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EDITORIAL
Gendered Identities in the Arab World
The twenty-first century heralded a wave of revolutions that resulted in
tumultuous political transformations not only in the Arab world but also across
the globe. Radical shifts in the political sphere presented a challenge to
researchers and writers to explore the repercussions and/or manifestations of
change in social formations and relations. The shifts also raised questions
regarding subject formation and the construction and manifestation of gendered
identities. It is probably too early to ascertain the extent or depth of the said
transformations particularly on subject positions, perceptions and forms of
expression amidst a complex and volatile scene. It is also not very realistic to
argue that change comes in sudden spouts as we can always trace early signs in
earlier works. Hence, this volume engages with some manifestations of change
on gendered subjectivities in the twenty-first century. It also sheds light on
women’s literary and non-literary narratives as forms empowerment.
Transcending binaries is one of the themes that stand out in contributions to
this volume. Binarism has always aided the consolidation of gender hierarchies
and power relations. In the aftermath of the Arab Spring binary epistemic
gendered constructs constitute one of the challenges faced by women. The
binaries in question are: secular vs. Islamic, ordinary women vs. elite women,
modern vs. traditional. These binaries are entrenched not only in political and
media representations and discourses, but also in scholarship. In her article
“Writing Feminism and Spirituality against Camus: Ibtihal Salem’s Sunduq
Saghir fi-l-qalb,” Caroline Seymour-Jorn detects an important precursor to the
non-ideological feminism of a new generation of women writers. She argues that
Salem’s short semi-autobiographical novel, A Small Box in the Heart, published
in 2004, subverts the essentialist binary opposition between secular and Islamic
as she paints a portrait of a woman who is the product of multiple influences and
aspirations.
Drawing on interviews with women conducted post 2011, Fatima Sadiqi goes
a step further in her analysis of new gendered subjectivities and proposes the
concept of the “Center” to characterize a new post-revolution space occupied by
the women’s movement in North Africa. The Center, she contends, is “a place
of diversity,” that enables new voices and forms of expression, which transcend
the secularist vs. Islamist dichotomy. She identifies some of the features of the
women in the Center, namely, a search for a new social contract, an interest in
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establishing transnational alliances, a re-emergence of identity issues and a
respect for minority voices, and a focus on combatting sexual harassment. She
also detects new strategies in women’s activism, such as virtual protests.
In a similar vein, Samar Abdel Salam locates her analysis of the webcomic
superhero, Qahera, in Homi Bhabha’s third space where identities are not fixed
and where negotiations can take place. Written in English, Deena Mohamed,
author of the webcomic Qahera, consciously challenges Islamophobic
representations of Muslim women and subverts the binary between secular and
Islamic women. Qahera, a veiled Muslim woman with super powers emerges as
a strong and empowered woman who disrupts dictates of identity promulgated
by religious institutions, customs and states. Interestingly enough, the notion of
third space is also applied to the genre of the webcomic itself.
Hania Sholkamy engages with another binary, the one that pits elite women
against “ordinary” women in scholarship about the Middle East. She challenges
the assumption that ethnography enables the understanding of local, native or
ordinary people’s ideas about gendered identities compared to and in opposition
to, narratives by states or local elites. She approaches representations of
femininities and masculinities through a complex lens that does not fix
categories but rather highlights intersections and connections between multiple
narratives about gender.
Another thematic thread comes across in two articles that tackle postrevolution literature. Rana Elbowety examines three literary expressions, a
memoir, a novel and a diary, written by three women writers in the aftermath of
revolutions: Ahdaf Soueif’s Cairo: My City, Our Revolution (2012), Amel
Mokhtar’s Dukhan al-Qasr (2013) and Samar Yazbek’s A Woman in the
Crossfire: Diaries of the Syrian Revolution (2012). Drawing on Judith Butler’s
definition of gender as performative, and Hannah Arendt’s link between action
and agency, she argues that the three women writers conceive of their writing,
as “spaces of enunciation” in which they assert their power, and their agency to
document and narrate the revolution. Richard Thomas on the other hand
questions the classical post-Third Worldist representation of women in films. He
examines films and TV series produced post 2011 and notes that women are
represented as political subjects rather than political objects. The role played by
women during the protests made the film industry interrogate the stereotypes it
had always indulged.
Sama Dawood Salman explores questions of gendered identities through an
analysis of testimonies of Arab women refugees collected by Amnesty
International in 2016 and published in a report. She demonstrates how women’s
testimonies are mediated through translation, and in effect, are appropriated and
manipulated by various news media to construct different ideological
2

viewpoints. The “refugee crisis” is packaged and reworked either to affirm or
challenge policy directions in different countries. Refugee women variously
appear as victims and/or as powerful voices of survivors of violence and
hardship. Finally, one of the important developments in scholarship on the Arab
world post 2011 has been the boost in masculinity studies to deconstruct
‘imagined masculinities’, which enables a subversion of gender roles. Dina
Amin revisits a 1990s Egyptian film, Al-Nawm fi al-‘Asal (Sweet Slumber), to
explore representations of masculinity and femininity. She challenges the sexual
politics of the film which consolidate representations of hegemonic masculinity
and argues that these representations inevitably imply or necessitate the
subordination of women.
The papers in this volume engage with binarisms and stereotypical
representations in various manifestations. The writers employ different
approaches to read texts- fictional and non-fictional, re-visit forms of artistic
expression like films and webcomics, and shed light on activist strategies.
Although the ‘space of appearance’, which has boosted feminist activism and
knowledge production post 2011, has shrank conspicuously, much remains to
be explored.
Finally, this volume on “Gendered Identities in the Arab World” marks
another step forward in the development of Cairo Studies in English (CSE) – the
Journal of Research in Literature, Linguistics and Translation Studies, issued
since the mid-1950s. It is the first volume in decades which comes with an
international flavour, as it includes contributions from authors affiliated to a
variety of national, regional and international academic institutions. CSE is
reaching out across disciplinary and national borders, and now proudly
welcomes among its Advisory Board renowned international scholars, including
Susan Bassnett, Uma Chaudhuri, John Carlos Rowe, and Robert Young.
The CSE Editorial Board has also succeeded in fulfilling the requirements to be
hosted by the Egyptian Knowledge Bank, and can thus achieve considerably
wide visibility and accessibility through its page (https://cse.journals.ekb.eg/) –
a step that would not have been possible without the support CSE received from
Prof. Amr Adly, former Vice-President of Cairo University for Postgraduate
Studies and Research, who made it possible for CSE to subscribe to Editorial
Express (international manuscript management software). We wish also to
extend our thanks to all the reviewers of the articles published in this volume, as
well as to our colleagues who helped with the copy-editing and proofing, Reem
Eldegwi and Amira Fawzi, led by Walid El-Hamamsy, and to the team working
on developing the CSE website, Muhamad Kamal and Dalia Youssef, led by
Ahmed El-Shamy.
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Writing Feminism and Spirituality against Camus:
Ibtihal Salem’s Ṣundūq Ṣaghīr fī-l-qalb.
Caroline Seymour-Jorn*
Introduction
Recent scholarship on Egyptian women’s writing suggests the need for more
nuanced understandings of Egyptian feminism, including the ways in which
feminism and gender identities are inscribed in literary texts (Abdo 2017;
Elsadda 2012; Niu 2017). Valerie Anishchenkova (2017) has argued that the
1990s generation of Egyptian women writers have developed a new, nonideological feminism that eschews oft-used dichotomies of “Islamic” verses
“secular.” I argue in this paper that this hybrid form of literary feminism has an
important precursor in the later work of Ibtihal Salem, specifically in her short
novel Ṣundūq Ṣaghīr fī-l-qalb (A Small Box in the Heart) (2004). In this semiautobiographical novel, Salem expresses a feminism that subverts essentialist
oppositions between the “Islamic” and “secular” in a character whose nuanced
subjectivity draws upon and critiques a multiplicity of cultural and religious
influences. Salem employs an intertextual approach and invokes a wide range of
Egyptian and western artistic forms to explore a young woman’s developing
personal, spiritual, and professional self in the tumultuous years of late 20th
century Egypt. Salem expresses this complex feminism through her
characterization of the alienated Maryam, and by evoking and then revising
Camus’s enduring representation of alienation. While Camus’s The Stranger
(1942; 1989) takes his protagonist deeper into apathy, Salem’s novel intricately
characterizes Maryam as locating strength and motivation in her recollection of
a life lived in a cultural context, rich in both secular and religious texts and
traditions.1 The retrospective narrative that conveys Maryam’s memory is shot
through with references to, and incorporation of, prior texts and practices.
Evocatively represented in this novel, Maryam’s memory - the “small box in her
heart” - becomes a space for questioning old and new gender norms, recuperating
time honoured - if often unrecognized - forms of female authority, and exploring
a spirituality that accommodates female needs and desires.

*

Associate Professor of Comparative Literature and Arabic Translation, University of
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In a recent article Valerie Anishchenkova (2017) reminds us that Egyptian
feminism should be understood as a multifaceted and complex body of thought
that cannot be represented in terms of the simple binary of “Islamic” and
“secular.” She cites an extensive scholarship on Arab and Egyptian feminisms
that support this position (Ahmed 1992, 2011; Al-Ali 2000; Badran 1995; 2009;
Elsadda 2012) and suggests that this nuanced perspective should also be applied
to the rich representational discourses on gender issues and female identity found
in literature and other creative arts. After ‘Abd al-Rahman Abu ‘Uf (2012), Hafez
(2010) and Mehrez (2001), Anishchenkova highlights the unique perspectives
and contributions of the 1990s writers - both male and female - including their
representation of a new generation of liberated women who are actively
challenging middle-class gender ideologies and restrictions. She also points to
their self-questioning, fragmented narratives that effectively describe and
critique a contradictory and deteriorating social reality. Anishchenkova and
Mehrez argue that the 1990s generation, in fact, ushered in a new feminist
writing in Egypt that focused on the expression of personal experience, and also
emphasized the complexity and diversity of the female experience of this
generation. Anishchenkova further argues that this new feminist writing is
characterized by specific narrative features, such as polyphony, hybridity, and
intertextuality (93), and that the work of Miral al-Tahawy, in al-Bādhinjāna alzarqā’, 1998 (Blue Aubergine, 2002), exemplifies this new literary feminism.
Importantly, Anishchenkova argues that al-Tahawy presents a new feminist
identity in her protagonist as she intricately weaves secular and Islamic elements
into the narrative, and thus “presents the new feminist identity as a hybrid of
modernity and tradition. Intertextuality works to modernize Islamic discourses
while grounding the subject’s emancipation in tradition” (97).
Diya Abdo also locates a powerful female subjectivity in her analysis of
another of al-Tahawy’s works, al-Khibā’ (1996) (The Tent 1998). She argues
that the imaginative world of the protagonist Fatima - whom some scholars have
described primarily in terms of her passivity and insanity- is actually a place of
empowerment. According to Abdo, encoded in Fatima’s imaginative world are
ancient stories of resistant female experience which attest to a history of positive
attitudes towards the female within the Islamic and Bedouin traditions. This
includes “the encoded (hi)story of the pre-Islamic Egyptian woman Hagar,
highly respected by Muslims as a symbol of dedicated motherhood and women’s
strength and courage” (278). Of course, as Egyptian authors have long drawn
upon their rich cultural heritage to explore contemporary issues, it should be no
surprise that Egyptian feminists also invoke multiple layers of history to create
feminist narratives.
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Ibtihal Salem’s Small Box in the Heart may be considered a precursor to this
new age of feminism, partly because of its hybrid, intertextual style, which is
characterized by a complex weave of secular and religious elements and
references, including Egyptian and Arab song, poetry, and orthodox and nonorthodox spiritual expressions and practices. More importantly, it presents the
protagonist Maryam as a ‘modern,’ liberated woman who can be defined neither
in terms of western secular, nor Islamic feminism. She lives by what many in the
West would consider western feminist ideals of independence, privileging
professional fulfillment over marriage, and rejecting social and religious norms
in order to pursue love and intellectual freedom. At the same time, she is
profoundly grounded in the traditional spirituality of the old quarter in Cairo,
whose inhabitants practice Islamic, Christian and Jewish traditions, and nonorthodox forms of spirituality. Her existential questioning moves her forward,
but not to a place of atheism as is the case with Meursault, to whom she is
textually linked. She remains committed to an Islam that does not restrict female
behavior, or empower men. Throughout the shifting narrative, Maryam’s focus
returns to the old quarter, to the spiritual and communal practices of women as
they negotiate a multi-religious landscape, and to the rich orthodox and nonorthodox spirituality of her grandmother. But Maryam is also grounded in
secular elements of Egyptian and Arab culture. The retrospective narrative
reminds us of moments when Maryam and her friends engage with Arab tales
and poetry and other aspects of popular culture as they process multiple personal,
social, and political experiences. This grounded way of being becomes an anchor
for Maryam and offers both a spiritual and feminist response to the experience
of alienation.
Salem’s writing has long been recognized by critics for her effective use of
experimental techniques to forefront women’s perspectives and everyday
experience. Edwar al-Kharrat has examined her use of cross-genre writing to
develop compressed prose that nevertheless encompasses rich detail about
women’s emotional lives and allows for exploration of female desire. He has
praised her innovation in developing poetic prose that expresses meaning
through striking, fleeting imagery, and that inverts conventional associations and
assumptions (1994). Scholars have also noted Salem’s ability to explore the
intimate details of women’s lives while at the same time linking the challenges
women face with larger socio-economic issues including the growth of a
globalized consumer economy that contributes to local poverty and social
alienation (Booth 2002, Saliba 2003).
In what follows, I provide a brief personal history of Ibtihal Salem, the writing
context within which she worked, some of her ideas about the role of the woman
writer, and a synopsis of Small Box. Next, I explore the way in which Salem
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evokes Camus’s enduring representation of alienation in Stranger and her
continual, subtle shifting of Meursault’s masculinist perspective to craft a
narrative dominated by female voices. Salem generates an artistically
compelling representation of profound moments of political and personal
alienation. However, the insistent intrusion of folk and popular culture elements
from Maryam’s memory - along with her recollection of the strong female
spirituality of the old quarter - creates a mythic tone that firmly installs memory
as a source of strength and optimism. My discussion draws upon textual analysis
and interviews with Salem that I conducted over the period from 1992 until just
before her death in the summer of 2015.
The Author and Writing Context
Ibtihal Salem was born in Cairo in 1949 and spent most of her life in that city,
although she lived for ten years in Egypt’s Mediterranean coast city, Port Said,
and worked for a short period in Iraq. Salem was raised in el-Ẓāhir, a district on
Cairo’s northeast side, which at the time was a highly integrated area populated
by Coptic Christians, Armenians, Greeks, Jews and Muslims. The daughter of a
university professor, Salem attended a secondary lycée where she was exposed
to French, British and American literature. She recalls reading Albert Camus,
Jean-Paul Sartre, Bernard Shaw, Ernest Hemingway, and Arthur Miller among
others.2 After a conflict with her parents over her educational and career
aspirations, Salem left home at the age of sixteen, and worked her way through
university. She wrote for the student newspaper at ‘Ain Shams University and
graduated with a degree in psychology in 1973. Given her academic study of
psychology, perhaps it is no surprise that that a significant number of her works
deeply explores psychological states, including personal and cultural loss, and
recuperation from that loss. Salem’s fiction, including Small Box, has played an
important role in Cairo’s literary field since she began publishing in the 1970s.
Her work, like that of other successful writers of her generation, is characterized
by what Ferial Ghazoul calls “magical dualism” (1994, 13); that is, it
successfully fuses important social or political issues with artistically innovative
literary techniques.
Salem belongs to the cohort of Egyptian women writers who began
publishing in the 1970s. This generation includes Salwa Bakr, Radwa Ashour,
and Neamat el-Bihiri, and although it is not within the scope of this paper to treat
their work, it is important to note that they have broadened literary and nonliterary discussion of women’s lives and experience, and have paved the way for
a younger generation of women writers to explore uncharted areas of women’s
lives. This includes Miral al-Tahawy, who as noted above, has made inroads into
7
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the exploration of women’s imaginative worlds, personal desires, and emotional
lives in such works as The Tent, Blue Aubergine, and Brūklīn Hāyts (2010,
Brooklyn Heights 2011).
In a 2007 interview, Salem spoke explicitly about the role women writers may
play in the Egyptian society. She emphasized the diversity of contemporary
women’s experiences, socio-economic backgrounds, religious orientations, and
the difficulty of generalizing about women’s situation in Egypt today, other than
to say that most Egyptians have suffered for decades from the pressures of a
failing economy. For Salem, literature may help people to better understand the
diverse circumstances and emotional experiences of women. She said that
writing Small Box was in part an attempt to help people to understand the
alienation that many Arab women feel, especially those that are trying to craft
lives or careers outside social norms. She said:
Alienation is an important theme in the novel. I lived in Baghdad and
experienced alienation there, and I have also experienced alienation living
here in Egypt. There are people in this country who do not appreciate the
role of the woman writer, and who just see me as different in a shameful
sort of way. This makes me feel alienated. So I tried in this novel to talk
about alienation, both inside the country and outside.3
Salem argued that the role of intellectuals is limited in Egypt due to the decline
of the middle class, problems in the educational system, and literacy issues.
However, she clearly modeled the role of the public intellectual, publishing her
work through government organizations that keep book prices low, doing
interviews on TV and radio, and circulating her books herself. She said:
I want to be effective and have an influence on society through my writing
… I try to interact with the people; it is part of my personality to be with
the people. I interact with the coffee shop proprietor, the shoe repair man,
the juice seller … All these people in my life know that I am a writer and
sometimes I give them my books and they read them … I also write
children’s books. I go to people’s homes and bring my books to their
children.4
As a member of an influential and pioneering generation of women writers,
Salem has published three collections of short stories and seven novels, which
have received serious critical attention and praise in both the Arab world and in
the West from critics, writers, and literary scholars, such as Edwar al-Kharrat
(1994), Medhat ‘abd el-Dāyim (2002), and Marilyn Booth (2002). Critics such
8
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as ‘Ayyad ‘Abd al-Halīm (2005), and Madīḥah Abū Zayd (2007) positively
reviewed Small Box in Arabic literary journals and on the literary pages of major
Egyptian newspapers. Mahmoud Khadrā Yāsīn (2008) made specific note of
Salem’s use of symbolism, cinematic montage, and shifting time frames to paint
an intimate emotional portrait of a woman struggling with depression and loss
of a sense of self in the harsh economic and political environment of the 1970s.
Writing Alienation/Figuring Hope: A Small Box in the Heart
In Small Box, Salem blends the language of time, song and myth to represent
a woman’s memories of her life and her self-analysis. During the process of this
introspection, Maryam begins to recognize her deep sense of alienation both
while she is residing in her natal country and while she is living in the 1980s
wartime Iraq, where she moves in search of work. Salem develops this theme
through the estranged second person point of view of Maryam, a girl from an old
and diverse popular quarter of Cairo. The narrative voice that begins the novel
is that of the mature Maryam, who relates her life story to herself in the form of
an internal monologue. While sometimes jarring, this unusual second person
point of view effectively suggests Maryam’s alienated frame of mind. Maryam’s
remembering voice guides the reader through the tripartite structure of the novel,
introducing changes in scene and locale, and drawing attention to the shifting
temporalities of the narrative. The older Maryam’s narrative voice often takes
on a reassuring tone as she relates how Maryam relied upon memories of a happy
childhood in order to maintain a feeling of connection and motivation. In this
feminist move, Salem posits an older woman as a source of wisdom and
psychological strength.
Part One, “al-ḥayy al-qadīm” (the old quarter), begins with Maryam entering
her Turkish grandmother’s old flat, where she now lives. Her grandmother’s
home is the primary site of Maryam’s reveries, and it provides her with both
comfort and a haunting sense of loss. Salem’s representation of the
grandmother’s home, which houses family artifacts, such as her grandmother’s
Najafi style wedding dress and her grandfather’s tasseled tarboush, is a gesture
to the richness of Egyptian culture and the diverse geographical and cultural
traditions that have influenced it. This signals a theme woven throughout the
text, that of the complexity and wealth of the Egyptian and Arab culture and
spirituality. Maryam’s awareness of this heritage - and women’s role in
harboring it - becomes a source of pleasure and strength.
Maryam’s memories of her grandmother describe the identity of a woman
from a past era, and they also develop Maryam’s personal history and
personality. Recollections of warm, supportive interactions with her
9
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grandmother, the old woman’s folk tales, and religious invocations emerge
throughout the narrative, especially when Maryam is feeling lonely and
alienated. Through these memories we learn about Maryam’s childhood and
experiences that were common to many young women of her generation. She is
given opportunities for education and personal mobility that were much less
common in her mother’s and grandmother’s times. Although we hear little
directly about her college days, we know that Maryam - like many Egyptian
youth then and now - participates in political demonstrations, and consequently
has traumatic dealings with the State Security forces. She graduates from
University in the early 1970s, but the harsh economic situation ushered in by
Sadat’s “Open Door” policy forces her and her beloved Sa‘īd to join the ranks of
Egyptians seeking work outside the country. Maryam leaves for Iraq in search
of work, and Sa‘īd goes to America to pursue graduate studies. The breach in her
relationship with Sa‘īd becomes one of many fractured relationships that
characterize Maryam’s life. A number of Maryam’s experiences parallel those
of Salem, who grew up in an integrated district, attended college in the late 1960s
and early 1970s, and worked in Iraq during the early 1980s. Salem also spoke
about having been followed and harassed by security personnel because of her
writing that drew attention to the economic and political failures of the Mubarak
regime.5
Part Two of the novel, al-raḥīl (Emigration), explores Maryam’s experiences
while working in Baghdad. There she becomes part of a community of Arabs in
exile, and develops relationships with others who have had to leave their own
countries to escape poverty or political persecution. Maryam becomes
particularly close to ‘Azīz, a Christian Palestinian and member of an
underground democratic Palestinian political organization, who has lived the
tragic life of a political refugee ever since his family fled Palestine in 1948. The
primary scene of Part Two takes place in ‘Azīz’s flat, also known as “the airport”
because it is the gathering place for people of many different nationalities and
ethnicities. Here, Maryam’s older self as narrator provides a sweeping view of
the individual experience of alienation and desperation across the post-colonial
Arab world. In addition to ‘Azīz, who has not seen his family in decades,
Maryam meets students and artists from Tunisia, Egypt and Syria, along with
another Palestinian, who has found his purpose and sense of justice fighting in
South Lebanon.
The third and final part of the novel, al-ḥanīn (Longing), is marked by the
same shifting narrative that characterizes the text throughout. The second person
voice continues to structure the narrative here, with memory montage rapidly
leading the reader back and forth between present and past, Maryam’s childhood,
and present awareness of being in her grandmother’s house, between dream and
10
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reality. Images of watching Charlie Chaplin at the cinema with Sa‘īd merge with
scenes in which conservative relatives residing in Iraq try to marry Maryam off
without real concern for her happiness. This shifting, sometimes disjointed,
narrative effectively works to invite the reader into Maryam’s complicated and
frustrated process of coping with her losses and recovering a sense of hope. At
the same time, the second person voice of the older Maryam also reminds her of
former relationships with diverse individuals in the old quarter, and these
memories renew her dispirited heart.
Elaborating Feminism against Camus: the Power of the Maternal Artifact
A Small Box in the Heart evokes and revises Camus’s Stranger in order to
explore Maryam’s growing social and political alienation. The Stranger is a rich
hypotext given Salem’s desire to explore the state of alienation experienced in
one’s own country as opposed to that experienced abroad. Both Maryam and
Meursault live the difficult realities of a colonial or post-colonial context.
Meursault is a member of the Algerian pied-noir, a member of the working class,
and an individual alienated from both the ruling class that identified with the
French, and the indigenous Arab population (See McCarthy 1988, 41) Maryam
is an Egyptian from the heart of her native city, a first generation university
graduate, and a woman who must struggle with the inflation and unemployment
of the Sadat and Mubarak economic eras. Although she identifies strongly with
her country and her city, she is distressed by the rapid building and development
that has left the old parts of Cairo unrecognizable to her, and also by the new
religious conservatism that is changing the social face of her city.
A number of textual features in Small Box establish an intertextual link with
Stranger. Both novels begin with narrators with names beginning with M,
remembering a deceased maternal figure. Both Meursault and Maryam have
essentially unfulfilling office jobs, both express a depressed, alienated state as
they remember events in their lives and detailed interactions with others. For
both characters—although to different degrees—memory is posited as a means
of survival in a hopeless present in which periods of distraught wakefulness, or
sleep, are fraught with frightening thoughts and mental images. (Camus 1989, 4,
9-11, 20, 51, 113; Salem 2004, 15, 21, 39, 51-52) Finally, Salem makes several
specific textual allusions to Camus’s novel.
While both Maryam and Meursault experience quotidian reality in alienated
terms, Salem expands her treatment of the experience to consider gender and
reworks the masculinist perspective of Stranger. In Camus’s text, Meursault
drives the action and is dismissive of female figures in his life, including his
mother—whom he rarely visited and barely grieves—and his girlfriend Marie,
11
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to whom he is also indifferent. His dismissive attitude toward women is
exemplified in the aid he provides his friend Raymond to avoid prosecution for
beating a woman (Camus 1989, 37, 48). Conversely, in Small Box it is Maryam
and other women who consistently drive the action forward. Salem’s text also
has a distinctly feminine linguistic texture. As the older Maryam addresses her
younger self, the second person singular feminine verb and possessive pronoun
dominates the text: “māluki wa-l-ghinā’ yā Maryam? Māluki lā tabūḥīna
tajūbīna al-durūb tafirrīna min zamaniki al-ḍayyiq…” (What’s going on with
you and this singing of yours, Maryam? Why don’t you let on? You wander the
alleys trying to flee your own oppressive days) (Salem 2004, 9).
While Salem’s text forefronts a feminine voice and reference to the maternal,
Camus’s text famously begins with “Maman died today” (Camus 1989, 3),
signaling a profound disconnection from the maternal figure. Meursault goes on
to relay memories of his mother in a highly detached tone, his thoughts distracted
by people, sights and sounds around him and by his own physical sensations of
drowsiness and discomfort in the heat and glaring sun. As he contemplates her
funeral, Meursault reflects that his mother “had never in her life given a thought
to religion” and he refuses to look into his mother’s casket (6). In contrast, Small
Box begins with an elaboration of rich maternal relations and female spirituality.
Further diverging from Camus’s text, the first pages of Small Box describe
Maryam peering into her grandmother’s old chest, which carries warm memories
of the grandmother, a focal figure in Maryam’s life (Salem 2004, 11). While
Meursault refuses to look into the coffin that holds his mother, Maryam delves
eagerly into her grandmother’s chest, and this investigation begins the
retrospective narrative that weaves together Maryam’s memories of her
childhood neighborhood with present action. This narrative includes Maryam’s
reflections on her own existence as a single working woman, her relationships
and personal, social and sexual development, and her self-questioning as to why
her life has been plagued by professional difficulties and loss of love and
friendships. Finding her grandmother’s wedding dress reminds her of the stories
that her grandmother used to tell of her first love:
You considered him the handsomest boy in the village. His mother always
used to fear that he would be struck by the evil eye. But you, Grandmother,
used to worry about the other girls and the evening walks along the bank
of the canal, since an evil jinni had taken up residence in the canal waters.
(12)
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Of course, tales of jinn evoke the tales of the Thousand and One Nights, but
Salem’s characterizations of the rich story world of her grandmother also refers
obliquely to Suhayr al-Qalamawi’s 1935 work ‘Ahadith jaddati (My
Grandmother’s Stories) which describes the positive relationship between
grandmother and granddaughter based on the former’s stories, and upon their
intimate conversations. Maryam’s grandmother’s tales offer an opening to
consider her own desire. Maryam listens to her grandmother’s tales of first love
at the novel’s start, and this gives her a language with which to think about her
own first experiences with love and eroticism.
You stretched your little body out on the cold floor under the bed. Sa‘īd
undid the suspenders of his shorts and stretched out his hand to lift the hem
of your school smock as elation stole into your aroused body… He came
nearer and touched you and you embraced him as he embraced you. Bathed
in sweat, you kissed. Suddenly, you heard footsteps and you both held your
breath…Quickly, you crawled out from under the bed and scampered away
like frightened mice. Simmering with both newborn ecstasy and terror, you
tore up the stairs. (Salem 2004, 80)
The frolicsome tone with which this scene is described recalls Cixous’s notion
of productive playfulness of writing; writing that helps the female self to recover
from the alienating effects of patriarchal thought, and to define and validate
female desire.6 Like Cixous, Salem expresses the struggle and negative emotions
that may obtain in this process, and she describes the children’s conflicting and
simultaneous emotions of “nashwa walīda” (newborn ecstasy) and “khawf
ghāmiḍ” (terror). The children scamper away like frightened mice “ka fa‘rayn
madh‘ūrayn”, and yet Maryam holds close this first experience of sexual
pleasure.
Layers of Spirituality and Memory
There is also clearly a spiritual element to Maryam’s memory of her
grandmother’s stories. Although it hearkens from a different historical and
cultural milieu, Maryam does not disdain her grandmother’s non-orthodox
religious belief, or her stories of jinn and other magical creatures. Rather, she
remembers this part of her grandmother’s religious and emotional life as
interwoven with orthodox Muslim beliefs, and as part of a multi-confessional
community in which women shared aspects of each other’s religious practices
and celebrations. Unlike Meursault who has an areligious and apathetic stance
toward life, Maryam maintains a religious belief that seems to be rooted in the
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complex spirituality practiced by Muslim, Christian, and Jewish women of the
old quarter; Umm Safīr, the Copt; the Armenian Umm Mīnā who spoke broken
Arabic; Umm Sa‘īd, mother of her childhood sweetheart, Sa‘īd; and Umm
Rachel, the Jewish seamstress. Salem develops a personal language for her
diverse characters here, incorporating degrees of colloquial, or non-fluent,
language to represent each woman and her individual cultural and ethnic
background. In personal interviews with the author, Salem described this rich
ethnic and cultural diversity as a valuable aspect of the Egyptian society that has
all but disappeared due to post-colonial emigration and the emergence of
religious fundamentalism that fuels ethnic and sectarian hostilities.7 Salem does
not wax romantic about the old neighborhoods in her novel as she also represents
conflicts and tension within the community. However, in a feminist move, Salem
depicts the quarter’s women as strong and resilient, able to solve both
interpersonal disputes and to negotiate a multi-cultural and sectarian landscape.
One scene describes Maryam’s mother leading the mediation between Umm
Mīnā and Umm Sa‘īd after the former has flirted with the latter’s husband, and
the way that the community of women ultimately resolve the dispute together.
Salem’s representation of the scene again includes women’s religious utterances,
which serve to evoke the linguistic milieu of the old quarter:
your mother knocked on Umm Sa‘īd’s door, and when Umm Safīr opened
it, Umm Sa‘īd could be seen sitting in the middle of the parlor. Your
mother entered, with Umm Mīnā behind her and you, slim-bodied
Maryam, also passed through the gathering mass of bodies into the parlor.
Silence reigned.
Your mother interrupted it, “For God’s sake, settle down, Umm Sa‘īd, it’s
OK!”
Umm Sa‘īd muttered, “You’re right, may God protect me from the devil’s
temptation (allahuma khzī-k yā shitān).” (Salem 2004, 28)
The dispute is finally settled when the Christian Umm Safīr suggests that the
women go to Church together to light a candle to the Virgin Mary. Though
Maryam’s family is Muslim, her mother quickly supports this idea and the
women agree to go, invoking God to help them put aside their differences.
When Maryam returns to the old quarter, she finds it transformed, full of
apartment buildings and shops; the community’s solidarity and diversity gone.
She wonders, “Where was the clamor of the children in the courtyard, or the
sound of Umm Rachel’s sewing machine or the unintelligible shouts of Umm
Mīnā with that foreign accent of hers? (23).” Here Salem clearly valorizes a
phenomenon that she reports having seen as a child – Muslim and Christian
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women living in close community, going to each other’s religious institutions,
and participating in each other’s religious observances. Salem represents shared
religious practice as a source of bonding for the women, and the trip to the
Church as both a spiritual and a social outing. Of course, she is also pointing to
a shared Muslim and Christian belief in Mary as mother of Jesus. Muslims revere
Mary as an ideal woman whose model behavior might be emulated by Muslim
women. Her story is told in the Qur’an in a chapter named after her (Sura 19),
and she is praised in other verses as well (for example 66:12). Indeed, Maryam’s
very name, the Arabic for “Mary,” is significant here as Maryam is the product
of a quarter in which Muslims and Christians have lived and shared their
religious traditions. Notably, Salem represents the Muslim women as practicing
what Leila Ahmed (2011, 235) describes as a more privately pious, pre-Islamist
style of religiosity as opposed to the more visible and activist Islamism that
developed in Egypt in the 1970s, and which Salem negatively represents in
Maryam’s childhood friend Kawthar. Salem subtly alludes to Kawthar’s
transformation in several places throughout the text, as she begins to cover her
luxurious chestnut-colored hair first with a scarf, and later with an allencompassing robe and niqab, and whose once playful personality has become
staid and cool. Salem also represents Kawthar as adopting the pious language of
the ultra-religious, laden with formality and invocations to God and the Prophet
(Salem 2004, 57, 160-62).
Mining the Arab tradition
While Salem characterizes Maryam’s strength in terms of the spirituality of
the old quarter, she also situates it in secular terms as well. Indeed, Salem figures
Maryam’s attachment to the old quarter in complex ways: it is both a site of
traditional social and family structures, and a place of freedom for Maryam,
where she can experience diverse individual and various elements of Arab and
Egyptian folklore and oral tradition. The narrator as Maryam’s older self recalls
Friday visits to the park with Sa‘īd where the children find an alternative world
of creativity and popular theater. In particular, Maryam and Sa‘īd are drawn to
the vendor with a portable hand-crank driven film projector, ṣundūq al-dunya
(‘the box of the world’), which shows cartoons representing characters from the
Arab oral narrative tradition.
Your heads were pressed together, you and Sa‘īd, under the black cover of
the ‘box of the world’, gazing at the pictures and listening carefully to the
stories until the box went completely dark and the crank stopped turning.
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Then you ran off to another spot in the festival grounds, each of you hiding
a little box of memories deep within your little soul. (19)
The pictures that Maryam and Sa‘id observe are of folk heroes such as Abū Zayd
al-Hilālī and Zanāti Khalīfa, from the epic poem Sīrat Bani Hilāl about the
Bedouin tribe that originated in the Arabian peninsula, and in the tenth century
moved westward and conquered a large territory in North Africa. The scene
includes a track from the “box of the world: ‘Come out of your houses, I am Abū
Zayd al-Hilāli, hero of heroes, prince of princes … I have conquered our
enemies, and freed the oppressed” (18). Another track refers to the Thousand
and One Nights, recounting the story of the brave young Arab prince who
rescues Sitt al-ḥusn - lady of goodness and beauty- from the effects of evil Umm
al-Dawāhī’s apple. The vendor’s moving picture box becomes a central
metaphor for memory, and particularly the memory of the creative and dynamic
period of childhood experience and sense of connectedness to one’s history and
culture. While Salem’s narrative is often melancholic, memory - ‘the small box
in the heart’- becomes both a source of stability and a space for questioning
aspects of reality. The prominence of elements of the Arab oral narrative
tradition in the ‘box of the world’ signals Salem’s attempt to recuperate and
validate folk and literary heritage as part of what secures the persona.
As the narrative follows Maryam’s growth and maturity Salem continues to
weave religious and secular elements into the description of her formative
experiences. Salem’s feminist characterization of Maryam as drawing on the
traditional strength of women in the old quarter is also bolstered by a careful
response to other aspects of the Camusian depiction of alienation, and she clearly
figures Maryam’s moments of depression and despair in Camusian terms. As in
Stranger, depressed mental states are characterized by periods of insomnia and
sleep, depressive drowsiness, memories and present action. In both novels,
waking moments are fraught with terrifying thoughts and mental images. For
example, once Meursault has been sentenced to death by beheading for murder,
we are given access to his disturbed imaginings in his prison cell:
For a long time I believed - and I don’t know why - that to get to the
guillotine you had to climb stairs onto a scaffold … In reality, the machine
was set up right on the ground, as simple as you please … That bothered
me too. Mounting the scaffold, going right up into the sky, was something
the imagination could hold on to. (Camus 1989, 111-2)
Maryam also thinks of frightful death by guillotine in moments of desolation, as
she reflects on Sa‘īd.
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Your friend loaded his passion for life onto his back and left for distant
lands. Do you think he will return?... Ahhh, Maryam, will that be the end
of you? That you’ll fall down once and not have the strength to stand up
again? (Salem 2004, 51)
It is at this point that Maryam falls into a distraught sleep, and dreams of death:
There you are ascending the stairs … hands tied … a guillotine appears
to you at a distance. Ugly metallic faces turn around it, screeching like
crows:
Let’s splatter her with dirt!
Let’s fling filth at her!
Let’s smash her and scatter the fragments of her corpse! (51-2)
While Meursault tries in some sense to glorify his death by guillotine, imagining
a sort of grand exit by means of stairs ascending above the heads of spectators,
Maryam sees the stairs as a final labor that she will endure before death.
However, unlike Meursault, Maryam finds comfort after her nightmare both in
her faith and in the memory of her grandmother. Her older self narrates:
You woke up from your distraught sleep, Maryam, and felt your neck.
Thanking God that it was still there, you turned on the light in the room;
everything was in its place, Grandmother’s chest, the brass bed, the kilim
and the old wardrobe. You uttered an invocation seeking refuge in God
from the accursed Satan and you tried, once again to sleep. (52)
Although Salem does not portray Maryam as particularly pious or devout, her
references to Maryam’s faith allow her to develop a protagonist that diverges
from Camus’s figure of alienation. In his cell, Meursault struggles to find some
hope that he may win an appeal of his case. However, soon he is also overcome
by a creeping certitude that this will not happen, that he will die and be forgotten.
He has no belief in God to comfort him in these moments and refuses several
attempts that the chaplain makes to visit him (Camus 1989, 115). When the
chaplain finally comes unannounced, Meursault expresses his atheism, and his
absolute disinterest in even thinking about the matter of God and belief. In the
final pages of the novel, Meursault reflects upon the absurdity of life and the
relatively empty and meaningless nature of his interpersonal relationships. He
becomes preoccupied by the moments surrounding death, the prospect of
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climbing steps up to the guillotine, and the realization that he should hope for its
efficient operation. Meursault’s level of alienation from his society leads him to
think:
For everything to be consummated, for me to feel less alone, I had only to
wish that there be a large crowd of spectators the day of my execution and
that they greet me with cries of hate. (123)
Meursault is condemned for a murder that he has committed, but he is also
judged for his general inability to engage meaningfully and sensitively with
others, including his mother, neighbors and acquaintances. Meursault’s hope for
screaming voices at his execution signals his rejection of society and
interpersonal relationships. In contrast, Maryam is terrified as she imagines the
guillotine: “Ugly metallic faces turn around it, screeching like crows” (51). Her
fear of these screaming voices signals an intact commitment to people, society,
and faith, despite her depression and alienation.
Some of Maryam’s strongest interpersonal connections are developed while
she is in Iraq working as a newspaper editor. The spiritual openness cultivated
by her youth in the old quarter allows her to fall in love with the Christian
Palestinian ‘Azīz, an activist and refugee, in Iraq. Maryam and ‘Aziz connect
over their exilic circumstances when ‘Azīz presents his own situation of
alienation. Here Salem makes direct reference to Camus. ‘Azīz says:
I myself am in a constant state of absence; absence from my family and
homeland, absence even from myself, traveling from country to country
like a lost bird … There’s no need to worry - everything, from absence to
exile - is hard at first, but habituation, as Camus says, sometimes has its
own strength and power. (95)
In Stranger, Meursault also makes reference to the idea of habituation. When he
is first trying to adjust to the privations of prison life, he remembers, “it was one
of Maman’s ideas, and she often repeated it, that after a while you could get used
to anything” (Camus 1989, 77). For Meursault, this attitude is another aspect of
his apathy, but in the context of the conversation between ‘Azīz and Maryam, it
is stated as a quiet attitude of fortitude.
In Iraq, Maryam learns about ‘Azīz’s difficult situation, but also comes to
terms with the fact that many Arab youth are in similar straights. During an
evening party in ‘Azīz’s flat, ‘Ali, Māzin, Hamdān, Ibrahīm, and Marwān -men
from South Lebanon, Tunisia, Jordan, Egypt and Syria- share their backgrounds
and discuss aspirations, most of which have been thwarted by political and
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economic circumstances in their homelands. Maryam’s remembering voice
reminds of the comfort and familiarity she felt with this diverse group, which
seems to become a sort of parallel for her former community in the old quarter
in Cairo. Much of this scene consists of ‘Azīz’s narration of his own and his
friend Māzin’s childhoods in the Jordanian refugee camps after their families
were forced to leave Palestine in 1948. Woven throughout are references to or
quotations from Arabic poetry and song that deal with longing, loss, and
uncertainty. ‘Ali, an ode player, sings the first stanza of Mahmoud Darwish’s
iconic poem “My Mother,” which he wrote while imprisoned in an Israeli jail,
and which expresses the prisoner’s desire to cling to life if only for the memory
of and compassion for one’s mother. The group applauds his performance but
the mood of the sahra quickly becomes melancholic as Marwān consumes too
much wine, all the while reciting lines from Omar Khayyām and Abū Nuwās.
Using direct quotations, Salem refers to the heritage of the wine song and poetry
that extols the pleasures of wine, friends, and the present moment. Marwān
continues to bring the mood of the evening down when he requests ‘Ali to
perform Darwish’s “Angry Brow” (104).
Ibrahim is angered by the request of this sad poem, and Marwān is hauled off
to a bedroom to sleep off his drunkenness. But significantly, the group is able to
recover from this incident and they resume their discussion. ‘Azīz narrates the
tale of his own and Māzin’s lives as refugees, their relationship with the PLO,
work with the Fedayeen in the 1956 war, and later, their life in exile in Cairo and
Tunis. Theirs is a tale of multiple losses and displacements, and one to which the
others can relate, each in a different way. Salem clearly figures the sahra as a
site in which individual tales of loss and longing unfold. Yet at the same time it
is a context within which the youth speak constructively about education,
consciousness raising, political reform, peaceful social change versus armed
resistance, and censorship. Poetry and song that are part of a larger shared Arab
literary and musical tradition allow them to experience a sense of solidarity and
aesthetic pleasure even as they express their sadness and frustration.
The second person narration that guides us through Maryam’s experiences
and memory is maintained throughout the final part of the novel in which
Maryam remembers her sad final encounter with ‘Aziz before he leaves for South
Lebanon. Back in Cairo, Maryam has a cold encounter with a widowed Kawthar
who is working for her uncle, who, as Maryam thinks, “was known by the title
‘Master’, although you, Maryam, were aware of no master other than almighty
God” (159). Maryam wonders why this ultra-pious man treats his niece as
nothing more than a laborer and leaves her to live in an attic room with her infant.
She also wonders about Kawthar’s new pious manner and dress: “‘Is this the
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same Kawthar that I used to know? Or some other woman behind that face veil?’
You struck out on the street leading to the river, longing for the friendships of
your past” (160).
Conclusion
In Small Box, Salem crafts a feminist text by means of an experimental
narrative approach and a complex intertextuality. She employs an unusual
second person feminine point of view that gives the novel a distinctive feminine
texture. Salem develops a complex intertextuality to express a feminism that
resists categorization as “Islamic” or “secular” in a character whose complex
subjectivity draws upon and critiques a range of western and Arab cultural and
religious influences. Salem reworks Camus’s classic representation of alienation
by mining the Arab oral and literary traditions, and newer, popular forms of
creativity to examine a young woman’s developing personal, spiritual and
professional self. Salem ultimately rejects Camusian atheism and apathy, but she
does so by creating a protagonist who finds her strength and motivation in her
recollection of a life lived in a cultural context that teems with both secular and
religious texts and traditions. While Camus represents a man defeated by his life
experiences, interpersonal relationships and apathy, Salem figures a strong
female character able to draw strength from multiple aspects of her past and her
cultural heritage. She paints a portrait of a woman who survives despite social,
economic, and personal struggles. Maryam’s memory - the ‘small box in her
heart’ - becomes a space for questioning old and new gender norms, valorizing
female histories and roles, and describing a spirituality that accommodates
women’s desire for personal, professional and intellectual fulfillment.

