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Biography and Feminist Rhetoric in Early TwtA® ntAceth-ce mijry Egypt: Mayy Ziyada's Studies of Three
Women's Lives Marilyn Booth Biographicalsketches of "Famous Women" appeared regularlyinthe women's
press ofturn-of-the-century Egypt. Drawing on a long Arabic traditionofbiographical compilation, theyyet
were something newinchoice ofsubjectand rhetoric. Aiming notonlyto educate butalso to shape the
middle-class female audience that the editors ofthe women's press sought, these brieflife stories
elucidate agendas as much as theypointup conflicts. Found in many periodicals directed atwomeninEgypt
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throughout this century, this genre maybe animportantsource for charting the development ofsubjectivity
and self-image among middle-class women;itis certainlya usefulsource formapping struggles overthe
definitionand controlofwomen's lives. These short sketches had come to pervade the women's press by
the 1910s and early1920s; and it was in this period that women's biographybecame explicitly part of the
drive to create afeministconsciousness among a middle-class urbanaudience, throughthree studies on
women writers bythe Lebanese-Palestinianessayist,poetand orator Mayy Ziyada (1886-1941). First
published in1919-25, Ziyada's biographical works came atatime whenorganized feminismin Egypt was just
emerging.Inlengthand depthherstudies moved beyond the shortbiographical sketches ofthe women's
magazines while retaining similaremphases. Ziyada attempted a full and contextualized studyofindividual
women whose lives encapsulated and could insome wayshape contemporaryArab women's construction
oftheirpasts and futures. And, revealing the impacthersubjects had had onherown life and thought,
stressing commonalities betweenherown experience and theirs, Ziyada acknowledgedA—ifshe did not
directly confrontA— the intersectionofabiographer's own situation and interests with the life stories she
produces.lUndermining any presumptionofabiographer's objective distance, this recognitionalso
served the rhetoricaland feminist purpose ofcreating anillusion of personallinkage betweensubject,
biographer,and anaudience of women. Ziyada's biographies have beenrecognized as achieving a
sympathetic and careful treatmentofthree women's lives; what has notbeenpointed outis howthose
works built uponthe demonstrated capacityofwomen's biographyinthe women's press to highlight
gender-role shifts inprocess and also to suggestanagenda for further change. Theyactivated, A© 1991
JournalofWomen's History, Vol. 3 No.1' (Spring) 1991 Marilyn Booth39 inasense,concerns spelled out
more abstractlyinotherworks byZiyada. Herstudies ofwomen's fives (and herdecisionto embark on
those studies) were motivated by herown situationinthe history of Egyptian fe minismand marked by her
ownsense ofwhatwas mostimportantand mosturgentinthe ongoing struggle of Arab women to take
controloftheirown fives, and theirown stories. Women's Biography at the Turn ofthe CenturyWomen's
biographyinthe women's press is noted brieflyhere as a prelude to Ziyada's studies and as anecessary
contextforexplicating the polemicaland politicalsignificance ofthose studies.2 It might be objected that
to regard women's biographyin turn-of-the-century Egyptas a process bound up withthe emergence of
women's public voices and activism entails the dangerof putting a contemporary, uncontextualized caston
the recent history ofthis genre.lwould argue the opposite: Whenthese biographies are studied within
theirpublication context,itbecomes clearthattheyshould be seenas adidactic genre and a political
intervention, grounded inthe context ofemergent feminismand the ferment around "the woman question"
inEgypt. Analyzing biographies ofwomen published by women writers and editors in early twe ntie th-ce ntury
Egyptsuggests thattheyrecognized the potentialofbiographyto articulate changing expectations and
newroles forwomen,its usefulness to criticize limitations placed onfemale experience intheirownsociety
and others, and finallyits powerindefining and presenting theirown pasts and...
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