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ABSTRACT
This paper is an analysis of the journal of the Egyptian Feminist Union, L’Egyptienne, which
was published from 1925-1940. I argue that the women of the EFU used the magazine as a form
of autobiography of their current lives and future possibilities, creating templates for women’s
roles outside of the domestic sphere and building a community of like-minded women. Huda
Sharawi compiled her own memoirs after the end of the magazine’s publication run—these
memoirs begin with her awareness of gender inequalities in childhood and continue until her
time as a public figure in the nationalist and feminist movements. Margot Badran described
Sharawi’s dictation of her memoirs as her “final unveiling” and her “final feminist act” in the
preface of the English translation of the memoirs, Harem Years. I contend that these memoirs
were an outgrowth of her earlier efforts to write women’s lives and possibilities, with her final
contribution to this effort being her own story as an exemplary figure. Huda Sharawi is
remembered and celebrated as the pioneer of Egypt’s woman’s movement and her efforts, partly
through the publication of L’Egyptienne, shaped the ideal of the New Egyptian Woman.
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Introduction
The Historical Context of L’Egyptienne and Its Founding Goals
This paper is an analysis of the journal of the Egyptian Feminist Union (EFU),
L’Egyptienne, a French language publication produced from 1925 to 1940. The journal was
written and read by upper-class Egyptian women and also targeted women’s readership abroad.
The issues of L’Egyptienne serve as the main source for this paper; however, the works of
scholars like Margot Badran, Marilyn Booth, and Beth Baron were also helpful in providing
historical context and supplemental analysis. The memoirs of Huda Sharawi, founder of the
Egyptian Feminist Union, provide further insight into the motivations of the EFU in producing
its publication and articulating its goals in areas like family law, prevention of child marriage,
and girls’ access to education. The pages of L’Egyptienne give readers an understanding of early
Egyptian feminism, articulating women’s goals and hopes for the future. This paper argues that
the women of the EFU used the magazine as a form of autobiography of their current lives and
future possibilities, creating templates for women’s roles outside of the domestic sphere and
building a community of like-minded women. Huda Sharawi compiled her own memoirs after
the end of the magazine’s publication run—these memoirs begin with her awareness of gender
inequalities in childhood and continue until her time as a public figure in the nationalist and
feminist movements. Margot Badran described Sharawi’s dictation of her memoirs as her “final
unveiling” and her “final feminist act” in the preface of the English translation of the memoirs,
Harem Years. I contend that these memoirs were an outgrowth of her earlier efforts to write
women’s lives and possibilities, with her final contribution to this effort being her own story as
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an exemplary figure. Huda Sharawi is remembered and celebrated as the pioneer of Egypt’s
woman’s movement and her efforts, partly through the publication of L’Egyptienne, shaped the
ideal of the New Egyptian Woman. I will begin this paper with a discussion of the historical
context in which the journal was created and a brief biography of the EFU’s founder, Huda
Sharawi. Sharawi’s life experiences profoundly shaped the EFU’s work and its publication.
Historical Background
At the start of the 20th century, the decline of Ottoman suzerainty in the Middle East and
North Africa left a window of opportunity for hungry European powers to seize territories in this
region and claim them as protectorates. In 1914, at the start of the First World War, the British
declared Egypt a protectorate to maintain their control over the Suez Canal, deposing Khedive
Abbas Hilmi II, and placed the territory under martial law. They further restricted Egyptian
rights by enforcing censorship of the press. The British used Egypt as a base for battles in
Palestine and Gallipoli and relied on Egyptian labor for the production of supplies for these
campaigns. Moreover, male laborers were forced to go to Iraq, the Dardanelles, Salonika,
France, and Italy to support the war efforts, while women worked as laborers in the fields.1
Egyptians expected their cooperation in the war effort to be met with independence after
the war’s end but were disappointed with their exclusion from peace settlements and with
Britain’s continual occupation. In response, a delegation (Wafd) scheduled a meeting with
British High Commissioner Sir Reginald Wingate on November 13, 1918 and sought permission
to go to Europe to make their case for independence. Their request was denied and the Wafdists
launched a petition campaign under the leadership of Said Zaghlul. On March 8, 1919, the four
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central Wafdist leaders, including Zaghlul, were exiled to Malta and protests erupted six days
later, on March 16. The demonstrators agitated for the delegates’ release and for Egypt’s
independence. 2
Women actively participated in the demonstrations, which was a key step in their
progress toward public roles and political involvement. They carried placards with slogans
supporting independence and visited consulates to petition for other countries’ representatives to
support their cause. Hundreds of women took to the streets as part of the nationalist movement
and made their opinions heard. According to historian Beth Baron:
“Women took center stage on major thoroughfares, commanded public streets, and
shouted slogans for a mostly male audience. As they carved out new political roles for
themselves, elite women challenged the gender status quo. Herein lay the revolutionary
potential of the demonstrations. These were women who would not walk in the streets for
fear of being harassed, who had not engaged in collective public action such as funeral
marches or other such ceremonies, and whose voices were often muted and controlled.”3
Women’s participation in the demonstrations gave them new roles, both political and social, and
marked a departure from women’s previous confinement and lack of public presence. Women
were empowered to take public roles after the protests and organized for political purposes. After
Egypt gained marginal independence in 1922, however, women were not granted the vote or
other political rights reserved for men. They felt betrayed by male nationalists, with whom they
had collaborated, and decided to form a uniquely feminist organization to advance their agenda.
Huda Sharawi (1879-1947), an active participant in the nationalist movement, founded a
new organization in 1923, the Egyptian Feminist Union (EFU), as a forum for women’s feminist
demands.
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Huda Sharawi’s Life and Feminist Development
Huda Sharawi, founder of L’Egyptienne, grew up during a period of change in Egypt and
reflected on the injustices she faced as a female child. While women’s magazines and
organizations were developing, Sharawi lived secluded inside an upper-class harem—the area of
the home where wives and children lived separated from men outside of the family. In her
memoirs, Harem Years, Sharawi (born in 1879) writes of her childhood experiences and her
awareness of gender inequalities, especially of her mother’s preferential treatment of her brother.
She notes several occasions on which her brother was given special privileges or opportunities
that she would have liked for herself. In one instance, she becomes ill but her brother, who was
often sickly, is given more attention and medical care. She notes the unfairness of this situation
and complains of how the favoritism shown toward her brother “injured [her] self-esteem.”4
Sharawi also observes educational inequalities with her brother. She explains how, when she
asked her teacher if she could learn Arabic grammar in order to read the Quran without error, the
eunuch in charge of her studies impeded her from doing so. She recalls how she “hat[ed] being a
girl because it kept [her] from the education [she] sought.”5 Sharawi’s perception of inequalities
in education led her to fight for girls’ education and make this issue a central piece of the EFU’s
platform. L’Egyptienne often discusses the efforts the EFU was making to provide girls with
greater educational opportunity and applauds the educational achievements of Egyptian and
foreign women. Additional inequalities came as Huda approached puberty and her purity had to
be guarded. At the age of eleven, Huda was restricted to the company of girls and women. She
describes the loss of childhood friends, many of which were neighborhood boys she and her
4
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brother played with, as a “painful experience.”6 Perhaps the greatest injustice in Sharawi’s life
occurred when she was married at the age of thirteen to her much older cousin, Ali Sharawi.
Huda reflects on her fear and unease about the marriage, describing how, on the morning after
her wedding night, she “wept for [her] childhood and for [her] freedom.”7 Sharawi’s experience
of child marriage made her an advocate for other girls in this area. The EFU successfully
campaigned to raise the marriage age for girls to 16 and to 18 for boys. Sharawi was conscious
of the injustices that her family committed against her simply because of her sex and sought to
improve her life and the lives of other women.
The events of Sharawi’s later life allowed her to critically reflect on her upbringing and
align with other women who shared her goals and values. Early in Huda’s marriage, she and her
husband separated because he chose to remain with his first wife despite contractual obligations
to renounce this marriage and have a monogamous union with Huda. As a result, Huda, during
the separation of seven years, was able to continue her education and socialize with elite women.
Sharawi took on her first public roles as a result of her interactions with these elite women,
through participation in salons, lectures, and charitable works. This time apart from her husband
was crucial to her feminist development, as she became aware that other women shared her ideas
about women’s rights and found allies in her cause. This sense of a community of women
became important to Huda when she later collaborated with women during the nationalist
movement and founded the Egyptian Feminist Union. Huda’s early exposure to the inequalities
of the sexes and greater freedoms during her separation from her husband allowed her to both see
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the need for reform and start to develop connections and a public voice to catalyze her work as a
feminist leader.
Sharawi’s origins as a bona fide activist came with the Revolution of 1919 and her role as
president of the Women’s Wafd, the women’s branch of the nationalist party. After the
revoltution, however, the failure of the Wafd, the male nationalist party, to grant women voting
rights and parliamentary participation caused a rift between Huda and the Wafd’s leader, Saad
Zaghlul. As a result, Huda resigned from the Women’s Wafd and instead formed her own
organization in 1923, the Egyptian Feminist Union, to advocate for women’s political rights, as
well as access to education, work, and social freedoms. By this point, Huda had become
interested in international feminism and the global movement for women’s suffrage. She and two
members of the Egyptian Feminist Union, Saiza Nabaraawi and Nabawiyya Musa attended the
International Feminist Meeting in Rome (1923). Upon returning to Egypt, Huda, followed by
Saiza, removed her face veil in public. This bold gesture marked a new period for Huda, when,
no longer controlled by a husband or another male relative, she could participate freely in public
life and devote all of her energies to the women’s cause. L’Egyptienne, the journal of the EFU,
was first published in February 1925; it’s contents reflect Huda’s more liberal feminism of this
period. Huda’s goal in publishing the magazine was to advocate for women’s political and social
rights and to provide a forum for the discussion of politics, the arts, literature, and other
intellectual topics for Egypt’s new liberated women. The magazine was meant to shape Egyptian
women in their lives outside of the harem and promote a model of modern and sophisticated life
for women.
The EFU and L’Egyptienne
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The EFU first published L’Egyptienne in February 1925 and continued until 1940.
L’Egyptienne was written in French, rather than local Arabic, to attract an international
readership as well as upper-class Egyptian women educated in French schools or by French
tutors. The magazine contained articles on Egyptian politics, feminist movements around the
world, notable women in history, and arts and literature, among other subjects. The review’s
slogan was “Feminism, Sociology, and Art,” delineating the broad categories of topics addressed
within its pages. Articles on feminism addressed women’s status and progress both at home and
abroad. These articles are the focus of this paper. Sociology covered topics of politics, history,
and good works. L’Egyptienne published articles about the social needs of certain groups of
people, like in one article entitled “Deaf Mutes in Egypt.” This category also encompassed
historical pieces, like one on a conference given on the subject of Egyptian ruins, and political
pieces such as one entitled “Global Chaos” about the damage caused by the First World War.
The articles on art addressed literature, poetry, painting, sculpture, and other forms of artistic
expression. Articles within this category included one on the feminine influence on Robert
Schumann’s musical composition and a selection of poems published in several issues. The EFU
also hosted a school of pottery and ceramics, showing its interest in spreading women’s
involvement in the arts. L’Egyptienne’s readers were expected to be informed on a variety of
topics, including politics, history, literature, and the arts. Egypt’s new women were involved in
their communities and in the political discourse. Rather than living separate lives in the harem,
they participated publicly in a number of ways and contributed to discussions that had previously
been dominated by men. They may not have gained the right to vote; yet they used their journal
as a means of expressing their viewpoints and advocating for change.

