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Upon arriving in West Virginia, 'Aqlah worked as a ped-
dler, following in the footsteps of Levantine migrants to
the United States, Canada, Brazil, and Africa before her.
Despite the fact that she was illiterate, she managed to
learn enough English, Italian, Polish and Hungarian to
attract a good number of loyal customers to her peddling
enterprise. This was unsurprising since, as Najwa Nasr
observes, daily contact with Americans, some of them
immigrants themselves, “facilitated the removal of the
linguistic barrier. Very soon the peddlers picked up the
foreign language, starting of course with the survival
expressions and the business jargon”.6

Her name, 'Aqlah, which means wise or sensible in
Arabic, became Mary in the United States. Mary peddled
her wares in three states, West Virginia, Pennsylvania,
and Ohio. 

Peddling was an occupation that needed no special edu-
cation or technical or language skills and no great invest-
ment, for the merchandise was available on consignment
and was easily translatable into cash. Above all, peddling
was lucrative, providing money and freedom, although it
required considerable physical strength and psychologi-
cal endurance. Peddlers trod dangerous routes in adverse
weather and were sometimes confronted with unfriend-
ly people or, worse, hostile animals.

A peddler carried a kashshi, which was, according to
Habib Katibah, “a corruption of the Spanish word for
box or 'caixa'”7. Alixa Naff clarifies that the peddler's

load typically included a weighty suitcase strapped to the
back, an open box or kashshi at the chest and a satchel
or bundle in each hand.8 Among the peddler's wares
were silk and lace fabrics and 'notions' to trim a gar-
ment; thread, needles, safety pins, thimbles, scissors,
buttons, elastics, and shoelaces; underwear and outer-
wear for the whole family; and almost anything else
requested by the peddlers' clients.9 These items were
usually bought on consignment from a wholesaler
known in America as the 'kashshash.'10 'Aqla bought her
own merchandise from Wheeling wholesalers John
Naylor, L. S. Good and Sa'id George.

'Aqlah's merchandise filled two large cases and her ped-
dling expeditions began with the Baltimore and Ohio
Railroad or at the Pennsylvania train station. Her cus-
tomers were spread throughout the farming regions, vil-
lages and small towns of West Virginia, Ohio and
Pennsylvania, and along the Ohio River. 

'Aqlah “would often stay overnight in the home of a cus-
tomer who had, by then, become a trustworthy
friend”.11 According to Louise Seymour Houghton,
women peddlers could gain access to homes more read-
ily than men could because their customers trusted them
and this allowed them to develop lasting clientele,
which, in many cases, grew into friendships.12

Despite her resolve to leave Mount Lebanon, 'Aqlah was
heartbroken at the prospect of parting from her children,
especially Sarkis, her youngest son, who had not yet
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Lebanese from all social and economic classes were attract-
ed by the international migration movement of the nine-
teenth century. Men and women, married and single, mid-
dle class and underprivileged all sought their fortune
through migration. Rather surprisingly, given the patriar-
chal norms of Middle Eastern society, Christian as well as
Muslim married women sometimes emigrated without
their husbands and families, for, as A. Khater notes, they
“had their [own] reasons to leave… Some wanted to
escape an unhappy marriage, others sought a better finan-
cial status, and a few were after adventure, but most went
looking for the 'family”.'  

'Aqlah Brice Al Shediaq2 was one of the married women
who left her village of Beit Moundhir in northern Lebanon.
In fact, she was probably one of the first women from her
society to dare such an adventure. Her reason for leaving
was the unbearable control exerted by her mother-in-law,
Khazoon, over her own life and the lives of her husband
and children. 'Aqlah left to America in 1894 after telling
her husband, who feared the sea, that she would visit rel-
atives in Wheeling, West Virginia, for one year and see
what life in America was like.

Emigration was a choice for those women who were suffi-

ciently spirited to dare to challenge the sociocultural norms
of their villages. The opportunities to make money inde-
pendently and to improve the family's financial status were
also important factors encouraging some Lebanese
women to take the sea route to the New World. 'Aqlah
was not the only woman to leave an intolerable environ-
ment and emigrate: the mother of Gibran Khalil Gibran,
Kamila, left an abusive husband in 18953 and set sail for
America.

According to 'Aqlah’s grandson, Edward Brice, “Khazoon
was a strong-willed Lebanese matriarch. Her domination
and control of every aspect of life within the large house-
hold extended to her son, John, and his wife, 'Aqlah. It was
to escape the tyranny of her disarmingly beautiful mother-
in-law, Allah Yirhama! (May God have mercy on her soul),
that Sitta fled Lebanon”.4

Flouting local conventions, 'Aqlah traveled unaccompanied
on her long sea voyage. As Edward later wrote, “It is a
mystery to me and my family, how my gentle, mountain
village grandma of approximately thirty years of age man-
aged the sea voyage of three to four weeks to Ellis Island,
followed by a train trip from the giant and bustling
metropolis of New York to Wheeling, West Virginia”.5

Left to right: 'Aqlah, her son Tom and his wife Mary Saadeh. Photo courtesy of Edward Brice al Shidyaq, (Wheeling, WV, ca. 1914).
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been weaned. Once in America, she thought constantly
of the family that she had left behind. Like many of her
female compatriots, she sent her earnings13 to her hus-
band so that he might purchase land in Beit Moundhir
and provide for their six children and other members of
the family.14

It was not until six years after her emigration that she
was able to have her oldest son and his family join her in
Wheeling. By 1912, the rest of her children and their
families were all living with her in America. The fact that
her husband's fear of ocean travel did not permit him to
join her broke her heart.15

Once 'Aqlah's family arrived in the United States, she
decided to buy property in Wheeling. She bought a
three-story apartment building in the
center of the town and other residen-
tial properties.

Her family was her life and, as matri-
arch, she always felt responsible for
them. Although her sons made her
stop peddling when she reached the
age of sixty, she decided to return to
her trade almost six years later. Her
reason for going back to the only
trade that she knew was her desire to
help her family during the Depression
of the 1930s, especially once the fam-
ily business had been robbed and her
eldest son fell victim to pneumonia.  

'Aqlah was a strong believer who always prayed with the
rosary that she had carried with her from Lebanon. She
cherished her praying beads and wore them out with her
many prayers. She always wore a scapular and some
relics and medals, which she had sewn as an amulet into
a little sack resembling a rosary pouch. Her grandson,
Edward, remembers her telling the family once about a
house that she had to pass by when peddling near Big
Wheeling Creek. Her customers had told her: “Don't go
past that house, Mary, it is haunted. Go around it.” But
'Aqlah said that she had no time to waste taking a
detour and that she reached into her 'ibb ('bosom') to
take out her amulet and toss it over her shoulder. She
then proceeded bravely, with faith, calling upon God,
Jesus and the saints, saying: “Ya Rabb! Ya Yasu'! Wa kull
al Adiseen”.16

'Aqlah helped to establish the Our Lady of Lebanon
Church in Wheeling and contributed to the church
throughout her life. Although it is her sons who are still
mentioned as being among the church's founders, it was
'Aqlah who originally gave money in their names. She

was also a founding member and lifelong treasurer of
Saint Tobey's Charitable Society.17

One of the most touching details of 'Aqlah's long life
comes from her first days in America. As she carried her
wares across three states, she constantly agonized over
her inability to finish weaning her infant son in Lebanon.
In 'Aqla's culture, breast-feeding was viewed as more
than a necessity: it was the source of a lifelong bond
between mother and child. The same bond existed when
women with excess milk helped to rear the children of
other mothers who were unable to lactate, or were ane-
mic, or had died during childbirth or shortly after. A sim-
ilar bond was created between the children nurtured by
wet nurses and the nurses' own children. As Elizabeth
Boosahda reminds us, these milk brothers or sisters were

linked in a relationship that was
almost as strong as blood kinship.18

While in Lebanon, 'Aqlah herself had
lived up to tradition and nursed
other children in her neighborhood. 

'Aqlah's inability to breast-feed her
own son haunted her as she peddled
her wares. Her swollen breasts
reminded her that breastfeeding was
a mother's first duty to her child,
that her milk was a gift from God,
and that wasting that milk was an
almost unforgivable sin. Her grand-
son remembers his mother telling
him about 'Aqlah's agony, saying:
“When peddling, Sittak, your grand-

mother, would stop on the road, find a private place and
get rid of the milk still in her breasts while weeping and
longing for her son and the rest of her children. She
would then splash her face with water and continue ped-
dling”.19

'Aqla's memorable comments about the bounty and
freedom that she found in America include: “God bless
Christopher Columbus for discovering America!” and
“Bayti hown, my home is here.” She often added: “God
bless Ohio! It put bread on the table, it fed us”.20

Women like Mary Mouakad, the mother of Exorcist
author William Peter Blatty, and the grandmother of
another novelist, Vance Bourjaily,21 were also peddlers
and, like 'Aqlah, they worked for their families, their
independence, and their survival. These women, who
went against cultural norms and faced all kinds of chal-
lenges, can only be admired for their courage in the face
of overwhelming odds. By remembering them and writ-
ing about them, we rescue them from oblivion and give
them the honor that they so richly deserve.  

* This article draws on the many stories and anecdotes that
'Aqlah's grandchildren shared with the author and on the arti-
cle written by Edward Brice al Shidyaq, “Sitta 'Aqlah: A
Woman of Faith, Strength, and Dignity: From Blawza to
Wheeling, West Virginia,” Journal of Maronite Studies, July
1997; [http://www.mari.org/JMS/july97/Sitta_Aqlah.htm], last
consulted September 2006).
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Chediaq, Al Shidiaq, and Al Chediyac.
3. Khater, p. 66, see also Elizabeth Boosahda, Arab-American
Faces and Voices, Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003, p.70.
4. Edward Brice al Shidyaq, “Sitta 'Aqlah: A Woman of Faith,
Strength, and Dignity from Blawza to Wheeling, West
Virginia”, Journal of Maronite Studies, July 1997,
[http://www.mari.org/JMS/july97/Sitta_Aqlah.htm], Internet
consulted September 2006.
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experiences of female evacuees and
migrants, the results of this study
contradicted our expectations.
Considering the high percentage of
female participants in the survey
process, it is indeed surprising that
the war experiences reported by
both men and women seemed to be
quite homogenous. 

More women (56.2%) than men
(43.8%) completed the question-
naire. Obviously, this was not con-
sidered indicative of the actual per-
centages of women and men who
left or were evacuated, rather that
there was a greater interest by
women in responding to the survey.
As shall be illustrated below, very
few female respondents reported on
negative experiences that occurred
due to being women. On the con-
trary, several of the gendered experi-

ences were extremely positive, highlighting the protec-
tion that Lebanese women should be able to expect in a
crisis.

Quantitative Results of the Survey 
The majority, or 70 percent, of women surveyed were
married, while 26 percent were single, and 4 percent
were widowed. Most women (89%) said that they had
not had any experiences that could be ascribed to gender
alone, however, 11% indicated that they had been con-
fronted with a predicament that was relevant to gender.

Guita Hourani and Eugene Sensenig-Dabbous
Guita Hourani, Associate Director, Lebanese Emigration Research Center (LERC)
Eugene Sensenig-Dabbous, Lebanese Emigration Research Center (LERC)

Gender Mainstreaming Forced
Migration Research

Doing research on sensitive topics1 can be a difficult
undertaking even in the most conducive of circum-
stances. Attempting to integrate a gendered perspective
while studying migration during the Summer 2006 War
in Lebanon, has certainly proven to be daunting.2 In the
following study, the seemingly insurmountable difficulties
involved in carrying out applied social science in wartime
and during the immediate postwar period will be briefly
portrayed. Special emphasis will be placed on the diffi-
culties that the Lebanese Emigration Research Center
faced in obtaining valid data on the experiences of
women fleeing a war situation. 

The Intentions of the Evacuation Study
This report is concerned with both the re-migration and
emigration of Lebanese residents and migrants during
the Summer 2006 War. It was initiated during the last
days of the war and completed over a month after the
ceasefire. It aimed at understanding the impact of the
war — as it was unfolding — on two target study groups,
i.e. those Lebanese expatriates (dual nationals and per-
manent foreign visa holders) who were living (semi-) per-
manently in the country, as well as those who were only
temporarily in the country between July 12 and August
14, 2006, at the height of hostilities. 

Firstly, this study offers an immediate insight into the
assisted departure of Lebanese expatriates and foreigners
of Lebanese origin during and following the war. It deals
with the situation in Lebanon as a place of departure, as
well as with events and developments in the transit and
host countries. It also incorporates a comprehensive
media overview and feedback from a handful of
embassies.

Secondly, the study has also permitted those forced to
leave to give accounts of their personal experiences dur-
ing and immediately after the war. These insights into the
evacuees' opinions and assessments of their own situa-
tion with respect to Lebanon are unfiltered by the prob-
lematic political events which occurred in the months
immediately after the cease-fire. With regard to the
dynamics of the highly fluid political, economic, and
social situation in Lebanon, the study is now definitely of
historical significance. It is a spotlight — as it would seem
— on a now fading period in Lebanese history. 

With respect to the retelling of personal experiences dur-
ing the Summer 2006 War, emphasis was placed on dis-
covering what it meant to be a woman in a country at war.
A special section of the questionnaire developed for this

1- Percentage of respondents by gender (43.8 % male and 56.2% female participants in our
survey)

study was dedicated to gender issues. This section includ-
ed nine questions clustered around the following themes:
marital status, difficulties encountered while leaving
Lebanon, and the psychological effects of the war. At the
end of the questionnaire, both males and females were
asked to respond freely to an open-ended question that
rounded up the survey; and a few actually did so. The self-
administered questionnaire helped to provide information
on the Lebanese who left, concerning the impact of war
on their decision to leave, on their health, as well as the
conditions necessary to convince them to consider return-
ing to their country of origin.
Respondents were assured of
anonymity in order to encourage
them to be frank.

The questionnaire used in this study
was augmented by official national
and international accounts of the
evacuation of Lebanese citizens,
highlighting reports that included
information on the experiences of
dual nationals. It also reviewed news
stories in six major Lebanese news-
papers, and examined the interna-
tional print media and broadcast
coverage. 

Despite the good intentions of the
Lebanese Emigration Research
Center, documented in our attempt
to discover and analyze the specific 2- Experiences related exclusively to being female
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One woman said that she was faced with the probability
of not being able to take her husband with her when
departing because he did not have the proper papers.
Another woman was unable to reach any of the evacua-
tion sites because she was stranded in the south of the
country. Both problems, not directly related to gender,
were solved and the women were evacuated.

None of the women surveyed, mar-
ried or single, stated that they had
experienced difficulty in convincing
husbands, fathers, or male heads of
family to take them with them when
leaving. Similarly, none were denied
assistance in evacuating, refused
entry into a country after evacuation,
or sought a change in legal status
after arriving at their destinations.
Most importantly, none of the
women gave a positive response to
the question asking whether they
had gender-specific fears about
returning to Lebanon.

