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Scholarly attention to gender issues in the Middle East has
been focused almost exclusively on a quest to understand
femininity. There are as yet no significant studies that make
Muslim men visible as gendered subjects, and masculinity in
Arab Islamic cultures has so far remained an unrecognized
and unacknowledged category viewed in essentialist terms
and perceived as natural, and self-evident. Indeed, men have
been seen exclusively as oppressors of women, and the
stereotype of domination and subordination remains domi-
nant. Nevertheless, studies in the 1980’s began shifting from
women’s studies to gender studies which are changing from
an exclusive focus on women to a new interest in Middle
Eastern men. Indeed, the aim is not to distract attention from
women’s issues, but rather to underline masculinity and fem-
ininity as relational constructs.  The rigid demarcation of gen-
der roles is gradually changing, and masculinity is increasing-
ly being seen as an unstable sign which has changed with
modernity and the various political, social and economic
changes that have affected the Middle East, forcing men to
look at themselves and the world around them with different
eyes. This indeed is a historic turning point where ideas about
what it means to be a man have been under maximum pres-
sure at all levels.  While men are the real beneficiaries of
power in their societies it is interesting to note  that men’s
dominance is not restricted to women but also to other men
who are considered inferior. In other words, many men, like
women, continue to be under the tight control of a limited
number of men who actually possess the power. Patriarchy is
being reinterpreted, and reinvented to meet the specific exi-
gencies of current conditions, and gender relations are being
seen as variable, shifting and changing in diverse socioeco-
nomic and cultural contexts. In reaction to the monolithic
view of men who were viewed as the uncomplicated agents
of oppression, the articulation of masculinity at this particular
historical moment is more complex and more complicated
where there is a great disparity between inherited masculine
values and the patterns of actual behavior by men. For many
men, masculinity is a goal to be achieved and experienced in
particular times and settings creating a great deal of anxiety
and trepidation. Furthermore, in the Arab world, it is clear
that both men and women are subjected to oppression in an
atmosphere of war and under regimes that continue to sub-
ject men as well as women to social and economic oppres-
sion as well as political control and violence.  Indeed as Deniz
Kandiyoti puts it,  “the denunciation of men [by Feminists] as
the main enemy could easily go against the cultural grain in
societies where both men and women are tightly enmeshed
in familistic networks of mutual rights and obligations, where

both sexes may be laboring under much harsher forms of
economic and political oppression”. (Gendering the Middle
East: Emerging Perspectives. London: I.B. Taurius Publishers,
1996, 15). 

This issue of Al- Raida attempts to show how various mas-
culinities are defined and redefined in particular times and
settings and the plurality and diversity of men’s experiences,
attitudes, beliefs, practices along lines of class, sexual orien-
tation, religion, region, and various other categories. The file
in this issue includes several articles dealing with different
forms of masculinity in the Middle East, from the early
Twentieth Century until the present. “The Turban, the
Tarbush and the Top Hat” underlines the interconnectedness
between masculinity, modernity and national identity in
interwar Egypt where the tarbush was seen as a sign of the
modern and the traditional, the national and the foreign,
and the masculine and feminine helping to define Egyptian
masculinity at the time. Another article “Male Infertility:
Masculinity and New Reproductive Technologies in the Arab
World” reveals  changing views among Lebanese men to
male infertility and the belief by educated middle-class men
that infertility has nothing to do with virility. Cathie Lloyd’s
article studies the crisis of masculinity in Algeria through the
press, feature films and literature. “Female Genital
Mutilation and Constructions of Masculinity in Twentieth
Century Egypt” deals with entrenched as well as changing
attitudes among Egyptian men to Female Genital Mutilation.
Nadia Zibani and Martha Brady’s article deals with adoles-
cent boy’s responses to gender differentiation in rural upper
Egyptian villages. “Humiliation and Masculine Crisis in Iraq”
studies the impact of targeting men in Iraq on Iraqi mas-
culinity and self-image. Azzah Shararah Baydoun presents a
field study on the ways Lebanese university students per-
ceive their preferred partners. “Masculinity in Morocco” is
based on a field study that focuses on views of sexuality and
masculinity in Moroccan ministerial administrations. Elisa
Perkin’s article focuses on the effects of the 2004
Mudawwana Reforms on Moroccan masculinity. The file
contains an intriguing interview with Mosbah Baalbaki,  the
only Lebanese male belly dancer in Lebanon. The last three
articles deal with masculinity in modern Arabic fiction and
film. The file is completed with a review of Mai Ghousoub’s
and Emma Sinclair-Webb Imagined Masculinities (London:
Saqi Books, 2000).
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From left to right: Dr. Samira Aghacy, Dr. Abdallah Sfeir, Mrs. Mona Khalaf, and Dr. Tarek Naawas

IWSAW Celebrates International Women’s Day What About
Masculinity?On the occasion of

the International
Women’s Day, the
Institute for
Women’s Studies
in the Arab World
(IWSAW) at the
Lebanese
American
University held, an
exhibition
“Women and War:
Photos and Facts”
on March 9, 2004.
The exhibit high-
lighted the various
roles women play
in times of war
namely as active
participants, pas-
sive bearers or
forceful agents for
peace. 

There is less focus on ‘being a  man’ than on ‘ being
good at being a man.’
Michel Herzfeld, The Poetics of Manhood.
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Enlightenment, in favor of a return to a notional past in
which people are held to have experienced no tension
between secular and religious loyalties, and in which the
authority of scripture defined a community where truth
was undiluted by the relativity of knowledge (p. 16-7).

This return to basics is hence a response to the conditions
that arise from modernity and its dislocations.  This has
held true in each subsequent appearance of the phe-
nomenon of religious neo-orthodoxy, whether funda-
mentalist or Islamist.  For example, Hawley and Proudfoot
(1994) further argue that “[i]n Khomeini’s Iranian revolu-
tion, many of the principal traits of American fundamen-
talism were visible: antimodernism1, antiliberalism, the
intent to return to a religious golden age when scripture
held sway, and a social base composed of people who
felt alienated and displaced by the groups they deemed
responsible for the Western-style secular reconstruction
of society” (p. 17).  Such claims are but half-right, since
Khomeini claimed many of the principles of modernism,
but distinctly opposed its consumerist, secular qualities.
But an examination of  Iran’s 1979 constitution does not
find a document that would satisfy only religious funda-
mentalists – it is, as Humphries (1999) says, a mixture of
theocratic piety and a democratic welfare state (p. 36). It
is in many ways, quintessentially postmodern.

Fundamentalists are deeply concerned with boundary
definition, needing to clarify differences from others
external to the group as well as those inside the group
who stray through mistakes or through deliberate apos-
tasy. These internal error-makers are some of the major
enemies perceived by fundamentalists.  Yet, Karen
McCarthy Brown (1994) has argued, there always
remains another internal enemy -- 

the ever available yet ever alien “opposite sex”. . .
women’s behavior is regarded not only as being sympto-
matic of cosmic dislocation but as being its cause.
Embodying the other that is at once intimate and ubiqui-
tous, women serve as a fine canvas on which to project
feelings of general besetment.  They are close enough to
serve as targets, yet pervasive enough to symbolize the
cosmic dimensions of the challenge (Hawley and
Proudfoot [discussing Brown’s work] p.27).

This parallels arguments I have made elsewhere about
the gender revanchist directions of men worldwide who
perceive themselves as losing control in an increasingly
confusing world.  So many then blame women, who
have often benefited in some very public ways from
incursions of Western-oriented modernity, and seek to
regain the control they believe they have lost to those
women.  This phenomenon has become a cross-cultural
patriarchal response in this [post]modern period to the

unfulfilled promises of Western Enlightenment moderni-
ty. Brown (1994) describes it in the following way:

Gender roles are the most basic building blocks of social
organization.  Gender roles, along with the important dis-
tinction between child and adult, are the social categories
that the child learns first and that loom largest in the
child’s world.  Firming up the boundaries by stressing the
differences between
these social domains
thus recreates the
security and man-
ageability of a child’s
world.  Keeping
women, about
whom we have such
deeply ambivalent
feelings, clearly
under the control of
men makes the
world seem more
orderly and more
comprehensible.
With men at the
helm, the power of
the flesh is kept in its place.  The clean, daylight powers
of reason and spirit are in charge, and we -- men and
women alike -- at some level, feel safer (p. 189).

While the phenomenon is hardly unique to the Arab-
Muslim world, it is a good basis for understanding the
conditions there, where post-colonial idealism once had
produced high hopes for change. But the promises were
not kept, and social transformations did not take place as
expected or predicted.  In fact, things seemed to go
worse and worse. Independence segued into economic
neo-colonialism, and cultural pride was squelched by cul-
tural imperialism from the continually dominant Western
Europe and United States. It is owing to such circum-
stances that Olivier Roy attributes The Failure of Political
Islam (1994), to those who wonder about the turn
toward Islamist solutions to the problems of North Africa
and the Middle East. 

Roy (1994) argues that the emergence of Islamist move-
ments is a rational response to modernity. Far from
“being a strange irruption of an irrational, archaic phe-
nomenon,” he believes that the call to follow sharia is
“as old as Islam itself, yet still new because it has never
been fulfilled” (p. 4), and still remains a  primary focus of
Islamist discourses.  The other focus emerges as a more
recent phenomenon, described by Roy as rooted in the
anti-imperialist perspectives of those who led the fight
against colonialism. This opposition was eventually trans-
formed by circumstance and time into a more virulent,

In the current state of the world, there can hardly be a
more pressing object of analysis than the Middle East.
As the birthplace of Islam as well as Judaism and
Christianity, this area is rife with patriarchal approaches
to spirituality. As one of the most dangerous parts of the
planet, currently engaged in the second of recent hot
wars between the U.S. and so-called terrorists, it is also
an area that has until recently been quite low on the pri-
orities for study and analysis. This means that we are
abundantly cursed with stereotypical representations of
the peoples of this area, with half-informed punditry
about such ideas as the “Muslim mind,” and with many
self-serving portraits of the Islamic faith.  Also, and most
seriously, in my opinion, there have been quite a few
truly insulting predictions made by purported scholars of
the Middle East about the nature of a great clash of civ-
ilizations; the clash seems to me to stem from misunder-
standings by the West rather than from some eternal
quality of a fantasized “Islam.” In a manner similar to
the creation of the dangerous sex-obsessed Negro male
in the post-emancipation American south, we have now
constructed a fantastic and beastly figure out of the
swarthy Muslim male, once again dangerous to the pro-
priety of the Euro-American, to the propriety of the
Christian, and to the ostensibly civilized Western world.

Does everything have to occur at least twice, the first
time as tragedy, the second as farce?

Islam as a faith and a practice has been repeatedly and
increasingly linked to terrorism, and terror is almost exclu-
sively the work of men. What then is the connection
between the religion, political acts of violence, and mas-
culinity? To start off on the right foot, we need to clarify
the relationship between Islam and what is so frequently
called fundamentalism in Western media sources. I argue,
as do many others, that it is inappropriate and inaccurate
to use the term fundamentalism to describe political
movements in Islam. My preference is “Islamist” for the
following reasons.

Fundamentalism appeared first in the United States
between 1910 and 1919, through publications and con-
ferences of the World Christian Fundamentals
Association.  In the 1920s the movement moved beyond
its millenarian origins and took of the characteristics that
we use to define fundamentalism today.  Hawley and
Proudfoot (1994) describe it as 

a form of militant religion that opposes the modernist, lib-
eral forces unleashed in Western society since the

Don Conway-Long
Behavioral and Social Sciences, Webster University
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are the most 
basic building 
blocks of social 
organization. 
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over-arching anti-Westernism (as distinct from anti-mod-
ernism), at least for a vocal few. Nevertheless it turned
out that struggle against the imperialist order was insuf-
ficient in the aftermath of independence since the capi-
talist West found more insidious ways to keep the ex-
colonies still within its grasp, just under a different hier-
archical order, though one disguised by a titular freedom
from direct control.

But Islamists are not anachronistic, rural folk (with the
exception of the Taliban, and possibly some of their rem-
nants in Northwestern Pakistan). Roy correctly sees them
as urban, and quintessentially modern, in spite of their
anti-Western views. He calls their ideology “militant
rationalism” (p. 21), demonstrating that the modern,
rationalist, urban mode has pervaded Islam.
“Modernity,” Roy says (1994), “creeps into Muslim coun-
tries regardless of Islam, and the Islamists themselves play
a part in this secularization of the religion” (p. 22).  He
makes a good case for Islamist movements being mod-
ernist as well as being a response to modernity itself. 

Modernization occurred, but outside any conceptual
framework: it happened through rural exodus, emigra-
tion, consumption, the change in family behavior (a lower
birthrate), but also through the cinema, music, clothing,
satellite antennas, that is, through the globalization of
culture.  It also occurred through the establishment of
states, that, fragile, corrupt, and clientele oriented though

they may be, are nonetheless
profoundly new in their method
of legitimization, their social
base, and their division into ter-
ritories frozen by international
agreements.  Protest against the
West, which includes contesting
the existing states, is on the
same order as Western ecology
or anti-immigrant arguments:
they are arguments one pro-
pounds when it is too late (p.
23).

I would argue, in fact, fol-
lowing Hinnells (1995), that
the entire Islamist enterprise

smacks of post-modernity, as a nostalgic reclamation of a
mythic past, utilizing the most modern of tools (media,
electronic technology, computers), in the most modern of
locations (urban centers, universities).   Advocates of
Islamist movements use images out of reconstructed
memories of a mythic past to cope with the difficulties of
the hyper-alienated present.  I would also argue that
patriarchy, as both an individual expression and as a social
phenomenon, is being reinterpreted, reinvented to meet

the specific exigencies of current conditions.  Mervat
Hatem (1998), examining the Egyptian case of the
Muslim Brotherhood (the ‘original’ political Islamist
movement), argues that they

have their own interpretation of modernity. Conservative
modern views of gender sit well with conservative Islamist
views. . . .In their discussion of an Islamic society, Islamists
are unequivocal in declaring the importance of science,
reason, professional education, and technology in the
building of the new society.  Since the Islamist groups and
their discourses have been part of the historical develop-
ment of modern society in Egypt, it is not surprising that
the Islamist, oppositional, discourse is very modernist.  It
accepts the nuclear family and the modern systems of
education and training as the basis of its alternative
Islamic society (p. 97).

