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Portraying the lives of North African and Middle Eastern
women and girls in places as diverse as Argentina,
Canada, France, India, and the United States accentuates
the artificiality of the concept "Arab diaspora." As many
of the articles in this file point out, a constructed sense of
group identity was initially externally imposed. It was
based more on the defining power of host societies than
on any common denominators easily recognized by the
respective Arab immigrant communities themselves. 

Historically, Arab pioneer migration was predominantly
Eastern Mediterranean and Christian, either from Syria,
Lebanon, Egypt, or Palestine. These first generation
migrants often had more in common with neighboring,
early 20th century Greek, Southern Slav or Italian diaspo-
ra communities in the Americas, Australia or Western
Europe than they did with the predominantly Muslim
societies from which they came. This was nowhere more
obvious than with the issue of gender. 

Until the collapse of the European colonial empires after
World War II, Arab emigrants settled mainly in the tradi-
tional countries of immigration, i.e. North and South
America, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. As

Europe began to recover from the effects of the Second
World War, the ensuing shortage of labor led to a large
scale recruitment of young, able-bodied men from North
Africa, South Asia, the Balkans, the Middle East, and the
Caribbean. A significant number of these new immi-
grants were Muslim and as the "guest workers" stayed
on to form immigrant communities, migration became
increasingly feminine. This laid the foundation for one of
the most contentious issues surrounding Arab migration
to the West, i.e. the role of Islam in determining the posi-
tion of women in industrialized, liberal democracies. 

This issue of Al-Raida covers a wide variety of topics,
encompassing seemingly unrelated issues such as war,
the arts, forced migration, motherhood, the ICT commu-
nications revolution, the anti-colonial rebellions in the
Middle East, and the roles played by religion and politics
in the self-construction of Arab diaspora community
identities. It deals with a timeframe of over 100 years
and, with the exception of Australia and Africa, covers all
significant regions of immigration. On the surface, most
of these articles share only one common denominator,
i.e. their focus on women and girls from North Africa and
the Middle East. As editor of this file I hope, however,

Editorial

Eugene Sensenig-Dabbous 
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that the reader will soon realize that these contributions
also reflect the manner in which Arab diaspora women
have gradually begun to take control of their own fate;
defining themselves in opposition to both the prejudice
inherent in their host communities and the entrenched
gender traditions still predominant in their countries of
origin. 

In the first four articles of this file, the authors deal with
the often politicized nature of the role of Arab women as
seen from within their immigrant communities and from
the perspective of the majority populations in the West.
María del Mar Logroño Narbona deals with the conflicts
that rocked the Syrian and Lebanese communities in
Argentina with respect to French occupation of the
Middle East after World War I. She highlights how this
issue impacted the portrayal of Arab women in the dias-
pora print media. Along similar lines, Nina Sutherland
deals with the collapse of the French colonial
empire in North Africa and how refugee and
migrant women from Algeria began to
gradually redefine themselves. Rachel
Epp Buller introduces four artists,
from Algeria, Iran, Morocco, and
Palestine, who deal with the
thorny issue of the Muslim
women's covering in very per-
sonal and contradictory ways.
The hijab, like no other symbol,
clearly marks the transition from
the historical, predominantly
Christian Arab emigration of the
past, to a modern, overwhelmingly
Muslim exodus. 

Gunther Dietz and Nadia El-Shohoumi
deal with a phenomenon which is typical of
the traditional countries of emigration in the north-
ern Mediterranean. As they gradually became more mod-
ern and secular in the late 1980s and 1990s, countries
like Greece, Spain and Portugal experienced a wave of
predominantly Muslim labor immigration for the first
time. Drawn by job openings in the burgeoning Spanish
economy, as a result of European Union accession, North
African women were caught in a triangle of cultural
alienation, which they shared with post-fascist indige-
nous women. 

These four case studies, which all make important points
about the history of women in the Arab diaspora, are fol-
lowed by two articles with a strong cultural-sociological
emphasis. In "Arabs, Copts, Egyptians, Americans,"
Phoebe Farag demonstrates how current day Egyptian
Christians are torn between multiple identities, which
have unique implications for Copt women in the United

States. Helen Vallianatos and Kim Raine report on the
way giving birth in Canada can contribute to a mutually
experienced sense of Arab female identity. In both arti-
cles, the authors offer insights into the way being "the
Other" in a largely benign environment makes Arab
women aware of the costs and benefits of living away
from a "homeland" that they largely only know from a
visitor's perspective. 

The final section of this file is dedicated to personal, anec-
dotal, and self-reflective opinion pieces, interviews and
reports about distinctive aspect of the Arab diaspora. In an
interview with Guita Hourani, Al-Raida managing editor
Myriam Sfeir asks LERC's director how her experience as a
refugee and emigrant in North American and Japan, dur-
ing and after the Lebanese Civil War, has affected her work
as an administrator and scholar in the field of diaspora
studies. In "'Aqlah Brice Al Shidyaq: A Woman Peddler

from Northern Lebanon," Guita Hourani tells the
story of a pioneer Lebanese migrant to the

United States, whose individual courage,
perseverance and integrity laid the

foundation for her family's future.
Hourani illustrates that 19th centu-
ry Arab emigration was also femi-
nine. During the 2006 Summer
War in Lebanon, the Lebanese
Emigration Research Center
(LERC) monitored the mass evacu-
ation of Lebanese dual nationals
and summer vistors of Lebanese

origin. In "Gender Mainstreaming
Forced Migration Research," Hourani

and I reflect on the difficulties inherent
in developing gender sensitive research

methods in the midst of a crisis situation.
Rita Stephan recalls how the introduction of

the internet transformed the nature of Arab-
American feminist activism over the last two decades.
Based on personal experience, she underlines the link
between the anti-colonial Arab struggle and the fight for
gender equality. 

Running parallel to Stephan's portrayal of Arab female
activism, Nancy Jabra tells the story of Lebanese activist
women in southern California. In a personal opinion
piece, Jehan Mullin deals with the exclusion of Lebanese
daughters of foreign fathers from Arab society, because
of the sexist nature of Middle Eastern citizenship laws.
Finally, Naine Athalye, an Indian graduate student,
describes how she "discovered" the Arab diaspora com-
munity in her native town of Pune City, and discusses
how Muslim Arab female students rediscovered and
redefined their own identity in a largely Hindu environ-
ment. 
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March 16, 2007

Dear Editor,

I am writing to express my sincere gratitude for the presence of Al-Raida in my life. I came across this invalu-
able publication many years back when I was still in undergraduate university and I've been a loyal and eager
reader since then. I can not tell you how proud I was when I found Al-Raida on the shelves of my universi-
ty library in the United States and how helpful these issues and the diverse themes they covered — were to
me as a student and a woman interested in women's studies, especially Arab women. I have benefited
tremendously in my academic projects and in educating myself in general about Arab women from the myr-
iad of articles, research, reviews, rigorous scholarship and the many other interesting material available on
the pages of your publication. 

Al-Raida indeed deserves its name because it is a pioneering and unique source of much needed informa-
tion about Arab women and Arab societies. How many publications exist in the Arab world or elsewhere
that focus on Arab women or that address Arab societies from the prism of their women. As you well know,
Arab women, perhaps like women everywhere in the world, are often marginalized, silenced and misrepre-
sented to the point of rendering them almost invisible. Al-Raida, for decades now, has courageously and dili-
gently broken this sound barrier shrouding Arab women's lives. It has done so by covering a wide range of
subjects from the mundane to the daring helping us in the process to understand our societies better, which
is the first step towards change.

As an Arab woman living in the United States, I can not emphasize often enough and strongly enough how
important it is to have Arabs and especially Arab women write about, talk about and represent Arab women
with their own words at a time when certain elements in the "west" insist on representing us or rather mis-
representing us from a culturally imperialist point of view.

I think Al-Raida has done a fair job over the years presenting the diversity of "arab women" in terms of
geography, class, religion, culture and so on. I would like to see perhaps more on class/poverty as a catego-
ry of analysis in writing and doing research about Arab women and on sexuality and sexual orientation. I
would like to see as well more focus on women from ethnic minorities living in the Arab world perhaps lead-
ing us to very interesting discussions on democracy, on how to make our societies more inclusive and on
what it means to be "arab," an open, flexible and ambiguous-in a positive way-category as I define it, time-
ly discussions that are often monopolized by men.

As an Arab American, I would love see some issues of Al-Raida focus on Arab women in the diaspora, the
challenges they face, their histories of struggle, their contributions and so on. Personally, I could never have
enough on literature, art, theater, films and culture in general, especially by and about Arab women, per-
haps incorporating the creative contributions of Arab women in the diaspora into this narrative.

And my final wish is to keep Al-Raida a "feminist" journal. What I mean by that, is don't be afraid of being
political, controversial, polemical, radical and rebellious. The ultimate purpose of the work you do is to make
waves, create change and make our societies less sexist. 

I apologize for being long-winded but I am passionate about women's issues, feminism and arab culture
and therefore I am passionate about Al-Raida and I feel personally affected by the work you do. 

respectfully,
Nadine Saliba

Letters to the Editor
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Beyond the geographical borders of the Middle East, dis-
courses and debates about Middle Eastern women
played an important role in the Arabic immigrant press in
the Mahjar (diaspora). This article explores the particular
case of al-Istiklaal1 in the final moments and aftermath
of the Great Syrian Revolt, “the largest, longest, and
most destructive of the Arab Middle Eastern revolts”
(Provence, 2005, p. 12). From its first issue in June 1926
until late 1929, this Arab-Argentine newspaper systemat-
ically attacked the French Mandate and advocated for an
independent Syria and Lebanon, which should be part of
a larger pan-Arab political entity. Although al-Istiklaal was
a political publication produced by men and intended for
a male audience,2 it nonetheless introduced women as an
iconographic and discursive element. Al-Istiklaal incorpo-
rated in its issues visual images of female activists and
prominent Middle Eastern and European women along
with editorial articles on debates about the veil and edu-
cation that, to some extent, reproduced those taking
place in Syria and Lebanon. What were the reasons that
led a pan-Arab political publication in Buenos Aires to
include women? What was the relationship with the pol-
itics expressed in the publication? How did al-Istiklaal
reproduce or transform general debates on women and
gender in the late 1920s in the Middle East?  

Although still in its early stages, the literature on Syrian
and Lebanese immigrants in Argentina is a growing field
with groundbreaking works from scholars such as Ignacio
Klich, Michael Humphrey, Gladys Jozami, Christina
Civantos, and Margot Scheffold, among others. Their
studies explore the intersections between identity, ethnic-
ity, and nationality in the context of a heterogeneous
immigrant community that dates back from the last
decade of the nineteenth century. As is the case with
Middle Eastern studies literature, however, women have
been a neglected subject in most of these works
(Fleischmann, 1999, p. 93). This article builds on previous
work in the field and sheds light on how general debates
in Syria and Lebanon on the 'Woman Question'3 in the
1920s were adopted and, in some cases, adapted to
accommodate the special characteristics of al-Istiklaal as
a pan-Arab newspaper published in Argentina. The
'Woman Question', thus, becomes an analytical tool to
explore the tensions that originated in the intersection
between national identity and transnational nationalism
as represented in al-Istiklaal. 

The Great Revolt: the Courage of Exceptional
Women in Exceptional Times
Al-Istiklaal came into being in June 1926 as a political and

María del Mar Logroño Narbona
PhD Candidate, History
University of California, Santa Barbara, USA

The 'Woman Question' in the 
Aftermath of the Great Syrian Revolt: 

A Transnational Dialogue from the 
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intellectual response to the upheaval caused by the Great
Syrian Revolt. The revolt was an anti-colonial nationalist
movement that by 1927 had been brutally repressed by
the French authorities (Thompson, 2000, p. 46). But the
revolt also had a component of mass mobilization; as
expressed by Michael Provence, “[f]or more than two
years a ragtag collection of farmers, urban tradesmen
and workers, and former junior officers of the Ottoman
and Arab armies managed to challenge, and often
defeat, the colonial army of one of the most powerful
countries in the world.” As historian Elizabeth Thompson
has shown, gender and women were also integral parts
of the mass mobilization of this revolt. While gender was
“both a discursive and physical battlefield” among Syrian
nationalists and French authorities, women “participated
in the physical and rhetorical combat” (Thompson, 2000,
pp. 46-47). Although published in Argentina, al-Istiklaal
reflected both the 'physical and rhetorical' combat of
women in the battlefield on three occasions. 

On July 15, 1926, al-Istiklaal reproduced the letter that a
Druze woman had sent in April to the wife of a French
Captain after he had perished in a battle in Sweida. After
giving her condolences to the widow, the anonymous
Druze woman harshly criticized the brutality of French
military attacks in Sweida and explained why the Syrians
were fiercely fighting against the French. In addition to
this letter, and still during the last months of the fighting,
al-Istiklaal once more reproduced an article, this time
from the Daily Chicago News, in which a French corre-
spondent praised the courage of Druze women in the
battlefield. The article included the opinions of French
military officers who expressed their surprise at the
courage of Druze women joining Druze men in their fight
against the French troops. Seven of those women died in
fierce combat. However, there was no mention of any
specific female heroes, from which we should conclude
that these were Druze peasant women.4

The final article was a long editorial describing the fight
of a Druze woman, Um Sa'id, mother and wife, who had
fought and died with her husband and son in order to
defend her family and her nation. The dramatic descrip-
tion of her death led the journalist to reproduce an arti-
cle by Muhammad Jamil Bey offering a historical
overview of the courage of relevant women in the histo-
ry of early Islam. In this particular article, al-Istiklaal repro-
duced prevailing discourses of elites in Syria and Lebanon
who, “influenced by Salafi reformist thought[,] looked to
the days of the Prophet Muhammad for models of how
to behave as Muslims and how to reform their communi-
ties” (Thompson, 2000, p. 124). In this vein, biographies
of female Arab warriors like Zenobia or exemplary
women in the history of early Islam like 'Aisha were fea-
tured in women's magazines (Thompson, 2000, p. 124).

Despite the initial fervor that the courage of these
women produced in male discourses about women in
Syria and Lebanon, Elizabeth Thompson concludes that
these discourses were exceptional and did not add sup-
port to the feminist movement at the end of the armed
conflict. Al-Istiklaal adopted the regressive attitude of
Syrian and Lebanese men. Although this is not the place
to narrate in detail the intricate history of 'nationality sta-
tus' among Syrian and Lebanese emigrants in the Mahjar,
it is important to mention that citizenship issues were not
compromised as a result of these vibrant narratives about
women's heroic collaborations. After the revolt, and
despite the concern over citizenship issues among Syrian
and Lebanese immigrants, al-Istiklaal did not raise the
question of citizenship rights so that they could also be
granted to women. In this way, al-Istiklaal perpetuated
the general male consensus that women's heroism dur-
ing the revolt was nothing but “women's duty toward
the community to protect it in times of need”
(Thompson, 2000, p. 124).

Pan-Arabism, Islam, and Modernity in an Argentine
Context
Al-Istiklaal, however, did not merely mimic its Syrian and
Lebanese counterparts. In its treatment of women and
gender, the political biweekly reflected the tensions of a
newspaper published in Argentina with a pan-Arab lean-
ing. This tension was explicit in two main instances: the
discourses about the veil and the choice of what can be
called exemplary women. In order to understand fully the
nature of this tension, we need first to contextualize al-
Istiklaal in its double sociopolitical backdrop as a news-
paper published in Argentina that related to Middle
Eastern politics. 

Shakib Arslan and the Istiqlali Faction of the Syrian-
Palestine Congress
Al-Istiklaal was the initiative of Emir Amin Arslan, who by
1926 was an experienced newspaper editor and well-
reputed intellectual in Argentina.5 Cousin of Emir Shakib
Arslan, Amin Arslan had arrived in Buenos Aires as the
Ottoman Consular representative to Argentina in 1910
(Klich, 1993, p. 182). Despite his well-known loyalty to
the Committee of Union and Progress, during the war
Amin Arslan sided with the French. This political choice
undermined his diplomatic credentials and exposed him
to harsh criticism from the Syrian community.6 He
reasserted his pro-French position in December 1918
when he was made honorary president of Union Siria, a
Syrian-Lebanese organization, sponsored at that time by
the French government. 

However, Arslan's friendly rapport with France did not
last long beyond the war. In 1925, he launched a fierce
campaign against the French in Syria and Lebanon.

Following the general outrage after France's harsh
repression of armed Druze rebels, Arslan published a
short pamphlet in Spanish about the Great Syrian Revolt
entitled La revolución siria contra el mandato francés (The
Syrian Revolt against the French Mandate). In this work,
Arslan denounced the French Mandate as a disguised col-
onization (colonización disfrazada) (Arslan, 1925, p. 42).
Like other critiques of the French Mandate at the time,
Arslan printed photographs and graphically described the
ruthless bombardments of Damascus and its population
at the hands of the French military (Arslan, 1925, p. 86).
Arslan was not the only Syrian-Lebanese emigrant to rad-
icalize his position against the French Mandate in Syria
and Lebanon during the Great Revolt. As greater research
shows, many Syrians and Lebanese in the Americas
actively protested the French military presence in Syria
through letters to French consulates and formal com-
plaints to the League of Nations.7

This radicalization of politics among the Syrian and
Lebanese in the Mahjar paralleled the changes brought
about by the Revolt within the Syrian national movement.
According to historian Philip Khoury, the revolt sharply
divided the members of the Syrian-Palestine Congress,
the opposition movement in exile.
Divisions between the two main fac-
tions, the Arslan-Istiqlali and the
Shahbandar-Lutfallah, had already
emerged before the Revolt as both
factions held opposed political
visions. However, their differences
grew with the adoption of radically
different approaches to the negotia-
tion of the conflict (Khoury, 1987, p.
225). As the name of the editor and
the title of the publication may
already indicate, Emir Amin Arslan
was a close follower of the predica-
ments of his cousin Shakib Arslan and
the politics of the Istiklaal party. The
political ideals of the Arslan-Istiqlali
faction have been defined by historian Philip Khoury as:
“anti-British, [reluctant] to align with the Hashemites,
[the] use of Berlin as a major center for his propaganda
campaign against the French, [the] interest in gaining
Turkish support for the independence of the Arab territo-
ries, and [the] emphasis on an Arab nation whose under-
lying moral principles were based on the Divine Law of
Islam, were bound to clash with the Lutfallah-
Shahbandar factions' British and Hashemite links, its sus-
picion of the Turks, and its secularism” (Khoury, 1987, p.
225).

Amin Arslan's support of the Arslan-Istiqlali faction did
not translate into open criticism of the Lutfallah-

Shahbandar faction. On the contrary, al-Istiklaal mostly
portrayed opposition to the French Mandate as a united
anti-colonial movement. However, his support of the
Arslan-Istiqlali faction, although not explicit, was clear in
the subtext of his writings and editorial options. This
became evident in the series of articles reproduced in al-
Istiklaal authored by Shakib Arslan that were reprinted
from 1927 onwards. The necessary question that arises
from this situation is how to interpret Arslan's editorial
strategy of not offering explicit political support for the
Arslan-Istiqlali faction. Should we consider that Arslan
was not aware of the internal politics of the Syrian-
Palestine Congress? Due to his extensive political experi-
ence, his contacts, and the cosmopolitan outlook of the
Arslan-Istiqlali movement, it would seem appropriate to
look in a different direction for the answer. The publica-
tion of his short anti-French pamphlet suggests that Emir
Arslan presented himself to the Argentine community as
a member of a larger unified anti-French movement. It
should also be pointed out that in it he had characterized
the division of Lebanon and Syria as a 'sainete' (a
grotesque situation or comic sketch). How would fac-
tionalism among the Syrian anti-French movement have
been regarded by Argentine society whose knowledge of

the Middle East was limited to some
orientalist notions?8 Could Emir
Arslan as a pan-Arab leader in
Argentina afford to share the internal
divisions in the anti-colonial move-
ment? 

Arslan's editorial strategy is impor-
tant in our analysis for one main rea-
son: it evinces his awareness of the
position of his own writings as a
Middle Easterner writing about the
Middle East in Argentina. This aware-
ness had an important effect in the
treatment of the 'Woman Question,'
and may help us explain some of the
apparent contradictions in al-

Istiklaal's discourses about women and gender. Although
al-Istiklaal was published in Arabic, it included some
Spanish content as well, especially in the form of cap-
tions. More important, however, was the common prac-
tice of magazines and newspapers among the Syrian and
Lebanese community of commenting upon each other.9

Since many of these publications were bilingual, these
commentaries about other newspapers could be subject
to interpretation by a Spanish audience. In other words,
it could be argued that the Syrian-Lebanese immigrant
press in Argentina functioned as an alternative public
sphere with its own control mechanisms. Therefore,
Arslan had the double need to consider the impact of his
writing and editorial choices on the Syrian-Lebanese and

... theater and cinema
had been the battle-
ground of protest in

the most conservative
religious  sectors of
Syrian and Lebanese

societies in 
the 1910s and 1920s. 
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Argentine audiences, while maintaining his own political
principles. This tension between Arslan's political ideals
and loyalties to the Middle East on the one hand, and his
position in Argentine society on the other, was manifest
in the depiction of women in al- Istiklaal. The question of
the veil and the choices of exemplary women were the
two occasions that further highlighted this tension.

Nazira Zayn al-Din and the Debate over the Veil
According to Elizabeth Thompson, one of the most
intense debates on gender issues occurred in March 1928
after Nazira Zayn al-Din published her al-Sufur wa al-
Hijab (Unveiling and Veiling). In it, the Lebanese Muslim
feminist “not only condemned the veil, but also asserted
her authority, as a Muslim tutored by her father, to speak
generally on issues of Islamic law… Zayn al-Din called for
a spiritual understanding of Islam, whose essence was to
promote the freedom and well-being of all Muslims…
she argued that women's veiling violated the spiritual
message of Islam, which generally favored equal rights
between men and women” (Thompson, 2000, p. 127).
The writings of Nazira Zayn al-Din sparked positive
responses not only among some prominent Muslims like
Muhammad Kurd Ali and Muhammad Jamil Bayhum
(Thompson, 2000, p.133), but also from Syrians and
Lebanese abroad. The Maronite Lebanese society, Ittihad
Lubnani or in its French version, Alliance Libanaise, for
instance, referred to it as 'very beneficial and useful' (al-
jazil al fa'ida wa al-kathir al-nafa'a) (Nazira Zayn al-Din,
1998, p. 201), calling for the Syrian and Lebanese com-
munity to hold it in high esteem (Nazira Zayn al-Din,
1998, p. 203). 

However, al-Istiklaal did not take a clear stance on Zayn
al-Din's book. Beyond the acknowledgement of her
work, al-Istiklaal did not pronounce any explicit opinion
about Zayn al-Din's writings. As it had been the case with
the earlier editorial strategy adopted in regards to fac-
tionalism, al-Istiklaal limited itself to reproducing the
debate between Nazira Zayn al-Din and the Mufti of
Beirut. Once more, the position of the al-Istiklaal is under-
stood through its editorial choices, as it only published
the argument between her and the Mufti of Beirut, dis-
regarding, for example, the positive words of
Muhammad Kurd Ali, whose writings had previously
been included in other issues. However, it is worth asking
why Arslan's publication did not take an active position in
its criticism of Nazira Zayn al-Din's work on veiling. In this
case, it can be argued that the stance of al-Istiklaal may
have reflected a combination of tensions: first, the ten-
sion between the Islamic ideals and morals of the Istiqlali
party and the reality of how the veil was perceived in
Argentina possibly as an element of 'cultural backward-
ness;' second, the tension between rival political factions
within the Syrian and Lebanese emigrants, such as Ittihad

Lubnan, which reacted positively to Zayn al-Din's ideas.
However, it is important to read Ittihad Lubnan's com-
ments as coming from a Maronite Lebanese association
that advocated for a Greater Lebanon under the auspices
of the French Mandate. The political animosity between
the ideals of Ittihad Lubnan and other anti-French groups
and personalities such as Amin Arslan may have played a
role in the overall tension of negotiating Islamic ideals in
a non-Islamic society. Until further information on the
representations of the veil in the Arabic immigrant press
becomes known, we can provide a general conclusion: it
is clear that the veil had become, once more, the battle-
ground for issues beyond veiling itself.

An Eclectic Mix of Exemplary Women
Like veiling, representations of women were another
provocative subject that reflects the tension in al-
Istiklaal. The iconographic display of what I call 'exem-
plary' women offered an interesting and puzzling picture
of the 'ideal woman' that al-Istiklaal envisioned. During
the first two years of the publication from 1926 to 1928,
Arslan's newspaper included a series of portraits of
European and Middle Eastern women who had made
significant contributions to their societies. Some of the
achievements of the Middle Eastern women chosen by
al-Istiklaal fit into our notions of what Salafi reformers
had envisioned for women. These were the cases of
Suheila Saadeh, the first Muslim graduate nurse in
Beirut; or that of Thariyya Fakhoury, founder of an orga-
nization against tuberculosis and pulmonary diseases.
However, among these prominent Middle Eastern
women there were professions less likely to fit the Salafi
ideals. These were, for instance, the Egyptian singer,
Munira Mahdi; the Egyptian actress and writer Fatima
Rushdi, the first graduate student to attend Cambridge
university, Firdaus Bassiouni, and a prominent leader of
the women's movement in India, Sajjoni Naidu (Haidu,
according to al-Istiklaal). All these women appeared
hand-in-hand with leading European women like the
first Parisian woman to obtain her PhD in law, the first
female German judge, and others like them.

How is one to reconcile the apparently contradictory mix
of Suheila Saadeh and Fatima Rushdi in Arslan's publica-
tion? From Elizabeth Thompson we know that theater
and cinema had been the battleground of protest in the
most conservative religious (Muslim and Catholic) sectors
of Syrian and Lebanese societies in the 1910s and 1920s
(Thompson, 2000, p. 202) Why then would al-Istiklaal
include an actress as an 'exemplary' woman? These are
questions that have no definite answer but suggest some
other interesting ones: Could it be possible that the pan-
Arab ideals of Shakib Arslan and the Istiqlali faction con-
ceived of women in a more 'open' way than we might
think? Or should we perhaps consider the Argentine

backdrop as an element that may have led Emir Arslan to
visually represent Middle Eastern women in a way that
could 'speak' to an Argentine audience? 

Unfortunately, the excellent work of William Cleveland
(1985) on Shakib Arslan does not shed any light on this
topic, and more extensive research on Shakib Arslan's
journalistic writings is needed before we arrive at some
further conclusions on the question of how the pan-Arab
nationalist movement had envisioned the participation of
women in society. However, what is clear from this ten-

Endnotes

1. Al-Istiklaal was the original transliteration in Spanish from the editors.
2. On this issue, it is interesting to note how most commercials included in al-Istiklaal were oriented towards a male audience.
3.  I have borrowed the term 'Woman Question' from Ellen Fleischman. As she herself explains, the use of this expression is a trans-
lation from Qadiyyat al-Mar'a, an “underlying framework for all of the discussions related to women and gender in the Palestinian
press” (Fleischmann, 2003, p. 246)
4. This conclusion follows Elizabeth Thompson’s on the fighting of peasant Druze women during the revolt, see pp. 122-25.
5. Ignacio Klich's “Argentine-Ottoman relations...” is the most complete biographical secondary source on the life of Emir Amin
Arslan. Recently, Christina Civantos has reevaluated some of Arslan's work. 
6. As Ignacio Klich narrates and my own archival research shows, much of the criticism to Arslan came from his political rival in
Argentina at the time Khalil Saadeh, father of Antun Saadeh (founder of the Syrian Socialist Nationalist Party, SSNP). 
7. I develop this further in my larger dissertation research.
8. See Christina Civantos (2006) for further detailed information on Orientalist notions in the context of Argentine history.
9. I analyze this practice in my larger dissertation work.
10. For a detailed account of the feminist movements see Asuncion Lavrin, 1995.
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sion is that even in the distant mahjar, women had
become another battleground in which notions of
modernity were to be defined. Could Emir Amin Arslan
speak of women as nurses and teachers in a society
where feminism had become a relevant social activity in
the hands of both conservative and progressive
women?10 Could Arslan afford to refer to the pan-Arab
nation in terms of modernity without mentioning women
as active participants in a vibrant society? This article rais-
es these questions as a step toward further research in
this area.
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In the years following 2000, French society finally start-
ed to address problematic issues emanating from its
colonial past (massacres, slavery, and forced labor) and
to question what it means to be a postcolonial nation.
The discussion of such pointed and problematic subjects
had for so long been repressed by successive French gov-
ernments who feared civil unrest among France's post-
colonial immigrant communities and who were often
composed of and influenced by powerful and nostalgic
ex-settler pressure groups. The concept of “postcolonial-
ism” also challenges the fundamental ideals of the
French Republic whereby citizens should meld into the
dominant social norms of French society and renounce
their respective individual history or culture. Members of
the first generation of postcolonial immigrant groups
were themselves unwilling and unable to evoke their
own memories of the colonial period because of their
low literacy levels, their fear of retribution in the form of
expulsion, or because of the sheer material difficulties
that they faced in their everyday lives. 

Both historians and members of local and national asso-
ciations (immigrant, army veterans, and anti-racism
groups) led the movement to reexamine France's colo-
nial past. At the very forefront were young French

women of Arab origin, members of the second and third
generations of immigrant families from the countries of
the Maghreb (Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco), which were
colonized by the French until 1956 (Morocco and
Tunisia) or 1962 (Algeria). Some of these young Franco-
Arab women arrived in France at a very young age, but
the majority was born in the country and virtually all
have passed through the French school system. These
women belong to families who emigrated from their
homeland in search of work, the fathers first, bringing
their families to live with them later on. Such groups
arrived en masse in the postwar economic boom period
(called the thirty glorious years, 1945-1975); however,
workers from the Kabylie region of Algeria are docu-
mented to have been involved in building the Parisian
metro as early as the turn of the twentieth century.

This article will study the involvement of these women in
the debates surrounding important political and histori-
cal events after the year 2000, including the fortieth
anniversary of the end of the Algerian War of
Independence (1954-1962) in 2002 and the Stasi com-
mission on secularism in French life and the resulting so-
called 'headscarf' law in 2003/2004. Much of these
women's struggle has been imbued by French colonial
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stereotypes of Arab women, both in their native home-
land and as part of the immigrant population in France.
Such ideas have continued to influence both official and
popular French interpretations of their postcolonial pop-
ulations; therefore, analysis of these stereotypes is
important and recurrent in this article.

An explosion of shocking revelations1 about France's last
and bloodiest war of decolonization, the Algerian War of
Independence (1954-1962), marked the beginning of
the new millennium in France. This conflict has strongly
influenced France's postcolonial mindset. Officially,
Algeria was not an actual colony, but rather an integral
part of France, in both an administrative and an emo-
tional sense, with a large and longstanding colonist
community. Following Algerian independence, not only
did France lose international prestige and a large part of
its territory, it also faced an influx of more than a million
people; French settlers (Pieds-Noirs), “Harkis”2 and
Algerian economic migrants, causing severe financial
and logistical strain. The first two groups were to differ-
ing extents fleeing persecution under the new regime,
whereas the Algerian economic migrants were encour-
aged by their government to seek work in the territory
of the former colonial power in order to remedy the sub-
stantial problems of unemployment, poverty and famine
that beset the newly independent state.3

The story of the Algerian War of Independence has long
been dominated by the highly divisive and ideological
official histories written on both sides of the
Mediterranean, stories of heroes and traitors. Members
of the second generation, led by a woman, Fatima
Besnaci-Lancou, president of the Association Harkis et
Droits de l'Homme,4 have sought to bridge the ideologi-
cal divide between the Algerian populations on both
sides of the conflict (Algerian nationalists versus Harkis).
Such a rift was fostered by both the French and Algerian
governments following independence: by the Algerians
in order to foster their own national myth that the coun-
try rose up as one against the colonial oppressor (a con-
cept which the position of the Harkis would at first
glance seem to challenge) and by the French in a policy
of divide and rule, which would keep both groups con-
fined in their own respective low socioeconomic status.
In order to foster reconciliation, Le Manifeste pour la Ré-
appropriation des Mémoires Confisquées — or the
Manifesto for the Re-appropriation of Confiscated
History — was launched at the French Parliament on
September 23, 2004. The location of such a declaration
is itself highly symbolic; these second-generation authors
can be seen to be situating their démarche at the very
center of the French Republic, in its seat of power. The
signatories, descendants of both Algerian economic
migrants and Harkis, promised to promote understand-

ing between the two groups by commemorating days
central to each others’ calendars; October 17, 1961 (the
day on which numerous Algerian demonstrators were
attacked and thrown into the Seine by Parisian police,
causing them to drown, as well as hundreds more
rounded up, imprisoned, tortured and often deported)5

and the National Day of Homage to the Harkis, held
annually on the 25th of September. Their stated aim is to
‘inscribe [their] common history in the collective memo-
ry of both Algeria and France, to rewrite [their] history, a
history recognized on both sides of the Mediterranean’6

and therefore to combat the ideologically motivated
rewritings of historical truth that have come to personi-
fy the commemoration of French colonialism.7

The Algerian conflict and its aftermath have always been
inextricably linked in the two national consciousnesses
with men; both the soldiers (French and Algerian)
involved in the fighting and the Algerian economic
migrants, whose numbers increased dramatically both
during and immediately after the war. As the female
descendants of the Algerian families directly involved in
the conflict (both nationalist fighters and the Harkis)
have gradually staked a claim to this part of their her-
itage, they have chosen to highlight other aspects of the
war and its aftermath. The most important of these is
the involvement of Algerian women in combat opera-
tions on both sides, a historical truth so long minimized,
if not totally ignored. While Gillo Pontecorvo's 1966
film, The Battle of Algiers, depicted women placing
bombs in the European quarter of Algiers, most Algerian
war literature and cinema subscribed to the view voiced
by Frantz Fanon (the Martiniquan psychiatrist and intel-
lectual who became deeply involved in the Algerian
independence struggle) that an Algerian woman was
“deepening her consciousness of struggle and preparing
for combat”  best by limiting her social scope, thereby
restricting herself to the domestic sphere and avoiding
all contact with the colonizer. French authorities claimed
that colonial rule would enfranchise the Algerian women
and so were unwilling to depict dissent amongst this
group, which may have called into question France's 'civ-
ilizing mission'. To alter such a stereotypically passive
image, the Franco-Algerian writer Leïla Sebbar has cho-
sen to document the important presence of the wives of
Algerian migrant workers in the demonstrations of
October 17, 1961 and the subsequent all female demon-
stration on October 20, called by Algerian women to
protest against their husband's imprisonment. In
Sebbar's novel La Seine était rouge9, one of the main
protagonists is a Franco-Algerian teenage girl Amel, who
is given a photograph of her mother and grandmother
participating in the first march. Although Amel suspects
that the two older women discuss this era regularly
(Amel does not understand many of their conversations,
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as she does not speak Arabic), it is never openly men-
tioned in the family circle, reflecting the fear and trauma
caused by these events. Other female viewpoints
abound, including another female character of Amel's
mother's generation, Flora, who describes nostalgically
the period of imprisonment that she shared with French
women in Algeria, while the mother of Amel's friend
Louis recounts her role as a 'porteuse de valise', one of
the Frenchmen and women who provided logistical help
to the Algerian nationalists during the war. Although
Amel is shown to have scant knowledge of the events,
maybe from school considering that October 17, 1961
has appeared in French school history textbooks since
the mid-1990s, she is utterly unaware of the level of
female participation. Yet again, a highly gendered depic-
tion of the Algerian war had to be challenged by young
Franco-Arab women. The novel also serves to inscribe
Algerian history on the very geography of the city of
Paris, as the characters visit the locations from which the
marchers started and in which they were held and tor-
tured by Parisian police. This is a groundbreaking act, as
the novel was published before a plaque had been erect-
ed in the city to commemorate the event.