A few questions were related to psy-
chologically stressful situations during evacuation or
forced migration during the war. These questions were
not meant to measure the presence of Post Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD), which requires a proper medical
evaluation, but merely to gain some insight into the
impact of the fighting on women's ability to cope and
function. Most of the women (60%) said that they did
not feel significant residual stress following their depar-
ture, but (30%) indicated they did. Most women (59.3%)
felt that the war had not affected
their ability to function; however,
some (18.5%) said that it affected
their ability to do their jobs, while
others indicated that it affected
their ability to take care of their fam-
ilies (11.5%), or even themselves
(11.1%). In one individual case, a
female participant pointed out what
it felt like while leaving Lebanon on
the land route via Syria, i.e., that she
was shocked at how sexist this
neighboring country proved to be.
Two other women pointed out the
positive aspects of being female,
emphasizing that they enjoyed spe-
cial care because one was nursing
an infant and the other was in the
late stages of pregnancy. 

Based on the anecdotal evidence the

authors gathered outside the survey process, e.g. having
lived through the Summer 2006 War and shared either
firsthand or secondhand knowledge of migration experi-
ences during the 1975-1990 Lebanese Civil War, the
results mentioned above must be considered skewed. For
future reference, it will be necessary to evaluate why so
few women were willing to acknowledge the specifically
gendered aspects of the evacuation process. However, it is

indeed likely that the nature of the
questions, in the highly sensitive set-
ting in which they were asked, led to
these inaccurate responses. 

Qualitative Results: Women
Relate their Personal Experiences
Interestingly enough, very few female
respondents used the open-ended
question at the conclusion of the
questionnaire to reflect on their expe-
riences as women. However, the limit-
ed results do offer a window into the
war and its impact on the lives of girls
and women. 

The following passages have been lift-
ed verbatim from the evacuation report in order to pro-
vide the reader with a feeling for what it was like to leave
Lebanon against one's will, often for the second or third
time. 

The Summer 2006 War led to devastating consequences
— especially in the immediately affected areas — for
people of all ages. It brought to the fore the experiences
of 1975-1990 civil war and threw the "Lebanese dilem-

ma" once again into the public arena. It reminded many
of the terror of 1982 “where I lost my husband who died
instantly due to the brutal non-stop Israeli bombing that
affected even the basement floors, where civilians were
hiding. Many of my family members and relatives, includ-
ing myself, suffered severe wounds because of shrapnel
from the cluster bombs,”3 said one of the women
respondents. Those directly affected by the systematic
blanket bombing “came to understand very well the feel-
ing of losing one's house and becoming a refugee in your
own country,”4 she added.

The mass evacuation affected practically all foreign
nationals, including Lebanese migrants with dual nation-
alities. It was a huge undertaking that included the gov-
ernments of a variety of countries of immigration, their
embassies and international organizations. It required
precise synchronization and the open arms of neighbor-
ing safe havens. 

For those fleeing, evacuation by road was a difficult drive
over dangerous terrain to Damascus and Jordan, or by
sea to Cyprus and Turkey. These countries became safe
havens either through official agreements made by for-
eign governments or the unofficial action of Lebanese
refugees themselves.

“It is quite a humiliating experience, when you have to
leave everything behind, put your entire world into one
backpack. Even more humiliating is when you have to
wait hours at the border until some illiterate and useless
bureaucrat, smoking and drinking
coffee, signs your papers over his big
belly. It is also humiliating to arrive at
your destination to find a plastic bag
with a sandwich, a carton of milk,
another of juice and a cookie for the
road ahead, handed to you by a
young military boy, with good will in
his heart, but pity in his eyes,”5 said
one female evacuee. 

“When I left Lebanon, Israeli war-
planes were targeting the roads. My
kids and I actually saw the damage
right in front of us. This proved an
extremely dramatic experience for
my kids to go through,”6 said anoth-
er woman describing the harrowing
trip her family endured, but as defiantly as so many then
added, “however we will never give up on our country,
and we do plan to return soon on a visit... “7 “We, as
Lebanese, have been through many hard times in the
past, but we refuse to think that this is the end. We are
hopeful of being able to invest in Lebanon and we always

keep an eye for opportunities to move back,”8 said the
same woman on her aspirations to invest and return.  

Dual nationality was often experienced as both a blessing
and a curse during the war; it split up families and creat-
ed envies in some, while providing a means of escape to
others. However, according to the study, dual citizenship
fired up a debate in the countries of immigration.
Controversy began when the public in some countries,
Australia and Canada for example, learned the 'stunning
truth' about the number of their own nationals trapped
in Lebanon when war broke out: approximately 20,000
Australians and 40,000 Canadians.

Along with the massive cost of evacuation, these dual cit-
izens, or "hyphenated Lebanese", left behind a nation
under siege to arrive back home and face questions on
their loyalty and merit. The debate was especially virulent
with respect to Lebanese-Canadian and Lebanese-
Australian residents of Lebanon; i.e. should the consider-
able expenses needed to evacuate them ultimately be
taken out of domestic taxpayers' pockets? This led to a
rekindling of debate on the issue of dual citizenship and
the rights and responsibilities of dual nationals living
(semi-)permanently in their countries of origin. According
to the Canadian Embassy, these polemics will in no way
threaten the Canadian citizenship status of Lebanese
dual nationals living long periods in Lebanon. However,
discussions have indeed begun within the government
with respect to setting up a commission or study group in
order to reassess the privileges and obligations of dual

nationals living permanently outside
the country.9

Although the love of Lebanon runs
deep in most of the women ques-
tioned, the security of life abroad is
always appreciated, “You then get the
surprise of your life as you are treated
decently as a human being: a host
government giving you health insur-
ance, medications, insurance against
accidents, and an allowance,”10 said a
woman who seems to have lost all
faith in Lebanon. She further empha-
sized, “I hope I can regain faith again
in this country but seeing how it was
demolished because of one person's

miscalculations and seeing this person treated like God, I
doubt it.”11

“I don't see myself returning permanently to Lebanon in
the near future since my kids will probably be better off
in the US for their education and the normal process of
life. Maybe in 25-30 years I will return to Lebanon, when3- Threatening experiences as a woman
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it is time for me to retire,”12 said one woman referring to
the discouragement caused by political and economic
instability in Lebanon.

There were, however, a few examples of respondents
who did indeed bring up gender related issues pertain-
ing to migration. One woman, who
grew up in the West, reflected on
what it means to live most of your life
outside Lebanon, and thus become
unwilling to accept the injustices
inherent in society back home.
Highlighting the differences in men-
tality as one concern important to
women, this female respondent said
that despite the war, “I may consider
returning to Lebanon to live, but until
the Lebanese government and gener-
al public politically, legally, and social-
ly accept the children of Lebanese
women as equal to the children of
Lebanese men, I'd rather not live
there permanently but consider living
there semi-permanently.”13 

Undoubtedly, the war and evacuation brought out emo-
tions simmering underneath the surface. “War is evil and
wicked. There are never winners in war. The Summer
2006 War caused me to question my life making me real-
ize how valuable life really is… war was a trigger for me.
It sent me searching for bigger and better chances to
make my existence more fulfilling and meaningful. Yes,
that meant leaving Lebanon and going back to where I
was born and came from, South Africa,”14 said a woman
intent on leaving Lebanon and changing the course of
her life.

This  study also surveyed the conditions necessary for per-
manent return. “Certainly the experience that I endured
last summer will affect any revisit with my family,” said
one female respondent. She also added: “the current
political instability and economic situation are very dis-
couraging to say the least. However, I do sincerely hope
that the situation will stabilize and UN forces together
with the Lebanese army can control the southern borders
and hopefully prosperity and peace will endure.”15

“The war itself may affect the decision to return in the
short term,” said another woman questioned. “However
in the long term, the most important element that affects
the decision to return is political stability. Political stability
drives economic stability, which may then create eco-
nomic prosperity… an equitable political system, and
equilibrium based on an authentic representation of the
people in the central power. This would absolutely attract

most of the Lebanese to return, whether to live perma-
nently or to invest or even to visit frequently,”16 she con-
cluded. 

In summary, doing applied social science in a crisis situa-
tion offers enormous opportunities to understand the

drastic impact that war has on
women and men. However, it will
take further discussion in order to
determine how to avoid the appar-
ently skewed results that this survey
was confronted with. Designing,
developing and implementing quali-
tative and quantitative research
methods when at war can lead to
new insights with respect to gender
roles in the Middle East; it can result
in knowledge unattainable after the
fact, when peace and stability have
returned. In order to achieve this
goal, social scientists will need a
complete new bag of tools, better
suited to understand the situation

appropriately. We are now at the beginning of a pro-
tracted but promising discussion on the merits and draw-
backs of gendered research "under fire". 

1. See Doing Research on Sensitive Topics, London: Sage, for
insights into the methods used by the Lebanese Emigration
Research Center in this survey. 
2. Hourani, G. (2006). The Impact of the Summer 2006 War on
Migration in Lebanon: Emigration, Re-Migration, Evacuation,
and Returning, Zouk Mosbeh: NDU Press. 
3. Guita Hourani, The Impact of the Summer 2006 War on
Migration in Lebanon: Emigration, Remigration, Evacuation and
Return, Notre Dame University Press, Lebanon, 2006, p. 96. 
4. Ibid., p. 96.
5. Ibid., p. 98.
6. Ibid., p. 99.
7. Ibid., p. 99.
8. Ibid., p. 99.
9. Ibid., p. 67-72.
10. Ibid., p. 98.
11. Ibid., p. 98.
12. Ibid., p. 97.
13. Ibid., p. 99.
14. Ibid., p. 97
15. Ibid., p. 97.
16. Ibid., p. 96.
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Arab Women
Cyberfeminism

In 1999, members of the San Francisco chapter of the Arab
Women Solidarity Association (AWSA-United) launched a
website and an email listserv to connect Arab women
internationally. The aim of this listserv was to provide a
space for Arab women and their allies to share information
and discuss issues relevant to Arab women's lives and
experiences. It also serves as a springboard for activism
related to Arab women's issues in the modern world
(AWSA website). Through conducting an online survey, I
use the case study of AWSA-United to understand how
Arab women use cyberspace to construct their identity in
terms of their ethnicities as Arabs or hyphenated-Arabs,
their religions as Muslims, Christians or others, and their
activism as feminists or activists. 

Arab-American Activism and Cyberfeminism
Arab women living in the Western Hemisphere have had a
long history of struggling to gain status and recognition for
their roles and activism within the American feminist
movement. In an article geared toward leaders of
American feminism, Arab-American feminist Al-Hibri
claims: “Some of us were right here, in the forefront of the
U.S. women's movement in the 1960s! Oh yes; you may
not have noticed, but many of us are U.S. feminists. We are
part of you. We live among you, and we have invisibly

struggled by your side for decades.” Yet, American femi-
nists were only interested in addressing “the veil and
female genital mutilation as they speak of Arab women's
oppression” (Al-Hibri, 1994, p. 161). Saliba (1999) traces
the history of modern Arab-American feminism to 1981
“when women of color challenged white feminists at the
National Women's Studies Association (NWSA) conference
and emerged in a coalition of 'U.S. Third World Feminists'”
(p. 313). Their experiences at the NWSA conferences moti-
vated Arab-American women to take a more active role in
expressing their voices in local, national, and international
politics (Kadi, 1994). 

Arab American feminism emerged as “a complex interac-
tion between 'first' and 'third' world feminisms, situated
within a highly politicized context”  (Saliba, 1999, p. 313-
314). They participated in establishing “U.S. Third World
feminism”, during the eighties and later transforming it
into “transnational feminism” in the nineties. This trans-
formation allowed Arab-American women to claim their
presence in this form of feminism as they “often negotiate
identities across two continents and national identities”
(Saliba 1999, p. 316). Transnational feminist theory
appealed to them because it emphasizes the global inter-
connectedness among thoughts of feminists and the inter-
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ests of women (Mohanty, 2004; Naples & Desai, 2002;
Kaplan, Alarcón, & Moallem, 2000; Shohat, 1999). This
global interconnectedness also extends to ethnic minorities
who do not necessarily feel a sense of belonging to one
community. They, as Grewal and Kaplan (1994) explain,
occupy “contradictory positions that allow some of us to
live in the 'West' without being 'Western'” and to avoid
“the postmodern celebration of hybridity [that] often
retains the us and them paradigm that stems from mod-
ernist modes of description and representation” (p. 7).  

Yet, the hybridity of postmodernism has made women's
activism in cyberspace plausible. Cyberfeminism has
become a suitable means for women to create social and
political networks and associations. Plant (1996) argues
that the Internet has opened the way for a new format of
feminism-cyberfeminism, which is a tool to escape the
patriarchal control of centralized organizations and a place
where postmodern fragmented subjectivities can exist.
Indeed, Vogt and Chen (2001) agree that the “lack of insti-
tutional and cultural norms [in cyberspace] is similar to the
nontraditional spaces that the women's movement has
created since its beginning” (p. 371).

Arab feminists have taken their activism to the safety of the
Internet in order to be safeguarded from unfavorable gov-
ernmental restrictions, oppressive patriarchal systems, and
rigid religious practices in the Arab world. In the same vein,
they have sought the Internet as a refuge from the cultur-
al apathy and ideological irrelevancy they face in the West.
By doing so, they have given AWSA-United the continua-
tion, not only allowing it to exist when other chapters fold-
ed, but also enabling a cadre of highly educated and moti-
vated women to come together as: “an online group of
transnationally based Arab women, mostly living in the
West and united by the struggle for women's rights in the
Arab world, for Arab rights in the West, and for freedom
and democracy in the Arab regions” (see survey below).
Chatterjee (2002) asserts that cyberspace “has been
understood as a novel social and cultural phenomenon
that could have radical implications for contemporary con-
structions and understandings of embodiment, identities,
sexualities, and subjectivities, and that such understand-
ings require a political grounding, which cyberfeminism
tries to provide” (p. 198). These theoretical and sociologi-
cal perspectives have encouraged this investigation into
how AWSA members view their feminism and identity in
the light of their membership in this cyber community.

Historical Background
The Arab Women’s Solidarity Association International was
founded in Egypt in 1982 by 120 women under the lead-
ership of Dr. Nawal Al-Saadawi. “Its aims were to link the
struggle of Arabs for liberation and freedom from eco-
nomic, cultural and media domination to the liberation of

Arab women” (Stephan, 2004, p. 268). AWSA was the
first pan-Arab women's organization accorded interna-
tional status at the United Nations, and to have represen-
tation of both sexes. By 1985, AWSA International had
3,000 members worldwide, and was granted consultative
status with the Economic and Social Council of the United
Nations. AWSA International stood against the Gulf War in
1991 and demanded that the UN take a firm position
against the war. This action provoked the Egyptian gov-
ernment to close down the association and reapportion its
funds to an Islamic women's organization. AWSA
International's headquarter shifted to Algeria and then
back to Cairo in 1996 (Stephan, 2004, p. 268). 