8

Figure 1

The cover of L’Egyptienne, featuring an Egyptian woman with an exposed face and the
publication’s slogan
L’Egyptienne came at a time when, driven by their participation in the nationalist
movement and the post-World War I global feminist current, Egyptian women took on greater
roles and left the confines of harem culture—which had limited their public presence in the past.
The magazine was revolutionary in its statement of explicitly feminist goals, breaking from the
earlier, more conservative women’s press. The EFU sought to shape the new generation of
women liberated from the harem and celebrate the possibilities becoming available to women
both in Egypt and abroad. Articles on international feminist achievements and famous women in
history provided examples of admirable women and their achievements in other times and
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places. The magazine empowered women to propel them forward into a sophisticated, educated
modernity in which boundless new roles were accessible to them.
The initial issue of L’Egyptienne was published in 1925, and the magazine was the first
bona fide feminist journal in Egypt, although several women’s magazines existed before it.
Beginning in the 1870s, the Arabic press in Egypt thrived due to the government’s forfeit of its
monopoly on publishing and censorship eased with the British occupation in 1882.8 Additionally,
“the middle and upper classes had the funds to invest in literature, the number of printing presses
increased, and printed texts multiplied.”9 The first known women’s journal in Egypt was founded
in 1892, an outgrowth of the burgeoning print culture of the time.10 Early women’s journals gave
women a forum for creative expression and provided some with a role outside of family life.
However, these journals did not break convention and social custom; instead, they provided
practical advice for women to better fulfill their domestic duties.
The journals discussed topics including “work, education, marriage…and [contained]
sections on household instruction in cooking, cleaning, managing servants, and sewing.”11
Discussions of these topics contributed to an “ideology of womanhood” focused solely on
women’s roles as wives, mothers, and homemakers, only advocating increased rights to be better
able to serve in these roles and to benefit the men in their families.12 Similarly, advertisements in
these journals catered to women secluded in the harem, offering services like “home delivery,
private showings, and female photographers.”13 L’Egyptienne occasionally featured
Beth Baron, The Women’s Awakening in Egypt: Culture, Society, and the Press (New Haven
and London: Yale University Press, 1994), 2.
9
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10
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11
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12
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advertisements for domestic items, such as the ad below for a vacuum cleaner. Yet the magazine
did not feature articles advising women in their domestic roles and this advertisement was for
timesaving technology that would allow women to spend their time on pursuits outside of the
domestic sphere.

Figure 2

The early women’s press generally took a conservative approach to women’s roles and
worked within the confines of socially acceptable feminine roles: those of wives and mothers.
The early press remained traditional in its approach to women’s domestic responsibilities;
nevertheless, it allowed women to harness their voices and work collectively. With this
experience, a women’s magazine editor, Fatima Rashid, went on to found the first women’s
advocacy association, the Society for Women’s Progress. The early women’s press marked the
beginning of women articulating shared goals and possessing public voices; however,
L’Egyptienne broke from its tradition to openly advocate for women’s liberation from domestic
constraints.
L’Egyptienne’s First Issue
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The first issue of L’Egyptiene contains three documents stating the purpose and feminist
philosophy of the magazine. These articles provide insight into the goals of the Egyptian
Feminist Union in creating the magazine and reveal how the journal sought to achieve more
progressive goals than the women’s press that existed before. The first document, entitled
“Declaration,” explains the founding goals of the magazine. The authors, the editorial board of
the magazine, state two main purposes for the journal, which was published in French, rather
than the local language of Arabic. They chose to publish the journal in French because, in
addition to being the language of Egypt’s elite, the women of the EFU sought to reach a
European readership and change the views of European women with regards to the status of
women in Egypt. The two main goals of the journal are: 1) to publish information on Egyptian
intellectual discourse and that of other countries and to advocate for humanitarian ideals and
rights and 2) to serve as a vehicle for the feminist ideas of Egyptian women and to contribute to
the international feminist movement.14 These two goals determined the content and message of
the magazine and provide insight into the editorial board’s ideas about new Egyptian women.
Following these goals, the EFU sought to participate in the international feminist discourse and
to educate its readership on all of the important political and philosophical debates of the time
period. The EFU worked to encourage its readership to be politically active and aware of world
affairs. Contrary to earlier journals, the staff of L’Egyptienne advocated women’s public roles in
many spheres and comprehensive education to be active citizens of the country. The writers of
L’Egyptienne sought to serve a new generation of educated, bold, and publicly active women
who advocated for their rights.
14
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The first issue of L’Egyptienne also contained the Egyptian Feminist Union’s feminist
manifesto, entitled simply “Feminism.” Fazilen Izzet, the writer of the piece, explains the
heightened awareness of women’s potential after the First World War, when many women
assumed roles of men who left for battle, working in factories and the fields to bolster the war
effort. She explains that the international feminist movement is of great interest to the women of
Egypt and invokes the historical primacy of women in ancient Egypt as an example of the
country’s feminist past. She further explains the Islamic foundation of feminism, claiming that
the religion teaches that mothers have the right to go to paradise. However, she contends that for
a mother to go to paradise, she must be educated and permitted to work for a living and be able
to survive and succeed during the difficult parts of life. She concludes by stating that women
have recently realized many rights and freedoms across the world, and even in Egypt thanks to
the efforts of Huda Sharawi, but that the goal of the EFU is to achieve the same status for women
in Egypt as that of women in the West.15 The staff of the journal, therefore, sought to educate
women about the success of feminist movements in other countries and win these same rights
within Egypt. This goal explains the magazine’s emphasis on international feminist solidarity
and its inclusion of many articles about the successes of feminist movements in other countries.
The EFU hoped to communicate the successes of global feminism through its magazine to
inspire the women of Egypt and provoke change. Women celebrated the progress of the rest of
the world through the magazine in order to inspire women to fight for the same rights at home.
The third document in the original issue of L’Egyptienne that helps explain its purpose is
“Les Revendications des Dames Egyptiennes,” or “The Demands of Egyptian Women,” a
document that the Egyptian Feminist Union and the Women’s Political Delegation presented to
15
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Parliament in 1924. The document first addresses the broader political concerns of the EFU,
including the independence of Egypt and the neutrality of the Suez Canal. The document goes on
to address the EFU’s demands for broad social reforms, such as mandatory schooling for
children all across Egypt, the focus on bolstering local industries and the Egyptian economy, the
fight against prostitution and drugs, and the creation various social programs for the poor. The
last segment of the document, and the most important for the purposes of this paper, explains the
Egyptian Feminist Union’s desires for women’s greater access to education and increased
political rights. The authors of the document approached the topic of women’s rights within a
framework to appeal to the male members of parliament. They emphasize that “If we specifically
demand the amelioration of the lot of women, it’s not because of the preference for our sex to the
detriment of other members of the community, but because we are convinced that it is the only
way of reforming society. And without any doubt the only way to arrive at this goal is to expand
educational opportunities.” The women were careful to approach the demand for greater rights
within a context that men could understand. Further, the writers of the document claim, “Islam
mandates the equality of the sexes in many areas (especially in that of education) and for this
reason” the women present their demands to the government.16 They then present their six
demands, which are:
1. “The equality of the sexes in education: free access to universities for all the girls
who desire to study and encouragement those who are naturally gifted.
2. To increase the number of secondary schools for young girls, beginning with large
cities and the chief places in districts.
3. Separation of the direction of teaching young girls from that of teaching young boys.
4. To gradually replace male teachers with female teachers of equal ability, who would
be better able to understand the girls and to watch over them.
5. To give the right to vote in elections to women as well as men, with the condition that
at first, it will be given to women who are wealthy or educated. It would indeed be
illogical and unjust that this right accorded to illiterates be refused to cultivated
16
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women or those enjoying a certain fortune and who must submit to the laws, the
development of which they have not taken part when they represent half of society.
6. To bring to the conjugal legislation necessary reforms so that they conform to the
spirit of the religion that wants justice and peace to reign in the family.
a) By developing a law prohibiting polygamy except in case of absolute necessity.
b) By developing a law demanding that divorce cannot be done unless in front of a
judge in the presence of the two parents of the spouses to try to reconcile them if
possible, according to the text of the Quran.”
These demands clearly express the early goals of the EFU: educational equality, political
rights, and reform of archaic family laws that hindered women’s advancement. This platform
goes beyond earlier publications’ demands of education to serve as mothers, pressing for equal
opportunity and higher education that leads to careers outside of the home. Similarly, the
political demands, while being biased toward the educated and wealthy women who produced
the magazine, call for the right to vote for privileged women at first and, gradually, all women.
Demands for family law reform were also part of the EFU’s agenda so as to elevate the status of
women in society and ensure that they not be treated as their husbands’ disposable property. The
EFU sought to reform Egyptian society and bring about a new order in which women were
educated, politically active, and able to determine their own destinies within family life. Huda
Sharawi and the staff of L’Egyptienne broke from earlier publications’ conservatism and
demanded a new liberated way of life for Egyptian women.
This paper is broken down into three chapters, each of which helps to explain
L’Egyptienne’s contribution to developing the New Egyptian Woman and creating a forum for
women to discuss and explore their evolving roles. Chapter one focuses on the magazine’s
“Famous Women in History” feature. The staff of the journal chose to emphasize the successes
of both Middle Eastern and international women and used these women as exemplars of what
new Egyptian women may aspire to be. This section of the journal provided narratives of the
possible futures of Egyptian women by celebrating the achievements of their peers and allowing
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them to try on ideas of a newly active and public womanhood. Sharawi’s own memoirs are read
as a final contribution to this series of biographies on the New Egyptian Woman. Chapter two
details the magazine’s emphasis on international feminist solidarity and the achievements of
feminist movements in --other countries—including Turkey, France, England, and the Soviet
Union—applauding foreign women for their accomplishments and focusing on the shared goals
of women around the world. This emphasis on international solidarity helped create a sense of
community for L’Egyptienne’s readers that extended beyond national borders—reinforcing and
perhaps redirecting an orientation defined by their French language education. Sharawi’s
memoirs explain her own feminist development through encounters with women from Egypt and
abroad, who encouraged her to take public roles and share her views on women’s rights and
social issues. Chapter three is an analysis of advertisements run in the journal, promoting a wide
range of products including cosmetics, clothing, and cars. The advertisements contributed to the
magazine’s efforts to shape modern Egyptian womanhood and present women with new roles
after their liberation from the harem. Although the staff of the magazine did not write these
advertisements, the ads contributed to the ideas presented to women through the journal.
Through these chapters, I will argue that, through its magazine, L’Egyptienne, the EFU
wrote autobiographies of their current lives and future aspirations, creating models for women’s
roles outside of the domestic sphere and building a community of like-minded women. Sharawi’s
memoirs demonstrate her personal development as a feminist and public figure. Her memoirs
served as her own contribution to the biography of Egyptian women in changing social
circumstances, showing her own progression from a secluded childhood to an active and
exemplary adult life. Sharawi, though her memoirs and her magazine, shaped the possibilities of
the New Egyptian Woman and defined women’s new roles as active and public.