Second generation Harki women have sought through
public appearances, documentaries and autobiographi-
cal writing to stress the difficulties faced by their moth-
ers in the conflict's aftermath. Not only did they, like all
immigrant women, have to raise a family in a foreign
country, but they also had to negotiate with husbands
broken by warfare, racked by guilt that they had fought
against their own people and infantilized by the patron-
izing and paternalistic attitudes of the French army offi-
cers who controlled the camps in France in which the
Harki population was forced to live for more than twen-
ty years. The daughter of a Harki, Dalila Kerchouche, has
recently widened the scope of her writing, from journal-
ism (she writes for the weekly newsmagazine, L'Express)
and autobiographical works to screenplays and books of
photographic portraits. Her television drama, Harkis
(France 2 - October 10, 2006), was the first major pro-
duction of this genre exclusively featuring the story of a
Maghrebi immigrant family, it being screened in a prime-
time program slot on a major French television channel.
The drama openly criticized the brutal and overwhelm-
ing control of the French authorities over the Harki pop-
ulation in the camps, whilst demonstrating how it was
the second generation, especially the girls, who were
finally able to liberate their families, through their
knowledge of France and the French language, which
they had gained at school. The review of the drama in
the leading French daily newspaper Le Monde, while
praising the work's courage, criticized it for possibly
reviving contentious arguments and suggesting that the
Harkis' history prior to their arrival in France was not all

together glorious.10  Therefore, it can be seen that sec-
ond-generation Franco-Arab women are working in a
society that often believes that it would be better if they
put up and shut up in order to protect harmony in
France as a whole.

Yamina Benguigui, another second-generation French-
Arab woman, has chosen the 'seventh art' in order to
undertake the process of inscribing her community's
story into official French historiography. Her documen-
tary, Mémoires des Immigrés, l'héritage maghrébin
(1997), is a series of filmed autobiographies, which was
subsequently released as a book. This work is ground-
breaking as it was an audiovisual text that gave a voice
to the first generation of both men and women North
African immigrants. In the past, French officials had
always been called upon to speak on behalf of these
immigrants, if the subject was raised at all. The extent to
which the fathers have been downtrodden is evident in
the film and is manifested in the silence that these men
have succumbed to concerning their lives and emotions.
Benguigui describes immigrant life in France as 'a society
that does not speak, where speech is taboo', a situation
she has observed first hand, coming as she does from a
family of Algerian immigrants in the mining region of
Northern France. She has sought through her work to
break this taboo. In the interview that accompanies the
documentary on the DVD, Benguigui, at public screen-
ings of her work, calls on immigrants and their children
to 'appropriate the film and begin to tell their own
story'. She describes how this is especially necessary for
immigrant women, who had very rarely sought to speak
out publicly before, even in front of their immediate
families, but who took strength from seeing their female
compatriots speaking in the film. Benguigui's first fea-
ture film, Inch'allah Dimanche (2001), again focused on
the struggles of these first generation women to adapt
to life in France, portrayed through the story of Zouina,
who arrives in Northern France in the 1970s to join her
husband with her mother-in-law and three children.
Benguigui's later documentaries have focused on a vari-
ety of subjects, from the situation of young people from
immigrant communities in the French army, in Aïcha,
Mohamed, Chaïb, engagé pour la France (2003), to the
glass ceiling that restricts young Franco-Maghrebins and
Franco-Africans in the French workplace in Le Plafond de
Verre, les défricheurs (2006). Notably, these works have
always sought to highlight a female viewpoint.

Why should all of these cultural works by French-Arab
women have appeared in the last six to ten years?In
addition to the increased interest in historical events sur-
rounding decolonization, this period also marks the
arrival in positions of social and economic power of this
specific group of women, meaning that they finally have

the resources to undertake such projects. The fact that
the first generation of North-African economic migrants
and Harkis is becoming an increasingly ageing popula-
tion may also have motivated these authors and film-
makers. Mary McCullough describes, borrowing a
phrase from Foucault, how Leïla Sebbar's first-genera-
tion immigrant characters are “speaking so as not to
die”,11 death being a metaphor for the disappearance
from “the collective memory [of their own communi-
ty].”12 These novels, documentaries and fictional films,
through the importance placed on the history of the par-
ents, demonstrate how the second generation has
decided to write so that the life stories of the parents will
not die.

It is not only in the cultural but also in the political sphere
that French-Arab women have been becoming more vis-
ible. The appointment of a French-Arab woman as
France's first minister from an ethnic minority was a
strong symbol of the increasing political activism of
members of this community. Tokïa Saïfi was named as
Minister for Overseas Development in the initial govern-
ment of Jean-Pierre Raffarin, in June 2002. The daughter
of Algerian economic migrants from the industrial north
of France, she had joined the right-wing Rassemblement
pour la République (RPR) [later the Union pour un
Mouvement Populaire (UMP)] after becoming disillu-
sioned with the unfulfilled promises made by French left-
wing political parties towards voters from immigrant
communities. However, the ministerial position to which
she was appointed was itself very telling, as develop-
ment politics has become the latest means for former
colonizers to continue to exert political and economic
influence over their former colonies.13 In the same round
of governmental appointments, a woman (Michèle
Alliot-Marie) was named as Minister of Defense; there-
fore, claims that Tokïa Saïfi was relegated to such a sec-
ondary ministerial role because she was a woman are
difficult to substantiate. However, the highly unusual act
of a right-wing government appointing a minister of
immigrant origin had the positive effect of highlighting
the question of the place of members of the second gen-
eration, especially women, in French politics. The
months following June 2002 were marked by numerous
public debates on how to encourage members of ethnic
minorities, especially women, to stand for election,14 and
how such candidates might then alter postcolonial
French politics. In practice, however, it is only the French
Green Party that has championed young Franco-Arab
women and placed them sufficiently high up on the can-
didate listings in order for them to stand a real chance of
being elected at the local, regional or European levels.15

Despite the debates, there is still only one ethnic minor-
ity MP, Christina Taubira, sitting in the French Parliament,
and she represents one of France's former colonial terri-

tories, French Guyana. Is this a case of enduring colonial
stereotyping, where it is acceptable for a (post) colonial
candidate to be elected as long as they represent their
own group? As for Tokïa Saïfi, she lost her ministerial
post within two years, returning to her seat as an MEP
(Member of the European Parliament).16

More grassroots political activism is also evident among
young Franco-Arab women.While French feminist
groups have been extremely vocal in society since the
1970s, the winter of 2002/03 was marked by the cre-
ation of the first such group to be dominated by young
women of immigrant origin, especially Arab origin. It
appeared against the backdrop of increasing debate over
the wearing of the hijab by young French Muslims and
what the association claimed was an increase in violence
towards young women in deprived housing estates. In
October of the same year, such violence was brought to
the attention of the French media with the death of
Sohane, a young woman of Tunisian origin burnt alive by
her boyfriend in Vitry-sur-Seine, a southeastern Parisian
suburb. The first of these newly formed feminist associ-
ations chose the highly controversial name of Ni Putes,
Ni Soumises — or Neither Prostitutes, Nor Submissive
women.17 This title reflects the way these young women
feel about how their own housing estates view them (as
prostitutes) or how the Franco-French public views them
(as submissive women). This second image is a reflection
of colonial stereotypes, which claim that indigenous
Arab women are submissive, crushed by the weight of
local tradition and by Islam. The need for this group to
include and therefore challenge such stereotypes in their
title can only suggest that such ideas are still present in
contemporary French society. The French right-wing gov-
ernment that came to power in June 2002 has adopted
the concept of Ni Putes, Ni Soumises. Photographic por-
traits of its leaders dressed as the Marianne, the female
figure that symbolizes the French Republic, were dis-
played on the facade of the French parliament building
for the national holiday, Bastille Day, July 14, 2003. The
symbolic importance of this gesture cannot be underes-
timated, it was a highly courageous and controversial act
to depict the French Republic as an Arab or Black
woman only a year after the far-right candidate, Jean-
Marie Le Pen, had won an unprecedented number of
votes, which allowed him to reach the second round of
the French Presidential elections. The association's
leader, Fadela Amara, has been appointed to several
national commissions18 and is rumored to be a confidant
of Nicolas Sarkozy, who at that time was the likely can-
didate of the French right in the 2006 Presidential elec-
tions.19 However, such a close working relationship
between the association and the government has also
been highly problematic. The association has also been
accused of demonizing young Arab men who come
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from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds,20 a
fact that has been picked up on in the rhetoric of French
politicians of both left and right and which has been
widely relayed in the national press. Such men have
fought back against this image of petty criminals and
gang rapists by creating their own association named Ni
Proxo, Ni Macho — or Neither a Pimp, Nor a Macho.
Equally, the then French Prime Minister Jean-Pierre
Raffarin justified the law against the wearing of highly
visible religious symbols in French schools, passed in
2004, by the fact that he had the support of Muslim
women from Ni Putes, Ni Soumises. The association itself
remained largely silent on the subject, when it could
have exerted its influence in order to provide a female
Franco-Arab, French-Muslim viewpoint on the issue.
Such a viewpoint was largely ignored by the Stasi com-
mission, established to make recommendations on the
role of secularism in French life. 

Large-scale demonstrations against the proposed 'head-
scarf' law took place in several French cities, on
December 20, 2003 and on January 17 and February 7,
2004. These demonstrations provoked outrage among
the political community and in the French press, both
concentrating on the predominantly male leaders of the
Islamic groups that had organized these protests and very
rarely on the young women who were demonstrating,
whom the newspapers claimed were being manipulated
by religious extremists. The Parisian newspapers head-
lined with 'La manif qui fait peur' or — the demo that
provokes fear'21, which accurately reflected French public
opinion. One of the most striking visual images to
emerge during these demonstrations was that of a
young Franco-Maghrebi woman wearing a hijab in the
tricolors of the French flag. She seemed to be proclaim-
ing with pride that she saw no contradictions in her iden-
tity as a devout French-Muslim, an opinion of young
Franco-Arab Muslim woman that had great difficulty
being heard during this period. This law has split
women's groups in France. Two leading French feminists,
Anne Vigerie and Anne Zelensky, even called — in a
newspaper article published in Le Monde,  — for ban-
ning the wearing of the hijab in the streets. They believe
that the hijab is a sign of the oppression of women in
Islamic societies, which, as it has been illustrated above
for the French case, is an idea that originated in colonial
propaganda. The divisive nature of this issue was also evi-

dent in the numerous parallel demonstrations organized
to mark International Women's Day, which was celebrat-
ed on March 6, 2004. The main march through central
Paris was led by Ni Putes, Ni Soumises under the banner
'Laïcité, Egalité, Mixité' - or ‘Secularism, Equality and
Gender Diversity’. There were press reports noting that
women wearing the hijab were prevented from partici-
pating in this march. A collective composed of a number
of feminists groups, in which Franco-Arab women were
again well represented, held another demonstration in
the city under the slogan 'Une école pour tou-te-s/
Contre les lois d'exclusion' - or ‘Schooling for all, Against
the laws of exclusion’. Several of the feminist groups rep-
resented in this collective were Femmes publiques,
Femmes plurielles, Les sciences potiches se rebellent, Les
Blédardes, and Collectif des féministes pour l'égalité.
While large-scale marches to mark International
Women's Day are indeed a recent phenomenon in
France, this is considered the first time that a single issue
has prevented a unified march from taking place, which
can only highlight the highly divisive nature of debates
over the hijab and French secularism. The final report of
the Stasi commission recommended that a law should be
passed in order to ban the wearing of highly visible
(ostensible) religious symbols in the French state school
system. This legislation was passed in March 2004 and
went into effect at the beginning of the 2004-2005 aca-
demic year.

This article has sought to demonstrate the increasing vis-
ibility of French women of Arab origin in both the cul-
tural and political arenas in contemporary France, as well
as their important role in creating a truly postcolonial
nation. Having been born and educated in France, these
women have been able to stake their claim to being full
members of French society, in a way in which their par-
ents, downtrodden by colonial stereotyping, low socio-
economic status and poor literacy levels, were unable to
do. Such women have decided to use their position to
champion the hidden history of their mothers and to
repair ideological divides created by colonial politics. In
the political sphere, the challenging position of being a
French-Arab woman reflects the difficulties faced by the
French establishment in envisaging the place of immi-
grant communities in such an arena. Maybe the election
of a female president in June 2007 could open up new
and interesting opportunities for such women.
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“Other” to the strong rational masculine West.
Simultaneously, each artist addresses the status of women
within Islam. Part of the colonial narrative has been to
portray Islam as a culture oppressive to women, and thus
an inferior one that needs to be liberated by the West.
This is not to deny the oppression of women; patriarchal
Islamic societies subordinate women as do patriarchal
Western societies. Colonialists, however, employed their
vague understandings of Muslim societies to a political
and circumspect end. As Leila Ahmed (1992) argues, “The
idea that “Other” men, men in colonized societies or soci-
eties beyond the borders of the civilized West, oppressed
women was used, in the rhetoric of colonialism, to render
morally justifiable its project of undermining or eradicat-
ing the cultures of colonized peoples” (p. 151).

The Arab woman was problematic for Orientalists and
colonialists in the nineteenth century, for she resisted rep-
resentation through her veiling. Appropriating the lan-
guage of feminism, colonialists denounced the practice
of veiling as degrading to women. Meyda Yegenoglu
(1998) suggests that the colonizers sought to unveil Arab
women, as they sought to unveil knowledge of the
region, as a means of making visible and asserting con-
trol over a potential threat: “It was only by rendering
Muslim women's bodies visible that they became capable
of being recodified, redefined, and reformulated accord-
ing to new Western codes. The regime and control
involved in colonial power needs the creation of docile,
obedient subjects” (p. 116). Indeed,  some embraced the
unveiling, even in the nineteenth century. Tahrir Al-Mar'a
(The Liberation of Woman), written by Qassim Amin and
published in 1899, targeted veiling as a barrier to
women's liberation. The text, however, as Ahmed (1992)
details, is mere rhetoric, an ultimately conservative repli-
cation of colonialist thought that proclaimed the inherent
superiority of the West and the backwardness of the East.
In the early twentieth century, the Iranian ruler Reza
Shah, hoping to portray himself and his people as mod-
ernized and westernized, issued a proclamation banning
the veil, a move that testified again to the assimilation of
colonialist perception in assuming the inferiority of the
East. 

Moves to do away with the veil were not wholehearted-
ly embraced by the popular classes, however. As Guity
Nashat observes, for most Iranians the veil was not a sym-
bol of oppression but “a sign of propriety and a means of
protection against the menacing eyes of male strangers”
(as cited in Ahmed, 1992, p. 165). Similarly, resistance to
colonialism and to the imperialism of the West has occa-
sioned affirmation of the veil, veiling even as a symbol of
national identity. During the Algerian War of the 1950s,
French officials forced Algerian women to unveil them-
selves publicly in an act of mandatory liberation (Hélie-

Lucas, 1990). Algerians then embraced the veil as a way
to affirm their own culture and resist that of the occupi-
er. Veiling, then, becomes layered with meanings, not
simply a possible sign of the oppression of women, but
one of national identity, resistance to colonialism and
imperialism, and a rejection of Western values. 

Amidst the multivalence of veiling, Arab feminists contin-
ue to debate the issue. In Women and Gender in Islam,
Leila Ahmed situates veiling within an historical frame-
work of colonial legacies and argues against an uncritical
embrace of Western feminism that necessitates a rejec-
tion of one's own culture (1992). Moroccan writer Fatima
Mernissi, in Beyond the Veil and The Veil and the Male
Elite, asserts that the spirit of Islam was not to restrict
women but to secure their equality and therefore argues
against veiling (1975; 1987). As Reina Lewis (2003) points
out, “For many women the requirement to veil is often
the least of their problems in the face of economic and
social deprivation. In other instances, women's veiling is
strategic, providing an alibi for behaviors outside the
home that would otherwise be deemed gender subver-
sive” (p. 14). Azar Nafisi's recent memoir (2003), Reading
Lolita in Tehran, includes many instances of such gender
subversion, hidden beneath the veil, as her students gath-
er to read forbidden novels.  

It is within these contexts that artists in the Arab/Muslim
diaspora address the status and the bodily representation
of women in Islam. Emily Jacir is a Palestinian-American
artist who grew up in Saudi Arabia and now divides her
time between New York City and the West Bank town of
Ramallah. Many of her photographs, videos, and installa-
tions explore geographical and colonialist concepts of
boundaries and homelands, examining ideas of exchange
and conditions of exile and displacement. In From Paris to
Riyadh (Drawings for my Mother), 1999-2001, Jacir iden-
tifies the diasporic experience of women moving across
borders. The work, a series of drawings in black ink on
white vellum, isolates body parts in silhouette — arms,
legs, and parts of torsos. The forms stem from Jacir's
memories of watching her mother use a felt pen to black
out forbidden elements in Vogue magazines, such as
exposed bodies, as they flew home from trips abroad.
Jacir isolates these illicit images to form the basis of her
drawings, inverting her mother's self-censorship by call-
ing attention to the prohibited display of flesh from
Western mass media culture. As John Menick (2004) sug-
gests, “like all fig leaves, the black forms comically call
attention to what should be hidden, and force one to
imagine what is supposedly so hazardous to see” (p. 29). 

Jacir's installation plays on the binaries of good and bad,
West and East, liberal and censorious, that occupy much
mainstream thinking, where the Arab veiled woman is

Shrouded with exoticism and stereotype, the physical veil
reveals the instinctive voyeuristic aspect of what is strange
or other. It is this ambiguity of meaning that parallels the
concept of veiling and exposes an exaggerated drama, a
script of how the West reads Arabic culture (Zineb Sedira,
as cited in Pasquier, 1999, p. 217).

Images of Muslim women in global popular culture con-
vey ideas of restriction and oppression: to many in the
West, the covered Arab woman appears a victim, unable
to express herself in word and deed. Artists and writers
from within Arab cultures have challenged such simplistic
readings, some offering alternative readings of living
behind the veil, others offering the possibility of a femi-
nist existence within an apparently oppressive society, all
challenging the Orientalist mindset implied by such
assumptions. Zineb Sedira, as quoted above, pinpoints
the Western fascination with veiling and the degree to
which this has informed cultural stereotypes and misrep-
resentations. This article will investigate the work of four
artists living in the Arab diaspora — Emily Jacir, Lalla
Essaydi, Zineb Sedira, and Shirin Neshat — each of whom
examines her own culture and produces feminist art
about women's spheres and roles. As artists address
issues of veiling and bodily representation with Islamic

culture, it becomes readily apparent that veiling has not
one singular meaning, either in the West or in the East,
but that its meanings are varied and shifting. As Sedira
says, the veil is “a puzzling emblem of progress, then of
backwardness; a badge now of status, then of domina-
tion; a symbol of purity and a sign of feminine silence and
constraint” (Pasquier, 1999, p. 216).

While female artists have differing homelands, from Iran
and Palestine to Morocco and Algeria, each attempts in
her work to negotiate two parts of her identity: how to
claim her heritage within the diasporic situation, and how
to read and critique the place of women in that heritage-
within Islam, and within the stereotypical perceptions of
Islam as perpetrated by the West. Through her appear-
ance, veiled or not, the Arab woman is seen as a purvey-
or of Oriental exoticism, though also, in recent years, as
a potential threat of irrational violence. Living in the dias-
pora, whether by choice or by exile, each artist confronts
her status as “Other” in relation to dominant cultural
images, a difference that has a lengthy history. As Edward
Said (1978) first argued in Orientalism, Western writers
from the South Asian and the Indian subcontinent sought
to create differences between East and West, inevitably
portraying the East as a weak, irrational, feminized

Rachel Epp Buller
Independent Scholar in Art History

“Un/Veiled: Feminist Art from the
Arab/Muslim Diaspora”



File File File

Volume XXIV, Nos. 116-117, Winter/Spring 2007Volume XXIV, Nos. 116-117, Winter/Spring 200718 1919

inevitably oppressed and can only be unveiled by Western
liberation. In stating her intentions for the work, Jacir
(2004) underscores these perceived binaries yet disrupts
them to point out a commonality on the social status of
women: “Most people kept interpreting [that] it was
about the repression of Middle Eastern women when it
wasn't. It was about my discomfort with being in a soci-
ety whose women were completely commodified. Being
back and forth between these two spaces — one of com-
modification and the other of banning the image of the
female body — which [sic] was equally repressing and
equally discomforting” (p. 19).

Through Jacir's methods, the female body ceases to have
coherent significance, for it is fragmented to such an
extent as to be barely recognizable. Using semi-transpar-
ent paper, Jacir traces the exposed parts of women's bod-
ies from magazine pages, filling them in with black mark-
er in a recreation of her mother's actions. Some pages are
filled with multiple appendages while others have only
the tiniest of markings, indicating the disparities in
women's representation from page to page in the origi-
nal source. Jacir's methods recall those of 1920s pho-
tomontage, by Dadaists and others, where bodies were
appropriated, fragmented, then recombined, often for a
wider cultural critique. By fragmenting the commercial
exhibition of women's bodies, Jacir effectively erases the
original display of sexuality, combining the fragments
instead to level a critique of the ways in which the repre-
sentations of women's bodies are controlled — whether
commodified and objectified in the West or banned in
the East. 

Jacir's fragmentations further speak to the anonymity of
women. Women living behind the veil have little in the
way of outwardly visible identities, and/or, the veil may
allow them greater freedoms because of this anonymity.
At the same time, Jacir's drawings imply that, through
their commodification, Western women are made equal-
ly anonymous. By fragmenting their bodies to bits and
pieces, Jacir removes any sense of identification and
ensures their anonymity.

French-Algerian artist Zineb Sedira counters the anonymi-
ty of the veil in her photographic installation, Don't Do To
Her What You Did To Me, No.2, (1996). Through a
sequential series of photographs, Sedira makes visible the
veiling process, showing herself in various angles in states
of partial veiling. Using herself as the photographic sub-
ject, Sedira asserts through her series the individual iden-
tities of women despite their veils, which in turn combats
Western mythologies about veiled women. As the artist
herself asserts, "The unveiled woman is seen as an indi-
vidual and civilized subject, a far cry from the over-repre-
sented and culturally constructed veiled woman, who is

considered anonymous, passive and exotic" (as cited in
Pasquier, 1999, p. 70).

Sedira's installation also confronts the viewers about their
own voyeuristic expectations. The veiling process is a pri-
vate one, so already we are intruders on this ritual. While
Sedira makes visible this private moment, however, never
does she meet the viewers' gaze. Sedira's series makes
explicit the voyeurism that has surrounded the Arab
woman's body in cultural discourse. While it is easy to
gaze on someone unseen, it becomes less comfortable to
have our voyeurism implicitly acknowledged in this way.
By exposing the act of veiling, Sedira attempts to broad-
en the concept to include the idea of mental veils as well.
In much of her work, Sedira uses the physical veil as a
metaphor for the "veiling of the mind“, which she reads
as censorship and self-censorship in Western and Muslim
cultures. In Sedira's view, the mental veil "is not about a
forced Muslim enclosure but rather about an awareness
of the cultural paradigms that inform our ideas around
sexuality, gender and emotional space” (as cited in
Pasquier, 1999, p. 58). In particular, Sedira focuses on
how we metaphorically veil ourselves from potentially
uncomfortable situations. She asks, "How often do we
choose not to notice — or not to read — our surround-
ings, because doing so would make us feel uncomfort-
able?" (Pasquier, 1999, p. 58). It is precisely this sense of
discomfort that is elicited from the viewer regarding her
photographs.

The photographs of Lalla Essaydi, a Moroccan-born artist
now living abroad, address veiling and the progression of
age. Though Essaydi asserts that veiling is a largely aban-
doned practice in Morocco, traditionally, Moroccan girls
began veiling as young as the age of ten. In her pho-
tographs, Essaydi speaks of veiling in part as an historical
referent and in part as a psychological symbol. Essaydi's
photographs, shot in a house in Morocco, have as their
basis the artist's childhood memories of transgression.
The house, owned by Essaydi's family, was the site of
punishment. When a young woman of the family flouted
expectations, she was sent to this house to spend a
month in silence, accompanied only by a servant. As an
adult, Essaydi returns to confront this space with other
women, the women and girls who populate her pho-
tographs. Of her collaborators, Essaydi (2005) says, "The
women participate because they feel that they are con-
tributing to the greater emancipation of Arab women,
and at the same time conveying to a Western audience
their very rich traditions, often misunderstood in the
West" (p. 26).

In a series of photographs entitled Converging Territories,
2005, Essaydi maps a terrain of women and fabric, where
seemingly endless bolts of cloth veil the women to vary-

ing degrees, sometimes completely. Not merely an instru-
ment of veiling, however, the cloth also doubles as a writ-
ing surface. For weeks before she begins photographing,
Essaydi fills the cloth with complex, diaristic narratives. As
is her intent, Essaydi's actions blur the boundaries of gen-
dered segregation regarding specific cultural practices.
Essaydi (2005) says, "In employing calligraphic writing, I
am practicing a sacred Islamic art that is usually inacces-
sible to women. To apply this writing in henna, an adorn-
ment worn and applied only by women, adds a further
subversive twist" (p. 27). Henna is a critical element in
the life of a Moroccan woman, applied at times of puber-
ty, marriage, and after the birth of a woman's first child.
To employ henna for calligraphic writing is to disrupt the
binaries of male/female, public/private, language/decora-
tion. 

In an untitled photograph from the Converging Territories
series, Essaydi features a woman and child subsumed by
cloth. The adult woman, presumably the mother, is fully
veiled save for her eyes and forehead. The girl on her lap
is only partially covered, her head and hair are fully visible
and her bare feet emerge from beneath the cloth. With
the progression of age comes increased veiling. A bowl of
henna sits before them and every surface, even the visi-
ble skin of their faces and feet, is covered in calligraphy.
Set in a childhood house of silence, the photographs are
filled with Essaydi's silent words. Her writing gives voice
to that little girl exiled to the house of transgression just
as it gives voice to those women pictured, who seem
metaphorically silenced by the veil. At the same time,
Essaydi's words bestow another form of silence: silence
for the viewer who cannot read her words. Since Essaydi
posits an autobiographical basis for much of her work,
one might even imagine the little girl pictured here as a
young Essaydi, accompanied by a housekeeper, but
forced to keep silent for the duration of her punishment.

Shirin Neshat is an Iranian artist and filmmaker who
moved to the United States after high school to study art.
Absent for the Iranian Revolution of 1979, she first
returned to visit her homeland in 1990 and was shocked
by the changed cultural landscape. The practice of veil-
ing, banned early in the century by Reza Shah, was rein-
stated following the revolution. Shortly after that first
return visit, Neshat began a photographic series entitled
Women of Allah, 1993-97, in which she constructed nar-
ratives of militant Muslim women. The photographs each
contain references to veiling and to armament, and like
Essaydi, Neshat covers some of her surfaces with writing,
this time in Farsi.

In the Women of Allah series, Neshat poses visual ques-
tions regarding the roles of women in the violence and
martyrdom of revolution and challenges Western precon-

ceptions of Oriental women. “I see my work,” Neshat
says, “as a visual discourse on the subjects of feminism
and contemporary Islam — a discourse that puts certain
myths and realities to the test, claiming that they are far
more complex than most of us have imagined” (Matt,
2000, p. 13). Through her photographs, it becomes
apparent that she sees stark contradictions surrounding
women's roles in Islamic revolution. In Rebellious Silence,
of 1994, a woman fully veiled except for the oval of her
face stands with the long barrel of a rifle upright in front
of her. The discrepancy is immediate: while women are
once again veiled and barred from participation in most
public spheres, they are compelled to participate in revo-
lution and war. Women, too, must be willing to martyr
themselves in the name of Allah. Hence, the striking jux-
taposition of an armed but veiled woman is an image
that struck Neshat when she returned to visit her home-
land. Through her recreation of the contrast, Neshat
implicitly challenges the Orientalist (mis)perception of
Muslim women as passive and subordinate, substituting
instead proud militant women whose visible flesh pressed
against weapons of death alludes to the figure of the
femme fatale (Sherwell, 1999). 

Hamid Dabashi (2002) writes of Neshat “performing” the
veil. The artist often uses herself as model and employs
the veil as a tool in constructing photographs with shift-
ing and manifold meanings. John Ravenal (2005) argues
that the Women of Allah photographs reflect an intensi-
fied Orientalist view of Muslim women in recent years as
fanatical and violent, shifting from earlier assumptions of
erotic submissiveness. Simultaneously, however, Alison
Donnell (2003) asserts that in the post-9/11 era, Western
media perpetuate Orientalist assumptions of veiled
women as victims, choosing to ignore instances of
women's resistance and agency. Neshat's photographic
series of veil-as-performance, then, reinforces the com-
plexities she asserts in our understandings of feminism
and contemporary Islam. Indeed, her series is as much
about a westernized audience as about Iranian women
living behind the veil. Jacqueline Larson (1997) suggests
that the photographs “are also about America's gaze […]
and what America expects to see” (p. 7). 

Like Essaydi, Neshat makes use of handwritten text with-
in her photographs. For each work in the series, Neshat's
point of departure is a verse of Iranian feminist poetry.
The verse inspires each particular set-up; Neshat then
brings it full circle, ending with the poem by writing it in
pen-and-ink on the surface of the photograph. The vers-
es, many on the theme of love, establish yet another con-
tradiction within the images, with notions of love
removed from other apparent themes of veiling and mar-
tyrdom. At the same time, the poems function metaphor-
ically to give voice to the women pictured. Neshat says,
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“The written text is the voice of the photograph. It breaks
the silence of the still woman in the portrait” (Goldberg,
2002, p. 67). In Rebellious Silence, the woman pictured is
doubly silenced — through her veil, and through the gun
that seals her lips, barring them from speech. As Neshat's
title suggests, however, her silence is rebellious: while she
may not be allowed to speak freely, her potential for vio-
lent actions would speak louder than words.
Simultaneously, she rebels against her Western viewers'
expectations, subverting assumptions of aggression and
instead proffering verses on love that themselves remain
silent, unreadable to many of her viewers. 

Emily Jacir, Lalla Essaydi, Zineb Sedira, and Shirin Neshat
are not the only artists living in the Arab/Muslim diaspo-
ra to confront the cultural perceptions of veiling and bod-
ily representation within Islam. Jananne Al-Ani, Ghazel,

Samta Benyahia, and Majida Khattari are all diaspora
artists who examine political, social, and cultural dynam-
ics of veiling through performances, photographic instal-
lations, and videos. Shadafarin Ghadirian, an artist still
working in Iran, reformulates historical images of veiling
within her photographic studio. Recent scholarship by
David Bailey (2003) and Fran Lloyd (1999) testify to the
diversity of contemporary Arab women's art while also
underscoring the recurrent theme of veiling. For too
many years, the Arab woman's body, hidden beneath the
veil, has been the object of the colonialist gaze — eroti-
cized, passive, and silent. Reclaiming this body from a
continuing history of misunderstanding and misrepresen-
tation, these artists set forth insightful critiques that
address the contradictions and complexities of feminism
within Islamic cultures. And this time they will not be
silenced. 
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In the last two decades, Spain has experienced a remark-
able increase in its immigrant population (Cornelius,
2004), of which North Africans make up a significant per-
centage. Concurrent and concomitant to this increase,
since the end of the Franco regime, a strong tendency for
conversion to the Islamic religion has been observable in
Andalusian cities like Granada and Cordoba. In the face
of these two phenomena, anti-Islamic and anti-
“Moorish” attitudes reflecting the combination of ethni-
cal, religious, and nationalist dimensions of discrimination
now prevail amongst large segments of the Spanish pub-
lic. These attitudes are deeply-rooted and can be inter-
preted in one sense as historically transmitted stigmatiza-
tions of “the other”. As Stallaert (1998) explains in detail,
since 1492, when the process of the so-called recon-
quista resulted in the “Christian reconquest” of the
Iberian peninsula from the various Muslim ruling dynas-
ties beginning with the final fall of Granada after a
lengthy siege by the “Catholic kings”, the Spanish
nation-state mission has been founded on a mixture of
ethnically-based “arabophobia” and religiously motivat-
ed “islamophobia” (Runnymede Trust, 1997). The con-
struction and imposition of a common Spanish-Castilian
hegemonic identity has always relied on measures of reli-
gious persecution —  such as the institution of the Santa

Inquisición, originated in Spain — as well as “ethnic
cleansing”, implemented since 1492 through “laws of
blood purity”, which constantly blur supposedly biologi-
cal, ethnical, and religious terminology.

Accordingly, even before the September 11, 2001 attacks
on New York City and Washington and the March 11,
2004 bombings in Madrid, increasing xenophobic and
particularly islamophobic tendencies were observable
within Spanish society; the Madrid bombings have now
made former inherently hidden deeply-rooted attitudes
more visibly explicit. Particularly affected by this newly
emerging islamophobia are Muslim women, whose soci-
etal functions, in the opinion of the majority, are reduced
to motherhood and obedience to their husbands. For sev-
eral centuries now, Islam and in particular Muslim women
have been misperceived, misunderstood, misinterpreted
and consequently portrayed as the opposing reflection of
the West's self-portrait as a modern, secularized, and
inclusive civilization (Martín Muñoz, 1999). Regardless of
their age, profession, ethnical or social class background,
citizenship and immigration status, the West focuses on
Muslim women as being the stereotypical prototype of
“otherness”. The recent feminization of North African
migration reflects that many Moroccan women from
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urban areas have been migrating alone to Spain, which is
contrary to the traditional pattern of female North
Africans migrating from rural areas as dependents of
their husbands and families. Currently, Muslim women
are becoming the most important protagonists in the
process of forming and developing a Muslim diaspora
community (Martín Muñoz & López Sala, 2003).

In the Context of Southern Spain
An ethnographic study has been conducted (Dietz & El-
Shohoumi, 2005) in order to address the largely
unknown daily living conditions of these “different”
female migrants living within a secularizing, yet still main-
ly Catholic, southern Spanish society. Their daily lives are
profoundly shaped by diverse, but often overlapping and
mutually reinforcing, sources and forms of discrimination
and exclusion. Gender-related, citizenship-based, ethno-
national and religiously motivated discriminatory atti-
tudes and behaviors are simultaneously at work — both
from the “outside”, the non-Muslim majority in Spanish
society, and from within Muslim minority communities. 

Granada was the local setting of the research. In this
Andalusian city of approximately 300,000 permanent
inhabitants, a highly differentiated migrant population
has arrived and settled during the last two decades. The
main reasons for choosing this city are economic.
Granada is the principal commercial city in eastern
Andalusia, with economic relations with both the north-
ern province of Jaén, dominated by olive monoculture,
and the eastern province of Almería, which has been
transformed over the last decade into one of Spain's
most vigorous agricultural export regions. Since the first
non-European immigrants started to settle in Granada in
the second half of the 1980s, a complex economic pat-
tern of urban construction work (dominated by
Moroccans), and urban informal trade (controlled by
Senegalese) and seasonal migrations to the olive harvest
in the north as well as to the tomato plantations in
Almería, has evolved. Further advantages of Granada
derive from its character as a university city. On the one
hand, the flat market responds to the demands of 60,000
students for cheap rental property, from which the
migrants also benefit, and on the other hand, the univer-
sity has attracted highly skilled immigrants. Furthermore,
the “orientalist” legacy of the city has turned it into a
point of confluence for Muslim converts as well (Dietz &
El-Shohoumi 2005).

