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ABSTRACT

This chapter focuses on the intersection of gender and labour history,
reflecting on how early feminist sources can contribute to our
understanding of labour in the Middle East. It does so by focusing
on a speech by Malak Hifni Nasif (1886-1918) on women's wage
labour. The chapter begins with an overview of existing scholarship
on gender and labour history in the Middle East, with a particular
focus on Egypt. It then focuses on the life of Malak Hifni Nasif before
moving on to the specific speech that allows for an in-depth
exploration of her approach to women’s wage labour. By analysing
her perspective, the chapter represents a first step in bridging the gap
between feminist sources and labour history.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Massimo Campanini, to whose memory this work is devoted, had
many research interests, as this rich collection shows. One of the
most prominent was the modern and contemporary history of
Egypt: it is not by chance that his book Storia dell’Egitto
contemporaneo, published in Italian in 2005 by Edizioni Lavoro,”
had been translated a year later into Arabic by al-Maglis al-‘ala
li-I-taqafa.> Another of his main research interests was the history
of Arab thought. In this article I try to combine these two aspects,
bringing them together with my own research on gender and
labour. I will do so by looking in particular at a well-known
Egyptian intellectual and early feminist, Malak Hifni Nasif (1886-
1918). I will focus here on a specific speech given in 1909, where
she touched upon several topics that were relevant in that period
for the early Egyptian feminist movement, including women’s
wage labour, on which I am focusing here.

While approaching research on labour in Egyptian history, I
was struck by the paucity of scholarship looking at the
intersection of gender and labour. This article is a first attempt to
reflect on whether (and how) early feminist sources could
contribute to a better understanding of Egyptian labour history.
After a short mapping of the state of the art on the history of
gender and labour on the Middle East, and particularly on Egypt,
I will focus on Malak Hifni Nasif’s life and then specifically on her
approach to women’s wage labour, before coming to my con-
clusions.

2 Campanini 2005.
% Kambanini 2006.
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2. LABOUR HISTORY IN THE MIDDLE EAST: AN OVERVIEW
OF THE FIELD*

Labour history almost represents a black spot in studies on the
Middle East and Islam. While some research has been already
carried out, there is still a tremendous amount of primary sources
from both the pre-modern and the modern period waiting to be
analysed. Indeed, even though the meanings attributed to labour
may have changed over the centuries, it is clear that in different
historical periods people, including women, had the need to work
to make a living. We can analyze historical forms of labour more
easily if we use a broad definition, such as the one proposed by
global labour historian Marcel van der Linden in 2021, who
defines work as “the purposive production of useful objects or
services”, a definition that stresses two elements: “Work is both a
purposive activity, and work creates objects or services that are
useful to the people for whom the work is done”.?

Still, other than a few normative overviews,® scholarship on
labour in the Middle East remains scarce, especially with
reference to the pre-modern period, where most research has
been devoted to crafts, manual activities” or guilds.® The bulk of
scholarship on labour in the Middle East has focused on the
emergence of the working class® or of class consciousness after
industrialization,'® a view that excluded research on other forms
of labour. Let us think, for example, of the coerced labour of
enslaved people that was a fundamental pillar of the economic

4 Part of this sub-chapter appeared in the unpublished funding application for the
project TralL: Tracing Labour in Islamicate Legal Traditions, submitted to the SNSF
Starting Grant scheme in February 2022 and approved in November 2022. I would
like to express my gratitude to Laura Emunds and Laura Rowitz, both from the
University of Bern, for their invaluable support in preparing the application.

5 van der Linden 2012: 65.

6 Rehman 2010; Haarmann 2003.

7 Faroghi 2002.

8 Baer 1964, 1980; Faroghi 2006; Goitein 1967; Goblot 1979; Massignon 1925,
1952; Raymond 1973-1974; Shatzmiller 2013.

9 Beinin 2001; Lockman 1994.

10 See Ziircher — Quataert 1995 for the Ottoman world and Turkey and for specif-
ically Egypt, Beinin — Lockman 1987.
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and social history of the Middle East well into the modern period
but that has been usually ignored by both scholars of slavery"
and labour historians.