16

Chapter 1
Honoring Women and their Accomplishments
The staff of L’Egyptienne focused on honoring the success of women in Egypt and
elsewhere, creating a positive discourse about the diverse opportunities becoming available to
women around the world in order to inspire and encourage its readership. Each issue of
L’Egyptienne opened with a photograph, usually a black-and-white portrait from the shoulders
up, of A woman and a brief description of her accomplishments. Most of these photos show
unveiled women to demonstrate their progress to readers abroad, who tended to perceive the veil
as a sign of backwardness. Marilyn Booth suggests that these biographies had their roots in the
Arabic tradition of biographical dictionaries used to evaluate those who had transmitted the
sunna of the prophet. These texts expressed the positive attributes of the transmitters and gave
them exemplary status.17 However, the women of the EFU may have also wished to make
notable women visible and recognizable, because their lives were not included in male-produced
media and narratives of history. The women featured in L’Egyptienne were exemplars from all
over the world. They had made achievements in various fields and in the fight for women’s
rights and promoted the idea of the New Egyptian Woman as active in public life. As Marilyn
Booth explains, “For the women who produced and consumed biographical dictionaries and
magazines, these texts operated as a collective autobiography of possible future selves.”18 The
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EFU chose women, both from its own community and from other parts of the world who could
highlight for its readers the diverse possibilities becoming available to women. In this way, the
Egyptian Feminist Union sought to expose its readers to the wide range of possibilities for their
futures, encourage feminist activism, and promote a kind of feminist solidarity that was both
national and international. This collective autobiography defined women’s potential to hold
active and public roles and placed women in a community of shared goals and beliefs. In this
chapter, I show how these individual biographies as constituents of the collective autobiography
provide a gallery of potential futures available to women and define modern Egyptian
womanhood as active and public. I suggest that Sharawi’s memoirs are the final component of
this collective autobiography, written with the experience of the EFU behind her and a will to
add another contribution to her legacy in shaping Egypt’s new woman for future generations.
The EFU prided itself on the way in which its members represented the new values of
Egyptian women’s liberation and wanted the world to see their progress in the public sphere and
therefore chose certain women to feature as exemplars. One featured woman was Aziza Haekal
(November 1927), who was honored for her attendance of a reception given by the French
president in honor of King Fouad I.

Figure 3

18

She (pictured above) went to the event unveiled, showing to the international audience the newly
liberated Egyptian woman. The magazine states of her accomplishments,
“Courageously breaking with the outdated tradition that keeps Egyptian women isolated
from official meetings, Mrs. Aziza Haekal appeared at the large reception given by the
President of the French Republic in honor of His Majesty King Fouad I.
Although it was without precedent to see a Muslim woman appear unveiled before her
Sovereign, His Majesty attributed to Mrs. Haekal all the marks of a benevolent interest,
showing as well that she is nothing contrary to the emancipation of the Egyptian woman.
L’Egyptienne, happy to record this progress in our customs that she espouses,
congratulates Mademoiselle Aziza Haeekal, with our greatest sympathies, our
distinguished colleague, the editor of ‘Siassa,’ she is one of the most zealous and devoted
members of our Union.”19
Haekal’s choice to go to the reception unveiled represented the evolution of women’s status in
Egypt for a large, international audience. She defied convention and acted as an exemplar for
other women to participate in public life unveiled. Huda Sharawi had begun the movement
towards unveiling when she, along with fellow activist Saiza Nabarawi, publicly removed her
face veil upon returning from the conference of the International Alliance of Women in Rome in
1923.20 The topic of veiling is addressed in several articles within L’Egyptienne, with the EFU’s
members supporting the unveiling of their sisters across the Middle East, reflecting Sharawi’s
position on the issue. The veil was viewed as a symbol of women’s inferior status, especially by
western onlookers, and the women of the EFU wanted the international community to perceive
them as liberated; thus, unveiling was a key step in the acceptance of Egyptian women into the
international community of feminists.
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Other women were honored for their professional accomplishments or for their
involvement within their communities, both of which were positive, public achievements that the
EFU wanted to celebrate among its members. The July 1925 issue honored Princess Aziza
Hassan for her contributions to numerous charities in the Middle East. The journal explains, “We
would need an entire work to mention the full list of donations of the very charitable princess,
who, for the Islamic world, remains the purest model of the perfect great lady and sovereign.”21
The EFU focused on women donating time to charitable works, an important past time of the
upper classes, as a means of participating in public society. Education and career were other
means for women to become active outside of the home, and achievements in these areas were
important within the magazine.

Figure 4

The EFU lauded Sophie Abd El Messih (above) for her career achievements, a 19-yearold Egyptian pianist, who in March 1927 won two gold medals at an international musical
competition in France. The article states,
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“With all our hearts we congratulate the talented young pianist: Miss Sophie Abd el
Messih for the high distinction she has just received from the Academies of Music of
Liège and of Paris.
Finishing first out of 800 candidates in the international competition for musical
composition, this young Egyptian girl of 19 years, was awarded two diplomas of honor
and two gold medals.
This great success proves once again that ‘merit does not reflect the number of years.’
Miss Abd el Messih seems to us to hold the most excellent promises for the future.
We give our sincerest wishes so that during brilliant career which promises to be before
her, she continues to justify all the hopes that we place on her young talent, which honors
her country and her sex.”22
This focus on Messih honoring “her country and her sex” is important as it shows that
when women made notable achievements, they represented all Egyptian women and their future
potential. As Booth explains, “‘Famous Women’ biographies inscribed both precedents and
potential lives for editors and readers, echoes of, or templates for, these women’s unwritten
autobiographies.”23 The EFU presented these biographies in an effort to define themselves and
their futures.
In November 1930, the EFU congratulated Doria Shafik, a fellow Egyptian, for passing
an exam in psychology at the Sorbonne in Paris. Shafik’s achievement was notable because she
was a woman from the same cultural background as L’Egyptienne’s readers who had pursued an
education both in Egypt and then abroad, succeeding in her efforts. Shafik’s story is inspiring for
women from Egypt who may have had similar aspirations to pursue studies outside of the home,
and even outside of the country, that had only recently become a possibility for the generation of
women growing up outside of the harem. Shafik became a prominent women’s rights activist
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later in her life, editing the journals La Nouvelle Femme and Bint al-Nil. Her Bint al-Nil Union
was the successor to the EFU after Sharawi’s death in 1947.24
The EFU also selected women who held public roles and served as representatives in
front of powerful men and women as models. Ehsan Ahmed and Aziza Haekal were among the
women featured in this category. Ehsan Ahmed (May 1927) was an active member of the EFU
who gave the opening remarks at a congress of poetry organized by the EFU. The description of
Ahmed’s accomplishments declares that “her success was a dazzling proof of the sure progress
of the Egyptian woman” for the international delegates.25 Not only was Ahmed a success in her
own right, but she also helped demonstrate the gains Egyptian women had made in fighting for
their rights to have public roles and gain an education to the international community. As Booth
states, “The ‘Famous Woman’ narratives filled a need for exemplary texts that constructed
(competing) images of the ideal female citizen at a time when femininity and citizenship were
subject to debate.”26 All of these real Egyptian and Muslim women helped expose their peers to
the numerous possibilities for their futures—and to the current progress women were making—
during a time of immense change and evolving opportunity.
The staff of the magazine honored the achievements of women who broke from tradition
and defied convention. In two issues, the EFU stated its admiration for female pilots,
groundbreaking women who performed a modern and daring task. In June of 1932, the EFU
congratulated Amelia Earhart for her crossing of the Atlantic in fifteen hours. They said she had
“proved once and for all the endurance and cold blood of which her sex is capable, we express
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our greatest admiration for her magnificent and courageous exploit.”27 Amelia Earhart’s
achievement gave hope for women around the world to be able to pursue even their most
outlandish dreams.

Figure 5

Two years later, in May of 1934, L’Egyptienne recognized a female pilot of Egyptian
origins (pictured above), proving that this ambitious feat was possible for a woman like the
magazine’s readers. The magazine said of Loftia El Nadi,
“Having gone to England to obtain her aviation license, Miss Loftia El Nadi, our first
female Egyptian pilot, is making her first attempts in the skies of Europe. She hopes, after
more time in her career, to be able to undertake the trip between London and Cairo and
even one day to beat the record attained by Miss Jean Batten in her last flight from
London to Australia. Our sincerest and warmest wishes accompany our valiant pilot as
she succeeds in her bold plans.”28
While Amelia Earhart’s success was inspiring to all women, the ascendance of an
Egyptian woman to the status of pilot showed the broad scope of possibilities that were now
available to Egyptian women, albeit those with the means to fund the necessary training and
travel. El Nadi’s success showed that women could pursue interesting and adventurous careers.
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The magazine did not just focus on the successes of Egyptian women, however. The EFU
chose additionally to include figures of the international feminist movement in order to build
solidarity among women’s activists around the world and inspire its readership with the gains
women had made in other parts of the world. The magazine honored several western women in
their achievements. Among these women was Margery Corbett Ashby (July 1926), a British
feminist who served as the President of the International Women Suffrage Alliance from 1923 to
1946. The magazine only includes her photo and her title as president and does not describe her
accomplishments in her role.29 Corbett Ashby gained the presidency at the 1923 International
Women Suffrage Alliance Conference in Rome, an event that Sharawi attended. The two women
may have interacted there or at least heard of each other.
Western women who took an interest in Middle Eastern affairs or in the works of the
EFU were frequently featured, showing that the efforts of the EFU to learn about foreign
feminist movements and current events were often reciprocated. In September of 1925, the EFU
chose Isabelle Eberhardt, a female Swiss poet and author.
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Figure 6

