD

Visual material, and photographs in particular, played a crucial role in
embedding the women’s demonstrations of March 1919 in the collec-
tive memory. Photographs became a trigger for remembering the revo-
lution and shaping the women’s demonstrations as an iconic moment.
In time, the veiled woman became the model militant, a major symbol
of the national struggle, and an abstraction of the nation itself, while
the details of the original events receded in importance. Both men and
women used photos to illustrate their works and arguments, with men
emphasizing women’s symbolic importance in the struggle and women
stressing the substantive contributions. Foreign scholars also found these
images appealing.

I shall focus on a set of photos often associated with women in the
revolution of 1919. My main purpose has been to examine the pictures
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that the Egyptian public viewed as they first appeared, rather than to
find the original negative or prints. Grounding the photos in their orig-
inal contexts challenges the purposes to which some of these photos were
later put. Censorship was in effect during this period, delaying and some-
times preventing the publication of material. Because al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara published the photos shortly after the events, it is presumed
that the information given in its captions is more accurate than informa-
tion published some time after the events. (Al-Abram, a two-page daily
at the time, reported on the women’s demonstrations but did not carry
photographs.) After dating the photos, situating them in their historical
contexts, and suggesting who the cameramen may have been, I shall dis-
cuss the printed images.

The first photo (figure 15), published on 21 April 1919, shows four
veiled women in a carriage.®> Two sit and two stand: the one standing
farthest forward holds a flag up; the other woman standing, whom the
photographer has placed in the center of his frame, holds her right arm
aloft. On the near side of the photo, men in turbans and tarbushes stand
looking at the woman in the center, listening to her as men on the far
side of the carriage march by. Servants in gallabiyyas sit on the front of
the carriage, one carrying a tree branch (these were often carried in 1919
in lieu of flags by the lower classes). The photo appeared as part of a
two-page spread of nine photos of celebrations held on 8 April upon
news of the release of Sa‘d Zaghlul and his colleagues from Malta. Next
to the photo appears the banner “Long Live the Egyptian Ladies,” and
underneath the caption, “An Egyptian lady standing in her carriage raises
her hand to greet the people and to acclaim the nation and Egypt.” In
the lower right corner of the photo, which is of better quality than oth-
ers on the page, is inscribed R. Co. (Ramses Company).

This image has been frequently reprinted. The special issue of al-
Musawwar published on the fiftieth anniversary of the 1919 revolution
carried a cropped version, the middle slice with only three women. There,
the woman standing was identified as Fikriyya Husni, a supporter of the
Watani Party.®3 Since the journal al-Musawwar, which is part of the Hilal
group, was not started until 1925, its photos of 1919 came from collec-
tions purchased over the years and probably from the photo archive of
al-Lata’if al-Musawwara. A differently cropped version of the photo
appears in al-Hilal’s 1992 one-hundred-year anniversary album Sijill al-
Hilal al-Musawwar (The Illustrated Record of al-Hilal).64 Scholars have
also reprinted this photograph from originals found in archives in New
York and London, with one suggesting that these women were part of
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Figure 15. “An Egyptian lady standing in her carriage raises her hand to greet
the people and to acclaim the nation and Egypt.” Photograph by the Ramses
Company, 8 April 1919. Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 21 April 1919, 4.

“the women’s demonstration.”®’ Yet the carriage was not participating
in the famous “ladies” demonstration” of March but rather in a cele-
bration of the release of the detainees from Malta a few weeks later. In
that April celebration, according to reports, women joined men in a pro-
cession organized by gender, profession, and rank. Cabinet members
and legislators led off, followed by ulama (clerics), judges, lawyers, doc-
tors, government employees, army officers, workers, and students. Elite
women rode in cars in the rear, and after them came women of lesser
means, sitting in donkey carts.®® The organizers of the demonstration
intended to present a show of national unity to the foreign powers, but
the ceremony also reflected and reinforced gender and social divisions
in Egyptian society.

A second image (figure 16) in the same issue of al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara was from the same day of celebrations (8 April), according
to the editor.6” This photo shows a group of seven in a carriage: a driver,
a young child, and a boy in front, and four women in the rear. Of the
latter, two wear the dark face veil and nose pieces of lower-class women
and are probably servants; the two others wear the white face veil of the
elite. The woman in the middle holds a flag aloft, and the photographer
(once again from the Ramses Company) has framed the picture around
this flag. While the carriage in the first photo was part of a crowd, this
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Figure 16. “A splendid scene took place that happy
day [8 April 1919]: the undertaking of Egyptian
ladies to cheer the people and the nation.” Photo-
graph by the Ramses Company, 8 April 1919.
Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 21 April 1919, 6.

vehicle appears solitary in a close-up showing long shadows. Several rid-
ers face the camera, posing for the photographer. Cropped versions cut-
ting out the long shadows appear in contemporary books in Arabic and
English on Egyptian women.®® By focusing in, the sense of the late hour
and isolation is gone. Other differences appear between the photo in al-
Lata‘if al-Musawwara and these reprints. Most notably, in the versions
published in books, a cross and crescent appear on the flag, signaling
Muslim-Coptic unity. This is probably another frame in the same
sequence, cropped to give it greater drama.



The “Ladies’ Demonstrations” 127

The third photo, also bearing the stamp Ramses Co., appeared on 5
May (figure 17) and shows a horse-drawn carriage against the backdrop
of a palatial building. A woman standing in the back of the carriage
holds aloft an Egyptian flag, a child sitting on another woman’s lap
waves a small flag, a third woman peers at the camera, and two of the
six males in the carriage are doffing their tarbushes (when, according
to the editor, “they saw the photographer of al-Lata’if wanted to pho-
tograph them”). The caption explained that this was an Egyptian
woman celebrating with her family on 8 April.®” This particular photo
appeared again on 13 November, the Day of National Struggle, and
with the two photos discussed above in a spread in March 1933 show-
ing scenes from celebrations following events in March 1919.70 Al-
Musawwar carried the photo on the cover of the special issue to
commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the revolution of 1919, or
rather a portion of the photo (figure 18). Nearly everyone has been cut
with the exception of the woman holding the flag and a young boy
standing close behind her, who would be difficult to cut out, as well as
part of the face of a veiled woman caught in the lower left of the
frame.”! A similarly cropped version also appeared in al-Hilal’s golden
anniversary album with the first photo mentioned and was meant to
show that women “led demonstrations” and “jeered the English” in
the revolution of 1919.7? Viewing the cropped photo of the woman
with the flag, one would never imagine the original family context of
the photo or guess that it was taken amid the April celebrations and
not the March demonstrations. It had become a quintessential symbol
of women’s political activism and the revolution of 1919.

The three photos discussed above, which have been among the most
frequently associated with women and the revolution of 1919, were all
taken on 8 April and bear the imprint of Ramses Company. This imprint
appears only sporadically in 1919 in al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, and the
name of the cameraman, who is identified only as a “staff photogra-
pher,” remains unknown. He may have been on special assignment to
cover the unrest and worked for several papers or news services. All three
photos have been used by Egyptians and scholars of Egypt to evoke the
“ladies’ demonstrations” of March 1919, although they were all taken
during the April celebrations and two show women in a family context.
Ironically, a little-known book by ‘Abd al-Fattah ‘Abada published by
al-Hilal in 1919 sets the photos from April 1919 (some of which he
includes) in their proper context. ‘Abada enumerates three demonstra-
tions in which women participated in March and April 1919: the first



Figure 17. “An Egyptian lady goes out in her carriage with the members of
her family the day of the big holiday—8 April—to participate in the manifes-
tations of joy, and her sister has raised the beloved Egyptian flag.” Photograph
by Ramses Company. Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 5 May 1919, 6.

Figure 18. Enlargement of the woman holding the flag (figure 17). Cover of
al-Musawwar, 7 March 1969.
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of elite women in cars, the second of elite women on foot in which they
were blocked by military force, and the third of women of different strata
upon the release of the Wafd. He characterizes the latter as the “great-
est of them” and describes it in detail, noting that this was the first time
men rode with their wives and mothers in carriages.”3

We now turn to three other photos, which were probably shot by three
different photographers and whose relationship to the events of 1919
also needs clarification. The golden anniversary album of al-Hilal car-
ried a photo of women marching right to left that the Arabic inscription
says is of “Egyptian woman in the revolution of 1919,” or more pre-
cisely, according to the printed text, the first women’s demonstration of
March 1919.74 In the English translation of part of Huda Sha‘rawi’s
memoirs, the same photo is labeled as one of a women’s demonstration
in Cairo during the revolution of 1919.7° Yet the original photo is from
a different time, place, and perspective. A dark and grainy picture, which
is hard to reproduce, appeared in al-Lata’if al-Musawwara on 12 April
1921 as one of a series showing the decorations and processions in
Alexandria when Sa‘d Zaghlul returned to Egypt after his exile and
attempt to negotiate Egypt’s independence.”’® The women march from
left to right, carrying a banner (illegible in later versions of the photo
printed in reverse) of the Society of the Mothers of the Future, an Alexan-
drian organization that has been overshadowed by Cairene groups. That
the men in the crowds on the sides of the street do not focus on the march-
ing women reveals that by 1921, the presence of women in street demon-
strations was not such a novelty. Other cameras caught the procession,
and a photo that appeared in the Illustrated London News was later
reprinted in al-Lata’if al-Musawwara.”” Here the photograph from Sjill
al-Hilal al-Musawwar is reversed (figure 19) and shown in the direction
it originally appeared in al-Lata’if al-Musawwara on 12 April 1921. The
important point is not so much the direction of marching as the correct
setting and date.

Elite women who appeared or spoke in public in 1919 generally wore
thin face veils. Thus the photo of an unveiled schoolgirl flanked by male
students who spoke on the balcony of the House of the Nation in 1919,
which also appeared in the English translation of Huda’s memoirs, seems
revolutionary in more ways than one.”8 But the image comes from 1928,
not 1919, in the context of student protests against the efforts of a non-
Wafdist Egyptian government to reach an agreement with the British.
Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara carried a couple of photos of the protests,
which were broken up by Egyptian police, including one on the balcony
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Figure 19. “Egyptian ladies and girls parading for the leader and cheering
him” in Alexandria, April 1921. Photo from Sijill al-Hilal al-Musawwar
(Cairo, 1992), 2: T014-T15, reversed and shown as it originally appeared in
al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 12 April 1921, 7.

(figure 20) and one on the street (figure 21).”? A female student speak-
ing in public in 1928 surrounded by men after a decade of the blurring
of boundaries was not nearly as shocking as it would have been a decade
earlier. By then a few female students had entered the university, and elite
women had become more seasoned veterans of urban protest. Elsewhere,
the student was identified as Bahiyya Fahmi and the 1928 context of the
photos given.80

Ironically, while photos shot weeks or years later were wrongly
attributed to March 1919, one photo from that period has been post-
dated to the 1928 protests following the closing of parliament.8! Yet the
photo, which originally appeared in al-Lata’if al-Musawwara on 27 April
1919, belongs with the cluster of photos shot on 8 April 1919 (figure
22).82 It shows a crowd of men outside Sa‘d Zaghlul’s house looking up
at the balcony, where his wife, Safiyya Zaghlul, who had signed the March
petition, and who is the subject of chapter 6, is marked by an X. This
photo was shot and/or printed by Sabunji.

Few photos of the women’s demonstrations of March 1919 were pub-
lished or actually seem to exist, in spite of claims to the contrary. A photo
of an “Egyptian ladies’ demonstration: the first ever staged in Cairo”



Figure 20. “Student protestors at the House of the Nation, standing in the bal-
cony of the library listening to speeches.” Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 19 March
1928, 4.

Figure 21. “Some of the male and female students standing in front of the
House of the Nation when the police attacked them to break up their
gathering.” Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 19 March 1928, 4.
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Figure 22. “A view of the house of His Excellency Sa‘d Pasha Zaghlul the day
of April 8th. His honorable wife came onto the balcony with the well-wishing
visiting ladies (X [on upper left side of photo]) to greet members of the nation
during their march as they cheered the nation and His Excellency Sa‘d Pasha.”
Print by Sabunji. Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 28 April 1919, 4.

(figure 23) appears in a book by the American author Grace Thompson
Seton, published in 1923.83 The photo shows the tail end of a proces-
sion of veiled women in Garden City. The broad avenue dwarfs the size
of the demonstration and large crowds are nowhere in evidence. Seton,
who carried a camera and took snapshots, was in Cairo three years after
the revolution, not during it. Whether the Egyptian women she met pro-
vided her with the print, and whether they and others in Egypt saw the
photo, before or after publication, is, like the source of the print, unclear.

Sabri’s La Revolution égyptienne contains a photograph of “[t]he
demonstration of Egyptian ladies first authorized and later stopped by
armed force.” Yet one sees much more of the British officers in caps and
Egyptian police in fezzes than the encircled group of women. The latter,
and some of their banners, are barely visible.3* The same photo appeared
in a biography of Isma‘il Sidqi, a politician who in 1919 was a member
of the Wafd and whose wife was a signatory of the petition penned to
protest the treatment of the ladies.®’ A photograph from a different angle
and moment of the “ladies’ demonstration” in which women, according
to the caption, stood in the “rays of the sun for two hours” appeared in
al-Balagh al-Usbu‘iyya in 1927 shortly after the death of Sa‘d Zaghul.
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Figure 23. “Egyptian ladies’ demonstration: The first ever staged in Cairo.”
Grace Thompson Seton, A Woman Tenderfoot in Egypt (New York, 1923).

The police lines are now ordered neatly around a group in front of Sa‘d’s
house. The women are not visible, but a banner rises above the heads of
those forming the cordon.8¢ None of the horses mentioned in Hafiz’s
poem are in evidence in either photo. One or the other of them may have
been taken by the American consul-general, who, according to Huda
Sha‘rawi, took several photographs when he arrived on the scene to help
negotiate the release of the women.3”

The only photos that may well have been taken of the “ladies’ demon-
stration” of March 1919 are much less dramatic than those ascribed to
the event, with their flags, fists, crowds, and speakers. The latter lent
themselves to enhancing the mythology of the first women’s demonstra-
tion and transforming women into symbols. Male photo- and print jour-
nalists seem to have been particularly eager to do just that. In collective
memory, the Cairene “ladies’ demonstration” of March 1919—really a
composite of several March protests—became a referent for women’s
political activism in Cairo and elsewhere throughout the decade. The
“ladies’ demonstrations” turn out to have been less dramatic visually
and less radical politically than they have been mythologized as being.
But probing the myth should force a reconsideration of that event and
ones that have been elided into it on their own terms.
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Women from the elite became a new “political public” in March 1919
when they staged their own demonstrations, marching in the streets of
Cairo and delivering petitions to foreign legations. They entered a new
public space amid general unrest, challenging the colonial authorities but
not seriously undermining male authority or class hierarchy. Archival
and literary records show that during the revolution, women spoke in a
“feminine voice”—as mothers, sisters, wives, and representatives of the
female half of the nation—making no special demands for women. Their
action soon took on feminist and later populist meanings. The event
proved malleable, because all sorts of meanings could be attributed to
it, and all sorts of identities and ideologies—liberal, populist, feminist,
socialist, and Islamist—became ascribed to marching veiled women.

As long as women veiled (and sometimes afterward) the illustrated
press rarely gave the names of activists. The veil hid women’s faces in
the early years, and cameramen and editors, who were probably unfa-
miliar with most of the women activists in any case, made little effort to
overcome their ignorance. Nameless women preserved the ideal of the
patriotic Egyptian woman; particulars would have chipped at that ideal.
As a result, multiple images of women activists who operated in numer-
ous contexts were conflated into the powerful image of the female demon-
strator, often with a flag, of March 1919. Getting the details right did
not seem that important, for details only got in the way of the abstrac-
tion, as woman became a crucial site of the collective memory of the rev-
olution of 1919. Women activists, whose own memories were often
blurred and who frequently conflated the events of 1919, did not seem
to mind being turned into symbols as long as the substantive parts of
their contributions were also recorded and rewarded. But in time only
the symbols remained. Veiled protestors became a crucial site of mem-
ory, as the “lady demonstrator” came to symbolize the true patriot, the
revolution, and by implication, the nation.



CHAPTER SIX

Mother of the Egyptians

Safiyya Zaghlul, wife of the Wafdist leader Sa‘d Zaghlul, was on hand
in March 1919 when her house was the focus of demonstrations, and
she signed the women’s petitions delivered to foreign consuls. After the
revolution of 1919, she became widely known as “Mother of the Egyp-
tians.” Her title built on the nationalist role cast for elite women from
the turn of the century as “Mothers of the Nation.” First among the
mothers, she became a popular nationalist symbol. At the same time, she
wielded a great deal of power within Wafdist and nationalist politics and
became a central force in Egyptian women’s political culture.!

Women nationalists often spoke in a maternal voice and, like their
male compatriots, adopted family metaphors and kinship idioms. This
rhetoric reached its fullest flowering in Egypt in the interwar years with
the creation of a national mother. The fiction generated a sense of soli-
darity and relatedness among people who were otherwise strangers or
divided along class, race, ethnic, and religious lines. The “mothers” and
“fathers” provided comfort, creating a sense of collective belonging and
suggesting that the welfare of the people was in the right hands. Yet asser-
tions that the nation was a family were also meant to insure obedience
to the leaders and to silence dissent.

This chapter follows the life and career of Safiyya Zaghlul, “Mother
of the Egyptians.” Safiyya planned her public persona, carefully chose
her words, weighed her actions, and controlled her image, particularly
her photographic image. She manipulated maternal symbolism to carve

135
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out a political role for herself. In spite of opposition from the British and
non-Wafdists, she took advantage of an opening and played her part
well. As a result, she enjoyed political influence during her husband’s
lifetime and continued to exercise power long after his death.

IMAGES AND MEMORIES

As the “Mother of the Egyptians,” Safiyya Zaghlul became the keeper
of Sa‘d’s memory when he was in exile and after his death, and a polit-
ical actor in her own right. Although Safiyya was a major pillar of the
national movement, historians of nationalism have generally ignored her.
They have focused instead on male figures whose power was institution-
alized through parties, parliament, and other formal structures. At the
same time, scholars of women’s history preferred to highlight feminists,
intellectuals, radicals, and working-class women. Yet Safiyya embodied
many of the paradoxes elite women faced in this period.

No woman appears in more photos in the national press in the inter-
war years than Safiyya. Her picture appeared regularly in periodicals, proof
that she was one of the most visible and popular female figures of the
period. While Sa‘d and King Fu’ad competed as male leaders for press cov-
erage, Safiyya encountered no competition from the palace. Queen Nazli
did not appear unveiled before the Egyptian public through her husband’s
reign. Forced by convention and her husband’s policy of catering to Islamic
sentiments to stay out of sight, she almost never appeared in press pho-
tos.2 Safiyya, on the other hand, manipulated politics to command a cen-
tral role as a first lady of sorts. (How the queen felt about Safiyya’s public
visibility and usurpation of what she may have perceived as her role is not
clear.) Safiyya’s closest competitor in press photos, Huda Sha‘rawi, appeared
fairly frequently; but the total number of photos in the weekly al-Lata’if
al-Musawwara, for example, adds up to about a fifth of those of Safiyya
Zaghlul. In short, Safiyya enjoyed a prominence in the national press that
was second to none. Her photos could be found on the front page or promi-
nently inside numerous periodicals. Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara printed over
one hundred photos of her, and women’s weeklies and monthlies such as
al-Hisan and al-Mar’a al-Misriyya showed her in various poses. The num-
ber of photos of Safiyya did not drop off after Sa‘d’s death, and indeed
may have increased, showing her independent stature.

The many photos document Safiyya’s movements and demonstrate
her centrality in Wafdist politics. When she was depicted with Sa‘d,
she appeared at his side as a steady support. In other contexts, such
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as surrounded by Wafdist women, she became the focus of the photo.
The editor even took care to guide the viewer to Safiyya if she was in a
large crowd or in the distance by marking her with an X, such as in pho-
tos of her on the balcony of her home (see figure 22) or when she sat in
the balcony at an opening of parliament.3 The X was particularly impor-
tant when Safiyya first appeared and was veiled, as in a visit to Dami-
etta in the summer of 1921 that was captured by a local resident.* Once
she had unveiled, her face became familiar to viewers.

Photos of Safiyya Zaghlul reveal a great deal about the woman and
her political style. She maintained control of the image she projected over
the years by allowing photographers to take her portrait at certain
moments: at Sa‘d’s side, next to female companions, with male Wafdists.
She moved cautiously, lowering her veil slowly, hoping to please with
her pleasant looks and not offend conservative viewers. Elegant in her
youth with fine gentle features, she matured gracefully, stepping back
from the lens but never out of focus as her popularity grew over the years.
She played a role that she helped to script and was very attentive to the
public stage as theater. Photos in the contemporary press and periodical
articles thus help recreate Safiyya’s political career.

A biography by Fina Gued Vidal, Safiyya Zaghlul’s close friend, pro-
vides another perspective.’ Written in French shortly after Safiyya’s death
and published in the late 1940s, it blends discussions of family life with
descriptions of nationalist and party politics. Fina witnessed much of
what she writes about (she stayed with Safiyya during March and April
1919), traveled with her, probably kept a journal, and had access to
Safiyya’s papers (she at one time handled her correspondence). Safiyya,
who was careful in crafting her image during her lifetime, no doubt autho-
rized the work, which is a panegyric to her life and must be read criti-
cally and in combination with other sources.

Fahima Thabit, the young woman who accompanied Safiyya on her
trip to Gibraltar in 1922 to join Sa‘d in exile and stayed with the Zagh-
luls for the six months that they were there, kept a record of the experi-
ence. An unmarried schoolteacher of about thirty and member of the
New Woman Society, Fahima was a likely candidate to accompany
Safiyya. She was known in nationalist circles and did not have domestic
responsibilities that tied her down. Her father, Husayn Thabit Bey, had
been a deputy in the law court at Zaqaziq and was vaguely known to
Sa‘d. Al-Za’im al-Khalid wa-Umm al-Misriyyin fi Manfan Jabal Tarig
(The Glorious Leader and Mother of the Egyptians in Exile in Gibral-
tar) documents how time was spent there and reads for the most part
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like a political diary. Fahima became a family intimate and shared walks,
talks, hopes, and fears. This memoir, like the Vidal biography, was only
published after Safiyya’s death.®

Safiyya herself left little in the way of writing that is available, other
than a few proclamations to her “sons,” some letters, and correspon-
dence with British officials, who kept a watchful eye on her, amassing
thick files. They were not persuaded by her skillful use of rhetoric and
public persona that she was above politics.

A DUTIFUL DAUGHTER

Cameras captured Safiyya as a child, a young married woman, and a
dutiful daughter accompanying her father on cures in Europe, where she
traveled without a veil.” Safiyya was born in a palace in Bab al-Lug,
Cairo, 16 June 1876, into the Ottoman-Egyptian elite. Her father, Mustafa
Pasha Fahmi, then governor of Cairo, was among those Ottoman offi-
cials the British enlisted after the ‘Urabi revolt to help administer Egypt.
He later served as prime minister under Khedive ‘Abbas Hilmi II and
enjoyed longevity in the post (with one stretch lasting from 1895 to 1908)
precisely because Lord Cromer appreciated his cooperation. We know
less about Safiyya’s mother. Fina’s biography has little to say about her
but gives a photograph of a woman in European attire. Safiyya’s mother
was probably, like her husband, of Turkish origin. She bore a son who
died at an early age and three girls who survived to adulthood, of whom
Safiyya was the youngest.$

An elite household of this sort contained a number of retainers and
blended European and Ottoman practices. A dada (nanny) helped raise
Safiyya, and a German governess was charged with her private educa-
tion, which included French and embroidery. After visiting an orphan-
age with her mother at age thirteen, Safiyya “adopted” a young girl.
Adoption was technically illegal in Islam, but ways existed of creating
fictive kinship and integrating orphans into a household.” “Rescuing”
the girl seemed a commendable project for Safiyya; and in a pattern not
dissimilar from the treatment of harem slaves in the past, she cared for
her until her eighteenth birthday, at which time a suitable marriage was
arranged. This sense of noblesse oblige continued throughout Safiyya’s
life. Fina reports that she provided daily meals to four poor Egyptians.
But her personal generosity masks a lack of critique of the social and
economic conditions that caused vast disparities in wealth among Egyp-
tians. Her philanthropic impulse probably stemmed from her religiosity.
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She kept a Qur’an above her bed, prayed regularly, made prayer tapestries,
and never touched alcohol.!?