Emerging Muslim Life-Worlds
The infrastructure of the Muslim community in southern
Spain is still rather inadequately developed. After emi-
grating from Morocco, Algeria, and other Muslim coun-
tries, what were previously routine religious practices fre-
quently become seriously problematic to fulfill, or at

least a challenge for one's sense of duty. Different strate-
gies are developed in order to cope with these chal-
lenges. Some women try to compensate for the lack of
context and of cultural embeddedness by increasingly
internalizing their faith. In many cases, however, the sud-
denly missing framework of family and kinship networks
imbuing a deep feeling of personal isolation weakens
their willpower for the daily practice of Islam. This sup-
posedly only temporary loss of social support is exacer-
bated by the lack of a migrant community existing in
many of the cities or villages to which some Muslim
women migrate. If anything, the recently emerging “reli-
gious infrastructure” of mosques, community meeting
points, shops that offer halal food, as well as products
from the migrants' respective homelands, observable in
cities like Granada and Cordoba, paradoxically strength-
ens the impression of losing the “naturalness” and
deeply-rooted characteristics of religious faith. In con-
trast to the converts, who welcome the “changing face
of their city” as a development towards its “oriental
legacy”, some of the migrants even feel somehow
“instrumentalised” by orientalist tourism policies. The
sense of the above-mentioned loss is also promoted by
the surrounding social context. Members of the Spanish
and Catholic majority society are frequently reported to
show not just “mere” rejection, but complete ignorance
and a lack of interest when interacting with Muslims. In
response, some women have abandoned certain salient
customs like observing all daily prayers, participating
fully in Ramadan or wearing the headscarf. Finally, sev-
eral younger women have developed “double stan-
dards” in order to face the challenge of bridging the
expectations of their own family and those of the major-
ity society. This strategy, however, is not only a result of
migrating to Spain; since adolescence many of the inter-
viewees were found to systematically change codes of
conduct when spending time outside their parents'
direct sphere of influence. 

These more pragmatic and selective approaches towards
practicing Islamic traditions and obligations are com-
pletely absent when it comes to converts. They perceive
their religious duties not as something negotiable with
and against the “forces of tradition” and/or the “sur-
rounding social context”, but as the result of an individ-
ual choice. In the same way as their conversions are expe-
rienced in rather mystical terms, their religious practices
are seen as a unique opportunity of encountering divini-
ty in the daily routine of life.

Another frequently discussed issue is the significance and
necessity of wearing the headscarf. In Spain, despite the
fact that there have been no major public conflicts sur-
rounding the issue of the headscarf,2 (women are “even
allowed to wear it when taking a passport photograph”,

as one Moroccan interviewee gratefully acknowledged),
nevertheless, the veil is seen as a prejudicial obstacle
when searching for employment or trying to rent a flat.
Institutions and NGOs see the “problem” of veiling as a
major indicator of the host society's “racism”. Even
though tolerance towards veiling is always expressed,
some institutional representatives say that Muslim
women “should not exaggerate” and should not look
“as if they were in Morocco”, as this would make it dif-
ficult for their Catholic neighbors to “accept” them. A
social worker dealing with Muslim women even claimed
that some of them are covering their head as a means of
“self-isolation”.

In order to avoid this kind of discrimination, some
migrant women in certain situations strategically
remove the headscarf; however, this conforming action
does not counter the underlying prejudice concerning
the phenotypical distinction arising from wearing the
headscarf, which results in islamophobic attitudes and
the overt rejection of Moroccans. A majority of women
who wear the veil regard it as an integral part of their
religious and gender identity, and therefore an unques-
tioned part of their traditions. However, there is a
minority of women, mainly of Amazigh origin, who
reject the headscarf, which they identify as “something
imposed by the Arabs” and above all by “the macho
attitude of Muslim husbands”. For this minority, the
preservation of an archaic religious symbol, which has
nothing to do with higher or lower degree of religiosity,
is one of the factors preventing Muslim women from
liberating themselves. This perspective, which is aston-
ishingly similar to the mainstream Spanish public's per-
ception of Muslim women as victims, is sharply contra-
dicted by other women, who emphasize that the vari-
ability of veiling customs is just as susceptible to
changes and fashions as any other “article of clothing”.
Ironically, several Muslim women, immigrants as well as
converts, even claim the hijab serves as an erotic device,
while Christian Spanish women are criticized as boring-
ly “naked”.

However, in the migration context of a non-Muslim host
society, some women perceive the headscarf not as a
question of custom or fashion, but as a strictly religious
symbol of identifying oneself vis-à-vis the Christian
“other”. The Spanish converts, while being dressed mod-
estly covering their heads in order to be recognized as
Muslims, share this attitude. However, other Muslim
women openly reject this tendency of using the hijab as
a religious distinction or even as an “ethnical marker” in
inter-religious contexts. In their view, it turns the issue of
veiling into a superficial question of belonging to a reli-
gious minority regardless of one's individual faith and
attitude towards religion.

Struggling for Community Formation 
Above all, unmarried migrant women, and even many
young Muslim women studying at Spanish universities
who normally feel well integrated, suffer from loneliness,
and especially isolation from their families. Their feelings
of isolation also reflect the poor community relations
which characterize their daily lives in southern Spain. To
some extent, an emerging “transnational” and “trans-
Mediterranean” migration network can counter the
problem, i.e. experienced by frequent visits from and to
families living in the region of origin (González Barea,
2003). On the other hand, even married women who
migrated in the context of a family reunion opportunity
complain about difficulties in establishing more stable
social and neighborhood relations. This is due to their
heavy dependence on their husband's social and work
relationships or on their own employment in the shadow
economy, which will be addressed below. While the
necessity of community building in the migrant situation
is reflected in all of the interviews conducted, immigrant
community life is still strongly fragmented and depart-
mentalized according to the needs of the first immi-
grants, mainly unmarried male employees. The immi-
grant sections of the two major Spanish trade unions that
still dominate associational life are controlled by male
representatives, and their union activities are accordingly
focused on sectoral issues relevant above all to male
employees. Additionally, men also dominate the religious
organizational life that is emerging through newly estab-
lished mosques and recently created groups such as the
Consejo Islámico de Granada at the local level or the
Comunidad Musulmana de España at the national level
(Rosón Lorente, 2005). Therefore, these organizational
frameworks unfortunately cannot satisfy the require-
ments of migrant women, who above all seek the oppor-
tunities to meet other Muslim women, in order to hold
informal encounters and exchange practical information
without the presence of men. The participation of
Muslim women in activities carried out by migrant asso-
ciations and/or by Spanish NGOs supporting them is actu-
ally very weak, either because they are not allowed to by
their husbands or because they simply have no contact
with or knowledge about these associations or NGOs. On
the other hand, the “assistentialist” connotations con-
ferred on such institutions often produce feelings of
being somehow “stigmatized” when turning towards
them — an attitude that is promoted by the often-criti-
cized “charity” approach explicitly used by several NGOs
of Catholic orientation (Dietz & El-Shohoumi 2005).
Similar apprehensive attitudes are expressed concerning
social services offered by the Spanish welfare system.
Apart from those women who have never heard of the
existence of such services, many female migrants deploy
strategies of simply ignoring and/or explicitly avoiding
them. According to one social worker's opinion, this
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resistance stems from the “illegal” immigrants' fear that
these public institutions will denounce and deport them.

While many Muslim women criticize the frequent NGO
practice of “diverting” them from one organization or
institution to another, NGOs are also critical of interacting
and cooperating with Muslim women's groups and asso-
ciations due to the lack of stability, continuity, and
accountability in the daily operations of these organiza-
tions. In the opinion of the director of the Albayzín neigh-
borhood Community Social Services Centre, the Muslim
communities' organizational diversity prevents them from
having a stronger impact on local issues. Apart from
internal divisions and sectarianism, the main distinction
that presently divides Muslims in Spain is between
migrants from Muslim societies of origin and local
Muslim converts. Due to their different approaches to
and perception of Islam noted above, most converts
implicitly distance themselves from the Maghrebin immi-
grants. In fact, these converts are the only Muslim group
that succeeded in building up strong and stable,
although rather small communities. This difference seems
to be related to the process of conversion itself, which
takes place not only as a personal revelation, but also in
parallel as a “voyage” of initiation into the midst of a
community of already-initiated fellow travelers. Besides,
the strength of the convert communities is also the result
of the necessity of compensating for one's own experi-
ence of being uprooted from immediate family, relatives,
and other social relations that existed before conversion.

Between Gender, Religion and Ethnicity:
Experiences of Discrimination and Racism
Many Muslim women report discriminatory attitudes in
the local and personal contexts of their immediate neigh-
borhoods. As one example, overt or subtle rejection is
experienced when addressing the initial challenge of
renting an apartment. According to public institutions
and NGOs, the major factor preventing migrant families
from renting a well-equipped apartment is the impossi-
bility of paying simultaneously the first month's rent and
the deposit. Due to this and to the stereotypical opinion
that Moroccan immigrants “don't clean” and “leave
apartments in a mess”, real-estate owners feel very inse-
cure when dealing with migrant people. In addition to
the financial factor, public institutions also perceive “cul-
tural differences” as a source of “misunderstandings”
between local owners and immigrant tenants. When
sharing a flat, Moroccan students are said to “lack toler-
ance” towards fellow Spanish students, particularly
regarding alcohol, diet, and sexual habits. Another sup-
posedly “cultural” factor is their refusal to accept the
local urban habit of many older people who want to rent
them a room in their flat, but who share the flat with
their domestic animals.

From the point of view of all the Muslim women who
were interviewed, these obstacles do not seem to be
completely “culture”-based or economically motivated,
but related to a generalized, historically-rooted islamo-
phobia. The fear of, and skepticism towards, their ethnic
and religious “otherness” are experienced by Muslim
women in the neighbourhood as being the main sites of
daily interaction with members of the majority society. It
is in these places where converts and immigrants alike
feel permanently observed and scrutinized. They become
bored and tired of “proving” to their neighbors through
their day-to-day behavior that they are “different” from
the general prejudices leveled against them. This perma-
nent requirement of arguing and justifying one's “differ-
ence” vis-à-vis the mainstream society — according to an
Algerian woman — often leads to self-restricting leisure
activities, and relating socially solely with other Muslim
women or families instead of striving for “integration”
into the social networks of their non-Muslim Spanish
neighbors. Meanwhile, in the perception of the majority
society and its institutions, this phenomenon of self-iso-
lation is seen as an undesirable enclosure and “self-ghet-
toisation”.

In the view of many women, discrimination, which fun-
damentally takes place on a personal and not on an insti-
tutional level, may range from mere joking and stereo-
typing experienced in daily interactions to legal distinc-
tions between Spaniards and aliens, and finally to overtly
racist threats or attacks. For several interviewees, it is not
sufficient to explain the discriminatory experiences they
are currently suffering by reference to the host society's
simple ignorance about the immigrants' region or culture
of origin. In particular, the converts stress the negative
impact of the Spanish mass media in producing a gener-
ally negative and often false picture of the Muslim-Arab
world, full of religious, phenotypical, culture-related as
well as gender-related stereotypes, which inevitably guide
the perceptions and interactions of the local majority
society. Many women express how fed up, despondent,
and insulted they feel when always having to counter
allusions to “machista Muslim men” and “submissive
Muslim women”, to the “hideousness” of Arab men and
the “lasciviousness and eroticism of Arab belly-dancers”.
They are further angered by having to answer explicit
questions about the supposed customs of “Arab revenge
and blood-feuds”, or even about the strangely cultivated
rumor according to which “the Arabs” are trying to
reconquer the “Spanish shores” by sending their preg-
nant women illegally to the peninsula offering them
money for giving birth to “so many moritos”. The con-
verts, however, who do perceive institutional and struc-
tural forms of discrimination, describe these attitudes and
questions not as mere expressions of stereotypes, but as
new forms of reproducing structurally rooted historical

phobias. Since to the converts' mind a mono-cultural and
mono-religious core persists inside the supposedly secular
and “neutral” Spanish public institutions, conversion to
Islam is treated as an act of “disloyalty” and “national
betrayal”.

Many interviewees perceive this permanent confusion
between national, ethnic, and religious dimensions of
identification throughout the Spanish majority society's
stigmatized and essentialized view of “the other” as the
main obstacle to establishing and maintaining a genuine
intercultural dialogue. In order to systematize the often
overlapping and intertwined areas and sources of dis-
criminatory attitudes and practices, a double distinction
will be made between exogenous versus endogenous
forms of discrimination (i.e. between discriminatory atti-
tudes whose principal sources are situated outside or
inside the Muslim women's own community); and
between ethno-religiously motivated versus gender-
based discrimination.

On the level of exogenous forms of ethno-religious dis-
crimination, our data show at least five dimensions of dis-
tinction, inequality and supposed superiority, which are
combined thematically in the following stereotypes
against Muslim women:

• the religious and/or “civilizational” division between
Muslims and Christians/Catholics, i.e. between “Orient”
and “Occident” ;
• the ethnic distinction between “Arabs” and “Castilians”,
which reflects historical connotations of “them” and “us”
(Stallaert, 1998);
• the radicalized perception of a supposed phenotypical
bipolarity between “non-Whites” — either “Semites” or
“Blacks” - and “Whites” (Hall, 1996);
• the national and citizenship-based distinction between
“aliens” or “non-Spaniards” and “Spaniards” or
“nationals”, already codified in the Spanish Constitution
(Agrela & Gil Araujo, 2005); and
• the dividing line drawn by public opinion between
“immigrant” minority communities, who are supposed to
be problematic per se, and the “sedentary” host majori-
ty society in charge of solving these migration-related
problems (Dietz & El Shohoumi, 2005).

The blurring of distinctions between the religious and the
ethno-cultural dimensions of being a “Muslim-Arab-
Maghrebin” woman are also suffered by interviewees
inside their newly-emerging communities, where
endogenous forces may also use Islam as an ethnic mark-
er vis-à-vis the host society. As a result, incipient minority
communities are increasingly “ethnicized” from within as
well as from without (Rosón Lorente, 2005). In the case
of Muslim women, this frequently means that particular

cultural and geographically limited traits, customs and
traditions — be they of Arab, Amazigh or other ethnic
origin — are transmitted and acquired as if they formed
part of Islam as such (Jawad, 1998). According to a
Pakistani woman, who refuses the simplistic identification
of one particular cultural horizon with the supposedly
global legacy of Islam, “Religion is an easy argument and
simply a way of controlling women.”

Exogenous forms of gender-based discrimination have
been documented several times in the course of our
study and are mainly based on stereotypes about Muslim-
cum-Arab men and women, which are shaped by a pro-
found dividing line between the sexes. Whereas Muslim-
Arab men are stigmatized as potentially violent, criminal
and vindictive, Muslim-Arab women are supposed to be
inherently ambiguous. Behind the “mask” of the head-
scarf, lasciviousness and potential promiscuity are sus-
pected from the sexist perspective of the Spanish male.

Nevertheless, several Muslim women do define certain
rules and practices, seen as “female” by the male mem-
bers of their own migrant community, as endogenous
forms of gender-based discrimination. The younger
Moroccan interviewees criticize the unequal treatment,
inferior educational opportunities, and lack of personal
freedom they suffered during their adolescence, com-
pared to their brothers. In general, the women acknowl-
edging the existence of discriminatory practices — in
their country of origin or inside their current minority
community in the diaspora — agree that the Islamic reli-
gion is not to blame for such practices. They believe that
the interpretive application of Islamic traditions and gen-
der-biased interpretation of the Holy Quran by male
Muslims are the sources of the problem (Jawad, 1998).
Converts often take a similar view, their tendency to dis-
sociate Islam from Muslim countries, examined above, is
a constitutive part of the converts' religious identity.
Finally, convert as well as migrant women concur in iden-
tifying male interests as construing forces that have
always (also in several other different religions and cul-
tures) ended up “manipulating” and re-interpreting an
original distinction of gender-differentiated role-sets,
which per se were not meant to be discriminatory, but
have become over the course of time de facto sources of
gender-related discrimination. Accordingly, “the problem
of women in Islam is not a religious but a social issue - i.e.
religion being used by a patriarchal society” (Martín
Muñoz, 1999, p. 13). 

Societal Responses and Institutional Perspectives
Finally, these experiences of discriminatory practices are
contrasted, on the one hand, with official public defini-
tions of and attitudes towards discrimination, and on the
other hand, with the awareness of ethno-religious dis-
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crimination and gender-based exclusion as shown by the
NGOs and public institutions. Following Article 14 in the
section on “Rights and Liberties” of the Spanish
Constitution, which limits legal equality to those with
Spanish citizenship, and Article 16, where “the ideologi-
cal, religious, and cult-related freedom of the individuals
and communities” is guaranteed,3 there is neither a par-
ticular official definition of discrimination and anti-dis-
crimination currently existing in Spain, nor are there dis-
tinctive agencies or institutions dedicated to the imple-
mentation of anti-discrimination measures. The debate
on the necessity of introducing clearly defined anti-dis-
crimination issues in Spanish legislation itself, as has
already been accomplished in other EU member states, is
only just beginning.4

Many Spanish organizations and institutions do not
share the differentiated and interrelated perceptions of
exogenous and endogenous discriminatory experi-
ences, practices and attitudes, which in the view of
Muslim women mutually reinforce each other.
Depending on their governmental or non-governmen-
tal nature as well as on their Muslim or non-Muslim
protagonists, each of these institutional actors tends to
perceive only one aspect, source, or dimension of the
multi-level phenomenon of discrimination against
Muslim women. The representative of the Moroccan
immigrant department of the Spanish Unión General
de Trabajadores even argues that men, not women, are
the sector (group) most discriminated against within
the migrant population, since they have more difficulty
in finding employment than women. In his view, also
shared by most of the male-dominated immigrant asso-
ciations, discrimination is primarily only inflicted exoge-
nously on Muslims and/or migrants by the host society;
furthermore, this external form of discrimination is
racist, not sexist in nature. Contrary to this perspective,
the Spanish public institutions dealing with migrant
and/or Muslim communities tend to emphasize only
the internal and supposedly “culture-specific” gender-
based discrimination of Muslim women. In this official
view, discrimination does not produce social exclusion,
but, on the contrary, it is social enclosure and self-ghet-
toization which generate external rejection. While
racist attitudes towards the long-established Spanish
Roma communities, but not towards the small minority
of Muslim migrants, are acknowledged by the host
society, representatives of public institutions generally
deny any significant presence of racist or islamophobic
attitudes inside their organizations. Paradoxically, the
same interviewees cling to the same above-mentioned
stereotypes about the submissive, passive Muslim
woman, “permanently producing children”, which is a
discriminatory view combining islamophobic and
arabophobic elements.

The perspective of Spanish NGOs dealing directly with
migrant populations is more nuanced. Contrary to the
public institutions, all NGOs admit that exogenous dis-
crimination against migrant and/or Muslim women does
exist and on a rather large scale. The sources of this dis-
crimination are perceived to be mainly of legal and polit-
ical origins. Migrant Muslim women are exposed to legal
discrimination when they are deprived of basic citizenship
rights, like voting and social service benefits. Thus, migra-
tion and citizenship, not gender or religion, are the initial
sources of Spanish discrimination faced by Muslim
women. The second most important and distinctive
source of discrimination appears to be internally motivat-
ed within Islam itself. Reflecting the state institutional
perspective, NGOs identify the unequal treatment of
women both in Muslim countries and in Islam as a major
source of gender-based discrimination.

Conclusions
Even prior to the events of September 11, 2001,
Huntington's evidently accurate prophecy of a “clash of
civilizations” (Huntington 1996) was increasingly becom-
ing an attractive and often cited framework for the
debate not only on international relations, but also on
Muslim immigrants and integration policies throughout
Europe. As briefly sketched above with respect to the
issue of Muslim women, a scenario of increasingly visible
and explicit islamophobia, arabophobia and anti-immi-
grant attitudes, which has been existing implicitly before,
has been re-strengthened in Spain. The September 11
attacks on New York City and Washington D.C. and the
March 11 bombings in Madrid have only accentuated this
phenomenon. 

Through the comparison of the experiences expressed by
Muslim women themselves, on the one hand, and by
their Spanish institutional counterparts on the other, the
complexity of the Muslim woman's particular life-world
as part of an emerging minority community inside a non-
Muslim environment has become evident. For the
Spanish case, this complexity results from a “double
dichotomy” to which not only the Muslim women and
their male partners but also the Spanish society and its
institutional framework are exposed: firstly, the dichoto-
my of “oriental” religiosity versus “Western” secularism;
secondly, the dichotomy of Christian-Castilian versus
Muslim-Arab ethno-religious categories (Dietz in press).

As the institutional representatives frequently state, the
“return of Islam” to the Iberian Peninsula challenges the
process of secularization which the Spanish state and
society are currently undergoing. In this perspective, a
fundamental contradiction seems to reside in the relation
between an all-encompassing, comprehensive world-
view (formerly Catholicism, currently Islam) on the one

hand, and Western meta-religious laicism, on the other.
This perspective, however, is constantly challenged by an
ancient rivalry which has been fundamental to the histor-
ical emergence and shaping of Spanish national identity,
and which persists today inside the Spanish majority soci-
ety and culture: the supposed antagonism between
Islam, perceived as “Arab” or “Moorish”, and
Christianity, in general, and Catholicism, in particular,
identified with the predominantly Castilian ethnicity. The
resulting ethnic, intercultural and/or inter-religious con-
flicts analyzed above have a negative impact particularly
on Muslim women. These conflicts have a negative

impact on their daily experiences precisely at the moment
when these first generation Muslim women migrants are
establishing their own communities, struggling for their
positions and networks inside a non-Muslim host con-
text. As reflected in the women's experiences of both
exogenous and endogenous forms of discrimination, eth-
nicized perceptions of religious and cultural otherness,
and gender-based tendencies of female exclusion and
victimization, mutually reinforce each other and end up
restricting the development of flourishing intercultural
life-worlds in the midst of the multicultural legacy of Al-
Andalus.

Endnotes

1. A larger version of this article originally has been published in Studi Emigrazione / Migration Studies, Vol. 39 Nº 145, pp. 77-106,
Rome 2000; cf. also Dietz & El-Shohoumi (2005).
2. For a sketch of this conflict, as it has manifested itself in different European countries, see Verlot (1996); El Guindi (1999) presents
the evolution and diversity of country-of-origin interpretations and uses of veiling. 
3. Nevertheless, in the same article, public institutions are obliged to “consider the religious beliefs of the Spanish society”, and in
this context Catholicism is explicitly mentioned; for details, cf. Dietz (in press).
4. The recent approval of a directive issued by the Commission of the European Union (Directive 2000/53/EC) and aimed at harmo-
nizing the very heterogeneous national legislations of the member states on equal treatment on the basis of race and ethnic origin
will force Spanish legislation to develop its own legal framework on racism, xenophobia, and ethnic, racial, and religiously motivat-
ed discrimination (Dietz (in press).
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this issue through research into the history of Arab nation-
alism in Egypt or the Copts in Egypt, I decided to carry out
some action research among my various Egyptian American
friends and acquaintances. Using email, I posed several
questions focused on how they understand their identities
as Egyptian Americans in June and July 2006. My questions
asked about their understanding of an “Arab” identity, a
“Coptic” identity, a connection with ancient Egyptian roots,
and how these various identities affect their lives as
Egyptians living in America.

Albeit not a random or representative sample,1 I received 24
responses from the approximately 30 friends I contacted.
The insightfulness and passion of the responses took me by
surprise. Some responded by answering each question
thoroughly; others by writing an essay about the topic,
touching upon the issues I raised in my questions. Clearly,
many Egyptian Americans wrestle with these identity ques-
tions and look for opportunities to discuss them. Almost all
agreed that I could quote them and use their full names,
but others requested anonymity. For the sake of consisten-
cy, I will use initials throughout.

Among the 24 Egyptian American respondents, there
were 17 Christian females, three Christian males, two
Muslim females, and two Muslim males. The respondents
came from various parts of the U.S. Most lived in the
Washington, D.C. area, others in New York, New Jersey,
Massachusetts, and Illinois. Their ages ranged from 21 -
45 years old, with the majority between the ages of 25
and 35. All the respondents had a university education or
higher. All the Christian respondents were members of
the Coptic Orthodox Church and active participants in
their local churches in the U.S. Most of the Christian
respondents, and all the Muslim respondents, are active
participants in Egyptian American community life, mem-
bers or leaders of such organizations as the Egyptian
American Alliance for Youth, the Egyptian American
Cultural Association, and the Alliance of Egyptian
Americans.

I present their responses in this essay as part of an ongo-
ing discussion about Coptic, Arab, and Egyptian identity
in the diaspora. My analysis organizes the responses
based on the idea of an “Arab” identity, a “Coptic” iden-
tity, “ancient Egyptian” roots, and finally, for the female
respondents, the experience of living out this mosaic of
identities in the diaspora. Since little action research has
been published on this topic, this essay presents both an
engaging discussion and a call for further exploration of
Egyptian diaspora identities in the U.S.2

An Arab Identity?
“As an Egyptian, how do you identify with the word
'Arab'?” I asked this to all the respondents, whose

answers were divided in half between those who do not
accept the term “Arab” as part of their identity (12
respondents), and those who accept it completely or
with a modified definition of the term (12 respondents).
Those who rejected “Arab” included nine Christian
females, one Muslim female, and one Christian male.
Those who accepted “Arab” included seven Christian
females, one Muslim female, one Coptic male, and one
Muslim male.

Most of the respondents who identified with the term
“Arab” identified with it in terms of a shared language and
culture that encompassed history, food, music, and so on.
“I speak the language and share history with the Arabs,”
S.H., a Christian female, wrote, “The people that had to
change their religion under oppression of the Arab rul[ers]
are my people and are Egyptians” (June 21, 2006). 

M.Y., also a Christian female, wrote, 

Both Copts and Muslims share the common Arab heritage.
They are entertained with the same films, eat the same
food, laugh at the same jokes, speak the same language, so
I have a hard time separating modern day Copts from the
Arab diaspora simply because Copts live an 'Arab' life, but
the only difference is the religion (June 22, 2006). 

The religious connotations associated with the word
“Arab” complicate this term. M.G., a Christian female who
rejects the word “Arab,” noted that she has no problem
being identified with other Arab Christians in the Middle
East — in other words, while she rejected the word “Arab”,
she accepts this term if it identifies her with the Middle East
Christian minority (June 23, 2006).

Establishing a connection with other Arabic-speaking dias-
pora members is thus key to Egyptian Americans in identi-
fying with the word “Arab”. M.E., a female Muslim, wrote, 

There were few Egyptian-American families around while I
was growing up in Tucson, Arizona, leaving me with a feel-
ing of utter isolation ... Since there weren't a lot of Egyptians
with which I could identify, I had to cling on to the other
'Arabs' for a sense of community and belonging. 

M.E. went on to question the dictionary.com definition of
“Arab”, and then constructed her own meaning:
“Descendents of Arabic-speaking countries in North Africa
and the Middle East who identify with a common cultural
experience through music, dance, food, and language”
(June 26, 2006). 

H.E., however, did not define “Arab” in this way. She
defined it as “those who live in the Arabian peninsula”, and
wrote, “I am a Muslim Egyptian and I do not consider

“Coptic,” “Christian,” “Orthodox,” “Egyptian,”
“American,” “North African”: All of these words describe
my identity, some more than others. As a Coptic Orthodox
Egyptian American woman, one word, “Arab,” is particu-
larly problematic. Many Copts, including some of my dear-
est friends, vehemently deny the “Arab” label. The Copts,
they say, are not Arabs, but descendents of the Pharaohs.
Only Egyptian Muslims can call themselves Arab. The
Egyptians who remained Christian after the Islamic invasion
in the seventh century, the Copts, were not Arab. This idea
was further reinforced when I read Leila Ahmed's memoir
A Border Passage, and discovered that even some Egyptian
Muslims reject the Arab identity.

But how else might Egyptians define themselves, if not as
Arab? Were Egypt not hostage, as it has been in our time,
to a politics that so firmly fixes its identity as Arab, we might
easily see that, on the basis of the country's history and
geography, there are in fact quite a number of other ways
of conceiving of Egyptian identity (Ahmad, 2000, p. 11).

Empowered by the possibility of different ways of under-
standing Egyptian identity, I continued to hold fast to the
sentiment that “I am not Arab”, though in recent years,
through my work in grassroots international development,

I have begun to understand “Arab” as a geopolitical lin-
guistic appellation, rather than a religious or ethnic desig-
nation. I started to tolerate the label, aware that it is usual-
ly being used to talk about the populations from the Middle
East and North Africa. However, I have become less vehe-
ment about rejecting the “Arab” label mainly because I
have grown weary of explaining why. 

Nonetheless, I flinch when even knowledgeable presenters
at policy and academic conferences conflate the terms
“Arab” and “Muslim” for convenience sake, only occa-
sionally giving a cursory mention to the millions of
Christians living in the Middle East and North Africa (if I am
lucky that day), but thereafter talking about the region as if
it were entirely made up of Muslim adherents. I often find
myself constructing questions that force presenters to
acknowledge the existence of the Christian minority in the
region. How can I accept the use of “Arab” as a descriptive
term for my identity, when so many others use it to describe
a group of which I am not a member?

Identity, especially amongst diaspora communities, is a liv-
ing concept, defined as much by individuals’ and commu-
nities' perceptions of themselves as they are by politics, reli-
gion, history, and anthropology. Thus, rather than exploring
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number of respondents, it cannot be assumed that this
reflects on the general Egyptian-American Muslim popu-
lation, but it raises the possibility that just as “Arab” does
not necessarily mean Muslim, so “Coptic” may not nec-
essarily mean Christian.

S.E., a male Egyptian Muslim, wrote:

First … just hearing the word [Copt] is like hearing one of
those words that only relate to Egypt or its people or my
ancestry. Words like Pharaoh, Nile, or Felookah (Egyptian
sailing boat). Secondly, I do believe that all Egyptians, my
ancestors, at some point of history were Copts. Now, a Copt
to me means fellow Egyptian who only has a different faith.
Otherwise, all other identities of a Copt are (should be) very
similar to mine. In addition to all this, my parents used to
teach art and art history … I would often go with them and
their students to the Coptic museum in Old Cairo and to the
“Fayoum Portraits” museum in Fayoum; both museums
record the Coptic heritage in Egypt. Also, my father once
took my sister, myself, and two other family friends' kids to
visit the Anba Bishoi Monastery in Wadi Elnatroun. It was a
great visit that I will never forget. It happened to be on the
first day of Ramadan of that year. They treated us as special
guests … my point is that the word Copt or Coptic means a
mixture of all these things to me (June 24, 2006).

In the above email, S.E. made his connection to the word
“Copt” to the influence of the Coptic language on
Egyptian colloquial Arabic,3 to a part of his ancestry, to the
artistic and historical heritage of the Coptic period in Egypt,
and to the living connection he felt when he and his family
visited one of the famous Coptic monasteries in Egypt. 

M.E., a female Egyptian Muslim (also quoted in the previ-
ous section), identifies with the word “Copt” for a different
reason than S.E. does. She wrote:

I have a relationship with the word “Copt” because of my
affection for Coptic Christian Egyptians, not because of the
word's original meaning. In spite of our religious differences,
I still greatly identify with our common experiences … I
appreciate Copts to such a deep level because I identify with
their experience of being the minority religious group in
Egypt as I am a member of a Muslim community living in the
United States (June 26, 2006).

The word “Copt” originally meant “Egyptian”. It is derived
from the Arabic word for Egypt, “Dar Al-Qibt” (home of
the Copts), which came from the Greek word for Egypt,
“Aigyptios,” which came from the Pharaonic word,
“Hikaptah” (house of the ka, the temple of one of the gods
of Pharaonic Egypt) (Kamil, 2002). Due to the modern use
of the word “Copt” to mean an Egyptian Christian, it is
unknown how many Egyptians are aware of this history.
While S.E.'s comments indicate this knowledge and a con-

M.Y. preferred to refer to herself as an Egyptian American,
rather than a Coptic American or an Arab American.
However, she concluded her email by writing that above all
this, she classifies herself as a Christian first.

C.B., a female Christian respondent, took this concept a
step further in her email:

As a Copt born in the U.S., I only consider myself Egyptian
insofar as it is the nationality of my parents and my family
for several generations. Being a Coptic Christian is my true
identity — a timeless identity that crosses all political, cul-
tural, national, linguistic, and ethnic boundaries. I relate
being a Copt much more to the concept of being Christian
than being Egyptian — for we have so many Copts who are
not Egyptian (July 1, 2006). 

The “Copts who are not Egyptian” that C.B. refers to at the
end of this quote are non-Egyptian Americans who have
become official members of the Coptic Orthodox Church.
These non-Egyptians participate in all the worship and rites
of the Coptic Orthodox Church. Some joined the church
through marriage to an Egyptian Christian; others learned
about the church one way or another and decided to join
it. When asked about their religion, some of these
Americans who joined the Coptic church say they are
“Coptic” or “Coptic Orthodox”. This represents an entirely
different facet to this Coptic identity question in the U.S. For
C.B., this phenomena indicates that her Coptic Christian
identity can transcend the history and culture it came from,
and has evolved into an identity that even non-Egyptians
can claim for themselves.

Descendents of Pharaohs?
The idea that the Copts of Egypt are the direct descendents
of the ancient Egyptians, without any mingling with the
Arab invaders from the Persian Gulf is at least a century old.
Elizabeth Oram's unpublished dissertation (2004) traces this
idea that the Copts are the “Sons of the Pharaohs” back to
at least the British colonial period, when the phrase was
often used to describe the Copts in European travel writ-
ings, anthropological studies, and Egyptology studies dur-
ing the early twentieth century. While it is not known when
the Copts began referring to themselves in this way, it is a
common phrase used by Egyptian Christians, especially
those in the diaspora. 

Out of the 20 Egyptian Christian respondents, 19 had heard
about this description of the Copts. I asked them the ques-
tion, “Many Coptic Christian Egyptians insist that they 'are
not Arab', but are the 'descendents of the Pharaohs, the
original Egyptians'. Do you fall into this category?” Seven of
the respondents, five female and two male, said “yes”, they
do fall into this category. P.F., a Christian male, wrote, “…
Coptic Christians by circumstances of history were isolated

nection with this Coptic ancestry, M.E. has a closer connec-
tion with the minority status of the Copts in Egypt, com-
paring it with her minority status as a Muslim in the U.S.
However, in the case of both S.E. and M.E., while there was
an identification and affinity with the word “Copt”, it was
very clear that modern use of the word signifies Egyptian
Christians.4

With the exception of three Christian females, all of the
Christian respondents defined and identified with the word
“Copt” as it relates to being an Egyptian Christian, and did
not include Egyptian Muslims in that definition. While most
of the Christians acknowledged that at one point, “Copt”
did mean just “Egyptian”, they identified with the word in
its modern definition only, “Egyptian Christian.” “When I
say I am Coptic”, wrote M.I., a Christian female, “I am
referring to my faith, being a Coptic Orthodox Christian”
(June 22, 2006). Similarly, M.G., a Christian female men-
tioned in the previous section, wrote, 

Copt as simply Egyptian is meaningless to me apart from the
Christian aspect. Maybe it would be more correct for me to
consider Egyptian Muslims 'Copt', but I do not and I don't
think they would welcome that (June 23, 2006).

D.G., a Christian female, separates “Arab” culture from
“Coptic” culture. 

Although Arab [sic] and its language, traditions, etc. has
become a part of our Coptic culture — I still feel that we
have tried to preserve as much of our Coptic culture as pos-
sible and that has only happened through our Church —
where the Coptic music, hymns, and traditions are still pre-
served (June 28, 2006). 

While D.G. talked about the existence of a distinct Coptic
culture, with language, music, and other traditions separate
from that of Arab culture, she pointed to the fact that the
only way it is preserved today is through the Coptic
Orthodox Church, which still uses the language in its ser-
vices and the music in its hymns. Although based on a relat-
ed musical tradition, Coptic Church music is still quite dif-
ferent from Arabic music.

M.Y., a Christian female, wrote that because the culture is
only preserved through the church, it is hard to say that she
is culturally Coptic: 

…How many Copts go around speaking with the language
of the Pharaohs outside of the Coptic language that is used
mainly during liturgies … I have a difficult time expressing
myself as a Coptic American because I have been exposed
to the Coptic church through a religious sense. I mean when
was the last time someone cooked for me a 'Coptic Dish'?
(June 22, 2006). 

myself Arab” (June 25, 2006). H.E.'s perspective is interest-
ing when placed in contrast with the Egyptian Christians
who did not identify with the word “Arab”. 

