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THE EMANCIPATION OF EGYPTIAN WOMEN.
By Kassem Amin Bey, Councillor of the

Court of Appeal, Cairo.

Under this title* I have recently published at Cairo a work
in Arabic, urging on my fellow-countrymen the necessity of

modifying our laws and customs where they concern women.

In the present article I have tried to set forth in outline
the ideas which are developed in the book, because I am
of the opinion that an evolution so important in the ideas

of our country would interest some of the many readers of
this Review.

Observation and history unite to indicate a correlation

in every society between the position of woman within it
,

and the degree of civilization to which that society has
attained. When organized States first came into existence

the condition of women resembled that of slaves. To refer
only to the condition of the Arabs before the appearance of
the Prophet, a father could with impunity kill his daughters,
and a man could possess an unlimited number of wives

without his relations being regulated by any law. Islam

brought with it a considerable amelioration in the con

dition of women by proclaiming from the first their liberty
and independence, and by conferring on them the same

legal capacity as man in all acts of civil life. Neither by
its disposition nor its spirit has the Koran been the cause
of the actual inferiority of the Mussulman woman.

It will suffice to convince the reader if I quote the three
following verses taken at random among a multitude of
others :

i. "Women have as many rights as duties."
3. "One of the benefits God has conferred on man is having created
from him wives, and having united them together to the end that they

should love and help each other mutually."

3
. " Remember the solemn promises which you have given to your
wives."
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394 The Emancipation of Egyptian Women.

Unfortunately, all the good effects which might b<-

expected from the Mussulman law have been destroyed

through ;the influence of savage customs, which existed

amongst the people who have accepted Islam, and which

were introduced into it along with many other customs and

prejudices.

These customs were made worse by the almost uninter

rupted succession of despotic forms of government which

ruled the Mussulman peoples. Wherever despotism reigns

it extends like a spot of oil from the Sovereign to those

who surround him, and from those to others. Everywhere

it encourages the oppression of the weak by the strong.
Woman being the weakest creature, man has treated her

with contempt, has deprived her of her rights, and trampled

underfoot her personality. She has therefore lived in a

state bordering on animality : mother, daughter, wife, what

does it matter ? she has been brought under subjection to

man because he is man, and she is woman. Man has

absorbed her individuality, and has left her nothing in the

whole range of the universe but the corners of his house to

live in. An impenetrable veil of ignorance and obscurity
separates her from the world. She has been but a play

thing for man, which amuses him, and which he breaks

and throws away into the street when he has had enough
of it. Hence have come in our Moslem world, Polygamy ;

the right of repudiation accorded to the husband and never

to the wife ; the custom of having eunuchs to look after the

women ; the veil, separation and seclusion, etc.

For the last twenty years, however, the domination of
man over woman among us has, as a matter of fact, been

ameliorated, the result of a better sense on the part of the
men and of reforms introduced by the Government. At
the present day a certain number of women go for walks,

frequent the market-places, and accompany their husbands

on a journey. Men—at least, educated men—do not
consider their wives unworthy of their confidence and
friendship.



The Emancipation of Egyptian Women. 395

But this is an illusory state, and will be always limited

to the surface if we do not frankly attack the antiquated
customs, which stand like barriers to the development of

woman's individuality— that is to say, her ignorance, and
the separation between her and man.

It is the absence of all education which debars the

Egyptian woman from cultivating, like her European sister,

the study of science and art, and from engaging in commerce

and industry. This represents an enormous intellectual

capital socially immobilized. But for her own sake, too,

woman needs instruction, one of the first requisites for the
attainment of a little happiness on this earth. All human
beings have a natural right to develop their talents to the

extreme limit Nature allows them. Religion, morals, laws,

sciences and arts, apply to women as well as to men.

