
Volume XX, No. 101-102 Spring/Summer 2003Volume XX, No. 101-102 Spring/Summer 200374 75

learning. 
Early last century, when Egyptian feminists exposed and
confronted patriarchal oppression, they were branded
foreign. They and their feminism were discredited as
Western despite the fact that these disturbing “aliens”
were Egyptian women with impeccable nationalist cre-
dentials, who had been active in the nationalist move-
ment against British colonial rule, and whose nationalist
activism - inseparable from their feminism - was enthu-
siastically accepted. Thus, it was with Egyptian activist
women castigated as foreigners that I began my journey
through the minefields of the gendered “us-es” and
“thems”. From these women, I learned about ways of
thinking and behaving that were alternative to the con-
ventions that had been presented to me as obligatory in
the discourses of nation, culture, and Islam. I learned
from them how they had fought to construct a new
identity for Egyptian women, initially simply as persons
with the right to move in public space, to alter their
dress and habits, and to be respected while exhibiting
new forms of decent behavior; and I learned how they
later demanded their rights to be fully participating cit-
izens of a modern, independent state. These women,
who had bridged colonial and postcolonial society,
found that their own subject positions had changed
from fully accepted participants in the militant national-
ist struggle to second-class citizens in the new quasi-
independent state in 1923.  

From them, I learned how they
experienced being foreign. This
was first, by not being accorded in
practice the full and equal rights of
citizenship that the Egyptian con-
stitution granted them and, sec-
ond, by being labeled as
“Western” and thereby delegit-
imized because they dared to
object. I was reinforced in my own
will not to succumb to the
attempts of others to define and
control me, not to bow indiscrimi-
nately to inherited modes of
behavior. I saw firsthand that it
was not simply one set of Egyptians  - or only conserv-
ative Egyptians - who could admit one into society, nor
one set of conventions, to which one must adhere to
become “properly” Egyptian. I learned that the epithet
“Western” used in a pejorative sense could be applied
to anyone in an attempt to place her outside the bor-
ders of acceptability, to “foreignize”. The last of the
“first-wavers” accepted me as ‘one of them”, in Saiza
Nabarawi’s words. She, Hawa Idris, Amina al-Sa’id, Inji
Aflatun, and others understood that I had not come to
Egypt to perch on the fringes, enjoying the easy social

and economic benefits that accrued to expatriates, but
to settle, to live the hard times with them, to become
one of them. Intentions and actions mattered as they
dissolved the borders between themselves and me.
These feminists, who well understood the manipulative,
delegitimizing, and stigmatizing uses of the foreign,
gave me the chance to become an insider and to choose
what to accept and reject, and the chance to shape my
own identity. 

My interactions with these Egyptian feminists drew
together two projects: the personal project of becoming
an insider in Egypt and a professional project of acade-
mic research on the history of the rise of feminism in
Egypt. The two projects worked to reinforce and
enhance each other. I felt that my research was a path
to a deeper understanding of Egypt and a grasp of its
culture - of both its plural realities and its possibilities for
change. My relationships with my elder mentors, mean-
while, helped me live Egypt differently. 

By the mid-1980s, Egypt had been my home for twenty
years, although during these years I came and went fre-
quently. Several years earlier I had finished my thesis on
the first wave of Egyptian feminism for my doctorate at
Oxford University. throughout the process I had contin-
ued to mesh personal and professional projects.3 Twenty
years was a long time and  my sense of being foreign in
Egypt had become muted. I had staged resistances and

had made accommodations. If I
felt that people had given me
more space to be myself, I also
was a different person than I had
been before. And it would not be
long before I would lose my early
feminist mentors and guides:
Saiza Nabarawi, Hawa Idris, Inji
Aflatun, and Amina al-Sa’id, all of
whom died in the late 1980s and
early 1990s. 

Egypt was a different place from
the country I had first entered. In
the afternoon of Nasser’s death in

1970 and with the coming to power of Anwar Sadat,
Arab socialism was dismantled “open door” capitalism
was introduced, a multi-party system was permitted to
surface, and formerly silenced voices and ideologies
were once again allowed in public space. This period
saw the rise of Islamism, or political Islam, and with it
the dissemination of a reactionary discourse on women
and gender. But feminism, too, found expression once
again in this new, more open public space. If the first-
wavers I met in Egypt lent me a hand in pulling me in
and mentoring me, I participated alongside second-

We came together as
women & formed our own
feminism from the base of

shared experience and 
the common problems we
faced  living in Egypt.