Arab feminists in the United States were motivated to ini-
tiate their own organizations and establish an AWSA
chapter in Seattle, Washington in 1994. This chapter
remained active until 1996. In 1995, a second chapter
was founded in San Francisco, California and was active
under the name of AWSA-North America as a non-prof-
it, non-sectarian organization 501(c)(3) (http://www.aff.org/
archive/1997/awsa/awsa.html). However, the chapter was
eventually dissolved. Its last activities were recorded in June
2002. In 1997, AWSA-SF cosponsored an annual, ongoing
Arab film festival and published a paper entitled, "The
Forgotten 'Ism: An Arab American Women's Perspective
on Zionism, Racism, and Sexism" that serves as a training
guide for activists. In 1999, Cyber-AWSA was created with
a mandate making it institutionally and logistically distinct
from other AWSA chapters. Although most of the found-
ing members have left the group after an irreconcilable
conflict, AWSA continues to exist and attract new mem-
bers internationally. Its members voted in March 2005 to
change Cyber-AWSA's name to AWSA-United to reflect
their inclusive and concrete presence. Today AWSA-United
consists of about 181 members (155 at the time of the sur-
vey), many of whom use the listserv as an informational
medium without actively participating in posting messages
or engaging in dialogues. Although participation in the list-
serv is free, requests for membership require the approval
of the steering committee. 

Methodology
This author's interest in AWSA-United stems from being a
member since September 2003, and serving on its steering
committee since April 2004. This personal involvement in
the organization is mentioned because, being acutely aware
of such a close affiliation and the group's environment
throughout the study, it was essential to refrain from using
any reference to contents of email messages received from
the listserv in order to protect confidentiality and to adhere
to membership protocols. An online survey of AWSA-United
members was conducted in the fall of 2004 asking them ten
questions: five touching upon AWSA's organizational profile
and the other five addressing the demographic makeup of

its membership. Applying convenience and random sam-
pling methods, the outcome of the participation in the sur-
vey was determined by the willingness of AWSA members
to answer the survey questions. During a period of two
weeks, 34 members responded to the survey, which consti-
tuted 47 percent of all active members.

Identity and Activism
Pierre Bourdieu emphasizes the importance of conveying
data as stated by respondents: “A social reality, whether an
agent or an institution, presents itself all the more easily,
provides all the more readily what are called 'data' the
more completely we agree to take it as it presents itself”
(Bourdieu, 1988, p. 776). Following Bourdieu's approach
in analyzing data, this study refrained from imposing con-
ventional or personal definitions on respondents' reference
to activism or feminism. Whenever a respondent identified
herself as an Arab, a feminist, or an activist, a cross refer-
ence analysis of these terms was not made.

How members view the intersection of their membership
in AWSA-United and their identification of themselves as
feminists is worthy of examination. Mansbridge (1995)
suggests that feminist identities are usually achieved
through powerful personal transformative experiences and
learning about other feminists. Since AWSA is closely con-
nected with Dr. Nawal Al-Saadawi, did her character in any
way influence AWSA-United members? The development
of this question was guided by a survey conducted in
Palestine by Amal Amireh in 2000 who asked 147 students
about their most read author. While respondents gave only
6.7 percent to Nawal Al-Saadawi, most of them identified
her as a Feminist (93.9%) — rather than a literary writer
(1.1%) — (Amireh, 2000). These two perspectives led to
two assumptions about the makeup of the specific femi-
nism of AWSA members: First, those AWSA-United mem-
bers who identified themselves as feminists might have
been influenced by the feminism of Al-Saadawi; and sec-
ond, those who read Al-Saadawi's writings are more likely
to identify themselves as feminists. 

The survey findings showed that the first assumption could
not be supported. It was discovered that individuals who
joined AWSA-United were not motivated by the charisma
of Al-Saadawi. Inquiring about the factors that motivated
members to join AWSA-United reveals that being influ-
enced or interested in AWSA International's charismatic
founder Nawal Al-Saadawi was not a motivating factor.
However, the most significant factor in motivating mem-
bership in AWSA-United was individuals' interest in activism
with and on behalf of Arab women (68.7%). Other factors
included knowing other members (15.6%) and searching
the Web (12.5%). Not to underestimate the impact that Al-
Saadawi has had on AWSA and Arab feminism, an implica-
tion can be made that these feminists are breaking away

from the central charismatic leader syndrome from which
some Middle Eastern nongovernmental organizations suf-
fer. Joseph (1997) posits that the successes and failures of
Arab women's organizations are directly linked to the abili-
ties and character of their founding leader. 

The second assumption proved to be more complex
because no direct relation can be detected between the
readership of feminist literature and the motivation to join
activist organizations. Furthermore, the literature on
Middle Eastern gender studies suggests that Arab women
are less likely to identify themselves as feminists than are
their Western counterparts. Sabbagh writes: “Western
feminism, of course, is grounded in Western thought, ide-
ology, and values. Arab women's struggle is equally
grounded in the religious, cultural, and political norms of
the Arab world” (1996, p. xxiv-xxv). Note that Sabbagh
does not refer to Arab women's struggle as feminism but
rather she specifically distinguishes them from Western
feminists. These findings suggest that Sabbagh's claim is
relatively applicable to Arab women: They are not like
Western feminists. Nonetheless, they are their own type of
“feminists” because they also were comfortable with their
ethnic and religious identities as Arabs or hyphenated-
Arabs, Muslims, and Christians. From the survey conduct-
ed, 78.8 percent of respondents identified themselves as
feminists. The feminism of Arab women in the diaspora
differs from Western feminism because, regardless of their
religious affiliation and ethnic identification, members of
AWSA-United did not express a conflict between their
feminism and their religious and ethnic heritage.

Moreover, their feminism also differs from the activism of
Arab women in the homeland. Respondents who lived out-
side the Arab world were more likely to embrace a feminist
identity than those living in Arab countries. Additionally,
many of them did not speak Arabic or had not read Al-
Saadawi's books. However, most respondents claimed to be
Arabs  or hyphenated-Arabs (64.7 percent), and 70.5 per-
cent of the respondents indicated that the United States
was their place of residency or their hyphenated identity
(Arab-Americans).  According to Mahmood (2001), this is
not surprising, because social conditions and environments
determine personal and collective narratives of liberty (p.
208). In her ethnographic study of the women's movement
in Egypt, Al-Ali (1997) posits, “Feminists have been increas-
ingly accused of collaborating with Western imperialism by
importing alien ideas and practices and circulating them
throughout society. In the light of these very intimidating
charges, it is not surprising that many women activists have
internalized these accusations, and themselves equate nas-
sawiyaa (feminism) with a Western concept, alien and alien-
ating to their social, cultural and political context” (p. 182).
A respondent described AWSA-United as a forum that
encompasses Arab women activism internationally: “Cyber
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AWSA is much more an Arab American listserv than an
Arab one, so because I live in the Arab world it was most-
ly helpful in terms of information provided about the orga-
nizations and activities of Arab American feminists. [It] pro-
vided a productive framework through which to see my
own local activism as part of a more international strug-
gle.” It seems that cyberspace allowed AWSA-United
members to escape adverse environments and create a
community in which they are safe and free to claim other
controversial identities such as being “queers",  “liberal”,
and “pacifist”.

Conclusion
How can individuals from the Philippines, Germany, and
Yemen join in a dialogue over Arab women's rights?
Technology and the Internet have rendered traditional
national boundaries insignificant. The Internet has made it
possible for AWSA-United members in the West to survive,
especially after September 11, 2001, as their mere Arab
identity was seen as constituting a national threat.
Similarly, the Internet has made it possible for Arab women

to escape patriarchal control over their activist discourse
and identities. This study found that AWSA-United has
been successful in strengthening members' sense of iden-
tity by encompassing their differences, which include
nationality, religious affiliation, and sexuality. AWSA and
AWSA-United have opened a gate to Arab women in the
disaspora to express solidarity and support with other Arab
women in the homeland.

AWSA-United members are engaged in a process of dissi-
dence through their membership and activism. They main-
tain their membership in cyberspace because it is a place
where they are free to be women, Arabs, intellectuals,
queers, feminists, Americans, Pro-Palestine, Anti-Palestine,
Pro-Bush, Anti-government, and everything else. Members
feel empowered and connected with one another regard-
less of political, national, sexual, and religious differences.
AWSA-United connects members from a wide variety of
backgrounds around the world. It brings them together in
a forum to discuss issues relevant to their lives without the
censure of any authority.
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The Lebanese Ladies Cultural Society 
in Southern California:

Celebrating Twenty Years

Beginnings
The earliest Lebanese in Southern California arrived around
the turn of the twentieth century. Originally, they lived in an
area east of downtown Los Angeles, still home to recent
immigrants. Later, they moved west of downtown, as the
location of their principal religious institutions shows us.
Today's Lebanese are more widely scattered, with a sub-
stantial community in Orange County east of Los Angeles
County. Most of the founders of the Lebanese Ladies
Cultural Society live in or near Pasadena, an affluent city
northeast of downtown Los Angeles.

According to the 2000 U.S. Census, Arab-Americans gen-
erally are a prosperous, well-educated, and professional
group. The Lebanese remain the most numerous and afflu-
ent among Arab-Americans, and a substantial proportion
among them are American-born and speak only English.
Over sixty percent of foreign-born Lebanese immigrated
after 1979, that is, during the worst of the civil war years.
These general outlines also characterize the Lebanese pop-
ulation in Southern California (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005).

The Lebanese Ladies Cultural Society (LLCS) emerged rather
gradually in the mid-1980s. First, an informal group began
to gather in one woman's home for lunch, coffee, and
bingo. Bit by bit the group grew, and they began to call
themselves the "Subhiyyat Lubnan” (roughly, the Lebanese
Ladies' Brunches). Next, and accounts vary, a few of the
women wanted something more than bingo and lunch.
They invited speakers, some of whom impressed upon them
the dire situation in Lebanon and chided them for their
seeming frivolity in their concern about their homeland.
After that, they moved toward finding a purpose and a

name, and creating an organization. Children's education
seemed basic, and the Subhiyyat were all Lebanese.
Together with a member's husband and a local lawyer of
Lebanese origin, they created the organization's by-laws
and tax-exempt status, and found a Lebanese accountant
to keep track of their financial records. The first president of
the organization took office in 1986.

One of the members' basic tasks was to create ways of rais-
ing funds to support children's scholarships and to allocate
these funds efficiently and fairly to needy but worthy stu-
dents. One of the impressive strengths of the organization
was the realization of the members that religion, political
affiliation, and direct association with a specific Lebanese
region should not be considered as prerequisites for organi-
zational membership, nor for the children who are spon-
sored. Several of the women interviewed emphasized these
important principles.

Activities
Fundraising
The Subhiyyat made a slight amount of extra money from
bingo, and as they began to organize, they assessed nomi-
nal membership dues. After the LLCS was formed with the
purpose of supporting children, it needed to do more. For
a few years, they held fashion shows and bazaars in mem-
bers' homes. Nevertheless, none of these early means of
fundraising yielded much.

The Society's fundraising efforts took a major step forward
with the involvement of two prominent Lebanese
Americans, Dr. Ray Irani of Occidental Petroleum and the
late Dr. Joseph Jacobs of Jacobs Engineering. The former
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proposed to contribute each year to a matching fund; the
entire proceeds of both his contribution plus the entire
amount collected by the Ladies goes directly to scholarships
in Lebanon. Dr. Jacobs began by making annual contribu-
tions, and then started the F.M. Jabara Endowment Fund in
honor of his father-in-law; at his death, he willed the
Society $1,000,000, which was placed in the Joseph Jacobs
Endowment Fund. These two funds are invested, with the
interest going to the children.

Additional sources of income include the membership dues,
monies from monthly cultural activities, contributions from
donors both large and small, and the enormous gala dinner
usually held in March. At this dinner, seats at tables are sold
for high prices, individuals, families, and businesses pur-
chase advertisements in the program book, and there is a
silent auction of donated art and other items. The gala typ-
ically raises well over $100,000.

Assessing and Supporting the Children
This complex operation joins California and Lebanon
through a kinship network and a set of procedures designed
to ensure fairness, efficiency, and trust. The main function of
the Scholarship Committee, based in California, is to approve
the scholarship recipients, ensuring that they are both truly
needy and academically sound. The representatives in
Lebanon, all of them volunteers, are best able, because of
their location, to assess their children, families, and schools.
They take the applications to the school principals, and then
send these in person, together with their recommendations,
to the Scholarship Committee. After making its decisions,
the Scholarship Committee wires the money to a bank in
Lebanon, where it is collected and distributed.

The distribution process ensures that the students actual-
ly receive the scholarship and that it is spent accordingly.
The checks go directly to the school principals, but both
the students and their parents are notified. In addition,
the LLCS members insist upon receiving thank-you letters
from the children.

The links between the Lebanese Ladies Cultural Society and
its representatives in Lebanon are traditional, but effective.
Almost all of the representatives are relatives of California
members, and the rest are well known to them. As every
woman interviewed explained, this is how they could be
sure that they could trust their representatives in Lebanon.
Moreover, it is members and representatives who hand-
carry the applications and recommendations — and in the
old days, the funds, too.

Cultural and Social Activities
Nearly every month except during the summer the Society
holds a luncheon or evening event with a cultural theme.
Sometimes there is a speaker. Other times the women meet
at a special location. Recent events include a visit to the

home of Lebanese American master artisan Sam Maloof
and his wife, a trip to the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library
and Museum in Simi Valley, and a one-man show on the life
of Kahlil Gibran. One evening featured Lebanese-Canadian
singer and composer Paul Anka.

The gala dinner is meant to be entertaining, with the
women in evening gowns and the men in tuxedos. The
food is good, the space is attractive, a prominent Lebanese
American is honored, there is Lebanese music, and eventu-
ally there is dancing.

Conclusion
The Lebanese Ladies Cultural Society shows both strengths
and weaknesses. Its strengths lie in both the Ladies' use of
tradition and in their rejection of it. They rely on kinship and
other close ties to link California and Lebanon through
trust. They emphasize Lebanese heritage and honor
Americans of Lebanese origin.

At the same time, they reject sectarianism, political affilia-
tion, and regional origins in both their membership and in
the children they sponsor. This is a major break with prac-
tice in Lebanon, and was not initially easy to achieve.

Other strengths lie in their teamwork and cooperation, in
their mutual respect for each other, and in their reliance on
each woman's talents. Because everyone both in California
and in Lebanon volunteers their time, the organization's
overhead costs are minimal.

At the same time, there are a few weak points that will need
to be addressed, and several women commented on these.
First, although they are justly proud of supporting, through
the end of secondary school, nearly 700 students per year,
they are beginning to find that they are reaching the capac-
ity of the number of students they can assess and sponsor. It
is a lot of work. Second, after twenty years of such philan-
thropic activities, they now need to reach out to younger
women to carry on the work of the organization in the
future. As one woman remarked, "It is always the same few
who are active," however, they cannot go on indefinitely.

