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Introduction: Gendering the Cultural Histories of the Modern Arab World

Hoda Elsadda and Seteney Shami

The marked increase in gendered approaches to the study and theorization of the Arab world in the last two decades has radicalized our understanding of the cultural histories of the region. Feminist scholars rejected the modernist grand narratives that dominated the historiography of the Arab world and redirected attention to the “fragments of history,” the untold stories and unheard voices of marginalized groups, against the background of the geopolitics of knowledge production. They joined forces with social historians whose focus on the lives of workers and peasants as well as different aspects of nation-building sheds light, although sometimes only tangentially, on the everyday lives and practices of women. Using a gender lens, feminist scholars exposed the exclusionary effect of patriarchal systems and discourses, challenged mainstream histories, foregrounded the silenced and the repressed, and effectively gendered the cultural histories of the region. Mapping feminist scholarship in the West, Hirsch and Smith argued that “much of recent scholarship touches directly or indirectly on questions of cultural memory.”1 The same can be said of feminist scholarship in the Arab world.

Revisiting the Arab historical canon from a cultural and gender perspective translated into a turn toward memory and a critical engagement with national and colonial sites of memory. The “memory boom” in the 1980s and 1990s challenged the hierarchical binary between history and memory, history being the objective understanding of the past, while memory “became associated with imprecision and distortion.”2 With the institutionalization of memory studies as a transdisciplinary field of knowledge production, memory is no longer limited to questions about memory loss or pathological disturbances or the neurological qualities of an individual: memory studies address questions related to collective memory, cultural memory, and political memory. According to Aleida Assmann, “the memory boom reflects a general desire to reclaim the past as an important part of the present, and to reconsider, to revalue, and to reassess it as part of individual biographies and the way individuals position themselves in a wider historical perspective.”3

Scholars of the Arab world have also responded to the hegemonic orientalist paradigm, as developed/critiqued by Edward Said, in understanding and narrating new cultural histories of the Arab world. The tenacious orientalist lens in scholarship on the Arab world and the Middle East resulted in the production of culturalist narratives of the past that gloss over the complexity and diversity, and the very historicity, of Arab societies and peoples. To give an example, Annelies Moors drew attention to how orientalist textual approaches to the study of Muslim Laws disregarded the intricacies of family relations and interactions and “constructed an Islamic family that remained monolithic, static and rigidly patriarchal.”4 At a turning point in anthropology, Lila Abu-Lughod identified the three zones of theory5 that dominated the interpretation of social, cultural, and political phenomena: tribe, women, and Islam. As noted by Shami and Naguib,6 the later transformation of these categories to those of nation, gender, and religion represented advances in scholarship but continued to obscure important aspects of the cultural diversity of the region. All categories or zones of theory are loaded with preconceived ideas that obfuscate the complexities and dynamism of the region.

In his seminal book entitled What Is Cultural History, Peter Burke notes that cultural history “is not a new discovery or invention”7 and has roots in German scholarship that go back 200 years. Burke traces the twentieth-century beginnings of cultural history to social history and studies in popular culture in the 1960s, to the rise and prominence and institutionalization of cultural studies in the 1970s, and the “cultural turn” in the 1980s and 1990s. This turn unsurprisingly ran parallel to the memory boom in the humanities and the social sciences. Cultural history distinguished itself from political history, history of high politics of statesmen and nations, as well as social and economic histories that focused on structures and processes. It also veered away from intellectual history that foregrounded the great ideas of an era and paid closer attention to mundane practices and ideas, and pursuits of ordinary people.8

Notwithstanding, the phrase, the New Cultural History (NCH) that came into usage at the end of the 1980s, according to Burke, has specific characteristics in response to and in conversation with its intellectual history. He identifies five distinctive areas that the new cultural historians focused on: an interest in critical theory and theoretical debates; histories of practices; histories of representations; histories of material culture; and histories of the body.9 Most importantly, the NCH is intrinsically an interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary intellectual project that is not the purview of historians only: scholars from anthropology, sociology, literary studies, philosophy, economics, and political science have contributed to NCH as they directed their gaze to cultural factors and the cultural origins of phenomena and ideas for understanding and charting economic and political movements, to give just one example. This multidisciplinary feature of NCH has significantly enriched the field and continues to do so.10

Revisiting the histories of various fields of knowledge of the Arab world through a gender lens has been at the forefront of the critique of meta-categories and the construction of new cultural histories of the region. One of the main reasons for the rejection of grand narratives has been the realization of their exclusionary nature which silenced and repressed voices, experiences, and lives of the less powerful. Nevertheless, the region often continues to be portrayed as ahistorical, static, and resistant to modern values and ideas, despite the many revisions and challenges to the orientalist lens that has guided much of the scholarship for many decades. The orientalist paradigm has been foundational in the three overlapping/interpolated narratives that have dominated the historiography of the Arab world: the colonialist, the nationalist, and the modernist. All three narratives are based on rigid binaries, between East and West, the modern and the traditional, the authentic and the inauthentic. Most importantly, all three narratives carry a heavy legacy of gendered biases, where representations of masculinity and femininity become symbols of political and ideological positioning.