The following is a brief account on how feminism
became a road in, or a common route, for a non-Arab
woman - one not born an Arab nor claiming Arab ances-
tral links - who went to an Arab country to live as an
“insider”.

As a young woman when I went to Egypt to settle after
my marriage to an Egyptian I met with many different
people who took it upon themselves to tell me how to
act in ways that I found restrictive. While I was chaffing
at ways people were trying to reshape me, I met some
first-wave Egyptian feminists. I discovered that many
things that I had been told were part of my Egyptian cul-
ture - things that I, the female foreigner, must accept -
they called injustices perpetrated against women and
they encouraged my resistance. Patriarchal controls
imposed on women were not part of a sacrosanct cul-
ture, they insisted, and must not be given the gloss of
indigenous culture or religious prescription to be pre-
served. Saiza Nabarawi, whom I met in 1967, and who
became a mentor and elder friend, had, along with her
mentor and elder, Huda Sha’rawi, removed the veil from
her face thirty-four years earlier in an act that signaled
their refusal to conform to patriarchal control cunningly
imposed in the name of Islam and “indigenous culture”1

The unveiling was enacted on the eve of the feminist
movement they would help lead for a quarter of a cen-
tury. In telling me the story of her unveiling, Nabarawi
was urging me to investigate and question restrictions
and injustices imposed in the name of culture; she was
teaching me that there was also a local tradition of dis-
sent and resistance against injustices to women and
that this was as much a part of the culture as the restric-
tions it opposed. She told me about the feminist move-
ment of which she had been a part from the 1920s until
the mid-1950s and how, after the dissolution of an
independent feminist movement in 1956 by the state
under President Nasser, she had kept a low profile at
home and had become more visibly active in the inter-
national arena.2 Had I not met Saiza Nabarawi, Hawa
Idris (the niece of Huda Sha’rawi), Inji Aflatun (a com-
munist and feminist writer, activist and artist), Duriyya
Shafiq (leader of the Bint al-Nil feminist movement), and
others in whose homes I visited, I would not have been
aware of the continuation of a behind - the - scenes
feminist discourse. I could point now to them and their
activism as examples of a tradition  of insider resistance:
I could make their arguments mine - arguments framed
in the discourses of culture, nation and religion. I did
not have to be the dutiful pupil forced into remedial
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When I was offered to write an article as a non-Arab
woman living in Lebanon, I paused for a while before
answering, wondering whether I really felt like a non-
Arab. I have been pondering about this ever since, won-
dering what makes an Arab. This subject turned out to be
more elaborate than I had first thought. If being, or for
that matter, not being an Arab were simply a question of
origin, of blood and genes, things would look slightly
more calculable. I rather doubt that one can be born as
an Arab, since “Arabism” is not a state induced by nat-
ural processes, but rather through socialization and accul-
turation. It seems that many factors have to be taken into
consideration, as the place where one has lived, which
language one speaks and, sometimes, the physical
appearance. Two worlds that often clash are the way
people view themselves and the way they are viewed by
others. This is precisely the point where I faced most of
the difficulties. My father was born in a village in
Palestine, and he left his village for Germany to continue
his studies when he was about 18 years old. My mother’s
family emigrated from Portugal, turning Germany into
their new home decades ago. I thus see myself as a prod-
uct of three cultures, but my mother tongue is German
and Germany is the place where I feel at home. When
people ask me whether I feel more like an Arab or a

German, I tend to say that I am “fragmentary”, that I am
a product of many cultures and that such a question is
oversimplified. It would certainly be justifiable to ask
whether at all it is important to answer this question.
However, after one year of living in Beirut, I realized that
this question was central to my experience in Lebanon
and other Arab countries. This might be linked to the fact
that people, in general, are afraid of what they don’t
know, and therefore like to categorize things. A human
being without a culture must seem like a bewildering
case!