Essentially, Islamist discourses are concerned with the
reconstruction of the relation of the religious human
being to a complex social, economic and political order
often devoid of the spiritual.  Part of this reconstruction
is the relationship between women and men, which has
elements in all three - the social, the economic and the
political.  Let us turn now to one writer’s attempt to delin-
eate the process of this reconstruction in North Africa.

On Neopatriarchy as a Conceptual Tool
One of the questions that requires examination is how
patriarchy is changing over time.  How is the ideology of
patriarchal structure responding to the complexities and
transformations of the contemporary world?  This is
addressed by Hisham Sharabi in Neopatriarchy: A Theory
of Distorted Change in Arab Society (1988).  In this work,
Sharabi builds on a tradition of theorists of colonialism
and its aftermath, many of whom wrote about the
French experience in North Africa (see Fanon 1961, 1967;
Memmi 1965). These earlier theorists studied the rela-
tionship between the colonized individual’s identity and
his/her subjugation to colonial authority. Writing before
the advent of gender studies, when ‘man’ was still a
generic term, Fanon and Memmi stepped around the
edges of the implications of being conquered had for
gendered identity2. In the forefront were racial/ethnic,
even national forms of  identity; racism crushed ‘men’
without a real sense of how that process affected men
and women differently. Eldridge Cleaver in Soul on Ice
(1968) had also delved into this realm, making the mas-
culinity of the black male in the United States the con-
crete issue; women, black or white,  were tools for
Cleaver to displace the power of the white male. Sex and
sexuality, and rape, were features of the struggles among
skin colors, classes and ethnicities. Cleaver’s work
approached the ways some view the colonial experience
today, where self, identity, sex and sexuality, gender and

ideology are all interwined (see Nandy 1983; Stoler 1991;
Jolly and MacIntyre 1989; Ahmed 1992; Kandiyoti 1994).

Sharabi (1988) focuses on the ways in which patriarchal
structures of family and society have metamorphosed in
response to the complex pressures of the modern world.
He argues correctly that the pristine form of patriarchy,
associated with nomadic tribes, is long since gone, hav-
ing undergone several transformations (p. 26ff).  Its cur-
rent form is a deformed “modern” consequence  of the
colonial experience. Indeed, the search for meaning, the
attempt to make sense of their condition in the world
leads toward a retrenchment of the patriarchal structure.
As Sharabi puts it, the neopatriarchal society’s “most per-
vasive characteristic is a kind of generalized, persistent,
and seemingly insurmountable impotence: it is incapable
of performing as an integrated social or political system,
as an economy, or as a military structure” (p. 6-7). 

Sharabi’s idea of impotence is central to my sense of the
attitude and overall feeling among Middle Eastern citi-
zens I have encountered in fieldwork and after.  The link-
age, following Cleaver, between social power and sexual
power is clear in this terminology, while the term ‘pow-
erlessness’ in society, in the economy, or in politics simply
would not express the connection to masculinity as well.
Impotence: the inability to be strong, to keep it up, to
stand; according to the OED, it is the “want [as in lack]
of strength or power to perform, utter inability or weak-
ness, helplessness”; and, of course, “complete absence
of sexual power, usually said of the male.”  

It is a sense of gendered helplessness that so pervades the
self-perception of many Arab/Muslim men.  Their inability
to be men, to be powerful, to be appropriately gendered as
masculine beings is a general preoccupation.  It is this that
leads to the constant ‘revanchist’ theme of regaining con-
trol over women, who have broken the bonds of tradition,
and who are perceived to have been threatening men even
beyond the levels of the social, economic and political
world.  The last refuge from the impotence of the macro
level of society is, it seems, a return to a fantasy of  tradi-
tional patriarchal control within one’s own family; however
that ‘traditional’ control has been reinterpreted, as it neces-
sarily must have been. Central to all forms of neo-ortho-
doxy has been an attempt to reestablish patriarchal power,
keeping in mind that the definition of such power has been
modified for each historical moment (Hinnells 1995). We
are incapable of recreating what is past in toto, however
much we try; that is the reasoning behind Sharabi’s neo-
patriarchy, a changed, even ‘deformed’ contemporary man-
ifestation of an older social form (p. 4).  

Roy and Sharabi work well together to portray the histori-
cal development of post-colonial disappointment with the

Western orientation that stayed behind as the colonizers
were packed off. Sharabi, writing in the eighties before the
crisis in Algeria of the nineties, the rise (and more recent
tempering) of the anti-Western, anti-government activity
of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood, and before the rise and fall
of the Afghani Taliban, still saw Islamist movements as
“absolutist,” as “oppressive,” and as “authoritarian”
(1988:11).  He did not see much here of the modernist
response that Roy takes as central to his argument.  But
Roy wrote later, and his ideas are in some sense more
respectful of this creative, challenging, and indigenous
response to modernity.  On the other hand, Sharabi is
aware of the patriarchal nature of the movement, which
Roy overlooks, taking the structures of economy and poli-
tics as key.  But under-
neath Roy’s arguments,
there is still a current that
shows a consciousness of
the disruptive effects of
these structural changes
on the sex and gender
order.  Examining the fol-
lowing quotations from
Roy (1994), one finds
many of the themes I find
most salient, particularly
his full awareness of the
importance of youth,
education and sexuality
in the overall picture. 

One minor but important aspect of the success of
Islamism is precisely that it offers frustrated youth a justi-
fication for their frustration.  Western acculturation has
not freed up mores, or else has made pleasure financially
inaccessible.  Value is still attached to a girl’s virginity, but
age at marriage is rising, and the young are more promis-
cuous than they ever were in traditional society: every-
thing is coed, from schools and universities to housing
and transportation; temptation is reinforced by the model
of sexual freedom conveyed through television, films,
magazines, but also by experiences of and stories about
life in the West.  Impoverishment and overpopulation
make it difficult for young people to have independent
lives.  Pleasure is only for the rich.  The Islamists present a
defense of chastity and virtue, a defense that is in fact
widely divergent from a certain art de vivre inherent in
Muslim civilization.  They transform what was previously a
reflection of one’s degraded self-image into a source of
dignity (p. 56). 

This is exactly what appears to be going on throughout
the Muslim/Arab world of North Africa, the Middle East,
now Central Asia and reaching into Southeast Asia.  All
the themes are there: unemployment for the educated,

The Islamists ... 
transform what 
was previously 
a reflection of 
one’s degraded 
self-image into a 
source of dignity.

Patriarchy ... 
is being 
reinterpreted, 
reinvented to 
meet the specific 
exigencies of 
current conditions. 
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the impossibility of attaining dreams offered by Western
media and advertisement, the discontent with a distorted
sex/gender order, anger at the West, the Zionists, the
Americans, the rich and powerful, and a deep-seated pull
toward their religion as the one last possible source of
validity and rightness.  The people most affected, and
men in particular, hope to become the future elite, maybe
even the leaders of their countries.  As Karen Brown
(1994) puts it:

Fundamentalism is not primarily a religion of the margin-
alized, as some have argued.  Its more salient feature is
that it develops among people caught off balance.
Hence, fundamentalist groups often arise in situations
where social, cultural, and economic power is up for
grabs. . . far from being essentially marginal to the soci-
eties in which they exist, fundamentalists are often direct-
ly involved in the political and economic issues of their
time and place.  And they often have a significant, if pre-
carious, stake in them (Brown 1994:190). 

The question, then, is about whether the citizens of the
Arab-Muslim world are caught off balance.  Let us then
turn to examine the conditions of gendered lives in some
of the leading nations of the area. 

Gender, Social Change, and Middle Eastern
Economy and Politics

Years hence, if my suspicion is correct, we will look back
on the latter half of the 20th century as a time of change
as profound for the Muslim world as the Protestant
Reformation was for Christendom.  Like the printing press
in the sixteenth century, the combination of mass educa-
tion and mass communications is transforming this world,
a broad geographical crescent stretching from North
Africa through Central Asia, the Indian Subcontinent, and
across the Indonesian archipelago.  In unprecedentedly
large numbers, the faithful -- whether in the vast cos-
mopolitan city of Istanbul or in Oman’s tiny, remote al-
Hamra oasis -- are examining and debating the funda-
mentals of Muslim belief and practice in ways that their
less self-conscious predecessors would never have imag-
ined.  This highly deliberate examination of the faith is
what constitutes the Islamic Reformation (Eickelman
1998, p. 82).

One part of this Reformation includes the re-examination
of gender ideologies in light of pressures from the West,
transformations in a changing economy, new sources of
knowledge from global information technology, new
desires for consumables due to cultural imperialism that
has reached a stunning level.  All of these are producing
movement, if not movements, inside the nations that
seek to protect their very essence from the transforma-

tions Eickelman describes.  The forces are unrelenting,
powerfully shaping new ideas and manipulating old
ones, generating creative responses in reaction to the
great change, responses that slavishly mimic new styles,
as well as others that are more interested in selective
intermingling of the new and the old.  And the relations
between women and men are at the heart of the debate.
While largely couched in terms of what women should be
and not be, the debate is really about a reformation of
the gender order, because what women are doing now is
a powerfully influential factor of what men will be called
upon to do next. That is one reason so many discourses
on gender seem to concentrate on women. But often,
the discussion is not really about women, but about the
system of gendered power in which men maintain a
sense of identity conceived in opposition to women. But
since the discourse is primarily about women, that is
where we must begin. 

Yvonne Haddad (1983) has described some of the factors
that constitute the discourse on women in the Islamic
world, arguing a dialectic between internal and external
factors. The internal factors are the economic, political
and cultural policies of the state, the legislation concern-
ing personal status law, the kind of opportunities in edu-
cation and employment that exist for women, and the
“dominant belief that national liberation should take
precedence over liberation of women, since the latter
would lead both to subservience to the West through
consumerism and to the degradation of women.”  The
external factors, Haddad argues, are the perception by
Muslims of Western judgment of Islamic family institu-
tions, the pressures from Western dominated transna-
tional institutions (such as the UN and the IMF), the
changing lives of Western women, and the backlash
against Western feminism (p. 3).  In her discussion of
these factors, she gives the clear impression that, while
there are of course variations among Islamic nations,
these factors are shared across the board.  I agree.  The
growth of a global system has made it possible, even nec-
essary, to think in such wide-ranging generalities that dis-
play little respect for national—and  cultural—borders.
The global system of corporate power, alongside the
spread of information technologies, has changed all that.
In their introduction to a collection on gender in
Southeast Asia (effectively the ‘other end’ of the Muslim
world from Morocco), Aihwa Ong and Michael Peletz
(1995) make comparable assertions: 

We argue that indigenous notions bearing on masculinity
and femininity, on gender equality and complementarity,
and on various criteria of prestige and stigma are being
reworked in dynamic postcolonial contexts  . . .
Postcolonial forces of dislocation, ethnic heterogeneity,
nation-building, and international business have blurred,

confused, and made problematic cultural understandings
of what it means to be male or female in local societies,
the more general point being that consent to gender
meanings increasingly gives way to contestation . . .
Processes of state and nation formation, global economic
restructuring, and overseas labor migration have created
fluid geographies of gender, race, and class that cut
across national boundaries.  As a consequence, just as
postcolonial subjects are increasingly hard put to balance
the decentering and recentering forces of cultural and
national upheavals, so too are cultural understandings of
what it means to be male and female increasingly blurred,
varied, and problematic (pp. 2, 4-5, 8).

These are exactly the conditions that produce tensions
between “tradition,” that is, local meanings, and
“modernity,” that is, the transnational, cross-cultural
socio-economic environment that brings similar problems
to so many diverse peoples.  The increasing power of the
transnational provides the intense pressures that force
the hand of those who perceive themselves as carrying
the burden of local meanings and values.  These people,
often spiritual leaders, sometimes politicians, share a per-
ception that the forces of global capital are invading and
inappropriately transforming their cultural heritage, and
hence, their very identity.  And they are absolutely correct
in that perception.  Increasingly, the elites in each urban
center across the planet are living more and more like the
elites of New York, Paris, and London, while those who
inhabit the realms of national cultural traditions are find-
ing themselves isolated and alienated from the rewards
of a global economy, while in need of protection from the
insidious effects of its cultural values (Athanasiou 1996,
p. 220).  As has been discussed earlier, the escape valve
for such a powerful contradiction lies in the basic “fami-
ly values” that are being touted in so many political cir-
cumstances.  The carriers of those values are usually seen
as being women, in charge of the transmission of culture
to the young (Hijab 1988, p. 13; Jaber 1997, p. 118).
Ultimately, it is perceived that women can be, in fact must
be the saviors of cultural heritage3. 

Since the 1970s and the Islamic resurgence, Islamists
have insisted that in contrast to the tendency to modern-
ize (equated with westernizing and secularizing) society
and Islam, the real task at hand is, or should be, the
Islamization or re-Islamization of society.  For Islamists,
the primary threat of the West is cultural rather than
political or economic (though there are definitely prob-
lems in both these areas as well).  Cultural dependency
robs one of faith and identity and thus destroys Islam and
the Islamic community (umma) far more effectively than
political rule.  Women and the family have been identi-
fied as pivotal in this contest.  Women, therefore, are
regarded as the primary culture bearers, “as the main-

tainers of the tradition, relegated to the task of being the
last bastion against foreign penetration” (Haddad and
Esposito 1998, p. xvi.  The quotation is the authors quot-
ing themselves from their introduction, p.21).