Gendering the cultural history of the Arab world is an interdisciplinary as well as a multidisciplinary project. Gender, as defined by Joan Scott in a foundational article published in 1986, “Gender: a Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” an article that inspired, and also triggered much debate, “is a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes, and … [as] a primary way of signifying relationships of power.”11 The essay had a far-reaching influence on the field of women and gender studies all over the world. In 1996, Deniz Kandiyoti edited a book entitled Gendering the Middle East: Emerging Perspectives, where she attempted to explore and showcase “the extent to which gender analysis has succeeded in not only informing but in challenging established views of culture, society, politics and literary production in the Middle East.”12 The book marked a significant development in the field of Middle Eastern studies, highlighting the importance of the advent of gender analysis in the various academic disciplines, though still in the early phases. Gendering the disciplines has meant a number of things, such as—integrating gender as a category of analysis in historical exploration, interrogating “all the terms and so to historicize them,”13 paying attention to power relations and the construction of meaning, and the exploration of beginnings and of processes that have shaped and directed representations of masculinity and femininity. In the words of Maya Mikdashi: “Gender is not the study of what is evident, it is an analysis of how what is evident came to be.”14 Now, almost twenty-five years after Kandiyoti’s book, the feminist project of gendering the disciplines in general, and in the Middle East and the Arab world in particular, has taken long and far strides and has led to new understandings of history, culture, and society.

Gendering the cultural history of the Arab world draws on the innovative scholarship of feminist scholars in history, anthropology, literature, sociology, psychology, theology, economics, political science, law, translation studies, the arts, etc., whose narratives and representations of historical, political, social, economic phenomena in the Arab world go beyond the grand hegemonic narratives as well as discourses, and pay attention to lived realities, to people’s stories and experiences, and is inclusive of marginalized groups and voices. Using gender as a category of analysis, a new generation of scholars in the Arab world are rewriting the cultural histories of the Arab world, exploring and bringing to light unchartered territories in the histories of the region.15

Why the Arab World?

The decision to focus on the Arab world and not on other categories, such as “the Middle East and North Africa,” is guided by a number of considerations. Bearing in mind that all geographical categories are constructs and subject to contestation, the revolutionary wave that flooded the Arab world in 2011 has foregrounded the cultural, linguistic, political, popular, as well as emotional interconnections and exchanges between societies and countries in the region. There are unmistakable circles of exchange, inter-referencing, and circulation of knowledges among institutions, civil society groups, and researchers that justify the usage of the category of “Arab world.” While acknowledging the existence of important differences, diverse ethnicities and religions, populations in the Arab world share a common language that facilitates communication and interaction. The majority of Arab countries continue to carry a shared burden of exploitative colonial histories. They also share a visceral understanding of what it means to live under authoritarian and oppressive postcolonial regimes. It was no surprise that the protests that broke out in Tunisia in 2010, leading to the flight of the head of state in 2011, had immediate and powerful repercussions all over the Arab world. Activists exchanged advice and tips as well as messages of support and solidarity. Events in Egypt inevitably reverberated in Tunisia and vice versa. The second wave of popular uprisings in 2019 across various countries similarly referenced and learned from one another. Finally, and bearing in mind the political differences and conflicts between some Arab countries, there is consensus on, and solidarity around, the fact that what happened in Palestine, since October 2023, is a genocidal war waged by Israel against the Palestinian people. There is also a growing disillusionment with Western institutions and biased media, and the blatant double standards of most Western countries and some international organizations in applying the principles of human rights. And as the ethnic cleansing and death toll of Palestinians in the occupied territories keeps rising and is met with apathy, Judith Butler’s insightful distinction between grievable and ungrievable lives takes center stage.16 Are Palestinian lives ungrievable in the global world order dominated by American imperialism? Are Arabs only allowed a bare life existence, a concrete enactment of Giorgio Agamben’s zoe-bio distinction as a key to the understanding of Western politics? In this dehumanizing context, any endeavor to make visible and audible the realities and plights of Arab societies is a deeply political project.

The Promise of Gendering Arab Cultural Histories

Gendering the cultural histories of the Arab world is, first and foremost, a decolonial intellectual as well as an activist research project. This past decade, and concomitant with the revolutionary spirits that inspired Arab peoples, we witness a significant boom in the production of knowledge that seeks to decenter and subvert Western hegemony over knowledge production and dissemination. A comprehensive mapping of recent gendered decolonial scholarship is beyond the scope of this introduction. However, one specific field and type of knowledge production is worth noting: it is the establishment of archives, especially oral history archives, as seminal foci for writing Arab cultural histories.

