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FEMINISM AND DIFFERENCE: 
THE PERILS OF WRITING AS A WOMAN 

ON WOMEN IN ALGERIA 

MARNIA LAZREG 

At the heart of the feminist project, East and West, is a desire to 
dismantle the existing order of things and reconstruct it to fit one's 
own needs. This desire is best expressed in Omar Khayyam's cry: 

"Ah love! Could you and I with Him conspire 
To grasp this sorry scheme of things entire 
Would not we shatter it to bits-and then 
Remould it to the heart's desire!"' 
However, feminists, East and West, differ in the grasp they have 

on this "sorry scheme of things" and the tools they use to "shatter it 
to bits." They also differ as to whether the process of remolding 
things can take place at all. Indeed, Western academic feminists can 
rediscover their womanhood, attempt to redefine it, and produce 
their own knowledge of themselves hampered only by what many 
perceive as male domination.2 Ultimately, Western feminists 
operate on their own social and intellectual ground and under the 
unstated assumption that their societies are perfectible. In this 
respect, feminist critical practice takes on an air of normalcy. It ap- 
pears as part of a reasonable (even if difficult) project for greater 
gender equality. 

By contrast, the Algerian and Middle Eastern feminist project un- 
folds within an external frame of reference and according to equally 
external standards. Under these circumstances the consciousness of 
one's womanhood coincides with the realization that it has already 
been appropriated in one form or another by outsiders, women as 
well as men, experts in things Middle Eastern. In this sense, the 
feminist project is warped and rarely brings with it the potential for 
personal liberation that it does in this country or in Europe. The 
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forms of expression used by Algerian feminists are, in fact, caught 
between three overlapping discourses, namely, the male discourse 
on gender difference, social science discourse on the peoples of 
North Africa and the Middle East, and academic discourses 
(whether feminist or protofeminist) on women from these same 
societies. 

This article initially grew out of a preliminary reflection on the 
nature and specificity of U.S. feminist theory and on the ongoing 
search for a feminist epistemology. My forays into the production of 
U.S. feminist knowledge, at a time when feminism appears to be 
undergoing a crisis, impressed upon me the fact that academic femi- 
nism has yet to break away from the philosophical and theoretical 
heritage it has so powerfully questioned.3 Knowledge is produced 
not only within a socioeconomic and political framework but also 
within an intellectual tradition with stated and unstated assump- 
tions. Although it questions traditional assumptions, academic 
feminism has often neglected to investigate its own premises. If it 
were to do so more often, it might become apparent that 
"traditional" social science categories have not yet been transformed 
but have been given a different sex instead.4 

When I turned my attention away from the center of the debate 
over feminist theory and epistemology to its North African and 
Middle Eastern periphery, for example, I noticed three intriguing 
phenomena. First, the interest of U.S. feminists in women from 
these parts of the world has spurred a growing literature that is 
noteworthy for its relative lack of theoretical import. With a few 
exceptions, women who write about North African and Middle 
Eastern women do not identify themselves as feminist, yet their 
work finds its legitimacy in academic feminism's need for informa- 
tion about their subject matter.5 Second, "Eastern" feminists 
writing for a Western audience about women in their home coun- 
tries have done so with the generally unstated assumption that 
U.S. feminist knowledge can be expanded or accommodated but 
seldom questioned.6 U.S. minority women, in contrast, have con- 
sistently challenged academic feminist projects in a variety of 
ways. In so doing they have pointed out problem areas that 
feminist knowledge must address and resolve before it can claim 
to be an alternative to "traditional" knowledge.7 Third, although 
U.S. feminists (like their European counterparts) have sought to 
define and carve out a space in which to ground their criticism, 
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"Eastern" feminists have simply adjusted their inquiry to fill the 
blanks in the geographical distribution made available to them by 
U.S. feminist liberalism.8 These observations on feminist knowl- 
edge, East and West, led me to search for the connecting links be- 
tween Western feminist knowledge writ large and constituted 
knowledge, through the study of the concrete case of Algeria. 
What I discovered was a continuity between the traditional social 
science modes of apprehending North African and Middle Eastern 
societies rooted as they are in French colonial epistemology and 
academic women's treatment from these societies. One continuity, 
for example, is expressed in the predominance of a "religious 
paradigm" that gives religion a privileged explanatory power.'0 
Most academic feminist practice takes place within this paradigm, 
thereby reproducing its presuppositions and reinforcing its domi- 
nant position. This process takes place even when feminists claim 
they are aware of the paradigm's flaws." 

I also discovered a temporal and conceptual continuity between 
female (often protofeminist) and feminist discourses.12 What was 
written about Algerian women by women in the first part of this 
century is reproduced in one form or another in the writings of 
contemporary French women and U.S. feminists about the same 
subject matter. More importantly, the themes defined by the 
French colonial or neocolonial discourse as significant for under- 
standing Algerian women are the ones found today in Eastern 
feminists' writings.13 

In the pages that follow I will describe some of these continuities 
and will suggest some of the ways in which poststructuralism im- 
pacts upon them. I will also discuss the need for reevaluating the 
feminist project within a humanistic/ethical framework. 