That is what Brown was talking about when she said that
safeguarding women makes us all “at some level, feel
safer.”   The battle, as Haddad and Esposito suggest, is
between economic modernization and cultural secular-
ization; many want the first without the second.  This
quite effectively would lead to the reconstruction of the
public/private dichotomy between the sexes, thereby
modernizing the public through links to global economy
while protecting the private world where our ‘real’ cul-
tural identity is nurtured and passed on.  Historical conti-
nuity and cultural heritage are preserved in the latter, pro-
viding the basis for an
oppositional stance to
total Westernization
(Jaber 1997, p. 110).  

The result is a doubled
tension over the very real
transformations in
women’s lives, doubled,
that is, over and above
the ‘normal’ dislocations
and uncertainties that
are affecting men.
Hence, there is a gen-
dered response to the
life-changing events that
crop up on the path to
this modern world.
Men, while not necessarily happy about it all, can take it;
they’re men, after all and that’s what men do.  Great
changes have happened before, and men have weath-
ered them all.  But this time, the change is reaching into
the private realm.  Anita Weiss (1994) puts it this way:

The combination of the new international division of
labour and the global telecommunications revolution is
having a more penetrating effect on social norms within
Muslim society than any external force ever had.  Earlier
political and economic upheavals such as the Crusades
and the dawn of imperialism and colonialism had greater
effects on men in Muslim societies with little reverbera-
tions on women and the domestic sphere (p. 128). 

Since the defining characteristic of masculinity is seen in
its oppositional status relative to women, that difference
must be preserved.  Women must be protected.  The
family must be protected. 

But that is not what is happening, wherever one looks

Fundamentalism 
is not primarily 
a religion of the 
marginalized ... 
it develops among 
people caught 
off balance.

 



File File File

Volume XXI, Nos. 104-105, Winter/Spring 2004Volume XXI, Nos. 104-105, Winter/Spring 200418 19

allowed -- and in some cases, encouraged -- to study
beyond the stage of simple literacy; second, expanding
labour opportunities for women resulting in changes in
the perception of gendered work; and third, the renego-
tiation of personal power and mobility within the family.
The first two of these areas are direct outcomes of what
it is that women are doing differently from the past,
resulting in men relinquishing some of the powerful con-
trol they have held over women and also expecting
women to hold different roles.  The last category, the
renegotiation of personal power and mobility within the
family, is a direct result of the first two.  Because of
women’s increased competencies, men are also realizing
that women do not need them as much as in the past,
and that it is possible for women to now be self-reliant.
Needless to say, this creates ample confusion in a society
where social norms still revolve around honour and
respect as there is a discernible increase in men’s fears of
what uncontrolled, qualified women might do (p. 135).

Uncontrolled, qualified women, indeed.  What Weiss
leaves to our imagination is the psychic effect this all has
on men.  She speaks of men’s fears, and of husbands’
desires to control their wives.  She tells us of a reduced
level of trust among men, even among biological and fic-
tive kin, due to increased corruption.  She even tells us
that men are beginning to abandon their families,
through divorce, labor emigration, or drugs.  But since
the article is about women, the analysis of men ceases at
that point.  I read between the lines of a profound disso-
ciative failure of an old trusted gender ideology; mas-
culinity is in tatters, manhood is in flight.  Once again,
women seem to bear the burden of survival, even in the
face of strong social mores demanding limits to their self-
actualization.  There has of course been a strong conser-
vative reaction to social changes in Pakistan, even as
Benazir Bhutto served as prime minister, and as head of
one of the largest political parties.  But we can see in
Bhutto’s own changes over the years, during which she
took to wearing ‘modest dress’ and tempering her
Westernized demeanor, the effect of conservative opin-
ion on even the most powerful of Pakistani women.
Bhutto, as is true of so many other women in the Muslim
world, has become the “new Islamic woman” (Zuhur
1992).  

Elite Muslim women have combined elements of the
public and private realms into a new synthesis, but one
that produces a certain amount of identity conflict.  As
Nabila Jaber (1997) describes it, “[t]he outcome of this
legal polarization implies two modes of being, which are
likened to the (illusionary) separation between domestic
and public spheres.  This polarization translates . . . into
an identity crisis for women” (p. 114).  I suggest this can
be considered another form of the double burden—

women carry two worlds (public and private), as well as
work at two jobs (public and domestic).  But this synthe-
sis still fits into modern Islamist conservatism: “[t]he
Islamist stance on women allows their members to
escape social and economic limitations in a hierarchical
society through a visible leveling process and the wearing
of a uniform, and by verbally emphasizing social equali-
ty” (Zuhur 1992, p. 11).  In a complex era in which much
of traditional structure is
breaking down, men
and women can still be
equal within Islam if the
sexual segregation is
maintained, minimally by
the hijab, at most (best?)
by the true separation of
spheres.  But the sepa-
rate spheres do not hold
in the modern economy;
so the minimal distinc-
tion is maintained
through the curtaining
off of the woman’s body
from the gaze of men,
permitting men and
women to meet in the public space of work and econo-
my.  However, the responsibility for the two conceptual
spheres is supposed to remain.  Men have responsibility
over the public world (and ultimately over women),
women over the world of family, children and home. But
this fanciful theory of separation is no longer expedient in
practice.  Accepting the necessity of education for one’s
daughters opens the door to their employment, which
opens the door to a shift in the division of labor within
the family, which opens the door to a reduction in the
control by men over the entire package. 

Even in revolutionary Iran, women are not following the
path decreed by the most conservative clerics.  While
women were part of the support that initially brought
Khomeini to power, it was also their votes that brought
moderate Mohammed Khatami into office as President
nearly twenty years later (Afshar 1998). It was Khatami’s
call for women to participate at higher levels in the poli-
tics of Iran that contributed to victories for moderate
forces, and for many women, in the March 1999 elec-
tions, for example.  Even in this still conservative Islamic
Republic, the legacy of Ayatollahs Khomeini and
Mottahari is beginning, in some ways, to change (see
Paidar 1995; Esfandiari 1997).  Their advocates have
been in greater difficulty continuing to impose their inter-
pretation of ‘traditional’ sex/gender arrangements upon a
restive and politicized population.   As Haideh Moghissi
put it in 1994, women’s activities and activism in Iran
“signify only one thing: women’s determination and their

across the globe.  For even in the Muslim world, as
Yvonne Haddad (1998) points out:

modernization in fact has had a serious impact on
women’s lives and their relation in the family.  Since the
1970s, several new factors intensified the process of
change.  These include the dramatic economic fluctua-
tions of the 1970s and 1980s; the increase in labor migra-
tion (especially of young males); women’s participation in
salaried work, state ideology, and politics; the growth of
the popularity of the Islamist movement; and internation-
al input such as the UN studies and recommendations and
Western feminist demands (p.7).    

Here we find many of the themes in the discourses of
Arab/Muslim men.  Their awareness of and concern over
these transformations of their society is quite undeniable.
The changes already have had an impact upon them, and
will continue to do so for some time to come.  The task
for many of these men is to work out some sort of
arrangement that could preserve their position; the
resulting negotiations over cultural preservation take
many forms. Weiss (1994), speaking about the Muslim
world in general, argues that a “reallocation of obliga-
tions is occurring” between men and women, which

“result[s] in a redistribution
of gender-based rights and
obligations” (p. 127-8).
Yvonne Haddad (1998),
reflecting on the work in
Arabic of Lebanese writer
Mustafa Hijazi, discusses
some of the ways in which
men and women are work-
ing out a system of inter-
connected opposition.
Hijazi points out that there
are class based differences
in roles for women: working
class people carve a sharp
differentiation, exaggerat-
ing man’s status, strength,

and aggressiveness, which necessitates that the woman
be weak and oppressed:  “She is transformed into a uten-
sil for his self-pleasure with no regard for her wishes and
desires.  She dies in her psyche that he may gain the illu-
sion of life; she is crushed that he may gain the illusion of
life; she is crushed that he may gain the mirage of self-
fulfillment” (p. 11, quoting Hijazi).  Hijazi may be exag-
gerating for effect here, but the struggle he describes is
clear.  One sees it quite distinctly in Unni Wikan’s portrait
(1996) of working class women in Cairo.  Her protago-
nist, the resilient Umm `Ali, demonstrates for us the
struggles of a Cairene mother holding her family togeth-
er in a situation in which her husband is unemployed,

rather ineffectual, yet violent.  Wikan details the intrica-
cies of a matrifocal family structure in which women,
moving “from weakness to strength,” gain a positive
self-worth “that lends them an assurance and strength”
that Hijazi seems not to perceive (p. 286,285). In many
ways, Umm ‘Ali is the savior of her family; working
women are the last refuge for their families when men
either cannot cope with the transformations in the econ-
omy, or simply are not there to provide the support for
their family that their role requires of them.   

In the middle class, Hijazi argues there is more flexibility
and openness to change, and both the male and the
female are pulled in two directions by the clash between
progress and tradition, between modern transformations
and defined roles.  Haddad (1998) says that “while the
woman longs to be free and to realize her rights, and the
man wants her to be free, both are bound by internal
chains:

the woman is prisoner of chronic conditioning that push-
es her to play a subservient role, one of an instrument.
She is comfortable in that role because she is psychologi-
cally prepared for it.  However, consciously she is dissatis-
fied with it and is aware of her rights. The man talks about
equality and the liberation of women but is incapable of
giving up his privileges” (p. 12,the indented section of the
quote is Hijazi).

Hijazi, says Haddad, portrays the middle-class man as a
“hostage of traditional rules,” yet one who claims the
ideals of liberation for women and equality between the
sexes.  But he does not fully embody his ideals; in fact,
“[i]n many cases he fears that he will lose control of the
woman.  His masculinity is contingent on his ability to
control rather than his capacity to achieve” (p. 12). This
is a key issue, in which masculine privilege and personal
control become imbricated with enlightened views of
social progress, creating a confusing brew of internal
contradictions that are quite difficult to sort out.  It is
especially difficult because the masculine privilege and
personal control issues are rarely addressed as real;
instead, they are left deep in the psyche, as a backstage
frame for the more accessible level of class-appropriate
belief and behavior. 

It is among the working and middle classes, where edu-
cation and work possibilities for women have been grow-
ing for some time, that one finds the most interesting
forms of these contradictions between gendered identity
and class identity.  Anita Weiss (1994), discussing a work-
ing class area of Lahore, Pakistan, argues that:

The renegotiation of gender images and expectations
appears to fall into three categories: first: women are

The man talks 
about equality 
and the liberation 
of women but is 
incapable of giving 
up his privileges.

Men have 
responsibility over 
the public world ...
women over the 
world of family, 
children and home.
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enormous efforts to escape the prisons of femininity and
sex-roles defined and guarded by the guardians of sharia.
The Islamic regime has not opened the gates.  Women
are jumping over the fences” (quoted in Najmabadi
1998, p. 59). 

In one of the great ironies of unintended consequences, it
appears that the Islamic Revolution in Iran has freed
women from some of the restrictions of the past.  The
imposition of modest dress notwithstanding, the Islamic
regime has brought about an expansion of the appeal of
advanced education and employment from women from
middle classes to working class women who are observant

Muslims.   Segregation of
men and women has
increased the need for pro-
fessional women to serve
the female population
(Esfandiari 1997).  Again, as
in Pakistan, the “new Islamic
woman” has carried the day.
Ex-President Rafsanjani’s
daughter Faizeh Hashemi
has even been quoted as
saying, “What I want to
know is, what prevents a
woman from becoming the
President of the Islamic
Republic?” (Afshar 1998, p.
63). 

And if the Iranian women interviewed by Haleh Esfandiari
(1997) are any indication, there has been a great reduc-
tion in women’s respect for men as the Islamic Revolution
unfolded. 

In general, if the comments of these women are any
guide, respect for men--their competence, good sense,
fairness--has sharply declined.  The idea of men as “nat-
ural” leaders in politics, business, and public affairs has
been discredited.  Women are much more likely to see
men as full of swagger and bravado, but empty shells
when it comes to displaying real courage and backbone in
crises.  Women feel far more independent than before the
revolution, and married women far less dependent on
their husbands (p. 172). 

It seems as if this particular façade of Sharia-based ‘revo-
lutionary’ masculinity has been truly pierced by women’s
intelligence and drive.  And it seems that this has hap-
pened regardless of the policies of individual govern-
ments.  I wonder what the ultimate Islamic Reformation
will consist of—perhaps ‘it’ (though there are likely to be
multiple forms) will be a reformation of the sex/gender
order within a modernized Islamic frame. We shall see.

So we’re back once again where we began.  Each path
we take into the literature on gender relations in the
Middle East and North Africa leads us to extensive mate-
rial on what has been happening to women in families,
schools, and workplaces.  Each scholar or analyst finds
plenty of material to explicate the ways men and women
see this process; in other words, women are present in
the writing and theorizing about these transformations,
and men are present primarily one step removed.  What
exactly is the problem here?  Where are the men as an
actively engaged gender, and not just as the generic stan-
dard from which women differ?

Finding the Voices of Men
In the search for information about how the global forces
of change in the gender order are affecting Muslims, the
voices we find in most literature on gender are those of
women.  It is in politics and economy that we find the
voices of men, as party leaders, revolutionaries, autocrats,
military figures,  and businessmen.  This means that much
of our sense of what men think must be found through
a double process of translation, so to speak.  Men talk
about the economy, the family, politics, about the
requirements of their religion, about the pressures of
unemployment and political disempowerment, but infre-
quently about the ways they think and feel concerning
masculinity and (gendered) power. Discussions about
patriarchy deal with what men say about women (Khalifa
1996). Similarly, most articles on gender and social
change in Muslim countries are focused on women’s
lives, struggles and achievements (Haddad and Esposito
1998; Göçek and Balaghi 1994; Sabbagh 1996). The par-
adigm in which ‘gender’ means ‘women’ still has a pow-
erful hold on anthropological scholarship4. When Muslim
men are written about, it is rarely in terms of their mas-
culinity, their struggles in the realm of gender, or their
‘public’ lives as structured patterns of gendered behavior.
One must approach the internal struggles of men about
the gender order through a kind of double bind: either
through what women say about men, or what men say
about the world of society, economy and politics. When
men do talk of private life, it is all too frequently in terms
of the family and of women’s roles within it, with the
focus on men’s roles as protector and provider. This is
what I found in fieldwork with men in several Moroccan
cities in the early nineties (Conway-Long 2000, Conway-
Long 2002).  