* Gratitude is extended to the many individuals who so gra-
ciously gave of their time, expertise, and hospitality to assist the
author with this article. They include Leila Mishalany, Leila Masri,
Leila Milkie, Fred Milkie, Falak Beyhum, and Denise Kafrouni in
California, and Leila Ajam and Aida Saroufim in Lebanon. None
of them is responsible for any mistakes in this article.

Endnote

- U.S. Census Bureau (2005). We the People of Arab Ancestry in
the United States; Census 2000 Special Reports, March 2005,
prepared by Angela Brittingham and G. Patricia de la Cruz.
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As a proud-to-be Arab American woman who has resided
in Lebanon for the past few years, my interest was imme-
diately peaked when I heard that an issue of Al-Raida was
to be dedicated to “Arab diaspora women”. I could not
help but wonder who exactly would be represented in
the issue because, as I have learned, what the category
"Arab Women" refers to and how exactly they are
defined for many among Arab diasporic communities
often differs with the more commonly accepted defini-
tions in the Arab region. Of course, nothing is clear-cut
when it comes to identity. Individuals of diverse ethnic,
religious or cultural backgrounds often identify in numer-
ous ways. There are, however, general patterns that can
be discerned in how communities are defined or catego-
rized amongst Arab American populations and those in
the Arab Middle East; and it is the differences in these
definitions that conflict with one another in rather fun-
damental ways. I have personally learned just exactly how
different these ways of defining who is who are as an
American of Arab descent whose mother is Lebanese but
father is not (nor is he of any Arab heritage for that mat-
ter) and who has been living in Lebanon for the past
three years. I made the naïve mistake when I first arrived
of thinking that it would be perfectly fine for me to be
just as proud to identify with my maternal affiliation as

with my father's. I have been chided, berated, scolded,
and corrected for this assertion more times than I can
count. 

From my own experience living here, I have watched
other children of Arab heritage welcomed, including
those who have only one parent of Arab heritage like
myself but who were fortunate enough to have had
that parent be their father. I have watched them wel-
comed even if they, like me, did not grow up here, were
not born here, and do not speak Arabic as a first lan-
guage or even at all for that matter. None of these fac-
tors seemed to prevent them from “being” Lebanese,
or Palestinian or Syrian as it were; although, these same
factors were often cited to me as the reasons why it was
that I could not be. I ended up spending much of my
time as a graduate student searching out answers to
questions this experience raised. The experience of
being accepted as an Arab among the diaspora in
America (and often in other “Western” countries where
I had spent time) while having been more or less exclud-
ed from consideration, either as Lebanese or Arab,
while in Lebanon. The entire process of learning who I
was and was not according to different people was
both tiring and frustrating.
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In my attempt to answer certain questions, others have
arisen. I have often wondered if, with such different def-
initions of inclusion, it is possible to be an Arab woman
or an Arab for that matter if certain members within the
greater community reject her as such? Who exactly con-
stitutes the Arab diaspora? Can one possibly presume to
study Arab diaspora women's experiences when we can-
not answer the most basic of questions as to who these
women are?

For most persons reading this article, it is well known that
it is male lines of descent, or patrilineality, which rein
supreme in the Arab world. Based on gendered inequali-
ties then, who is defined as belonging to specific Arab
peoples and cultures, such as Palestinian, Omani,
Lebanese, Egyptian, etc.? Moreover, who belongs to the
larger over arching ethno-cultural category of the Arab
people? Who results from this specific form of descent?
As such, this mode of defining communities according to
paternal affiliation affects the entire diasporic community:
how it is defined, who is included, and who is excluded.

The issue of who is considered a member of any one of
the many Arab peoples and/or part of the larger, more
general ethnic category designated Arab is often con-
fused with the issue of acquiring legal nationality to spe-
cific Arab states. Of course, the overlap and confusion is
to be expected since the nationality laws in most Arab
states are, in fact, the legal expression of the practice of
patrilineality with regard to defining who the citizens of
individual states are. These laws that exclude women in
most Arab states from passing on their nationality to their
husbands and children were originally based on European
legal codes, specifically French and British, which privi-
leged men over women and favored patrilineal descent.1

However, the problem of defining who an Arab is cannot
simply be reduced to or confused with the question of
who may have access to passports in Arab countries and
who cannot; nevertheless, the definitions of belonging
and how it is that people are grouped into different com-
munities whether ethnic or religious, according to pater-
nal ties, has existed in the region long before contempo-
rary nation-states and their nationality laws ever did. 

The unequal access to nationality between men and
women in Arab states creates a very specific set of hard-
ships for Arab women nationals married to foreign men
and their families, especially those who live in the
women's country of origin, as it prevents these women in
almost all Arab states from passing on their nationality to
their children and husbands. This inequality limits their
education, career and economic opportunities, while also
restricting their civic duties, rights, and privileges.
Emotional distress, too, takes its toll, as it is often deeply
hurtful to many of these women and their children to

have to watch the foreign wives of their male compatri-
ots receive the citizenship, along with their children, and
with it the privileges, rights, and responsibilities associat-
ed while they themselves are excluded. 

It must be understood, though, that these nationality
codes, which preclude women in every Arab country
from full and equal access to the nationality rights their
male compatriots enjoy, is but one manifestation of the
highly pervasive cultural practice that privileges male lines
of descent in transmitting identity. As such, it is also
employed in defining other aspects of an individual's
identity or, at least, their perceived identity: It is often the
practice in many Arab states that one's official religious
identity, village of origin, and even political allegiances at
times, are defined in the same manner. Obviously, each of
these issues raise their own separate set of concerns:
one's legal religious status, taken from one's father's reli-
gion (or one's father's father for that matter), affects
which laws of personal status — marriage, divorce, inher-
itance and custody — they will be subject to in most Arab
states, regardless of what individuals may personally
believe in or practice. Legally delineating citizens' villages
of origin this way can translate into issues of electoral
representation. 

Therefore, it is from this general practice of passing on
identity through the paternal line that defining who
belongs to the ethno-cultural category of the Arab peo-
ple extends. An Arab child then, whether in the region or
in the diaspora, is one of an Arab father, regardless of the
mother, according to the logic of patrilineality. Children
of Arab women whose father is not Arab are thus exclud-
ed from being considered Arab and as such are further
excluded from constituting part of the Arab diaspora. In
the words of a long-time and well-established Arab fem-
inist who once told me in conversation, "it is both unsci-
entific and illogical."  

Within the United States of America, however, the promi-
nence of bilateral patterns of descent  have often meant
that children of Arab mothers can just as readily define
themselves in terms of their mothers' ethnicity as their
fathers', thus situating themselves firmly within the Arab
American community. Obviously, this is in stark contrast
to the Arab practice of patrilineality. This is not to say that
the practice of employing bilateral modes of descent
within the United States emerged because of any com-
mitment to gender equality. On the contrary, it most like-
ly had little to do with it. It is more likely that the pro-
found racism of European American society towards
African slaves in the then-colonies and their descendants
in present-day America contributed to the predominance
of individuals defining their ethnic or "racial" identity
according to either parent without gender-based distinc-

tion. One need only be reminded of the infamous "one-
drop of blood" rule to know how deeply rooted racism
was and is in America. This so-called "rule" was based on
such profound fears of the "contamination" of "white
blood" with that of the slaves that only "one-drop" of
African blood was sufficient to categorize a person as
Black. 

American history is replete with examples of the deep-
seeded racism that characterizes American society.
Undoubtedly, this has contributed to American defini-
tions of belonging and means of exclusion as the prolif-
eration of anti-miscegenation laws in America during the
18th and 19th centuries testifies to, and which, it should
be added, were not fully repealed from all states until as
late as 2000. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 sus-
pended all Chinese immigration to America until 1943,
and serves as another example, while the internment of
Americans of Japanese ancestry, whose loyalty was
deemed suspect and so interned because of their "enemy
alien ancestry", is yet another. Obviously, this historically
racist method of privileging certain Americans because of
their European ancestry and excluding others also affects
the Arab communities of the United States, especially in
a post-9/11 America.  

With the rise of the civil rights movement in America in
the early 1960s, activists publicly touted the ideal that
America consists equally of all of its diverse ethnic and
racial communities who were just as human and as
American as their fellow citizens of European descent,
and as such deserved nothing less than full and equal
rights. Even in a nation with such profound historic
racism, Americans with diverse heritages now assert their
racial and ethnical origins with pride, with dignity, and
with the awareness that their communities' contributions
to the United States and their histories are just as valid as
those of their compatriots of European ancestries. 

The problem the differences in definitions of who an
Arab is among the Arab American community and
among Arabs within the Middle East is further compli-
cated by the different ways in which an American is
defined. Generally speaking, Arab patrilineality operates
in a way that cannot easily comprehend dual identities.
Apparently, it seems to preclude the possibility of
belonging to other ethnicities, or at least takes prece-
dence over them. This is where concepts of race inter-
sect with patrilineality: The term American, or what is
often referred to as "purely" American, "America-
American" or "real" American, as I have heard used over
and over within the Middle East, is most commonly
understood by many in the Arab region to mean those
Americans of European descent or, more crudely put,
"White”. 

What this means at the end of the day for Arab
Americans is that all of them, from those who emigrated
yesterday and are proud to be citizens to those whose
roots go back over one hundred years, are really per-
ceived only as Arabs who, as if often said in Arabic,
“byaishoo bi America" (live in America). They may have
the citizenship but according to this logic, they are never
fully American. In the same vein, Mexican Americans,
Chinese Americans, and other non-European Americans
are often categorized solely according to their ethnic ori-
gins as opposed to also being considered “real
Americans”, as the expression goes. This definition of
American is one that is rather offensive to the plethora of
non-European ethnic and cultural communities of
Americans in the United States today, even if the injury is
not intentional. By employing this definition of American,
the racially exclusive definitions of American historically
employed within the United States are further strength-
ened. Furthermore, it only helps to reinforce those atti-
tudes held by too many Americans today that articulate
fear of and superiority over both Arabs and Muslims,
including Arab and Muslim Americans, perceiving them
as an untrustworthy population within American society.
Such racially exclusive criteria for being American should
also make us as Arabs, whether in the diaspora or within
the Middle East, question our own community's racial
prejudices towards others. 

It has been my experience that among many Arab
Americans, especially those second generation Americans
and beyond, that the term American does not refer to
any one ethnic group nor is it something that can be
genetically transmitted. It is not something that comes
from their fathers alone nor does it refer solely to those
Americans of European heritage. It does not necessarily
or automatically preclude any other form of cultural iden-
tification. Instead, Americans of Arab heritage are pub-
licly asserting themselves as exactly that — Arab
Americans. They are nurturing the growth of a political
community that would help to strengthen their long-
established cultural community that has been part of
American society for over 130 years. They are doing this
even in a post-9/11 America that only seems to demonize
Arab and Muslim Americans more and more, often ques-
tioning their loyalties as American citizens and chipping
away at their and all Americans' civil liberties. 

Arab Americans attempt to nurture a burgeoning and
growing political community that will acknowledge and
address their history as part of greater American history. In
doing so, they lobby for improved civil rights for Arab
Americans, as well as other Middle Eastern and Muslim
American populations from a variety of ethnic and cultural
backgrounds, and push for improved US relations with the
Middle East, of which the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and
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the war in Iraq are crucial components. However, such
exclusive criteria can be detrimental and self-defeating.

Such exclusive definitions are also very hurtful: They are
hurtful to those who are proud of their Arab culture(s) and
history. They are hurtful to those who proudly identify, not
necessarily as formal citizens per se, but socially, cultural-
ly, and even emotionally with their cultural heritage and
ethnic origins and who do not see that influence weaker,
less present, or less influential solely because it came to
them from their mothers as opposed to their fathers. They
are so very hurtful to all of those women, their spouses
and children who are treated as second-class citizens in
Arab states. It is a very painful experience for so many of
those Arab women and their children whose fathers are
not nationals of their mothers' countries to be so cruelly
excluded either from legal, social, and political rights with-
in Arab states/or from the cultural community of their her-
itage. Consequently, it is very hurtful for them to watch
foreign wives of Arab men along with their children be so
much more easily welcomed into the fold in a way, at
least, in which their families may never be welcomed. As
many Americans of Arab backgrounds attempt to
strengthen and maintain connections with the Arab
region, it is both hurtful and disheartening to so many of
them to be so swiftly rejected by many members of what
they consider their own communities. 

As the field of Arab diaspora studies grows, a very impor-
tant question to ask is just how the “Arab diaspora” will
be defined. Will we choose to opt for a nationality
requirement, by which only those who have or may have

access to a passport to an Arab state will be included? If
this were to be the case, would children of Arab heritage
from their mother's line be excluded while women of
non-Arab descent married to Arab men are included?
Will there be a linguistic requirement imposed instead,
effectively excluding all generations throughout the dias-
pora who do not speak Arabic? Will we use it to refer
only to those first generation Arab men and women from
the region who emigrated abroad? Will we include their
children or only those of male emigrants and their
descendants? We must ask ourselves if we will redress or
maintain such gender-based criteria that excludes chil-
dren of Arab women alone from being included as Arabs
and part of the diaspora and, in so doing, render them,
render us, our histories, and experiences invisible?

*Jehan Mullin obtained her MA from CAMES at the American
University of Beirut. At present, she is working on an oral his-
tory project of the evacuation of Arab Americans from
Lebanon during the 2006 summer war. She is also a member
of the Arab American Institute, Association of Middle Eastern 
Women's Studies and active with the American Friends Service
Committee.
1.  It is also worth noting that so strong was the practice of
patrilineality among the British historically that it was not until
1983 that British women could pass on their nationality to
their children by the right of descent. Until then, only British
men could pass on British nationality, to one generation only,
granted that they were married.  
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Naina Athalye
Researcher

Young Arab Women in
Pune City, India

This short article or report is a preliminary documenta-
tion of reactions and suggestions of Arab students in
Pune City, India. 

The larger study, which was started sometime in
February 2006, is yet to be completed. The study, enti-
tled "Decision Making and Social Support Systems of
Young Arab Women Living in Pune City", aims at under-
standing the decision-making process of young Arab
women, how they circumvent patriarchy to make
informed choices, and how the existing social support
system can heal their hearts and minds, helping them
overcome isolation in a foreign land. The sample of the
study consisted of fifty married women who have
dependent children and another twenty women who are
young students. About twenty Arab men also later
became part of the study. Most of the study's data was
recorded, based on focus group discussions and tele-
phone interviews. An inventory is being constructed
which will delve into issues women face as wives, young
mothers, and students residing in a democratic country
like India.

The women were interviewed at their weekly women-
only parties and at gatherings in their homes or on the

university or college campuses. Most women inter-
viewed were Muslims, and only one Egyptian student
belonged to the Christian religion. 

