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A Feminist Autobiography 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

prosperous American middle-class women in suburban
Washington … I learned that the differences between
women are dictated more by class and occupation than
by the differences between East and West” (p. 122). In
the “Postlude”, the author highlights her feminist con-
sciousness and calls for a revision of the notion of wom-
anhood from a historical and feminist perspective: “The
experiences of my mother and grandmother, as well as
my own, persuade me that it is the task of the women
of my generation and the next to redefine our differ-
ences, and to reinterpret our place in the world” (p.
401-402).
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Setting the Record Straight: The Literary
History of Women Writers in the Arab World

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Reviewed by Hala Kamal 

*Hala Kamal (PhD) is Assistant Professor in the
Department of English, Faculty of Arts, Cairo University,
Egypt, and founding member of the Women and Memory
Forum (WMF) in Cairo. She currently coordinates the
WMF translation project. Research interests include
women's studies and autobiographical writing.
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