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blonde women without head covers. I didn’t know where to rest my eyes. I wanted to touch 
everything…” (p. 41).

This expression, “I wanted to touch everything”, gives us a sense of the basic trait of Kamila’s 
personality, her enthusiasm for the world and for life in all its manifestations. Throughout a life 
filled with difficulties, she never abandoned her love of love itself, and her love of life’s offerings of 
joy, songs, movies, and friendships. Love was a rescue belt that saved Kamila from misery, family 
oppression, and the rigidity of traditions. It was not acceptable at the time for a married woman 
to defy her family by maintaining an open relationship with her lover. For a woman to respond to 
desire in an austere environment, is this not the beginning of a symbolic, subversive action towards 
freedom from hypocrisy?

Another aspect of Hikayati sharhun yatul worth mentioning is the many languages used: the 
language of narration, of description, the colloquial language of the dialogue, and the borrowed 
language of Mohamed’s love letters. Such diversification of language has become a stylistic trait of 
many Arabic novels, contributing to bringing out the specificities of each regional dialect, whilst 
achieving the ‘prosing’ of fiction, and removing it from the realm of a fixed rhetoric. In Hikayati 
sharhun yatul, Hanan Al-Shaykh offers a model of juxtaposing different forms of language, in a 
manner that merits the attention of linguists and discourse analysts. Certain paragraphs of the love 
letters, for example, give an idea of the romantic, sentimental language that used to affect the lives 
of many in the 1930s and 1940s throughout the Arab countries. When Mohamed writes: “I love the 
path you walk on, and the bed that holds you. I love the pillow and the cover and the house and the 
ceiling and the walls. I wish I were the invisible air that comes in at dawn through your windows 
to play around with…” (p. 156) does this not remind us of a discourse that was, and maybe still is, a 
refuge for many from deprivation?

Mohamed Berrada is a literary critic and novelist who teaches Arab literature at the Faculté des Lettres of the Mohammed 
V University in Rabat. The review was translated from French by Lynn Maalouf and edited by Hasna Mikdashi. 
Email: berrada61@hotmail.com

Encyclopedia of Women and Islamic Cultures, volume IV, Economics, Mobility and Space, 
edited by Suad Joseph, Brill. Leiden-Boston 2007.

REVIEWED BY NISREEN SALTI 

The first volume of the six-volume Encyclopedia of Women and Islamic Cultures (EWIC) set up 
the EWIC project as an “interdisciplinary, transhistorical, and transnational” work, spanning 
“all facets of the life of women” in the “civilizations and societies in which Islam has played a 
historic role” (I: xxi), from the rise of Islam to the present day and extending from West Africa to 
Central and South Asia, according to the general editor, Suad Joseph (I: xxxiii). In line with this 
plan, EWIC’s editorial board has organized the fourth volume around the themes of ‘Economics, 
Education, Mobility and Space’. Volume I focused on ‘Methodologies, Paradigms and Sources’ 
[2003]; volume II on ‘Family, Law and Politics’ [2005]; and volume III on ‘Family, Body, Sexuality 
and Health’ [2005]. Volume V on ‘Practices, Interpretation and Representation’ and volume VI 
(Supplement and Index) are expected to appear in 2007. The fourth volume is primarily concerned 
with examining the material conditions affecting the daily realities of women in predominantly 
Muslim societies, as well as Muslim women in non-Muslim societies.
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Under the broad headings of ‘Cities’, ‘Development’, ‘Economics’, ‘Education’, ‘Environment’, 
‘Migration,’ and ‘Space’, EWIC’s volume IV covers topics as sweeping as colonial cities, global 
cities, Islamic cities, homelessness, urban identities and movements, discourses and practices 
for development, farming and development, housing policies, non-governmental organizations, 
sustainable development, credit organizations, marketing, craft industries, foreign aid, informal 
and formal labor markets, Islamic banking, labor and health, land reform, trade, domestic 
labor, pastoral economies, professional occupations, sex workers, education from pre- to post-
colonial periods, environment, migration, and space. It also includes entries under the headings 
‘Information Technology’, ‘Poverty’, ‘Slavery’ and ‘Tourism’. The volume “looks for evidence 
of agency, whether it is found in women’s activism in non-governmental or community-based 
organizations, credit associations, or the possibilities created by education” (p. xxiii).  Entries 
are organized by geographical region and are sometimes preceded or replaced by a conceptual 
overview. The volume contains 263 entries, including 15 overviews, each followed by a 
bibliography, the whole written by over two hundred contributors. 