THE SOCIAL SCIENCE AND FEMINIST PARADIGMS 
The study of Middle Eastern and North African societies has been 
plagued by a number of conceptual and methodological problems 
that prompted the British sociologist Bryan S. Turner to say that it 
"lags behind other area studies in both theoretical and substantive 
terms." Indeed, it is "underdeveloped."'14 Scholarship on North 
African and Middle Eastern societies typically focuses on Islam as 
a privileged subject of inquiry whether it is dealt with as a religion 
or as a culture. Underlying the study of these societies are a 
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number of problematical assumptions. First, Islam is seen as a 
self-contained and flawed belief system impervious to change. In 
sociology, this assumption finds its theoretical justification in the 
work of Max Weber.'5 Second, Islamic civilization is assumed to 
have been in decline and to continue to decline. The "decline 
thesis," best exemplified in the work of H.A.R. Gibb and Harold 
Bowen,16 prompted David Waines to say that "the birth of Islam is 
also the genesis of its decline."'" Attempts made by indigenous 
people to change their institutions are more often than not ex- 
plained in terms of a return to Islam. This is well illustrated by the 
work of Clifford Geertz on what he calls "scripturalism."'8 Last but 
not least, it is assumed that "Islam cannot produce adequate, scien- 
tific knowledge of itself, since the political conditions of Islamic 
societies preclude critical, autonomous scholarship. Islam requires 
Western science to produce valid knowledge of the culture and 
social organization of the Islamic world."'9 

Such science has managed to keep the study of North Africa and 
the Middle East in a sort of intellectual ghetto where theoretical 
and methodological developments that take place in the main- 
stream of social science are somehow deemed inapplicable. For in- 
stance, up until recently, one could not talk about social classes in 
the Middle East but only of social hierarchies, or mosaics of peo- 
ple. One cannot speak about revolution but only of upheavals and 
coups. One still cannot talk about self-knowledge but only of "local 
knowledge" or "the native's point of view."20 

Even when efforts are made by well-intentioned scholars to ac- 
commodate theoretical/methodological developments from other 
fields, they end up reinforcing the old problematical assumptions. 
For example, the recent focus on "popular culture" feeds into the 
view of Islam as divided up into the orthodox and the mystical. 
Similarly, the introduction of the concept of class in the study of 
the Middle East and North Africa has sometimes resulted in mak- 
ing proletarian rebels out of theologians and/or members of 
religious sects.21 

A bird's-eye view of the literature by women, whether they are 
feminists or only have interests in women's questions, indicates 
that by and large they reproduce the problematical assumptions 
that underlie the area study of the Middle East and North Africa. 

Academic women's work on Middle Eastern and North African 
women is dominated by the religion/tradition paradigm and is 
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characterized by a variant of what the late C. Wright Mills called 
"abstracted empiricism."22 That is, the problems selected for study 
are limited by the method chosen to study them. Once researchers 
have decided on a functionalist/culturalist method, for example, 
they are unable to address anything but religion and tradition. The 
overall result is a reductive, ahistorical conception of women. The 
emphasis on the religion/tradition paradigm, a combination of 
orientalist23 and evolutionary assumptions, constrains its critics by 
compelling them either to ritually refer to its parameters or to sub- 
mit to them. Tradition in this case is seen as exemplified by the 
veil, seclusion, clitoridectomy, and so on. 

Historically, of course, the veil has held an obsessive interest for 
many a writer. In 1829, for example, Charles Forster wrote 
Mohammetanism Unveiled, and Frantz Fanon, the revolutionary, 
wrote in 1967 about Algerian women under the caption: "Algeria 
Unveiled."24 Even angry responses to this abusive imagery could 
not escape its attraction as when a Moroccan feminist titled her 
book: Beyond the Veil.25 The persistence of the veil as a symbol that 
essentially stands for women illustrates the difficulty researchers 
have in dealing with a reality with which they are unfamiliar. It 
also reveals an attitude of mistrust. A veil is a hiding device; it 
arouses suspicion. Besides, veiling is close to masquerading so that 
studying women from societies where veiling exists is a form of 
theater! Some native (for example, "Eastern") feminists have pushed 
the theatrical imagery to its extreme by making the veil an integral 
part of the woman's persona.26 

The evolutionary bias that suffuses most thinking about women 
in the Middle East and North Africa is expressed in a definite pre- 
judice against Islam as a religion. Although U.S. feminists have at- 
tempted to accommodate Christianity and feminism and Judaism 
and feminism, Islam is inevitably presented as antifeminist.27 
What is at work here is not merely a plausible rationalist bias 
against religion as an impediment to the progress and freedom of 
the mind but an acceptance of the idea that there is a hierarchy of 
religions, with some being more susceptible to change than others. 
Like tradition, religion must be abandoned if Middle Eastern 
women are to be like Western women. As the logic of the argu- 
ment requires, there can be no change without reference to an ex- 
ternal standard deemed to be perfect. 

Although religion is seen in Western societies as one institution 
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among many, it is perceived as the bedrock of the societies in 
which Islam is practiced. A ritual is established whereby the 
writer appeals to religion as the cause of gender inequality just as it 
is made the source of underdevelopment in much of moderniza- 
tion theory. In an uncanny way, feminist discourse on women 
from the Middle East and North Africa mirrors that of theologians' 
own interpretation of women in Islam. Academic feminists have 
compounded this situation by adding their own problematical 
specifications. They reduce Islam to one or two sura, or injunc- 
tions, such as those related to gender hierarchy and the punish- 
ment meted out to adulterous women (which is also applied to 
men).28 

The overall effect of this paradigm is to deprive women of self- 
presence, of being. Because women are subsumed under religion 
presented in fundamental terms, they are inevitably seen as evolv- 
ing in nonhistorical time. They have virtually no history. Any 
analysis of change is therefore foreclosed. When feminists "do" 
history, they generally appear to engage in an antihistory, where 
progress is measured in terms of a countback to the time where it 
all began, and all began to come unraveled. This means the time of 
the Koran for the female writer, just as it is the time of the Koran 
and the Traditions for the male writer.29 The tenacious focus on 
religion in the scholarship on women in the Middle East and 
North Africa makes it the functional equivalent of fire in mythol- 
ogy and early scientific thought. A similar obsession/fascination 
with the mysterious power of fire dominated the "primitive" as well 
as the "scientific" mind up until the end of the eighteenth 
century.30 