But in the end, even though anthropological fieldwork on
Middle Eastern men as men is just beginning to appear,
we still do not have much material in which men speak
directly and clearly about the ways they perceive them-
selves as men, as masculine constructions, as participants
in any sort of ongoing negotiation and recreation of the
differences between the sexes and genders.  Deniz

Kandiyoti has made one attempt to gather some of the
ways men actually talk about these issues, in her 1994
piece “The Paradoxes of Masculinity: Some Thoughts on
Segregated Societies.”  As she struggled with her concept
of patriarchy in another work on women and the state,
she discovered throughout the modern period a contin-
ued presence of male reformers who supported women’s
liberation in what appeared to be honest ways, not mere-
ly, as she first suspected, to cloak their deeper, essentially
patriarchal values.  In the process of puzzling over this,
she discovered the work of Bob Connell (1987), whose
work in hegemonic masculinity is the standard framework
for identifying the multiplicity of masculinities in any given
socio-cultural system.  Kandiyoti was forced to return to
the data about men’s upbringing in the classic Arab
household for clues to the puzzle of such variations.
Examining Bouhdiba’s work Sexuality in Islam (1985), the
novels of Egyptian Najib Mahfouz, a series of recent inter-
views from Turkey, and a study of one homosexual sub-
culture in Istanbul, she came to an interesting conclusion:

I was also intending to make a strong case for situating
masculinities -- however fragmented and variegated they
may appear -- in historically and culturally specific con-
texts which delimit and to some extent constrain the
range of discourses and choices available to social actors.
. . .I learned in the process that behind the enduring
facade of male privilege lie profound ambiguities which

may give rise to both defensive masculinist discourse and
a genuine desire for contestation and change (p. 212). 

Kandiyoti provides for us a model of moving beyond the
expected, where male is equated with patriarchal and
masculine and seen as uniform, to a method in which the
particular historical and cultural conditions of a gender
construction are examined, in which men are expected to
demonstrate variations even in a unique historical and
cultural situation.  It is the direction we need to go to do
much more work, and I am hoping many more anthro-
pologists are waiting in the wings to study this obviously
needed area. The state of the world seems to hang in the
balance.  While I would argue it is equally essential to
study the Texas-Kennebunkport-Washington neocon
connection, it is going to take a great deal of effort to
show the wider public (particularly in the U. S.) that
Muslim males are not the new danger, tortuously re-con-
structed as an ahistorical reflection  of the African-
American male of the post-slavery South. For men in the
Muslim Middle East are facing the same crises and dislo-
cations as other males worldwide, and, while their reli-
gious and other cultural heritage may lead them to some
unique solutions, it is singularly inappropriate to con-
struct an elaborate false image of a unitary Muslim male,
designed to cloak our own aggressiveness, our own inse-
curities, and our own collective denial and disregard for
the impact of our nation’s actions upon the world. 

End Notes

1. This term, as used by Hawley and Proudfoot, is easily challenged. As is argued below, fundamentalism has become a creative
response to the modern world that is only “antimodern” in certain very delimited ways, especially as modern is seen as a subset of
Western. As a whole,  fundamentalist movements are rather a function of modernity itself. In that sense, all non-Euro-American ver-
sions have gone a step beyond the original US-based movement.
2. See Fanon’s A Dying Colonialism (1965) in a chapter entitled “The Algerian Family.”  While aware of the impact of colonialism and
the war for liberation on family relationships, he remains pre-gender, so to speak, by leaving masculine and feminine in the realm of
what is natural.
3.  As often true, there is nothing specifically ‘Islamic’ about this interlinkage of women and cultural values; it can be argued as a
near universal.
4. Matthew Guttman (1997), in “Trafficking in Men: The Anthropology of Masculinity,” had this to say: “Insufficient attention has
been paid to men-as-men in anthropology . . ., and much of what anthropologists have written about masculinity must be inferred
from research on women and by extrapolation from studies on other topics” (386). 
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discredited.
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On October 29, 1932 a major celebration was organized
at Ankara Palace in honor of Turkish Republic Day. The
Turkish leader Mustafa Kemal had invited foreign digni-
taries and the local elite to the evening festivities. Among
the distinguished invitees was the Egyptian ambassador,
Abd al-Malik Hamza Bey.  He arrived dressed in his formal
regalia topped off by the symbol of Egyptian (and up to
1925, Turkish) officialdom—the tarbush.2

Ataturk coldly greeted the Egyptian representative and
ordered him to remove the tarbush while in his presence.
When Hamza Bey hesitated, Mustafa Kemal barked an
order to one of his servants to demand from the guest his
tarbush. In order to avoid a diplomatic incident, Hamza
Bey acceded to the will of “the Ghazi.” 

In spite of the Egyptian diplomat’s effort to avoid contro-
versy, the event did escalate into an incident through, it
seems, the provocation of the British press. Two weeks
after the fact, the Daily Herald carried a report detailing
the affront faced by the Egyptian ambassador in Ankara.
It was only with the publication of that article that the
Egyptian press and public came to learn about “the tar-
bush incident.” Suddenly there appeared calls for action
including the severing of all relations with Turkey. The

incident was immediately framed as a question of nation-
al honor. 

The prominent Egyptian historian Yunan Labib Rizk has
recently surveyed the coverage of “the tarbush incident”
as it was reported by Egypt’s leading newspaper al-
ahram.3 Although he suggests that there were different
“sectors of opinion in Egypt”—i.e., pro- and anti-tar-
bush—the possible meanings of these positions are sub-
sumed by the larger, ostensibly more significant, story of
Egyptian-Turkish relations since World War I. In this essay,
I too will situate the positions staked out in the tarbush
incident within a larger narrative, but the beginning and
end are less clear and the main themes are internally
incoherent.  I will take debates about dress as a lens
through which to view the shifting, contradictory, and
contested nature of notions of national identity, moder-
nity, and masculinity in the making of Egypt.4

Since the tarbush incident was instigated by him, one
possible beginning would look to the figure of Ataturk.
Mustafa Kemal’s efforts to forcefully westernize Turkey
are well known; among his most famous dictates are the
banning of the veil and the codification of a secular state.
Perhaps less well known is his banning of the tarbush in
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November 1925. 5 In Egypt, however, this act touched
off a flurry of often heated discussion on the (de)merits
of the tarbush that lasted well over a decade.

The monumental decisions of Mustafa Kemal which con-
tinue to animate cultural and political life in contempo-
rary Turkey came on the heels of other monumental and
world-historical events, the aftermath of which, the
region and the world in general continue to endure. At
the end of World War I, France and Britain had divided up
between themselves the Arab provinces of the Ottoman
Empire that they had not previously colonized: Syria and
Lebanon went to France while Palestine and Iraq went to
Britain.6 The Treaty of Sèvres in 1920 had severely under-
mined the sovereignty of the defeated Ottoman state.
Meanwhile, a national army of resistance was being
assembled in the Anatolian heartland by Mustafa Kemal.
Over the course of the next three years, through an exer-
cise of military will and through diplomatic negotiations,
the dissident faction led by Mustafa Kemal successfully
procured the Treaty of Lausanne (July 24, 1923), which
affirmed Turkey’s national sovereignty and control of

most of the territory that
had been lost in 1920. 

The events that unfolded in
the international theater
from 1914 into the 1920s,
particularly those involving
the demise of the Ottoman
Empire and the creation of
the Turkish Republic, had
far-reaching but conflicted
implications for the political
and cultural spheres of life
in Egypt. The British war
effort had placed unprece-
dented strain on the vast
majority of Egypt’s peasant
population. The imposition

of martial law and the stationing of imperial troops in
Egyptian cities also had material and psychological reper-
cussions on the middle and upper classes. 

By the end of the War there was a unified political oppo-
sition to the continuation of the British occupation in
Egypt. However, also by the end of the War the process
of re-orienting Egypt’s elite cultural identity away from
the Ottoman sphere—that had begun, one could argue,
with the emergence of a Western-educated middle class
and a new landed Egyptian elite in the mid-nineteenth
century—was finally complete. 

Or, so it would seem as the Egyptian nationalist move-
ment led by the Wafd staked out its claims to indepen-

dence at the Paris Peace Conference.7 Following on the
heels of a thoroughly unexpected mass uprising against
occupation in 1919—forever emblazoned in nationalist
historiography and still remembered in the Egyptian col-
lective consciousness as the nationalist revolution of
1919—Egyptian leaders forged a national party that
engaged in negotiations for three years. The British
strategically and unilaterally declared Egypt independent
in 1922, while reserving four areas in which it would con-
tinue to maintain control.8 In the following years,
Egyptian political life was marked by the promulgation of
a constitution, which restricted some of the traditional
prerogatives of the monarch and the British, and the
ensuing struggle to establish a regularized form of parlia-
mentary political life. As these struggles over the political
sphere oscillated among the three poles - the Wafd, the
King, and the British - other struggles were waged in the
seemingly separate cultural sphere about seemingly triv-
ial matters like the proper headdress for men.9

Within these debates, the tarbush was simultaneously a
sign of the modern and the traditional, the national and
the foreign, the masculine and the effeminate. As the form
of headdress worn mainly by a certain class of men—the
effendiyya—the tarbush was the signifier of a problematic
bourgeois masculinity.10 In the 1930s, it became invested
with the additional signification of being a consumer item
supporting the nationalist cause.11 I argue here that the tar-
bush was a contested site for the production of new cul-
tural meaning and a site through, or against, which new
masculine desires and anxieties were expressed. In the con-
tests over the tarbush, concepts such as the nation and the
modern were invested with new and sometimes contra-
dictory signification while simultaneously constituting new
masculine subjectivities.12

Here the re-definition of the relationship between Egypt
and its once imperial overlord Turkey was necessarily
freighted with the different outcomes of their interna-
tional and local struggles for national sovereignty. In the
other version of the event with which we began this
chapter, the Egyptian ambassador Abd al-Malik Hamza
Bey was “given permission” by Mustafa Kemal to remove
his tarbush for his own comfort. This eventually became
the official line that formally closed the tarbush incident.
Apparently it was very hot in the palace halls that
evening, and Mustafa Kemal was simply being a gracious
and thoughtful host, who knew that Egyptian diplomat-
ic protocol required the wearer to retain the tarbush on
his head until invited to remove it.

After the initial outcry, in which there were voices calling
for the severing of all ties with Turkey, representations of
the tarbush incident largely reflected the views of the two
camps that had emerged in the preceding years: the pro-

and anti-tarbush camps.13 Admirers of the Turkish model
of modernization, who were also generally anti-tarbush,
were willing to wait for another explanation of the inci-
dent. Supporters of the tarbush, which had become re-
coded during the World War I period as a particularly
Egyptian nationalist symbol through its public expression
of opposition to the British, read the incident as yet
another example of Egypt’s Turkish-blooded leaders com-
promising its national honor.14

Dress and National Honor: 
Prelude to an Argument 15

The question of national honor and dress in the Egyptian
context is usually associated with the debates around
veiling and the condition of women, which were set off
by the publication of Qasim Amin’s Tahrir al-Mar’a
(Women’s Liberation) in 1899. I argue that situating the
question of dress in the broader contexts of colonialism,
modernity, and subject formation, which requires one to
consider both men’s and women’s fashions, will give us a
better understanding of how the early debates about the
veil were initiated by masculine anxieties about power
and self-rule (or the lack thereof). By the latter I do not
mean simply the right to self-determination in a geopo-
litical sense. I intend the added signification of governing
one’s individual self according to a particular understand-
ing of enlightened principles. Implicit within this rubric of
self is also a certain sense of having the right to fashion
an individual identity. This right, however, was often per-
ceived and construed as a force pushing against the col-
lective will and collective identity.  

It was perhaps among the new Arabic-speaking officer
corps that was expanded during Sa‘id’s reign (1854-1863)
that the first signs of an Egyptian sartorial refashioning
were most evident. Although Egyptian peasants had been
conscripted in large numbers in Muhammad Ali’s efforts to
create a modern army in the first quarter of the nineteenth
century, it was only under Sa‘id that Arabic-speaking
Egyptians were allowed to rise to the rank of colonel.16 It
was also during this period that the dress of both officers
and soldiers, which had followed the patterns set by the
Ottoman imperial tradition, began to change. 

In Ehud Toledano’s work on this neglected period of
Egyptian history (the reigns of Abbas and Sa‘id), which he
terms the “forgotten years,” he hints at how the rela-
tionship between the opening of new opportunities for
the sons of Egypt’s rural notables in government and mil-
itary service and the change of dress this required, spoke
to a transformation of self and cultural identity.17

Although he does not put it in these terms, Toledano’s
argument suggests that while the change in notions of
personhood, as enacted through dress, was not viewed
as a threat by the Ottoman-Egyptian elite nor as a basis

for opposition by the aspirants to elite membership dur-
ing the middle years, it did condition the grounds for
thinking in terms of national identities. He concludes his
chapter on how the social divide between the elite and
non-elite was produced and represented through lan-
guage, dress, etiquette, and modes of using and moving
through space with a note on how the desire to cross
that divide eventually gave rise to an oppositional con-
sciousness. About the newly promoted and newly
dressed, he writes: 

The tensions that existed between them [Arabic speaking
officers] and the other more senior officers constituted
one of the main factors behind the events of the 1880s
that led to the ‘Urabi Revolt. At mid-century, however,
they were still making their first steps up the steep ladder
towards becoming full-fledged members of the Ottoman-
Egyptian elite.18 

So at mid-century a movement was clearly afoot, and it
began with the symbolic crossing of the threshold of elite
culture. 