In particular, it is the field of economic and social studies, and
in particular Development Studies,'* which looked at labour in the
Middle East, something in line with the standard narrative of many
Marxist historians, that distinguished three modes of production
and associated each with one dominant form of labour relation
(ancient: slavery/feudal: serfdom/capitalist: wage labour)."® This
approach reflects a narrow view of labour focusing on the
industrial worker,'* a view that is problematic because it neglects
the fact that in many instances people worked for monetary or
other forms of remuneration well before the emergence of the
capitalist system.

Women and gender history helped to reassess the importance
of labour as both an economic activity and as a cultural element,
initially focusing only on gainful employment but later also on
housework and domestic activities, thus contributing to the
problematization of an understanding of labour that focuses only
on wage labour.' This is also true for the Middle East. For example,
looking at biographical dictionaries, hisha manuals and literary
sources, Maya Shatzmiller was able to compile a list of existing
occupations and trades in pre-modern Islamicate societies,
reconstructing for example how women were active in commercial
activities,'® in real estate activities or patronage,'” but also as
doctors, midwifes, wet nurses, secretaries, teachers and
hairdressers,'® tax collectors, brokers or peddlers, sex workers,

" The few exceptions include Franz 2017; Morony 2003; Zilfi 2010.

12 Assaad - El Hamidi 2009; Hijab 1988; Kizilkaya — Azid 2017; Kongar — Olmstedt
— Shehabuddin 2018; Moghadam 1993.

13 De Vito — Schiel — van Rossum 2020: 5.

4 Lucassen 2018: 23.

15 See for example Betti 2016; Bracke 2013; Salvatici 2004, 2020; Sarastia 2008,
2019; Steedman 2013; Tilly — Scott 1988; Todd 2005.

16 Shatzmiller 1994: 351-352.

7 See Shatzmiller 1988, 2001, 2007 but also Deguilhem 2006; Zarinebaf-Shahr
2006.

18 Shatzmiller 1994: 353-355.
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musicians, singers and dancers. Focusing on Jordan, Amira Sonbol
applied ‘an archaeology of law’ that starts from the Sari‘a, passing
via local and tribal norms, to arrive to contemporary law and
demonstrated that women’s labour, “was not something
questionable, but, to the contrary, taken for granted”."

More scholars focused on the modern period,” looking for
example at the impact of gender on the industrial labour force,*
or at sex work, in the pre-modern,** early modern* or modern
period.** However, in general it is evident that on the one hand
gender history (at least as far as Middle Eastern Studies are
concerned) has often neglected discussions about work and that,
on the other, labour history has often neglected the contribution
of the feminist movements. Focusing on how Malak Hifni Nasif,
also known as Bahitat al-Badiya, contributed to the debate on
women’s wage labour, I argue for the necessity to bring these two
fields of research together on a systematic basis.

3. THE LIFE OF MALAK HIFNI NASIF ...

At the end of the nineteenth century Egypt was undergoing a
number of important changes: now part of the British Empire, it
had entered the global market system. The extensive production
and export of cotton created a new agrarian elite, and also a new
middle class was emerging. Notwithstanding Egypt’s mostly
remaining a rural country, members of the elite moved in-
creasingly to the cities: as pointed out by Margot Badran, “by the
end of the century, the population of Cairo had increased by two-
thirds, while Alexandria, center of the cotton exchange and

19 Sonbol 2003: 11.

20 Kabaday: 2013; Karakigla 2005; Khalapyan 2013; Quataert 1991, 1994;
Vardagl 2013; Zarinebaf-Shahr 2001 for the Ottoman Empire and/or Turkey;
Clancy-Smith 1999 for North Africa; Baron 1994, in particular 144-167; Hammam
1980; Tucker 1985, in particular 16-101 for Egypt; Wick 2015 for Palestine.

2L Balsoy 2009; Hammad 2016.

22 Leiser 2017; Martel-Thoumian 2005; Tolino 2022.

% Baldwin 2012; Semerdijan 2008.

24 Biancani 2017, 2018; Hammad 2011; Kozma 2017.
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commercial life, had grown twenty-fold”.* New economic and
professional opportunities emerged, in particular for men, but
things were starting to change also for women.