Endnotes
1

I rely on Matthew Ward’s 1989 translation of The Stranger. All translations of Small
Box are my own. I include transliteration of the Arabic where it is important to describe
the feminine texture of language, or where it adds to discussion of feminist word choice,
imagery, or use of colloquial and religious language.
2
Ibtihal Salem, Interview with author, Cairo, 10 May 1992.
3
Interview by author, Cairo, 17 March 2007.
4
Interview by author, Cairo, 17 March 2007.
5
Ibtihal Salem, Interviews by author, Cairo, 10 May 1992; 17 March 2007; 18 July
2015.
6
I refer here to essays in The Hélène Cixous Reader (1994); “First Names of No One”
(27-33) and “Angst” (71-79) and Cixous’s essay “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1983).
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7

Ibtihal Salem, Interview with author, Cairo, 10 May 1992.
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Comedy of Emasculation: Al-Nawm fi-al-`Asal
Dina Amin*
As a performance genre, comedy, according to Aristotle, presents “the
painlessly ugly” (Banham, 1988, 234) as it tends to provide astute perspectives
vis-à-vis reality through satirical and laughter-inducing depictions; however the
message behind it is invariably serious and thought provoking. In the mid-1990s,
an Egyptian film, entitled Al-Nawm fi al-`Asal (Sweet Slumber) was produced
by and starred Egypt’s leading comedian, `Adil Imam.1 The film is about the
spread of an epidemic that leads to male impotence across Egypt, causing men
to become incapable of performing or enjoying sex. The symbolic message of
the film is that men (not women) have stopped participating effectively in the
political affairs of their country and (men) must wake up from their deep slumber
in order to bring about a much-needed socio-political change.
This paper challenges the sexual politics of the screenplay and critiques the
blatant absence of women’s representation in the political satire this filmic
narrative is trying to put forth. I argue that while the plot establishes masculinity
as a metaphor for men’s political activism, it fails to present a comparable
allegory to reflect women’s roles within the socio-political circumstances of
their country. In the light of both gender studies and masculinity studies, I wish
to argue that hegemonic masculinity is treated in this film as normative apropos
men, and the subordination of women is considered ipso facto.
I will herein employ the term “hegemonic masculinity” and “subordinate
masculinity” as coined by R.W. Connell and James W. Messerschmidt, who
define it in terms of “the pattern of practice (i.e. things done, not just a set of role
expectations or an identity) that allowed men’s dominance over women to
continue” (Connell and Masserschmidt, 2005, 832). They furthermore define
hegemonic masculinity as follows:
Hegemonic masculinity was distinguished from other masculinities,
especially subordinated masculinities … it embodied the currently most
honored way of being a man, it required all other men to position
themselves in relation to it, and it ideologically legitimated the global
subordination of women to men. (Connell and Masserschmidt, 2005, 832)
*

Department of English Language and Literature, Faculty of Arts, Cairo University.
Cairo Studies in English (2018): https://cse.journals.ekb.eg/

23

Comedy of Emasculation

Hegemonic masculinity does not only assume subordinating women (and other
less virile/powerful men); it also connotes sexual and material superiority.
According to Mark E. Kann (1998), hegemonic norms of manhood “secure
man’s consent, define citizenship, and legitimize political authority” (29). Kann
adds:
Male elites promote a “hegemonic masculinity” that deploys norms of
manhood to justify dominant authority and encourage mass deference to it
… hegemonic masculinity taps into the deepest recesses of men’s
psychosexual, social and political identities. … [It] enjoined males to
establish independence, start families, and govern dependents to achieve
manhood and procreate new generations … [and stigmatized] disorderly
men, whose marginal masculinity associated them with dependency,
effeminacy, immaturity, and sterility. (1998, 29)
This social conception/image of men as hegemonic entities responsible for
dependents, accountable for wives’ sexual satisfaction and financial needs,
within their communities, is what propels the comedy of the filmic narrative.
The irony that all men in the country have lost their sexual virility is synonymous
with the notion of Connell’s subordinated masculinity; that wives are covering
up the scandalous predicament is where Aristotle’s ‘painless ugliness’ lies. The
premise of the film revolves around the delicate balance of the protagonist’s
social position as Chief Criminal Justice Investigator, which is a hegemonic
position symbolizing power and authority and his gender as a man, in a country
where emasculation is an epidemic. This puts him at the risk of losing his
hegemonic masculinity and of becoming a subordinated entity—more or less
‘like’ a woman.
Curiously, the film starts with a social surge where men are killing and
beating their wives or committing suicide across classes, which according to
Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005) is a by-product of men losing their
hegemonic masculinity. The loss turns into violence as “Hegemony did not mean
violence, although it could be supported by force; it meant ascendancy achieved
through culture, institutions, and persuasion” (Connell and Messerschmidt,
2005, 832). Therefore, in the absence of such ascendancy, the only token of
power is violence. This is what instigates the character Adil Imam is playing,
Magdi, by virtue of his official position, to be in charge, in order to find the
source of violence and end it. Thus, his own agency, both as man and authority
figure, puts him at stake, and his search for a solution is both public and personal.
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The film begins with high drama and tragedy when a newly-wed groom
commits suicide. Upon interrogation, the bride says that he killed himself “liannu ma `erefsh” (because he couldn’t). This phrase turns into an initially
subliminal (but eventually overt) signifier of impotence throughout the film, as
the epidemic of the male sexual inability to perform starts in the capital and
spreads throughout the country. Men and women who try to explain the sad state
just reiterate that same statement “because he couldn’t.” Playing the role of the
Chief Criminal Justice Investigator, Magdi, is the official who first faces the
dilemma as murder cases and violence between husbands and wives are reported
in a rapid succession to his office one morning.
As he investigates the many cases, he observes his colleagues closely in order
to find out whether they too were afflicted, and to understand if this was, indeed,
an epidemic spreading amongst all of Egypt’s male population. He is assured of
that fact when he discovers that he himself ma`refsh (could not). Thus, “[w]hat
had hitherto been understood as positive, fixed and concrete – masculinity –
quickly took on the appearance of being a problem” (Whitehead, 2002, 20).
Furthermore, the attempt to get to the bottom of this disease proves to be no easy
task, as the majority of men across society (and virtually all of their female
partners) are adamant at keeping this under wraps. The secrecy surrounding
impotence is the obstacle that Imam’s character finds hard to surmount. Men
from all walks of life would much rather maintain a pretense that they are
sexually adept than expose the malady and try to find a remedy for it. Sexual
incompetence is regarded as a great scandal that men do not want to face and
women try to cover up.
As the film continues to expose “the shifting representations of manliness”
(Whitehead, 2002, 42), Magdi, the sole figure wishing to expose this state of
emasculation, is coupled with an ambitious young female character. As a
government official, he is ordered to be part of the cover up so he cooperates
with the female journalist hoping that her hunger for a big story would propel
her to do what he ‘cannot,’ which is to expose the truth. But the journalist is in
the same quandary that the whole country is in, for, as a writer, she too is coerced
by the high ups in the administration and censoring bureau not to tell the truth
openly, but to only subtly or symbolically allude to it, which is of course very
ironic considering the message of the film itself.
This is the only instance where men and women attain certain equality for, as
a writer, the female journalist is oppressed and pressured into silence, to the same
degree that any other male journalist would be. But, alas, this angle is never
explored fully or utilized as an opportunity to project that both genders suffer a
common condition of political marginalization and disenfranchisement. Both
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men and women can be seen subordinated to the hegemonic masculinity (power)
of the government. The journalist’s suppressed voice remains within the realm
of secondary plotline and is not referred to as a crucial angle of the basic conflict.
Instead, the filmic narrative maintains a focus on the men’s anxiety of
emasculation accompanied by a pretense of normalcy for,
Considering the inequalities of contemporary gender relations, the notion
of a crisis of masculinity would appear to many to be quite bizarre. For
how is it possible that men and masculinity are in ‘crisis’ given the
continued, worldwide, material inequalities that favour males and men?
Despite the obvious contradiction, the notion of a male crisis is very
prevalent at this juncture in history; indeed it pervades many of the social,
political and academic debates about men. (Whitehead, 2002, 47)
The various men who are interrogated by Magdi keep repeating the same
phrase, kol hagah ha-tib’a tamam (everything will be just fine). As this statement
is repeated, the viewers, as well as Magdi, understand the irony as it becomes
apparent that the broad population keeps looking forward for things to improve,
even though they all realize that in fact nothing is going to be ‘just fine.’ The
focus of the main character, however, is not to join the conspiracy of silence
about the spreading of impotence amongst the male population, but to get to the
bottom of it and hopefully find a cure. At every attempt to unravel the truth,
doors shut in his face as he realizes that both portions of society, the high officials
and the masses, want to maintain a façade of normality while an epidemic was
killing them slowly. Living with the fear of emasculation is apparently better
than exposing it and allowing the world to know that Egyptian men ‘couldn’t.’
What enrages Magdi, as he further investigates the situation, is that the
anxiety of emasculation lessens among the male population once they discover
that it was a ‘halah `amma’ (a collective condition) and not an individual crisis.
Thus, there is comfort in numbers, and once the state is revealed to be
widespread, men’s anxiety lessens as they interpret it as inevitable. Nonetheless,
accepting ‘the situation’ does not translate into public admissions of the disease
or self-reflection, as the silence and covering-up continues. Realizing that men
are incapable of talking publicly about their shortcoming, the Chief Investigator
seeks the cooperation of the women as they are more likely to express their
dissatisfaction with their husbands’ performance or the (lack thereof) than the
men are ready to discuss it.
Consequently, Magdi strategizes to use the voices of the women to expose
the spreading of that male malady so he uses the young journalist as his
instrument to find the truth. Magdi is portrayed as a hero, for he cares less for
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his own generation than for the younger one represented by his college-age son.
He tries to find out from him whether he ‘can.’ He tells him that if the epidemic
spreads among the younger generation there will be no hope for Egypt. Needless
to say, the symbolism is completely unsubtle in that scene or its message, but it
leaves the spectator viewing the film from the point of view of women,
wondering: does the young generation of Egypt consist only of young men? And
why is the heroic main character, Magdi, not worried about the young women
too? Are they not part of Egypt’s reality?
The metaphor of sexual impotence and political powerlessness is quite
transparent in that filmic narrative, and there is no effort exerted by the makers
of the film to deepen the implications. It is important to underscore that the
approach of communicating ‘a national dilemma’ within a comedic genre makes
the message more poignant, as it triggers within the audience what is called in
Arabic ‘al-mudhikat al-mubkiyat’ or a tragi-comedic effect, while echoing their
real life sad predicament — ‘the painlessly ugly’ according to Aristotle. The film
is funny in a genuinely sad way; the comedy lies in the outer subject matter of
male impotence that sweeps a whole country, the tragedy lies in the fact that this
impotence has much deeper implications. It reflects the situation of modern
Egyptians, now reduced to powerless citizens unable to participate in their
country’s political affairs. Relegated to the position of silent observers, passive
to a pathetic degree, the film derides both the political apparatus that suppresses
the voices of its citizens and the population that accepts that oppression without
resistance. While the message is poignant and important, and the comedy
affective from the point of view of its message, there is a serious flaw in the
construction of both the dramatis personae and gender politics of that work.
The film presents men as the natural political leaders, and with their fall the
whole system crumbles, “[f]or men are increasingly caught in the pincers of a
culture that still expects them to ‘be at the helm’, yet also requires them to engage
in reflexive analysis of their masculinity” (Faludi quoted in Whitehead, 2002,
48). While impotence in this cinematic narrative
symbolizes political emasculation, there is also an implied
transgressive gender identification attributed to men who
can no longer perform their sexual duties with their wives
as they become ‘like’ women.
Reading the film poster as a narrative of propaganda for
the film, its design vocabulary clearly conveys a male
protagonist who is “disenchanted, unfilled, castrated and
looking for a way out” (Whitehead, 2002, 50), as he poses
without trousers and wedged between two women with the
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cautionary statement that the film is rated ‘for adults only’. This visual synopsis
of the film plot “sanction[s] the display of masculine sensuality and, from this,
open[s] up the possibility of an ambivalent masculine sexual identity; one that
blurred the fixed distinctions between gay-and straight-identified man” (Nixon,
1997, 328). In this case it blurs the distinction between man/woman identity,
with women certainly being the derided category.
Thus, while impotence and the decline in masculinity are a stigma that
metaphorically demotes man from a political activist/participant to a passive
observer, on the one hand, and relegates his gender status from male to female,
on the other, it also automatically cancels out any view of women’s participation
in the political process as a time-honored practice or an established norm. The
film essentially reflects the relationship between citizens and nation; the blatant
problem is that the citizen is the Egyptian ‘man’ and the nation is feminized,
which implies, according to masculine mythology, that only ‘the man’ can rescue
‘the beautiful noble lady’ in distress. With this facile view, women are not
counted as citizens, but rather as dependents; and their voices and passions in
regards to political struggle, resistance or patriotism are canceled out.
Examining this film as an emblematic product of Egyptian popular culture, I
find the prevailing social constructions of sexuality, politics as well as
citizenship apropos women both degrading and offensive. The film
unquestionably perpetuates traditional stereotyping of patriarchy and gender
roles; and while women watching the film join in the laughter, many miss the
fact that the joke is really on them, for they have been stripped of their own social
and political history by virtue of being represented as sick, by association and
not because they lose something organic to their nature. Women signify the
receivers of sexual pleasure, men the givers, so while the loss affects both, the
degradation falls solely on men who now simply ma-biye`rafush (cannot).2
One of the major thematic problems within this cinematic narrative is that it
engenders citizenship as male, thus the sexual lethargy that sweeps the nation is
essentially to communicate to the viewer that patriarchy is in crisis. The
implication is, with this being the case, the nation is also in crisis because men
are not in control, which leads one to conclude that the ‘nation’ (the female)
needs to be defended. As Susan Faludi states in Stiffed: The Betrayal of the
American Man:
Men’s grievances, by contrast, seem hyperbolic, almost hysterical; so
many men seem to be doing battle with phantoms and witches that exist
only in their own overheated imaginations. Women see men as guarding
the fort, so they don’t see how the culture of the fort shapes men. Men
don’t see how they are influenced by the culture either; in fact, they prefer
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not to. If they did, they would have to let go of the illusion of control.
(1999, 14)
This sociology of masculinity and femininity (hegemonic and subordinated
respectively) dictates that men are construed as providers and women as
provided for, and both genders rarely dispute this order. Thus, the film
demonstrates that women are, of course, affected by that national crisis, but only
by way of losing the privilege of receiving pleasure; meanwhile the onus is on
men for they lose both pleasure and more importantly power. The only effect on
the female population is that they stop enjoying the pleasure of sex; but what
about the unmarried female population for instance? The implication, then, is
that they are neither affected directly nor indirectly, they are by definition noncitizens at all.
The woman journalist, who is the only proactive female figure in the film,
and the one who could possibly represent liberated, educated and independent
women, is portrayed as a hollow foil, to support the male protagonist in his
‘heroic’ search for a solution to the crisis of masculinity and male political
castration. This matches Judith Butler’s understanding of problematic
representations of women:
The feminist subject turns out to be discursively constituted by the very
political system [and filmic narrative herein] that is supposed to facilitate
its emancipation. This becomes politically problematic if that system can
be shown to produce gendered subjects along a differential axis of
domination or to produce subjects who are presumed to be masculine. In
such cases, an uncritical appeal to such a system for the emancipation of
“women” will be clearly self-defeating. (Butler, 1990, 3)
Indeed, the representation of women is self-defeating in the film. The two female
roles of any consequence, Magdi’s wife, Ilham, and the journalist assisting him
in his quest, Salma, are presented as negligible lieutenants desperately seeking a
solution for the male malady; their representation is yet another objectification
of women as inept pretty faces.
Women in al-Nawn fi-al-`Asal are in fact twice removed from the political
process: they are relegated to the traditional marginal gender group and historical
category customarily referred to as ‘children, the elderly and women’. In other
words, women cannot fight for their rights or defend their country, and are thus
represented as passive observers of the decline of the political power of ‘men.’
This fictitious depiction of women in regards to the political process removes
them from the center of power twofold: once by being women and another by
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being construed as ‘non-citizens.’ Women are even denied the angst of being
citizens deprived of their political marginalization – figuratively castrated. From
a certain angle they can be viewed as the cohorts of the powers to be, for women
expose the epidemic, not as a patriotic act or proactive political group, but rather
as informers seeking to find solutions for personal crises. So, while men’s
problems represent public concerns, women’s burdens are personal troubles that
pertain only to their domesticity.
In this sense, the film is a long shot from the historical footage included in the
cinematic version of Naguib Mahfouz’s trilogy, depicting the 1919 revolution in
Egypt, when feminists/nationalists joined forces in public demonstrations and
protests against the British occupation. Women in that work of fiction and
historical juncture did not march alongside men calling for the emancipation of
women; rather, they marched as nationalists calling for the freedom of their
country. Conversely, in al-Nawm fi-al-`Asal, the final scene presents a
demonstration where men march shouting in agony Aaah, aaah, as an expression
of pain and a call for reform, and shows no women – a demonstration of men
only.
In Mahfouz’s trilogy the nation’s gender was neutralized and was represented
as a shared homeland to be defended by all, while in al-Nawm fi-al-`Asal the
nation is decidedly and stereotypically feminized. Hence the responsibility of
defending the homeland rests solely on men’s shoulders, while the failure to
defend the country translates into the emasculation of men and effeminizing
them, which is presented in the film as the ultimate humiliation, and a fate worse
than death. From this perspective, the plot reveals a regressive/traditionalist view
of masculinity and avoids projecting the realities of the age, such as the
economic partnership of men and women within the family unit, as now the
majority of women work and contribute to their families’ income. This fact alone
should establish a certain level of gender egalitarianism when depicting
contemporary family dynamics; but the film neglects those important modern
roles played by women.
Another oversight is that with the education and social mobility open for
women today many participate in the construction of the governmental
establishment itself, thus it would have been infinitely more interesting (and
definitely funnier) if that aspect were problematized as well. For instance, if the
film had tackled the hypothetical question of whether women in powerful
governmental positions would have aided in the cover-up of such a disease or
tried to expose it. That would have been an interesting conflict addressing power
alongside gender relations. Furthermore, if women suffered physical setbacks,
such as the inability to become pregnant or for comic effect suddenly become
unable to cook, the lesser of all evils, the makers of the film would have
30

Dina Amin

equalized the problem between the genders on the one hand, and heightened the
comedy on the other.
Finally, once again, the film propagates the stereotype that both the nation
and its women population are ‘damsels in distress’, waiting for the virile and
chivalrous men to rescue them. The humor arises from the fact that the wait for
such rescue will be long, as men have lost their virility, and so the state of distress
will continue until men are well again. Furthermore, the screenplay underscores
that one of the many ‘burdens of masculinity’ is to lead and/or be politically
involved in the decision-making processes of the country. This same burden is
neither expected of nor shared by the female citizens, who are portrayed in that
cinematic narrative as wives now deprived of sexual pleasure. Men’s impotence
impinges on women’s fulfillment but does not evoke in them a sense of
frustration apropos their oppressed overlooked citizenship. The imparted
message of the film is that with the deprivation of the male population from
political power, they have all become pitifully like women.