The question to raise at this point is this: Why hasn't academic 
feminism exposed the weaknesses of the prevailing discourse on 
women in the Middle East and North Africa? There have been ar- 
ticles and prefaces to anthologies that have denounced what Eliza- 
beth Fernea and B.Q. Bezirgan have aptly referred to as "astigmatic 
writing" about women in the Middle East and North Africa.31 
Some studies have also attempted to break away from-although 
they have not displaced-the prevailing paradigm. It is also worth 
remembering that competing paradigms are "incommensurable" in 
that the criteria for judging their relative merits are not determined 
by value-neutral rules but lie within the community of scholars 
whose "expertise" has produced North Africa and the Middle East 
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as a field of knowledge.32 Still, no sustained effort has been made 
to challenge systematically the epistemological and theoretical 
presuppositions of much of the scholarship on women.33 

Difference, in general, whether cultural, ethnic, or racial, has 
been a stumbling block for Western social science from its very in- 
ception. Nineteenth-century European ethnology and anthropol- 
ogy were established precisely to study different peoples and their 
institutions. However, regardless of the conceptual, theoretical, 
and methodological inadequacies and uncertainties in the works 
of many classical anthropologists and ethnologists, their interest in 
"difference" was a function of their desire to understand their own 
institutions better. This was the case with Emile Durkheim's work 
on religion, Marcel Mauss on exchange, and Bronislaw Malinow- 
ski on the Oedipus complex to cite only a few. Although I do not 
wish to absolve Western anthropology of its Europocentrism, it 
showed, at least in its inception, some awareness of a common 
denominator between people of different cultures, a human bond. 
The notion of "cultural universals" or that of the "human mind," 
however problematic, are expressions of such a common link be- 
tween various peoples. 

Contemporary academic feminism appears to have forgotten 
this part of its intellectual heritage. Of course, counterposing 
feminist scholarship to social science may appear senseless. Aren't 
female social scientists part of the same society and intellectual 
milieu as males? Indeed they are. But, academic feminists have 
generally denounced conventional social science for its biases re- 
garding women both in its theory and its practice. Specifically, 
they have shown that it has reduced women to one dimension of 
their lives (such as reproduction and housework) and failed to con- 
ceptualize their status in society as historically evolving. Academic 
feminism, therefore, has brought a breath of fresh air into social 
science discourse on women and held out the promise of a more 
even-handed, less-biased practice. It is surprising, then, when one 
sees that women in Algeria (or in any other part of the Third 
World) are dealt with precisely in the ways with which academic 
feminists do not wish to be dealt. 

Women in Algeria are subsumed under the less-than-neutral 
label of "Islamic women" or "Arab women" or "Middle Eastern 
women." Because language produces the reality it names, "Islamic 
women" must by necessity be made to conform to the configura- 
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tion of meanings associated with the concept of Islam. The label 
affirms what ought to be seen as problematical. Whether the 
"Islamic women" are truly devout or whether the societies in 
which they live are theocracies are questions that the label glosses 
over. 

The one-sidedness of this discourse on difference becomes 
grotesque if we reverse the terms and suggest, for example, that 
women in contemporary Europe and North America should be 
studied as Christian women! Similarly, the label "Middle Eastern 
women," when counterposed with the label "European women," 
reveals its unwarranted generality. The Middle East is a geographi- 
cal area covering no less than twenty countries (if it is confined to 
the "Arab" East) that display a few similarities and many dif- 
ferences. Feminists study women in Victorian England or under 
the French Revolution; few would dare subsume French or 
English women under the all-encompassing label of "European 
women" or Caucasian women, as substantive categories of 
thought. Yet, a book on Egyptian women was subtitled "Women in 
the Arab World."34 Michel Foucault may have been right when he 
asserted that "knowledge is not made for understanding; it is made 
for cutting."35 

There is a great continuity in the U.S. feminist treatment of dif- 
ference within gender whether the difference is within or outside 
of U.S. society. In each case an attribute, whether physical (race or 
color) or cultural (religion or ethnicity), is used in an ontological 
sense. There is, however, an added feature to feminist modes of 
representing women from the Middle East and North Africa, and 
these modes reflect the dynamics of global politics. The political 
attitudes of "center" states are mirrored in feminist attitudes 
toward women from "peripheral" states. Elly Bulkin rightly notes 
that "women's lives and women's oppression cannot be considered 
outside the bounds of regional conflicts." She points out that Arab 
women are represented as being so different that they are deemed 
unable to understand or develop any form of feminism. When 
Arab women speak for themselves they are accused of being 
"pawns of Arab men."36 The implication is that an Arab woman 
cannot be a feminist (whatever the term means) prior to disasso- 
ciating herself from Arab men and the culture that supports them! 
In the end, global politics joins hands with prejudice, thereby clos- 
ing a Western gynocentric circle based on misapprehended dif- 
ference.37 
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The political bias in these representations of difference is best il- 
lustrated by the search of many feminists for the sensational and 
the uncouth. This search for the disreputable, which reinforces 
the notion of difference as objectified otherness, is often carried 
out with the help of Middle Eastern and North African women 
themselves. Feminism has provided a forum for these women to 
express themselves and on occasion for them to vent their anger at 
their societies. The exercise of freedom of expression often has a 
dizzying effect and sometimes leads to personal confession in the 
guise of social criticism. Individual women from the Middle East 
and North Africa appear on the feminist stage as representatives of 
the millions of women in their own societies. To what extent they 
do violence to the women they claim authority to write and speak 
about is a question that is seldom raised. 

