
PIONEERS 

Zainab Fawwaz (1850-1914) 

When people say that Zainab Fawwaz shone in a period 
of darkness, they seem to forget that other women authors 
appeared in her time: Aisha Taimour, the Egyptian poet 
with whom Zainab corresponded and to whom she presented 
her book of biography, "Ad-Dourr al-Manthour fi Tabaqat 
Rabbat el-Khudur." Warda al Yazigi, the Lebanese poet; 
Warda el-Turk; and others. 

There is, however, an important difference between 
Zainab and her colleagues. They all came from cultured 
homes and had their way prepared by distinguished relatives 
of theirs, while Zainab was a poor orphan who grew up in 
an unprivilegel district of South Lebanon, called Jabal-Amel. 
While still a child, she was obliged to earn her living as a 
servant at the house of AI-Khalil, a prominent family in the 
South. The lady of the house, Fatima ai-Khalil, was quick to 
discover the keen intelligence of the young girl. She took a 
fancy to her and encouraged her to learn reading and 
writing. In a short time she began to study the Koran and 
other classics. 

Stories differ about the details of her life . Some say that 
she moved from the home of the al-Khalils to that of the 
al-Assaads, another prominent family of the South. There 
she married a man servant much older than herself, who 
divorced her after J while. The rlifferencc in their ages and 
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temperaments had made agreement impossible between the 
two. 

Then she left for Egypt. Once again the reason for her 
departure is not clear. One biographer says that she ran away 
from a relative who tried to force her to marry him. She 
reached Beirut where she was employed by an Egyptian 
family. Later she went to Egypt with that same family, and 
with the help of a journalist who was a friend of her 
masters, continued her ed ucation and started corresponding 
with papers and magazines. 

Another biographer says that she went there to join her 
brother who had settled in Egypt, where he stud ied and 
practiced law. It is possible that the flourishing cultural life 
in that country attracted Zainab as it had attracted many 
other ambitious Lebanese and Syrians who succeeded in 
establishing themselves in Egypt and contributing to its 
cultural revival. 

Zainab became an active contributor to various magazines 
and papers of the ti me. I n her articles she expressed 
progressive and daring ideas which usually characterize self­
made women. Her self-confidence led her to assert that 
women had the capacity to work like men, the proof being 
the great progress achieved by western women. In 1893, 
when an international. women's congress was held in San­
tiago, Chile, the conference members declared in their final 

Character 
Abstract of the talk given by Mrs. Intissar Tabsh 

Abou-Khadra, BUC alumna 1950, on Founders' Day, NoV'. 
10, 1977. 

I do not intend to deliver a speech, though the occasio( 
might al low it. This is on ly a heart-to-heart talk which I 
would like to address to BUC friends, alumnae, and students 
meeting here, to share with them some of my experiences in 
this beloved coll ege which helped me move from darkness to 
light. It changed me from a shy, self-effacing, veiled woman 
to a self-confident, open-minded person. Here my literary 
ambitions were awakened, and I was encouraged to take 
journalism as a hobby which open'ed for me new and 
wonderful horizons. While yet a student, I corresponded 
with editors of papers and magazines, interviewed important 

. personalities, and developed new forms of liberal education. 
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report that women should concentrate their aCltlvlty on 
housework and family duties, thus obeying the laws dictated 
by nature, Zainab Fawwz retorted with a long article which 
she published in papers. She tried to show that man's will 
and intelligence had been able to conquer nature and defy 
its laws. Many western women proved to be superior to men 
in their achievements. Even the veil, she said, should not 
prevent eastern women from venturing into new fields and 
performing men's tasks. 

ZAINAB'S WORKS 

Her ambition led her to attempt all forms of writing 
which prevailed in her time. Besides essays and articles 
published in papers and magazines and later collected in a 
volume, she. wr?te fiction, 9rama, and poetry. 

One of her two novels, "King Cyrus," is a historical story 
written in the manner of Jurji Zaidan, the Lebanese historian 
who tried to popularize Arab history by condensing it into 
twenty-two historical novels. The otehr one, "Ghada al­
Zahira," was inspired by the tribal customs and heroic deeds 
of her kinsmen and the women of Jabal Amel, South 
Lebanon. 