Archiving and archival research in the Arab world boomed in the twenty-first century, particularly in the second decade, that is, post 2011. The importance of archives as loci of knowledge and knowledge production increased dramatically as archives were destroyed in wars and conflicts in some countries and as rights of access to information and data became more and more restricted in others. The Nakba, that is, the catastrophe that befell the Palestinian population in Palestine in 1948 marked the beginning of a systematic erasure and/or appropriation of Palestinian knowledges. The assault on Palestinian knowledge centers reached a peak in 2023/2024 during the war on Gaza and the partial or complete destruction of universities, libraries, museums, and schools.17 Archives as repositories of knowledges and memory have been at the center of the struggle against Israeli occupation and memoricide.18 Palestinian archives counter hegemonic historical narratives disseminated by Israeli propaganda, particularly the Zionist myth about “a land without a people for a people without a land.” Oral history archives document the social, economic, and political histories of Palestinians, stories about their customs, foods, and traditions; stories about displacement and exile; stories about massacres that resulted in their expulsion from their lands; stories about the Palestinians in the diaspora; and human stories that subvert the Israeli attempt to erase their memory and their history. Palestinian archives challenge dominant knowledges about Arab cultural histories and contribute to the decolonization of knowledges about the region.19

The archival boom in the twenty-first century in the Arab world was partially a response to the imminent danger of loss and erasure due to radical upheavals in the region—the second intifada in 2000, the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the Israeli assault on Lebanon in 2006, and the eruption of Arab revolts in 2011 and 2019, the devastating explosion in the port of Beirut in August 2020, and the civil war in Sudan—“resulted in radical historical transformations whose meanings continue to be contested and negotiated between the warring factions within academe and diverse communities engaged in processes of radical change.”20 This pressing need to document, to capture, to record, and to make meaning is made possible by the technological tools that enable small groups and marginalized communities to make their voices heard.

Archives have been at the center of research to rewrite Arab cultural history from a gender lens. A decolonial gender perspective interrogates patriarchal norms and assumptions about gender roles and subverts binary logic that feeds and consolidates social and political inequalities.21 Oral history archives of women in general, and in the Arab world in particular, enabled the emergence of revisionist movements that brought new perspectives and insights to our understanding of social and cultural histories beyond normative and exclusionary masculinist ideologies.22 They raise epistemological questions about what counts as knowledge and interrogate masculinist authority over knowledge production. Feminist archives defy the historical exclusion of women from mainstream archives and, by adopting an intersectional approach, they are particularly attentive to the marginalized and the silenced.23

An effective approach to oral history archives from a gender lens potentially paves the road to new formats and novel ways for producing knowledge. Oral history archives are embodied knowledges that bring to standard and official historical accounts the emotions, the inflection of the voice, the bodily reactions, and facial expressions in audio and visual recordings. These paratextual elements of the narrative enrich cultural histories by bridging the divide between the subjective and the objective, the self and the world. An effective approach to the archive is also attentive to the archivist, the researcher, and the mediator between the narrator and the audience/reader. Foregrounding the agential role of the archivist challenges the presumed objectivity of the researcher and, again, transcends the binary opposition between subjective and objective research.

Most of the independent (meaning, independent from state institutions) archival initiatives in the Arab world can be characterized as activist archives: they are established and run by activist groups or NGOs who aim to challenge or disrupt or subvert or fill a gap in the mainstream narrative. The narratives, stories, visuals, and material objects they contain are in and of themselves forms of knowledge that inform the understanding of cultural histories in the Arab world and lie at the center of activist scholarship to decolonize knowledge in the region. Decolonization includes challenges to the very concept of the archive as an enduring and authoritative source of knowledge. Many of these new archives are deliberately ephemeral and of a particular “moment.” They may also eschew the formal trappings of archives in terms of metadata, validation, and other forms of “professionalization”—they thus call to question whose authority and whose agency should be foregrounded in these endeavors. These are challenges that need to be carefully studied for their implications for academia and for public discourse.

Finally, the aim of the handbook is to spotlight innovative new directions in contemporary scholarship on the Arab world, using gender as a theoretical lens. Integrating gender as a category of analysis has enabled feminist scholars to rewrite and reconfigure dominant histories of Arab literary traditions: histories of political trajectories; histories of representations, be they colonialist, nationalist, or modernist histories; histories of subjectivities; histories of practices; and histories of built spaces, to give just a few examples. The ultimate aim of the handbook is to encourage further research in various fields and directions and to foster debate and critical thinking on questions of gender, culture, and politics in the contemporary Arab region.