At the age of eighteen, Safiyya was given the task of running the Fahmi
household. Meanwhile, her father received numerous marital proposals
for her. He finally accepted the offer of Sa‘d Zaghlul, a politically ambi-
tious judge on the court of appeals and a protégé of the Islamic reformer
Muhammad ‘Abduh. Born in 1857 or so in the Delta village of Ibyana,
Sa‘d was the son of a prosperous landowning ‘umda (village mayor). He
attended the local Qur’an school, then went on to study at al-Azhar. After
being briefly imprisoned for his role in the ‘Urabi revolt, he studied law
and eventually earned a degree in France. Upon his return to Egypt, he
mingled with British officials and Egyptian ministers in, among other
places, Princess Nazli Fazil’s salon, where his marriage to Safiyya was
rumored to have been arranged.!!

Sa‘d was nearly twenty years older than Safiyya and from an ethnic
Egyptian rather than a Turkish background. Their marriage in 1896
linked him to a powerful minister, giving him political capital. On Mustafa
Fahmi’s side, the marriage helped to solidify the family’s local ties and
linked their fate to a rising star, one of the Western-educated profession-
als emerging from the ranks of the provincial notables. Marriages of the
Turkish-speaking Ottoman-Egyptian elite to Egyptian professionals was
an increasingly common strategy, giving one side financial security and
the other higher social status.!?

In spite of their attempts and desires, Safiyya and Sa‘d had no chil-
dren of their own. However, Safiyya raised the son and daughter—Sa‘id
and Ratiba—of Sa‘d’s deceased sister “as if they were her own.”13 Safiyya
also had great affection for Wasif Ghali, whose father had been assassi-
nated in 1911, and considered Wasif and his wife as her children as well.1#
Kinship proved so integral in Egyptian society that non-kin who were
close to the family were often incorporated through fictive kinship rela-
tions. During her stay in Gibraltar in 1921, Safiyya revealed her despair
at not having had children. “All Egyptians are your children,” Fahima
replied, adding that she loved the Zaghluls as parents, as well as “for
their patriotism and goodness,” and would not have loved them more
even if she had been their daughter by blood.!> The fact that Safiyya had
no children of her own played in her favor politically, for she could
become the mother of all Egyptians.

By most accounts Safiyya’s and Sa‘d’s marriage was a harmonious
union, and Fahima’s account of their time in Gibraltar shows them as a
loving couple.!® In portraits of Safiyya and Sa‘d, the latter is usually
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shown seated (he was a tall man) while Safiyya stands to his side or
behind him with a hand on his shoulder (see figure 12).17 In spite of the
large gap in age, they were presented as a model for the sort of loving
marriage increasingly advocated by intellectuals of the time. Qasim Amin
noted that Sa‘d, a fellow judge, had inspired him to write al-Mar’a al-
Jadida (The New Woman, 1900), which he dedicated to him in friend-
ship. Sa‘d’s union was a model for the companionate couple at the center
of the bourgeois family, which would become the bedrock of the nation-
alist movement.'$

The marriage helped Sa‘d advance his career. With the blessing of Lord
Cromer, he became minister of public instruction in 1906 in the last cab-
inet of Mustafa Fahmi. Cromer presumed that Sa‘d’s political sympa-
thies resembled those of his father-in-law and foresaw a brilliant future
for him. Sa‘d received the title of pasha at this time and advanced to the
even more powerful office of minister of justice in T9to. But two years
later, he resigned to lead the opposition in the new legislative assembly,
where he was elected vice president. There he honed his skills as a fiery
orator. Along with other Egyptian nationalists, Sa‘d increasingly yearned
to oust the British from Egypt and would make his move after World
War 1. On the eve of the war, Safiyya nursed both her parents in their
final illnesses. Her mother died in 1913 and her father a year later.

SA‘D’S “SECOND SELF”

Following the arrest and deportation of Sa‘d Zaghlul and three compan-
ions in March 1919, demonstrations broke out all over Egypt. Members
of the Wafd hurried to Zaghlul’s house, where they had met since the
Wafd’s inception. The Wafdists wanted to collect their papers so that
they could carry on meeting elsewhere, but Safiyya would not have it.
She pledged her support “as a militant of the Wafd” and said that noth-
ing could deter her from working and fighting in her husband’s place.!®

Safiyya astutely recognized the importance of continuing the meetings
at her home in her husband’s absence. This ensured his central position
within the group and the focus of nationalist activity on the house, which
became widely known as Bayt al-Umma (the House of the Nation), a
name that helped to instill a sense of national family. This also gave
Safiyya an opportunity to play a pivotal role in the movement. She had
lived most of her life in the privilege of seclusion, aware of political events
but out of the public eye, and her role now changed dramatically when
she became a public figure. She met the delegations of men and women
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flocking to the house to pledge their support, signed the petitions of
demonstrators who marched there in protest, and addressed the crowds
that used the house as a rallying point. Safiyya joined the rebellion against
British rule, while at the same time supporting gender divisions and social
hierarchies.?”

Safiyya’s role as “Mother of the Egyptians” was shaped amid the
unrest. After one particularly violent encounter between protesters and
British soldiers, Fina says, a crowd brought a wounded protester to the
house. Sensing his end was near, the young man lamented to Safiyya, “I
am going to die far from my mother.” Trying to comfort him, she asked,
“My son, am I not also your mother?” “Yes,” he responded, “but you
are also the mother of all Egyptians.”2! According to another account,
a group of women demonstrators from Tanta chanted at her door, “‘Aisha
was the Mother of the Believers (Umm al-Mu’minin); Safiyya is the
Mother of the Egyptians (Umm al-Misriyyin).”?2 The name took hold
in the popular imagination.

Umm al-Misriyyin (or Masriyyin in the colloquial) sounded similar to
Umm al-Mu’minin (the name given to Muhammad’s favorite wife), evok-
ing associations with Islamic history. Egyptian nationalists—like nation-
alists elsewhere—borrowed with impunity from the religious past. The
title umm also had contemporary and popular connotations. Among
Arabic speakers, mothers often took their son’s names and were literally
called “Mother of Muhammad” or “Mother of Ahmad” or something
similar rather than by their own name. Sons usually remained in close
proximity to their natal families and their loyalty to their mothers proved
strong. That Egyptians called Safiyya “Mother of the Egyptians” meant
not only that they had “adopted” her as their mother and pledged loy-
alty to her, but that she derived her identity from them as well. Safiyya
may well have cultivated the role precisely because it filled an emotional
need as well as a political purpose for her.

With unrest growing in Egypt and the prestige of the Wafd on the rise,
the British sent General (Field Marshal) Edmund Allenby, who had led
the Palestine Campaign, to quell the protests. He advised the British gov-
ernment to release Sa‘d and the other prisoners, who were subsequently
set free. In a conversation with a British official shortly thereafter, Sul-
tan (later King) Fu’ad acknowledged the “extraordinary influence of the
women and particularly of Mme. Saad Zaghlul in exciting native hostil-
ity to the British.”23 Safiyya met up with Sa‘d in Malta and proceeded
with him to Paris, where negotiations over postwar arrangements were
under way. By the time they arrived, however, the Americans had already
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endorsed Great Britain’s protectorate over Egypt. The Wafd now under-
stood that the international community would not support Egyptian
demands and that they had to negotiate Egypt’s political future directly
with the British.

Leading members of the Wafd eventually proceeded to London for
negotiations, but the dilemma of the Wafd soon became clear. Having
built their mass appeal on demands for full independence, they could
settle for nothing less. Yet the British were willing to offer only limited
terms. When the first of many rounds of talks failed, Wafd members
returned to Paris, where cracks began to appear in the Wafd facade.
Opposition grew to the authoritarian role that Sa‘d played within the
group, with some suggesting that he put his own political ambitions
before the interests of the country. Safiyya attempted to regroup the loy-
alists around her husband.

In spite of the failed talks and fissures within the Wafd, Sa‘d and
Safiyya returned home in April 1921 to an enthusiastic welcome. Safiyya
sat in a closed car completely covered by flowers and saluted the cheer-
ing crowds, as women Wafdists followed in their cars and schoolgirls
looked on.2* “I was away two years and I could not believe the trans-
formation in thought and action that I saw when I came back,” com-
mented Safiyya in reference to the dramatic changes she found in women’s
lives.2> After their return, Safiyya continued to assist Sa‘d in a role Fina
characterizes as that of confidante, counselor, and right hand.2® Huda
Sha‘rawi, who was head of the Women’s Wafd at the time, noted Safiyya’s
influence over her husband. At one meeting when Sa‘d thanked Huda
for her help, Huda in turn asked him to greet Prime Minister ‘Adli Yakan
upon his return from London in the same way that ‘Adli had welcomed
Zaghlul earlier that year. Sa‘d said he would do it if it were up to him
personally, but he could not because others would not approve of it. As
Huda wondered aloud who would oppose him if he wanted something,
Safiyya interjected, “By God, Sa‘d, if you place your hand in ‘Adli’s, I
will not be your wife after what he has done.”2”

The Wafd continued to organize resistance to the British and the
British-backed government. After Sa‘d refused internal exile at his coun-
try estate in December 1921, the British decided to remove him and some
of his colleagues from the scene in order to form a ministry that would
negotiate more amicably. Safiyya immediately appealed for permission
to join her husband. She was told that she would be permitted to do so
only when his final destination was known. Safiyya subsequently decided
to stay in Egypt. “Given the crisis which crosses the country,” she wrote
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to Allenby, “I consider it my duty to remain here.”28 The Residency
immediately instructed the commander of the Cairo City Police to have
Safiyya Zaghlul “carefully watched,” for it was soon apparent that she
presented more of a danger in Egypt than with her husband in exile.2’
Safiyya gave the reasons behind her decision to stay in an appeal to
the nation (the collective “you”) published in the press:
When I saw the troops surrounding the house and filling the garden to take
away Saad, my inclination at first was to follow him wherever this force
took him. But when I saw you killed, all my affection and feeling went out

to you, and I felt from the bottom of my heart that I could not abandon
you at such a critical time, and that my duty was to share your fate.3?

She then cautioned her “devoted sons” to be wise in the use of their ener-
gies, to hold fast to their strong ties of brotherhood, and to abstain from
violence, to “protect our guests, and their houses and property.” Egyp-
tian elites feared anti-colonial unrest might take on social dimensions
and threaten their economic interests. Safiyya ended by requesting that
every Egyptian man and woman remember Sa‘d and his colleagues and
pray for their return.3! Her appeals to her “devoted sons” worked to
rhetorically exclude the “daughters” from the nation.

Safiyya received immediate messages of support from Egyptians at
home and abroad. “We greet in your noble person the heroic represen-
tative of Egyptian womanhood and the devoted mother of the Egyptian
people assuring you of the full support of your loyal sons,” the members
of the Edinburgh Egyptian Society cabled her. Similar messages came
from other Egyptian societies in England.32 The “national family” pulled
together to face the crisis, and the “sons,” however far away, rallied to
the side of the “mother” who had picked up the mantle of leadership.
The family unified to oust the outsiders, the British. The exiles were sent
to Aden for two months and then on to the Seychelles, an island group
in the Indian Ocean that was a British crown colony. Safiyya pushed for
her husband’s release, attempting to raise an international outcry and to
keep his detention in the public eye.33

Safiyya continued to issue appeals in the press. With Wafdist leaders
in prison or in exile and periodicals forbidden from publishing anything
coming from the party, she took up the task of articulating her husband’s
positions and keeping the focus on his leadership. She warned her “dear
sons” not to be deceived by politicians who allied themselves with the
British and sought to form a new government in the absence of Sa‘d and
his colleagues. She spoke of the deportation of Sa‘d and the others: “Why?
And for what crime? Because they spoke loud in your name and called
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for your independence.” She reiterated that support for Sa‘d and the
exiles equaled support for independence, and that this was the only legit-
imate nationalist position. She urged patience, for victory was at hand
with “the help of God.”3* The British tried to block these communiqués,
with some degree of success. “The press should be warned not to pub-
lish Madame Zaghloul’s appeal,” the oriental secretary instructed, “on
account of its anti-British tone.”3°

Safiyya met with foreign visitors to present Egypt’s case. She told the
American writer Grace Thompson Seton, “Saad is a prisoner in Sey-
chelles, but I keep myself here, his second self, his wife, and take his
place.”3¢ Seton described meeting “a slim, middle-aged woman of frag-
ile body, but dauntless spirit.” Safiyya authorized her to publish a photo
depicting her as an unveiled modern patriot, wearing high heels, a string
of pearls, and a dress upon which was emblazoned the Egyptian flag of
crescents and stars.3” The flag at that time would have been red, not the
green it subsequently became.

Delegations of rural notables once again came to the Zaghluls’ home
to pledge their support. Safiyya received them, as she informed her hus-
band in a letter dated § February 1922 that was intercepted, and “talked
to them from behind a screen, thanked them for their sympathy and
encouraged them to go on demanding independence.”33 She reportedly
received up to forty men at once, and often two hundred a day, and
frequently delivered speeches to the delegations. As she described, she
waited behind a screen until the group had assembled; then she emerged
dressed in a white silk gallabiyya with a white gauze veil over her head
and wrapped around her throat (not wanting to offend the sensibilities
of the provincial men in the audience).? Her selection of a peasant style
of dress (although most peasants did not wear silk) in addressing a
rural audience shows her adroitness in manipulating symbols. She
could be the determined village wife, the educated modern woman,
the worldly aristocrat, quickly adjusting to the moment and playing
the role to perfection.

In the letter to her husband intercepted by the British, Safiyya reported
as well on her own role in trying to bring secessionists from the Wafd
back into the party’s fold. Safiyya welcomed some of the secessionists to
the House of the Nation after an agreement had been reached. She spoke
to the assembly “urging them to do their best for the cause of Egypt; to
swear that they would sacrifice every personal interest for the common
weal and to forget the past.” Speakers cheered Safiyya, but the new union
did not last, and the Wafd continued to show splits.40
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Safiyya also spoke to the crowds that assembled in front of the house.
Fina described one incident when a rather unruly group composed of
workers, peasants, boatmen, and butchers arrived from the countryside.
Safiyya attempted to pacify the crowd, which was armed with sticks and
in an incendiary mood, by telling them that they were hurting the coun-
try, that Sa‘d had many times repeated that he did not want revolution,
that they would not win freedom through violence. “Your cause is just;
right is with you; return to your work at home; and leave to your lead-
ers the responsibility of winning the independence of the country.” The
crowd of over three hundred men then apparently set down their sticks,
crying, “Long live Sa‘d! Long live the Mother of the Egyptians!”+!

Safiyya, like others of her class, sought to suppress social unrest and
prevent economic damage by channeling peasant and worker grievances
toward the anti-colonial struggle. In this she acted in concert with the
Wafd leadership, which was made up mostly of landowners. Elite nation-
alists opposed violence that might threaten their own properties, and the
specter of Russia’s revolution could not have been far from their consid-
erations. The family rhetoric that Safiyya Zaghlul utilized so skillfully
thus had a dual function, creating a sense of solidarity and unity among
the population while smoothing class and other antagonisms. Family,
after all, was not an egalitarian institution, but rather a hierarchical one.
Family rhetoric reinforced social and gender hierarchies, giving the sense
that the elite had a natural right to lead in the same way that fathers and
mothers had a natural right to raise their children, who owed them respect
and obedience. In short, use of family rhetoric worked in this case to
reinforce social inequalities.

With negotiations blocked, the British unilaterally issued a declara-
tion of Egyptian independence on 28 February 1922. They ended the
protectorate but reserved four points for future negotiations: the status
of the Sudan, the protection of foreign interests and of minorities in
Egypt, the security of British communications, and the defense of Egypt.
Sultan Fu’ad subsequently took the title king, and members of the Lib-
eral Constitutionalist Party, along with others, were assigned the task of
writing a constitution. The Wafd opposed what its members considered
a “false independence” and continued to agitate against those who coop-
erated with the British. The government cracked down on this opposi-
tion and imprisoned Safiyya Zaghlul in her house for four days in March.
Safiyya was subsequently released from house arrest and, after pressur-
ing the authorities, was allowed to visit members of the Wafd jailed
nearby and to send them food on a daily basis.*?
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SHARING EXILE

Meanwhile, in the Seychelles, Sa‘d’s health deteriorated. A diabetic, he
suffered from the climate and the food, and Safiyya petitioned the British
in London yet again to release him.%3 She then sent envoys to Allenby
requesting permission to join her husband in exile. The British replied
that they had decided to move Sa‘d to a new place, and told Safiyya that
she could join him once he was settled there. In early September, Sa‘d
landed with two servants in Gibraltar, his new outpost in exile.** Nego-
tiations then followed over who could accompany Safiyya. The British
approved a traveling party consisting of her nephew Sa‘id; Fahima Thabit;
and two servants—Sakina Muhammad Tahir (an illiterate nineteen-year-
old peasant from Sa‘d Zaghlul’s village whose mother had served the
Zaghluls all her life), and Ibrahim Fadl Muhammad (a twenty-year-old
Sudanese servant for Sa‘d).*’

Safiyya prepared for her departure. British officials and Egyptian secu-
rity were well aware that the occasion might be used as an opportunity
to stage demonstrations. They even debated moving the date up, for the
ship’s departure from Port Sa‘id coincided with a public holiday honor-
ing the king’s accession, and it was feared the crowds might shout for Sa‘d
rather than for Fu’ad. Some Egyptian officials, having a good sense of
Safiyya’s popularity, argued that it would be better if Madame Zaghlul
were made to leave quietly. But the British felt that altering the date would
give her more attention than she was likely to attract.*¢ The going-away
ceremonies began the afternoon of Friday, 6 October, when the members
of the New Woman Society threw Safiyya a party in her home. Delega-
tions of women from Alexandria and Tanta joined the group from Cairo.
Students from the society’s workshop opened the party with a song, Thsan
Ahmad and other women delivered speeches, and guests recited poems.*”

Huge crowds—“a wonderful send off”—turned out the afternoon of
8 October to escort Safiyya Zaghlul from her home to the Cairo train
station. The dense crowd, according to the Egyptian Mail, numbered
“many hundreds of thousands” and gave her as big a reception as that
which had welcomed Sa‘d upon his return to Cairo in April 1921. But
it also had special features:

There were ladies everywhere. There were black-robed ladies, lightly veiled,
riding in luxurious motorcars—sixty cars were counted, but there were a
great many more than that; there were middle class mothers and daughters
on roofs and balconies and leaning from every window; there were women
of the people, veiled in coarse black crepe-stuff, standing among the crowd
in the streets.*3



Mother of the Egyptians 147

Students from al-Azhar kept order, clasping hands and forming a chain
to keep the crowds back as the cars streamed past toward the station.
Those assembled cheered and clapped, particularly when Safiyya rode
by in a closed car covered with students. They held up flags and banners
on which were inscribed a number of Arabic slogans, among them: “Good
bye, Mother of the Nation! Hope you will return under better condi-
tions,” and “Go with the blessing of God!” Others spoke of sacrifice and
love of the country: “We die that Egypt may live.”*’

Young schoolgirls had gathered at the train station. There Labiba
Ahmad, founder of the Society of Egyptian Ladies’ Awakening, made a
presentation. Safiyya, in turn, issued a special appeal on the occasion of
her departure, once again invoking Sa‘d’s struggle. “It is for us that Saad
suffers all these pains,” she declared. “His sacrifice, and that of his com-
panions are water of life for the tree of independence so that it may grow
in our hearts.” She urged her fellow countrymen not to lose courage, for
victory was at hand, and to stay focused on the House of the Nation.
“There are in the House of the Nation, successors and friends of Saad
who will raise your flag and support you.” The “monster demonstra-
tion,” as the Egyptian Mail called it, showed the appeal of the Wafd and
the power of Safiyya, who had become a central figure in the national-
ist movement.>°

The celebration of Safiyya on the eve of her departure did not end at
the Cairo station. A special train carried about fifty female notables (led
by Sharifa Riyad), fifteen members of the New Woman Society (headed
by Wajida Thabit), and a seventeen-woman delegation from Asyut
(presided over by Wajiha Tuhami Khashaba). In Port Said, the train was
met by a crowd, including a delegation from the local Women’s Wafd
committee. The latter escorted Safiyya and the others to a reception.
Some hours later, they delivered Safiyya to her steamship, which left the
port at two in the morning.>! In what a British official admitted was an
“overwhelming send-off,” Egyptians had shown that Safiyya had a huge
following, including both men and women, Copts and Muslims, of dif-
ferent strata.>?

Women nationalists venerated Safiyya for the leading role she had
played in the absence of her husband and as the focal point of their
activities. Labiba Ahmad praised her as “an honorable name in the his-
tory of our national renaissance, an eternal memory in the heart of every
Egyptian man and woman.” She called her Umm al-Misriyyin wa al-
Misriyyat (Mother of Egyptian men and women) and za‘imat al-Mis-
riyyat (the leader of Egyptian women), a title that had historical
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resonance. (Before the nineteenth century the za‘im Misr was often the
leading bey or other grandee.) In a play on her name, Labiba also spoke
of Safiyya as sifwat al-ummabhat (the best friend of the mothers), a ref-
erence to the women nationalists who often called themselves “Moth-
ers of the Nation.”*3

Until the occasion of her departure to join Sa‘d in exile, Safiyya had
not unveiled before photojournalists in Egypt. In late 1921, her portrait
had appeared on the cover of a French journal and was reprinted in al-
Lata’if al-Musawwara in January 1922, giving the Egyptian public their
first glimpse of Safiyya’s face.>* The day of her departure, Safiyya low-
ered her veil and smiled for the press as she stood in her garden next to
an unnamed young woman (possibly Fahima Thabit). Safiyya, whose
face was still unknown to most Egyptians, was marked by an X and iden-
tified as Mother of the Egyptians (figure 24).%3 She also released a por-
trait to the press, which appeared in the October issues of al-Mar’a
al-Misriyya and al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya, and in other periodicals through-
out the decade. The studio shot shows Safiyya sitting sideways with a
small book in her lap (possibly a Qur’an), looking past the camera.’®
The image reinforces the sense of her maternal aura and sanctity. Her
face would quickly become familiar in countless other photos, her gaze
at the camera more direct as her control over the images released to the
press continued.

Safiyya joined Sa‘d in Gibraltar after she had been carefully searched
for hidden documents. British officials were relieved that no mention of
“any indignities” was ever made public, for it might have had unpleas-
ant repercussions. Sa‘d dashed off a telegram addressed “to the nation”
via the House of the Nation, which was published in al-Afkar, thanking
his countrymen for giving his wife a “splendid send-off.”>”

Safiyya spent six months in Gibraltar with Sa‘d and their companion
Fahima Thabit, who ran the household and directed the staff. The three
took short jaunts to town, sat in the garden, or read inside. They poured
over newspapers, letters, and telegrams containing news from Egypt and
analyzed political developments. Early in her stay, Safiyya received a sup-
portive telegram from Irish women, who were sympathetic to the strug-
gle against the British.’8 Sa‘d, whose health was fragile, received frequent
visits from his doctor. Safiyya and Sa‘d celebrated their twenty-seventh
anniversary in exile and waited.

Half a year later, the British released Sa‘d, at which time Safiyya again
received praise in the Egyptian press for her sacrifice and for sharing
Sa‘d’s pain in exile.>® Sa‘d set out with Safiyya for Europe, where he was
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Figure 24. “Mother of the Egyptians—the honor-
able wife of Sa‘d Pasha Zaghlul (X) the day of her
departure to Gibraltar.” Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara,
16 October 1922, 1.

met by Wafdists who filled him in on events in Egypt in his absence.
“Look at my pitiful state, my lack of strength,” Sa‘d told Fina. “Still,
in spite of my great need for the presence of my dear Safiyya, if I had
known how well she had replaced me [in Egypt], I would never have
called for her.”69 Although pictures could take weeks to arrive in the
era before wiring, al-Lata’if al-Musawwara obtained quite a few shots
of Sa‘d and Safiyya in Europe. These show Safiyya with a hat or head
uncovered, with flowers or needlepoint in hand (symbols of feminin-
ity), composed and regal.®! Sa‘d’s health remained fragile, and Safiyya
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continued to stand in for him at certain events, including a reception in
Lyon where she gave a speech.®?

In Egypt, the new constitution had been promulgated and plans for
elections were under way. Sa‘d and other exiles were allowed to return
home, and the Zaghluls sailed in September on the same boat as Huda
Sha‘rawi. Huda had publicly unveiled earlier that year and took to wear-
ing a scarf over her head, leaving her face uncovered. Some discussion
ensued on board the ship over whether Safiyya should appear veiled or
unveiled upon her return from Europe.®® Safiyya had not veiled in Europe
and had already appeared unveiled in photographs in the Egyptian press,
but in Egypt she had always covered her face in public. There are con-
flicting versions of what happened next.