My impressions are mainly based on my experiences in
Beirut, in particular, and Lebanon, in general, and I will
narrate a few incidents from my past to clarify the points
I’m trying to make. When I was a child, I lived in Nablus
for a couple of years. There, people always regarded me
as a foreigner. I tried my best to be accepted as an Arab
girl, but very often I was spoken to in English, even if I
talked to people in Arabic. My friends frequently accused
me of not being able to understand their culture and
what the Palestinians have been through because I was
not a “real” Arab. It seemed to me they had created an
intimate circle in which they could talk freely. A silent wall
was built between themselves, the Arabs, and me, the

By Mona Katawi
Graduate Student, University of Heidelberg

To be an Arab
or not to be…
that is the question!

wavers in enacting our feminism. We came together as
women and formed our own feminism from the base of
shared experience and the common problems we faced
living in Egypt.

Second-wave feminism inside Egypt was constructed
around our shared experience and positionings as
women. A major concern of the
new second-wave feminism was
the rise of a reactionary discourse
about women articulated by politi-
cal Islam. As participants in the
construction of second-wave femi-
nism, we articulated what we lived
in Egypt, or witnessed at close
hand in a place where we spent
our daily lives; we were conceiving
a new wave of feminism from
within (although  the perennial
and ignorant allegations that femi-
nism was Western could be heard
in certain quarters). Ethnicity, race, and origins were not
constitutive of the “us”. The “us” of Egyptian feminism
accommodated difference; it was pluralistic; it included
foreigners; it included men. My participation in this sec-
ond-wave feminism, which continued the fight against
the patriarchal, social, and economic injustices women
faced, brought me further inside.

In the 1980s, Nawal al-Saadawi, who combined social-
ism and feminism, encouraged me to join the Arab
Women’s solidarity association (AWSA) in Cairo, which
she had recently founded. I attended the monthly nad-
was (public seminars) held at the AWSA headquarters
where women and men debated gender issues affecting

our lives in Egypt. As a historian, I gave papers at AWSA
analyzing aspects of women’s nationalist and feminist
past in Egypt.4 I published both scholarly papers and
articles in the local Arabic and English press. In 1990,
Sana’ al-Bissi invited me to write an essay on the mean-
ing of feminism for the mass circulation magazine she
had founded called Nisf al-Dunya [Half the World].5

Through such projects, I participat-
ed in Egyptian intellectual and
activist life, exploring and experi-
encing Egyptian feminism as plu-
ralist rather than particularlist.

In the 1980s and early 1990s,
identity politics was rampant both
in Egypt and in the West, though
its reverberations and concepts of
foreignness were markedly differ-
ent in these two settings. In Egypt
and other parts of the Middle East,
identity politics pivoted around

secular and religious poles. Second-wave feminists were
concerned with what we saw as the dangers of a
spreading, gender-conservative Islamism. Feminists
wanted to hold the ground and Islamist women activists
wanted to change the ground as part of a larger move-
ment intent upon establishing an Islamic state. In 1990,
Valentine Moghadam organized a conference on
Women and Identity Politics in which I participated
along with many scholars from the Middle East.6 At this
conference, we discussed the dissatisfaction we detect-
ed on gender issues from women associated with
Islamist movements, specifically the older Islamist move-
ments in Egypt and Iran. We were seeing the seeds of
what was later to be called Islamic feminism.  
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*This text is taken from a chapter by the author entitled “Foreign Bodies: Engendering Them and Us” previously published in The
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a sense of displacement, even though she felt intensely Egyptian and was a fervent nationalist. See my article “Alternative Visions of
Gender”, Al Ahram Weekly (Feb. 13-19, 1997), 11.
2. My book, Feminists, Islam, and Nation tells the story of the first-wave feminist movement.
3. My doctoral thesis is entitled, “Huda Sha’rawi and the Liberation of the Egyptian Woman,” presented to Oxford University in 1977.
The thesis, which is available at the Bodleian and certain other university libraries, contains materials not published in my book.
4. One of the papers I presented is “Al-Nisa’iyya ka quwwa fi al-’alam al-’arabi” [“Feminism as a Force in the Arab world”] which
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