It is in this context that the life of Malak Hifni Nasif should
be understood. Born in Cairo on 25 December 1886, into an
upper-middle-class Egyptian family living in the neighbourhood
of al-Gamaliyya,?® Malak Hifni Nasif was a writer, a poet and a
teacher.”

Her father, Muhammad Hifni Bey Nasif, was an Azhari who
had close ties to Islamic reformism,*® and was fascinated by the
reformist ideas of Muhammad ‘Abduh. Her mother, Saniyya ‘Abd
al-Karim Galal, was a well-educated woman® who was
unfortunately often ill. That meant that Malak Hifni Nasif, being
the first daughter, often had to take care of her six younger
siblings.*® Both parents encouraged her to study and attend the
newly founded women’s section of the ‘Abbas Primary School and
to then continue her education. After receiving a teaching
certificate in 1903 from the College Saniyya,* she started to teach
at the same school.*

Even though elite women were also educated in the past, the
way they were educated was changing in this historical moment:
upper-class women continued to be instructed at home, as before,
but now, under the growing influence of the West, their teachers
often came from Europe. Instead, “[m]iddle-class women were
meanwhile the first to attend the new state schools for girls”.*
Malak Hifni Nasif belonged to this group and, alongside
Nabawiyya Misa (d. 1951), to “the first generation of women to

% Badran 1988: 11.

26 Briackelmann 2004: 69.

27 Yousef 2011: 73. See also Abdel Kader 1987: 64-65.
28 Yousef 2011: 73.

2 Ibid.

30 Briackelmann 2004: 69.

31 Ahmad 1992: 182.

32 Yousef 2011: 73.

33 Badran 1988: 11.
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attend the Saniyya School and become school teachers and
published writers”.?*

In 1907 ‘Abd al-Sattar al-Basil Pasha, a prominent man, pro-
posed marriage.* After her marriage, Malak Hifni Nasif gave up
teaching and followed her husband to al-Fayyiim, in the west of
Cairo, where she discovered that he had already a wife and a
daughter,* who he asked her to tutor.*” Malak Hifni Nasif was
not happy in her marriage, and focused on writing. In 1908 she
started to write under the pseudonym Bahitat al-Badiya (The
Searcher of the Desert),* and soon began to publish in al-garida,*
the main newspaper of the Umma party,* directed by Lutfi al-
Sayyid (d. 1963),* one of the founders of the party.*

In 1909 she was invited to give a series of lectures on the
role of women in the rooms of the Umma party,* including the
one I am focusing on here, that was later included in al-Nisa’iyyat,
a collection of some of the speeches and essays she published in
al-garida between June 1908 and April 1910 under the same title,
that appeared in 1910.** Between 1910 and 1913 Malak Hifni
Nasif did not participate to public life as extensively as before.
She explained her silence by an illness she suffered from,* but in
1911 she gave “a famous speech to the Legislative Assembly
giving a ten-point program for the improvement of women’s

34 Ibid.

3% Abdel Kader 1987: 65.

36 Ahmad 1992: 182; Briickelmann 2004: 70.

37 Abdel Kader 1987: 65.

38 Brickelmann 2004: 72.

39 Ahmad 1992: 171-172.

40 The party was strongly influenced by Islamic reformism. It advocated for the
adoption of Western ideas within an Islamic reformist framework. The party also
advocated for an Egyptian nation-state strongly influenced by Western modernist
ideas, that would gain independence gradually.

1 Abdel Kadir 1987: 68.

*2 Yousef 2011: 73.

3 Ibid.

4 Briackelmann 2004: 79. Other editions appeared in 1925, 1962 and 2017. Here
I am using the 2017 edition.

45 Brackelmann 2004: 74.
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position, for which she demanded legislation”.* She died at the
age of 32 in 1918, and her funeral was attended by a number of
important personalities of the time.*

4. ... AN EARLY EGYPTIAN FEMINIST ...