In assessing the issue of writing about Third World women, 
Gayatri C. Spivak points out that First World women and West- 
ern-trained women are complicitous in contributing to the con- 
tinued "degradation" of Third World women whose "micrology" 
they interpret without having access to it. Although well taken, 
this view obscures the fact that complicity is often a conscious act 
involving social class position, psychological identification, and 
material interests. Of course, to include all "Western-trained" 
women in the pural "we," which also encompasses "First World" 
women, is to simplify the reality of the feminist encounter be- 
tween Western and non-Western women. Unfortunately, aca- 
demic feminist practice, just like that of its intellectual pre- 
decessors, is not pure on either side of difference. I, for one, re- 
fuse to be identified, even metaphorically, with Senanayak, the 
Indian antihero character who lends his expert knowledge to 
crush the revolution exemplified by "Dopti," a female revolu- 
tionary.38 Affirming the existence of complicity is not sufficient. 
Indeed, the very act of translating this particular Indian short story 
for a U.S. audience did not bridge the chasm of cultural difference. 
It fits in with what Gaston Bachelard called the "museum of hor- 
rors." It documents the villainous acts of Indian men and the vic- 
timization of Indian women. The association of the Western and 
non-Western female reader with the process of victimization is an 
imaginative way of reducing the differential divide, but it does not 
fill it. And therein lies the dilemma of Third World women writing 
about Third World women. 
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WOMEN IN ALGERIA 
As I have suggested, Euro-American and/or academic feminist dis- 
course on women in Algeria reproduces the major elements of the 
prevailing social science paradigm. In addition, it makes explicit 
the connection between feminist or protofeminist practice and 
traditional geopolitics, of which colonialism and the international 
division of intellectual labor are a significant part. There is also 
continuity between nineteenth- and twentieth-century feminist 
and protofeminists writing about Algerian women. By and large, 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature on women in Algeria 
betrays a great deal of ambivalence. Male authors searched for 
women wherever they could find them, and although they be- 
moaned what they perceived as seclusion, they also expressed 
contempt for the libertines they encountered and surprise (rather 
than approval) before the unveiled rural women. Women writing 
from a social scientific perspective expressed their ambivalence in 
a slightly different mode, ostensibly empathizing with Algerian 
women they perceived as inferior and displaying unabashed con- 
tempt for Algerian men.39 

A model of the protofeminist discourse on Algerian women is 
provided by Hubertine Auclert's Les Femmes arabes en Algerie, 
published in 1900. 

Auclert sees that colonialism victimized women but even 
though she is aware of the excesses of the colonial order, she still 
advocates the Frenchification of women. She suggests, moreover, 
that French women should become the tools of such an endeavor! 
"Upon entering tents and bolted doors, they [French women] 
would familiarize Muslim women with our lifestyles and ways of 
thinking'! Their task would no doubt be easy, because, according 
to Auclert, Algerian women were at heart the daughters of the 
free-thinking women of pre-Islamic Arabia. The eloquence they 
displayed in court, writes the author, was such that "you would 
think you heard, resuscitated, the beautiful speakers of pagan 
Arabia." In other words, Islam, the obstacle to being French, was 
but a veneer for women. Through women, moreover, one can un- 
do Islam. Religion is identified with men so that a step toward the 
Frenchification of women is the construction of a pre-Islamic 
female essence. That same religion was responsible for what 
Auclert felt was Algerian women's inability to experience pas- 
sionate love as French women were assumed to do. Algerian 
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women were also found to be lacking a certain sensitivity that the 
French displayed because the latter read novels and had a dif- 
ferent religion! In the end, the Algerian woman was perceived as 
living in limbo. "The Arab woman neither is nor does she feel at 
home at her husband's."40 

In 1929, another French woman, Mathea Gaudry, a lawyer 
turned anthropologist, accepted the fact that she could not change 
the Algerian women's religious beliefs but did not give up the 
overall colonial project of Frenchification. Working with women 
from the Auras mountains, she stated that "her intelligence would 
make the Auressian woman worthy of some education; what I 
mean is that we could teach her French, how to sew and run a 
home." As for the Algerian men from the region, she wrote that 
"their mental faculties appear to be stunted in the prime of life." 
Besides, the men are "inveterate liars" and display a "congenital 
nonchalance."41 She too pursued the nostalgic notion of Algerian 
women's pre-Islamic past, to wit: "By subjecting her [the woman 
from Ammour mountain] to the authority of a master whom she 
must fear, Islamic law profoundly separated her from those berber 
and pre-Islamic women: Sadouk, Raytah and others whose in- 
dependence is legendary."42 Indeed, this is more a matter of legend 
than reality. The author adds that the nomadic woman's "more or 
less confused understanding of this legendary past" accounts for 
her flirtatious games with men. Why can't a woman be free to flirt 
without a rationale being found for her behavior in mythical time? 

