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Egyptian Women’s Movement 
Early Twentieth Century

• Turkey 
• France 
• New Zealand
•  United States
•  Switzerland
•  Egypt
 
• 1893          1920           

1934          1945         
1956          1971

Photo: Egyptian Revolution, Wiki



Women’s Rights

NationalismIndustrialization

Exercising Power:
Individuals and Institutions in History

Huda Shaarawi
              1879-1947



Egyptian Revolution 1919-1922
• Britain invades Egypt 1882.
• Britain claims Egypt as a 

protectorate in 1914.
•  Zaghlul founds the Wafd 

party, 1918
• British arrest Zaghlul on March 

8, 1919 and send him to 
Malta.

• Egyptians take to the streets.
• 1922 Britain nominally leaves 

Egypt.

• 1923 first Egyptian 
Constitution

Photo, http://www.egyptindependent.com/news/womens-movement-look-back-and-forward



Huda Shaarawi: Early Life 

• Born into the very upper echelons of 
Egyptian society just years before Britain 
seizes control.  

• Married at 13 against her will to her cousin
• Left the marriage for 7 years on a legal 

technicality
• Lives in a French speaking world
• French women in her life as tutors and     

mentors, including Eugénie Le Brun 
• Becomes a “hafiz” at 11
•    She reunites with her husband as Egyptian    
      nationalism comes to the fore

Born 1879

Life in the Harem



Egyptian EFU led by Shaarawi in Rome
As the International Women’s Conference
                                1923

Internationalizing the movement brings 
                       recognition
French, the international language



Shaarawi’s Political Life

• Founds and leads the women’s division of the Wafd 
nationalist party 1922

• “Unveils” in public upon return from an international 
women’s meeting

• Founds the Egyptian Feminist Union, 1923

• Leads the Arab Feminist Union founded in 1944



Goals of the First Women’s 
Movement

• Education at all levels for women. 

– Effects on women’s potential.

• End to/limits on polygamy.

• Greater equity in divorce.

• Ending the barriers of seclusion of women.

• The right to vote and seek public office.

➔The role of French and Arabic in seeking demands



Hazaranlar Museum, Amasya, 
Turkeyphotos posted on Trip Advisor



Selamlik

      Haremlik

Male and Female Spheres in
     the Ottoman Empire

Public Space: Male
Private Sphere: Female



Mashrabiya: To see without being seen

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mashrabiya



PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SPHERES, NYC





➔ L’entrée



EDOUARD FRÉDÉRIC WILHELM RICHTER (Paris, 1844 -
1913)

Dance in the Harem 



“In the Garden” by Edouard Frédéric Wilhelm Richter, Paris c. 1880

WHAT’S GOING ON IN THIS 
PAINTING?

Photos:  https://www.richardreddingantiques.com/sold/categories/78/9778/  Previous painting found on Pinterest.

https://www.richardreddingantiques.com/sold/categories/78/9778/


The same artist’s gaze
of women’s domains
“East” & “West”

What is similar



SALONS

• Intermediaries between the private sphere: the 
home and

•  Public space, the place of men
• Salons and women readers
• Salons have both Arab and European 

antecedents.
• Adapted in Egypt and the Levant to further 

women’s public presence. Seneca Falls 
Convention held in the home of Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton



Madame de Staël (1766-1817) 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Statue_of_a_young_Roman_woman.jpg , https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-
empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Statue_of_a_young_Roman_woman.jpg
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/
https://www.napoleon.org/en/history-of-the-two-empires/paintings/portrait-of-germaine-necker-baronne-de-stael-holstein-dite-madame-de-stael-1766-1817/


)

Woman Reading on a Sofa 1748 

Artist: Jean Etienne Liotard

Bloomers or
Turkish Trousers



From Salons to Activism
• Many who attend the salons are writers: 

poets, novelists, journalists.

• Women also start their own journals.

• Incubator for organizations to help lower class 
women and fight for women’s rights

The WAFD Women’s Committee 1925



Elements of Arabic tradition and French tradition in
the Cairo salon of Mayy Ziyadah.