Eberhardt (above) is an interesting choice because she is a western woman who
converted to Islam, joined a Sufi order, and spent most of her adult life in Algeria. However, her
activities in Algeria were highly controversial, as she dressed and acted as an Arab man,
practiced free love, took drugs, and lived a nomadic and impoverished lifestyle.30 L’Egyptienne
does not mention Eberhardt’s controversial activities; instead, the biography focuses on her
achievements as a writer and on her keen interest in Algeria. Her biography reads,
“Born in Geneva in 1877, dying in Aïn-Sefra at the age of 27, Isabelle Eberhardt, author
of Nomad, New Algerians, Notes from the Road, [and] In the Shadow of Islam, is one of
the best French writers.
A Muslim, she revealed and made loved [to a western audience] Islamic African
countries and peoples. ‘I write, she confessed in a letter to Ali Abd-Wahab because I love
the process of literary creation. I write like I love because that is probably my destiny.
And it is my only true consolation.’
Her entire work is marked by three stamps that one recognizes in the work of great
artists: suffering, faith, and love.” 31
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Eberhardt is featured as a westerner who converted to Islam and promoted her religion
and North African culture in Europe. She was fascinated by Islam and the peoples of North
Africa and shared her passion through her writing. Eberhardt’s interest in North Africa and
devotion to Islam make her an ally of the EFU and an exemplary westerner who spread
knowledge of their society. The same issue features several of Eberhart’s literary works,
allowing readers to understand Eberhardt’s interest in North Africa and read about her life there.
Another western ally of the EFU was Juliette Adam (August 1927), a French feminist and writer
and fervent supporter of Egyptian nationalism. Adam founded and edited the publication La
Nouvelle Revue and was a friend and supporter of Egyptian nationalist leader Mustafa Kemal,
whom she met while he studied law in Toulouse. The caption of her photo reads,
“For the whole of her work that is at the same time that of a great writer and of a no less
great French patriot, Madame Juliette Adam, the friend devoted to our country who has
just received the Grand Prize of the Academy. We ask the great friend of Egypt, the
spiritual mother of Mustafa Kemal, and the initiator of our national movement, to accept
from the voice of our magazine, our most sincere congratulations.”32
Juliette Adam wrote a book in 1922, entitled L’Angleterre en Egypte (England in Egypt)
in support of Egyptian independence. Adam was both an advocate of women’s rights in her
native France and a supporter of Egyptian nationalism, and thus a prime choice for a featured
woman. She proved that women in other countries were taking interest in Egypt’s struggle and
participated in the international solidarity that the EFU sought to build.
The magazine’s staff liked to acknowledge western women who knew of and supported
their efforts, building the idea of an international community of which the EFU was a part. The
EFU saw itself as part of an international community of women who were in similar positions of
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seeking rights within their societies. As writer and professor Mohja Kahf explained of Huda
Sharawi, “The Arabic [version of Sharawi’s memoirs] does not allow the impression that the
European women are all liberated while the Arab women are all oppressed.”33 Instead, Sharawi
sought to reverse western narratives of colonized women as oppressed and in need of the
colonizers’ help in bringing about their liberation. She even believed that Egyptian women could
help their western sisters. When she met Benito Mussolini at the Rome Conference in 1923,
Sharawi made a plea for the political rights of Italian women.34 Sharawi and the leaders of the
EFU sought to unite women’s movements around the world in a collective effort to better the
global position of women. The EFU’s focus on the international feminist movement helped
express international solidarity and informed Egyptian women that they were not the only ones
seeking to gain greater freedoms.
The EFU emphasized the accomplishments of women in the East as well as the West to
share the efforts of women from a wide range of countries and cultural backgrounds. Honored
women included DH Khin (February 1929), India’s first female judge. Her caption reads,
“With the enlightenment of instruction and experience, otherwise said that the suffering
of Indian women is reduced little by little with their liberation. We are particularly happy
to introduce to our readers, one of the greatest and most active among our Indian sisters:
Mademoiselle DH Khin, who is the first female judge in India.”35
The EFU labeled Khin as a sister, drawing a connection between the women’s rights
movement in India and that of Egypt, and focused both on her accomplishments as a judge. A
Chinese feminist, Soume Cheng was featured in October 1927. She had studied law in Paris,

Mohja Kahif, “Packaging ‘Huda:’ Sha’arawi’s Memoirs in the United States Reception Environment,”
in Going Global: The Transnational Reception of Third World Women Writers, edited by Amal Amireh
and Lisa Suhair Majaj. New York: Garland Publishing, 2000, 159.
33

34
35

Ibid.
“Mme DH Khin,” L’Egyptienne 5, no. 46 (1929).

27

served as a prominent judge, and founded the journal The Education of the Chinese Woman. The
magazine says of Cheng,
“Born to one of the best families of the Chinese aristocracy, after completing serious
studies in the Orient, Mademoiselle Soume Cheng completed her studies of the law in
Paris, which permitted her to accept the high honor of Supreme Judge of her country.
Ardent patriot and great feminist Mademoiselle Soume Cheng is the founder of the
journal: The Education of the Chinese Woman and the leader of the emancipation of
women in the New China.”36

The magazine emphasizes her accomplishments as a woman and feminist, showing the
possibilities available to an educated and well-bred woman in China. Pantip Devankul (February
1929), the secretary of the delegation of Siam to the League of Nations was also among the
women highlighted. Her description explains,
“Member of the Delegation of Siam to the League of Nations, Mademoiselle Pantip
Devankul sat at the Tenth Assembly comprised of representatives from fifty-three states.
Several of these powers were partially or entirely represented by eminent women of
which include: the Countess Apponyi (Hungary), Dr. Aas (Norway), the Princess
Cantacuzene (Romania), Mademoiselle Curlionis (Lithuania), Mademoiselle
Forchhammer (Denmark), Mademoiselle Hainari (Finland), Mrs. Hamilton (British
Empire), Dr. Jull (Australia), Mademoiselle Kluver (the Netherlands), Mademoiselle
Lang-Brumau (Germany), Miss Macphail (Canada), Mademoiselle Phoebe Myers (New
Zealand), Mrs. Swanwick (British Empire), and our great friend Helene Vacaresco
(Romania).
As Secretary of the Siamese Delegation at the League of Nations, Pantip Devankul has
made the voice of the Far East heard. In my country, she remarked, we do not say:
‘Honor your father and your mother” but instead: ‘Honor your mother and your
father.”’37
By stating the political involvements not just of Devankul, but also of a whole list of
international women involved in the League of Nations, L’Egyptienne presented the opportunity
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for women from around the world to become involved in international government. These
several international women were fighting for their freedoms and making impressive gains in
education and politics. The EFU focused on their accomplishments to share the progress of
women around the world and build shared goals and ideas.
The feminist movement that appears to have been the most important for Egyptian
women was that of Turkey. Turkey shared cultural and geographic ties with Egypt and the
success of the women’s movement in Turkey seemed to bode well for the success of women in
Egypt. Turkish feminist leader, Neziha Hanem Mouheddine, was featured in July 1927.
Mouheddine served as President of the Turkish Feminist Union and head of the Turkish suffrage
movement. The description accompanying the photo of Mouheddine explains how she was
active in campaigning for congressional candidates who support women’s suffrage and express
feminist views, because constitutional change was needed for women to gain the right to vote
and thus, the assembly had to have a majority in favor of suffrage for the campaign to succeed.
In September 1934, Mouheddine’s successor as president of the Turkish Feminist Union, Latifa
Bekir Hanem, was honored in L’Egyptienne. The EFU thanked the “very friendly” Hanem for
organizing a conference of the International Alliance for Suffrage and the Civil and Political
Action of Women in the coming year.38 The EFU was happy to receive an invitation to
participate in this event and honored Hanem for her efforts on the behalf of women in Turkey
and around the world.
Another Turkish woman appeared in January of 1929, Halide Edib Adivar. The magazine
shows only her photo (below), in which Adivar styles her hair in a short, modern bob, and gives
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her name but includes no other details.39 Her portrait suggests that she dressed and acted as a
modern woman, going unveiled and sporting short hair and makeup.

Figure 7

Adivar’s eulogy in the New York Times, published upon her death in 1964, explains that
she “was one of the most gifted and influential writers of her generation and a woman of action
who fought alongside Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in the Turkish war for independence in 192122.”40 Adivar was an important female nationalist in Turkey and a respected writer, covering
such topics as Turkish nationalism and the war of independence. In 1928—the year before this
biography was written—she “was the first woman to address the Institute of Politics at
Williamstown, Massachusetts.41 Adivar’s accomplishments as a nationalist, writer, and
pioneering woman made her a positive example of the achievements of Turkish women. The
December 1935 issue featured another Turkish figure, although this time the person was male
rather than female. The EFU occasionally featured a note about a man who supported the
women’s movement upon his death or on a special occasion. In this case, the chosen man was
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the president of Turkey. The description reads, “On the occasion of the
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right to vote being granted to Turkish women by the National Assembly of Ankara, we are
publishing the photo of Mustafa Kemal, the inspiration for all the reforms of the New Turkey.”42
Turkey’s modernization and adoption of women’s suffrage in 1934 was an important example of
the success that could be attained by Egyptian women. Kemal’s reform plan set a standard of
how a majority Muslim country could undergo modernizing change. L’Egyptienne’s staff
repeatedly looked to Turkey as an example of the progress they hoped to see occur in Egypt. The
November 1934 issue ran an entire article on the progress of the New Turkey, then in its eleventh
year. They focused on women’s voting rights as a key piece of this progress. The article states,
“Unveiled, Turkish women not only reign at home, but they take part in the government of their
country. [They are] more privileged in this way than French women; they vote.”43 It also
included this image (below) to show the progress of Turkish women to their Egyptian sisters.
The photo’s caption read: “Female citizens come to vote at the Town Hall of Ankara.”44 The
progress of Turkish women served as an important ideal for Egyptian women to aspire to, as
Turkish women lived in a similar cultural context yet had made significant strides in spite of
cultural barriers.
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Figure 8