The Handbook

The handbook engages with one overarching question: how would integrating gender as a category of analysis re-envision our understanding of the cultural histories of the Arab world? Contributors pay special attention to the implicit and/or explicit power dynamics at play in the struggle over meaning and imaginings of their particular topics, locales, and the region. The chapters build on the rich scholarship on gender and cultural histories of the Arab world, particularly in the past two decades. For example, Anny Gaul’s article provides an overview of existing research on food cultures in the Arab world, and Judith Tucker surveys the literature produced since the 1970s that has shifted the field of Islamic history from the emphasis on legal doctrines to a sociology of law. Other articles highlight the gaps in the literature on specific topics. Fayrouz Yousfi focuses on the activism of peasant women in Morocco, noting the scarcity of research on the role of peasant women in protest movements. Malak Rouchdy also argues that the voices of working-class women, the urban poor in general, have been largely ignored in nationalist histories that focused primarily on middle-class professional women.

Part One: Histories and Communities of Practice

Chapters in this section engage with social, political, religious, and professional practices from a gender lens, spanning fields and sectors from law to medicine to education to religious exegesis to labor and political protest. All histories of practices have been impacted in one form or another by colonial legacies in the region and the resultant debates on gender roles, what Fida Adely calls “pedagogies of modernity.” However, the collusion between colonial and patriarchal domination is contested and challenged by women.

Hadia Mubarak situates her analysis of modern interpretations of polygyny in the context of a colonial discourse that instrumentalized this practice to rationalize and justify the Western civilizational mission in the Muslim world. Mubarak examines the responses of Muslim intellectuals and religious figures to this colonial narrative, demonstrating the diversity in positionalities as well as objectives. Mohamed Abdu, a renowned religious scholar whose work inspired and supported pioneering Egyptian feminists, chose not to engage with the colonial critiques and instead focused on delineating the adverse influence of polygyny on women and the family, and by extension, of the nation. Mohamed Rashid Rida (1865–1935), Abduh’s student, on the other hand, defends polygyny while arguing that it is not obligatory or recommended. Another scholar, Sayed Qutb (1906–66), writing in the 1960s, while still indirectly addressing colonial critiques of Islam, engages with Muslim modernists and feminists who argue for the abolition or restriction of polygyny and, like Rida, argues for its necessity under certain conditions. As for the fourth scholar in the study, Mohamed al-Taher Ibn Ashur (1879–1973), Mubarak finds his commentary on polygyny enigmatic. Ibn Ashur was a supporter of Habib Bourguiba’s radical reforms of family laws in Tunisia which rendered polygyny illegal. However, in his commentary, he does not argue for the abolishment of polygyny and restricts his analysis to philological and legal aspects. Yet, his philological approach argues indirectly for the abolition of the practice.

Judith Tucker foregrounds the contributions of feminist scholars since the 1970s in shifting the study of Muslim family laws from approaching them as a set of fixed legal doctrines to a wider vision of the law as a social practice. This development, she argues, revealed the latent modernist misogyny that imbued family laws during the process of codification in the twentieth century. Feminist historians and anthropologists demonstrated how the social practices surrounding the adjudication of family law created spaces for contestation and negotiation between women, judges, and communities. The history of these practices indicates a level of flexibility and attention to the social impact of rulings that are often lacking in modern-day codified systems. Historians have noted the political contexts within which the modernist reforms were implemented and highlighted the collusion between colonial authorities and patriarchal orders that strove to maintain their control over women.

Fida Adely traces the histories of education in the Arab world against the background of modernist debates around gender roles in the new modern nations. She demonstrates how “domestic sciences literature” which was primarily produced in Europe, reached the Arab world through translation and popularized ideas about the ideal roles of women in the family as mothers and wives. The ideology of domesticity was supplemented by Islamic discourses and gradually became a cultural marker of Arab and Muslim identity. The education of girls as a prerequisite for the progress of the nation was a dominant trope in reformist discourses at the turn of the twentieth century and continues to be a major preoccupation of developmental programs in the postcolonial era. However, Adely points out that very little research has paid attention to education as a lived experience and argues for the need for more ethnographic histories of education and school experiences. Given the importance of education in shaping ideas about gender, attention to the various actors and factors involved in the educational processes will potentially shed light on “the struggles to forge alternative pathways.”

Fayrouz Yousfi’s chapter analyzes the influence of colonialism in shaping modern understandings of gender and labor, the consequences of colonialist/capitalist exploitative ideologies on women workers in the Arab world and the global south, and the role of women laborers in protest movements against neo-liberal policies. Colonial gender ideologies propagated a division between public and private spheres and limited the meaning of labor to paid labor, hence instituting a gendered division of labor. These colonial modernist assumptions about the advent of women to the labor market as a feature of modernity have been challenged by feminist scholars who shed light on the participation of women in the public sphere in the premodern period and also redefined the meaning of labor to include women’s unpaid labor in the household, in the fields, that is, in domestic settings. The chapter also highlights the impact of the adoption of neoliberal policies in the 1990s by Arab states on the feminization of labor, as more women enter the labor market as cheap labor in the new global economies. While much scholarly attention has been directed to Arab women’s participation in resistance movements, particularly post 2011, Yousefi highlights the activism of women peasants in Morocco to demand socioeconomic rights, an area of study that is under-researched.