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, various monographs on 
women appeared with the aim of "guiding" Algerian women 
toward the ideal of French womanhood and downgrading their 
religion and customs, even at a time (the 1950s) when women 
were displaying the kind of behavior French women should have 
commended. In this respect it is noteworthy that only one study 
was written by two French women of an Algerian female revolu- 
tionary who became a cause cdlabre during the war (1954-62).43 

Germaine Tillion's work (The Republic of Cousins), which ap- 
peared to break new ground in bringing Algerian women together 
with southern Mediterranean women in the same theoretical 
framework, was also unable in the end to transcend the stumbling 
block of Islam. Algerian women emerged from the book at the bot- 
tom of the hierarchy of sisterhood. After asserting that Islam had 
little to do directly with what she termed the "degradation of the 
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female condition," Tillion was unable to keep religion analytically 
separate from her comparative evaluation of Algerian and Euro- 
pean women living in the northern rim of the Mediterranean. 
Tillion also managed to neglect the colonial factor in her analysis 
of the dynamics of religion, political economy, and the reproduc- 
tion of gender relations.44 

In a book that purports to have been written in a spirit of 
sisterhood, Franqoise Correze stated that "the donkey and the 
mule tied to a ring undoubtedly suffer less from man's [authority] 
than the women cloistered in the shed we entered." That she, a 
stranger, was allowed to penetrate the "cloisters" is a fact that she 
did not bother to ponder. Having apparently approached her study 
of rural women with a preconceived interpretative framework, 
she found herself compelled to explain away facts that did not 
conform to her ideas. For example, she wondered why a mother- 
in-law she met did not exhibit the signs of the mythical "powerful 
mother-in-law" and concluded that "perhaps she was once [power- 
ful]."45 

The author's gaze at the Algerian female Other dwelled on 
women's postures, gestures, and clothes, and it studiously noted 
whether women's clothes were clean or dirty. In the process, the 
reader is not always told about the nature of the social changes 
that have affected the rural communities studied, although signs 
of such changes abound almost in spite of the author's will. 

In 1980, Juliette Minces produced an essay on women in Algeria 
(in a book that, naturally, covers "the Arab World") in which she 
denied women any selfhood or ability to think. Women's par- 
ticipation in the war is presented as the result of men's will and 
manipulation. Her contempt for women is revealed in her remark 
that Algerian women chose Islam over colonialism. She, the scien- 
tist, tells women that "they have no consciousness of the double 
alienation they underwent"! Yet, she adds, "they had access to 
French society and were open to new ideas"!46 Echoing Minces, 
U.S. feminist Judith Stiehm has written that "the French held the 
Muslim culture in disdain because of its treatment of women." Us- 
ing as her main source a State Department area handbook for 
Algeria, Stiehm revealed her ignorance of her subject matter by 
making factually incorrect statements. For example, she wrote 
that "as Muslim women move out of seclusion they tend to enter 
segregated schools, offices and/or factories."'47 As a matter of fact, 
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offices are not segregated and what single-sex schools remain were 
inherited from the French era. In addition, the state has been im- 
plementing a policy of coeducation. 

In a book published in 1980 entitled Femmes d'Islam, ou le Sexe 
Interdit (Women of Islam or the forbidden sex), encompassing 
North Africa, Renee Pelletier and Autilio Gaudio engaged in 
another diatribe against Islam, blaming it for, among other things, 
the Algerian president's alleged unwillingness to "show his wife in 
public." In fact, the current president does appear with his wife in 
public, although he may not "show" her! The authors' analysis of 
the Koran is based on one sura, just as the rest of their essay is 
based on anecdotal information gleaned from one book written in 
the 1960s supplemented by images from a short film. What is most 
noteworthy about this book, however, are the leading questions 
used in a questionnaire meant to elicit responses about women in 
Morocco. For example: 

Question #10: "Have you felt sexual attraction for boys?' 
Question # 13: "Have you already kissed a boy on the lips who 

is not your fiance or husband?" 
Question #2: "How did you perceive your mother's condition 

when you were a child?' 
Question #5: "When have you, for the first time, felt the 

weight of traditions and prohibitions?" 
In conclusion, the authors assert that "this study could be applied 
to all three countries of the Maghreb."48 On the other side of dif- 
ference, they must be, they are, all alike. 

Echoing Stiehm, another U.S. feminist political scientist, Kay 
Boals, has written that the nature of female/male relations in 
Algeria "elicited contempt and derision from the colonizer." Also of 
interest is the typology of forms of consciousness that Boals set up 
to explain the behavior of colonized people, blacks, women, and 
homosexuals. Such individuals exhibit a type of consciousness 
that falls in one of six categories, ranging from "traditional" to "tra- 
ditionalist, reformist, assimilationist, revolutionary," and "trans- 
forming" (which an earlier draft of the article termed 
"modernizing"). The author asserted that Algerian males are 
definitely "traditionalist" but women are "transforming." Indeed, 
what women "aspire to corresponds more closely to patterns of 
male-female relations in European than in traditional Muslim 
culture." A problem arises, however, when one turns to the defini- 
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tions of these types of consciousness. The "traditionalist" is the 
man who "continues to reaffirm the criteria of judgement of his 
own traditional culture or religion but he is unable to do so with 
internal conviction. There is thus a strong internal incoherence 
between emotion and thinking, between what one would like to 
believe and what one 'knows in one's bones."'49 

No such conflict should exist among women whose con- 
sciousness is transforming. Yet "Algerian women are eager to 
change the traditional patterns but are somewhat inhibited in do- 
ing so by the internal psychic ambivalence created by the desire to 
affirm the Algerian heritage and culture." The "transforming con- 
sciousness" is defined as that which feels "genuinely free to forge 
new combinations of personality traits ... without the need ... to 
imitate the model of the European." If this is the case then one 
wonders why Algerian culture or heritage would be an obstacle to 
acquiring such a consciousness unless it is deemed inadequate and 
therefore something that ought to be rejected. Indeed, the author 
has defined "traditional consciousness" as that which is 
characterized by "a calm conviction of superiority over others and 
a sense of being at the center of the cosmos." The ideal human type 
of this consciousness is found in the person of Al Khidr Husayn, 
the first editor of the journal of Al Azhar University in Cairo. This 
creature, "although writing in the 1930's apparently remained 
essentially unaffected by the British occupation!"s5 In other words, 
the colonial/European factor defines a catch-22 situation. If you 
fall prey to it you are an "anomaly" in the sense that you wish for 
change deemed impossible to obtain; if you don't you are still 
anomalous because you are defined as "traditional." It is worth 
noting that the author does not provide any information about 
having interviewed or observed the females and males whose 
psyche she has furnished with ambivalence, contradictions, in- 
hibitions, and anomaly. 