A first conceptual challenge that emerges from the Encyclopedia’s overall aim is whether Islam 
constitutes an overarching theme across all the phenomena covered. The editors no doubt face this 
challenge in all the volumes, but it is particularly sharp in volume IV with its themes revolving 
around the material conditions of everyday life. This reader finds that evidence of Islamic culture 
as a common thread in economics, education, mobility, and space is tenuous indeed. As Joseph 
notes in the preface, this question invites more extensive comparative research.

The organization by geographical region of the entries on most of the topics covered is both 
useful and commonsensical. However, the choice of regions is unsystematic since, as Joseph 
admits, it was a matter of the availability of contributors rather than theoretical conceptualization. 
This means that one of the principal functions that this volume is intended to fulfill is somewhat 
compromised, since the usefulness of any work of reference is based in the predictability of its 
contents, a quality produced by uniformity of organization and comparability across entries.

The thematic overviews that precede some of the geographically specific entries provide the 
history of scholarly thought on the topic in question, setting it in the context of Islam and 
Islamic cultures, and fleshing out its effect and relevance to women. Hence Minako Sakai’s 
overview entry on “The Environment” traces the origins of environmentalism in the west to 
the science of forestry, and links the rising concern about ecology in the west to the notion of 
sustainable development. The author then discusses Islam’s understanding of the environment, 
and moves to a discussion of women’s land rights in the Muslim world, attributing some of the 
environmental problems faced by Muslim countries to the severance of the relationship between 
women and the land. Adam Sabra’s overview on ‘Poverty’ opens with a succinct discussion of 
poverty from the standpoint of Islam, linking much of the Muslim world’s sociological treatment 
of poverty, its attitude towards the poor, and its institutions for poverty alleviation to the 
religious doctrine underlying these practices and attitudes, before discussing poverty as it is faced 
by women in the Muslim world.

These introductory sections are well written, informative, and closer to the ethos of a work that 
defines itself as more “transhistorical” than most of the other entries in the volume; the vast 
majority of the regional entries are focused on present day understanding and practice of the 
topics in question and offer little by way of history. The overview sections also address some of 
the difficulties that arise from the arbitrariness of the geographic divisions by providing general 



81al-raida Issue 120 - 121 | Winter / Spring 2008

entries that are not bound to a particular part of the Muslim world. However, as is the case with 
the choice of geographic divisions, it is also unclear to the reader on what basis the editors chose 
to include overviews for some topics and not for others.  

According to the defining mission set out in Volume I, the Encyclopedia is intended to encompass 
all eras of Islamic culture. However, outside of the overview sections described above, the content 
of this volume is confined primarily to contemporary or very recent historical periods. Hence, the 
“transhistorical” dimension is largely lost. For example, little is said about the four main topics of 
Volume IV in relation to early and middle Islamic cultures. A notable exception is found in some 
of the entries on inherently dynamic processes such as urbanization and colonialism. The entries 
under ‘Colonial Cities’ all flesh out the contrast between the pre-colonial urban landscapes and 
colonial cities. Petra Kuppinger’s contribution under this heading on the ‘Arab World’ provides 
an excellent treatment of the changes to urban life introduced by colonialism, and her carefully 
chosen headings relate the topic to the intersection of public space, the economy, and women’s 
daily lives. Similarly William J. Glover’s entry on ‘South Asia’ gives the reader a useful picture 
of the transformations involved with the advent of colonialism, though it is too brief when 
contextualizing the topic in Islamic cultures and women’s lives. 

Economics, one of the four main themes of Volume IV, is covered in 24 different headings 
encompassing various aspects of the economy ranging from the labor market (child labor, 
agricultural and industrial labor, labor and health, paid domestic labor, sex workers, etc. …), 
the financial market (access to credit and Islamic banking), and consumption (commodification 
and consumption), to the different productive sectors of the economy. One topic central to 
development studies that is omitted here though it deserves attention is saving behavior, intra-
household, and intergenerational distributional decisions more generally.  The more pressing 
gap in the entries on ‘Economics’ comes from the fact that no effort is made to incorporate any 
scholarly work on economics, and the entries use the language of public policy, which only 
borrows some concepts and findings from economic scholarship. Although academic work in 
economics has been slow to respond to the critiques made by women’s and gender studies, as 
well as to adequately address challenges and questions emerging from the Muslim world, there 
are important findings in the empirical economics literature regarding women in the Arab and 
Muslim worlds that are extremely relevant to some of the ‘Economics’ sections. The same can be 
said of many paradigms, concepts, and findings from labor and development economics that are 
applicable to any discussion of women and Islamic cultures.