According to Saiza Nabarawi, a feminist traveling with Huda, Sa‘d
Zaghlul asked Huda to help Safiyya fashion her scarf in a similar man-
ner. Yet when members of the Wafd came on board to meet the party,
they disapproved and told Safiyya that the people would never accept
it.>4 Huda gave a slightly different account in her memoirs. After Sa‘d
had said how pleased he had been to see pictures of Huda unveiled,
Safiyya promised to copy Huda. Yet when Huda prepared to disem-
bark, she saw that Safiyya’s face was covered and asked why. “I have
more than one husband,” Safiyya replied, explaining that Wasif Ghali
(ironically, a Copt) thought it better not to unveil to avoid a bad impres-
sion among those people waiting for them.®3 Fina was also on board
the ship, accompanying Safiyya. In her version, Huda Sha‘rawi, who
later split with Sa‘d and for that reason may have been written out of
the story, was not even mentioned (nor was she mentioned in Fahima
Thabit’s account of the return). Instead, Fina reported that the welcom-
ing party asked Safiyya to unveil but she refused, insisting on main-
taining the custom.®®

All versions of the incident agree that Wafd officials cared whether
or not Safiyya veiled. As the “Mother of the Egyptians,” she had a cer-
tain stature to maintain. The different versions also agree that Safiyya
remained conscious of her own public image and disembarked veiled.
Safiyya had clearly become one of the most potent symbols of the nation-
alist movement. As Egyptians celebrated the couple’s return to Egypt,
the cameras caught more shots of the veiled Safiyya, and she proceeded
to her home, where a reception awaited her.6” The announcement of
Sa‘d’s return in the press was coupled with praise for Safiyya, who, in
the words of Balsam ‘Abd al-Malik, was “at all times a model of sacri-
fice and pride . . . God bless her high aspiration and the aspiration of
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the sincere ladies of this nation who put the honor of the nation above
every consideration.”¢8

PARTNERS IN POLITICS

At home, Safiyya posed for Messieurs Zola and Charles, whose portraits
capture her looking relaxed and youthful. The photo appeared in al-
Lata’if al-Musawwara and on the cover of the first issue of the new ladies’
entertainment journal al-Hisan.%® It is from this time as well that some
of the female cartoon images of the “Egyptian nation” bear a likeness
to Safiyya (see, e.g., figure 11).70

Sa‘d had come home to stand for parliamentary elections, and the
Wafd, which had transformed itself into a political party, won an over-
whelming victory. King Fu’ad then asked Sa‘d to form a cabinet. Safiyya
received royal honors as well: the king presented her with the highest
decoration that a woman could receive, the Grand Sash of the Kamal
Order.”! This suggests that the king may not have begrudged Safiyya her
title or at least thought it politically expedient to recognize her service.
(Huda Sha‘rawi would receive the same honor from Fu’ad’s son near the
end of her life.)”2

A few months after his tenure as prime minister began, an attempt
was made on Sa‘d’s life. Security forces apprehended the assassin and
sought to connect him to a broader conspiracy involving Shaykh ‘Abd
al-‘Aziz Jawish, militant members of the Watani Party, and the ex-Khe-
dive ‘Abbas Hilmi II. They also implicated Alexandra Avierino, the owner
of the turn-of-the-century women’s journal Anis al-Jalis, and questioned
her at length. Sa‘d, who was only slightly wounded, basked in the out-
pouring of sympathy from supporters. According to the editor of the
daily al-Abram, this in turn made Safiyya, who was “very proud of her
position as mother of the Nation,” pleased with the way her husband
had been glorified.”3

After a quick recovery, Sa‘d left with Safiyya for a new round of talks
in London. A photo of a reception of Wafdist women at the house of
Esther Fahmi Wisa on the eve of the departure of Safiyya and Sa‘d for
Europe in 1924 shows her central place in women’s political gatherings.”*
In London, however, the talks failed. A photo of Safiyya with Sa‘d at the
London train station in fall 1924 shows Sa‘d waving to the crowds as
Safiyya stands next to him, smiling and looking in the opposite direc-
tion. The frame is balanced between the two figures, giving each equal
weight. Sa‘d grins, but his face seems set and hardened, and he looks
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fatigued; Safiyya, by contrast, looks rested and hopeful. In photos from
this trip, Safiyya is a constant presence at Sa‘d’s side.”®

Sa‘d had tried to negotiate a settlement with the British to the out-
standing questions in Anglo-Egyptian relations. At the same time, more
militant nationalists argued that negotiations should not be held as long
as the occupier’s army remained on Egyptian soil, and they called for the
use of force to achieve independence. That November, Sir Oliver Lee
Stack, British commander (sirdar) of the Egyptian army and governor-
general of the Sudan, was assassinated. The British ultimatum and claims
for restitution forced Sa‘d’s resignation as prime minister a few days later.
Shortly thereafter, a British official noted, “Madame Zaghlul has recov-
ered from her emotion, and is inciting her husband to stir up open resis-
tance.””® Sa‘d remained president of the chamber of deputies and head
of the Wafd Party, and he continued to control things behind the scenes;
but the British never again allowed him to form his own government.

When at about this time Huda Sha‘rawi resigned as head of the
Women’s Wafd, the Zaghlul loyalists rallied around Safiyya. As hon-
orary president of the Sa‘dist Ladies’ Committee (heir to the Women’s
Wafd), she hosted monthly meetings at the House of the Nation and
had a special room refurbished for them. Safiyya patronized charities,
attended school festivals, and visited fund-raising fairs. The “Mother
of the Nation” was omnipresent and photographed at numerous events.
Her followers described themselves as “your daughters, the women of
Egypt,” demonstrating that the family metaphors had become
widespread, and Safiyya received recognition from women’s groups for
her “sincere and wholehearted” dedication to the women’s movement.””
Yet she had her differences with Huda Sha‘rawi, the undisputed leader
of that movement. In an interview reported to American authorities,
Safiyya argued that “too much emphasis was being laid by the Egyp-
tian feminists on the freedom and emancipation of woman, and not
enough on the great need of women’s education in all its forms.””8
Safiyya and Huda oscillated between cooperation and competition in
their nationalist and feminist endeavors.

In a portrait from this period, Safiyya stands with a feather in hand,
maternal and mature. The photo appeared in various journals in the fol-
lowing years, cropped and cut, sometimes with different studio imprints.””
A portrait from that session also served as the model for an oil painting
of Safiyya by an art teacher, who later gave it to her as a gift.30 Another
painting, by a Canadian artist, depicted Safiyya wearing her Kamal sash,
and was entered in an art show in Paris.8!
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Photographs of Safiyya with Sa‘d continued to depict their political
partnership. In less spontaneous pictures with Sa‘d, Safiyya generally
repeats the pose of the photograph taken after their marriage, at his side
or behind a seated Sa‘d with a hand on his shoulder. The physical con-
tact conveys Safiyya’s constant support; her face reflects vitality while
his shows exhaustion.82 Sa‘d died 23 August 1927 at about the age of
seventy. Telegrams poured in and visitors came to the House of the Nation
to offer their condolences. Wafdist women held a graveside memorial
service: “I do not know to whom to present consolation upon the death
of Sa‘d except the Mother of the Egyptians, our mother,” said Wajida
Thabit. “Sa‘d was not only one of us. Sa‘d was the nation. Sa‘d was
Egypt.”$3 Even in mourning, Safiyya found the right words to enhance
her husband’s mystique: “Sa‘d was Egypt, her son, her leader, and her
guardian. . . . The leader of the nation died, but the nation lives,” she
wrote in a letter to “my sons and sons of the homeland.”34

In the decade that capped her husband’s political career, Safiyya con-
solidated her own power. During his exiles, she took his place, issued
public appeals, worked for his release, and kept the public focus on her
home, the House of the Nation. By encouraging a cult of veneration
around him and the spread of the myth that he embodied Egypt, she
solidified her own position. When together, she acted as his confidante
and partner, playing “Mother of the Egyptians” to his leader of the
nationalist movement. Both worked through the Wafd, where their power
was based, with Safiyya constantly trying to smooth ruptures but show-
ing little patience with competing politicians. After Sa‘d’s death, she set
out to shape the memory of Sa‘d and once again inherited his mantle,
emerging as a key player in partisan and nationalist politics.

MEMORIALIZING THE DEAD

Sa‘d Zaghlul was given a state funeral with full military honors. The
ceremony started at the House of the Nation, where women mourners
crowded the doorway as Safiyya bid farewell to her partner of thirty-
one years.?’ The body was borne to the mosque for a short ceremony
and then for burial in Imam al-Shafi‘i cemetery, a site where governors
and grandees had long done obeisance. The crowds accompanying the
coffin were estimated at 200,000 to 300,000, a large size considering
that the funeral coincided with the summer holidays and took place at
short notice.8¢ For some, the funeral procession might have been rem-
iniscent of that for Mustafa Kamil, the young nationalist leader who
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had been buried nearly twenty years earlier.3” But much had changed
in the interim. For one, the Egyptian state now sponsored the ceremo-
nial funeral of a popular nationalist leader. For another, schoolgirls
marched in the procession. They would also participate in a memorial
service held forty days later in Giza, where prominent women nation-
alists addressed the gathering.88

After her husband’s death, Safiyya donned black and wore it on
almost all occasions until her own death, avoiding cinema, theater, wed-
dings, and parties.8? Through her own public acts of commemoration
of Sa‘d and her continued devotion to him, Safiyya became instrumen-
tal in shaping the way in which he was remembered. In death as in life,
Sa‘d was venerated, and the cult around him grew. Parents named their
children Sa‘d; shopkeepers hung his picture, and customers bought
medallions engraved with his bust and scarves imprinted with his like-
ness. Photography continued to drive the propagation and manipula-
tion of his image.

Sa‘d’s death transformed Safiyya’s demeanor in photographs, and she
became a perpetual mourner, her face draped in a dark veil. Photos show
her crying at the forty-day memorial service, making frequent visits to
Sa‘d’s tomb, and sitting at the annual commemorations of Sa‘d’s death
and nationalist holidays.”? These press photos continuously charted her
movements. In them, she no longer smiles with twinkling eyes; instead,
her face is pensive, her expression downcast, her bearing older. The cam-
era pulled back to a respectful distance.

The Wafd was in and out of power in the decade following Sa‘d’s
death, the crucial period for the construction of memorials to the leader
of the revolution of 1919 and the head of the Wafd Party. The memorial
plans moved ahead, with critical input from Safiyya. The cluster of memo-
rials to Sa‘d that she helped to create included a museum, a mausoleum,
and public sculptures. She strove to turn the memorials into living mon-
uments that engaged viewers and visitors.

Shortly after Sa‘d’s death, the coalition government of Wafdists and
Liberal Constitutionalists purchased the House of the Nation, as well as
the home where Sa‘d had been born. The intention was to transform the
House of the Nation into a national museum, with the understanding
that Safiyya would live there until her death. Safiyya kept all of Sa‘d’s
belongings in place, and at family gatherings she left his seat at the table
empty. She also gave instructions that her German maid would be the
caretaker of the museum when it opened, and that the domestic staff

would stay on.”?
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The government purchased land adjacent to the House of the Nation
as the site for the construction of a mausoleum for Sa‘d, but later decided
to buy land across the street that was considered better suited. Dissen-
sion arose over the tomb’s design. Some argued that it should be
pharaonic, reflecting the nationalist spirit of the decade in which
Tutankhamen’s tomb had been discovered, and Safiyya gave her full
approval to the neopharaonic design that the department of works autho-
rized. But some critics preferred an Arabo-Islamic style, condemning
pharaonicism as paganistic.”> Contention next arose over the cost of the
structure—made of red granite from Aswan—and for nearly a year the
Liberal Constitutionalist ministry halted construction. Work on the mau-
soleum finally resumed under a Wafd government in 1930 and was com-
pleted in 1931 under Isma‘il Sidqi’s premiership.

Debate then erupted over who should be interred in the tomb. Safiyya
had approved the overall plan on the condition that she alone would be
buried with Sa‘d, and she refused Sidqi’s proposal that nationalist lead-
ers such as Mustafa Kamil should lie alongside her deceased husband.
In response, Sidgi had mummies from the Egyptian national museum
moved into the tomb.?3 Upon the Wafd’s return to power in 1936, the
mummies were removed. Safiyya gave her consent to Sa‘d’s interment in
the mausoleum only after receiving a personal guarantee from the head
of the Wafd that the government would pass a law declaring that only
she and Sa‘d would lie in the tomb.?# In mid-June 1936, the government
transferred Sa‘d’s body to the mausoleum with great ceremony. Safiyya
subsequently visited the tomb daily to place flowers there. Politicians
often assembled by the tomb to deliver speeches and then proceeded
across the street to the House of the Nation to vow loyalty to Safiyya.
Frequent visits by young and old Egyptians transformed the tomb into
a living monument with new meanings.”>

A set of monumental sculptures executed by the Egyptian sculptor
Mahmud Mukhtar (who had sculpted The Awakening of Egypt) for
squares in Alexandria and Cairo also memorialized Sa‘d. In the tower-
ing piece designed for Alexandria, Sa‘d stands erect, one foot in front
of the other, arms at his sides, hands clenched, chest out, a fez atop his
head. The stance gives the impression that the figure is marching for-
ward with determination, while the size suggests the strength and power
of the man. Safiyya visited the sculptor in his studio in Paris to view the
completed piece in 1930. A photograph taken upon that occasion cir-
culated widely in the press, showing Safiyya and Mukhtar dwarfed by
the towering sculpture.”® Mukhtar finished the second statue a year
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later; but this project, like other memorial projects to Sa‘d, suffered from
political squabbling. When Mukhtar died in 1934, he had still not
received compensation from the Egyptian government for the works.”

The two statues were erected during the Wafd’s tenure in office in
1936—37. But they were officially unveiled—again amid controversy—
only in 1938 under Muhammad Mahmud’s government. At the time of
the ceremony, the head of the Wafd was out of the country, and for this
and other reasons, Wafdists boycotted the unveiling. But the most glar-
ing absence was that of Safiyya Zaghlul. She had apparently been led
to believe that she would be seated next to King Farouk at the ceremony
in Alexandria, but officials then informed her that women were not
allowed to sit beside men, particularly the king, at official functions.
Safiyya responded that she was an old lady and the “Mother of the
Egyptians” and did not think that any traditions would be broken if she
sat beside one of her “sons.” But she was also angry that prominent
women Wafdists were omitted from the list of those invited and declined
to take up the seat in the special marquee that was built for her oppo-
site the memorial. Instead, she listened to the speeches on the radio with
a group of friends.”8

POWER OF THE LIVING

At the same time that Safiyya helped to create a complex of memorials
to her deceased husband, she continued to play an active role in Wafd
politics. Sa‘d had not named a successor, and a competition for party
leadership broke out shortly after his death. Safiyya’s candidacy as hon-
orary president was considered, as was the notion of an executive com-
mittee. But the leadership agreed that for practical reasons there must
be a single head. According to British sources: “[t]he choice fell on
[Mustafa al-]Nahas, largely owing to female influence. For one thing
[Fathallah] Barakat was opposed to the proposal of Madame Zaghloul’s
honorary presidency and to allowing her any share in the responsible
control of the Wafd organisation. He thereby alienated Madame Zaghloul.
Nahas, on the other hand, was in favour of her co-operation, unofficial
or otherwise.”?? Safiyya proved instrumental in having her candidate
selected as the new leader of the Wafd. And it was agreed that she would
be “consulted in all matters.”100

Safiyya emerged in the post-Sa‘d era as both a powerful political player
and a potent national symbol around whom support for the Wafd could
be rallied. When she returned from a summer trip in Europe a year after
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Sa‘d’s death, the Wafd, then in opposition, planned a big demonstration
to welcome her home. Large crowds composed of working-class Egyp-
tians—“riff-raff” and “rabble” in the words of High Commissioner Lord
Lloyd—waited alongside the docks for the landing of her party. Mem-
bers of Safiyya’s family came from Cairo along with a delegation of
women, and Nahhas took out his own launch to meet the ship. But the
government wanted to avoid a large demonstration of popular support
for Sa‘d’s widow. Safiyya was removed from the ship and taken to another
landing site. She was then sent on her way to Cairo by train without
meeting the welcoming party.101

Two years later, when Safiyya again returned from abroad under sim-
ilar circumstances—the Wafd was out of power and government troops
and police were on hand to suppress disturbances—she was permitted
to meet the waiting crowds. “The sha‘b [folk] welcomed her in a man-
ner suitable to her rank,” reported al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya.'9% She later
issued a communiqué expressing her thanks to “my sons, the fellaheen,”
and to the “Senators and Deputies,” for their enthusiastic welcome.193
She had returned to participate in the commemoration of 13 Novem-
ber, the day Sa‘d and his companions had first approached the British
in 1918 with nationalist demands. At the close of the ceremony, which
took place at Sa‘d’s tomb, she reportedly swore an oath to sacrifice all
she possessed “in wealth and strength for the triumph of the homeland
and the constitution.” Safiyya’s power within the Wafd derived from
her status as Sa‘d’s widow, as well as her control over her husband’s for-
tune and Wafd funds.104

Satirical cartoons suggest that not all Egyptians esteemed their “Mother.”
While al-Lata’if al-Musawwara occasionally took Safiyya as a model for
the nation, cartoons in al-Kashkul lampooned her political influence, espe-
cially after Sa‘d’s death.10% One of the most biting, a 1931 cartoon (figure
25), shows a domineering Safiyya Hanim Zaghlul yanking Nahhas’s ear
and scolding him. “How could you go to Hamid [al-Basil] and eat with
Muhammad Mahmud, who snatched me away and attacked my home in
the middle of the night?” she asks (referring to a raid on the Zaghluls’
home in which Sa‘d’s papers, which Safiyya had guarded with the inten-
tion of publishing, were confiscated). A writhing Nahhas replies, “Have
mercy on me. 'll repent and cut myself off [from their company]. If you
ever see it happen again, kick me with your shoes.”106

In April 1931, Safiyya joined with other prominent women in demon-
strations against the Sidqi regime, forming a temporary alliance with
Huda Sha‘rawi. The latter also worked for the restoration of the
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Figure 25. “In the House of the Nation”: Safiyya
“Hanim” Zaghlul twists Nahhas Pasha’s ear and
scolds him. Al-Kashkul, 30 January 1931, 32.

constitution, although not for the return of the Wafd to power.!%” Safiyya
remained in the public eye: she sponsored school celebrations, visited an
agricultural and industrial fair, and supported the opening of a sweet
shop. This was all in the name of encouraging indigenous industries and
nationalist enterprises.'%8 At the same time, she continued to play her
role as “Mother of the Egyptians™ to perfection and appeared as a mater-
nal figure at funerals, on condolence calls, or in visits to the wounded—
“her sons”—in the hospital.10?

The Wafd still met in a wing of the House of the Nation with Safiyya’s
involvement. As a center of political activity, the house came under the
watchful eye of the government. In 1932, during a year in which Safiyya
had spoken out against the government at Sa‘d’s tomb, Sidqi placed a cor-
don of some forty police around the house and sent Safiyya a letter threat-
ening to close it. Safiyya replied indignantly, rejecting the attacks on the
House of the Nation—the cradle of the Egyptian nationalist movement—
and pointed out that even the British military authorities had not dared to
close it.119 Huda Sha‘rawi’s journal L’Egyptienne published a statement
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of support for the “Mother of the Nation,” reflecting the common ground
that Safiyya and Huda found in their enmity for Sidqi. But Sidqi made
good on his threat, temporarily cutting off access to Safiyya’s home.!11

The Wafd rallied around Safiyya and built on her prestige. She pro-
moted the party in its bid to return to power and remained visible in part
because of her centrality in the party. Photos document the leadership
breaking a Ramadan fast at her dining room table, visiting her at her
summer house, and welcoming her back to Cairo.'’? Women Wafdists
gathered to greet her when she returned from a summer break.!13 In the
south with a group of politicians in 1934, she sat for a photo with mem-
bers of local delegations, and photos of massive crowds of fellahin showed
the large reception she received in the countryside.!1# The cover of al-
Lata’if al-Musawwara also featured scenes of Safiyya and her compan-
ions on the balcony of the House of the Nation celebrating the return of
constitutional rule in 1934: the first shows Safiyya leaning out a win-
dow and waving a handkerchief to the crowds below; the second shows
her companions leaning on the window sill and looking down, as Safiyya
smiles straight at the photographer, ever aware of her public persona.l1’
These group photos convey the sense that Safiyya was figuratively sur-
rounded with warmth, affection, and respect. Yet they also show that
Safiyya wielded a great deal of power, that she was aware of this, and
that leading male and female political figures flocked to her side. Both
her allies and her enemies acknowledged her stature and influence.

From the founding of the Wafd, Safiyya had played the role of peace-
maker to keep the factions together. (This did not mean, of course, that
she harbored any particular sympathy for politicians who had cut their
ties to the party.) One strategy she had used for mediating disputes was
working through members of the Women’s Wafd, urging them to pres-
sure their husbands and sons to unify. In spite of her evident support and
promotion of Nahhas after Sa‘d’s death, she professed neutrality and used
her influence to placate feelings. She appealed to personal and family loy-
alties to prevent cracks in the party.116 But as the rifts in the Wafd grew
wider, she proved unable to bridge them. She could not in 1935 prevent
the breach between party leaders and the newspaper Ruz al-Yusuf. Accord-
ing to American sources, Mahmud al-Nugrashi supported the paper and
had “the approval of intellectuals and of Madame Zaghlul.”11” By 1937,
the tension between Nahhas and Nugrashi led the latter to form the
Sa‘adist Party. At that point, Safiyya decided to retire from politics.

At the age of sixty or so, Safiyya closed the doors of the House of the
Nation to Wafdist meetings and resigned her post as honorary head of the
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Women’s Wafd. Although still a public figure, she refrained from involve-
ment in political affairs and refused to take sides in partisan disputes.!!8
Safiyya nursed her two sisters, who died within six hours of one another
in May 1938. After their deaths, she drew closer to their children, and when
one niece was hospitalized, slept on a cot by her bedside for three weeks.!1?
At home Safiyya still received visitors, among them women journalists such
as Fatima Ni‘mat Rashid, founder of the National Women’s Party. In an
interview published in al-Ithnayn wa al-Dunya, Fatima described her meet-
ing with the silver-haired Safiyya in 1944: “Who would believe that this
peaceful lady was herself at the head of the rebels, having replaced her hus-
band in the course of his internment.” 120 Safiyya, who had spent much of
her life nurturing the memory of her husband in exile and in death, was
now memorialized by a younger generation of Egyptian women.

Safiyya died unexpectedly on 12 January 1946 at the age of 69. The
next morning the government announced the death of “the wife of the
immortal leader Sa‘d Zaghlul” and arrangements for the funeral that
same afternoon. The king’s grand chamberlain led the procession of min-
isters, diplomats, notables, and other dignitaries who followed the cof-
fin, which was preceded by an Egyptian army detachment. Children from
many schools marched together, while, along the route, an “immense
crowd” watched the funeral cortege. After prayers were read in the
mosque, Safiyya’s body was taken to Sa‘d’s mausoleum, where the prime
minister, together with other prominent political figures, laid the coffin
to rest.121 In death, as in life, she was Sa‘d’s partner.

Numerous obituaries of the “Mother of the Egyptians” appeared under
that title in the press. Al-Abram remembered her as “the example for
Egyptian women fighting for their nation . . . the model for wives and
of sacrifice in her assistance to her illustrious husband . . . the example
of a tender mother towards the good people who had adopted her for
their mother.” Le Bourse égyptienne wrote that she had placed herself
“in the front line of the patriotic movement, sharing the sufferings of
Sa‘d Zaghlul and participating in the battles of the people for which she
had chosen to consecrate her life.” Le Journal d’Egypte remarked that
she was not just a heroic woman “facing dangers in the street at the
moment of the riots, demonstrating at the head of Egyptian ladies, and
brandishing the national flag,” but was the adviser and confidante of a
great man.!22 The obituaries reflected a nostalgia for an earlier era when
the lines of the struggle between Egyptian nationalists and British colo-
nialists were clearer and the Egyptian nation had been more unified.!23
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Safiyya Zaghlul was one of the most visible symbols and most powerful
women of her time. During her husband’s exiles, she took up his mantle
of leadership. Once she had tasted power, she did not easily give it up and
instead became Sa‘d’s partner in politics. Safiyya crafted her own political
persona, developing her own style, skills, and voice. As “Mother of the
Egyptians,” Safiyya represented a departure from less visible elite women
of the past, whether they were concubines, co-wives, or secluded harem
women. She was presented in the press and elsewhere as Sa‘d’s partner in
life and in death, not just with words, but in numerous photographs doc-
umenting her movements. She used her power to advance a nationalist
agenda centered on her husband, his party, and his legacy. Safiyya contin-
ued to wield a great deal of influence in party and national politics after
his death, serving as the maker of party leaders and the keeper of Sa‘d’s
memory. The British appreciated Safiyya’s strengths and watched her closely;
the palace recognized her unique position and rewarded her accordingly;
non-Wafdist politicians tried to contain her; and Wafdists used Safiyya’s
stature as a national figure to gain popular support for their party.

