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Le t me beg in by asserting that this text is a mos t 
i n fo rm ative and enjoyable book . thoroughly 
resea rched and clearly pr~senlcd . [t const itutes a 
welcome reference in English on Arab Lebanese 
women. J pe rsonal ly fec i greatly indebted and 
enlig htened a ft cr readi ng this work. One of my key 
criteria fo r a good text is the ques t ions it ra ises and 
the curiosity it ign ites. rather than the ready- made 
answer !'. it rn :l y provide. Khairallah's book certain 
ly raises penetrating q ues ti ons Ihal challenge ou r 
assum ptions about Lebanese women and Leba nese 
h istory, 

T he firs t th ing tha t a tt rac ts one's att e nti on is the 
t it le of this work: The SiJrers of Men. The au thor 
exp lica tes the tit le by indica ti ng tha t it is a vari ation 
o n an oft-hea rd "expression s ignifying a n unus ual 
woman, a woman as capa ble as any ma n, as b rave , 
in tell igen t a nd courageo us, in br ief, a great compli
me nt indeed." (p. 5). But, is it truly a compliment? 
To my mind, it is bi ased and disturbi ng, no t because 
I a m a vehement feminis t , bu t rather, beca use or lhe 
im pl ied status such a n ex pression ass igns to women 
in our society. The expression, "a ~ i ste r of men" 
suggests that only an unusual. extraordina ry woman 
could attain such a title. This im plies that nob le a nd 
commendable qualities arc n:uurally the attributes 
of me n, whereas poor, dc fi cicnI women have to 
work tw ice as ha rd to join the vaunted ·'sis te rhood" 
of me n. if we may coin such a phrase. 

A second obse rvation is tha t Khaira l lah's decision 
to ana lyze the ro les of women only a ft e r th ey have 
passed away le nds a pa negyric mood to the wor k. 
Eu log iz ing wome n may lead 10 a bi ased app ra isal o f 
their im pact d u ring l ife. The followi ng three exa m
ples of eu logiled wo me n illust rate the problem of 
biased panegy ric. The firs t of these ·'siste rs of me n" 
is ' A lya' Frans is. who was re now ned fo r her b rav
ery. generosity, w isdom and good counsel. In 'ldd i
ti on to being an exce ll ent traditi ona l hea ler and an 
o ut spoke n woman w ho tonk a stand on every iss ue 
or imparla nce. Fransis was also an acco mplished 
horse-wo ma n who defcaICd a numbe r of ma le 
eq uest ria n heroes in compe titio ns. Fo r "the sake of 
her eyes," he r na t ive c it y. Marj'ayoun. was spa red 
d ur ing a pe ri od of co nfl ic t, a nd oeca use o f this 
even t. we e nj oy 10 this day the beau ti fu l proverb 
"kurlllal 'a;II, r;kl'lllll Marj'ayol/II." Yet, des p ite all 
of ~ Alya ' s extraordinary accom plis hme nts, some 
me n who wi tnessed her amaz in g pe rfo rma nce of 
swo rdswo ma nshi p could not pra ise her directly, but 
ins tead excla imed to her fa ther '·0 Abu Mulh im ! If 
~ u eh arc you r women, wha t m ust you r men be 
like!'!" ( I' . 133). T h is com pliment wkes away frOIll 
. Alya's achievement.~ and pl aces the focus nn men 
a:-. the ult ima te measure of all that is nob le and valu
aok:. 

A second exa mple is the fo l lowing laudatory remark 
saluting Hind Nawfa1. the first woman publ isher in 
Sy ria : ;'s he combined the grace of a wo man wit h the 
s tre ng th of a man" Cp. 177), a nd thi s remark was 
made by no ne ot he r than the g reat intell ect ua l of the 
A rab lIahda (Renaissance), J urj i Ze ida n! But the 
forego ing examples are d raw n f rom the 19lh ce ntu
ry. How did women fare dur in g the 20th centu ry? 

Sa lwa Nassar was pra ised in a 1963 newspaper arti
cle as fo ll ows: ··She is an atomic phys icist and equal 
to ten men,·' a lt hough her father was quite furious 
when she was born a girl" (p. 259). All 
these exam ples, rega rdless of the cen tu-
ry which gave rise to them. illustrate 
that man is the norm or c ri terion 
aga inst which womcn arc measurcd. 
Thi s is objectionable on the g rounds 
tha t it ig no res the in t rinsic human 
va lue of each pe rsOIl. reg a rd less of 
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ge nder. 

Ye t K hairallah' s choi ce of title is j uSlifiable because 
o f he r s ub-titl e: "Lebanese Women in Hi story". Is 
there a more appropriate title for women's condition 
a! that point in Lebanese hi story? 