The repetitive nature of the prevailing paradigm stifles the mind 
and dulls the senses. At the very least, it has no aesthetic value; it 
is like wearing the same clothes all the time. However, its ultimate 
effect is to preclude any understanding of Algerian women in their 
lived reality: as subjects in their own right. Instead, they are reified, 
made into mere bearers of unexplained categories. Algerian 
women have no existence outside these categories; they have no 
individuality. What is true of one is true of all; just as what is true 



Marnia Lazreg 95 

of Algerian women is also held to be true of all women deemed to 
be like them over the space generously defined as the "Muslim 
world" or the "Arab world." This "worlding" of the female world is 
another instance of the unquestioned practive of "abstracted em- 
piricism." 

How, then, can an Algerian woman write about women in 
Algeria when her space has already been defined, her history 
dissolved, her subjects objectified, her language chosen for her? 
How can she speak without saying the same things?51 The 
Algerian case supports Foucault's contention about Western 
culture that "the most tenacious subjection of difference is un- 
doubtedly that maintained by categories."52 What is needed is a 
phenomenology of women's lived experience to explode the con- 
straining power of categories. Such a phenomenology would not 
be a mere description of the subjective meaning of women's ex- 
perience. Rather, it would be the search for the organizing prin- 
ciples of women's lived reality as it intersects with men's.53 To 
study women from a phenomenological perspective is different 
from merely interviewing them to elicit from them information 
about their lives that confirms our conceptions of them.54 

The fetishism of the concept, Islam, in particular, obscures the 
living reality of the women and men subsumed under it. North 
African and Middle Eastern societies are more complex and more 
diverse than is admitted, and cannot be understood in terms of 
monolithic, unitary concepts. Religion cannot be detached from 
the socioeconomic and political context within which it unfolds. 
And religion can not be seen as having an existence independent 
of human activity. As the product of human activity, it is subject 
to change, if not in content at least in function. To understand the 
role of religion in women's lives, we must identify the conditions 
under which it emerges as a significant factor, as well as those that 
limit its scope. In addition, we must address the ways in which 
religious symbols are manipulated by both women and men in 
everyday life as well as in institutional settings. Finally, we should 
refrain from thinking in terms of a "Middle East" and realize that 
what is useful to geopolitics is not necessarily so to sociology. Con- 
crete women (like men) live in concrete societies and not in an 
ideologically uniform space. There are Turkish women and Egyp- 
tian women and Algerian women. Subsuming some under others 
results in obscuring, rather than improving, our understanding of 
gender relations. 



96 Marnia Lazreg 

CONCLUSION 
This bird's-eye view of feminist discourse on women in Algeria 
points to the necessity of asking anew a question that might sound 
embarrassing: What is the nature of the feminist project? What is 
its relation to women in other places? Is there something at the 
heart of academic feminism that is inescapably Western gynocen- 
tric; that is, must it inevitably lead to the exercise of discursive 
power by some women over others? 

To subscribe to the notion that the metaphysics of difference-as- 
misrepresentation is inescapable is self-defeating and betrays 
resistance to changing the intellectual status quo. The French 
philosopher Jacques Derrida upholds the view (shared by some 
Third World feminists) that ethnocentrism is necessarily ir- 
revocable on the grounds that ethnology is a European science. He 
also adds that deconstruction is inscribed in the very language of 
European social science.55 Read in an unorthodox fashion, this 
means that the metaphysics that sustains ethnocentrism also sus- 
tains deconstruction, a destructuring activity. In spite of its honest 
recognition of the ethnocentric core of social science, this view ap- 
pears to legitimate its own existence. For if ethnocentrism 
reproduces itself in an endless cycle, the language of ethnocen- 
trism may not be superseded; it can only be deconstructed. What 
applies to ethnocentrism also applies to the Western gynocentric 
conception of difference. 

If academic feminism cannot be allowed to hide behind a decon- 
structionist approach to legitimate its misapprehension of dif- 
ference within gender, it should not be allowed to seek refuge in 
the Foucauldian conception of power and language either. 
Foucault's conception of power as being decentered has legitimized 
the view, among some academic feminists according to which 
power over women-in-general is diffuse. In so doing, the actual in- 
strumentality of power that some women (for example, academic 
women) exercise over other women (such as Third World women) 
is neglected. Similarly, subsuming all reality under discourse, as 
Foucault does, has resulted in a shift of focus from women's lived 
reality to endless discoursing about it. It is true that a feminist 
engaged in the act of representing women who belong to a dif- 
ferent culture, ethnic group, race, or social class wields a form of 
power over them; a power of interpretation. However, this power 
is a peculiar one. It is borrowed from the society at large which is 
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male-centered. It is borrowed power that gives academic feminists 
engaged in interpreting difference status and credibility. But, 
when the power of men over women is reproduced in the power 
of women over women, feminism as an intellectual movement 
presents a caricature of the very institutions it was meant to ques- 
tion. The misrepresentation of "different" women is a form of self- 
misrepresentation. It bespeaks a repression of one's femaleness 
and glosses over the fact that the representer is also engendered 
and remains far from having achieved the freedom and capacity to 
define herself. 