All of these biographies provided examples of the successes women were achieving
around the world and the opportunities that were now available to Egyptian women. The
magazine’s staff celebrated the success of women and presented its readership with ideas for the
public and active roles they could now hold. The magazine allowed women to imagine what it
might be like to achieve the things the women in the biographies were achieving. They could
contemplate becoming pilots, musicians, writers, politicians, lawyers, and more while reading
L’Egyptienne. In a time when women’s roles were vastly changing, this magazine helped women
mold their ideal futures. Sharawi’s memoirs are the final component in this shared
autobiography, with the story of her activism serving as the last exemplary woman from a
generation of change makers. Additionally, the focus on the achievements of women’s groups
around the world served both to build a sense of shared goals and to present Egyptian women
with possibilities for the rights and opportunities they could gain. Turkish women’s suffrage in
1934 was the most important example of this idea of finding inspiration in other feminist
movements. Readers of L’Egyptienne could find in the magazine many ideas for who they could
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become and what a more equal future would look like—something that gave the readers hope for
their feminist movement and for women’s progress in Egypt.
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Chapter 2
Participating in the International Feminist Discourse
In the biographical section, the staff of L’Egyptienne focused on the accomplishments of
women from all around the world. This emphasis on the global feminist movement continues in
the articles throughout the rest of the journal, especially in two sections: “Echos” and “Glanes”
(gleanings). The Echos section gave brief descriptions of the progress women were making in
other countries or referenced specific events, such as protests or feminist conferences. This
section was very similar to the biographies, as it often included the educational or career
achievements of specific women. The Glanes section features articles written in other feminist
journals that the EFU then translated or transposed into L’Egyptienne. These articles also tend to
focus on the accomplishments of women’s movements or the challenges women faced in other
countries. The articles the EFU chose often showed that other feminist organizations took an
interest in the international feminist movement, as the articles often came from one country but
discussed another. For example, a French journal may have discussed an accomplishment of the
Turkish feminist movement. L’Egyptienne was situated within a larger context of global
women’s organizations creating journals to work collectively toward progress. The EFU
participated in the international feminist discourse—both by seeking foreign readership and by
reading the publications of feminists abroad—building a sense of community among all women.
In this chapter, I argue that articles in these sections provided readers with a virtual community
of women who shared their goals and values, encouraging a spirit of collaboration and solidarity.
Sharawi, in her personal feminist development as told in her memoirs, met women who
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expressed similar beliefs about women’s rights and needs for greater opportunity. In her
magazine, she created a similar forum in which women could discuss common concerns and
celebrate achievements, inspiring each other to continue in the fight for their rights and to pursue
opportunities as new women active in the public sphere. Writing about these roles and futures
also contributed to the magazine’s role as an autobiography of women’s collective experience
and expression of their aspirations, as the EFU looked both at home and abroad for exemplary
models.
Sharawi’s Collaboration with Other Women and Early Public Life
Sharawi writes about her encounters with several women, especially during her
separation from her husband, who helped her to gain a public voice to express her concerns
about the posit ion of women in society. The magazine echoes Sharawi’s early feminist
awakening, as it provides a forum in which women could communicate with each other—sharing
struggles and successes—helping readers understand that they are part of a global community.
The first woman Sharawi describes as making a significant impression on her during her
separation was Attiya Hanim Saqqaf, a relative from Stamboul. Attiya Hanim came to stay with
Sharawi’s family after her OWN separation from her husband. Sharawi learns of the unfortunate
circumstances of Attiya Hanim’s husband taking another wife. At first Attiya forgave him and
remained with him, yet she found him pursuing servant girls in their home. She heard that he had
taken many wives and fathered many children when he worked aboard a ship, marrying them
aboard the ship and then divorcing them when the ship docked. Her husband then became ill and
she took care of him, acting as a devoted wife despite his faults. Yet, once he felt better, he left
her and went to Mecca to live with his second wife. She divorced him but the legal code gave the
father custody of the children and she therefore had to leave her infant son and daughter with her
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husband.45 Sharawi writes that “After hearing this sad tale, [she] was moved to treat Attiya
Hanim like a sister, to gain her love and confidence”46 Sharawi’s friendship with Attiya Hanim
exposed her to the suffering other women experience and showed her the need for women to
build relationships with each other and act as a support network. The magazine serves in this
function, as it shares the struggles of women around the world and allows women to sympathize
with each other and work collectively to eliminate suffering.
Another woman who Sharawi met during her separation is Madame Rushdi, a French
woman who had married an Egyptian man and hosted a salon to discuss women’s issues.
Sharawi writes that Mme. Rushdi “nourished [her] mind and spirit” as she supported her
intellectual endeavors by recommending French literature and helping her to understand the
texts. She also invited Huda to her salon, where women discussed social concerns, such as
veiling. This salon was Huda’s first exposure to a community of women who shared her views
about women’s unequal treatment in society and their need for greater rights.47 The articles of
L’Egyptienne serve as a similar forum to expose women to peers who share their opinions and
want to work together to better the position of their sex. Mme. Rushdi helped Huda transition
into her public role and she writes that after Rushdi’s death she “had to become self-sufficient.”48
Huda met Marguerite Clement, a Frenchwoman on an eastern tour sponsored by the Carnegie
Endowment, in the year after Rushdi’s death. Clement offered to give a lecture to Egyptian
women and Huda agreed and helped to find a sponsor for the event, Princess Ain al-Hayat. The
lecture was a success and Huda decided to turn it into a series, with Egyptian women
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participating as speakers. From this opportunity Huda was also able to connect with the Princess,
who was sponsoring a medical dispensary, and become involved in this charitable work.49
Huda’s first public roles developed from her connections with other likeminded women. She
used her magazine as a means of making her readers feel connected to women around the world
and placing them within the broader community of women with shared values and goals.
Echos
The Echos section provided brief descriptions of feminist news from around the world
and informed the EFU’s readership of the progress of the global feminist movement. Women
learned about the achievements of their peers in a wide range of countries and cultural contexts.
One interesting example comes from an article entitled, “Women in Russian Life.” The article
explains the liberation of women under the Soviet regime and describes several aspects of this
progress. It reads,
“The Russian woman, in the Republic of Soviets, has obtained complete equality:
political and social. She can attain any career, position, or rank reserved until now for
men.
The socialist principle of equal work, equal salary is rigorously applied to women’s work.
A very strict group of laws provide protection of women and the young of both sexes.
The obligatory education for all the Russian citizens has already produced notable results.
As of 1926, more than 479,000 formerly illiterate women had learned to read and write…
Soviet legislation accepts illegal unions and illegitimate children resulting from them. In
the case of separation of parents… the law places girls and boys under the supervision of
their mother and obligates the father to provide for their material needs…”50

The EFU emphasized the rights women in the Soviet Union had attained. Egyptian
feminists sought to make similar progress in these areas. The EFU wanted political and social
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equality for women, access to a variety of career paths, educational opportunities, and liberal
family laws similar to those of the Soviet Union. While the elite women of the EFU may not
have wanted the level of economic redistribution that comes with communism, they advocated
charitable works and legal reforms to help better the positions of poor women and children. For
example, the July 1925 issue of L’Egyptienne ran two articles on charitable works and the needs
of Egypt’s less fortunate. The first article discusses the works of the Dispensary Ain-el-Hayat,
which provided free medical care to mothers and children. The article states that the dispensary
serves 33, 338 Egyptian women and children each year. The image below shows the crowded
waiting room of the dispensary, with mothers and children seeking medical care.

Figure 9

The women of the EFU recognized the needs of Egypt’s poor and advocated for
organizations that helped them, especially mothers and children. The Egyptian state did not
provide for the needs of all of its citizens in the way that the Soviet state did and the women of
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the EFU used their resources to try to help struggling members of their society.51 The second
article addresses the educational needs of “deaf-mutes” in Egypt. It suggests setting up a free
school just for these children, where specialists could help them learn subjects like history and
geography, as well as how to speak or use signs and write Arabic.52 The EFU worked to help the
poor and disadvantaged and recognized the benefits of state provided services like education and
medical care for the poor. They may not have been Marxists, yet they understood that their
privilege was not universal and worked to combat injustices within Egypt.
The rapid progress of women under socialism was an anomaly due to different societal
codes and Marxist theory; however, the Echos section also featured the progress of women
through their grassroots organization within patriarchal and traditional societies. The March 1927
issue featured a piece on the progress of Japanese women. The article references a Susan B.
Anthony quotation in which she explains, ‘“only material independence can free women from
the state of slavery in which she is maintained by men.”’53 The author goes on to describe the
progress of “our Japanese sisters” in achieving economic independence. The author cites two
women who have attained high positions in industry: Mrs. Suzuki, the richest woman in Japan
and head of the Suzuki Company, and Mrs. Nakmaura who has become “nearly the queen of
steel in her country.”54 These women were industrial leaders who went beyond just achieving
financial independence to holding economic power within their society. The article also
mentions Ume Tsuda, “an imminent educator,” Akiko Yosana, a writer, and Leiko Hyodo, a
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female pilot.55 The EFU illuminated the various career achievements of Japanese women to share
their progress with its readers. Education was another area of progress that the EFU continued to
highlight. One article, “The Oriental Woman and Higher Education,” congratulated Miss Sara
Levy from Israel on her educational accomplishments in the sciences. The article states,
“She was admitted to the American University of Beirut and judged qualified to study
sciences. Thanks to her intellectual prowess and her perseverance, the University
awarded her, at the end of her studies, a diploma in chemistry and pharmaceuticals. Note
that Miss Levy is the first Oriental woman who has acquired her laurels in an Oriental
university.”56
Miss Levy’s graduation from the American University in Beirut was a groundbreaking
achievement and her success demonstrated the possibilities available with diligence and natural
talent.
The Echos section not only discussed the positive progress of women but also the cultural
challenges they faced. One issue contained two articles on the status of women’s dress in
Turkey. The first of these articles, “Yesterday and Today: The Evolution of the Oriental Veil,”
discussed the issue of veiling. It describes the political climate of Turkey in relation to veiling:
“Turkish public opinion in the urban areas is hostile to the outdated custom [of veiling]; the
veiled woman has become the object of curiosity and criticism of the passerby.”57 The author
supports this change and states that she hopes the movement against the veil will spread to other
parts of the Middle East. The EFU opposed veiling as a marker of an outdated culture that its
leaders sought to overturn. The perception of the West that veiling was a sign of backwardness
only added to this issue and made the women want to show their western peers that they had
55
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been liberated from this custom. The second piece on Turkey, “Suppression of Indecent Apparel
in the Turkish Female Schools,” discusses appropriate appearances for schoolgirls. The article
explains that the Turkish Ministry of Public Education has recently banned all strong perfume,
jewelry, and scarves in schools, hoping for the girls to be modest and focused solely on studies.58
This piece is interesting because it shows that, although Turkish women had turned away from
veiling, there were still codes of modesty and decency that they were expected to uphold in their
society. The author does not give an opinion, but the inclusion of this article suggests positive
feelings toward the placing of some limitations on women’s appearance in public. The issue of
dress, especially in relation to veiling, was central in the international feminist discourse and the
EFU covered notable changes in its publication. The Echos section of L’Egyptienne provided
news of the status of women in other countries and helped the EFU’s readership form an active
part of the international feminist community.
Glanes
The articles included in the Glanes section showed the relationships among feminist
movements across the world, elucidating the sense of community and solidarity among women
in the global fight for rights. This section included translations or reproductions (if already
written in French) of articles from other countries’ feminist journals.
An early edition of the journal included a letter from a French feminist, Manon Cormier,
who was a lawyer at the Appeals Court of Bordeaux and the President of the French League for
the Rights of Women. Cormier’s letter responds to correspondence she received from Huda
Sharawi (not published), in which Sharawi gave her a copy of L’Egyptienne and also sent several
“Répression de la parure indécente dans les écoles féminines turques,” L’Egyptienne 1, no. 8
(1925): 256.
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items to be sold by the League as part of a fundraiser it was hosting. Cormier opens by thanking
Sharawi for her gifts and for her letter. She then goes on to discuss L’Egyptienne and the
international feminist movement. She writes,
“I read your review, which I already knew of, with great interest, because Mrs. Henri
Gounouillou, vice president of the National Council of French Women has passed it on to
me ever since it has existed.
I hope that during my term I have the occasion to be useful to you. It is in all of us
grouping together and helping each other that we will better reach the securing of our
demands.”59