A powerful image of this transformation of self that a
change of fashion effected is given in the memoirs of Ali
Mubarak. In this particular recollection, Mubarak recounts
the story of his return home to his village of Birinbal after
fourteen years of absence.19 He had arrived wearing his
“French” military dress uniform complete with sash and
sword at his side. The momentary lack of recognition by his
mother due to his changed appearance serves to reaffirm
for Mubarak that he really had transcended his peasant
roots. 

Another episode again reaffirms that the movement out
of peasant garb to European-style military dress was one
of personal transformation and, furthermore, a change
that was viewed as positive. In an audience with Abbas
Pasha (r. 1848-1854), in which Ali Mubarak was given
the commission of schools’ inspector, the latter was also
informed of the punishment for the failure to carry out
his duties honestly. Along with being stripped of one’s
rank and benefits was a form of public shaming. The
guilty official would be forced to wear peasant’s clothing
and to live like a peasant.20 After swearing to carry out his
commission, Mubarak was accorded his new rank and
decorated with the appropriate medals: a silver half-cres-
cent moon and a gold star encrusted with three diamond
stones. He closes this scene by telling the reader that he
left feeling happy and content.21

After the British occupation of Egypt, cultural issues such
as dress and manners became politically charged sites in
which it was often thought that the very essence of
Egyptian identity were being contested. The expanding
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domain of print culture-books, newspapers, and maga-
zines-was a primary locus for the public representations
of different viewpoints on matters of clothing and com-
portment. A general fear in the 1890s-before the veil
became the seemingly all-consuming focus of cultural
debate-was of the younger generation, who had come of
age knowing nothing other than colonial rule, adopting
Western styles of dress and self-carriage without fully
processing the lessons of European superiority. 

In the July 3, 1897 issue of al-Ajyal [The Generations],
an article titled “Blind Imitation” featured an illustration
with six picture boxes depicting an urban flaneûr type
(or more accurately a faux flaneûr type).  He mixes and
matches the different parts of the only two suits he
owns so that it would seem he is wearing a new outfit
each day. Each box depicts the young effendi in various
poses set against the backdrop of an urban geography
that would be familiar to the properly bourgeois. In the
first box, he is standing at a street corner dressed in his
mix-matched suit and tarbush with his cane tucked
under his right arm. He seems either to be contemplat-
ing crossing the street or just idly observing the goings
on within the shopping arcade on the other side. In the
second box he is seated at an outdoor café dressed in a
different combination. His left arm is perched on the
table into which he leans resting his head in the palm of
his hand, while a small turbaned man busily shines his
shoes; the expression on his face suggests he is lost in
some private reverie. In the third illustration, he is juxta-
posed to a man in a galabiyya and turban (it seems the
same man from box two) who is attending a donkey
while the effendi stands with his hands in his pockets
with a cane slung over his right arm smoking a cigarette
and staring into space indifferently. In box four he is
paying off a carriage driver. In the fifth box he is having
his picture taken. His pose is carefully drawn here: he is
standing with his right arm raised and bent at the elbow
which is supported by a stand (seemingly built for just
that purpose) and in his hand are his gloves and cane;
his left hand rests on the back of an armchair; his left
leg is bent slightly and crosses his right in the front
forming a forty-five degree angle.  In the final box he is
carrying one of his suits under his arm and preparing to
enter a pawnshop. 

The article offered the criticism that many young
Egyptians “were under the illusion” that imitating the
look and behavior of Westerners was tantamount to a
genuine understanding of being modern and civilized. In
fact, bankruptcy could be the only end to this superficial
appropriation of Western styles of dress and life.
Ostensibly, an Egyptian living within middle class means
could not sustain the patterns of consumption that par-
ticipation in the new urban culture demanded. 

Another dimension emerges when the illustration is read
slightly apart from the accompanying text. Through the
striking of certain poses the body of the mimic man is
made to represent a new masculinity. The different picture
boxes illustrate the repertoire a man must acquire to
inhabit this new subjectivity, which, it is important to note,
is not being rejected. Rather, the author enjoins a cautious
mediation of this new performative space of masculinity.
His objective is to encourage the reader to examine the
reasons for European cultural, political, and economic
hegemony. Missing from the boxes are scenes of produc-
tivity on the part of the exemplar of Egypt’s future.
Although the man in the galabiyya is in fact working, he
is figured here as a representation of the past and in a
sense as unrepresentative. In other words, the nation and
modernity can only be achieved through this new figure
of masculinity. However, an unexamined adoption of the
signs of modernity not only signals a “blind imitation”-
i.e., an unsuccessful attempt at being modern-but poses
grave risks for the imitator, like financial ruin. 

A few months later, al-Ajyal (and as far as I can tell the
same author) delved further into the topic of dress and
mimicry and its implications for Egyptian society.22 In a
style that might be characterized as misogynistic, the
author depicted men’s imitation of European dress as
harmful to himself; whereas, women’s unbridled con-
sumption of Western fashions-the focus of the second
article-is drawn out as having apocalyptic consequences
for the whole of Egyptian society. Men are admonished
for affecting a Western style when they do so from a class
position that cannot sustain such a habit and when that
habit is not grounded in a deeper understanding of
Western culture. What that deeper understanding might
consist of becomes evident later in the author’s analysis of
women’s consumption. But first, the material and meta-
physical costs of being overly attentive to the adorning of
the body is underscored with a poetic injunction from a
“wise Arab poet”:

Oh servant of the body how you suffer in its service
Do you demand gain from what is a loss?
Attend to the soul and the perfection of the virtues
For you are by the soul not by the body human23

The poet contrasts the baseness of submitting to corpore-
al desires with an ethical praxis that elevates man from the
state of nature to a higher plane of existence. The author
deploys the poem more as part of a strategic intervention
into the present state of the Egyptian political economy in
which cultural practices were deemed central to Egypt’s
subjugation and conversely its liberation. 

The author goes on to offer a relatively sophisticated cri-
tique of evolving consumption patterns among women,

specifically in the realm of fashion, that threaten to undo
the whole fabric of Egyptian society. An act as simple as
wearing the corset could be “…a major cause leading to
the ruin of many households, the fall of honorable fami-
lies, the affliction of disastrous calamities on the majority
of humanity.”24 In fact, “the danger exceeds the limits of
the imagination.”25 As with the men who mimic the
West, the problem is most germane to women of the
“tabaqa al-wusta” (middle class). 

The author’s critique operates on three levels: the individ-
ual, the family, and the nation-colony. He does this by
making explicit the connection between household,
national, and international economies. The author links
the potential ruin of families that results from the desire
of the wife or daughter(s) to imitate Western women
with the continued subordination and exploitation of the
Egyptian and Eastern economies by Europeans. 

He faults the new generation of girls and women whose
desire for fashionable European styles of dress lead them
to make unreasonable demands on their fathers and hus-
bands. He argues that the contemporary middle class
woman is still under the impression that clothes make the
individual special and set her above others of her sex.
“She does not realize that it is the rational woman (al-
mar’a al-‘aqila) who is made beautiful through her virtue
and made whole through knowledge and refinement.”26

Ostensibly, education would erode the competition for
passion among women by exposing envy as a driving
force of the competition and by teaching women to
engage in more productive activities. The proof of this is
found in the lives of their Western counterparts who are
rational women and who are like Egyptian women in
most respects except that “not a single one of them lives
beyond her means.” 27

Many scholars have now studied the social and political
implications of this re-scripting of women’s domestic roles
in nationalist discourses of the late-nineteenth and early-
twentieth centuries.28 Few, however, have paid attention
to how this redefinition of femininity was constitutive of
a new national manhood-the discursive field I have
labeled effendi masculinity.29 Critiquing the sartorial
excesses of Egyptian women was only one of the many
sites through which nationalist men-and women-sought
to produce the “new woman” necessary to populate the
newly-imagined national spaces, in which the lines
between private and public were redrawn through politi-
cal engagements with colonialism.30 The masculinist per-
formance of this condition of colonial modernity is illus-
trated by this text, especially as the critique moves from
the individual to the family. 

Here the author cites the strain that women’s excessive

consumption has on marital relations. The inability of a
husband to meet his wife’s (and daughters’) material
desires calls his masculinity into question. Furthermore,
the mother’s desire for expensive clothes is evidence of
her irrational approach to household management and a
sign of her inability to provide her children with proper
guidance. This can affect her daughters (if she has any)
when the time comes for them to marry.  If they exhibit
the same desire to consume, it will scare off the few eli-
gible bachelors there are, most already having spurned
marriage because of its cost and the dearth of rational
brides. 

His next move makes it
clear that it is not just
consumption as such
that is being critiqued.
Women’s purchase of
expensive clothes, even if
it were beyond their
means, would not be so
negative-in fact, it would
be a positive action-if
“textile factories were
spread throughout the
length and breadth of
Eastern countries.”31 Of
course, then Eastern cap-
ital would remain in
Eastern hands. 

The draining of Eastern capital in this way has gendered
consequences. Men, who are the public face of Egypt,
pay the price of women’s unthinking consumption of
fashion. The continued economic exploitation of the
nation daily reinforces the impotence of its men in resist-
ing foreign penetration: 

This money that we spend randomly doubtlessly winds up in
the hands of Europeans who are laughing at us, who look
down upon our intellect and who drain us of our wealth
through strange tricks like these.32 (emphasis added)

The “strange tricks” the author speaks of refers to the
Western capitalist production of a consumerist desire that
can override rational self and national interests.33 This
magic is so powerful that it is even capable of getting
Eastern women to endanger their physical well-being for
the sake of fashion. He argues that most Western dress is
unsuitable for Easterners, but this is especially true of the
corset.He marshals scientific testimony to underscore the
insalubrious nature of the corset.   

It is thus the nationalist male’s duty to demystify these
crafty strategies intended to exploit, humiliate, and sub-
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the changed world in which they lived. They understood
the need to dress for the times: new clothes to meet the
new fast-paced lifestyle. In addition to the efficiency
and productivity enabled by Western dress, the author
also pointed to their suitability for the weather.
Apparently the suit and brimmed hat could shield the
wearer from Egypt’s climate better than the galabiyya
and tarbush. 

The author tries to shame Egyptian reformers (mujad-
didun) further by highlighting the fact that Egypt, which
was actually a part of Europe, should have preceded the
Turks in instituting cultural changes. Then somewhat
contradictorily, or through a geographical re-inscription,
he declares, “Alas, the East ambles along in its same old
way.” Taking a step away from the Turkish model,
though, he concludes by framing the question of dress
as a matter of having the freedom to choose. 

In a final postscript addressed personally to Mr. Abaza,
the editor of al-Nil points out that the cost of a “bala-
di” costume was more than double one of his European
suits; he ends by asking Mr. Abaza: “So why do you
want to block the way of others to economy?”41 The lat-
ter was probably a gesture aimed at (not) addressing
Abaza’s call for reformers to deal with basic social prob-
lems as opposed to debating superficial cultural mat-
ters. Of course, what the editor of al-Nil failed to point
out and what Abaza himself did not recognize in his
own argument as contradictory was that the question
of women’s dress was articulated as a deeply political
issue with dire social consequences. 

The fact that men’s dress could also assume political sig-
nificance was evinced in the Dar al-‘Ulum controversy
which was unfolding as Fikri Abaza and the editor of al-
Nil verbally sparred on the pages of their respective
magazines. In February 1926, the students from Dar al-
‘Ulum went on strike demanding the right to substitute
the tarbush and suit for the turban and robe. The
Ministry of Education rejected their demand and
ordered the students to return to their classes or face
expulsion. The students ultimately complied.42

That the students at the Arabic teacher’s training col-
lege sought to alter their dress code is not terribly sig-
nificant in its own right. This incident was perhaps the
last time that the turban would feature as a site of pub-
lic contestation. The dispute between the Dar al-‘Ulum
students and the Ministry of Ali Maher managed to
retain public attention for the entire year. The discus-
sions quickly fanned outwards to include the general
question of national identity, which repositioned the
debates around the tarbush and the hat. The extinction
of the turban, or at least its relegation to the sphere

now understood as religious, seemed a foregone con-
clusion-even for the self-designated Islamic press. 

A magazine of the latter camp, al-Fath, opposed the
move to remove the turban but sided with the pro-tar-
bush camp against the proponents of Western-style hats.
It enlisted the likes of Shakib Arsalan, Ahmad Zaghlul,
and Ahmad Taymur in its efforts. By yoking the turban
and the tarbush into one seamless Islamic history, al-Fath
was insisting on a national identity that embraced Egypt’s
Arab and Ottoman past simultaneously. The choice of
headgear became a nodal point for the articulation of
national and masculine subjectivity.

Arsalan’s article uses the visit by the Moroccan prince
Muhammad Ibn Abd al-Karim al-Khitabi to Europe as a
lesson for Egyptians on the value of customary dress.43 He
situates the shame/pride in one’s traditional fashion in the
context of colonial penetration. The domination by
European powers and the submission of Arab elites to
European fashions is rendered as a form of emasculation.  