Against the backdrop of the larger Indian women's
struggle that has advocated and established laws ending
female foeticide and at the same time supporting sur-
vivors of domestic violence, Christian women in India
have been supporting housing rights, while there have
been campaigns by Muslim women for establishing a
mosque in the city of Chennai, and for modifying the
marriage laws in order to achieve more empowerment
for themselves. These movements  are being supported
by other communities that are ushering in a sense of sec-
ular sisterhood within the Indian women's movement.
India is one of the largest democracies in the world, and
claims to be secular even though there are gross human
rights violations, justified by religion. In addition, the
study aims at understanding whether young Arab
women feel empowered by living in a democratic and
secular nation or rather that their experiences left them
disillusioned. 

Life for Arab Women in Pune
It is a regular Friday evening and one hears the laughter
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The Indian saree left many women in wonderment. They
thought Indian women were very bold wearing attire that
exposed a part of the body (the belly), which was between
two very important parts of the female anatomy.

Among the many difficult decisions to take was the one
of learning to ride the scooter that according to many
Arab women was unfeminine. Many said that they would
drive a car, but riding a scooter was blasé and making the
decision to finally ride one had left them stressed. They
expressed how happy they felt to be on their own and
mobile once they had overcome their shyness.

The Journey- Away from Home
The women said that they made this rather difficult deci-
sion of coming to India after consulting several friends,
family, and other students already living in India. One of
the reasons that makes this decision so complex for
women who wish to study in India is the challenges they
face concerning the educational system. 

One of the most difficult experiences Arab women and
other foreign students face in India is college admission.
The poor language skills, especially among the Arab stu-
dents, make the entire process of seeking admission very
stressful. 

Many young Arab women felt that coming to India and
handling the excessive paperwork and the long wait to
get into a good college or be accepted by a research
supervisor of their choice, had left them feeling exhaust-
ed. However, it had also made them very resilient. The
admission system of the universities in most Indian cities

is extremely tedious and drawn out, with a large amount
of corruption, which leaves women who are unfamiliar
with it tired and exasperated, especially if they are from
foreign countries. Most Arab women students will seek
the assistance of other experienced students or agents,
either Indian or Arab, who will help them with the ardu-
ous paperwork.

They felt the need for a strong counseling program in
both countries, and for more student representatives
who could make life easier. Many women felt that the
study of diaspora Arab women in India should focus on
how women make decisions about their choices of col-
lege, entertainment, marriage, children, and career.

On the one hand, many women felt that their own Arab
network of friends took care of their entertainment and
fellowship needs, although on the other hand they felt
that this dependency adversely affected their desire to
become better acquainted with Indians. However, sever-
al women said they made special efforts to befriend
other Indian women, which was not the case with some
of the men who had participated in the discussion.

The women within the study said they felt more confi-
dent about being in a culture where there were many
vicissitudes, and that perhaps the philosophy of the land
influences a person living in it, making one more
resilient, patient, and compassionate. 

Deeply felt thanks to: Dr. Dawood, Amenah, Hamid,
Maha and Safiya.

of a large group of women interjected by the screams and
cries of little children. You get closer, noticing the beauti-
ful and vibrant colors of the women's clothes, and realize
how different they look without their traditional hijab.
This is a typical Friday evening party where all the Arab
women in one part of Pune City are meeting. Many have
little children and many are raising children on their own. 

One young Yemeni research student with her four
daughters has been away from her family and husband
for nearly ten years managing her studies, the children's
education, and helping other Arab women friends
through their times of transition from their homeland to
India. "It is a lot easier here, there is more freedom and
everything is accessible," she says, "my husband is
working in the Gulf and I want the girls not to have a
break in their education so I decided to stay back in Pune
to complete my PhD."

She has been through a series of mishaps, from a broken
leg to a difficult delivery of her youngest child, but she
says her Arab friends and Indian neighbors have stood
by her, making it unnecessary to seek help from home. 

The City of Pune
Pune City is of great historical importance to Indian
women and to the Indian struggle for freedom from
British colonial rule. Ensconced in the western hills of the
state of Maharashtra, the city is about three hours away
from Mumbai, the commercial capital of both India and
the Arabian Sea.

Pune has witnessed a number of social reforms that
changed the lives of women in and around India. As early
as 1882, Tarabai Shide, a woman philosopher, wrote
Stree Purush Tulana, which talked about egalitarian val-
ues for both men and women. The first school for girls in
India was started here in the mid-nineteenth century by
Jyotiba Phule and his wife Savitribai Phule.

Pandita Ramabai, an upper-caste Hindu woman, convert-
ed to Christianity in this city. Shakuntala Paranjpe initiat-
ed the very first drive for family planning and contracep-
tion in the early twentieth century. The city also encour-
aged widows to remarry, and women openly participated
in the struggle for freedom against British colonial rule.
The city also has a rich tradition of spiritual awareness,
where several indigenous men and women have promot-
ed spirituality and have left significant spiritual texts for
posterity.

Today, Pune houses nearly 250 colleges, and one univer-
sity, offering professional courses for undergraduates
and graduates as well as promoting research in the nat-
ural and social sciences. According to the latest data by

the national newspaper, The Times of India, nearly 1,500
students from UAE alone live and study in Pune, fol-
lowed by significant numbers from Oman, Saudi Arabia,
and Yemen. The University of Pune remains the first
choice of many Arab students instigating their higher
education in India.

Indian Culture
When a female Arab student was initially approached for
this study on Diaspora Arab Women, her instant reaction
was one of disbelief because she assumed that no one
was interested in knowing about Arab women, or for
that matter, Arab men. She was curious to know why an
Indian was writing about them. In response, I shared
with her my meeting with feminist Nawal Al-Saadawi in
Egypt and my participation in the conference on dissi-
dent women organized by her and her organization —
The Arab Women's Solidarity Association — last year,
where I had also presented a paper on Mirabai and the
relevance of her life as a "rebel saint" in the contempo-
rary global world.

Wanting genuinely to understand their roots and Islam
better after coming to India is a very critical psycho-reli-
gious process that Arab women share. In the face of the
extreme cultural diversity that typifies India, the women
felt shocked and shaken to the core of their beings espe-
cially by Hinduism (which is very different from Abrahamic
religions) with its many symbols and rituals. After the ini-
tial disbelief of seeing a religion that was steeped heavily
in idol worship, along with various kinds of celebrations,
many women resorted to understanding the essence of
their own religion. Many women felt that the religious
and cultural diversity of India left them shocked, but they
gradually learned to enjoy many of the celebrations, and
actually looked forward to some of them, like the Ganesh
festival dedicated to the elephant god Ganesh, or the
Navratri, a nine day long celebration of the female
Goddess “Shakti” depicted as Durga Kali and Saraswati.
These celebrations are replete with dancing and plenty of
shopping. The real India, they said, was quite different
from what they had seen in the Bollywood films. 

Most women had learned from their Indian friends to
make their bread at home. They learned to cook vege-
tarian food and respect the vegetarian way of life. They
said their disgust at the filth and poverty in India had
changed into a more compassionate concern. Many
Arab women were surprised to know that India had so
many types of Muslims, divided according to region and
class lines. 

The women said that they had resorted to understand-
ing the Quran better in case Indians, especially Hindus,
asked them theological questions.
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way for the enemy to launch its assaults. Seventy thou-
sand refugees had flocked into the city. Two Palestinians
had settled in the garden outside, and a family of seven
from Mayfadoun had settled on the ground floor. They
were all not moving.

“Samidoun, samidoun,” teta tells me over the phone,
proud of the resistance's resilience. “They fought like
heroes,” residents of the South would exclaim in the
aftermath of the incursions.

I planned to go in. “People are making their way in the
reverse direction,” she stormed. “I would rather die than
see you cross through Amman! I have enough on me as
is, the last thing I need is yet another of my children
here!”

War will not wait. While we are seeking “answers”, time
will not stop. Every moment is a betrayal. “Operation
Truthful Promise.” On this battlefield, “the chosen peo-
ple” will now meet “the Party of God”. The quid pro quo
soon becomes “Beirut for Tel Aviv”. 

“If they attack Beirut, we will leave,” they promised.
“Don't worry, everything is perfectly fine here. Your
mother went to the hairdresser's today and I went for a
walk,” he reassured me.

“I remembered the tactics well. “We will play a game
now. Are you ready?” I nodded. “Next time you hear a
sound, you will close your ears, and we will see who clos-
es their ears faster. Are you ready?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

I nodded. “Ok one, two, three go.” I immediately clasped
my hands to my ears, laughing in victory as the sound
shook the building. I jumped when the corridor mirror
broke. It must have been 1987 or 1988. 

I nodded again over the phone in response to his reas-
surances. “And half the country is in Broumana and Faara
partying?” I asked in disbelief.

“They feel this war is not theirs to fight. They did not ask
for Hizbollah to cross the border, kill eight and kidnap
two soldiers.”

“They did it before in 2000 and it was followed by a pris-
oner exchange in 2004. An invasion in response, on the
other hand, is premeditated war. Collective punishment,
on such a disproportionate scale, would never have been
accepted by the world community had the groundwork

not been laid through the new discourse/logic brought
about by the war on- "

“Shhhhh, these conversations are not to be made over
the phone,” mom interrupted taking over the receiver.

Had it not been for the current narratives that depict tales
of “merchants” and “quartets” of terror, the world
would have stopped at the mention of thousands of
deaths and injuries, of displacement and massacres and
pure terror. Or do they, when inflicted upon others, cease
to be recognized as terror?

Terror then becomes a justified means to an end. It
becomes an “ethical duty”. "We will continue pursuing
them. This is our ethical duty with respect to ourselves.
And we have no intention whatsoever of apologizing or
asking for permission to do this," the enemy confirms. 

It is then an “ethical duty” to inflict the terror to end all
terrors, reminiscent of the “war to end all wars”. As if
this is the first “war on terror”, the first attempt to right
a wrong with another wrong to make a right. As if histo-
ry never happened, and history's narratives are to the
present blasphemous. 

“I was driven out of my country because of them. They
had no right. I do not want resistance. I do not want Arab
nationalism. I do not want Arabs. I only want my country.
I want to live here, and I want to stay here. Why is that
so difficult to understand?” a friend hurled at me in a
pub in Gemayzeh two weeks after the war, waiting for
his papers to move to Dubai. His company had relocated
during the war and he too now had to leave.

“We have come to internalize the mentality of the
defeated. We can not rebuke Goliath, and so we blame
David for provoking Goliath,” I responded.

“Only in this context Goliath is David. Goliath will never
present himself except as David. Our Goliath is Goliath
because he suffered as David suffered, because he is
David. The timeline stops there. The story stops there.
The roles stop there. Everything else is outside of history.
There is no room for more.”

“Fact remains David has become Goliath. We do not
insert our stories into a historical space, we make history.
We write it.”

“Lebanon has paid enough of a price already. We need not
pay more. We've paid our dues to this cause and to many
others. And what divine victory, where do they see the vic-
tory?” he continued in disbelief at the more than a million
people who had marched in celebration that day. 

Ghia Osseiran

The Enemy Has a Name

Of this ancient Phoenician city which once chose to lock
its gates and burn itself to the ground rather than be
invaded, of the crusader's sea fortress sacked and recap-
tured many a time, of the Souks and the old town, my
mind is absorbed elsewhere. Of the enemy's threat to
turn back the hands of time 20 years; my thoughts are
fixated on a single spot, a single house that had been
bombed many a time, and rebuilt many a time.

They were sitting in the living room, across from each
other on the couch, chatting. They had refused to leave.
A bomb stormed right through the double layered ceil-
ing, and exploded right in the space in between. I named
my first doll Wataniyeh. I was two or three. It was 1985.
I was not born a nationalist, but next to “the enemy”, Al
haraka al wataniya (or the nationalist movement) was
perhaps the second most repeated phrase on television.
And so I called her that. Wataniyeh. She was never
extravagantly dressed, in fact almost always without a
dress like a true comrade. That is how I best remember
her.

The enemy has a name, but in our newspapers the
enemy is known as “the enemy”. In our television broad-
casts it is also “the enemy”. As the situation remains “not

yet ripe”, over a quarter of the population is displaced;
over a thousand are dead, and over 4000 have been
wounded like check pawns on a battlefield with seem-
ingly loftier ends. “Birthpangs”.

“Birthpangs” reverberated across the country. “Birthpangs"
reverberated in the form of GBU 28 laser-guided bombs and
missiles. “Birthpangs” reverberate still in the form of unex-
ploded cluster bombs and depleted uranium munitions
courteously left behind by the enemy, something to remem-
ber him by.

July 2006. My 24th birthday. Twenty four years ago I was
born with the enemy's bombs as midwife. 1982.
Lebanon was under siege then, also in “self-defense”.
My mother gave birth to me in a semi-deserted hospital
in Saida. There were no nurses on the floor. The doctor's
wife kindly cooked her meals instead.

Twenty four years later, the country is again under siege.
By virtue of historical victimhood, the enemy stands in
our midst yet again. Teta and Jiddo again refuse to move.
They survived 15 years of civil war, they will not leave
now, Jiddo tells me. Flyers had been thrown onto Saida
over the weekend demanding that the inhabitants make
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“Claims of victory are merely part of a propaganda war
by both parties,” I responded.

“30,000 homes destroyed, over a thousand dead, four
thousand injured, a quarter displaced, 200,000 still dis-
placed, more than 100,000 unexploded ordinances scat-
tered across the South, 15,000 tons of oil spill and $2 billion
worth of damaged infrastructure, where is the victory?”

“Fact remains they went into the war to dismantle
Hizbollah. Hizbollah is now more popular than ever
before. Now you tell me, where is their victory?”

“But at what price?”

“At not too severe a price apparently; 20,000 rockets are
still left,” I joked. He laughed.

People still laughed. The sea was not black but intensely
blue, and to the foreigners only one message that rose
amidst the debris, in Dahyeh as in the South, “Made in
America.”

"How can you claim victory when you were a state with-
in a state in southern Lebanon, and now you're going to
be replaced by an international force?" the American
President sarcastically exclaimed. 

It was the hundreds of thousands of Southerners who
refused to be “replaced”, flocking the streets southbound
on the eve of the ceasefire. If there no longer were houses
to return to, they built tents in their stead. “The city of loy-

alty remains steadfast in its loyalty” read one poster. The yel-
low flag fluttered atop mountains of rubble and furniture.

“You are the first car that passes through this road since
the fighting ended. The roads were inaccessible before,”
says an old woman from Bint Jbeil, as bulldozers were
stubbornly clearing the rubble next to her. 

The next village, Maroun Erras, overlooks the end of the
“State within a State”, and the first beginnings of the
state within another nation. The lush mountains clearly
demarcate the borders, from behind which the enemy
continues to wage its peace. 

The number of friends who have been relocated, the
number of countries through which we continue to
communicate, the number of people who are still look-
ing to leave, a shadow country is coming into existence
abroad.