Safiyya achieved an unparalleled position as a woman politician in the
interwar years and served as a model. However, while acting as “Mother”
of the nation allowed her and other women who used this rhetoric to
carve out new political roles, these roles had limitations and no guaran-
tees. The use of maternal language also reaffirmed women’s reproductive
and domestic roles as primary rather than their political roles. Moreover,
in constantly speaking of her “sons,” Safiyya implicitly excluded women
from the nation in spite of her own close ties with female followers.

The title “Mother of the Egyptians” had a time and a place. At a crit-
ical moment in the struggle against the British, it served to give the Egyp-
tian combatants a sense of relatedness, of belonging, of home, and of
family. Nationalists, and Wafdists in particular, used family rhetoric,
which glorified unity and harmony, because it helped to smooth over
gender, class, religious, ethnic, and other divides in the population. The
Zaghluls were the new conjugal couple, which in turn was the core of
the bourgeois family that formed the base of the nationalist movement.
Yet family rhetoric was a dual-edged sword. It condemned violence and
stifled dissent from below, from the “devoted sons,” and left decision-
making in the hands of the elite. In this way, it worked to preserve social
stratification and the primacy of landowners and the newly emerging
bourgeoisie. In addition, by reinforcing domesticity, it ultimately circum-
scribed women’s possibilities, and although it modified the gender order,
it did not seriously challenge it.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Partisans of the Wafd

The Wafd spearheaded the nationalist movement, and most Egyptian
nationalists—male and female—fell in behind the “party of the nation.”
Elite women attempted to secure a political niche for themselves by found-
ing an auxiliary party organization—the Women’s Wafd—and by start-
ing political periodicals that supported the Wafd. Yet these women wanted
more than a symbolic role. In the wake of the revolution, the “lady
demonstrators” of March 1919 sought to share the nationalist stage with
male politicians. They wanted to be taken seriously as political actors
and to push women’s political culture in new directions.

This chapter cuts from a star player—Safiyya Zaghlul—to the circle
of female nationalists involved in the Wafd in the interwar period. It pulls
the lens back from Huda Sha‘rawi, first president of the Women’s Wafd,
to look at her competitors and successors; from the center in Cairo to
activities in other cities and towns; and from members of the auxiliary
party to female political journalists. The female notables of the Women’s
Wafd and Wafdist female journalists used multiple strategies to make
their voices heard in shaping government and making policy. They both
demonstrated against the British and remonstrated with Egyptian politi-
cians, waging a two-front battle. They did so on a shifting terrain as
Egyptians moved from the fluidity of revolution to the rigidity of a struc-
tured politics of parties, parliament, and the palace.

Wafdist women tried to maintain unity yet proved unable to stay above
the fray of partisan politics for long. They quickly learned that they could
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not be both a part of politics and apart from partisanship, a perhaps
unrealistic ideal. Once they became entangled, they clashed with one
another, as well as with the Wafd leadership. Male Wafdists attempted
to push women from the playing field just when Egyptians had success-
fully wrested some control of the state from the British. The press was
complicit in this process in that it gendered parliamentary and party pol-
itics as male, thereby excluding women from certain spheres. Women
continued to chip away at this exclusion and simultaneously sought other
paths to politics.

MEMORY AND MEMOIRS

The story of the Women’s Wafd figures marginally in most accounts of
Egyptian nationalism. Likewise, it flits in and out of the story of Egyp-
tian feminism, prominent when Huda Sha‘rawi presided, but receiving
little coverage after Huda’s break with Sa‘d.! Yet this break did not spell
the end of the Women’s Wafd or of Wafdist women’s endeavors in the
field of journalism. We can tell the continuation of this story in part
because three of the most active Wafdist women—Huda Sha‘rawi
(1879-1947), Munira Thabit (1902—-67), and Fatima (Ruz) al-Yusuf
(1898-1958)—left memoirs, and a fourth—Esther Fahmi Wisa
(1895-1990)—was memorialized in a son’s family history.2 These four
women are chosen as the focus of the story here not only because they
were prominent players but because of the records they left. They sought
to shape history and memory in an effort to have their lives and politi-
cal activism remembered in specific ways. Their memoirs, and memories
of them, reveal that they wanted to be considered important political
actors who were at the center of the action in the interwar period and
beyond. These memoirs remind us that memories can be fallible, partic-
ularly after a long lapse, but contemporary periodicals and archival
records help sort out some of the confusion.

These political memoirs appeared in different decades and documented
active lives, anticipating or reacting to one another. Munira’s Thawra fi
... al-Burj al-‘Aji (Revolution in the Ivory Tower) came in the wake of
World War II (1946) and recorded her struggle for women’s political
rights. Fatima al-Yusuf’s Dhikrayat appeared a year after the 1952 rev-
olution, covering her early life in theater and second career in journal-
ism. Huda’s Mudhakkirat, discussing her family life, feminism, and
nationalist activism, were dictated to her secretary in the 1930s but did
not appear in print in their entirety until 1981 (over thirty years after
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her death). Esther Fahmi Wisa’s son, Hanna, brought out his English-
language family memoir Assiout: The Saga of an Egyptian Family in
1994, four years after the death of his mother, whose role in nationalist
politics is one of the main themes. He drew on clippings, correspondence,
speeches, anecdotes, and Huda Sha‘rawi’s memoirs, which he contests
on certain points.3

Family figures prominently in the memoirs. For the notable women—
Huda and Esther—who came from wealthy families and were large
landowners in their own right, family politics shaped their visions. Huda
begins her memoir with an account of the life and career of her father,
Muhammad Sultan Pasha, to vindicate his opposition to ‘Urabi and to
validate his nationalist credentials. In the absence of a male heir, she
sought to claim her father’s political mantle, as well as to clarify the his-
torical record. Esther Fahmi Wisa also saw political power as an inher-
itance. Her father, Dr. Akhnukh Fanus, had been a famous lawyer and
an orator in the Legislative Assembly; paralyzed in 1912, he died in
1918. According to her son, his place in Esther’s life was taken by Sa‘d
Zaghlul, whom Esther saw as “a father figure, an idealist who was will-
ing to sacrifice everything for his principles, and who could do no wrong
in her eyes.”*

British officials occasionally called these and other female notables
the “feminine appendages” of politicians or “wives of notables.”’ Yet
they were more than political wives supporting their husband’s positions.
To start, family politics proved complex: the women had loyalties both
to their natal and conjugal families, sometimes with competing claims
and stronger attachments to their father’s kin (or memory) than to their
husband. Some of them married cousins, as both Huda and Esther had
done, and were bound as blood relations as much as spouses, but not all
of them replicated their husbands’ politics. Huda’s husband was a founder
of the Wafd but broke with it in 1921 and died in 1922; Huda chose to
stay on, ostensibly above partisan politics, and broke with the Wafd only
later. Some wives may have steered their husbands rather than the reverse.
Esther’s husband held a seat in parliament from 1924, but her son sees
her as the more dominating force. Finally, female notables generally mar-
ried older men and outlived them, enjoying political careers long after
their husband’s deaths. Sharifa Riyad (the widow of Mahmud Riyad),
Safiyya Zaghlul, Huda Sha‘rawi, and other women who demonstrated
and signed petitions identifying themselves as widows followed this pat-
tern. In short, the politics of the period were controlled by powerful fam-
ilies whose brothers and sons saw their entry into parliament as an
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inheritance and whose wives and daughters fought for some share. Elite
women, like men, were not independent political actors but generally
worked to support their family, class, and occasionally gender interests.

The female journalists came from a rising middle class that sought to
break into this elite. Munira Thabit’s father was a government employee,
and when he died, Sa‘d Zaghlul acted as a surrogate father. He took her
under his political protection and encouraged her to speak out for
women’s political rights.® Yet her struggle to win the vote for women
may well have been because she saw that the middle classes did not have
the ready access to power of the female notables and considered the vote
the best channel for political participation. Fatima al-Yusuf started out
on the stage but then created the newspaper Ruz al-Yusuf to express her
political views.

Wafdist women came from diverse ethnic and religious as well as class
backgrounds. Huda’s mother was Circassian, and Munira’s was Turk-
ish; Fatima’s parents were Syrian, and Esther’s were Copts. Their own
family backgrounds and political trajectories show the transition from
Ottoman households—with slaves and ex-slaves—to Egyptian families.
Huda’s mother was a concubine, and a Sudanese eunuch presided over
the harem; Esther grew up in a household run by a Sudanese ex-slave,
daughter of a chieftain. These women negotiated the dramatic social and
political transformation from Ottomanism to Egyptian nationalism with
finesse. The lives of these women also show the way in which provincial
towns and cities were knit together by nationalism. Female nationalists
came from different parts of Egypt and the Levant—Huda from Minya,
Esther from Asyut, Munira from Alexandria, and Fatima from the port
city of Tripoli, north of Beirut—and they often kept their local ties.

The memoirs capture the richness of women’s political culture in the
interwar years. At times they read like scrapbooks, with cuttings of arti-
cles, petitions, telegrams, letters, and other documents juxtaposed as
the authors highlight their own or family member’s pioneering roles and
justify their positions. These women took their political missions seri-
ously, saw themselves as major players in the Wafd, and considered their
undertakings as crucial to the nationalist cause. The wealth of detail
indicates that the women hoped to be remembered for their ardent polit-
ical activities and sound judgments rather than condemned or forgot-
ten. The works all reflect the personal dimension of politics in the
interwar years, as access to power came through connections, and the
texts are filled with stories of encounters and correspondence with promi-
nent leaders. Yet struggles also emerge as a theme, as women were cut
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out of Wafdist politics, or chose to withdraw their support, and even-
tually channeled their energies into feminism, journalism, social wel-
fare, law, and other activities.

“IN THE HEART OF THE ACTION”

After the “ladies’ demonstrations” of March 1919, elite women contin-
ued to protest, picketing ministries during strikes in April, joining street
celebrations, publishing articles and poems in the press, and delivering
petitions to foreign legations. Alexandrian women produced one such
letter of protest in April 1919, using a feminine voice to testify to British
injustices in Egypt. As “les dames Egyptiennes,” they spoke on behalf of
those imprisoned, deported, and killed—*“their brothers”—and appealed
to the hearts of European and American women. A few women gave
their husbands’ professions (engineer, judge, lawyer, doctor, general pros-
ecutor, chief of finances, head of the postal service) and titles, which
ranged from effendi to pasha (connoting middle and upper class), and
one woman gave her own profession as school director. Many were
related, and the mix included Copts as well as Muslims.”

Elite women also participated in the campaign against the Milner Mis-
sion, sent by the British in early December 1919 to evaluate the situa-
tion in Egypt in light of the unrest. Some two hundred women gathered
inside St. Mark’s Church in Cairo on 12 December, five days after the
mission had arrived, to orchestrate a strategy of resistance. They had
chosen the site because under martial law, large assemblies were banned
in almost all other public places. The group composed an open letter of
protest to the mission, then drove in a motorcade throughout the city to
deliver their message: To find out about our nationalist expectations,
speak to our designated leaders, the Wafd.8

The next month, in early January 1920, from five hundred to one
thousand women gathered once again at St. Mark’s Church to establish
the Women’s Wafd. In a secret ballot, they elected fifteen members to the
Women’s Wafd Central Committee (WWCC; Lajnat al-Wafd al-
Markaziyya li al-Sayyidat). The committee members were all married—
five to pashas, six to beys, two to effendis, and one to a doctor—and
most to members of the Wafd. The exception was the unmarried Fikriyya
Husni, a supporter of the Watani Party. Among the largest vote-getters
were Huda Sha‘rawi (who was at the time in Luxor, and whose husband
was then vice president of the Wafd), Esther Fahmi Wisa (who steered
the group in its first meetings as vice president), and Sharifa Riyad. The
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group declared its purpose to be “informing the Wafdist delegation of
the loyalty of Egyptian women and their determination . . . to continue
the demand for Egypt’s complete independence . . . as long as the Wafd
adhered to its proclaimed principles.”?

The Wafd remained committed to legal and peaceful means to achieve
complete independence. A party of mostly large landowners, it had no
interest in encouraging social unrest. The WWCC issued circulars, wrote
petitions, staged demonstrations, and organized boycotts. Through these
actions, the Women’s Wafd acted in unity with the Wafd leadership. Even
as the ranks of men split in the first years, women stayed firm, consid-
ering themselves above partisan politics and capable of healing rifts.

Shortly after the large meeting in St. Mark’s Church, the WWCC met
in the palace of Huda Sha‘rawi’s sister-in-law and elected officers. (Huda
herself was still in Luxor and did not return until after the WWCC had
met some half dozen times.) The winning slate confirmed Huda as pres-
ident, Esther Fahmi Wisa as vice president, her aunt Regina Khayyat as
treasurer, and Fikriyya Husni as secretary.l? With two Copts in promi-
nent positions—Wisa and Khayyat—the WWCC mirrored the male Wafd
in its religious balance. The women wrote an open letter and then took
to the streets of central Cairo. Twice during the march, they confronted
British soldiers, who on the second occasion confiscated the Egyptian
flags that they carried.!! At a subsequent meeting, the group invited
Safiyya Zaghlul, who had sent a letter from abroad praising the commit-
tee, to be honorary president and their representative in Paris; Safiyya
accepted the post.!2

After the formation of the WWCC and a number of branch commit-
tees, the central group received petitions signed by female residents of
Cairo and the provinces authorizing the committee to speak on their
behalf. This petition campaign reenacted one conducted on behalf of the
Wafd before its leadership was exiled in 1919. For example, women in
Asyut sent in a petition stating: “We the undersigned declare that we have
mandated the following ladies—Huda Sha‘rawi, Esther Fahmi Wisa, Shar-
ifa Riyad, Regina Khayyat . . . to establish a central Wafdist committee
of Egyptian ladies, to carry out all the national functions which would
lead to complete independence according to the principles of the Wafd,
and to enable them to represent us before all institutions.”!3 The head of
the Society of Union and Progress of Egyptian Women in Tanta also sent
a letter of support.!* Petitions became a favorite tool of the Women’s
Wafd. ‘Atiyya Abu Isba‘a, the daughter of a member of the auxiliary at
whose home women had gathered in March 1919, remembered going to
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private homes to collect signatures and subsequently delivering the doc-
uments to diplomatic representatives in Cairo.!’

The WWCC pledged full support to the Wafd and imagined itself as
the mirror image, or feminine half, of the central committee of the Wafd.
They even called the latter the Men’s Wafd Central Committee (Lajnat
al-Wafd al-Markaziyya li al-Rijal). They considered themselves part advi-
sory committee, part publicists for the Wafd, and strove to be “in the
heart of the action.”!® The committee met regularly, weekly in its first
months and more often if necessary, to discuss current affairs. They care-
fully read government reports, a variety of Wafdist and opposition peri-
odicals, and the foreign press. They responded when provoked: after an
article portraying Egyptian women in an unfavorable light appeared in
the London Times, Esther Fahmi Wisa wrote a rebuttal for the WWCC.17
The committee corresponded regularly with Sa‘d Zaghlul and gave pol-
icy advice. Members, who felt they had earned the right to be consulted
and taken seriously, did not like being ignored. When the Wafd circu-
lated the Curzon plan in Egypt for reaction, the WWCC got hold of a
copy and studied it in lengthy sessions. They published their rejection of
it in the press and sent Sa‘d a detailed critique, as well as a rebuke for
not having sent them a copy of the plan directly.!8

The Women’s Wafd played a central role in the ritual of dispatching
and receiving Wafdist leaders who went abroad. They were on hand in
numbers, for example, to meet Sa‘d and Safiyya Zaghlul when they
returned from Paris in April 1921.1% Sa‘d appreciated this support, sens-
ing that the Women’s Wafd strengthened the position of the Wafd in gen-
eral. He encouraged the WWCC but discouraged them from harboring
any pretensions to power. “Your patriotism is pure,” he was reported to
have told them at a gathering in 1921 at the House of the Nation. “You
search neither for honors nor for positions. And because you are the
foundation stone of the family and your hearts are with us, the hearts of
the fathers and sons will also be, thanks to you, with us.”2? Women were
meant to be completely selfless in their political undertakings. That they,
like men, had aspirations would eventually lead to clashes.

When British officials arrested and exiled Sa‘d for the second time in
late 1921, the WWCC protested and convened a large meeting. Gather-
ing in January 1922, leaders of the Women’s Wafd delivered speeches,
young girls from charity workshops sang nationalist songs, and partici-
pants pledged themselves to a boycott in which Egyptians were encour-
aged to buy local rather than foreign products. The Women’s Wafd
organized committees in the main cities and provinces to orchestrate the
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action and also met with local shopkeepers to ensure their cooperation.2!
Public support for the boycott diminished with the unilateral British dec-
laration of the end of the protectorate in February 1922, but Zaghlul
later commended the Women’s Wafd for the important role they had
played in the boycott movement.?2

The WWCC rejected British negotiations with non-Wafdists and the
proposed conditions for independence. “These conditions are meant to
sever the ties of the sacred union and bring us back to extremists and
moderates,” they argued. The press circulated the declaration under the
signature of the acting secretary, Thsan Ahmad. The British strove to pre-
vent its publication, signaling their apprehension of the influence of the
Women’s Wafd.23 Elite women in the provinces also added their voices
to the February protests. The Society of Union and Progress of Egyptian
Women in Tanta sent telegrams to British officials and newspapers, say-
ing: “Ladies of [the province of] Gharbia protest against unlawful mea-
sures taken by English government against Egyptians. If Lord Allenby
alleges he can solve Egyptian question in absence of our leader Zaghloul
Pasha surely he shall be disproved.” The president of the Asyut Femi-
nine Union, Hayata Thabit, sent British officials a similar telegram,
protesting “against present policy regarding Egypt.” The Minya Women’s
Union Committee subsequently wrote directly to Sa‘d, who was by then
in exile in the Seychelles.2*

The WWCC continued to stage protest marches and motorcade pro-
cessions in the capital. In March 1922, approximately eighty cars carry-
ing ladies protested against the second exile of Zaghlul, the program of
the new ministry formed in Sa‘d’s absence, and the “false independence”
declared unilaterally by the British. In a procession lasting two hours,
the demonstrators raised placards with French and Arabic writing and
delivered written protests to foreign diplomats.2’ In October 1922, when
Safiyya left to join Sa‘d in exile in Gibraltar as mentioned in the previ-
ous chapter, a motorcade of more than sixty cars escorted her to the train
station, and a smaller contingent traveled with her to Port Said to see
her safely onto the boat.2® The Women’s Wafd also participated in Wafdist
commemorations. On 13 November 1922 (the fourth anniversary of the
Wafd’s first visit to the British high commissioner), a large number gath-
ered in the women’s section of tents outside the House of the Nation to
hear speeches.?”

Although the Wafd was based in Cairo, Alexandria played an impor-
tant role as a center of Wafdist activism. Members of the Society of
Mothers of the Future were generally on hand to greet traveling Wafdist
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dignitaries. They marched in the streets of Alexandria upon Sa‘d’s return
in April 1921 (see figure 19), and later that year, they staged further
protests. They planned in October 1922 to open the “Society of Moth-
ers of the Future School and Zaghlul’s Workshop,” which the Egyptian
Wafd had placed under its patronage. The group, presided over by Anisa
Rashid, with the writer Zaynab ‘Abd al-Hamid as secretary, coordinated
their activities with the WWCC.28

HUDA SHA‘RAWI: “MOTHER-IN-LAW OF THE NATION”

The Women’s Wafd under Huda Sha‘rawi’s presidency worked hard for
the release of Sa‘d and the other exiles, as well as of Wafdists imprisoned
in Egypt. At the same time, Huda’s own interests seemed to be shifting
toward international feminism. Arguing that women ought to present
Egypt’s case abroad, she invited members from the WWCC to her home
on 16 March 1923 to found the Egyptian Feminist Union (EFU) and to
form a delegation for a conference in Rome. The delegation to Rome in
May 1923 included Esther Fahmi Wisa and Regina Khayyat.2? The fol-
lowing September, when Huda returned from Europe on the same boat
as the Zaghluls, she conversed amicably with Sa‘d. A large contingent
of Wafdist women met Safiyya in Alexandria, and sixty escorted her back
to Cairo.3% But beneath the surface, a rift between Huda and Sa‘d had
emerged. The sources of the rift were multiple: Huda’s husband ‘Ali
Sha‘rawi had split with Sa‘d early on, as mentioned previously; Huda
and other women Wafdists had hoped that Sa‘d would treat Egyptian
politicians who had been active in his absence with greater respect; and
the WWCC had been slighted when it had not been consulted. There
were other policy differences as well.

When Sa‘d became prime minister in 1924, following the electoral
victory of the Wafd, the tensions between Huda and Sa‘d were exacer-
bated. To start with, the Women’s Wafd was excluded from ceremonies
in March 1924 at the opening of the Egyptian parliament. This was a
big affront to those female notables who had prided themselves on their
contributions to the national cause and their access to power. Excluded
from the ceremony, the WWCC staged protests in concert with the EFU
(whose membership overlapped with its own). Huda sent girls from the
New Woman Society, a philanthropy under her charge, to hold up plac-
ards outside parliament. These signs, unlike those from 1919, articulated
both feminist and nationalist demands. These included women’s right to
vote, which had been denied in the new constitution. It was increasingly
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clear to the more feminist-minded nationalists that women’s progress
was being sacrificed in the name of national solidarity.3!

The final split between Huda and Sa‘d came over the issue of the
Sudan. There is a certain irony to this as support for unity of the Nile
Valley, a rallying cry of Egyptian nationalists through much of this period,
looks in hindsight more like colonialism than radical nationalism,
although the two are obviously related.’> Huda does not give her motives
for so strongly clinging to the Sudan, and in the absence of hard evidence,
we can only speculate. As part of a large landowning family, she may
have felt threatened by the potential diversion of Nile waters for the
Sudan and may also have feared that the resultant competition would
lower cotton prices. Such views would have been consistent with those
of other Egyptians who perceived British plans to develop agricultural
projects in the Sudan as detrimental to their interests. Huda’s husband
had earlier criticized the Milner-Zaghlul agreement specifically because
it had omitted mention of the Sudan, and on this Huda agreed with him.33

Huda may also have felt a strong emotional bond to the Sudan. Hav-
ing grown up under the watchful eye of a Sudanese eunuch, who remained
a retainer in her household, she may have seen Egypt and the Sudan as
intimately connected, part of the same “national family.”34 The Sudan
was a litmus test for a particular brand of nationalism. Other female
notables, such as Esther Fahmi Wisa, repeatedly defended Egyptian inter-
ests in the Sudan and opposed British designs to wrest ultimate control
of the territory from their hands. Thsan Ahmad pressed for the “com-
plete independence of Egypt and her Sudan.”35 Some nationalists were
ready to compromise on this issue; Huda was not.

Huda quarreled with Zaghlul over statements he made in parliament
in late May 1924 regarding the Sudan and expressed the fear that Sa‘d
was backing down on Egypt’s claims. She published her criticism in al-
Siyasa, the newspaper of the Liberal Constitutionalist Party, which had
been founded by some of the first secessionists from the Wafd. Field Mar-
shal Viscount Edmund Allenby reported, “the publication of her mani-
festo caused Zaghlul Pasha both annoyance and concern. Mme. Sharawi
Pasha, as the leader of the feminist movement in this country, has
undoubted influence both in the harems and among the women teach-
ers of the Government schools.”3¢

Zaghlul unleashed the Wafdist press on Sha‘rawi in a counteroffen-
sive. Wafdist writers highlighted Huda’s family interests to undermine
her credibility. They accused her of being motivated by personal animos-
ity—her son-in-law had just been dismissed from government service—



172 The Politics of Women Nationalists

and advised her to give up her bid for political leadership. The Wafdist
newspaper al-Balagh pointedly suggested that Huda was not the mother-
in-law of all Egyptians, and that mothers-in-law on the stage and in real
life were in any case always ridiculous. (The implicit comparison with
Safiyya Zaghlul, “Mother of the Egyptians,” showed that maternal
metaphors could be used to denigrate as well as elevate women.) Bitter
articles elsewhere charged Huda with having assumed a leadership role
in Egypt due to her husband’s position but argued that this gave her no
special authority.3”

The anti-Wafdist al-Kashkul defended her in a cartoon that showed
her pouring water on a procession marching under her window, in which
Sa‘d was depicted as an organ grinder. “What is the good of making all
that noise and saying you are serving the nation,” Huda says. “We have
done nothing but make noise since 1919, and all we have gotten out of
it is a bad headache.” In short, the cartoon suggested that female nation-
alists had worked hard and had not been rewarded by the Wafd, whose
leaders were no better than street performers. With the Wafd still in
power, the publisher of al-Kashkul landed in jail for showing Sa‘d as an
organ grinder, and al-Siyasa faced legal proceedings for a number of arti-
cles it had published against the Wafd.3® In the meantime, al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara had countered with a cartoon of Huda on a “scale of truth”
(figure 26). As a paper flies from her hand, she stares at the results in
horror. Sa‘d looks on, laughing and punning on her name (“right way”)
by suggesting that she has not taken the right path. The cartoon also
lampoons Sulayman Bey Fawzi’s al-Kashkul, the rival of al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara, depicting it as a rather ugly dog.3° Fawzi’s office was
attacked later that year by Wafd supporters, and copies of al-Kashkul
were strewn about the street.40

The jousting between Huda and Sa‘d had wide repercussions, as
women Wafdists were forced to take sides. Some women’s committees
in Tanta and Cairo—Labiba Ahmad’s Society of Egyptian Ladies’ Awak-
ening, for example—immediately came to Sa‘d’s support and published
manifestos in the press.*! Cracks in the WWCC widened: Sharifa Riyad
sent Huda a letter of resignation in mid-June when her attempts to bro-
ker an agreement among the members of the WWCC failed.*? And the
ruptures among these women became public knowledge: “There has
arisen among some of the ladies working in the women’s awakening
some differences in opinion leading to schism and partisanship,” Bal-
sam ‘Abd al-Malik, the editor of al-Mar’a al-Misriyya, reported in
September.*3
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Figure 26. Sa‘d Zaghlul laughs at Huda Sha‘rawi
when she is alarmed by the verdict of a “scale of
truth.” Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 9 June 1924, 16.