Malak Hifni Nasif belonged to the early Egyptian feminist
movement and was strongly connected to Hiida Sa‘rawi (d. 1947),
Nabawiyya Miisa (d. 1951) and Mayy Ziyada (d. 1941). While she
was certainly influenced by Qasim Amin, she also declared “that
she did not belong to his way of thinking”.* Indeed, while the
history of feminism is often situated within Egyptian reformism
and connected to Qasim Amin, as pointed out by Margot Badran:

Feminism was not created for women by men. We know this
was underway in the last third of the nineteenth century, if
not before, from women themselves, from their memoirs, the
journals they founded and to which they contributed, their
books and oral histories. Women had already been engaged in
their feminist exploration for at least a decade when Qasim
Amin’s book, Tahrir al-mar’a (The Liberation of the Woman)
commonly credited with the start of feminism in Egypt was
published in 1899. The feminism of Egyptian women was
indigenous, not Western as commonly claimed, and the
feminists were not confined to a single class, the upper class,
as often asserted.*’

The speech I am focusing on was given, according to al-Nisa’iyyat,
at the presence of hundreds of women.”® As summed up by Laila
Ahmad:

The feminist subjects that Nassef gave priority to were
education — she was a graduate of the Sannia Teacher Training
College and worked as a teacher prior to her marriage — and
educational reform and reform in the marriage laws and the
conjugal relationship. In particular she denounced the evils of

46 Abdel Kadir 1987: 67.

47 Briackelmann 2004: 77; Abdel Kadir 1987: 67.
48 Abdel Kadir 1987: 66.

49 Badran 1988: 12.

50 Nasif 2017: 77. Briackelmann 2004: 73.
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polygamy and men’s unrestricted license to divorce their
wives, early marriage for girls, and marriages with too great
a disparity in age between the spouses.®

And indeed, all these topics are mentioned in this speech. She
begins by mentioning the complaints of men towards women and
the complaints of women towards men:** to what can this be
ascribed? She observes that there was a current conflict or
antagonism (husima) “between us and men”* whose origins are
seen differently by men and women. While men claim this is due
to “the lack of education of women and our wrong formation”,
women claim this is due “to the arrogance and pride” of men.>*
Malak Hifni Nasif call for overcoming this crisis, because “God
did not create man and woman to hate and repel each other, but
God created them to be love each other”.”® In another passage of
the text Malak Hifni Nasif mentions an aspect that irritates her:
namely the fact that men “claim that they feel pity for women”,
whereas what women need is not pity but respect.>

Not surprisingly, given her background, much of Malak Hifni
Nasif’s speech is devoted to education, that she embeds into the
emerging ideology of domesticity and motherhood that were
taking shape at the time. Opposite to those arguments that would
want education to be detrimental to the role of women as
mothers, she believed education would make women better
mothers, an argument that was often present in the emerging
nationalist discourse. Indeed, as Omnia Shakry puts is,
motherhood “figures centrally in turn-of-the-century modernizing
discourse and was essential to the nationalist project”.”” Educated
women would be better mothers in Malak Hifni Nasif’s opinion;
she asks, for example: “don’t you see the peasants and the

51 Ahmad 1992: 182. For Malak Hifni Nasif’s position on early marriage see also
Baron 1991: 281.

52 Nasif 2017: 77.

53 Tbid.

541d.: 77-78.

55 1d.: 78.

56 1d.: 82.

57 Shakry 1998: 127.
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ignorant women, who leave their child cry for hours without
moving?”® This is a perfect representation of the denigration of
mothers of lower class that was typical of her age. As Omnia
Shakry wrote: “Within the Egyptian colonial setting, untutored
‘ignorant’” mothers were problematized by both colonial
administrators and indigenous modernizing reformers as
particularly unsuited for the preparation of a new generation.”

Malak Hifni Nasif’s nationalist ideology is also fully imbued
with discussions on western hegemonic modernity. Here,
continuities between colonial and anti-colonial ideologies are
striking.®® As pointed out by Reina Yousef,

In Nasif’'s work, the European serves several functions: a
model, a competitor, and a potential corruptor (although,
instructively, seldom a patriarchal threat). In many ways,
Nasif did indeed internalize aspects of European superiority,
particularly when it came to family practices, tarbiya (child-
rearing), and education.

For example, according to Malak Hifni Nasif it is because of their
“eastern habits” that Egyptians do not continue to study.®

The relation between education and tarbiyya is central in
Malak Hifni Nasif’s speech, as it serves to “make women useful
members of the body politic and should prepare them for their
roles as wives and mothers”.®® For example, she mentions that
girls’ education should also include how to run a household,
basics of health care and education of children, something that
would also make Egyptian women more attractive to Egyptian
men.** Malak Hifni Nasif also discusses the question of betrothal
and marriage, advocating that future fiancés should be given the
opportunity to meet and get to know each other, provided it is in

58 Nasif 2017: 82.

59 Shakry 1998: 127.

%0 For more on this see Shakry 1998.