However, as Arsalan demonstrates through Prince
Muhammad, the loss of one’s masculinity is often self-
inflicted. He maintains that, contrary to some people’s
expectations, the Prince and his entourage were cele-
brated and honored in Europe for preserving the Islamic
fashion of the Moroccan Rif: the turban and the hooded
cloak. “They do not see themselves as less than
Europeans nor do they recognize the hat and pants as
signs of authority or markers of superiority.”44 Their pride
in themselves and their culture were recognized and
respected. Furthermore, Arsalan argued, their dress was
not an obstacle to progress or to functioning in the mod-
ern world. In fact, the will to adapt to the modern world
(adaptation is defined here as the acquisition of knowl-
edge) without renouncing one’s sartorial heritage is the
equation for a possible reclamation of masculinity: 

The perfection of masculinity (kamal al-muruwwa) is
through obtaining knowledge by whatever means and
acquiring wisdom from whichever direction, while retain-
ing national character and native dress (al-mushakhkhisat
al-qawmiyya wa al-aziya’ al-asliyya) so that we are not like
slaves in love with imitating their masters.45

He also registers the possibility of achieving a more phys-
ical, or martial, masculinity enabled by the respect for
Islamic traditions-in this case expressed in dress. He cites
the valor of the Rif Moroccans on the battlefield, where
dress was not an impediment in their destruction of the
mighty armies of Spain and France.46

Where Shakib Arsalan’s intervention took a broad regional
and colonial perspective, Ahmad Zaghlul’s contribution to
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ordinate his people. These public textual interventions
into matters of dress, with men and women participat-
ing, would continue through the following decades.
Public debates about dress, however, became almost
exclusively focused on the place of the veil in modern
Egyptian society. As the number of men wearing
European-style clothing grew steadily during that period
and the suit became a commonplace in the urban land-
scape by the 1920s, men’s imitation of Western dress
seemed to become a non-issue. One might argue that

the disappearance of con-
tention around the suit took
place simultaneously with
the growing recognition of
the validity of the claims of
a particular class to repre-
sent, or speak for, the
Egyptian nation. Although
the 1919 revolution to a
certain extent galvanized
this claim and was embod-
ied by Sa‘d Zaghlul and the
Wafd party, the achieve-
ment of only a nominal
independence in 1922 gen-

erated the conditions for a renewed cultural criticism cen-
tered on dress.34 It would appear that it was Mustafa
Kemal’s radical modernization policies in fully indepen-
dent Turkey that sparked off a new wave of public debate
about men’s attire that re-engaged questions of moder-
nity, gender, and national identity.  

The Perfection of Masculinity: Picking a Proper Hat
for the Nation
In 1925 Fikri Abaza, the owner and editor of the cultural
magazine al-Musawwar, explained that his decision to
evaluate the implications of Mustafa Kemal’s social poli-
cies was because they were highly relevant to Egyptians.
Since “Egypt is still tied to Turkey in many ways: in terms
of religion, kinship, and Eastern traditions,”35 his criticism
of Ataturk’s prohibition of the veil and the tarbush and
legislation of European dress echoes the turn of the cen-
tury critics in his call for a deeper understanding of what
it means to be modern. In his opinion, national renais-
sance required a commitment to mass education and
other unstated “fundamental” social reforms. Addressing
“leaders” and “intellectuals,” he concludes: 

Reforming the basic conditions of life is what is important.
Outward accoutrements that do not develop or retard are
best left on heads and bodies as an eternal marker of the
renascent nation that has retained its traditional image, its
special character. Then, the crucial factor becomes what is
inside the head and chest, not what covers the head and
chest.36

In other words, becoming modern was a much more
complicated process not achieved simply through the imi-
tation of foreign dress or the rejection of local traditions. 

Fikri Abaza’s problem with the Turkish model of reaching
modernity (as he saw it) was explicitly gendered.
Although Abaza objected to Mustafa Kemal’s decree of
European dress for both men and women, his reasons for
each were quite different. While he does not voice so
explicitly, as a wearer of the suit himself, his objection to
the Kemalist reforms of men’s dress was registered in
terms of the antidemocratic measures underlying them as
opposed to some strong commitment to the preservation
of traditional male costumes. In the case of women and
the hijab,37 his argument assumes a different trajectory.
He says about himself, “I used to be an ‘extreme conser-
vative,’ but the fierce attacks of the ‘fairer sex’ have grad-
ually weakened my passionate attachment to the vener-
able past.”38 (His following remarks make one wonder
what he thought about women when he was in his
extreme conservative phase!)

Abaza’s first salvo against the Kemalist program for
women’s emancipation was personal. He attacks Mustafa
Kemal’s hypocrisy by pointing to his failed relationship
with his wife, Latifa Hanim—a model of European-ness.
He posits that despite Kemal’s public proclamations, it
was his wife’s unveiling and her appearance in mixed
company that led to the collapse of their marriage. 

His next move assembles a list of European luminaries
who also had cautioned against “permissive freedom for
women.” Some would find it interesting that Oscar Wilde
appears alongside Bernard Shaw and Schopenhauer.
Abaza emphasizes the import of their warnings of disas-
trous consequences by underlining the geographical and
cultural specificity of their utterance. In other words, if
social failure was feared in western Europe as a result of
giving women more freedoms, then imagine what was in
store for eastern Turkey.39

Fikri Abaza’s views on the Turkish course towards moderni-
ty were denounced by the editor of al-Nil al-Musawwar as
reactionary and shortsighted.40 (As far as I could tell, al-Nil
al-Musawwar was a palace-oriented magazine; it used its
pages to illustrate through regular photo the glory of a
modern cosmopolitan world.) Interestingly, the editor of al-
Nil did not raise the question of women’s dress explicitly;
possibly because it reflects the Palace’s desire to remain
neutral on such issues. On the other hand, given the con-
tent of Abaza’s article, the criticism was directed implicitly at
the latter’s claims about women and the hijab. 

The editor of al-Nil endorsed the Turkish project on the
grounds that Turkish reformers grasped the nature of

Reforming the
basic conditions 
of life is what 
is important.
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al-Fath published a month later emphasized the local
and the national. The latter’s response also came on the
heels of another development in Egyptian sartorial poli-
tics. After the Dar al-‘Ulum incident, a club named the
Eastern League (al-Rabita al-Sharqiyya) addressed a letter
to the Egyptian Medical Association in the form of a
questionnaire seeking a scientific ruling on matters of
dress.47 The EMA’s reply caused a furor in the pro-tarbush
camp.

The first question was about the health implications of
wearing the tarbush and other options; the second was
about the suitability of Western clothes for Egypt’s cli-
mate; and the last was regarding proper footwear.48 In
all three instances, the EMA ruled that Western styles
were superior to local ones. The tarbush was the major
victim of the ruling as it was designated completely
unsuitable for Egypt’s heat. In its stead, the pith helmet
and brimmed hat were recommended as healthy alter-
natives: 

We would like to point out on this occasion that the for-
eigners who have settled in hot countries conducted
numerous medical and scientific experiments before they
arrived at the clothes that they wear now, which are the
most appropriate in terms of health for regions like these.
This [conclusion] is also supported by several experiments
carried out by respected members of this association.49

In short, the Egyptian Medical Association categorically
endorsed what could be called colonial fashion because
it was a product of scientific testing. 

This decision by an official but non-governmental body
blurred the lines between cultural representation and
political representation in interesting ways. Ahmad
Zaghlul, the brother of the nationalist hero Sa‘d Zaghlul,
sharply denounced the EMA’s decision as well as its pre-
sumption to officiate in the matter in the first place.50 He
begins his criticism by revisiting the events of that year
and relating them to the present controversy as a series
of destabilizing moves for the nation. He recounts the
Dar al-‘Ulum incident and how it ended with the students
returning to class humiliated after the Ministry of
Education threatened them with expulsion. However,
inspired by the Dar al-‘Ulum students, another group of
students from government secondary schools began to
clamor for the right to wear the hat instead of the tar-
bush. Apparently in this instance, Sa‘d Zaghlul himself
gave advice to students:

The question of dress is an issue of authentic national iden-
tity (qawmiyya mahda). If we changed our own [style] of
dress, we would change our national identity, and a people
without a national identity are a people without life.51

The author adds that there were also fatwas issued by
some religious leaders warning the students of “evil con-
sequences” if they changed completely to European dress. 

So in that environment, Ahmad Zaghlul suggests, he was
shocked by the irresponsible decision of the Egyptian
doctors to endorse Western dress. That “environment”
was ostensibly one in which the nationalist symbolic
value of the tarbush was being undermined by unthink-
ing youth who were playing into the hands of those who
would deny to Egypt a developed national identity—and
“a people without a national identity are a people with-
out life.” Ahmad Zaghlul’s incredulity at the action taken
by the Egyptian Medical Association then was justified
since, in a sense, the very existence of Egypt was at stake. 

He continues his criticism by attacking the organization’s
unrepresentative status especially when it came to such a
weighty matter as changing the traditional dress of the
“Islamic community.”52 He contrasts the Egyptian Medical
Association’s place in Egyptian society with the “actual
representatives” of the country-the nuwwab (s. na’ib,
parliamentary delegate):

The nuwwab are the spokespersons of the nation,
expressing its hopes and its pains. They know what is in
its best interest and endeavor to satisfy it. At their head is
the great leader Sa‘d Pasha Zaghlul.53

So if there was in fact a public health concern around the
tarbush, argues Zaghlul, it would have been the respon-
sibility of the parliamentary Health Committee to
research the matter and render a decision.  But it is obvi-
ous, he continues, that this question of dress is not a
salient public issue except for a tiny minority of
Westernized youth who lacked “national manhood” (al-
muruwwa al-qawmiyya) or any ambition to become pro-
ductive citizens.  Their voices were thus negligible, and
the “nation has rejected them, recognizing them as a
burden on her; it has left them to play and be merry.”54

Then he turns again to censure and shame the doctors
for humoring the trivial fantasies of this insufficiently
masculine constituency while there were more pressing
national health concerns to address: 

You did not think about your wretched peasant who suffers
under the oppressive weight of sickness. You considered
fashion but did not consider the condition of the villages,
their filth, and rampant illness. …  It is better for you to put
aside this nonsense and [work to] uplift your nation…. 55

Ahmad Zaghlul’s article was not just an attack on the advo-
cates of the brimmed hat, it was a move by him to accom-
plish a number of tasks. The first move, in which he locates

the EMA’s decision within a series of contests by youth
around the proper headgear, was made to highlight the
juvenile nature of this constituency and their demands. By
playing to these demands, the EMA not only devalued itself
as an official body, but it also overstepped its bounds. Here
is where Zaghlul makes his most significant intervention.
The delimitation of a problem as “national” was the exclu-
sive domain of the new parliamentary representatives, the
nuwwab and the civic life of associations was thus confined
to a consideration of questions deemed relevant by the one
truly national body. This appropriation of territoriality was
especially significant at the time since control of the state
was contested by political parties, the monarch, and the
British. 

On this embattled political terrain, it is noteworthy that
Zaghlul based his criticism of the hat proponents on a
gendered concept of representation. The proper repre-
sentatives of the nation and those deserving of represen-
tation were joined in forming a field of national man-
hood-united in this instance around the symbol of the
tarbush. Conversely, the detractors were rendered as
lacking in nationalism and masculinity, and consequently,
they were outside of representation as rejects of the
nation.56

Shakib Arsalan also responded to the Egyptian Medical
Association’s decision.57 He begins by summarizing the
deconstruction of the health angle of the tarbush-hat dis-
pute that had been presented alongside the EMA argu-
ments in the August issue of al-Muqtataf.58 In short, the for-
mer had concluded that it did not really matter what was
on one’s head since human adaptation to heat varied
depending on numerous factors: most importantly geogra-
phy and class. Nonetheless, Arsalan suggests, if one were to
accept the EMA’s conclusion about dress and climate, then
clearly the turban was far superior to both the tarbush and
the brimmed hat, from the perspective of health (better at
shielding against the sun or blows to the head) and in terms
of practicality (can double as a pillow). 

In a harsher tone, Arsalan dismisses the freedom-to-
choose argument as essentially ignorant and superficial.59

He says that those who maintain this position are in fact
the least conscious of the meaning of life. If it meant to
them the emulation of Westerners, then they should do
so in all ways: 

…in their seriousness and perseverance, in their love for
their nations, in learning, in research, in economizing, in
cleanliness, in exercise, in taking risks, in their interest in
industry and art and the incorporation of these into
[everyday] life, and in the ordering of their homes and
their countries—none of which is dependent on the hat
[they wear].60

By questioning their motivation and casting them as poor
copies of the Westerner, Arsalan, like Zaghlul, attempts
to locate the desire for the hat as outside a national econ-
omy of desire and thus as untenable. The latter was espe-
cially true, in Arsalan’s opinion, since Egypt already had a
diverse array of headdress, to which if another were
added would mean total “chaos” for Eastern fashion. In
other words, if the Western hat too became a fixture of
Egypt’s fashion landscape, then how would Egypt be rec-
ognized as distinctly Eastern? Arsalan contends that out-
siders would see an “amorphous society” (hayya’ ijti-
ma‘iyya khunfashariyya). Despite the gravity of the prob-
lem, Arsalan is ultimately ambivalent about the best
course towards the unification of a national style of dress.
He finds enforcement by the sword, like in Turkey, an
undesirable model. 

Interestingly, the article in the August issue of al-
Muqtataf, which Arsalan cites above in dismissing the
health benefits of wearing the brimmed hat, had also
offered its own reading of difference, recognition, and
the East-West divide that diverged markedly from
Arsalan’s position.61 The author of “The Tarbush” or “The
Hat” makes an argument about power and the institu-
tion of difference that intuits an understanding of the
East as being on some levels a cultural construct—one
with political ramifications.  He suggests quite plainly that
all of the present anxiety around the question of dress
emanates from a sense of powerlessness: 

If it had been that we were in the position of power and
prosperity and that the people of Europe and America imi-
tated us in our food, drink, dress, and home furnishings,
then it wouldn’t have bothered us if were walking around
barefoot or wearing the balgha62 on our feet and black
rags on our heads. But we are connected to peoples who
have surpassed us in everything and who want to retain
their distinction from us and do not want us to resemble
them in our dress. It is like the master of a house who does
not want his servants to dress like he dresses.63

So here, it is the maintenance of cultural difference
through the preservation of Eastern fashion that becomes
an act complicit with imperialist politics. The author points
to the efforts in other aspects of life to erase the distinc-
tions between East and West-in knowledge, wealth, trans-
portation, household management and home furnishings.
Even in terms of dress, the tops of heads are given as the
last remaining frontier of the (male) body that separates
“us from them.” Or so it would seem. 