Just as some men's inability (or reluctance) to accept sexual dif- 
ference as the expression of modes of being human has led them 
to formulate a sociobiological conception of women, Western 
gynocentrism has led to an essentialism of otherhood. Both 
phenomena are products of a larger differentialist trend that has 
affected Western Europe and North America since the end of 
World War Two. The collapse of the colonial empires, the rise of 
consumer societies, and the crises of the late capitalist states have 
formed the context within which assertions of "difference" have 
emerged. The celebration of difference between women and men, 
homosexuals and heterosexuals, the mad and the sane, has since 
become the unquestioned norm. 

What is problematical in this conception of difference is that it 
affirms a new form of reductionism. The rejection of humanism 
and its universalistic character in discourse analysis and 
deconstruction deprives the proponents of difference of any basis 
for understanding the relationship between the varieties of modes 
of being different in the world. Difference becomes essentialized. 
It is not accidental that Foucault, for example, contributed little to 
our understanding of what it means to be mad, female or male. 
What he did was to explain the category of madness and of sexuali- 
ty. The discourse and deconstruction approaches to difference ob- 
viate the crucial issue of intersubjectivity. Although Derrida warns 
against an ontological conception of difference, he is unable to 
avoid affirming difference as unmediated otherness. He locates 
difference in language, thus removing it from the realm of shared 
experiences that language may not necessarily capture. 

The inability to address the intersubjective foundation of dif- 
ference is clearly a significant problem in academic feminism. In 
the United States, this problem is not merely the result of some 
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feminists being influenced by Foucault or Derrida. It is also 
related to an intellectual tradition marked by pragmatism, a 
byproduct of positivism, that has characterized U.S. institutions of 
higher learning since the nineteenth century. In feminist scholar- 
ship, this has meant giving the female experience (read U.S. or 
"Western") a privileged ontological status. 

To take intersubjectivity into consideration when studying 
Algerian women or other Third World women means seeing their 
lives as meaningful, coherent, and understandable instead of be- 
ing infused "by us" with doom and sorrow. It means that their lives 
like "ours" are structured by economic, political, and cultural fac- 
tors. It means that these women, like "us," are engaged in the pro- 
cess of adjusting, often shaping, at times resisting and even 
transforming their environment. It means they have their own in- 
dividuality; they are "for themselves" instead of being "for us." An 
appropriation of their singular individuality to fit the generalizing 
categories of "our" analyses is an assault on their integrity and on 
their identity. Intersubjectivity alerts us to the common bond that 
ties women and men of different cultures together. It is a relative 
safeguard against the objectification of others, a reminder that the 
other is just as entitled as I am to her/his humanity expressed in 
her/his cultural mode.56 

For the intersubjective component of experience to become evi- 
dent in the study of difference within and between genders, a cer- 
tain form of humanism must be reaffirmed. But the rejection of 
humanistic philosophy, which subsumed woman under man 
while making claims to universalism, has so far been replaced 
with the essentialism of difference. 

It is often argued, of course, that humanism erases individuali- 
ty, difference; that any return to a humanistic thought is self- 
defeating. Yet, it appears that the essentializing of difference be- 
tween women has resulted in the erasure of "other" women. When 
these are locked into the categories of religion, race, or color, their 
own individuality as women has already been erased. For exam- 
ple, a "Muslim woman" is no longer a concrete individual. She is 
not Algerian, or Yemeni; she is an abstraction in the same way as a 
"woman of color" is. Their assumed uniqueness dissolves their 
concrete reality. They cannot by definition be compared with 
"First World" women. Indeed, what distinguishes them from the 
latter is also what is seen as accounting for their very essence. 
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Antihumanism has not provided any authority higher than itself 
that could monitor its excesses. Old-style humanism, in contrast, 
and despite its shortcomings, makes itself vulnerable to criticism 
by appealing to its unfulfilled promise of a more reasonable ra- 
tionalism or a more egalitarian universalism. Indeed, the univer- 
salistic claim to a supracultural human entity embodied in reason 
provided colonized societies with the tool necessary to regain their 
freedom. Colonized women and men were willing to give up their 
lives in order to capture their share of humanity celebrated but 
denied by colonial powers. But what does antihumanism offer 
"different" peoples? On what grounds (moral or otherwise) can 
powerless people struggle against their relegation to the prison 
house of race, color, and nationality into which antihumanism 
locks them? 

There is a sense in which the antihumanist celebration of 
unmediated "difference" may denote resistance to accepting dif- 
ference as the other side of sameness. It is not accidental that the 
rise of antihumanism coincided with the collapse of the French 
colonial empire, more specifically the end of the Algerian war (and 
it was at this time that both Foucault and Derrida began 
publishing). Yet, antihumanism, as a philosophy, holds a great at- 
traction for some feminists because of its nihilistic questioning of 
all (including morallethical) constraints on action or on thought. 
This is, of course, the very reason it is fraught with dangers as 
soon as discoursing about others' (not only men's but women's) 
subjectivity is at stake. To what extent can Western feminism 
dispense with an ethics of responsibility when writing about "dif- 
ferent" women? Is the subject "women" free of all constraints only 
because women are the researchers? The point is neither to sub- 
sume other women under one's own experience nor to uphold a 
separate truth for them. Rather, it is to allow them to be while 
recognizing that what they are is just as meaningful, valid, and 
comprehensible as what "we" are. They are not the antithesis of 
"ourselves" that justifies "our" studying them in ways we do not 
study "ourselves." 