To all the respondents, I asked, “How do you feel when
you are categorized by others as an Arab in different con-
texts?” M.H., a Christian female, wrote, “It's insulting to
be called something you are not and even more insulting
when others insist you are” (June 28, 2006). Similarly,
C.B., a Christian female who accepts the word Arab if it
denotes modern Egyptian society, wrote, “People often
confuse 'Arab' with 'Muslim', and I take umbrage to that
because my Christian identity is most important to me”
(July 1, 2006). The conflation of the term “Arab” with
“Muslim” is the reason why all the Christian respondents
rejected identification with this term. Some also further
rejected it because of the “terrorist” stereotype associat-
ed with the word “Arab”, especially after September 11,
2001. 

J.Z.'s words reflect some of the sentiments I mentioned ear-
lier on in this essay. “I am not the one who is excluding
myself from being an Arab,” she wrote. “The Arabs are the
ones who excluded me from being an Arab when they
based the Arabic nationalism on religion and language”
(June 23, 2006). Thus, while some Egyptian Christians and
Muslims accept the term “Arab” because of how it con-
nects them to different members of the Middle Eastern
diaspora community, others reject it because they see that
it is actually a term of exclusion.

Many of the Christian respondents who identified with
the word “Arab” indicated that they felt they were alone
in this sense of identity. Their words implied a general
perception that the Coptic community in the U.S. overall
rejects an “Arab” identity. “One of the reasons I feel dis-
enfranchised from the church,” S.H. wrote, “is how they
separate themselves from the Arab world and act like
they could not care less!” (June 21, 2006). Here, even
someone who is “included” in the Coptic community by
being a Christian feels “excluded” because of her per-
ception that this community rejects an Arab identifica-
tion. However, the diversity of opinion within the
responses I received indicates that this perception may be
as much a stereotype of the Coptic community as the
stereotype that all Arabs are Muslims.

A Coptic Identity?
Just as I asked all the Egyptian American respondents
about their identification with the word “Arab”, I also
asked them about their identification with the word
“Copt”. While all the Christian respondents, unsurpris-
ingly, identified wholeheartedly with this word, what was
surprising was that three out of the four Muslim respon-
dents identified with this word as well. With such a small
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and less likely to marry with other groups [and] as a result
[are] probably closer in blood to the ancient Egyptians”
(June 28, 2006).

However, nine of the Christian respondents had mixed feel-
ings about this phrase, “descendents of the Pharaohs, the
original Egyptians”, acknowledging that this is a difficult
statement to prove due to the numerous invasions of Egypt
throughout history, and their own limited knowledge of their
direct lineages. Of these nine respondents, some acknowl-
edged that there may be some truth to the idea, but were
uncomfortable with claiming a sort of “ethnic supremacy”.
Four of the Christian respondents completely rejected this
phrase, believing it to be ridiculous at best, or racist at worst.

M.I., a female, wrote, “I have heard my parents say that.
Truthfully, I only know my lineage up to five generations on
my father's side and three generations on my mother's
side.” (June 22, 2006). While M.I. acknowledged that she
cannot directly trace her family's lineage to the ancient
Egyptians, D.F. pointed out that there is no way to know if
other cultures, including British, French, and Turkish, were
mixed into this lineage (June 22, 2006). 

E.Y., female, also noted that she probably has some French
and Lebanese in her heritage, and wrote, “It's probably
naïve to think that there's 'no Arab' in my background.”
She also wrote:

It's a pretty cool concept to think that you're related to
greatness (the designers of the pyramids, highly skilled
mathematicians, early surgeons, etc.) or royalty. It's interest-
ing to me that no one thinks of themselves as a descendent
of Pharaoh's subjects, which in my mind is the more logical
scenario (June 27, 2006).

M.I., quoted above, also thought it was “cool” to say that
one is a descendent of the Pharaohs. S.S., a male, ques-
tioned how “cool” it is to make this claim:

If most people knew the complete history of the
Pharaohs, I am not sure if they would want to identify
themselves with them. Yes, they were an advanced cul-
ture in terms of science, art, and superior architecture,
however, their history is full of corruption, murder, vanity,
black magic, and incest (July 2, 2006).

M.A., a female, was similarly ambivalent towards this iden-
tification. 

… I feel it's a little derogatory to say that only Coptic
Christians are true Egyptians, perhaps because even Coptic
Christians share so little in common with ancient Egyptians;
(although I do often feel that connection when I sing in
Coptic, or hear about our other traditions that have close
parallels with ancient Egyptian practices)” (June 25, 2006).

M.A. was not the only respondent to comment that limit-
ing ancient Egyptian ancestry to the Christians of Egypt is
derogatory. J.Z. also rejected this ancestry idea:

… I do not believe in this nonsense. Egypt is the land of
many, many, many invasions … Whether it was a Muslim,
British, Turkish or Roman invader, everyone at some point
intermarried and thus I highly doubt there is any pure
descendent of Pharaohs left … I find no pride in being a
“pure descendent of the Pharaohs”. These people were idol
worshipers, they were science and math geniuses who were
ignorant pagans. All Egyptians, my Muslim geography pro-
fessor, my Muslim [doorman  door attendant], my Christian
math teacher are all one way or another descendents of the
Pharaohs. Arguing a purity of blood issue, if such argument
was to hold, is in my opinion a covert form of racism (June
23, 2006).

Like S.S., J.Z. found more to dislike about claiming a unique
ancient Egyptian ancestry than there was “cool” about it. 

Out of the 24 total respondents, only three were not famil-
iar with the “descendents of the ancient Egyptians” idea.
One was a Christian respondent, and the other two were
Muslim respondents. S.E. was one of the Muslim respon-
dents who had not heard a Copt make this statement, and
his response agreed with J.Z. that all modern Egyptians
have some ancient Egyptian ancestry. “Copts probably have
less … mixture than other Egyptians and have more direct
ancestry. But all Egyptians have that ancient ancestry” (June
25, 2006).

These various responses about ancient Egyptian ancestry
and the assumptions about how the “native” Egyptians
intermarried or culturally mixed with various invaders for
centuries indicates a dearth of real historical understanding
of what has happened to the Christians and to Egyptian
culture since the seventh century, after the Arab invasion.
What Egyptians believe about their ancestry now is thus
informed by the history of colonization, and mostly
European studies of Egypt, with few, if any, translated pri-
mary sources from Egyptians themselves during that period.

Coptic Orthodox Egyptian American Woman
There is an additional gender dimension to being an
Egyptian American. To explore this dimension, I asked the
female respondents, “How does the additional identity
issue of being a female Egyptian/Coptic/Arab living outside
of Egypt play into your life?” Nine of the respondents, all
Christian, directly addressed the female aspect of their iden-
tities. They discussed it in terms of their livelihoods, their
church volunteer work, and their experiences as minorities
in the U.S. Most discussed the freedom they have to affirm
the various aspects of their identities openly living in the
diaspora versus living in Egypt.

D.F.'s response addressed some of the feelings of alienation
through being a “triple” minority.  

Having grown up in the States, I felt as though I related
much more to my Egyptian side, however, evidently during
my recent trip to Egypt, I realized I was as much a foreigner
in Egypt as I am in the States. It is definitely difficult to cope
with at times; however, you learn that you are always going
to be different from everyone no matter what — being a
minority (female) of a minority (Coptic Orthodox Christian)
of a minority (Egyptian) in the States (June 22, 2006).

D.S.'s response also discusses a sense of being a minority. In
this case, she felt that her English language skills make her
a minority in her own church. 

As one of the few native-English speakers in my church, I
was tasked with serving the younger generations whom the
older immigrants could not connect with. Till this day, there
aren't any female servants in my church who are native
English speakers who are comfortable serving and helping
high school and college age youth. This drought of female
Copts who are active in their community is an added stress
for all those who serve this age group (July 3, 2006).

D.S.'s words touch on a challenge that many Coptic
Orthodox churches in the U.S. face as they try to reach
out to second and third generation Coptic children and
youth. Because the first wave of Coptic immigration to
the U.S. occurred in the mid-twentieth century (El-Badry,
2006), the adults who are active in the churches are often
not native speakers of English and thus find communi-
cating with the younger generations more challenging.
Some churches do face the “drought” of female native
English speakers that D.S. refers to, but others have a
larger number of female Copts who are active in their
church community. 

D.G., C.B., and S.H. are three such female Copts, and their
responses all talked about how much they enjoy the free-
dom to live out their female and Christian identities. D.G.
wrote: 

I definitely feel like I have more opportunities in the States. I
know it (from what I hear from family) is discriminatory
against Christians and hard for women in Egypt so I am
thankful that I have much more of a voice here and freedom
to choose a career how I want and freedom to worship and
evangelize (June 28, 2006).

Similarly, C.B. wrote, “As a woman, I thank God for the
freedom I have living outside the Arab world and living out-
side Egypt. In Egypt, I did not see many instances of women
being able to find their voice in society, in politics, in cultur-
al affairs” (July 1, 2006). S.H. wrote, “I am so proud to call
myself Egyptian and even more proud to say that I am

Coptic Orthodox. I feel it is easier to say that and not feel
scared when living outside of Egypt” (July 10, 2006).  

The stereotype that all women, and particularly minority
Christian women, are living in constant fear and oppression
is one that A.E. works to break by living out her identity in
the U.S. She wrote, “Being a woman from Egypt … uncon-
sciously I want to prove to people around me that there are
women in Egypt who are modern, not veiled, educated and
not submissive to their husbands” (June 27, 2006).

Conclusion
In the mid-winter 2006 issue of the self-published journal
Photo X Quarterly, Sally Bishai wrote about the Fourth
International Coptic Conference, which convened in June
19-21, 2006 in Newark, NJ. This conference gathered many
Coptic and human rights leaders, and was entitled
“Religious Freedom of Christian Minorities in the Middle
East.” During the coffee breaks, she wrote, one of the dis-
cussions centered around the question of “What is a Copt,
anyway?” The varied viewpoints she quoted reflect the
diversity of opinions that I have quoted in this article. Some
believed all Egyptians are Copts, others that only Egyptian
Christians are Copts, and one believed that it referred to the
religion of the ancient Egyptians. “Interesting viewpoints,
all,” she writes, “but I must confess that I am no closer to
having formed an opinion on the matter than I was last
week” (Bishai, 2006, p. 3).

While I must admit that I have also not formed a defini-
tive opinion on the question of an Arab, Coptic, Egyptian,
American identity, I have drawn a few conclusions. First,
an “Arab” identity remains just as complex and nebulous
for Egyptians, both Christian and Muslim, as it has been
since Ahmed wrote her memoir. It is an identity that is
rejected by those who feel excluded by it (based on the
stereotype that all Arabs are Muslim), rejected by those
who feel strongly that their Egyptian identity supersedes
it, and accepted, either wholly or in part, by those who
believe it connects them to a larger community in Egypt
and outside of Egypt.

Second, the Coptic identity is perceived as specifically an
Egyptian Christian identity, even for those Egyptian Muslims
who embrace a Coptic ancestry or a common minority
experience with the Copts in the U.S. In the U.S., the Coptic
identity has further evolved to possibly include non-
Egyptians who join the Coptic Orthodox Church.

Third, in order not to impose on other Egyptians the
sense of exclusion that Copts sense when Arabs are
stereotyped as being all Muslim, I believe that Copts in
the diaspora need to be careful about the claim that they
are the direct descendents of the ancient Egyptians, pos-
sibly excluding other Egyptians from this heritage, and
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creating more division that as a minority, would only cre-
ate more exclusion for them. The majority of the Egyptian
Christian respondents did understand that Egyptian
Christian ancestry is probably just as diverse as Egyptian
Muslim ancestry. Thus, a direct lineage to the Pharaohs
should not be assumed by anyone, although a common
heritage from a great and not so great civilization can be
claimed in one way or another by all Egyptians.

Finally, I concur with the opinions expressed by the
Egyptian American Christian women about how they live
out their identities in the U.S. My frequent travels
between the U.S. and Egypt have allowed me to spend
large amounts of time with young Egyptian women,
Christian and Muslim. I have concluded that while these
young women do face challenges in Egypt that they
would not face in the U.S., they also display an inspiring
amount of creativity, courage, and empowerment.

However, because of the challenges they face, it is much
more difficult for them to live out their identities contrary
to the stereotypes. I agree with A.E. that it is important
to break stereotypes about Egyptian women while living
out my identity in the U.S. 

Thus, by fully living out my identity as a Coptic Orthodox
Christian Egyptian American woman and embracing all
those aspects of who I am, I break many stereotypes. I
break the stereotype that all Egyptian women are
oppressed. I break the stereotype that all Arabs are
Muslim, and that all Egyptians are Arabs. I break the
stereotype among Egyptians in Egypt that all Americans
live “immoral” lives. I am no longer weary of explaining
“why I am not Arab”, as I mentioned in the beginning of
this essay. I am now energized to talk about the multiple
aspects of who I am, rich with history and community, to
anyone who is willing to listen. 

Endnotes
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1. There are an estimated 300,000 Copts in the U.S., if not more (Abd al-Fattah, quoted in Ayalon, 1999, p. 9).
2. Although it is not known what percentage of Egyptian Americans are Christian, according to an article by Helen Samhan, origi-
nally published in Grolier's Multimedia Encyclopedia in 2001, and republished by the Arab American Institute in 2006, approxi-
mately two thirds of the estimated three million Arab American immigrants and their descendents in the U.S. are Christians. Her
definition includes Egyptian Americans as Arab Americans (2006).
3. Hundreds of words used in Egyptian colloquial Arabic have their roots in the Coptic language, which was the last phase of the
Egyptian language before the Arab invasion in the seventh century. Coptic continued to be spoken in parallel with Arabic until the
11th or 12th centuries (Youssef, 2003).
4. My experience with Egyptian Christians in Egypt who are members of the Catholic Church or the various Protestant denomina-
tions is that they also refer to themselves as Copts and are included in the general statistic of eight million Copts in Egypt. My sur-
vey did not include Egyptian Christian Americans who are not members of the Coptic Orthodox Church, so I am not aware if
Egyptian Christian Americans from other denominations identify with the word “Copt.” This is another complication to this topic
that merits further exploration.
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Reproducing Home: 
Arab Women's Experiences 
of Canada 

Birth is more than physical reproduction; through repro-
ductive traditions and birthing processes, social reproduc-
tion is manifested. In other words, these traditions and
ceremonies highlight the values of social life. Migration
to a new country may affect the ability of women and
their families to perform reproductive rituals; hence,
examination of women's birth stories may demonstrate
the tensions between the challenges and benefits of
migration. This shifting ground of multiple identities in
turn contextualizes the process of acculturation as
migrants strive to adapt to their new country while main-
taining cultural and ethnic identities. In this article, we
study experiences of reproduction to examine how Arab
immigrant women shape their Canadian identities while
balancing connections with their families “back home”
and their ethnic/cultural identities. 

Introduction
Childbirth is more than the physical reproduction of the
family, for it also functions as social production, in the
reproduction of cultural values and belief systems
(Franklin & Ragoné, 1998; Jordan, 1993). As such, the rit-
uals associated with pregnancy, birth and the post-par-
tum period symbolize ideologies of gender, healing, and
religion as well as forming individual and group identities.

We suggest that the process of reproduction may also be
fertile ground for the study of the interplay between
acculturation and maintenance of migrants' traditions
and belief systems. Acculturation is defined here as the
process whereby immigrants who are members of minor-
ity communities incorporate and practice traditions of the
dominant group (Berry, 1980; Snowden & Hines, 1999).
Of course this process is mitigated by actual and per-
ceived opportunities for integration, as well as inter-
group heterogeneity (e.g. variations based on individual
behaviors, characteristics, etc.), with respect to both the
migrant and dominant cultures and communities
(Rudmin & Ahmadzadeh, 2001; Vega & Rumbaut, 1991).
Furthermore, the process of acculturation is not unilater-
al, for migrant communities also influence and contribute
to the dominant group's socio-cultural beliefs and prac-
tices (Phillips, 2005).

Migration can be a stressful process, especially for
women who give birth to children in a new cultural con-
text, and who do not have the means or knowledge to
fulfill their obligations to arrange for traditional rites and
rituals (Deitrick, 2002; Groleau, Soulière & Kirmayer,
2006). On the other hand, immigrant women may wel-
come the opportunity to participate in “new” reproduc-
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tive technologies, and the diminished responsibilities of
celebrating birth as a social event that was weighed
down with “old”, unnecessary traditions. 

This article will compare and contrast Arab women's
reproductive experiences in their home countries with
those in Canada, as well as examine the factors that
shape women's abilities and desires to participate in tra-
ditional pregnancies, birthing processes, and post-partum
practices. To add historical depth to this discussion, com-
parisons are made between the experiences of recent and
non-recent migrants. The examination of the sociocultur-
al framework of reproduction and immigrant women's
experiences of the reproductive process highlights both
challenges and opportunities associated with migration
and living in Canada.

Methodology
This study was conducted in a large city in Western
Canada with a population of approximately one million.
According to the most recent 2001 census, 17.8% of this
city's population consists of immigrants and 14.6% of
visible minorities. The Arab community makes up 6.7%
of this visible minority population (Statistics Canada,
2001). The results presented here are part of a larger
study examining adult women's migration experiences.
Both recent immigrants who have been residing in
Canada for less than ten years and non-recent immi-
grants who have been residing in Canada for more than
ten years were recruited, in order to compare changes
over time in immigrant women's experiences. A female
Arab research assistant assisted with recruitment of par-
ticipants, translation when required during the interview
process, and transcription of interviews. 

This study was designed to be community-based, and has
been conducted in collaboration with a local community
organization composed of immigrant women from vari-
ous countries. It was with the help of this organization
that we located research assistants (one from each par-
ticipating community), who were also instrumental in the
development of the research design (e.g. defining appro-
priate questions and how to best phrase them). One goal
of the study is to be able to provide this community orga-
nization, and other interested parties, with information
that can be used for advocacy, and in the development of
culturally appropriate health education programs (e.g.
food prescriptions/proscriptions, traditional knowledge
and care of mothers' postpartum that could be incorpo-
rated into medical practices) both for participating com-
munities and health providers.

Six focus group interviews were conducted, three with
recent and three with non-recent immigrants. This
number of focus group interviews was found to be

adequate for saturation (Glasser & Strauss, 1967;
Morgan, 1997). Each focus group consisted of five to
eight women. Discussions were elicited easily; there-
fore, groups of this size were adequate for collecting a
range of opinions, as well as allowing all the partici-
pating women to be heard. Thirty-six Arab women par-
ticipated. In conjunction with these interviews, demo-
graphic information was collected, and acculturation
and body image measurements were administered.
The findings from these focus group interviews are the
focus of this article.

All women gave informed consent prior to participa-
tion in the focus group interviews, and they had the
option of ceasing participation at any point, requesting
that their comments not be utilized after it was over, or
of not participating in a particular portion of the focus
group interview. Interviews were conducted in
women's homes or community centers, and took
approximately two and a half hours to complete. Helen
Vallianatos and a research assistant were present at all
interviews; the former took notes and asked probing
questions and the latter facilitated the discussion,
using predetermined interview questions. The Human
Research Ethics Committee of the Department of
Anthropology, Faculty of Arts at the University of
Alberta approved the study.

Interviews were audio taped, translated into English
where required, and transcribed. Data analysis from the
interviews was content-based (DeVault, 1990). In other
words, the data were examined for patterns in what
women said, rather than doing a narrative analysis of
the content. This method is useful in exploring themes.
Qualitative data were coded by reviewing all cases.
Codes were formulated through a line-by-line analysis
of concepts that were identified in the data.
Comparative analysis led to the development of cate-
gories. This level of analysis examined how women used
the codes defined in the first stage. Themes were devel-
oped from the categories that emerged from the data,
and by comparing these concepts to those reported in
the literature. Helen Vallianatos conducted the data
analysis. 

Findings
Characteristics of Participants
A description of the characteristics of the study's partici-
pants is provided in order to contextualize their experi-
ences of migration and reproduction. A total of fifteen
non-recent and twenty-one recent Arab women partici-
pated in the focus group interviews. The non-recent
immigrant women had been in Canada for an average of
twenty-three years, whereas the recent participants had
lived in Canada for an average of three and a half years.

Compared with the recent immigrant women, non-
recent migrants were about a decade older on average
(32 and 41 years respectively). All of the women were, or
had been married; three were divorced. Household size
varied from two (among those who were married with-
out children) to seven members. Household income was
variable, although just over half of the participants were
living in low-income households. In Canada, a poverty
line per se does not exist. Instead, low-income house-
holds are defined according to community and house-
hold size. Part of the financial difficulties faced by immi-
grants is the lack of recognition of foreign credentials,
resulting in underemployment. According to various Arab
informants, “We [in our city] have the most educated cab
drivers,” a statement that reveals the extent of underem-
ployment in this immigrant community.

All of the participants were Muslim except one, and all
self-identified as Arab. Their countries of origin were
diverse: Egypt, Iraq, Syria, Jordan, Palestine, but the
majority were from Lebanon. The majority of participants
had come to Canada on family reunification visas. In
order to have some measure of assessing their various
degrees of acculturation, an acculturation scale measur-
ing language usage patterns was used. This four-item
questionnaire, where responses are scored on a 5-point
scale, was modified from one previously used among
Spanish-speaking immigrants (Norris, Ford & Bova, 1996;
Wallen, Feldman & Anliker, 2002). Unquestionably, lan-
guage use alone does not measure all degrees and vari-
eties of acculturation: previous research has found that
language preference and use can be used to provide an
appropriate estimate of acculturation (Marin, Sabogal,
Marin, Otero-Sabogal & Perez-Stable, 1987; Norris, Ford
& Bova, 1996; Wallen, Feldman & Anliker, 2002). Non-
recent immigrants scored higher on this scale, indicating
greater ease with, and frequency of English in everyday
life. This suggests that non-recent immigrant women felt
relatively more comfortable interacting with non-Arab
Canadians.

Comparisons of Reproductive Rituals between
Canada and “Home”
In this section, we compare and contrast reproductive rit-
uals practiced in Canada with what those women
recalled from their home countries. All women could
recount traditions associated with pregnancy, birth and
the post-partum period, even if they had only experi-
enced pregnancy and birth in Canada. However, most
women could contrast their own personal experiences of
reproduction both in Canada and at home, having had
some of their children before migrating to Canada. Three
interrelated themes on women's reproductive experi-
ences emerged from the interviews, labeled as follows: 1)
social support networks; 2) medical technology and per-

sonnel; and, 3) feeding the mother. As each of these
themes is discussed, the viewpoints of recent and non-
recent migrants are compared.

Theme 1: Social Support Networks 
Many of the discussions concerning women's lives dur-
ing pregnancy and the post-partum period focused on
the traditions of social support evident throughout
women's reproductive experiences. This was especially
emphasized in the conversations with non-recent immi-
grants, one of whom explained, “You treat yourself,
everyone around you treats you”. Women recalled
being pampered throughout pregnancy, demonstrated
not only by the amount of food offered to them, but
also by receiving special foods or foods that they craved.
Extended family networks ensured that mothers were
well cared for and helped first time expectant mothers
prepare for birth.  This continued into the post-partum
period, when mothers recalled doing nothing but sleep-
ing and caring for their newborn infant for the first cou-
ple of weeks, while female family members rallied to
ensure domestic tasks were completed.

All women who reminisced about birthing in their home
countries pointed out that one of the greatest chal-
lenges they faced in Canada was the lack of social sup-
port available for mothers, especially during the post-
partum period. During these times, the comfort and
care provided by families were especially missed. This
was a source of the greatest tension, as it highlighted
differences in how womanhood and birth are viewed in
Canada. Neolocal residence patterns are the norm in
Canada, reflecting emphasis on individuality and
reliance on self. Families are often dispersed, and are
not available to provide much help during the repro-
ductive process due to both time and distance limita-
tions. Birth in Canada is arguably a medical event,
occurring primarily under the expert control of medical
professionals, and in hospitals where medical technolo-
gy is readily available for use (Bourgeault, Declercq &
Sandall, 2001; Davis-Floyd, 1992; Davis-Floyd &
Sargent, 1997; Daviss, 2001; Jordan, 1993; Wrede,
Benoit & Sandall, 2001). In contrast, although Arab
women reported that medical systems and interventions
were commonly used in their home countries, birthing
was to a greater degree a social event, marked with cel-
ebrations and women, ensconced in supportive social
systems, could take at least some time to rest and bond
with their infant.

Due to their inability to divide labor, and to lean on the
support of others, some women perceived the
Canadian birth context as detrimental to their own and
their infants' well-being. This is exemplified in the fol-
lowing comparison made by a non-recent immigrant:
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In Beirut, my mother-in-law bought me lemons and
homemade soup, and she used to make me special foods
because I was pregnant and it was good for me and the
baby. My first son was born in Lebanon; he was 10 lbs,
but my other kids were born smaller, like Hana was one
month early and she was 4 lbs. That is because I did not
like the food here; even if I found everything [that could
be found  at home], the food still was not good.  

This woman's description of the important support she
received from her mother-in-law also highlights the sym-
bolic value of food. The above quotation also suggests
that food can demarcate challenges of adjusting to life in
Canada. The mother's dislike of the food, even if Arabic
food was found and purchased, is symbolic of missing
home and everything that home represents. The reliance
on others for help in provisioning and preparing special
food perceived as a requirement for a healthy pregnancy
is further explored below. Before turning to explore in
greater depth the care women receive as new mothers,
represented by food items and the sharing of food prepa-
ration, an investigation into the  medicalization of birth in
women's home countries is in order.

Theme 2: Medical Technology and Personnel
In the past two decades, much research has been conduct-
ed on the medicalization of reproduction, including child-
birth. This process of medicalization may be explained as
when language and ideology of scientific medicine come to
predominate in explanations of human behavior and biolo-
gy. In relation to childbirth, emphasis is focused on increas-
ing usage of technology in birthing, of “operationalizing”
childbirth, of treating it as a “disease” to be fixed (Davis-
Floyd, 1992). This process of medicalization of women's
reproduction is commonplace in North America, thus birth
in Canada can be categorized as a medical event (Davis-
Floyd & Sargent, 1997; Daviss, 2001). However, it is a mis-
take to conceptualize reproduction and childbirth as either
a medical or social event. Both, to varying degrees, are
important in formulating women's experiences; they are
not mutually exclusive. This is especially clear when dis-
cussing birth with recent immigrants. 

Recent immigrant women further contextualized the
meaning of birth in their discussions concerning medical
and social aspects of reproduction in Canada and their
home countries. Having more recently experienced birth
in their home countries, they pointed out that medical
interventions in the birthing process are global. However,
both positive and negative contrasts can be made, as
shown in the following exchange:

Woman 1: I was more comfortable during my pregnancy
in Lebanon. Here I was tired all the time. But during deliv-
ery, here is much better because here you can have your

mother or sister beside you in the delivery room, but back
home, no one is allowed in the room with you. No, here
is much better to have the baby, really.  
Woman 2: But the doctors and doctor visits, the doctors'
care is much better there.  
Woman 1: Yeah, that's true.  
Woman 2: Like when you're pregnant back home you go
to the doctor right away, you don't need to make any
appointment and wait, and the same doctor you go to is
the same doctor who does the ultrasound. The machines
are in the same office as the checkup and everything.  
Woman 3: Generally being pregnant there is more com-
fortable, but here it's much better at the time of delivery.  
Woman 2: Well I'm pregnant right now and I feel tired a
lot too.  
Woman 4: Like for the delivery, the nurses back home are
not as nice as the nurses here. They yell at you if you're in
pain, Wallah, they really do. 

Note in this exchange that being tired was associated
with living in Canada. As mentioned in the previous sec-
tion, this reflects the fact that women have smaller social
networks in Canada, hence they have fewer people on
whom they could count on to help on a daily basis — a
pattern that has previously been reported for Iranian and
other immigrant communities (Ali, 2002; Dossa, 2004;
Lock, 1991). This is exacerbated by the relatively fast pace
of the Canadian lifestyle, where long work hours are
required to stay financially solvent, let alone to get ahead
and rise in socioeconomic status (Vallianatos & Raine,
2005; Vallianatos, Ramos-Salas & Raine, 2005). Constant
work further impedes women's abilities to find others
who have the time to help, so the pampering during
pregnancy and the postpartum period experienced in
home countries are idealized in immigrant women's
imaginations. Furthermore, hospital stays for routine
births are a day or two, so women must return to their
homes and their household duties, with no one to help.

The above exchange also highlights a major difference in
medical practices and interactions with medical personnel.
Access and ongoing care were described as being better at
“home” since women could see their care-provider when-
ever they wished, and were ensured that the same provider
who was advising them throughout their pregnancy would
be present at the birth. Building a personal relationship
with one's care provider fosters trust, and in turn helps to
make women's reproductive experiences more positive.
This is usually not the case in recent years in Canada.
Instead, the obstetrician on call attends the birth, and it is
becoming common for obstetrical practices to consist of a
group of doctors. For women this means that even for rou-
tine visits during pregnancy, they may see whichever part-
ner is available, consequently not developing a strong per-
sonal connection with one doctor.

The next section examines the reproductive process as a
whole, and food practices in particular, to develop an
understanding of the social significance of reproduction.

Theme 3: Feeding the Mother
“When people know you're pregnant, they all want to
feed you.” (Non-recent Immigrant Woman) As this quote
shows, women recalled pregnancy as being a special time
back home, where they were sheltered, given special
food, and encouraged to rest and take care of them-
selves. In contrast, because of lifestyle pressures in
Canada, immigrant women often felt lonely, and missed
the care provided by extended family members and
friends in their home country. Recent migrants in particu-
lar spoke of these differences, as exemplified by this quo-
tation: “They make the food for you, and you are always
resting. Friends and family make you soup and other
food. Here you have to do everything yourself, it's much
harder.”

Food cravings are a common experience shared by preg-
nant women around the world (e.g. Coronios-Vargas,
Toma, Tuveson & Schutz, 1992; Demissie, Muroki & Kogi-
Makau, 1998; Vallianatos, 2006). Folk knowledge often
emphasizes the importance of satisfying cravings, for if
not met, it is believed that something may happen to the
fetus. An example of this is shown in the following
exchange:

Woman 4: One advantage is that because here everything
is available, when a woman craves it's easy to find what-
ever she wants. Back home, if you crave watermelon in
winter, you can't find it.  
Researcher: So what happens if you can't meet your crav-
ings?
Woman 1: You wait until you find it and eat it, you just
keep craving.  
Woman 6: We believe if you don't get what you craved for,
the shape of the food you craved will be on the baby's body. 

In the above exchange, it is also clear that there are ben-
efits to living in Canada while pregnant. Seasonality has
little impact on food availability, as food items from
around the world are imported, although food purchased
out of season may be more expensive. Nevertheless, the
plethora of products available in grocery stores from
around the world ensures that cravings may be satisfied. 

The study's participants also reported food prescriptions
for the post-partum period. These dietary practices are
believed to enhance breastfeeding by ensuring that ade-
quate quantities of high-quality breast milk were pro-
duced. These foods included 'hot' foods, necessary for
bringing the body back into equilibrium. Non-recent
immigrants recalled:

Woman 1: After you have the baby, they give you a lot of
milk and hot stuff to drink so the milk will come. Here the
first thing they bring you in the hospitals is cold water! It
was weird, back home they give you hot drinks.
{Aside as group discusses why they would be given cold
items in Canada; no one knew}
Woman 2:  We give her eggs with garlic and cumin after
she delivers, for the milk to come.
Woman 3:  Also chicken soup for one month.
Woman 2: And sawdah (liver) which is good for the blood.

The discussion of the necessity of giving new mothers
'hot' items seems to be folk knowledge based on tradi-
tional Islamic medical procedures. Islamic medicine is a
humoral medical system, in which health is defined as the
balance of humors. Imbalance can result from an individ-
ual's activities, including dietary and physical activity pat-
terns, and must be corrected in order to maintain health.
Also shaping the balance of humors are environmental
factors, such as the seasons of the year, and individual
characteristics, such as personality and different stages in
life, including pregnancy, birth, and lactation (Ullmann,
1978). Pregnancy is considered a 'hot' condition, and
birth releases this heat from women's bodies.
Consequently, women must be given 'hot' foods or
drinks that are strengthening, and protect against illness
caused by being too 'cold'. Giving 'hot' foods also
ensures that adequate milk will be produced, and that
the breast milk will be of good quality. Although women
did not have a deep understanding of humoral medical
systems, it does seem to have permeated folk wisdom,
demonstrated by the conversation above. In this context,
it is surprising that women in Canada are given cold items
during labor and after birth.   

Breast-feeding has been shown to be a common prac-
tice; most of the women studied breast-fed for at least
a few months, and often for two years. Social support
was provided to mothers in their home countries, in
order to successfully initiate and to encourage continu-
ation of breastfeeding, as reported by one recent immi-
grant woman: “Back home, they all try to help you to
breast-feed as long as possible. They try to make every-
thing comfortable for you to breast-feed, and they
make all the foods that bring more milk.” Breast-feed-
ing is a skill that takes time to learn, and even for mul-
tiparous women, time is required to develop the rela-
tionships with their new infant. The lack of a large sup-
port network in Canada means that women often feel
harried to meet all their household tasks, leaving only a
day or two to recover from birth and establish a routine.
This lack of social space for breast-feeding, in conjunc-
tion with difficulties mothers face in implementing post-
partum traditions, has been reported to negatively
affect breastfeeding initiation and continuation rates
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among immigrant women (Groleau, Soulière &
Kirmayer, 2006).

Therefore, immigrant Arab women's remembrances of
the reproductive process in their home countries
emphasized the quality and extent of care they
received. This was symbolized in the provision of special
foods that ensured their own, and their infants’ well-
being. The importance of taking care of new mothers
was also represented by the time they were given to
recover from birth, and to settle into a new routine with
their infants. Women received the most help with activ-
ities concerning food, as female relatives and friends
took over food provisioning not just in providing special
foods for the new mother, but also helped meet the
dietary needs of the family as a whole.

Discussion
Reproduction is a rite of passage experienced by the
vast majority of women who participated in this study.
Not only is this a physical event women experience, but
it is shaped by cultural values, affecting women's
expectations and views of their reproductive experi-
ences. The process of reproduction is also a social one,
as it propagates not only new community members, but
social values as well. In other words, the rituals associ-
ated with the reproduction process demonstrate funda-
mental societal worldviews. The suggestion being made
is that because the reproductive process is intimately
linked with sociocultural values and worldviews, an
investigation comparing and contrasting immigrant
women's reproductive experiences in their new and
home countries is useful in highlighting tensions that
are frequently part of the migration process. 

Analysis of focus group interviews conducted with
recent and non-recent Arab immigrant women showed
this tension in the challenges they faced in birthing in
Canada. The most common element missing in the
Canadian context was a large support network com-
posed of friends and family who would look after preg-
nant and lactating mothers, especially in the weeks fol-
lowing the birth event. Women recalled being vetted in
their home countries while pregnant and lactating. This
treatment was symbolized by the provisioning of food,
in particular special foods. This was often not the case
in Canada, where lifestyle changes resulted in fewer
opportunities for socialization. The negative impact of
the faster pace of life on women's abilities to perform
traditional customs was exacerbated by financial con-
straints. Nevertheless, the study's participants spoke of
the importance of continuing these traditions, not only
because these practices shaped women's well-being,
but also as a means of connecting with their homeland
and living according to their ethnic and cultural identi-
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ty. To participate in these traditions was a way of repro-
ducing “home”. 

Challenges faced by immigrant women were balanced
with benefits perceived to come with living in Canada.
The medical system in Canada was overall highly
regarded. Despite the complaint of lack of personal
relationships with doctors, women appreciated the
public health system and the consequent accessibility of
care. Hospitals were clean and friendly, and staff were
helpful and accommodating (e.g. religious dietary pro-
scriptions were respected), allowing women to feel
comfortable in this environment. Furthermore, for a
small number of women, moving to Canada meant
escaping the responsibilities that come with social
reproduction, and they welcomed the opportunity to
not participate in traditional reproductive rituals and
ceremonies.