There is a vast domain common to all, where everyone
should search as he or she likes. To live with closed eyes ;
to live like a bird in a cage ; to live with head bowed down

to the ground with all the immensity of space above and

around ; to turn away one's eyes from the stirring sight of

the stars which shine by night, nor to hear the millions of

voices of visible and invisible things which convey to the

ear the mysteries of the infinite, nor to commune with the

soul of the universe—why should this be the fate of
women ?

It is because woman has ignored the requirements of life
that she has lost her rights. Man, seeing himself wholly

responsible, has claimed all rights. Deprived of all educa

tion, her intelligence has remained in a rudimentary con

dition, and her conscience has withered. But we should

be unjust in upbraiding her for these defects ; it is the

men, our fathers and forefathers, who are responsible.

A sad uniformity in ignorance exists among all Egyp
tian women. They differ from one another only in the

mode of their dress and the value of their jewels. One

might also affirm that the higher the rank to which an

Egyptian woman belongs, the more profound is her ignor

cc 2
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ance. Thus, the women of the lower classes, those that

work in the fields, are comparatively speaking less ignorant.
The country woman, the toiler in our fields in reality, knows
as much as her husband ; their intelligence is about equal.
An enormous distance, on the contrary, separates wom^n
from man in the upper and middle classes.

This difference in education is
,

and must be, an unfortu

nate thing for both. All common life is impossible between
two different dispositions. The woman may be good, the
man of a noble character, but notwithstanding this, they

live out of touch and sympathy with each other.

We continue bringing up our daughters as we did a

thousand years ago, and do not perceive that everything

around us is changed. In our time, when the exigencies of
life are so numerous and so harsh, when interests are

complicated, domestic life often attains to the proportion of

a large administration. The management of a household
has become an art, which it is impossible to acquire, except

by a person of numerous and various attainments. The
education of children alone demands attainments, and an

experience which cannot be found in a woman without

intellectual culture. I call the attention of my fellow-

countrymen to this educational problem. If we wish to
regenerate our race from the low state into which it has

fallen, if we wish to bring up men with initiative, able to

depend upon themselves in the battle of life, it is with the

woman, the mother, that we mu^t begin our regeneration.

Woman's part not only consists in reproducing her species ;

the infant being born, the mother ought to be able to make

a man of him. This noble mission is exercised b
y woman

in European society. With us she can rarely dream of
fulfilling it.

The principal obstacle to the education of woman is
,

with

out doubt, the state of seclusion in which she is condemned

to-day to live. While this custom prevails nothing will be
accomplished. A few of our young daughters have received

a sufficiently liberal education in our schools, but having
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been shut up at the age of thirteen or fourteen, they have

gradually forgotten all that they have learnt, and are not

able to learn anything else. This confinement of the
woman in a narrow circle shuts her out from all com

munication with the outside world which thinks and acts.

She can no longer indulge her curiosity, her thirst for

knowledge, acquire experience, or develop her faculties.

She passes her life extended^ on a sofa, in smoking and in

sleeping.

This confinement, the consequences of which are evidently
so fatal to the health of women, to their spirit and morality,
we will now examine from the religious point of view :
Islam has never enjoined the veil. The Koran says :

"Tell the believers to cast down their eyes, and to live honestly; that is
better for them, as God knows what they do. Tell also the female believers
to cast down their eyes, to live honestly, and not to show to strangers

beyond what is apparent of their bodies."

The text, it will be observed, has not determined what
is apparent. Our Ulemas are agreed in supposing that the

face and the hands are included in those parts permitted to
be uncovered. As regards other parts of the body, such

as the arms and the feet, there is a divergence of opinion.

Neither does Islam exact the separation of men and

women. The only provisions enacted by the Koran in

reference to this subject refer to the wives of the Prophet ;

they are as follows :

" O believer, enter not the house of the Prophet without permission if

you have anything to ask of his wives. Do not address them, unless you

are separated by an object which prevents you seeing them.
" O wives of the Prophet, you are not as other women. If you seek to
be pure, do not allow yourselves to be beguiled by speech. Do not

encourage malevolence. Speak plainly and with courtesy. Remain in

your houses. It is not becoming to you to cultivate flirtation, like women
did before Islam."