Huda’s resignation as head of the WWCC was a foregone conclusion,
although exactly when it came is not clear. In the fall, she helped orga-
nize renewed boycotts of English goods to protest British actions in the
Sudan that included using Egyptian laborers to help build dams, closing
Khartoum College, and detaining political prisoners. She urged the Egyp-
tian government to press its right to administer the Sudan and to raise
the Egyptian flag over all government buildings there. But she spoke now
in the name of “Egyptian Ladies” or the “Ladies Assembly” rather than
as president of the WWCC.*4

The assassination of Sir Oliver Lee Stack, British commander of the
Egyptian army and governor-general of the Sudan, in late November, and
Sa‘d’s response to the resulting British ultimatum, brought the conflict
between Huda and Sa‘d to its peak. Speaking in the name of “Egyptian
women” rather than the WWCC, Huda protested against the British pol-
icy of holding the Egyptian nation collectively responsible for the crime
of an individual and advised Zaghlul to refuse the British demands. She
subsequently condemned his capitulation and called for his resignation
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as prime minister. Huda later made a last attempt to patch up her differ-
ences with Sa‘d and unite the feuding political parties but met with lit-
tle success.*

As president of the WWCC, Sha‘rawi had supported the Wafd but
maintained the autonomy of her group, and she had used the position
to articulate her own political views. An authoritarian leader herself, she
proved unafraid to clash with the head of the Wafd, who felt threatened
enough by her influence to orchestrate an attack on her in the press. After
her resignation as president, she continued to speak out on a variety of
issues. But she no longer spoke with the weight of the Women’s Wafd
behind her.*¢ Nor did she feel weighed down by a vision of the Wafd as
“the nation” or of Sa‘d as an unassailable leader. She joined the opposi-
tion and focused her energies on building the EFU, through which she
pushed for social reforms.

ESTHER FAHMI WISA: “THE RIGHT SPIRIT”

Contrary to some expectations, after Huda Sha‘rawi and her supporters
left the WWCC in 1924, the committee did not disintegrate. Instead, it
was reconfigured by, among others, Esther Fahmi Wisa and renamed the
Sa‘dist Ladies’ Committee. A product of an English nanny and Ameri-
can Presbyterian schooling in Asyut, Esther had also come under the iron
fist of the liberated Sudanese slave Bahr al-Nil, who ran the household
of her mother, Balsam Wisa Boctor Wisa. After graduating from the
American College in Asyut, she married her cousin Fahmi Bey Wisa (she
was eighteen; he was thirty). Together they had six children, one of whom
died at a young age.

When Sa‘d and his colleagues were arrested in March 1919, Esther
rushed from a family visit in Asyut to Cairo to pledge her support to
Safiyya Zaghlul. She participated with her aunt in the March “ladies’
demonstrations,” protested against the Milner Mission in December
1919, and helped to found the WWCC in January 1920, leading it in its
first meetings.*” Esther subsequently became one of the preeminent speak-
ers and propagandists for the Women’s Wafd. She wrote articles (sign-
ing some as “Daughter of the Nile”) and correspondence for the
committee.*® When Sa‘d was exiled with other Wafdists in 1922 and
another group was sentenced to life imprisonment in Egypt, Esther urged
Allenby to free the prisoners or alleviate their conditions. Her correspon-
dence with Allenby ranged over three years, touched on numerous issues,
and was imbued with a moral voice. He replied to her personally and
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met with her upon occasion.*? As a Coptic notable and from a family
that had converted to Protestantism, Esther had a degree of mobility,
excellent English language skills, and access to officials, which made her
eminently suited to represent the Wafd.

After Sha‘rawi resigned, Esther emerged from her shadow. The Sa‘dist
Ladies’ Committee campaigned for the Wafd in the elections of 19275,
protesting seizure of the party’s election pamphlets. In an appeal to the
“sons of Egypt,” Esther criticized the tyranny of the non-Wafdist gov-
ernment. Sharifa Riyad, who had earlier tried to iron out differences
among women Wafdists, condemned Egyptian women’s rush into parti-
san politics. Esther’s reply legitimized the Sa‘dist women’s current poli-
cies and implicitly criticized her predecessor:

[W]hen we entered the political field, there were no women parties in
Egypt, we were all solidly behind the principles of the Egyptian Delegation
(Wafd) calling for complete independence of Egypt and the Sudan.

But when some members split from the Wafd, we did not follow suit as
they did, but stood steadfast. So I don’t think that this could be called par-
tisanship. If we had maintained our original stand, supporting our original
cause, and rejecting any deviation or incursion by external influences, our
first women’s society would have remained above party politics.’?

Esther argued that the differences had started even before Zaghlul
returned from exile. These differences had essentially paralyzed the com-
mittee, which she was trying to rejuvenate, and she appealed to Sharifa
Riyad to work with her.>! Sharifa later rejoined the group, adding her
prestige and resources.

With Huda out of the picture, a constellation of other women now
shared the stage. Twenty-two members of the reconstituted Women’s
Wafd appeared on the cover of the new illustrated weekly al-Musawwar
in March 1925.52 The executive committee over the next few years
included Esther, Ulfat Ratib, Ra’ifa Musa, Regina Khayyat, IThsan Ahmad,
and Wajida Thabit.>3 The latter, no relation to Munira, was one of four
sisters whom Sa‘d’s secretary described as “the backbone” of the Women’s
Wafd. (Her sister Fahima had accompanied Safiyya Zaghlul to Gibral-
tar.)>* Farida Fawzi, head of the women’s section in the journal al-Hisan
and a member of the Women’s Wafd, publicized their call for new mem-
bers and reported on their meetings. Among other activities, they built
a public institute for female students and sent telegrams of protest to
British officials.>’

The Sa‘dist Ladies’ Committee called for the restoration of the consti-
tution in the late T1920s to pave the way for the return to power of the
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Wafd. “Since the overthrow of constitutional regime in Egypt, British
Government has concluded agreements with dictatorial Ministry affect-
ing destiny of Egypt,” Esther telegrammed top British officials in 1929,
“We protest strongly against conclusion of agreement which affects vital
interests of future generations of the Egyptian people.” Such protests did
not engender sympathy for Wafdist women on the part of the Egyptian
government, which occasionally prevented the committee from meeting.>¢

Women Wafdists and ex-Wafdists drew together in May 1931 to
protest against the Sidqi regime and the elections that it planned to hold
in the absence of the constitution. Esther was probably out of the coun-
try at the time, because her name does not appear on petition lists. Shar-
ifa Riyad, who emerged as the leader of the Women’s Wafd in the 1930s,
took on the role of chief spokeswoman for the Sa‘dist Ladies’ Commit-
tee. The events of 1931 were a reprisal of 1919 but on a smaller scale
and with different goals. The chief target was an authoritarian Egyptian
government supported by the British and opposed by Wafdists, Liberal
Constitutionalists, and others.’” In the wake of the 1931 protests, a move-
ment to boycott British goods was resumed. The British high commis-
sioner reported that the boycott was supported by “Egyptian ladies of
the higher classes.” 8 Boycotts were balanced by fund-raisers, as the
power of female notables stemmed in great part from their collective
purse: the Sa‘dist committee, for example, raised funds for workers shot
by the police during Sidqi’s tenure.>’

Women Wafdists continued to maneuver to improve the party’s chances
of returning to power. In 1932, when Esther requested a meeting with
the minister of foreign affairs in London, an official wrote, “She has pos-
sibly been put forward by the Wafd as a feeler, in the hope that we shall
be impressed by the novelty of a female emissary.” Although they were
not impressed and denied the request, British officials recognized that
Esther “enjoys a lot of publicity.”®? Undeterred by the rejection, she
addressed a large crowd in London, speaking on the political situation
in Egypt. She emphasized Anglo-Egyptian rivalry over the Sudan and
control of water: “When Egypt hesitated to give the English another key
to the Nile, she was accused of being an enemy to England.”®!

Esther emerged in the 1920s and 1930s as one of the key female speak-
ers of the Wafd at home and abroad, and worked as an unofficial rep-
resentative.®? “Madame Esther Fahmi Wisa, a prominent Wafdist lady,
much interested in charitable works, called on me,” Miles Lampson,
British high commissioner, wrote from Egypt in 193 4. Esther admitted
in the meeting that the Wafd’s methods were occasionally mistaken and
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condemned the recent splits. Yet she argued that the Wafd was the only
hope for Egypt and that with them lay “the ultimate salvation of the
country.”®3 Lampson later described her as “a well-meaning enthusiast,
much given to good works. Her Wafdism is sincere and idealistic.”®*

Capping her speaking career, Esther addressed a “monster meeting”
of Wafdists in Cairo in early 193 5. The Wafd had been prevented from
holding any public assembly for over four years, but when the ban was
lifted, organizers sent invitations to Wafdists throughout the country.
Between twenty and twenty-five thousand loyalists converged on gigan-
tic marquees set up in Ramsis City, with four hundred women sitting in
a special section reserved for them. Esther and Nur al-Hassan, a young
woman of Bedouin origin, addressed the crowd, speaking on the past
roles and future possibilities of Egyptian women in the national move-
ment. The two were considered “excellent speakers” who made a “great
impression.”®5 The following year, Esther lectured in the United States,
where she also made a favorable impression upon Eleanor Roosevelt,
the wife of President Franklin D. Roosevelt.®

The Wafd’s fortunes continued to oscillate. When King Farouk dis-
missed the Wafd government in 1937, Mustafa al-Nahhas asked Esther
to push for the return of the party to power by reviving the Women’s
Wafd.®” But Esther—like Huda before her—had grown increasingly dis-
illusioned by the policies and practices of the Wafd. She had thought that
Nahhas would continue Sa‘d’s support for women’s participation in the
struggle for complete independence. “Nahas did not want women pok-
ing their noses into politics,” Esther’s son writes, “and he told them so
clearly. He did not mind them discarding their veils, or improving their
education, but he had no intention of helping them to obtain their polit-
ical rights.”®® By 1937, Esther had concluded that male politicians had
abandoned their principles and were striving instead to advance their
own ambitions and pockets.®® Esther declined to revive the Women’s
Wafd and continued to devote most of her energies to social welfare,
women’s progress, and religious advocacy.”°

MUNIRA THABIT: “AN AMUSING INFANT”

Huda Sha‘rawi’s defection in 1924 dealt a blow to the Wafd. As the
founder of the EFU, she was often identified as the head of the “women’s
awakening” in Egypt. Now that the Wafd could no longer count her
among its loyalists, it faced a predicament. Male nationalists had striven
from their earliest days to depict themselves as supporters of women’s
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progress. They mostly did this to demonstrate the modernity of their
nationalist movement, which meant that this had a greater impact on
the nationalist discourse than on legislative reforms.”! Sa‘d in particular
had been close to Qasim Amin, who had dedicated his al-Mar‘a al-Jadida
(The New Woman, 1900) to him.”2 Not wanting to give the edge to his
adversaries, Sa‘d encouraged Munira Thabit as a counterweight to Huda
Sha‘rawi and the EFU.

Munira (again, not one of the Thabit sisters mentioned earlier) began
her writing career in 1920 by sending articles to the daily al-Abram, the
weekly al-Sufur, and French periodicals. A student at the time, she usu-
ally signed her name as “al-Misriyya” (the Egyptian woman) or “al-
Tha’ira” (the revolutionary) or simply gave her initials. She called for
political rights for women—to vote and to be elected to parliament—
before a parliament even existed in Egypt.”3 On the eve of the opening
of parliament, Munira noted that no seats had been set aside for female
visitors to legislative sessions. She protested, as did the EFU and WWCC,
when the legislature opened in mid-March 1924 and the only women
invited to the celebration were spouses of government officials and for-
eign dignitaries. Munira continued to press for special seating for women,
writing letters to the head of the assembly and appealing directly to Zagh-
lul, and eventually special seating was set aside for them in the balcony.
Munira crusaded to have women enter parliament not only as visitors
but as members. Her voice remained a solitary one for years, as the EFU
set different priorities and many feminists opposed her.”#

Munira became a frequent visitor to the House of the Nation from
1924, when Huda Sha‘rawi’s visits would have tapered off. Sa‘d
applauded her efforts and assured her that he would give women polit-
ical rights when the political situation in Egypt had stabilized. But Zagh-
lul enjoyed only a brief tenure as prime minister. The Wafd then watched
as the new government closed its publications one by one and denied
applications for new permits. In light of these circumstances, Munira
proved something of a maverick; she walked the “tightrope” between
the opposition and the government and returned with permits for two
periodicals in hand—the French L’Espoir and the Arabic al-Amal—both
meaning “Hope.” The coup earned her the epithet “the Amazon of the
Egyptian press.” Munira admitted that her late father’s close ties with
Sidqi, then minister of interior, proved helpful.”’

Munira launched the Arabic weekly al-Amal in early November 19235,
printing it on the press of the Wafdist al-Balagh. It operated more inde-
pendently than L’Espoir, which had a Wafdist board of directors and
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funding.”® Al-Amal promoted itself as “the journal defending women’s
rights,” and differed from preceding and competing women’s journals in
its explicit interest in party affairs. Munira coupled her demands for free-
dom and independence in Egypt with support for women’s political and
social rights. The first issue included a letter from Makram ‘Ubayd, who
was high in the Wafd leadership, and subsequent ones carried letters from
Sa‘d and interviews of Wafdist leaders.”” Contributions came from women
such as the actress Fatima Rushdi and the educator Nabawiyya Musa, as
well as from women in Lebanon, who were probably most responsive
among contemporary Arab women to calls for political rights.”8

Munira continued to style herself a “revolutionary” and felt strongly
about the struggle for women’s political rights. Yet she found little sup-
port in the 1920s for her positions, even among members of the EFU.
She clashed with them and had little compunction about criticizing them
in al-Amal.”® They rebutted that the timing was premature to push for
women’s right to vote and to be elected. In addition, they condemned
her personal decision to become the second wife of the journalist ‘Abd
al-Qadir Hamza.8? EFU members called Munira, according to the latter,
“an amusing infant” and labeled her demands foolish and childish. She,
in turn, found them old and reactionary. Munira also encountered resis-
tance from conservative quarters and the Islamic press.8!

Munira’s attack on the government landed her in trouble. A former
deputy minister brought a case against her in 1926, accusing her of under-
mining his honor and demanding reparations for articles she had pub-
lished. Although Hamza offered to answer the charges, the young
journalist took responsibility and appeared in court herself.32 After pub-
lishing al-Amal for three years, Munira decided to dedicate herself to her
legal studies. In 1925 she had become the first woman to enroll in the
French Law School in Cairo, and she continued her legal training in Paris.
In 1934, when invited to join a celebration for the first female univer-
sity graduates, Munira became reconciled with the EFU. The group sub-
sequently took up the call for female suffrage.83

Munira completed her political memoir, which was published in 1946,
when she was in her forties. In it she equated the illegal expropriation
of Egypt’s rights with the illegal appropriation of women’s political rights.
Egypt would never win its rights, including sovereignty over the Sudan,
until women had achieved theirs. By 1946, she was no longer alone in
her call for women’s right to vote or to be elected. She would find a fel-
low-struggler in the writer-activist Doria Shafiq, whom she joined in a
hunger strike in 1954.84 But by 1946, she was also no longer the ardent
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Wafdist that she had been in her youth. She now found the Wafdist gov-
ernment characterized by “a lot of words, little action and productiv-
ity.” Among other things, “the Wafd Party did not acknowledge the
principle of equality between the sexes or even among one sex!”8%

Munira continued to contribute a regular column to al-Abram until
1948. She revived her own journal weeks before the Free Officers seized
power in July 1952 and ran it until her death fifteen years after that.
Whereas earlier periodicals had often styled themselves as majallat
nisa’iyya (women’s journals), she explicitly called her revitalized review
a majallat niswiyya siyasiyya or, in French, a revue feministe politique
(a feminist political journal). This early usage of niswiyya for feminism
rather than nisa’iyya, which depending on context can mean “women’s”
or “feminist,” has been forgotten by activists and overlooked by histo-
rians.8¢ In short, Munira seems to have been ahead of her time in lin-
guistic usage, as well as in championing suffrage.

FATIMA AL-YUSUF AND “THE PARTY OF RUZ AL-YUSUF”

Political wars were often fought in the press, where one of the principal
papers backing the Wafd from the late 1920s was Fatima al-Yusuf’s Ruz
al-Yusuf. Fatima began acting at an early age with different theatrical
troops in Alexandria and rose to become a star of Egyptian theater, where
she was known as Ruz (Rose) al-Yusuf. During the war, she watched
British troops suspend theatrical performances, and after it, she partici-
pated in anti-British protests, carrying a banner at the front of an actors’
demonstration in 1919.87

Fatima founded Ruz al-Yusuf as a literary and cultural weekly in 1925.
Yet she soon realized the limited audience of such a journal and trans-
formed it into a political paper. The story of running a weekly, as she
tells it, is a story of determination in the face of obstacles, not the least
of which was being a woman in a man’s profession. Fatima, who vied
with Munira Thabit for the honor of being Egypt’s first female political
journalist, received encouragement from Huda Sha‘rawi, with whom
Munira had her differences.38 Fatima began her career as a political jour-
nalist by covering the trial of Ahmad Mahir and Mahmud al-Nugrashi,
Wafdists accused of conspiracy in the murder of Sir Oliver Lee Stack and
other British officials. The courts eventually acquitted the two, who both
ironically later died at the hands of assassins.3?

Ruz al-Yusuf increasingly moved in orientation toward the Wafd Party,
although initially it received no financial support from the party. Rather,



Partisans of the Wafd 181

Fatima’s support for the Wafd meant that the paper was occasionally
subjected to confiscations. In one year alone (1928-29), more papers
were confiscated (sixty-two) than appeared (forty-two). The following
year, Fatima frequently published her paper under borrowed names, a
not uncommon practice in the Egyptian press. The relationship between
the party and the paper became so strong that the Wafd was sometimes
called “the Party of Ruz al-Yusuf,” and Fatima developed close ties to
Nahhas. By 1933, when courts fined her and sent her editor to jail, she
had become one of the most famous journalists in Egypt. Her picture
appeared frequently in the press, and her paper had become one of the
best selling and most popular weeklies. With a circulation of approxi-
mately 20,000, Ruz al-Yusuf offered a steady stream of political analy-
sis and satirical cartoons.””

Based on the success of her weekly, Fatima al-Yusuf decided to launch
a daily in 193 5.9 But by then Fatima had begun to have differences with
Wafd leaders. She traced her difficulties to ‘Ubayd, who protested against
the independent stands she sometimes took. Fatima felt obligated to voice
her opinion, while ‘Ubayd expected her to stick to the party line. That line
in 1935 was support for the government of Tawfiq Nissim, with whom
the Wafd worked for reconciliation. Yet Fatima opposed Nissim’s govern-
ment and fought instead for the return of the constitution. The breach
between the Wafd and Fatima widened, according to the latter, when
‘Ubayd convinced Nahhas of her disloyalty. Safiyya Zaghlul tried to avert
a break between the paper and the party, but in late September, the Wafd
executive decided that the paper no longer represented its views.”2

Massive student protests against the government erupted in Novem-
ber 193 5. The size and composition of the demonstrations, which were
“reinforced by girl students,” according to American sources, pushed the
equivocating political parties to unify in a coalition, forced the resigna-
tion of Nissim, and brought a return of the constitution.> This paved the
way for elections and the Wafd’s return to power in 1936. The sequence
of events vindicated Fatima’s position, but the Wafd proved vengeful. It
suspended the license of the daily Ruz al-Yusuf and cancelled government
advertising in the weekly. The harassment of the former Wafd supporter
did not stop there. The guarantor of the paper withdrew his support under
directives from the party, and Fatima al-Yusuf had twenty-four hours to
raise a substantial sum of money to retain her license. The censor then
applied pressure, and his complaints landed her in jail for a night.”* But
Fatima persevered, and in spite of the Wafd’s opposition, Ruz al-Yusuf
continued to thrive long after the Wafd had languished.
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The Wafd negotiated a treaty with the British in 1936, which Huda
Sha‘rawi, Munira Thabit, and some of the other women nationalists
opposed. This treaty signaled the Wafd’s shift in posture from opposi-
tion to cooperation with the British. In 1937, the Wafd split when
Nugrashi and Mahir broke ranks with Nahhas and ‘Ubayd and started
the Sa‘dist Party. In 1943, ‘Ubayd, who for so long had shielded Nah-
has, also left, publishing a “Black Book” that disclosed tales of corrup-
tion within the government. By then the Wafd had been tainted in the
eyes of many Egyptians by its ties to the British, who had returned the
party to power by force in 1942. Fatima al-Yusuf, Huda Sha‘rawi, Zaynab
al-Ghazali, and scores of “wives of notables”—female notables in their
own right—sent a petition to the British Embassy protesting British inter-
ference in the Egyptian government. The former women Wafdists now
found common cause in opposing the party. They used a feminine voice,
speaking not as the WWCC or Ladies’ Sa‘dist Committee but rather as
“mothers of the present and coming generation,” to articulate their con-
cerns.”® They relied on maternal authority and appealed to morality pre-
cisely because they had few options for making themselves heard. In spite
of two decades of attempting to break into the political system, they had
not yet obtained the right to vote, to run for parliament, or to hold office.
Writing remained one of their few political weapons.

IMAGES OF POLITICAL WOMEN AND MALE POLITICIANS

Elite women took their politics seriously and sought to have an impact
on decision-making. Thick British files on the activities of the Women’s
Wafd and attempts to censor them show respect for their power. Yet rep-
resentations in the Egyptian press—photographs and cartoons—increas-
ingly indicate that politics was a masculine domain, and that women
could only participate if they played the role of supporting characters.

Photos show groups of women going in launches to meet Wafd dele-
gations, waiting on wharves, carrying placards in motorcades, comfort-
ing the families of martyrs, and visiting the tombs of the fallen. Photos
also show them rallying around the “first family”—seeing Safiyya Zagh-
lul off in Cairo, accompanying her to Port Said, and riding in boats to
meet her upon her return to Alexandria. Cameramen catch women rush-
ing to the hospital after the attempted assassination of Sa‘d and a few
years later sitting at Safiyya’s side during memorial services. Little effort
is made to identify the individual women within the photos either while
they were veiled or later when they unveiled. Captions call these veiled
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and unveiled women the “nationalist ladies,” the “Egyptian ladies,” the
“women Wafdist demonstrators,” or members of the “Sa‘dist commit-
tee.””¢ Not naming individuals suggested that all the women played the
same supporting role, and that leadership came from the men.

The general labels obscured the roles of individuals as well as of dif-
ferent female associations, which tended to be elided into one. Banners
of such organizations as the Society of Mothers of the Future and the
Society of Egyptian Ladies’ Awakening appear in photos, documenting
the variety of women’s groups that took to the streets in demonstrations
in the 1920s and 1930s. These groups had their own leadership, politi-
cal platforms, and agendas, as well as their own bases. Not distinguish-
ing among the groups in captions and treating them as all the same
generated the impression that female nationalists acted together as a
patriotic chorus and shared political perspectives. Individual women who
headed different groups do not emerge from the shadow of the center as
leaders or politicians in their own right.