Another concept I must question is that of femi
ni sm, as it is desc ri bed on p. 22. In the 19 th and 
ea rl y 20th centuri es. I do not think th a t eit he r the 
term or th e concept of "feminism" had yel bee n 
introduced into th e Arab ic language or loca l cultur
al prac tic e. Femm ism has bee n a rath e r recent 
import. Consequentl y. I hes it ate to agree with th e 
author's re ference 10 " Iibe rated" women as "femi
nist lelu.lcrs:' o r to labe l the ca ll for wornen's eman 
ci pati on or liberation as a " fe mini st movement." 

The final obse rvation I wish to make is that we sec 
these wo men pionee rs as produ cts o f ex pe rien ces of 
ex ile and immigrati on. Thi s factor mi ght prov ide a 
plausible ex planati on for the secula ris m and tol e r
ance which th e author sens itive ly tra ces in the lives 
of each of the remarkable woman profiled in the 
book . When I speak of e xile . I mea n ex ile in both 
the lit c ral and mctaphori ca l senses of th nl te rm. 
Nearly all of th ese "sisters of mcn" tra ve led or 
immigra ted during th ei r lifetimes. most of th em to 
Egypt. but a few 10 Eu rope and the Ame ricas. 100. 

Cou ld we hypo thesizc that their travels. o r the for
e ign. modern educations rece ived by the few who 
remained at home in Le bano n. gave thesc women a 
wider, double , pe rs pecti ve whi ch provi ded fertile 
intellectual g round for th e ir ~ecu lar attitudes and 
tolerance? 

My second group of comment s pe rt ain s to fac tu al 
matters. [n he r introduction. Kh airalla h sa lutes the 
wome n who have give n of the mse lves ~o se lfl ess ly 
- and still do - in social vo luntary work. But , 
unders tandably eno ugh. s he did not includc these 
women in her tex t. I fo und it puzzling. howe ve r. 
thai no mention is made of pioneering ani sts. such 
as th e dancers Badi'a Masabni and Nadia Jamal, or 
scu lptors likc Moazzaz Rawda. or ac tresses such as 
Fcryal Karim. I also would ha vc preferred to sec 
the inc lus ion of some intelleclUal and cultura l 
trend-setters. [ike Salwa As-Sa'id (Ihe firs t 
Lebanese woman to se rve on AUB'~ Board of 
Trustecs and a dynamic member of the Ba'albec k 
Fes ti val Commillee). And whe re a re all of the 
wome n law ye rs? Sulay ma Ab i-Rashid is men tioned 

as the firs t woman law ye r to stand before the 
Ba 'llbda cou rt s (p. 176): but she is grouped with th e 
jou rnali sts. Is it becausc she "failed" as a lawyer. 
and why? Was it due to poor lega l skill s on her part 
(do ubtful) or, morc likely, did she leave th e law for 
journali sm because of di scr iminati on? 

In a countr y fa mou s fo r it s inhabitants' en trepre
neuria l skill s . it is surpri sing to sec no mcntion of 
success ful businesswomen. Khairall ah sta les that 
an y om iss io ns are du e to "the s in of ignorance" (p. 
9), yet her ex p lora tory research and deep digging 
in di ve rsc and ri ch sources makes s uch a s in ve ry 
unlikely. After all of he r dili gent searchin g, 
Khairallah mu st ha ve co rne up wilh mu ch more 
information th an she used in th e fi nnl vers ion of th e 
book. so th e q ues ti on is. what would exp la in th e 
omi ssion of some of th e above-me ntioned cate
gor ies of women pioneers? 

Khairallah conc ludes th e book's lntrodutl ion with 
this query "What priee being a wo man ?" ( p. 25). 
and in the Epilogue s he provides somc pene tratin g 
answers to th is quc.qion of the cos ts we pa y for 
be ing normal , not remarkab le. "sisters of men," Is 
there any rcason 10 hopc that th c 2 1 Sl century will 
usher in an age in which Lebanesc men lake prid e in 
the ir siste rs. daugh ters. wives. frie nd s and co l
leagues for th ei r own sakes . becausc o f what we are. 
as did th e men of th e al- Hawaytat Bedouin tribe, 
who refe rred 10 themse lves as the brother of suc h
and-such a woman with pride and dig nity (I)? 

Until such an c ra dawns, worncn and men must 
stri vc \0 transcend a ll the ba rri ers - n OI on ly ge n
dc r limitation s - \0 go bcyond th c "mi sery of being 
a woman" 10 the JOY, blessings and challenge of 
being a human being. When th,\1 day comes, our 
author. Shereen Khairallah. will certa inl y feel that 
hc r e fforts in producing th is unique and rcveal ing 
book ha ve been am pl y rewarded. Both the Institute 
for Women's Stud ies in the Arab World and the 
aut hor herself ha ve given us a true gift which illu
minates our und erstandin g of the accomplis hments 
and adven tures of these firs t "si sters." The rest is 
up 10 us! 

Footnotes 

( I) From an unp ublis hed re sea rch articl e by Asee l 
Sawalha. a Ph .D. Candidatc In Cul tural 
An thropol ogy. 
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