1886-1941, Lebanese/Palestinian
     Educated in French convent schools
     Publishes poetry, articles in Arabic
     Father runs a newspaper
     Salon 1912 & mixed gender  

Women transform
the private into a 
public sphere while
remaining in the 
home.

mujalasat

French 
Salon

Salon of 
Mayy 

Ziyadah in 
Cairo



Mary Ajami, Syria
Princess Nazli Fazil, Egypt

Maryana Marash, Syria
Geneviève Straus Halévy

Paris         

Salonnières across
the Mediterranean 

Qasim Amin attended
The salon of Princess
Nazli Fazil.  

Bizet’s widow, and Proust’s
muse, Halévy’s salon was a 
center of support for
Alfred Dreyfus.

http://www.arabwomenwriters.com/inde
x.php/2014-05-03-16-01-55/l/labiba-
hashim



Cairo, 1919





Selections of Huda Shaarawi’s Writings

Directions:
• Read the section beginning next to the arrow.
• If you have time, read the questions accompanying the 
reading.

Discuss as a group:

▪How does Shaarawi take charge of her own fate?
▪How does she demonstrate courage on behalf of 
other women?
▪How does she challenge the powers that be (male, 
colonialist, etc)?



Malak Hifni Nasif (1886-1819) Egypt

A reformer in the Islamic modernist tradition focusing on gender, 
Nasif inveighed against men’s abuses relating to divorce and 
polygamy. She insisted that women be allowed to participate In 
congregational worship in mosques.

Letter from Malak Hifni Nasif to Mayy Ziyadah, 1913

We women are still burdened by the injustice of man and his oppression. We have no 
control over ourselves… If man asks us to wear the veil, we wear it. And if he asks us to 
remove it, we remove it.  And if he demands our education, does he have good 
intentions or bad intentions?  There is no doubt that he was right and wrong in 
determining our rights before and he is right and wrong in determining them now…. It is 
time for man to stop acting as a despot when he “liberates” us, just as he did when he 
“enslaved” us.



Lord Cromer, Modern Egypt 1908

LORD COMER, BRITISH CONSUL GENERAL OF EGYPT  1883-1907



➔



Lord Cromer  
Consul General of Egypt

11 September 1883 – 6 May 1907

• Founder & President 

       Men’s League for Opposing Women’s Suffrage.

• Father of an illegitimate child.

• In Egypt raised school fees, affecting girls’ ability to be educated.

       Discouraged training of women doctors.

 

• What of ‘the unsexed woman voting at the polling booth, declaiming on the 
platform and in Parliament, and possibly sitting at the desk of the Cabinet 
Minister to decide some question affecting the destinies and interests of her 
fellow-countrymen and women in the Antipodes?’



The Effect of the Civilizing Mission

• …Colonialism’s use of feminism to promote the 
culture of the colonizers and undermine native 
culture has ever since [Cromer] imparted to 
feminism in non-Western societies the taint of 
having served as an instrument of colonial 
domination, rendering it suspect in Arab eyes and 
vulnerable to the charge of  being an ally of 
colonial interests.  That taint has undoubtedly 
hindered the feminist struggle within Muslim 
societies.  Leila Ahmed



First Feminists of Egypt
Lesson Plan*

•    Two views of the harem:   Naguib Mahfouz and      
                  Leila Ahmed
•    Six primary source documents written by women   
                in the founding years of  Egyptian Feminism
•   Strategizing and prioritizing demands of feminists
•    Then  reading excerpts from Lord Cromer
•    Analysis of the effect of the colonial context of the    
      movement
•    Comparing demands to accomplishments up to    
      1957 or beyond
•    Comparing the Egyptian movement to U.S. or
         others 

*To locate Google  “First Feminists of Egypt Joan Brodsky Schur”
Posted at NYU Kevorkian Center.  Also three lessons on World War I.





While the Mediterranean features heavily in many conventional tellings of 
“Western civilization,” it tends to be figured as a zone in which precursor 
civilizations are born, die, and subsequently become reanimated by the cultural 
inheritors of a uniquely European legacy.
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