Photos of Huda Sha‘rawi, Esther Fahmi Wisa, Munira Thabit, and
Fatima al-Yusuf also appeared in the press. Female political activists
attempted to control their images by providing the press with portraits,
and these photos remained in archives ready for republication. When Huda
unveiled in 1923, several papers carried a picture of a youthful looking
Huda with her new style of head covering. That picture or a similar one
(probably from the same photo session) appeared over the years.?” Esther
gave a photograph of herself in a maternal pose (sitting with one of her
babies on her lap) to al-Mar’a al-Misriyya in 1923 and an intellectual shot
(her hand supports her chin) to al-‘Arusa in 1925.”8 Munira’s portrait,
standing behind an ornate chair with hands clasped, appeared in al-Hisan
and al-‘Arusa when she “entered the field of men” and started her daily
paper in 1925.%° Fatima al-Yusuf, whose picture was already familiar to
Egyptian audiences from her days in theater, also sought to control her
image. A shot dated 1925 showing her in outdoor dress, and with her head
covered, holding a flag aloft appeared on the cover of al-Hisan. A subse-
quent portrait taken from the shoulders up that recasts Fatima in her new
profession was reprinted in the press. In some group shots with male jour-
nalists, Fatima appears with her daughter at her side.100

These women tried to project youthful, feminine, maternal, or intel-
lectual images in portraits. The journalists Fatima and Munira could con-
trol their images within their own periodicals. Huda, too, could control
self-representation in the several publications that she oversaw as pres-
ident of the EFU. Other female activists tried to document their activities
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“Hanim” Zaghlul chased by Egyptian policemen.
Al-Kashkul, 22 May 1931, 16.

and publicize them. When Esther Fahmi Wisa hosted a reception for
Safiyya, a photographer recorded the gathering. The group poses on the
front steps of the house, with small girls in front with flowers and Safiyya
in the middle, flanked by friends, relatives, and supporters. Esther stands
prominently with one of her sons at the bottom right of the frame, where
the eye is drawn, because the group is arranged in a triangle.!? In a sim-
ilar way, the Sa‘dist Ladies’ Committee had its portrait taken in an indoor
shot.102 Yet female political activists eventually lost the tight control of
their images in the press, with some photographs portraying them in less
than flattering poses.103

These activists also had little control over how cartoonists turned pho-
tographic images into satire and current events into parodies. Depictions
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Figure 28. “The Party of Ruz al-Yusuf”: Mustafa
al-Nahhas and Muhammad Mahmud hide behind
Fatima (Ruz) al-Yusuf. Al-Kashkul, 15 May 1931, 1.

of veiled women engaged in politics in the early 1920s showed them
behind the scenes, strolling or sipping tea, discussing developments.104
Women who engaged more directly in politics were often shown as
matronly, manly, or defeminized, even in Ruz al-Yusuf, which reflected
the political norms.!% When Huda and Safiyya joined forces in 1931 in
opposition to the Sidqi regime and staged a protest, they were satirized
in a cartoon in al-Kashkul (figure 27). The picture shows two aged ladies
being chased in the street by Egyptian policemen with bats. Huda
“Hanim” Sha‘rawi addresses Safiyya as “My Mother,” but Safiyya
“Hanim” Zaghlul replies that she is not her mother and not even of the
generation of her children.!%¢ The cartoon satirizes the use of maternal
rhetoric by male and female nationalists, and at the same time depicts
women engaged in politics as uncomely and masculine. (The protestors
in that event actually rode in motorcars and carried signs calling for the
return of the constitution and boycott of elections.)

Rather than trying to defeminize Fatima al-Yusuf, who was a famous
actress and icon, cartoonists chose another tack. In cartoon imagery,
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she never escapes from her theatrical past and usually appears scantily
clad in high heels, feminized but not sexualized. In a cartoon on the
cover of al-Kashkul in 1931, Fatima stands on stage in a flimsy dress
with arms outstretched, hiding Nahhas and Muhammad Mahmud, who
cower behind her (figure 28). The image was meant to show that the
journalist was more manly than the male leaders of the Wafd.197 In a
cartoon that appeared in al-Lata’if al-Musawwara after Ruz al-Yusuf's
break with the Wafd in 1935, “Ruz al-Yusuf” is dressed in similar man-
ner, but this time she performs a customary female role, following a cof-
fin and mourning the fate of one of her writers.!® Moreover, Fatima
herself became upon occasion a model for the cartoon image of Egypt
(see figure 9).

To be a powerful politician was to be masculine; weak politicians were
emasculated and feminized. A cartoon in al-Kashkul in 1927 shows Huda
standing with one arm on her waist and the other outstretched in a posi-
tion of defiance, speaking with “al-Bash Agha,” the eunuch who had
been part of her household from childhood. “Ya Hanim Effendi,” he
asks, “if there is no independence, what are those men doing?” suggest-
ing that male politicians are not doing enough. Huda Hanim Sha‘rawi
replies, “Listen, ya Bash Agha, . .. you’re more of a man than all of
them.”19% The satire is biting as a eunuch—a castrated man—is presented
as more masculine than the male nationalists Huda is criticizing. Both
Ruz al-Yusuf and al-Kashkul carried images of male politicians dressed
as women, depictions meant to show them as weak and caught up in
subterfuge.110

Cartoons represented politics as a masculine preserve, with weak politi-
cians feminized and female political activists parodied and defeminized.
Moreover, cartoons of the nation as a woman vastly outnumbered those
of real women activists. According to the conventions of Egyptian polit-
ical culture, women could not be politicians or seriously engage in “peace-
time” politics. This contrasts with the favorable image of women in the
1919 revolution. As in other countries, women’s political mobilization
was tolerated and even encouraged in crisis—war and revolution—but
discouraged when the crisis had receded. Women’s political activities
were suppressed in accounts of the period and memories repressed.

The memoirs of female nationalists sought to challenge this perspec-
tive, to prove that elite women were “in the heart of the action,” and
to vindicate their political positions. The publication of most of these
memoirs, however, had to await a more auspicious moment. Fatima’s
critique of the Wafd came in 1953, after its fall. Huda’s waited even
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longer. During the Nasser years (19 52—70), stories of female notables
were simply not in vogue. The state’s memorializing of Huda came only
under Anwar al-Sadat (1970-81), with the issuing of a stamp in 1973
upon the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the EFU and the one
hundredth anniversary of state education for girls.111 The full publica-
tion of Huda’s memoirs, which highlight her nationalist and feminist
endeavors, came in 1981. Esther’s family story waited another decade,
when nostalgia for the “liberal experiment” of the interwar years had
begun to take root.

In the wake of the 1919 revolution, elite women attempted to capitalize
on their forays into the public sphere and maintain their momentum.
Since they could not join the Wafd, they created an auxiliary, the Women’s
Wafd. Politics became partisan, and it proved difficult for elite women
allied with different factions and positions to maintain their unity.
Although women combined maternal and moral voices in their political
expression, they got drawn into the divisions between the Wafd and other
parties, and within the Wafd itself. Some, like Huda Sha‘rawi, chose to
break ranks, and others, like Esther Fahmi Wisa, to stay put. The splits
inevitably led to rifts and rivalries within the ranks of elite women.

The real push for women’s citizenship rights came from the middle
classes, where women did not have the same access to power as those
notable women who commanded great wealth or whose male relatives
held high government posts. The middle class used the press as a tool for
participating in political culture. Having run their own women’s jour-
nals or contributed to those of others for decades, middle-class women
entered into political journalism, and party politics, for the first time in
the 1920s. Munira Thabit’s experiment proved short-lived in its first
incarnation; Fatima al-Yusuf’s endured and thrived. Both women grew
impatient with the Wafd, which proved to be an authoritarian organi-
zation that treated dissenters with disdain. The story of women’s engage-
ment with the Wafd highlights some of the inherent weaknesses of the
party, as well as the strategies of trying to gain power by forming a female
auxiliary or party organ.

The discourse of the nation as a family and the emphasis on domes-
ticity knit abstract women into the nation,!12
represented as a woman, but when real women made bids for greater
power to contribute to policy-formation and decision-making, they were
excluded. The exclusion was reinforced through representations that gen-
dered politics as male. The attempts by Huda Sha‘rawi, Esther Fahmi

and the nation itself was
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Wisa, Munira Thabit, Fatima al-Yusuf, and others to enter the political
field threatened cultural definitions of masculinity and femininity, as well
as the political dominance of elite men. Male nationalists tried to har-
ness the energies of female nationalists, particularly at moments of cri-
sis, and control them. When they could not, they were not averse to using
all sorts of tactics to undermine them, including satirizing them in the
press. The rough and tumble of politics could be cruel, and women were
given no special dispensation. Yet politics was not a game of winner takes
all as far as elite women were concerned. They quickly adapted to their
exclusion from party and parliamentary politics and turned their atten-
tion to social, feminist, and Islamist politics, which they saw as critical
aspects of nation-building.



CHAPTER EIGHT

The Path of an Islamic Activist

The politics of Labiba Ahmad (1870s-1951) diverged from those of many
of her female contemporaries. Most endorsed the secularism of the Wafd,
the Liberal Constitutionalists, and other like-minded parties, although
the attempts of these parties to divorce religion from politics was never
complete, and their support for women’s participation in the public
domain was often more rhetorical than real. Labiba, by contrast, favored
the Islamic bent of the Watani Party, with its stress on Muslim brother-
hood and gender segregation. She spearheaded a movement that concep-
tualized women’s rights in Islamic terms and pushed for a fusion of Islam
and nationalism, helping to strengthen an Egyptian Islamic nationalism.!

Islamist currents such as the one Labiba espoused have generally been
ignored in the historiography of Egypt. This is partially a result of the-
orizing about nationalism based on western European models that char-
acterize nationalism as a secular phenomenon. In the building of
nation-states in the modern period, civil religion, secular rituals, and ter-
ritorial ties were meant to replace older religious traditions and loyal-
ties. Yet nationalisms often borrowed, built upon, or incorporated
religious practices and symbols in the Middle East and elsewhere, giv-
ing rise to religious-nationalist fusions.

This chapter examines the political activism of Labiba Ahmad, fol-
lowing the trajectory of her family and party ties, social welfare and jour-
nalistic endeavors, and religious travels and affiliations. It argues that
she helped to create an alternative to secular nationalism by celebrating

189
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Watani Party leaders, nurturing the revival movement, and paving the
way for a new cadre of Islamic activists. In this way, she bridged gener-
ations, linking the Salafis (Islamic reformers who looked to the first gen-
eration of Muslims as a model) and later Islamic radicals. Although she
used conservative language and urged a return to traditions, her perspec-
tive and practices were embedded in modernity and contemporary
women’s political culture. She founded an association—the Society of
Egyptian Ladies’ Awakening (Jam‘iyyat Nahdat al-Sayyidat al-Mis-
riyyat)—and started a journal—al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya (The Women’s
Awakening)—to propagate her views. She used social welfare to enact
local change and win adherents. And she sought to introduce the image
of the “new Islamic woman” as a credible alternative to the “new (sec-
ular) woman” as a cultural ideal.

LOOKING FOR LABIBA AHMAD

Until recently Labiba Ahmad had been nearly forgotten, displaced from
nationalist, feminist, and Islamist narratives. Retrieving her life story pre-
sents certain challenges, partly because she was more interested in pro-
moting her cause than herself and maintained a modest public demeanor.
Like the secular women nationalists discussed earlier who left memoirs,
Labiba wrote a memoir, or rather, assembled her correspondence for pub-
lication, but the work did not seem to circulate widely.2 One daughter,
interviewed in the 1960s, gave oral testimony on some of her mother’s
activities.> And Labiba’s name occasionally surfaces in state archives,
specifically in clippings on Egyptian nationalism and files on the Mus-
lim Brothers. The contemporary illustrated press, particularly al-Lata’if
al-Musawwara, provides some further clues.

The best historical record of Labiba’s life in the interwar period is her
own monthly, al-Nabda al-Nisa’iyya, which was shaped by multiple
hands and contains a trove of material from over two decades. From the
start, al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya was a cooperative venture. A staff helped
the founder, and younger colleagues eventually took over directing, edit-
ing, and producing the periodical. Letters from readers, advertisements,
photographs, announcements, and news stories, as well as Labiba’s own
essays, reveal pieces of the puzzle of her life. The journal presents a sym-
pathetic portrait, but, as with any source, can be probed for biases and
silences, and can be read critically.*

Labiba also left a photographic trail. Like other women nationalists
who sought to disseminate their images in the press but at the same time
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Figure 29. Portrait of Labiba Ahmad on the
occasion of her making the hajj on the cover of
al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya, March 1933.

control them, Labiba used her own publication to regularly publish her
picture. She sat for portraits on at least five occasions in the interwar
years. These were featured repeatedly on the cover or prominently inside
al-Nabda al-Nisa’iyya or in such papers as al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, par-
ticularly on the occasion of her making the pilgrimage. The photos show
a maturing Labiba: she appears with wire-framed glasses and in conser-
vative dress, wearing a black head covering and dark robe. In the earlier
shots from the 1920s, she looks off into the distance. In the later poses,
from the 1930s, she looks straight at the camera. Her determination,
confidence, and seriousness show in a shot carried on the cover of al-
Nahda al-Nisa’iyya in 1933 (figure 29). She looks directly at the cam-
era in a pose clearly set for an intellectual. Labiba seems intent on
presenting a counterimage to the secular nationalists and feminists fea-
tured prominently in the press in the interwar years: a conservative but

active Muslim woman.®

A DOCTOR’S DAUGHTER, A JUDGE’S WIFE

By the time Labiba Ahmad entered public life, she had already passed
through the child-bearing and child-rearing years. She was born in
the Cairene middle class. Her father, Ahmad ‘Abd al-Nabi Bey, was
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a physician, and two of her brothers and two of her children also
became doctors.® Labiba was tutored at home; she had an excellent
command of Arabic, a good knowledge of the Qur’an, and learned
to play the piano.”

Labiba was married to ‘Uthman Bey Murtada, who rose through the
judiciary, eventually attaining the post of judge in the Alexandria Mixed
Court of Appeals and the rank of pasha. (He sat as a secretary at the
Dinshaway trial.) Murtada cultivated close relations with Khedive ‘Abbas
Hilmi IT and was named chief of the khedivial council in January 1914,
an honor that was short-lived, because ‘Abbas was exiled later that year.
The Watani Party leader Muhammad Farid described ‘Uthman in his
notebooks in not very flattering terms as “a man of corrupt morals, bisex-
ual (up to now), from a very base origin,” but admitted, “he has a solid
education.”® Labiba never mentions her husband in her journal, and it
may well be that the couple were estranged.

Labiba had five daughters and a son, whose pictures occasionally
appear in her journal. Her son, Dr. Isma‘il Bey Murtada, contributed
articles and sometimes helped out with her social welfare ventures.” One
daughter was the wife of ‘Abd al-Sattar Bey al-Basil, a tribal shaykh from
al-Fayyum and a Wafdist, who had earlier been married to the writer
Malak Hifni Nasif (1886-1918). This unnamed daughter died in the
“spring of youth,” causing her mother much grief, and Labiba’s grand-
children were subsequently raised alongside the children of Labiba’s sec-
ond daughter, Hayat Murtada.!? A third daughter, Malak Muhammad,
was noted for her Sufi attributes: night-time praying and daytime fasts.!!
The last two daughters, Zaynab and Qamar, were twins and the “babies”
of the family. Zaynab attended the Saniyya Girls’ School, a state institu-
tion popular with nationalists whose curriculum included Arabic and
Islamic instruction, and in 1925 joined a group of female students sent
by the government to England, where after three years of study, she was
awarded a teacher-artist certificate by the Royal Drawing Society. While
Zaynab “nurtured the spirit,” Qamar “treated the body” and studied
medicine on the same mission.!2

MEMORIALIZING MUSTAFA KAMIL

Little is known of Labiba Ahmad’s political activities prior to 1919.
According to one observer, she had participated in associations, given
speeches, and written in newspapers and journals.!3 She may have been
among those supporters of Mustafa Kamil’s Watani Party who formed
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Figure 30. Memorial gathering at the tomb of Mustafa Kamil on the anniver-
sary of his death; seated third from right in the front row, Labiba Ahmad.
Photo by Nasif Ayyub. Print by Sabunji. Al-Lata’if al-Musawwara, 1 March
1920, 5.

a women’s auxiliary.!* Labiba had close ties with members of Mustafa
Kamil’s family, including his brother ‘Ali Fahmi Kamil and his nieces,
and probably had contacts with him as well.!> From 1919 on, we can
better document Labiba’s activities. That March, she participated in the
“ladies’ demonstrations” and affixed her signature—*“Madame Osman
Pacha Mortada”—above those of her daughters on the petitions submit-
ted to foreign legations.'® According to her daughter Zaynab and other
contemporaries interviewed by the Egyptian historian Ijlal Khalifa, Labiba
worked during this period to mobilize women from working-class neigh-
borhoods such as Sayyida Zaynab against the British occupation.!”
Labiba emerged as a preeminent patron in rituals of remembering
Watani Party leaders. She presided in February 1920 over a sizeable gath-
ering of “nationalist ladies” commemorating the anniversary of Mustafa
Kamil’s death. The women gathered at his tomb, where Labiba “Hanim”
among others gave speeches and read poems. A photo that appeared in
March 1920 shows a group of nearly fifty women clustered around the
tomb of Mustafa Kamil (figure 30). The “famous photographer” Nasif
Effendi Ayyub (who advertised in Labiba’s journal) recorded the event,
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and Sabunji’s studio made the print exclusively for al-Lata’if al-
Musawwara. The photo of the nationalist leader hanging on the tomb
serves as the focal point, and women sit, kneel on the floor, or stand,
gazing at the camera. Most of those on the left side of the frame have
donned their face veils before the male photographer; those on the right
side (including one or two foreign or Coptic women) remain unveiled.
The veiled Labiba Ahmad is third from the right, identified by her sig-
nature wire-framed glasses. Although she is identified in the caption, she
is not marked in the picture, and she remains part of the unnamed col-
lective of women nationalists. The meeting precipitated a demonstration,
and the women left shouting slogans for independence, the nation, and
the memory of the recently deceased Muhammad Farid.!8

Sometime in late 1920 or early 1921, Labiba founded the Society of
Egyptian Ladies’ Awakening. A delegation from the group, including
orphaned girls that the society had undertaken to raise, marched in a
women’s demonstration on 22 March 1921 in support of ‘Adli Yakan’s
ministry, which the Wafd opposed. They carried banners with their name
and that of their president under the sign of three stars, a cross, and cres-
cent that were used to show Egyptian national unity in this period. The
group also marched in April upon Sa‘d’s return from negotiations.'® In
her capacity as the president of the society, Labiba “Hanim” Ahmad served
as a patron for graduation ceremonies in girls’ schools, which invariably
included patriotic songs, nationalist speeches, and student plays.2?

In September 1921, Labiba traveled to Alexandria to deliver a farewell
address in honor of ‘Ali Fahmi Kamil, who as a Watani Party deputy had
been forced into exile. A photograph taken upon that occasion (but pub-
lished a half dozen years later) shows a veiled Labiba standing with a
girl of five or six (one of the orphans in her care) and ‘Ali Fahmi.?! The
latter subsequently sent Labiba a letter from exile and an article entitled
“The Future of the Egyptian Woman” for publication in the periodical
that she had just launched.??

Labiba took center stage in the demonstrations marking the depar-
ture of Safiyya Zaghlul for Gibraltar to join Sa‘d in exile in October
1922. At the Cairo train station, Labiba presented Safiyya with a Qur’an,
an Arabic almanac, a book of blessings (Dala’il al-Kbayrat), and a list
of women and girls who had pledged on the Qur’an to support the prin-
ciple of complete independence for Egypt and the Sudan.?3 Labiba con-
sciously infused her participation in the ritual send-off with Islamic
symbolism. Shortly thereafter, she received a note from Sa‘d Zaghlul con-
firming his support for her society and journal.2*
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Labiba continued to support the Wafd and receive its blessings. She
celebrated the release of the political prisoners from the Seychelles and
the subsequent return of Sa‘d in October 1923.25 “The world has learned
unequivocally that there are none in the nation except Sa‘dists,” she
wrote after the electorate endorsed Sa‘d in February 1924. The Society
of Ladies’ Awakening later gave the Wafd a vote of confidence.2¢ Labiba
and the Zaghluls enjoyed close relations: she had intended to go to their
summer residence in 1926 to inquire after their health, but her own weak
condition prevented her from traveling, and she exchanged notes with
Safiyya instead.2” The next year, she mourned Sa‘d’s death, printing and
reprinting the letter he had sent from Gibraltar in commemoration of
him and as testimony of his support for her activities.28

Although Labiba loyally supported the Wafd, she continued to cher-
ish the memory of Mustafa Kamil. She printed Kamil’s photo repeatedly
in her journal and published extracts from his speeches and poems in his
honor, including one by the educator Nabawiyya Musa.2? She featured
the bronze sculpture commissioned after his death on a cover, showed
photos of his French patron Juliette Adam, and castigated those officials
who allowed the anniversary of his death to pass unnoticed.3? Labiba
also remained faithful to ‘Ali Fahmi Kamil, trumpeting his return to
Egypt in the fall of 1923.3!1 When he died in 1927, she delivered a eulogy:
“You died, ‘Ali, on the political battlefront, not in smoothed sheets on
your bed.” Shortly thereafter, she prepared a volume in his memory,
including photographs, a biography, extracts from his writings and
speeches, and remarks on the occasion of his death.32 Her own book-
shelves contained ‘Ali Fahmi Kamil’s writings, as well as works in mem-
ory of Mustafa Kamil.33

Labiba’s political activities paralleled those of the other female nota-
bles into whose ranks she had risen. She participated in demonstrations,
signed petitions, patronized schools, gave speeches, and presided over
memorial services. While supporting the Wafd, she continued to cherish
the memory of the Watanists, who had preferred immediate indepen-
dence to westernizing reforms and Islamic to secular culture. By inject-
ing Islamic content into nationalist rituals and writings, she increasingly
set herself apart from the secular nationalists.

THE SOCIETY OF EGYPTIAN LADIES’ AWAKENING

Labiba chose not to join the women who formed the Women’s Wafd
after the 1919 revolution. Instead, she committed herself to a course of
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moral action and founded her own Islamic social welfare society—the
Society of Egyptian Ladies’ Awakening. The rise of women’s philan-
thropic associations coincided with the emergence of nationalism in
Egypt. Organizations with similar names had been established in pre-
vious decades, and members had often spoken of their work as a con-
tribution to the national cause.>* Initially, these groups sought to counter
the activities of foreign missionaries and diplomatic wives or to add to
them. Women’s societies were an acceptable way for affluent women to
contribute to the national cause and at the same time provide services
to the poor, in the absence of state social welfare programs. Labiba wrote
that in founding her society, she had been inspired by God and moti-
vated by the desire to help the nation. The goal of the society was “to
raise the girl” and “to teach her the commandments of her religion.”33
A society was thus a way to disseminate a founder’s ideology and to win
adherents for a political position.

Members of Labiba’s society swore an oath: “I swear that modesty
will be my crown, and virtue my light, and I shall live purely: a useful
and devout wife, whose hand in child-raising is superior. I shall fulfill
my rightful and correct duty, toward God, the homeland, the family.”3¢
They set a code of behavior that every Egyptian woman should follow:
to strive for the happiness of her household; to maintain proper mod-
esty in the street; to wear traditional Egyptian dress and to cover her
face, hands, and other body parts stipulated by Islamic law; to avoid the-
aters and comedy houses; and to leave behind corrupt ancient customs.3”
This was the Salafi line, particularly as it developed after the death of
Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849-1905), an early reformist thinker. The Salafis
opposed folk customs (such as the zar, a ceremony to exorcise spirits)
that deviated from Islamic injunctions, as well as the blind adoption of
Western practices by Egyptian Muslims. Reformers such as Labiba Ahmad
echoed the calls for modesty made by members of the Society of Woman’s
Progress (Jam‘iyyat Tarqgiyat al-Mar’a, 1908) and contributors to the
conservative press in the first two decades of the century.3® In spite of
her conservative language and the evocation of the past, her message was
grounded in recently launched debates and her means of spreading it was
essentially modern.

Labiba balanced words with action, organizing and spreading her
message to ever wider circles in Egyptian society. She had a broad mis-
sion of inculcating Islamic values and a specific project: she gathered
together 170 girls who had been orphaned or abandoned by their par-
ents (which, she pointed out, occasionally happened in cases of divorce)
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and vowed to raise, protect, and provide for them.3* When fathers of
orphans were unknown, the children were presumed to be the offspring
of illegitimate encounters and carried the stigma of the crime. Labiba
not only wanted to “save” these girls but to shape them: to inculcate into
them Islamic values, nationalist ideals, and proper notions of social and
gender relations. They were to be ready, moreover, to march in nation-
alist demonstrations.