Endnotes
1

Al-Nawm fi al-`Asal (Sweet Slumber) is an Egyptian film, produced in 1996 by the
famous screen director Sherif Arafa, screenplay by Waheed Hamid, and starred Egypt’s
leading comedian, Adil Imam along with Sherine Sayif al-Nasr and Dalal Abdel Aziz.
The title supports the double entendre of sleeping deeply (as in sweet dreams) and/or
being in a political trance/stagnation.
2
While the film received a number of good (subjective) reviews upon its opening in
1996, one of the most interesting reflections on the work was written in 2013 by Magdi
Nagib Wahbi eight years post production. In this review, Wahbi states that the film was
prophetic in its view of Egypt’s future; for after the 2011 revolution, he thinks that the
population was still emasculated and unable to act. In fact, he ends his thoughts on the
subject-matter of the film saying, “This is Egypt [today], however [its] slumber is not
in honey, rather in cesspools and swamps” (translation mine). Magdi Nagib Wahbi, AlHiwar al-Mutamaddin.
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Transforming North African Feminisms from Within:
New Post-Arab Spring Feminist Voices
Fatima Sadiqi*
Introduction
This article focuses on the 2010-2011 uprisings in North Africa1 as a
‘revolution’ instigated by new actors, and also by the new ambiguities that
postcolonial rule in the region created. Women’s rights in North Africa have
been institutionally hyper-politicized and have served all sorts of agendas from
the colonialist and neo-imperialist to the anti-colonialist and post-colonialist, to
the religious extremist.2 This institutional instrumentalization has been first
problematized then contested by generations of feminists and gender experts in
the region. The lenses of these contestations were civil society, politics, and
academia. My argument in this article may be stated as follows: Whereas the
institutional instrumentalization of women’s rights in North Africa has not
undergone any substantial change, the issues addressed and contestation
strategies and practices have dramatically changed in the post-revolution era.
This is transforming feminisms and gender studies from within and in interesting
ways, although the actors themselves do not always self-identify as feminists or
gender experts.3 I address this argument conceptually and through facts.
Conceptually, I adopt an overarching theoretical framework that I call “the
Center” (Sadiqi 2016), an ideological shifting framework at the crossroads of
culture, religion, and politics where diverse gender-based discourses converse.
The fact that this space is gaining in vibrance even after the substantial
weakening of the revolution means that it answers a real need at the publicdiscourse level which up to the pre-revolution moment was dominated by the
secularist-Islamist frontal antagonism. The Center is yielding a new mind-set
which seeks to highlight difference (whether linguistic, ideological, cultural,
religious, educational, class-based, or gender-oriented), transgress the state’s
authority (in which it lost trust), and find new free ways of expression that are
not constrained by (political) alliances. In these emerging dynamics, gender is
central, both as a defining marker/discourse and a way of reconfiguring space.
To understand these new developments, this article is divided into four main
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sections. The first section presents the relevant aspects of the Center; the second
one summarizes the salient ways in which the state instrumentalized women’s
rights in the pre-revolution era; the third one presents a note on methodology and
the new female voices; and the fourth section provides my own readings of the
emerging voices. In the conclusion, I revisit the Center framework and show
ways in which this framework can help us understand post-Arab Spring
development.
A Note on the Center as a Theoretical Framework
I define the concept of the “Center” as a shifting ideological space that started
to develop in North Africa in the aftermath of the 2010-2011 uprisings ignited
in the region. In my article “The Center: a Post-Revolution Space for Women’s
Movement in North Africa” (2016), I introduced this concept as a framework for
understanding the historical trajectory of women’s movements in the region. In
this article I revisit this concept and suggest it as a framework for understanding
the emerging female feminist voices and their distinctive contributions to the
development of feminisms and gender studies in North Africa.
Prior to the uprisings in North Africa, and more precisely during the 1990s
and 2000s, fierce ideological public debates raged between secularists and
Islamists. While the secularists (al-‘ilmâniyyin) espouse modernist views,
individual freedom, liberal values and stress the separation of religion and
politics in the public sphere, the Islamists (al-Islâmiyyin) espouse conservative
views and seek to Islamize the public space, which they perceive as “too liberal.”
Significantly, the core tension between the two camps revolved around women
issues: their dress, their behavior, and how much freedom they could be granted
in the public sphere. The public debates in the Maghrib were ignited by the
arrival of political Islam in North Africa (around the mid-1980s) and supported
by the already rampant ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood, which was founded
in Egypt in 1928.4
The ideological debates had economic roots and a political face. On the
economic level, unemployment among youth was soaring, especially among the
population age fraction of 16-30, which constituted the largest age group (nearly
one out of five citizens in this region). On the political level, nepotism,
corruption, and lack of accountability in the midst of a spectacular spread of
political Islam and a backlash on freedom of speech created deep frustration in
North African societies. On the ground, the debates turned violent in Algeria
where the 1990s decade of civil war occasioned the loss of nearly 200,000 lives
(Entelis 2016). In Morocco, the debates were not violent but they were real; they
were largely tempered by the function of the monarchy as both the highest
religious and executive authority and the ultimate mediator and arbiter between
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opposing ideologies in the country. In Tunisia, the debates were largely impacted
by the mounting Islamist al-Nahda’s tone in the diaspora.
With the coming of the so-called “Arab Spring”, which started in Tunisia and
quickly spread to Egypt and other countries in North Africa and beyond, an
ideological middle-ground space between the secularists and the Islamists
started to take shape (which I call the Center). This new space is neither
secularist per se nor Islamist per se and is not a center space between the two
ideologies; the Center encompasses and transcends the secularist and Islamist
ideologies and may be seen as a space of diversity where other active actors enter
the scene and create interaction: Berber (Amazigh) activists, radical secularists,
radical Islamists, secular feminists, Islamic feminists, and so on; and where
networking between these actors is enhanced by the quick and efficient crosscommunication that social media allows. Hitherto marginalized voices and
topics are now pulled together to the Center and made to “converse” with, among
other parties, Human Rights Non Governmental Organizations, transnational
movements, and grassroots associations.
I qualify the Center as “shifting” because the actors in it are neither monolithic
nor dichotomous (secular vs. Islamist) but polyvocal and multidimensional.
Likewise, the topics that these actors address and the strategies/practices used to
address these topics are flexible and amenable to interconnectivity with other
topics and strategies. Similarly, as social media may be considered a public or
private space, the Center may be seen as both a public and a private space. In
parallel, the meaning of key older conceptssuch as the “nation state,”political
loyalty,alliances, and leadership is shifting. The shifting nature of the Center is
also due to a constant spirit of protest among the youth, which was brought about
by the democratic movements that initially ignited the uprisings, before the latter
were highjacked by the Islamists.The fact that the spirit of protest continued well
after theinitial movements that started it were substantially weakened means that
the Center as a space answers a real need in the North African public
discourse.This article focuses on a specific category of the new voices that have
emerged in the Center: the young female voices, who, although they do not selfidentify as feminists or gender studies experts, are transforming feminism and
gender studies from within.
Institutional Instrumentaization: Women’s rights in North Africa
The institutional instrumentalization of women’s rights by the state in the
countries of North Africa started on the eve of the independence of these
countries in the mid-twentieth century. This instrumentalization has been widely
documented in the postcolonial era (See: Mernissi 1975, 1987; Moghadam 1993;
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Lazreg 1994; Al-Ali 2000; Charrad 2001; Sadiqi 2014; Clancy-Smith 2017).
Taking various routes and using different disciplinary perspectives, these studies
have detailed how the state in North Africa constructed Islam and Standard
(written) Arabic5 as state religion and language, respectively, and how they
instrumentalized religion and language to establish a gendered hegemony on
women’s legal rights, modernity, education, etc. through appropriate
institutions. The Islam of the state is basically legal in nature and Standard
Arabic (the language of the Qur’an) is not a mother tongue in a region where
female illiteracy is still very high.6 By positioning itself as the sole initiator and
detainer of the legal system, the state became the controller of family law reform.
Family laws in North Africa concern all the components of society: the legal,
political, theological, socio-cultural, and intellectual. On the legal level, they are
central pieces in the countries’ judicial arsenals as they touch on practically all
the other aspects of their legal systems; on the political level, women’s judicial
status in the family is linked to demands for democracy premised on citizenship;
on the sociocultural level, these laws are associated with the controversial notion
of “emancipation/will”7; and on the intellectual level, they are at the heart of the
continuous antagonism between conservatives and modernists.8
A significant amount of scholarship has shown that post-independence family
laws in North Africa (also referred to as “Personal Status Codes”) were heavily
patriarchal and detrimental to women’s status in society, even in Tunisia9 where
the relatively progressive reforms suffered for a long time from lack of full
implementation. Various reasons for the state’s free hand over women’s rights
were given: First, the newly independent societies were largely illiterate and
economically weakened and hence needed the protection of the state. Second,
the state-builders needed to reassure the pervasive tribal mind-set and the
nationalist patriarchs that the traditional structure of the family would be
maintained. Third, it was important for the new state to be part of the larger
Islamic and monolingual Umma (Arab nation), seen as a source of strength,
moral solidarity, and continuity. Although Berbers (Amazigh)10 constituted a
substantial component of nationalism and resistance to colonization as today’s
social history shows, the official narratives in the region attributed independence
to urban male Arab nationalists. Consequently, women, the large rural
population, as well as Berber and Arabic dialects were not on the agendas of the
state-builders (Camps 1980; Ennaji 2005; Maddy-Weitzman 2011).
The state continued to instrumentalize women’s rights and resist reform even
after urban women had benefited from massive schooling and even after these
women started to actively participate in the economic growth of their countries.
For many decades, family laws in the region were presented as sacred and not
open to change. It took the countries of the region decades of individual and
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collective militancy at the political, civil society, and academic levels to achieve
the present-day reforms. It is only in the twenty-first century that some
breakthroughs were made (Grami 2008; Sadiqi 2008; Bernard-Maugiron and
Dupret 2012; Kelly 2010).
It is against this relative stalemate caused by the monopoly of the state on the
timing, and implementation of the reforms that new feminist voices demanding
change started to emerge in the post-Arab Spring era. For these new voices, the
inaccessibility of equal legal rights for women in addition to the lack of political
will in implementing reforms were behind women’s slow progress. For these
voices, women’s participation in the labor force and their share of paid
employment have remained low despite women’s rising educational attainment,
household economic needs, and international advocacy for women’s economic
participation and empowerment.11 The new voices acknowledge that women’s
movements in the region have become genuine social movements and that they
have negotiated power with the state but could achieve only what the state
allowed them to. The state reinforced the already existing patriarchal norms and
produced discriminatory state policies not only in labor force participation but,
most crucially in gender relations and public decision-making.
It is against this overall background that new voices emerged in the aftermath
of the Arab Spring. For these voices, meaningful headway could not be achieved
because the state controlled reform of the family laws in the region by
encouraging, instigating, initiating, abrogating, or refusing these reforms
according to the overall historical and political climate. It is this total monopoly
of the state on women’s rights that these voices are contesting. Being more
religiously literate than the older generation, the new generation is more vocal
about Islam not being the cause of the repression of women. They draw attention
to political agendas behind using Islam as a pretext for arguing against women’s
rights, and see attacks on Islam as a way of dehumanizing Muslim women and
denying their agency. They also point to patriarchal and political structures
within which women are oppressed and denounce patriarchal interpretations of
the Islamic tradition as a real danger. In sum, they believe that gender equality
should be targeted irrespective of ethnicity, race, religion, or culture. The
question to ask at this juncture is: Who are these new female voices? What are
the topics they address? And what are the strategies and practices they use?
Who Are the New Female Voices?
A Note on Methodology
The contents of this section are partly based on fieldwork that I conducted in
2017-2018. Part of this fieldwork is a selected sample of 55 young female
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scholars, activists, and politicians from Morocco (17), Algeria (10), Tunisia (15),
and Egypt (13) that I interviewed. My interviews were semi-informal and lasted
about one hour each. I conducted virtual interviews (via Skype) with the women
from Algeria, Tunisia, and Egypt. Interviews with Moroccan women were
conducted in person, and the sample from Morocco was bigger since this is my
place of residence where where I could reach out to young women from the
regions of Fez, Casablanca, and Rabat. The interviewees were often but, not
always, urban young girls, university students, young scholars, and (virtual)
activists. They are multilingual, using Arabic dialects, Berber (Amazigh),
French, and English, and their means of communication are mainly social media.
Most of my interviewees do not always self-identify as feminist and do not
invoke the state as an ally. Some of them have no knowledge ofthe historical
battles of feminists in the region and, hence, they answered my questions without
preconceived ideas. Although they discussedequality and dignity,12 reclaiming
the street,13 and benefited from their predecessors’ accumulation of knowledge,
my interviewees were more pragmatic and less ideological than the previous
generations.
My interviewees fall between the ages between 21 and 35. Most hold a
university degree and some of them are employed. I centered my interviews on
three basic questions: (1) Do you consider yourself a feminist? Why? (2) How
do you judge the work of the former generations of feminists? (3) What do you
consider as new in your work, activity, etc.? In conducting the interviews, I
abided by clear research ethics: For example, I told each participant that I would
respect confidentiality and privacy. Some of them consented to be recorded and
some did not. In the latter case, I took notes and observed body language. All the
participants signed a consent form to be interviewed.
In addition to the interviews, I organized a workshop in Fez on June 3, 2018
where my Moroccan interviewees and 10 guest speakers from the older
generations participated. Two women (one from the older and one from the
younger generations) from Algeria, Tunisia, and Egypt also participated.The aim
of the workshop was to encourage the older and younger female voices to speak
freely about current women’s issues. During the workshop, the debates were
heated at times. One of the issues that created lengthy discussions was family
law. Whereas the older generation expressed its trust in lobbying with the state,
the younger generation tended to think that lobbying takes time and is often
sterile. Both younger and older feminists were conscious of the multiple roles
they were playing and bothended up with moments of self-criticism. Likewise,
the younger generation acknowledged the central importance of knowledge
provided by the older generations, and the older generation felt the need to bridge
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the gap with the younger generation, listen to their suggestions, and engage with
their lines of thought.
I supplemented my interviews and workshop with a careful study of several
samples of e-newspaper debates on women’s issues and paid particular attention
to the various comments that the readers provided. One such e-newspaper is the
Moroccan Hespress. I also used my own readings on the new generation of
feminists, as well as observations and frequent discussions and interactions with
young women at the gym, hairdresser, family gatherings, etc.
Analysis: New Topics, New Strategies
New female voices address new topics and new strategies that differ from
those of the previous generations of female feminists. The new topics are related
to identity, legal Islam, and body issues, and the new strategiesand practices
include virtual protests, leaderless campaigns, and art. The novelty of these
topics and strategies is gauged against the topics and strategies of older feminist
voices.
New Topics: Three new topics stand out in the contents of the
emergingfemale voices: the Berber (Amazigh) issue, a transnational and virtual
view of legal Islam, and sexual harassment.
Identity Issues: The identity issues that emerged in youth conversations were
very much associated with rural areas (as opposed to the urban ones). This
association is most apparent in Morocco, where it has crystallized in the
emergence of Berber (Amazigh) feminist NGOs. It is true that the first such
NGO appeared at the beginning of this century, but more and more such NGOs
followed the institutionalization of Berber as an official language in 2011, and
more and more of them are making their voices heard. Nine such NGOs are now
established organizations: Association TinhinanKhemisset, Voix de la Femme
Amazighe, Association Anaruz, Association Tinhinan Tiznit, Association
Thaziri, Association Tamghart, Association Tayri, Observatoire Amazighe des
Droits et Libertés, and Forum des Femmes Amazighes de Tamazgha.
These NGOs address issues that were sidelined by the mainstream Moroccan
feminist movement, namely, gender in relation to language, identity, and
geographical origin (that is, whether it is urban or rural). When asked, the
coordinator of one of these organizations deplored the fact that secular Moroccan
feminists target elite urban women to the detriment of rural women, and Islamic
feminists focus on religion and fail to capture the “Berber” element which, for
her organization, constitutes the historical basis of the Moroccan social fabric
that differentiates it fromthe Middle Eastern social fabric. Most of the female
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Berber NGOs do not self-identify as feminist organizations, use Tifinagh (the
Berber alphabet) in addition to Arabic or French, and position their work within
the framework of human rights, diversity, and freedom of expression.
In their literature, these NGOs highlight the double marginalization of a large
portion of rural Berber women and underline the fact that these women are
caught between patriarchal state institutions and language hegemonyin the
public sphere, on the one hand, and oriental and occidental values, on the other
hand. In these complex interactions, the female Berber identity is felt by many
interviewees to bemarginalizedat a time when Morocco officially prides itself on
being a millennial country with ancient Berber roots. For these NGOs, it is
women, more than men, who kept the language and the culture it carriesalive.
For most of them, Berber language and culture survived because of women not
because of the state.
Female Berber NGOs position themselves between the local and the global
by emphasizing “authentic” values and advocating the linguistic, political,
cultural, economic, social, and civil rights of women in accordance with
international conventions. In so doing, they circumvent the state and seek to
make their voice heard transnationally.However, although female Berber NGOs
have common goals, they do not have the same choices. Whereas four of them
are located in big cities, two are located in towns, and three in rural areas. As
location interacts with social class and ability to interact with larger local and
transnational feminist and human rights NGOs, ability to raise funds, exposure
to media, and proximity to the makhzen (central power in Morocco), urban
NGOs have more privileges than rural ones. Whatever their choices, female
Berber voices constitute a newcomer to the larger Berber movement. This does
not only add to the Berber movement a gender aspect, but it expressesa new type
of voice in the larger post-revolution Center of protests.
A transnational Virtual Legal Islam: Although legal Islam constitutes the
common source of family laws and reform in North Africa, most of the literature
on this topic has been anchored within the national boundaries of specific
countries. However, after the 2010-2011 uprisings, more and more voices of
younger female (and male) generation are expressing support for transnational
movements that call for equality in family laws such as Musawah (Equality),
WISE (Women’s Islamic Initiative in Spirituality and Equality), WLUML
(Women Living Under Muslim Laws), the Oslo Coalition on Freedom of
Religion and Belief, Karama (Dignity), etc. Islamic feminists in these
transnational networks have been carving out non-patriarchal interpretations of
key verses in the Qur’an that are generally used by patriarchal schools to
suppress women. Through rigorous interpretation methodsthey have been able
to demonstrate that Qur’anic texts can be read differently. It seems that while the
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previous generations saw a closerelationship between legal Islam and the nationstate, the new voices are conscious of the centrality of legal Islam in family laws
but seek to eschew this association altogether.Instead, many of them, including
my interviewees, underline the importance of transnational interactions and
consultations in matters of legal Islam. For them, transnational legal Islam is
more conducive to equality and social justice. Interestingly, these young women
do not equate transnational interaction/solidarity with globalization; on the
contrary, they express resistance to globalization and underline the importance
of local contexts and inclusion in legal matters. When asked to explain this
“conundrum”, they provided reasons like the “tedious slowness” of the state in
implementing reforms and the “attested power” of international pressure on
states. This attitude is corroborated by facts on the ground. For example, who
could imagine at the beginning of this century that a young Tunisian
journalist/scholar could openly defy President Essebsi’s call for equality in
inheritance in the way Asma Ghribidid:
I refuse to accept the destruction of democracy as a price for this
achievement. We should be able to have equal rights as women without
having to sacrifice our right to good governance, rule of law and justice
for the victims of oppression. We should not have to choose Essebsi’s
embrace of faux feminism even as he chips away at the foundations of
democracy is part of a larger pattern. He is following the same strategy as
the dictators he once worked for: trumpeting progress on women’s rights
to hide his anti-democratic practices from the eyes of the West. (Ghribi
2017, n. page)
According to my fieldwork, the new voices seem to be inclined to both keep
legal Islam as part of their everyday lives and a source of answers to their daily
personal and social dilemmas, and seek relevant information and solidarity
transnationally. It is this inclination that pushed feminist scholars like Moroccan
Asma Lamrabet and Meriem Yafout to come up with their own equality-based
interpretations of the Qur’an and weave links with the Musawah transnational
movement. It is important to state here that some older-generation feminist
female scholars like Moroccan Fatima Mernissi started to criticize elite male
interpretations of the Qur’an and Hadith (Prophet’s Sayings) as inherently
patriarchal and detrimental to womenas early as the 1980s (see Mernissi 1987).
In this respect, at least in Morocco, the gap between older and younger
generations is to some extent being bridged.14 In other words, the older
generation’s trend of interrogating legal Islam with the aim of fostering women41
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friendly interpretations of Islamic law is increasingly attracting attention among
the younger generations of female (and male) feminists. The difference is that
unlike the former generations, the latter one uses social media and produces
instant impact.
Sexual Harassment: In addition to Berber identity issues and transnational,
virtual legal Islam, body issues fare high in the topics addressed by emerging
female feminists. Although my interviewees agreed that body issues are not
absent in the rhetoric of older women’s movements in North Africa, they often
deplored that this rhetoric was “too timid” and “rather indirect.” Younger voices
seem to be more inclined than older ones to break long-standing taboos,
oftentimes in defiance of the state and the religious establishment. Of the various
taboos that attracted their attention, the most salient is sexual harassment (altaharrush al-jinsi).
Most women I interviewed denounced sexual harassment as “crippling” and
“insulting” and stated that this harassment is experienced daily by both veiled
and non-veiled women. It is interesting to note that, thanks to social media, some
of my interviewees were aware of the various campaigns that were launched
against sexual harassment in the region and that some of them supported these
campaigns. It has been reported that in Egypt, for example, sexual harassment
made headlines in March 2011 when a women’s march celebrating Women’s
Day were harassed in Tahrir Square. The following day a number of arrested
protestors were subjected to virginity tests. It was also reported that body
disciplining as a means of socio-political control was attested in Tunisia and may
be seen as a general phenomenon across the region.
The recent literature on this topic corroborates these facts.For instance,
Abdelmonem examines the various meanings of “taharrush” in Egypt and
argues that there is a shift in the conceptualization of this term:
The data showed overwhelming public concern in the region about the
molestation and rape of children until 2006. In October 2006, a shift
occurred in Egyptian posts, tied to the Eid mob sexual harassment that took
place in downtown Cairo. From that point on, taharrush in Egypt signified
the sexual harassment of women in public space. (Abdelmonem 2015, 1)
According to this author, this shift is mainly due to the activism of anti-sexual
harassment NGOs such as the Egyptian Center for Women’s Rights and
community-based work such as HarassMap (a global grassroots initiative whose
goal is to mobilize local communities to support peace building through
intercultural dialogue). The emerging anti-sexual harassment initiatives seek to
link the meaning of taharrush to more violent forms of sexual assault and rape
42

Fatima Sadiqi

and promote public resistance to the idea that taharrush signifies everyday
sexual harassment. To achieve this, they point to words like mu‘akasa (flirtation)
as a way of differentiating between “harmful” and “non-harmful” sexual
harassment in Egypt.
Abdelmonem’s differentiation between taharrush and mu’akasa may be
extrapolated to the entire North African region with the same discursive hues. In
Algeria, in 2015, women’s groups pushed the parliament to adopt a bill
amending articles of the penal code that relate to the protection of women against
all forms of violence. Although this text scored some progress in the Algerian
legislation despite the resistance of the Islamists of the Alliance of Algeria, it
was criticized for its introduction of the concept of “forgiveness” which
generally favors impunity. For Amnesty International, stipulating forgiveness
ignores the reality of power relations and inequality between men and women
and exposes them to increased risks of violence and use of coercive methods to
withdraw their complaints. In 2016, the National Coordination of Security and
Protection Officers, affiliated to the National Union of Autonomous Workers of
Electricity and Gas (SNATEG), issued a statement where it accused officials
within the Sonelgaz of sexually blackmailing employees in return for contracts
and more advantageous working conditions.
In Tunisia, since the end of September 2017, there has been a vast campaign
against sexual harassment in public transport (especially buses and tramways).
Launched by women’s groups, in collaboration with the European Union and the
United Nations Population Fund, this campaign includes support for armbands
and white and red blank bus posters with the inscription “the stalker does not go
up with us,” accompanied by an awareness-raising video on social networks. The
campaign aimed to encourage victims to denounce abuses and the violence that
sometimes accompanies them. In 2017, the Tunisian legislation on the
elimination of violence against women started punishingsexual harassment by
one to two yearsof imprisonment and five thousand dinars in fines.
In Morocco, according to the 2017 findings of the Office of the High
Commissioner for Planning (HCP), 40.6 percent of urban women aged between
18 and 64 reported having been “victims of sexual harassment involving an act
of violence.”15 These aggressions are reported to have taken place in public
places. In addition, several cases of sexual harassment have hit the headlines and
the topic of sexual harassment was put back at the center of national debates in
August 2017 when a video showing a collective sexual assault against a young
woman on a Casablanca bus went viral. The government then promised a
“strategy” to fight this “scourge.” Hence on February 14, 2018, the Moroccan
Parliament finally adopted a law (Law 103–13) criminalizing violence against
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women which was initiated in 2013. One of the major novelties of the new law
is the provision of a legal arsenal and the adoption of Amnesty International’s
specific definition of harassment as “any form of unwanted sexual behavior,
whether physical, verbal or non-verbal, with the purpose or effect of impairing
the dignity of a person.” Harassment can also be perpetrated through written
texts, telephone or electronic correspondence, photos and/or sex-related
recordings. However, there is no deprivation of liberty for these acts; only a fine
of 2,000 to 10,000 DH. It is important to note that this law was criticized as
“insufficient” and that it is couched in “vague language,” lacks guarantees, and
fails to consider marital rape as a specific criminal offense, as well as excluding
the possibility of men and boys being victims. Likewise, the Alternative
Movement for Individual Freedoms (MALI) regretted the impunity of marital
rape in the law and deplored the persistence of retrograde and misogynistic
mentalities within a parliament led by Islamists.16 Further, Amnesty
International criticized this law, accusing the Moroccan government of
subordinating prosecution in case of forced marriage to the filing of a complaint
by the victim on the proviso that there is a risk that the victim will be subject to
reprisals and that her husband or family will press her to withdraw her complaint.
According to workshop discussions amongst my informants, addressing
sexual assault in North Africa is a particularly sensitive topic due to the culture
of victim shaming and blaming, and also because of the ambivalence
surrounding positive and negative consent in the region. The participants agreed
that women in their socio-cultural context are generally expected to say “no” to
a sexual relationship and mean “yes”; however, in the absence of any serious
research on this topic, women’s behavior may be attributed to what may be
qualified as “internalized patriarchy” whereby women feel the need to support
cultural expectations in order to survive, participate, and be included in maledominated spaces, or to avoid violence. This is corroborated by the fact that the
NGOs that call for action against sexual harassment focus on the provision of
training programs, anonymity, the protection of the victim (trauma support and
therapy for the victim and the condemnation g of the accused’s “presumed”
innocence in a dominant culture that still needs to foster a safe environment for
the victims), as well as the creation of signed anti-harassment policies for all
employees. They also call for preventative strategies, with more debate involved
when considering potential consequences and punishments for the accused.
New Strategies: The strategies adopted by emerging women include virtual
protests, leaderless campaigns, and art.
Virtual Protests: Using technology, especially the Internet, WhatsApp,
Facebook, cell phones, and social media is a new strategy in feminist militancy
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and protest across North Africa. This strategy is generally perceived as a
democratizing tool that facilitates action (for example e-meetings) and rhetoric
(ability to expose one’s ideas freely).It alsoallows a wide and quick circulation
of information, hence creating instant interaction, discussions, correction of
points of view, adaptation, or withdrawal from discussions. Although this
strategy is more available to urban young women, it is increasingly spreading to
rural populations. Young women in rural areas do not need to be highly educated
to use WhatsApp or Skype, and these are becoming more affordable with the
availability of cheap second-hand smart phones. Since 2011, more and more
young women are involved in virtual campaigns against, among other things,
governmental decisions and engaged in e-instructions to, for example, join street
protests and maketheir voices heard. Compared to older female strategies, such
as letter writing or phone calls that took more time and needed more
organizational logistics before protest demonstrations could take place, this is a
new and significant development.
On the other hand, virtual protests are having a big impact on language use.
Whereas the older generations used sophisticated written languages like
Standard Arabic, French, or English, the younger generations are increasingly
using Arabic dialects and Berber in their virtual interactions.The impact of this
linguistic shift is yet to be researched.
Leaderless Campaigns: Another strategy that the younger generation is using
is a quasi-systematic conscious avoidance to appoint a leader for their campaigns
and movements. This is to be contrasted with the older strategy of rallying
around a charismatic feminist leader. Leaderless campaigns and movements
enhance anonymity and inclusion and hence create a snowball effect where more
and more youth are attracted to join, as one interviewee told me. In other words,
just as virtual protests are democratizing young women’s militancy, lack of
leadership is democratizing their involvement in action and rhetoric.
Art: Art is another strategy of resistance that the post-uprising generation of
women is using, especially in Egypt and Tunisia. In these two countries, young
women are using cultural forms as a means of protest and resistance. They are
using graffiti, (wall) painting, street performance, etc. as mediums of artistic
expression. This fact is corroborated by Nevine El Nossery (2016) who argues
that during the 2010-2011 Arab Spring, Egyptian women used graffiti and street
performances as “urban art” that allowed them to access public space and
express their protests, and calls this use a “parallel revolution” in the sense that
women asserted themselves as “creative agents” in the eyes of a society that still
regards them as “docile” and “passive.” Indeed, art seems to be part of Egyptian
women’s political activism in the post-uprisings period. Through art, many
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youngwomen in this country changed their role “from beauty to power” (Hack
2012, n. page); they used female forms to express future hope and fear. For
example, female mural artists, such as Alaa Awad, depicted the story of the
Egyptian Revolution through Pharaonic motifs: Timeless ancient female icons
of Egyptian history such as Pharaonic queens were painted as dancing figures
amid uncertainties of the Revolution. Other women walked on the street wrapped
in plastic to evoke “modern packaging, Egyptian mummies, and the conformity
of religious veiling” (Hack 2012, n. page).
In Tunisia, works of art that used the revolution as a subject proliferated after
the downfall of the Benali regime.17 While male productions constituted a way
of emulating iconic revolutionary symbols and exploring the complex challenges
that Tunisia was facing, women used art to express the female self in the public
space. In addition, photography exhibits became abundant and music was also
used. Street art (Keskes 2018), especially murals, was a way of reclaiming public
spaces that were still controlled by the government,allowing artists and ordinary
female citizens to express themselves freely for the first time in decades (Galliot
2011). Individual or collective mixed-sex artists, such as the students-run ahl alkahf (People of the Cave), used local revolutionary symbols to produce themes
of the revolution such as the portrait of Mohamed Bouazizi; others used
international (especially Latin American) revolutionary symbols to produce art.
Such productions were well covered up and mediatized. “Through my art, I
today defend the Arab woman, Muslim, artist, veiled and free! What I am, in
fact,” states Oumema Bouasseda (known as Ouma), a 22-year-old Tunisian
woman who weaves her canvas by giving life back to walls, and stairs (Jeune
Afrique 2016). Oumema and other women use Graffiti as a “megaphone” to send
messages tainted with anger, irony, humor, or sometimes poetry, to challenge
passers-by. Many young women, faced with poverty, unemployment, and
corruption still rife today, continue to splash urban walls with expressions of
protest (“Jeune Afrique” 2016). In March and August 2016, young people from
the association “Les Volontaires” (Volunteers) were invited by the Tunisian
National Railway Company (SNCFT) to repaint several subway stations with
the goal of both beautifying the premises and raising environmental awareness.
According to the workshop discussions I conducted, young Egyptian and
Tunisian participants reported that female artists considered their art
“undocumentable” in a linear fashion because of the absence of hierarchy in it.
While resisting being labeled “feminists” or being identified as “only women”,
these new artistsare reported to seek recognition as citizens struggling alongside
men for their right to freedom, dignity, and justice. The workshop debates also
revealed that women’s art in the aftermath of the uprisings is a way of reconciling
with the ancient past. Indeed, while the cultures of North Africa are thousands
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of years old, the post-uprising period brought about a new relationship with this
ancient legacy, a fact that young promoters of the Berber language and culture
support. Art is generally believed to be related to freedom of speech. Informants
from Egypt and Tunisia reported that the censorship under Mubarak and Benali
was being replaced by unprecedented freedom of expression and questions on
how to use this freedom. This last statement may not be totally true for Egypt
today,which is witnessing a backlash on freedom of speech, but in Tunisia the
democratic change seems to be ongoing according to my informants.
A Reading of the New Female Voices
A consideration of the findings I could synthesize from both the answers and
the body language of my informants led me to the conclusion that although most
of my young informants did not self-identify as feminists or gender experts, the
contents of their topics and the nature of their strategies are feminist in the sense
that they both address women-related issues (sexual harassment, gender equality
in inheritance, etc.) and use strategies that promote them as women (e.g. art in
the public space). I would qualify this new generation as transformative, in the
sense that it is recreating new brands of feminism from within North Africa.
Taken together, they constitute new distinctive voices whichdo not fit in the
older feminist paradigms of the region. Some of the characteristics of these new
voices are better appreciated when compared to their predecessors.
Seen against the previous generations of feminist female voices in North
Africa, the emerging feminist female voices seem to be more polyvocal both
horizontally and vertically. Horizontally, the topics addressed by the younger
generation do not have a common core when compared to the earlier demands,
which consistently revolved around the family law. Vertically, the new voices
are not solely urban and highly educated as was the case with their predecessors;
many of them are rural or with a rural background. Likewise, compared to their
elders, who capitalized on university degrees, the new voices may be less
knowledgeable of feminist theory and methodology, but they are more
religiously literate and more pragmatic. Religious literacy was exhibited by
practically all my interviewees. For example, unlike their predecessors, and
regardless of their political and ideological inclinations, my interviewees are
more aware of the history of Islam, the various schools of jurisprudence, and the
various debates on religion, and many of them engage in religious discussions
online.
On the other hand, the younger generation’s topics and strategies point to a
clear desire to transcend the older topics and strategies where lobbying with the
state was central. Their new topics and strategies have been greatly influenced
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by the Arab Spring rhetoric and practices such as leaderless campaigns and the
use of cell phones and social media. The private nature and anonymity of social
media partly explain the individual boldness of the new voices and their lesser
trust in specific leadership, institutions, or loyalty to political alliances. Lack of
leadership and anonymity may be seen as a reaction to the hegemonic language
of traditional political parties where many older-generation feminist women
sought power. By discarding charismatic leadership, the younger women seem
to eschew a search for power and opt instead for a defiance of this power
(Abouelnaga 2016).
With respect to the goals of the emerging messages from the younger
generation, three trends may be discerned: the search for a new social contract
with the state in which the latter ceases to hold monopoly over the timing and
density of gender-based (legal) reform; a desacralization of (political) alliances;
and a destabilization of an internalized patriarchy.
A Search for a New Social Contract
The post-independence social contract between the state and the populations
in North Africa is weakening after the uprisings. The downfall of three state
leaders: Zine al-Abidin Benali in Tunisia, Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, and
Muammar Gaddafi in Libya is the obvious proof. Algeria was spared because of
a decade’s civil war in the 1990s (Hagelstein 2008) and Morocco was spared
because of the promulgation of several gender-based reforms in the first decade
of the twentieth century (Pollock 2013). The weakening of the state in the region
brought about a frontal and direct clash between the long-time marginalized
populations and the institutional authority. For the first time in the history of the
modern state in North Africa, the protests become heavily feminized, not only
during the mobilization phases but also, and meaningfully, afterwards. This
feminization is facing serious challenges but it is persistent. The main challenge
is the rise of religious parties that threaten the hard-won gains of women in the
region.
With this background, it is easy to see that the subtext of the new female
voices is the need to be vigilant and wary of the reversal of progress. Many ofthe
new voices capitalize on the protection of women’s citizenship rights, arguing
that these can be safeguarded only if religion is separated from the state. In
addition, for the new female voices, the search for a new social contract should
include identity. On this particular question, the new voices seek to deconstruct
the principle of homogeneity which resulted in paradoxes like the postindependence marginalization of Berbers in the name of modernity and the postuprisings elevation of the language to the status of official language in the name
of modernity. Feminist Berber NGOs are indeed producing a counter discourse
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of real significance to the new social pact: They confront both Islamic feminists,
whom they accuse of squeezing women’s multiple identities into their religious
identity, and secular feminists, whom they accuse of focusing on urban areas.
Overall, the new female voices seek to push the state to its limits. In so doing,
they are both negotiating and creating new spaces in the North African feminist
rhetoric and movements. They are challenging both religion- and secular-based
feminist agency. These women no longer believe in the strong national
discourses that propagate a fixed image of gender that considers women to be
the symbols of the nation. They are defying nationalism and creating new
subnational identities in the wake of the dramatic fall of Arabism and reinforced
globalization. The new female voices are challenging state power by creating
what may be termed “micropolitics,” that is, merging the private and public with
the personal and political. This is rendered possible by a combination of
leaderless campaigns where individual women work from their own perspectives
and highlight their own specific concerns. It is micropolitics that allowed the
visibility of a multitude of individual concerns that women of the older
generations would hide as “private.” In so doing, the new generation of women
rejects the normative definition of gender (as designed within a legal framework
that the state controls); they are seeking a new political, economic, and legal
order that works for all citizens whatever their concerns.
Creation of Transversal Alliances
As explained previously, the two-decade long ideological debates that
preceded theArab Spring witnessed opposition between two distinct camps: the
secularists and the Islamists. Supporters of one camp were expected to remain
loyal to it and continuously defend themselves against their opponents; the
alliances were “either or” and never “both”. The differences between the two
camps were constantly hammered in the media, conferences, etc. This dichotomy
fortified the state, which played the role of the mediator in cases of tension
between the two camps. However, after the uprisings, a sense of pragmatism and
distance from ideology started to emerge and gradually weaken the principle of
loyal alliance to one particular camp. Through a multitude of voices, topics, and
strategies and the increasing ease of communication, the youth started to reach
out to other youth regardless of their ideological background. This led to the rise
of the Center as a space of conversation across real or fictional borders.
Conslusion: Revisiting the Center
The framework of the Center presented at the beginning of this article may
help us understand the post-Arab Spring development in North Africa as outlined
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in the sections above. These sections have shown that this moment is
characterized by six main findings: young women’s increasing visibility and
heterogeneity, new topics (identity issues, a transnational and virtual view of
legal Islam, and sexual harassment), new strategies (virtual protests, lack of
leadership, and art), a search for a new social contract, the creation of transversal
alliances, and the destabilization of an internalized patriarchy. The proliferation
of these topics and strategies could not have been real without the existence of
the new Center spacewhich attracts young women from various geographical
origins (urban and rural), classes, professions, levels of education, and social
statuses. It is the heterogeneity of these women which makes the concept of the
Center relevant.
Young women’s increasing visibility and heterogeneity has further been
made possible by the shifting nature of the Center and the prominent place of
social media in it. Unlike previous decades, more and more female voices can
access the spaces of authority and make their voices heard. Older hegemonic
rubrics like “women of the Third World” or “Muslim Women” no longer reflect
the new circumstances of the new generations of women in North Africa and no
longer have a place in the Center. The new goals that the younger generation is
fixing for themselves (a new social impact, transversal alliances, and the
destabilization of internalized patriarchy) are new and appealing; they are also
deeply transformative and far-reaching and deserve further research and
scrutiny. These transformative goals callfor novel ways of thinking and
theorizing about feminism and gender in a predominantly young and promising
North Africa.
Endnotes
1