These provisions all our jurisconsults admit as applying

exclusively to the wives of the Prophet. Neither confine

ment nor separation, as it is actually practised in Mussulman

countries, constitutes a religious rule. The custom, besides,
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during the first centuries of Islam confirms this view. In

those times women of all classes mixed in the society of

men, and shared their lives. It is possible to mention a
considerable number of them, who were conspicuous either

by their acts, their learning, or their intelligence.

Another thing which is not prohibited, but which is

blamable, according to some of our jurisconsults, is the

tHe-a-tete of a man and woman. This opinion originates
from a Hadith of the Prophet— viz., a man should not hold

a private conversation with a woman.

As is apparent, we are very far from the veil and con

finement as practised nowadays. Nevertheless, this does not

prevent these customs from being firmly established, and

adhered to more than all the commandments of God. That

is because they are thought to have an extraordinary in

fluence on their morality.
In reality, it is nothing. On the contrary, this separation

develops to an extreme degree the sexual passions in women

as well as men. It wakens the moment they do meet, and
continually maintains in their minds the thought of the
difference of sex. Here, too, as elsewhere, the charm of

prohibition produces a result contrary to its object.

Nevertheless, I do not see what merit a woman can
claim, deprived of her free-will and liberty, in pretending
to be virtuous. Is a malefactor, whom society has sent to

prison, allowed to allege that he has become an honest man

during the time he was incarcerated ?

Humiliating to the woman, detrimental to her health and

morals, wounding the dignity of man himself in the sense

of the reciprocal distrust which attaches to them, our customs

are primitive precautions, which are repulsive to every

cultivated mind. When man reaches a certain state of
intellectuality and sentimentality, he feels a repugnance at

playing the part of a despotic ruler at home. His nature
revolts at the idea of slavery under any form. He cannot,
under the fallacious pretext of safeguarding the virtue of
his wife, approve of being allowed to do away with her
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individuality. Europe is before us. Let us profit by .her

experience, instead of being employed in a sanctimonious

admiration of ourselves.
If we raise woman by giving her education and liberty,
we may be able to change the whole history of Egypt, and

possibly of all the East. This is a question of life and

death for us, and for all Mussulmans, because the misfortune

of the East is not, in my opinion, a religious problem, as

generally understood. That does not mean to say that our

religion has not undergone a deformation which requires,

some reforms. But if our religion has been degraded, it is.

because our character has been lowered. The great subject
— the subject of subjects — is in connection solely or prin

cipally with the education of woman.

We cannot seriously change our social state before

changing that of our family. Religious and moral instruc

tion, which are so generally extolled and praised by us as a

remedy for our misfortune, would not produce the desired

effect. It is not sufficient alone that grain should be good
in order to germinate ; it requires also to light upon favour

able soil. But this favourable soil will be always lacking

as long as woman is unable to prepare the future welfare of

her children.

The changes which I myself would urge upon my country
men are :

1. Let the women be educated.

2. Accord to them the liberty of their acts, their thoughts,
and their sentiments.

3. Give to marriage its dignity by adopting as its base

the reciprocal inclination of both parties, which is impossible
if they do not see each other before marriage.

4. Make regulations in regard to the husband's right of

repudiation ; give the same right to the wife. Make it in

all cases a solemn act which cannot validly take place, except

before a tribunal, and after having been preceded by an

attempt at conciliation.

5. Prohibit polygamy by law.
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Not only do these reforms contain nothing contrary to
our religion, but I affirm that they emanate from it. I
have pointed out the way, which should be followed in order

to preserve the essential stamp of Islam. Properly under

stood, our religion would become a marvellous factor of

progress, and suit itself to all changes, instead of being
sunk, as it is now, in immovability and routine.