Engendering the cultural histories of resistance in the Arab world is also the topic of the chapters by Leyla Dakhli and Soha Bayoumi. Dakhli highlights the contribution of women to liberation and protest movements all through the twentieth century to counter the invisibilization of women in postcolonial histories. She constructs a narrative that reveals the continuum of women’s mobilizations and activism across time and space, carefully including some of the unrecognized initiatives: from women’s participation in the Algerian liberation movement against French colonialism, to feminist campaigns in the 1980s in Morocco to change the family code, the mudawanna, to the struggle of Wadad Halawani, who founded a committee of families of the kidnapped and disappeared during the Lebanese civil war, drawing attention to the link between this movement and the group of women in Algeria who demonstrated every Wednesday since 1998 in front of the National Consultative Commission for the Protection of Human Rights carrying photos of their disappeared loved ones. Dakhli identifies links between past and present activism as she deconstructs binary assumptions about the public space as the arena for activism in opposition to private spaces inside homes. She notes the legacy of women’s political mobilization and exchanges in salons, the salon of May Ziyadeh and Hoda Shaarawi, and later, the Halaqat in Cairo in the 2000s. The home as a political space for mobilization is revived during the Syrian revolution as women organized sit-ins, chanting slogans and the national anthem, and posting videos on YouTube. These private spaces, Dakhli notes, can potentially be subversive and valuable contributions to protest movements.

In her chapter on the resistance narratives of women doctors in Egypt, Soha Bayoumi focuses on the medical profession as a space that can potentially act as a springboard and enabler of political resistance. She foregrounds the activism of feminist physicians while acknowledging the instrumentalization of women by the medical establishment “to do the biopolitical bidding of the modern state.” Bayoumi argues that Nawal El Saadawi’s profession as a medical doctor shaped her feminist views and provided her with an entry point to her career as a feminist activist for gender justice. Al-Nadim Centre for the Rehabilitation of Victims of Violence was founded as a direct result of the feminist activism of three women doctors, Magda Adly, Suzan Fayad, and Aida Seif Eldawla. Another woman doctor, Mona Mina, an activist for rights during the Mubarak era and one of the physicians who volunteered in the makeshift Tahrir clinic for the treatment of protesters during the 25th of January revolution in Egypt, used her status as a woman to shield injured soldiers and policemen from the anger of protesters. By following the professional and life trajectories of women physicians, Bayoumi demonstrates how they invested their symbolic capital as women doctors to consolidate and strengthen their activism and acts of resistance.

Part Two: Representations

Chapters in this section engage with cultural histories of representations of the Arab world from a gender lens, examining orientalist, nationalist/leftist, and colonialist representations and their implication on state building and national imaginaries. Different types of texts are examined through the articles in music, literary traditions, cinema, and other expressive mediums.

The section begins with Mounira Soliman’s chapter on popular culture as a locus of struggle which enables artists to construct alternative representations of Arab cultural histories as well as contribute to activist movements using their art as an entry point and a tool. Artivism, she argues, has gained significant attention in the last decade, particularly in the aftermath of Arab revolutions since 2011, bearing in mind that art as a means of resistance to authoritarian regimes has been a characteristic feature in Arab protest movements. Artists resort to diverse genres—music, visual expression, literary texts—as well as rhetorical devices—humor, parody, provocation, metaphors, imagery—to highlight social and/or political ills. Soliman centers her chapter on the work of Egyptian caricaturist Doaa Eladl, especially her subversive depictions of misogynistic ideas and images. Attention to the wealth of artistic expressions in popular culture, particularly works that deliberately counter and subvert mainstream normative ideologies of gender roles, for example, opens new horizons for understanding cultural histories in the modern period.

Viola Shafik’s chapter provides a history of the contribution of Arab women to the cinema industry in Egypt in the 1920s and in Arab countries postindependence, as well as a critical engagement with the scholarship on Arab cinema from the 1970s until the present day. While the number of female directors is scarce compared to male directors, Shafik draws attention to the fact that women directors and producers were at the forefront of the industry at the moment of inception in Egypt in the 1920s, but their presence waned subsequent to the establishment of Studio Misr in 1934, and the expansion and professionalization of the industry. It was not until the 1980s that women were able to reenter the industry as filmmakers. Regarding trends in scholarship on Arab cinema, Shafik notes the shift from the images-of-women approach that began in the 1970s to a more nuanced approach to voyeurism in cinematic spaces. She cites Laura Mulvey’s seminal critique of the male gaze which isolates, in Shafik’s words, “body parts through framing and editing as an ultimate objectification of the female body.” Shafik then draws on Judith Butler’s concept of gendered performativity to analyze films produced in the twenty-first century, particularly after 2011, which depict disruptive representations of sexually diverse identities and vanguardist films that recode the male gaze.