This author actually manages to extricate himself from
the narrow confines of the cultural politics of headdress
to partially see the wider social world in which those
debates were largely meaningless. Although he spins out
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the implications of his argument and suggests that
switching to the hat would be logically the final move to
achieve identity with the European male, a large social
and demographic fact is allowed to intrude and to com-
plicate his cultural discourse. Essentially, in a country in
which nine-tenths of the population, according to the
author, had never made the switch to pants, jackets, and
tarbush, it was folly to expect a major change of fashion
in a year or even several years. Furthermore, he is pes-
simistic about tarbush-wearers switching to the hat in
large numbers without the leadership of the king. 

Ultimately, for this critic, cultural adaptation was a histor-
ical process from which there was no escape for a nation
that did not wish to be enslaved by another. Dress was an
important surface on which cultural dependence and
independence were simultaneously expressed; likewise,
holding on to an inviolable and unchanging notion of
Eastern fashion, which evinced a more basic attitude that
was out of sync with the times, was tantamount to
dependence and domination without end.  Of course,
how simply a shift in attitude could bring about social or
political emancipation for the vast majority of Egyptians
still wearing the galabiyya and the turban and working
the fields is never addressed. 

(Ad)Dressing Desire
The problem of the tarbush and the hat was deemed
such a significant national question by some that even
the intimate engagements of prominent figures with
fashion and identity were shared with the public.  For
example, Ali Abd al-Raziq contributed a poignant analy-
sis, to al-Siyasa al-Usbu‘iyya of the Egyptian clothing
debates from Paris.64 He begins the article titled,
“Farewell to the Turban,” with the claim that for most
people in the world dress was an issue of importance on
par with food and drink, and possibly of even more
importance. In any case, he believes that only a minority
see in the issue of dress no significance whatsoever. By
including the detractors, he makes clear from the start
that it is not only in terms of meeting basic needs that
dress commands attention but also as a contested cultur-
al terrain. 

Abd al-Raziq continues by making explicit some of the
ways in which dress assumes social, economic, and polit-
ical significance in modern times. He argues that “the
institutions of modern life” presuppose the importance
of different styles of dress. In other words, each social
context commands its own sartorial image, and con-
versely that image reflects a particular social context.
This, he suggests, would come as no surprise to anyone
who knows of the fashion houses (“buyut al-moda”) in
the world’s capitals and of “their influence on our eco-
nomic life, our character, and our customs.” 65 Of course,

all women, with “no difference between ages, colors, or
classes,” are members of this “madhhab” which accords
fashion a central place in their lives. Men are slightly more
differentiated in that there is a small minority, who are
neither old nor young, who believe that clothes have
absolutely no signifying value.  

This group, according to Abd al-Raziq, rejects all the pre-
vious social and political claims made on dress, and deny
the transformative power that some like to accord to it.
Essentially, ugly is ugly, violent is violent, ignorant is igno-
rant, and there is nothing that dress can do about it. They
also oppose the connections made between nationalism
and dress; since, the latter is ephemeral, a form that fluc-
tuates with the fluctuation of time, the nation is beauti-
ful and stable eternally. Finally, they find the ascription of
religious significance to dress objectionable and misguid-
ed.  

Abd al-Raziq seems to be using this unnamed group of mid-
dle-aged men and their views on dress metaphorically, sig-
nifying a political position that is disconnected from its
social and cultural bases. He suggests that the truth can be
found between these extreme two positions, and that that
truth should be acceptable to both. The middle position-
between those who view dress as an issue of primary
importance and those who deny it any importance - is to
insist that men should not be allowed to discuss, act on, or
even think about the question of dress. In the name of
mediation, Abd al-Raziq is in fact staking out his own polit-
ical and moral ground here. He argues that even if dress is
considered by most to be of great significance, men should
concern themselves with other issues - ones that were
ostensibly more pressing. He does not elaborate on how or
by whom those other issues would be determined. 

The rest of the article is a personal testimony through
which he bids farewell to the turban. He admits that this
is a reversal of his own position and that the turban’s
extinction might in fact be a positive development; nev-
ertheless, due to its special position among dress and its
“beloved status in spirit,” it was deserving of a formal
elegy. “Even if the departed Shaykh Muhammad Abduh
hated the turban and disparaged it,” wrote Abd al-Raziq,
there was a time when it signified a kind of social and
religious virtue.66 Furthermore, it held a “special place” in
the life of the author and his family.

The “noble tradition ”turath karim of the Abd al-Raziq
family is then briefly narrated to illustrate the grand her-
itage of which the turban was an important symbol.
Although he is nostalgic for that past time and sad that
he would not be able to pass on the turban to his sons as
his ancestors had done before him, he acknowledges
that the time had come for its retirement. This was true

in part because the changing times had rendered the
noble tradition of the turban obsolete, and the turban
had been taken up by a class he alludes to as being com-
posed of ignorant and violent types. So in a wistful tone,
he brings his narrative to a close, literally bidding farewell
to “the beloved turban.” 

Sheikh Ali Abd al-Raziq’s article on dress and the extinction
of the turban expresses a number of different concerns or
anxieties about his society and the place of people like him-
self in it. Before turning to an analysis of these issues, it
might be instructive to consider another personal testimony
from a different perspective. Mahmud Azmi’s story of
switching from the tarbush to the hat appeared in al-Hilal a
year after Abd al-Raziq’s article in al-Siyasa al-Usbu‘iyya.
Azmi informs the reader that he was invited by the maga-
zine to recount his personal narrative, of how he came to
the decision to wear the bowler hat. Interestingly, in this
narration he presents a version of the history of the tar-
bush/hat controversy that takes the reader from the turn of
the century to the author’s present, 1927. 

Azmi writes that the social and political significance of
dress first occurred to him during his boyhood years as a
student in secondary school. He remembers it as the time
when everyone was talking about Qasim Amin’s recently
published books on women and the veil. After listening
to numerous opinions on the books and then reading
them for himself, he became a staunch opponent of the
veil. He recalls that he was mainly opposed to the veil
because of its foreign origins and its introduction to
Egypt through conquest. His thinking on the issue was
guided by two questions: What constitutes modest dress
and what dress is Egyptian in material and make.

Early in the century the same sort of concern for properly
national attire turned some against the tarbush. According
to Azmi, some declared the tarbush foreign and unhealthy
and called for a return to the ancient Egyptian headdress.
He remembers himself being driven by similar reasons to
reject the veil and the tarbush and feeling a powerful
nationalist sentiment in doing so. However, as his under-
standing of nationalism changed while studying in Paris, so
too did his attitude towards dress.68

In France, the author learned that nationalism was a
“feeling of pride” that one should hold within oneself
and not “spread on his surface.”69 Hence, the symbolic
value of fashion was reconfigured for Azmi along an
internationalist cultural axis. He was inspired at that time,
he writes, by the prevailing concept of inclusion (al-
tadamun), and he felt that dress was one of the most vis-
ible sites expressing this new attitude. 

According to Azmi, this kind of cultural fusion was very

obvious in Egypt. Over time, Egyptians on a popular level
had borrowed all manner of dress from different dominant
cultures. There was, however, one item of foreign clothing
that had been denied popular approval because it was the
symbol of Ottoman tyranny - “the symbol of the power of
Cairo and the autocratic Sultan.”70 This was the tarbush.

The tarbush was not to remain forever a despised symbol.
According to Azmi, the tarbush was re-coded with the
exact opposite signification through the course of the
First World War. It was re-signified and re-politicized,
Azmi argues, as the British imposed a protectorate on
Egypt in 1914. The sudden declaration of Egypt as an
unwilling supporter of the British war effort against the
Ottomans had surprising ramifications on the popular
level. Azmi does not mention the tremendous human suf-
fering experienced by the majority of Egyptians during
this time, but surely this was a major factor in radicalizing
the political landscape and preparing the grounds for the
re-appropriation of the symbol of Turkish despotism as a
distinct sign of Egyptian nationalism. 

Azmi does describe, however, an interesting relationship
that emerged during World War I between the way
Egyptians viewed the Ottoman-Circassian elite71 and the
stigma attached to the hat.  He suggests that those who
switched from the tarbush to the hat were trying to “flee
from ‘Ottomanism’ and get closer to the protector state,
or avoid the hostility of Australian soldiers.”72 He alludes
to how this sartorial switching by the members of the rul-
ing class was read by the masses as cowardice. This and
their alignment with the Protectorate are given as the two
main reasons that the tarbush then became the marker of
those expressing the popular will. In other words, by con-
tinuing to wear the tarbush in public, the wearer was
showing his willingness to defy openly the occupying
forces and stand up to whatever “humiliation” he was
subjected. 

Azmi refers to the period following the war as a nahda. It
was through this renaissance-ostensibly tied to the new
nationalist consciousness embodied by the popular upris-
ings of 1919-that Egyptians came to see the tarbush itself
as reborn with the nation. It was normalized as a symbol
of being “Eastern and Egyptian.” As the nahda became a
regular feature of everyday life institutionalized in Egypt’s
new “constitution” and “representative” government,
and as “freedom” became an important principle to all,
as a sort of understanding was reached with the British, a
new space for moderate public discourse emerged.

Within this space, Azmi continues, some began to revis-
it the question of modern culture, and thus the tarbush
again became a contested symbol. He maintains that
the climate in which these debates occurred was
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markedly different from the past. The most telling
example of how much the times had changed was in
the absence of accusations of blasphemy. In fact, there
was change everywhere. Azmi cites the progress of
women as best evinced in their “liberation from the
veil.” He notes the advances made in Turkey and how
there was no religious opposition, and throughout the
Arab lands there was a nahda and movements for inde-
pendence. 

In the Arab world there was also a split emerging which
Azmi classifies as a civilizational choice: between Arab
and modern. Some had come to the conclusion that
attempts at finding common ground were futile
because of the deep rift that existed between the past
and the present of Islamic societies. He does not elabo-
rate this further. He mentions the speed with which
modern society was moving forward. Perhaps he
believed that with such a rapid pace of change, recon-
ciling with the past was impossible. He writes that he
himself had made the choice to draw on modern civi-
lization; furthermore, he felt that it was a choice society
as a whole needed to make. 

After delineating the historical context and illustrating
the social and political significance of dress, he finally
narrates the actual moment of decision in which he
switched from the tarbush to the top hat. This autobio-
graphical section is rare for this period because it pub-
licly presents the intimate thoughts of a private person
as he self-consciously embarks on making a change in
his physical appearance.  It is also rare in that it gives the
reader an exceptionally vivid picture of what an agoniz-
ing process a seemingly simple act like choosing
between two hats could be in 1920s Cairo. 

Azmi writes that he had resolved in the summer of 1925
to put his convictions about being modern to the test.
He announced to his friends and family that he would
be switching to the bowler hat on the first of July. He
says that he gave this date so that they would have
some time to adjust to the idea. 

Then he describes in great detail the anxiety he was
struck with when the day finally arrived for him to make
the switch. As he approached the hat store on Qasr al-
Nil Street, he noticed that his footsteps had gotten
heavier and that moving forward was becoming
increasingly difficult. When he finally reached the front
of the store, he froze and found that he could not open
the door much less enter. Eventually, he turned around
and walked back in the direction he had come from. He
writes: “I noticed that I had started to accuse myself
under my breath of cowardice and of still being under
the influence of al-akhta’ al-wirathiyya.”73

Extirpating the latter from himself and from society is
deemed a significant and necessary step towards becoming
modern. For Mahmud Azmi, this project of overcoming the
inertia of tradition and expunging the old took another full
year. He admits that he was emboldened by the ruling on
the tarbush issued by the Egyptian Medical Association in
the summer of 1926: “I headed directly the next morning-
the third Saturday in the month of July, 1926-to the hat
salesman, and I bought a summer hat. … And since that
day I have been wearing the hat, alternating between dif-
ferent types depending on the season.”74

From the two reactions that Azmi relays here, it seems that
his wearing of Western hats was received favorably, even
lauded. One of his friends, whom he describes as a leading
Arab writer and intellectual, said the following: ‘Now the
Easterners are beginning to think with their heads!’75

Another friend was inspired to write to al-Siyasa with his
own views on the headdress question. Azmi quotes from
his article: ‘The struggle is not between the turban, the tar-
bush, and the hat, but rather it is a struggle between dif-
ferent structures of thought and taste (suwar mukhtalifa
min tafkir wa al-dhawq) each of which wants to be domi-
nant.’76 With that said, this friend also sides with the
Western hat and pronounces the turban and the tarbush as
outmoded forms of headdress-and by extension, they sym-
bolized obsolete forms of thought and taste. 

The personal testimonies of Ali Abd al-Raziq and Mahmud
Azmi richly illustrate the complicated negotiations of a cer-
tain class of individuals with their sartorial presence in an
Egyptian public sphere of the 1920s. They attest to a very
conscious engagement with and production of a conceptu-
al landscape, underwriting a modern Egyptian masculine
subjectivity. However much they differed in their positions
on dress, both men were insistent on its significance to a
culture in terms of its image but even more so in terms of
its content. Abd al-Raziq accepted the passing of the turban
because it no longer signified a virtuous life, and Azmi was
ready to adopt the hat when it seemed to him that the tar-
bush no longer signified emancipation. While Abd al-Raziq’s
reasoning was grounded in an understanding of Islamic law
and tradition, it is clear that Azmi was thinking through the
principles of the Enlightenment. 