5! Yousef 2011: 77.

52 Nasif 2017: 82. In one of her writings she specifically compares European and
Egyptian women.

63 Shakry 1998: 146.

64 Nasif 2017: 82.
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the presence of a bride’s mahram. She argues that failing to do so
might lead Egyptian men to seek marriages with European
women rather than Egyptian ones.

Not surprisingly, Malak Hifni Nasif also discusses veiling.
Her position on veiling has been often seen as “a symbol of Nasif’s
inherent traditionalism”,®® and understood within her attempt to
put “the basis of a feminism that did not automatically affiliate
itself with westernization”.®® However, it is also to be mentioned
that (un)veiling was not a priority of the Egyptian feminist
movement. Indeed, as pointed out by Margot Badran, “notwith-
standing their feminist critique of segregation and female
seclusion, it was a function of feminist strategy not to call for
immediate unveiling and an abrupt end to the old system”.*”

Malak Hifni Nasif’s conservative position on the veil was
based neither on religious nor on economic reasons but rather on

social aspects.® Laila Ahmad mentions that:

She was opposed to unveiling, though not for the usual
conservative reasons: she neither believed that religion
dictated anything specific on the matter to women nor that
women who veiled were more modest than women who did
not, for true modesty was not determined by the presence or
absence of a veil.*’

She argued, instead, that women were used to veiling, and that,
considering how men of the time would react, it would not be
wise for them to unveil.”’ In her speech she supports instead the
idea of an izar that covers the body, emphasizing that in her
opinion the head should be covered and a long overcoat should
be used, as the women of Istanbul used to do.”* The model of the
Turkish woman is also mentioned later as the perfect compromise
between the Egyptian woman, still “imprisoned” in the home, and

% Yousef 2011: 79.

66 Ahmad 1992: 179.

7 Badran 1988: 14.

8 Abdel Kadir 1987: 66.
5 Ahmad 1992: 182.
701d.: 180.

71 Nasif 2017: 85.
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the European woman, who in her opinion, is excessively free’>—
a position that well represents what Badran defines as the “uneasy
position between conservatives and liberals” that feminists at the
turn of the century, including Malak Hifni Nasif, were
occupying.”?

5. ... AND HER REFLECTIONS ON WOMEN’S WAGE LABOUR

A long part of the speech is devoted to women’s wage labour. The
topic would become quite relevant for the early Egyptian feminist
movement. Indeed, while women were working before, the number
of women entering the wage work-force started to increase during
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This “sparked a
debate in the press on proper work roles for men and women”.”
As pointed out by Beth Baron, “the central issue was not, however,
whether women should work, but whether they should enter the
wage labor force in number or work at home”.”®

There were several reasons for this structural change: the
entrance of Egypt into the global market caused the introduction
in Egypt of cheap goods imported from Europe. This led to the
decline of crafts and household-based manufacture, which caused
the breakdown of traditional craft and trade guilds. Moreover,
subsistence agriculture also declined in favour of intensive cash
crop cultivation. Agriculture and household-based manufacture
were quite fundamental for the economic sustenance of many
households, and their collapse caused many men to enter the wage
labour market and to move to the cities.”® Quick urbanization also
meant that the job market became more and more competitive for
men but also for women, who often had to contribute to the
finances of the family. Besides that, it should not be forgotten that
many households were headed by women, who, with the rise of the
nuclear family, often did not have the support of the extended

721d.: 86.