Labiba was the guiding force behind the group and the prime admin-
istrator of its affairs. Although little is known of the identity of the other
officers of the association—its deputy, secretary, and secretary’s assis-
tant—or the composition of the membership, Labiba’s own daughters
and nieces were probably involved.*? Delegations from the society con-
ducted official business: visiting schools, calling on ministers, and writ-
ing letters.

The enterprise was legitimized on nationalist grounds. “The Egyptian
Ladies’ Awakening saw that uplifting nations is by uplifting the moth-
ers in them,” she wrote when announcing the founding of a workshop
in July 1921 in which poor girls would be taught sewing and other skills
so that they might later support themselves.*! The office of the work-
shop stood ready to accept volunteers willing to render “holy national
service” by lecturing on morality and teaching the principles of house-
keeping and handiwork. Labiba also appealed for donations of clothes
and money for the girls, twenty of whom were shown in a photograph.*?
A hymn she wrote for them began:

We are daughters of the homeland
Time has prepared us for service

Our spirit takes precedence over the body
We are willing to give all for the sake of the homeland*3

Labiba resolved to broaden her educational program in 1923 in the
wake of the discovery of an Egyptian gang that apparently “debauched”
young native girls, kidnapping and raping them and keeping them in
brothels in Cairo. “We all felt sorrow in our souls, a wound in our hearts,
and pain in our core from that distressing affair,” Labiba wrote. “It
made an impression on me as it made an impression on many others. |
resolved to dedicate the remainder of my life in service to Egypt, and to
sacrifice every valuable and dear thing for the sake of rescuing the Egyp-
tian girl from the hands of those devils who abuse her.” She decided to
expand beyond the orphanage and workshop and open a facility to train
girls so that they could make an honorable living and would not be
forced into prostitution.4*
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After searching for an appropriate site for the new institute, Labiba
reported, “God gave us success.” The society rented the palace of the
late ‘Abd al-Qadir Pasha Hilmi in the neighborhood of Sayyida Zaynab.
“The Institute and Workshop of the Women’s Awakening” opened in
late 1923 with close to fifty girls.*> Labiba made an emotional appeal
to “the sons of my country” to support the school in whatever way pos-
sible. To raise funds, she offered a book for sale, which inspectors dis-
tributed in Egyptian schools.*® Her actions won her praise. “She does
not limit herself to literary activity alone,” wrote Ruz Haddad, a fellow
journalist, “but she also endeavors to promote social welfare in the coun-
try.”4” Other observers lauded the group for its focus on national prob-
lems rather than international forums, an implicit critique of Huda
Sha‘rawi’s Egyptian Feminist Union (EFU).*8 In helping these girls, Labiba
propagated Islamic values and styles. This is very clear in before-and-
after shots of the girls entering the institute. In a shot taken of the insti-
tute at its opening, Labiba sat (still veiled) with women assistants
surrounded by a ragged group of girls.*’ In a subsequent shot, they appear
neatly dressed in white uniforms with white headscarves, arrayed in neatly
ordered rows.>?

The Society of Egyptian Ladies’ Awakening operated the orphanage,
workshop, and institute on one track, a track of benevolent enterprises
dedicated to poor women and children. It disseminated its ideology to
elite women on a second track. Members gathered for the first large
assembly in late 1921 and met throughout the years to hear lectures on
scientific and religious topics. The core members also continued to mon-
itor and spread their message about Islamic reform.>! The society dis-
tinguished its message from that of Huda Sha‘rawi’s EFU, which was
founded a few years after it. Labiba was an honorary charter member
of the EFU and applauded some of Huda’s nationalist and social welfare
activities. She was well aware of feminist debates and had Qasim Amin’s
Tabrir al-Mar’a (The Liberation of Woman, 1899) on her shelf. But the
two associations clearly diverged in their priorities and goals. The fem-
inists sought to reform Islamic family law rather than spread the word
about its merits and strengthen Egyptians’ religious identity. In short, the
EFU based their vision for women’s progress on liberal ideas, whereas
the Society of Ladies’ Awakening opted for a religious framework.52

Islamic nationalists placed religious morality at the center of their pro-
gram. Labiba argued, for example, that the Egyptian state should curb
vices such as drinking, consumption of narcotics, and dancing, and her
group closely monitored state actions. When the head of the Cairo City
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Police issued regulations that prevented dancers from sitting with crowds
in large halls, the society immediately sent a letter of commendation.’3
Their interest in morality intensified in the 1930s, and the society issued
a call for new members in 1934. Preparing for “a war against innova-
tion, immorality, and corruption,” it asked women to embark with it on
this bold step “in service of religion and humanity.”* The principal way
that the society and its president propagated its message of Islamic reform
and nationalism over two decades was through its journal.

DISSEMINATION THROUGH PRINT

The first issue of al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya appeared in July 1921. Its title
reiterated the phrase “the women’s awakening,” which in recent decades
had come to stand for the sense of dramatic transformation in Egyptian
women’s lives.>> Labiba envisioned a women’s awakening tied to reli-
gious revival. The mottoes that appeared on the journal’s front page pro-
jected her philosophy that women’s awakening and national renaissance
went hand in hand: “A people will not die so long as both sexes work
together energetically toward a goal.” And on the top and sides, in smaller
type, the sayings, “Awaken your women; your nations will thrive,” and
“Men make nations; mothers make men.”

For the cover of her journal, Labiba chose a picture of Mahmud
Mukhtar’s award-winning sculpture Nahdat Misr (The Awakening of
Egypt), discussed earlier (see figure 6), which had become a key symbol
of Egyptian national aspirations. It appeared repeatedly on the cover of
Labiba’s journal for a dozen years, linking Egypt’s awakening to women’s
progress. That the peasant woman drew aside her face veil did not seem
to bother Labiba, who herself veiled until the mid-1920s. In the 1930s,
however, when the pharaonic style came under attack by Islamists for its
celebration of the pagan past, the picture of Mukhtar’s sculpture was
removed from the cover. In its stead, Arabic calligraphy, floral paintings,
and “more Islamic” designs appeared. But its presence on the front of the
journal for over a decade affirms that the secular and religious national-
ists shared symbols before their paths significantly diverged in the 1930s.

Al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya faced competition from other women’s jour-
nals. Labiba Hashim’s Fatat al-Sharq (Girl of the East, 1906—39) had
already been running for over fifteen years and would run up until World
War II; Ruz Haddad revived her Alexandrian monthly al-Sayyidat wa
al-Banat (Women and Girls, 1903-6) in 1921 and published it under
similar titles until the end of the decade. These Syrian Christian editors
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attracted a somewhat different audience (including Syrians in Egypt and
abroad) than Labiba did, pushed an Eastern or Arab identity rather than
Egyptian nationalism, and had a Western orientation. A second set of
Arabic women’s monthlies started by Coptic women—Malaka Sa‘d’s al-
Jins al-Latif (The Gentle Sex, 1908-25) and Balsam ‘Abd al-Malik’s al-
Mar’a al-Misriyya (The Egyptian Woman, 1920-39)—advocated a secular
Egyptian nationalist line.’® Other women’s Arabic monthlies arose on
the scene in the interwar years, but few had long runs. The EFU’s al-Mis-
riyya, for example, lasted only from 1937 to 1940. A number of more
popular women’s illustrated weeklies were also introduced in this period,
including al-‘Arusa and al-Hisan. These featured photos of actresses,
singers, and other famous men and women and did not concern them-
selves with heavier intellectual fare and social criticism.>”

Labiba Ahmad sought to carve out a special niche for al-Nahda al-
Nisa’iyya, claiming that it was “the first Egyptian women’s journal” to
research “social and religious affairs.”38 In fact, the Islamic thrust of the
journal had precedents in earlier monthlies, such as Fatima Rashid’s Tar-
qiyat al-Mar’a (Woman’s Progress, 1908—9) and Sarah al-Mihiyya’s Fatat
al-Nil (Daughter of the Nile, 1913-15) as well as the weekly al-‘Afaf
(Virtue, T910—22), which ceased publication at about the time that Labiba’s
journal took off.>® Labiba appealed to those critical of the secularizing
tendencies in Egyptian culture, who were receptive to the idea of Islamic
reform as the path to national revival and women’s progress. Al-Nahda
al-Nisa’iyya aimed at instructing rather than entertaining and presented
itself as the “desired remedy to many of our feminine social diseases.”®°

An essay by Labiba opened nearly every issue and set the tone for the
journal. These essays dealt with society, morality, culture, and political
economy. They were rarely about women’s issues per se (such as veiling
or domesticity) and neither were they exclusively or even mostly for
women. Rather, they constituted a basic call to Egyptian men and women
to reform society and work for its complete independence. The essays
were often written in response to contemporary events, debates, or issues,
and they generally called for action.

The tone that these essays set was further reinforced in notices and
selections. Labiba saw economic independence as integral to Egyptian
independence, and numerous essays dealt with economic issues. During
the boycott of British goods in 1922, she called upon Egyptian women
to sew their own dresses from Egyptian cloth and sponsored a contest
to this end.®! She praised Talat Harb, who conceived of a plan to found
an Egyptian bank and companies, and urged her compatriots to buy
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shares in the new Bank of Egypt and support native products.®? She later
decried “economic enslavement” and the fact that “the wealth of the
country is not in the pockets of its sons.” And she condemned those who
spent money abroad on summer vacations in Europe, labeling it a crime
against the nation.®3

Labiba criticized social practices whose very existence she found prob-
lematic in an Islamic country. These included legalized prostitution, alco-
hol consumption, use of narcotics, and gambling, issues her society also
took up. She attacked mixed bathing at the beach and called on “morals
police” to enforce separate swimming hours for men and women. She
even opposed the building of a sports complex for girls: “Isn’t the woman
capable of exercising while she is in her home . . . for in prayer and its
movements are the greatest exercise.” Instead, she called for the forma-
tion of new Islamic societies to confront Egypt’s moral dilemmas and
praised charitable works.®4

In a pattern common among women’s advocates, Labiba focused on
education. She appealed for increasing time spent on studying the Qur’an,
strengthening Arabic instruction, boycotting foreign schools, and build-
ing more schools for the poor. She demanded equal fees for girls and
boys, but at the same time criticized a curriculum that trained boys and
girls identically, preparing them for the same exams, because she saw
them as destined for different roles in life.%> Some of these suggestions
were presented to the minister of education by a delegation from the
Society of Ladies’ Awakening headed by Labiba, who corresponded reg-
ularly with education ministers.®® Higher education for Egyptian women
expanded in the 1920s and early 1930s, but Labiba felt that women
should enter fields such as medicine and teaching (as her daughters had),
rather than law or literature. “When will the people understand that the
duty of a girl is to be a mother?” she asked.®” She valued the role of
teachers highly, commended some by name, and called for the opening
of a school like Dar al-‘Ulum (a higher teacher-training school) for
women, which would prepare women teachers of Arabic.®3

Labiba’s essays on marriage followed arguments set out in her discus-
sions of education. Girls needed more training in household manage-
ment and preparation for child-raising, their true vocations, as well as
greater religious education to guide the family. Labiba applauded the
“influence of the virtuous mother in shaping the nation,” and asked,
“what is the nation if not a collection of families?”” Labiba was trou-
bled by easy divorce, the emphasis on money in selecting spouses, and
Egyptian men’s marriage to foreign women. That the domestic roles laid
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out for women in Labiba’s Islamic ideology upheld the ideals of a mod-
ern bourgeois family rather than some “traditional” or “authentic”
Islamic ideal is further proof of the modernity of her message.”°

Like other Islamic nationalists, Labiba supported King Fu’ad and his
young son and successor Farouk, who were both lauded in essays. She
also demanded the restoration of the constitution and celebrated the
return of the Wafd to power in 1936.7! In the 1930s, her nationalist
impulse broadened. She called for financial aid to Palestinians during the
1936 Arab revolt and advocated a more unified curriculum across the
Arab world—*“one curriculum for one nation.””?

Labiba opened the pages of al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya to other writers,
providing an outlet for Islamist thinkers in the early and mid-1920s when
few such forums existed. (Al-Manar was a notable exception, but its edi-
tor, Muhammad Rashid Rida, had earlier fought with Egyptian nation-
alists.) Labiba’s journal published contributions from seasoned writers
such as Muhammad Farid Wajdi, a prominent Salafi writer who later
edited al-Azhar’s journal Nur al-Islam (Light of Islam) in the mid-1930s
(and whose wife Fatima Rashid had founded the Islamically oriented
Society of Woman’s Progress.)”3 At the same time, Labiba nurtured
younger male and female writers. These included ‘Aisha ‘Abd al-Rah-
man, a native of Damietta, who sent in articles and poems under the pen
name Bint al-Shati’ (Daughter of the Coast). She subsequently became
famous for her Qur’anic exegesis and biographies of female relatives of
the Prophet.”# Biographies in al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya featured notable
Muslim women rather than the Western women who were often profiled
in other women’s journals. Labiba’s journal also contained hijri dates
based on the Islamic calendar, timetables for fasting, and space for hadith
and Qur’anic commentary. Over time, the Islamic orientation of al-Nahda
al-Nisa’iyya became more pronounced.

The journal’s office shifted between Labiba’s home (where male and
female readers were invited to visit her on separate days), her institute,
and the shops of the various presses that printed the journal.”> The
masthead identified Labiba as the president-founder of the Society of
Ladies’ Awakening and presented her alternately as the founder, owner,
director, and editor of the journal. Others who shared in the running
of the journal included her daughter Malak, who helped in Labiba’s
absence and served as an editorial secretary; the schoolteacher Muham-
mad Sadiq ‘Abd al-Rahman, who edited the journal from the outset;
and the Salafi thinker and Syrian émigré Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib, who
took on this task starting in 1935.7¢ A picture of the men and women
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involved in the production of al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya appeared in the
journal in 1930 upon the occasion of the convening of a women’s
congress in Damascus.””

Labiba’s association with al-Khatib, whose books she promoted, illu-
minates her network.”® He was among the founders of the Association
of Muslim Youth (Jam iyyat al-Shubban al-Muslimin, or the Young Men’s
Muslim Association, YMMA), which was begun in 1927 as a sort of
“alumni society” for Watanists.”? Al-Khatib edited al-Fath (f. 1926), a
journal of Islamic outlook, and directed the Muslim Brothers” weekly
Majallat al-Ikbwan al-Muslimin in the mid-1930s. Like others, he linked
the fate of women and the nation, which he articulated in an article on
“Woman’s Progress as the Model for National Progress” in Labiba’s jour-
nal. When he took over the editing of al-Nabda al-Nisa’iyya, he moved
the offices of the journal to the Salafiyya Press, which he owned. He also
directed the Salafiyya bookstore, where reform-minded religious activists
and thinkers gathered.8°

Al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya appeared regularly throughout the year, includ-
ing the summer months, when more secularly oriented women’s month-
lies tended to take a break. Publication of the journal was interrupted
only on rare occasions: once in the mid-1920s when Labiba fell ill and
once in the early 1930s when the government issued a new press law
mandating security payments that raised obstacles to swift publication.8!
Labiba appointed Yusuf Effendi Ahmad, a former inspector of Arab
antiquities and a frequent contributor to the journal, as director at one
point and authorized him to represent her interests in court.52

Many Arabic periodicals were run on a modest budget, which explains
the proliferation of newspapers and journals that appeared and disap-
peared within a short span of time. Labiba probably dipped into her
own resources in the initial period, but al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya quickly
seemed to find firm financial footing. Using well-established strategies
to raise funds and to broaden its base of readers, the journal pressured
subscribers to pay their annual subscriptions and offered discounts to
students. “The journal al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya was founded as a service
to elevate the state of affairs of the Egyptian nation and we consider the
esteemed subscribers united in solidarity with us in undertaking this
honorable goal . . . and the management of the journal does not expect
profit from this work.”83 Agents were appointed to handle the journal’s
affairs outside of Egypt: subscribers and potential advertisers in Iraq,
southern Iran, and the Persian Gulf region could, for example, contact
the agent in Basra.$*
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In a development that virtually guaranteed the financial security of
her journal, Labiba received contracts from various Arab governments.
The Egyptian and Sudanese ministries of education and wagqfs, as well
as the provincial councils, officially authorized the distribution of al-
Nabhda al-Nisa’iyya in their schools; the Iraqi ministry of education
assigned the journal as a text; the Syrian government purchased block
subscriptions; and the Saudis subscribed to a “large number” on the
instructions of King ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Ibn Sa‘ud.?> Moreover, the journal
received support from royal and wealthy donors, among them the kings
of Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq.8¢ Such backing was unprecedented for
an Egyptian women’s magazine, and rare for any periodical. It showed
that people in high places liked Labiba’s message, which dovetailed with
their conservative policies and upheld the social order. Her influential
backers probably saw this Islamist journal and the modern but modest
ideal Islamic woman it championed as a good counterweight to feminist
and other secular literature.

Labiba had tapped a sizeable and wide market: she had a captive
audience of teachers and schoolgirls in Egypt and other parts of the
Arab world. While no distribution figures are available for the journal,
earlier women’s journals claimed circulation in the hundreds to thou-
sands, and later Islamic ones (such as al-Risala) had circulations in the
tens of thousands. (Circulation should be multiplied several times to
yield approximate readership, for journals were frequently passed from
hand to hand.)8” Al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya probably enjoyed a circula-
tion in the thousands.

Contributors cannot be equated with readers, most of whom never
wrote for the journal. Yet looking at them is one way to get a profile of
the journal’s readership. In its fifth year, the journal published a list of
contributors—forty-two men and twenty-seven women (including the
educator Nabawiyya Musa)—of articles to date. The men included
researchers, doctors, journalists, clerics, poets, and lawyers. Their titles
indicate that some were men of religious education (shaykh), high social
rank (bey), or descent from the prophet (sayyid), but most were middle-
rank government employees (effendi and ustaz). Thus while a notice to
advertisers described the journal’s readership as coming from the “high-
est classes,” its contributors came mostly from the middle strata.58

Contributions took a variety of forms: letters in praise of the paper
and its founder; brief inquiries to the advice column; and essays, of
which there was no shortage. These came both from nearby (e.g., Dami-
etta, Tanta, and Alexandria) and far away (e.g., Beirut, Mecca, and
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Baghdad). The journal published contributions from individuals such
as the head of the National Library, a photographer in the Egyptian
museum, and students at al-Azhar and various other schools, as well as
women teachers and journalists and women who gave no profession,
such as Anisa A. A., Na‘ima, and Fatima Husayn Badawi. In short, a
journal with an Islamist outlook attracted a broad public response. It
touched a chord mostly with the middle strata and professional classes,
and with those with both Western-style and religious educations. These
were the segments of the population who proved most responsive to an
Islamist appeal and formed the rank and file of the earliest Islamist
groups in Egypt. Among the contributors were also a few future lead-
ers of that movement, notably Shaykh Tantawi Jawhari, who edited the
Muslim Brothers’ Jaridat al-Ikbwan al-Muslimin (1933—38); Mustafa
Salih ‘Ashmawi, an editor of another Muslim Brother’s weekly; and
Shaykh ‘Abd Allah “Afifi.3?

Reprinted letters from readers and reviews by journalists in such papers
as al-Istiglal and Sawt al-Hijaz present the most telling testimony of the
positive reception of al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya in certain quarters in Egypt
and the Arab world (although the journal may not have printed nega-
tive letters).”? “I am unable to thank you, my dear lady, and cannot
describe in words the central position you have come to occupy in the
hearts of Egyptian women,” noted Jalila Shawqi al-Bahrawi.’! “You
often gave speeches at meetings, wrote in newspapers and journals, and
advised mothers, but all this did not satisfy you,” commented the stu-
dent Safiyya Rami. “You founded the journal al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya, and
look how it has spread throughout Egypt, from the Sudan to Alexan-
dria, shouting encouragement to its readers, male and female.””? One
male reader wrote, “My family and I are among the readers of the jour-
nal al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya, and it is our shared opinion that it has ren-
dered a great service to the women’s moral movement by guarding highly
valued ethical and religious principles.””3 Each found in the journal some-
thing special. “It is a mirror that reflects the efforts of the Egyptian woman
in the nationalist movement, and it is the guide for the girl at all stages
of her life,” wrote Safiyya Hasan Surur of Shubra.*

These responses came from men and women, indicating that the jour-
nal attracted a loyal male readership in addition to a female one. That the
journal recognized that it served a mixed audience is apparent in its edi-
torial notices and the voice of essays aimed at male and female readers.
Al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya debated national progress, social reform, women’s
roles, and Islamic revival for nearly two decades, an impressive record by
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any standard. This longevity shows that Labiba Ahmad created a success-
ful vehicle to disseminate her vision of women’s progress and Islamic revival
in a fully independent Egypt. That vision had broad appeal.

A VETERAN OF THE HAJJ

The combination of running a journal and directing social welfare oper-
ations exhausted Labiba Ahmad, who fell ill in the fall of 1924, and she
suspended publication of al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya for over a year.”> After
her recovery, she resolved to go on hajj (pilgrimage) to Mecca for the
sixth time. Two years later, Labiba traveled on a seventh hajj, and she
went thereafter almost every year. By 1938, she had made sixteen pil-
grimages, equaling the number of years she had published her journal.®
A journey incumbent upon Muslims once in their lifetime became an
annual ritual for Labiba, who was drawn repeatedly to Arabia in an
“attempt to satisfy the spirit.”®” While there Labiba, who had reached
that stage in her life when she could hold discussions with unrelated men
without raising eyebrows, forged personal contacts with Islamic leaders.
These contacts helped firmly establish al-Nabda al-Nisa’iyya and her role
as one of the preeminent women in the Islamic revival.

Labiba traveled with other pilgrims from Egypt, sometimes accompa-
nied by family members.?® But the trips were not always trouble-free: in
the early years, when a few tribes in the Hijaz had not yet been subdued,
there was still some violence; in later years, Labiba faced her own phys-
ical frailties. Security improved as King Ibn Sa‘ud solidified his rule, and
after completing their duties in Mecca, many pilgrims proceeded on a
lesser pilgrimage to Medina to visit the tomb of the Prophet Muham-
mad. Labiba also enjoyed at least a summer or two in the mountain resort
of Ta’if near Mecca.”’

While Huda Sha‘rawi and her friends made “pilgrimages™ to London,
Paris, Geneva, or Rome, Labiba returned year after year to Mecca,
expanding her circle of contacts. She nurtured ties with the Saudi king,
who extended his hospitality and gave her journal a generous subven-
tion. She met with shaykhs, government officials, professionals, and other
pilgrims, and was in turn honored at receptions. She mingled with Mus-
lims from other countries and developed a wide circle of correspondents
in the Arab world, in India (where leaders of a movement to revive the
caliphate were based), and beyond.100

Her pilgrimages took on a familiar pattern over the years. Friends
came to bid her farewell at home or at the train station; she sent in essays
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from abroad; and she received telegrams and letters of congratulations
from as far away as Singapore upon her return. She subsequently thanked
those who had assisted her in her travels.!%1 Each trip in turn enhanced
Labiba’s prestige. Supporters praised her in poems and letters, increas-
ingly calling her “al-Hajja.” But, as one wrote, she was missed and urged
to return “to your homeland to shine your light on the Nile Valley, which
awaits your guiding hand, and to your children, who await your sym-
pathy and affection.”102

Labiba also made a visitation to the third sacred city of Islam—
Jerusalem—in the fall of 1930. The previous year had been marked by
widespread violence in Palestine triggered by a dispute over ownership
and control of the wall adjacent to the mosque complex. Having com-
pleted the pilgrimage to Mecca earlier in 1930, Labiba traveled to
Jerusalem in the company of another “hajja” and her sons. A shot that
appeared in al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya shows an unveiled Labiba with her
travel companions in front of al-Agsa (the Dome of the Rock).193 While
in Jerusalem, she met dignitaries such as al-Sayyid Muhammad Amin al-
Ansari, custodian of the Mosque of ‘Umar and of al-Agsa and director
of the Khalidiyya Library. A picture of al-Sayyid Amin al-Husayni, the
mufti of Jerusalem and president of the Supreme Muslim Council, sub-
sequently appeared on the cover of al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya.104

ISLAMIST NETWORKS

On the occasion of Labiba’s pilgrimage in 1933, ‘Aisha ‘Abd al-Rahman
noted: “She barely stops or rests! She is all movement and activity and
sanctifies work, dedicating her life to it. She doesn’t understand the mean-
ing of living if it is not for the sake of work. These long years that have
passed with sorrow and suffering [a reference to her daughter’s death]
were unable to harm her love for work or to cause in her any amount of
despair or resignation.”105

Labiba’s activism took a new form when in the summer of 1933, after
returning from the hajj, she took to the airwaves. Radios were new to
Egypt and probably existed mostly in the homes of the urban well-to-do
or in coffee shops; they spread quickly into towns and villages, becom-
ing a popular form of entertainment. Once a week, Labiba went to the
recording studio to deliver a regularly scheduled address on Royal Egyp-
tian radio. Readers “who loved her and showered her with their affec-
tion and their encouragement” tuned in to listen. Labiba would not have
addressed a live male Egyptian audience, but as a disembodied voice—
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she was heard but not seen—she could speak on the radio, using the new
technology to disseminate her views. Labiba’s talks treated moral, reli-
gious, and social themes, resembling her monthly column in content.10¢
Her access to the airwaves and a national radio audience suggests that
the Sidqi government, which had dissolved parliament and abrogated
the 1923 constitution, thought her message might be of some service.
Labiba joined those conservative Muslim forces mobilized by Sidqi and
his allies at the palace to counterbalance the secularism of the Wafd and
help suppress it. She, on the other hand, used the opportunity to advance
her agenda.