In sum, women's role as mothers is in large part mani-
fested in reproduction, in their endeavors of reproduc-
ing children and society. Moving to a country where
they are a visible minority group is accompanied by a
variety of social, economic, and political stresses. These
tensions may negatively affect their coping abilities of
adjusting to life in Canada, and adversely affect their
health and well-being (e.g. Dossa, 2004; Stewart et al.,
2006; Vallianatos & Raine, 2005). Reproducing “home”
through continuance of traditions may help to alleviate
some anxieties, but in addition, efforts to address the
issues female migrants face need further investigation
and action (cf. Stewart et al., 2006). Advocacy with
medical and governmental bureaucracies to increase
awareness of Arab immigrant women's needs and
development of culturally appropriate ways to help
these women cope with the challenges they face in
Canada are required. In addition, the education of
medical and governmental administrators and staff
members in the diverse cultural interpretations of
health and reproduction is also necessary in order to
provide culturally appropriate care. 

Funding for this project was provided by POWER
(Promotion of Optimal Weights through Ecological
Research), a New Emerging Team research grant provided
by the Canadian Institutes of Health Research — Institute
of Nutrition, Metabolism and Diabetes, in partnership with
the Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada. We would
like to thank Shaymaa Rahme, BSc, whose work as a
research assistant was extremely valuable, as was the help
and advice provided by Yvonne Chiu and her colleagues, at
the Multicultural Health Brokers Cooperative.
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Interviewed by Myriam Sfeir
Managing Editor

Guita Hourani Discusses
Migration and her work at the
Lebanese Emigration Research
Center (LERC)

Interviewing Ms. Guita Hourani, Associate Director of the
Lebanese Emigration Research Center (LERC) at Notre
Dame University (NDU), Lebanon, was indispensable for
this issue of Al-Raida, considering that she is a woman
who heads one of the few centers that addresses the issue
of migration in the Arab world. Being herself a forced
migrant, her testimony is very poignant given that she
experienced the alienation that migrants face when they
flee their country of origin and settle in a foreign land. 

1. Can you expound on your background, family,
education and work?
I am from Taalabaya in the Bekaa valley, where I was
raised in a closely-knit and very conservative family, along
with two brothers and a sister. My studies began in
Lebanon and then in the United States, leaving for the
latter in 1983. In the US, after graduating with a Masters
in Urban Planning, I was a consultant for several years to
the World Bank and the International Institute for
Development in Washington, D.C. Also in the US, I pio-
neered and taught a course at several universities and
institutions on the role of women in war, peace and con-
flict resolution, founded the Maronite Research Institute
(MARI) and its electronic publication, The Journal of
Maronite Studies, and was a Fellow at the Institute of

Christian Oriental Research Center at the Catholic
University of America. I had intended to return to
Lebanon on a permanent basis in 1997, when I started
teaching at the Holy Spirit University and was the advisor
for International Academic Affairs; however I left again in
1999 to finally return permanently in 2002. 

I returned to Lebanon mainly because of my parents. My
parents did not like living in Europe because of the
weather and decided to return to Lebanon; therefore,
being the only single child in the family, I returned to be
with them. Both my parents are in their early seventies
and need to be cared for, not so much physically as emo-
tionally and morally. My parents could not, and still can-
not, adjust to the fact that most of their children and
grandchildren are not around them. 

The first two years were very miserable — I was very
unhappy and disliked living in polluted, noisy, and chaot-
ic Beirut. Yet, with time, I got used to life here in
Lebanon, especially after managing to persuade my par-
ents to move to the mountains. 

I am currently the Associate Director of the Lebanese
Emigration Research Center (LERC) at Notre Dame

was from 1983 to 2001 with an interval of two years
spent in Lebanon between 1997 and 1999. My life has
been marked by the experience of migration given that
almost half of my life was spent away from my loved ones
and from my country, Lebanon. 

Had it not been for the Lebanese civil war that made of
us forced migrants, I think I could easily have become
another person. I shall never know who that person could
have been, a pilot, or a medical doctor, or maybe a mar-
ried person living incognito in my village. The only me
that I know, however, is the one that is marked by the
consequences of displacement and migration. 

My siblings and I are forced migrants. None of us chose to
leave and stay away for that long, we truly didn't have a
say in this decision. I was supposed to leave to study med-
icine in France upon completing high school. However, all
my plans were sabotaged by the war of 1975. Following
our displacement and all the bloodshed I witnessed, I
couldn't tolerate the sight of death and bodies and so my
interest in medicine faded. My second choice was to
become a pilot but my injury during the war prevented me
from becoming a pilot and so I ended up being a histori-
an and an urban planner, which is not so bad. At least I
am alive, unlike my cousins and best friend. 

University and a member of the University's Research
Board. At LERC I wear three hats; I am the head manag-
er, the head of research, and a researcher. I am responsi-
ble for setting up the research policy of the Center; I lead
research projects, represent the Center locally, regionally
and internationally, and provide consultation in my
capacity as an expert on Lebanese migration issues for
governmental and non-governmental institutions. I also
served as an expert on migration for the Maronite
Patriarchal Synod from 2003 to 2006. 

2. You spent many years yourself as an emigrant,
how did this personal experience affect your under-
standing of the migration issue and your work as a
researcher?
In 1983, I was forced to leave my country of birth,
Lebanon. My parents sent me to the USA to my maternal
uncle to recover from an injury I sustained during the war.
I was supposed to stay in the US for a couple of months,
but my parents decided that I should benefit from being
there to further my studies, especially that I always want-
ed to continue my education. The months turned into
years, too many years, actually. While living permanently
in the US, I also tried settling in different countries,
France, Japan, and then Canada, but the US was the
place where I was destined to be a migrant. My migration

A festival celebrating the Lebanese Independence in front of the
Lebanese Embassy, Mexico, 1950. Courtesy of LERC.

Mercedes Mafud de Rage carrying her daughter Ivonne. Accompanied
by Juan Erales, José and Sara Cuaik and Latife Abdel Nur de Mafud,
with Hilda Rage. Mexico, (n.d.). Courtesy of LERC.
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asked to fill out a census. One of the questions was “are
you White, Hispanic, Black, Native-American or Other”
and my answer was Hispanic because I was in South
Carolina and I saw that I looked like my Hispanic class-
mates more than anybody else. I was never faced with a
question of race before. In Lebanon you are identified by
your religion. Then a couple of years later I realized that
being Hispanic is an identity as well as a race, and then
when I learned what the definition of white is, I started
referring to myself as white. After a couple more years
had passed, and with better knowledge of race and eth-
nicity in the States, I reasserted my identity and my eth-
nicity by placing 'Syriac' next to 'Other' in the census. I
wanted to reclaim who I was. So you see, in one decade
I changed my perception three times vis-à-vis my racial
belonging. This is not the least of the issues that people
face in their journey as migrants. 

3. You are currently the Associate Director of the
Lebanese Emigration Research Center (LERC); can
you tell me more about the Center and its activities?
We established LERC in April 2003, as an initiative of the
Lebanese Notre Dame University, known locally as NDU.  We
created the center basically to promote the academic study
of contemporary and historical migration to, from, and
through Lebanon. We work with local and international
scholars and we use both traditional-academic and alterna-
tive-grassroots methodologies. We also have introduced the
use and study of information and communication technolo-
gy (ICT) as a research tool and object of our studies here of
late. Another of our aims at LERC is to support original
research and to promote an intellectual exchange among
experts, students, and others who hold an interest in inter-
national migration and national development. The focus of
our work at LERC involves the relationships within the net-
work of Lebanese diasporic communities spread throughout
the world; and the role of Lebanese migrants and their

Even though my life has been very rich with travel, edu-
cation, and very positive experiences, there are things
that I was deprived of, things that I cannot recover or
recreate. Things such as growing up with my siblings,
knowing what my brother's favorite music was, how he
lived his adolescent life, how much my other brother suf-
fered when he was kidnapped, how my parents survived,
things such as sharing the family burden with my sister,
enjoying Christmas as a family, attending the wedding of
my brother, the birth of my nephew, etc. Being a migrant
is a very painful experience. Migration is separation; it is
an agonizing experience especially when you are forced
to migrate against your will, when you leave behind your
loved ones under bombardment never knowing when
you will see them next. 

When I look back, I realize how polarized I became. I lived
with one part of my heart and mind in Lebanon and the
other part in the States. I left the US after fourteen years
without even obtaining a green card. Had I been less ide-
alistic, I could have secured the American citizenship that
would have facilitated my life and the life of my family. I
didn't even think of US citizenship as an opportunity for
my family. I blame myself for being idealistic, for not being
pragmatic, and sometimes when it hits me hard that we
are spread all over the world, I feel guilty for not having
put my family first rather than my principles. It was out of
selfishness and stubbornness that I failed to bring my fam-
ily together to the US when I had the opportunity of doing

so. Now my sister is married in France, my brother lives
with his family in Belgium, my other brother and his fam-
ily are on the island of Guadeloupe, and my parents and I
are in Lebanon. I will always regret not thinking of them
first and not doing my duty to my family.

Migration is both an opportunity and a misfortune. It
polarizes people, it makes them face their demons, and it
challenges their identities, beliefs, fears, and strengths.
Migration has made me a better person than the one I
knew before leaving. Well, let me rephrase this, it explod-
ed my talents, it widened my lens, it realized my dream
to travel and to learn, it broke me and remolded me time
after time with every failure and every success. Migration
is a god that remolds its creation constantly.

As for what it did to my understanding of migration issues
and its impact on my work? I wouldn't have been so effec-
tive in my work if I hadn't experienced migration myself.
My own experience has given me a special entry into this
complex and contradictory world of mobility and separa-
tion. I can deeply understand migration and migrants.
Migrants face adjustment and integration issues that are
probably the hardest to deal with because they demand a
change of mindset, behavior, and misconceptions.

One of the issues that I had to deal with at different inter-
vals in my life as a migrant in the US was the issue of
race. During my first semester at the university I was

remittances back home, which have come to play a contin-
uing role in the development of their home country. 
In saying so, our ultimate aim at LERC is to become the
world's principal center of research as well as being the
chief repository for archival and other material related to
Lebanese migration. The Center, we hope, will also serve
as a forum where scholars and advanced students of
migration, with all its related disciplines, can meet with
actual migrants, as well as those interested in the field.
We are trying to create a place where the university's fac-

ulty and students can discuss migration
issues with local officials, businesspersons,
and other professionals, and where a wide
variety of human experience and knowl-
edge can be accessed and explored.

LERC is also heavily involved in community
activities. In addition to public forums on
the economic and political effects of
Lebanese migration I mentioned before,
the Center organizes regional workshops
on issues of particular concern to local
communities, as well as occasional exhibi-
tions of photographs and documents from
its own archives. From October to May of
each academic year, and as part of the
Center's monthly lecture series, Lebanese
audiences are introduced to a wide range

Antoine Farah and Vilma Pergeli Farah with their
children coming back to Lebanon, Brazil, 1964.
Courtesy of LERC

The disembarkation of emigrants in the port of Santos, Brazil, 1907. Courtesy of LERC.

Travel certificate of Manné Merhi, her son and three daughters
from Batroun, Lebanon July 15, 1924. Courtesy of LERC. 

A postcard of Meu hotel in 1918 Brazil-Paraguay Borders. Courtesy of LERC. 
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applied social science research projects. For
instance, in our in-house survey on the
evacuation that took place during the
Summer 2006 War, we purposely included
a set of gender specific questions. In doing
so, we hoped to be able to map out the
profile of the female sample from among
the interviewees; that is, we not only want-
ed to know how many had already migrat-
ed or were planning to leave, but also to
learn more about their evacuation experi-
ence as women. 

We are currently in the process of aggregat-
ing the data collected from a later survey,
commissioned by the EU's Consortium of
Applied Research on International
Migration (CARIM), on the impact of the
Summer 2006 War and its aftermath on
insecurity, migration, and return. We

received well over 600 responses from our residents'
questionnaire. Out of the 444 residents who filled out
our residents' survey properly, 195 were women; we also
canvassed the Lebanese expatriates with a separate ques-
tionnaire, receiving over 100 responses, and out of the 71

valid migrant responses 22 were from women. This infor-
mation will be a large part of the initial basis for a data-
base that will monitor the feminization of the migration
from Lebanon. Simultaneously the statistics on women
are being jointly aggregated with the data from the male
participants in the final report, which will give us an over-
all picture of the status of migration in Lebanon for the
survey period. The final report is available on the
EuroMed website (www.carim.org), or directly
at(http://www.iue.it/RSCAS/e-texts/CARIM-
RR2007_01_Hourani&Sensenig.pdf). 

We understand that migration impacts gender roles, per-
sonal behavior, employment, education, and economic
life. We also understand how migration challenges the
meaning of being a woman, especially when migration is
forced in many cases, as it is in Lebanon. Therefore, we
are also planning several
follow up studies, one of
which is on the increasing
phenomenon of young,
educated, female Lebanese
migrants; another is to col-
lect Lebanese women's life
narratives, not so much on
a historical basis, as was
done in the past, concen-
trating on former female
migrants, but more on
those who are migrants
today and we would like to
cooperate with your center
on this subject.

Of course the term "gen-
der" means both women
and men. We are also look-
ing at the other side of the
coin, at migration as a
specifically male experience.
We now have enough raw
data from our two studies carried out from July to
December of 2006 in order to contribute to the study of
male migration for the first time. Some of our staff mem-
bers are preparing our first study of male migration, inte-
grating our recent data with gender studies theory on
male identities. 

5. At the international level, migration flows are
becoming increasingly feminized; is LERC undertak-
ing any research along these lines?
LERC has been in existence for three and-a-half-years
only. The founding years were dedicated to collecting
material (books, studies, and archival material), establish-
ing contacts, signing agreements, and setting up our

objectives and goals. We were also keen on thinking and
working outside the box, using oral history, visual history
and physical culture studies in local village settings in the
north of Lebanon. We haven't really got around to carry-
ing out any project dedicated specifically to the feminiza-
tion of migration in Lebanon. However, in all our ongo-
ing and future research projects, LERC is paying special
attention to the feminization of emigration from
Lebanon. We know from observation and anecdotal
information that there is an increase in the migration of
young, single, and educated Lebanese women. This is the
result of several factors. First, it is due to the dispropor-
tionate number of males who have emigrated previously,
and it is also due to the large number of males who have
died during the past decades of conflict. More women
are being educated and are entering non-traditional sec-
tors of the economy, and because of the insecurities,

both political and economic, in the country, they are opt-
ing for migration, mainly to the Gulf, but more and more
to other parts of the world including, but not only,
Western Europe and Canada. In addition to the political
and economic reasons, there is a specific social reason as
well; it is said that there is one marriageable male to every
five single females in Lebanon who are looking for a hus-
band. The search for better marriage opportunities might
also be a reason for some women to leave.

Currently, we are in the process of preparing a research
project that will deal with this topic exclusively and we
would love for it to be a joint venture between our
Center and the Institute for Women's Studies in the Arab

of topics presented by local and foreign specialists.  Our
lecture topics till now have dealt mainly with the
Lebanese migrant communities in France, Mexico, and
Australia, the structure of the transnational Lebanese
family, absentee voting and election reform, the effects
of migration on the village of Bishmizzine, and migrant
patriotism in times of crisis.

Apart from its activities here in Lebanon, we encourage
the staff at the Center to regularly participate in a wide
variety of international conferences and forums, again
focusing in particular on migration and cultural exchange
between the lands bordering the Mediterranean. 

4. At LERC do you strive to include a gender dimen-
sion in the research you undertake? Do you collect
gender-disaggregated data?
Migration studies, as a whole, are neglected in Lebanon,
let alone a focus on women's migration experiences.
However, many Lebanese and non-Lebanese scholars
outside the country have published a wide variety of
research on the subject of Lebanese women migrants:
such as Dr. Akram Khater (Inventing home: Emigration,
gender and the middle class in Lebanon 1870-1920), Dr.
Evelyn Shakir (Bint Arab), Joanna Kadi (Food for our
grandmothers), Anja Peleikis (Lebanese in Motion:
Gender and the making of translocal village). Several PhD
dissertations address the subject, such as Lebanese
migration to Sierra Leone: Issues of Transnationalism,
Gender, Citizenship, and the Construction of a Globalized
Identity by Lina Beydoun. Most of these books and dis-
sertations have been collected by LERC and are available
at our Center for consultation.

At LERC we also highlight the gender dimension in our

Grand receptions offered by Don Antonio Letayf in his ranch. Present In this reunion
were President Carranza, diplomatic members and a group of Lebanese merchants,
Mexico (n.d.). Courtesy of LERC. 

Issa David Assaf and Anastacia Salvador de Assaf and their son
Elieas in Belén, Mexico  in 1899. Courtesy of LERC.   

The Elegant Jorge Trad Tueini in her twenties,
Mexico (n.d.). Courtesy of LERC. 

Juanita Majluf and her friend in Orizaba,
Veracruz, 1916. Courtesy of LERC. 
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World, in cooperation with scholars from other interna-
tional and regional organizations.

6. What are some of the challenges you are facing at
LERC in terms of gender and migration research and
how are you dealing with them?
We are facing challenges in terms of conducting migration
research in general and gendered research in particular.
The challenges are basically the lack of data and the near
absence of data collection by the different ministries, agen-
cies, and departments of the government. It is the govern-
ment's duty to collect the needed data. In general, inter-
national organizations, UN bodies and non-governmental
organizations usually make use of the data provided by
governments. In Lebanon, the situation is complicated,
given that the past thirty years have been very chaotic with
the civil war taking its toll on all government sectors. It is
important to note that we have not had a national census
since 1932. Hence, we do not know the actual composi-
tion of our population. There are projections, but without
a national census and the proper programs needed to col-
lect the different variables at the ports of entry and depar-
ture no factual data will be available.  

Mind you, there are two studies that were done in the
last 30 years, one by the government's Central
Administration of Statistics and one by the Université
Saint Joseph (USJ). Moreover, Dr. Anis Abi Farah of the
Lebanese University started a database, a personal initia-
tive, and published a small study on the subject. Two of

should occur on the level of the individual women them-
selves. Women should benefit from their migration experi-
ence in order to further their knowledge base, education
and experience, to reinforce their identity, and to partake
in social and national life, including politics. The second
change should occur on the national level, to get women
recognized as equal members of society and to enact laws
that protect them as human beings and as women. Laws
that will allow them full participation in social and nation-
al life along with the establishment of monitoring bodies

that oversee the implementation
of these laws. The third level is
that of the host countries, whose
laws should protect women
against abuse and harassment,
low pay, unequal pay and job inse-
curity, and allow them to realize
their full potential. The fourth level
is the international one, where we
have seen serious efforts to set up
laws that protect women, that
encourage them to take action to
emancipate themselves, and
ensure their access to education,
housing, employment, health
treatment, food, credit, and the
like.  

The above mentioned items are
applicable to all women. As for
Arab migrant women, I believe
that they have to do more for

the studies put migration between 1975 and 2001 at
around 900,000. This information does not include those
who have returned and re-migrated or returned and
stayed. So the data is not very detailed. Thanks to the
studies mentioned, we are now able to form an idea
about the number and makeup of the population that is
left in the country. However, these studies are sporadic. In
order to really understand migration, interim studies and
interim aggregation of information, statistics, and data
are required. 

Since 2001, no studies have been published on migra-
tion. There might be some studies that are prepared for

Teresa and Raquel Nader with their fiancés,
Mexico. (n.d.). Courtesy of LERC. 

Young first generation Lebanese women disguised as wives of sheiks, Mexico, 1935. Courtesy of LERC. 

Jorge and Minerva Zacarías, Alfredo, Amira, Alicia and Guillermo
Asali  in traditional clothes, Mexico, 1942. Courtesy of LERC. 

The Funeral of Pedro Kahwagi Kuri, Mexico. Courtesy of LERC.

private purposes or by commercial enterprises,
but these studies are not made available to the
public. 

Another obstacle we are facing is that universi-
ties are not properly maintaining contact with
their graduates, in order to know their where-
abouts; that also deprives us of an alternative
source of information. The respective alumni
associations could become a major partner in
improving migration studies in Lebanon. 

It is unfortunate that there is very little we can do
to deal with the lack of data other than con-
ducting quantitative research. Quantitative
research requires large amounts of funding that
is simply not obtainable at this time for the social
sciences. Given that the University is our main
funding resource, we should look for alternative
funding sources as well. Moreover, one needs
relative peace in the country to be able to con-
duct research projects. One must be able to send
researchers to conduct fieldwork without being
worried that they might come in harm's way. We cer-
tainly will do our best to secure funds. This does not
mean that we are not already trying different avenues to
carry out such research. Here again, we might profit in
this matter if our two institutions would work together
more closely. 

7. What changes do you think would benefit the sit-
uation of Arab migrant women in the diaspora?
The changes could occur on four levels. The first changes

Juanita Serio de Asali, Mexico, 1930. Courtesy of LERC.
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themselves in order to benefit from
their migration experience, especially
in developed countries. They should
gain education and knowledge, par-
ticipate in civil society, in political
movements, in parties and in inter-
national organizations, exploit their
talents, discover themselves, and
realize their potential.

I agree with the anthropologist
Emmanuel Todd when he said that
the defining factor in the adjustment
of immigrants — the factor that
determines the ultimate success of
the migration process for a specific
group, that is in our case the situa-
tion of Arabs, is the social status of
women in both the country of origin
and the country of immigration. I
believe that Arab women migrants
have impacted the lives of women in
the Arab world in the past and will
continue to do so, especially with the
development of technology and
transportation, which facilitates net-
working and interaction. I believe
that it is important to set up a net-
working channel between migrant
women and resident women in
Lebanon and the Middle East to
exchange ideas and benefit from
experiences and maybe have a men-
toring program for young women.

8. What are the specifically
Lebanese aspects of your work
on migration?
All the work we do at LERC is on
Lebanese emigration. We are very
interested in doing comparative stud-
ies. Examining the migration experi-
ence of Lebanese women and com-
paring it to that of Egyptian,
Jordanian, or Palestinian women is one of our dreams. 

At LERC we are not concentrating much on the migration
that happened in the past because research on that sub-
ject is well developed and enjoys a lot of support today.
We want to catch up with what is happening today, to be
able to benefit our society with suggestions for policies.
There is so much work to be done; especially studying,
for instance, the role of women as identity carriers and
protectors, as well as their role in the integration process
in the host societies.

9. Can you tell me more about the latest research
project LERC has undertaken on the effects of the
Summer 2006 War and migration?
All our projects that were planned for last summer were
aborted as a result of the war. However, during the war —
while we were literally sitting around wondering what to
do next — we decided to use this unwanted "opportuni-
ty" to work on a study about immigration, remigration and
evacuation under fire, so to speak. The study dealt with the
assisted departure of return migrants who had actually
returned to reside in Lebanon or migrants who were just

visiting Lebanon for their summer vacation. We knew that
the war affected remigration or return to Lebanon and
migration from Lebanon. With the data as a basis, we
found that 12% of our sample comprised people who had
returned this summer to check out life in Lebanon and
eventually bring back their entire families. Eighteen percent
had actually already decided to return permanently, but
were forced to leave, so you can imagine the impact. Even
though the sample in our study was small, what was
revealed was significant. The loss of hope was one of the
major casualties of the war. Many of the Lebanese living
abroad lost all hope of returning to Lebanon. 

Over and above the aforementioned study, LERC has
published two handbooks. The first book is a bibliogra-
phy of Lebanese migration in Australia and New Zealand
and the second is a handbook entitled The Lebanese

A group of Lebanese leaving the French embassy in Mexico, 1930. Courtesy of LERC. 

Dimitri Dib Family, Brazil, 1920. Courtesy of LERC. 

Migrants in Brazil: An Annotated Bibliography. We also
developed an alternative toolkit, using Sven Lindqvist's
"dig where you stand" approach to local migration stud-
ies, which will come out as a book in the fall of 2007.
Moreover, LERC prepared a white paper that was sent to
the Boutros Commission on electoral reform in the fall of
2005, on the right of Lebanese migrants to vote out-of-
country. Last but not least, we are planning a special
study on Lebanese women migrants to be carried out in
late 2007.

We are currently finalizing two studies, the results of
which will be published in the spring of 2007. One is in
the form of a book on absentee voting in the case of the
Lebanese migration and the second is about Human
Insecurity and Forced Migration in Lebanon following the
Summer 2006 War.
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Upon arriving in West Virginia, 'Aqlah worked as a ped-
dler, following in the footsteps of Levantine migrants to
the United States, Canada, Brazil, and Africa before her.
Despite the fact that she was illiterate, she managed to
learn enough English, Italian, Polish and Hungarian to
attract a good number of loyal customers to her peddling
enterprise. This was unsurprising since, as Najwa Nasr
observes, daily contact with Americans, some of them
immigrants themselves, “facilitated the removal of the
linguistic barrier. Very soon the peddlers picked up the
foreign language, starting of course with the survival
expressions and the business jargon”.6

Her name, 'Aqlah, which means wise or sensible in
Arabic, became Mary in the United States. Mary peddled
her wares in three states, West Virginia, Pennsylvania,
and Ohio. 

Peddling was an occupation that needed no special edu-
cation or technical or language skills and no great invest-
ment, for the merchandise was available on consignment
and was easily translatable into cash. Above all, peddling
was lucrative, providing money and freedom, although it
required considerable physical strength and psychologi-
cal endurance. Peddlers trod dangerous routes in adverse
weather and were sometimes confronted with unfriend-
ly people or, worse, hostile animals.

A peddler carried a kashshi, which was, according to
Habib Katibah, “a corruption of the Spanish word for
box or 'caixa'”7. Alixa Naff clarifies that the peddler's

load typically included a weighty suitcase strapped to the
back, an open box or kashshi at the chest and a satchel
or bundle in each hand.8 Among the peddler's wares
were silk and lace fabrics and 'notions' to trim a gar-
ment; thread, needles, safety pins, thimbles, scissors,
buttons, elastics, and shoelaces; underwear and outer-
wear for the whole family; and almost anything else
requested by the peddlers' clients.9 These items were
usually bought on consignment from a wholesaler
known in America as the 'kashshash.'10 'Aqla bought her
own merchandise from Wheeling wholesalers John
Naylor, L. S. Good and Sa'id George.

'Aqlah's merchandise filled two large cases and her ped-
dling expeditions began with the Baltimore and Ohio
Railroad or at the Pennsylvania train station. Her cus-
tomers were spread throughout the farming regions, vil-
lages and small towns of West Virginia, Ohio and
Pennsylvania, and along the Ohio River. 

'Aqlah “would often stay overnight in the home of a cus-
tomer who had, by then, become a trustworthy
friend”.11 According to Louise Seymour Houghton,
women peddlers could gain access to homes more read-
ily than men could because their customers trusted them
and this allowed them to develop lasting clientele,
which, in many cases, grew into friendships.12

Despite her resolve to leave Mount Lebanon, 'Aqlah was
heartbroken at the prospect of parting from her children,
especially Sarkis, her youngest son, who had not yet

Guita Hourani
Associate Director 
Lebanese Emigration Research Center (LERC) 

'Aqlah Brice Al Shidyaq: 
A Woman Peddler from 
Northern Lebanon

Lebanese from all social and economic classes were attract-
ed by the international migration movement of the nine-
teenth century. Men and women, married and single, mid-
dle class and underprivileged all sought their fortune
through migration. Rather surprisingly, given the patriar-
chal norms of Middle Eastern society, Christian as well as
Muslim married women sometimes emigrated without
their husbands and families, for, as A. Khater notes, they
“had their [own] reasons to leave… Some wanted to
escape an unhappy marriage, others sought a better finan-
cial status, and a few were after adventure, but most went
looking for the 'family”.'  

'Aqlah Brice Al Shediaq2 was one of the married women
who left her village of Beit Moundhir in northern Lebanon.
In fact, she was probably one of the first women from her
society to dare such an adventure. Her reason for leaving
was the unbearable control exerted by her mother-in-law,
Khazoon, over her own life and the lives of her husband
and children. 'Aqlah left to America in 1894 after telling
her husband, who feared the sea, that she would visit rel-
atives in Wheeling, West Virginia, for one year and see
what life in America was like.

Emigration was a choice for those women who were suffi-

ciently spirited to dare to challenge the sociocultural norms
of their villages. The opportunities to make money inde-
pendently and to improve the family's financial status were
also important factors encouraging some Lebanese
women to take the sea route to the New World. 'Aqlah
was not the only woman to leave an intolerable environ-
ment and emigrate: the mother of Gibran Khalil Gibran,
Kamila, left an abusive husband in 18953 and set sail for
America.

According to 'Aqlah’s grandson, Edward Brice, “Khazoon
was a strong-willed Lebanese matriarch. Her domination
and control of every aspect of life within the large house-
hold extended to her son, John, and his wife, 'Aqlah. It was
to escape the tyranny of her disarmingly beautiful mother-
in-law, Allah Yirhama! (May God have mercy on her soul),
that Sitta fled Lebanon”.4

Flouting local conventions, 'Aqlah traveled unaccompanied
on her long sea voyage. As Edward later wrote, “It is a
mystery to me and my family, how my gentle, mountain
village grandma of approximately thirty years of age man-
aged the sea voyage of three to four weeks to Ellis Island,
followed by a train trip from the giant and bustling
metropolis of New York to Wheeling, West Virginia”.5

Left to right: 'Aqlah, her son Tom and his wife Mary Saadeh. Photo courtesy of Edward Brice al Shidyaq, (Wheeling, WV, ca. 1914).
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been weaned. Once in America, she thought constantly
of the family that she had left behind. Like many of her
female compatriots, she sent her earnings13 to her hus-
band so that he might purchase land in Beit Moundhir
and provide for their six children and other members of
the family.14

It was not until six years after her emigration that she
was able to have her oldest son and his family join her in
Wheeling. By 1912, the rest of her children and their
families were all living with her in America. The fact that
her husband's fear of ocean travel did not permit him to
join her broke her heart.15

Once 'Aqlah's family arrived in the United States, she
decided to buy property in Wheeling. She bought a
three-story apartment building in the
center of the town and other residen-
tial properties.

Her family was her life and, as matri-
arch, she always felt responsible for
them. Although her sons made her
stop peddling when she reached the
age of sixty, she decided to return to
her trade almost six years later. Her
reason for going back to the only
trade that she knew was her desire to
help her family during the Depression
of the 1930s, especially once the fam-
ily business had been robbed and her
eldest son fell victim to pneumonia.  

'Aqlah was a strong believer who always prayed with the
rosary that she had carried with her from Lebanon. She
cherished her praying beads and wore them out with her
many prayers. She always wore a scapular and some
relics and medals, which she had sewn as an amulet into
a little sack resembling a rosary pouch. Her grandson,
Edward, remembers her telling the family once about a
house that she had to pass by when peddling near Big
Wheeling Creek. Her customers had told her: “Don't go
past that house, Mary, it is haunted. Go around it.” But
'Aqlah said that she had no time to waste taking a
detour and that she reached into her 'ibb ('bosom') to
take out her amulet and toss it over her shoulder. She
then proceeded bravely, with faith, calling upon God,
Jesus and the saints, saying: “Ya Rabb! Ya Yasu'! Wa kull
al Adiseen”.16

'Aqlah helped to establish the Our Lady of Lebanon
Church in Wheeling and contributed to the church
throughout her life. Although it is her sons who are still
mentioned as being among the church's founders, it was
'Aqlah who originally gave money in their names. She

was also a founding member and lifelong treasurer of
Saint Tobey's Charitable Society.17

One of the most touching details of 'Aqlah's long life
comes from her first days in America. As she carried her
wares across three states, she constantly agonized over
her inability to finish weaning her infant son in Lebanon.
In 'Aqla's culture, breast-feeding was viewed as more
than a necessity: it was the source of a lifelong bond
between mother and child. The same bond existed when
women with excess milk helped to rear the children of
other mothers who were unable to lactate, or were ane-
mic, or had died during childbirth or shortly after. A sim-
ilar bond was created between the children nurtured by
wet nurses and the nurses' own children. As Elizabeth
Boosahda reminds us, these milk brothers or sisters were

linked in a relationship that was
almost as strong as blood kinship.18

While in Lebanon, 'Aqlah herself had
lived up to tradition and nursed
other children in her neighborhood. 

'Aqlah's inability to breast-feed her
own son haunted her as she peddled
her wares. Her swollen breasts
reminded her that breastfeeding was
a mother's first duty to her child,
that her milk was a gift from God,
and that wasting that milk was an
almost unforgivable sin. Her grand-
son remembers his mother telling
him about 'Aqlah's agony, saying:
“When peddling, Sittak, your grand-

mother, would stop on the road, find a private place and
get rid of the milk still in her breasts while weeping and
longing for her son and the rest of her children. She
would then splash her face with water and continue ped-
dling”.19

'Aqla's memorable comments about the bounty and
freedom that she found in America include: “God bless
Christopher Columbus for discovering America!” and
“Bayti hown, my home is here.” She often added: “God
bless Ohio! It put bread on the table, it fed us”.20

Women like Mary Mouakad, the mother of Exorcist
author William Peter Blatty, and the grandmother of
another novelist, Vance Bourjaily,21 were also peddlers
and, like 'Aqlah, they worked for their families, their
independence, and their survival. These women, who
went against cultural norms and faced all kinds of chal-
lenges, can only be admired for their courage in the face
of overwhelming odds. By remembering them and writ-
ing about them, we rescue them from oblivion and give
them the honor that they so richly deserve.  

* This article draws on the many stories and anecdotes that
'Aqlah's grandchildren shared with the author and on the arti-
cle written by Edward Brice al Shidyaq, “Sitta 'Aqlah: A
Woman of Faith, Strength, and Dignity: From Blawza to
Wheeling, West Virginia,” Journal of Maronite Studies, July
1997; [http://www.mari.org/JMS/july97/Sitta_Aqlah.htm], last
consulted September 2006).
1. Akram Khater, Inventing Home: Emigration, Gender and
the Middle Class in Lebanon, 1870-1920, Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2001, p. 66.
2. The name of the family may be spelled in different ways: El
Chediaq, Al Shidiaq, and Al Chediyac.
3. Khater, p. 66, see also Elizabeth Boosahda, Arab-American
Faces and Voices, Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003, p.70.
4. Edward Brice al Shidyaq, “Sitta 'Aqlah: A Woman of Faith,
Strength, and Dignity from Blawza to Wheeling, West
Virginia”, Journal of Maronite Studies, July 1997,
[http://www.mari.org/JMS/july97/Sitta_Aqlah.htm], Internet
consulted September 2006.
5. Al Shidyaq, n.p.
6. Najwa Nasr, “Early Lebanese Immigrant Women to the
USA,” Online Resources for American Studies,
[http://www.americansc.org.uk/Catalogue/Immigrant_Wome

n.doc], Internet consulted October 2006.
7. Habib Katibah, Arabic-Speaking Americans, New York:
Institute of Arab American Affairs, 1946, p. 6.
8. Alixa Naff, Becoming American: the Early Arab Immigrant
Experience, Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,
1985, p. 163.
9. Nasr, n.p.
10. Naff, p. 169.
11. Al Shidyaq, n.p.
12. Louise Seymour Houghton, Syrians in the United States,
The Survey, Part II, August 5, 1911, p. 650 in Naff, p. 177.
13. Khater, p. 184-185.
14. Ibid.
15. Al Shidyaq, n.p.
16.  Ibid.
17. Ibid.
18. Boosahda, p. 101.
19. Al Shidyaq, n.p.
20. Ibid.
21. Evelyn Shakir, Bint Arab: Arab and Arab American Women
in the United States, Connecticut & London: Praeger, 1997, p.
39.

Endnotes

'Aqlah was 
heartbroken at the
prospect of  parting
from her children,
especiallySarkis, 

her youngest son ...
Announcement

Al-Raida is always looking for correspondents to write articles on 

topics of concern to women throughout the Arab world.  If you are a

researcher or a professional or a freelance journalist living in an Arab

country, or a member of an Arab diaspora community in the West,

please consider submitting reports on legislation, events, conferences,

debates, exhibits and performances related to women's issues. 