In this article, “North Africa” is used to refer to the following countries on the basis
that they produced robust women’s rights movements: Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, and
Morocco. The last three countries are also referred to as the “Maghrib” (Sadiqi, Nouaira,
Elkhouly and Ennaji 2009).
2
In my upcoming book Daesh (ISIS) Ideology As a Reflection of Gender: An Insider
Perspective, I demonstrate how Daesh ideology instrumentalizes the hard-won
women’s rights to survive.
3
Although both women and men are involved in the instigation and performance of
these changes, I will focus on women in this article.
4
The type of political Islam alluded to here has immediate roots in the ideology of the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood (founded by Hassan al-Banna in 1928). This ideology
saw ups and downs under Nasser’s rule (1956-1970), al-Sadat’s rule (1970-1981), and
Mubarak’s rule (1981-2011).
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5

Berber (Amazigh), the indigenous language of North Africa, became an official
language in Morocco on June 17, 2011 and in Algeria on February 11, 2016.
6
Female literacy was very low in the countries of North Africa on the eve of their
independence (Clancy-Smith 2017). Even today, official statistics of illiteracy among
Moroccan women is almost 60 percent (Larhouasli Marrakchi 2008).
7
Generally speaking, North African societies resist women’s emancipation as they
associate it with women’s will (understood as “distance from the family”), which they
resist while appreciating women’s intelligence, as the latter is perceived as an added
value to the family.
8
Family laws in North Africa are all-encompassing texts that constitute both a subject
of their own and a means of studying other topics such as changing notions of state
authority, individual decision-making, gender practices, family planning, and family
size.
9
The first Tunisian family law (Personal Status Code) abolished polygamy and Tunisia
remains the only country where this practice is punishable by law.
10
In this article, I use “Berber” and “Amazigh” interchangeably.
11
Indeed, women’s participation in labor force in North Africa has decreased between
1990 and 2014 and the average remains 25 percent (see IMF 2017).
12
For example, “karama” (dignity) was invoked as early as 1946 by Akhawat al-Safa
(Sisters of Purity), the first women’s association in Morocco.
13
Women’s movements in North Africa have historically used street protests to demand
rights.
14
Fatima Mernissi participated in some Musawah meetings (Personal Communication,
October 2012).
15
See https://www.hcp.ma/downloads/.
16
See https://afrique.lalibre.be/15359/le-maroc-se-dote-dune-loi-contre-les-violencesfaites-aux-femmes/.
17
An example here is Aicha Hamdi ; see https://fineartamerica.com/profiles/aichahamdi.html.
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Competitions of Ethnographic Authenticity of
Gendered Identities in Egypt
Hania Sholkamy*
The notion of cross-cultural conversations rests upon… (an)
assumption of the fixity and finality of the interlocutors in this
conversation which, even at the hands of serious philosophical
authors, tends to cause reason to degenerate to trite statements on
common maxims of etiquette (Al-Azmeh 2009, 17).

Competitive claims to authenticity have plagued Egyptian discussions of
gender for decades (Hatem 2011, Mostafa 2018). Feminism, the western import,
the straight jacket that shapes its territory, the set of blinkers that blind the wearer
to social realities or to historical processes has been questioned by advocates and
enemies of gender justice. The tension between equality agendas and
authenticity is not new. Scholars and activists who have reflected on this tension
note the fallacy of rendering tradition as a-historical and therefore permanent or
real (Khater and Nelson 1988, Al-Ali 2000). Despite which, the ‘suspicions’ of
gender equality as a tool of cultural and political hegemony persist 1 as does the
debate on authenticity and whose version of equality counts. Gender rights
narratives in academic, policy and research circles have been scrutinized for their
irrelevance to broader publics (Abu-Lughod 2010) or dependence on structures
of power (Abu-Lughod and El Mahdi 2011). El-Mahdi had this to say about
these groups:
And in terms of tactics, these NGOs are focused on lobbying and appealing
to those in power, as opposed to trying to build a grassroots constituency
around their demands and creating pressure from below. Hence, as in most
Arab countries, women's rights became associated with the dictators; the
general populace in Egypt refers to marriage and divorce laws as “Susan”
and “Gehan” laws, in reference to the wives of the last two Egyptian
preside. (Abu-Lughod and El Mahdi 2011, 685)
Abu-Lughod has scrutinized the work of gender rights in Egypt and in Palestine
by illustrating that:
*
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[T]he women’s rights industry creates careers, channels funds, inspires
commitments, gives credibility to new actors, creates and disrupts social
networks, and legitimizes intellectual and political frameworks and ideals.
Women’s rights provide a conduit for foreign intervention and government
involvement in ordering the daily lives of both the middle classes and those
at the margins. Object of struggle among religious institutions and
organizations, women’s rights are also the subject of corporate
sponsorship and adopted as a symbol of modernity. (Abu-Lughod 2010,
33)
The tensions of global ideals and their local practice (or abandonment) are the
apt setting for this paper which discusses the implicit binaries that course through
critical analysis of the story of gender work in Egypt. These dualities of ordinary
and not so ordinary people, of power and people, of global and local, of
indigenous and imported, and of gender or sexuality are the linchpins of
otherwise fluid arrangements. In her critique of the gender rights narrative, AbuLughod proposed an ethnographic analysis of gender rights work that will shed
light on how “[O]rdinary women and girls live their lives at the intersection of
national media and local institutions” (Abu-Lughod 2010, 1). This
recommendation is clearly an entreaty to activists and ethnographers to honour
the obligation to and bias for the ‘common woman’. But it is also a call that
needs definition.2 For example, what is the definition of ordinary and does
ordinary not change? Do these ordinary people exist at a fenced intersection that
is isolated from broader contexts? Is there an intersection where ordinary girls
and women live alone without extraordinary others or ordinary men and boys?
Answering these questions would help those engaged in gender work respond or
take up this invitation.
This paper considers the idea of ethnography as a tool that amplifies a native
voice and so enables a ‘real’ understanding of an idea of gender. The notion that
real justice is an ethnographically knowable construct that is located in a
bounded cultural setting is questioned as is the possibility of ‘fixing’ the native
voice that is legible only when in a natural environment. The paper reflects on
the intersections of ordinary and unusual, of state and society, of global agendas
and their vernacular renditions, to question why many seek to preclude the
political life of gender at the centre/state level and privilege the social life of
rights as practiced in local contexts. Ethnography can trace how the centre works
at the periphery and theorize on the basis of grounded research the dynamics and
directions of these articulations but it needs to be an ethnography that neither
fixes the native nor creates boundaries that signal an essential difference based
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on location, class, and sex. In other words, ethnography, this paper argues, can
undo the impositions of the gender straight-jacket and enable a nuanced
understanding of gender dynamics and experiences if it is not bounded by its
own impositions of what is culture, who is a native and where to find ordinary
people!
The paper looks at examples of recent work on perceptions of the masculine
and the feminine in present-day urban Egypt to argue against these partial and
fragmented accounts of how people discuss gender and how rights are practiced
and perceived. It uses edited transcripts from group conversations to question
both formal policies for gender equality and scholarly commentary on gender.
The analysis argues for social and ethnographic engagement informed by the
agglomeration of identities held by men and women. The paper proposes
resistance to the essentialist notion of the ‘real native’ whether held by
progressive or autocratic interlocutors and proposes situational interpretations
that enable multiple readings and possibilities.
Recent Research on Masculinity and Gender
A small team of researchers from the Social Research Centre at the American
University in Cairo conducted a total of 16 focus group discussions and 20 indepth interviews in four cities in Egypt (Giza, Alexandria, Minya and Dakahliya)
to investigate perceptions and positions on aspects of masculinity and identity.3
The research was commissioned for an international study on masculinity in four
Arab countries (Morocco, Egypt, Lebanon and Palestine) and involved both
quantitative and qualitative research (not ethnographic work). The SRC was
charged with the qualitative research which meant designing this component for
the whole research effort and implementing it in Egypt. Participants for the
FGDs were recruited via local community NGO’s. A write up of the project
objectives and details was shared with 4 community based NGOs and they were
asked to call for volunteers to participate in the group discussions which took
place in the NGO headquarters in mostly lower income neighbourhoods in the
suburbs and peri-urban areas of each location. An informed consent form
approved by the AUC IRB committee was circulated to ensure that each
participant knew that participation is voluntary and that the discussions were for
research purposes only. Contact information for the SRC were shared in case
any participant wanted recourse for action taken concerning the discussion itself
or post discussion concerns
Approximately 160 individuals participated in the 16 group discussions. They
are equally distributed along gender and age categories. The purpose of these
discussions was to better interpret findings from survey of the practices and
choices of almost 2000 men and women concerning gender in general and
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masculinity in particular that had been fielded in the same areas from which
group discussions participants lived. Some of the participants had also taken part
in the survey.
The group discussions were designed to probe into four topics that had been
uncovered by the survey. The topics included the meaning of being a man in
Egypt in the present as compared to times gone by, male physical and mental
health and well being,4 affective relations and the perceived consequences of
recent legal provisions and political practices that favour women on men. The
analysis of these conversations is instructive to this discussion as it provides
meat for thought on how women and men reflect on gender norms and
experiences in ways which are not fixed in a geography and where gender is
discussed in terms of the experiences of both men and women.
Qualitative research has limitations. It is neither rigorous enough to satisfy
statistical standards for representation nor deep and engaged enough to comply
with ethnographic standards of ‘truth’ and meaning (Sholkamy 2006). But these
artificial settings for research do enable ‘natives’ or respondents to represent
themselves in accordance to their own self images and desires. The artificiality
of the research encounter precludes any possibility of fixing people in a cultural
setting but it also means that the broader contexts of class, nation, observer and
observed collide and enable a narrative that is an idealized and perhaps
exaggerated version of self and other.
“El-regoolah” is the term that discussants used to expresses the moral
construction of masculinity. There were three renditions of this term in the
discussions. Each rendition is highly correlated with the age and gender of the
discussants5.
Younger men tended to define el-regoolah as the ability to impose one's
presences, identity or opinion on others. “His word must be followed and he is
the one who is right” is one way a participant described a person who is a Man!
Young women also shared in this view. Older respondents described el-regoolah
as exalted morals, fortitude and forgiveness. They however lamented (as is
typical everywhere in the world when the old evaluate the young and express
nostalgia for the past) the lack of respect and the crass behaviour of the young
men who have lost all sense of propriety and respect for others. They blame this
sorry state of affairs on family upbringing, media and the absence of the state!
A third interpretation of el-regoolah is that it is the traits of courage,
responsibility and fortitude. Women participants expressed this idealized notion
of maleness.
The roles and responsibilities of men were on the whole described as being
supportive of family and of women. Men should be protective, helpful,
57

Competitions of Ethnographic Authenticity

respectful of women and able to provide for their families as well as provide
them with moral guidance. Most importantly and so as to be able to fulfil these
responsibilities, men need a good sound and attentive socialization and
upbringing and most importantly, a job. Families should take care of young boys
and nurture, protect and guide them so that they can become good men who find
employment and are able to, themselves, then support families of their own.
However, it is not only the family that creates a man. Participants fully
recognized the role played by schools, friends, relatives and the media. They all
agreed that the meaning of maleness is not static and that people change
depending on their age, experiences and milieus.
The effect of women on shaping maleness is profound according to most
participants. Some participants believe that when women behave in a brazen way
or dress offensively, this ‘forces’ men to look at them which in turn frustrates
the man and causes problems.6 Some think/believe that when women are in
higher professional positions than men at work, this is embarrassing to the men
in junior positions and may also cause problems.
Some participants lamented women’s work as a cause of imbalance inside the
family. When women work and earn, they undermine their husband’s natural
role as responsible provider. This is the role of men as stipulated in religious
texts and moral practices. Therefor women workers should avoid asserting their
contributions as providers for the family since it is now accepted that a family
cannot survive with one income and that men and women share the burden of
providing. Women’s work is not a problem as long as women do not let their
role as provider seep into the home environment. But many other participants
felt that women do not affect men’s behaviour and that men and women are equal
and should only be differentiated by their abilities, morals and knowledge. These
respondents said that times have changed and families need both couple to
provide and to share responsibilities.
Whereas some participants completely reject the ideal of men sharing or
participating in housework, other see no problem with men taking on household
chores saying that the pressures on women are too much for any one person to
bear alone. Some said that geographical location matters and that gender roles
are dictated by where one lives and how conservative the community is. The
main disadvantages or burdens of being a man have to do with the male provider
role. The difficulty of supporting a family and of finding the resources necessary
to get married weigh heavily on men in society according to the participants.
The discussions on health point to a widely accepted situation of crisis. The
status of men’s health in Egypt was described as serious and critical. As one
participant explained: “Most men now to be able to work need Birsham (pills).
These (the pills) are basic at the beginning of the day. As soon as you start a
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day’s work if you have no pill you do not work. Today some people are really
this dependent”.
Participants blame economic conditions which burden and pressure men
psychologically leading them to smoke and take drugs therefore leading to
physical morbidities such as respiratory diseases, hypertension, and gruelling
lifestyles. Later on in life they develop other diseases such as diabetes and
obesity. Men’s physical health is also affected by pollution (air and water). But
work and social pressures are the main cause of diseases. In many cases, men
have to take more than one job to be able to provide for their families and
dependents, so they get little sleep and in some cases either not enough food
(leading to anaemia), or too much fast food leading to obesity.
The other main factors of influence on men’s health are narcotics and
stimulants. Participants said that the use of these drugs is ubiquitous and that
they are affordable and easy to find, which leads to high rates of utilization and
dependence. When asked to describe the ideal body type or physical features of
men all participants linked physical appearance and physique to age and
socioeconomic status. Poor men cannot afford the luxury of an athletic or wellfed body. In terms of age, the young should strive towards having a strong
muscular body but for the old, a good body is one that is free of diseases and
disabilities.
Ability (qudrah) means fulfilling a man's’ economic role of bread-winner,
parental role of moral guide for children and sexual role as husband. The
inability to fulfil the latter is often due to economic pressures. Inability or agz in
Arabic meant more than impotence. It also means the inability to fulfil a male’s
economic duties. Participants identified a lack of state support for men’s health
and lamented the deficit in male focused curative care and identified drug testing
and awareness campaigns as an urgent need as drugs and stimulants have
destroyed male lives and livelihoods. Many were also troubled by pornography
and considered it a disease that has created male sexual frustration. Some men
said that they feared the pervasiveness of online pornography and its impact on
male morals and even on female modesty. On the whole the subject of sexual
insecurity resounded throughout considerations of male health and ability.
The new laws that have been passed and which instil some legal equality in
society were familiar to most. All participants were aware of laws to reorganize
personal status rights, to criminalize sexual harassment and to give women rights
to mobility and to unilateral divorce or (khol’). Some participants felt that these
changes had undermined men. As one put it:
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Of course these laws have had negative effects. Before women were blind
(oblivious) and her husband was a Si Sayed (a fictional figure from the
Novels of Naguib Mahfouz who was an autocratic patriarch) and she had
to obey his bidding. Now her eyes have opened to every big and small
issue and she can threaten her husband with Khol.
Group discussion participants differed in their opinions but not along gender
lines. For some it is a zero sum game with women’s work and public roles taking
away from male authority and status. For others gender equality and
complementarity are a good and natural norm. There were women who said that
these legal changes had some bad outcomes with one saying that her sister’s
brother said to her during a fight “let the state protect you” as he walked out!
Some men were glad that these rights to unilateral divorce and to mobility had
enabled their own kin (sisters, cousins) to get out of a bad relationship.
Despite the many laws and institutional arrangements that have favoured
women in the past decade, most participants see women’s work as the most
significant factor in instilling gender equality. “Having an independent income
has led to women thinking that they are equal to men and has even made them
neglect their duties such as caring for children”, said one respondent. Some male
participants claimed that there was a ‘crisis in masculinity’ due to women’s
empowerment. Women having economic/earning ability stand up to men and
undermine male prerogatives. Some fear the misuse of these new laws, in
particular the sexual harassment law which can be invoked by women unjustly
to blackmail or punish men. When asked about their own personal experiences
or that of their kin or network with the ramifications of these laws and decrees,
most said that it s the personal status changes that have had most impact.
Convergences and Divergences
Most observers of urban and peri-urban Egypt will recognize the familiar
refrain echoed in these conversations. Anthropologists have worked on men and
masculinity as identity (Ghannam 2002, 2013), as partners in intimate
relationships (Hoodfar 1997), as an issue of crisis (Ammar 2011) and as victims
of sexualized cultural hegemonies (Massad 2007). There are themes of anxiety,
connectedness, conflicts/contradictions, and nostalgia that are easily discernable
in the transcripts and which have appeared in the work of many scholars. Men
are anxious either for themselves or for their loved ones or peers. Deteriorating
health, escalating drug dependency, diminished status and heightened economic
needs are the main features of this anxious world. Women are anxious about men
and their abilities and capabilities. A critic of the used methodology may
(rightly) say that the expressed fears and positions may not be real or enacted.
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Perhaps men would feel differently if questioned in the company of relatives?
Perhaps they say one thing and do another. Perhaps women are less tolerant or
more submissive then they claim. But ethnographies may not be able to capture
truth in any better way. The transcripts show a version of cultural knowledge
that is not informed by a fixed reality but that is conversant with broader
contexts.
Anthropologists of the Middle East have been credited with describing the
private worlds of women in Islamic worlds (Abu-Lughod 1998). Yet perhaps
this theme of separation has been exaggerated as is evident from testimonies that
express connectedness. Maybe men and women inhabit different public spaces
but they jointly negotiate daily life. They have intertwined and complex relations
that effect and transform one another in subtle and pronounced ways. Hoodfar
has shown the inter-relatedness of men and women in her work in urban Cairo
(Hoodfar 1997). Ghannam has described the overlapping circles and circuits
whereby masculinity is negotiated and appropriated (or approximated) also in
Cairo (2013).
Men may have no problem with laws that mandate rights for women but will
be unhappy when these laws detract from their ability to impose their will or
when they effect the outcomes of a conflict by for example forcing a man to
grant a divorce. But they will celebrate these same laws when they favour their
sister or daughter. People may also be conflicted when judging others but
exempting themselves. Thus women’s work is a modern bane but all women
interviewed worked and some men who disdained the work of women had wives
and mothers who worked.
Ultimately the past was where many took refuge and is the space where
relationships worked. Some young women saw progress on issues relating to
women’s formal rights as a great recent gain but even they were nostalgic about
other aspects of the past such as stable families, loving mothers and righteous
protective fathers. In the past women and men were able to resolve their own
problems, live on a pittance, find work and have children without worrying about
economic burdens. While the past is described by some in terms made popular
by films and by television where relationships and daily lives are dramatized
beyond the realm of the possible, others remember a bitter sweet time of fewer
conveniences and fewer worries.
Men and women share common worries concerning economic insecurity.
Fear of economic need seems to be driving women to work and men to drugs.
Economic expectations have the power to conquer loving relationships. Material
conditions are blamed for lost morality and lost respect. These issues are present
in most discussions as women and men filter gender norms through economic
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experiences and expectations and speak of economic hardship, anxieties of
impoverishment and unemployment and of small incomes and big bills.
This reading of a small number of group discussions will worry ethnographers
and critical social researchers who may be dismissive of social research that is
tethered to wobbly epistemological moorings such as group discussions
(Sholkamy 2006). The veracity and value of social facts after all are contingent
on the depth, breadth and length of social engagements. Ethnography, the
prolonged engagement in natural settings relies on native perceptions,
knowledge and theories for its interpretive path.7 Critical scholars immerse
themselves in action guided by the experiences of engaged first hand agents so
as to relay positional and positioned meaning and promote politically informed
understanding. These focus groups do none of that. They at best produce
steadfast aphorisms about gender and relationships well known to many.
Despite lack of depth and immersion these discussions reveal complex,
unstable, and nuanced views on gender that defy unitary or essentialist
interpretations and theories. The transcripts show states of hesitation, of
possibility, of uncertainty, of fluidity and fixity that may escape the tools of the
ethnographer keen to show a core of cultural knowledge and certainty. These
conversations express aspects of a class and public culture ‘buzz’. They repeat
that which is accepted as a public statement of opinion. They may lack depth but
they have breadth. The discussions express locally sanctioned recognition of
what we could call ‘the state of gender’. This middle strata of research does not
provide evidence per se but it does avail directions for interpretation and a space
where the researched agent is free to interact and reflect beyond the boundaries
of locality.
Finding Real People
Critics of gender activism and of state led feminism in Egypt have belittled
the work of state and civil society questioning the relevance of this work to the
lives of ‘real’ women and (Abu-Lughod 2010, Al-Ali 2000, Jad 2008). They
have identified the distance of elites who lead formal gender justice agendas
from the women who are most in need of justice. Jad pointed to the
demobilization of grass-root feminist movements by globally connected gender
organizations thus blaming gender rights agents and their agenda for
undermining grass-root women’s collectives informed by a national liberation
cause in Palestine. Mahmood has also critiqued the relevance of the modernist
agenda and its dislocation from morally guided (and by necessity more
authentic) framings of rights and of justice (Mahmood 2005). Abu-Lughod’s
invitation to engage with the social life of gender rights in an ethnographic
context implies that there is a chasm between the experiences of gender justice
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(or as she describes it “Muslim women’s right”) in the village and the intent of
gender rights agendas in policy circles.8 She suggests an understanding of the
mediation of gender rights through different social networks and technical
instruments (Abu-Lughod 2010, 3). These calls for inversion of the power
structures that govern gender rights and which privilege globalized seemingly ahistorical models of equality and empowerment over the political, historical and
grounded experiences and interests of people (ordinary or not) are important. But
they also invite a methodological concern for the ways in which ethnography is
used as evidence or as a moral and political searchlight that exposes empirical
reality. Are these calls ‘fixing’ the local as a particular local and do they under
theorize the connectivity of various circles of power, influence and change?9
Al-Azmeh (2009) in the opening quote to this article, is questioning the
possibility of cross-cultural conversations because they take for granted that the
conversant parties are fixed and final. Spivak, in an extension of her article 'Can
the Subaltern Speak?' questions the way in which native informants are imagined
as auto-artifacts (without conscious self-reflection) and while identified and
prized, they continue to be without a voice. They speak a dominant language so
as to create evidence, and thus “the figure of the woman disappears not onto a
pristine nothingness but into a violent shuttling that is the displaced figuration of
the third world woman caught between tradition and modernization, culturalism
and development (Bhattacharjee 2001, 1195-7).
An epistemic shift from particularism to wider connected circuits of
experience and of exchanges of ideas would enable a better understanding of
conglomerations of agency and identity. Broadening the scope of gender to
include relationships not just individuals would help analysts understand the
complex ways in which women and men change one another. Adding depth to
place and broadening the scope of the local would help researchers fully
understand and engage with the contexts that shape social experiences. This shift
would problematize the words “ordinary” and “real”. It would bely the idea of
native and of fixed authenticity.
The Many Faces of Agency
Personal Reflections: Early in the morning while looking out of a window
from the apartment that my family built in a small hamlet in Upper Egypt, I
watch the scores of local women dressed in conservative Egyptian fashion
walking out to the main road to catch a ride to the nearby towns where they work
as school teachers, health workers, administrators and state employees. Many
are cousins and relatives. Most are wives and mothers who on their early
afternoon return home will be resuming their roles as home-makers, cultivators,
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wives and mothers. They will milk the cows, bake bread in mud ovens and
support the family economic livelihoods through food processing and multiple
home based activities. They are middle class at work and peasants at home. They
desire to educate their children and marry them off to suitable kin at the earliest
opportunity. They may be trenchant in how they wield administrative power but
deferent at home to husbands and fathers. I wonder if they have one self-image
or two or many.
Young (in Strathern 1981) has critiqued the way of which stereotypes are
sustained in activist and political narratives. The imaginary that creates
standardized relations or assumed structures yields a totalizing gaze that
confirms binaries by making evaluative judgments of formal structures on the
basis of ethnographic evidence. It is banal to note that people are complex and
multi-faceted. Yet ethnography can often serve to fix identity by privileging one
of its manifestations and undermining others. A universal meaning of
womanhood for example is “manufactured” when variant, multiple and
grounded symbolic constructions of gender are occluded or interpreted away by
an ideologically driven anthropology (Strathern 1981).
Perhaps there are crossroads at which a person through choices and actions
negates a facet of their inner self and projects another. But these choices may not
be consistent. A progressive academic working at a privileged institution that is
accessible to students only through fierce competition or for astronomical sums
of tuition is entitled to both her position and her principles. A native of an Assiut
hamlet also has the right to similar contradictions. She may work but hope that
her daughter does not have to. The task of finding the native to negate elites is
confounded by the complexity and connections of life. Recognizing the way in
which women and men are performing variations on the theme of gender enables
a reading of society that is clear of false binaries and premises of dislocation and
social distance. This reading can address the tensions of invoking universalistic
rhetoric (like gender justice) through seeking radical particularity (Calhoun
1995, xxiv–xxv).
Abu-Lughod speaks of multiple registers by which to trace the social life of
rights talk in local settings. She draws attention to national media platforms that
mediate a rights discourse through drama, a “developmentalist discourse’ on
education that projects principles of economic opportunity as grounds for a
principled equality, a religious moral framework that arbitrates gender tensions
and dictates models of behaviour and demeanour and a traditionalist or local
community that proscribes how women and men behave and transact differences
and entitlements (Abu-Lughod 2010, 29–31). But in tracing the enactments and
applications of concepts of rights through distinct networks of socialization,
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communication, inspiration and social organization we also need to permit the
fluidity with which these structures articulate with practices and perceptions. We
need to be wary of the projects of fixing people in moulds circumscribed by
research itself. These boundaries write out men from stories of gender, or project
them as supportive or abusive others. They may dissociate gender as social role
from the underlying sexual intimacies that shape or inform these roles. They may
also create a choice between “ordinary” and “other”, and perhaps even
unintentionally enable or reify circumscribed spaces of localism.
Taking the social practice of rights as an object of ethnographic enquiry
(Goodale 2006 quoted in Abu-Lughod 2010, 32) should not only take us to the
women cast in roles of dire oppression then observed and interviewed so as to
restore or uncover their agency, but also require that we avoid circumscribing
their social, intimate and political worlds in ethnographic straightjackets. We
could also then better trace the articulations of multiple registers and trace the
paths of influences and change beyond the ethnographic present and the
boundaries of places. By so doing we would no longer carve out separate circuits
of influence that separate women’s worlds from policy and development
regimes. These are historically constructed worlds that are mutually constitutive
and are similarly subject to structural conditions. The story of gender and
women’s rights as a historical narrative is pertinent and relevant to gender rights
as social facts. The formal and activist narratives of rights do not author change
but they perhaps create an environment in which change happens. They may be
relevant to a middle arena where change becomes possible and without which
change would not happen. If analysts focus on outcomes and ignore processes
they will fail to see this liminal space where ideas and possibilities percolate.
Women in National Narratives
One of the victories of the transformation of Egypt that began on the 25th of
January in 2011 has been a formal acknowledgement and enactments of gender
rights.10 There are record numbers of cabinet ministers (8) and deputy ministers
(5), senior regulators and administrators, parliamentarians (18% of parliament).
A number of laws and decrees that had been demands of the feminist movement
have also been easily enacted thanks to the strong pro-women political will that
prevails. Laws that criminalize sexual harassment and denial of inheritance have
been passed and the rights gained previously to mobility, unilateral divorce and
child protection have been confirmed. Moreover, there is a strong appetite to
tackle old burdens such as child marriages, rights to inheritance and women’s
access to work and property. Most importantly the Egyptian constitution of 2014
is fully committed to gender equality and to the rights of women.
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In the decades preceding 2011, the calls for gender rights and justice had been
fully adopted by the state but the popular acceptance of these calls was
lukewarm. In 2000 a National Council for women was created by presidential
fiat so as to hold the state accountable to its obligations of gender equality as
mandated
by
international
agreements
and
conventions.
The
governmental/regime appropriation of gender agendas was not without
outcomes. The right to mobility, to unilateral divorce (Khol’), to a longer custody
of children in cases of divorce and to educational guardianship of children were
some of the achievements of this agenda. From a developmental point of view
the council was a success as it had managed to shepherd a number of
internationally recommended policy initiatives that address structural
inequalities but from a political one it became the focus of scorn and hatred as
the phenomenon of state sponsored feminism that the council embodied became
an ever more apparent thorn in the side of Egypt. Figuratively and physically,
the council was burnt down along with the ruling party headquarters in which it
had its main offices by the protestors of January 2011 as its premises were
torched on 28th of January and as the principles of elitism and exclusion upon
which it was built were reviled. The revolution rejected the official face of
gender politics but what of the cause itself?
The dismal 2% representation of women in the parliament dissolved by SCAF
after the constitutional court ruling of the 17th of June 2011, and the threats to
established rights to divorce and custody made by some parliamentarians all
added up to alarm and a sudden realization that revolution and its anticipated
freedoms would not necessarily free women!
A women’s political movement re-emerged to establish the centrality of
gender to social justice in Egypt. Networks of young women with no qualms
about demanding equality and no tolerance for the shy and less abrasive ways of
the past that settled for equity became active and vocal Political parties born after
the 2011 revolution accepted and respected their women’s committees. The
protests against the constitutional amendments of November 2012 were
astounding for their recreation of gender balance first witnessed in Tahrir Square
in January 2011. Women networks raised millions to fund the no vote and to
organize logistical support for demonstrators as well as to act as observers during
the referendum itself. Even the yes vote crowd brought out its women members
to show gender blind support for the president and for the constitution!
The participation of women in the 2013 demonstrations was as significant as
it was in January 2011. Their participation and support has cemented the
perception that women are symbolically and statistically a pro regime group
whose voices have been heard. Needless to say there are women who were
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supportive of the Muslim Brotherhoods and who have been victims of a clampdown.
The mobilization of women in Egypt has not been limited to formal circles.
Mahmood has described the mosque movement in Cairo as a venue for collective
voice and action that enabled women to construct moral worlds in which they
could shape their agency and the society in which they lived (Mahmood 2005).
Religion was more successful in moving women towards collective action and
political participation as well as community service in ways that no other force
or idea could inspire. However? There were women active in the labour
movement, in the human rights world and on the internet who neither were
interested in the formal politics of gender as espoused by the national council for
women, nor were they enchanted by the moral messages of mosque or church
communities. These groups of new feminists were active in countering forms of
harassment and defending the personal rights of young women (Magdy 2017).
The recent past has witnessed a broader engagement with women’s ‘rights’ and
presence in public political arena. Gender work has had more relevance than
perceived or predicted. The manifestation of diverse groups of women and men,
each with different renditions of pathways to gender equality, illustrates that
gender activism beyond religion exists.
There is a disconnect but it is not between ordinary and extraordinary women
or between elites and the masses. The lingering sense of irrelevance of gender
rights to the lives of ‘real’ women is due to the inability of gender elites, whether
religious, formal, activist or progressive, to address the sexual and intimate
worlds of women and men. If there is a disconnect between formal narrative and
lived worlds it may be well described as the inadequacy of gender rights work
in addressing sexual injustices and in understanding how these intimate
connected lives create burdens of inequality and injustice. Islamic activism did
restore the focus of sexuality to gender but in ways that idealized these intimate
worlds and imposed highly structured and disciplined gender roles on the world
of sexual relationships (Mahmood 2005). But the distance between gender as a
set of formal rights and gender as a sexual identity has had limited purchase in
recent gender research. The work of rights is doing well in the world of rights.
But women and men may not see the connection between the rights of gender
equality and the burdens of intimate worlds.
Sex and Gender
Foucault’s conception of sexuality, not as an innate or ‘natural’ aspect of the
body but rather the effect of historically specific power relations, provides a
useful analytical framework for explaining how women’s experience is
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diminished and controlled within certain culturally shaped notions of female
sexuality. The body is a cultural, rather than a ‘natural’ entity. Unlike Freud’s
emphasis on repression, Foucault’s contention has been that specific discursive
practices in which power is always implicated in the structure of desire and
sexuality inform experiences of body, of relationships and of intimacy (Foucault
1984). These practices filter the discourse of gender into everyday life
Scholars working in Egypt and on the Arab world have questioned the
conceptual understanding of sexuality and its articulations with gender11 and
argued for a contextual, political, critical and non-essentialist approach to the
study of power relations as practiced in personal/intimate spaces and
relationships. Mikdashi (2012) has authored a similar argument on how not to
study gender pointing to the uselessness of labels and taken for granted notions
of gender injustices and their causations. She warns against the neglect of
sexuality in understanding gender and of the analysis of evidence to the neglect
of the processes that led to the state of affairs that we call evidence of injustice.
Like Massad (2007), she points to the mistaken assumptions of Orientalist
approaches, which ignore the role of modernity itself in the creation and
consolidation of inequalities. Both Massad and Mikdashi are inviting a
sensitivity of sexuality and of enactments of sexual roles to a gender analysis.
This invitation can be read as a critiques of formal, particularly state led gender
agenda but is also a reminder that the recognition of sexuality as a culturally
constructed discursive practice that defines gender roles in multiple and
conflicting ways may serve to challenge the facile interpretations of ‘evidence’
and necessitate an acceptance of fluidity and uncertainty. This recognition will
also enable us to understand the limitations of gender work not doubt the intents
of its proponents.
The reflections and conversations considered in this text illustrate the
standpoint theory of Dorothy Smith and other feminists in which the “bifurcated
consciousness that recognizes the split between impersonal discourse of power
and the personal realm of concrete relations” operates. Smith described daily life
as a puzzle if viewed from an omniscient point of view that ignores power or
from a particularist vantage whereby the social relations external to peoples
experiences are unaccounted for or ignored. Unmasking the false impersonality
of systems like the state and the economy which appear as though they were
actor-less is vital but so is understanding the ways in which these systems appear
and act in daily life (Smith 1987, Calhoun 1995, 187).
People may like or dislike the narrative of gender rights. They may resort to
or ignore the support afforded by more equitable laws. They may cling to notions
of tradition or prize the clarity of moral strictures on what it means to be male or
female. These are their personal and incontestable rights not just evidence of a
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political stance. The conversations cited in the opening section point to the need
for discerning the ways in which social, political and cultural currents shape
notions of sexuality, of intimate space, of the body and of family. The ecosystem
created by gender and development work provides a context in which these
important aspects of lives are constructed and transacted.
The manner in which political and research work conflates gender and
sexuality can lead to a schism in understanding whereby we imagine that
relationships can be legislated or circumscribed through formal interventions
and laws. It is equally misguided to think that these gender agenda, whether
global or domestic, are not relevant to social life. The inadequacies of the gender
agenda lie not in its origin or networks but in its inability to address the sexual
aspects of gender and the intimate relationships that inform the day to day lives
of women and men. Ethnographic work that engages with the desires, pressures,
resources and identities that shape relationships, can potentially transcend the
limitations of nativism. Grounded, connected and historically informed
ethnography and empirical social research can transcend the limitations of
gender rights but not because it is focused on the ordinary woman in her cultural
space but because it can engage with the intimacies that undergird experiences
of gender.
I have argued that when tracing the social life of gender rights, we need to
account for the social lives of other contending influences on gender. And we
need to free the agents of the local from fixity and localism to enable an
understanding of the broad and fluid circuits of daily, and political lives. In the
middle domain between village and state elites is a world of interpretation in
which gender is shaped by intimacy. Elites and ethnographers may not be able
to capture or analyse this world but they may be able to see their limitations in
terms of this silent space.
The problem with rights work is not that it is distant from real people but
rather that it is disengaged from sexuality. The conversations with men and
women quoted in this article illustrate the degree to which physical ability,
relationships, anxiety and health are important to individual men and women.
These concerns reflect the importance of intimate life and relationships. Rights
work has enabled changes in state and public perceptions of gender rights but it
has had limited effect on the transactions of gender and the sexual and intimate
lives of people in Egypt. These limitations are similar to the shortcomings of
ethnographies where intimacy is ignored. The importance of informed
ethnography is illustrated in the work of Abu-Lughod herself who began
investigating the intimate world of Bedouin women and their expressions of love
and longing (Abu-Lughod 1986). The basis of a critique of gender work needs
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to lie not in the quest for the authentic native but in the appreciation of the inner
worlds of gendered subjectivities.
The world of women has changed in Egypt and many of the items on the
check-lists of formal gender justice have been ticked. This has been the intent of
gender work. The more difficult domain of intimate lives and gendered
relationships however has eluded so far elites and researchers.