Similarly, Marle Hammond’s insightful historical narrative of the Arabic literary tradition from a gender perspective demonstrates that whereas there is a deeply entrenched dichotomy between the masculine and the feminine, there is a significant level of fluidity and spaces for transgressions. While there are strict rules that distinguish between the masculine and the feminine in Arabic grammar, there are numerous exceptions that deviate from the rules. In the pre and early Islamic canon, we find another division of genres between men and women, where men composed panegyrics and satires and boasted about their achievements in battles, while women composed funereal lament and mourned the death of their loved ones. When it came to erotic expression, the vast majority of erotic literature was written by men, but at the same time, there are many examples of women writing about sex. Women have also been associated with orality and the transmission of folklore between generations, but it is important to note that, in Arab literary history, there is no value-laden hierarchy between orality and literacy as most early Islamic texts were transmitted orally. Hammond draws attention to the stylistic strategies that women authors adopt to define their voice, navigating between masculine and feminine inflections, particularly in the case of autodiegetic narrators, given that the default gender is masculine. For feminist authors, these strategies constitute an attempt to subvert the masculinity of the language and achieve a level of equality between genders.

Hanan Hammad rewrites the history of the Egyptian left through a gender-sensitive reading of Arwa Salih’s al-Mubtasirun (The Premature, 1996) and Saratan al-Ruh (Soul Cancer, 1998), who wrote a scathing critique of leftist intellectuals based on her own experience as a member in the movement. Salih (1951–97) was an activist in the student movement in the 1970s, and a writer as well as translator of Marxist and feminist literature into Arabic. Her book is “an intimate history of the Egyptian left” which reveals the abusive gender dynamics in the movement in relationships between members of the movement, particularly the sexual exploitation of women by their male comrades. Salih foregrounds the incongruity between leftist ideals for political and social liberation with the unethical practices of leftist intellectuals toward their female comrades. This rift between theory and praxis, she argues, is one of the main reasons for the failure of the left in reaching a wider audience and achieving the goal of social justice. Hammad’s insightful reading of the representation of the left in Salih’s books from a gender lens fills an important gap in the literature on the communist movements in Egypt.

Part Three: Narrative Sites of Cultural Memory

Chapters in this section engage with sites for the production of gendered cultural memory to counter hegemonic histories through oral narratives, autobiographies, and digital platforms. These sites of memory are neither official nor nationalist memorials or objects or state archives that consolidate and preserve cultural memory. The phrase “lieux de memoire,” coined by Pierre Nora,24 has acquired a life of its own, beyond the apparent or perceived demarcations set by its creator, and is currently used to signify both official as well as marginal, physical, virtual, and discursive spaces that construct alternative or subversive cultural memories. These sites consist of diverse forms of life writing, “a generic term meant to encompass a range of writings about lives or parts of lives, or which provide materials out of which lives or parts of lives are composed. These writings include not only memoir, autobiography, biography, diaries, autobiographical fiction, and biographical fiction, but letters, writs, wills, written anecdotes, … and digital forms (including blogs, tweets, Facebook entries).”25 Mainstream histories, institutionalized in official archives, museums, and commemorative events, both colonial and nationalist, are inevitably exclusionary as they invariably focus on the lives and pursuits of the powerful and disregard the lives of ordinary people, especially those whose experiences are deemed unworthy or unimportant for documentation and inclusion. Dissenting and/or marginalized groups or communities have challenged hegemonic histories by constructing alternative narratives based on the life stories and accounts of ordinary people.

In her article about the Nakba generation of women, Laura Khoury foregrounds the life stories of Palestinian women from the Nakba generation whose narratives counter imperial culturalist histories about the status of women in Palestine. She argues that the hierarchical/patriarchal gender logic employed to interpret gender relations and power dynamics between men and women in Palestine is a colonial imposition that has been propagated and enforced by the settler colonial project. The normalization of hierarchy through the institutionalization of patriarchal violence paves the way for colonial dominance over the colonized (see Smith quoted in Khoury). However, Palestinian women defy this gender logic as they narrate their memories of the Nakba. Using an interpretive phenomenological approach, and paying attention to the language and specific words used, Khoury notes how the women she interviewed consistently insisted on their strength in the face of hardship and emphasized their connection to their land and identity, linking past and present. This is the case despite their displacement and the violence of dispossession they have been subjected to.