Many of the entries describe the evolution of debates on the topic in question, and explicitly 
identify gaps in relevant literatures; two examples are the entries on ‘Sub-Saharan Africa’ and 
the ‘Arab World’ under the heading of ‘Environment: Change and Natural Resource Extraction’ . 
This gives the volume under review the feel of a rich and extensive reader on women and Islamic 
cultures rather than an encyclopedia in the classical understanding of the term. Most of the 
limitations described above are less relevant if the book is intended as a reader, since a reader 
would have less need to be transhistorical, and less concern for the uniformity of format and 
coverage across entries which is essential for a work of reference. 

For researchers interested in the four main themes covered in Volume IV, the Encyclopedia 
provides the fruit of an immense effort to collect entries from a wide variety of scholars sensitive 
to the need for the richness and importance of an interdisciplinary approach. Overall, the vast 
survey it affords of factors affecting the material realities of the everyday lives of women in 
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Muslim communities is a timely and critical guide for scholars, activists, policy makers, analysts, 
and general readers.

Nisreen Salti is an Assistant Professor in Economics at the American University of Beirut and has worked on the political 
economy of development, the curse of natural resources, inequality and health. 
Email: ns17@aub.edu.lb

Iraqi Women: Untold Stories from 1948 to the Present, by Nadje Sadig Al-Ali, London 
and New York: Zed Books, 2007. 292 pages.

REVIEWED BY ZAINAB AL BAHRANI 

the US-UK war against Iraq and the continuing occupation of the country has resulted in a 
catastrophic upheaval of Iraqi society, and the obliteration of anything resembling a normal 
human existence for its people. One of the most significant social changes brought about by the 
occupation and the interim Iraqi government is in women’s legal status and their conditions of 
daily life. While before 2003 women’s lives were oppressed under the dictatorship of Saddam 
Hussain, compounded by the dire constraints of the embargo, this oppression was similar to that 
of most other citizens of the country; it was not particularly divided along the lines of gender. 
Today, women have become pawns in the power plays of the different political factions in Iraq on 
the one hand, and in the political rhetoric of the United States on the other. The latter is a rhetoric 
of the liberation of Iraqi women used primarily for American consumption; the reasons most often 
given in the United States and the United Kingdom for the Iraq war are those of a “humanitarian 
intervention” to rid the people of Iraq of a brutal dictator and to free women from the burden of 
the burkah (never mind that this garment is in fact alien to the traditional dress of Iraq). As they 
presented it, part of Saddam’s tyranny was the tyranny of the veil. Women, in other words, have 
now replaced the Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) as one of the causes for their ‘just war’.

Another consequence of the war and occupation of Iraq has been a constant re-writing of historical 
accounts, declarations of identities in relation to the land and to history, narratives of diasporas 
and returns, and of individuals and groups of people. Telling the stories of Iraqi women is a way 
to uncover another layer of Iraq’s multiple and shifting narratives, as Nadje Al-Ali, author of 
Iraqi Women, explains in her introduction. She defines her work as an alternative history, focused 
on women’s lives and experiences (p. 267). The author, who is a cultural anthropologist at the 
University of Exeter in England, sets out to provide this alternative oral history of Iraq through the 
voices of the women whom she presents in the book. 

The book is organized as a historical narrative that begins with the early twentieth century, when 
Iraq was under the British mandate, before the 1958 revolution that overthrew the monarchy. The 
stories of a number of older women who recall that time are recounted in the first chapter, entitled 
“Living in the Diaspora”, an indication that many of those interviewed for the earlier period left 
Iraq soon after the events of 1958. The following pages, as described by the title of each chapter, 
focus on the experiences of women living with the revolution, with the Ba’th, with the violence of 
internal government campaigns and internments, with international sanctions, and finally, with 
the violence of the US occupation of Iraq. This sub-division of chapters under the headings of 
‘living with’ and a particular political era or situation could well be taken by the reader to mean 
that women are always on the margins of society, and never agents of societal, even less political, 
change. However, Al-Ali demonstrates her point that this is not the case through interviews with 