This correspondence demonstrates the reciprocal relationship among feminist
movements. Cormier had been regularly reading L’Egyptienne and Sharawi followed the
activities of the French League for the Rights of Women and sent donations when they held a
fundraiser. Cormier speaks of the need for women to work together to better achieve their goals
and expresses an interest in helping the EFU. This letter shows that women from around the
world communicated and tried to collaborate in achieving each movement’s goals and thus
advancing the cause of women in all countries. Scholars have considered whether western
women looked down upon their eastern peers and saw them from an “orientalist” perception of
their own alleged cultural superiority. While this perception existed among some western
feminists, others saw eastern women as similarly oppressed by universal patriarchal norms. As
Charlotte Weber explained in her article, “Unveiling Scheherazade: Feminist Orientalism in the
International Alliance of Women, 1911-1950,”
“Western members of the IAW [the International Alliance of Women] expressed
perceptions of Middle Eastern women that both challenged and sustained popular
stereotypes. Their recognition that women around the world shared patriarchal oppression
enabled them, in some instances, to transcend the orientalist distinction between ‘West’
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and ‘East.’ European and North American women could, and indeed did, forge bonds
with their Middle Eastern counterparts based on their common experience as women.”60

The women of the EFU participated in the international community and were equal contributors
to the collective effort of global feminism.
The community of women corresponded and read each other’s writings in order to stay
current on the developments of international feminism. In several articles translated in the Glanes
section from the International Women’s Suffrage News, readers could learn about the activities
of women in a number of countries. The article first translates a piece from the journal of the
Bulgarian Women’s Union about peace in Europe. It goes on to address developments in Ireland,
Australia, Italy, and Syria. In Ireland, a woman named Miss Keogh was admitted to be a foreign
exchange broker in the Irish Stock Exchange, the first woman to participate in this field in her
country. The journal reported that in Australia, parliament passed a resolution allowing married
women to choose their nationality. The news segment on Italy explains,
“The Senate approved a draft of a law relating to the protection of women and infants.
Following this law, a society called the National Charity, which will be seated in Rome,
would lead all the institutions that deal with maternity, infancy, orphans, and neglected or
abandoned children… This work will be largely subsidized by the state.”61
The portion on Italy concludes with a statement of support of the law’s passing, as it
would better the lives of Italian women and children. Women writing these articles expressed
interest in the success of their fellow feminists in other parts of the world. Lastly, the segment on
Syria shared news of a conference in Beirut to address women’s issues and social questions. The
article stresses that it was “a rare occasion when Catholics, Protestants, Druze, and Muslims held
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a meeting on general issues” and holds that this meeting was important to the collective action of
women in this region.62 All of these excerpts delineate the relationships among women’s
movements and establish the existence of an international community with shared goals. Women
took an interest in the efforts of other women and worked together to bring about the common
good. The International Women’s Suffrage News had a specific focus on publishing information
about this progress, but other journals also made an effort to cover international news.
Feminist journals published abstracts from other feminist movements’ publications, and,
in this way, contributed to the international conversation. For example, the March 1927 edition
of the journal included the following statement: “We are happy to learn from the French journal
Eve that Turkey finally has named its first female judge, Mrs. Nigiuar Hanem, to court. Having
finished her training course as a lawyer and jurist, she was named judge in Constantinople.”63
The women of the EFU, and also the French staff of Eve, expressed support of the success of a
Turkish woman and saw it fit to publish this information for their readers. Another French
journal, The Rights of Women, published an article entitled “What I Saw in Soviet Russia: The
Work and Lives of Women.” The author of this article takes an interest in the progress of Soviet
women, especially those who are Muslim. The author explains that, before the progress of the
Soviet regime, “The condition of these women was so unhappy that the Muslim Russian woman
would always cry when she gave birth to a girl.”64 However, women now have access to
education, training in vocations, and charitable organizations to help them live better lives. This
article is another example of women taking an interest in the progress of their sisters in other

62

Ibid.
“ Glanes,” L’Egyptienne 3, no. 24 (1927): 69.
64
“ Ce que j’ai vue en Russie soviétique : le travail et la vie des femmes,” L’Egyptienne 3, no. 24
(1927): 69.
63

44

countries and expressing support for their accomplishments. In February 1932, L’Egyptienne’s
staff published a comparative article entitled “Women and Professional Work” from the Swiss
journal, The Feminist Movement. The article provides statistics on women’s workforce
participation in several countries. It states,
“The number of women engaged in professional activities reached high numbers, with
11.5 million in Germany, 5.7 million in Great Britain, 5.3 million in Italy, etc.
If we compare the figures indicating the number of women [engaged] in professional
activities with the entire female population, we obtain the following picture [of labor
force participation]: Poland 45.1%, France 42.3%, Finland 37.1%, Germany 36.6%. In
Switzerland more than a quarter of women are employed in professional activities, at
31.4%. Italy 26.9%, Hungary 26.1%, Sweden 25.8%, Great Britain 25.5%. Of all the
European countries, Spain counts the lowest number of professionally employed women
at 9.4%. In the United States, this number is 16.8% and in Canada it is 11.5%.”65

This article allows women reading the journal to see the progress of countries around the
world toward the goal of women’s access to work, as financial independence gave women
freedom and professions could provide intellectual fulfillment.66 It also reminds readers that
there is still progress to be made, as countries like Spain, the United States, and Canada have low
levels of women’s workforce participation.
A similar article published in Jus Suffragi (Latin meaning right to vote), the journal of the
International Alliance for the Suffrage of Women, reported on the progress of women in 21
countries around the world in 1938. The piece, “Assessment of the Feminist Year 1938” reported
feats like Egyptian women teachers gaining the right to maintain their employment after
marriage and the addition of two female deputies to Britain’s parliament, bringing the number of
female members of parliament to 13. Other news included the elections of Kenya’s first female
For comparison, the rate of women’s participation in the United States’ labor force was 59.2
percent in 2014.
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legislator and first female mayor of Nairobi, equality of women and men in the new Romanian
constitution, and the election of several women to South Africa’s parliament, including one
specifically meant to serve the interests of the indigenous population.67 This article shares the
progress of women in a diverse range of countries and cultural contexts and shows that the
women of the International Alliance for the Suffrage of Women made note of the
accomplishments of women around the world. Women reading and writing journals paid
attention to each other’s progress and celebrated this progress in demonstrating international
solidarity among women’s movements.
The articles not only shared women’s positive progress but also included notes on the
suffering of sisters in countries with limiting laws and customs. In the March-April 1928 issue,
L’Egyptienne contained an article from the French publication, The Rights of Women, discussing
the status of women’s rights in Algeria, particularly among the Kabyle people. The article reads:
“Upon our arrival in Algiers, we were struck by the appearance on the docks of porters
wearing simple and tattered clothes. Then, from the first walk in the streets of the city,
my attention was attracted by the walking beings resembling white parcels: someone told
me they were Muslim women. Draped in their haik, one could not see anything other than
two eyes. In Oran, one does not see more than one sole eye, but on the other hand Kabyle
women keep their faces completely uncovered. Kabyle women wear cotton and cover
their heads in a red scarf…
The Kabyle villages make you think of Brittany with the gray constructions in front of
which there is a yard closed in by a door. There, only men belonging to the family can
enter.
What is the condition of women in this country that is so unknown to us? In a few words
it can be expressed in this precept: ‘You can do what you want to your wife, except make
her a cadaver.’
The majority of Kabyle men come to France to work, then after returning to their
country, they buy land. Desiring that the estate not be divided, they purely and simply
disinherit women.
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Children are married young, but the marriage is not consummated until they reach
puberty. The father sells his daughter to his future son-in-law.
Divorce that exists in this country is not like in other Muslim countries. Only the husband
has the right to divorce his wife. As soon as she has stopped pleasing him, the law
permits him to tell his wife: You can leave. Divorce is often exacerbated by the placing
of a ransom on the woman. In this case, if she finds a second husband, he has to pay the
first husband the price constituting the ransom. The divorced woman becomes the virtual
capital of the husband, then, if she were to be the victim of an accident, her husband can
claim an indemnity from her new family. No family wants to run this risk and the
divorced woman with ransom is seen as an obligation with the error of chance, at the
mercy of all.”68
This article shows a concern for Algerian women. The French journal’s interest in this
particular group may have stemmed from patronizing colonial attitudes; however, it still
expresses an interest in their liberation and acquisition of rights. By sharing the injustices these
women face—including early marriage and excessively difficult divorce—other women can
sympathize with their situation and incorporate this particular struggle into the international
feminist fold. Women in this community faced many barriers, as can be seen through the use of
the precept saying that men can do anything to their wives except kill them. These women
clearly were not seen as valuable within their community and the French feminists call attention
to this horrifying situation for the international feminist community. The women of the EFU
wanted to help women who faced oppression within their societies, while also disassociating
their own movement from cultures that could be seen as backwards. They emphasized that Islam
was not the source of women’s oppression in Middle Eastern nations and discussed legal reforms
that remained within an Islamic context.
In another article addressing feminism in the French colonies, L’Egyptienne’s February
1932 issue transposed an article from the French journal The Rights of Women on the status of
68
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Tunisian women. The article introduced and reprinted another article from the Tunisian women’s
press about the demands of women in that country. Part of the article reads,
“We reproduce this [article] entitled: ‘The Emancipation of the Muslim Woman and the
Law’ by Miss Hafyda Darrage, a Turkish student living in Tunis.’ ‘In the service of
universal truth and International Union,’ our sister publishes a journal by herself called
‘The Deputy’69
She uses both the point of view of reason and faith to address the question of our Muslim
sisters.”70
It is interesting that the women of the French publication chose to print the article and
labeled Miss Darrage “our sister” and also called Muslim women in general “sisters.” The
journal’s focus on this article shows a concern for fellow women in other parts of the world,
including those of different religions. In the original article written by Miss Darrage, she explains
the need for all North Africans to be liberated by a true form of Islamic law—one that follows
Muhammad’s teachings and preserves the intended status of women as being respected and
honored. She also calls for an end to early marriage, which prevents girls from attaining
education. Further, she asks for the utilization of both French secular models of education and
Arabic/Islamic religious ones within Tunisian schools. The French women publish her demands,
which were addressed to the French ruling elite because they support her desire for women’s
rights in Tunisia.71 This piece shows the collaborative nature of the international feminist
movement, as the French women praised their Tunisian sister and shared her opinions within
their publication.
L’Egyptienne provided a forum for its readers to engage with the international feminist
community and take inspiration from their peers. They read other feminist movements’
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publications and shared the positive news of women’s global progress. They also discussed the
progress still to be made among women and the challenges that remained. Egyptian women were
not alone in their interest in international feminism but instead participated in a dynamic
dialogue with their sisters in other parts of the world, sharing ideas and celebrating
achievements. This international outlook helped Egyptian women to identify with the general
progress of women and to aspire to make achievements across many fields. The international
feminist discourse empowered women around the world, by applauding successes and working
together toward shared goals. This emphasis on women’s solidarity and collaboration can be
seen in Sharawi’s memoirs, as she became involved in public roles through her friendships with
other women. These women helped Sharawi see that she was not alone in wanting greater rights
and opportunities for women and connected her with peers who shared her values. Participation
in international feminism was part of how Egyptian women wrote themselves into new roles in a
changing society and engaged in discussion about defining new parameters of an active and
public new womanhood.
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Chapter 3
Advertising the Modern Egyptian Girl
Advertisements, while not written by the staff of L’Egyptienne, played a role in
highlighting and promoting ideas about modern womanhood and the new roles open to women
liberated from the harem. These advertisements may not have been written by the women of the
EFU about themselves, yet they contributed ideas toward the biography of what the New
Egyptian Woman was—and could become. Businesses, both Egyptian and foreign, ran
advertisements in L’Egyptienne to appeal to and influence the tastes of wealthy women in their
new public roles. These advertisements sold products like automobiles, pianos, patent medicines,
beauty creams, dresses, and other luxuries to attract moneyed and modern consumers.
Mona Russell’s article, “Marketing the Modern Egyptian Girl: Whitewashing Soap and
Clothes from the Late Nineteenth Century to 1936,” describes the growth of consumer culture in
Egypt and the influence of advertising in shaping the modern Egyptian woman. She writes of
how advertising changed in the post-World War I period, with “increased gender specificity,
more elaborate artwork and layouts, increasing numbers of journals taking advertisements, and
more images in the ads.”72 Women’s literacy rates also improved during this period and, as a
result, more women were reading journals and seeing advertisements. Russell’s work focuses on
images of women in advertisements and the use of the “Modern Girl,” a “white, fine-featured,
and particularly un-Egyptian” character, sporting bobbed hair, wearing makeup, and dressing in
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the fashions of the time.73 Modern Girl’s image and the products she sold—from dresses to
tonics promising weight-loss—shaped new standards of beauty and dress for Egyptian women.
The advertisements in L’Egyptienne, some of which feature images of Modern Girl, were
meant to influence the tastes of wealthy women and determine how women would look and
behave after their liberation from the harem. While the magazine’s staff did not create the
advertisements, their inclusion is still relevant to how L’Egyptienne shaped its readership and set
the standard for the modern Egyptian woman. The advertisements can be broken into six main
categories: automobiles, music, cigarettes, travel, clothing, and beauty and wellness products,
each of which was intended to be part of modern and sophisticated life.
Automobiles
Automobiles were a symbol of modernity and wealth. Advertisements for automobiles in
L’Egyptienne focused on the luxury and comfort of vehicles. In an early issue of the magazine,
from July of 1925, Naaman Khouri & Sons ran an advertisement for Essex automobiles sold in
their showroom. The ad (below) features an image of a black automobile parked under a
flowering tree.
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Figure 10