Endnotes
1

For example, in Egypt and since the political upheavals that began in 2011, feminist
and rights groups have been doubted as lackeys (Abdelrahman 2004), denigrated by the
popular media as the triggers that began the travails of 2011, and some along with other
human rights activists have been prosecuted for their funding practices.
2
Also see by Abu-Lughod, Lila. 2002. Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving?
Anthropological Reflections on Cultural Relativism and Its Others. American
Anthropologist 104, no. 3: 783–90 and Abu-Lughod, Lila, Fida J. Adely, and Frances
S. Hasso. 2009. Overview: Engaging the Arab Human Development Report 2005 on
Women. International Journal of Middle East Studies 42, no. 1: 59–60.
3
The author is principle investigator of this project which was undertaken as part of a
broader research initiative led by Promundo USA, funded by UNWomen and in
collaboration with Zanaty and associates. The SRC team included Dr. Faten Ali, Dr.
Ramadan Hamed, Mr. Mohamed Hassan and a small number of assistants and
enumerators.
4
Including dependency on tobacco and stimulants, sleep patterns, body ideals, ability
and disability, weight, vulnerability and risks, diseases, health seeking behaviour and
self-care.
5
An informed consent form approved by the AUC IRB committee was circulated to
ensure that each participant knew that participation is voluntary and that the discussions
were for research purposes only. Contact information for the SRC was shared in case
any participant wanted recourse for action taken concerning the discussion itself or post
discussion concerns.
6
Mashakel is a favourite word for many. It means problems but does not indicate a
moral position from these problems.
7
Among the disciplines of cultural production of alterity, anthropology is perhaps the
most important rubric under which the native other was imported to and exported from
social science theory (Calhoun 1995, 125).
8
The concept of ‘Muslim women’s rights’ is problematic as it seems to imply that there
is something called The Muslim Woman. Women’s rights in Islam or according to
Islamic interpretations, scholars, jurists or legal systems would be a term that is less
confounding.
70

Hania Sholkamy

9

For a discussion of the tensions of globalized and localized narratives of gender and
feminism see Mohanty, ChandraTalpade. 2003. Under Western Eyes” Revisited:
Feminist Solidarity through Anticapitalist Struggles. Signs 28, no. 2 (Winter): 499–535.
The University of Chicago Press. Accessed: 12-07-2018 11:25 UTC; Mohanty, Chandra
Talpade. 1986. “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses.”
Boundary 2 12, no. 3: 333–58; and Narayan, Uma. 1997. Dislocating Cultures:
Identities, Traditions, and Third-World Feminism. New York: Routledge.
10
For an account of political rights for women in Egypt see Sika, Nadine and Yasmin
Khodary. 2012. One Step Forward, Two Steps Back? Egyptian Women within the
Confines of Authoritarianism. Journal of International Women’s Studies 13, no. 5: 91–
100.
11
For a discussion of the moral and political constructions of sexuality see: Stoler, Anne.
1995. Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault's History of Sexuality and the
Education of Desire. Duke University Press.
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Writing as Agency:
Can Arab Women’s Post-Revolution Literature
Become a Form of Empowerment?
Rana Elbowety*

Since 2011, the Arab region has been in political turmoil, with Arab women
actively taking part in shaping the uprisings in their countries. Such political
upheaval in the past few years has inevitably led to the emergence of a literature
infused with politics, one that cannot help but partake in the political events that
shape the country from which this literature emerges. Following the 2011
revolutions that swept through North Africa and Syria, several Arab women
writers turned literature into a political arena. The post-revolutionary era in the
Arab region witnessed a surge in Arab women’s writings that engaged with the
ongoing political discourse in their countries. Egyptian, Tunisian, and Syrian
women writers, whose works did not necessarily engage with politics, found
themselves active participants in uprisings that roiled in their countries, leading
them to inevitably explore and revisit their countries’ revolutions in writing, and
to merge the personal with the political. This paper examines three works by
three different Arab women writers who have turned to writing as a medium of
empowerment and agency. By focusing on Judith Butler’s notion of gender
performativity and Hannah Arendt’s concept of agency, the paper explores how
Ahdaf Soueif’s Cairo: My City, Our Revolution (2012), Amel Mokhtar’s
Dukhan al-Qasr (2013), and Samar Yazbek’s A Woman in the Crossfire: Diaries
of the Syrian Revolution (2012) respectively turn writing into a performative act
that empowers Soueif, Mokhtar and Yazbek.
I have chosen to group these three works in particular for several reasons.
First, all three works are written in three different genres: Soueif’s narrative is a
memoir, Mokhtar’s is novel, and Yazbek’s is a diary. The use of multiple genres
by multiple authors serves to highlight that all different forms of writing serve
as a medium that allows these women writers to engage with the national
political discourse in each of their countries respectively and creates space for
engaging with the national political discourse, resisting – at times – the official,
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state-dominated discourse, and producing a different, more personal version of
political events.
The word ‘gender’ invites a barrage of interpretation since it no longer
equates with sex as male or female. Gaining popularity in the 1970s, the term
‘gender’ emerged from under the umbrella of feminist studies in the West.
Shortly after that, it found its way into cultural studies where its definition then
took on new connotations pertaining to society and culture. Gender thus has
become increasingly hard to define, and even hard to translate into languages
where there is no direct linguistic equivalent. This ambiguity in defining the term
extends to ambiguity in interpreting it. Is gender fixed? Is it unchanging in
nature? What constitutes it? It becomes crucial then to understand what the term
‘gender’ means. For Judith Butler, gender is anything but fixed, which is why I
turn to her interpretation of gender as performative in order to examine women’s
writing about revolutions in their countries as a production of performative acts
that make room or carve new space for women to be empowered. To examine
notions of power and agency, particularly in relation to speech, I rely on Hannah
Arendt’s The Human Condition (1958), with particular focus on the chapter
titled ‘Action’. The three texts I examine in this article invite readers to explore
how writing has the potential to carve space for women’s empowerment. Thus,
my aim is to examine the process by which writing becomes an empowering
medium where women, who have little place in the public sphere when it comes
to the national discourse, can contribute to shaping this public sphere and find
their voice. The three accounts of Arab uprisings that I tackle, namely Soueif’s
Cairo: My City, Our Revolution, Mokhtar’s Dukhan al-Qasr (Palace Smoke),
and Yazbek’s A Woman in the Crossfire: Diaries of the Syrian Revolution are
arguably performances that allow these women writers to ‘produce’ a written
discourse that carves space for women’s empowerment.
In the Arab world, there is little to no space for agency. On the ground, for
agency empowerment to occur, there must be space where they can manifest.
And in the reality of Arab women in post-revolutionary North Africa and Syria,
there is little to no space for agency, hence no room for subjectivity to be formed
and articulated. Therefore, empowerment for Arab women entails being allowed
to use their voice and to be included politically and socially. The three texts I
tackle are epitomes of a kind of writing that serves as an appropriate medium for
women to simultaneously document their countries’ uprisings and assert their
agency, with the ultimate goal of empowering themselves. In light of the status
quo in Arab countries in general, and in the case of women in particular, the
medium of writing the political is arguably one of few virtual spaces where such
empowerment can occur.
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In order to examine Judith Butler’s argument that gender is performative, it
is important to first understand the process of subjectivity formation from her
perspective. Butler believes that the “I” is constituted, not situated by theoretical
positions around it. These theoretical positions are the institutional practices that
shape the “I”, whether, or not, this is part of these practices. The “I” does not
preside over these positions; it is rather these theoretical positions that preside
over the “I”. Yet this does not negate the power of the “I”. The stances that an
individual opposes, or excludes, shape that individual. Therefore, position
shapes subjectivity. If one agrees with this conclusion, it is only natural then to
realize that subjectivity is in a constant, ongoing process of formation; for if
subjectivity is determined or fixed, an individual will no longer have agency.
Butler thus argues that “the constituted character of the subject is the very
precondition of its agency” (Butler 1992, 12). Therefore, the subject “is never
fully constituted, but is subjected and produced time and again” (Butler 1992,
13). It is, as Butler calls it, “neither a ground nor a product, but the permanent
possibility of a certain resignifying process” (13). The subject then remains a
permanent possibility, a point towards which one perpetually travels.
Just as subjectivity is constituted and not inherent, and is constantly in motion,
gender is a construct, as Butler explains in her seminal 1990 book Gender
Trouble. To her, gender is one of the more fluid constituents of identity. It is not
fixed, because it entails actions, and is thus quite different from the term ‘sex’
which has purely biological connotations. In one of her more seminal essays,
“Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and
Feminist Theory” (1998), Butler delineates how gender is constituted: “gender
is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts proceed;
rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time – an identity instituted
through a stylized repetition of acts” (519). She explains that gender then is the
way “in which bodily gestures, movements, and enactments of various kinds
constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self” (Butler 1992, 13). Her
argument thus is not whether, or not, we put on a show or a performance; it is
what form that performance will take. This contention thus “is useful in
considering language and actions as ‘effecting/doing’ consequences,” as Butler
argues (qtd. in Mazloum 2015, 208). It is possible then to assert that both actions
and speech contribute to the constitution of identity as a whole, and
subsequently, the constitution of gender identity. Writing thus can be seen as a
natural performative act by Ahdaf Soueif, Amel Mokhtar, and Samar Yazbek in
response to popular uprisings in Egypt, Tunisia, and Syria respectively. It is an
act that has the capacity to carve space for women’s empowerment.
On one level, the act of writing itself is performative, just as gender is to
Butler, in the sense that it is a product of a process that not only requires time to
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complete, but is also repeated consistently or “tenuously constituted in time”,
which echoes Butler’s view of gender identity (1988, 519). Furthermore,
whereas gender is “instituted through a stylized repetition of acts” (Butler 1988,
519; emphasis not mine), writing also is merely a series of stylized repetition of
the act of writing. Writing becomes performative in the sense that it turns to a
virtual space where the writer’s subjectivity is given room to take form. It is a
process that reveals stances, opinions, reflections, and aspirations, and, hence,
contributes to the formation of one’s subjectivity. By taking part in the uprisings
in their countries, Soueif, Mokhtar, and Yazbek have asserted that as women,
their subjectivity continues to change constantly, in their case through the
transition to the political in writing, and that the act these three writers perform,
namely writing and – in the process – empowering themselves, is what constructs
their gender, and not the other way around.
Hannah Arendt argues that “action is constitutive of the individual as an
agent” (Allen 2002, 137). Action is essential to Arendt: “A life without speech
and without action, on the other hand … is literally dead to the world; it has
ceased to be a human life” (1958, 176). For Arendt, “To act, in its most general
sense means to take the initiative, to begin … to set something into motion”
(1958, 177). An individual is what she calls a “beginner,” someone who sets
things in motion. This inevitably establishes a link between action and agency,
and – in turn – subjectivity and identity. “In acting and speaking, men show who
they are, reveal actively their unique personal identities and thus make their
appearance in the human world” (Arendt 1958, 179). As the political sphere
becomes decidedly more male-dominated at times of national crises, women
struggle to find space for them to occupy, hence the turn to writing. ‘Writing a
revolution’ is first and foremost a means of documentation and preservation, but
it has also grown to be a sphere where women can carve space for themselves,
both to participate and to empower themselves. Writing on power in The Human
Condition, Arendt describes it as existing “only in its actualization … [p]ower is
actualized only where word and deed have not parted company … where words
are not used to veil intentions but to disclose reality” (1958, 200).
If we examine the 2011 uprisings for what they were, we would find Arendt’s
definition of power is applicable in full throttle. What brought those uprisings to
life in the first place is the people’s ‘action’, their decision to come together. And
what drove those uprisings forward is the power generated or rather ‘actualized’
– to use Arendt’s terms – when masses took to the streets to protest against their
regimes. Power has been actualized then, and it has been actualized in writing as
well because that writing was used to ‘disclose reality,’ to use Arendt’s words.
Women were active participants, taking to the streets, chanting against corrupt
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regimes, calling for the toppling of presidents. They were essential to maintain
the power generated and needed to topple a country’s leader.
Yet, when the public sphere or the public space began to be gradually
constricted, women found another sphere to continue their resistance, to voice
their thoughts, and to act through writing. As Leo J. Penta puts it, “While it is
apparent and recognized that speech and action form an inseparable pair in
Arendt's work, this same link between speech and power is rarely recognized”
(1996, 211). Here, I interpret the word ‘speech’ in a non-literal sense where it
refers to the use of language in a general manner, be it spoken or written. Spoken
language is a primary form of protest. When an individual voices objection to,
or protests against, one thing or another, they are speaking their mind. Similarly,
when people collectively protest, they take to the street and ‘chant’. Speech thus
is strongly linked to power. However, when one medium of expression closes,
the individual seeks another. In the case of the three women writers I focus on
in this article, writing was the alternative to the spoken word. Thus, through
‘writing the revolution,’ the three women writers in question have invariably
found a medium that empowered them. Writing was the voice they needed to
speak to the rest of the world; it was the action needed for their empowerment.
Leo J. Penta characterizes “the relationship between action and power in Arendt
as correlative rather subsidiary” (1996, 211). Arendt’s notion of power is tied to
action, and action, she argues, is inextricably linked to speech: “Speechless
action … would no longer be action because there would no longer be an actor,
and the actor, the doer of the deeds, is possibly only if he is at the same time the
speaker of words” (Arendt 1958, 178-9). As Amy Allen puts it, “power [for
Arendt] is a condition of possibility for agency … it is [also] a condition of
possibility for subjectivity itself” (2002, 138).
Ahdaf Soueif, a prominent Egyptian novelist as well as a political
commentator, published her 2012 book Cairo: My City, Our Revolution, a
testimony to the first 18 days of the 2011 Egyptian revolution, which culminated
in the ouster of longstanding president Mohamed Hosni Mubarak. Soueif’s novel
is a testimony, closer in nature to a documentary than to a work of literature, or
more specifically of fiction. The work primarily focuses on the city of Cairo, yet
it also explores firsthand the feelings Soueif experienced during those 18 days
as she took to the streets and was a part of the whole that contributed to political
change. By exploring her intimate relationship with Cairo, Soueif conveys to the
reader not only how the events of the revolution unfolded over a period of time,
but how her own engagement in these events manages to merge the personal
with the political. It is a firsthand account of a woman’s involvement in the
political scene in Tahrir square as it unraveled.
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On the other hand, Amel Mokhtar’s Dukhan al-Qasr is not a testimony so
much as a novel infused with personal autobiographical entries in the authorial
voice. For example, she starts one entry with a direct statement saying: “I, the
writer Amel Mokhtar, …” (my translation) and then she proceeds to spill her
stream of thoughts on paper. Thus, the fictional part of the narrative intertwines
with such autobiographical entries. The novel revolves around the buildup of
events in several parallel plots which have different narrators, with a fascinating
and unusual interaction in the middle between the novelist and her characters
who stage a sit-in to demand that she pays attention to them as figments of her
creation. Unlike Soueif, who has for years been engaged in the political scene in
Egypt although she lived in the UK, Mokhtar’s body of literary works did not
touch upon politics at all before she wrote Dukhan al-Qasr. The novel thus acts
as an insight into the inner workings of Mokhtar’s mind during the days leading
up to the Tunisian uprising against former president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali.
Mokhtar’s decision to delve into politics subverts expectations and highlights
the then-felt need for shattering gender norms; thus asserting once more that
gender is not inherent, that it is made up of an individual’s acts, which in turn
consolidates Butler’s argument on performativity of gender and, in the process,
illustrates the capacity of writing to create space for empowerment.
Samar Yazbek’s A Woman in the Crossfire: Diaries of the Syrian Revolution
is primarily a diary comprised of reflections on her experiences amid four
turbulent months in 2011 during Syria’s uprising against Bashar al-Assad’s
regime. The book takes the reader through a journey of Yazbek and her
daughter’s struggle to survive as her sense of insecurity gradually surmounts
after she attracts the regime’s unwanted attention for her political activism and
outspokenness. Yazbek’s occupation as a journalist gives her an excellent
vantage point to write entries that are not only poetic, but also solidly journalistic
as they provide a remarkable viewpoint of the Syrian uprising as it began.
Soueif is a novelist, but Cairo: My City, Our Revolution is not a novel.
“Before 2011, Soueif’s novels, like other Egyptian writers, reflected the
overlapping preoccupation with feminist, social and national issues” (Mazloum
2015, 212). What is different in Cairo: My City, Our Revolution, which is more
of an account of Cairo and the 2011 revolution than a novel, is the political
dimension. Unlike earlier works where dislocation was a feature, this work,
which merges the documentary and the literary, focuses solely on Cairo from
two angles: a personal narrative exploring the memory and a collective one
exploring the shared experience of people during the first 18 days of the 2011
revolution that ousted former president Hosni Mubarak. The city is reclaimed
through the eyes of Soueif, who at once merges the personal with the political.
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It is her city that she talks about; hers in the sense that we as readers get to see
Cairo as remembered through her personal stream of memories. Yet it is our
revolution [the Egyptians’ revolution], with an emphasis on the collective
political experience. The act of writing itself is a form of documenting the Cairo
of January and February 2011, and of preserving and protecting it from loss and
mutation. As Mazloum illustrates: “It is also interesting to note that when Soueif
writes about the January revolution, she writes a memoir rather than a novel
where her ‘I’ is completely reintegrated with a newly regained Egyptian
collective” (Mazloum 2015, 213). By “writing the revolution,” by using memoir
as a particular form of writing that merges the autobiographical and the
documentary, Soueif is warding off collective forgetfulness and ensuring the
preservation of a text that can counter – through its capacity to paint the Cairo
of early 2011 – potential mutations by the state, or the hegemonic power in play.
One of the ways in which subjectivity is enunciated in the text is the
interchange between the ‘I’ and the ‘we’. From the very first pages, Soueif
introduces the reader to Cairo and to the early events of those first 18 days by
demonstrating her involvement in the events. Yet the entries in the text
constantly alternate between personal memories of her own childhood and life
in Cairo and the events that occurred during those 18 days. It is important to note
that while Soueif does not assert women’s role in a straightforward manner in
her text, she constantly refers to unity beyond the use of the pronoun ‘we’. Her
narration demonstrates a sense of cohesion among the protesters. The act of
writing to reclaim the city and the revolution is a statement not only of Soueif’s,
but of all women’s part in shaping this event. And though it is a documentary
account written from a personal angle, it transcends the boundaries of the
personal and acts as a testament, first, to women’s role in the events that changed
their country, and, second, to the capacity of the act of writing such a text to
become a tool to empower.
Soueif demonstrates the capacity of writing to become a constituent of gender
performativity in her “stylized repetition” of the act itself (Butler 1988, 519;
emphasis not mine), particularly because she not only published Cairo: My City,
Our Revolution in 2012, but because she followed it with Cairo: Memoir of a
City Transformed, in which she looks back on how the 2011 revolution
transformed the city. The latter book also alternates between her own personal
memories of the city from her childhood and ends with her focus on several shifts
and turns that Cairo witnessed in its post-revolution years. Revisiting this Cairo
highlights how Soueif’s own gender identity is constituted in time as much as
her act of writing indicates that gender is constituted in time. Soueif’s act of
taking part in and documenting, then revisiting, the revolution in writing also
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demonstrates Arendt’s notion of actualized power which entails a merger
between “word and deed,” as Arendt puts it (1958, 200).
It is perhaps what Sherine Mazloum refers to as “Soueif’s interstitial position
as a [woman] writer who has access to both western and eastern cultures” that
propelled her to ‘act’ (2015, 212). After her participation in protests that took
place in the first 18 days of the revolution, Soueif opted for writing her memoir
and had it published in early 2012. When demonstrations dwindled due to
crackdowns, arrests, forced disappearances, and the dangers of taking to the
streets, Soueif used her position as a woman writer to document the revolution
in writing. When the public sphere almost shut down, the alternative that opened
up was writing. Accordingly, it is crucial to note the timing of the publication of
the text, especially that Soueif acknowledges in an interview that her publisher
asked her to write something on Cairo sometime before the revolution; so, it was
in fact a commission. It was published in early 2012, right in the heart of the
formation of a counter-revolution. Sameh Naguib writes, “After the Muslim
Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party won the 2012 elections and began
implementing Islamist policies, the army was forced to step in again to prevent
the country from backsliding into authoritarianism” (2016, n. page).
For Soueif to have her text published in the middle of the counter-revolution
is a means of grounding and documenting the events of those 18 days in the
collective memory: “Insofar as one’s identity as an actor is only fully realized in
and through action in the public, political realm, and the public political realm is
constituted by power, it turns out that, for Arendt, power is a condition for the
possibility of (the full achievement of) agency” (Allen 2002, 138). It can thus be
argued that publishing the manuscript amid Egypt’s counter-revolution is one
form of communicative power that allows Soueif to claim agency as a woman.
Soueif’s continuous use of the pronoun ‘we’ reflects and consolidates an image
of unity and cohesion in the national fabric. The significance of this type of
writing stems not only from the fact that it preserves and perpetrates an image
of Cairenes (and implicitly of all Egyptians) as they were in 2011, which in turn
ensures that no matter how reality changes in coming months and years, but that
this image will remain unchanged, which asserts how Soueif has carved space
where she can immortalize the revolution and, in the process, emphasize her
capacity to assert her agency.
Tunisia was the first Arab country that “protested against corruption, poverty,
and political repression and forced [Tunisian] Pres. Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali to
step down in January 2011” in what was dubbed the Jasmine Revolution
(“Jasmine Revolution: Tunisian History”, n. page, para. 1). Tunisians revolted
against political corruption and oppression, and women were a major force in
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that revolt. When the country was in the grip of Islamist rule after the hopeful
period that followed the ouster of Ben Ali, many women grew “anxious
regarding the present and future status of women’s rights under Islamist rule”
(Mamelouk 2015, 103). It is no wonder then that Mokhtar’s novel is indicative
of the author’s shift to the political. Mokhtar started writing her novel in
September 2010 and had to pause for several months when the revolution
erupted. Yet oddly enough, in an interview with Mokhtar, she explained that
incorporating politics into the novel was not a choice, that she was, in a way,
‘coerced’ into it as she started writing the novel months before the Tunisian
revolution erupted on January 14, 2011. In an interview with her, Mokhtar said
she did not choose to write about the revolution, and if she had been given a
choice, she would not have done it. She added that she got involved in writing
this novel, which was like a dish she had started cooking and had to finish (“Alriwa’iyya Amel Mokhtar”, para. 4). The word ‘coerced’ here is used to imply
that Mokhtar found – after the revolution – that she could not help but write
about the revolution, make room for it in her narrative. The novel then probably
would have never infused the literary with the political, were it not for the
revolution. This allows readers to grasp not only the impact of the revolution on
Mokhtar’s writing as a woman, but on her choice to bring politics into her writing
as a means of empowerment through writing as a performative act.
The novel, published in 2013, revolves around several main characters who
tell their own stories. Each narrator comes from a different socio-economic class,
with an emphasis on the only female narrator among them, Nour al-Katib, who
happens to be a journalist. Later, when the author encroaches on the literary
space (the characters’ space) by writing in the first person her thoughts and fears
for the future of the Tunisian revolution, the characters protest against her
interruption of their narrative. In a chapter titled “Mahdi’s sit-in”, the characters
decide to hold an “i’tisam,” a sit-in, to protest against this interruption: “What is
that? I try to write, but the letters won’t merge together … I wanted to make
room for Mahdi, Nour’s son, to speak to us about his worlds and the worlds of
his young friends and their relation to the revolution” (Mokhtar 2013, 103; my
translation). As Mokhtar finds she cannot write, Mahdi uses this opportunity to
his advantage and the following words appear on her computer screen: “I’ve
used the time you were busy rearranging events to ask you calmly to make room
for me to talk. You have oppressed my character and prevented me from talking
through all those pages. Give me this chance now or I will shut up forever and
will never speak for you again” (Mokhtar 2013, 103-4; my translation). When
Mokhtar reconsiders her choice of Mahdi’s character, Mahdi adds:

82

Rana Elbowety

“Why don’t you, my madam the writer, use rubber bullets like Hamadi
Jibali’s government did with demonstrators in [the town of] Siliana? What
is the difference between you and that fascist government that does not
understand dialogue? Just like that, you think of replacing me with another
character? Why didn’t you think of initiating dialogue with me? Why do
you continue to oppress me and I only asked for the right to speak?” (2013,
104; my translation).
What is noteworthy here is that Mahdi’s words are reminiscent of the Tunisians’
revolt against Ben Ali’s regime. Mokhtar is exercising her role as a writer to
voice her people’s thoughts through Mahdi, who, as a character supposedly
under the complete control of Mokhtar, the author, resists and asks for his
requests to be heard, echoing what Tunisians have asked of their government.
Like Mahdi, Tunisians do not want to be subdued, their voice remaining unheard.
Mahdi becomes a symbol for all Tunisians as they seek liberation from the state
of voicelessness they have endured. In the end, Mokhtar chooses to listen to her
characters and responds to their political protest positively (Mamelouk 2015,
110).
While all characters are the product of Mokhtar’s literary imagination,
Mokhtar seems to be using Nour’s character in particular as a mouthpiece for
herself, allowing her room for voicing thoughts and concerns, political and
otherwise, in a work that is purely literary in nature. She empowers Nour in more
ways than one: First, she allocates her a relatively large space in the novel,
compared to other characters. Second, she empowers her by depicting her as a
journalist. It is interesting here to note that the writer gave her only female
character a job that is based on writing, and not just any writing, but journalistic
writing in particular (which entails owning a sense of curiosity, a love for
investigation, and a mind that always questions and seeks to find the truth).
Thirdly, she empowers her on the level of the domestic household when she has
her stand up to her abusive husband. This type of empowerment is not merely a
sign of strength; it is a demonstration of the need to shatter gender stereotypes,
a move to reinstate woman as equal to man, as an individual on par with her male
counterpart.
In an interview with Douja Mamelouk, Mokhtar says: “I do not accept that
Tunisia should develop into a massive prison surrounded by fallacies and
Wahhabi religious thinking that threaten to destroy the accomplishments Tunisia
has achieved during half a century as a modern Arab Muslim republic” (qtd. in
Mamelouk 2015, 100). This embodies a shift from political silence to political
articulation; the utterance is not merely a statement, rather it is a performance,
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one that gives voice to women’s fears regarding their rights under the then-new
regime which succeeded Ben Ali’s rule. In the novel itself, the last line sees Nour
– whom Mokhtar uses as her mouthpiece – uttering the following with pride: “I
am a Tunisian woman” (Mokhtar 2013, 179; my translation). In choosing to end
her novel with these words, it is important to note the emphasis on the word
‘woman’, hence on gender. It is not just that Nour/Mokhtar asserts her
nationality as a Tunisian; it is this articulation of gender and this pride in the
enunciation that turn writing into an act of empowerment.
In the words of Douja Mamelouk, Mokhtar has switched “from political
silence to political engagement” (Mamelouk 2015, 100). Her engagement with
politics in her narrative through her main characters and her own voice as the
author and through infusing the narrative with political statements is a
performative act that makes room for Mokhtar to highlight women’s role in postrevolutionary Tunisia and, actively seeks to assert their presence in the political
arena: “Mokhtar has shifted in her writings from discussing the social sexual
taboos of Tunisia before the Revolution to revealing the innovative political
spaces born after the Revolution” (Mamelouk 2015, 114). As the novel marks
Mokhtar’s shift to the inclusion of politics into her writing, it brings to mind
Arendt’s notion of power as a condition for agency. Thus, the act of writing the
novel can be seen as a tool for empowerment by asserting its author’s agency.
At one point in the narrative, during one of her autobiographical entries,
Mokhtar, in her capacity as the author, writes that her own self-censorship
“shackles the act of freedom which must accompany the act of writing”
(Mokhtar 2013, 55; my emphasis; my translation). Mokhtar confesses that her
self-censorship may have been a response to her fear that the novel would not be
published or circulated: “Perhaps my self-censorship stemmed from the depths
of my fear that the novel would be prohibited from circulation, and I launched
myself into writing it with a mad desire to find fresh air to breathe amid the
suffocation most Tunisians and I had lived in for years” (Mokhtar 2013, 56; my
translation). Here Mokhtar reveals the solid link between the sense of suffocation
she and Tunisians at large experienced, and the resulting resolve to write as a
means of freeing oneself and creating a venue for self-expression. Thus, writing
fulfills Arendt’s condition of power, enabling Mokhtar to have agency.
Samar Yazbek’s A Woman in the Crossfire: Diaries of the Syrian Revolution
(2012), presents itself as a log or diaries that chronicle events that came to occur
in Syria between March 2011 and July 2011, as seen through the eyes of Yazbek
herself: a journalist, an emerging writer, a feminist, and a cultural activist who
voiced opposition to Bashar al-Assad’s regime and took part in the 2011 Syrian
uprising. As Roger Bromley writes, “Apart from ending the culture of fear,
overcoming humiliation and restoring dignity, the Arab Spring initially also
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opened up spaces and time for narrative, enabling and empowering cultural
forms to be recovered, restored and, of course, invented, with writers once more
being able to renew their function of narrating the truth to power” (2013, 223).
In the book’s Foreword, Rafik Schami – a Syrian author, storyteller, and critic
– makes several references to two actions that Yazbek did: active participation,
and documentation. His foreword highlights the connection between the two
actions, with an emphasis on the “active” role Yazbek played:
“For one hundred days, the Syrian writer and filmmaker documented the
revolution in her country – up close and personal. Not only that: she
actively took part in it. And whenever the situation allowed it she wrote
down what she had experienced in the hours and days before, what she felt
and thought; all in impressive, powerful language.” (2013, vi; my
emphasis)
Schami’s choice of words sheds light on a link between an individual’s
experience, or action, on the one hand, and the act of writing or documentation
on the other. Yazbek’s active participation in the revolution, her stance as an
“active witness” as Schami calls her, has not only been mirrored in her writing;
it seems that writing was, for Yazbek, the continuation of that action.
As a woman, Yazbek came from a respected, well-to-do Alawite family in
Jableh, Syria. According to Schami, “Her family, and the connections they
afforded her, allowed her a degree of freedom not enjoyed by others but she was
not blinded by it” (Schami 2013, vii). To her family, Yazbek became a
disappointment when she decided to “declare her solidarity for Syria’s
oppressed” (Schami 2013, vii). And well before the Syrian revolution began,
Yazbek had already joined the protest movement and positioned herself as an
oppositionist to Assad’s regime. Yazbek is conscious of her role as a writer:
“Somebody has to smash the narrative of this criminal regime with the truth of
the revolution. This is a revolution and not a sectarian war, and my voice as a
writer and a journalist must come out in support of the uprising, no matter what
the cost” (Yazbek 2012, 230). Her narrative at once captures the public and
private struggle of her people and herself. Her choice of the title ‘A Woman in
the Crossfire’ points literally and figuratively to her being caught in the crossfire
(Bromley 2013, 228). At points, she refers to herself as living in “a real-life
novel” and illustrates how “writing toughens [her] up against the hardships of
life” (Yazbek 2012, 90).
While Yazbek’s book is an attempt to come to terms with the brutality of the
regime, it is also her way of resisting the official narrative. By documenting the
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unraveling of the revolution against Asaad’s regime, Yazbek offers insight into
the stance of the opposition and at the same time asserts her agency through the
act of writing. In the last entry in the book, Yazbek states her resolve to turn
these diaries into a book: “Writing these last words I resolve not to return to these
pages until I can turn my diary into a book. I’d never be able to do that in Syria;
if I could, I would just stay” (2012, 258). It is as though by documenting and
highlighting what she and other figures of opposition have been through during
the first four months of the Syrian uprising, she recognizes the latent power that
publishing has not only in giving voice to her people, but, by extension,
empowering her and all Syrians. On Soueif and Yazbek together, Bromley writes
that “what they produce is a narrative memory, storying the present and
encoding a potential future: imprinting and scripting publicly available signs,
symbols and scenes supplemented by the subjective category of the witnessing
activist” (2013, 223; emphasis not mine).
Combining Butler’s understanding of gender as performative and Arendt’s
focus of the relationship between power, agency, and speech, it becomes clear
that writing as a performative act is a means of gaining power. The act of
documenting what she and others have endured proves that Yazbek is a
‘beginner’, which is Arendt’s word to describe someone who sets things in
motion. Accordingly, Yazbek sets things in motion, or becomes a ‘beginner’,
when she decides to write, and later publish, her manuscript. As Arendt
demonstrates, “[i]n acting and speaking, men show who they are, reveal actively
their unique personal identities” (1958, 179). The connection Arendt makes
between action/speech and identity being on display serves to highlight how
gender identity is constructed based on actions. In Yazbek’s case, the decision
to document the revolution and the hazards many Syrians suffered, and later to
publish what she has written or compiled, has contributed to the construction of
her gender identity, allowing her a space to voice her experience and, thus, to
empower herself.
The works are examined as spaces of enunciation where the three women
writers engage in a performance, namely writing, that renegotiates their
subjectivity and casts them as active participants in the political scene in their
countries. Whereas Soueif is more fixated on this unity or merger between the
personal and the collective, Mokhtar signals the transition of political silence to
political articulation, while Yazbek’s ultimate goal is to document events and
capture the voice of the opposition as a means of empowering both herself and
her people. The paper traces instances where the women writers assert their shift
towards the political in writing, consolidating the view that gender is constructed
through writing as a performative act in the post-2011 era, and ultimately
asserting their role as active agents who not only advocate change in the region,
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but highlight women’s capacity to break away from the domestic sphere and
participate in the public and political spheres. This goes to show the capacity
writing has at certain, defining moments; a capacity to be explored and used as
a medium for women’s empowerment. Allowing a space for the formation of
subjectivity ensures agency which in turn ensures empowerment. ‘If there is no
space for subjectivity’ is then a synonym for ‘no room for empowerment’. Thus,
the act of ‘writing the revolution’, of documenting it, is ultimately an act of
empowerment on an individual level and on a more collective one.
By resorting to writing, Soueif, Mokhtar, and Yazbek have sought
empowerment through writing as an extension of the power they experienced as
part of the collective uprisings in Egypt, Tunisia, and Syria respectively. When
the public sphere began to shrink, with crackdowns on the opposition
movements and the limits imposed on freedom of expression (particularly the
restrictions on mass gatherings and the dangers they entailed), they sought to
recreate the agency they were granted through the shared experience of revolt
with their people through using writing as a means of resistance and
empowerment. Simultaneously, the three writers have asserted their agency, and
by extension their subjectivity, as women who can play a key role in contributing
to the public sphere and asserting their agency, all while documenting their
countries’ revolts away from both the official state narrative and the maledominated narrative. The turn to ‘writing the revolution’ has thus opened up a
new sphere for self-expression, agency, and empowerment for women in
countries that sought to oppress their people and suppress the voice of resistance.
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A Socio-Narrative Analysis of News Websites’ Ideologies
Reflected in the Use of Translated Excerpts from
Arab Female Refugees’ Testimonies
Sama Dawood Salman*
Introduction
The contemporary crisis of Arab refugees has been extensively covered by
online press. Palestinian, Iraqi, Syrian and Libyan migrants have become a prime
focus for many online news outlets. Amnesty International (AI) is one of the
organizations that give undivided attention to refugee problems as part of its
focus on putting an end to abuses of human rights. In 2016, the organization
interviewed 40 Syrian and Iraqi female refugees to spotlight their suffering
during their journey from their conflict-hit countries to Europe. Besides the
danger of crossing the sea on unsafe and often fatal boats, these women face
risks in the transit camps. They become subject to assaults and violence by
human traffickers, stranger men on the same journey, and even security guards.
Parts of the interviews with these refugees were quoted in an Arabic report
released by the AI in an attempt to garner support from the international
community, and urge governments to implement policies to protect this
marginalized group. Once released, the report became first page news on various
media websites. Some of the testimonies mentioned in the report were included
in the posted articles, while others were excluded. This selective appropriation
has helped agencies circulate the narrative that goes in line with their policies
and interests. The present paper analyzes the way the translated statements of
Arab female refugees are framed by a selected number of websites from a socionarrative perspective. The analysis is intended to show how translation can assist
news agencies promote for their desired narratives.
The application of narrative theory in translation studies has been initiated by
Baker in her book Translation and Conflict: A Narrative Account (2006). Since
then, the approach has attracted the attention of many scholars of Translation
Studies, including Harding (2012). Inspired by Baker’s (2006) approach of how
narrative theory can be used to analyze translations and believing that a
sociological approach is complementary to the narrative construction and
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interpretation, Harding (2012, 295) has developed the socio-narrative theory in
translation. She proposes an intra-textual model to analyze translations in a way
that links texts to the dimensions of time and place as well as to the issues of
authority and power (303). Translation analysis, according to Harding’s theory,
goes beyond judging word choices and explores the relation between the
translated text and its societal context.
This study applies Harding’s socio-narrative theory (2012) to the analysis of
how translated excerpts from one source text are incorporated into five news
stories covering the same event. The analysis aims to reveal how women’s
voices are manipulated by the producers of the articles to promote for the
narratives that serve the interests of the news agencies they represent.
Research Questions and Hypothesis
This study attempts to answer the following question: What does a socionarrative intra-textual analytical approach reveal about the way online press reconstruct the narratives of Iraqi and Syrian female refugees interviewed by
Amnesty International? The study hypothesizes that narrators (writers/transeditors) of the selected online articles use the testimonies of the female refugees
to serve their agencies’ political purposes.
Literature Review
Ever since Baker (2006) initiated the analytical approach of looking at media
translations as stories mediated by translators, researchers have made
considerable headway on applying the narrative theory to translation analysis.
Various studies have been conducted to demonstrate how translators use certain
strategies to undermine or accentuate parts of the story they are translating. One
source of examples that Baker has used to apply narrative theory is that of the
Middle East Media Research Institute (MEMRI) where translators mange to
frame events in a way that differs from the way they are narrated in the original
text through features of temporality, relationality, causal employment and
selective appropriation (Baker 2006, 51-70).
This review lists a number of relevant studies that tackle the issue of
translation as re-narration in an English-Arabic context. Since the present study
adopts a socio-narrative approach, the review covers a number of studies that
have applied narratology and/or sociology to the analysis of translation in order
to highlight the link between the three disciplines. To begin with, Bazzi (2009,
20) investigates the way Al-Manar TV, Hezbullah-affiliated channel, translated
a number of news released by the French Press Agency. She illustrates how, for
example, a term such as Palestinian suicide bombers is translated as martyrs to
suit the ideology of the channel. Thawabteh (2012, 167) examines video clips of
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Palestinian people narrating the events that followed the Israeli occupation of
Palestine in 1948. He himself translates the narrations into English to show how
important it is for translators to give up neutrality when translating into a culture
with a conflicting ideology. He emphasizes that translators need to assume their
role as active participants in forming reality.
Baker (2014, 167) points out that every story undergoes a stage of selective
appropriation when story narrators filter out details to promote the ideology of
the institutions they belong to. Along the same line, Jahanshahi and Pedram
(2015, 881) analyze the way a given event is covered by four different news
agencies: Al-Jazeera, BBC, PressTV and IRIB News. They come to the
conclusion that each of the selected news agencies narrates the event in a way
that reflects its editorial policy. By contrast, Jaber (2016, 79) examines over three
hundred articles published by The Guardian and The New York Times on the
humanitarian disaster in Syria within the framework of Baker’s approach. The
analysis focuses on the translation of embedded quotations by Syrian eyewitnesses. His findings show that the two newspapers are committed to
translation ethics and represented the narratives of the eye-witnesses objectively
and fairly.
Moreover, some relatively recent studies look at translation as both renarration and a social system that shapes reality. Such attempts draw heavily on
the works of Sociology theorists such as Latour (2005) and Luhmann’s (2006).
Inghilleri (2011, 282) points out that the main contribution of Sociology to
Translation Studies is that it encourages looking at translators as visible actors
whose linguistic choices result from their interaction with the social system.
Qun-xing (2016, 148) maintains that the importance of socio-narrative approach
to translation is that it shows the key role that translators play in the society
through the narratives their translations help to circulate.
Theoretical Underpinnings
Harding’s Theory: The Interplay between Sociology, Narratology, and
Translation
Harding’s (2012) work is largely drawn from the approach suggested by
Baker (2006) of how narrative theory can be applied to Translation Studies. She,
however, has contributed to that approach to come up with what she calls “socionarrative theory”. This section discusses four aspects of Baker’s (2006) approach
that have been developed by Harding (2012) to form the basis of her suggested
intra-textual model of analyzing translation.
The first contribution Harding has made is related to narratives typology.
Baker (2006, 28–39) differentiates between four types of narratives. The first
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type is called ontological or personal narratives, which refer to our own stories
about our position in the world. The second type is termed public narratives,
which are defined as stories that are circulated by institutions rather than
individuals. Disciplinary narratives are the stories that researchers elaborate
about their fields of specialty; and, finally, meta-narratives are these stories we
tell about our role in history and the age we are living in.
Believing that there is a need for distinguishing between personal narratives
and the other three types, Harding (2012) suggests a two-category narrative
typology: personal narratives and shared or collective narratives. Similar to the
definition suggested by Baker (2006), Harding defines personal narratives as
stories that people build about themselves. Shared or collective narratives, on the
other hand, are stories that are created “collectively by the collective” either
through agreement or forcibly. This type of collective narratives includes
Baker’s three types: public, disciplinary, and meta-narratives. Moreover,
Harding suggests calling public narratives “societal” since the narratives that are
circulated among members of a given institution may or may not be
communicated to the public. She also prefers calling disciplinary narratives
“theoretical” as this new name refers more broadly to the abstract terms used to
describe events, not only narratives that are common between people of the same
profession. Harding adds a fourth type; namely, “local narratives” which are
stories related to certain incidents that happen in a certain location within a
certain time framework. These four types of shared or collective narratives are
placed on a particular-general continuum to reflect the interrelation and
interaction between them and the clear-cut difference between local and metanarratives, which are at the opposite ends of the continuum (Harding 2012, 292294).
The second contribution Harding makes to Baker’s approach is linking it with
a sociological perspective. She backs her argument through discussing the
concepts of text, fabula and story, to show the relation between the two
approaches. Harding (2012, 296) adopts Bal’s (2009, 57) definitions that view
text as a set of linguistic symbols termed “primary narrative”; fabula as a series
of events that affect or are affected by players at a certain time and place; and
story as the way these events are related to each other temporally and spatially.
Harding (2012, 132) maintains that to structure a news story, the narrator (a
writer/trans-editor) makes use of two main elements. The first one is
“retroversions” which refer to insertions of events from other narrators into the
primary narrative text. These fall into two types: external retroversions that occur
when a narrator intentionally makes reference to events that happened before the
primary narrative, and internal retroversions which are related to the case when
the narrator mentions events that happened within the time frame of the primary
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narrative. The other element that narrators may resort to in order to create their
stories is the “actor”. That is, the narrator may highlight the role of given
characters and picture them in a certain way such as heroes or victims. Another
contribution made by Harding (2012, 302) to the narrative approach is the clear
distinction she draws between narrators and temporary narrators who assume the
role of narrators for a while. Temporary narrators include authorities, experts,
and eye-witnesses who are selected by narrators to build the primary narrative
text.
These concepts and terms are discussed by Harding to pave the way for her
intra-textual analysis model. The model’s main advantage, according to her, is
that it does not deal with the primary narrative text as a whole, but rather as a
structure that could be broken into different types of texts. Every prime narrative
text consists of non-narrative material (e.g. statements, quotations, testimonies),
and narrative material (e.g. facts, figures, events) that could be either taking
place at the same time span of the primary narrative text (synchronal) or
happening before it (anachronic). Harding subdivides the synchronal material
according to place. Thus, it could be related to events either occurring at the
location of the primary narrative text or taking place close to it (2012, 300–301).
It is to be noted that narrative material differs from non-narrative one in that the
former denotes a series of events arranged by the text producer to suggest a
certain frame to the events, while the latter refers to any kind of statements made
by someone other than the text producer such as eye-witnesses or authorities,
and which are carefully selected to further enhance the intended frame.
Harding uses her intra-textual model to explore the way a hostage-taking
incident that took place in Beslan in 2004 was reported by Russian news articles
and compare them with their English translations. The findings of her study show
that news agencies have managed to construct different narratives through
selecting/deselecting narratives of certain eye-witnesses, experts and
government officials. Harding concludes her argument by highlighting how the
application of socio-narrative theory to translation and text analysis can explain
the way narrators “re-narrate their temporary narrators” (2012, 302–303).
This study applies the socio-narrative approach, as suggested by Harding, to
explore the way the more powerful narrators (i.e. writers and news outlets)
marginalize or bring to the fore the narration of the temporary narrators (the
female refugees and officials in this study) to construct the primary narrative
texts.
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Methodology
This paper follows a qualitative analysis research design to explore how
translated excerpts are woven together with facts, figures, information and
events to serve the ideology of the news institutions. The data consists of English
online articles with embedded statements and testimonies translated from an
Arabic report issued by Amnesty International (AI) on the difficulties that Iraqi
and Syrian female refugees encounter in the transit camps. The report was
released on 18 January 2016 and was translated into English, then circulated
among many online news agencies and websites. Five articles published by
different media outlets are selected to be the data of this study. These include
news stories posted on the websites of the French News Agency (AFP),
Associated Press (AP), Time, Washington Post, and PressTV from 18-19 January
2016. These websites are chosen for two main reasons: 1) they are popular and
accessed daily by a wide range of global audiences; and 2) they have different
agendas that influence the manner they cover news.
Following the data collection, an intra-textual analysis is conducted, adopting
Harding’s Socio-narrative Theory (2012). The analysis aims to show how
translated excerpts from the report are used by these news channels to circulate
their “version” of reality. It is to be mentioned that although the narrative parts
usually reflect ideological aspects of translation, this study focuses mainly on
analyzing the non-narrative parts (translated statements and testimonies) in order
to show how translated excerpts can be used by writers and trans-editors to
further establish the ideologies of their institutions.
Before moving to the analysis of the five selected English online news
articles, it is useful to present some information about the news organizations
that posted these articles. Such information can give hints of their biases in
covering the news, and unfold their hidden agendas that dictate the way they
select the translated excerpts. Both The AFP and AP are left-center biased that
use relatively moderate language in covering political events. However, the
former covers affairs from the European point of view since it is headquartered
in Paris, while the coverage of the New York-based AP goes in line with the
policies and views common in the United States. The Time news magazine has
always shown sympathy with refugees, and selected Chancellor Merkel of
Germany the person of the year in 2015 for her effort to alleviate their sufferance.
By contrast, the Washington Post is known for an anti-Merkel reputation though
the newspaper itself has published several articles calling for helping refugees.
PressTV is an Iranian state-owned news network that broadcasts news in both
English and French. The way it covers the Middle East affairs counters the
coverage and ideologies of the western media.
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Data Analysis and Discussion
Each of the selected articles is a primary narrative text that includes narrative
and non-narrative parts to different degrees. The original Arabic text begins with
a brief background and blames world’s governments for not providing enough
protection to female migrants. It cites the official statements of Tirana Hassan,
Amnesty International’s Crisis Response Director, who highlights the urgent
need for immediate action to safeguard these women. The article then moves to
the testimonies of 7 out of the 40 women that were interviewed by the (AI). One
of these testimonies is indirectly quoted, while all the other ones are in the form
of direct. The problems that these women and girls reported include: mixed
sleeping areas and toilets, sexual harassment, and police violence. The narrative
part of the article is synchronal (i.e. taking place at the time of the primary
narrative text); however, few non-narrative parts are anachronic (i.e. taking place
before the primary narrative text). Tirana Hassan’s statements are mostly about
the present crisis, but she also makes reference to the “horrors of war” that these
females have experienced back there in their countries. The same could be said
about the site of events, which is mainly in the transit camps in Europe with a
little reference to the points the migrants passed by to reach their destination.
Moreover, the article includes a number of temporary narrators. The role of
narrating is passed from the article producer to an official (Tirana Hassan), and,
then, to the eye-witnesses. It is to be mentioned that the testimonies of the female
refugees in the selected text are classified as personal narratives that are meant
to be public ones. These women are not merely sharing their personal
experience, but rather they are calling for an action through circulating a public
narrative.
The articles of AFP and AP directly quote translated parts of the Arabic
article, and include very brief narrative texts where the article producer provides
an introduction about the report. The largest part of the two articles is nonnarrative. The AFP article producer quotes and summarizes some parts of the
Arabic report, and includes two statements by Tirana Hassan, calling for
immediate action to protect the migrants and preserve their dignity. Out of the
seven eye-witnesses whose testimonies are included in the Arabic text, only one
eye-witness is selected (a 22-year-old Iraqi woman talking about a sexual
harassment incident in Germany). The same could be said about the AP article
except that the text producer replaces the statement of Tirana Hassan with that
of Jenny Becker, Protection Coordinator at the International Rescue Committee.
In her statement, Jenny criticizes governments’ late response to the crisis of
female refugees.
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The Iranian PressTV is a third narrator (news agency) that covered the report
news. In addition to the story of the 22-year-old Iraqi woman and the statement
of Jenny Becker, the article producer includes a two-sentence anachronic
narrative (external retroversion) which takes the reader back to the real reason
why these women had to leave their countries (i.e. the policies of America and
European powers). Moreover, PressTV article includes some figures released by
the International Organization for Migration, highlighting the dangers that
migrants face during their journey to Europe.
The Time magazine article discusses the hazards that female refugees all over
the world, not only Syrian and Iraqi ones, face. It begins with a relatively long
introduction where the writer lists the challenges that these women encounter
during migration. It then focuses on Amnesty report, quoting directly the
testimony of a 20-year-old woman who talks about kinds of sexual harassment
that deprive women of sleeping. The article indirectly quotes Hala, a 23-yearold migrant, describing how she and her friend were tempted by smugglers in
Turkey. The writer ends her text calling on international community to exert
further efforts to support female refugees. The narrative part of the article is both
anachronic taking the reader five years ago when the refugee crisis has started,
and synchronal focusing on the time of the report.
The last article to be analyzed here according to the model is the one posted
on the website of the Washington Post. As is the case with the previouslydiscussed articles, the Washington Post story includes narrative and nonnarrative parts. The non-narrative material contains a report that was issued by
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), reports by German
police, a statement by Tirana Hassan, and three testimonies of those who were
interviewed in the Arabic text. One of the women’s testimonies is about sexual
harassment, while the other two are about police brutality. Moving to the
narrative part in this article, there are two examples of external retroversions: the
text producer refers to the UNHCR report that was released earlier, and a sexual
assault incident that took place on New Year’s Eve (approximately two weeks
before Amnesty report was released). Furthermore, while the article talks about
assaults across Europe in general, a number of incidents that took place
specifically in Germany are mentioned to situate that country at the core of the
narrative. This could be an attempt by the news institution to criticize the
decision made by German Chancellor Angela Merkel in 2015 to welcome Arab
refugees. It seems that the article producer is trying to promote a counternarrative that defies framing Merkel as a heroine.
The analysis of the selected articles reveals that the text producers of each of
them managed to re-narrate the Amnesty International report in a manner that
reflects the ideology of their news agencies. This is achieved through the
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following: 1) selecting/deselecting the accounts of the eye-witnesses, 2)
inserting external retroversions, and 3) portraying the actors in a certain frame
that matches the intended narrative. Four of the five articles cite the account of
a 22-year-old Iraqi woman reporting an incident of sexual harassment committed
by a German guard. Selecting this particular story reinforces the image of these
women migrants as victims, threatened by the men who are supposed to protect
them. Time’s article, on the other hand, marginalizes this incident through
excluding it while including two accounts that are overlooked by the other four
articles. These are the accounts of two Syrian young women complaining of the
repeated incidents of sexual harassment by refugee men and smugglers. This
selection/deselection technique helped the Time’s text producer strengthen her
argument that the world leaders need to provide security measures to protect
these women. This shows how storytelling, as Baker (2006, 167) mentions,
involves a process of selective appropriation that echoes the position of the news
agency.
Furthermore, three of the selected English texts include external
retroversions. The Time article starts with reference to the five-year-old refugee
crisis. However, the writer does not blame the United States of America for
causing this crisis. On the contrary, it pictures this superpower as the defender
of those women. The PressTV article, by contrast, states that many blame major
European powers for this ordeal in an attempt to take the reader back to the
reasons behind the current situation. The external retroversion shifts the
emphasis from the dangers faced by female refugees to the refugees’ crisis as a
whole. This proves the point stressed by Harding (2012, 297) that external
retroversions can greatly affect the way narratives are constructed.
As for the actor(s) presented in each of the selected articles, two main
characters are presented in the article besides the interviewed refugee women.
Tirana Hassan, Amnesty International’s Crisis Response Director, is quoted in
the AFP and Washington Post articles, while Jenny Becker, Protection
Coordinator, is quoted in the AP and PressTV. Hassan is depicted as a defender
of the rights of these women. Her statements describing the miseries of these
women reinforce their image as victims. Becker criticizes the indifferent
governments and international community; she is sketched as a preacher or
moralizer. This supports Baker’s (2004, 167) opinion that the way characters are
portrayed by text producers contributes to the narrative they try to circulate. It
also agrees with Harding’s (2012, 302) findings that news agencies can build
their narratives through their choice of officials and authorities.
Each of the articles narrates the report from a different perspective. The AFP
calls for taking measures to preserve the dignity of the refugees. Having its
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headquarters in Europe, the AFP frames the refugees’ crisis as a problem
creeping up on Europe, and suggests that it should be addressed by European
governments. It narrates the female migrants’ sufferings as a social issue that is
rising to the surface. The AP article criticizes the governments’ apathy towards
the refugee crisis. PressTV accuses America and the European powers of being
the reason why these women had to leave their own countries. The Time
magazine presents the refugee crisis as an issue of global concern as it spreads
all over the world. By so doing, the text producer keeps away from the minds
that this is the fault of America. The article producer also silences other voices
through not citing any of the officials whose statements are quoted in the other
articles. The Washington Post article promotes the idea of a hidden narrative that
Germany is not a safe haven for refugees. It does not focus only on sexual
harassment, but includes various kinds of incidents that have happened
specifically in Germany. Unlike the other articles, the Washington Post story
does not call on the international community to take action, but it implies that
this is the responsibility of America as it is the defender of the whole world.
The findings of the study agree with those of Jahanshahi and Pedram (2015,
881) who hold the view that text producers may change the original narrative to
match the policies of the institutions they belong to. They also support Qunxing’s (2016, 148) belief that socio-narrative theory is important in Translation
Studies as it highlights the active role that translation play in circulating
narratives.
Conclusion
The present study concludes that a socio-narrative intra-textual analysis is
significant to view a text not as a collection of linguistic symbols, but as a
reflection of the world we, and of course text producers, interact with. The
analysis shows how translated statements of female eye-witnesses and officials
are selectively appropriated and manipulated to construct different narratives by
online news writers. The text producers/trans-editors have made the best use of
certain tools to steer their stories. These include selective appropriation, external
retroversions, and actors. Inclusions and/or omissions of certain details have
helped news narrators undermine the original narrative and shift the emphasis
from one aspect to another. The findings of the study highlight the dynamic role
that translation plays in shaping people’s understanding of events through
reconstructing and circulating narratives that carry the policies of media
institutions. They also emphasize the role played by translation in giving voice
to marginalized people. The translation of the women refugees’ testimonies has
turned them from invisible, victimized females into a loud, powerful voice. It is
to be noted that this study does not judge neither text producers nor media
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institutions. The examples show that some agencies cover news in a way that
shows their support to a certain cause. The results reveal that the non-narrative
parts of news articles are as significant as the narrative parts. Hence, although
quotations and statements are a fixed kind of material, they can be used as a tool
to further emphasize the narrative that the text producer tries to promote.
One thing that needs consideration here, but could not be covered by the study
due to lack of enough information is the gender of the text producer. Being a
woman might be one of the reasons why the Time article producer shows more
sympathy towards the women refugees than that shown by the writers of the
other articles. This was hard to discuss in the study because not all the selected
articles mention the name of their producers. Moreover, deeper insights into the
way agencies use intra-textual elements to reconstruct narratives could have
been gained if the interviews with these women were televised. In such a case,
lighting, camera movements, shots, and angels could play a major role in the
representation of these women and their narratives. The gender of the footage
director/editor could also be covered in such analysis. This may encourage future
researchers to link socio-narrative theory, media studies, and feminist translation
approaches.
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Deena Mohamed’s Webcomic “Qahera”
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Introduction
Forms of expression have changed significantly over the past decades. With
the development of mass media and the rapid transmission of information, there
appeared a shift from word-based texts to other forms of expression; such as
graphic novels, vlogs and memes, the study of which as an academic discipline
has started to gain momentum since the 1970s. Webcomics, or online series of
comic strips, have also emerged over the past years as a powerful tool that allows
for a parallel narrative which enjoys freedom of expression in both form and
content. Well written ones enjoy a dramatic sense and convey a powerful
message that bears within its confines an entire set of dramatic elements.
Studies on comics have ranged from the simplistic reading of a different form
of expression aiming at the entertainment of young adults in the 1950s, to the
sophisticated interpretation of the relationships between comics as an art form
on the one hand, and the challenges they pose to the conventions of identity
formation imposed upon (or embraced by) individuals through state, culture,
gender, or religious institutions throughout the last decades, on the other hand
(Cortsen, La Cour & Magnussen 2015, p. xvii). Though comics studies have
witnessed an extensive surge, and research has expanded widely in the Northern
hemisphere,1 it remains a very understudied genre in the Middle East. Therefore,
the present paper examines Deena Mohamed’s Qahera, an Egyptian webcomic
that has received positive reviews but no in-depth analysis, by employing Homi
Bahba’s Third Space theory, and a feminist approach to identity formation.
Among the artists who have appeared on the Arab comics arena lately is
Deena Mohamed, a young artist, blogger and illustrator. In 2013, she created
“Qahera”, a seemingly fleeting internet trend that soon transformed into a wellestablished webcomic.2 The focus of this paper is the webcomic Qahera, with
its eight parts published between 2013 and 2015, featuring Qahera, a female
superhero. Apart from Part Five, which functions as a comic interlude,3 the
remaining seven are grouped under two sections. Parts One, Two and Seven are
studied within the discussion of the secular and Islamic dichotomy, while Parts
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Three, Four, Six, and Eight are grouped under the dichotomy of the individual
versus the collective.
Theoretical Framework and Context
The present paper depends on Third Space theory, on different levels, in its
analysis of both Qahera, the character, and Qahera, the webcomic. Homi
Bhabha’s notion of Third Space is used to explain how the Superhero Qahera (as
a representative of the Arab, Egyptian, Muslim, veiled female) manages to
develop a unique, gendered subjectivity, and create a third space, where she
would negotiate and construct an identity that is strong enough to combat
Islamophobia, harassment, and patriarchy. The choice of Third Space, in
particular, stems from the fact that “[t]hird refers to the constructing and
reconstructing of identity, to the fluidity of space. In cultural studies literature,
third is used to denote the place where negotiation takes place, where identity is
constructed and reconstructed, where life in all its ambiguity is played out”
(English 2005, 87). Yet, the paper does not confine its viewpoint to the cultural
interpretation alone, but also embraces the extended interpretation of Bhabha’s
theory to include some aspects of what Karin Ikas and Gerhard Wagner describe
as the reconstruction of “its logical, philosophical, psychological, sociological,
geographical and … political meaning” (2009, 2).
On the level of the webcomic, the paper also extends Homi Bhabha’s Third
Space into its broader sense adopted by media art theories, which maintain that
“third space represents the fusion of the physical (first space) and the remote
(second space) into a third space that can be inhabited by remote users
simultaneously or asynchronously” (Packer 2014). Deena Mohamed (the
physical writer, first space) and the target audience (remote space), meet
virtually at Qahera which, thus, constitutes third space, especially “[b]ecause
Mohamed not only expands the boundaries of what Islamic feminism can look
like, as well as answers questions from individuals wanting to learn more about
her culture, she works to disrupt assumptions about Islamic culture gained
through media consumption” (Ivey 2015, 384). Qahera functions as a shocking
personality that subverts stereotypes about Muslim women both in Egypt and
abroad.
Dittmer and Latham describe this in terms of multiplicity that comprises both
the actual and the virtual, explaining that “wherever a reader might be in a comic
the panels she or he have seen previously are virtually present in her or his mind,
but pushing this further, other possible contingent readings of the comic are also
virtualities. This multiplicity is complemented by another, the doubling of ‘our’
world and that produced within the comic” (2015, 440). Such an opinion credits
the notion of the third space that is created through the combination of the
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reader’s world and the comic’s world. Qahera creates such a third space –
particularly for women – by providing a fresh venue that is neither their own,
nor the imaginary one of the webcomic. D. Wolk explains it further:
The broader philosophical implication of many comics, to one extent or
another, is: there is another world, which is this world. The places that
cartoonists draw are very different from the ones where readers live; every
element of the comics world is created by the artist’s hands. The
cartoonist’s image-world is a metaphorical representation of our own,
though, and it can be mapped onto ours. (qtd in Dittmer and Latham 2015,
440)
Whether similar to the reader’s world or different from it, the reader’s interaction
with the webcomic’s world can provide a Third Space that gives the reader
insight into his/her surroundings.
The paper also tackles the problems raised by the fact that the webcomic was
originally written in English and directed to Western recipients, then later
translated into colloquial Arabic starting from the third part. As Mohamed puts
it, “the shift in language and process of translation radically transformed the
content of the comic, adapting it to different constituencies and a rapidly
diversifying set of audiences” (Mohamed 2017, 138).4 Mohamed admits that her
choice to write the comic originally in English influenced key aspects of both
Qahera, the webcomic, and Qahera, the character, from the very beginning, in
addition to affecting “visible aspects of her identity, the most obvious of which
is the hijab, which is viewed far more negatively in the West where visibly
Muslim women tend to bear the brunt of Islamophobia” (Mohamed 2016, 140).
Mohamed argues that such visual aspects would not have mattered much had the
comic been originally directed to Arab audiences (2016, 140), but it remains
questionable whether she would have created a totally different physiognomy.
Mohamed’s words seem to suggest that the choice of appearance was meant to
shock the Western audience with a visibly Muslim superhero:5 “By deliberately
moving away from the superhero aesthetic, the website differentiates itself and
attempts to appeal to a different audience” (Jones 2017, 1085). Admittedly,
Qahera’s success constitutes a curious phenomenon, given its relatability to
many feminist sentiments, yet its estrangement from common forms of
expression and limited demographic appeal at the same time.
Walking the very fine line of harshly critiquing society without compromising
her Muslim and Arab heritage, Deena Mohamed creates a female superhero that
powerfully stands against misogyny, combats Islamophobia and confronts street
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harassment, against a backdrop of Egyptian protests. She plays an active role –
both as the creator of the work and as the leading character, because “[t]hrough
her artistic and political interventions in this online medium, Mohamed
‘combats’ the epistemic violence committed against her culture, one frame (and
question) at a time” (Ivey 2015, 387). Both Mohamed and Qahera engage in
cultural and social dialogues, one through answering questions about her
webcomic and the other through actively trying to effect change.
Deena Mohamed’s superhero, Qahera (which means vanquisher, conqueror,
triumphant, and is also the Arabic equivalent of Cairo), appears as a deviation
from the common female roles/stereotypes that range from the docile wife and
mother who succumbs to male superiority, to the seductress femme fatale who
uses her feminine wiles to achieve her goals. Deena Mohamed’s Qahera is an
Egyptian, Muslim Superhero who is mirrored against a taboo-oriented society,
and inevitably walks through land-mines, brought closer to the surface by the
revolution-raised controversies. Mohamed could be said to represent Islamic
feminism while opposing radical forms of feminism that disdain religion. This
particular point is important, because “[s]eparatism is not an option for Islamic
feminists who believe in the possibility of creating the conditions in which
multiple identities, including the religious, can coexist in safety and with
dignity” (Cooke 2000, 92). Mohamed insists on the possibility of negotiating
and constructing an identity that embraces religious rituals and works toward
establishing a society where she can function as an equally appreciated
individual. She introduces what could be described as “a gendered text for a
gendered audience” (Jones 2017, 1074). Qahera functions as both a female’s cry
for recognition and an attempt at reaching women within - and without - her own
society.
Peter Coogan differentiates between a superhero, and other non-superheroes,
on the basis of the former possessing a mission, powers and identity, the last of
which would not be complete without “the codename and the costume” (2009,
86) as a superhero’s costume is meant to “emblematize the character’s identity”
(2009, 79). Such a description fits Qahera aptly; she is a superhero on a mission
of saving women; she is powerful and can fly, and her costume is certainly
catching! Qahera blurs the distinction between the superhero’s costume and the
Muslim woman’s everyday attire, thus implying that all women could be
superheroes. Some – including Qahera - would argue that all Egyptian women
are, in fact, superheroes for putting up with what they face on a daily basis.
As a character, a superhero with an identity of her own, Qahera differs from
many Western superheroes who are “‘spun off’ from male superhero franchise.
Thus, their code names (e.g., Batgirl, Supergirl) inevitably render their own inner
character and biography as secondary to the originating male superhero’s
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identity” (Scott 2015, 155). The name “Qahera” stands out as a unique reflection
of the Egyptian superhero’s identity. Qahera’s difference from the Western
female superheroes continues with the costume too:
Their costumes function similarly, subsuming the superheroine’s identity
by using variants on the male superhero’s immediately recognizable
emblem (Superman’s chevron S, Batman’s bat silhouette, and so on). It is
simple enough to argue that what is really being externalized and
emblematized is the logic of franchising. However, when these
superheroine identities are always already embedded in another man’s
origin story, it is difficult not to read the choices surrounding superheroine
costuming as, first and foremost, emblematizing the comic-book
industry’s ongoing commitment to a male, cisgender, heteronormative
readership, and the presumption that this demographic desires (or
demands) sexual objectification. (Scott 2015, 155)
Qahera’s visibly Islamic outfit (Figure 1) provides her with
an edge that is unavailable to the female, Western superheroes
in the sense that it saves her the objectification – sexual or
otherwise – based on the fact that she is somebody’s sidekick. Her autonomous presence allows her a distinct,
gendered subjectivity that is recognizable irrespective of
other entities. In this sense, Qahera is different from women
wearing hijab under pressure from society or male authority,
thus succumbing to an act of oppression. Her choice provides
her with the autonomy that results from an act of agency.