For more information about our forthcoming issues 

and stylistic guidelines kindly visit our website at 

http://www.lau.edu.lb/centers-institutes/iwsaw/raida.html



File File File

Volume XXIV, Nos. 116-117, Winter/Spring 2007Volume XXIV, Nos. 116-117, Winter/Spring 200756 57

experiences of female evacuees and
migrants, the results of this study
contradicted our expectations.
Considering the high percentage of
female participants in the survey
process, it is indeed surprising that
the war experiences reported by
both men and women seemed to be
quite homogenous. 

More women (56.2%) than men
(43.8%) completed the question-
naire. Obviously, this was not con-
sidered indicative of the actual per-
centages of women and men who
left or were evacuated, rather that
there was a greater interest by
women in responding to the survey.
As shall be illustrated below, very
few female respondents reported on
negative experiences that occurred
due to being women. On the con-
trary, several of the gendered experi-

ences were extremely positive, highlighting the protec-
tion that Lebanese women should be able to expect in a
crisis.

Quantitative Results of the Survey 
The majority, or 70 percent, of women surveyed were
married, while 26 percent were single, and 4 percent
were widowed. Most women (89%) said that they had
not had any experiences that could be ascribed to gender
alone, however, 11% indicated that they had been con-
fronted with a predicament that was relevant to gender.

Guita Hourani and Eugene Sensenig-Dabbous
Guita Hourani, Associate Director, Lebanese Emigration Research Center (LERC)
Eugene Sensenig-Dabbous, Lebanese Emigration Research Center (LERC)

Gender Mainstreaming Forced
Migration Research

Doing research on sensitive topics1 can be a difficult
undertaking even in the most conducive of circum-
stances. Attempting to integrate a gendered perspective
while studying migration during the Summer 2006 War
in Lebanon, has certainly proven to be daunting.2 In the
following study, the seemingly insurmountable difficulties
involved in carrying out applied social science in wartime
and during the immediate postwar period will be briefly
portrayed. Special emphasis will be placed on the diffi-
culties that the Lebanese Emigration Research Center
faced in obtaining valid data on the experiences of
women fleeing a war situation. 

The Intentions of the Evacuation Study
This report is concerned with both the re-migration and
emigration of Lebanese residents and migrants during
the Summer 2006 War. It was initiated during the last
days of the war and completed over a month after the
ceasefire. It aimed at understanding the impact of the
war — as it was unfolding — on two target study groups,
i.e. those Lebanese expatriates (dual nationals and per-
manent foreign visa holders) who were living (semi-) per-
manently in the country, as well as those who were only
temporarily in the country between July 12 and August
14, 2006, at the height of hostilities. 

Firstly, this study offers an immediate insight into the
assisted departure of Lebanese expatriates and foreigners
of Lebanese origin during and following the war. It deals
with the situation in Lebanon as a place of departure, as
well as with events and developments in the transit and
host countries. It also incorporates a comprehensive
media overview and feedback from a handful of
embassies.

Secondly, the study has also permitted those forced to
leave to give accounts of their personal experiences dur-
ing and immediately after the war. These insights into the
evacuees' opinions and assessments of their own situa-
tion with respect to Lebanon are unfiltered by the prob-
lematic political events which occurred in the months
immediately after the cease-fire. With regard to the
dynamics of the highly fluid political, economic, and
social situation in Lebanon, the study is now definitely of
historical significance. It is a spotlight — as it would seem
— on a now fading period in Lebanese history. 

With respect to the retelling of personal experiences dur-
ing the Summer 2006 War, emphasis was placed on dis-
covering what it meant to be a woman in a country at war.
A special section of the questionnaire developed for this

1- Percentage of respondents by gender (43.8 % male and 56.2% female participants in our
survey)

study was dedicated to gender issues. This section includ-
ed nine questions clustered around the following themes:
marital status, difficulties encountered while leaving
Lebanon, and the psychological effects of the war. At the
end of the questionnaire, both males and females were
asked to respond freely to an open-ended question that
rounded up the survey; and a few actually did so. The self-
administered questionnaire helped to provide information
on the Lebanese who left, concerning the impact of war
on their decision to leave, on their health, as well as the
conditions necessary to convince them to consider return-
ing to their country of origin.
Respondents were assured of
anonymity in order to encourage
them to be frank.

The questionnaire used in this study
was augmented by official national
and international accounts of the
evacuation of Lebanese citizens,
highlighting reports that included
information on the experiences of
dual nationals. It also reviewed news
stories in six major Lebanese news-
papers, and examined the interna-
tional print media and broadcast
coverage. 

Despite the good intentions of the
Lebanese Emigration Research
Center, documented in our attempt
to discover and analyze the specific 2- Experiences related exclusively to being female
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One woman said that she was faced with the probability
of not being able to take her husband with her when
departing because he did not have the proper papers.
Another woman was unable to reach any of the evacua-
tion sites because she was stranded in the south of the
country. Both problems, not directly related to gender,
were solved and the women were evacuated.

None of the women surveyed, mar-
ried or single, stated that they had
experienced difficulty in convincing
husbands, fathers, or male heads of
family to take them with them when
leaving. Similarly, none were denied
assistance in evacuating, refused
entry into a country after evacuation,
or sought a change in legal status
after arriving at their destinations.
Most importantly, none of the
women gave a positive response to
the question asking whether they
had gender-specific fears about
returning to Lebanon.

A few questions were related to psy-
chologically stressful situations during evacuation or
forced migration during the war. These questions were
not meant to measure the presence of Post Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD), which requires a proper medical
evaluation, but merely to gain some insight into the
impact of the fighting on women's ability to cope and
function. Most of the women (60%) said that they did
not feel significant residual stress following their depar-
ture, but (30%) indicated they did. Most women (59.3%)
felt that the war had not affected
their ability to function; however,
some (18.5%) said that it affected
their ability to do their jobs, while
others indicated that it affected
their ability to take care of their fam-
ilies (11.5%), or even themselves
(11.1%). In one individual case, a
female participant pointed out what
it felt like while leaving Lebanon on
the land route via Syria, i.e., that she
was shocked at how sexist this
neighboring country proved to be.
Two other women pointed out the
positive aspects of being female,
emphasizing that they enjoyed spe-
cial care because one was nursing
an infant and the other was in the
late stages of pregnancy. 

Based on the anecdotal evidence the

authors gathered outside the survey process, e.g. having
lived through the Summer 2006 War and shared either
firsthand or secondhand knowledge of migration experi-
ences during the 1975-1990 Lebanese Civil War, the
results mentioned above must be considered skewed. For
future reference, it will be necessary to evaluate why so
few women were willing to acknowledge the specifically
gendered aspects of the evacuation process. However, it is

indeed likely that the nature of the
questions, in the highly sensitive set-
ting in which they were asked, led to
these inaccurate responses. 

Qualitative Results: Women
Relate their Personal Experiences
Interestingly enough, very few female
respondents used the open-ended
question at the conclusion of the
questionnaire to reflect on their expe-
riences as women. However, the limit-
ed results do offer a window into the
war and its impact on the lives of girls
and women. 

The following passages have been lift-
ed verbatim from the evacuation report in order to pro-
vide the reader with a feeling for what it was like to leave
Lebanon against one's will, often for the second or third
time. 

The Summer 2006 War led to devastating consequences
— especially in the immediately affected areas — for
people of all ages. It brought to the fore the experiences
of 1975-1990 civil war and threw the "Lebanese dilem-

ma" once again into the public arena. It reminded many
of the terror of 1982 “where I lost my husband who died
instantly due to the brutal non-stop Israeli bombing that
affected even the basement floors, where civilians were
hiding. Many of my family members and relatives, includ-
ing myself, suffered severe wounds because of shrapnel
from the cluster bombs,”3 said one of the women
respondents. Those directly affected by the systematic
blanket bombing “came to understand very well the feel-
ing of losing one's house and becoming a refugee in your
own country,”4 she added.

The mass evacuation affected practically all foreign
nationals, including Lebanese migrants with dual nation-
alities. It was a huge undertaking that included the gov-
ernments of a variety of countries of immigration, their
embassies and international organizations. It required
precise synchronization and the open arms of neighbor-
ing safe havens. 

For those fleeing, evacuation by road was a difficult drive
over dangerous terrain to Damascus and Jordan, or by
sea to Cyprus and Turkey. These countries became safe
havens either through official agreements made by for-
eign governments or the unofficial action of Lebanese
refugees themselves.

“It is quite a humiliating experience, when you have to
leave everything behind, put your entire world into one
backpack. Even more humiliating is when you have to
wait hours at the border until some illiterate and useless
bureaucrat, smoking and drinking
coffee, signs your papers over his big
belly. It is also humiliating to arrive at
your destination to find a plastic bag
with a sandwich, a carton of milk,
another of juice and a cookie for the
road ahead, handed to you by a
young military boy, with good will in
his heart, but pity in his eyes,”5 said
one female evacuee. 

“When I left Lebanon, Israeli war-
planes were targeting the roads. My
kids and I actually saw the damage
right in front of us. This proved an
extremely dramatic experience for
my kids to go through,”6 said anoth-
er woman describing the harrowing
trip her family endured, but as defiantly as so many then
added, “however we will never give up on our country,
and we do plan to return soon on a visit... “7 “We, as
Lebanese, have been through many hard times in the
past, but we refuse to think that this is the end. We are
hopeful of being able to invest in Lebanon and we always

keep an eye for opportunities to move back,”8 said the
same woman on her aspirations to invest and return.  

Dual nationality was often experienced as both a blessing
and a curse during the war; it split up families and creat-
ed envies in some, while providing a means of escape to
others. However, according to the study, dual citizenship
fired up a debate in the countries of immigration.
Controversy began when the public in some countries,
Australia and Canada for example, learned the 'stunning
truth' about the number of their own nationals trapped
in Lebanon when war broke out: approximately 20,000
Australians and 40,000 Canadians.

Along with the massive cost of evacuation, these dual cit-
izens, or "hyphenated Lebanese", left behind a nation
under siege to arrive back home and face questions on
their loyalty and merit. The debate was especially virulent
with respect to Lebanese-Canadian and Lebanese-
Australian residents of Lebanon; i.e. should the consider-
able expenses needed to evacuate them ultimately be
taken out of domestic taxpayers' pockets? This led to a
rekindling of debate on the issue of dual citizenship and
the rights and responsibilities of dual nationals living
(semi-)permanently in their countries of origin. According
to the Canadian Embassy, these polemics will in no way
threaten the Canadian citizenship status of Lebanese
dual nationals living long periods in Lebanon. However,
discussions have indeed begun within the government
with respect to setting up a commission or study group in
order to reassess the privileges and obligations of dual

nationals living permanently outside
the country.9

Although the love of Lebanon runs
deep in most of the women ques-
tioned, the security of life abroad is
always appreciated, “You then get the
surprise of your life as you are treated
decently as a human being: a host
government giving you health insur-
ance, medications, insurance against
accidents, and an allowance,”10 said a
woman who seems to have lost all
faith in Lebanon. She further empha-
sized, “I hope I can regain faith again
in this country but seeing how it was
demolished because of one person's

miscalculations and seeing this person treated like God, I
doubt it.”11

“I don't see myself returning permanently to Lebanon in
the near future since my kids will probably be better off
in the US for their education and the normal process of
life. Maybe in 25-30 years I will return to Lebanon, when3- Threatening experiences as a woman

It is quite a 
humiliating experi-
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have to leave
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curse during 

the war...
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it is time for me to retire,”12 said one woman referring to
the discouragement caused by political and economic
instability in Lebanon.

There were, however, a few examples of respondents
who did indeed bring up gender related issues pertain-
ing to migration. One woman, who
grew up in the West, reflected on
what it means to live most of your life
outside Lebanon, and thus become
unwilling to accept the injustices
inherent in society back home.
Highlighting the differences in men-
tality as one concern important to
women, this female respondent said
that despite the war, “I may consider
returning to Lebanon to live, but until
the Lebanese government and gener-
al public politically, legally, and social-
ly accept the children of Lebanese
women as equal to the children of
Lebanese men, I'd rather not live
there permanently but consider living
there semi-permanently.”13 

Undoubtedly, the war and evacuation brought out emo-
tions simmering underneath the surface. “War is evil and
wicked. There are never winners in war. The Summer
2006 War caused me to question my life making me real-
ize how valuable life really is… war was a trigger for me.
It sent me searching for bigger and better chances to
make my existence more fulfilling and meaningful. Yes,
that meant leaving Lebanon and going back to where I
was born and came from, South Africa,”14 said a woman
intent on leaving Lebanon and changing the course of
her life.

This  study also surveyed the conditions necessary for per-
manent return. “Certainly the experience that I endured
last summer will affect any revisit with my family,” said
one female respondent. She also added: “the current
political instability and economic situation are very dis-
couraging to say the least. However, I do sincerely hope
that the situation will stabilize and UN forces together
with the Lebanese army can control the southern borders
and hopefully prosperity and peace will endure.”15

“The war itself may affect the decision to return in the
short term,” said another woman questioned. “However
in the long term, the most important element that affects
the decision to return is political stability. Political stability
drives economic stability, which may then create eco-
nomic prosperity… an equitable political system, and
equilibrium based on an authentic representation of the
people in the central power. This would absolutely attract

most of the Lebanese to return, whether to live perma-
nently or to invest or even to visit frequently,”16 she con-
cluded. 

In summary, doing applied social science in a crisis situa-
tion offers enormous opportunities to understand the

drastic impact that war has on
women and men. However, it will
take further discussion in order to
determine how to avoid the appar-
ently skewed results that this survey
was confronted with. Designing,
developing and implementing quali-
tative and quantitative research
methods when at war can lead to
new insights with respect to gender
roles in the Middle East; it can result
in knowledge unattainable after the
fact, when peace and stability have
returned. In order to achieve this
goal, social scientists will need a
complete new bag of tools, better
suited to understand the situation

appropriately. We are now at the beginning of a pro-
tracted but promising discussion on the merits and draw-
backs of gendered research "under fire". 

1. See Doing Research on Sensitive Topics, London: Sage, for
insights into the methods used by the Lebanese Emigration
Research Center in this survey. 
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Endnotes

... war was a 
trigger 

for me. It sent me
searching for 

bigger and better
chances to make 

my existence 
more fulfilling 

and meaningful.
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Arab Women
Cyberfeminism

In 1999, members of the San Francisco chapter of the Arab
Women Solidarity Association (AWSA-United) launched a
website and an email listserv to connect Arab women
internationally. The aim of this listserv was to provide a
space for Arab women and their allies to share information
and discuss issues relevant to Arab women's lives and
experiences. It also serves as a springboard for activism
related to Arab women's issues in the modern world
(AWSA website). Through conducting an online survey, I
use the case study of AWSA-United to understand how
Arab women use cyberspace to construct their identity in
terms of their ethnicities as Arabs or hyphenated-Arabs,
their religions as Muslims, Christians or others, and their
activism as feminists or activists. 

Arab-American Activism and Cyberfeminism
Arab women living in the Western Hemisphere have had a
long history of struggling to gain status and recognition for
their roles and activism within the American feminist
movement. In an article geared toward leaders of
American feminism, Arab-American feminist Al-Hibri
claims: “Some of us were right here, in the forefront of the
U.S. women's movement in the 1960s! Oh yes; you may
not have noticed, but many of us are U.S. feminists. We are
part of you. We live among you, and we have invisibly

struggled by your side for decades.” Yet, American femi-
nists were only interested in addressing “the veil and
female genital mutilation as they speak of Arab women's
oppression” (Al-Hibri, 1994, p. 161). Saliba (1999) traces
the history of modern Arab-American feminism to 1981
“when women of color challenged white feminists at the
National Women's Studies Association (NWSA) conference
and emerged in a coalition of 'U.S. Third World Feminists'”
(p. 313). Their experiences at the NWSA conferences moti-
vated Arab-American women to take a more active role in
expressing their voices in local, national, and international
politics (Kadi, 1994). 

Arab American feminism emerged as “a complex interac-
tion between 'first' and 'third' world feminisms, situated
within a highly politicized context”  (Saliba, 1999, p. 313-
314). They participated in establishing “U.S. Third World
feminism”, during the eighties and later transforming it
into “transnational feminism” in the nineties. This trans-
formation allowed Arab-American women to claim their
presence in this form of feminism as they “often negotiate
identities across two continents and national identities”
(Saliba 1999, p. 316). Transnational feminist theory
appealed to them because it emphasizes the global inter-
connectedness among thoughts of feminists and the inter-
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ests of women (Mohanty, 2004; Naples & Desai, 2002;
Kaplan, Alarcón, & Moallem, 2000; Shohat, 1999). This
global interconnectedness also extends to ethnic minorities
who do not necessarily feel a sense of belonging to one
community. They, as Grewal and Kaplan (1994) explain,
occupy “contradictory positions that allow some of us to
live in the 'West' without being 'Western'” and to avoid
“the postmodern celebration of hybridity [that] often
retains the us and them paradigm that stems from mod-
ernist modes of description and representation” (p. 7).  

Yet, the hybridity of postmodernism has made women's
activism in cyberspace plausible. Cyberfeminism has
become a suitable means for women to create social and
political networks and associations. Plant (1996) argues
that the Internet has opened the way for a new format of
feminism-cyberfeminism, which is a tool to escape the
patriarchal control of centralized organizations and a place
where postmodern fragmented subjectivities can exist.
Indeed, Vogt and Chen (2001) agree that the “lack of insti-
tutional and cultural norms [in cyberspace] is similar to the
nontraditional spaces that the women's movement has
created since its beginning” (p. 371).

Arab feminists have taken their activism to the safety of the
Internet in order to be safeguarded from unfavorable gov-
ernmental restrictions, oppressive patriarchal systems, and
rigid religious practices in the Arab world. In the same vein,
they have sought the Internet as a refuge from the cultur-
al apathy and ideological irrelevancy they face in the West.
By doing so, they have given AWSA-United the continua-
tion, not only allowing it to exist when other chapters fold-
ed, but also enabling a cadre of highly educated and moti-
vated women to come together as: “an online group of
transnationally based Arab women, mostly living in the
West and united by the struggle for women's rights in the
Arab world, for Arab rights in the West, and for freedom
and democracy in the Arab regions” (see survey below).
Chatterjee (2002) asserts that cyberspace “has been
understood as a novel social and cultural phenomenon
that could have radical implications for contemporary con-
structions and understandings of embodiment, identities,
sexualities, and subjectivities, and that such understand-
ings require a political grounding, which cyberfeminism
tries to provide” (p. 198). These theoretical and sociologi-
cal perspectives have encouraged this investigation into
how AWSA members view their feminism and identity in
the light of their membership in this cyber community.

Historical Background
The Arab Women’s Solidarity Association International was
founded in Egypt in 1982 by 120 women under the lead-
ership of Dr. Nawal Al-Saadawi. “Its aims were to link the
struggle of Arabs for liberation and freedom from eco-
nomic, cultural and media domination to the liberation of

Arab women” (Stephan, 2004, p. 268). AWSA was the
first pan-Arab women's organization accorded interna-
tional status at the United Nations, and to have represen-
tation of both sexes. By 1985, AWSA International had
3,000 members worldwide, and was granted consultative
status with the Economic and Social Council of the United
Nations. AWSA International stood against the Gulf War in
1991 and demanded that the UN take a firm position
against the war. This action provoked the Egyptian gov-
ernment to close down the association and reapportion its
funds to an Islamic women's organization. AWSA
International's headquarter shifted to Algeria and then
back to Cairo in 1996 (Stephan, 2004, p. 268). 

Arab feminists in the United States were motivated to ini-
tiate their own organizations and establish an AWSA
chapter in Seattle, Washington in 1994. This chapter
remained active until 1996. In 1995, a second chapter
was founded in San Francisco, California and was active
under the name of AWSA-North America as a non-prof-
it, non-sectarian organization 501(c)(3) (http://www.aff.org/
archive/1997/awsa/awsa.html). However, the chapter was
eventually dissolved. Its last activities were recorded in June
2002. In 1997, AWSA-SF cosponsored an annual, ongoing
Arab film festival and published a paper entitled, "The
Forgotten 'Ism: An Arab American Women's Perspective
on Zionism, Racism, and Sexism" that serves as a training
guide for activists. In 1999, Cyber-AWSA was created with
a mandate making it institutionally and logistically distinct
from other AWSA chapters. Although most of the found-
ing members have left the group after an irreconcilable
conflict, AWSA continues to exist and attract new mem-
bers internationally. Its members voted in March 2005 to
change Cyber-AWSA's name to AWSA-United to reflect
their inclusive and concrete presence. Today AWSA-United
consists of about 181 members (155 at the time of the sur-
vey), many of whom use the listserv as an informational
medium without actively participating in posting messages
or engaging in dialogues. Although participation in the list-
serv is free, requests for membership require the approval
of the steering committee. 

Methodology
This author's interest in AWSA-United stems from being a
member since September 2003, and serving on its steering
committee since April 2004. This personal involvement in
the organization is mentioned because, being acutely aware
of such a close affiliation and the group's environment
throughout the study, it was essential to refrain from using
any reference to contents of email messages received from
the listserv in order to protect confidentiality and to adhere
to membership protocols. An online survey of AWSA-United
members was conducted in the fall of 2004 asking them ten
questions: five touching upon AWSA's organizational profile
and the other five addressing the demographic makeup of

its membership. Applying convenience and random sam-
pling methods, the outcome of the participation in the sur-
vey was determined by the willingness of AWSA members
to answer the survey questions. During a period of two
weeks, 34 members responded to the survey, which consti-
tuted 47 percent of all active members.

Identity and Activism
Pierre Bourdieu emphasizes the importance of conveying
data as stated by respondents: “A social reality, whether an
agent or an institution, presents itself all the more easily,
provides all the more readily what are called 'data' the
more completely we agree to take it as it presents itself”
(Bourdieu, 1988, p. 776). Following Bourdieu's approach
in analyzing data, this study refrained from imposing con-
ventional or personal definitions on respondents' reference
to activism or feminism. Whenever a respondent identified
herself as an Arab, a feminist, or an activist, a cross refer-
ence analysis of these terms was not made.

How members view the intersection of their membership
in AWSA-United and their identification of themselves as
feminists is worthy of examination. Mansbridge (1995)
suggests that feminist identities are usually achieved
through powerful personal transformative experiences and
learning about other feminists. Since AWSA is closely con-
nected with Dr. Nawal Al-Saadawi, did her character in any
way influence AWSA-United members? The development
of this question was guided by a survey conducted in
Palestine by Amal Amireh in 2000 who asked 147 students
about their most read author. While respondents gave only
6.7 percent to Nawal Al-Saadawi, most of them identified
her as a Feminist (93.9%) — rather than a literary writer
(1.1%) — (Amireh, 2000). These two perspectives led to
two assumptions about the makeup of the specific femi-
nism of AWSA members: First, those AWSA-United mem-
bers who identified themselves as feminists might have
been influenced by the feminism of Al-Saadawi; and sec-
ond, those who read Al-Saadawi's writings are more likely
to identify themselves as feminists. 

The survey findings showed that the first assumption could
not be supported. It was discovered that individuals who
joined AWSA-United were not motivated by the charisma
of Al-Saadawi. Inquiring about the factors that motivated
members to join AWSA-United reveals that being influ-
enced or interested in AWSA International's charismatic
founder Nawal Al-Saadawi was not a motivating factor.
However, the most significant factor in motivating mem-
bership in AWSA-United was individuals' interest in activism
with and on behalf of Arab women (68.7%). Other factors
included knowing other members (15.6%) and searching
the Web (12.5%). Not to underestimate the impact that Al-
Saadawi has had on AWSA and Arab feminism, an implica-
tion can be made that these feminists are breaking away

from the central charismatic leader syndrome from which
some Middle Eastern nongovernmental organizations suf-
fer. Joseph (1997) posits that the successes and failures of
Arab women's organizations are directly linked to the abili-
ties and character of their founding leader. 

The second assumption proved to be more complex
because no direct relation can be detected between the
readership of feminist literature and the motivation to join
activist organizations. Furthermore, the literature on
Middle Eastern gender studies suggests that Arab women
are less likely to identify themselves as feminists than are
their Western counterparts. Sabbagh writes: “Western
feminism, of course, is grounded in Western thought, ide-
ology, and values. Arab women's struggle is equally
grounded in the religious, cultural, and political norms of
the Arab world” (1996, p. xxiv-xxv). Note that Sabbagh
does not refer to Arab women's struggle as feminism but
rather she specifically distinguishes them from Western
feminists. These findings suggest that Sabbagh's claim is
relatively applicable to Arab women: They are not like
Western feminists. Nonetheless, they are their own type of
“feminists” because they also were comfortable with their
ethnic and religious identities as Arabs or hyphenated-
Arabs, Muslims, and Christians. From the survey conduct-
ed, 78.8 percent of respondents identified themselves as
feminists. The feminism of Arab women in the diaspora
differs from Western feminism because, regardless of their
religious affiliation and ethnic identification, members of
AWSA-United did not express a conflict between their
feminism and their religious and ethnic heritage.

Moreover, their feminism also differs from the activism of
Arab women in the homeland. Respondents who lived out-
side the Arab world were more likely to embrace a feminist
identity than those living in Arab countries. Additionally,
many of them did not speak Arabic or had not read Al-
Saadawi's books. However, most respondents claimed to be
Arabs  or hyphenated-Arabs (64.7 percent), and 70.5 per-
cent of the respondents indicated that the United States
was their place of residency or their hyphenated identity
(Arab-Americans).  According to Mahmood (2001), this is
not surprising, because social conditions and environments
determine personal and collective narratives of liberty (p.
208). In her ethnographic study of the women's movement
in Egypt, Al-Ali (1997) posits, “Feminists have been increas-
ingly accused of collaborating with Western imperialism by
importing alien ideas and practices and circulating them
throughout society. In the light of these very intimidating
charges, it is not surprising that many women activists have
internalized these accusations, and themselves equate nas-
sawiyaa (feminism) with a Western concept, alien and alien-
ating to their social, cultural and political context” (p. 182).
A respondent described AWSA-United as a forum that
encompasses Arab women activism internationally: “Cyber
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AWSA is much more an Arab American listserv than an
Arab one, so because I live in the Arab world it was most-
ly helpful in terms of information provided about the orga-
nizations and activities of Arab American feminists. [It] pro-
vided a productive framework through which to see my
own local activism as part of a more international strug-
gle.” It seems that cyberspace allowed AWSA-United
members to escape adverse environments and create a
community in which they are safe and free to claim other
controversial identities such as being “queers",  “liberal”,
and “pacifist”.

Conclusion
How can individuals from the Philippines, Germany, and
Yemen join in a dialogue over Arab women's rights?
Technology and the Internet have rendered traditional
national boundaries insignificant. The Internet has made it
possible for AWSA-United members in the West to survive,
especially after September 11, 2001, as their mere Arab
identity was seen as constituting a national threat.
Similarly, the Internet has made it possible for Arab women

to escape patriarchal control over their activist discourse
and identities. This study found that AWSA-United has
been successful in strengthening members' sense of iden-
tity by encompassing their differences, which include
nationality, religious affiliation, and sexuality. AWSA and
AWSA-United have opened a gate to Arab women in the
disaspora to express solidarity and support with other Arab
women in the homeland.

AWSA-United members are engaged in a process of dissi-
dence through their membership and activism. They main-
tain their membership in cyberspace because it is a place
where they are free to be women, Arabs, intellectuals,
queers, feminists, Americans, Pro-Palestine, Anti-Palestine,
Pro-Bush, Anti-government, and everything else. Members
feel empowered and connected with one another regard-
less of political, national, sexual, and religious differences.
AWSA-United connects members from a wide variety of
backgrounds around the world. It brings them together in
a forum to discuss issues relevant to their lives without the
censure of any authority.
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The Lebanese Ladies Cultural Society 
in Southern California:

Celebrating Twenty Years

Beginnings
The earliest Lebanese in Southern California arrived around
the turn of the twentieth century. Originally, they lived in an
area east of downtown Los Angeles, still home to recent
immigrants. Later, they moved west of downtown, as the
location of their principal religious institutions shows us.
Today's Lebanese are more widely scattered, with a sub-
stantial community in Orange County east of Los Angeles
County. Most of the founders of the Lebanese Ladies
Cultural Society live in or near Pasadena, an affluent city
northeast of downtown Los Angeles.

According to the 2000 U.S. Census, Arab-Americans gen-
erally are a prosperous, well-educated, and professional
group. The Lebanese remain the most numerous and afflu-
ent among Arab-Americans, and a substantial proportion
among them are American-born and speak only English.
Over sixty percent of foreign-born Lebanese immigrated
after 1979, that is, during the worst of the civil war years.
These general outlines also characterize the Lebanese pop-
ulation in Southern California (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005).

The Lebanese Ladies Cultural Society (LLCS) emerged rather
gradually in the mid-1980s. First, an informal group began
to gather in one woman's home for lunch, coffee, and
bingo. Bit by bit the group grew, and they began to call
themselves the "Subhiyyat Lubnan” (roughly, the Lebanese
Ladies' Brunches). Next, and accounts vary, a few of the
women wanted something more than bingo and lunch.
They invited speakers, some of whom impressed upon them
the dire situation in Lebanon and chided them for their
seeming frivolity in their concern about their homeland.
After that, they moved toward finding a purpose and a

name, and creating an organization. Children's education
seemed basic, and the Subhiyyat were all Lebanese.
Together with a member's husband and a local lawyer of
Lebanese origin, they created the organization's by-laws
and tax-exempt status, and found a Lebanese accountant
to keep track of their financial records. The first president of
the organization took office in 1986.

One of the members' basic tasks was to create ways of rais-
ing funds to support children's scholarships and to allocate
these funds efficiently and fairly to needy but worthy stu-
dents. One of the impressive strengths of the organization
was the realization of the members that religion, political
affiliation, and direct association with a specific Lebanese
region should not be considered as prerequisites for organi-
zational membership, nor for the children who are spon-
sored. Several of the women interviewed emphasized these
important principles.

Activities
Fundraising
The Subhiyyat made a slight amount of extra money from
bingo, and as they began to organize, they assessed nomi-
nal membership dues. After the LLCS was formed with the
purpose of supporting children, it needed to do more. For
a few years, they held fashion shows and bazaars in mem-
bers' homes. Nevertheless, none of these early means of
fundraising yielded much.

The Society's fundraising efforts took a major step forward
with the involvement of two prominent Lebanese
Americans, Dr. Ray Irani of Occidental Petroleum and the
late Dr. Joseph Jacobs of Jacobs Engineering. The former
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proposed to contribute each year to a matching fund; the
entire proceeds of both his contribution plus the entire
amount collected by the Ladies goes directly to scholarships
in Lebanon. Dr. Jacobs began by making annual contribu-
tions, and then started the F.M. Jabara Endowment Fund in
honor of his father-in-law; at his death, he willed the
Society $1,000,000, which was placed in the Joseph Jacobs
Endowment Fund. These two funds are invested, with the
interest going to the children.

Additional sources of income include the membership dues,
monies from monthly cultural activities, contributions from
donors both large and small, and the enormous gala dinner
usually held in March. At this dinner, seats at tables are sold
for high prices, individuals, families, and businesses pur-
chase advertisements in the program book, and there is a
silent auction of donated art and other items. The gala typ-
ically raises well over $100,000.

Assessing and Supporting the Children
This complex operation joins California and Lebanon
through a kinship network and a set of procedures designed
to ensure fairness, efficiency, and trust. The main function of
the Scholarship Committee, based in California, is to approve
the scholarship recipients, ensuring that they are both truly
needy and academically sound. The representatives in
Lebanon, all of them volunteers, are best able, because of
their location, to assess their children, families, and schools.
They take the applications to the school principals, and then
send these in person, together with their recommendations,
to the Scholarship Committee. After making its decisions,
the Scholarship Committee wires the money to a bank in
Lebanon, where it is collected and distributed.

The distribution process ensures that the students actual-
ly receive the scholarship and that it is spent accordingly.
The checks go directly to the school principals, but both
the students and their parents are notified. In addition,
the LLCS members insist upon receiving thank-you letters
from the children.

The links between the Lebanese Ladies Cultural Society and
its representatives in Lebanon are traditional, but effective.
Almost all of the representatives are relatives of California
members, and the rest are well known to them. As every
woman interviewed explained, this is how they could be
sure that they could trust their representatives in Lebanon.
Moreover, it is members and representatives who hand-
carry the applications and recommendations — and in the
old days, the funds, too.

Cultural and Social Activities
Nearly every month except during the summer the Society
holds a luncheon or evening event with a cultural theme.
Sometimes there is a speaker. Other times the women meet
at a special location. Recent events include a visit to the

home of Lebanese American master artisan Sam Maloof
and his wife, a trip to the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library
and Museum in Simi Valley, and a one-man show on the life
of Kahlil Gibran. One evening featured Lebanese-Canadian
singer and composer Paul Anka.

The gala dinner is meant to be entertaining, with the
women in evening gowns and the men in tuxedos. The
food is good, the space is attractive, a prominent Lebanese
American is honored, there is Lebanese music, and eventu-
ally there is dancing.

Conclusion
The Lebanese Ladies Cultural Society shows both strengths
and weaknesses. Its strengths lie in both the Ladies' use of
tradition and in their rejection of it. They rely on kinship and
other close ties to link California and Lebanon through
trust. They emphasize Lebanese heritage and honor
Americans of Lebanese origin.

At the same time, they reject sectarianism, political affilia-
tion, and regional origins in both their membership and in
the children they sponsor. This is a major break with prac-
tice in Lebanon, and was not initially easy to achieve.

Other strengths lie in their teamwork and cooperation, in
their mutual respect for each other, and in their reliance on
each woman's talents. Because everyone both in California
and in Lebanon volunteers their time, the organization's
overhead costs are minimal.

At the same time, there are a few weak points that will need
to be addressed, and several women commented on these.
First, although they are justly proud of supporting, through
the end of secondary school, nearly 700 students per year,
they are beginning to find that they are reaching the capac-
ity of the number of students they can assess and sponsor. It
is a lot of work. Second, after twenty years of such philan-
thropic activities, they now need to reach out to younger
women to carry on the work of the organization in the
future. As one woman remarked, "It is always the same few
who are active," however, they cannot go on indefinitely.

* Gratitude is extended to the many individuals who so gra-
ciously gave of their time, expertise, and hospitality to assist the
author with this article. They include Leila Mishalany, Leila Masri,
Leila Milkie, Fred Milkie, Falak Beyhum, and Denise Kafrouni in
California, and Leila Ajam and Aida Saroufim in Lebanon. None
of them is responsible for any mistakes in this article.

Endnote

- U.S. Census Bureau (2005). We the People of Arab Ancestry in
the United States; Census 2000 Special Reports, March 2005,
prepared by Angela Brittingham and G. Patricia de la Cruz.
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As a proud-to-be Arab American woman who has resided
in Lebanon for the past few years, my interest was imme-
diately peaked when I heard that an issue of Al-Raida was
to be dedicated to “Arab diaspora women”. I could not
help but wonder who exactly would be represented in
the issue because, as I have learned, what the category
"Arab Women" refers to and how exactly they are
defined for many among Arab diasporic communities
often differs with the more commonly accepted defini-
tions in the Arab region. Of course, nothing is clear-cut
when it comes to identity. Individuals of diverse ethnic,
religious or cultural backgrounds often identify in numer-
ous ways. There are, however, general patterns that can
be discerned in how communities are defined or catego-
rized amongst Arab American populations and those in
the Arab Middle East; and it is the differences in these
definitions that conflict with one another in rather fun-
damental ways. I have personally learned just exactly how
different these ways of defining who is who are as an
American of Arab descent whose mother is Lebanese but
father is not (nor is he of any Arab heritage for that mat-
ter) and who has been living in Lebanon for the past
three years. I made the naïve mistake when I first arrived
of thinking that it would be perfectly fine for me to be
just as proud to identify with my maternal affiliation as

with my father's. I have been chided, berated, scolded,
and corrected for this assertion more times than I can
count. 