Heidegger's letter on humanism offers an example of the kinds 
of questions that might be posed in order to reorient our thinking 
on humanism. We need to ask what is the "humanitas of homo 
humanus?" What is woman's/man's place in history? Is woman/ 
man "a specter, a spectator or a creator?' What would a "humanism 
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in a new dimension" be like? A new humanism requires a more 
original reexperiencing of what it is to be human. This involves a 
process of "questioning, etymologizing, and historicizing." 
Although Heidegger's answers are ambiguous, they nevertheless 
point to the importance of history, language, and ethics in reex- 
ploring humanistic thought. When seen as a "process of coming to 
the word," humanism precludes the assumption of woman's/man's 
domination by the word, a tenet of the antihumanist discursive ap- 
proach to history.57 

Finally, being aware that woman/man plays a role in history that 
requires specification points to the ethical component of human 
activity and thought. Indeed, when feminists essentially deny 
other women the humanity they claim for themselves, they dis- 
pense with any ethical constraint. They engage in the act of split- 
ting the social universe into "us" and "them," "subjects" and 
"objects." This propensity to apprehend social reality in terms of 
binary oppositions is a contradictory element in feminist thought. 
Feminists have criticized the social and natural sciences precisely 
because they use dichotomous categories that assign women one 
attribute or role, thereby simplifying the far more complex reality 
of women's lives. 

The split vision of the world that relegates non-Western women 
to a residual category, where fancy more than fact rules, is a 
significant error in feminist scholarship as a whole. It can be cor- 
rected only if and when Western feminists are ready and willing to 
think differently about the variety of modes of being female, in- 
cluding their own. They must recognize that knowledge of North 
African/Third World women is not given all at once. It is, like 
knowledge of women in Western societies, a process of sifting the 
true from the false and making visible that which remains 
submerged. It is historical and has a rationality of its own which 
human reason can comprehend. 

As it now stands, difference is seen as mere division. The danger 
of this undeveloped view lies in its verging on indifference.58 In this 
sense, anything can be said about women from other cultures as 
long as it appears to document their differentness from "us." This 
bespeaks a lack of concern for the complexity of difference as well 
as a simplification of difference to mean "particularity," that is to 
say, unmediated singularity.59 Because the North African and 
Middle Eastern cultures have long been stereotyped, because the 
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feminist movement ought to be a movement toward human 
liberation from epistemological domination, women from these 
cultures cannot satisfy themselves with a mere act of negation 
when they write about themselves. They must shoulder a double 
burden, namely, to work toward an epistemological break with 
the prevailing paradigm and to reevaluate the structure of gender 
relations in their own societies. 

History has dealt these women a hard blow. It held them 
hostage to colonial or imperial ventures and delivered them to 
travelers, chroniclers, painters, and anthropologists of both sexes 
who mused about their lives. Now, they are in a position from 
which they could recapture the dispersed fragments of their selves 
and put them back together in combinations that the motley 
crowd of their observers may not suspect. The task is enormous 
but necessary. If feminism is seen as a critical intellectual move- 
ment, "Eastern" feminism should attempt to bring about that in- 
tellectual renaissance that men have so far failed to carry out. 

This requires reflecting on the roles that female intellectuals 
should play in effectively promoting women's needs. It is crucial 
here to ponder the adequacy of the means for achieving these 
ends. To think of feminism in the singular is sociologically inap- 
propriate. Similarly, French or U.S. styles of feminisms may not 
be functional in different socioeconomic and political contexts. 
What form should women's effort to reach gender equality take in 
the various societies of North Africa and the Middle East? Is 
feminism, as understood in Western societies, women's only 
avenue toward social change? Such questions may not be 
answered if Eastern feminists think of their audience as residing 
here instead of in their societies of origin. 

There is a sense in which the issue for North African and Middle 
Eastern academic women is not the applicability of U.S. or French 
feminist theories. That is a luxury one cannot afford. The question 
is to define a critical writing space within which women who are 
not making their careers in Western universities, but who are the 
subjects of our writing, can identify. This requires resisting the 
temptation of seeing in U.S. or French women's present needs our 
ideals. It also calls for a comprehensive exploring and under- 
standing of the body of knowledge produced by the indigenous 
peoples of these areas of the world. To selectively pinpoint in- 
stances of women's "victimization," as is often done, obscures the 
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complexity of gender processes and presents a truncated image of 
an intellectual heritage whose existence is barely suspected by all 
but a few experts. If this means to reinvent the wheel, so be it! The 
old wheel has not worked too well. Perhaps a new one might be 
an improvement on the old. 

A failure to do so will inevitably result in storytelling. That can 
be a rewarding endeavor. Having told his wonderful story several 
times, Othello remarked that Desdemona "devoured up my 
discourse," and "my story being done she gave me for my pains a 
world of kisses." However, Othello was also devoured by his own 
discourse. In the end he bade Lodovico tell his story: 

"And say besides that in Aleppo once, 
Where a malignant and turbaned Turk 
Beat a Venetian and traduced the State, 
I took by th' throat the circumcised dog 
And smote him-thus" (He stabs himself) 60 

If discourse can be murderous, speech may never rise above mere 
talk. In the words of Dostoevsky, some people "may be able to live 
in dark cellars for forty years and never open their mouth[s], but 
the moment they get into the light of day and break out they talk 
and talk and talk"... Isn't the whole point to have a voice?61 
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