73 Badran 1988: 14.
74 Baron 1994: 145.
75 1d.: 144.

76 Id.: 145.
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family.”” Feminists addressed the topic in different ways. To use
Badran’s words:

The feminists promoted the cause of work for women on
different levels. First, they reminded patriarchal adversaries
that the majority of Egyptian women already worked out of
necessity. In the countryside they worked alongside men. In
the cities they were forced into menial jobs which frequently
exposed women to sexual exploitation.”®

Feminists argued for an increase in work opportunities for
women, which would reduce the chances of sexual exploitation,
and also advocated for the nationalization of the workforce, in
line with nationalist demands.” It comes therefore as no surprise
that Malak Hifni Nasif also spoke about the topic. For example,
Nabawiyya Miisa wrote on the topic too, and in 1920 devoted a
treaty to al-Mar’a wa al-‘amal (Woman and Work).*® What is
surprising, though, is that Malak Hifni Nasif already wrote about
women’s wage-work in the first decade of the century, before
huge numbers of women entered the wage-labour market. It is
indeed in the late 1920s and 1930s onwards in particular that
Egyptian feminists took a position on the topic,* i.e. when the
campaigns of the Egyptian Feminist Union, founded in March
1923, had begun to bear fruit.

I do not want to argue that Malak Hifni Nasif was the first
Egyptian woman to speak about women’s wage work. However,
the fact that she, like Nabawiyya Miisa, was among the first
women to access advanced state education and work as a teacher
undoubtedly played an important role in her early interest in the
topic, even at a time when the feminist movement primarily
focused on women's suffrage and education.

When discussing women’s wage labour, Malak Hifni Nasif
refutes one of the main arguments used by those against it;
namely, if women entered the workforce, then they would

77 Badran 1988: 17.

78 Ibid.

79 Ibid.

80 1d.: 13. See also Miisa 1920.
81 Badran 1995: 164.
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compete with men and leave aside the functions for which God
created them.®* On this point, Malak Hifni Nasif responds by
noting that, on the contrary, men were the ones competing with
women: women used to spin, weave, sew, and clean the house—
tasks that are now being performed by innovations introduced by
men.®® For example, she states that:

The woman before us used to sift the wheat, to mash it and to
grind it on the mill with her hands, then to bring it and to
knead it and she prepared bread from it. Then they invented
the so-called ‘al-tabiin@,®* and they used men in it. They
relieved us from that much work, but they deprived us of our
working.%

Something similar happened for sewing, with the invention of
sewing machines, with cleaning, with the introduction of brooms,
or with water collection, with the introduction of pipes and
faucets, all innovations that made “the work of maids and poor
women” superfluous.®® Malak Hifni Nasif specifies that she does
not intend to complain, as she is well aware that these innovations
have eased women’s work. However, she wants to address the
argument that views women as competing with men in the job
market. She sees this competition as a consequence of the changes
that men have already introduced.®”

Moreover, in her view the issue of women’s work must be
understood together with that of individual freedom (al-hurriyya
al-$ahsiyya): those who want to become doctors must be able to
do so, just like those who want to become merchants, provided
that there is no damage to other people involved.®®

To the argument that women would neglect their family if
they worked, Malak Hifni Nasif responds very cautiously, not
losing sight of a traditionalist view of the family. She is very

82 Nasif 2017: 78.

81d.: 79.

84 The huge oven used in bakeries.
85 Nasif 2017: 79.

86 Tbid.

87 Tbid.

88 Thid.
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careful to specify that she is certainly not asking women to give
up housework or neglect child-rearing in order to study to become
lawyers, judges, or locomotive drivers, but emphasizes that these
tasks typically take at most half a day, leaving women enough
time to study and become what they would like to be.** She also
answers to the point according to which women would leave their
jobs because of pregnancy or childbirth, and she states: “there are
women who are not married, women who cannot have children,
women who have lost their husbands or have been repudiated
and did not find a family sustaining their children, or those who
have to support the family because their husbands’ work is not
enough”.® In this sense, she shows an understanding of what
women of different classes than her own were undergoing.

Malak Hifni Nasif also denies categorically that women
“were created for the home”, while men “were created to earn a
living”,”! pointing out that there is no “decree” from God on that,
therefore men cannot claim to have that knowledge.”” It is
political economy that requires a division of labour, but this does
not mean that women’s work would affect that negatively and
even so, she sees this is a matter of choice. In her view, “had Adam
chosen to cook and clean, and Eve to seek sustenance, that would
be the system in place now”.”