From my own experience living here, I have watched
other children of Arab heritage welcomed, including
those who have only one parent of Arab heritage like
myself but who were fortunate enough to have had
that parent be their father. I have watched them wel-
comed even if they, like me, did not grow up here, were
not born here, and do not speak Arabic as a first lan-
guage or even at all for that matter. None of these fac-
tors seemed to prevent them from “being” Lebanese,
or Palestinian or Syrian as it were; although, these same
factors were often cited to me as the reasons why it was
that I could not be. I ended up spending much of my
time as a graduate student searching out answers to
questions this experience raised. The experience of
being accepted as an Arab among the diaspora in
America (and often in other “Western” countries where
I had spent time) while having been more or less exclud-
ed from consideration, either as Lebanese or Arab,
while in Lebanon. The entire process of learning who I
was and was not according to different people was
both tiring and frustrating.
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In my attempt to answer certain questions, others have
arisen. I have often wondered if, with such different def-
initions of inclusion, it is possible to be an Arab woman
or an Arab for that matter if certain members within the
greater community reject her as such? Who exactly con-
stitutes the Arab diaspora? Can one possibly presume to
study Arab diaspora women's experiences when we can-
not answer the most basic of questions as to who these
women are?

For most persons reading this article, it is well known that
it is male lines of descent, or patrilineality, which rein
supreme in the Arab world. Based on gendered inequali-
ties then, who is defined as belonging to specific Arab
peoples and cultures, such as Palestinian, Omani,
Lebanese, Egyptian, etc.? Moreover, who belongs to the
larger over arching ethno-cultural category of the Arab
people? Who results from this specific form of descent?
As such, this mode of defining communities according to
paternal affiliation affects the entire diasporic community:
how it is defined, who is included, and who is excluded.

The issue of who is considered a member of any one of
the many Arab peoples and/or part of the larger, more
general ethnic category designated Arab is often con-
fused with the issue of acquiring legal nationality to spe-
cific Arab states. Of course, the overlap and confusion is
to be expected since the nationality laws in most Arab
states are, in fact, the legal expression of the practice of
patrilineality with regard to defining who the citizens of
individual states are. These laws that exclude women in
most Arab states from passing on their nationality to their
husbands and children were originally based on European
legal codes, specifically French and British, which privi-
leged men over women and favored patrilineal descent.1

However, the problem of defining who an Arab is cannot
simply be reduced to or confused with the question of
who may have access to passports in Arab countries and
who cannot; nevertheless, the definitions of belonging
and how it is that people are grouped into different com-
munities whether ethnic or religious, according to pater-
nal ties, has existed in the region long before contempo-
rary nation-states and their nationality laws ever did. 

The unequal access to nationality between men and
women in Arab states creates a very specific set of hard-
ships for Arab women nationals married to foreign men
and their families, especially those who live in the
women's country of origin, as it prevents these women in
almost all Arab states from passing on their nationality to
their children and husbands. This inequality limits their
education, career and economic opportunities, while also
restricting their civic duties, rights, and privileges.
Emotional distress, too, takes its toll, as it is often deeply
hurtful to many of these women and their children to

have to watch the foreign wives of their male compatri-
ots receive the citizenship, along with their children, and
with it the privileges, rights, and responsibilities associat-
ed while they themselves are excluded. 

It must be understood, though, that these nationality
codes, which preclude women in every Arab country
from full and equal access to the nationality rights their
male compatriots enjoy, is but one manifestation of the
highly pervasive cultural practice that privileges male lines
of descent in transmitting identity. As such, it is also
employed in defining other aspects of an individual's
identity or, at least, their perceived identity: It is often the
practice in many Arab states that one's official religious
identity, village of origin, and even political allegiances at
times, are defined in the same manner. Obviously, each of
these issues raise their own separate set of concerns:
one's legal religious status, taken from one's father's reli-
gion (or one's father's father for that matter), affects
which laws of personal status — marriage, divorce, inher-
itance and custody — they will be subject to in most Arab
states, regardless of what individuals may personally
believe in or practice. Legally delineating citizens' villages
of origin this way can translate into issues of electoral
representation. 

Therefore, it is from this general practice of passing on
identity through the paternal line that defining who
belongs to the ethno-cultural category of the Arab peo-
ple extends. An Arab child then, whether in the region or
in the diaspora, is one of an Arab father, regardless of the
mother, according to the logic of patrilineality. Children
of Arab women whose father is not Arab are thus exclud-
ed from being considered Arab and as such are further
excluded from constituting part of the Arab diaspora. In
the words of a long-time and well-established Arab fem-
inist who once told me in conversation, "it is both unsci-
entific and illogical."  

Within the United States of America, however, the promi-
nence of bilateral patterns of descent  have often meant
that children of Arab mothers can just as readily define
themselves in terms of their mothers' ethnicity as their
fathers', thus situating themselves firmly within the Arab
American community. Obviously, this is in stark contrast
to the Arab practice of patrilineality. This is not to say that
the practice of employing bilateral modes of descent
within the United States emerged because of any com-
mitment to gender equality. On the contrary, it most like-
ly had little to do with it. It is more likely that the pro-
found racism of European American society towards
African slaves in the then-colonies and their descendants
in present-day America contributed to the predominance
of individuals defining their ethnic or "racial" identity
according to either parent without gender-based distinc-

tion. One need only be reminded of the infamous "one-
drop of blood" rule to know how deeply rooted racism
was and is in America. This so-called "rule" was based on
such profound fears of the "contamination" of "white
blood" with that of the slaves that only "one-drop" of
African blood was sufficient to categorize a person as
Black. 

American history is replete with examples of the deep-
seeded racism that characterizes American society.
Undoubtedly, this has contributed to American defini-
tions of belonging and means of exclusion as the prolif-
eration of anti-miscegenation laws in America during the
18th and 19th centuries testifies to, and which, it should
be added, were not fully repealed from all states until as
late as 2000. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 sus-
pended all Chinese immigration to America until 1943,
and serves as another example, while the internment of
Americans of Japanese ancestry, whose loyalty was
deemed suspect and so interned because of their "enemy
alien ancestry", is yet another. Obviously, this historically
racist method of privileging certain Americans because of
their European ancestry and excluding others also affects
the Arab communities of the United States, especially in
a post-9/11 America.  

With the rise of the civil rights movement in America in
the early 1960s, activists publicly touted the ideal that
America consists equally of all of its diverse ethnic and
racial communities who were just as human and as
American as their fellow citizens of European descent,
and as such deserved nothing less than full and equal
rights. Even in a nation with such profound historic
racism, Americans with diverse heritages now assert their
racial and ethnical origins with pride, with dignity, and
with the awareness that their communities' contributions
to the United States and their histories are just as valid as
those of their compatriots of European ancestries. 

The problem the differences in definitions of who an
Arab is among the Arab American community and
among Arabs within the Middle East is further compli-
cated by the different ways in which an American is
defined. Generally speaking, Arab patrilineality operates
in a way that cannot easily comprehend dual identities.
Apparently, it seems to preclude the possibility of
belonging to other ethnicities, or at least takes prece-
dence over them. This is where concepts of race inter-
sect with patrilineality: The term American, or what is
often referred to as "purely" American, "America-
American" or "real" American, as I have heard used over
and over within the Middle East, is most commonly
understood by many in the Arab region to mean those
Americans of European descent or, more crudely put,
"White”. 

What this means at the end of the day for Arab
Americans is that all of them, from those who emigrated
yesterday and are proud to be citizens to those whose
roots go back over one hundred years, are really per-
ceived only as Arabs who, as if often said in Arabic,
“byaishoo bi America" (live in America). They may have
the citizenship but according to this logic, they are never
fully American. In the same vein, Mexican Americans,
Chinese Americans, and other non-European Americans
are often categorized solely according to their ethnic ori-
gins as opposed to also being considered “real
Americans”, as the expression goes. This definition of
American is one that is rather offensive to the plethora of
non-European ethnic and cultural communities of
Americans in the United States today, even if the injury is
not intentional. By employing this definition of American,
the racially exclusive definitions of American historically
employed within the United States are further strength-
ened. Furthermore, it only helps to reinforce those atti-
tudes held by too many Americans today that articulate
fear of and superiority over both Arabs and Muslims,
including Arab and Muslim Americans, perceiving them
as an untrustworthy population within American society.
Such racially exclusive criteria for being American should
also make us as Arabs, whether in the diaspora or within
the Middle East, question our own community's racial
prejudices towards others. 

It has been my experience that among many Arab
Americans, especially those second generation Americans
and beyond, that the term American does not refer to
any one ethnic group nor is it something that can be
genetically transmitted. It is not something that comes
from their fathers alone nor does it refer solely to those
Americans of European heritage. It does not necessarily
or automatically preclude any other form of cultural iden-
tification. Instead, Americans of Arab heritage are pub-
licly asserting themselves as exactly that — Arab
Americans. They are nurturing the growth of a political
community that would help to strengthen their long-
established cultural community that has been part of
American society for over 130 years. They are doing this
even in a post-9/11 America that only seems to demonize
Arab and Muslim Americans more and more, often ques-
tioning their loyalties as American citizens and chipping
away at their and all Americans' civil liberties. 

Arab Americans attempt to nurture a burgeoning and
growing political community that will acknowledge and
address their history as part of greater American history. In
doing so, they lobby for improved civil rights for Arab
Americans, as well as other Middle Eastern and Muslim
American populations from a variety of ethnic and cultural
backgrounds, and push for improved US relations with the
Middle East, of which the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and



File File File

Volume XXIV, Nos. 116-117, Winter/Spring 200770

the war in Iraq are crucial components. However, such
exclusive criteria can be detrimental and self-defeating.

Such exclusive definitions are also very hurtful: They are
hurtful to those who are proud of their Arab culture(s) and
history. They are hurtful to those who proudly identify, not
necessarily as formal citizens per se, but socially, cultural-
ly, and even emotionally with their cultural heritage and
ethnic origins and who do not see that influence weaker,
less present, or less influential solely because it came to
them from their mothers as opposed to their fathers. They
are so very hurtful to all of those women, their spouses
and children who are treated as second-class citizens in
Arab states. It is a very painful experience for so many of
those Arab women and their children whose fathers are
not nationals of their mothers' countries to be so cruelly
excluded either from legal, social, and political rights with-
in Arab states/or from the cultural community of their her-
itage. Consequently, it is very hurtful for them to watch
foreign wives of Arab men along with their children be so
much more easily welcomed into the fold in a way, at
least, in which their families may never be welcomed. As
many Americans of Arab backgrounds attempt to
strengthen and maintain connections with the Arab
region, it is both hurtful and disheartening to so many of
them to be so swiftly rejected by many members of what
they consider their own communities. 

As the field of Arab diaspora studies grows, a very impor-
tant question to ask is just how the “Arab diaspora” will
be defined. Will we choose to opt for a nationality
requirement, by which only those who have or may have

access to a passport to an Arab state will be included? If
this were to be the case, would children of Arab heritage
from their mother's line be excluded while women of
non-Arab descent married to Arab men are included?
Will there be a linguistic requirement imposed instead,
effectively excluding all generations throughout the dias-
pora who do not speak Arabic? Will we use it to refer
only to those first generation Arab men and women from
the region who emigrated abroad? Will we include their
children or only those of male emigrants and their
descendants? We must ask ourselves if we will redress or
maintain such gender-based criteria that excludes chil-
dren of Arab women alone from being included as Arabs
and part of the diaspora and, in so doing, render them,
render us, our histories, and experiences invisible?

*Jehan Mullin obtained her MA from CAMES at the American
University of Beirut. At present, she is working on an oral his-
tory project of the evacuation of Arab Americans from
Lebanon during the 2006 summer war. She is also a member
of the Arab American Institute, Association of Middle Eastern 
Women's Studies and active with the American Friends Service
Committee.
1.  It is also worth noting that so strong was the practice of
patrilineality among the British historically that it was not until
1983 that British women could pass on their nationality to
their children by the right of descent. Until then, only British
men could pass on British nationality, to one generation only,
granted that they were married.  
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Naina Athalye
Researcher

Young Arab Women in
Pune City, India

This short article or report is a preliminary documenta-
tion of reactions and suggestions of Arab students in
Pune City, India. 

The larger study, which was started sometime in
February 2006, is yet to be completed. The study, enti-
tled "Decision Making and Social Support Systems of
Young Arab Women Living in Pune City", aims at under-
standing the decision-making process of young Arab
women, how they circumvent patriarchy to make
informed choices, and how the existing social support
system can heal their hearts and minds, helping them
overcome isolation in a foreign land. The sample of the
study consisted of fifty married women who have
dependent children and another twenty women who are
young students. About twenty Arab men also later
became part of the study. Most of the study's data was
recorded, based on focus group discussions and tele-
phone interviews. An inventory is being constructed
which will delve into issues women face as wives, young
mothers, and students residing in a democratic country
like India.

The women were interviewed at their weekly women-
only parties and at gatherings in their homes or on the

university or college campuses. Most women inter-
viewed were Muslims, and only one Egyptian student
belonged to the Christian religion. 

Against the backdrop of the larger Indian women's
struggle that has advocated and established laws ending
female foeticide and at the same time supporting sur-
vivors of domestic violence, Christian women in India
have been supporting housing rights, while there have
been campaigns by Muslim women for establishing a
mosque in the city of Chennai, and for modifying the
marriage laws in order to achieve more empowerment
for themselves. These movements  are being supported
by other communities that are ushering in a sense of sec-
ular sisterhood within the Indian women's movement.
India is one of the largest democracies in the world, and
claims to be secular even though there are gross human
rights violations, justified by religion. In addition, the
study aims at understanding whether young Arab
women feel empowered by living in a democratic and
secular nation or rather that their experiences left them
disillusioned. 

Life for Arab Women in Pune
It is a regular Friday evening and one hears the laughter
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The Indian saree left many women in wonderment. They
thought Indian women were very bold wearing attire that
exposed a part of the body (the belly), which was between
two very important parts of the female anatomy.

Among the many difficult decisions to take was the one
of learning to ride the scooter that according to many
Arab women was unfeminine. Many said that they would
drive a car, but riding a scooter was blasé and making the
decision to finally ride one had left them stressed. They
expressed how happy they felt to be on their own and
mobile once they had overcome their shyness.

The Journey- Away from Home
The women said that they made this rather difficult deci-
sion of coming to India after consulting several friends,
family, and other students already living in India. One of
the reasons that makes this decision so complex for
women who wish to study in India is the challenges they
face concerning the educational system. 

One of the most difficult experiences Arab women and
other foreign students face in India is college admission.
The poor language skills, especially among the Arab stu-
dents, make the entire process of seeking admission very
stressful. 

Many young Arab women felt that coming to India and
handling the excessive paperwork and the long wait to
get into a good college or be accepted by a research
supervisor of their choice, had left them feeling exhaust-
ed. However, it had also made them very resilient. The
admission system of the universities in most Indian cities

is extremely tedious and drawn out, with a large amount
of corruption, which leaves women who are unfamiliar
with it tired and exasperated, especially if they are from
foreign countries. Most Arab women students will seek
the assistance of other experienced students or agents,
either Indian or Arab, who will help them with the ardu-
ous paperwork.

They felt the need for a strong counseling program in
both countries, and for more student representatives
who could make life easier. Many women felt that the
study of diaspora Arab women in India should focus on
how women make decisions about their choices of col-
lege, entertainment, marriage, children, and career.

On the one hand, many women felt that their own Arab
network of friends took care of their entertainment and
fellowship needs, although on the other hand they felt
that this dependency adversely affected their desire to
become better acquainted with Indians. However, sever-
al women said they made special efforts to befriend
other Indian women, which was not the case with some
of the men who had participated in the discussion.

The women within the study said they felt more confi-
dent about being in a culture where there were many
vicissitudes, and that perhaps the philosophy of the land
influences a person living in it, making one more
resilient, patient, and compassionate. 

Deeply felt thanks to: Dr. Dawood, Amenah, Hamid,
Maha and Safiya.

of a large group of women interjected by the screams and
cries of little children. You get closer, noticing the beauti-
ful and vibrant colors of the women's clothes, and realize
how different they look without their traditional hijab.
This is a typical Friday evening party where all the Arab
women in one part of Pune City are meeting. Many have
little children and many are raising children on their own. 

One young Yemeni research student with her four
daughters has been away from her family and husband
for nearly ten years managing her studies, the children's
education, and helping other Arab women friends
through their times of transition from their homeland to
India. "It is a lot easier here, there is more freedom and
everything is accessible," she says, "my husband is
working in the Gulf and I want the girls not to have a
break in their education so I decided to stay back in Pune
to complete my PhD."

She has been through a series of mishaps, from a broken
leg to a difficult delivery of her youngest child, but she
says her Arab friends and Indian neighbors have stood
by her, making it unnecessary to seek help from home. 

The City of Pune
Pune City is of great historical importance to Indian
women and to the Indian struggle for freedom from
British colonial rule. Ensconced in the western hills of the
state of Maharashtra, the city is about three hours away
from Mumbai, the commercial capital of both India and
the Arabian Sea.

Pune has witnessed a number of social reforms that
changed the lives of women in and around India. As early
as 1882, Tarabai Shide, a woman philosopher, wrote
Stree Purush Tulana, which talked about egalitarian val-
ues for both men and women. The first school for girls in
India was started here in the mid-nineteenth century by
Jyotiba Phule and his wife Savitribai Phule.

Pandita Ramabai, an upper-caste Hindu woman, convert-
ed to Christianity in this city. Shakuntala Paranjpe initiat-
ed the very first drive for family planning and contracep-
tion in the early twentieth century. The city also encour-
aged widows to remarry, and women openly participated
in the struggle for freedom against British colonial rule.
The city also has a rich tradition of spiritual awareness,
where several indigenous men and women have promot-
ed spirituality and have left significant spiritual texts for
posterity.

Today, Pune houses nearly 250 colleges, and one univer-
sity, offering professional courses for undergraduates
and graduates as well as promoting research in the nat-
ural and social sciences. According to the latest data by

the national newspaper, The Times of India, nearly 1,500
students from UAE alone live and study in Pune, fol-
lowed by significant numbers from Oman, Saudi Arabia,
and Yemen. The University of Pune remains the first
choice of many Arab students instigating their higher
education in India.

Indian Culture
When a female Arab student was initially approached for
this study on Diaspora Arab Women, her instant reaction
was one of disbelief because she assumed that no one
was interested in knowing about Arab women, or for
that matter, Arab men. She was curious to know why an
Indian was writing about them. In response, I shared
with her my meeting with feminist Nawal Al-Saadawi in
Egypt and my participation in the conference on dissi-
dent women organized by her and her organization —
The Arab Women's Solidarity Association — last year,
where I had also presented a paper on Mirabai and the
relevance of her life as a "rebel saint" in the contempo-
rary global world.

Wanting genuinely to understand their roots and Islam
better after coming to India is a very critical psycho-reli-
gious process that Arab women share. In the face of the
extreme cultural diversity that typifies India, the women
felt shocked and shaken to the core of their beings espe-
cially by Hinduism (which is very different from Abrahamic
religions) with its many symbols and rituals. After the ini-
tial disbelief of seeing a religion that was steeped heavily
in idol worship, along with various kinds of celebrations,
many women resorted to understanding the essence of
their own religion. Many women felt that the religious
and cultural diversity of India left them shocked, but they
gradually learned to enjoy many of the celebrations, and
actually looked forward to some of them, like the Ganesh
festival dedicated to the elephant god Ganesh, or the
Navratri, a nine day long celebration of the female
Goddess “Shakti” depicted as Durga Kali and Saraswati.
These celebrations are replete with dancing and plenty of
shopping. The real India, they said, was quite different
from what they had seen in the Bollywood films. 

Most women had learned from their Indian friends to
make their bread at home. They learned to cook vege-
tarian food and respect the vegetarian way of life. They
said their disgust at the filth and poverty in India had
changed into a more compassionate concern. Many
Arab women were surprised to know that India had so
many types of Muslims, divided according to region and
class lines. 

The women said that they had resorted to understand-
ing the Quran better in case Indians, especially Hindus,
asked them theological questions.
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way for the enemy to launch its assaults. Seventy thou-
sand refugees had flocked into the city. Two Palestinians
had settled in the garden outside, and a family of seven
from Mayfadoun had settled on the ground floor. They
were all not moving.

“Samidoun, samidoun,” teta tells me over the phone,
proud of the resistance's resilience. “They fought like
heroes,” residents of the South would exclaim in the
aftermath of the incursions.

I planned to go in. “People are making their way in the
reverse direction,” she stormed. “I would rather die than
see you cross through Amman! I have enough on me as
is, the last thing I need is yet another of my children
here!”

War will not wait. While we are seeking “answers”, time
will not stop. Every moment is a betrayal. “Operation
Truthful Promise.” On this battlefield, “the chosen peo-
ple” will now meet “the Party of God”. The quid pro quo
soon becomes “Beirut for Tel Aviv”. 

“If they attack Beirut, we will leave,” they promised.
“Don't worry, everything is perfectly fine here. Your
mother went to the hairdresser's today and I went for a
walk,” he reassured me.

“I remembered the tactics well. “We will play a game
now. Are you ready?” I nodded. “Next time you hear a
sound, you will close your ears, and we will see who clos-
es their ears faster. Are you ready?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

I nodded. “Ok one, two, three go.” I immediately clasped
my hands to my ears, laughing in victory as the sound
shook the building. I jumped when the corridor mirror
broke. It must have been 1987 or 1988. 

I nodded again over the phone in response to his reas-
surances. “And half the country is in Broumana and Faara
partying?” I asked in disbelief.

“They feel this war is not theirs to fight. They did not ask
for Hizbollah to cross the border, kill eight and kidnap
two soldiers.”

“They did it before in 2000 and it was followed by a pris-
oner exchange in 2004. An invasion in response, on the
other hand, is premeditated war. Collective punishment,
on such a disproportionate scale, would never have been
accepted by the world community had the groundwork

not been laid through the new discourse/logic brought
about by the war on- "

“Shhhhh, these conversations are not to be made over
the phone,” mom interrupted taking over the receiver.

Had it not been for the current narratives that depict tales
of “merchants” and “quartets” of terror, the world
would have stopped at the mention of thousands of
deaths and injuries, of displacement and massacres and
pure terror. Or do they, when inflicted upon others, cease
to be recognized as terror?

Terror then becomes a justified means to an end. It
becomes an “ethical duty”. "We will continue pursuing
them. This is our ethical duty with respect to ourselves.
And we have no intention whatsoever of apologizing or
asking for permission to do this," the enemy confirms. 

It is then an “ethical duty” to inflict the terror to end all
terrors, reminiscent of the “war to end all wars”. As if
this is the first “war on terror”, the first attempt to right
a wrong with another wrong to make a right. As if histo-
ry never happened, and history's narratives are to the
present blasphemous. 

“I was driven out of my country because of them. They
had no right. I do not want resistance. I do not want Arab
nationalism. I do not want Arabs. I only want my country.
I want to live here, and I want to stay here. Why is that
so difficult to understand?” a friend hurled at me in a
pub in Gemayzeh two weeks after the war, waiting for
his papers to move to Dubai. His company had relocated
during the war and he too now had to leave.

“We have come to internalize the mentality of the
defeated. We can not rebuke Goliath, and so we blame
David for provoking Goliath,” I responded.

“Only in this context Goliath is David. Goliath will never
present himself except as David. Our Goliath is Goliath
because he suffered as David suffered, because he is
David. The timeline stops there. The story stops there.
The roles stop there. Everything else is outside of history.
There is no room for more.”

“Fact remains David has become Goliath. We do not
insert our stories into a historical space, we make history.
We write it.”

“Lebanon has paid enough of a price already. We need not
pay more. We've paid our dues to this cause and to many
others. And what divine victory, where do they see the vic-
tory?” he continued in disbelief at the more than a million
people who had marched in celebration that day. 

Ghia Osseiran

The Enemy Has a Name

Of this ancient Phoenician city which once chose to lock
its gates and burn itself to the ground rather than be
invaded, of the crusader's sea fortress sacked and recap-
tured many a time, of the Souks and the old town, my
mind is absorbed elsewhere. Of the enemy's threat to
turn back the hands of time 20 years; my thoughts are
fixated on a single spot, a single house that had been
bombed many a time, and rebuilt many a time.

They were sitting in the living room, across from each
other on the couch, chatting. They had refused to leave.
A bomb stormed right through the double layered ceil-
ing, and exploded right in the space in between. I named
my first doll Wataniyeh. I was two or three. It was 1985.
I was not born a nationalist, but next to “the enemy”, Al
haraka al wataniya (or the nationalist movement) was
perhaps the second most repeated phrase on television.
And so I called her that. Wataniyeh. She was never
extravagantly dressed, in fact almost always without a
dress like a true comrade. That is how I best remember
her.

The enemy has a name, but in our newspapers the
enemy is known as “the enemy”. In our television broad-
casts it is also “the enemy”. As the situation remains “not

yet ripe”, over a quarter of the population is displaced;
over a thousand are dead, and over 4000 have been
wounded like check pawns on a battlefield with seem-
ingly loftier ends. “Birthpangs”.

“Birthpangs” reverberated across the country. “Birthpangs"
reverberated in the form of GBU 28 laser-guided bombs and
missiles. “Birthpangs” reverberate still in the form of unex-
ploded cluster bombs and depleted uranium munitions
courteously left behind by the enemy, something to remem-
ber him by.

July 2006. My 24th birthday. Twenty four years ago I was
born with the enemy's bombs as midwife. 1982.
Lebanon was under siege then, also in “self-defense”.
My mother gave birth to me in a semi-deserted hospital
in Saida. There were no nurses on the floor. The doctor's
wife kindly cooked her meals instead.

Twenty four years later, the country is again under siege.
By virtue of historical victimhood, the enemy stands in
our midst yet again. Teta and Jiddo again refuse to move.
They survived 15 years of civil war, they will not leave
now, Jiddo tells me. Flyers had been thrown onto Saida
over the weekend demanding that the inhabitants make
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“Claims of victory are merely part of a propaganda war
by both parties,” I responded.

“30,000 homes destroyed, over a thousand dead, four
thousand injured, a quarter displaced, 200,000 still dis-
placed, more than 100,000 unexploded ordinances scat-
tered across the South, 15,000 tons of oil spill and $2 billion
worth of damaged infrastructure, where is the victory?”

“Fact remains they went into the war to dismantle
Hizbollah. Hizbollah is now more popular than ever
before. Now you tell me, where is their victory?”

“But at what price?”

“At not too severe a price apparently; 20,000 rockets are
still left,” I joked. He laughed.

People still laughed. The sea was not black but intensely
blue, and to the foreigners only one message that rose
amidst the debris, in Dahyeh as in the South, “Made in
America.”

"How can you claim victory when you were a state with-
in a state in southern Lebanon, and now you're going to
be replaced by an international force?" the American
President sarcastically exclaimed. 

It was the hundreds of thousands of Southerners who
refused to be “replaced”, flocking the streets southbound
on the eve of the ceasefire. If there no longer were houses
to return to, they built tents in their stead. “The city of loy-

alty remains steadfast in its loyalty” read one poster. The yel-
low flag fluttered atop mountains of rubble and furniture.

“You are the first car that passes through this road since
the fighting ended. The roads were inaccessible before,”
says an old woman from Bint Jbeil, as bulldozers were
stubbornly clearing the rubble next to her. 

The next village, Maroun Erras, overlooks the end of the
“State within a State”, and the first beginnings of the
state within another nation. The lush mountains clearly
demarcate the borders, from behind which the enemy
continues to wage its peace. 

The number of friends who have been relocated, the
number of countries through which we continue to
communicate, the number of people who are still look-
ing to leave, a shadow country is coming into existence
abroad.

The sea remains sprawled at the feet of the old
Phoenician state, as its waves slowly play with the city,
advancing and then retreating only to come back again.
Things remain as we left them. Time continues to cast its
tentacles as they stealthily draw their relics, cautiously
casting layer after layer. War accentuates times markings,
casting its own layers on the faces of those we leave
behind. For those of us who do not continuously bear
witness, they will not camouflage. 
Now the enemy wills its name back. It will soon extend its
hand. The enemy is the one “civilized” beacon of hope in
the region. The enemy wants peace. 
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The Inheritance

Sahar Khalifeh Translated by Aida Bamia from the
Arabic, Al Mirath (1997) American University in Cairo
Press, 2005, 251 pages.

New Vistas — Old Problems

Gender issues are foregrounded in all of Sahar Khalifeh's
novels, and The Inheritance is no exception. What sets
Khalifeh apart from some other declared feminists is that
in her writing, women's liberation is  consistently situat-
ed within the parameters of overall social and political
development. Advancing women's status is posited as a
process of making social relations more democratic in all
fields, from the family and education to government.
This is arguably a process that would benefit men as well
as women and children.

The style and plot of The Inheritance reveal Khalifeh to
be a committed writer who views fiction as a means of
impacting on reality. In her dictionary, the social and
political spheres are completely intertwined, as are
nationalist and feminist issues, and private and public
domains. Born in Nablus, she addresses social issues
related to the lives of ordinary Palestinians living under
occupation, employing an updated version of social real-
ism tinged with satire — occasionally stretched to the
borders of the absurd to drive her point home.

Yet, Khalifeh does not focus on the occupation. Her
prime concern is Palestinian agency, especially that of
women who must build their lives under the double
jeopardy of occupation and a patriarchal society. The
Inheritance is set in the immediate aftermath of the Oslo
accord, making the question of Palestinian agency all the
more acute. The story unfolds with Palestinians scram-
bling to recreate their lives, and new encounters with
those returning from exile.

In this period of transition and redefinition of roles,
Khalifeh tells a story of family and identity, setting
women's status and social cohesion, or lack of same, in
sharp relief. An implicit challenge is folded into the
pages of The Inheritance: What will people do with the
new vistas appearing before them? Sadly, as she tells it,

Since its inception, Al-Raida has included a
book review section. For the past two
years, most entries were reprints of reviews
published online courtesy of H-Gender-
MidEast http://www.h-net.msu.edu/~gend-
mid/ and Martina E. Rieker, List Editor for
H-Gender-MidEast. As part of IWSAW’s
effort to upgrade Al-Raida, we approached
Dr. Rosemary Sayigh, anthropologist and
oral historian, to serve as editor of the
newly developed book review section. 

As of this issue, we will seek original
reviews of books on a variety of topics
related to women and gender in the Arab
world. Reviews of publications of an inter-
disciplinary nature are especially welcome. 

Because many potential reviewers live else-
where than Lebanon, and because books
take so long to order and distribute, we
suggest that you indicate to us books you
would be interested in reviewing. Either
we will ask publishers to send review
copies directly to you, or we will reimburse
you if you buy the book yourself.

We would also be happy to hear your sug-
gestions concerning books that ought to
be reviewed in Al-Raida. Though we prefer
to review books that have been published
recently, we are ready to consider others if
they are deemed relevant..
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chances of achieving something for the common good
are thwarted by the persistence of old-style customs and
self-defeating behavior patterns.

The Inheritance offers no easy solutions but serves as a
diagnosis of social ills, from the abuse of women to the
brain drain. Without diagnosis, in Khalifeh's view, there
is no healing. "My novels give examples of our mistakes
and incompetence," she acknowledges. "The characters
cannot reach viable solutions to the deeper social and
political problems we have inherited in the absence of
development and radical change. Some people object to
my exposing these problems, but I believe that if you
have a disease and want a cure, you don't care about
what people say. We must care about ourselves. No
other culture has developed without critical writers dis-
cussing their problems" (The Jordan Times Weekender,
May 25, 2006).

The novel's title has triple implications, referring to
inherited social problems, the legacy of occupation, and
the material inheritance left by the narrator's father.

The story is told by Zayna, the New York-born daughter
of a Palestinian father and an American mother, who
was raised by her maternal grandmother after she
became pregnant and her father threatened to kill her.
Yet Zayna 
hastens to say that he would never have done it, for he
loves her very much. This is the first of numerous inci-
dents in the novel which illustrate the contradictory role
of the male-dominated family as both loving and threat-
ening. Rather than sensationalizing the cruelty inherent
in honor killing, Khalifeh makes the blustering father
brandishing his knife look silly and impotent, graphically
ridiculing the twin concepts of shame and honor that are
used to control women.

Zayna becomes a respected anthropologist, but finds her
life sterile. When an uncle calls to tell her that her long-
lost father is dying, she abruptly leaves her American life
and travels to Wadi Al Rihan, a fictitious West Bank vil-
lage. There she meets the relatives who have gathered at
her father's bedside, maneuvering around the prospects
of the inheritance. All assume that she has come to col-
lect her share, but the inheritance Zayna wants is much
more. She is seeking to recover her past, her memories,
her family — nothing short of her identity.

Serving as the author's eyes-wide-open diagnostic lens,
Zayna introduces the other characters. She meets her
cousin, Nahleh, who spent the best years of her life work-
ing in Kuwait, sending home remittances that financed
her brothers' education and lives. Expelled during the
Gulf War, her return is bitter. She finds herself single and

unemployed, while her brothers have made lives for
themselves, taking her contribution for granted: "All
squeezed me like a lemon and then left me behind...
They became engineers, with God's grace, while I
worked in Kuwait, being milked like a cow, teaching and
bringing them up, but they paid no attention to me and
did what they wanted (p. 50-51). 

In desperation, Nahleh starts a relationship that can only
result in her becoming a second wife, showing the
paucity of options open to an independent woman, and
landing her in a quandary.

Among Nahleh's brothers is Mazen, a former resistance
fighter who is unable to readjust to either traditional vil-
lage life or the new political realities, after years spent
in Beirut and elsewhere. His foot, destroyed by a land
mine, symbolizes the paralysis of the revolutionary
when the revolution is over. This is especially true when
the revolution is incomplete: Mazen wanted to change
the world, but he couldn't change himself. He learned
about the whole wide world, but not how to treat the
women in his private life as equals. In the end, his
dream of opening a cultural center in Wadi Al Rihan's
citadel unleashes unforeseen consequences that he
can't begin to deal with.

Another brother, Said, owns a candy factory in Nablus.
While successful in business, he is perceived by others as
caring too much about money; his personal life is por-
trayed as unappealing. There are reasons for everything 
though, and the narrative traces the roots of his materi-
alism back to his childhood, framing it as a form of com-
pensation for having been treated badly by his father.

Kamal, yet another brother, is more thoughtful and sen-
sitive than the rest. A successful engineer in Germany, he
returns with plans to build a waste treatment plant in his
hometown — a project Khalifeh chose for its symbolic
overtones. Daunted by the lack of cooperative spirit he
finds among his own people, he gives up and decides to
return to Germany.

Zayna is also ambivalent about her return. The encounter
with her newfound relatives makes her feel she is losing
rather than finding herself. Obviously echoing the
author's concerns, Zayna confides, "I no longer knew
what information to collect or what I had come looking
for in my country of origin. In the midst of this over-
whelming welter of people's problems and worries, I lost
track of my objectives, which scattered in many direc-
tions. If I were ever going to organize my thoughts and
understand what was happening around me, I would
have to analyze the material, applying the methods of
research available to me" (p. 52).

While most male characters are presented as uncreative
or incompetent, several of the women devise inventive
ways to cut through socially imposed obstacles.

One example is Futna, the most recent of Zayna's father's
seven wives, none of whom produced a son to be his
heir. To the surprise of all, Futna announces that she is
pregnant with a son, despite the fact that her husband
has been incapacitated for some time. In this bizarre pas-
sage, Khalifeh is at her satirical best, showing the absur-
dity of a male automatically becoming the heir, even if he
is an unborn, last minute, artificial-insemination addition
to the family. Once again, the narrative reverts back to
the roots. Zayna gets to know Futna, and discovers that
her motivation for contriving this "miracle" stems from
the frustrations of an earlier forced marriage.

In the end, however, all the various strategies fail,
whether designed by men or women. The soldiers of the
Israeli occupation, who have been looming in the back-
ground, step forward to deal a deathblow to even the
best laid Palestinian plans. The challenge implicit
throughout the novel is set sharply in relief: What could
have been done to be better prepared for this predictable
outcome?