Malak Rouchdy also resorts to life stories to challenge hegemonic nationalist histories that focus on pioneering women and disregard the lives of the marginalized and/or those who do not fit the blueprint of the nationalist narrative. Her chapter about the life narrative of a Cairene working-class woman does not only illuminate the living conditions, but it also sheds light on the struggles of the urban poor against all odds. Rouchdy consistently compares the micro history of an individual woman to the macro historical narratives and surveys. This comparative approach corroborates the life story of Um Badriya, the interlocutor and, at the same time, highlights the differences between them, especially the missing details, “the fragments of history” that shed light on what is silenced or glossed over in official narratives. For, as Um Badriya compares between her life now and then in the past, and though her story is consistently an account of hardship and dispossession, her memories of the past remembered through the lens of the present moment was invariably in favor of a past that was kinder and more secure. Both Khoury and Rouchdy intervene in rewriting the cultural history of Palestine and Egypt through the integration of the life stories of marginalized women.

Nawar Al-Hassan Golley tackles in her chapter the autobiographical tradition of Arab women in the twentieth century as a key site for the construction of cultural memory. Golley challenges Western modernist approaches to the genre of autobiographies which in effect defined the genre with reference to canonical Western texts, resulting in the exclusion of non-Western traditions. The modernist eye was also gendered and undermined the contributions of women writers to the genre. Golley notes that the modernist dismissal of women’s autobiographical writings was also a feature of Arab scholarship in the first half of the twentieth century. However, feminists in the Arab world and the West have succeeded in rewriting the autobiographical canon, and established life-writing as an important site for the production of cultural memory. Focusing on a few selected examples of autobiographical texts by Arab women published in the twentieth century, Golley demonstrates the richness and complexities of the genre.

Loubna Skalli’s chapter highlights the role of online platforms in the production of gendered cultural memories. Starting with the question: “whose voices, narratives and perspectives enter the historical records,” Skalli examines a number of digital initiatives launched in the aftermath of the wave of Arab revolutions in 2011. She argues that digital technologies “facilitate as well as complicate the gendering of collective memory and the writing of history in nondemocratic settings” and enable women to bypass entrenched biases and exclusionary practices that have historically resulted in their marginalization in historical records. Skalli identifies two specific developments: the availability of digital technologies, such as the camera and the cellphone, that have enabled ordinary citizens to document and disseminate their videos and posts, their memories of a particular moment or event, and the fact that this is being done by large numbers of individuals. She cites Maryam El Khawaga, a young woman from Bahrain, saying: “My biggest and ongoing fear is that we’re normalizing/forgetting.” These words encapsulate the key motives and aims behind online platforms that document and disseminate, such as the Voices of Memory Collective launched by a group of Tunisian women rights activists in 2018, Vive La Femme Tunisienne Libre website, the Uprising of Women in the Arab World, and the video web series entitled Words of Women from the Egyptian Revolution. Online platforms have also enabled the act of witnessing, the dissemination of testimonials that expose state violence and censorship, such as the blog entitled Tunisia Girl. Embodied testimonials by women foreground the body as an arena of struggle and contestation, as demonstrated by the many accounts of sexual harassment narrated and circulated post 2011 as well as current efforts to document women’s voices from Gaza.

Part Four: Material Culture

Chapters in this section focus on histories of material culture to construct alternative narratives of the idealized gender roles in the Arab world.

Anny Gaul’s chapter on Arab food sheds light on the marginalization of women and non-elites from food histories. She argues that the dominant assumption that the kitchen is a primarily feminine space for women to perform their domestic duty in nurturing and caring for their families is, in fact, a modernist notion that gained traction in Arab countries via colonial expansion. She draws attention to the fact that the kitchen as a closed space where food is prepared is a recent phenomenon. According to sources on medieval al-Andalus and early modern Syria, most of the cooking was done outside the home. The ideology of domesticity was introduced and propagated and translated to the Arab world at the end of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century via numerous magazine articles that addressed women and consolidated the division of gender roles. Cooking was then designated as a primary duty of women, and the kitchen became a feminine space. By tracing the histories of how culinary knowledges were transferred, who did most of the cooking in different historical periods across the Arab world, and where food was prepared, Gaul provides a nuanced historical narrative. She notes that cookbooks cannot be read as authentic representations of a diet or cuisine, as the purpose behind writing can vary, from the preservation of a knowledge that is disappearing, or the codification of national heritage, or the documentation of cooking as an art, or simply, the production of a practical instructive guide.

Resisting both neocolonial and patriarchal binary frameworks that limit art production in the Maghreb to the taste of a globalized market or traditional depictions of national identity, Siobhan Shilton examines the work of a new generation of women artists whose work can be described as expressions of transcultural resistance, particularly post the 2010–11 revolutions. Focusing on Tunisian women artists, Shilton situates the artists amongst a wave of dissent that predated 2011 and included a wide range of cultural actors, such as filmmakers, writers, cartoonists, photographers, etc. The flourishing of street art in revolutionary times, particularly graffiti, has attracted the attention of much research in the last decade. Scholars have noted that much of the artistic creations in the aftermath of revolutions in general, and in the Maghreb in particular, has sought to reconcile past and present, Islamism and secularism. The chapter highlights the work of artists who subvert essentialist representations of Tunisia through a multilayered aesthetics.