Figure 1:
Qahera 2013, Part 1.6

While the sizes, shapes, and dimensions of the panels vary, thus creating
varying effects, the webcomic is consistently and fittingly drawn in black and
white, with focus on shade to clarify or mystify a given situation. Total
dependence on black and white highlights the multiple dichotomies Qahera
tackles. The most prominent of those could be the divide between Qahera’s
values and her community or the dichotomy between the extremism of thirdwave feminism and the extremism of oppressively conservative Eastern
communities. Mohamed emerges as one of those women who “are constructing
new identities and negotiating a new presence in places where before they had
been invisible” (Cooke 2000, 91). Her decision to draw the panels without colour
directly reflects Qahera’s perspective of her mission as she seems to view all
conflicts in black and white and shows neither hesitation nor ambiguousness
when it comes to the individuals or ideologies she opposes. Moreover, with the
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black-white combination grey inevitably emerges, thus symbolically creating the
Third Space of in-betweenness and ambivalence - a greyish zone where many
women reside.
Negotiating/Constructing Identity within the Secular/Islamic Dichotomy
Three of Mohamed’s eight-part webcomic tackle Muslim women’s attempts
at negotiating and reconstructing their identities within the secular/Islamic
dichotomy. Parts One, Two and Seven discuss the long established, mostly
colonial, division between the secular and the Islamic, exhibiting women’s
dilemma of having to belong to one camp and being dismissed by the other, as
either an advanced atheist or a primitive believer. One of the main issues raised
within this dichotomy is whether women’s movement could be immersed in the
local, with its economic, social, political and cultural aspects, and still be
inspired by justice and able to confront oppressions of all types (El Said, Meari,
and Pratt 2015, 23). The solution is provided by Mohamed who adopts a third
space whereby she rejects the polarity and binary opposition inherent in the
available options, in favour of a gendered subjectivity that allows her freedom
of choice, on her own terms.
The first webcomic was posted on June 30, 2013. It starts with a wide
horizontal panel, featuring the upper half of Qahera’s face, with a focus on her
frown and her determined eyes. Mohamed moves to two vertical panels: The
first features Qahera in full view, revealing her hijab, ground-long attire, and her
sword visibly hanging behind her back, while the second panel positions her in
a Spiderman squat, with one hand on the ground, complaining that she “can hear
it! The sound of … misogynistic trash!” (Qahera 2013, Part 1). Another wide,
horizontal panel features a Muslim Sheikh addressing a group of wide-eyed,
brain-washed followers who listen attentively to his sermon: “A good wife is an
attentive wife! It is your Islamic duty to keep your wives at home and in check!”
(Qahera 2013, Part 1). Qahera’s response is an attack on the misogynist whom
she punishes by dangling him from a laundry rope by clips from the shoulder
and leaving him there to dry! The same intolerance is shown to western feminists
who attempt to “rescue” Muslim women.
Mohamed manages to subtly show the similarities between both types of
extremism through the comic. The panel featuring the Sheikh and his followers
is drawn in the same shape, proportion, and frame as the one introducing the
Western feminist fanatic and her followers (Figures 2 & 3). Both are wide,
horizontal panels where the authoritative figure is standing in control, addressing
a group of eagerly attentive, blindly submissive figures, looking up to their idol.
Both panels make sure to diversify the recipients: the Muslim fanatics include
long-bearded, clean-shaven, and heavy stubble bearers, showing that differences
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in the degree of Islamic commitment do not prevent them all from adhering to
the one rule of keeping their women under their protective wing. The same
applies to the feminist fanatics who are mostly females of all shapes (long
straight hair, short hair, long curly hair), in addition to one male, all focused on
the sleeveless leader advocating the rescue mission. The only difference is the
presence of the male in the Western scene against the absence of females in the
Islamic one. Mohamed portrays an Islamic world where women are invisible,
versus a Western scene that – despite extremism – has room for both genders.
Such a similarity is enforced through what Dittmer and Latham describe as
“iconic solidarity” that links “two panels and implies that they form part of a
narrative, but it is the difference between the panels that is productive” (2015,
436). The formal similarity between the two panels versus the different content
serves to crystalize the extremism that each advocates.

Figure 2, Qahera 2013, Part 1.

Figure 3, Qahera 2013, Part 1.

Part One establishes the superhero’s inability to tolerate both Islamist/Arab
“misogynistic trash” and Western “white feminists who try to co-opt the
struggle” (Qahera 2013, Part 1). Qahera’s decision to fight both sets the tone of
the entire comic from the very beginning. This is a superhero with both roots and
wings. Mohamed explains, in an article on Qahera, that the webcomic
constituted a real challenge for her as she was “careful to signal a warning to
Western, liberal feminists who [she] knew would inevitably hijack Qahera to
serve their own purposes,” and relates that she was constantly “frustrated at
being unable to critique [her] own community without having [her] own
narrative used against [her]” (Mohamed 2016, 140). By rejecting the two
extremes, “Mohamed reconstructs difference as a performance of Homi
Bhabha's Third Space. Instead of becoming an objectified spectacle that affirms
normative bodies, Qahera’s visibility […] disrupts binary oppositions
naturalised by the hegemonic discourses of Arab patriarchy and Western
feminism regarding what constitutes a ‘normal’ body” (Barkuzar 2017, 433).
Qahera re-defines normality by resisting the objectification that such a binary
opposition enforces. Her acceptance of her physiognomy and embracing of her
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heritage help her negotiate with different forms of extremism and construct her
unique identity.
Part Two of the webcomic appeared on 20 July 2013. It resumes the
attack on extremist Western feminism by featuring FEMEN, a radical Ukrainian
feminist group that is famous for its highly controversial, topless protests against
sex trade, patriarchy, dictatorship, and religious entities. FEMEN’s official
online page declares that their mission is to “protest” and their weapon is “bare
breasts” in order to achieve the goal of “complete victory over patriarchy,”
through an ideology of “Sextremism, Atheism, [and] Feminism,” which requires
the “immediate political deposition of all dictatorial regimes creating unbearable
living conditions for women, first of all, theocratic Islamic states practicing
Shari’ah and other forms of sadism regarding women” (FEMEN 2018). FEMEN
is not only clearly at odds with all Islamic factions (regardless of how liberal
some of them might be), but also with what Qahera herself stands for. FEMEN’s
obsession with nudity “feeds into and reinforces a racist and orientalist discourse
about the women and men of north Africa and the Middle East. … Femen [sic]
positions women of the region as veiled and oppressed by their men as opposed
to the enlightened and liberated women of the west who live in a developed and
superior society where they have the ‘freedom’ to remove their clothes”
(Nagarajan 2013). FEMEN’s patronizing attitude towards Muslim women stems
from a colonizing heritage that only sees the different “Other” as inferior.
It is significant that Mohamed chooses the third wave of feminism, or
Feminazis, as the other end of the spectrum from Islamic fanaticism. Her
decision to reject both, with equal enthusiasm, helps her solidify her own
gendered subjectivity and create a Third Space of her own, where she does not
belong to either camp. Qahera advocates a third space where
The aim of cultural difference is to rearticulate the sum of knowledge from
the perspective of the signifying position of the minority that resists
totalization - the repetition that will not return as the same, the minus-inorigin that results in political and discursive strategies where adding to
does not add up but serves to disturb the calculation of power and
knowledge, producing other spaces of subaltern signification. (Bhabha
1994, 162)
Qahera manages to disrupt the calculations of the condescending knowledge of
the West and the gripping power of the East by occupying a middle positionality
instead of siding with one of the extremes.
The first panel in Part Two is a wide, horizontal one that highlights a computer
at the centre, forefront position, open at a page featuring “FEMEN protests at
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mosque” (Qahera 2013, Part 2). The dark, shadowed background reveals
Qahera’s weapon wall, with all sorts of swords, knives, whips, axes, archery bag,
and ropes, along with two of her long attires hanging neatly and visibly.
Mohamed’s positioning of Qahera’s costume, her hijab, signals that she “wears
the hijab not to conceal her identity (as many superheroes do) but to project her
identity. Indeed, her power seems to come from her traditional dress, as she is
empowered by her choice to wear the hijab despite critiques of the possibilities
of Islamic feminisms” (Ivey 2015, 384). The following panels reveal FEMEN
protesters, with their distinguishing flower tiaras and bare breasts (which
Mohamed covers with black batches), shouting “FEMEN Akbar” to signify that
their god is a woman. Mohamed’s choice to cover the ladies’ naked tops signals
the “de-emphasizing [of] FEMEN’s visual political weapon (their nudity) while
emphasizing the strength of her own traditional garment (her hijab)” (Ivey 2015,
386). Qahera’s costume – embraced by choice – becomes a visible objection to
FEMEN’s appearance/ideology.
Upon viewing Qahera, FEMEN protesters rush to this Muslim woman who
clearly needs saving, because “Oh look! You can see it in her eyes!! ‘Help me!’”
– a cry to which Mohamed draws fire instead of the pupils in the eyes of her
superhero in a single, focused, close-up-on-the eyes panel. Mohamed’s response
to such “rescue” attempts are easily interpreted along what Homi Bhabha
describes as the “reversal of the process of domination … that turns the gaze of
the discriminated back upon the eye of power” (1994, 112). They urge her to
“take off [her] oppression and join [them]”, an invitation to which Qahera
responds by raising her sword and grouping them together in a bundle that she
flies away with and leaves dangling from a tree branch, on a cliff. The scene is
reminiscent of the punishment she inflicted upon the Muslim fanatic, but while
in both cases the extremist is punished by being hung somewhere, the method
differs with each case. The Muslim Sheikh is hanging from a laundry rope,
closely related to Arab women’s housework and culture, while FEMEN women
are deposited away from the community in a deserted valley.
Christina L. Ivey accuses FEMEN – and similarly radical groups – of
practicing “epistemic violence” against Muslim feminists, by operating under an
aggressive view of agency and disregarding their own privileged positions which
makes them unable to communicate with women lacking such privileges or
descending from different cultures: “FEMEN’s focus on physical depictions of
Muslim women feeds into the colonialist mentality that inevitably affects the
ways Muslim women are perceived. … Possibilities for solidarity among
feminist causes are destroyed due to a lack of understanding of cultural contexts”
(2015, 385-86). It is particularly this gap between the perceived and the actual
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that creates the difficulty of understanding. Western feminists are mostly unable
to see Muslim women as anything other than “rescue material” and fail to see
the possibility of their change on their own terms (Figure 4). It is thus
Mohamed’s message through the webcomic that the “notion of the Muslim
Woman as synonymous with passivity must be challenged continually by
notions of muslim [sic] women as active agents in the third space” (Khan 1998,
490). Qahera is thus an example of Muslim, Arab, post-colonial women seeking
agency and creating opportunities for it.

Figure 4, Qahera 2013, Part 2

The same line of criticizing the huge polarity between Islamic and Western
views regarding women is highlighted, two years later, in Part Seven of the
webcomic. Posted on July 28, 2015, the part features the arguments with and
against hijab. The importance of this part stems from the fact that the
secular/Islamic binary, with its projection of the secular as modern and
preservative of women’s rights, versus the Islamic as primitive and suppressive
of them, highlights the veil as a main sign of either women’s freedom or
submissiveness (El Said, Meari, and Pratt 2015, 20-21). Qahera denounces both
the Western condescending view that seeks to “liberate and rescue” women from
their suffocating attire (Figure 5), and the Islamic view that compares women to
wrapped candy, treasured gems, dear money, and chickens, that are too precious
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to be exposed to the outside world (Figure 6) and must be covered (Qahera 2015,
Part 7). Unlike both Arab feminists who challenge misogyny by defying all Arab
and Muslim practices and Western webcomics that “challenge misogyny as form
by producing a range of liberated women's bodies on the page” (Galvan 2015,
204), Mohamed creates a third space which “serves as a rebuttal or corrective to
regulating rigid views and suggests that identity is a complex, ambivalent,
negotiable, and somewhat contested space where polarities do not apply”
(English 2005, 87). Qahera defies all Western attempts at Westernizing or
victimizing her; instead, she embraces the Arab/Muslim heritage on her own
terms, seeks agency, negotiates, and constructs her unique identity.

Figure 5, Qahera 2015, Part 7.

Figure 6, Qahera 2015, Part 7.
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Individual/Collective Dichotomy
This section discusses four parts that tackle the negotiation/construction of
the female identity within the dichotomy of the individual/collective. Parts Three
and Four deal with the sexual harassment women are constantly exposed to in
the streets; the former addresses an individual case, while the later exposes the
collective suffering of women against the backdrop of the revolution. Parts Six
and Eight deal with the level of accountability an individual should have and
discuss this from an Arab nationalistic stance in the former, and a local
individual one in the latter.
Qahera’s third comic focuses on individual sexual harassment. The way the
characters are drawn in each panel delineates a dramatic scene and clarifies their
purpose in the plot/comic as per Mohamed’s design. In the first panel, a girl
(Layla) is walking in the street and only her legs from the knee down can be
seen, wearing trousers, and followed closely by a male foot. Behind her, three
women are visible, two of whom are also being followed by men. This opening
panel sets the scene and alludes to the prevalence of sexual harassment by giving
the readers a glimpse of it before having the time to identify Layla as a distinct
character rather than a generic Egyptian girl. In fact, Mohamed states, in her
comment on the comic, that “the majority of the themes in this comic are based
on real experiences with street harassment” (Qahera 2013, Part 3). The harasser
grabs Layla from behind, at which she shouts at the top of her lungs, with
extreme anger drawn clearly in the look of her eyes, and points him out to the
passers-by in order to “Stop him” (Figure 7). Layla’s accusatory pointing finger
is magnified, and her hair can be seen edging out of the panel and into the gutter.
So, “more than just an absence of visual image, the gutter serves as a site of
differentiation. It is less a site in which the reader imagines events and dialogue
that might occur between the panels than a topological gulf … Indeed, there is
literally no story to represent within that space but only connections to be made”
(Dittmer and Latham 2015, 436). Layla’s body language escapes the limits of
the panel, is contorted, reeking with power and action in order to give the
impression that this character refuses to be contained or cornered.

Figure 7, Qahera 2013, Part 3.
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Layla’s confidence is shattered as the system fails her through the police
officer who tells her that she is to blame for not being dressed modestly and no
one will sympathize with her, summarizing society’s patriarchal view that she
can press charges if she likes, but “Everyone will just end up blaming [her] for
ruining that poor guy’s future” (Qahera 2013, Part 3). The change in Layla’s
character is not verbally voiced, but rather visibly delineated through her facial
expressions, stance and posture, which change significantly as she steps out of
the police station, and into the second harassment of the day. The look of
confidence and straight shoulders that she started the comic with disappear,
giving room to a broken look, folded hands, and a bent head (Figure 8).

Figure 8, Qahera 2013, Part 3.

After she gets violently harassed for the second time, she is drawn curling in
on herself without any borders in the panel and without her attackers in the
picture to focus on her own broken spirit after being forced to surrender at knifepoint (Figure 9). The panel is mirrored against three small ones showcasing
Layla’s entrapment between two sets of attackers, where one of the attackers’
fingertips cross his panel and intrude on Layla’s, clearly signifying the violation
of her personal space. Qahera’s intervention here tips the scale in Layla’s favour,
restoring her confidence and incapacitating her attackers. It is worth noting that
while Layla’s and Qahera’s faces are clear and white, the attackers’ faces are
heavily shadowed, showing both Egyptian women’s fear and Mohamed’s
disdain for these predators. Qahera’s interference creates the third space Layla
needed in order to move on. Instead of yielding to the corrupt patriarchal system
or being an outcast for opposing it, she now has an ideal to look up to, a feeling
that she will not be defeated whenever she voices her opinion.

Figure 9, Qahera 2013, Part 3.
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The final panel of this comic - in which Qahera leaves the attackers hung up
on the walls of the police station with the words “These men are perverts ”متحرشين
written below their feet in both English and Arabic - is particularly interesting.
Qahera embarrasses the authorities by publicly doing their job for them and
declaring them wrong for not pressing charges against the harassers;
“questioning the authority of the state may be imprudent, but it is also a
praiseworthy exercise of moral autonomy” (Pratt 2009, 108). Qahera’s message
is a scandalous public spectacle, yet there are no spectators. Unlike the previous
comic, which ends with Qahera personally schooling the activists of “FEMEN,”
this comic ends in a highly theatrical panel in which even Qahera herself does
not appear, delivering a message not to Qahera’s fictional community, but to
Qahera’s virtual community, and creating a third space where the “eye of the
reader moves back and forth, up and down, adding new images to those already
seen and then revisiting old images to produce a narrative from the montage”
(Dittmer and Latham 2015, 435). The montaged narrative is one that forces
readers to realise their own involvement, to simply see it not as a detached
webcomic, but as a projection of real societal issues.
Qahera’s fourth comic moves from the individual to the collective, from the
personal to the public, also through harassment. It differs from other parts in that
it does not follow a linear sequence of events, but describes the increased
harassment inflicted upon women during demonstrations. In her commentary on
this comic, Mohamed states that it was intended more as a tribute to Egyptian
women than a webcomic (Qahera 2013, Part 4). It begins with Qahera standing
on top, overlooking Tahrir square, with its immense crowds during the
revolution time. She states that she does her best to protect women from
harassment there, which is not easy in a crowd. A panel features arranged
harassment for a price, and another delineates the actual attacks on women as a
means to silence them and get them to retreat to the alleged safety of their homes.
Shereen Abouelnaga describes this in terms of the “post-revolution sociocultural clash, where women’s bodies turned into a battlefield” (2015, 41), and
where their insistence on securing their space of appearance in Tahrir square was
met by louder neo-conservative voices that “fiercely determined to keep
women’s agency mediated through the male designation” (2015, 42).7 Both
Mohamed and Qahera reject the calls for women’s sequestration under pretexts
of protection. Mohamed’s proposed suggestion is a third space that saves women
from both harassment and isolation by creating a safe environment where they
could function as active members of the society.
Qahera declares that she does her best, but sometimes she is too late, and
sometimes she is not needed. This can be clearly observed in two side by side
panels where Mohamed replicates images of landmark Egyptian
114

Samar Abdelsalam

incidents/controversies that are nevertheless likely to be familiar to the targeted
Western audience. The first panel where a woman is being stripped and beaten
is reminiscent of the Niqabi woman who suffered this in a 2011 protest, in an
incident dubbed by foreign media as “Blue Bra Girl.”8 By using this image
(almost a replica of the photo published by Western media), Mohamed recalls
not only the incident itself, but its massive fallout in one panel. Another simple
addition that delivers Mohamed’s message regarding the dangers of harassers
was drawing a frame around each of the faces of the harassers, which transforms
their presence in the panel into a collection of mugshots (Figure 10),
foreshadowing her later statement that their harassment of women “is a crime”
(Qahera 2013, Part 4). Next to it is a panel featuring Egyptian men holding hands
to form a ring around the women in the protest to protect them from harassment
and/or violence in the crowd. By posting means of societal solidarity via
cyberspace, Mohamed is “engaged in conscientization in third spaces and
learning to voice dissent, dialogue, create democratic structures, and monitor
those structures to ascertain transparency and citizen participation” (Boumlik
and Schwartz 2016, 326). Her panels advocate social responsibility and urge men
to condemn violent behaviour rather than blame the victim or find solution in
hiding women in the alleged safety of home.

Figure 10, Qahera 2013, Part 4.

The dichotomy between black and white is also highlighted very distinctly
towards the end of the comic as Qahera, first towering over the crowds, jumps
down amid the protestors and starts looking for offenders. In this panel, the
crowd is seen as one large black dot while Qahera is drawn entirely in white.
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The decision to draw her as a white silhouette rather than her customary black
figure with a white outline reinforces the image of Qahera as an outnumbered
righteous presence in the middle of a threatening atmosphere (Figure 11). Qahera
begins the comic with the statement “I AM A SUPERHERO BECAUSE I
HAVE SUPERPOWERS” and ends it with a tribute: “I AM A SUPERHERO
BECAUSE I HAVE SUPERPOWERS. THEY ARE SUPERHEROS
BECAUSE THEY DO NOT” (Qahera 2013, Part 4). Put this way, Mohamed
transforms ordinary Egyptian women to superheroes for their ability to deal with
the hardships of everyday life. The drawing of the female characters in the final
panel indicates both variety and inclusion. The presence of hijabi, niqabi and
unveiled women at the forefront of the panel indicates that Mohamed attempts
to speak for all women within the Egyptian society. Qahera’s appeal stems from
both its unique approach and the fact that it “frames itself as a positive
intervention, rather than a negative defence” (Jones 2017, 1089). Introducing
herself as a doer, Qahera becomes the subject in her own world, an occupier of
the centre rather than a footnote in the margin. Qahera’s final caption implies
that each one thus enjoys the same gendered subjectivity that enabled Qahera to
find her own third space and escape both the confinement of an oppressive
patriarchal environment and the estrangement of a Western feminist framework.

Figure 11, Qahera 2013, Part 4.

On 29 July 2014, Mohamed posted her sixth comic, which is about Gaza and
the Palestinian martyrs, the message being that the individual contributes to the
collective responsibility. She describes this comic as “a quick comic on
accountability. Sometimes it is important to disassociate yourself from
patriotism and realise when you are contributing to the suffering of others”
(Qahera 2014, Part 6), thus announcing that her interests go beyond the
microcosmic political matters to encompass humanitarian ones. Mohamed
resorts to the same technique she used in the comic on harassment, namely
showing a huge list of the names of “Gazan martyrs” hanging on a building
overlooking a wide street with no protestors, security guards, or even the average
passers-by to observe it. This is another example of Mohamed cutting out the
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middle man (Qahera) and conversing directly with her readers in an attempt to
motivate a pro-Palestinian sentiment and shame Arab communities for their
perceived passivity and selfishness (Figure 12). The panel here does not employ
a caption but has the words “Their blood is on our hands too,” painted all over
the street so as to present them, not as Qahera’s subjective opinion given a
narrative voice, but as a statement of fact and a firm condemnation.9

Figure 12, Qahera 2014, Part 6.

Mohamed’s final comic, dated 25 August 2015, is a pessimistic delineation
of the frustrated individual against a suffocating collective. Qahera asks “what
does it mean to be a superhero? what does it mean to fly?” (Qahera 2015, Part
8). The comic traces the envy some women would feel towards Qahera since
they cannot enjoy her powers. The sadness with which a woman tells Qahera
that her brother could have benefitted much more from her powers is another
example of “gendered subjectivity.” Reminded of her privileges, Qahera takes
another look at the sky from below, noticing the crowd, litter, street children,
and all the agonies of the poor city which are forgotten in the big picture of super
heroism (Figure 13).

Figure 13, Qahera 2015, Part 8.
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The comic ends with Qahera buying two air tickets for the sad woman and
her brother; she stands watching their flight as it passes by her. Mohamed
comments on the comic saying that “this comic may be a little difficult to
understand for those of you in countries people immigrate to not from” (Qahera
2015, Part 8). That the final comic ends with two get-away tickets is a sad result
after all! They are a reminder that third spaces are not always successful, that
some women would remain trapped in their suffocating world, that even
superheroes might not win, and that life just does not get any better for some
people.
Concluding Remarks
Though the number and size of webcomics posted by Deena Mohamed is not
big, it is still effective and manages to stir still waters. Mohamed’s use of shapes
and delineation of her protagonist’s body in the comics is unique, in the sense
that “[t]he Juxtaposition of text and image in these comics allows them to more
viscerally realize and challenge the tenets of feminism through women’s own
bodies. How might we value visual documents in a genealogy of feminism – not
just as artifacts – but as instigators and shapers of rhetoric and ideas?” (Galvan
2015, 205). While Galvan’s question in the previous quote is directed to a
different feminist arena, it is just as valid with Deena Mohamed. The totally
covered body of her superhero stands against the naked images of Western
comics, as Qahera “proves its underlying message of independence from both
misogyny and the co-optation of women's movements resonates with readers.
Qahera embodies Egyptian women’s ability to cultivate their own meaning of
‘feminism,’ and their own power to defeat sexism and the problems that come
with it” (Chang 2013). Qahera/Qahera become the third space that attempts to
maintain middle ground amid extremes.
Deena Mohamed is an artist with a unique style. Each part within her eightpart webcomic enjoys the dramatic elements that make it appeal to the readers;
namely, a plot, a main character (Qahera), secondary characters, a setting, and
an engaging narrative. Mohamed employs the black and white binary throughout
all the panels, producing shades of the inevitable grey, where many women
actually reside. She uses similar sized and shaped frames to indicate similarities
between apparently different entities, and resorts to subtle intricacies in the
drawing to deliver her message, such as enlarging a victim’s accusatory finger
when pointing at a perpetrator or drawing frames around harassers’ faces to
make them resemble mugshots or allowing criminals’ fingers to escape their
frame and infiltrate the frame of the victim’s panel. Mohamed uses Qahera to
voice her opinions, yet sometimes she dispenses with her and presents a
characterless panel with a message addressed directly, not to the fictional
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characters within the comic, but to the virtual readers of the comic. Mohamed’s
style pushes the readers to realise their own involvement and engage in a third
space of their own.
Qahera is a webcomic that challenges the conventions of identity
construction dictated by state, patriarchy, religious institutions, and sociocultural orientations. Within a broad interpretation of Homi Bhaba’s Third Space
theory, Qahera becomes a site for the negotiation of identity construction and
re-construction by mapping the webcomic’s virtual world onto our own and
creating a new space/perspective/identity. Qahera’s character poses a challenge
on several levels. First, as a webcomic character, Qahera’s Islamic attire and
independent existence challenge the naked figures of Western female
superheroes, who appear as spin-offs from their male counterparts, thus creating
a uniquely Egyptian, female, Muslim superhero. Second, Deena
Mohamed/Qahera’s firm rejection to abide by either the secular or the extreme
Islamic interpretations of what a woman should be like helps create a third space
where women could enjoy gendered subjectivity and construct an identity that is
uniquely unimpeded by Western stereotypes or Eastern clichés. Third, on the
level of the individual versus the collective, Mohamed proposes a third space
wherein women are neither sequestered within isolated spaces under pretexts of
protection, nor violated for attempting to contribute to the public sphere.
Through Qahera, Deena Mohamed advocates a third space where women would
enjoy the accountability that accompanies an act of agency.