Malak Hifni Nasif also notes how some Amazigh men sew
their own clothes and take care of the house while the women
work in the fields, sometimes showing the same strength as the
men.** This confirms for her that the specialization of work by
gender is not a matter of necessity but of convention, and that the
perception of women as “weak” in their work is due to a lack of
practice rather than any intrinsic factor, as demonstrated by the
hard work of women in the countryside who work as hard as

891d.: 80. For a translation in German of the entire passage see Briackelmann 2004:
135-136.

90 Nasif 2017: 80.

1 Idem. See also Brickelmann 2004: 128-129.

92 Nasif 2017: 80.

%3 Ibid.

4 Ibid.
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men.” She stresses the necessity to make women stronger,
something that she does not believe depends on nature. She points
out, for example, that working women, referring mainly to lower-
or lower-middle-class women, tend to have better health, more
energy, and children who are not only healthier but also more
intelligent, as opposed to the children of the elite, despite the fact
that working women are believed to neglect their children.

At the end of her speech she lists ten demands for the
improvement of women’s situation. Not surprisingly, many of
them are connected to education: for example, her first demand
is for a teaching of the “religion”, namely the Sunna and the
Quran. She asks then for the introduction of primary and
secondary education for women and of preparatory schools for
all; for the introduction of a theoretical and practical teaching on
the principles of a good housing, health, child-rearing and first
aid. She also demands the inclusion of a quota for women to study
medicine and education; the freedom for women to study
whatever they want; the education of girls from an early age in
“honesty, seriousness, hard work and patience”. The observance
of Sari‘a also has a prominent role: she demands that it be
respected in matters such as engagement and marriage. She also
demands the prohibition of marriage between two people who
have never seen each other in the presence of a mahram, as well
as the introduction of dressing and social customs similar to those
of Turkish women. Some principles of nationalism are also
mentioned: for example, she demands the preservation of the
interests of the country and obtainining self-sufficiency with
regard to goods and people (the issue of self-sufficiency should
obviously be seen as one of the central aspects of nationalism).
Last but not least, she asks “the men, our brothers, to enact this
project of us”.*

This did not seem to work out: indeed, even “reformist”
intellectuals such as Taha Husayn (d. 1973) or Muhammad
Husayn Haykal (d. 1956) emphasized that the best work for

% 1d.: 81.
% Id.: 92.
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women was within their home.” However, history was on the side
of Egyptian feminists: in the 1920s and 1930s women actually
started to work in large numbers at Bank Misr or in the Mahalla
al Kubra companies, and in 1933 a law was promulgated
regulating women’s work in industry and commerce,” confirming
that things had changed and that women’s wage labour, despite
the opposition, was becoming a reality.

7 . CONCLUSIONS

Malak Hifni Nasif was a woman from an upper-middle-class
family. The speech I focused on here obviously touches on some
of the central aspects of the feminist movement of the time: the
question of the veil, education, the relation with the West, and
then the question of woman’s wage labour. All of them are
strongly embedded into the emerging of a new nationalist
ideology that assigned a specific role to women, that of educating
the children of the nation.

We should not forget that the question of women’s wage
labour becomes so central because there were men (and women)
of the emerging middle or upper classes who did not see it as
appropriate for a woman of their own class to work outside the
home.” Lower-class women had been working outside the home
for centuries, and there was no massive objection to that. Malak
Hifni Nasif’s showed, however, that she was also aware of the
needs of lower-class women. In some instances, she talked about
lower-class women in a way that we could define at the very least
as judgmental, especially when discussing motherhood; in other
instances she was more sympathetic to their struggles. This shows
that, even though upper-middle-class women were not
necessarily sympathetic to the challenges of lower-class women,
they did not completely ignore them.

Reconstructing the history of workers is an uneasy task, as
we do not have many sources written by them. Reconstructing
the history of working women is even more challenging: the

97 Badran 1995: 171.
%8 Baron 1994: 153.
% For an overview of these discussions see Baron 1994: 144-167.
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intersection of class and gender made them even less visible. This
is confirmed by the paucity of sources produced by them that
have survived. Therefore, in light of this structural challenge, it
may be strategic to also integrate sources produced by the upper-
middle-class women into our analysis. Reflecting on these sources
can help to shed light not only on women’s wage-labour, but also
on mechanisms of interclass solidarity that may in some instances
have brought women together, notwithstanding the different
needs they had and the different challenges they faced.
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