In “Gendering Histories of Modern Arab Art,” Kirsten Scheid and Jessica Gerschultz add a new layer to narratives that celebrate the contribution of women to modern Arab art by interrogating both colonial and patriarchal conceptions of what qualifies as art from a gender lens. They shed light on how art institutions and colleges in Tunisia and Lebanon categorized the making of ceramics, weaving, art décor, furnishings, jewelry, textile designs, or artisanal mediums, as crafts suitable for women, while painting and sculpture were forms of art that men excelled in as Arab artists. By embracing these “feminine” art forms, women were able to make careers and acquire the status of new modern women, but at the same time, they “unmade” themselves as artists.

Annelies Moors traces the shifting historical trends in the global and local markets of gold in the Arab world in the twentieth century to demonstrate the linkages between materiality and signification. Gold has been and continues to be an integral part of gendered marriage economies in the predominantly Muslim Arab countries, as it is customary for the bride to receive a dower from the groom in the form of gold. The ownership of gold has multiple meanings and functions: it provides economic security for women; it is an indication of the social relations between the bride and her husband’s family; it is also a sign of status. In the second half of the twentieth century, and as more women became financially independent, particularly middle-class women, their choice of the kind of gold they wore reflected notions of a self that is modern. While much of the exchange of gold is part of marriage arrangements, gold was also a preferred option for securing savings, particularly in non-stable economies. Moors’ historical narrative sheds light on the impact of global markets’ pricing of gold, on the changes in taste and buying trends—baladi gold, Italian gold, Gulf gold—as well as the social and economic functionality of gold.

Part Five: The Body

Chapters in this section engage with histories of bodies, genders, and sexualities at the vortex of powerful forces, from biomedicine, war, migration, urban restructuring, and displacement. Two chapters engage specifically with expressions and formations of masculinities, a former blind spot in scholarship on gender. Farha Ghannam begins her article with a brief overview of studies of masculinities in the Arab world in the twenty-first century, which engage with men as gendered subjects. Quoting Marcia Inhorn’s insightful observation that masculinities are “plural, diverse, locally situated, historically contingent, socially constructed” (2012: 51), Ghannam explores the link between masculinities and the city and sheds light on the impact of urban life on the formation and expressions of masculinities through the examination of four aspects of the relationship: providing, space, protection, and policing. Young men are encouraged to explore the city to gain experience and also have access to multiple spaces, some of which may not be available to women. The role of protectors of their family and women is integral to the meaning of manhood. While all the said aspects fall under the social representations of manhood, and are hence important identifications of masculinity, men on the other hand, especially working-class men, are subject to policing and surveillance. This reality necessitates a different set of skills, such as attention to the presentation of their bodies so as not to appear threatening



Conclusion



Notes

1Hirsch and Smith (2007: 223–9, 223).
2Niven and Berger (2014: 2). Niven and Berger point out that this opposition between history and memory is a nineteenth-century phenomenon with the growing scientism and the establishment of the field of historiography. The road to the memory turn was paved by important interventions in the 1920s by Maurice Halbwachs, who introduced the concept of “collective memory,” and later the Annales school which focused on social attitudes, Pierre Nora’s influential “les liex de memoire,” and finally the emergence of oral history as an important historical discipline in the 1970s and 1980s (1–5).
3Assmann (2008: 49–72, 54).
4Moors (1999: 142).
5Abu-Lughod (1989: 267–306).
6Shami and Naguib (2013: 26).
7Burke (1988; 2004: 6).
8Berger and Niven (2020: viii–x).
9Burke, ibid., 57–73.
10For the intellectual roots and definition of the New Cultural History, see: Burke (1988; 2004). Also see Hunt, ed. (1989); and Calaresu, de Vivo and Rubies, eds. (2010).
11Scott (1986: 1067).
12Kandiyoti (1996; reprinted 2007: 9).
13Scott (2010: 9).
14Mikdashi (2012).
15A survey of existing scholarship on the Arab world from a gender perspective is beyond the aim of this introduction.
16Butler (2010).
17https://librarianswithpalestine.org/gaza-report-2024/

18Masalha (2015: 3–57).
19For example: The Palestinian Oral History Archive (POHA) at the American University of Beirut (https://www.aub.edu.lb/ifi/Pages/poha.aspx).
20Elsadda and Sabea (2018: 1–12, 2).
21Examples of gender archives: The Knowledge Workshop (https://alwarsha.org/storytelling-oral-history/); The Women and Memory Forum (https://wmf.org.eg/en/oral-history/); The Gender Oral History Archive (GOHA) at the American University of Beirut (forthcoming).
22Elsadda (2015).
23See jandaret al-arshif al-arabi, (Gendering the Arab Archive), Gendering the Archive Working Group (GAWG), Beirut: Arab Council for the Social Sciences, 2025.
24Nora (1989: 7–24).
25Leader (2022: ix).
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