Two women, sporting short hair, hats, and calf-length dresses, lounge next to the
automobile. The text of the advertisement appeals to women’s desire for a modern and
comfortable lifestyle at an affordable price. The top of the ad reads, “The sedan at the price of
the roadster,” alluding to the spacious size of the vehicle while asserting its affordable cost. To
the left of the image, the advertisement states that the Essex sedan is “The ideal car for the
doctor, lawyer, or businessman.”74 This text brings the readers’ husbands into the picture, as
many women reading the magazine would have been married to professional men and would
want to purchase products to satisfy their husbands and make their families appear fashionable.
The ad further appeals to women’s tastes, stating that the Essex is “The car that the sportswoman
most likes to drive.”75 Women’s liberation from the harem allowed them access to more active
and public lifestyles. As Russell writes, “Modern Girl [was] consumed with physicality, sports,
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and new pursuits related to pleasure and enjoyment of her body in public spaces.”76 The idea of
driving an automobile appealed to notions of a liberated and modern woman, one who could
engage in a wide array of physical activities outside of the home. Middle East scholar Beth
Baron described driving as “a feminist activity for the wealthy” and a newfound freedom for
upper-class women.77 The advertisement finishes by making the central claim that the
automobile is economic, comfortable, and elegant, summing up its message of marketing to the
sophisticated and progressive Egyptian woman.
Music
Listening to and playing music were additional leisure activities of cosmopolitan
Egyptians. Several advertisements in the magazine sell pianos, phonographs, and lessons at
music conservatories. Huda Sharaawi, feminist leader and founder of L’Egyptienne, describes
playing the piano in her memoirs as a great joy of her adolescence and a key piece of an upperclass girl’s education, along with French language and literature and the arts. One advertisement
for Papasian & Co. pianos (below), music, and phonographs appeared in the July 1925 edition of
the magazine.78

Russell, “Marketing the Modern Egyptian Girl.”
Beth Baron. Egypt As A Woman: Nationalism, Gender, and Politics (Berkeley, Los Angeles,
and London: University of California Press. 2005), 71.
78
L’Egyptienne 1, no. 6 (1925).
76
77

53

Figure 11

The advertisement shows a piano on the left and a smaller image of a well-dressed
woman with bobbed hair reclining in a chair and knitting in front of a music cabinet. The
advertisement implies that she is listening to music and relaxing. This sort of imagery was used
to make readers want to purchase music for their homes so that they could enjoy listening to it in
their leisure time. Access to luxuries like phonographs and music lessons were part of the
sophisticated and educated image of the new Egyptian woman that the magazine sought to
create.
Cigarettes
Advertisements for cigarettes similarly appealed to modern tastes and the image of the
sophisticated liberated woman of the time period. A page-length advertisement in the
October/November 1926 issue sells Nestor Gianaclis cigarettes. The advertisement (below) lists
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the factories where the cigarettes are made: in Egypt, Germany, Switzerland, and Belgium, as
well as the shops in Egypt where they are available for purchase. The ad claims that Nestor
Giannaclis cigarettes “were declared, by the Jury of the Agricultural and Industrial Exposition of
Cairo (1926), as superior to all competing brands of cigarettes.”79

Figure 12

This advertisement sells a modern product and focuses on its superior quality to appeal to
the wealthy readers of the magazine, who wanted the best and most sophisticated products of the
time. More generally, cigarette smoking was a key piece of the Modern Girl image and the new
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liberated woman. Historian Sharon Anne Cook, in her book on the role of smoking in Canadian
women’s history explains how smoking was a part of the flapper image. Cigarette advertisements
in Canada and the United States featured young, pretty women who smoked and led carefree
lives as “pleasure-seeking party girls,” liberated from prior constraints on women’s roles and
mobility.80 While Egyptian women may have been more conservative in their dress and pursuits,
the association of smoking with liberated, attractive young women still persisted in global media
and was present in advertisements in L’Egyptienne. Cigarette advertisements displayed for
women new images of themselves as carefree and able to pursue a wide variety of activities.
These advertisements contributed to the magazine’s efforts to open new roles and activities to
women and to shape the image of Egyptian women after their liberation from the harem.
Travel
Another aspect of the new Egyptian woman’s lifestyle was travel and access to the world
around her. L’Egyptienne ran advertisements for steam liner voyages and hotels in chic and
cosmopolitan places. The advertisements promote curiosity about the world and interest in travel,
especially to France, among upper-class Egyptian families, depicting hotel and ship services as
luxurious and modern. Huda Shaarawi explains that by the time of her childhood, “Travel to
Europe [rather than Turkey, where the royal family summered] had become a new habit of
wealthy Egyptians.”81 Many issues of the magazine feature ads for Messageries Maritimes, a
shipping company with passenger voyages to Marseilles. The May 1934 edition of the magazine
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contains an advertisement for the American Export shipping line (below), traveling to
destinations like New York and Boston starting at $190 ($3,500 in 2017). 82

Figure 13
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Other issues include advertisements for hotels in Egypt’s cities as well as in cities abroad.
The October/November 1926 magazine has a page-length advertisement (below) for Hôtel Lotti
in Paris.

Figure 14

It calls Hôtel Lotti “the aristocratic hotel in the elegant [city] center.”83 In an earlier issue
of the magazine, Hotel Beyhum in Lebanon emphasizes that it has the modern convenience of
“running water in all the rooms.”84 Hotels appealed to the sophisticated and modern tastes of the
upper classes and travel was a part of the education of Egyptian women. Further, one of the
magazine’s goals was international feminist solidarity and travel and interest in other places
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helped contribute to the realization of this goal. Women attended international conferences and
took active positions in global women’s affairs. Familiarity with the world around them, and the
differing rights of women in other countries, contributed to the Egyptian Feminist Union’s
efforts at crystallizing international feminist cooperation.
Clothing, Accessories, and Department Stores
Many of these advertisements contained ideas about and images of liberated women.
However, the most poignant examples of advertisers’ efforts to shape the appearance of the
modern Egyptian woman came through advertisements for clothing and items to improve one’s
looks. A central part of sophisticated, modern womanhood lay in dressing the appropriate way.
L’Egyptienne ran advertisements for dressmakers, jewelers, shoe stores, and department stores—
both in Egypt’s cosmopolitan hubs and in Paris. Beth Baron explains the evolution of Egypt as a
woman, a nationalist motif, as depicted in periodicals during the 1920s,
“Egypt starts out modestly dressed, with a head scarf, a very light face veil, gloves, a
cloak (underneath which she wears contemporary European dress), and high-heeled
shoes. Her clothes change rapidly over the course of the decade: her cloak and dress
become shorter; the gloves come off; the veil is removed… she sports a fur wrap,
oversees the cook, travels, carries a clutch pocketbook, and drives a car.” 85
Women’s fashions changed rapidly over the course of this decade, and the advertisements
in L’Egyptienne reflect the new trends and the ability of women liberated from the harem to shop
in-person at stores. Huda Sharaawi described her first visit to a department store as a young
woman. She notes the surprise of the store’s staff when they saw her, still veiled and flanked by
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her eunuch guard and maids. Yet she enjoyed shopping in-person and eventually convinced her
mother to join her on an outing.
Later, women liberated from the harem were able to visit department stores without the
large retinue and could benefit from the variety and excitement these stores provided. The
October/November 1926 issue included ads for Cicurel department store in Cairo, Doeuillet
department store in Paris, Printemps in Paris, and Au Bon Marché de Paris in Cairo, as well as
several smaller clothing makers. All of these ads, including those for stores in Egypt, stressed
that they carried French styles and dressed elegant and fashionable women.86

Figure 15
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The advertisement for Les Magasins du Printemps, which reads: “The Printemps stores
are the most elegant in Paris. Any elegant woman is a client of Printemps.”

