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Margot Badran presents "Feminists, Islam and Nat ion" 
as a hi storical study of the Egyptian feminist movement 
from the end of the nineteenth until the middle of the 
twentieth century. The history of the Egyptian feminist 
movement according to Badran is part of the modern 
hi story of Egypt. The most important points that 
Badran tackles are the following: 

First, a feminist orientation to Egyptian woman ' s issues 
became apparent at the end of the nineteenth century 
within the framework of the family, mainly in the urban 
areas and prior to Qassem Amin's suggestions. This 
social awareness was enhanced by women who exam
ined the drawbacks of existing gender patterns that 
emphasized the role a nd contributions of men while 
neglecting those of women , until women began to be 
perceived as burdensome not on ly to the man , but also 
to her society and nation as well. This stage is illus
trated effectively in the writings of the poet Aisha EI
l'eimouriyya, the researcher Zeinab Fawwaz; and the 
writer Melk Hafni Nassif. 

Second, the femi ni st movement never existed outside 
the Islamic or the Egyptian national frameworks. The 
Islamic Reformation movement of Muhammad Abdo the 
"national emancipation movement" headed by Saad 
Zaghloul, and the Egyptian Femi ni st Union headed by 
Huda Shaarani , were all interdependent. 

Third, the Egyptian feminist movement , due to its evo
lution in an Arab environment and its concern for rein
terpreting Islam and liberating Egypt , could not be con
sidered "foreign". Although Egypt ian women tried to 

learn from European women when meeting with them at 
the Women 's Internation a l Conferences , they were not 
influenced by them, especially because British women 
never took a stand against the British occupation of 
Egypt. 

The book is divided into three parts : the first includes 
four chapters in which the author exp lains the develop
ment of the feminist awareness of two pioneers: Hud a 
Shaarawi , the founder of the Egyptian Feminist Union , 
and Nabawiyya Mou ssa, the first Egyptian female gov
e rnor. This historical stage witnessed active social par
ticipation, journalistic productions , and the organiza
tion of the feminist movement. 

The second part comprises the main body of the book 
and is divided into seven chapters . Here , Bad ra n nar
rates in detail the history of the Egyptian woman's con
flict within the fam il y, es pecially in connection with 
personal status laws and women's struggle to achieve 
their right to secondary education. 

The third and last section contains on ly one chapter in 
which the author survey s the Arab feminist movement 
that was founded by the Egyptian Women 's Union. The 
Arab Feminist Union was founded for the sake of 
national issues after Arab women were iso lated from the 
international feminist movement, whic h did not support 
colonized women ' s calls for independence. Badran 
writes that " the institutionali za tion of Arab feminism 
emerged from a coa lescence in so lid arity around a 
nationali s t cause, the Palestine cause. Arab feminism 
was also, in part , born out of the limitat ions of intern a
tional feminism" (pp. 223) . In the twenties and thirties , 
Egypt was the on ly Arab country that had obtained inde 
pendence. This gave rise to an active feminist move
ment that became a catalyst fo r the wider Arab feminist 
movement. The conference of the Arab Women 's Union 
was held in Egypt in 1936 to discuss the Pa lest in ian 
problem, and again in 1944 to di sc uss wo men 's iss ues 
and the Arab union . It is worth mentioning that the 
Constitution of the Arab Feminist U ni o n was written 
one year before the Constitution of the Arab League and 
that Egypt still play s a pioneering role locall y and 
regionally. This was illu strated by Egyptian women's 
contributi ons to both the Population Conference held in 
1994 in Cairo, and the Fourth International Women' s 
Conference held in Beijing in 1996 . 

This book is requ ired for any Arabic studi es library and 
constitutes a valuable reference for the researcher and 
specialist interested in the hi story of modern Egypt , 
since Badran has interviewed a number of pioneers who 
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have since passed away. She has also examined diaries, 
letters, speeches , journalistic artic les, poems, novels, 
and the by-laws and constitutions of feminist organiza
tions. She has conducted a focused study on the 
Egyptian Women ' s Union and its periodicals, which 
were published in French and Arabic, also studied the 
archives of the European women's movement. 

It is apparent that the Egyptian Women ' s Unio n consti
tutes the primary subj ect of the book. The author does 
not present the opposi ng movements' points of view, 
which considered the politicization of women's issues 
to be part of an imperialist program . Had she included 
these opposing views, the book would have been com
plete. However, this fear of discussing all the implic a
tions of women's issues is understandable , since talking 
about woman's ro le threatens cu ltural va lues and the 
masculine characteristics in any society. The author did 
not address any women ' s movement other than the 
Egyptian Women's Union, perhaps due to the leadin g 
role this movement played in Egypt. However, an 
examinatio n of the opinions of other Arab women's 
movements would have better illustrated the scope of 
the Egyptian Women ' s Union ' s popularity and its influ
ence. 

This book is of interest to women and men alike because 
the issues raised are still subjects of dail y discussion in 
the journals , books and literary circles of the contempo
rary Arab World . Egyptian and Arab women want to 
redefine their Is lamic, nation al and social identi ties in 
accordance with the current hi storical period . The book 
includes valuable information ; it must have taken the 
author a very long time to present , in detail, the history 
of our mothers who proved their potential in various 
fields . The author ' s intention was to ensure that no one 
would fo rget the invaluable contributions of the se 
women , or would take any of their accomplishments for 
granted because this might lead us to take lightly some 
of our society ' s gravest issues . 

It is worth mentioning that the Board of the American 
University of Cairo presented a version of this book at 
the last book exhibition in Cairo , and that the author is 
now working on an Arabic transla
tion so that this important study 
will be within the reach of more 
Arab readers. 

Translated from Arabic by 

Ghena I smail 

AI-Raida Volume XIV, No.76 Winter 1997 

AI-Raida welcomes 
reviews of books on 
any and all topics 
related to women 

in the contemporary 
Arab World. 

Book reviews should 
not exceed six 
double-spaced 
typed pages. 

Please submit a hard 
copy and a diskette. 

Our office receives 
many books for review 

purposes. If you are 
interested in reading 
and reviewing one of 
these books, please 

visit our office, IWSAW, 
in Shannon Hall on the 
Beirut Campus of the 
Lebanese American 

University during work
ing hours (Monday -

Friday, 8:30 a.m . 
until 4:30 p.m.). 

47 