Through her travels, writings, and radio addresses, Labiba dissemi-
nated a brand of Islamic nationalism that increasingly countered the sec-
ular variety of the Wafd. She was particularly interested in fostering new
Islamic associations and claimed credit for the blossoming of such orga-
nizations in the late 1920s and early 1930s. She pointed to the Associa-
tion of Muslim Youth as “one of the results of our cries on the pages (of
al-Nahda),” in addition to the Societies of Islamic Guidance, Memoriz-
ing the Noble Qur’an, and others.197 Labiba became a respected patron
of the new associations. At the opening of a charity bazaar run by the
Society for Memorizing the Noble Qur’an to raise funds for a school for
orphans and the poor, Fatima Amin thanked “al-Hajja Labiba Ahmad”
for her support.108

Labiba had particularly close ties to the Association of Muslim Youth,
which strove to teach Islamic morality, to disseminate knowledge adapted
to modernity, to unify Muslims, and to take the best of Eastern and West-
ern cultures.!%% Officers included the president, Dr. ‘Abd al-Hamid Bey
Sa‘id; vice president, Shaykh ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Jawish; secretary-general
Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib; and editor of the group’s review, Ahmad Yahya
al-Dardiri (who contributed to al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya). Labiba’s journal
reported on speeches given at the Association’s club, sometimes to female
audiences.!1% In May 1932, the photo of a bearded man wearing a fez,
suit, and tie appeared in the upper right corner of the picture of the sculp-
ture The Awakening of Egypt on the cover of al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya. The
likeness, which appeared several times thereafter, seems to be that of Dr.
Sa‘id.!!! Labiba was invited to address a congress on education held at
the hall of the association in 1936 and delegated Ustaz ‘Abd al-Mun‘im
Khalaf to deliver her talk to the over four thousand participants.!12

Labiba also had ties to the Society of the Muslim Brothers, which
eventually emerged as the most important of the Islamist groups, as well
as links with Hasan al-Banna (1906-49), its founder. She had covered
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his speeches in Cairo in the early 1930s in her journal, including one at
the club of the Association of Muslim Youth.!!3 Al-Banna had studied
in Cairo at Dar al-“Ulum in the mid-1920s, seeking out the counsel of
prominent Salifi thinkers such as Muhammad Farid Wajdi and Muhibb
al-Din al-Khatib.114 He subsequently moved to the Suez Canal town of
Isma‘iliyya to take up a teaching post and there founded the Muslim
Brothers in March 1928. After building a base and branches in other
provincial towns, he received a post in the capital, where he continued
to organize.!!3 The Salafi thinkers he so admired had focused on dissem-
inating their messages primarily through their writings, but al-Banna
chose the medium of preaching and spoke to groups of Muslims in their
homes, coffee shops, mosques, and streets. The new organization aimed
to counter the secularizing trends evident in Egyptian society and to
spread Islamic teaching. In this it shared the goals of the Society of Ladies’
Awakening, the Association of Muslim Youth, and similar such groups.
Yet the Muslim Brothers became distinguished by their ability to recruit
large numbers of followers and came to rival the Wafd in popularity.
Their success was due to al-Banna’s magnetism, rhetorical skills, and
organizational abilities as well as the readiness of young, urban Egyp-
tians to respond to such a message.

Labiba identified al-Banna early on as a charismatic figure capable of
rallying the Islamist movement and guiding Egypt’s religious revival.
Hasan al-Banna had likewise early on recognized the centrality of women
to the reform movement. In Isma‘iliyya, he created a school to teach
girls—“future mothers” who would shape the character of their chil-
dren—about their religion. The “Institute for Mothers of the Believers”
developed around 1932 into the first branch of the Muslim Sisters (al-
Akhwat al-Muslimat), which was composed mostly of female relatives
of Brothers.11¢ A larger branch with the same name was subsequently
founded in Cairo, and headed, according to some accounts, by Labiba
Ahmad.!17 In 1934, Labiba helped launch another related Islamic enter-
prise, the League of Islamic Awakening (Rabitat al-Nahda al-Islamiyya).
A delegation from the league met with al-Banna, who delivered Labiba
Ahmad’s recommendations for moral revival—encouraging noble traits
of character, virtuous actions, and devotion to the true religion—at one
of its first functions. The league gathered every Friday evening to hear
lectures on a variety of topics.!!® Al-Banna and Labiba had close ties,
for they shared a mission.

The Muslim Sisters initially faced resistance from male members of
the Brotherhood in recruiting and building up a women’s section. Their



210 The Politics of Women Nationalists

venture took off in 1944 when a group of women determined to orga-
nize anew. They formed a central leadership made up of twelve mem-
bers renewed annually under the directorship of Hasan al-Banna, who
named a liaison between his office and the women, and they established
their headquarters in Cairo. The Muslim Sisters adopted as their sign a
white head scarf (similar to the one worn by students in Labiba Ahmad’s
schools), instead of the black one, often associated with grief and mourn-
ing. Members taught at special schools for “mothers of the believers,”
worked in medical facilities, helped the society develop their ideas about
women and the family, and propagated their message wherever they
could. To these Sisters, true emancipation for women would come only
with knowledge of their religion. Branches quickly spread throughout
Egypt, and within four years, they numbered fifty and total membership
reached five thousand.!!® Considering that this reflected less than four
years of organizing, and that Egyptian women simply did not mobilize
in mass for any party or organization in the 1940s, these numbers were
significant. They should be compared with the modest membership fig-
ures for women in secular organizations such as the EFU or the Com-
munist Party.

Labiba Ahmad’s own role in the Muslim Sisters remains unclear. When
the first branches were founded in the 1930s, she was probably a woman
in her late fifties or early sixties. Her presidency of the Cairo branch may
have been an honorary title in acknowledgment of her pioneering work
over the years, her commitment to the Islamist cause, and her seniority.
When the Muslim Sisters became more active in the 1940s, she would
have been in her seventies. By then the keeper of the flame, who had
stoked the fire when it had grown faint in the 1920s, had passed the
torch to a new generation.

Among this new generation was Zaynab al-Ghazali (b. 1917), whose
new Muslim Ladies’ Association (Jam‘iyyat al-Sayyidat al Muslimat),
founded in 1937, was announced in the pages of al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya.12°
Membership lists of the organization reveal a preponderance of younger
women, such as Widad Sadiq ‘Anbar, the group’s secretary and a con-
tributor to al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya, and Na‘ima Murtada, Labiba’s grand-
daughter.12! These women were figuratively and sometimes literally the
heirs of Labiba Ahmad, and the Muslim Ladies’ Association continued
the work of the Society of Ladies’ Awakening. Members sought to famil-
iarize Muslim women with their religion, through which, it was con-
tended, they would find emancipation. Their goal was to “purify society
in general and Muslim women in particular from the filth shaking their
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convictions and to fight passion and disgraceful abominations.” 122 The
association also maintained an orphanage, helped poor families, and led
groups of women on the hajj. When Hasan al-Banna asked Zaynab to
fold her association into his, she politely refused (although she later
pledged her allegiance to him), and in time the Muslim Ladies’ Associa-
tion had 118 or 119 branches.!?3 This generation of Islamic activists—
Labiba Ahmad’s children and grandchildren—pushed the movement in
a radical direction.

When Labiba returned to Cairo from the hajj in 1937, she went through
her papers and resolved to prepare her memoirs for publication. “Life is
made of memory and hope: memory of the past and hope for the future,”
she wrote in the introduction to the memoirs. “It was among my greatest
hopes that I would serve my homeland [watani|, my people [ummati], and
the daughters of my sex by producing the journal al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya,
which I founded over sixteen years ago and persisted in publishing all this
time without interruption, praise God.” As a result of working on the jour-
nal, she explained, she corresponded with kings, ministers, politicians, and
clerics. She arranged the materials in the book chronologically and by
region. The earliest letters came from King Ibn Sa‘ud, and with these she
placed other correspondence from the Hijaz. Next followed a letter from
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the nationalist hero and first president of Turkey;
notes and telegrams from the staff of the Egyptian royal family; and let-
ters from Sa‘d Zaghlul and other Egyptian politicians. Finally, she ended
with letters from “the dear ones and people of virtue.” With her typical
modesty, she presented the collection as a testimony of the sympathy of
those people for her “small service.” She placed and dated the memoirs
Cairo, 15 Dhu al-Qi‘da 1356, and identified herself, as she had through-
out the years, as the founder of the Society of Ladies’ Awakening. She thus
brought her life as an activist to an end.!24

The last issue of al-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya appeared in 1939. By then
Labiba, who had recently undergone surgery, was ready to retire.125 She
could see the rootedness of Islamic nationalism in Egypt in the late 1930s
and take pride in her contribution to the cause. Other long-running
women’s journals also folded on the eve of the war, signaling the end of
an era in the Arabic women’s press and the passing of a generation of
female notables.12¢ The 1940s, in contrast to the interwar period, were
characterized by the spread of radical politics. In her final years, Labiba
withdrew into ritual and prayer. She probably heard about the deten-
tion of Islamists during World War IT and the troubles of the Muslim
Brothers after it, including the assassination of Prime Minister Mahmud
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al-Nugrashi by a Brother in 1948, the subsequent banning of the orga-
nization, the murder of Hasan al-Banna in 1949 by government agents,
and the struggles faced by the Muslim Sisters in sustaining the families
of those Brothers imprisoned from 1948 to 1950.127 She may even have
heard that the Muslim Brothers expected a lifting of the ban after the
Wafd swept elections in early January 1951. “Al-Hajja” Labiba Ahmad
died later that month at the age of nearly eighty. She left behind four
children, six grandchildren, and numerous nieces and nephews.!28

Labiba’s politics were those of a gentlewoman and a gentler time, when
different rules had prevailed. She came out of the same context—the 1919
revolution—as other women nationalists active in the interwar years, and
like many of them, she mingled with nationalist leaders, ministers, and
kings. She shared common conceptions with other notables about the
duty of the daughter of a bey and the wife of a pasha to work for national
reform and social welfare. The views she initially propagated overlapped
with those of the secular nationalists, and they shared symbols and
rhetoric. Yet their paths increasingly diverged as Labiba pushed for
Islamization of society. Her political trajectory is captured by the shift in
the titles of the organizations with which she was affiliated—from the
Society of Ladies’ Awakening to the Muslim Sisters—and in the shift in
her own title—from Labiba “Hanim” Ahmad, an honorific (“lady™) evok-
ing the Ottoman-Egyptian past, to “al-Hajja” Labiba Ahmad, commem-
orating her journeys to Mecca and stressing her Islamic worldview.

Labiba looked to Islam, not Europe, for solutions to Egypt’s social
ills. She propagated her message widely in Egypt and abroad by found-
ing associations, publishing a periodical in Arabic, traveling throughout
the region, and speaking on the radio and to gatherings. As such, she
was thoroughly modern in her methods and developed a wide following
among the professional classes. She played a pivotal role in the political
culture of the 1920s, a period of perceived Islamist inactivity, propagat-
ing reformist ideas and nurturing a generation of religious thinkers and
activists. Her activism bore fruit in the 1930s, a decade of greater Islamist
identity in Egypt. Labiba provided a crucial link in the chain from the
Salifis to the Muslim Brothers, from the Watanists to later Islamic nation-
alists, from Fatima Rashid’s Society of Woman’s Progress to Zaynab al-
Ghazali’s Muslim Ladies’ Association. Her story affirms that Islam, in
different manifestations and with diverse meanings, was part of Egyp-
tian political culture through this period and did not emerge full-grown
in the 1930s as a sort of wrong turn.
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Labiba Ahmad’s story also illuminates the creativity and diversity of
women’s political culture in this period. At a time when women lacked
the right to vote, her social welfare and journalistic endeavors provided
them with a political platform. She showed that women were not just
objects of the Islamist discourse but activists in their own right, and her
vision promoted an image—that of a modern Islamist woman—that com-
peted with the secular “new woman” ideal. However, while Islamist pol-
itics provided some new images and outlets for women’s activism, it
ultimately narrowed their options and restricted political participation.
The Islamist ideology of Labiba and her allies, some of the most conser-
vative forces in the region, also helped to shore up the position of
landowning elites and the new bourgeoisie. By stressing the Islamic cul-
tural component as integral to nationalism, she limited the possibility of
rewriting social relations along more egalitarian lines.






Conclusion

This book opens with the unveiling of the monumental version of Mah-
mud Mukhtar’s The Awakening of Egypt. Even though Mukhtar’s sculp-
ture depicts a peasant girl unveiling, contemporary unveiled Egyptian
women could not attend the ceremony, suggesting that they were favored
as symbols rather than as political actors, and seemingly confirming that
the more women appeared in visual culture as representations of the
nation, the less they appeared in the public arena. As I have sought to
show, however, the relationship of the gendering of the nation to women
nationalists was more complex—as was the story of The Awakening of
Egypt. Many women were attracted to the sculpture and appreciated the
sculptor. Labiba Ahmad consciously selected this image when it was still
a model and not yet a public monument (or anathema to Islamists) and
ran a picture of it on the cover of her journal for over a decade. Safiyya
Zaghlul visited Mukhtar in his atelier, and Huda Sha‘rawi gave funds to
open a museum to showcase his work. In spite of their exclusion from
the public ceremony, women appropriated the monument for their own
use and celebrated the artist. Over time, The Awakening of Egypt became
a symbol of women’s rights as well as of Egyptian nationalism.!

Part 1 of this study looked at images of the nation. It started with the
ethnic origins of the nation, mapping inclusions and exclusions in the
national family. The end of slavery, it was argued, contributed to the
unraveling of the large multi-ethnic households of the Ottoman-Egyp-
tian elite in the nineteenth century. This generated a crisis that led to
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debates about the family and paved the way for a nationalist rhetoric
that deployed familial terms and concepts. Nationalists used maternal,
fraternal, and paternal rhetoric to render the collective as a family, and
characterized the particular sort of family they had in mind as a bour-
geois one. This model was presented as the best alternative for trans-
formed elite families and the most suitable one for newly emerging
middle-class families in a modern, capitalist-oriented nation-state.

Nationalists appropriated the concept of family honor, elevating it to
the national plane to produce a discourse of national honor. The nation
not only had to defend and avenge honor, but honor defined the collec-
tive and was at the core of its identity. Those who shared honor belonged
to the community; those who did not could be excluded. The notion of
national honor, never static, was used for different purposes by various
groups, who all claimed to be protecting it. Women writers tried to steer
the concept of honor away from female purity, but never challenged the
concept of honor itself, or making women its repositories.

Part 1 then turned from family discourses and their sociopolitical
contexts to visual culture, specifically iconography and photography.
Egypt came to be depicted as a woman in nationalist iconography,
whether it took the form of cartoons, paintings, monuments, or postage
stamps. Rather than one model, multiple images of “Egypt” or the
“Egyptian nation” emerged. These images reflected the social situation
of Egyptian women and the obstacles that had to be overcome in depict-
ing the nation as a woman when real women still veiled themselves.
Initially, pharaonic and peasant women proved most viable as represen-
tations. In the early 1920s, and under the inspiration of women’s new
public visibility, the “new woman” became the model. That she was
fair-skinned and modestly cloaked in contrast to a dark, sexualized
Sudan epitomized the asymmetry of the relationship between Egypt and
the Sudan, as well as the persistence of Ottoman influence and ideals in
Egypt. Cartoonists occasionally took individual women activists such
as Safiyya Zaghlul or Fatima al-Yusuf as models for Egypt. They were
also inspired by women’s political actions and new activities in sketch-
ing settings for the nation.

Photography helped to create and disseminate nationalist iconogra-
phy and the sense of the nation as a family. Over the years, the illustrated
press disseminated thousands of pictures of national leaders, symbols,
and rituals. The collage of photographic images showed an active, mod-
ern nation on the move. Photography became a critical part of visual cul-
ture, crucial to documenting events and packaging them for public
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consumption. Sharing images helped incorporate the viewer into the
national community, while at the same time the images showed the proper
gendering of public space and political roles. In time, some of these images
became symbols and a core component of collective memory.

Literary discourses and visual images of women and the family helped
to propagate nationalism, making it at once familiar, stirring, and appeal-
ing. Elite women were themselves engaged in this process of familializ-
ing nationalist rhetoric and feminizing the nation. They could have chosen
other words or selected different symbols, but family discourses and
female images seemed to suit them. They used their authority as “Moth-
ers of the Nation” or “Mother of the Egyptians” to address British and
other foreign officials, Egyptian politicians, and their compatriots. Moth-
erhood, patterned on bourgeois ideals, gave them the license to speak
out and the rank to impose their will on their “sons,” or at least try. The
role complemented that of the “father” of the nation (Sa‘d Zaghlul) and
party leaders, although male politicians, whose legitimacy on the public
stage was not contested, used paternal language less. Women specifically
used maternal rhetoric because they were contesting public space, seek-
ing to carve out new political roles, and sought legitimization for the
process. Women writers and activists also propagated a rhetoric of
national honor. They might have avoided this rhetoric altogether as the
concept was grounded in ideals of female purity. Instead, they attempted
to desexualize the notion by choosing certain words over others.

Elite women did not seem averse, as well, to having the nation repre-
sented as a woman, and saw no inherent danger in this sort of symbol-
ism. They appropriated Mukhtar’s sculpture (as discussed above), among
other imagery, as a sign of women’s progress. Their periodicals also repli-
cated images of the nation as a woman: Fatima al-Yusuf’s Ruz al-Yusuf
carried cartoons similar to those in the male-owned and edited periodi-
cals al-Lata’if al-Musawwara and al-Kashkul. Women were attuned to
the power of photography, attempting to use the new visual culture to
craft favorable public images.

This study has focused on feminine discourses, especially maternal
ones, and female images, seeking to link them to women’s political cul-
ture. Future research might pay more attention to paternal and fraternal
discourses and the role of masculinity in shaping the nation and, con-
versely, the role of nationalism in constructing masculinity. Ideals of mas-
culinity prove crucial in preparing soldiers to kill and die for the nation,
come to the fore in times of revolution and war, and form the basis for
codes of honor. This is implicit but needs to be made explicit.?
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Part 2 of this book examined the politics of elite women nationalists,
who found themselves caught between the horns of being transformed
into political symbols or excluded as political actors. The stories told
here show how they confronted this dilemma, seizing the opportunities
presented and looking for new openings. Elite women took politics seri-
ously and saw themselves as major actors in the national drama. The
contemporary press and public regarded them as important players as
well, documenting meetings, recording movements, and giving them good
but sometimes critical coverage. Women nationalists sought avenues
where they could have influence and an impact, and expanded women’s
political culture to fill the vacuum left by men’s political culture. They
set up auxiliaries to influence the new parties; built up social welfare
associations and power bases; sought to shape public opinion in period-
icals; and acted as liaisons and representatives.

Women nationalists started out together with the common goal of
ending the British occupation, and whether their roots were in the Umma
or Watani Parties, they had unified at the critical moment in 1919 around
the Wafd. Yet they came to take different paths, as the trajectories of
their careers increasingly diverged. Safiyya Zaghlul stayed the course
with the Wafd, surrounded by a core of loyalists, working at returning
or keeping the Wafd in power and enhancing her husband’s prestige.
Huda Sha‘rawi broke with the leaders of the Wafd, who had disappointed
her, and championed feminist politics. Esther Fahmi Wisa regrouped the
Women’s Wafd under a new name when Huda left and remained active
through the 1930s, combining this with her commitment to social wel-
fare. Labiba Ahmad parted with the secularists early on, dedicating her-
self to Islamist politics as the key to national and women’s progress.

Most of the elite women discussed here took to the public stage in the
interwar period and exited that stage in the late 1930s or 1940s. Safiyya
withdrew from politics in 1937, Labiba retired from journalism in 1939,
and Huda remained active through the war but died in 1947. The younger
activists of the interwar period, including Fatima al-Yusuf, Munira Thabit,
and Esther Fahmi Wisa, continued their journalistic or social welfare
work, but were eventually eclipsed by a younger generation. In the 1940s,
women’s political culture shifted away from a politics of female notables
or gentlewomen. This was part a radicalization of Egyptian politics, as
the middle classes challenged the politics of pashas and criticized their
hold on power, and part a result of greater gender desegregation in Egyp-
tian society. Activist women joined Islamist, socialist, and other organi-
zations and started new feminist endeavors.
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While making history, women nationalists had not been so preoccu-
pied with writing it, and only a few left memoirs. Historical accounts
tended to marginalize their activities, and elite women became better
known as sites of memory or as nationalist symbols than as political
actors. Thus, women protestors—veiled and with flags—became promi-
nent reminders of the 1919 revolution, Safiyya gained stature as the
“Mother of the Egyptians,” and the Women’s Wafd along with other
nationalist groups, including that of Labiba Ahmad, served as a name-
less nationalist chorus. Until recently, it appears, women were often bet-
ter at observing and serving history than preserving, shaping, and
commemorating it. The lesson seems to be that it is not enough to par-
ticipate in a nationalist movement; female actors must also preserve mem-
ories and propagate them.

Public commemoration of elite women nationalists and their cohort
was not consistent or constant. After the 1952 revolution, they were
among those targeted in the reaction against the old regime and upper
classes. Safiyya Zaghlul was remembered, or forgotten, alongside her
husband in the House of the Nation Museum, whose doors remained
closed for many years. Esther Fahmi Wisa witnessed the appropriation
of the facility that had housed the Work for Egypt Society that she headed
for almost forty years but was subsequently honored among other vet-
erans of the 1919 revolution upon its fiftieth anniversary. Huda Sha‘rawi
did not live to see the state appropriate and destroy her home, the site
of Egyptian Feminist Union meetings for many decades, or, in a
turnaround, issue a stamp in 1973 to commemorate the fiftieth anniver-
sary of the founding of the EFU.3 Labiba Ahmad remained little known,
although the Islamic revival of the T1990s created an interest in earlier
Islamists. In spite of the occasional recognition of female nationalists on
stamps and in street names, museums, and commemorations, these
women were ultimately marginalized. Women nationalists were thus
marginalized twice, blocked from contemporary party and parliamen-
tary politics and later erased from the collective memory.

Some scholars claim that nationalist discourses and symbols knit
women into the nation. They did, on a certain level, as this study shows.
But real women were cut out of access to the state at the critical moment
when the nationalists seized power. Other scholars suggest that women’s
involvement in a nationalist movement or anti-colonial struggle must be
separated from later exclusions by male nationalists. This work has reit-
erated that the nation-state must be pried apart and women’s relation-
ship to the nation and to the state seen separately. Nationalist movements
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(and discourses) both provided opportunities for women’s participation
and circumscribed roles, both mobilized women and marginalized them,
both engaged and disappointed. In short, the nationalist movement may
have eventually ended the British occupation, but it did not make women
full citizens of the state. Yet that is not the whole story.

Nationalist politics must be conceived broadly, not just as party or
parliamentary politics, from which women were often excluded, but as
incorporating a range of “nation-building” activities in diverse spheres,
including education, journalism, feminism, and social welfare. This is
more than a sleight of hand to rescue women nationalists from oblivion
and rewrite the ending to the narrative of women and the nationalist
struggle. Almost everywhere the pattern was the same, one of exclusion
(and women were not the only group excluded). Yet elite Egyptian women
overcame the limitations and pushed in new directions. When men’s polit-
ical culture seemed paralyzed by British interference, palace intractabil-
ity, and party wrangling, women stepped into the breach to address
daunting socioeconomic problems. They built social welfare organiza-
tions, pushed for legislative reform, met with politicians and policy mak-
ers, agitated for education programs, and worked at the grassroots level
to provide medical and other services. They had neither the resources
nor the tools to make a large dent in Egypt’s urban and rural poverty,
yet they left an imprint. But the attempt of women to promote social
welfare is another story.
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