Endnotes
1

For a full survey of the historiography of comics see the introduction of Comics and
Power: Representing and Questioning Culture, Subjects and Communities, edited by
Cortsen, Rikke Platz, Erin La Cour, and Anne Magnussen, 2015.
2
Shortly after its launch, Qahera went viral, attracting the attention of about 500,000
visitors, and gaining interest from international media outlets such as The Daily Beast,
BBC, Foreign Policy, and The Times. It won the Cairo Comix Festival award for best
digital comics series in 2015.
3
Mohamed opts for a light comic in Part Five, indicating that “this comic is intended
for amusement and should only be taken perhaps 12% seriously” (Qahera 2013, Part
5). Qahera appears with Layla, the girl she rescued from harassers in Part Three, with
the latter making fun of her name and cracking puns at the Qahera/Cairo choice of her
parents. The Arabic version is much more revealing in this comic as it relates to the
Egyptian culture in a way that is almost untranslatable! Perhaps this is the reason why
Mohamed wrote this particular comic in Arabic first and then translated it into English,
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describing the difficulty of the process: “Translating this stretch into English was more
difficult than translating all the previous comics put together into Arabic” (Mohamed
2016, 144). Layla forces her to listen to a misogynistic Arabic song called “I am Si Al
Sayed,” referring to the famous chauvinistic character from Naguib Mahfouz’s trilogy,
featuring the all-controlling male whose words cannot be disputed. Qahera fantasizes
about beating up the singer and throwing him away after making him confess he is not
Si Al Sayed, but just “sees,” as this “punchline is a colloquial Egyptian insult. Si Al
Sayed is usually pronounced as SiSayed in Egyptian dialect; it is shortened further in
the comic to read sees - a term usually used to refer to effeminate and feeble men”
(Mohamed 2016, p. 144). Qahera’s fantasy comically avenges all women by humiliating
the most macho figure in Arabic literature.
4
It is worth noting though that the intricacies of translation are beyond the focus of the
present paper, which is mainly concerned with the effect of such a linguistic shift on the
identity formation of both superhero and recipients.
5
It is significant that Mohamed chooses a hijabi superhero to address the West, while
Marvel (a leading American entertainment company in the fields of comics and movies)
announces that it is launching its first movie with a Muslim, female superhero, Ms.
Marvel, whose alter ego in the comic books is the Muslim Kamala Khan, a PakistaniAmerican teenager from New Jersey, who is – ironically – unveiled.
6
All panels from Qahera are reprinted with permission from author.
7
For a full discussion of women’s endeavors to reconstruct their identity during and
after the revolution, see Shereen Abouelnaga’s Women in Revolutionary Egypt: Gender
and the New Geographics of Identity, 2016.
8
The incident was widely discussed and reported by almost all international media
outlets.
9
It is noteworthy that Mohamed published the list of martyrs in the comic and updated
the full list to be available on the site too, indicating that at the time of writing the comic
the number was 1000, but the full list is updated and posted constantly.
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Representing Women On Screen In Egypt After 2011:
Evolution And Revolution
Thomas Richard*
Introduction
When the 2011 Revolution started, Egypt had already a long history of films
dealing with the situation of women, and their relation to men. These films range
from ancient classics such as Henry Barakat's The Open Door (1963) and The
Sin (1965), I Want a Solution (Marzouk 1975), to more recent productions such
as Scheherazade, Tell Me a Story (Nasrallah 2009), or 678 (Diab 2010), which,
as they describe a society facing crisis, can be seen as announcing the political
turmoil of the following years. Throughout these films, women tended to be
represented in a Post-Third-Worldist cinematic perspective, that focused on
women's situation through a dialectic opposition between domination and
emancipation (Shohat 2004, 68). At the same time, Egyptian cinema also is also
credited for creating a particular image of women, associated with movie stars
in a country that takes pride in its star-system (Shafik 2007, 210). Women have
also been at the core of the representation of the Egyptian nation, especially
when it comes to the representation of the “children of the land” (Shafik 2007,
89), who have been represented as the quintessential Egyptians, and
personifications of the country as a whole.
A great deal of media and scientific attention focused on the role of women
during the Arab Spring (Al-Ali 2012, Newsom and Lengel 2012). This attention
was particularly aimed at women's participation in the protests on Tahrir Square
and at the way this participation renewed the appreciation of women's identity
from a political point of view (Kadry 2015). At the same time, these women
appeared to be facing gender-based violence during the demonstrations
(Winegar 2012). Following Mubarak's resignation, women became targets of
choice for the backlash against gender activism, coming either from passers-by
during women's demonstration, or from the security forces (Sholkamy 2013),
hinting at the difficulty Egypt and its society faced when trying to redefine
gender relationships in the revolutionary context.
Our aim is to study how film directors, drawing from, and at the same time
confronting this heritage of representations, tried to renew the representation of
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women in Egypt in the light of the Revolution. In doing so, they had to face the
pre-revolutionary representations of society, in order to renew the national
narrative (Rouxel 2017). Another issue was to deal with the Western attention
directed at the women's situation during and after the Revolution, that could be
interpreted as feminist orientalism (Lewis 2013, Mohanty, Russo and Torres
1991, 251), bearing the risk to segment the nation along lines of understanding
that would have been more relevant to Western audiences than to the local one.
Film directors and actors who took part in the Revolution, particularly through
their participation in the Mosireen project,1 with the aim of filming and sharing
the images of the Revolution, were witnesses of the women's role during the
demonstrations. Many of them have tried to take part in the social and political
debates in Egypt through the direction of movies that aim at representing the
Revolution. The focus of these films is an attempt at the creation of a national
narrative of the Revolution (Barsalou 2012). In this regard, these film directors
chose to act as intellectuals (Winock 2004), following the steps of other cultural
actors who decided to commit themselves to revolutionary causes (Dreyer 2013).
This paper will analyze films and TV series that have been directed in Egypt
or by Egyptians abroad since the 2011 Revolution. These 21 productions
encompass both fictional and documentary works. Beyond content analysis, we
will use interviews given by the film directors in which they state their intents in
the making of these movies, and their understanding of the women's situation.
We will also use movie reviews, in order to see how these films were received,
and how they were understood by the public. By doing so, we aim to
contextualize the films in their political and cultural context, both in Egypt, and
in the festivals during which they were screened abroad. In doing so, we follow
the steps of Philippe Braud and Luc Boltanski, in their works to study identities
and representations through the means of audiovisual products (Braud 1996, 20,
Boltanski 2012,3), placing ourselves in a constructivist perspective. We also
draw our methodology from Viola Shafik's seminal work on Egyptian cinema
and its relation to the gender issue (Shafik 2007, 6, 119), as we intend to
understand how the situation that she described has been changed by the 2011
Revolution.
To analyze how film directors have faced these issues, the first part of this
paper will focus on how they tried to distinguish the post-revolution vision of
women from the representation that was predominant before 2011. Then we will
study how it has been linked to the representation of the nation, in particular
through the use of the feminine allegory, which stands for the liberation of the
Egyptian people, along lines that were drawn by preceding revolutions. In the
end, we will see how film directors have tried to renew the filmic representations
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of women by linking them to the social and economic issues that were at the core
of the 2011 demonstrations.
Deconstructing the Regime’s Claim of Women’s Protection
In the interviews, film directors assert their support for the Revolution, as
does Yousry Nasrallah when presenting After the Battle (2012) at the Cannes
Festival (Mandelbaum 2012). Some, as the collective behind 18 days (Arafa et
al 2011), were deeply involved in the revolutionary movement. For the women
among them, the issue of gender relations and the situation of women were
crucial in their defiance of the rule of Hosni Mubarak (Telmissany 2016) and
played a great part in their adhesion to revolutionary ideals. Highly educated,
frustrated by the censorship (Mansour 2012), and sharing the social and political
concerns that fueled the demonstrations, film directors, as a sociological group,
were very close to the middle class that took up the streets in 2011 (Kandil 2012).
Nevertheless, in their apprehension of women's representation after the
Revolution, one key issue was to distinguish it from how it had appeared in the
films that had been produced before 2011, and to dismantle the Mubarak
regime's political use of this issue. This question appears to have been
particularly important for film directors who shot their movies early during the
period, when the Revolution was still happening. Part of the discourse of
authoritarian Arab regimes was that they protected women's rights, and that,
should they fall, these rights would be curtailed by the Islamist movements (AlAli 2012). They made use of women's rights to assert themselves towards their
international partners, in Egypt through the action of Suzanne Mubarak (Zuhur
2001). In the same way, by granting shooting authorizations, or by using a more
or less mild censorship, the regime could use the work of film directors to justify
its policies on an international scale, appropriating their work in some way, even
if they weren't among its supporters. Moreover, the weight of Post-ThirdWorldist culture in Egyptian cinema (Shohat 2004) meant that the regime,
proclaimed successor of the Third-Worldist Nasserist Egypt, could insist on a
clear-cut link between its policies and the issues explored by the film industry.
Therefore, it has been essential for film directors to deconstruct the regime's
discourse in order to renew their apprehension of the women's question during
and after the Revolution. To do so, it was necessary to make the regime's
protection of women appear as a fraud. Yousry Nasrallah underlines this aspect
by opening After the Battle with women discussing (real) images of genderbased violence during the 2011 Revolution. This is also exemplified by one of
the segments of 18 Days in which a young coffee seller joins the Revolution after
being dragged through the street by the security forces. The strength of this
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image is enhanced by the fact that this girl is made to appear as an embodiment
of Egypt, as she wears the national colours: she has red hair, a white skin, and is
draped in a black cloak. In both cases, the directors insist on the fact that genderbased violence comes from the security forces, in opposition to the selfproclaimed regime's protection of women.
This deconstruction of the regime's discourse is at the core of Tarik Saleh's
The Nile Hilton Incident (2017). Drawing his inspiration from Suzanne Tamim's
murder in 2008, Saleh describes a situation where proximity with the regime
prevents from being pursued for having killed a woman. What is more is that
Saleh chose to represent the victim as a free-spirited and independent woman,
who, according to the Post-Third-Worldist narrative, would have been
considered “emancipated,” and whose death, in a “progressive” regime would
have been a scandal. Nevertheless, he describes a situation in which it appears
more important for government officials to gag the inspector in charge and the
possible (also a woman) witness, than to look for the culprit. In this way, the film
director wants to expose the proclaimed protection of women by the regime as a
mystification and a lie: women appear to be protected only as long as this
protection serves the authoritarian rule rather than the women themselves. These
films consider that violence against women during the Revolution was not
socially or religiously-driven, but that it was rooted in the political sphere, and
used as a tool of control by the regime. In another segment, 18 Days follows two
thugs who prepare to attack the protesters, with a special aim at young female
demonstrators. The film makes clear that they are being used by the regime, who
manipulates them, using their social and affective misery to its advantage. On
the other hand, a woman is indeed protected in the film: she is a young
demonstrator who sees her neighbour, a football fan, come to her rescue, when
the protest she joined is charged by the police. This sequence appears as an
homage to the part football fans played on Tahrir Square (Dorsey 2012, 412),
but it also means that the people, and particularly women, do not need the
regime's protection. According to this film, protection, if needed, can come from
the people themselves. This can appear as a rather naive way of interpretation,
as it paradoxically may reinforce patriarchal structures of dominance and social
control of women, which are here ignored, or only interpreted as a political tool
of the regime. This over-optimistic vision may reflect the hopes of the first stages
of the Revolution, when the film was shot, during which the downfall of the
regime appeared as the key to abolish all kinds of dominance. Films shot later,
particularly by women, such as and Nawara (Khalil 2015), and Kamla Abu
Zikry's works (Women's Prison 2014 and A Day for Women 2016) consider this
view as an illusion, and, on the contrary, aim at interrogating the structural aspect
of the patriarchal order.
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Post-revolutionary films go a step further to delegitimize the regime's
discourse by broadening their scope of gender-based oppression, and not limiting
it to women, as was the case in most of pre-2011 films on the subject. They
represent a regime of oppression that attacks every man or woman in his sexual
identity. Men are described as victims of a political oppression that takes
advantage of their gendered identity to control them, by frustration and symbolic
castration. Sins of the Flesh (El Hagar 2016) focuses on a character, representing
the revolutionary youth driven to murder by being separated from the woman he
loves by an old man who represents Mubarak’s regime. Moreover, the main
character in Winter of Discontent (Batout 2013) is a man traumatized by the
sexually-oriented torture he suffered at the hands of the security forces (Tadros
2013), and who lost his virility in the process. Through such narratives, these
films aim to represent the 2011 Revolution as a way for all Egyptians to regain
their gender-based dignity. The image of castration is strong enough to be used
by Yousry Nasrallah when filming Brooks, Meadows, and Lovely Faces (2016),
which can be interpreted as a parable on the Egyptian Revolution. Set in the rural
areas of the Daqahlia governorate, the film narrates an uprising triggered by the
castration and death of a young man at the hands of the thugs paid by the local
tyrant, who threatens the deceased's fiancée. For these film directors, the
oppression of women should not be separated from a more general gendered
oppression which has been exposed by the Revolution. The Revolution itself, as
these films tend to show, has been a place where gendered identities and relations
between men and women have been renewed by the renegotiation of the
patriarchal bargain (Hafez 2012), as both men and women reclaim their dignity
in the process. Accordingly, this renegotiation of the patriarchal order appears in
films which portray the Revolution as a meeting place. Winter of Discontent, as
well as three segments (out of ten) of 18 Days have focused on couples who meet
or rekindle their affection through the new forms of relations created during the
demonstrations on Tahrir Square, a theme that is also hinted at, in After the
Battle. The demonstrations are shown as a space where both men and women
can free themselves of the oppressive rule, meet as equals, and oppose together
the regime's forces. Nevertheless, this view may also appear as overly optimistic,
and, while understandably aimed at representing a feeling of unity among the
people, it carries the risk of forgetting the specific gender-based oppression that
women are facing.
Women in the Revolution: From Demonstrations to National Symbols
If demonstrations are represented as meeting places, this is to be linked to the
particular experience of film directors during the demonstrations, and to the way
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of shooting films that imposed itself in the documentaries about Tahrir Square.
Such documentaries include Stefano Savona's Tahrir (2012), From Queens to
Cairo (Sadek 2012), The Square (Noujaim 2013), In Tahrir Square, Egypt's 18
Days of Unfinished Revolution (Alpert and O'Neill 2012), or Tahrir 2011, the
Good, the Bad and the Politician (Ezzat, Amin and Salama 2011). When filming
the demonstrations, all these directors have tended to adopt the same way of
filming, described by Stefano Savona when he comments on his experience as a
film director amidst the protesters (Savona 2012). All these documentaries are
shot from within the crowd, focusing on a few witnesses, presented as average
protesters, who describe their motivations and act as guides to the film director
(Abbadi and Hammouda 2016, 182). This method of filming was influenced by
the use of video by the protesters and by the experience of documentation led by
the project Tahrir Cinema (Schoene 2012, 19). This representation imposed itself
because it is perceived as carrying the true sense of the Revolution, and not
betraying it by creating figureheads that would put in the shadow the massive
popular movement of the demonstrations (El Hamamsy 2012, 45, El Hamamsy
and Soliman 2013, 250, Adami 2016, 69).
In these documentaries, protesters appear meeting one another randomly but
with enthusiasm, and debating endlessly during the 18 days that led to Hosni
Mubarak's downfall. These films document a liberation of speech that is
portrayed as gender-blind. The camera work insists on the presence of men and
women of all social backgrounds, and all faiths among the demonstrators, and
focuses on the feeling of national unity that prevailed on the Square (Challand
2011, 275). In this regard, these documentaries are coherent with the vision of a
people regaining its gendered dignity, and aim at carrying the same message of
national unity, also considering that the issue of patriarchal dominance should
not interfere with the representation of the revolutionary movement.
Women are not presented as threatened in these films, except by the security
forces. They appear as a part of the collective actor, and, as in the films about
the Tunisian demonstrations, they are presented as equal partners to men in the
Revolution (Khalil 2014, 186). The meaning of this type of filming is twofold.
The first one is that film directors do not want to single out women within the
Revolution. Even if filming the Revolution has a particular meaning for female
directors such as Lara Baladi (Telmissany 2016), they wish to avoid presenting
the Revolution in a feminist light (Khamis 2011), as this would segment the
people, and give way to an interpretation made along Western categories
bordering on orientalist feminism (Sjoberg and Whooley 2011). On the contrary,
film directors focus on the global claim that Egyptians made for their rights.
When a student evokes women's rights in Savona's Tahrir, she is answered by a
fellow female student that this will have to be discussed with the new
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constitution, which, she adds, will have to highlight all kinds of rights, including
women's rights. In From Queens to Cairo, the issue of women is treated along
the same lines: women's rights are fundamental, but they are part of a national
bargain that concerns all Egyptians.
The other interpretation for this way of representing the revolution lies in the
cinematographic references to which film directors could relate while filming
Tahrir. The film directors' choice of filming the people as a collective
revolutionary actor follows the steps of Eisenstein (Sumpf 2004, 15) and Dziga
Vertov (Hicks 2007, 22, 90). When shooting October (1927), Enthusiasm (1930)
or Man with a Movie Camera (1929), Soviet film directors faced the same
question, and the filming disposal which imposed itself to document the Tahrir
Revolution bears strong resemblances to the solutions they adopted. The choice
is to build a collective actor, by showing characters that represent various aspects
of the people, in the Tahrir case, men and women, Muslims and Christians, rural
and urban dwellers, and lower, middle and upper social classes. This type of film
aims at presenting the people with a mirror in which each citizen could find his
reflection. This is based on the idea that the people is also the public of the movie
(Montebello 2003), and that the act of filming itself is part of the artists'
revolutionary commitment. The Revolution is perceived as creating a new public
and social space, which has to be filmed in a renewed aesthetics, that takes into
account the people's transformation by the Revolution, in a move that links
political and aesthetic avant-gardes (Heinich 2018, 196, 357). When it comes to
fiction, women tend to be presented as allegories of the people in its
revolutionary struggle. This is facilitated by the long identification of the Egypt's
national allegory as a woman (Dickinson 2007, 137, Shafik 2007, 89). In the
revolutionary context, film directors can assert this use of allegory on the
nationalist iconography that was created in the struggle against British
colonialism during the 1919 Revolution (Baron 2005, 57). Moreover, directors
can situate themselves in another artistic revolutionary genealogy, that was
inaugurated by the French Revolution, with the creation of Marianne as a female
national allegory (Agulhon 1979, 2001) that embodies the national struggle and
links it with a strong popular identity.
This tendency to use female characters as allegories of the nation is enhanced
by the presence within Egyptian cinema of characters that embody the nation
and are identified as “children of the land” (Shafik, 2007, 100). Often from a low
rural social background, they are presented as enduring, witty, down-to-earth
characters that are quintessentially Egyptians. In the case of women, this
representation of the “women of the land” has been transformed to develop a
discourse about the Revolution, in which they appear as Egyptian Marianne.
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Their description fits the coffee seller of 18 Days who takes part in the
demonstrations and faces the violence of the security forces. The visual grammar
of this film segment appears to have been influenced by Delacroix's painting:
Liberty Leading the People, before turning to another classical theme of national
struggles; that of the brutalized/raped nation (Shafik, 2007, 256). This segment
opens a trend of films with a double level of understanding: one apparent,
narrating some events linked to the Revolution, and another level in which the
film director tries to offer a global understanding of the 2011 events through the
use of allegories.
This interpretation is particularly clear in Sins of the Flesh (El Hagar, 2016),
which appears as a parable about the 25th January Revolution, of which echoes
run through the movie (Kenigsberg 2017). Fatma, played by Nahed el-Sebai,
embodies Egypt as one of these “children of the land”, a young peasant girl, torn
between her aging husband, a metaphor of Hosni Mubarak's power, who gives
her security, but whom she doesn't love, and her young lover Ali, a
representation of the Revolution, deeply marked by anger and frustration. As
Fatma and her lover kill the husband, they fall prey to the landlord, who
embodies economic power, and who steps in after the apparent master which he
controlled, the husband, has disappeared. Fatma gives birth to a child of
unknown father, and, as she and Ali drown during the climax of the film, clinging
to each other, and destroying each other at the same time, this child remains
alone, representing the fragile hopes born from the Revolution.
Nawara (Weissberg 2015), set in Cairo, follows a parallel path. The film
focuses on Nawara, who works as a maid for a well-off family, which has close
ties with the Mubarak administration. When the Revolution breaks out, the
family flees abroad, leaving Nawara in charge of the house. The young woman
dreams that the money that was stolen by corrupt officials would be redistributed
to the people, which would give her the possibility to have her ill father-in-law
being properly cured, and allow her to set a home with her husband, with whom
she never could consummate her marriage, as they lack a place of their own.
While the film describes in details the life of the most humble population of
Cairo, it is also highly allegorical. Nawara embodies Mother Egypt taking care
of her children, here represented by the little chickens Nawara raises. She is
portrayed as a personification of the Egyptian people through her social
background and good nature, typical of the cinematic “children of the land.”
Moreover, she appears to express the different components of the Egyptian
people, being married to a Nubian, an identity that equates to a subaltern position
in the Egyptian traditional film industry (Shafik 2007, 64). Frightened at first of
the house's dangerous dog, she tames it, and it protects her later against an
aggression by people, dressed in religious attire, who try to appropriate the
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house. This scene is a metaphor of how the director wants to represent a
transformed relation between the people and the security forces through the 2011
Revolution, including Mohamed Morsi's presidency. On the other hand,
Nawara's boss, who scorns the demonstrations, and who dyes his white hair,
represents the aging regime, which has lost its link with the people. As such, the
whole film has a dual level of understanding, one as the story of a young woman
during the Revolution, and a deeper meaning as a parable of the Revolution
itself, up to its end, when Nawara's dreams are shattered when she is arrested by
security forces that appear as menacing as they were at the beginning, alluding
to the repression that followed the Revolution.
This identification of women with the nation can be seen as problematic as it
follows classical cinematographic themes. In this regard, the Revolution does
not seem to have transformed the representation of women, contrary to the hopes
nurtured by the documentaries that aimed at creating a revolutionary cinema, in
which a transformed visual culture would mirror a transformed society. The
same can be said about the TV series, Fad Eshtebak (2013) in which the female
characters can be interpreted as embodiments of the various aspects of the nation,
but ones that do not depart from the roles of characters that were assigned to
women before the 2011 Revolution (mother from lower-class, young successful
artist, etc...). The allegorical use of women, despite being appealing to film
directors who try to build a discourse about the Revolution, tends to re-root
women's representation in ancient stereotypes that are familiar to the audience,
albeit transforming them to a certain extent, as in the case of the “girls of the
land”: in this respect, rather than of a visual revolution, one may speak of an
evolution in the representation of women.
Renewing the Representation of Women Via Social and Political Issues
The choice of “women of the land” to represent women as revolutionary
allegories hints at another question film directors had to face, which is the link
between the representation of women and the social and economic issues that
were at the core of the Arab Spring (Campante and Chor 2012). Nawara, as well
as the coffee seller of 18 Days do not join the first stages of the Revolution, but
they are represented demonstrating when they appropriate slogans that fit their
aspirations, namely about social justice and human dignity. To film directors
who portray themselves as participating in the political avant-garde of the
Revolution, this cinematographic choice means that they cannot focus on women
as a stand-alone question, if they want to reach a wide national audience. To act
as committed intellectuals, they feel the need to “go to the people” (Lefcourt
2004, 98), something they try to do through these characters that they model to
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mirror what they think are the expectations of working-class citizens. This
thinking is in turn based on the disputed idea (Charpentier and Pierru 2006) that
cinema, understood as a mass media, can be a powerful means to bring the ideals
of the Revolution to the people (Thorn 2004). This appears all the more
necessary to film directors as, despite the proclaimed diversity of the protesters
that documentaries filmed on Tahrir Square, most of them appear to be of
middle-class background, or belonging to the pauperized youth, which
nevertheless possesses a strong cultural capital (Bourdieu 1979), rather than
belonging to the lowest social classes.
Nawara, in this regard, is reminiscent of the peasants of Anne Roussillon's
documentary (I Am the People, 2014), who live in a village near Luxor and who
are not primarily concerned by with a revolution, that they perceive as a
preoccupation of people who are more well-off than they are. In his comment
on I Am the People , François Ireton (2015) has noted that these peasants, men
and women, often have the feeling of being treated worse than their cattle. This
is precisely the slogan that triggers Nawara's interest in the Revolution:
“insaniyya” (“humanity”). As Nawara witnesses how her father-in-law is
considered, in the hospital, as nothing more than a nuisance, being literally
thrown out of his bed and left sitting in the corridor, this becomes the key to her
involvement in the Revolution. This link between women and sociopolitical
issues remains on an allegorical level in Nawara, but Yousry Nasrallah tries to
conceptualize it and to put it into practice in his work. Nevertheless, his work
illustrates the difficulty of filming women of a lower social class without
patronizing them. Through his work on Scheherazade, Tell Me a Story, and
About the Boys, the Girls and the Veil (1995), he had already dealt with the
transformation of men and women relations along the lines of social barriers.
But he goes a step further with After the Battle. The film focuses on the meeting
between Reem, a revolutionary and a women's rights activist, and Mahmoud, a
guide and horse rider at the Pyramids, who attacked the protesters on Tahrir on
February 2nd. This meeting mimics Yousry Nasrallah's intention when he started
shooting: as he explains in interviews (Mandelbaum 2012), Nasrallah chose to
go filming near the Pyramids, making his crew and actors meet the actual
inhabitants of the village who attacked the protesters. And he decided to build
his movie following the interactions between these two groups. His aim was to
take part in the building of the discourse about the 2011 Revolution, and to share
the questions it raised within both groups. Very symbolically, the gender issue
appears at the very start of the movie, when female demonstrators discuss behind
closed doors the gender-based security forces' violence during the Revolution.
These women are presented as belonging to the upper or upper-middle class, and
Nasrallah juxtaposes spaces and social classes during the whole movie, with the
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activists living inside luxury apartments, as opposed to the much more modest
horse riders, who are mainly filmed in the outside, until they all symbolically
meet, during the demonstrations.
In Yousry Nasrallah's eyes, these choices are aimed at showing that the
question of women's rights should not be considered as a concern only for the
westernized elite, to whom Reem belongs, but that it should be de-westernized
(Sreberny 2000) to be considered an Egyptian issue per se. At the same time, he
insists on the idea that both groups should meet and learn from each other, and
without trying to impose preconceptions on one another. Contrary to Reem's
initial belief, Fatma, Mahmoud's wife, does not need to be “emancipated”. She
is a free-spirited woman, who holds her ground against her husband as well as
against political activists who think they know better than her. But she is
represented as deeply suffering from social stigma, and the economic hardships
that she encounters. As the film director presents it, political courses aimed
specifically at women are relevant, but only if they are linked to other social and
economic forms of education that are directed to the village as a whole.
Nevertheless, this enterprise appears to some extent to be the wishful thinking
of Yousry Nasrallah. Despite his intention, his film has been characterized as
participating in the elite cinematic “bubble” at the Cannes Festival (Kermabon
2012). If Nasrallah insists that all characters should respect each other, the
educational dimension that is inherent to his way of “going to the people”
(Lefcourt 2004, Tarragoni 2014) can be perceived as patronizing, as the horse
riders appear more as receiving this education than sharing with their
counterparts on an equal basis. As such, the way the film links women's
emancipation to other social issues tends to install a vertical relationship between
the characters and ignores much of the globalized political and social culture of
the horse riders (Singerman and Amar 2006, 313) by attributing these
characteristics only to Reem and her friends.
In filming this movie, Yousry Nasrallah appears to have been, despite his
intention, captive of his own representations. He tried to correct this when
filming Brooks, Meadows, and Lovely Faces, based on Bassem Samra’s idea,
himself familiar with the working-class society of Dakahlia, where he comes
from. In an interview (2017), Nasrallah states his desire to renew his audience's
gaze on the working-class society, and his will to direct a movie that would take
into account the social transformations that followed the Revolution (Rouxel
2017, 31). In this movie, women are portrayed at the forefront of the uprising
against an unjust power, as their fate is what will define the orientation taken by
the society: the oppression of women, through forced marriages in this case, is
apprehended as the most visible part of a general oppressive system. In this
133

Representing Women on Screen

regard, Nasrallah reuses the idea of a gender-based oppression used by the
regime against the population as a whole that was developed in films shot during
the first stages of the Revolution. At the same time, he appears to share the
concerns that followed the Tunisian Revolution, in which women asked not to
be considered as mere symbols, but as equal partners in the revolutionary
movement (Khalil 2014), and puts great emphasis in his film on the role of
women as the driving force of the uprising, while portraying them fighting
against an unjust patriarchal order used by the local tyrant to his personal benefit.
Still, this order in itself, is only partially put into question, as one of the main
characters opposed to the tyrant is precisely a benevolent patriarch, whose social
role is never questioned.
This interrogation of women's new place in the political arena is mirrored in
Mohamed Diab's Clash (2016) where two of them express the dual reality of the
new Egypt that emerged from the Revolution (Guth 2017). The film follows the
debates of pro and anti-Morsi protesters who have been trapped together in a
police van after being arrested. These two women, a student and a nurse, can,
here again, be interpreted in an allegorical sense, as the film director intended to
portray the two faces of Egypt that opposed each other during the process that
led to the arrest of Mohamed Morsi. However, as the actors and the film director
point out (2017), these characters go beyond their allegorical meaning to
question the characteristics of women in the film industry. Being among the most
important characters of the film, they embody the role of Egyptian women in the
revolutionary process (Olimat 2013 61-70), and their will to make their own
choices based on their own hopes and fears about the future. The pro-Morsi
student, in particular, appears to be the driving force behind her family's political
engagement, rather than her father who accompanies her. In this regard, she
distinguishes herself from the ancient Post-Third-Worldist discourse that
considered women as victims of Islamic movements as she is portrayed as a
politically conscious and self-asserting character.
This search for creating new types of female characters has been particularly
developed in Kamla Abu Zikry's post-revolutionary works, in Women's Prison
(2014) and A Day for Women (2016) (Zohdi 2017 and El Shabrawy 2014), she
departs from Yousry Nasrallah's militant attitude that did not serve him well with
the local box-office and critique (Nasrallah 2017), and opened way to
accusations of self-exoticism towards lower-class Egyptians (Zohdi 2016). On
the contrary, Abu Zikry has long devoted her work to working-class people, to
the point of being considered as filming “slum movies” (Andeel 2014). In
contrast to Nasrallah's from-gender-to-social move, she focuses on the social
issues. Her work is aimed at describing the social context of prison, or of the
poor neighborhood of Cairo in which the events take place, before questioning
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the role women have in it. The goal of such a choice is to avoid imposing
representations on the characters that are alien to them, and to portray accurately
how issues that are specific to women resonate in such context. A Day for Women
is focused on women who enjoy, for the first time, the possibility to be among
themselves at a swimming pool. The film innovates as it offers a feminine look
on women, who are filmed in a way deprived of eroticism, but with the aim of
creating complex characters, that do not fit the classical dichotomy of oppression
and liberation (Shohat 2004): the apparently most emancipated woman is also
the one who condemned herself to remain a virgin and who appears a prisoner
of her own life. In line with her previous work, Abu Zikry aims at presenting the
female body in a new light (Shafik 2012, Gordon 2015) that allows her to
question her audience's view on the situation of women.
Women's Prison adapts the 1982 play of the same name by feminist author
Fatheyya al-Assal and reflects her interrogations in the light of the postrevolutionary context. As a political author, al-Assal was herself imprisoned
several times, and considered social justice and women's rights to be two fights
that should not be separated (Shabrawy 2014). By referring to this cultural
background in 2014, Kamla Abu Zikry finds a way to reframe the issue of
women's emancipation in its historical depth, and to strongly link it to the social
and political frustrations that were at the core of the Revolution. At the same
time, she sheds light on the particular frustrations and injustices experienced by
women, reflecting on their present situation in post-revolutionary Egypt. In this
endeavour, she appears as a leading figure among other directors who share the
same concerns. A film like Factory Girl (Khan 2013), about the love story that
unfolds between a worker and her supervisor in the textile industry, tries, as does
Abu Zikry's work, to renew women representations in Egyptian cinema (Andeel
and Evans 2014) by transforming its perspective from the inside. Although the
film follows an apparently traditional narrative, it undermines it, and offers, from
a grass-root perspective, a new way to articulate the three main issues that have
been at the core of both the Egyptian cinema and the Revolution: gender, class
and nation.
Conclusion
As the Egyptian film industry went through the Revolution and tried to
portray it during the event and after, the representation of women appeared to be
a crucial question when it came to defining the changes that occurred in Egypt's
self-representation. While much media and scientific attention has been devoted
to the role played by women during the demonstrations, the issue resonated
deeper in the film industry that undertook the task of interrogating its stereotypes
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on this subject. At the same time, the filmic disposal used by documentaries and
projects such as Mosireen during the revolution introduced new ways of
representing the people during the revolution, which raised the question of how
women could be portrayed as sociopolitical actors in the light of their
involvement during the demonstrations. This raised major issues, such as selfexoticism and orientalist feminism, which have been a chief concern for film
directors in their efforts to transform the image of women on the Egyptian
screen. The use of allegories, linked to the characters of the “women of the land”
has appeared as a way to offer a filmic narrative of the revolution that would
allow at the same time to renew the image of women on screen. Other directors,
such as Yousry Nasrallah, have chosen to “go to the people”, and, acting as
intellectuals, have tried to link issues that are specific to women with broader
sociopolitical questions by experimenting new ways of filming. Still, it appears
that such experiments do not seem to have fit the audience's expectations, as,
beyond the militant videos produced by Mosireen, these films have met little
success. Despite the fact that many film directors and actors took part in the
revolution, it would be going too far to consider that the Egyptian cinema itself
has become revolutionary, in the way post-1917 Soviet cinema can be
considered a revolutionary cinema. Rather, as shown by the work of film
directors such as Mohamed Diab, Kamla Aby Zikry, or Mohamed Khan, it
appears that the 2011 Revolution has started a process of evolution within the
Egyptian cinema that deeply transforms its representation of women, both
towards the state, and towards the patriarchal structures. Before 2011, women
were political objects on the screen, they have now increasingly become political
subjects.

Endnote
1

http://mosireen.org/?page_id=6
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