Figure 16

In December 1926, an advertisement for Maison de Luxe, named to invoke ideas of
wealth, ran an add proclaiming that “elegant women dress themselves” in this store’s clothing.87
The ad also notes that the store specializes in marriage trousseaux, addressing women’s
sexuality, although in a subtle way and within the confines of marriage. These advertisements
directly sought to shape the appearance of liberated women and focused on images of
sophistication but also western standards of fashion and beauty.
Beauty and Wellness Products
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Many advertisements utilized Modern Girl’s western standards of beauty, focusing on
slimness, a light skin tone, and sex appeal. Products to improve beauty, hygiene, and health
appear frequently among the ads in L’Egyptienne, including beauty serums, makeup, patent
medicines, and healing spas. The July 1925 edition of the journal contains an ad for Vigoron du
Dr. Ross (below), a patent medicine claiming to cure “anemia, nervous exhaustion; weakness of
the blood and of the body in general.”88

Figure 17

88

L’Egyptienne 1, no. 6 (1925).

62

The company selling the medicine, Samuel Ross and Company, is located in New York
and the ad claims the medicine has had great success in America. The ad interestingly features an
Egyptian-looking woman, wearing a head covering with tendrils of hair falling around her face
and a transparent veil over her mouth and neck. She combines the ideas of Modern Girl, with her
short hair and made-up face, with modest Egyptian dress.
The depiction of an Egyptian woman, however, was rare among the cosmetic and health
ads, with most featuring European women. One example of this type of product appeared in the
February 1927 issue of the magazine. The advertisement is for Eau de Cologne 4711 (below), a
product to use in the bath that allegedly “eases fatigue, calms the nerves” and is “Marvelous as a
deodorant.” The ad claims that wherever the product is used it will “enliven and refresh.”89 The
ad depicts a modern woman with hair in a bob. She stands in front of the bathtub smiling,
wearing a towel that exposes a leg and shoulder with a pair of heeled slippers. This woman
appeals to western standards of beauty and encourages Egyptian women to conform to the
European ideal of slimness.
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Figure 18

A similar ad ran the following month, promoting Clark’s Thinning Bath Salts (below).
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Figure 19

The ad shows a woman with short flapper-style hair sitting beside her bathtub. She wears
a silk bathrobe and holds one of her ankles in her hand. The text reads,
“The new figure is easily obtained. Bathe and grow thin at the same time. If you want to
obtain the figure of a sylph. If you want to lose the useless flesh that makes you look
heavy, use Clark’s Thinning Bath Salts, which reduce tissue without causing the least bit
of discomfort. It is only necessary to take one hot bath per day, in which you dissolve the
packet of deliciously perfumed salts. This bath will eliminate useless flesh and has been
tested to give a woman an adorable shape. For sale in all the pharmacies and drug stores
in Egypt.”90
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Another smaller picture is labeled “slim ankles,” showing the thin calves of a woman
wearing a pair of high-heeled shoes. This advertisement encourages western standards of beauty
and slimness and promotes a modern notion of womanhood.
The September 1927 issue contains another interesting advertisement (below), selling
Myora hair removal cream.

Figure 20

This advertisement shows a woman, with bobbed hair and makeup, wearing a sleeveless
dress. Her arm is above her head, revealing a hairless armpit. The ad reads:
“She is fascination personified. From her pretty cut hair to her little shoes she is perfect.
Always gracious and natural, she never fails to excite admiration. One of the secrets of
her success is her use of Myora, the new perfumed cream that removes all unnecessary
hairs. This wonderful concoction removes the hairs without leaving a trace. It is more
pleasant than using a razor or chemical product.”91
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This advertisement promotes European standards of beauty and takes a sharp turn from
more modest dress. Egyptian women would have been unaccustomed to any exposed skin and
the idea of needing to remove hair to bare underarms would have been novel. Russell explains,
“the standard of beauty would become a fetishized, fair, slender, European woman embodying
bourgeois values of commodity capitalism: cleanliness, whiteness, order, and discipline.”92
Beauty products pushed changing ideas of femininity and modesty. While women inside harems
dressed in varied fashions and used beauty products, public standards of beauty were changing
and these advertisements sought to influence the tastes of women outside of the harem culture.
Advertisements and L’Egyptienne’s Message
While these advertisements ran in L’Egyptienne, the Egyptian Feminist Union did not
explicitly create them. The magazine ran calls for advertisements emphasizing the wealth and
prestige of its readership, emphasizing that L’Egyptienne can be found in many of Egypt’s most
aristocratic homes. This advertising strategy would attract advertisements for luxuries like travel,
cars, pianos, and jewelry. The women of the magazine and its readership led privileged lives and
these ads appealed to their social position. However, the staff’s opinions of advertisements
depicting western women and modern style are more difficult to judge. The contents of the
journal were mostly about politics, history, literature, and academic subjects. Yet sometimes the
magazine ran beauty pieces or other lighthearted articles, including one in February 1927 where
a doctor addressed women’s concerns about the loss of beauty with age. The doctor makes
recommendations about water temperatures for oily and dry skin and for younger and older
women. He also advises use of cream when outside doing sporting activities and riding in open
92
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cars and cleaning a face of makeup and dirt before going to sleep.93 The article is meant to give
basic hygienic advice but hints at greater emphasis on appearance and the need to have an
attractive face, something that could not have been seen when women were secluded.
Advertisements for face creams, colognes, and similar products would have been appropriate for
the audience that read this article.
On the other hand, products that promised slimness or hair removal likely appealed to
standards of beauty that were new to Egyptian women. The Modern Girl of the ads, despite her
liberation from some societal constraints, could be seen as self-absorbed and enthralled by her
own beauty. She is often shown looking at herself in the bathroom mirror. The Modern Girl
Around the World research group explained,
“This literal self-reflection of the Modern Girl has dual meaning. On the one hand, it
suggests the possibility of the Modern Girl’s self-possession. Through hints of selftouching erotics, it sexualizes as it celebrates the Modern Girl’s identity. On the other
hand, mirror-gazing also suggests the Modern Girl’s constant obligation to judge herself
against the beauty and social standards presented in the ads and elsewhere, and thus to
predict the opinions of others and to adjust accordingly.”94

Commercialized beauty standards can be oppressive to women and these advertisements
show a turn to a new emphasis on women’s public appearance. The ads sexualized women,
something that could not occur when women’s bodies were fully covered. Thus, these ads expose
the paradox of liberation and new standards of judgment that reduce women to their physical
appearances.

Antoine Amer, “Hygèine et Beauté du visage,” L’Egyptienne 3, no. 23 (1927): 65-67.
The Modern Girl Around the World Research Group (Alys Eve Weinbaum, Lynn M. Thomas,
Priti Ramamurthy, Uta G. Poiger, Madeleine Yue Dong and Tani E. Barlow, eds) The Modern
Girl Around the World: Consumption, Modernity, and Globalization (Durham, NC and London:
Duke University Press, 2008).
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Regardless of intention, the advertisements in L’Egyptienne offered products that were
part of a new and modern lifestyle. Egyptian women could use these products to explore new
roles and ideas about what it meant to be a woman in a new era. Women could focus on different
leisure activities, like driving or travel, and could try out new ideas about appearances through
clothing and beauty products. While these ads may show values of consumerism and vanity, they
still demonstrate the changing possibilities for women in Egypt and the ways in which women
could choose to adapt to that change and remake themselves for the future.
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Conclusion

L’Egyptienne provided a forum for women to discuss their demands for greater freedoms,
celebrate their successes, and work together for a more equal future. The staff of the magazine
praised the achievements of women in Egypt and abroad, writing biographies in each issue both
to applaud achievements and inspire women to imagine themselves accomplishing similar feats.
The articles on international feminist achievements and the global fight for women’s rights
similarly served as an outlet to explore the possibilities available to women and to build a sense
of community among the magazine’s readers and women elsewhere, reflecting Sharawi’s own
feminist awakening with the contributions of other women. The magazine’s staff empowered
women to work together and envision a more equal future in which they all made the
achievements that were featured in its pages. The advertisements contained in the magazine may
not have been explicitly chosen to send a specific message to readers; yet, they too allowed
women to try on new roles and images as part of their personal efforts to define a new sense of
womanhood in a changing social climate. In the chapter on exemplary women’s biographies, I
referenced Marilyn Booth’s characterization of famous women narratives as “collective
autobiographies of future selves.” This idea applies not only to the famous women narratives but
also to L’Egyptienne in its entirety—the magazine served as a “collective autobiography” of the
future—and present—selves of Egyptian women as a community with shared values. It
contained their successes, their hopes, and their choices. They sought to define themselves and
the notion of womanhood in their changing society and used the magazine as an outlet for this
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exploration. Huda Sharawi, in crafting her memoirs, contributed to this set of narratives of the
lives of women and their potential. Women focused on writing about the public and active roles
becoming available to them and also on the ways in which they could work together to improve
the situation of all women.
The EFU changed directions as the Second World War approached and stepped away
from international feminism to a stronger focus on Arab feminism in response to the
establishment of the State of Israel. It continued to exist until 1956, when Nasser’s government
dissolved the organization. However, that same year, women gained the right to vote and run for
office. Other feminist organizations continued to make headway and women gained greater
access to education, work, and social services. In 2011, the Egyptian Feminist Union was revived
as part of the feminist current of the Arab Spring revolution. Its activities differ from those of its
historical predecessor, yet it still works for women’s equal status and access to opportunity.95
Women’s roles and opportunities continue to be subject to debate and to evolve with changing
social circumstances. L’Egyptienne therefore provides us with a window into a particular period
of change and the ways in which a specific group of women addressed their social circumstances
and worked to define and imagine their possibilities.
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