Her four-act play, "Love and Loyalty," upholding love 
and character, is modelled after experimental contemporary 

,plays written by Khalil Yazigi and Najeeb Haddad. It 
represents the humble beginnings of the Arab theater in the 
19th _ ce n tu ry . 

Her best known work is her collection of biographies 
entitled, "Ad-Durr al-Manthour fi Tabaqat Rabbat el­
Khudour" which gives, in 522 large size pages, the bio­
graph ies of 456 famous women from both East and West. 
The title page of the book contains two verses in which she 
dedicated her work to the members of her sex. She also left 
an anthology of poems dealing with current topics such as 
wisdom and contemplation. 

Builders 
In my senior year, I was elected president and representative 
of my class. Right after graduation, I persuaded my parents 
to let me accept a teaching position in Saudi Arabia far 
away from Beirut. There in a narrow environment I ta'ok a 
private apartment where I lived alone and fulfilled ~y duties 
as teacher. Later I got married and continued working while I 
carried out family responsibilities. In 1966, I applied for the 
certificate of legal translator at courts and obtained it in 
spite of the obstacles I met because of being a woman. 

At the Ministry of Justice I met a friend of my family 
who, seeing that I was the only woman there, asked me, 
"What are you doing here? " "Why should not I be here? " 
I answered. "For how long do you expect us women to live 
in men's shadows? Why should we not seek success for 
ourselves, instead of working to ensure it for men? ." 

Dear friends, it pains me to confess that I have not been 
the militant woman I ought to have been, and I hope that" 

A PROXY MARRIAGE 
The story of Zeinab's marriage to Adeeb Nazmi, a writer 

from Damascus, recalls some anecdotes related in Arabic 
books about historical or legendary men whose marriages 
were based on intellectual motives: Shann, who married 
Tabaqa because she was able to solve his riddles, and the 
Andalusian Caliph AI-Mutamid, who married the girl slave 
Itimad because he admired a verse which she improvised to 
complete his own. 

Addeb Nazmi, who lived in Syria, admired Zainab's 
writtings and was fascinated by the sotries he heard or read 
about her eloquence and charming personality. He corres­
ponded with her, asked her to marry him, and obtained her 
agreement. A proxy marriage was contracted, by which 
Zainab agreed to take the trip from Egypt to Hauran where 
she would meet her husband. From Alexandria she travelled 
by sea to Beirut, then by train to Damascus, from which she 
journeyed into a village called Shaykh Miskeen. There she 
rode an ornamented mule which carried her to where her 
husband lived in Hauran. I n her new home, she had the 
opportunity to contact poets and other literary men, her 
husband's friends, and acquaintances. They formed literary 
meetings in which poems were recited and literary questions 
were discussed. Zainab sat behind a screen which served her 
as a veil. Her husband acted as the messenger or link 
between her and the other members of the group. 

In that narrow environment, she could not stay more 
than a year, after which she moved to Damascus where her 
three fellow-wives received her cordially, recognizing her 
superiority over them. 

Zainab 'did not spend more than three years with her 
husband. She was happy to obtain a divorce which allowed 
her to return to Egypt where she resumed her literary 
activity. 

Her marriage with Adeeb Nazmi was a failure. However 
her adventure in the field of letters bore fruit and entered 
her name on the list of pioneers who carried the torch for 
the feminists and women leaders who would follow her. 

circumstances will help many of you to go forward a~d 
accomplish for the cause of the Arab woman what we of the 
earlier generation were not able to accomplish. I strongly 
believe that if we had had women leaders in the Lebanese 
government or in Parliament, they would have saved 
Lebanon from being dragged into the horrible war from 
wh ich we have all suffered. 

It was a moral crisis which ruined our country and we 
-women carry the larger part of its responsibility because it 
means that we have failed as educators and guides for our 
children and our men. If we have failed as character-builders, 
it is because we have failed to build our own characters. It is 
this task which we should work for, which you should work 
for, you future mothers, educators, and leaders. Your task is 
double; therefore, it is very heavy; but I hope you will be 
able to carry it out and thus do justice to the college motto, 
"To strive. to seek, to find, and not to yield." 
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