The sea remains sprawled at the feet of the old
Phoenician state, as its waves slowly play with the city,
advancing and then retreating only to come back again.
Things remain as we left them. Time continues to cast its
tentacles as they stealthily draw their relics, cautiously
casting layer after layer. War accentuates times markings,
casting its own layers on the faces of those we leave
behind. For those of us who do not continuously bear
witness, they will not camouflage. 
Now the enemy wills its name back. It will soon extend its
hand. The enemy is the one “civilized” beacon of hope in
the region. The enemy wants peace. 
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The Inheritance

Sahar Khalifeh Translated by Aida Bamia from the
Arabic, Al Mirath (1997) American University in Cairo
Press, 2005, 251 pages.

New Vistas — Old Problems

Gender issues are foregrounded in all of Sahar Khalifeh's
novels, and The Inheritance is no exception. What sets
Khalifeh apart from some other declared feminists is that
in her writing, women's liberation is  consistently situat-
ed within the parameters of overall social and political
development. Advancing women's status is posited as a
process of making social relations more democratic in all
fields, from the family and education to government.
This is arguably a process that would benefit men as well
as women and children.

The style and plot of The Inheritance reveal Khalifeh to
be a committed writer who views fiction as a means of
impacting on reality. In her dictionary, the social and
political spheres are completely intertwined, as are
nationalist and feminist issues, and private and public
domains. Born in Nablus, she addresses social issues
related to the lives of ordinary Palestinians living under
occupation, employing an updated version of social real-
ism tinged with satire — occasionally stretched to the
borders of the absurd to drive her point home.

Yet, Khalifeh does not focus on the occupation. Her
prime concern is Palestinian agency, especially that of
women who must build their lives under the double
jeopardy of occupation and a patriarchal society. The
Inheritance is set in the immediate aftermath of the Oslo
accord, making the question of Palestinian agency all the
more acute. The story unfolds with Palestinians scram-
bling to recreate their lives, and new encounters with
those returning from exile.

In this period of transition and redefinition of roles,
Khalifeh tells a story of family and identity, setting
women's status and social cohesion, or lack of same, in
sharp relief. An implicit challenge is folded into the
pages of The Inheritance: What will people do with the
new vistas appearing before them? Sadly, as she tells it,

Since its inception, Al-Raida has included a
book review section. For the past two
years, most entries were reprints of reviews
published online courtesy of H-Gender-
MidEast http://www.h-net.msu.edu/~gend-
mid/ and Martina E. Rieker, List Editor for
H-Gender-MidEast. As part of IWSAW’s
effort to upgrade Al-Raida, we approached
Dr. Rosemary Sayigh, anthropologist and
oral historian, to serve as editor of the
newly developed book review section. 

As of this issue, we will seek original
reviews of books on a variety of topics
related to women and gender in the Arab
world. Reviews of publications of an inter-
disciplinary nature are especially welcome. 

Because many potential reviewers live else-
where than Lebanon, and because books
take so long to order and distribute, we
suggest that you indicate to us books you
would be interested in reviewing. Either
we will ask publishers to send review
copies directly to you, or we will reimburse
you if you buy the book yourself.

We would also be happy to hear your sug-
gestions concerning books that ought to
be reviewed in Al-Raida. Though we prefer
to review books that have been published
recently, we are ready to consider others if
they are deemed relevant..
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chances of achieving something for the common good
are thwarted by the persistence of old-style customs and
self-defeating behavior patterns.

The Inheritance offers no easy solutions but serves as a
diagnosis of social ills, from the abuse of women to the
brain drain. Without diagnosis, in Khalifeh's view, there
is no healing. "My novels give examples of our mistakes
and incompetence," she acknowledges. "The characters
cannot reach viable solutions to the deeper social and
political problems we have inherited in the absence of
development and radical change. Some people object to
my exposing these problems, but I believe that if you
have a disease and want a cure, you don't care about
what people say. We must care about ourselves. No
other culture has developed without critical writers dis-
cussing their problems" (The Jordan Times Weekender,
May 25, 2006).

The novel's title has triple implications, referring to
inherited social problems, the legacy of occupation, and
the material inheritance left by the narrator's father.

The story is told by Zayna, the New York-born daughter
of a Palestinian father and an American mother, who
was raised by her maternal grandmother after she
became pregnant and her father threatened to kill her.
Yet Zayna 
hastens to say that he would never have done it, for he
loves her very much. This is the first of numerous inci-
dents in the novel which illustrate the contradictory role
of the male-dominated family as both loving and threat-
ening. Rather than sensationalizing the cruelty inherent
in honor killing, Khalifeh makes the blustering father
brandishing his knife look silly and impotent, graphically
ridiculing the twin concepts of shame and honor that are
used to control women.

Zayna becomes a respected anthropologist, but finds her
life sterile. When an uncle calls to tell her that her long-
lost father is dying, she abruptly leaves her American life
and travels to Wadi Al Rihan, a fictitious West Bank vil-
lage. There she meets the relatives who have gathered at
her father's bedside, maneuvering around the prospects
of the inheritance. All assume that she has come to col-
lect her share, but the inheritance Zayna wants is much
more. She is seeking to recover her past, her memories,
her family — nothing short of her identity.

Serving as the author's eyes-wide-open diagnostic lens,
Zayna introduces the other characters. She meets her
cousin, Nahleh, who spent the best years of her life work-
ing in Kuwait, sending home remittances that financed
her brothers' education and lives. Expelled during the
Gulf War, her return is bitter. She finds herself single and

unemployed, while her brothers have made lives for
themselves, taking her contribution for granted: "All
squeezed me like a lemon and then left me behind...
They became engineers, with God's grace, while I
worked in Kuwait, being milked like a cow, teaching and
bringing them up, but they paid no attention to me and
did what they wanted (p. 50-51). 

In desperation, Nahleh starts a relationship that can only
result in her becoming a second wife, showing the
paucity of options open to an independent woman, and
landing her in a quandary.

Among Nahleh's brothers is Mazen, a former resistance
fighter who is unable to readjust to either traditional vil-
lage life or the new political realities, after years spent
in Beirut and elsewhere. His foot, destroyed by a land
mine, symbolizes the paralysis of the revolutionary
when the revolution is over. This is especially true when
the revolution is incomplete: Mazen wanted to change
the world, but he couldn't change himself. He learned
about the whole wide world, but not how to treat the
women in his private life as equals. In the end, his
dream of opening a cultural center in Wadi Al Rihan's
citadel unleashes unforeseen consequences that he
can't begin to deal with.

Another brother, Said, owns a candy factory in Nablus.
While successful in business, he is perceived by others as
caring too much about money; his personal life is por-
trayed as unappealing. There are reasons for everything 
though, and the narrative traces the roots of his materi-
alism back to his childhood, framing it as a form of com-
pensation for having been treated badly by his father.

Kamal, yet another brother, is more thoughtful and sen-
sitive than the rest. A successful engineer in Germany, he
returns with plans to build a waste treatment plant in his
hometown — a project Khalifeh chose for its symbolic
overtones. Daunted by the lack of cooperative spirit he
finds among his own people, he gives up and decides to
return to Germany.

Zayna is also ambivalent about her return. The encounter
with her newfound relatives makes her feel she is losing
rather than finding herself. Obviously echoing the
author's concerns, Zayna confides, "I no longer knew
what information to collect or what I had come looking
for in my country of origin. In the midst of this over-
whelming welter of people's problems and worries, I lost
track of my objectives, which scattered in many direc-
tions. If I were ever going to organize my thoughts and
understand what was happening around me, I would
have to analyze the material, applying the methods of
research available to me" (p. 52).

While most male characters are presented as uncreative
or incompetent, several of the women devise inventive
ways to cut through socially imposed obstacles.

One example is Futna, the most recent of Zayna's father's
seven wives, none of whom produced a son to be his
heir. To the surprise of all, Futna announces that she is
pregnant with a son, despite the fact that her husband
has been incapacitated for some time. In this bizarre pas-
sage, Khalifeh is at her satirical best, showing the absur-
dity of a male automatically becoming the heir, even if he
is an unborn, last minute, artificial-insemination addition
to the family. Once again, the narrative reverts back to
the roots. Zayna gets to know Futna, and discovers that
her motivation for contriving this "miracle" stems from
the frustrations of an earlier forced marriage.

In the end, however, all the various strategies fail,
whether designed by men or women. The soldiers of the
Israeli occupation, who have been looming in the back-
ground, step forward to deal a deathblow to even the
best laid Palestinian plans. The challenge implicit
throughout the novel is set sharply in relief: What could
have been done to be better prepared for this predictable
outcome?

Khalifeh has not limited her feminism to literature. In the
80s, she founded the first Palestinian institute for study-
ing women's situation in Nablus, with a branch in Gaza.
Her earlier novels were initially criticized in Arab circles
for raising controversial social issues in the midst of the
national struggle, but they later sold well and generated
much discussion. Over the years, there has been a
change in how her writing is received — surely a change
which she herself contributed to. In December, she
received the 2006 Naguib Mahfouz Medal of Literature
awarded by the AUC Press for Image, Icon, Covenant,
which will be published in English this year.

Reviewed by Sally Bland

The MIT Electronic Journal of Middle
East Studies “Gender, Nation and
Belonging, Arab and Arab-American
Perspectives” 

Rabab Abdul Hadi, Nadine Naber and Evelyn
Alsultany (editors). Volume, 5, Spring 2005. 279
pages. (All issues available at
http://web.mit.edi//cis/www/mitejmes/).

Where do you Really Come From?: Arab and
Arab-American Women Break Silences  

For scholars and students located, as is this reviewer, in
places with erratic (or no) postal service, inadequate library
budgets, and other problems of access and isolation, MIT's
Electronic Journal of Middle East Studies (EJMES), a multi-
disciplinary  journal launched in  2001, is welcome in its
highly accessible form — but also in its  innovative, and crit-
ical content.  Its encouragement of work by young schol-
ars, including graduate students, is particularly appealing.
“Gender, Nation and Belonging: Arab and American
Feminist Perspectives”, edited by Rabab Abdulhadi, Nadine
Naber and Evelyn Alsultany (Summer 2006, Volume 5), is
the most ambitious (as well as the longest) offering to date
and has the signal virtue of being both analytically rich and
a pleasure to read, including poetry, memoirs and inter-
views, as well as more academic interventions.  

The editors aim  high, with a goal of  bringing  “Arab-
American Studies into conversation with American Studies,
Middle East Studies, and Ethnic Studies”, while deploying
“conceptual frameworks from feminist, post-colonial and
critical studies”  (p. 7). The reader may find this conceptual
roll call a bit daunting — and certainly, no one volume
could be entirely successful in this undertaking — but the
twenty-five contributions1 to this volume break much new
and interesting ground, as well as the near silence sur-
rounding Arab-American studies in the American academy.
The editors give a fascinating account of their journey
through several academic associations and electronic net-
works in search of an adequate forum to engage with the
issues that meant the most to them as academics and
activists.

The reader is thus grateful that authors did not take the
advice of Nadine Naber's academic advisor, who told her
that Arab-American studies was “academic suicide” (p. 8).
The defiance of the contributors, and the challenges they
face in speaking out and writing goes beyond the choice of
a neglected and academically unfashionable discipline. Not
only the academy, but fellow feminists as well, circumscribe
the subjects which are deemed appropriate for and about

* Sally Bland teaches English in Amman, reviews books
for the Jordan Times, and writes on cultural affairs.
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a life story — but surely we wish to reveal what we are
doing.  In the current climate, the deployment  (and blur-
ring) of fact-fiction binaries certainly affects the life of Arabs
and Arab-Americans in the United States. Indeed, how
Arab and American function as a dichotomy is itself at the
heart of the matters under investigation.  

Death by Culture
In an incisive contribution, Amal Amireh discusses the “era-
sure of the political” (p. 236) in “Palestinian Women's
Disappearing Act: The Suicide Bomber Through Western
Feminist Eyes,” examining the writings of Andrea Dworkin,
Robin Morgan and the particularly egregious Barbara Victor
(a shoddy journalist who is a paramount  example of why
distinguishing fact from fiction remains important).
Although these writers differ intellectually and ideological-
ly, all invoke what Uma Narayan has called the “death by
culture” paradigm (p. 231). Thus, Amireh finds that
Palestinian women suicide bombers are abstracted from
“any historical and political context” and placed exclusively
in a cultural one, as “another example of the ways Arab
culture inevitably kills its women” (p. 231). Amireh rightly
restores political agency by understanding these acts as
“political violence” whose cultural aspect is better under-
stood as a “culture of militarization whose effects are by no
means limited to Palestinian society” (p. 240).   

Amireh notes that her questioning of the connection
between suicide bombing and Arab culture is part of a cri-
tique of paradigms in “Western feminist writings about
gender and Palestinian nationalism” (p. 228). While she
does not elaborate this point, beyond noting a dominant
view that Third World women are “victims of nationalism”
(p. 231), this wider critique is urgently needed and hope-
fully Amireh and other scholars will be writing more in the
future.

Secularist Silencing
Like Amireh, Lara Deeb explores how uncomfortable polit-
ical issues may be cast as cultural — but this time within
Arab-American feminist communities.  In a brief, but
thought-provoking, article on “Silencing Religiosity:
Secularity and Arab American Feminisms,” Deeb explores
the conflation of political positions with religiosity (p. 206)
and its deleterious effect on common action by women.
An important background to Deeb's critique is her experi-
ence in fieldwork and extended conversations with Shiite
women working in an Islamic women's social welfare orga-
nization in the southern suburbs of Beirut.  While these
women rejected the term “feminism” both for its colonial
linkages and because “it was not broad enough to
embrace their entire vision,” (p. 203), their activism, com-
mitment to social justice, and eloquence spurred Deeb to
ask how “the terms we choose” affect communication”
(p.203).

Her conversations traveled with her to America and to
Arab-American feminist circles where she found that “a dis-
dain for religiosity seems to infect our discussion” (p. 204).
Assumptions about religious women (whether backward,
homophobic, or always pro-Palestine!) branded them with
a single identity and  stood in the way of communication
and action. Noting that debate and discussion on all these
issues occur in both Arab-American secularist and faith-
based communities, she makes the interesting observation
that “the category 'Arab-American' is also implicated in the
erasure of other differences, including those of generation
and national origin” (p. 205). Deeb's evocation of the
“complementarity” (not the identity) of the various social,
economic, political, and social justice struggles in which we
are all engaged on a daily basis” (p. 206) offers a way, even
if loosely defined, to move beyond the silence.  In the same
volume, an interview with long-time activist Anan Ameri
and Mervat Hatem's contribution on “Arab and Arab
American Feminism after September 11, 2001” serves to
ground Deeb's call for new coalitions and agendas.

Feminist Solidarities
When Therese Saliba and her colleague Anne at Evergreen
State College were mourning the death of Evergreen stu-
dent Rachel Corrie (an ISM activist crushed to death by an
Israeli bulldozer on 21 March 2003 while trying to prevent
a home demolition in Rafah), Anne, who is Jewish and was
very close to Rachel, asked Therese how she could explain
the vicious on-going campaign to silence any protest over
Rachel's death. Saliba replied simply: “She has become
Palestinian” (p. 217).  Saliba goes on to explore new mean-
ings (and of course difficulties) for feminist solidarity that
goes “beyond tribes” in a contribution that is both moving
and intellectually rewarding — an excellent example of the
intellectual labor of love that characterizes this volume.