Khalifeh has not limited her feminism to literature. In the
80s, she founded the first Palestinian institute for study-
ing women's situation in Nablus, with a branch in Gaza.
Her earlier novels were initially criticized in Arab circles
for raising controversial social issues in the midst of the
national struggle, but they later sold well and generated
much discussion. Over the years, there has been a
change in how her writing is received — surely a change
which she herself contributed to. In December, she
received the 2006 Naguib Mahfouz Medal of Literature
awarded by the AUC Press for Image, Icon, Covenant,
which will be published in English this year.

Reviewed by Sally Bland

The MIT Electronic Journal of Middle
East Studies “Gender, Nation and
Belonging, Arab and Arab-American
Perspectives” 
Rabab Abdul Hadi, Nadine Naber and Evelyn
Alsultany (editors). Volume, 5, Spring 2005. 279
pages. (All issues available at
http://web.mit.edi//cis/www/mitejmes/).

Where do you Really Come From?: Arab and
Arab-American Women Break Silences  

For scholars and students located, as is this reviewer, in
places with erratic (or no) postal service, inadequate library
budgets, and other problems of access and isolation, MIT's
Electronic Journal of Middle East Studies (EJMES), a multi-
disciplinary  journal launched in  2001, is welcome in its
highly accessible form — but also in its  innovative, and crit-
ical content.  Its encouragement of work by young schol-
ars, including graduate students, is particularly appealing.
“Gender, Nation and Belonging: Arab and American
Feminist Perspectives”, edited by Rabab Abdulhadi, Nadine
Naber and Evelyn Alsultany (Summer 2006, Volume 5), is
the most ambitious (as well as the longest) offering to date
and has the signal virtue of being both analytically rich and
a pleasure to read, including poetry, memoirs and inter-
views, as well as more academic interventions.  

The editors aim  high, with a goal of  bringing  “Arab-
American Studies into conversation with American Studies,
Middle East Studies, and Ethnic Studies”, while deploying
“conceptual frameworks from feminist, post-colonial and
critical studies”  (p. 7). The reader may find this conceptual
roll call a bit daunting — and certainly, no one volume
could be entirely successful in this undertaking — but the
twenty-five contributions1 to this volume break much new
and interesting ground, as well as the near silence sur-
rounding Arab-American studies in the American academy.
The editors give a fascinating account of their journey
through several academic associations and electronic net-
works in search of an adequate forum to engage with the
issues that meant the most to them as academics and
activists.

The reader is thus grateful that authors did not take the
advice of Nadine Naber's academic advisor, who told her
that Arab-American studies was “academic suicide” (p. 8).
The defiance of the contributors, and the challenges they
face in speaking out and writing goes beyond the choice of
a neglected and academically unfashionable discipline. Not
only the academy, but fellow feminists as well, circumscribe
the subjects which are deemed appropriate for and about

* Sally Bland teaches English in Amman, reviews books
for the Jordan Times, and writes on cultural affairs.
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a life story — but surely we wish to reveal what we are
doing.  In the current climate, the deployment  (and blur-
ring) of fact-fiction binaries certainly affects the life of Arabs
and Arab-Americans in the United States. Indeed, how
Arab and American function as a dichotomy is itself at the
heart of the matters under investigation.  

Death by Culture
In an incisive contribution, Amal Amireh discusses the “era-
sure of the political” (p. 236) in “Palestinian Women's
Disappearing Act: The Suicide Bomber Through Western
Feminist Eyes,” examining the writings of Andrea Dworkin,
Robin Morgan and the particularly egregious Barbara Victor
(a shoddy journalist who is a paramount  example of why
distinguishing fact from fiction remains important).
Although these writers differ intellectually and ideological-
ly, all invoke what Uma Narayan has called the “death by
culture” paradigm (p. 231). Thus, Amireh finds that
Palestinian women suicide bombers are abstracted from
“any historical and political context” and placed exclusively
in a cultural one, as “another example of the ways Arab
culture inevitably kills its women” (p. 231). Amireh rightly
restores political agency by understanding these acts as
“political violence” whose cultural aspect is better under-
stood as a “culture of militarization whose effects are by no
means limited to Palestinian society” (p. 240).   

Amireh notes that her questioning of the connection
between suicide bombing and Arab culture is part of a cri-
tique of paradigms in “Western feminist writings about
gender and Palestinian nationalism” (p. 228). While she
does not elaborate this point, beyond noting a dominant
view that Third World women are “victims of nationalism”
(p. 231), this wider critique is urgently needed and hope-
fully Amireh and other scholars will be writing more in the
future.

Secularist Silencing
Like Amireh, Lara Deeb explores how uncomfortable polit-
ical issues may be cast as cultural — but this time within
Arab-American feminist communities.  In a brief, but
thought-provoking, article on “Silencing Religiosity:
Secularity and Arab American Feminisms,” Deeb explores
the conflation of political positions with religiosity (p. 206)
and its deleterious effect on common action by women.
An important background to Deeb's critique is her experi-
ence in fieldwork and extended conversations with Shiite
women working in an Islamic women's social welfare orga-
nization in the southern suburbs of Beirut.  While these
women rejected the term “feminism” both for its colonial
linkages and because “it was not broad enough to
embrace their entire vision,” (p. 203), their activism, com-
mitment to social justice, and eloquence spurred Deeb to
ask how “the terms we choose” affect communication”
(p.203).

Her conversations traveled with her to America and to
Arab-American feminist circles where she found that “a dis-
dain for religiosity seems to infect our discussion” (p. 204).
Assumptions about religious women (whether backward,
homophobic, or always pro-Palestine!) branded them with
a single identity and  stood in the way of communication
and action. Noting that debate and discussion on all these
issues occur in both Arab-American secularist and faith-
based communities, she makes the interesting observation
that “the category 'Arab-American' is also implicated in the
erasure of other differences, including those of generation
and national origin” (p. 205). Deeb's evocation of the
“complementarity” (not the identity) of the various social,
economic, political, and social justice struggles in which we
are all engaged on a daily basis” (p. 206) offers a way, even
if loosely defined, to move beyond the silence.  In the same
volume, an interview with long-time activist Anan Ameri
and Mervat Hatem's contribution on “Arab and Arab
American Feminism after September 11, 2001” serves to
ground Deeb's call for new coalitions and agendas.

Feminist Solidarities
When Therese Saliba and her colleague Anne at Evergreen
State College were mourning the death of Evergreen stu-
dent Rachel Corrie (an ISM activist crushed to death by an
Israeli bulldozer on 21 March 2003 while trying to prevent
a home demolition in Rafah), Anne, who is Jewish and was
very close to Rachel, asked Therese how she could explain
the vicious on-going campaign to silence any protest over
Rachel's death. Saliba replied simply: “She has become
Palestinian” (p. 217).  Saliba goes on to explore new mean-
ings (and of course difficulties) for feminist solidarity that
goes “beyond tribes” in a contribution that is both moving
and intellectually rewarding — an excellent example of the
intellectual labor of love that characterizes this volume.

The Other Side of the Hyphen
Many authors contribute to an understanding of being
Arab — and being an Arab woman — in America.  Of par-
ticular interest is Zeina Zaatari's reflective essay, “The Belly
of the Beast: Struggling for Non-violent Belonging,” which
recounts her odyssey as a young woman who grew up in
South Lebanon “as a product of war and occupation grap-
pling with its post-colonial identity” and entering the racial-
ized and discriminatory spaces of imperial America in the
1990s.  She is perceptive on her initial experiences as a stu-
dent in an Iowa university where, as an Arab Muslim
woman, she was “eager to 'represent' the 'good side,' the
'non-stereotype,' the 'we are just like you side,'”  some-
thing she now calls the “showcase syndrome” (p. 80).
Describing herself as “carrying history in her back pocket,”
she compares the violence of growing up in a war-torn
country to the “violence on display” and the danger of
night  streets of urban America. She reflects on her experi-
ences of student activism and campus discrimination, end-

Arab women: As the editors note, “The 'veil', 'female cir-
cumcision' and 'honor' crimes are but three examples that
have become the standard litmus test by which our femi-
nism is measured and evaluated, and the basis for which
we get hired or fired, granted monetary rewards for our
projects, or granted native informant passes to national
feminist gatherings” (p. 21).  This is a heavy indictment of
liberal feminism in particular (as well as the current intellec-
tual climate in America) when some leading liberal femi-
nists embed  the “liberation of Arab women” into
America's imperial project, and one hopes for further
debates and engagement with the multiple feminist publics
in the United States.  It is not surprising that one site of con-
tention is Palestine and what Nadine Naber accurately
terms the “forgotten ism” of Zionism.  Nadia Elia's  essay in
this volume, “The Burden of Representation: When
Palestinians Speak Out,” discusses three incidents she “per-
sonally experienced which illustrate the silencing of pro-
Palestinian activism” (p. 60). Of particular salience is that all
three occurred in “progressive spaces” where other forms
of anti-colonial and rights discourse might be encouraged.
In breaking a series of silences with both analysis and pas-
sion, this volume enriches both academic and activist think-
ing and is well-described by the editors as an “intellectual
labor of love” (p. 8).  

Disrupting Dichotomies
This volume launches the readers (and writers) on a journey
of critical investigations, but, if one was to take issue with
any part of the editorial call for this admirable undertaking,
it is that the editors sometimes move too quickly to fore-
close some of the questions. For example, the editors give
as another aim “disrupting the dichotomies (private/public,
fact/fiction, oppressed/liberated, us/them)” (p. 8). This
seems literally too breathless:  if a reader could speak, she
might well say “slow down.”   As a project, it might be
more productive to call for a (slower) examination and
reflection on how these dichotomies are deployed (and by
who) in various contexts and whether collapsing these
binaries, or understanding their dynamic interplay is more
useful. To use a simple example, the editors do not separate
work that is defined as fiction from that “which is consid-
ered 'factual” by social scientists, affirming that “we do not
subscribe to the fact/fiction dichotomy; we insist that no
such “thing” as universal “Truth” exists” (p. 12). The vol-
ume is indeed very successful in integrating “individual nar-
ratives and theoretical contributions” (p. 13) but this is a
different matter. First, a small objection: most of the non-
fiction work is in fact poetry which operates differently from
fiction, in this reviewer's opinion.  Then, without adhering
to universal truth, one might well wish to distinguish fact
from fiction (or lies from truth, as in Amireh's examination
of the work of Victor below).  Fictional devices may be
employed by scholars — many of us have the experience of
shaping character and narrative while, for example, writing

ing with her standing with 80,000 people in a San
Francisco demonstration against the war in Iraq. She con-
cludes: “the only location in the U.S. where I could feel
safe, where my belonging could start to take shape, where
the history that I carry in my pocket can have room to
breathe and dialogue” (p. 85)  is in these oppositional
spaces of anti-war, feminist, and progressive politics.

However, despite the richness of the offerings in this vol-
ume, the other side of the hyphen (American) remains to
some extent unexplored, almost as if it is already known
and does not require further analysis. For many contribu-
tors, America is an encounter with the Other, more than a
component of identity and belonging, however troubled.
As the editors affirm, “today the label American implies a
certain identification with a hegemonic definition of
Americanness, the content of which is inseparable from the
destruction of our homelands” (p. 14). But just as Zaatari
finds safety in oppositional American spaces, surely other
forms of identity are lodged in the multiple spaces of a
reclaimed and non-hegemonic America — whether
embedded in memory, in family, in alternative cultures or
politics, or in resistance. There is much to explore here —
perhaps a subject for another volume by these and other
Arab and Arab-American writers in the United States.

Sherene Seikaly's contribution explores “memory as a bur-
den and a gift” (p. 189)  as she “returns” to Haifa, her par-
ent's city but one she has never seen. Seikaly was born in
Beirut from Palestinian parents from Haifa who subse-
quently moved to California. When an official at Los
Angeles Airport examined Sherene Seikaly's U.S. passport
and asked her, “Where do you come from?” she hesitated,
and said “California.” He looked again at her passport and
asked a question familiar to many Arab and other immi-
grants: “But where are you really from?” (p. 195). For this
American official, origin was determining — and there is
only one answer to the question. The writers in this volume,
whether in their scholarly, artistic, activist, or personal life,
not only refuse a single answer - they have begun an
important search to re-formulate the questions.

Reviewed by Penny Johnson

* Penny Johnson is an associate researcher at the Institute of
Women's Studies, Birzeit University and co-editor of the
Institute's Review of Women's Studies.
1. In addition, there are eight book reviews.  I have grouped
the three poems by Youmna Chala as one contribution.

Endnotes
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Teta, Mother and Me: 
An Arab Woman's Memoir,

Jean Said Makdisi. London: 
Saqi, 2005. 424 pages.

A Feminist Autobiography 

Jean Said Makdisi's Teta, Mother and Me: An Arab
Woman's Memoir is a feminist memoir of personal
inquiry and historical research. It opens with a
“Prelude” which tells the story of the process of writing
the book, and Jean Makdisi's concern with form and
genre appears from the opening lines of the book. By
pointing out the time distance between the decision to
write and the act of writing, she is indirectly referring to
generic issues related to memoir as a literary genre.
Moreover, the “Prelude” situates Jean Makdisi's identi-
fication with her mother and grandmother (Teta), as
well as her intention to explore and
connect the lives of three genera-
tions of women in her family, which
she expresses by saying: “I was going
to write a loving double biography of
my mother and grandmother from
the vantage point of my own unset-
tling experiences as a modern Arab
woman” (p. 9). As we read, it
becomes clear that the process of
producing the memoir had gone
through various stages, and lived
within Jean Makdisi for several years
- not the months she had anticipat-
ed. Her personal narrative soon turns
into a process of historical research,
interpretation, and representation: “I
had no idea when I began that in
tracing my female ancestry I was
entering the cage of history” (p. 9). 

Jean Makdisi's memoir is a personal narrative which
explores the experiences of three generations of women
who “witnessed extraordinary and unsettling times” (p.
19), and it evolves as her own feminine experience
merges with that of her mother and grandmother. In
telling their stories she states her awareness of the
intersections between “history” and “experience” in
the following: “As I sorted out the details of Teta's and
Mother's lives, tracing my consciousness through theirs,
I discovered that we women had made history as much

as it had made us… The result has been for me a com-
plex re-reading of my own life, and the lives of other
women of my generation” (p. 23-24).

Teta (grandmother), who was born in 1880 in the Syrian
city of Homs under the reign of the Ottoman Empire,
soon found herself in Beirut where she was trained as a
teacher in a British Protestant mission school (p. 18-19);
and after marriage, she accompanied her husband first
to Safad then Nazareth in Palestine. Teta lived through
World War One which led to the collapse of the
Ottoman Empire and the rise of the French and British
powers, as well as World War Two which was followed
by the rise of the state of Israel. 

Mother seems to have inherited a life of constant insta-
bility and concomitant insecurity. She was born in
Nazareth in 1914 and raised in both Palestine and Beirut
where she “was formed … by the circumstances in
British Mandate Palestine and in French Mandate
Lebanon” (p. 20). She then lived and raised her family
in Egypt, witnessed the loss of Palestine in 1948, and
moved again to Beirut; but the eruption of the Lebanese

civil war “sent her at last to die in
Washington” (p. 20). Mother is
given a direct voice in the text
through Jean Makdisi's reference to
the power of her mother's journal:
“Mother's journal records the
development of her conscious-
ness… As she reconstructed the
past, she rediscovered her mother…
As I read her account of herself, I
discovered someone I had never
known… As I read, I saw the histo-
ry of our society as it affected … her
private and individual story” (p.
247-248).

From the standpoint of a woman
who has experienced “Palestine and
Egypt in the 1940s and 1950s,
America in the 1960s, Lebanon

beginning in the 1970s” (p. 10), Jean Makdisi, in turn,
sees her life in connection to both her mother's and
grandmother's lives, witnessing times of massive histor-
ical turmoil and continual displacement: born in
Jerusalem in 1940, raised in Egypt under the British
occupation, lived through the Egyptian Revolution of
1952, the rise of Pan-Arabism, the Suez War as well as
the 1967 Arab-Israeli war. She received her college edu-
cation in the United States, and then moved back to
Beirut where she raised her own family and has been liv-
ing there since the 1970s. Jean Makdisi again highlights
the impact of history on personal experience saying:

“Added to my own personal sense of dislocation was
my family's… I was an outsider, the alienated daughter
of a family dislocated once again by history” (p. 21).

Read in the light of women's autobiography theory,
Jean Makdisi's connection to her mother and grand-
mother, as reflected in the act of memoir-writing, is
marked by a sense of cross-generational continuity:
“And once I saw how I was related to both, I began to
write this book. We have become a family of storytellers
and record-keepers” (p. 18). Generically speaking, Teta,
Mother and Me is not a typical memoir, as it is com-
posed of a variety of intersecting narrative forms, most
prominent of which are autobiography, biography, and
history. The process of memoir-construction here
involves the author's reliance on her own memories, her
mother's journal, family letters and photographs, as
well as historical facts and documents. The writing of
the memoir involves the processes of exploration,
inquiry and re/construction. However, Jean Makdisi is
aware of the process of writing as different from the
experience of living. In her memoir, she gives voice to
her mother by quoting her journal extensively, and
emphasizing the fact that reflection
on life experience is a discovery,
while the reconstruction of the past
is a rediscovery. 

Preceded by a “Prelude” and fol-
lowed by a “Postlude”, the memoir is
divided into four sections: “In My
Own Time”, “Teta in History,
“Mother's World”, and “Women
Together: Mother and Me”; and each
section in turn includes several chap-
ters. Jean Makdisi's focus in the first
section is on her own experience
across time and place. At the center
of “her own time” the figures of her
mother and grandmother gain promi-
nence, and hence explain her subse-
quent “research” and representation
of their lives in connection to hers.
Significantly, she concludes this section with the follow-
ing statement: “At last the nuggets seemed to fuse
together to form a kind of continuum, and I was able to
see, instead of a chaotic series of events, the world out of
which mine was formed” (p. 137). 

The second section reconstructs the life-story of the
grandmother against the historical background of her
time. It is here that we realize the author's foremost
concern with the experiences of displacement and fem-
ininity. She sheds light on the “nuggets” that create the
historical background and present Teta's portrait. The

following section which moves to “Mother's World” is
based on Mother's words, reflecting on the lives of two
generations of women re-inscribed by the daughter/
granddaughter. The last section of the memoir fortifies
the continuum of Teta, Mother and Jean through the
experiences of war across time, as well as the shared
burden of femininity, which suggestively continues into
the generation of Jean's daughters-in-law. In her
“Postlude”, the memoirist reflects on the process of
writing the book “as a direct inquiry into my mother's,
my grandmother's and my own womanhood … I was a
young woman when I began to think about this project;
I am now a Teta to a young generation” (p. 397). 

Jean Makdisi manifests her identification with her
mother and grandmother, and her fear of the
“inevitable marginality” imposed on women, across
generations, by oppressive “domestic duties” (p. 10).
The idea of the book, which started as a “biography”,
moves into the realm of historical research, leading Jean
Makdisi to an awareness that the “world of women …
the domestic life, with all its mysteries and rituals, could
not be separated from the outer life, the world of poli-

tics and armies and treaties” (p. 28).
Sharing the burden of femininity is
not restricted to the Arab region,
but is a condition of women estab-
lished by modernity. In her critique
of domesticity, Jean Makdisi does
not limit her perspective to the lives
of Arab women across generations,
but looks into the history of women
living in the Arab region; and hence
her exploration of the lives of the
Englishwomen who taught at the
British Syrian Schools in the late
19th century. 

Moreover, her personal experience
of living in the USA in the 1960s
enlightens her as to the lives of
women across time and place: “I
lived the arid, claustrophobic life of

prosperous American middle-class women in suburban
Washington … I learned that the differences between
women are dictated more by class and occupation than
by the differences between East and West” (p. 122). In
the “Postlude”, the author highlights her feminist con-
sciousness and calls for a revision of the notion of wom-
anhood from a historical and feminist perspective: “The
experiences of my mother and grandmother, as well as
my own, persuade me that it is the task of the women
of my generation and the next to redefine our differ-
ences, and to reinterpret our place in the world” (p.
401-402).
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Zakirah lil-Mustaqbal: Maousou'at
al-Katiba al-'Arabiyya (1873-1999)
(Memory for the Future: an
Encyclopedia of Arab Women
Writers (1873-1999)), 4 Volumes, 

Nour, the Arab Women's Publishing House in Cairo
and the Supreme Council of Culture, Cairo, 2004,
paperback, 1310 pages.

Setting the Record Straight: The Literary
History of Women Writers in the Arab World

Is there a distinctive women's tradition in Arabic litera-
ture? To what extent are Arab women writers engaged
in the process of social and political change in their
respective countries? What are the cultural and political
forces that helped shape the female literary tradition in
the Arab world? These are some of the questions
addressed in this extensive and informative reference on
the literary history of Arab women writers. In twelve
essays by leading critics and writers, the four volumes of
the encyclopedia cover the female literary tradition in
the Arab world for more than a century, from the last
two decades of the 19th century through the whole of
the twentieth. The twelve contributors  have embarked
on an unprecedented project featuring more than 1,142
writers classified under ten geographical areas. The
introductions to the various sections within the four vol-
umes reflect an awareness of the diversity in such a
broad consideration of past experiences and present
realities in the intricate context of the Arab world.
Selected works are discussed in terms of thematic and
biographical outlines, followed by insightful summaries
of the authors' major texts. 

In keeping with the mission of offering accessible intro-
ductions to as many writers as possible, the contributors
have refrained from invoking literary theory except in
the most straightforward way. In this respect, one can
claim that while the encyclopedia may appear to have
targeted a specific audience of readers and researchers
— those specifically interested in the development of
Arab women's literature, it also seeks to introduce large
sections of a wider audience to the ever present, albeit
often overlooked, female literary voice in our tradition.
Individual essays cover women's writings in five literary
genres: poetry, the novel, the short story, autobiogra-
phy, and drama. Besides the critical introductions to pio-
neering generations of female Arab literati such as
Zeinab Fawaz and Labiba Hashim (Lebanon), Mayy
Ziyada and Aisha Taymour (Egypt), Marie Ajami and

Marianna Marash (Syria), Fadwa Tuqan (Palestine), and
Nazik al-Malaika (Iraq), the encyclopedia offers a com-
pendium of literary works in which as many writers as
possible are represented. The bibliographical notes and
the indexes are an excellent way of offering a compre-
hensive overview. In addition to this, excerpts from
selected works by various writers encourage readers to
read the entire works. A further bonus is a list of infor-
mative biographical notes on the writers and their
works. The encyclopedia thus constitutes an essential
work of reference, absolutely indispensable for both
readers and researchers, as much as it offers a stimulat-
ing starting point for scholars interested in the central
preoccupation of contemporary critical thinking about
Arabic literature in general, and the development of
women's literature in particular.

Heiresses to the Past
In their introduction to the encyclopedia, the editors
invoke the poetry of al-Khansaa', the pre-Islamic poet
whose famous elegies in which she bewailed her valiant
brothers reflect not only her poignant and vivid emo-
tion, but also a poetry that lacks neither wit nor audac-
ity. Thus, the necessity of exploring
the literary tradition of Arab women
writers is, from the outset, accentu-
ated.  The enterprise can therefore
be described as a history of literature
as much as a history of Arab
women's literature. This project in
fact seeks to construct a framework
for the study of a very rich tradition.
Just as it may be described as arche-
ological in its method, so it is also
distinguished from other traditional
encyclopedias in comprising the
greatest and most famous names
alongside those of supposedly mar-
ginal as well as young writers. The
editors do not claim that there is one
single “great tradition” with no
inequities or restrictions. Indeed,
exploring the works does not reveal
the existence of a monolithic Arab woman's voice, but
rather “a rich and complex tradition that comprises the
image of the worshipper reciting her Sufi love poems,
the erudite and powerful princess, the concubine play-
ing her lute to please her master, the powerful and free
woman who dares to speak openly even lasciviously, the
meek and timid who speaks behind a veil, and of
course, the jewel in the crown, Shahrazad, the lady
most eloquent, telling tales that surpass time and space,
tales that deliver her from the King's  boudoir, setting
her free to the world's vast space” (editors,
Introduction, I: 16).

In contrast to a traditional Orientalist prejudice that
stereotypes Arab women as one single entity, the pro-
ject follows the trajectory of Arab women's literary tra-
dition from the formative years which witnessed the
spread of women's societies and literary “salons” in
Lebanon, Syria and Egypt during the last two decades of
the 19th century and throughout the first half of the
20th century. This period was followed by a “boom” of
literary works, notably fiction, in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, revealing a strong engagement with other forces in
society in a process of vast social and political change
that was taking place in the wake of the independence
of various Arab countries. This development, in turn,
leads to the emergence of new forms of writing, such
as autobiography, during the last three decades of the
20th century. The introduction deftly examines the
social and political forces at work in post-revolutionary
Arab countries throughout the sixties and seventies. The
defeat in the 1967 war and the subsequent wars that
resulted in further occupation of Palestine, together
with the outbreak of the civil war in Lebanon and the
sequel of Gulf wars in Iraq, have undoubtedly had
important effects on the literary production of the writ-

ers. However, the introduction also
reveals the extent to which social
and political oppression shaped a
certain 'female sensibility' in a liter-
ary style that coincides with the
existentialist experience of oppres-
sion, war, and occupation in a num-
ber of Arab countries, revealing a
state of double-oppression. This has
found voice in the works of writers
who represent themselves as 'colo-
nized' both sexually and politically.
The list seems endless but it
includes writers that belong to the
end of 19th century such as Zeinab
Fawaz, Alice Boutros al-Boustani,
Samira Azzam, and Mariam
Meshaal who wrote about the occu-
pation of Palestine in the mid-twen-
tieth century as well as the most

recent voices like Batoul el-Khodeiri (Iraq), Miral el-
Tahawi (Egypt), and Bouthanina Khidr Mekki (Sudan). It
comes as no surprise then that contemporary women
writers have been experimenting with various literary
forms reflecting their fragmented societies torn by wars
and political strife: the works of Hanan el-Sheikh and
Huda Barakat are discussed as representatives of this
spirit (El-Eid, Introduction, 1: 43-47). Moreover, while
the introduction points to the emergence of what has
been defined as a “hybrid literary tradition” of Arab
women writers in exile, it also considers new subversive
narrative features such as magical realism and structur-

In her memoir, Jean Makdisi refers subtly to the power
of women's self-representation. By urging her mother
to write a journal, by tracing her grandmother's life and
stressing the cross-generational continuum, the mem-
oirist demonstrates her awareness of the importance of
personal accounts vis-à-vis history. In her attempt to
resist the marginality imposed on women, and in her
effort to give voice to her mother and grandmother,
Jean Makdisi retrieves them from invisibility. Thus, Teta,
Mother and Me emerges as a feminist text: it places
women center-stage; it reflects women's bondage and
shared experiences; it gives women voice and retrieves
them from oblivion; it highlights women's agency by
revealing their hidden roles in society, and through self-
representation. By telling the stories of her mother's
and grandmother's lives, the memoirist inscribes her
own life-story within women's history: “As I read and
worked, I arrived at a complex re-reading of the condi-
tion of women, not a simplifying one. It was as though
I had viewed the lives of my ancestresses through a
prism, whose many sides were composed of my life, my
thoughts, my views of history and feminism” (p. 397). 

Thus, the “Arab Woman” who appears in the subtitle,
qualifying the “Memoir”, can be seen as referring to
Jean, Mother and Teta — each independently in her
own right, and furthermore as representatives of Arab
women. Jean Makdisi's Teta, Mother and Me celebrates
and testifies to women's contributions to everyday life
and history. It emerges as a feminist document that
rereads and rewrites the history of women; and coun-
ters the misrepresentation and stereotyping of Arab
women.

Reviewed by Hala Kamal 

*Hala Kamal (PhD) is Assistant Professor in the
Department of English, Faculty of Arts, Cairo University,
Egypt, and founding member of the Women and Memory
Forum (WMF) in Cairo. She currently coordinates the
WMF translation project. Research interests include
women's studies and autobiographical writing.
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rather than a critical account. For instance, there is no ref-
erence to the dilemma the writer faces when she tries to
write about her own deep responses, particularly sexual,
and the anxiety she feels as she reveals the truth about her
own experiences as a body. Indeed, none of the reviewers
or critics referred to this dilemma except in passing.
Yumna el-Eid's comment on the scarcity of  autobiogra-
phies  in our literary tradition in general (Volume 1: 67)
and  Souad el-Manee's remark that the genre is virtually
non-existent in the literary scene in the Gulf (Introduction,
4: 28) fall short of exploring women's relationship with a
genre that allows them to express their grim struggle for
selfhood. However, such references can encourage further
studies on the discussion of gender and literary form in
Arabic literature.

The task of any critic reviewing the works of women writ-
ers runs a double risk. First, she bears the intrinsic prob-
lem of the woman writer who, as expressing the “female
sensibility”, risks being labeled “narrow” and “particu-
lar”. Second, she runs the constant risk of being sexually
biased as she deals with a distinct female literary tradi-
tion. However, the critics who have contributed to The

Encyclopedia of the Arab Woman
Writer have avoided such risks as
they regard that female literary tradi-
tion as an evolving relationship
between women writers and their
societies. Hence, one of the greatest
achievements of this project is that it
helps to end the alienation of Arab
women writers through delineating
some form of collective identity for
them. Acknowledging the weight of
a literary tradition with common
struggles, impulses and hopes, yet
being sensitive to the new voices
that grapple with a new reality, the
contributors to this important work
have succeeded in retrieving the past
as they look to the future. 

Reviewed by Faten Morsy

* Faten Morsy is associate professor of English and
Comparative Literature at Ain Shams University in Cairo.
Her PhD dissertation studied The One Thousand and One
Nights as a seminal work and its influence on fiction writ-
ing in the West. Her research interests include feminist lit-
erary theory and postcolonialism.
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out a 'place' for  the Arab woman writer in that tradi-
tion. The obvious consequence of this achievement is
the introduction of the question of gender into the lit-
erary historical scene.

Although there are some differences in critical
approaches and interpretations among the contributors,
approaches that vary from the descriptive and historical
(Berrada and el-Hadidi) to the critical and deconstructive
(Ghazoul and el-Kady), several other features distin-
guish the collective character of the effort. Most of the
contributors mention the widespread practice of using
pen-names by women writers, especially in the begin-
nings. However, the practice is by no means an Arabic
phenomenon. Western literature has been familiar with
this tradition too. Yet while Western writers often chose
avowedly masculine names such as George Eliot and
Georges Sand as pseudonyms,  Arab women writers'
pen-names reflect their unwillingness to compromise
their “femininity”, opting for names whose literal
meaning describes their state: Bahithat al-Badiya
(Searcher in the Desert) in Egypt, Rafikat Attabi'a
(Nature's Companion) in Morocco, and Sabira (The

Patient One) al-Ezzy in Iraq are just
a few examples.

Other similarities are more related
to major themes in the literary texts.
First, there is the questioning of the
familiar dichotomy between tradi-
tion and modernity. This question-
ing can be overt, as in Yumna el-
Eid's, Eman el-Kady's and Hoda el-
Sadda's introductions to the writers
in Lebanon, Syria and Egypt, respec-
tively; or covert as in Souad al-
Manee's critique in her introduction
to women's literature in the Arabian
Peninsula and the Gulf countries
(volume 4). However, there is a con-
sensus among most of the critics to
label women's emergence into the
public sphere as radical, new or

“modernistic” in spirit. Apart from the fact that such
dualism needs reconsideration, it remains a fact that the
spread of women's education has had a direct effect on
the emergence of women's writing all over the Arab
world.

Second, the involvement of women in the national libera-
tion movements is another common denominator in
women's writings throughout the Arab world. Several
introductions to the various sections of the encyclopedia
examine the modernity of early twentieth century
women's literary circles within a larger national perspec-

tive. El-Kadi and al-Haddidi on Syria, Ashour on Palestine
and Jordan, and Berrada on Maghrebi women's literature,
all seek to explore the relationship between Arab women's
literary production and the discourses of nationalism that
supported it. Such approaches take seriously the  experi-
ence of colonialism, the encounter with the West, and the
various projects of liberation in Arab societies in general on
the one hand, and the progress, emancipation and
empowerment of women on the other. While trying to
take a middle way between understating or overempha-
sizing the role of the West in such progress (Introduction,
I: 16-17), most of the contributors attempt to look for
ways to acknowledge the specificity of the local female
social, political and literary scene while interrogating the
complex ways in which British and French colonial powers
were fundamental to the development of a modern con-
sciousness. The critics referred to above have indeed point-
ed out this history and how its postcolonial legacy has had
a profound influence on the emergence and development
of women's literature in the region. 

Another common feature is the notion of writing as a
form of resistance. This has come to designate the literary
production of writers entrenched in
the tradition of Shahrazad, the perpet-
ual storyteller who saves her life
through her narrative skills. Whether
the protagonist is Laila in El-Zayat's
The Open Door (1960) seeking to find
her place and define her role in a soci-
ety dominated by the male subject, or
Heba in Ilham Mansour's To Heba
(1991) and Heba in the Journey of the
Body (1994), and her attempt to carve
her own niche in the world against the
backdrop of civil war in Lebanon and
the ensuing fragmentation and insan-
ity, such writers perform the act of
writing as a form of resistance and as
an extension of  Shahrazad's role as
storyteller. Thus, the intertwining of
the personal and the national is one
distinctive feature of women's writing
in the views of the various critics in the Encyclopedia.
Berrada's critical study in volume 3, for instance, seeks to
accentuate the success of Maghrebi writers in exploring
the private world and the subjective self in both its emo-
tional and sexual dimensions, never losing sight of its
interaction with the more general national considerations.
His reference to the major works of Aroussia el-Nalouty
(Tunisia), Ahlam Mustaghanmi (Algeria) and Laila
Abouzeid (Morocco) and the excerpts that follow the
study clearly illustrate such observations.  However,
Berrada does not attempt to tackle the problems of the
woman writer in this respect, hence offering a descriptive

al indeterminacy which challenge traditional 'closed'
and realistic forms (editors, Introduction, I: 22).  

As we proceed through each section that takes us on a
journey through the development of literary traditions
in each country, we cannot lose sight of the presence of
an imaginative continuum that goes beyond the tradi-
tion of Shahrazad.  Ferial Ghazoul's introduction to the
section on Iraq is exemplary in this respect. She traces
the beginnings of an Iraqi women's literary tradition
back to Sumeria and Babylon, and later to a rich poetic
tradition during the Islamic Caliphate, then gives us an
account of 20th century poetry, including the influence
of the great Nazik el-Malaika, and the experimentation
with new poetic forms that established her as the pio-
neer of modern poetry in the Arab world (Ghazoul,
Introduction, 3: 14-16) In the same vein, Radwa
Ashour's introduction to Palestine and Jordan puts the
Palestinian writer in the larger historical context of
occupation, displacement and exile, without losing
sight of recent developments and experimentation at
the level of form. We are offered a quick assessment of
the descriptive feminist outlook of Sahar Khalifa, the
experimental narrative forms of
Liana Badr and Laila al-Atrash's
brand of Bildungsroman (Ashour,
Introduction, 3: 136-37).

A Literature of their Own?
Notwithstanding the important and
challenging achievement of the pro-
ject at hand, one has to ask why the
editorial board avoided major issues
that such a vast project would be
expected to discuss: first the ques-
tion of the place of women writers in
mainstream Arab literary history,
then the — factors that have aided
or inhibited their writing, and how
literary criticism initially responded to
their work. Although they appear
later in some of the contributions,
these questions are unjustifiably
absent from the editorial introduction. One interpreta-
tion could be that the contributors are alert to the 'dan-
ger' of creating a female tradition in and for itself.
Maybe they find that talking of a distinct female tradi-
tion, or even the notion of a “female imagination”, car-
ries the danger of becoming ahistorical or apolitical in a
reality that is permeated by major historical and political
events, and risks detachment from the processes of
social and political change. Whatever the reasons for
this absence, the Encyclopedia has managed, even
beyond the contributors' own intentions, to expose the
Arab mainstream literary tradition by forcefully carving
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