Ali Abd al-Raziq’s formal farewell to the turban inscribes the
passing of a world in which men of religious learning had
represented moral-and mediated political-authority. The
cultural landscape that Abd al-Raziq surveys must necessar-
ily foreclose a desire for the turban because its proper
genealogy had been terminated by the social and political
transformations of Egypt. Although he longs to pass on this
symbol of a noble tradition to his heirs, the kind of mascu-
line personhood metaphorized by the turban was no longer
an ideal worthy of aspiration. 

Mahmud Azmi’s mapping of his decision to take up the
Western hat illuminates a bourgeois understanding of
the modern as a steady progression toward a future
utopia. The past is inscribed in his personal narrative as
part of a forward-moving trajectory and  a teleology, not
as a site of loss. The self-constituting individual is the
desired subject position of Azmi’s narration. It is a sub-
ject-position endorsed by science and resisted by an irra-
tional Eastern mind. His courage in overcoming both the
conservatism of his social milieu and his own internalized
repression are publicly offered as testimony to the possi-
bility of changing traditional tastes and frames of mind.
Thus, the hat becomes the symbolic marker not only of
modernity and the modern, but also of a possible future. 

So when the tarbush incident came to the Egyptian pub-
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* In revising this article I have benefited greatly from the com-
ments of members of the Middle East Studies Dissertation
Writing group and the History of Women and Gender program
at NYU. The criticisms of Michael Gasper, Elizabeth Smith, and
Alison Redick were particularly helpful, as was the incomparable
hospitality of Michael Gilsenan. Of course, any shortcomings in
the final product are entirely my own fault. In addition to fund-
ing from the American Research Center in Egypt and the Foreign
Language and Area Studies program, the research for this project
was supported by a grant from the Program on the Middle East
and North Africa of the Social Science Research Council with
funds provided by the U.S. Information Agency.
1. The use of “top hat” here is only for the purpose of allitera-
tion; the actual hats in question at the time were versions of the
bowler hat. Since there is not an extensive theoretical section to
this essay, I offer the following brief explanation of terms.
Masculinity and national identity are understood as performative
subject-positions as well as discursive fields with identifiable
genealogies. Modernity marks the space in which the other two
concepts obtain their particular content; therefore, it is/was para-
doxically conceived as a global condition and local practices. The
Arabic word madaniyya is translated here as modern when it is
used to signify a temporal phenomenon and as civilization when
it marks a spatial formation. (The literature on each of these
terms is so vast now that even a partial bibliography cannot be
provided here.)   
2. The tarbush (pl. tarabish), as it is called in Egypt, is more com-
monly known as the fez, ostensibly signaling its Moroccan ori-
gins. It is a brim-less hat of red felted wool with a flat circular top
and a tassel. Depending on the period, they came in varying
heights, proportions, and styles of tassel. (The fez was mandated
as official headgear for Muslim men—except the ulama—in the
Ottoman Empire as part of broader clothing reforms decreed by
Sultan Mahmud II in1829. In Egypt, Muhammad ‘Ali had already
dressed his soldiers in a version of the North African fez.) For a
comparison of the cultural significance of the 1829 decree man-
dating the fez and the 1925 decree banning it, see Patricia L.
Baker, “The Fez in Turkey: A Symbol of Modernization?”
Costume 20 (1986): 72-85. Baker’s analysis situates the move-
ment for and against the fez within the frameworks of modern-
ization and nationalism and relies on religious/secular and
East/West dichotomies to explain these two different moments in

Ottoman-Turkish history. In the Egyptian case that I analyze here,
by looking at the gendered aspects of men’s anxieties about
dress, the tarbush makes visible a much more complex field of
cultural signification.  (Henceforth, tarbush will appear in normal
font.)
3.  “The Ambassador’s Tarboush,” Al-Ahram Weekly Online 650
(7-13 August 2003): http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2003/650/chrn-
cls.htm.
4. This paper has benefited from the collection of recent
approaches to the historical study of clothing and textiles in a
special issue of Gender and History 14/3 (November 2002) titled
“Material Strategies.”  
5. In fact, while the fez was banned by law in Turkey, the veil was
only restricted through administrative regulations—e.g., prohibit-
ing them in government schools and other facilities.  
6. For an excellent overview of the political and military history of
this critical period, see “World War I and the End of the Ottoman
Order,” in William L. Cleveland, A History of the Modern Middle
East, 2nd ed. (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2000): 146-167.
7. A few years later (1926), another conference—of religious
leaders from the Islamic world—was convened in Cairo under the
patronage of King Fuad to ponder the future of the Caliphate.
The meeting could be—and has been—seen as Fuad’s bid for the
office after Ataturk’s abolition of the Caliphate after over four
hundred years of Istanbul as its seat. Seen through the lens of
sartorial politics, however, the conference assumes added signif-
icance as another site for the production of cultural meaning.      
Unfortunately, I do not have the space here to elaborate on the
conference. 
8. Scholarly works on the history of nationalism in the Middle
East has tended to cast Arab nationalism as the heir to
Ottomanism, often missing out entirely the important early peri-
od of the emergence of nation-state nationalisms. Rashid Khalidi
makes this critique in his review “Arab Nationalism: Historical
Problems in the Literature,” American Historical Review, 9/5
(December 1991): 1363-1373. James Gelvin offers the critique,
which would include Khalidi, that argues for a non-elite
approach to the study of nationalism in the region, in “The Social
Origins of Popular Nationalism in Syria: Evidence for a New
Framework, International Journal of Middle East Studies, 26/4
(November 1994): 645-661. For Egypt, the major work on
nationalism remains Israel Gershoni and James Jankowski, Egypt,

END NOTES

lic’s attention at the end of 1932, the cultural field had
already been worked over to some extent and in a sense
prepared for its reception. This might explain why a con-
troversy that aroused loud outcries in late November
became a dead issue by late December—both on the
diplomatic level and in public discourse.77 The cultural
debates on the modernity and appropriateness of the tar-
bush for Egyptian men had already taken place. Its posi-
tion as a nationalist icon had been secured against inter-
nal assault. The final chapter of the tarbush story would
be written only two decades later.78 Conversely, as
Mahmud Azmi’s testimony evinces, cultural space had
been created for men to wear Western headgear without
renouncing their masculinity or Egyptian-ness—so long
as it was a private affair that did not impinge on the ter-
ritory already staked out by the tarbush.  
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Introduction
What is the relationship between male infertility and
masculinity among Arab men, particularly as new repro-
ductive technologies become increasingly available to
populations in the Arab world? In this essay, I attempt to
answer this question by exploring the emerging theoret-
ical literature on Middle Eastern masculinities, then turn-
ing to my own empirical research on male infertility
among Arab men in three disparate settings. As I will
argue here, male infertility may threaten Arab masculin-
ities on numerous levels. Yet, in the age of powerful new
reproductive technologies to overcome male infertility,
the crisis of Arab manhood once posed by male infertil-
ity may be waning, in ways to be described in this arti-
cle.

Infertility is classically defined as the inability to conceive
after a year or more of trying, resulting in involuntary
childlessness (Sciarra, 1994). On a global level, approxi-
mately eight to fourteen percent of all couples experience
infertility at some point in their reproductive lives (World
Health Organization, 1991). Of this global population of
infertile people, it is estimated that between 29.4 and
44.1 million, or more than half the world’s infertile pop-
ulation, are Muslim (Serour, 1996). This is due to the large

number of Muslim couples living in the so-called infertili-
ty belt of sub-Saharan Africa (Leonard, 2002).  

Among the world’s infertile couples, male factors, involv-
ing primarily low sperm count (oligospermia), poor sperm
motility (asthenospermia), defects of sperm morphology
(teratospermia), and total absence of sperm in the ejacu-
late (azoospermia), contribute to more than half of all
cases (Howards, 1995; Irvine, 1998). Yet, male infertility
is a reproductive health and social problem that remains
deeply hidden, including in the West.  There, studies have
shown male infertility to be among the most stigmatizing
of all male health conditions (Becker, 2000, 2002; Greil,
1991; Van Balen, Verdurmen, and Ketting, 1995). Such
stigmatization is clearly related to issues of sexuality. Male
infertility is popularly, although usually mistakenly, con-
flated with impotency, as both disrupt a man’s ability to
impregnate a woman and to prove one’s virility, paterni-
ty, and manhood (Webb and Daniluk, 1999).

Imagining Infertile Arab Masculinities
One of the major reasons that male infertility is important
to manhood is that men often deem paternity an impor-
tant achievement and a major source of their masculine
identity (Bledsoe, Guyer, and Lerner, 2000; Guyer, 2000).

Thus, the inability to produce biological offspring may
come as a striking blow to men’s social identities, with
far-reaching implications for the construction of mas-
culinity.

The relatively small body of Western social scientific liter-
ature on men and reproduction suggests that male infer-
tility can have these kinds of emasculating effects
(Moynihan, 1998; Webb and Daniluk, 1999). Both infer-
tility and its treatment have been reported in the West to
result for some men in impaired sexual functioning and
dissatisfaction, marital communication and adjustment
problems, interpersonal relationship difficulties, and emo-
tional and psychological distress (Abby, Andrews, and
Halman, 1991; Daniluk, 1988; Greil, 1997; Greil, Porter,
and Leitko, 1990; Nachtigall, Becker and Wozny, 1992;
Van Balen and Trimbos-Kemper, 1994).  Yet, it is very
much an empirical question whether the effects of male
infertility on men’s sense of masculinity are culturally
invariant; the topic has been even less researched in non-
Western sites. 

Little if any social scientific research has explicitly focused
on the subject of male infertility among Arab men; how-
ever, there is evidence to suggest that male infertility may
pose a crisis of masculinity for men in the Arab world.  On
the social structural level, men living in pronatalist Arab
communities are expected to have children, as reflected
in the relatively high marriage and fertility rates across the
region (Population Reference Bureau, 2004). Arab men
achieve social power in the classic patriarchal, patrilineal,
patrilocal, endogamous extended family (Eickelman,
1998; Joseph, 1993, 1994, 2000; Kandiyoti, 1988;
Moghadam, 1993) through the birth of children, espe-
cially sons, who will perpetuate patrilineal structures into
the future (Delaney, 1991; Inhorn, 1996; Obermeyer,
1999; Ouzgane, 1997). “Intimate selving” in Arab fami-
lies involves expectations of “patriarchal connectivity”
(Joseph, 1993, 1994, 1999), whereby men assume patri-
archal power in the family not only with advancing age
and authority, but through the explicit production of off-
spring, who they love and nurture, but also dominate and
control. Thus, in this region of the world, which “with
some truth, is still regarded as one of the seats of patri-
archy” (Ghoussoub and Sinclair-Webb, 2000, p. 8), men
who do not become family patriarchs through physical
and social reproduction may be deemed weak and inef-
fective (Lindisfarne, 1994), and may be encouraged to
divorce or take additional wives in order to contribute to
the patrilineage and to prove their masculine virility
(Inhorn, 1996).

But what are the implications of male infertility for mas-
culinity per se in the Arab world? As with male infertility,
relatively little is known about the social construction of

Arab masculinity, which is partly why a recent volume
dedicated to this subject has been entitled Imagined
Masculinities (Ghoussoub and Sinclair-Webb, 2000).
Although generations of male social scientists working in
the Arab world have reported on this region by talking
mainly to men, few of them have studied men as men, a
problem that, according to Gutmann (1997), is endemic in
social science disciplines such as anthropology. Since the
late 1970s, but particularly during the past decade,
Middle Eastern gender studies have flourished, as evident
in the large number of major anthologies and influential
volumes devoted to this subject (e.g., Ahmed, 1992; Beck
and Keddie, 1978; Bowen and Early, 1993; Fernea, 1985;
Fernea and Bezirgan, 1977; Gocek and Balaghi, 1994;
Ilkkaracan, 2000; Joseph, 1999, 2000; Kandiyoti, 1996;
Keddie and Baron, 1991; Malti-Douglas, 1991; Mernissi,
1985; Moghadam, 1993, 1994; Sabbah, 1984; Toubia,
1988; Tucker, 1993). However, as rightfully noted by a
number of scholars (Ghoussoub and Sinclair-Webb, 2000;
Ouzgane, 1997), Middle Eastern gender studies have
focused almost exclusively, “sometimes obsessively”
(Ouzgane,1997, p. 1), on women, with men’s presence in
these accounts left implicit. As a result, “There are as yet
no significant studies that make Muslim men visible as
gendered subjects and that show that masculinities (like
femininity) have a history and clear defining characteristics
that are incomprehensible apart from the totality of gen-
der relations in Muslim cultures” (Ouzgane, 1997, p. 1).

As seen in two recent volumes that devote attention to
Arab masculinities (Cornwall and Lindisfarne, 1994;
Ghoussoub and Sinclair-Webb, 2000), many of those
now working on issues of masculinity and male identity
in the Middle East draw theoretical inspiration from the
work of R.W. Connell (1987, 1995, 2000), and particu-
larly from his concept of “hegemonic masculinities.”
Connell focuses on the fact that masculine identities
develop through organized social relations and that
hegemonic masculinities are produced through unequal
power relations between men. As he argues, “We must
also recognize the relations between different kinds of
masculinity: relations of alliance, dominance and subordi-
nation. These relationships are constructed through prac-
tices that exclude and include, that intimidate, exploit,
and so on. There is a gender politics within masculinity”
(Connell, 1995, p. 37). Thus, for many Middle Eastern
scholars-including Deniz Kandiyoti, one of the major the-
orists of Middle Eastern patriarchy (1988, 1991) and mas-
culinity (1994, 1996)-Connell has opened up the possi-
bility for examining both hegemonic and subordinate
masculinities, including “the ways in which certain cate-
gories of men may experience stigmatization and mar-
ginalization” (Kandiyoti, 1994, p. 199).  

Most of the social scientific literature to date has exam-
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