The Other Side of the Hyphen
Many authors contribute to an understanding of being
Arab — and being an Arab woman — in America.  Of par-
ticular interest is Zeina Zaatari's reflective essay, “The Belly
of the Beast: Struggling for Non-violent Belonging,” which
recounts her odyssey as a young woman who grew up in
South Lebanon “as a product of war and occupation grap-
pling with its post-colonial identity” and entering the racial-
ized and discriminatory spaces of imperial America in the
1990s.  She is perceptive on her initial experiences as a stu-
dent in an Iowa university where, as an Arab Muslim
woman, she was “eager to 'represent' the 'good side,' the
'non-stereotype,' the 'we are just like you side,'”  some-
thing she now calls the “showcase syndrome” (p. 80).
Describing herself as “carrying history in her back pocket,”
she compares the violence of growing up in a war-torn
country to the “violence on display” and the danger of
night  streets of urban America. She reflects on her experi-
ences of student activism and campus discrimination, end-

Arab women: As the editors note, “The 'veil', 'female cir-
cumcision' and 'honor' crimes are but three examples that
have become the standard litmus test by which our femi-
nism is measured and evaluated, and the basis for which
we get hired or fired, granted monetary rewards for our
projects, or granted native informant passes to national
feminist gatherings” (p. 21).  This is a heavy indictment of
liberal feminism in particular (as well as the current intellec-
tual climate in America) when some leading liberal femi-
nists embed  the “liberation of Arab women” into
America's imperial project, and one hopes for further
debates and engagement with the multiple feminist publics
in the United States.  It is not surprising that one site of con-
tention is Palestine and what Nadine Naber accurately
terms the “forgotten ism” of Zionism.  Nadia Elia's  essay in
this volume, “The Burden of Representation: When
Palestinians Speak Out,” discusses three incidents she “per-
sonally experienced which illustrate the silencing of pro-
Palestinian activism” (p. 60). Of particular salience is that all
three occurred in “progressive spaces” where other forms
of anti-colonial and rights discourse might be encouraged.
In breaking a series of silences with both analysis and pas-
sion, this volume enriches both academic and activist think-
ing and is well-described by the editors as an “intellectual
labor of love” (p. 8).  

Disrupting Dichotomies
This volume launches the readers (and writers) on a journey
of critical investigations, but, if one was to take issue with
any part of the editorial call for this admirable undertaking,
it is that the editors sometimes move too quickly to fore-
close some of the questions. For example, the editors give
as another aim “disrupting the dichotomies (private/public,
fact/fiction, oppressed/liberated, us/them)” (p. 8). This
seems literally too breathless:  if a reader could speak, she
might well say “slow down.”   As a project, it might be
more productive to call for a (slower) examination and
reflection on how these dichotomies are deployed (and by
who) in various contexts and whether collapsing these
binaries, or understanding their dynamic interplay is more
useful. To use a simple example, the editors do not separate
work that is defined as fiction from that “which is consid-
ered 'factual” by social scientists, affirming that “we do not
subscribe to the fact/fiction dichotomy; we insist that no
such “thing” as universal “Truth” exists” (p. 12). The vol-
ume is indeed very successful in integrating “individual nar-
ratives and theoretical contributions” (p. 13) but this is a
different matter. First, a small objection: most of the non-
fiction work is in fact poetry which operates differently from
fiction, in this reviewer's opinion.  Then, without adhering
to universal truth, one might well wish to distinguish fact
from fiction (or lies from truth, as in Amireh's examination
of the work of Victor below).  Fictional devices may be
employed by scholars — many of us have the experience of
shaping character and narrative while, for example, writing

ing with her standing with 80,000 people in a San
Francisco demonstration against the war in Iraq. She con-
cludes: “the only location in the U.S. where I could feel
safe, where my belonging could start to take shape, where
the history that I carry in my pocket can have room to
breathe and dialogue” (p. 85)  is in these oppositional
spaces of anti-war, feminist, and progressive politics.

However, despite the richness of the offerings in this vol-
ume, the other side of the hyphen (American) remains to
some extent unexplored, almost as if it is already known
and does not require further analysis. For many contribu-
tors, America is an encounter with the Other, more than a
component of identity and belonging, however troubled.
As the editors affirm, “today the label American implies a
certain identification with a hegemonic definition of
Americanness, the content of which is inseparable from the
destruction of our homelands” (p. 14). But just as Zaatari
finds safety in oppositional American spaces, surely other
forms of identity are lodged in the multiple spaces of a
reclaimed and non-hegemonic America — whether
embedded in memory, in family, in alternative cultures or
politics, or in resistance. There is much to explore here —
perhaps a subject for another volume by these and other
Arab and Arab-American writers in the United States.

Sherene Seikaly's contribution explores “memory as a bur-
den and a gift” (p. 189)  as she “returns” to Haifa, her par-
ent's city but one she has never seen. Seikaly was born in
Beirut from Palestinian parents from Haifa who subse-
quently moved to California. When an official at Los
Angeles Airport examined Sherene Seikaly's U.S. passport
and asked her, “Where do you come from?” she hesitated,
and said “California.” He looked again at her passport and
asked a question familiar to many Arab and other immi-
grants: “But where are you really from?” (p. 195). For this
American official, origin was determining — and there is
only one answer to the question. The writers in this volume,
whether in their scholarly, artistic, activist, or personal life,
not only refuse a single answer - they have begun an
important search to re-formulate the questions.

Reviewed by Penny Johnson

* Penny Johnson is an associate researcher at the Institute of
Women's Studies, Birzeit University and co-editor of the
Institute's Review of Women's Studies.
1. In addition, there are eight book reviews.  I have grouped
the three poems by Youmna Chala as one contribution.

Endnotes
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Teta, Mother and Me: 
An Arab Woman's Memoir,

Jean Said Makdisi. London: 
Saqi, 2005. 424 pages.

A Feminist Autobiography 

Jean Said Makdisi's Teta, Mother and Me: An Arab
Woman's Memoir is a feminist memoir of personal
inquiry and historical research. It opens with a
“Prelude” which tells the story of the process of writing
the book, and Jean Makdisi's concern with form and
genre appears from the opening lines of the book. By
pointing out the time distance between the decision to
write and the act of writing, she is indirectly referring to
generic issues related to memoir as a literary genre.
Moreover, the “Prelude” situates Jean Makdisi's identi-
fication with her mother and grandmother (Teta), as
well as her intention to explore and
connect the lives of three genera-
tions of women in her family, which
she expresses by saying: “I was going
to write a loving double biography of
my mother and grandmother from
the vantage point of my own unset-
tling experiences as a modern Arab
woman” (p. 9). As we read, it
becomes clear that the process of
producing the memoir had gone
through various stages, and lived
within Jean Makdisi for several years
- not the months she had anticipat-
ed. Her personal narrative soon turns
into a process of historical research,
interpretation, and representation: “I
had no idea when I began that in
tracing my female ancestry I was
entering the cage of history” (p. 9). 

Jean Makdisi's memoir is a personal narrative which
explores the experiences of three generations of women
who “witnessed extraordinary and unsettling times” (p.
19), and it evolves as her own feminine experience
merges with that of her mother and grandmother. In
telling their stories she states her awareness of the
intersections between “history” and “experience” in
the following: “As I sorted out the details of Teta's and
Mother's lives, tracing my consciousness through theirs,
I discovered that we women had made history as much

as it had made us… The result has been for me a com-
plex re-reading of my own life, and the lives of other
women of my generation” (p. 23-24).

Teta (grandmother), who was born in 1880 in the Syrian
city of Homs under the reign of the Ottoman Empire,
soon found herself in Beirut where she was trained as a
teacher in a British Protestant mission school (p. 18-19);
and after marriage, she accompanied her husband first
to Safad then Nazareth in Palestine. Teta lived through
World War One which led to the collapse of the
Ottoman Empire and the rise of the French and British
powers, as well as World War Two which was followed
by the rise of the state of Israel. 

Mother seems to have inherited a life of constant insta-
bility and concomitant insecurity. She was born in
Nazareth in 1914 and raised in both Palestine and Beirut
where she “was formed … by the circumstances in
British Mandate Palestine and in French Mandate
Lebanon” (p. 20). She then lived and raised her family
in Egypt, witnessed the loss of Palestine in 1948, and
moved again to Beirut; but the eruption of the Lebanese

civil war “sent her at last to die in
Washington” (p. 20). Mother is
given a direct voice in the text
through Jean Makdisi's reference to
the power of her mother's journal:
“Mother's journal records the
development of her conscious-
ness… As she reconstructed the
past, she rediscovered her mother…
As I read her account of herself, I
discovered someone I had never
known… As I read, I saw the histo-
ry of our society as it affected … her
private and individual story” (p.
247-248).

From the standpoint of a woman
who has experienced “Palestine and
Egypt in the 1940s and 1950s,
America in the 1960s, Lebanon

beginning in the 1970s” (p. 10), Jean Makdisi, in turn,
sees her life in connection to both her mother's and
grandmother's lives, witnessing times of massive histor-
ical turmoil and continual displacement: born in
Jerusalem in 1940, raised in Egypt under the British
occupation, lived through the Egyptian Revolution of
1952, the rise of Pan-Arabism, the Suez War as well as
the 1967 Arab-Israeli war. She received her college edu-
cation in the United States, and then moved back to
Beirut where she raised her own family and has been liv-
ing there since the 1970s. Jean Makdisi again highlights
the impact of history on personal experience saying:

“Added to my own personal sense of dislocation was
my family's… I was an outsider, the alienated daughter
of a family dislocated once again by history” (p. 21).

Read in the light of women's autobiography theory,
Jean Makdisi's connection to her mother and grand-
mother, as reflected in the act of memoir-writing, is
marked by a sense of cross-generational continuity:
“And once I saw how I was related to both, I began to
write this book. We have become a family of storytellers
and record-keepers” (p. 18). Generically speaking, Teta,
Mother and Me is not a typical memoir, as it is com-
posed of a variety of intersecting narrative forms, most
prominent of which are autobiography, biography, and
history. The process of memoir-construction here
involves the author's reliance on her own memories, her
mother's journal, family letters and photographs, as
well as historical facts and documents. The writing of
the memoir involves the processes of exploration,
inquiry and re/construction. However, Jean Makdisi is
aware of the process of writing as different from the
experience of living. In her memoir, she gives voice to
her mother by quoting her journal extensively, and
emphasizing the fact that reflection
on life experience is a discovery,
while the reconstruction of the past
is a rediscovery. 

Preceded by a “Prelude” and fol-
lowed by a “Postlude”, the memoir is
divided into four sections: “In My
Own Time”, “Teta in History,
“Mother's World”, and “Women
Together: Mother and Me”; and each
section in turn includes several chap-
ters. Jean Makdisi's focus in the first
section is on her own experience
across time and place. At the center
of “her own time” the figures of her
mother and grandmother gain promi-
nence, and hence explain her subse-
quent “research” and representation
of their lives in connection to hers.
Significantly, she concludes this section with the follow-
ing statement: “At last the nuggets seemed to fuse
together to form a kind of continuum, and I was able to
see, instead of a chaotic series of events, the world out of
which mine was formed” (p. 137). 

The second section reconstructs the life-story of the
grandmother against the historical background of her
time. It is here that we realize the author's foremost
concern with the experiences of displacement and fem-
ininity. She sheds light on the “nuggets” that create the
historical background and present Teta's portrait. The

following section which moves to “Mother's World” is
based on Mother's words, reflecting on the lives of two
generations of women re-inscribed by the daughter/
granddaughter. The last section of the memoir fortifies
the continuum of Teta, Mother and Jean through the
experiences of war across time, as well as the shared
burden of femininity, which suggestively continues into
the generation of Jean's daughters-in-law. In her
“Postlude”, the memoirist reflects on the process of
writing the book “as a direct inquiry into my mother's,
my grandmother's and my own womanhood … I was a
young woman when I began to think about this project;
I am now a Teta to a young generation” (p. 397). 

Jean Makdisi manifests her identification with her
mother and grandmother, and her fear of the
“inevitable marginality” imposed on women, across
generations, by oppressive “domestic duties” (p. 10).
The idea of the book, which started as a “biography”,
moves into the realm of historical research, leading Jean
Makdisi to an awareness that the “world of women …
the domestic life, with all its mysteries and rituals, could
not be separated from the outer life, the world of poli-

tics and armies and treaties” (p. 28).
Sharing the burden of femininity is
not restricted to the Arab region,
but is a condition of women estab-
lished by modernity. In her critique
of domesticity, Jean Makdisi does
not limit her perspective to the lives
of Arab women across generations,
but looks into the history of women
living in the Arab region; and hence
her exploration of the lives of the
Englishwomen who taught at the
British Syrian Schools in the late
19th century. 

Moreover, her personal experience
of living in the USA in the 1960s
enlightens her as to the lives of
women across time and place: “I
lived the arid, claustrophobic life of

prosperous American middle-class women in suburban
Washington … I learned that the differences between
women are dictated more by class and occupation than
by the differences between East and West” (p. 122). In
the “Postlude”, the author highlights her feminist con-
sciousness and calls for a revision of the notion of wom-
anhood from a historical and feminist perspective: “The
experiences of my mother and grandmother, as well as
my own, persuade me that it is the task of the women
of my generation and the next to redefine our differ-
ences, and to reinterpret our place in the world” (p.
401-402).

I was an outsider, 
the alienated 
daughter of a 

family dislocated 
once again 
by history.
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Zakirah lil-Mustaqbal: Maousou'at
al-Katiba al-'Arabiyya (1873-1999)
(Memory for the Future: an
Encyclopedia of Arab Women
Writers (1873-1999)), 4 Volumes, 

Nour, the Arab Women's Publishing House in Cairo
and the Supreme Council of Culture, Cairo, 2004,
paperback, 1310 pages.

Setting the Record Straight: The Literary
History of Women Writers in the Arab World

Is there a distinctive women's tradition in Arabic litera-
ture? To what extent are Arab women writers engaged
in the process of social and political change in their
respective countries? What are the cultural and political
forces that helped shape the female literary tradition in
the Arab world? These are some of the questions
addressed in this extensive and informative reference on
the literary history of Arab women writers. In twelve
essays by leading critics and writers, the four volumes of
the encyclopedia cover the female literary tradition in
the Arab world for more than a century, from the last
two decades of the 19th century through the whole of
the twentieth. The twelve contributors  have embarked
on an unprecedented project featuring more than 1,142
writers classified under ten geographical areas. The
introductions to the various sections within the four vol-
umes reflect an awareness of the diversity in such a
broad consideration of past experiences and present
realities in the intricate context of the Arab world.
Selected works are discussed in terms of thematic and
biographical outlines, followed by insightful summaries
of the authors' major texts. 

In keeping with the mission of offering accessible intro-
ductions to as many writers as possible, the contributors
have refrained from invoking literary theory except in
the most straightforward way. In this respect, one can
claim that while the encyclopedia may appear to have
targeted a specific audience of readers and researchers
— those specifically interested in the development of
Arab women's literature, it also seeks to introduce large
sections of a wider audience to the ever present, albeit
often overlooked, female literary voice in our tradition.
Individual essays cover women's writings in five literary
genres: poetry, the novel, the short story, autobiogra-
phy, and drama. Besides the critical introductions to pio-
neering generations of female Arab literati such as
Zeinab Fawaz and Labiba Hashim (Lebanon), Mayy
Ziyada and Aisha Taymour (Egypt), Marie Ajami and

Marianna Marash (Syria), Fadwa Tuqan (Palestine), and
Nazik al-Malaika (Iraq), the encyclopedia offers a com-
pendium of literary works in which as many writers as
possible are represented. The bibliographical notes and
the indexes are an excellent way of offering a compre-
hensive overview. In addition to this, excerpts from
selected works by various writers encourage readers to
read the entire works. A further bonus is a list of infor-
mative biographical notes on the writers and their
works. The encyclopedia thus constitutes an essential
work of reference, absolutely indispensable for both
readers and researchers, as much as it offers a stimulat-
ing starting point for scholars interested in the central
preoccupation of contemporary critical thinking about
Arabic literature in general, and the development of
women's literature in particular.

Heiresses to the Past
In their introduction to the encyclopedia, the editors
invoke the poetry of al-Khansaa', the pre-Islamic poet
whose famous elegies in which she bewailed her valiant
brothers reflect not only her poignant and vivid emo-
tion, but also a poetry that lacks neither wit nor audac-
ity. Thus, the necessity of exploring
the literary tradition of Arab women
writers is, from the outset, accentu-
ated.  The enterprise can therefore
be described as a history of literature
as much as a history of Arab
women's literature. This project in
fact seeks to construct a framework
for the study of a very rich tradition.
Just as it may be described as arche-
ological in its method, so it is also
distinguished from other traditional
encyclopedias in comprising the
greatest and most famous names
alongside those of supposedly mar-
ginal as well as young writers. The
editors do not claim that there is one
single “great tradition” with no
inequities or restrictions. Indeed,
exploring the works does not reveal
the existence of a monolithic Arab woman's voice, but
rather “a rich and complex tradition that comprises the
image of the worshipper reciting her Sufi love poems,
the erudite and powerful princess, the concubine play-
ing her lute to please her master, the powerful and free
woman who dares to speak openly even lasciviously, the
meek and timid who speaks behind a veil, and of
course, the jewel in the crown, Shahrazad, the lady
most eloquent, telling tales that surpass time and space,
tales that deliver her from the King's  boudoir, setting
her free to the world's vast space” (editors,
Introduction, I: 16).

In contrast to a traditional Orientalist prejudice that
stereotypes Arab women as one single entity, the pro-
ject follows the trajectory of Arab women's literary tra-
dition from the formative years which witnessed the
spread of women's societies and literary “salons” in
Lebanon, Syria and Egypt during the last two decades of
the 19th century and throughout the first half of the
20th century. This period was followed by a “boom” of
literary works, notably fiction, in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, revealing a strong engagement with other forces in
society in a process of vast social and political change
that was taking place in the wake of the independence
of various Arab countries. This development, in turn,
leads to the emergence of new forms of writing, such
as autobiography, during the last three decades of the
20th century. The introduction deftly examines the
social and political forces at work in post-revolutionary
Arab countries throughout the sixties and seventies. The
defeat in the 1967 war and the subsequent wars that
resulted in further occupation of Palestine, together
with the outbreak of the civil war in Lebanon and the
sequel of Gulf wars in Iraq, have undoubtedly had
important effects on the literary production of the writ-

ers. However, the introduction also
reveals the extent to which social
and political oppression shaped a
certain 'female sensibility' in a liter-
ary style that coincides with the
existentialist experience of oppres-
sion, war, and occupation in a num-
ber of Arab countries, revealing a
state of double-oppression. This has
found voice in the works of writers
who represent themselves as 'colo-
nized' both sexually and politically.
The list seems endless but it
includes writers that belong to the
end of 19th century such as Zeinab
Fawaz, Alice Boutros al-Boustani,
Samira Azzam, and Mariam
Meshaal who wrote about the occu-
pation of Palestine in the mid-twen-
tieth century as well as the most

recent voices like Batoul el-Khodeiri (Iraq), Miral el-
Tahawi (Egypt), and Bouthanina Khidr Mekki (Sudan). It
comes as no surprise then that contemporary women
writers have been experimenting with various literary
forms reflecting their fragmented societies torn by wars
and political strife: the works of Hanan el-Sheikh and
Huda Barakat are discussed as representatives of this
spirit (El-Eid, Introduction, 1: 43-47). Moreover, while
the introduction points to the emergence of what has
been defined as a “hybrid literary tradition” of Arab
women writers in exile, it also considers new subversive
narrative features such as magical realism and structur-

In her memoir, Jean Makdisi refers subtly to the power
of women's self-representation. By urging her mother
to write a journal, by tracing her grandmother's life and
stressing the cross-generational continuum, the mem-
oirist demonstrates her awareness of the importance of
personal accounts vis-à-vis history. In her attempt to
resist the marginality imposed on women, and in her
effort to give voice to her mother and grandmother,
Jean Makdisi retrieves them from invisibility. Thus, Teta,
Mother and Me emerges as a feminist text: it places
women center-stage; it reflects women's bondage and
shared experiences; it gives women voice and retrieves
them from oblivion; it highlights women's agency by
revealing their hidden roles in society, and through self-
representation. By telling the stories of her mother's
and grandmother's lives, the memoirist inscribes her
own life-story within women's history: “As I read and
worked, I arrived at a complex re-reading of the condi-
tion of women, not a simplifying one. It was as though
I had viewed the lives of my ancestresses through a
prism, whose many sides were composed of my life, my
thoughts, my views of history and feminism” (p. 397). 

Thus, the “Arab Woman” who appears in the subtitle,
qualifying the “Memoir”, can be seen as referring to
Jean, Mother and Teta — each independently in her
own right, and furthermore as representatives of Arab
women. Jean Makdisi's Teta, Mother and Me celebrates
and testifies to women's contributions to everyday life
and history. It emerges as a feminist document that
rereads and rewrites the history of women; and coun-
ters the misrepresentation and stereotyping of Arab
women.

Reviewed by Hala Kamal 

*Hala Kamal (PhD) is Assistant Professor in the
Department of English, Faculty of Arts, Cairo University,
Egypt, and founding member of the Women and Memory
Forum (WMF) in Cairo. She currently coordinates the
WMF translation project. Research interests include
women's studies and autobiographical writing.
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rather than a critical account. For instance, there is no ref-
erence to the dilemma the writer faces when she tries to
write about her own deep responses, particularly sexual,
and the anxiety she feels as she reveals the truth about her
own experiences as a body. Indeed, none of the reviewers
or critics referred to this dilemma except in passing.
Yumna el-Eid's comment on the scarcity of  autobiogra-
phies  in our literary tradition in general (Volume 1: 67)
and  Souad el-Manee's remark that the genre is virtually
non-existent in the literary scene in the Gulf (Introduction,
4: 28) fall short of exploring women's relationship with a
genre that allows them to express their grim struggle for
selfhood. However, such references can encourage further
studies on the discussion of gender and literary form in
Arabic literature.

The task of any critic reviewing the works of women writ-
ers runs a double risk. First, she bears the intrinsic prob-
lem of the woman writer who, as expressing the “female
sensibility”, risks being labeled “narrow” and “particu-
lar”. Second, she runs the constant risk of being sexually
biased as she deals with a distinct female literary tradi-
tion. However, the critics who have contributed to The

Encyclopedia of the Arab Woman
Writer have avoided such risks as
they regard that female literary tradi-
tion as an evolving relationship
between women writers and their
societies. Hence, one of the greatest
achievements of this project is that it
helps to end the alienation of Arab
women writers through delineating
some form of collective identity for
them. Acknowledging the weight of
a literary tradition with common
struggles, impulses and hopes, yet
being sensitive to the new voices
that grapple with a new reality, the
contributors to this important work
have succeeded in retrieving the past
as they look to the future. 

Reviewed by Faten Morsy

* Faten Morsy is associate professor of English and
Comparative Literature at Ain Shams University in Cairo.
Her PhD dissertation studied The One Thousand and One
Nights as a seminal work and its influence on fiction writ-
ing in the West. Her research interests include feminist lit-
erary theory and postcolonialism.
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out a 'place' for  the Arab woman writer in that tradi-
tion. The obvious consequence of this achievement is
the introduction of the question of gender into the lit-
erary historical scene.

Although there are some differences in critical
approaches and interpretations among the contributors,
approaches that vary from the descriptive and historical
(Berrada and el-Hadidi) to the critical and deconstructive
(Ghazoul and el-Kady), several other features distin-
guish the collective character of the effort. Most of the
contributors mention the widespread practice of using
pen-names by women writers, especially in the begin-
nings. However, the practice is by no means an Arabic
phenomenon. Western literature has been familiar with
this tradition too. Yet while Western writers often chose
avowedly masculine names such as George Eliot and
Georges Sand as pseudonyms,  Arab women writers'
pen-names reflect their unwillingness to compromise
their “femininity”, opting for names whose literal
meaning describes their state: Bahithat al-Badiya
(Searcher in the Desert) in Egypt, Rafikat Attabi'a
(Nature's Companion) in Morocco, and Sabira (The

Patient One) al-Ezzy in Iraq are just
a few examples.

Other similarities are more related
to major themes in the literary texts.
First, there is the questioning of the
familiar dichotomy between tradi-
tion and modernity. This question-
ing can be overt, as in Yumna el-
Eid's, Eman el-Kady's and Hoda el-
Sadda's introductions to the writers
in Lebanon, Syria and Egypt, respec-
tively; or covert as in Souad al-
Manee's critique in her introduction
to women's literature in the Arabian
Peninsula and the Gulf countries
(volume 4). However, there is a con-
sensus among most of the critics to
label women's emergence into the
public sphere as radical, new or

“modernistic” in spirit. Apart from the fact that such
dualism needs reconsideration, it remains a fact that the
spread of women's education has had a direct effect on
the emergence of women's writing all over the Arab
world.

Second, the involvement of women in the national libera-
tion movements is another common denominator in
women's writings throughout the Arab world. Several
introductions to the various sections of the encyclopedia
examine the modernity of early twentieth century
women's literary circles within a larger national perspec-

tive. El-Kadi and al-Haddidi on Syria, Ashour on Palestine
and Jordan, and Berrada on Maghrebi women's literature,
all seek to explore the relationship between Arab women's
literary production and the discourses of nationalism that
supported it. Such approaches take seriously the  experi-
ence of colonialism, the encounter with the West, and the
various projects of liberation in Arab societies in general on
the one hand, and the progress, emancipation and
empowerment of women on the other. While trying to
take a middle way between understating or overempha-
sizing the role of the West in such progress (Introduction,
I: 16-17), most of the contributors attempt to look for
ways to acknowledge the specificity of the local female
social, political and literary scene while interrogating the
complex ways in which British and French colonial powers
were fundamental to the development of a modern con-
sciousness. The critics referred to above have indeed point-
ed out this history and how its postcolonial legacy has had
a profound influence on the emergence and development
of women's literature in the region. 

Another common feature is the notion of writing as a
form of resistance. This has come to designate the literary
production of writers entrenched in
the tradition of Shahrazad, the perpet-
ual storyteller who saves her life
through her narrative skills. Whether
the protagonist is Laila in El-Zayat's
The Open Door (1960) seeking to find
her place and define her role in a soci-
ety dominated by the male subject, or
Heba in Ilham Mansour's To Heba
(1991) and Heba in the Journey of the
Body (1994), and her attempt to carve
her own niche in the world against the
backdrop of civil war in Lebanon and
the ensuing fragmentation and insan-
ity, such writers perform the act of
writing as a form of resistance and as
an extension of  Shahrazad's role as
storyteller. Thus, the intertwining of
the personal and the national is one
distinctive feature of women's writing
in the views of the various critics in the Encyclopedia.
Berrada's critical study in volume 3, for instance, seeks to
accentuate the success of Maghrebi writers in exploring
the private world and the subjective self in both its emo-
tional and sexual dimensions, never losing sight of its
interaction with the more general national considerations.
His reference to the major works of Aroussia el-Nalouty
(Tunisia), Ahlam Mustaghanmi (Algeria) and Laila
Abouzeid (Morocco) and the excerpts that follow the
study clearly illustrate such observations.  However,
Berrada does not attempt to tackle the problems of the
woman writer in this respect, hence offering a descriptive

al indeterminacy which challenge traditional 'closed'
and realistic forms (editors, Introduction, I: 22).  

As we proceed through each section that takes us on a
journey through the development of literary traditions
in each country, we cannot lose sight of the presence of
an imaginative continuum that goes beyond the tradi-
tion of Shahrazad.  Ferial Ghazoul's introduction to the
section on Iraq is exemplary in this respect. She traces
the beginnings of an Iraqi women's literary tradition
back to Sumeria and Babylon, and later to a rich poetic
tradition during the Islamic Caliphate, then gives us an
account of 20th century poetry, including the influence
of the great Nazik el-Malaika, and the experimentation
with new poetic forms that established her as the pio-
neer of modern poetry in the Arab world (Ghazoul,
Introduction, 3: 14-16) In the same vein, Radwa
Ashour's introduction to Palestine and Jordan puts the
Palestinian writer in the larger historical context of
occupation, displacement and exile, without losing
sight of recent developments and experimentation at
the level of form. We are offered a quick assessment of
the descriptive feminist outlook of Sahar Khalifa, the
experimental narrative forms of
Liana Badr and Laila al-Atrash's
brand of Bildungsroman (Ashour,
Introduction, 3: 136-37).

A Literature of their Own?
Notwithstanding the important and
challenging achievement of the pro-
ject at hand, one has to ask why the
editorial board avoided major issues
that such a vast project would be
expected to discuss: first the ques-
tion of the place of women writers in
mainstream Arab literary history,
then the — factors that have aided
or inhibited their writing, and how
literary criticism initially responded to
their work. Although they appear
later in some of the contributions,
these questions are unjustifiably
absent from the editorial introduction. One interpreta-
tion could be that the contributors are alert to the 'dan-
ger' of creating a female tradition in and for itself.
Maybe they find that talking of a distinct female tradi-
tion, or even the notion of a “female imagination”, car-
ries the danger of becoming ahistorical or apolitical in a
reality that is permeated by major historical and political
events, and risks detachment from the processes of
social and political change. Whatever the reasons for
this absence, the Encyclopedia has managed, even
beyond the contributors' own intentions, to expose the
Arab mainstream literary tradition by forcefully carving
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